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    Dedication


    In memoriam of my Grandma Ruth,


    And the seeds of faith she planted in me


    Which have endured to this day,


    In spite of it all
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    Foreword

    



    Carol Christie has unfolded before us a true horror story of being caught in the clutches of a polygamous, offshoot Mormon cult. Her book takes its place with Debbie Palmer and Dave Perrin’s Keep Sweet: Children of Polygamy (2004: Dave’s Press Inc.); Daphne Bramham’s The Secret Lives of Saints: Child Brides and Lost Boys in Canada’s Polygamous Mormon Sect (2008: Random House); and Craig Jones’ A Cruel Arithmetic: Inside the Case Against Polygamy (2012: Irwin Law) in Canadian literature on this sordid subject.


    Breaking through the iron grip of fear that permeates the cult in which she was entangled, Carol rises above its crushing humiliation to show you, the reader, how minds and bodies can be controlled to do the will of a religious fanatic. Fear is the common denominator of all cults. Add God, polygamy, the threat of eternal damnation plus the threat of losing your children, and a cesspool of misery is created. Literally, a Hell on Earth.


    Carol has already done more than the average Mormon polygamous cult escapee: she has sued the despotic leader of this cult and won; she has shared her story with CTV’s W5; she has moved forward even more with work, writing, and a happy, monogamous, normal second marriage. She continues to have a strong relationship with her oldest son who also left the cult and lives in hope that her second son will also leave the egregious environment in which he still lives. And she has found laughter, the greatest medicine of all.


    Property! is for everyone. All who read this book will be imprinted forever with the images portrayed on its pages. My hope is that once the book is read, it is not placed on a bookshelf to gather dust. Rather, that its readers will realize how terrible the practice of polygamy is, that we do not want it in Canada, where in spite of s. 293 being found constitutional by B.C. Supreme Court Chief Justice Robert Bauman on November 23, 2011 at the Polygamy Reference Trial, in spite of a Charter of Rights and Freedoms that guarantees women equality rights with men, in spite of international conventions signed and ratified by Canada that protect women and children from the harms of polygamy, polygamy is still practiced with impunity in this country!


    My hope is that each reader of this book will put pen to paper or rattle their keyboards with letters that crackle across the Internet or swim through the mail to every official imaginable letting them know polygamy is a crime, so prosecute it! Bring legally promised freedom to women like Carol and her children. Don’t let their rights and freedoms be just pretty words on paper.


    My most sincere congratulations, admiration, and respect go out to Carol Christie. Keep moving forward, Carol, Canada needs you.


    


    Nancy Mereska, President


    Stop Polygamy in Canada Society


    www.stoppolygamy.com
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    Preface

    



    Why does someone like me choose to write about the things I do? True as they are, might they not be better kept to myself? I have come to think not.


    In the part of the world I am blessed to live, we experience four distinct seasons every year. In them one may see autumn’s colourful last hurrah, followed by bareness and skies of bleak grey. Then the winter white of new-fallen snow gives way to the hope that comes with the budding new life of spring, and, if we’re patient and wait in hope, the celebration of golden summers and the warmth of the sun on our faces and bones.


    In one’s own life, there are also seasons. I have lived through darkness and times when all seemed bare and stripped of beauty. There have been storms to cope with, blizzards in which I felt blinded and lost. Cryptically, I might also state that I’ve been privy to more than a few snow-jobs, forced and coerced into stating and feigning belief in statements I knew in my heart could not be true.


    The chill and lifelessness of the winter of my life are gone now. Slowly but surely, when I began to believe that all of life was dormant, the spring-like promise of new creation has taken hold in me. It is my season now, time to blossom forth, and grow into something new. Exactly what that will look like, I’m still not sure. But I know that as certain as I have come from something, I am here in the present and headed for something better, warmer, and more golden as my seasons change and I evolve.


    May I suggest that you join me in sorting out each of our lives according to seasons. At times, I thought my deep troubles would never end. But end they did, and now from all the bad I hope to shape and build something good. I hope now to rise from the ashes of my past to be someone who makes a difference. I want to take the life I’ve been handed and to use its times of trouble as lessons I can apply in helping others.


    I’m no expert on how God works, but I am coming to believe that each of us has a task to which we are called. I pray that mine is to draw attention to what I view as the darker side of a twisted religion, and, as it is hopefully eradicated, to play some small part in helping its refugees and victims to enter into the truly abundant life we are all intended to live.


    If I succeed in aiding one person live more fully, if I prompt you in some way to think about how you might take your life experience and transform it from times of adversity to opportunity, then I will have succeeded.


    Take it from one who was told countless times that I didn’t matter much: You do matter, and you can make a difference, by being who you are, where you are. Do me a favour. Don’t let anyone tell you otherwise.
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    The Visit


    


    


    “Quick, hide!” came the sudden and frantic demand from the Man of the House. “You and Nana, into the bedroom, beside the dresser. Right now!”


    We complied ... we always did. That was life for a wife in our community.


    I was His wife. One of six “church wives” He possessed, in addition to a legal marriage. He was the Prophet and President of our church. As such, He, and He exclusively was entitled to multiple spouses, and to all the benefits a man might expect from a loyal and dutiful wife. The right was recorded within our scriptures.


    By the time the police car drew up to the farmhouse, Nana, a senior woman in our flock, and I were crouched down on the floor, hidden from view behind the window and curtains. We trembled. Tears rolled down our faces. We enfolded each other with our arms, afraid of what seemed to be happening. I was six and a half months pregnant with my first child, and that position was difficult for me ... and got tougher as the minutes rolled by.


    Our Leader greeted the two Ontario Provincial Police Officers in His usual affable, outgoing style. Although we were not visible, we were mere feet from the conversation. We heard every word through the open window.


    “We’re looking for Carol Dennis,” one of the police officers stated. “Her parents are concerned for her welfare.”


    “She isn’t here,” came the lie. “But I can assure you she’s fine, just fine. Her father needn’t worry.”


    The wind rustled. We shivered. Would the curtains expose us?


    There were a few more cordial exchanges. Then the officers offered a “good day,” headed back to their cruiser, and left. I was surprised and shocked that the matter had not been pursued any further.


    But that was pretty much life as I knew it. The men in our community made the decisions, the women were not consulted, and, for all we knew or were privy to, that was the way of the rest of the world too. So life, the only life I had known for the previous seven years, would drone on for another thirty. And would become much worse!


    It is only since I finally made the break from the Church of Jesus Christ (Restored) that I have come to realize that most people in our part of the world live much richer and freer lives than I was ever aware of. There will certainly be people — and you may be one — who will ask, “Why didn’t you just leave, long before you did?”


    At the risk of making a very complex issue too simple, my response is that it was the only life I knew. We were told time after time by those holding power and authority over us that to leave would result in Eternal Damnation. We were programmed to live and believe within a certain narrow set of precepts, and woe unto us if we strayed or betrayed. And from the day I became a mother for the first time, I was blackmailed with the threatened loss of my children.


    So stay I did, raising two boys fathered by the Prophet, forced after that fateful OPP visit into a sham marriage with one of His sons, providing a layer of cover against any further suspicions. I lived wherever the Prophet, and later his son and heir-apparent, chose to place me, residing with individuals not of my choice but theirs, usually one of the church wives and whatever children the liaison had produced by each of us.


    This, then, is my story as a wife in a polygamous religious community. It’s not one that makes the news. It’s not in the corner of a midwest state in the American Union or located miles from anything else in the Canadian Rockies. This is a colony headquartered in rural central Ontario — one of Canada’s most urbanized provinces. It’s mere miles from the quiet, pleasant, small Georgian Bay shoreline city of Owen Sound.


    The property on which the actual “church” is located was once a bustling ski resort. Imagine what its walls witnessed then — happy weekenders laughing, playing, and engaging in a favourite vibrant pastime. Contrast that image to more recent years — the grief, hardship, agony, injustice, and physical and emotional harm doled out to innocent people, all ironically and tragically (I believe now) in the name of God. It’s utterly bizarre. The God I understood and still very much believe in must be weeping over the travesties this building could reveal, if only it could talk.


    If the walls at the Property could speak, perhaps they would do so fearlessly. The same cannot be said for all the poor folks who are or were involved there. It is true that the ranks of the faithful are now roughly half what they once were. But among the three dozen or so souls who have finally found their way out and into other lives with varying degrees of success, there seems to be an almost unanimous and continuing fear of the church, of its current Prophet, and of the judgment and punishment of the God about which I feel they are so misinformed.


    Until recently, literally no one had been willing to join me in speaking out about the abuse, the violation of basic human rights, the carrying out of practices far removed from the law of the land. There is not one member, past or present, of this community of any age who did not witness dreadful things, and many had unspeakable indignities inflicted on them. Now, a handful of young men, all refugees, have also begun to speak up. Yet others remain silent, and any suggestion that they join in exposing the church is met with tears, terror, or a strong desire to bury the past and hope it will go away. So deeply ingrained is this mindset that I suspect should any of them be questioned formally in any investigation of church doings, they would simply lie. Perhaps it is predictable that no one still active in the church would come forward and be a willing witness, but it boggles the mind that some of those who left years ago remain silent about the terror and tyranny of the past.


    What makes me different? Why and where have I found the courage to tell you my story when others won’t or can’t? To be sure, there have been days since my own exit and re-orientation that I too was scared out of my wits. But slowly, fear and dread have given way in me to sadness; sadness over all those lost and wasted years for me, and, even more regrettably, for my two sons. And when I’m not sad, I’m mad! Angry and screaming inside, “How could you do this to me?”


    There are very few people mentioned by name in what is to follow. This is intended not to protect the perpetrators of the acts of which you will read, but rather to provide some degree of anonymity for their relatives who must be held innocent, and, many times, themselves victims.


    Then there are those who are or who have been part of the religious life I knew. I can see their faces, but I also give them no names. This is to avoid complicating the lives of their loved ones “on the outside.” Also, if the sweet day comes when this church community is no more, these “refugees” will have to try to assimilate themselves into a new, strange, and frightening life in a world that is foreign to them. They need to do it with a minimum of stigma. Naming them would not help their journey.


    I use a capital letter to begin my pronounal reference to the Prophet/President of the church community less out of respect and more of simplicity of identification of the individuals to whom I will be referring.


    During my years within the community and even now, whispering thoughts bring me face-to-face all over again with individuals who came and went from my life, who could have made a difference and did not. My silent screams are not directed at any one person. To be sure, the Church Leaders, particularly but not exclusively the second and most recent and brutal of them, would bear a large part of the brunt. There is also my mother, who is now virtually out of my life by mutual choice, whose emotional makeup was always a dark mystery to me, and whose pious leanings forced me into this religious enclave to begin with.


    I still feel frustration toward Ontario Provincial Police officers who didn’t investigate complaints more thoroughly. I am furious with Board of Education officials in the Guelph area and the Ontario Ministry of Education for their lack of diligence and deficient follow-up. I am mystified that local Children’s Aid officials, notified about suspected troubles involving children, have been so long and late in acting. Since I now have no underage kids within the institution, I am not privy to exactly what forms the investigation is taking.


    All this while generations of children seem to have been exposed to incidents of abuse that make this colony a completely unsuitable place for the young. It is a place where, I have perceived, the young simply are not allowed to mature and grow up in any conventional sense.


    I cannot begin to tell their stories. I can only tell my own, about all the years during which I was someone’s Property! Thus the title of this offering, or at least part of it. Property also refers to the land and buildings on which the church does its own form of worship, conducts its business, and on which so many horrific incidents have occurred.


    I am not by nature an angry person. My hope is that in telling my story, as painful as it most certainly is, I may move a tiny bit closer to resolution of these awful years of my past, and move forward with my life with a reasonable sense of peace.


    Where I brought you into this story, the day the police came calling, is by no means the end of the story, nor the beginning. What I hope to do is tell you about the twists and turns of the journey that led a pregnant woman to be crouching in fear beside a bedroom dresser, and then what it was like for me in the days, months, and years after the officers walked away from the farmhouse, with a false sense of reassurance. On a hot and breezy summer’s afternoon when I wanted, with all my heart to scream out, “Wait! Please, come back!”
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    Beginnings


    Unless you are on the way to somewhere, you might never pass through Englehart, Ontario. Even the Ontario Northland trains don’t end their runs there; they change crews and continue, for it lies about halfway between North Bay and Cochrane, whether by rail or road. It’s a small town planted on a flat stretch of Northern Ontario, up beyond the more scenic woods, cliffs, and waterfalls you would find about an hour south. Although I was born there on December 18, 1952, I don’t know much about it either, because it only figures into my early stay on this planet.


    It was long enough, though, to become very sick. What was first feared to be polio, no stranger to the area at that time, was subsequently diagnosed as viral meningitis. I was unconscious for three days as the illness peaked, and there were concerns about whether I would survive. Blessed with strong stuff even then, I persevered. And then we moved! By the time I was two, we had picked up roots and transplanted ourselves to the lovely mid-sized community of Owen Sound, Ontario, today just a three-hour drive northwest of Toronto.


    Dad had been a lineman with Ontario Hydro until then and had tired of all the moves connected with the job. For him, it was time for a change, occupationally and socially. With the work seemed to come the expectation that he would “drink like a man” with his fellow linemen. Now with a son and daughter to think about, he vowed he was not going to be drunk in front of his kids. Once Hydro was out of his life, he pretty much stayed away from the stuff for the rest of our growing years.


    Dad attempted several other careers, driving a bus and a cab, doing landscape work with the city, construction, delivering groceries, and factory work. We were never rich by any means and moved to and from apartments and houses according to financial setbacks, but nonetheless home life held its share of happiness. I loved my father, his humor, integrity, and kindness. Eventually, he found steady work with the Board of Education as a school custodian, which somewhat stabilized the family finances.


    However, I never felt we were poor. It may have been true that I had fewer designer clothes than some girls I knew, but my mother was handy at sewing and put together some truly pretty dresses for me to wear. Those were the days when I let my hair grow long and flowing, almost down to my waist, and I knew what it was like to be a “girly-girl,” to be contented with myself, the way I looked, and the way I greeted the world. That said, there was a “tomboy” side of me as well. Remember, I had a brother and he wasn’t about to play with dolls!


    My favourite times in the first fifteen years of my life were those spent with our relatives. On my mom’s side, there were a slew of uncles, aunts, and cousins who lived right in Owen Sound, and we would visit frequently, often informally, just dropping in on one another. Every year or so there was a big family reunion, a real opportunity to get together, get caught up, and enjoy some pretty good pot-luck food.


    Less frequent, but no less enjoyable, were trips we would take to Essex, in the Windsor/Detroit area, to visit relatives on my dad’s side. They also were a group of good-humoured family folk, all of whom seemed to get along well and enjoyed each other’s company.


    My grandma Ruth, my dad’s mother, was also a major influence for good in my life. I didn’t get to see her often, because she lived several hours away, but when we had the chance, she spent quality time with me. I would curl up with her for a good talk in the evening while she let her hair down and braided it. I loved it when she would play the piano or put a bow to the violin and there would be music in our lives. Happy times! As I remember them there is a special glow inside me, even now. Her religious faith was strong, and I believe that, despite the horror stories I would endure in the years to come in the name of religion, my faith remains strong to this day thanks in large part to her presence in my impressionable years.


    My relationship with my mother was somewhat more strained and tenuous. To be sure, there were good times. I always admired her intelligence, her skills, and talents. Whatever she set her hand to, she seemed to excel at. She held down a good, steady job taking care of the books and inventory at Walkers Store, then a landmark on the Main Street. She had a flair for art and painting, and one of her works remains framed on the wall in my home today. However, she always seemed a moody person, and her temperament would take wild swings that made life difficult for those around her.


    More than once as a growing, vulnerable young girl, I remember my mother warning me to say a very fond goodnight to her, because when morning came she would have taken her own life. As an impressionable child, I would frequently go to bed at night, pull the covers over my head, and cry silently, sincerely believing my mom might be gone when I awoke. I would pray, “Dear God, don’t let her do it.” Come morning, as I rose to find her still with us, I would whisper, “Thank you!” Always there seemed to be an emotional strain in our household, and the ripples were felt among the other relatives, as I discovered later. Getting close to my mother was always a challenge.


    I enjoyed attending Strathcona Elementary School, made friends, and was on good terms with my teachers. School life was pretty good, until Mother and Dad decided we should move to the country. This move away from my friends and a familiar, friendly environment also necessitated a change of schools. I began to attend Derby School in Kilsyth, a few miles southwest of Owen Sound, and didn’t take well to the change at all. I felt I had little in common with the kids there, my grades plummeted, and overall I became an unhappy little girl.


    Detecting this shift in my outlook, Dad went to my former school for a talk with the principal, who was kind enough to “bend” the rules. I was allowed, through some choreography of school bus routing, to return to Strathcona to finish my elementary schooling. I was happy, my grades improved, and I was back among friends.


    If I was to pick out a most-happy time in my growing years, it would likely be 1967, the year of my grade eight graduation. I was able to pick out a prom dress and go to the graduation banquet feeling accomplished and pretty for someone my age. In fact, inside me were joy and optimism as I anticipated my life unfolding. I glowed as I anticipated a future as a registered nurse, a life that would surely lead me to the day I would fall in love with someone special. I had a great future, professionally and personally, all vividly pictured in my own mind and heart. Nineteen sixty-seven! It was very likely, the best year of my life!


    It is good to have memories like these. I cherish them, because there would be bleaker experiences to come not much later. By the end of eighth grade, my happiest school years were behind me. Home life seemed, if not perfect, at least stable. Life on the farm was an adjustment, with chores to do as well as keeping up with my homework. Yet there were wide open spaces to savour, and I had a horse to ride from time to time. There was a happy church life too, a healthy outlet within which to express my personal faith. We attended regularly at the Reorganized Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints, and the choir there gave me a chance to exercise my love of singing.


    To look at me in that time frame, you would have seen a fairly well-balanced, healthy, and contented girl, just skirting the edge of becoming a young woman. No one knew, including me, what life had in store not long afterward; how strange my home life would become. How a happy, religious, and spiritual life would be twisted into something dark and sinister. And how my hopes and dreams of what I wanted out of life would be completely shattered at the will of others, and “in the name of God.”
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    Turning Points


    


    


    If I were to try to pinpoint a time when my religious path began to spiral sharply downhill, it would be traced back to Englehart, where my mother had begun to feel very despondent and isolated living in the north. Perhaps as a holdover from her own rather wild girlhood years, she began to drink on occasion. Likely attempting to provide some kind of diversion for her, my grandma Mamie brought to our house a Book of Mormon on one of her visits north. This seemed to accomplish what she intended, and my mother became rather wrapped up in the words the book contained. So it was that by the time we had moved to Owen Sound and I was aware of life at all we had already become followers of Mormonism.


    Mother had found religion! What might have been a path to positive, spiritual enlightenment, however, began to take the form of fanaticism, and I began to detect changes in her that truly frightened me. Slowly but steadily, home life began to turn truly strange. As her fascination with faith evolved, she seemed to convince herself that since I didn’t automatically subscribe to all of her beliefs and retained a mind of my own on such matters, I was possessed by some kind of devil or demons.


    I would wake suddenly in the night, finding her on top of me, her grip tight around my shoulders, shaking me forcefully, chanting all the while as if trying to “exorcise” me. In one memorable episode she had her minister friend drop by and try to rid me of these supposed inner evils. As he “prayed on me,” she landed on me full force, clutching and pinning and shaking me. I simply remember it as one more traumatic ordeal to endure, and in the minds of those increasingly deciding my fate, apparently there was no appreciable improvement in me. I would not “obey” my mother’s religious commands. She was unable to gain “control” over me, and from my viewpoint, control of others was an increasingly important part of her persona.


    For his part, Dad was too busy to notice the subtle but appreciable changes happening within his household. He was focused on bringing home enough money, and, more often than not, was working two jobs just to keep us afloat. When he did arrive home, he was too tired to get seriously involved in any heavy matters. He found time and energy to joke around with us a bit, but my brother and I knew instinctively that we needed to go easy on our poor old dad. Over time he also seemed to fall more under the controlling spell of my mother, and on the rare occasions when he punished us physically, it was because she had told him to and had won him over to her side of a given conflict as the undisputed truth.


    Friends and relatives with whom I have reconnected since I escaped the church remark to me how strict my parents seemed to be with me, even when I was a little girl. They recall how, when our family visited, I was physically restrained from normal movements and play, shoved into a chair and told to sit there and be quiet until it was time to go home. My mother was the one who played the mind games with me, but it was Dad who often did the dirty work. I don’t believe to this day that he was a violent man by nature, but placed in the emotional corners where he found himself through her manipulation, he could be firm and harsh with his corporal punishment.


    The truth in mother’s mind was that I had mental or emotional problems. “After all,” she would say to family and friends, “Carol had meningitis when she was an infant. She’s had psychological problems ever since.” Eventually she began to persuade me it might all be true. All I knew for sure was that I was an unhappy girl, very confused, and kept under medication to “calm my rebellious ways.” I cried every day, often many hours a day.


    Given these external symptoms, at the age of sixteen I was taken to our family doctor, who promptly sent me to St. Michaels Hospital in Toronto for psychiatric testing. To me this process was like torture. Specialists injected dye into my system, which was supposed to expose any noticeable defects in my brain on an X-ray. But the most horrifying procedure was when they blew air into my brain to get a picture of its activity. The pain was so intense I wanted to die. For weeks afterward, I suffered migraines. I remember my dad sitting by my bedside, holding cold cloths to my forehead as I writhed in pain. My head throbbed like nothing before or since, and I threw up continuously as a side effect.


    There was no resulting physical or medical explanation for my “problems.” Returning to Owen Sound, I was taken to Doctor MacKinnon Phillips Hospital, a psychiatric facility that served the entire region of Ontario’s Grey and Bruce Counties. I was admitted to the ambulatory wing — where they put people who were having “problems” like nervous breakdowns and anxiety attacks, as opposed to the chronic ward, which housed the seriously mentally ill. During my six-week stay, I was actually happier than I had been for a long time. There was a sense of peace there, a lack of conflict. I was treated with kindness and consideration, although nowhere in the process did anyone sit down and ask me, the patient, what the problems were, and what was troubling me.


    The day inevitably came for my release, and I left a place where I had felt safe and secure and returned to the increasing harshness of my home life. I had been struggling through grade eleven before this chapter in my life, and my marks had been suffering. I never returned to school. No one within the educational bureaucracy ever bothered to find out why a young female student, formerly with good report cards, had been reduced to failing status, and then was gone.


    If there had been a life of any quality for me to seek, it was outside the home. As I was permitted to do so, I did venture out into the world for a while, with positive results. As the months and years rolled along, I began to establish goals for my life and future. I wanted with all my heart to become a nurse and to prepare myself for that vocation. While in high school, I had become a “Candy-Striper,” a volunteer group of girls visiting and assisting at the local hospital.


    I also began to work in my spare time with a husband-and-wife team who operated a small nursing home. They really took me under their wings and taught me much about patient care. I was told I was good at the tasks assigned me and was entrusted with more and more responsibility. I admired “Mr. and Mrs. H;” she for her warmth and gentleness and he for his cooking skills, his way with people, and his infectious sense of humour. They were prepared to assist me in every possible way to accomplish my occupational goals and wrote me a strong letter of reference. This delighted me, for I truly loved my work with them. I felt strongly this career was calling for me. I would, however, not have a chance to make use of their kind reference, although I was eventually accepted to three nursing programs.


    Two of the courses were in Ottawa and Barrie. The other was in Western Canada, in the Edmonton, Alberta, area. That one came about as a result of a deep and long-lasting friendship I enjoyed with three sisters from Port Elgin (a town located about forty minutes west of home) the first of whom I met through Young Peoples. They entered my life when I was thirteen, and we had a lot of fun together. Eventually, one from the trio, who had trained as a nurse in Owen Sound, went west to work, and during a summer school break two of us travelled out to visit her. During our stay, I was assured that I would have no trouble being accepted for nursing training at her place of employment, Penoka Psychiatric Hospital. I decided that was the option I wanted to follow, and came home to enthusiastically convey my decision to my parents.


    Although my mother had been more than aware of my desire to go to nursing school, she immediately threw cold water on the whole idea. It was too far away! It would cost too much money! I was not capable of looking after myself in such a setting. Again, as before and many times after, I was belittled by my mother, who again chose to try to control my life. I might have understood if I was truly a misguided young woman heading down the wrong path. I knew many girls and boys around me doing precisely that! But my goals and ambitions were worthwhile and suited my growing skill set. Nevertheless, the forces of parental control changed my destiny. Offers from others close to our family and certain relatives to help financially with my training and continuing education were met by hostility from my mother. My dreams began to blur, darken, and fade to black.


    As the seventies began, there was growing dissention within the church we attended. The denomination of which I had so happily been a part was making sincere attempts to “modernize” its faith and methods of worship, to make their worship life more relevant for the times. In this they were being joined by most of the other mainstream religious denominations in our part of the world. There were some who did not hold with all these changes, conservatives who felt that the church was straying too far away from the “fundamentals.” There were covert meetings in certain homes, and I was aware of places and times when there were whispers and murmurs in quiet corners. For a while, I suppose I thought all this would pass. I was, after all, in my late teens, and wanted to believe that my happy life, in and out of church, would somehow go on.


    It was not to be.


    In 1972 matters came to a head. The conservative factions of mainstream Mormonism, here and elsewhere, broke away. Our church became known as The Church of Jesus Christ (Restored). The first “gatherings of worship” took place in private homes, and it was a matter of months before formal meeting places, or actual churches, were established. What it all meant locally was that a group of about a dozen people came together to form a new, ultra-conservative off-shoot denomination, which intended to “stick to the fundamentals” of the teachings. A man who had been very active in the previous church and was much admired for his pastoral and preaching skills became the head of the new sect, which was in the process of affiliating itself with other, like-minded breakaway sects within Canada and the United States. My mother was part of this breakaway group of “traditionalists,” and so, without any say in the matter myself, I was forced to follow. Missing my friends in my former church and all the activities that made it special was difficult, but that was child’s play compared to what was to come not much later.


    The newly-appointed “Prophet” of this small but growing group had demonstrated impressive preaching, teaching, and pastoral skills within our former church. He seemed the natural choice to lead the new offshoot. Before long, He began to visit in our home periodically. He was without doubt a charismatic person with a likeable personality, and he seemed to pay particular attention to me. There was nothing inappropriate or out of the ordinary at this point, just a pleasant man making a positive social call.


    It was not much talked about in our household at that point that one of the traditions the conservative factions, including ours, was about to restore and embrace the concept of polygamy. According to literalist Mormon teachings, it was a God-given right for a man to have more than one wife. For some break-away sects, that was translated to mean that many or most male members could claim multiple women as mates. In our application, only the Prophet, the leader of our flock, would enjoy such privilege.


    As time passed, we (my mother and I) were invited out to the farm — home of this new Prophet and his (legal) wife — located near Sauble Beach. We would share a pot of tea and socialize. Further visits back and forth were pleasant enough.


    In no way was I prepared emotionally or in any other way for the “bomb” my mother was soon to drop on my life. The bomb that was to blow all my hopes and dreams — professionally and personally — out of the water.
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    Shock and Horror


    “The Prophet wants you to be his wife,” she told me.


    My mother’s words didn’t hit me right away. I thought I must have misunderstood.


    “You must mean He wants me to marry one of His sons,” came my reply.


    “No, HE wants you to be HIS wife!”


    “But he’s already married.”


    “Yes, but as Prophet of our church, He is entitled to more than one wife. And He has chosen you.”


    “He’s twice my age.”


    “No matter. This is God’s calling for you.”


    “God’s calling? What about my own dreams? To become a nurse. To meet someone, to fall in love and get married?”


    “We all have the weakness of self-will. Often it contradicts God’s intentions. God has spoken to our Prophet. And He is calling you to be His wife. You should feel honored.”


    I didn’t feel the least bit honoured. I felt shaken and physically sick. You might wonder why I didn’t lay down plans then and there to flee and escape all of this. My life was so tightly controlled by then, mostly by my mother and increasingly by this new church, that I felt I had no choice. Events were happening very quickly, and as a young, impressionable woman, I was simply swept along by the tide.


    I was in my late teens, and like others of similar age who had led sheltered lives, I believed that my elders were always right, and I must be wrong. Whether or not this condones some of the “independence” shown by teens today, I cannot say for sure. All I know is I didn’t have it in me and would pay for it dearly.


    In due course, my mother and I found ourselves back at the church farm, ostensibly for the Prophet and me to “get to know one another better.” This visit was very different from the others, because now I was aware of his “intentions.” The atmosphere for me in that living room was very tense and anxious, and I became dizzy and nauseous.


    “Just take her to lie down in the bedroom,” he offered.


    I went, lay on the bed, and began to gag. I hadn’t eaten properly for days, anxious over how cruelly my life was changing, and so there was nothing but bile to bring up. Eventually, I was taken home.


    The next time I was “taken to our Leader,” the visit was to take place at the home of a church friend of my mother’s. It was to be more than social, but I didn’t know that when I went. I was dropped off at the door of this house and was left alone. I found myself with the Prophet (the only other person in the building), watching television. Presently, He turned to me and remarked how pretty I was. In what seemed like no time, He was trying to kiss and grope me. I sprang in horror from the room and quickly stated I wanted to go home. A phone call was made, my mother returned with the car, and I was out of there. End of the episode, but not of the story.


    I was completing my shift at the nursing home one afternoon a few days later when my mother arrived and said we were going to the same home where the groping incident had taken place, because her friend wanted to talk to me. When we got there, we were just nicely inside, when this woman began to slap and beat me.


    “How dare you treat the Prophet that way. Don’t you know who He is?” she shrieked as the beating continued.


    It was settled between Mother and she that I would have to come and live with her for a while, so I could be taught “how to act according to my new calling and position” and to “learn how to be a kind, loving, and virtuous wife to a man of God.”


    For the month that followed, I lived in this strange house, and He would come and visit from time to time. There were no more attempts at physical intimacy, just meetings to become “more familiar” with each other. After serving my “sentence” I was back home again, where my mother’s control over me continued as before.


    I went to sleep uneasily at night, not knowing whether I would wake up with her face close to mine, trying once more to shake some supposed demon from me. I was forced to take heavy medication to keep me in a fog, sedated to the point that I would not resist her attempts to force me to conform to her twisted ways and concepts. I might have prayed for a change in “home” as I knew it, but I was to learn before long to be careful what you wish and pray for, because you might get it ... and it might arrive in a more unwelcome form.


    Not long after, the Prophet requested that I quit my job with the nursing home and move to the farm with his family. As a mere girl, I was abandoning people, pastimes, and work I loved, and venturing into a huge unknown. It made me quake with fear then, and makes me flinch even now. It seemed as though I no longer had any control over my life, no ability or resources to steer it in the directions my instincts told me were right. There was a swirling mass of fear and confusion spinning all around me, and it was catching me up like some kind of sordid spiritual cyclone, carrying me along.
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    Reluctant Participant


    


    


    The church’s Prophet might have felt He was making my transition to life with Him and His family on the farm as easy as possible. But for me it didn’t feel that way.


    The decision was made without consulting me. From the time I arrived at the farm as the newest of the Prophet’s “church wives,” I slept in the same bed as He. His legal wife had a room of her own elsewhere in the house. For a time, He left me alone physically. But after some weeks, He began to bring another of His wives to bed, and I found myself rolling over to face the other way, trying somehow to blank out the reality that this man and another woman were having sex right beside me.


    Eventually, and inevitably, the Prophet began the same acts with me. I was terrified the first time, and my expression must have showed it then and the countless times thereafter. My wishes, however, did not enter into the picture at all. It was all part of the coercion and manipulation that routinely happened within this religious community.


    In due course, indulging in the sex act with me alone was not enough, and one of the other wives would be invited to join us for a threesome. If sex with the Prophet was a continuing source of anxiety to me, these episodes made my skin crawl and my stomach churn.


    I was now a church wife, joining two others. We had been called to be spiritual companions to the Prophet and mothers of the resulting children, according to church law. Then there was also His legal wife, joined to Him in the conventional sense, according to the laws of the land. Quite a batch of “ladies in his life,” and the number would grow as timed passed. My own hindsight is that the women in my position were His “Property,” constantly at his beck and call. It was an “honor” exclusively bestowed on us. Others in the church also lived limited and strictly disciplined lives, but none to the same extent as the church wives.


    The Prophet, always considered our “direct line” to the Almighty, was the only man within the church flock who had these multiple privileges. The rest of the male followers had much more limited benefits of any sort. The women had none!


    The scriptural reason for the Prophet being accorded this domestic arrangement was to have male children to continue the religious tradition in perpetuity. The “justification” can be found in Isaiah chapter four verse one: “In that day, seven women will take hold of one man and say ‘we will eat our own food and provide our own clothes, only let us be called by your name. Take away our disgrace.’” A stunning example of selective scriptural literalism, carried to the worst end results, which I will tell here.


    Female children as a result of His liaisons were considered a liability, and the wives continued to try to have baby boys.


    Meanwhile, I was trying to work into farm life. There were chores to do, and I tried to hold my own with them. Still just nineteen, I had no experience as a cook, but I soon learned because I had to and countless times singlehandedly prepared meals for a very large number of people in this “church family,” and any visitors who happened along at mealtimes.


    To say I was a very unhappy young woman would be a gross understatement. I had been told I was pursuing God’s calling, although I had no idea why God would want or wish this life on anyone like me. I’d been taught not to question, because to question would bring out your “human will and selfishness.” Neither I nor anyone else I was becoming acquainted with in this strange new religious community ever questioned. They simply obeyed and went about their lives as ordained by those with power over them. We were, I now know, all brainwashed. We didn’t know any other life, and we were not aware of the alternatives available to us.


    The medication my mother had decided I needed did have the benefit of mellowing me sufficiently to tolerate my situation, blurring reality just enough. Conversely, the pills made me foggy and my memory suffered, so that I often took extra because I had forgotten a recent dose. By suppertime one evening, I guess I had taken so much that no one could wake me up. I was taken to Wiarton Hospital.


    My parents were called and arrived. After blood tests confirmed what was in my system, an IV was started. I woke up the next morning and stared around at my hospital surroundings, without a clue how I had gotten there. A day later, I was released. The legal wife of the Prophet was on the spot and assured all the other health care professionals that I could be adequately cared for “at home” — after all, she was a trained psychiatric nurse.


    The people who should have been concerned about my care and treatment were too easily satisfied. They simply took her word for it. Another opportunity laid before the authorities outside the religious community to investigate this situation was tossed away.


    The source of my torment was once again completely in charge of my care.
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    Fitting In


    I was not the first church wife within our religious enclave. The woman who had administered my physical punishment for my initial rebuff of the Prophet was the first. She had assisted greatly in the formative months of the new community, and was considered a “helpmate,” even though a recent hysterectomy had ruled out producing any more children. Eventually, this opened the door for her daughter to also become a wife — at the unthinkable age of ten!


    Within the next half-dozen years, our ranks, including the legal wife, would effectively double as four more church wives were conscripted. For the most part, the mothers of these women were also selected for the “privilege” of spending moments of intimacy with the Prophet, so plenty of females came and went from his boudoir — two generations worth!


    As time went by, and on some occasions, the number of women populating His king-sized bed during a given interlude increased. If there was a perceived scriptural justification for “possessing” so many church wives, surely this activity went beyond those bounds and into the area of His personal preference and pleasure. Several times, there were up to five women in bed with Him at once, all “organized” into certain respective roles and positions. These events truly horrified me. I tried not to show the repulsion I felt, and, when possible, quietly lay there and avoided participation. There were times, though, that I had no choice. To recall those moments now makes my blood run almost as cold as it did when they happened. I cannot but feel that at those times the other women and I were nothing short of sex slaves!


    The number of women present in the household did not seem to diminish the workload, at least not for me. I was still young in years, but I was one of the most senior of the wives-in-residence, so I seemed to bear a large part of the chores. In addition, since I was seen to have more maturity in my judgment, I was tasked with training the younger women to do their share. Keeping in mind that the ages of these spiritual wives ranged from ten to fifteen, they were often a tough group to keep in line! I was still learning too and made my share of mistakes along the way.


    I often found myself in the uncomfortable position of referee between the Prophet and His other church wives. On many occasions I remember conversations between Him and me that always seemed to follow the same pattern.


    “If I tell them that,” I would say, “they will hate me for it.”


    And he would reply, “Well, better they hate you than me! They are supposed to love and respect me! So I guess you need to consider this your role to play.”


    My day’s work began when I crawled out of bed. From that moment on, there really was no set routine, because every day was different and unpredictable. There were times when meal preparation was only for the few folks who inhabited the farmhouse. But there were other occasions when the visitors would significantly multiply the number who sat around our meal table. I was expected to be prepared for whatever happened and however many mouths there were to be fed. Then there were clothes to be washed, a house to keep clean, grass cut, and a share in the farm chores to be completed. Even with the help I had from the other women and even the Prophet himself, the workload was heavy. Along with all of that, there was the stress of our living situation, and always there seemed to be tension in the air. It was an unusual way to live by most standards, and it produced a certain ongoing volatility that most households would never know.


    This, then, was my world, the one in which I lived each day. It added up to exhaustion by day’s end, partly because of the constant physical labour, but even more because I was emotionally drained. I would fall into my bed, totally done-in. All the while, I had to pretend to be “in the mood” when the Prophet decided it was time for His pleasure.


    As successful as I might have been with all of my other church tasks, I still had not produced any children of either gender. “Barren” in my twenty-third year, I began to develop abdominal pains. The initial medical opinion was appendicitis, and I was prepared for surgery. When the incision was made, the medical minds changed quickly. I had a large cyst on one ovary! The growth and the appendix were both removed because there was so much infection in the area. With a successful surgery behind me, I began to heal, and the pain went away.


    Back on the farm, I took it a little easier for a while to convalesce, but in very short order was back to my dawn-to-dusk regimen, seven days a week.


    Then came an opportunity for me to work outside the farm and church. I was hired for duties in the laundry at what was then the Doctor MacKinnon Phillips Hospital, a psychiatric facility based in Owen Sound. This initiative was approved by the Prophet, because He and the farm needed the money. There were costs involved with raising premium hogs within the farm operation, and He had allowed a large animal feed bill to go into arrears. I was permitted to move into a small apartment in Owen Sound to be closer to my work and soon found myself with lots of company!


    The Prophet began to spend more time at the place in town and less at the farm. In tow came another of the church wives and her young daughter — quite a crew for our cramped quarters. Before I knew it, what was to be a supplement to the community finances was housing and feeding all these people, and paying the rent, with only a portion being set aside to take care of the outstanding feed bill for the pigs. The Prophet also took on an extra job for a time to get the finances in order. After what seemed like a long time, the debt was paid and the pigs had also moved on.


    In a best-case scenario, the work outside of the farm and religious environment might have been a pleasant relief for me. But even that quickly began to turn sour. This was the mid-1970s, a time when sexual harassment in the workplace was not the crime it is considered now. To say that such unpleasantness was rampant in the laundry department of this hospital would be an understatement. Staff members were routinely groped in ways that today would be considered totally inappropriate. Females were pushed into baskets of laundry, their bodies becoming the subject of lively, roving male hands. The women, perhaps feeling they had little choice but to join in this little party, offered little resistance. In fact, many of them seemed to rather enjoy this frolic and returned these sexual favours by grabbing at the male staff and making jokes about the size of their “maleness.” I tried to resist and stay away from all of this, and I suppose I earned the title of a “Goody Two-Shoes” and was seen as aloof.


    One day, this atmosphere came to a head. The assistant manager of the laundry department walked up behind me, reached up under my skirt, and pulled my slip right off me. Totally mortified, I ran to the ladies room to redress myself. Once the shock of the incident settled down, I went to the manager and complained about his assistant’s behaviour. As I said, it was the 70s but remember that hospital employees in Ontario were (and are today also) employees of the provincial government. Within a day, I was called in and told that I really didn’t fit in with the rest of the department, and that they would have to let me go. However, with a smile, the manager told me the departure would appear on paper as a “layoff,” so would not affect my future job prospects. It was not until 1984 that the Canadian Government enacted laws protecting workers from sexual harassment. Based on my own experience, such legal measures were long overdue.


    I have often wondered what I ever did to deserve what happened to me in my life as a young woman. I was a “good” girl; I was not promiscuous; I believed that sex was something left for love and marriage. Yet I was hurled, first into a religion which embraced polygamy for its leader, then into outside employment in a government-backed institution where sexual impropriety seemed to me to be a daily occurrence. Yet those who could have done something about it, if they didn’t directly encourage it, did nothing to change the atmosphere or the “culture.” Plus, when I refused to participate and protested, I was shown the door. It all left me feeling quite powerless and isolated.


    Back at the farm, it soon became evident that the affairs of the church were branching more and more into the business world. The meetings, or Sunday “services,” had steadily grown to about sixty of the faithful, almost all of whom were souls of limited means. Offerings were not sufficient, so other forms of generating funds were becoming necessary if the church’s works were to flourish.


    The first venture was a health food store in the Kitchener-Waterloo area operated by a couple who were church members, and which produced respectable income. This not only helped pay the bills incurred by the church, but also began to help finance the growing ministry in other lands. Perhaps the most outstanding results were occurring in India, where a sizable sect began to grow and which performed some very good work in helping the poor in their struggle toward a fuller and more prosperous life. Ironically, the lives of many of the local members were being severely compromised and limited while the quality of life in a far-off land actually improved because of the efforts of our little church and its growing affiliations. I never worked in the health food store, but I was called upon by the Prophet to be a listening ear and to try to provide helpful suggestions and input to assure a successful business.


    Thrust into an ad hoc management-advisory role, not surprisingly I was never compensated for any part played in the ultimate success of the enterprise, or the much bigger one which was to follow. Outwardly, life had become intricate, complicated, and demanding, and it seemed taken for granted that I would simply do what was expected of me to support every branch of the community’s enterprises.


    The ministry and outreach of the church was also launching into new territory. A plan developed wherein certain members of our sect would move to Missouri to lay the foundation for a new church in the area. About a dozen of the faithful, including my grandma Mamie, sold their homes and set out on this new mission. They bought up land and homes around Perry Lake, not far from Kansas City, and began the work of expanding the cause. They literally went door to door, handed out literature, and toiled diligently to expand the numbers. All seemed to be progressing well … for a few months.


    Within a year, however, discord was growing. As the land acquisition process plodded slowly along, members were compelled to live together in close quarters for their numbers, a situation that never works out well. There was disagreement on how the process and the spreading of the Word should proceed. Personalities clashed. There was even a clandestine love affair between two of the participants, a church wife and a son of the Prophet, a turn of events that was not met with warmth and grace at home. As the great experiment approached the two-year mark, the Prophet finally threw up His hands. It had become evident to Him that overseeing the Missouri group was much like herding cats. He left it up to them to grow or not as they thought best. Not long afterward, the mission folded, and the members there were forced to sell off their newly acquired homes and properties, most times at a considerable loss. Thus, a group of disheartened and financially-drained faithful dribbled back to the Owen Sound area.


    My grandmother was one of the worst affected. Having sold her home and depleted her life savings for the cause, she was left with virtually nothing and had to fall back upon the good graces of relatives to have a place to live. There was bitterness within my family over the whole mess, and it was the beginning of the end of my parents’ participation in the church. Mother and Father darkened the doors of worship no more.


    Emotionally, fate was about to deal me another low blow. I received word that my cherished Grandma Ruth had passed away. The news devastated me. A true and trusted pillar of strength to me in my impressionable young years was gone, and I didn’t even have the chance to say thank you and goodbye.


    To his credit, the Prophet noticed my grief and gave me permission to attend Grandma’s funeral with my parents. Remember that “permission” was necessary for someone like me to undertake any action that was out the ordinary routine. While it was a sad occasion, it was good to see my dad again. He cried at the loss of his mother as I had never seen before, but as always, he treated me with kindness. By this time, however, my mother had become a very strange person, off in her own little world of religious piety. So the lack of warmth and communion with her at the funeral was obvious to me, and expected. Having recently distanced herself from the same religious sect into which she had so adamantly thrown me just five years earlier, it now seemed she was free to leave as the whim suited her, abandoning me to a life of control and manipulation from which I could not extricate myself, and from which she made no effort at all to free me.


    You may wonder at certain points in my journey, including this one, why I didn’t seize the opportunity and escape. My answer to this inquiry would be “escape to what?” By this point, my brainwashing was well underway. Leaving was simply not an option, according to what I had been taught. It was a dark and sinister world, we were told, and departure from the church would mean that God’s protection and support would no longer be available to us. Which brings me to the deepest, most fundamental reason to stay ... abandoning my membership and calling would most surely, I was made to believe, result in eternal damnation. Whatever sacrifices I made in my life to forward the cause and help establish God’s Kingdom were supposed to increase my heavenly glory in the life to come.


    Besides, I was a woman, and what I thought didn’t matter. In the literalist religion into which I had been flung, the thinking was provided.


    There was one other little matter at the time that tied me even tighter to the life into which I had been plunged, although I was unaware of it then. I did not know until shortly after our final goodbyes to Grandma.


    Four months after my surgery, I was pregnant!
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    Expecting, Holding, and Beholding


    Physically, the first several months of my pregnancy went quite well. There were no complications, I was able to fulfill my daily obligations, felt good, and had virtually no morning sickness. There were, inevitably, mixed feelings about the way in which I was to become a mother. My child was fathered by the Prophet and President of the Church, and not by someone I had fallen in love with and married. I did feel supported and cheered on by those around me, and for His part, the father rejoiced at the fact that at last He was to have a son to perpetuate the ministry. At that time, there was no way to tell the sex of a fetus, but He had received a revelation that He would have a son by me.


    It was important in our religious dogma that the church wives produce male children for the Prophet. As an infant, each one would receive a special blessing that called him into a unique and particular branch of ministry and outreach. The title of “Prince” was bestowed on him, although the title was seldom used again in his life to come. Although sons arriving through the legal wife also received a blessing and calling of sorts, it was not to the same accord and extent as male offspring mothered by the church wives.


    All of this was cause for celebration within the community, and in a way I felt fortunate. Fresh in my memory was the time when a hapless fellow church wife, at the tender age of fifteen, had produced “only” a daughter, a mere babe who would never assume a position of prominence within our religious sect.


    It was a winter’s eve when the mother, still herself almost a child, agonized through a difficult delivery and finally brought a bouncing little girl into the world, in a London, Ontario, hospital. When I received the news back at the Sauble farm, the Prophet was out, and I was assigned to deliver the news to Him later when He returned. At first He brightened right up when I said, “You are the father of a healthy new baby, and both mother and child are doing well.” His entire expression changed, though, as I continued “…and it’s a girl.” He was both mad and sad. Women were mostly meaningless in terms of the church’s future, and He had longed with all that was within Him for a son who would, in time, forward the ministry and the cause. He wasn’t even going to show up at the hospital until His legal wife and I were firm with Him.


    “You HAVE to!” we exclaimed. “You’re the father. You MUST go and be with mother and child.” He finally relented and made the three-hour trip to London, but even when He arrived His enthusiasm and participation in the blessed event were negligible. Such was the fallout from the birth of an innocent child who happened to be female.


    This brings us to where we came in at the beginning of the story, and the day the police car arrived at the front door of the farmhouse. The day when the Church Head and father of my child quickly ordered two of us to crouch and hide in the bedroom. The day when police, with no further investigation after His smiling words to the officers, wished Him a good day and drove off.


    The incident lasted only a few minutes, but it caused a stir. Discussions began in earnest about measures that might be taken to help alleviate any further probing from the outside into our mysterious inner functioning as a movement. After all, my dad might further his original complaint, and the police could visit again. All this was occurring while I was six and a half months pregnant!


    Fear of being “found out” in my expectant state was instilled in me in a way only the spin doctors who ran our church could invent. I was warned that my parents would likely conclude I was unstable and therefore an unfit mother, incapable of raising a child. They convinced me that if I wanted to keep my baby, I’d better keep my mouth shut.


    In the midst of all this clamour and heated discussion, the Prophet’s eldest son made a proposal (an unfortunate term in this instance). “Why don’t I marry her?”


    The words hit me like a sledgehammer.


    “Then there would be a legal marriage and eliminate all this suspicion.”


    The Prophet looked at his son with surprise. “You would be willing to do this?”


    “I would.”


    During this exchange, my head was constantly moving from one speaker to the other. I said nothing. I thought plenty. Inside, I was panicking.


    What if this turns into something else, something more? I wondered in my silence. What if I’m expected to do what a legal wife normally does? Married to him? I cringed at the thought.


    Finally, after so much talk about me, the Prophet turned to me. He asked me a one-word question. “Carol?”


    I stammered my reply. “Is this want you want me to do?”


    Perhaps sensing my reluctance, he tried reassurance. “Now, now. It’s only a marriage on paper, that’s all. It will protect me and my standing as the Prophet. It will help ward off all of these questions from outside. And you’ll get to keep your baby. It won’t be taken away. You won’t be seen or judged as an unwed mother.”


    Not that I had any say in the matter, but the last part of His statement struck a chord. If it made a difference to the fate of my child, I reasoned, I would somehow go through with it.


    This man was by no means attractive to me, either physically or in terms of personality or temperament, and the absence of any girlfriend in his life might have been evidence that I was not alone in my opinion. So it happened that quickly, and, of course, without any consultation with me. I swiftly found myself standing in front of the Presbyterian minister in Tara, a small town about twenty minutes southwest of Owen Sound. Very large with child, I stood beside a man for whom I had no romantic affection at all, wearing not the memorable wedding dress of which most young girls dream, but an everyday pair of slacks and a maternity top, and took vows to be coupled in matrimony.


    And all of this was to throw any further investigation or suspicion of wrongdoing off the rails with this superficial semblance of legitimacy. Indeed, the son’s “proposal” was in name only, and so was our marriage. There was no honeymoon, no co-habitation at any point. Just a legal piece of paper.


    Despite my spoken misgivings about such an arrangement, I was coerced into complying.


    So my matrimonial future was sealed! Why that minister agreed to perform the ceremony without asking certain pointed questions, I do not know to this day. We simply went to the preacher’s residence, and after a few moments, on the afternoon of May 31, 1977, the deed was done. It was small wonder that my pregnancy, which up to then had been smooth and trouble-free, began to show signs of difficulty.


    Because I was well on in my term, visits to the doctor became more frequent. I was not allowed to see my family physician in Owen Sound, because that might raise suspicion and questions. I was taken to a doctor in Wiarton who began to detect high blood pressure and blood sugar levels. I was losing sleep and experiencing headaches and extreme fatigue. I wanted to cry my eyes out over the turns my life was taking, but any show of emotion was out of the question. Normally charged with energy, I was lethargic and depressed. By this stage, however, I had developed a reputation for being “emotionally unstable,” so most of the symptoms were simply shrugged off by those who held power over me.


    My first child was late arriving. When I finally went into labour and was taken to Wiarton hospital, I was in serious condition. My blood pressure had gone ballistic, and my blood sugar level was alarmingly high. After a fast ambulance ride to the hospital in Owen Sound, and with additional treatment, my first child was born healthy, hale, and hearty. And, much to the delight of the Prophet and the rest of the church hierarchy and membership, it was a boy!


    A few days after his arrival, however, I remained in Intensive Care because of my earlier complications, and I began to feel very ill. My fever spiked, and tests revealed I had extensive blood clotting. Another emergency surgical procedure alleviated the immediate life-threatening condition, but I remained in hospital for a month.


    The events of the last few months before delivering my son had come with the force of a hurricane. There was the scary and secretive police visit, the forced sham marriage to a man I didn’t love, the birth of my first child, and the life-threatening challenges to my personal health. All of that, coupled with day-to-day life in an environment most would consider unconventional, and I find, in retrospect, somewhat unbelievable. Here I was a new mother, and in the strange atmosphere where I lived, even my mother and father remained unaware that they were grandparents.
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    Bundle of Joy


    I had a new major boy-joy in my life!


    I was delighted that I was the mother of a healthy baby. The church leaders were visibly pleased that it was a male child. To hold this tiny creation in my arms gave me indescribable happiness. I adored my son beyond words and, as best I could with my other tasks around the farm, I tried to show my love. I do remember, however, that my child learned, quite early on, to hold his bottle in his two little hands, and guzzle it by himself, as I was so busy fulfilling all my responsibilities. I was expected to cook, clean, tidy, work on the farm, be a sounding board for the Prophet’s various business and organizational ideas, and, remarkably shortly after my return from hospital, be available in my most personal role as a church wife. The other, younger church wives pitched in as best they knew how with the workload around our very busy homestead. Yet I was somehow looked upon to provide oversight to all the tasks.


    The location of Sunday worship had changed by this time. The gathering each Sunday at the farmhouse had outgrown itself. A couple who belonged to the fellowship owned a large home in Guelph and remodeled the entire basement to be a new chapel capable of seating up to fifty. Those of us left living in the Grey-Bruce area, including the farm, now were compelled to commute to Guelph and back to be faithful attendees. No small task to undertake when you’re a new mother.


    My first child’s arrival had actually won a strange kind of “contest” within the church family, and it revolved around the faith community’s maturing business connections. They had sold the health food store in Kitchener/Waterloo, and the funds were used to set up the church in another soon-to-be-thriving enterprise. After much thought, talk, and exchange of ideas, a fledgling printing company took shape. It was about to open for business during the final weeks of my pregnancy. So the bets were on: which would arrive first, my baby or the company’s first typesetting machine. The machine won, but only by a few days.


    By the time I emerged from my medical complications after the birth and returned to life on the farm, the Mississauga-based printing company was receiving its first orders. It began to turn out, from the outset, product of a quality that has not wavered to this day. It was this business branch of the church that would prosper into a major funding source. The methodology used to achieve this success is the reason labour laws were written. In the years to come, these life-limiting corporate expectations would also victimize my own children!


    Within four months of my re-entry into farm and church life, I found myself pregnant again. This time my condition was much more challenging. I showed signs of bleeding, was frequently in ill health, and, after carrying the child for three months, I miscarried. There was quite a stir when it happened; an emergency trip to the hospital, the sounds of disturbed but not very empathetic people around me, and then the news that my regular doctor was unavailable, and I would be under the care of a different physician. Actually, he turned out to be the most caring of all the folks involved in this episode and treated me with gentleness, concern, and respect — treatment that had become unfamiliar to me.


    Emotionally I was in turmoil. I had sensed life stirring in me for the second time, and to lose what had begun to take place within my body was devastating. Worse, I was forced to keep all my emotions over this loss inside of me. The father of the child appeared disappointed by the turn of events, but shrugged it off, saying, “It wasn’t meant to be. There will be other opportunities.” It was as if the miracle of conception to Him involved less the creation of another precious human being and more the potential of yet another boy child to advance the agenda of “God’s Chosen Church.”


    For the church authorities, disappointment was short-lived. For my own health and well-being, the interlude should have been much longer, but three months following my miscarriage, and a mere nine months after delivering my first son, I found myself again “in a family way.” As a church wife, I was certainly doing my part, not that there was any choice in the matter! Within a few weeks of receiving the news, my health complications returned.


    Bleeding began, and it was feared I would miscarry again. I was admitted for a hospital stay a couple of times. A doctor ordered complete bed rest for me. Of course, I welcomed the change from my usual dawn-to-dusk ordeal, even though anxiety swirled around inside me every single day. The rest did a lot of good, since the symptoms mostly stopped. However, most likely because of the kind of life I was leading and its emotional effect on me, the term of this pregnancy was not pleasant at all. It culminated in an early arrival for my second child, born a month and a half prematurely. So tiny, so vulnerable-looking, I thought as I held him. That’s right him — another baby boy, another cause for church celebration. And as the days and weeks rolled on, and it became obvious that, despite an early and fragile launch into this world, my son would be fine, I quietly celebrated too.


    Although there were already three sons from His legal wife, I was the first church wife to give birth to boy children for the Prophet and found myself somewhat “in favour” with Him. This noticeable preference for me on His part did not begin with the children, but it certainly helped these feelings along on His part. As time rolled on, He became particularly attached to the boys and me, but this supposed “blessing” turned out to be a “curse” for me in my relationships with the five other church wives and his legal wife.


    I found myself in the role of referee, in the middle of spats of jealousy and infighting among the younger church wives. These conflicts were somewhat hidden from the church Leader, but He became aware they existed nonetheless. There never was a real and lasting solution to this dilemma, and I now feel that none was possible. This form of pettiness and competition is, I am convinced, inevitable when one is involved with a polygamous situation. At least, that’s the way I see it, as one who was one. Plural wives will naturally compete for the “spouse’s” attention, because the whole notion is one that goes against the natural instincts of human beings — the instinct to fall in love with and marry one partner, and, if the two are so inclined, to enjoy having and raising children based on a love and commitment between the two.


    As I continue to write my story, I watched with interest the journey the polygamy issue has taken through the court system in British Columbia, Canada. There are some who have argued that we need to “get with the times” and remove polygamy itself from the Criminal Code, in effect legalizing the lifestyle. Many testified and provided depositions, including former members of North American cults who managed to escape. I cheered when the provincial justice system upheld the law as is. I cheered again months later when it was further decided that the issue need not be referred to the Supreme Court of Canada, and the appointed Special Prosecutor was granted authority to lay charges related to polygamy against members of existing cults in the province. To me, the entire idea of reviewing the law was insane in the first place. But at least, now, the matter has been given a fair hearing, and saner heads have prevailed.


    In fact, the appetite to prosecute people who have been involved in these illegal and exploitive activities finally seems to be keener. For a long time, authorities appeared reluctant to go after the perpetrators, supposedly because they didn’t want to be even slightly perceived as trampling on the issue of “freedom of religion.” Now there appears a growing mood that such freedom does not trump basic human rights, and crimes related to polygamy will not be tolerated. It’s about time! Inevitably, I believe, the polygamous lifestyle left unchecked would have resulted in more victims, particularly but not exclusively, among women and children who are denied any reasonable sense of value and personhood.


    That is now. Back to then.


    Very soon after my strange, secretive life returned to “normal,” the decision was made on high, with no consultation involving me, that my child-bearing days were over. In fairness, there were genuine concerns over my personal health. In any case, I found myself one day summoned to the Prophet’s office, where I was told my tubes were being tied. Even that decision, one of the most personal any woman can make, was made for me. It was ever so clear to me.


    I WAS NOT A PERSON. I WAS PROPERTY!
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    Days of Duty


    If you were to drive into the farm Property where I lived, just off the highway and just east of Sauble Beach, you would think it was a pretty ordinary rural place. There were one hundred and eighteen acres of farmland, with a century-old but extensively renovated two-story home, insul-bricked, but then re-sided. A new fourth bedroom was added when my boys arrived. The big kitchen had a table almost large enough for all who might be there for a meal to gather round, but truthfully many times there was an overflow to feed. An oil furnace, a wood stove, and electric heaters kept us snug in the dead of wintertime, but the summer afternoons could be pretty hot and sticky, especially upstairs.


    About two hundred feet from the back of the house, the large barn housed beef cattle, pigs, chickens, and a couple of horses. Above the livestock area was a loft for the tractor and various machines and implements. The Prophet doubled as the farmer for the most part, His various children pitching in as they grew older and able. It looked for all the world like any working farm among dozens you would find dotting the countryside in this area of Mid-Western Ontario. But the people who lived there practiced a life very different from a conventional farm family.


    I would be the last person to ever suggest that a farm wife has little to do. Yet if I only carried out their traditional workload in the years I spent as a plural farm wife, I might have had a fighting chance. It seemed then, and still does, that I was expected to perform all the duties one might expect as a woman on the farm, plus some others unique to my situation. There was the little matter of the other, younger church wives. Some of them just nicely into their teens, they had much to learn, and I had to do much of the teaching. I tried to convey to them the skills of cooking and cleaning, and generally looking after a well-populated household. I was not comfortable in this role, still a woman in my twenties myself. I continued learning skills day by day in my own right. True, I possessed a few years of maturity compared to them, but many days it seemed like I was tasked with raising a whole crew of teenage daughters who were not my own, and far too young for the role into which they, like me, were thrust.


    If I hadn’t received many days off from my duties before my sons came along, there was most certainly no rest once I was a mother. I was exhausted from working every waking hour, yet somehow I had to bear up and be as gentle and loving and patient as my insides would allow toward my children and the other young wives.


    Perhaps as a blessing of sorts, the sheer size of the Property offered a few valued moments of tranquillity and inner peace. I would walk the pathways around the land, or cross-country ski in the wintertime, and relish the chance to escape the hubbub of the house. For just a while, I would be free of the tension that always seemed to exist within the walls of the farmhouse, the stress of my responsibilities, the strains that existed between the personalities living there, the feeling of being watched, in one form or another, almost all the time. Those rare times alone with my thoughts, taking in the fresh air and communing with nature, somehow helped pull me through.


    I was not by any means the only person on the Property dealing with stress. The Prophet was also carrying the weight of His work on His shoulders, and the load was considerable. Despite some of His unconventional interpretations of the scriptures, He was a man dedicated to His ministry as He saw it, and He took His calling very seriously. Notwithstanding a side of Him that could be very demanding and domineering, He also had a kind and generous side. His compassion for people in need was, at times, awesome. Under His leadership, our church opened up its outreach to stretch far beyond the borders of our country. He travelled to the United Kingdom and Europe numerous times meeting with other like-minded spiritual groups to enhance and expand the network.


    A new church sprang up in India thanks to His leadership, an institution involved not only in establishing worship, but also deeply involved in a giving and sharing mission with hundreds of people in that country who desperately needed help. Eventually, thousands of Indian people became part of this outreach ministry. It flourished!


    A resident minister in India attended to the day-to-day operations and growth, with continuing oversight from our Prophet. I remember happy visits between the two men and the positive and friendly working relationship they enjoyed. At one point, a sister of the Indian minister was being considered as an additional church wife for the Prophet. In a rare gesture, the opinion of the woman herself was respected. In broken English, she simply stated, “Oh, no, no. Too old, too old.” In time, the matter was dropped.


    You would be justified in looking askance at many of the ways in which our church carried on with its affairs, particularly in the areas of polygamy and certain details of the theology. But it would be very wrong to ignore the efforts made in the seventies and early eighties to truly do good work in a hurting world.


    Perhaps due in part to these efforts, the Church of Jesus Christ Restored outgrew even its new basement chapel in Guelph and began searching for a new home for the sanctuary. In due course, the board of directors became aware of a two-hundred-acre stretch of land with a sizable building that seemed suitable. Nestled in a picturesque valley within a few minutes’ drive of Owen Sound, the place had been developed as a ski resort in 1961. A major fire in 1964 required a complete re-build of the main building, but the enterprise went on to become a very popular tourist destination for skiers, hunters, and fishers. In 1978, however, the business ran into financial difficulties, went bankrupt, and sat unused for four years. In 1982 a sale agreement was finalized, and the church purchased this large Property and the buildings for seventy thousand dollars. It was a real deal! Even considering the condition of the purchase!


    After the cheque was signed, all of the faithful who were physically able were summoned to clean, clear, and renovate. During the week, that meant countless hours of hard work on the part of the Prophet, any other male who had some spare time, and a couple of church wives, including me. On weekends, the workforce swelled with other members who had days off from their regular jobs. We tore out fixtures and furniture, stoves and plumbing. Several chairs had to be pulled out of the wall, hurled there, we guessed, by trespassers who had accessed the abandoned building and partied there. In each case, all four of the legs had pierced the wall, and there they were perched, like a series of bizarre wall-hangings.


    Somewhere, way out behind the buildings on the vast, unused portion of the Property, there likely still remains a large portion of the junk pulled out of the building, plaster and broken furniture, plus the rusting remnants of the kitchen appliances and other hardware. It was very lucky no one was seriously cut as the large windows were knocked out by hand, and reconfigured to be more suitable for the structure’s new purpose. On the hill to the south, the remains of the ski-tows and the jump, one of the first in Ontario, were brought down and hauled away.


    The work was backbreaking and seemed endless. Yet, after months of blood, sweat, and tears, one Sunday it was ready, and we attended the first worship in our new place. There was a sizable sanctuary upstairs, and office space. An apartment had also been set up for the Prophet to live on-site, and he, now pretty much estranged from his legal wife, lived at that location for the rest of his life.


    We called it “The Property.” Yet, as the years and events would unfold, I sensed more and more the notion I’ve touched on before: that we were Property ourselves, all of us who took our faith lives to this place and entrusted them to those in power. We were literally owned, caught in a spider’s web from which there was no known escape. All of us were victims in this way, the women worse than the men, and the church wives most of all. We were at the beck and call of the Man in Charge, and woe unto you if you were ever less than obedient, and less than prompt in your response to His requests.


    The place itself, though, has stood the test of time. It has served as the residence for two church Prophets in succession and remains the place where people of the faith community come from as far away as the Toronto area to attend Sunday worship. The time for worship and the duration of the services have changed drastically, and so has the nature of the worship itself. If life was challenging enough under the original regime of the Church of Jesus Christ Restored, it was to become immeasurably tougher in the years to come.


    

  


  
    


    10

    



    The Toll of a Ministry


    He was the founder of our branch of the Church of Jesus Christ Restored. He was the father of my two sons. Life with Him was difficult and complex, but I’d be wrong to say I did not develop a certain affection for Him. Not to mention a very real respect for what He tried to do with His ministry.


    For all the differentness of our lifestyle, we were not completely isolated in those years. He was open and friendly toward folks outside our community as well

    as inside. Visitors were welcome on the Property. There was a stream running through it, and many were the fishers who came and benefited from the trout to be found there. Guests were also welcome at our services. This Prophet believed in reaching out, and His actions spoke volumes.


    It was a calling that took a very large toll over the years. He would return from His mission visits in other countries, always tired and often very ill. The climate, the food, and the lack of proper hygiene in places like India would wreak havoc on His system, and He came back to us pale, thinner, and struggling to recover His stamina.


    He began to get headaches off and on, and then they became more frequent and severe.


    The workload He took on and the lifestyle with which He had surrounded himself, almost began to turn on Him. Then, one day in the late summer of 1986, He came to the farm to visit. There were three of us, just my boys and me, living there at the time, and He sat down at the kitchen table, and talked with me the whole day. He began in the morning, talked through the afternoon, and well into the evening. It was as though He was pouring His heart out to me; He was a drained and discouraged man. It was difficult, He said, to try to keep everything going on so many fronts, within His ministry, His business interests, and His unorthodox personal life.


    “I’m tired,” He told me, “and I don’t feel well at all. I feel as though I might have a stroke.”


    How prophetic the Prophet’s words turned out to be. He left me as darkness gathered that warm evening, to return to the church Property and His apartment, where another of His plural wives was living.


    The very next day, she was on the other end of the line as I picked up the phone. “Something has happened,” her panicked voice relayed to me. “Take the kids to a sitter and get here as quick as you can. He’s asking for you.”


    I was in my old, ragged clothes at that moment, busy varnishing some woodwork in the house. I did not even take time to change, gathered up the boys, raced to another church family who would look after them, and arrived at the Property.


    It took mere moments for me to realize that He had, indeed, suffered a stroke. One side of His face was drooping, and His speech was difficult and laboured. An ambulance was called. He was taken to Owen Sound Hospital, where the initial diagnosis revealed that there were two aneurisms in His brain. He would have to go to Toronto by helicopter. There was none available. Finally, he began His trip to more specialized hospital care in a land ambulance, two us from the church following along by car. It didn’t take long for the Toronto doctors to confirm the suspicions of the medical team in Owen Sound. Surgery was possible, we were told, but one of the two aneurisms was difficult to get to, and if the surgery was somewhat successful, he might well come out of it “much different” for the rest of His life.


    Still cognizant of what was going on, He made the decisions Himself. He wanted no surgery. He wanted to go home to die. By this time, His legal wife had been summoned to return home from the work she was doing in the central United States. She had extreme difficulty facing the shock of the situation and accepting His personal decision. In fact, she rushed to the nursing station and signed the papers permitting surgery to be done. It made Him furious. So now, in addition to the intensity of the situation, the rest of us had to deal with a rift between the Prophet and His legal wife.


    With the patient signed over to our personal care, we began the long and dreadful drive back to the Property ― two of us in the front seats of the car, and a desperately sick man lying down, as He had requested, in the back. We arrived safely, helped Him into the refuge of His own bed, and began the longest and saddest wait I have ever experienced. I was the one He wanted attending Him, and offering what care and comfort I could ― a situation that resulted in animosity towards me among the various other wives, both church and legal.


    I was there when, a few at a time, the other church faithful arrived to visit, and to say their goodbyes. I also was present when the other wives paraded past and were given varying degrees of scolding for shortcomings noted. He couldn’t speak by then, but He could still growl and shake His finger, and they knew without doubt that, for various reasons, He was not pleased with them.


    Given the nature of His illness, there were increasing seizures to deal with. In every sense He was a very sick and obviously a dying man. The ordeal lasted for three weeks. Then, one evening, when someone came in to visit, and when He was obviously very grave, I whispered that I didn’t think he would be with us much longer. Seconds later, there was a large and deep sigh, and He stopped breathing, at 9:20 p.m., October 6, 1986.


    Immediately, orders were given to attempt resuscitation, one of the sons doing CPR and me administering mouth-to-mouth. This went on for an hour, until, exhausted, we were told to stop. A fascinating, unusual, and intriguing life had ended. The aftermath, with all its dark and woeful turns in the road, was just beginning. The first few days that followed were nothing short of surreal.


    If ever there was a man who was not allowed to die in peace and with a measure of dignity, it had to be this one. His legal wife took His passing traumatically. A notion grew within the church community that our Leader might, in fact, be miraculously resurrected, and this led to bizarre events over the week following His passing. The remains, unpreserved in any of the conventional means, were kept in his bed for a while, and then, for the ensuing days, He lay in state on the altar of the church sanctuary. I was the one assigned to attend to His body during this time, including regular bathing and cleansing. As the days wore on, no amount of such care was able to mask the pungent odour.


    As the reality of our Leader’s passing infiltrated the faithful, there was also the realization that change at the top was already underway. According to a succession plan arrived at by the late Prophet, the youngest son by his legal wife would take over His duties. I soon witnessed our first tiny taste His volatile nature and how it would influence His ministry to come.


    A group of church elders had been organized to attend a vigil over the corpse, praying through the night for the miracle of resurrection. When one of them nodded off to sleep during this arduous ordeal, the Young Prophet exploded in disgust with the lot of them. In the first of what would be countless outbursts of anger and temper, He summarily dismissed them all from their duty.


    A group of women, including me, were instructed to replace the original group in vigil. We were sent to bathe thoroughly beforehand, supposedly to approach our new responsibilities with a measure of “purity.” We returned, fresh and suitably attired in the cleanest and most presentable clothes we could find, and began to climb the stairs to the altar. It was at this point that our new Prophet tersely told us not to bother after all, and the vigil was called off.


    It may never be known for sure who made the call to the Ontario Provincial Police after the remains of the deceased remained on the Property for about a week, decaying all the while. Likely it was someone who just could not tolerate the stench anymore. In no time, an impressive array of police vehicles descended on the church Property, and the arriving officers began an investigation. Each of us was interviewed. Each of us had been told firmly by our new Prophet what to say: that the body had remained where it was for so long because of a wife in grief, who could not let go of her departed spouse. In the end, the officers bought the story, and so, one more time, an opportunity to truly investigate what went on within our religious community was lost. The body was finally removed to an area funeral home.


    In a final blow to this less than graceful scenario, there was never a funeral or a memorial service for this man. Three of us were dispatched to make the simplest of arrangements (at minimum cost), and the following day the Prophet was finally laid to rest at Owen Sound’s Greenwood Cemetery. Those of us who had been closest to the events of the previous several days heaved a sigh of relief that at least this chapter was over. Finally, we had a little time ahead to properly grieve the loss of this important figure in each of our lives.


    We were granted only brief relief. What lay ahead for each of us, and for our community, under the new leadership would evolve into an entirely new and very sordid era in the history of our religious cluster. I would be part of most of it and increasingly become a target for the new Prophet’s fury.
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    “The best brother,” age about three, and me, at approximately six months, at our original home in Englehart, Ontario.
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    I am kindergarten age in this photo, taken with my brother in our backyard in Owen Sound. I was his shadow. He was very kind and patient.
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    A boy and a tomboy! This brother-sister shot is in front of Dad’s International truck.
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    Relaxing in the yard of our rural home near Owen Sound with our family dog “Blackie.” In mere months, my life would change dramatically.
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    At seventeen, before becoming a church wife, losing my freedom, my innocence, and my beloved long hair.
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    In uniform at the nursing home in Owen Sound, where I worked in my teens as a part-time nurses’ aid. Plans for a career as a registered nurse dissolved as other decisions were made for me.
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    My life as a church wife began at this farm property near Sauble Beach, Ontario.
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    “The Proposal.” John surprised me by popping the question high above Owen Sound harbour, aboard the fire department’s aerial platform. A beautiful and memorable Sunday evening in September, 2009.
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    Making it legal, October 17, 2009. John and I have just been married. We did get to the church on time, the ceremony went without a hitch, and we’re still smiling. Many happy (and interesting) days to come.
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    Getting away from it all in the sun of Madeira Beach, Florida, February 2010. Can you tell we’re not missing the Canadian winter?
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    Wow! For years, I would never have dreamed I would set foot in beautiful Hawaii. Yet here we are! John and I holidaying during the Christmas season, 2011.
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    Victor Malarek of CTV’s W5 prepares to interview me in our Owen Sound home in the late summer of 2012. My story aired nationwide on November 17.
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    Takeover


    The belongings and personal effects of the plural wife who had been living with the late Prophet were hastily removed and placed out of sight by the time the police rolled onto the Property, one week after His passing. She was to move onto the farm to live with my boys and me. It was a living and working arrangement that was never pleasant for anyone, and the two of us clashed considerably. Fortunately for me (and her too I expect), the arrangement lasted only a few weeks, and the new regime at the church and in the printing company decided she was needed to help within the business. She was moved to Guelph, first to live with her mother, but shortly thereafter, when additional people required more space, into a semi-detached house.


    We were all adjusting to some very new events and demands in our lives. Perhaps most notably for my circumstances, it was assumed within our church policy and protocol that the plural wives who “had been called” to serve the late Prophet were now the “Property” of the new Leader, although He could pick and choose which ones He wanted to keep, and whether He wanted to add to the list. Although life had not been ideal for me up to this point, there were and are some things about my previous years that were not entirely miserable. However, considering any kind of intimate liaison with this new Leader was entirely repulsive to me. Yet it seemed to me that I had no choice. This was what God had ordained for me, and who was I to question?


    The youngest son from the late Prophet’s legal wife, now the man charged with responsibility for the entire enterprise, did not adjust well to the change. None of us in the church rank-and-file were privy to the reasoning behind the selection of the youngest son to succeed our Late Leader, but I can make a pretty good guess. None of the sons born by the church wives was old enough. My eldest was nine! Among the three legal sons, number three was the only one even remotely suitable to take on the responsibility. Neither of his two older brothers exhibited any of the skills necessary to even begin the task. Thus, unceremoniously, a twenty-eight-year-old heir-apparent assumed command. He was not comfortable with the responsibility. Previously, He had been creatively employed with the printing company. Now, however, a whole new skill set was being demanded of Him. He reacted nervously, and for a while His penchant for chain-smoking intensified, and was accompanied at times by heavy drinking.


    One day, He and a woman involved in church work arrived at the farm and announced that the three of us were going for a car ride. This excursion ended up on some Bruce County back road, with the Prophet-designate expounding on His worries and fears, drinking all the while. I was the one who had to drive home from that little outing, stopping at least once so our church Leader could be sick by the side of the road. In all of this nervousness and insecurity, however, He did say one thing that stuck with me: “You be fair with me, and I’ll be fair with you.” The words seem rather reassuring on paper, but the tone in which they were delivered sounded rather ominous. In practice, they were words that didn’t last long.


    I was busily attending to my various duties on the farm when He drove in that fateful day. Already I had sensed that He had issues with me, perhaps because He had read in my face that I was not overjoyed at being “transferred” to Him as a church wife. He had been very jealous in the past of the relationship maintained by the boys and me with his Father, and perhaps that played a part in what He had to say to me that day.


    “Well,” He stated, “now you’re going to have to find a way to support yourself.”


    Some might have considered that an opportunity to get out from under all of this, to take my boys and run as fast as I could into another life. However, because of the very “limited” life I had been permitted to lead, I felt I had nowhere to go. I was completely unaware of the agencies and resources out there to help people like me. I didn’t know anything about women’s centres, welfare, job re-training, continuing education, or any of the rungs on the social services ladder someone starting over might use to climb out of a situation such as mine. Additionally I had an ingrained notion by this time that I had been “called by God” to the position in which I found myself. I also had two young sons to think about. If any conscious decision was made on my part, it was to try to stick it out within the church community and hope that matters might settle down into something at least tolerable.


    That hope quickly dimmed.


    Very soon into the transformation of authority in our faith community, the new Prophet decided that He could not continue His existing duties at the printing company and run the affairs of church as well, so, in short order, He moved from Southern Ontario to the Property and began to live with His legal wife and family in the quarters previously occupied by His father. Not long after that, there was another moving day. I found myself picking up roots and re-situating in Guelph with my boys into the same house occupied by the previously re-located church wife. The short-lived but troubling living arrangement that had caused grief back on the farm returned.


    We were supplied with a below-subsistence sum of money by the church to run the household. I supplied daycare at this point to a group of children while their mothers worked for the church and business enterprises (all of these kids, remember, had been fathered by one or another of the Prophets/Presidents in charge). While my “roommate” worked at the printing plant, she was not paid what could be called a normal salary. She would have to itemize and total the cost of running the household, and then we received a cheque. It was never enough. We needed to top up that income with other funds. I went out to look for work.


    I found some, and in a short time I found more. First came a job with a cleaning company. Then I combined that assignment with a daycare enterprise. I loved children and must have provided a good service, because the word spread until, at the peak of it all, I was caring for as many as a dozen children, including three infants! Eventually, and based in part on my nursing home experience, I was accepted as a nurses’ aid, and was assigned mostly night duty to special cases requiring constant care. One of those patients was a schizophrenic who was dying of cancer. No one seemed able to connect with this woman, yet somehow we developed a bond, and after some exposure to her I was able to administer care effectively. At one point I was working all night, hurrying home to get my own two boys up and ready for school, sleeping for about three to four hours, and then up again by noon to greet the kids coming in for afternoon daycare. I was responsible for the children till nearly suppertime, then, after a hurried meal with my own sons, was away again by seven to resume my nursing duties.


    After a few months of this, I was totally exhausted. I was also experiencing “female” distress, which ultimately resulted in a complete hysterectomy. As I began to convalesce from the surgery, it became obvious that I could not keep up the pace of my work schedule, and, after considerable pleading with the Prophet and grumbling on His part, my duties were more and more concentrated on daycare, particularly of kids whose parents were busily engaged at the printing company.


    I had been allowed to keep virtually none of the income I brought in. It was expected that it would all be turned over to my roommate, who was directed to be in charge of all our household finances. She, in turn, would budget for our basic needs. I could not figure out why, with money continuously flowing in, we were still desperately short all the time. Then I found out. My roommate, who was, remember, another of the plural wives, was using our funds to purchase extra little gifts for our Prophet to stay in His good graces. In addition, particularly but not exclusively on birthdays and at Christmas, her two children were much better provided with gifts and goodies than were mine. There was, I found, no way to win or get the least bit ahead in my circumstances.


    Looking back, I see it all as an exercise in control. Keeping us teetering on monetary collapse within our homestead was yet another way to maintain a heavy hand on the “flock.” There were most certainly no days off or holidays. The only break from the daily drudgery was the trip every weekend up to The Property, always for Sunday services, and often driving north on Saturdays to prepare for the “Sabbath.”


    Saturdays, the assembled women of the church were expected to remain silent, meditate, and fast as a sign of penitence and obedience. No such demands were placed on the men. We women were a pretty starving lot by the time we were allowed a small supper Saturday evening. The Sunday worship became more and more of an ordeal. It was switched from a daytime gathering lasting a couple of hours to an evening ritual, where the faithful rolled onto the Property for a nine o’clock start and eventually found themselves there all night and into sun-up the next morning. Keep in mind that many of those attendees, men and women, had to go to work within the printing company, a two-hour drive away, and were to arrive there by the opening of business on Monday morning. The incidents were many when a driver began to fall asleep on those trips, and the other passengers in the vehicle (we always travelled in groups) tried incessantly to keep him or her awake and avoid catastrophe.


    But the arduous hours spent sitting on hard chairs, struggling with all that was in you to stay tuned in to what was being said and done in worship, began to become the easy part. There were other signs appearing that many things were changing quickly. After a dispute and communication misunderstanding over the erecting of a new church building in India, that entire outreach ministry was cut loose by the new Prophet, leaving thousands of believers and beneficiaries in that far-off land to fend for themselves. Eventually, they managed to affiliate with another church, and their mission and ministry continues.


    But it was one more barometer of the storms that were to come. The pastoral style of our new Prophet would soon take a very dark and ugly turn, when any one of us would become His target of verbal and physical abuse and humiliation.
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    Submission by Force


    There were two words we came to dread and fear in our church community under its new leadership: they would be “chastisement” and “correction.” The ways in which these were meted out became more and more alarming.


    The first clue I had that our Leader’s volatile temper would make a horrible difference in our lives came on what should have been a routine back-to-school shopping trip during the late summer of my first year living in Guelph. My housemate and I were given permission to travel to Michigan to buy the things our kids needed to return to classes. Days before we were to leave on this day-trip, our Leader decided he would join us.


    The day arrived. So did the departure time. We waited. When the minutes had ticked along into hours, we phoned the church Property, and were told He was just leaving. When He finally appeared, my housemate (one of His church wives) innocently remarked that she wondered if He had changed His mind about going, and that we had thought about leaving without Him. Reacting to this, He took her out into the backyard and yelled and screamed uncontrollably at her for even entertaining such thoughts. When they returned, her eyes were wet and red. Needless to say, the stress of it all put quite a damper on what should have been a rather pleasant outing.


    This incident was minor-league compared to what was to come. I believe it was about a year after he assumed the leadership that I saw our new Prophet demonstrate physical violence for the first time. We were sitting in church one Sunday when He began to scream at a young member, a boy of about twelve at the time, for being lazy and refusing to help weed the garden at home. You and I could agree that some kind of “lecture” for such a misdeed might be in order, but this rant went way beyond that! Before I knew it, the Prophet was standing over the boy, who happened to be sitting right beside me. Up went the hands, and He slapped this young man twice on the head, so hard I thought the kid would fall off his chair. Everyone gasped, yet beyond that reflex, we dared not show any other reaction for fear that we too would bear the brunt of an outburst.


    Over time, I observed that boy, and the rest of his family becoming frequent targets for our Pastor’s rage. Many times during worship, He ordered the mother to get down on her knees on the sanctuary floor. He would then either attack her with His fists and feet, or just as often remove His belt and lash her with it, all within plain view of the rest of us. We later learned there was a motive behind the forceful control of this family unit. What He really wanted, and soon got, was a relationship with the daughter, a girl of about ten. She indeed was in the sights of our Prophet to become another wife, with all of the obligations that relationship implied!


    Over the coming months, the “process to purification” became more frequent and intense and involved a wider circle of “offenders” within our flock. Because many of the events in those years of my life are a blur now, I cannot exactly remember when I first became a subject for His wrath, but I do remember as clearly as if it were yesterday the horror, fear, and dread I felt every time I headed for church on Sunday, or to the time of women’s fasting and prayer on Saturday. In His world, the scriptural translation of chastisement was the verbal abuse He would scream and yell and heap upon a person until he or she felt totally humiliated. The correction was carried out with physical abuse. And it got much worse as time wore on.


    Keeping in mind the fact that this man, in His younger years, had been very jealous of the attention his father showed my boys and me, you might imagine that I was working at a disadvantage from the day the leadership succession took place. He didn’t like me to begin with. Then, when I probably showed by my expression and reaction that I was repulsed by the notion of being one of His inherited church wives, His animosity towards me escalated. In addition, there was a notion on His part that I was “too independent in spirit,” that I had a mind of my own, that I questioned too much, and therefore that I was difficult to control. It all added up to a sordid, sad, and painful life.


    Given the luxury of recall now, I believe it is true that I have always been a thinking person, one who processes the events of life each day and sorts through every detail completely. You might say it’s a good way to be, and I would agree ... now! This personal quality, however, clashed profoundly with my role within my church community. I was accused countless times of thinking too much and too independently, and my “lack of obedience” was the source of much tension and grief all the years I was constrained.


    Sometimes, like the others, I was slapped, kicked, and beaten during a worship service. More than once, the blows sent me flying from my chair to the floor. On one occasion, He kicked the chair I was sitting on with such force that it fell over on the floor, taking me with it, and striking a painful blow to my hip. The result was an injury I occasionally feel to this day. I cannot count the number of times I was beaten or saw others undergo the same treatment.


    On a “quiet” Sunday, there would be only one physical incident and less than normal verbal lambasting. On a rare, “perfect” occasion we might escape from an all-night worship session without anybody being hit and few having undergone any verbal abuse. But on the bad nights, as many as half a dozen people became the targets of his physically violent outbursts. Age was no barrier either, and seniors who deserved much better in this season of their lives could be beaten and kicked along with the rest of us, including, many times, the Prophet’s own mother!


    I never knew when, during a service, I would suddenly find our President hovering over me, indignant over some real or imagined misdeed or errant thought on my part. “There’s a certain look in your eye,” He would accuse. “I see defiance. I detect disobedience.”


    And He would beat me “until He saw softness.” Countless times, He grabbed my hair and yanked my head back. And sometimes He would abruptly slap me. It was intended to return us to humility we were told, and I guess He succeeded in that. We were all humiliated by the abuse heaped upon us, month after month, year after year. Some of us, particularly the young men, would literally wet their pants in terror when subjected to His thunder and blows.


    After one Sunday service the issue of car-pooling arose. The car on which my roommate, myself, and our children depended for transportation had become old and worn out. My roommate was always designated as our household bookkeeper. Understandably, with the little money we were given with which to operate, plus her tendency to misspend, no reserve had been set aside for a replacement. Finally, the tired vehicle gave up entirely. Rides then had to be shared, and on this particular Sunday (actually the wee hours of Monday morning), the assignment of who would ride home with whom was left to our Prophet. This time He handled it by roughing people up, grabbing them by their collars, and dragging or shoving them toward a given car. Eventually, He turned to me. Somehow it had become my fault that we didn’t have a new(er) set of wheels. I was shaken and squeezed as my reward. Thus a scene of mass humiliation occured in the parking lot of a church that carries within its title the name of Jesus Christ!


    It was very difficult for me to hide what I was feeling when I encountered this man face to face, either at Sunday evening worship, or during our Saturday women’s prayer and fasting. One evening, after we had completed our Saturday routine and had eaten a small supper, He joined us. It didn’t take long to figure out He was in a foul mood, and He paced and fumed and found some kind of fault with most of us in the room. During this encounter, I found Him particularly repulsive, and at the moment He came face to face with me, I felt a sudden wave of nausea. I literally had to run away to the bathroom and be sick. Once I recovered somewhat, I cleaned up and returned to the flock.


    It wasn’t over.


    He was still pacing and ranting, and at the peak of it all He filled a glass with water and threw it in the face of a woman. He then paced some more and re-filled the glass. Uh-oh, I thought, still not feeling well at all. Who’s going to get it next. Then, it suddenly seemed it was going to be me! He was shouting about how some people were unfocussed and inattentive to what He was saying and had escaped before He was done with them. He, of course, meant me, running out earlier to prevent a sickly mess on the floor. Then He was right in front of me, brandishing the glass, waving it back and forth, back and forth. I had become resigned to my fate. Well, I figured, This is going to be cold. Wet too. But it didn’t happen. After taunting me for several minutes, he finally walked away. For that day, a personal crisis had been averted.


    There was one other punishment that for some reason I was blessed with escaping. I recall that on many occasions, when our Leader seemed particularly agitated about the action or attitudes of certain members, they were not only subjected to slaps and kicks but were commanded to take down their pants. Then they were compelled to sit through the rest of the worship, for what could be hours, trousers around their ankles with nothing on their lower body but their underwear. This form of punishment was meted out to many, regardless of age; people in their teens through up to their eighties, male and female, found themselves thus humiliated and embarrassed in the presence of their peers.


    The nightmares we faced, as a huddled group of the faithful, week after week now seem even to me in the telling of them to be almost unbelievable. Yet if we dared show any fear, we placed ourselves in danger of even harsher treatment. All the while, a half dozen of us were still supposed to be church wives to this Man. For myself, I was summoned to fulfill this role less and less as I fell into more and more disfavour. I see that as a blessing at a time when blessings seemed few!


    I have a tiny trace of Cherokee blood in me from preceding generations. Because our church doctrine considered North American Aboriginals a cursed race (and Black people, too, for that matter), this part of my heritage was also the basis of insult and attack. I cannot count the number of times I was called a “squaw” by our President and Pastor, and my two boys were frequently referred to as “Paiutes,” a derogatory slang term alluding to our tiny strain of Native ancestry. “What can we expect,” He would roar, “from people like you.”


    In 1992, my youngest son was involved in a sledding accident. It was serious enough that he could have been killed! He underwent emergency surgery, and his spleen was removed. We were all still recovering from the shock of the accident when we began to receive another lambasting from the Prophet.


    “No-good squaw,” he hissed. “Doesn’t know how to raise her kids to stay out of trouble. And the kids themselves are nothing but war-whoops!”


    This accident, which might have happened to any child, was somehow brought back around to being my fault. That round of verbal abuse hurt every bit as much as those frequent blows from His hands and feet.


    I didn’t know it then but realize now that the church also practiced blatant discrimination, both gender-based and racial. The Aboriginal blood in me was bad, according to the teachings, because First Nations Peoples and Blacks were seen as “cursed.” These “Laminites” would, however, someday have this curse lifted by redemption, and (of course) the purification only possible by being “churched.” Since the darkness of one’s skin was considered a sign of their impurity, on the day the darkness of their evil was lifted, so too would they become a “white and delightsome” people. I realize that many would claim there ought to be a total separation of church and state, and thus a particular faith should be able to set its own parameters. But surely there comes a time for all of us when basic human rights trump freedom of religion. Here, in my opinion now, is a living, breathing example!


    This kind of verbal and physical abuse was not confined to Sundays either. On one Saturday, when the women were concluding their day of demanded prayer and fasting, some of them began to talk and giggle to a level beyond what He found acceptable. He stormed down to the room from His office and proceeded to give us a verbal dressing down for what He had overheard, and several of us were slapped to conclude this admonition. I was not hit this time; I was still quietly sitting in my chair making notes when He entered. I continued to do so while the tirade wore on. Finally, He came over to me, looked down, and glared. He said something like, “And there you are, little Miss Innocent. You can’t fool me with all this pretence of not being involved.” Once again I couldn’t win, even when I was doing what I thought He would want.


    Everyone who was around to remember the death of Lady Diana, August 31, 1997, will recall where they were and what they were doing when they heard the news. It was late on Saturday night, after the women’s day of fasting and prayer had ended, and a group of about fifteen of us had assembled in the President’s office, glued to his computer for the latest information on this gripping tragedy. Presently, He looked up and around, and then directly at me. Out of nowhere came His comments about the “darkness” He saw in my eyes. He stood up, came around the desk, pulled me aside, grabbed my face, and squeezed it tightly. Then He pulled my hair, slapped my face, and shoved me around the room. Interspersed with all of this was the verbal barrage, obscene name-calling and demands for a change in my behaviour. As was typical within our enclave, others witnessing such an incident kept silent and fixed their gaze on the floor, seeming to act on their own penitence. This night was no exception.


    One of the saddest parts of this whole repugnant lifestyle was the expectation that, notwithstanding the grueling abuse we all had to endure, we were all to be not only grateful for the correction we received from the Prophet, but to show it in every way possible. The vast majority of us had scarcely a penny to our names; it was all taken from us. We were returned a pittance of an allowance from which we had to operate our households. Yet on special occasions, such as Christmas and His birthday, we were all expected to lavish Him with gifts. And woe unto you if the gift you selected was not to His liking and satisfaction. In addition, come Christmas, we were all expected to contribute to a larger, group gift for the President. The printing company usually pitched in with some funds as well, and He received items like a beautiful, large-screen television one year, and a large barbeque, with all the accessories, on another. These extravagant gifting episodes took place at gala parties, which everyone from church attended. I always took part in this event, albeit reluctantly.


    This gathering never took place on Christmas Day. That was reserved for a smaller group of family and relatives, to which I, as one of the church wives, might have expected an invitation. Everyone else in the same situation was included. The boys and I, however, were specifically excluded. In fact, on one occasion, He told my invited roommate within my hearing to make a point of informing me that we were not welcome. He never had cared for the three of us, and He intended to show it, even at this special time of year.


    We spent Christmas at home in Guelph, the three of us cooking the best Christmas dinner we could manage and exchanging the little gifts we could afford and trying to cheer up each other. While part of me was glad to be excluded and not subjected to His tyranny, I couldn’t avoid the contrast to years past, when this man’s Father, the original Prophet and father of my boys, had made a point of showing us a happy holiday, with lovely gifts and all the trimmings. Now, with the death of their father, they also had to cope with this kind of rebuff from His successor. It was as if no one cared for them and us anymore, so we cared for each other.


    Eventually, the only Christmas observance among the “church clan” occurred at the Property. Individually, we were not permitted to indulge in any kind of celebration. In other words, we were not to cheer the arrival of the Christ Child who is not only the foundation of Christianity but whose name is significantly displayed in the church’s official name! To this day, Christmas is not the season to be jolly for me, as I remember those times of sadness and rejection.


    Which brings us to the raspberry incident. It happened that the Prophet’s two sons each had a birthday in late summer. Of course, it was only right that we should have a gift for each of them. This was something we simply could not afford from our regular cash flow, so my eldest son and I decided to take on work picking raspberries for a couple of evenings a week to raise the extra cash. Others within the denomination had done similar occasional work “out in the world” for similar purposes, and had not required permission. But the punitive restrictions administered by the Leadership were not applied equally and consistently. The “mistake” we made was trying to keep it a surprise, and because we were always in his bad books it seems we should have sought permission. When word of this misdeed got back to our Leader, and without trying to get to the reason behind our efforts, He decided to punish me the following Sunday. This resulted in the worst of any of the beatings I endured.


    He called my housemate and me outside to the front of the building before church. He went after my housemate first, the one who had alerted Him to the situation to begin with. He didn’t dress her down for being a niggling, little tattletale, but rather because she had delayed telling him for a few days. He shouted at her and slapped her a couple of times.


    Suddenly, His fury turned to me, and before I knew it I had been slapped hard enough to fly several feet through the air, landing hard on the cement. I lay there in excruciating pain, and He began to kick me, shouting at me to get up. I didn’t think I could do it, but I knew that somehow I had to get onto my feet. When I did, He grabbed me by the blouse, and thumped me hard against one of the pillars at the front of the building. He pounded my body against that pillar not once, nor twice, but literally hundreds of times. I truly thought He would continue until He had done serious and permanent damage to my body, and I truly thought I might not survive this ordeal. Then, after what seemed like an eternity in hell, He stopped and told us to come to His office to discuss the matter further. There was no discussion at all. Once inside the privacy of His office, He began all over again to grab me, slap me, and ram me against the wall.


    When at long last the tirade was over, He and my roommate left the room, and a fellow church wife, who also served as the secretary, was asked to come in to help me clean up, because, of course, I was then expected to appear back in church for several more hours, showing not a single sign that anything had happened. This woman helped me remove my blouse. It was my favourite blouse, a gift from one of my boys, and it was now ripped and shredded so severely that I could never wear it again. As it came off, even she recoiled in horror over what she saw. She gasped as she took in the red and swollen parts of my upper body, the immense areas which would soon turn into jet-black bruises. My bra was ripped and torn as well, but this I still had to wear. She helped me clean up as thoroughly as we could, and as best as I could stand it. The pain was excruciating. Another blouse was found, and after we each had done the best we could, I mustered up the stamina, somehow, to join the others in the chapel.


    He wasn’t done with me yet, though, and, several times over the next hours of worship, He again launched into a screaming verbal assault on me. And I sat, throbbing in pain. Every time I rubbed my scalp, handfuls of hair came loose, He had torn at it so.


    A million thoughts raced through my head. How I could escape the sanctuary, find my way to His office undetected and call the police?


    I would tell them, “Here, see this battered body? Fingerprint it. You’ll find evidence of His invasion all over me.”


    But there was no way of making that happen.


    If only I could drive out of here now, and head straight for the police station.


    But I had been driven to the Property. And I had no permission to drive. With no keys at my disposal, I couldn’t even steal a car.


    At this moment, if I could lay my hands on a gun or a knife, I would hurt Him or worse.


    I knew I wouldn’t. It wasn’t in me, and, even with all this, He wasn’t worth wasting the rest of my life in prison.


    I hated Him, and I knew myself enough to know I wasn’t a hateful person. And all I could do, there in my chair, in my pain and anguish, was to fake adoration and affection.


    I hadn’t died physically during the onslaught, but a part of me wished I had. And indeed, I believe there a part of me was shattered forever that day.


    I cannot recount for you the number of times I was physically abused. Multiply that by many times for the incidents of shouting, threatening, and verbal abuse, and you get a small picture of what life was like for me and others. As far as I know, it still goes on today. On that secluded Property, nestled in a little valley in central Grey County, and within a small, very secretive religious enclave, there exists a multitude of stories of unspeakable abuse. I was to endure worse before it was over for me.


    My freedom to do anything on my own was to be stripped away. As difficult as all of that was for me to endure, there was one element of my life that was even more heartbreaking. That was the level of abuse and its intensity directed at my boys. For them, as they grew older, life became more brutal.
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    Girls and Boys Interrupted


    Like any of the children born into our faith family, my two boys never had an easy life. They were never permitted the kind of life most children grow up with. They had many half-brothers and -sisters by virtue of the plural-wife lifestyle of our two succeeding Prophets. They were nine and seven years old when I returned home that grim October day and informed them that their father had died. They took His loss very hard, but neither they nor I had a clue at the time the foreboding future that was in store for them.


    When we moved to Guelph, they had to pick up roots and start school in a brand new place, and because of the very limited time they were permitted to do anything outside of the immediate religious environment, that was a challenge. They were outsiders to their fellow students to begin with, and little was made possible to change that. My youngest son was also particularly tall for his age, and eventually grew to be a strapping young man of six foot four. This was considered grounds for ridicule and bullying. For the longest time, he took all of this, but the time arrived when he could not bear it any longer. He began to fight back, and with some considerable physical success. This prompted the school officials to put their policies into practice, and a police officer followed up their complaint with a visit to our home. It is strange to me that in all the months he had been bullied, no law enforcement personnel, to my knowledge, ever visited the homes of those kids, yet when my son defended himself once or twice, prompt was the response.


    As soon as they were old enough, the boys, in their turn, were summoned from home in Guelph to the church Property to help with chores on the adjoining farm, which also belonged to “the family.” Along with other boys, they assisted with the various jobs a farm demands and were taken regularly back into the bush to help chop wood for the furnace that heated the main building. What I didn’t know until much later was that on many of these occasions when they were out of my sight and working, our Leader slapped and kicked them for certain perceived misdeeds. In fact, on one occasion the Prophet took a long-handled shovel and struck one of the boys in the legs with such force that the wooden handle broke in two pieces! This was their reward for sacrificing their weekends to help out. As they grew older, I know now, those beatings became more intense and more regular.


    The first time I ever saw the Prophet take a hand to one of my boys was in church. I had already witnessed others undergo this kind of severe mistreatment, so I suppose it was only a matter of time before it happened. I cannot even recall what he was blamed for on this occasion, but be assured it was something that normal human beings could have worked out in a few minutes and with a few wise words. Yet there we were, captive in a service of worship from which we knew no way out. As usual we had been driven there, and the Property was a long walk to any settlement. I saw no other choice but to watch this happen to someone dear to me, and there was nothing I could do about it. By this time, I was convinced that the police were people who just came and gave scant attention to any complaint or report and left again. There was no way any of us knew, or could have known, about any individual or collective help that might have been available. Additionally, it had been ingrained into us that any move we made that ran counter to the church, its Leadership or teachings would result in an eternity in Hell.


    A handful among the congregation, however, did find the courage to leave, like one young man in 1996. He was a member of the family I mentioned earlier in my story, the people the Prophet first chose to pick on. In retrospect, he had been left no choice. The beatings he was enduring were so severe that he would likely have been killed or seriously injured had he not fled. Shortly after his departure, he went to the police to report what had been going on within our community. When they asked for someone who could substantiate his story, he gave them the name of another “refugee,” a woman who had moved to Eastern Ontario. Law enforcement agencies communicated, and local police officers paid her a visit. Apparently, she denied the young man’s claims! I believe the brainwashing of all those years and the lingering fear must have gotten the better of her.


    She took another step after the constables left. She reported the incident in a letter to the Prophet. The police dropped the matter. Our Leader did not. The next time church convened, we were treated to his gloating.


    “You see how God is on our side?” he smirked. “We’ve been spared a lot of grief. We have prevailed!” Of course, we were all expected to smile and cheer over the victory. That day it was really tough for me to pretend I was happy.


    One unfortunate chapter in the lives of my boys and me occurred as a result of an incident surrounding their studies at school. Not all young people were treated equally in our church, and mine were subject to a whole series of harsh rules that many others were not. One of these prohibitions was using the computer for any reason. Needing to do research for some school homework, however, my youngest tried to discreetly make use of the computer at the public library. Somehow it got back to the Prophet.


    The following Sunday, as we turned at the gate and drove up the long, winding lane onto the church Property, we could see the President/Prophet standing outside, with cane in hand. As we stopped, He ordered all three of us out of the car and proceeded to hit my son with that rod so hard and so many times that he doubled up on the ground. After that violent stretch, which lasted far too long, my other son was slapped around as well “just because he was there,” and then it was my turn.


    As a mother, you see, I was always held responsible for the actions of my children, and because I was such an unfit mother in this scenario, He took it upon Himself to slap me, grab me, and throw me against the hood of a parked car. He pinned me down, and, bent over the front of the vehicle, the hood ornament dug into my upper back between my shoulder blades. It was an injury from which I never quite recovered, and to this day, despite recent therapy and treatment, I often feel pain, aching, and discomfort. Such was the punishment meted out to us for “correction” of an offense most people would simply take for granted — the use of a computer to aid in a young person’s schoolwork. Yet in our world, for us at least, it was a “sin,” calling for the harshest of recourse.


    The emotional load we all carried was difficult to bear. For my two boys, left fatherless before they were ten, then subjected to the cruelty of the new regime, there was one more added shock to come in their mid-teens. The farmhouse near Sauble Beach, the one from which we had moved to Guelph, burned to the ground in 1998. We received word by phone that it had been struck by lightning, and the flames had spread quickly from the electrical panel. The legal widow of the late Prophet had been living there alone, and, finding the phone dead, jumped in the car and drove down the road to get help from a neighbour. By the time the volunteer fire department arrived, the home was totally engulfed in flames.


    A few days passed, then we were called back to the farm to help clean up and retrieve what was reusable. Aside from some dishes, pots and pans in the kitchen cupboards, there wasn’t much else. The house was torn down and the land remained vacant and unused until recently, when it was sold to a Toronto-area investor. The place the boys and I had called home during their early years was now reduced to ashes. It was one more cross to bear in the formidable faith journey on which we found ourselves.


    For the first several years of living in Guelph, my boys were picked on a lot at school, and on the weekends and holidays they took abuse of a different kind at their church home. However, when each in his turn reached the age of fifteen and finished grade nine, the church officialdom decided it was time to remove them from the public education system and put them to work learning a trade within the printing company. There were letters written to the Board of Education and it appeared to the outside officials involved that this might indeed be a sound plan to launch two young men on a successful vocational path. For its part, the Ontario Ministry of Education committed in writing to proceed with a series of periodic checks on the boys, and thus provide safeguards that their development and training was proceeding well. Not one time did they ever follow up on that commitment. No visits, no checks, no investigation.


    The compensation they received for their labours, even as they got older and more experienced, was laughable. In fact, for the better part of the first ten years they worked within the printing company, they received no paycheque at all, but were given the sum of ten dollars weekly. Since about 2000, however, they were given a cheque every week that was somewhat more generous, but not nearly as much had they been working “on the outside.” However, this money was not theirs to keep. They were compelled to immediately sign the cheque over to the appointed bookkeeper of their particular housing unit, and again they were offered back an allowance that by now had been “generously” increased to twenty dollars! This payment process was handy and beneficial to the company and its affiliated church. To any external authorities snoopy enough to delve into the books, it would have appeared that this was a legitimate business concern that could demonstrate on paper that its workers were equitably compensated. Had anyone been able to follow the trail of that money thereafter, a completely different story would be revealed, one of true, unfettered worker exploitation.


    The end result is a whole group of young men and women who, while they acquired a great many job skills that would have commanded fairly decent compensation in a normal business environment, were relegated to little more than child labour which ultimately became slave labour as they grew into adulthood. There is now an entire group of church adherents, past and present, who are approaching middle age with little formal education, few job skills recognized with any certificate or diploma, yet who have worked diligently and produced awesome results for a corporation that, after it pays them at subsistence levels, claims all of it back for the causes of the church.


    Many of the clients of the printing company seem to know little about its real roots, about its direct affiliation with a religious cult, and about how very restricted and limited its workers are when it comes to any contact with the outside world. Moreover, the person who manages this firm, a brother of the President, was a very difficult individual to work for. (This man was also my legal husband, a marriage mate in name only.) It was his job to keep all of his workers firmly in hand, and he did this with frequent loud dressings-down and ridicule. Perhaps there were a few customers of the firm who wondered why they’d never been taken past the reception area and into the plant where the work was done. There are very good reasons for this.


    The printing company operates in a visibly conventional fashion, based in a major Southern Ontario community. To look at it from the outside, it would appear to be a legitimate business, carrying on its day-to-day enterprise like so many others. It turns out good product at a very reasonable price. Yet part of the reason this is possible is the virtual slave-labour conditions under which its staff works. Almost none of the money, a pittance as it is, remains in the pockets or bank accounts of the workers, all of whom are church members.


    The personal lives of the church’s young people, including my boys, were even more limiting and miserable. Shortly after he had entered his twenties, my youngest son got a true taste of how different his life was compared to most of a similar age. There was a lovely young woman who also belonged to the community and worked at the printing company. She also happened to be the Prophet’s niece. What started as a friendly working relationship began to blossom into something more personal and deepening. One day, in a spot at work they thought was private, someone (we’ll never know who) witnessed them exchanging a passionate kiss. In no time flat, the Prophet had received word of it, and the next time my son appeared in church he was humiliated into sharing with the entire assembled faithful every last detail of the encounter — how he kissed her, the body parts he touched, everything. Accompanying this shattering episode was a severe beating for each, his administered by the Prophet, hers at home delivered by her father.


    Matters between the two young folks cooled for some months, but their attraction eventually got the better of them once again, and for a second time they were caught in an innocent gesture of love and caring. The repercussions from this incident made the last time look tame. We were sitting in the church service the following Sunday night when the Prophet ordered all of the young men in attendance to step outside. Then he motioned to my son to follow him out through the doors. The next thing I knew, I was hearing slaps and screams coming from where they had headed out. I heard my son plead for mercy. After awhile, things got very quiet, and in due course the boys filed back in. They were followed by the Prophet and my son, who took a seat ahead of me, obviously very shaken and severely injured.


    It took a few days for my other son to reveal the details of the incident to me. He had been ordered out with the rest of the boys and had been forced to watch the spectacle. Our Leader had ordered the boys to form a circle out in the parking lot. Then he stepped into the centre of the circle with my son and proceeded to lay an unspeakable beating on him. I was to find out much later that this physical punishment was accented, many times, by kicks squarely in the groin. Had I known the details of what he was enduring in those minutes, I’d have gone crazy with the anguish. When He tired of this activity, He began to push my son toward the laneway leading to the road.


    “If you won’t live by the rules, get out. Get out now,” He screamed as he kicked and shoved his victim further down the lane.


    The others were compelled to form a line, pushing ever forward, forcing my young man toward the road. It was in the dark hours of early Monday morning. The only people living within walking distance of the very rural church Property were the members themselves.


    For minutes on end, he pleaded forgiveness and begged to return to the flock. After what seemed like an eternity of this banishing ordeal, his pleas were answered.


    To this day, and as far as I know, he has honoured his promise and has managed to stay completely away from the person who might have been the love of his life. This young man and woman had done nothing that other young people of their age wouldn’t do. They had not engaged in any “perverted” activity at all, as the screaming Prophet had accused. In the harshest manner possible, they learned that the church and its Leadership would forbid young people to fall in love and grow in their personal lives. They were beaten into submission, and I, as the mother of a son I obviously could not control, was also beaten as an outcome of these attempted acts of love.


    I watched, feeling helpless to do anything about it as my boys lived this nightmare of brainwashing and control. They were, and are, very intelligent individuals, as were so many of the adherents to our religious community. They had so much to give to the world; they would have made wonderful husbands and loving fathers. I’m sure they would have done very well in the “normal” world of business and industry. Yet the quality of their lives and mine was diminished to the point that we had no life at all.


    We were always told that the real world was a grim, sinister, and evil place. Our place, in God’s eyes, was exactly where we were, and any hardship we perceived we endured here and now would nonetheless seal our place of reward in heaven. It was always faith based on fear. In retrospect, it was no faith at all, just a life built around terror, fear, and intimidation. For me, that faith life was also intentionally and deliberately taking away what I valued most of all, what little freedom I had. My situation evolved into virtual house imprisonment.
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    A Life More Limited


    No one will forget the horrific events of September 11, 2001. As word spread among our church clan that something earth-shattering was taking place in New York City, at the Pentagon, and on rural farmland in Pennsylvania, we all began to turn on our TVs and witnessed, with the rest of the world, the tragedies unfolding that forever changed the world.


    It may come as an amazing revelation to you that we, our little huddle of a church community, were to blame for the atrocities of that day! At least, that was the spin on it, as conveyed to us by the Prophet. As the days wore on after September 11th, and as we joined the rest of the world in trying to deal with the shock of it all, we began to hear from Him that all these events had happened, those airplanes had crashed into the Twin Towers, the Pentagon, and rural Pennsylvania, that all of the thousands of people had perished, because of our spiritual condition. We were not obedient enough, lacked purity of heart and purpose, and had strayed so far from God’s will that the Almighty had unleashed this punishment and vengeance.


    Then He made it personal. In the middle of church, He pointed directly to me, and said, “And YOU, Carol! YOU especially are responsible for all those dear little children who died in that daycare centre, because of your filthy spiritual condition.” I was devastated. I’m sure my heart flipped several times. I felt every emotion in a manner of seconds. Mixed in with it all by this time, though, was a growing sense that this Prophet of ours, and His theology, were way off the track. Seeds were taking root that made me question more and more the credibility of this religion and the hold it had on us. I also had a few choice words held deep inside me in reference to our Leader, but I’m a lady and will not share them here and now.


    Also on a personal note, 9-11 marked a devastating change for me too. The date, it seemed, marked the point at which my life, as sad, limiting, humiliating, and hurtful as it had been, became bleaker still.


    After the raspberry-picking incident and subsequent brutal beatings, my sons and I appeared to move from people the Prophet just didn’t like to people not to be trusted. After all, we had violated one of the rules; we had gone outside the community and done something without permission. As a result of all this, we were denied certain of the privileges others still enjoyed. For my eldest son, who was in the middle of getting his driver’s license, it meant that he wouldn’t be allowed to have one. I had possessed a license for years, yet now I was also forbidden to be behind the wheel. Also for me, there was an order of confinement to our residence.


    By this time, my housemate and our children had moved from the address we had lived in, first to a small two-bedroom apartment, then, with mild mercy, to a slightly larger one. Living space was tight for six people; my roommate at this point had a young daughter, fathered by our current Prophet, as well as her son by his Predecessor. We used the limited space as efficiently as we could. The three boys all slept in the same bedroom, sharing a bunk bed and a single. The women occupied the second bedroom in a similar arrangement. Save for the single bathroom, there was no place to call your own, even for a little while. Except for me, of course, at the times when everyone else was out, and I was left alone — but, of course, that was not my choice.


    Within these restrictive quarters, I now found myself literally under house arrest, having committed no crime. The only times I was allowed to leave the premises was “under supervision” from another church member, and that was only permitted for the necessities of life, like shopping for food and, the odd time, clothing. Of course, I could also go to church. The walks alone that I had so cherished and had helped keep me sane were now denied me. The only rare times I was alone with my thoughts were within the confines of our compact apartment when everyone else was away. The seasons came and went. The beauty of the white winter snow, giving way to the freshness and greening of spring, those warm summer days when folks properly enjoy themselves in the great outdoors, the loveliness of the fall colors. I was unable to take it in — not for just four seasons, but for seven and a half years!


    What did I do under the conditions of this virtual imprisonment? I could watch only the television programs that were permitted, and only then on a limited basis. I was denied the privilege of reading books, magazines, and newspapers of my choice. The only option I had over which it seemed they had no control was pacing. Many days I must have paced for miles, back and forth, over and over, within the confines of that pokey little apartment. I had committed no crime, but I had been reduced to pacing, as if in a barred cell.


    Also, like a prisoner, I was called upon to perform cheap labour. There were the children of the others to look after, those who were still going to work every day, and the cooking, cleaning, and laundry for two adults and four kids. But also work from the printing company was farmed out to me, so I found myself folding or packing product, always at home, never allowed the variety of working in the plant, always under the closest supervision. I had become an outcast and a rebel. I was not to be trusted.


    My physical health began to suffer, primarily from the lack of proper exercise. My ankles began to swell, and my face and body became bloated because of water retention. My blood pressure was steadily increasing. Summers were the worst, when the heat of our non-air-conditioned quarters created an atmosphere of sleeplessness and continuous sweating. I was very red in the face. Those living with me finally became so worried that they expressed concern to those in authority over us. In a singular act of compassion, the Prophet finally agreed to have an air conditioner installed in our apartment, so living conditions within the apartment became a tiny bit more tolerable. But having to live a life of confinement remained the most difficult period of my entire life. I was merely existing. I had lost my spirit, and, truth be told, my will to go on living. Hopelessness overwhelmed me. I was a broken person.


    In the mix of all this, I was also forced to live with someone I truly didn’t like. My roommate and fellow church wife was a person who loved to tattle, whether the stories getting back to the Prophet from her lips were entirely accurate or not. By dictate, she also was supposed to be handling the finances, a task for which she was ill-suited, to say the least. That too was the source of friction many times. She would overspend on herself and her children, we would come up short at the end of the month, and then the Prophet would vent his fury on me!


    On weekends, when we headed north to the Property, she did the driving. I was forbidden to drive at all. I would ride along, processing my own thoughts and feelings. Throughout the entire trip, dread grew within me. I didn’t want to be going there. What would we face this time? Who would bear the brunt of the wrath this time? My boys? Me? Or someone else from the enclave for whom we cared? It was always a feeling of foreboding going north, and genuine relief heading back south in Monday’s early morning dawn. For better or worse, with or without physical and/or emotional bruising, we had survived another one!


    I have never been a person who contemplated suicide. My own personal principles and my ongoing, firm faith in God forbade such thoughts. Yet, there were countless nights when I would cry myself into unsettled sleep, saying in my prayers, “Please, God, take me tonight. Bring me home to you. I cannot do this any longer.”


    I felt completely imprisoned and trapped in my life. I hurt for my boys and for myself, and, truth be told, had been harbouring at least passing thoughts about somehow getting away from all of this for months or years. But I had no idea that any help was available for people like me on the outside. For me, I suppose the devil I knew was better than the devil I didn’t know. I stayed because I believed I had no choice. It was either this, I told myself, or become a street person.


    Yet there came a time when, even in my mind, that began to change. I began to realize that no matter how bad it was out in the world, it couldn’t possibly be worse than the life I was living. If I died after I left, so be it. I had become convinced that, one way or the other, if I stayed I would soon die of a broken heart, or, more likely, at the hand of the Prophet on some future day when His hitting, punching, and kicking would go too far. My sons were also starting to think that enough was enough.


    Quietly over a span of time we made plans to leave the community in which we had spent our lives. We were frightened out of our wits. What we contemplated was a leap into a completely unknown world, one in which we had been warned countless times we would be doomed from the start.
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    Exit Strategy


    Sometimes I overheard conversations between the Prophet and another person. Perhaps it would have been better if I hadn’t, but those words would occasionally paint a painfully accurate picture of who and what I was to the Prophet.


    “The wives are like cattle,” I heard Him say one day. “Just breed ’em at the right time, and they’ll drop another calf!”


    There it was in a nutshell. I was, in his mind, a cow. I was Property. And when I set foot on the church Property, or when He deigned to visit me, I was subject to His whim, His hand, His explosive, volatile moods.


    As 2006 wore on, it was obvious the life we were leading was taking its toll on the health of my firstborn son. By then he was in his late twenties. He was developing digestive troubles and abdominal pain, which would turn out later to be a result of multiple hernias. He was increasingly troubled by migraine headaches, which would debilitate him to the point that he was confined to bed, throwing up.


    A short time before Christmas that year, I was at home with him, helping him through yet another round of migraines, when the two of us, refreshingly alone in the house, began to talk.


    “This isn’t right,” he asserted. “The life we lead, the beatings we’ve had to endure, it just isn’t right. I’m going to leave.”


    As suggested earlier, these notions were neither new nor foreign to me. In the quietest of tones and when we were sure no one could overhear, a very close woman friend, who was also frequently terrorized by the Prophet’s violent outbursts, and I had whispered the same thoughts. Sadly, she never left and remains part of all the religious sickness as this is written.


    “No,” I told my son. “Don’t leave, not yet. We’ll make plans together. Give it a year, so we can make some plans, then we’ll all leave together.”


    Eventually, as the weeks wore on, my youngest son also became involved in our clandestine discussions. Together we began to speak within the confines of their bedroom, where no one would see or hear, of how and when we might leave.


    The calendar turned and it was 2007. That year the news story broke of a sect similar to ours in the American Midwest. My eldest son and I watched the television reports. We were riveted to the screen as we heard and saw how the multiple wives of their Prophet (and other men, in their case) and their children were taken from the compound to a “safe place,” and later how the court ruled that they should return, following their testimony that all was well, and they were not forced, but chose to live the way they did.


    “They’re lying!” my son exclaimed. “They’ve been told by the Prophet what to say to the authorities, and what they say is not what’s happening. They’re lying.”


    The other thing he said, which I will never forget, was, “That’s us Mom. That’s the way we live. That could be our story as easily as theirs.”


    I was unaware of any definite plans my firstborn son was making until the very morning of his departure. He came out of his bedroom, sat down at the kitchen table, and told me quietly but firmly that he was leaving.


    “No,” I pleaded. “Don’t go. Give it a few more months, a year at the most, and we’ll all go.”


    “No,” he responded. “There’s a ride coming for me shortly, and I’m getting out of here. I want you to know that I love you. I know I’m not supposed to leave you with any way to be in touch, but I love you too much. Here’s a phone number.”


    I told him I would have to wait for a while until the repercussions passed before I tried to contact him, and he understood. Soon, his ride arrived. He dragged the garbage bags containing all his belongings down the hall. We said our tearful goodbyes, and, on that Saturday morning in April 2007, he was gone. At that moment, I didn’t know whether I would see him again.


    I knew that news of his departure would result in another round of difficulty for me. I would not be allowed to grieve the loss of my son (and it certainly felt like a loss at the time) without also dealing with the rage of the Prophet, so I called Him right away with the news. If I delayed I would be in even more trouble. He told me that when I came to church the next day we would talk it over and hastened to tell me that I needed His help to get through this. I knew very well that His “help” meant yet another dose of His own brand of chastisement and correction. I told Him that I felt unwell over it all and would not be there the following day. Of course, He vehemently contested that idea and told me that I must be there. I simply repeated that I wouldn’t be there, and on that I remained firm. For the first time ever, I had said “No!” to the Prophet of our church.


    My decision about that Sunday notwithstanding, my youngest son, who remained living with me, felt compelled to catch a ride north to church. I could tell he felt anxious about leaving me alone. I thought it was because he felt I was so vulnerable and hurting that I might not fare well during the hours he was away. That was part of it. But when the time came for him to leave, the rest came tumbling out of his mouth.


    “Mom, will you be here when I get back? You’re not going to leave me right now, are you?” My poor boy felt he might be abandoned on short notice. I reassured him.


    “I’ll be okay, and yes, I will be here when you get back. I promise.” He settled somewhat, but I could still see the fear in his eyes.


    Remarkably, when I did return to worship the following weekend, our Spiritual Head didn’t lay a hand on me. To be sure, I received a load of verbal reprimand. “It was your fault your son left,” our ever-sensitive Pastor snorted. “Because you didn’t raise him right!” I should have felt insulted to the core, but I had insulated myself into a certain numbness by this point, and I was plenty grateful to be let off that easily, and at least physically intact. Besides, I knew all too well by then that anything negative that happened within our church community was always someone else’s fault, never the Prophet’s. Far be it for this “Man of God” to accept blame for anything.


    I let two and a half months slip by before I felt the coast was clear enough to make contact with my departed son. Meanwhile, I had saved tiny bits of money from our allowance to buy a calling card. Once I heard his voice again, I felt some relief, but that was tainted with the suspicion that all was not going well with him. From then on, I would try, when I thought others were not looking, to sneak down to the corner store, and, card in hand, called him on their payphone. During those months, we were some kind of support to one another; he was trying to adapt to a new and very strange world, and I was still doing battle with the same elements we had known for so long, back in the world we knew.


    My younger son and I began in earnest to talk about leaving. Away from my roommate and her kids, in the quiet confines of his bedroom, we would hold each others’ hands and formulate our plans. He very much wanted to be away from the hell we were living too, but he was always conflicted about it all. He was horrified at the prospect that if he left, he would spend his eternity in another kind of hell. I understood what he was feeling, but I never wavered from telling him that someday very soon, I would be gone and I hoped he would be with me. We set a deadline of April 2008. By that time we would be trying our luck out in a world of which we had not been permitted to know anything. I warned him that when the time came, we would need to move quickly and with little advance notice, in order to avoid harm.


    For the following weeks and months, not even I, who had become pretty good at hiding my true feelings, could conceal my sadness. I became more and more unresponsive and inattentive in worship, and our Leader pounced on that, punishing me verbally and physically on many occasions. I hurt outside and inside. Throughout it all, I can still remember the voice of my closest woman friend, who would call me once in a while when no one was looking. She’d whisper into my ear, “I can’t talk for long, but remember, Carol, no matter what happens in the days to come, I love you, and I always will.” Ours was a cherished relationship, one that is now denied to both of us. We were two people who, in conventional lifestyle, should have been able to talk freely every day, but were prohibited from doing so because of a wall of distorted “church doctrine.”


    For me, the final straw came in March of 2008. I had continued to be responsible for my roommate’s son and daughter for many hours of each day. The young lady and I had become particularly close, and I did feel that I had played a major role in her upbringing. I always loved children, and, maybe because I had no girls of my own, our relationship was special. Still, kids will be kids, and she was approaching her teens at this point. One day, she was being particularly “bratty” about something, and I spoke to her more sternly than usual. This exchange got back to her mother, and, naturally through her, to the Prophet. The following Sunday, in the middle of worship, He started in on me. The shouting, belittling, and verbal humiliation came first, then began a terrible round of slaps, shakes, hair-pulling, and spitting in my face. For someone who was already planning her exit “someday soon,” the end had arrived. Discreetly I called my eldest son and told him to come and get me as soon as possible. “Soon” turned out to be the following Tuesday evening.


    At this point, I hoped and thought I would be leaving with my younger son as well. He had expressed every desire to join me, until a few weeks earlier. It seemed to me that the church authorities had sensed “something was in the air” with us, and for some curious reason, the Prophet began to pay attention to him (and some of the other young men) in ways unseen before. They were invited to the Property for special barbeques. They were given “pep-talks” about the future of the printing enterprise and their role in it. Combine all this “buttering up” with the constant, overriding fear of eternal damnation, and the effect was a young man, now 29, wavering on his decision.


    “I’m afraid, Mom,” he told me. “I’m afraid I’ll burn in Hell.”


    It became apparent, as the minutes ticked by, that I would be leaving on my own, and it was tearing me apart. I had cautioned him more than once that when it came time to go, it would all happen fast. It was only a month before the final deadline we had set, but matters were moving much too quickly for him. The pleading began.


    “Don’t go, Mom.”


    But I knew I had to. In a final demonstration of his own form of love for me, he stretched his arms across the doorway to bar my exit. This didn’t last for long. With tears flowing, we exchanged goodbyes. In a defiant gesture which, I’m sure was for the benefit of the fellow dwellers in our house, he shouted out sarcastically, “Have a wonderful life!” I knew he didn’t mean it. I was in the car and gone.


    There had only been time to pack the bare essentials. I left the larger part of my personal belongings, scant as they were, behind at that apartment. And I had left my treasured son. From that day to this, I have not seen him. I don’t hear about him. I don’t know how he is, or how he is faring in the life he is still subjected to. I have no idea whether he longs to hear my voice or feel my touch, or if he hates me, manipulated into believing that his mother is this terrible, evil person. I live with these thoughts, as a mother and a person, every day. Yet, I must leave him to live his life while I live mine. I was free. I didn’t have a clue what the future held, but I had come to believe that what was ahead would have to be better than what I had left.


    The beatings, bruisings, all of the verbal lashings I had suffered for so long, even the form of house arrest I had endured somehow over the past seven years of my miserable life … all of these were easier to bear than the tearing away of my precious son from me.


    From their births, my babies, my sons, now my grown-up men, had been the one constant source of happiness in my life. I lived for them with my every fibre. Now even that was gone, stripped from me in the name of “religion.” No wonder it has become a dirty word for me. The God I understand must weep over this as often as I do. This had been my life’s most terrible chapter, and to recall and write it in this form causes tears to well up all over again, and brings a sick and empty feeling right to my core.
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    Unlearning


    The world outside seemed very foreboding and strange to me. Part of that was because the slice of the world I had reentered was very different from what I remembered of the one I had been yanked from in my teens. Then, I had lived only in smaller, more northerly communities, and for a time in the country. Now, I found myself trying to get oriented in metropolitan southern Ontario.


    Although I fled from Guelph, my son had found work in the printing field in Mississauga, and so that’s where I found myself, sheltered for a time in the same apartment he had found refuge. I was bewildered. The world seemed to be speeding past me: people were always in a hurry, far too busy to notice me trying to make my way. They were too busy making theirs!


    I began to look for work, but with my limited credentials, nothing was offered. After several months of struggle in what seemed an unforgiving big city, I decided that the small-town girl in me was calling. I set my sights on returning to Owen Sound, where my scant happy memories resided. My son decided to join me. After all, what did each of us have to lose?


    In mid-May of 2008 we moved with our meagre possessions to the beautiful small city on Georgian Bay. We had no money for rent, so we moved into an apartment building on the southeast side of town. I stayed with Mother, and my son with my brother. Each occupied small, one-bedroom units. My brother had been through his own series of personal wringers in life and now had three marriages behind him. Earlier, he had been a rather successful businessman, retail and mall manager, but by this time my mother had come to control his life and mind. So there he existed, in the same complex as she. In my opinion, he was too close for his own good.


    I immediately began to look for work and finally found what I thought might be a promising lead with an established household cleaning service based in Owen Sound. The first several times I was told that there was nothing open, but I kept in touch. They liked my resume and the way I presented myself. I’m sure the manager got tired of me on her doorstep, so by sheer persistence I was finally offered a part-time position. My son had also been on the hunt and found some work. So, slowly, a trickle of our own money began — not much, but some.


    I tried very hard to re-establish a relationship with my mother, in spite of the twisted religious life into which she had forced me. It wasn’t long, however, before I detected a return to the same approach she had taken with me years ago. Her tone of voice, the way she looked at me, and the things she said again began to take on a demeaning and ominous tone. I concluded that her game plan had not changed, and now that she had me under the same roof, even now in my mid-fifties, she would try to control me and my every move the same as she did my brother.


    Again she began to come up close to me, staring at my eyes, and suggest the evil and darkness she saw inside. Within weeks, I realized that this living arrangement was not going to work. Matters came to a head one evening when she was off on yet another personally humiliating tirade, another attempt to make me feel two inches tall. This time, it was my son who intervened.


    “You will not talk to my mother that way,” he stated firmly. “You apologize to her right now.”


    Mother, of course, refused. I joined in.


    “Mother, if you love me at all, you will tell me now you

    are sorry.”


    “This is my home,” she retorted. “And in my home, I don’t need to apologize to anyone.”


    My son and I shared the same spoken sentiment: “If you refuse to apologize, we are leaving ... now!”


    As no such regret was offered, we again packed the few things we owned, told my brother that we hoped we could stay in touch, and left.


    For the next three days and nights, home for us was a motel, a couple of blocks from our previous short-lived lodgings. It was a rather hot June, and our room was mercifully air conditioned. Close as our confines were, we each had our own double bed, a perfect luxury. This little stopover gave us a measure of peace we had not known all the time we had stayed at Mother’s. However, our income was being almost completely used up paying for the room, and we had to resort to our credit cards to have anything to eat. Even so, there would be many days ahead that I would go to bed very hungry.


    There was no car in our lives at that point, and no way to afford one. My hours at the cleaning service were slowly increasing, an important rung on the ladder to regaining my self-confidence. I was grateful to the manager who had given me a means of supporting myself. I would walk the mile or so to work every morning and walk back in the evening. Both my son and I were working very hard just to get through each day and to make our way, yet we did it. It was another step in our journey toward life and newfound personhood.


    While the motel was clean and the people who ran it were friendly and accommodating, we knew we had to begin to look for a place of our own. We didn’t have the funds to pay first and last months’ rent, but by now, and for the first time, I had heard about welfare! I went to meet with a representative and received enough cash to make a move. Here we were, me in my mid-fifties and my son just into his thirties, only beginning a life worth living. My son went hunting for a suitable place and found an apartment in a small building close to the shoreline in the northern section of town. It was then that I began to recognize the kindness of strangers. The world, so often depicted to me in my church years as a dark and evil place, was beginning to show itself as anything but!


    The landlord was a kind man who offered to do many things for us that he didn’t have to. He wanted to hang up drapes but when he found that we had none, he went ahead and found some sheets to drape on the windows “so the weirdos won’t be looking in on you,” he said. When he discovered we had literally no furniture, he told us that his mother had passed away the previous Christmas and her stuff had been placed in storage. We could have whatever we needed. When his sister heard about us, she also was extremely generous. Soon we found ourselves not only with curtains, but a bed, living room furniture, and various items for the kitchen. By this time, I had found a second job, working part-time with a lovely couple who operated a commercial cleaning business. I was able to fit the hours around my existing job, and, although it now meant working seven days a week, we were making some financial progress.


    We spent eight and a half months in this apartment, and I will always treasure my time there as one that showed me how kind people can be. The view from our big window wasn’t too shabby either. I could see Owen Sound Bay not far away, and on July 1st, I had an armchair view of the wonderful Canada Day fireworks display. Life was actually to the point where once in a while I could breathe deeply and take in some of the simple pleasures many take for granted, without fear, without recrimination, and without wondering when the next beating was coming. The best part for me was that I no longer felt I was in prison, not by dictate of some trumped-up church Prophet, and not by my mother. I was no longer anyone’s Property! Within reason and the law, I could go, do, and feel exactly as I pleased. It was a feeling that evolved, and does still. As the years go by, however, I begin to realize that the only limitations I have now are the ones I place on myself.


    Freedom was finally mine!


    There was another delightful surprise in store for me. One day, as I was shopping in a local supermarket, I heard a voice call my name, “Carol!” I looked around, and standing there was my best girlfriend from way back in my teenage years. I had been so close to her, and her sisters too. She had become a teacher but was recently retired and living in Port Elgin. My heart almost popped with joy. We talked over old times and made a commitment to get together real soon. And we did indeed!


    Frequently in the days and weeks to come, she would phone me and invite me over to her place. She knew I had no wheels and would drive over, pick me up, and drive me back after each incredible visit. It was a much needed joyful spot in my life at that time and remains so today.


    My controlling mother had tried and succeeded in breaking up our friendship when I was in my teens. Now, free at last to make my own relationship decisions, I had my dear friend back in my life. Love overcomes all odds! Just when I needed a friend the most, there she was, and friends we remain, and will always.


    As my son and I settled more into our work routines and money became a little more plentiful, we began to feel able to search for some transportation. We shopped together and decided on a 2008 Honda Sedan. It was new, and, in retrospect, it might have been a better idea to look around for a good used vehicle. But we were new to car shopping too and felt that buying new would give us some assurance of reliability and, for a while, lower maintenance costs.


    We were doing fine — much better than fine given our previous standards — but we both began to discover that two adults, albeit mother and son, living forever in the same quarters was not the road to the happiness each of us was seeking. My son began to formulate plans to move and live with some friends he had met.


    The couple who ran the commercial cleaning company I worked for owned a duplex several blocks from where I currently lived, and there was a small upstairs apartment available at a rent considerably less than what I was paying. I saw it as yet another means to get a little further ahead financially and took them up on their offer. I cannot begin to describe their kindness in the weeks and months that followed. They not only provided me a place to live but friendship and company when I needed it most. There was scarcely an evening meal went by that I wasn’t invited to join them, later in the evening since they were busy with their work (and often I with mine) until dusk and beyond.


    It was about this time that my personal life took an unexpected turn. My work with the commercial cleaners took me into the local radio station, where they had a contract, two or three evenings a week. I was far too busy at that time for a social life, and, after the mess from which I had still so recently escaped, I wasn’t interested at all in dating. In fact, I had been asked a few times by one fellow or another, and I always politely but firmly turned them down.


    There was, however, a fellow who worked part-time at the radio station. He began (he says he finally got up the nerve) to say hello to me. He seemed like a pleasant, gentle man, and had this certain smile. As the days and weeks rolled along, he began to say more and more, and I began to detect an unusual sense of humour. I found myself genuinely laughing at his wit and jesting, instead of forcing or faking a laugh because it was expected, as in my past life.


    On a January evening in 2009, to my surprise, he asked me out to dinner. Even more to my surprise and shock, I found myself saying yes. (He now says he, too, was shocked by my answer.) We had a lovely outing, then another, the second one on Valentine’s Day, when I received a nice card and a rose. A touch of romance in my life for the first time! As our relationship grew, however, I decided that somehow I had to make sure he knew everything about my past … everything! After all, here we were getting serious about each other, and all he thought he knew was that I was a separated and soon-to-be-divorced woman with a troubled past due to a violent husband.


    Finally, on a rainy Thursday evening, it was time to tell him. I feared that once I did, he might walk away and not want to see me again. The reaction was exactly the opposite. My real story drew us even closer! He had been through his own journey of disenchantment with church and religion, and it appeared to each of us, more as time passed, that we had met at just the right time.


    His proposal to me was interesting to say the least. With a second career in municipal government, it seems he had some “pull” with the local fire department. One Sunday evening, we had arranged to have a late dinner out, and he told me he had a surprise for me beforehand. On a schedule of which I was unaware, he took me to the fire station and I found myself signing a liability release, and being helped into the cab of the biggest fire truck they had — a 103-foot platform aerial unit. “Fair enough,” I said to myself. “He had promised me a ride in a fire engine someday, and I guess this is to be the day.” I did wonder, though, why a second truck was following us on our route to the harbourfront.


    Presently, the truck stopped and we climbed out, in the company of the firefighter-drivers. We climbed onto the platform part of the big ladder, and were raised, in the company of a fireman, and extended out over the harbour. Promptly at sunset on this lovely warm autumn evening, high above Owen Sound harbour, with a panoramic view of the bay just over our shoulders, I was asked, “Will you help me reach for the sky? Will you marry me?”


    Later, my husband-to-be would recall, “She said yes, so I didn’t have to jump over the side.”


    The proposal, in a way, was more dramatic than the actual ceremony. We both decided we wanted to keep that part quiet and simple. In the company of only ten people, and under the presiding watch of a minister-friend, we became husband and wife on a chilly but bright October 17th, 2009. For him, it was the second time around. Seven years earlier, he had lost his first wife to cancer. For me, it wasn’t technically my first marriage either. But for me, it felt like my first real one.
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    Aftermath


    If you were to do some Internet research on the Church of Jesus Christ Restored, searching under the heading of “Missouri Mormons,” you’d find a list of the various offshoot groups. The notation you would discover is interesting. According to one historical account, the denomination to which I belonged is listed as “dissolved” upon the death of the first Prophet. I, and now you know otherwise. It likely would have been much better for all concerned if that’s what had happened, but fate was to dictate otherwise.


    At this writing, it is four years later and I am still assimilating myself into a very new and, to me, strange world. Much around me makes me happier than I’ve ever been, and my days seem to be getting better all the time. I am still undergoing a process of de- and re-programming. One of my sons, my most precious of gifts, remains within the church community. We parted under the most traumatic of conditions for both of us, and I am not permitted any contact with him. Since my departure, I have no idea of how he is, or how he thinks of me. It could well be that he has been convinced by Church authority that I am evil and wants nothing to do with me. It is also quite possible that he misses me every bit as much as I do him.


    This not knowing cuts straight to my core. I pray that someday he too will find his way out of there, begin a new life, and be back in my arms. I am positive that when and if that day ever comes, I will be here for him, to help and nurture his transition in every way I can. I know now that the world he is hearing about “inside” is not the way it really is. For all of its downside, this planet is inhabited by wonderful people who exude goodness and caring and are more than willing to help their fellows. This is not a Pollyanna attitude, mind you. I am aware of the other side, and I’ve had my challenging times.


    On Mother’s Day 2009, while my fiancé was busy working at the radio station and just after I had finished cleaning for my employer, I was heading down the main street of Owen Sound. After using my bank’s machine to withdraw forty dollars cash, I walked down the block to the pharmacy to buy some vitamins. Just as I was about to enter the store, I was jumped from behind by a thug and his accomplice. They tried to snatch my purse from my shoulder. By reflex, I resisted, which made them very angry. They grabbed me, dragged me several feet down the sidewalk, then threw me to the ground and kicked me hard. Then the main perpetrator, also the larger of the two, used his large knife to cut the purse strap, grabbed it, and they were gone down an adjacent alley. Again, in my agony on the sidewalk, I discovered the kindness of strangers.


    A man and his wife were walking down the same alleyway and spotted what was transpiring. As she called 911 on her cell phone, he took off running after the thieves. He caught up with them as they struggled to find keys to an area apartment building and firmly requested they return the purse. They, of course, were having none of that, and proceeded to lay a beating, slashing, and kicking on him, before finally fleeing into the building. By this time the police arrived, first two of them, then what I believe was the full Sunday shift of our city police department.


    As some of the officers attended to my care, others were directed by passersby in the direction the men had fled. With proper directions from witnesses, they entered the building, guns drawn, and within five minutes they had apprehended the two, and my purse. Everything was still there, except the forty dollars cash. My son, who was to meet me following my errands, soon showed up and was shocked at what he saw — his mother on the ground, obviously in distress, cops and citizens standing around, emergency lights flashing. We were assisted to the police station, and my fiancé, now about to finish his shift, was notified. Soon, we and our Good Samaritan couple were at the hospital emergency department to be checked over. Fortunately, neither of us had any broken bones, but the bruising from the incident ran deep, and both he and I have undergone months of treatment and therapy to help us recover. The two perpetrators of the crime pled guilty at their trial and have been sentenced to lengthy jail terms.


    In the aftermath of this bizarre incident, I had a real opportunity to discover firsthand how bureaucracy works, or rather how it doesn’t. At the urging of the police investigators, I filed a claim with the Criminal Injuries Compensation Board. To provide all the details of the ins and outs of this grinding process would require another, rather boring book. Suffice to say that after a full year and a half of filling out forms, attending appointments and interviews, and jumping through hoops, I finally received a compensation cheque. In a way, I was lucky. I had a place to live, food to eat, and until my physical condition finally prevented me from working, a job to do. I wondered out loud sometimes to loved ones and friends how someone depending on the help of Victim Assistance would survive long enough to collect! I truly felt like a victim all over again.


    There was one other incident to cloud my otherwise improving life.


    Shortly before Christmas, one evening while out for dinner with friends at a local restaurant, a grand time turned sour when someone stole my brand new winter jacket from the coat rack by the entrance. This jacket was much more than just something to keep me warm; it was the first new item of outerwear I had owned for ten years. It fit me beautifully, and I loved it! And now, through the actions of some villain, it was gone.


    That incident was the straw that broke the camel’s back! I had been mistreated and abused for so many years, only to leave all that and be accosted on the main street of normally safe Owen Sound in broad daylight on a quiet, sunny Sunday afternoon. And now, happily attending a Christmas season celebration, someone had dared to take off with my treasured coat!


    I’d had enough. Within days, I decided to fight back and paid my first visit to the best lawyer we could find. We sued my former church and its Leadership. There were dozens of hurdles to clear, reams of paperwork for us to complete and document, and a discovery hearing to attend. It wasn’t all easy, but as we journeyed through the process, I found myself living in fear less and less. I had been a victim all my life, and I didn’t want to be one anymore! In the end, and after close to a year, the other parties agreed to settle out of court. While we cannot disclose the details of that agreement, and while the sum we received was not nearly enough for what I had endured, it was quite enough to make the entire process worthwhile.


    From its peak in the eighties, my former church community has shrunk to about half its size. My eldest son was the first in our family to decide to leave, and I am awed by his strength and courage in taking that bold step into the unknown. But he and I are not the only ones who ultimately decided that enough was enough!


    I have been in touch on occasion with a very few of my fellow former members. Outwardly, some seem to have adapted well and have made their way productively and in relative peace. One doesn’t have to dig very deep below the surface, however, to find very sad and fearful people. Others have not done well on any level. There has been one suicide. Another young man has been in trouble with the law. Several have developed drug and alcohol problems.


    As I describe these misfortunes, I can almost see and hear the Prophet gloating over it all. “See,” he would say. “See how people fare when they dare to leave. I told them they’d be doomed!” His voice rings in my ears, when, in reality, it is He and His treatment of us, that brought about all of this misery to begin with.


    A common denominator among almost all departed members is paranoia. Of what, I am not certain. Perhaps one component in this mindset is a threat that was issued more than once by the Prophet when someone expressed thoughts about leaving. He would state, directly and succinctly, “If you leave, I will hunt you down and I will kill you.” To my knowledge, He has never tried to carry out that threat with any who have left, but perhaps there is still anxiety among some that someday He will.


    Even having achieved their own “freedom,” it is open to question how free some of these escapees really feel. I perceive deep emotional scars within us all. There seems to be some sort of bondage that holds them hostage, all locked up in the personal memories they cannot shed. Some haunted souls seem to be looking over their shoulders, wondering if this may be the day the Authorities come to round them up and take them back. The practical side of them says that is highly unlikely, but emotionally there remains that terror, if not of capture, then that lingering, haunting fear of eternal damnation for what they finally dared to do.


    While these poor souls were dealt so much verbal, physical, and mental abuse over the years, they never received much of anything they could use in their new lives. They were never provided the emotional and physical tools to cope with the real world. They had lived lives that were severely inhibited and harshly ruled, but the other side of this is that they never had to make many decisions on their own. These well-meaning folks, now into various stages of middle age, are learning the lessons of life normally attained by high school graduation time. The difference is, most of them have no diploma, and most of them carry emotional baggage unimaginable to the average twenty-year-old. My hope and prayer is that life smiles on them in the best way possible.


    For all the nightmares locked up inside “the free,” including me, there is one constant on my mind and in my life — my love, caring, and concern for both my sons. My eldest continues to try to make his way in his new life. Like me, he is assimilating well, and making progress. At least, with him, we can visit and talk regularly and I can see and hear how he’s doing. In the case of my youngest, I have no such comfort.


    I often think fondly about others still within the community, some of them half-brothers and -sisters to my own sons, many of whom I had called friends and loved ones. There are also the church wives, almost all of whom are still inside. While there was often animosity among us, I often feel deeply for them. They were mere girls when they were thrust into “the life.” Three times, one of them, still a child herself, mothered a child of her own, fathered by the One charged with responsibility over our flock. I remember with regret the times I was forced to be stern with them, but at the time I was still a very young woman myself. At least I had approached adulthood before my fate was sealed. For some of them, they were forced to experience things that no ten- or eleven-year-old should have to! Small wonder that the grown-up product of it all was less than perfect!


    We were all victims, and as I think of them now, I feel pity. We all gave up our hopes and dreams in the name of the religion into which we were thrust.


    The printing company, from all indications, still continues to prosper on the backs of virtual slave labour. Make no mistake, the printing enterprise and, therefore, the church, are financially prosperous indeed! Cash assets, to the best of my knowledge, are impressive by any standards, and the enterprise also owns several properties.


    That is them, this is me. I have made new friends, some of whom have become friends out of the ranks of those former kind strangers. Some days I truly marvel at how my life has changed in the months, and now years since I left my old life under the ugliest and saddest of circumstances.


    Through my marriage to a broadcaster and two-term municipal councillor, I have met, socialized, and dined with some very interesting people, including area mayors and Ontario’s lieutenant governor. My husband and I are enjoying semi-retirement, and have savoured several opportunities to travel. There is much for me to look forward to and much to appreciate in the here and now. I laugh a lot now, and almost every day I meet at least one person who makes my day special.


    However, one matter that has never changed in all of my years, so many of them mired in twisted religion, and that is my unfailing belief in God. My grandmother was the one who, back in my girlhood, spoke those unforgettable words to me: “No matter how bad things get sometimes, remember, my dear, God loves you.” She spoke those words way back when I was still attending our original church. I was happy there, and had I been allowed to stay, I would have been spared all the grief I was to endure.


    Despite those happy early times, my more recent experience has left me with a bad taste in my mouth when it comes to churches in general. I may have come from an extreme example of religion-gone-wrong, but I remain of the opinion that virtually every branch of church religion has, no matter how well-meaning, run off the rails in one form or another. For these shortcomings, and the clinging to their own set of rules, albeit not always as harsh as the ones I knew, I have lost confidence in each and every one of them. I truly have no real use for churches or organized religion anymore, and I suspect the God I understand, love, and trust holds the same opinion. The more I come to really know the people I want to know in this new life, the more I realize that, in this spiritual quest, I am not at all alone.


    I am living now in a personal reality — that faith often produces more questions than it answers. Having now shared the secrets that were for so long locked up deep and painfully inside me, I feel a tug of humility and I ask myself if I have done truly the right thing.


    I pray to God that if this is what I was called to do, bless it.


    If not, please forgive me!


    

  


  
    


    Postscript

    



    I am more amazed every day with how wrong our Second Prophet was in so many ways, including some of the things He told us, given with certainty as the word and will of God.


    One was, “Do your best, and you will be blessed.”


    Seems harmless enough at first blush … something many of us might subscribe to.


    Except that nothing we ever did was good enough. We struggled in every way. We worked till we hurt, gave all we had, and pinched pennies to give what we really didn’t have, and still we were found lacking. There was ongoing competition, especially among the women, and most particularly the church wives, to win favour with Him. Yet we never “got there.” We always fell short. With the best of intentions, we were all inevitably beaten down and infused with the notion that we were worthless, disobedient, and being punished for our sinful ways.


    It has been since I managed to escape the impossible clutches of my traditional faith that I have felt most blessed, and those blessings seem to be increasing every day.


    In the early going, I felt very alone in my quest for justice. I have referred to the kindness of strangers, and it was real, but no one who reached out a helping hand really knew my story. They felt they didn’t have to and were there for me anyway.


    For many days, weeks, months, even years, there seemed to be no one who had actually been there and had witnessed what happened to me and endured it personally, who was willing to come forward, stand beside me, and verify what I was beginning to say. This hurt me, but I think that it also damaged them, in ways some of them might not realize. Their reluctance meant that each of us had to suffer in silence, to try to deal in some way with the matter of rebuilding our lives and healing our emotional and physical scars, all without the benefit of mutual support and encouragement.


    As I write this, all of that is changing fast. A cluster of four young men, each one of whom escaped at various times, and have been lost to me in terms of their whereabouts and well-being, have found me. As they have gained confidence and begun to realize that someone was out there for them, each has said he is willing to join me in telling his own story. All of this fortifies my efforts to have this cult, and the others involved in these outrageous acts, brought to face justice.


    Each of these dear souls is helping the other ones. This bond of networking, which I am overjoyed to say also now involves my oldest son, is producing more and more emotional benefits for each of them.


    Our little family is growing! We are each other’s support, until the day comes we all hope for! The day when the religion of my past is gone, and real families are reunited.


    

  


  
    


    Appendix 1

    



    Whispering Thoughts


    


    These notes or streams of consciousness are reflections on my life, as presented to my legal counsel before he filed a Statement of Claim on my behalf against the Church of Jesus Christ Restored. This was only the second time I had discussed my story with anyone. The first was with my husband. These were and are the murmurs, the voices, the whispering thoughts that come back to me to this day still.


    OPPRESSION


    ~ Life for 37 years, living in the “Twilight Zone.”


    ~ A life so totally opposite to a “normal” life.


    ~ A life of “this is what you think, do and say!”


    ~ A life of being controlled.


    ~ A life of bondage.


    ~ At the same time being told you have choices, and what you decide is solely your decision, but also of countless hours of explaining to you the consequences of making the wrong choice.


    ~ “There’s God’s way and there’s the wrong way.”


    ~ The wrong way leads to “Eternal Damnation.”


    ~ The way/being/do the expected without question or hesitation.


    ~ By doing what was expected, I lived a lie, faked it, pretended to be happy, smiled though my heart was breaking.


    ~ My dreams had long since been shattered. I dreamt, as a young woman, of falling in love, having a wonderful wedding, building a married relationship with someone I loved and chose.


    ~ My dream of living a life reasonably free of fear, hurt, emotional and physical abuse was gone. I lived in dread of what might be coming next for me, later that day, next week, next month.


    ~ The Motto was: “It’s good to sacrifice all things and be put out.” This was everyday life. I sacrificed things like my dignity, peace of mind, and sense of self-worth.


    ~ Lots of laws to obey, which steadily increased over the years. It came to the point that there were so many laws and restrictions, it was like serving a prison sentence.


    ~ Many nights, I would go to bed and pray, “Take me, God, while I sleep tonight. The next, better world must be happier than this.” I wasn’t suicidal, but I lost all hope and every day was a matter of existing and trying to function as I performed my duties.


    ~ For seven years before I finally left, it was exactly like I was under arrest and imprisoned. I was not allowed to drive, not permitted to go anywhere without supervision. In every way, it was church-imposed house arrest. And what crime had I committed?


    ~ The devastation I felt inside showed on my “countenance.” This left me vulnerable for chastisement at any time, and indeed it was measured out severely to me. Physically I suffered unspeakable pain and bruising, and was left with a bloody mouth more times than I can count. The verbal abuse left me with the ingrained message that I was nothing, worthless, and was just plain lucky to even have the life I had.


    ~ I had lost Carol, somewhere along the line. The humorous part. I loved to laugh.


    ~ The gentle part.


    ~ The part of me that valued my friendships, relationships that were promptly cut off by the church. Befriending “people of the world” could not happen.


    ~ The part that held the notion that making love was something that happened between two people who loved and valued each other was thrust into a sordid world of “marriages” to multiple women and a legal marriage, by arrangement, to someone I didn’t love.


    ~ The part of me that, as a young woman, was mapping out my vocational life. I very much wanted to be a nurse and had gained some considerable practical experience working in a nursing home to build on that. Three different nursing schools had accepted me. By my late teens, that had all been ripped away by a domineering mother and by the church that had held such a hold on her and on me too, because I felt I had no choice,.


    ~ This was the life I existed in. To write about it now creates in me anger, outrage, disgust, fear, a drag of sadness, frustration to now see how firm a hold this institution had, not only on me, but my two sons. I cry. I lose sleep. I have nightmares. I feel a wave of nausea frequently.


    ~ Finally, able to endure no more, and the wrenching tragedy of having to leave one son behind, I left. I stepped into a new world. A very foreign world.


    FREEDOM


    ~ I have found the world to be a different place than was described to me over and over again. I have found many of the “people of the world” not to be the evil, callous, mean-spirited creatures that the church told me about.


    ~ I had no idea that there was help out here in any form for people like me. No concept that there were women’s centres, counsellors, caregivers, friends to be made. Ordinary people who, even though they had never met me before, were willing to offer help. I eventually got jobs, and one of my employers frequently went out of the way to help me get on my feet. I was given a bed and bedding, furniture, meals, and, most of all, encouragement.


    ~ One of my new girlfriends, finding out I had once loved to read, offered books and magazines. Even that was an immense blessing. Now, I could read what I pleased, not what church Authorities thought appropriate.


    ~ One day, I found myself laughing and giggling in the presence of others. That was quite a moment. I had almost forgotten what it was like to laugh spontaneously and not to fake a laugh over something that was “supposed to be funny” because the “Prophet” had said it.


    ~ I’m now into a new and caring relationship. One of the things my partner asks me quite often is something that immediately produces (but to a gradually reduced extent) feelings of anxiety: “What do you think?” I’m actually asked my opinion! I am no longer in a world where the thinking was provided, and great was the punishment if you thought differently.


    ~ Now I am learning to show true emotion. I can cry, laugh, speak up, speak sternly, speak in love and tenderness, each when I feel the situation is appropriate. I don’t have to hide my true feelings under a mask.


    ~ The sad part is that I am, in many ways, learning life after so many wasted years. The glad part is that I still, with luck and a little common sense, have years left to savour life. I was called “mental” so frequently. Now, I have people around me who assure me I’m quite sane, in fact, and these people respect my opinion and value me as a person. The odd one even thinks I’m actually intelligent, and that truly amazes me.


    ~ Now, my life is in a place where I am constantly learning and being exposed to new and exciting things. Enjoying a beautiful sunset. Relaxing for a whole evening, undisturbed, and doing virtually nothing, except perhaps reading, talking, or watching TV. Even a day away to a place I’ve never been, taking in a live theatre performance, enjoying dinner out. And countless small things that others, I’ve learned, take for granted. I feel hope.


    ~ The glad part is that now I have real choices. The sad part is that the life I left behind in no way prepared me for life’s practical side. I have worked hard for little or no pay over the years, but I have very limited education and no developed skill set that can lead to a position that pays well.


    ~ In the new life I am still entering, there is much joy, and there remains much fear.


    

  


  
    


    Appendix 2

    



    From the Sidelines


    When Carol came into my life in late 2008 and matters began to get serious between us, I felt that she was a refreshing change. I had been living alone since my first wife passed away six years earlier. Here, I said to myself, was a sweet and simple example of two people, each having been through a less than happy past, finding each other, falling in love, and set to head into the future leading a joyful yet quiet and uncomplicated life together. I knew, because she told me briefly and basically, that there had been some cruelty and roughness in her past life, but I chalked that up to an unfortunate previous “conventional” marriage, like so many we all hear about.


    She told me that there was more to tell when she felt ready. One rainy afternoon, it was time. She began to tell me her story and gave me the option of walking away having heard it. “I will understand,” she said. I chose to stay and have not regretted that decision for a minute!


    It is abundantly true that life with Carol is not like life as I would have envisioned it as we began to fall for each other. It is more interesting and fascinating than anything that other plan in my head ever could have been. Knowing everything I possibly can about her has brought us closer together, and, with every day that passes, with every new revelation, our relationship becomes richer.


    Experiencing life with Carol, and trying to look at it through her eyes is like going back to when we were young, and everything was new. To her, much of everyday life is new, and it is a joy to see her exuberance over the simple things many of us take for granted. A walk in the park on a beautiful day is an event to cheer, a further confirmation that she is now truly free to do what she wishes. The ability to just get in the car and get away for a day, doing what we please, is a privilege to be cherished.


    The day Carol left the church and her shared household, her youngest son, who remains there, exclaimed to her sarcastically and likely for show in the presence of others, “Have a wonderful life!” The fact is, Carol has begun a new and wonderful life. My hope and prayer is that someday soon he will join us in this life, and I will shake hands with the stepson I’ve heard so many good things about, but have never met. That he is still in there is by far our greatest sorrow.


    For all the things her church life took away from her for all those years, Carol’s sense of humour is not one of them. She still has it in spades, or, perhaps more accurately, she got it back! It has blossomed since her self-release, and it is a joy to see and hear her laugh. Now, she laughs when she thinks something is genuinely funny, and not because she had to laugh on cue when the church Authorities thought it appropriate. There is the other side, too, and now Carol can cry when she’s sad, without putting up some kind of brave front to hide her true feelings.


    There are tears for both of us and there are tough days. It is not a simple and straightforward process as she continues to emancipate herself from those years of religious imprisonment. As the caring person she is, she continues to feel deeply for the people left within the enclave, and for those who have left and are struggling. No matter how much I try to be there for her, identify, and empathize, I did not go through the actual experience with her. I know there are times when she feels very alone.


    As we complete this book, one person who also left the cult, and who we couldn’t find for a long time, has re-entered Carol’s life and mine. He has declared that he is willing to stand beside her and share his own reality. He is a Godsend! We wish there were more like him. But Carol understands, much more than I ever could, how brainwashing and fear control the other church members, past and present. She also understands, much more than I, that while it took a certain courage to leave, it also takes courage to remain, to endure the kind of day-to-day life this religious community seems to deem compulsory. Carol is strong and resilient and I am proud, more with every passing day, to call her my wife. Her light shines brighter as time passes, after being hidden under a bushel of darkness for so long.


    By the time one reaches our age, each person has gained some considerable degree of life experience, a wisdom of sorts gathered through the accumulated years of ups and downs, winning and losing, and learning even more from our defeats than from our victories. It would be an understatement to say that Carol has had a lot of life experience, coping with a sinister side of life no human being so sensitive and caring should have to endure. My own pales in comparison. That our paths crossed at this time in our lives is a miracle, I think. Through a series of twists and turns of my own years on this planet, I too have collected serious misgivings about church and religion. My problem is not with God, nor is Carol’s. Our faith remains, perhaps ironically, strong. But each of us is mad and sad over how mortal humans have twisted, distorted, and exploited religion into something that enslaves, limits, manipulates, and reduces wonderful people to living far below the truly abundant life God intends for all.


    Perhaps, then, if it is possible that there are no accidents in life. Carol is exactly the right person for me, and I for her, intended somehow to fall into our love nest as two truly injured birds, nursing each other now so that we may soar together. I love Carol and am honoured to be who and where I am.


    The sect from which Carol departed has now existed for over four decades. Throughout, its slogan and motto, proudly displayed on letterhead and signs when there were some, has been “Truth Will Prevail.” It is Carol’s hope and mine that now this goal is finally within reach.


    John Christie


    Married to Carol since October 2009
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    Josephine Mildred Curl Penny grew up in Labrador during the 1940s and 1950s. Like many Métis, she and her family lived a semi-nomadic lifestyle, moving inside to the primitive settlement of Roaches Brook each fall to hunt and trap, and outside to Spotted Islands in the spring to harvest the rich fishing grounds.


    Sent away to hospital at age four, to boarding school when she was seven, and forced out to work at age eleven, Josie lost the family bond so important to a young child. She recounts the years spent at Lockwood Boarding School where she suffered atrocious punishments, merciless teasing, and the humiliation of two rapes. The depersonalization and constant punishment eventually took their toll, and her once free-spirited nature was broken. Reading became her only escape.


    Set against the beauty and ruggedness of the Labrador coast, So Few on Earth is a story of perseverance in a harsh environment and the possibility of life starting anew from shattered beginnings.
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    How do we begin to describe our love for our children? Pamela Richardson shows us with her passionate memoir of life with and without her estranged son, Dash. From age five Dash suffered Parental Alienation Syndrome at the hands of his father. Indoctrinated to believe his mother had abandoned him, after years of monitored phone calls and impeded access eight-year-old Dash decided he didn’t want to be “forced” to visit her at all; later he told her he would never see her again if she took the case to court.


    But he didn’t count on his indefatigable mother’s fierce love. For eight more years Pamela battled Dash’s father, the legal system, their psychologist, the school system, and Dash himself to try and protect her son — first from his father, then from himself. A Kidnapped Mind is a heartrending and mesmerizing story of a Canadian mother’s exile from and reunion with her child, through grief and beyond, to peace.
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