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On Unmaking

I

told my first lie, that I remember, when I was six years old. I
was standing in Anna Kelly’s living room, Anna Kelly being
none other than my first-grade best friend, the two of us surrounded by other six-year-old girls who were—aside from slipping on the hardwood floor in their socks or twisting their
skirts back and forth—telling each other about their nightmares, competing to see who’d had the scariest dream.
I couldn’t remember any of my dreams, but that didn’t stop
me from blurting out, “Oh yeah? Well, listen to this.”
With mystifying child bravado, I proceeded to make up a
dream, telling the girls the most frightening story I could imagine. Though I don’t recall what I said word for word, I can
clearly picture the image I was attempting to convey. It looked
something like this:
I was walking down my home street, surrounded by all the
humdrum familiarity of suburbia—houses with red-tiled roofs
and white garage doors, trimmed lawns and peeling sycamore
trees, concrete street lamps and water-weighted basketball hoops
—when suddenly, gravity seemed to reverse. All the elements of
my world began to be sucked upward into the sky, disappearing

29

T

H

E

R

E

S

T

O

R

E

D

G

O

S

P

E

L

into the atmosphere, shooting up and out into the void. Roofs
ripped off houses; street lamps cracked and spun away; trees
were torn out by the roots; even the sidewalk and asphalt
slowly buckled and tumbled upward. Brick by brick, dirt clod
by dirt clod, everything I knew was vacuumed up into outer
space—everything except me. And at the end, I was left standing there in a white void, no earth, no sky.
“Oooh,” the girls said once I’d finished.
Now, remembering that moment, what strikes me isn’t the
lie that I told or my obvious need for attention. What strikes
me is that, as young as I was, the most terrifying thing I could
imagine wasn’t one of my pettier fears, which, as it happens,
were many: sharks, rattle snakes, fire, heights, and—strangely
horrifying—pelicans. When I was asked to recount my greatest
fear, I told instead about the destruction of my childhood kingdom, the obliteration of everything familiar, of home. Even
back then, the most frightening thing I could imagine was my
world unmade.
• • •

When I was seventeen, my father confessed to his bishop,
to my mother, and—in part—to his children that he’d not
only been addicted to pornography for his entire marriage, but
that for the last eleven years of it, he’d also been cheating on
my mother with prostitutes.
My father was the greatest force of unmaking in my life.
Some of what was unmade is easy to list: my father’s callings, his baptismal covenants, and his temple covenants, including his sealing to my mother, and to me.
After his confession, my father was excommunicated. In
church, we all raised our hands to thank him for his service as
he was released from his position on the high council. Looking
back at that moment, I imagine that as we all raised our hands,
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my father sat there like a faded photo, no longer a high priest,
no longer an elder, not a priest, not a deacon. I imagine priesthood power evaporated from his skin in clouds of invisible
steam.
His baptismal covenants were undone, too. His name was
blotted out of membership. I imagine the strokes that erased
him, not scratching the letters out with a black pen, but with
Wite-Out, as though they had never been. Or better yet, I
imagine that the pen that originally scrawled the loopy lines of
his name breathed that ink back in, and my father’s name unknotted and came apart, dissolving.
I imagine my father being baptized as a child, but coming
up dry, as though the water never touched him. I imagine the
warm frothy water whirling away, not down the drain, but
back up into the faucet, as though baptism was a road my father had not taken.
And I picture my parents kneeling at an altar, both of them
young and unlined, their faces infused with that hopeful light
that seems to color everyone who’s ever been in love. But in
my mind, their hands unclasp, they move away from the altar,
the glow in their faces dims, and the binding words are never
spoken. It’s as though the sealing and the love that founded
my existence never happened, and instead I am a child of void
and regret, of what might’ve been but wasn’t.
I’d been told, of course, that those who keep their covenants still receive the blessings, regardless of what other people
do. Hence, my mother, my siblings, and I should’ve still received
the blessings of our original family sealing, even if my father
broke it, even if his part of the sealing was undone. But if the
purpose of the sealing was to bind us siblings to each other, and
to mother and father, and my father had slipped through the
chains of covenant as though he never was, then this was simply
untrue, or at the very least, incomplete. For us, it seemed that
the word “family” would always be missing a letter.
On Unmaking
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Even my individual covenants were called into question.
After all, my father had been the one to baptize me, and he’d
done so during his eleven years of riotous living. For all I knew,
he could’ve paid for sex the night before he helped his eightyear-old daughter into the baptismal font, ready to dip her
under. Thinking that, I imagine that there were perhaps still
oily traces of perfume on his hands that day—perfume that
only came off once his hands slipped into the warm water of
the font, perfume that floated on the surface of the water in an
oily veneer, coating me as I went down and again as I came up,
coating me even as I smiled up at my father afterward, thinking I was clean.
Perhaps no true covenants were made that day. Perhaps
God was far away that Saturday morning, and I was and always
have been a stranger to Him. Perhaps my father—the successful
L.A. lawyer’s lawyer—failed to make this one contract binding.
Of course, theoretically, I know and have been told that
my baptism still counts—that as long as I was sincere and worthy, it doesn’t matter that my father wasn’t. But I don’t always
know how to stop questioning, how to stop thinking about his
hands on my head, calling for the Holy Ghost in a voice that
the Spirit was deaf to. I used to wonder whether, if I was baptized, it was unto the crucifix, unto the broken Christ, the
image of suffering and loss—and not to the Christ emerging
from the tomb, triumphant. Sometimes I felt as though I went
down into the water in the symbol of death, but never came
up again.
But these moments of unmaking are easy to list. Some of
them are more difficult.
• • •

When I was eight years old, my siblings and I were signed
up for track club. My father—though he was not often home—
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always made time to come to our meets. I despised track club.
But still, I recall well the taste of dust and blood in my throat
as I pumped my arms and ran, leaning into the curves as I
raced around the track. I can feel the starting blocks against
my feet, can hear the crack of the start gun, can see the pale
lines of my lane stretching ahead of me on the springy stucco
surface of the solid polyurethane track. On either side of me,
my competitors sprint, their legs thick with muscle below their
running shorts, spike-studded running shoes barely seeming to
clip the track as their legs churn the air. I remember trying to
keep up with them, hearing nothing but my heartbeat and my
sharp breathing.
But the thing I remember best is what happened every time
I neared the end of the race. It didn’t matter if I was running
the 400 meters, the 800, or the mile. Whenever I hit the last
200 meters, Dad would be there, just on the other side of the
short chain-link fence. In suit and tie, or in sweats—it didn’t
matter—he’d be there, the only defined person in the crowd,
taller than everything, than everyone. He’d have his hands
cupped around his mouth: “Stride, stride, stride!” he’d yell.
And my body would respond. I’d lean forward and pump
my arms against the exhaustion pressing down on me. I used
his voice, the spark of adrenalin it lent me, and I sprinted
faster than I had for the rest of the race until I’d long passed
the finish line.
It was always like that with my father. I suppose there are
daughters everywhere spurred by their father’s voice, responding to its subtle pressures, its expectations, its disappointment
as readily as our feet kick beneath the tap of the doctor’s triangular mallet. This was no less true for me. As a high school junior, when I scored nineteen points and got eighteen rebounds
during a basketball game, my father ran down to me afterward
and squeezed my arm. “Why couldn’t you have scored one
more point?” he asked. “An even twenty!”
On Unmaking
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And my every thought twisted into a vow to do better.
But while pressure like this could be stressful, its source
was pure; its source was nothing less than everything I loved
about my father, everything in him that won my devotion and
my respect. He’d been successful in sports himself during high
school, winning records in long-distance running. And he’d
certainly been successful academically, as seen in part because
he was now a defense lawyer for attorneys in L.A., which also
meant that he was a success financially. Spiritually, he was not
just a father, but a high priest, and a holder of every temple
covenant.
But he was also more than that. In a home where our
mother was emotionally and sometimes physically abusive, my
father was the epitome of calm and stability. He was the parent
that gave us a foundation to walk on, that gave us a feeling of
constancy and safety. If my mother was strong in a brittle way,
in a way seamed and weakened by anger, my father was gifted
with a gentler strength, a truer strength, the power to march
through storm and tempest with a steady gait and never lash
out himself.
Or at least, that’s what I’d always thought.
But after he was excommunicated, the pressure I’d felt at
his voice became just another thing unmade. I no longer responded to his expectations or his disappointments. After all,
who was he to tell me to do better? To try harder? His advice
was no longer a command but an insult, and instead of compliance and striving, I responded with resistance and rage.
For a while, even in my memories of childhood track club,
when I recalled running between the lines of my lane and
reaching the 200-meter mark, I’d glance over toward the chainlink fence—only to see that my father was no longer there. My
memories themselves had warped, and my father with his call
of “stride, stride, stride” was gone.
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• • •

My parents didn’t get divorced. Their marriage was not
unmade, but what little love that had existed between them
certainly was. Admittedly, their relationship had never been a
tender one. Growing up, I’d never seen them so much as hold
hands. In fact, they’d always avoided each other’s touch, magnets polarized by disgust. I also never heard them talk to each
other, or have any sort of conversation that I couldn’t also call
a fight. If they were “talking” to each other in front of us, it
generally meant that my mother was screaming at my father
while he apologized endlessly for his newest crime: forgetting
to take out the trash or coming home late.
But when my father was excommunicated, it got worse.
The summer I was seventeen, only a few months after my
father’s confession, I was in the living room with my younger sister Rachel. She leaned back on the couch, a notebook in her lap
and headphones in her ears, while I sat at the piano, scrunching
my eyebrows as I focused on the sheet music in front of me.
Though I didn’t read music well, I was attempting to teach myself to play songs from Beauty and the Beast, plunking out
clumsy chords in a disjointed approximation of “Tale As Old As
Time.” I’d always been a hopeless romantic, scribbling out love
stories in my spare time and daydreaming about true love in my
future—so the soaring high notes of the love song appealed to
me.
But in the middle of the song, shouting broke out in the
kitchen.
I froze, my hands above the keys.
“No, I don’t have to do that,” my mother’s voice shrieked.
I heard my father’s soft voice mumbling in response.
“No, the scriptures say nothing about liking people,” my
mother yelled back. “I don’t have to like anyone, least of all
you!”
On Unmaking
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My throat tightened. I glanced over to my sister, who hadn’t
responded. Was she hearing this? Or was the music in her headphones blocking it out?
I knew immediately that this fight was different than many
of their fights had been before. Most of the time, their arguments had been about trivial things—watching football games,
forgetting to do chores. It hadn’t been about their marriage, at
least not directly, and at least not in front of us. But this—this
was personal. And I didn’t want my sister to hear it.
“No,” my mother screamed. “It doesn’t say anything about
liking your neighbor there either.”
Should I take my sister to the park? I wondered. Should we
leave the house? But if I got her to pull her headphones out,
she’d definitely hear the argument—if she wasn’t hearing it already.
So, instead, I turned back to the piano, and began to play
“Tale As Old As Time” as loudly as I could, trying to block out
the sound of my parents fighting.
At that point, I could no longer hear my father’s mumbled
responses—but my mother’s shrill voice was as clear as ever:
“I’m not the one who’s broken temple covenants here!”
Glancing over my shoulder at my sister, I played harder—
trying to bury the sound of fighting beneath the notes of my
favorite love song, and only managing to entwine the two irrevocably in my mind. I shut my eyes against my mother’s
shouts, against the tears I didn’t want to spill, and kept playing
as hard as I could until the fight was over, until my fingers
ached, until the sound of the melody and all my romantic
teenage notions felt like ashes on my tongue.
• • •

Perhaps the most potent moment of unmaking happened
years later. I was twenty-three when my grandfather—my father’s
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father—died, and my sister Rachel, my father, and I went to his
house in Cedar City, Utah, to help sort through his things.
Aunts and uncles surrounded us, pawing through stacks of ancient magazines and riffling through kitchen drawers. The
kitchen cupboards were brim with old ceramic pitchers made by
the man my father called Grandpa Fletch, and each handle,
each spout, each smooth belled pitcher was an heirloom. The
hearth and fireplace were covered with sheep plush toys and figurines, my grandfather’s idiosyncratic collection.
But while other family members sorted through his guns
and the tools in the kitchen drawers, Rachel, my father, and I
were downstairs in the basement, in the bedroom where my father had grown up. We were digging through an old dresser, but
really, my sister and I were watching my father face a painful
nostalgia, the tender grief of a childhood lost in the most severe
way—through the passing of both parents, and the generational
shift that happens when there’s no one left to fall back on.
Then, as he sifted through a dresser drawer, my father
found it: a photograph of an old girlfriend. It was a high school
senior photo, with the traditional black dress, and the girl featured there had waves of frizzy brown hair and a gentle roselipped smile.
All three of us stared at it.
And we all thought the same thing: What if?
We stared down at the picture of this woman and wondered—for an eternal moment—what would’ve happened if
my father had married her instead of my mother. In our minds,
my sister and I unwound our DNA strand by strand, undid the
growth of our years, reunited divided cells, shrank down from
adult to child again, to baby, to fetus, to zygote. We extricated
sperm from egg and ripped apart the seams of our existence to
ask what would’ve happened to our father if we’d never been.
What if he’d never married our mother? What if she’d
never convinced him to go to law school instead of becoming
On Unmaking
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a seminary teacher? What if he’d never been an L.A. lawyer,
but had instead remained close to home, in a little Parowan
house with this frizzy-haired woman from the past? Would
things have been different? Would he have been happy?
In our minds, we unmade ourselves to give him that chance.
Then my father shook his head, as if to pull out of a daydream. Without a second look, he shoved the picture into a
garbage bag, down deep. And as I watched, I had a bitter taste
in my mouth—the aftertaste of wondering whether or not you
should exist.
• • •

I suppose this essay could end with that image, with a family unmade, a self unmade. It could end with a girl standing in
white void in fulfillment of her childhood fear. But such an
ending would be incomplete. Because after my father unmade
us, he re-forged us again, this time by unmaking himself.
After my father was excommunicated, he continued to
come to church but could no longer take the sacrament. My
family and I sat in the second pew, so when he abstained, anyone on the stand, not to mention each family beside, in front
of, or behind us, could easily witness him passing the trays
along untouched. Perhaps taking the sacrament shouldn’t be a
symbol of social status in a ward, just as titles like “bishop” or
“high priest” or even “endowed” shouldn’t be, but in our ward,
at least, there was a social hierarchy based on what many saw as
outward signs of inner conversion, and my father went from the
top tier straight to the bottom. Admittedly, this reversal was
ironic, since my father’s outward signs of conversions and his
actual spirituality were frequently inverted.
Regardless, while it’s true that his misconduct was supposed
to be private, the fact is that after several ward and stake disciplinary councils, and after over two years without a calling and
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without taking the sacrament, word inevitably got out. I would
occasionally hear people whispering about him, about us, and I
would often catch them staring. In our ward, my father—who
had for so long been a spiritual leader—became little more
than gossip fodder.
In some ways, even his traditional role as father was unmade. He was excommunicated for two years, and during that
time, his two oldest sons each got married in the temple. And
the father who had striven never to miss a track meet in his children’s lives was unable to attend his sons’ weddings. During each
sealing, my father sat instead outside on the temple grounds,
doing his best to smile as endless streams of aunts and uncles
and cousins strolled past him into the temple to witness what
he would miss.
I picture my father sitting outside the Salt Lake City Temple
in December, the month my brother Nathan got sealed. I imagine him seated on a bench in the frigid morning, a foot of snow
glimmering on the lawns and on the rooftops around him. In my
mind, he is huddled with his hands clasped and his shoulders
bowed. His fingertips are blue, his glasses flashing in the morning sun. I try to think about what it would be like for him to be
present at the temple for the wedding, but absent at the same
time, to feel half there, half not there, to be a forgotten guest
in his son’s life.
• • •

As a husband, and even as an independent self, my father
was also unmade.
“Your father’s not a good man,” my mother screamed at my
sister and me.
We were in a hotel room, my sister Rachel and I each lying
down on our beds, pretending to be asleep—playing dead so
our mother would give up yelling at us.
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“I’m the one who kept this family together,” she shrieked.
“Not him. Don’t you dare side with him.”
My sister and I pulled the blankets up over our heads to wait
her out. We knew that answering her in any way would only encourage her to keep ranting. At that point, I was nineteen, and
my sister was seventeen, and when our mother finally marched
out of our room, we thought the worst was over—until we heard
our father enter the front door of the suite.
It began all over again, this time directed at our father—our
father who apologized endlessly and never raised his voice and
never denied that she was right. Perhaps there are people who
would call my father “henpecked,” who would say he was weak
to let her treat him this way. Perhaps there are people who
would say he should’ve left her in the name of self-actualization,
in the name of his own happiness. I’m not denying that such
people have a point. Surely the choice he made to stay with
my mother would not have been the right choice for everyone.
I’m not always certain it was even the right choice for him.
But my father saw my mother’s rage as a reflection of her
hurt at what he’d done. He saw it as the natural consequence
of his past mistakes. And so he faced every fight, every outburst, with a bowed head and a willingness to take his lumps.
When he yielded to her, it was his way of taking accountability, of making things right. To this day, he sides with her in
everything, and is quick to tell us, “We often have sympathy
for the sinner—but we need to have just as much sympathy if
not more for the victim. No matter what.”
To account for his years of lying and misconduct, my father let my mother unwind him, take apart his ego thread by
thread, shuck him of his pride, sand him down into a smooth
self-less surface whose only purpose was to yield. In their relationship, my father as a person, as a self, was unmade.
• • •
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In January 2007, my five siblings and I returned to our
hometown, to a tiny room in the back corner of our old stake
building. It was only my immediate family and our bishop in
that room, and most of us flocked around the glass partition
between us and the tiled baptismal font below, that font filled
with frothy warm water. We stood there, the children of my father, and watched in a strange reversal of roles as my father
stepped gravely down the steps into the water in his white
jumpsuit.
Below, already in the font, my oldest brother, Jonathon, extended a hand to the man who had, years before, baptized
him—baptized each of us. My father took Jonathon’s hand. I
thought as I watched that he looked so small and frail, my father, dwarfed beside my brother—my father who had once been
my standard for the word “tall,” who had swung me round by
my arms when I was small, and had told me to walk on his
back, and how I’d done more than walk—I’d jumped, laughing, knowing my father would never break beneath my weight,
beneath anything. I thought then as I watched him in the font
how he’d been the earth beneath my feet in more ways than
I’d ever known, asphalt and cement and the stucco houses of
suburbia with the white garage doors and the water-weighted
basketball hoops. He’d been my childhood kingdom, a world
that had felt safe even when it hadn’t been, because it was familiar, and because I’d placed all my confidence in his shoulders’ ability to bear any weight, especially mine.
What a change to see my father in that moment, my broken father, his blue eyes wet, his shoulders bowed, his hands
shaking. I watched him go under the surface and come back
up, water trailing from skin and hem in fluid white threads,
the wetness gilding my worn father silver beneath the fluorescent lights, giving him a metallic aureole through which he
smiled at us. And I thought then, as his children cried out and
hugged each other, as I fought back tears, that it was the most
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inexplicable thing, that moment—that stitching together the
scraps of a family, of a life, could be done without making new
seams, that being healed could be better than being whole,
that resurrection could be possible—not just the collection
and reanimation of dead tissue, but the exalting of it into
something young and new.
Later, I watched my brother Nathan give my father the gift
of the Holy Ghost, and eventually, my father’s temple covenants
were restored. Of course, this isn’t to say that everything is back
to the way it was, or that our family is suddenly without conflict.
My father may never regain the social status and trust that he
lost in the ward. To his children, he is still heroic—perhaps
more so, but still, not quite as tall as he once was. And my parents will certainly never have a frictionless relationship. Not
all of the consequences of what he did can be erased or forgotten, and in some ways, he will continue paying a price for that.
But it is worth noting that, eventually, in response to my
father’s support and limitless apologies, my mother did soften
toward him. As an adult, I’ve seen my parents hold hands; I’ve
seen them flirt; I’ve seen my mother tiptoe across a room and
ease into my father’s lap. Their touch is natural, gentle, starred
by tenderness. The barrier that once existed between them has
been worn down by my father’s patience—which endured
longer than my mother’s hurt, than her anger. His gentleness
renewed something between them I’d never seen, which I only
knew existed because I did.
• • •

Last Thanksgiving, after a large turkey dinner, my family
launched into an impromptu karaoke party. We were gathered
at my brother Nathan’s house in New Mexico with his wife and
three children, where many in the family had come because
Nathan’s daughter, Jenny, was getting baptized on Saturday.
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With all the in-laws, we were twenty strong, and after my father set up the karaoke device with its voice-changing microphone and iPhone adapter, just about everyone took a turn
spluttering out a melody to laughter and applause. By the end
of the evening, we’d heard it all—everything from “I Whistle a
Happy Tune” from The King and I to “Gangsta’s Paradise.”
Even my thirty-one-year-old autistic brother shocked the crowd
by racing onto the stage, seizing the mike, and belting out the
words to “Radioactive,” all while turning his habitual rocking
into a rhythmic rock-n-roll lunge.
Then, at the very end of the karaoke party, my quiet father
took the stage.
By that point, everyone around me was chatting with each
other, laughing and hand-gesturing, and my father’s barelyaudible voice went unnoticed. He sat in a chair before the microphone with his watery blue eyes and hunched shoulders.
“Loving can hurt,” he sang softly. “Loving can hurt sometimes. /
But it’s the only thing that I know” (Sheeran).
I looked around, but I was the only one listening as he sang
through Ed Sheeran’s “Photograph.” Nearby, his wife talked to
an in-law, her head tipped back in a red-throated laugh.
I peered back over at my father—and my eyes burned.
Suddenly, I found myself thinking about all the deliberate
choices my father had made to fix what had been broken. And
it seemed then oddly appropriate that no one was listening to
him now, and that he didn’t insist on their attention. I was
struck by a strange certainty that this was the only sort of love
song my father could sing, for his wife, for his family—the love
song of a man unmade, present and absent at the same time.
It could be argued that, after everything we endured as a
family, I should know something about forgiveness, about
atonement, about the inexplicable metamorphosis from crucifix to empty tomb. But I merely feel awed and baffled by how
things turned out in my family, our good fortune so improbable
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that it transcends words like “luck” and can only be described as
grace. I’m left wondering about the nature of miracle; the suffusing happiness none of us can earn or deserve but that we somehow experience anyway; the endless labyrinthine twists of pain
and relief in the words, “Go, and sin no more” (John 8.11).
Perhaps much of what I understand about God, and maybe even
some of the things I don’t understand, can be summed up in the
image of my father unheeded at the microphone. Perhaps unmaking can be its own sort of love song—a music on which, by
its very nature, we depend more than we can ever know.
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