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Secret Combinations

“My brother Jacob was fucked in the chapel by his stake
president and then excommunicated by him,” I said to Billy, the
guy who’d opened his door to us and then cursed us out for
being homophobes. Seattle was known for its liberal views. Our
conversation hadn’t lasted sixty seconds before he demanded to
know the Church’s position on gay rights.
Billy’s brows furrowed in anger. “And you’re still trying to
get people to join your fucking church?” he asked. “You’re a
motherfucker, too. And a fatherfucker and brotherfucker.”
“But not a sisterfucker?” I asked. Billy glared back at me.
“Elder Benson,” said Elder Miller, my companion, “we’d
better leave.”
“You’re damn right,” said Billy, “and don’t come back.”
He started to close the door. I put my foot in the way, and his
eyes grew wide. “You gotta be fucking kidding me, dude.”
“I’ve got an idea,” I said. I wished I could tell Jacob about
it, but confiding in this guy would have to suffice.
“Bully for you.”
“Hear me out.” I raised a hand. “I’ve been out on my
mission a year and a half, and I haven’t baptized anyone.”
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“Boo hoo.”
“No, what I mean is I haven’t even tried to baptize anyone.
I’m here putting in my time because my parents insisted. I don’t
actually believe any of this stuff anymore.”
“Elder Benson!”
Billy looked mildly interested now. “So what’s your plan?
Go home and tell your parents to fuck off? What’s that to me?”
I reached forward and put my hand on Billy’s arm. He
tensed but didn’t brush it away. “I want to baptize you and as
many of your friends as possible. Gay or straight.”
“Not a fucking chance in hell.”
“Wait,” I said. “Wait.” I took a deep breath, knowing Elder
Miller could report me straight away to the district leader or the
mission president himself. “I want to baptize as many people as
possible. Get the missionaries excited. And the local members.
Heck, if we get enough people in on this, maybe even someone
in Salt Lake will notice.” I paused. “And then…”
“Elder Benson,” said Elder Miller with an edge to his
voice. Now he had his hand on my arm. This must be what a
gay three-way felt like, I thought. I wondered if Jacob had ever
tried one of those. He hadn’t written to me even once since I’d
left on my mission, but I wrote him faithfully every week. My
mother told me he deleted every single email unopened. At least
that proved he still kept in contact with her.
“I want to get thirty or forty people to join,” I continued,
“and then have them all go up at one time in Fast and
Testimony meeting and say they’ve decided they can’t stay
members because of the Church’s position on gays. I want them
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all to demand excommunication at the same time.” I couldn’t
wait to see the bishop’s face, or that of the Relief Society
president. Or the faces of the other missionaries who’d be
coming to each and every baptism.
“And that’ll change your church’s policy toward LGBT
folk?” asked Billy with a slight sneer.
I shrugged. I couldn’t blame him for not being interested.
I’d had no interest myself for the past eighteen months, and I
had something real at stake. I wished I knew if Jacob was trying
anything like this, or if he was past caring.
Or was that “past feeling”?
“If you’re not a member, no one at church cares one iota
what you think. You being mad at them as a non-Mormon
doesn’t make the slightest difference to them. If you’re
baptized, though, they’ll at least hear you for a minute before
they cast you out.”
“Whoopee. A whole minute of power. I’m trembling.”
One single, solitary minute, I thought. That was really a
pretty accurate estimate. But in one minute, the Titanic could hit
an iceberg. A plane could hit the Twin Towers. Apollo 11 could
touch down on the moon. “The thing is, even if those members
never allow themselves to talk about what happened, they’ll
remember. They’ll see how the policy is holding the Church
back. They’ll understand just a tiny bit more the pain they’re
causing. They’ll think.” I wasn’t at all sure that was true, but for
the first time since I’d started my mission, I felt like I actually
had a mission.
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Billy finally pushed my hand away and crossed his arms.
“How do I know you’re telling the truth?”
I smiled. “It doesn’t matter. No one can make you stay a
Mormon. You can quit any time you like. I just want a mass
resignation, or a mass excommunication, to make more of an
impact.” I snapped my fingers. “Maybe you know a reporter
who can cover you guys making the announcement in Fast and
Testimony meeting?”
Billy pulled at his goatee. “Actually, I do know someone.”
“Excellent!”
“Elder Benson, what in the world are you doing?”
“Elder Miller,” I said, turning to my companion for a
moment. “You’ve been out on your mission for almost ten
months. How many baptisms have you had?”
“Two,” he said defensively, his chin jutting out a little.
“Both nine-year-old kids of inactive members, am I right?”
Elder Miller didn’t say anything.
“Billy, how soon can you get a group of your friends
together?” I asked. “There are questions they’ll have to be able
to answer in the baptismal interview.” I smiled, thinking of
marking ten or twenty lessons on our weekly stat sheet. The
best part would be getting all the praise for something I knew
was a sham.
Was that how the apostles felt every six months during
General Conference?
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“I can get six or seven people here on Friday night,” he said
slowly. He pulled at his goatee again. “But I don’t know…”
“Look,” I said, “get your friends together. We’ll come over
Friday night. You’ll outnumber us. At the very least, you can
make us strip down to our Mormon underwear and laugh at us.
It’ll still be a fun evening for you guys.”
“I’ve heard about your underwear,” Billy admitted, his eyes
dropping momentarily to my crotch.
“7:00?” I asked.
My companion looked as if he’d just witnessed his mother
giving his father a blow job.
Billy stared at me a long moment, tugging on his goatee.
He turned to Elder Miller and then looked at me again. “7:00,”
he confirmed.
Elder Miller and I walked away from the door and headed
up the sidewalk. My companion was practically
hyperventilating. “Elder Benson,” he managed, “what’s gotten
into you? We’ll be ex’ed ourselves if we do this. And it won’t
change anything. I don’t like the gay policies, either, but the
Church isn’t led by people like us. It’s led by God, and God
does what God wants to do. Our job is to accept it and obey.
That’s what will get us to heaven.”
I directed our steps back toward the car. There was no need
to keep tracting any longer. We could go home and relax. Our
stats were going to be out of this world.
“Elder Benson, I can’t let you do this. I’m going to have to
call Elder Morrison.”
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“Okay, Elder, okay. But let’s baptize some converts first.
It’s an experience you’re never going to get any other way. It’s
a memory you can take with you to your grave.”
Elder Miller frowned. We climbed back in the car and
headed to our apartment in Skyway. I listened to my CD of La
Oreja de Van Gogh while my companion studied his scriptures.
Jacob had gotten me hooked on Spanish music during his
mission to Argentina. He’d given me CDs of Laura Pausini, too,
back before I accepted my own mission call and he’d cut off all
contact.
The next day was Thursday, and I treated Elder Miller to a
movie. I wanted to see Snowden but my companion refused. He
wanted to see Pete’s Dragon but I refused. We finally settled on
Hunt for the Wilderpeople, mostly because neither one of us had
any clue what it was about.
Friday night, we headed over to Billy’s house for 7:00. I
was afraid he might have changed his mind, or gotten bikers or
leathermen to “teach us a lesson.” But when we walked into his
living room, we saw seven men and women, all perfectly
normal looking. I wondered if they were all straight. Perhaps
none of his gay friends could stomach even a brief pretense.
“This is Carole,” said Billy. “She’s a reporter for the Seattle
Gay News, but sometimes she blogs for Huffington Post. I
thought she should be in on this from the beginning.”
Carole shook my hand. Billy introduced us to the others as
well, and just as I was about to start, Carole stood up and faced
me. “Billy told me the basic plan,” she said, “but I have some
questions first.” I turned to Elder Miller and then nodded at
Carole. “I’ve done a little research, and it turns out your church
doesn’t release clear membership numbers. Billy and the others
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are worried that the baptisms will raise their numbers, but the
excommunications won’t lower them.”
I hadn’t thought of that. That could be a problem, though.
I’d read a couple of articles already about mass resignations,
and there were never any precise numbers. It had always been
easy to dismiss those leaving as a handful of nuts.
Carole motioned to the other men and women sitting on the
sofa and various chairs behind her. “These folks are also
worried that your church will start implementing a waiting
period before allowing resignations, something to put off the
event, something to keep this kind of protest from becoming a
real movement.”
“A movement?” I asked.
“If this works, we can try to get some of the various LGBT
organizations to organize something nationwide,” she said.
“Maybe worldwide.” She crossed her arms. “But if your church
implements a waiting period or something…”
“Maybe we should try to get fifty or seventy-five people
before leaving the first time,” I said. “That way, even if it only
happens once, and you cover it, it will still be news.”
My companion leaned over and whispered in my ear.
“Elder Benson, I’m afraid.” I squeezed his arm. “We’re going to
be struck by lightning.” He looked worriedly toward the
window. The sky was clear.
When it was finally my turn to speak, I explained that the
more friends and colleagues they could encourage to participate,
the more impact the plan would have. But there were certain
things they would have to agree to on a temporary basis, or at
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least pretend to. “If you’re living together but not married, you
have to say you’re married. You can’t have coffee or alcohol on
your breath or cigarette smoke on your clothing. If you’re gay,
say you’re straight guys rooming together until you find the
right girl, and that you’ll start looking for the right girl in the
Church so you can go to the temple to be married. Take down
those paintings of nude men in your bedroom.”
“Put them in the closet?” asked one guy pointedly.
I explained the basic culture they’d have to be part of for at
least a month or two, and the doctrine they would have to swear
to believe. I assured them that as new converts they wouldn’t
have to change their underwear. There were some gasps and a
few giggles, but we finished the meeting with a quiz I’d
prepared, and everyone got most of the answers right. “There’s
a copy of Mormonism for Dummies in the library,” I said. “You
guys should check it out and browse through the book until you
get a feel for things. Going to church won’t be like fooling the
Nazis that you’re Aryan, but the fewer mistakes you make, the
better.”
After a brief, freeform Q&A, I shook everyone’s hands and
stood up. “Billy, when do you guys think you can get another
batch of friends ready?”
“Better make it next Saturday,” he said. “A week from
tomorrow.”
I nodded. “Now I’m going to call on Peggy to offer the
closing prayer.” She made a face, but I said, “You have to get
used to this stuff.” She took a deep breath, everyone bowed
their heads and folded their arms as I’d instructed, and she gave
it her best shot. No one laughed.
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Within two months, we’d baptized thirty-two people, but
when I met with Billy again after services one Sunday to ask
when he could get another group ready for indoctrination, he
shook his head. “Thirty-two isn’t enough,” I insisted. “We still
need more. Surely, you know a few other people.”
“It isn’t that,” he said, shifting his weight from one foot to
the other.
“Yes?”
“We all talk on Facebook all the time,” Billy said, “and…”
“And?”
He shrugged. “Well, we’ve decided we believe it. All of it.
Except for the part about gays, of course. But we think we can
change that from within. We don’t want to quit.”
My mouth fell open, and Elder Miller raised a fist in
victory. “Yes!” he said.
I realized Jacob was never going to talk to me again for the
rest of my life, even after I came home from my mission. I’d
stop talking to myself if I could manage it. I offered my hand to
Billy sadly, and we shook. Then I turned to my companion.
“Well, we’d better get back to our tracting zone,” I said.
“But this referral system is working so much better!” he
protested.
I shook my head. “It’s time to start knocking on doors
again.”
Elder Miller sighed. “Okay, Elder. Okay. But I’m saying a
prayer for you.” We went home, dusted off our old tracting
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book, and headed back out the door to waste as much time as
we could in the time we had left.
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I took the metal scoop and filled it with a cup’s worth of
dried popcorn kernels. My companion, Sister Ross, was holding
a plastic bag open, and I poured the kernels into it. Sister Ross
then tied the bag like a balloon while I scooped another cup of
dried kernels.
“Isn’t this fun, Sister Clayton?” My companion grinned at
me like a little child playing dress up in her mother’s clothes.
“Sure.”
I poured another scoop of kernels into the next bag, and
Sister Ross nudged me. “Come on,” she said with a smile.
“What does this make you think of?” She waited a second while
I looked at her blankly. “Come on. Come on, you know.”
I scooped up another cup of dried kernels, and my
companion began singing. “I looked out the window and what
did I see?” She paused, grinning like a hyena. “Come on, Sister
Clayton, come on? What did you see?”
“Popcorn,” I said. I poured my scoop into Sister Ross’s
waiting bag.
“That’s right!” she gushed. “Isn’t this fun?” She tied the
plastic bag.
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We were working in Georgetown at Lifelong AIDS
Alliance, preparing food to be delivered to various patients. The
organization had started out focusing on people with AIDS, but
those folks were living so long these days that the group had
expanded their focus to any other patients who also suffered
from debilitating diseases. Sister Ross and I volunteered in the
warehouse four hours a week for our community service. Some
weeks, if I was really tired of missionary work, we volunteered
a second day for another four hours, in the kitchen cooking for
the Chicken Soup Brigade. We usually did that on Sunday, the
absolute last day of the week I wanted to be proselytizing. I’d
just announced to my companion we’d be coming back this
Sunday as well. But Sister Ross stomped her foot and shook her
bag of popcorn kernels at me. “It’s wrong to work on the
Sabbath,” she said.
“We’re not
volunteering.”

working,”

I

told

her

again.

“We’re

“Still,” she said. “My mother always cooked the simplest
meal of the week on Sunday, to avoid working hard. If we can’t
do it for ourselves, we shouldn’t do it for others, either.”
“My mother always made the biggest meal of the week on
Sunday,” I countered. “It was like a holiday every week.” I
looked at her. “You do know that’s where the word comes from.
Holy Day. You’re supposed to have big meals on holidays.”
“Like Yom Kippur?” asked my companion. Her lip curled
in a slight sneer. How she could go from chipper to bitter in
thirty seconds always amazed me. My mood was always pretty
constant.
I shrugged. “We sometimes bought fried chicken on the
way home from church.”
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“And made other poor girls work on the Sabbath,” Sister
Ross concluded.
I shrugged again. “They weren’t Mormon,” I said. “They
didn’t have the same commandments we did.”
“Everyone is supposed to obey all the commandments all
the time.”
“Okay, okay,” I conceded. “We can either work here four
hours on Sunday or six hours on Monday. Which do you
prefer?” I was honestly perfectly okay with either option. I
could spend half a day here every day and be fine with it.
“I choose Monday,” she said.
“Monday it is. Thanks for keeping me on the strait and
narrow.”
Sister Ross frowned, apparently unsure if she’d won the
argument or not. It was a technique I used with her often. We
continued filling bags with popcorn kernels until we emptied
the bin in front of us. Our next task was to set up paper grocery
bags along both sides of an aisle, two bags deep, and put one
plastic bag of popcorn kernels in each one. Then we were to put
one can of yams in each bag. And then make yet another round
putting one box of tea in each bag. The items were different
each time we volunteered, just whatever Lifelong had on hand
at the time.
“I don’t feel comfortable giving people tea,” said Sister
Ross.
“Let’s sing ‘Popcorn Popping on the Apricot Tree’ again,”
I suggested. My companion’s eyes lit up, and she started belting
out the Primary children’s song. I knew she was hoping we
63

Johnny Townsend

could use it as a missionary tool, that one of the other workers
would ask us about it, leading to an appointment, a lesson, and
then a baptism.
Like that ever happened.
After three rounds of stooping down over the paper bags,
my back started to hurt. We’d been asked to add several more
items to the bags, but I thought we should try a different task
first to give us a break. “Ready for more scooping?” I asked.
“We’re supposed to divide this bin of rice into plastic bags, like
we did for the popcorn.”
“Sure!” said Sister Ross. “Scooping is fun!” She grabbed a
plastic bag and held it out in front of me, waiting. Soon we were
in the middle of another monotonous routine. That was perhaps
what I liked best about volunteering here—I could forget about
everything and empty my mind.
Only I could never really empty my mind. That was part of
the problem. I thought about Sister Turnley who we were trying
to reactivate. She was a lesbian, between girlfriends, and
debating whether or not celibacy was worse than heartbreak. I
held her while she cried each time we left her apartment. Then
there was Sister Piper, an elderly widow who had difficulty
coming to church, so she was officially deemed “inactive,” even
though her testimony was as strong as anyone’s. But the elders
couldn’t come over to give her the sacrament because she was a
single woman. And we couldn’t give her the sacrament because
we didn’t hold the priesthood. And no one ever seemed able to
arrange for both men and women to visit her at the same time,
so that it would be safe for everyone.
“Are you happy?” I asked, pouring a scoop of dry rice into
a plastic bag.
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“Of course,” Sister Ross replied. “Aren’t you?”
I dug my metal scoop deep into the rice bin. “My brother
has left the Church.”
“Oh, no! How terrible!” She reached over and touched my
elbow.
My brother had just finished his film degree at Loyola
Marymount in Los Angeles and found his first menial job in the
profession. If he worked his way up very far, it would be
difficult for him not to be influenced by all those liberals out in
Hollywood. Unless, of course, he became a Scientologist
instead. I knew I should feel bad for him, but Cary having a new
cultural norm wasn’t much different from me starting to root for
the Seahawks now that I was living in Seattle.
Or for me to start identifying with all the atheists here in
the Pacific Northwest. If there were atheists in St. George, they
were pretty closeted.
“How would you feel if one of your kids didn’t make it to
the Celestial Kingdom with you?” I asked.
“It would be just awful.” She paused. “Just awful.” Sister
Ross stared at her full bag of rice, unmoving, until I nudged her
to tie it off.
“Could you be happy in the Celestial Kingdom without one
of your kids?” I went on. “Be a happy goddess for eternity,
knowing one of your children didn’t make it?”
“Well, we still get to visit them down in the lower
kingdoms, don’t we?”
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“Like that time we visited Sister Marks in jail after she beat
her husband?” The Beehive instructor had discovered her
husband was cheating on her and hit him over the head with a
ceramic vase.
“I suppose.”
I scooped up another cup of rice. And then another. And
yet another. Before too much longer, we’d emptied the bin. I
wasn’t ready to go back to the paper bags on the floor yet. My
back was still a little sore from earlier. So I pointed to the bin of
dried kidney beans next to the empty rice bin and waved my
scoop at Sister Ross. She rubbed her upper arm and nodded.
I thought of Sister Turnley. The last time we’d visited,
she’d asked for a blessing. “I know you don’t really hold the
priesthood,” she said, “but I need to feel the touch of another
woman, and this seemed the safest way to do that.” Sister Ross
refused to participate, so I put my hands on Sister Turnley’s
head by myself.
What did the afterlife hold in store for someone like that?
Or for someone like Sister Ross, who couldn’t bring herself
to comfort a suffering woman?
Or for me, who wasn’t any more effective than my
companion?
“My mom says she won’t mind Cary not making it to the
Celestial Kingdom,” I said.
“Why not?” asked Sister Ross. “Doesn’t she love him?”
I shrugged. “She says we’re supposed to be happy in
heaven, and she won’t be happy if she knows he’s in the
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Telestial Kingdom. And for that matter, he won’t be happy if he
can’t come visit Mom in the Celestial Kingdom.”
“So…?”
“So she thinks Heavenly Father will make them forget each
other. It’s the only way either of them can be happy.”
Sister Ross paused while tying a plastic bag. I gave her a
moment and then nudged her.
“So…so…?” My companion struggled with the concept.
I couldn’t blame her. I had trouble with it as well. I’d asked
my mother point blank, “God gives us Celestial Rufies to make
us forget?”
“Yes,” she insisted, “just like the one he gave Mary when
he impregnated her with Jesus.”
I wasn’t sure I could accept that. I desperately wanted to be
happy at some point, so I was doing everything I could to make
it to the Celestial Kingdom. I accepted that there was no
happiness in this life, and if I was going to be unhappy anyway,
why not do all the miserable things one needed to do to earn the
Celestial Kingdom? At least once there I could finally be happy.
I scooped another cup of beans and poured it into Sister
Ross’s waiting bag.
“How can Heavenly Father be happy?” I asked.
“What do you mean?” My companion tied another bag.
“Heavenly Father has to be aware that one third of his
children are in Outer Darkness. No one made him forget. How

67

Johnny Townsend

can he ever be happy knowing that so many of his children are
in hell forever?”
Sister Ross stared at the plastic bag in her hand.
“For that matter, how can he be happy aside from that,
knowing that his good children who aren’t in hell are suffering
through war and famine and terrorism? How can God be happy
knowing that bosses are making their employees miserable?
That people are being mugged and raped? That they’re suffering
from cancer and MS and dementia?” I held up my scoop like a
sword. “How can God be happy at all?”
“Because…because it’s all for our own good,” Sister Ross
managed.
I stared at the bin full of beans and then closed my eyes for
a long moment. I opened them again and dug my scoop down
into them, pouring them into another plastic bag. “What if…?” I
began. “What if we’re never going to be happy?” I felt my lip
quivering.
Sister Ross made a little sound like a mouse being stepped
on. Then she took a deep breath, cleared her throat, and began
singing. “I looked out the window and what did I see?” She
continued to sing, one Primary song after another, while we
finished emptying the bin of beans. She was silent as we put the
beans and rice in all the plastic bags, and she was quick to point
out that we’d been at Lifelong for three hours and fifty minutes
now, and that was close enough to four hours.
“I’m hungry and I want to go home for lunch.” She
stomped her foot, and I nodded in agreement.
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After we ate, Sister Ross took a nap, but I was too antsy to
rest. I looked through our kitchen cabinets, which were all but
bare, and found a box of Devil’s food cake mix. Sister Ross and
I had been saving it to celebrate our first baptism. Then we’d
amended that to celebrate our first real investigator.
Then we’d forgotten about it.
I took down the cake mix and pulled out our one mixing
bowl, and I started preparing a special treat to bring over to
Sister Turnley this evening.
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