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Now, in our opinion, it’s much easier to convince people that your organization isn’t a cult 

if you’re too busy pretending it’s just one of those obscure offshoots of Christianity, and since 

Cory and I are very much in the business of convincing people that we’re not a cult, that’s 

exactly what we did. With the 20 acres my dad left me (which I had to pry from my aunt’s ugly 

hands with the help of executor lawyers once they found out I meant to share it with Cory), we 

built a 40 by 50 foot building, consecrated our new marriage on every inch of it, and slapped a 

sign on it for the “Good News Church of God.” We thought it’d be a welcoming little name for all 

the pedophiles and freshly-emancipateds looking for a new religion. 

“Tell me again,” I said to him, standing out in a field on our new land. “Why the hell do 

we want to do this?” He had brought me out to just the perfect patch of grass and traced the 

outline of a building and its rooms into the dirt. The grass was mellow green and betrayed our 

paths where we stamped it down, and the birds darted around and cried out with springtime 

motivations. He had run with his arms wide describing his building plans, but then moved 

towards me to wrap his arms around my thighs and lift me into the air. 

“Because it’s gonna be fun!” he laughed. “Why else?” He set me down and grabbed the 

sides of my face and said more seriously. “Because people are dumb, and we’re gonna make 

so much money.” 

Now, the game plan that Cory and I laid out for ourselves with our little land and our very 

little money was to create a dedicated following, rather than a large one. We wanted 

“I’ll-mortgage-my-house-to-give-to-the-church” type of followers, in order to, of course, lavish 

ourselves in a couple dozen people’s life savings. I’ll be the first to admit it wasn’t the most 



stable idea for a business there’d ever been, but we figured there would be no place easier to 

make it succeed than in the mountains of Tennessee where horrifyingly cult-like religions 

already existed. Plus, Cory and I have always liked to play pretend. 

“You be Samson,” I would purr at Cory, leaned over to his ear, shears dangling from my 

fingers. “And I’ll be Delilah.” He would sit in a kitchen chair in my dad’s black driveway with his 

hair too long and I would run my fingers through it roughly before I sliced it off. 

“Oh, my beloved Delilah,” he would beg with a wide smile unhidden on his face. “Don’t 

cut my hair. God says to me that’s where I derive my great strength from.” I circled around 

slowly to face him and he would so gently and imploringly paw at my body from his seated 

position. It was truly a rare moment to feel so powerful in Cory’s presence and I basked in it. 

“Sweet Samson,” I would say, and I would let the syllables drip from my mouth. I liked 

him with longer hair but it was too fun to pretend I didn’t. “Who do you love more; me, or your 

God?” If his hair got really long, he would let me sharpen a kitchen knife and slowly hack it off. 

He cut my hair too, but that was much less fun for me because he couldn’t just finish me off with 

some clippers if he screwed up. 

 

Once we had our business ready to go, we had to start our religion. There was nothing 

stopping us from having fun with it, other than we wanted to use God as our deity so it’d be 

easier to rope people in. We kept some of the fun stuff, like baptism and hymns, but of course 

we wrote a couple new ones with simple chords and some harmless lyrics about how God loves 

us all. We threw out pretty much all the boring rules about how to behave, mostly because we 

wouldn’t be able to follow them ourselves. We wrote everything down and printed off copies of 

it, like a Bible. A key difference between us and the creepy snake churches, however, was that 

like any cult we were to have a messiah. As the messiah, Cory dyed and keeps his hair bright 



baby blonde and sits in the sun so his freckles come out. Before each of his sermons, I brush 

his face down with a little powder. We meant for him to look like an angel, and I think it really 

works. 

His sermons are something else, too. He trawls the stage and grips his wooden pulpit 

until his knuckles whiten. His voice changes volume wildly as he gets excited. The whole reason 

we got this idea in the first place is because he could sell a painting to a blind man. His version 

of God is as follows: 

“Brothers and sisters God has blessed my very eyes with Himself and I’ll tell you that we 

were not made in His image. That’s one thing that you have been led astray on my friends! You 

have been led astray by the rigidness and the lack of imagination and the lack of belief in this 

world and in God’s own churches! God is no mere man, no Hebrew with His robes and His long 

white beard, no golden figure watching over us in the clouds. No! God is overwhelming, friends! 

He blessed me so I would not go blind at the sight of Him. He is so bright and blinding I could 

feel my mortal body slipping away but He did not let my soul fall, no He did not. God protects us 

even from Himself, my friends.” 

It is at this point that I usually begin to hear mutters of approval from our crowds. Our 

congregation is pretty vocal, like most religions in the area are. Wiry old women with high voices 

say the most. 

“God is too bright for us! He is too powerful for us! Too much for the lowly animals of 

humanity! God is hot white, brothers. God is hot white and blinding! And He branches all over 

this world, yes He does. All over this universe! Hot white fibrous tendrils, soft tissue and His holy 

love invading every space of this life. He is in everything, my friends, He inhabits our earth and 

our water, He lives in the air we breathe into our lungs, He inhabits even us, the animals! He 

seeps into our bodies in our water and our lungs, through our eyes and through our skin. God 



inhabits our bodies to protect us, brothers and sisters, and I think we should thank Him. Let us 

pray.” 

That’s pretty fun right? Combine that with our lack of moral behavioral rules and you’ve 

got yourself a regular Bacchanalia, but for reasons I can’t seem to put my finger on, that’s not 

what we have. 

 

To get ourselves up and running, we held “socials.” We advertised them in the 

newspaper and we put up flyers at the highschool and at the bars and at the women and 

children’s shelter. Of course we targeted vulnerable people. We emphasized forgiveness. We 

emphasized God’s incredible ability to forgive and to love His children no matter what. We 

served food. In the first month that Cory and I operated, I must have cooked 15 hams. We did 

order pizza sometimes instead, and we always served very light alcohol. We let the high school 

kids take it so they would tell their friends. We decided to hold off on the lecture-style sermons 

for now, to keep from scaring people off. Instead we handed out pamphlets, played board 

games, and ate together. Cory taught me all about how “mingling” was a science designed to 

get people to like you. Our attendees were either firmly old or firmly young. We had very few 

families come, except for the occasional mother with her children to get them fed. Cory was very 

good with the people. 

“My friend,” he would call people, “I’m not here to pressure you into a life of God. I want 

to see people taken care of in the way that God asks of me. Any time I can get people in off the 

streets, feed these precious children, welcome you into a safe and friendly place, my job is 

done.” He smiled so warmly. 

I thought he was a very smart man with his techniques. He told me how “low pressure” 

selling is more effective than high pressure, and with the amount of people I saw returning after 



the social, I couldn’t very well argue with him. We held sermons during this time too, on Sunday 

mornings, but I will admit these started out much more sparsely populated. I did begin to see 

people from the socials arrive at sermons, and that’s when I knew that this stupid idea was 

actually going to work. Two hours on a Sunday morning for all the money we could want. 

 

Our office in the back of that building was a bare room, concrete floor and drywall, and 

yet it still smelled like musty old carpet. Black mud runs around the building and will eventually 

sink it, and I think that’s what made it smell and stained our concrete too. The rain could batter 

the building apart if it felt truly inclined, but tornado season has come and gone and still it stands 

out in the field. Now in this sad little musty office with its uncovered windows so God can see in, 

Cory and I discussed what to do about collecting money. We had enough of a flock that they 

filled the building and we were getting ready to move. It had only been four months. 

“Just sell an acre or two to the bank. We won’t miss it, and we can sell the plot this 

building is on for more.” He patrolled the office with his hands behind his back while I sat in the 

chair in front of his rickety superstore desk. I didn’t particularly want to sell another acre of our 

land. 

“I thought the point of this little endeavor was to make money,” I told him. I didn’t feel I 

needed to dye my hair like he had, even though he encouraged me to, so when I shook my 

head a few dark pieces fell off onto my baby yellow shirt. 

“Well sure, but I don’t think we’ve got enough people yet. We’ve barely got 80.” He 

turned to look me dead in the eyes, “Do you?” 

“Eighty is plenty!” I asserted. I meant it and I was surprised he didn’t agree. I kept 

swiveling my body to watch him as he walked around. 



“Maybe for other churches, sure, but we’re trying to establish a bigger building. We need 

more than a couple hundred dollars. We want a nicer building than this, don’t we?” 

“We want to be making money! That was the whole idea!” 

“Oh calm down, now. We’ll start collecting after we’re a little more set up. The way I see 

it, the longer we can go without taking anything from these people, the more faith they’ll have in 

us.” 

“But Cory, I want money to live. We spend so much time fooling with this place.” I was 

riddled with frustration. 

“You’ll get it.” He finally sat down at his chair behind the desk. “What’s so bad about 

spending time in this place we’ve built anyway?” 

 

We went with Cory’s plan and moved to a bigger building after selling our old one. We 

held a final sermon in the old church and Cory thanked it for providing shelter for God’s good 

people as we gathered in His name, amen. Our new building, which used to be a warehouse 

that we finished, has space for hundreds, along with a classroom, a kitchen, and a less pathetic 

office for Cory and I. We even got real pews. Our flock loved the new building; one of our high 

school seniors (whose mother’s church would not let him in for reasons I never asked) asked if 

he could build Cory’s new pulpit in his woodshop class. About two months later, we were 

presented with a beautiful blonde wood podium with “God’s Good News Church” routed into the 

front with curly script. Cory thanked the boy profusely and had the audience clap for him at the 

first sermon it saw, and from my seat behind Cory I watched the boy beam. 

Now, this boy was an outlier in age - most of our flock was 40 or older I’d say. Women 

with leathery skin and wiry hair wore their jeans to sermons and old men skinny enough to be 

blown over by a stiff breeze populated our pews. Cory and I came across the brilliant idea to 



use our new kitchen to host better social events for our followers. We decided that I should lead 

a women’s ministry that met every Wednesday at 6, where we talked about Cory’s sermons and 

our makeshift bastardization of a scripture and drank coffee. I was always jittery when I went to 

bed those nights. The women’s ministry planned ourselves a Saturday breakfast not too long 

after it started, and I could not find the strength to be shocked at the presence of champagne 

glasses topped off with orange juice. I was shocked at the labor the women put in for each 

other. 

One Wednesday night, a lovely little girl, maybe fourteen, sat herself in one of our metal 

folding chairs and unzipped her sweatshirt. She was mostly quiet, but spoke up when the 

women started talking about Cory’s sermons. 

“It must be Cory that God speaks through,” she said, nervously smiling. “He sounds like 

how I think God would sound.” I hid the concern from my face.  

 

After that, I told Cory we needed to start a Sunday School, since there were way more 

than enough children in the flock to warrant it. I told him about the girl at the women’s ministry, 

and how I was unsettled by what she said. I was creeped out by her and I wanted her out of my 

jurisdiction. 

“Well, isn’t that exactly how we want them to think about me?” he asked as I sat in his 

office, this time with a real desk and a claustrophobic armchair cradling me. He was right when 

he said it, but it didn’t seem to fix my feeling about the girl. 

“Yes, but I still think we ought to start a school. I see plenty of families out in the pews 

these days. Toddlers even.” I had taken his lessons of persuasion to heart. 

“Yes, it’s certainly wonderful,” he mused. He’s never quite vanquished the habit of 

wandering as he speaks, but it only makes sense given the virility of his sermons. “Would you 



like to lead the school?” I certainly did not want to lead the school; I have never been good with 

kids and I didn’t want to sink even more of my time into this place. 

“I was thinking we could ask one of the women to do it. They’re always so dedicated to 

the group, and it would be nice, I think, to start making space for the flock to get involved in 

things.” Cory sat finally, in his swivel chair, and stared out the bare office window towards the 

blue-green hills. 

“Gracie,” he moved his gaze towards me. “That is a wonderful idea.” 

 

So we started a Sunday School, and I put the offer out to the women’s ministry to be a 

teacher. The classroom was cold cold cold no matter the temperature outside, so Cory and I 

had the carpeting replaced with something thicker, and got a puzzle-piece pattern while we 

were at it. We got tables and got mini plastic children’s chairs in all kinds of colors. We got a 

blackboard. We got a printer for all the obligatory Coat of Many Colors coloring pages. I loved 

decorating it, even though I thought I wouldn’t. Out of the 40 women who were in the group at 

that time, 10 showed interest, and Cory charged me with choosing our new teacher, the first 

staff member of the church that wasn’t Cory or me. The responsibility was terrifying, and in the 

end I felt the need to ask for Cory’s confirmation on my choices: a woman who used to work at a 

daycare center, and one who had been a member of the church since we began. He agreed, 

and I began writing out approved stories for the women to teach the kids about. I especially 

liked David and Goliath, but I made a lot of them up. I sat in the first few sessions of our Sunday 

School and while it made me so happy watching our teachers interact with the beautiful, 

curly-haired babies, I missed listening to Cory’s sermon. He told me he was going to give his 

lecture on a story we had made up, that of the men whose blood runs like liquid copper and 

ramble hell-bent for leather across the country for pleasure. A man who has no family is 



applauded for seeking his right to joy; a man with his responsibilities is condemned for ignoring 

them. But that’s not a story we told in Sunday School. 

 

Now, our first wedding ceremony happened about 10 months after we had moved into 

the new building. An older couple in their 50’s, Mark and Janine, asked the price of renting the 

church, and Cory officiating, one afternoon after we finished services. Apparently, it was his 

second marriage and her third. The question surprised me, not only in that we had never done a 

wedding, but also that I assumed they were already married with the way they carried on. 

“Well,” I smiled. “I believe I forgot our running rate. Let me go ask Cory.” I bounced up to 

the front of the church where he was chatting with two younger men. I smiled brightly, as he 

liked me to do around our flock, “I hate to take you away from your conversation, but I have a 

quick question for you.” He took his fine time excusing himself from the two men and I could feel 

the couple staring at the back of my head, ecstatic for an answer. I led Cory out of earshot of 

our flock and told him about the couple.  

“A wedding?” He smiled. “Oh no, we don’t charge for a service like that.” I shot as mean 

a gaze as I could bring myself to in front of our crowd.  

“Cory.” I brought myself back into a smile and touched his arm. “We certainly do. I want 

that money.” I leaned into him and breathed, “Why wouldn’t we charge for this? Are you going 

crazy?” 

He didn’t give a damn about that and instead moved toward Mark and Janine, who were 

so obviously waiting with bated breath for an answer, holding hands and laser focused on our 

conversation. “Congratulations!” he started, and they clumsily let out their gratitude. I was 

feeling powerless. “There is nothing more holy than to consecrate your lives together in front of 

God and your community. When are we thinking for a date for this beautiful ceremony?” Janine 



smiled as pretty as she could with her yellow teeth and told him. They arranged the details and I 

watched silently. A month before the wedding, they brought their bottle of bourbon to bury for 

good luck and Cory and I watched while Mark shoveled out some soft black dirt and Janine 

dropped in the bottle. 

On the day of the wedding, I learned that Mark had a son who brought his wife, and a 

daughter who had far too nice a haircut to be from around here. Janine had a daughter too, who 

arrived with a toddler but no man. I greeted the couple and Janine’s small wedding party a few 

hours before the ceremony started and led them to the office where she could get dressed. The 

church was decorated with baby blue tulle hanging from the pews, and a big archway of white 

flowers where the pulpit usually sat. It was hard to make our cavernous church look small and 

intimate, so I just settled on draping tulle and flowers over everything that could hold them, 

except of course, the windows, so God could see in. I tried to make conversation with the 

daughter with the toddler, who didn’t like me, and then the other, who didn’t like me either but 

was much more subtle about it. It was creeping into summer and I was sweating profusely even 

through the baby blue cotton outfit Cory picked out. 

Cory got ordained at the county building shortly after they asked him to marry them. It 

was much easier than I thought it would be, but it seemed like he knew it would be easy. He 

wrote his service and I thought it was lovely. On the day of when he gave it, the couple was 

looking at each other lovingly at the altar, almost looking comical because of how short and 

stocky they both were, and their kids looked unhappy. The son had a scrunched-up look on his 

face the entire time. The sun beat through the open windows across his expression and made 

the wrinkles look worse. 

“God’s dearly beloved children, I want to thank you for gathering with us today to see 

Mark Jarvis and Janine Roberts bonded together in God’s holy love for the rest of their lives. 



This sweet love between two people is such a holy practice,” Cory began. “God loves to bless a 

couple who comes to Him for protection and salvation. He loves to see a couple so entwined in 

this life that they feel God’s laws are the only thing strong enough to reflect their bond. There 

are your duties to each other in marriage, but they will always be outweighed by your joys,” he 

smiled softly. I thought Janine had too much makeup on for a woman her age but I would never 

say it. Her daughter’s toddler crawled from his place next to me in the front pew and into my lap 

and put his ear against my stomach, and I pet his head. Their vows were very short, Mark’s 

more traditional than Janine’s, and Cory asked for the exchange of rings. He began his 

blessing, pronounced them man and wife, and the woman who plays our piano played them 

their recessional. We all dismissed to the backyard of the building, which we had manicured into 

a garden for the reception. 

We dug up their bourbon, which had pleased that wily woman Mother Nature, because 

the weather was nice if not perfect. Too hot for my taste, but the grass was so green it shined. 

Cory was busy introducing me to people as “my lovely wife, Gracie.” Mark and Janine smashed 

the cake I made into each other’s faces and laughed until they turned pink. They really did seem 

to love each other, and that’s the only reason I didn’t have a scrunched-up face like the son this 

whole time. 

 

The first time we got into legal trouble was very shortly after the wedding. They put the 

marriages in the paper, and apparently the good old Good News Church of God wasn’t legally a 

church. We got a cease and desist letter in the mail from the city, which Cory did not take kindly 

to at all.  

“Cease and desist?” he roared. He patrolled the office, which now didn’t make me 

nervous like it once did. He shoved an armchair out of his way when he approached it, and 



threw off a book from his new shelves. It hit the ground no louder than his footsteps. “How can 

they try to silence the voice of God, Gracie? How can they tell me that I have no right to speak 

the truth to these people?” 

“It’s just a matter of filling out the right paperwork. We’ll be fine in a week,” I was calm. 

His outbursts never scared me anymore, although I thought this one was disproportionate for 

the actual problem. 

“It’s a matter of principal! What right do they have to stop me from preaching, Gracie? 

I’m helping these people with our doctrine!” He lost sight of the scam a long while ago. We were 

making money, so much of it, we didn’t have to pay our staff because they wanted to volunteer, 

and our collections were bountiful. But, Cory didn’t really seem to care about that and never 

really drew more than necessary from the church funds. 

It was quite easy to get us up and running again, especially with the women’s ministry 

working the way they do. We wrote out all our bylaws and got ourselves incorporated, and after 

all was said and done, we didn’t have to pay property taxes anymore. Cory’s first sermon after 

we were back, however, was furious with the red rage of hell.  

“Brothers and sister they have tried to silence us! They have tried to silence the voice of 

God Himself from your deserving lives.” He was almost hissing. I stopped sitting behind him 

during his sermons, and sat in the first pew instead. I didn’t care to have the eyes of the flock on 

me these days. “How can we let them treat this pious church in such a way? Their Godless 

hands control our earthly laws but they cannot contain us, oh no.” Murmurs of approval. 

“Remember children that only the laws of great God above can really dictate what you do, and 

He has far fewer laws than man. God says in Matthew 18:20, “For where two or three come 

together in my name, I am there with them,” and children we have come together here in God’s 

name. Is this not a church simply by God’s own right, the only important authority regarding the 



worship of Him? We do not need man’s rules to tell us whether or not we are gathered to 

worship the great word of God. We know why we are here, my children, and we worship so 

fervently that they mean to stop us.” 

I told him later that day, “You’re an unreasonable man, Cory.”  

He kissed my forehead and said flatly, “I am a man of God.” 

Cory was never a clumsy man. Everything he says feels sure, deliberate, with all the 

confidence of a man who knows he can’t be proven wrong. His displays of affection towards his 

flock and towards me are intimidating, but make us all feel fuzzy inside anyway. We are small, 

ignorant, in his care, and we are grateful that he would spend his talent and his time tending his 

sheep. His hugs are slow and stifling and sticky in the summer heat, but we all melt into them 

gently. 

 

With the forced drafting of our bylaws, I considered that we should write down all the 

new stories that Cory tells in his sermons. He and I sat down in his office over the course of a 

few nights and I wrote down all the stories he remembered talking about, and then I spent the 

next few days polishing them so they sounded like Bible stories. I called the book Andrew, for 

no other reason than it sounded like a biblical name. 

“Why not name it the book of Cory?” he asked. “After all, I am the one sharing these 

stories.” 

“I considered it,” I told him, knowing he would ask just that. A predictable, if self-centered 

man he was. We sat in the classroom this time, since I had just finished printing out a copy of it. 

I sat on a table, knowing that if I tried one of the little plastic chairs, I’d never be able to get back 

up, and Cory looked ridiculous, knees to his ears, trying to sit in them with all his height, and he 



quickly favored his habit of beat-pounding the room. “But I figure that adding a new book to the 

Bible named after yourself is high grounds for looking like a cult.” 

He laughed at me a little bit, “I don’t think it’s going to scare anybody off. We’ve already 

told these stories.” 

“Sure, not anybody we already have,” I said. “But new people would probably find it a 

little creepy, don’t you think?” I had taken off my sandals because my feet were swelling and 

squished my toes into the soft carpet of the classroom. Our newest hire for the children was 

named Chris, and he played guitar for the Sunday school. Cory and I wrote a list of songs, 

including some we made up, that were acceptable to sing for them. My favorite was the song 

about Noah’s Ark, and sometimes I would sit in since we had so many children these days. The 

women teaching the school always said it was good practice for me in the future. 

Most of Cory’s new stories had easy morals and were only interesting because of the 

way he told them. The Story of Adina, for example, involved one of King David’s soldiers who 

was very vain. He wore the most elaborate, beautiful armor, and was eventually killed in battle 

because he couldn’t move around effectively. The Story of Prisca, who was a mean and 

ambitious young woman in the time of Moses and eventually married into power in a far away 

kingdom. The Story of Leander was about a woman who believed in God when no one else in 

her country did, was jailed and suffered for it, but was eventually rewarded by God. And, of 

course, we changed up any and all of the real Bible stories that we wanted. 

I had given up long ago on making Cory remember that this whole operation was a 

scam. He thought our changing the existing stories was “fixing” them. The more I heard him 

speak, the more I understood that he convinced himself that he was an actual messiah for the 

word of God- all his interpretations were correct, and the stories we made up were just God 

speaking through us.  



He agreed to let the book be named Andrew, and when we printed off our copies of it for 

the flock, they barely seemed to notice it was there. We didn’t mention that we had added 

anything, and they didn’t ask what the hell it was doing there. I think I wished someone would 

have, just to see what Cory would say. 

 

Tornado season came again. Our big new building didn’t care one little bit, but when 

Cory and I drove out to see the old building after a particularly strong storm, the old sign was 

gone. Black mud rushed around the building and continued to threaten to suck it under. The 

grass grew to my waist and as I tried to see the ground underneath it I was suddenly afraid of 

snakes. We drove around and found the sign half a mile away in a ditch full of dirty water, and it 

looked cruder than I remembered it. 

 

Our first funeral was horrible. Four months after Mark and Janine’s wedding, I got a call 

from Arletta, who was a part of the women’s ministry but didn’t come around very often after her 

daughter Lily got sick. She asked me through tears if Cory and I would like to visit her in the 

children’s hospital, and of course we did. My heart hurt for her on the way there. 

Cory spent a lot of time in the hall outside Lily’s room speaking with her dad, Michael. I 

wasn’t paying attention to their words and they weren’t more than a low rumble of background 

noise as Arletta and I fussed over Lily. 

Lily was 6 when I met her, when her family started attending sermons with us, and she 

was of age to separate into Sunday school. She was rambunctious, and her favorite story was 

that of Esther, the brave queen who saved her people. She had baby thin hair that hadn’t yet 

faded with age, and when I visited her, all the hair was stuck with sweat to her pillow. Her room 

was decorated with race cars and her mother looked like she hadn’t slept in three days.  



“Miss Gracie,” Lily asked me. “When will your baby be here?” I was holding her little 

hand over the railing of the hospital bed. 

“In about 2 months,” I smiled at her.  

“Is it gonna be a boy or a girl?” 

“Well, we don’t know yet. It’ll be a surprise.” 

When she died, I helped Arletta pick out a light purple casket, and we asked the funeral 

services to include a children’s book of the story of Esther in it. She wore a white dress and her 

mother’s gold necklace. Arletta kneeled in front of the casket throughout the entire service, kept 

a hand on it as the pallbearers brought her to the hearse, and kneeled with her once again 

when we were at the cemetery, with her forehead pressed against it. The sun was soft and the 

grass was beginning to brittle with the fall weather. It had been less than three years since we 

started the church, and we had about 400 people in our flock at this time. The small pavilion at 

the cemetery was packed, surrounded, dominated by them. Cory told the story of Jesus 

weeping for a dead friend Lazarus, and gave a short service for Lily. 

“The Lord is our shepherd and guides us in all things, my sweet children. Sometimes it is 

of little comfort to know that God protects us, but it is important to remember that He also lets us 

grieve. A time like this is one for our small community to come together for the family. Let us 

pray.” His voice cracked during the prayers, and sometimes he drives with me when I take lilies 

to lay on her grave. 

Arletta asked to rub my stomach during the wake, and it was one of the things that made 

her cry. I cried for her too. 

 



We cleaned up the food and the plates from the wake in the church kitchen and when 

we were all done weepingly or silently washing dishes and pulling tin foil over pans, Cory and I 

drove towards home in the truck. 

“I saw Arletta crying over your bump,” he said, one hand resting on top of the wheel and 

one holding my hand in the middle seat. He was quiet for a beat and I had nothing to say to that. 

“Have you thought about what you want to name the baby?” 

“I haven’t made much progress since the last time we had this talk,” I laughed a little. I 

wanted him to continue thinking I recognized my own silliness. I didn’t want to name this baby. I 

didn’t want to have it. Every second thought had hit me at once at the wake. 

“Well I was thinking,” he mused. I sat with my other hand in my lap and I knew my face 

was red with emotions from the wake. “Since it’s gotta be a Biblical name, I was thinking Jericho 

for a boy.” I watched his face as he said it. He was calm and I was not. 

“What?” 

“You know, like the city. It’s a good name, I thought.” He shrugged, sensing I didn’t like it. 

“A Biblical name?” 

He laughed at me a little and shot his gaze over to me from the road, “Well yeah, it’s 

gotta be a Biblical name obviously. What kind of preachers would we be to not even name our 

children for the gospel?” 

“Cory, are you out of your goddamn mind? My baby is not a part of the damn doctrine!” 

He seemed shocked at the way I yelled at him, and it made me realize I had not yelled at him 

for a long while. My eyes were trained on the half of his face I could see and waited for him to 

look over and see me angry. 

“What? Of course it is!” He looked over. “What choice do you have?” I sat silently. He 

was quiet too and kept trying to watch me and the road. I had swiveled my body up in the bench 



seat so that my belly rested in the crook of the leg bent under me. I gripped the headrest behind 

me and the dashboard ahead, holding my very pregnant self in this weird position. I watched 

him drive. Time passed. After while he said, “I was thinking one of our new story’s women would 

be good for a girl’s name” 

“You’re insane,” I told him. I didn’t know what else to say. “Stop the truck.” 

“Gracie, listen,” he started. 

“Stop it please.” He slowed and stopped on the side of the dirt road, letting the billowing 

dust behind us round down and settle in the bed, putting me nearly in the ditch. I popped my 

door and clumsily hopped down into the grass. He immediately began talking to me and I 

ignored it, holding the edge of the truck as I walked toward the back of it. He hopped out from 

his side and ran around to me, asking me to stop, telling me I could pick the name. I didn’t stop 

walking and when I made it to the back of the truck I moved onto a flatter part of the road so I 

could walk easier. My due date was in two weeks and that was plenty enough time to get away 

from him and this church and these crazy goddamn people. He walked with me as I stormed 

down the road, talking to me the whole time, grabbing my arm, trying to stop me. I didn’t know 

where I was going but I was already forming a plan to call some obscure relative of mine and 

beg them to help me. I would tell them I was abducted by a cult. I’d tell them I was- 

“Gracie stop!” he finally shouted for my attention. He stood in front of me gripping my 

shoulders. “You’re gonna get yourself too worked up.”  

“I don’t want to do this anymore!” I said to him. He pulled his thumb across my face 

because I was crying, apparently.  

“The baby?” he said, reasonably. He steered me towards the truck and started walking 

us so slowly I barely noticed.  



“The church,” I said pitifully. He shushed me and opened the passenger side door and 

helped lift me in.  

 

Now I’m just waiting for our first baby to come. When I sit in on things that happen at the 

church people don’t let me lift a finger. The children in Sunday school press their hands on any 

available inch of my belly in hopes the baby will kick. Our flock will love this baby. I will love this 

baby, and Cory will too. I don’t know what he thinks about my little outburst, though I’m sure he 

chalks it up to being emotional, because we haven’t discussed names since. I wonder what God 

thinks about this baby. It didn’t come from good intentions. Cory and I fucked these people up. 

Cory and I have lied to these people whether he believes it or not, and we keep lying to these 

people every day. I don’t know where that poor child Lily is going, but a child born of Cory and 

me can’t be holy. 

 


