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Dedication

To Peter, Emery, and Asher.

And to the church girls: past and present.





Epigraph

If you are looking for verses with which to oppress women, you will find them. If you are looking for verses with which to liberate or honor women, you will find them. . . . If you want to do violence in this world, you will always find the weapons. If you want to heal, you will always find the balm.

—Rachel Held Evans
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One

Noble Wife Journey: a blog

Title: The Calling

Published: September 14, 2011

There is a message being delivered in Bower, Minnesota, and the world needs to hear it.

I want the same things as any other teenage girl: romance, love, adoration. I want a boy who will claim me as his own, who will win my heart and spend every day trying to keep it. But I know the way to find these things is not what the world tells me is so.

The secular world tells us to be selfish. It tells us to go after our own desires, seek pleasure, chase success, embrace what they call progress. And what are the results of this?

Broken families. Disease. Poverty. Despair.

What if there is a better way?

My church may be small, but my pastor’s gifting is powerful. And with his permission, I am sharing his message with the world. This blog might reach ten people or ten thousand, but my purpose is clear: we are sharing a way for the next generation to learn from the mistakes of our elders.

So much of what is wrong with the world today is blamed on men. Like their centuries of achievement should be canceled out by the terrible actions of the few. As if my namesake, Eve, were not the first to eat the forbidden fruit.

No. If I want to see this broken world heal, it starts with me—with us. Women. In pursuit of the equality the world has told us to desire, we have sacrificed our very nature. We have corrupted ourselves, turned our softness into hard angles, filled our gentle mouths with harsh rhetoric. We have stripped off our strength and dignity in favor of anger and bitterness.

That stops with us. There is a movement among the girls in Bower, and we invite you to join it. We are setting aside the glossy magazines full of women with impossible figures we are taught to emulate. We are turning off the movies and TV shows that tell us to be more seductive, more carefree, more independent.

Pastor Rick tells us women are created to serve, to be pure, to submit, to be a delight to their husbands. Who are we to deny the very nature our Creator has built within us?

“A wife of noble character who can find?”

We will be found. We are the future.

I am following the lessons in Pastor Rick Franklin’s revolutionary series. Every girl between fourteen and sixteen is invited to do the same in our church, and we meet weekly to go through the lessons. However, there is no age limit on this wisdom. If you want to, I will make it as easy as possible for you to follow along.

Subscribe to watch my journey, and you will see the results for yourself. I have faith.

We each have it within us to be a Noble Wife.





Two

I AM GOING TO KILL my boyfriend. The carbonara on the table in front of me has taken on the sheen of lightly scrambled eggs, and his hard lump of steak has a pool of fat hardening in the center. Halfway through my second glass of red wine, and he is still not here. Word has spread with the waitstaff, because every time one of them passes, I see them steal another glance at the uneaten food before casting their eyes on me in pity.

I would hate them if I hadn’t done the same thing back when I tended bar.

I haven’t been stood up, I want to snap. My boyfriend just has lots of things to do. We’ve been together seven months, which is the longest I’ve made a relationship last in a while, and it’s because I don’t complain about meaningless stuff like him being an hour late to our dates. Although that has been happening more often than not lately.

Dan is very important. A medical student, he is always sure to mention.

A mumbled “There you are, Del” announces his arrival. His hand scrapes across the dark blond stubble on his jaw as he sits down, meeting my gaze across the movie-set-cold plates of our dinner.

I say nothing.

“What’s wrong with you?” His tone is curious.

“You told me to order almost forty minutes ago.”

Dan sighs. “I know, I was on my way out and Dr. Freedman caught me.”

“You didn’t tell him your girlfriend was waiting?”

His mouth tightens as he pours himself a glass of wine from the half-drunk bottle. He hates when I use labels. My question apparently doesn’t warrant a response.

I stick my fork in the pasta.

“Don’t eat that. We’ll send it back.”

“We can’t send it back, Dan. They didn’t do anything wrong.”

He shows me his palm. “Calm down. I’ll just explain the situation. They’ll understand.”

Heat stings my face as I watch him look around for a server. At last, he spots someone and waves her over. “Hi there. I’m sure you noticed our food has gone cold. I got caught up with something after she ordered. Can we get you to remake it for us?” He smiles the same way he did when we first met, when he came looking for a pair of shoes. Even in the too-bright fluorescents of the department store where I spend thirty hours every week, that smile hooked me like one of my dad’s brightly colored fishing lures.

It’s working on the waitress, too, annoyingly.

“It’s fine, it’s not your fault it’s cold,” I tell her. As much as I don’t want to eat gluggy pasta, the thought of them rewarding Dan’s behavior by making us fresh meals is worse.

He glares at me for half a second before turning the charm back on. “It would be such a big favor. Long day at medical school, and I could sure use a hot steak.”

He hasn’t apologized; Dan never does. The “sorry” is implied in his tone but carefully not stated. That way he can get you to do what he wants without ever admitting he’s wrong. It took me a few months to notice.

The woman hesitates for a valiant three seconds before her shoulders relax in her starched white shirt. “Of course, I’m sure there’s something the chef can do. I’ll be right back.” She picks up our plates, and then she’s gone.

“Seriously, what is the matter with you, Del?” he asks.

“Me? You’re the one who’s demanding special treatment. If you don’t want to eat cold food, don’t be late.” A warning snags somewhere inside me as I hear the venom in my words. I’m being too harsh. I try to dial it back. “I know you didn’t mean to, but it seems unfair to ask them to throw out what was perfectly good food a half hour ago.”

“I’m going to tip well.”

That’s true. He does do that, at least. I let out a tight breath. Nothing I want to say will make him happy.

“You know, you’re being pretty dramatic. She said it was no big deal.”

“She has to say that; you’re the customer.” My fingers close around the stem of my wineglass, and I tip another gulp of red into my mouth.

We sit in silence until the food comes. Dan thanks the waitress effusively before sawing into his steak. I twirl my fork in the glossy pasta, betrayed by my growling stomach.

“There, now isn’t that better?”

It tastes divine, but I can barely swallow around the knot of anger in my throat. That tone. My lips pull up in what I hope is a convincing smile. Maybe if I keep eating, he won’t try to talk to me. I take another bite, and another, and another, trying to drown my irritation with carbonara. But I can’t drown out the sound of his knife squealing against the plate, or his mouth masticating that steak with the repetitious insistence of the animal it came from.

He picks up the knife to cut off another knob of meat, and I’m struck with the urge to reach across the table and stab it into his hand instead.

“You could at least say thank you.”

I blink at him.

He gestures at my plate. “For not letting you eat that shitty pasta.”

My lips part, but I can’t force the words out. Instead, I pick up my fork and shove more food into my mouth, staring at him as I chew.

After another minute, he sets down his cutlery with a sigh. “You know what? I don’t need this. I told you I don’t like girls who are all emotional.”

I say nothing.

His voice is calm, casual. “If this is how it’s going to be, then I’m out.”

“What? Dan.”

That hand goes up again. “Don’t. I’ve been thinking about this for a while, and you just made the decision really easy. We’re done. Now finish your pasta, and don’t make a scene.”

And then I do the worst thing I’ve done all night.

I do what he tells me to.

“I’VE GOT EXCITING news!” my roommate, Jess, says before I can even get our apartment door shut behind me. Her face falls when she sees the tears on mine. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing, go on. I could use some exciting news. What’s happening?”

She’s obviously trying to look concerned, but her smile splits her face wide open. “Simon and I are moving in together!”

I freeze for a second. “Oh. Oh, that’s great. Congratulations!”

Jess nibbles on the corner of her lip. “I know, I know. We should have talked about it first. But it just kind of happened. He asked me tonight, and I said yes before I could really even think about it.”

I shake my head. “It’s fine, Jess. So, are you moving out?” I shed my winter coat, drop my purse on the counter, and open the fridge to hunt for a bottle of hard lemonade. It’s way too cold for a drink like that, but it’s the only alcohol I’ve got in the house. Unscrewing the cap, I take several slow gulps before I notice she hasn’t answered me.

When I lower the bottle, she isn’t meeting my gaze.

“Jess.” Then my shoulders drop. “You want me to move out, don’t you?”

“Not right away! I mean, you don’t have to. We can find a place for ourselves. It’s just, you know, I’ve lived here for a few years and it would be easier if . . .” She looks up at me.

I stare back over the bottle and take another drink. “It would be easier if I stopped mooching off you and found another apartment.”

“You’re not mooching, Del. I’ve never thought that.”

“But I only pay a third of the rent, and I’m guessing Simon can go full halfsies.” I set down the bottle and sigh. “I’m sorry. I’m excited for you, and you’re right. I only moved in here last year. It makes sense for you guys to stay.”

Thirteen months ago, I found Jess through an ad at my favorite café. She had just started work as a law associate at a high-powered firm in downtown Minneapolis, so she could have afforded the apartment herself but didn’t want to live alone. I called her, we met up for coffee and hit it off. I moved in two weeks later. Most of the roommates I had before her were various levels of civil acquaintance; she and I had actually turned out to be pretty good friends. Just over a year, and it’s the longest I’ve lived in any apartment since I moved to Minneapolis. I shouldn’t be hurt, but I didn’t think she’d want to get rid of me so easily.

Jess’s cheeks pull up in a smile that is distinctly more pitying than the one from a few minutes ago. “There’s no rush, though. Really.” She rubs my arm. “And you don’t need to apologize. I’m sorry for springing this on you when you’ve obviously had a bad night. What happened?”

“Oh, nothing. I’m just tired—going to call it a night.” There’s no point in ruining her excitement. I can tell her all about Dan dumping me over waffles and coffee tomorrow.

Simon pokes his head out of her bedroom door. “Coming, babe? Oh, hi, Del.”

I return his smile and look back at Jess. “Go on. I’ll talk to you more in the morning.”

She doesn’t need much convincing. A few minutes later, she’s safely shut away with her boyfriend in her bedroom, and I’m on my own with music playing, my laptop open, and a full bottle of hard lemonade in hand. I am tired—that part wasn’t a lie—but I’m too wound up to go to sleep. A quick apartment search yields results too depressing to deal with tonight, and I quickly shut the tabs. I open Facebook next, scrolling through my timeline as I drink the sour alcohol.

It’s been days since I logged in. The people on my account fall into four main categories: those I grew up with, extended family, people I went to college with, and coworkers from the various jobs I’ve had since I graduated. Dozens of girls have gotten married and changed their last names, and I don’t even recognize half of the profile pictures on my timeline. It’s why I barely ever log on here anymore—the word friend has lost all meaning.

I’m just about to close out the tab when I scroll to a picture that makes my heart tilt. It’s been years since I’ve seen it in person, but the face hasn’t changed: strong chin that never managed to stay free of stubble, full lips, light brown eyes. Lars Oback smiles at me from the screen. When I tear my eyes away from his face, I see the caption.

Can’t believe I just saw you last week, and now I never will again. You were a bball legend and an even better friend. RIP Lars. Gone too soon.

Something hollows out inside me. Breathing hard, I click to view the comments. It’s more of the same: people sharing memories, broken-heart emojis, RIP after RIP, and promises to pray for his family. When I get to the end, I search his name. There are dozens of posts, almost all of them by people I’m connected to from Messiah Church, where I grew up. It’s not a mistake, it’s not a joke.

Everyone is saying the same thing: Lars Oback is dead.

My hands shake as I open another tab, searching for the local news in my hometown. There is one short article, posted around noon today.

Twenty-eight-year-old Bower resident Lars Oback was shot and killed while hunting early yesterday morning. The Green County Sheriff Department attended the scene and assessed the circumstances of the death, providing a brief statement to the public this morning.

A video is embedded in the article. I click play. Sheriff Wilson stands behind a cheap-looking podium, florid cheeks shaking as he talks into the microphone. “As you all know, our community was hit with the tragic loss of a godly young man yesterday. Our department responded to a 911 call from Lars Oback’s hunting companion early yesterday morning, saying that he had been shot. Upon attending the scene, our deputies sadly confirmed that Mr. Oback was already deceased. They interviewed his friend and spent hours investigating the scene. We have determined that this was a tragic accident—a stray bullet, likely from a passing hunting party.”

The sheriff looks up from his notes. “Lars Oback was a husband, a father, and a beloved member of Messiah Church, where many of my deputies and myself enjoyed fellowship with him. Our pastor, Rick Franklin, would like to say a few words as well.”

Something moves at the edge of the screen, and then he’s there, on camera. He steps up to the microphone next to Sheriff Wilson with his trim shoulders wrapped in an expensive suit, black hair frozen in carefully styled waves. Pastor Rick’s jaw and cheekbones are sharper than I remember, but my nightmares have made it impossible to forget that voice.

“It is difficult to capture the depth of our sorrow, but fortunately the Word of God is here to help us. Psalm 118 says, ‘In my anguish I cried to the Lord, and he answered by setting me free. The Lord is with me; I will not be afraid. What can man do to me?’”

He looks at the camera, and I feel his gaze slicing through me. I can’t breathe. “I would like everyone to know that counseling services are available from the church at any time. Free for members, of course, and at a very generous rate for anyone in Bower who is struggling. We are here to help our community grieve and process this terrible, tragic accident.”

The video ends there. A line of text appears below.

Services are as yet unconfirmed but will likely be held at Messiah Church, where Lars was a member along with his wife and baby daughter.

I stare at the screen until the words blur, becoming a fuzz of black on glowing white. It’s real. Lars is dead. Lars is dead, and Pastor Rick has somehow managed to make it an advertisement for Messiah Church. Lars is dead, and my mother didn’t even have the courtesy to tell me.

She let me find out on social media like he was just another person, some random resident of Bower, Minnesota, instead of the only man I’ve ever loved. I would have known something was wrong the second I saw her name come up on my phone. I could have used those seconds to prepare myself, to brace to hear her voice for the first time in months, not to mention the message she would deliver. But she never called.

Maybe it’s for the best. I can’t imagine her delivering the news without somehow implying it was my fault.

If you’d just been able to keep him happy, who knows how differently things could have turned out? Maybe you two would have been on a winter vacation and he’d still be alive.

My mom somehow believes that even my worst experiences were God’s will, but also that they could have been avoided if I made better life choices.

I go back to Facebook, look at the photo of Lars again. It must be recent; he has aged since I saw him six years ago, but it suits him. The angles in his face are more defined, his eyes sharp and wise. His mouth is the same, and I’m struck by the memory of his lips on my neck. It’s so strong that I close my eyes, momentarily drowning in it. I once thought I’d spend the rest of my life with him. I fell for him weeks into my freshman year at college, but it didn’t seem strange at the time. Most of the girls I knew were married by junior year. For us, going to college was much more about earning the MRS degree.

It might have been years since I saw his face, but it hasn’t been that long since I heard him speak. The voicemail he left only four days ago is still on my phone. I never returned it.

Guilt hits me viciously, too fast to stifle the moan of grief that escapes my lips. I swipe to my voicemail and open the message Lars left last week. Last week, when I thought things were fine with Dan. Last week, when I lived with a roommate I liked and felt like I was finally settling into some sort of rhythm. Last week, when he was still alive.

“You have one saved message.”

Then his voice is there, the rich baritone that sent a shock of longing through my system when I first listened to it. I know that’s really why I didn’t return the call. I couldn’t bear the fact that a part of me was clearly still in love with him after all this time.

“Delilah,” he says, his tongue wrapping around my name in a way that used to give me goosebumps, “call me back. I need to talk to you. You . . . you were right. I’m sorry.”

I stare at the screen as the robot asks if I want to save or delete the message. I end the call. Those are the last words I will ever hear him say. They’re six years too late, but they’re something.

I’m sorry.





Three

Noble Wife Journey: a blog

Title: The Tenets

Published: September 15, 2011

There are five core tenets we are taught to live by in our pursuit of becoming Noble Wives, all outlined in Proverbs 31. Every lesson we learn will be in service of developing these traits now, so that we are well practiced in them by the time God blesses us with a husband.

They are so simple, yet so powerful. Pastor Rick says each one has the ability to change our entire lives if we let it. I wonder if you’ll do them with me?


	Be positive. Don’t add to his daily burdens with trivial problems you can handle yourself.

	Be pure. Purity extends past the wedding day: in all you do and say, live above reproach to avoid bringing shame on yourself or your husband.

	Be caring. Showing care looks like keeping a tidy house, making delicious meals, and meeting the needs of your family.

	Be hardworking. Your body and mind both require consistent work to stay strong and agile—don’t waste time just because you’re not “on the clock.”

	Be loving. You are the brightest spot in your husband’s life; do everything you can to make him feel loved, respected, and cared for. Make yourself worthy of his praise.



Pastor Rick suggests we practice these at home with our families, especially our fathers and brothers if we have them, since we do not yet have a husband to try them with. That is what I will be doing this week: showing my father how positive, pure, caring, hardworking, and loving I can be.

Join me, will you?





Four

IT TAKES AN HOUR TO stop sobbing long enough to pull my face away from the pillow. I don’t know if it did anything to muffle the sound, but Jess hasn’t come to check on me. Probably too busy celebrating with Simon.

The memories keep crashing over me, like a wall of water I’ve been sandbagging for years finally breaking free. The first time I heard Lars’s voice: the warm, open, West Coast vowels, so different from the nasally flat ones I had gotten used to in Minnesota. The first time he pushed my hair behind my ear, letting the pad of his finger trail down my cheek so lightly I wasn’t sure if I imagined it. The first time we sat next to each other at a movie and his fingers edged closer until they brushed against my knuckles, testing for permission. Eventually, his rough palm was pressed tight against mine, sending a jolt of unrecognizable heat straight to my middle in a way I now recognize as lust.

I had so many firsts with him. He should have been my first everything. Now, he is just the first man I have loved to die.

Rolling over, I look at the patchy paint job on my ceiling through swollen eyes. In the corner, a daddy longlegs is huddled in a frail crouch. I’ve been meaning to kill it for days, but it won’t be long before it starves, releasing its grip on the wall and gently floating to the ground to be picked up by the vacuum.

The newspaper article says the services for Lars will likely be at Messiah, and I think that’s inescapable. My desire to be there for his funeral wars against my promise never to go back to that place again. I can usually avoid thinking about the last time I was there, except on the nights when I’m trying to go to sleep and my mind decides to feed me my most embarrassing memories in short, heated bursts. It would be bad enough to walk into that building again. Seeing Eve would be even worse. She’ll be surrounded by members of the church, dozens of people fussing over her, ready to respond to her every need. As if she is the only person devastated by Lars’s death. Her feelings are the only ones that matter.

That’s how it’s always been.

I moved from Boston to the small town of Bower, Minnesota, the year I turned thirteen: the worst possible time. I’d been there twice for Christmas at my grandparents’ house, and then the trip for my grandpa’s funeral the year before. My grandma struggled to live on her own but refused to move to a nursing home no matter how much my mom begged. She flew to Minnesota for weeks at a time to care for her mother until finally my dad found work at the biggest employer in the area, a local power company. They bought a house down the road from my grandma, and we moved in the last week of summer. I had six days to prepare for starting eighth grade in a new school. Junior high is a nightmare in the best of circumstances, but being the new kid in a town of two thousand—where the rest of the school had grown up doing summer sleepovers on each other’s trampolines and celebrating every birthday together—was a catastrophe.

Then my parents sprang church on me. We’d never missed a Sunday as long as I could remember, but I thought my parents would at least give me a week to catch my breath.

I was wrong.

Messiah (which I would later learn nonmembers in the area called “the Mess”) was the church my mom grew up in, but since her time in Bower, it had exploded. When Rick Franklin took over after the founding pastor’s diagnosis of dementia a couple years before we moved, he turned it from a modest congregation to a wannabe megachurch that had merged with several of the other congregations in the town until almost half the residents attended.

Our first Sunday there, I slipped from the car in my black Skillet hoodie (“They’re Christian!” I had told my mom that morning) and pulled the hood over my dull sandy ponytail to hide the zit that throbbed red and humiliating on my cheek. Mom strode eagerly ahead, modest heels clicking on the pavement, and I trudged behind in my worn, off-brand canvas sneakers.

Inside, the church was a riot of noise and sleek wood floors. It was a shock to the system, something I’d never seen before. There were children everywhere, running around in groups of four or five, playing hide-and-go-seek behind tables where people working in some sort of ministry were talking over Styrofoam cups of coffee. Mom was quickly sucked in by a woman in a white turtleneck with a simple green necklace around the collar. I ducked to the right toward the coffeepots.

It had only been a few months since I’d convinced my parents I was old enough to drink coffee, and I was relishing my newfound caffeinated liberty. Cup full, I searched the containers until I found powdered hazelnut creamer. There was only a light layer left in the bottom. I scraped together a scoop, then two spoonfuls of sugar, stirring them in. The steaming liquid transformed from murky brown to honey gold, and I blew across the top before taking a sip. I stepped away from the pots, looking around the room from under my lashes.

I was used to our old-school church in Boston—all disturbing Jesus-on-the-cross paintings and hard pews and maroon carpet. This one was completely different. It looked like a fancy conference center. It was light and open and full of people, and the coffee was good. I took another long drink.

“Aw, who took the last hazelnut?” a delicate voice behind me asked.

Prickles danced across the back of my neck. My eyes dropped to the liquid in my cup, and for a second I considered downing it even though it was way too hot. There was a poke at my side, and I whirled to see a girl my age, dark brown hair swept in a perfect bun with two strategically loose curls framing her petite face. She had a spray of freckles across her nose, which turned up adorably at the end. I had always wanted a nose like that instead of my own, which came to a stubby stop like Play-Doh that hadn’t been fully pressed into the mold.

She stepped close to me and sniffed my cup, a mixture of mirth and something darker glinting in her blue eyes. “Aha! You’re the culprit.” Then she laughed, curls dancing against her jaw with the movement. “I’m only kidding! Hazelnut is the best flavor. You have good taste.”

I shuffled, trying not to make it obvious I was backing away from her. My own laugh was shaky as it burbled from my tense lips. “Oh, thanks. Um, sorry, I shouldn’t have used it up.”

The girl set her coffee cup back on the counter and shook her head as she looked at the rest of the choices. She wore a long black skirt that hugged her small waist and flared stylishly around her slim calves. Her top was pale pink, with a modest collar and capped sleeves that showed off her summer tan. I tried not to stare, but something sharp lodged itself under my rib cage as I looked at her. She was everything girls on TV were like, everything I would never be, and I missed most of what she said as her fingers hovered over the containers of creamer until she selected the amaretto.

“I’m Eve,” she said, turning back to me. “You must be Allison Morrow’s granddaughter?”

“Uh, yeah.” I told myself to stop saying uh like an idiot. “You know my grandma?”

Eve lifted her cup to her perfect ruby lips and looked at me over the lid. “Of course. Mrs. Morrow has been a member here since before I was born. I’m on the rotation to visit her every week. She plays a mean two-handed whist.”

“Oh.” I blushed. This girl had seen my grandma more than I had.

Music swelled from the sanctuary. Like it was choreographed, everyone in the room stopped what they were doing and started toward the open double doors. Eve took a quick sip of her coffee and threw the cup in the trash, mostly full. “Time to head in,” she said. Then she took mine from my hands, that glimmer in her eyes, and drained the last half while I stared.

“What the . . .”

Eve licked her lips and smiled, then let out her tinkling girlish laugh again. “Ah, that’s what I wanted.” Without another word, she linked her arm through mine and led me toward the sanctuary.

That wasn’t the last time Eve took what she wanted from me. And now that she’s lost the husband she worked so hard for, she’s going to be unbearable.

But it’s Lars. When I walked away from him for the last time, I swore I would never see him again—but I hadn’t really meant it. I always believed we might have another chance.

No matter what happened between us, I can’t just skip his funeral.

Finally, I sit up and grab the box of tissues by my bed. After blowing my nose a few times, I venture out of the bedroom to wash my face in the bathroom I share with Jess. My skin is puffy and red in the harsh light. In the kitchen, I pour myself a glass of cold water and drink it in long, slow gulps. I should just go to bed, but I can’t imagine sleeping right now. I’m drained from the long, awful night, but my mind is racing.

It just doesn’t make sense. Lars was more alive than anyone I ever knew. He wanted to be a pastor, wanted to live in Los Angeles or New Orleans, wanted to travel the world. Even when I had the opportunity to leave Minnesota again—return to the East Coast or go somewhere new altogether—I ended up only applying for a college that was twenty minutes away from Bower. Lars’s parents encouraged him to dream big, but they still supported his choice of a small Christian college, even moving to the area so they could be closer to him. They had the kind of money that allowed for tropical vacations and European tours, while my family’s biggest splurge was the time we rented a camper van and drove to Disney World. I’m twenty-six years old, and I’ve still never been on an airplane—a fact that would baffle Lars if he knew.

If he could know anything at all.

There are no more tears left in my body, but there’s a fresh ache in my eyes and throat as I walk back to my bedroom. I open my closet and pull out the boxes on the top shelf. I don’t have a lot of stuff. My wardrobe is mostly black T-shirts and jeans, with a dress or two for special occasions. Even though I’ve lived here for a year, the walls in my room are bare except for the theater programs from plays I’ve seen on rush tickets. When I started college, most of my stuff stayed at my parents’ house, where I could come home and do laundry and pick up anything I needed after church on the weekend. The day I left Bower for good, I left my things too. I sometimes wonder if my parents kept them or if they put them out at their annual garage sale, trading my Christian rock CDs and emptied photo albums for a quarter.

The only stuff I still have from childhood is in this box, the diaries I wouldn’t risk leaving behind. I’ll never know if my mom read them when I was growing up. It wouldn’t surprise me; there was no such thing as privacy in the Walker house. But I doubt she did, because there’s no way she wouldn’t have confronted me about what was inside. And the ones I wrote when I was at college never saw the inside of my parents’ house. They remained locked in my dorm drawer until the day I threw everything else that I owned into two suitcases, sorted out my transfer paperwork, and left Moorhead too. In my twenty-year-old Plymouth, I blazed a trail of rage and loud music all the way to St. Paul, where my cool older cousin let me crash on her couch.

And that was how I started my new life. This life. A barely earned college degree that I don’t use, a series of minimum-wage jobs, and seven apartments in six years.

Rubbing my eyes, I reach into the box and pull out the diary on top—the one from 2014. That was the year I started thinking I would marry Lars Oback, the year he would leave me halfway through. Almost every page in the second half of this diary is a mess of scrawled anger and bitter tears. I set it aside. Just for tonight, I want to remember the good times. I want to remember Lars the way he was when he loved me back. I pick up the 2013 diary, my freshman year at college. The first semester, Dr. Kirk’s English class. This diary has been read more than any other, thumbed through on the nights when I felt loneliness like a physical lack: a gap in my chest, a phantom limb.

I might never recover from the boy I met today. He sat next to me in English, our very first day, and Dr. Kirk told us where we had sat would be our assigned desk for the class. I almost did a dance in my chair. The most handsome guy I’ve ever seen will be sitting next to me every Monday, Wednesday, and Friday for the whole semester. We didn’t talk, but I know he noticed me too. When I looked around once, while Dr. Kirk was talking about expository essays, I caught him looking at me. Not in a weird way. And he didn’t look shy or embarrassed, like I would have. He just smiled and tilted his chin a little, nodding. I smiled back. He had his name written at the top of his notebook. Lars Oback.

Lars. I have whispered the name to myself a few times. I like the way it sounds, the way it feels on my tongue. I wonder what it would be like to say it to him.

Dr. Kirk probably thinks I’m stupid because I didn’t speak up in class at all, even when he asked questions I knew the answers to. But all I could think about was the boy sitting next to me with the dark brown hair and the slightly crooked nose, like maybe he’s broken it once before. I want to ask him what happened. I want to hear his voice. I want to know if he’s happy he’s sitting next to me too.

But obviously I can’t make the first move. I just need to make sure I look good on Wednesday. I know what I’m supposed to do, and I’m not going to make any more mistakes. The ball is in his court. I’ll wait for him to come to me, and hope that he wants to.
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Delilah’s diary—

NOVEMBER 14, 2015

Today, I made one of the stupidest mistakes of my life. I knew it was stupid during the whole drive from my dorm in Moorhead to Messiah, the first time I’ve made the trip since Lars dumped me last year. I knew it was stupid when I checked myself in the mirror, making sure every hair was in place and my makeup was flawless. I knew it was stupid when I got out of the car and walked across the slippery parking lot to the church office building, where the grooms always get ready.

But I went anyway. I was invited.

By sending that card with their hands overlapping, stunning diamond shimmering from hers, they knew what they were asking for. They knew what they were doing to me. Rubbing their happiness in my face, bringing me close enough to touch what they have without letting me have it. Well, I wasn’t ready to just let them have it either.

Something came over me in the walk between my car and the office door. I stopped shaking, stopped worrying about what he would say. My anger boiled. I have never shown Lars how angry he made me. How much his rejection didn’t just hurt—it infuriated me. When he left, I just let him go. Maybe if I showed him that I could be passionate too; I could write poetry and make him good meals and give him a warm set of arms to come home to every night. I could be everything Eve was, and more. He owed me that. He made me think that he loved me, and at the first sight of another woman—a better woman—he left without giving me the chance to fight for us.

That’s what I was thinking as I strode past groomsmen and cousins and uncles until I got to Pastor Rick’s office, where Lars was straightening his already-perfect tie in a large gilded mirror.

Seeing me in the reflection, he whirled around in surprise. Words lodged in my throat as I took in his handsome face, neatly shaved for once. A deep blue suit settled perfectly on his broad shoulders, his narrow hips.

“Del, I’m so glad you came,” he said. His smile seemed genuine, but it wasn’t the smile I had come to expect from him. It contained none of the old admiration, the love it used to radiate for me. Somehow, as kind as it was, that smile was the thing that knocked down all the confidence I’d built up in the past few minutes.

“Don’t marry her,” I said, tears falling freely. I shut the door behind me, grasping at my final chance to be alone with him. My feet carried me toward him, my arms reaching out. My whole body ached to be touched by him again. “There’s still time to back out. I know you don’t love me anymore, and that’s okay. But don’t do this. You will regret it if you marry her.”

Sadness fell across his features, heavy as a stage curtain. He had stepped toward me, but now he paused, his outstretched hand drifting back to his side. “Del, please. You’re better than this.”

Even as the words sliced through me, I met his gaze. “I am not. I am never better than when I am loving you.”

He sighed in exasperation. “You just can’t say stuff like that to me anymore! We are not together. It’s inappropriate.”

“What kinds of things did she say to you when you and I were together?” I asked. My tone was too sharp; I know that now. But I couldn’t help it. Esha told me Lars and Eve sent each other letters the summer before last, when he and I were supposed to still be together. It was Esha’s last real act of friendship.

At least he looked a little bit ashamed. He knew he had done me wrong, even if he wouldn’t admit it out loud. “That’s in the past. Eve is about to be my wife, and if we’ve made any mistakes to get to this point, then God has forgiven us.”

“What about my forgiveness? Is that not something you even care about?”

His gaze hardened. “Pastor Rick says that we can’t force others to forgive us. A grudge only hurts the person who holds on to it, not the one it’s directed toward.”

I stared at him for a long time. “You’re quoting Pastor Rick now?” For the first time ever, he sounded just like all the guys I grew up with. He sounded like a Messiah boy. He even had that same fervent glow in his eyes, that reverent tone when he said Rick’s name. I was the one who had brought him here in the first place, but this transformation—that was Eve’s fault too.

“It’s not Pastor Rick; it’s the Bible, Delilah. ‘Love covers a multitude of sins,’ remember?”

One of the pastor’s favorite verses to use when shutting down intermember disputes. “It is Pastor Rick. I don’t think you realize how much you’ve changed since you started going here, Lars. Messiah isn’t good for you—it’s not good for anyone. And Eve is not going to be good to you either. She only cares about herself. She loves herself. She will hurt you, I promise you that.”

It was the most critical thing I’d ever said about the church, and in the pastor’s office no less. I looked up at the corner of the ceiling, as if there might be a camera recording me. When I looked back at Lars, anger glinted in his eyes, a spark so rare I had only seen it a couple times when we were together.

“Get out,” he said. “How dare you speak about her that way? Leave. Now. And do not come to the ceremony.”

My mouth fell open, a fresh wave of tears streaming down my face. Someone must have heard the anger in his voice through the door, because it opened and then there was a firm hand on my arm. Caleb, Lars’s cousin. He was gentle but insistent as he pulled me out into the hallway. The mortification I should have felt at being dragged away from my ex-boyfriend on his wedding day was overcome by the pain stabbing into my heart from all sides.

It took me a long time to be able to drive, but once I did, I didn’t stop. I drove straight through Moorhead and Fargo, on and on until I got to Bismarck. I could have kept going. I could have driven to the Black Hills, to Montana, to Washington. I could have driven to the Pacific Ocean and seen it for the first time before just driving right in. But finally I turned back around. By then, I knew what I wanted to do.

I packed up all my things at college, sent an email to the registrar’s office with the form to transfer, and called my cousin Alexis. And now I’m here at her house in St. Paul, more than two hundred miles away from everyone I know, wishing it was farther. But at least I’ve finally done something. I’m starting fresh.

I am never going back to Bower, Minnesota.
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I AM GOING BACK TO Bower, Minnesota.

The last straw happened yesterday at work. I’ve been barely scraping by selling shoes thirty hours a week at Lou’s Threads, a modest department store wedged between a Whole Foods and a Panera Bread right off I-694. I was halfway through my shift yesterday when the manager announced that they were making budget cuts, and that meant everyone would lose one shift a week until sales improved.

Maybe it was the fact that Dan dumped me this weekend, or the news about Lars, or that I’m about to be homeless, but something snapped.

“Actually, don’t worry about cutting back everyone’s shifts,” I said. Then I took off my tacky purple uniform vest and dropped it on the floor like I was Norma Rae. “They can take my hours. I quit.”

And I walked out before Chris and his creepy, barely there mustache could say anything in reply. It was the most powerful I’ve felt in years, and I got to enjoy it for approximately nine minutes before I completely freaked out.

It’s not hard to get a job in retail right now, but the terrible pay and complete lack of benefits are the same everywhere. Still, I’ve got a tiny bit of savings, and if I move out right away, I won’t owe Jess rent next month. I’ve got enough to scrape by for a little while, if I eat crap and don’t go anywhere.

Which is why it’s stupid that I’m already halfway through driving the three hours to Bower, but I can’t help it. I have to be at Lars’s funeral.

A Smashing Pumpkins song blasts from my car stereo. Because I was only allowed to listen to Christian music as a kid, I didn’t discover the Pumpkins and a hundred other nineties and early-aughts bands until after I finished college. Unlike other people my age, I don’t listen to these songs to relive nostalgic memories.

I listen to them because now I can do whatever I want.

A green truck flies past me on the left, even though I’m going ten over on the freeway. People around here drive whatever speed they think they can get away with. In my rearview mirror, partially obstructed by boxes in the back seat, the road is clear.

Everything I own is in my car. It took me less than two days to pack it up, since all the kitchenware, decorations, and furniture in our apartment belong to Jess. She gave me a tight hug and even had misty eyes when she said goodbye, but I was too wrung out emotionally to do anything but smile and make a lukewarm promise to visit soon. I don’t know if I really will.

That’s how it goes for me. Most of the friends I’ve made since college are relationships of convenience. I run into them in the places we met: work, shared living spaces, theater. And we make no effort to see each other outside of that. The only reason I even saw Dan again was because he came in to ask me out three days after he bought that pair of shoes. It’s the most romantic thing he ever did for me.

Bower is small enough that the road signs only mention it when you’re getting close. The one that tells me I’ve got twenty miles to go sets off the warning in my gut. To get there, I’m passing through Elden, which is where I’ve booked a cheap motel to stay the night. I couldn’t stomach the idea of staying in Bower. I’ll backtrack to Elden after the funeral, which I expect to go late. Messiah Church doesn’t do any ceremony fast.

Ten minutes later, I crest a hill and see the broken-down farmhouse on the right that’s been there since I was a kid.

A two-exit town with no visible businesses from the freeway, it’s easy for folks to drive right past Bower. I turn on my blinker and take the first exit, passing a truck stop famous for its venison roast.

I run a hand through my short, bleach-blond hair, fingers coming away sticky with the styling wax I used this morning. It’s even more defiant and spiky than usual, miles away from the long sandy hair I had when I lived here. While my mom would call my hair and makeup garish, my one concession to the Messiah culture is the simple black dress and black tights I’m wearing. It’s too cold for anything that shows skin, and I’m going to be dealing with enough sidelong glances as it is. There will be new people at the church, after all this time—people who don’t know who I am. But the core attendees from my childhood will all be there too.

Hardly anyone leaves the Mess. Not voluntarily, anyway.

Every Sunday, a thousand or more people gather across three services in the morning and one at night. Bower itself is a town of only a couple thousand, plus another few hundred on farms in the surrounding area, and almost no one drives farther than ten miles to attend. Basically, if you live in Bower, you either go to Messiah . . . or you have a really good reason not to. Almost all the other church options in the area have disappeared in the past few years, closing due to lack of attendance or merging with the Mess.

Pastor Rick always said the church is the Body of Christ. But when it comes to Messiah, I know better than anyone the rotting, porous skeleton underneath the healthy facade.

A chemical taste fills my mouth—the coppery tang of blood even though I haven’t bitten myself. As I drive into the first residential neighborhood within the town limits, I see the large houses separated by massive swathes of open land. Trucks parked in wide driveways, swing sets and basketball hoops in front yards. Even though it’s below freezing, there are still kids out in their yards: kicking a soccer ball, riding bikes, playing tag. No adults in sight. Helicopter parenting was never really a thing here. When kids go out, they always come home.

I slow the car as I pass Hamilton Park. The playground equipment has changed in the decade and a half since I last played on it, not surprisingly. They got rid of the metal slide that burned a layer of skin off your thighs in the summer and the jungle gym that went so high it’s a wonder no one ever broke their neck. Esha, Eve, and I used to play here when they came over, since it’s only a five-minute walk from my parents’ house. I glance down the road that would lead me to them.

They still haven’t called to let me know about Lars. For all they know, I’m still unaware of his death. My dad and I haven’t spoken in over a year—Mom and I even longer than that—but I still can’t believe they didn’t tell me. As much as I wish I could avoid them completely, I’m sure I’ll see them at the church. The building is big, but my mom doesn’t miss a thing.

I have some time, so I turn down their road. The lights in the house are off, and the garage door is open, the car gone. I’m sure if I walked up to the house, I would find the door unlocked, just like it always was growing up.

“That’s the thing I missed the most when we lived in Boston,” my mom used to say. “Trusting people. Around here, everyone knows you and you know everyone. You don’t have to worry about anyone trying to hurt you.”

It didn’t take long for me to find out that wasn’t true.

I take a few side streets to get back to the main road. Election Day was last week, but several lawns still proudly display campaign signs. I recognize a few of the faces, people who have been in local politics as long as I lived in Bower. There’s a new mark on some of the signs, though. I squint, pulling my car over so I can read one near the road.

FRANKLIN ENDORSED appears in the top left of most of the signs. The only ones missing the logo are for people I don’t recognize—presumably people who aren’t members of Messiah. I snort, trying to shrug off the unease clutching at my shoulders. Just like a lot of evangelical pastors, Rick Franklin plays a little fast and loose with the laws around churches getting involved in politics. A quick search on my phone shows the results of the last election. Every Franklin-endorsed candidate for the city council won by a landslide, and Messiah members now make up two-thirds of the school board.

My phone vibrates, reminding me the funeral starts in thirty minutes. With a deep breath, I start driving again.

Messiah is in the center of the town, the building and parking lot taking up an entire city block. Even though I’m early, the place is already packed. Volunteer parking attendants are out in their matching jackets and orange visibility vests, waving sticks like they work on an airport tarmac. I follow their directions and squeeze into a spot that seems like it’s a mile away from the entrance.

Clusters of families and friends approach the church from their own vehicles dotted around the parking lot. Getting out of my car, I huddle my chin in the light scarf wrapped around my neck, but it still feels like there’s a spotlight following me. This is something I should have gotten used to at the Mess, but I never did.

The automatic doors whisper open as I get closer, and a blast of heat hits me in the face. Messiah welcomes its guests with a huge, diamond-shaped foyer featuring high ceilings and glossy wood floors. This place is always full, with groups gathered around bar-style tables drinking the free beverages offered by the kitchen, children zooming in and out of adults’ legs, and several strategically placed greeters who blend in with the everyday churchgoers until they break away to welcome newcomers to the fold. The acoustic effect is extraordinary.

On Sunday mornings, with the welcome music floating through the speakers and several hundred congregants fueling up on coffee before the hours-long service, this place sounds like a stadium before a big game. It’s exciting, electric. It makes you feel like you’re part of something.

Today, the mood is much more somber, although there are even more people than the last Sunday service I attended. There is no requirement in evangelical churches to wear black to a funeral, but movies and TV have done their job influencing our behavior, and almost everyone is. So the one person in the room wearing color stands out like Goliath on the battlefield.

Eve Oback is near the entrance to the sanctuary, a cerulean dress pulling at her shoulders, nipping in tight at her hips, which are more rounded than they were when we were teens. A young girl with white-blond hair sits on her hip, clinging to her. I know from her posts that she had a daughter a little over a year ago: Emmanuelle. The Noble Wife blog is still going strong, with thousands of loyal readers all over the world, obsessed with following the story of a woman who completely devoted herself to the Noble Wife philosophy and received every reward that it promises. She got the perfect life, the perfect marriage, now the perfect daughter. And I’m one of the few who know what she destroyed in order to get it.

Our eyes meet across the room, and her full lips part in surprise. She tries to hand off her daughter to the woman standing next to her, but the girl shrieks and buries her face in Eve’s neck. I turn away like I didn’t notice her. Even though I’m already jittery, I walk toward the coffee station. Something about the way Eve looks bothers me. Blue was Lars’s favorite color, so I’m not surprised she chose it for his funeral. But something is off; I just can’t think of what it is. It’s been years since I’ve seen her. She was bound to look different than I remember.

On the other side of the room, Lars’s parents are talking to a couple I don’t recognize. The sight of Susan Oback with tears running down her face makes me ache. It’s been years since I spoke to her, but I still feel protective, as if she was the second mother I always thought she would be to me. As far as I know, the Obacks never became members of the Mess; I can only hope those are tears due to grief rather than a passive aggressive comment from some church member.

I dump a spoonful of sugar and enough milk into my cup to cool the infamously lavalike Messiah coffee, stirring it around. Over the lid, I glance around the lobby. So far, Eve is the only one who seems to have noticed my presence. By some miracle, my parents are nowhere in sight. Maybe they’re visiting my dad’s family in Pennsylvania. I can’t imagine any other way they’d miss this.

The service will start in a few minutes, and I’ll sit in the back. Maybe I’ll manage to get through the whole thing without anyone else taking notice.

Only problem is, I won’t be able to find out why Lars called me last week without talking to Eve.

For the first time, it occurs to me that she might not even know he did. Embarrassingly, it makes me smile. I might know something about Eve’s husband that she doesn’t. Something that could hurt her. A betrayal. Wouldn’t that be interesting?

“Delilah? Delilah Walker?”

My skin heats at the sound of my full name. I’ve gone by Del ever since I left the Mess. I always liked Delilah when I was a kid, but like so many things, the people here ruined it for me. The week after we moved to town, we had a meeting with Pastor Rick to welcome back my mother to the community. I remember the way his lip curled after my parents introduced me.

“Delilah? We’re going to need to do something about that.”

Despite her unquestioning respect of pastoral authority, I could see my mother bristle. She and three friends in Boston had all been pregnant around the same time, and they wanted to use biblical names, of course. The only problem was, every other kid in the church was a Mary or Hannah or Joshua or Luke. They wanted to be more unique, so they made a pact to reclaim the names of some of the less reputable characters in the Bible by raising children who would give them new life. I became Delilah, and my best friends were Judas, Rahab, and Magdalene.

“Delilah is a good girl,” my mom had insisted.

Pastor Rick waved her away. “It will make some of the other parents uncomfortable, understandably. You might not have had any issues yet, but she’s a teenager now.” When his eyes settled on me, my skin buzzed unpleasantly. “You need to be vigilant.”

My dad said nothing, which was his way. Adam Walker, the quiet husband.

Finally, Pastor Rick tapped his desk. “Still, of course, I’m aware she’s gotten used to being called something her whole life. So we won’t change it too much. Lila, how’s that? Pretty, isn’t it?” The way he stared at me, I knew I had to respond.

“Yes.”

That week in youth group, I was introduced as Lila. And from then on, no one—not even my parents—called me Delilah.

Not until I was sixteen.

Shaking off the memory, I turn to find the source of the voice. Colette James, one of the youth leaders in charge of girls back when I was a teenager, is standing behind me. She looks much the same: weak brown hair in a frizzy braid over one shoulder, small bladelike nose making her pinched face look even sharper. I never knew a woman who wanted to get married as badly as Colette did, nor one who was less likely to find a man who lived up to her high standards. A quick glance at her empty ring finger shows me I was right.

“Hi, Colette,” I say, lifting my head. I realize I’ve been hunched down in my scarf this whole time, trying to hide. Can’t have her noticing that.

“Well, what do you know?” she says in a voice that must carry halfway across the growing crowd in the foyer. “Aren’t we blessed to have you back in the house of the Lord? It’s been way too long.”

The words are as pointed as her nose. They sound friendly, welcoming, but I know they’re chosen carefully. It’s much more satisfying to call someone a backsliding heathen to their face, but that’s not how things are done here.

And that’s certainly not how things are done at a funeral, which I intend to remind her of. I force my expression into a sad smile. “Yes, such a shame it isn’t under more pleasant circumstances. I still can’t believe what happened. Poor Lars.”

Colette’s gleeful smile cracks lightly around the edges. “Oh, absolutely. We have had a twenty-four-hour prayer chain going since Saturday. Such an incredible tragedy.”

“What happened?” I ask, wishing I didn’t have to get this information from her. Giving Colette any chance to feel like she knows more than I do is a mistake. “The sheriff just said it was an accident.”

She sighs, one hand clutched to the gold cross necklace dangling from her buttoned blouse collar. “That’s right. He was out hunting, and someone must have been going for a deer nearby. Such a terrible tragedy.”

My forehead creases. If someone thought Lars was a deer, wouldn’t they have gone looking for it after they took a shot and realized what they’d done? “I don’t understand; was he not wearing orange? Lars was always so careful when he was hunting . . .”

“It’s natural to want an explanation when such an awful thing happens, Delilah. We don’t understand the Lord’s plan, but that’s what faith is for, right?”

It’s a way to shut down my questions and a test at the same time. Do I still have enough faith to say the random freak death of a man I loved could be part of God’s master plan? I don’t, but not for the reasons she thinks.

Despite everything I went through in the Mess, I still believe in God. I just don’t believe he decides whether we live or die. The way we were taught, everything that happens is part of God’s plan, so if you die, it’s because he “chose to call you home” for some reason. When I was a teenager, I asked one of the youth leaders if that meant God was using serial killers and mass shooters, and I got sent home for being impertinent.

Finally, I answer her. “I’ve gotten used to accepting there are a lot of things I don’t understand.” It’s noncommittal, but I’m done with this fake conversation. It’s only been three minutes, and my skin is already crawling.

Fortunately for me, the ushers choose that moment to open the sanctuary doors. A flood of music pours out. Among other things, Messiah is known for fostering incredible musical talent. The stage is decked out with people holding various instruments—even more than there were last time I was here. The song they’re playing is gorgeous: sad but hopeful, tender while still holding its power. It has that quality of all great worship songs, making me feel like both weeping and conquering the world.

“Going to find a seat,” I say to Colette, and then I walk toward the sanctuary. By now, I can definitely feel other eyes on me.

Colette’s attention has gotten me noticed.
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