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About the Publisher

For all who have been told

they are too much,

too loud,

too queer,

too alive.

You were made exactly right.

A Note to the Reader

This is a retelling. The bones are old. The flesh is new.

The gospel stories have always belonged to the outcast, the wanderer, the one whose very existence disrupts the comfort of the powerful. What I have done here is simply put those stories back where they have always lived — in the hands, the hearts, and the lives of queer people. In Texas. In our time.

The names you know, you will know again. The places are real. Cooper Creek is real. Denton is real. The barn is real. The desert crossing is real. What is real is always more miraculous than what is safe.

God is queer. I did not invent this. I only said it out loud.

Read this slowly. Let it sit. Argue with it if you need to. But let it reach you.

— J.H.

Prologue: Before It All Began

In the beginning was the Queer, and the Queer was with God, and the Queer was God.

Before the story begins, before the light came for Bob and the angel walked into Mary's kitchen and the migrant workers looked up from their cold earth — before all of it — there was a love so immense and so uncontainable that it could only express itself in wildness.

The world calls this wildness a problem. The world has always called the untameable a problem. The wolf, the storm, the child who refuses to be what the room expects — these things frighten people who have organized their entire lives around the avoidance of surprise.

But God is not afraid of surprise. God invented it.

There is a thread running through all of human history, and it is this: the divine keeps showing up in the wrong body, at the wrong time, in the wrong place, wearing the wrong clothes and saying all the wrong things — and somehow, despite every effort to normalize or silence or crucify it, the love keeps breaking through.

This is the story of one such breaking through. It happens in Texas, in the days of Rick Perry, in a state that had not yet found its way to recognizing that love does not require a license from the government to be real. It happens among ministers and migrant workers, queer women and old dreamers, barn animals and gas stations and county clerks who should have known better.

It is, in every way that matters, the oldest story in the world. And it has never been more urgently new.
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Chapter One: Bob and Tommy
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There are prayers that take decades to be heard. The waiting is not punishment. It is preparation.

The house on Maplewood had two old men in it and too much quiet.

Bob had lived here for going on thirty years. He'd come to Denton as a young seminary student, full of fire, certain that God was calling him to say things other ministers wouldn't say from pulpits other ministers wouldn't stand in. He had done exactly that, for decades, preaching at the margins of churches that tolerated him and then didn't, and then at the margins of denominations that had once loved him and then didn't, and finally at a small congregation on the north side of town that had been founded specifically because every other church in a forty-mile radius had made clear that Tommy was not welcome to sit in the front row beside his partner.

Tommy had come along twenty-two years ago and made everything harder and better simultaneously. He was a school counselor, shorter than Bob by half a foot, with a laugh that filled rooms and a memory for names that astonished everyone who encountered it. Tommy could meet a child once at the beginning of September and greet them by name in May and ask about their mother's knee surgery. He was built for love the way some people are built for music — it came out of him involuntarily, constantly, whether he intended it or not.

The one thing Tommy had wanted, for as long as either of them could remember, was a child.

It wasn't desperation. It was something quieter and more persistent than that. It sat in Tommy like a compass needle, always pointing the same direction. He never stopped mentioning it, but he also never turned it into a demand. He mentioned it the way someone mentions a far country they've always wanted to visit — with longing, but without bitterness. Bob loved him for that.

They had looked into adoption years ago. The paperwork had been discouraging. The social workers had been discouraging. The state of Texas, under a succession of governors who regarded Tommy and Bob's relationship as somewhere between unfortunate and sinister, had been comprehensively discouraging. So they had waited.

* * *
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It was a Tuesday evening in November when the light came.

Tommy was upstairs grading papers. He did this at the desk by the window that looked out onto the live oak in the side yard, the one they'd planted as a sapling the year they moved in and that was now taller than the house. Bob was in the living room. He had his Bible open on the coffee table, but he wasn't reading it. He was praying — not the structured, ministerial prayer he used on Sundays, but the formless interior conversation he'd had with God since he was eleven years old. The conversation that didn't require words. The one that was mostly just sitting in the presence of something enormous and waiting to see what it would do.

He was not expecting it to do this.

The light came from the far corner of the room, near the bookcase. It was not like a lamp coming on. It was not like sunlight through a window. It was more like the room itself became luminous — as if the air had always contained this brightness and had simply, until now, been holding it in reserve.

Bob stood up. This was, he would later reflect, an entirely understandable response, though not a particularly useful one. He took one step toward the bookcase and then two steps back toward the hallway. The light followed him. Not aggressively. The way a tide follows — gently, inevitably, without any malice but with absolute commitment.

Bob pressed himself against the far wall. The light held him there, not violently, but completely. And then it spoke.

"I love you."

Bob had heard a great many things in his years of ministry. He had heard confessions and revelations and breakdowns and sudden gifts of clarity at hospital bedsides. He had heard things that he suspected were the voice of God and things he was fairly certain were not. This was different from all of it. This was the most ordinary sentence in the English language spoken in a way that made it feel like the first time it had ever been said.

"You do not have to be afraid. I want you to know that you are about to adopt a child and her name will be John. She will bring good news of salvation and liberation to the world. The child will be queer beyond imagination and filled with the Spirit of God."

Bob opened his mouth. He was a minister. He had given thousands of sermons and delivered more eulogies than he could count and spent his entire adult life turning the sacred into language. And he could not find a single word.

After a moment, he said, "How will I know that this is true?"

He paused. "Don't lie to us. We are too old."

He heard himself saying this and was briefly mortified by his own audacity. But the light did not seem offended.

"I am Gabby," the light said. "I stand in the presence of a God that is queer beyond your wildest imagination. I have been sent to tell you that the queerness that flows from our God will fill up your daughter John. To make the situation queerer, I have been told to take away your power to speak until the day these events transpire."

Bob tried to respond. His mouth opened. His lips moved. Nothing came out.

The light began to subside. Not all at once. Gradually, the way the sky after a sunset doesn't go dark in a single instant but retreats by degrees through colors Bob had no names for.

When the room was ordinary again, Bob stood very still against the wall for a long moment. Then he walked to the coffee table, picked up his
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