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        Turning and turning in the widening gyre

        The falcon cannot hear the falconer;

        Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold;

        Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world,

        The blood-dimmed tide is loosed, and everywhere

        The ceremony of innocence is drowned;

        The best lack all conviction, while the worst

        Are full of passionate intensity.

      

        

      
        Surely some revelation is at hand;

        Surely the Second Coming is at hand.

        The Second Coming! Hardly are those words out

        When a vast image out of Spiritus Mundi

        Troubles my sight: somewhere in sands of the desert

        A shape with lion body and the head of a man,

        A gaze blank and pitiless as the sun,

        Is moving its slow thighs, while all about it

        Reel shadows of the indignant desert birds.

        The darkness drops again; but now I know

        That twenty centuries of stony sleep

        Were vexed to nightmare by a rocking cradle,

        And what rough beast, its hour come round at last,

      
        Slouches towards Bethlehem to be born?

        THE SECOND COMING, W.B. YEATS
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      Of all the ways to tell a story, why did I choose the novella?

      Novellas as a form contain multitudes, but it’s up to the writer to discover, uncover, nurture them. They are feisty, liminal creatures that lurk between light and shadow, alpha and omega, i.e., the short story and the novel. The medium lends itself to more psychological development and plot intricacies than the short story, but it also forces the author to focus on form and waste no space—not a word if possible. Pulling one off is a challenge enough. Three? Well, I’ve always been the guy who, against all sense and sanity, picks the hardest setting on a video game.

      I wanted to tell three stories featuring different characters, settings, and most of all, three different aspects of the church as it exists today. And, much like how the Holy Trinity is three faces of one god, I wanted these three stories to be different faces of one overarching narrative. Each exists independently of one another, yet each is a piece of a whole. That’s the goal, at least. To say more would be spoilers.

      Writing three stories also allowed me to pick at and tinker with certain themes and genres, each as the individual novella called for. While none is pure Southern Gothic, the genre does weave itself between the crooks, crannies, and lines in these pages, not always there at the surface but, like the South’s history and culture, stewing away behind crumbling facades of outward respectability.

      But, at some point in the writing of God’s Own Country, the gothic became, well, weird. If the gothic is represented by a crumbling church, perhaps the weird is represented by a crumbling church with one too many rooms, and that particular room you played in as a child—it never existed. Neither did the kids you played with there, the ones with those eyes who always came from inside the supply closet. And here, Southern Gothic trappings like religious trauma and social alienation have intermarried with cosmic oddities and Biblically accurate folk horrors.

      I guess we’ll split the difference and call it Southern Weird.

      Whatever you call it, I hope you find your stay in my Louisiana to be as an unsettlingly fun time as I had in writing it. And, for those curious about how the metaphorical sausage is made and how ideas develop, spoiler-free story notes precede each novella for your perusal. Just be sure not to stray off the beaten path.
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        “And cast ye the unprofitable servant into outer darkness: there shall be weeping and gnashing of teeth.”

        GOSPEL OF MATTHEW: 25:29, KING JAMES VERSION
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        For Lee Weems, who taught me to think, to question, and to never take myself too seriously. This one’s for you and for all the frogs.
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      The vast timeline of the Bible and the stories contained therein mean nothing to a child stuck in Sunday worship. Let’s be real. Anybody who tells you that they, as a child, sat dutifully paying attention to the sermon, sang the songs, listened to all the Scripture readings and prayer list updates, and did all of this without squirming restlessly in their seat—this person is lying to you or to themselves. What is two thousand years compared with the amount of time a child must sit obediently in a hard pew?

      What is the measure of the genteel trappings of a church when set against itself?

      When I was a boy, church service seemed to last an eternity. It’s long had me wondering: what would happen within a religious community in situations like The Lord of the Flies? What if church service truly was eternal, or seemingly so? I’d like to think I’m not as cynical of human nature as Golding. Still, the idea of a group of people normally united by their faith being set upon by powers unknown—this was too compelling for me not to explore.

      So often, church congregations emphasize that they are a family, regardless of a diversity of politics, class, race, gender, et cetera. How true does that really hold when all seems lost? Who leans on community, and who resorts to ruthless self-preservation? Maybe the answer is in this story. Maybe not.

      There’s only one way to find out.
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        He doesn't know how it all came to blood. The boy runs scenarios through his mind in this final hour. He grasps for justification, finds none. For the blood is the life, says Leviticus. The life of all flesh is its blood, and whosoever eats of it unclean shall be cut off. Yet consider the words of Christ: “for my flesh is true food; my blood is true drink.” And is not the blood of the covenant poured out for the many for the forgiveness of sins?

        Yes, and perhaps this mishmash of Biblical authority justifies everything in the minds of those around him. But this boy will not be, could never be, a part of it. If that makes him unfaithful, so be it. He'll burn in Hell.

        Going to Hell had not been in the plans when he walked up to First Baptist that morning. But none of them had planned on the Outer Dark; so it goes with the best-laid plans of men and Christians. And what is that saying about good intentions? Brick by brick, the congregation has built a road of them.

        So, if the boy is going to Hell, he won't be going alone.

        Little consolation that is.
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            JESSE CHATELAIN GOES TO CHURCH AND SEES THE LIGHT. HOPE CHATELAIN GETS THE SHAKES. HUCK HITCHENS PRACTICES WHAT HE PREACHES.

          

          JUNE, 2024. HAYWORTH, LOUISIANA.

        

      

    

    
      Water Street in downtown Hayworth felt like home to Jesse Chatelain. Memories of boyhood were inextricably tied to this place. Days strolling the sidewalk by the Bayou Armand. Savoring the cool shade of the oaks and silken willows. Inhaling the perfume of the magnolia trees in spring. Contemplating his little town, a place untouched by time and sin, where one could amble, sit a spell with friends, eat at the Rusty Rooster, have a slice of the Magnolia Café’s “famous” pies, and let it all go. Amble away on lazy afternoons at the Water Street Market after church.

      That Sunday, the magnolias were in full bloom. It was June.

      Jesse let his hand wander up and touch a soft white petal as he strolled under the tree with his parents and younger sister.

      “Leave the tree alone, Jesse,” his mother said. “You’re not a child.”

      She was still sour about the shirt fiasco from earlier. If First Baptist’s mantra was “Come as You Are,” what was the problem with him wearing a t-shirt and jeans? They weren’t High-Church types like the Catholics in Alexandria who insisted on decorum. But Marti Chatelain had an image to uphold, and God help her kids if they strayed from that.

      Jesse tugged at his shirt collar. “It’s a tree, Mom.”

      “I don’t care.”

      “Hon,” Bobby Chatelain said. “It’s okay.”

      Hope walked between Jesse and their mother. She wore a simple white dress. She looked from Jesse to their mother, then said, “Pastor Huck told me last week that the church is going to plant more magnolias in the memorial garden. I wonder if they’re going to tear up the oleanders. Did you know that oleander is super poisonous? If you made a tea of their leaves and gave it to someone, it’d kill ’em.”

      “Hope!”

      “Facts, Mom,” Hope said. She smiled at Jesse.

      “I don’t care.” Marti stopped walking. The four now stood in front of First Baptist. The sanctuary rose tall and white above the oaks and pines. The rest of the church stretched out over the grounds, white and windowed and drinking in the morning sun. Marti nodded toward the church. “The Committee on Deacons is observing us as a family, which is why you’re here despite your growling, Jesse. You two are fiddling with my nerves something awful today.”

      “I didn’t growl this morning. I’m happy to be back,” Jesse said. “I haven’t seen anyone since Christmas. I just, you know, don’t feel like a collared shirt⁠—”

      “We’re not discussing that.” Marti turned and walked up the front sidewalk toward the church. Her blue dress swished in the breeze. People were gathered in front of the sanctuary side door, chatting and laughing.

      Bobby Chatelain sighed and looked at Jesse. “She’s stressed. I wish you two would give her some grace.” He ruffled Jesse’s hair, and for a moment Jesse was caught between sweet boyhood memories and adult indignation.

      “Fine.”

      Mr. Chatelain looked at Hope. She sighed.

      “Yeah, okay.”

      “Good.” He smiled. “Let’s get in, then. Everyone’s been asking about you.” He walked on.

      Jesse stared across the street. The Water Street Market was still closed. Beside it, Red River Bank was, of course, closed for the day. A woman in rags pushed a buggy across its empty parking lot. The wind picked up, carrying the sweet magnolia scent.
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      HOPE

      The sanctuary was simple: white walls, white ceiling, white tiling with a touch of beige. A dozen floor-to-ceiling windows framed three sides of the sanctuary, giving the congregation a view of the woods and houses beyond the church. The pews were polished wood with red padding. A simple but enormous cross hung over the pulpit, and that was the only decoration.

      Hope despised it.

      As her mother flitted around the Deacon Committee folks, politicking up a storm, and as her father and brother walked around so Mr. Chatelain could show Jesse off like a prize horse, Hope looked around the crowded room.

      She saw who she was looking for and waved. “Delilah!”

      Delilah Hixon looked up. Seeing Hope, she separated from her sister and smiled tightly. She wore a pink dress that clashed terribly with her fair skin and blonde hair. Hope put a hand to her lips and grinned.

      “Don’t even,” Delilah said. “We’ve got a half-fucking-hour till service. Come on.”

      “I don’t know what you think I was going to say,” Hope said. “You look absolutely beau—so stunning in pink, Delilah. So, so⁠—”

      “Another ‘so’ from you, and I’ll drown you in the bayou, you silly heifer.” Delilah opened the double doors on the side of the sanctuary.

      They walked the hallway that led to the main building, which held the fellowship hall and administrative offices. The floor’s linoleum smelled of cheap lemon cleaner, and the walls, brick painted beige, were bare but for a few pastoral photos.

      “You are the cruelest person in the world,” Hope said. “The way you bully me.”

      Delilah sighed. “I’m the one whose parents forced her into the most fucking-god-awful, ugliest piece of shit, motherfucking dress to exist, and you’re complaining? Chrissakes, I look like someone vomited cotton candy and Pepto-Bismol all over me. And you know what gets me? Mom and Dad aren’t even staying for service. They’re taking food to homebound people. What is it to them if I wear this fucking dress?”

      The girls pushed their way into the fellowship hall and made a beeline for the coffee and pastry table. Maylene, the church’s cook, was cleaning up the hot-food table. She waved to the girls and went about stacking plates.

      “You can’t talk like that in here,” Hope said, lowering her voice. “Lord knows what would happen if Pastor Huck or someone else heard you.”

      Delilah grabbed a donut. “I’ve been dying to get away from my parents because they police my every word. Don’t make me regret bringing you along.”

      “Pass me a strawberry tart,” Hope said. Delilah did so. The girls sat in two chairs next to the pastry table. Delilah poured hot coffee into a Styrofoam cup and took a tentative sip. Apparently finding the temperature fine, she swilled it down and refilled the cup.

      Finally, she said, “Anna-Grace is back with Christian.”

      “Again?”

      “Uh huh.”

      Hope smoothed her dress, brushing crumbs onto the blue carpet. “He must be great in bed. This is what, the fourth time she’s taken him back?”

      Delilah snorted. “Please. Anna-Grace, sleep with a guy? I bet she’s never seen a dick in her life, much less touched one. I swear, she’s one of those ‘saving myself’ types. She’s always going on about saving herself and purity. You realize you lucked out on the sibling lottery, right?”

      Hope snorted. “Jesse is the best, most of the time. Especially when he’s pestering Mom. No offense, but if Anna-Grace were my sister, I’d have put a pillow over her face while she slept years ago.”

      “Don’t give me ideas. Okay, but seriously. I don’t know what she sees in him. He’s too wholesome. And a prick. And he’s not even cute. Now, Joshua Renfield…”

      “Oh my god,” Hope said, scooting closer. “He got a haircut. I saw him outside when we were walking in. It looks so good. I hate to say, though, Bailey is hotter.”

      “They’re twins. They’re basically the same. Except like, boy model and girl model.”

      “Oh, she got a new cut too. Trust me. If I wanted a girlfriend, Bailey would be it. I mean, I sorta wanna kiss her anyway. Either of them, really.”

      “Joshua looks at you every Sunday, so I’m pretty sure you could ride that if you wanted,” Delilah said, turning to Hope and sitting cross-legged in the chair, rumpling her dress. “But anyways. We’re going to hell for talking about this in church, right? Like, we’re already going to hell for⁠—”

      “You, maybe. I’m an angel.”

      “Oh fuck off. Okay, so speaking of dating in youth group, I swear I saw Emilio give Joshua the look in Sunday school this morning. Wouldn’t they look great together?”

      Hope sighed, trying to make it sound put-out and long-suffering. “Not every glance one boy gives another is homoerotic, you know. You’re reading fanfic again, aren’t you?”

      “Answer the question.”

      “Yes, fine.”

      Delilah preened. “Right? Okay, I sort of want to lock them in a room together and see what happens. Like they get along, but you know—you know. And while I’m playing matchmaker, they’ve graduated, so technically aren’t youth anymore, but Jesse and Wally would be so⁠—”

      “Nope. I am not shipping my brother with his best friend. They’re practically brothers—and Jesse is straight. Also, shipping two real people is weird.”

      “Tell me,” Delilah said, “what the hell else am I supposed to do in Hayworth? Go cow tipping? Spend more time in church? Lock my vagina behind a chastity belt and pray on my knees that God gives me a good man? No ma’am. I⁠—”

      The floor trembled. It reminded Hope of the time the town had started construction across the street from the high school. Every day, for months on end, the floor hummed, and the occasional vibration became audible as pile drivers and back hoes and all manner of equipment destroyed the ground and built up an apartment complex. Chemistry was impossible to sit through on the worst days.

      “Did you feel that?”

      Delilah tilted her head. “Yeah…is there construction on Water Street?”

      “I don’t think so.” The sensation stirred something within Hope’s chest. A heaviness, almost. She set the remains of her pastry on the table. For whatever reason, she no longer had an appetite.
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      JESSE

      “Yo, Wally-Olly-Oxen-Free.”

      Wally stared deadpan at Jesse. “You gotta find new material.”

      “Never.” Jesse slung an arm over Wally’s shoulder and led him toward the back of the sanctuary. “Listen, you’re my only hope, Wally-Won-Kenobi. I’m here against my will because my parents are being ordained as Deacons today and are being extra insufferable. Tell me you got a little somethin’ to tide me over. A lil’ sucky suck, you know.”

      “Do not call it sucky suck, Jesse.”

      “You got it or not?”

      A pause. Around them, women in big hats and men with old suits and drab ties laughed and talked. Old Martha stood in the pews wearing a plain black dress. Her gnarled fingers grasped onto the back of a pew as she talked to Mr. Holloway. Jesse was surprised that she wasn’t there with a nursing home assistant.

      Wally nodded his head in the direction of the side doors. “In my truck.”

      The battered red Chevy was parked in the furthest space from First Baptist. Jesse and Wally sat on the gravel pavement behind Wally’s truck, passing what Jesse called the “sucky-suck” back and forth. The grassy, pungent smell reminded Jesse of all the times they’d played guitar in Wally’s garage, trying to be the new Green Day. Afternoons of no parents, of summer sweat clinging to skin, of Goodwill guitars strummed out of tune. And the grass. The smell was shit, but if it was going to help Jesse get through service, so be it.

      Wally rested his head against the truck, and he stared at the cloudy sky. “Do you believe in God?”

      Jesse stared at the lighter, flicking it on and off. “We’re in a church parking lot.”

      “That’s not what I asked.”

      “Dude, of course. I mean. It’s how we were raised.” The pretty flames flickered.

      “Again. Not what I asked.” Wally took another drag and passed the joint to Jesse, who inhaled, let the acrid smoke fill his lungs, held it, then blew out ring puffs. And back to Wally.

      Jesse said, “I don’t know. I thought most churches were like First Baptist. Pastor Huck is cool, and like, thank God he’s not backwards like some of these people. I tried joining the Baptist Student Group at NSU, but they’re all sort of nuts, you know? I cracked a pun, and it didn’t go over well. And you know my puns are great. Plus, those people don’t drink.”

      “Yeah,” Wally said.

      The joint was spent. Wally scrubbed the ashes on the pavement and let his head rest against the truck. “LSU is the same. I thought…man, I thought that it was gonna be better than a small-town church, you know? But like, the same attitudes are down there, too. You can’t be anything different. Can’t be a stoner, a skater, a gamer. Can’t be gay, can’t be straight and having sex outside of marriage, can’t be friends with nonbelievers, can’t do anything.”

      Jesse tilted his head. “Since when are you a gay skater gamer stoner who is having straight sex outside of marriage and is friends with heathens?”

      Wally shrugged. “It was a generalization, dude.”

      “You’re a generalization.”

      “Your face is a generalization.”

      Jesse cackled and fell over on his side.

      The earth trembled. It wasn’t just that, though. Jesse’s right hand was pressed on the ground to keep him steady as he laughed, and for a second, the gravel became so cold he thought he was touching ice. Cold seeped through his jeans. He jerked his hand away, and as the rumbling stopped, the ground warmed back.

      “Dude,” Wally said. “What…was that? Am I high?”

      Jesse laughed again. “I think we’re fucking lit like the raccoons that stole our special brownies on that camping trip two summers ago.”

      “Goddamned raccoons. But you felt that, right?”

      “Yeah,” Jesse said, sitting up straight. “I did. Like uh, an earthquake? No, too small for that.”

      Indignant birds rose above the trees surrounding the church. A whole flock of them. Their collective shadow reeled across the grassy lawn, and they were gone. Jesse looked into the distance.

      “What were we talking about?”

      Wally shrugged. “Dude, that was a whole ass ten minutes ago, I don’t know. Oh! Yeah, we were talking about God, and how I’m starting to have doubts. Shit, I didn’t wanna say it like that, but. You know.”

      Jesse looked at Wally. “It’s okay to have doubts, man. I mean, it’s kind of hard to fully embrace it when there are some real whackadoos out there. Speaking of time, how long we got till church starts? Mom’ll pitch a fit if I’m not there for her and Dad’s ordination. Orientation. Whatever.”

      Wally looked at his phone. “Ah, we got thirty minutes. We’ll be fine. Oh. Oh damn.”

      “What?”

      “My phone doesn’t have any service.” Up until a few years ago, that had been the norm in Hayworth. Patchy cell service at best, a total inability to communicate at worst. Today was fair weather, though, and a newer cell tower between Hayworth and LeCompte made patchy signal a thing of the past.

      Jesse checked his own phone. No bars. Where they ought to have been was the phrase in small, white letters: No service.

      Wally stared at the trees beyond the church property. His face was scrunched, and his lip stuck out.

      Jesse said, “You okay, man?”

      “It’s the weirdest thing,” Wally said. “You know, losing cell service is normal out here, but. I feel…I don’t know. Bad batch of green, maybe.”

      “No, what is it?”

      Wally looked at the sky. “I felt for a second like, I don’t know. Really fucking scared. Doesn’t make sense, right? Nothing to be scared of, except maybe old Martha’s breath this morning. Smelled like death. But. I…I…I don’t know. I feel like I ought to run and keep running and get as far away from here as I can. It’s silly, right?”

      Jesse nudged Wally with his shoulder. “Yeah, man. I think it’s just bad weed.”

      But he felt the same.
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        * * *

      

      HUCK

      “I’m so sorry, Betty Mae,” Huck Hitchins said as he barreled into the church offices.

      Betty Mae peered at him over her thick, bug-like glasses. Pursed her lips at him. Today she was in pink, which meant she was in a mood bright enough to fit the summer morning.

      “Pastor Huck,” she said, taking her glasses off and letting them rest against her chest, hanging from a gaudy chain, “Do you realize what time it is?”

      “Twenty till, yes. I’m sorry, boss.”

      She sniffed. “Oh no, I ain’t your boss, don’t go putting that on me.”

      Huck set a folder with his sermon on her table’s glass top. “You sign your own checks, Betty Mae. If you ain’t the boss around here, I don’t know who is.”

      “I sign my own checks because I don’t have time to wait on pastors who haul their rumps into the office at twenty-till service.” She shook her head, then smiled. Barely.

      “Forgive me?”

      “Maybe.”

      “Any calls for me?” He sat in the chair across from her desk.

      Betty Mae scratched her mousy curls. “Ezekiel Graham.” She emphasized the last name with a puff of frustration as Guh-ray-um. “Left a voice mail. Again. On behalf of the SBC. He’s in town, in Alexandria for a conference, and wants to know when he’ll hear from you.”

      “He’ll hear from us when they reverse that decision on women in ministry.”

      The Southern Baptist Convention had never been what Huck considered radical as a religious affiliation, but recently, they’d moved further toward fundamentalism than he cared for. After a resolution affirming that SBC churches were prohibited from allowing women in any roles other than minor secretarial duties and childcare, First Baptist’s congregation had voted by a decent but not overwhelming majority to leave the SBC in favor of the Cooperative Baptist Fellowship. Huck had yet to break the news to the SBC.

      “You’re a good man, Pastor Huck.”

      He stood and scratched at his beard. “Would you mind calling Graham back and telling him that I’ll call him on Monday? This is going to be an awkward conversation, but I need to have it sooner rather than later.” He turned to walk to his office.

      “I’ll make a note to,” Betty Mae said. “But the phone lines are down.”

      Huck stopped. “Down? Really?”

      “Uh huh. And cell service too. And I can’t access the internet on my computer. I’m doing it right, too. I checked and double-checked the instructions Jesse Chatelain wrote for me last year on how to get onto Google and our email. I think something is wrong with the pipes or the wires or whatever. Try your own computer.”

      Huck went into his office and sat behind his desk. As his computer loaded, he glanced over the pictures lining his work area. The biggest was of him and Florence on vacation with their girls in the Poconos, all of them smiling in front of green and rocky woods. This year it would be the Rockies. As soon as the girls got back from Baton Rouge, where they were visiting Florence’s parents, he’d be a free man, and they’d be on their way to Colorado.

      “Dern vacation can’t come fast enough,” Huck muttered as he signed into the computer. He saw the X in the bottom right corner of the desktop. No signal. No Wi-Fi.

      “Huh.”

      From the front: “You get in, Pastor?”

      “No. I’m afraid it’s same back here.”

      Outside, clouds rolled across the periwinkle sky, casting his office in shadow.
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            MOLLY ALBRIGHT LOSES SERVICE. HOPE IS SCOLDED FOR QUOTING THE BIBLE WHILE IN CHURCH. WALLY ELLISON HAS A FEW QUESTIONS FOR GOD. THE CONGREGATION PRAYS.

          

        

      

    

    
      “Not a single bar,” Molly said, looking at her phone. She showed it to Sandra, who would have asked to see it anyway because Sandra never trusted what her eyes could not see. The women’s phones were more or less expensive bricks now. Sandra Merrideaux pursed her crimson-painted lips and raised a sculpted eyebrow.

      “Well,” she said. “We don’t need a signal anyway. Not in the Lord’s house.”

      Molly shrugged and put the phone back in her purse. “It doesn’t bother me so much, it’s just that we’re waiting on Jake with an exact date on when his tour ends, and—Oh, Maddie, for heaven’s sake!”

      Little fingers pulled at Molly’s dress, a soft, pleated seafoam green dress that Jake had given her last year on their anniversary. The fingers were grubby with jam, and God only knew where the jam had come from. Molly picked her daughter up.

      “Say ‘hi’ to Mrs. Merrideaux,” Molly said.

      Maddie turned to Sandra, said something barely audible, then tucked her face into Molly’s neck. Yes, it was certainly jam on Maddie’s fingers, and there was some on her mouth, too, which meant it was now on Molly’s neck.

      Sandra smiled. “Isn’t she growing?”

      “She is. Say, ‘I’m just a little critter, Mrs. Sandra.’ That’s what Jake and I call her, just a lil’ critter, a sugar bug. She’s going through the cling phase. Misses her Daddy.”

      “Just lil’ critter,” Maddie said.

      Molly brushed the girl’s soft hair from her eyes.

      “And,” Molly said, “she’s ready for Big Girl Church, isn’t that right?”

      Maddie nodded.

      “Wonderful you have her,” Sandra said, placing red nails on Molly’s wrist. “Especially after the troubles, bless your heart.”

      Molly’s breath hitched. “I…she’s a blessing, yes.”

      A few kids ran through the sanctuary. At the front-left side pew, Sandra’s son, Christian, stood at the head of a circle, smiling and talking to some of the other teenagers. Molly reckoned she ought to remind them to get their permission slips signed for the July youth trip to Myrtle Beach, but the last thing the kids probably wanted was to talk about documents and money.

      “Of course,” Sandra said, putting her phone back in her purse and taking out a shining leather Bible, “I’m sure Jake will be in touch soon. If you’ll excuse me, I need to go speak with the Head Deacon about today’s confirmation.”

      Molly merely smiled as Sandra walked away.

      Maddie said, “Who she?”

      “Sandra Merrideaux,” Molly said. “You know Mrs. Sandra. She’s the Head Deacon’s wife. She’s a very important lady, and do you know how I know that?”

      “No.” Maddie shook her head.

      “Because she’s always reminding Mommy.”

      She tried to ignore Sandra’s words and the memories they’d dredged up. Ultrasound appointments that had turned from joy to fear and then grief, time and again. Sandra wouldn’t get to her, not today.

      Molly stared into Maddie’s brown eyes and wiped a smudge of jam from the girl’s cheeks, licked her fingers, and cleaned more of the little face. If the rest of Molly’s life involved mystery jam getting stuck to her neck, face, and hands, she’d take it—and happily.

      “Little critter,” Maddie said.

      “Mama’s little critter,” Molly agreed. She looked up at the youth group. Her kids, too, if in a different way than Maddie. She poked Maddie’s nose and said, “Let’s go say hello to the youth group, sugar bug.”
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        * * *

      

      HOPE

      The sanctuary was only half full today. With schools and colleges having just let out a week ago, families were off and gallivanting. Hope seethed about it as she and Delilah walked through the back doors from the main building to the sanctuary. Kitty Robins, her other best friend from school, was off to Scotland with her moms for a month.

      “Gonna sit with us today?” Delilah asked, nodding her head to the front-left pew where most of the youth sat. “Or does Mama Chatty-lame want her little girl with her for the Deacon confirmation?”

      “Three guesses.”

      “All right,” Delilah said. “I’ll see you after service, then. Pray for me. Rather, pray for Anna-Grace if she sits next to me.”

      Hope snorted.

      She tucked her brown, wavy hair behind her ears, brushed any remaining pastry crumbs from her chest, and walked over to where her parents were talking to the Committee on Deacons. In a way, she was happy for her folks. They’d both worked hard. Not by campaigning, which was tacky, but by getting involved and encouraging Hope and Jesse to get involved. If her mother weren’t so obnoxious about it, Hope might have been more enthusiastic about today. Still, as Hope joined them, she smiled in an attempt at peace.

      “Hope, you’ve got crumbs on your dress,” Marti Chatelain said. She put her hands on Hope’s shoulders and brushed more crumbs from her chest. She then ran a hand through Hope’s hair, bouncing it out, then smoothing it like one might a doll. “I told you not to eat before service. Have you seen your brother?”

      “Am I my brother’s keeper?” Hope said. She folded her arms.

      Her mother gave her a sharp look.

      “I really wish you’d watch what you say in church.”

      Jesse materialized. He smelled like cologne and the outdoors. He ran a hand through his hair and wrinkled his nose. The whites of his eyes were pink.

      “Jesse,” Marti said. “Your eyes! Have you been crying? What’s wrong?”

      He sniffed. “I was outside talking with Wally, catching up. I smelled the flowers in the church garden, and it was like, my nose got all stuffed up. Like really wild, Mom.”

      Their mother put a hand on his cheek and smoothed his hair. Hope wanted to scream at her that they were not her dolls to play with and arrange as she saw fit. They were breathing, living humans. Was she so damned worried about her special day? The congregation was going to vote them in with no problem.

      “Jesse,” their mother said. “You look awful. I told you that you really ought to get on allergy medicine. This happens every time you go outside.”

      “Pretty much every time,” Jesse said. “It’s wild, you know?”

      “Okay,” Hope said, grabbing Jesse by the elbow. “I think we’ll find our seats.”

      They walked away, leaving their parents to talk to Frank and Sandra Merrideaux. Hope gently elbowed Jesse in the ribs.

      “Owwwie. What was that for?”

      She turned to him, looked him in the eye. She pulled at one of his eyelids, and he let out a soft giggle. His breath was minty fresh. Of course.

      “You and Wally,” she said. “I swear to God, Jesse Ray, if you get caught lighting up and getting high, you get to leave and go back to the dorms. I have to stay and listen to Mom bitching about you ‘losing’ your way. Where’s Wally?”

      “In the back, waiting for his folks. I thought about inviting him to sit with us, but Mom would pitch a fit, probably. Plus, his parents⁠—”

      “You know his parents aren’t going to come. And Mom and Dad treat other people’s kids better than us, so invite him anyway. If the two of you can behave.”

      “You know me,” Jesse said, putting a hand to his chest. “I’m the very imagination—very image—of Christian behavior. But I’ll ask Mom first. Or tell her. If his parents don’t come.”

      “What’s this?” Hope took his hand in hers. She inspected his broad fingers with their well-clipped nails. She threw his hand down.

      “You have ashes on your fingers. You really need to learn how to be smarter about this. The last time you talked to Mom about going to a party, I had to hear about it for a whole fucking week.”

      He giggled. “I love you, sis.”

      “Shut up. I love you too. You’re the worst kind of dingleberry. Let’s sit down.” They wove through people standing in the middle aisle. As they did, Hope said, “Hey, you got service on your cell?”

      “Nope. At first, it said no service. Now it says, ‘No Sim,’ which is bullshit because it’s a new phone, and I turn it off and on and off and on, but the stupid thing won’t catch a signal.”

      “Same,” she said. They squeezed past Molly Albright, the Minister of Youth, who was chatting with Anna-Grace, Christian, and the Renfield twins. Molly saw Jesse, gave him a quick hug, and made him promise to come chat with her after church to catch up. He agreed, and before Jesse could muck up, Hope pulled him toward their spot.

      They sat in the front-right pew, which was ordinarily open seating, but on Deacon confirmation days was reserved for the nominees and their families. Since Marti and Bobby Chatelain were the only nominees that day, only the four of them needed the pew. Hope sat on the firm, red cushion and tried to make herself comfortable against the hardwood backing.

      At the front, old Miss Melancon started playing the piano.
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        * * *

      

      WALLY

      He fiddled with his fingers. Church was starting, finally, but there was no sign of his parents. Since last spring, they’d fallen off coming, but Wally had to be here because it was familiar. The people, the building, the community—no matter his belief, they felt like a solid foundation upon which his life had been built. Yet he was sitting alone in the back pew. He’d almost asked Jesse if he could sit with the Chatelains. Mr. and Mrs. Chatelain had fondly called him their second son for years.

      The youth sat in the front-left pew as always. Most of the group was still familiar: there was Delilah Hixon and her sister, Anna-Grace; Christian Merrideaux, who’d just graduated and was heading to who knew where—likely Louisiana College, the place to go if you were a Bible-thumping, rabid fundamentalist; the Renfield twins, Joshua and Bailey, smiling and chatting with Emilio Hart. A few others he didn’t recognize, as well as a couple of junior high kids.

      How odd it was. A year ago, he’d have been at home with them, but now they were alien, most of them. And with Christian holding court, it wasn’t a place Wally cared to be anyway. But, as he looked at his hands and adjusted his green, collared shirt to not be so tight, he wondered whether he ought to just get up and leave. Home, it turned out, wasn’t so familiar these days.

      But oh, how sweet the sound of the piano as it played “The Old Rugged Cross.”

      Wally closed his eyes and smiled.

      “Hey, Wally-Olly-Oxen-Free.”

      He opened his eyes. Jesse stood over him.

      “Hey, what’s up?”

      “Come sit with us,” Jesse said. “Mom and Dad haven’t seen you in ages, and Mom’s always asking about you and saying I ought to be a nicer kid, like you. I didn’t tell her you’re the corruptive influence, but hey, seriously, come sit.”

      “Are you sure? It’s your parents’ big day.”

      “My dude, you are going to kill my high if you’re gonna be like this. I’ll drag your ass if you don’t hurry. The choir is about to come in.”

      Wally stood, and the two rushed to the front of the sanctuary just as the white-robed choir strode in, singing the opening hymn along with most of the congregation, who also stood. Pastor Huck entered from one of the side doors and walked up to the pulpit, reaching it just as the boys got to the front-right pew.

      Marti Chatelain leaned forward and waved a blue-gloved hand at Wally.

      “Wally, sweetie, why didn’t you come sit with us to begin with? You know you’re family. Maybe you’ll be a good influence on my kids. You have a good semester at LSU? Have you got a girlfriend yet? You’re so handsome, I’d be surprised if they weren’t pawing all over you.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Wally said, waving back. “Thanks for letting me sit with y’all.”

      “Don’t think of it,” Bobby Chatelain said. “Not for a second. We’ve missed seeing you around the house.”

      A small, sweet pain fluttered through Wally’s chest. To be wanted, still, by people who hadn’t seen him in so long. Thank God his eyes were dry from the weed.

      Pastor Huck walked up the two steps to take the pulpit. The choir filed into the stands behind him. They continued to sing, each person in white robes cast ethereal by the sunlight shining through the windows, each steadily holding their red choir book.

      Wally stopped fidgeting.

      The music stopped.

      Pastor Huck smiled and motioned for everyone to be seated. His iron-gray beard lent him the look of a lion. When Wally had come home to Hayworth on his Christmas break from LSU, Pastor Huck had only started to grow the beard. Now, with that and his black robe, a Bible in one hand and a glass of water in another, he looked every bit the part. He set the water on the pulpit.

      “Welcome,” he started, “to another Sunday at First Baptist. If this is your first time with us, we’re so glad to have you. Feel free to fill out a visitor’s card, which you’ll find in the pew racks in front of you. It’s the sort of summer day that reminds us that God is everywhere—in the breeze, the flowers of the memorial garden, the birds flying over Water Street—in each of us.”

      “Amen,” said old Rupert Holloway from the back. Good ol’ Rupert.

      Pastor Huck took a sip of the water.

      A few clouds passed over the sky. They were gray, almost purplish.

      “Before we begin, as always, I’d like us to take this moment and, each of us, say a little prayer.”

      He bowed his head, and the congregation followed.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        PRAYERS OF THE FAITHFUL

      

      

      
        
        JESSE:

      

      

      
        
        Dear Heavenly Father, this is Jesse. I know, I’m back from Natchitoches, here in Hayworth, home with everyone. Thank you for helping me get home safe. Please protect Mom, Dad, and Hope, and please protect everyone I love, and those I should love. Please bless us with good weather so we can go on the picnic we talked about last night, and please let me get more marijuana. I know I shouldn’t ask for that last one, but finals sucked. Lord, please use me as an instrument of thy will, and give me the strength I need to help and protect my loved ones. In your son Christ’s hallowed name I pray…

      

      

      HOPE:

      
        
        Dear God, it’s me, Hope. I love my brother. He and his girlfriend broke up a few months ago, and he’s been moody about it, and he’s been smoking more pot, but he won’t let me have any. Please God, make Jesse a more sharing brother. Bless Mom and Dad as they become Deacons, and please God, if you don’t grant anything else, please make Mom take her head out of her perfumed ass. I love you, in Jesus’s name I pray…

      

      

      
        
        HUCK:

      

      

      
        
        Lord our God, I pray for guidance in the times to come ahead with the congregation—I don’t know what times, but I feel like rough times are ahead, and I just ask that you let us all treat each other with the grace and love each of us, as your children, deserves. Be with Florence, Hailey, and Lorelei as they return from Baton Rouge. Protect the weak, guide the strong, and be a vision of goodness and peace upon the Earth. In your holy name I pray…

      

      

      
        
        WALLY:

      

      

      
        
        Dear God…I don’t know much that I can say. I want to believe in you. I have to believe in you. I don’t like Baton Rouge, and I hate LSU. I miss Jesse and my other friends, I miss Mom and Dad, and I miss Michael most of all. Please God, please let me
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