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Chapter 1


The bishop’s stare was cold and calculating.  He didn’t flinch.  He didn’t blink.  His eyes were two orbs of fiery intensity buried deep into the top of Daniel’s head.  Daniel cowered in his chair like a frightened animal.  He refused to meet the bishop’s stare because he was afraid he might audibly whimper if they locked eyes.
    

Daniel couldn’t understand how the bishop could change his disposition so quickly.  Less than two minutes ago, as Daniel walked into the office, the chubby bishop was jolly and inviting.  When he stood to greet Daniel, he rose quickly but not without some difficulty, and smiled as he pulled at the back of his pants with both hands; the bishop’s oversized belly had a tendency of pushing his waistband lower than what was socially acceptable.  He extended his hand to Daniel with the air of a politician in the throes of a tight campaign.  Daniel took the hand as it was offered, not expecting the bishop to use it as a means to pull him into an awkward embrace.  The bishop’s big, meaty arm was soon wrapped around Daniel’s shoulders like a quilt thrown over a flame.  He smelled of mothballs, bacon and sweat.


“How you doing, Dan?” the bishop gasped, releasing Daniel.  He was out of breath from the effort of their greeting.  A line of perspiration penetrated the bishop’s hairline.
  

“I’m fine, bishop,” Daniel said, but from the intonation in Daniel’s voice, the bishop knew it was a lie.  After four years of dealing with the youth and their iniquitous proclivities, the bishop had become astute in deciphering when one from his flock had strayed from the path of the righteous.  He looked at Daniel to see if he could determine the gravity of his sin; Daniel looked everywhere except at the bishop.  The bishop extrapolated that Daniel’s visit must be in regards to a sexual transgression.
  

“Please, have a seat,” the bishop offered.
  

The bishop quickly retreated to his chair, thankful to be off his feet, and Daniel started for the chair in front of the bishop’s desk.  He wasn’t yet seated when the bishop instructed him take the chair to the right of his desk, closer to him.  Whenever a member visited the bishop for a transgression, he liked to have them closer to him.  It asserted his dominance while also creating a more inviting atmosphere.  Daniel shuffled to the chair and sat down awkwardly.
    

“So what did you want to see me about?” the bishop asked.


It took Daniel a moment before he could find the strength to find the words, and when he did finally begin to speak, it was of the night before.  His voice was barely audible and the bishop commanded him to speak up.  Daniel nodded and continued with his eyes to the floor.  When he mentioned “my girlfriend”, the bishop’s automaton smile quickly evaporated and was replaced by a look of righteous condemnation.  Daniel glanced at the bishop and noted the changed countenance.  It caused him to pause momentarily, but he urged himself on; his voice came out shakily and his account was peppered with phrases like, “it all happened so fast.”  Earlier that morning he had recited to himself what he planned to say, but now that it was actually happening, he lacked the poise he had displayed when he was alone in front of his bedroom mirror.  He stopped briefly and took a deep breath.  He looked at the bishop again, and then quickly lowered his head once he saw the judgment in the bishop’s eyes.


“Then what happened?” the bishop asked.


“Then I...well, we...”


“It’s okay, Daniel.  You can tell me.”


“I...I took her shirt off.”


The bishop let out a heavy sigh and rubbed his chin.  “Was she wearing a bra?”


“Yeah.”


“And did you take that off?”


“No....well, I didn’t.  She...took it off.”


The bishop looked away from Daniel and leaned back in his chair.  He closed his eyes and cleared his throat.  “Were her nipples erected?”


“What do you mean?” Daniel asked.  He looked at the bishop and noticed his eyes were closed as if he were meditating, trying to recall some elusive fantasy.  Daniel thought this peculiar.


“Were they...sticking out?” the bishop asked, annoyed that Daniel needed his question explained.  “Were they hard?”


“Not at first, but then I started to...to touch them and they did start to stick out.  Like it was cold or something.”  Daniel wondered how the bishop would know such a detail, but he didn’t dare ask.  He feared that erect nipples may add to the gravity of the sin and he didn’t want to draw any more attention to it.


“And then what happened?” the bishop asked.
  

“Nothing.  That was it.  I...I told her we couldn’t go any further and she put her shirt back on.”


“You didn’t...kiss them?”


“What?”


“Her nipples.  You didn’t suck on them?”


“No.”


“You didn’t feel below her pants?”


“No.”


“She didn’t touch you below your pants?”


“No.  Well, she...she kind of rubbed...down there, but...”


“Did you have an erection?”


Daniel shifted in his chair.  “Yeah.”


“Did you...peak?”


“What do you mean?”


“Did you...climax?”


“Climax?”


“Did you ejaculate?” the bishop snapped.


“No,” Daniel answered gruffly.  He didn’t see how such a question was relevant.


The bishop opened his eyes.  He stared off into the distance for a moment.  He looked disappointed that Daniel’s story didn’t have a more climatic ending.  The bishop was sweating. He was always sweating, but Daniel’s story was causing him to sweat harder than his norm.  His face was flushed and his chest was heaving.  On the edge of his desk sat a glass bowl filled with miniature candy bars.  The bishop, in a sudden panic, reached for the bowl and retrieved a Snickers bar.  He quickly tore the wrapper from the candy and popped it in his mouth.  He smacked his lips when he chewed.  The Snickers didn’t satisfy, so he helped himself to three more before shifting his attention back to Daniel.


“Daniel, do you have a problem with masturbation?”


“What?” The question threw Daniel.


“Masturbation?  It’s self-gratification.  It’s when a man takes his penis and—”


“I know what it is.”


“So do you have a problem with it?”


“No.”


“You’re sure?  It’s quite tempting for a man of your age to want to pleasure himself.”


Daniel brought his left leg to rest on his right knee.  His new position didn’t help alleviate his discomfited state like he thought, so he alternated the position by switching legs.  That was even more awkward.  He finally settled his feet firmly on the floor and wiped his hands on his pant legs.
  

“I don’t masturbate,” Daniel lied.  Of course Daniel masturbated.  He was eighteen and a virgin.  Masturbating was like breathing.  He tried to fight the temptation, and often he succeeded in repressing the natural urge that God had cursed all humans with, but ultimately he would succumb.  He always prayed for forgiveness afterwards.  He thought to ask the bishop why God cursed humans—especially teenage boys—with such an insatiable desire, but he worried his inquisitiveness would provoke the bishop to further investigate Daniel’s iniquities.  He wanted this meeting to end sooner than later, so he remained silent.  
     

“Are you uncomfortable talking about masturbation?” the bishop asked.


“A little bit.  Yeah.”


“A lot of people your age do it.”


“I’m aware of that.”


“But you don’t?”


“No.”


“You understand it’s a sin, right?”


“Yes.  That’s why I don’t do it.”


The bishop took another candy from his bowl.  He realized he hadn’t offered one to Daniel.  He picked up the bowl and handed it to Daniel and smiled, exposing bits of caramel, chocolate, and peanut in his teeth.  Daniel waved the bowl away.  The bishop looked hurt with the rejection and placed the bowl back on his desk, but not before helping himself to another chocolate bar.
  

“Have you and your girlfriend ever had more physical contact than the contact you’ve just described to me?” the bishop asked.  A smudge of chocolate lined his lower lip.


“No.”  The bishop cocked his eyebrow and Daniel shifted in his chair.  “I promise,” Daniel stuttered.


“When do you turn in your mission papers?”


“Next week.”


“Well, you did the right thing in telling me what happened.  You understand that what you did with your girlfriend is a sin.  You’re preparing to go on a mission so Satan is going to use your girlfriend to try and keep you from doing what your Heavenly Father has commanded you.”


“I understand that.”


“Good.  Tell me, Dan: is your girlfriend a member of the church?”


Daniel didn’t want this question, but he knew it would most likely be asked.  “No, she isn’t,” he mumbled.
 

“Does your mother know that she isn’t a member?”


“My mom...” Daniel began, but he didn’t want to discuss his mom.  “It’s not a big deal.”


“It is a big deal, Daniel,” the bishop retorted.  “Do you think it’s wise to be involved with someone who isn’t a member of the church?  Especially considering that you’re preparing for a mission?”


“She knows I’m serving a mission.  She isn’t going to keep me from that.”


“Are you sure?  Sometimes girls can be very...persuasive.”


“I’m sure.”


The bishop studied Daniel closely, sizing him up, looking for a chink in his armor.  He didn’t find one.  “Well, although I don’t approve of you dating someone outside of the church, I can tell that you came here today with a contrite heart.  I don’t think it will be necessary to delay your mission because of what happened last night.”


Daniel couldn’t help but smile.  He let out a heavy breath and an unrestrained laugh.  “Thank you, bishop.  Thank you so much.”


“But know something, Daniel,” the bishop went on, turning serious. “If you give into temptation again and something happens between you and this young lady, you will delay your mission.  You will be a disappointment to your mother, to me, to the ward, and most of all, to God.  Do you understand that?”


“Yes.”


“If you think that what happened last night may happen again, it would be best for you to stop seeing your girlfriend.”


“It won’t happen again.”


The bishop stared hard at Daniel.  “What’s this young lady’s name?”


“Taylor.”


“And what does Taylor do?”


“She’s a freshman at Weber State.  She’s on an academic scholarship.”


The bishop lowered his eyes, but still somehow managed to keep them on Daniel.  He leaned forward and asked slowly: “Do you love her?”


“Yes, I do.”


“Does she plan on waiting for you?”


“Yes.”


“Will she convert?”


“I’ve talked to her about it several times, but she...she...her family doesn’t believe in the church.  They’re a very stiff-necked people.  If I can just get her to see...to see what I see, to know what I know...” Daniel trailed off.  He knew all the platitudes didn’t add up to anything.  He only recited them for the bishop’s behalf.  Taylor would never convert.


“Well, God has turned even the hardest of hearts.  It’s our job to bring people unto Him so they can be saved in the last days.”


“I know.  I have faith that she’ll come around one day,” Daniel lied.


“People can’t deny what’s true.  If it’s meant to be, it will happen.”  The bishop let his banality sink in before wrapping the meeting up.  “Be wise in your decisions, Daniel.  Make sure you’re reading the Book of Mormon daily.”


“I am.”


“Good.  Tell your mother I said hello.  You’re free to go.”






 


Chapter 2


Grace sat at the kitchen table huddled over the Book of Mormon.  Her highlighter was in hand, dissecting and digesting the gospel with so much fervor she was certain she was making her Heavenly Father proud.  In between her reading and subsequent highlighting, she would intermittently glance at the front door.  She was waiting for her son to walk though it.
  

When Daniel entered and spotted his mom, he stopped abruptly and lowered his head.  He should have expected her to be waiting for him.  Earlier, after the sacrament service when he told her he needed to speak to the bishop so he would just meet her at home, Grace looked at Daniel forlornly before turning her countenance to complete indignation.  She didn’t say anything.  She didn’t need to; her stare let Daniel know she was disappointed.  She brushed past him and walked out of the chapel as if she had an important place she needed to be.
    

Grace looked at her son, removed her glasses, and began chewing on the ear piece.  Daniel kept his head lowered.  This was worse than the meeting with the bishop.
    

Daniel had always been afraid of his mother.  She was an imperious, irascible woman.  She raised her sons to be good, outstanding Mormon boys and her wrath rained down on anyone or anything that may come between them and their duties to God.  It was a struggle to keep Daniel and his older brother Samuel from falling victim to the ways of the world and the whims of their father.  She prayed for them every night.  She pleaded with her Heavenly Father that her sons see the truth that she had spent her life hammering into their impressionable heads.  She knew that if she could program Daniel and Samuel to her line of thinking, they would commend her in the next life and the joys of her savior and Lord would be more than she could handle.
  

Oh, but the iniquity that ensconced her children’s everyday lives was a formidable force that Grace was in an everyday battle to defeat.  R-rated movies tempted Daniel.  The thrills of inebriation tempted Sam.  The lust for women enraptured them both.  She blamed their father, an adulterous man who broke his temple covenants with Grace not once, not twice, but several times.  She took him back after each time.  She would have continued taking him back after each relapse, but it was he (and their bishop) who decided it would be best for Grace to raise her two boys alone.
  

Charlie Sizemore could never reconcile with the tenets that the Mormon religion called for.  In his heart, he was never devout; he was, however, a great pretender.  Several members of their community always told him how powerful his testimony was.  When he spoke in church, it was with a reverence and dignity that even the bishop envied.  He fulfilled his church callings with an unprecedented verve that many thought could one day catapult him to the ranks of Stake President or higher.  It was all just a role he was playing though.  He was just trying to fit into a place he didn’t really even want to fit in with.  It was fun for him—at first—to keep pulling the proverbial wool over everyone’s eyes.  He knew, like any good prank, that once the act had lost its appeal, he would draw the curtain back and let everyone know they had been bamboozled.  It was only a matter of time.


He converted out of curiosity.  He was from New York, so the fundamental Utah lifestyle was an enigma to him.  He was a military man who, at the age of nineteen, was stationed in Utah at the Air Force base in the heart of the Wasatch Mountains.  He met Grace at a dance, spotted her from across the room and, with pure New York bravado, approached her and asked what she was doing for the rest of her life.  It was a line simply meant to lower the threshold to that well-known paradise that lay between every woman’s legs.  Grace was too naive to understand the laws that govern a nineteen-year-old boy’s libido.  Needless to say, she mistook Charlie’s arrogance for sincerity.  After all, she too was nineteen, and the only thing more pronounced in Utah than a nineteen-year-old male sex drive is the ignorance of a nineteen-year-old female.  Grace was a Mormon, and in complete alignment with the custom of all nineteen-year-old Mormon girls, she had no intention of completing college or making a life for herself.  She was taught that a woman’s place in the world was in the home.  She wasn’t at the dance to have a fun night out.  She was there to be courted, which is why, when Charlie Sizemore approached and asked what she was doing for the rest of her life, Grace Beauvier blushed and answered, “Spending it with you?”


“Let’s get out of here,” Charlie said, putting his hand on the small of her back and leading her to the door.
  

Charlie had only been in Utah for three months when he met Grace.  In those three months he had driven to a lookout in a small town called Farmington six times.  Each time he went, it was with a different girl.  Each time he left, he had another notch on his bedpost.  This was where he took Grace.  She was the first woman to deny him.  She stopped his advances immediately, citing that it was a sin to fornicate before marriage. 
     

“What’s the problem?  Are you Catholic or something?” he asked, gently brushing her hair from her face.


“No.  I’m a Mormon.”


“Mormon?” he asked, kissing her neck and copping a feel of her breasts over her shirt.  “What’s that?”


Grace couldn’t believe her luck.  She pushed Charlie off her and looked squarely at him.  God had sent her someone who needed to be saved.  Grace had been chosen.  She began explaining what it meant to be Mormon.  She talked of Joseph Smith, the Book of Mormon and all the things Mormons weren’t allowed to engage in because God viewed them as sins.  Charlie listened placidly, but he didn’t hear anything Grace was saying.  His eyes were fixed on her chest.  Her deep breathing, brought on from the excitement of talking about Joseph Smith, worked to accentuate her already ample bosom.  Charlie nodded at intervals to feign interest in Grace’s narrative, but he had no idea what she was even talking about.  Experience had taught him that nodding appropriately was the most efficient way to get the girl to arrive at the conclusion of her pointless story.  Once she finished hitting all the high notes of her faith, she asked Charlie what he thought about it.  Charlie smiled and went in for another kiss.  She turned her head and said if he wanted to see her again, he would have to agree to meet with her ward missionaries.  Charlie could tell this was a girl who would need to be worn down by charm and insincere, generic banalities.  It would be a war of attrition to get past her zipper.  He liked a good challenge.  He accepted.
  

Grace contacted the missionaries, and the next week Charlie started the church discussions.  He never really bought what they were selling, but he found the story behind The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints quite compelling.  It was like something out of a bad science fiction novel.  He thought the founder, this Joseph Smith guy, was quite the character: a man who could sell shoes to a shoe salesman.  Charlie saw a lot of his own qualities in Joseph Smith.  They were both suave, disarming, and had an insatiable desire for getting laid—albeit Charlie’s sexual proclivities, unlike Joseph Smith’s, never entered into the pedophile realm.  The church intrigued Charlie.  The violent history of it was gripping, and its traditions were fascinating.  Charlie asked a lot of questions, several of which the missionaries and Grace didn’t know the answers to.  When he would inquire further why they didn’t know, their responses were always the same: God doesn’t need for us to know those things.  Charlie would laugh and shake his head, baffled by convictions that asked the believer to substitute logic and reason for unremitting faith and foolishness.


Charlie bought the story though, not because he believed, but because he wanted to find the answers to the questions that seemed to evade all Mormon believers.  If there was one thing that could be said about Charlie Sizemore, it was that he had two unquenchable thirsts: women and knowledge; in that order.  He wanted to sleep with Grace, but he knew her defenses wouldn’t be lowered unless they were properly married in a Mormon temple.  This only worked to further intrigue him because he also wanted to know what went on in the ritualistic Mormon houses of worship.  When the missionaries asked him at the end of their final discussion if he would like to be baptized a member of the church, Charlie thought, “Fuck it.  I’ll convert and marry Grace in the temple.  Two birds with one stone.”


Grace was the worst lay of Charlie’s life.  She didn’t moan, she didn’t ask for more, she didn’t tell him to go faster or harder, she didn’t scream his name or even come close to coming.  When he asked if it felt good, she didn’t know.  When he asked what she liked, she didn’t know that either.  She just let him do it.  Just laid there and waited for him to finish.  After he came, he pulled out of her and went to the bathroom to urinate.  When he returned to the bedroom, Grace was already dressed in her temple garments and reading from The Book of Mormon under the dim glow of her bedside lamp.  Charlie approached and stopped in front of her with his cock right at her eye level (It was still hard, one of the perks of being nineteen).  She didn’t look up from the scriptures.
     

“What are you doing?” he asked.


“I’m reading.”


“Don’t you want to...you know...?”


“What?”


“It’s our honeymoon, babe.”


“I just want to read,” Grace said and then rolled onto her side.


Charlie looked down at her for a moment, certain she was teasing and would turn over any second, throw her clothes off and hump his brains out.  But she didn’t.  She wasn’t teasing.  She felt she had done her duty by giving Charlie her virtue and now she just wanted to read from The Book of Mormon.  Charlie went back into the bathroom, thought of his high school girlfriend, and jerked off.  Twice.


Now that they were married for time and all eternity in the temple, Grace took little time pressing Charlie about having children.
    

“Why don’t we wait a few years?” Charlie said, annoyed that this was always the topic of conversation waiting for him when he returned from work.  This particular day he could still smell his female co-worker’s perfume on his neck.  Nothing happened, just some innocent kissing and some fondling over her clothes until he stopped it.  He felt proud of himself for having stopped it, as if stopping it negated the fact that anything had really happened prior to the stopping.  He did feel some guilt though.  Just a little.  He justified his actions by arguing with himself that it wouldn’t have happened if Grace put out more.  She didn’t think sex was meant for pleasure.  It was for making babies and nothing else.  She never went down on him, so subsequently, she never asked him to go down on her.  He tried once.  She stopped it.  When he asked why, she said she would have to check with the bishop to see if it was acceptable according to the church’s standards.  He dismissed her rationale and licked her clit.  A jolt ran through her and she closed her legs and quickly rolled over.  She knew that if something could feel that good, it must be a device from Satan.    
     

“Let’s enjoy our time together before we start a family,” Charlie said, slamming his briefcase on the kitchen table and loosening his tie.


“We’re commanded to multiply and replenish the earth, Charlie.  It’s what our Heavenly Father wants us to do.”


“I’m not ready.  We’re not ready.  We’re barely twenty years old.  Leave it alone, Grace,” he said, so brusquely that Grace didn’t dare offer a rebuttal.  He pushed past her and looked in the fridge, but there was nothing in there that appealed to him, just powdered milk and cranberry juice.  Never in his life did he want a beer so badly. Fucking Word of Wisdom, he thought.  He slammed the fridge shut and started down the hall toward the bedroom.


It was his own infidelity that caused him to cave.  After months of playful flirting and inappropriate touching, Charlie had sex with his co-worker.  It was in her car during their lunch break.  The guilt suffocated Charlie.  This surprised him.  He never felt guilty with the co-worker before because he had always resisted going all the way.  But now he was a certified cheater, and worse yet, he had been the one who instigated it.  He wasn’t seduced or a victim to some siren’s song.  He was just a horny man whose hormones turned him into a flat-out adulterer.  It wasn’t the label of the sin that caused him guilt; it was the possibility that with this adulterous act of consummation, he may be turning into his father—a man who put his dick into anything no matter the person or the circumstances.  Charlie’s biggest fear was that he would one day turn into his father.  His lunch time tryst put him one thrust closer to that scary reality.
  

Later that night Charlie’s guilt was so potent that he went home and told Grace he was ready to start a family.  Grace nodded obediently and said, “tonight at nine o’clock works for me.  Is that a good time for you?”
  

A year later and their first son was born.  Charlie was faithful throughout the entire pregnancy.  Their son was six months old when he slept with another woman, this time an old friend from high school who called Charlie and said she was in town for one night and wondered if he wanted to catch up.  The next day he asked Grace if she wanted to try for another child.  A year later and they welcomed their second son.  Grace picked the names for their two boys: Samuel and Daniel.  They were good names.  Strong names.  Scripture names.
  

*****


Charlie didn’t fully realize when he agreed to get baptized what being a Mormon entailed.  Ten percent of his income went to the church.  He tried to reason with the bishop that he and his new family were struggling and times were tough, but the bishop just replied that it was commanded that every member of the church pay a ten percent tithing.  “It’s when we’re at our greatest need that the sacrifice of tithing is most important,” the bishop had told Charlie.  When Charlie refused to pay, Grace would write the check herself, withdrawing the money from their joint checking account.  Charlie had been informed of the law of tithing before his conversion, but he didn’t know it was something that needed to be adhered to so stringently.  He always viewed it more like a suggestion rather than an ironclad rule, kind of like when a collection plate is passed around and a person just puts in what he can afford.
  

There were other rules too: no drinking, no smoking, no coffee, no tea, no swearing, no masturbating, no tattoos, no wearing shorts above the knee or sleeveless shirts, no sleeping naked, no R-rated movies, and no spending money on Sunday.  No living.  Charlie couldn’t understand how he had allowed his life to become so...lifeless.


The grind of the Mormon lifestyle started to wear heavily on Charlie, and as a result, he neglected his wife, kids, and any last insipid desires to stay loyal.
  

He missed Samuel’s third birthday party.  He came home at one in the morning smelling of whisky and pussy.  He stood over Grace for fifteen minutes and watched as she slept.  As he looked down at her, he realized he felt nothing for her.  Not love, not hate, not anything.  Just complete and utter indifference.  He finally shook her awake and said, “I just fucked some broad in a hotel bathroom.”


Grace looked at her husband for a minute and then told him they would talk to the bishop about it tomorrow and then rolled over and closed her eyes.  Her indifference compounded with her insistence that they speak to the bishop upset Charlie.  He wanted her to scream or cry.  He wanted her to call him names.
  

Hit him.
  

Punch him.
  

Threaten to kill him.
  

Do something; anything that proved there was some life in her.
  

Charlie exited the bedroom and went into Samuel’s room.  Samuel was sleeping and Charlie sat down on the floor in front of his son’s bed and watched him softly snore.  Charlie reached up and combed a strand of hair away from Samuel’s face.  He leaned forward and kissed Samuel on the forehead and whispered, “Happy birthday, buddy.”  Charlie then passed out on the floor.


The next day the bishop told Charlie that he needed to repent for his infidelity and God would forgive him.  Divorce wasn’t an option because he and Grace had made covenants in the temple and to break those covenants meant to break a promise with God.


“I’m miserable,” Charlie said to the bishop.  Grace was sitting next to her husband.  Her head was lowered and she kept her hands folded in her lap.  “Our marriage is boring.  There’s no spark, there’s no adventure.”


“Marriages aren’t meant to be adventurous,” the bishop argued.  “They’re hard work.”


“They don’t need to be.”


“That’s just the way they are.  Believe me,” the bishop said, exhaling a long, suppressed breath.  “I’ve been married for twenty-five years.  It hasn’t been easy.”


“I don’t know how to live like this,” Charlie pleaded.  “I can’t live like this.”
  

“You know what may help your marriage?” the bishop asked.  He appeared to be on the verge of an epiphany.  “Have another child.”


“What?” Charlie asked.  Grace raised her head.


“Often when couples are struggling, they find a rekindled bond by having another child.”


“Sam just turned three,” Charlie argued.  “Daniel’s not even one yet.”


“It’s your duty to multiply and replenish the earth, Charlie.  It’s what God wants.”


“I’m open to having another baby,” Grace said obediently.  It was the only words she spoke the entire meeting.


“Then that means we’d have to have sex, Grace,” Charlie sneered, narrowing his eyes at his wife.  She lowered her head, deferring to the bishop.


“Couples have an easier time bonding when a new baby is on the way,” the bishop said.


“Having more kids is not a remedy for a struggling marriage,” Charlie countered, incredulous that this was even being discussed.  The bishop opened his mouth to speak, but Charlie was already on his feet and heading toward the door.  Grace looked at him and then looked at the bishop, unsure of what to do.  The bishop silently nodded, granting Grace the permission to follow her husband.


Instead of repenting, Charlie slept with someone else.  He didn’t immediately confess it to Grace like he had before, but she suspected, and when she asked him about it, he told her the truth.  They went back to the bishop.  He suggested they attend counseling.  The counselor was appointed by the church.  The counselor suggested they have another child.  Grace thought that was a good idea; Charlie just sat silently with his arms folded across his chest.  When the counselor asked if he had anything to say, Charlie just released an audible yawn and remained silent.
  

“Don’t you want to save your marriage, Charlie?” the counselor asked.
 

“I think my wife is a wonderful, forgiving woman,” Charlie began, “and I would like to try and work things out with her.  But I can’t keep living according to the tenets of the church.”


“Why?”


“Because it’s so lifeless and it’s all such bullshit.”
 

Grace winced and the counselor’s mouth fell open.  Never before had he experienced such candor.  “How did you come to that consensus?” the counselor asked.
  

“Have you read The Book of Mormon?  Do you know the church’s history?” Charlie asked.


“Of course.”


“Then how can you not think it’s bullshit?”


The counselor shrugged and answered, “Faith.”


“Faith?” Charlie scoffed.  “Faith is what keeps the ignorant hopeful.”


“I don’t know what you mean by that,” the counselor said.
  

“Of course you don’t.”


Grace attended the second counseling session alone because Charlie was at a woman’s house.  The following night, as Charlie pulled into the driveway, the bishop was waiting for him on the front porch.
  

“Why did you miss your counseling session yesterday?” the bishop asked, forfeiting any artificial pleasantries.


“I’m done with the church,” Charlie said.


“You’ve made covenants to the Lord.”


“Save it, bishop.”


“What about your family?”


“What about them?”


“Are you just going to abandon them?”


“I love my kids.”


“If you did, you would bring them up right.”


“You mean in the church?”


“Yes.”


“The church is a sham,” Charlie said.  He approached the bishop and looked him hard in the eyes.  “It’s a business.  A fucking racket.  Joseph Smith was a pervert and a con artist.  I’m done, bishop.”


“You’ve been baptized, Charlie.  You know the truth of the gospel.  Hell will be hardest on those who deny the truth.”


“Tell me what heaven is like,” Charlie said.  There was a spark in his eye.


“You mean the Celestial Kingdom?”


“Sure,” Charlie said, baiting the bishop, “the Celestial Kingdom.  Tell me what it will be like.”


“All of God’s faithful will be there.  We will live together for eternity with Christ.”


Charlie stepped closer, pouncing on the trap he had set for the bishop.  “Who are you to think that Christ wants to spend eternity with you?  How can your ego, how can all the Mormons egos, be so big as to think that they’re the ones Christ wants to be with in the next life?  Read the scriptures, bishop.  Jesus doesn’t have a history of surrounding himself with the ‘faithful.’  Do you know why?”  Charlie paused a moment, but he knew the bishop wouldn’t attempt an answer.  “Because you’re all so damn boring.”


The bishop broke his stare with Charlie, uncomfortable with the position—physical and spiritual—that Charlie had assumed, and shook his head.  “I pity you, Charlie.  I do.”


“You should,” Charlie said, stepping past the bishop, “but not for the reasons that you do.”


The bishop followed Charlie into his home and told Grace that she needed to divorce Charlie Sizemore.  And so it came to pass, that after five years of marriage, and at the request of her bishop, Grace ended her marriage.


Charlie didn’t protest.  He quickly packed a suitcase, kissed his two sons goodbye and left forever.


Grace told herself—because the bishop had told her—that the destruction of her marriage happened to her because God needed to test her faith because He loves her.  “When life’s hard,” the bishop preached, “it’s just further confirmation that God is thinking of you and He wants to strengthen your testimony that the church is true.  This is all just a test, Grace, and if you pass the test, you will be rewarded even more in the next life.”  The bishop’s hollow words comforted Grace.  She felt “chosen” by her adversity, as if God needed her to go through this, so that later she could carry out some larger plan.  She was wrong.  God had nothing to do with any of the events surrounding her and Charlie’s marriage and subsequent divorce.  What it really came down to was actually quite simple: Grace just married an asshole.  She wasn’t special.  She wasn’t an intricate chess piece being strategized for a more glorious end.  She was only as unique as the other fifty percent of couples who got divorced because they had horrible foresight in their spouse choice.
 

When she was divorced, Grace quickly assumed the role of community pariah.  She could hear the inaudible whisperings from her still-married peers when she entered a room.  She could feel the condescending stares cast in her direction from her siblings and other members in her church ward.  In their eyes she was a failure.  She had two kids, so she had to work.  Mothers didn’t work where Grace came from.  They stayed at home, let themselves go, got an antidepressant prescription, and pretended their husbands didn’t sneak downstairs in the middle of the night to jerk off to celebrity sex videos.  A Utah Mormon mom was dead inside but appeared to be living on the outside.  They had plastic, painted on smiles. They joined the PTA.  They had cookbooks stocked with secret family recipes.  They made scrapbooks chronicling their children’s lives with photos pasted to colorful cardstock that had been cut and decorated with jagged scissors. They drove minivans and wore their clothes in layers.  They never asked questions, so they never needed any answers.  Everything was in black and white: grey was a color that did not exist.  They loved Jesus, but hated being Christians.  They were shells with the capacity to smile, cook, and pray.  That was the life Grace wanted.  That was the life Charlie’s philandering robbed her of.


She tried with three other guys to reclaim the life that was quickly slipping away from her.  She failed with all three.  One was a loser, one was poor, and one was a combination of both.


In short, by the time Samuel and Daniel were in high school, Grace had sworn off men.  Her experiences had turned her hard.  She felt that her role in life wasn’t to be a wife, but a mother.  Therefore, she put everything she had into ensuring that her two boys grew up to be the best fucking Latter-Day Saints Utah had ever seen.  She didn’t lead her boys to the gospel; she forced them to it, shoving it down their throats like an oral enema.  Which was why, now, after having just walked into his house and seeing his mom awaiting his return, Daniel cowered.
  

“What did you need to see the bishop about?” Grace asked coldly.


“Nothing.”


“Did something happen between you and Taylor?”


“No.”


“Did you sleep with her?”


“No,” Daniel snapped.  “Give me a little credit.”


“Then why did you meet with the bishop?” Grace demanded.


“I talked to him about Taylor, but not because we slept together.”


Grace sat forward in her chair.  She placed her elbows on the table and cupped her hands together.  She closed her eyes and silently mouthed a prayer.  Daniel thought of using this brief repose to dart for the stairs and retreat to the sanctuary of his room, but he knew that would only allow him the briefest of escapes.  Grace would follow her son to his room and her rage would be magnified for being ignored.  Daniel waited patiently for Grace to end her prayer.  A moment later she mouthed her “Amen” and opened her eyes and addressed her son.


“I want you to end things with Taylor,” she said evenly.  “It’s not right to date someone who isn’t a member of the church.”


“I’m not breaking up with her, Mom,” Daniel recited.  He was tired of having this conversation with his mom.  It was only when it came to his relationship with Taylor that Daniel didn’t balk under his mom dominion.  Taylor was the only person who gave Daniel permission to be his own person.


“You’re preparing for your mission,” Grace continued, “she’ll try and keep you from serving.”


“No, she won’t.”


“That’s what apostates do, Daniel.”


“What’s an apostate?”


“End things, Daniel,” Grace instructed, ignoring her son’s question.


“No.”


“Why?”


“I love her.”


Grace laughed.  “You love her?  You’re nineteen.  What do you know about love?”


“You were only nineteen when you married dad,” Daniel said.  The moment he said this, he wished he hadn’t.  Grace’s eyes turned colder.


“Don’t talk to me about your father.”


“Sorry,” Daniel mumbled, lowering his head.


Grace stood and approached her son.  Daniel wouldn’t look at her.  She stopped in front of him and talked to the top of his head.  “Your father was an adulterer.  He made covenants.  Covenants to me and the Lord and he broke them.  He’s a cheat and a liar.”


“I know, Mom.”


“Look at me when you’re speaking.”


Daniel raised his head and met his mom’s eyes.  “I know, Mom.  You’ve told me this a hundred times.”


“Don’t talk back to me.”


“I’m not talking back.”


“You turn your missionary papers in next week.  It would be real embarrassing for you if you weren’t worthy to go because of some strumpet.”  Grace stared hard at her son and then turned and started back to her chair.


“Embarrassing for me or for you?” Daniel whispered.


“What?” Grace asked, turning around, shocked by her son’s audacity.


“Nothing.”


“What did you say?” Grace demanded.


“Taylor’s not a strumpet.”


“That’s exactly what she is if she’s trying to get you to sleep with her.  She’s an instrument for the devil.  He uses people like Taylor to get people like you to fall off the straight and narrow path.”


“It’s not like that.”


“I know what it’s like, Daniel.  I know how people who aren’t members of the church act.”


Daniel opened his mouth to offer a rebuttal, but decided against it.  He shut his mouth and went downstairs.  He knew it was best not to get into a debate of ethics with his mom.  She was the most ethical person she knew.
  





 


Chapter 3


“No one’s home.  Let’s go.”


“I can hear someone inside.”


The Australian sun beat down on the two young missionaries.  Their black suit coats absorbed the sun’s heat, and their covered shoulders felt heavy under the blaze.  The added weight from their backpacks caused a sweat that had soaked through their coats and made their cheap white dress shirts stick to their backs.  Samuel could feel beads of sweat race down his back and into his ass crack.
    

Samuel’s companion knocked on the door again, this time harder and with the backside of his fist; the way a cop pounds on the door of a suspected criminal.  He stepped back and adjusted his nametag—“Elder Osmond”—on the pocket of his suit coat.  Samuel looked down at his own nametag, and was surprised to not see it hanging on his shirt pocket.  It must have fallen off earlier.  He didn’t care.  He worked better anonymously.
  

Samuel was about to suggest that they leave, but a sudden rustling came to life inside the small apartment.  Elder Osmond stood erect in anticipation.  Samuel sunk in disappointment.
 

The man who threw open the door wore a three-day beard, one black dress sock pulled midway up his left calf, and sweat-stained white-ish underwear that fit a little too snuggly around the balls of this hulking man.  His finger was pleasurably jammed into his belly button.  He made a circular motion with his finger, digging for whatever may be trapped into the abyss of the sinkhole at the base of his stomach.  He eyed the two missionaries incredulously, sizing them up and wondering what two twenty-year-old men in cheap black suits wanted with him.  They looked liked hit men, only they didn’t look like hit men.  Their suits didn’t fit right.  Their ties looked cheap, maybe even clipped on.  Their shoes were scuffed and worn through.  And one of them even had a nametag. 
     

“Hello, sir,” David squawked, trying his hardest to hide his lisp.  His voice was on the verge of breaking through his pubescent threshold.  “We’re missionaries for the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints.  We’re here today because we have an important message we’d like to share with you about Jesus Christ.  It’s a message about love and hope.”


The half-naked Australian studied the two missionaries.  David spoke fast, and with an accent so foreign that the Australian wasn’t sure if he had been asked a question and they were now waiting for an answer, or if the missionary had just suddenly stopped talking because he was too parched from the heat.  Samuel wiped his brow with his sleeve and turned to leave, always unwilling to pursue someone who didn’t seem interested in what they were selling.  Before he could take a step, however, David grabbed Samuel’s arm to stop him from retreating.  David looked back to the Australian and asked, “Would it be okay if we took a couple minutes of your time and gave you a very special book to help you learn more about who we are and what God’s plan is for you?”
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