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For Wendy: 
I only want to make dinosaur noises with you.









“Everything in the world is about sex except sex. Sex is about power.”
-Oscar Wilde


“Religion. It’s given people hope in a world torn apart by religion.”
-Jon Stewart










Las Vegas, NV


“We should all know where we came from.”


The prostitute puts on Christian lingerie: a pair of white nylons that extend to the upper thigh, too sheer to conceal all the various bruises on her shins and knees. Every badge of dishonor she’s acquired in men’s rooms and parking lots glares through the fabric. She slides one on, then the other. Material begins crumpled at the toes, and then she pulls them past her calloused heels, the tattooed ankles, over sore kneecaps garnished in hard scabs. Left, then right. Wrinkles smooth and I can see her chipped magenta nail polish and all those bruises—even the urine-colored ones that are nearly healed. Aesthetically speaking, white was a terrible choice.


I ask, “Do you know the origin of your profession, Serena?”


She sits on the hotel bed and shrugs on the corset, also white. Boning and underwire push her breasts and flabby stomach into place. Conceal a C-section scar. Serena shakes her head no and proceeds to tug on the silk ties crisscrossing her bumpy spine. Clammy little fingers loop, swoop, and pull. The corset narrows a little bit more, and I see excess skin spill over the top of the garment, much to my disgust. I try to concentrate on the color.


In this culture, white represents: purity, innocence, cleanliness. Virginity. When I forced the priest to bless these garments, I specifically asked him to endow them with those qualities. Only after I broke three of his fingers did he finally comply. The corset, the stockings, the garter belt and lace underwear—all are white and piously sanctioned. All of them were purchased at the Frederick’s of Hollywood on South Las Vegas Blvd, formally ordained to make the wearer an object of virtue.


To Serena, I say, “From the ancient Mesopotamians, the first of your kind surfaced. Women of the land were required to sit in the temple of Aphrodite until a man chose them for fornication, paying them an undetermined amount which the whore could not refuse.” She looks at me nonplused, waiting for me to tell her what to do since we’re officially on the clock. “Masturbate,” I tell her.


Serena lies on her back. She brings up her heels so they’re resting on the edge of the bed, then pulls the crotch of the underwear aside, revealing clitoris, labium, and vaginal cavity. Unclean. Unwashed. From across the room, I watch Serena mash her fingers joylessly into herself, intentionally stammering her breathing. Purposely shaping her mouth in a wide ‘O’, as if to indicate spiking levels of arousal. She’s ‘phoning it in,’ I believe the saying goes. There’s no desire to climax, no inclination; I can feel this intrinsically.


“The man would cast money into the lap of the whore while verbally recognizing his tribute was being made in the name of the goddess,” I tell her. “If the woman refused, that would be considered a sin due to the fact that the money was sacred. Now stick two fingers inside yourself. Plunge and repeat.”


She does as instructed. Serena masturbates, staining white lace underwear in the fluids of weeping sores and enzymes. Cigarette vapors and the dried sweat of at least seven encounters contaminate the fabric of the corset, the garter belt and stockings. Fumes of disease cut into the air, a distinct molded flavor I can taste on the back of my tongue. If the Christian lingerie does what it’s intended to do, if the ordainment holds, her illness won’t pass over to me.


“The whore would accept payment,” I explain. “And then she would engage in the act of fornication with the man—not for pleasure or affection—but faith. Faith is why you’re here, Serena. It’s where you came from,” I say. “It’s what I’m trying to discover.”












The Inept


“I asked God and he had nothin’ for me,” Travis says, spitting a rope of tobacco into an empty soda can. He wipes the stray globs off his chin with the sleeve of an old cowboy shirt. Yellow plaid with pearl snaps. His bottom lip bullfrogs out, tongue packing the chew deep down under the gumline so it’s buried and looking like a marble-sized tumor. Travis anxiously shakes the can, chaw-spit flopping against the aluminum sides as he looks to Father Johnstone with the same dirt-brown eyes his daddy had.


He says, “The wife and I already prayed about this, Father, so you can skip that piece of it.” Travis spits into the can again and says, “I think we’ve done all we can do on our own.”


In all the years he’s known him, Father Johnstone can only recall two formal appointments with Travis Durphy. They’ve spoken many times, of course, the same way all folks do here in Pratt, usually at the weekly Sunday service. It’s small talk and casual conversations anyone could have: how the single-A baseball team in the next town is shaping up or where the best fishing spots are located. Travis maintains it’s the marsh bank on the east side of Larpe’s Pond, just under the locust tree littered with carved crude hearts and the initials of high-school kids. All along the trunk, vows of eternal love (or perhaps lust) have been made in car keys and Swiss army knives. Serious inscribers use flathead screwdrivers, but Travis just likes to fish there.


“The dragonflies drive them so batshit they practically jump into the boat,” he once said. It’s nothing that Father Johnstone hasn’t discussed with the other children and men of Pratt. Fishing and hunting gossip is frequent. For the women and wives, it’s recipes: cobblers, pies, and during the winter months, stews and chili. Along with all things God, small talk is part of the church culture.


Personal office visits, however, are few and far between for someone like Travis, as he’s never been the type to ask for help or seek personal counsel. Miles Conley, who owns the hunting supply store down the street, told it best when he said, ‘That Durphy boy would cut firewood with a butter knife before asking a friend for an ax.’


Some folks say he’s stubborn. Hard-headed. Travis would say he doesn’t want to waste anybody’s time if he doesn’t have to. In the faith, Father Johnstone refers to it as pride, and he takes Travis’s being here as a sign that, although he is not yet absolved, at least he’s attempting to work through it.


Travis spits in the can again, sighing through his nose. “We’re having the kind of trouble I never thought we’d need to worry about. Never in my life.”


“I’m listening,” he says, but it’s only partially true. Despite himself, he’s thinking back to that first meeting he had with Travis, which took place in the very office they sit now. The wood finish of the desk was a little bit brighter. The floors were a little less scuffed up, especially around the feet of the chairs, but it’s mostly the same room Travis and Father Johnstone remember from all those years ago.


He was fourteen, and most people didn’t call him Travis back then. Anytime he was spotted coming down the road, you’d usually hear someone say, “Here comes Danger’s kid.” Never “Travis.” Always “Danger’s kid” or “Danger’s boy.” His father picked up the name during his stint in the bull-riding circuit. “Daniel ‘Danger’ Durphy,” they used to announce over the loudspeakers at the county fairs and rodeos. He always joked with the other riders that he could stay on any bull for eight seconds except for Mrs. Durphy, and then she’d slap him playfully on the shoulder with a slender hand while rolling her eyes. Everyone would laugh, drink, and then Mrs. Durphy would place her lips on Danger’s cheek, leaving a lipstick signature. He never wiped them off, even when he entered the ring.


Most people in town regarded him as some kind of hero—not necessarily because he could ride, but because any time he went off to Dallas or Atlanta or Memphis for a competition, he always came back to Pratt. He never abandoned his roots.


“Good men grow up here,” Danger said. “And my son will be a good man one day.”


He was mostly right. Travis Durphy is known more for his hard work than for being bullheaded. Father Johnstone can hardly remember a Sunday when Travis wasn’t one of the first through the doors for mass. If there was ever a dark cloud over the boy, that would have to be his father and the shadow he still casts. Even now, Travis is still thought of as Danger’s boy by the older generations of Pratt, in both appearance and temperament. He’s a constant reminder of what happened and a sort of campfire tale in the surrounding towns.


The story is that Danger finally met a bull that could buck him, and unlike the joke he often told, it wasn’t by Mrs. Durphy’s small frame. This was over 2,000 pounds of Red Angus steer. “A real mean bastard,” the other riders said. Both Travis and his mother witnessed Danger get thrown to the dirt and shit of the arena after only a couple seconds, and before any of the rodeo clowns could swoop in and rescue him, a ton of steer slammed down on Danger’s temple hoof-first.


Pratt’s icon had passed.


As these stories do, it got more and more graphic with each retelling. Some people say you can still find fragments of Danger’s teeth or little pieces of skull if you dig deep enough in the arena. They say there were real live cowboys throwing up corndogs and beer over the side of the railings that day, either sick to their stomachs or terrified. Hardened men broke down. Women wept, but none as much as Mrs. Durphy with her cheeks streaked with cheap, wet mascara and melted blush. She screamed and cried for so long she had to be sedated by the EMT personnel on the scene.


This is when young Travis was brought before Father Johnstone for his first appointment, so he could be coached through the grieving process. Places like Pratt don’t have therapists or grief counselors; you have to make do with God (and that should be good enough for anybody). So Father Johnstone instructed Travis on the sentiment of the upcoming funeral and how Danger was in the Lord’s Kingdom now. The pastor told him that Danger lived on through his son, concluding with a choice selection from the book of Exodus: “Honor thy father and mother: that thy days may be long upon the land which the Lord thy God giveth thee.”


As Travis sits before his pastor about to pour his heart out again, Father Johnstone realizes this was the wrong thing to read to the boy considering the impressionable state he was in. The yellow cowboy shirt he’s wearing was his daddy’s, and so are the oversized belt buckle and boots, if Father Johnstone isn’t mistaken.


Travis even began dipping chew after his father passed, despite all the times it made him sick the first few months. Sometimes he’d pack two school lunches just in case he lost the first one in the toilet. Plenty of underage boys in Pratt chewed, but Travis was the only one who didn’t care if he looked tough or not. It was an homage. With the exception of riding bulls, Travis became his dad in every way he could, from the clothes to his bowlegged walk. He was paying tribute, just as he thought he was instructed to.


“The wife and I haven’t consummated the marriage yet,” Travis says. “We’ve tried and we’ve tried and it’s like the Lord don’t want us to—and I’ve prayed my ass off about this. Pardon the language, Father,” he says. “Believe me, I’ve prayed the Lord give me the strength to be able to lie down with my wife as a man and…and…well, nothin’.”


Father Johnstone leans in, lowering his voice to a little above a whisper, asking as delicately as he can, “What exactly is happening?”


Travis spits into the can again, wiping a brown string away from his lip. “It’s more like what’s not happening.”


The second appointment was a little over a year ago. Father Johnstone remembers it because the daisy hill had just reached full bloom and he was holding Easter services at the church. He was watching the children hunt for eggs when Travis Durphy sidled him and said, “I need to talk to you, Father. Privately.”


Travis looked possessed. He led the way through the grass towards the church, and Father Johnstone nearly had to jog just to keep up with him. The pastor’s legs weren’t what they used to be now that he was on the wrong side of fifty, yet, he kept right up with the Durphy boy, through the church doors and around the bend of pews. Travis entered the office, waiting for the pastor to cross the threshold before shutting the door behind him.


Father Johnstone hadn’t even caught his breath yet before Travis blurted out, “I intend to marry Heather Graybel.”


The boy was in love.


He’s still in love.


“We’ve been trying ever since the wedding, but something’s wrong with me, Father,” Travis says. “It’s like I’m afraid to do it—and no, before you even ask, I ain’t no queer. Them queers make me sick to my gut,” he says, spitting into the can a little more venomously than normal.


Travis Durphy and Heather Graybel were married on top of the daisy hill a year later, just as it had reached full bloom again. From far enough out, it looked like they were tying the knot on a pile of popcorn. They exchanged their vows with the assistance of Father Johnstone, and little Betty Graybel carried the rings on a small silk pillow. It was important to Travis that he knew his two fathers the Lord and Danger would bless this union, and he sought out Father Johnstone when he couldn’t find the answer himself. Along with the cowboy shirts, chewing, and rugged good looks, Travis had also assumed his daddy’s unyielding faith in the Lord.


The first two appointments with Travis Durphy were routine to Father Johnstone. Death and weddings happened often enough in Pratt, usually one or the other every year or so. A protocol had been established when it came to these types of events, anything from flower arrangements to biblical passages. Father Johnstone had a traditional line of questioning when it came to marriage and mourning, either to prepare or to cope. He preached love and devotion of the newly engaged, often stressing that a real marriage isn’t always a day on the daisy hill. When it came to death, the bereaved took solace in knowing that the Lord is always present, always watching, and the departed watch with Him from the Kingdom. Death and marriage were standard. What Travis Durphy was asking of Father Johnstone was unheard of in the thirty-odd years he’d worked in the Lord’s favor.


“This thing needs to be consummated, Father,” Travis says. “So if you or the Man upstairs got any advice, I’m listening.”


Father Johnstone is troubled. Granted, he could tell Travis to head over to the next town for one of those ungodly prescriptions, the ones for ‘performance issues.’ He’s not going to do that though, and Dr. Keller would never endorse that sort of thing being the old-fashioned type that he is. If the Lord wanted man to have a four-hour hard-on, he would make it so without the aid of a pill or shot or however they administer that drug. It’s unnatural. And yet, the consummation of the marriage is key, a bond between husband and wife and a heavenly tribute. Father Johnstone sees no reason why the Lord would keep Travis from that, however, can offer nothing by way of instruction to ‘cure’ the problem.


“Please, Father,” Travis says. “I need help. Heather and I, we both need this. How are we supposed to have kids?”


And before Father Johnstone can utter a prayer, an excuse, a stalling question—before he can even think clearly, he says, “You need to fuck your wife.”


A pause.


Silence. Travis Durphy’s jaw hasn’t dropped this low since he watched his daddy die right before his eyes. Father Johnstone is staring at him coldly, distantly, and Travis shifts his gaze to the pens on the desk, a small plate of lemon bars baked by Miss Paige. Anywhere but the man sitting five feet in front of him. He heard it—Travis knows that, but he’s never witnessed Father Johnstone speak in that language. That tone. The can slips from Travis’s hand, clanking hard and slinging chaw-spit on the front of the desk and over the hardwood floor.


The entire room seems to flinch and Father Johnstone asks, “What were you saying, Travis?” He smiles encouragingly. “I’m afraid I didn’t quite hear that last part.”










Processus XIII: Perceptio Virgo


The virgin female (feminam) should first be removed of any impurities via the cleansing bath, either by fresh spring water or the milk of a cow or goat. Animal (animalia) milk should not be processed or pasteurized, and the providing species should be in good health as it may result in adverse effects otherwise. For water, the source must be derived from earth (terra) and not man-made or altered by man. Heated stones may be used for warming purposes, although not required. Petals of white orchid (Orchis) should be added to negate the scent of exiting impurities, which should diffuse over the course of a quarter-hour while the female remains in a stationary position. After purification, the female will exit the bath for crowning, the symbolic decoration of her virtue. Hair should be wound tight at the back of her head using wooden pins and interwoven with flowers of either: white, pink, or yellow. Never purple, blue, or red, as these denote the opposite of purity (puritatem), therefore, denoting the markings of a whore (meretrix) or one of whorish tendency. Using a sharpened bone (reference: forging tools), preferably elongated, the virgin will shave the vaginal region to denote youth, despite her chronological age. Hair should be contained in the appropriate receptacle (reference: storage) for later usage. She will then lie down on a bed of either: cotton, wool, or silk (serico), waiting for the male (masculum) to enter. The male genitalia should be purified by this point, and if desired, covered in animal fat or natural oils for lubrication and the necessary stimulation. He will approach the female, neither kissing nor touching her as these acts reintroduce impurities to the body. Neither individual will perform upon the other orally (ore). Neither individual will speak unless it is in that of the Divine Language, and only to formally pay tribute. It is imperative that the female do everything possible to accommodate the male’s initial insertion, which must be delivered with great force in order to break the female’s hymen. It is a well-known fact that virgins are infertile during their first intercourse (clinopale), so the male is encouraged to climax within her should he wish to. If the male climaxes internally, the female should immediately squat over a ceramic or wooden basin for the removal of the male’s seed and retrieval of the hymen. In the event that the hymen has not completely broken away from the vaginal opening, use the sharpened bone of a chicken or other small bird (lagois) to cut it free. Store the hymen in either honey or amber. All other fluids should be bottled with non-altering preservation oils. The female’s floral head décor may be dried and crushed for powder. Having served his singular function, the male is now insignificant. The female may either let him leave under his own accord or harvest him for supplemental materials.










The Widow


Monday is the furthest away from God’s day, which makes it more of a weekend for Father Johnstone. He sleeps in late, around 9:00 or 9:30—whenever his Yorkshire terrier, Mary, begins licking the pastor’s hand to wake him up, a trick she learned many years ago. The two get out of bed. Father Johnstone fires up the coffee pot, having prepared the grounds and water the night before, and lets Mary out into the marigold-spotted pasture through the back door. She takes her usual three or four energetic laps around the yard before relieving herself, and the pastor grabs the newspaper off the front porch.


Reading The Pratt Tribune is part leisure and part homework for Father Johnstone. Over coffee—a teeth-staining black, no sugar or cream—he flips to the Local section, checking birth announcements, engagements, obituaries. If someone in Pratt passes on, there’s an entire family tree that Father Johnstone will need to be extra sensitive to. He needs to know which townsfolk receive congratulations or condolences, which couples might request the services of the church for a baptism or wedding. The paper has always been his way of staying one step ahead.


As The Good Book says: ‘Keep watch over your flock. Be thou diligent to know the state of thy flock, and look well to thy herds.’


Although Father Johnstone stays well-informed through the daily news, the reality is that he usually knows the story before it’s published, as was the case with Travis Durphy and his engagement to Heather Graybel. Today, there is no death or new life, no marital bond that he needs to concern himself with. The only thing of interest to him is the daily crossword puzzle (a favorite pastime of his) and an article reporting an overwhelming amount of pests eating the crops, which could severely hurt the town if not handled soon.


The pastor is about halfway through the first paragraph when he hears Mary scratching at the screen door, immediately darting for the fridge when Father Johnstone lets her back into the kitchen. She casts her eyes to the dish up top containing an assortment of brick red, beige, and pine-green milk bones, barking in anticipation and bouncing on her bony hind legs. Besides the afternoon walks Father Johnstone takes her on and the hard nap that follows, this is the highlight of Mary’s day. Some of the men tease Father Johnstone for having what they consider an effeminate-looking dog, often saying something to the effect of, ‘How the heck you supposed’ta tree a coon with that lil’ rat, preacher?’ It’s all in good fun though. The people of Pratt have a certain amount of pity for the man who will never marry, never have kids of his own, and who will never know the love of a woman (physical or otherwise). He is devoted to God and the flock, but this can be a lonely existence at times, and so Father Johnstone snatched up Mary without second thought when he heard Shirley Adams was selling puppies for $50 a head at the market square.


It was nine years ago when Mrs. Adams plucked one of these little bears from a wicker basket by the scruff of the neck, handing her over to the pastor pale belly-first. She was barely bigger than a peach, black and tan. Soft. Softer than anything. Mary licked the print of Father Johnstone’s thumb and acknowledged him with beady black eyes that squinted in the sunlight. Her nose was wet coal, framed in tiny strands of caramel. Then, right as the pastor was falling in love, Mrs. Adams said, “She’s not for sale, Father. I’m sorry.” And his heart cracked. A bruise spread over Father Johnstone’s chest as he slowly extended his arms, palms up and full of fur, ready to hand Mary back over. She’d be with some other family by the end of the hour, he thought, seeing her only in passing on his walks through Pratt for years to come. She’d be ‘the one that got away,’ as they say. But then Mrs. Adams said, “No, I can’t take money for that one,” smiling mischievously at her own prank, and Father Johnstone let his arms reel back in where Mary settled in the crook of his elbow, nuzzling her face into his bicep. “I think you’re just going to have to take the little lady home with ya,” she said. “And I’ll say a prayer that she doesn’t chew up too much of your stuff.”


There’s not a piece of furniture in the house that doesn’t have tears in the fabric or splinters of wood missing. Mary’s teeth were particularly unyielding, especially in the first couple years, but he loves her, even during her destructive spells. He’s grown to appreciate the markings of his little companion. Every scar in his coffee table or stain in the carpet brings a smile to his face. They give the home character, keeping that memory of the bear in the basket alive and well. Father Johnstone always makes a point to stop by the Adams place at least once a month to visit with Shirley. They’ll chat over coffee while Mary plays with her siblings, Missy and Chips. The parents passed on some years ago from natural causes, and Father Johnstone could swear he’d never seen a bigger turnout for a dog funeral, let alone two.


After breakfast, Father Johnstone lets the dishes and pan soak in hot tap water and soap, continuing his morning routine of a shower and shave. He puts on his usual garb, a short-sleeve button down and dark slacks, black cowboy boots with gray embroidery. After giving Mary a little scratch behind the ear, he heads out the door.


The market is only a few blocks away from Father Johnstone’s house, so he prefers walking over driving. Bringing out the car for such a short trip seems like a waste, and gas is fairly expensive in Pratt, being a small town and all. Besides Mary, the only other prize possession that Father Johnstone has is the 1970 Dodge Challenger sitting under a cloth tarp in his garage, which is probably in need of a good wash. He got it for cheap from a fellow a couple towns over in Barnes, mostly because the guy wanted it off his lot. “It’s just killing grass and collectin’ bugs sitting here,” he said, giving the sagging tires a little kick.


The car needed work, a slew of repairs, and the kind of attention only a non-married man with time on his hands could afford. A lot of pastors in small towns make this same move, either to cope with the loneliness or to give them some additional fulfillment beyond the flock. Instead of building a family, Father Johnstone built a car. He couldn’t have a child, so he bought the closest thing to it. Substitutions like these keep the hands busy, keep the mind from wandering off the righteous path. The heart can love without drifting into the dark fields of lust. It is the delicate balance of being a man of God and being simply a man. Without Mary, without the Challenger and his routine, Father Johnstone fears the solitude would have taken over. Turned him somehow.


At Rawlings market, Father Johnstone picks up the usual: apples, yellow pears, a tin of strawberries to twist in sugar. He gets a loaf of sourdough and some lettuce for sandwiches. Mrs. Rawlings comes over while he’s browsing through the wooden crates of produce, telling him he’s got to try the new cider her husband made over the weekend. Father Johnstone obliges, putting a couple liters in his bag along with some ears of corn. He then backtracks two blocks to the butcher’s, ordering a half-pound of lean turkey, some baby swiss, a few cutlets of pork, and one strip steak. Mary, of course, will be expecting her share of the leftovers.


A block east of the butcher’s is the Presto Diner, a place that has had a recent swell in customers thanks to the addition of a new waitress, Miss Madeline Paige. She had been living in Portland up until a few months ago when her aunt Josephine got sick and passed on, leaving the house to her next of kin. The mortgage note had already been paid off. It just needed to be claimed, but a few property hounds were praying it wouldn’t, considering its vicinity to the daisy hill and that beautiful view. Josephine used to always say nothing brought her more joy than watching that hill turn to popcorn every spring.


Auction murmurs ran rampant, but after a few weeks of going through the paperwork, the town finally discovered the identity and whereabouts of Miss Madeline Paige of Portland, Oregon. She was asked to come to Pratt to settle the affairs of the property, and two Greyhound buses and a cab later, the twenty-four-year-old city girl walked down the main road turning the head of every boy she passed. “A smile that could start a campfire,” they said. “And eyes just as warm.”


Madeline fell in love with the town, the people. Life was simple in Pratt. The air was clean. And she marveled at the daisy hill, just like her aunt did. Father Johnstone personally took Miss Paige to the cemetery to pay her respects after she got her paperwork for the house in order. It was the least he could do since she missed the actual funeral. Madeline and her aunt were never that close, so she took it well. No tears. She placed white tulips on the burial plot and asked Father Johnstone to tell her stories about her aunt and the town.


“And they can’t be sad,” Madeline said. “I’ve had enough sadness in my life already, so you better put a smile on my face.”


Father Johnstone spent that afternoon sharing coffee and pecan pie with Madeline, and for every memory he shared about the town and Josephine, he got a story in return about the city of Portland and all of Madeline’s other travels. Despite her young age, she had seen much of the world so far: New York, California, Texas, and even Europe. Pratt was to be another chapter of that.


“I’ll leave when it’s time to leave,” she said. “But for now, I’m home.”


Father Johnstone would almost consider her a drifter if the term didn’t sound so disparaging. However, Madeline settled into her new house quick enough. There was never a moving truck or series of packages delivered to the doorstep. She came to town with nothing but a leather satchel and the clothes on her back. Many of the women stopped by with casseroles and desserts to help fill the fridge. “Just to help you by until you get your feet on the ground,” they said. A few days later she got the job at Presto Diner, and suddenly, all the young men were compelled to eat greasy eggs and burnt waffles in hopes of getting a peek at ‘the new girl in town.’ $10 tips were being left on orders of sour pink lemonade and not-so-sweet tea. It was quite the spectacle.


It remains so even now, all these months later as Father Johnstone walks in with his paper sack of groceries. Every booth, table, and stool is occupied, mostly by grain plant workers on their lunch break, but Father Johnstone recognizes a cluster of boys in the back corner as students. This doesn’t hold his attention long though. The priest smells something in the air, a scent he’s never encountered before in all his years of coming to Presto. It’s the smell of cooking. Not burning or grease fire, but real down home cooking, and it almost makes the pastor wish he could sit down and have one of Mr. Farson’s golden brown waffles or a side of perfectly crisp bacon that old man Clevenger is pushing down his gullet. Presto has never been known for its food. In fact, just the opposite. Often times you’ll overhear people say, “Too short on time and money for a real meal. Gonna hit Presto.”


Considering the boost in clientele and quality, the once-seedy diner is starting to look a little more appealing. Father Johnstone would be sorely tempted to sit down if it weren’t for the lack of space, not to mention a few cuts of meat in his bag that are already losing their cool. A moment later he meets eyes with Madeline, who is in the middle of pouring coffee for a couple of plant workers. She gives the pastor a smile from behind the counter, holding up her index finger and mouthing, “One sec,” before dashing back into the kitchen. She emerges seconds later holding a paper plate, wrapped in tinfoil and tied off in red yarn, announcing over her shoulder, “Be right back with more coffee, Mr. Curtis.” He smiles and tips his hat.


“Father, I’ve got a confession to make,” Madeline says. “My feet are killing me and I’ve taken the Lord’s name in vain at least seventeen times today already.” She smiles. Every man in the diner wants to be Father Johnstone right now as they attempt to stifle their envy with short stacks or home fries.


“Well then, I thank the Lord I know you’re joking, Miss Paige,” he says, returning a smile of his own. “And I’ll pray for your feet.”


She laughs. “Foot prayers? Really, Johnstone? If you do that I’m going to stop baking for you, although you’ve got so many fine ladies baking for you I’m not sure that’s much of a threat.”


“Do I sense some jealousy in our big city girl?” Father Johnstone teases. Even though the knives and forks continue to clink against the plates, he can still feel every eye in the diner on himself and Madeline.


“Well,” she considers, “the way to a man’s heart is his stomach, and from what I hear, nearly every girl in town has had their way with yours,” Madeline teases back, placing the plate carefully in the grocery sack that’s in the crook of Father Johnstone’s arm. “Peanut butter, oatmeal raisin, and white chocolate chip—and let me know if the oatmeal is too heavy on nutmeg. Might’ve gone a little overboard.”


“You really want to win this contest, don’t you?”


“Johnstone, you’re not a woman of Pratt until you’ve proven you can bake,” Madeline says. “So I’m really counting on that overwhelming sense of honesty you have.”


“I will surely do my best then,” he nods, trying his damndest not to blush or grin like an idiot. The flock needs to know that at least one person can resist the charms and campfire smile of Miss Madeline Paige.


“I know you will,” she says. “Now I’ve gotta get back. Feel free to stop by later with your pup if you’re out for a walk.”


“We might just do that,” he says.


Father Johnstone exits the Presto Diner panging with hunger, and yet, oddly satisfied with his brief encounter with Madeline. She’s injected new life into this town, increased its morale somehow. The women of Pratt love stopping by the Paige residence for a glass of cider, or even some wine if it’s late enough in the evening. They’ll sit on the porch swing admiring the daisy hill, and Madeline will tell them her tales of living around the country: the fast life of New York, the dirty glamour of L.A., and most recently, Portland’s endearing weirdness.


“There’s a place where they make a doughnut that has cough syrup in it,” Madeline revealed once, and although the ladies laughed, there was much revolt at the idea of someone willingly putting that in their mouth, not to mention paying hard-earned money to do it. Portland might as well have been Jupiter as far as the ladies were concerned.


For these otherworldly anecdotes Madeline receives recipes, homemade wines, and directions on where to find the best ingredients in Pratt for a particular dish or stew. There’s also the issue of town gossip, and due to the fact that Madeline is ‘the new girl in town,’ the women and wives delight in catching her up on who is shacking with who and any scandal, be it ever so trivial. It’s smalltown drama.


Madeline Paige is viewed in a similar light as Danger was: bigger than the town of Pratt, and yet, a steadfast admirer of its people and charm. It’s the ones like Madeline who can leave at any time that remind the lifers just how special this place is, and it makes Father Johnstone wonder if her coming here is simple coincidence or a gift from God. Did the Lord see it fit to take Josephine so that he could send Madeline in her stead? he wonders. And how long will she stay?


Consumed by these thoughts, Father Johnstone is very nearly home when he notices a red ribbon tied around Helena Wright’s mailbox. It wasn’t there before when he passed by on his way to Rawlings market—he’s sure of it. The ribbon sticks out like blood on a sheet the way it’s wrapped around the white post. It’s been at least three months since he’s seen it, calling out to Father Johnstone in just the way they had agreed upon: an emergency.


For a brief moment, Father Johnstone considers walking the remaining two blocks back to his house to drop off the groceries, but then he sees Helena in the window. Her finger has the curtain pulled aside, eyes staring him down. Beckoning. He can’t leave, not when she’s so obviously seen him on the fringe of her front yard. With the burst of the spring season in effect, her lawn is more wild than ever. The blades easily come halfway up his boots as he treads through, stomping towards the front door that’s in dire need of a paint job. Helena already has the door cracked before the pastor can ready his knuckles to knock, and he enters stiffly, preparing himself for the same story he’s heard before:


Mr. Wright was forty-one years old. He never smoked, drank only on rare occasions such as the tri-county carnival or a ballgame, but never more than a couple beers. The man knew his limits. He was a day laborer, and therefore, was considered ‘an active man’ by Dr. Keller. He was healthy, lived a low-risk life, and was one of the devout in Father Johnstone’s flock. Then he died. All of a sudden, Mr. Wright keeled over and died for no apparent reason. It was one of the only times in Pratt that a body was shipped to the next town for an autopsy, considering there was no rhyme or reason to his death. It couldn’t have been old age. He wasn’t sick. Mr. Wright never showed a single sign of being out of sorts, so the speculation of what it could or couldn’t be took over the town for the next few days. Then, almost two weeks later it was finally revealed: brain aneurysm.


It might as well have been an invisible bullet with the way that Mrs. Wright reacted. No matter how many times Dr. Keller explained to her what the condition was, she never grasped the concept. It was too random for her, and therefore, she could not find any peace in her husband’s passing. Coaching people through the mourning process was something Father Johnstone did well, but it was easy when the cause of death was old age or sickness. And although people never like losing their family members to accidents, an accident is still technically an explanation worthy of closure. Travis Durphy knows that better than anyone.


Mrs. Wright, and more specifically, her husband were the recipients of what they would call ‘plain old rotten luck.’ This made Father Johnstone’s efforts to console the widow Wright especially difficult, mostly because he didn’t understand much of the science behind it either. God had always been the answer when talking through these things, but having something like a heart attack or cancer to explain how death added up was necessary. It’s the mystery and unexplained nature of the brain aneurysm that keeps Mrs. Wright calling out to Father Johnstone, always with a red ribbon tied around the mail post, just as they agreed upon after the funeral.


“I’m hurt and will try to press on,” she said, “but I’d be lying if I said I didn’t think about ending it all.” Mrs. Wright sniffled, crying. “I’m very alone right now…and I’m going to be alone for the rest of my days.”


This is when Father Johnstone explained his own solitude, empathizing via his story of Mary and the restoration of the Dodge Challenger. To the common eye it would appear that these things are in his care; the reality is that it’s just the opposite.


“Believe me,” he said. “I am no stranger to loneliness. I’m probably an expert.”


And so Mrs. Wright and Father Johnstone made a deal, that if she was ever lonely or depressed or felt like she couldn’t take it any longer, she would display the red ribbon on the mail post. This method, believe it or not, would be more effective than calling as Father Johnstone is rarely around his telephone. Part of keeping watch over the flock is being a presence in their lives on a daily basis, not just on Sundays. He regularly tours the town, not only to play the role of the doting pastor, but to combat his own solitude via the revolving door of company and conversations.


“I pass by your home at least three or four times a day,” Father Johnstone said. “Believe me, all strangeness aside, it’s more practical than a phone call.”


Most of the meetings consisted of Father Jones listening to the widow Wright talking through her husband’s passing, the unfairness and erratic nature of it. She cried often, sometimes leaning into the pastor’s body for many minutes at a time, sobbing until his shoulder was soaked in grief. In all his years in Pratt, Father Johnstone could not recall a more emotionally-charged yet aimless string of meetings. A pattern emerged: Mrs. Wright told the story, her confusion overwhelmed her to tears, and she’d eventually cry herself into submission. It usually concluded with her saying, “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry to put this on you,” and then she’d thank Father Johnstone for his time, sending him away no closer to resolution than when he came.


The air in the home of Mrs. Wright is different now. Solitude lingers, but there’s also a welcoming quality that the pastor thought all but removed. It’s peaceful and clean. The usual smell of dirty dishes rotting in the sink and old laundry in need of attention has vanished, replaced by jasmine-scented candles and the oils of wood cleaners. The home is brighter and warmer than the pastor has ever seen it, more so than when Mr. Wright was still alive. Father Johnstone sits down on the couch in the living room, placing his groceries carefully next to the arm so they don’t tip over.


“Can I get you anything, Father?” Mrs. Wright asks, less sad than usual. She’s attempting to play host when she’s normally exercising common niceties. “Cider? Pie?” she offers.


“No. No, thank you,” he says. As much as he wants to assist Mrs. Wright, the pastor is hoping to do it fast lest his groceries spoil.


Helena Wright sits down on the couch next to the pastor, adjusting her sundress to tuck her feet under. She’s wearing makeup today, and along with the clean house, Father Johnstone can’t pinpoint the last time he’s seen that either. Blush and eye shadow almost make it seem like he’s talking to a stranger, right along with this new calm and controlled temperament she’s exuding.


She says, “I feel better now.”


“Good,” Father Johnstone says. “I’m very glad to hear that.”


“I’m still lonely, but I’ve stopped pining over Carl. I’ve stopped letting myself stew in misery,” Mrs. Wright says. “I’m done trying to explain what can’t be explained.”


“You’re letting go,” the pastor says. “That’s very good. I’m pleased to hear your life is turning around.”


Then Mrs. Wright says, “But I’m very lonely, Father.” She slides over on the couch one cushion length so that her knees are touching the pastor’s leg. Mrs. Wright smiles, but not in any way that Father Johnstone is familiar with. There’s aggression behind it, and then she leans in and plants her lips on the pastor. Her lips touch his, softly at first, and when Father Johnstone doesn’t break away or resist, she clutches his face, pushing her tongue into his mouth. He tastes like stale coffee, but this matters little because she’s finally able to touch, to kiss the man that talked her through so many hard nights. She’s finally able to reciprocate all the attention and love he gave her, and then Father Johnstone mumbles something blissfully between breaths. He says a name, and Mrs. Wright is certain it wasn’t her name. Definitely not. Lord as her witness, it damn sure was not her name that he just said.


Mrs. Wright tears her lips away from his and asks, “What was that?”


“That,” he stammers. “That…it shouldn’t have happened. I should go.” But when Father Johnstone moves to stand, Mrs. Wright presses her hand against his chest, weighing him down.


“The name,” Mrs. Wright says. “You said a name.”


Father Johnstone blinks, dumbfounded. Distant.


“It sounded like you said Madeline,” she says.












On the Road with Billy Burke, Truck 
Stop Preacher


“I don’t care if she’s fat. I don’t care if she’s got a stinky baloney cooter that cheeses right up like old potato salad left out at a BBQ. You fuck your wife. You fuck only your wife. That’s the vow you made, and a man’s only as good as his word. Lord doesn’t welcome maligners into the Kingdom, and there ain’t no good woman that deserve to be cheated on just cos her puss look like a pile of hair with chewed bubblegum dropped in it. There’s plenty of men locked up that would chop their own ears off for a piece of ass right now. I’ve met them myself…out on the road. Met a man that was locked up for a twenty-year stretch, and he says to me, ‘Billy, there were times I got so lonesome I stuck my pecker in the mattress hole while lookin’ at my girl’s picture. Lord as my witness, she’s a pig, but she’s my pig.’ I want you to think about that while you’re out there delivering our food and supplies and gasoline around our great country. You made a commitment to do a job. You made a commitment to your wife. Do your diligence, do right by the Lord, and be thankful you got more than a mattress to squirt into when you get home.”










The Apathetic


“We’ve lost that spark, Father,” Mr. Fairfax says, briefly glancing to his left for any objection from his spouse, but she’s nodding in complete agreement. Mrs. Fairfax has been frowning for so long, years as a matter of fact, that even her mouth has crow’s feet. ‘The unhappiest woman in Pratt,’ some people call her. And she’s still nodding—perhaps a bit too emphatically, because her husband recants somewhat in his next statement, saying, “I don’t think we’re beyond help, though, and that’s why we’re here. That’s why we’re coming to you.”


It’s Thursday and Father Johnstone has yet to get a full night’s sleep since the incident with the widow Wright. He’s been getting to bed fine. Around ten o’clock the pastor brushes his teeth, says his nightly prayer (for good health and the strength to continue to guide the flock), and then proceeds to slide under the covers. Mary curls herself into a little ball adjacent to Father Johnstone’s stomach, and the two of them fall asleep just as they always do. The problem is that Father Johnstone keeps waking up, typically every couple of hours with the aftertaste of nightmares soaking his pajamas. It’s become such a nuisance that he even went as far as to buy a sleep aid from the local drug store, but all they’ve done is made him feel groggy and beyond the aid of caffeine in the morning.


“Do you think there’s anything that we can do, Father?” Mr. Fairfax asks. “Any advice the church can offer us?”


Father Johnstone yawns. Shrugs absently. “Pray?”


He knows that he should be giving his undivided attention to Mr. and Mrs. Fairfax, but recent incidents distract him. Thoughts of Mrs. Wright and their encounter continue to haunt the pastor, and no matter how many times he replays it in his head or analyzes it, he can’t make sense of the event. He knows what happened, knows very well that it was wrong, but the motives escape him. Not only was Mrs. Wright acting more ardent than she has since her husband passed, but Father Johnstone had never been that passive, so easily persuaded. Not since his early twenties, anyway. It’s as if he forgot who he was and his role in the town of Pratt. He’s supposed to be the guiding light, a pillar of the community, but that pillar has since cracked, apparently. Lust, no matter how brief, is still lust.


“It’s confusing, Father, because—and I’m not trying to disrespect the Lord,” Mr. Fairfax reassures the room, “but how exactly does one pray for a man and wife to be attracted to each other again? Wouldn’t the Good Book classify that as vanity?”


“So,” the pastor starts, “what you’re saying is you’ve not even attempted to speak to the Lord in which you took your marital vows under? You’re already thinking about loopholes? Am I hearing that right, Richard?”


Father Johnstone goes over it again: he saw the red ribbon and walked into the home of the widow Wright. She said that she was fine, that she was still lonely but had learned to accept her situation, and Father Johnstone was glad to hear this. He had been waiting for this kind of breakthrough for some time, but that was the point in which Mrs. Wright placed her mouth on his, and when he didn’t resist, she proceeded to invade it. Consume it, devour him—but just as quickly, she stopped. The name. She accused him of saying ‘Madeline,’ however, he doesn’t remember that. It continues to be a blind spot in his memory, and as insane as it sounds that he’d do such a thing, it’s equally insane that the widow Wright would lie about it. Clearly, Father Johnstone did something to ‘spoil the mood,’ as they say, and logic dictates Mrs. Wright wouldn’t attempt to seduce him in order to act hurt and offended moments later. It was the first time the pastor had seen her cry over a man not her husband, a new kind of guilt considering his nearly non-existent history with women. Father Johnstone has only kissed three in his lifetime, and the widow Wright marks the end of a thirty-four-year-old streak of benevolence.


“We’ve not yet prayed for something so specific,” Mrs. Fairfax says. “I suppose we don’t want to look, y’know…‘petty,’ I guess would be the word.” She turns to her husband, “That sound right, Rich? ‘Petty’?” He nods and she resumes consulting with the pastor, venturing, “Perhaps we pray the Lord renews our connection?”


“Yes, dear, a renewed connection,” Mr. Fairfax chimes in. “That—yes, I couldn’t have said it better myself.”


The couple is tiptoeing now, being extremely deliberate with their word-choice. Father Johnstone is usually so welcoming, so open-minded and willing to listen. Couples counseling has never been something he’s done in an official capacity, but over the years, more and more marriages were prolonged thanks to the pastor’s insightful advice.


“Father?” Mr. Fairfax asks. “Does that sound right to you?”


The pastor is cold now. Distant and exhausted, and possibly coming off a bit mean with the way he’s addressing the Fairfaxes. The impatience and callous tone are unlike him, so he has to remind himself not to make his problems the problems of others. They just want your help, he thinks. They need guidance.


“I believe that if you address the Lord with a pure heart and honest intentions, He will provide that which you seek,” Father Johnstone says. “A vow is a promise of both body and spirit, but that’s not to say that keeping a promise is always easy. The Lord favors those who seek His aid.”


Mr. and Mrs. Fairfax sigh, smile. They ease into their chairs having heard their pastor say this, and Father Johnstone smiles back, even though it’s a forced gesture. He had to dig deep for that last bit of advice. His counsel and ability to relate the Lord’s Word have always had a certain amount of naturalistic elegance, never ringing false or untrue. It’s how he became so revered as a bridge back to happier marriages. Father Johnstone has never claimed to be a miracle-worker; he simply reminds these couples why they got married in the first place. Regarding Mr. and Mrs. Fairfax though, his words feel empty. They lack their usual soundness, almost as if he’s saying the right words but has forgotten the meaning behind them.


“And we do seek his guidance,” Mr. Fairfax says. “We really do, Father.”


“Our issue is that the marriage has become rather…lethargic, I suppose,” Mrs. Fairfax says. “We respect our vows, of course, but it’s like we’re turned off by each other.”


Mr. Fairfax turns to his wife, “Honey, I believe the word you used was ‘repulsed’.” Eyes turn back to the pastor, “I repulse her, Father.”


“Well…yes,” Mrs. Fairfax frowns. “I might have said that.”


For some reason Father Johnstone can’t help but be reminded of Travis Durphy and his own spousal issues, specifically, the lack of consummation. It’s a matter of fear and self-doubt, he’s surmised. Travis’s problem is the same one Father Johnstone had the first time he popped the hood of the Dodge Challenger intended for restoration: he knew what would be under there, the function and the purpose of it, but the complexity of all those parts overwhelmed him into a state of impotency. He didn’t know where to start, and therefore, dreaded touching a single spark plug for many weeks. For Travis, it’s the same fear of the unknown.


Mr. and Mrs. Fairfax, on the other hand, have become so acclimated to each other, so conformed to the workings of their marital bond, they’ve slipped into apathy. Or, if Mrs. Fairfax’s ‘repulsive’ comment is any indication, they’ve gone past that and into a state of animosity.


“I believe what you said was, ‘I find you so repulsive that the thought of you touching me makes me want to vomit’,” Mr. Fairfax quotes.


“That’s because you smell like sweat and motor oil. You don’t clean yourself, Richard. You don’t warsh. It’s disgusting,” Mrs. Fairfax reasons. “I know you’re a mechanic and all, but honestly…warsh yourself. Just warsh the crud off your hands if you’re gonna touch me. ‘Cleanliness is next to godliness’,” she recites. “That’s what the Good Book says, right, Pastor?”


“Actually, it doesn’t,” Father Johnstone responds. It’s a common misquote he’s heard many times, but his patience isn’t at its normal generous length. “And it’s pronounced wash—not warsh. There’s no ‘r’ in wash. Your husband can’t warsh because it’s not possible, Jean.”


Crow’s-feet stretch at the corners of Mrs. Fairfax’s mouth, but out of shame this time. It’s been a while since she’s been reprimanded, not by Father Johnstone, but in any capacity. You’d be challenged to find anyone who’d want to cross ‘the unhappiest woman in Pratt,’ but Father Johnstone almost relishes the control he has. If there’s one type of person she doesn’t dare sass, it’s a man of the cloth.


“This is petty bickering, plain and simple,” the pastor says, scaling back the edge in his tone. “If all you see are the inconsequential problems, the marriage itself will become a problem. Wounds that go untreated will fester, which appears to be the case here, yes?”


Mr. and Mrs. Fairfax humbly nod.


“The issue isn’t that you’ve lost the spark,” Father Johnstone says. “Intimacy is a by-product of love and commitment. It recovers through prayer and devotion to your vows, understand?”


The pastor says this firmly, confidently, more like his former self. For the time being, his irritability has faded and he’s back to an even temperament. Mr. and Mrs. Fairfax nod at the pastor, briefly looking at each other to acknowledge that they not only accept the words, but are ready to apply the advice they’ve just been given. They’ll concentrate on the important aspects of their marriage, and Father Johnstone is hoping, praying in fact, that they will take their leave soon from his office.


“But Father,” Mr. Fairfax leads in tentatively, “what about the sex?”


“Oh, peas and rice, Richard, give it up!” Mrs. Fairfax shouts. “I think we’ve pressed Father Johnstone enough for one day, don’t you?”


“No, it’s fine, Jean,” the pastor says. “It’s okay. Go ahead, Richard.”


As much as he hates to admit it, Father Johnstone is intrigued by the various workings and malfunctions of sex, perhaps because he’s never participated himself. Outside of the physical mechanics, the act (which is technically a tribute according to the Good Book) is mostly a mystery, so there’s a strange dynamic at play when being asked about a subject he knows next to nothing about, nor personally experienced. Father Johnstone is learned in sentiment and emotive context, not the tangible application, which is where Mr. Fairfax’s interests lie.


“How to I put this?” Mr. Fairfax considers, sighing. “We would…okay, how do we make it…better?”


“I don’t follow,” the pastor says.


“What my husband is trying to say, Father, is that we know this is a tribute to the Lord,” Mrs. Fairfax says. “The tribute, however, is…well, it’s become lackluster as of late.”


“An empty tribute, Father,” Mr. Fairfax says. “Like we’re going through the motions but there’s no meaning behind them.”


“Hold on, you’re saying you no longer find joy in this act?” Father Johnstone asks. “That it feels vacant?”


The Fairfaxes turn to each other, tilting their heads slightly considering if what they’re about to say should be verbalized. Their admission might not be well-received, but they’re also not the type to withhold information from their pastor. Guilt by omission, as they say. It’s a grave sin to lie to a man of the cloth. By extension, that’s a lie to God as well.


“Yes. More or less,” Mrs. Fairfax says. “We won’t bore you with the details but it’s become a bit of a chore. A burden, almost.”


“Tell us, is empty sex between spouses a sin?” Mr. Fairfax asks. “We’ve been wondering about that.”


“No,” Father Johnstone leans back in his chair, considering all the factors in the scenario. There’s a parallel in there somewhere. He can feel it, almost as if God Himself sent the Fairfaxes to help deduce his own recent problems: the nightmares, the irritability, and a certain numbness regarding the wellbeing of his flock. Much like Father Johnstone, the couple before him have strayed from their usual selves.


“Empty sex isn’t technically a sin, Richard,” the pastor says. “But tell me something…how have you two been sleeping lately?”












Las Vegas, NV


The Christian lingerie fails.


Serena’s disease transfers over to me after a one-week incubation period, manifesting in a steady discharge of cloudy fluid that is neither urine nor semen, accompanied by a mild inflammation at the tip of the urethra. Great pain now occurs during the process of voiding the bladder, a sensation akin to that of passing hardened splinters or pine needles. Pain also occurs during the act of climax, although much sharper on account of the speed the liquid exits the body.


If the Christian faith does in fact have the ability to prevent disease, then I have somehow miscalculated and must continue on with the experiment.


“We’re going to try something a little different,” I tell the girl on the bed—not Serena. This one goes by the name of Desiree, however, I’ve since devised the modern whore regularly exercises deceit in order to conceal their identity. She is ashamed of her endeavor, and therefore, distances herself from it on every conceivable level.


Desiree examines the items sitting on the hotel comforter: a Bible, a crucifix, a large bottle of water. “You want me to do what now?” she asks, flipping through the text with no intention of reading it, keeping idle hands busy. Wearing a fresh set of Christian lingerie, Desiree rests on her side and smoothes one leg over the other, flipping through Genesis…Exodus…Leviticus.


“Start with the Bible,” I tell her. “And keep the Lord in your heart as you do it.”


She glares at me for a moment, abhorred. “You’re into some weird shit, mister,” Desiree says, closing the book shut and rolling onto her back. The corner of the text mashes into her clitoral region, rubbing, applying stimulation to nerve endings. Responsive nerve endings that cause the vaginal cavity to salivate, becoming wet with enzymes.


I take a mental inventory: Christian text, Christian symbol of worship, Christian lingerie. A bottle of Holy water that I procured from a receptacle that was used for something called a ‘baptism.’ Under intense duress, the priest with the broken fingers finally admitted that my experiment was ill-intentioned and likely to fail. ‘A nutjob,’ he called me, which I can only assume is a derogatory term considering the context. I broke two more of his fingers, impressing upon him that another failed ordainment would come with consequences.


“This is too kinky,” Desiree says, rubbing the spine of the Bible over the cleft in her underwear. Faster until the labia engorges with blood, flushing hot. Wet. “I’m not even gonna ask how this turns you on.”


I smirk, adjust in my chair. “The crucifix now. Pull your underwear aside.”


Desiree does as instructed, laying down the book and taking the cross in a manicured hand, palming the longest of the four ends. She exposes the vaginal canal: glistening meat. Clean unblemished skin. One wooden corner is applied to the clitoral region, rubbing methodically so as not to cut herself.


“This is totally unsanitary,” she comments.


I stand up from the chair, approach the bed and take in the air filling the space between her knees. It is lacking contaminants. No disease. Modern chemical components are regularly being applied to purify the area, a process I’ll later discover is called ‘douching.’ Vinegar, salt, and calendula herb. This particular whore cleans herself; aesthetic damage is minimal. No scabs or major abrasions, which might explain why she costs 300% more than Serena.


Desiree makes eye-contact, asking me in a smoky tone, “Do you like that, daddy? Does this make your cock hard?”


‘Daddy’ is an informal substitute for ‘lover.’ ‘Cock,’ in this instance, does not refer to the traditional farm bird, but the male sex organ. Much of my understanding of modern culture and dialect can be attributed to whores. Las Vegas whores especially tend to be especially worldly, hailing from all corners of the U.S. along with Europe, Asia, and South America. Their vocation is perhaps even more diverse than my own, which is saying something.


Desiree asks me in her smoldering voice, “This get you hot?” peeling apart healthy pink labia, rubbing the tip of the crucifix over it.


I shake my head, lean down and adjust the idol symbol in her hand so that the Savior is facing downward. “Like that,” I say.


“Is Jesus supposed to be eating me out?”


‘Eating out’ does not literally mean to bite, chew, and swallow. I made that mistake some years ago and have since learned it’s the slang vernacular for oral stimulation.


I say, “Yes, he’s eating you out.” Reminding her, “And you keep Him in your heart while you do it.”


Desiree complies. Legs butterfly-wing open, mashing the carved face of the Savior into that cluster of nerve endings, moaning convincingly. I grab the bottle of water from the bed, unscrew the cap, and proceed to dump the contents on her pubic bone. It cascades through her vaginal canal, past the perineum, onto the comforter where it begins to soak through to the mattress. Desiree suspends stimulation, glaring at me inquisitively.


“Holy water,” I tell her. “To purify you.”


She rolls her eyes, shakes her head. I unzip my pants and remove myself, bringing the tip of my penis closer to her. It’s still drooling, leaking. Oozing disease. “You need to put on a condom,” she says, bringing her knees together. Desiree props up on her elbows and waits for me to address the circumstances.


From my front pocket, I pull out a $5,000 casino chip. Based on the initial fee I paid her, this equates to roughly six encounters. It doesn’t take long for Desiree to calculate that. Whores are reasonably proficient in math. She sighs, takes the chip in her empty hand and lets her shoulders touch back to the comforter. Legs spread and she gives the crotch of the underwear one final tug to the side, offering an adequate route of entry.


“You better not give me anything I don’t want,” she says, sliding the casino chip into the top of the corset. “I’m serious.”


I nose the tip against her clit, smoothing it down to her labia, bathing in Holy water and organic lubricant. Hot disease and fever burns. Stings. I ask, “Do I really look like someone who would do that?” pushing myself inside her.


I implore God to stop me.


To save the whore.












The Examination


“Let’s check the ol’ ticker,” Dr. Keller says, pressing the end of a stethoscope to Father Johnstone’s bare chest. He flinches slightly, chills spiking as Dr. Keller moves the metal pad down an inch, left another. It settles over Father Johnstone’s heart, and the doctor squints while he listens. Dr. Keller raises his eyebrows and gives a satisfied little nod, plucking the eartips of the stethoscope and positioning them around his neck. “Sounds normal to me,” he says.


Father Johnstone, however, has never felt more unlike himself. What started off as a general sense of fatigue and passivity has deformed into something much worse. He’s getting headaches—intense migraines, to be exact, and this is accompanied by an unrelenting state of exhaustion that’s since prompted him to start taking massive amounts of sugar with his coffee. This merely delays the problem for a short while, though. Moments of pain-free alertness are few and far between, and so the pastor finds himself cycling through caffeine, various pills, and the numerous prayers begging for a return to good health. He prays for strength and the will to go on, or even just a couple hours of uninterrupted sleep when he’s feeling especially desperate. So far, neither God nor the marvels of modern medicine have responded.


It’s the first time in many years that Father Johnstone has seen a doctor for anything other than his annual flu vaccination. There was the one instance where a random nail in the basement snagged the pastor’s arm. He got a tetanus shot and had some standard blood work performed. Besides that, Father Johnstone has always avoided Dr. Keller’s table, either by living a life of low risk or the utilization of home remedy should illness arrive. It’s always been easy to stay healthy in Pratt if you’re careful, so the pastor’s current condition is a bit of a culture shock compared to the common cold.


“And you said you’ve been experiencing insomnia-like symptoms?” Dr. Keller asks, wooden clipboard at the ready.


During the day, the pastor can barely stay awake. At night, he can hardly sleep for more than twenty or thirty minutes at a time. He’s waking up so often that Mary has all but given up on her usual balled-up position under the covers, opting for the living room couch or a pile of dirty laundry if it’s available. This is about the extent of what Father Johnstone feels comfortable revealing. Symptoms are required for Dr. Keller to make an informed diagnosis; it’s none of his business as to what the nightmares are actually about. That’s irrelevant, the pastor thinks.


“Okay, and you said that you’re waking up about every half hour or so?” Dr. Keller confirms. “Can you give me a little more detail on that?”


“The symptoms have steadily intensified,” the pastor says, buttoning his shirt back up. He sighs. “Honestly, if I could handle it or if I thought it would go away on its own, I wouldn’t be here.”


For the past three nights the condition has been at its worst. Father Johnstone is ripped from sleep, usually bolting upright so violently that it strains his lower back, always covered in sweat. There’s so much of it he has to wring out his pajamas over the bathroom sink. This process is such a chore though, that he’s since cast his modesty aside, either returning to bed in fresh briefs or completely nude. He prays the Lord forgives his indecency. Father Johnstone begs and pleads the Lord let him sleep for just a couple hours without a nightmare or migraine or fever sweating episode. He prays for the very simple ability to sleep and to sleep soundly, sometimes shouting into the dark about why the Lord would test him like this. He asks God about the nightmares, but as always, there’s no response, verbal or otherwise. Not unless Mary’s grumbling counts. Understandably, she’s been especially cross with her owner with all the shouting and waking up in the middle of the night.


“It sounds like you’re experiencing night terrors,” Dr. Keller says, scribbling something on the clipboard. “That’s what the symptoms indicate, anyway. The interesting part is that for a man your age, this is extremely unusual.”


“How so?” the pastor asks.


“People get set in their ways after a while,” Dr. Keller says. “Stuff like this doesn’t hit men our age without a good reason. It usually means a trauma happened,” he hints.


Even though Dr. Keller isn’t technically one of the flock, he’s a pillar in the town of Pratt, much like Father Johnstone. People respect him. Admitting that something happened, that there was indeed a trauma of sorts, would make the pastor look weak and incapable of leading. It could compromise him, both spiritually and professionally.


“Did something happen, Father?” Dr. Keller tries again.


He can’t tell him about the blank spots in his memory, or the moment of lust he may or may not have shared with the widow Wright. His heated meeting with Mr. and Mrs. Fairfax has to be kept quiet, too. These are dark turns that need to remain secret, not only because these things would embarrass and discredit the pastor, but like Dr. Keller, there’s a certain amount of confidentiality he must retain on behalf of the flock. Legally, doctors have to do it, but Father Johnstone answers to a higher power. He answers to God, and he’d prefer not to test the Lord right now with sleights of betrayal.


“I haven’t really felt like myself, David, and I blame much of that on not sleeping…but as far as any trauma,” Father Johnstone says, “I’m certain that hasn’t happened.”


“Well, the only other thing I can think of off the top of my head is that you might be Hypoglycemic,” Dr. Keller ventures. “There’s been links between individuals with low blood sugar and night terrors, although I doubt that’s the case with you.”


“What about the migraines?” Father Johnstone asks. “The sweating…is that normal?”


“Technically, for you, Father, none of this is normal.” Dr. Keller turns to a cabinet above a steel sink, removing supplies from the shelving: gloves, gauze, a syringe. He says, “I’d like to do some blood work, just to be thorough.”


As Dr. Keller prepares to draw blood, Father Johnstone recalls Mr. and Mrs. Fairfax and their particular set of symptoms: irritability, detachment, and a growing sense of apathy. He had to be careful to not reveal too much about his own situation, taking the angle of the consummate caring pastor—not a man who’s been having night terrors and snapping at anyone who rubs him the wrong way. As it turns out, the Fairfaxes have been having trouble sleeping too, just not in the same way that Father Johnstone is. As Mrs. Fairfax so eloquently put it: “Could you doze off next to 200 pounds of horse turd?”


Perhaps Father Johnstone was reaching with the theory that whatever affliction he’s recently assumed that the Fairfaxes were experiencing the very same thing. The possibility that they simply have grown to despise each other is still plausible. In fact, it’s highly likely, and no amount of counsel or prayer is going to save them. Some couples, no matter what they say, just don’t want to be fixed.


Then Dr. Keller is snapping his fingers, saying, “Father, you’re all set.”


The pastor opens his eyes. He looks around the room, re-familiarizing himself with the paper-shrouded exam table and glass jars containing cotton balls, tongue depressors, and swabs. He asks, “What about the blood?”


“I took it already. Do you not remember that?” the doctor asks, possibly adding another symptom to the litany he’s already notated on the clipboard.


“No,” the pastor says. “I mean, yes, of course, I remember…just—like I said, haven’t been as sharp lately.” Father Johnstone stands up, noticing the cotton ball strapped to his arm with a Band-Aid along with a new weight in his shirt pocket: a foil pack of pills. He forces a reassuring smile so as to not arouse any further suspicion.


“Remember, only one of those per night, right before bed,” Dr. Keller says. “I’ll phone you with the results, okay?”


Father Johnstone nods, exiting the examination room feeling detached again. Another migraine thumps behind his eyes as he proceeds down the hallway, giving a half-hearted wave to the receptionist on his way out of the building. Not even a block away from the doctor’s office, and already the pastor is regretting his choice to misrepresent his condition. The sweating and nightmares and headaches—those things are all true, but the pastor has also been experiencing periods of intense anger and sporadic forgetfulness. Mood swings are becoming more and more prevalent.


Sometimes he snaps at people without just cause. Other times he materializes not knowing how he got to his destination. Yesterday, for instance, Father Johnstone was at the butcher picking up hamburger meat, and not even a moment later, he was standing outside the Presto Diner watching Miss Paige serving breakfast through one of the storefront windows. He didn’t remember paying for his groceries or the usual five-minute walk the restaurant. The pastor, for lack of a better term, had simply ‘appeared.’ At least, that’s what it felt like to him.


Luckily, he was supposed to pick up a batch of peach cobbler from Madeline anyway. After his critique of her other desserts, she insisted the pastor try one more on the pretense of it being “a gigantic favor that I will be forever grateful for.” Winning a category at the annual Pratt bake-off has become important to her, and so Father Johnstone has been doing his due diligence in the form of cookies, pies, and any other treat Miss Paige concocts in her kitchen. The apricot turnovers she made were exceptional, he recalls.


It would be easy to say that he is doing nothing more than helping a girl out. To the casual onlooker, that’s exactly what it appears to be, and it’s not as if the pastor has never been on ‘dessert duty’ before with any of the other ladies of Pratt. Madeline, however, is a bit of a different case, and the relationship isn’t exactly as formal as people are led to believe. In the wake of her Aunt Josephine’s passing, Madeline and Father Johnstone bonded considerably. It’s happened before; grief sometimes compels a person to want to connect with another, in a sense, replacing them. A death in the family feels like a phantom limb to some folks, and Father Johnstone tends to be viewed as an ideal candidate to compensate for these losses, as was the case with Travis Durphy.


Unlike most grieving families who are desperately reaching out for him, Madeline was the only person to which Father Johnstone reached back. And although he often asks the Lord questions of a ‘why her?’ and ‘why now?’ nature, the answers have yet to be revealed, and perhaps never will be. What he knows, what he’s certain of, is that Madeline Paige is a fixture in his life. A positive force. In fact, the only time the pastor has smiled in a genuine sense in the past week was when he was conversing with Madeline or sampling one of her desserts. Otherwise, he is either exhausted, short-tempered, or in anguish.


And as Father Johnstone enters his home to the tune of Mary’s welcoming barks, the pastor can’t resist the allure of an early bedtime in light of tomorrow’s Sunday service. His behavior over the past week may have shaken the confidence of some of the flock, so he wants to be well-rested for the upcoming sermon. The turnout should be substantial since the service will be followed by the annual bake-off, a contest which Father Johnstone also judges, hence, why all the women and wives of Pratt gravitate towards pleasing his palate. They’re doing their homework for the big test, essentially.


Father Johnstone removes the foil pack from his shirt pocket, popping a slate blue pill into his hand. It reads ‘HALCION .025’ in an arc. He puts the pill in his mouth, chasing it down with some tap water from the sink, swallowing. It’s not even six in the afternoon yet, but he wants to make sure that sufficient time is devoted to rest and catching up on sleep. A return to his former self is the most important thing right now, so for the sake of the flock, he prays the good Lord to allow him to do that.


“Allow me one night of peace so that I may do Your will tomorrow,” he says, eyes shut and barely above a whisper.


Father Johnstone prays for sleep, prays that the Halcion will work better than the over-the-counter stuff he’s tried so far. He begs the Lord to suspend the migraines and night sweats, to allow him to feel like himself again.


“Let me be not angry nor passive nor spiteful,” he whispers. “Return my even temperament and allow me patience.”


He then arrives at the final point of dialogue with God, the issue of his nightmares: those troubling thoughts that seem only too real in dreams. Even with the workings of doctor/patient confidentiality at play, Father Johnstone still couldn’t admit the exactitudes of these so-called ‘night terrors,’ as Dr. Keller refers to them. They’re too shameful, too intimate to be revealed to anyone. No matter what, no one can ever know that the topic of these nightly episodes is none other than Madeline Paige.












[image: ]



For this, the female ([image: ]) must have either a pre-existing emotional bond or a token vow of devotion ([image: ]) by way of a ceremony. This doesn’t have to be a wedding ([image: ]), however, that is the most common example. A love letter, tea ritual, or mutual promise (either physical, verbal, or symbolic) would suffice. Whatever the individual circumstances may be, what’s important is that the male ([image: ]) was, at some point, devout to the female in question regarding the three levels of fidelity ([image: ]): emotional, spiritual, and physical. No facet may have been deficient, as that would result in a negative impact or complete recoil. Both parties would experience much suffering, possibly death ([image: ]), but only in rare cases of extreme miscalculation. Materials to be used are temperamental. Ideally, if the two were married, the female would want a sample of the robe from the wedding ritual, although flowers, metals, or human samples would work too. Semen, if preserved correctly (reference: preservation methods), would be quite potent if taken from the first post-ceremonial intercourse ([image: ]). Regardless, the materials in question should be selected based on personal meaning and the significance of bond. Break these down (reference: reduction methods) and combine them with a wax candle. Do not simply crust the outside of the candle; the wax must be melted down, infused with the material(s), and then reformed. Burn this candle during the quartermoon, taking care that it does not blow out. The process must be restarted from the beginning should the candle lose its flame prema-turely. After a full moon cycle, the effects should manifest. The male will come to the female at her home ([image: ]), reverted to a state of complete devotion and love, although fabricated in its nature ([image: ]). It will be the first instinct of the male to fornicate with the female. Should the female resist, the male will not be able to show restraint and take her against her will. He will not entertain reason or logic, as he has become a being of pure lust. If the male successfully rapes the female, it’s entirely possible that he will murder her after orgasm ([image: ]) as penance for attempting to reject him. It would be in the female’s best interests to comply with whatever he wants should she value her own life.










The Feeding


As The Pratt Tribune reported on page C2 of the Local section, today marks the 11 th annual bake-off for the church, which is more or less a fundraiser fueled by the allure of sweets and friendly competition. It’s the only time of year the women and wives get to compete at something in which they have an estab- lished skill set. Bowling and darts are fun, of course, but cooking will always be an aptitude that’s practiced on a daily basis. You’d be hard-pressed to find a woman in Pratt that’s not serving up home-cooked meals at least six days a week. It’s part of the reason why the Presto Diner never did much business up until recently.
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