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These guys from work keep asking me if I want to go to church with them.  They wait until my shift is over, and then they spot me coming out of the store and they start asking me these questions like I did something wrong.  “Hey Pete, what’re you doing tonight?” they ask.  I hate the way they say my name.  It sounds just like when the customers ask, “Can I have cheese on my burger?” with their teeth gritted like they’ll start chewing their tongue out if they don’t get their food right away.  It’s all about immediate gratification for these people.


I mean, it’s not like I’m just going to get up and change my life all around just to make a couple of idiots from work get a false sense of joy because I appeased them and listened to their cheesy message.  I’ve been told what’s real and what’s not all my life, and that hasn’t really gotten me anywhere.  My parents forced me to go to church when I was a lot younger, always telling me that if I didn’t go I’d slide into a life of sin.  More like a slide of hypocrisy. I was tired of hearing preachers verbally giving me the finger, throwing God’s thunderbolt of judgment right at me every time I sat in the pews. And then I’d hear some story about a kid getting beaten by his parents or some guy cheating on his wife, and it’d just destroy all my respect for the people there – whatever was left of it. I told my parents I hated all the hypocrites at church just before I moved out to Seattle 14 years ago.

Anyway, the guys from work, Larry and Matt, always have this stupid smirk on their face, and they stand next to the store wall under the light next to the dumpster.  Larry is usually wearing a black beanie, and he leans there on the wall with a hand in his jeans pocket and plays with his keys, almost like he’s going to pull them out and show me some trick he learned with them.  He doesn’t say a whole lot – he’ll nod occasionally, or he’ll just smile every time his partner in crime, says something he thinks is clever.  Usually Matt doesn’t say anything particularly clever, though.  He just jabbers about some religious nonsense that I don’t care to listen to, or maybe it’s something I’ve heard before.  But the guy can’t stand still when he talks, like he has to go take a piss all the time and wants to make sure he tells me everything he has to say before he heads to the restroom.  Sometimes I can get past them before they start their whole inquisition routine on me, but most of the time they’re right there.  I’ve heard their speech enough times, but I try to be polite about it and look like I’m paying attention for a while, then move along to my car.

When I got to my apartment, I grabbed a soda and stuck a TV dinner in the microwave, not really because I was hungry but because I wanted to kill some time until Julie decided to show up.  I was surprised she wasn’t already in the apartment – she seemed to be slippery like that.  She had been coming over for a number of years at this point, even though I had never given her the key to my place.  That didn’t bother me too much, though, because she made good conversation while I was alone in my apartment.  It seemed like she always had something to say.

While I’m waiting for my exquisite cuisine to finish cooking, I hear a knock on the door, and I figured it was Julie. She usually comes over right after I get home from work.  I was actually surprised she wasn’t in the house already.  I didn’t even bother to look through the peephole or think about it because it was so usual, but when I opened the door it was this tall square-shaped guy in a dark suit holding a large book bag over his shoulder.  He had this stern look on his face and he was incredibly rigid, and for a second I thought he was with the FBI or something.  He didn’t even bother to say anything to me; instead, he reached into his bag with his free hand and pulled out a Bible, then promptly handed it to me.  I thanked him as politely as I could as I took it out of his hand, but when I thanked him it came out more like a question.  Still expressionless, the guy pivoted around and briskly walked away with a business-like demeanor.

I shut the door.  It was leather bound and had all the smells and feelings of a new Bible, but it was heavy and burdensome. It felt more like a dictionary, loaded with thick white pages.  I had to sit down in order to open the thing.  I cracked open the front cover and flipped through a few pages.  “What…?” I turned through several more, but all the pages were empty, like they’d forgotten to print some of the text.  “What is this, some stupid prank?” I said out loud, and then I flung the book to the ground and ran out the front door.  I couldn’t find the man in the suit or any car pulling out.

When I got back inside, I tossed the book on the couch and started to reheat my TV dinner.  I flopped back onto the couch just as someone knocked on the door a second time.  I growled and pushed myself up to answer it, but Julie was already inside before I even looked up.

“Hey… what’s that smell?” she asked, scrunching her face a bit.  She strutted across the living room like it was her personal runway, then slid her slender figure in her chair on the opposite side of the room.  She sat down awkwardly while crossing her legs at the same time, as if to save herself from busting out of the business-like attire she was always wearing. And I call it her chair because she practically owns it – I just leave it there for her to sit on when she comes.

“Yeah, I’m treating myself to a wholesome meal.  Julie, you should’ve seen this guy that just came to my door, he—”

“I know, don’t tell me.  He gave you that blank Bible, right?”  I didn’t bother answering her. “You have to be careful of those guys, mister.  They’re everywhere.”

I scratched my head.  I was still confused at that point.  “Why did he give me a blank Bible?”

“It’s probably some evangelical tactic from one of those new extreme churches.  The ones with the crazy doctrine on their sleeves.  You know what I’m talking about, I’m sure.”  

I nodded.  I really didn’t know what she meant, but for the most part I agreed with her.  Julie seemed to always have an explanation for everything.  I figured she was always telling the truth because she talked reasonably, and not condescendingly.

“The power of suggestion.  Those evangelists can really fool you if you’re not careful, Peter.   You know, it’s possible that Jesus didn’t even die, but hid himself after telling his disciples to go out and spread the gospel just to save face.  Jesus even tells one of the disciples that he would be the rock that the church would be built on.  It didn’t even have to do with Jesus.”

“Are you saying that the whole church is a wash?”

“Not necessarily.  Who said it wasn’t the apostle Paul, hm?” She raised her eyebrows as she said it, and made her mouth form a straight line like she meant business. “Jesus even said that the least shall be the greatest, and Paul said himself that he was the chief of all sinners.” Her eyes widened, and I was surprised her entire forehead didn’t slip back to her hairline, she had her hair tied back so tight. “What do you think that means?”  

I just shrugged.  

“What if Paul was actually the Christ?  Then the churches would look silly.  I think those religious zealots need to look at the scripture more closely and stop being biased.” She chopped at the air like she was cutting her argument into portions for me. “I think some more research needs to be done before they make conclusions.” She leaned forward a bit, craning her pale neck back awkwardly like she was trying to show me her Adam’s apple.  “You can’t believe everything people tell you, Peter,” she said as she swiveled her head back and forth.

I looked down and tapped my knees.  “That’s ridiculous.  How can all those churches be wrong at the same time?”

“Easy.” She lounged back. “They make assumptions based on their faith instead of thinking about it logically.” She let out a muffled laugh through her nose, which shook her whole body and startled me a bit. “Aren’t you going to eat your dinner?”

I got up and walked into the kitchen to grab my food.  I opened up the microwave and said, “Dinner is served!” but I was talking to no one.  Julie had left already.  And my food was cold again.

The dynamic duo wasn’t out there the next night, so I was able to make a smooth getaway. When I got to my car, I saw this little folded piece of paper through the condensation on my windshield, sitting under the wiper blades like they do with those mass spammers.  I thought that’s what it was, some obscure sale at a store I’d never heard of, so I just left it there and turned the defroster on.  I just figured it’d loosen and blow away, and that idiot, whoever left all those little pieces of paper on every car in the whole parking lot was gonna get caught for littering, hopefully.

At the third light, I realized it was an envelope, so I pulled over into a gas station and opened it up.  The envelope had my name on it, which was really odd.  The letter inside was scratched out on some binder paper, which reminded me of those notes kids used to pass around in high school.  I didn’t ever pass or write any of those, but I used to find them all crumpled up on the lawn in the quad, with some half-coherent message written out in colored ink.  The notes had a lot of shorthand, which was pretty annoying.  I think you know what I’m talking about – when they say “4” instead of bothering to spell out that word, like it’s going to save them some time by making that little substitution.

The letter I got wasn’t really like that, but it definitely looked like it was written in a hurry.  It was written in pencil, too, and it was nearly impossible to read with the paper all soggy.  It looked like whoever wrote this didn’t even bother to use a pen.  I think writing in pen says something, like there’s a special aspect or sincerity about the letter, or whatever it is.  It means they care about their letter.  I figured Larry and Matt had tactically stuck it there because they seemed like the intrusive and informal type.  I was all fired up.

So I stuck it on the dash with the defrost going until I got to the apartment.  It still wasn’t dry when I got there, so I had to lay it flat on my counter. I got a towel out of the hall closet quickly and started dabbing at it.  It was hardly readable, but the handwriting was fantastic even though it was written in pencil.

“Dear Peter,



I’ve seen you on your knees. Give up, and bring that Bible with you.”


At the bottom of the letter was an address to a church across town, and next to it, it said 7:30. The guys at work definitely knew which car to stick the note on, though, because those guys saw me all the time and never left me alone.  I didn’t know how they knew about the Bible, though.


When I looked up, I found Julie already sitting in my apartment.  It didn’t seem unusual because she always seemed to slither in anyway, but it still startled me.  I noticed she was wearing this low cut dress with a design on her skirt that looked like scales, but it looked nice on her.

I promptly read the letter asked her what she thought about it.


“It sounds like a death threat,” she announced.


My heavily churched past told me otherwise.  “I thought getting on your knees had something to do with prayer.”


“Possibly.”  She smoothed out her skirt with her palm. “But the martyred apostles also got on their knees before being executed.”


“Hm.”  I gripped the binder paper in my hands, pulling it apart like I was going to see something else if I stretched some more of the crinkles out. “Why does it say I need to give up, though?”


“It’s probably those jerks at work playing with your head, Peter.” She smiled widely.  I realized that I had never told her about them, but I still took her word for it. “They want you to quit your job and join the ministry. The clergy are always looking for people, like the military drafting for a war.  And you know they’re losing the battle when they start recruiting.”


“Yeah?  Well, I have a little battle to fight on my own.”  I said it defiantly, like I meant it.  I was actually serious about it – I felt like I had something to prove to those two. I wanted to know what was going on with that blank Bible too.  I didn’t mean to sound that confident, but it looked like Julie took it beyond seriously.


“What?  Wait, are you actually thinking about going down there?”  She had her knees pressed together, like they were conjoined somehow.  “I- I wouldn’t suggest that, Peter.”


“No, why not?  It’ll be fun, right?  We can finally show those religious—“


“We can’t do that!”  She peered around the room frantically as if some reasoning would pop up off the carpet, but she didn’t say another word.  She seemed stuck there in this mode for several seconds.


I got up.  “Yeah, I’m going.  I can’t sit around forever.” I picked up the Bible and placed it under my arm and walked out the door – I didn’t even bother to turn the lights off or ask Julie to leave.  I figured she’d leave when she felt like it anyway, so I didn’t think twice about it.


When I got to the car, I was absolutely startled because Julie was already inside before I had unlocked the door.  I thought about just walking to the church for half a second instead, but I wanted to get there as quickly as possible, and hear the least of Julie’s dizzying rhetoric as I could.

Of course, the drive, which was only a couple of miles through the city, was probably the longest trip I’d ever experienced.  Julie brought forth this ridiculous flurry of excuses for me not to meet up with Matt and Larry.  She was armed with tons of hazy Bible facts interwoven into her rhetoric – there’s no way I could remember everything she said.  I did my best to ignore everything she said to me, even though every vowel was piercing my mind.  I guess I succeeded, because I made it to the front of the church without turning around.

“You don’t even know what you’re doing,” she said. “They’re just going to tell you exactly what you want to hear, and that’s not really what you want at all. And who needs all that criticism anyway?” she said. As I pulled into the parking lot and shut off the engine, she turned towards me and gave me this longing look.  “You don’t have to do this, you know.”  It was the first time I thought she was wrong.  Before I could get out of the car, she slapped her hand upon my knee and gripped it tightly.  Her hand felt like a big icy spider trying to suck the remaining amount of soul out of there.  But I knew what she was doing, and I wasn’t buying it.  I didn’t hesitate to get out of the car.

Julie followed me all the way up to the church doors like a kid trying to get her mom’s attention.  I pushed the doors open, and to my surprise the whole place was absolute mayhem when I got in there, even though the parking lot was empty.  The first thing I noticed was how loud it was, which I didn’t even notice before walking in there.  It sounded like the organ and the congregation were competing to see who God could hear better.  The whole mass was standing up in tight rows in front of the pews, swaying back and forth in perfect unison.  I’d never seen so many people in a church before, or so many colors.  They were all singing, or maybe shouting – I couldn’t really tell.  They clapped to the rhythm of the music in amazing harmony, belting out each syllable at precisely the same time, like they’d rehearsed this before.  But my concern was to find a seat, hoping perhaps I’d spot Matt or Larry or they would somehow spot me, so I lugged the Bible through the crowded, humid church and got to the front pews. They were absolutely vacant.  I turned around to ask Julie if this seat was fine, but I guess she didn’t follow me in, because she seemed to have vanished.

I picked the one at the left and sat down just as the music was finishing up.  This huge sweaty balding man came out onto the stage, strutting across like he had to swim through the Holy Spirit to get to the podium.  He wore an oversized purple robe, which had a ridiculous amount of glitter on it, and it had some yellow tassels at the bottom, and the whole thing dragged across the floor like one of those bridal gowns.  I’m not saying this because I was paying particular attention to what he was wearing, but it was hard not to notice.

“Amen!  Amen!” he said, stretching his right palm towards the ceiling like he was getting ready to catch something.  “Ohhh, glory hallelujah!  Amen!”  The congregation responded loudly.

“Are you ready to receive the word of God this fine evening, ladies and gentlemen?” Each word he said pounded my gut, making me more nauseous every time he finished a syllable. “Oh Lord God!  Oh Lord God, deliver us Your word today, Lord God!”  His voice became distorted in the microphone as he prayed louder, and I started to get a little bit scared because everyone behind me started to react, like some huge revelation was about to occur.  His voice combined with the raucous crowd resonated in the building, echoing off each wall and hammering my head.  The man was absolutely fired up, throwing his arms and hands out and about like he was auctioning off his salvation to his audience.  It was starting to give me a real headache, so I had to cover my ears.  But it didn’t help much, because the man shouted with even more emphasis.  Then his wild eyes veered in my direction, and I suddenly felt cold.  His eyes widened and he stuck his finger out at me, still making some incomprehensible speech, but I knew he was talking right to me, criticizing me for my errant ways.  This is when I got really upset, and I shouted back at him as loud as I could, but he wasn’t listening.  At this point I just wanted him to shut up altogether, but I was locked and rigid, welded to the pews by the fire of this man’s judgment.  I doubled over, closed my eyes and put my face between my knees while sitting there and screamed as loud as I could, as long as I could, until I could feel the blood really pump into my face.  It felt like I screamed forever there. My throat began to burn.

“SHUT UP!  SHUT UP!”

Silence.  My eyes teared up right there, but I wasn’t going to bawl or anything.  But I opened my eyes and pulled my head back up, took a look behind me.  All the pews were empty. No one was standing on the stage either, and suddenly I wondered how long I had been sitting there.  But I couldn’t get up.  I felt like something had sucked the spirit out of me, and I started quivering there.  And that’s when I heard a sound like a man sobbing.

It was coming from behind the podium.  From where I sat, I couldn’t really see who it was, so I leaned over to the left a bit and tried to see around it.  All I could spot was the guy’s foot, flat on the stage, covered with dirt.  The sobbing intensified a bit, and I felt this urgency to go see what this man was crying about.  So I got up and approached the stage.

“Hello?”  I didn’t think he heard me because he was still crying.  “Hey.”  My voice echoed in the church a bit, startling me, so I’m sure he heard me.  But he was still sniffling, letting out a muffled wail every few seconds.

I climbed up and crawled across the floor up to the podium, and this man was sitting there right behind it, with his head in his hands.  There was blood all over him, all over his robe and his arms, but that didn’t seem to be bothering him.

“Are you alright, sir?” I asked.  The man stopped crying and looked up, looking right into my eyes.  They were red like he’d been crying for years; his dark beard was absolutely drenched with tears and snot from his nose.  But he seemed really composed.

“Who are you?”

“My name is Peter.”  I felt like I needed to apologize to this man.  “I’m sorry, sir.  What do I need to do?”  He didn’t answer me, though.  He just sat there as if I hadn’t answered his question yet, his head leaning forward like he was waiting for a response. “I can’t let you just sit here bleeding to death.”

I started getting really angry at this point because he became absolutely unresponsive.  As he rubbed his eyes with his fingertips, I grabbed his left hand.  “Sir, we need to get you some help!”  I pulled his hand towards me, and that’s when I lost it.  Just below where his hand met his wrist, I saw a huge puncture wound, which had closed up a bit but still looked fatal.  I looked back up at his eyes, which were still on mine.  He nodded very slightly like I was supposed to do something.  I glanced back down at his bloody wrist, in awe of this injury he survived.  I touched the wound with my fingertips, lightly at first, then rubbed the scab over a few times. “Jesus,” I said, but I didn’t mean it that way.

I grabbed the Bible on my way out of the church, which seemed quite lighter now. I couldn’t find Julie anywhere.  But for some reason, walking through the cold wind to my car, I didn’t feel lonely anymore.  I got to my car and flipped the front cover of the Bible open.  Just under the table of contents, written neatly in blue ink, was my name.
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