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For Cheryl



“The weight of centuries lies on children.”
—Flannery O’Connor



 

Chapter 1

Glory Potter and her best friend Emma sat atop the kitchen 
table, legs swinging, stomachs rumbling. It would be an hour 
before the girls could scoot themselves up to a plate of noodles. 
And then only after the men took their share. 

Boiling pots rattled on the stovetop. Steam slicked the yellow 
wallpaper. Surely, the chicken meat had loosened from the bone 
by now. Enough for just a nibble? Across the room, two women 
whispered and snickered. As their rolling pins thundered over 
stubborn egg dough, fat quivered on the back of their arms. 
Aunt Sarah and Ava Goddard knew full well passing rumors 
was not Christian, but Glory had the sense not to interrupt and 
make a point of it.

The distant crack of hammering echoed like a rifle 
skirmish. 

Glory could take no more and slipped down from the table. 
She had finished barn chores with Emma by her side. What 
better way to distract themselves than to witness the chapel 
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rising down the road a piece? Watching God’s house take shape 
would certainly surpass recipe exchange and congregational 
hearsay.

Emma lingered, ear turned toward the chatter. Her mother, 
Ava, halted the gossip to state that her noodles were “really 
more dumpling than noodle,” yet she continued to call them 
noodles all the same. 

Glory blew a gust from her nostrils and tugged at Emma’s 
sleeve. Women. Silly. Soon she would be one of them, sixteen in 
a few more years. She could not imagine.

The girls burst from the Potter farmhouse, allowing the 
screen door to clap loudly behind them. The buzzing of the 
metal spring reminded Glory that Aunt Sarah would be mad as 
a hornet at such a show of will. Nonetheless, she lifted the hem 
of her sailor dress and leapt from the porch. Her shins stung 
from the impact and she she bit back a wince.

Emma jumped too, her dress flying. “Ouch! Why do I always 
follow you?”

“’Cause it’s fun.” Glory pushed up her sleeves. The air had 
weight, was a labor to breathe. “Another dead scorcher.” She 
skipped out to the dirt road but just as quickly halted. “Em! 
Would you look at that?” 

What progress the men had made on the church since 
yesterday afternoon. The foundation was complete and a skeletal 
wooden structure had risen from it looking like the ribcage of 
Moby Dick. The two girls took up walking again, slower this 
time and drawn as if God were calling: Come on in girls and take 
a seat.

“Sakes alive,” Emma slipped into what remained of her 
Kentucky drawl, “I can’t believe we’re gonna be inside that 
come winter.”

They hiked amidst the mud and sawdust and the energetic 
aroma of fresh-cut pine and sweaty denim overalls. The day 
before, Glory had found it difficult to gauge whether all this 
muscle power was having any effect. But here stood the proof. 

Glory’s father, Reverend Thaddeus Potter, leaned on the 
wheel of a flatbed wagon as he and Uncle Mark pored over great 
scrolls. Looked to be the Magna Carta by the concentration 
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sketched across their foreheads.
The girls strolled over to the hitching post to pat the horses. 

They ripped clover from the soil and offered it with flattened 
palms to fat, bristled lips.

“Em,” Glory said, “I want to show you something.” 
She walked to the concrete foundation of the church and 

pointed to where the Reverend had let her stamp EST 1909 
into the wet aggregate. Then she took Emma’s hand and helped 
her up the scaffold of temporary wooden stairs that stood high 
as a man. 

The first carpenter to look up at the two girls opened his 
mouth. He met the tin blue eyes of the minister’s daughter and 
did not protest. 

A maze of planks meandered into the center of the church 
and ended at the back wall. The girls had tiptoed halfway into 
the future nave before the Reverend growled, “Glory, I told you 
fifty times not to play in there!”

The girls giggled and trod faster along the planks as if a 
tangle of crocodiles slithered below. They reached the end of 
the line and Emma nearly knocked Glory into the basement. 
There were nails down there and splintered lathe. 

“S-s-stop!” Glory said with a screech.
They held their breaths, righted themselves, then peered 

around. The Reverend was back to his scrolls. Glory gingerly 
turned Emma to face the way they came. She set her chin on 
the girl’s shoulder and pointed upward, out past the length of 
the foundation.

“That’s west, right there. Imagine the sun getting ready to 
set, just above the trees. That’s where the stained glass window 
will be—ten feet round, Em!” Glory shook her head. “The Lord 
burning off the last of his hard day through a multitude of colors. 
Papa says that kaleidoscope sunset will provide inspiration on 
Wednesday nights when he needs it most.”

“Land o’ Goshen.”
“Mmm-hmm.” Glory stepped forward, chin raised, hands 

reaching. She could just about feel the grain of the oak pulpit, 
waxy beneath her grip. The greatest book in the world sat before 
her. It gave her father all the tools required to set fifty wayward 
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souls right for three days—before he had to do it all over again 
on Sunday.

One of the younger carpenters spoke from his perch high 
on a crossbeam. “All you girls need concern yourself with is 
womenfolk will sit in the north flank of pews. You ain’t never 
gonna see that side of the pulpit.” 

There wasn’t much Glory could say to centuries of truth. But 
she sure wanted to, especially in front of Em. Her face burned. A 
chill climbed her arms. Her eyes made brave attempts at smiting 
the fellow but he chuckled through his mouth of nails and went 
back to hammering.

“I’ll sit wherever I please, Owen Clancy,” she muttered.
“Come on, Glory.” Emma bowed her face inward, demanding 

attention. “It’s my turn to show you something.”
They ran back across the planks. Glory made the mistake of 

sneering up at Owen. The worn heel of her lace-up boot slipped 
into air and her arm shot out in the opposite direction. Before 
she could correct the imbalance, she lost purchase. Glory’s wrist 
banged down on the boards and fingers hooked the other side of 
the plank. She managed to catch herself but not before her chin 
struck the wood with a loud crack. 

Emma screamed and collapsed to claw helplessly at Glory’s 
dress. 

Glory’s legs flailed in the cold underground air. This was 
the first time she had prayed—really prayed. I have fouled your 
house with my pride. Forgive me. Save me! Thick, pewter-tasting 
liquid spread through her mouth and she grimaced red-toothed 
at Emma. No need to glance below, she already knew a fall from 
here would hurt mountains more than leaping off the porch.

Suddenly Glory rose up—up into her father’s arms and flew 
high above the rest of the planks. She was his child again and the 
comfort overwhelmed the shame. 

“That is IT, little duck!” 
The Reverend set her in the grass near the hitching post. 

His breath was rapid. His eyebrows refused to bunch as they 
normally did when addressing her and seemed to be avoiding 
each other altogether. The workmen gathered, looking more 
astounded at him than her.
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“You’ll not be coming anywhere near this site until we’ve 
built a proper floor.” His forefinger flew out perpendicular to 
his stiffened body. “Now go help Sarah with the meal. These 
boys are starving.”

I have to serve them too? 
Glory kept her mouth shut. She had no interest in revealing 

the jagged blood groove down the side of her tongue. One look 
at it and Father wouldn’t let her see the inside of the church 
until hymns echoed off plaster.

“Go on home!” 
She pushed past men who, from her own height, were only 

a collection of arms, pockets and tufts of moist chest hair. The 
girls ambled off, shoulders sagging. Even with the hot throb in 
her mouth and the blood swallowed, a glistening plate of golden 
noodles still sounded mighty fine to Glory. She’d make sure to 
polish off a plate or two before that good-for-nothing crew. 

But Emma had other plans. She hiked her dress and took 
off running. 

A grin stretched across Glory’s face.
Emma led her injured friend into the woods behind the 

Potter barn and down to the spring-fed creek. 
“I thought you were going to die, Glo.” 
Glory kicked a log into the stream. “What would you say at 

my funeral?”
Emma didn’t even flinch. “I guess I could tell them what 

a good dentist you were back in third grade. Pulled mine and 
Agnes and Roger’s baby teeth without us even cryin’. And you 
taught us how to catch sunfish. That sure was nice. And all the 
games you invent for the kids? Although, you are rather bossy. 
Don’t much care for all those rules. Anyway—what about me? 
What are you gonna say when I die?”

Glory swallowed the last vestiges of blood. “Hmm. Well, 
first I’d say, ‘I sure wish Emma were here because she could sing  
“Amazing Grace” better than anyone I know. And I mean no 
offense, Miss Caruthers.’”

Emma squeaked.
“Then I’d say you were pretty good at sharing your candy. 

And you were nice to stray dogs.  And I really hope they have rope 
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swings in heaven ’cause we never finished our tournament.”
“What about all those leftovers I bring to school for you?”
“Well, I’d forgot about them. See, I need more time to 

consider this.” Glory picked around in the rocks and found a 
smooth stone. She skipped it down the creek and it spun into the 
culvert, its final splash a thin echo in the dark. “We Shall Stand 
Before the King.” That’s the song I want. And I want everybody 
to stand. Think a lot of people will cry?”

Emma sniffed. “More than at mine.”
“Enough of this talk, I’m going to have nightmares tonight. 

I ain’t ready to go, Em. And I’m sure not ready for you to go.”
“Me neither. Maybe we should be more careful.”
“Nah! Say, how bad is it?” Glory unfurled her tongue. 

“Ahhh.”
“Looks like the blood groove of a sword.” Emma gaped in 

well-performed shock, then held up Glory’s bruised wrist and 
gave it a soft peck. “There, it’s better now, isn’t it?”

“Not really.” Glory twisted her head, dabbed her mouth 
with an upper sleeve. “What were you going to show me earlier? 
You didn’t build a new dam without me, did you?” 

Emma shook her head slow and even. Her big brown eyes 
lit up and her nose twitched. 

She’s up to something. Something that didn’t reside in the cool 
trickling water nor did it nest behind that thicket of brambles, 
but rather it was something Emma had seen, something she had 
found. And by the looks of her silly face, something strangely 
afflicting. From the pocket of her housedress she pulled a folded 
page from the Sears & Roebuck catalog and handed it to Glory.

Glory opened the page of women’s undergarments and 
laughed with a burst.

“I saw my folks last night,” Emma whispered as if someone 
else were out there in the woods with them.

“What do you mean, saw them?”
“Makin’ children.” Emma’s eyes bulged.
“You are a dirty sneak.”
“It was awful!” But Emma was smiling. “I thought he was 

attacking her. I almost asked Joshua to go and stop it.”
“I would have paid a whole quarter to see him barge right 
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into that.”
“Do you want the particulars or not?”
Glory rolled her eyes. “Of course.” She let Emma go on, even 

though the thought of Josiah and Ava Goddard stuck together 
was nearly enough to put her off chicken noodles. It was no 
secret to her how adults made children. She’d seen pigs and 
horses copulate dozens of times. She’d no sooner let a boy climb 
atop her than relinquish her favorite show pig for slaughter. 

Apparently, the opposite was true for Emma because her 
cheeks had become baby pink, flushed at reliving her parents’ 
exertions. Suddenly Emma seemed heaps older.

She tapped a twig on the illustration of a lady in a frilly 
French corset pinning up her hair. The woman looked to be 
daydreaming about flower arrangements or dress patterns 
or some other nonsense. Her waist was no broader than a 
greyhound’s hindquarters. She was long necked and vulnerable 
with her arms raised like that. Emma snatched the page, cast it 
and the stick in the weeds. 

“So pretend you’re undoing my corset. You’ve just come 
home from work.”

“Oh, for pity’s sake.” But already a tingle had climbed Glory’s 
spine from the very thought of Emma someday filling out a lacy 
trousseau like the ladies on the page.

Emma dropped hands on hips. “Well then, I’m going home. 
Joshua will oblige.”

“All right!” Glory moved behind, wiggled fingers near 
Emma’s back. “There, done.”

“No, silly, like this.” Emma raised hands to her chest and 
slowly unhitched nonexistent hooks all the way down to her 
waist. 

Glory’s eyes widened. 
Emma leaned in and kissed Glory hard and quick. She 

pulled back and her breath, still sweet from this morning’s chaw 
of Black Jack gum, warmed Glory’s cheeks and nose. In return, 
Glory pressed hands over Emma’s slight body. 

Emma’s simple housedress was worn, frayed and a far cry 
from a Sears & Roebuck corset. There were just too many 
invisible buttons and laces for a farm girl’s mind to construct 
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out of thin air! Nonetheless, Emma’s skin beneath the cotton 
was warm; it would surely be smooth as silk and most definitely 
burn Glory’s fingers clean off. 

Emma kissed her again and this time Glory held her there 
as their lips grazed and sought out the other.

Glory hugged her tight, unsure how to proceed. 
Emma whispered instructions: Daddy growled this, Momma 

moaned that.
Glory did not register the specifics; her mind was awhirl. 

She crouched a little and lifted Emma up into the air, not quite 
sure why adults did this. At least she could. Emma was still a 
wisp and she kissed Glory’s forehead then slid back down in her 
arms. Glory pushed one of Emma’s shiny auburn pigtails aside. 

With this one kiss of the neck, Emma gasped. She’d lost 
track of her parents’ theatrics. 

That’s a swoon I’m guessing. Glory smiled up into the 
towering cottonwood. Forget parents, it was their time now.  All 
she wanted was to become this just for today. What a beautiful 
design. Who created this? Then she remembered who, and 
stiffened. 

Emma held Glory’s palm and pressed it against her flat chest 
then reached out to cup Glory’s more developed breast. 

Glory’s knees unhinged. Haven’t you gotten in enough trouble 
for one day? She pushed Emma back and scrambled up the hill. 
“I’m hungry.” 

Emma gulped, looking like a girl whose pockets were full of 
stolen sweets. 

Glory could not help but grin. “It’s okay, Em, let’s go eat.”
Emma insisted on holding hands; Glory insisted on 

running. 
They sprinted back hand-in-hand.




