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•F i c t i o n

The Feed Corn Sea
c a l e b  ta n k e r s l e y

 As soon as the thick oak doors of Grace Valley Baptist Church were 
locked, Jerry placed the half-joint between his lips and lit up. He’d had his 
hand in his pocket during the latter half of his sermon, spinning the crisp 
paper between thumb and forefinger. He’d developed a custom, taking in the 
smoke and letting it curl around his lungs as he walked from the back of the 
sanctuary to the front, where the smoke passed through his throat with a hiss 
that tempered the static silence. A mustardy smell filled the small chapel, cov-
ering a collection of moldy carpet, lacquered pews, and cheap wood paneling in 
the cloudy scent Jerry claimed was incense, something he burned throughout 
the week to increase spiritual concentration, keep a candle burning for God in 
the consecrated space of the chapel, and to keep squirrels from nesting in the 
rafters above the suspended ceiling tiles.
 Two months and he already felt like crawling back to Kansas City, back 
to those downtown glass canyons that jutted out from the hills. The sidewalk 
anonymity of the Plaza or Westport. He’d spent the last year bartending, 
though he’d called it “serving tables” when speaking to the personnel com-
mittee. Gladys Mason had squirmed, but he explained how hard it was for 
a young preacher out there, especially one with an Old Testament Masters 
focused on the Minor Prophets. Nobody cared about the prophets anymore, 
he’d lamented. The committee had liked this remark, and he’d picked up on the 
subtext: love the old, hate the new. He thought about lifting his shirt sleeve 
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to show the verse from The Book of Joel tattooed on his shoulder, but decided 
against it.
 What the committee hadn’t known was the nature of his Masters, how he’d 
dived into the study of Liberation Theology, Marxist thought that was anti-
thetical to the faith-centric, infallible nature of the believers in Frisco. Jerry 
believed. He’d believed so deeply in college, been so profoundly affected that 
he’d protested, staged walk outs. Even traveled to Nicaragua, spent time in a 
small mountain coffee farm. But he’d earned a bad reputation. Baptists weren’t 
interested in radicals. After graduating, Jerry had been unable to find a church-
related job anywhere in Kansas City, had resigned himself to the more depress-
ing but still ministerial role of getting people drunk.
 The interview had been only a formality. Jerry grew up two blocks from the 
church he now smoked in, had been sitting in these coarse pews his entire life 
up until eighteen. Escape had been his only thought during high school. Now 
he’d returned, pulled back by invisible threads he thought he’d severed years 
before. On the phone, his Uncle Eric had talked around the issue by mention-
ing Aunt Rita’s diabetes, David Espenson’s rich son, all the tall corn. Jerry had 
barely been listening, switching the phone from ear to ear as he fast-walked to 
the bar. But his Uncle’s pause made him halt.
 “You know Grace Valley been without a pastor for some time now. Some of 
the folks around here were hoping you’d think about coming down.” Uncle Eric 
snorted at the absurdity of the idea. “I know you like the city, but you got you 
that seminary degree. You could do more than wait tables, Jer.”
 His family had always tried to bring him home, always quietly held moving 
away as a betrayal. Seminary had been his ticket out, a scholarship from the 
state denomination office. Jerry’s grades were too mediocre for the good uni-
versities he wanted. He’d fallen in with the other secret leftists of the seminary, 
lived the life of a revolutionary. But this was over. He’d been bartending for a 
year, barely paying rent, with nowhere else to go. Calls were made. Interviews 
scheduled. And here he was, smoking in the same pew Mr. Pearson had been 
sleeping in not ten minutes before.
 The doorknob turned and shuddered as someone tried to push. An annoyed 
huff, then a small figure walked around to the back of the church, the form 
obscured by the multi-colored glass of the windows. He licked his fingers and 
doused the light, pushed it deep into his pocket.
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 Jerry picked up bulletins, hymnals, and stray offering envelopes as Gladys 
Mason walked into the sanctuary through the choir loft. She held her purse in 
front of her with both hands. He could see the layers of foundation and powder 
on her face. Gladys’s white hair was pulled back, gave her a youthful look until 
she smiled, every deep wrinkle curling on her face. “Brother Jeremiah, you sure 
do keep this place clean.”
 Jerry hated being called brother. “Thanks, Mrs. Mason. Part of the job.” In 
small places like Frisco, pastors were also de facto janitors. Despite his disdain 
for having returned to his childhood church, Jerry cared deeply about the place, 
maintained a strict chore schedule, washed the stained glass on Saturdays. He 
felt conflicted every morning he walked through the oak doors, enjoying and 
suffocating on the familiar smells.
 Mrs. Mason stepped down from the choir loft and stood in front of the altar. 
“Pastor, that’s what I come to talk to you about. A part of the job.”
 Jerry wanted to put his hand back into his pocket, twist the joint between 
fingers, but he didn’t. “Sure. How can I help?”
 Her hands tightened on her purse cord. “See, we’re an older crowd here, 
Pastor. You might consider me the youth group compared to the rest of them.” 
She chuckled at her own joke. Nothing sounded so fake as a chuckle.
 Jerry played along, smiled wider until his cheeks hurt. “Yes, ma’am. You look 
not a day over thirty.” He felt queasy, wondered if she could smell the smoke.
 “Hah! I knew there was a reason we hired you. But you see, there’s some real 
elderly members here who can’t make it to church most the time now. Stuck in 
their homes, you know. No kids around.” She frowned and looked to the floor. 
Her voice moved up and down dramatically to signal what a terrible fate this 
was, to be without church. “Lonely folks. Some of us members were talking 
about how the old pastors would make visits each week to cheer up the home 
bound.”
 His stomach tightened at the idea of visiting the decaying houses of all the 
elderly people in the county. He saw his role as more of a teacher, not an emo-
tional support dog. But Gladys Mason was chair of the Personnel Committee 
and, unofficially, his boss. This was passive-aggressive politics. Cold war.
 “Sure, I could make some visits. Is there a list you could leave on my desk 
or—”
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 “I got it right here.” Gladys pulled a sheet from her purse and slapped it on 
the altar. “Thank you so much, Brother Jeremiah. You have a blessed day now.” 
With her last word, Gladys Mason disappeared back up into the choir loft and 
out the church door.
 She was gone before Jerry could speak. He dropped his smile, rubbed his 
sore cheeks, and lifted the list. Three pages of members. Visiting everyone 
would take weeks. Full time. “Christ,” he said then pulled the joint out, held it 
in his palm then placed it back in his pocket.

•
 The townspeople of Frisco called him Jogging Jerry. A few weeks ago a 
reporter had come out from New Madrid, written a story about him titled 
“Racing Rev.” He’d always been a distance runner, from junior high on into 
seminary. Running and exercise had a wholesomeness to it the elderly congre-
gation liked, someone young and healthy in a dying world.
 Frisco was set up like a square track, a few blocks of houses with two 
churches (Christ Redeemer, the Pentecostal cross-town rival), a school, a gas 
station, and a Chinese restaurant in the middle. No stoplights impeded his 
runs, but he had to watch for tractors. The old men riding on top would wave 
and shake their heads, confident he’d soon give up fighting the muggy air. He 
could run around the town four times in an hour. Lately Jerry had been jogging 
early—sunrise—to avoid most of the heat and moisture. The streets were sur-
rounded by flat farmland on an ancient floodplain. And in the depth of early 
August, any breeze was blocked by the corn.
 Corn filled every possible space around Frisco. Some farmers planted right 
up to their front doors and windows. In August, the stalks were taller than any 
man. The corn was a force, reshaping the land, the weather, the very air. Jerry 
felt like he was running in a shallow canyon, wind moving just feet above his 
head while the humid air settled over him, his wet T-shirt clinging to his back.
 Every stalk around Frisco was feed corn. Unlike the sweet, soft gold eaten 
from the cob with juice running down the chin, the feed corn was bland and 
hard as teeth. Since most of it didn’t go to human consumption, Frisco’s corn 
was loaded with chemicals. Round-Up Ready and sterilized. Feed corn was 
going more and more to ethanol, but the corn around Frisco got shipped to the 
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north part of state, to the CAFO pig farms, shoveled into the fat of hogs and 
force-fed back to the decrepit citizens of the poverty-stricken Bootheel coun-
ties. Jerry could hardly stand running past those tall green walls knowing their 
place in the production chain. His Marxist hopes were as stifled as the air. The 
USDA called the area a food desert, but Jerry had always thought of it as an 
ocean. In August, the green leaves of the stalks grew thick and wide, rustling in 
the invisible wind like waves on a rocky shore, the sound permeating everything 
on unbearably hot days, drowning out the frogs and cicadas. Jerry hated the 
corn with everything in him.
 Late at night he would climb the roof of Grace Valley, lean against the 
steeple, and smoke. The air was usually cooler, and the summer night brought 
constant wind, a small joy he forgot about during the day, its existence startling 
him every evening. Jerry would look out over the vast feed corn sea and think 
about sailors, how on long voyages they must have felt mocked by undrinkable 
seawater. He’d hold smoke in his lungs until he thought he might drown, then 
puff it out, downward, to the town. Jerry watched the stalks twist in strange 
patterns as if there were men darting in and among them, circling and crossing 
each other, their forearms bloody and cut on the sharp edges of the leaves.

•
 Jerry waited until Thursday to pick up Gladys Mason’s list from the altar 
again. A call to three area nursing homes (the Bootheel’s fastest growing busi-
nesses were nursing homes, funeral homes, and tombstones) revealed a good 
chunk of the listed members were dead. Jerry knew how this worked. Gladys 
and the committee kept old names on the list to boost membership numbers. 
Bragging rights were at stake, as well as money from the state association. 
Baptist churches were outwardly spiritual houses, but internally they ran like 
baseball teams: stats, numbers, and cash. These dead members would remain on 
the list for decades. He loved churches, loved the transformation of spirits, but 
Jerry hated the politics, felt drained whenever he was asked to perform some 
unsavory duty related to membership or fundraising or committees.
 Old women dominated the list, their husbands having died ten years earlier 
or never coming to church at all. Jerry scanned the names, flowing past his eyes 
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like the credits of a silent film. Opal Jean Teirrany. Verna Gallagher. Eunice 
Conroy. He could picture them all, confined to a chair, covered in blankets and 
enormous glasses, shriveled, bitter, and reeking. He wanted to embrace and run 
from them.
 The second-to-last name caught Jerry’s attention: Ruby Lincoln, his sixth-
grade teacher. Though he’d grown up in Grace Valley, Jerry didn’t remember 
seeing her in the pews. He’d known all the older ladies in the church, helped 
them down steps and brought them flowers on Mother’s Day. He would have 
remembered helping Mrs. Lincoln. She had always been a school favorite, a 
teacher with peace-and-flowers hippie style that the principal frowned upon, 
though Jerry could never pinpoint why. He’d loved how Mrs. Lincoln played 
jazz during tests. He decided to visit Mrs. Lincoln first, save the rest for next 
week.
 Mrs. Lincoln’s house was a tiny bungalow on the other side of Frisco from 
the parsonage. The siding was blue and fading though it must have at one 
point been vibrant against the whites and browns of the neighboring houses. 
He walked up the cracked concrete steps and knocked. The silver top of a head 
came up to the window and peered through. He waved, and the door opened.
 “Jeremiah Britt. You get over here and give me a hug.” She embraced him 
with her long arms, her nails painted blue. Though slightly rounder, Mrs. Lin-
coln looked much like she had in middle school, her grey hair long and thick 
down to the middle of her back. She wore a silk blouse the same blue shade as 
her nails. Mrs. Lincoln led Jerry into her tiny living room, offered peppermint 
tea.
 “Thank you, Mrs. Lincoln. Jesus, it’s good to see you.” These were the times 
he didn’t need a pastoral mask. Jerry felt like himself, like he did in his garden. 
He sat in a small red chair as she sat across from him and served the tea.
 “Nice to see you again, Jeremiah. You were always one of the brightest.” 
She reached down next to her chair into a pile of newspapers. Beneath the St. 
Louis Post Dispatch she pulled out The New Madrid Argus, pointed to his story, 
to a shot of Jerry running past the front doors of the church. “I read this entire 
paper just for your story. Circled sixteen typos. You’re welcome.” She grinned, 
then lightly coughed.
 “I’m flattered.”
 “Don’t be. You deserve every ounce of praise.”
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 “I proofread the Grace Valley bulletin, by the way. It’s error-free, I swear.”
 She lifted her cup. “Cheers to that. I’m just surprised you’re in Frisco. What 
brought you back?”
 He wasn’t sure how to answer. “The economy, I guess. I used a seminary 
degree to pull myself out. But it limited my job prospects so much, I had to 
take whatever church job I could get.” He hadn’t voiced it like that since he’d 
returned. Jerry looked out the window, at the corn. “I don’t really like it here. 
This time of year. It feels cruel.”
 “You don’t have to tell me that. My husband Eddie—God rest him—spent 
thirty years here and hated every one. Just couldn’t take the landscape, flat mud 
mixed with these big weeds. Made him all kinds of depressed in the summer.” 
She smiled and looked at the floor. “But you know they say folks yo-yo around 
here. Try to leave, you get dragged back.”
 “Mrs. Lincoln, do you need anything? Are there specific passages or any is-
sues you’d like to discuss?”
 “Death, if that counts. But what do you mean? What passages?”
 “From the Bible.”
 Mrs. Lincoln sat up straighter. “I need the Bible like I need another ciga-
rette.” She coughed. “I have lung cancer. I need morphine, not vague hope.”
 “Your name was on a list of members for Grace Valley. I thought you’d been 
going and might need someone to talk to.”
 Mrs. Lincoln smacked her teacup onto the table, a few drops sloshing 
onto newspapers. “Misers. They know I wouldn’t be caught dead in that place. 
They’re saying I’m a member?”
 “God, I’m sorry Mrs. Lincoln. I got a list of names and, home-bound mem-
bers.” Jerry pulled the list from his pocket, passed it to her. He felt back in 
school, guilty and pierced by Mrs. Lincoln’s stare.
 “What’s this? You got Eunice on here. She’s dead. Harry, he’s been gone 
a long time. Mely can’t even see straight. What are you playing at over there, 
Jeremiah? What kind of shit is that church pulling?” Mrs. Lincoln collapsed 
into a coughing fit, grabbed her chest and breathed deeply between each hack.
 Jerry felt disgusting, looking at himself through her eyes. “I’m not trying 
to trick or guilt you, Mrs. Lincoln. I don’t go for the rigid crap. I’m a wolf in 
sheeps’ clothing. Maybe a sheep in wolves’ clothing. I truly want to help how-
ever I can.”



96  c i m a r r o n  r e v i e w

 Mrs. Lincoln’s hand shook as she wiped her mouth with a handkerchief. 
“You want to help me?” She turned the handkerchief to Jerry, held it under his 
nose. Bloody tar, deep scarlet and black. “Get me some OxyContin. This shit 
hurts. God is the last thing on my mind.” Mrs. Lincoln squeezed her eyes shut. 
A tear zagged between the wrinkles. “My Eddie’s gone. I’m ready to see him 
again. I just don’t want any more pain.”
 Jerry stood up to leave, slid the list into his pocket. “I’ll help if I can, Mrs. 
Lincoln. I promise. I’m sorry about this. Have a good day.” The door slammed 
behind him harder than he’d meant as he left the house. His body wanted to 
run, but he forced his limbs to move slow and deliberate down the street. Mrs. 
Lincoln had twisted a screw in him, a secret fear that this place would consume 
him, as it had her, as it had her husband. Maybe twenty years from now he 
would still be at Grace Valley, fat and bald and so used to the corn it would be 
invisible to him, like he’d never seen a place without this green sea, like it would 
never end. He walked slow down the flat streets of Frisco, the blacktop radiat-
ing heat all the way up to Jerry’s face.

•
 In his garden, Jerry knew there was a God. Not the wispy spirit he’d been 
taught, not a God floating in the clouds but below, among them, in the dirt. 
An organic deity. He spent many afternoons cultivating this small plot of land 
behind the parsonage, feeling more pastoral here than anywhere else in Frisco. 
To his bell peppers, Jerry was a lifeline. His carrots, his sugar-snap peas, his 
broccoli and kale and radishes considered him a savior.
 Jerry took the greatest care with his corn. He loved sweet corn plants, fragile 
and pale, so unlike the surrounding gritty feed corn stalks, tough as leather. The 
shorter, thinner stalks were like lace, susceptible to every strong breeze and rain. 
Jerry reinforced their roots with thick dirt from the edge of the yard. A small 
plot of seven plants, they formed a circle in the middle of the garden, a small 
barrier against the encroaching feed corn stalks—ten feet away at the edge of 
the yard—to avoid cross pollination. Jerry brushed the tassels every morning, 
hoped to keep his corn sugary sweet. But he also used the corn to cover the 
weed.
 The plants were small but the buds potent. Jerry kept it on a strict watering 
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schedule and made sure the marijuana was adequately covered among the stalks 
and zucchini leaves. A few weeks ago Jerry had been tending his plants when 
Mr. Pearson strolled around the parsonage, asked about the plumbing. The thin, 
veiny leaves had drawn Mr. Pearson’s eyes immediately.
 “What’s that, Pastor?”
 “Oregano.”
 Mr. Pearson had smiled up at Jerry and nodded. “Good stuff.”
 Jerry pinched a large helping of herb from his dry storage compartment. 
The dishwasher—ancient and caked with rust—rolled out from underneath the 
counter, leaving an empty space where he stored weed. He sprinkled the herb 
into a bowl filled with chocolate goo. Weed wouldn’t have the same effect as 
OxyContin, but it was the best Jerry could manage for Mrs. Lincoln. What any 
real pastor would do. It had been some time since he’d mixed hash brownies, 
but his seminary friends had always scarfed them down ferociously, grinning 
like dogs.

•
 “Jonah was swallowed for fleeing his chosen path. For rejecting the plans 
God had for him.” Jerry put his left hand in his pocket, paused for emphasis 
and rubbed his chin. The congregation was rapt with attention, their eyes un-
blinking.
 “Do you run from what you know you should do? Does the Word of Al-
mighty God scare you? All around us are whales. Things in your life that—be-
fore you know it—consume you. When we flee from the will of God, we’re not 
looking where we’re going. And we end up”—Jerry slapped his palm on the 
pulpit—“in the belly of something gross.” He could tell in their faces whether 
he had them or not. This Sunday, he did. “Throughout this next week, think 
about what God’s calling you to do. Do you know? Can you tell your neighbor? 
Can you hold yourself accountable to following that path? Pray that God keeps 
you on his plan. His will might be painful, you may buck and fight, but it’s a lot 
better to obey than to live inside a sea monster.”
 Usually he left them on a cheerier note, received fewer complaints that way. 
But sometimes it was good to twist the knife, leave them sweating in their 
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pews. And beyond that, a little fear would get more people under the steeple 
next week. The Personnel Committee had been pressuring him for a greater 
focus on numbers. As he signaled the organ player and paced before the altar, 
Jerry felt as he had for the last month of Sundays: disgusted with himself. He 
was too good at this.
 Jerry stood by the oak doors of Grace Valley and shook hands as the elderly 
crowd shambled single file out of the church, into their Buicks, and to the Chi-
nese restaurant. Mr. Thorton—a soybean farmer with red skin—grabbed Jerry’s 
palm and held it. Mr. Thorton’s hand was a lobster claw, a grip like steel. But his 
eyes were thin, and he looked behind him to the crowd before speaking.
 “That was a fine sermon, Preacher. We don’t hear much Jonah around here.”
 “Thanks, Don. Glad to hear it resonated.”
 “Thing is, we don’t see many whales.” Mr. Thorton sniggered. “We’re five 
hundred miles from the ocean, son. Next time, change it to catfish. There’s 
some real monsters in the Muddy. A catfish sermon. Now, that’ll preach.” Mr. 
Thorton laughed with his mouth wide open, teeth yellow to the gums.
 A few old ladies shook their heads and giggled. Jerry wanted to roll his eyes, 
and his pupils shook with the resistant effort. He managed to be courteous, 
pastoral. “Yeah, I’ll do catfish next time. Just make sure you’re here for it.” Jerry 
broke into a wide smile, spoke through his teeth. “Have a blessed day.”

•
 After his morning sermon, Jerry took a shower, changed into more casual 
clothes, and grabbed the plate of brownies, wrapped and sitting on top of the 
fridge. He strolled the hot streets of Frisco. Most churchgoers were napping or 
watching football in the early afternoon, so Jerry didn’t worry about being seen 
or asked questions.
 When he knocked on the door, Mrs. Lincoln answered almost immediately, 
again wearing a silk blouse and matching nails, this time bright orange. Her 
hair was pulled back in a tight ponytail, voice raspy and thin. “Nice to see you, 
Jeremiah. Did you strike my name off your membership?” She put her hand to 
her mouth, grunted to suppress a cough.
 Jerry held up the plate as an answer. “You’re off the team. I’m just here for 
brownies. I feel terrible about the other day. Least I could do.”
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 “Brownies, eh? You bake these yourself ?”
 “I did.”
 “I got cholesterol numbers to watch, but what the hell. Come on inside. I’ll 
make us some tea to go with.” Mrs. Lincoln stepped aside and allowed Jerry 
through, then bent over in a coughing fit. He could see sweat on her forehead. 
Mrs. Lincoln kept a hand squeezed on her chest as she finished hacking. A 
handkerchief held tight over her lips muddled the sound. Jerry knew he was 
doing the right thing, the pastor thing, maybe the thing God had returned him 
to Frisco for.
 “Sorry about that, Jeremiah. I guess a pastor has to get used to sick people.”
 “And kissing ass.”
 She scoffed. “You’ll do well. Sit down. Let’s crack into these puppies.”
 When the tea was done she poured two steaming cups and set them on the 
table. Blueberry this time. Mrs. Lincoln unwrapped the plastic, held a brownie 
up to her face.
 “Looks moist.” She took a strong bite, nodded and smiled at him as she 
chewed. “Well done, Jerry. How about some tunes?”
 “I remember you used to play jazz for us in middle school. Do you have any 
Count Basie?”
 “The Count of Kansas City. Good to know something I did sank in. I got a 
classic: Atomic Mr. Basie. Grab it out of the bin by the door. Record player’s in 
the other room.” She gestured with one hand, finished the brownie with the 
other.
 It took Jerry some time to find the record, the signature red explosion of the 
cover. After he grabbed it he kept sifting, admiring Mrs. Lincoln’s collection, 
admiring her. It had been awhile since he’d used a record player but he man-
aged. The Nicaraguans had listened to nothing else. Rich sound poured out, the 
Count’s fingers dazzling across piano keys with a fast-paced big-band sound 
behind him.
 When Jerry re-entered the kitchen, Mrs. Lincoln was licking her fingers. 
He saw at least four brownies missing from the pile. A bit of chocolate at the 
corner of her mouth. Her head was bobbing to the music.
 “Boy, I haven’t heard this in an age. Refreshing. Sit down. Take a load off.”
 They talked for an hour, Mrs. Lincoln about her husband, Jerry about his 
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months in Rosa Garcia, helping locals fight barons trying to control organic 
coffee production. Mrs. Lincoln beamed at this story, her eyes locked on Jerry, 
still eating brownies.
 “Hot damn. You’re a real commando-preacher.”
 Jerry watched Mrs. Lincoln closely. He was waiting for the brownies to take 
effect, for her to relax and enter the same state of calm that kept him sane, that 
eased his own pain.
 “I told Vicente, our bodyguard, how hard it is to grow Mangos in the States, 
but—”
 Mrs. Lincoln’s eyes were closed, the sunspots on her lids fully visible. Jerry 
edged out of his seat, put his ear to her face to see if she was still breathing. 
He could feel warm, shallow breath on his neck. When he pulled back Mrs. 
Lincoln’s eyes were wide open.
 “Jesus! I’m sorry. I wanted to make sure you were okay.”
 She laughed, quick and high-pitched, then tapped her hand on the table, her 
head bouncing more vigorously than before. Strands of white hair came loose 
from her ponytail, stuck out.
 “Mrs. Lincoln? How do you feel?”
 “Oh,” Mrs. Lincoln moaned, and closed her eyes. Her head revolved from 
shoulder to shoulder. “This”—she held up a brownie—“is great shit.” Her eyes 
flew open, met his. “Jerry. We’re dancing.”
 “Dancing?”
 She looked him up and down. “Here in the kitchen.” Mrs. Lincoln stood up 
with a speed and precision Jerry didn’t think was possible after so many brown-
ies. How many had she eaten? Eight? Nine? Rather than mellowed out, Mrs. 
Lincoln seemed invigorated.
 She grabbed Jerry’s hand and pulled him into the middle of the space. There 
was just enough room between the table and cluttered metal counter for them 
to both move around, but it was a tight fit. Jerry’s sways were slight, his every 
effort concentrated on avoiding too much bodily contact with Mrs. Lincoln. 
His palms became sweaty. She let out a whoop, raised her hands and shook 
them. Her moves were stiff at first, small bends of the elbows and dips of the 
knees. But as Count Basie and the Orchestra crescendoed, Mrs. Lincoln grew 
wild. She whooped and swung her body in circles like balancing a hula hoop. 
On every revolution her hips scraped Jerry’s leg, but Mrs. Lincoln didn’t seem 
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to notice. Her head flipped back and forth, her ponytail totally destroyed.
 Jerry shifted his weight from one foot to the other, tried to scoot away. But 
Mrs. Lincoln egged him on, grabbed Jerry’s arm and pulled him toward her.
 “Come on, Jerry. Jazz, am I right? Damn.” Mrs. Lincoln rubbed a hands up 
and down her torso. “Damn damn.”
 What the fuck have I done? he thought.
 Jerry had always been confused when it came to women. He’d had his fair 
share of dates and lays. Bartending and the Sandinista stories were fruitful in 
that regard. But after moving to Frisco and Grace Valley, he’d resigned himself 
to his hand. Whether it was the long drought he’d been in, the warm embrace 
of the Holy Spirit, his own brownie consumption, or some attachment he had 
to Mrs. Lincoln that reached deep into his adolescence, Jerry’s penis slowly 
became hard.
 He tried to cover his dick with unusual dancing, arching forward while 
bending his knees. But the effort was fruitless. As Mrs. Lincoln whisked herself 
around the tiny kitchen, Jerry was confident he’d fulfilled his purpose of easing 
Mrs. Lincoln’s suffering and tried to leave. “Mrs. Lincoln, you’re feeling good? 
The pain’s been taken away?”
 No one had spoken for several minutes. The sound of Jerry’s voice startled 
Mrs. Lincoln, and she paused mid-hip shake, arched her eyebrows and looked 
straight at Jerry’s bulging crotch. She laughed and leapt toward him, trapping 
him against the countertop. A hand squeezed his biceps, and her eyes locked 
with his. “You know what would feel good? You know what would really take 
the pain away?” Mrs. Lincoln snaked a hand down Jerry’s pants, wrapped her 
fingers around his penis.
 “Fucking Christ!” Jerry, pulled her hand away, tried to maneuver around her 
but couldn’t manage without shoving Mrs. Lincoln. Her strength surprised 
him, her every effort bent on keeping him pinned to the corner.
 “Since three years before Eddie passed. That’s how long. Truth is, before I 
go, all I want is one more good bang. And here you are.” She rubbed her hand 
up and down the crotch of his pants, smiled at him. “Answered prayer.”
 Jerry did the only thing he could manage: He shoved Mrs. Lincoln, hard 
like a strong chest pass. He didn’t want to hurt her, knew she’d never react this 
way in her right mind. He blamed himself, really, for whatever the hell hap-
pened with the brownies. But the shove knocked her back more than Jerry had 
anticipated. Her body spun half-around like a top before she tripped and fell, 
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her face smacking the counter with a dull thud. Mrs. Lincoln collapsed to the 
floor and was silent. Count Basie’s piano still floated in the air.
 Teeth littered the linoleum. A splotch of blood remained where her face had 
struck the counter. When he turned her over she was still alive, awake even. 
Jerry breathed with relief. Mrs. Lincoln blinked at him, a blank expression on 
her face that made her seem so old. A hand went to her mouth, her fingers 
covered in red drool, feeling the gaps. “Oh, Eddie,” she said, her voice scared 
and trembling. “Eddie, what have I done?”
 He swallowed hard. “Fuck.”
 Again, Jerry did the only thing he knew in the moment: He ran out the door 
as fast as his training would allow, his runner’s legs slamming the asphalt with 
large strides. The Running Rev. From the corner of his eye, he could see church 
members watching him out their windows, wondering why he was sprinting at 
this time of day, in normal clothes. The corn stalks crashed against each other.
 The front door of the parsonage slammed against the wall and cracked the 
sheetrock. He shut it, pulled his dishwasher out and grabbed his weed, stuffed 
it into an old backpack.
 Jerry sprinted out to the garden and began plucking vegetables as fast as he 
could, a thin cloud of dust rising as he darted from row to row. After the peas, 
squash, and bell peppers, Jerry reached for the sweet corn, tore the ears off 
their stalks and opened them up. He narrowed his eyes at the kernels, a deeper 
shade than they should have been, putrid-yellow like dark urine. He bit into 
one of the ears and spit out the kernels. Hard. Bland. They’d been corrupted, 
cross-pollinated. His sweet corn had transformed into feed. Jerry tore out all 
the sweet-corn plants he’d cared for, the roots fresh and covered in dirt.
 From behind the parsonage, Jerry heard raised voices, people—faithful pa-
rishioners—pounding the door. He had seconds before someone would check 
behind the house. Every noise was obscured by the wind and thrashing corn, 
but Jerry discerned the low squeal of distant sirens. He threw the pack over his 
shoulder, turned from the parsonage, composed himself, took a deep breath, 
and dove at a run into the sea. His face smacked against stalks, his arms cut by 
the foliage. Jerry ran until the parsonage was no longer visible, consumed by a 
jungle of sharp leaves.


