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The Holy and Hidden Heart 

I like waking up early. As a senior in high school, I worked as a house painter. 

My workday began at 5:30. We pulled up to a dark, quiet house in a dark, quiet 

neighborhood, and unloaded our ladders and buckets and tarps, the clanging metal 

echoing off the houses. Standing on a ladder, high up next to the roof peak, I saw the 

light change and the garage doors open, I heard the birds begin to sing, I felt the steam as 

the morning heat vaporized the dew drops hanging from the shingles, and I watched the 

neighborhood slowly begin its day.  

* 

It’s Saturday morning. I quickly turn off my alarm, so as to not wake my 

girlfriend, Erin. I pull on a sweatshirt and pants and softly walk to the kitchen. The hand-

cranked coffee grinder Erin bought me is much quieter than the electric one I used to 

have, and even though it’s a little more work, I’m grateful for it on mornings like this. 

As the coffee brews, I look through yesterday’s mail that’s sitting on the small 

table in our kitchenette. It was my birthday last week, and I pull a large, powder blue card 
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from between the electric bill and credit card offer and slide my thumb up underneath the 

fold, see-sawing it across the envelope. I open the card and a twenty-dollar bill falls out. 

Hope you’re happy and doing well. Think of you often. I love you, 

Gram 

I pocket the twenty-dollar bill, close the card, and toss it on the table.  

I don’t know how to feel about my mom’s mother. She always existed in the 

background. Granddaddy was the grandparent I loved to be around the most. Granddaddy 

built a sandbox with me, took me on fieldtrips to the county courthouse, cared about what 

I cared about. Gram was stiff and cold. She laughed politely and hugged me as if she 

were under duress, her wrist limp, her hand refusing to clutch me to her. Later, after high 

school and after Grandaddy died, Mama told me that Gram used to encourage my sisters, 

Rachael and Hannah, to make fun of my brother Caleb. When Naomi and Solomon got a 

little older, she did the same thing to them. She had, apparently, never liked us boys and 

had voiced that feeling several times to Mama. She also told me that Gram used to 

verbally abuse her when she was a child, leaving her terrified to go to sleep at night. 

Mama woke up one night, sweating. She looked around, thinking that maybe her dream 

was real and Gram was standing over her with a knife. 

I stopped talking to Gram. She sent cards on Christmas and birthdays. After I left 

the state, I stopped receiving cards altogether. Mama and her would go through periods of 

talking and not talking, and otherwise I forgot about her existence.  
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Years later, someone must have given her my new address, because now I have a 

card and a twenty-dollar bill on my table. 

On your birthday, I’ll be remembering the boy you used to be… 

Read the embossed letters on the front of the card. I open it again. 

…And feeling proud of the man you’ve become. 

What does she know about the man I’ve become? And why would she be 

remembering a boy she never liked? I resist the urge to get angry. I know she is capable 

of change, and of guilt. Last I heard, she had a hip surgery, and aside from the nurse who 

comes twice a week, sees no one. She was trying to reach out. What else do you say to a 

grandson you haven’t talked to in years? What do you say to anyone you’ve lost contact 

with?  

I set the card back down and move to the kitchen counter to fill a mug with coffee.  

I should call Mama, or Rachael, or Caleb. It’s been months since I’ve talked to 

any of them. It’s so easy to let distance get in the way of relationships.  

I moved away from Kentucky when I was nineteen—first to the Bay Area of 

California and then to Montana. A year after leaving Kentucky, I had spoken to each of 

my friends only once. Now, I’ve been gone five years, more or less, and I’ve lost contact 

with all of them. I know through Facebook that Sean Fannin is still in school and living at 

home, and that David O’Reagan is in Colorado Springs, but that’s it. I’m not surprised 

that I lost contact with them. We were friends by an accident of geography—all it took 
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was distance to see how little we had in common. But at the time, I needed them. I had 

just lost Austin. 

In many ways, Austin was a salvation for me. My family, swept from one 

highflying religious group to the next, left a large, deeply fundamentalist Christian 

organization as it slowly became embroiled in scandal for a small church that met in a 

school gymnasium just before it rapidly grew into several thousand members. I was only 

ten or eleven when we first made the change, severing almost all of our social 

connections, and my closest friend at our new church became Michael Barnett. Michael 

tormented me. He alternated between laughing with me and laughing at me, and I never 

knew which would come next. At any moment he could tackle me or punch me, or decide 

that my voice was funny and ceaselessly mock it for the rest of the afternoon. Michael 

chose what we did, watched, or listened to. The Barnetts and my family had been friends 

before either my parents or theirs had kids, so I was left without much choice but to 

continue to hang out with Michael. I had never been a social kid anyway. I was shy and 

nervous and Michael knew every other kid at church. His family had been there from the 

time that it was just a handful of people meeting in a basement. If I could handle the 

discomfort of his company, he was someone I could shelter behind. 

Austin was quiet, like me. Our church was growing so quickly that about a year 

after we started attending, money was borrowed and plans were made to build a large, 

fortress-like building on a hill along Gunpowder Creek. The parking lot was huge. Two 

sets of double glass doors led into a foyer with twenty-foot ceilings. Our grades-six-

through-eight Sunday school class grew from fifteen kids to over fifty. Austin sat in the 

back with his sister. He was quiet, but he wasn’t afraid of what people thought, like me. 
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He wore braces, bright white New Balance sneakers, and striped polo shirts and yet 

within weeks was friends with more people than I had managed in over a year. He sang 

beautifully. He read books and listened to music other than Lil Wayne and Flo Rida. His 

fearlessness drew me to him. We became friends shortly before my parents divorced, and 

as my life at home began to split down the middle, his home became a place to escape.  

One Saturday night, just after midnight, when it was certain his family was asleep, 

we slipped out the sliding glass basement door and hopped his back fence. At the 

neighborhood pool, we met Thomas and Seth, two friends from church. Thomas brought 

stolen Swisher Sweets cigars and we silently and ceremonially lit them in the cold air of 

the pool parking lot. We shuffled from foot to foot, talking in low voices. Smoke and 

frozen breath poured into the air and between the four of us, we more or less constantly 

spat onto the concrete. This small transgression was an act of controlled rebellion that I 

desperately needed, and late night cigar smoking became a habit Austin and I engaged in 

most weekends after. 

It was nights like these that got me through Mama and Papa’s divorce—that and 

the nights that Austin would listen to me think aloud about how much I hated being in 

between two angry parents. 

All through middle school, he was my closest and nearly only friend. Near the 

beginning of high school, his parents divorced, and our roles reversed. He stayed with me 

often and this time it was he who vented his emotions. But even as his parent’s divorce 

brought us closer, it signaled the end of our friendship. At the end of our freshman year 

of high school, his dad was offered a teaching job in Houston, a fifteen-hour drive away.  
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I couldn’t blame Austin for leaving. His two options were to move his life to a 

relatively similar environment in the Houston suburbs, or move with his mom and new 

step-dad to rural, farm country in central Kentucky.  

When I walked into his house to help load the moving truck, everything was 

already packed. His room was empty and the basement where we had spent hours 

streaming stolen Fall Out Boy albums and playing his Game Cube was full of cardboard 

boxes and furniture, all pushed to the center of the room. The truck was loaded too 

quickly, and I wasn’t ready to say goodbye when it was over.  

The two of us tried to maintain contact. We messaged each other and talked 

relatively often for about a year until routines got in the way and lack of contact left us 

with little to talk about. Once a year or so he visited Kentucky and we would find an 

evening to spend together, but it was never the same as before. The clock never stopped 

ticking. There was always another person to meet. There was no way to recreate the 

carefree nights of before and any attempt to do so felt like an act that had to be 

maintained. The year we turned seventeen, he made it to town for his mom’s birthday, 

and after a halfhearted effort to meet up, we silently acknowledged that there was nothing 

left of our friendship but memories. We never managed to see each other that day, and I 

haven’t seen him since.  

David O’Reagan and Sean Fannin are good people. They were nice to me, and I 

have pleasant memories of being with them, but I became friends with them like an 

unmoored ship that hits land. After Austin left, I was without a compass. He had been a 

shelter and a guide for me through social relationships. David had been part of Austin’s 
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larger social network, and I latched onto him as the closest and easiest option. We didn’t 

have a great deal in common, but he was kind and friendly even if he was a little 

overeager, and he had a laugh like an exotic bird, belting out loud and high and ringing 

with no warning. Sean and I became friends because we both preferred Pepsi to Coke. 

Predicated on little more than that, we managed to string together several years of 

friendship. Others followed, but the connection I strove to find was never more than 

surface deep, and each new friendship required me to alter a part of myself. Finding 

someone to spend time with is easy, so long as you don’t mind compromise, but 

friendship is an illusive idea, and in searching for it, it’s easy to lose bits of yourself and 

never really get what you wanted for them.  

* 

I refill my mug with coffee and quietly walk to the window. It’s still early, and I 

don’t want to wake Erin. The top of Mount Sentinel is covered in mist. It hangs off the 

peak, draping itself around the mountain’s body until about halfway down, at which point 

if falls off in tatters, gently and uniformly raining onto roofs and cars and pavement. The 

low sky meets the mist at the peak and it all appears as one body of grey, as if the sky is 

slowly extending down to swallow the mountain, and all of Missoula is there to bear 

witness.  

Maggie got married yesterday. I used to think it would be to me. I still have the 

unsent love letters I wrote to her, buried in a box in the coat closet. 

It was on a grey day like today, outside the Great Escape movie theater, that I met 

Maggie. My sister, Rachael, had just come back from Chicago, where she had been living. 
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She joined a small community of Christians who talked about art and apocryphal 

scriptures and history without the suffocating vocabulary of the Evangelical and Baptist 

circles I had always known. Maggie’s family was part of the community, and soon after 

meeting them Rachael introduced us. Rachael had a habit of loudly voicing her thoughts 

about who I should and should not be with, and she made it clear that Maggie and I were 

an ideal match. I disliked this habit of Rachael’s and was determined to dislike Maggie, 

but in spite of myself I grew more and more enamored with her.  

Maggie, Rachael, and I stood outside the theater talking, and I took an 

unreasonably strong stance on the unhealthiness of butter. Why Maggie brought it up I’m 

not sure. 

“Noah, butter is really fine. There are different kinds of fat and butter is one that 

we need. I mean, don’t go slathering it on everything, but really, it’s fine.”  

I dug my heels in.  

She wouldn’t budge.  

I looked at her, my face flushed, and her eyes were glimmering, dancing with 

light. The corner of her mouth turned up in a smile. 

Over the next year we exchanged and edited each other’s writing—we talked and 

thought about books in the same way, in a way I’d never shared with another person.  I 

began to carefully choose my clothing when I knew we’d see each other. I bought her an 

old, leather clutch for her birthday and left it in the backseat of her car. The next week, 
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she and her sister were over, and shortly before they left, she disappeared for a moment. 

After they were gone, I found a note left on my desk.  

“Listen to your life. See it for the fathomless mystery it is. In the boredom and 

pain of it, no less than in the excitement and gladness of it; touch, taste, smell 

your way to the holy and hidden heart of it, because in the last analysis all 

moments are key moments and life itself is grace.” (Frederick Beuchner) 

Thank you for the gift, friend. Maggie. 

* 

I sigh and turn away from the window. The floor creaks as I walk to the coat 

closet. The cardboard box on the top shelf is wedged in between two sleeping bags and a 

milk crate full of camping gear. I rock the box back and forth until it slides off the shelf 

and then I place it on the floor next to the closet. Inside, along with a shoebox of 

childhood trinkets and an embarrassing tapestry that used to hang from my bedroom 

ceiling, is a stack of spiral bound notebooks. I grab the stack and sit down on the floor 

next to the box. One has series of math problems sandwiched between bad poetry. 

Another is filled with unfinished stories. The semicircle of floor around me fills up with 

discarded notebooks until I find one stuffed with loose sheets of paper.  

Dear Maggie, 

I am resolving to write you a letter every day starting now.  I cannot send these to 

you, as I am bound by desire for your comfort. 

Each loose sheet of paper is an unsent letter. 
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Dear Maggie, 

If I ever went against you either inwardly or outwardly, it would pain my soul so 

that I could not live in peace. 

Jesus, these are a lot worse than I remember them being. At the time, they felt 

honest and raw, but most of them are journal entries about me with her name at the 

beginning and end. I wonder, had I committed to sending them—if I knew she would 

actually be reading what I wrote—would they be less selfish? I hope they would be less 

melodramatic. It’s odd how selfish emotions can feel so much like sacrifice in the 

moment and shallow melodrama so much like romance.  

I planned to give the letters to her eventually, or at least tell her how I felt, but I 

pushed it back again and again. The timing was never right.  

It was the end of July, and I decided on the following month, but shortly after my 

decision, her dad was offered a job in Denver. I found out through Rachael first, and I 

couldn’t bring myself to talk to Maggie for a week.  

At the send off party for their family, I stood outside the group of bodies and took 

small bites from the deserts that filled my paper plate. People slowly drifted off to their 

cars until it was just her family and mine left. No one stood in between us now, and I 

could see her eyes glimmer. I looked away.  

We moved into the parking lot of Asbury United Methodist Church, and stood in 

the warm, soft, late night August air. We stood there, her parents, sister, and brother; 

Mama, Rachael, Solomon, and Naomi; she and I, the constant traffic of Hwy 27 filling 
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any brief silences. When Mama was eighteen, this was a country road. Now it’s a four-

lane highway. My eyes watched the red taillights race away and the white headlights rush 

towards us. I looked up, distracted, at Maggie. They were leaving. Her dad had already 

hopped into the front seat of the moving truck. We hugged, the first time we had ever 

intentionally touched, and then they were gone. A year later, I left Kentucky for 

California.  

* 

Fog piles into the Bay Area every day around three in the afternoon. From 

Oakland, I can see it overrun San Francisco and then spill across the bay towards me. By 

six, it’s completely overcast.  

“Looks like it’ll rain today,” I said to my uncle John as we loaded the work truck 

with tool bags, a table saw, and scraps of two by four. It was seven-thirty in the morning, 

and yesterday’s fog was still sitting low over our heads. 

“That’s what I thought when I first moved here too,” said John. He slammed the 

tailgate shut and moved around to the left side of the truck to check the come along 

holding down the lumber. “In the Midwest, overcast always means rain.” He pulled on 

the ratchet and screwed up his face, coaxing out a few more clicks. “But wait until noon, 

and it’ll burn off.” 

He was right. By noon, the sky was clear and hot and we lost the light jackets 

we’d been working in. For a few hours, I sweat as I worked, but by the time we loaded up 

the truck for the day, the fog had already cut off half the sky again. I threw my jacket 

back on. 
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“See what I mean?” John jerked his head up and over his shoulder at the wall of 

grey moving towards us. “It takes some time to get used to.” 

* 

From where I’m sitting, I can see Erin through the glass bedroom door, still 

sleeping. I get up off the floor and move to the couch. I open my laptop, and the screen 

washes one half of the dim apartment in blue light. I scroll through today’s emails. Erin 

and I are making plans to go back to Kentucky for Christmas, and there are various email 

chains with family members about food and transportation. With a few replies sent, I 

open Facebook and see Maggie’s wedding. I pull my eyes away from the harsh blue of 

the computer screen, lean behind me, and twist the small metal knob to turn on the lamp. 

The warm lamplight softens the wedding pictures on the screen. Her dress is simple, 

straight, and white. Her hair is unadorned and short. She looks happy. 

 

 


