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Chapter One: Pastor Wayne Needs Peace of Mind
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I didn’t pray for Wayne Quivey because I like him. I don’t like him, and I don’t feel sorry for him. Everything has always gone his way. He’s never needed a break. I prayed for him because I thought if something about him changed, maybe I could learn to like him. Plenty of other people do. His church wouldn’t have grown so large if they didn’t. I just don’t see it.

The something I focused on, what I thought could change him for the better, was peace of mind. In my prayers, after I give thanks for all the good fortune in my life, and how I could not ask for anything more, I ask for health, love, positive purpose, and peace of mind for those whole lives may lack any of them. 

Pastor Wayne has health and love. He’s one of those guys who’s naturally strong and will probably outlive all the good people around him. Meanwhile, a beautiful and kind woman has loved him for three decades for some reason, I guess for the same reason so many other people find him charming. 

He only thinks he has positive purpose, and I hope he doesn’t have peace of mind. He has so much going for him, always has, which is why I don’t understand why he treats people the way he does. I couldn’t live with myself, but he never seems frustrated or distracted, which is why he gets away with it. Maybe he screams into a pillow every night, drains the hurt, and mistakes the emptiness for peace. That’s how he can so casually do what he does to people. What he did to Amos, what he did to Rory. I wouldn’t have been surprised if Wayne himself was the one who started the fire that burned down the construction site. By then, he had already done plenty to undermine the development, but plenty is not enough for Wayne.

I’m not specific when I wish for something for someone in my prayers. I rely on the categories. The way I see it, however a person improves their health, whomever they find to love, whatever their cause may be that motivates a positive purpose, or whatever it is that may bring peace of mind to a trouble soul, or in the case of Wayne, a twisted soul, then go for it, God.

When I think of the person I’m praying for, I don’t think of anything to say about them. I visualize them. It’s the same prayer after all, like I said, so when I land on the part I hope benefits them, the health or love or peace or purpose, I imagine them in action, some in more active situations than others. At the very least I think of their face, like the opening credits of an old television show, when each actor has a close-up of them with their name under it, either a moment from the show or a moment taped especially for the credits. They look right at the camera and grin, or look surprised, or confused, whatever fits their character, while the theme song plays in the background. And Introducing Wayne Quivey as Peace of Mind. 

But like I said, I often go further than just their face. I imagine them doing something. The moment that I imagine is spontaneous, the first thing I think of that I’ve seen them do, or can imagine them doing. When I think back on what came to mind, I find it often ends up illustrating why I’m including them in my prayers. For Wayne, for instance, I thought of him playing basketball with some kids on the outdoor court behind his church. I confess I occasionally attended his service, since it’s one of the biggest churches in town, if not the biggest, and the church I used to attend was small, which meant they asked you to volunteer a lot. There was nowhere to hide. There were plenty of places to hide in Wayne’s church. One of them was on the sidelines of the outdoor basketball court. I could grab a coffee and cookie from the fellowship hall, then head outside to turn my attention to the after-church pickup games before anyone could approach me about committee work. Sometimes Wayne gets in on a game, which usually involves a bunch of kids half his height. He lets them shoot, and allows them a reasonable path to the basket about eighty percent of the time. Then in roughly one out of five plays, he blocks a shot, steals the ball, and backs some kid down to the post for an easy layup. He laughs about it after the ball goes through the hoop, everyone does, but it’s the look on his face while he was does it that people don’t remember, or refuse to notice. Maybe it slips past his admirers because he doesn’t wear much of an expression at all. He goes about his domination with an eerie calm, the detached focus of an accountant balancing the books as he reminds everyone in play who’s in charge. That’s what I thought of when I came to the part where I wished for peace of mind for those who lack it.

Helping Wayne get what he needed made me rethink my prayer format. I considered being more specific, since that’s when I started to realize God might actually be listening to me. With that creeping awareness in mind, alongside the old adage “If it ain’t broke, don’t fix it,” I decided to stick with what I was doing. I could have never anticipated the thing that turned the tide for Wayne, or predict the future for anyone with any accuracy for that matter, even when there are plenty of signs pointing in a certain direction, so I might as well stay the course, wish the best for those I focus on, and make peace with the consequences when they don’t align with what I hoped they would be.

There weren’t any polls about the El Pomar Development. We’re a decent-sized town, but not big enough for anyone outside of it to pay attention to the debates we have. And the campaigns for and against Measure Y were better off spending money on persuading people than checking in on them. It was pretty clear what kinds of people were on each side, so each side focused on turning support into passion.

The No on Y campaign had been gaining momentum. That’s how it felt. Maybe it wasn’t true. But most people, it seemed, were thinking it was better to develop the old golf course. It wasn’t really a green belt, it wasn’t natural open space. We could turn it into a park while building homes in and around the park. We could have it all. The city had owned the land, but there wasn’t much we could do with it, even with our budget blossoming. Amos had the plans in place, he made his pitch to the city council, and we approved it. He called his proposal El Pomar, as a tribute to the orchards, the nut trees, that drove the history of our region. It included purchasing the land, and the city waiving the conditions placed upon it as part of the transfer of ownership way back when. One of those conditions was keeping it as open space. 

Measure Y was spiteful. To quote the question posed on the ballot: “Shall the recent sale of the former golf course property on Fuente Boulevard be subject to the agreement reached between the city and the previous owner which designates the land be maintained as open space?” It may as well have asked the voters if the recent sale should be nullified. If Amos couldn’t build on it, there was no reason for him to own it. 

Those opposed to the measure relied on standard-issue arguments. They said it was motivated by greed, a needless concern over property values, which had already risen so much over the years. Others said it was fear, because of how many affordable housing units were included in the plans Amos presented, which to them meant low income, and every stereotype that hangs on the phrase. But for Pastor Wayne, it was personal. That’s all. He never liked Amos, was glad to see him go, and resented him when he returned.

“The conquering hero,” he once muttered to me about Amos.

We were meeting over lunch to discuss my seat on the city council. 

“If only he had returned a failure,” I needled.

Wayne tried to run someone against me in our most recent election. Before he and some of the other little Casers of the city drafted Measure Y, the plan was to vote out everyone who voted in favor of Amos Gable’s proposal. All of us had supported it, though, so that first strategy was a stretch. Besides, most of us were pretty well-liked in the districts we represented. Even when public opinion of the council as a whole was floundering, people thought the member they voted for was fine. 

But the hateful, threatening emails and voice mails that came with the job were always addressed to all of us. Whenever the anti-Amos cabal thought they had a promising candidate to run against one of us, one of us would send the potential opponent a file filled with copies and recordings of the vitriol, many of which included our addresses, and references to our movements throughout a given day. There was one recruit who was not fazed and ran anyway, because we suspected he had pounded out some of those emails, and had ranted into some of those voice mails, but the rest of the recruits decided disagreement was one thing, visceral hatred and intimidation was another.

“One is all I need,” Wayne insisted.

“A single unhinged voice on the council to normalize the whole angry circus.”

“One crank to rule them all,” he mused.

Wayne had a way of making his dark impulses sound funny.

“He has to win first,” I reminded him.

“He can win.”

“He needs to run on more than anger.”

“There was a time I would have agreed with you,” he continued his calm analysis of the apocalypse. “I’m not so sure anymore. I think anger is enough nowadays. And you probably suspect as much, too.”

“It’s not even my seat.”

“If he wins, I can make sure he doesn’t take any shots at you.”

“Literal shots, or figurative?”

“Oh, come on, Virgil,” Wayne laughed dismissively, which was his main form of laughter. “So dramatic.”

“Have any of the other sock puppets we swatted away shown you the emails, played you the voicemails?”

“One of them did.”

“So maybe you can understand my concern.”

“That’s just how people express themselves these days. It’s all talk, just more extreme than it used to be.”

“All it takes is one,” I paraphrased his point from earlier in the conversation.

“That’s all it’s ever taken.”

Our food had yet to arrive, but I pulled out my wallet to leave some money for the check.

“I told myself I wouldn’t do this,” I worked to make my exit as calm as possible.

“Seriously, Virgil?”

“That’s right,” I said. “Put it on me. I’m the one overreacting. You’ve got this playbook down, don’t you?”

“Playbook?”

“Whip everyone into a frenzy until they do your bidding without giving any orders, and play dumb when they do.”

I left two twenties on the table, which was more than enough to cover my share, and on the way out, told our server to give my order to whoever on the staff was hungry.

That was the last conversation we had. Everything since then has been second hand, a series of observations made from a variety of distances, which doesn’t feel all that different from interacting with him one-on-one. Everyone who talks to him would feel the same way if they thought about it. There is no one-on-one with a chameleon. There is one-on-whatever, whatever he wants you to think he is. 

Which goes to show how challenging it was to blow a section of my prayers on Wayne. 

It was also a great test.

I had suspected for a while that my prayers for people were coming true.

I was the quiet one on our council. I never missed a vote, but barely spoke. But when it came to local businesses, I was a vocal supporter. So it was always a little awkward when someone would notice me dining at a local franchise of a famous national chain that was my guilty pleasure. “Caught me,” I would say playfully, in order to nudge the encounter in a light-hearted direction. Most people only paid attention to the council if we were dealing with a particular issue that interested them, so my performance was likely never necessary, but it was a reliable way to connect with people, whether they got the joke or not. They could always interpret it as a reference to the unhealthy food.

I actually didn’t think of the food as any sort of guilty pleasure. It wasn’t bad, but it certainly wasn’t all that tasty. It was the staff I loved. They were a band of misfits who I guessed couldn’t find work at the independent, fashionable eateries downtown that appear in travel magazines whenever one of those publications decides it’s about time for an article with a title like “Central Valley Surprise” or “Hidden Hipsters in Farm Country”. No, the franchise that occupied a place in my heart occupied a boxy unit on the perimeter of a shopping center. The servers were older, walked with a variety of limps, and wore carpal tunnel wristbands. They were gawky and resilient. Except for Fay. She was young, at least compared to the rest of the crew, and her charm sprang from a sparkle, rather than the world-weariness of her colleagues. Not that she was an example of the old game where one of these things is not like the others. None of them were like any others. Fay was just the most extreme example, and she clearly loved the others she worked with as much as I did.

She wasn’t the one I prayed for. She didn’t need anyone’s help. She was the answer to the prayers I put out there on behalf of Goran, the other youngish server on the staff. He could have gone either way on the normal-to-unique scale. He seemed to have a lot going for him. He was clearly very bright, and had some charm, but reaching it required digging through some unwieldy topsoil. Not that there was anything wrong with working at my favorite place to eat, but he had options if only he could be more at ease with himself. I thought maybe love was the best way for him to get there, so for a few nights, when I asked God for health, love, peace of mind, and positive purpose for those whose lives are lacking any of them, I would think of Goran while I did so, with an emphasis on love.

He and Fay were an unlikely couple, and I confess to being a little jealous for a moment. I’m too old for Fay, but held onto the slim possibility that she may not have noticed. If I was more inclined to pray for myself, maybe we could have happened, but I doubt it. I’m certain the reason my prayers work is because I avoid personal wish fulfillment. I was soon very happy for them, and grateful for the signal their relationship sent me.

I assume Wayne prays. He is a pastor. And I acknowledge both of us believe we can manipulate people. But he does it for his own ends. I’m convinced he has not once prayed for anyone other than himself. His redemption testimony that he shares at any opportunity betrays his ego. If anyone thought about it for more than a few minutes, they would see it too, but they never get around to it. The first time they hear it, they’re too taken with the story to notice. The next several times come in such rapid succession that they’re simply bracing themselves against the onslaught, until finally it becomes background noise, something Wayne can simply reference with a word or two. It’s a tale more fit for an AA meeting than a calling, and it’s not even his tale. If he had really been such a drunk in high school, I would have known. We weren’t friends, but our school was small enough back then that everyone knew about everyone. You didn’t have to be a gossip. You heard about what was happening within each circle whether you were interested or not. All of our lives were airborne, part of the same mist that floated about, and the story Wayne kept telling belonged to a boy named Jamie Edmonds.

The Jamie Edmonds stories were already legend by the Monday after the weekend they happened. If Jamie had lived beyond his twenty-second birthday, maybe Wayne wouldn’t have stolen his biography. But Jamie took the dip in the road by Anderson Ranch too fast one night after a barn dance, and launched his truck on the upside into an oak tree. If any longtime locals attended the church of Wayne, maybe one of them would call him out on his plagiarism. But his congregation is made up entirely of people who moved in during the housing boom, which to me is very telling. Those who know him best would rather not listen to him preach, while those with money who took over the town were drawn to him.

In other words, an ideal candidate to test the power of my prayers. Fay is easy to root for, and only a monster wouldn’t want the best for Goran. The two of them together puts a smile on the face of anyone who has the capacity to feel emotions. But praying for Wayne is a big ask of anyone who isn’t a member of his congregation or living in a monastery.

It took a while for the results. In fact, like I said before, things seemed to be going in the wrong direction for Wayne right after I put in my request for his peace of mind. The No on Y campaign started to feel inevitable. The last city council meeting before the election was confirming that feeling for its first hour. For every citizen explaining why they were voting Yes on Y, voicing their concern for property values or sprawl, there were several others explaining why they were voting No on Y, claiming that affordable housing was long overdue. Rory Mullins had done a great job organizing the show of “No” support. I was proud of Rory. He was a kid who had no choice but to stick around rather than go away to college, and had been on a search for meaning since, stalking it in the halls of the nearby community college, our local recreation center, and the youth arts program. He seemed to have captured it working with Amos on the “No” effort. Then Lloyd showed up.

Lloyd would be mistaken for a drifter by those who didn’t know him. He wandered in daily laps around town. His route took him from the box stores that bordered the almond orchards, along the riverbed to the downtown area, then back to his neighborhood, to the house he had lived in his whole life, the one asset that kept him from sleeping on the streets he walked. Some days he cleaned up and wore a roomy suit that belonged to his father in his later years, after his father had stopped farming and put on a number of pounds, a number Lloyd was in no danger of reaching thanks to his perpetual motion. City council meetings were one of those days when he donned the suit. He didn’t attend that many, and when he did, he sat quietly and offered no public comment. Except for that final Measure Y meeting.

Rory treated himself to a few last words on the microphone after his final recruit for the “No” people had approached the podium and said her piece. His contribution was a wad of cliches about compassion and looking out for the most vulnerable in our community, but given his background as one of those most vulnerable, it held sway. His voice tripped with emotion throughout. He
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