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Chapter One
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Being shot made it hard to sleep. So did being in a strange bed. After his release from the hospital yesterday, Wesley had hitched a ride to the hotel with Gary Meade. Explaining to Wesley that the parsonage and the church sanctuary were both designated crime scenes, the Asheville Police Department had arranged for Wesley to spend the night in a hotel room. So Wesley was awake when the suicide hotline cell phone rang. I should have cut that off. I am in no mood for anyone else dying. Instinctively reaching out with his left arm, the wounded one, the one in the sling, sent a shock of pain that caused Wesley to gasp. Ignoring his pain, he rolled over and grabbed the cell phone with his right arm. 

Using his thumb, he activated the phone and said, “Teen Hotline.” Wesley refused to vocalize “Suicide Hotline.” 

Rolling over onto his back, he heard, “H-h-h-hello?”

“Hey,” Wesley said. Wesley removed all urgency from his voice and became a cool, friendly, reassuring voice on the telephone. Or so he hoped. 

Silence. Wesley waited. He knew if he waited too long, the caller would terminate the call. But waiting relieved the caller of added pressure. So Wesley waited. 

Just when Wesley was about to say something else, he heard, “I can’t sleep. A-a-a fr-a guy I knew died yesterday.”

Me too, thought Wesley, his bullet wound twinged. “What happened?”

“He shot himself. In a church.” The young male voice had become softer. 

Pal, I was there. He shot me too. Wesley could hear the kid’s suppressed emotion. This boy wanted to cry. Needed to cry. Rub dirt on it. Boys don’t cry. Wesley also knew this boy’s grief could turn violent toward himself or others. Just like J.J.’s did. “I am so sorry. Was he a close friend?”

“Yeah. We hung out some.”

“I am sure you will miss your friend.” 

Wesley kept his statements neutral. He wanted the boy to talk. Talking beats dying every day.

“Yeah. I guess. It’s just, it’s just, I don’t know what I feel. I mean, I’m gonna miss him, I-I-do miss him. Yeah, but it’s more than that. I feel... kinda...sick to my stomach. And scared. And nervous. I feel like I wanna die, but I don’t want to die. That’s crazy. But, but what’s the point, man? What’s the damn point?”

What is the damn point? thought Wesley. Figure it out and let me know. 
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Wesley lay on his back and stared at the ceiling. The hotline call ended with little resolution. He did not think the boy would commit suicide, but he needed counseling. If this had happened during the school year, there would be professionals descending on the school in droves to offer grief counseling. Wesley wondered if anything would be available during the summer. He doubted it. 

The events of Sunday, less than twenty-four hours earlier, had overwhelmed his psyche. 

And his damn arm hurt. 

Replaying the events that had led to his being shot, Wesley searched for a path that would have avoided destruction and death. He searched for a path that left him blameless. 

Jamie Lee committed suicide. Not his fault. Jamie Lee’s mom, Rosa Lee dead. His fault. J.J., Jamie Lee’s boyfriend, committed suicide. His fault. His church voted to terminate his employment. His fault. His wife dead. His fault. 

<Not your fault, dumbass.> Wesley could hear his wife now. Her take did not provide any comfort, though.

Wesley could not get past the fact that if he had handled the situation differently, more professionally, or if the church had employed a more experienced pastor, this carnage could have been avoided. Loftin would not have been shot, he thought, comparing himself to the retired former pastor.

Daylight peeked in through the gap between the curtains and the windowsill. Time for my daily run, thought Wesley. There would be no run today—not with the way his arm throbbed. Wesley thought of Thad. He wondered how his teenage basketball buddy was handling the shooting. He was physically closer to J.J. than Wesley was when J.J. died.

His thoughts then turned to work. Former pastor Charles Loftin, acting to form, had volunteered to take over church functions for the foreseeable future. Wesley appreciated the gesture and intended to take full advantage of the generous offer, but he also knew he needed to stay as active as possible. There was no reason he could not visit Mamie or spend time fishing with Simon. Wesley cradled his left arm and rolled out of bed.

Wesley pulled off his underwear and walked into the bedroom. Soap, shampoo, towels, check. Even some hair conditioner and body lotion if I need to feel pretty. “Damn.” Wesley hugged his arm close to his body and bent over with pain. His arm twinged again. I need to cover this arm. It probably doesn’t need to get wet. Wesley walked out of the bathroom and looked around. Two queen beds, one had been slept in the other held the empty pizza box from last night. Nothing here. He looked around. There. That’ll do. “Perfect.” He reached down and pulled the empty plastic garbage bag from the can. He walked back to the bathroom and saw the pants and the hospital gown he had worn last night. Gary, my friend, I need clothes. And a toothbrush.
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Wesley collapsed in the chair and caught his breath. I need a break. After semi-successfully wrapping his injured arm and completing an adequate shower (though certain body parts had to air dry), Wesley sat naked in the hotel room, waiting for Gary. My damn arm hurts. He reached for the bottle of pain pills and twisted the cap open with his teeth. One or four...hmmm. C’mon Gary. Where are my clothes?

​
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Chapter Two-Gary Meade
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“Can I play with the siren?”

“No. Want a biscuit? You can have bacon. You can have extra bacon.”

“Thanks dad, but I’ll pass. Feeling a little sick to my stomach.”

“Don’t you dare get sick in my car, young man,” warned Detective Sergeant Gary Meade. I’ll have to clean up your mess.

Wesley smiled. “Thanks for the ride. And the clothes. Where did you get them?”

“Least I can do. Oh, we have a box at the police station. Most homeless people are about your size,” he smiled. “So, I grabbed a set. Look, um, they would not have had the chance to finalize the crime scene analysis yet, so you won’t be able to go into the sanctuary or the parsonage for a while. I’ll let you know when they are cleared.” Should be this afternoon.

Wesley turned in his seat a little and faced his friend. “Why is the parsonage part of the crime scene? J.J. visited a couple of times, but that shouldn’t have anything to do with anything.”

Gary bit his lip but stared straight ahead at the road. “I wasn’t going to say anything yet, but since you asked, it was his last visit that connected the parsonage to the crime scene.”

“His last visit? We had spaghetti and watched basketball. The only crime was the way he mocked my extraordinary culinary skills.”

“Uh. The visit after that.”

“There was no visit after that.”

“The visit when he broke in and stole your gun.” The murder weapon.

“My gun? My gun?” Wesley processed the new fact for a moment. “He shot me with my own gun?”

Gary nodded. “And himself. And Rosa Lee. Look, I was going to cover this when I took your statement later this morning, but since we’re talking about it...did he know where you kept your gun?”

Wesley shook his head. “No.”

“Was it locked up?”

“No.”

I heard the tone in your answer. Gary glanced at his friend. You should know better. Damn civilians. “Did you show him how to load it or use it?”

“No. Not really. You know we went to the pistol range a couple of times. I was trying to distract him. Earn his trust. You know all this. But he never touched my gun. Damn Gary. Am I a suspect?”

“No.” He shook his head without taking his eyes off the road. “But we still have to fully investigate before we close the case.” Please, be telling me the truth. The two friends rode in silence to the church. Gary saw Wesley rub his bandaged arm.
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Five police cars set up a perimeter around the front of the church, blocking the road from either direction. Two emergency response vehicles book-ended the police cars, their red lights offering a syncopated rhythm to the blues of the police cars. A dozen police officers and emergency response personnel surrounded a group of people who had gathered on church property.

Gary and Wesley snaked their way into the center of the fray. Damn, Frank. Gary, taking control of the situation, turned to the Sergeant in charge and said, “Frank, I can take it from here.”

“Not your call, Gary. No one’s dead. I have this under control.”

Gary Meade looked at the larger man for a moment. Moving closer, he gritted his teeth and said, “Seriously? You want to make this a thing between us? I suggest you put these men back on their normal patrols before you let your temper get the best of you.” He lowered his voice. “Don’t forget what happened last time.” Try me, asshole.

Sergeant Frank Truelove towered over and stared down at Detective Sergeant Gary Meade for a long minute. Finally, he broke eye contact and the silence. “All right, guys, looks like everything is under control here. Let’s clear out.”

Smart move, Frank.

Turning to Wesley, Truelove tamed his voice. “Preacher, if you have any trouble, any trouble at all, call us.” 

“Thank you, Sergeant.” Turning to a woman, whose light brown face was streaked with tear tracks, and a young man whose nostrils flared when he met Wesley’s eyes, he said, “I’m Wesley Aames, the pastor here. What’s going on?” he asked in his gentlest voice.

“I’LL TELLYOU WHAT THE—” started the young man, but he stopped when the woman laid her hand on his arm.

“Preacher,” her voice trembled. Sad eyes bore into Wesley’s as she said, “J.J. was my boy. He died here. He died in your church. We wanted to honor him with a memorial.” 

The crowd behind her parted. Gary saw a homemade cross, flowers, and assorted stuffed animals with hearts attached. Gary watched Wesley lower his head and close his eyes. I love this man. He must be overwhelmed with everything since last night. I haven’t processed everything yet. And I’m supposed to be used to this sort of thing. Wesley slid his good arm around the woman and pulled her close. At Wesley’s touch, sobs erupted from the woman. She clutched Wesley’s shirt and sobbed into his chest. Her crying evoked tears from other members of the group. “I’m so sorry. I’m so sorry. I’m so sorry. I am so sorry.” Gary heard Wesley whispering over and over. The two of them hugged and cried and calmed the storm. 

Gary rested his arm on Wesley’s back. “You okay?”

Wesley looked at the lady and the young man, who both nodded, and said, “Yeah. Everything’s okay.” Still holding the lady’s hand with his good hand, Wesley said, “Feel free to put your memorial here. You can also use the church for water or the bathrooms. The church secretary will allow you total access. I’ll let her know.”

“Uh,” interrupted Gary Meade, “not total access. The sanctuary is still a crime scene. I’m so sorry. I’ll release it tomorrow sometime, but it still has to be cleaned.” There is blood everywhere.
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Chapter Three-Gary
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“I always miss the excitement.” Charles Loftin, pastor-emeritus of New Covenant Church and interim pastor while Wesley recuperated from his gunshot wound, leaned against Susie’s doorjamb with a sly smile on his face. 

Loftin, meeting all the requirements for a perfect pastor, tall, tan, good-looking with too damn much hair for an old man—glided into Susie’s office, grabbed a chair, and straddled it like a cowboy.

“I wish I could,” said Wesley. He and Gary had retired to Susie’s office after the confrontation with the Jackson family. The three had settled into chairs with fresh cups of coffee when Charles Loftin appeared.

“What did I miss? I hurried down here as fast as I could after Susie called. These bones only move so fast, you know.”

Wesley glanced at Susie, who only shrugged. “Didn’t think it would hurt. And he IS the current interim pastor.”

Wesley shook his head and smiled. “Someone’s always trying to replace me.” They laughed. 

“Quit feeling sorry for yourself. It’s better than being shot at,” said Gary Meade.

“I think I’ve earned a little self-pity, thank you very much.” The group turned silent.

After a moment, “On that note, Bobby Cochran will be by today to clean the sanctuary,” offered Gary Meade. 

“How bad is it?” said Wesley.

“Bad.”​ You haven’t seen it, pal. I’m talking about backets of blood. Bobby will earn his money today, Gary thought.

“I don’t know why that made me think of this, but when did you paint the big classroom?” asked Susie.

Wesley laughed. “I’ve been working on it for the past week. I figured if they were going to fire me, I would at least accomplish something before I left. You should get out of the office more, young lady.”

Susie blushed, and the men laughed at her discomfort. Good, thought Gary. Wesley sounds like his old self. Being shot can change a man. It changed me.

“No wonder they tried to fire you. One day, let me tell you about the kitchen.”

Wesley laughed. “Simon told me the first Saturday we went fishing. This church is crazy.” They all nodded.

After a moment, Susie broke the silence. “You should be in bed.”

“Forget bed. The big question is, am I still employed? Do I still have a job?” Wesley looked around the room.

Loftin shrugged. “We never took the vote. I doubt it comes up again, anyway. The Rosa Lee situation resolved itself, and, besides, you can’t very well fire a hero, now, can you?”

“Hmpf. Not exactly a ringing endorsement.” Wesley paused. “I tried to quit last night. But Gary here said he would arrest me if I did.”

“And I will,” said Gary Meade with a smile. You saved my daughter’s life. You ain’t going nowhere.

“Wesley!” chided Susie.

“Good man,” said Charles Loftin, who nodded at Gary Meade. They all laughed.

“Wes, it’s no secret there is a faction of the church that wanted a more experienced pastor. They used the reality tv show threat as a way to force the issue. The fact is, you are our minister. And I know you will win them over in time,” said Susie.

Wesley stood. “I think I will go take my pain medicine and then a nap.”

“Sorry, still can’t go to the parsonage.”

“Stretch out on the sofa in your office. I did most of my best work in there.” Loftin said as he stood.

“You did most of your best snoring in there,” said Susie with a smile. “Hey. I have an idea. Monday is Labor Day. Why don’t we have a cookout to welcome our new preacher on Sunday after church?”

“I think a cookout would be fantastic, Susie. And since I am shot but still employed, Reverend Loftin, I fully intend to take advantage of your generous offer to cover for a couple of weeks. Especially for Rosa Lee’s funeral and Sunday’s service.” 

Well, you did volunteer, Chuck. Wesley got you over a barrel, thought Gary.

“No one’s coming to her funeral,” said Charles Loftin. Gary saw a small smile on Wesley’s face. He got you, old man.

“Charles! Don’t you dare say anything bad about that poor woman!” chastised Susie.

“Well...” Loftin looked around for an escape. “Well...I will be happy to help out where I can.” 

Wesley rubbed his nose to hide his smile. And changed the subject. “You and Sergeant Truelove have a history?” asked Wesley.

Not going there, pal. “Police business,” said Gary, ending all conversation about Sergeant Frank Truelove.

“How will you stay busy this week?” Susie asked Wesley.

Wesley shrugged with his good shoulder. “I can still visit Mamie with Doc Kirby, play with my dog if I can pry him away from Matthew, maybe go fishing Saturday with Simon, or spend Wednesday in prayer.” He smiled and winked at Susie. “I will definitely be in on Friday to work on committee assignments.”

“Committees?” Charles Loftin shook his head. “Good luck with that.”

“Well, the new year starts in October. Might as well get a head start.”

“I’m all committeeed out,” said Gary. But you could probably talk my wife into one. She likes you.
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Chapter Four
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Wesley stood outside the door to the sanctuary. Only yesterday, he had stood outside this same door, only to go through it and become an intimate player in a murder/suicide. 

Standing there, his good hand gripping the door handle, a chill slid down his spine. His throat tightened. A fist tightened around his heart. Wesley knew his fear was irrational. But knowing that did not help. Wesley took three deep breaths, damped down his fear, and eased open the door.

Nothing surprised him. Hymnals and weekly bulletins lay in disarray on the pews and the floor—the result of the pandemonium following the shooting and the subsequent police investigation. Wesley saw orphaned jackets and several half-empty water bottles. The expected yellow tape cordoned off the first four pews and the entire area between the first pew and the pulpit. Bloodstains where Rosa Lee had fallen were expected. Blood-splattered pews and the stained carpet where J.J. had died were expected. The entire scene was exactly how Wesley had envisioned it, so it was a minor surprise to him when started vomiting. 

Wesley sat back on his haunches and wiped tears from his eyes with his good hand. The smell of old blood and new vomit and the psychological stench of death bombarded his senses. The yellow tape swirled before his eyes as his head jerked from stain to stain, blood to tape, hymnals to water bottles to vomit. 

Darker than the red of the carpet, splotches and drops of blood were scattered and splattered all over the carpet, only partially and ineffectively contained by the yellow tape. Wesley stared at the dark spots, once symbols of life but now, freed from the bodies of three different people, symbols of death. Washed in the blood, he thought. In despair and grief, his eyes continued to dart from drop to drop, splotch to splotch, stain to stain, looking for a pattern, a hint, a clue. 

An answer.

A prayer. 

All he saw was death.

Rosa Lee’s screams, the popping of gunshots, his own grunts of pain, and the screams of the congregation all kept playing and re-playing in Wes’s head, merging and dividing, coalescing into noise and then separating into succinct memories. He could still feel himself being pulled down by Rosa Lee, the hot metal piercing then exiting his flesh, the thud of the carpet as they hit the floor, Rosa Lee’s dead softness as he lay astride her and shared her shudder as her last breath escaped her body. He tasted the dry, metallic tang of something...his blood, Rosa Lee’s blood, the bullet, or death.

Wesley felt the world and the walls of his mind—the blood, the vomit, the smell, the helplessness, and the guilt—bearing down, pressing, squeezing, crushing, forcing him into the confines of panic and failure.
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Chapter Five
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Since his meltdown in the sanctuary on Monday, Wesley had only left the parsonage to walk Lucky around the church grounds in the morning and again in the evening. He did not remember moving from his office sofa to his bedroom in the parsonage after the parsonage was released by the police as a crime scene. He did not remember undressing for bed or if anyone helped him. He did not remember Lucky coming home. His food consisted of casseroles provided by church members. And a bucket of spicy chicken provided by Casey. He had not showered since Monday. For three days, he had operated in a drug-induced stupor in which he remembered nothing and cared less. 

Wesley and Lucky set off on Wesley’s usual pre-shooting route from the church to the basketball court and Thad. Wesley did his best to avoid jarring his arm and looking pitiful doing so. Lucky, always the perfect walking companion, stayed with Wesley without once needing a leash or admonishment. The morning light was a peaceful blue, and the mountain air was crisp and cool. The appearance of red and gold in the leaves coincided with the appearance of more tourists. 

They walked briskly. Wesley hoped to avoid questions about his arm and, even worse, questions from someone who might recognize him from his various television appearances over the past three weeks. Hoping his earbuds, and Lucky, would discourage conversation, Wesley nodded politely to the people he and Lucky passed while Enya’s soothing voice caressed his soul. 

Asheville was still damp from the previous night’s rain, and his town smelled and looked cleaner. Good time to go fishing, thought Wesley. He smiled, remembering Simon and their planned fishing trip on Saturday. Wesley’s smile disappeared when he remembered Thelma, and Wesley remembered how fragile Simon was, and how much work Wesley would have to do to keep the grieving widower from giving up.

Wesley and Lucky stopped and watched Thad play basketball alone. Thad had stood with J.J. in church when his friend had shot and killed a woman and then turned the gun on himself. Wesley had been injured in the shooting, but how injured was Thad? Wesley watched Thad play basketball alone. Everything seemed normal. Wesley and Lucky moved closer to the court, unseen by Thad, and Wesley laced the fingers of his right hand through the chain-link fence surrounding the court. Thad turned and saw Wesley and Lucky. 

“What up dawg? And dog.” Thad acknowledged Wesley and Lucky.

Wesley smiled. “You good?”

“You know.” Thad shrugged. “How’s the arm?” He nodded towards Wesley’s injured arm.

“They tell me it’ll heal, but I’ll never play violin again.”

​ Thad’s eyebrows furrowed. “I didn’t know you could play the violin.”

“I can’t. But now I never will.” Wesley grinned at his own joke.

Thad shook his head. “You funny. Funny man. Wait’ll I get you back on the court. Teach you something, funny man.” Thad grinned.

“Have the police talked to you?”

“What about?”

Wesley waited. Thad knew “what about.”

“Nah., I don’t know nuttin’.”

“Nothing?” Wesley searched Thad’s face for deceit.

Thad met Wesley’s eyes. “Nothing. Didn’t know it was going to happen, dawg. Wouldn’t’ve been there or had my Nana there if I had known anything. You know,” Thad’s eyes bored into Wesley’s. “His blood splattered all over me when he shot himself. I couldn’t even sleep last night. My mind keeps....” Thad shook his head.

Now that sounded like the truth. “Sorry. I know a doctor that could give you some pills to help you sleep,” Wesley pressed.

“Nah. Don’t like drugs.”

“All right. Well, anyway, the police will want to talk to you. Both of us, actually. I can probably arrange it at my place if you want. They’ll take our statements. The cop is a friend of mine. We can have pizza.”

“Cool. You ain’t cooking?”

Wesley paused. “Don’t diss my cooking. You liked it.”

“Yeah. Yeah. You got lucky.”

“Yeah. I got Lucky.” Wesley nodded at his dog.
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Wesley sat cross-legged on the newly mown grass. Traffic was light on Lexington Avenue today, and the intoxicating fragrance of freshly cut grass withstood the assault from auto exhaust.

Five feet from where Wesley sat was what remained of J.J.’s memorial. Held by his family and friends the day after he’d died, the gifts had eventually disappeared until there was but one. A sad, handmade cross commemorated a young man’s life and death. Wesley assumed that most memorials were being placed on J.J.’s gravesite, which was more appropriate and was not, like the church, a hurtful reminder of how and where the young man had died.

Wesley never went a day without remembering the sound and smell of gunshot, the power of the bullet slamming through him, the feel of Rosa Lee’s body as she pulled Wesley to the ground, the screaming and shouting of the aftermath. Most nights, his dreams filled with images and memories. He often woke drenched in sweat and gasping for air.

“Hello, Friend Wesley. W-w-hat are you d-doing?” 

Hearing Matthew’s voice always brought a smile to Wesley’s face. “Hello, Friend Matthew. I’m not really doing anything except sitting and thinking.”

“I like s-sitting and t-thinking. S-sometimes, I just l-like sitting.”

Wesley remembered the old joke but doubted Matthew, in all his innocence, knew he was making a joke. “Me too, Friend Matthew.”

“Friend Wesley, d-didn’t you t-think that my joke was f-funny?” Matthew plopped down beside Wesley and crossed his legs like his friend.

Wesley smiled. You dumbass, he thought. “Friend Matthew, I thought it was a fine joke.”

“T-thank you, Friend Wesley. Some p-people, they do not u-u-understand funny j-jokes. I have a f-funny joke for you, Friend Wesley.”

“I would love to hear your funny joke, Friend Matthew.”

“Knock, knock.”

Wesley looked at Matthew’s earnest face; his wide, trusting eyes; and his loving heart. Ignoring all that, he said, “Come in.” I’m going to Hell for this. 

Matthew started to say something—that is, his mouth moved, but no sound escaped. Wesley clenched his jaw to keep from laughing. He knew that mistreating Matthew put him on the short bus to Hell, but, after all, funny was funny.

“B-b-but, Friend Wesley. That is wrong.”

“Why Matthew? You said ‘knock, knock,’ and I said ‘come in.’”

“B-b-but you were s-s-supposed t-t-to say ‘Who’s there?’”

Wesley bit his lip. “But Matthew, Friend Matthew, I knew it was you. So I said ‘come in.’ Because you are my friend.”

“Y-you are my f-friend too, Friend Wesley. And Friend Lucky too.”

The two men sat in silence for a few minutes, Wesley regretting the trick he’d played on Matthew and hoping he would try the joke again. “Have you been cutting the grass everyday Friend Matthew?”

“Yes, Friend Wesley. Just this week. It helps me forget the sadness.”

“What sadness, Matthew?”

Matthew pointed at the weathered, lonely cross. “T-that boy.”

Wesley looked back at the cross. “You’re right. It’s very sad.”

“And that woman.”

Wesley looked over at Matthew, slightly surprised that he mentioned Rosa Lee. No one ever mentions Rosa Lee. Or remembers Jamie Lee’s name.

“Yes. That was a terrible day when they died.”

“Oh, Friend Wesley. T-this woman is not d-d-dead. Just sad.”

Confused, Wesley asked, “What woman?”

“The w-w-woman who c-comes and c-cries every day at the c-cross.” Matthew pointed at the weathered, lonely cross.

“There is a woman?”

“Oh y-yes, Friend Wesley. She t-thanks me for being c-careful around the c-cross when I c-cut the g-grass.” Wesley watched Matthew intently as he spoke. “I d-do not want the m-m-mower or the w-w-weed w-whacker to hurt the c-cross.” Matthew pointed at the cross again. “So, I p-pull up the g-grass by hand every day.”

“Matthew.” Matthew’s simple generosity humbled Wesley.

“The l-lady t-told me Jesus l-loved me. B-but this I know, f-for the B-bible tells me so.”

Wesley recognized the cadence and the words to the old song. Matthew had almost sung the last phrase.

“The l-lady is a g-good hugger. A goooood h-hugger. She h-hugs me every day, Friend Wesley. I like h-her hugs. But,”

“But?” prompted Wesley.

“Her c-crying makes me s-sad. I think s-she m-misses her little b-boy.” 

*****
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Casey texts: WYD?

Wesley: Praying.

Casey: smh. After you finish - want wings?

Wesley: Amen.

Casey: LOL. How hot?

Wesley: Make the devil cry.

*****
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“Were you really praying?” The two friends had settled in the den, Wesley in his favorite recliner and Casey sprawled out on the sofa.

Wesley broke a chicken wing in half, slid one half in his mouth and stripped all the meat off the bone. After swallowing, “I don’t tell everyone this, but....”

“Wow. I can’t do that. Too much fat and gristle for me.”

Wesley reached for his beer and took a long drink. “That’s hot. My motto is ‘don’t leave no chicken on the bone.’”

“That’s not a motto.”

“It’s my chicken motto.”

“I didn’t think you ate chicken.”

“And yet, you offered.” 

“I forgot until just now.”

“I don’t eat regular fried chicken.”

“Oh. OK. Good to know. And before you start, I don’t want Preacher Wesley tonight. Just Wesley.”

Wesley shook his head and said, “One and the same, pal. One and the same. For the most part. Anyway, ‘just Wesley’ isn’t always pleasant.”

“Well, I don’t want to hurt your feelings, but Preacher Wesley ain’t always roses and unicorn farts. All I ask is that you keep the sermon short.”

Wesley laughed. “No sermon. I promise. Most people don’t know that I lived in a church during Covid. All by myself. I took care of the church. Swept the entire church every week. Vacuumed the sanctuary every week. I even oiled the pews. I eventually painted the entire church. But I also played basketball every day in the gym. And I read every book. Even the hymnal.”

“Woo. You were seriously bored.” Casey shook his head and took a drink of his soda.

Wesley laughed. “The preacher would bring me food - eventually groceries,” Wesley laughed. “The entire congregation got into it. They all brought me groceries.”

“You can cook?”

“I can now. I read instructions and I searched the internet. I mean, there’s a video on everything on the internet.” Wesley paused. “They took care of me. They didn’t know me. But I became their project...their way...I guess...during Covid...to give back. In a way, they loved me. And they didn’t even know me. And that’s why I’m here. That’s why I took this job.”

“To do that for other people.”

“Yep. See? Short sermon. But to answer your original question....”

“Uh. I forgot. What was it?” Casey gnawed at a chicken wing.

Wesley smiled. “Was I really praying? Paul said to pray without ceasing. Hard to do unless everything we do is an act of prayer. Something that brings us closer to God. So, yes, I was praying. But,” Wesley shook his head, “it wasn’t a good prayer. This,” he brandished a chicken wing, “is a much better prayer.”

“How so?”

Wesley smiled. “It let me spend time with my friend.”

“Amen.” Casey grinned and tapped his own half-eaten chicken wing against Wesley’s as a toast.

d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
~ DYING CHURCH SERIES
Book Two

~ ANTHONY BRADSHAW





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png
-

-

-

7O





d2d_images/scene_break.png





