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Chapter 1: The Sunday Runway at Greater Heights
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The sanctuary at Greater Heights Mega-Church was less of a house of worship and more of a weekly high-stakes fashion show, and the third-row pews were the front-row seats.

Darlene, Monique, and Keisha—the self-appointed members of "The Hat Squad"—were currently engaged in their favorite Sunday tradition: critiquing the First Lady.

"I’m telling you," Darlene whispered, adjusting a fascinator that was essentially a fascinator-sized structural engineering project, "it’s a beige cardigan again. Does she have a subscription to the local thrift shop’s clearance bin? How does our beloved Reverend Paul, a man who looks like he stepped off the cover of GQ and into the pulpit, wake up next to that every morning?"

Monique leaned in, her fake eyelashes fluttering with indignation. "I heard a rumor she’s a secret heiress. That’s the only explanation. My theory is she’s got a warehouse full of beige sweaters and sensible loafers that she inherited from an eccentric great-aunt, and she’s determined to work through the inventory before the millennium."

Across the aisle, the Usher Board was stationed at their posts, watching the congregation enter with the eagle-eyed scrutiny of airport security agents. Mr. Henderson, the head usher, leaned toward his partner, Arthur.

"Look at Sister Monique," Henderson murmured, his eyes tracking Monique’s hemline, which was perilously close to becoming an indictment of her own morals. "That skirt isn't a skirt; it’s a belt. Does she really think she’s going to get a wink from the Pastor in that? She’s going to have to do more than pull it down every three seconds to get his attention."

Arthur snorted. "They never learn. They think this is a nightclub. And look at Darlene’s hat. If she sneezes, she’s going to take out the chandelier."

In the back office, the Deacon Board was reviewing the "pre-service assessment." They were a weary group of men who had seen it all. Deacon Miller checked the security monitors, pointing to the screen where a woman in a skin-tight dress was trying to walk down the center aisle.

"There’s Sarah again," Miller sighed. "Someone tell her that if she wears a dress that low-cut, she’s going to be sat in the overflow room in the basement. It’s for her own protection—and the Pastor’s blood pressure."

"Agreed," the head deacon replied. "Paul is a good man, but he’s a man. We have to keep this place from turning into a Roman bathhouse. Patsy handles it well, but we should probably tell Paul to keep his eyes on the ceiling when he walks through the lobby today."

Back in the third row, Keisha, the youngest of the Hat Squad, shook her head, her eyes glued to the side door where the choir was lining up. "It’s a travesty. Look at him."

"Him" was Reverend Paul Hill. He walked out onto the stage with the effortless grace of a runway model. He was tall, his smile was a blinding, perfectly-whitened beacon, and he wore a tailored suit that probably cost more than the average monthly mortgage. He looked at the congregation, his eyes sweeping over The Hat Squad with a wink that sent a collective shiver through the third row.

"See that?" Monique whispered, clutching her pearls. "He just winked at us. He knows. He knows we’re the only ones who truly appreciate his... gifts."

"Oh, please," Darlene scoffed. "He’s just being polite. He’s a trapped man."

Patsy sat in the front row, minding her own business. She was, indeed, wearing a mustard-colored cardigan. She didn't mind the whispers. She knew something they didn't: when Paul went home, he didn't care about their homemade peach cobblers or their expensive perfume. He loved her, and he loved to hear her dry, biting commentary on the very women who were currently swooning over him.

As Paul took his place at the pulpit, the room hushed. He leaned forward, flashing that million-dollar grin, and his eyes found Patsy in the front row. The look he gave her wasn't the practiced, charming wink he gave the audience; it was a look of genuine, warm affection.

"Good morning, Greater Heights!" Paul boomed.

"We love you, Paul!" a voice shouted from the back.

Paul laughed, a charming, self-deprecating sound. "I love you all, too! Though I think some of you love the fashion choices in the third row more than you love the sermon."

The congregation chuckled. Patsy sat, legs crossed, a slight, knowing smile on her face. She leaned over to the woman next to her, Sister Beatrice—the only person in the church who actually made Patsy laugh.

"You know, Beatrice," Patsy said, loud enough for Darlene to hear, "Darlene’s hat is interesting today. It looks like a bird landed on her head and decided to build a condo."

Behind them, Darlene’s face turned a shade of crimson. "Did she just compare my headpiece to a condo?"

Patsy stood up, turning around slowly. She looked directly at the trio with an expression of mild, polite concern.

"Darlene," Patsy said, her voice clear and carrying. "Is your hat pinching you? You look a little flushed. I have some headache powder in my purse if you need it. I’d hate for you to be uncomfortable while Paul is speaking. And by the way, for those of you currently wearing dresses that are one sneeze away from a wardrobe malfunction—this is a church, not a lounge. If you’re trying to catch my husband’s eye, you’re wasting your expensive perfume. He’s already taken. And ladies, let’s be honest—you aren't leaving with him. I am. And I’m much better at this than you are."

The sanctuary went deathly silent.

Patsy turned back around. "Have a seat, ladies. The show is about to start."

Paul, watching from the pulpit, had to bite the inside of his cheek to keep from grinning. He loved his wife. He loved her wit, her calm, and the way she could dismantle The Hat Squad without ever raising her voice.

He looked back at the congregation, his eyes full of life. "Now," he said, "let’s talk about grace. Because heaven knows, we all need a little bit more of it."

Patsy settled back into her chair, a soft, satisfied smile on her face. It was Sunday. The church was full. Her husband was charming, and The Hat Squad was currently trying to figure out how to salvage their dignity from the wreckage of a failed hat comparison.

It was, in her opinion, the perfect start to the week.
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Chapter 2: Pretty in Pink (and Poison)
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The Monday morning sit-down at The Velvet Tress was not a meeting; it was a wake. The three members of The Hat Squad—Darlene, Monique, and Keisha—were slumped over their lattes, their mood significantly darker than their outfits.

"I still can’t believe it," Darlene said, poking at a croissant as if it had personally offended her. "She called us 'gossipers.' Publicly! In the sanctuary! And she had the nerve to say it right after she insulted my fascinator. I’ve never been so humiliated in my life."

Monique was busy peeling off a press-on nail, her eyes narrowed. "And the pink! Why did she have to point out the pink? We wear pink on the third Sunday of every month to symbolize 'Unity and Sisterhood,' and she turned it into a uniform for the 'Gossipers Club.' Everyone was staring at us for the rest of the service. I felt like a walking target."

Keisha sighed, looking at her phone. "My mom texted me. She said, 'I see the Hat Squad is in their matching colors again. Is there a sale on judgment at the mall?' It’s not funny, Darlene. People are starting to notice that we’re the ones she’s talking about."

Across town, in the parsonage, Patsy was having a significantly better morning. She was sitting at the kitchen table, reading a church newsletter while Paul paced the floor, trying to decide between two identical-looking blue ties.

"Patsy," Paul said, his voice containing a note of mock-seriousness as he caught his reflection in the hallway mirror. "Now, I love you. You know I love you. You’re the queen of my heart and the lady of my house. But yesterday? 'The gossipers in pink'? Did you really have to say that? You practically painted a target on their backs. Darlene looked like she was going to have a stroke right there in the third row."

Patsy didn't even look up from her paper. She took a slow, deliberate sip of her coffee. "Paul, honey, if the shoe fits—or in Darlene’s case, if the pink hat fits—you have to wear it. They spent twenty minutes whispering about my cardigan before I even sat down. I just gave them a label to help them organize their thoughts."

Paul chuckled, a deep, warm sound that filled the kitchen. He walked over and kissed the top of her head. "You’re a menace. A very stylish, very quiet, very dangerous menace."

"I’m just telling the truth," she said, finally looking up with a mischievous glint in her eye. "Besides, if they want to be a squad, they should expect to be treated like a team. And if they want to wear matching uniforms, they shouldn't be surprised when I point out that they look like a pack of flamingos plotting a takeover."

Paul laughed again, but his expression softened. He pulled out a chair and sat across from her. "You know, the Deacon Board is starting to notice. Miller told me this morning that he’s impressed with how you handle them. He said it’s about time someone stopped them from treating the church lobby like the set of a reality show."

"They aren't going to stop," Patsy said, her voice turning crisp. "They think they own this place because they buy the most expensive hats. They don't realize that in this house, the First Lady isn't a suggestion—it’s a position."

Back at the salon, the tension was reaching a breaking point.

"We need a plan," Darlene insisted, standing up and starting to pace. "We can’t just let her call us 'gossipers' and 'ghetto' and just take it. We need to reclaim our narrative. We are the face of the congregation! We are the ones who look the part!"

"How?" Monique asked. "Every time we try to get near Paul, she’s there. And every time she’s there, she says something that makes us look like we’re acting out of a soap opera. She doesn't even get mad, Darlene. That’s the worst part. She just... handles us. She’s like a pro wrestler in a cardigan."

Keisha looked at her friends, a sudden idea forming. "What if we don't go to her? What if we go to the Ushers? They see everything. If we can get them on our side, we can start reporting every time she says something 'un-First-Lady-like.' If we can get enough complaints on record, maybe we can force a meeting with the Board."

Darlene’s eyes lit up. "The Ushers! Yes! Henderson and Arthur are old school. They hate change. They’ll love the idea of 'upholding the dignity' of the office."

But the Hat Squad didn't know that the Ushers were already halfway there. At that very moment, Mr. Henderson and Arthur were stationed in the back of the church, watching the Hat Squad’s empty chairs in the third row with a mixture of relief and amusement.

"Quiet today, isn't it?" Arthur asked, leaning on his broom.

"It’s peaceful," Henderson replied, a small smile appearing on his face. "You know, ever since Patsy told Darlene that her hat looked like a condo, I’ve actually been able to hear the choir practice. I think I’m starting to like this new First Lady. She’s got a backbone that’s about three inches thicker than Paul’s, and that’s exactly what this church needs."

"She’s funny, too," Arthur added. "Did you hear what she told Sarah about that skin-tight dress? She said, 'Honey, if you wanted to go to the beach, you took a wrong turn at the parking lot.' I nearly fell over."

The two men shared a laugh, the kind of camaraderie that only comes from years of watching the chaos of a mega-church unfold.

"They’re going to try something, though," Henderson noted, nodding toward the door where the Hat Squad was just arriving for their 'meeting.' "They don't know how to lose."

"Let them try," Arthur said, adjusting his usher’s badge. "Patsy’s got this. She’s got the kind of 'ghetto-glamour' that you just can't teach. She’ll eat them for breakfast and still have room for Sunday brunch."

As the Hat Squad marched toward the deacons' office, their pink outfits a jarring splash of color in the empty lobby, they felt confident. They felt powerful. They felt like they were about to save their church.

They had no idea they were walking straight into the path of a woman who had been waiting for them to make a mistake.
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Chapter 3: The Monday Morning Debrief
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The air inside The Velvet Tress was thick enough to choke a horse, smelling of chemical relaxer and pure, unadulterated rage. The Hat Squad was in full session. Darlene sat in the center chair, looking like a queen whose crown had been kicked into a gutter, while Monique and Keisha paced the salon floor like caged tigers.

"I just don't understand it," Monique fumed, throwing her designer bag onto a pedicure station. "We show up in our third-Sunday pink, looking like a unified force of feminine elegance, and she turns us into a punchline. Did you hear the way the choir members were snickering when we walked in? It was the 'Pink Posse,' they called us. She made us sound like a bad girl group from the eighties!"

Darlene let out a sharp, jagged sigh that sounded suspiciously like a sob. "It wasn't just the 'Pink Posse,' Monique. Did you hear her at the end? She actually told us to 'have a seat' like we were children who were out of line. And the Pastor! He just stood there, biting his lip like he was trying to hide a laugh. My husband asks me why I come home with a migraine every Sunday, and I’m starting to think he’s right. I shouldn't be paying good money to be bullied by a woman who thinks a 'fashion statement' is matching her beige socks to her beige skirt."

Keisha, who was meticulously sharpening her shears, looked up with a glint of steel in her eyes. "She’s getting messy, that’s for sure. I saw her in the grocery store on Friday. She was wearing a trench coat that looked like it had seen the trenches of World War I. But when she saw me, she didn't look away. She actually walked right up to me and asked if I was 'still using that bright blonde dye' because she’d 'seen a few gray roots' that were trying to stage a coup. I was so stunned I forgot to even pay for my conditioner."

"She’s a wolf in a thrift store sweater," Darlene declared, slamming her hand on the counter. "And we are going to expose her. We’re going to show the church that while we are busy working for the glory of God, she’s busy practicing her insults. We need to catch her in a moment of weakness. We need to record her, or at least get a group of the older members to witness her 'First Lady' tantrums."

Across town, in the cozy, sun-drenched breakfast nook of the parsonage, the mood was significantly lighter. Paul was laughing so hard he had to put his coffee down before he spilled it all over his designer tie.

"Patsy, babe, you really told Keisha she had roots 'staging a coup'?" Paul asked, his eyes dancing with amusement. "You’re going to be the death of me. Darlene called the office three times this morning to 'discuss the spirit of kindness.' I think she’s trying to file a formal complaint about your vocabulary."

Patsy reached across the table and buttered her toast with absolute calm. "If Darlene wants kindness, she should try being kind. I don't go into her salon and tell her that her highlights look like they were applied by a toddler with a glitter addiction, do I? No. I just mind my business. But when they come into my house—my church—and start acting like they’re the main characters in a movie where I’m the villain? I’m going to provide the monologue."

Paul stood up, walking over to wrap his arms around her from behind. He leaned in, his chin resting on her shoulder. "You’re a savage, you know that? But I love it. I love that you don't let them walk all over you. They think they’re so sophisticated with their hats and their handbags, but you can dismantle them with one sentence."

"They’re bored, Paul," Patsy said, leaning back into his embrace. "They’re bored, they’re entitled, and they’re obsessed with you. If I don't keep them in check, they’ll start believing their own press. And heaven knows, I don't need a group of pink-clad fan-girls running my church."

"Our church," Paul corrected softly, kissing her neck. "And you handle it better than I ever could. Sometimes I think they don't even see me, they just see a 'Reverend-shaped' trophy they want to put on their mantles."

"Oh, they see you," Patsy laughed, turning around to face him. "They see you just fine. That’s why they’re so mad. They can’t understand why the trophy is currently living in my house."

Just then, the phone rang. Paul looked at it, saw the caller ID—it was Deacon Miller—and sighed. "The Deacon Board. They probably want a briefing on the 'incident' with the pink hats. Do you want me to tell them you’re 'under a lot of stress'?"

"Tell them I’m under exactly the right amount of pressure," Patsy said, her eyes flashing. "And tell them if they want a meeting, I’ll be there. I’ve got a list of suggestions for the upcoming 'Spring Gala' that will make their heads spin."

Paul shook his head, grinning. "You’re going to suggest we stop serving champagne in the fellowship hall, aren't you?"

"I’m going to suggest we stop serving champagne to people who can’t hold their liquor or their tongues," she corrected. "Now, get to work, Reverend. You’ve got a sermon to write, and I’ve got a schedule to clear."

Paul kissed her once more, his smile genuine, and headed out the door. He was a man who knew exactly who he was, and more importantly, he knew exactly who he belonged to.

As he walked into his office, he was met by Mr. Henderson, the head usher, who looked like he had been waiting for him.

"Good morning, Pastor," Henderson said, his voice unusually cheery. "I just wanted to say, I really enjoyed the service yesterday. Especially the part about the condo."

Paul laughed. "Thanks, Henderson. I’ll be sure to tell Patsy you appreciated the interior design advice."

"You do that," Henderson replied, a twinkle in his eye. "By the way, Darlene and her little squad are outside. They’ve been pacing the hallway for twenty minutes. They look like they’re about to protest or start a riot."

"Let them pace," Paul said, his voice dropping into his professional, 'pastor-on-duty' tone. "If they want to talk, they can make an appointment. And tell them—politely—that the office is currently full."

"Already told them," Henderson grinned. "Told them you were in a deep, theological study on the dangers of pride. They didn't seem to get the hint, though."

Inside the office, Paul sat down and took a deep breath. He was the most handsome man in the room, the most successful preacher in the state, and he knew he had the Hat Squad eating out of the palm of his hand—or at least, they were trying to. But as he looked at his phone, a picture of him and Patsy at the beach, he realized he didn't care about their adoration. He had his wife, he had his church, and he had a front-row seat to the most entertaining soap opera in town.

And as he looked


d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
\\j[Rx*T LMY
TYHnﬂ
W@%‘ﬁ@ |

SQF FAITH, CHAOS
) &RETRIBUTION






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





