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Chapter 1-Janice
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Wesley placed his hands on the small of his back and straightened. “Ahhhh.”

Me too. “You’re getting old.” Janice stood and wiped her forehead with her sleeve.

“Been old,” he grinned. “You are working me to death. You know, what we need is another storm to wash away the mud from the last one.”

I’ve lost eight thousand dollars’ worth of art. We do not need another storm. But she knew what Wesley meant. “Yes. That’s exactly what we need. Another hurricane to devastate the community.” She grinned to take the sting out of her words. “I do appreciate your help.” She looked around her small, shared studio. “Even though I can’t see we’ve made much progress. It still looks like a damn war zone.”

Mud and sludge lay in piles on the floor. Waterlogged paintings representing hundreds of hours of work and thousands of dollars, an easel reduced to kindling, and destroyed art supplies lay piled like so much trash outside the building. “Well,” said Wesley, “at least we don’t have to clean the mud out or wash and paint these walls.” 

“No, the owners will take care of that. Probably bring in a cleaning crew.” Janice glanced at the walls. The flood line came up to her armpits; dividing the top half of the dingy white walls prior to the storm from the bottom half that were now mud colored from the river flooding. She looked up at the ceiling. “If it is worth saving. You know how, on some of those old Civil War battlefields, you can still dig around and find relics from the battle? I wonder if they’ll find relics from Hurricane Helene in a hundred years?”

“I just want to make it another hundred days. Look, I’m going to have to leave. Is there anything else I can do to help?”

Janice shook her head. “No. You’ve been a doll. This is my problem. And with the way you are running around helping everyone clean up, I’m surprised no one has said anything about you not doing your real job.” 

Wesley smiled. “This is my real job. Besides, I made sure to take care of the church elders first so they would have nothing to complain about.”

Janice laughed and moved closer to Wesley. “Liar. Reverend Liar. I was with you when we sifted through Mamie’s rubble. And she ain’t no church elder.” She looked up at him. “And neither am I.”

“No. You’re more important.” He pulled off his gloves and tapped her nose. 

She looked into his eyes. “There you go again. Being all sweet. You should fall in lust with me already.”

He crinkled his nose. “Don’t hold back. Say what you mean.”

She shook off her gloves and slid her arms around his neck. “Okay. I want to kiss you right now.”

“They all do. Get in line.” 

She stood on her toes and kissed him lightly. “You’re full of shit,” she whispered.

“You kiss your preacher with that mouth?”

She watched him turn and leave her studio. Standing at the door of her waterlogged studio, she watched Wesley drive away. He tries hard, but he doesn’t understand. He has that spirit. Just pick up and start over. Hard work will solve every problem. Pull yourself up by your muddy, broken bootstraps. She turned and looked at the pile of drawings heaped in the trash outside. It’s not that easy. This is my life. And it is gone. She kneeled and picked up a damaged canvas. Lightning striking and splitting an old majestic oak. I remember that tree. She looked back as his SUV disappeared around a turn and remembered the first time they met.

*****
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“DECENT CROWD,” JANICE said as she locked the wheels on Abraham’s wheelchair. She waited as Abraham adjusted his neck strap. She grabbed his sax case and placed it at his feet for donations. Then she stepped back as he tuned his sax. Hmm, cute guy with a dog. I’ve never seen him before.

Simon’s first song was a lively rendition of “When the Saints Go Marching In.” Janice looked around. Traffic slowed whenever Abraham started playing. If they only knew how big of an asshole he was.

The song ended, and the crowd broke into spontaneous applause. Car horns blew. The dog barked once. Janice smiled until she looked at the saxophone case. No tips. Applause don’t buy the beer, people.

Abraham continued with his usual repertoire. “Careless Whisper,” “True,” “Honesty,” “Bridge Over Troubled Water.” Janice smiled as restaurant patrons started dropping bills into the open saxophone case as they left the restaurant. 

Abraham took a little break and asked, “How’s it look?”

“Not bad. Not great. Here comes a guy.”

His dog has only three legs. 

“You take requests?”

Abraham’s head jerked up. “Two dollars if I know the song. Five if I don’t.”

He laughed out loud. “Amazing Grace?”

Abraham waved his hand. “Keep your money. I do that one for free.”

Bullshit, old man. We don’t do nothing for free. How stupid are you?

The man with the three-legged dog glanced at Janice, who just shrugged and smiled a tight little smile. He shrugged in response and returned to his table. The three-legged dog followed the man and curled up around his feet. 

Janice leaned in. “Are you stupid?”

Abraham grunted. “He’ll be back. Just wait.”

Like always, the first five notes of Amazing Grace oozed from Abraham’s sax like molasses. The rest of the song floated onto the sidewalk, and Janice watched people close their eyes and drink it in. I don’t know how he does it. He doesn’t even believe in God.

When the song ended, the man with the three-legged dog returned. “That was wonderful.”

“Glad you liked it.”

“How about ‘Ode to Joy’?”

​ “Beethoven? Don’t get many requests for Beethoven outside of Moonlight Sonata.”

He shrugged. “If you don’t know it, then...” He was cut off.

Uh oh. Gonna piss Abe off.

“Never said I didn’t know it, sport. You want ‘Ode to Joy;’ you got ‘Ode to Joy.’”

The man smiled and glanced at Janice who smiled back. He winked and rejoined his dog. 

Abraham started playing. 

Janice watched the man. This song is special to him. He closed his eyes and bowed his head. Like he’s praying. He’s not moving. He is breathing in every note of this song.

Abraham finished. The man wiped his eyes. Was he crying? Janice watched him dig into his pocket and remove a fistful of cash. He stood and looked at the money for a minute. He walked over to Abraham and dropped all of it into the open saxophone case before turning away.

“He was crying, and he dropped a wad of cash,” Janice whispered.

“How much?”

Janice fished the money out of the case and counted it quickly. “Sixty-eight dollars.” Damn. Abraham’s good, but not that good.

“Hey sport!”

The man turned. “Me?”

Janice nodded and said, “Yes.”

“I appreciate the money, but I don’t take charity. I take tips. And sixty-eight dollars is too big a tip for four minutes of music. Besides, that song means a lot to you. Not right for me to profit from it.”

What? Who are you and what have you done with Abraham?

“Trust me, it was worth every penny.” He smiled at Janice and turned away again.

“I told you,” Abraham growled. “Tips only. I don’t want your damn charity. Now take it back before I whoop your ass.”

The three-legged dog man smiled. But he did not laugh out loud. “Fine. But I want to hire you to play ‘Amazing Grace’ at my church tomorrow.”

“Your church?” Janice asked.

“New Covenant,” He nodded. “Right down the road.”

She nodded. “Been in the news.”

He nodded. “Will you come and play?”

“How much you pay me?”

“Sixty-eight dollars.” The man smiled.

I like him. And his little dog. Janice smiled back.

Abraham nodded. “Deal. Preacher.”
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Chapter 2-Wesley
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Wesley collapsed in his favorite recliner with a plate of pizza in one hand and a bottle of beer in the other. His drive home showed various stages of recovery as Asheville rebuilt after the devastation of Hurricane Helene. Weeks of repairs and assessments, tears and cursing, reunions and deaths continued as Western North Carolina inched towards recovery and a sense of normalcy. 

Cameron and Cora, his daughter and her roommate/partner, bounced into the room with youthful energy and with hands full of pizza and soda. Thad, who had spent the past two months recovering at Wesley’s home from horrendous injuries suffered in an automobile accident during Hurricane Helene, limped behind the girls. He carried two layers of pizza slices stacked on a plate in one hand and two bottles of soda in the other.

Good, thought Wesley. At least his appetite is returning. And he’s moving better. Thad’s recovery had seen the teen progress from using crutches to a walker to a cane. Now, Thad moved without assistance, although Wesley knew he still suffered from residual pain.

So much to talk about. To delay the inevitable, Wesley concentrated on his pizza. And his beer. And niceties. “Thanks for picking up the pizza.”

Cora smiled between bites. “My pleasure. Anytime you buy, I’ll fly.”

Wesley nodded and smiled. Cora had always been an utter delight. But every time he looked at Cora, his eyes strayed to the crisscrossed scars on each wrist. Evidence of two failed suicide attempts.

“You said you wanted to talk?” asked Cameron around bites of pizza. Wesley noticed she and Cora shared a vegetarian pizza. And he knew Cora was a vegetarian. You can live with my daughter. You can love her and even marry her if it comes to that. But you’ll not turn her into a damn vegetarian. Thad, like Wesley, munched on an extra-large meatzilla pizza. With extra cheese. Wesley smiled. No problems there. 

“I did.” Wesley drained his beer and set his plate down on the table beside the recliner. “I decided to keep this within the family.” He emphasized the word “family” to stress how he felt about the people in the room. Especially to send a message to Cora and Thad. It worked. Cora looked up from her pizza and met Wesley’s gaze with a smile and Thad stopped eating. Wesley saw Cameron reach over and squeeze Cora’s hand with her own. “Cam, it’s been several years since your mom passed. Since then, I have not....”

“Yes, Dad,” Cameron interrupted.

“Yes, what? I haven’t said anything yet.”

Cameron and Cora looked at each other and then back at Wesley. “Yes, Dad. You can date Janice.”

“Yeah, Wes. We saw how you guys were acting during the storm. What took you so long?”

“She is so into you, Dad.”

“We really just want you to be happy, Wes.”

Thad resumed eating and said, “Yeah, dawg. Go for it. She’s cool.”

Wesley looked from Thad to Cora to Cameron and smiled. “Thank you.” He nodded. “Somehow, that seemed too easy.”

“Was that it? The ‘big talk’? I thought it was something serious.”

“Well, that was easier than I thought it was going to be.”

“I do have one rule.”

Here it comes. “What’s that?”

“No smooching when I’m around.” Cameron grinned and took another bite of pizza.

“Yah, Dawg. Old people kissin.’ That ain’t right.” 

Cora smiled and plucked an olive from her pizza slice and popped it in her mouth.

Wesley looked from Thad to Cora to Cameron. “Deal.”

“Is she coming to the Christmas party at the church?”

“She is now.” Wesley picked up his empty beer bottle and, realizing it was empty, set it back down. Before he could stand up from the recliner, Cora jumped up and said, “I’ll get you another beer.”

“Thank you, sweetie.”

Returning from the kitchen with a beer, she said, “We should toast this momentous occasion.” She walked over and grabbed her soda bottle. Returning to Wesley, she handed him his bottle and said, “Here’s to Janice.” She paused. “And to family.” She leaned over and kissed Wesley on the cheek.

After thirty minutes of mostly quiet eating, Wesley looked around. The girls were through eating and teased Lucky as he lay on his back enjoying every minute of the attention while Thad finished off the last piece on his plate. I think that is the last of the pizza. He even ate what was left of the girls’ veggie pizza. I bet he’s probably still hungry. Wesley picked up his beer bottle and drained the last ounce he had reserved until he finished eating.

“Need another beer?” asked Cora.

“Kiss ass. You don’t have to be nice to him. He already loves you,” Cameron grinned and grabbed Cora’s hand.

Thad laughed, and Wesley replied, “You could take lessons from Cora, young lady.” To Cora, he said, “Thank you, but no. What I would like is for the two of you to disappear. I need to talk to Thad alone for a minute.”

“Is it about the adoption? I wanna hear,” said Cameron.

“Scoot,” said Wesley.

“Dang, we miss all the good juicy stuff,” Cameron stomped into her bedroom, pulling Cora along behind her.

Thad and Wesley sat alone in the living room. Wesley watched the girls disappear. “Finally. I thought they’d never leave. Lori called me earlier today.”

Thad removed his empty plate from his lap and placed it on the end table. He absentmindedly rubbed his injured knee. “Yeah?”

“The judge signed off on your adoption case.”

Thad stopped rubbing. “Do I get to stay?”

Wesley saw Thad’s body tense. Is his chin quivering? Is he scared? “He approved the adoption request. We can sign the papers this week, and after a fifteen-day waiting period, it will be official. You can back out any day until then.”

Thad dropped his head. “So can you.”

“Son, I’m not going to. If you remember, this was all my idea. I want you to be a member of this family.”

Thad looked up and met Wesley’s gaze. “Do I have to call you Dad?”

“No. You do not. Wesley is fine.” Wesley grinned. “Or Dawg.”

“You’re still saying it wrong.” Thad studied his fingernails and sniffed. “Would you mind if I called you Dad?”

Wesley nodded and smiled. “I’d like that.”

“I never called anybody dad before.” He looked up. “Never had a dad.”

Wesley slowly nodded his head but never took his eyes off Thad’s. “And I’ve never had a son.”

Thad’s chin quivered. He nodded. “Looks like you got one now,” he whispered.

“Woohoo!” cried Cameron from the bedroom.

Cora and Cameron bounced from their bedroom to the living room. “Family hug!”
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Chapter 3-Janice
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The next day, after another morning working on cleaning her studio, Janice joined Wesley at a relief location. Their job was to fill boxes with donated essentials and then take the boxes to the next station. Janice looked around. There looked to  be a hundred people here working and a thousand in line for supplies.

“Janice? Wes?”

Janice looked up when she heard her name called. Scanning the milling crowd for a familiar face, it only took a moment before she saw the waving hand of Michelle and the hulking body of Casey beside her.

Michelle is too damn pretty. Damn, she’s even glowing out here in the cold. Even her windblown hair is perfect. Hmm. Has she gained weight? Janice smiled to herself. Stop being such a bitch, Janice.

“Hey guys, I didn’t know you were coming out here today.” Wesley said as they walked up.

“Mom let us know you were going to be here this afternoon.” Casey shrugged. “We thought we’d come by and help.”

Wesley grinned. “Get in line. Grab a box or three.”

“What are we doing today?” Michelle moved over to stand between Janice and Wesley. She shielded her eyes from the low December sun.

Now, why did she have to get between us?

“Easy.” Wesley pointed at the items as he ticked them off. “We are to pack these boxes with a loaf of bread, a jar of peanut butter, a small jar of mayo, and a small jar of mustard. From here, we will take them over to those tables,” Wesley motioned with the hand holding a loaf of bread, “where they will add some ham and cheese. Or whatever cold cuts they may have left. And from there, they will grab a box and then pick up some toiletries at the last station.”

“Sounds easy enough. Slide over.” Casey took a spot between Wesley and Michelle and started filling boxes. “Assembly line?”

“That’s been the easiest way so far. Someone,” Janice nodded with her head in Wesley’s direction, “kept getting in the way otherwise.” Damn, it’s cold out here. That wind is relentless.

Wesley grinned. “Any word on when you guys will be able to start working again?”

Casey took a partially filled box from Wesley. “Nah. The store is still flooded out, you know. It may be months before we get cleaned up enough to reopen. If we ever do.”

“That doesn’t sound good. Have you heard something?” asked Wesley.

Casey shook his head. “Oh no. Just mentally preparing for the worst. But, you know, corporate will make a decision based upon sales, profits, cost of cleanup, that sort of junk.” He shrugged his massive shoulders. “You never know.”

Janice asked. “How about you, Michelle?”

“Well, busking is out, of course.”

“Abraham too.” Janice grinned. “Like he wasn’t hard enough to live with already. What about lessons?”

Michelle took another box from Casey and shook her head. “All of my private lessons are canceled for the foreseeable future. What about you? Able to give lessons?”

“As soon as I can get a location established, I hope to be able to start teaching again. And, of course, the, uh, bar’s closed. So, nothing there for a while. You guys have any performances planned?”

“Well, we did Handel’s Messiah last week, you know, but that will be all until next year.”

Wesley chimed in. “And the performance we saw was amazing. I know I told you already, but the girls were blown away especially when you guys did an encore.”

“I had chills,” said Janice. “The community needed that. We all needed that.” I never thought I’d say that about classical music.

Michelle nodded. “Thank you so much. It was a moving experience for all of us. There were tears during the rehearsal.” She smiled. “Mainly mine.” She waited as Janice stacked the full box and handed her another one. “On that note, since I have all three of you here,” she ran her gloved fingers through her hair. 

You didn’t really know I was going to be here. So, I don’t count. Janice finished her box and looked at Michelle.

“I have some news.” Casey and Wesley stopped working. “Last month, I submitted an audition online for the San Francisco Symphony. I didn’t say anything because I was sure I would get passed over. Like last time. Like every other time. But,” she grinned. “I got in. I got in!” She clapped her gloves together. “They offered me a job. We’re still working out the details — contract, pay, when I officially join, that sort of thing, but I got the job!”

She’s leaving? “That’s fantastic! I’m sure you are excited.” She’s glowing; she’s so happy. Janice looked at Casey. He’s not smiling. 

“That’s wonderful, Michelle.” Wesley reached around Casey and enveloped her in a side hug. “We are so proud of you.” He turned and looked at Casey. Who met his gaze. A slow   half-smile crept on Casey’s face. 

Oh, Casey.

“I can’t believe you ever doubted.” Casey grabbed Michelle in a bear hug and lifted her off her feet.

As Casey swung Michelle around, Janice could see he was not smiling.

Janice met Wesley’s eyes. Wesley nodded. 

He sees it too.

*****
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“I DON’T WANT TO UPSET you, but that wasn’t fair, you know.”

Don’t do it, Wesley. Stay out of it. 

Michelle looked up from the box she was filling. “What?”

“Dropping that bombshell when you did. He deserved to hear that one on one.”

Damn, you did it. Wes, I’d stay out of this if I were you. It’s none of your business.

Michelle straightened up. “I know.” She tugged at her gloves with her teeth and removed them so she could run her fingers through her windblown hair. “I found out yesterday. I didn’t know how to tell him.”

“He’s gonna want to go with you.”

“I know.” She dropped her gaze. “But he can’t leave Matthew.”

Matthew? Oh, Casey’s brother. I hadn’t even thought about him.

“And there is no way you can stay?”

She looked up and shaded her eyes from the setting December sun. “For a lot of reasons. But Frisco is home. All my family’s there. Well, my mom, mainly. And it’s always been my dream job. I mean, I love Asheville.” She looked around. “Storm and all. But San Francisco is a much bigger stage. More of a challenge musically. And like I said,” she shrugged. “It’s home.” Michelle fiddled with her gloves.

Wesley nodded. “You have a home here, too.”

“I know. And I love you guys. And...and...Casey is amazing. But I feel this is the right move for me.”

She doesn’t love him enough to stay. I’ve been there. It’s best to get out before it gets too serious. She looked at Wesley. Hmm.

“I don’t see a lot of work going on here.”

Janice turned and studied Casey’s face as he returned from the portable potties. His cheeks and nose were blotchy red. Has he been crying? Or is it the cold? 

“Sorry, I’ve been badgering Michelle into staying.” Wesley smacked Casey on the shoulder. “Sorry, pal. Guilt trip didn’t work.”

“Oh, I’m not worried. She’s not going anywhere.” Casey never took his eyes from Michelle’s face. “Wait until I put Matthew on her.” He grinned. “She’ll melt like butter.”

Janice met Wesley’s eyes again. I don’t believe it either.

“Hey, Janice, before I forget. Would you like to come over tonight for dinner? We can make it a, uh, girls’ night kinda thing.”

What’s this all about? This is a first. We’ve never been close. “Sure, I’d love to. You’re cooking, right?”

Michelle shook her head. “Oh no.” She laughed. “Takeout all the way.”

*****
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“I LOVE YOUR PLACE.” Janice leaned back against the sofa and stretched. This floor’s hard. She and Michelle sat on the floor around the coffee table and ate tacos. “The art on the wall is, is just ‘you.’” 

“Well, music is my life.”

“And it shows. Let me see, I see Ray Charles and Billy Joel. Louis Armstrong. The trumpet gave that away.”

“Good thing I don’t have a print of Miles Davis up.”

“Hmm, did he play trumpet too?”

Michelle nodded. Her mouth was too full of tacos to speak.

“Who’s the Asian woman?”

Michelle swallowed and took a sip of wine. “Keiko Matsui. She’s a pianist and she’s fantastic.”

“I see Amy Winehouse. One of my favorites.”

Michelle laughed. “I would have guessed that.”

Janice stopped. “Why?”

Michelle smiled. “You are both badasses.”

“Well, I do like that.”

“You gotta be. To have tamed Wesley.”

Here we go. “I don’t think Wesley will ever be tamed.” Janice took a sip from her wine glass. Let’s change the subject.

“You know, I think I remember when you two set up your first date.”

Janice smiled and ducked her head. “Yeah, I saw you and Casey leaving. I asked him out right after that Christmas program.”

“Did you know that I asked Casey out for our first date?”

“Really? I didn’t know that.”

“Yeah, he was so sweet and so bashful. I don’t think he would have ever asked me out.”

Michelle stood and grabbed their plates. “I’d offer you more, but we ate all I ordered,” She giggled. “But I do have ice cream.”

Ice cream? How do you stay so damn little? “Thanks, but I’ll pass. Let me help you,” Janice struggled to her knees.

“Don’t bother, I got it. Go ahead and have a seat somewhere. I’ll be right back.”

Janice checked out some of the other prints and posters on the wall. There’s Olivia Newton-John and Madonna, Cyndi Lauper and Adele. Lady Gaga. Who’s the chick with the violin?

“Recognize anyone?” Michelle came back into the living room and twisted open another bottle of water.

Yeah, but who’s that with the violin?”

“Ah,” Michelle smiled as she plopped down in a chair. “Lindsey Stirling. She’s amazing. I’ve seen her live twice, and she puts on a great show.” She took a big bite of ice cream from an overflowing bowl.

“I could see you doing that.”

Michelle shook her head. “No, I’m past that stage in my life.”

“Now, that I don’t believe.”

“It’s true. And, well, I guess. Look, I asked you here for a reason.”

Yeah, like I thought. It couldn’t simply be friendship. Janice planted a smile on her face. “What’s up?”

“It’s hard to explain. But I have news I can’t tell Casey yet, but I want Wesley there when he finds out. But I don’t want to tell Wesley yet either. So, I need someone close to Wesley who I can trust to keep a secret. Does that make sense?” Her nose crinkled.

“In a slightly warped way I like. Yes.” Janice leaned forward in her seat. “So, what’s the big secret?”

“I’m pregnant.”
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Chapter 4-Wesley
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“I’m back, Susie.” Wesley breezed into Susie’s office and unzipped his jacket.

“I’m in here, Wesley.” Susie emerged from Wesley’s office carrying a small stack of file folders. “Did Casey and Michelle find you?”

“Oh, yeah. Thanks. What’s this?”

“What’s what?” Susie answered.

Wesley nodded with his head towards the folders. “What’s all that?”

“My stuff. I’m updating some files.”

“Whew.” Wesley sighed. “I thought you were bringing me work to do.”

Susie looked up at the taller Wesley. “You have enough to do.” She slid behind her desk and took a seat. “What’s on your agenda for the rest of the day?”

Wesley moved to the coffee pot and poured a cup. “Paperwork and then the Christmas party. Will we be ready?”

Susie beamed. “Oh yes, we should be. Well, first, though, congratulations. I heard the adoption was finalized. Thad’s okay with it?”

“I think so.” Wesley stirred in cream and sugar. “I wasn’t sure how he felt about me adopting him, but according to Lori, his interview with the judge went really well. And so, now we just have to sign the paperwork and wait fifteen days. Then, it’s just a formality until it’s finalized.”

“Well, I’m very proud of you. The way you stepped up after his nana died. Of course, I expected nothing less.”

“Well, the kid had no one else.” Wesley shrugged. “Besides, he’s already kinda like family, anyway.”

“Yeah, the whole church loves him.”

“Yeah.” Wesley remembered Mamie was leaving before Christmas.

Susie tapped Wesley on the hand with a pencil. “Lost you for a minute. Thinking about Mamie?”

Wesley chuckled and took a sip of his coffee. Warm and sweet. Just like me. “You know me too well. Having her gone will make Thad’s adjustment that much harder.”

“There’s still Simon.”

Wesley nodded. “And they have a connection. So that helps.” Wesley took another sip. “Is there anything I need to know before entering the wonderful world of my office?”  

***** 
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WESLEY GROOVED IN RHYTHM to Ray Charles’ version of “Baby, it’s Cold Outside.” An hour listening to his Motown Christmas playlist chased away the outer world and let Wesley focus on deleting hundreds of unnecessary emails while using closed captioning to follow an unnecessary online seminar recorded by the district office. “Rudolph, the Red-Nosed Reindeer” by the Spinners forced Wesley to pause the seminar, close his eyes, and dance in his chair.

Ah, that was so good. I need to finish this before the party. Wesley opened his eyes and saw Susie standing in front of his desk wearing a huge, dimpled smile.

“I hope you learned some new dance moves.”

Wesley grinned. “I hope you did.” He stood. “Is it time?” He flicked off the webinar when Susie nodded and said, “Lead the way.”

“You know, we’re lucky to be able to have this party this year,” said Susie as they walked towards
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