

[image: e9781601628671_cover.jpg]







Soon After

 


 


 


Sherryle Kiser Jackson

 


 


 


[image: e9781601628671_i0001.jpg]


www.urbanchristianonline.net

[image: e9781601628671_i0002.jpg]


All copyrighted material within is Attributor Protected.




Table of Contents


Title Page


Dedication

Acknowledgements

Prologue

Chapter 1 - No Rest for The Weary

Chapter 2 - Battin’ Down the Hatches

Chapter 3 - Like Doubting Thomas

Chapter 4 - The Preacher’s New Robe

Chapter 5 - A Tale of Two Pastors

Chapter 6 - Darkness Becomes Light

Chapter 7 - Three White Lies and a Gag Order

Chapter 8 - A Consuming Fire

Chapter 9 - A Game of Cat and Mouse

Chapter 10 - Hope Not Dope

Chapter 11 - A Battery of Tests

Chapter 12 - The Rightful Renegade

Chapter 13 - Dinner with Bridezilla

Chapter 14 - Blanche is Back

Chapter 15 - Can you keep a secret?

Chapter 16 - A Bump in the Road

Chapter 17 - The New It Girl

Chapter 18 - A New Attitude

Chapter 19 - An Elevated View

Chapter 20 - Not so Wise Counsel

Chapter 21 - Her Epiphany

Chapter 22 - Bent on Intent

Chapter 23 - A Mutual Agreement

Chapter 24 - The Man Cave

Chapter 25 - The Bedside Clinician and the Heavenly Prescription

Chapter 26 - Motion of Discovery

Chapter 27 - The Fate of the Fire

Chapter 28 - A Bishop’s Worth

Epilogue

Reader’s Guide Questions

Urban Christian His Glory Book Club!

Notes

Copyright Page







Dedication

 



To LB Kiser, my dad and Delores B. Kiser; your parenting was the perfect blend between bravery and vulnerability, traditional rigidity and flexibility. The epitome of compassion, you let me and Monique see the dents in your armor and let us learn from them. Next to Christ, you are my heroes.




Acknowledgements

I never wanted to write a sequel, let alone, a mystery of sorts. I am a Christian fiction writer with heaven, not the hell of crime scenes and jail in my view. But I went there. It was indeed a journey that started in January ’09 when my executive editor, Joylynn Jossel, advised that I neither put anymore time nor another book between my debut novel, Soon and Very Soon, and its sequel. So thanks, Joylynn, for that.

I wanted to be a career writer, so this was the test. I had to turn this around in nine months. I knew it could be done. All good writers, Cleage, Briscoe, Dickey, and the dynamite Christian fiction authors, Kimberla Lawson Roby, Victoria Christopher Murray and all the Urban Christian authors write on a schedule, right? They show me the tireless effort of writers that create, edit, market, and promote all inside of a year. I met some great people and learned some invaluable lessons at the ’09 Faith and Fiction retreat, as well as the ’09 National Book Club Conference. What an amazing job and undertaking of authors, Tiffany L. Warren and Curtis Bunn respectively, to bring together readers and writers on such a grand scale.

I think it was Victoria Christopher Murray, who many affectionately dub as the godmother of modern Christian fiction, that talked about her recurring character, Jasmine as a franchise character in one of her interviews. I thought about that when bringing back Willie and Vanessa Green. Whole NBA teams are built around a franchise player, and the Greens as a newlywed couple that live between ministry and insanity had not finished telling their stories to me. What do you know? There might be a part three. Lord willin’ and the creek don’t rise.

Thanks to all that dispensed legal advice, Christine Northern, Crystal Evans, and Tonia Fergueson. It’s convoluted to me. Did I interpret that right? To Lisa A. Herb at ATF and Joy Copeland who pointed me in the direction of a series of books to begin my fire investigations research, I appreciate the help.

Ms. Ella Curry, your manifold blessing is on the way for helping me and the world of Black literature as a whole. I know no one who works as hard as you.

To all my friends, family, saints, sorors, boosters, and road dogs, thanks for taking the ride with me to the brink of insanity.

 



Sherryle Kiser Jackson




Prologue

Alexis Montgomery, the local assignment reporter, didn’t hear her Channel 7 production assistant re-enter the editing room. She was listening to old voice tracks from the Harvest Baptist Church fire story she broke nearly a week previous on Easter Sunday and a subsequent report recorded earlier. Martie Hamilton plopped down beside her and began unpacking his dinner.

“It’s dying, Martie,” Alexis said, dropping her face to the desktop. “My piece is dying right before my eyes.”

“What happened? You were so adamant at this morning’s production meeting that this was a story with legs—good enough for the Inside 7 segment. Everyone was saying, the new girl has got spunk. She’s already figured out how to work the system and get resume-worthy air time. I thought you were going out to do another remote after that speed camera’s piece you covered this afternoon. Sunset is catching up with you, kiddo.”

“No one has any free time. I can’t pay a crew to go out, and what’s the use? It’s the same charred and crumbled mess. I must have been high off of Frappuccino this morning. I’ve been so concerned finding the right story to get me more air time and beat those jerks on assignment at the other station to the anchor chair, that I’m stuck. I thought I’d get clearance to walk inside by now, detail the damage, you know, or to at least get a fire official to shoot some footage for us. That’s it. The building’s taped off, and I’m waiting for the magic word.”

“So much for passing out Starbucks gift cards to the Bureau secretaries and other informants around town,” he said with a smirk. “You’re playing anchor on assignment. There is a long road to the anchor chair, darling. Very few find that golden story, become the golden guy or gal of the station, and have their profiles framed out every night on nightly news, especially in this area. It’s too much going on. Sorry to put it to you this way, but you’ve got the community beat, not politics, not sports nor high-crime. You’re the low man on the totem pole. By the way, Stan told me to give you the heads up. The Marc train derailment that happened mid day will have two remotes tomorrow, Greenbelt and New Carrolton. You’ll be splitting yourself in half tomorrow. But if anyone can do it, it’s you, Milky.”

Alexis winced at the nickname she has tried hard to shake. She garnered that nickname back home in the small town of Kannapolis, North Carolina where she started out, also on assignment. She was known to do anything for a story, kiss babies, handle animals, and demonstrate stunts. While reporting on the county fair she stepped in to demonstrate how to milk a cow. The oversized cow doused her with more than a fair share of milk. Because she was reporting live, she continued her interview with the dairy farmer, unknowingly giving the tri-state area an eye full of her ample bosom through her white blouse. The film made it to a national blooper show when the pig of a camera man who couldn’t manage to shoot the frame from eye level sent a copy of it in. It ran repeatedly.

Needless to say, she got a lot of unwanted attention. It was like the beauty queen turned weather girl. Alexis was offered the most bizarre assignments. Any opportunity to get sweaty or dirty for the good of the story was given directly to her. She was quite popular, but for all the wrong reasons. She was a journalist. She wanted to be taken seriously. So she left the station choosing not to be pigeon-holed into the role of media eye candy.

Alexis watched Martie open a bag of chips and shook a few on his Reuben stacker before pressing the rye bread with the flat of his hand until the chips snapped like twigs and the thousand island dressing seeped out the sides like sap. She didn’t want him to see her sulk, so she took possession of his half-empty bag of chips as she thought about her story. She certainly didn’t spend time setting this story up just to start another assignment. That would give another available reporter, or worse, an anchor the chance to revive the story when the truth was uncovered. She didn’t know why, but she had faith in this story as an investigative piece. She should have gone out to do more leg work in her spare time—spoke to some more people in the community.

“The big boys agreed to run the follow up. It can’t be that bad.” Martie noticed her pained expression and offered her the other half of his sandwich with a nod of his head.

“It’s like day old carryout,” Alexis whined.

“It’s not like we’ve never warmed up leftovers on network news before. Let’s hear it.”

Alexis pushed the PLAY on the machine that timed her new voice recording-over to the week-old footage of the burnt and hydrant soaked church building.

This is Alexis Montgomery for Channel 7 news. You might remember on Easter Sunday we brought you our first report of a fire at a local church. What was unusual was the praise vigil that brought previous members back to this edifice in memorial to their former church home. As we’ve been reporting, the Harvest Baptist Church located in the 8900 block of Lincoln Avenue in Capitol Heights, Maryland remains taped off from everyone but authorities as an ongoing investigation of the Easter morning inferno continues. Sources tell us officials from both the PG County Fire Department and the local sheriff’s department have ruled out electrical failure, but are guarded as to the actual cause of the blaze. What we do know is that early estimates of $400,000 dollars in damages have been increased to a little over a half a million. The question remains—was this fire a random act or intentionally set? This last but important detail has to be determined before plans of rebuilding can begin.

“It ran at five and six. Didn’t even make the recap at seven before the World Report. I can kiss the Inside segment goodbye.” Alexis spoke of the local weekly news magazine that was similar to 60 Minutes, which was the closest a newbie like her got to anchoring if the story was right. She had seen some assignment reporters have the great fortune of covering a windfall of a story that garnered those recurring weeks with the host, Lizzy London, at the anchor’s desk.

“Might run at eleven, but won’t have a chance without a fresh remote and a fresh angle. Six A.M., New Carrolton Metro station—interview commuters inconvenienced by the Marc train situation,” Martie said.

She would be there. She had to if she wanted to keep her job, but she wasn’t interested in any derailment story. The Harvest Baptist Church story fascinated her. The building reminded her of her church home and of her grandfather who was the pastor there. She didn’t see too many of these small congregations thriving in the midst of the mega ministries in the DC Metropolitan area. Even some of the most historic ministries had upgraded or had a face-lift or two. The people she saw that Easter Sunday decked out in their Easter apparel were rooted in faith and the traditions of the church.

Alexis missed her old church that was the center of her rural community. Maybe that’s why she hadn’t been able to find a church home that suited her after moving to the metropolitan area and breaking into broadcast journalism. Her grandfather had been concerned that she’d lose her soul chasing her dreams to the big city. In addition to leaving the sexist station, she was trying her best to outrun the ghost of shame she had tried to leave behind in Kannapolis.

“There’s something there. There is more. I’m going out on my free time tomorrow to find it.” New determination was in her eyes.

“What is it about this story? I don’t get it. This is not like that string of church fires in Alabama. This is one isolated case—an act of God. Isn’t the mark of a good journalist to know when to move on? I’m afraid you’re going to lose your objectivity going after your perception of truth.

“For one thing, this church has got a cast of characters a mile long. I’ve kept a list from my initial report,” she said, consulting a notebook full of notes. There is the former pastor who conveniently moved on after a nasty split from his members a few months before the suspicious fire, a deacon who sparked the whole rift, a new pastor who stands to get a new building depending on the insurance figures, and a homeless guy who is like a renegade that found Christ and now is hungry for a pulpit and a willing ear.”

“There’s your stories right there. Pitch them to the Inside 7 producers.” Martie put his hands up in a revelatory gesture.

“I’m tracking down a few, but I don’t want to work a tabloid piece, Martie. I’m a serious journalist. Besides, if this thing swings the way I think it will, the aforementioned better have good lawyers lined up. Mark my words: that church didn’t burn down by itself.” She indicated to him that he had a glob of Thousand Island dressing left in the corner of his mouth, which he promptly took a napkin to.

“Many reporters on assignment have built a successful career on tabloid-ish, or what I like to call human interest stories. The really great ones know how to mix both. Go after your stories. I’ll back you at the next production meeting.”

“Thanks, Martie.”

Just then her Blackberry vibrated. A text from her source at the fire department who she met after the first story was telling her to check her email. She remembered extending him a generous fifty dollar coffee tab for allegiance. Alexis strained her eyes to make out the miniature scanned report that was on its way to the office of the Prince Georges County Fire Marshal and Maryland State Fire Department marked with the magic word–arson. She didn’t need Martie’s backing. All of a sudden her story had sprouted legs and was walking.




Chapter 1

No Rest for The Weary

Willie Green strolled leisurely from the front entrance of the Pleasant Harvest Baptist Church to the office suite. He was keenly aware that his feet were confined to his dress shoes and his neck was noosed by his tie. As busy as his year had been combining churches with his wife, the couple decided to take an early vacation, a free frolicking Spring Break, like college students take. It started Easter Monday and lasted one blissful, congregation-free week. After seven days and six nights of sleeping in, walking along the Jersey shoreline, and dinning out at the quaint restaurants of Cape May, it was official. He had to go back to work.

He spotted Luella, their administrative assistant, on the telephone as he cleared the corner. He could tell by the tilt of her head and the coil of telephone cord around her finger that she had been conversing for a while and that the call was a personal one. Their absence had not offered her time off, but rather had offered a more relaxed work schedule. He cleared his throat to announce his arrival.

“Goodness, Pastor. You scared me,” Luella said, pausing to say goodbye to someone who had enough sense to quickly relinquish the call. She stood up. “Sorry.”

With a wave of his hand, Willie assured her that she hadn’t committed any cardinal sin. “Next time I’ll announce myself with a chorus of ‘Sign me up for the Christian Jubilee’.”

The joke was lost on her. She was a young woman with an old name. She couldn’t be any older than thirty. Good home and business school training, but a bit too staunch for his taste. Give him personable over professional any day, like his old church clerk and mother-figure, Mae Richardson, who had passed away right before their churches combined. Willie and Luella hadn’t quite bonded, but Willie could understand why she and Vanessa meshed so well. His wife was all business, all the time. She would give Luella an itemized list of things to do with a timeline, then lock herself away for hours working on a project. Willie was always stir crazy locked in his office too long and craved social interaction by noon.

“I figured since it was after eleven that you and Sister Pastor were taking another day off. Where is Sister Pastor, by the way?”

“She’s taking another day. Like you said, sometimes you need a vacation after your vacation.” He covered his mouth with his hand as if to let her in on a secret. “I think she just wanted a Willie-free day.”

Willie had thought certain that Vanessa would be ready to return to the church operations as well. He had always known her to quickly move on to the next thing. She had outlined at least four sermons while they were away that he knew she wanted to cross reference with the catalog of sermons she kept on her office computer. Plus she was involved in the planning of both the upcoming Trinity Conference and the Church’s 50th Anniversary.

He gave her a lecture about being present, enjoying the moment, and not taking too much work with them on their vacation. Once she got the idea, he figured it was taking her awhile to switch back out of relax mode. Willie nudged her at 8 A.M. and then again at nine thirty when he finally got up to eat and get dressed. She rattled off some excuse from their four poster bed as if he were her employee and she was calling in sick.

“Well, I certainly have missed you two, and so have the fifty or so people who’ve called or left messages for you all,” Luella said in her chipper cadence.

As if on cue, her desk telephone rang at that moment. Willie listened as she acknowledged the caller with a perky and polite Pleasant Harvest greeting. “As a matter of fact, he’s right here,” Luella said, banking the call before he could object.

“So much for getting situated,” Willie murmured as he looked for a place to rest his briefcase.

“She’s on line two.”

“She?” Willie asked. His finger was poised on the receiver.

“Alexis Montgomery, a reporter for Channel 7.” She referenced a pad on her desk. “Called twice while you were away and once this morning. That would put her at the top of your call back list.”

Willie put up a finger to halt further explanation as he tried to figure out for a moment the possible nature of the call. “Hello, this is Pastor Willie Green.”

“Pastor Green, this is Alexis Montgomery. I am the assignment reporter that did the remote interview with you at the site of the Harvest Baptist Church on Easter Sunday.”

“Yes, I remember,” Willie said.

“I was wondering if I can set up an appointment to sit down with you to discuss a story idea I’m working on that would go into your affiliation with that church,” Alexis said.

Willie shook his head as he thought of the four months it had taken him to let go of his affiliation to Harvest Baptist Church, where he had served as a pastor for the past ten years. His mini vacation had helped to further remove himself from the recent calamity at his former church and its ramifications on the now homeless members.

Willie let out a puff of air. He felt a headache coming on. “Ms. Montgomery, I literally just got in the office. Let me get situated and get back to you as soon as I can.”

“Please, Pastor Green, this meeting, like everything in journalism, is time sensitive,” she pleaded.

“Ms. Montgomery,” Willie said, cutting off her hard sale with a diplomatic voice. “I am passing the phone to our secretary to get your call back information. Talk to you soon. Be blessed.”

Willie heard Luella ask the reporter to hold before banking the call again.

“I’m an administrative assistant,” Luella said.

“Huh?”

“You called me a secretary. ‘I am handing the phone off to my secretary.’ My title is administrative assistant.”

Her tone was serious, but not sassy, so Willie looked at the young woman standing on the other side of the desk briefly to see if he had hurt her feelings, “Sorry.”

She reached across the desk and handed him a stack of mail and papers secured in folders and bound with a rubber band. “I guess I should debrief you. Wanna go in Sister Pastor’s office or the study?”

Willie thought about it. “No, I’m going down the hall to my office. Give me a minute, you know, let me get acclimated to being at work again before coming down.”

Willie approached the door of the office that he used to seclude himself. The door was freshly stained after removing the lettering that read: FIRST LADY’S LOUNGE. This had been the space where his mother-in-law kept his now wife and her sister out of their dad’s hair when they were little and where they entertained the companions of traveling ministers. It was down the hall from Daddy Morton’s personal study and the adjoining office that was now Vanessa’s spacious headquarters.

His wife was rooted here, and being in a space that was once her father’s had to have special meaning for her, Willie thought.

Although he had pondered remodeling the office suites to suit them both, he didn’t want to have that debate with Vanessa. It would be like negotiating more closet space at home. It wasn’t worth the breath. He didn’t know why it bothered him so much. Maybe because he was the co-pastor to a congregation of nearly 500 whose office was in a lounge. It was a modest size office minus the gingham covered couches and doily-covered coffee table. In fact, with the addition of his old office furniture and desk set, it was eerily like his office at Harvest Baptist Church. Maybe he was being a stereotypical man, but size did matter.

The pile Luella gave him got tossed in the center of his desk along with his keys. From his briefcase, he extracted a souvenir photo of him and Vanessa on a dinner cruise. The empty case got placed by the door for the return trip home after placing the photo in a prominent position. He took great satisfaction in booting up his office computer. According to technicians, his computer rendered the only stable connection to the outside world when they had come to work on the church’s system. They had no immediate solution to getting Vanessa’s computer online or maintaining Luella’s connection. He welcomed Vanessa and Luella who had no choice but to come-a-knockin’ every so often on Willie’s door when they needed to reach out to resources beyond the Pleasant Harvest network.

Willie was trying to figure out the password to the guestbook feature that allowed people to reach out to their ministry online for prayer requests when Luella buzzed to say she would be coming down. He unraveled the bundle he was given earlier so he could be prepared. Contracts for conference space and spreadsheets of allocated funds for the Trinity Conference followed by a few preacher profiles cluttered his desk. There were checks made out with a financial secretary report that needed Vanessa’s authorizing signature. Underneath all that was a call back list of people he didn’t know and drafts of ministry lessons he didn’t create.

Luella entered after a short rap on the door. She extended more papers for him to grasp. “I accidentally gave you Sister Pastor’s pile.”

Although he was still gathering Vanessa’s bundle back together, he noticed Vanessa’s pile was considerably thicker.

“So what do you have for me?” Willie asked.

“Membership roles, invitations, a couple of messages, and a few commercial Bible study aides to review.”

“Is that it?“ Willie said.

“Yep,” she assured.

Willie looked up at her from her tailor-made suit to her tailor-made smile. He wondered if she could be stashing his work in File 13. He looked through Vanessa’s pile again. Although he and Vanessa had informally designated the membership needs to him and the business end of the ministry to her, who was to say he couldn’t handle both in her absence?

“Why don’t you sit down, Luella?” Willie said, noticing how she anxiously stomped the heel of her right shoe into the carpet. “How did things really go while we were away? Tell me about Sunday.”

He watched her sit down hesitantly in the small leather upright chair across from his desk and tilt her legs to the side before crossing them at the ankles. She used Vanessa’s inbox pile that he had given back to her to cover her lap. Willie pushed back in his chair as if he were about to unload his burdens to a therapist.

“Well, Sunday was interesting. Minister Morton preached. No, it was more like she taught a lesson on Faithfulness. Although she kind of lost people, trying to relate the text to her personal stories about her engagement and wedding planning. It was like Star Jones on The View before her wedding to Al Reynolds.” Luella chuckled, allowing herself to fall back into the pad of the chair. She caught herself and brought back the professional polish with a fake cough. She stood. “It was good though.”

Keisha Morton was Vanessa’s sister and the current minister to the singles at Pleasant Harvest. She surprised everyone when she informally announced her engagement to Willie’s mentee, Paul Grant, on Easter Sunday.

“Oh, and tell Sister Pastor that I’d like to personally thank you both for not informing her sister and your sister-in-law that you were going out of town when you asked her to preach.” Her perturbed expression revealed the sarcasm.

This time Willie chuckled. “She worried you to death, didn’t she?”

“She called for a moratorium on scheduling things on the church calendars until she decided on a date for the wedding. How dare you go out of town before she officially declared the date for the wedding of the century? Dra-ma,” Luella sang.

They both shared a good laugh before Willie said, “All I can say is pray for Paul.”

“Pray for us all,” Luella responded, doing an about face for the door.

“Wait a minute,” Willie said, halting her retreat. “What about my members?”

“We had to use the Ministry Tree you came up with. I know Sister Pastor thought it wouldn’t work for a congregation this size, but the chain of command really worked well. We alerted all ministry heads that you were out of town. Plus put a note on our website. Then Theodora Marshall was rushed to the hospital on Wednesday.”

“And?” Willie said, cutting her off. This is what he had been waiting for. This was the kind of stuff that got his blood pumping.

“We started at the bottom and worked up. She is a part of the Prayer Partners Ministry. We called the ministry leader, who in turn kept her watchcare deacon and ministry members updated. I even went to see her myself on Thursday after work. Another member was about to be evicted, but that got resolved. I made you a report that I will email you later.”

Willie didn’t want a report. He wanted Luella to sit down and describe for him how Sister Marshall looked. Was she rail-thin or did she look about ready for a chicken dinner, as Mae would have categorized it? He wanted to know details about the sacrifices people made to help her and others in need. He wanted to hear how the saints rallied around her and prayed for her strength.

“Like I said, the Ministry Tree worked well and should alleviate some of the personal responsibility that falls on you and Sister Pastor,” Luella said, practically from the doorway.

Work so well they won’t need me, Willie thought. “Wait, why do you keeping rushing off?”

Luella’s voice was anxious. “I forgot that I have to complete some important business for Sister Pastor.”

“What about the people I asked you about for the Young People’s initiative?”

“That’s what the membership roles are for, Brother Pastor.” Luella backtracked to his desk. She flipped back the cover and pointed, “See here, I printed a spreadsheet of all our members with children ages eleven to eighteen for the Young Missionaries Program and those who have boys ages six and up for the Scouts. This was based on the combined church census we conducted right after Unification. It should adequately represent our membership. I need to show you how you can sort the database for whatever category you want. Then you can play around with it while you are at work.”

Vanessa had important business; he had time to play, Willie thought. This church had more children than he had members at Harvest Baptist, with not many church structured activities to promote growth and fellowship. The Young Missionaries program could offer the right young people from their congregation the opportunity to train locally and travel across the nation helping others. Far be it for their administrative assistant, who was also a member, to help recommend some people for the program. A perfectly formatted document did not tell Willie who to approach to help start a scouting program at church.

What am I complaining for, he thought, she had done her job.

Luella stood at his desk as if she awaited a hall pass. He motioned for her to sit down again. Vanessa was at home, and her assistant would just have to help him with his pressing business.

“So, what do we know about this reporter who called?” Willie said, once again pushing back in his chair, this time to cross his legs.

“She called a couple of times—sounded real anxious to get in touch with you. Then on Thursday people started calling the church after the noon broadcast because they were talking about the fire at your old church again on the news.”

“I wonder what she wants to talk to me about,” Willie said more to himself than to her.

“I don’t know,” Luella replied.

“I guess if I don’t call her back in a timely fashion, she will have to find someone else for her interview.” He began clicking his ink pen to a rhythm to help him think. “What do you think?”

“I think you should call Sister Pastor. She always knows what to do.”

“Thanks, Luella,” he said abruptly. She stood for a third time and headed for the door. He didn’t know what he was hesitant for, or why he needed anyone to justify his actions. It was time for him to take charge. “Get me that reporter’s number.”

“I gave it to you with your other messages, Brother Pastor. It’s number one on your call back list,” she called to him from the hallway.

He consulted his watch before picking up the phone to dial. It was only one o’clock. It felt as if he had worked a whole day already and it was barely lunch time. He was determined to plow through his membership roles and make some decisions on the Young People’s initiative, then get out to see Sister Marshall at the hospital before heading home.

There were two numbers listed for Alexis Montgomery. He chose the latter that appeared to be a cell phone number in hopes of connecting the call directly. She picked up on the third ring.

“This is Alexis.”

“Ms. Montgomery, this is Pastor Willie Green returning your call.”

“Great, I’m glad you got back with me so fast. Like I said I want to move on this story quickly. I’m looking to do a series of angles on this story to propose at the next production meeting in hopes of stretching the story to its fullest potential.”

“I guess you need to help me understand. There was a fire. It made the news. I guess I don’t see what is left to report.” He used his first two fingers of his right hand to gesture.

“I don’t know if you’re familiar with the Inside 7 segment, but it is our weekly News Magazine where we bring a more in depth coverage on local stories of interest. We get so bogged down with D.C. area politics that this show is devoted to the people of the D.C. Metro area. When I broke the story I knew it had potential, but recent reports and support from our viewers makes us here at Channel 7 believe that this is a story that’s worth investigating further.”

“I see,” Willie said although he did not completely see his role in the whole thing.

“I interviewed several people, but you’re the only one I could get in contact with again because I had written down the name of your new church. The initial report sparked quite a bit of mail bag response. Many want to reach out to the members of your former church. I’m sure you’ve been thinking about that to.”

“My wife and I pastor another church,” Willie responded absentmindedly as a surge of guilt took over him. He had not thought about the people, many of which he used to pastor. He had not thought about the community he loved to service. He had not thought about Charley Thompson, the deacon that was so adamant about staying at Harvest that he rallied members behind his back to sign a petition to stop the move to no avail.

“Do you think we can get together this afternoon so we can discuss this further?” Alexis asked.

“I don’t know,” Willie said. Indecisiveness once again was taking hold.

“Please, Pastor, you are my only solid lead. I went back to the neighborhood today and everyone talked so highly of the church when it was under your pastorate.”

Willie thought about it. “My afternoon is booked. I have to visit a member in the hospital before heading home this afternoon.”

“I could meet you at your home. The initial interview won’t take long. I could even bring something to eat.” Willie could hear the desperation in her voice.

“No,” Willie said, thinking about Vanessa’s reaction if a strange woman brought food into their house. “That won’t be necessary.”

“Maybe you need to call your wife first and get back to me.”

It was an innocent statement that was said by someone he was sure didn’t mean anything by it. “That won’t be necessary either. You can meet me at my home around 6:30 this evening. I live at 442 Barney Lane in Temple Hills.”

She thanked him as if she had been waiting all day for that answer. He emptied his lungs out in a puff of air as he replaced the receiver.

After nearly forty-five minutes of staring down at the membership document Luella had prepared for him, he folded the cover back over. He would be taking work home tonight. He prepared himself to leave for the hospital. He looked at their dinner cruise picture and said, ‘Honey, guess who’s coming to dinner?”




Chapter 2

Battin’ Down the Hatches

Vanessa found herself temporarily caught up in the lives of those appearing in front of the judge on The People’s Court. One episode in particular pit a mother against her own daughter. It was the case of the college refund. The mother was suing the daughter for the amount of her college tuition after the daughter went off to school in her third year and eloped with someone of a different race. The mother, who was obviously hurt and seeking revenge, claimed she didn’t send her daughter to school for marriage, therefore their agreement was broken. So much for forgiveness, Vanessa thought. She found herself calling out to the television, “You need to get your butt out of court and heal your family before the Lord comes back and passes down real judgment for your tail.”

When she looked at her bedside clock, she realized it was 1:00 P.M. She expected Willie to call her when he reached the office to let her know what tasks lay in store for her upon her return, but she was glad he didn’t. She hadn’t bothered to call him either or check in with Luella. She hadn’t realized how hard she had been working until she woke up this morning immobilized.

Vanessa had a gift of discernment. Sometimes it wasn’t always a privilege to perceive things beyond what the natural eye could see. Something felt wrong or out of place. Since she could not put her finger on the likely source or severity of the problem, she did nothing. She decided to pray it away. In her relationship with God, she knew Him to be a guide that would send a word in and out of season. Something she would likely preach next week might be the very sustenance for someone’s life next month. She thought about her meditations with the Lord, some that led to sermon topics. Wasn’t it she that just recently preached, “Battin’ down the Hatches,” about the Apostle Paul’s shipwreck on the island of Malta?

She had told her congregation that being a prisoner, Paul could hardly persuade his captors that the favorable weather they chose to sail in would soon turn deadly. Just like Paul predicted, there was a change of winds and tides, and a powerful storm arose. Before it was all said and done, they had to band the ship with ropes and throw cargo off, eventually crashing off the coast of the island.

Oh Lord not again, Vanessa thought. She had spent the better part of the morning watching foolishness when she should have been praying. It wasn’t that she couldn’t handle what the devil threw her way. Paul had received assurance from the Lord that although it appeared the ship may go down, there would be no loss of life—all would be saved; Vanessa didn’t feel so sure. Ironically, she remembered using that point in her sermon to get everyone happy when she proclaimed, “Go through the storm. It might seem rough. You may even feel like you’re in isolation, shipwrecked with your problem, marooned on an island with despair. But your promise is on the other side of the storm. There is a rescue team led by God looking for you.” She had even gotten happy herself.

She didn’t want to go through another tumultuous storm. She was tired. The thought made her yawn.

Vanessa set off for the kitchen to scrounge around for something to eat. She picked a few grapes from the fruit bowl to help freshen her mouth from the bag of Doritos she had demolished earlier bedside. She had not thawed anything that could be an entrée for the night’s meal. Willie would be home soon and not having something prepped and underway was a cardinal sin in their household, especially since she was home all day.

She wasn’t a great cook, but she had gotten a lot better at it with the help of her sister, Keisha, and television cooking shows. She had to take up the art of cooking after marrying Willie last year and deciding she didn’t want the women of the congregation cooking for her husband like they did when he was a single man. Call it a peeve, but it is what motivated her from being Pastor Carry-out Queen to Co-Pastor Domestic Diva-in-training. One of her worst fears was that a sexy siren like the Italian celebrity chef, Giada Laurentiis, would steal her man away with her robustly flavorful meals. So she frequently turned on The Food Network for ideas and recipes to sample.

Most times Vanessa’s dishes didn’t even remotely resemble the ones seen on those cooking shows, but she could garnish a plate to look nice. That was her specialty, garnish and ground beef dishes. She had perfected spaghetti meat sauce, meatballs, meatloaf, and hamburgers. She thanked God that Willie wasn’t a picky man.

The thought of ground beef sparked her desire for chili, and just like that, dinner plans were made. She unwrapped a block of frozen ground round in the center of a skillet and waited for it to start to sizzle before prying the meat away from the frozen pack as it browned.

From a distance, Vanessa noticed the light blinking on their answering machine that was sitting at the far counter. She remembered from the night before that Willie was too eager to check messages on his office line downstairs after their return. Vanessa had been eager to hit the sack, leaving their personal messages on hold. Figuring that she couldn’t escape the present any longer, Vanessa pushed the button to replay her messages after adding water to her pan to speed up her meat’s thawing process.

The first message was from Keisha. At first her sister’s playful scorn admonishing her for leaving town as if she were the big sister, was misleading. But there was something else in her voice. It was a sadness that Vanessa detected as Keisha ended the message with, “Call me as soon as you get back.”

Something is wrong, Vanessa thought. She had done more than her share of rescuing her sister in the past and could tell. She hesitated before dialing her sister’s work number. Her greeting was chipper enough, but just like a baby who takes a tumble and cries only after realizing that Mommy was there to witness it, Keisha poured on the emotion.

“What’s wrong with you?” Vanessa said, taking the phone into the adjoining dining room to take a seat.

“It’s Paul,” Keisha said. “Hold on a minute.”

Vanessa’s thoughts entertained everything from Paul being gravely ill to the unthinkable. “What’s wrong with Paul? Did he have a change of heart?” Vanessa asked as soon as Keisha came back.

“No, Vanessa, why would you ask something like that?” Keisha whined. “Wait, have you talked to him?”

“I’ve been on vacation. Of course, I haven’t spoken to him. It’s just that you’re so upset. Girl, I could hear the sadness in your voice even on the message. What’s wrong?”

“Paul is highly allergic to everything; grass, ragweed, tree pollen, not to mention all his food allergies.”

“So?” Vanessa said in a tone that demanded she serve up the bad news soon. She rubbed her temple and braced herself.

“I can’t get married outside. Paul said his allergies are so bad that he’d be miserable the whole time-- even into late fall. Now, I am miserable. I always wanted to get married at the Garden Gazebo.” Again she whined.

Vanessa swallowed relief before getting flustered all over again. “Wait a minute, why aren’t you planning on getting married in your daddy’s church?”

“You didn’t even get married there,” Keisha was quick to point out.

“That was different. Willie had his own church at the time, and I was honoring my husband by getting married at Harvest.”

“Yeah right, Vanessa,” Keisha said doubtful.

“I surely would like to know why you’d think I’d lie about something like this.”

“You didn’t press Willie to get married at Mt. Pleasant because just like me you have an issue with our church not having a center aisle.”

Vanessa wanted to end the call right then and there. She never thought the construction of the church would be a deal breaker. She knew trying to convince her sister otherwise was futile.

“Here I am thinking you’re having a real issue. As far as I’m concerned you’ve got three options. You can rent a foreign church with money that could be better served elsewhere so you can have your precious center aisle, or shoot your groom up with so much Benedryl that he can’t stand straight so you can get married outside anyway. Option three is get married at Pleasant Harvest if you want your big sister to officiate the wedding.”

There was silence. The babe was back. Vanessa could imagine her sister’s pouty mouth and eyes ready to spout tears. This was a big deal to her. Even before the prospect of planning her own wedding, Keisha took over orchestrating Vanessa and Willie’s wedding for them. Vanessa wondered how many more months she would have to take of this melodrama.

“When is the wedding?”

“That’s just it, Vanessa,” Keisha snipped, “I can’t decide whether it should be sooner, like the end of this year, or later. Since an outside wedding is not an option, I was leaning toward—”

Vanessa heard the key in the front door and looked at her watch as her sister droned on about the endless variables that prevented her from picking a wedding date. She pointed to the phone when Willie appeared in the door frame as if he would immediately know who it was. He backed away and began poking around the kitchen.

“Do you love Paul?” Vanessa asked once given a chance.

“Of course I do,” Keisha assured. “What kind of question is that? You sure you haven’t spoken to him? Willie either?”

“I know this might sound crazy, but why don’t you ask your fiancée where and when he wants to get married,” Vanessa said, hoping not to germinate the seed of doubt she already rooted in her sister’s mind. “Listen to me. I bet if I had talked to him he’d say he’d get married anytime and anywhere as long as he was marrying you.”

“Awwww,” Keisha said. Her smile beamed through the phone.

“Well, look; Willie’s here, so I’m going to go finish dinner. I’ll talk to you later this week,” Vanessa said, hoping her sister would not call her with daily wedding planning updates.

Willie lifted the lid on the ground beef before asking, “Hamburger Helper again?”

“Hello to you too,” Vanessa answered before taking the lid from her husband in one hand. With the other, she began breaking apart the tender meat that had begun to brown for the second time after the half a cup of water boiled out.

Willie stepped behind her and planted a kiss on her cheek. “Spaghetti?”

“Chili,” she said to the tune of yummy.

“What else are we eating with that?”

“Why are you so concerned? Didn’t you eat lunch?” Vanessa said, searching for their colander to drain the fat. “Chili is a stand alone meal. It’s got kidney beans in it, but if that’s not good enough for you, then I’m sure we got some salad in there or something. Now get out of my kitchen. It’ll be about another half an hour. I’ll call you when I’m done.”

Willie did as he was told. “I invited someone over,” he threw over his shoulder as he departed.

“Wait,” she shouted. “Come again; someone?”

“A young lady,” he added, noticing her eyebrows forming question marks. His smile was as big and as devious as a Cheshire cat’s when he returned. “Well, I’ve been following that polygamy case on the news, and I figure since I am a man of the cloth, and it wasn’t unheard of to have multiple wives in biblical days, that I’d invite Alexis over and see if the two of you get along before I ask her to join our family.”

“Don’t play with me, Willie Green,” Vanessa said, realizing that his sense of humor was what she loved about him, but also what had come to frustrate her about him lately. She was not in the mood for wisecracks or guests.

“For real, why are you so tense lately?” Willie rubbed her shoulders. “You rested today, right?”

Instead of shrugging his hands off her shoulders like she wanted to, she moved out of his grasp to open the can of beans with the electric can opener. Was she tense? Did it show that much? “Is someone coming over or not?”

“Alexis Montgomery, she’s a reporter for Channel 7 news. She is the one who interviewed me that day of the fire. They want to do a follow-up story. I don’t know exactly, but I guess, the story will be like the history of Harvest.”

Vanessa hurriedly added the rest of the ingredients to a small Dutch oven so that it could slow cook. She took a seat on a nearby barstool. She felt she needed a break. “Gosh, I’m so over Harvest. Every time we try to pull away from that place, someone or something draws you right back to it.”

“It’s ironic, I know. They say irony is God’s intervention, and in some cases His comedy. I figure it can’t hurt to talk to the woman,” Willie said, still standing from when he had returned.

Vanessa felt a chill that reminded her of stormy seas. She had to be the voice of reason. “This is not a good idea. Why are we memorializing a burnt building?”

“How about it’s the place where I preached my initial sermon as pastor and saved a good many of souls. It’s also the place where we got married.” His voice was charged with emotion although he appeared to remain calm.

“Well, it just seems like a tragic waste of time.”

“That’s ’cause it wasn’t Mt. Pleasant that caught on fire,” Willie said so quickly that Vanessa almost missed it. “Look, I don’t want to talk about it anymore. I’ve made up my mind. The woman is coming over and I’m going to talk to her.”

He was dismissive, putting his foot down right on her ego.

“Lord forbid, if I share my reservations with my husband. Reporters have been known to put a provocative spin on the most basic of stories. It’s what they do,” Vanessa said, preparing to grate cheese and chop onions to top off her chili. “But I’ll keep my comments to myself. Where should I serve you and your new wife? Will the dining room do, or would you prefer somewhere more intimate like the kitchen nook?”

“Now, you know I was joking. I’m not even remotely interested in this woman,” Willie said with an incredulous look.

“I’m joking also. Ha-ha,” Vanessa said in her blandest of tones.

Vanessa ignored his questioning gaze. His look was asking everything she didn’t have an answer for. She bore down on the block of cheese with her right hand as she grated to take the edge off her frustration.

“If I had of known we were having company, I would have made something else. Something more complete like Giada would have made.”

“Who?”

“The Italian chef,” She looked up to see his confused expression. “Oh, never mind.”

“Is that what this is all about? Chili is fine and you will be fine too, after you freshen up. You’ve got a serious case of bed head.”

“Thank you for the tip, but I’ve got to complete the meal first.” She used her forearm to wipe away fresh tears that began to well up catching her completely off guard. He was only playing, but his criticism of her meal and now her appearance was a little too much to bear. “If you tell me your guest will be here in the next ten minutes or so, I will absolutely kill you.”

“My, aren’t we violent,” Willie chided. “She’ll be here at six. You have plenty of time.”

Vanessa watched him exit the kitchen, giving her enough breathing space to hatch a counter argument.




Chapter 3

Like Doubting Thomas

Vanessa wore her favorite lavender sweat suit and her hair hanging down past her shoulders, the way her husband liked it. Three helpings of chili were ready to be served in the two-handled soup bowls they received from William and Sonoma as a wedding gift. They were topped with a dollop of sour cream, cheddar cheese, chives, and onions in small ramekins.

Vanessa sized up their dinner guest as she took the woman’s coat and led her into the dinning room. Alexis hugged both of them as if they were her parents and she had just come home from college. She was a slender woman of average height with a smooth youthful complexion that apparently had never been the battlefield for pimples in her youth. Her eyes told a different story. They were surprisingly mature. Vanessa wondered how old she really was and suspected she was closer to thirty than her counterparts at the TV station probably realized.

Willie blessed the food from the head of the table, leaving Vanessa across from Alexis. She seemed to prefer the corn chips Vanessa had also put out. She was moving the kidney beans around to the opposite side of the bowl before taking bites of the chili. Vanessa was almost halfway through her portion, and was wondering, like Willie, what else there was to eat.

Willie covered the pleasantries while they ate, discussing with Alexis everything from the unusually warm spring weather they were experiencing to ride in Alexis’. Apparently she had gotten lost although their house was a direct shot from the Capitol beltway. Vanessa remained silent, with ample smiles to pass around the table at the mention of their recent trip. She didn’t dare breach the topic of the hour first.

She was waiting for Alexis to sprout two heads even though she found the girl charmingly clumsy, not at all like her on-air persona. Halfway through dinner, Alexis scrounged through her purse to find a ringing cell phone, dropping her keys in the process. Both she and Willie watched as Alexis absentmindedly reached for the item with an open purse, losing even more of its contents. Willie tried to get up and help, and narrowly escaped bumping heads with Alexis who wasn’t so lucky with the edge of the table. She left the dining area to step into a nearby room while rubbing her head with her left hand and using the right to retrieve her phone’s call back list.

Willie and Vanessa looked at one another with a mixture of amusement and amazement until his eyes warned her to contain herself before their guest came back. He took this opportunity to get more chili while Vanessa settled on more corn chips.

Maybe there wasn’t a storm brewing after all, Vanessa thought. She thought about how she had jumped the gun earlier with Keisha. It was time to start taking people at face value. This girl needed more help than anything.

“Are you all right?” Willie asked when Alexis reentered the room.

“Yeah, that’s the hazard in this job. You’re always on the go and sometimes your body is moving before your mind has had a chance to think,” she said to a chorus of her own contagious chuckles. “I’ve had more spills and falls than I care to mention.”

“So you got stuck with reporting on the old church fire, huh?” Willie said.

“I chose this story actually,” Alexis said.

“Why?” Vanessa couldn’t resist.

Alexis cleared her throat. “Or shall I say it chose me. I did the initial story, and I don’t know really. There is something about Harvest that’s familiar.”

Vanessa could detect a southern upbringing sprouting up in Alexis’s speech. It was an accent that Vanessa was sure Alexis tried to smooth over with either plenty of practice or formal voice training.

“Familiar?” Vanessa questioned.

Alexis volleyed glances between the two of them before settling on Vanessa. “I grew up in a small, tight-knit church much like Harvest Baptist Church.”

“Well, Harvest is no more,” Vanessa pushed out through a yawn in an attempt to stop the train from traveling down memory lane with her husband aboard.

“Yes, ma’am, but what about the people that were going there?” Alexis asked.

They should have moved over to Pleasant Harvest with the rest of the church, she thought.

“So, tell us more about home,” Willie jumped in, letting everyone know he was the conductor. He had pushed back his plate as if he were ready for a lengthy conversation. “And how were you drawn to this story?”

“Like I said, I grew up in a small town in Kannapolis, North Carolina. My grandfather, C. Paul Montgomery, who raised me, was and still is the bishop and pastor of Greater Hope Baptist Church. It was the only African American Baptist church in the whole area for a long while. I graduated high school early and went on to North Carolina Central University. Worked at WAKN—the local station there—could have easily been an anchor by now, but home wasn’t where the big stories were,” Alexis said.

Vanessa noticed she had elected to give them the bulleted version and wondered what fell in the gaps. “And this Harvest story is a big story?” She almost laughed.

“The game is played differently here. DC is a major market. I’m not just handed air time because I am Bishop Montgomery’s granddaughter. If nepotism is alive, it’s apparent I don’t know the right people,” Alexis said, a drawl punctuating her sentences. “You work from the bottom and move up on merit. You have to prove yourself daily. Prove that you can sense a good story. When I arrived on that fire scene and witnessed the invincible spirit of the people there, dancing and praising God in front of that edifice, I knew there was more to the story. Growing up in church I learned that great praise comes from a great testimony. You carry on like that to express gratitude to God or to taunt the devil one; get him off your track. So, Reverend, which one was it? Why did you leave, and what made you come back that Sunday morning?”

“Is this off the record?” Vanessa questioned.

“I guess this is as good a time as any to begin,” Alexis said in her on-air voice as she took out her voice recorder. “The initial interview that we do today helps me develop angles for the story or stories. Then we arrange a date for you to meet with the camera crew.”

The switch Vanessa noticed in Alexis’s speech and demeanor that subtly put Vanessa on the defensive again. “Until we are sure what angle you are going to take, we will have a Public Relations-slash-Media Ministry at our church to handle our public persona with the press.”

“We have a Public Relations Ministry?” Willie asked.

“Yes, we do, honey,” Vanessa said as if to jar his memory. Her look demanded he keep up or at least pretend to. “It’s headed by Brother Mike Pearson who was some sort of entertainment lawyer turned PR person.”

“As you can see, my wife’s a little skeptical,” Willie announced as if it weren’t apparent.

“I sure am. I saw how the news sensationalized a story just last week about Pastor Kennedy’s church. Someone fell out during service, now they are calling to question the certification of the Nurses’ Unit.”

“I can assure you, Pastor Vanessa, that’s not my aim. It’s my hope to get a substantial amount of history on the church before the fire. Many in the community say the church was like a beacon when your husband was pastor. Maybe follow-up on what Pastor Willie is doing in Ministry now, and of course, you’re a big part of that too.”

“See, Vanessa, a simple history,” Willie said. “Satisfied?”

Willie’s head was obviously growing. He was being pleasant and patronizing at the same time. She hoped that wasn’t his signal for her to leave well enough alone because she couldn’t. She remembered her mother knew that signal. She would slave in the kitchen to prepare a five course meal for her daddy and visitors he would invite over to dinner, only to abruptly uproot herself and the children into the cramped kitchen when the conversation had turned inappropriate or business needed to be conducted. She never remembered her father asking them to leave; her mom just knew. Vanessa wasn’t built with that kind of navigation system.

Lord, I promised you I would not show out, Vanessa thought.

“Unless you’re planning on taping and showing a service in its entirety, I don’t want any cameras in our church,” Vanessa said to them both.

“I’m sorry to hear that, because I think it’s important to show Pastor Willie in that context. In a world of sound bites, staging is just as important,” Alexis said.

“How’s this for sound bites and staging? In Pastor Kennedy’s church they zeroed in on the ‘Jesus Saves’ sign, and then led into the story by saying something like, it was too bad there was no one to save the lady who had a medical emergency there.”

“That’s awful,” was all Willie could say.

Even Alexis was speechless for a while. “That was irresponsible and unethical journalism,” she finally said.

“You bet it was,” Vanessa agreed.

“If I may, I think you’re being a little hasty in your decision about the story that I am working on based on what you’ve seen.” Alexis leaned in toward Vanessa to make her plea.

“And, I think you’re not telling us everything. I’m sorry, but I don’t believe for a minute that you haven’t thought about how you’d like to cover this story.”

“Vanessa,” Willie pleaded.

“It’s okay. She’s right. I do have an angle in mind.” Alexis paused as if she were thinking about which one to pitch. “I want to find out who has an interest in Harvest Baptist Church and who has an impact on its future.”

“You’ve got the wrong people.” Vanessa was quick to reply. She looked to her husband and wondered why he wasn’t jumping in. “Neither of those applies to us. I believe in staying in my lane, Ms. Montgomery. Our lane exits at the Pleasant Harvest Baptist Church. Shoot, this sounds like a straight up suitcase, like Daddy used to call it—lawsuits and court cases. Are you working in conjunction with the police on this?”

“Journalistic Code of Ethics requires that we act independently to bring the truth. My only obligation is to my Channel 7 viewing audience.”

“Uh-huh,” Vanessa uttered.

They were at a stalemate. They retreated to their opposite corners to regroup. The automatic function on Alexis’s voice recorder clicked off, rattling her, and causing her to knock her spoon to the floor. She immediately bent down to retrieve it. Both Willie and Vanessa jumped up as if to shield her from bumping her head yet again. They sat down gingerly when they were certain her head had cleared the edge.

“Look, I’m not trying to be difficult. I just don’t want the integrity of God’s church to be discussed in the court of public opinion; that’s all. You can understand that,” Vanessa said.

“This case has been ruled an arson,” Alexis said as if she were running out of steam. “The news magazine I am attempting to report for is investigative in nature, so I am trying to figure out the truth about this fire, as I am sure we all are. It’s the first time that I am attempting to cover something like this.”

Vanessa sat stunned.

“Wait, did you say arson? Willie asked.

“I did the initial report,” Alexis droned on. “I kept good notes. Then my sources confirmed the arson, and I have scarcely a day to break the story. The eggs sort of fell in my basket, and I am attempting to make an omelet. I need you to help me make the omelet. Please.”

“Arson?” Willie asked again with a faraway look in his eyes that told Vanessa he was off in his own thoughts. “Do you mean someone purposely burnt down the church?”

“Other reporters will run the footage of whatever is out there on this story. Both print and broadcast journalists will be calling with their own inquiries. Some with no journalistic ethics like you talked about before. Some will have no desire to tell the whole truth or paint the entire picture. I have a unique vehicle like the Inside 7 segment to do that. Either you tell your story upfront or defend yourself later. With me, you can affect the way you are represented in the press. Pastor Vanessa, if not me, then who? Who would you prefer Pastor Willie talk to?”

She was good, Vanessa thought. Willie returned from La La Land and back to the conversation with a heavy sigh. He leaned forward, elbows up on the table to use praying hands to shield his face, and then wipe it. Vanessa looked into his eyes and read his intense expression. She felt the signal. She had said her peace. As she began to clear the table she knew her compassionate husband would share his story and trust this young lady with what he held sacred—the truth.

Vanessa cleared the table of their dishes in two trips. She didn’t butt in or comment. She was busy thinking that their PR person must have a friend still practicing law that they could put on retainer.
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