Chapter One

Jeremiah Jackson, Head Pastor of New Beginnings Baptist Church, had been without prayer for far too long.  The words just would not come.  His steadfast, direct line to the Lord was down, leaving him dry of profound communication and reducing him to superficial sound bites, polite small talk with the Creator, the equivalent of “how do you do” or “good morning.”  
Tonight’s performance was over but stage lights still blazed overhead, so hot he imagined himself trudging across desert sands rather than sagging on a podium inside Charlotte’s Seville Grayson arena.  A single bead of sweat tickled the end of his nose, an insignificant portion of all that had streamed from him during three hours of dancing, shouting, and singing the Lord’s praise before twenty thousand faithful.  He looked as if he’d been caught in the rain, the darkness of his skin showing through where his shirt clung to him.  The seat of his boxer shorts was drenched, tributaries traveling down the backs of his legs, ultimately absorbed by socks drooping around his ankles.

Exhausted...

The word echoed in his mind, mantra-like, drawing focus from lower back spasms and unsteady legs, from sanded-raw vocal cords and swollen feet.
In eight months he’d be forty, an age most wouldn’t consider ‘old,’ yet he felt time tightening its grip more and more each day, squeezing the life from him.  Despite the laundry list of ailments, however, nothing physical was keeping him slumped on the podium, head hanging between his shoulders.  With the better half of a six-week, eighteen-city tour behind him, pain and fatigue were expected.  There’d been other tours: other long periods away from home, other frenetic three-hour performances and equally demanding schedules.  But none had taken such a toll, none left him like this.  The real trouble, it seemed, extended beyond simple flesh and blood.  

He was spiritually starving.

During those previous tours, a limitless energy had filled him, charging every cell as if he were a living battery.  He left the stage worn down yet buoyed by a lightness beyond the reach of physical fatigue.  He felt tireless, weightless.  But now, every ounce of his one hundred eighty pound frame seemed intent on dragging him to the floor.

He removed a handkerchief and dabbed dry what Newsweek had proclaimed “the face of Southern Neo-Televangelism,” whatever that was.  If he was its exponent, he held little hope for its future.  

Dizziness ambushed him as he managed to push himself off the podium.  The pressure at his temples flared and enveloped both hemispheres of his skull.  Pinpricks of light flashed behind his eyelids.  Slow, controlled breathing saw the symptoms fade.  He opened his eyes, gazed out at a blue sea of empty stadium seats, far different from when the arena had buzzed at full capacity.  The emptiness left a sense of loss – ironic, considering the dread he endured before each show.  No peace to be found at either end of the spectrum.

The spectators were gone, but activity still swirled at the center of the arena.  Technicians worked with the silent efficiency of ants, breaking down equipment and bundling wire while janitorial staff swept and prowled for garbage.  A small army of church volunteers wearing identical logo-emblazoned Polo shirts organized donations by the orchestra pit.  Collections had been taken three times during the evening.  While the choir belted out gospel classics like “Just a Closer Walk with Thee” and “Four Days Late,” the volunteers had walked the aisles lugging thirty-gallon trash buckets that were quickly filled, most of the crowd having opened their wallets or checkbooks.  Some donated ten percent or more of their weekly salaries, despite his reminders that these donations shouldn’t be confused with, or counted toward, the tithe to their own churches.  

So many buckets, the contents dumped and separated into paper currency, coins, checks, and “others” – usually items donated by children.  Trading cards, action figures, the occasional lollipop.  He approached the piles, feeling as if he were walking underwater, barely able to put one foot in front of the other.  His presence startled a middle-aged woman into a double take.  She swiped strands of salt-and-pepper-hair behind her ears and flashed an uncertain smile, having caught him staring, eyeing the volunteers like a starving man would the over-fed, covetous of their spiritual contentment.

The “others” lay in a small pile like an elementary school lost-and-found.  What eventually became of such items he wasn’t certain, but he had a pretty good guess.  He plucked an Olympic medal replica from the heap, its ribbon slightly frayed, chips in the gold paint exposing plastic.  The back read “Kings Trail Elementary, Field Day, 1st Place.”  

A child, willing to part with something so important, giving it up to God.  The thought provided a minute lift of spirit, a corner of his mouth twitching as if trying to recall how to smile.  He slipped the medal into his pocket and moved on, nearly colliding with Sheila Williams, Event Coordinator and liaison to his church in Cordovan, Mississippi.  

Her deep-red high heels matched a skirt-suit that fit so well it seemed part of her, natural complement to the smooth curves of her hips and thighs.  Her perfect smile and the Christmas tree brooch on her lapel both gleamed in contrast to her light-brown complexion.  

She took his hand in both of hers.  The skin was warm, impossibly smooth.  

“It was a delight havin’ you back, Jeremiah.”  Her soupy Carolina drawl laced every word with innuendo.  “Just hearin’ that wonderful voice a’yours again.”

Tonight made six Seville Grayson appearances in thirty months, Sheila once again instrumental in the planning and organization.  He and his wife had developed a tradition of sharing lunch with Sheila prior to the show, then refreshments and conversation at her home after.  But Rydisha had decided to stay home this time.

“Pleasure was all mine, Miss Williams.”  The words troubled him, dancing along the demarcation between deception and truth.  Same with the way he had passed on lunch, claiming stomach upset.  His stomach had hurt, but it always did the day of a show.  Fifty-eight “God-certs” under his belt and he'd vomited before every one.

“C’mon now,” she said, a light, lingering scrape from the tips of her fingernails as she released his hand.  “I’d hope by now you’re comfortable enough to call me Sheila.  At least.” 

Another smile, her lips parting wider.  Vestigial survival instincts buzzed in primitive brain centers, demanding a choice: fight or flight.

“Of course.”  He looked down, cleared his throat.  “Sheila.”

They stood, silent.  Apprehension constricted his throat, compressed his lungs.  He couldn’t meet her eyes, the heat in them too much right now. 

“Tell you this much,” she said.  “After a show like that, I think we both deserve to sit back and enjoy a little eggnog.”

“Oh, well...” 

Pain stabbed his gut.  To respond was unfathomable, the allure of her scent having shut down what little mental agility remained.  He took his handkerchief in his left hand and slowly mopped his face, hoping to demonstrate that the gold band around his finger was still present, even if his wife was not.  

After seconds that seemed to span decades, she placed a hand on his shoulder.  He stuffed the handkerchief back into his pocket, risked a sidelong glance.  The embers in her eyes had extinguished.   

“You look dreadfully tired, Pastor.  You ought to get you some rest.”  

She began to walk away but stopped and looked back, a sad smile creasing her flawless features.  “Take care’a yourself, Pastor.  And be sure’n have an extra-special Christmas, ‘kay?”

He watched her leave, the hollow click of her heels filling him with the same sense of loss as the sight of the empty stadium seats. 

It was 11:40 PM.  The car would be waiting outside.  Still plenty of time to catch the red-eye home.  Should he call, tell Rydisha about canceling Atlanta, that he’d be coming home for a few days?  She was likely still awake, either sitting at the office computer or in bed with the laptop, poring over some stock tip website, giddy over promises of 200% and 300% returns.  He squeezed his eyes shut and shook his head, clearing the image from his mind.  Just get to the car.

The cold night air was like a slap in the face.  A blue Lincoln Towncar awaited.  The driver, an older black gentleman in a suit matching the car, was leaning against the trunk.  He folded the NASCAR newspaper digest he’d been reading and tucked it under his arm before opening the rear passenger door.  

Jeremiah spilled onto the backseat.  Not an ounce of small talk remained in him.

Once on the highway, he again considered calling home, this time removing his cell phone, pulling up the number.  But he hesitated at the last instant, his thumb hovering above the “Talk” button like the two were misaligned magnets.  He stared at the luminescent display as if hypnotized, until finally snapping the phone closed and sinking low in the seat.

Christmas carols drifted from the car speakers.

Joy to the world…
