Chapter Three

Jeremiah awoke in darkness, disoriented.  His head felt as if it were stuffed with cotton.  Only after a few uneasy seconds did he recognize the sheets and drool-dampened pillow of his own bed.  It had been his first time sleeping at home in nearly a month.  
He pawed the area beside him and felt only mattress, Rydisha already gone.  A return to oblivious sleep was tempting, but something important had been planned for today, the specifics on the outer edge of his recollection.  What time was it?  Where was the clock?  And why hadn’t Rydisha cracked the blinds after getting up, like usual?  
He rose and staggered to the window, crossing a room closer to an amphitheater than the12 x 12 space he and his three brothers had shared.  After raising the blinds he saw that the clock radio still rested on the bedside table, only blank-faced.  Unplugged.  

Discarded clothing lay in a trail between the closet and bed, while his luggage and boxes of tour supplies formed a Stonehenge-like arrangement by the closet door.  The clutter sparked a hazy mental vignette: hauling everything inside late last night, stripping down to his shorts, finding Rydisha sprawled in the center of the bed and rolling her over to make room for himself.  
The accountant!  That’s what he couldn’t remember.  A meeting had been scheduled for 1:30 this afternoon.  He retrieved his cell phone from yesterday’s slacks and was relieved to see it was only a quarter-till-noon. 
Gathering the rest of his scattered clothing, all the bending over, left him lightheaded.  The room seemed to darken while tiny bursts of light polluted his vision.  He waited it out leaning against the wall, then removed a digital blood pressure cuff from a dresser drawer.  He sat on the bed and followed Dr. Rosen’s instructions, clearing his mind and breathing evenly as the sleeve tightened around his arm.  The pressure ticked down and released.  140/90.  A bit high, but well below the levels he’d registered before beginning hypertensive medication.  

He removed a leather-bound Bible from the nightstand and placed a pillow on the floor by the bed.  Kneeling, he turned to Psalm 1: 

How blessed is the man who does not walk in the counsel of the wicked, 

Nor stand in the path of sinners…
He studied the words as if attempting to crack a code.  But the longer he stared the more foreign they seemed, until finally they morphed into alien symbols his eyes moved over without registering meaning.

He replaced the Bible and moved to the master bathroom, a shower long overdue.  Mirrors covered most of the wall space, creating infinite reflections of reflections – polished silver and brilliant while marble.  The housekeeping staff Rydisha had hired kept it as antiseptic as the inside of a laboratory.  He adjusted the water as hot as he could tolerate.  The spray rinsed away much of his mental haze along with the salt and grime, but he knew no amount of hot water could revive his spirit.

After toweling dry he retrieved a pill from each of the two prescription bottles in the medicine cabinet.  One was his blood pressure med, the other was a pink hexagonal tablet with a name as gaudy as its appearance, the supposed cure for both his depression and the malady that had plagued him most of his life – social anxiety disorder. 

That was the medical term, anyway.  Growing up, he’d heard it described other ways:  

“Boy actin’ like words ain’t free no more...”
“Cat done ran away with his tongue long time ago...”
“Don’t worry ‘bout him, he just shy…”
“He gonna have to grow out that mess…”
Never did, though. And shy was just a word, three letters that couldn’t explain why the thought of walking into a crowded classroom knotted his stomach and set his heart racing.  Or why he felt compelled to hide in the restroom during classes that might require he speak in front of other students, locking himself inside a stall and sitting atop a toilet tank for an hour rather than endure his classmates’ eyes.  That was something beyond three little letters, and it seemed to have always been a part of him.  With all three of his brothers naturally boisterous – his older brother Bernard practically manic – his mother often joked that at some point while carrying him in her womb she had unwittingly insulted an old gypsy woman.  

He had difficulty finding humor in a curse.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                      

Then, two weeks before his twenty-third birthday, the night before Easter, his father asked if he’d step into the pulpit, deliver the morning service.  His immediate reaction was to think his father was playing, despite circumstances at the time that made joking unlikely.  He’d seen hundreds of his father’s sermons and had spent every Easter morning in a front-row pew, but for obvious reasons he had never considered preaching himself.  The congregation included barely fifty parishioners then, although for him it might as well have been fifty thousand.  

Come Easter morning the small storefront church, bracketed by a hair salon and an Aiki-Jutsu dojo, seemed to have developed a pulse.  The gathered humanity became an organism all its own, larger and more intimidating than the sum of its parts.  He wouldn’t have been able to approach the stage, much less deliver a sermon, except that his fear was narrowly surpassed by his desire to help his father.  
Orel Jackson had been under a deluge of sadness and disappointment.  Rising rental prices were forcing a relocation of the church.  His eldest son Bernard, always in and out of trouble, had landed in the kind that was beyond fixing.  And the man could only watch as a sadistically painful disease consumed his wife while the medical bills placed the family in a financial chokehold.  So when his father asked that he stand in, allowing him to remain by his wife’s side for what would be their final Easter together, Jeremiah couldn’t possibly refuse.  
He approached the podium that morning without having slept the night before, feeling as if at any moment his legs would fold under him like wet papier-mâché.  It took several clumsy attempts, but eventually he managed to level the microphone.  And then, without a greeting or eye contact with anyone in the audience, he plunged into a virtual word-for-word recount of his father’s Resurrection sermon, only devoid of the cadence and inflection of everyday speech.

It shouldn’t have been possible, especially over his own jackhammering heartbeat, but a few minutes into the sermon he found that during the near-indiscernible breaks between words he could hear everything.  Every hushed whisper, every stifled yawn.  The growls of every hungry stomach.  And when he glanced at the audience, quick as a flap of hummingbird wings, his eyes captured the moment with photographic clarity.  His nerve endings were fully alive, making known each individual bump of gooseflesh, each tiny bead of perspiration.  And he could smell the distinct varieties of perfume and cologne while tasting the metallic tang of his own adrenaline.

At the peak of this sensory overload something within him, an internal levee, gave way.  The resulting flood extinguished his fear and anxiety and left him feeling something truly astonishing:

Peace.  Comfort.  The likes of which he’d never experienced.  Even the baseline level of self-consciousness and apprehension he’d accepted as being ever-present was gone.  

His father couldn’t have delivered the remainder of the sermon any better.  

After its conclusion, while in the midst of a congratulatory horde of hand-shakers and shoulder-patters, he marveled at the slow, steady beat of his heart.  What had happened up there?  Had he gone into shock?  Did his mind pull the emergency lever?  Perhaps, except that his mind hadn’t shut down, it had opened up, in ways he wouldn’t have thought possible.  Following a lengthy contemplation, he came to believe – not arriving at such a conclusion frivolously – that he had experienced the calling of the Lord.

He chose to heed the call.  He would become a preacher.

Each successive sermon, while never quite the same as the first, was an exhilarating experience. The Word was impenetrable armor against his anxiety.  In the pulpit he felt at home, he felt normal.  When eventually he replaced his father as pastor, he had come to anticipate his sermons as enthusiastically as an addict’s next fix.
Under his zealous leadership, New Beginnings grew so quickly a move to a larger building was necessary on three occasions, their latest home a renovated university athletic stadium that was filled to capacity every week.  Having begun preaching to a group of fifty, the congregation now numbered in the thousands.  And then there was the television show, Sundays, 10 AM, broadcast throughout the Southern United States and parts of Mexico.  The same voice he couldn’t bring himself to use in a classroom, beamed into millions of households, spreading The Word.  
And it felt good, it felt right.  Where once he was sick, he’d found that which made him well.
Nothing lasts forever, though.

Things began to sour.  Hard to say exactly when, but the usual accompaniments of fame and money – greed, dishonesty, betrayal – eventually soiled his televangelical sanctum, infecting the people around him, the people closest to him.  And as he watched it happen, his “armor” grew steadily less effective.  

Now, “peace” came only from the funny-looking pill in his palm, an artificial stopgap that barely kept him from hiding in restrooms.  The drug was a sheet of rice paper separating him from the anxiety lurking just beneath its surface, waiting for the opportunity to break through.  And most likely, just as its predecessors had, the pill would eventually cease to do even that much.  Pharmacology hadn’t advanced to the point of medicating the soul.

He swallowed both pills, dressed, and walked downstairs.  Crossing the main hall, he passed rooms that were no more than depots for the endless furnishings Rydisha ordered from designer catalogs.  She had claimed the room at the end of the hall as her “office,” despite lacking a job and having no responsibilities within the church.  The door was slightly ajar.  She was sitting at her computer, wearing one of her Asian-style silk robes, the monitor displaying financial charts and graphs.


Rather than disturb her, he proceeded to his father’s room, where he found Orel Jackson still in his pajamas, slouched in a wicker chair and staring out the window at the wooded backyard.  The pajamas hung loosely on his bony frame, the man lighter than he’d ever been as an adult.  His hair, now totally gray, had begun to recede.
“Hey, Pop.”  He always felt the need to whisper around his father, as if his mind were too fragile for normal speaking volume, or if somehow the slow decline of the man’s faculties was actually an inside joke he’d be let in on if only he kept his voice down.  

Orel Jackson smiled as he approached, but showed no recognition of their relationship, as if they were two guys waiting at a bus stop.  He kissed his father’s forehead, the intimate contact bringing confusion to the old man’s face.  He opened his mouth as if about to speak, but two squirrels scrambling outside the window reclaimed his attention.  

Several months had passed since his father recognized him or referred to him by name.  Rydisha maintained that he still enjoyed occasional moments of clarity, but never for any appreciable length of time.  More often than not, he seemed only a shell that had once housed his father’s spirit.   

Jeremiah gathered some clothes and laid them neatly on the bed.  The actual dressing was better left to Rydisha, her technique honed during four years as a nurse’s assistant.  She and his father had their routine; his own awkward attempts would only be more difficult for his father, perhaps even embarrassing.

Before leaving he checked the bottom drawer of an antique armoire, sure enough finding a cache of dirty dishes and silverware.  For unknown reasons, his father had begun hoarding them there, rather than allowing them to be taken back to the kitchen and cleaned.  Jeremiah shook his head – this had to be a few days’ worth.

Orel Jackson turned to him as if he’d just entered the room.  “Excuse me, do you know when Terrance will be getting here?”

Jeremiah smiled sadly.  He’d never heard that name before.  “I’m not sure.  Bye, Pop.”

He returned to Rydisha’s office, rapped his knuckles against the doorframe before entering.  She made a few hurried mouse clicks before looking over, financial investment websites replaced by a page devoted to interior design.
“Oh, you’re up,” she said.  

“About time, right?”  Crossing the room, he caught the subtle scent of Dontieu, a French lotion with a lead price tag.  He first bought it for her years ago, before their marriage and before the growth of the church.  Scrimped and saved every spare penny for months just to surprise her with a half-ounce of the stuff.  Now bottles were all over the place, almost-empties ending up prematurely in the trash.   “I didn’t want to sleep so late.  Could’ve missed the appointment with the accountant.”
She looked back at the monitor.  “Forgot all about that.  Trip had you so tired, figured I’d let you sleep.”  

He placed his hand atop hers, over the mouse.  Waited until she looked up again.  

“I saw Pop’s still in his pajamas.”

Her eyelids went heavy.  “Alright...”
“I set out some clothes––”

“I got it.”

Was it too much to ask, allowing his father the dignity of wearing real clothes?  No matter the circumstances, he was still a man and deserved to live like one.  Jeremiah kissed the top of his wife’s head, the same sexless peck given his father, then left her to her ROI’s and P/E ratios, drawing their reunion to a close before it got to be just too damn romantic.
“Why you go canceling Atlanta?”  The vindictive tone stopped him at the door.
“Excuse me?”

“You just cancel a show without telling people?”

“I told everyone who needed to know.”

“Not me.”

“You weren’t on the road with me.”

“Yeah?  Suppose I had gone there to meet you?”

Jeremiah closed his eyes and pinched the bridge of his nose.  He knew better than to get into a game of ‘suppose.’
“I’m saying,” Rydisha continued.  “Of all the stops to miss you pick the biggest.”

“Biggest” meaning most profitable, the folks in Atlanta tending to reach deeper into their pockets.

“I almost passed out on stage in Charlotte.”

“You probably needed to eat something.”  She looked him up and down as if the sight was almost too much to bear.  “Looking all skinny, like you trying to starve yourself.”

Rydisha’s comments aside, getting his stomach around some food would do him some good.  He wasn’t particularly hungry, but with almost 24 hours separating him from his last meal he headed for the kitchen, along the way passing the only other occupied room in the house, his fourteen-year-old nephew’s bedroom.  The door was closed, no light showing at the bottom.  Rydisha dropping the ball here, too.  Richard was a good kid, but a lot like a car with a bad transmission, often needing a push to get started.  Without it, the boy could sleep an entire day away.

Jeremiah knocked lightly, waited, then knocked again.  Placed his ear to the door.  Nothing.  He let himself in.  Light from the hallway cleaved a path of visibility through which he maneuvered to the window and raised the blinds.  A mass under the bedspread stirred as sunlight chased away the remaining darkness.  

Posters of NFL and NBA athletes and Southern rappers covered the walls, all of them black.  That this was even a concern was ridiculous, but taking the boy’s father into account...

“Time is it?”  Richard emerged from under the bedcover, shirtless, shielding his eyes from the sunlight.  He was tall for his age, thin but broad-shouldered, and shared his father’s light complexion.  
“Late.” Jeremiah forced an upbeat tone as he sat on the edge of the bed.  “You gonna sleep the whole day away?”  

The boy yawned, rubbed the grit from his eyes.  

“What you got planned for today?”

Head hanging down, Richard responded with a grunt suggestive of “Dunno.”  Jeremiah was well-versed in the boy’s grunting language, having been his guardian for the last five years.

“I’m sure you can find something to do.”  He wrapped his arm across his nephew’s shoulders and squeezed him in close, the boy’s head lolling like a dog’s tongue.  “Maybe start with straightening up your headquarters here, huh?”

Jeremiah continued to the kitchen, sighing and sinking back into himself once out of earshot of Richard’s room.  Getting “up,” even for that short time, was exhausting.  
He prepared a bowl of Honey Nut Cheerios, normally his favorite cereal but at the moment about as appetizing as bits of cardboard.  He was forcing down the first spoonful when he heard, off in the distance, the all-too-familiar rumble of an auto sound system.
He sagged.  Much as he would’ve liked to believe the sound originated elsewhere, only one automobile produced such noise inside the confines of Windermere Estates.  
