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REVEREND SMITHERS PRESSED HIS FINGERS into a teepee. “We’ve been watching you for some time now.”

Te stack chair was fraying and a strip of plywood pricked Wesley right through his woolen suit-pants and cotton boxers. The pinch, as unexpected as his rear end was tender, made him chirp with pain.

“Careful of the chair,” warned Smithers, before continuing. “The Elders and I don’t miss much, you know. We’ve observed you – and we like what we see.”

The minister’s study seemed washed in sudden light. The sun swaddled Smithers in a dusty, autumnal glow, even though it was spring. Wesley relaxed and forgot all about the knot in his tummy and the sliver in his bottom.

The past half hour had been tense. By mistake, he’d granted early release to the Teen Scene class and his four cracky-voiced charges had raced down the hall of the McDonnell Christian Education Annex just as Smithers was softly intoning his Benediction. The parolees had been heard. At least, that was the inference Wesley had drawn from the sniffy way Mrs. Smithers ordered him to stick around until her husband had done the doors.

For twenty dread-filled minutes he’d waited while his minister squeezed the hands of his departing flock. He’d been so certain of harsh retribution that he was now dizzy with relief.

“We like what we see,” repeated Smithers. “A young Christian gentleman who cares about the spiritual sustenance of the youngsters of this church. What few there are.” Beaming at Wesley, he flexed his teepee and dropped his bombshell. “We want you to become Sunday School Superintendent.”

Wesley’s face was not normally given to great movements of expression. His mouth was too small to properly drop and his faint eyebrows didn’t arch easily. There were no forehead wrinkles which could be deep-creased in manly puzzlement. Even his brown hair was too thin to rumple and tear. Bu this astonishment must still have somehow shown, because Smithers felt obliged to break camp and hold up a hammy palm. “Don’t give me an answer yet,” he cautioned, proudly displaying his unbroken lifeline. “Think it over fore a week. I know how discouraging the job can be. Ella Calhoun never got attendance over thirty seven and it very nearly broke her. But you’re young and energetic and I have every confidence you can get it up to fifty at least. Perhaps even sixty.”

It was too astounding for words. There were barely two hundred adult communicants at Ashburnham Presbyterian, and the vast majority of them were long past the age of reproduction. Worse, the young couples of the church weren’t begetting with any fervour and Wesley was positive the Education Annex was unfillable.

The two men rose and shook. Wesley didn’t quite stick his hand out far enough and Smithers got a mittful of the  younger man’s fingers. They looked at each other in embarrassment. “Think it over,” urged the more experienced clergyman, edging his hand up over Wesley’s knuckles to his palm. “I think you are being called.”

“IS THAT YOU, WESLEY-DEAR?” called his mother from the kitchen. Wishing to avoid the inevitable questions, Wesley slipped up the stairs to his bedroom. It was at the back of the small frame house they shared, directly over the kitchen. It smelled ever so slightly of dinner.

There was a Birks box in his top dresser drawer and he took it out and emptied its contents onto his bedspread. He fingered his Grandfather’s gold Masonic ring and the Centennial medal he’d sunk in Lucite at Manual Training. He had five Kennedy half-dollars, nearly a dozen Indian Head pennies and a dark mound of century-=old coins his Grand-dad had brought from Newfoundland. Most precious of all were the Sunday School attendance pins; the silver cross (Roman), silver cross (Celtic) and the golden Burning Bush and Cain, honouring a perfectly attended decade. Rain and snow, mumps and measles had all conspired, but never succeeded, in stopping Wesley’s quest for that holy talisman.
“I looked all over for you after church, dear,” said his mother, appearing at his door. Nearly seventy, stout and gouty, she could still move about the old place with dismaying quietness. She’d climbed the stairs without so much as one warni9ng squeak. “Ella Calhoun told me you must have gone ahead because you let your class out early. Were they bad again?” She patted down Wesley’s lapel. “I had to walk home alone. And I always feel so proud walking with you. There’s ice cream on your front. You stopped for a cone. I hope you’ve left room for dinner, Wesley-dear.”

Abandoning her only child to full-tummied shame, she padded downstairs. Silence settled back over the house, broken only faintly by the sound of chopping in the kitchen. Carrots and wax beans. Maybe Green Giant niblets for extra vitamins.

Wesley lay back among his crosses and chain and thought about Smithers’ offer. The Superintendency of even a measly thirty seven children seemed an impossibly august responsibility. If he accepted, he’d have ten teachers under his direct supervision. There would be theologically-correct curricula to draw up and follow, and meetings to call and chair. Attendance reports had to be filed with both the Clerk of the Session and Smithers. Wesley was scared of them both; they stared at him oddly, as if they could see right into his turbid soul.

The wall beside his bed was nearly covered by a huge map of Canada. The first thing Wesley saw when he opened his eyes in the morning was Nova Scotia. Once he’d tried sleeping the other way, with his head under British Columbia, but he’d had a nightmare and wakened his mother. The south wall was taken up by a full length wardrobe, a paint-by-number of a clown and his High School diploma. He looked out the east window at Ludgate Hill, and remembered how truly unworthy he was…

THE ROOF OF THE BACK SHED began just below his window, and sloped a gentle ten feet to a rest against a Manitoba Maple. Forty-five feet of rolled yard followed, and then Ludgate began its upward sweep. A giant, pine-covered drumlin, Ludgate was nearly two miles around and over three hundred feet high. Every year, geologists came from all over the world to study it. Teenagers gathered on the wide gravel lot at its summit every night, and studied each other.

Some of Wesley’s greatest acts of unworthiness took place up on that parking lot. On too many evenings, over too many years, he’d lain fully-clothed on his bed and waited for his mother’s distant snores. The minute he was satisfied she was asleep, he’d slide up his window and slip out onto the shed roof. Even one as physically inept as Wesley had little trouble clambering down the maple and, after that, it was an easy hike up through the dense pines encircling Ludgate, to the lot.

There were always cars there, the straggling few on weeknights swelling to dozens upon dozens on Saturdays. Wesley would select the most isolated one and slip through the trees until he was parallel with it. After a quick reconnoiter, he’d creep over the gravel to the car.

The things he saw both excited and filled him with jealous loathing. Staring for only so long as it took to give definition to the tangled bodies, his over-large, under-featured head would fill with blood and hunger and he’d tear off down the hill to his room, where he’d conjure up the image again. Before he fell asleep he’d have made a firm vow to never, ever return.

THOSE VISITS WERE BUT THE TIP OF AN ICEBERG, the most potent slices of a steaming pie of sin and guilt. There was the unacknowledged crumpled bumper outside of Loblaws. There were the Examiners – scores of them – lifted from their honour boxes, paid for with buttons from his mother’s sewing basket. He’d ripped new shirts and dropped antique teacups. Once he’d been consumed with unspeakable anger, and poured kerosene over his mother’s Princess Elizabeth rosebush. He’d set it alight, and very nearly himself, too. 
A hundred other times Wesley’s mother had confronted him with sorry heavy in her heart and, on a thousand more occasions, he’d whispered his private shame to his pillow.

He swam in guilt, free-style.

Once he’d gone to Smithers and asked what a Presbyterian could do to purge himself back to purity. Knowing that Catholics had their confession and Pentecostals the ineffable luxury of rebirth, Wesley wondered if there mightn’t be some procedure available for an errant Calvinist. Smithers had only seemed embarrassed by the concept.

In desperation, Wesley turned to bedside prayer. But when he sank to his knees he was at eye level with his window, with its unimpeded view of Ludgate Hill. His thoughts ascended only as far as the parking lot at the summit.

Prayer was forsaken for more tangible modes of expiation. In rapid, temporary succession, Wesley gave up the three great loves of his life: red licorice twizzlers, ice cream and chocolate-topped digestives from the new Marks and Spencer store downtown. He forced himself to memorize vast, unsavoury tracts of the Old Testament and one day he even smashed a Coke bottle on the basement floor and trod over the smaller shards in his bare feet.

But he got no relieve because no one, not even himself, could tell him what he needed so badly to know. There simply was no way any mere mortal could gauge when and if his personal Good had beaten out his personal Bad. And Wesley knew he could never allow himself to become the spiritual shepherd of thirty seven maybe rising to sixty Presbyterian children so long as he dwelt in such a valley of doubt.

IT DIDN’T HIT UNTIL AFTER SUPPER> All afternoon the sky hung low over Ashburnham and Wesley moved about the house restlessly, reading a bit, watching some TV and even rolling the side lawn. Twice he walked through the pre-storm hush to the variety store, once for milk and later for the Sunday paper. He started into the crossword but when his mother looked over his shoulder to see how he was doing, he covered it with his hand.

They had a cold supper, scarcely speaking, and it was a relief when the storm finally tore in. After running from room to room to double-check the windows, they settled in at the kitchen table and played Russian Bank. The power went off a couple of hours later and they agreed to call it a day.

The storm got stuck over the city and Wesley lay awake on his bed and listened to the thunder. He looked form his diploma to his window and then over at the sliver of light under his bedroom door. When it finally snuffed into darkness, he knew the coast was clear. 

HE DRESSED BY THE LIGHTNING FLASHES. Wanting to look his best, he patted won the wrinkles on his suit, and the knot in his ties was the neatest he’d ever pulled. H even tried thrusting his jaw forward a bit, because he didn’t want to look chinless when he met his Maker. He nearly laughed when he dropped his shoe to the floor. The thud of its wooden sole was completely obscured by a roll of thunder, and he knew he couldn’t waken his mother. After removing two coat hangers from his wardrobe, he slid open his bedroom window and squeezed out into the tempest.

His suit jacket snagged halfway down the maple and when he dropped one of the hangers he was forced to waste a few minutes raking the grass with his hands before he found it again. The rain soon soaked him and his leather shoes became covered with mud. They offered not traction on the steep hill and he had to grab at pine boughs to keep from sliding backwards.

The Ludgate parking lot was empty and, by the flash of lightning, appeared to be a mammoth puddle flecked with beer cans and Styrofoam hamburg cartons. Wesley sloshed through the water towards the small rise at the centre of the lot. His hair was plastered over his forehead and he chattered in the cold downpour. Every five seconds the valley below him was attacked by diving prongs of electricity.

He reached the central mount and stopped, triumphant in the knowledge he was standing on the highest ground for miles. He was higher than any tree or smokestack or steeple in the city below. Above him there was only sky; cloud, rain, thunder, electricity and God.

Grasping a coat hanger in each hand, Wesley slowly raised his arms to his shoulder level, and then brought them clear above his head. He thrust the metal up at the heavens.

AFTER TWENTY MINUTES his arms were numb. All around him lightning threaded groundward and Wesley, having waited so patiently to receive his share, knew he was spared. 

He was not struck down. That was sign enough he was meant to walk right back down that hill, ship his sodden suit off to the dry-cleaners, and take up God’s work. His heart overflowed with joy.
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