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Honest Work  
     

Evan straightened his white clerical collar and took a deep 
breath.  Wiping his hands on his black slacks, he tried to avoid 

looking at the worn black dress shoes on his feet.  The rest of the 
outfi t was good, but the shoes didn’t quite work.  That’s what you 
get from second-hand stores.

He crunched the rest of his breath mint and swallowed with 
a grimace.  Evan’s throat always got a little dry when he went to 
a new house.  The stairs creaked as he ascended them, and he did 
not pause long before he rang the doorbell.  It was a tried-and-true 
exercise—when Evan gave himself time to think, he felt guilty.      

 The morning sun shone on the front yard, revealing the 
skill of the maintenance crew.  Each lawn in this affl uent neigh-
borhood was carefully manicured in the same way.  A small old 
woman, maybe in her seventies, pulled the door open.  Showtime.

“Yes?” she asked.
“Hi, Miss,” he said with his most authentic smile.  She 

smiled back.  The little old ladies loved that, especially from a man 
in clerical garb.  “I’m from one of the churches in the area, and I 
was wondering if I could speak to you about joining our congrega-
tion?”

“Oh, I go to St. Rita’s down the street,” she started.  She 
paused, looking him up and down.  “Well, I have been looking for 
a bit of a change…come on in, come on in.”

The house was clearly trapped in a decade that had long 
passed.  Shades of tan and brown covered each wall, and shag 
carpet was only slightly more prevalent than linoleum.  But ev-
erything was spotless.  There was money here—and it certainly 

wasn’t being wasted on new furniture.
“I don’t think I got your name,” she said after she closed the 

door behind him.
“Oh, I’m so sorry.  Call me Evan,” he said.
“Can I get you something to drink, Evan?” she asked.  “May-

be some soda?”
“That would be lovely, Miss.”
“Oh call me Naomi, call me Naomi,” she said with a smile, 

and turned away.
Evan’s fi rst genuine smile of the day crept across his face as 

he watched her gray curls bounce into the kitchen.  She seemed 
happy to have him there, and he liked that.  Things like that made 
him wonder if he was a good person.  What if this thing he did 
was somehow good for them?

He sat in one of the cracked tan leather chairs in the living 
room.  However, as soon as he touched the seat, he was on his feet 
again, walking toward the wall of framed black-and-white photo-
graphs on his right.  Evan liked to fi nd out as much about people 
as he could.  It was useful, but it fed his guilt afterwards.

“Is ginger ale okay?” Naomi asked a bit too loudly from the 
kitchen.  Evan laughed quietly under his breath.  Ginger ale, tapi-
oca pudding, cottage cheese. Old people had some disgusting stuff 
in their fridges.

“How about just water?” he asked, matching her volume.  He 
couldn’t stomach another glass of ginger ale.

Soon, Naomi emerged from the kitchen with a glass of water 
and a cup of tea.  She gingerly walked over to the couch, and Evan 
followed, taking his seat on the chair once more.  He accepted the 
glass of water when she shakily held it out for him, and took an 
obligatory sip before setting it on a coaster.  They were silent for 
only a brief moment.

“I was looking at your pictures; you have a beautiful family,” 
Evan said.

“Oh, thank you, but they’re all gone now,” she said with a 
fading smile.

“Oh no,” Evan said in his most sympathetic voice.  “You 
know, one of the reasons I stayed here in town was to be closer to 
my mother.”

Naomi took a breath and smiled politely.  “Tell me about 
your church, Evan,” she said.

Evan cleared his throat and began.  This is when the show 
really started.  

“Well, we fi nd ourselves in a time of great uncertainty, as 
I’m sure you know.  Young people are using drugs, abandoning 
their families, using foul language, and even giving themselves to 
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the devil.”
Naomi’s eyes widened.
“Well, not literally, of course, but certainly allowing the ills 

of higher education and liberal politicians to infect their minds 
and erode the beliefs that their God-fearing families tried to instill 
in them.”

“It’s a terrible situation,” Naomi said.  She quickly grasped 
for her tea cup.  “Frightening,” she added with conviction.

“You’re absolutely correct.  Now at our church, the James 
Evangelical Church, we have a great love for reclaiming youth.  
One of my favorite Biblical passages says, ‘Let the thief no longer 
steal, but rather let him labor, doing honest work with his own 
hands, so that he may have something to share with anyone in 
need.’”  His face broke into a smug, if short-lived, smile, pleased 
with himself for reciting that passage correctly.  “But that’s not to 
say we are a youth club, because we have a large adult contingency 
as well.  You might be interested in our many senior mixers.”

“Oh that would be lovely.  Tell me more.”
“Well, we have Thursday night get-togethers—sometimes 

casino nights, sometimes a themed dinner—and then we also 
have Sunday evening social dinners for the older members of our 
Church.”

“Hmm,” Naomi said.
“Now, I’ll need all of your information so we can get in 

touch with you for our church functions,” Evan said.
“Of course,” she said.  “What do you need?”
“Just your telephone number, mailing address, and email ad-

dress, if you have one.  Do you have the Internet, Naomi?”
“I do, but I can’t fi gure it out very well.”
“That’s no problem—your telephone number and mailing 

address should work fi ne.”
Naomi wrote down the information and handed it to him.
“If you would like to join our congregation, we have some 

exciting news that has surfaced recently.  We fi nd ourselves to be 
so blessed by the Good Lord as to be able to expand what began 
as a humble church into something that can give us the space we 
need to worship the Lord properly.”

“That’s so wonderful!  Where is the church?” Naomi asked.
“The address of our new location is 610 Timothy Avenue, 

right off of Main Street.  We just started construction on the prop-
erty.”

“I don’t think I’ve ever seen construction around there,” she 
said softly.  A still moment passed.  “Maybe I just wasn’t looking 
hard enough.”

 “Yes, well, we haven’t yet made much progress on the 

land.  You see, this is one of the reasons we are extending our 
hand to new members of the community.  Whenever we speak to 
new members, we always allow them the opportunity to become 
involved with this momentous project.  So, I’ll extend to you the 
offer that we give all of our prospective members.”

Evan stood up and handed her the pamphlet from his 
pocket, the one that he had typed up and folded himself that 
very morning.  He sat down next to Naomi on the couch as they 
discussed the pamphlet, Evan pointing out all of the contribution 
options.

“Now one of the most exciting parts of becoming a new 
member is the option to become a permanent member of our new 
Board of Trustees, which votes on funding, future projects, and 
the philosophical direction of the church.  Now, of course, that 
requires a contribution in the Crusader amount, which is one 
thousand dollars.  This is more than the Good Works and Pure of 
Heart levels of contribution, but this would really allow you to 
become a fi xture in this expanding church community.”

“That sounds like something I might be interested in.  How 
many other members of the Board of Trustees are there?” Naomi 
asked.

“You could hold one of the fi ve seats on the board, but I in-
tend to extend the same offer to each new member of the church, 
so this is, as they call it, an offer with an expiration date.”

 Evan looked at her, hoping he didn’t look as unsure as he 
felt.  Naomi thought for a moment.  The silence bred the anxiety 
in Evan.  His foot began tapping the ground, almost imperceptibly.

“I’m on a fi xed income, you know.  How do I know I can 
trust you, Evan?  Are you a good man?”

Evan swallowed.  “I, uh…what was the question again?”
“Are you a good man?  Can I trust you with my money?” 

Naomi said.  She looked at him soberly.  His eyes were caught for a 
moment, and he knew the answer to the question.  Nevertheless, 
Evan began nodding.

“Yes,” he said without conviction.  He cleared his throat.  
“Yes, yes, of course you can, Naomi.”

“And my money is going to a good cause?”
“It will,” Evan said, with as much conviction as he had.
She looked at him and smiled.  “Well, then.  Does a check 

work?” she asked.
“Absolutely,” Evan said with a smile.  Naomi got up and 

walked into the hallway, disappearing from his view.
Evan thought about that dream he had had, that dream 

where the old lady comes out with a gun.  That was just a dream, 
he told himself.  Just another one of the jarring dreams that stuck 
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with him; just another time when he gets what’s coming to him.  
Just a dream.

But what if, one day, they know?  What if, one time, he 
didn’t fool them at all?  Evan thought he heard a siren off in the 
distance.  Pray to God it doesn’t get closer, he thought.  His palms 
started to sweat.  He shifted nervously in his seat, craning his 
neck to see if Naomi was close yet.

Evan took a deep breath.  It didn’t take.  His heart was 
pounding out of his chest.  He couldn’t catch his breath.  Sweat 
ran down his spine, cold and quick.

He thought about checking his pulse.  People were always 
doing that, touching their wrists and watching a clock or some-
thing.  His wrist felt like an earthquake; he didn’t even want to 
touch it.  Evan sat very still and tried to breathe.

He could feel his whole body relax when Naomi came back 
around the corner with a check in her hand.  He took a big gulp of 
his water and turned away, wiping his forehead with his hand.

“Who should I make it out to?” she asked as he sat down 
with her checkbook.

“Well, I would say ‘James Evangelical Church,’ but I don’t 
think you’ll have room for that,” he said. “‘James Evan Church’ 
works just fi ne.”

“Evan?” she asked.
“No, no, ‘E-van,’ short for ‘Evangelical.’”
“Oh, oh!” she said.  “Silly me.  I understand, alright.”
Naomi handed the check to him.
“Thank you so much, Naomi.  This will be of a great benefi t 

to our church.”
She smiled.
“Well, I think that’s all.  Thank you so much, Naomi.  It 

brightens my day to know that there are good people left in our 
community.”

They got up, and she led him to the door.
“Bless you, Naomi.  Thank you for brightening my day 

today.”
“It was wonderful to talk to someone.”
“It was my pleasure.  I hope to see you at the church soon,” 

he said over his shoulder as he walked down the front steps, hop-
ing to maintain his composure.

“Goodbye now.  Thank you!” she called after him.
He got back into his car and pulled around the corner.  He 

pulled off the clerical collar and clergy shirt, putting it into the 
garbage bag on the seat next to him.  He untucked his white un-
dershirt from his jeans and mussed his hair in the rear view mir-
ror, erasing the neat part in his hair that he created that morning.

At the counter of the cash-checking store, he smiled at the 
bored woman behind the barred window.  “Hello sir, what can we 
do for you?” she said fl atly, making the sir sound like an insult.

“Just a check to cash,” he said.  “What do you need from 
me?”

“Your ID and the check, sir.”
He handed her his driver’s license and the check that Naomi 

wrote him.
“And you’re…James Evan Church?” she asked.
“Yeah.”
“And you understand that we take a small percentage of the 

check?”
“Yeah, I know, that’s okay.”
“Alright, sir, just one second, sir.”
The woman behind the window was moving very slowly, 

fi lling out a form as though it were governed by a speed limit.  
James’ hands began nervously tapping on the counter like a noise-
less piano.  Come on, he thought.  Your job isn’t so damn hard.

“How would you like your cash?”
“Small bills, if you could.”
The woman behind the counter took a moment to count out 

the money.
“Here you are, and have a nice day, sir,” she said, handing 

him an envelope.
“You, too,” he said as he quickly walked out, counting his 

money.
On Main Street, near the corner of Timothy Avenue, he 

tossed a garbage bag out of his window into the empty lot on the 
corner.

“The future site of James Evangelical Church,” he said 
bitterly.  The light turned green, and he accelerated toward the 
highway.

Naomi lit her cigarette, inhaled, and settled into her chair by the 
telephone.  She slowly punched the numbers on the telephone 
and stared out her back window as it rang on the other end.  The 
leaves had changed color and were ready to fall.  Winter was com-
ing.

“Hellooo?” the voice on the other end said in a melodic 
voice.

“Julia,” Naomi said.
“Oh, hi, Naomi,” Julia said.
“Guess who just left my house?” Naomi asked.
“Don’t tell me…that James boy?”
“The same one.”
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 “He’s such a nice boy.  You know, I remember when his fam-
ily lived around here when he was real young, maybe one or two 
years old.  He was so sweet,” Julia said.

“I know; I used to get Christmas cards from his family for 
years.  Until he left home.”

“How…was he when you saw him?”
“He didn’t seem like he was on anything, but he certainly 

didn’t remember me.  I felt bad for him, a little.”
“Did you give him any money?”
“One thousand dollars, but…” Naomi said.
“A thousand dollars?!  Naomi!  Have you lost your mind?” 

Julia said.
“I was going to say that I think I scared him pretty good, 

maybe the money will help him start a new life.”
“Straight to the drugs, straight to the drugs…” Julia said in a 

sing-song voice.  “You know you’re crazy, right?”
“Optimism isn’t craziness,” Naomi said sharply.
“It is at our age.  I have to go. I’ll stop by later.  Goodbye.”
Naomi forgot to say goodbye.
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