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Chapter 1 

Week 1—Monday 

On the third Monday in April, the battle burst from unseen realms into my consciousness and 

altered the course of my life. It was also the day of my surgery. 

The pre-op room was chilly, but without a word from me, my nurse brought me two warm 

blankets, sky blue and silky as a cloud. At first I’d thought she might be an angel, but she turned 

out to be as human as me, and I soon learned angels are not sweet lovely things, unless they’re in 

disguise. 

My name is Billy Yates. I had a personal dilemma I hoped surgery could resolve, but my 

nurse gave me the first hint my problems were bigger than just a dilemma. At forty-two years old 

I was four weeks from a fork in the road, an intersection which would force me to choose which 

way my life would go. 

When she breezed in, she said, “Hello, my friend. I’ll be taking care of you.” 

She leaned her tall frame close as she spread the blankets over me, gave me a pat on the 

chest, and said, “Is that better? Comfy now?” 

I nodded. The warmth from the blankets flowed into my body and helped relieve the knots in 

my stomach, which were there because of my impending operation. After adjusting a nearby 

cart, she went over my medical history, how I was feeling, and when I had last eaten. She 

focused on getting me ready for surgery, and to my dismay her eyes did not meet mine. Her oval 

face and dark brown skin had the gloss of burnished bronze, and light flickered in her brown 

eyes like lightning flashes across a clear sky. She had a small scar under her left eye and another 



True Status by Chuck Richardson book excerpt—Chapter 1                        2 

 
on the side of her face, but they’d healed long ago and the scars could not detract from her 

beauty. She enchanted me, and the electricity of desire surged in me. 

Did she feel it too? 

No rings on her fingers, but she also had some scars on her hands. What kind of brawls do 

angels get into? 

She pulled on medical gloves, settled herself on a stool with wheels, and commenced 

preparing the surgical site on my right underarm. 

Her name tag read A. Otl. I couldn’t recall if she’d said her name. I asked her, “Does the A 

stand for Angel?” 

“Pretty good guess. It’s Angeline.” 

All right, I’m a genius. 

My attention then shifted to saying her last name. 

“Angeline Oh …” 

I could not figure out how to finish it. After a few moments of study, I said, “I’ve got it now. 

It’s not a name at all. They’re your initials. Angel of the Lord.” Pride beamed within me at my 

own cleverness. 

She smiled and finally turned her gaze on me, and I drank in the sight of her lovely eyes. 

“My name is Angeline Otl. It rhymes with bottle, not Angel of the Lord. That’s way above 

my pay grade. You’re really silly.” 

Angeline made an on-target assessment of my demeanor, but it was likely the medicine they 

gave me. My mood was relaxed, sleepy, and goofy. A few weeks later I learned some other 
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things I’d said to her as the anesthesia took effect. Angeline moved over to work on the site 

under my left arm. 

This surgery was my last hope. My overactive sympathetic nerves caused me to produce too 

much sweat, ruining a lot of nice shirts, and dinners with lovely women. And concentrating for a 

class or waiting calmly to be interviewed for a job while sweat poured down my sides? Forget 

about it. 

I’d tried many less drastic remedies. Nothing solved my problem. But I did my research and 

learned about the surgery, so there was hope. I’d told all of my students there is always a solution 

if you put in the work to figure things out. I taught math at a community college and worked with 

kids fresh out of high school, adults who hadn’t been in school for years, and all ages in between. 

As long as they put in the work, I would do everything in my power to help them succeed. 

My approach to life was the same. Each of my problems had a fix, and I just had to put in the 

work to uncover the solution. I was glad I’d done the research and found out about the procedure 

that could solve my problem—endoscopic thoracic sympathectomy. The doctor said he would 

make a few incisions under each arm and then use some special instruments to disrupt the 

nerves in my underarms and stop the sweating in that area. The surgery required general 

anesthesia, so I would be unconscious for about an hour, but I’d be able to go home the same 

day. 

Angeline had removed the hair from my left underarm. She looked startled, stopped working, 

and peered at the spot. She leaned closer and said in a low voice, “Why does it say that?” 

“What?” 
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She sat up and looked directly at me. “Why does your tattoo say that?” 

I laughed. I had no idea what she was talking about. “I don’t have any tattoos.” 

“Whatever you say,” she said. “It looks like a tattoo to me, and it has a message for you.” 

Then she said in a whisper, “Lord, it may be his true status, but don’t let it be his final status.” 

I smiled. “Did you just say a prayer for me?” 

“Yes. I pray for all my patients.” 

As I drifted off to sleep, she leaned over and said, “My friend, do not give in to fear and 

despair anymore.” 

I laughed to myself. “I know them well. They’re old friends. They’ll be so disappointed.” 

“They are demons.” 

She looked worried. She saw me, and I think she liked me. A chuckle again left my lips. 

“Angeline, are we friends?” 

“Yes, Mr. Yates, we’re friends.” 

“That’s good, because this procedure worries me. You can call me Billy.” 

“Okay, Billy.” Angeline looked puzzled when she said my name. She squeezed my hand. 

“We’re going to take good care of you.” 

That was the last thing I remember her saying before the surgery. 

When I woke, my mother was gazing down on me. 

“Hi, Mom.” 

Adorned with earrings and a matching necklace framed by black hair with a few streaks of 

gray, my mother presented a striking image of beauty. She answered gently, “Hi, baby. How are 

you feeling?” 



True Status by Chuck Richardson book excerpt—Chapter 1                        5 

 
“A little tired and sore, but otherwise I feel good.” 

“The doctor said everything went fine, and you just need to take it easy for a few days.” 

Her complexion and eyes were dark brown, just like mine, and her face was symmetrical, 

perfectly balanced. At seventy-three years old her skin was still smooth, almost flawless. Any 

scars she had could not be seen from the outside. Mom and Dad—June and Lancaster Yates—

had six children—Dolyana, Sabrina, Henry, Rueben, Daphne, and me, the youngest. People 

always said I looked just like my mother, but as I grew up my mustache, goatee, and closely cut 

hair ruined the resemblance. 

Ezriah Reynolds, my best friend, stood next to Mom beside my bed. Ezriah, an attorney and 

my elder by nine years, also taught at the community college where I worked. 

Before meeting Ezriah, I often saw him in the student center playing chess with students. 

One day he, a clean-shaven, broad-shouldered Black man, sat alone in front of a chess board in 

the student center. I paused briefly to eye the chessboard, and he looked at me and said, “Pawn to 

queen four.” 

He saw my blank look and added, “That’s an opening move. Have you ever played chess? 

It’s a great game.” 

“No, I haven’t.” 

We introduced ourselves, and Ezriah proceeded to teach me the game of chess. He loved 

people, and continually found ways to reach out to all kinds of folk to make them feel at home, a 

talent I admired and wished was mine. 

Ezriah helped me from the hospital bed to a nearby recliner, and I daydreamed in the tan 

vinyl pull-out sleeper chair while waiting to be discharged. My thoughts drifted to Mom’s little 
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brother, my Uncle Jimmy. He was two years older than I, and we were inseparable until he left 

Chicago for college in Louisville. 

Jimmy had died in this same hospital twenty-five years earlier at the age of nineteen. I 

couldn’t fathom why God allowed such things to happen, and the thought of it always brought 

tumult to my mind and tempted me to shake my fists and curse God to his face. So with clenched 

teeth and a trembling body, I did something I hadn’t done in years. 

I prayed silently. “God, I believe you exist, and that makes what I’ve seen all the more 

maddening. My parents have always said to praise you. I love them, but I cannot praise you 

because I don’t trust you. Why do you crush the innocent and never rescue them? You let my 

uncle die and left my mother to dissolve in tears and did not help her. Show me if I am wrong. 

Show me if you even care.” 

Sorrow for my insolent prayer immediately gripped me. My parents had taught me better 

than that, but strangely I felt better. I really needed to rest. At least for the next few days, I was 

going to eat, sleep, and read, and try not to think too much. 

As I sat there, Ezriah and Mom talked about getting me home. My thoughts returned to 

Angeline, and I hoped she would reappear in my hospital room so I could gaze into her eyes 

again and hear her calm, low voice. Angeline had such romantic loveliness, but more than that, 

she was refreshingly good, graceful, and attractive. My aim was to see her again. 

But instead of Angeline, a giant in white clothing as bright as lightning bent down and 

squeezed himself under the door frame, pushing a wheelchair. When he straightened up, his hair 

brushed the ceiling. He looked like a warrior bent on vengeance and destruction. I shivered, and 

the hair all over my body stood at attention. I wanted to scream, to look away, to run and hide as 
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his eyes pierced my soul, but instead I froze and sat silent. The giant wheeled the chair right past 

Mom and Ezriah and over to me. He motioned for me to get in the chair. 

I didn’t move. Human beings were not that big. He was not, could not be human, and I had 

no intention of going with him. With the doorway blocked I considered vaulting from my chair 

and crashing through the window to escape. Instead, I remained motionless. 

He reached down, touched my shoulder, and said, “I am Alexander. Do not be afraid.” He 

again gestured for me to get in the wheelchair. 

I wobbled as I rose. Alexander reached out and steadied me, and as though I was a child, he 

lifted me and placed me gently in the wheelchair. Ezriah and Mom continued to talk as though 

they did not even see Alexander. Then Mom turned and said they would pick me up at the front 

doors of the hospital, and they left me alone with the giant. 

The thing I’d feared from the moment I learned the place of my surgical procedure 

reappeared in my mind, and I slumped in the wheelchair. Had Death come for me? Would this 

angel bear me to my final resting place? He was nothing like my sweet Angeline. Grief would 

strike my mother hard again, as it had when Jimmy passed away. Her grieving was unbearable to 

me. It was unfair. How could God be so unfaithful as to bring this repeated suffering upon my 

mother? 

She would never even think such a thing. No matter what, she would always be a devoted 

child of God. But to me, God was not reliable or faithful. He had allowed my uncle to die, he 

allowed my father to be crushed in a work accident, and he had never answered my prayers for a 

wife and children, even though I had done much good in my life. God allowed untold millions to 



True Status by Chuck Richardson book excerpt—Chapter 1                        8 

 
suffer all kinds of mistreatment and injustice. Now perhaps I would meet him. I had plenty of 

complaints and had forgotten all fear of God. 

“Why do you think such miserable thoughts about our Father?” Alexander said, as he 

wheeled me down the corridor. “He determined precisely when and where you were to be born 

and gave you family, friends, and every resource to care for you. All the gifts and blessings he 

provided, so you would reach out and find him. He has always been near you, but you refused.” 

“You’ve been eavesdropping on my thoughts?” I sat up and slapped my knees. “That is really 

rude.” 

“Did you not know all your thoughts and deeds are an open book? You should examine your 

own life, rather than cast aspersions upon the God you barely know. Then make peace with your 

God.” 

I was silent, never having considered unseen observers and commentators had witnessed my 

life and judged it. I swiveled my head from side to side, wanting to discover the spiritual spies 

that might be surrounding me. There were only a few of the hospital staff, and we passed them in 

a blur while Alexander whisked me along. 

“Do you remember Millie St. Vincent from high school?” he said. 

“I’ve never heard that name before. Who is she?” 

“You should ask yourself. Do you remember Eddie, Rose, Sharon, and Miros?” 

“Of course. They meant everything to me at one time.” I sighed and slumped back in the 

chair. “But that was a long time ago.” 

“Where are they now?” 
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I didn’t answer, because I didn’t know. I said, “Aren’t you going to ask me about Mrs. 

Heaviland?” 

“Why? Are you responsible for what happened to your beloved teacher?” 

“Yes … no.” I wasn’t sure. “I wasn’t, but maybe … I always felt I was.” 

“If so, you were a very powerful little boy. You have much to sort out in the past, but don’t 

dwell on it too long.” 

“If I’m dead, why should I look back at my life? Isn’t it too late for that? I am dead, aren’t 

I?” 

“Yes, you are. But who knows? Perhaps you will live again.” Alexander chortled as if he had 

told a joke. 

“You mean like reincarnation? I don’t believe in that.” 

“Do you believe in anything?” 

“Yes, I believe in doing good. I’ve helped a lot of people. My life is about helping, and I’ve 

always done that.” 

“My time with you is coming to an end for now. You are headed for all you fear. When you 

see the parable, heed the warning.” 

“What?” I paused, and my thoughts returned to Angeline. “What about Angeline? Will I see 

her again?” 

“So you fancy the woman Angeline?” The grin in his voice was obvious. 

“If I survive today, I’m going to marry her.” I twisted in an attempt to look Alexander in the 

eyes. 
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“You are overconfident. But I did not come to bring you romantic advice. I will tell you a 

mystery. May you solve it and be blessed. One day ago Angeline took her life and plunged it into 

death, yet now she truly lives. How can that be?” 

That sounded like a riddle. I’d never been good at riddles, so I didn’t even try to answer. 

As we approached the final long hallway to the front of the hospital, the translucent doors 

revealed flickers of red and yellow flames. I cringed, finally realizing where Alexander was 

taking me. I slammed my shoes to the floor, and pressing myself back into the wheelchair, I 

strained with all my might to stop. My leg muscles cramped as I resisted my destiny, but I slid 

on. I tried to get up, but kept falling back. I wasn’t strong enough to stop rolling to my 

punishment. 

“Stop, stop. This isn’t right,” I yelled. “This is not fair. I don’t deserve hell. I’ve done much 

more good than bad.” 

I couldn’t stop the wheelchair. I pulled my feet up and prepared to leap over the side of the 

chair when the rolling stopped with a jerk, tumbling me to the floor. As I got up, Mom and 

Ezriah walked through the doors. 

“You lied to me.” Shaking my fist, I prepared to take a swing at Alexander. “I’m not dead!” 

As I got up and turned to face him, the giant was gone. In his place stood an unfamiliar tiny 

white-haired old woman, barely five feet tall. 

“I never lie, Billy,” she said. Her eyes were familiar, and then I knew. Alexander was there, 

looking out at me from those old but piercing eyes. “Have a nice day.” 

She whipped the wheelchair around and proceeded back down the hallway. 
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Mom and Ezriah helped me to my mother’s rental car, and she drove me back to my 

apartment with Ezriah following in his car. 

I sank into the front passenger seat and stared out at the evening sky painted with the sunset's 

lovely orange, red, and yellow reflections—heaven’s fire—but there was no pleasure in the sight. 

The ease and rest I craved would not be mine. They would burn on a funeral pyre of fear. 


