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ANGEL in Aisle 3


“I made a mistake in opening Angel in Aisle 3. While waiting for a phone call that didn’t come, I decided to read only the first chapter. It’s now five hours later and I’ve wasted most of my working day reading this book . . . Or did I waste it? The inspirational story of two men from completely different walks of life who changed each other’s lives kept me turning pages. It reads like an extended parable with snippets of wisdom sprinkled throughout the chapters. After I turned the last page, one thought hit me: I wish I had known Don.”


—Cecil Murphey, author or coauthor of more than 130 books, including Gifted Hands: The Ben Carson Story, and 90 Minutes in Heaven with Don Piper


“God works in mysterious ways, and Kevin’s story is evidence of this. God wants to do more than change us cosmetically—He transforms us from the inside out. An amazing, honest, raw tale of mercy in the midst of life’s big struggles.”


—Chris Fabry, host of the daily program Chris Fabry Live! on Moody Radio and author of more than 70 books, including nonfiction, film novelizations, and novels for children and young adult


“Being a filmmaker who has come across many stories, I was mesmerized by this soul-baring account of Kevin and Don. Within a few pages I was swept into a journey I never could have anticipated. This true story is a message of hope for all who read it. I’ve known Kevin for many years, and have long been thoroughly impressed by his ability to combine wonderfully creative storytelling with important and inspirational themes.”


—Rick Bieber, writer, director, or producer of over 30 feature films and television/cable movies, including The 5th Quarter, Crazy, Flatliners, Made in America, and Radio Flyer


“Kevin West’s inspirational book will bless the Body of Christ in many ways. His journey from the corporate world to prison to the pastorate is not only heart-rending but very instructional for every follower of Christ. All of us need help toward our destiny and assignments in the Kingdom. In this page-turner, you will be blessed and amazed as you meet Kevin’s helpers!”


—Jim Hodges, founder, president, and apostolic team leader of the Federation of Ministers and Churches International in Duncanville, Texas


“Pastor Kevin West is an artesian well of wisdom. His insight and sensitivity to the Holy Spirit coupled with his measured but powerful presence encourages bold and visionary leadership.”


—Steve Williams, Mayor of the City of Huntington, West Virginia
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To Leesa, my precious wife and best friend.


And to my daughters, Lauren, Lindsey, and Lakyn; my son, Kaiden; my granddaughters, Braylie and Aubree; and my son-in-law, Bradley—the joys of my life.





CHAPTER





One


HE SAID HIS NAME WAS Don and that he needed some groceries. And he called me “son.”


“Son,” he said, “can I get a little credit until the first of the month? Maybe twenty dollars for some lunchmeat and milk?” He was an elderly man—seventy or so. His stained khakis were too short and were secured by a frayed leather belt. He wore brown shoes held together with knotted laces. The left sleeve of his soiled shirt was torn, and a button was missing from the front. He had a long, matted beard and greasy gray hair. And he reeked with body odor.


“Sure,” I said. “Twenty dollars is fine.”


How could I know that this untidy man before me would change my life forever? When I described him to some friends in my Bible study group, they didn’t believe me. Rather than come out and blatantly accuse me of conjuring him up, they simply implied that I was exaggerating. Surely, in their minds, my mounting stress had created this mysterious stranger. “Maybe he’s an angel,” one friend said. Wherever Don came from, I knew he was real and not a figment of my imagination. And what he taught me in the coming weeks and months preserved my family and completely transformed my life.


At first glance most people would likely have written him off as a homeless panhandler. They wouldn’t have looked past his ragged beard and unkempt gray hair as he limped slowly toward them on his bad leg. But from the first day I talked with him, I knew there was much more to this man than what met the eye. What I didn’t realize at the time was that God was drawing me into an extraordinary friendship. This unusual stranger came into my life during my darkest period. I was facing imprisonment, my marriage was at the breaking point, and my faith was in shambles.


Late one night in January 1997, only two months before I met Don, I was working at my computer in our home in Ashland, Kentucky, when I was surprised by my wife, Leesa, standing in the doorway. With one arm around our older daughter, Lauren, and holding Lindsey on her hip, she stood silently studying me.


“What is it?” I asked. My words came out too sharply and startled her.


“We just came down to give you a good-night kiss.”


I waited for her to bring the girls closer but she didn’t move. My harsh tone had changed her mood.


“Kev,” she said, “we don’t even know who you are anymore.” She then turned and left the room with our daughters.


Her words cut right through me. I stood and started to follow her but stopped myself. What could I say? I knew she was right. She didn’t know who I was because I didn’t even know.


I was in deep trouble, the kind of trouble she could never imagine. I had drifted far from my faith. My pursuit of success had driven me to illegal practices at the bank where I was vice president. I had been administering loans to unqualified partners in a land development business, and I was now facing the possibility of getting caught. I didn’t know what I was going to do. All the loans I had misappropriated were up for renewal, and I knew I could no longer continue in this mire that I had created.


I sat back down at my computer and tried to work but couldn’t. The truth of my wife’s words forced me to examine myself. I couldn’t believe I had fallen this far. The hunger for success, the drive of ambition had lured me down a dark path. Gradually I had become more detached from my family.


I began pacing back and forth from my office to the living room, agonizing over my predicament. I was cornered, with absolutely no chance of escape. I felt as if I were suffocating. I had no friend or family member who could help me. This whole ordeal was a dark secret that I couldn’t share with anyone. The few who did know about it were involved in it too.


It’s odd what comes to mind when you’ve gone completely adrift. I remembered the time my third-grade teacher, Mrs. Bell, told me that the low grade on my exam wasn’t like me, that I was much better than that. Her personal attention and persistent conversations with my mother pushed me to excel. I also thought back to my elementary school coach, Frank, who had faith in me despite my clumsiness on the basketball court. I had a hard time managing a basketball, although I was at ease with a football. Coach Frank spent hours training me throughout football season so he could add me to his basketball team in the spring. He told me every day that handling a basketball with skill was no harder than handling a football. He saw potential in me that didn’t blossom until two years later when I joined his sixth-grade basketball team. Coach Frank’s encouragement ultimately gave me the confidence to succeed later on with high-school sports in ways I had never dreamed.


I also remembered my father’s insightful words during my youthful struggles: “When you find yourself in disappointment, it doesn’t define you. What matters is how you respond to it.” I was far too immature at that time to comprehend the wisdom of his words, but now they came back to me with powerful meaning. How would I respond to my current situation? Would I let it define me, or could I rise above it? I honestly didn’t know. I had no clue how to respond.


As I walked back and forth through the living room, I realized for the first time that God, through His grace, had surrounded me with amazing mentors. That night, as I thought about disappointing them, I knew it was not my doing that had drawn those people to me. It was simply God’s unearned favor. Every good thing in my life had freely come by the Lord’s hand. My pride had blinded me to this truth and had sent me down a dead-end street.


At one point during that long evening I stood at our bay window to watch the onset of a rainstorm. Harsh winds bent thin saplings almost to the ground and snapped rotten limbs off some of the older trees. It was as if God were washing everything clean as an example for me. I looked out for a long time, staring at the rain as it beat against the window, thinking how foreign my actions would seem to my parents and how difficult they would be to understand.


I couldn’t bear the thought of telling my father and mother about my wrongdoing. My parents had raised me to love the Lord. They didn’t just talk about following Christ; they demonstrated it in all they said and did. I remembered how my mother always found out about families in need and bought extra groceries for them. Early on Saturday mornings while my friends watched cartoons in their pajamas, my father and I would get in our 1975 Chevy Impala and drive through the neighborhoods in Ashland to a home designated by my mother. When we arrived at our destination, I would hop out of the car and secretly leave a bag of food on the doorstep. Taking care of others was always on my parents’ hearts. I knew my reckless actions would be an absolute shock to them and would bring them great sadness.


Worst of all, however, was having to tell Leesa. She exemplified all that was tender and right in a wife. She was the virtuous woman described in Proverbs 31 whose children rise up and call her blessed and whose husband safely trusts in her. I deeply loved her and my children and knew they deserved much better than what I had become.


That night as I stood at the window, I remembered my mother saying to me, “When your back is up against the wall, don’t run from God but run to Him.”


At one thirty in the morning, having paced and cried for three hours, I called out to God. “Lord, please take this mess from me,” I prayed. “I’m giving it to You.”


I can’t describe exactly what happened at that moment, except to say I was suddenly released from my burden. I knew I had to face the consequences of my wrong, but now I felt safely held in the palm of my Father’s hand. The weight had lifted.


What wasn’t revealed to me just then was the extraordinary provision the Lord would send me in less than two months.


I sat back down at my computer and typed out my resignation from the bank.


The next day, after resigning from my position at the bank, I came home and told Leesa everything. As I held her in my arms, I explained that I had illegally benefited from loans I had made for my partners in our land development business. At first she didn’t believe me—it was beyond her comprehension. When she finally broke into tears, I knew the immensity of her pain was because of her love for me.


“Can you go to prison for this?” she asked.


“Yes, Lee.” I knew of this possibility, but admitting it to her almost made me sick. The severity of my misdeeds became all the more clear.


“What will happen then?” she asked.


“I don’t know,” I said. And I didn’t. I had taken every bit of financial security I had created for my family and thrown it to the wind. My good salary and all my benefits were gone. I would likely be in prison soon and completely unable to provide for my family. I didn’t know how long I would be incarcerated or how Leesa and the girls would survive. Losing our home seemed certain.


“How will you ever make it in prison?” Leesa asked.


“I don’t know yet what’s going to happen,” I said, trying to give her some kind of answer.


“What about us while you’re gone?” she said, crying. “What then?”


I knew that offering any other answer was futile. “I don’t know, Lee,” I repeated. “I know the Lord is with us now, but other than that, I just don’t know.”


As a teen, Leesa had faced catastrophes, and she knew from experience how circumstances can alter your life. She had watched the illness of her stepfather deplete the family funds over a period of years. Not only did she have to face the loss of her stepfather when he died, but she also had to live through the financial strain that quickly followed. She and her mother had to uproot themselves and move to a less prosperous area just to survive. Anything that I tried to say to minimize our situation would come off as a Pollyanna answer; we both knew my wrongdoing could very well destroy us.


“We’ve got to do something,” she said. “We have to do something!”


I’ll never forget how tiny she felt crying in my arms. I didn’t want to ever let her go; I just wanted to protect her from the mess I’d made. I was willing to do anything to remove the pain I had brought her, but there was nothing I could do. We both cried till we were spent. After a few minutes in silence, we agreed that I had to walk in truth and then face the consequences with no attempt to conceal anything.


I knew I also had to tell my parents. They already suspected some kind of trouble in my life, because I had become more distant from them over the last year. The deeper I’d sunk into illegal practices at the bank, the less comfortable I felt around them. At first I found some solace in going to their house and just sitting in the den with them, reclining in the same chair I’d lounged in while in high school. There, in that familiar safety, I could listen to my parents’ warm and easy conversation and take a brief break from reality. Being with them allowed me to temporarily regain a modicum of solidarity and rightness. But when my parents began suspecting trouble in my life and asking more pointed questions about Leesa, the children, and my job, I visited them less and less. When I did visit them, I often drove away in tears.


Now I knew I had to tell them the truth. I arranged a meeting with my mother and father and my sister, Karen, and her husband, Robin. We all met in my parents’ den, where we had always had our important discussions.


After everyone was seated, I turned off the TV and said, “I want you all to know what’s been going on with me.”


Everyone was quiet. My parents’ grave expressions were solid evidence that they already knew I was in some kind of trouble and were now anticipating an explanation.


My family allowed me to tell my entire story without interruption. I told them everything, refusing to gloss over my mistakes or hide the fact that I was facing very real consequences for my wrongdoing.


“When you began coming around here less and less, I felt that something was wrong,” my father said. “I didn’t know what was going on. I just felt you were being pulled into the corporate world and further away from us.”


“I guess I was pursuing the wrong thing,” I said.


My mom agreed. “We felt something was going on with you, but didn’t want to pry. We knew you would eventually tell us what was happening when you were ready.”


“Anytime you get away from the family,” Dad said, “you’re susceptible to what the world has to offer.”


I especially felt bad for Karen. She couldn’t escape publicity over my mistake any more than Leesa. She was teaching in the very middle school that she and I had both attended. Some of her colleagues were our past teachers. A few employees had been our classmates.


She cried through the whole discussion, but not because of concern for herself or her own reputation. And it wasn’t for me—she knew I was going to make it and said as much. Her real concern was for Leesa.


“Leesa is having a rough time,” I admitted. “She really needs your support right now.”


“What about your girls?” she asked. “How are they doing?”


At this time Lindsey was only two months shy of turning two years old. Lauren, on the other hand, was six and inquisitive about everything. “Lindsey, of course, is too young to really know what’s going on,” I said. “Lauren is more aware, but we’re struggling to explain everything to her.”


Dad and Mom told me how much they loved me and said they’d help in any way they could. They offered no criticism, but neither did they encourage me to blame anyone else for my bad decisions.


“You’ve done wrong,” my father said, “but what’s important now is what you do from here.”


My mother acknowledged that I needed to be practical at this point and secure a lawyer. She was concerned about me maintaining my health throughout the consequences that were obviously in my immediate future. “No matter how hard it gets,” she said, “you must only speak the truth and not cover for anyone, even yourself.”


I knew they were disappointed by what I had done. At the same time, I sensed that they separated their disdain for my mistakes from their deep unconditional love for their son. I was reminded that I had enjoyed this kind of acceptance and love from them my entire life.
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IN EARLY MARCH 1997, I began managing a small corner grocery store I had purchased two years prior as an investment. The store sat just across the Kentucky border in the small town of Ironton, Ohio—about ten minutes from our home. I had named it L & L Grocery after the initials of Lauren and Lindsey. I figured this small business would provide a way for me to pay our bills as I waited for the inevitable civil suit and indictment.


The store was small, with only four aisles and a deli, but the responsibilities that came with it overwhelmed me. I didn’t know anything about ordering stock or pricing items or even operating the cash register. I was struck by how my indiscretion had so quickly moved me from a position as vice president of a bank to a storekeeper cutting meat for sandwiches. But I also understood that I wasn’t the same person anymore. Chasing after success was no longer my priority. I now hungered to know God better and to reignite my childhood faith. Instead of thinking about what people could give me, I wanted to know how I could help them. I no longer wanted to seek only my own good—I wanted selflessness to characterize my life.


Giving freely to others was a new lifestyle for me, so I didn’t know how to practice good judgment. I began giving credit to anyone who came into my store and asked. After they filled out a simple application, they could walk out with a bag of groceries. It wasn’t long before word spread, and my number of patrons increased. Most people paid me back, but a few left with free food, never to be seen again.


People of every age and economic stratum passed through the store. Local businesspeople dropped in to grab a drink or snack. Young unwed mothers came for free milk for their babies. Elderly people from a nearby government-funded high-rise sometimes needed a few staples until they received their Social Security checks. The neighborhood children frequently came in for candy, and a number of people wandered in with obvious addiction problems.


This seemingly insignificant business gave me the opportunity to interact with hundreds of people. Over time I befriended a number of customers who came in regularly, sometimes lingering at my counter just to share their problems. Between customers, I read the Bible and listened to sermons on the TV across the room. I also rewrote several books from the New Testament, paraphrasing each passage in a notebook so I could understand its meaning.
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IT WAS ON A BRIGHT morning in the middle of March that I first met Don. His old red Buick rumbled up onto the sidewalk beside the store to where I could just see the back end through the corner of the window. I’d heard the long, torturous creak of bad hinges and then the slam of the door. Minutes passed, but no one appeared, so I returned to reading my Bible at the counter.


When I heard the bell jingle at the entrance, I looked up to see an unkempt elderly man slowly limping into the store. Before he made it through the entryway, the door closed on him and he forced it back, ringing the bell again—even more loudly.


“Sorry for the noise,” he said. He reached up and touched the bell clapper with his finger until the ringing stopped. Then he moved slowly to the counter, his body odor coming with him. He smiled at me and asked me how I was doing and if he could get a little credit—just till the first of the month.


He said he needed some lunchmeat, so I stood up to walk back toward the meat case, but hesitated so as to let him move at his slow pace. I didn’t want to hurry him, so I waited for him to pass by my counter. He rocked in a painful sway as he favored his bad leg. His dirty gray hair was combed back off his face, almost touching his shoulders. I followed a few feet behind him but could still smell the sour stench of his clothes.


After getting his items, I returned to the front counter and waited. The man didn’t look healthy. When he coughed and cleared his throat repeatedly, I noticed he had no teeth. He wore tinted, thick-framed glasses that looked twenty years behind the times.


When he saw my Bible, he asked, “Are you getting anything good out of that book?”


“It’s all good,” I said.


“Jesus,” he said, “is revealed from cover to cover, from Genesis to Revelation.”


I wondered how he had concluded this, so I just nodded.


“May I show you?” he asked.


“Please do.”


Shifting the Bible to where we both could see, he turned the pages back through the Old Testament. His hands were dirty and his nails were yellow and untrimmed. He stopped in the third chapter of Genesis and ran his finger down the page, resting it on the phrase “tree of life.”


“This is Jesus,” he said.


I examined the verse and looked up to see him smiling at my surprise.


“Why do you think the Lord placed the flaming sword at the east of the garden?” he asked.


“To keep Adam out of the garden after he sinned,” I answered.


“You probably ought to read that again,” he said.


I read the passage again and said, “Yes, it was to keep Adam out of the garden.”


“You probably ought to read that again.”


I read it more slowly. Still convinced of my interpretation, I said, “It says the Lord used the flaming sword to keep Adam out of the garden.”


Again he smiled and encouraged me to read the verse one more time.


This time I read the scripture out loud. It dawned on me for the first time that the phrase “to keep the way of the tree of life” might not mean what I had always thought.


He repeated the phrase “to keep the way” and smiled. “Most people believe that God placed the flaming sword at the Garden of Eden to keep man away, but that isn’t true. It wasn’t to keep people out but to show them the way in.”


“What do you mean?”


“The flaming sword is the Word of God, the Good Book, the Living Book you are reading,” he said. As he spoke the truths of this passage, tears welled up in his eyes and ran down his cheeks. “The flaming sword was pointing the way to the tree of life.” He hesitated in an attempt to arrest his crying, and then repeated, “It points the way to the tree of life.”


I didn’t know what to think of this stranger. I was moved by his passion for God’s Word. He seemed curiously free from all of life’s material trappings; unconcerned about keeping his emotions in check, he unashamedly cried about the Lord’s truths. He appeared to have nothing but a burning attraction to all that reflected Jesus. I found myself also moved to tears.


He then flipped to the twelfth chapter of Exodus where Moses tells the elders of Israel to dip the hyssop in the blood of the Passover lamb and strike the lintel and two side posts. “The blood of the lamb is the shadow of Jesus, Who is next to come,” he said. “The doorpost is us.”


Next he found the twenty-first chapter of Numbers where Moses made a brass serpent and raised it on a pole.


“The serpent represents Christ on the cross,” he said. “Whenever the Israelites gazed upon it, they were healed.” When he talked about Jesus’ suffering and humiliation, he broke down and cried again.


As he turned from book to book in the Bible—all the way to Revelation—showing me passages portraying Christ, I was amazed. I had read these same scriptures many times but had never seen what he was now pointing out. This fresh insight ignited a desire in me to reexamine everything I had ever read. I wondered what else I might have misunderstood. I wanted to digest every chapter, every verse, and every word to make sure I didn’t miss anything.


He wiped his eyes and said he appreciated me giving him groceries. I watched him brace himself with one hand on the counter as he slowly filled out the credit application. Each time he coughed he raised the pen until his body stopped shaking and then continued writing in his loose, uncontrolled scrawl.


He thanked me again and said, “I’ll see you later, son.” Then he turned and left. I heard the loud metallic groan and slam of his car door and the repeated gunning of a dying engine. Finally his Buick backed off the sidewalk and clamored down the road.


His application mentioned only the route number of his residence. No specific address was given.


I didn’t know at the time that I was going to become friends with this broken man and that we were going to spend almost every day together for the next two years. God had brought this unusual man to be my mentor. Our friendship and growth in Christ was going to initiate something that only God could have ordained, something that was going to transform not only my life but his as well.





CHAPTER





Two


BOTH LEESA AND I had resolved to walk in truth and to face whatever consequences came our way, but it was difficult. We prayed together and talked often about trusting God and trying to know His will, but there were also many long silences. During these times, I would anguish over everything I had done to drag down my wife and children. I had sincerely returned to the Lord and was committed to living right, but that didn’t suddenly rid me of the consequences following my bad decisions.


I’d watch Leesa move about the kitchen preparing a meal or listen to her read stories to our children, providing sustenance and care as she always did, but I could tell she was suffering with the burden I had placed on her. I’d see it in her eyes when sitting at the table and hear it in her voice even when we weren’t talking about our problem. And the problem was far from being over. We both knew a lawsuit or even criminal charges were coming our way. Neither of us knew where these threats would take us. Sometimes my guilt would overwhelm me, and I would succumb to tears and bury my head in my hands.


One morning I turned the chair in my office to watch Lauren play in the backyard. It was still March and too cold to swim, but she had all of her dolls sitting along the edge of our pool, ready for the approaching summer. I couldn’t see Leesa from my vantage point, but I knew she was on the back porch ironing the girls’ Sunday dresses. I could hear the rattle of Lindsey’s baby walker moving over the porch floor as Leesa called out to Lauren.


“It’s too cold to think about swimming just yet,” she told her.


“When can we swim?”


“We’ll just have to wait for the days to warm up, sweetheart.”


Lauren looked over the pool and back to her mother. “The day seems warmer already.”


Leesa laughed at her quick comment and Lauren smiled back.


“It won’t be too much longer,” Leesa said.


I had often heard them out back, but this time it struck me that all of this was going to end. This quiet, safe place where Leesa rocked Lindsey, read stories to the girls, or supervised a group of rowdy neighborhood children was slipping away because of me. We likely wouldn’t live in this house or have access to a pool when the days did, indeed, warm up. I was suddenly struck with panic, desperately wanting to hold on to what we had.


Leesa had dreamed of living in this neighborhood ever since she had lived in Ashland as a young girl. She’d thought about this area even after her family moved to the small town of Catlettsburg, a few miles away. Her mother had continued bringing her to the same school, so she had never really felt separated from her hometown. After her stepfather’s death forced them to move from Catlettsburg into a duplex across the border in Ironton, Ohio, she thought often of this particular part of Ashland. She remembered the brightly painted homes with their trimmed lawns, the conversations of neighbors drifting from their porches, and the sidewalks busy with children at play.


After we married, we both worked hard with the vision of someday moving into Leesa’s favorite part of Ashland. After living in Ironton, then moving to Jackson, Ohio, and back to Ironton, we finally were able to move into our dream neighborhood.


Settling in this neighborhood was better than we had ever imagined. We developed friendships with neighbors who had children close to our daughters’ ages. In a very short while, we were consistently spending time with six other couples. It didn’t take long for our homes to become the common playground for all of our children. We barbecued, attended ball games, and traveled to Disney World together. We couldn’t imagine a better neighborhood.


Although Leesa and our girls were innocent of my illegal affairs, they still suffered the consequences. My actions had placed them directly in the line of fire. Knowing that my grocery store couldn’t keep us afloat, I couldn’t help but wonder just how long it would be before everything came apart and dropped us headlong into financial ruin.
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