



[image: cover]






[image: image]




 


The author and publisher have provided this e-book to you for your personal use only. You may not make this e-book publicly available in any way. Copyright infringement is against the law. If you believe the copy of this e-book you are reading infringes on the author’s copyright, please notify the publisher at: us.macmillanusa.com/piracy.




 


This book is dedicated to my grandson, Malachi Elliott Price


(MiMi loves herself some “Mali”).




 


Acknowledgments


The first thing I want to do is thank the Lord for blessing me with the opportunity to write and have this book published by St. Martin’s Press. Then, I want to thank my editor, Monique Patterson; her editorial assistant, Alexandra Sehulster; and the wonderful copy editor assigned to work with me on this manuscript, Rachel Burd. Last, but definitely not least, thank you, Pamela Harty. You are a super agent.


My mom—thank you. My daughters—thank you. My family and my friends—thank you.


And to my readers—thank you!


“Then Naomi said to her, ‘Just be patient, my daughter, until we hear what happens. The man won’t rest until he has followed through on this. He will settle it today.’” Ruth 3:18


This scripture was the inspiration for this novel because there are times when a good man simply needs himself a “Ruth.”




 


Prologue


Marsha Metcalf sat at her desk with her chin pressed in the palms of both hands. She picked up a stack of folders on her desk and dropped them back down on it. How in the world was she supposed to get all of this work done in two and a half weeks? Even if she worked a seventy-five-hour week, didn’t get sick, didn’t eat, didn’t bathe, and maybe didn’t even brush her teeth, this could not be done in that amount of time.


Who was she trying to fool by putting on a brave face and acting like she could “make it happen”? No one person could do all of this work in this time, and her supervisor, Yolanda Richardson, knew it when she dumped all of it on Marsha’s desk.


Marsha was one of five buyer-stylists at the exclusive Sebastian-Fleur Department Store in Durham, North Carolina. Her team looked high and low for the best merchandise at great prices, and they always made sure everything was always placed in the “just right spot” in the store. Marsha, one of two lead buyer-stylists, was so good at what she did that her coworkers were always telling her that she needed her own TV show.


Being the best had its drawbacks, however. The harder Marsha worked, the harder Yolanda rode her. There was nothing Marsha could do to make the grade with Yolanda Richardson. Yolanda criticized Marsha’s every move. She checked and double-checked everything Marsha did, and sent her e-mails on everything, down to the way Marsha placed items on her desk and positioned her car between the parking space lines.


No one at Sebastian-Fleur understood why Yolanda had such an intense dislike of Marsha. As far as the people who worked at the store were concerned, Yolanda Richardson had it all—a deceased husband who had left her plenty of money, a custom-built five-thousand-square-foot house in the swanky section of Brier Creek, a sleek black Mercedes, a closet full of expensive clothes, and a cushy job.


Marsha Metcalf, on the other hand, was a single parent with sole responsibility of putting her only child, Marcus, through college on a ridiculously tight budget. She drove a 2006 Ford Escape that needed new tires and repairs, struggled to pay the rent on a modest town house, wore very economically priced clothes, and hadn’t been on a date in four years.


If you put the two women side by side, one would think that Marsha had cause to envy Yolanda. But nothing could be further from the truth. While Marsha didn’t like Yolanda Richardson, she didn’t begrudge Yolanda’s having what she had. Marsha did not understand how Yolanda could have so much and still be so mean, selfish, and just downright hateful.


What was it with women who acted like they had “the mean girl gene”? And why were they always so dagblasted mean to other girls or women who had so much less than them? One would think that as they matured, they would soften up, act right, and stop being so mean. But that didn’t seem to be the case. Mean girls actually grew up to become extremely hateful women.


Marsha, who had suffered at Yolanda’s hands back in college, was beginning to think this kind of thing would never end. She graduated from Evangeline T. Marshall University confident that she didn’t have to see that particular mean girl again, only to walk in to church and then her new job and find, Whoop, there was Yolanda, in all of her pricey clothes, four-figure-designer-purse mean girl glory.


Yolanda and Marsha were both members of New Jerusalem Gospel United Church in Raleigh, North Carolina. Marsha had joined the church many years ago, when it was still one of the smaller, homier congregations under the direction of Reverend Wendell Boudreaux, who was the quintessential pastor. Reverend Boudreaux was such a good minister that folk started thinking he’d make an even better bishop. It was a sad day when the pastor, now a newly elected bishop, got up in the pulpit wearing his same black robe with the red brocade crosses emblazoned down the front to preach his last sermon as the shepherd of New Jerusalem Gospel United Church.


It was rare that a brand-new bishop didn’t show up to preach decked out in the purple regalia that signified that he was an official member of the episcopacy. It was even rarer for the bishop to break down in tears and ask the new pastor, Reverend Denzelle Flowers, to lay hands on him in prayer. As much as Marsha hated to see her beloved Reverend Boudreaux leave to join the ranks of the men who ran their denomination, she found herself intrigued by the idea of the younger, fly, and good-looking Reverend Flowers coming to take over the reins of their church.


Marsha shook her head at herself, thinking, “Why am I sitting here with all of this work to do and thinking about Bishop Boudreaux, Reverend Flowers, and that skanky Yolanda Richardson?”


She flipped through the folder of her favored project and let out a sigh of relief.


“It’s about time Yolanda did something decent and give me the official green light on this project.”


Marsha had been waiting for Yolanda to get approval from the store’s regional manager to continue working with her friend, Takara Anderson, and a team of chemists and botanists over at Evangeline T. Marshall University on a new line of skin care and cosmetic products for the store. Takara was a whiz at coming up with natural products that were good for the skin and made you look good. Marsha had the eye for colors and textures and had helped them create some beautiful palates for eye shadows, blushes, and lipsticks.


She read the memo approving the project more carefully and frowned. Yolanda had done a loop-da-loop on her with this project.


“She is so rachet-acting and cheap!” Marsha exclaimed through clenched teeth. “I cannot believe this heifer allocated a budget that doesn’t even cover a month’s worth of gas for my car. I can’t do anything with this chicken feed mess.”


Marsha took in a deep breath and practically spit it out of her mouth. She didn’t need to let Yolanda upset her like this. Plus, getting all anxious always gave her hot flashes.


She reached for a water bottle. It wasn’t cold. Marsha couldn’t stop this hot flash from popping up on her with room-temperature water. She needed something icy cold. Her body felt like an oven from the inside out.


“Whew. Calm down. It’s gonna be okay. God said He’d supply your every need in accordance to His riches in glory by Christ Jesus. It’s gonna be okay.”


The scripture helped. Marsha calmed down, drank a few sips of the water, and flipped open her red laptop. She started pulling up a list of names of folk who might want to add funds to help this project’s coffers.


The first name she saw was Charles Robinson, the owner and proprietor of Rumpshakers Hip-Hop Gentlemen’s Club. She knew Charles wouldn’t hesitate to help her. But Marsha wasn’t so sure about being partnered up with strip club money. Every time she passed the counter with his makeup on it, she would always wonder how many times a stripper had clapped her behind to make it rain hard enough for Charles to put all of that money in the pot.


“Nahh … not old boy.”


Marsha sat back in her chair and tried to think of someone else.


“Lamont Green would be perfect.”


She pulled out her phone and was about to call Lamont’s wife, Theresa, when she heard some shuffling and whispering outside of her door.


“Do you think she’s in there?”


“Of course she is in there, stupid,” Marsha heard Yolanda whisper so loudly, she couldn’t help but wonder if the girl wanted her to know she was standing on the other side of her office door.


“So, how are you going to tell her?”


“Tell her what?” another voice whispered.


“This,” was all Marsha heard Yolanda say, right before she saw a sheet of Yolanda’s trademark baby blue linen paper being slid up under the door. All of sudden the whispering stopped, as if the folk on the other side of the door were practically holding their breath in anticipation of what would happen next.


Marsha picked up the paper and read “YOU’RE FIRED,” written in cursive with a bold, black marker. She stared at the paper, wondering if this was some kind of mean girl joke, when she noticed that there were more words.


“p.s., Yes, you read this note right” was written in Yolanda’s handwriting.


“We have to cut back and WHOOPS, you lose. Clean out your desk and be out of the building before five today.


“Security is on the way over to your office. A guard will escort you to your car. We’ll mail your last check to you next week, Yolanda Richardson, MBA.”


Marsha stared at the note and blinked hard, as if that would make the words on that paper pop up and go away. This was unbelievable—not to mention terrifying. What was she supposed to do without a job? Pay the rent?


It had been quiet on the other side of the door, as if they were practically breaking their eardrums to hear what she was doing with that note. She heard somebody whisper, “Do you think she read the note?”


Hot and heavy tears formed in Marsha’s eyes, ready to drop and stream down her face, all up under her nose, and into her mouth. What kind of people stood outside someone’s office door waiting to hear what they would do after being fired?


Marsha held her head back and whispered, “Lord, please don’t let me break down and cry like some little wuss who can’t fight.”


Her heart ached in the most horrible way and pulled down in her chest like it was too heavy for her body. How in the world was she going to get through this? There was her son’s college tuition. There was the rent. There were bills. There was her health insurance. There was her hair!


There was too much to think about and worry about and take care of without the security of a job. She didn’t know what to do. And she definitely didn’t know how in the world she was going to get up out of this chair, open that office door, and walk out past all of those people—especially Yolanda Richardson.


Marsha picked up her phone to call her friend Veronica Washington but stopped when she remembered Veronica was starting her new job today.


She went down the contact list on her phone, and stopped again when she heard the loud mall security cop golf cart outside of the office window. “Let me get my black behind up out of here and quick,” Marsha whispered to herself, while staring out of the window like she was a fugitive running from the real police. There was no way she was going to be escorted out of Sebastian-Fleur like she was the mall thief. And in front of Yolanda and those people? No way … nada.


She hurried and looked in her desk drawers and found two of those reusable Sam’s grocery bags and filled them up with her things—fancy pens, calculator, folders, stationery, designer paper clips, and staplers. She saw a box of her business cards with the Sebastian-Fleur logo all over them.


“No way in hell I’m taking those with me.”


Marsha threw the box of fancy business cards in the trash and took one more fast look around her tiny office.


“Oh, snap,” she whispered. “The plans for the skin care line. Yolanda will never get her nasty, monkey-fool paws on this information—not on my watch.”


She scooped up those folders, with all of that information in them, stood up, and placed the big, heavy bags on each shoulder. She tossed the remaining folders with the information for her newest work assignments in the trash can with the business cards, snatched up her purse, and grabbed the laptop.


Marsha sighed in relief that she had everything she needed. The only thing left to do was to call her folks at Eva T. Marshall and tell them to pull the plug on their project with stuck-up Sebastian-Fleur. Marsha looked at her watch. She had about ten minutes tops to get out of the store with her dignity intact.


She took in a real deep breath, balanced all of the stuff she was carrying, and opened the door.


Yolanda had been all on the door trying to hear what Marsha was doing and hoping she was in the office crying herself silly. She fell right into the office as soon as the door swung open because Marsha jumped aside to make sure she didn’t block the fall. Yolanda grabbed the inside of the doorframe to stop from tumbling on her face, and winced when it squeezed in on her fingers.


“Maybe Cato Fashions will want to hire you,” Yolanda snarled through a pained smirk. She was trying to regain her balance by attempting to stand back up on the outsides of her boots. Yolanda’s ankles were twisted down toward the floor. It was a very awkward and painful position. It was also an opportunity to give Marsha a peek at the red soles of her boots. The price tags on Christian Louboutin boots was not for the faint of heart. And Yolanda knew that Marsha couldn’t even afford a pair of these bad boys at the consignment shop.


Marsha didn’t know why people like Yolanda didn’t know when to leave folk alone. She’d already messed with her livelihood. She was trying to humiliate her by calling security to escort Marsha to her car. And now, Yolanda thought she was adding an additional insult to this injury by practically standing on her ankles to reveal the red soles of those fancy boots.


But Marsha was now so beyond responding to the antics of her brand-new former boss. And she certainly wasn’t paying heed to Yolanda’s attempts to profile those shoes—the newest status symbols for working folk with high salaries. Marsha didn’t even dignify that gesture over the boots with a passing glance.


“Yolanda, why do you care where I work, since I no longer work for your stank butt? And for the record, there’s nothing wrong with Cato Fashions.”


“You would say that,” Yolanda said, and scanned Marsha’s white denim capris and the white denim jacked trimmed with ruffles, her black-and-lavender tank, and her black-and-lavender, patent-leather, T-strap–styled pumps.


The irony in all of this was that Marsha’s suit really had come from Cato Fashions even though her shoes had been pulled from the clearance-clearance rack bin at this very store. Marsha always found the best and cheapest shoes, because the brother in charge of pulling shoes and putting them on clearance was her buddy. He always kept as many pairs of shoes for her in the back room as he could.


She glanced down at her stylish shoes, which were accentuating her shapely legs, and then let her eyes focus on those superexpensive boots gaping out from Yolanda’s stick-figure legs. Unfortunately there was not a pair of boots expensive enough to compensate for that.


“You know something, Yolanda,” Marsha said quietly and evenly. “You spend all of that money on all of those clothes and high-end designer shoes, and you still look like an untrained zoo monkey.”


“At least I have a man,” Yolanda spat out. She knew she was not all that cute and always hoped she could hide it with her clothes.


“Yes, you do,” Marsha replied evenly. “And you treat him like he is supposed to stand on his head and bark because the ugliest and most ill-mannered woman in Durham gave him some after her husband died.”


“Daaannnng,” somebody whispered in the crowd of onlookers. Nobody had ever talked to Yolanda Richardson like that. And nobody had ever told her the truth about her looks.


“You are just jealous because nobody wants you, Marsha Metcalf. You can’t keep a man or get a man. Why, for all of your so-called talents and smarts, you can’t even keep a job,” Yolanda spat out.


Yolanda started to walk away, and then paused, “Just so you know, Miss Marsha Metcalf/used-to-be Mrs. Bluefield, your late ex, Rodney, had you waiting on him many an evening while he was finishing up with me.”


Marsha had always suspected Rodney went creeping with Yolanda while they were still married but could never prove it. Rodney was dead. But it still hurt to have it confirmed that he had cheated on her with this woman.


Yolanda was laughing. There was nothing better than reveling in the pained look on the face of a woman who discovered you had slept with her husband.


“Yeaaahhhhh … that’s it, gurl!” Yolanda yelled out, and laughed some more. The horrified expression on Marsha’s face confirmed that she knew the only way Yolanda heard that phrase was when Rodney had yelled it at her during the most explosive heat of the moment.


Marsha had started walking away. She stopped and said, “Go to hell, Yolanda. Oh, my bad. From the looks of your face, you’ve already been there.”


“Yeaaahhhhh … that’s it, gurl!” Yolanda yelled out again, hoping to get another pained look from Marsha. That zoo monkey comment hurt a lot. When Marsha didn’t react a second time, Yolanda said, “You know your man told me that because I was rocking his world real good.”


Marsha made sure she repented in advance, gave Yolanda the finger, and then repented again. She walked off and out of the store as soon as she spied the security guard making his way in her direction. She hurried to her car, threw her things in the backseat, and hopped in and locked the door. The guard tapped on the window and raised the clipboard with the dismissal slip employees had to sign when escorted to their cars.


She acted as though she didn’t see that man, started her car, and drove off, not caring that he had to jump out of the way to avoid getting hurt. Marsha remained calm until she pulled out of the store’s parking lot and turned onto the street. Tears were streaming down her cheeks. By the time Marsha was on 40 East, headed to Raleigh, she was sobbing uncontrollably.




 


Chapter One


“New Jerusalem Gospel United Church. This is Dayeesha Mitchell. How may I help you?”


“Put me through to Reverend Flowers.”


“Excuse you,” Dayeesha said, frowning. She blew air out of her mouth loud enough to be heard by the caller. She couldn’t stand Mr. Rico.


“What part of, let me speak to the pastor, don’t you understand?” Rico Sneed spat out into the phone.


“Oh, no, you didn’t,” Dayeesha shot back. She looked over at the door leading to the pastor’s private study, or the “inner sanctum,” as her husband, Metro Mitchell, always called it.


“Look,” Mr. Rico began, “I know your daddy is the big, bad, Big Dotsy Hamilton. And, you need to know for the record that I’m not scared of him.”


Dayeesha started laughing. She’d always thought Mr. Rico Sneed was a big, bellowing poof of punk-time hot air. Now she knew he was that, and a big liar, too. Her daddy pimp-slapped Rico Sneed back in the early 1990s, before Big Dotsy Hamilton got saved and started working for the Lord. The word on the street was that Mr. Rico got slapped so hard, a man asked, “So, tell me, player. What does next week look like, since you just got slapped there?”


Mr. Rico had wanted to haul off and slap that man. But he managed to hold on to a remnant of his already ragged and deficient swag. Plus, Rico knew the man was Big Dotsy Hamilton’s friend. He was also the person who told Big Dotsy that Rico was trying to steal one of his women away from him. Rico Sneed told the woman that he’d seen Big Dotsy down at the courthouse getting a marriage license to marry Dayeesha’s mama. It was a bold, brazen, and outrageous lie. That day Big Dotsy had been dragged down to the courthouse at gunpoint by Dayeesha’s mama’s big brother to sign over one of his houses to her mother.


Unfortunately for Rico Sneed, Big Dotsy got wind of Rico’s ploy, found him at the Sock It to Me strip club in Warren, North Carolina, and beat him like he stole something. According to Dayeesha’s daddy’s fans, Big Dotsy kicked Rico’s butt and then made him run in front of his brand-new Buick LeSabre. When Rico got tired and bumped into the LeSabre, Big Dotsy put the car in park and pistol-whipped Rico for getting sweat on his new ride.


“You oughta be scared of my daddy, butt hole,” Dayeesha said, laughing, and hung up the telephone. She stared at the phone a few minutes, hoping she had a good comeback line when Mr. Rico called back. Because a loudmouth like Rico Sneed always had to call back and have the last word.


The telephone rang, causing Dayeesha to jump. She hadn’t had enough time to come up with good comeback lines.


“New Jerusalem Gospel United Church. This is Dayeesha Mitchell. How may I help you?”


“Dayeeeeesshhhhaaa,” Marsha sobbed into the telephone. “IIIIII got fiiiirrrrrreddd. What am I going to doooooooo?”


Dayeesha Hamilton Mitchell stared at the phone. She’d been the church’s administrative assistant for three years and had never heard Marsha Metcalf sound like this.


“Let me put you on hold,” Dayeesha said quickly, and pushed the button before Marsha had a chance to whine some more into the telephone. She didn’t want to hang up on the girl. But that whining was getting on her nerves real fast.


Dayeesha started to buzz the pastor’s line but remembered that he had gone to get them both something to eat. She was about to hit him up on the cell when she thought it best to try and get to the bottom of this before calling Reverend Flowers. Sometimes the pastor needed a buffer when folk called the church hollering and crying on the telephone. He had enough on his plate and didn’t do well when he was forced to try and understand what somebody was saying in the middle of a crying and sobbing and calling on the name of the Lord fit.


“What to do? What to do?” Dayeesha said out loud, taking a moment to admire her manicure. She loved the new manicurist at the Raleigh store for her husband’s Triangle-based chain of hip-hop stores, Yeah Yeah. Shontaye Reed was the only nail specialist in the area who could silk screen pictures onto your nails and make it look like she had painted the pictures with nail polish. The three Mitchell children’s pictures were screened onto the second, third, and fourth fingers of each of Dayeesha’s hands.


She looked at the image of her younger son, Jeremiah Crentwan, on her right ring finger and frowned. She needed to call his teacher and talk to him about Jeremiah’s science project. Dayeesha flipped the phone off of hold, hoping Marsha had calmed down enough to be understood when she started to speak. She wasn’t in the mood to listen to somebody talking like one of her kids when they were crying all over the place.


Dayeesha could hear Marsha sniffling and blowing her nose.


“Girl, calm the heck down and stop all of that sniveling. You are getting on my nerves,” she said.


The phone was quiet on Marsha’s end. But Dayeesha could hear that her breathing was calming down to a lower “drama index” rhythm. Sometimes folk who breezed through college in four years, and were all smart and good acting like Marsha Metcalf, had trouble handling the inevitable storms that could rage in your life no matter how good and perfect you tried to be.


Dayeesha’s daddy, now the saved and redeemed Elder Dotsy Hamilton, always said, “People who pride themselves on doing everything just right can get the misguided notion that those degrees, and following all of the rules, will stop them from having to deal with the hard times life will lay at your feet. Sometimes the storms of life make you stop trying to control everything in your life. They make you stop being so prideful in yourself and all of your accomplishments, and throw in the towel and say, ‘God, I need you because I can’t do this all by myself.’”


Dayeesha Mitchell definitely wasn’t one of those folk who had been real good and did everything the right way. She didn’t always have a degree from Evangeline T. Marshall University or a job running the entire administrative division of a large church. And she hadn’t always been a married woman who went to church regularly, either.


Years ago she had babies by Metro, but they weren’t trying to get married. They just liked going together. In fact, Dayeesha used to be proud when Metro told people that she was his favorite Baby Mama. But that was before they got saved and got some sense. Neither Dayeesha nor Metro could believe they used to roll like that.


“It’s really bad, Daye,” Marsha whispered in the phone.


“Why is your crazy butt whispering into your own phone, and you’re in your car all alone? Who do you think is listening to you?”


Marsha laughed for the first time that morning. Dayeesha Hamilton Mitchell was a trip. Marsha said, “Girl, it’s bad. I just got fired and will get my last check at the end of the month. Daye, I don’t know what I’m going to do. I’m just getting back on my feet from all that divorce stuff I went through with Marcus’s dad before he died.”


Dayeesha nodded at the phone. Marsha had a point. She had been through the wringer. Lost half of her income when Rodney walked out, leaving her with a high mortgage, the IRS tax debt, and credit card bills up to the wazoo.


Marsha had been a real trouper through all that. She bravely filed Chapter Seven bankruptcy, gave up her beautiful home, and moved to a smaller, cheaper place with such flair and style you would have thought she’d planned it that way. The town house was half the size of the old house, but Dayeesha secretly liked it and the new neighborhood a whole lot better.


“Dayeesha,” Marsha sniffled, “are you even listening to me? I got fired. Yolanda Richardson…”


“That monkey-faced Yolanda Richardson is behind this?”


Marsha nodded, and then remembered that Dayeesha couldn’t see her. She said, “Yeah.”


Dayeesha flipped on the speaker phone so that she could get up from her desk and walk around while talking. This was not a conversation you had with somebody sitting down.


“So what did that skank-ho-heifer say?”


“At first she just slipped a note up under the door,” Marsha told her, wondering if Dayeesha had forgotten that she was at work, and at work at church.


“She is such a chump,” Dayeesha spat out. “Marsha, if I wasn’t trying to work out my salvation with fear and trembling, I would go over to that old stuck-up store and beat that Botox right off of that heifer’s face.”


“You think Yolanda has had some Botox shots?”


“Think? THINK? I know she has. Her face looks just like my daddy’s face did when he thought he liked some new woman at his church. I know you saw Daddy when he was walking around always looking like he was scared the police was after him.”


Marsha busted out laughing. She remembered seeing Dayeesha’s daddy walking around looking like he was running from the po po. She had wondered what was wrong with him but never thought that it could be because of Botox shots.


“I hate you lost your job, Marsha. But you know all things really do work out for the good of them that love the Lord. And everybody at this church knows that you love the Lord so much, a lot of folk think He is your first cousin.”


“Dayeesha, you are just as crazy,” Marsha said with a warm chuckle.


“You feeling better, aren’t you?”


“Yeah. A lot better than I did when I first called.”


“Well, thank goodness you are calmer than you were when I answered the phone. I thought I was going to have to hang up on your butt for a moment there.”


“You know that’s wrong, Dayeesha.”


“All I know is that it works. The number of irate, hysterical phone calls to our church has dropped considerably since I’ve been in charge of basic operations. So, do you want me to set you up with an appointment with Reverend Flowers?”


“Oh … I don’t know,” Marsha answered.


“But you called the church in crisis mode. So that means you need to talk to Reverend Flowers, right?”


“I don’t want to worry the pastor, Dayeesha. He has a lot on his plate.”


But you obviously don’t mind worrying me, Dayeesha thought, and then said, “Miss Thang, this is kinda like his job, you know. You really need to talk to the pastor about this. Do you want to come in on the same day as Veronica Washington?”


“Why would I want to come and see the pastor with Roni, Dayeesha?”


“Because she just lost her job, too?”


“Veronica Washington is no longer worker for SNAC? I thought she just signed the contract as their marketing guru or something like that.”


“She did,” Dayeesha said. “But something happened and they reneged on her. No explanation. Just gave her a, Girl, bye, and her last paycheck, which was actually her first paycheck.”


“That’s messed up,” was all Marsha could say. Of all of the people she expected to avoid losing a job, it was her friend Veronica Washington.


“Yeah, that it is,” Dayeesha told her, and then said, “So, you want to come in to meet with Reverend Flowers this coming Tuesday at ten in the morning? Rev doesn’t have a full plate on that day, and it’s when Veronica is coming in.”


“Yeah, I guess I can do that.”


“Okay, I have you down for ten a.m. on Tuesday. Do you want to meet with the pastor alone before your meeting with him and Veronica?”


“Uhh, I don’t think that’ll be necessary, Dayeesha. I’m sure the meeting with Reverend Flowers and Veronica will be good enough.”


Dayeesha started smiling at the telephone. Marsha was always finding a way to avoid being alone with the pastor. She didn’t know why Marsha wanted to act like she didn’t have a crush on Reverend Flowers—as if there was something wrong with that.


Reverend Flowers was supersingle. He didn’t have a girlfriend. He didn’t have a woman in his life he claimed to “care about.” He didn’t even have a good “friend-girl” he spent more time with than he did other women. As far as Dayeesha was concerned, the pastor’s life was pretty dismal in the girlfriend department. It was like what she always said to Metro when Reverend Flowers started getting her on nerves, being all extra.


“Ain’t nothin’ wrong with Reverend Flowers, except pastor needs a boo. If he had a woman in his life, maybe he’d calm the heck down and quit worrying the poop out of me.”


Marsha Metcalf fit the boo bill perfectly as far as Dayeesha was concerned, because the pastor was about as sweet on her as she was on him. He talked about Marsha a lot when she wasn’t around. And Reverend Flowers always broke out into a big smile when he saw Marsha at church. Sometimes Dayeesha would make it her business to get right behind Marsha in the receiving line at the end of service, just so she could watch the pastor try and act like he wasn’t happy to see her.


Only a trained eye like her own could decipher through all of that “I’m so into being a preacher, I don’t need a woman right now” baloney Rev was always trying sell to folk. The only reason he was running from Marsha Metcalf like he was doing was because he was scared of falling in love—as if he weren’t already there. No need to run from loving someone unless you loved them and was too dumb, stupid, stubborn, and ignorant to admit it. Dayeesha would have added “horse’s ass” to the list, but she was thinking about this while working at church and did not want to have offensive thoughts in God’s house.


Plus, Dayeesha had met Reverend Flowers’s ex-wife, Tatiana Flowers Townsend, and could understand why he was afraid of love and commitment. She’d be scared of love and commitment if she had to deal with Tatiana, too. The woman was drop-dead gorgeous, and a stone-cold playah. Metro told her that Tatiana could trump any man who ran his game at full throttle in her sleep.


Maybe she needed to introduce Tatiana to Rico Sneed, so they could game each other to death. But then, that wouldn’t work. Mr. Rico didn’t have enough money for a gold digger like Tatiana. And she probably had the most game and would put her foot up Rico Sneed’s butt in a playah play-on matchup.


Despite his troubles with Tatiana, Rev still had game. In fact, he used to be a skillful player who functioned at the top of the game. He was a retired FBI agent who had no qualms about shooting criminals; he was one of the “Baller, Shot-Caller” preachers in the Gospel United Church, had some deep pockets, and was so sharply dressed it bordered on the ridiculous. Reverend Flowers was also the player who didn’t have sense enough to stop playing until several errant female church members clowned him during a church service. But he still had not been able to do a thing with Tatiana Flowers Townsend.


Dayeesha could understand why Marsha was uncomfortable around Reverend Flowers. Denzelle Flowers was fine—just over six feet, muscular build, caramel complexion, close-cropped hair with the perfect amount of silver sprinkled through it, full and round mouth, and those round, dark-brown eyes that got even rounder when he was excited, upset, or mad. But the pastor’s best assets were his outstanding wardrobe and that high, round behind that seemed tailor-made for a pair of dress pants to hang off of.


Reverend Flowers had a lot of swagger and knew how to talk the kind of junk that would make a sister blush and say something like “Boy, you so crazy.” Even though he had long since turned in his player’s card, Denzelle’s high-level game capacity was still apparent to most folk. And that could prove to be unnerving to a woman like Marsha Metcalf, who had spent very little time out in the world collecting cool points.


Now to be fair to Marsha, Dayeesha had noticed that she was someone you needed to be careful about trying to run game on. And that was probably the main reason Reverend Flowers was so uncomfortable with Marsha Metcalf. He knew he couldn’t deal out any mess her way. He also knew that if he rolled up on Marsha as the “big dawg,” he risked yelping away like a pup with a newspaper popped on his nose.


There was one pastor of a sizable Gospel United Church in Winston-Salem, North Carolina, who practically ran when he crossed paths with Marsha Metcalf. Metro once overheard him talking to Reverend Obadiah Quincey about Marsha, when she walked past them at an annual conference. That joker had said, “That is one scary woman. She knows too much and can see straight through you. And get this: She don’t even know she can do all of that.”


Dayeesha couldn’t figure out what Marsha had said or done to make that preacher so scared of her, so she asked her what happened.


Marsha said, “Girl, I don’t know what I did to that boy. All I did was have coffee with him at the Caribou Coffee place on Franklin Street in Chapel Hill. We talked and laughed for hours about a bunch of crazy church stuff. After that, he never contacted me again. At first, I thought I’d done something to him. I even asked Reverend Quincey’s wife, Lena, about him. She told me the only thing he said was something crazy about me being ‘scary.’ Imagine that, Dayeesha? He thought I was scary. Me, scary. Girl, can you believe that?”


Dayeesha didn’t say anything. She thought Marsha was quite scary to a seasoned player like that preacher. And that thought was confirmed when she talked to her husband, Metro, about Marsha and that preacher.


Metro suprised Dayeesha when he said, “Baby, a woman like Marsha scares the hell out of a playah—especially one who is trying to operate undercover. He didn’t know what to do with Marsha. She didn’t chase him. She treated him well. He couldn’t make a subtle suggestion about a secret rendezvous, because the baby doesn’t have enough playah points to pick up on that. And she didn’t get her butt on her shoulders when he didn’t call or ask her out again.


“That scared the pee out of him. Brother like that don’t know how to react to the very thing he is always preaching about—a Proverbs 31 woman.”


Even though Metro was laying it all out in such a reasonable manner, it still sounded like the thinking of an imbecile to Dayeesha. She said, “Metro, that may be all well and good about old boy. But how do you explain why our Rev is so careful and guarded with Marsha? Sometimes he acts like he gets mad at her for just walking around and being on earth.”


“You’d get mad at Marsha, too, if you were a man and you knew she was the kind of woman you could and should fall head-over-heels in love with. Rev just ain’t trying to go out like that right now.”


“Metro Mitchell, whoever heard of trying not to be bothered with someone you know will be a blessing to you?”


“It may be crazy, but it is true. Why do you think I acted the way I did with you for all of those years? Dayeesha, you had me all in love with you and I was Metro Mitchell. I wasn’t having that at the time.”


Dayeesha didn’t say another word. She kissed her husband on the forehead and went to make sure their kids were doing their homework. She’d always suspected Metro of being guilty of something dumb like he had just shared. But to hear it out loud made it seem even more like the talk of a lunatic.


“Men are some complicated creatures, Lord,” she whispered, shaking her head and answering the telephone. Dayeesha had a ton of work to do today, and she was wasting precious time sitting around thinking about men and their craziness.


She couldn’t believe this day. First Veronica Washington lost her job and called the church all upset. Then Marsha Metcalf lost her job and called the church, crying and carrying on. And now it was her best friend, Keisha Jackson, on the other end, upset about being fired for going off on the athletic director’s other woman over some “school supplies,” cussing everybody out, driving her red-and-white Mini Cooper all over the landscaped lawn in front of the Athletic Department’s building, and then escaping from the campus police when she saw their blue lights bearing down on her.


Dayeesha reminded Keisha that this was a church line and not the club line, and to stop cussing. She put her on the schedule for that same ten o’clock meeting with the pastor the other two recent firees were scheduled for. That was going to be some kind of meeting. She made a list of pastries, teas, and some fancy coffee she’d need to get, so that she would have a legitimate reason to keep going in and out of Reverend Flowers’s office during the appointment. Dayeesha was not going to miss one word of that meeting if she could help it.


She was going over her “spy list” of goodies for the pastor’s meeting with Keisha, Veronica, and Marsha when a big, thick brother with close-cropped hair and a silver mustache and goatee stormed into the church office and slammed the door behind him. Dayeesha got up and walked right past the man without opening her mouth, looking for the security guard.


“I’m telling the pastor to fire that joker,” she mumbled under her breath, and then went back to her desk to finish working on her list.


“Am I invisible?” Rico Sneed snapped.


“I don’t know. Are you?” was all Dayeesha said, without even looking up from her work.


The man reached over and knocked Dayeesha’s bottle of Fiji water off of her desk and onto the floor.


“Is something wrong with you, Mr. Rico?”


“I told you to put Reverend Flowers on the phone. But no. You had to get all smart and beside yourself. So I’m here, in your face. How you like that?”


Dayeesha didn’t blink. She didn’t frown. All she did was open a drawer on her desk, reach in it, and pull out the custom-made Glock Metro and the kids had given her for Mother’s Day.


She took the safety off the gun and pointed the barrel at the man, using both hands like she’d seen Agent Prentiss do in her favorite TV show, Criminal Minds.


“Pick that water up, put it back on my desk, leave my office, and close my door softly. You are not talking to Reverend Flowers today or any day in the near future. And I’m telling my daddy on you.”


Rico Sneed bristled and started cussing like he was out in the streets and not up in church.


Dayeesha stood up and held her head to the side with the gun aimed at Rico Sneed’s hip. She hoped this fool would not do something to force her to shoot him. He already had his toes shot off by Reverend Flowers back in the day, when both of them were still young men.


Plus, shooting people was some real messy business—especially when they started bleeding all over the place, hollering, and getting on your nerves. Dayeesha did not feel like going through a police report because Mr. Rico pissed her off. And she especially didn’t feel like having to order some new carpet for a second time in three months. They hadn’t even had this new carpet long enough to clean it.


“You have exactly no seconds left before I start shooting.”


Dayeesha’s gun clicked, and Rico Sneed hightailed it out of New Jerusalem Gospel United Church. She saw him run to his car, hop in, and peel off the church parking lot, burning up all of the rubber on those new tires.


She put the safety back on the gun and put it back in her desk drawer.


“Served him right—coming up in my church bothering people like he don’t have good sense.”




 


Chapter Two


Reverend Denzelle Flowers sat at his desk gazing out of the huge picture window in his office. New Jerusalem Gospel United Church sat nestled in the middle of eighteen acres of land. It was a sweet patch of property in Raleigh that wasn’t too far from the North Hills Mall section of the city.


The original church building was a quaint, white, wooden structure that looked like the prototypical Southern church—black or white. But the old building had been remodeled to house New Jerusalem’s outreach ministries—Prison Ministry, Benevolence Fund Program, Scholarship Fund, and the New Jerusalem Job Bank.


People would walk up the redbrick path leading to the outreach ministries building, take a moment to admire the lovely garden, walk in, and end up detouring to the area that used to be the sanctuary. The staff members had now grown used to folk being late for their appointments because they wandered into the old sanctuary and stayed there a while to have a heart-to-heart conversation with the Lord.


While the old church building was warm and inviting, the new church facility was amazing. Using Turner Cathedral AME Church in Marietta, Georgia, as a template, the new New Jerusalem Gospel United Church was a magnificent brick structure that could seat five thousand members comfortably. There was an IMAX-quality sound system, big screens, and a comfortable pulpit designed to make you want to preach yourself happy. The choir loft would make you want to sing for hours, and the orchestra pit begged to be loaded down with the best instrumentalists in the area.


The most notable feature in the sanctuary was the stained-glass window/wall behind the choir loft that had several scenes depicting Jesus’ three-year ministry on Earth. And since Denzelle was a stone-cold brother, he made sure the folk making the glass windows for his church stained Jesus a rich dark chocolate, with an Afro that looked like he had gotten an edge-up from the ancestor of the barber who cut and shaped Denzelle’s hair.


The interior was a pale golden color with darker gold accents, and ruby velvet pew cushions were set in golden wood pews. Whenever one of Denzelle’s fraternity brothers walked up into his church and saw colors that hinted at a leaning toward the crimson and cream, they added a little extra to their offering amount. New Jerusalem members often joked about how many programs the Kappa Alpha Psi fraternity had supported at the church because of their deep affinity toward the church’s decor.


The church had everything Denzelle could think of putting in a church—a large banquet hall to host large events and receptions, educational and conference rooms, music rooms, three choir rooms, a movie theater, a roller-skating rink, a state-of-the-art gymnasium, and a modest-size theater for church plays. There were playrooms for the younger children, game rooms for the teens, hangout rooms for the young adults, two libraries with two full-time librarians on staff, a softball field, a playground, indoor and outdoor pools, and the lovely, award-winning garden.


Yet in spite of all of this fabulous stuff, it was the pastor’s suite that made Reverend Denzelle Flowers the envy of his ministerial colleagues around the state of North Carolina. His office was painted crimson, with deep cream coloring on the wood trim and wainscotting. There were golden hardwood floors that matched the desk, credenza, and coffee table. A dark-gold suede sofa sat in front of the coffee table, surrounded by crimson suede chairs the looked like they belonged in the lobby of the most expensive five-star hotel.


One wall was full of photographs of the church, the pastor, the members, and events. Another wall showcased a rich array of original artwork by local black artists. And the last free wall was dedicated to books from floor to ceiling, with a fancy rolling ladder that could be used to sail across the room in search of the perfect text. But it was the rich, crimson Italian leather chair behind the pastor’s desk that made some folk want to fight Denzelle for this office. That chair had a custom-built massage system, along with an electric heater to warm and sooth a brother’s tired and sore joints on a cold day.


Denzelle had a pile of stuff on his desk—invitations to preach, diversity training for new FBI recruits, a schedule to go to the gun range for target practice, and a training session for the new preachers in the denomination. And this was all outside of his normal duties as the pastor of New Jerusalem.


Folk just didn’t know how much was involved in running a large church. A good pastor had to serve as CEO, COO, spiritual leader, visionary, teacher, investment banker, development officer, and social worker. Maybe that’s why few folk just woke up one day and decided, “Hey, I think I’d like to become a pastor.” The best pastors were called, and a few of them were dragged into the ranks kicking and screaming.


Denzelle would be the first to admit that the last thing he had wanted was to become an ordained minister, and especially a pastor of a church. He had been ecstatic when the FBI recruiter came to Eva T. Marshall while he was still a college student and made it clear he was exactly what the bureau was looking for at that time. Denzelle was so excited about this opportunity that he doubled up on his course work and was on his way to graduating from college early. He even gave up his starting position as a point guard on the basketball team to make sure he didn’t lose that coveted spot up in northern Virginia.


But while Denzelle was working overtime to become Agent Flowers, the Lord added to that calling and compelled the crime fighter to also go out on the battlefield for Him as an ordained minister. The night this calling was put into action, Denzelle had been drinking and talking trash on the landing of the apartment he shared with his line brothers in the fraternity.


His uncle, Reverend Russell Flowers, was exhausted that night. But he had felt the Lord tugging at his heart all week about his wayward nephew. Russell knew Denzelle had been called into the ministry. He wished it had been Denzelle’s older brother, Yarborough, the Lord had called, instead of his brother’s spoiled youngest son. Yarborough would have been so easy to give this “thus sayeth the Lord” speech—but not that Denzelle. Russell only hoped he didn’t roll up on that boy all laid up with some fast-tailed coed, trying to convince him to make her his Kappa Kitten.


Russell wasn’t sure about the exact building or number of Denzelle’s apartment when he reached the complex. He drove around for a few minutes, looking for an overabundance of crimson-and-cream K-A-Ψ T-shirts, along with laughing and shrieks from the young women invited to party with the fraternity brothers.


It didn’t take long to find Denzelle and his boys. “Humpin” by the Gap Band was blasting out of the speakers they had set on either side of the apartment door. Two young women were dancing with three of the chapter’s most prized and sought-after frat brothers with paper cups in their hands. From the looks of their moves in those little tight shorts, Uncle Russell could safely assume they were not drinking Tang.


He wished there was a way to just grab those little girls by the collar and drive them back to their dorms. It was clear they thought this was the way to the hearts and favor of these young men. Unfortunately, nothing could be further from the truth. This was basically a frat house party, and the ball was definitely in the young men’s court. But these little girls probably thought they could handle themselves and the situation, because they were partying with a bunch of Kappas and not with a bunch of Qs.


Uncle Russell sighed, thinking, “These babies think those smooth and suave, always striving to say the right thing in public exteriors mean these young brothers are going to work hard to behave themselves.”


He watched one of the young men grab his date around the waist from the back and mumbled, “He is going to behave himself with that little girl whenever hell freezes over.”


And Russell figured correctly that Denzelle was as slick as a can of slick oil when it came to his dealings with women. That was not a good way for any man to be—and especially one who would soon find himself as an official man of the cloth. Russell had had many conversations with the Lord about the way men ran game on women. He detested that kind of behavior in a man—even if the man was his own flesh and blood. Men, both young and old, simply didn’t understand how much they trampled all over their own blessings and joy playing ugly games with women and igniting the anger of the Lord.


Denzelle’s line brother saw Uncle Russell first. He took his arms from around his date’s waist and got up off of being all up on her butt. He nodded and said, “Sir,” clearly impressed by Uncle Russell’s expensive diamond-and-ruby tie pin that identified him as a lifelong member of the fraternity. He wondered why Denzelle hadn’t told them that Uncle Russell rolled like that. No wonder he was so cool and GQ.


Denzelle was standing with his back to Uncle Russell, twirling his candy-cane–colored Kappa Kane and drinking out of a bottle of Johnny Walker Red. He drained his whiskey bottle and tapped his cane on the concrete of the landing like he was getting ready to break off into a step. A young woman walked up the steps grinning right at Denzelle. She was a fine thing in those tight jeans and snug red halter top.


“Lawd, ha mercy,” Denzelle said, and tapped the cane on the ground again. He was about to smack on his lips like he was hungry when he saw those breasts on the girl. They made him feel like dropping down on his knees, praying, and thanking God for making them thangs right when He made this girl.


Denzelle smacked on his lips again, and then stopped cold when he saw the horrified expression on his frat brother’s face and the subtle nod for him to turn around. Denzelle turned to meet the steel glint in his uncle Russell’s eyes.


He tried to straighten up and pull it together, but he was drunk and not able to pull it off too well.


Uncle Russell closed his eyes and prayed, “Help me, Jesus.”


Denzelle knew deep down in his heart that Uncle Russell had come here to give him the word that he was called to serve in the ministry. He had been dreading this moment for months. Why him? He was the bad and spoiled little brother. He was the lady’s man. He was the brother who liked to get drunk and get high. He was the one who needed a whole lot of work to make him right for the ministry.


Uncle Russell wanted to snatch that cane out of his fraternity brother/nephew’s hand and beat him with it. Denzelle was a piece of work. And Russell knew that was precisely why the Lord had called his nephew into the ministry.


The Lord loved to call the Denzelles to straighten up and go to work for Him. Years from now his nephew would win many souls to Christ because he “got it.” Denzelle would know exactly what his parishioners were talking about when they shared their struggles with coming out of the world to serve the Lord.


Uncle Russell knew that the boy did not want to give up drinking, cussing, and hitting every piece of tail that wasn’t nailed down just to put on a collar and preach. He knew Denzelle had his heart set on going up for FBI training as soon as he graduated and moving to the DC area, where he thought all of the action was. And he also knew Denzelle wouldn’t get past go if he got stupid and tried to act like he didn’t know what time it was.


His nephew could try and play games with the Lord if he wanted to. But Russell would not advise such a foolish move. All one had to do was scan the Book of Jonah to figure out that running from the Lord was really a waste of time. The Lord threw Jonah’s scary behind down in the belly of a whale. But there was a chance that God might choose a different way of getting Denzelle’s undivided attention—like, say, throwing Denzelle down in a locked basement with a bunch of really ugly women who would do anything to get with him.


Russell looked Denzelle square in the eye and said, “Boy, I’m tired, and I have had to deal with nonsense all week during the annual conference. So I’m going to give it to you straight. You’re called into the ministry, son. And judging from the way you’ve been trying to live it up, you’ve felt the Lord laying something on your heart. You won’t be the first preacher to try and run from being a preacher. But I can tell you that it won’t work.”


“Then can I have this last night to get myself one good booty call, Uncle?”


Russell popped Denzelle upside the head.


“Boy, you are going to divinity school and to train with the Board of Examiners for the Gospel United Church. You are talking crazy, like you only have a week to live.”


Denzelle didn’t say anything, because it felt like he only had a week to live. He knew what being called into the ministry meant. He would have to walk the straight and narrow. He wouldn’t be able to hang out with his frat brothers and have a good time.


And that was a shame, because his line brother and friend, Charles Robinson, was working on getting them into the newest and hottest strip club in the area. Denzelle knew that once he started training to become a minister, throwing two fat handfuls of bills at a hot stripper would definitely become a “gone are the things of the past.”


The full-breasted coed sashayed by again and sneaked a smile over at Denzelle. He looked like he was talking to his father. The last thing she wanted was for that fine Nupe’s dad to tell him to stay clear of her. Because that old dude definitely looked like a preacher who didn’t take mess off of anybody.


Denzelle sighed heavily and said, “So Uncle, what am I going to do about sex?”


“Get married?” Uncle Russell answered, and then closed his eyes and said, “Father, Lord, Jesus—give me strength.”


“Damn, that’s messed up,” Denzelle swore under his breath, praying Uncle Russell hadn’t picked up on his knee-jerk response. He desperately hoped the FBI would call him quick and hopefully get him away from all of this preacher stuff.


Training for the FBI, even as one of the few black recruits in his class, had been a walk in the park compared to what Denzelle went through to become a pastor. It wasn’t because they didn’t treat him well—they did. He was, after all, Reverend Russell Flowers’s nephew. But it was hard to walk the straight and narrow when all he could hear calling his name was the newest favored liquor, a joint, a jumping party at the Kappa frat house, and a fine, hot woman.


Denzelle tried everything to get off the preacher track but to no avail. Nothing he did worked. He tried to avoid reading his Bible but could barely sleep for scriptures he didn’t even know he knew popping up in his head. Had he really been in church so much that scriptures were practically second nature to him?


He even went so far as to write a tacky sermon on a note card in pencil after drinking all night when assigned to preach during one of the chapel services for the divinity school program he was enrolled in. Denzelle knew he had this one in the bag: He figured that when he walked in there looking like crap from his hangover, and then they heard that messed-up sermon, they would run him to his car and beg him to leave the program and never come back. No such luck—two divinity school students came down and got saved after hearing his sermon, “Getting Saved Ain’t for No Punks.”


Actually, Denzelle had the best time preaching that sermon. It was hilarious, and he whooped and hollered and wiped his face with a handkerchief until he accidently preached himself happy. He intentionally murdered the king’s English and used slang and jokes and carried on until he preached those two brothers down to the altar. All of that next week folk were walking up to him, saying, “I ain’t no punk man, I know the Lord.”


About the only good thing that happened to Denzelle as a result of being asked to preach that sermon was the number he had gotten from the sister who had been assigned to put flowers in the chapel that week. But that was short-lived. After he preached that sermon, and her brother was one of the two men to get saved, she told him, “Give me back my telephone number. You are a real preacher. I ain’t going to hell over you. I don’t care how fine you are, and how good your booty looks in those pants you wearing.”


Nothing helped, not even when he decided to go to a frat party with the sole intent of getting drunk, getting high, and getting laid. As soon as he stepped up in the frat house and placed an order for a shot of tequila, the chapter president came over to the bar where he was standing. The president frowned and said, “Brother Flowers, may I speak to you on the porch.”


Denzelle nodded and followed him out of the house.


“Brother Flowers, have any of your frat brothers done anything to offend you or do you any harm?”


“Huh?” Denzelle answered. He got along with all of his chapter brothers.


“Have we done anything to offend you?”


“Naw, Brother Kincaid. You know it’s nothing like that. I mean, why would you think that?”


“Frat, Frat,” Charles Robinson walked up and said. Charles patted the sister hanging on his arm on her big, round behind and sent her back into the frat house, where the music was getting funkier and hotter by the second. He looked at that booty wistfully, twirled a red toothpick around in his mouth, and chimed in: “Look, Denzelle. What Brother Kincaid is trying to tell you is that you are up in here trying to get a shot of tequila, trying to smoke some good weed, trying to get some tail, when what you need to be doing is reading your Bible so you can bring us sinners a word the next time we come to chapel to hear you preach.


“You are a man of the cloth, and now a member of an even more important fraternity—as hard as it is for me to admit that. We can’t let you come up in here putting us in danger of getting into some real trouble with the Lord simply because we were stupid enough to let one of His protégés come up in here and act like he don’t know Him like you really do.”


Denzelle opened his mouth to protest. But Charles raised his hand to silence him.


“I don’t want to hear it from you, frat,” Charles said. “You have been walking around this campus trying to act like you are not as tight with Jesus as you really are. And you can’t do that. It’s dangerous, and we ain’t having it. I know you know the scripture in Revelation about what the Lord will do to folk who think they are all saved and stuff, and what they really are is lukewarm.”


Both Brother Kincaid and Denzelle tilted their heads to get a good long look at Charles Robinson. Charles was one of the bad boys in the chapter. He was the last person who was supposed to know what was in that Bible. And Revelation, too? This was getting way too scary.


“What?” Charles snapped at them. “Y’all both know that my auntee is an evangelist, and so saved Jesus probably calls her on the telephone just to chitchat about what’s going on in Durham, North Carolina. You think she hasn’t hit me up with some Revelation, trying to scare me to Jesus?”


Brother Kincaid and Denzelle kind of nodded. Charles’s aunt Margarita was one of the savedest people they knew.


“Charleeeeee,” Charles’s woman said from the screen door. “I’m getting cold.”


Brother Kincaid paused, and then started laughing. It was seriously hot up in that house. He said, “Frat, you better get in there and take care of that fast. And you,” he told Denzelle, with a stern expression spreading across his face, “you need to leave and go do what the Lord bids you to do. And you bet not come back unless it is for a chapter meeting and you are serving as our chaplain. These parties are now off-limits to you.”


Denzelle was too through, even if he was secretly touched by the love and concern of his fraternity brothers. That was the way folk were supposed to act with preachers—hold their feet to the fire to do right. He went back to his car and drove over to Honey’s Restaurant off of 85, because it was one of the few places open at this time of night in Durham. He had never been real fond of their coffee, but the pecan waffles were pretty decent in the wee hours of the morning.


As soon as he walked in he spotted his best friend and fellow divinity school student, Obadiah Quincey, sitting in a booth looking like his dog had just died.


“Obie man? What you doing out here at this time of night?”


“I was thinking the exact thing when I saw your red Camaro slide into that parking space, D,” Obadiah said.


“Frat house put me out,” Denzelle answered, sounding a little on the pitiful side.


“Mine did, too,” Obadiah commiserated. “Man, all I wanted to do was drink one beer and play one hand of poker. Was that so bad?”


“I don’t think that was too bad,” Denzelle answered, thinking that Obie’s frat brothers were even stricter than his about these things. At least he was trying to cut up. But Denzelle knew that Obie wasn’t trying to doing anything like what he’d been planning for the evening.


“Dang, man,” Obadiah said, and put syrup on his waffle. “I guess we are officially preachers, huh.”


Denzelle reached out for some skin and just nodded. They had somehow officially crossed over into being men of the cloth.


“Precious memories,” Denzelle whispered to himself. He and Obadiah had stayed up all night eating waffles, drinking Honey’s watery coffee, and talking about what it would be like to be full-fledged men of the cloth. He picked up a picture of him and Obadiah, taken the day they received their final papers and preacher’s licenses, and were approved for full ordination. They were so young back then. Obadiah’s solemn face stared back at him, looking almost the same, with the exception of the silver streaks in his hair.


They had been through a lot in the more than thirty years of being best friends and fellow preachers. Thirty years was a long time to be charged with trying to get a bunch of black folk in Durham and Raleigh on the King’s High Way. Denzelle loved the black church. But church folk were something else. And he couldn’t wait to get to Heaven to ask the Lord about His decision to call him to such a great commission. Well, actually, Denzelle could wait to get to Heaven. As much as he wanted to hear the answer to that question, he was content to wait on the opportunity to present it “face to face.”




 


Chapter Three


It didn’t seem like he’d been in this business that long, even though Denzelle could see the decades of time passed in the silver sprayed across his head and in his mustache. Where had the time gone? He should have felt like a seasoned warrior on the battlefield of the Lord. But there were times when he still felt like a rookie.


To most folk Denzelle was not only a seasoned preacher, he was a man held in high esteem, and one who was to be feared—especially if you found yourself on the wrong side of the law. Anybody staring down the barrel of one of his guns needed to be scared. They also needed to start praying and making one last attempt to get right with the Lord.


Denzelle made quite a name for himself back in the mid-1980s as both a preacher to watch and the FBI agent to fear, when he served as a major player in one of the most successful drug busts in Durham County while simultaneously helping his denomination do serious damage to some crooked and corrupt preachers in the Gospel United Church.


He helped dismantle a powerful southeastern drug cartel run by the notorious Dinkle Brothers of western North Carolina. By the time Denzelle got through with Harold and Horace Dinkle they were relieved to go to jail, at an undisclosed federal facility, away from everybody interested in what they were compelled to tell the feds. Agent/Reverend Flowers had received many awards, along with a key to the city of Durham, for his work on that case. He also moved up in the Gospel United Church, and for a young pastor was given one of the better church assignments at that time.


Tabernacle Gospel United Church, in Greensboro, North Carolina, was a midsized congregation with a strong operating budget and a dedicated group of members. Tabernacle knew it was the training stop for preachers on their way up to the more prestigious and wealthier congregations. And the church considered it something akin to a calling to be able to provide the kind of foundation and training needed by ministers on the fast track, like Reverend Denzelle Flowers.


The good folk at Tabernacle Gospel United Church fell in love with their new pastor, with his bad self, almost the moment they met him. Several ladies took note of how pastor always dressed, and they were especially impressed on the Sunday he showed up at church in a tailored, Carolina blue suit that fit his body better than they imagined his gun fit in its holster.


As one woman put it, “Normally, I ain’t for a man in a pastel-colored outfit. But daggone it, if pastor has given a whole new meaning to the term Easter suit. And those baby blue gators? Lawd, ha mercy.”


The church’s resident hoochie secretly agreed with that assessment. That Tar Heel suit fit Reverend Flowers so well it gave her cause to ponder on what was up in that suit to make it hug all of the right spots on her new pastor’s body.


Sharlena Maxwell licked her lips when going through the receiving line after service and said, “Pastor Denzelle, you served up this morning’s sermon so hot and good, you made me hungry.”


Denzelle, who knew he was looking good in that suit, with the silk, blue, and cream paisley–printed lining in the suit coat and the silk tie matching the print in the lining, smiled back at his fine parishioner, took her hand, and said, “Sister…”


“Sharlena. My name is Sharlena Maxwell, Pastor.”


Denzelle gave her the smile that got him in so much trouble while an undergrad. He knew he was looking at nothing but one hundred and twenty-five pounds of pure trouble, with a name like Sharlena and matching from head to toe in an electric blue silk suit, electric blue silk hat, electric blue pumps and matching purse. Denzelle figured with all of that blue, baby had to be wearing a bright blue bra and bikini panties. There was nothing better than getting an eyewitness full of a big brown rump stretching the strings on some itsy-bitsy blue panties.


He said in his best preacher voice, “It is a pleasure to meet you on this great and blessed Sunday that the Lord has given us.”


Sharlena sucked on her tooth and looked the pastor right in the eye. She grinned, pleased that her grin made him squirm. Sharlena had maneuvered quite a few secret rendezvous with preachers and knew when she had managed to get under a minister’s skin. A brother out there in the world would have been licking his chops and working hard on a good comeback line. But a preacher? And a pastor at that? That brother would retreat into preacher minutia and try and play it off that she was getting next to him.


She thought, “This is going to be fun, ’cause this preacher is good. He smooth, too.” And then, Sharlena said, “The pleasure is all mine, and hopefully will be yours,” in the sexiest voice she dared use in the receiving line at church.


Later that afternoon, while eating at K & W Cafeteria with her best friend, Sharlena said, “Girl, it is just a matter of time before I find out what those blue pants are covering up.”


Her friend dipped her fork into a delectable piece of chocolate cream pie and said, “I heard that.”


Denzelle was a great preacher. He was also a very personable pastor who had a genuine appreciation of all of his parishioners—young and old. As much as those ladies were busy discussing everything about their pastor they didn’t have any business discussing about the pastor, the other members of the church were busy discussing how much life and pizzazz and fire he brought to their church.
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