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The book is dedicated to my dear grandmother 
, Rosia Reese, who has gone on to be with 
the Lord. I love and miss you terribly. 
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Prologue

Michelle

 


 



Things are never what they seem. It matters not that people look at my life and think it’s perfect, or that I’m perfect—it’s not and I’m not. I’ve been married for two years and a half, and been a first lady about as long as Barack Obama has been the President, and I’m beginning to wonder if I’m cut out for this. Don’t get me wrong; I love my husband and I love our church. But, the drama that I’ve been through has been unbelievable to say the least. Sitting here in this courtroom waiting for the sentencing of Daphne Carlton, the woman who tried to wreck my life with her devious schemes of harassment, I wondered just how much more I would have to endure as the price of being the first lady.

I never cared about what being the first lady meant. I just happened to fall in love with a man who had a calling on his life to be a pastor. All these women who were wishing they had this “dream” life should take a course on what really goes on behind the scenes before they sign up for the job. The loneliness you encounter because your husband is off somewhere preaching a conference or revival. The bitterness you feel toward people when they mistreat your husband or go against what he feels God is leading him to do with the congregation. The accusations that all preachers are money hungry and only want to ride in fancy cars and live the high life. And, not to mention that it seems to be one judgmental thing after the other.

Darvin was not like that. He really did take what he did seriously, and most times he was not appreciated for it. Sometimes I wished my husband had any other job than that of a pastor—like an engineer, or a teacher. Even being a janitor would sometimes be better. Hell, he was cleaning up people’s lives anyway.

I tried to veer my thoughts to something else. Any time expletives started popping into my head, I had to stop and remind myself that I had to keep my cool—my composure. I was a first lady, now. But, the ever so present truth was that I wanted to walk out of this courtroom to the closest bar and grill and order me a shot of Patrón, followed by an Amaretto Sour.

“Will everyone please rise?” the bailiff asked. “The honorable Judge Crothers.”

We all rose at the appearance of the judge, who held a manila folder in his hands. This was our third day in court, and even having listened to all of the evidence presented against Daphne, it was still hard to believe that this was really happening to us.

“Ms. Carlton, after reviewing all of the testimony presented against you, it concerns me that a person would go to the levels that you have gone to interfere in someone else’s life. I am persuaded that a person with all of their faculties wouldn’t concoct the things that you did; which is why I’m ordering you to spend two years in a highly secure mental institution in your hometown of Fort Lauderdale, Florida. In addition to that, I’m ordering a permanent restraining order to be in place. Please take this time, ma’am, to come to your senses.” With that, he slammed the gavel.

The heifer was finally getting what she deserved. I hoped with every vengeful nerve in my body that Daphne would rot in that mental institution that the judge had just ordered her behind to for the next two years. Although it was wrong, I prayed that she would spend every minute being tortured by people just like her, in the same way that she had tortured me for the past year.

My husband, Darvin, shook hands with our attorney as I watched the guards take a crazed-looking Daphne out of the courtroom. I shook my head in hopes of shaking away the memory that this woman ever existed. All I had ever wanted since getting into my role as First Lady of Mount Zion Baptist Church was for God to send me a friend, someone I could trust. Being in ministry was not an easy thing; being the pastor’s wife was even more difficult.

It was true that I had other friends who were first ladies, but they were all so busy with their own lives that we only had time to see each other once a week.

The day I met Daphne, I had only been a first lady for a few months. I was having brunch at a quaint little diner in midtown. It was one of my favorite little spots to retreat to when I didn’t want to be recognized by anyone, be it a church member, or someone who knew me as being the wife of the highly esteemed Pastor Darvin Johnson.

Darvin had become one of the most recognized pastors on TV, with his sermons being broadcast on stations all over the country. Each broadcast began with him welcoming viewers to the show, and me standing beside him, flashing my 1000-watt smile. So, not only did people recognize him when we were out, they recognized me as well.

Sitting in the rustic restaurant that was popular for its chicken pot pie, I inhaled the fragrance of peace and serenity. I savored the sweet moments of relaxation as I prepared to delve into the lunch portion of the restaurant’s special that the maître d’ had just placed before me.

As the scent of my lunch tickled my senses, a stylish woman wearing a knee-length red sweater and black fishnet stockings, with thigh-high black patent leather boots, sauntered into the restaurant, commanding the attention of those of us in need of a makeover. Her hair was a brown shade with bronze highlights, and soft curls framed her face. Her skin was a flawless color of butterscotch, and if her makeup had been any more intact, I would have questioned whether she was real.

The hostess seated the young woman at a small table in the corner. As the woman sat down, she removed a leather portfolio from a black attaché and retrieved some papers that she immediately began to mull over. The woman looked as though something was weighing heavily on her mind.

I soon turned my attention back to my sweet delight, and within thirty minutes was paying for my check and getting ready to head back into the buzz of my reality.

I grabbed my Fendi bag, tossed my leather coat over my arm, and walked toward the front exit.

“Nice purse,” I heard a woman say.

I turned to see that it was the woman I’d been admiring earlier from a distance. Up close, she was even more perfect. “Thanks,” I said. Darvin had purchased that purse for my birthday and I wore it proudly.

“You’re the first woman with such impeccable taste that I’ve seen since moving here to Atlanta,” she continued. She picked up her glass of Pinot Noir and sipped it, leaving a shiny coat of lip gloss on the rim.

“That’s hard to believe,” I said, laughing, thinking that she had to be joking.

Atlanta was definitely a city chock full of beautiful and nicely dressed women.

“Well, honey, believe it. I’ve only been here for a few days, and from what I can tell, no one comes close to being suitable for the cover of any magazine,” she said, her voice dripping with arrogance.

Taken aback by her load of self-confidence, I said, “Maybe you haven’t gone to the right places. I know plenty of women—some being my friends—that would prick the fashion atmosphere they’re so sharp.”

That garnered a hearty laugh from the woman, who must have thought she had landed on a planet occupied by style disasters.

“Girl, that is too funny. I haven’t heard anything that hilarious in a very long time,” the woman said.

Not understanding why my words were so funny to her, I decided to move on and let the fashion queen enjoy her lunch. “You have a nice day,” I said, trying to force a smile.

She threw her hands up, and the gesture brought attention to the many black and red bracelets dangling from her wrist. “Wait. I’m sorry. But, it’s just that your statement reminded me of my family down in Alabama, who I would spend summers with as a child.” She dropped her head in more laughter. “They were some extremely polished country bumpkins.”

I glared at this woman whose repulsiveness was making me forget all about the nice, peaceful moments I’d just had.

“Mmm. Well, thanks for that, ah, compliment. Enjoy your lunch,” I said, and stormed out the door before she had time to continue her insults.

Darvin’s nudging brought my mind back to the present. Now, standing in this courtroom, thinking about how much hell Daphne had caused me, I should have known that day that Daphne could have never been my friend.

A month or so later, when she had shown up at the doors of Mount Zion Baptist Church, she’d done everything she could to prove to me that she was nothing like the woman I’d met that day in the diner. She volunteered on several ministries that I was closely involved with, and had many times over proven her competency to be a hard worker. She and I had spent long hours working on church events together; and when everyone would get tired and retreat home, Daphne would always stay behind to help. She soon became the person I turned to for many things.

“Michelle?”

Once again, Darvin interrupted my thoughts. “Yes, baby?”

“Did you hear what I just said?”

“No. I’m sorry. I was just thinking about Daphne,” I admitted.

“Honey, there’s no need to think about her anymore. This time Daphne is out of our lives for good,” he said reassuringly. He put his arm around the small of my back and led me out of the courtroom.

A few reporters had gathered outside to ask a few questions, but it had been already decided that Christopher Tate, Darvin’s best friend and our attorney, would make statements on our behalf until we were ready to hold a press conference.

“Are you hungry?” Darvin asked.

“A little. I’m mainly tired. I would prefer to go home and get some rest.”

He looked at his watch. “I have a meeting with the new sound technician at the church in two hours. You want to just grab something to go and then head home?”

I glared at him. “How could you set a meeting today? Do you know how taxing this whole thing with Daphne has been on me? I was hoping to enjoy a quiet evening with you free of church business.”

He rolled his eyes in frustration. “How many times do we have to go over this, Michelle? I’m sorry, but I can’t allow this situation—or should I say this former situation with Daphne—ruin the rest of my day.” He looked around and realized that people were beginning to stare at us as we stood on the courthouse steps. He dropped his voice lower. “Look, I promise when I get home tonight, it’ll just be me and you.”

“Darvin, that’s not my issue,” I said, frustrated with his failed attempt to pacify me. “Every night when you get home, it’s me and you. The baby is already asleep when you arrive. But, once you’re there, our routine consists of the same thing every single night. We eat dinner, and then you’re off to your office to prepare a sermon. There is hardly ever any intimate time spent between us. When it is, it only involves sex.” I felt my eyes get moist. “I just want us to have a day free of anyone else or any other business. I want us to maintain our relationship.” I stroked his cheek.

For a minute, I thought he was actually considering my plea. But then, he looked deep into my eyes, and I could tell that he was searching for a way to let me down gently. I had grown to know when I’d actually gotten through to him, and I could feel that this was not one of those times.

“Why don’t I call Greg and see if he can meet me right now instead of in two hours? How does that sound? That way, I can take this off of my to-do list and spend the rest of the evening home in bed with you, watching old movies.”

I stared holes into him. I concluded that he must have a fever. Either that or he couldn’t hear. I didn’t want to be brushed off while he scratched off another item on his to-do list. I was always taking a back seat to his stupid list. Matter of fact, at times I felt that if there were ten things on it, I was number ten.

I started walking away. If I spoke right now, I would say the wrong thing. We had only been married for a few years, but I could remember our pre-marital counselor saying, “When you are in a heated moment that’s too intense for a response, walk away; for it’s better to walk away than to do or say something that you’ll later regret.”

“Michelle!” he called.

I kept walking.

“Michelle, girl, you know you hear me talking to you.”

I still kept walking. I crossed the street to the parking lot where I had parked my car. Suddenly, I heard car horns blowing. I turned around to see Darvin’s tall behind trying to stop cars by holding his hand up in the stop formation. If I wasn’t so frustrated, I would have laughed at his silly self.

He ran up to me. “What are you trying to do? Get me killed?”

“Nobody told you to be deceived into thinking that you were some type of rubber, able to endure being run over by a car if it should hit you,” I said sarcastically.

“Listen, honey,” he said as he caressed my arm. “I’m sorry. I know that I’ve been really busy lately, and maybe you’re right; we haven’t spent much time together. But, baby—”

“Don’t ‘but baby’ me. I’m tired of the excuses. I’ve been patient. I knew when I married you that things wouldn’t be as they are in normal relationships, but I didn’t sign up for this. I don’t care who it is; if you don’t spend time with your spouse, your marriage will be doomed.” I moved away from his touch. “Either we start spending time together, or we’re headed for disaster.”

“What do you want me to do?” he asked in the tone he used when he was frustrated.

“I don’t want you to do anything. I only want you to be my husband. Whatever that means to you,” I said.

I turned and walked to my car. As I drove away, I saw that Darvin was still standing frozen in the spot I’d left him. So many thoughts were racing for first place in my mind. This situation with Daphne had certainly taken its toll on me, and ultimately, our marriage. God only knew if we would ever be able to fully recover from it. I knew I’d probably overreacted, but I didn’t care right now. After more than a year of battling with the psychotic behavior of Daphne, it was a wonder anyone knew how to act properly.

I hated the day that I had ever allowed her in my home. In my life. In my husband’s life. Who could truly blame her for being infatuated with Darvin? After all, I married him. He was a good man—sometimes too good—and it always seemed that some other woman was after him.

But Daphne had taken it too far. Her tactics had gone well beyond the point of admiration and had turned into obsession. Pretending to be Darvin’s wife was the final straw. Little did we know this floozy had established her entire life as Mrs. Darvin Johnson. How stupid.

My head ached with the force of a volcano eruption thinking about all that had transpired over the past couple of years. Darvin was right; it was time for me to start moving beyond the past and focus on Michelle.




Chapter One

Michelle

 


 



Two years later

I awakened to the rays of sunshine peeking through the bay windows in my bedroom. Had it not been for the rumbling in my stomach, I would have dived deeper into the sheets, even after my alarm clock went off. But the fight going on in my stomach suggested that I better get up before what little was in it came out. This first trimester of pregnancy had been a good one, but every morning I woke up, I felt as though I had not eaten in ages.

I swung my legs over the side of the bed, put my feet in my fluffy hot pink slippers, grabbed the matching pink terrycloth robe that was resting on my chaise, and headed to the kitchen. On my way out of the room, I noticed my husband’s empty spot in the bed. Since finding out that I was pregnant, I was no longer able to drag myself out of bed in time to attend the early morning service, and every Sunday at 6:30 A.M., my husband, Darvin Johnson, left the house to go and preach the 7:00 A.M. service.

I pulled open the door to the refrigerator to determine what I would eat. The pineapples and strawberries looked appetizing, but this morning I needed something more than fruit. Being just four months along, I was beginning to show a bulge in my stomach. If I weren’t pregnant, I would have rebuked the thought of what was to come next in hopes of getting rid of the “pooch”; but under the circumstances, I decided on beef sausage, two eggs, cheese grits, wheat toast, and some Cran-Grape juice. As I prepared my food, my stomach began dancing from the anticipation of what was to come. Both my stomach and I knew that my hunger troubles were about to be over.

As I sat at the breakfast nook of our kitchen with the plantation shutters open wide, I took in all that God had blessed me with on this beautiful Sunday morning. I hurried to finish eating because it was nearing time for me to start getting dressed. Because I missed going to the first service so often, I was never late for the second. My husband, being the prolific and astounding preacher that he was, enticed the crowd from the first service to stay for the second. He and the board members had been in constant talk about possibly going to a third service, but Darvin wasn’t hearing it. He was determined not to let the preaching gift be the cause of his early death.

I finished my food, put the dishes away, and then went into my oversized closet and contemplated what I was going to wear. Thankfully, my clothes were still behaving as they should, in spite of the pregnancy and slightly expanding waistline. I passed a row of St. John knits, a section of Donna Vinci, and stack of Manolo Blahniks to make my way to the “jean section” of my closet. I eyed the jean outfit that I was about to wear and laughed to myself. I was known for not being your traditional first lady, and I couldn’t care less that everybody expected me to be sharp every single Sunday. I also laughed because I knew that the deaconess was going to have a natural fit because I wasn’t wearing white today. It was first Sunday, communion Sunday, and this first lady was wearing a jean outfit. Like it. Love it. Leave it.

I trucked to the bathroom, took a shower, got dressed in a jean skirt that had a spray of rhinestones cascading down the right side, a black camisole, a matching jean jacket, and applied my makeup. I took one final glance in the full-length mirror next to my vanity, admiring the way the jean skirt tugged at my thighs, just enough for my husband to notice that my shape was still intact, and not enough for the “Mothers in Zion” to start the I-can’t-believe-she-calls-herself-a-preacher’s- wife gossip. Once again, I laughed to myself, because it wasn’t like I cared anyway.

Later on in my car, I opened the sunroof to my Navigator as I merged onto I-75. Spring was definitely in full force. The wind was blowing, the birds were singing, and I felt good.

I turned up my radio to hear the sounds of Kirk Franklin blaring through my radio. “Imagine Me” had become one of my favorite songs, and I couldn’t help but reflect over my own life each time I heard it. That song was followed by a song written by the praise and worship maestro in his own right, Mr. Fred Hammond.

I was jamming to the beat of Fred when I pulled into the parking lot of Mount Zion Missionary Baptist Church. By the looks of the already full parking lot, you would have thought that I was a couple of hours late. Parishioners had already filled every empty space, and the parking attendants were directing traffic into the empty lot across the street that was being preserved for the next part of our building phase, the Mount Zion Youth Development Center. I drove to my own reserved parking space, remembering when the parking lot used to be only half full. Those were the beginning days, when we were struggling to keep members.

Darvin’s innovative approach to ministry had ruffled more than a few feathers and had ultimately sent people scattering to find a more traditional church. Darvin and I persevered, and two years later, we had the fastest growing ministry in South Atlanta.

The parking attendants greeted me with warmth as I maneuvered my way into the space, and before I could turn off my engine, my armor bearers (known to some as amateur security guards) were already rushing toward me. I smiled, because while most first ladies saw this as an opportunity to take advantage of someone’s servanthood, I actually respected my armor bearers as being critical components who ensured that my worship experience was uninterrupted from the time I stepped foot on the grounds.

“Good morning, First Lady,” Chanice, my newest assistant, said.

Twylah, my armor bearer for the last two years, came right behind Chanice’s greeting.

“Good morning, ladies.” I put on my “first lady smile” and exited the truck. Thankfully, today was a good day, and my first lady smile was real.

“First Lady, Pastor is waiting on you in the back. Are you going to need anything before the second service begins?”

I looked at Chanice and admired the beauty of her humbleness. She had only been at the church for six months since moving from New Orleans, but she went to endless measures to make sure I didn’t need a single thing. God must have had me in mind when he made her, because she had definitely been a God-send. However, I didn’t miss the disgusted look on Twylah’s face.

She and Chanice had been having problems as of late, each trying to vie for my attention.

“No, Chanice. I won’t need anything right now.” They opened the doors to the sanctuary, and the cool breeze that caressed my face was welcomed, because either the blaring sun was hotter today than usual, or the pregnancy hormones were really kicking in.

My armor bearers and I went to our private area in the back so that I could greet my husband. When he’d left earlier that morning, I’d been so sleepy that I barely heard him leave. Now, I was fresh and in my right mind, and ready to see the man that made my heart skip a beat. Even though I knew that he was getting ready to go into the service, I had to steal a kiss from him.

As we were walking in, he was walking out. His two armor bearers dwarfed him in size and made me and my two assistants appear as midgets.

“Hey, darling,” I said in my most cheerful voice, and kissed him dead on the lips.

“Hey, baby,” he said in a tone that only I knew and understood. That “hey, baby” was more than just a greeting. It was a promise for later.

I cooed on the inside, and Chanice and Twylah didn’t miss a single moment of the passion that passed between us in a simple greeting. I turned to see their reactions, and just as I expected, their smiles were as bright as the sun.

An open display of affection between us was customary around Mount Zion, and my husband always made sure to keep it up. When Darvin first accepted the call to pastor, certain females got a little carried away with their infatuation of the pastor, and Darvin had to set the record straight and let them know who the only lady in his life was.

“Are you going into the office to get a bite before you come down to the service?” Darvin asked as Elder Tyrone helped him into his jacket.

“No. I had a big breakfast before I left home, and we are fine.” I proudly rubbed my stomach. Once again, my heart warmed, but this time at the thought of bringing our baby into the world in five months.

A couple of years ago, I thought that the Daphne saga would destroy my marriage, but God had turned things around. I was now living my life like it was golden, and savoring every sweet moment of being Mrs. Darvin L. Johnson.

“Okay, baby, I’ll see you in service.” Darvin kissed me once again before disappearing down the corridor that led to the main sanctuary.

I watched him float away into the harmonious sounds of the praise team, who were getting people into the mind to worship. I strode into the office, took a quick glance into the mirror, and just to make sure that my makeup was still as flawless as it was when I left home, I applied another smooth layer of the M[image: e9781622861224_img_903.gif]A[image: e9781622861224_img_903.gif]C Studio Fix powder and a fresh coat of Spring Bean lip gloss. After deciding that I was satisfied with my appearance, we went out of the office in the same direction that Darvin had gone just minutes earlier.

I entered the sanctuary to find that we were yet again at seating capacity. As I took my seat next to my husband, I surveyed the audience and noticed that some people were standing with their hands raised, and others just simply bowed their heads as tears flowed from their eyes. The feeling of thanksgiving exuded from the churchgoers, and once again, I felt a peace come over me. I, too, worshipped God in my own way, and concluded that all was truly well with my soul.

As the praise team brought their last song to a close, the crowd was in an uproar, sending praises up to God. But I noticed one lone individual sitting in the back of the church. I could barely believe my eyes. It couldn’t be her. Sure, she looked a little different with her hair longer, but even from a distance, I could tell it was her. To those who were unfamiliar with her, she was like any other parishioner coming to the worship service; but to me, she was my worst nightmare.

The glee that had filled my heart just moments before was replaced by a twinge of hatred, just at the sight of her. I knew that it was wrong to feel that way, but nobody understood the hell this woman had put me through—and I was far from forgetting it. As a matter of fact, it might have been safe to say that I was still mad as hell.

My husband’s nudging sliced through my thoughts. I turned and glared at him because in that moment, I didn’t want to be jolted from my anger. Surely, this woman had come back to terrorize me. But this time, she would meet her match. This time, I wouldn’t pray as much as I did before, because when I prayed, God normally spoke some sense into me. I didn’t want any sense; I wanted to kick her butt, because I was one mad first lady.




Chapter Two

Michelle

 


 



My eyes were so fixed on the woman who had interrupted my flow of worship that my husband practically nudged a hole in my arm, trying to get my attention.

“Michelle,” he said as quietly as he could.

I jerked my head around and gave him the coldest stare. “What?” I shouted back through gritted teeth, and this time, a fake smile.

“What are you doing?” The puzzled look on his face matched my own, as I was trying to figure out why he was asking such a stupid question.

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“We are the only ones still standing.”

I followed his eyes to the congregation, and sure enough, we were the only ones who were not seated. The announcement clerk was reading today’s announcements, and I could hear a few people whispering among themselves, no doubt trying to figure out if something was wrong with us.

My legs were as heavy as steel, but I forced my limbs to slowly move backward as I sat down in my seat with embarrassment all over my face. I turned back to my husband’s questioning eyes, and I knew that I had to give some sort of explanation for my behavior.

“I’m sorry, baby. Believe it or not, Daphne is sitting in the back of the church,” I managed to get out.

“What? Daphne?” he said as his eyes scanned toward the back of the church. “You must be mistaken. She’s in a mental institution, baby. How could she be sitting in the back of the church?”

“I don’t know. If I knew that, I wouldn’t be so flustered,” I said. Suddenly, it came to me. Daphne’s two years in the mental institution were up.

“Baby, don’t worry about Daphne. Even if it were true that she was here, there’s nothing she can do to you here. Before she even gets close, an army of people will be there to stop her.”

Did he just hear me? She is here.

And, obviously, she couldn’t be stopped, because she was sitting in our church. I wanted to scream this to Darvin, but he had already turned his focus back to the service. I know it had been two years, but was I the only one who remembered just how subtle and conniving this woman could be? It was these traits that landed her directly into our lives.

Her desire to be intricately involved in the ministry matched our own need to have more volunteers. With her passion and willingness to work and make unending sacrifices, she quickly stood out from among the others.

While most were talking, she was busy doing. I had accepted her against my better judgment. As a result, she’d dined with us. She’d shopped with me. She’d spent long hours talking to my husband about various ways she could help us improve the ministry. She’d traveled with me to my speaking engagements and had served me just as if she’d been called by God to do specifically that. And in all of that, I was too blind to see that she wanted to be me. Her plan included taking over my life. As me.

Trying to figure out my next move, I sat looking at Daphne as she swayed softly along with the choir that was now singing J. Moss’s “Forgive Me, Oh Lord.” I knew that it was wrong to think it, but I just didn’t want God to forgive her. I wanted her to pay for every single thing that she had done to try to annihilate my life. Sure, that wasn’t the Christian thing, but I was mad. And there weren’t too many Christian-like thoughts coming to mind right now.

“Baby, you’ve got to snap out of it,” Darvin said as sweetly as he could. “Don’t let the devil steal your joy.”

What did he just say? Was he being the husband or the Pastor right now?

If he was being the husband, then that was the wrong thing to say, and if he was being the Pastor, then he’d better find someone else to give a word to, because I didn’t need it. Not that one anyway. Because the devil was sitting right in the back of our congregation, and she had already stolen my joy.

The rest of the service went by in a blur. I was extremely agitated that the joy I had when I started the day had been replaced by dreary gloom. My stomach was starting to feel upset, and I felt like I was about to hurl every morsel of my breakfast onto Darvin’s tailored suit. He was sitting there looking so good in the charcoal gray suit that he had chosen to complement with a smoky gray shirt, matching tie, and black gators. And if that weren’t enough to make him look as if he’d just stepped out of fashion heaven, the salt-’n-pepper hairs that were peeking out of his goatee were sinful enough to drive any woman to hell if she wasn’t careful.

Admiring my husband and his delightful taste in clothing took my mind off Daphne, but only for a moment. My pleasure was short-lived, because I returned to my previous thought. Why was Daphne back?

My eyes swerved back to the place where Daphne was sitting, but she was no longer there. I blinked, making sure that my contacts hadn’t become dry, thereby giving me the illusion that people were disappearing. What I did see clearly was Darvin taking his place at the wooden podium to deliver his sermon. I turned and saw my two assistants sitting behind me. I saw Mother Hampton dozing off to sleep in the Amen corner, and I saw Deacon Brown following suit, his snores becoming a part of the amens and hallelujahs.

What I didn’t see was the person who had just occupied the last seat on the back row. Beads of sweat began to rise on my face like condensation on the outside of a cold glass of water. I tried to think positive and not believe that something bad was about to happen as Darvin began his sermon on faith.

“Church, we’ve got to believe that no matter what we go through, no matter what situations we face, God is right there,” he said.

Hmph. Where was God when that psycho Daphne was trying to kill me?

Bad memories flooded my mind. Among the many things she’d done to sabotage my life—running my car off of the road and poisoning my food—convincing a locksmith to change all of my locks, leaving me to stand outside in below freezing weather at ten o’ clock at night trying to get into my own house, was just low-down and dirty.

God, I know you’re always there, but I have to wonder sometimes if you’re always looking.

Darvin was deep into his message before I started to listen again.

“When you can’t do anything else, put your trust in God! Believe that He will make a way out of no way! Believe that He will turn your darkness into day!” Darvin proclaimed. “Why do I want you to believe today, saints? Because if you believe in God’s Word, I’m a witness that it can and will change your very life!”

Darvin spoke with power. He inspired and had people standing on their feet, shouting praises to God. Mother Hampton, who had been asleep just minutes earlier, was now tearing down the “amen corner,” stomping her size 13 shoe, and hoisting all of her 325-pound, six foot three frame up and down. The ushers took their positions behind her as if they were about to go to battle. Getting Mother Hampton under control was no easy task, and it took an army every Sunday to finally calm her down. By the end of her weekly show, her hat always ended up sitting on top of one of the deacon’s heads. It was all that I could do not to burst out into laughter, because if no one else thought that Darvin’s sermons were rousing, he could always count on Mother Hampton for a little extra affirmation.

Darvin had brought his message to a close and was now, through outstretched arms, extending the offer for anyone who was not saved to come down to the altar. Just as every week, ministers dressed in black suits joined him. They began to walk down the aisles with their arms open wide, as we all stood to our feet and began to pray that someone would give their life to Jesus.

I closed my eyes and remembered the day that I’d made that decision to receive salvation. This element of the service was the most important, because it was always a possibility that someone in the midst was between life and death.

I heard a thunderous applause erupt, symbolizing someone had chosen to take the walk down to the altar. But just as abruptly, it came to a halt. I opened my eyes to see Daphne waltzing to the front of the church. And if looks could have killed, she would have died right before she took the last step that had her facing my husband.

I looked at Darvin because I knew that the sweat on his face had made an appearance for two reasons. One: he was tired from the sermon. Two: he knew that if Daphne couldn’t contain herself with the little bit of sense that she had, his pregnant wife would be making the front page of the Atlanta Journal- Constitution before the sun could greet the morning.

“Ms. Carlton, is there something that you would like to say to the church this morning?” Darvin asked.

Darvin reluctantly put the microphone closer to her mouth so that everyone could hear her speak. Everybody at Mount Zion knew how this woman had tried to destroy our lives, and from the looks on their faces, they were wondering why Darvin was even taking a chance on allowing her the opportunity to cause further destruction.

“Yes, Pastor,” she said. “I want to first thank the Lord for my being here today, and I want to thank you for giving me this opportunity to say a few words.” She looked pointedly at Darvin. “I came up here, Pastor, to ask you and First Lady Johnson for forgiveness. I never would have expected things to get out of hand, but somehow they did. So, on behalf of me and my family, we want to formally ask your forgiveness and the forgiveness of this great church.”

Darvin’s eyes had reduced to mere slits. He was probably thinking the same thing that I was, which meant she would definitely not get away with this little charade. The nerve of that little heifer! She was good. She thought that she could play the Lord-have-mercy-on-me card, and that everyone would come rushing to her side, praying for her—declaring destiny over her life, casting out all the demons of her past so that she could walk in the newness of life. Well, she was sadly mistaken, because nobody was about to do no praying up in here if I had anything to do with it. And I was fully aware of the nonsense I was thinking, because the church is where you should come to get healing; but she wouldn’t find it today, not at Mount Zion Baptist Church. Not at the church where my husband was the pastor. Not at the church where the first lady would tolerate no hussy like Daphne Carlton continuing with this insane woe-is-me act.

I’m glad that Darvin found the words to finally speak before I did.

“Sister Daphne, we—”

She interrupted, but not before I noticed the look of confusion on her face. “Pastor, I’m sorry to interrupt.” She hesitantly glanced around the church as if to search for the remainder of her words. “But I’m not Daphne. Daphne is in the care of my mother back home in Florida.” She paused before she continued. “I’m Dawn. Dawn Carlton. Daphne’s twin sister.”

That was the last thing I heard before everything faded to black.




Chapter Three

Michelle

 


 



It must have taken all but three minutes for them to get me out of the main sanctuary and into the office where I was now resting on our plush leather couch. I could hear the uneasy chatter of the parishioners outside of the door as I was trying to will myself to open my eyes. I couldn’t shake the soft voice that kept reverberating in my mind.

When it finally registered that the soft voice I kept hearing in my mind belonged to Daphne . . . Dawn . . . or whoever she was, my eyes flung open, and I sat up as if I were being raised from the dead.

My head began to throb, and I quickly lay back down. Chanice and Twylah were at my side almost in an instant.

“First Lady, are you all right?” Chanice asked, her voiced laced with concern.

“Yes,” I mumbled. The truth was I was not all right. I was a perfect mixture of confusion and disgust. Just as it seemed that my life was starting to take a turn for the better, my worst nightmare seemed to be metamorphosing into a reality.

“Do you need us to get you anything?” Twylah asked with questioning eyes.

“No. Where is Pastor?” I asked. I needed to see my husband because I was sure that he could make me feel better. His positive spirit about everything was contagious.

Twylah and Chanice exchanged glances. “Um . . .” Chanice began, but didn’t finish.

The expression on their faces told me that they were having one of those moments, trying to determine whether they should tell me something.

I was all too familiar with that look. Since I had become pregnant, everyone’s concern around Mount Zion was making sure that I was not stressed or upset by anything.

Twylah, who knew me best, spoke first. “First Lady, Pastor asked us to let you know that he will be in here shortly.”

I rolled my eyes far into the heavens before landing them back on my two assistants, who were definitely avoiding something.

“Twylah, where exactly is Pastor?” And before she could answer, I continued. “And what exactly is he doing?” My tone was direct, and even if Chanice hadn’t learned yet, Twylah knew that it was in the best interests of them both to tell me before I switched out of my “first lady mode.”

Twylah cast her eyes to the floor before meeting my own. “He’s in his office talking to Dawn Carlton.”

I wanted to scream until I raised everyone out of the graveyard that flanked a portion of Mount Zion’s property. I could not believe that he would so much as entertain anything that woman had to say. I swung my legs over the side of the couch and began to scan the room for my shoes that had obviously been removed when they settled me down.

“First Lady, are you looking for something?” Chanice cautiously asked.

“Yes. I’m looking for my shoes.”

Chanice looked at Twylah as if I had spoken French. Her timidity sometimes aggravated me, and this was one of those times. “Chanice,” I tried to say as calmly as I could, “where are my shoes?”

Instead of answering with her mouth, she answered in one motion as she moved to the other side of the room. Instead of grabbing the shoes that I’d worn to church, she chose a pair of slippers that I kept at church in the event that the cost of beauty became too expensive, resulting in my swollen ankles.

She placed the slippers on, and no sooner than she could slide them on, I was standing. I smoothed the invisible wrinkles out of my blue jean skirt, and tried to shake away the pain that was piercing my head. I had no time to worry about my physical inabilities; I needed to get to my husband’s office.

I needed to have a few choice words with this Dawn Carlton person, and I needed to do it now. The headache would have to wait.

I moved toward the door, and I could discern that both Twylah and Chanice wanted to interject, but for the sake of avoiding a reprimand, they thought better of it and let me peaceably and without objection walk out of the door.

In the hallway, Elder Tyrone looked as if he’d seen a ghost when he saw me. Before he had the opportunity to tell me about his worries of me walking around instead of resting comfortably in the lounge, I waved my hand in a way that suggested his silence for the moment. I would hear his concerns later. As of right now, my destination was clear: the pastor’s study.

As I passed my own office en route to my husband’s, several church members offered everything from prayer to homemade soup, to help me cope with what was obviously a situation no one could define. After brief moments with one or two of them, I steadied myself as I prepared to mentally confront the sister of the woman who’d tried to ruin my life. I could only pray that God would have mercy on her, because mine had run out completely. While I knew that she didn’t have anything directly to do with Daphne’s behavior, I had a feeling that she was going to be instrumental in continuing the saga.

I could hear my husband’s voice before I opened the door.

“So, let me get this straight,” I heard him say. “You’re Daphne Carlton’s twin sister and your sole purpose for being here today is to reconcile with me and my wife on behalf of your family.” After a brief pause, he continued. “Because, Dawn, I’m having a hard time believing that. You could have easily extended your apologies via phone or e-mail. You didn’t have to come here in person. I take it that you know the trauma that your sister caused not only my wife and me, but my church, and it’s interesting to me that your step toward reconciliation would be to show up in person. Please, help me understand because right now, I don’t.”

I could hear the stress in Darvin’s voice, and it was making me angrier by the second. How dare this woman come and interrupt our lives?

“Pastor,” Dawn pleaded, “you have to believe me. I’m here because my family feels terrible about the trouble that Daphne caused you . . . and your wife. We want to somehow offer restitution to you.”

“Why do you care?” I heard Darvin ask. “Your sister has been dealt with. She knows that she cannot come anywhere remotely close to my wife or me, or anyplace that we are, and if she does, she’ll be immediately locked up. So, I still don’t understand your reasoning.”

“Daphne is dying, Pastor,” Dawn softly spoke. “One of her wishes includes letting you know how deeply sorry she is for everything she’s done.”

Dying? Whatever. I had heard enough. It was my time to ask the questions. I barged into the room. Both Darvin’s and Dawn’s eyes were on me. His was a look of worry, and Dawn’s was a look of fear. I, without a word spoken, assured Darvin that I was fine.

“It’s Dawn, right?” I asked.

“Yes,” she spoke timidly.

Coming face to face with her, I could see that there were more visible differences in their appearance other than Dawn’s long hair. Daphne’s eyes were hazel; Dawn’s were grey. Dawn also had a small mole underneath her nose. And, not to mention she had a lighter voice and timid personality. Daphne was the exact opposite: arrogant, prideful, deceitful.

“I couldn’t help but overhear the conversation that you were having with my husband. If I understand you correctly, your sister Daphne is dying and she’s sent you hear to clean up her dirty work,” I said, not caring to hide my frustration.

“Well, I wouldn’t put it like that, First Lady Johnson. She’s unable to travel herself because of the stipulations that have been placed on her by the authorities here and for the reason of her illness. So, she asked if I would come in her stead. So I did.”

I studied Dawn’s look of defeat and was unfazed. “Dawn, no disrespect to you or your family, but your apology is not needed. What Daphne did to me, my husband, and our church was unforgivable. I will not stand here and allow you to think that your coming here today will make me forget it or pretend that it never happened.”

“But don’t you preach forgiveness? What happened to Christians forgiving one another?” Dawn said with a hint of resentment in her voice.

For a brief second, she reminded me of Daphne with her quick temper.

If I didn’t know any better, I would think that Dawn and Daphne were identical in more than one sense of the word.

“Dawn, yes, we do teach and practice forgiveness; however, in this case, I think the choice is ours how we choose to handle what your sister did and now what you are doing. And trust me; it has nothing to do with forgiveness.”

Darvin interrupted. “Dawn, my wife and I would like to put all of this behind us as quickly as possible. So, in the effort to move on expeditiously, we accept the apology that your family is offering; however, our stance does not change when it comes to Daphne. I still do not want her near me, my wife, or anyone in my church.”

I surveyed him. His tone suggested that I not protest and that Dawn take his comment for what is was worth and go back to wherever she came from. I smiled at the slight gratification that I felt at his dismissing her.

“Pastor, First Lady, there’s just one more thing,” Dawn said.

Be with me, Jesus.

“I’m moving up here to try and start a new life, and I would very much like . . .”—she paused—“to be a part of your church.”

Lord, just take me now.

I knew that at any moment, I would fall into unconsciousness, just as I had less than an hour ago in the sanctuary. This woman was really testing my patience. Did she really think that we would accept her into our church after all that her sister had put us through? She was undoubtedly mistaken. I was not going to tolerate a Daphne-cloned psycho worshipping with me in the same church.

“Dawn, I think what my husband was trying to offer you was an acceptance of your family’s apology based on the premise that after that, you leave us alone. And you can’t do that if you are attending our church. We would have to be in constant contact with you, and quite frankly, just looking at you reminds me of your sister. And the thoughts that I think when I think of your sister are far from being pleasant. It’s just not a good idea,” I said matter-of-factly.

“How can you turn someone away from God?” Dawn asked.

“Oh, you must have misunderstood me. I’m not turning you away from God; I’m simply saying that you are going to have to find another church to attend. God is everywhere, Dawn. Did you know that?” She was working my last nerve.

“But I feel so safe here. I feel a connection that I can’t explain,” she said with her eyes beseeching to Darvin.

I cast a warning glance at Darvin, daring him to accept or buy into what she was saying. “Dawn, the connection that you’re feeling is probably one left over by your sister. She may not be here, but I can attest that sometimes her evil spirit can still be felt,” I said, hoping to get my point across.

I walked around to the back of my husband’s desk. “But I think I have the solution. I know just the place for you.” I pulled open a drawer that contained the Yellow Pages. I flipped through a few pages, until I found what I was looking for.

“That’s it!” I said, trying to sound excited. “This will be the perfect church for you. The Path to Holiness Christian Church.” I turned to my husband. “Honey, don’t we know the pastor and his wife over there?” Without giving him time to answer, I continued. “I believe we do. That is a church where the Word is being preached, and I have no doubt that you will be just fine there. Oh, and feel safe, too. They have great ministries to offer, and it’s more suitable for someone like you.”

“And what kind of someone am I, First Lady?” Dawn asked with indignation.

For a brief moment, I could feel a twinge of guilt; but just as soon as it came, it was gone. I felt nothing toward this woman, and the sooner I could rid myself of her, the better I would feel. She didn’t want to start a fight with me, for she wouldn’t get near as far as her sister did.

“You’re obviously someone who can’t recognize when someone is trying to help you. It is my strong suggestion, Dawn, that you take my help to avoid any further disturbance of your or my peace.” My glare was now more intense than it was when I first walked in.

Darvin hadn’t said anything for a span, but decided now to break his silence.

“Dawn, I think my wife is right. It might be best for you to go to another worship location. I don’t think you would grow spiritually here, and beyond that, the people at this church will never be able to fully embrace you because of your sister’s actions. It will be hard enough convincing everybody that you are her sister. I’m sure you saw the skepticism on people’s faces when you announced that.”

Tears began to form in Dawn’s eyes. “I’m shocked, to say the least. I came here hoping to make right what my sister made wrong, and I’m being blamed for her sins. I’m being made to bear a cross that shouldn’t be mine to bear.” She stood from the leather executive chair that she had been sitting in, and cleared her throat. “Well, I appreciate your time and your willingness to accept my apology. I’ll be going now.” She grabbed the Coach purse that matched her soft yellow sundress, and headed toward the door. Before walking out, she turned and said, “Oh, and First Lady? I’ll look into that church. Thanks for your . . . help.” With that, Dawn disappeared to the other side of the door.

Moments passed before Darvin broke the deafening silence in the room.

“Do you think we handled this situation in the right way?”

“What do you mean? Of course we did. What else were we supposed or expected to do?” I felt sweat appearing on the tip of my nose. “This woman waltzed into our church declaring that she was our worst nightmare’s twin sister, and we’re supposed to shower her with hugs and kisses as if she’s the prodigal daughter?” I was getting hotter by the second. I picked up a stack of papers from my husband’s inbox tray and begin to fan myself. “I hardly think that God is going to be displeased with the way we chose to deal with this. I think He understands.”

I sat down in my husband’s oversized burgundy-leather chair behind an oversized, antique wooden desk. I felt myself becoming faint again.

This time, I think it was the guilt of my conscience weighing in on me. I knew that I should have been a little more “Christian-like” with Dawn, but women like her tried the best Christian’s religion.

“What if we’re wrong about her, baby? What if her heart really is right and she ends up being nothing like Daphne?” he asked as he sat down in the same seat Dawn had just occupied.

All sorts of thoughts were swimming in my head. What if Darvin was right? What if God expected us to show an immeasurable amount of forgiveness, and we shunned His voice due to our own selfish reasons? More like my own selfish reasons.

Once again, resentment rang louder than God’s voice, and it didn’t sound too bad to me.
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