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 who always encouraged me to write him a letter,
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Prologue



The biggest religious scandal in modern American history was about to make headlines. This was an unfortunate fact for the Total Truth Association, an umbrella organization for several dozen ministries around the globe, which had one of its newest members and brightest stars smack dab in the middle of the controversy. Reverend Nathaniel “Nate” Thicke, senior pastor of the Gospel Truth Church in Palestine, Texas, had been caught on tape. And he hadn’t been preaching the gospel.

King Brook, the interim president of Total Truth, paced his well-appointed church office as he talked on the phone. “We’ve got people threatening lawsuits, and several churches have vowed to pull their membership if we don’t take decisive action—immediately. There’s even talk of a federal investigation.”

“Federal investigation?” Derrick Montgomery asked. Derrick was a founding board member of Total Truth and King’s best friend. “Why?”

“Because some are saying the woman on the tape is underage and that Nate may have crossed state lines to…be with her.”

“No,” Derrick answered. “She’s legal. Barely, but she is.”

“How do you know?”

“Trust me, I know. I’ll fill you in when we meet in Texas.”

King continued pacing. “Man, how in the hell could he have been so stupid as to sleep with jailbait, and then allow himself to be videotaped in the act? Especially right before he was to headline at our convention? His irresponsible actions have put the entire organization in the spotlight, and our reputation, maybe even our nonprofit status, in serious jeopardy.”

Derrick knew how “stupid” could happen, and he knew King did too. A man often did foolish things when he let the wrong head make decisions. Still, Derrick understood his friend’s frustration. Especially since King had reluctantly accepted the interim president position only after Derrick had pleaded with him to do so, and was therefore the unfortunate spokesperson at this auspicious time.

Total Truth’s membership consisted of a variety of churches that had split from their traditional Baptist, Methodist, and Pentecostal roots, and adopted a less restrictive, more inclusive nondenominational position. Members under the organization’s auspices recognized and practiced miracle healing, speaking in tongues, the prosperity message, and also more progressive spiritual practices such as the law of attraction, mantras, affirmations, meditation, and a controversial stance on homosexual tolerance within their congregations.

The sitting president had resigned unexpectedly following a death in the family, and Derrick, knee deep in an interfaith rebuilding effort that had him spending considerable time in Darfur, South Africa, had asked King to pinch hit. King was busy too. His church was in the middle of a major community development project, and his television ministry was flourishing. He’d been president before, when the association was in its infancy, so he knew how much time the role required. But Derrick assured King the position would be perfunctory—a couple conference calls, maybe a meeting or two, nothing more. And only for three months, until elections were held at the July convention. King had been two days away from passing the presidential baton on to a successor. And then the tape played.

King was not a stranger to scandal. As the handsome, forty-something pastor of Mount Zion Progressive Baptist Church in metropolitan Kansas City, he’d had to ask God for forgiveness more than once. Like Nate, he drew women to him like steel to a magnet. The two men even looked somewhat alike: both tall, dark, a study in rugged masculinity. But where King kept his black hair closely cropped, Nate let his texturized locks grow almost to his shoulders, and maintained a tidy goatee.

It was within this framework of understanding that King empathized, even as he denounced what his ministerial brother had done, even as he understood that decisive action would have to be taken to disassociate Total Truth from Nate’s irresponsible actions.

“There’s no doubt that Nate and his congregation will have to be completely severed from the association,” King said. “We’ll have to clearly and unequivocally break all ties with and support of that ministry.”

Derrick listened intently, shifting the receiver from one ear to the other as he looked out the window of his home office and beheld a beautiful California afternoon. He passed a weary, deeply tanned hand across his handsome, clean-shaven face. It seemed that for the past five years there had been one church drama after another for him to deal with. Would the scandals ever end?

“I’ll try to keep an open mind when we get to Texas tomorrow. Let’s hear his side of the story,” Derrick finally said. “But a picture is worth a thousand words. I hate to completely sever our relationship with his ministry, but unless he repents, steps down as senior pastor, and agrees to extensive counseling, we will have to. He was caught live and in living color. And the way it happened, fully exposed, before God and everybody…Jesus!”

“Kids in the sanctuary, church mothers, celebrities, the media.” King plopped down heavily in the well-worn black leather chair behind his desk. “Lord have mercy. Somebody sure set out to ruin that brothah. Looks like they got the job done.”

After making sure their travel plans for the emergency board meeting were properly coordinated, the friends hung up. But each man remained in his office—contemplating the catastrophe, and the possible ramifications for all involved—for a long time.

Derrick was especially troubled. It was bad enough that a pornographic video featuring a clear shot of Nate Thicke’s glistening backside had been spliced into what was supposed to be a promotion of the Gospel Truth Church’s holiday cruise. It was unconscionable that almost five seconds of the explicit tape was then seen by some of the record-setting twenty thousand attendees who’d gathered for the convention, before being abruptly stopped by a stunned yet quick-thinking technical director. And it was both shocking and devastating that Derrick had immediately recognized the woman moaning and thrashing beneath Nate’s rhythmic thrusts, licking her lips as she turned her face toward the camera.

She was a former member of the ministry he headed, Kingdom Citizens Christian Center, and at sixteen—fast, feisty, and too much for her fifty-something parents to handle—had been sent to a Christian boarding school near Baton Rouge, Louisiana. That was about three years ago, Derrick figured. And he figured something else. Melody Anderson had moved again, to Palestine.
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Generations



Three Years Earlier

Nate Thicke yawned, casually stretched his six-foot-three-inch frame, and gave the woman beside him a kiss on the forehead before getting out of bed. He strolled from the king-sized showpiece to the master bath in all his naked glory. At twenty-eight, he was in the best shape of his life, thanks to a mindful diet and the recent addition of a personal trainer to his church’s official staff.

The woman in his bed, his administrative assistant Ms. Katherine Noble, admired his plump, hard backside and long, strong legs as he left the room. She especially loved how his dark brown blemish-free skin glistened with the fine sheen of sweat that had resulted from their lovemaking. They’d been lovers for a long time, and while she knew their relationship would never be more than that—had known from the beginning—she had fallen in love with him anyway. Even though she knew the day would come when he would take a wife and start a family. Even as she hoped he could continue to be her spiritual covering, her sexual satisfaction, as both his father and grandfather before him had been. Katherine had been a Thicke woman for generations.

Katherine rose and walked to a floor-length mirror that occupied a corner of the elegantly decorated bedroom, the black, tan, and deep purple color scheme her design. She eyed herself objectively, critically, turning this way and that. At fifty-three, her body easily looked ten years younger. It still held most of its firmness, her butterscotch skin was still smooth and supple. The stretch marks from her single pregnancy thirty-two years ago were long gone, rubbed away with cocoa butter and the luck of excellent genes. She tossed her shoulder-length hair away from her face, brought her image closer to the mirror. The fine crow lines around her eyes and on her forehead were deepening slightly, she noticed, and she detected a puffiness that hadn’t been there five years ago. There was a slight sag to her chin, and even though she’d been the same weight for twenty-five years, it looked as if her cheeks were sunken, hollow, and not in a good way. These imperfections were not noticeable to the average observer. Most people who saw Katherine either admired or envied her for the attractive woman she was.

She turned to the side and continued her perusal, a frown accompanying her critique. Her butt had never been big, but it had always been firm. Until now. Now it hung loose and soft, like a deflated balloon, obeying the gravity that she tried to defy. A discernible dimpling of unwanted cellulite challenged her vow not to age. She cupped her cheeks, pushed them up, and thought about butt implants.

“Get out of the mirror. You’re still fine.” Nate walked from the bathroom into his massive closet and began to dress.

“I’m sure you say that to all your women,” Katherine responded, without rancor. “But even if you’re lying, it makes me feel so good.”

Thirty minutes later, a showered and dressed Katherine sat across the desk from Nate in his roomy, masculine home office. She looked the epitome of decorum in her black skirt that hung below the knee, and a pink and black polka-dotted blouse with a frilly lace collar that tickled her chin. Her hair was pulled back in a bun, and black, rectangular reading glasses sat perched on her nose. Anyone entering would see a scene of utmost respectability.

A “matronly” older woman who had known Nate since he was born, Katherine had been considered the perfect choice as his assistant when he became senior pastor four years ago, the perfect barrier between him and all the young, single female members who clamored for his “counsel.” Her position was the perfect cover for their ongoing liaison. No one ever questioned why she was in his home; no one guessed that she spent as much time in his bedroom as she did in his office. Of course, Nate’s residence in a gated and guarded community was beneficial as well—very few eyes could pry.

“You had something you wanted to discuss with me?” Katherine asked after Nate had finished a call with a church deacon.

“Yes,” he answered.

Katherine waited. In bed, at first, she had been the teacher, he the student. She had been the older woman, he the enthralled teenager. She’d been in control. But those roles had reversed a long time ago. Now he was her boss, and the more experienced lover. He was now clearly in control. So now, even though she could tell that his mind was in turmoil, she didn’t push, but waited until he was ready to speak.

Nate cleared his throat and began toying with a paperweight on his desk. It wasn’t so much that he was getting ready to talk with Katherine about what God had told him; she’d often been a sounding board. It’s just that this time, he wasn’t sure how she’d react to what he had to say.

“The Lord has spoken to me,” he began in a tone of authority. “He has given me confirmation on who’s to be my wife.”

Katherine let out the breath she’d been holding. Is that all? she thought. At once, she quelled the surge of jealousy that rose to the surface, determined to not deny this woman what she knew she could never have, Nate’s hand in marriage. It was why she’d denied her own feelings when Nate came to her some years ago and said he’d been led to become Simone’s biblical covering. How could she protest his decision to have sex with her daughter? Katherine, along with the older Thicke men, had been Nate’s mentors, his example, encouraging him to indulge his conjugal rights as a spiritual leader in their church. That’s how he had wound up in Katherine’s bed. And now, this is how she would always have a key to his home…as his mother-in-law.

Katherine was certain of God’s message to Nate that Simone was to be his wife. After all, she was perfect. The two were good friends, had practically grown up together. At thirty-two, Simone had never been married and only had one child. Like her mother, Simone was a stunner, the family’s Creole blood prominent in her features. Three inches taller than Katherine’s five foot six, Simone had Katherine’s beautiful hazel green eyes, a full pouty mouth, large breasts, and long black hair. She was educated and cultured, perfect “first lady” material for a prominent, up and coming minister. And to top all this off, Simone had the voice of an angel. Beyoncé, Rihanna, Mariah: these successful women had nothing on her daughter, either in looks or voice. This is what Katherine had envisioned on that first night when she knew Nate and Simone were sleeping together, when she had to make room for her daughter in her pastor’s crowded bed. And now her dream was coming true!

Katherine reached over and placed her hand over Nate’s. “Don’t worry, Nathaniel. I knew this day would come. Everything is going to be fine, trust me. Simone is going to make a beautiful bride and a fabulous wife.”

Nate’s dark brown eyes met Katherine’s hazel green ones. He forced himself not to squirm or break the stare. He had heard from God, and knew in his heart that his decision was right. For the first time since walking into the office, he blessed his longtime lover with a dazzling smile of straight, white teeth set against skin so dark and creamy smooth one wanted to lick it.

“Katherine, you’re right, as usual. The woman God has chosen for me will make an excellent wife, and she will be the perfect first lady. But it isn’t Simone.”

Katherine snatched back her hand, stunned into silence. Within seconds, however, she found her voice. “Who could it be if not my daughter? There’s nobody in our congregation who compares to her!”

Katherine thought back to Nate’s busy schedule, and the increasing amount of time he spent ministering in other churches.

“Oh, my God, that’s it. You’ve found someone outside of Palestine. Is it someone from Mount Zion Progressive, or one of those silicone-injected, weave-wearing minister chasers in LA?”

Katherine stood and walked to the window behind Nate’s desk. Then she stopped, one hand on her hip, and swirled his chair around until he faced her. “You know I respect your anointing. I’ve never questioned your ability to hear God’s voice. But, Nathaniel, I have to question it now. I’m positive that Simone is the woman you should marry.”

“And I’m positive that it’s her daughter, Destiny. Katherine, your granddaughter is the one who will be my wife.”
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Tangled, Tarnished Traditions



“A man of God has needs,” Katherine said calmly. She emphasized the word man by drawing out the last letter in the word.

“I won’t allow it,” Simone replied with equal composure, looking at her manicured nails as if she were discussing the weather. “I won’t let him sleep with Destiny. She’s sixteen, still a child.”

“She’ll be seventeen in three months,” Katherine countered. “Older than you were when you got pregnant.”

Simone jumped to her feet. “But it’s supposed to be me, Mother! That’s what you told me, remember? And for the past four years, that’s what I’ve believed. That once Nate got older, ready to settle down, it would be with me!”

“I also thought it would be you, baby, was sure of it. But God has spoken, and now we must heed the voice of His servant. You are no less chosen now than you were yesterday. You are the mother of our man of God’s future wife. You’ll always have an important role in the ministry.”

At this point, Simone wasn’t interested in Nate’s ministry. To tell the gospel truth, she was worried about her role in his bed, a role she didn’t want to relinquish.

“She’s sixteen. I can’t believe you, as her grandmother, don’t find Nate’s intention to marry her at this young age appalling.” Simone waited for Katherine to speak. When her mother remained quiet, Simone continued. “You might not have a problem with it, but I do. Destiny’s too young,” she repeated defiantly. “End of discussion.”

Katherine sighed as she watched her proud, hurt daughter leave the living room. Simone had a right to be angry, Katherine knew, and she took her share of blame for stroking her daughter’s expectation of becoming Mrs. Nathaniel Thicke, and first lady of the Gospel Truth Church. But she couldn’t agree with her daughter that Destiny was too young.

Should I tell her? Katherine pondered. Should I tell Simone the whole story about Nathaniel, and me, the Thickes and the Nobles, and our church’s tangled, tarnished traditions?








3

Something Noble



Katherine was twelve years old when she found out about the “man of God” and his special “needs.” The lesson had been taught forcefully and thoroughly: initially painful, later pleasurable. Katherine was a quick learner. As she left her daughter’s house, she barely noticed what rarely happened in Texas—a January snowfall. She got into her custom-colored, deep purple Cadillac and drove toward the Gospel Truth Church offices…and she remembered.

 

“Mama, Reverend Thicke touched me.”

Naomi Noble closed her eyes briefly and took a deep breath. And so it continues, she thought. The pain she felt for her daughter was brief, replaced by a sense of duty and resignation. She turned to face her youngest child and only girl. “A man of God has needs, Katherine. I told you that, been telling you for years. Reverend Thomas Thicke is a man of God, a covering for the daughters of his flock. And only those who are special, chosen, are touched by him.”

“But, Mama, it didn’t feel good. It hurt.”

Naomi stopped in midstroke, the doily she was crocheting momentarily forgotten. “Why? Did he put his peter in you?”

For a moment, Katherine was confused, wondering what a disciple of Jesus had to do with what had happened in the pastor’s office. “Peter?” she repeated.

“Peter, snake, ding-a-ling…Did he put his thing in you?”

“Oh, no, ma’am,” Katherine answered, a blush creeping up from her neck to her scalp.

“Then how did he hurt you?”

Katherine bowed her head. She was too embarrassed to say what had happened, and when Naomi continued to stare at her, Katherine burst out crying and ran to her room.

Moments later, Naomi followed. Armed with the family Bible, she entered her daughter’s darkened room and noted the curled up bundle underneath the quilt. Naomi pulled a chair up to Katherine’s bed and spoke in a soft voice. “Katherine, baby, I need for you to look at me. What I have to say is important. I need to teach you what it means to be chosen.”

When Katherine hesitated, Naomi continued in a soft yet stern voice. “Ain’t a thing for you to be embarrassed about, Katherine. The man of God has needs, that’s all, and certain daughters of the flock are chosen to help meet these needs. Reverend Thomas is being your spiritual covering, baby.”

By now, any other mother would have been at this molester’s house with a shotgun. But Naomi taught what she’d learned and experienced, actually condoning the unthinkable practice that had been passed down from her mother.

Katherine wiped her eyes and sat up against the backboard. “But Nettie told me it was nasty to let boys touch you…down there.”

Naomi’s voice rose. “What are you doing talking to Nettie or anybody else about God’s business? Girl, you better learn to cover the man of God like he covers you…lest the Lord strike you dead, and me along beside you!”

The thought of losing her mother in such a horrid fashion terrified Katherine. “I didn’t tell her about Reverend!” she wailed.

“Well, how does she know then?”

“’Cause last week…we were talking about boys.”

“What boys?” Naomi hissed. “Who have you been whoring around with?”

“Nobody, Mama!” Katherine’s eyes grew wide and tears threatened. How was it that she’d be a whore if a boy touched her but what had happened today was okay? “Reverend is the only one who touched me, Mama. I promise! But how come Reverend Thomas can do it, but it’s bad if somebody else does?”

Naomi spoke slowly, enunciating every word. “Because Reverend Thomas Thicke is a man of God. He is your covering, protects us, keeps us safe. Hasn’t he been almost like a father to you since your daddy run off?”

Katherine nodded. “Yes, ma’am.”

“He’s the reason we can stay in this fine house and I can buy those pretty dresses you wear. Because we’re special, because you’re special, child. Nettie ain’t special, she’s common. A man of God can’t share with her what he can with you. When the man of God has needs, only special women, ones who are chosen, can take care of them. Do you understand?”

Katherine was beginning to. She nodded again, slowly.

“And don’t you tell nobody about what goes on between you and the man of God, do you hear me? Nobody! Less the Lord strike me down and you along with me. That old, ugly Nettie don’t need to know nothing about this here business. And she ain’t your friend.”

“But, Mama—”

“She ain’t! She’s acting like it now because y’all are still kids. But give it time, when she feels her flower blooming and boys start buzzing around it. Then she’s going to be jealous of you. They all will. That’s why you have to do like the Bible says: don’t let your left hand know what your right hand is doing. I mean it, Katherine. Don’t tell a soul.”

Naomi had opened the Bible then, and quoted scriptures from the Old Testament. Scriptures that spoke of covering, sometimes a man with his own daughter, and then Naomi explained how such coverings were God’s will. Much as her mother had when Naomi was Katherine’s age, Naomi taught her daughter that what was wrong for other people was okay for them, because they were doing the Lord’s work. After she put down the Bible, Naomi continued Katherine’s education in being special, and how to please God’s man.

It was another two years before Reverend Thicke’s penis replaced the finger that had penetrated Katherine’s innocence. By then she had become well versed in her role as a daughter of his flock. True to her mother’s predictions, others became jealous, especially Nettie. Later, Nettie would have reason to hate Katherine, and that she didn’t, even to this day, was why Katherine respected her more than any other woman. Their unlikely friendship had lasted for more than four decades.

Also true to her mother’s prediction, Katherine became the topic of gossip and the object of scorn for most females in their small town. More than once, she was accosted by a church mother after coming out of the pastor’s parsonage, especially when Thomas’s wife, Mrs. Nancy Thicke, wasn’t there.

“You ain’t got no business in there when the Missus ain’t home,” one would say.

“She asked me to come over,” Katherine would reply.

“Well, just what in God’s name would she ask you to do while she ain’t there?” another would demand to know.

Katherine would respond as her mother had taught her: “Something noble.”

 

Katherine pulled into her parking space in the church lot and walked through the side door that led to the executive offices. The issue with Destiny was pressing, but her personal affairs couldn’t interfere with church business. The pastor’s anniversary was coming up in six months, and as always, Katherine intended to make sure it was the grandest one in the district. This year was especially important because representatives from a new, forward-thinking organization called Total Truth would be in attendance. Katherine hoped to align their ministry with these megachurch entities, in hopes of pushing Nate’s star higher, faster.

Katherine had to focus on the anniversary for another reason—Jennifer Stevens. This new member had been at the church a little over a year and was already trying to act as if she ran things. The fact that she was from a big megachurch, Mount Zion Progressive, didn’t impress or intimidate Katherine one bit. Jennifer wasn’t the first twit who’d “heard from God” and changed her zip code to Palestine, Texas, in hopes of changing her last name as well. She’d seen many Jennifers come and go.

Katherine wasn’t intimidated, but she was astute. She was paying close attention to how Jennifer was trying to weasel herself into Nate’s inner circle, with her knowledge of the national church landscape, connections to the Total Truth board members, and tight skirts highlighting her big, juicy booty. The trysts Nate had with other church members were harmless. After all, old members knew the rules and, more importantly, knew that the Nobles ruled. But this Jennifer chick, I’m going to have to slow her roll. Katherine’s brow knitted as she pondered how to make sure nothing and no one came between Nate and her Destiny.
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Praying for Mercy



Nettie Thicke Johnson had already been praying for hours when the phone rang. I need to get that. She rose from her kneeled position at a chair in the living room and headed for the cordless phone in the kitchen. The phone had rung several times during her conversation with God, but since this was the first time she’d thought to interrupt their dialogue, the others had obviously not warranted her immediate attention.

Most speculated that the prophetic anointing that was on Nate’s life came from the prestigious line of ministers on his father’s side. That was only one of several mistakes one made where Nate’s attributes were concerned. Nettie, his mother, was the one in the family with “the eye,” the ability to prophesy so accurately that she could not only tell you the color of underwear you wore at the moment, but the pair you’d choose a week from now. Her son’s brilliance was also courtesy of his mother, as was the compassionate heart that often got his lower extremities into so much trouble. Nettie knew her son well and had finally concluded: Two out of three ain’t bad.

“Hello?”

“Nettie? Maxine Brook.”

“Lord have mercy, Mama Max!” Nettie’s mood immediately brightened at the sound of her voice. Maxine Brook had four children of her own, but she mothered almost everyone she met. Everyone loved her for it, and everyone affectionately called her Mama Max. “As I live and breathe, sistah, the Lord put you on my heart just yesterday. Told me you’d be calling.”

“Well, chile, your hearing is good because the Lord sho put you on my heart a couple days ago. The Reverend Doctor has been ailing a bit, but I knew I’d call first chance I got. He’s resting now, praise be to the Almighty, so here I is. How you doing, Nettie Jean?”

“Oh, tolerable. I can’t complain.”

“Gordon?”

“He’s fine, too.” Gordon Johnson was Nettie’s quiet, hardworking husband of the past nine years.

“And the ministry?”

Nettie’s sigh was barely audible. “God is good.”

“God may be good but that quality don’t always extend to church folk. Talk to me.”

“Oh, Mama Max…you’ve been on this road long enough to know what the scenery looks like. It ain’t changed since you and Mama first became friends.”

Nettie’s mother, Amanda, met Mama Max when both were minister’s wives surviving harsh winters and even harsher congregations in the Texas countryside. Ten years her senior, Amanda became Mama Max’s confidante, and Mama Max had known Nettie since she was a child. When Amanda went to be with the Lord more than a decade ago, after battling cancer, Mama Max stepped in and did her best to fill the shoes that no one else’s feet could ever truly fill. She’d done a pretty good job of mothering though, supporting Nettie through crises and controversies, always there with a dose of “Mama Maxisms” and a listening ear.

“Naw, chile, you’re right about that,” Mama Max replied. “The felines might change from a pedigreed Persian to an alley cat but at the end of the day…it still comes down to pussy.”

“Mama Max, you get on away from here with that kind of language!”

“Chile, don’t act like I shocked you. You’ve been knowing me too long to think I’d change. So am I right?”

“About what?”

“About the problem revolving around puss ’n boots. Some woman’s pussy and some pastor’s boots?” Mama Max whooped at her own Maxism. “Nettie Jean, you’re fifty-four, got three kids, and been in church your whole life. The truth ain’t always pretty but it’s usually pertinent. And you know I’m telling the truth.”

Nettie laughed. “Well, there is a little something going on.”

Mama Max crossed her legs and waited, took a sip of black coffee and looked out her picture window at the snow-covered lawns of a Kansas winter.

“It’s Nathaniel. He’s getting married.”

“To who? When? How long has he known the girl?”

“Whoa, Mama Max, one question at a time. Her name is Destiny. They’re going to have a long engagement, and he’s known her since, well, since she was born.”

“Known her since…Nettie? Are you trying to give me a heart attack so I can join your mama in paradise? You better explain yourself and quick, lest I be on the first thing smokin’ outta Kansas for Texas. Nate may be grown, but he ain’t past a good butt whoopin’.” Even as she spoke, Mama Max picked up a newspaper off the coffee table and swatted the furniture twice—for practice.

“It’s Katherine’s grandbaby, Destiny.”

“Katherine Noble? Lord have mercy, Jesus, and Mary, mother of God, why can’t the Thicke men stay away from those Noble women?”

“Well, I could use your words to provide an answer, Mama, but I don’t want to be disrespectful.”

“Go ahead, girl. Tell the truth and shame the devil. It’s puss ’n boots, baby, the man of God’s ultimate weakness. From David to Sampson, Adam and every Thicke who’s ever approached the throne of grace. You forget I been a preacher’s wife for nigh unto fifty years. Married one and raised another. Now, it’s many a saint who’s been splayed by the split. And those Noble hussies are Satan’s soldiers. You don’t have to tell me, chile. I’ve been there. I know.”

For Mama Max, the Noble name had been a curse word for most of her adult life. The acrimonious origins harkened back to a challenging time in Mama Max’s marriage to her husband of almost half a century: the Reverend Doctor Pastor Bishop Overseer Mister Stanley Obadiah Meshach Brook Jr. She could remember the incident as if it had happened yesterday. Where: Dallas, Texas. When: 1963. What: the National Baptist Convention. Who: Katherine’s mother’s sister, Dorothea Noble. Why? Mama Max had finished a long day of conferences and teachings, and had foregone a dinner invitation with her husband in favor of a good night’s sleep. She’d gone back to the hotel right after service and was already snoring when the phone rang.

 

“Sistah Brook,” an unfamiliar voice had whispered into the receiver. “I don’t mean to be nosy or rude, but I just saw your husband come into the lobby and I don’t think he’s headed to your room.”

“Who’s this?” Mama Max had demanded, suddenly wide awake.

“You can just say I’m my sister’s keeper.” Then the line went dead.

Mama Max jumped out of that bed as if lightning hit and started praying in tongues. “Give me the spirit of discernment, Holy Ghost,” she intoned as she paced back and forth and around the room. After about fifteen minutes a number came to her clear as day: 915. Without hesitation, Mama Max slipped on her caftan, pulled on her slippers, and checked her always perfectly coiffed hair in the mirror before leaving the room and heading for the elevator. When she reached room 915, she knocked on the door. After a moment, a quiet voice asked tentatively, “Who is it?”

“It’s your worst nightmare!” Mama Max had explosively responded. “Wife of Bishop Stanley Obadiah Meshach Brook and mother to his four children: King, Queen, Daniel, and Esther,” Mama Max yelled for the world to hear. “Open up this door, you two-bit hussy. I think you’ve got something that belongs to me!”

 

“Mama Max? You still there? Hello?”

“Oh, baby, I’m so sorry. Memories just took me down hell’s highway. Now what were you saying?”

“I was asking you to pray for Nathaniel, and this decision he’s made. I think Destiny’s got a good heart, and strange as it seems, I think she’s God’s choice for him, but she’s still a child.”

“How old is she?”

“Almost seventeen.”

“Almost? Lord have mercy, Jesus, son of Mary, brother of James, Savior of nations. That boy of yours is playing with fire. Nate best be sure his sins don’t find him out.”

“I’m praying for mercy,” Nettie responded.

“Well, pray without ceasing,” Maxine replied. “Because the devil is sho ’nuff busy, and if that slew-footed horned scoundrel has his way? Chile, I get the feeling your son’s gon’ wind up needing more than mercy…a lot more!”
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Duty Calls



Simone Noble allowed herself the luxury of stretching her five-foot-nine, one-hundred-forty-pound frame toward the ceiling. She had been tense for two weeks, ever since her mother’s visit…and the news. Except for the previous weekend when he’d been swamped with meetings and putting out church fires, Nate had been out of town since Katherine told her about his intentions—that he would not only cover her daughter, Destiny, but marry her as well.

Any other mother would have been thrilled at this news. Nathaniel Thicke was a prime catch, by either secular or religious definition. But Simone Chastity Noble was not any other mother. She was the woman who’d left a well-paying job in Dallas, Texas, to move back to Palestine, and along with it, the very real possibility of going from the advertisement firm owner’s employee to his wife. But when Katherine had called and suggested Nate might be looking to settle down, Simone hadn’t thought twice about giving up what she had for what she could have. After all, ad firm owner Leon Bates’s millions were no match for Nate Thicke’s hammer—and potential to make millions. Simone had been blessed with the pounding of that tool on a few occasions, during breaks home from college and once just before she relocated to Dallas. At that time, Simone had never considered a relationship with Nate. Back then, she hadn’t been ready to deal with being part of the then-named Palestine Missionary Baptist Church harem. Thinking it would spur him to change his ways, Simone had told Nate she was leaving, and that when he got ready to settle down, to give her a call. But he hadn’t called her, Katherine had. In the end it hadn’t mattered who called, but that the phone had rung with the message that Nate might be ready to marry. Simone put in a two-week notice and was back in Palestine a month later. That was four years ago, and now that Nate had finally decided to take a wife—Simone wanted to be that woman.

Simone looked around the room. Satisfied that the stage was set for seduction, she glanced in the mirror one final time before walking from her bedroom to the living room. She knew her look was impeccable; at her mother’s urging, she’d spent a lifetime insuring this visage stayed intact. Her outfit was a simple, D&G design: a chocolate-colored pantsuit tailored to Simone’s surprising curves for such a lanky body, paired with a tan-colored knit shell and matching pumps. She’d washed her hair just that morning and knew it was shiny and smelled of lavender, one of Nate’s favorite fragrances. She’d just gotten a manicure and pedicure, and her flesh still tingled from yesterday’s bikini wax. There was not a scar or blemish on Simone’s body, not even a pimple. On the outside, she was the epitome of elegance and control. Inside, she was an emotional wreck.

She’d tried to handle the news about Nate covering Destiny the way Katherine had handled the news about him covering her. But she couldn’t. Katherine had known there was no chance for marrying Nate, while becoming Mrs. Nathaniel Thicke had always been Simone’s dream. Up until two weeks ago, she’d felt a marriage between them was inevitable. Even the vivacious, booty-full Jennifer Stevens hadn’t ruffled Simone’s feathers, despite the fact that she knew Nathan had covered her. Simone never thought she’d have to compete with a sixteen-year-old for her pastor’s affections, much less her own daughter. But desperate times called for desperate measures. Now appeared to be one of those times.

Simone was startled out of her reverie and self-examination by the chimes of the doorbell. He’s here, she thought, rising to open the door for her beloved. I’ve got to find a way to show him the mistake he’s making. Simply telling him won’t be enough.

“Hey, Nate.” Opening the door, Simone hoped her voice sounded casual as she worked the two-syllable greeting around a bundle of nerves. She signaled him to enter, and then sauntered back into the living room. She took up an offensive position in the hallway between the combination living/dining room and kitchen and asked, “Would you care for some tea?”

Nate had a lot on his mind at this moment. He knew Katherine was still reeling from the news he’d shared about his decision to marry Destiny and from the fear that their sexual liaison might be over. He also knew that Simone was pissed about his decision, and he hadn’t yet had time to think about how to approach the woman-child who’d captured his heart. Adding to this pressure was the fact that his self-help book was due to the publisher in thirty days, his church was bursting at the seams with new members signaling the need for a new building, and his five-year anniversary, where the Total Truth Association would officially welcome him and his congregation into their ranks as a member in good standing, was all happening in less than six months. Anyone would agree that there was a lot to care about.

“I’d love some tea, beautiful,” he said to Simone. Not so much because he was thirsty but because the simple act of her making tea would hopefully chill out the tension he’d felt as soon as he’d entered the room, no matter how much Simone had tried to hide it. He figured the best way to deal with the situation was up front. With this in mind, he followed Simone into the kitchen.

“You’re upset with me.”

Simone was glad for this opening to discuss Nate’s decision. Now she didn’t have to worry about how to broach the subject herself. “Upset? That’s putting it quite mildly, Nate. The nonviolent person you’re looking at could probably render you unconscious with her bare hands. But what purpose would that serve besides messing up my nails?”

Nate laughed. Simone had always had that affect on him, the ability to loosen him up. While he believed that her daughter possessed it as well, along with every other characteristic he desired, he admitted that each Noble woman owned a particular uniqueness he enjoyed. With Simone, it was definitely her dry yet vivid sense of humor. For Katherine, it was her ability to nurture him, make him feel powerful and special. Nate had his pick of almost any woman at the Gospel Truth Church, but the Nobles and he shared a special bond. He knew that his father, Daniel, had taken Simone’s cherry, even though Katherine had sworn him to secrecy after finding out Simone hadn’t shared this news. Katherine obviously knew her daughter quite well because Simone had denied it when he finally asked her about it just two years ago. And even though Simone was aware of the Thicke-Noble history, how each Noble woman had been deflowered by a Thicke man, Nathan didn’t think she knew as much as he did. Specific information had been given to him as a rite of passage when he entered the ministry—almost as instruction on his duty to cover not only the Nobles, but other female parishioners of the flock. It is this history that made Nate feel verified, justified, and qualified to introduce Destiny to the ways of womanhood, and to not only cover her, but to get her commitment to become his wife.

“I probably should have told you first about my decision, you being Destiny’s mother and all.”

“Probably, but it wouldn’t change how I feel about it. First of all, Destiny is too young to marry anybody. Secondly, I thought when you walked down the aisle, it would be with me.” There it is, Simone thought. The truth was out.

“Marrying Destiny doesn’t have to change the relationship between us,” Nate said softly. “But I’ve heard from God, Simone, and Destiny will be my wife.”

“I heard from God too,” Simone said, not backing down one inch. She turned off the teapot and shook away the sudden image of pouring the boiling water over Nate’s foolhardy head. Instead, the water flowed into two mugs, which she placed on a tray, along with a bowl of honey, a saucer of lemon slices, and a dish of butter cookies. Simone didn’t miss the irony of the homey moment as she picked up the tray and left the kitchen.

Walking into the living room, she continued. “You know I’m the one who is best suited to serve you, Nate. Destiny is beautiful, I’ll grant her that. She’s also intelligent, charming, and refined. The apple doesn’t fall far from the tree, does it? But I gave up everything to come back here and serve in the ministry because I realized this is where I belong. You are my heart’s desire, Nate, and I’m not too proud to be very clear that it’s you I want. I intend for the words we’ve penned together to come alive in my life.”

Nate sighed inwardly as he sat on the couch and watched Simone prepare his tea: two dollops of honey and two lemon slices, just as he’d instructed her years ago. He understood Simone’s disappointment, but he’d actually expected more outrage from Katherine; after all, they’d been together longer. Simone had always been like a best friend as well as a lover. For some unknown reason he’d thought she’d just shrug her shoulders and understand. He’d thought wrong.

Simone scooted closer to Nate and put her hand on his chest. “Nate, my darling, you know I can help ensure your success: materially and spiritually. We’re a great team, you know this.”

She smiled, licked her lips subtly, and kissed his cheek. In spite of his resolve to not cover her this day, Nathaniel hardened.

“The book I’ve ghostwritten is going to make you a bestselling author, I can feel it!” With that, Simone left the room, her genuine, dazzling smile still permeating the area after she’d gone.

Nathaniel watched her go with mixed emotions. Simone was one of the most beautiful women he’d ever met, her daughter notwithstanding. And in many ways, she was right. They were well suited for each other, spiritually, temperamentally, and especially physically. Nathaniel would never deny to anyone that he loved Simone, but he was in love with the daughter whom he hadn’t yet kissed.

Nathaniel reared back on the couch and remembered the moment when he knew Destiny was meant to be his bride. It was a few months ago—three to be exact. His reflection was cut short by Simone reentering the room. Her eyes glowed as she walked toward him carrying a small box of papers. “I finished it last night,” she said proudly.

Nate immediately sat up. “This is my book?” he asked.

Simone simply looked at him and nodded.

Nate got up and took the box out of her hands. “I can’t believe you finished it already! When I told you the publisher had moved up the deadline—”

“Then meeting that deadline became my singular goal. I took my vacation time to finish it, stayed home all last week and worked on it every minute. I barely ate or slept,” Simone gushed, remembering both the agony and the ecstasy of seeing Nate’s dream come to life at the tip of her fast-typing fingers. “I’d do anything for you, Nathaniel Eli Thicke…anything.”

Nate walked into the dining room and pulled out a chair. Running his hand over the cover page, he read reverently: “Give Up Everything and Have It All, by Nathaniel E. Thicke, Senior Pastor, the Gospel Truth Church, Palestine, Texas. All Rights Reserved.”

He looked up at Simone with a gaze full of appreciation and gratitude. “I couldn’t have done this without you,” he admitted with undisguised pleasure.

“It’s only the beginning of the things we can do together,” Simone answered. “It was as if your very spirit flowed through me as I typed these words. I think I captured both your message and your voice, not only from our discussions and the tapes of your sermons, but from what I know about you. The Spirit fell as I typed, and I saw what God has in store for you. You’re going to be big, Nate. One of the biggest preachers the world has ever known.”

Nate scanned several pages while Simone talked, his heart swelling with gratitude at this accomplishment, his first book. Thanks to Simone, he had no doubt that he would meet his publisher’s deadline. He was sure he’d find little that she’d have to correct. Now, Nate believed he owed Simone for two babies: the one she’d birthed sixteen years ago named Destiny, and the literary one she’d help birth right now.

He looked over at Simone, his dark brown eyes boring into her hazel green ones. “What can I ever do to thank you?” he asked sincerely.

It was the moment Simone had waited for. “Cover me,” she said simply. “I need to be loved by the man of God.” And I need to try and fuck some sense into your head!

Without another word, Nate stood and headed toward Simone’s bedroom, shaking off the promise he’d made to himself to not have sex with anyone tonight. He was a Thicke man and Simone was a Noble woman. Satisfying her was his obligation. Nathaniel removed his tailored suit jacket as he walked toward her bedroom. He watched the way her derriere moved in the form-fitting slacks and was suddenly no longer sorry for the fact that…duty called.
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