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    CHAPTER ONE


    CHURCH SUNDAY


    For as long as she could remember, Shayla Humphries loved Sunday mornings. This was the day God gave us for rest, a day for worship and for family. Sunday was a day for collard greens and black-eyed peas and pot roast with potatoes and carrots or a succulent Butterball ham. Sunday was a day for giving and for good will towards your fellow man.


    Shayla considered these things as she listened to the voice messages saved on cellphone #3. Shayla kept up with this phone by remembering the last four digits of the number, which, coincidentally, were 3666.


    According to Shayla’s father, 666 was an evil number, the number of the beast who would come in the end days. The beast would torture and horrify anyone who was left behind after the rapture. Shayla believed in the rapture. She knew the antichrist was real as well, but she didn’t think there was anything particularly evil about cellphone #3.


    Then again, some of the messages she got last night were anything but Christian:


    “You a nasty wench! A demon spawn. You think you can come up in here and mess up what me and my husband got? Girl, you ain’t messed up nothing! I see you for who you is, and so does Allen. You ain’t did nothing but make yourself look like a slut! And if I ever see your ass again, Lord have mercy. My man’s staying right here with me, so poof, begone. Dumb-ass whore!”


    Shayla grinned and shook her head. She pressed seven to delete the crazed woman’s rant. The next voicemail saved on her phone was from Allen himself. Shayla rolled to her side and closed her eyes as she listened to this one:


    “Hey, hey, Crystal. II’m sorry, but I had to give my wife your phone number. She’s, she say she’s gonna call you. I’m, I mean, she, she probably is gonna call you. I didn’t wanna give her the number, but she wouldn’t let it go. She went through all my shit. I’m sorry. I’m, I’m really sorry. I still want, to, to see you. I wanna be with you, Crystal. Send me a message, if you can. I, I really wanna hear from you. And, I’m sorry about my wife. She’s, I think she’s gonna call you….”


    That message made Shayla sick to her stomach, but her twisted grin remained. She knew she should leave well-enough alone, but it upset her that Allen’s wife still wasn’t getting the picture. Some wives will always blame the other woman. Even if they find evidence of multiple affairs, it’s always the other woman’s fault.


    Allen’s wife thought he was as pure as the driven snow. In her mind, every time he left the house voluptuous vixens accosted him and threw him to the ground and raped him. They forced him to take them to nice restaurants. They made him go to the jewelry store and buy them nice thingsthings Allen would never even consider purchasing for his wife.


    These scandalous women were the problem. They were evil and wretched. Some of them were real-live witches. They cast spells that made good husbands commit adultery.


    Shayla frowned. She sighed. She opened her eyes long enough to dial Allen’s home number. It was clear she was going to have to dispose of cellphone #3 today, so why not burn all of her bridges?


    Allen’s wife, Betty, answered after two rings.


    “Hello?”


    “Hi,” Shayla said. “Is…may I speak to Allen?”


    Pause.


    “Who is this?”


    “This is CrystalOh, my God. Did II meant to call his cellphone….”


    “Crystal?” Another pause, this one longer. Betty’s breaths came hot and hard. “Girl, I know you ain’t calling my house phone.” Her voice was low now. Low and mean.


    Shayla scratched behind her ear and then held out her hand so she could examine her fingernails. She needed a manicure, but it could wait a few more days.


    “Who is this, his wife?” she asked.


    Betty exhaled loudly, mostly through her nose.


    “Ain’t no need for you to be calling me,” Shayla said, “talking all crazy. Me and Allen gon’ be togetherno matter what you say. You might as well get used to it ’cause whenever he ain’t right in your face, he prolly licking on me. When he get home and kiss you, I know you can smell it. You like the way I smell, don’t you? That’s why you still with him, ’cause you like it.”


    Betty was so infuriated, she couldn’t speak right away. “Listen here, you little nappy-headed”


    “Why don’t we share him?” Shayla offered. “I don’t mind sharing. Matter of fact, you can have him most of the time. I just want him one day a week, maybe two.”


    “He don’t want you, whore!”


    “Why he put hickeys on my thighs, then?” Shayla wondered. “Why he spend your car payment on a bracelet for me? I don’t wanna argue with you, lady. Let’s just agree to disagree.” She laughed. “We gon’ share Allen. We doing it anyway, so you might as well get with the program.”


    “Allen!” The woman barely moved the phone away from her face before yelling. “Get your ass in here right now! I got your whore on the phone! How the hell you let her call our house phone?”


    “Daaaang,” Shayla said. “Ain’t you going to church today, Mrs. Archer? You know, God don’t like ugly.”


    “You gon’ get yours,” the woman growled. “I swear before God, you gon’ get yours!”


    Her voice was so menacing, Shayla felt a chill roll down her spine.


    “Tell Allen I’m sorry for calling his house phone. Tell him we can meet up at our usual spot later.”


    “Allen, get your ass in here now!”


    Shayla disconnected, and then she turned cellphone #3 off for good. It was a cheap, prepaid gadget she got from Walmart. She paid cash and never had to register it before use. She had absolutely no fear of repercussions.


    Shayla was slightly disappointed that Allen’s wife chose to stay, but she didn’t feel bad about her role in their marital dysfunction. Hell, their marriage was a sham way before Shayla hit the scene. She tossed the phone to the floor and rolled to her other side, hoping to catch a few more Z’s before she had to get up and get ready for church herself.


    She was in a good mood. In fact, Shayla Humphries lved church Sundays. It was a perfect day for rest and relaxation, good food and good friends and peace towards your fellow man.


    * * *


    Donna called at 9 a.m. sharp. Shayla was up by then. She stepped out of the shower and rushed to dry herself, but she didn’t make it in time. She put on a black robe and found her real phone (cellphone #1) on the nightstand. She returned to the bathroom and called her friend back as she opened the medicine cabinet and removed her deodorant and other essentials.


    “Shayla?”


    “Yeah, what’s up?”


    “You woke?” Donna asked.


    “I just got out of the shower.”


    “You still coming?”


    “Yes, I’m coming. I told you I’d be there.”


    “I know,” Donna said. “I was just checking. I’m…never mind.”


    “Are you nervous?”


    “Yeah, a little.”


    “I thought you weren’t coming,” Shayla said.


    “I know,” Donna said. “But I thought about it, and I think it will look suspicious if I’m not there today, you know?”


    “It’s not even like you think,” Shayla said. She flinched a little from the coolness of her antiperspirant. “Nobody’s going to know you had anything to do with it unless you tell them yourself.”


    “I’m not telling nobody,” Donna assured her.


    “I’m sure you won’t,” Shayla said. “And don’t forget that you don’t know me. I’m not going to say anything to you if I run into you, and you shouldn’t speak to me, either. Don’t even look at me at all. You don’t want them people coming after you when it’s over.”


    “I know,” Donna said.


    “For real,” Shayla insisted. “I done seen it get real ugly a couple of times. Some of the same people praying for you every Sunday will slash your tires if they find out you had something to do with it. They’ll kick off they shoes and fight you right there in the church house. I seen it happen.”


    “I’m not telling nobody,” Donna said in a hushed voice. She was spooked now, and that was good. She needed to understand that there were serious consequences to what they were doing. Shayla never had to see those people again, but Donna lived on the same street as some of them.


    “Thanks again for doing this,” Donna said. “If there was any other way…”


    “If you wanna back out, tell me now,” Shayla said. “’Cause it might get ugly.”


    “No, I don’t wanna back out,” Donna said. “He deserves it. You’ll, you’ll see when you get there.”


    “All right, well let me get off this phone so I can get dressed,” Shayla told her.


    “Service starts at ten,” Donna reminded her.


    “I don’t want to be on time,” Shayla said.


    * * *


    Shayla Humphries was tall for a girl, standing nearly five feet, eleven inches barefoot. If she was thinner, she would’ve had the perfect build for high fashion modeling. But God blessed her with C-cup breasts and shapely hips that couldn’t squeeze into most outfits from the Marc Jacobs collection.


    But Shayla did have the perfect build for urban wear. She could rock a pair of Apple Bottom jeans like nobody’s business, and all of the menfolk found it hard to stay on task when she wore a pair of tight, black slacks to work.


    Shayla’s skin was brown like cognac. Her lips were full. Her eyes were small, but her lashes were long; they added depth and volume to her dark brown orbs. She usually wore her shoulder-length hair in a flip or ponytail. Today she had it straight and layered with no bangs.


    Shayla put on lipstick and mascara and then slipped into a pink bra and panties set. She put her robe back on and left her bedroom for the first time that morning. She heard gospel music coming from her sister’s room two doors down. Carla had her door open, but Shayla stopped at Lisa’s room first. She knocked softly and then pushed the door open when she heard her friend say, “Come on in.”


    Lisa Phillips was thirty-four years old, the same as Shayla. The girls were best friends in high school, and they were still inseparable after sixteen years. They got their first apartment together during their last year of college. Three years later, they were both still hopelessly single, so they upgraded to a house. Shayla’s little sister, Carla, begged to move in with them when she dropped out of TCU. Both Shayla and Lisa welcomed her with open arms.


    A lot of their friends assumed there was constant friction in the householdwith three grown women under one roofbut there were surprisingly few catfights. Everyone had their own life to live, and the roommates were never stupid enough to go after the same man.


    Lisa was still in bed, cuddled up with her new Zane novel. She looked up at Shayla briefly, and her eyes quickly returned to a steamy love scene.


    “What’s up?”


    “Nothing,” Shayla said. “I see you’re up bright and early, reading your Bible.”


    “It is a good book,” Lisa said and snickered. She lay on her stomach with her legs bent behind her. Her colorful toe socks kicked the air nonchalantly. Lisa was attractive, but she was Shayla’s opposite in so many ways. Not only was Lisa almost two feet shorter than her friend, but she was a lot skinnier than Shayla as well. She always shopped in the petite section. She could still fit into a size zero in most jeans.


    Lisa’s skin was fair like coffee with two dashes of milk. She had short hair and large eyes and a wide smile that could barely contain a perfect set of choppers that were just a little too big for her face. Everyone who loved her commented on how beautiful Lisa’s smile was. Her opponents loved to call her “Big Mouth,” which was mean, but not as bad as “Crocodile,” the moniker she endured throughout middle school.


    “What you getting dressed for?” Lisa asked, noticing Shayla’s makeup.


    “I’m going to church today,” Shayla said. “You’re coming with me, right?”


    “Hell no.”


    “Come on.”


    Lisa rolled her eyes. “I don’t wanna.”


    “Do it for Jesus.”


    “He never did nothing for me.”


    Shayla chuckled. She was fully aware of Lisa’s atheist inclinations, but it was fun to tease her sometimes. “It’s a new church,” she said.


    “Where at?” Lisa asked.


    “Alvarado.”


    Lisa’s frown intensified. “Hell no, Shay! I don’t wanna go to Alvarado.”


    “Come on,” Shayla said. “You can bring your book with you and pretend it’s a Bible.”


    “Those country-ass churches are the worst.”


    “I’ll take you to lunch afterwards,” Shayla offered.


    “Why you going?” Lisa asked. “Who’s acting a fool over there?”


    “Joseph Youngblood,” Shayla said, “the head usher.”


    “An usher? Come on, man. That’s not even worth it.”


    “It’s worth it to my friend,” Shayla said. “She says he’s real blatant. I wanna see for myself.”


    “How many times are you going?” Lisa wondered. “I’ll go today, but that’s it. I don’t like those hick towns. They make me feel like I’m stuck in Children of the Corn. I be waiting for Malachi to show up with his eyes glowing at any second.”


    Shayla laughed. “It won’t be that bad.”


    “They probably got a blind organ player,” Lisa guessed. “And at least one choir member who’s got special needsand he sings the loudest.”


    “Girl, stop,” Shayla said, still laughing. She turned and exited the room. “We’re leaving in forty minutes.”


    “I still don’t wanna go,” Lisa grumbled. She threw a pillow, but it crashed into the doorframe.


    Shayla continued down the hallway until she reached her little sister’s room. Carla had her television tuned in to gospel music. The talented duo Mary Mary was performing “Get Up” for a lively audience. Shayla thought the sisters were truly anointed, spreading the word of God in a medium that was more accessible than the Bible or the church house.


    But Shayla also knew that there was a sizable number of perverts at every Mary Mary concert. One of the sisters had as much junk in her trunk as Shayla did. Even the staunchest Christian might find himself in the flesh if he stared at her curves for too long.


    Carla emerged from the closet in her typical Sunday morning gear: a knee-length skirt, an unflattering blouse, skin-toned stockings and black pumps. She had her hair pulled back in a ponytail.


    Carla was thirty. She was the goofiest of the three women in the house, but she looked mature and rather stoic in her church garb. Carla’s skin was as dark as her sister’s, and she had the same small eyes Shayla was blessed with. Carla was not as tall as Shayla, and she was relatively thin. But even strangers could tell the two were related.


    Carla looked her sister up and down and frowned. “Good morning.”


    “Good morning,” Shayla replied. “What’s that look for?”


    “What are you getting dressed for?” Carla wondered. She went to her dresser and checked her hair in the large mirror affixed to it. She didn’t wear makeup, but she found a pair of gold earrings that suited her fancy.


    “I’m going to church,” Shayla said. She took a seat on her sister’s bed and reached for Carla’s Bible case. She opened it and flipped through the real good book, not at all surprised to see her sister’s scribbles on nearly every page.


    “Going to church where?” Carla asked, still looking at her mirror.


    “Alvarado,” Shayla said. “Beth Eden Missionary, off 67.”


    Carla secured her earrings and turned to face her big sister. “What are you going over there for?”


    “Same old, same old,” Shayla replied vaguely.


    “You gonna sleep with him?” Carla asked.


    “I don’t do that anymore,” Shayla said. “At least I try not to.”


    “Who told you about this one?” Carla asked. She leaned her butt against the dresser. She folded her arms over her stomach and looked down at her sister.


    Shayla put the Bible down and rose to her feet. Subconsciously, she didn’t like to be in a position of inferiority. “Donna,” she said.


    “Who’s Donna?”


    “One of my sorority sisters from college,” Shayla said. “I don’t think you know her.”


    “And she called you out of the blue and said you had to come to her church to take care of their problem? Couldn’t nooobody else do it?”


    “She knows I’ve done it before,” Shayla explained. “She asked if I could check him out. And I talk to her all the time. It’s not out of the blue.” She chuckled.


    Carla shook her head and turned back to her mirror.


    “You gotta trip every time?” Shayla wondered.


    “I just don’t see why you can’t come with me to Daddy’s church,” Carla said, “if you’re going to church anyway.…”


    “You know I’m not going to Daddy’s church.”


    Carla turned back to her. “It’s not like you really going to church anyway, Shay. Your body may be there, but your head’s somewhere totally different. You starting to act like Lisa. Do you even believe in God anymore?”


    Shayla laughed, but her sister was serious.


    “Of course I believe in God,” Shayla said. “I believe in Jesus and Moses, too.”


    “It’s not funny.”


    “Okay, it’s not funny.” Shayla straightened her face. “But what this guy’s doing at Beth Eden isn’t funny, either. He’s got a wife and six kids. Six kids, Carla. His wife’s fat, and he thinks he’s the smoothest thing alive. Everybody at the church knows what’s going onexcept his wife.”


    “Why can’t somebody else tell her?” Carla asked.


    “They tried,” Shayla insisted. “But they never have enough proof. He keeps talking his way out of it. Even the pastor told some of the women to leave him alone and stop spreading rumors. After that, this dude got even more bold. It’s disgusting, Carla. You should hear the way Donna tells it.”


    “And you’re drawn to it,” Carla said knowingly. “You don’t just wanna help them, you wanna get all in the mix. You love stuff like that. It’s, like, your hobby, or something. You can’t get enough.”


    Shayla opened her mouth to retort but then closed it abruptly. Her sister was dead on.


    “Well, at least I do something about it,” she said at length, “instead of just watching and talking behind people’s back, like everybody else.”


    “You think God respects what you do?” Carla jabbed. “Two wrongs don’t make a right.”


    “I think it’s too early to argue with you,” Shayla said, shaking her head. “I mean, damn, girl. Can’t I say good morning to you without getting this speech?”


    Carla loosened up. She smiled out of the corner of her mouth. “Good morning, Shay.”


    “Good morning!” Shayla said. “Is Jimmy going to church with you?”


    Carla’s smile intensified. She couldn’t help it. Her boyfriend of two years was probably the biggest bright spot in her life. “Yeah, he’ll be here in a minute.”


    “How’s it going with you born-again virgins?” Shayla asked. “Still standing strong?”


    “We be having temptations,” Carla admitted. “But we haven’t done nothing.”


    “If I was you, I would’ve ran off to Vegas by now to hurry up and get the marriage over with.”


    “I ain’t gon’ lie,” Carla said. “I do feel like that sometimes. But we only got three more months to go. We can make it.”


    Shayla shook her head. When Carla and Jimmy first met, they were humping like rabbits. Shayla expected a niece or a nephew to be conceived any minute. But Carla started taking Jimmy to church with her, and somehow their father convinced the young couple to become “born-again” virgins and abstain from sex until after they were properly married.


    Carla surprised everyone by accepting the challenge with minimal heartache. And Shayla was shocked to hear Jimmy went along with the new arrangements as well. It had been seven months since the last time he got his rocks off (with a girl in the room). But Jimmy never cheated on Carla or begged her to get with the times.


    “I need to finish getting ready,” Shayla said and headed for the door. “Tell Daddy I said hi.”


    “I’m sure he’d like it more if you told him yourself,” Carla said.


    Shayla kept walking. No way was she going to get dragged into that fight again.


    “Just tell him,” she said. “You know, if I could go one week without arguing with you on Sunday morning, I’ll take a purity pledge my damned self.”


    “Really?” Carla’s face lit up. “That would be cool, Shay! I got these books you can check out, and…” Carla trailed off, and her expression changed. “You ain’t gon’ take no purity pledge.”


    Shayla looked back and laughed. “No, I’m not. But you have fun with yours.”


    “I am having fun,” Carla snapped.


    “That’s great,” Shayla said. “Enjoy yourself.”


    “I do enjoy myself.”


    “Could both of y’all shut the hell up?” Lisa yelled into the hallway. “I’m trying to masturbate in here!”


    Carla’s eyes flashed open wide. She put a hand over her mouth and backed into her room.


    Shayla laughed and continued down the hallway with her eyes averted, not daring to see if Lisa was telling the truth or not.

  


  
    CHAPTER TWO


    MODUS OPERANDI


    Jimmy showed up ten minutes later and escorted Carla to her father’s church on the north side of town. Shayla and Lisa got dressed, and they left the house together shortly afterwards.


    Shayla drove her car, a 2010 Acura MDX. All of the surveillance equipment was ready to go. She was pretty sure Mr. Joseph Youngblood wouldn’t shed his sheep’s clothing unless he and Shayla were alone, but it’s best to be prepared for any scenario.


    For morning service Shayla wore a gray skirt that ran out of fabric two inches above her knee caps. She wore a white blouse with the sleeves rolled midway up her forearms. Her black pumps had two-inch heels. Overall, she was appropriate for church, but Shayla was well aware of the subtleties that caught a man’s eye.


    She didn’t wear stockings. Her long legs were irresistible, shaved and smooth, slightly glistening with a coat of cocoa butter lotion. Shayla’s skirt wasn’t skin tight, but it was by no means loose fitting. Her derriere was a definite onion, and men were inextricably drawn to her child-bearing hips.


    Shayla kept the top three buttons of her blouse open, exposing a good deal of chocolate cleavage and a hint of her pink lace brabut only if she bent over (which a girl can’t help but do every now and then, can she?).


    Lisa wanted to listen to Kanye’s new album on the way to church. Shayla was conflicted. She preferred gospel music like her sister, but her friend wasn’t some wannabe atheist. Lisa was 100 percent certain there was no God. And if Jesus did exist, He was nothing more than a religious magician.


    They compromised on an old school R&B station, but the girls always did more talking than jamming.


    “I got a call from Allen’s wife today,” Shayla said when they got on the freeway.


    Lisa looked up from her Zane novel. “Who’s Allen?”


    “Allen Archer, the deacon at Mt Pleasant, in Plano.”


    “His wife called you?” Lisa wasn’t too shocked.


    “Allen called me, too,” Shayla said. “He’s been calling. He said he had to give his wife my number. But he still wants to be with me.”


    Lisa shook her head with a smirk. “I thought you were done with them.”


    “I did, too,” Shayla said.


    “Do they always call back after you put their shit out there?”


    “Yeah. Usually just to curse me out,” Shayla said. “But every now and then one of them gets stuck on stupid.”


    “You said you didn’t sleep with Allen.”


    “I didn’t,” Shayla confirmed.


    “So what’d he say on the message?”


    “He said he was sorry, but he had to give his wife my number. He said she was going to call mebut he still wants to be with me.”


    Lisa chuckled. “What’d his wife say?”


    “This bitch is stuck on stupid, too,” Shayla said with a frown. “She said she and Allen are staying together and Allen doesn’t want me. You know, like we’re on Jerry Springer.”


    “Damn…” Lisa rubbed her forehead. “I won’t never understand that: Yeah, I know you slept with him, but he’s still my man.”


    “I told her me and Allen are still messing around,” Shayla said.


    “You called her back?”


    “Yeah. Why not? I called their house phone this morning, while they were getting ready for church.”


    Lisa cracked up.


    “You wouldn’t believe how hot she was,” Shayla said. “She almost lost all her religion. I had to tell her, ‘Mrs. Archer, ain’t you going to church this morning?’”


    “No, you didn’t.”


    Shayla nodded. “I did. I told her just like that. I told her I don’t care if she stays with Allen. We can share him.”


    Lisa’s grin was big and toothy, kind of like a crocodile. “So I guess you’re throwing that phone away.”


    “I was gonna toss it anyway.”


    “And was that a success or not?” Lisa asked. This was a question she asked plenty of times.


    Unlike Carla, Lisa didn’t condemn Shayla’s antics. She didn’t care to partake herself, but Lisa thought Christianity was a good thing for those who used it to better themselves. She didn’t like to hear about leaders using the church to exploit people for moneyor, even worse, sexual gratification. Lisa wasn’t the only woman who supported Shayla’s personal vendetta.


    “Well…” Shayla tapped the steering wheel. “I exposed him to everyone at the church, so they’re always going to look at him funny. His wife is too scared to leave, but she’s on his ass now. I don’t think she’s ever going to give him any peace.


    “No matter what he’s doing, she’s going to think he’s somewhere with me. I think either he’ll change and stop fooling around, or there will be so much stress, one of them will take off. But the most important thing is he got demoted at church. He’s not a deacon anymore. He’s just a regular Joe.”


    “He can be a regular Joe and still cheat,” Lisa said.


    “I don’t care about regular Joes,” Shayla said. “They’re not the ones behind the podium, lying to everybody every Sunday.”


    “I dig it,” Lisa said, but Shayla knew that couldn’t be true.


    The only way Lisa could truly understand her friend’s motives was if Shayla divulged all of her secrets. And in all the time she and Lisa knew each other, that had never happened.


    * * *


    At a quarter till eleven, Shayla and Lisa arrived at Beth Eden. The parking lot was filled with a wide variety of vehicles. Most of them were less than ten years old. The church was made of red brick, and the grounds had been manicured recently. When they stepped inside, Lisa noticed the foyer was clean and well decorated, and she gave up her preconceptions about Alvarado being a hick town.


    “This looks nice,” she told Shayla. “This an all-black church?”


    “Mostly,” Shayla said.


    “There weren’t any tractors in the parking lot,” Lisa noted.


    “I knew you’d like that,” Shayla said with a chuckle.


    The girls entered the sanctuary through a large, wooden door. Luckily it didn’t squeak because the pastor was in the midst of a light-hearted sermon. He was an older gentleman, at least sixty, with a bald head and a thick pair of glasses that had a dark tint. He didn’t look up from his notes or acknowledge Lisa and Shayla in any way.


    There were about one hundred parishioners engulfed in the pastor’s message. Before Shayla could pick a spot, a young man, no more than fourteen years old, approached and spoke quietly. “There’s some seats over here.”


    The boy wore black slacks with a short-sleeved, red golf shift. Shayla looked around and saw four other teenagers with the same color scheme. The young men stood stiffly near doorways and at the ends of the back two pews. Shayla thought they were a quite professional group of ushers. She wanted to know where their leader was.


    As if summoned by her mind alone, a tall gentleman advanced from the left. He had on the same colors as his crew, but his red shirt was a long-sleeved button-down. He wore a black tie and a black jacket as well. He was roughly Shayla’s height with dark brown skin and short hair that was perfectly cropped. He had quick eyes and a large, somewhat European nose. He smiled at the ladies and looked Shayla up and down, and in a not-so-Christian way, she thought. Shayla knew his name before he opened his mouth.


    “Hi, I’m Joseph,” he whispered. “Are you ladies new to the church?”


    “Hi,” Shayla whispered back. “We’re, um”


    “I’ll take care of them,” Joseph said to the teenager, who was still standing there.


    The boy backed away obediently and returned to his post.


    Joseph smiled at the women one at a time. He had a slight gap between his bunny rabbit teeth, but he was still handsome. His fragrance was pleasant, and even while whispering, Shayla could tell he had a deep, strong voice.


    “I’m sorry we’re late,” Shayla said. “This is our first time here.”


    “That’s all right,” Joseph said. He wasn’t tall enough to look down on Shayla, but he kept his head lowered as he spoke. His quick eyes darted like a snake’s tongue: Breastsfacebreastsfacebreastsbreastsfacefaceface. “Y’all don’t mind sitting in the back, do you?” he asked.


    “No,” Shayla said. She gave him a friendly smile. “That’s fine.”


    “Okay, right this way,” Joseph said. He walked them less than ten feet to a half-empty pew. “Here you go.”


    The usher held out one arm and touched both of the girls with his other hand as they passed. Lisa got her touch on her right arm. Shayla got her touch on the small of her back. Joseph Youngblood grinned like a jack-o-lantern the whole time.


    The best friends sat at the end of the pew rather than scoot down to be closer to the strangers.


    “Thank you,” Shayla told her new main objective. Her smile was just as sinful as his. “Thank you very much.”


    * * *


    The service proceeded like any other. Shayla had been to church so many times, she didn’t think there was any new information available, just new ways of telling it. Lisa didn’t give a rat’s ass about religion in the first place, so she found the pastor’s sermon to be as dull as a college economics class.


    Shayla’s main focus was on the head usher, and it didn’t take long to see that his main focus was the two new tenderonis God blessed them with this morning. Joseph Youngblood didn’t have a particular area he had to be at, so he moved about on his own accord. He never disturbed the service, but he took the pastor a new glass of water midway through the old man’s lecture. The rest of the time he was standing somewhere behind Shayla and Lisa.


    He didn’t have anything that pressing to discuss with them, but he found cause to approach them three times before the pastor gave his altar call. The first time Joseph wanted to bring them New Visitor cards to fill out. Shayla signed her name as Vicki Williams. She gave them the number for cellphone #4 and left the address area blank. Lisa indicated her name was Patricia Holman. She penned the number of another cellphone Shayla stopped using long ago.


    Joseph stopped by the second time to ask if they were done with their cards. Shayla was sitting on the end, and she noticed the head usher made fewer and fewer attempts to conceal his glances at her perky bosoms. He reached over her to collect Lisa’s card, rather than wait for Lisa to pass it to Shayla.


    On his third stop, Joseph leaned close to Shayla’s ear and told her, “Don’t hurry off after the service. I’d like to take y’all to meet the pastor.”


    He was so close his breath made Shayla’s ear tingle. Goose bumps sprouted on her arms. She was trying to play it cool, but if he was going to be this wide-open with it, Shayla figured she might as well get started, too. She batted her eyes and gave him a very tender smile. “Okay. I’ll wait right here for you, Joseph. Don’t forget about me.”


    The usher’s eyes widened for a moment like he got kicked in the stomach. He recovered quickly. His grin returned. “I’m not gon’ forget about you, Sister Vicki.” Before he walked away, he was bold enough to add, “Y’all sho do look nice this morning.”


    “Thank you,” Shayla replied. “Are you…” She gestured for him to lean closer.


    Joseph obliged.


    Shayla put a hand on his shoulder and drew him nearer still. When his face was so close to her cleavage, he could concentrate on nothing else, she asked him, “Are you married?”


    Her warm lips brushed his ear. Joseph started to sweat, and Shayla knew that she had just created one of those dreaded church house boners. Joseph looked around anxiously with his mouth ajar. Shayla almost laughed in his face. She knew what he was thinking. If they were anywhere else in the world, he would’ve said, Ummm, or Well, kinda, or It’s complicated, or simply No, ma’am. But everyone in the building knew he was married. Plus Joseph’s wedding band was as clear as day.


    “I am,” he whispered, grudgingly. “But…”


    Shayla couldn’t believe he had the gall to add a “But!” She waited to see what wizardry he had up his sleeve.


    Joseph looked around a little more and apparently he realized this was probably the reason some of the women at the church spread such awful rumors about him.


    “We’ll, um, we’ll talk after church,” he whispered and returned to his post, for good this time.


    “That fool ain’t even trying to be slick,” Lisa muttered when he was gone.


    “I know,” Shayla said, but she didn’t tell her friend how much this cat and mouse game was turning her on. “He a wild boy.”


    * * *


    The pastor’s altar call was a farce. He said he knew somebody in the church was in need of deliverance. Somebody was going through something, and they were slipping away from God’s sweet grace, and they should not be too embarrassed to come up front so he could lead them through the Lord’s Prayer. He said everything would be forgiven if they would just step forward and lay their burdens at the altar.


    Shayla knew there were liars, thieves, pervs and sneaks sprinkled throughout the congregation like seeds in a watermelon, but no one raised their hand. No one burst into tears and lurched down the aisle like the miserable wretch they were. Lisa wondered if they didn’t really believe the pastor could make them clean and whole with a simple prayer or if all of the judging eyes were a deterrent.


    “Maybe he should set up a booth in the lobby so people can confess anonymously,” Lisa joked, “like the Catholics.”


    “If they do, I would figure out a way to plant a camera in it,” Shayla said. “That would be the best reality show ever.”


    The service ended with praise and worship, and that was an activity even Lisa could get into. This was also the time when some of the flock felt loose enough to turn around and check out the newcomers and late arrivals seated in the back. So many eyes settled on Lisa and Shayla, they felt like they were a museum exhibit. Most faces offered friendly smiles, but Shayla counted at least three ugly ducklings who couldn’t conceal their envy. Shayla also noticed several men folk who had to work hard to keep their jaw from dropping.


    Quite a few people stopped to greet the city girls on their way out. Shayla thought everyone was polite and welcoming. She saw her friend Donna heading to the children’s chapel to retrieve her two girls, and, as instructed, Donna didn’t speak to her sorority sister at all. She and Shayla didn’t even lock eyes for more than one second.


    “So, what do we do now?” Lisa asked as the crowd started to thin out. “I’m hungry than a motherf”


    “Hey, Vicki.”


    Shayla turned, not surprised to see the freaky head usher was back. Joseph Youngblood had regained all of the composure he lost earlier. He stood proud and confident. His smile was gracious and professional.


    “So, you came back for us,” Shayla said.


    “The pastor would like to meet you now,” Joseph replied. “He’s waiting up front.”


    “All right,” Shayla said. “We’re ready.” She grabbed her Bible, and she and Lisa followed the head usher to the first pew.


    The pastor was seated with a sharply dressed man on his right and a doting woman on his left. The woman was roughly the same age as the pastor, and Shayla could tell this was his wife.


    “We got two new visitors today, Pastor,” Joseph announced. “They really wanted to meet you.”


    Lisa coughed loudly with a fist over her mouth. Only Shayla thought her cough sounded like, “Liar!”


    “Bless your heart,” the pastor’s wife told her.


    “How you sisters doing today?” the pastor asked.


    “We’re fine,” Shayla said. She reached to shake his hand. “I enjoyed your message.”


    “Thank you, young lady.”


    “This is Vicki,” Joseph said and touched Shayla briefly on her shoulder. “And this is her friend Patricia.”


    “Where y’all from?” the pastor’s wife inquired. “You don’t live down here, do you?”


    “I’m from Houston,” Shayla lied. “Patricia lives in Cleburne. I’m on my way home, coming from Pampa. I stopped to visit with my girl last night, and I figured I should go to church today, before I hit the road again. I asked around, and a couple of people told me to check you guys out.”


    “What’d you do in Pampa?” the pastor asked.


    “I’m a sales consultant,” Shayla said, “for a pharmaceutical company. There’s not too much going on in Pampa, but if they’ve got at least one doctor’s office, that’s enough to send me on a road trip.”


    The small crowd chuckled politely. Shayla didn’t feel uncomfortable about lying to a pastor, on church Sunday, while standing in front of a huge crucifix mounted on the reverend’s podium. She had lied in church plenty of times. God had yet to strike her down for it.


    “It doesn’t sound like you’ll be back here anytime soon,” the gentleman sitting next to the pastor deduced.


    “No,” Shayla agreed. “I just wanted to get my word for the day, before I move on.”


    Joseph Youngblood nodded.


    “This is my son,” the pastor said, referring to the sharp-dressed man. “He’s going to take over the church one day. Sure would like to get more folks in here for him.”


    “What about you, Patricia?” the pastor’s son asked Lisa. “Think you might come back to see us next week?”


    Lisa coughed again and snickered. Shayla laughed, too.


    “Now you’re definitely barking up the wrong tree,” Shayla said. “Patricia never goes to church. I had to bribe her with lunch to get her to come with me today.”


    “You should reconsider,” the pastor’s son told Lisa. “The Lord’s got something for everybody. You don’t wanna miss out on your blessing.”


    “No, I’m good,” Lisa said.


    “What do you”


    Luckily another woman approached before the pastor’s son started evangelizing.


    “How y’all doing?” the newcomer asked. She was a large woman with a baby in her arms and an older child hanging onto her clothing. She wore a floral print dress that was old and drab, but it helped to hide those unwanted layers of cellulite. She had her hair done recently, and Shayla thought her rosy cheeks were adorable. Overall, Shayla thought the woman was beautiful.


    “We’re fine,” Lisa said.


    “Are y’all coming back next weekend?”


    “Naw, baby,” Joseph said. “They was just telling the pastor that they’s only passing through.” The head usher spoke with a twinge of attitude, and Shayla could tell he was uncomfortable in the heavy woman’s presence. To Joseph, she was like a big, nasty herpes wart on his mouth. No matter how he tried to keep her hidden, she always popped up againusually at the most embarrassing times.


    “Aww, that’s a shame,” the big woman said. “We sure would like to have you as members.” She looked Shayla up and down and chuckled. “Gal, you shouldn’t come to church wearing stuff like that. You’ll have all these mens in the flesh.” She laughed. Both of her chins jiggled. “Won’t nobody pay attention to the Lord’s word!”


    Joseph put a hand to his temple and rubbed softly.


    The pastor’s wife laughed, too.


    “She’s all right, Millie. You leave these folks alone.”


    “I’m just playing,” Millie said and patted Shayla on the shoulder. “You know God don’t care what you look like, so long as you come to Him. That’s the important thing.”


    “Amen,” Shayla said.


    The little boy holding onto Millie’s dress let go and latched onto his pa instead.


    “Daddy, I’m hungry.”


    He looked so cute and hopeless, everyone laughed. Everyone except for Joseph. He looked like he was trying to will himself to disappear.


    “You have a beautiful family,” Shayla told him.


    “Yeah,” Joseph said. “Err, um. Thank, thank you, Miss Vicki…”


    * * *


    Donna called twenty minutes after Lisa and Shayla left the church. They were pulling into the parking lot at P.F. Chang’s.


    “So, how’d it go?”


    “It went fine,” Shayla told her. “He’s a dog, just like you said.”


    “Did he make a move?” Donna wanted to know.


    “Not yet,” Shayla said. “Nothing definite. He was sizing me up. You should’ve seen how he looked when his wife walked up to us.” She laughed.


    Donna was too anxious to find humor in anything. “So what happens now? How does this work?”


    “I wait for him to call,” Shayla said. “I already set everything up. I told him we weren’t coming back to the church, and I gave him my number on the New Visitor card. If he is what you say he is, he’ll call.”


    “What, what if he doesn’t?” Donna asked. “Are you going to call him?”


    “I don’t even have his number.”


    “I can get it,” Donna offered. “We have a directory.”


    Shayla shook her head. “Me going after him is not the same, Donna. That’s like…”


    “Entrapment,” Lisa offered.


    “Yeah, entrapment,” Shayla said. “Anybody might cheat if a bad bitch like me stalked them.”


    “You ain’t that bad,” Lisa said.


    “I’m badder than you!” Shayla said and laughed again.


    Donna was still not amused. “But you are going to get him?”


    “If he doesn’t call me, I’ll figure something else out,” Shayla offered. “But he is going to call me.”


    “How do you know?”


    “Because he’s a dog,” Shayla said. “And all dogs are the same: They shit on the floor, eat their own vomit, and they can’t think straight when there’s some new pussy in the neighborhood. I know what I’m doing, girl. Trust me.”


    “All right,” Donna said. “I trust you.”


    Shayla could tell that she really didn’t, but that didn’t matter because Shayla was right, as always.


    When she and Lisa returned to their home in Overbrook Meadows, just two hours after they last saw Joseph and his portly wife, Shayla got a call on cellphone #4. She connected a USB cable to her computer and plugged the other end into her phone. She quickly opened a spy program on her PC, and then she leaned back in her swivel chair and answered the phone after the fourth ring.


    “Hello?”


    “Hellhello? Can…may I speak to Vicki?”


    “This is she.”


    “Hi. This is Joseph.” Woof Woof! “From Beth Eden…”

  


  
    CHAPTER THREE


    THE PREACHER’S DAUGHTER


    Shayla laughed. “I knew you was gon’ call.”


    “Huh?”


    “I said I knew you was gonna call.”


    “What you mean?”


    “You ain’t no good,” Shayla said. Her smile was wide and evil.


    “What…I don’t understand what you’re saying,” Joseph said.


    “You don’t understand what I’m saying?”


    “No. You just…”


    “Okay. We can do it your way.”


    “Do what my way?”


    “Come on, Joseph. I got to get back to Houston today. You don’t have time to play around. If I’m wrong about you, tell me why you’re calling.”


    “I, uh… The pastor, I was calling on his behalf.”


    Shayla rolled her eyes. “Mmm-hmm.”


    “We, uh… We was wondering if there was something, maybe something we could do to get you to come back to Beth Eden, sometimes…”


    “Really?”


    “Um, yeah. We’re trying to build up our membership.”


    “So, what would you suggest?” Shayla asked. “I live in Houston. You want me to drive four and a half hours every Sunday so I can go to your church? I’ll have to leave my house at 5:30 a.m. You know what, better make that five, in case there’s a lot of traffic. I’d have to wake up at least an hour before that to get ready. Is that what you really want, Mr. Joseph? Do you know how many perfectly good churches there are in Houston? The one I go to is only a couple of blocks away from my house. ”


    “I, uh, I guess I can see what you’re saying,” Joseph said.


    “I already told you I live in Houston,” Shayla reminded him. “Don’t act like this is brand new. Why don’t you tell me why you really called?”


    He took a deep breath and summoned his courage. “I just, you know, wanted to invite you to dinner, to go over some of the things our church has to offer.”


    Shayla shook her head. “Why should I go to dinner with you when we already decided it’s not feasible for me to go to your church?”


    “I, um…”


    “Are you going to bring your wife with you? Is Millie coming to dinner with us?”


    There was a pause. Shayla knew he didn’t like her knowing his wife’s name.


    “Probably not. She, er, she has to stay with the kids.”


    “What did I do to give you the impression that I’m a patient woman?” Shayla asked.


    “You, um… Huh?”


    “I’ll rephrase. If I did something to give you the impression that I’m a patient woman, then I apologize,” she said. “’Cause I’m not a patient woman, Joseph. And I don’t like beating around the bush. Either tell me why you called me or hang up the phone. Are you a boy or a man?”


    He cleared his throat. “I’m a man.”


    “Then act like it.”


    “I wanna see you.”


    “Good,” Shayla said. She had one of her editing programs pulled up on the computer. She watched the jagged lines on an equalizer jump as he spoke. “And what about Millie?” she said.


    He swallowed roughly. “I want to see you without her around.”


    “But that’s your wife,” Shayla said. “And I’m single. You want to see a young, single woman by yourself?”


    Joseph was a country boy, not smart enough to suspect a trap. “Yeah.”


    “Do you want to see me to talk about church?” Shayla asked. “’Cause we already talked about church.”


    “No,” Joseph said. “I don’t wanna talk about church.”


    “What do you want to talk about?”


    “Uh, you know…”


    “Tell me.”


    “I’m digging you,” Joseph said. “I think you’re beautiful. I wanna see you again, before you leave for Houston.”


    Shayla thought she had enough dirt for this portion of her exposé, but it never hurt to have more. “Did your dick get hard at church?” she asked.


    Joseph chuckled. “A little.”


    “Is that what you want to talk about, how I make your dick hard?”


    Joseph breathed heavily into the phone. Shayla knew exactly what was going on: His head was about to explode. His mind couldn’t accept that a beautiful, voluptuous woman fell into his lap like this. Not only was Vicki fine as hell, but she liked to talk dirty. And, if that wasn’t enough to make him have a stroke, Vicki seemed interested in his indecent proposal. This was the scenario of his dreams. If only it could always be this easy.


    “We can talk about anything you want,” Joseph said.


    “All right. I’m down,” Shayla said. “Where do you want to take me for dinner?”


    Joseph thought they reached the point where they could bypass the meal and go straight to a motel room, but no. Vicki was a freak, but she liked to be wined and dined, like any other woman.


    “Where you at?” he asked.


    “I’m still in Cleburne.”


    “There’s an Applebee’s on Main.”


    Shayla frowned. She thought she was worth more than a thirty-dollar dinner bill, but it was her own fault for including Cleburne in her cover story. Applebee’s was probably the fanciest restaurant in the sleepy town.


    “That’s fine,” she said. “How about six o’clock?” It was a little after two now. Six o’clock was too early for dinner, but Shayla wanted it to still be light outside when they left the restaurant.


    “That’s cool with me,” Joseph said.


    “I’ll wait for you in the lobby,” Shayla said. “See you later, Mr. Usher Man.”


    “All right,” Joseph said. “I’ll see you at six.”


    Shayla disconnected, and the file stopped downloading on her computer. Back in the day this would’ve been the end of it. She had their conversation recorded. She got Joseph to acknowledge that he was Millie’s husband, and he wanted to meet a young, single woman without Millie around. As a bonus (or boner), Shayla even got Joseph to admit that she gave him an erection at church.


    That was probably enough to cook the head usher’s goose, but Shayla had been doing this for over ten years, and she was like a prosecutor now. She didn’t want enough evidence. She wanted mountains upon mountains.


    She had to meet with him to seal the deal. That could be dangerous, but Shayla loved the thrill of the hunt. She loved when men put their hands all over her. In the old days, Shayla loved sleeping with the men she exposed. Like a black widow.


    She stopped doing that only because her little sister made such a big deal about it.


    * * *


    Shayla put on a skin-tight Chanel dress and left the house at 5:15. She made it to Cleburne thirty minutes later and had time to scout the Applebee’s restaurant before Joseph got there. She wanted to bring Mr. Youngblood back to her car after they ate, so her parking spot was crucial. She had to find a place that was secluded enough for Joseph to feel comfortable kissing her, but not secluded enough for him to think they could hop in the backseat and fog up the windows.


    Shayla picked an area that was on the side but not right next to the building. There were no restaurant windows directly in front of her, but there was a steady flow of traffic behind her. She went inside to wait for Joseph in the lobby. He walked through the main entrance at five minutes till six.


    Joseph had on the same outfit he wore to church that day, minus the tie. That was an immediate turn off. Shayla already decided to avoid intercourse, and Joseph’s fashion faux pas reinforced her decision.


    But then again, Mr. Youngblood was a fine man. Shayla preferred dark skin over high yellow brothers, and she thought Joseph looked like a chocolate bon-bon. Plus he had a nice build. His bulging chest and shoulders offered a hint of how stacked the rest of his body was. His twelve-and-a-half-inch shoes made Shayla wonder what his Sunday morning erection looked like. The way he devoured her with his eyes made Shayla’s nipples stiff.


    She stood and offered a dainty hand. “Hello, Joseph.”


    The head usher didn’t take his wedding ring off for this tryst. He took her small hand in his and shook it softly. “Vicki.”


    He looked her up and down, his eyes narrowing by degrees. Shayla’s dress was dark red. It had a scoop neckline that showed off oodles and oodles of sexy cleavage. Her hourglass figure was on full display. She knew Joseph wanted to see how well the dress accentuated her ass, so she made him wait. Rather than approach the hostess, Shayla waited for Mr. Youngblood to go ahead of her.


    “Uh, a table for two,” he said.


    “Right this way, sir.”


    “I can’t believe you didn’t bring Millie with you,” Shayla teased as they followed the hostess through the restaurant.


    Joseph looked her in the eyes and grinned. “Millie who?”


    * * *


    Shayla didn’t work on evidence-gathering while they ate. She had two hidden cameras in her purse, but it’s always awkward to keep your handbag on the table during dinner. Plus she knew Joseph wouldn’t say anything too damning in a crowded restaurant.


    Instead Shayla enjoyed her meal, and she enjoyed the silly lovers’ game they played. She never gave Joseph any casual glances. Each time they locked eyes, Shayla had fire and desire burning behind her pupils. She reached to touch his hand as often as possible. She adjusted her bra twice at the table, supposedly because it was new, and “This damned thing doesn’t feel right.” During one adjustment, she flashed a good deal of areola, and Joseph’s eyes became as big as silver dollars.


    He waved at their waitress. “Check, please.”


    When they got up to leave, Shayla led the way this time. Joseph followed like a zombie, his eyes glued to her tail feathers.


    * * *


    It was only seven o’clock when they got outside. They sun was starting to set, but they still had forty minutes of daylight. Before Joseph could suggest something stupid, Shayla asked if he wanted to sit in her car and talk. Mr. Youngblood would’ve preferred they got right down to the nitty-gritty, but he understood that talking and taking her out to eat are often prerequisites for a trip to pound town.


    They climbed into Shayla’s Acura, and she put the key in the ignition and turned the radio on. She turned the music down and pushed a button on the radio to change the station. But the station didn’t change because the button she pushed was actually to turn on her surveillance equipment. On the left side of the dash, a faint green light came on inside the air-conditioning vent. This meant the cameras were rolling; it was show time.


    Joseph didn’t notice anything out of the ordinary because his brain was still stuck on the beautiful areola he glimpsed inside the restaurant. He wanted to suck Vicki’s titty so badly his mouth watered.


    Shayla turned to him and gave him a disarming smile before she got down to the business of ruining his life.


    “Thank you for dinner,” she said. It was important to establish that she wasn’t a prostitute.


    “That’s all right,” Joseph replied.


    “Didn’t you wear that shirt to church today?” Shayla asked. Her intention was not to embarrass him. She wanted the audience to know that she had been to Beth Eden, and this adultery started at the church.


    “This, uh, this a different shirt,” Joseph lied. “I got more than one red shirt in my closet.”


    Shayla smiled. “I’m still tripping on you having a hard dick at church….” She already mentioned this during their phone call, but it was so damning, she had to bring it up again.


    Joseph smiled. “The way you had your mouth on my ear, anybody would’ve got hard.”


    Shayla didn’t like that answer. It was important that she appear to be the victim rather than the aggressor. She planned to delete that comment when she did her edits.


    “So, are you serious about this?” she asked. “You’re the head usher at your church. You can get in a lot of trouble.”


    “Don’t nobody know where I’m at,” Joseph said.


    “What about your wife? I know you had to tell her something.”


    “She don’t be all in my business like that.”


    “Why they call her Millie?” Shayla wondered. “Is that her real name, or a nickname?”


    “It’s a nickname,” Joseph said. “I don’t know where she got it from. It fit her, though. Don’t she look like a Millie?”


    Shayla laughed. “I don’t know what a Millie is supposed to look like.”


    “When I hear Millie,” Joseph said, “I think of some fat, nasty heifer.”


    Shayla didn’t expect that, but she loved it.


    “Why you marry her, if you don’t like big women?”


    “She wasn’t that fat when I met her,” Joseph explained.


    Shayla chuckled. “You’re the one who keeps getting her pregnant. How many kids y’all got anyway?”


    Joseph frowned. “Man, I don’t wanna talk about that shit.”


    “That’s cool,” Shayla said. “I’m just trying to figure out why you’re here with me. It looks like you have a nice family.”


    “If it was so nice I wouldn’t be here with you,” Joseph agreed. “My wife don’t take care of herself no more. She’s disgusting. I don’t even wanna look at her half the time. I love my kids, but them niggas get on my nerves, too. I wanna leave, but we got a nice house and cars and shit. So I dip out every now and then, whenever I feel like I’m about to go crazy. When I get back home, I’m happy. I can put up with Millie and them for another month.”


    Shayla laughed. “Is that’s what you’re doing now, dipping out?”


    “It ain’t like you really wanna be with me, either,” Joseph said. “You going back to Houston.”


    “You’re right,” Shayla said. “I don’t know when I’ll be back this way.”


    “Then it sounds like we both doing the same thing,” Joseph said.


    Shayla narrowed her eyes, but otherwise didn’t show how much his comment disgusted her. She and Joseph were nothing alike. He was cheating on his wife and talking bad about his children, dishonoring a vow he made to God. Shayla, on the other hand, wasn’t hurting anyone. She was single, with no kids. She was free to come and go and fool around with whomever she pleased.


    But that was immaterial. Shayla wasn’t sent to be Joseph’s guidance counselor. She was there to destroy him. She felt like she had all of the basic evidence she needed. The next step was to acquire indisputable video proof of Joseph’s adultery.


    Shayla adjusted her bra again and waited for Joseph’s eyes to return to her face.


    “So, what do we do now?” she asked.


    “Can I kiss you?” Joseph asked.


    Shayla nodded, and he quickly leaned towards her. She closed her eyes when their lips touched, and a smoldering fire erupted in Shayla’s belly. Within a second, Joseph’s tongue slipped into her mouth, and his hand made its way to her breasts.


    * * *


    The trouble started a long time ago.


    Shayla’s mother’s maiden name was Irene Cynthia Hampton. She was the middle child of a small, Christian family. Irene was fair-skinned, the color of a walnut shell. She had big, brown eyes and long, black hair that was naturally curly.


    When Irene met Shayla’s father, Benjamin Humphries was not a pastor yet. He was a recovering heroin addict, working at the Union Gospel Mission in Overbrook Meadows’ homeless district. Irene’s church went to the mission to help feed the vagabonds one lonely Christmas Eve, and Irene found herself working next to Benjamin in a well-organized assembly line.


    It was Benjamin’s task to deposit a ladle of green beans on each plate as the homeless people shuffled by. Irene added two golden brown dinner rolls. The young Christians talked and smiled a lot during the night, and when it was time for Irene’s church to leave, she and Benjamin exchanged numbers and promised to call each other.


    Their courtship was not easy, given Benjamin’s criminal background and Irene’s straight-and-narrow upbringing. Benny spent many hours trying to convince Irene’s father that he was a changed man. He already did a lot of good in his community, but Benny’s ultimate goal was to open his own outreach church one day. He wanted to help drug addicts become productive citizens and parents again.


    Most people thought he was just blowing smoke, but Irene believed in him. She and Benny married in 1976, and sure enough Benny opened his first church the same year. He called it Victory in Christ Outreach Center. Within a month, Pastor Benny had four recovering addicts under his care.


    Shayla and Carla were born four years apart. It wasn’t easy growing up as “the pastor’s daughter,” and it was even more stressful because Pastor Benny didn’t have a regular church. Everyone in his congregation was either recovering from drugs or the wife or mother of one of the addicts in the “men’s home.”


    Sometimes the recovering addicts sneaked out at night and got high, and Pastor Benny had to kick them out of the program. Sometimes addicts came to the men’s home with the sole purpose of stealing. Shayla learned at an early age that she should never leave her purse unattendedespecially at church.


    But even with these annoyances, Shayla had a good upbringing. There was plenty of love in her home, and her mother was always there for her. That all changed in the fall of 1987. Irene began to have terrible headaches that were so bad she couldn’t sleep through the night. An emergency room visit led to follow-up appointments with a neurologist and then an oncologist. Finally Irene was diagnosed with a malignant brain tumor. All Shayla knew at the time was Mommy was sick and her head hurt all the time.


    Irene had her first brain surgery when Shayla was twelve years old. Her headaches went away for awhile, but they came back in a couple of months. After Irene’s second surgery, the doctors told Pastor Benny that there was no way they could remove all traces of her deadly tumor. It would grow back, and when it did, it would be considered inoperable.


    No one told Shayla that her mother was definitely going to die, but she turned thirteen that year, and she had a good idea. She watched her mother cry and have seizures, at least one a day. Even Carla knew Mama wasn’t getting better.


    Eventually Irene couldn’t get out of bed anymore, and she chose to live out the rest of her days on the death ward at Jackson Memorial. There was nothing they could do for her at that point except keep an endless supply of morphine running to make her transition to the other world as painless as possible. Shayla and Carla weren’t allowed to see their mother very much in the last few weeks.


    * * *


    It was around this time that thirteen-year-old Shayla experienced the most tragic and mind-blowing event of her young life. It’s rare that an adult can pinpoint the exact moment when their world changed forever, but Shayla would never have trouble pinpointing hers. It was February 14, Valentine’s Day. The year was 1989. The weather outside was cool enough for a jacket but not a heavy coat.


    Shayla was already in a foul mood that day because she did not get a Valentine’s card from the boy she liked at school. Rodney gave his pretty red envelope to a curly-head girl named Nicole Nelson. Shayla wanted to talk to her mom about this, her first heartbreak, when she got home, but she couldn’t. Her mother was still at the hospital. Between the tumor and the morphine, some say Irene didn’t even remember that she had two beautiful daughters at that point.


    Shayla couldn’t talk to her father about her heartache, either, because this was a Wednesday night, a church night, and the pastor was busy finishing up his lesson plan.


    Benny dragged both of his daughters with him to church that day, and Shayla would never forget how upset she was about the whole situation. She wondered why no one would be honest about her mother not coming home. She wondered why her father cared more about drug addicts on the street than his own family. Shayla wondered why she had to go to church three times a week, every week. She knew this wasn’t the norm. Her friends at school were only forced to go to church on Sundays. Some didn’t have to go to church at all.


    When they returned to the house at nine-thirty, Carla went straight to sleep, but Shayla found dreamland elusive. Pastor Benny brought one of his secretaries home with them, and they were in the living room discussing a rally planned for the following weekend. Shayla couldn’t hear much of what they were saying, but she heard enough to know that their banter was light-hearted, with a good deal of laughter sprinkled in. Shayla became angry, thinking it was not right for her father to have a good time with another woman while her mom was sick in the hospital.


    Shayla wanted to go in there and tell them to, “Knock it off!” But she was just a little girl, and even though her father didn’t hit her often, she knew he would take a belt to her backside if she disrespected him like that. Shayla fell asleep with tears in her eyes.


    She woke up three hours later. That was odd because this was a school night, and she was very tired. Even more peculiar were the new sounds Shayla heard through her thin bedroom walls. She knew her dad’s secretary was still there because most of the noises she heard were feminine.


    But that didn’t make sense because the sounds Shayla heard were not talking sounds like earlier. They were humping soundsthe kind of sounds couples make in Rated R movies. Shayla sat up in the darkness and frowned. The noises were slight, but she knew she was not mistaken. Her heart thundered as she threw back the sheets and crept quietly from her bed.


    Shayla was young, but at thirteen she knew what sex was. She saw plenty of animal sex on the Discovery Channel, but she had seen some human sex, too, on the regular PG television shows her father let her watch. Even old re-runs of the Cosby Show taught her that a man and a woman get in bed together and pull the sheets up to their shoulders. The man then gets on top of the woman, and they kiss, and then the lights get really dark, and the people in the studio audience hoop and whistle.


    What Shayla saw that night was similar to the sex she saw on the Discovery Channel, but it was also one hundred percent different, because that wasn’t some baboon’s red ass pumping in the middle of her parents’ bed. That was her father’s big, black ass. And that was the first time Shayla had ever seen it. At that moment, 99 percent of her being wanted to run back to bed and forget she saw anything, but one percent of Shayla’s mind compelled her to stay there and watch a little longer.


    Somehow the minority won out.


    Pastor Benny was not completely nude. He still had on his tee-shirt and his socks. The woman on the bed with him wasn’t fully nude, either. She still had on all of her clothes, except her skirt was pushed up around her waist, and her panties were pulled down past her knees. They dangled on one of her legs like a slutty ankle bracelet.


    Another thing Shayla found strange was the woman wasn’t lying on her back like on the Cosby Show. She was on her hands and knees, and she had her rump exposed. Shayla looked closer and saw she was actually on her elbows and knees. Her face was pressed into the pillows. Shayla knew she was trying to muffle the sounds of their sinful act.


    Shayla’s eyes bulged. She watched her father grip the woman’s ass and pull her hips to him at quickening pace. She heard their thighs slapping together, and Shayla heard the woman’s screams increase in length and volume.


    Pastor Benny told her to be quiet. He was sweating. The woman gripped the sheets like she was in pain, but Shayla knew she liked it. She knew this because the woman didn’t just lean forward and wait for Pastor Benny’s thrusts. The secretary threw it back at him, as fast as she could, so that the impact of his plunges was much deeper.


    Shayla began to cry. She knew this wasn’t right. She knew that what her father was doing was evil. Very, very evil. She knew that if her mother was here, Irene would scream and cry and possibly attack the other woman. Irene might make Pastor Benny pack his things and leave the house, and in a couple of months, they might go to court and get a DIVORCE.


    Even if Irene didn’t catch them, Shayla couldn’t believe her father would do this while her mother was literally dying at the hospital. Shayla found it hard to breathe. She felt like she got kicked in the stomach, like someone reached into her chest and ripped her soul in two. The heartache she felt at school yesterday was nothing compared to this new pain. This was a hundred, no, a thousand times worse.


    In that instant Shayla hated her father and his lustful secretary. She wanted to run in there, with tears streaming down her face. In her mind’s eye, she saw herself walk right up to the bed and point an accusatory finger between her father’s eyes and tell him, You’re a liar! You’re a cheater! You’re going to hell, Daddy! You’re going to hell!


    Her legs itched to get moving, but at the height of her disgust, betrayal and sorrow, something totally unexpected happened. This time Shayla was so shocked, her tears abruptly stopped in mid-stream.


    Pastor Benny’s pumps were already faster than a locomotive, but somehow he found the stamina to go faster, and deeper. His secretary howled like a dog in heat, and her head shot up from the pillow. She looked back at the pastor with her lips set in a sneer. Her face was drenched with sweat. Mascara ran from her eyes in jagged lines. She was animalistic. Hideous.


    “You finna cum?” she breathed.


    Pastor Benny nodded stiffly, unable to speak.


    “Wait, I wanna, I wanna taste it,” the secretary moaned. She pulled away from him, and Shayla was unfortunate enough to see her father’s manhood. It glistened with the juices of their transgression.


    Shayla’s face grew warm, but she couldn’t look away. She stared in wide-eyed fascination. She wiped the tears from her eyes so she could get a better look. The secretary’s neck whipped back and forth as she sucked on him, and Pastor Benny’s body began to tremble. He grabbed hold of the woman’s head and looked up to the ceiling, but the secretary took his penis out of her mouth and said, “No. I want you to watch.”


    Pastor Benny looked down at her, and the secretary began to stroke his manhood. The good pastor spoke once more when he climaxed. He said the word Jesus. Shayla would never forget that because, as he spoke, a strange, white liquid squirted from his penis, and the secretary gobbled it up like it was honey.


    Shayla wobbled on her thin legs, and suddenly she wasn’t mad at her father anymore.


    And she knew that was bad.


    And when she crept back to her bedroom, Shayla knew that her mind was demented, because her fury easily gave way to arousal, and she couldn’t keep her hands out of her panties that night. She caressed and penetrated herself, and then she cried and thought about God and her mother. And when the sun finally came, Shayla wouldn’t dare talk about any of the things that happened the night before.


    She wouldn’t tell her father what she saw, and she wouldn’t tell her sister, and even if her mom could understand, Shayla definitely wouldn’t tell Irene, either, because it wasn’t just Pastor Benny who sinned that night. Shayla knew that when she gave in to the desires of her own flesh, she was a sinner, too. She was just as bad as the secretary with her dress pulled up over her hips.


    * * *


    And this was why, twenty-one years later, Shayla was still confused about her sexuality. She knew it wasn’t right for head usher Joseph Youngblood to put his hand between her legs. But his hand was warm, and his touch was soft, and his fingers felt good on her labia. She spread her thighs for him, and Joseph slipped his fingers under her panties. He grunted when he felt how wet she was.


    He sucked her neck, and his middle finger slid smoothly into her juice box. Shayla gasped and thrust her hips forward, urging him to probe deeper. She didn’t want to have sex with this man, but she would do it, just as she didn’t want to feel guilty when she masturbated, but Shayla did that countless times during her adolescent years.


    Joseph spoiled the deal himself by being overzealous. He whispered something that sounded like, “Goddamn!” and then he abruptly backed away. “This shit’s starting to hurt,” he said as he tore his pants open and let his dragon free.


    Shayla looked down at his manhood, and her heart skipped a beat. Joseph was as hard as a rock. His penis shot up a good eight inches from his body. And it was fat, too. This was the kind of dick Shayla could go to town on. She wanted to stroke it and suck it until his white honey came out. She wanted to yank her panties off and climb on top of him and ride him like the black stallion he was.


    She might have done all of these things (and more) if a car didn’t park behind them at that exact moment, thus reminding Shayla where she was and what she was supposed to be doing there.


    Joseph saw the way she was staring at his dick, and he grinned. He was totally unprepared for what came next.


    “Uh, what are you doing?” Shayla asked.


    “Huh?”


    “Why you pull your dick out?”


    His bottom lip hung dumbly. “What you mean?”


    “We’re in the parking lot at Applebee’s,” Shayla reminded. “And it’s not even dark outside. You can’t be pulling that thing out like that.”


    “I…I thought we was”


    “I’m a freak,” Shayla admitted, “but, damn. I still have some standards. Put your dick up, man. Act like you got some sense.”


    Joseph put his soldier away obediently. “All right.”


    “You wanna get a room?” Shayla asked.


    He nodded. “Yeah. For sure.”


    “Follow me in your car,” she instructed.


    “All right, cool.” Joseph fastened his belt and tried to adjust his boner so it wouldn’t show when he got out of the car. “Which way you going?”


    “South on 35,” Shayla said. “I still gotta make my way to Houston when we get through.”


    Joseph’s smile was big and stupid. “All right. Lemme get my car.”


    “Hurry up, before I change my mind,” Shayla said. She licked her lips, and Joseph shot his load of pre-cum.


    “I’ma wear that ass out,” he promised.


    “Talk is cheap,” Shayla said. “Hurry up and get your car.”


    Joseph opened the door and climbed out of the SUV. Shayla started her Acura and put it in reverse before he was a few feet away. She backed up and smiled at him. Joseph looked back in time to see Shayla put her car in drive and speed out of the parking lot. She went west on HWY 67 and then jumped on I-35 going north.


    Joseph called her on cellphone #4.


    “Yeah?”


    “What you doing, girl? I don’t even know what way you went.”


    “I’m going home,” Shayla told him. “You need to go home, too. If you tell your wife and your pastor what you did, I won’t expose you.”


    “What? Hell is you talking about, girl?”


    “Go home and make love to your wife,” Shayla suggested. “Tell her you love her. Tell her you’re sorry.”


    “What?”


    Shayla hung up on him. She kept her thumb pressed on the power button until the cellphone went off completely.
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