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Dedication

And the guard stood, every man with his weapons in his hand, round about the king, from the right corner of the temple to the left corner of the temple, along by the altar and the temple. (2 Kings 11:11)

Dedicated to the members of the Security Staff of Total Grace Christian Center (Decatur, GA). Your jobs, not only as police officers, but also as church security, are ones that should be celebrated and revered. In a society where the deterioration of morals leaves no one safe from harm’s way, your assignments, that involve guarding the men and women of God, are appreciated more than you know.

As you protect them, may God’s hands continue to protect you.
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Prologue

Am I being punked? The whole thing had started out being funny. A strange hang-up call here, an anonymous letter there—each ridiculous installment from the unknown perpetrator had served as a source of entertainment for Lieutenant Stuart Lyons ... until now.

Stuart stood in his front yard fully dressed for work and with not an amused bone in his body. All of the beautiful flowers he’d spent hours planting in his yard had been yanked from the roots and were strewn across his front lawn. So much for him receiving Shelton Heights’ “Best Landscape Award” for the second consecutive year. That was bad enough, but it wasn’t the worst of the story. It was his cruiser that had him staring in anger-driven disbelief, as it sat lopsided in the driveway with both right tires slashed. On the side of Stuart’s squad car, written in shoddy big bold capital letters that appeared to have been inscribed with a broad-tip paint brush, were the same words that had been signed to every hoax that had been played on him for the past several weeks: “DR. A. H. SATAN.”

“Who did that to your car, Daddy?”

Looking over his shoulder, Stuart saw his inquisitive son, Tyler, standing in the open doorway of their split-level home, peering through his new corrective lenses and still wearing his backpack. Shelled in grey bricks, theirs was one of the few houses in the neighborhood that wasn’t ranch style.

Thirteen-year-old Tyler was the one who’d discovered Stuart’s vandalized car while on his way to join his schoolmates at the bus stop located at the mouth of the Shelton Heights subdivision. When Tyler ran back into the house and alerted his father of his findings, Stuart did the first thing that came natural for him. He ordered his son back into the house, drew his loaded weapon, and walked outside his front door, carefully surveying his surroundings every step of the way. When Stuart was certain that there was no current danger, he called for backup and waited.

“I don’t know who did it, son. Just stay in the house.” Stuart’s voice was lifeless.

“But I’m gonna miss the bus.”

“I said, stay in the house. And close the door.” A firmer tone took over, and the brief debate came to an immediate end with Tyler’s obedience.

Sirens in the distance grew louder, signaling that help was only moments away. Still dressed in his official police gear, Stuart walked the full circumference of his squad car. Other than the writing on the side and the slashed tires, there was no visible destruction.

“Morning, Lieutenant. You okay? Any damage other than your cruiser? Did you spot any suspicious people hanging around?” The thread of questions came from Sergeant Allen Bowden, an officer who was Stuart’s subordinate, but one who he considered his friend.

Stuart shook his head, his anger gradually being replaced by the desire to single-handedly solve the mystery. “Whoever did this was probably long gone before it was discovered. See?” He rubbed his index finger across the wording. “The paint is already dry. This and the tires are the only damage.” As he spoke, Stuart watched other officers walk around his house, closely inspecting it for hidden clues.

“You know, this Dr. Satan character has taken it too far now. This isn’t funny anymore,” Allen pointed out. “This nut doesn’t even have respect for the law. You might want to think about getting yourself some protection, Stu.”

Generally, when they were on the clock, Stuart and Allen referred to each other by their official titles. But with none of the other officers in listening range, there was no real need for formalities.

Stuart tapped the holster on his hip that housed his weapon. “I’ve got all the protection I need.”

“I’m serious, Stu.”

“So am I,” Stuart assured him. “But the more I study this fool’s M.O., the more I believe this is just some snot-nosed kid that needs a good butt-whipping.”

“What is it about his method of operation that makes you think he’s a juvenile?”

“Are you kidding me? Look at this.” Stuart pointed at the penmanship that defaced his car. “This mess had to be written by some kid; you with me? It’s sloppy and immature, just like the signature on the letters has been.”

For as far back as his teen years, forty-two-year-old Stuart Aaron Lyons had owned what his friends referred to as a “you-with-me” habit that frequently found its way into his sentences. This was especially true when he became impassioned or excited about any topic of conversation.

Allen nodded as if he understood, and Stuart continued.

“Probably some flunky with nothing better to do, so he gets his kicks from writing anonymous letters and damaging property.”

“Got any troublemakers out here?” Allen looked around the quiet subdivision as he asked, like the front doors of houses were going to swing open and boys wearing saggy jeans and excessive bling-bling were going to step out with their hands raised, confessing, “I am, sir. I’m a troublemaker.”

“I don’t know any personally, but what neighborhood doesn’t have its share of idiots?” Stuart replied. The emotions brewing inside of him continued.

“I suppose you could be right. It just seems like this guy—whoever he is—is going way out of his way to make you a target. Why would he single you out to badger with threatening letters? And now this? What’s the motive?”

Without an immediate answer to offer, Stuart quietly watched another official car whip into an available space at the end of his driveway. The door opened, and Irving Over street, Deputy Chief of the Criminal Investigation Division, stepped from the vehicle. Two of the other attending officers walked across the lawn to meet the chief, and Stuart could hear them talking in low volumes, filling him in on the sketchy details.

The mounting number of law enforcement vehicles and flashing lights had caught the attention of some of the neighbors, who now stood on their porches or watched the drama from their front lawns. The commotion had interrupted whatever they had been doing. Some were dressed for work; others still in their night clothes. Stuart studied every one of them, searching for any indication that they’d been involved. He saw nothing.

“Somebody around here had to have seen or heard something,” Overstreet said to the two officers. “Ask around and see what you can find out.”

“Yes, sir,” one of them said before both dispersed to neighboring yards.

Deputy Chief Overstreet flashed a sympathetic smile toward Stuart, and the men exchanged pleasantries before Irving removed his glasses and then his hat. He used his fingers to gather hairs that had strayed from his toupee, carefully pushed them back into the rest of the hairpiece, and then stepped closer to the car to get a better look at the markings.

Stuart shot a glance in Allen’s direction and saw the same hilarity in his comrade’s eyes that he knew showed in his own. He made a mental note to bring up the comical sighting at a later date, so they could laugh freely. Chief Overstreet was second in command only to the Chief of Police and it would not be a wise move on either man’s part to express amusement in his presence.

“You got yourself a live one here, Lieutenant,” Over street surmised, replacing his hat and spectacles. “They tell me this isn’t the first time you’ve heard from this fella. Is that true?”

Stuart wondered who’d divulged the little-known information, but didn’t ask. “Yes, it’s true. It’s been going on for about three months now. This is the first time he’s touched any of my property, though. I didn’t even know he knew where I lived. Every other contact I’ve had from him has been mail that I get at work every few days. I received a few hang-up calls at the precinct that were a little suspicious, too. But this is the first time the kid did anything like this.”

“Kid?” Irving Overstreet’s eyebrows rose. “You think you know who’s responsible for this?”

“Possibly. My gut feeling tells me that it’s a juvenile, and the more I think about it, the more certain I am. You know, I was the first officer on the scene at Columbia High School a couple of months ago when they had that big fight. We arrested a few guys that day, and they weren’t pleased about it. One of those boys was more outspoken and defiant than the others, and he did threaten that we hadn’t seen the last of him. I’m not saying he’s the one who’s doing this, but high school kids aren’t like they were a few years ago; you with me? These days, they don’t forget stuff easily, and if they have violent tendencies, like these guys did, they’re used to getting revenge.”

Deputy Chief Overstreet twisted his lips and appeared to be biting the inside of his mouth. Then he gave his head a slow, thoughtful nod. “You could be right. We’ll pull the kid’s record and have him checked out. You let us take care of it, Lyons. I know you’re a little ticked off about this, who wouldn’t be? But leave this to the people who are paid specifically to handle investigations, okay?”

“Will do, Chief.”

“Good deal. We’re going to have the car dusted for fingerprints, and I want you to be sure to turn in any letters that you’ve gotten too. We may be able to wrap this up pretty easily. Kids can be pretty naïve. Let’s hope that this one wasn’t smart enough to ensure that he didn’t leave behind any evidence. I’ll see you at the station, Lieutenant. You too, Sergeant.”

With a wave of his hand, Deputy Chief Overstreet turned, exchanged a few words with a newly arrived detective, and then strolled toward his car. A brief silence iced over them before Allen Bowden’s voice dissolved it.

“You wanna catch a ride in with me? I think it’s pretty clear that this baby won’t be going anywhere today,” he concluded, pointing at the crippled vehicle that was now being photographed by a detective.

Stuart turned to look toward his front door and then back at Allen. “Tyler has missed the bus, so we’ll have to drop him off at school first.”

“No problem.”

“I kinda want to wait until my yard is clear first though,” Stuart said, his eyes scanning the half dozen men still working the scene.

Allen followed him to his house, and they both sat on the steps that led to the porch. “So you really think one of the high school kids did this?”

Stuart looked out into his community. Most of the nosey neighbors had dispersed, having offered no help to the inquiring police officers. “Who knows? That’s just an early assumption, but I wouldn’t be surprised.”

A skeptical grunt escaped Allen’s throat, capturing Stuart’s full attention.

“What does that mean? You don’t agree?”

“Like you said, who knows?” Allen said. “I was just wondering; that’s all.”

“About what?”

“Well, you do live in Shelton Heights.” Allen raised one eyebrow like that was supposed to give more clarity to his statement.

Stuart shrugged his shoulders and looked even more clueless than before. “And?”

“Don’t play dumb, man. You know the mythology that’s attached to this neighborhood.”

Stuart folded his arms and then snickered and shook his head simultaneously. “I can’t even believe you shaped your mouth to say that.”

“I’m just saying.”

“And I’m just saying too,” Stuart debated. “What’s the root word of mythology? Myth, right? What’s a myth? A fable. A fairy tale. A lie, basically.”

“Strange stuff happens out here all the time, man,” Allen pointed out. “You can’t deny that.”

“I know you’re not going to bring up what happened to my pastor two years ago, or what happened to Pete Jericho last year with the whole Iraq incident. All of that stuff sounded bizarre at the time that it was happening, but in the end, there was a practical explanation for both.”

Allen nodded slowly. “That’s true for those two events, yes. But we don’t even have to think back that far to cite some unexplainable happenings out here.”

Stuart rolled his eyes to the heavens, knowing exactly what direction Allen was headed to validate his point.

“You know I’m telling the truth, Stu. What about last December when that bear broke down that old couple’s front door in the middle of the night and charged through their living room, tearing up everything in its path?”

“We see bears in these parts all the time, Allen.”

“Not in thirty-three-degree temperature, we don’t. Bears hibernate in the winter. They aren’t breaking into folks’ houses.”

“They do when a city is constantly demolishing all of its woodland to build dwelling places to house its overpopulation. The wildlife doesn’t have anywhere to hibernate anymore, so what they’re doing is fighting for what’s rightfully theirs.”

“Are we taking away the outer space too?” Allen mocked. “Just a few months ago, on New Year’s Day when that meteorite fell out of nowhere and killed that brother two or three streets over who was outside taking down his Christmas decorations—was that because our city is demolishing the outer space to build houses for our ever-growing population of Martians?”

Though the man’s tragic death was a sad occurrence, Stuart couldn’t help but laugh at the combination of Allen’s choice of words and his facial expression. “Okay,” Stuart conceded, “you make a good point with that one.”

“Man, over the years you have to admit that, per capita, the Shelton Heights subdivision has had more than its share of peculiar events. Some of them are explainable, yes; but some of them continue to be unsolved mysteries. This is a sinister sector of Atlanta, plain and simple. I mean, I don’t consider myself to be superstitious or nothing, but let’s face it, Stu: the identity of Dr. A.H. Satan may very well be as simple as some vengeful kid that you booked after a schoolyard brawl. But you can’t totally rule out the possibility that it could also be that the ghost of that warlock, Old Man Shelton Heights, just went and got himself a pen name—and he’s decided to make you the lead character in his next bestseller.”




Chapter One

Stuart awakened early Saturday morning, just as he’d done for the past five days. The knowledge that someone had come onto his property while he was asleep, and managed to do such extensive damage to his car without stirring him, made him a bit paranoid. Amateurish letters to the station were one thing, but disrespecting his property was too close for comfort; and it made him feel more uneasy than he had admitted to anyone.

Standing at his bedroom window, Stuart peeped through a small opening in his security blinds that the fingers of his left hand provided. In his right hand, he held a model 4586 Smith & Wesson .45-caliber semi-automatic pistol. It was just after five o’clock in the morning, and the sun was still laying low. In his mind, Stuart suggested that his harasser did the same. He’d been given a replacement vehicle, and there had been no signs of a follow-up appearance by his wannabe stalker, but if the decision for a repeat performance hit the faceless, nameless man, so would a bullet.

Regardless of Sergeant Bowden’s remarks about the late Mr. Shelton Heights and the namesake upscale community that was built with his money just days before the self-proclaimed sorcerer was found dead on the grounds thereof, Stuart refused to consider his plight had anything to do with “the legend” surrounding the neighborhood. Though it was believed that the heart attack suffered by eighty-eight-year-old Shelton Heights was arbitrary, the autopsy was inconclusive, leaving many to wonder if an armed robber had frightened the old man to death. Mr. Heights was believed to be the most well-to-do citizen of Atlanta, Georgia; but when his body was found, he was carrying no money and no wallet. The truth behind his death died with the warlock, but over the years, it seemed that his spirit still lurked, and chose to haunt those who had taken advantage of the affordable housing in a neighborhood whose domiciles he never intended to sell at such a deflated cost.

Ever since inception, the Shelton Heights subdivision had been riddled with folklore. Because of it, dwellers moved out as quickly as they moved in. Most of the people who purchased homes there did so just to resell them to new transplants into Atlanta who’d not yet heard the myth, hoping to make a sizeable profit. As fabulous as the houses in the neighborhood were, superstitions made them difficult to sell. Therefore, structures that could easily vend for $300,000 in other areas of the city had to be sold for half as much in Shelton Heights. It was a bargain for those who dared to dispel the myths; but the better part of those who at one time took on the challenge would eventually move out because of uncanny, ambiguous occurrences.

Stepping away from his lookout spot, Stuart sat on the side of his bed, debating whether or not he should try and get a little more sleep. As with most Saturdays, he was off from work, and generally, he took advantage of the opportunity to sleep in late. But this week’s mishap would not allot him a smidgen of peace, and Stuart was sure that lying back down would only accumulate wasted time that he could use to do something constructive, or at least, enjoyable.

Still in his pajamas, and with nothing but socks on his feet, Stuart retrieved a silver key from his nightstand drawer and stepped from his room as quietly as he could. His four-bedroom home was a spacious one, and he wasn’t overly concerned that he’d awaken his son who slept in one of the rooms upstairs. But for the past eighteen months, he had also shared a home with his sister, Kenyatta, and she was a shallow sleeper. She’d been that way ever since a bitter divorce forced her to move from Jacksonville, Florida, to Atlanta, Georgia.

Like Stuart, Kenyatta rarely worked on Saturdays, and Tyler often spent much of the weekend horseback riding with his friends in Greene Pastures, a champion horse breeding farm owned by Stuart’s friend, Hunter Greene, who was also the father of one of Tyler’s best school buddies.

Passing his sister’s room door and rounding the corner at the end of the hall, Stuart used the single key to unlock the door that led to his favorite room in the house: the den. That space was kept locked because it was his personal sanctuary: a place of work—a place of worship. The place where he felt his prayers were most heard. Stuart never could quite single out one thing that made it his preferred room, but he had concluded that much of it was due to the solitude that he often found there, especially on his days away from the chaos that frequently surrounded his line of work.

Fully furnished in neutral colors right down to the eggshell couch, oatmeal walls and deep tan coffee tables, the den had such a welcoming feel that Stuart could almost sense it hug him when he entered. A stocked entertainment console was nestled against one wall beside a five-tier glass-encased bookshelf, and in a corner nearest his door was a sturdy maplewood desk that housed his flat-screen Gateway computer. The den served as not only a place of privacy, but also a place of worship. It was here where Stuart found a level of closeness to God that seemed to escape him in other areas of his home.

The way Stuart figured it, he had at least two hours before Kenyatta would awaken and possibly three before Tyler would begin begging for a ride to Greene Pastures. His eyes burning from the lack of sleep, Stuart powered up his computer and waited for his home screen to appear. Among other things, he was what his sister called a “big kid” who collected the latest tech gadgets. Stuart carried a cell phone on each hip (one for business and one for personal use), had the latest iPod, digital camera, and computer software programs available on the market. Had he not turned to law enforcement as a career choice, no doubt, he would have become an electronic engineer.

Glancing at his watch, Stuart noted that the time was five forty. It was still early, but he hoped his favorite online friend had reason to awaken prematurely today, too. For the past four months, he’d been chatting frequently with Candice Powell, a woman who he had yet to meet. Stuart had been apprehensive about registering with the popular online Christian matchmaking site, but after watching televised advertisements about its success rate, he made the decision to give it a try. After connecting with three women, none of whom held his interest for more than two weeks, Stuart was ready to call it quits. It was then that Candice contacted him by way of a note left in the email box associated with his online profile.


Hi, Stuart. I’m a thirty-something-year-old math teacher in New York City. I reviewed your profile and noted that we had quite a bit in common. Despite what this note may lead you to believe, I’m not an aggressive woman. In fact, I’ve never initiated communication with anyone on this site before, but I admit that I was immediately drawn to your profile. If you would like to chat sometime, please feel free to leave a note.

Be blessed, Candice



Stuart almost didn’t reply. After all, the three women before her sounded like they had good sense too. Talisa, Anita, and Marilyn were a gynecologist, librarian and associate pastor, respectively. By their third correspondence, Talisa had sent him a highly inappropriate photo of herself wherein she gave the gynecological breakdown of each part of the full-color image. By week two of Stuart’s contact with Anita, she had warned him not to mess over her because the mistake of doing so had cost her last boyfriend a “knife-carved tattoo that he didn’t have to pay for.” And the day before Stuart ended his affiliation with the great Evangelist Marilyn Lassinger, she had sent him an email that prophetically detailed how the Lord was commanding him to marry her in exactly three hundred days so they could work together in ministry, and so he could become the “Boaz” she’d been praying for in her times of “laying before the Lord.” Stuart had been on secular dating sites that were less stressful.

Before typing in his note, Stuart pulled his reading glasses from his desk drawer and placed them on his face. He rarely used them, even when reading, but his tired eyes needed the support today.


Hi, Candice. I woke up early this morning and couldn’t go back to sleep, so I thought I’d check and see if you were up too. It’s Saturday, and since you don’t have to work, I imagine that you’re sleeping in, but I thought I’d give it a try anyway. If you happen to be there, hit me back.

Peace, Stuart



At an even height of six-foot-tall and with a skin tone that he’d once heard a woman refer to as “a minute before midnight,” Stuart epitomized tall, dark and handsome to the letter. He belonged to one of the fastest growing, most esteemed churches in the state of Georgia and, arguably, he held one of the most revered jobs in the country.

“Why do you need to find a woman on the Internet?” His sister, Kenyatta, had asked this question many times.

In fact, Stuart had asked himself the same question, wondering why it had been so difficult for him to find true love. Most of his closest friends were either married or in exclusive relationships with women who seemed to be in it for the long haul. Hunter and Jade Greene had been married for two years and were so much in love that, even to other lovers, it was almost sickening. A year ago, trouble had rocked Pete and Jan Jericho’s thirteen-year marriage, but ever since Pete returned from Iraq and had retired from the Marines, they’d been inseparable. Even Jerome Tides, Jade’s brother, and self-proclaimed bachelor for life, had his choice of women.

Ironically, Jerome, a former bad boy who served ten years in prison for a part he played in an armed robbery, was Stuart’s best friend of them all. The two of them were often teased about their friendship. A law officer forming a brotherhood with a man who still had thirteen years of probation to serve just didn’t happen every day. But despite his past, Jerome had two women currently vying for his attention; one was Stuart’s own sister, and the other was Ingrid Battles.

Ingrid was Jade’s best friend from Virginia who accepted the offer to be Jade’s executive assistant in her booming private psychology firm, and had moved to Atlanta a few months ago to fulfill her duties. Kwame, who was Stuart’s friend by way of Hunter, was single, but he was unattached by choice. Kwame wasn’t ready to settle down, and he only dated women who felt the same.

For Stuart, twelve years of bachelorhood was more than enough. He wasn’t just looking for a woman—he was in search of a wife. The single father had once been married and, for the most part, enjoyed it. His marriage to Natasha “Tasha” Lyons, who had since chosen to go back to her maiden name of Dennis, had lasted for nine years. But the strong love that was needed to sustain their relationship fizzled somewhere between years seven and eight. As with most dissolved marriages, the split was bitter at first, but it had long since become amicable.

Upon the initial separation, Tyler lived with Tasha, and spent weekends with Stuart. Shortly after the child’s fourth birthday, Tasha, a registered nurse by profession, connected with Nurse Finders, a company who placed transitory health-care workers in facilities across the nation, whenever the need arose. The opportunity was too great for her to pass up. Her connection with them opened the door for Tasha to substantially increase her income while doing one of her favorite things: traveling.

Because of the demand, Tasha’s assignments kept her away for stretches of six, eight, and sometimes, twelve weeks at a time while she temporarily filled positions in hospitals as far away as Seattle, Washington, and Boston, Massachusetts. Stuart was the more stable parent, and together, they agreed that he would take on physical custody of Tyler. The job came with no regrets from Stuart. His son meant more to him than life itself. And Tyler’s bond with his mother remained strong through lengthy weekly telephone chats.

Since the divorce, Stuart had been no stranger to dating, but serious love interests had been few. Women found him attractive, and indeed, he enjoyed their admiration and companionship. But there always seemed to be a long-term personal agenda hidden behind their short-term perfect personalities. And his lack of finding Ms. Right couldn’t be blamed on a sparse harvest. New Hope Church had a bumper crop of available women. Finding a saved woman wasn’t a problem. Finding a genuine one was.

The idea of the traditional family appealed to Stuart, and he desired to give marriage another try, but having been there and having done that before, he needed to be sure that his next wife was sent from God. After all, it was no longer just about him. He had a son to consider, and loving Tyler wouldn’t be an option for her. He hoped that she—whoever she was—would require the same of him for her children, if she had any.

At Stuart’s age, he figured that whatever woman he ultimately partnered with would have at least one child. He had to be realistic in his thinking. Stuart knew that he’d never date a woman too much younger than he, and there was a good chance that a sister in his age bracket would have been married before, or at least have a child that was the result of a previous relationship. And, besides, he couldn’t expect something of her that he couldn’t give in return. Whoever married him would become an instant mother, so he was prepared to become an instant father as well. Oddly enough, the woman who was currently holding his interest was thirty-six, had never been married, and had no dependents.

Candice: Hey, you! Good to hear from you.

Stuart had been so occupied with his own thoughts that it startled him when the note from Candice popped up on his instant messenger screen. He liked it better when they chatted this way. There was less waiting time than with emails. Instant messenger was the next best thing to talking on the phone, which was something else that he and Candice hadn’t yet done. A follow-up message appeared, and Stuart immersed himself in her words.

Candice: Yes, I’m up, believe it or not. I just logged on the computer to print out an answer sheet and saw your note. I have a ton of papers to grade, and I have to prepare a test for my students to take on Monday. Since I have a full day at church tomorrow, I thought I’d rise early today and get this stuff knocked out so that I can have the latter part of the day to relax. What got you up so early on an off day?

Stuart hadn’t shared with Candice any of what had been going on with him and his harasser. He’d come close to mentioning it to her in a previous chat session, but he chose not to for reasons he hadn’t yet admitted. Stuart was captivated by Candice, but didn’t know why. It wasn’t based on her physical makeup. He’d never met her in person, and frankly, from what he could tell by the personal information on her written profile, Candice didn’t really have the bodily manifestation of a woman most men would be attracted to. True enough, her headshot depicted the face of an attractive woman with a magnetic smile. But her biographical sketch told what one never would have guessed from her photo. Detailed information included the descriptive words, “vertically challenged” and “more to love” and Stuart knew what those phrases meant. It was just a politically correct way of saying, “I’m short and fat,” traits not often revealed on a dating site.

Her honesty was refreshing, and Stuart was drawn to the woman living on the other side of his computer screen. Candice shared his passion for cultivating children, his appreciation of the arts, his enjoyment of the outdoors, and most importantly, his love for Christ. Nothing about her seemed bogus or pretentious, and the ample dimensions of her heart overshadowed any qualms he might have about the length of her stature and the breadth of her body.

Stuart: I’ve been dealing with a possible stalker and until we find out who he is or what his agenda is, I probably won’t sleep too well.

Stuart typed the words without giving it a second thought; but he paused before clicking on the button that would deliver the message to Candice. Once the message was sent, Stuart sat back in his chair and held his breath in anticipation of her retort. For a few moments, there was no response, and all he could hear was his own heartbeat.

Candice: When you say “stalker,” are you referring to a fan, as in someone who is overly infatuated with you? Or do you mean an enemy, someone who is out to do you harm?

It was the question that Stuart dreaded, but if a relationship was possible between the two of them, she might as well know all the facts now.

Stuart: From the looks of things, it’s someone who has it in for me. It started a couple of months ago with me getting letters and phone calls, but Monday morning, the tires on my car were slashed.

Stuart imagined that, on the other side of the screen, Candice’s eyes were bulging.

Candice: Letters? Phone calls? Slashed tires? This sounds serious, Stuart. Why am I just hearing about it? We’ve been chatting for more than a couple of months. Why didn’t you tell me before now?

He could see the hysteria in her words. Stuart closed his eyes and then reopened them again.

Stuart: Because I was afraid of this.

Candice: Afraid of what?

All the while that Stuart typed his response, he wondered if he was doing the right thing by baring his soul, but not once did the momentum of his fingers break as they typed on his keyboard.

Stuart: I was afraid that you would freak out on me and then conclude that you didn’t want to be involved with a man who is possibly being hunted by a psychopath.

For a long while after he sent his reply, no words came back to him. Stuart counted the seconds and wondered how painful the punishment for his honesty would be.

Candice: So is that what we are? Involved?

Only when Stuart saw Candice’s words appear on the screen did he remember to breathe. His chest felt tight, like he hadn’t exhaled since sitting back in his chair after sending her the initial message about the violation of his property. Stuart stared at her question for a short time and then slowly placed his fingers back on the keyboard.

Stuart: I don’t know. Are we?

Candice: Don’t ask me. You’re the one who said it. I teach math, not English, so I’m not into a lot of word interpretation or the dissecting of sentences.

A grin parted Stuart’s lips and then stretched them across his face, displaying white teeth that seemed whiter all because of his skin’s hue. In all the months they’d been chatting, he’d never felt as though they were flirting with each other. This morning, he did. Maybe it was time to move to a new stage in their undefined relationship.

Stuart: Why don’t we talk more about it and see? He hoped she’d agree.

Candice: Talk? You mean over the phone?

He nodded his head as if she could see him.

Stuart: For starters, yes; but I do have some vacation days coming to me. With your permission, I’d like to come to New York and meet you. Maybe we could have dinner?

He ended the last statement with a question mark, hoping that doing so would prevent Candice from feeling pressured.

Candice: Let’s chat about it some more later. Meanwhile, I’d better get back to grading these papers, or my evening won’t be as free as I planned.

Hers wasn’t quite the response that Stuart was hoping for, but he found Candice’s hesitation to be refreshing. It was good to know that she didn’t jump at the first opportunity to meet him. He would bet his last dime that the other three before her would have.

Stuart: Okay. But can I at least have your number so I can call you sometime?

Hearing her voice would be a nice consolation prize.

Candice: I’ll tell you what. You give me your number and let me give you a call.

Stuart laughed out loud, and his heart fluttered. Four months had passed since their atypical introduction, and he felt like his site membership was finally paying off. As he typed in his cell phone number, Stuart found himself praying that she’d use it soon. He sent his good-bye message and yawned as he prepared to shut down his system.

Candice: Stuart?

The one-word call from her appeared just before Stuart clicked the icon that would have disconnected his Internet. Seeing it perked up his tired body like a jolt of caffeine.

Stuart: Yes?

Candice: Promise me you’ll be careful, okay? I try not to worry about you, but I do. I’ll be praying for you that our all-seeing God will send His ministering angels to protect you and your son from any evils that seek to do you harm.

Stuart was unprepared for the joy that raced through his body. Moisture glossed his eyes, and fine bumps decorated the full length of his arms. Taking a moment to collect himself, he placed his fingers on the keyboard for his final response.

Stuart: Thanks, Candice. You can’t imagine how much it means to me to have your concern and your prayers. I’ll be careful. I promise.




Chapter Two

“Come on in, Stu. You look tired, man. What you been up to?” Hunter Greene stepped aside so that Stuart could enter his massive five-bedroom, three-bath home.

“I’m all right.” Stuart looked around. No matter how many times he visited this showplace of a dwelling place, it enthralled him. With its high ceilings, shiny hardwood floors and expensive artwork, the house was so immaculate that it looked virtually unlived in. “Just woke up too early, that’s all.”

“Woke up early? Man, you’d better take advantage of these Saturdays that you have off.” He looked beyond the open door and then back at Stuart. “Where’s Tyler?”

“He saw Malik, Kyla and the others and headed straight to the pasture.” Stuart released a brief chuckle. “Bet you didn’t know, when you started breeding horses, that what you were actually doing was preparing a weekend day camp for Malik’s friends.”

Hunter laughed with him. “Naw, man, it’s cool. The kids get to have fun, and the horses get the exercise that they need all at the same time.” He sat on the sofa opposite Stuart and sobered. “Any word on the cat that slashed your tires the other day?”

Shaking his head, Stuart replied, “Not really. They’ve pretty much ruled out the high school kid who I first suspected. Turns out that his mom sent him to live with his father in Jersey after he got locked up for that fight. His old man has a tight rein on him, and that boy hardly has the freedom to leave the house, let alone leave the state, which is what he would have had to do in order to mark up my car. I still don’t necessarily see him as innocent, though.”

“How come?” Hunter asked as he got up from the couch and walked into the kitchen.

Stuart raised his voice to be certain that Hunter could hear his reply. “He could easily have had some of his boys do it. I mean, he was a part of a school gang, and if he’s really ticked about being shipped off to his dad’s, he could have conspired with some of the other kids who are still here, telling them to seek revenge on his behalf, you with me? It wouldn’t be at all farfetched for him to be indirectly involved in this whole mess.”

“I see your point.” Hunter reappeared from the kitchen, handed Stuart a glass of cola and then returned to his seat to polish off the glass of ice cold milk he’d been drinking when Stuart arrived. “If the police have ruled out this kid you suspect, then they must have someone else in mind. Do they?”

“No. At least, not anyone that they’ve mentioned to me.”

A knock on the door invaded their private time.

“You expecting a yard full of kids today?” Stuart asked in the middle of a yawn.

“No, but that doesn’t mean I won’t end up with a full yard.” Hunter laughed. “That’s probably your boy, Jerome. He said he was coming over today. We were thinking of going out back for a little game of one-on-one. But with you here—”

Stuart threw a carefree wave of his hand in Hunter’s direction. “Don’t let me stop you. I’ll keep score. As tired as I am, that’s about all I can contribute.”

Hunter opened the door, and when Stuart saw two men standing there, he knew that tired or not, he had inaudibly been drafted into the pending game. Both Jerome Tides and Peter Jericho walked into the house, noisily exchanging greetings with Hunter before approaching the living room, where Stuart continued to relax.

“What’s up, gentlemen?” Stuart said, standing and embracing each man before returning to his place on the sofa.

“Man, get up,” Jerome ordered, motioning with his hands for added effect. “We ’bout to go out back and shoot some hoops. Pete thought he was gonna be a third wheel, but with you here, we can have a fair game of two on two.”

“Can you guys sit down for a minute first?” Stuart asked with deep lines in his forehead. “Geez, man, have some manners. You don’t just come to another man’s house and take advantage of his amenities without first exchanging some dialogue.”

Hunter laughed as he sat. “That’s Stu’s way of saying he’s tired and he wants to get some rest before getting the beat-down on the court.”

“Whatever,” Stuart said, knowing full well it was the truth.

“You do look tired, man,” Peter observed. “You worked late last night?”

Stuart sat forward in his seat and pondered whether he should open up to the men he trusted most. They all knew about Monday’s occurrence, but they didn’t know everything that had happened since.

“What’s up, Stu?” Jerome said, nudging his friend’s leg. “Looks like you got something on your mind.”

Rubbing his hand across his shaven head, Stuart said, “I do, I guess.”

“Let’s hear it,” Peter urged when Stuart hesitated.

“I’m tired because I don’t sleep well lately. I haven’t mentioned this to my sister or to Tyler because I don’t want to upset either of them and have them tossing and turning too. But ever since this Dr. Satan fool came up in my yard and jacked up my car, I don’t sleep soundly anymore. Every little noise wakes me up, and even when I don’t hear any noises, I’m up before the sun.”

“Have you gotten any more letters or anything?” Hunter wanted to know.

Shaking his head from side to side, Stuart gave his silent answer. “But just the knowledge that he’s still out there and he knows where I live is messing with my head.”

Jerome released a dry laugh. “Well, maybe you ought to tell Kenyatta about it. I don’t think she’d be afraid. If anything the crook would be scared of her.”

The thought of his gun-toting, smack-talking sister made Stuart laugh too. “I don’t know, man. I mean, she puts up a believable front, but behind that tough exterior, I don’t think she has the courage to shoot anybody. If she did, she probably would have killed that ex-husband of hers.”

“You still think that kid you arrested is behind this?” Peter asked as Hunter returned from another trip to the kitchen brandishing two more glasses of soda for his most recent guests.

“I don’t know.” Stuart didn’t feel like going through the entire story again. “There’s a good chance that he didn’t do it, but the whole thing just seems too childish for it to be the work of an adult.”

“Well, you know my bride is a psychologist,” Hunter began.

Jerome released a heavy sigh. “Dang, man. You and my sister have been married for two years. You can stop calling her your bride anytime you get ready, okay? Her name is Jade. Say it with me, man, Jade.” Jerome’s quip was met with laughter from Stuart and Peter.

“Shut up, stupid,” Hunter said, picking up a decorative pillow and tossing it in Jerome’s direction. He then turned to Stuart and continued. “My bride had an interesting theory that I thought was worth mentioning.”

“Everybody’s got a theory,” Stuart said, thinking of Allen and his mention of the Shelton Heights myth.

“But this one might be worth the police looking into,” Hunter maintained.

“Yeah? Well, let’s hear it.” Stuart drank the last of his cola and placed the empty glass on the coaster on the coffee table in front of him.

Wasting no time explaining himself, Hunter probed, “Kenyatta’s ex. What kind of man is he?”

“What are you saying? You think Joe could have done this?” Stuart looked him straight in the eyes in anticipation of Hunter’s reply.

“Why not? Isn’t he a violent man? Didn’t you say that he was abusive to your sister?” Hunter gestured his hands like it was a no-brainer.

Stuart thoughtfully twisted the silver ring he sometimes wore on the middle finger of his right hand. He’d never given Joseph King a second thought. Could he be behind all the mayhem? “Joe was verbally and emotionally abusive,” he revealed, still mulling over the question in his mind. “Kenyatta said that he threatened to do stuff to her all the time, but he never actually hit her; not even when his drunken mind was telling him that she was cheating on him.

“He did a lot of crazy stuff, like he’d follow her around, spying on her, and he embarrassed her a few times by showing up drunk at church or on her job, causing a scene.” Stuart recalled other incidents that he’d been told about. “When he got really angry, he’d go into rages and throw and kick stuff, like a kid having a tantrum, but he never hit her. Kenyatta’s decision to finally leave for good was made when Joe got mad once and took a carving knife and started stabbing her side of the bed.”

“Sounds pretty violent to me,” Peter pointed out.

“I don’t know.” Stuart still had his doubts. “Joe was more stupid than anything else. I think he was half-scared of Kenyatta, to tell the truth.”

“Who wouldn’t be?” Jerome mumbled.

“But you just said that he was jealous and would follow her around,” Hunter recapped. “Does he know that Kenyatta’s here in Atlanta?”

Shrugging his shoulders, Stuart said, “I don’t know. I don’t think Kenyatta’s heard from him since she had her cell number changed last year, a couple of months after moving here. She didn’t tell him where she was going. As a matter of fact, she didn’t even tell him that she was leaving. She packed up and left one day while he was at work. Kenyatta could have gone anywhere. I’m not her only sibling. My parents had four kids, and all of us live in different areas of the country.”

“But he knows where each of you live, right?” Jerome asked.

“He knows what states we live in, yes—he probably even knows what cities we live in. But he doesn’t know where we live, you with me? He and Kenyatta weren’t married that long, and none of us liked him from the start, so it’s not like we ever invited him to our houses for dinner or anything. And of the four of us, why would he automatically assume she’s with me?”

“By the process of elimination,” Peter reasoned. “Between then and now, he’s had plenty of time to scout out your other siblings and conclude that Kenyatta’s not with any of them. You were probably just next on the list, Stu. He could have been watching your house for a while and now knows that she’s with you.”

“But I told you, he doesn’t know where I live.”

“If he really wanted to know where you lived, he could find it,” Hunter said, fingering his goatee. “I think we’re on to something here. Jade counsels women all the time who are afraid of their jealous men. They know what those men are capable of doing even if they haven’t done it yet. If Joe has found out that Kenyatta took refuge with you, he might see you as the other man and is out to get you.”

Stuart sat up straight. “The other man? Joe knows I’m Kenyatta’s brother. Even if he does know she’s living with me, he knows I ain’t no other man.”

“In his twisted mind you might be,” Hunter said. “Not the other man as in Kenyatta’s lover, but the other man as in the man she chose over him. In the end, you are a man and you did take her in. So Joe sees you as the reason she divorced him. Brother or no brother, she left him and came to you.”

Jerome laughed. “Man, my baby sister’s got you sounding just like her. Jade kills me with that psychology mess. She was trying to break it down to me as to why I acted out the way I did as a kid and ended up in prison as an adult. I listened to all that mumbo jumbo that she dished out, and I guess it made some sense. But I already know the main reason I did what I did. I was full of the devil. That was my problem, and if Joe is the one hunting Stu down, that’s his problem too. I mean, look at the signature that he leaves behind. Dr. A.H. Satan. It don’t get no clearer than that, dude.”

“I still don’t get why he’d come after me,” Stuart added. “If Joe wants to come after Kenyatta’s man, he’ll come after Jerome.”

“Look out, now,” Peter said with a hearty laugh.

Jerome grinned in Stuart’s direction and then shook his head in denial. “Man, I can’t fool with your sister. She’s cute and all, and she got them real nice childbearing hips; but I ain’t going back to prison, and that’s just where I’ll end up if I hook up with her. Being around deadly weapons is in direct violation of my parole; and guns, for Kenyatta, are like American Express cards. She don’t leave home without one.”

“I told you before,” Stuart said, “that if anybody is able to deliver her from that pistol-packing demon, it’s you. If you told her that if she did away with that revolver, you’d make her your girl, we’d never see Kenyatta with a gun again.”

“You say that like you really believe it,” Jerome commented.

“Man, I do.”

“Hold up, now,” Hunter said, raising his hand to stop the conversation. “My bride’s not here, so I have to represent, ’cause if she were here, Jade would put in a word for her best friend. Kenyatta’s name isn’t the only one in the hat where Jerome is concerned, you know.”

“Oh, man. Here we go,” Peter said, falling back on the sofa cushions.

“I’m not trying to force Ingrid on you, brotherin-law,” Hunter told Jerome, “but you know she’s sweet on you, and I think you’re attracted to her too.”

Stuart jumped in with a matter-of-fact tone. “The man spent ten years in prison where he didn’t see nothing but other men. Ten years. He ain’t been free but two years, so yeah, he’s attracted. If you put on a skirt, a wig and some make-up, he’ll probably be attracted to you too.”

“Man, I’ll bust you upside your big ol’ bald head,” Jerome threatened over the laughter that filled the room. “I ain’t knocking either one of them. Both Kenyatta and Ingrid are fine women, and I like them both for different reasons. But I ain’t about to settle down with either one of them. Not yet, anyway. Like Mother said, God will show me if either of them is the one for me.”

“I love me some Mrs. Tides,” Peter said with a reflective smile. “I’d bet my money on her advice. Her wise counsel was instrumental in convincing Jan to give our marriage another chance. If she hadn’t talked to my wife that Sunday at church, Jan never would have flown to California to meet me when I came back from Iraq.”

Hunter sighed and rolled his eyes. “If I have to hear that doggone story one more time ...”

“What?” Peter challenged. “We always got to listen to you talk about your bride. Why can’t I talk about Jan once in a while?”

“Hold up.” Stuart used both his hands to give the time-out signal. “I thought we were supposed to be talking about me and the identity of my stalker. How did we get on the subject of women?”

“It always comes back to women, my man,” Jerome said. “You gotta know that by now.”

“Speaking of women,” Peter said. “Why is everybody trying to push both Kenyatta and Ingrid off on Jerome? Stuart’s a free man. Why can’t Ingrid be turned on to how great a catch Stuart is? That would make Jerome’s decision a lot easier.”

“There’s a thought,” Hunter said with raised eyebrows.

“Hey! How y’all just gonna come and try to take a lady from a brotha?” Jerome protested. He turned and looked at Peter, scowling. “How you know I want to make my decision easy? Did you hear any complaints from me?”

“Aw, man, you just like having two women pawing at you,” Peter said.

“And what man wouldn’t?” Jerome replied with a wide grin.

“I can make all of your decisions easy,” Stuart announced. “I’m not interested in Ingrid, so that’s the end of that.”

“What’s wrong with Ingrid?” Hunter asked. “She’s pretty, she’s employed, she’s saved ... and I think she’s saved for real this time, because Jade said she hasn’t heard her cuss not once since she went to the altar to rededicate her life to God a couple of months ago.”

“Well, if you had brought her to my attention a couple of months ago, maybe I would be interested,” Stuart said over the laughter. “It’s too late now, so let’s move on.”

The room quieted for the first time in a while, and Jerome, Hunter and Peter looked at Stuart with quizzical eyes.

Jerome was the first to speak. “Stu, you done met somebody and didn’t tell me?” When Stuart failed to immediately reply, Jerome added, “How you gonna leave your boy in the dark like that?”

“You’re dating, man?” Hunter grilled. “Who is she? Do we know her?”

Stuart rubbed his temples as though the inquisition was giving him a pounding headache, but in reality, he was glad for the opportunity to finally talk about Candice.

Peter hit him on the arm and said, “Man, you might as well tell us, ’cause we’re not letting it go until you do.”

Looking at the men, Stuart could hold back his smile no longer. “Okay, but keep this under wraps for now, okay?” The men nodded in agreement. “I’m not dating, exactly, and to tell the truth, I haven’t really met someone either, not in the true sense of the word. But I have become very fascinated with a woman named Candice. You don’t know her, so don’t even try to figure out who she is. She lives in New York, and I’ve been communicating with her through a Christian online dating site.”

“Kenyatta told me that you had joined one of those sites,” Jerome revealed, “but she didn’t tell me you’d made a connection with anyone special.”

“That’s because she doesn’t know,” Stuart said. “The only person that I’ve even mentioned Candice to is Tyler, and he wasn’t interested in the conversation enough for me to be concerned that he’d tell any of you guys. I kind of wanted to keep it on the low-low until I knew it was something that could turn into something.”

“So, are you saying this is serious?” Hunter asked.

“Too early to tell,” Stuart admitted. “But I think it’s headed in that direction. All we’ve done is chat online. We connected for the first time about four months ago, and for the past eight weeks or so, I’ve made her my exclusive online friend. When we chatted this morning, I took it a step further,” he added with a smile. “I gave her my number, and she’s supposed to call me soon. It’ll be our first time talking live.”

“Sounds like you’re happy, at least,” Peter said. “That’s good, Stu.”

“I don’t know. I tried online dating once a few years ago,” Hunter revealed. “Worst mistake of my life. I met a corporate girl in Savannah, Georgia, named Melva, who managed a string of restaurants and described herself as resembling Vivica Fox. After a few weeks of chatting online and on the phone, I decided to check her out a little more. I called her house, and her roommate was all too excited to tell me where I could find her the next day. So, I traveled to Savannah the next morning, and I arrived at the restaurant around two, wearing a baseball cap and sunglasses so she wouldn’t recognize me if she saw me, right?” Hunter laughed and continued. “When I asked the first worker I saw to point Melva out to me ... ooooooweeee!” He squeezed his eyes shut as if trying to block out the remembrance of it all. “When she looked at me and said, ‘I’m Melva. How can I help you?’ I told her I had the wrong person, turned around, and hauled my tail right out of there and never looked back.”

“I gather she didn’t look like Vivica Fox,” Stuart said with a laugh.

“Shoot, naw!” Hunter said, shaking his head. “She looked like Jamie Foxx in a bad wig. You remember when In Living Color used to come on in the late eighties, early nineties? Remember Wanda, the ugly female character with the big butt and lipstick on her teeth that Jamie Foxx used to play? That’s what she looked like.”

Stuart, Peter and Jerome doubled over in laughter.

When he was finally able to speak, Stuart said, “Well, I don’t think Candice lied about her appearance. If she were going to lie, I don’t think she would have described herself the way she did. If she’d compared herself to some Hollywood star like Vivica, then I would probably be doubtful. I’m pretty confident that Candice is cool.”

“Well, as long as she’s the truth, I’m happy for you,” Jerome said. “I hope it works out, man. Wish I could go with you to New York when you meet her for the first time, but it’ll be a while before a brotha can travel outside of the state of Georgia.”

“I know,” Stuart said with a sympathetic sigh. “I wish you could come too. You miss out on so much with all your legal restraints. Being on parole is kind of like being in hell, huh?”

“Naw, man,” Peter jumped in. “I’ve been in hell. Got to know it on a first-name basis, and its name is Iraq.”

The room quieted, as if each man was trying to imagine himself in that tortuous place. Peter had spent seven days in the captivity of murderous Iraqi soldiers, wondering if he would live or die.

“Well, I guess it has lots of names, because I’ve been in hell too,” Jerome insisted, breaking the elongated silence. “Its name is prison. When you’ve spent time behind the iron curtains of prison, believe me when I say that parole feels like a piece of heaven.”

Jerome’s testament was followed by another solemn silence. This time, it was interrupted by Hunter’s voice.

“Well, I haven’t been in hell, but I’ve looked it straight in the eyes. It may have many names, but it ain’t got but one face. I may not know what it feels like, but it looks like Jamie Foxx wearing a bad wig with a big butt and lipstick on its teeth.”

Stuart dropped his head in his hands, but couldn’t hear his own laughter for the roaring sounds that came from the men surrounding him. “I’m gonna tell Reverend Tides to pray for you,” Stuart said when he finally caught his breath. “He may not know it, but his son-in-law needs Jesus in a special way.”

Hunter stood up from the sofa. “Yeah? Well, I’m not the one with a doctor whose initials are A.H. and whose last name is Satan following me around. You’re the one who needs Jesus in a special way, man,” he said. “Come on and let’s play some ball. Maybe while we’re out here, we’ll come up with a plan to find out if this crazy tire-slasher is some kid from the high school or your ex-brother-in-law.”
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