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    DEDICATION


    First, I must give all praise and honor to God who has been my all—Comforter, Peace, Joy, Healer, Provider, and more than I could ever express. Without Him, I would not be here today.


    I must thank my family: my daughter, Andrea, who has been the light of my life. Thank you for your support and for being such a wonderful person. My parents: L.C. and Juanita and my siblings: Charles, Russell, Michael, and Rodney; my brother-in-law, Stanley and my sister-in-law, Lola, I thank you for everything you have done for me and Andrea throughout the years. Even when you did not understand my vision, you supported me and I will never forget your help. To my niece and nephews: Charvis, Jewell, Johnathan and Aaron, thanks for keeping me entertained. Charvis, keep your head up!


    Everyone should have anointed friends like mine. First to Sandra Allen, the loving, motherly friend, thank you for allowing me to cry on your shoulders and having a listening ear when times were tough. Thank you, Thomas, Mama Rose, Lucky, Ariel and the children for allowing me time at your home to rest and vent.


    To Ruby Harmon, the keep-it-real, matter-of-fact friend. Thank you for your encouragement and your diary and all the times you reminded me of what God said. See the manifestation! Keep the faith. It’s not over. Girl, go get that money.


    To Melisa Strong, a tiny woman with a big voice, the cheerleader. No one can out-yell you. Thank you for being so upbeat every time I talked with you and reminding me of the goodness of God. God has great work for you. Keep on praising.


    To Pastor Ronald D. Barton, the comedian and classmate from Morris College. Thank you for keeping laughter in my life during the good and the bad.


    To Victoria Christopher Murray, I thank you so much for your integrity and your help. Thank you for guiding me in the right direction and encouraging me along the way.


    To Chandra Sparks Taylor, I could not have done it without you. Thank you for your firm hand and clear direction.


    To the Genesis family, Deborah Schumaker and all that help me through this process, I thank you for all you have taught me and allowing me to minister through print.


    I have much love for the pastors and ministries that have supported my ministry throughout the years: Rev. C.S. Sanders, the late First Lady Margaret Sanders and the Pilgrim Rest Baptist Church family; Pastor Curtis Johnson, First Lady Charla Johnson, and the Valley Brook Baptist Church family; Pastor Ronnie Williams, First Lady Helen Williams and the Generostee Baptist Church family; Pastor Jerry Greene, Elder Agnes Greene and the Perfecting The Heart Ministries family and Pastor Mary Nance and the St. James Pentecostal Holiness Church family. To the Ananias Christian Center crew in South Carolina, Philadelphia, New York, New Jersey, the Caribbean and Europe, pastor loves you. You hold a special place in my heart. You are the best group of people in the world. I have nothing but love for you.


    Finally, I dedicate this book to a great Southern writer, Eudora Welty, who told me when I was eighteen years old that I was going to be a writer and I laughed. Almost thirty years have gone by and now that, which she had spoken, has come to pass.

  


  
    Chapter 1


    Shante Dogan hated these conferences. “Seems like every preacher on the East Coast is here,” she griped to herself as she surveyed the room at the opening day reception of the Seventy-sixth Annual Convocation of the East Coast Ministerial Association and listened to the steady buzz of ministers loudly greeting one another. Last year, almost five thousand had been in attendance; this year, it looked like many more than that seemed to be crammed into this small reception area.


    Despite her distaste, she had attended many of these conferences in the past. To her, it was always the same old thing: a bunch of preachers trying to out-preach or out-sing each other hoping to fill their calendars with speaking invitations for the next year. It was always a diverse gathering—Baptist, Methodist, Pentecostal, male, female, black, white, Asian, Hispanic. Year in, year out, the overall mix was basically the same. In fact, the only notable change year-to-year has been in the names of the churches. Traditional names like Mt. Calvary, St. Paul, and King David had morphed into names like Worship and Praise Cathedral, Morning Glory Christian Centers International, and Jehovah Jireh Street Ministries. Some had names so far from the mainstream Shante had to wonder what name-changing process they’d gone through.


    Everyone had a business card. Preachers love to show off their titles: bishop, elder, right reverend, or prophet. This is definitely the year of the apostle. I have twenty-three cards, and sixteen of them are apostles, Shante reflected, flipping through what she’d collected thus far.


    “Hello, Pastor Dogan,” a deep voice said, “I see you made it back this year.” A light-skinned, morbidly overweight man in a bright yellow suit stood in front of her wearing a big, countrified grin.


    “Oh yeah.” One look at his suit and Shante found it hard to keep a straight face. Where does he find his clothes, she wondered. “You know I can’t miss one of these meetings. How are you doing, Bishop Thompson?”


    “Oh, I’m blessed and highly favored. How are you?”


    “I’m quite well. How is Mother? Is she feeling better now?”


    “She’s doing much better. You know she got out of the hospital. The doctor thinks they got all the cancer during the surgery. She’ll be starting chemotherapy next week. I wanted to stay with her, but she encouraged me to come here. Thank you so much for the flowers. Yellow roses are her favorite,” Bishop Thompson said as he moved closer to her and lowered his voice. “So, have you found that husband yet?”


    “Bishop, don’t start that again.” She smiled, taking a sip from her cup of juice. It was her protection from the flesh-pressing horde. As long as she held on to it no one would get too close. But Bishop was a different story. He had taken it as his mission to get her married and was always telling her God was sending her a husband.


    Getting married was the last thing on Shante’s mind. There were times when she had thought about it, but she was much too busy to get into a serious relationship. Besides, many men seemed intimidated by her success and the fact that she was a preacher.


    “Well, you know I told you what the Lord revealed to me,” he said, moving closer still and practically whispering. “He’s probably here at this conference. Mingle a little. He just might find you.”


    “Bishop, leave me alone,” she said, smiling affectionately. “I’m getting away from you. Tell Mother I’ll continue to pray for her. I’ll call her when I get back home.”


    She left the bishop and walked quickly toward the refreshments table. Midway there, she heard a voice that made her shiver: her ex-husband, Kevin Bryson.


    “Hey, Doobie. Where are you going so quickly?”


    “I would appreciate it if you didn’t call me that,” she responded. “Excuse me. I have to go speak to someone,” she said and kept walking. She dreaded running into him. Their marriage had not been a happy one, and she had gone to considerable length to distance herself from him. The mere sight of him caused memories from a deep part of her heart to surface, followed by emotions she had fought hard to repress. She had to keep thoughts of him at bay and tried to stay focused on her sermon and on her purpose for being at the conference.


    The room reeked with clashing colognes. She hated shaking the hands of many of the male attendees, as their scents would transfer to her hands. God forbid they hug her. Then the foul mix would be all over and she would smell as if she had bathed in something concocted by aliens. She tried hard not to touch too many people, but touching was almost an art form at a conference like this and almost impossible to avoid. The smell was beginning to sicken her. She dug into her purse for a mint to calm her stomach.


    “Look a here, look a here,” a hoarse voice said from behind her.


    Shante sighed, knowing what was coming next. At that moment, she thought about how hard it was for a lady preacher to attend these meetings and remain untouched by random acts of lechery. There always seemed to be a piranha in the midst trying to hit on you.


    In this setting where it didn’t matter how many degrees a woman had or how long she had been a preacher, she was bound to encounter someone trying to test her faith. She thought it troubling people saw women preachers as temple whores and felt free to make suggestive remarks in their presence or even touch their bodies at will. She felt the reason for this kind of behavior was fairly simple: Some men didn’t take a woman’s ministry seriously.


    Shante had earned her master’s degree in counseling. She had been in the ministry nine years and had been a pastor for the last seven at the New Pilgrim Baptist Church. She was proud to have been unanimously elected pastor after serving under Reverend Claude Anderson until his death.


    She was recognized as an astute businesswoman, a dedicated community leader, and a dynamic minister of the gospel. She had taken New Pilgrim from 250 members at the time of Reverend Anderson’s death to more than two thousand members today. Her leadership had put New Pilgrim in the forefront of community improvements, educational reform, and economic development.


    She was highly respected and loved by young and old; the young for her honest, straightforward talk and sense of humor and the old because she continued to incorporate the old songs and sayings into her sermons. Everyone loved her for her teaching, preaching, and bright personality. She was a much sought-after speaker for conferences, revivals, and other events, but none of that mattered to this man, and she knew it.


    She knew he was looking at her butt. She was forty-five years old and she knew she looked good. She worked out daily to remain fit and physically able to meet all the pastoral demands of a busy metropolitan church.


    “Hey, pretty lady.”


    She turned and was face to face with a short, elderly man who was openly leering at her. He looked old enough to be her grandfather. “Hello, Apostle Jenkins,” she said, looking at his conference badge.


    “I was checking you out across the room. You know you’re a classy piece of ass,” he said, subtlety not being one of his finer virtues.


    That he tried to come on to her did not surprise Shante. However, she was stunned he was bold enough as to say something like that to her in a roomful of ministers. Staring at the old man dressed in a shiny gray suit with a jacket ending below his knees she said, “Excuse me?”


    “You’re a classy piece of ass. As I always say, ass without class don’t do anything for me. So what are you doing later on tonight? Maybe we can...” Taking no note of her expression, he continued his clumsy come-on. She was insulted. Here she was at a conference of ministers—one of the keynote speakers—and this man didn’t care. He was only looking at her as a female and, therefore, easy prey. Well, today he picked the wrong sister.


    “If you think I’m one of those temple whores you meet at these meetings, you better think again. I’m a woman of God. I’m not interested,” she whispered in a tone that left no doubt she wasn’t playing with him. But the man had the sensibilities of a rhino and the finesse of a charging bull.


    “That’s what they all say until they find out I drive a Bentley,” Jenkins boasted.


    Shante’s heart began beating faster as she tried to keep her voice low. She wished she could attend one of these conferences without someone insulting her and treating her like a piece of meat. Tensed and exasperated, she strained to keep her cool so as not to draw attention to her flushed and furious face. In a low but firm voice, she spat out, “Let me tell you—”


    “Hello, Apostle Jenkins,” someone said, interrupting their exchange. Turning, Shante was relieved to see her friend Maxwell Patrick standing behind them.


    “Hi, young man,” Jenkins said, giving him a big smile. Trying to look innocent, he stepped back from Shante and began sipping his coffee.


    “It’s good to see you again. You’re looking mighty sharp in that suit. Is that your Bentley I saw them parking outside?” Max asked as they shook hands and embraced.


    “You know I’m the only one around here who drives that car. Of course, it’s mine,” Jenkins replied, sounding aggrieved.


    “You’re trying to make it hard for us young men. We can’t keep up with you.”


    “Well, you know I do what I do.”


    “And you do it well.” They both laughed. Shante was glad someone had interrupted them. She was sure she could not take much more of this man’s insults. She took slow, even breaths and felt her calm slowly returning.


    “Pastor Dogan, how are you today?” Max asked, turning to Shante.


    Her body relaxed as she tried to keep relief out of her smile. “I’m well. How are you, Reverend Patrick?” she asked, shaking his hand and fighting the urge to throw thankful arms around him.


    “I’m blessed. I wanted to talk with you about speaking at a conference coming up at the church,” he said, putting a hand on her shoulder. She could feel peace, like a refreshing breeze, pass from his hand to her body.


    “I see you two have business to talk about. I’ll see you later,” Apostle Jenkins said and began making his way through the crowded room.


    “My knight in shining Armani. Thanks for rescuing me, Max.” Again, she was tempted to hug him but did not for fear people would assume something was going on between them.


    “I saw him walking toward you. I tried to get to you as soon as I could,” Max said.


    “Do you know what he said to me?” Shante asked, trying to pretend she was focusing on the table rather than on him.


    “He gave you that classy ass speech, didn’t he?”


    “So you’re familiar with that ignorant pickup line?”


    “Yeah. He’s used that line all over the place. Did he tell you about his car? He thinks his car will help him get anyone he wants. Shake him off.” Max looked around the crowded room. “There are a lot of people in here. Have you eaten?”


    “No, I was going to eat here tonight, but the food looks less than appetizing.”


    “I know. As much as we pay to attend this thing, you would think they would have better food. Hey, meet me at the restaurant around the corner.”


    “I don’t know...” she said, hesitating. “There are too many people here.”


    “Come on, you said you were hungry.”


    “I can order room service.”


    “I’ll tell you what. There’s a little Japanese restaurant a couple of miles from here across from the beach. You can get there in a few minutes. Why don’t we meet there?” Max persisted. “I’ll call you with the directions.”


    “A couple of miles from here? Okay. Can we meet in thirty minutes? I want to go to my room and change clothes,” she added, gladly seizing the opportunity to get away from the assembly.


    “Thirty minutes is fine. I’ll see you there,” Max said as he walked.


    Shante greeted a few people and then made her escape, casually strolling to the elevator. She ran to the bathroom as soon as she entered her room; she had been waiting all day to get out of her clothes. Ready to relax, she was glad she had requested a room facing the ocean. Being in Hilton Head in March before the summer heat had taken over always relaxed her. The sound of the waves had already begun to strip away her tensions. She had arranged her schedule to arrive there a day early to pray, work on her sermon, and unwind. She slipped into her favorite pair of jeans and her Delta Sigma Theta sweatshirt and removed her makeup. Looking in the mirror, fixing her hair, she saw the scars on her face—the remnant of her marriage to Kevin. The half-moon-shaped scar under her right eye where he had hit her with his fist and the ring he wore cut her; the long scar that ran from her left ear to the corner of her top lip that came from hitting the edge of a sofa table after Kevin hit her; the small keloid that formed after he slammed her against the doorframe and cut her chin. They brought back unpleasant memories for her. She wore heavy makeup to cover them up and most people could not tell she had them. But, having known Max many years, she felt no need to get dressed up for him. She could relax and be herself. Having a few minutes left before she had to leave, Shante went out on her balcony to savor the cool ocean air.


    The moon beamed down on the Atlantic Ocean, its light shimmering on the dark water. She watched the white waves move to and away from the shoreline. The tranquil scene and the coolness of the March air soon took her into a spirit of worship. She closed her eyes and listened to the roar of the ocean.


    “God, you are awesome. You are mighty. You are the one who created the heavens and Earth. All the Earth proclaims your glory. I love you. Each and every day you have shown your grace and mercy. I thank you.”


    The sound of her cellphone ringing interrupted her meditation. The caller ID showed it was Camille, her daughter, who was away at college. She wondered why she was calling. She knew Shante would be at the conference and would have a busy schedule. Sighing, she answered the phone.


    “Hi, Mom,” Camille said.


    “Is everything all right?”


    “Yeah, I just called to see how you were doing,” Camille said, laughing.


    “How much?”


    “What? You act like the only time I call you is when I need money.”


    “No, Camille, you call me all the time. We have great conversations, but I know your ‘Mom, I need some money’ tone. What’s up?” She always seemed to know when her daughter wanted money and when she only wanted to talk. She was thankful she had a beautiful and successful daughter and thankful they had a good relationship. They talked to each other about everything. Many of her friends envied their relationship and often asked how she was able to raise an independent twentyyear-old woman by herself.


    “You know me too well. I’m going to have to change up my stuff,” Camille said.


    “Remember, you came from me, and I know the game.”


    They both laughed loudly.


    “Are you still coming down next Thursday?”


    “I know you didn’t ask me that. You know I am. Gwen is coming with me.”


    “Well, I need fifty dollars. Can you put it in my account?”


    “Camille, you should have fifty dollars. I just put five hundred dollars into your account last week.”


    “I know, but I had things to get.”


    “You need to stay out of the mall.” Shopping was her daughter’s weakness. When Camille went off to college, Shante thought she might have to take another job to make sure her daughter wanted for nothing. However, God blessed her and her speaking engagements increased, providing the extra money she needed to help Camille. She suddenly realized she had been on the phone longer than she wanted. Frantically looking around the room for her key, she was paying no attention to Camille as she continued talking about her day.


    “Mom... Mom... MOM,” Camille shouted over the phone.


    “I’m here, Camille,” she said, still searching. “But you aren’t listening to me.”


    “I am, and I’m also looking for my room key. I have somewhere to go.”


    “With Max?”


    “Stay in a child’s place.”


    “That’s okay. You don’t have to tell me. You know I got the gift. Anyway, will you put the money in my account?” “I’ll do it first thing in the morning.”


    Shante said good-bye, found her key, and hurriedly left the room. As she headed for the elevator, she realized she had forgotten to ask Camille how pledging was going. She made a mental note to ask her the next time they talked. She was already late for her meeting with Max.


    Shante burst through the door of the Japanese Gardens restaurant as if she were being chased. She looked around the large, open room for Max. She heard loud laughter coming from the back of the restaurant. She could see Max talking with two waitresses. They seemed to be having a good conversation. She knew he was talking to them in Japanese. He did it all the time. His late wife was Japanese. She had taught him the language, and he frequently went to Japanese restaurants so he wouldn’t forget.


    She leaned against the front counter and decided to give him a minute to have his fun. She was over thirty minutes late, so she was just glad he was still there. She stood at the door waiting to be seated. She tried to read a local real estate guide that was on the counter, but she could not keep her eyes off him. Even with age, she thought he was more gorgeous than ever.


    She and Max had met in college. He was a Morehouse man and she was a Spelman woman. He was a member of Omega Psi Phi fraternity, and she was a Delta. He was outgoing and involved in many campus activities and stood out in the crowd with his tall, dark-skinned, athletic body. He had always worn his hair short and with neatly lined edges. All the women wanted Max. His teeth were even and pearly white. His lips, perfectly formed and plump, were the stuff of dreams. He could have been a playboy, but he was quite the nerd. Although lots of women chased him, he was only interested in one thing: books.


    Max was a voracious reader. Because of his vast knowledge, he could debate anyone on practically any topic. He could spit out dates, times, and events at the drop of a hat. Everyone knew he would be an excellent attorney, and he was. Many a girl dreamed of being Mrs. Maxwell Patrick. But his goal was to graduate with honors and go to Howard Law School, which he did, and that’s where he met his wife, Meko. He actually met her on the DC Metro. She was lost and needed directions, and he helped her out. Tragically, she was killed in an automobile accident a few years ago. That had been a real bad time for him. Her heart had been heavy both for Max and for the loss of her friend.


    Shante never expected to see Max or any of her friends again. Living with Kevin was hell, and he had isolated her from her family and friends. She had already lost her parents, both of whom died within a year of each other when she was a sophomore in college, and she relied on her extended family of aunts, uncles, and cousins for support. Kevin took them away from her and kept her a virtual prisoner.


    When Shante finally got the courage to leave him, she ran to a place she knew he would not look for her: Charlotte, North Carolina. She knew he would search for her near her family in Jacksonville, and she did not know anyone in North Carolina. A few months after arriving, she ran into Max and Meko at the mall. Max had accepted a job at a law firm in Charlotte after his graduation, and they had moved there. It did not surprise Shante to learn Max had entered the ministry and was an associate pastor at his church. They renewed their friendship, and Meko and Shante quickly became friends and remained close even after Gwen, her childhood friend, moved to Charlotte with her husband. Thoughts of Meko’s sudden death could cause waves of sadness to wash over her so she forced herself to think of something positive.


    She focused on Max and smiled as she thought about how he had become the most eligible bachelor in town. He was a successful attorney, pastor of the Earle Street Baptist Church, and father of three very active little boys. The chase had started all over again. Women from the tri-state area flocked to his church in Charlotte because of him, bringing food and gifts for him and the boys. They lavished compliments on his children and overworked themselves in the church to get his attention. None of it worked. His main focus was taking care of his boys—twelve-year-old Joshua, eight-year-old Jonathan, and four-year-old Jacob.


    “Miss, your husband is waiting for you,” a server informed Shante.


    “Afraid I’m not married,” Shante quickly corrected her. Pointing at Max and waving, she made her way through the black and red tables and chairs in the almost-empty restaurant over to where he was sitting.


    “Did you tell that lady I was your wife?” she demanded when she reached the table.


    “I was only kidding, Tay. Sit down,” he said, looking at her sweatshirt. “You are always representing DST.”


    “You know I do what I do,” she said, imitating Apostle Jenkins. They laughed.


    “So how are the boys?” she asked, settling into her seat.


    “They’re great. Jonathan is thinking about trying out for the basketball team next year. He has been practicing in the backyard so much I have to make him come in and eat. I brought you their new school pictures,” Max said, handing her three pictures.


    “They’re growing up so fast,” she said, looking at the pictures of his sons—her godsons. These boys were one reason she was glad they had been able to keep their friendship secret from the church community. She did not want anyone to try to destroy her relationship with Max. They were only friends, but if people found out they would attach more to it than it was and then the rumors and lies would begin. They had been just friends while his wife was alive and had remained friends after her death, and Shante had been an important presence in the boys’ lives.


    “I know. It’s hard to believe they are not babies anymore. Time goes by fast.” He leaned over and took her hand. “Tay, I don’t think I could’ve made it if it had not been for you.”


    She slowly removed her hand from his and picked up the menu. “Max, that’s what friends are for. Have you ordered yet?”


    She could feel him staring at her, and she became increasingly uncomfortable when he took her hand again. She knew he had feelings for her, but her feelings for him were not the same. She again eased her hand from his and tried to focus on the menu, not wanting to give him the faintest notion they were more than friends. She tried to keep her distance when it came to adding a different dimension to their relationship. She only wanted to be friends, nothing more. She would have loved to be in a relationship, but she was much too busy and had too much drama going on to be involved romantically with anyone.


    “Take your order now?” the waitress asked.


    “Tay, do you know what you want?”


    “Go ahead and order me something. You understand the menu better than I do, and I trust your judgment.”


    “Boku wa sashimi teshoku,” Max began his order of sashimi, rice, soup and salad. They continued their conversation in Japanese and they both began to laugh.


    Shante wondered what they were talking about and fleetingly wished she spoke Japanese. She guessed they had said something about her because the server looked at her and grinned.


    “What did you say about me?” Shante asked after she left.


    “What?”


    “Don’t ‘what’ me, Max. I know you said something about me. You were probably talking about some Japanese aphrodisiac.”


    “I’m glad I got you away from that crowd. You’re beginning to talk like some of them. Sex, sex, sex. Everything is not about sex.”


    “I know, but it seems to be an ongoing focus of the world.”


    “Am I like the world?” Max asked, suddenly serious. “No.”


    “Good. I ordered you steamed shrimp. I know you like seafood.”


    “Thanks. How’s your building program going?” Max’s church was building. Construction had been going on for about a year and was almost complete. Max was proud he had completed the first phase of his ten-year building project, which would add a family life center and a school to the church campus.


    Max began to talk about budgets and construction schedules, but Shante didn’t hear anything he was saying. She had drifted off into her own fantasy, her mind going far afield. Maybe Bishop was right; her husband just might be at the conference. Maybe it would be nice to be married. Sometimes it gets lonesome traveling alone. It would be nice to look out into the crowd and see a husband supporting her when she preached. She thought about the places she had traveled. Instead of eating dinner with an old friend, she could be enjoying the romantic atmosphere of the island with her husband by her side. But then she remembered her busy schedule and reality brought fantasy to an abrupt halt. As she continued to block out Max’s talk, she thought that she couldn’t bring anyone into the chaos she called her life.


    Returning to the real world, she shared a little of her sermon with him, highlighting points she intended to make about Solomon. He inched closer to her and placed his arm around her shoulder. She shrugged it off and reminded him that, although they were miles from the conference, someone could see them. He moved back to his side of the booth and continued listening to her discuss her sermon.


    After dinner, they crossed the street outside the restaurant and began walking along the beach. Shante took off her shoes so she could feel the sand massaging her feet. She loved the beach in the evening. It was so peaceful. Following her lead, Max took off his shoes. They walked leisurely along, talking and laughing about their days in college, step shows, hangouts, and old friends. They shared funny church stories. They compared sermons and talked about music. Shante could feel the cool air send a chill through her body. Max took off his sport coat and placed it on her.


    “What’s in your pocket?” Shante asked.


    “Oh, I forgot.” Max reached into the inside pocket and pulled out a small jewelry box and handed it to Shante. “One of the vendors was selling these and I thought about you. Open it.”


    Shante opened the box and saw the silver cross inside. “Max, you shouldn’t have.”


    “I know. I wanted to. Here, let me put it on.” As she turned and lifted her short, flipped hair, he picked up the long silver chain and placed it around her neck. It draped slightly between her cleavage. She picked up the cross and looked at it. His hands slowly caressed her shoulders. A chill went through her. She turned.


    “Thank you. It’s beautiful.” She hugged and kissed him on the cheek.


    As he held her and felt her kiss, he whispered, “A little lower.”


    “Thank you, Max,” she said in a much deeper voice, backing away from him. They both laughed. She knew what he was saying but she only wanted to be friends and nothing more. They continued their walk along the beach.


    They had been walking for more than an hour when they heard music. It was coming from a luxury beach house; someone was having a party with a live band. The guests were dancing and laughing, apparently having a grand time.


    “Looks like they’re having fun,” Max said looking at the partygoers.


    “Yeah.”


    “Would you like to dance, madam?” He offered his hand, bowing and speaking in an overly exaggerated Southern accent much stronger than his natural Alabama one.


    In her best Southern-girl tone, Shante replied, “Well, sur, rally I would.”


    She curtseyed and he bowed. He placed one arm around her waist and held her other hand as they swayed to the rhythm of the music. Max danced as if he was with the love of his life, holding her close and breathing in the very essence of the moment with her.


    At that very moment, her life was good, dancing with an old friend on the beach, but it would be perfect if she had a special man in her life. She pushed the thought away; she couldn’t focus on that now. Too much was going on in her life—the church, the community, Camille.

  


  
    Chapter 2


    Gail Jennings, Shante’s assistant, was giving her boss a rundown of the day so far. “The Hunts are here for their session. Reverend Patrick called. You have several messages. I don’t know what you preached at the conference last week, but you have gotten a lot of invitations this morning. I hope you brought me a tape. Reverend Johnson is on line one. And you are running late this morning, but you already knew that.”


    “Thank you, Gail. Please hold my calls and put the Hunts in the counseling room. I will be there in a minute.” She went into her office and closed the door.


    She loved her office. Pictures of members of her congregation, Camille, and other ministers she had met throughout the years adorned the walls. A framed copy of her ordination papers were on the wall behind her desk. A large cherry wood desk had neatly stacked trays on one end and a computer on the other. A large window faced the parking lot. On the far left side of her desk a sofa and chair with a large coffee table faced a television monitor she had installed so she could watch the service from her office. On the wall opposite her desk was a large bookcase filled with study guides, several versions of the Bible, and many other books and awards she had received lined along the shelves. The bookcase was also filled with small African-American figurines and more pictures, and a large artificial flower in the center of the middle shelf.


    Eating a bagel and drinking coffee, Shante pressed line one on the speakerphone. “Hey, girl.”


    “I just wanted to call you and tell you about yourself,” Gwen crowed.


    “What are you talking about, Gwen?”


    “You showed your black behind at the conference. You preached those men silly. I bet you got several husbands out of that one.”


    “You need to stop.”


    “Girl, you broke down Solomon’s building program. I know you made some of those old preachers go back and open up their Bibles again. You had them eating out of your hands.”


    “You know you really need to stop. I only preached the word God gave to me. Now change the subject.”


    “I’ll change the subject. I’m glad you said that. Hmm, now what subject can I change to? I know—Maxwell Patrick. What’s up with you two?”


    “Nothing. You know he’s our friend.”


    “Our friend? He’s my friend, yes, but I don’t dance with him on the beach.”


    Shante sat straight up. She had been so sure she and Max were too far from the conference site to be seen dancing. Her hand trembled slightly as she listened to Gwen. I should have known someone would see us. I should not have danced with Max. “What are you talking about?”


    “Don’t deny it, girl. We saw you. Ron and I did.”


    “We were miles from the conference site and you saw us? How?”


    “It was such a beautiful night, Ron and I decided to walk along the beach. The waves were crashing against the rocky shoreline. We heard the music, and one thing lead to another, and I began to minister to my husband behind some large rocks. You know what I mean. We were just about to return to the hotel when we saw the two of you dancing on the beach. Ron began to minister to me because I wanted to say something. You know me.”


    “Yes, I do. Please don’t say anything to anyone. It was completely innocent. Max thought nothing of it, and neither did I.” Gwen was not always the soul of discretion, and Shante feared she would sooner or later tell someone about what she had seen. It was something that could easily be blown out of proportion. She just didn’t want her name in the church community rumor mill.


    “It didn’t look all that innocent. Well, he at least looked as if he was totally into you. How long has this been going on, and why didn’t you tell me?”


    “Nothing’s going on. It’s no secret Max and I are friends. You knew that.”


    “Sure. But college friends, not dancing friends.” “You are too much. I’ve got to go. I have a couple waiting for counseling.”


    “Shante, is Camille still being initiated soon?”


    “Yeah. You’re still going, right? You know you can’t miss it. The Delta legacy continues. I’ll call you later in the week. I’ve got to go.”


    Shante hung up the phone and looked over the day’s schedule. She usually did not have appointments on Monday, but she had made an exception in the Hunts’ case, as their work schedule did not allow for another day. After this session ended, Shante would have the day to herself, and she was going to treat herself to a massage.


    * * *


    “Gail, I’m getting ready to go. Return my calls, please. And see if you can get additional information about the programs they want me for. You know what I’m looking for. If they will be charging to get into the program, send a letter of apology turning down their invitation. You can take off around lunch. I know you were extra busy while I was in Hilton Head last week.” Shante was rapid-firing her instructions to her secretary at the opened door leading to the outer office.


    “Thanks, Pastor. I know you said to hold your calls, but it’s Reverend Patrick. This is his third call this morning. It may be important.”


    “I’ll take it, Gail. What line?” She walked back into her office and began packing some papers and books into her briefcase. “This is Pastor Dogan.”


    “Hello, Pastor Dogan. This is Reverend Patrick. Sounds like you’re on speakerphone.”


    “I am. I’m trying to get out of here and to the spa.” “Pick up the phone.”


    Shante stopped packing, closed the door, and ran to the phone. Max’s serious tone made her think there was something wrong. Now that she knew Gwen had seen them on the beach, she was afraid the rumor mill had already cranked up. Had he heard anything about them?


    “What’s wrong?”


    “Nothing. I didn’t want anyone to hear our conversation. I tried calling you on your cell, but you had it turned off.”


    “The battery is dead. It’s on the charger now.” “And your home phone?”


    “I turned it off so I can get some rest and prepare for my sermon Sunday.” Why was he asking so many questions?


    “I had a great time at the conference. Woman, you preached. I was so proud of you. I wanted to tell everyone, that’s my friend up there.”


    “I’m glad you didn’t. We’re already in danger of being on the front page of the church newspaper.” She settled into her chair and turned to look out the window.


    “What do you mean?”


    “Ron and Gwen saw us on the beach.”


    “How?”


    “They were there, she says ministering to each other, and they saw us dancing. I asked Gwen not to tell anyone, but you know how she is. Besides, I told her it meant nothing to you or me. We were just old friends dancing.”


    “Nothing?”


    “Yeah, we’re not seeing each other or anything. We know our relationship is strictly platonic, and that’s what I like about it.”


    “Platonic?” Max asked, sounding disappointed. Missing the change in Max’s voice, she continued, “I hope Gwen doesn’t tell anyone. That’s all I need right now.” “I know you’re busy, Shante. I’ll let you go.”


    “All right, Max. I’ll talk to you later.”


    She grabbed her purse and briefcase and started for the door when suddenly it opened. She jumped back, startled. “What are you doing here, Kevin?”


    “I just came to see my baby,” he said, walking closer to her. He tried to hug her, but she backed away. Hugging him was the last thing she wanted to do.


    “We’ve been divorced a long time,” she said. Why was he here? Usually, Gail would let her know when someone had come to see her. Perhaps Gail had already left for the day. She tried to think of a way of getting him out her office.


    “No hugs or kisses for your husband?”


    “Don’t you have a wife at home? Where’s Gail?” she asked, looking past him to see if anyone was in the office lobby.


    “I don’t know. She wasn’t at her desk, so I just walked in. I saw your car outside and knew you wouldn’t mind talking to me,” Kevin said, closing and locking the door.


    “You are not supposed to be here. I still have a restraining order against you. I’m going to ask you to leave now.”


    “Hey, baby, don’t act like that. Come here and give me a hug.” He held out his arms as he walked toward her.


    “Kevin, if you put your hands on me, I’m going to call the police,” she said, backing toward her desk.


    He started laughing. “You won’t do that. Not here in your precious church. You’re too private for that. Now, can we talk? I promise you I won’t put my hands on you.”


    Shante looked around the room to see what her escape options were. She knew how Kevin could be; his temper was short. He might go off at any moment. She opted to go along with whatever he wanted, just to get him out of the office. Besides, she smelled alcohol and, from past experience, she knew he was more dangerous when he had been drinking.


    “What do you want?”


    “I want you to do a revival at my church.”


    “Sorry, I can’t do that.” Shante hadn’t realized she had spoken aloud until she heard Kevin’s response.


    “Why not?” he asked peevishly. “Are you too good to preach at my church, you boogie bitch? I remember when you weren’t so holy. I remember a lot of things about you. I’m sure your members would love to hear some of them. You are going to preach at my church! I need the money.” Kevin lunged at her, but lost his balance and almost fell against the desk. She dropped her briefcase and ran to the other side of the room.


    “I’m calling the police,” Shante said, but suddenly remembered her cellphone was on the charger sitting on her desk. Now panicked, she frantically looked around the room for something to protect herself if it came to that. And she prayed to God for help as she griped the cross that hung from a chain around her neck.


    Kevin regained his balance and laughed when he saw how frightened she was. “Hey, I was just kidding. Come on now; I know you’ll come to your senses. I’ll have the church secretary contact you.”


    “Kevin, I’m not going to do it. I’m not going to stoop that low again. How much do you need?” she said, taking her checkbook out of her purse. She wanted to get rid of him as soon as possible. She was afraid of him, and he knew it. She feared he would follow up on the many threats to harm her if she did not give him what he wanted. He had power over her that even the law had not been able to break.


    “You don’t get it, do you? It’s not about the money.” “Then what is it, Kevin?”


    He turned and started for the door, but stopped short and swung around. She jumped back and gripped the edge of the sofa near her. Even though she had mentally prepared herself for a fight, she knew he would do nothing in the church except threaten her. Every muscle in her body ached; every nerve was on end.


    “I want your little boyfriend, Max, to preach at my church, too, or something just might happen to those little zebras he has at home.”


    “Don’t you touch those boys. This is between you and me. Leave them out of it,” she shrieked. Shante found the strength to take one step toward him. “If you go near those boys, you will experience a greater hell than the one you put me through all these years.”


    Kevin laughed, a hint of derision in his voice, and walked out the door. Shante then rushed to check the parking lot below her office window. How did she miss his car when she looked out the window earlier? She finally relaxed when she saw him driving off, and she sat back in her chair and recalled their first meeting. There had been no clue then that he would turn out as he had.


    She had met Kevin at a business conference in New York City. She was a junior executive at a marketing and advertising firm, and it was her job to work conferences looking for new clients and new products for her employer, A. L. Dixon and Sons. She had spotted Kevin the moment he entered the room. He looked different from the other junior executives and salesmen at the conference. He had a flair all his own. He had creamy pecan skin and was wearing a designer suit. He had strolled across the room as though he owned everyone and everything in it. Everything about him screamed confidence. She was so young—fresh out of college—and he was exciting to her. She had to find out who he was; it was lust at first sight. They began a hot and heavy whirlwind romance. Although they lived hundreds of miles apart; she in Atlanta and he in Virginia Beach, they always found ways to be together. About a year after they’d met, Kevin told her he had been saved and did not want to continue the life he was living—fornicating, drinking, frequenting clubs. He said he wanted to live a Christian life. He broke up with her that day.


    She had lived to regret her decision to not just let him go, many times wishing she had walked away from the relationship. A month after he left, Kevin showed up at her office in Atlanta with two dozen roses. He said he could not live without her and had gotten down on one knee and proposed right in front of her co-workers. They had a big, elegant wedding at her home church in Jacksonville and a fabulous honeymoon in Maui. She thought it would last forever. And then he started drinking again, and life with him became hell.


    It had begun as a way of relaxing after Camille’s birth and his entering the ministry. He told her that the Bible says a little bit of wine is good for the body. She had not been all that conversant with the Bible and had taken his word for it. Then the violence began.


    The last beating was so brutal she almost lost her eyesight. Her face still bore the scars under her right eye and along the left side of her mouth. She finally got up the courage to leave him. She took all the money she had and boarded a Greyhound in Atlanta to the farthest her money would take her: Charlotte, North Carolina. She gave up her good job, her home, and her car to get away from him. She was convinced she and two-year-old Camille would lose their lives if she had stayed. They lived in a homeless shelter for a while and she hadn’t minded—she had peace. That is where she had met Bishop and Mother Thompson, who were doing outreach at the shelter. With their support, she finally got up the nerve to divorce him.


    She had been shocked to hear he had been selected pastor of a small church in Matthews, a suburb of Charlotte, five years ago. She couldn’t believe he was a pastor. She thought maybe he had changed; after all, she had. That was a long time ago, and she knew people did change. But, he hadn’t. His drinking was worse. She’d even heard of him going into the pulpit drunk. He had a horrible reputation in the church community because of his drinking, gambling, and womanizing. Many people left his church because of his outrageous antics. Rankand-file members wanted to fire him; however, the board elected to keep him.


    Nowadays, when he wanted something he came and harassed her. He knew she was still frightened of him and he used this to his advantage, threatening her to get her to preach at his church. He knew she had a good reputation and crowds of people would come out to hear her preach. He was also aware of her good reputation in the community, and her word could get him into places he otherwise would not have access to. Shante knew exactly what he wanted: a good reputation. If she and Max preached at his church, it would help repair his tattered public image. She knew exactly what he wanted and she could not give it to him. She had made that mistake two years ago when she had preached at his church because of his threats. She had promised herself she would never preach out of fear again.


    “Pastor, you’re still here? I thought you would be long gone by now,” Gail said, peeping into Shante’s office.


    “I was leaving, but I think I need to pray. You can go home now. Don’t worry about returning those phone calls. You can start that tomorrow. Lock the doors when you leave. I’ll set the alarm when I go.”


    “Is there anything wrong?” Gail asked, seeing a change in Shante’s demeanor.


    “No, I just need to pray. I’m fine. Remember to lock the doors when you leave.”


    “Okay, Pastor. Before I go, may I pray for you?” “Yes, we all need prayer,” Shante said, walking around her desk.


    “Pastor, you don’t have to act strong with me. Let’s join hands.” Gail began to pray.


    “Oh, heavenly Father, we thank you for this day. We thank you for the outpouring of your spirit upon our lives. We thank you for your grace that is new each and every day. Now, Father, I come to you with a simple request. You said in your Word that I can ask you anything in prayer and you would hear my prayer and answer my call. Father, I ask you to touch my pastor. Whatever is going on in her life, give her the victory. Endow her with wisdom to stand and protect her. Father, I thank you that it is already done. In Jesus name I pray. Amen.”


    Moved by her prayer, Shante hugged Gail and then waited until she heard her lock on the door. She slowly made her way down the long hallway to the sanctuary and opened the door. The serenity in the room immediately embraced her. Going to the altar, she fell on her knees and began to weep.

  


  
    Chapter 3


    Max could not accept what he had just heard. Platonic. Is that what she thinks of our relationship? Platonic? Max thought as he hung up the phone. He had wanted to have lunch with Shante. He had waited all weekend to see her. He couldn’t get his mind off of Hilton Head. He thought their relationship had finally gone beyond just friendship. He thought about that night on the beach, how they had walked and talked for hours. He relived how she felt in his arms when they were dancing. She could not have been more beautiful that night. He had longed to be with her. But she had taken no notice of how his heart raced as they danced, or had paid no attention to how his eyes brightened when he listened to her talk. He loved her laugh, her corny jokes, and the way she teased him about growing up in Alabama. He had been desperate to kiss her that night.


    She would be a perfect mother for his sons; they loved her. They had drilled him for every detail about “Mama Tay” at the conference. She was the only mother Joshua had ever known. He was only a baby when his mother died. Without the merest hesitation, Shante had stepped in to help with the boys. She cooked meals for them. She even took Joshua to work with her until Max could find a nanny. She frequently took the boys to the park, movies, or shopping just to give him a break. He trusted her completely with his children. They loved her; he loved her.


    Platonic. Max couldn’t get that word out of his mind.


    “Hey, Max, want to get some lunch?” Max’s business partner, Gary asked, pausing at his door. “We’re going to Smiley’s.”


    “No, man, I’ve got to finish up something here,” Max said. The truth was, he had lost his appetite. He loved a woman who didn’t love him. Lord, I don’t know what to do. You said in your Word when a man finds a wife, he finds a good thing. But what does he do when she does not choose him? God, give me direction. I know in my spirit and my heart Shante is my wife. I love her. God, what should I do? Max prayed.


    When the phone rang he quickly picked it up, hoping it was Shante calling him back. But it was Bishop Thompson. Bishop was like a surrogate father to him. Friends since Max had arrived in Charlotte, he couldn’t hide anything from him. Bishop always knew when something was wrong.


    “Hello, Bishop.”


    “Hi, Max. How are you?”


    “All’s well, Bishop. How are you?”


    “I’m blessed.”


    “How’s Mother?”


    “She’s well. She starts chemo tomorrow. Pray for her. The treatment is worse than the disease. But, we know God is a healer. She will be all right.”


    “I’ll keep her in my prayers. So what’s up?”


    “I was wondering if you weren’t busy if we could have lunch today.”


    “Sure, Bishop. Where and at what time?”


    “Let’s meet at Kat’s Place in thirty minutes. I feel like home cooking.”


    “That’s fine. I’ll see you there.” Max hung up and sat wondering how he and his queasy stomach would get through any meal—much less a rich Southern one. Thinking about what Shante said was beginning to make him physically sick. But even though he didn’t feel like eating he was glad to be seeing Bishop. Perhaps he could provide some insight into why, despite years of friendship, his relationship with Shante had not progressed to love—at least not on her part.


    Max drove the short distance from his office to the restaurant. Only Bishop would come to the middle of the ghetto to eat lunch. Max belatedly wondered if his Mercedes would be safe in this neighborhood. Turning into the restaurant’s parking lot, he saw people hanging out near the door. Some looked depressed and hopeless; others were probably up to something. Max got out of his car and looked around. What had been a neighborhood of well-kept houses owned by blacks had become one of run-down houses and high crime rates. Kat’s Place had been there for more than fifty years. The granddaughter of the original Kat, or Katherine, was now running the restaurant. Even though her name was Janice, everyone still called her Kat. The restaurant was renowned for its good Southern cooking. However, eating was not on Max’s mind; the word platonic was.


    Bishop Thompson was not hard to find in the small restaurant. He was wearing a red-and-blue plaid suit, which reminded Max of an old zoot suit popular in the 1940s. Max walked toward the table wondering where he found his clothes.


    Bishop Thompson was so wide he could not close his legs, which spread beyond the small table on both sides. He was so busy talking he didn’t notice Max walking toward him. Bishop was a popular man in the community, as he and his wife had helped many people.


    “Hello, Bishop,” Max said.


    “Max,” Bishop smiled. “Sit down.” He turned back to the man he had been talking to at the next table. “And when we got there, the Lord had already worked everything out,” Bishop told the man. “You wait. He will work it out for you, too.” And then he turned to Max. “Well, son, how are you today?”


    “I’m fine, Bishop,” he answered just as the waitress appeared.


    “Can I get you something?” the woman asked.


    “Trudy, you know what I want. Ask Irene to put some peppers in my greens and give me some buttermilk for my corn bread,” Bishop said.


    “I’ll have the meatloaf. I’m not very hungry. Thank you,” Max said. He still did not feel like eating and hoped he could get some of his food down without vomiting.


    Bishop began talking about a meeting of the Mecklenburg County Ministers’ Fellowship slated for the following week, outlining what he needed Max to do there. Max did not hear anything he said. He was in his own world, and Shante was the only one in it. He did not see when the food was placed on the table or hear Bishop’s prayer. Nor did he notice Bishop devouring his food.


    “You know she loves you,” Bishop said without looking up from his food.


    “What?” Max replied, his mentor’s words having cut through the fog that had enveloped his mind.


    “You heard what I said. Have you talked to her?” Bishop asked, placing his arms down on the small table and causing it to shake on its uneven legs.


    “Who?”


    “Don’t act like you don’t know who I’m talking about. You know who.”


    “I’m guessing you’re talking about Shante,” Max said, sighing.


    “Guessing? Look, son, what’s going on between you two? I saw how you looked at her at the conference. You can’t hide it.” Max didn’t answer him. He was afraid all his emotions would spill forth and he would lose control. Bishop continued talking and eating at the same time. Then he took a break and looked at Max. “Did you talk to her?”


    “No.”


    “Why not?”


    “Well...” Max fell silent. He was reluctant to talk about such a personal matter in public. “Bishop, we shouldn’t talk about this here.”


    “What’s wrong with here? We’re more at home here than anywhere else in the city. Now, tell me what’s going on,” Bishop said. “You love her, don’t you? When the Lord spoke to me and told me Shante was getting married, I knew it was you. I know when the Lord speaks to me. Don’t worry, son, it will be all right. You watch. God has it all worked out.” Bishop began attacking his food again.


    “Bishop, you need anything else?” the server asked.


    “Yeah, bring me a piece of that sweet potato pie. What’s wrong, son?” Bishop asked as the woman walked away. He seemed very concerned, and Max knew he only wanted to help him.


    “She doesn’t think of me that way.”


    “How do you know if you haven’t talked to her?”


    “She told me this morning. She said we have a platonic relationship and she liked it that way.” Holding comment, Bishop just looked at Max and let him talk. “The first night of the conference, we went walking on the beach. We talked for hours. Someone was having a party at a beach house, and they had a band. It was the perfect night. We danced on the beach. We had so much fun. Dancing, walking, talking, laughing—”


    “Anything else?” Bishop interrupted.


    “If you mean sex, Bishop, no. It was more than that. It was a closeness I haven’t felt in a long time. It was as if we had connected finally. She has been my rock since Meko died. If it hadn’t been for her, I don’t know if I could have made it. She’s so good with the kids. I love everything about her—her walk, talk, style of dress, the way she laughs, preaches. I could go on. I even love it when she puts me in my place. None of the women I’ve met since Meko died compare to her. She’s sincere and not fake. I loved her in college, but I was afraid to ask her out. She was so sophisticated. I got nervous every time I was around her. I thank God for her, but...” Max stopped.


    “But what?”


    “She doesn’t feel the same way,” Max said, looking down at the table.


    “Where is your faith, boy?” Bishop asked firmly. Max looked up, surprised at Bishop calling him boy. Bishop had never addressed him like that. And his smile was gone. He seemed frustrated with him. “Do you believe this is your wife?”


    “Yes, sir.”


    “Then put your faith on it and begin to call those things that be not as though they are. Hold your head up. It will be all right! I believe the Lord sent me to you today to tell you to keep the faith. Be encouraged. It’s going to work out.” Bishop’s voice rose as he spoke as if he was gaining strength. He noticed Max had not eaten. “Now, son, eat your food. You’ll need your strength. Now there’s something I need you to do before the meeting,” Bishop said, changing the subject.


    Max began eating. His talk with Bishop was just what he’d needed. He made up his mind to talk to Shante as soon as possible and invite her out to dinner. No, he would do something special—maybe on their next First Friday outing.
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