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Prologue

“I’m full as a tick.” Keithe chewed the barely there remnants of his hearty breakfast. There was nothing left of the blueberry pancakes, soft scrambled eggs, and sizzling bacon, which had melted away on his palate.

“Michelle, those cooking classes really have brought out the Southern woman in you.” The forty-three-year-old dabbed his mouth. Placing his paper napkin on the table, Keithe reared back in his chair and patted his growing abdomen while trying to catch his breath.

“Ha-ha. Don’t start none, won’t be none.” Michelle swatted at Keithe. “You act as though I’m just now learning how to cook. I ... cook ... well.” Michelle stood from the table and began clearing her chinaware. Nothing but the best for Mr. Morgan.

Keithe was enjoying his morning. Having fun poking at Michelle, he knew good and well she would pay him back sooner rather than later.

“Dear, you cook ... well ... now! I will give you that,” he said with a shrug of his shoulders. “But I suffered. I mean, suffered, from waaaaaay back.” He put emphasis on his deep-voiced words while lowering his head and putting a scowl on his face, which spoke volumes.

“I mean, that one time when you tried to cook lasagna from scratch ...” he explained as he shook his shaven-to-the-scalp head from side to side fiercely. “It did such a number on me that I ...” Before he could finish the painted picture of his exaggerated experience, Michelle stood over the man she had exchanged vows with more than sixteen years earlier. Her eyes dared him to continue.

With the barely used dish towel in her hand, Michelle raised the pink and yellow–trimmed material and swatted the man she loved on his shoulder yet again.

“You had better watch it, man! Like I said, don’t start none, won’t be none.” She laughed and belted out a cutesy cry as Keith grabbed her around her firm waist.

Being two years away from the big 6-0, Michelle only shied away from his hold because of the tickles she knew he would be issuing out. There was definitely nothing wiggly, juicy, or lumpy when it came to the judicial employee. And if there was, Spanx were her best friend.

“Stop! Keithe, you’d better stop tickling me. Quit it now,” Michelle half demanded, and half wished he’d continue, as she tried her best to wiggle out of his grip. Kicking her legs frantically, it was a good thing she opted for a cashmere jogging suit for the January weather.

“Oh no! You asked for it, Sister Michelle. You tried to lay hands on a brother,” Keithe continued to joke. By the time he placed Michelle in his lap, Mr. and Mrs. Morgan held a continuous laugh that just wouldn’t stop.

After catching her breath, Michelle decided to remain seated on Keithe’s lap. She figured the womanly weight she’d gained in her fifty-eight-year-old hips wouldn’t dare hurt the hard legs of the forty-three-year-old. Resting the back of her head on his broad shoulders, Michelle’s eyes watered as she wrestled with reality and her undying love for Keithe.

“This feels so right. It just feels so good to be here. Right in this moment. Don’t you agree?” Michelle tilted her head. Taking her free hand, Michelle patted Keithe’s chest and allowed her manicured hand to remain, feeling the muscles underneath his shirt.

Keithe debated if he should respond or allow Michelle a few minutes to wallow in her sensitive moment. He fought against being selfish and released a smooth moan of agreement from his voice box.

When his moan wouldn’t suffice, Michelle whispered, “What about you, Keithe?” Still waiting, Michelle completely turned her head to the left. Close enough for a kiss.

With the layered portion of her bobbed hairdo lying across her right eye, Michelle didn’t dare to move in fear the mood would be lost: the mood she hoped Keithe would become a part of.

There seemed to be no winning but Keithe wasn’t going to allow it to happen again. He wasn’t going to allow Michelle to sulk once more in his presence for the decision they both agreed upon, even if it had been his idea to begin with.

At least once a month Michelle played the “woe is me” card. Keithe thought the last two years would have been enough time for her to heal, to settle with the whole notion of what had happened between them. Obviously it hadn’t.

Through all of the trials and tribulations their relationship had endured, his love for Michelle remained. For all they had gone through, nothing took his love for Michelle in a different direction. His love for the woman who grew him into a man overnight hadn’t wavered. Being in love with her ... that was a whole other issue.

Three years before, their marriage had been turned upside down. Being real with himself, Keithe knew problems had lived in their relationship for quite some time, but with the depth of things that had invaded their marriage, it had only pushed their union to the limit. Even when the end product left Michelle saved and living for God, having reconnected with a daughter that only she had known about, Keithe was still left bothered, unfulfilled, and asking God what the problem was. When it was all said and done, Keithe had asked Michelle for a divorce.

“Penny for your thoughts?” Michelle nudged, still sitting on her ex-husband’s lap, yet waiting for some sort of verbal response.

He cared too much. “Too nice of a guy” was what he’d been told all of his life. At the very moment with Michelle waiting for an answer, Keithe knew he had to stop coming around his ex. But he felt obligated. She hadn’t asked for the divorce, so Keithe felt it was his duty to keep some sort of relationship with her.

With a quick breath, Keithe shared, “Just thinking how much I don’t want to rehash this each time I come to visit. I want you to know that I do love you and always will. But this”—he nudged Michelle from her leaning position so that she could look into his eyes—“we are going to have to stop revisiting.”

When she received divorce papers, Michelle hadn’t put up a fight. For one, she couldn’t deny she hadn’t noticed how Keithe’s demeanor had changed, even when she had finally gotten her act together. She just figured she had been a day late and a dollar short. Michelle knew how emotionally, mentally, and physically disgusting she had been during their marriage and allowed Keithe to leave without so much as a fight.

If anyone ever thought it, Keithe knew for a fact Michelle’s role as his wife had been catty, deceiving, and conniving. She had lied, cheated, and manipulated their marriage. She was even abusive when in actuality it was herself whom she hated. Michelle had taken Keithe for granted in their sixteen-year marriage. And she’d done the ultimate: keeping her past, that she had mothered a child, from Keithe.

Michelle didn’t know what she was thinking. Maybe she hadn’t thought things through when it came to not letting him know she had birthed a child. For a fact, she knew she hadn’t, but that was even years before meeting Keithe.

Having a baby twenty-four years ago really hadn’t been on her to-do list. A quick relationship developed with Stoney’s real father, the Bishop Ky Perry, only after her desires to be with his friend fell through. Confused, devastated, and embarrassed, Michelle pushed her emotions to the side and made the decision she thought was best.

Dropping her baby with her mother, Michelle never looked back. Meeting Keithe years later and with her past out of sight, out of mind, Michelle never felt compelled to share what she had done. Even up until the day she was busted, Michelle had still found it hard to share all of herself with Keithe. Even when all he wanted to do was to love her.

And that was just it. Keithe only wanted to love God and his wife, as Christ loved the church. But finally, after sixteen years of marriage, it had been too late to make up for all of her wrong. Like all other days, today didn’t stop Michelle from trying to show her ex-husband that she still loved him.

“Whoa. Do I need to come back at another time?” Stoney almost lost her footing as she made her way into the country decor–styled kitchen. “I mean, really, Mom?” Stoney gave off a questionable laugh as she placed her hand on her Southern eating–produced hip.

Having been reunited with her mom in the most unusual circumstances, Stoney was now settled in her role as Michelle’s only child, albeit a twenty-four-year-old child.

Raised by her maternal grandmother, Stoney didn’t meet Michelle until she was twenty-one. Even then it was a meeting that almost left Stoney psychotic and Michelle physically battered.

Since she could remember, all Stoney wanted was to know and be with her birth mother: a mother who literally dumped her into the arms of a schizophrenic grandmother. The mental struggle her grandmother, Michelle’s mother, battled with was too much for a young Stoney to deal with on her own, and often pushed her to the edge of giving up. But she had survived.

“Oh hush it,” Michelle said and threw the dish towel, she still held on to, at her daughter.

“Your mom was just getting up,” Keithe said as he slightly pushed Michelle to her feet. “Trying once again to fill me to the rim so I can’t leave.” He patted his extended stomach. Keithe made a joke out of the truth as he stood from the table. Straightening the crease Michelle had inadvertently set in his cargo pants, Keithe stepped behind the chair.

Stoney walked over to her stepdad and stood in a ballerina’s stance, on her toes, and gave him a kiss on the cheek. “Pops, you leaving so soon?” she asked, adding a sad face she hoped would convince him to stay a bit longer. Adding a sly grin to her lips, Stoney stood waiting for a reply.

Even with twenty-one years apart from her mother, having never laid eyes on her, except for one photograph, Stoney resembled Michelle to a T. With her brownish-caramel complexion, Stoney also held the signature eyes that popped, even without mascara. And with her size twelve, mostly in the hips, Stoney knew she was her mother’s child.

“You two are gonna have to stop ganging up on me. Every month it’s the same old thing.” Keithe was tired of being made to feel bad, as if everything fell into his lap and he had been the bad husband, bad parent.

Two weeks off into the New Year, Keithe really did think it was a good idea to spend time with the two he still loved and called family. Now with all the badgering, he second-guessed himself.

“We wouldn’t have this problem if you still lived here,” Stoney said, tilting her head and allowing her ponytail to lie on her shoulder.

“Or at least in the city,” Michelle chimed in, loving Houston as if it were her birthplace.

Pushing his chair in, Keithe said, “It’s definitely time to go.” Grabbing Stoney, Keithe held her in an embrace.

“Well, I know you only come home once a month now to spend time with your mother, and is it so bad that I want to share in the love?” He held open his arms, not letting on how he had also been overdue for a visit with his parents, who still lived in the city. “Plus, I’m only leaving because I want to leave some time for you two to do all the girly stuff I know you have planned for today.”

“If you say so,” Stoney retorted, always holding on to the ill feeling that she had been the straw that broke the camel’s back in Keithe and her mother’s marriage. In her mind, Stoney felt if she had never gone looking for her missing piece to a scrambled puzzle, her mother would still be happy and her stepfather would have remained her husband. No matter how many times Keithe had told her she had nothing to do with the divorce, Stoney could never be certain. That was one of the reasons Stoney chose to continue her college studies at a school an hour away; she had hoped her mother and stepfather’s time together would fill the space that had grown between the two.

“Stoney, please don’t. Especially since I see you more often,” Keithe reminded Stoney of her visits to Dallas to spend time with her biological father.

“Okay. But you do have my graduation date on your calendar, huh?” Stoney wanted to make sure her stepfather planned accordingly for her graduation ceremony, which was five months away.

Before Stoney had connected with her mother and Keithe, she had gone through countless misfortunes her entire life. Once addicted to prescription drugs, most of the time the medication not being her own, but that of her grandmother’s, Stoney had been labeled schizophrenic. In reality, her heart had been broken from her very beginning.

Wanting to know who she was and who she belonged to had been her main objective in life. Not knowing how to deal with the heartache had been her catapult to self-destruction.

Once connected with her past, Stoney was finally at a point where she knew who she was and where she’d come from. Having lost her focus and desire to do anything with her life, it wasn’t until Stoney was settled with who she was that school had become a priority again. Only months stood in the way of her receiving a Bachelor of Arts degree in psychology, which she was determined to flip into a master’s degree in no time.

With a side eye, Keithe didn’t even bother to answer what he thought was a crazy and sarcastic question. Of course he would be there for Stoney. Placing another kiss on her forehead, Keithe then walked toward Michelle and made sure he squeezed her extra tight and kissed the cheek she offered.

“Okay, ladies. You have a good rest of the afternoon. I will call you when I make it home safely,” the six-foot attorney assured.

“Really wish you could stay for church tomorrow.” Michelle tried to convince Keithe to prolong his stay with a simple raise of her arched eyebrows.

With his mind set to exit through the kitchen’s door, Keithe placed his hand on the doorknob before rejecting the two people who still meant the most to him.

“You know, if I didn’t have to present this class at church in the morning, I probably would,” he said with light emphasis on the “probably.” Then he silently wondered what her latest beau would think about the invite. Obviously Michelle hadn’t thought about that either.

“Um, huh,” Michelle responded and turned, heading back to the kitchen sink.

“Oh. If you happen to talk to Bishop, don’t forget to tell him I will be down next week.” Stoney referred to her biological father by his title, so as not, she thought, to make Keithe feel lesser in the role he had played in her life. Even in the short amount of time of them being in one another’s life, Stoney looked up to Keithe and happily accepted his role. Waving one last time, Stoney left the kitchen.

“Got it.” Knowing he only spoke with Bishop Ky Perry from time to time, Keithe thought nothing of it and just labeled it as small talk on Stoney’s behalf. With the twist of the knob and a backhanded wave, Keithe was almost home free until Michelle made her move. It was obvious; by the stretching of her neck toward the kitchen’s exit, Michelle made sure Stoney was out of listening range.

With a mumbled sound coming from Michelle, Keithe hated to turn around but replied with, “Huh?”

“Who is she?” Michelle sternly responded once more as she turned to face her ex-husband. “Only a woman can be the inspiration for a man driving all the way out of town one day with him turning right back around, headed home, not even twenty-four hours later.” Michelle looked at her TAG Heuer pearl-diamond polished watch. “Who is she, Mr. Morgan?”

“Ahhh, there you go again,” Keithe responded and took a step, placing one foot back inside of the house. “I told you. When I get serious with someone, I will let you know.” With his body halfway in, halfway out the door, Keithe continued. “And not because you are entitled, but only because you’re nosy. Because guess what, Michelle. We aren’t married anymore.”

Leaning against the kitchen sink, Michelle crossed her arms and squinted her eyes. “Touché. Okay, so you say. But I beg to differ. I’m a woman. Humph.” She smiled. “Who am I kidding? I’m Michelle. I know, I know, I don’t get down like that anymore.” She gave a Super Fly gesture, curving her lips and all. “But I know it’s someone.” She turned back around to her awaiting suds. “Be careful. You know how some church women can be.” She mainly spoke about herself rather than others.

Shaking his head and rolling his eyes, Keithe hoped Michelle hadn’t let her former life cross over into her being born again. He decided to not respond but rather leave gracefully. He figured if he could handle Michelle for sixteen years, there wasn’t anything he couldn’t put up with. Obviously she was gonna give him a run for his money as far as his next relationship was concerned.

Finally easing the door shut, Keithe made his departure, ready to head back to his refreshed life as a single, saved, and searching bachelor.




Chapter One

His car was like a gigantic magnet pulling him. Or at least that’s how he wanted it to seem. Keithe rushed out the kitchen’s door to his car he had parked on the outside of the garage. He was ever so grateful to Michelle for allowing him to finally leave peacefully. The last time she had actually barricaded herself in front of the door.

Keithe was tired, very tired, of reinventing the wheel. No, he was sick and tired of taking all the blame. He partially did so, so that the questions, all of the small talks, would stop. Another reason was, well, he was to blame, or so he figured.

In all actuality, it had been his fault for staying in a marriage far too long, a dead-end marriage at that. It no doubt was his fault for putting up a front, thinking that if Michelle had done this, if she’d done that, things would be okay. But when it was all said and done and his wife had been born again, there was still a hole.

No matter how many sorry pouts Michelle had thrown his way, it was hard to believe he had sacrificed so much for her. One thing in particular was him being a father.

It had been clear from the beginning. It wasn’t that Michelle couldn’t have children; it was that she wouldn’t. “I’m not mommy material,” Michelle would reiterate each time Keithe asked about starting a family. After a while he just accepted that he loved her enough to believe his being a father just hadn’t been meant to be. Now forty-three, single, and not even so much as a prospect in his life, Keithe got mad just thinking about what could have been.

He took nothing from accepting Stoney as his. Keithe had welcomed her with open arms and graciously became a father overnight. Literally. But with Stoney there were no first steps or late-night feedings to go along with his new role.

It was just the realization of how Michelle said she had never wanted to be a mother when in fact she had been one all along. She had worn the title for twenty-one years without acknowledging it at all. Keithe was still clueless about how someone could pull that off. But then he had to realize just who he was dealing with. There were times when he still felt he had been punk’d by Ashton Kutcher.

Even after the dust did settle and Michelle and Stoney reunited, there was that very image of the bond that had grown between mother and daughter, seeing Michelle glow in motherhood. Of course her child was anything but a child, but it didn’t matter. Keithe held some resentment toward his ex-wife. While Michelle and Stoney had one another, Keithe felt as if he had no one. That’s when he knew he didn’t have closure with himself. That was what eventually led to the divorce.

Now with everything spilling over with him having to convince Stoney she hadn’t come along and messed up their marriage, Keithe really didn’t know if that was the truth. Would he have stayed if Stoney never made her entrance? Keithe thought over and over. Ultimately, he knew that was blame he couldn’t put off on anyone but him and Michelle: himself for staying too long and Michelle for never being honest with herself; therefore, not being able to be totally honest with him.

After their divorce two years ago, it hadn’t taken Keithe but a second to figure out a game plan. When realization hit like a ton of bricks after all the residue of their tumultuous marriage settled, Keithe found himself thinking beyond Houston. He didn’t want to go far, leaving his parents behind, but he wanted to go far enough to start a new life. That new life for him now resided somewhere he’d only visited. Home for Keithe was now in Dallas.

 


 



Hours had passed since Keithe was finally able to leave the premises of the home he and Michelle had had designed and built from the ground up. After stopping and visiting with his parents, Keithe made his way on to the highway as he settled into the full-sized bucket seat of his upgraded Porsche. Having traded his two-door prized possession, the black-on-black Porsche of his dreams, Keithe knew he was getting ready for something new to fall into his life when he purchased the four-door Porsche Panamera: his new black. Whoever she was, his new lady, he was going to floss with her in style.

There was no doubt he was already a husband. Just because he was no longer married didn’t mean he had given up on love. The desire embedded in him was what kept him going; that and his desire to be a daddy to a baby who would look just like him. He wasn’t giving up on being a father. Keithe thought that surely if Hollywood stars could have babies in their mid-fifties and beyond, a child of God, a believer as himself, would be able to keep up with his kiddos.

Maybe a girl who looks like her mother ... nahhhh. Who am I kidding? I need a little Keithe who looks just like his handsome daddy, Keithe often played over and over in his mind.

He had gone out on a few dates in the last two years but things were way different. Over twenty years ago when he was single and in his early twenties, Keithe’s morals and desires for a mate hadn’t been what they now were, as someone who had a relationship with Christ, was honest, trustworthy, and respectful. Back then, all a woman had to have were happy lips and healthy hips. Although he had no plans on turning down his wife-to-be, if hips were attached, now in his forties, he knew there was much more than what the eye could see.

Just as his mind soared back to Michelle and her comment about a love affair that didn’t exist, Keithe shook his head at the courage of the woman he’d chosen as a wife and how she pulled out a low blow.

“Wondering what woman I’m running back to. Umph. The nerve,” he said aloud. Especially when Michelle was dating a deacon from the church they used to attend together. Matter of fact, she was dating a brother who Keithe had actually liked and called a friend. But, regardless, he had given his blessing on their dating; anything to get her out of his bald head. Yet it appeared sweet Michelle couldn’t seem to do the same.

Laughing at Michelle’s antics, Keithe’s thoughts were jolted when his phone rang in its holster attached to the dash. Although he didn’t hesitate to answer, for a moment he felt guilty when he realized Michelle may have been more right than he wanted to let on.

“Hello,” he greeted the caller.

“Hi there, Deacon Morgan. Did I catch you at a bad time?” Evangelist Clark, a hard worker and servant of the Lord who attended the same church he attended, rang through on the other end.

With an added smile to the smirk he held when he’d first seen her telephone number pop up on his screen, Keithe was ready for conversation. Or so he hoped.

“Uh, yes. No. Well, uh. No.” He took a breath. Just like all the other times, anytime he was in the young woman’s presence, even via the telephone, Keithe couldn’t get his mojo to work. He may have been an award-winning attorney, winning a number of high-profile cases under his skilled title, but when it came to Evangelist Kenya Clark, his get up and go always sat down.

“I mean,” he pouted, “I’m available.” He winced and silently hit his steering wheel, hoping he didn’t sound as though he was giving himself away to the highest bidder. But then again ...

There was something about the saved thirty-something woman of God he had finally gotten to know within the last year. For the first year being at the church, he admired her from afar. When it came time for him to get more involved in the church and allow his own ministry to grow, Keithe took the first opportunity that presented itself.

The men and women of the church were asked to volunteer their time and efforts in helping to build a new support system for divorcees. Without hesitation, Keithe knew it was meant for him: helping other divorcees heal from broken marriages while healing himself at the same time. The group was titled Physically Divorced, Spiritually Married, and it just so happened Evangelist Clark had been attached to the opportunity. All Keithe could think was God was good all the time, and all the time God was good.

“What can I help you with?” he finally managed to get out.

“Oh, I wanted to remind you about Sunday School in the morning. We are going to officially kick off our once-a-month Sunday morning worship with the group.” Kenya shared a smile through the phone.

And maybe I’ll just have the courage to ask you out for dinner. Officially, he thought.

The two had gone on numerous outings, lunch and even dinner. But the divorce group was always the reason behind their getting together, or at least for Evangelist Clark it had been. Every time they’d met it was on Keithe’s mind to ask her out on an official date, but he couldn’t bring his nerves under submission.

“Sounds like a plan. I am driving in now from Houston, so I will no doubt be there in the morning.”

“Oh?” Her voice held a question. “I didn’t know you were going out of town or I would have changed the date.” Kenya wanted to be fair. “Did you only come back for the group? You should have told me, I would have—”

“No. There is absolutely no problem. I was just visiting my wife, ah, I mean, my ex-wife and daughter. I mean, ah, stepdaughter.” Keithe wished he could just hang the phone up and be done.

Another “oh” was all she responded with. Kenya bit down on her bottom lip and waited for his response. Always wanting to know the depth of who Deacon Morgan was, Kenya dared not ask or show any interest. Dealing with her own disclosed issues was enough.

Everything was still new to him. He didn’t know what was politically correct and what wasn’t when it came to bringing up his past. Hoping he didn’t share too much, or disrespect his family, Keithe changed the subject.

“Well, while I have you on the line, Sister Clark, let me ask you—” Before he could finish his intro, his line beeped. “Can you hold, please?” Keithe asked as he rolled his eyes once he realized it was Michelle. Whatever it was she planned to lay on him, Keithe had his mind set to not even buy into it.




Chapter Two

“Hello?” Keithe threw out a hard and annoyed greeting toward Michelle. He didn’t know if it was because she had possibly shortened his conversation with Evangelist Clark or if it was because it had been Michelle on the other line. Period. Switching his driving hand, Keithe repositioned his cell phone and waited for Michelle to give the reason behind her calling.

“Get over yourself, my brotha.” Michelle snatched an attitude once she heard the tone of Keithe’s voice. “I just wanted to check on you.” No doubt she cared about Keithe’s welfare, but there was something she had been meaning to run by Keithe. Sitting on the stool in front of her vanity, Michelle tried on one of five different shades of Bobbi Brown’s new lip color she had bought while she and Stoney had been out for the day. She settled with the brightest shade and slid it across her puckered lips.

Keithe knew Michelle still cared for him, but with the phone call he felt she was over doing it. There was no doubt Michelle was still clocking him. Why else would she call him before he called her? Desperate, maybe.

“I’m good,” he answered. “I’m on the other line, Michelle. Is everything okay?” Keithe had only departed Michelle’s house hours ago, not days, and Michelle had to have remembered him telling her that he would call once he reached town. Even with him stopping at his parents’ home to visit, Keithe was still making good time back into Dallas.

Concluding their shopping after a couple of hours, Stoney decided to hang with friends from church before she departed from her mother’s house and headed back to her off-campus apartment. Michelle just decided she would retire early. She had actually debated picking up the line and calling her ex, but when she figured there could possibly be a chance Keithe would somehow be happy with her decision, Michelle’s fingers did the walking.

She hadn’t shared with Keithe how she and her latest beau, Deek, had called it quits. Cupid had come to do his job. Unfortunately it was her beau’s ex-wife who had won him over. So with Stoney away from the house, Michelle felt she had way too much time on her hands and had no shame in flirting a bit with Keithe. As far as she was concerned, he was still her hubby. As what she’d read in the Bible said, he was still hers since neither of them were remarried or dead. She was ready to reclaim what was hers.

“All is well. I just wish you would have stayed a little longer. You know you can still spend the night when you visit, Keithe.” Michelle ran the thought by her ex-husband, knowing it wouldn’t happen. The last time she offered for him to sleep over and rest before his drive back, she had offered him herself as well. For Michelle, it had worked out perfectly. For Keithe, well, he had driven back in repent mode his entire ride home.

“Michelle ...” Keithe urged Michelle to get to what she wanted. “Again, I’m on the other line.”

“Oh, excuse me, sir.” Michelle threw in her own attitude. Knowing Keithe’s annoyance for her had been settled in even before the phone call, Michelle’s decision to tell Keithe about her plans to move to Dallas were halted. She already knew he probably wouldn’t wholeheartedly agree and would definitely be furious, but she still had hope.

Not knowing what else to do with her thoughts and feelings for Keithe, since he was all she thought about, Michelle decided to just hold off on her news.

“Okay, okay. I will ... I will just speak with you later, Keithe. I wouldn’t want you to keep the little missus waiting.” Michelle tapped her phone with her nails and disconnected the call. She may have asked God to enter her life, but game still recognized game, and for some reason, Michelle just knew she would have to fight for her man.

“Oh, I’m gonna stay saved,” Michelle declared as she puckered her lips and shifted on her seat. “It will just be ... What do they call it? A holy war. Hey now.” She pumped her hands in the air like she was getting happy for Jesus.

 


 



Before he could swap the call back to the other line on his BlackBerry, Evangelist Clark had disconnected her end.

“Dang it!” Keithe threw his phone in the passenger’s seat. There was no way he could find the nerve to call back for the sole purpose of asking her out. He hadn’t gotten that bold in five minutes.

“Michelle! What are you up to?” Keithe’s right hand squeezed and remained on the leather-padded steering wheel as he slouched in his seat.

He couldn’t put his finger on it, but Michelle had been a little bit too gentle on this last visit. No real clinging as she had done before. To him, that could only mean she was playing the whole reverse psychology bit on him.

For the past few months she had pulled all kinds of stuff to try to get him to return to her arms. He knew Michelle was a little off-kilter when she had the nerve to call him one afternoon after they’d reinvented their bedroom roles of husband and wife. When she shared with Keithe that she might be expecting, he quickly let her know if she was expecting anything besides a miracle she could hang it up, then showed her an example by hanging up his phone.

Not so unusual for Texas, the cool, not cold, January air pushed through his vents as Keithe relaxed his thoughts on Michelle and her antics. Decreasing the thermostat number to seventy degrees, Keithe needed to bring some comfort to his ride.

Replacing his thoughts of Michelle, Keithe grabbed at his brief conversation he’d held with Evangelist Clark and knew without a doubt she had been his motivation to head back to Dallas. He didn’t know how or when, but Keithe knew soon enough that he would get Evangelist Clark to see giving him a chance could be just the start she needed for the New Year.




Chapter Three

Kenya was so happy to have eased her way off of the phone with Deacon Morgan. A minute longer and she was sure he would have found the courage to ask her out.

“Lord, that was a close one.” She openly thanked God for call waiting.

To Kenya, Deacon Morgan was tall, dark, and definitely handsome. If he ever had hair, Kenya didn’t want to see any pictures; that man oozed sexiness with the clean and clear scalp. And his goatee appeared as if it were painted on. Cold black.

There was nothing more Kenya would have liked than to go on a date with the handsome deacon to see if more could be established. She was sure it was possible, but she just didn’t know if she was ready. As a matter of fact, she knew she wasn’t ready. Kenya wasn’t at all secure that a recent past would stay in the past.

“Oh to be wooed by a saved man of God,” Kenya declared, shaking her head as she put her cell phone on its charging station. “And, Lord, you made him look so goooood.” Switching her riding boots for her house slippers, Kenya pulled her wool sweater over her head and threw it over on her sofa.

The cool January’s draft throughout her house chilled her body through her coffee-colored camisole. Grabbing for the back of her head, Kenya gave her hair a quick pull to make sure her ponytail holder was still tightly in place as she walked deeper into her home.

Deacon Morgan was hard on her mind. That man was godly, gorgeous, and going after her: a single, saved woman’s dream. This was the reason Kenya wished she had called him first thing in the morning. There was no way she was going to sleep anytime soon. Not even a nap. Knowing all minds had to be clear before her head hit the pillow, Kenya wasn’t going to take any chances. Either that or she’d find herself on some sandy white beach, wrapped up in Deacon Morgan’s big black arms.

“Lord Jesus, help me.” Kenya scooted her five-foot, seven-inch, 140-pound self from room to room, tidying up loose ends.

All it took was a thought to get one going in the wrong direction. And from where Kenya was struggling to come back from, she knew the symptoms all too well.

All in all, the saved, anointed, and sophisticated young woman kind of enjoyed the crush she had on the deacon; something that had been out of the norm for her for quite some time.

Ever since theology school, Kenya had been on the go for Jesus and His spiritual direction for her life. Yes, she had a desire to get married and to be someone’s wife, but it just hadn’t been a priority.

She’d dated here and there, but when she would share how she had no intentions of crossing the line as far as intercourse before marriage was concerned, her phone almost always stopped ringing. And that was just the so-called “saved men.”

There was no doubt Kenya was playing cat and mouse with her copartner. She indeed liked the forty-something, but she knew that was only part of who she was. There was too much she was trying to figure out and deal with about herself. That was the very reason why she wouldn’t dare try getting involved with Deacon Morgan until she knew for sure she was over all of her hang-ups.

Being anointed to speak God’s Word over His people, Kenya didn’t take her calling for granted. She knew even at the young age of twelve she had been different, set apart from the average teenager. She didn’t have the desire to go out to clubs, smoke, or to drink. Boys were cute and she could even recognize the handsomeness behind their walk, but she just hadn’t felt the need to disobey God. The feeling of the Holy Spirit giving her a natural high was all she had been concerned with. And because of that, she took life seriously. This was why she couldn’t believe all she’d gotten caught up in at this stage in her life. Kenya was still on a mission to forgive herself for her own mishaps.

Kenya scooted around, almost leaving her house slippers behind, as she made her way toward the open kitchen. Even with the weather almost spring like, Kenya had a taste for hot chocolate. With a microwave-safe container, Kenya warmed her water for her beverage of choice. Leaning against her cabinets, watching the water come to a boil, Kenya grabbed at relaxation and knew she wouldn’t be leaving her four walls for the remainder of the evening.

The only thing on her agenda for the rest of the evening was to prepare for the next day with prayer. Before she’d shield herself away for one on one with God, Kenya planned on sitting and reflecting on what she really wanted in her life. No doubt she would begin with relationships she had endured.

It was hard enough to dodge being set up on blind dates by family members, but most recently Kenya even had to dodge her pastor’s hints of possibly getting to know Deacon Morgan better. She knew he meant well; for the fact of the matter, she knew everyone who tried to hook her up with someone meant well. But she just felt she couldn’t bring someone into her world, a world she hadn’t always been so proud of.

Sure she was getting older, in her mid-thirties to be exact. Kenya knew people were starting to question why she was still alone. She had been in the ministry since she was a teenager and, because of that, Kenya had been able to use her evangelism as an excuse. Now that she was semi-retired from missions work and was at her church home more often than not, the questions came without guard:

“When you gon’ get married, Sis Kenya?”

“You need to get married and have at least one baby.”

“Don’t pass your child-rearing age ... that ain’t good on your body.”

And when the questions arose from the bold, Kenya would be asked:

“Do you like women?”

“Girl, you ain’t got caught up in some other kind of stuff, have ya?”

No matter how confident she had been and how she thought her ministry spoke for itself, Kenya always came back with, “God has called me to speak and preach His Word. When He is ready for me to be married, God will send my husband to come scoop me up.” And then she would no doubt add, “And you can rest assure you will have an invite.”

Reality let Kenya know that her desire to be and have a companion was just the start. She had believed and knew in her heart that someday she would add wife to her title as well. But “faith without works is dead,” and if Kenya really wanted to share in God’s ultimate testimony—marriage—she had to clear out her guilty excuses. Albeit, great excuses, doing God’s work, but she knew God hadn’t placed a Jeremiah spirit in her. She just used the excuse to buy time. And from being around Deacon Morgan, it looked as though her time was winding up.

In the end Kenya knew she had only been fooling herself. She could honestly make time for the right one if she wanted to. She could even allow Deacon Morgan the opportunity to win her heart. That wasn’t the issue. The matter of the problem was all about figuring out if what she had gotten involved in had become a part of who she really was, was just something that happened, or if it was indeed who she had been all this time.

Kenya wanted and needed to make sure the “old man” was indeed dead. She may have been saved since her childhood years and knew the Word as if she’d helped write the books of the Bible herself, but there was no doubt she was up against one of the toughest mountains of her saved life.

“What in the world have I done?” Kenya wished she had not crossed the line. She still couldn’t believe what predicament she had put her relationship with God in. But if there was one thing she knew, Kenya knew it had been a spiritual battle. One she was unfortunately losing but was willing to fight for.

Sitting on her chocolate-colored suede sofa that faced the view of her lit back porch, Kenya sat with her favorite mug in her hand, settled in the warmth of her home. Just looking at the slight wind easing through the branches on her tree sent a brief chill up her spine. Picking up the remote control, Kenya clicked the electric fireplace on.

Sluggish in nature from the full day she’d had, Kenya slid from her sofa and onto the hairy rug that hugged her floor. Wiggling her toes from the heat the fireplace produced, Kenya leaned her back against the sofa. Thinking about how blessed she was to be able to live in her own home and not have to worry about where her help was coming from, Kenya shook her head of the mere thought of losing all God had blessed her with.

Being young, beautiful, and saved left room for joy beyond measure. God had shown Kenya how just by trusting in Him and doing things His way left peace. And it had up until she had moved without prayer and didn’t take the way of escape that God always sets in place.

Only if she could trust herself again. Only if she could forgive herself.

She didn’t know what she was going to do. There was no doubt that time was running out. Being the well put-together man he was and presented himself to be, Deacon Morgan was going to make a move. Kenya didn’t know if she was strong enough to turn him down, and she certainly didn’t want to drag him into her world until she knew the coast was clear: a world she hadn’t yet closed the door to all the way.

Kenya had never been married but had been in relationships. Some she had been proud of, even when the timing was off; others, the timing had been perfect but she definitely hadn’t been proud of. The next relationship, Kenya wanted God to be in the midst of, through and through. But first she had to make things back right with Him.

Thinking about the drama she had been able to steer clear from for so many years, Kenya rolled her eyes, embarrassed of having to repent for things she never would have thought she would have to confess to.

Bypassing finishing her beverage, Kenya placed her mug on her end table and turned to face the back of her sofa. Resting her palms against each other, Kenya began speaking directly to the Lord for things to come, and things in her past to remain in her past.
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