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This book is dedicated to everyone who believes they can experience heaven . . . right here, right now.
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Baby Daddy

Stacy Gray, Hope Taylor, and Frieda Moore sat enjoying the breeze coming off the Pacific Ocean. Stacy’s son, eighteen-month-old Darius Crenshaw Jr. sat cooing and clapping in his high chair, obviously enjoying the early November weather as well. Stacy and Hope belonged to the same church and saw each other almost every week. Hope and Frieda were cousins. But it was the first time in months that all three of these thirtysomething ladies had hung out together. The good food and great conversation was just what the doctor ordered.

“I don’t care about what she did—I love Conversations with Carla. That sistah keeps it real!” Frieda jabbed a fry in the air for emphasis.

“I like her too,” Hope said. “I’m just saying it’s amazing how someone who fell so low could rise again so quickly.”

“I’m with Frieda,” Stacy added, taking a napkin and wiping mashed potato from her son’s face. “She did wrong, and she was punished. She lost her husband, her ministry, dignity, respect. No one on the outside looking in will ever truly know how much her present success cost her.”

Minister Carla Lee Chapman had paid dearly for the scandal she had endured a year and a half ago. A secretive, short-term affair with a church associate had become very public via a cuddly, late-night photo and tell-all article in LA Gospel, a Los Angeles–based magazine targeting the Black church community. Her husband had promptly divorced her and married the woman who had revealed Carla’s secret. Carla’s base of Christian women supporters—that had once numbered in the hundreds of thousands—dropped to four figures, and all but a handful of Christian bookstores pulled her DVDs. But now, less than six months after her nationally syndicated television show debuted, Carla was attracting a following that promised to eclipse that of her former popularity—a new popularity that included women of every race, religion, and socioeconomic status. Her Dr. Phil–style directness and Oprah-like warmth, combined with her religious sensibilities and Southern charm, had endeared her to the masses. Fortunately for both her and the MLM Network, her scandal and shame had garnered sympathy from the secular public. They embraced the contrite woman whom the religious community had ousted. The show’s sky-high ratings were her final vindication.

“Did you see the girl on there the other day?” Frieda asked. “The sixteen-year-old who already had two kids? I wasn’t expecting Carla to get with girlfriend like she did, but telling that little sistah to put a closed sign on the punany was real talk!”

“She said that?” Hope exclaimed.

“Pu–na–nny. On national TV. That’s why women love her.”

“What did the girl do?”

“Boohooed and then promised Carla she’d put her stuff on lock and focus on taking care of her kids.”

“What I liked,” Stacy interjected, “is that Carla offered to be her personal mentor—that she cared enough to get involved with a guest like that.”

Stacy and Frieda kept talking, but Hope didn’t hear. Idly twirling a strand of jet-black, shoulder-length hair, she tried to stave off the wave of depression that often accompanied any talk about babies. She and her husband, Cy (pronounced like the sigh his fine frame evoked from most women), had been trying for almost two years to get pregnant. She’d gone to several doctors and gotten mixed diagnoses: one said she was fine, another that her uterus was tilted, and a third said something about low-producing ovaries. Her first lady at church, Vivian Montgomery, had told her she just needed to relax and stop trying to get pregnant. But Hope had just turned thirty. She and Cy wanted at least two children. It was time to make it happen.

“I know one thing,” Stacy was saying when Hope finally began to listen again. “If Darius thinks he’s going to force me to have my son stay in that den of sin he and Bo call home, he’d better think again.”

“But he the daddy, girl,” Frieda reasoned. “Let that boy get to know his father and his ‘uncle,’” she said with a wink, referring to Darius’s lover, Bo Jenkins.

“You can’t keep the boy away from his father,” Hope agreed. “A child needs both parents.”

“Yeah, well, his father should have thought about that before he chose Bo over me!”

Stacy flung her black, sixteen-inch Indian Remy weave away from her face so hard the hair slapped the face of the man sitting at the table behind her. He turned and glared, but Stacy didn’t notice. She was too busy looking at yesterday.

Time had not dimmed her resentment at the way Darius had chosen to end his bigamous ways—to remain in the civil union with his male lover and have his marriage to Stacy annulled. It hadn’t helped matters that his subsequent coming out hadn’t received the backlash she’d hoped it would. Granted, it had generated all types of controversy in religious circles, and he wasn’t getting many requests to play in churches, but his concerts were selling out, and his attempt to cross over from gospel into R & B was proving successful.

“Having a child is a blessing, Stacy,” Hope said softly. “Don’t miss out on the joy of it by holding on to anger. I’d do anything to have a baby right now.”

Just then they were interrupted by a well-dressed man stepping up to their table. “Stacy Gray?” he asked, looking from one woman to the other.

“I’m Stacy.”

“This is for you.” He handed her a large envelope. “You’ve been served,” he added brusquely and quickly walked away.

“What the . . .” Instead of finishing the sentence, Stacy put down her drink and tore open the envelope. Her eyes scanned the papers quickly.

“Oh, my God, I don’t believe this crap. He cannot possibly have this kind of nerve.” She flipped through the pages quickly before throwing the document on the table. “He’s out of his ever-loving—”

“Calm down, Stacy,” Hope interrupted, putting her hand on the woman about to go postal. “What is it?”

“It’s Darius, acting like the asshole he is,” Stacy responded, her eyes welling with tears. “That fool is taking me to court. He’s suing me for full custody of my child!”
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Too Much Drama

“Let me see that,” Frieda quietly demanded as she subconsciously ran her hand through the short pixie cut that emphasized a narrow face and high cheekbones. She read parts of the document aloud—paragraphs outlining charges of slander, malicious intent, and willful disregard of joint custody arrangements previously set up by the courts after Darius and Stacy’s marriage had been annulled.

“How often does Darius get to visit his son?” Hope asked as she reached over to Darius Jr. and took the spoon that had become an annoying drumstick against the wooden highchair. Before the child could inhale enough breath for an all-out wail, she’d replaced the noisemaker with a quieter, crowd-friendly pair of plastic straws. She was rewarded with a gummy grin, signaling that all was forgiven. If only adults could forgive and forget as quickly, she thought.

“Often enough.”

Hope pushed the issue. “As often as the court dictates?”

Stacy’s facial expression made words unnecessary. She apparently was not keeping up her end of the custody arrangements.

“All I asked was for him to keep Bo out of our business. I did not, and do not, want that man influencing my son. But does Darius listen? No! He acts like he can’t walk without Bo saying which leg goes in front of the other. I think he clings to Bo just to piss me off.”

Frieda chuckled. “Girl, he clings to Bo because he’s in love.”

Stacy rose from her chair and lifted a stained but happy toddler from the highchair. She methodically cleaned mashed potatoes from his hands, toes, shirt, and pants as she continued. “It’s simple, really: if he wants to see Darius more, make sure I see Bo less. There,” she added, referring both to her cleaning job on her son and also to her son’s father. “I’m not asking too much, am I, little man, huh?” She nuzzled his neck as he emitted peals of laughter. “I’m not asking your daddy for too much.”

“I say let the child see his father,” Frieda said. “I know you don’t want to hear this, Stacy, but the man pays child support. He has a right to see him. So what if his booty-bumping buddy comes along for the ride. Hell, I say the more love, the merrier. Besides, if you’d let the man see his son more often, we probably wouldn’t be sitting here looking at court papers.” Frieda ignored Stacy’s venomous stare and continued. “Look, I’m your friend so I’m going to call it like I see it. Darius doesn’t want drama right now. He’s probably just doing this to make a point. Go home, give the man a call, and work on an arrangement you both can live with. You might even be able to get some more money out of the deal, and you might be able to put in a request for solo visits—visits without Darius’s ‘husband’—into the actual custody paperwork. Because unless that madness about you not wanting Bo around your baby is not only legal but justified, Darius will do a Kevin Federline–style drive-by, and they’ll be sitting over in Bel Air talking about ‘And baby makes three.’”

Hope agreed with Frieda but wisely chose to keep this information to herself. “What are you going to do?” Hope asked instead.

Stacy swung the diaper bag over her shoulder and positioned Darius on her hip. Her stance matched the attitude that poured from her lips. “I tell you what I’m not going to do. I’m not going to let some fake faggot pseudo-celebrity run my life. This is my child, and his welfare is my business. Darius wants a fight? Darius wants to do battle in court? Well, I’m going to call his sorry ass and tell him it’s about to go down!”

Hope watched silently as Stacy navigated around filled tables and raised eyebrows, crossing the patio with her head held high. She’s about as big as a minute, Hope thought as she watched her five-foot-three, size-four friend walk away. But if she ran into them, I think she could kick both Bo’s and Darius’s butts right now.

Frieda shook her head once Stacy had turned the corner. “That’s the very reason why I will never have two things—a child or a husband. Unh-unh. Too much drama.” A beep alerted Frieda that she had a text message. She looked at her BlackBerry and typed in a quick reply, speaking to Hope as she did so. “It’s about time Giorgio got his butt back on this side of the country.”

“Giorgio? I thought that relationship played out a while ago.”

“It did. But he’s still a friend . . . with benefits.”

“Too much drama, huh?”

Frieda winked at Hope and then reached for the wallet inside her purse.

“No, no—my treat,” Hope insisted. She pulled out her black Centurion American Express card and motioned for the waitress. Then she returned her attention to Frieda, who was busy texting away. “What happened to Jonathan? I thought things were heating up with you two.”

“That’s who I’m texting now,” Frieda said without missing a stroke. “I’m moving our date to tomorrow so I can pick up Giorgio from the airport.” Her eyes widened at Hope’s exasperated expression. “What?” Frieda asked in as innocent a voice as she could muster. “Giorgio always gets Saturday nights if he’s in town. That man loves to party and knows some of everybody who’s anybody.” She continued typing as fast as her thumbs could move.

“You know what? You keep saying you want to find a good man and settle down, and every time we talk you’re mentioning a new name . . . or, in Giorgio’s case, bringing up an old one.”

“Good man? Settle down? Didn’t you hear what I just said about marriage? Besides, how am I supposed to find a good man without looking for one?”

“If all you were doing was looking, and if it were only one, we wouldn’t have a problem.”

“We don’t have a problem now. But I hear a sermon coming, and it’s nowhere near Christmas or Easter—my official dates with the Lord. So hold that thought, cuz. I gotta run.”

Frieda gave a stunned and still seated Hope a quick hug. “Thanks for lunch and your wonderful company.” She hurried across the patio and threw a quick “Love ya!” over her shoulder before finishing her grand exit.

Hope’s smile lingered after Frieda had gone. This was her crazy “I am who I am” cousin, and one thing was for sure, what you saw was what you got. As much as she chided Frieda for her fast-lane lifestyle and questionable dating etiquette, she also admired Frieda’s ability to live life to the fullest and on her terms. As Hope prepared to leave the restaurant and signed the receipt, adding a twenty-dollar tip to the fifty-dollar total, she decided to do more of that herself—live a full life—beginning with doing whatever it took to become a mom.

 


 



A smile spread slowly across the face of the person who sat directly behind the table just vacated by Stacy, Hope, and Frieda. She couldn’t believe her good fortune on hearing the juicy drama that had just played out. She always knew Stacy had had that child to try to trap Darius, just like she’d always known he’d never stay with her. And not for one minute did she believe that her idol, the man of her dreams, was gay. Everybody knew Bo was Darius’s business partner, and that gay chitter-chatter that had been all over the news had been planted by Darius simply to keep people like Stacy away from him.

“What are you smiling about?” her date asked. He gave her a seductive gaze, and hoped the smile was for him.

It wasn’t, as her next words confirmed. “I’m smiling because what we just heard puts me one step closer to what I want. And I always get what I want.” She rocked her leg and twirled the straw in her drink as she pondered which plan to put into play. Then the smile faded, her eyes narrowed, and the young, determined woman made a declaration: Darius Crenshaw is as good as mine!
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Babies Are Blessings

“Are you sure you don’t want to fly over here? My business wraps up in a couple days. We can take an extended European tour and then go down under for the Australian Open.” Cy’s voice dropped to a near whisper. “Maybe sneak into the stadium at midnight and make love on the main court.”

Hope smiled as if Cy could see her face through the phone. She knew her six-foot-two, one-hundredand-eighty-five pounds of caramel goodness would do anything to make her feel good, which is why she tried to put on a happy face around him and now respond with a cheerful voice.

“That would give new meaning to tennis balls, now, wouldn’t it?”

“Not to mention the things I’d do to you with my racquet,” he said, laughing. “But if we continue this discussion of racquets and balls much further, I’ll have to cancel the rest of my meetings and fly home now.”

“Promises, promises,” Hope countered. “I love you, baby, but handle your business. I’ll be here, ready and waiting, when you get home.”

“Last chance for this first-class ticket, baby.” Cy’s want to see his wife had turned into need. “Especially since your mom canceled her trip. And speaking of, how’s Earl? Still improving?”

“Daddy’s much better. In fact, Mama said he may be released in a couple days. Thank God this wasn’t an actual heart attack. It was a warning, though. Mama said she and Lena are joining forces to play food cop. Of course, Daddy was in the background begging for smothered pork chops.”

“If Earl’s joking around, he’s definitely on the mend. That’s good to hear, baby. Maybe you should fly there instead. I can even meet you in Oklahoma if you want.”

“That’s a good idea, Cy. Maybe I will. I’ll either call or e-mail you as soon as I make any plans.”

They shared a few more naughty innuendos before Hope gently placed the receiver in its cradle. She fought to maintain the lightness and joy that had transpired during the conversation with her husband. The happiness lingered briefly, especially as she thought of her mother and father genuinely getting along for the first time since they had divorced more than a decade ago. Hope felt a small sense of pride knowing their attendance at her and Cy’s wedding had been the catalyst to her parents’ platonic reconciliation. Lena was a big help too. She and Earl had recently married, and Lena had immediately offered her friendship to Hope’s mother and Earl’s ex-wife. “We’re all family, Pat,” she’d said. “You loved him then, I love him now. So we’ve already got something in common.” When Earl complained of chest pains and couldn’t catch his breath, Pat’s was the second number Lena dialed, after 911.

That’s some kind of woman, Hope thought as she flipped through hundreds of television channels. Her mother was the kind of woman Hope doubted she could be. If she and Cy ever divorced, heaven forbid, could she be friendly toward his new wife? Hope felt she would have to try, for the sake of their children . . . if there ever were any.

Children—what Hope wanted more than anything in the world. The second of her two-pronged, decade-long prayer to God. He’d already answered the first part. Cy Taylor was everything she could ever want in a husband, lover, and best friend. When she thought about Frieda, Stacy, and the hordes of single women at her church, Kingdom Citizens’ Christian Center, her gratitude intensified. Frieda changed men like some women changed hairstyles. And just look what Stacy is going through. Hope felt guilty for wanting more. She and Cy had been trying forever to get pregnant. Aside from when he was out of town, theirs was an almost daily effort to welcome in a Cy Jr. or little Hope. Would she ever wipe mashed potatoes from the mouth of her own bundle of joy?

I don’t know if or when I’ll do that, Hope thought. But what she wasn’t going to do, she decided, was sit in a three-million-dollar penthouse suite overlooking the Pacific Ocean with a five-karat diamond on her hand, food in the refrigerator, money in the bank, and have a pity party. She could almost hear the response if her mother knew Hope was feeling sorry for herself: “Girl, you better add up your blessings before the Lord starts subtracting!”

Her mother would be right. She was too blessed to be stressed, and she decided to start acting like it. Hope went online, booked a Monday morning ticket to Tulsa, phoned her mother with her travel plans, and sent Cy an e-mail. She felt better after talking to her mother. After fixing herself a snack tray, she hunkered down for a marathon viewing of the Conversations with Carla television shows she’d Tivo’d the week before.

The first two shows—on religion in the workplace and life after sexual abuse—were interesting but didn’t hold Hope’s genuine interest. She was about to come to that same conclusion about Wednesday’s show, “Today’s Working Woman,” when—after hearing from a bank executive and a woman who owned her own catering business—Carla introduced her next guest.

“For some of us, being the wife of a successful man can feel like a full-time job,” Carla joked with her usual warmth. “Juggling his needs with those of the children can sometimes get tricky, especially for new mothers. Here to share her story, as well as tips on how to succeed in this balancing act of motherhood and ministry, is the wife of an international business entrepreneur and pastor, a woman successful in her own right, Millicent Kirtz.”

Hope froze, celery stick in midair, blue-cheese dip dripping unnoticed on the plush, silk divan. Surely this wasn’t the Millicent she knew, the woman who’d stalked her husband and almost ruined New Year’s two years ago. There’s no way God would bless her with a child before me, Hope thought.

But she thought wrong, because onto the stage walked a poised and radiant Millicent Sims Kirtz, looking as beautiful as ever. Hope dared not think, let alone state the obvious, that motherhood agreed with her. Not that anyone would ever look at her and assume she’d had a child. No, Millicent was still model thin, even on television, which supposedly added ten pounds. Her cream-colored dress, belted at the waist, complemented her lithe, five-foot-seven frame and accented her perfect pooch of a derriere. The strappy jewel-colored sandals she wore were Giuseppe Zanotti originals. Hope knew this because a similar pair was in her closet. But Millicent’s excellent taste in footwear wasn’t the problem. What had taken away Hope’s appetite was hearing the words Millicent and mother in the same sentence.

Millicent’s makeup was flawless. It brought out the gold undertones of her café-au-lait skin, and if girlfriend had any blemishes, no one could see them. She wore her naturally long, dark brown hair in a cascade of curls. The soft-looking ringlets bounced slightly as she rocked to and fro in Carla’s plus-sized bear hug of an embrace. It was the way Carla greeted most of her guests, as if they were long-lost relatives. Her unbridled show of affection made the guests feel right at home, and most ended up talking to her as if that were true, spilling secrets as if it were just the two of them curled up in the living room sipping tea.

Hope moved from the divan to the floor, directly in front of the sixty-five-inch flat-screen television. A surge of jealousy rose up before she could stop it, and at that moment, if she could, she would have reached through the television screen and slapped the happy off Millicent’s face. She almost couldn’t bear to watch, yet couldn’t turn away as she listened to Carla and Millicent go on and on about the joys and challenges of motherhood.

“I think it helped that little Jackson was a total surprise,” Millicent said in response to Carla’s question. “He came along as quickly as my marriage to his father at an impromptu ceremony in Mexico. And just like that unplanned, spontaneous occurrence, our son has brought the greatest joy.”

“Wait, hold up, I think I just heard another story-line. I know we’re talking about motherhood, but your wedding wasn’t planned?”

“Not exactly,” Millicent answered, nonplussed. “Jack and I had already planned to get married; we just hadn’t planned to marry so quickly. And, no, I was not pregnant before the wedding,” she deadpanned directly into the camera. “Jackson was conceived three months after we returned to California.”

Carla also spoke into the camera, directly to the television audience. “Did y’all hear that? Millicent got pregnant after she was married.”

She eyed a few women in the studio audience and spoke conspiratorially, again as if they were the best of friends. “You know how lies get started, so when you repeat this story, tell the truth and shame the devil.” Carla’s laughter tempered her not-so-subtle message to gossipers, particularly those in the Kingdom Citizens congregation, where Millicent had once been a member. Then Carla turned back to her guest. “So here you are, juggling your duties as a pastor’s wife and in-demand marketing consultant, and here comes a baby. Oh, my!”

“Exactly. I was shocked but pleased. Jack has two children from a previous marriage, but we always talked of having one of our own.”

“So he’s, what, hitting those terrific twos now?”

Millicent laughed. “I remember you calling them that, Carla—the terrific instead of terrible twos. And, yes, Jack and I, along with his children, Sarah and Thomas, are enjoying those moments right now . . . immensely.”

Millicent winked at the audience to underscore her sarcasm. They laughed along with her, feeling a part of the camaraderie Carla had created onstage.

“Babies are blessings,” Millicent went on, ironically spouting the same phrase Hope had earlier said to Stacy. “Ultimately even the challenges with Jackson are a gift.”

Hope watched the rest of the segment through a sheen of tears. Millicent Sims Kirtz was a mother. Millicent had a child who was two years old. Millicent had gotten pregnant without even trying, three mere months after marrying her husband.

The irony of life wasn’t lost on Hope. When she’d married Cy, she’d gotten what Millicent had long desired. And now Millicent had something Hope desperately wanted. Check, and checkmate.

Hope reached for her purse and pulled out her cell phone. With Giorgio in town, she wasn’t surprised to get Frieda’s voice mail. Hope only hoped they’d made it to a hotel and weren’t humping like two love-starved teenagers in a rented SUV on a dark side street.

She waited for the beep. “Frieda, why didn’t you tell me Millicent had a baby? I know you knew; you never miss Carla’s show. Call me when you get this message. I don’t care what time.”

Hope hung up, dialed Stacy, and also got voice mail. It’s probably just as well, she thought, hanging up the phone without bothering to leave a message. Stacy probably couldn’t care less that Millicent or anybody else had a baby. She was dealing with enough baby-mama drama of her own.
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Baby-Mama Drama

“Who was it?” Darius asked as Bo placed the phone back on the receiver and his arm around his husband.

“Baby-mama drama,” Bo said simply. Enough said.

It was almost a week to the day since Stacy had been served the custody papers, and she’d been calling Darius ever since. After their one and only conversation had turned into a shouting match, Bo had suggested any further communication happen through their attorneys. Bo had been right, as was often the case when it came to all things Darius. And while Darius knew his attorney had not only phoned Stacy repeatedly but also e-mailed a proposed child-support increase that could result in Darius dropping the lawsuit if she complied, Stacy was still acting a fool.

Darius sighed. “Hell hath no fury like a woman scorned.”

“A scorned woman is hell,” Bo corrected. “But we both know what this is about, and it’s not about a baby. It’s about you.”

“I know. And don’t even go there with another round of ‘I told you so.’”

“I wasn’t,” Bo lied even as he almost choked on the litany of ways he’d tried to discourage Darius from getting involved with Spacey Stacy Gray. He’d known she was trouble the first time he’d laid eyes on her. But with Bo, anybody remotely interested in Darius was trouble until thoroughly investigated and proven otherwise. Not that it mattered. Darius had finally seen the light, ended the sham of a marriage he’d had with Stacy, and come home to his heartbeat. He and Darius had been enjoying life ever since. Not only that, but after Darius had come out of the closet, his already successful music career had soared. The numbers he’d lost in judgmental church members had been more than made up by new fans in ever-growing gay America. That was one thing about the homosexual community—those birds of a feather definitely stuck together.

Bo lazily ran his hands across Darius’s closely cropped hair, rubbed his broad shoulders, and admired the smooth, chocolate skin. “Uh-huh, tight as a drum, just as I figured. You can’t get all stressed out with this Stacy business.”

Bo stood, stretched his lithe, light-skinned, five-foot-nine body, walked behind the couch, and reached for Darius’s shoulders. He was as good a masseur as he was a business manager. Darius began to relax immediately.

“Dang, baby, you’re almost better than Ching,” Darius said, referring to the licensed practitioner he saw once a week when his schedule permitted and he was in town. He rolled his neck from left to right, no longer feeling the kinks that had been there moments before.

“Almost? Ching wishes he could knead a muscle like I do, and he’d like to knead one muscle in particular, if you get my drift. At least he’s not in the band,” Bo finished quietly.

“Contrary to your popular belief, my dear man, everyone is not after me sexually.” Darius chose not to respond to the band reference. Randall, his six-foot-one bass guitar player, rumored to swing in both directions, had sent Bo into a tizzy from the moment he’d been hired a month ago.

“Uh, did I say everyone? ’Cause I could have sworn I just said Ching.” Bo recognized that Darius hadn’t taken the band bait and wisely dropped it.

“Okay, more specifically, Ching is not trying to have sex with me. He has a girlfriend.”

“Is her name Stacy?” Bo asked. His skepticism was obvious. “I rest my case.”

Once again ignoring Bo’s jab, Darius rose from the couch and pointed to where he’d been sitting. “Let me return the favor.”

Darius’s strong fingers were soon working their magic. Bo moaned his appreciation until his cry was an exaggerated wail.

“You nut,” Darius said, laughing. “It sounds like you’re about to climax.”

“No, but I’m hoping that will be happening within the hour.”

Darius figured this somewhat happy mood was as good a time as any to spring on Bo the news that would surely upset him—as anything upset him that Bo didn’t control. As it was, Darius had kept the secret for almost a month, a rarity for this partnership where everything was shared.

“Oh, hey, I’ve got some news.”

“Aw, hell.” Bo sat up and turned to Darius. “What?”

“Relax, baby,” Darius said, continuing the massage. “This is lightweight. A fan club.”

“A fan club? Says who?”

“Says me, that’s who!”

“Okay, cool, but where did this come from all of a sudden?”

“From the Andersons’ daughter. You remember them, right? Clyde and Bernadette?”

“How could I forget their homophobic asses? Those are the ones who accosted us in the parking lot, right? The woman with a face like old cottage cheese telling us what we were doing was an annihilation?”

“Abomination, nut. But, yes, that’s them.” Darius rejoined Bo on the couch and put his arm around him. “It seems their daughter doesn’t share those archaic views. In fact, she’s a computer whiz, and, according to her, my number-one fan. She wants to head up a fan club for me. I don’t see a problem with it.”

“Yeah, neither did Paul Sheldon.”

“Who’s that?”

“From that movie, Misery, with Kathy Bates. He didn’t see a problem either until his ‘number-one fan’ pushed his ass down a set of stairs and then broke both his legs. Of course, I’m sure the leg Miss Thang is interested in isn’t the one you walk with.”

“Her name is Melody.”

“That light-skinned, loud-mouthed girl with a booty the size of our widescreen?”

“Her booty isn’t that big.”

“Oh, so you’ve been looking.”

“No! Stop trying to start an argument. I’m not interested in that girl—I repeat, girl. She’s sixteen years old.”

“I don’t care if she’s sixteen months old. She’s got a va-jay-jay, and so I say nay-nay. She can be a member, but let somebody else head up your fan club. What about that old chick who wears those outlandish hats? I like her.”

“Mother Moseley?”

“Yeah, let Mother Moseley head it up.”

Darius rolled his eyes. “Bo, I like her too, but she’s seventy years old!”

“Okay, caller, what’s your point?”

“My point? Let’s see. I’m sure her computer skills and Internet knowledge are up to par: e-mail, Google, Twitter, the works. She probably even has a MySpace page.”

“I can’t deny she might have problems navigating the net. So let Mother Moseley be the official head, and let Melody be her assistant.”

“It’s kinda too late for that,” Darius sheepishly admitted.

“Kinda why?”

“Because I kinda ran into her—okay, last month, but who’s counting—and I kinda told her she could do it. Look, her parents are old and strict, and their bible beating is draining the life out of her. This will be a way to put some of it back. And she can do it from the bedroom she calls a jail cell. If she’s home managing the fan club instead of trying to run the streets, maybe her parents will give her a break.”

“Yeah, until they find out she’s cavorting with the enemy.”

“They won’t find out. Besides, I have a soft spot for the girl. I’ve known her since she was eleven or twelve years old. She used to bug us to join the choir. And before I came out, her parents were friendly toward me—especially Clyde. He even confided in me that he was in a doo-wop group when he was a teen, something that holy-rolling Bernadette knows nothing about. It’ll be okay.”

Bo bit back yet another argument, deciding that this particular battle was not one worth fighting. Melody Anderson’s naive act might work for Darius, but she didn’t fool Bo for one hot minute. She might be the biggest fan with the grandest plan, but I’ll be damned if she messes with my man. She’d better not want anything more than to mail out some glossies, pass out a T-shirt, and update his fan-club database, Bo thought testily. Because Bo Jenkins, who didn’t miss much, would be watching.
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Let It Go

“Where’s Frieda?” Stacy asked after she’d entered the Taylor penthouse. Immediately the living room’s color combination of various blues, off-whites, and luxurious sienna splashes enveloped her in an atmosphere of calm. She and Darius had dined there as a couple, and she’d visited many times, but the home’s beauty never ceased to amaze her.

“Giorgio extended his visit,” Hope replied. “Chances are we won’t see her butt until he leaves town.”

“That heifah. I thought we agreed that Saturday lunches would be our catch-up time. And look at her, standing us up already.”

“Yeah, well, you know how plans can change with Frieda, especially if there’s a man involved. Where’s the baby?”

“With his aunt Tanya, and if I know her, probably at his daddy’s house or on the way there. I told her I didn’t want him around Bo. But Darius is her favorite brother, so . . .”

“I thought Darius was her only brother.”

“No, Tanya’s father has a son by another woman. But it wouldn’t matter if she had a dozen brothers; she’d still worship the ground Darius walks on.”

“He does seem to have that way about him,” Hope mumbled.

“What did you just say?” Stacy was pure attitude. “I know it wasn’t what I thought I heard. I may have loved him, Hope, but he was never my idol.”

“I’m sorry.”

“You should be. But apology accepted. And what has you so snappy anyway? I could feel your foul mood over the phone.”

“I know I shouldn’t be, but I’m still tripping over Millicent being a mother. I’ve tried to let it go, but it’s been on my mind since last Saturday.”

Stacy joined Hope, who’d flopped down on the couch. “I know I’m the last somebody to tell you to stop trippin’, but thinking about Millicent is totally unproductive. Besides, you acted like you were over it the day I called and you were at your mom’s in Oklahoma.”

“I was. For the three days I was there, anyway. Mama can relate to my anxiety because of how bad she wanted another baby after her miscarriage. She never got the second child she wanted. So she understands how bad I want my first.”

“But does she understand this fixation you have with Millicent being a mother?”

Hope shrugged. “Y’all are all on the same page with that one, and I admit I need to leave it alone. I want to leave it alone. But now every time I watch Conversations with Carla, I remember Millicent sitting on the couch.”

“Well, switch to Oprah!” Stacy exclaimed. “Do whatever you need to do to get past this. Bless that woman and her baby and then focus on Cy and creating a family of your own.”

“That’s all I’ve been doing for the past two years!”

“Well, maybe that’s the problem.”

“What?”

“Maybe you’re focusing on it so hard you’re stressing yourself out. It’s not that you can’t get pregnant, am I right?”

Hope nodded.

“And what did Sistah Viv tell you?”

“To let go and let God.” Those words from her first lady had been comforting a year ago, but not only could Hope not seem to let this Millicent news go, but the information had caused her to pick up a burden she’d put down.

“Maybe we should think about fertility drugs,” Hope said aloud, even though she was talking more to herself than to Stacy.

“So I can become an aunt to sextuplets? I don’t think so. One is hard enough to handle, believe me. It’s going to happen, Hope. Remember, God’s timing is perfect.”

Both women became silent, thinking the same thing: that that was the exact same advice Hope had offered Stacy when Stacy was chasing Darius. Trust God’s clock. There was no way Hope could have known that Stacy was already pregnant by the time they’d had that conversation. Stacy knew that had she waited for Darius, her current life would look different. But she probably wouldn’t have her son, and he alone made all the challenges she now faced worthwhile.

“What are you going to do about Darius seeing his son?” Hope asked.

Stacy immediately became defensive. “The question is what is he going to do? You think my position has changed since last week? Just because his punk ass served some papers? He can see Darius whenever he wants to, just not with Bo.”

“But is that really reasonable, Stacy, considering their union is legal? You may not like it, but Bo is in Darius’s life, and for the time being, it looks like he’s there to stay. Perhaps you should try to find a way to make your peace with this fact and with Bo. You told me the two of you were friends once, remember? When he helped you during your pregnancy? You told me about the meals he prepared, the comfort he offered? You know how much he loves Darius, which means he loves Darius’s son as well. Maybe if you change the way you look at the situation, the situation will change.”

“Wise words, Mrs. Taylor, but you might want to take your own advice. What are you going to do about this unproductive jealousy you feel toward Millicent? How are you going to change that situation?”
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Long Time No See

Cy Taylor’s harried spirit calmed as soon as he stepped into the lobby of Hotel Parisi near the shores of La Jolla, California. Perhaps it was the combination of modern designs mixed with Mediterranean old-world charm, or the feng shui practiced throughout the establishment. Perhaps it was the original artwork or the custom designed sculptures and rich walnut furniture. Then again, it may have been the coolness of the marble floors and the tranquil, undisturbed atmosphere that almost caused one to whisper. Whatever it was, Cy was grateful, both for the ambience and for the fact that this was the last appointment on a rarely worked Saturday. He tried to keep weekends free for him and Hope, and he couldn’t wait to head home to his lady love and dinner with two of their favorite people—his pastor and first lady, Derrick and Vivian Montgomery.

Cy had just taken a seat on a sofa near the fireplace when his cell phone rang. It was his appointment, Charlie Seagram, who was stuck in 405 freeway traffic and running late. Cy was tempted to reschedule, but because this was to be one of the last meetings before deciding whether he was going to become a silent partner in Seagram’s construction company, he decided to wait the half hour Charlie said it would be before he arrived.

He hit number one on his speed dial. “Hey, baby.”

“Hey, love! I just got off the phone with Vivian. She invited us to bring our swimsuits and said their grilled patio feast will be followed by decadent homemade ice-cream shakes enjoyed in their Jacuzzi. I told her it sounded wonderful.”

“You told her right. Besides, you know I never pass up the chance to see you in your famous thong bikini.”

“Uh, right. Flashing my brown cheeks in front of my pastor is sure to win points with his wife, I’m sure.”

“She’s got a pretty good-looking set of cheeks herself; she won’t mind.”

“Since when are you checking out Vivian’s booty?”

“Since never.” Cy wasn’t even going to go down that road. “I’m just assuming that because they’re universal, she too has a behind.”

“Okay, Mr. Taylor, I’ll let you slide this time. But if I see your eyes wandering away from my conservative one-piece, you’re going to have some explaining to do.”

They continued talking for a few minutes until Cy looked up and saw a familiar face coming toward him.

“Look, baby, I have to run. Tell Derrick and Viv we might be a little late. I’ll be home as soon as I can.”

“Considering Derrick’s always full schedule, I’m sure they’ll understand. I’ll call them now.”

Cy’s smile was genuine as he rose from the sofa with hand outstretched. It was immediately batted away and replaced with a heartfelt hug. They hadn’t seen each other in a long time.

“Cy Taylor,” Millicent said, smiling. “What are you doing in my neck of the woods?”
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Mysterious Ways

Cy and Millicent exchanged cordialities and sat on the sofa.

“Millicent Sims . . . or, actually, it’s something else now, Millicent . . . ?”

“Kirtz,” she replied.

“That’s right. Your husband is the man we met in Mexico.”

Millicent nodded. “Jack Kirtz.”

“That name is familiar. Isn’t he the one heading up that international alliance to stop genocide in Darfur?”

“Jack represents our ministry, Open Arms, as a very active board member. He’s especially concerned about the effect of those horrible atrocities on that country’s children and more specifically is working to set up adoptive homes for some of those orphaned. We’ve even discussed perhaps adopting a daughter.”

Cy sat back and got comfortable, crossing his right foot over his left knee as he eyed Millicent intently. “No offense, but I never really saw you as the mothering type.”

Millicent laughed. “None taken. Until I met Jack, I wasn’t. But look what God can do. I’ve been married for just over two years now, with a son and two nearly grown stepchildren. Much different than the Millicent you remember, huh? The one who stalked you relentlessly for years.”

“Look, I—”

“Really, Cy, it’s okay. I’ve prayed for this moment actually, a chance to see you face-to-face . . . and apologize. I embarrassed both of us, and I am truly sorry. I was a different woman then, obviously disillusioned. Looking back, I simply cannot believe I did the things I did. Thank God my mother was right: time and God have healed those emotional wounds. And I no longer have regrets. Everything in my past has led to my present—a wife and mother with a wonderful husband, delightful child. . . .”

Cy’s heart warmed as he looked at Millicent. This self-assured person he saw now was the one he’d admired years ago, the reason he’d asked her out. She was smart, sensitive, and, yes, beautiful. He was genuinely happy for her happiness. And glad she’d finally left him alone.

“I guess I owe you an apology too,” Cy said, changing the subject. “I was pretty forceful with you that night we ran into each other at the resort in Riviera Maya. I was sure you were stalking me, had followed me there.”

“I had,” Millicent admitted. “I found out you and Hope would be vacationing at the Rosewood Mayakobá resort.”

“How?”

Millicent held up her hand. “Don’t ask. Let’s just say that where there’s a will, there’s a way. I don’t know what I had in mind exactly, except to try to get you back. I was so jealous of the fact Hope had you and I didn’t.

“God works in mysterious ways,” Millicent continued. “Unbeknownst to me, Jack’s travel agent had booked his vacation at the very same resort. He had no idea I’d be there. In fact, I’d lied to him and said I would be vacationing in Hawaii. But after he arrived, he spotted me sitting at the bar in the restaurant. At God’s urging, he decided to keep an eye on me. And he did. You might remember how shocked I was to see him. That was not acting.”

“Interesting,” Cy said, rubbing his chin. “Unbelievable.”

“Now I can honestly say I’m happy for you and Hope. If your marriage is half as much a blessing as mine is to my savory Scot, you are two very blessed people. I’m sure it’s just a matter of time before you’ll be adding some little Taylors to your household.”

“In God’s time,” Cy replied before quickly changing the subject. His comfort with Millicent did not extend to talk about his fertility issues. “So Jack is Scottish?”

“Among other things. His great-grandparents were from Sweden and England. But the Scottish blood on his grandfather’s side is where he gets his fire.” Millicent blushed, again murmuring her husband’s pet name. “My savory Scot.”

Seeing the obvious love she felt for her husband, Cy relaxed even more. “What are you doing here at the hotel?”

“Meeting with our church’s woman’s group, the Divas of Destiny. We meet here once a month—love the ambience. And you?”

“Meeting a prospective business partner.”

“Regarding real estate? You know, Jack has quite a substantial holding of properties in this area.”

Cy immediately thought of his and Hope’s plans to build a dream home. “Actually, I am looking for property in this area, something near the ocean.”

Millicent pulled a card from her briefcase. “This is Jack’s number. You might give him a call. His properties include some exquisite oceanfront tracts of land, and he’s recently talked of developing some of it. Maybe he’d be willing to sell you a few acres.”

Cy had been researching property in the area for the past twelve months and, even with his deep pockets, had seen how difficult it was to acquire pristine, unobstructed oceanfront land. It would be the height of irony if the spot for his dream home came by way of his former nemesis. But as Millicent had said, God worked in mysterious ways.

Millicent looked up to see a nice-looking older man with thick salt-and-pepper–colored hair heading in their direction. He waved his hand to Cy in greeting. Cy waved back.

“Sorry I’m late,” Charlie said before he’d fully reached the now standing couple.

After handshakes and introductions, Millicent turned to Cy. “It was great to see you again, Cy. Please keep in touch. I’m sure my husband will be delighted to hear from you.”

Just over an hour later, Cy rolled down the 405 in his brand-new cream-colored Bentley Azure convertible, the sounds of vintage Miles Davis pouring from the top-of-the-line speakers. True to his word, he’d phoned Jack shortly after his meeting with Charlie had ended, and as Millicent had anticipated, Jack was very interested to discuss real estate and possibly other business ventures, including rebuilding communities for the displaced in Darfur.

Cy’s stomach growled as he anticipated what was sure to be a delicious dinner flawlessly prepared by Derrick’s wife. He couldn’t help but smile as he imagined their varied reactions to his surprise meeting with Millicent and of God’s sense of humor when he disclosed that his newest business partner may be one they’d never guess . . . her husband.
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The Devil’s Playground

Hope’s reaction was not as he’d imagined. Granted, he knew Millicent was not her favorite person; he hadn’t thought she’d do cartwheels over hearing he’d run into her. But neither had he expected the anger she was now displaying in front of their hosts, not even hiding her immense displeasure for the sake of appearances.

“I can’t believe her nerve, though I shouldn’t be surprised,” Hope spat out between tightly clenched teeth. “Coming up to chat as if you were friends. Will that bi—witch ever be totally out of our lives?”

A subtle look passed between Cy, Derrick, and Vivian. Vivian took a sip of tea before responding. “Given your history, I can understand your reaction, Hope. But God expects us to forgive. It’s obvious she’s moved on, and I, for one, am happy to see that.”

“I am too,” Derrick quickly added.

Cy, wisely, remained silent.

“Once you forgive her, Hope,” Vivian continued softly, “you’ll be able to truly wish her happiness and find your peace as well.”

“Look, I’ve forgiven her, okay? But I’m not going to sit here and act like I like her. And since you haven’t been through what I have, Vivian, maybe you should keep your holier than thou opinions to yourself!”

Vivian’s brows raised in surprise, while Hope’s unapologetic glare dared a response. Her sharp retort to Vivian was uncharacteristic, not to mention disrespectful. Cy looked at Derrick, who subtly shrugged his shoulders and continued eating. For a moment, silverware clinking on china was the only sound heard.

“This chicken is grilled to perfection, baby,” Derrick offered. “Was there lemon in the marinade?”

Vivian nodded but didn’t yet trust herself to speak. She sympathized with Hope as well as all the other women with issues she faced through counseling the congregation. But even Jesus got angry. And that Hope dared to check her while sitting at her table eating her organic food . . . well, it was almost too much.

“I love these grilled vegetables,” Cy said. “What’s all in here, Vivian? Zucchini, squash, and what’s this?”

Vivian chewed and swallowed her forkful of food. “Eggplant,” she said simply.

Figuring a joke about how eggs get planted might not be appropriate, considering the circumstances and his wife’s fertility issues, Cy instead tried to right the nearly derailed train of civility by replacing their own drama with another ongoing KCCC feud.

“Were you surprised to see Shabach at church last Sunday?” he asked Derrick. “Or had his office phoned?”

Derrick wiped his mouth with a napkin. “I knew he’d be there. His management called the office and asked if Shabach could sing a song or two. But the Musical Messengers were already booked. You know, Hope, it was at the midnight musical you coordinated in Kansas that I first heard those cats play. I told Vivian then that we’d see the Musical Messengers one day on the national stage. Did you have anything to do with getting them more exposure?”

Hope had calmed down and knew Derrick was trying to coax her back into the conversation. “Not much, other than recommending them to any and everyone who’d listen. I heard an agent was at Noel Jones’s church when they played there and that’s how they got a deal.”

“You know, baby,” Vivian began, “it’s not right that this ridiculous feud between Shabach and Darius is keeping us from extending the same invite to him that we do other gospel talents.”

Derrick leaned over and kissed his wife. “That’s why I love you, woman. You keep Big Daddy in check. But I’m a step ahead of you. I’ve scheduled a meeting with Darius to discuss this very issue because Shabach’s people let me know he’ll be back in our area around Thanksgiving, and I’ve given them an open invite to sing at the church.”

The feud between Shabach and Darius was legendary, going back to when both were unknowns trying to come up. The rivalry was constantly fueled by rumors, lies, and half-truths of each trying to sabotage the other’s career.

“It’s about time someone stepped in to squash that beef,” Cy added. “There’s enough money, fans, and success out there for everybody.”

The discussion flowed from the constantly dueling recording artists to the changing landscape of gospel music and of music in general. From there the topic switched to the success of Carla’s talk show and what everyone was doing for the holidays. By the time dinner was over, their usual camaraderie had returned. The Taylors said yes to the decadent vanilla dessert, but Hope asked if they could take a rain check on the swim and Jacuzzi.

A half hour later, Derrick and Vivian walked Hope and Cy to the door.

“All right, my man,” Derrick said as he gave Cy a brother’s handshake. “Are we still on for basketball later this week?”

“I hope so,” Cy answered. “All this delicious food has me watching my waistline.”

Meanwhile, Hope hugged Vivian. “I’m sorry for snapping at you, Vivian,” Hope said softly. “I didn’t mean what I said. I value your opinion . . . always.”

“All is forgiven,” Vivian said. “What are you doing Monday?”

Hope thought for a moment. “I have a few errands to run in the morning and a Pilates class in the early afternoon. After that I’m free. What’s up?”

“I was hoping we could meet. I have an idea I want to run past you.”

“Why don’t you come over to my house, say, around four o’clock?”

“I’ll be there,” Vivian said and then added, “But I’m coming in my tennis shoes and without my earrings so that if you go off on a sistah like that again, I can give you a Madea-style beat-down!”

The comment elicited the laugh Vivian had hoped for. The women hugged again, and both couples waved at each other once more as the Taylors walked to their car.

Vivian’s smile remained in place until their guests’ taillights had disappeared down the drive. Then her brows furrowed. She was concerned about Hope and what her obsession with Millicent and motherhood was doing to her spirit and to her chances of getting pregnant. Mother Moseley said an idle mind was the devil’s playground. Maybe Hope had too much free time on her hands. Vivian hoped involving Hope in her plans for ministerial expansion would give her friend and valued church member something else to think about.
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