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PROLOGUE

 


“My mother was a
junkie.”

The words were said so matter-of-fact that
Nedra Davis wasn’t certain that she heard them. Her only
acknowledgment that he had spoken was a slight shift in her seat.
She registered no surprise. He registered no emotion. His
expression was unreadable.

“She was 25 years old when
she died. I was ten.”

Simple math told her that he was the product
of a teenage pregnancy. She didn’t want to speculate, but she could
guess the rest of the scenario—a young, pregnant, desperate girl
finds an escape from the reality of her dilemma in drugs. She had
witnessed it too many times, and it seemed that it was the innocent
ones, the children, who suffered the most. Neglected, dejected, too
often abandoned and left alone to make their own way, their futures
were predictable—crime, drugs, imprisonment, and much too often,
death.

There were times, however, when the outcome
was different. The lucky ones escaped the cycle of despair, using
reservoirs of strength that never ceased to amaze.

Nedra studied the man sitting in front of
her. He was one of the lucky ones.

Strikingly handsome, he was dressed,
impeccably, in an expensive suit. His snow-white shirt complimented
the reddish hues in his chocolate-brown skin. His hair was cut
close to his head in a wavy black sculpture. A thick, well-trimmed
mustache enhanced the sparkling smile he bestowed on her when he
approached her in the parking lot earlier. Coal-black eyes, beneath
long sooty lashes, looked as if they could see straight into her
soul. Sharp cheekbones emphasized a broad, flat nose. Embedded in
his chin was a deep cleft, which gave his features a rugged,
masculine quality. He was 6 feet 2 inches of masculine perfection,
a man any woman couldn’t help but notice—even a female
minister.

“Reverend Davis,” he
continued, “This boy is the same age as I was when my mother died.
His little brother is only five. Yet, this ten-year-old is
responsible for his kid brother—feeding him, clothing him, and
keeping a roof over his head. It’s a job he takes very
seriously.”

“You say you caught him
trying to steal your car?” Nedra was surprised at his calm reaction
to such a transgression. “Why didn’t you call the
police?”

“Actually, he was trying
to steal the radio.” He chuckled, ignoring her question for the
moment. “Cursed me out good when I caught him, but he’s a bright
kid. Smart as hell!”

Nedra raised a brow at his choice of words.
He didn’t blink, recant, or apologize.

“He bypassed my alarm
system with some gadget he made himself with a piece of wood, some
wires, tape, and batteries. I looked at the thing and couldn’t
figure out how he did it. The kid is a mechanical
genius.”

“You keep calling him ‘the
kid’. Does the boy have a name?” His enthusiasm for this child
piqued her interest.

“His name is Colin
Johnson. His little brother’s name is Trevor. Both of the boys are
quite articulate.”

“They sound
interesting.”

“They are, and they seem
like good kids trapped in a bad situation. That’s why I came here
instead of calling the cops on Colin. I’ve heard that under you,
this church has an excellent reputation in the community. You serve
it well with a childcare center, low-cost housing, a job training
program, a food pantry, a clothes closet, a drug rehab program, and
a homeless shelter. You name it, Mount Peter is doing
it.”

“We try.”

“No, you do more than try.
You get the job done. When I took that boy home to talk to his
mother—” He sighed, running his hand over his face in frustration
as he recalled the boy’s environment. “Nobody should live like
that. It was filthy! Dirty clothes, dirty dishes, and the smell was
awful! The place hadn’t been cleaned since who knows when. There
was no food in the refrigerator. The little one was there by
himself—raggedy and hungry. Colin was trying to steal the radio so
he could sell it for money to buy food. That’s what his little
brother told me.”

“Poor little
things.”

“The boys claimed that
their mother was coming home soon. I knew they were lying. I
figured that she hadn’t been around for a while. I was in and out
of there for four, maybe, five hours. I bought food and cleaning
supplies, and made them clean up that rat trap. I didn’t see her
while I was there. I took them to the Laundromat to wash the
clothes, and I bought them a couple of outfits.”

“That was very nice of
you.” The more he spoke, the more impressed she was with this man.
If she had passed him on the street she would have identified him
as another aimless playboy, not the kind, caring man he appeared to
be.

“Nice has nothing to do
with it. As I said before, I was Colin at ten. He and his brother
need help, and I want to see that they get it. I think that you can
make that happen.”

Clasping her hands together on top of her
desk, Nedra sighed. There was so much need for so many. It was hard
to keep up.

“What can we
do?”

Briefly, his dark eyes drifted away from her
to the print hanging on the pale, yellow wall behind her. It was a
portrait of a mother and child, striking in its beauty and grace.
His eyes shifted back to Nedra, piercing her with their
intensity.

As she sat and watched him Nedra wondered
who this stranger was who approached her as she unlocked the back
door of the church. His deep, masculine voice called her name.
Startled, she turned and saw him standing there, so tall and so
handsome. Her heartbeat accelerated and hadn’t slowed since.

“I’ve been going by the
boys’ house for two weeks now,” he continued, “and there’s only
been evidence once that their mother has been back in that
apartment.”

“What was
that?”

“I’ve been leaving her
notes every day asking her to call me. She did, last night,
sounding high as a kite. She gave all kinds of excuses for missing
me at the apartment and then said that she needed some money to pay
the rent. But I knew she was lying.”

“How?”

“I’d already paid the rent
for three months in advance. She just didn’t know it.”

“So she wanted the money
for drugs.”

“What else? When I refused
to give it to her, she offered to—” He shifted in his chair
uncomfortably. “Well, let’s say she’ll do anything for a fix. I
refused her offer, so she tried to sell the boys to me.”

“Oh, my God!”

“That’s why I’m here.
Those kids have to leave there.”

“You’re right. Where are
they now?”

“At home. As soon as she
hung up I went by to check on them, hoping that I could catch her,
but I didn’t. Trevor is the only one that I can get any information
from and he said she came home briefly and then left again. I
stayed with them until early this morning, went home, changed, and
came straight here.” He sat back in his chair allowing her time to
absorb the information that he provided.

The sorrow that Nedra felt was overwhelming.
She’d read about people selling their children, but here was the
reality. “Why haven’t you called the police about this? It’s
obvious that those boys need to be removed from that house,
immediately.”

“I know, but I think it
would be better if you called them. The boys are traumatized
enough. I don’t want them to think that I betrayed them. I thought
that maybe you might have some family in the church who could take
them in. I heard about the foster-adopt program you have here. A
lot of your church members adopt, right?”

“Yes, I’m proud to say
that’s true.”

“Then isn’t there some way
that you can make the process of removing them from their home
easier, a way that they won’t have to go into the foster care
system?”

Nedra paused, her mind skirting the
possibilities of how she could make that happen. “I can make a call
to a friend of mine and see what can be done. She’s a social worker
at Children’s Services.”

“Great.” He sighed with
relief.

Nedra started dialing the telephone. “She’ll
need to talk with you.”

“No problem.”

Nedra smiled at him, reassuringly, as she
waited for someone to respond to the ring. Nervously, she averted
her eyes from his, unable to hold his piercing gaze. She was
grateful when the call was answered on the other end.

“Child Welfare,” Sharon
Mays speaking.”

“Hello, Sharon. It’s me.”
Her tone was somber. “Unfortunately, I’ve got another one for you.
A Mr...”

Nedra glanced at the stranger sitting across
from her realizing that they had been talking for nearly an hour
and she still didn’t know his name. “A Mr...”

Realizing her dilemma, he gave her a crooked
smile. “Reasoner. Sinclair Reasoner.” The smile deepened. “But you
can call me Sin.”

 


 








CHAPTER 1

 


Nedra sat with Carla watching their friend,
Sharon Mays, make her way through the lunch crowd of one of their
favorite restaurants. The two women at the table had already
attracted a lot of attention from most of the men in the trendy
establishment when they entered a short time ago. Sharon’s entry
was no different.

The product of an interracial marriage, her
good looks usually turned heads. Considerably shorter than Nedra’s
imposing five feet ten, Sharon’s fair skin, gray eyes,
wheat-colored hair, straight nose, and thin lips, were magnets for
a lot of men, but her features made her uncomfortable. She
identified herself, adamantly, as African American, and was forever
proving herself as a “sister”, wearing elaborate ethnic attire and
using everything from bottled tanning lotions to memberships in
year-round tanning salons to darken her skin.

A smile teased Nedra’s lips as she watched
her friend approach. She wore a brightly colored dress with a
matching jacket. Her untamed mass of curls was held back from her
face with a scarf, twisted elaborately around her flowing locks.
She was stunning.

“Look at you, Miss Thing!”
Carla Ryan teased. She planted a kiss on Sharon’s cheek. Nedra
followed suit, adding a small hug of greeting as the three women
settled at the table.

“Forget you, heifer,”
Sharon countered, her smile of pleasure at seeing her two best
friends contradicting her tone of mock offense.

Carla completed the trio, which dubbed
themselves The Lemon, Chocolate, and Vanilla Brigade. Friends for
over a decade, Carla, like Sharon, had met Nedra while attending
U.C. Berkley. Since then, the three women had been inseparable.
Only an inch shorter than Nedra, Carla was a caramel-colored
beauty, slim and willowy, with reddish brown hair and dark brown
eyes. Both she and Sharon were a stark contrast to Nedra’s dark
beauty.

After ordering her lunch, Nedra sat back in
her chair, contentedly. It had been quite a while since she had the
time to enjoy a leisurely meal with her good friends. She wanted to
savor the moment. Carla, being her usual aggressive self, was
relating how she had confronted a policeman who accused her of
making an illegal turn.

“Things are in a sorry
state when an innocent woman is treated like a criminal because she
may have made one little bitty mistake!”

Nedra and Sharon exchanged amused glances at
their friend’s wounded declaration. They knew that Carla drove like
a maniac, and was probably guilty of making the turn.

“Anyway, I was practically
innocent,” Carla concluded. “So, what’s up with you two? How about
you, Ned? What’s the “Anti-Drug Queen” up to now?”

Nedra frowned at the “Anti-Drug Queen”
reference. A recent article in the newspaper dubbed her with the
moniker because of the latest crusade she was leading at Mount
Peter to shut down drug dens in neighborhoods around the church.
Houses were being purchased from absentee landlords and former
addicts in their drug rehabilitation program were hired to renovate
them. The houses were then sold at affordable prices to low-income
families. The innovative strategy had garnered a lot of media
attention and earned her a nickname that she didn’t like. Despite
that, the Own Your Own Housing Project, which she conceived, was a
rousing success.

“Things are fantastic!
O.Y.O. just received a donation from a major corporation. It was
enough to renovate two more houses, and put dozens of people to
work.”

“Go, Girlfriend!” Sharon
gave Nedra a high five. “I’m so proud of you.”

“Thanks.” Nedra flashed a
grateful grin.

The three women each had their dreams in
college, and supported each other in achieving them. Carla majored
in marketing and wanted to own an advertising agency. She now
headed Ryan Advertising, a small company, but alive and thriving
after surviving its struggling first few years.

Sharon chose a career in social work, a
natural for a woman with a heart of gold. Nedra, who was a year
older than Carla, and two years older than Sharon, had also majored
in social work. When they were in college she served as Sharon’s
mentor. The two friends talked about going into private practice
together counseling children and families, but Nedra’s life took
another direction. Sharon was now a supervisor with Children’s
Services and had plans to open a consulting firm in the future. It
still saddened her that she would be pursuing her goal without
Nedra.

After graduating from Berkeley, Nedra
pursued a Master’s Degree at a theological seminary. It was a
decision that stunned her two friends. Although her mother was a
minister, Nedra never mentioned following in her footsteps. Unable
to accept her decision, Carla and Sharon encouraged her to seek
psychiatric counseling.

Even now, after six years as pastor of Mount
Peter, and after all of her achievements at what had been a small
inner city parish about to close its doors, her friends still
didn’t understand the choice that she made. Yet, their support
never wavered.

“Well, I’ve been thinking
about what you’re doing and I say you need to be careful,” Carla
warned. “These drug dealers don’t play. They don’t like people
interfering with their business, and you’re doing that big
time.”

“Don’t worry,” Nedra
grabbed a crunchy breadstick from the basket the waitress placed in
the center of the table. “Nobody’s going to bother me.”

“I know, I know,” Carla
retorted, rolling her eyes skyward. “God’s on your
side.”

“You bet!” Nedra nibbled
the bread stick hungrily.

“Then tell him to come and
help the rest of us down here a little.” Sharon sighed, slumping
back in her chair. “I don’t think he’s been listening
lately.”

“What’s up?” Nedra was
concerned. Sharon was usually so upbeat.

“You know those two little
boys I put in foster care a while ago?”

Nedra looked at her blankly.

“The ones that gorgeous
hunk helped out. He came to you about them, and you called
me.”

Realization dawned. “Oh, Colin and Trevor
Johnson.”

“It looks like they’ll be
in foster care a while longer. Their mother was found dead this
morning from an overdose.”

“Oh, no!” Nedra remembered
the two rail-thin boys she helped Sharon place with the Simpsons,
an elderly couple in her parish who were registered as foster
parents. After the initial placement, she’d had little contact with
the boys other than seeing them at church with their foster
parents, but they seemed to have adjusted to their new lives, but
now this. “Have the boys been told?”

“Yes, the Simpsons and
their social worker told them. The worker said the oldest one never
shed a tear, but the little one— She said it was
heartbreaking.”

“Poor babies,” Carla
sympathized.

“The Simpsons should have
called me. I might have been able to help.”

“Nobody can help ease the
pain when your mother dies.” Sharon’s eyes drifted past Nedra.
She’d lost her mother when the three of them were in college. More
than a decade later, she still felt the pain of that
loss.

“I’ll call them when I get
back to the office and see if there’s anything I can do.” Nedra
made a mental note.

The waitress brought their orders, and
despite their moods having been dampened by the sobering news
Sharon delivered, they still managed to enjoy their time together.
After lunch, they lingered over cups of tea, reluctant to part.

“Whatever happened to that
hunk that took care of those boys?” asked Carla. “I know when I
came into your office that day and saw him sitting there all I
could say was Lord have mercy!” Carla fanned herself with her hand.
“What was his name again?”

Nedra took a sip of her favorite herbal tea,
enjoying the feel of it sliding down her parched throat. “Sin.”

“What?” Sharon giggled,
unsure of Nedra’s answer.

Unaware that she had spoken aloud, Nedra was
surprised when she looked up and saw the expressions on the faces
of her friends.

“What did you say his name
was?” Sharon repeated

Nedra looked confused. Had she uttered a
name? “I...I don’t know. I don’t remember.”

Carla wasn’t convinced. “It sounded like you
said his name was Sin. And all I’ve got to ask is was that a
statement of fact or wistful thinking? Because from what I remember
of that man, sin is something I would gladly commit with him!”

“Honey, he was fine!”
Sharon crooned, remembering the chocolate brown eye candy that met
them at the boys’ apartment building. He was instrumental in
convincing the frightened children to go with her. “Yes indeed! And
they were crazy about him, especially the little one. Too bad he
didn’t keep in touch with them.”

Nedra frowned. “He didn’t? He told me that
he would. He sounded sincere.” Knowing that he hadn’t kept his word
was disappointing.

“The worker did tell me
that he sent the two boys expensive presents for
Christmas.”

“Oh yeah? He could send me
a present any day,” purred Carla. “A sinful one.”

Nedra laughed at Carla’s antics. “Girl, you
ought to quit it!”

She knew that despite her bold declarations,
Carla was faithful to her fiancé, Jacob, who she met on a cruise
several years ago.

“No, you ought to quit
it.” Carla looked at her friend with a pensive smile. “You know
that man was good- looking, and he was looking at you.”

Nedra almost choked on her tea. Coughing and
sputtering, she fought to regain her composure. “You must be out of
your mind!”

“So you noticed it too.”
Sharon leaned across the table drawing closer to Carla, effectively
shutting out the subject of their two-way conversation. “I thought
I was the only one.”

“No girl, when I was in
her office talking to Nedra, he couldn’t keep his eyes off of
her.”

What?” Nedra nearly flew out of her chair.
“What are you two talking about?”

They ignored her.

“It was the same when I
went to get the boys at the apartment. His eyes kept straying to
her, no matter what else was happening around him.”

“You two are out of your
minds! That man did not look at me any differently than he looked
at anybody else.”

Carla winked at Sharon. “What did she call
him, Sharon?”

“Sin.”

“Uh-huh. All I’ve got to
say is that’s exactly what was on his mind when that man looked at
Preacher Girl.”

Sharon nodded vigorously. “I believe that!”
She turned to Nedra. “The three of us spent nearly two hours in
that apartment with those boys, and I’m telling you that man
devoured you with those eyes of his.” She turned to Carla. “He’s
got those coal-black eyes to die for.”

“Uh huh, I remember. Who
could forget?”

Sharon turned back to Nedra. “Those eyes
were on you every minute. I told you later that day to put your
brand on him, quick, but you didn’t listen.”

“Does she ever? The girl
is going to die celibate.”

“You two need to stop
it!”

Nedra was frustrated with herself. Why was
she letting their innocent teasing fluster her? It wasn’t the first
time they had ribbed her about some man’s admiration. Usually, she
ignored it, but this time she knew they were right. She could still
see those piercing dark eyes watching her every move. It had been
unsettling.

Sharon and Carla were doubled over with
laughter, elated at having rattled their normally unflappable
friend. Sharon was the first to recover.

“Don’t take us so
seriously, Nedra. Shoot, if we count all of the men who have a
crush on you, we’d run out of fingers and toes. Half the men in
your church are salivating over you—the single ones and the married
ones. You’re a good-looking woman.”

“Hell, you’re a beautiful
woman!” Carla insisted. “You’re tall and shapely, and those light
brown eyes of yours coupled with that flawless complexion, men have
killed for less.”

Sharon nodded. “And you know how I envy your
pouty lips. Models are paying a fortune for what God bestowed on
you naturally. But oh no, most of the time you work overtime hiding
every asset that you have.”

“It breaks my heart,”
Carla added.

Nedra sighed. How many times had they had
this conversation? It was getting old. “You guys know how I
constantly have to walk a thin line to keep my reputation intact.
Believe me, that’s no joke. It’s not funny at all. So let’s drop
it.”

The strain of that effort was evident in her
voice, instantly sobering her friends. More than any others, they
knew the sacrifices she made being a female minister. She shared it
with them often, as well as the toll it was taking on her.

Nedra could wear all of the conservative
suits, high- collared blouses, and sensible shoes that she wanted,
but no matter how hard she tried to suppress it, she exuded
sensuality. It was a quality that did not mix well with the
ministry—not in the black church community, probably not in any
church community.

In her effort to pursue her profession, she
made many sacrifices. Male companionship was one of them. She
hadn’t dated since graduating from the seminary. There had been
breakfast, lunch, and dinners with many men, but she was always
careful to make certain that those occasions were business.
Pleasure dates were out.

She rarely attended social events, and when
she did she went alone or with a girlfriend. Nedra was the soul of
propriety, never straying from the straight and narrow.
Self-discipline was her mantra, and she practiced it rigorously.
She had to. People were always watching her.

“I keep telling you,
Nedra, that if you find the right man and marry, that would solve a
lot of problems for you,” Carla offered solemnly. “You need to meet
somebody nice, and go out, have fun.”

You’re only thirty-eight years old...”

“Almost forty!” Nedra
countered.

“And much too young for
this pastor hermit thing!” Sharon snapped her fingers. Her eyes lit
up. “I know! Richard was telling me that there’s this new guy at
work who just moved to the Bay Area and the guy is looking for a
nice woman to date.”

Carla looked at Sharon as
if she was an alien from out of space. “I know you’re not
suggesting that Nedra date one of Richard’s friends?”

Richard Ryan was Carla’s older brother, and
the two siblings did not get along. Sharon and Richard had been
dating for years, and his treatment of her friend was not to
Carla’s liking. Countless times she tried to get her to break up
with him, but Sharon was in love. Richard could walk on water, as
far as she was concerned and she instantly became defensive.

“What’s wrong with
Richard’s friends?”

“Don’t answer that!” Nedra
interceded quickly before the fight began.

Whenever Richard’s name came up she ended up
being the mediator. He was one person who evoked more emotion among
the three women than anyone else she knew. The truth was, she
didn’t like him. She tolerated Richard because he was Carla’s
brother.

Because she valued the sisterhood between
the three of them too much to pursue a petty argument with Sharon,
Carla complied with Nedra’s request. As his sister, she wasn’t
fooled by her brother’s pretty face and smooth manners. She knew
things about him that Sharon would never know. Unfortunately,
Sharon would have to discover his many flaws the hard way.

Nedra picked up a menu. “Let’s call a truce.
I’m going to put on an extra ten pounds and order the most
fattening dessert they have in this joint. Join me?”

Carla studied the menu to see what damage
she could do. “I’m in.

“Me too.”

Minutes later, much to Nedra’s relief, the
women began stuffing themselves with chocolate cheese cake. The
subject of Richard and her love life were both temporarily
forgotten.

 


 


 



CHAPTER 2

 


He had to be crazy. That was the only reason
Sin could give himself for his presence at this grave site. From
the moment he heard about the death of the boys’ mother, he knew
that he should forget it, write these two boys off as a good deed
done and not think about getting further involved. He shouldn’t
have gotten involved in the first place. What he should have done
was kick that oldest kid’s behind and send him off to steal
somebody else’s merchandise. The kid would have survived. He was
from the streets. Survival was what he knew. Sin was familiar with
that.

He’d been on the streets since he was eight
years old. Pimps and hustlers were his role models. After his
mother died, and he ran away from the last foster care home he was
shuttled to, those pimps and hustlers became the only family he
had.

Yes, he knew the streets. He knew how hard
and uncompromising they could be. When he looked into Colin’s face
that day, he recognized the first signs of hardness that would one
day claim him, if not kill him. Something inside of Sin had
snapped. He couldn’t explain it. All he knew was that he wanted to
fight for this child. He didn’t want the streets to claim another
one.

Behind the dark glasses that he wore, Sin
studied Colin’s bowed head. The boy was stoic throughout the
graveside service, showing no emotion, even when Sin made his
unexpected appearance. Trevor greeted him with a grin spread across
his tear-stained face. The older couple sitting beside the boys,
the Simpsons, Sin assumed, eyed him with curiosity, but nodded, as
did the boys’ social worker who he met when he took Christmas
presents to the boys.

Sharon Mays, who made the foster home
arrangements for the boys, was present at the burial, as was
Reverend Nedra Davis, the officiating minister. That was it. Only
eight attendees were gathered at the graveside of a
twenty-five-year-old woman to say goodbye. But, these boys were
fortunate. That was more than had attended his mother’s funeral

Sin’s gaze went back to Nedra as she
rendered a final prayer for the woman who lived hard and died
young, and for the two innocent lives she left behind. The reverend
was draped in a clergy robe, accented by a flowing scarf made of
Kente cloth. Her shoulder-length hair was piled on top of her head
in a loose bun. Stray tendrils had escaped and trailed down both
sides of her face. Her makeup was light, but becoming. Those
magnificent eyes of hers were hidden by lowered lids as she prayed
for the soul that had been lost. Earlier when he made his
appearance, those eyes had registered shock and then a welcoming
gleam that made his heart beat double time.

What he was doing was dangerous, and he knew
it; but, he couldn’t seem to help himself. He was as drawn to her
now as he had been in the past—a past which he was certain she
didn’t remember.

He knew that when he went to the church that
day to ask for help with the boys. How could she remember him?
Their paths had crossed so briefly. Yet, he never forgot Nedra
Davis. Young, beautiful, and eager to embrace life, she was a
breath of fresh air, a saving grace, a lifeline when he needed
one.

His mind drifted back twenty years to Kansas
City, Missouri, where he was enrolled in a G.E.D. class. His
enrollment hadn’t been motivated by wanting to do something better
with his life. If only it had been. Instead, basketball had been
his motivation.

The community center in which he played
mandated that anyone under twenty-one, without a high school
diploma, could not play basketball in their league unless enrolled
in a G.E.D. class, that the center just so happened to offer. He
was seventeen, and couldn’t recall the last time he was in school,
but he loved playing basketball and that center’s basketball league
was the best in the city. What choice did he have? His love for the
game overruled his aversion to getting an education. Reluctantly,
he enrolled and it turned out to be the best decision he ever made.
It was there that he met Nedra Davis.

She was a college sophomore, home for the
summer. She had volunteered to tutor at the center and from the
moment he met her, he found her fascinating. His life on the
streets never put him in such close proximity to someone like her.
She carried herself like a queen and spoke about things like Black
Pride and self-esteem—concepts that were foreign to him. She
excited him and she frightened him. As he often did when he was in
such a predicament, he struck out and Nedra became his target.

His vulgarity didn’t repel her as he hoped
it would. When he cursed her, she didn’t retaliate. She simply
flashed a heart-melting smile and told him that it was sad that
such intelligence was being wasted. She said that he was smart and
could do and be anything he wanted.

Nobody had ever said that
to him before. Nobody! He had no defense against her.

With a sigh, Sin was transported back to the
present and his eyes settled on Nedra. He didn’t want to remember
the street-hardened thug he used to be—a young man filled with all
of the hatred and anger he could muster. He didn’t want to remember
the less-than- honorable things that he had done in his life. That
existence had been too real and was still a part of his
nightmares.

The service concluded and Sin followed the
small group of mourners out of the cemetery. At the mortuary limo,
Trevor gave him an emotional hug before climbing inside its
interior. Colin offered a semblance of a handshake, avoiding eye
contact to mask his emotions. Sin was familiar with the tactic.

Sin watched the vehicle drive away, leaving
him alone with Nedra and Sharon Mays. Sharon was the first to
acknowledge him.

“It was kind of you to
come, Mr. Reasoner. I’m impressed that you’ve shown such
concern.”

“It’s not a problem.” Sin
spoke calmly, his voice contradicting the nervousness he felt at
Nedra being so near. He shouldn’t have come here.

Nedra extended her hand. “I’m sure the boys
appreciated your presence, Mr. Reasoner.” She noticed that his hand
was clammy. Was he nervous too?

She knew that when his tall, dark-clad
figure appeared at the gravesite, her heart skipped a beat. Maybe
it was his attire. It was intimidating. He was dressed head to toe
in black—a black shirt, black finely creased slacks, black tasseled
loafers, and an expensive black leather jacket hugging his fit
frame. The only hint of color was a sterling silver, hoop earring
dangling from his left ear. He looked mysterious, and dangerous,
with his eyes hidden behind mirrored sunglasses that kept her from
seeing his eyes. During the entire service, she was aware of those
eyes being fixed on her.

There was an awkward moment of silence as
the three of them stood looking at each other. Sharon took
charge.

Turning on the charm, she gave Sin her most
engaging smile. “I’m sure the boys would appreciate it even more if
you would drop by the Simpsons’ place. Some members of Mount Peter
have a spread for them.”

Noting his hesitancy she quickly added,
“Nedra and I are headed over there now. You’re more than welcome.
Isn’t he?” She turned to her friend with an innocent smile.

Nedra could strangle her right here in the
cemetery where they wouldn’t have to remove her body, just toss it
into a hole. She knew exactly what Sharon was up to and she did not
appreciate it one bit! With no hint of the embarrassment she felt
at Sharon’s blatant effort to fix her up, Nedra forced a smile.

“Yes, Mr. Reasoner, I’m
certain that the boys would appreciate you being there.” She
stunned herself as the words tumbled from her lips so effortlessly.
That wasn’t what she meant to say.

Sin was tempted,
very tempted. With deep
regret, he said, “I’m sorry, ladies. I appreciate the invitation,
but I have a previous engagement.”

Sharon didn’t try to hide her
disappointment. “Too bad, but let me jot down the address in case
you change your mind.”

Nedra watched with narrowed eyes as her
friend wrote the address. Did the woman have any shame? She was
willing to use two innocent boys as a smoke screen for a dating
service.

Nedra was glad that Sin declined the
invitation. His presence was unsettling and she didn’t like the
feeling.

Both women watched as he walked toward his
late-model sports car. Climbing into the powerful vehicle, he drove
away.

Sharon sighed. “What a butt!”

Nedra fumed. “I will kill you, Sharon Mays!
I have never been so embarrassed in my life! How could you?”

Sharon’s gray eyes widened innocently. “How
could I what? Admire a fine man’s butt? Child, you’re the preacher,
not me. I don’t have to pretend that the male species doesn’t
exist.”

Too angry to address her further, Nedra
stomped off to her car. A chuckling Sharon followed at a safe
distance.

****

Sin sat outside the two-story, framed house
on 62nd Avenue berating himself for the decision he made. Why must
he play with fire? What was it about Nedra Davis that brought him
to the Simpson’s front door? He had dated prettier women. Hell!
Some of the women he dated were so fine that men salivated openly
over them. Yes, Nedra was pretty—actually, she was more than
pretty—but, she was a minister! This was insanity!

As he stepped out of the car, he told
himself that he had business to attend to, serious business. He was
on his way to take care of that business when he made the U-turn
that brought him to this doorstep. He had no clue why he turned
around. What reason was there to madness? All he knew was that he
canceled his appointment, and here he was. With one gloved finger,
he rang the doorbell.

Nedra sensed his presence before she saw
him. The energy in the room changed when he entered it. All
attention shifted to the stranger among them—the handsome,
mysterious stranger. The reason for being at the Simpson home
seemed to be forgotten as the sisters of the church inundated him
with offers of food, drinks, and conversation.

Sharon rescued him, delighted that he
changed his mind. She introduced him to the boys’ foster parents,
after which Trevor, a handsome child with a cinnamon brown
complexion and eyes nearly the same color, planted himself firmly
in Sin’s arms. By the time the two of them worked their way into
the dining room where Nedra sat with Colin, her heart had stopped
racing and she regained her composure. Colin showed no visible
reaction to Sin’s appearance. She fought to do the same. Sin took
an empty seat at the large dining room table, shifting Trevor onto
his lap.

“Glad you changed your
mind about joining us.” Nedra was pleased that her voice didn’t
quiver or quake. She could get through this.

“I’m glad I came,” Sin
replied, with a quick wink at Trevor. The little boy returned the
wink with one of his own. Sin turned to the solemn child sitting
next to Nedra. “And how are you doing, my man?”

Colin, who was small for his age, with a
complexion much like his brother’s, and dark brown eyes that
slanted upward at the corners, shrugged his thin shoulders. “All
right, I guess.” He kept his eyes on his plate filled with food
that he hadn’t touched.

“Just all right?” Sin
looked at him closely. This kid was suffering. “Well, do you think
you’re doing ‘all right’ enough to go for a little ride with me?
That is if Mr. and Mrs. Simpson will let you.”

Shrugging again, Colin didn’t respond. Sin’s
eyes met Nedra’s eyes, each noting the other’s concern for the
boy.

“I’m certain if I ask
them, the Simpsons won’t mind if Colin goes with you,” she
ventured. “He could use a little break.”

“I wanna go too!” Trevor
spoke up, intent on not being left behind.

“Not this time, buddy, but
I promise I’ll do something with you another time.”

His words stopped the tears Sin was certain
would have flowed if some sort of compromise wasn’t offered. The
Simpsons gave Sin permission to take Colin for a ride and Nedra
watched as the man and boy walked through the gathering and out the
front door. She exhaled slowly, unaware that she had been holding
her breath during the short time that Sin was near.

 


 


 



CHAPTER 3

 


Esther Costello could try the devil, and
Nedra did not doubt that she had done so. The woman had been
Nedra’s nemesis for years. Esther fancied herself the matron of
Mount Peter and was certain that it was she who had been chosen by
God as her church’s official guardian.

She grew up in Mount Peter, and had occupied
the same second-row church pew since she was brought to the church
by her mother and father at the age of six months old. She buried
her parents, married her husband, baptized and married off both of
her children, all at Mount Peter. Before Nedra arrived, Esther was
the undisputed power in the church, and she wielded that power with
rigid authority. Ruthless when crossed, it had been she who
insisted that the congregation hire Nedra as pastor of Mount Peter.
Nobody dared vote against her. As far as Esther was concerned,
Nedra owed her and she constantly reminded her of the fact.

Over the years, Nedra suspected that Esther
regretted that vote, and she was right. The influential parishioner
had reasoned that a female minister would be more susceptible to
her control. Years later, Esther would contend that Nedra’s
appearance had been deceptive. The attractive young woman seemed
quiet and unassuming when she was interviewed, and reference checks
proved her to be more than capable of leading, what was then, a
flock of only ninety-five members. Esther discerned that the young,
Reverend would guide them out
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