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Chapter One
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Queen Jamieson never missed a party. Galas. Banquets. Soirées. Receptions. Pool parties. No matter whatever the occasion, she graced the host with her presence. It was shameful to learn from Giselle “Gigi” Jamieson Jacobs, her older half-sister, Queen’s name was left off the guest list of an epic celebration.

The payback: crash the party. Three hundred and fifty miles was nothing. Distance didn’t deter her as she was en route from Tulsa to St. Louis.

What did she care it was a birthday celebration for her three-year-old twin cousins, Camille and Gabriel Jamieson? A party was a party in her book she thought as she glanced out the window seat of her airplane. 

“Sorry. I thought you knew. Gabrielle has been planning it for months,” Gigi had said during their regular weekly phone chat. As the children’s godmother, Gigi and her husband Jacob, who lived in Connecticut, were expected to be in attendance. 

Seconds after the wheels touched down at Lambert International Airport, Queen unbuckled, stood, and stretched before she reached to unlatch the overhead compartment. A gentleman intercepted and smiled.

“I gotcha, beautiful.” He was tall, handsome, and dressed in a business suit—nice. She was drawn to the professional type. “Which one is yours?”

“The red paisley with the queen luggage tag.” She pointed.

“Yes, you are.” His lopsided grin did nothing to flatter her.

Queen’s name was a conversation starter. Sometimes, she engaged. Other times, like now, she thanked and dismissed the stranger. Queen knew a flirt when she saw one. She was the master of the technique herself. 

Not today.

Making her way down the ramp, Queen followed the signs to exit the terminal. She rounded the corner, and the Jamieson sisters, eighteen-year-old Kami and sixteen-year-old Victoria didn’t contain their excitement to greet her.

Half-siblings, they were young when placed in the foster care system, unaware the other existed until a chance meeting in high school. The experience in the system was horrific for Victoria who suffered abuse and neglect, while idyllic for Kami, who flourished after Parke and Cheney Jamieson adopted her. Once they learned of Victoria, Parke and Cheney adopted her, too.

The Jamiesons. Queen couldn’t be prouder of her bloodline. Certified genealogists, her cousins had tracked their kinfolks back to 1770 in Cote d’Ivoire, Africa. Queen believed her family held the record for the most half-siblings and half-cousins but embodied whole hearts. After losing her sole sibling, Suzette, to complications of lupus, her halves made her complete again. 

She returned the girls’ smiles as she continued toward them. Whenever Queen visited the Gateway City, she spent time with these two. Kami and Victoria’s closeness reminded her of the relationship she had shared with Suzette. Kami flew into Queen’s arms while Victoria watched. 

Rocking Kami from side to side, Queen motioned for Victoria to join them. She did. In a few months, the sisters would graduate from high school. Victoria’s impressive I.Q allowed her to skip to grade levels. 

Queen fingered the silkiness of Kami’s hair and admired Victoria’s straight mane. Their resemblance was remarkable since they had different dads. “Wow. Aren’t my two nieces beautiful?” On paper, they were fifth cousins, but in the Jamieson family, children were taught to address adults as Auntie or Uncle.

“Not like you. These cute guys are staring at you, Auntie,” Kami gushed and giggled. “Don’t look now. One’s coming—”

“Excuse me. I didn’t have time to introduce myself on the plane. I’m Karlton Jennings. I would love to buy you a drink or take you to dinner while you’re in town.” He pulled out his business card. “I noticed you aren’t wearing a ring.”

There was no way she would give this man a call. Queen allowed nothing to get in the way of family time. However, she played along. Lowering her lashes, she flirted back and accepted it to be polite and dismissed him. “Thanks.” 

She brushed a kiss on Victoria’s cheek. “Pretty as your big sister. You’re coming to the twins’ party with us, right?” 

Victoria scrunched her nose and was quick to say, “Nah.” She held up car keys. “Grandma BB taught me how to drive, and I got my license yesterday, so I’m dropping you both off.”

Queen stilled her movements and did her best to mask her concern. She stuttered, “O-okay.”

Kami and Victoria didn’t stifle their laughs.

“Just teasing, Auntie. I’ve had it for a couple of weeks. I’m going back home. Y’all can catch a ride with Grandma BB and Chip and Dale who are already there.”

Patting her chest, Queen gave Victoria a side-eye. “I was about to snatch those keys.” Minutes later, Queen relaxed in the front passenger seat. Destination: Cameron’s house. “You are really a cautious driver. Grandma BB taught you well.”

“She drives like Grandma BB too,” Kami teased. “Slow.”

Victoria stuck out her tongue. “Thank you, Auntie. She told me not to speed, but if I accidentally drove too fast, which I haven’t yet,” she was quick to add, “to tell the officer I belong to Grandma BB, and he will look the other way.” 

Every law enforcement officer within miles of Ferguson knew of Grandma BB. Queen had never seen the woman in action, but believed the rumors were true about the shenanigans of the eighty-something gun-toting woman. She wasn’t scared of anybody.

Soon, they arrived at her cousins’ home in Ladue, near the Washington University campus where Cameron was a professor. Partygoers’ cars lined the private street, including the long driveway to their estate. The celebration was in full swing.

“Are you sure you don’t want to stay for a little while?” Queen tried to coax Victoria who had suffered trauma at the hands of foster fathers and avoided all men, including the nice guys like the Jamiesons. After Parke and Cheney adopted her, Victoria chose to live with Grandma BB, because trusting her new stepbrothers was a slow process. 

“Yeah, I’m sure.” Her facial expression betrayed her. The longing was there.

“Okay, sweetie.” Queen didn’t hide her disappointment. “Be careful. Text Kami when you make it home.”

Victoria rolled her eyes. “You sound just like my sister.”

“Trust me. Sisters are the best gift parents can give a little girl, so hold her close.” 

God had given Queen twenty-five years and three months with Suzette. Not a day longer. 

While waiting for Kami to get out of the car, Queen admired the mansion that stood majestically among the others. The neighborhood screamed money, which was the perfect fit for a department head at a prestigious private university. She was blown away with the five bedrooms, six baths and forty-eight plus hundred square feet of living space.  

All the Jamieson men, including her half-brothers, had large homes for gatherings. None this majestic, but roomy. Her relatives were doing well. Queen was no exception. As a senior mechanical engineer in Tulsa, she lived in luxury. 

Kami looped her arm through Queen’s and synchronized their steps along the path. “I’m glad you’re here.”

“Me too. Is Victoria going to be okay?” Queen’s heart bled for the girl.

“She’s got God, Grandma BB, and me. We’ll make sure of it, Auntie.”

As they approached the stone-and-brick archway to the front door, Queen heard laughter and music. Turning the knob, she grinned and stepped inside. Yeah, this party is so worth crashing.

Heads turned. Cousins, big and small, mobbed her, screaming their delight. 

“Gigi just told me to expect you. You look fabulous. Love the hair.” Rubbing her swollen belly, Talise, Queen’s sister-in-law, and a licensed stylist, nodded her approval at Queen’s mass of natural curls. 

“Why didn’t you tell us you were coming?” Ace, Talise’s husband, engulfed her in a hug. 

“Can’t tell you all my secrets, big brother.”

An impromptu Soul Train line formed as Queen danced her way through the opening like a celebrity, receiving hugs and kisses until she caught sight of the guests of honor—the twins. She received a five-second acknowledgment before they gave chase to their small cousins. 

Queen twirled around when someone tapped her shoulder. She turned into the arms of Gigi. “Hey.” Their bond was stronger than their embrace. Gigi sutured the wound of losing Suzette—almost. After nine years, time had not healed the loss. Both had dark brown skin and long hair, but a person would have to look hard to see a resemblance between these half-sisters. 

Gigi was part of Samuel Jamieson’s first family. To her, he had turned his back on his wife and children with his cheating. To Queen—the third family—Samuel was a kind, caring father who regretted his past indiscretions. Kidd and Ace filled in the gap. They were evidence of Samuel’s sins with Sandra, and to their disgrace, Samuel never married their mother. 

Because of Samuel’s two marriages and one known affair, Queen would always have family. She cherished the regular phone talks they had getting to know one another and making peace on behalf of their father. 

“Break it up, you two, and share.” Eva, the other expecting sister-in-law, married to her brother Kidd, said as the hug with Gigi lingered.

Kidd lifted Queen from the floor. Before her feet could touch down, Ace hefted her higher as if to outdo his older brother. 

“Let me go. You two have bench pressed my weight enough.” Queen giggled as they did as she requested. 

Making her way to the kitchen, Queen found the Duprees—Gabriele’s mother and the twins’ maternal grandparents—Dr. Bernard and Mrs. Veronica Dupree, replenishing food platters.

Two of their handsome sons were in attendance. Queen wasn’t interested in either of their single status. She made sure they knew it. Where was the third, an evangelist turned pastor? 

Philip. He was fascinating, but unaffected by her charm. She enjoyed their harmless banter about Philip, who lived God’s will versus Queen, who preferred her own free-will lifestyle. He didn’t judge her choices—most of the time—and she respected his choices—most of the time. Perfect harmony sometimes.

Before she could ask about his whereabouts, the front door opened. A hush silenced the guests as heads turned. The six foot, three inches of conditioned muscle dressed in casual attire, the epitome of top five most handsome men in the world, entered with a smile that could make a woman say, “Yes, Lord,” except for Queen. 

She was accustomed to men being tongue-tied over her allure and vying for her attention. Queen had dated handsome men before, worked with and mingled with them at events, but Philip—whew—he had something extra. 

He oozed confidence while embodying humility. His charisma would make any woman surrender to him, not realizing he was the front man for the Lord. He seemed untouchable.

Philip’s smile, the hugs, the handshakes—they were all there, but something was off. Queen studied his body language. His grin, showcasing incredible white teeth, was in place. His greetings generous, not forced, but there was a hint of weariness that flashed on his face then retreated. 

Queen folded her arms and leaned against the counter, biding her turn for a greeting. She shivered when his eyes captured hers. Despite her ankle boots’ three-inch heels, he towered over her. He smiled, but his eyes didn’t twinkle. “Queen, it’s good to see you. Nice hair.”

She’d gone natural months ago, giving her hair a rest from the heat process, then decided she liked the look. “Same here. The silver strands on your chin make you look distinguished.” She lifted her brow. Flirting was second nature to Queen but flirting with him wasn’t advisable. Somehow, he had the upper hand. Philip could lure a woman into a false sense of attraction with his undivided attention, but it was all for the gain of his ministry.

“Yeah.” His eyes didn’t sparkle. “And each one was hard earned.” Gabriel and Camille screamed their uncle’s name, and Philip scooped them up, smothered them with kisses, and excused himself with a farewell nod. Queen felt his absence at once—or maybe it was his energy. His spirit. 

Munching on treats and listening to Gigi, Queen watched him make his way to the buffet table and stack a plate too small for food he was about to consume. “I’ll be back.” She followed Philip’s path, kissing Parke and Malcolm’s children, until she stood next to him. 

Philip blessed his food and had his mouth open for the first sample. Queen took the plate out of his hand. 

“Walk with me,” she demanded.
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WHY HAD PHILIP ALLOWED Queen to interrupt his hot meal? He was mentally exhausted and famished.

He loved family and the souls he encountered as a pastor. But now? He could strangle some congregants at the church where God had directed him after the Lord told him to cease his worldwide evangelism ministry. He was not in a sociable mood, including Queen’s company.

At least she didn’t ask for a nibble of his chicken. Those would have been fighting words. She seemed patient as he cleaned the bone and swiped another drumette off his plate before she looped her arm through his and nudged him out the side door. 

“Good, huh?” Mischief danced in her eyes as he faced her.

“More would have been better.” He could feel a smile rising from his chest, despite his irritation with her. A one-dimpled smile that rivaled her mesmerizing long lashes, Queen was as regal as her name. Her wild mane magnified her personality. Dark skin glistened with good health under the sun’s rays. Besides the beauty that she was, he was drawn to her radiance, vibrancy, and the calmness she possessed. He liked that about her. A woman true to her convictions.

Philip knew well what the Scriptures said about the lust of the eyes, so he made sure not to admire too long the hand-carved figure that God had molded.

Speaking of eyes, she had her brothers’ eyes—same unusual shade of brown—smart, intense, and in her case, seductive. The woman knew how to command attention without trying. 

“What’s going on with you?” 

She squeezed his arms, and his biceps flexed in response. Flawless in her appearance, she lifted her delicate chin and walked ahead—that was another production. 

Each step and movement of her body was in sync and deliberate. She didn’t walk, she glided or strutted to her destination. 

Most women weren’t intimidating, but this lady had a way to dumbfound him. He searched for a Scripture, any verse to reign his mind back in. Finally, brethren, whatsoever things are true, are honest, are just, are pure, are lovely, are of good report; if there be any virtue, and if there be any praise, think on these things.

Philippians 4:8. Got it. Philip nodded at the Word recalled to his mind. You need a wife. Now where did that thought come from?

“Philip,” Queen said with a distinct dialect, “I want to know what’s going on with you. Don’t lie me. You’re a pastor, remember?” She was in a demanding stance that dared anyone to cross her.

Did the woman just scold him? He stiffened. Her assumption could be debatable—not the sinning part, but being the angel of one of God’s houses, shepherd of God’s sheep, or overseer was more than a notion. Was he that transparent? “What gave me away?” 

“Your eyes.” She seemed shocked, as if he should have known. After a few seconds, Queen gave him an innocent smile and arched a brow. “Spill it. So, what, I’ve got a rebellious streak when it comes to church, but I’m concerned about you.”

God, will this woman understand the workings of Your ministry for me to spill my guts? He stalled, wondering, then believed her. “One more bite.” Philip devoured more drumettes and wiped his fingers. 

“I’m thinking...” He exhaled. “I’m not cut out to be a pastor.” He admitted his weakness with a shrug.

She stepped back. Her movements were graceful as her hand found its way to her waist. “Philip Dupree, you were born to win souls for Christ.” Her tone defied him to argue with her assessment.

“Says the woman who has yet to be won.” He grunted.

She laughed. “Yeah, well. I’m coming—maybe. I kinda like myself the way I am. Why change now?”

“Because we all were born in sin and shaped in iniquity.” Philip wasn’t a walking Bible, but with Queen, he knew to win her soul, she needed to hear the Scriptures to believe. “Stubborn woman.”

Queen jutted her chin. “Stubbornness has been my wall of strength. Otherwise, I would crumble under sorrow.” 

There were so many Bible lessons he could give on that one, but not now. When Philip smacked his lips, he tasted the sweet and spicy sauce from those wings. “I feel the honeymoon is over.”

“What? You’re married?”

Fear struck Queen’s face. The intensity was enough to make Philip’s belly ache from laughter, so he tempered his amusement.

“How come I wasn’t invited? Nobody told—” She became annoyed with each word. Her eyes flashed like fire, her nostrils flared, and she balled her hands. He had never seen her so fierce. Momma bear. Dangerous.

Philip held his stomach and released an uncontrollable hoot. 

“What’s so funny?” 

“You. It was just an expression.”

“Oh.” Queen relaxed as she blushed, then shoved him toward the front gate. “The next time you speak in a code, give me the heads up. I need to vet the chick—I mean first lady of the church. You can’t marry just anybody.” She hmphed as if she were about to go to bat for him.

A Jamieson to the core. They loved hard and were a force to be reckoned with for one of their own. If only Philip could convince Queen to join the Lord’s side.

“That I agree.” He stuffed his hands into his pants pockets. “What I meant was I’m the trial pastor for one year. I’m seven months in, and God’s people are worse than toddlers on a diaper strike, and the board is blaming me for the division.” He shook his head. Good grief.

More than once, Philip questioned God calling him to pastor. He consulted with his confidant, Bishop Henderson, who once was an evangelist then elevated to pastor and recently bishop.

“Growing pains,” Bishop Henderson had assured him. 

And then it was his older brother. Drexel gave him a pep talk, too. “Everything will work out. This is new.”

Philip wasn’t consoled. Had he been wasting his time? Meetings with the deacon board like the one earlier in the day frustrated him. Those men held his future as the leader of their flock in limbo. “This experience makes me wonder if I heard God’s voice... Can I be honest?”

Queen linked her fingers through his as if it was a natural gesture between them. It wasn’t, so he should break away, but her touch comforted him. “That’s the only way I know you.” Her eyes revealed she believed that.

“I feel like bailing.” There. He’d said it aloud. Now how would God and others judge him?

He wasn’t expecting her to laugh, but Queen did. “The pastor’s running scared. Why?”

“It’s not funny.” But he chuckled anyway and shrugged. “I’m second-guessing things.”

She frowned. “What do you mean?”

“I’m seriously thinking about returning to the evangelism field.”

She twisted her pouty lips. “You once told me God doesn’t make mistakes, but if you’re not feeling it, leave.”

The mind of a carefree woman. “It’s not that simple, and yes, God doesn’t make mistakes, so I guess this is all on me.”

“Philip, you’re not making sense. One thing I know about you is you’re deliberate. I’d never describe you as confused.”

He rubbed the waves of his hair. His life made little sense after the three-month honeymoon period with the church folks expired. They had welcomed him with open arms. People seemed like they had a hunger for God’s Word, and souls were saved every time the church doors opened. Why did anyone have complaints? Plus, the congregants had his number on speed dial 24/7. 

“I’m thinking about giving it up. I mean evangelism is no picnic either in God’s harvest, but when the revival ends, members are back in the hands of their pastor.” 

Queen frowned. “In other words, no attachments. Hmmm. Philip Dupree, you’re not a quitter, and you’re going to show them who’s boss.” She jabbed a finger in the air as the wind played with a curl in her thick mane.

“Yes, ma’am.” He gave her a salute and steered her back to the house, not realizing they had walked as far away as they had.

“Queen, you’re one of a kind. Thanks for the pep talk.” He grinned. 

“In another life, I’d be a therapist. Be glad I’m not billing you.” She squeezed his arm again, and he responded by covering her hand with his. As they turned up the long driveway, he. spied their family watching them through the windows with no shame.

When they walked through the door, everyone scrambled to fake positions on the furniture. Some poses seemed rather uncomfortable.

“What are you all up to?” Queen asked.

“We’re lookin’ out the window at you and Uncle Philip,” Camille tattled on her family.

“There’s nothing to see. Now—” Philip slipped off his jacket—“where’s the food?”

“This conversation isn’t over,” Queen whispered close to his ear.

He eyed her. “Trust me, it is. I’m good.”

“If anybody’s going down at your church, it won’t be you. Not on my watch.” Queen strutted away. With her wild curls, skinny leather jeans, short, tailored jacket, and ankle boots, Queen should have thrust her fist in the air in a show of black power.

Before Philip left the party, Drexel took him aside. “I see Queen has her claws in you.” 

His older brother was a judge in Illinois.  Whenever Drexel could, he made the ninety minutes weekend drives to St. Louis to see their sister.

“Queen is an in-law,” Philip reminded the man who’d had a crush on Queen since the first day they’d met.

“That woman should be an out-law to all men on earth, especially you. She’ll take you down, bro.” Stuffing his hands in his pockets, Drexel returned to the party.

Philip was immune to a woman’s clutches. He had nothing to worry about.
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Chapter Two
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Nobody messes over Philip. He was Queen’s hero. 

So, what you goin’ do about it? A voice in her head taunted. What could she? Whatever his church folks were putting him through was almost enough to make her pray against their foolishness. Queen didn’t have that spiritual power to make something happen, so there had to be another way. 

In the kitchen, Philip and his father were the kings of the castle, as his mother and sister catered to Philip with all his favorite dishes. He seemed to be back to his usual charming self.

Maybe my job is done, she mused to herself as she cast one last glance at Philip before joining the women in the hearth room. She took a seat next to Gigi on an oversized ottoman to watch the entertainment.

Grandma BB did a step show routine from her college days, decades ago as a member of Delta Sigma Theta Sorority, Incorporated.

Queen was impressed. For a woman in her eighties, nineties, or whatever her certified birth certificate stated, her movements were smooth.

Kami shouted, “Go Grandma. Go Grandma. Go...” Others added to the chorus and soon, the woman mimicked the Harlem shake, the Moonwalk, then she broke out with Hammer Time moves. That was all Queen needed. She stood and joined her, followed by the small children.

When Grandma BB attempted a split and couldn’t get up off the floor with ease, her escorts, Chip and Dale—retired Las Vegas performers turned personal assistants—came to the rescue. They were careful not to scuff her trademark Stacy Adams shoes that clashed with whatever ensemble she wore. Once on her feet, Grandma BB smiled and took a bow to hearty applause and laughter.

Chip suggested they take her home. “Right. Got to have energy for our morning exercise.”

Slipping on her jacket, Kami said goodbye to her parents. 

Kami stayed at Grandma BB’s, too, to keep Victoria company and get to know her half-sister. Although Grandma BB wasn’t a Jamieson by blood, the family welcomed her as everybody’s grandmother. Parke and Cheney were okay with the decision. 

Queen grabbed her things to go with them. She gave Gigi a heartfelt embrace. 

“Aww, you’re leaving already?” Gigi didn’t hide her disappointment. “It’s tradition you stay here to hang out with me.”

“I know.” It was torture for Queen to leave her big sister, too. “How about next time?  I want to spend time with Victoria.”

“Gotcha. She needs us—all the Jamiesons.”

“In smaller doses.” Queen demonstrated with a small crack between her thumb and forefinger. “We are a lot to take in.”

“You think?” Gigi laughed. 

The goodbyes were as much a production as the welcomes. Queen made her rounds, hugging her brothers, rubbing her sisters-in-law’s swollen bellies, and accepting a to-go plate for Victoria.

When Queen made her way to Philip, the sparkle had returned to his eyes. There was nothing that kinfolks and food couldn’t fix. She hugged him, then rubbed the hairs on his chin. She did it to annoy him, but today it felt odd. If they were a couple, it would have been an intimate gesture. They were family—sort of—in-laws.

“Remember, I believe in you and dare anyone to mistreat my Philip.” She winked and turned to leave, but he grabbed her hand.

“Am I your Philip?” The smirk he wore made her chuckle.

His flirting skills were impressive. His voice dropped a tone, and he stared into her eyes taunting her to blink. The man didn’t know she was more trouble than she was worth. Queen had left a trail of heartaches since she was old enough to wear heels. 

“Of course, you are, as long as I’m a Jamieson. That’s a promise.” She stepped out of his hold and turned around to say goodbye to the others.

“Will you be at church tomorrow?” It was Philip’s customary closer between them. 

Any other day, she had a smart retort, but words escaped her, so she shrugged and left with Kami, Grandma BB, and her escorts.

During the short ride to Grandma BB’s spacious home in historic Old Town Ferguson, Queen relaxed against the headrest and closed her eyes. After a demanding work week and the travel, fatigue was playing hide-and-seek with her. 

By the time Chip parked in the driveway, Queen opened her eyes and yawned as Dale waited to help her and Kami out.

In the house, Victoria greeted them in the great room, snacking on a bag of chips. “Did you have a good time?”

“Yes,” Queen answered, “but it would have been better if you had hung out with us. Mrs. Dupree sent you a plate.”

“They always do.” Victoria lowered her lashes. “Maybe one day I’ll tag along, but...” her voice faded. “I know the Jamiesons love me, but I’d rather avoid men and boys over the age of five. Bad memories.”

Grandma BB, who had claimed her favorite oversized chair, got a second wind and suggested a pajama party once everyone showered and changed. “Then we can have a girl talk.”

A hot bath—sweet news to Queen, but not the girl talk. Her mission had been accomplished. Sort of. Queen did crash a party, although family needed no invitation to visit.  

Refreshed and dressed in their silk pajamas, courtesy of Queen’s previous Christmas gifts, Kami and Victoria strolled into Grandma BB’s master suite. Pairs of Stacy Adams shoes in various colors lined the back wall. They were not her late husband’s.

Queen stared at the girls. “I can’t believe in two months, the Jamieson sisters will graduate from high school. Victoria, this must be exciting. You’ve earned your G.E.D at sixteen and received numerous scholarship offers.” Queen patted her chest with pride. “I’m glad Parke demanded both his daughters walk across stage at the graduation ceremony.” 

Victoria’s face glowed. “Yeah, but he didn’t have to do that.” She rubbed her hand on the smoothness of her pajama pants.

“We’re talking about my cousin. As your father, Parke’s going to make sure you get everything you deserve and then some. We can’t change the past, but we can make sure your future is bright.” 

Kami grabbed Victoria’s hand. “She’s almost as smart as me.”

“Smarter.” Victoria stuck out her tongue.

“So, what are your college plans?” Queen asked as Grandma BB’s soft snore made them giggle, including Grandma BB. Was the woman listening or dreaming?

“I’m already taking online college courses,” Victoria said. “I’m thinking about law school to become a judge.”

“Excellent.” Queen grinned. “That’s my niece.”

“Auntie,” Kami interrupted, “I don’t know if that’s a good thing for Victoria.” She exchanged a glance with her sister, who shrugged. “She would sentence every man to life without parole.”

“Oh no.” Queen thought about her brothers, cousins, and every innocent Black man. “Humph. Not a good career choice. Women are accomplices in crime too. Convicted sex offender Jeffrey Epstein had help.”

“Yep, and foster mothers,” Victoria said, snarling. “They were tone deaf. So much for calling for help.”

Kami squeezed Victoria’s hand. “We’re here now. Nobody messes with a Jamieson. We have your back, and God has you, too.” 

Quietness filled the room before Kami perked up. “I’ve applied to three top schools, but like Pace stayed in St. Louis to attend Wash U, I won’t leave my sister either.” Kami’s no-nonsense expression meant it wasn’t negotiable. “Wherever she goes, I’ll go.”

Parke and Cheney adopted Kami and Pace, and then had two sons together.

“That’s what I’m talking about.” Queen gave her an imaginary fist bump from across the room. She envied their unbreakable bond like the one Queen had with Suzette until her last breath. “Both of you are welcome to apply at the University of Central Oklahoma in Edmond, which is close to me.” She put her hands together in a praying manner.

The previous summer, Kami had visited Queen. They had so much fun. When Kami left, Queen considered moving to St. Louis to be closer to her siblings and cousins, but she couldn’t. She had deep roots in Tulsa. 

“You two are always complimenting my clothes and know how to make your outfits pop.  If you’re interested in that industry, the University of Central Oklahoma has an expanding curriculum in fashion design.”

Pumping money into the program had been Queen’s brainchild to keep Suzette’s memory of her passion alive. She had attended the Academy of Art University in San Francisco because top students could present at Fashion Week in New York City. When Suzette was diagnosed with lupus, she transferred to UCO to be close to home, but her health declined, and Suzette never graduated. 

Every year, Queen encouraged the department to offer more scholarships, and she asked fashion bloggers and influencers to help recruit potential students. Queen’s goal was to put Tulsa’s program on the map!

“No disrespect, Auntie,” Victoria seemed to fumble for words, “but everything about you screams, ‘Look at me.’ I don’t want that attention. I know God cleansed me from the filth of those dirty scums, but I’d rather they not look at me.”   

“Let me let you two in on a secret.” Queen paused. “The hair, clothes, and attitude, that’s all Suzette. I’m the brainy one. She was the glamour girl who would have lit the runway if she had lived.”

Hmmph. Grandma BB stirred and sat up. “Oh, no. You’re both, dear. Take it from the oldest diva here. I know my share of pain. I haven’t lived...” She mumbled her age, “and not learn how to move on. Henry would have wanted that.” Grandma BB’s eyes lit up. “I’d have remarried in a heartbeat to experience the deep unselfish love I shared with him.”

“I don’t believe in love. It’s not in my future.” Victoria seemed sad at her own declaration.

“Mom and Daddy say God holds the future,” Kami said. “Uncle Philip told me Jesus died for us to get our lives back on track.”

Sounded like something he would say. Queen mused. That was her Philip, a man with an encouraging word and kindness to a fault, which was why he needed her backup.

“I’m going to church, but the life I wanted was taken away from me.” Victoria shrugged.

“The devil is a lie!” Grandma BB rolled her neck. “I’ve seen you mime at Restoration Temple. You’re working through your pain. Once God restores you mentally, physically, and spiritually, those losers are going to meet their day of reckoning. Elder Winnie Jordan Scaife knows how to call on heaven for y’all.” Grandma BB looked smug.

“Oh, so you’re a member now?” Queen blinked her surprise and snickered.

Grandma BB folded her arms like a defiant toddler. “Ain’t nobody got time to be a member. I go to watch Victoria.” She hmmphed for emphasis. 

Queen snickered. A fellow holdout in the Jamieson clan.

“I can’t wait to get to that fierce level, so I’ll never be a victim again.” Victoria gritted her teeth as if she were about to pounce on her prey. “The church’s young women’s ministry has helped me a lot.”

Queen nodded. “I get it, Victoria. Trust can be a long time coming. Miming in church? I’ve got to see this.” 

“Then come to service with us in the morning.” The expectancy on Victoria’s face made Queen say yes.

Take that, Philip Dupree. Church, here I come, even if it isn’t his.

[image: image]

ONE DAY, QUEEN. ONE day, God is coming for you, and you won’t be able to say no, Philip whispered the final Amen to his morning prayers. He chanced a text to invite her to his church again.

I’m getting ready now.

“Yes, Lord. Finally.” Philip’s heart pounded with excitement—until he read on.

Victoria does a mime routine, so I’m curious to see her, then I’m flying out. I would say maybe next time, but you would hold me to it.

He snickered. Yes, I would. At least she was going somewhere. Philip had heard Elder Scaife at Restoration Temple was a fireball and preached the gospel to scorch stony hearts. Maybe the Word would prick Queen’s heart to say, “I surrender, Lord.” 

How about dinner, and I’ll drive you to the airport?

When he didn’t hear back right away, he took that as a no. While tying his tie, Queen called him. “Sorry. Applying makeup takes concentration.”

He snickered and abandoned his task. “Woman, you’re perfect without it.”

“Awww, Philip, don’t make me blush. I brushed enough blush on my cheeks.”

Ummm-hmmm. Interesting. He didn’t know he had that power. When she said that Kami and Victoria were cooking a meal afterward for her, she changed her flight to enjoy it with them. That was two strikeouts. 

“How about a ride to the airport?”

“I look forward to it.”

Philip imagined her smile, and he grinned. “Me, too, Queen.” 

She told him what time to pick her up. As he was about to end the call, her husky voice yelled, “Wait! Preach, Philip, preach.”

His cheerleader. “God will.” When they ended the call, he wondered what it was going to take for Queen to be saved. Philip knew the answer: repent.

And that’s what stood between God and man. No one wanted to admit their imperfections and a desire for repentance.

That’s your job, God whispered. Preach the Word; be prepared in season and out of season; reprove, rebuke, and encourage with every form of patient instruction. 

Timothy 4:2. It was like a golden text for all ministers. He gave the Lord a salute, finished dressing, then locked up his two-bedroom spacious apartment the church had provided him. Queen’s “I believe in you” echoed in Philip’s head as he stepped into his SUV, which he had purchased before relocating from the East Coast.

Philip smiled all the way to his destination. “It’s going to be a good day. Yep.” He had heard from the Lord, and he’d see Queen off. The whipped cream on the cheesecake would be to see souls hungry for salvation, not for socializing or to show off their wardrobe. 

He arrived and parked with a warning to the devil. “My church is a saving station, Satan, so you’re on enemy territory.”

Entering the building, Philip waved at members as he headed to his office before Sunday school. Nathan Davis, the deacon assigned to be his armor bearer, had become more since Philip came on board last year. They seemed to share the same sentiments when it came to not compromising the Christian walk. Both single, the two of them would attend local baseball games, go bowling, or meet up somewhere to watch games.

“Morning,” Nathan and others greeted him. “Ready to feed God’s sheep?”

“Only if they’re hungry,” was the standard exchange between Philip and Nathan on Sunday mornings.

“I’m starved.” He patted his heart and followed Philip into his office. “How did it go at the birthday party with your family?”

“Refreshing, filling,” he said, patting his belly, “and entertaining. Let me just say my sisters-in-law know how to throw a party. They are indoctrinating my three-year-old niece and nephew on the proper way to celebrate.”

Nathan laughed. “Wish I had a big family, that way a person always has a friend.”

“True.” Philip hung his coat and rested his briefcase in the chair. “It’s three of us Duprees—you’ve met Drexel when he’s driven down from Springfield to watch the Cubs beat up on the Cardinals, but those Jamiesons,” Philip shook his head and chuckled, “they’re an army of God’s soldiers.”

“I hope they decide to fellowship with you at Total Surrender.” Nathan looked hopeful as if the church lacked members.

“Right now, they’re comfortable at their own places of worship. Maybe in the future, after I’m installed as pastor.” During the trial period, some Jamiesons had dropped in to
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