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            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      Dear Reader,

      Thank you for choosing to read A Man’s Love (David’s Passion Series Book Two). This story explores deeply challenging yet important topics, such as sexual assault, sex trafficking, and the journey of healing for survivors and their loved ones. While these issues are addressed, there are no graphic scenes; sensitive events are alluded to with care and discretion.

      My purpose as a Christian writer is to honor God’s holiness while realistically portraying some of life’s challenges. I avoid explicit content and would consider my writing to align with a PG-13 rating. At its heart, this is a story of faith—a testament to God’s love and grace to heal even the deepest wounds.

      If you are a survivor, I pray this story reminds you that healing is possible. For those supporting loved ones, I hope it inspires empathy and understanding. As a licensed therapist, I understand that some topics may be triggering, and I encourage you to prioritize your mental well-being.

      Thank you for trusting me with your time and heart.

      
        
        With love and grace,

        Sherrhonda

      

      

    

  


  
    
      For Nate and Geraldine Thank you.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Many waters cannot quench love; rivers cannot sweep it away.

        If one were to give

        all the wealth of one’s house for love, it would be utterly scorned.

        Song of Solomon 8:7, NIV

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            A Beautiful Devil

          

        

      

    

    
      Dominique Street sashayed across the multi-blue, wave-inspired carpet in Pastor David Kent Cole’s church office at Disciples of Christ Ministries, more affectionately known as DOC. She was wearing a pair of five-inch black stilettos that gave her petite height a model-like appearance. She wore a fitted black blouse that was unbuttoned just enough to tease helpless eyes with a barely hidden, black lace, push-up bra that showcased her breasts. Her short, black, wet-look skirt successfully drew attention to her curves. The petite beauty was an astonishing vixen. Her make-up was camera-ready, “beat” with a soft, natural look—not too heavily overdone—just the way David preferred. She hadn’t forgotten any of his idiosyncrasies. Her long, naturally curly, dark brown hair had been straightened, and it flowed past her shoulders in gentle spirals, accentuating her smooth, cocoa-brown complexion and innocent-looking eyes. It was an ingeniously beautiful disguise for the devil.

      David swallowed the last of his straight black coffee. With jittery hands, he steadied the cup on his desk to keep from dropping it. He wanted to remain calm and professional. He wanted to remain godly. But the audacity of Dominique Street showing up like this after her betrayal quickened an irate blaze in him. David’s handsome, honey-brown face, which moments ago had been a divine portrait of masculinity and fineness, was now marred with pure disdain.

      David had commanded stages all over the world. He’d been dubbed “The Turn Around Preacher” for his radical way of reaching youth and the work he’d done to usher the city of Detroit into a new era, filled with reduced crime rates and economic stability. His powerful youth and young adult ministries were well-known throughout the country. And having grown up on the northwest side of Detroit, David was no stranger to the hood. Back in his days before Christ, he had earned a reputation as one who was not to be crossed.

      Now, the forty-one-year-old, street-bred and Harvard-educated spiritual titan served as a spiritual consultant to top government officials and CEOs of corporations. He had earned both a bachelor’s degree in finance and an MBA from Harvard, as well as a master’s degree in divinity from Hilltop Theological Seminary, one of the top seminaries in the nation. Known for possessing a calm and reflective disposition, David was a true man of God who held firm to biblical principles. Right now, however, he was on the verge of losing it—feeling like that old David. The one he was before he accepted Christ in his late twenties. He still had the kind of swag and commanding presence that could disarm someone with his smile or downright intimidate a person with just a glance, depending on what one’s intentions were.

      David breathed in deeply and exhaled, determined not to let Dominique undo him. She’d proven in more ways than one that she was never the woman he thought she was. She was nothing like the woman he was going to marry in two short weeks. Dominique Street was something far beneath the woman he had now. For that reason alone, she could take her little too-short skirt, half-buttoned blouse, and five-inch heels, and walk right out of his office. And keep on walking. Period. She didn’t matter anymore.

      “What are you doing here?” David barked. His face held a cemented scowl. It was unlike him to come unglued. Normally, he was affable and approachable. But Dominique had hit a switch that had turned on volts of angry, indignant energy—enough to power and sustain all the electrical grids in the city.

      “Dave,” Dominique said, employing the nickname she’d given him during the time they were on more favorable terms with one another. “I really need to talk to you. It’s impor—” she started before David’s desk phone rang.

      David picked it up quickly, successfully ignoring Dominique. He’d been waiting for Ms. Naomi Harlow, one of his church members, to call him. Ms. Naomi had been a foster mother to sixteen-year-old Lorna Jones for a year, and Lorna had run away again. Before her placement with Ms. Naomi, Lorna had been in seven foster homes, mostly due to her uncontrollable behavior.

      One could call her placement with Ms. Naomi a success since she’d been with her an entire year—longer than she had been in any foster home. But no one had heard from the sixteen-year-old in two days. Before entering foster care at age fourteen, Lorna had lived on the streets since age twelve. As a habitual runaway, she was used to selling her body to survive. David hoped she hadn’t slipped back into the snare of the streets.

      Lorna and Ms. Naomi had gotten into a heated argument about Samuel, Lorna’s new boyfriend. Ms. Naomi was strict and old-fashioned. She didn’t believe in any sort of teenage courting. And Lorna claimed to be in love. David had met Samuel, and by his assessment, the kid had his head on pretty straight for a seventeen-year-old. That, however, didn’t appease Ms. Naomi in the least. She had her house rules and expected Lorna to abide by them. No boyfriends. No male company.

      “Good Afternoon, Ms. Naomi,” David said, while his eyes burned through Dominique. “Yes, ma’am . . . thank God! Right . . . I understand. I appreciate it . . . yes . . . yes . . . Cherelle and I will stop by on our way to dinner. You, too. God bless,” David said before returning the phone to its cradle.

      “Why are you here?” he questioned Dominique for the second time. All the warmth he’d spoken to Ms. Naomi with had dissipated. Dominique stepped closer. David extended his hand in a stop motion and took a step backward. Whatever Dominique had to say, she was going to say at a distance. She looked like she’d come to seduce him.

      “Da—”

      “Look, I don’t have anything to say to you. Please leave,” David interrupted in the firmest tone he could use without being flat-out disrespectful. He regretted the very day he met Dominique Street. She had caused nothing but calamity in his life. For a short period in his past, he had allowed himself to be drawn into her web. He still felt ashamed when he thought about it.

      Dominique sighed. David wasn’t making it easy for her to do what she’d come to do. “I just wanted to say I’m sorry, Dave. That’s all . . . I’m sorry.” Her soft brown eyes stared deep into David’s as if she were some hypnotist attempting to lure him into an alternate state of mind with her charm.

      “For what, Dominique? Being a liar? Or are you sorry for killing my child? Wait a minute . . . maybe you’re sorry for almost costing me my life—three bullets and a year’s worth of rehabilitation—learning to walk, talk, and dress myself all over again, huh?! Just what part are you sorry for, lady?” David’s voice had elevated at least three decibels. No trance here.

      “For everything, Dave. And I need you to forgive me . . .” Dominique whined. She fought hard to bring him into the state of consciousness she needed him to be in.

      “Lady, you are forgiven, and you are dismissed,” David said, nodding toward the door. He unconsciously pinched his bottom lip with his teeth. Dominique knew from experience that David tended to do that on two occasions: one, when he was turned on, and two, when he was about to blow a gasket. The latter was winning for her right now.

      Dominique advanced and invaded David’s space again. She reached out to touch his face, and he blocked her hand with his forearm. Instead of stimulating him like she’d planned, the sultry look in her eyes only disgusted him.

      “We used to be good together, Dave,” Dominique said in a tone that used to disarm David in a sensual way.

      David was quick to strike back. “No. We never were, but I thank you. Because if you hadn’t been the kind of—” he started, catching himself before he said something he would regret. “If you hadn’t been the kind of woman you are, I wouldn’t have the kind of woman I have now. I’m done. You can leave. Thank you. You’re welcome.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Put The Devil in His Place

          

        

      

    

    
      David’s fiancée, Cherelle DuPree, entered his office without knocking on the open door. Because of his position as pastor of one of the largest ministries in the country and his community involvement, Cherelle usually extended David the respect of not entering his office without permission—even if his door was open—to avoid inadvertently walking in on a counseling session or an important meeting. But today, she strolled in without hesitation and walked over to David. “Hi, honey,” she said, acknowledging him with a level of reverence and possessiveness that could not go unnoticed. She pressed a chaste kiss against his cheek. The chocolate diva’s presence disarmed David like a skilled bomb technician neutralizing a threat. And she looked delectable in the outfit she’d chosen for their special date night.

      Cherelle stood five feet six without heels. Today, however, she’d worn a sleek pair of Giuseppe Zanotti heeled sandals. They were nearly five inches tall, placing her at eye level with David, whose stature was six feet. Cherelle owned this particular shoe in three different colors: red, black, and royal blue. She’d mentioned to David that the sandal was called the Cruel Sandal. David couldn’t help but agree with whoever had named them because whenever he saw Cherelle in a pair, he had all kinds of thoughts running through his head that he couldn’t act on yet. Two weeks.

      This was David’s first time seeing the royal blue pair. The strappy heels had a distinct leather wing design that floated up the middle of Cherelle’s beautiful feet and buckled at the ankles. Her lilac-painted toes complemented the color of the sandals and the delicate ankle straps. The design was David’s favorite.

      Always polished-looking and flawless, even when she wasn’t dressed up or wearing any make-up, Cherelle sported a royal blue Roberto Cavalli wrap dress, several gold bangles on her wrists, and intricate sundial earrings to match. She held a gold Louis Vuitton clutch in her left hand. Her outfit was a representation of some of the luxury spoils she had attained from acting in two movies, serving as a producer on three others, and penning several books as a psychologist.

      Cherelle turned slightly and set her clutch in one of David’s chairs just to her right and stood at his side. She had been in the hallway listening to his conversation with Dominique.

      She examined Dominique’s revealing outfit—her tight blouse, itty-bitty skirt, high heels, and salon hairdo that had been meant to seduce the man she was going to marry in fourteen short days. A rebuking smirk communicated her disapproval. Cherelle spoke directly to the devil. “I’m Cherelle,” she said, turning her attention to Dominique.

      Dominique extended her hand. “I’m Dominique.”

      Cherelle did not reciprocate. She placed her hands on her solid but soft hips. “I know who you are. You went through the trouble of dressing up,” Cherelle said, making air quotes with her fingers, “just to say sorry? How contrite.”

      Dominique stepped forward. “This has nothing to do with you, Cherelle.”

      Cherelle took a step closer. “Anything that concerns David. Kent. Cole has everything to do with me, Dominique. So, don’t come back here,” she chastised Dominique.

      David stepped in front of his fiancée and straight-faced Dominique, “Like I said, we’re done here. Goodbye.” His cool, easy-going persona had returned, partly because when he was in Cherelle’s presence, nothing but love oozed from his pores. David’s words to Dominique had been spoken with enough quiet power to reiterate that she was neither wanted nor welcome. There was nothing left between them.

      Malcolm Porter, a security guard who had been on David’s security team for the last four years, entered David’s office through the open door. Malcolm was exactly six feet tall, the same as David, with a similar build. He was serious and used few words unless he was forced to do otherwise. His mere presence commanded respect.

      “Good evening, Officer Porter. “This lady needs an escort off the premises. Thank you,” David said.

      Malcolm received his orders like an efficient soldier. “Yes, sir,” he said to David before walking toward Dominique. “Ma’am, I’m Officer Porter, and I’m here to escort you off the premises,” Malcolm said to Dominique.

      “I’m good,” Dominique snarled as Malcolm approached her. She hurried in front of him and then turned back to Cherelle. “Insecure?” she goaded.

      Cherelle rolled her eyes. “Oh, please! You are dressed for the streets.”

      Shocked by Cherelle’s snide comment, David’s eyes bugged wide. In the two years he’d known Cherelle, he’d never heard his normally prim and kindhearted woman of God say anything to or about anyone that wasn’t uplifting. He walked over and closed his office door. “Kit, I’m sorry,” David said, calling Cherelle by the nickname he’d given her that was short for Kitten. She was two years older than him. So he teased her, saying that she was his kitten instead of his cougar. It was their inside joke. “I didn’t know she was coming. I don’t even know how she got into this private wing . . .”

      “Are you done?”

      Cherelle’s curt tone surprised David. “What do you mean, babe? Am I done speaking?”

      “No. Are you done with Dominique?”

      David sighed. “Yes . . . Kit . . . you know that.”

      “I want to make sure that you know that, David. She had no business being here . . . in your office dressed like that. She had no business here, period!”

      David had enough sense to know that he had to handle this situation delicately. He remembered his pastoral counseling training. A person had to be specific when he or she offended someone. “Sweetheart . . . I apologize that you walked into my private office and found Dominique here. I was blindsided by her presence, and I tried to handle the situation as best as I could. It will not happen again.” David picked up his desk phone and dialed the security station. “Number One, can you come to my office, please? You can let yourself in.”

      Juan Gomez, head of security at Disciples of Christ Ministries, was at David’s office door in no time. He knocked and waited for permission to enter instead of using his electronic key, despite David having told him to do so.

      “Number One, you’re clear,” David said through the door.

      Juan entered and nodded humbly. “Good evening, Pastor Cole and Sister Cherelle,” Juan said. He stood at attention and waited for David to address him. He was six feet four with a brown sugar complexion. A regular fitness buff, Juan’s solid, muscular frame made him look like a statue of pure muscle.

      David got straight to the point. “Good evening, Juan. I just wanted to let you know that we had a breach tonight. Someone let a woman into this private wing without my permission. And I want to make sure that it doesn’t happen again. I want to reiterate that the only people who are allowed to access this wing without my prior knowledge are my immediate family members. That would be Sister Cherelle, Gus Merrick, Deacon Lewis, and my parents—no exceptions. Everyone else needs to be cleared with me first. If I’m not available, they need to wait.”

      Juan nodded understandingly. “Yes, sir. I will take care of it right away, Pastor. I apologize for my team’s lack of professionalism. We will rectify the situation and ensure we don’t have this sort of problem again.” As a retired military police officer, Juan prided himself on ensuring order at DOC, and he settled for nothing less than professionalism and efficiency from his security team. Due to the number of gangs in the area and the high crime rate, it was necessary to have a security team that was up to par.

      “Thank you, Juan,” David said sincerely, shaking Juan’s hand and giving him a few firm pats on his back. He felt safe with Juan’s team, and he appreciated Juan’s work ethic and his level of excellence. For that, David compensated the team accordingly. He knew there would be a new security protocol in place by morning, and that he would receive the written document from Juan no later than midnight tonight.

      “No. Thank you, Pastor. I want to make sure that the team is on top of our job so that you and your family remain safe at all times,” Juan said, glancing at Cherelle with a smile.

      In Juan’s opinion, Cherelle was the epitome of class. She was always gracious whenever she interacted with any of the staff, treating everyone with dignity and esteem. The custodians and groundskeepers received the same level of respect she gave to visiting dignitaries, senators, and various celebrities she’d hosted at DOC with David. Cherelle smiled back at Juan, thanking him silently with her eyes for acknowledging her. Although some of the teens already referred to Cherelle as FLODOC, an acronym for First Lady of DOC, the security team only did it secretly to maintain professional decorum.

      “That’s it, Juan. We’ll be leaving in a few minutes,” David said.

      “Yes, sir,” Juan said. He shook David’s hand again and exited.

      When Cherelle turned to David, her smile was gone. “She came here to seduce you, David! In the church . . . in your office! I’m not okay with that!” Cherelle continued. “You have to be on guard!”

      “Babe, I am on guard,” David said calmly, empathizing with Cherelle. “I wouldn’t do anything to disgrace the Lord’s house or put my relationship with you in jeopardy. I’m fully aware that Dominique’s being here was a trick of the enemy. I sensed it as soon as she walked in. It’s done.”

      “She’s obviously not finished.”

      “But I’m finished, babe,” David pleaded. “You know that, Kit. So please, let’s not spoil our evening over her. I accept full responsibility for her entering this office. I should have had something in place with my security team beforehand. Moving forward, though, it won’t happen anymore. I promise, babe.” David stepped closer, compromising the space between them. “Please know that I try my best to make you feel safe and secure with me as your man—as your soon-to-be husband. I don’t purposely do things to hurt you or make you feel uncomfortable, Kit. You know that, babe,” David said, taking Cherelle’s hands in his. The sincere, sensuous timbre of his voice, coupled with his handsomeness, was enough to make any woman forget her anger and be under his spell, agreeing to or accepting anything he might say. He hadn’t intended to be sexy or sensuous, but his low, tenor rumble infused with frankness and his genuine will to protect her almost had Cherelle forgetting what she needed to say to him.

      Cherelle stood in front of David and stared at her handsome beau for a long moment. She studied his caramel face and his strong jawline that held just a hint of softness. There was a polished ruggedness to him. Any other time, she would have been captivated by his six-foot athletic build, his low-cut fade, and his dark, hypnotic eyes. But right now, she was arrested by a Molotov cocktail of emotions. Anger. Hurt. Jealousy. The thought of another woman seducing David induced a vomitous feeling in her gut. And the mere consideration that he might desire another woman—especially Dominique—that way made Cherelle’s stomach churn.

      She looked away and then held her head down. Her right leg wiggled nervously as she finally looked up at David and spoke softly. “I need to know that you are completely done with anyone or anything that happened in your past, David. I have saved myself for you emotionally and physically, and I have given you everything the Lord has allowed me to give you . . .” Cherelle’s voice trailed off.

      When the first tear trickled from Cherelle’s dreamy, slanted eyes and slid down her soft chocolate face, David knew that his supposed-to-be romantic evening was on skates and a rollercoaster quickly heading south. Cherelle was rarely overly sensitive, so David knew he had to douse the growing wildfire in the room.

      He blew out a breath and soaked up her tears with the pads of his thumbs, “Kit, I’m really sorry. I mean it. I⁠—”

      “I need to have a quick word with you, it’s important!” Deacon Lewis, David’s long-time armor bearer and surrogate grandfather, said through the door while knocking simultaneously.

      “Give me a minute,” David returned loud enough so that Deacon Lewis could hear him.

      Deacon Lewis entered the office dressed in a casual pair of navy slacks and a baby blue button-up. It was an updated departure from his signature deacon’s uniform, which always consisted of a suit and tie. He claimed he was trying to relax a little and blend in more with the young people, but David had a feeling that it had more to do with Sister Nadine Harper, a seventy-five-year-old widow who had recently joined the church’s gardening ministry, of which Deacon Lewis was the chairperson.

      “I said—” David started, but he remembered that at eighty-two, Deacon Lewis’s hearing was not what it used to be. He probably thought that David had said, ‘Come in.’

      “Daughter,” Deacon Lewis greeted Cherelle, hugging her and kissing her on the cheek. His soft and silky salt and pepper waves and café au lait skin reminded Cherelle of Cab Calloway. Deacon Lewis was the spriest eighty-two-year-old Cherelle had ever known.

      “Hi, Deacon Lewis,” Cherelle said. She hugged him and quickly rubbed her eyes to get rid of the evidence her tears had left behind. “My allergies are acting up,” she lied.

      Deacon Lewis nodded, but an unbelieving look danced in his eyes.

      “Excuse me, I need to use the restroom,” Cherelle said. She grabbed her tote and sprinted into David’s private restroom.

      With his jaw firmly set, Deacon Lewis closed the space between David and himself. He whispered his reprimand. “Look what you’ve done! You made her cry, didn’t you? You know better, son.”

      David knew from Deacon Lewis’s tone that Deacon Lewis was no longer addressing him as his armor bearer, driver, and church deacon, but instead, he was operating in his role as David’s surrogate grandfather. David threw his hands up and whisper-argued back. “I didn’t mean to . . . Dominique just showed up!”

      “Dominique had no business in this office with you!”

      “I don’t even know how she got back here! It wasn’t my fault!”

      “Louis, that new security guard, got his eyes and mind stuck in places they shouldn’t be; that’s how. He let her in. He stays on his cell phone more than he does securing anything around the Lord’s house. I’m sure Juan is gonna fire him, but that ain’t no excuse for you! Ms. Dominique is full of the devil and bent on corrupting you again! She has no place here!” Deacon Lewis fumed.

      David had shared most of the details of his and Dominique’s past relationship with Deacon Lewis. He had to fight to keep their argument at a whisper level. “If you saw so much, why didn’t you do something!?”

      “I did! I sent Malcolm in. Besides, I saw Ms. Cherelle coming, and I knew she would put the devil in his place.” Deacon Lewis wagged his finger in David’s face. “But you better be on guard! Don’t you dare hurt Ms. Cherelle over something that was meant to tear you and your ministry apart! Ms. Cherelle’s been through too much with you—for you!” Deacon Lewis continued. Then, in a sudden mood shift, he paused for a few moments and eyed David pensively. In a loving gesture, he placed his hand on David’s shoulder. “Son, giving the devil even one second is too long. And I know you know this very well. See to it that you stay away from Ms. Dominique, even if she don’t stay away from you. I love you, son. Good night.”

      Deacon Lewis left just as unassumingly as he’d entered. David rubbed the sides of his temples. Then he walked over and tapped lightly on his restroom door.

      “Kit . . . open up.”

      The door creaked open slowly, and Cherelle stood in the archway. It appeared as if she’d washed her face and reapplied her makeup. She spoke first. “I’m sorry, honey. I didn’t mean to be so emotional. I have a lot on my mind with the wedding and stuff. I guess I’m a little stressed.”

      “No, I’m the one who needs to apologize, babe. I regret that our date night has started this way. And I want to make things right with you. Can we please start over right now, babe?” David asked. “I never want the enemy to win when it comes to me and you.”

      Cherelle knew David was right. It was the enemy’s plan to upset and rattle what God was doing in their relationship—bringing them together in a holy union. “Okay, I would love to do that, my king,” Cherelle said.

      David warmed all over, and a simple joy spread across his face, exposing his straight white teeth. Cherelle had been addressing him as her king since their engagement. It was another one of their inside jokes. She had previously referred to him as King David because of the way he managed others. But now, he was her king in a way that claimed her whole heart and his.

      David leaned against the doorframe. “Kit, babe, you are absolutely gorgeous. Your hair is lovely . . .” David said honestly, touching Cherelle’s natural mane that she wore in a twist-out. “And you got this dress speaking to me,” he chuckled. “And for the record, since we’re in the Lord’s house, and He already knows what I’m about to say . . . The only woman I’ve been thinking about, dreaming about, and wanting is you. In fact, I’ve had to do quite a bit of repenting for thinking too hard about our wedding night and honeymoon. I love you more than anything in this world, and I know that you are my blessing from God. I honor that, and I can’t wait to show you just how much—how deeply in love with you I am . . .” David said. He pressed his forehead against Cherelle’s and gently rubbed his nose against hers. He hugged her close for a moment and kissed her on the cheek.

      Months ago, before they’d become officially engaged, David had been led by the Lord to place a moratorium on kissing until their wedding day to keep their courtship holy. He knew it wasn’t a sin for Christian couples who were courting to kiss, but for him and his fiancée, he knew they couldn’t; his attraction to Cherelle was too strong.

      He’d learned from his past mistakes with Dominique that not sticking to boundaries was a prelude to disaster. His sexual indiscretion with her had cost him more than he’d been prepared to pay. Beyond placing a strain on his relationship with God and costing him his spiritual peace, it had almost cost him his life. Over a year ago, Dominique’s romantic involvement with Brent King, a dirty narcotics officer, led to him ordering a hit on her for her lack of loyalty. David had subsequently been caught in the crossfire, sustaining three gunshot wounds, one of them to the left side of his brain, which left him in rehab for almost a year, learning simple tasks again. He was a walking miracle.

      He was determined to protect himself and Cherelle from falling. He wanted their union to be blessed, so he took extra care in keeping it pleasing to the Lord—except for the occasional thoughts he’d been having for the last few weeks. But that was another problem altogether. One that would be resolved soon enough.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Walk and Talk

          

        

      

    

    
      After they’d checked on Ms. Naomi and given Lorna Jones a good talking to, Cherelle begged David to see one of the new homes the church had helped to renovate in the surrounding neighborhood. Disciples of Christ Ministries was involved in a joint initiative with the city to provide homeownership through a strategic housing program. Being a regular HGTV junkie, Cherelle loved looking at new and renovated homes. Standing in the kitchen of one of the new homes, she trailed her fingers over the white quartz counter in the kitchen. “They did such a wonderful job,” Cherelle beamed, as she studied the espresso-stained cabinets and opened each one, admiring the workmanship.

      “Yeah. Dad’s construction company handled most of the work, but he employed a lot of workers from the church. It does look very nice. I’m proud of it.”

      Cherelle winked at David. “You should be, my king,” she said. “You are really helping to turn this neighborhood around. People are moving back into this neighborhood because of all the new housing and businesses. And neighbors on the block are taking pride in their homes and this community. It looks beautiful.”

      Cherelle’s half-brother, Corey Perry, pastor of Greater Christian Center Church, focused on economic empowerment for his congregation so that they could be good stewards of the resources God had given them. He’d shared some of his ideas with David, which prompted David to take up a new charge in the community surrounding his church.

      “Well, Corey gave me the idea to help the young adults focus on financial literacy and economic stability through homeownership. As a church, if we can teach them how to properly steward their finances so that they can use their resources to further God’s mission, I see it as a win-win. But let’s get moving so we can start our date night. I’ve been looking forward to it,” David said.

      Cherelle sauntered over to David and reached for his hand.“Me too, my king,” she said. David took her left hand in his, brought it to his lips, and placed soft, wet, lingering kisses all over it. He pulled her closer. “I love you so much, babe,” he whispered into her ear.

      “I love you, too, my king.”

      “I need you to do me a favor, babe . . .”

      Cherelle pulled back and eyed David seriously. “Yes, honey, what is it?”

      “Don’t wear this dress or these shoes again until we are married!” David said. He nudged her playfully. “As a matter of fact, I think I need you to stay away from me.”

      “You know you are incorrigible, right?”

      “Yes, I do. Come on, let’s go.”

      They walked hand in hand to the front door. David turned on the alarm system, and they exited. It was now dusk, and an orange-blue sky greeted them as they stepped out onto the porch. Three young men walked toward the house with purpose. David surveyed their surroundings cautiously. There were no other people visible aside from an elderly man across the street who was walking his dog. In a protective stance, David stepped in front of Cherelle as they walked down the porch stairs and onto the home’s walkway that led to the sidewalk.

      How are you brothers doing tonight?” David greeted them when he and Cherelle neared the sidewalk. He’d learned that it was better to address people on the streets in rough neighborhoods, rather than automatically assume they were up to no good. But the neighborhood surrounding his church had one of the highest crime rates in the country.

      “Oh, we doin’ real good, Pastor Cole,” one of the young men said. David could tell by the young man’s persona that he was the one in charge. David supposed it was the job of the other two to stand around and look intimidating while the leader spoke.

      “That’s good. Be blessed,” David returned, relieved that the young man had addressed him respectfully by name. That at least meant the trio was friendly.

      The young men stopped just as David and Cherelle stepped onto the sidewalk. The couple was just a few feet away from David’s truck. Cherelle squeezed David’s hand, and he felt her tension. Maybe these weren’t friendly young people. Ordinarily, Cherelle felt protected with David, but these days, and in this neighborhood, people carried guns. She feared him getting into any kind of scuffle. Despite his miraculous recovery from the shooting incident that happened a little over a year ago, Cherelle knew that any sort of re-injury could cause David a devastating setback.

      “How can I bless you?” David asked the young men.

      “We just want to talk to you for a little bit, Pastor Cole,” the leader said. There was something deviant in the young man’s eyes.

      “Okay, but can we keep it brief, fellas? My fiancée and I have an important event to attend tonight.”

      The three young men formed a circle wall around Cherelle and David.

      “Oh. Pardon my manners,” the leader said. He used hand gestures as he introduced himself and his partners. “I’m Rico,” he said, spreading his fingers over his chest as if he were reciting some oath. He was tall and slim, with hard features and dark eyes, set against skin the color of honey. “This is Dre, and this is Skip,” he continued, gesturing to the other two like a used car salesman. The other two grim-looking young men nodded. They resembled one another and could have been brothers. They had the same dark complexions and stocky builds. Then David noticed the tattoo in the center of Rico’s right hand. It was a horizontal marking with the letters T and S in an elaborate Victorian font, the symbol for the gang who called themselves The Sect.

      “Okay, Rico. Dre. Skip. What can I do for you?” David asked, keeping his eyes on Skip and Dre.

      “Are you familiar with a young lady named Sharia Tate, Pastor Cole?” Rico asked.

      “Sharia . . . yes . . .” David recalled. He knew her well, and she was a handful. She’d gotten saved and was new to the church. She was learning how to walk as a Christian, and it was taking a little more effort than she thought, but David had employed some of the mature young women in the church to mentor her.

      “Is she your girlfriend?” David asked. Perhaps this young man was angry because his girlfriend was in church now. It wouldn’t be the first time David had been confronted about an issue like this, especially from gang members.

      “Nah, she’s my little sister . . .”

      “Okay . . . is there something you’re concerned about, Rico?”

      Rico smiled slyly. “I think we should take a walk and talk about it,” he said.

      David knew that was altogether a bad idea. “I really don’t have the time right now, fellas. But you can schedule an appointment, and I can meet with you at the church.” David said, attempting to bypass them. Rico blocked David’s path.

      “Nah, I think right now works better for me.”

      Dre opened his jacket just enough so that David could catch a glimpse of the weapon he was carrying. Skip did the same. David was certain this wasn’t a friendly greeting after all, and his first concern was Cherelle. He wasted no time acting. “O-o-kay, but she needs to go. This doesn’t involve her.”

      Rico shrugged. “That’s up to you.”

      “Kit, go back to the church and wait for me,” David said. He pressed his car key into Cherelle’s palm. “Let Deacon Lewis and Pastor Clint know that I took a walk with some of the neighbors.”

      Cherelle spoke in a quivering voice. “No . . . I—I’m gonna stay with you.” Her heart pumped so furiously; it echoed in her ears. A welt whipped across her face in an instant. Whenever she was nervous or upset, it happened. Her eyes held the terror she felt in pools of water.

      “Cherelle,” David said firmly, “I love you. Do as I say, babe.” With a nod of his head, David gestured toward the truck. Cherelle hesitated. David kissed her quickly on her forehead. “Go,” he said, reiterating his command.

      Shaking, Cherelle sulked to the truck on unsteady legs. She climbed in slowly and started the engine with her eyes still glued on David. And David didn’t move until she had pulled off.

      Rico let out an expletive. “Fine and obedient! I likes that! That’s the kind of chick I need in my life!”

      “Don’t ever disrespect her,” David warned.

      Rico erupted in a sinister laugh. “This dude right here, he got heart!” he said to Dre and Skip. He turned to David. “Now let’s walk.”
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        * * *

      

      Cherelle burst into DOC’s Friday night youth event held in the church’s grand meeting hall; she searched the room for Pastor Clint
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