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Chapter 1: Saturday Tea Time – The Scuttlebutt Session
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It was 10:30 a.m. Saturday morning, and the Dallas bistro Le Posh was already jumping. It was that upscale kind of joint that smells like expensive vanilla candles and serious business. The wait staff moved with a precise, almost tactical energy, because they knew the crowd arriving wasn't just here to eat; they were here to deconstruct the week.

The four women had the prime table, corner booth, reserved by the kind of strategic thinking normally applied to military maneuvers. This was not a meeting; it was the ultimate, raw intelligence debriefing mixed with a high-stakes roast of the people who paid their mortgages.

Cindy Smith was the first to arrive. Cindy from Ebenezer AME. Royalty, straight up. She was sitting in a tailored cream jumpsuit that had probably cost more than some of her members’ annual income. She was still wearing her shades, a pair of oversized, designer things that were hiding a look of absolute, soul-tired exhaustion from whatever Wednesday night service drama had gone down. Cindy wasn’t just a First Lady; she was an institution.

Portia Smalls swept in next. Portia, from First Baptist. Married to Victor. Portia was always polished, but today she walked like a woman who was holding on to a grenade with a loose pin. There was a dangerous look in her eye, that ‘I dare you to say something’ kind of energy that meant she had been bottling up some heavy artillery since Friday afternoon.

Letty Walker from True Worship Baptist arrived holding a purse that was too small to hold anything practical but was perfect for making a statement. Letty was all kinetic energy; as soon as she sat, her long, blood-red acrylic nails started tapping a fast, irritable beat on the tablecloth. Letty didn’t do quiet, and she didn't do wait.

Finally, Paula King of Believers Baptist bustled in, checking her reflection in a compact mirror one last time. Paula was the amplification engine; she never met a rumor she couldn't immediately verify, magnify, analyze, and then completely dismantle with criticism. Paula was the woman who read the fine print in everyone’s business.

They didn’t even need to look at the menu. The waiters knew the drill. The first round of mimosas materialized instantly and disappeared even faster.

"Right," Letty said, letting out a heavy, satisfied exhale that meant she was officially off-duty. "I had to almost literally change the locks on my front door to get out before Sam caught me asking about the budget again. He always wants to talk about ‘stewardship’ when I ask why we are auditing the same account three times." She eyed her tapping fingers. "It's Saturday. It's our day. The Lord got his time tomorrow. This morning belongs to the scuttlebutt."

Portia set her mimosa down with a decisive click, her gaze shifting to the others. The grenade pin was coming loose. "Chile, this week the rumors are not just talking; they are advanced calculus. Advanced, okay? Total manifestations." Paula leaned in, her eyes lighting up at the promise of nuclear data.

Paula whispered, "advanced calculus manifestations? Girl, First Baptist is advanced in something other than just the length of their services? Spill. The. Tea."

"First of all," Portia began, her voice dropping to that smooth, dangerous whisper that only people with real secrets understand. "You know Sister Agnes from the choir? The one who thinks she’s a Soprano but is really just a flat-key weapon? The one whose husband left the deacon board and the city because he said she ‘sang too high’?"

Letty nodded. "Agnes. Lord help her pitch problem and her ego."

"Well," Portia continued, "Victor had a ‘leadership strategy meeting’ last Tuesday night. You know those night strategy meetings. The secretary told me Victor was only meeting with Brother Jackson. But here’s the advanced calculus: I ran into Brother Jackson at the supermarket on Thursday, and he asked how the meeting went, because he left at seven-thirty. So Victor was strategizing with who until eleven?"

Paula’s eyebrows practically shot into her hairline. "Agnes? Victor was in the inner sanctum strategizing Agnes onto the right path? Did he counsel her, Portia?"

Portia smirked, a dangerous, cold smile. "That’s the advanced part. The usher said Agnes left the church office very late. And she wasn't wearing her usual four-layers-of-modesty dress. She was wearing something that... well, let's just say, the Holy Ghost didn't design it. She was smiling when she left."

"Smiling!" Cindy echoed. "Agnes only smiles when the visiting pastor drops his offering notes in the baptismal pool. Since when does Agnes have a path or a smile? Counseling Agnes? John doesn't counsel anyone that late unless they are donating a building and the check is currently on fire."

"Okay, my turn," Letty announced, almost vibrating with the need to dump her load of information. "Paula, if you thought First Baptist was wild, True Worship is currently a whole other kind of dynamic. We are not advanced; we are absolute."

They all locked onto Letty instantly. Letty didn’t just gossip; she observed the economics of the scandal.

"Chile," Letty began, "this week the rumors are rumoring, okay? First, Sister Brenda. You know Brenda. Brenda who drives that luxury SUV, gets the new handbag every month, and always walks the offering plate down the aisle like it’s a runway at Paris Fashion Week?"

Cindy nodded. "Brenda. Always trying to get everyone to look at her shoes during the prayer of thanksgiving."

"Well," Letty smirked, enjoying the setup. "Deacon Miller—you know he checks everyone’s business like he works for the FBI—he said Brenda hasn't actually put any money in the plate in three months. In three months, ladies! Not a dime. All those handbags and SUVs, and she has not laid hands on a tithing envelope."

Paula gasped. "Three months! The mandatory tithe! Brenda, child, the audacity. John would call a meeting right in the middle of a praise song to audit her."

Letty laughed. "Audacity? Brenda tells the usher board she has a ‘direct debit’ set up. Since when does Brenda, who can't even remember to direct debit her light bill, have a direct debit set up for True Worship? So, naturally, I checked. And shocking news: she does not."

"Lying about direct debit to skip tithing?" Portia shook her head. "Brenda is not faint of heart. Sam needs to stop that sermon series about ‘Abundance’ and start one on ‘Internal Revenue Audits.’ Is Brenda even coming to church?"

"Bold?" Letty scoffed. "Girl, she’s broke and trying to keep appearances. But wait, it gets better. Deacon Miller swore he saw Brenda open her huge, empty-child-sized handbag during the offering passing. She did not put money in. She pulled money out of the plate! She stole from the Lord and lied about it? The scuttlebutt is that True Worship is trying to decide whether to pray for her or just call the police."

Cindy sighed, shifting her weight, her large pearl earrings catching the high-noon light. "Stolen money. Brenda. True Worship is dynamic, for sure. But chile, this week the rumors are mostly about my own household, and Lord knows I am just trying to survive without letting anyone see me crack."

The other three First Ladies instantly pivoted. Scandal in another church was entertaining, but scandal in their own circle? That was primary information.

Paula asked, genuine concern briefly replacing the rumor-lust. "Your household? Is John okay?"

"John is fine," Cindy said, dismissively waving a hand. "He’s preaching that series on 'The Strength of the Faithful.' He’s built of stone. But my oldest, Sarah? You know Sarah, the sweet missionary girl who sings in the junior choir?"

The ladies nodded.

"Well," Cindy continued, "Sarah came home this week and her hair wasn't the braid we paid for. It was... a vibrant, almost violent shade of blue. Blue, ladies. For a Wednesday night youth choir rehearsal. Blue hair. You know how the Deaconess board feels about makeup, much less blue hair. They stopped the service to pray over her, acting like she was possessed."

Portia started laughing, that deep, rich laugh of a woman who had seen it all. "Blue hair? At Ebenezer? Girl, they probably didn't just pray; they probably called the Elders and had an immediate intervention. Blue hair in the choir? The rumors in the pews must be fire."

"Expressing her art," Letty giggled. "True Worship has kids expressing themselves with things we just ignore, but at least blue hair is visible. My son is ‘expressing his art’ by refusing to wear socks to church. John might resilience his way through it, but socks are non-negotiable for my household."

Paula snapped her fingers. "Socks! Paula King, if your next update is about socks or blue hair, I will audit your entire operation. Chile, First Ladies are dynamic, and I need dynamic information."

Paula smiled, a terrifying, slow smile that was full of raw power. She let the silence hang, knowing exactly how to control a room. "First of all, Porter did not come home last night."

The mimosas were simultaneously put down with enough force to threaten the glass. This was a direct hit. Nuclear codes. Level-five alert. Believers Baptist Pastor Porter King, the man who literally wrote the book Husband of One Wife, did not return home.

Paula leaned back, savoring the shock. "He claimed he had to go to an 'emergency leadership summit' in San Antonio that somehow, mysteriously, he forgot to tell me about until three o'clock yesterday afternoon. san Antonio."

Portia whispered, "San Antonio? A summit? You checked?"

"I checked everything," Paula said, her eyes flashing fire beneath her subtle makeup. "There is no 'leadership summit' in San Antonio that is registered. I checked. The only leadership summit I found is right here in Dallas, and it is for women in ministry, which, as we all know, Porter King is most certainly not. He packed a bag, kissed me goodbye, and went to 'mentor the leaders' in San Antonio. mentoring."

Letty whispered, almost in awe. "Mentoring. Counseling. Strategy. I tell you, these pastors must think we are all on a collective vacation in delusion-land. Did you call him, Paula? What did he say?"

Paula smiled again, that terrifying, slow smile that meant the building was already on fire. "I didn't call him. I texted him. Because, as you all know, I checked his desk drawers before he left. And he was in such a hurry he left the key in that locked, special drawer. In that drawer, I found three receipts for very high-end, very romantic dinners. Receipts on nights he was supposedly 'counseling the youth ministry leaders.' And guess what the signature looked like? It looked like Porter, but right next to it? It said, 'Dinner with K.'"

"K?" Portia and Cindy gasped in unison. The neighboring table looked over nervously.

Letty asked, "Is there anyone at Believers Baptist named K?"

Paula nodded, taking another slow sip of her mimosa. "K. Kimberly. The very young, very beautiful new Praise and Worship leader that Porter personally hired three months ago to ‘inject new energy.’ Well, it looks like Porter is definitely injecting something. Mentoring Kimberly in San Antonio."

Cindy’s eyes went wider. "Kimberly? The one whose dresses are questionable in length? Paula! Kimberly?"

Paula’s terrifying smile returned. "Yes. Kimberly. So, I texted Porter a photo of the receipts and the desk key, and I said: ‘I hope mentoring Kimberly is going well at the non-existent leadership summit in San Antonio. Because the direct debit for your life is canceled. The lock on the house has been changed. Have a dynamic weekend. K-byeeeee.’"

The other three First Ladies erupted in simultaneous, chaotic laughter, shock, and celebratory toasts. True Worship, First Baptist, Ebenezer AME, and Believers Baptist might have different doctrines, but at Le Posh on a Saturday morning, the architecture of freedom was built from
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