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Reverend Emerson James looked out at his packed congregation...and wondered which of his parishioners was blackmailing him.

I know all about your dirty secrets.

I’ll stay quiet for a price.

Five million dollars.

Emerson’s brow dripped with sweat, and it wasn’t just because of the humidity in the sanctuary. The note hadn’t been signed, but the person who’d slipped it under his office door had promised to be in touch with further instructions soon.

Emerson dabbed at his forehead with his handkerchief as his eyes swept the semi-circular room, starting with the section on the far left. Surely it couldn’t be Claudette Williams? He had slept with her only a handful of times, the last time being two weeks ago just after her husband had left for his latest deployment. No, Claudette had a lot to lose—just as he did. The newlywed from Jamaica had recently come to High River, North Carolina and would not want to jeopardize her status here by admitting to an affair.

Emerson’s eyes bounced over the second and third sections of the sanctuary, then went higher, to the balcony. Many of the congregants were waving fans on this hot Saturday morning. The ceiling fans were on full blast, but the air conditioning had clunked out so the crowded room was humid. He loved it though. Church always seemed more alive when the seats were full and the room was hot, the words of his sermon hanging in the drops of moisture in the air.

Five million dollars! Who would have the nerve?

He gripped the edges of the ornate wood pulpit before continuing. “You see it’s really quite simple,” he intoned. “It’s not about your education level, or the fact that you’re driving the latest Mercedes, or how big your bank account is. That’s not going to get you a first-class ticket on the train to heaven.” He pointed a finger upward. “It’s about what’s in your heart.” He turned the finger to aim it at his chest. “Do you give willingly? Or do you pull up to the women’s shelter in your Mercedes G-Wagon and carry in that bag of donations, just because you want to be seen?”

He did an exaggerated strut across the large podium, imitating someone carrying bags and looking around for adoration—much to the delight of his parishioners. There were bursts of laughter all through the room.

“Mercy!” Enid Baxter, seated near the front of the middle section, waved a hand in the air. The fair-skinned beauty was always vocal during his sermons.

Hmm, she could be a likely candidate, Emerson thought. Enid was the church’s biggest gossip. But Emerson always kept his indiscretions discreet. Besides, Enid didn’t need five million dollars. Her husband was Hayden Baxter, the Carolina Panthers’ star quarterback. They had a ton of money and always tithed well beyond ten percent.

“First Corinthians 13 verse 3 says, If I give all I possess to the poor and give over my body to hardship that I may boast, but do not have love, I gain nothing.”

His eyes wandered to the left side of the room, near the middle. Was it Minette Walters? She had been moody and cold with him lately, especially after he had rebuffed her latest advance. The woman wasn’t his type. Robust, she had an attractive face, but a body that would never inspire lust in him.

He glanced toward the back of the sanctuary on the far right, where Shirley Oliver sat on her own, her large pink hat perched over one side of her face. He couldn’t see her eyes. His stomach tightened. She could be the one behind the note. Emerson had thought that she was up for a no-strings attached fling, something to perk her up because of the problems she was having with her husband. But she’d gotten clingy, and now claimed that she was in love with him. In fact, just last week she’d asked when he was going to leave his wife. But of course he couldn’t do that. He was Reverend Emerson James of the High River North Carolina 7th Day Nondenominational Church, the biggest church in this suburb outside of Charlotte. To leave his wife would cause a scandal that the church couldn’t recover from.

And that was something that Shirley had to have known when she’d gotten involved with him. Their relationship was meant to be secret, something for the two of them to enjoy when they had the time. Nothing more.

“All that we have is because of God’s goodness,” Emerson went on, bringing his mind back to the sermon. He needed to concentrate on his words, on delivering the message that he was so good at delivering. “Of course, He gives us these blessings for us to enjoy. But we are always to remember that we are blessed because of Him. We need to be grateful for what we have. Instead of being greedy and wanting more, give. With a willing heart.” His eyes wandering over the congregation again, Emerson hoped that his words had gotten through to the blackmailer. To the person who had sent him the note that had pulled the rug out from beneath him. Five million dollars was the epitome of greed.

It had to be Shirley. Shirley was in love with him and wanted them to leave their respective spouses. Or maybe it was her husband, Gilbert? Maybe he knew exactly why he and Shirley were no longer getting along—that all those counseling sessions had led to something more.

“Expecting more is a slap in the face to a God who has already given us so much,” Emerson said, slowly looking around the room. “And here’s the amazing thing. The more you give, the more you receive. Let me repeat that because I don’t think you heard me. The more you give with a willing heart, the more the Lord blesses you. Can I get a witness?”

Hands went into the air, and people called out in agreement.

But Enid’s voice was the loudest as she exclaimed, “Amen!”

Were his words getting through to whomever was out to destroy him?

Emerson acknowledged that he was not a perfect man. He had failed in so many ways. The Lord knew that he was weak in the flesh, and he prayed about it all the time. But the women at church seemed to not care that he was married, that he had two children. They were enthralled by his weekly sermons, the way he delivered them. For some of the women, the way he preached was a turn on.

Some had actually told him that in the texts they sent along with nude photos.

In his first year of ministry, Emerson was stunned to receive not just a few cards and letters expressing admiration, but cards and letters that had outright offers for sex. Cell phones had made the communication even simpler—it was easy to send racy text messages. The first time he’d received a picture of an up close vagina, he’d been jarred . . . but now he was used to it. His phone was always in his possession so that his wife never saw such a text.

Emerson knew that basketball players and musicians got hit on all the time. They had woman slipping panties into their jacket pockets and leaving them hotel room keys. But when he had started out in ministry twenty years ago, he had never known that the pulpit would offer him the same kind of perks.

Emerson glanced at his tablet, finding his place in the sermon. He cleared his throat and continued. “As the Bible says in Luke chapter 6 verse 38, Give and it will be given to you. For with the measure you use, it will be measured to you.”

#
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EMERSON STOOD WIPING his brow as the congregants exited the sanctuary. He was at the front of the receiving line, with his elders and deacons following behind him. He shook hands and smiled, greeting all of the weekly regulars, and a couple of new faces. “Thank you for joining us today,” he said to the young woman whose beauty did not escape him. She had bright brown eyes, and was she looking at him with adoration? Or was he imagining that?

She held his hand a little too long before releasing it. “Thank you for the wonderful sermon. I was inspired.”

“I’m glad I was able to reach you with the Lord’s words. They come from Him direct to me. I take no credit.” Emerson attempted a bashful smile.

“I’ve been hearing great things about you,” the woman said.

“Is that so?”

“You have quite the reputation, even beyond High River and Charlotte,” she told him. “An honest preacher who always has a timely message. And I must say, I’ve been looking for a nondenominational church that worships on Saturdays. I believe in observing the seventh day as the Sabbath, as the Bible says we should. I drove forty minutes to get here, but I’ll definitely be back.”

“Praise the Lord,” Emerson said.

The woman wandered off, shaking the elder’s hand, and Emerson shot a furtive glance her way, hoping that his gaze landing on her perfectly round bottom was not obvious to those around him. As he turned back to greet the next congregant, a jolt rocked his body when he saw that it was Shirley. His eyes widened in alarm, but he quickly masked it with a smile. “Sister Oliver.” He took her hand in both of his. “It’s good to see you, as always.”

“Reverend James,” she began, her voice sounding heavy. “I was hoping we could have a moment to talk.” She shot a glance at Head Elder Marcel Lake, who stood to his left. “About the project you have me working on,” she added.

“Oh, yes. Well, if you call Maxine on Monday, she can schedule an appointment for you this week.”

“I was hoping that perhaps you could make some time for me later today,” she said quietly, stressing the words.

“Today may be impossible for me. I’m very busy. As you know, with the guest church here and our outreach in the neighborhood this afternoon...”

“I’ll only need a few minutes,” she insisted.

Emerson shifted from one foot to the other. Arguing further would only cause those waiting to shake his hand to wonder what was going on. He was aware that some people suspected him of bad behavior. But in this congregation of twelve hundred, his indiscretions were not that many...were they? There were only three women he was currently sleeping with. And only once in a while.

“Are you staying for lunch?” he asked Shirley.

“You know I am. I brought my famous potato salad.”

Emerson laughed heartily, perhaps too loudly. “Oh, you do know that I enjoy your potato salad. The Lord has gifted you with some fine abilities.”

Her eyes perked up, and her lips lifted in a slight grin. Clearly, she had taken his words in a way other than he’d intended them. Though that was the truth as well. Oh, she was gifted in the art of seduction. He hadn’t been able to refuse her.

“I’ll see you downstairs,” she said to him.

Sweat was dripping from his brow now. Once again, he used his handkerchief to wipe it. And then he turned to face Sister Macey, who was leaning on her cane as she regarded him. She was one of the older ladies in the church, and she sized him up with a sidelong glance that had him feeling as though he were on the hot seat. Did she know? Sense something?

“Sister Macey, so glad you’re feeling well enough to come out and join us today.”

“You know I never miss your sermon if I don’t have to.”

“Did you watch last week’s sermon online?”

“Unfortunately not. I’m too old to figure out all that technical stuff. I spent some quiet time with my Bible and the Lord.”

“Nothing wrong with that,” Emerson said. “I certainly hope you enjoyed today’s message.”

“You know I did. We absolutely have to appreciate everything the Lord has blessed us with. Too many people just want more, more, more. Especially some of the young people. They don’t understand that failure builds character.”

“That’s why it’s great to have members like you and your sister in the church. The older members sharing their experiences and challenges is so valuable.”

Sister Macey beamed. “Thank you, Reverend. I agree.”

Sister Macey definitely would not be blackmailing him. She had given so much to the church. Over the years she’d taught Sabbath school, had been on the board numerous times, had participated in all of the church’s outreach programs, and had worked diligently in the kitchen preparing meals until she’d needed a knee replacement. Sister Macey had dedicated her life to the church—which she freely admitted had been a factor in the downfall of her marriage. But she would choose Christ over a man any day.

“I hope you’re staying for lunch,” Emerson said.

“Of course.”

Feeling eyes boring into him, Emerson glanced toward the steps that led to the basement level. Shirley stood near the railing, staring in his direction. She gave him a long look, her irritation evident. 

Then she turned and started down the stairs.
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CHAPTER 2
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Claudette glanced up from her bulletin and caught the look that passed between Reverend James and Shirley. It lingered too long, then Shirley swiveled on her heel and started down the stairs to the basement. As Shirley breezed past her, her eyes were filled with angst and her pale brown skin was tinged with pink, piquing Claudette’s curiosity.

What is that about? Claudette wondered, watching the woman practically flee. Shirley was a ball of emotion. Why? Trouble in her marriage? 

Though Claudette had been in North Carolina for less than a year and didn’t know many at this church very well, Shirley and Gilbert had always struck her as an odd couple. Not just because Shirley was slim and very attractive while Gilbert was chunky and average, but because they seemed so disinterested in each other. They didn’t even sit beside each other during the church services when Gilbert attended. And now, Gilbert hadn’t been to church in ages. 

Claudette glanced at the reverend again, and saw the unmistakable look of discomfort etched on his face. Either he had gas, or something was going on between him and Shirley.

Oh my, my, my. Was Shirley pining after the reverend? Had she been rejected by him? The thought tickled her. Wouldn’t that be something, Shirley interested in Reverend James, considering she was married.

But then, so was Claudette. 

She couldn’t help but smile at the wicked thought that she was the one who’d been able to get into Emerson’s bed. Many women wanted him, but she’d had him.

She kept the smile on her face as she headed toward Gladys, the reverend’s wife. “Sister James,” Claudette crooned. She wrapped her arms around the church’s first lady and hugged her warmly. “You look beautiful today.”

“Why thank you, Claudette. That’s so sweet of you to say.”

Claudette fingered the tip of her red fascinator, one that looked very much like the one that Sister James had worn last Sabbath. “I hope you don’t mind. I’m copying your fashion sense a little bit. I just loved the hat you wore last week. And wouldn’t you know it, I happened to see an almost identical one in town. I couldn’t resist buying it.”

Gladys’s eyes didn’t portray any sense of disdain as she looked at Claudette’s fascinator. “I don’t mind at all. It suits you well.”

“See you downstairs?” Claudette asked.

“Of course. You make that special dessert from Jamaica?”

“Sweet potato pudding? I sure did. I’ll make sure you get an extra large piece.”

Claudette started down the stairs, and when she got to the halfway landing she stopped to look over the announcement board. The week’s upcoming activities were listed, including the women’s Book Club meeting, and the sign up sheet for the couples’ retreat that was going to be in Charleston in three months.

“Happy Sabbath, Claudette.”

Claudette turned, faced Enid. “Happy Sabbath,” she echoed.

Enid glanced toward the board, then frowned slightly, marring her pretty features. “I don’t see your name on the list for the couples’ retreat.”

“That’s because I didn’t sign up.”

“No? Oh... I can’t remember. Will Anton still be on deployment then?”

“He will be.”

“Oh, that’s too bad.” Enid patted Claudette’s arm. “Must be so hard for you with him being away so long. Especially with you being new to the country.”

“It is, but I survive,” Claudette said. “I’ve always been independent.”

Two teenagers bounded past them heading downstairs for lunch. Enid looked around furtively, then leaned forward. “Please tell me if I’m stepping out of line here. But I heard something, and I always figure it’s better to ask the source.”

“Oh?”

“Some people are saying that your marriage is one of convenience. You know, for you to get your papers to stay in the US?”

Claudette’s eyes widened. But she shouldn’t have been surprised. Enid was exactly the type to dig for information brazenly. She would stab you in the front with a smile, not in your back.

“Really? People are saying that?” Though Claudette knew of the speculation. She was from Jamaica, and people thought she’d married Anton because it offered her a path to citizenship in America.

“I’m probably completely out of line,” Enid went on. “But like I said, I believe I may
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