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Dedication

To All Who Have Done Something In Your Life
That You Are Not Proud Of

 


“There is no sense in punishing your future
for the mistakes of your past. Forgive yourself, grow from it and
then let it go.” Melanie Koulouris

 


“Do not judge someone just because they SIN
differently than you.” Unknown


Chapter 1

“Falling in love is like jumping off a
really tall building. Your brain tells you it is not a good idea,
but your heart tells you, you can fly.” Unknown

Stiles scanned the perimeter of the private
dining room at Bonefish Grill. He watched the interaction of the
deacons gathered around the long table for their monthly Pastor and
Deacons outing. Stiles enjoyed getting the men together outside of
Holy Rock from time to time where they could do more than discuss
the business of the church. They could enjoy one another’s company
as men.

Looking at the deacons reminded him of Jesus
and the twelve disciples because he had exactly twelve men on his
deacon board.

“So the consensus is that the position of
associate pastor be offered to Reverend Hezekiah McCoy?” Stiles
asked.

“Yes, Pastor Graham. The final vote is
unanimous in favor of Reverend Hezekiah McCoy,” announced Leo
Jones, chairman of the deacon board and one of Stiles’ friends
since back during their high school days. “Reverend McCoy has been
faithful in his ministry at Holy Rock since he and his wife joined
the church two years ago. I believe he loves the Lord, and he knows
the Bible too.”

Several of the deacons nodded in
agreement.

“Okay, then. It’s a go. I’ll meet with him
later this evening and tell him our decision. We’ll announce it to
the congregation this Sunday. Okay, is that all? Anything else on
the agenda?”

“No, that was the final item of discussion,”
Leo told him.

Stiles picked up his cloth napkin, wiped his
mouth, laid it back on the table and stood up. “Great meeting.
Since I’m at the mall, I think I’ll run over to Macy’s and get the
first lady a little something. You know we have to keep our women
happy, guys. You know what they say: happy wife, happy life.”

Skip Madison laughed and added, “What if
you’re a confirmed bachelor like me?”

Stiles shook his head and laughed. “Man,
there’s no hope for you. I wouldn’t dare send you out to get a
thing. You have too many women to buy for.”

“Ooooo,” several of the deacons said and
laughed.

“Pastor Graham, we need to help Skip get a
wife,” one of the deacons said, hitting Skip on the back.

“I couldn’t agree with you more.” Stiles
chuckled, turned, and looked at Leo. “You ready?”

“Yes, sir.”

The two men left the restaurant, got in
Pastor’s Audi A6, and drove to the west entrance of the mall, close
to Macy’s.

Stiles walked through the Women’s Department
of Macy’s in search of the perfect gift for Detria. It had been a
while since he’d actually bought her a ‘just because’ gift.

“I think I’m going to try to find her this
purse I heard her and Brooke talking about.”

“What kind of purse?"

“Uh, I think it’s called Coors, something
like that.”

They walked to the handbag section and Stiles
saw the actual name was Michael Kors. He looked at the different
styles. To keep from picking out something Detria might not like,
he asked the sales clerk for help.

Less than an hour after walking into Macy’s,
he walked out with an iris colored Michael Kors Grab Bag. The sales
clerk assured Stiles that Detria would love the purse.

“Man, you just dropped three hundred bucks on
a purse?”

“Look, I told you I’m trying to keep the lady
of the house happy. You know what I mean?” Stiles laughed and Leo
did too.

“I hear you but I hope Cynthia doesn’t see
it, because next thing I know, she’ll be asking me to buy her one.
And unless it’s Christmas or her birthday, I’m sorry, but the only
surprise gift she’ll get from me will be a bouquet of flowers or
maybe a bottle of perfume.”

“Man, you better learn how to treat your wife
good.”

“I treat her good but my dollars are limited,
you know.”

“Yeah, I hear you,” said Stiles.

They made small talk as they walked through
Macy’s and out into the mall.

Without reason, Stiles looked to his right
over at Zales Jewelers and suddenly stopped walking. “Hold up, that
looks like Detria.”

“Where?” asked Leo.

“Over there…at Zales.” Stiles pointed.

“Aww, looks like she’s not the only one who’s
going to get surprised.”

Stiles smiled. He felt good inside with the
thought that Detria might actually be thinking of him. The past
year of their marriage had been a difficult one, and he was praying
that their marriage would solidify and become even stronger since
they recommitted themselves to one another. He walked toward the
store.

“You going over there?” Leo asked.

“Yeah, but I’m not going to say anything. I
just want to see what she’s up to.”

Stiles ventured toward where Detria was
standing. He had a clear view of her and his daughter. Audrey was
asleep in her stroller.

It made his heart swell with joy every time
he witnessed how rapidly Audrey was growing. And Detria, well if
Stiles had anything to say about Detria, she had made vast
improvements in the motherhood department. Maybe it was because
Audrey was growing up, walking, and even talking. She was a spunky,
fun, and bright little two-year old girl and Stiles adored her.

“May I see that one right there?” Stiles
heard Detria ask as she pointed to something behind the glass
enclosure.

The sales clerk reached inside the jewelry
case and pulled out a black men’s bracelet. “Oh, this is a very
good choice.”

“What is it made out of?” Detria asked.

Stiles nudged Leo and smiled. Both men
maintained a proper distance so they would not be detected but were
still close enough to hear the conversation.

“This is a half carat, diamond, black
titanium, and sterling silver bracelet. The retail price is eight
hundred dollars, but it’s marked down to six fifty. You can get an
extra fifteen percent off if you use your Zales card. Would you
like me to box it for you?”

“Umm, I don’t know.”

“Is it for a special occasion? For your
husband or significant other?” the sales associate asked while
Detria looked at other pieces of jewelry inside the case.

“May I have a closer look at it?” Detria
asked, ignoring the sales clerk’s question.

“Certainly.” The sales associate gave Detria
the bracelet. She toyed with it, and examined it carefully.

Stiles looked at Leo again and stepped back
when he thought Detria was about to turn around. She didn’t.

“You’re going to ruin her surprise,” Leo
whispered.

“No, I’m not.”

“You know what; I think I will get
it,” Stiles heard Detria say.

“Great. I think you made a good choice. Would
you like me to put it on your Zales card?”

“No.” Detria went in her purse and pulled out
her cranberry clutch, opened it and retrieved a credit card. “Put
it on this.” She gave the sales clerk a MasterCard.

Stiles turned and walked in the other
direction after he saw Detria pay for the item. He felt good, real
good. Detria was thinking about him just as much as he was thinking
about her.

As soon as he saw her leave, he turned back
around, went into the store, and approached the sales clerk. Leo
followed, shaking his head.

“If you don’t mind, I’d like to see whatever
that woman just purchased. I’m looking for a bracelet too, and I
heard you telling her she made a good choice.”

“I don’t have another one exactly like the
one she purchased, but I can show you one that’s similar.” The
sales clerk unlocked the glass case and removed a bracelet. “This
is almost identical to the one she purchased, except it’s one tenth
of a carat total weight. The one she bought was half a carat. This
one is also two hundred dollars cheaper.”

The sales clerk passed Stiles the bracelet,
allowing him to get a good feel for it, hoping that she would make
another easy sale.

Stiles looked at the bracelet, and his chest
puffed out at the thought of Detria buying him such a nice
gift.

“Would you like to purchase this one today?
You can get fifteen percent off the price if you use your Zales
card.”

Stiles studied the bracelet again. “Ummm. You
know what? I think I’ll wait. Thanks anyway.” He passed the
bracelet back to the sales clerk who looked disappointed that she
didn’t make the sale.

Stiles turned to leave. “Have a blessed
day.”

“You too, and thank you for shopping at
Zales.”

“You’re welcome,” Stiles replied.

“What was that all about?’ Leo asked as they
left out the store. “Why did you want to see what she bought? It’s
bad enough you spied on her.”

“I was not spying. I didn’t know she was
going shopping today, and to think my lady is shopping for
me. Man, I feel real good right about now.” Stiles tapped
Leo on the arm.

***

“Hi,” Detria said, talking into the
hands-free phone inside her car. She glanced in the rear view
mirror and saw Audrey playing with her toy cell phone. “I guess
you’re still in your meeting. Call me. No, on second thought, I’ll
try calling you back. I’m out running some errands, so I’ll try to
get with you a little later. Bye,” Detria pushed the button on her
steering wheel, ending the call.

Ever since returning from what she called
their ‘patch up’ trip to Myrtle Beach almost a year ago, Detria had
been trying to make things work in her strained marriage. Sure, she
had been guilty of committing adultery, but Stiles had no idea
about it. As for Skip, she didn’t know what it was about that man,
other than she was crazy about him, and she believed he was crazy
about her. She promised herself, and God, that she wouldn’t sleep
with him again. That promise was short-lived, because a week after
returning from Myrtle Beach, she succumbed to Skip’s demands.

She couldn’t deny that Skip Madison
mesmerized her. She couldn’t explain it, but there was just
something about him. Seeing him, being around him, and talking to
him made her weak for the man. He was tall, dark, handsome, and
sexy with depthless grayish eyes. He had the ability to make her
feel like she was the only girl in the world whenever she was with
him, unlike Stiles who was the exact replica of how Pastor used to
be - all about Holy Rock.

Stiles had resigned as adjunct professor of
Theology at the University of Memphis so he could spend more time
with her and Audrey, but that wasn’t working out because now he was
spending more time at Holy Rock. She was still stuck 24/7 on
motherhood duty. Now that Audrey was two years old, walking and
talking, Detria was beginning to enjoy being a mother a little more
than she had in the past, but she still believed that Stiles could
pay both her and Audrey more attention.

Ring, ring.

She looked at the console. It was Skip’s
number.

She pushed the button. “Hi, there.”

“Hey, gorgeous. What’s up?”

“Oh, just out and about. I left you a
message.”

“Yeah, I know. I’m just leaving Bonefish
Grill.”

“Bonefish Grill?”

“Yeah, we had the deacon’s meeting there
today. Remember?”

“Oh, yeah. At which one?”

“The one at Carriage Crossing Mall.”

“I just left that mall. So you’re still out
this way?”

“Actually, I just got on the interstate. But
hey, turning around is just a word.”

“I have Audrey with me, but I still want to
see you.”

“Tell you what. I’ll turn around, and let’s
see, I can meet you at—”

“No, hold up. Never mind. We’ll just talk
later.”

“Why?”

“I better not take the chance. Stiles or some
of the other deacons could still be around.”

“Okay, but when am I going to see you? It’s
been two weeks since I’ve held you next to me. I miss you,
girl.”

“I don’t know, Skip. I keep telling myself
that I have to stop seeing you, but it’s like you’ve cast a spell
on me, and I can’t break free.”

Skip laughed aloud over the phone. Detria
smiled, checked her rearview mirror, and maneuvered over into the
right hand lane, turned on to Forest Hill Irene and continued
driving.

“What’s so funny?”

“You. I think you’re the one who cast a spell
on me.”

This time Detria laughed. “I know I’m
laughing, but really, you know what we’re doing is not a laughing
matter.” She grew serious. “I have to do something about this
before stuff hits the fan. You know I don’t want to hurt Stiles or
jeopardize my marriage.”

“Tell you what. You finish running your
errands, and don’t worry your pretty little head about me and
you.”

“But, Skip, I can’t help it. I feel bad about
going behind Stiles’ back.”

“Didn’t I say stop worrying, Detria? We’ll
talk tonight at church. I’ll meet you in your office, say around
seven thirty. How does that sound?”

Detria sighed. “Okay. Bye.”

“Bye, babe.”

Detria made two more stops before heading
home. The phone rang again as she was turning on to her street.

“Hello.”

“Mrs. Graham?”

“Yes, this is Mrs. Graham.”

“This is Riley Hollingsworth.”

“Hello, Riley. How are you?”

“I’m good. Thanks for asking.”

“Do you have news about the house?”

“I’m pleased to tell you that I do. Your
offer was accepted. After we schedule the home inspection and get a
thumbs up from them, then closing on your new home should take
place in a few weeks.”

“Thank you soooo much, Riley. I can’t wait to
tell Pastor Graham. God bless you, and have a good day.”

“You’re welcome, First Lady. I’ll be in
touch. In the meantime, if you or Pastor Graham have any questions,
just give me a call.”

“Okay, Riley. Goodbye.”

“Goodbye, First Lady.”

Riley Hollingsworth was one of the daughters
of Michael Hollingsworth, owner of Hollingsworth Realtors. She was
Stiles and Detria’s real estate agent. Riley and her family were
also longtime members of Holy Rock.

Detria and Stiles had been house hunting for
the past several months. She felt like they had outgrown their
present home and to be honest, the neighborhood too. She wanted a
home that they could grow into, especially since Stiles wanted more
children. Detria still wasn’t too keen on having more children, but
if that’s what she had to do to make Stiles happy, she told Stiles
she would do it, but under one condition, and that was he would
have to move her into a new house. At first, Stiles was reluctant,
because Detria wanted to move out in the suburbs. He, on the other
hand, didn’t want to be too far away from Holy Rock. Finally, he
gave in to his wife’s desires and the house hunting started.

Riley had shown them at least twenty or
thirty houses. Stiles was ready to call it quits until last week
when Detria found what she called her dream house. It was in the
suburbs, of course. It was farther away from Holy Rock than Stiles
wanted, but he gave in to Detria, and they put an offer in on the
$475,000 southern colonial style home that boasted five bedrooms,
four and a half baths, a bonus room, formal dining room, family
room, separate living room, an all-season room, and a dedicated
office for Stiles, plus a swimming pool. The swimming pool was
already gated for protection, which made Stiles feel better,
considering his daughter’s safety.

Detria turned into the driveway of her home
while at the same time pushing the overhead remote in her car. The
left side of their three-car garage opened and she drove
inside.

“Mommy,” Audrey said.

Detria turned around. “Audrey, did you hear
that? Mommy got her dream house.” Detria was elated.

As usual, when the garage door opened,
Stiles’ side of the garage was empty. Detria gathered her packages,
ran inside, and put them on the kitchen island. She came back out
to the car and unbuckled Audrey from her car seat. As soon as the
buckles came loose Audrey slid out of her car seat and jumped out
of the car.

“You are such a big girl.” Detria told her as
she reached on the middle console and grabbed the two fruit
smoothies she had stopped and bought for her and Audrey on the way
home.

“Gimme…joosh,” Audrey said and reached up
toward Detria.

“Okay, when we get in the house mommy will
give it to you. Okay?”

Audrey wasn’t having it. She started crying.
“Joosh, joosh,” she cried. “Joosh.”

“Audrey, calm down. Go on in the house. I’ll
put you in your high chair and then I’ll give it to you.”

Audrey screamed louder.

Detria rolled her eyes up in her head, and
pursed her lips. “Audrey, I am not in the mood. Now get in the
house!”

Audrey continued crying. She wouldn’t budge.
Instead, she held her head down, put her hands to her face, and
started screaming like she was being tortured.

Detria snatched her by the arm. “Shut up. I
don’t want to hear all that screaming. Now get your butt in this
house!”

Audrey still didn’t move. She screamed even
louder and then started stomping her feet. “Joosh, joosh,” she
screamed repeatedly.

Detria leaned down, swatted Audrey on her
bottom a couple of times, and then practically drug the girl inside
the house.

“Just for that, you’re not getting anything.
Cry as long as you want to. That temper tantrum mess might work
with your daddy, but all it’s going to get you from me is a good
spanking. That’s why your little butt is going to start going to
daycare. I don’t have time for all of this hollering.” Detria
picked up her shopping bags and stormed out of the kitchen, leaving
Audrey screaming in the middle of the kitchen.

She went upstairs and put everything away.
Afterwards, she sat on the edge of her bed and removed the small
box out of the Zales bag. She opened it, removed the bracelet, and
smiled as she studied it. “This is sooo fiyah,” she said, talking
to herself. “You are going to be so surprised.” She studied the
bracelet for a few seconds longer, and then put it back inside the
box and the Zales bag. Standing up, she placed one hand on her hip.
“Umm, let’s see. Where can I hide this so you won’t find it?” She
walked over to the walk-in closet, looked up and down the shelves,
then turned and walked back out. “Nope, that won’t do. Let’s see.”
She stood in the middle of the bedroom, and then turned and paraded
downstairs with the Zales bag in her hand.

Detria disregarded Audrey’s screams.
Sometimes that little girl could work her last nerves. She seemed
to think that pitching tantrums would get her her way, but Detria
could be just as stubborn as Audrey. Sometimes she would let her
cry for what seemed like hours while she went about doing whatever
she had to do or wanted to do around the house. Today was one of
those days.

When she went back downstairs, Audrey was
sitting on the kitchen floor, looking rather content. She had
somehow managed to get both smoothies from off the kitchen island.
Raspberry and pomegranate smoothie was smeared all over the kitchen
floor, all over her face and all over her clothes.

“Aaaahh,” Detria screamed. “You little
monster.” She stormed over to her daughter, placed the Zales bag on
the island counter, snatched Audrey up off the floor by her arm,
and proceeded popping the child on her legs and bottom. Audrey
screamed so loud and cried so hard until she started jerking.

“I told you not to mess with me, little
girl!” She picked her up and carried her upstairs to her bedroom,
put her in her crib, and stormed back downstairs. Grabbing the
Zales bag, she went outside to her car, opened the trunk, and
placed the bag inside.

When she got back upstairs, she ran some bath
water and in a flash, she undressed Audrey, bathed her, and took
her back to her crib, closed the little girl’s bedroom door and
went back downstairs to clean up the mess Audrey had made.

“I know I said I’d give you another child,
but we’ll just have to see about that. We’ll definitely have to
see.”


Chapter 2

“Everyone deserves a chance to
clean up their mistakes." Unknown

“Pastor Graham, God is good. Thank you so
much for entrusting me to serve as your associate pastor. I will
make you proud. That’s a promise.”

“You don’t have to make me proud. Make God
proud.” Stiles patted Hezekiah on the back.

“You know, since me and Fancy have been
members of Holy Rock, nothing but favor and blessings have been
raining down on us. God has truly shown us that this is where He
wants us. Who knew that moving to Memphis from Chicago, finding a
church like Holy Rock, and getting to know you and First Lady
Graham would turn out to be our biggest blessing. It’s all a bit
overwhelming.”

“You know when God moves, He moves in a
mighty way. Sometimes we think we’re doing something for one
reason, when God has another plan. I’m glad that the Lord led you
and Fancy to us. You’ve done an outstanding job here; you’ve made a
difference. You know the Word and the people of Holy Rock love you
and Fancy.”

“Thanks, Pastor Graham. I can’t wait to tell
Fancy the news. You know my wife is my rock. She supports me and
prays with me and for me. The woman is remarkable. I’m telling you,
Pastor, when she hears this, she’s going to be up in Holy Rock
dancing all over the place.” Hezekiah McCoy smiled.

“Yeah, she knows she is not ashamed to
celebrate the Lord in song and dance. She’ll run around that
sanctuary in a minute, won’t she?” Stiles laughed.

“You got that right.”

“What about your boys? Xavier, and uh…”

“Khalil,” Hezekiah stated.

“Are you still planning on moving them
here?”

“I’m not sure. They both love Chicago and
they’re really close to Fancy’s parents. So, I guess for now
everything is still up in the air.”

“But I thought you wanted the youngest one to
come here and attend school.”

“You know how these young people are, Pastor
Graham. He has friends; he loves his school.”

“How old is he? Fifteen? Sixteen?”

“No, fourteen, going on fifteen. Khalil is
the one that’s sixteen. “Xavier is into his books. Khalil, well,”
Hezekiah shook his head. “Let’s just say he’s at the stage where
you can’t tell him a thing. Thinks he knows it all.”

Hezekiah didn’t tell Stiles that Khalil had
been addicted to heroin since age fourteen. The boy was currently
serving time in a youth detention center for troubled teens for
breaking into the home of one of his grandparents’ neighbors. He
would be incarcerated until he turned eighteen.

“You know how kids are. I’m sure you were the
same way when you were coming up. I know I was.”

Hezekiah crooked his head to the side.
Raising his eyebrows he said, “Maybe, but anyway, at the end of the
day I’m proud of Xavier. He does well in school, but he already
says that he doesn’t want to go to college.”

“Oh, and why is that?”

“He says he wants to go to a trade school to
be an electrician. To tell you the truth, I wouldn’t mind if he
didn’t go to college. If he can take up a good trade, he can start
his own business, and that’ll sure save a lot on my pockets. Don’t
get me wrong, I value a good education, but a good education
doesn’t always equate to having a four-year degree or a doctorate.
As long as he can get out into this world, provide for himself,
position himself to take care of a family somewhere down the line
if he so chooses, and make an honest living, then I’m fine with
that.”

“You can only lead them and guide them. The
final choice of what a child does with his life is on that child,”
Stiles responded. “I’ll be in prayer for both of them to make wise
decisions about their futures, but as for now, they’re still young.
And Xavier, he has a few years ahead of him. Between now and the
time he graduates, he’ll probably change his mind a thousand times
about what he wants to do.”

“Yeah, I’m sure you’re right about that.”

“I was thinking that I would make the
official announcement Sunday at both services. Then after church
service, I want you and Fancy to join me and Detria for a
celebratory dinner. I’ll probably invite the deacons too.”

“Sounds good, and I’m sure Fancy would love
it. She and First Lady seem to get along well.”

“You and I both know that’s a plus. Think of
the alternative.”

“I don’t want to,” answered Hezekiah and
laughed.

“Neither do I,” Stiles agreed.

 


***

Stiles decided to let Hezekiah lead
midweek service. There were times like tonight, when he wanted his
soul to be ministered to. Whenever he went on sabbatical, which was
rare, he often visited the churches of some of his minister friends
in order to be spiritually fed. Since Hezekiah McCoy’s arrival,
Stiles found him to be not only a confidante, but also an anointed
speaker who could deliver a powerful, soul-stirring
word.

Hezekiah, the total opposite of
Stiles, was average height, thin as a wafer, with honey colored
skin, a thin, carefully clipped mustache and a balding
head.

“Holy Rock, first John chapter
five, starting with verse four, states, ‘For everyone who has been
born of God overcomes the world. And this is the victory that has
overcome the world—our faith.’ Where is your faith? Where is your
trust in God?” Hezekiah preached. “Holy Rock, keep your eyes on the
prize. Speak good things over your own life. Release the negative,
usher in the positive.”

Fancy sat in the audience second row from the
front. She raised both hands in the air, and stood to her feet.
“Preach, Reverend. Say it.”

Hezekiah was thirty-eight and Fancy was two
years younger. They’d been a couple since their teens.

Fancy McCoy lived up to her name. She was a
sharply dressed woman with a petite, size six or eight frame. One
could probably count on one hand the times she wore any kind of
shoe other than her signature stiletto heels. Fancy also had a
melodious voice, and there were times when some of the senior
members of Holy Rock requested she sing one of their favorite songs
or hymns.

“Don’t look back,” Hezekiah preached. “Keep
moving forward. Keep looking ahead at the author and finisher of
your faith.”

Where is that woman? Stiles asked
himself. Probably in the church nursery with Audrey or in her
office. He refocused himself on Hezekiah’s preaching.

***

“Skip, no.” Detria pushed him away using very
little force. He didn’t budge. “You know we can’t do anything in my
office,” she moaned as Skip planted traces of kisses from her lips
to her neckline all the way to her cleavage.

His hands caressed her curves, and he held
her close to him. “You know you miss me. Tell me you miss me,
Detria.”

“I do, Skip, but, but…”

“But what?” he asked as he continued to kiss
and fondle her.

She pushed him back gently and looked into
his eyes. “Why do you do me like this?”

“Like what? Tell me what I’m doing that’s so
wrong?”

Detria laughed. “Are you serious? You and I
both know everything about this is wrong.”

“Okay.” Skip stepped all the way back and
showed his palms. “First, tell me that you honestly do not want me,
that you don’t want me to talk to you, to see you, to hold you, or
make love to you,” he began to whisper. “If you can look me in the
eyes and tell me all those things, then I promise you, I will walk
out of this office and never bother you again.”

“Skip, please.”

“Say it. Tell me you don’t want me. Just say
it, and I’ll go. I swear I will.” Skip’s face was rigid. He stared
at Detria, not flinching once.

“I…You…,” she began to say then she rushed
into his arms and planted her lips on top of his. “I will, but not
now, not tonight.”

***

Detria jumped, smoothed down her dress, and
started wiping her sweaty face when she heard someone trying to
open the door to her office. Thank God, it was locked.

“Detria? You in there?”

“Oh, my God. It’s Stiles. What’s he doing
here? Bible study shouldn’t be over this quick. What are we going
to do?”

“Think. Be cool. He doesn’t have a key,
unless you gave him one.”

“No, he doesn’t have one.” Detria watched the
knob turn again. “Go to my bathroom; close the door. I’ll get rid
of him.”

Skip dashed off to the bathroom.

Detria slowly walked to the door, taking one
glance at herself in the wall mirror in her modern styled office.
She patted her hair in place then opened the door.

“Hey,” she said as soon as she opened the
door and Stiles walked in. She kissed him on the cheek and walked
toward her desk.

“What’s with the locked door?” he asked,
looking around like he expected someone else to be in the office
with her.

“Because anybody can just up and walk in
here. I know we’re in church, but criminals come to church too, you
know.”

Stiles nodded. “Why aren’t you in
service?”

“I had some paperwork I wanted to finish.” It
appeared that he didn’t notice the nervousness in her voice.

“Where’s Audrey?”

“In the nursery.” Detria sat down at her
desk, and started pulling up files on her computer. She stole a
look over her shoulder toward the bathroom. “Is church over?”

“Yeah, we got out early. I let Hezekiah
preach tonight. You know he gets right to the point.”

“Why did you let him preach? I mean, I have
no problem with it. He’s really a great speaker, but it’s unusual
for you to let someone else carry on the service unless you’re
away.”

“I know, but since he’s going to be the
associate pastor, I thought I might as well get used to the idea of
having him fill my shoes every now and then.”

Detria looked up from her computer.
“Associate Pastor? When did you make that decision?” Her furrowed
brows revealed her concern.

“I’ve been thinking about it and praying on
it for a while. I told you that.”

“Thinking and praying is not the same as
doing, Stiles, and you know it.” She sounded agitated.

“I discussed it with the deacons and they
supported my decision. The main thing is I believe that God
directed me to do it. You know we have some fantastic ministers at
Holy Rock, but we’ve never offered a full-time paid position to any
of them.”

“Exactly. Which is why I can’t understand why
you would make him the associate pastor when you have other
ministers who have been here far longer than him.”

“Look.” Stiles rubbed his head back and forth
with his hand. “I don’t want to get into this right now. It’s been
a long day. I’m ready to go home.”

“See, that’s what I’m talking about. When it
comes to sharing what’s going on at this church, you never want to
talk. You could have told me. That’s all I’m saying. Why do you
have to make stuff so difficult?” She stared at him with contempt,
jumped up from her chair, shuffled some papers around, and walked
from behind the desk.

“So, now you got an attitude?”

She rolled her eyes. “Should I have one? You
know what? Do what you want to do. I’m through with it.”

Stiles turned and walked toward the door.
“I’ll go get Audrey. I’ll see you at the house.”

Detria flipped him off. “Whatever.”

As soon as Stiles left out of her office, she
closed the door and locked it again, then ran back to the bathroom.
“Okay, you can come out.”

Skip came out with a big smile on his
face.

“What are you smiling about?”

“You and preacher boy always into it about
something. But I have to admit, you know how to handle dude.”

“You know how Stiles is. He can be an
arrogant jerk.” Detria smirked. “Look, you better leave. I’m
getting ready to get out of here myself. I’ve had enough of Holy
Rock for one night.”

Skip grabbed her, pulled her into the
bathroom, pushed her against the cold tile wall, and resumed doing
what they were doing before Stiles interrupted.

Detria didn’t resist. What was it about Skip
Madison that captivated her so? Why couldn’t she
just say, no? Detria’s eyes connected with his, and the fat
lady began to sing.


Chapter 3

“Such is the way of an adulterous woman;
she eateth, and wipeth her mouth, and saith, I have done no
wickedness.” Proverbs 30:20KJV

Detria walked in the house and heard the
sound of the blaring television. She walked into the family room;
it was empty. She hated when Stiles left the television on. He had
a bad habit of leaving it on for hours at a time. She turned it off
and headed upstairs to the bedroom.

“Hey,” she said when she walked in the
bedroom and saw him and Audrey laying in the middle of the bed. Of
course, the mounted flat screen was on. Detria looked at the
television screen. “You left the television downstairs on,
again.”

“Sorry about that. You better?”

“Better? What are you talking about?”

Stiles looked at her questioningly. “Never
mind.”

Detria was so caught up in Skip back at the
church that she had forgotten all about their little shouting
match. “Since when did you start watching Love and Hip Hop?” she
asked with a slight smile etched on her face.

“You’d be surprised at the great sermons I
pull from watching shows like this. Nothing like real life drama
and people scrambling to find the answers to their life’s choices.
Many of them don’t understand that what’s missing in their lives is
a relationship with God.”

Detria nodded. She didn’t feel like listening
to Stiles holier than thou reasoning, not tonight. She went into
the bathroom, undressed, and prepared to take a shower.

“Any word about the house yet?” he asked.

Detria halted just before stepping into the
shower. She grabbed her robe from off the back of the bathroom door
and slipped it on. “I can’t believe I forgot to tell you.” She
opened the door and stepped back out into the master bedroom.

“What did you forget?”

Detria threw her head back, clapped her
hands, and jumped up and down with excitement. “We got the house.
We got the house!” she repeated, while running over to the bed and
plopping down next to Audrey.

Stiles sat upright. “We got the house? Are
you serious?”

“Yes. Riley called earlier today. She said
once they do the home inspection we should be able to close in a
few weeks. Oh, Stiles, I’m so happy.” She leaned over Audrey and
kissed Stiles on the side of his face.

Stiles remained pensive.

“What’s wrong?”

Audrey played with her toys like she had been
the sweetest little girl all day instead of the temper tantrum
tyrant Detria knew she could be.

“Uh, have you forgotten that we haven’t sold
this house yet?”

“I know, but we have people who’ve expressed
an interest in it. Riley said she feels confident that one or two
of them will put in an offer. Surely, one of them will go through.
If not, then we’ll just have to keep paying the mortgage until it
sells.”

“Humph. I guess. But you act like we have
money flowing out the wazoo. I don’t want to pay a note here and
plus our new mortgage is twice the amount as this one. I don’t want
to be house poor.”

“What?” Detria moved from off the bed ready
to go at it again with Stiles. Sometimes he could be so cheap that
it sickened her. “You know what; you always have to put a tear in
every silver lining that comes our way.”

“What are you talking about now?” Stiles
frowned.

“House poor? Puhleeze. You are paid more than
some of these top of the line corporate executives, not to mention
the other perks we have. The church pays our car notes, our Y
memberships, and they pay for two 30-day sabbaticals a year for
you.” Her voice rose as she counted each thing off on her fingers.
“And, let’s see, we don’t have to pay for childcare, we practically
eat free because the church keeps the fridge and pantry stockpiled
with food. All we have to pay is a mortgage and property taxes and
you’re complaining? Give me a break.”

“I don’t want to take advantage of the
church, sweetheart. That’s all I’m saying. I know we can make the
payments, but I still don’t want to be paying two house notes.
That’s all.”

“Hey, I have an idea,” Detria said.

“What?”

“Hezekiah and Fancy.”

“What about Hezekiah and Fancy?”

“They’re still living in an apartment,
right?”

A wrinkle appeared on Stiles forehead. Audrey
reached for her daddy, and he picked her up in his arms, and kissed
her on the forehead. He had her spoiled rotten.

“Yeah, but what’s this got to do with
them?”

“Maybe they would like to buy this house, or
lease it. Better yet, you said you wanted Holy Rock to have a
pastor’s parsonage. This house can be it. It’s close to the church
and the mortgage isn’t that much, so the church board shouldn’t
have a problem buying it from us and paying it off. Maybe you can
just quit claim the house over to Holy Rock and make everything
official. Riley can tell you how to go about it, I’m sure. If you
do it like that then maybe Hezekiah and Fancy can move here.”

Stiles stood up from the bed, still holding
Audrey who seemed quite content in her daddy’s arms.

“You know what, I hadn’t thought about that.
That’s a great idea. As a matter of fact, I love it.” He walked
around to the other side of the bed and kissed Detria on the lips.
“Thank you, baby.”

Detria smiled, happy that Stiles liked her
suggestion.

“I’ll talk to the trustees tomorrow and of
course to Hezekiah. He may not want to move here. You never
know.”

“Oh, please. He’ll like it. Who wouldn’t want
to live somewhere rent-free? And it’s not like this is a small
house either. They’ll have plenty of room for when their boys come
to Memphis.”

“That is, if either one of them comes.”

“But Fancy told me they were coming soon,
maybe this summer.”

“I know, but Hezekiah said they’re having
second thoughts. You know how teenagers are.”

“Anyway, talk to him, Stiles. Why don’t you
call him tonight?”

“Yeah, I guess I can do that.”

“Good. See how everything worked out? I’m
going to take my shower.”

“You want some company?” Stiles asked with a
twinkle in his eye and a naughty smile on his face.

Detria smiled and answered quickly, “Who
would watch your sweet little baby girl?”

Stiles looked at Audrey and hugged her
against his chest. “You’re right. We can’t leave daddy’s girl out
here all by her lonesome now, can we?” He kissed Audrey again.
“Come on, let Mommy take her shower. Me and you are going to go
downstairs and get us some animal crackers. How about that?”

“Crackus,” Audrey repeated.

“Yep, let’s go.”

Detria entered the bathroom, closed the door
behind her, and exhaled. She was glad she managed to dissuade
Stiles from taking a shower with her. One thing would lead to
another and she didn’t want that, not tonight. That would be nasty,
just plain nasty. A cheater she may be, but nasty with it, that
wasn’t her.

***

Detria stepped into the master bedroom fresh
from a warm, relaxing shower. She saw a large Macy’s bag on the
bed. What’s that? She was baffled as to what could be
inside. She slowly walked over to the bed. Looking up again, as if
she expected Stiles to walk in, she stood at the side of the bed,
staring at the bag. “What is this?” She reached for the bag,
opened it, and pulled out the purse.

“It’s for you. The mother of my child. My
wife. My lover,” Stiles said as he appeared at their bedroom
door.

“Stiles, I,” Detria sounded shocked. “Oh,
baby. I love it! But wh…why?” she turned toward him and asked.

“I told you. Because I love you. I know
sometimes I’m not the easiest person to get along with. I know I
can be stubborn, insensitive, and inconsiderate, but I love you,
Detria. I really do love you, and I just wanted to do something to
show you, to brighten your day.”

Detria held the purse in her hands. She
proceeded to go through its compartments. “Thank you.” She placed
the purse back down on the bed, ran over to him, and kissed
him.

Stiles reciprocated with a deep kiss. He
brought her into his arms and allowed his hands to travel to her
most intimate places. His kiss grew more intense, and his body came
alive for her.

Detria moved out of his arms. “Where’s
Audrey?”

“In her crib, down for the night. You should
have seen her. She fell asleep while she was eating her animal
crackers. It was the cutest thing.

“Good. That child has given me the blues
today. Stiles, I can’t wait to show off my purse,” she said,
hurriedly trying to change the atmosphere. “How did you know I
wanted it?”

“How did I know? Because, I know you. I know
how much you love designer purses. I heard you a couple of times
telling Brooke about some Kors handbag you wanted. I didn’t know
what style; I just knew that I wanted to surprise you with
something nice. Sooo, after the deacon’s meeting, Leo and I went to
Macy’s and looked around. That’s when I saw the handbags. I talked
to the sales clerk and got some advice from her. So, I take it, you
like it, huh?”

Detria walked back over to the bed and picked
up the designer handbag again. “Like it? I love it!”

Stiles walked up behind her and nibbled on
her neck. “I know a way you can thank me,” he said in a husky
voice.

Detria immediately tensed up.

“What is it?” Stiles asked, obviously
detecting her apprehension.

“Nothing, I’m just tired. It’s been a long
day.”

“I can help you relax,” he crooned softly in
her ear.

“But, I—”

“Shhh, relax.” He turned her around to face
him and again started kissing her while at the same time, gently
pushing her back down onto the bed.

Detria had conflicting thoughts. Part of her
wanted to satisfy her husband, but the other part of her wanted to
do like that song Whitney used to sing, “Saving All My Love For
You.”

While Stiles made love to her, Detria’s mind
raced. She had to stop committing adultery, stop cheating on her
husband. She was the first lady of Holy Rock Church. What kind of
example was she setting? What if someone else, or Stiles,
discovered that she was being unfaithful?

Get your act together. If you want your
marriage to work, you have to cut it off with Skip. Thought
after thought raced through her mind. With each stroke, with each
groan of satisfaction coming from her husband, she retreated to a
place where guilt did not exist. Only this moment, and right now,
she had the responsibility and the duty to please her husband.

When their lovemaking session ended, Stiles
insisted that they shower together. This time Detria didn’t put up
a fuss. The warm jets of water streaming down the contours of her
body somehow gave her a sense that she was washing away her sinful
acts of betrayal.

“Penny for your thoughts….”

“Huh?” Detria turned in the shower and faced
Stiles.

“Wow, where is your mind? I only said it
twice.”

“Said what twice?”

“Penny for your thoughts.”

“Oh.”

“So, tell me. What’s on your mind? You seem
preoccupied.” Stiles turned off the water and stepped out of the
shower. Detria followed. He passed her a towel and she eagerly took
hold of it and started drying off.

“I was thinking about how blessed I am.”

“Is that right? Are you sure that’s what you
were thinking about?”

“What kind of question is that? Of course,
I’m sure.” Detria chuckled lightly.

“So I take it you really loved the purse.”
Stiles laughed.

“It’s not just about the purse. I’m blessed
to have a thoughtful, kind, considerate husband who also happens to
be a great father. And who also has a birthday coming up in a
couple of months. Maybe this is your way of making sure I get you
something extra special.” Detria laughed and continued drying
off.

“That is not why I got it. I told you;
I wanted to show you how much I love you. You’re the mother of my
child.” Stiles dried off his lower legs and feet, walked out of the
bathroom, and stood next to the chest of drawers. “Hey, maybe we
made a baby tonight. You think so?”

“Uhhh, I don’t know about that, but I was
thinking that for your birthday me and you could go—”

“Daaada. Daaada,” Audrey screamed, halting
their conversation.

Stiles and Detria looked at each other.

“Umm, wonder what’s she’s doing awake? I’ll
go check on her,” Stiles said.

“She should be sleep for the night,” Detria
retorted. “I don’t understand that child
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