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December

As I walked the green mile from the parking lot of Bethel Baptist Church to the devil’s office, I was glad I’d worn my best pair of heels. I focused on the moment I’d bought the black heels while on a trip to Paris with Joshua, my fiancé, well, former fiancé now. I’d spied them in a little boutique down a picturesque cobbled street on a perfect autumn day as we’d walked back to our hotel from the quaint restaurant where he’d ruined the most delicious lunch by reminding me of how many scrumptious French desserts I’d had. 

I’d bought the shoes when I knew he’d hated them because they were too high and too sexy for the wife of a youth minister. With its rounded toe, concealed platform, and spiked heel, they looked like bordello shoes and I’d never had any intention of wearing them. I’d bought them with my own money to make a point and had never regretted it. I’d been very nervous about marrying Joshua and had chosen passive aggression to establish a few ground rules before we took the big leap. My little defiant acts had built up as we drew closer to our walk down the aisle. 

Then I’d done something he hadn’t been able to overlook and he’d called off our wedding and our relationship. Joshua had called off our wedding and left me three months ago, but it was because of my little acts of rebellion. He’d left me three months ago while the forbidden shoes had waited patiently until I’d realized how much I’d needed them. I’d only realized their beauty and greater purpose a few days earlier in my lonely apartment in Atlanta.  Slipping into them had felt right and they would help me face the truth I’d ignored for years. 

My legs trembled so badly, and yet, those spiked heels were as sturdy as a chunky heel holding me up and spurring me on to a confrontation that was long overdue. Ten years past due to be exact, but, back then, I didn’t have the words nor the courage to stand up for myself, and there hadn’t been anyone who’d been willing to stand up for me. I’d been alone then, but I wasn’t alone now. Though unseen, I had people walking with me, so even though my courage was still weak, my spirit was strong.

In contrast to that autumn day in Paris, today was scorching, and the humid Miami heat had made the asphalt so larva-hot I felt it through my beautiful shoes. I would’ve preferred a walk through the seven layers of Hell than to walk into the church that had once been my oasis and had turned into my hell on earth. I hadn’t stepped foot inside the enormous three-story building in almost a decade and I didn’t take the time to see what had changed in my absence. Only one place mattered, his office, and that had always been at the top where he could lord over his five-thousand-plus parishioners. I walked up the steps to the third floor instead of taking the elevator to stall the inevitable as long as possible.

When I stepped onto the third floor, there was a pretty young girl about my age sitting behind a desk. She looked up and gave me a curious smile. “Hello.”

I didn’t acknowledge her. I walked straight past her and over to the door marked Pastor. The word pastor came from the Latin word shepherd, one appointed to lead a flock. What would happen to that flock when the shepherd was also the wolf?  

I didn’t knock because he didn’t deserve even that much courtesy. The door creaked as if it was protesting my entrance or warning me not to go in. I pushed past the ominous screech and stepped into the office. As soon as I did, my heart stopped and the breath and the years were sucked away and I was that little girl again, alone and terrified and facing a demon so ferocious I’d never been able to exorcise him from my life.

The devil looked up, and those dark, bottomless eyes pulled me forward. I realized as those dark eyes lured me closer, that the devil was too good of a name for the man who’d taken everything from me. The Devil usually revealed his true nature from the beginning and didn’t spend decades hiding behind the pulpit preaching about God while he got hard and fondled himself on his deception, and the unsuspecting church said amen to his hollow words. I couldn’t think of an appropriate name to describe someone so evil and decided he was too vile for any name.

My beautiful shoes pressed into the floor in a vain attempt to keep me from submitting to his beckoning, and as before, nothing in me or on me was strong enough to keep me away from him. I forced one stubborn heel in front of the other and before I knew it, I was standing in front of his desk, and all the emotions he’d made me feel settled around my shoulders like a dark, familiar cloak welcoming me back to the hell where I belonged.


Three Months Earlier 

MY VOICE AND HEART stopped on the second verse of El Shaddai and I stood still as the rest of the choir continued swaying to the music around me. I stared at the man who’d just walked out of my past and into the auditorium of New Hope Pentecostal Church. At first, I hoped he only looked like someone I used to know. For many black men, that strut came naturally, although few did it so smoothly and effortlessly, that they glided. He swaggered down the aisle wearing gray pants and a gray vest, with a white shirt that popped against his flawless dark skin, and sat in the front row. The overhead lights illuminated his beautiful face and I could now see that I hadn’t made a mistake; Trevor Jackson, my first boyfriend, had just walked back into my life.

His eyes, which always startled people because they were so light brown in comparison to his dark skin and broad features, sought and held mine and the years slipped away and I was fifteen again, and I loved him more than anything in the world. His eyes had always been kind. I used to call him my gentle giant, my six-foot Boaz with whom I would spend the rest of my life.

Trevor had added a few more inches and pounds and I’d added a lot more brain cells since the eleventh grade. I’d done well enough to skip the tenth grade entirely, something my parents later regretted having me do after Trevor became my boyfriend. I’d been smart, but not smart enough to know or even require a Boaz man. I was smart enough to know his showing up at my church on a Saturday evening during choir rehearsal was not a good sign, although, I couldn’t figure out why he’d need to talk to me since our relationship had ended in high school and I’d ignored him on social media since then.

I left the choir and struggled down the six steps from the podium. I lost my balance and fell forward when the choir suddenly stopped singing and I felt everyone’s eyes on my back, including Joshua’s who was our choir director. 

The breakdown of Pastor Harris and Nola’s marriage, and his temporary demotion from the pulpit, had sent shockwaves throughout the church. Then Nola had released a tell-all book airing their dirty laundry and everyone I knew had brought a copy. The gossip hounds were salivating for fresh meat and I was prime rib because of my association with Nola. Now here was this strange man who looked at me as if he knew me intimately. I would be fat for the fire as soon as choir practice was over and people could get on their phones. The thought of people talking about me, especially about Trevor, completely unnerved me. I screeched as I went down and braced to fall flat on my face on the purple carpet. Suddenly, big, strong hands were under my arms and I was on my feet again.

“Are you all right, Cemi?”

Trevor’s deep voice washed over me like a caress. He was the only one who’d ever called me Cemi. It’d been part of our secret love language and to hear it now, at church, with the choir and my fiancé behind me while his big hands were so close to my breasts was shocking.

“She’s fine,” I heard Joshua say behind me. He grabbed my arm and pulled me away from Trevor.

I stole a glance at Trevor and then quickly looked away because his eyes were too serious and I was afraid of what they would reveal.  

Trevor turned those hypnotic eyes on Joshua. “You must be the fiancé. I’m Trevor Jackson. December and I went to high school together.”

Joshua’s grip on my arm tightened. “Joshua Mallory, nice meeting you, Trevor. You caught us in the middle of choir practice.”

His voice was polite, however, I knew Joshua well enough to know when he was upset. His death grip on my arm was his way of claiming the rest of me because I’d given Trevor something precious that should’ve been reserved for him.

Trevor stepped back. “I can wait while you rehearse. I always loved listening to Cemi’s voice.”

“Cemi?” Joshua asked.

“You can finish rehearsal while Trevor and I catch up so we can still make our dinner appointment,” I told Joshua. “I know all the songs for tomorrow.” I didn’t want him digging too far into my relationship with Trevor and I liked being under a time crunch as an excuse to keep my conversation with Trevor as brief as possible.

“You’ve got ten minutes with my girl, Jackson.” Joshua’s laughter didn’t soften the sting of his words for me or Trevor whose mouth hung open and his eyes widened in astonishment. He turned to me when Joshua walked back to the choir.

“He keeps a tight lease on you, doesn’t he?”

I didn’t want to talk about my relationship with Joshua. I didn’t want to talk about anything with Trevor. “What’re you doing in Atlanta, Trevor?” I asked.

“I came to see you.”

“Why?”

He sighed. “I need more than ten minutes to explain why I’m here, Cemi. When can we get together and talk without an audience and your bodyguard?”

“He’s my fiancé.”

Trevor turned and walked back to where he’d been sitting, picked up a green bag with green tissue paper peeking out the top, and handed it to me. “I don’t mean to get in your business, Cemi. All I want to do is talk and you’ve ignored me online for long enough.” He looked into my eyes and for the first time, I saw his pain.

“The last few years have been very difficult for me and I’m trying to deal with my issues instead of drinking them away. Can you give me one hour of your time? It’s the least you can do and more than you gave me before you and your parents made a decision that affected me almost as much as it did you.”

Emotions rose in my throat and I pushed them back down. I didn’t want to remember or relive what had happened between me and Trevor, which was why I’d never communicated with him through social media, and never looked for him whenever I went back home to Miami, which hadn’t been very often since I’d left at sixteen. The fact that he had tracked me down and shown up in my new life meant that he had to talk to me. Hopefully, after he did he would leave me alone.

“I can push it and give you half an hour. Let’s go to my office.”

I walked out of the auditorium and headed left to the office suites. My small office which I’d shared with Nola Harris, my former boss and former first lady of our church, was in a state of chaos because not only was I packing up her life at the church, but I was also doing the same for myself. Joshua and I were leaving New Hope because I’d confided in him that Pastor Harris was not only cheating on Mrs. Harris, but he was also the father of his secretary’s three children and had been abusing his wife for decades until she’d finally found the courage to leave him. 

Joshua was a man of principle and had already put in his resignation as a youth pastor and youth choir director. We would stay until someone else could fill the position, and in the meantime, Joshua was looking at other churches. His distrust was at an all-time high and the last thing I wanted was to drop another bomb in his lap when he found out I wasn’t the woman he thought I was. Trevor could ruin my life and I needed to get rid of him as quickly as possible.

I placed the package he’d given me on my untidy desk and turned to face him. “What do you want to talk to me about, Trevor?”

He tilted his head toward the package. “Aren’t you going to open it?”

I picked up the bag and pushed back the tissue paper. Inside was a green envelope. I gave him a questioning look.

“I wrote you a letter to say I forgive you for what you did. I don’t know if I would’ve wanted to keep it, but I wasn’t given a choice.”

“We were fifteen and sixteen. What would we have done with a baby?”

He shrugged. “Maybe give it up for adoption. My mother and stepfather would’ve helped us raise it. We had other options.”

“No, we didn’t, and I don’t know why you need to talk about this after ten years.”

“I’ve been trying to talk to you about it, Cemi, and you’ve ignored me. I feel so guilty about everything that happened between us. I should’ve been there for you, we should’ve used protection, and I’m sorry for the child we lost.”

It wasn’t his fault we’d lost a child, and he had nothing to feel guilty about. “What happened had nothing to do with you,” I told him.

“How the fuck can you say that when it was my child?!”

“I need you to leave this alone, Trevor. Talk to God or a therapist, talk to anyone except me because I can’t talk about this with you.” I turned my back on him because I didn’t want him to see how nervous I was. “I need you to leave, please."

“You haven’t looked at what else is in the bag,” he mumbled.

I placed the envelope on the desk and looked into the bag. I took out something wrapped in tissue paper and bubble wrap. I opened it and stared at a pair of little brown ceramic feet. The right one had our baby’s due date on the sole. I was shocked he’d remembered something I didn’t remember telling him nine years ago. My tears obscured the painful numbers and I didn’t realize how much I was shaking and crying until I felt Trevor’s arms around me. He rested his face against the top of my head and I felt enveloped by him. He smelled like Givenchy Gentleman, the warm, masculine, woodsy scent he’d always worn in memory of his father who’d died when he was ten. Trevor had always been the best-smelling kid in school and he’d saved most of the money from his jobs to buy it. The smell, and his body pressed against mine, took me back to the most painful time of my life and I couldn’t resist the comfort he offered.

“If I can’t talk to you about something we went through then I can’t talk to anyone,” he explained. I’ve got a good woman I’m about to marry. She just lost a baby. I’m mourning this one, but what about the first one? They are both my children. Maybe we’re cursed for what we did.”

“We didn’t do anything,” I told him. “So many so-called Christians have done a lot worse than have premarital sex and have gotten away with it.”

“Then why do I feel as if God is punishing me?”

I couldn’t answer him. I couldn’t say anything because if I opened my mouth the truth would spill out and shatter my soul into a million tiny pieces. I couldn’t tell him what had brought us together and how that catalyst still haunted me more than the loss of our child.  So I grabbed his beefy forearm and held onto him as my knees buckled and my heart found those familiar break lines. There was so much I couldn’t tell him even though I knew the truth would help him. I couldn’t open that door because once I did, not even the good Lord would be able to put me back together again. We held each other and cried, and then, Joshua’s harsh voice made us scramble apart as if we’d been having sex on my desk.

“What the hell is going on in here?”

I spun around to face Joshua, who looked from my tear-stained face to Trevor’s. He stepped into the office and closed and locked the door behind him. “What the fuck did you do to her?” he growled as he advanced toward Trevor.

I stepped in front of Trevor. “He didn’t do anything. We were just catching up on old times and I got a little emotional.”

“So you still have feelings for him,” Joshua’s eyes were hard and accusing.

“No!” Trevor and I said in unison.

Trevor held up his hands. “Look, man, it’s nothing like that.”

Joshua looked down at my hands. “What’s that?”

I hadn’t realized I was still clutching the ceramic feet. “It’s nothing.” I turned to drop it back into the bag and he grabbed it out of my hand, and then his shocked eyes shot up to my face.

“What’s this?” he growled.

Trevor looked at me and I looked away.

“I think this is a conversation you two need to have in private,” Trevor said.

He started toward the door, and Joshua stepped in front of him. “You’re not going anywhere until I know what the hell is going on here.”

“Sorry man, I thought she’d told you.”

“Told me what?”

“I don’t have to tell you anything. Cemi, you know where to find me when you need to talk.” He stepped around Joshua and walked to the door. The sound of it closing behind him made me quake with fear.

I leaned against my desk and white-knuckled the edge with both hands. My worst fear had just come true. No, Joshua leaving me would be far worse. As long as he could forgive me, I would be fine.

“What else have you been keeping from me, December?” Joshua asked in a deceptively steady voice.

I cleared the fear from my throat. “I never told you I got pregnant at fifteen. I lost the baby very early so only my parents and Trevor and his parents knew about it.”

“So, why didn’t you tell me?”

“Because when I told you I wasn’t a virgin, you broke up with me for three months. I didn’t want you to leave me again.”

“So you lied to me?! How could you keep something like this from me, December?”

“You’re not a very forgiving man, Joshua. You made me feel as if I was tainted when I told you about Trevor.”

“You were tainted! You were having sex at fifteen and you got pregnant? If I knew all of this from the beginning I never would’ve gotten involved with you.”

His harsh words made me want to crawl under the desk and die. The shame that had once been my constant companion washed over me and I felt as filthy as a pig rolling around in the mud and trying to hide its filth by wearing lipstick and pearls. My humiliation must’ve shown on my face.

Joshua closed his eyes and swore under his breath. “I didn’t mean for it to come out like that, but it’s the truth. You were tainted with sin and God washed away your sins and made you new.”

“God hasn’t restored my virginity, Joshua,” I pointed out.

He scowled. “The point is, he forgave you, and so did I the first time. But December, this is too much. How can I trust you when I asked you that day when you finally came clean if there was anything else you had to tell me and you said no? I can’t trust you, and I can’t marry you.”

I burst into tears and reached for him. “Joshua, I’m sorry. I was afraid.”

He knocked my hands away and took a step back. “I’ve been trying so hard to make you into the woman I need you to be. You pretended to be a virgin when we first met-”

“We met when we were sixteen in boarding school. I didn’t have to tell you anything until I knew we were serious about each other.”

“And it took you eight years to figure that out?” He wagged his index finger in my face. “I always knew there was something a little off about you. That’s why I was trying so hard to keep you in line.”

My anger flared past my fear. “You tried to keep me behind the line you drew because you’re a control freak.”

He glared at me. “God drew the line, not me.”

“And he’s forgiven me every time I’ve crossed it.”

Joshua shook his head. “I’m not God, December, and there are some things that only he can forgive.”

I couldn’t believe this was happening to me. We were mere months away from our winter wedding. My faith had been tested a lot over the last few weeks as I’d watched my boss’s marriage fall apart after more than twenty years. Joshua had shown little sympathy for either of them even after I’d explained that Nola hadn’t cheated until the end of their marriage. He hadn’t cared and his absolute sense of right and wrong had been a warning of what would happen to me if I did something he didn’t approve of. This sliver of fear had attached itself to my neck and spine since then and I’d feared we’d get to this moment. I had to find a way to make it right.

I reached for Joshua again, and this time, he allowed me to take his hand. I stared down at the beautiful diamond ring he’d placed on my finger a year earlier. “I love you, and I’m sorry I kept secrets from you. If you give me another chance, I swear I’ll never keep anything from you ever again.” I lifted my eyes and implored him to not leave me.

He caressed my cheek. “I’m sorry, December, it’s over.”

I shook my head. “What can I do to make it right? I’ll do anything.” Tears streamed down my face and my voice cracked with pain. I stared at him. I couldn’t believe he could let me go that easily. Nola had stayed with the man she’d loved through cheating, illegitimate kids, and abuse before her love had died. I hadn’t done any of that. All I’d done was keep a secret I knew would change the way he saw me. I’d done so much to please him. Didn’t that count for anything?

“I’ll give you time to get yourself together before we announce anything,” Joshua told me.”

I cried harder. “What does the Bible teach about forgiveness? What do you teach about forgiveness, Joshua?”

“I’m not a pastor right now, December. I’m a man, a man who loved you, and right now, I’m gutted.”

I reached up and caressed his face. “I know I hurt you. I’ll spend the rest of my life making it up to you.” In the back of my mind, I acknowledged that I’d just sealed my fate to a man who before had been a control freak and now would make my life unbearable. Every time I objected to something he wanted me to do or how he wanted me to be, he would remind me of this moment and what I’d promised him. The thought of living like that was scary, however, the thought of living without him was terrifying. “Give me another chance,” I pleaded.

“I’m sorry, December, there’s no coming back from what you did.”

He walked out of my office and out of my life.

I stayed where I was and stared at the closed door. When I was able to move, I sat at my desk and caressed the ceramic feet Trevor had given me. Memories came rushing back, dark and raw, and I knew if I dwelled on them for too long, they would take me to a place I didn’t want to be. As soon as I walked out the door, someone would ask if I was okay. I didn’t want to answer questions or talk to anyone. I needed to get away. I picked up my cell phone and called Nola who was now all the way in Alaska.

I told her Joshua had called off the wedding and that I needed a place to hide while I processed what had happened. I couldn’t go home to Miami and Nola was the only one I could talk to. I knew a lot of people and had a lot of friends, and still, there were few people I was very close to. Nola was the only one I
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