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      “THE WEAPON THE ENEMY HAS FORGED AGAINST YOU… AIN’T EVEN REAL,” PASTOR KING DECLARED.


       Charity listened intently to his sermon.


      	“Quit getting upset when he throws something at you, quit getting distracted, quit giving up… When he throws a weapon

         at you, he’s giving you ammunition to use against him. Every time he messes with your children, your finances, your car, your

         spouse, and you speak the Word out of your mouth, it becomes as sharp as any two-edged sword.” 

      


      	Charity was pleased she had received a word of encouragement. She didn’t want to talk to anyone; she wanted to go home and

         reclaim her house. She realized she’d been living in fear and expecting something bad to happen since the incident with her

         patient. She directed her thoughts toward the devil. You want a fight, you just picked one, and I ain’t backing down this time . . .


      “Fiction for the faithful.”


      —Black Issues Book Review


      “Need a little good news in your novels? Look no futher.”


      —Essence


   

      This book is dedicated to my Heavenly Father as firstfruit, for being faithful to His promises. Thanks, Daddy.
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      Prologue


      JOSEPH WAITED ANXIOUSLY FOR THE OLD MAN TO ARRIVE. Even though Chaplain Nesbit had become a father away from home to him, the chaplain was sometimes difficult to talk to. Joseph’s

         heart was heavy and he needed to talk without being judged. Not that Chaplain Nesbit was judgmental. He was such a “live by

         faith and not by sight” man that he refused to hear about feelings of discouragement, anger, or anything that sounded like

         lack of trust in God. 

      


      They met more than two years earlier when the chaplain came to visit the prison’s inmates to do weekly Bible studies in the

         common area of their dormitories. During their first meeting, the chaplain embarrassed Joseph so bad that he considered not

         going to any more of his sessions. Out of all the men in the Bible study that day, the old man chose to pick on Joseph.

      


      “The third thang Hannah did is in chapter one, verse 12 of first Samuel,” Joseph remembered the chaplain preaching. “’Member

         the first thang she did was stood up. That means she changed her position. Secondly, she prayed. And the third thang is .

         . . she continued to pray. She didn’t stop prayin’ ’cause she didn’t see ’mediate results. She kept on prayin’. She didn’t

         get caught up in the rules and reg’lations of religion that say if you pray mo’ than once you don’t have faith in God. She

         kept on prayin’. But you wanna pray one time and if God doesn’t honor your lil’ microwaved prayer, you retta give up. But

         not Hannah, she pushed. You know what that means, don’t you?” he asked, looking over the top of his round gold-rimmed glasses

         that hung on the tip of his wide brown nose. The prisoners were attentive to the old man as he stood among them at the raggedy

         wooden podium. His small frame was a contradiction to the confidence he exuded. His gray mustache matched his small uncombed

         Afro and the tiny hairs that protruded from his ears. “Young man,” Chaplain Nesbit called to Joseph. “You know what it means

         to push, don’t you?”

      


      “Uhm, yes, sir,” he stammered. “Uhm, to push means to, uhm, apply pressure to something.”


      “You a dictionary or something, boy?” Chaplain Nesbit laughed, and started a roar of laughter as the other men laughed too.

         Joseph had a reputation for being a know-it-all. It was not uncommon to find him somewhere studying the Bible with a dictionary,

         concordance, a commentary, and a Greek and Hebrew parallel Bible. His peers called him “Brother Word.” “Y’all young people

         thank you know everything. To push, p-u-s-h stands for praying till sumpin’ happens. Hannah pushed. When do a woman in labor

         starts pushin’, boy?”

      


      “When she feels contractions?” he asked, thinking this was another trick question. 


      “That’s right, a woman in labor don’t start pushin’ till she feel contractions, some pain. That’s when you oughta start pushin’.

         When you feel some resistance, some pain, start pushin’. What’chu say, boy? Start ’plyin’ some pressure. That’s what Hannah

         did—she ’plied some pressure with the fervency of her prayer.”

      


      Before Chaplain Nesbit could give the benediction good, Joseph was already at the back door of the common area. He stopped

         in his tracks when he heard the chaplain yell, “Boy, I need to see you.” Joseph thought the night would never end, but he

         was pleasantly surprised when the chaplain formally introduced himself and carried on a decent conversation with Joseph. 

      


      Ever since then they’d become good friends. Especially after Chaplain Nesbit’s wife died and he retired from visiting the

         men. Joseph reached out to him and became his biggest source of support. They’d become so close that when Joseph felt led

         to become a minister, Chaplain Nesbit arranged for the Virginia General Baptist Association to license him. Just reminiscing

         over how much of a blessing Chaplain Nesbit has been to him made Joseph smile. When he looked up and saw his spiritual father

         walking over to him, his smile broadened.

      


      “Hey, Pop, it’s good to see you,” he said, standing to hug him.


      “You looking good, boy,” the old man said, pushing his glasses up on his nose and stepping back to get a full view of Joseph’s

         almost six-foot, thin, but newly muscular frame. “I see you’ve been takin’ care of y’self. Liftin’ weights?”

      


      “Well,” Joseph said, blushing and flexing his right arm. “You never know when Jesus will show up in the flesh presenting Himself

         as my bride. And a brother gots to be ready.”

      


      “Boy, you just as crazy as you was the last time I seen you.”


      “What’d you expect? That was just six months ago.”


      “Seems like yesterday. Time flyin’ ain’t it?”


      Joseph looked down. “That’s kinda along the lines of what I wanted to talk to you about. I’m kinda getting weary here and

         I need your help in getting refocused.” He looked back up at his mentor. “Pop, I’ve been here for more than two years. Two

         years! I didn’t plan on being here this long. I just knew I would’ve been shipped back home by now. I feel like I’ve fulfilled

         my purpose here. I gave my life to God the very first day I walked up in here and I serve Him wholeheartedly. I humbly accept

         my calling as a minister of the Gospel. Why am I still here?”

      


      “Well, son—”


      “I mean, I’m not complaining,” Joseph said, remembering the last one-hour lecture he got the last time for complaining. “If

         God hadn’t orchestrated my coming here, I would’ve still been out there womanizing, drinking, and partying. I would’ve never

         taken the opportunity to sit at the feet of great men and women of God. My time here has been blessed, but I miss my parents

         and my daughter. I miss the civilian lifestyle. You understand?”

      


      “Yeah, I—”


      “I don’t mean to cut you off, but I’ve been holding this in for so long that if I don’t get it out I feel like I’mma get angry

         at God and I know good and well that He’s not the problem. I’ve done everything I know to do—I pray, I study, I fast, I confess

         the Word, I give sacrificially… I don’t know what else to do.” Joseph knew he was rambling on and on, but he figured

         he might as well finish what he’d already started. 

      


      Joseph was glad to see the old man smile, and was surprised to see him nod for him to go on talking. “I know what you’re thinking,

         and you are right. I know God has a plan for me being here. I’m just ready to go home. I’m ready to settle down and remarry.

         I’m ready to be the father I should’ve been. I’m ready to pastor the church God will give me. I think ministering here has

         prepared me for that, don’t you?”

      


      “Is that a r’torical question or a cue for me to speak?” he chuckled. “Ever since I’ve known you, you’ve been tryin’ to tell

         God how to be God. He’s faithful to His promises, not yours.” The chaplain slowed his voice down, “I see—”

      


      “You see? See what?” Joseph asked, thinking he was about to receive a prophetic revelation of some sort.


      “I see that you becomin’ puffed up and proud. All you do is talk about yourself… about what you’ve done. You done fasted.

         You done prayed. You, you, you. Maybe that’s why you’re still here.”

      


      Joseph dropped his head.


      “Look, son. I’m trying to help you here. If I ain’t learned nothing else ’bout God in all my years, I’ve learned this one

         thang. If He ain’t answerin’ you, if He’s ignorin’ you, leave Him alone. It’s for your own good. Ever had somebody gettin’

         on your nerves and you kept ignoring them ’cause you knew if you opened your mouth, you’d regret it?” Joseph nodded. “That’s

         what I’m talkin’ ’bout. God sees your work. The Bible says ‘be not weary in well doing.’ Don’t faint now. Keep doing well.

         Keep confessing, serving, praying, and fastin’. You gone be rewarded. You of all people should know that a miracle don’t happen

         based on what a situation looks like. Your change could come t’morrow. And if it did, you’d find that you ain’t as ready as

         you think you is.” 

      


      Joseph returned the old man’s smile. “It’s tight but it’s right. What you’ve said is true. God doesn’t owe me anything and

         I need to quit acting like He does. I know I’m going home soon. I’mma just wait on the Lord and let Him renew my strength.”

      


      “Now that’s the man of God I know. Waitin’ is only hard when you need to ’velop patience. And as a pastor-to-be, believe you

         me, you gone need a lot of it. ’Velop it now. God know what He doin’. Just thank, God could’ve used anything to exercise your

         faith… financial troubles, troubled marriage… anything. I ain’t sayin’ He puts those thangs on us, but He does allow

         ’em to happen and He works ’em out for our good.”

      


      “I’ve never thought of it that way.” Joseph looked as if a lightbulb came on in his head. “I can count this one with all joy then.”

      


      “Absolutely. In due season, you’ll obtain favor if you faint not.”


      “You mean reap if I faint not.”


      “Same thang.”


      “Not quite. That Scripture says, ‘let us not be weary in well doing; for in due season we shall reap, if we faint not.’ Now

         over in Proverbs it says, ‘whoso findeth a wife findeth a good thing and obtaineth favor from the Lord.’ Now I’m looking to

         obtain favor in that way, are you speaking prophetically?”

      


      “Boy, you always lookin’ for a prophecy. Let’s finish this over lunch,” the old man chuckled. “One thang’s for sho.” He stood

         to face Joseph. “When He does send you a wife, you gonna be pleased. ’Cause you done gone from being a ladies’ man to a man

         after God’s own heart. Everything you learnin’ ’bout Him and ’speriencin’ with Him, He gone make sho you ’sperience it on

         earth through her. She gone be the ’stension of His arms, His heart, Himself. The moment God started working on you two years

         ago, He started working on her. She gone be a mighty woman of God.”

      


      Joseph confessed aloud, “I receive her in the name of Jesus,” and he walked with Chaplain Nesbit to the canteen.


   

      Chapter 1


      “MAGNIFIQUE! MAGNIFIQUE!” CHARITY EXCLAIMED, blowing kisses with both hands to her two staff people, Iesha and Harmony. “This place looks wonderful,” she said, looking

         around the suite and admiring the purple and black balloons, decorations, and the sign that read, WELCOME TO HORIZONS CHRISTIAN COUNSELING CENTER. “You guys have done a wonderful job setting up. This open house is going to be the bomb.”

      


      “The bomb?” Iesha, her administrative assistant, asked with her head cocked back and her hand on her hip. “Sistergirl, you

         need to leave the slang to me. It doesn’t become you at all. One minute you speaking French and the next you talking Westside.

         I believe they call that a faux pas.”

      


      Iesha and Harmony erupted in laughter. Charity laughed too.


      Imitating Iesha, Charity put her hand on her hip and swung her shoulder-length bobbed hair. “Excusez-moi, mademoiselle. Let’s get one thing straight. I might be your big sister, but in this place, I’m your boss. You’ll want to leave the shot-calling

         to me.”

      


      “My bad, Boss. Well since you handling things around here, tell me where you put the music so we can get this party started

         right.”

      


      “Oh shoot!” Charity said, stamping her foot on the carpet. “I knew I was forgetting something. Do either of you have music

         we can use?”

      


      “I have a sounds of nature CD in my office,” Harmony offered slowly.


      “Pst!” Iesha sucked her teeth. “Don’t nobody wanna listen to no birds or thunderstorms. Cherry, I got some Missy Elliott,

         Jay-Z, Nelly, R. Kelly—”

      


      “Iesha, sweetie, this is an open house for a Christian counseling center, not the grand opening for Club 2000.”


      “I was just trying to help you out.”


      “Good,” Charity said, walking toward her office to get her purse. “It’d help me out if you would go to my car and get the

         Fred Hammond, Kirk Franklin, and Israel and New Breed CDs.”

      


      “All right, then. I see how you want to be.”


      Charity handed her keys to her sister. “And please remember to call me Charity at work.”


      Iesha took the keys and playfully rolled her eyes as she spun around on her heels, away from Charity. Charity shook her head,

         trying to make light of the situation in front of Harmony, whom she’d met two years ago at a counselors’ workshop. Charity

         was excited about working with her, a woman in her fifties who was always patient with insightful things to say. But the most

         important quality to Charity was that Harmony was a born-again believer. She hoped that Harmony wasn’t offended by Iesha’s

         comment. “Harmony, you’ll have to pray for her. She’s not yet come in under the Blood.” Charity was glad to see Harmony smile.

         “Keep your CD on standby in case folks get tired of hearing mine, okay?”

      


      “I will.”


      “Would you mind greeting guests and having them sign the guest book at the entryway?”


      “No, I don’t mind. What a wonderful opportunity to be a blessing, and to bless each and every person that comes through the

         door.”

      


      Charity smiled. That’s why she recruited Harmony to work with her. She had such a sweet spirit and was so pleasant to be around.

         “Please do. I have some special people coming tonight, including my pastor, Reverend King from Damascus Road Baptist Church.”

         

      


      “Yeah. I’ve heard of him. I went to a revival he did a few years back. He was good. I’m sure I’ll recognize him while I’m

         hosting. By the way, I’m an excellent hostess. You know I used to be a waitress in my former life.”

      


      Charity glanced at her watch, hoping it would mask the scowl that appeared across her face. “Oh, look at the time,” she tried

         not to sound so obvious. “Guests should be here any minute, you’d better make your way downstairs. I’ll make sure everything

         is all right up here.” 

      


      Charity watched Harmony walk toward the entryway. She was relieved that Harmony wasn’t offended by Iesha’s insensitivity,

         but she took offense at Harmony’s formerlife comment. I bind up that reincarnation mess, in the name of Jesus. She was a stickler for listening to the words that people spoke. Even though Harmony may not have meant anything by what she

         said, Charity knew that since she had spoken it, a door had been opened. And if a door had been opened, Charity would see

         to it that it be closed. 

      


      “Harmony,” Charity called. “Two things. One, if you see Iesha while you’re down there tell her I said she’ll be guiding tours

         tonight. And two, remind me to bring up communication at our first staff meeting.” 

      


      “Okay.”


      Charity made a mental note to speak with Iesha about how to talk to people and to remind Harmony to be careful about what

         she says. 

      


      Iesha glanced at her watch. It was 4:50 p.m. The open house would begin in ten minutes. But more important, at 5:00 the building

         would come alive with men getting off work. She sashayed her way through Present Day Office Park in case any of them might

         leave their office suites early.

      


      Present Day Office Park was located within Charlotte Executive Park, a community of five high-tower office buildings. Of the

         entire park, Present Day was the only building that was black owned. The other buildings had professional names. Dead smack

         in the middle of Park Abbey, Gateway Village, Lincoln Heights, and Wendover Towers sat Present Day. Aside from the name and

         the owners—Doris and David Humphries—the building was a nice place. 

      


      She stopped by the building’s directory just to see how many men she would have access to. The names were countless. Dr. John

         Webber, Ophthalmologist, Suite 303. I think I need my eyes checked. She grinned at the thought. Wallace Austin, Financial Planner, Suite 201. It’s about time I start working on one of those Y2K or whatever those retirement plans are called. Davis, Watson, and Blalock, Attorneys at Law, Suite 203. Now, if that’s an office full of men I see a bad check charge in my future. That thought made her laugh out loud. Dr. Donald Moore, Dentistry, Suite 412. I got a sweet tooth for men that needs—

      


      “Ma’am, do you need some help?” a male voice came from behind her.


      “Nah, I was just…” her voice trailed off as she spun around to meet face-to-face with a hazel-eyed redbone in black slacks,

         a white shirt that had to be dry-cleaned because can’t nobody iron like that, and a tie with zebra stripes. “I was just looking,” she said, referring to him more than the directory.

      


      “I saw you over here talking to yourself,” he grinned. “And I was going to direct you to the fifth floor where that new counseling

         center is. I hear they’re having an open house at five. You’d be right on time.”

      


      “I know,” she said, looking down. She was impressed that his patent leather shoes had a suede zebra print on top that matched

         his tie. “Exactly what I was looking for,” she said, looking up. “The counseling center, I mean.”

      


      His grin faded. “Oh ma’am. I didn’t mean any harm,” he apologized. “I’m very sorry. My name is Wallace Austin, my office is

         upstairs.” He extended his hand to her.

      


      “I’m Iesha.” She noticed that his hands were soft and moist. His nails looked manicured and there wasn’t a wedding band in

         sight. “I work at the new counseling center you were going to refer me to. I was just looking to see if we’d been added to

         this directory yet.”

      


      “Whew, what a relief,” he exhaled. “For a minute there I thought you were a client. I was getting ready to be gone.”


      “And now?”


      “Girl, don’t start nothing, won’t be nothing, with’cho fine self,” he said, admiring the full-figured cocoa beauty. It felt

         like he was eyeing her down with x-ray vision, but she didn’t mind. Those birth control injections she used to get blew her

         up in all the right places. Her legs and waist were still small, but her breasts, thighs, and behind were men’s eye candy.

      


      “Iesha! Iesha!”


      Looking around and seeing Harmony coming toward her felt like someone pouring a glass of water over hot charcoal embers. She

         didn’t know what it was about Harmony that she didn’t like, but she sure took the fire of pleasure out of working for her

         sister. And the last thing she wanted to do was to be seen with her. She turned to Wallace and said, “I’m supposed to be getting

         something out of my car. I’ll see you around?”

      


      “You bet,” he said slyly.


      Iesha walked away slowly. She knew where his eyes were. She walked toward the door so that Harmony would follow her outside.

         No need to be seen with her in public. They met at the door and as she impatiently received Charity’s message from her, she looked back at Wallace to see if he

         was still watching her. A lil’ trick I learned from Loretta Devine in Waiting to Exhale. When she saw him still standing by the signboard with a mesmerized look on his face, she knew what that

         look meant. She smiled, this is going to be my year after all. 

      


      “Will you be okay with that?” Iesha heard Harmony ask.


      This chile just messes up my groove. “Yes, Harmony. I’ll be the tour guide. Now gone.” Iesha shooed her away. She knew she should respect her elders and she

         hated to be rude, but dang! Iesha walked to her sister’s Ford Explorer and opened the door with the remote. It was something about Harmony that made

         Iesha not want to be around her long. I can’t put my finger on it. Iesha checked her thoughts. She realized she felt the same way about the Humphries, the people who owned Present Day. Either they’re a little shifty or I’m just paranoid. Either that or Charity’s losing her touch. She used to be able to read people up and down.


      “Where’s that girl at?” Charity asked, looking at the clock hanging in the waiting area. “She should’ve been back here by

         now.” She walked out to the mezzanine and saw Iesha coming back into the building. Talking about some Missy Elliott and R. Kelly. Charity walked back into the suite. If I had known she was going to show up looking like a hoochie from a video, I would’ve told her earlier she was working an

            open house and not a grand opening. Charity shook her head and walked out of the waiting area. She gave it a nod of approval, as everything was in its place

         and ready for the event.

      


      She had to admit it, Iesha was wearing that outfit. Those suede tan-and-brown patchwork boots set off her brown cowneck sweater dress just right. The thigh-high

         split didn’t hurt it either. She even had a matching patchwork purse. You go, girl! Charity didn’t have to look at her sister’s nails to know they were manicured and perfectly polished. Only Iesha could pull

         off wearing the auburn Afro puffs she was sporting. Charity chuckled to herself, wondering how long Iesha’s hair really was.

         It was hard to tell because Iesha was always doing something to it—weaving it, braiding it, tucking a piece in it. The lifestyle of the bling, bling, she mocked Iesha. “Thank You, Lord,” Charity said aloud, remembering how God transformed her from her hoochie mama days.

         “God, if You did it for me, You’ll do it for my sister.”

      


      She continued walking through the office, making sure things were in place. Before she knew it she was thinking back on the

         other things God had delivered her from, including a hellacious marriage. There was nothing that would make Charity turn her

         back on God. He’d faithfully provided for her since she came to Him two years ago.

      


      She remembered the exact day, time, and place she cried out to Him. “Lord, this man has put his hands on me for the last time,”

         she had prayed. She didn’t know how God was going to do it, she just held on to a promise she found in the Bible about God

         providing a way of escape. She knew it wouldn’t be easy. The only places her ex-husband, Emmitt, would permit her to go without

         him were to church and work. The Sunday after she made her vow, she and their four-year-old son, Xavier, went to church. She

         was inspired and comforted by Pastor King’s sermon, “Get Out of the Boat.” She left church determined that she was going to

         do something different. And sure enough, she found herself in the parking lot of the battered women’s shelter. She sat in

         the car for an hour, crying and cradling Xavier. “I’m sorry, I’m so sorry,” she apologized to him. She wasn’t sure if she

         was apologizing for leaving Emmitt, or not leaving sooner than she did.

      


      “Thank You, Jesus,” she whispered, bringing her mind back to the present moment. “You work all things out for the good of

         them who love You, and have been called according to Your purpose.”

      


      When Charity turned the corner past her and Harmony’s offices, she could hear the buzz of several voices. She stepped into

         the foyer and was greeted by a crowd of people. She shivered as a feeling of peace washed over her. Thank You, Father. She knew that it was only the hand of God that moved so many people to support her. When she sent out the invitations to

         as many pastors, physicians, judges, and mental health providers as she could think of, she assumed that they’d all be too

         busy or too tired to attend an after-hours event. But, she daily confessed Proverbs 16:3, “I will commit my works unto the

         Lord and my thoughts will be established.” God had honored His Word. Charity made her way through the crowd, greeting people.

         By the looks of it, most of the invited had come. The suite was almost full, and when Charity made it to the entryway, she

         saw people coming in through the mezzanine, and pockets of people were socializing everywhere. 

      


      Charity spotted Iesha leading a line of people on a tour on the other side of the room. She knew she’d have to relieve her

         soon, because Iesha was walking like her high-heeled boots were getting the best of her. Between shaking people’s hands and

         making small talk, Charity looked around for Harmony. She found her walking over to the food tables, where it looked like

         the crowd was getting pushy. Charity took that as a cue to get started.

      


      Charity shouted as loudly as she could so that she could be heard over the buzz of conversations. “May I have your attention,

         please?! May I have your attention?”

      


      Yelling at the top of her lungs didn’t make the slightest bit of difference. But when a man yelled, “Listen up, everybody,”

         the noise was hushed instantly like someone’d stuck a bottle in a hollering baby’s mouth. Lord, if I had known You were going to show out like this, I would’ve rented a sound system. Charity smiled and nodded at the man. 

      


      “Good evening, everyone,” she said, greeting the attendees with a smile. “I’m Charity Phillips, and it’s so good to look out

         over this crowd and see so many familiar faces. I want to personally thank each and every one of you for your support and

         kind words. Your being here tonight means so much to me and the staff. Thank you all for sacrificing and taking time out of

         your busy schedules to come by and be with us on a Friday evening. I was told that an all-black counseling center wasn’t necessary.

         Naysayers said that we have enough things separating us as it is. But when I started practicing as a therapist six years ago,

         I became aware of the divisive devices they spoke of and have desired ever since to do something about them…” Charity

         stopped speaking to allow the applause that erupted through the crowd. “Thank you. The word ‘horizon’ refers to the line that

         forms the boundary between the earth and sky. That’s what we’ll strive to do for each person you refer to us. We want to help

         them realize that the line, the boundary, the barrier that stands between where they are and where they want to be is a thin

         one. It can be overstepped, overdrawn, and overcome. Horizons is a place where our people will be encouraged to come for help,

         a place where we will be validated, and a place where we can learn about ourselves and be challenged to grow.” The applause

         grew more thunderous than before.

      


      “At this time, I would like to introduce two very special people.” She scanned the room. “Iesha and Harmony, will you come

         forward and say hello?”

      


      Charity saw two places in the crowd open up as people stepped back to allow Harmony and Iesha through. Harmony, whose light

         skin radiated in an African-printed frock, walked toward Charity. It looked like her dreadlocks had been half dipped in gray

         paint. The black part was secured at the nape of her neck with a thick, red rubber band, and the rest looked like gray cords

         resting on her back as she slowly made her way to the front of the room where Charity stood. To allow Iesha the extra time

         she needed to sashay through the crowd, she motioned for Harmony to introduce herself.

      


      “Good evening,” she said slowly as if she was concentrating on the articulation of her words. “My name is Harmony Scott. I

         am an adolescent and family counselor. I have more than ten years’ experience and am excited to be working with Charity. I

         share her vision for Horizons and appreciate the referrals you will send to us. For the people you send, we hope to help guide

         them back to their spiritual source and help them open up their hearts and minds as they are challenged by large and small

         difficulties. We hope to help them find sacred footing on ordinary ground, and experience miracles every day. Thank you,”

         she said, bowing.

      


      Charity clapped along with the audience, ignoring the scowling expression on Iesha’s face once she saw Harmony bowing. Hoping

         that no one else would notice Iesha’s bad manners, Charity motioned for Iesha to introduce herself. 

      


      “Hey, everybody, I’m Iesha,” she said plainly. “I’mma be the voice on the other end of the phone when you call. I’m the secretary.”


      Administrative assistant!


      “I’m excited about the center, too. Thanks for coming out.” She shrugged, letting Charity know she couldn’t think of anything

         else to say.

      


      “Staff, let’s give everyone a hand for coming out tonight,” Charity rescued her. The three of them clapped together. “Everyone,

         let’s give the staff a hand in advance for all the hard work, long hours, and sacrifices they’ll put in to make Horizons the

         best counseling center in Charlotte.” After the applause, Charity thanked her attendees again and invited them to take some

         of her promotional pens, pads, and business cards on their way out. 

      


      The three Horizons staff members escorted people out of the building. As Charity walked and talked with a small crowd, she

         felt a tap on her shoulder.

      


      “Hello, Judge Fulton,” she said, turning around to hug the juvenile court judge she’d befriended years ago when she worked

         as an adolescent counselor. She hated being subpoenaed to court by her clients’ probation officers, but she took a liking

         to Judge Fulton because it was obvious that she cared for the kids in her courtroom. Charity watched judges sentence kids

         to detention centers and boot camps without asking any questions. Judge Fulton always asked questions. She’d talk to the family

         members who were present and would counsel adolescents right there in her courtroom. She was well-known for ordering family

         counseling, drug treatment, and community service at an orphanage, children’s hospital, or homeless or battered-women’s shelter.

         Charity would be subpoenaed time after time to testify against repeat offenders sentenced by the other judges, but Judge Fulton’s

         kids rarely came back through the system. It was Judge Fulton who encouraged Charity to open her own practice. “Long time

         no see. How are you?”

      


      “I’m well. I can see that you are.”


      “Oh yes, God is good. You know this wouldn’t have been possible without your prayers and support.”


      “Glory to God. I’m proud of you. You’re a young woman and you’ve got so much ahead of you. You’re opening the way for many

         others who’ll come behind you.”

      


      “Aaaawww.” Charity hugged her again. “We’ll have to do lunch soon and catch up. I’ve got to run. The Humphries lock up at

         eight o’clock sharp. That gives me less than an hour to clean. I’d hate to be locked up in here.”

      


      “I know that’s right. Speaking of the Humphries, there was some talk in the courthouse about Present Day closing because of

         some financial or legal troubles or something. Is that true?”

      


      “I hate to think.” Charity frowned. “The black Taj Mahal closing? And I just gave them my whole life savings. That best be

         just a rumor.”

      


      “That’s what I said when I heard it. I’ll keep my eyes and ears open. If I hear anything, you’ll be the first to know it.”


      Even though Charity felt the information about Present Day’s closing was false, she had the same sinking feeling in her stomach

         that she’d felt when Harmony made mention of her former life. 

      


   

      Chapter 2


      SHE BARELY LOCKED THE DOORS BEHIND HER before she had half of her clothes off. The only thing Charity wanted to do was to soak in a long, hot bath surrounded by

         candlight. It had been one of those days. She had had her share of smiling, entertaining, and pretending to be interested

         in other people’s opinions. She just wanted to relax and go to bed. Since now-six-year-old Xavier was with his father for

         the weekend, she planned to do just that.

      


      She hung her purse on the coatrack by the door, then kicked off her navy high-heeled sling backs and carried them to her room.

         She placed them in the shoe rack on the floor of her walk-in closet and hung her navy wool blazer and skirt up behind other

         winter suits. She pulled her silk, pink-blush blouse over her head and hung it between the shirts and blouses in the front

         of the closet. Leaning back on the edge of the bed, she extended her legs in the air and rolled her thigh-high hose off as

         if she were in a commercial shoot. 

      


      Having a restful sleep was essential tonight. Charity looked for the one gown she knew would make that easy to accomplish.

         She went through two drawers of clothes to find the long, thin white cotton gown with pink embroidered flowers on the bodice

         and wide shoulder straps. She draped it over her shoulder and went to the bathroom to draw her bathwater. As the water filled

         the tub, she lit a jasmine-scented candle on an adjacent black wrought-iron stand. The only thing missing was a cup of hot

         tea. She left the tub running and went to the kitchen to boil a small pot of water. 

      


      When she noticed the blinking red light on the wall phone, she picked up her cordless and dialed the number to check her messages.

         

      


      Welcome to the message center. Two new messages are in your mailbox. First message, today, three thirty-one p.m. “Hellllloooo, this Emmitt. Just calling to let you know I picked Lil’ Man up from school. Hold on, he wants to say something.

         Tell your momma hey.”

      


      “Hey, Mommy.”


      “She not there, we leaving a message. Tell her you love her.”


      “I love you, Mommy.”


      “All right, tell her bye.”


      “Bye, bye.”


      “Like I said, we was just calling. Call us when you get in. Bye.”


      To save this message, press two, to erase—


      She pressed “two.” She knew it wouldn’t be long before she’d start missing her son and would want to hear his voice again.

         It made no sense for her to call him, because it would make him want to come home. And the last thing she wanted was to hear

         him cry. Especially while he was with his father. That would make things harder for them both.

      


      Charity walked back to the bathroom to check on her bathwater. 


      Message saved. Second message, today six p.m.


      “Cherry. It’s Mom. Y’all must still be at work. I ain’t heard from Esha yet either, she supposed to bring the kids by. I was

         calling to find out how she did on her first day at work. Hope you ain’t had to fire her already. Take it easy on her, you

         know she ain’t never worked a day in her life. I don’t know where she get that from ’cause I ain’t raise her to be like that.

         What you do with Zavey if y’all still at work? Lord, this his weekend with his daddy, ain’t it? They better not mistreat my

         baby down there or I’ll go down there myself and… Hello? Hello? See, God don’t like ugly, your answering machine trying

         to cut me off. What Esha say? ‘They better recognize, they better ask somebody.’ Let me get off this phone, I cracks myself

         up. Call me later, Cherry. Love ya, bye.”

      


      To save this message—


      “Definitely erase this one,” she chuckled, and pressed “three.” She ran her hand through the bathwater to make sure it was

         hot. “Just right.” She dried her hand on a nearby towel and dialed Emmitt’s phone number.

      


      Lord, set a guard over my mouth and keep watch over the door of my lips.

      


      “Joe’s Pool Room,” Emmitt answered.


      There used to be a time when Charity thought his dry sense of humor was cute. But after they married it irritated her that

         he would answer like that. It didn’t matter to him that she was a professional woman, that important people from her job or

         church called the house. There was no telling how many opportunities they missed from people who hung up thinking they’d really

         dialed Pizza Hut, The House of Blues, or Psychic Friends Network.

      


      “It’s a good thing I’m not Ed McMahon calling to tell you you’ve won the Publishers Clearing House Sweepstakes,” she said,

         forcing laughter into her voice.

      


      “Well, are you?”


      “Emmitt, it’s Charity. How are you?” She hoped she didn’t sound too agitated.


      “I’m hanging in there. How ’bout you?”


      “Really tired, but I wanted to return your call and see how Zavey is.”


      “He’s out like a light. I knew he was sleepy around seven ’cause he started whining.”


      “Umph,” was the only thing she could think of to say. She knew he was getting ready to go into his spiel about boys crying

         like little punks.

      


      “He must’ve forgotten where he was ’cause he know I don’t play that whining mess. It might work when he’s with you ’cause

         you let him have his way. But I done told him, whining don’t get you nowhere.”

      


      She attempted to appease him. “You’re right about that. Whining won’t get you anywhere. Well, I just wanted to return your—”


      “I’m just saying, sweetie…” 


      Charity straightened her back like she was bracing herself. She knew that he only called her pet names when he wanted something.

         

      


      “The boy six years old whining like a little girl,” Emmitt continued. “You need to nip that in the bud. It ain’t cute no more.

         He too old for that.”

      


      “Okay, I will.” Charity fought back frustration and worked hard to keep her voice even. She didn’t want to raise her voice

         or let any choice words slip out of her mouth. In the past she’d given him plenty of reasons to accuse her of not being Christian-like,

         and she didn’t want to add this to his repertoire. She’d grown tired of his sarcastic remarks about not believing that she

         was really a minister. 

      


      “I ain’t fussing at you. You’re doing a good job with him, but all that whining ain’t necessary for a boy. People gone think

         he a punk. He’s already small for his age and I know the little boys are gone tease him. I’ve been there, I know. You used

         to work with kids, you know that too.”

      


      She could still hear him talking even though she’d taken the phone away from her ear. Every now and then she’d put the phone

         up to her ear and mouth to say, “Uhm hum.” 

      


      “All right, Emmitt. It was good talking to you. You have a nice night and kiss Zavey for me.”


      “I will. Just think about what I said.”


      “Okay, good night.” She hung up the phone before he could respond.


      She grabbed the Bible she kept in the bathroom on the shelf above the toilet. She could feel her emotions rise up on the inside

         of her like boiling hot lava in an erupting volcano. She was either going to cry or vomit if she did not calm down. She hated

         feeling like this—like a scared child who could not stand up for herself. No one could make her as angry as she allowed Emmitt

         to. She turned her Bible to Ephesians 6. But she kept going back and repeating verse 12 over and over. “For we wrestle not

         against flesh and blood,” she read aloud. “But against principalities, against powers, against the rulers of the darkness

         of this age, against spiritual hosts of wickedness in the heavenly places.” She meditated on that Scripture until the strong

         grip of her anger was loosened.

      


      She ran more hot water into the tub and relaxed every part of her body easing into the water. She wondered if Calgon could

         really take her away.

      


      Iesha was glad to get those boots off her feet. It felt as if she’d already spent the night on the dance floor and she hadn’t

         even left the house. She figured that if she soaked her feet for a few minutes and wore her bedroom shoes for awhile, her

         feet would be rested by the time her friends arrived to pick her up for the club.

      


      “Raquan, what’chu in there whining about?” she yelled from her room to her son.


      “Sha-Lai hit me, Momma,” he whined.


      “Sha-Lai, get your fast tail somewhere and sit down ’fore I come in there and sit you down. I done told you, you ain’t nobody’s

         momma. You ain’t got no chaps to be hitting. Is your stuff packed?”

      


      “Yes, ma’am.”


      “Quan, you done packed your bag?”


      “Almost.”


      “Get y’all stuff together so I can drop y’all off at Momma’s. Y’all getting on my nerves and we ain’t been home but fifteen

         minutes.”

      


      Raquan walked into her room carrying the cordless phone. “Telephone, Momma.” She’d been yelling so loudly that she hadn’t

         heard the phone ring. “She got it, Sha-Lai,” he said into the telephone, “hang up that other phone.”

      


      Iesha snatched the phone from him. “Hello?”


      “Hey E, what you up to?”


      “Nothing, girl. Hollering at these hard-headed chaps of mine. Wait a minute, Mercedes, hold on a minute.” She covered the

         mouthpiece with her hand and yelled, “Sha-Lai, put some water in my foot spa and bring it here since you need something to

         do with your hands besides hitting people.” She took her hand away from the phone and continued her conversation with one

         of her best friends, Mercedes. “I’m back, girl. These chaps getting on my nerves. Sha-Lai is nine, going on nineteen. And

         Quan seven acting like he two. They’re getting ready to go to Momma’s.”

      


      “You late. Mine are already gone. Why yours still there?”


      “You know I started working today.”


      “That’s right. E is a working woman now. How ya like it?”


      “It’s all right, I guess. I don’t think I’mma like working for Cherry and all her uppity, super-Christian friends,” she said,

         plopping her feet into the bubbling foot spa. “She got this one chick working for her who be talking in proverbs like Gandhi

         or somebody. We had to introduce ourselves tonight and she gave a freaking speech. And then had a nerve to bow. I think something

         wrong with her, myself. She ain’t quite right if you ask me. She weird and I don’t fit in with them and I ain’t gonna try.”

      


      “That’s right. Keep it real. West siiii-eeed,” Mercedes chanted.


      “Girl, you stupid. There is a lot of plus sides though.”


      “Like what?”


      “For one, her office is in the black Taj Mahal.”


      “You lying? Your sister got an office in Present Day? She is uppity, ain’t she?”


      “Watch your mouth. Can’t nobody talk about my sister but me.”


      “My bad.”


      They laughed together. “Girl, the biggest plus is all the BMWs they got in there. It’s black men working in there everywhere.

         Doctors, lawyers, you name it. I even met one today.”

      


      “Whaaaaaat?”


      “Yep, a businessman. His name is Wallace and the boy got it going on. You hear me? He gotta body like a man fresh out of prison,”

         she laughed. “Ya’ll gone have to come and eat lunch with me in the courtyard one day.”

      


      “You ain’t said nothing but a word. How ’bout Monday?”


      “Long as you don’t come looking as desperate as you sound. What time ya’ll gone get here tonight?”


      “I don’t know why I’m still your friend with all the junk I let you talk to me.”


      “’Cause you know I love you.”


      “Nah, it must be because I love you. It’s almost eight-thirty. What time you gone take the kids to your mom’s?”


      “As soon as I get off the phone with you, I’m out the door.”


      “Well, I’mma pick Traci up and we’ll stop by the ABC store and then head on over to your place. You want anything in particular?”


      “Nah, the usual will be fine.”


      “All right then, I’ll see you in a bit.”


      “Peace out.”


      Iesha carried Raquan into her mother’s house. He had already fallen asleep during the fifteen-minute drive.


      “Hey, Ma,” she said, opening the door with her own key.


      “Hey, Mah Mah,” Sha-Lai sang as she wrapped her arms around as much of her grandmother’s wide waist as she could. It was unmistakable

         that Iesha got her looks from Mama Lorraine. They were both the same cocoa complexion, same height of five-foot-seven, and

         had the same body type. Mama Lorraine looked young for her age and was always mistaken to be Charity’s and Iesha’s sister.

      


      “Hey, Tootie,” she reached down to return her granddaughter’s hug. She kissed Iesha on the cheek, “That boy already sleep?

         Go lay him across the bed in the back.” Iesha left the kitchen but she heard her mother tell Sha-Lai, “I guess we’ll have

         to watch The Son of the Mask and eat this popcorn and peanut butter chocolate chip cookies all by ourselves.”

      


      “Ma, ya’ll still buying those bootleg videos?” Iesha called from the back room. “I thought Daddy said he wasn’t going to buy

         any more of them tapes since the last ones were messed up?”

      


      “Chile, Willie gave him his money back and let him trade them tapes. Your daddy’s been a faithful customer ever since.” When

         Iesha walked back into the room, Mama Lorraine pointed to the long cabinet drawers on the bottom of the entertainment center.

         “Look down there. We got Mudear Goes to Jail, Man of the House, and Diary of a Mad Black Woman.”

      


      “Ya’ll wrong. Ya’ll still Christians ain’t you?”


      Mama Lorraine laughed. “Where in the Bible does it say we can’t buy bootleg tapes?”


      “Ooooh, Ma. You know you’re wrong for that. Your Bible does say ‘thou shalt not steal,’ don’t it?”


      “Since when you know what the Bible says, Ms. Lady-of-the-night? If I’dda known it was only going to take one day for Cherry

         to rub off on you, I would’ve prayed about this sooner than I did.”

      


      Iesha raised her eyebrows. “Cherry ain’t rubbed off on me. I ain’t nothing like her and never will be.”


      “You say that like it’s a bad thing to be like her.”


      “I don’t mean it like that—”


      “I was gone say, ’cause the girl doing good. She done gone to college and got not one, but two degrees. She has her own business

         and got you working in it. She in church every Sunday, not to mention that she’s a preacher. And, she doing a good job raising

         that boy all by herself without so much as a penny from that sorry ex-husband of hers who still living with his momma. What

         you see that’s so bad about that?”
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