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            Chapter 1

         

         As the choir sang, Dillon gazed across his 1,000-plus-member congregation and could barely contain himself. His heart raced with excitement, and it was all he could do not to break into laughter. The reason: He felt more like a rock star than he did a pastor, and his plan was working brilliantly. Even from the pulpit, he could tell that the members of New Faith Christian Center loved and worshiped everything about him, and he couldn’t have been more pleased.

         And who would have guessed that a man of his character, someone tainted with such a sinful past, could achieve this kind of glorious success? Especially with the way Dillon had tried blackmailing his own father, the infamous Reverend Curtis Black, and had slept with his own brother’s wife. Those two indiscretions alone had occurred just over three years ago, however, thankfully—for whatever reason—Curtis and Matthew had forgiven him. Dillon and Matthew certainly weren’t the best of friends, and Dillon could tell that his dad still didn’t trust him either, but again, they no longer held his past crimes against him. Although, it wasn’t like they ever called or spent time with Dillon the way he would have liked.

         But the best news of all was that his sister Alicia had turned out to be his favorite person, and she was now closer to Dillon than she was to any other family member. The two of them could easily serve as poster children for popular clichés, as they were definitely thick as thieves, two peas in a pod, bosom buddies, and the list went on. They were as close as any brother and sister could be, and they stood up for each other—probably because they were now both the black sheep of the family. Still, they’d made a pact, and because Dillon didn’t have much of a relationship with anyone on his mom’s side, God rest her soul, he cherished the one he had with his sister. This was part of the reason that he’d decided very quickly that she would be New Faith’s chief operating officer. He was also grateful to his brother-in-law, Levi, who’d invested all the initial funding to get the church up and running.

         Because of drug-related charges, Levi had done time in prison, but he was a changed man and anyone could see that he loved Alicia with his entire being. Levi had also proven beyond question that he would do anything to protect Dillon and the ministry, and he was the perfect chairman of the church’s elder board.

         Although, it wasn’t only Alicia and Levi who genuinely cared about Dillon, because he now had a gorgeous wife who loved him, too. Raven, who sat smiling at him in the front row, was his everything, and he couldn’t be more grateful to have married her. He was thankful to finally have found a woman he trusted and appreciated, because before Raven, it had been no secret that he’d never had much respect for any woman, not even his own mother. Of course, there was no denying that, like his own, Raven’s past wasn’t pretty, but she loved, honored, and respected Dillon, and that was all that mattered to him. Yes, Raven had once served as chief financial officer at his dad’s church, and she’d served a few years in prison for embezzling a hundred thousand dollars from the ministry—out of desperation to repay her gambling debts—but today, she was a different woman. She’d been completely delivered from her casino addiction, and she was the ideal first lady. The women of New Faith Christian Center certainly thought so, and they viewed her as a stellar example. To them, she represented the fact that anyone could change for the better if he or she wanted to, and they admired that. Dillon was also happy to say that part of his success as a pastor, as well as the growing of the congregation, was a result of Raven’s notable business acumen. She was exceptionally good with numbers, and while she wasn’t New Faith’s CFO, she’d given Dillon daily advice in terms of how to handle church finances in an entrepreneurial fashion. Dillon had listened to every word and had carefully followed her suggestions, and as a result, the church leadership as a whole had very few complaints when it came to his operational decisions. It was the reason the membership was solid and increasing weekly.

         But on a more personal note, Raven was the kind of woman most men would be proud to have. Not only was she head-to-toe beautiful, she was also highly intelligent, confident, and sophisticated. She didn’t seem at all like the woman he’d heard about before meeting her—nothing like the felon who’d finished a stint in prison. It was as if she’d taken lots of time to learn everything she could about culture, class, and elegance, because along with her dressing the part, she decorated their home in the same manner. She carried herself with total refinement, and Dillon was glad she’d contacted him right after he’d become estranged from his dad and siblings and had been forced to move back to Atlanta. Raven had told him that she didn’t want anything from him, but that a friend of hers had filled her in on his situation. She’d certainly understood what he was going through, particularly since she’d made her own mistakes and had been ousted from her CFO position by his dad. She’d then shared that because she’d had the opportunity to work so closely with his father and his church, she knew the ins and outs of Deliverance Outreach’s daily operations. This conversation alone had gotten the wheels spinning in Dillon’s head, and it was then that he’d decided he was going to become a minister. It was true that he’d learned a long time ago that it was much more customary for a minister to be called by God to preach, but truth was, Dillon hadn’t been called by anyone. He’d called himself, and he wasn’t ashamed of it. He’d founded his own church in the living room of his tiny apartment, and he was prospering nicely because of it.

         This, of course, made Dillon think about his former fiancée, Melissa. What a dimwit she’d been, and while he hadn’t seen or heard from her since that night she’d confronted him three years ago, he hadn’t forgotten what she’d done to him—and he wasn’t planning to leave this earth before paying her back. Just thinking about the way she’d taken all his money and run off with their idiot lawn boy, Country Roger, made him cringe. Yes, Roger was a grown man, but to Dillon, he’d been nothing more than a raggedy-mouth child who’d needed tons of dental work. Dillon had known from the time he’d hired him that he was a knucklehead, but Country Roger had come cheap and he was good at what he did. Still, not once had Dillon imagined that Melissa would be foolish enough to start sleeping with Roger behind his back and then run off with him, taking just about every dime Dillon had.

         Not long after Dillon had met his dad for the first time, Curtis had given him five hundred thousand dollars, trying to help make up for all the years he hadn’t been a father to Dillon, and his aunt had left him a hundred fifty thousand when she’d passed. But after spending two hundred thousand buying a condo and furnishing it, that had left him around four-fifty, and Melissa had gotten into all his bank accounts and taken the money for herself. She’d then betrayed him even further by giving proof to his dad that Dillon had been trying to blackmail him. Worse, the night she and Country Roger had left, Country Roger had held Dillon at gunpoint so that Melissa could say everything she wanted to him. Melissa had somehow, out of nowhere, discovered that she had a backbone, and she’d spoken to Dillon as if he were some moron. She’d acted as though she’d never loved him and was no longer afraid of him. The latter had shocked Dillon the most, because for years he’d controlled her every thought and move and had kept her in line. He’d made sure she’d known who ran things in their relationship, and sometimes when she’d acted stupidly, he’d had no choice but to physically remind her. But on that final evening, she’d turned into a woman he hadn’t recognized and had seemingly lost her mind.

         That was okay, though, because again, Dillon would eventually seek retribution. It was true that three years had passed, but he hadn’t forgotten, and there were times when he lay awake at night thinking about it. He wished he could simply move on the way he knew some good Christians would, but no one stole from him or humiliated him and got away with it. He just couldn’t live with something like that, and when the time was right he would handle things the way he saw fit. He’d made a promise to himself that he would never put his hands on a woman again the way he had with Melissa, but he would still find a way to get his revenge.

         After the choir finished singing its last song, a few church announcements aired on the TV monitors, and Dillon got up. He buttoned his Italian-made black pinstripe suit and stepped in front of the glass podium.

         “This is the day the Lord hath made, so let us rejoice and be glad in it.” He began with the same scripture he quoted every single Sunday. He didn’t speak these words because the scripture meant any more to him than any other scripture he’d read; he did it because this was the scripture he’d always heard his father open with. He’d even once heard his dad say that he also quoted it each morning when he woke up, so Dillon decided that if this particular scripture was working for his dad, it would certainly work for him, too. But Dillon had taken his approach a step further, as he had taught his members to quote it back to him.

         “This is the day the Lord hath made, so let us rejoice and be glad in it,” his parishioners spoke in unison.

         “It is truly a blessing to be alive,” Dillon said. “It’s a blessing just to be able to say we woke up this morning in our right minds and in good health. Amen?”

         “Amen,” everyone said.

         “You know, for some reason I feel like sharing my testimony this morning. Many of you have heard it before, but today I feel led to share it for our new members and any visitors who are present.”

         Dillon looked toward the ceiling of the sanctuary and closed his eyes. He did this to gain sympathy, and he didn’t open them until he’d mustered up real tears. He wasn’t in the mood for doing any crying today, but he’d learned early on that his church members pitied him a lot more when he did. It was one thing for a woman to shed tears, but it was something totally different when a grown man did it, and he gave them a great performance.

         Dillon opened his eyes and sniffled.

         “Take your time, Pastor,” more than one person said.

         Dillon took a deep breath, and tears streamed down his face. “I’m so sorry, but I just feel full today. God has been so very good to me, and He’s brought me a mighty long way. My aunt used to say those very words all the time, and now I know what she meant. Life hasn’t always been this great, though, because no matter how much I’ve forgiven my father and moved past what he did, it’s still very hard sometimes. It’s hard to imagine that any man would sleep with a woman, get her pregnant, and then cut her off like a piece of trash. But that’s exactly what happened. Then when my mom gave birth to me and asked my dad to take care of me, he refused. And not only did he refuse, but when he was forced to take a paternity test, he somehow worked it out so that his play brother took the test instead. But even that wasn’t enough, because then my dad paid off a couple of strippers my mom worked with. He got them to say my mom had been stealing money from the strip club she worked at, and she was fired.”

         When Dillon saw a couple of women already wiping tears, he swallowed hard and sniffled again for deeper effect.

         “Please excuse me, but telling this story never gets easier.”

         Many people nodded with approval and gave their full attention to Dillon.

         “After my mom got fired, though, and then learned that the paternity test showed my dad wasn’t my father, she begged him to tell the truth. She begged him to help take care of me. She also threatened to tell his fiancée everything. And that’s when I suddenly ended up missing one day. Then, about an hour after I was taken, my dad called my mom and told her that if she ever wanted to see me again, she would sign a document stating that he wasn’t the baby’s father. She then had to agree to never contact him again. Of course, my mom signed it, but she couldn’t live with losing her job and having my dad deny me the way he did. So she borrowed a friend’s car and crashed it into a tree. She killed herself when I was only a newborn. My mom was a stripper, and knowing what she did for a living caused me a lot of pain—it was the reason I grew up having no respect for any woman except my aunt—but she didn’t deserve to die.”

         Dillon shed more tears, and although his initial tears had been forced and phony, the ones he shed now were very real. His heart ached terribly, and it was all because he’d never gotten to know his mother. His mom’s sister had been the best mother figure she could be, but Dillon still longed for his birth mother. He also wasn’t sure he’d ever stop blaming his father. He’d tried to love his father and forget about what Curtis had done, but he couldn’t. Maybe if Curtis had welcomed him with open arms and immediately loved him the way he loved his other three children, Dillon could have felt better about things. But that hadn’t happened. Instead, his dad had made it very clear that his precious Matthew was the son he truly loved and that his two daughters, Alicia and that brat Curtina, were the loves of his life also.

         “I’m sharing this story because I want people to understand that when parents make selfish decisions, they affect a child for the rest of his or her life. Being forced to basically grow up as an orphan is the reason I made so many bad choices. I committed a lot of sins and hurt a lot of people, but today I’m a completely different man. God has delivered me from sin. He called me to minister, and I thank Him for giving me another chance. He’ll give everyone in here another chance as well. He’s a good God, and none of us would be anything without Him,” he proclaimed, speaking louder than he had been. “We don’t deserve his grace, mercy, and favor, but I’m here to tell you that He gives it to us anyway. He forgives us because He loves us, and if you agree, you ought to give Him a huge amount of praise today! Praise His sweet, holy name!”

         The entire congregation applauded and most stood up. Many shouted their words out loud, all while in tears.

         Dillon smiled and was glad to know his testimony still worked. It made people take notice and feel sorry for him. He watched the reaction of his parishioners and daydreamed about the ten-thousand-member congregation he wanted. His goal and dream was to have the largest church in Mitchell, Illinois. More than anything, he wanted to have a church larger than his dad’s, and he wanted this sooner rather than later. His dad’s existing sanctuary seated two thousand people, so to accommodate five thousand members—four thousand of whom attended regularly—he had to hold two services. Every week, Deliverance Outreach operated at 100 percent capacity, and for this reason, Curtis was finally building a five-thousand-seat building adjacent to the current one. That way, all his members could worship together at one service, and there would also be room for new parishioners. New Faith could hold two thousand people as well, but since Dillon only had one thousand members, the church never filled more than half its space. This wasn’t good enough for Dillon, and his plan was to have twenty-five hundred members by the end of this year, a total of five thousand twelve months from now, and another five thousand within two years.

         He wasn’t sure what he’d have to do to make this happen, but he’d decided a while ago that he was willing to do whatever it took. Nothing was off-limits…not even sleeping with the woman he now glanced at in the audience. Her name was Porsha Harrington. He’d tried his best to ignore her, and until three months ago, he’d been successful. But now he couldn’t get her out of his mind or his system, and he saw her as much as possible…regardless of how much he loved his wife. He didn’t fully understand why his genuine love for Raven wasn’t enough or why he had this burning desire to sleep with someone else, but he couldn’t help it. For now, though, he had to refocus on the matter at hand. He had his congregation right where he wanted them, and as soon as everyone settled down and took their seats, he smiled and said, “I know you’ve already given your tithes and offering this morning, but when God speaks to me I’ve learned not to disobey him. So let us turn our Bibles to Second Corinthians nine, verses six through seven.”

         Dillon waited for everyone to open their printed editions or pull up their electronic versions.

         “Are we all there?”

         “Yes,” everyone replied.

         “And it says, ‘The point is this: Whoever sows sparingly will also reap sparingly, and whoever sows bountifully will also reap bountifully. Each one must give as he has decided in his heart, not reluctantly or under compulsion, for God loves a cheerful giver.’”

         Dillon gazed at his members and never said another word. He didn’t have to. Not when they were already pulling out additional cash and writing new checks.

         He’d heard lots of stories from Alicia about how when she was a small girl, their dad had been loved by all. She’d told him that members of his church seemed to have no problem doing anything he asked, including giving whatever amount of money he requested. She’d insisted that it was simply a gift that their father had been blessed with. He was handsome, charismatic, and very smart, and people gravitated to him. Dillon hadn’t been sure he’d believed her, but when many of his congregants had begun saying how much he looked and sounded like his dad, he’d known he could use his father’s good genes to his advantage.

         He’d decided that not only could he be his dad, he could be better. When it was all said and done, the good Reverend Curtis Black would be history and Pastor Dillon Whitfield Black would be all the city of Mitchell cared about.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 2

         

         Alicia sat at the elegant twelve-seat mahogany dining room table, something that was much too large for four people, wishing time would pass by quickly. Dillon and Raven had invited Alicia and Levi over for dinner after church, but Alicia didn’t want to be there. Not because she didn’t want to spend time with her brother, but because she didn’t care to exchange small talk with his uppity wife. As a matter of fact, Alicia was getting to the point where she could hardly stand the sight of Raven, and secretly, she wished her brother would divorce her. In a perfect world, he would fall out of love with her for good, and that would be the end of it. Alicia knew it wasn’t right to want someone’s marriage to break up, but she couldn’t help the way she felt about Raven. Of course, Dillon had made it very clear how much he loved his wife, but this woman was proving to be a real piece of work. Actually, as far as Alicia was concerned, she’d always been that way, and Alicia just couldn’t see why her brother was so taken with her. It was true that Raven was a gorgeous woman who was very smart, but she also couldn’t be trusted; not when she’d stolen a hundred thousand dollars from the church where Alicia’s dad was pastor. The woman had stolen from God’s house, of all places, and she’d done it as though it were nothing.

         Raven did claim to be a different person, but Alicia didn’t believe her, partly because Raven spent a lot of time focusing on status and material possessions and partly because she seemed more concerned about gaining total control in the church than she was about building it as a whole. Actually, it was her history of stealing money and her deceitful character that had caused both Alicia and Levi to speak against her becoming New Faith’s CFO. Raven had insisted she was the best person for the job, but when neither Alicia nor Levi would agree to it—which had made all the difference, since Levi was steadily covering all the church’s operational expenses—she’d finally backed down. Raven hadn’t been happy about it, but Dillon had seemed relieved. He’d never gone as far as saying it out loud, but Alicia could tell that, to some degree, Dillon was glad she and Levi had spoken up, because he didn’t fully trust his dear wife to handle all the church’s finances, either.

         As far as Dillon and Raven’s personal relationship, however, Raven did seem to support Dillon on every level, and she also seemed to genuinely love him. But Alicia still didn’t like her. To be fair, Raven didn’t care much for Alicia, either, even though she pretended to because she knew how much Dillon loved Alicia. Alicia faked with her, too, for a similar reason: She didn’t want her brother to have to choose sides.

         Dillon and Raven’s sixtysomething weekend cook, Martha, set the final dish of food on the table and smiled. “Can I get you all anything else?” she asked.

         Dillon glanced at everyone. “No, I think we’re good, and thank you for everything, Miss Martha.”

         “You’re quite welcome, Pastor. I’m glad to do it.”

         “Yes, thank you,” Raven said in a demeaning tone while straightening the pearl necklace that lay against her St. John suit. “And I hope the rolls are warm this time. Remember, last Sunday you forgot to warm them up.”

         “I’m really sorry about that,” Martha said. “And yes, I warmed them up today for sure.”

         Raven picked up the metal tongs and lifted one of the rolls from the bowl. She purposely checked to see if Martha was lying, and Alicia wanted to shake her head. So pathetic.

         “Yes, you definitely remembered today, and I appreciate that. Especially since we have guests. Wouldn’t want to be embarrassed when there’s no reason to be.”

         “Yes, Lady Black, I understand.”

         Dillon seemed uncomfortable with the way Raven spoke to Martha and finally said, “Why don’t you call it a day and head on home. Enjoy the rest of your Sunday, and we’ll put the dishes in the dishwasher.”

         “Excuse me?” Raven said.

         Dillon looked at Raven and then at Martha. “Like I said, Miss Martha, we can handle the dishes.”

         “Are you sure?”

         “Absolutely.”

         “Okay, if you really don’t mind.”

         “Not at all. We’ll see you next weekend.”

         Alicia watched Raven’s every move, but Raven didn’t say anything else. She always acted as though certain people were beneath her, specifically the “help,” so to speak, and Alicia didn’t like it.

         When Martha left, Alicia scanned the dishes of turkey and cornbread dressing, macaroni and cheese, fried chicken, and turnip greens, and Dillon reached for his wife’s hand. Levi grabbed Alicia’s. Normally, when Dillon and Raven had more guests, Dillon sat at the head of the table and Raven sat at the other end, facing him. But with there only being four of them, it didn’t make much sense, and Alicia wondered why they couldn’t just eat in the kitchen at their smaller table. Of course, Raven would never allow that, not with her always feeling the need to do everything in a big, formal way.

         Dillon bowed his head, and so did everyone else. “Dear Heavenly Father, we come now thanking You for the food we are about to receive. Thank You, Lord, for giving us this great day of rest and for allowing us to honor and praise You during service this morning. Thank You for my dear wife, sister, and brother-in-law and for bringing us together for this wonderful fellowship. Also, dear Lord, thank You for Martha as well as for the food she has prepared for us. Let it serve as nourishment for our bodies in Jesus’s name. Amen.”

         “Amen,” the others said.

         “Down-home cooking just the way I like it,” Dillon affirmed. “Miss Martha is the only person I know who can cook as well as my aunt, Susan, used to. I just love her.”

         Raven didn’t seem too impressed. “Yeah, I’ll give her that. She can definitely cook, but I’m glad she doesn’t cook like this all the time. If she did, we’d be as big as elephants. And eating this kind of food is way too unhealthy.”

         “Whatever, woman,” Dillon said, laughing and lifting a large spoonful of dressing onto his plate and doing the same for Raven. “But on a different note,” he continued, “I really think it’s time we figure out a way to roll out our next marketing campaign. We need to bring in a lot more visitors than we have been. The kind who won’t just visit but will ultimately become members.”

         “I agree,” Raven added. “We need to market Dillon and the church like never before, and  if we put the right kind of dollars behind it, we can do that.”

         Levi scooped some greens from the large bowl. “I think it’s time we do a lot more marketing and advertising as well, and I also think we need to bring in a new marketing firm. We have a couple of good ones we’ve worked with in the past, but I think we need the best of the best this time around.”

         “Exactly,” Raven said. “Bringing in the best is the only way to get things done in a top-notch manner.”

         “I’m going to put together a few more ideas so we can begin discussing them on Tuesday at our elder board meeting,” Dillon said. “Especially since all the ministries will need to be included in the ads.”

         Alicia pulled her thick, shoulder-length hair behind her ear and ate a forkful of macaroni and cheese. She was COO, but she didn’t say anything.

         Until Dillon looked at her. “So, what do you think, Sis?”

         “I think doing a new campaign will be great, and I look forward to hearing some of your ideas.”

         “I look forward to hearing them as well,” Raven said, sounding as though she was worried that Dillon might share his ideas with Alicia first. This was the reason Alicia hadn’t commented initially.

         “Baby, of course. Since when do I work on anything relating to the church without asking your opinion?”

         Raven playfully bumped her arm against his, and Alicia wanted to roll her eyes. She could barely stomach Raven, and her feelings toward her were getting worse as time went on. It also didn’t help that while Dillon, Raven, and Levi had been talking, Alicia had glanced over at one of the curio cabinets and spied new vases that looked antique and pricey. It was true that Dillon earned a six-figure salary from the church and Raven was on payroll as well—since she was the head of the women’s ministry—but they didn’t bring home the kind of money where she could keep spending hundreds and sometimes thousands of dollars on things they didn’t need. Not to mention, they had to be paying a pretty hefty mortgage for this richly constructed five-bedroom home that had six bathrooms. It wasn’t Alicia’s business, of course, and yes, her and Levi’s house wasn’t shabby, either, but she didn’t see how things would end well if Raven kept buying everything in sight. Alicia also wondered why Dillon wasn’t paying attention to the amount of money his wife spent, but it was likely because he was so taken with her. He was blinded by his feelings for her, but Alicia knew all too well what could happen when a person became obsessed with clothing, jewelry, and household goods—what it was like when someone spent beyond their means. She’d done the same thing in the past, and sadly, Raven’s shopping addiction was much worse.

         But to be honest, Raven and her excessive spending habits should have been the last thing on Alicia’s mind, because Alicia had her own problems and worries to contend with. She loved, loved, loved her husband, Levi, mind, body and soul, but for the life of her, she still couldn’t shake the guilt she’d been struggling with since Phillip’s death. She’d had an affair, Phillip had snapped because of how hurt and betrayed he’d felt, and the gun the two of them had tussled over had accidentally gone off and killed him. Two years had passed, yet she still blamed herself. This had also been the reason it had taken her a full year to actually marry Levi. And while she’d accepted the fact that her parents and stepparents blamed her as well, knowing she was no longer close to them still hurt her to the core. From the time she’d been born, she’d been a daddy’s girl, but even he didn’t talk to her as much as he once had. He didn’t treat her badly and had stated more than once that it wasn’t his job to judge her regarding the affair she’d had with Levi, but he was still gravely disappointed in her.

         Just thinking about it now and replaying every ounce of what had happened that night made her want to scream. The whole idea of it caused her to lose sleep, and her feelings of regret and deep remorse were affecting her marriage. She couldn’t remember when she’d slept more than three hours a night, and sometimes all she did was lie in bed with her eyes closed. There were many evenings when she didn’t sleep a wink, which was the reason she always drank loads of coffee at work, trying to stay alert. The entire scenario unnerved her, and she constantly hoped and prayed to move on from her past. All she wanted was to be happy with the man she loved—the tall, muscular, handsome man—who, after all this time, still loved her unconditionally and with everything he had in him. If only she could forgive herself and live a normal life, things could be good for her and Levi. They could enjoy the wonderful marriage they’d both dreamed about. They could settle into being the soul mates they’d known they were from the moment they’d first laid eyes on each other.

         Levi rested his hand on top of hers. “Baby, are you okay?”

         “I’m fine,” she said, lying. “I’m good.”

         Levi gazed at her a few seconds longer, and while she knew he had a pretty good idea of why she was so preoccupied, he didn’t let on.

         Raven patted her lips with the linen napkin. “Well, now that we all agree that we need to create a whole new marketing plan, I have something I want to share as well. I’ve already shared this with my better half here, but Alicia, since you’re the church’s COO, and Levi, since all the elders report to you, I’m really hoping to get both of your blessings, too.”

         Alicia raised her eyebrows, wondering what this was all about. She looked at Dillon, trying to read his thoughts, but she couldn’t.

         “So what’s up?” Levi finally said.

         “Well, not only have I given this a lot of thought, but I’ve also been in deep prayer about it. I prayed because I wanted to make sure I was hearing God correctly.”

         Alicia stared at Raven. “And?”

         “He’s called me into the ministry. He wants me to serve as co-pastor alongside my husband.”

         Alicia slightly laughed.

         Raven frowned. “Oh, so you think my calling is funny? That it’s some kind of joke?”

         “No,” Alicia said. “I’m just a little shocked is all.”

         “Well, it’s true, and I’m not going to go against what God wants me to do. I’m going to be obedient.”

         “Wow, well, congratulations,” Levi said.

         Alicia turned and looked at Levi, who purposely stared at his plate of food, so then she searched her brother’s reaction. Dillon sat speechless, but Alicia could tell he had concerns. She had worries, too, because while New Faith was a non-denominational church, Alicia wasn’t sure the majority of the congregation would accept a wife being co-pastor. Not every church group was okay with having a woman as senior pastor. But more than anything, Alicia didn’t like it because she knew Raven wasn’t doing it because God had called her. She was doing it because she knew that being co-pastor would give her the kind of power, prestige, control, and say-so she’d been wanting since the beginning. Raven would even believe she could tell Alicia what and what not to do, even though Alicia was not only COO of New Faith Christian Center, she was COO of New Faith Ministries, Inc., too.

         Alicia wasn’t sure what it was she’d have to do to stop this crazy idea, but she was going to make sure Raven never became co-pastor or ended up holding any top leadership position in the church. She didn’t care what Dillon or anyone else had to say about it. Period.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 3

         

         Dillon pulled the belt of his silk robe tighter with both hands and walked inside his prayer room. He closed the door, took a deep breath, and kneeled in front of the wooden bench. He rested his arms on the purple velvet that covered it and closed his eyes.

         “This is the day the Lord hath made, so let us rejoice and be glad in it. Dear Heavenly Father, I come to You right now, thanking You for yet another day and joyful morning. Thanking You for waking me up in my right mind and in good health. Thanking You for my beautiful wife and my awesome church. Lord, I thank You for all the members who have so graciously joined our congregation over the last couple of years, and I thank You for bringing my sister and I so much closer. Thank You, Lord, for my amazing brother-in-law, Levi, who has helped me and the church financially in ways that we couldn’t have made it without. Then, Lord, I now come, asking You to direct my path. Show me what we need to do to build up our membership. Tell me what we need to do to grow our church family so that it increases well into the thousands. I also ask that You would help my sister, Alicia, because while she rarely talks about it, I know the death of her first husband is still haunting her. She’s very troubled by it, so, Lord, I ask that You give her the kind of peace she needs. Give her what she needs to move on, so that she can enjoy the life she now has with Levi, a man who loves the ground she walks on. Then, Father, I ask that You would change my wife’s heart about wanting to become co-pastor. She says that You’ve called her to do so, and while I realize none of us is supposed to question someone else’s faith, I know with all my heart that what she’s done is call herself. I know this, because I did the same thing. You never called me, either, but I’m hoping someday that You will, so that I won’t have to lie about that anymore. I’m asking You for this blessing, because I’m very good at being a pastor. You gave me the kind of speaking ability that only great ministers tend to have, and I just don’t believe You would gift me with those sorts of skills for nothing. I don’t believe You would place it in my mind to start a church in the middle of my apartment and then give me more than a thousand members so quickly; not if You didn’t want me to be a pastor. Not if You didn’t want me to become the most well-known pastor in Mitchell. I just don’t believe You would do that and not have your reasons. And my parishioners really love me. They listen to me, they respect me, and they show me the kind of love every pastor hopes for. I realize I still make lots of mistakes and that I struggle with quite a few sins, but in Romans three, twenty-three, it says that we all have sinned and fallen short of Your glory. Then, in first John, chapter one, verse nine, it talks about how if we confess our sins, You are faithful and just and will forgive us for our sins and purify us from all unrighteousness. I know some people believe that if you deliberately continue to sin, you won’t be saved. But based on everything I’ve read in the Bible, I have to believe in the philosophy once saved, always saved. Which to me means that as long as I believe in You and I’ve accepted You as my personal savior, I’m good. Once I accepted You, I was guaranteed a place in heaven. So, Lord, I’m going to try to do better, but I’m glad to know that when I fall astray, You still won’t leave me. I’ll still have You to come to, and You’ll still forgive me and welcome me with open arms. I have to say, though, there is something else weighing heavily on my heart, and since You know everything, You already know what it is…and I need Your help. To this day, no one here knows that after I left Mitchell three years ago, I became an alcoholic; that after Melissa stole all my money and my dad wouldn’t forgive me, I drank to mask all my pain. They don’t know that I got so drunk I couldn’t keep a job or that I sold Aunt Susan’s house and spent every dime of the proceeds on alcohol and living expenses. No one knows that losing her home is the only thing that made me go into treatment…and they certainly don’t know that, for some reason, over the last three months, ever since I started seeing Porsha, I’ve had these cravings again. Alcohol nearly ruined my life, and I can’t afford to go down that road again. So, dear Lord, I’m asking You to remove that craving from my mind. Remove it from my spirit. Help me to focus on building up my church. Help me to see my dream come to pass of being the wealthiest and most powerful pastor not just in Mitchell, but in the whole state of Illinois. And then if You see fit, help me to become the most well-known pastor in the country. You said in Your Word that You would give me the desires of my heart, so I ask You for these and all other blessings in Your Son Jesus’s name. Amen. Amen. Amen.”

         Dillon breathed deeply, in and out, more than once, and then opened his eyes. He felt better already, and he was glad he’d finally begun praying. He was also happy about his decision to turn the closet of his home office into his own personal prayer room. When he’d first become a minister, he’d never as much as said his prayers before going to bed, but the more he saw folks praying in church and doing it on televised religious broadcasts, he’d known he’d better join them. He’d even studied the idea and process of prayer, and he’d learned how to do it well. Learned how to say the right things in the right way at the right time. He’d learned how to pray for himself, his family, and his parishioners when they needed it. Actually, he’d gone the whole first year of being a minister before adopting this philosophy, and interestingly enough, he had soon started to believe that prayer did work. He still didn’t understand, though, why God answered certain prayers but seemed to bypass others. This was the one thing about being a pastor that he didn’t like. He wanted things to happen when he wanted them to happen, and he became frustrated when they didn’t. He’d once heard his father give a sermon on patience and waiting on God to do things in His own timing. Dillon understood that theory, but he still didn’t care for it, and it sometimes made him wonder if it was really God answering some of his prayers or if some of his good fortune was merely based on luck.

         Dillon stood up, opened the door, and walked out to his office. When he did, he heard a knock.

         “Come in.”

         Raven opened his door and strolled in. “Good morning, sweetie,” she said, hugging and kissing him.

         “Good morning to you, baby. Did you sleep well?”

         “Not really. I mean, I did this morning, but I tossed and turned a lot last night.”

         “Why is that?”

         She pulled him over to the two leather chairs positioned in front of his antique wood desk, and they both sat down.

         She folded her arms. “Can I be honest?”

         “Of course. I wouldn’t want you to be anything else.”

         “Look, sweetie, you know I love you, right?”

         “Yes, and I love you, too.”

         “I know that, but you also love your sister.”

         “Yeah, that’s true, too, but what does that have to do with you and me?”

         “Baby, c’mon. You and I have always had a nonverbal, unwritten understanding that your sister doesn’t like me. And I certainly don’t like her. But that’s also why I think she’s going to be a problem when it comes to my becoming co-pastor. Didn’t you see the look on her face? She completely disapproves, and she even laughed at me.”

         Dillon tried not to show any emotion one way or the other, and he didn’t dare allude to the fact that he didn’t want her being co-pastor, either. He loved Raven, but he also didn’t want to share the title of senior pastor with her or anyone else. Never in his life had he believed in having two chiefs run anything, and this was the reason he had no assistant pastors. There were, of course, ordained ministers who were members of the church whom he sometimes asked to deliver the sermon for him, but that only happened if he was out of town or ill. They also weren’t on payroll. They were compensated for their individual services, but they weren’t employees and probably never would be. So, if Raven became co-pastor, it would only be a disaster waiting to happen. She’d want to give all sorts of input and take over the ministry in ways he wasn’t willing to allow—ways he would never allow—which would only mean huge problems for them as husband and wife. They’d begin arguing like they’d never done before, and life as they’d known it would be over.

         “Honey, why aren’t you saying anything?” she asked. “I mean, please don’t tell me you agree with her.”

         “I never said that,” he told her.

         “You know I’m the perfect person to co-pastor with you. I look the part, I can certainly speak the part, and I know how to handle and make business decisions. Most of all, though, the women of New Faith love and respect me. The younger women look up to me, and the older women treat me like I’m their daughter. I have a lot to offer the ministry. Much more than just being the head of the women in the church.”

         “But, baby, you’re good at leading the women. You do it well, and that’s why so many women are joining. They’re also very active in the church, and that’s all because of you and the way you encourage them. You’re a great example for them, and I would hate to see you step down from that position. The women would be very disappointed.”

         “I can do both jobs. I can be co-pastor and still head the women’s ministry.”

         Dillon sighed. “I don’t doubt that you can, but if you do both jobs, when will you have time for me? And what about when we decide to have children?”

         Dillon didn’t necessarily think that any of what he’d just said would be a problem, but he was searching for anything that might change her mind.

         “Why aren’t you backing me on this?”

         “Because I just don’t know if it’s the right thing for you or for our marriage. Let alone for the church.”

         “Wow,” she said, standing up. “I don’t believe this. My own husband, who’s supposed to be committed to me, doesn’t support me?”

         Dillon got to his feet and held her hand. “Baby, you know that’s not true. I do support you, and you know how much you mean to me.”

         Raven jerked her hand away from his. “If you love me, you sure have a funny way of showing it. It’s almost like we’ve been living some sort of façade these last couple of years. If you weren’t going to be all in when it comes to our marriage, why did you marry me?”

         “Why are you so upset?”

         “Because I really want this, and I know God wants it, too.”

         “Okay, look,” he said. “I just don’t think it’s good for a husband and wife to work that closely. Working at the same church is fine, but not sharing the same position.”

         “Wait a minute,” she said, squinting her eyes. “Is this because of my past? The way I used to gamble and because I took money from your dad’s church? Is it that you don’t trust me to be co-pastor? You think I’m going to steal money from our ministry?”

         Dillon would be lying if he said her past didn’t concern him or give him pause, but he would never admit it to her.

         “Look, why don’t we talk about this later on, at dinner.”

         “Why can’t we talk about it now? Why can’t you just let me be who God wants me to be?”

         Dillon wasn’t sure what else he could say at this point, because nothing he suggested was making a difference.

         “You know what?” she said. “I don’t even want to talk to you right now.”

         Dillon grabbed her arm and pulled her toward him, but when he tried to hug her, she yanked away from him again.

         “Why are you acting like this?” he asked.

         “Just leave me alone!” she yelled. “Don’t say another word to me.”

         Dillon watched his wife as she stormed out of his office, and he wasn’t sure how this was all going to play out. He hoped this disagreement of theirs wasn’t going to turn into some huge fiasco, but either way, he wasn’t giving in. No matter what Raven said, she wasn’t going to be co-pastor. Regardless of how angry she got, it simply wouldn’t happen.
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