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    CHAPTER 1




    Martez Santana




    Why is it that when a man tries to please everyone, in the end he realizes that no one is happy? Well, I am almost out of strength and hope, but part of me still refuses to give up the fight. It seems like lately I have been letting another life come alive within my natural life. It’s strange, I know, but maybe you will understand better as I bring you up to date with what’s been going on.




    I’m Martez Santana, the youngest minister at Valley Spring Baptist Church in the Midlands of South Carolina. I was born and raised in a small town in South Carolina called Camden. My mother raised me along with my older brother, Jeremiah, and my cousin, Curtis. Curtis came to live with us after my Aunt Sally passed away. He was her only son, and since Mama and Aunt Sally were so close, Mama felt she had to take Curtis in. I grew up getting straight A’s while attending the public schools of South Carolina. Mama was on a fixed income, so we could never afford much, but somehow she made what she had stretch enough to raise us three boys.




    I have always been active in the church. Even as a little boy, I remem ber everyone telling Mama, “You got yourself a little preacher there.” Mama would smile and nod her head in appreciation. Sometimes she would say, “Yeah, God has smiled on me.”




    I always tried to keep my mama happy. She told me I was her gift from God. Sometimes Mama and I would have long Bible studies together, and every night we would pray together. She always laid her hand on my forehead and anointed me with olive oil during our prayer times. She would then speak words of strength to me and give me a long hug after we prayed.




    We tried to get Jeremiah to pray and study with us on some nights, but he was just not having it. He said that he believed whatever happens would just happen. Even today Jeremiah acts like that. I love my big brother, but the kind of life he was living was going to get the best of him one of these days. He’s not entirely a thug, but he has a lot of thuggish friends and will do whatever they ask of him.




    After high school graduation, I received my calling for min istry. At the young age of eighteen I became the youngest African–Puerto Rican American minister at Valley Spring Baptist Church. It is a multiracial church with the belief that we are all God’s children. Our motto simply states, “One Cross Saved Every one.” It’s posted in golden letters over our pulpit, right beside the big cross that is centered directly behind the podium. That sign is what made my mama join Valley Spring several years ago, since she’s Puerto Rican and her two little boys were mixed. It was hard to avoid funny looks and be accepted in some churches, but Valley Spring Baptist welcomed us with open arms.




    Valley Spring is one of the largest churches in South Carolina. It can hold a congregation of eight thousand people. We currently have a little over seven thousand members, and hundreds of folks come just to visit on Sundays. The large sanctuary, which gives off a sense of peacefulness, is covered with a beautiful burgundy carpet that matches the color of the soft-cushioned pews. The sun light sends a wonderful glow across each pew and shines through the colorful stained glass filled with engravings of biblical characters. No matter where you sit, you can always get a great view of the preacher because the cameras can get great footage from every angle of the sanctuary and project it on the big screen for all to see.




    I have been a minister for five years now, and I have received several honors during that time. I have been awarded the Most Dedicated Worker in the Church award. The members of the church say I am always active and that when I put my mind to something, I get it done. They have given me an honorary seat in the pulpit right next to the pastor. I still remember the day I took that seat. Pastor Howard James looked at me with a stern face and said, “Son, it is an honor to be in such a great position. With this honor comes great responsibilities. Do you accept these responsibilities?”




    “I accept,” I said with a little tremble in my voice.




    “Many have not matured to this position, and even some of those who are twice your age have not shown such dedication and devotion. You are now a leader in teaching and helping others in the word of God.”




    The more he talked, the more I felt the true meaning of why God called me. As he continued speaking, my mind went back to how I always dreamed of being all I could be for God. It felt like I stepped out of time and into destiny. That was the moment that I should have been the happiest preacher in the world, but it was hard to accept the plaque and the sacred seat of the Honorary Seat Award considering what had transpired in my life over the previous two years and what I was still battling with at that moment.




    Snapping back to reality, I heard Pastor James finishing his last sentence. “Do you, Minister Martez Santana, accept this seat as well as the responsibilities that come along with it?”




    “I do, sir. Yes, I accept!” I said excitedly.




    It was amazing how my life had changed so dramatically over the past five years. Who would have known how successful I would become. Since I began ministering and doing the works of God, I have been blessed with enough finances to take care of myself for life, as well as the respect I get in this town and wherever I travel. My life has been going great for the most part. I was for once in my life truly happy, except for about two years prior. That’s when I discovered that the hardest thing for me to do was to learn how to deal with the worst part of me.


  




  

    CHAPTER 2




    Time for Love




    –Three Years Earlier–




    “Happy Birthday, baby,” Mama said with a smile, as if I was a pot of gold she just discovered.




    “You’re finally a man! Well, you’ll always been my little man.”




    “Mama, stop! You’re embarrassing me,” I said jokingly.




    “Twenty-one years old; my baby has grown up.”




    It was my twenty-first birthday party. My friends and relatives were all around, and my mom kept going on about how much I’d grown up. I had to admit the party was off the chain. Mama hired a DJ that had every song I could imagine. The birthday cake was a sheet cake that was so wide it almost looked like a table top itself. It was covered with white vanilla icing and blue writing that read, “Happy Birthday, Marty.” My family always called me Marty for short.




    Mama lit the candles and yelled out for me to make a wish. I blew all the candles out in one breath. I was so excited that I didn’t know what to wish for, so I just blew out the candles. Every one began to clap. It was truly a blessing to see that everyone showed up just to see me get a year older. I couldn’t stop smiling until Jeremiah showed up and blurted out something.




    “Hey, squirt, what did you wish for? A real girlfriend so you can stop playing with your blow-up doll?”




    “Why you got to always ruin your brother’s moments?” Mama said.




    “I was only joking, Mama, but you would think a twenty-one-year-old man should have a woman in his life.”




    “A woman isn’t everything, but when the time is right, I’m sure ...” Mama paused and looked at me with a reassuring look on her face.




    “It’s fine, Mama,” I said, trying to kill the discussion. “Let’s cut the cake!”




    However, I knew this conversation was far from over. I could feel the question everyone was thinking: “Why is Marty still single?” Sometimes I asked myself the same question, but I’d always known the answer.




    After the party was over and everyone had left, I went into the kitchen to help Mama finish cleaning up. There were cups and plates all over the place. A room filled with forty people can sure be a mess once they all leave. I always enjoyed helping my mama do housework, so doing a little extra cleaning with her was no big deal. As Mama and I loaded the dishes in the dishwasher, she began to talk about my ministry and how it was growing.




    “Marty, you know you are a man of God?”




    “Yeah, Ma, I know,” I said, reassuring her.




    “It seems as though people try to find anything they can to discredit a real man of God, like you.”




    “True ...” I said, puzzling out where this conversation was going.




    As Mama began to wipe down the giant oval glass table that stood in the center of the kitchen, she looked up at me and said, “Honey, you spend a lot of time at the church, and I know you are dedicated to God. That’s what makes me so proud of you, but you are still a young man.” She smiled a little. I kind of knew where she was heading, but I really didn’t want to hear. Well, at least not right now. I mean, the remarks Jeremiah had made at the party were more than enough for me to handle for that day. I cleared my throat and tried to rush the conversation.




    “Mama, what are you trying to say?” I was hoping she had forgotten.




    “All I’m saying, baby, is that you’ve got to be careful. The devil is busy and he’s seeking whomsoever he can to devour.”




    “Oh, yeah Mama, I know.” I sighed a little with relief. I closed my eyes for a few seconds and thanked God this wasn’t the conversation I thought it would be.




    Mama continued to talk. “See, you being young and all, there are going to be a lot of temptations all around. There are those fast-tail girls that just want someone to play in their behinds, and there are even a few boys out there that want the same thing—”




    “Ma!” I said, laughing and cutting her off.




    “It’s true. And then you got them ol’ gangsta boys. You know those good-for-nothings that your brother, Jeremiah, be trying to hang out with. Lord knows I pray for your brother more than a little bit.”




    “Ma, Jeremiah will come around eventually,” I said, trying to calm her nerves.




    “Yeah, I just wish he was more like you. You know, a little more stable headed.”




    I nodded in agreement. She walked back toward the sink with the dishcloth in her hands as she mumbled, “Jerry, Jerry.” She looked up toward the chandelier as if she could see into heaven. Then she dried her hands with the dish towel, and dropped it on the counter as if she was saying she had washed her hands of Jeremiah. Then she told me good night and left me standing in the kitchen.




    In a way I was a little relieved that my love life was not the topic of the conversation I had with my mom. However, seeing my mom like that made me think I should do something. I knew she loved Jeremiah, but Jerry only seemed to hurt Mama. It’s like he didn’t even care about his life, so why would he have cared about anything else? Not to mention that Mama must have also been wondering about me, why I never brought a girl home or ever mentioned that I was even interested in someone.




    Lying on my bed that night I began to think of a plan for how I wanted to make Mama happy. I mean, she deserved it. Mama raised us three boys all on her own. Even though she could have let Curtis go into a foster home, she was determined to keep him. Mama never seemed to mind the extra work she had to put in to take care of her three boys. My mama was a strong woman who never bit her tongue, and she never seemed to give up on anything. Although she was blunt with her words, she’d never been the kind of person that would hurt anyone. For the most part, everyone seemed to love her. I couldn’t remember a time when anyone had a complaint with Mama. Even if someone was offended by something she had said or done, Mama would have talked straight with them and fed them, and the person would forget they were ever upset with her. My mama was quite a lady and was highly respected in the church and the community.




    I really hated the look that rested on Mama’s face, and I’d do anything to take that sad, gloomy, depressed look off of her face. I just had to come up with some kind of plan to put a smile on Mama’s face. I figured me having a girlfriend would be the best place to start. Since I knew mama might be a little bit concerned about why I was still single at the age of twenty-one, the best place for me to start would be looking for a girl. And I could be sure that Jeremiah would bring that conversation up again. So when he does, hopefully I’d be ready to shut him down.




    Although I never admitted it, the thought of actually having a girlfriend seemed pretty cool. I mean, I’d have someone to take out to dinner or to a movie. I’d have a Valentine in February that I could spoil rotten with teddy bears and chocolates. There would be someone in this world just for me.




    “Yeah, Martez,” I said to myself with a slight smile on my face. “It’s time for love.”


  




  

    CHAPTER 3




    Asia




    “And God loves all of his children. Let the church say ‘amen.’”




    I was wrapping up my sermon, which was titled, “God’s Love.”




    I was the speaker at Valley Spring every third Sunday of the month. After I finish preaching every sermon, I tried to give the people of God an uplifting closing remark so they would have something in their minds to sustain them throughout the week.




    “I’m going to give the floor back over to Pastor James for final remarks. May God bless each of you.” I handed over the microphone and went back to my ordained seat. Pastor James walked to the podium and grabbed the microphone.




    “Church, was not that a great word?”




    “Amen, amen,” the congregation replied.




    “God’s love.” Pastor James began to repeat my topic. Then he looked over at me with a smile of appreciation. “God’s love,” he continued. “You know there’s no love like the love of God. I’m not going to prolong the time.”




    “Amen,” replied the congregation.




    “I just love seeing the talent that God has placed in Minister Santana. Truly God is taking him to great places. People of God, let’s give this young, young man of God a hand.”




    The church began to clap. I smiled a little as I looked at my pastor, who was signaling for me to come back to the microphone for the benediction and dismissal.




    “Thank you, Pastor,” I said as I reached for the microphone and looked at the congregation of at least five thousand people.




    “No matter where you are in life, just know that God has a love for you that is so strong it can take you through anything,” I said, reassuring the crowd as they began to stand up. “Tell someone God has love for you. See you next time.”




    As the congregation repeated my sentence and headed for the door, I was approached by a beautiful young lady.




    “Minister, can I have a word with you?” she asked.




    I paused for a moment and looked around to make sure I could locate who was trying to get my attention.




    Then I heard her again. “Excuse me, Minister, can I have a moment of your time?”




    As I looked at her, our eyes instantly made contact. She was one of the prettiest sights I’d seen in a long time. She had beautiful caramel skin that was so smooth you could melt into it. Her hair was long, silky, and black and rested right above her hips, which really increased the beauty of her slender figure. She had a smile that could light up the night, and each of her pearly white teeth was neatly in place. For that moment all I could do was stare. It was like an angel had landed right before me and was calling me into heaven.




    “Excuse me, Minister,” she replied a third time with a little hesitation in her voice.




    “Yes, miss ...” I answered as I was snapping out of my daze. “Can I help you?”




    “Yes, I would like to have a moment of your time.”




    “Sure, do we need to go into my office, or ...?”




    “Yes, I think we do.”




    As I was scheduling the appointment with her, I could hear Mama’s word going through my head. “You got to be careful. The devil is busy, and he’s seeking whomever he can to devour.”




    I shook Mama’s voice out of my head and continued with my business.




    “We’ll meet in my office in about five minutes. I’m the third door in the A hall.”




    “Yes, Minister Santana, I’ll be there,” she replied.




    Inside, I was extremely excited for some reason. I just couldn’t seem to put the butterflies that were in my stomach to rest. I quickly bid farewell to the visiting preachers and ministers so I could get back to my office. It was quite a workout trying to get through the stadium-sized sanctuary and back to my office. As I maneuvered from hall C, which intersected with hall A, where my office was located, there were so many thoughts passing through my mind. Why is she here? What could be bothering her so bad that she needs me privately? The thoughts just kept rushing through my head like a footballer that has just been tackled.




    Finally, I made it to my office. I stopped at my door and took a deep breath. I kept repeating to myself, “This is professional, Marty. Keep your personal views out of this.”




    I just couldn’t stop thinking of how beautiful she was. I managed to finally get myself together and turned the knob. I walked into my office and closed the door behind me, saying, “Sorry, I took a little longer than I planned.”




    She was sitting there in front of my desk with her slender legs crossed, as if she had been there from the time I told her to be. I walked to my desk and sat down. I was silently repeating to myself, “Lead me not into temptation, lead me not into temptation.” She must have put on a few more dashes of perfume before I entered the room. The room had a sweet vanilla smell, a fragrance I was not too familiar with. Her clothes seemed to have shrunken, or she had removed something that was hiding the smaller clothes.




    “Do you like it?” she asked.




    “Like what?” I said, dumbfounded.




    “The perfume, do you like it?”




    “Yeah, it smells ... unusual. What’s that, vanilla?”




    “Yes, Mr. Minister, it’s a vanilla fragrance. It’s called Candid Vanilla.”




    “Candid Vanilla?” I repeated.




    “Yes, it’s from our new product line.”




    “Product line?”




    “Yes, my family owns a cosmetics company, and this is one of our latest products.”




    At that point I was extremely lost. She had told me she needed to talk to me in private, but now we were discussing cosmetics and new products. What was this young lady up to and why did she choose to talk with me?




    “Miss ...”




    “I’m sorry, I didn’t introduce myself. My name is Asia, Asia Jones.”




    “Miss Jones. What can I do for you?” I said tersely.




    “Wow, you are a straight-to-the-point kind of guy, huh, Mr. Minister?”




    “I thought you had an issue that you needed to discuss with me.”




    “Well ...” she said as she ran her fingers through her shiny black hair, “your sermon really touched me today, and I wanted to know what I have to do to be saved.”




    This was the strangest meeting that I had ever had. I was still thinking, What is going on here? Is this some kind of joke? Is there a hidden camera? Then it happened.




    “Well, in order to be saved, you must believe that Jesus is the Christ, the only son of the living God that has died for you.”




    “Is that all it takes to be saved, Mr. Minister?”




    “Yeah, that’s all it takes, and of course, you have to strive to live as righteous a life as possible.”




    “What do you mean by righteous?” She reached across my desk and made an adjustment to my tie.




    “What are you doing, Miss Jones?” I said as my eyes locked in on the top of her V-cut blouse that revealed a healthy serving of breasts.




    “I’m adjusting your tie, Mr. Minister. What are you doing?”




    My heart was pounding, my hormones were racing, and I was almost lost in a fantasy that I could not escape.




    “So what’s righteousness, Mr. Minister?” she asked in a seductive voice.




    I was trying not to give in to the temptation. I began quoting scriptures and humming melodies of praise, but it seemed like I’d forgotten every scripture I ever learned, and my song of praise seemed like it had a rhythm of its own.




    “Righteousness is when you ...” I made eye contact with her and lost my words.




    “When you what, Mr. Minister?” she asked as she leaned in closer to me.




    Our eyes were locked together, and I could feel her breath against my lips, then her lips pressing on my lips, and then her tongue sliding between my lips. I then leaned in closer to her. We were practically knocking everything off my desk. With every pucker and kiss, something fell to the floor.




    Kiss, there go my letter trays.




    Kiss, there go my stapler, important papers, pencil holder, and my Bible.




    My Bible. I noticed it hitting the floor, but I was too entangled in Asia’s web of seduction to stop what I was doing. Before I knew it, she was on the desk and I was nearly on top of her. It was as if she had broken in and taken advantage of me. I couldn’t fight back; I was mesmerized. I felt her hands rubbing up and down my chest as she unbuttoned my shirt, exposing my mixed-breed skin. Then she slid her hands across my six-pack abs as she moved her hand down toward my belt’s buckle. She came back up to my neck and mumbled in my ears.




    “You African–Puerto Ricans are quite a catch. I wanted you from the first time I saw you.” Then she went straight for my belt, this time with nonstop effort. She unbuckled my belt and then went for the button of my slacks. Then she started to unzip me, but suddenly the telephone rang.




    Returning to reality, I stopped her and answered the phone.




    “Hello? Hi, Mama.” I was breathing as if I had gotten caught by the cops in a chase. “Yeah, Mama, I’m fine. I’m just doing a little extra work in the office.”




    I knew my mama was thinking something, and I had to reassure her that it was just her imagination. No way could I let Mama know I had a stranger in my office or that I was partially naked.




    “Mama, I’m gonna finish up here, and I’ll be home soon.”




    I had to get Mama off the phone, hopefully before she got too suspicious. If there was any game Mama didn’t play, it was having premarital sex. Mama hated the thought of any kind of sexual act other than between a married couple. She would speak strongly in the church against adultery, fornication, pornography, and especially homosexuality. She said those are lusts of the flesh and that we must abstain from them at all cost. So I had to get Mama off the phone before she got too curious.




    “Okay, Mama, I’ll see you in a little bit. Love you, bye-bye.”




    Hanging up the phone, I realized that I couldn’t do it. I had to get Asia out of my office as soon as possible. What was I thinking? I was in the church, for crying out loud!




    “Asia, you have to leave.”




    “What are you talking about, Mr. Minister?”




    “Just go, Asia!”




    “Okay, I’ll leave, but remember I won’t stop until I get what I want. And I really want me an African–Puerto Rican muscular hunk like you. I’m turned on by your six-foot figure and that short wavy hair of yours. So just remember you haven’t seen the last of me.”




    She grabbed her black and yellow purse, which matched her outfit, and took a look back at me with those captivating, catlike eyes of hers. Then she blew me a kiss and walked out the door.




    I took a breath a relief and thanked God that what could have happened didn’t. I repented for my loss of self-control. I began to clean up the mess that we had made, and then I thought about Asia. Her last sentence stuck with me for a while. She said she gets what she wants. I didn’t know what it was about her, but something made me want her even more after she left. There was just something that had me hooked, and I really shouldn’t admit it, but I loved that feeling. I loved that thrill I felt when I was with Asia.


  




  

    CHAPTER 4




    My Best Friend, Demari?




    Nearly two months after the incident with Asia, everything returned to normal and my life as a minister was great once again. I prayed day and night to ask for forgiveness for what I had done with Asia in my office. I could never seem to get her out of my system, and since I hadn’t seen her since that day, she slowly began to fade into memory. I decided to continue with my plan of action for how to make my Mama happy. I knew Mama really wanted to see me with a beautiful young lady, although she wouldn’t admit to it. I also knew she wanted to see Jeremiah out of the thuggish lifestyle he was pursuing. And I knew how Mama was praying for Curtis to keep his basketball scholarship for college. There was nothing I could do about Curtis’s scholarship, but I made up my mind to help make all Mama’s other dreams come true. As I lay in bed staring up at the ceiling, I began to think of my next move.




    “Telephone for you, Marty!” I heard Mama yelling from downstairs.




    “Who could be calling me so early?” I thought. “I got it!” I shouted so that Mama could know to hang up.




    I had to admit I was a little surprised to be receiving a phone call so early in the morning. I hadn’t even had breakfast yet. As I rolled over in my king-sized bed with the cordless phone to my ear, I began to speak in my half-awake voice.




    “Hello?”




    “Hello, Martez Santana?”




    “This is he.”




    “Hi, this is me.”




    “Me who?” I asked.




    “Your best friend.”




    I nearly dropped the phone when I heard this strange man’s voice telling me he’s my best friend.




    “Excuse me?”




    “Marty, it’s me, Demari.”




    I finally caught on to his voice. I was stunned. Where did he come from all of a sudden? Things in my life were finally coming together and now Demari’s on the phone. I didn’t know whether to be glad to hear his voice or whether this was going to be the beginning of a bad ending.




    Demari and I had known each other practically all our lives. We were best friends from childhood. Although he was a few years older than me, for some reason we stuck together closer than brothers. Demari knew things about me that I would never tell to Jeremiah or Curtis. He was practically my reflection. I could never keep too many secrets from him, and he always knew when I wasn’t being straight up with him about something. After Demari graduated from high school, he entered into the military, and I hadn’t heard from him since. Until that phone call, I almost wrote him off as a faded memory.




    “Demari?” I asked, with a little hesitation in my voice.




    “Yeah, how could you forget me?”




    “No. I haven’t forgotten you. How have you been? Where have you been?”




    “Well, I’m doing well. I’ve been stationed in Germany for the past three years.”




    “Germany? Wow that sounds exciting.”




    “It has its moments. So how are you?”




    “I’m doing great.” I was still in shock talking to him.




    As the conversation continued, I started to wonder, What does Demari want with me after all these years? And how in the world did he get my number? Demari was always a secretive person and he’d never do anything without some type of motive behind it. That was part of the reason why I was glad when he moved away. Now, normally in the past when I called Demari my best friend, I was sincere about it. So when Demari called me his best friend, I knew he had some type of motive behind it.




    “So what’s up, Demari?” I asked, scared of what was about to come out of his mouth.




    “Well, young bro, since I’m back in the States, I wanted you to know I’ll be home soon, and maybe we can hang out like we used to.”




    I had to take a moment to adjust my tone. “What do you mean, ‘like we used to’? I’m a full-time minister now, and—”




    “I know, I heard about that. Congratulations,” he said cheerfully as he interrupted my line. “I heard you made it big time at such a young age. I heard they got you financially secured for the rest of your life as a minister as well. You are doing big things, man.”




    “Yeah, so my past is just what it is,” I responded.




    “Come on, Martez. We are boys and we will be for the rest of our lives.”




    “Look, Demari, there are certain thing a man of the cloth just shouldn’t do.”




    “Oh, so now you are holier than thou?”




    “I didn’t say that.”




    “Well, check this out, I’m going to be home next week and we’ll get up then. A’ight? And you don’t have to be frontin’ around me, ’cause you know I know you like a book. So when I get in, pick me up from the airport and I’ll chill at your spot.”




    “I don’t have a spot.”




    “All that paper and you still haven’t moved out?”




    “No, I decided to remain with Mom until things get better around here.”




    “Oh, I feel ya, but you know your mama don’t mind me crashing with you.”




    “Why aren’t you going to your mama’s? And by the way, how is she?”




    “She’s good, but space at home is limited since my sister and her kids moved back in with her.”




    “Okay, man, what day and time are you expected to arrive here?”




    “Wednesday at 9:45 a.m.”




    “Okay, I’ll get you, but remember, I’m not the same,” I said. “Yeah, man. I hear ya,” Demari said jokingly.




    “Seriously.”




    “We’ll see what’s up when I get in. I got to go. I’ll call you to confirm my arrival. Peace.”




    After getting off the phone with Demari, my heart was racing. Demari was the one link to my past. He knew everything about me, and it was hard for me to even try to keep secrets from him. I slowly rolled out of my bed onto the soft, carpeted floor and knelt down to pray.




    “Dear Lord, please keep me from my past. Help me remain a man of integrity and help me as I go forth in doing your will. Please, Lord, don’t let my past find me.”




    “Martez! Martez, your breakfast is ready,” I heard Mama calling from downstairs.




    “I’m coming, Mama.” I replied.




    I thought about how it would be for me when Demari got here as I bit down on my bottom lip. How hanging with Demari again would be great in a way, but scary also. But when he called me best friend, I knew he was up to something. It was nice to know he still remembered me after all that time. Maybe he was my best friend ... Demari?
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