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This book is a work of fiction. Any resemblance to actual places, people, or events is purely coincidental or used in a fictitious manner.

This book is licensed for your personal enjoyment. If you'd like to share it with someone else, please purchase another copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of the author.

From the Author

Hi! Thanks so much for picking up a copy of The Preacher's Paramour. I hope you enjoy reading Prudence and Derrick's story. I know there are many things competing for your time and attention, and I truly appreciate your choice to read my work. To show my appreciation, I'd like to offer you one of my other titles, FREE of charge. Simply click the link below, sign up for my mailing list, and you can claim yours. 

Click here to get your FREE book
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All the Best, 

Kianna
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For Ms. Cynthia Holloway, who taught me the pride and wonder to be found in African American history. Because of you, many young minds were opened and filled.
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Chapter 1
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NORTHWESTERN CALIFORNIA

June, 1881

Prudence Emerson patted her small hat one final time before entering Enduring Faith Moravian Church. Her friend Lilly Benigno had been badgering her to attend service at the church for weeks now. The newly established church had been open for several months, but Prudence, like most of Ridgeway's citizens, had always attended Unity AME- the only other house of worship in town.

Inside the small, whitewashed building, many of the ten wooden pews were already filled. The space was a bit cramped, but the pews and floor looked swept clean and polished. Townsfolk of all ages milled about, chatting with their neighbors and searching out a seat. Looking down at her white, lace collared shirtwaist and dark blue skirt, she saw that she fit right in among the gingham dresses and day skirts worn by the other women in attendance. Prudence and Lilly took seats near the rear, filling one of the last pews just as the service began.

As the singing of a familiar hymn filled the space, Prudence swung her gaze to the pulpit, and her breath caught in her throat. The man standing before the podium was so handsome, she wondered how on Earth she would able to focus on the service. His beautiful, copper colored eyes met hers, and his welcoming smile made her insides melt and slide down into her low-heeled slippers.

When the singing faded, she sat on the wooden pew, eyes still locked on the minister. As he began to speak, she heard Lilly clear her throat.

“Prudence, you're staring, “Lilly whispered, her tone teasing.

Prudence wrinkled her nose at her friend and got the distinct impression that this was why Lilly insisted she come to the church in the first place. In a hushed tone, she promised, “I'm going to tan your hide for this.”

In response, Lilly only smiled as she held her young son, Leo, on her lap. Leo, who was nearly one year old, smiled innocently at her as drool ran down his pudgy caramel cheek.

Annoyed, Prudence shifted her attention back to the pulpit.

“For those of you new to the congregation, I am Reverend Derrick Chase,” he announced in a clear, loud voice. “I would like to welcome you to Enduring Faith. Today I'll be speaking on the subject of divine destiny.”

He continued to speak, but everything he said was lost on Prudence. She found his neatly trimmed beard, full lips, and striking hazel eyes quite distracting. He was a man of color, with burnished brown skin that spoke of his heritage. The black suit he wore was not fancy, but it was clean and fit his frame well. Above his white cleric's collar, she could see the powerful muscles of his neck moving as he spoke. She felt a bit of relief knowing that people in a church were expected to look at the preacher, because there was no way she could tear her eyes away from him. Doing her best to shake the spell she seemed ensnared in, she forced herself to listen to his sermon.

“Jeremiah, chapter twenty-nine, verse eleven says, 'For I know the plans I have for you, declares the Lord, plans to prosper you and not to harm you, plans to give you hope, and a future.'”

A chorus of amens filled the church as he finished the verse.

“This is the nature of the divine destiny the Lord has for us all,” Reverend Chase continued. “Every step we take, every event that befalls us, is all in his plan.” 

His intense eyes locked with hers, and Prudence stared, enraptured by his booming voice and powerful delivery. It was almost as if he were speaking directly to her—telling her that she was meant to be dragged into his church today, and hear this very sermon.

The reverend had Prudence at such sixes and sevens, she could barely get her breath. She didn't realize she was perched on the edge of the pew until she leaned forward, and promptly fell off. As her bottom hit the wooden floor with a loud thud, the reverend stopped preaching.

“Sister, are you all right?” He looked genuinely concerned.

Every eye in the place fell on her as she tried to right herself. Raising herself onto her knees, she brushed the dirt and grime from her skirt and plastered on a fake smile. “Just fine, Reverend. Please, go on with your wonderful sermon.” Embarrassment threatened to make her burst out in tears, but she kept her wits about her as best she could.

He gave her a brief nod, then continued preaching. However, the eyes of a few of the less polite parishioners stayed locked on her for several minutes, even after she'd righted herself and returned to her seat on the pew.

Prudence glanced at Lilly, and caught her friend hiding her smile behind her gloved hand. Shooting her a sharp glare, she settled in for the rest of the message.

After the service ended, Prudence turned toward the door, hoping to make a prompt exit. Before she could slip out, she was waylaid by Lilly's hand on her arm. 

“You must meet Pastor Chase,” her friend insisted.

“Lilly, I really don't want to—” her words were abandoned when she saw the tall minister approaching. Knowing she couldn't dash away now, she held her ground and waited until he came abreast of them.

“Sister Benigno, it's good to see you again.” He clasped Lilly's hand for a moment, then stroked Leo's chubby cheek. His gaze landed on Prudence. “And who is this lovely sister you've brought to service today?”

A smiling Lilly trilled, “Pastor Chase, this is my good friend, Prudence Emerson.”

“I'm pleased to meet you, Sister Emerson.” 

He grasped her hand, and a tingle of sensation coursed up Prudence's arm at the contact of his warm palm against her clammy one. 

“I'm pleased to meet you as well, Pastor.” Her voice was only a bit above a whisper, but it was all she could muster now.

The corners of his mouth lifted, showing off two rows of straight, beautiful teeth. “I hope you'll join us for another service, sister.”

Prudence, unable to form a coherent reply, nodded.

He released her hand, and with a parting wave, walked away from them.

As soon as he left them, Prudence strode to the doors and pushed them open. Stepping out into the afternoon sunshine, she drew in deep breaths of sweet, fresh air. The June day was hot, but she was so relieved to be out of the church she didn't mind.

Lilly, still cradling baby Leo, poked her in the side. “Isn't Pastor Chase a handsome thing?”

Prudence turned to her friend with wide eyes. “Lilly, for heaven's sake. The man's a preacher!”

Her friend's face took on a sly expression. “That doesn't mean we can't find him attractive.”

“We?” Prudence folded her arms across her chest.

“Sure. I saw the way you were staring at him.” She began moving toward Prudence's buggy, parked in the grassy field that surrounded the church. “He would still be a good pastor if he had the face of a goat, but I'm glad he doesn't.”

Prudence couldn't believe her friend's antics. “Is this why Ricardo didn't accompany you to church? So you could ogle the preacher?”

Lilly shook her head. “No. Ricardo took a kick from our milk cow a few days ago, and he's still on the mend.” Lilly's husband, a sea captain turned farmer, was still learning about some of the finer points of running their large farm.

Prudence held on to baby Leo as Lilly climbed up onto the buggy's seat. Once her friend was seated, she handed up the infant, and went around to the other side. When Prudence was seated, she slapped the reins and headed the two-horse team up the road.

The full, green branches of trees in full bloom shaded them from the summer sun on either side.  As Prudence drove the buggy over the rutted, bumpy dirt road toward Lilly's spread, she could hear the buzzing of honeybees as they hovered near the blooming flowers and berry bushes along the way. Baby Leo slept contentedly in his mother's lap.

When they reached the farmhouse, they found Ricardo reclining on the front porch in one of the old wooden rockers. As Prudence hopped down from the seat, Ricardo stood and limped down the four steps.

“Now Ricardo, you mustn’t overexert yourself.” Lilly's tone held love and concern for her husband.

He winced as he stepped off the bottom step, but soldiered on. “I will be fine, my love. Hand down my son.” He opened his arms. Lilly handed over the slumbering child then climbed down.

As Prudence looked on, Ricardo folded his wife and child into his arms, cradling them against his heart. The scene made Prudence a bit wistful—she doubted a man would ever hold her in such esteem. At twenty-five, she wasn't yet a spinster, but as her mother warned her every day, she was dangerously close.

Prudence climbed onto her buggy's seat once again. “I'll see you at the quilting circle this week, Lilly. Goodbye, Ricardo.”

Her good friends offered their goodbyes, and as they eased up the porch steps, Prudence got her team underway.

Twelve miles down the road, she parked the buggy in front of her family home. The sprawling one story log ranch had been built years ago by her father Roderick, for her mother Gracie. She hopped down from the seat, and since she had no plans to go out again today, set about stabling the horses. With that done, she entered the house through the back door, carrying her crocheted handbag.

In the kitchen, she found her mother standing near the stove. Gracie was dressed in an old, faded blue and white gingham checked dress, as well as a white apron. Her dark, short cropped curls were speckled with flour. “Hello, sweetheart. How was service?”

“Hello, mother.” She gave her a peck on the cheek, then took a seat at the cherry-wood table centering the room. "Service was just fine." She saw no need for her mother to know she'd embarrassed herself in front of the other churchgoers.

“Good. I've got biscuits and a hen in the oven for supper.” Gracie wiped her hands on her apron, and went to the icebox. Soon she joined her daughter at the table with two filled tumblers of cool water.

“I'll start clerking at the mercantile tomorrow.” Prudence sipped from her tumbler, and felt instantly refreshed from the hot drive. “In a few months’ time, I should have saved up enough money to pay for my tuition at Oberlin.”

Her mother's brown eyes sparkled. “Your daddy and I are so proud of you. I've been telling everybody I know about you being accepted to school back East.”

Prudence's smile matched her mother's. She knew her parents were both excited about her acceptance, even though her father wasn't too keen on the idea of her moving so far away. “Where is Daddy, anyhow?”

“In his study. He and his crew are starting construction on the new town hotel tomorrow, so he's been holed up in there most of the day.” Her mother sighed. “I wish I could get him to come to church with me, but you know your daddy.”

Prudence nodded. Ever since Roderick and his old friend, Thomas Earl, had a falling out, he'd sworn off going to service at Unity AME, where Thomas was pastor. Two years ago, the widower reverend Earl had taken a shine to Roderick's spinster sister, Flora. Roderick hadn't approved, and Flora gave Thomas Earl the mitten. Ever since, the two men had been at odds.

She stood, thinking she might pay her father a short visit, when a knock sounded at the front door.

“I wonder who that could be.” Her mother turned back toward the parlor with a curious look on her face.

Already on her feet, Prudence offered, “Don't get up, Mama. I'll get it.”

She crossed the clean scrubbed wooden floor to the front door. A quick peep through the small window in the door showed only a man's black hat.

Grasping the knob, she pulled the door open.

And came face to face with the Reverend Derrick Chase.
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DERRICK REMOVED HIS bowler as the wide-eyed Miss Emerson regarded him. As he'd seen earlier during service, she was a beauty. Tight black curls surrounded her ethereal, honey hued face and grazed the nape of her neck. From the brown eyes that gawked at him, to the small, rounded nose, and full, ripe-looking lips, everything about her pleased his eyes. Truly the Lord had made a masterpiece in her, but that wasn't why he was here. He needed an aide at the church, and badly. Shifting his focus before she called attention to his staring, he bowed. “Good afternoon, Ms. Emerson.”

She blinked several times. “Likewise, Reverend. What can I do for you?” 

He thought he sensed nervousness in her tone, and he supposed that was to be expected. After all, they'd only just met. “I was wondering if I might interest you in position at the church. Do you have a moment to spare?”

A female voice from inside the house called out, “Prudence, who's that at the door?”

Turning her head, she answered, “It's the reverend from Enduring Faith, Mama. We're going to sit on the porch for a bit.” Stepping outside, she gestured toward the two oak benches on the wide, covered porch. “Have a seat, Reverend.”

He took a seat on one bench, and she sat on the one adjacent to him. “I don't want to take up too much of your time. I'm in need of an aide who can help me handle tasks around the church.”

Her eyebrow went up, as if she were skeptical. “You only met me today. Why would you offer me the position so quickly?”

He wasn't about to tell her it was because he needed an excuse to get back into her presence, to get to know her better. “Well, most of the women at Enduring Faith are married and have family duties to attend, so—” When he saw the look on her face, he hesitated to finish his statement.

“How did you know I'm unmarried? Do I look it?” Her eyes had taken on a hard quality.

“No, of course not. Sister Benigno told me. I meant no offense to you.” And he hadn't. But he should have assumed she might not enjoy having her unattached status pointed out.

Prudence sighed. “Since Lilly's already spilled the beans, there's no use denying it.” She folded her delicate, slim hands into her lap. “What sort of duties would I need to perform?”

He felt a bit of relief that she no longer seemed offended. “Counting tithes and offerings, keeping up with the prayer requests from the parishioners, helping to keep the church and grounds clean. I'm a bit overwhelmed handling all the tasks alone.” A bit overwhelmed was an understatement. He'd greatly underestimated the work that would go into running a church on his own, but he saw no need to let her see the full gamut of his desperation.

She looked thoughtful, as if she was considering the duties he'd mentioned. “How much will you pay me?”

He liked her straightforward manner. “Seven dollars a month is all I can manage now. As new members join and offerings increase, I may be able to offer more.” He waited for her reaction.
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