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Dedication

For every shepherd who bears the weight of the flock, and for every soul who has learned that even leaders are human.

-DangerousDesiress 
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Chapter 1: The Way of Escape
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“No temptation has overtaken you except what is common to mankind. And God is faithful; He will not let you be tempted beyond what you can bear. But when you are tempted, He will also provide a way out so that you can endure it.” – 1 Corinthians 10:13

Pastor Thaddeus Elijah Brown stood firm behind the pulpit, one hand resting lightly against the open Bible. His words traveled across the sanctuary, landing with power and conviction. 

“Temptation,” he said, scanning the church, “isn’t new. It ain’t unique. It ain’t custom-made just for you. The scripture says it’s common to man. Common.” 

He paused long enough to let his words settle. 

“The test isn’t whether temptation shows up. The test is whether you recognize the door God gives you to walk out.”

A low murmur of agreement rolled through the congregation. 

“God is faithful,” he said. “Faithful enough to warn you, faithful enough to convict you... and faithful enough to provide a way of escape before you ever cross a line you can’t uncross.”

First Lady Shirley Brown sat poised behind him in the pulpit, hands folded gracefully in her lap. Her chin was lifted with quiet dignity as she looked over the audience in her pressed two-piece beige suite, heels tucked beneath her seat. 

From the outside, she looked at ease. But on the inside, something within her was brewing. Instead of watching her husband, she kept her gaze locked on the sanctuary doors as though they held her way of escape.

Her chest began to tighten as Pastor Thaddeus continued preaching in that controlled, unwavering tone that had become his signature. 

“The enemy may set the trap,” he said, his voice firm. “But God always provides an exit.” 

He paused, then added carefully, “Yet some of us see the exit... and still choose to stay.” 

The sanctuary fell quiet.

From where she sat, First Lady Shirley felt the words settle over her like weight. Each sentence landed clean and unembellished, and somehow that made them harder to ignore. 

Seated to her right in the pulpit reserved for church leadership was Deacon Charles Daniels. He shifted almost imperceptibly and First Lady felt it before she saw him move. Six months of secrecy had sharpened her awareness. She had learned the rhythm of his breathing, the subtle change in his movements, and the pull of his presence without ever looking directly at him. 

Where Pastor Thaddeus was intense, Deacon Charles was relaxed. Where Thaddeus moved with structure, Charles moved with flexibility. In meetings, Charles’s voice carried a warmth that put people at ease and he had a way of absorbing what was said and understood what wasn’t. 

It all started with conversations after committee meetings, late evenings reviewing outreach plans, and discussions about the youth program. What began as harmless and necessary ministry exchanges gradually blurred into something far more personal than ministry. She never meant for it to go this far—at least, that’s what she told herself.

Seated in the congregation near the aisle, Sister Monique Daniels sat composed with her Bible resting on her lap. Her eyes were fixed on the pulpit, where her husband sat amongst the church leadership while Pastor Thaddeus preached. 

Monique was attentive, thoughtful, and always stayed engaged in the message. She was the kind of woman who took notes during sermons and referenced them later in Women’s Ministry. However, this Sunday, she noticed something small. Charles was too controlled and too careful in the way he held himself.

Pastor Thaddeus closed his Bible slowly. “The way of escape is there,” he said in conclusion. “The question is whether you will take it.” 

He lifted his eyes over the congregation, offering a final pastoral nod. “Let us stand.” 

The sanctuary rose in unison and First Lady Shirley stood with them, smoothing over the front of her skirt with careful precision. Thaddeus prayed over the people, their homes, and over their week ahead. 

“Amen,” he finished. 

“Amen,” the congregation echoed. 

“You are dismissed,” he said.

The organ began to hum softly as members gathered their children and Bibles, greeting one another with handshakes and warm embraces. The sanctuary shifted from solemn to social in a matter of seconds. 

First Lady Shirley stepped down from the pulpit and joined her husband at the front of the sanctuary as congregants began to gather around. She was accustomed to the rhythm of it all. She smiled, nodded, embraced familiar faces, and offered gentle words of encouragement. After thirteen years of ministry, the gestures were second nature to her.

But today, something in her chest refused to settle. Even as she greeted the members, a quiet unease pressed at her ribs. She told herself she wouldn’t look in his direction, yet her gaze drifted towards him anyway. Deacon Charles was already watching her. His expression wasn’t flirtatious, but it carried a recognition she felt too deeply. 

For a brief moment, the noise of the church softened, and the air between them tightened with something unspoken and far too familiar. What we have feels different, she thought. It feels real. The thought unsettled her as quickly as it came. It was wrong. She knew it was wrong—but her gaze didn’t waver. 

What troubled her most was the part of herself that still reacted to him. The part that felt warmth in ways she knew were dangerous. She remembered the way he listened without interruption, the way he noticed when she was tired, and the way his presence felt attentive in a way that had slowly become rare in her own home.

She told herself she had done her part, that she had tried to reach her husband. The memory of her efforts resurfaced, and with it came justification. She tried creating moments that didn’t revolve around ministry or church calendars. She lingered when he worked late, suggested they sit together without an agenda, and initiated intimacy on nights when the house was quiet. Each effort was met with affection, but never full attention. His responses were never harsh, they sounded practical, responsible, and even necessary at times. But somehow, they left her with an ache she couldn’t name.

As the congregation continued to filter out, Shirley stayed near the front beside her husband. The conviction of his sermon pressed heavier now than it had when he preached it. Some of us see the exit... and still choose to stay, she thought. Whatever unspoken pull that had passed between her and Deacon Charles dissolved the moment a member called his name. 

“Deacon Charles!” a member shouted. 

Suddenly, the eye contact, the tension, and the silent recognition all faded beneath the routine of ministry. Shirley inhaled slowly, anchoring herself as the scripture lingered in her mind, God provides a way of escape. She saw the door; she just wasn’t ready to walk through it.
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Chapter 2: A Marriage on Schedule
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Later that Sunday evening, after the building was closed for the night, Pastor Thaddeus and First Lady Shirley stepped into the cool North Carolina air. The parking lot had emptied, leaving only their car and the stillness of the evening. They crossed the lot without much conversation, moving with the usual flow that followed a long Sunday. 

Thaddeus carried the calm fatigue that came with preaching, shaking hands, and praying for half the congregation. Shirley carried the heaviness of the day’s interactions in her own reflective way. She settled into the passenger seat while he started the engine. Their BMW hummed to life, and the headlights stretched across the pavement as they pulled onto the road.
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