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  These desires give birth to sinful actions. And when sin is allowed to grow, it gives birth to death.


  


  James 1:15




  
 Chapter One





  Despite my heartfelt prayer, I ran like the wind toward Jennifer’s powder room and locked myself in it. I still couldn’t believe that forty minutes ago I was in my best friend’s bedroom about to commit the unpardonable with my best friend’s fiancé – only to be caught by Maya, a friend who I found out had already been sleeping with Taj. My heart slammed against my chest at the possible outcomes of this night. The fact that Jennifer was probably inspecting her house by now kept me begging God for His mercies.




  I stared in the mirror at my disheveled appearance and soon noticed a small abrasion above my left eye. No doubt it was the result of Maya swinging me into the sheetrock. I couldn’t understand why she’d attacked me instead of Taj, who should be the one held responsible for this senseless racket. But then I was sharply reminded of the disgust on Maya’s face. I, of all people, should have known better. A professed Christian who constantly preached about abstaining from sex and obeying God’s holy commands had suddenly become the biggest hypocrite. I was so humiliated that I wished I had wings to fly to some distance country and hide my wickedness.




  Yes, I was a highly-skilled, licensed real estate professional and lived in one of the most affluent spots on this island. And at six months from thirty-years-old, I had been saving my virginity for marriage, (which would have been completely destroyed had Maya not walked in on me and Taj), but all of it seemed so trivial in the face of my sin. By all intents and purposes, I was a very successful woman, doing well as a single Christian woman until I laid eyes on Taj Brooks. How in the world did I allow a jerk like that to tarnish my integrity? But could I really blame him for everything? I fantasized about him and on some level, welcomed his advances. I just didn’t think that he would turn out to be such an insensitive bastard.




  I took a piece of tissue and pressed it against the wound. It looked superficial, so once the blood was removed, the abrasion would probably be invisible to the naked eye. I used my fingers like a comb to rake my hair back into place and then used the same hand to smooth out the unevenness in my dress.




  The only thing that I couldn’t fix right then was the wretchedness I saw in my eyes. Taj was so not the man I thought he was. After tonight, he’d seen the last of me and whatever attraction there had been between us – by the grace of God – would be thoroughly removed out of my system. I wanted nothing to do with Taj Brooks anymore. I’d said that before, but this time I meant it. God knew I meant it. A series of knocks clamored against the door and pushed my blood pressure up another notch.




  “Sierra, sweets, are you in there?”




  I cleared my throat. “Jennifer, give me a sec. I’ll be right out.”




  There was an awkward pause and I could have sworn Jennifer had already dashed away.




  “I saw Taj’s limo parked out front,” she finally spoke up. But her words sounded strained – as if she was expecting to hear bad news. “Have you seen him?”




  Jennifer didn’t think Taj was hiding in the powder room with me, did she? I hadn’t thought about that scenario in my flight to escape. The revelation hit me like a ton of bricks and in spite of my unpreparedness, I unlocked the door and pushed it open – wide enough so that Jennifer could see that I was alone. Her eyes bathed me with suspicion.




  “I wasn’t trying to rush you,” she said. “I got worried when I saw that your car was still parked in the driveway.”




  “I was waiting on the lady to give her the check, but she never showed up.”




  “But it’s almost nine o’clock, you should’ve called me and left. I thought you had an eight o’clock appointment.”




  “Yeah, I was about to leave, but I felt queasy all of a sudden.” Lord, please forgive me for lying, but I simply don’t have the courage to tell Jennifer the truth. I rubbed my stomach to authenticate my sickly appearance. “I think I’m having a little nausea over something I ate, but I’ll be fine.”




  “Well, do you need me to get something for you? Some tea or a glass of water? I was on my way to the kitchen anyway.”




  “No, I’m okay…thanks!”




  “Are you sure?”




  I nodded. “I think I just need to get home and lie down for a while.”




  “Or you can simply use the spare room until you’re well enough to drive.”




  “No…I’m really okay.” I stumbled past Jennifer into the hall. “I’ll call you as soon as I make it home safely. I just need to leave while I can.”




  “Hold up.” Jennifer matched my quick strides. “Let me get a good look at you. Something seems to be bothering you more than a little tummy ache.”




  Jennifer had been my friend since eighth grade. She knew me like I knew the back of my hand. There was no way I was going to let her drag the truth out of me – not now anyway. I grabbed my keys from the sofa and continued walking.




  “Sierra, wait…”




  “I’m sorry…I’ll call you.”




  I slipped through the front door and almost broke a heel trying to get to my car. Taj’s limo was nowhere in sight and I was relieved. I reversed down the driveway and gunned the engine up the quiet street. When I turned onto the main strip that would put me on the path to my condo, I casually looked in my rearview mirror, only to discover my relief was short-lived. Taj’s limo snuck in behind me, the headlights flashing. It seemed he would follow me straight home if I didn’t stop. So I pulled to the side of the road and waited to see what he would do next.




  He swung the limo next to me and then rolled down the tinted-window on the driver side. His face was fixed with a very determined look – a look I’d never seen before.




  “What the hell do you want?” I yelled.




  “Calm down, Sierra. You’re overreacting.”




  “Are you for real? It’s bad enough that I’m lying to my best friend’s face. You made things worse by bringing Maya into this mess. Don’t tell me I’m overreacting!”




  Taj held his hand up at my outburst and that bothered me big time. “You must let me explain,” he said. “Maya means nothing to me.”




  “Understand me clearly when I say this, Taj: I don’t want anything to do with you or Maya for the rest of my life! The two of you are exactly alike – made for each other!”




  “We can sort out this little misunderstanding over lunch. Meet me at The News Café at ten tomorrow morning.”




  Lord, this man can’t be serious…Did this jerk think he had power to control this situation? If my arm was long enough, I would’ve slapped him again. I released my foot from the brakes and let the car roll forward. Taj moved the limo alongside me.




  “I’m sorry for the way this looks,” he said. “You’re special to me and I don’t want to lose you.”




  “Lose me? You’re engaged to my best friend,” I shot at him. “I wish I’d never laid eyes on you in the first place, much less allowed you to touch me. Where’s Maya, by the way?”




  “Does it matter?”




  I shook my head in disgust. “You’re unbelievable. I wish I’d never let my guard down around you, because the only thing you wanted from me was my body!”




  I sped up, cut my wheel to a hard right and rocketed down the street. I looked in my rearview mirror and was thankful that Taj hadn’t followed me. He spun the limo around and drove in the opposite direction. In tears, I reached for my cell phone and punched in Reuben’s number.




  
 Chapter Two





  It was almost ten o’clock when I heard Reuben’s voice on the other end. I’d missed our eight o’clock dinner date at the Mesa Grill, where we had planned to celebrate an early victory of securing a multi-million-dollar contract. I expected to receive a cold response, but instead, Reuben was beyond worried about me. The deep concern in his voice pushed the tears completely down my cheeks.




  “Where are you? I will come and get you,” he offered.




  “I’m so sorry that I missed our appointment.”




  “No worries, just tell me where you are.”




  “I’m heading home; meet me there…”




  The next words out of my mouth were an incoherent mess. I hung up and cried all the way home. Once I eased my car into my designated parking spot, Reuben was leaning against the car, waiting for me. I must say that when I saw Reuben, a sense of comfort flooded my insides. He helped me out the driver seat and walked me to my front door. He was the perfect gentleman. If I hadn’t invited him in, he probably would have remained standing beneath the portico.




  He helped me onto a sofa and pulled my heels off of my feet. His touch was gentle and complete with concern. I’d never seen this side of Reuben. We’d worked together for three years before he went to Beijing to study Mandarin and I’d always perceived him as a nagging pest. I couldn’t say that about him now. He was doing his best to console me, even though I’d stood him up at the Mesa Grill that evening.




  “I’ll be right back,” he announced. “I’m going to make you some coffee.”




  “But you don’t know your way around my kitchen,” I told him.




  He gave me a lazy smile, and said, “I can see the coffee machine from here. How hard it is to find a mug? Sit tight and let me take care of you.”




  I was enthralled by Reuben’s generous spirit. If Reuben had stood me up instead, I probably would have been giving him a lot of attitude right now. But he had been so mature about it. Sometimes I forgot that he was only twenty-three years old, the way he behaved beyond his years. Whomever the lucky woman was, Reuben would make her an excellent husband. He came back after several minutes and handed me the cup of coffee on a small saucer.




  I questioned him. “Why are you being so nice to me when I’ve been nothing but mean to you?”




  “That’s a very deep question for me to answer right now, but I will say this: I think you are an incredible woman with a lot to offer and I am simply drawn toward what I see in you. I care about your happiness and your success…” He paused as if to reformulate his thoughts. When he spoke again, I detected a wilt in his expression. “I just think you would make anyone an exceptional confidante. You’re very loyal and concerned about the people in your life.”




  Hearing Reuben say such words were hard for me to accept, considering just hours ago I had been caught about to have sex with my best friend’s fiancé. A sudden surge of pain tightened in my chest. There was no way I could tell Reuben that I wasn’t as perfect as he thought I was. I tried to stop from crying, but the tears kept pouring out of my eyes.




  Reuben sat at the edge of a chair, and said, “I hope I haven’t said anything to further upset you. I was extremely worried when I heard you crying over the phone. Do you want to talk about it?”




  I shook my head. Reuben was being so gentle with me, but I couldn’t open up my heart to him. I was too worried over what he would think of me, which was so ironic. Several days ago I wouldn’t have cared what the heck he thought, because his opinion meant nothing to me. But I hadn’t expected such a drastic turn of events in my life. It shook my Christian values to the core and left me scrambling to make sense of my identity.




  “Okay, I have an idea.” He smiled. “I will talk about my boring life, and hopefully that’ll get your mind off whatever you’re presently facing – even if it’s for a short while. I’ll tell you about my time in Beijing and the passion I developed for helping people after becoming a Christian.”




  I sipped my coffee and listened as Reuben dove into story after story about his interactions with the young Christian Chinese men who weren’t afraid to stand up for their faith. Many of them were beaten and ostracized for bringing food to their fellow laborers who had been imprisoned by the Chinese government. Reuben became extremely animated at some points when he reflected on how well those young men had withstood the insults and the pressure to recant their belief in Jesus Christ.




  Gradually, he grew somber and began to talk about his dreams and his aspirations: to inspire people to eat more healthily and to help them live the life God intended them to have. It was one of the reasons why he decided not to actively pursue a career in real estate. Of course, his father, who owned more than forty percent of the real estate firm I worked at, was livid about his decision. But not even that could deter Reuben from his mission in life.




  All through his talking, I took the opportunity to observe Reuben more closely and was reminded of his resemblance to the late Paul Walker. Ever since Reuben came back from Beijing, he seemed to love wearing short cargo pants and polo shirts. It showed off his nicely-formed legs, which were accessorized by a pair of leather slippers. A beaded bracelet was on his left ankle, matching the beaded chain around his neck – a true surfer look. Not that I was appraising him for my own benefit, but I was simply amazed by how often we take for granted those who care about us.




  About two thirds the way through his stories, Reuben had moved over to the sofa where I lounged. He lifted my feet into his lap and began to massage them. I was not sure how I felt about him doing that, but it appeared so innocent that I began to relax. I was prepared to comment about his wonderful spiritual transformation. However, I soon lost track of my focus and eventually embraced the pull of sleep.




  And let us not neglect our meeting together, as some people do, but encourage one another, especially now that the day of his return is drawing near.


  


  Hebrews 10:25




  
 Chapter Three





  The next day was Sunday and I woke on the sofa with a blanket thrown over me. I sat up and looked around for Reuben. My gaze eventually landed on a handwritten note on the coffee table in front of me. I reached for it and read it:




  I enjoyed spending time with you, but I had to leave for work this morning. You were sleeping so peacefully; I didn’t want to wake you. Fresh coffee is in the coffee machine. But I pray today that the peace of God will overshadow you and give you contentment in whatever trial you are currently facing. It kills me to see you looking so unhappy. Keep your cell phone at your side, I’ll call and check on you later to see how you’re doing. – Reuben.




  How sweet to wake up to such comforting words. I could get used to this – actually, I craved for such godly traits in a man. Why did I ever settle for someone else’s man when one was sleeping on my living room floor? By the way the cushions were arranged, it was clear that Reuben had spent the entire night at my condo. I wondered what he did after I fell asleep. Had he watched me all night or had he fallen to sleep right after? What did it matter? I owed him a great deal for the way he was soothing my pain away. However, with all of his kind words and thoughtful gestures, I couldn’t connect with Reuben on a romantic level. My emotions were too caught up in Taj to think about another man anyway.
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