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the pastor’s wife




prologue



1993

Terrance couldn’t get inside fast enough. He rammed his key in the lock, opened the door, and raced in the house. After slamming the front door closed, he leaned against it and tried to catch his breath.

It was the first time he’d been able to think straight in the last fifteen minutes.

“Boy, what have you gotten yourself into now?”

Terrance looked up to see his great-aunt Eva towering over him, the usual disappointed look across her face. Her head was adorned with pink hair rollers, and her canary yellow bathrobe was tightly tied with a blue sash. “And don’t even fix your lips to lie to me.” She wagged her finger in his face. “You sweating like a runaway slave, all out of breath.” She stepped closer, narrowed her eyes at him, then wiggled her nose. “Terrance Deshaun Ellis, have you been drinking?”

Terrance immediately tried to get his story together. “Naw, Auntie. Why you trippin’?”

Eva scooted her large frame closer to him and sniffed. “You have been drinking.” She swung her left arm and hit him on the side of the head. “You smell like a moonshine factory!”

Terrance ducked out of the way before his aunt could deliver another blow. “Go on with that, Aunt Eva!”

“I swear to God, you gonna drive your grandma to an early grave!” Eva barked. “It’s Christmas Eve and you got her worried to death because your little narrow behind is out running the streets doing God only knows what. Thinking you grown.”

“I’m almost grown,” Terrance mumbled, rubbing his temple. His head was pounding, his vision was blurred, and he was still sweating bullets over what had just happened.

“Fifteen is far from grown!” Eva took a deep breath, trying to calm herself down. She shook her head as sadness began to frame her pear-shaped face. “Terrance, when are you going to stop causing so much trouble?”

Terrance closed his eyes and groaned. He was not in the mood for a lecture—again. His three great-aunts lectured him nonstop, chastising him for “breaking his grandmother’s heart.”

“We done got you out of jail twice, been up to your school more times than we can count cuz you always fighting. I pray round the clock, and you still won’t do right.” Eva sighed. “You won’t go to church. You won’t listen. I just don’t know what to do about you. My sister is out there right now, roaming the streets at three in the morning looking for your tail. I told her, we just need to turn you loose, because the devil has a hold on you.”

Terrance desperately wanted to ask his aunt if they could finish this conversation another time. It’s not like he didn’t know it by heart anyway. His grandmother and her three sisters had raised him since his mother died when he was just two years old. And he’d been more than a handful for them.

He definitely didn’t feel like hearing a lecture right now because his mind kept replaying the past fifteen minutes. How had he ended up behind the wheel of a stolen car? Everything was a big blur. He remembered hanging out with his boys. He remembered the drinks—all of the drinks. Then, the next thing he recalled was the sirens and his ditching the car two streets over and running for his life.

Luckily, Terrance didn’t have to listen to much more because the doorbell rang, and he decided to use that as an opportunity to escape upstairs to his room.

“I’m not through with you, boy!” Eva called out when she noticed him dart toward the stairs. “This is probably your grandmother, poor thing. Probably locked herself out. I know she’s tired…”

Terrance let her voice trail off as he made his way upstairs. He had just taken off his shirt and was getting ready to plop down across his bed when he heard his aunt scream, “Nooooo!”

He immediately raced back down the stairs. Eva was leaning against the doorframe; two sheriff’s deputies were trying to hold her up. Terrance froze. They’d come for him. They’d figured out what had happened and had come to take him to jail. This would be his third arrest and he was sure to do some real jail time.

Terrance was just about to make a run for it when he saw Eva drop to her knees and scream, “She can’t be dead, she just can’t. No, Lord, no!”

Terrance suddenly forgot all about his own troubles. “Wh…who’s dead?” he asked as he slowly walked toward his aunt. He had a sickening feeling in the pit of his stomach. Eva looked up at him, tears blanketing her face. That in itself told Terrance something was seriously wrong because Aunt Eva was a hard-nosed woman who didn’t even shed a tear when her husband of twenty years walked out on her.

“Who’s dead?” Terrance repeated.

Eva pulled herself up off the floor. “Oh, Terrance.” She held out her arms as she walked toward him. “It’s Essie. Your grandmother was in a horrible car accident. They said she’s dead!” Eva pulled Terrance into her chest and sobbed.

Terrance’s body began to shake as Eva’s words set in. He broke free from his aunt. “No, no, no.” Terrance continued to shake his head in denial as Eva struggled to pull herself together.

“Ma’am, is there anyone we can call for you?” the sheriff’s deputy asked.

“My sisters. I’ve got to call Mamie and Dorothy Mae,” Eva muttered as she walked around the living room in a daze, looking for the phone.

“Why you comin’ up in here with this?” Terrance said to the deputies, his voice shaky. “My grandma ain’t dead. She’s just out looking for me. She’ll be right back.”

“I’m sorry, sir,” the other deputy said. “She hit a tree. She was killed on impact.”

The look on the deputy’s face told Terrance this wasn’t some cruel joke. Suddenly, every bad thing he’d recently done flashed through his mind, including the last fifteen minutes. “Oh, my God. This is all my fault!” Terrance dropped to his knees and buried his head in his hands. Tears began to fall as he recalled his grandmother’s last words to him that afternoon.

“Son, I’m praying that the Lord will change your troubled ways,” she’d said when she caught him going through her purse. “I love you and I’m never gonna give up on you.”

Terrance had blown her off, silently cursing that she’d caught him before he could get some money. What he wouldn’t do now to turn back time.







chapter 1



“Boy, you sho’ can preach!” Chester Edwards let out a hearty laugh as he slammed his oversize palm on Terrance’s back.

Even though he stood a good four inches taller than Chester’s small, five-feet-eight frame, Terrance had to catch himself from falling over. He forced a smile and nodded at Chester. “Thank you, Brother Edwards. I try my best.”

“Hmph, try? My handsome nephew just got a natural talent,” Eva said as she brushed a piece of lint off Terrance’s robe. She smiled, admiring his strong features, his smooth, coffee brown skin and cheekbones that could cut glass.

Mamie walked to the other side of Terrance and draped her arm through his. “And what else would you expect, Chester, when he was raised by four of the most wonderful women in the world?”

Terrance blushed. His aunts were so proud of him now. After his grandmother’s death, they had stepped up their mothering roles. He’d worked hard to turn his life around. He had stood at his grandmother’s funeral and promised God that he would make his grandmother proud.

Terrance dumped his friends, buckled down in school, and shocked everyone when on the one-year anniversary of Essie’s death he said he wanted to give his life to God. He went on to college at Clark Atlanta University, then seminary school at Arkansas Baptist College. Not too long after moving back to Houston, he became pastor of Lily Grove Missionary Baptist Church.

Terrance couldn’t help the warm feeling that filled his heart when he thought of how happy his grandmother would be to see him as a preacher, of all things, especially at Lily Grove, the church he’d grown up in.

Chester let out a grunt, bringing Terrance out of his thoughts. “It’s a wonder that boy know how to do anything the way y’all old hens are fawning over him all the time like he’s the Second Coming.” Chester quickly looked at Terrance. “No disrespect, Pastor.”

“None taken, Brother Edwards.” Terrance chuckled. Both men stopped talking as a tall, older woman in a short, tiger-print miniskirt and satin-fringed shawl sauntered out of the sanctuary.

“Afternoon, Pastor,” she said, trying to sound sexy. “That was a wonderful sermon you preached today.”

“Thank you, Sister Florence.” Terrance turned to the beautiful, young woman standing behind her. “Sister Savannah, did you enjoy the service today?”

Savannah nodded. “I did.”

“Then why did you sleep through half of it?” Florence cackled as she tossed the strands from her honey blond wig out of her face.

Savannah looked uncomfortable, but quickly replied, “Grandma, you know I was not asleep.”

“I don’t know nothing but what I saw, and I saw your eyes closed.”

Terrance smiled. “I’m sure Sister Savannah was just deep in prayer.”

Savannah returned his smile. “That’s exactly what I was doing, Pastor.” Her eyes lit up as she looked him up and down.

Florence looked at her granddaughter strangely. “Girl, are you openly flirtin’ with the pastor?” She laughed. “Please. Tell her, Reverend. As if she stood a snowball’s chance of being with a man like you.” Florence continued laughing, ignoring the hurt look across Savannah’s face. “Come on here, gal. I done told you ’bout them pipe dreams. Like Reverend Ellis would even be caught dead with somebody like you,” she mumbled as she made her way down the steps.

Savannah couldn’t mask the hurt as she looked at Terrance. She seemed like she wanted to say something, but just clutched her purse tighter and took off after her grandmother.

“That’s a doggone shame the way that woman does that child,” Chester said as he watched them walk down the sidewalk.

“I guess we just invisible? She didn’t even acknowledge us and we’re standing right next to you,” Eva snapped to Terrance. She turned up her nose. “And look at her.” Florence had stopped and was wiggling to pull down her skirt, which had risen up her thighs. “What is that woman, sixty-five? And still trying to dress like she’s twenty-one?”

Mamie echoed her sister’s disgust. “She’s looking like a broke-down Eartha Kitt. And got the nerve to think she’s still sexy. Hussy. I don’t know why she even bother coming to church. Like she even knows God.”

“How do you know what’s in her heart?” Terrance admonished.

“Whatever,” Mamie said, blowing his question off. “What self-respecting, decent Christian woman, especially someone her age, comes to church in a tiger-print miniskirt?”

“I don’t know,” Chester replied, licking his lips as he watched Florence walk down the street. “I think she is nice-looking, and that body, Lord, have mercy.”

“Don’t you have to get home and feed your chickens, Chester?” Dorothy Mae snapped, her face suddenly becoming flush with anger.

“Pigeons. I got pigeons!” he snapped back.

“They’re all the same,” Dorothy Mae nonchalantly replied.

“They is not! You ever heard of Kentucky Fried Pigeon?” Chester stomped down the steps of Lily Grove. Dorothy Mae had hit a sore spot.

“And if you ever need to communicate with somebody and yo’ telephone don’t work, don’t come asking to use my pigeons!” he called out as he stomped off.

“I promise you ain’t got to ever worry about that!” Dorothy Mae yelled after him.

“Now, Dorothy Mae, why you agitating Chester like that?” Eva said, a smile forming across her wrinkle-free face. Eva was almost seventy, but could easily pass for fifty. Years of a careful regime of Dove soap and water had proved to be good to her.

“Cuz ever since he dumped her, she got to give him a hard time,” Mamie cackled, her hefty frame jiggling as she teased her petite sister.

“He didn’t dump me,” Dorothy Mae protested. “It was the other way around and you know it. After Ernest died, God rest his soul, I couldn’t keep Chester from sniffing around me. He wanted me, not the other way around.”

“Excuse me, ladies, but as much as I would love to hear you all stand around and go at it all afternoon, I need to get going. Brother Edwards was the last one out of the church, I believe, and I, umm, I have some business I need to take care of.”

All three pairs of eyes focused on Terrance. He got a temporary reprieve when his secretary, Raquel Mason, stuck her head out the sanctuary door.

“Pastor, I’ve wrapped everything up,” she said, smiling when she saw the three women. “Hello, ladies.” They all smiled back as they spoke.

“Will you be needing anything else?” Raquel asked.

“No, thank you,” Terrance responded.

“Okay, I have to get home and fix dinner for Dolan.”

“When are you gonna get that fiancé of yours to come to church?” Terrance asked.

“When hell freezes over,” Mamie mumbled. Eva pushed her arm to get her to shut up.

Raquel either didn’t hear her or chose to ignore her. “I’m working on it, Pastor. But you know how it is.”

Terrance didn’t press the issue because he knew that it was a sore spot with his faithful secretary. It hurt his heart to see the pain in her eyes when she talked about the man she was set to marry in less than five months. But she would never really open up to Terrance about it, so there wasn’t much he could do.

“Well, you all have a blessed day. I parked out back.” Raquel waved as she walked back inside the church.

She had barely closed the door when Eva turned back to her nephew. “Now, back to you. What kind of business do you have on a Sunday afternoon other than dinner with us?” Eva was trying not to let her attitude show.

Terrance normally spent Sunday afternoons having dinner and visiting with his aunts. It had broken Eva’s heart that he’d gotten his own place when he moved back to Houston. The only thing that soothed her was that it wasn’t far from her.

“I just have something I need to take care of,” Terrance softly responded. Even though he was twenty-nine years old and an esteemed pastor, his aunts still had a way of making him feel like a little boy.

“I know you ain’t got a date you haven’t told us about,” Mamie said.

Terrance bit his lip. He knew at some point in his life he was going to have to cut the apron strings his aunts had tied firmly around his neck. “For your information, I do.”

“With who?” all three women asked in unison.

“I don’t know why you all feel like my dates need your stamp of approval,” Terrance said, trying not to let his frustrations show.

He didn’t date much and had never brought anyone home to meet his family. It’s not that he couldn’t get women. On the contrary, he never had a hard time attracting women. Truthfully, he just had a lot of demons he was dealing with, so a serious relationship wasn’t on his radar. And the few women he met that he did like could never measure up to the “Lily Grove” standard anyway.

“Now, Terrance, that is so unfair of you to act like we don’t want you to find a woman,” Eva said. “Remember, I tried to set you up with Sister Eloise’s daughter.”

Terrance caught himself from rolling his eyes. “Yeah, the girl with the stuttering problem. Look, I don’t want to have this conversation again. If and when it looks like this date is going anywhere, I’ll bring her home to meet you all. Until then”—he leaned in and kissed each woman gently on the cheek—“get you some business and stay out of mine.” He smiled widely, while they narrowed their eyes in disapproval.

“I know, I know”—he laughed as he walked off—“as if that would ever happen.”







chapter 2



Ireally hate dating, Terrance thought as he sat and listened to his blind date ramble on about her supposed modeling career. She had not once stopped to ask him how his day had gone, or anything about himself for that matter.

Terrance had reluctantly given in when Monty, his best friend from college, claimed to have “the perfect woman” for him. Terrance should’ve known if Monty had anything to do with it, she was a perfect ten and that was about it. She was absolutely gorgeous. Tall, thin, and shapely, caramel-colored skin, and a Colgate smile. But looks were about all she had going for her.

“So, what do you think? Should I get blond highlights or bronze highlights?” she asked as she ran her fingers through her long locks.

Terrance looked at her, confused. “Excuse me?”

She playfully reached across the table and slapped his hand. “Silly, I was talking about my hair. I want to do something different for the modeling shoot I have next week. It’s just a catalog, but did you know Naomi Campbell started in catalog modeling? So it’s really just a springboard for me like it was for her.”

Terrance took a sip of his iced tea, then glanced at his watch. “Wow, we’ve only been here twenty minutes.”

She giggled. “I know, time is just flying by.”

Terrance flashed a fake smile. He didn’t realize he’d said that out loud. For him, the twenty minutes felt like hours.

The waitress came and set their food in front of them. Terrance took that as an opportunity to try to change the focus of their conversation. “So, did Monty tell you I’m a minister?”

“Get outta here. Naw, he failed to mention that. I ain’t never been on a date with a preacher man before. No wonder you wouldn’t have a martini with me.” She raised her glass.

Terrance finally displayed a genuine smile. “No, I do have a drink every now and then, but I especially don’t drink on Sundays.”

She sipped her martini, then seductively bit into the olive. “Shoot, I’ll drink any day of the week. It don’t matter to me what day it is. Besides, didn’t Jesus used to love him some wine?”

Terrance was just about to say something when he looked up to see Savannah standing over his table.

“Hi, Pastor,” she said with a surprised smile.

“Well, hello, Sister Savannah. And who might this be?” He motioned toward the young girl standing next to Savannah. She had long crochet braids, a sleeveless tank top, and some skintight blue jeans. She wore a scowl across her face, and her arms were folded defiantly across her chest.

Savannah lost her smile. “This would be Misha. She’s my Little Sister.”

Terrance’s eyebrows raised. “Oh, I didn’t know you had any sisters.”

“She’s not my real sister. We’re in the Big Sisters program. I’m supposed to be mentoring her, but as you can see, it can prove quite challenging.” Savannah forced a small smile.

“That’s because I told you I don’t want to come up in this ol’ fancy restaurant,” Misha snapped. “Why couldn’t we go to Timmy Chan’s or somethin’ and get some wings?”

“I told you, because I want you to be exposed to some finer things in life.” Savannah sighed.

“Whatever,” Misha said, rolling her eyes.

Terrance’s date loudly cleared her throat.

“Oh, I’m so sorry. Where are my manners?” Terrance motioned across the table. “Savannah, this is Nadia. Nadia, Savannah attends church with me.”

Nadia didn’t bother to hide her displeasure. “We were in the middle of dinner, you know.”

“Oh, I’m sorry,” Savannah said. “Pastor, I just saw you and wanted to come say hello.”

Nadia waved her off. “Well, you said it, so now you and the little juvenile delinquent can keep going.”

“No, you didn’t,” Misha snapped, rolling her neck. “You don’t know nothing about me.”

Savannah gently put her hand on Misha’s arm, trying to keep the girl from going off. “Misha, we talked about keeping your anger under control.”

“Then, you’d betta tell this tramp not to be disrespecting me.” Misha wiggled her finger toward Nadia.

“Tramp? Little girl, I will beat you like your mama should’ve been beating you years ago.” Nadia threw her napkin down on the table and stood up.

“Nadia!” Terrance admonished. “She’s a child.”

“I ain’t no child,” Misha screamed. “I’m fourteen and I ain’t scared of nobody!”

This time Savannah grabbed Misha’s arm with a lot more force. “Misha, calm yourself down, girl! What have I told you about how a lady acts? A lady doesn’t have to resort to fighting, name-calling, or acting a fool—especially in a public place.”

Savannah’s words must’ve gotten to Misha, because the teen backed down. She looked like she wanted to say something else, but she just rolled her eyes at Nadia instead. Savannah smiled. “Good job. I’m proud of you,” she softly said, before turning back to Terrance. “Again, I apologize for interrupting your dinner.”

Terrance stared at Nadia, trying not to let his disgust show. “Don’t apologize, Savannah,” he said, his eyes still glued to Nadia. “We were just wrapping up anyway.”

“No, we weren’t,” Nadia snapped as she sat back down in her seat.

“Pastor, I’ll see you on Sunday.” Savannah took Misha’s hand and led her across the restaurant.

Terrance pulled his wallet out.

“I said, we aren’t finished with dinner.” Nadia glared at him.

“Yes. We are.” Terrance pulled out enough money to pay for the meal, then politely stood. “Thank you so much for dinner. I would like to say it’s been a pleasure, but it hasn’t been.”

“Oh, so you’re mad because I didn’t let that little ghetto girl talk to me crazy, huh?”

“She’s a child.”

Nadia threw up a hand as she reached down and picked up her glass. “She needs to act like one then.” She sipped the rest of her drink.

“Have a good night.” Terrance shook his head as he made his way out of the restaurant. As he waited on the valet to bring his car around, Terrance pulled out his cell phone to call Monty and let him know that there would absolutely be no more blind dates.







chapter 3



Terrance stared in disbelief at the perfectly shaped figure in front of him. He had to blink several times to make sure he wasn’t seeing things. When he deduced that he wasn’t, he said, “Zinetta, put your clothes back on.”

Zinetta locked the bathroom door and slithered toward him. “Come on, Pastor. Don’t tell me I’m not turning you on.”

He took in her body, which was healthy and perfectly toned. Her short, feathered haircut made her look like a lighter version of the actress Gabrielle Union. Of course she turned him on, but her being completely naked in the men’s restroom of the Hyatt Hotel also turned him off. Monty might jump for joy at the sight of a naked woman trying to seduce him in a public restroom. But for Terrance, it was disgusting, especially because the scholarship banquet was taking place right in the room next door. Terrance was the keynote speaker for the banquet, held by Calvary Baptist Church. He’d taken a moment during dinner to run to the restroom. Did Zinetta really think he was about to get it on with her in the men’s bathroom?

“Zinetta, I will ask you again. Please put your clothes back on.”

A confused look crossed Zinetta’s face. “I…I don’t understand.”

“What’s not to understand?” Terrance asked as he reached down to pick up her dress and underwear, which she had discarded at the door. “I want you to put your clothes back on.” He handed the clothes to her.

“B…But Gwen said you were in here waiting on me. She told me how she overheard you telling Brother Baker that it was your ultimate fantasy to have me in a public place.” Zinetta took her clothes from Terrance and covered up her private parts. Her butterscotch skin was turning crimson. “I would’ve never done something like this. But Gwen said you liked aggressive women.”

Terrance let out a long sigh. “Gwen as in Tongela’s friend Gwen?”

“Well, yeah.” Zinetta closed her eyes as realization set in. “That witch.”

Terrance suddenly felt bad for her. He couldn’t believe Tongela had set Gwen up to do that. Well, yes, he could. Tongela and Zinetta had been rivals for his affection for months. Truthfully, he didn’t care for either of them.

“Just put your clothes back on, Zinetta. I’m going back into the program.”

Zinetta slipped her dress over her head. “I hope you don’t think bad of me, Pastor. I was just—”

Terrance cut her off. “Don’t worry about it.” He’d become used to the women of his church—and every church within a fifty-mile radius—throwing themselves at him. As one of the only single, black male ministers in the city of Houston, he’d become a prime target for the husband-stalkers. If he had a dime for every time someone had tried to fix him up or come on to him, he’d be a rich man.

He had politely shunned most of the women who had all but thrown themselves at him. They just didn’t capture his interest. Well, that excluded Savannah. He didn’t quite know what it was about her, but something inside him wanted to get to know her better.

Terrance walked out of the bathroom and back toward the ballroom. He saw Tongela and Gwen snickering over in a corner as they watched the bathroom.

“Evening, Reverend Ellis,” Tongela called out.

“That was foul, Tongela. And you know it,” Terrance responded as he stopped in front of the two.

Tongela was just about to say something when Zinetta came racing out of the bathroom like a crazed woman. “You tramp! I’m ’bout sick of you!”

Terrance grabbed her just as she clawed at Tongela. The attack caught Tongela off guard, but only for a minute, because she quickly began to attack back.

“Don’t be mad at me cuz you’re a ho! Like he would want you anyway!” She swung wildly at Zinetta, hitting both Terrance and Zinetta on the side of the head.

Two other men who were walking out of the ballroom noticed the brewing fight and came rushing over. By that time, Terrance was smack-dead in the middle of a girl fight.

It only took about five minutes to get the women under control, but it seemed like an eternity.

“Sir, we’re escorting the ladies out,” said a security guard who had come upstairs in the midst of the chaos. “Can you come to our office and give us a report of what happened?”

Terrance sighed deeply. He had never been so embarrassed. The program had all but stopped as everyone stood around staring.

“I’m sorry, sir,” Terrance responded, “but I’m here to deliver a speech. I’m not involved in what happened here. I was just trying to break it up. I can talk to you after the banquet, but right now, I’d like us to refocus on the reason why we’re here. Now, please excuse me.”

Terrance held his head up as he made his way back in the banquet room. Thankfully, a lot of people were there. Maybe no one would piece together that the two women fighting were from his church.

He took a quick gulp of water after returning to his seat at the head table. He needed to settle down—and fast—because these women were getting completely out of control.







chapter 4



Terrance took a deep breath and tried not to let his frustrations show. “Brother Baker, we have gone back and forth about you and this bickering and name-calling. Now this is my last warning.”

Carl Baker, one of the longtime deacons at Lily Grove, didn’t try to hide his scowl. “Well, tell that old battle-ax to stop interrupting me.”

Mamie stood up. Her white hair hung limply on her shoulders. Her turquoise blue dress draped her size eighteen frame. “Who are you calling a battle-ax? Don’t make me get ugly in the Lord’s house. I will take off my wig and beat your—”

“Aunt Mamie!” Terrance snapped. “I know you’re not about to go there.”

Mamie glared at Carl, poked out her lips, and sat back down. “This fool ’bout to make me lose my religion,” she muttered.

Terrance let out a long sigh. “This is getting ridiculous. We’re in the midst of getting a new building. Our church is growing by leaps and bounds. We’re getting new members every church service, and yet, we’re dealing with the same old problems.”

“That’s cuz you got the same ol’ battle-axes trying to run things,” Carl spat.

“One mo’, Carl. Just one mo’ time you call me out of my name and it’s on,” Mamie threatened.

Terrance slammed his palm down on the large conference-room table. “Enough! I said.” He turned to his aunt. “Aunt Mamie, you know I love you, but I will put you out of this business meeting. You and Brother Baker,” he added, glaring at Carl. “Now, I will ask you for the last time, be quiet and refrain from name-calling.”

Mamie rolled her eyes. Carl leaned back in his chair and crossed his arms defiantly.

“Now, where were we?” Terrance said, looking at his agenda. These business meetings were getting more and more stressful, particularly because Carl and his aunt mixed like oil and water.

Raquel, who was sitting next to Terrance, reached over and pointed at the fifth item on his agenda. “We were discussing some new ideas for the youth.”

“And as I was saying, before I was so rudely interrupted,” Mamie continued, “I think we should start a mentoring group for the young people, but I think we should open it up to the surrounding community.”

“And I still say, we’re not in the business of caring for juvenile delinquents,” Carl interjected.

“It would be a great way to get some of these kids off the streets,” Mamie added, ignoring Carl.

“I don’t know, Mamie,” Eva said skeptically. “Why can’t we just do it for our youth here at the church? Why should we open it up to the public?”

“Because our youth here at Lily Grove are pretty much on the straight and narrow, and we need to help others who aren’t,” Mamie replied.

“Don’t they have a youth program like that at Zion Hill?” Raquel asked.

Mamie nodded as she reached down in her bag and pulled out a photocopy of a newspaper article. “Ummm-hmmm. They call it the Good Girlz, and I’ve heard such wonderful things about it. We’re always talking about looking at ways to bring more young people into the church. I think this is a way to do it.” She pushed the paper toward Terrance.

Carl continued to shake his head. “Y’all ain’t gon’ be happy till some teenager done stole the stereo system,” he mumbled.

Terrance decided to ignore Carl as well as he glanced over the article. “You know, I think that’s an excellent idea, Aunt Mamie. A church is more than just the four walls. A church that’s truly serving of God goes out into the community and does good as well.”

Mamie smiled triumphantly.

“And I have just the person to lead the group.” Terrance took a deep breath and flashed a wide grin. “Sister Savannah would be perfect to head up something like that.”

The room grew silent. Mamie’s smile slowly faded.

“Excuse me.” Eva cocked her head to the side. “Who did you say?”

Terrance thought back to Savannah and the young girl she was with. He’d only been around them a short time, but he could tell Savannah was making a difference in the teen’s life. He’d truly been impressed with the passion Savannah seemed to show toward the girl.

“I said, Savannah McKinney,” Terrance repeated.

“Flo’s granddaughter Savannah?” Mamie asked with an incredulous look across her face.

“Yes. And what’s wrong with her?” Terrance knew the answer, but for some reason he was hoping they would give Savannah a chance.

Eva leaned in like she was studying her nephew, trying to see if he was serious. “Terrance, you’ve got to be kidding, right? Savannah McKinney is not the type of woman we’d want being associated with this church in any shape, form, or fashion.”

Terrance knew people around Lily Grove didn’t particularly care for Savannah, but he did always like her spunky personality. And seeing her with Misha allowed him to see her in a whole new light, one that really impressed him. “You still haven’t told me, what is wrong with Savannah?” Terrance asked. “Something based on fact and not church-house rumors.”

“Fact is, she’s a ho,” Mamie mumbled.

“Aunt Mamie!” Terrance snapped.

Mamie put her hand to her mouth. “Oops, did I say that out loud? Sorry, she’s a garden tool.”

“You don’t know anything about her, other than the rumors that circulate around this church,” Terrance admonished.

“Maybe not,” Mamie said. “But I do know that where there’s smoke, there’s fire. And Savannah McKinney got a cloud full of smoke surrounding her.”

Dorothy Mae, who’d been sitting quietly at the end of the table, finally spoke up. Her voice was steady, like she was trying to be reasonable. “Terrance, Mamie could have found a better choice of words, but as Eva said, she’s just not the one to lead the young people here at Lily Grove. Don’t we have another member who’d be more fitting?”

Terrance debated saying more to his aunts, because he really hated the way people treated Savannah. She seemed like a really sweet girl, whom no one bothered to give a chance. But judging from the looks at the table, no one would be trying to hear anything he had to say.

“How about we just table this issue for now,” Terrance said, glancing at his watch. “It’s getting late and I know we’re all tired.”

Several people nodded in agreement. Everyone stood and said their respective good-byes. Terrance glanced down at the newspaper article, loving Mamie’s idea more by the minute. His thoughts raced back to Savannah. They’d never go for the idea of her leading the youth group, but Terrance found himself intrigued, wanting to know more about her.

Maybe I won’t call Savannah to lead the youth group, Terrance thought, but now more than ever he was sure of one thing: he was definitely going to call her.
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