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THE CHOIR WAS cutting up.

Reverend Simon Jackson enthusiastically clapped as they sang “Stomp” by Kirk Franklin.

Loretta Jackson beamed as she watched her husband swing jubilantly to the music. She knew Simon wasn’t too keen on these newfound gospel hip-hoppers, as he called them, but the choir had the church on its feet. Even he had to admit they sounded good.

The choir began winding down and Simon stood and approached the podium. He was radiating with pride as he looked out at his members. And as she did every Sunday just before his sermon, Loretta gave him a reassuring smile. It made her happy to see her husband doing what he loved best, being pastor of Zion Hill, one of the best churches in Houston, as he always proclaimed.

“Let the church say amen!” Simon yelled.

“Amen!” the congregation replied in unison.

“Let’s give our outstanding choir another round of applause because they sure spread God’s message today.”

Simon led the applause as the choir members settled in their seats. Loretta was sitting in her usual front row seat. Good music always rejuvenated Simon, so she knew they were in for a rousing sermon.

Loretta opened her Bible as she glanced around. She sighed deeply because Rachel hadn’t yet made it to church and she knew Simon would take notice.

“Now, if you will, turn your Bibles to Proverbs twenty-eight, thirteen. I know everyone has their Bible, right?” Simon sang.

Several people chuckled.

“Of course we do, Pastor,” an elderly woman named Ida Hicks shouted. Simon nodded at Sister Hicks, who was sitting in the front pew as well. Sister Hicks was decked out from head to toe in white, from her huge hat that looked like wings coming off the side of her head to her white stockings and scuffed-up white pumps.

Loretta tried to stifle a smile, because Simon often complained about Sister Hicks, saying she was like the student in class who always had the answer to everything. Loretta had to admit Sister Hicks drove everyone at the church crazy, but she was the original pastor’s widow, so people still gave her respect.

“Well, wonderful. Has everyone found the verse?” Simon said as his gaze made its way to the back of the church. Loretta gently turned to see what he was looking at. She shook her head. Their nineteen-year-old daughter, Rachel, was trying to sneak in late—again. That meant there would be a big argument right before Sunday dinner. Simon was just about fed up with Rachel. She’d stay out partying all Saturday night, and then couldn’t drag herself out of bed to make it to church on Sunday morning. Simon always complained that if it weren’t for Loretta keeping Rachel’s two kids every weekend, his grandchildren probably wouldn’t make it to church, either.

Loretta tried not to let Rachel’s entrance sour her mood, but she couldn’t help but exhale in frustration. Not only was Rachel late, but she had the audacity to come into church with sunglasses on. Simon was going to blow a gasket. Not that it would do any good. Even though Rachel was raised in the church, getting her there before the benediction was almost impossible.

Loretta snapped back to the sermon, which Simon had begun as he tried to mask the scowl on his face. “All right, I want to talk about how what’s done in the dark will come to light.”

“I know that’s right! You preach, Pastor!” Sister Hicks exclaimed.

Simon looked at Sister Hicks and forced a smile. Loretta knew exactly what her husband was thinking. He wanted Sister Hicks to shut up and let him preach. They went through this same routine every Sunday. Loretta had thought Simon would have been used to it by now, but he still complained about it after every service.

“As I was saying, many of us do things we think nobody else knows about. But God knows!” Simon bellowed.

Loretta hoped Rachel was listening, because Lord knew she had done more than her share of dirty deeds. Simon near ’bout had a heart attack when Rachel turned up pregnant at fifteen. Then she went out and had another child three years later. Simon would barely speak to her the entire time she was pregnant. Not only was he thoroughly embarrassed, but he was extremely disappointed in their daughter. But more than anything, Loretta knew Simon was hurt by his daughter’s actions, feeling that he had failed her. Although that’s something he’d never, ever admit.

Loretta tried to get thoughts of her family drama out of her mind and focus all her attention on her husband. He was getting worked up now; beads of sweat were trickling across his brow. She admired his strong physique. For fifty-five years old, he was stunningly handsome with a commanding presence, like he belonged in that pulpit, born to lead people down the path of righteousness.

Simon continued with his sermon, urging his congregation to lead meaningful and fulfilling Christian lives. For twenty-five minutes he continued to speak the word, putting emphasis where needed, shouting when the urge came over him and delivering a rousing sermon. Loretta could always tell how well he preached by the number of people who got the spirit during his sermon. Usually, it was only ten or fifteen people, not counting Sister Hicks, who always got the Holy Ghost every Sunday. (In private Simon had once said that he thought it was all an act, but Loretta had told him, who was he to judge.)

As the organist began playing, Simon extended his arms as if opening the doors of the church, and invited people to join him near the pulpit. He smiled down at Loretta again. She gave him the standard “you did good” nod as she began swaying to the sounds of the music.

Loretta could feel the powerful love of her husband as he glanced around the room, his gaze always coming back to her. Simon always called her the saving grace in his family because she helped him keep it all together when it seemed like he just couldn’t take any more. And in between the problems with their oldest son, David, and the drama surrounding Rachel, it seemed Loretta was having to do a lot more saving these days. But she didn’t complain. She loved her husband and her kids and would do anything for them.

So far, no one had made their way to the front of the church.

“The doors of the church are still open. Don’t be afraid. Come now. Let the Lord be your guide,” Simon said.

Sometimes it took a while for anyone to come up, so Simon would usually keep his arms outstretched as the music continued to play.

Loretta stole another look at Rachel. I know she is not asleep! But that wasn’t true. She quickly turned her attention back to Simon, hoping he wouldn’t notice. Of course as luck would have it, he noticed it about the same time he was wrapping things up.

Simon took a deep breath, trying not to let his disgust show to the entire congregation, but Loretta could see it clear as day. Although she would never give up on any of her kids, Loretta knew Simon was about ready to write Rachel off, just as he’d done David. Loretta sighed. If only they could hold on two more weeks. That’s when Jonathan, the one child who had made Simon proud, would return home. Simon was already so excited, it’s all he’d talked about the last month. Simon was always a little more tolerant of Rachel and David whenever Jonathan was around. Loretta hated how Simon differentiated between the kids. But she knew his relationship with Rachel and David was something he’d have to work through in his own due time. But that didn’t mean she’d stop trying to pull her family back together. Heck, she couldn’t stop trying even if she wanted to. She believed with all her heart that she’d been blessed with a wonderful family, despite their shortcomings and she’d do whatever it took to hold them together.
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“DADDY, PLEASE DON’T START. My head hurts.”

Rachel rubbed her temples and plopped down in a chair at the table nestled in the bay area of her parents’ large kitchen.

“You’re just shameful!” Simon was already sitting there reading the newspaper and waiting for Loretta to finish cooking dinner. He glanced up and glared at his daughter.

“I got there in time enough to hear your sermon. Dang, it ain’t like I ain’t heard it all before,” Rachel snapped.

Simon threw down his paper. “Lord have mercy! Not only do I have a jezebel for a daughter, but she’s a disrespectful, smart-talking jezebel at that.”

Simon turned to his wife, who was removing a pan of macaroni and cheese from the oven. “Do you hear how your ungrateful daughter is talking to me?”

Loretta didn’t look up from what she was doing. This, too, was a routine argument. Simon demanding respect and Rachel unwilling to give it to him. Rachel knew her mother would’ve rather stayed out of it, but she also knew Simon expected her mom to back him up.

“Honey, don’t talk to your father that way. He is the head of this household and you will treat him with reverence,” Loretta said as she cut up more onions for the roast, which was simmering in the oven.

Rachel cut her eyes at her mother. Sometimes she made Rachel want to throw up. For nineteen years, Rachel had watched her tend to her father’s every whim. She couldn’t recall them ever really arguing. Her mother was the most passive woman she knew, a trait Rachel definitely didn’t inherit. She shook her head at her mother. If she didn’t love her so much, she’d probably hate her for the horrible example she was setting for women everywhere.

“Did you hear your mother? Revere me! That means don’t show up in my church at twelve twenty when service starts at eleven.” Simon shook his finger at his daughter.

“You only want me there for appearances anyway,” Rachel mumbled under her breath.

Simon pushed his chair back from the table. “What did you say? Don’t think you’re too old for me to smack you upside your head.”

Loretta finally broke from her cooking. “Honey, don’t get yourself worked up.” She walked over and kissed Simon on the head and shot Rachel a chastising look. She then went back to cooking. Simon glared at his daughter.

“Okay. Okay. I’m sorry. I got hung up,” Rachel said.

“Hung over is more like it. You were out drinking, weren’t you? I should have you arrested for underage drinking.” Simon stood up from the table.

“Daddy, I told you a million times, I don’t drink.”

“Yeah, and I’m the pope.”

As Simon walked away from the table, his grandchildren raced into the kitchen, followed by Loretta’s black Yorkshire terrier, Brandy. A smile crossed Simon’s face and he ruffled his grandson’s hair. He looked back at his daughter and said, “You think about what kind of example you’re setting for these kids.” He turned toward his wife. “I’m going to lie down until dinner is ready. Can you get the dog out of the kitchen, please?”

Loretta smiled and nodded. Simon threw his daughter one last scornful look, then headed out of the kitchen.

Rachel rolled her eyes, but didn’t interject as he left.

“Mama, we’re hungry,” four-year-old Jordan said to Rachel.

“Go tell your grandma.”

Rachel left for the den in the back of the house, where she sank into her father’s plush recliner. She had partied all night long and her head was pounding. She wasn’t in the mood for a bunch of noise from her children; she had to figure out who that tramp was Bobby was talking to last night. On her way home from partying, she had driven by his apartment and saw him standing outside talking to some woman. Although she tried, she couldn’t tell who the woman was.

Bobby was Jordan’s father, but not Nia’s, Rachel’s seventeen-month-old daughter. Rachel had gotten pregnant with her while Bobby was overseas with the army. Still, Bobby was the love of Rachel’s life; she was certain of their destiny together. She had tried to plot a way to get to Saudi Arabia to have sex with Bobby and pass the baby off as his. That didn’t happen and when Bobby came home to find her seven months pregnant, he was crushed. It didn’t help that Nia’s father was Bobby’s best friend, Tony. Bobby had said he wanted to marry her. Now, he didn’t want to have anything to do with her.

Rachel, however, was not willing to let go of Bobby, and no two-bit tramp was going to keep her from him.

Rachel contemplated getting up to go turn off the light so she could really relax, but she was too comfortable and decided she was so tired, a little light wouldn’t matter.

She grabbed the remote, leaned back and flipped on the television. She couldn’t believe her parents still didn’t have cable. Her father claimed it was just another avenue for the devil to do his work, so he refused to get it.

Although she could barely afford the rent on her two-bedroom apartment, she was glad to be out of her parents’ house. She had gone crazy while she lived here. Her dad’s strict rules made her life miserable. Then they didn’t have a computer or cable and she had to be off the telephone by nine.

Rachel was grateful when she moved out. Life was so much better. Granted, she still didn’t have a computer or cable, she simply couldn’t afford it. But overall, she wouldn’t trade her freedom for the world.

Rachel thought about how tight things were for her financially. It probably would’ve been best for her to stay with her parents, but she’d rather struggle all day and night than go through that again. She really should have gone after Bobby for child support, that would’ve eased some of her financial woes. But she had been reluctant to do that, so sure they would get back together. Both he and Tony, who had moved to Chicago, were giving her money, but just enough to buy groceries and get her hair done every week.

Rachel had just begun to doze off when she heard the patio door slide open behind her.

Rachel turned as her oldest brother eased in.

“David, what are you doing?” She noticed that his hair was disheveled and his eyes were bloodshot.

“Shhhh … I’m invisible.”

Rachel shook her head and kicked back in the recliner, shifting to get comfortable. “You’re a crackhead, that’s what you are.” She couldn’t tell if he was high or not. It seemed like he stayed high, despite three trips to rehab. She didn’t feel like being bothered with him anyway, so she just closed her eyes again, trying to get back to sleep. A crashing sound and her mother’s scream made her jump up.

Rachel raced into the kitchen and saw that her mother had dropped a plate on the floor.

“David! Stop sneaking around here,” Loretta said. “You ’bout scared me to death.”

“I was just messing with you, Ma.” David kept rubbing his arm as he talked. “Hey, sweet pea.” He walked over to Nia, who was sitting on the floor, and kissed her on the cheek. She gurgled with laughter. “And hey to you, little man,” he added, playfully punching Jordan in the head. “You got a job yet?”

Jordan, who was coloring a picture at the kitchen table, looked up, wide-eyed and innocent. “I’m too little to have a job.”

“No, you ain’t. I hear they’re hiring down at the bus station. You could haul luggage.”

“Unh-unh,” Jordan responded.

“You need to take your own self down to the bus station and get a job,” Rachel said.

After college David worked off and on for the state until he was injured again while trying to hang lights for a Christmas function. He’d milked the state for everything he could, and was still collecting disability.

David ignored his sister and turned back to his mother, who was picking up the broken pieces from the floor. “Where’s Dad?”

“Your father is asleep.”

“Good, ’cuz I didn’t come to see him.” David leaned down and kissed his mother. “I came to see you. How are you doing?”

“I’m fine.” She stood up, walked over, and dumped the broken pieces in the trash.

David looked nervously around. “Well, look here, Ma, I need to borrow some money. It’s just a loan.”

Rachel leaned up against the wall and crossed her arms. “People pay back loans. That would be impossible for you to do seeing as how you don’t have a job!”

David shot his sister an angry look. “Shut up! Just ’cuz you got a little pissant job at the mall, you think you know everything.”

He turned back to his mother. “For real, Ma, I’m enrolling in some classes down at the community college and I need some help paying my tuition. I have to at least put a deposit down for them to hold my classes.”

Rachel laughed. “You must think she’s stupid.”

“I said, shut up. Ain’t nobody talking to you.”

Rachel looked at her brother with disgust. His once firm skin sagged from his bones. His smooth, milk-chocolate complexion was now covered with dark splotches. Drugs had sucked any semblance of beauty out of him.

“Mama, you know he ain’t goin’ do nothing but use the money to get high.”

Loretta looked skeptically at David. “I know you ain’t back messing around with those drugs.”

“Ma, don’t listen to her. I told you I don’t mess with that stuff anymore. I’m clean. You can call my parole officer. He’ll tell you.”

Rachel curled up her lips at her brother’s bold-faced lie. He’d done three years in prison for possession of crack cocaine. You would think after that, he would’ve gone straight.

Loretta looked at her son like she was trying to gauge whether he was being truthful. “I’m going to trust you on this, David, simply because I want you to know I have faith in you.” She picked up her purse from the kitchen counter.

“Cross my heart and hope to die.” David ran his finger in a T across his chest.

Rachel couldn’t tell if her mother really believed that story or if she was just trying to lay a guilt trip on her brother.

Loretta rifled through her purse, then pulled out some money. “Okay, baby. Here’s a hundred dollars. It’s all the cash I have. You go pay for your classes. I’m proud of you. I know you have it in you to get your life together.”

David kissed his mother again. He grabbed the hundred-dollar bill and stuffed it in his pocket. “Thank you, thank you, thank you!”

“Ughhhh!” Rachel turned and stormed out of the kitchen, back to the den. Her brother had been doing drugs since a torn ACL ended his promising NFL career. He hadn’t gotten past his second year of college before he became hooked on heroin. Now, he was doing either crack or some kind of cocaine. Rachel didn’t know which, but they were all the same to her. He had never stayed clean for long after his rehab stays. Their mother was too blind to see that.

“Bye, Ma,” David called out as he walked back into the den and toward the patio door. “And, oh yeah, don’t tell Daddy. I want to surprise him about me going back to school.”

Loretta followed David out of the kitchen to the patio door. “Now, David, you know I don’t like keeping things from your father. As head of household he deserves to know these things.”

Rachel wanted to slap her mother. Enough with this head of household crap. Her mother went way too far with that. Rachel couldn’t understand it. It’s not like her mother was some indigent housewife who didn’t have a dime to her name or any skills. On the contrary, she was a college graduate who had been teaching second grade for over twenty-five years. She made a decent salary and was set to retire next year, so it wasn’t like she couldn’t make it on her own if she left Simon. For Loretta, however, leaving was never an option.

Rachel watched as her brother snuggled up to their mother like he was a ten year old.

“But, Mama, God says surprises are good.”

“Where does God say that?”

“I don’t know. First Leviticus, seventh verse or something. I don’t know. Just please, do me this one favor?”

Loretta hesitated. “Okay, baby, I won’t say anything. I’ll let you tell him. He’s going to be so excited about you going back to school. I knew you would make us proud.”

David kissed his mother one last time and walked out the door. Loretta stopped him. “David?”

“Yeah, Ma?”

“I trust you, okay?”

Rachel could have sworn she saw a glimmer of guilt flicker across her brother’s face, but it passed so quickly she couldn’t be sure.

Rachel scrunched up her nose, disgusted. This whole scene was absolutely sickening. How could her mother be so spineless when it came to Simon and so dumb when it came to David?

Rachel pondered it briefly as she dropped back in the recliner and made herself comfortable enough to sleep again.
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SIMON GRINNED WIDELY at the newspaper article. His church was being featured for a new children’s center they had just established in the neighborhood.

This was the twenty-sixth time in fourteen years Zion Hill had been profiled in the local newspapers. Each article hung in a frame around the conference room, his office, and the fellowship hall. Simon was extremely proud of his role in the church’s growth. Zion Hill had less than fifty members when he first became pastor. Now, there were over nine hundred. The church could’ve had more, but it couldn’t compete with the new mega, ten-thousand-member churches springing up all over town. Simon wasn’t quite sure he wanted Zion Hill to become that large. He enjoyed knowing the faces of those sitting in the pews to hear his sermons.

Simon had been an associate pastor at another church before moving to Zion Hill. He was thrilled about getting his own church, and determined to make it a success. He was fulfilling a lifelong dream. As a child, he used to pretend he was preaching before a congregation. He had always dreamt of the day when he’d have a real, live congregation—one that could make its mark on the community.

Zion Hill was his baby. He had literally given birth to it and watched it grow. Now, he devoted every waking moment to ensuring its success. His children had often complained about all the time he put into the church, but Simon knew his devotion to Zion Hill was the Lord’s will, and prayed that his children would understand.

“Knock, knock.” Delilah Alexander, the church secretary, poked her head into Simon’s office. “Pastor Jackson, are you busy?”

Simon smiled. Delilah was a stunningly voluptuous woman who left many a man swooning. Simon, however, was enamored with her because of her efficiency. He had been through several secretaries over the years and Delilah was by far the best. The only problem he had was that she seemed smitten with him and was forever making innuendos. Flirting was a line Simon never, ever crossed. Loretta was a good woman and he had been faithful to her since the day they said “I do” thirty-four years ago.

“Yes, Delilah, what can I do for you?”

Delilah shifted nervously. “I was wondering if we could talk?”

“Sure, come on in and have a seat.”

Simon pointed to a chair in front of his desk. Delilah sat down and seductively crossed her legs.

Simon tried to contain his smile. If he had a dollar for every time some woman came on to him, he’d be a rich man.

He knew part of it was physical. Women were always telling him how handsome he was: At six feet two inches, he was still in great shape. His short, cropped Afro and beard were peppered with gray. Loretta was always telling him that his beard was the icing on the cake of his mocha complexion.

He also knew a lot of women were intrigued by his faithfulness. Some wondered what he saw in Loretta. She was plain but had a gentle look about her that he found absolutely intriguing. She was a little on the heavy side and very quiet. As one woman had so boldly told him once, “She’s not the type of woman I’d expect to see you with.” However, he was in love with his wife. He had met Loretta at Langston University in Oklahoma. They were both out-of-state students attending on academic scholarships. Loretta was from a small town in Arkansas and Simon was from Texas. They began dating at the end of their freshman year and stayed together until they married senior year. After graduation, they returned to Simon’s hometown of Houston, where he began his career in the church.

Loretta was a good, God-fearing wife, and Simon was a good, God-fearing man. He took his vows seriously. He knew a number of preachers who slept around but he promised he would never be one of them, no matter how many women threw themselves at him. He almost slipped up with a woman he met at a Baptist conference a few years after he first married. In fact, he had planned to meet the woman the last evening of the conference. That was the same day Loretta told him she was pregnant with their first child. Simon took that as a sign from the Lord. He called the woman, cancelled, apologized, and had never come close to cheating again.

“Yes, Sister Alexander, what can I do for you?”

“It’s my boyfriend. May I?” Delilah motioned toward the Kleenex on his desk. Simon nodded and she pulled two tissues out the box and started dabbing at her eyes. “I thought we were going to get married, but I just found out he’s cheating on me. I went to Radio Shack, bought one of those devices that let you record incoming calls. I heard him on the phone talking to this woman I thought was my friend. They were making plans to meet again. It seems this has been going on for nearly a year now.” Delilah started to cry softly. Simon knew this was the point when he should get up and hug her, but something told him that’s what Delilah was counting on. She leaned forward, exposing her cleavage. “Why can’t everybody be like you, Pastor?”

Simon sat up straight in his seat. He wanted to make sure he put on his serious face so that Delilah wouldn’t get any ideas. “I’m sorry you’re hurting, Delilah. I know it’s hard, but you need to tell yourself you deserve better anyway. This was God’s way of showing you that.”

Delilah sniffed and lowered her eyes. “Pastor … I know you’re a married man …”

Simon held up his hand and cut her off. “And I know you know how much I honor my wife and respect my vows.” Simon always felt the need to reiterate that to the women in the church.

Delilah didn’t look up. “I know you honor your wife. It’s just … well … I just … hope one day I can find a man who feels the same way about me.”

“Be patient. God has your soul mate out there. He’s just waiting for you to get yourself ready before he brings him to you.”

“You think so?” Delilah sniffed.

“I know so.” Simon smiled. “Now, about this fool boyfriend of yours. What’s his name?”

“Roderick.”

“Roderick. Well, do you want me to get some of my boys to rough him up?” Simon joked.

Delilah laughed and dabbed the rest of the tears from her face. “You are too funny, Pastor.”

Simon cracked his knuckles. “You sure? You just say the words. I ain’t always been a Christian.”

Delilah got up; the tears were finally drying up. “I’m sure.” She looked at Simon with a smile. “Can I hug you?”

Simon felt like he had gotten his point across so he figured there’d be no harm in hugging her. “Of course.” He got up and walked around his desk. Delilah took him in her arms and squeezed him tightly. She acted like she never wanted to let him go.

“Funny and faithful,” she whispered.

Simon pulled back. “What did you say?”

“I said thank you. Thank you for restoring my faith in men.”

Simon’s expression became serious. “Don’t put your faith in men, Delilah. Put your faith in God and everything else will work out.”

Delilah hugged him again, then turned to walk out of the office.

“Oh, and Delilah?”

“Yes,” she replied, turning back around.

“Stay away from Radio Shack. When you go looking for trouble, nine times out of ten, you’ll find it.” Simon smiled.

“Duly noted,” Delilah replied, before turning and walking back to her desk.

Simon breathed a sigh of relief. He loved talking with people and helping them work out their problems. If he hadn’t pursued the ministry, he probably would’ve become a full-time counselor. He was pretty good at it, too. Except when it came to Rachel and David. Jonathan listened to Simon’s advice, but those other two? No amount of counseling in the world would get through to them.

Simon quickly shook off thoughts of his children; they just got his blood pressure up. He returned to his desk to do what he liked best—reading about the success of his church.
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“LORETTA!” SIMON YELLED. “The lawn man is here. Don’t you have some cash on you so I can pay him?”

Simon stood at the front door, eager to get back to writing his sermon for next Sunday. When he was on a roll, he hated to be interrupted.

Loretta walked into the living room. “Did you say something, honey?”

“Yeah, can you pay the lawn man? We owe him for this week and last week.”

Loretta nervously rubbed her hands on her apron.

“Woman, you done gone deaf? Can you pay the man? I just gave you a hundred dollars yesterday.”

Thinking that his wife would handle the situation, Simon turned to make his way back to his desk. He noticed, however, that she hadn’t moved.

“Loretta? Oh, forget it; where’s your purse? I’ll get the money myself.”

Simon stormed into the kitchen, where he spotted her purse lying on the counter next to the phone. Loretta followed him into the room and stopped him from picking it up.

“It’s not there,” she said quietly.

Simon turned toward her. “What?”

Loretta cast her eyes down. “It’s not there.”

“What do you mean, it’s not there? Where is it?” Simon stared at his wife, waiting for an answer. “Loretta, where’s the money?”

Loretta hesitated, then quickly spoke. “I gave it to David.” She spun around and scuttled out of the kitchen.

“You did what?” Simon shouted after her. He followed her back into the living room. “I know you didn’t say what I just thought you said.”

Loretta busied herself with arranging the magazines on the coffee table. “David is going back to school to take some classes and he needed money for tuition. He wanted to surprise you and tell you himself.” She didn’t look up as she spoke.

Simon looked at his wife in amazement. They had had this conversation countless times. David was not to get a dime from them. After he stole forty dollars from the church offering, Simon had all but written him off. That had to be the most embarrassing moment of his whole career.

“Excuse me, Reverend Jackson, maybe I should come back tomorrow.” The lawn man’s voice snapped Simon out of his daze.

“Uh, yeah, Juan. I’m sorry. Can I write you a check?”

Juan hesitated before answering. “Actually, Reverend Jackson, I’ll just come back tomorrow for the cash. I haven’t opened up a checking account yet and it’s just easier if I get cash.”

Simon nodded. “Well, stop by tomorrow after one, okay?”

“Yes, sir, after one. See you then.”

Simon watched as Juan made his way down the steps of their front porch. He stood at the door trying to gather his composure. He and Loretta seldom fought. She was a good, obedient wife. Except when it came to the kids. That’s the only time they ever argued. No matter what any of them did, they were still angels in her eyes. Rachel came home with not one, but two babies, and Loretta still treated her like a little girl. And David. He disgraced them at the church, stole from relatives, and had been to jail. But still, it was like she couldn’t see it. In all his years on this earth, Simon had never felt compelled to strike a woman. But at that very moment, he felt like knocking some sense into his wife’s head.

Simon inhaled slowly, trying to dissolve his anger. “Loretta, you were wrong. We agreed we weren’t going to give that boy anything else …”

“But—”

“Anything!” Simon stomped his foot as he spun around to face his wife. “I’m going to get my money back, although I’m sure he probably done smoked it up or shot it up by now.”

Simon left Loretta standing in the living room as he walked down the hall and into the den to get his shoes. The family pictures adorning the hallway reminded him of happier times, back when his children were still small and causing him little grief.

Simon glanced around the immaculate den. Loretta had done wonders decorating their home. Several full-grown ivies sat in plant holders across the den. The burgundy curtains matched the sofa, loveseat, and recliner that she had picked out all by herself. African art hung from each wall, just enough to add a touch of class and not overdo it.

A great homemaker. A wonderful wife. And a mother who couldn’t see the forest for the trees when it came to her children.

Simon spotted his shoes sitting neatly in a corner. He snatched them up, slipped them on, then made his way back to the living room. Loretta was standing quietly by the window. She turned when she heard Simon enter. Her eyes looked apologetic.

Simon couldn’t bear to look at her right now. She must’ve sensed his anger because she didn’t say a word as he grabbed his car keys and headed out the front door.

Simon grumbled to himself the entire drive to his son’s run-down apartment. David was staying with some woman who lived in public housing near one of the local universities. Simon had been there only once before, when he was trying to retrieve his sister-in-law’s TV that David had stolen. Of course, it was gone by the time Simon arrived, much like he figured this money would be. But Simon still had to go. He had to give David a piece of his mind about using Loretta.

Simon navigated his 1993 burgundy Mark VII into the dilapidated housing area. Trash was scattered throughout the complex. Boards covered many of the apartment windows, and graffiti was scrawled across almost every building. Children were playing among broken beer bottles and God only knows what else. Being there saddened him very much. Not because of David, but because hard-working families had no choice but to live there.

David had a choice. He could’ve made something of himself. So what if he couldn’t be a professional football player? He was still good enough to coach high school somewhere. He was a standout player in high school, an All-American. Any of the high schools in town would’ve been proud to have him. But no, after his injury, he decided to drop out of college and turn to drugs.

Drugs were the worst thing that ever happened to their community. It had devastated Simon to watch his oldest son spiral downhill. Every time David shot up, or smoked something, he lost a piece of himself. David had never been the model son, like Jonathan, but Simon had hoped he would make something of himself. That was a dream Simon had long ago given up.

Simon looked around for building seven. If he remembered correctly, the woman, whose name he didn’t even know, lived in apartment 709. He eventually found it, swung into an empty parking space, and threw the car in park.

Simon noticed three men hanging outside the building eyeing his car. He shot them a stern look. Any other time he probably would’ve stopped and tried to spread the word of God to them, but today he was on a mission.

Rap music blared from the other side of the door. That devil, gangsta music didn’t do anything but add to society’s problems, Simon thought. He banged on the door. It took several minutes before a red-eyed David opened it.

Simon’s mouth fell open. David was shirtless. A pair of baggy jean shorts hung from his thin frame, exposing his navy blue underwear. There were dark spots all over his arms and his face looked hollow and empty.

“Dad. What’s up?” David grinned widely, his eyes still half closed.

Simon felt a twinge of sorrow for his son. It quickly waned, however, when he peered inside and noticed the syringe lying on the coffee table.

“So is this how you prepare for your classes?”

Simon pushed his way past his son and into the apartment. The smell of incense clogged his nose. A woman was sitting on the tattered sofa watching Jerry Springer. Her stringy hair was matted to her head. She, too, was frail, with dazed eyes. She looked up as Simon barged in.

“What’s up, Pops?” She giggled before turning back to her program. It was obvious she was just as high as David.

“Dang, Mama told you about me going back to school?” David shut the door. “I told her I wanted to tell you.” He continued grinning. Simon felt himself getting sick as he looked at his son’s brown teeth.

“Boy, don’t you lie to me. You might fool your mama with that nonsense, but I know you ain’t in nobody’s school!”

“See, there you go again, not having any faith in me.” David laughed as he plopped down on the sofa next to the woman. “And why you being so rude? Tawny here spoke to you and you just ignored her.”

Simon looked at the woman who was staring at the TV, but not actually watching. “David, I didn’t come here to engage in conversation with you or your lady friend. I told you a hundred times, you are not to ask me or your mother for one brown penny.”

“But I needed the money. Don’t you want me to finish school so I can be a big hotshot like Jonathan?” David leaned back, crossed his ankles, and lifted his legs up on the coffee table.

“David, I want a lot of things for you. But as I’ve told you before, I’ve washed my hands of you and turned you over to the Lord.”

“Oh, yeah, that’s right. I keep forgetting. The Lord is goin’ come down here and turn me around. You hear that, Tawny?”

He nudged her. She tried to lift her head away from the TV, but it seemed like it was too huge an effort. She finally just muttered something and turned her focus back to the screen.

“The Lord is my savior!” David jumped up and started dancing around the living room like he had the Holy Ghost, as he sang, “My rock, my rock, my sword and shield. He’s my wheel in the middle of the field. I know he’ll never, ever let me down!”

“Stop it! Stop it right now!” Simon hissed. “Don’t you dare mock the Lord in my presence!”

David stopped dancing, but the smile never left his face. He leaned in toward his father. “Sorry, good reverend. Look here. Tell your God that I don’t need nothing from Him but a couple of dollars in my pocket so I can take care of myself. I don’t need no saving or nothing else.”

Simon glared at his son. He wondered what had he done wrong in his life to deserve a child like this. He had always tried to live a good, clean Christian life. Even as a young man, he was honest, respectful, barely ever told a lie. So why was he being punished this way?
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