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			Praise for

			She That Findeth

			“Have you ever convinced yourself that taking matters into your own hands isn’t such a bad idea? If you have, then you will certainly relate to the main character, Shenita Love, in She That Findeth. On her thirty-fifth birthday, Shenita strongly feels she’s waited too long for the right man to come into her life.Award-winning author Kim Brooks’s character ­development will draw you into She That Findeth and leave you breathlessly anticipating if Shenita will truly find the love she’s so desperately seeking.”

			—Tyora Moody, author of the Victory Gospel Series

			“The Spirit is willing. . . . Ohhhh, but the flesh!!! If you have been single for longer than five minutes, you have been here, at the very least in your mind! Kim Brooks uses a cast of quirky friends to address this very real issue in Christendom. Kim does again what she does best: [she] reminds us that we, as Christians, face some very real and tough issues and encourages us Not To Get It Twisted! A very fun read!”

			—Evangelist Audrey Lee Watkins, author of On The Way Here: The Path That Chose Me

			“This book keeps the reader’s attention from the beginning. Kim does a wonderful job of bringing the characters to life, showing their vulnerabilities and strengths, and painting the visualization to make you feel as if you are there. The storyline is so captivating that you don’t want to miss what will happen next! I would love to see this in a movie version.”

			—Shon Hyneman, author of It’s the Woman You Gave Me, and Wisdom: Preventing Problems Before They Happen

			“Once again, Kim has created a real and relevant masterpiece addressing a growing issue in the church. How far are women willing to go in order to find love? She That Findeth deals with this question in an up-to-date way that many will be able to relate to. Both men and women will be able to learn something from Kim’s latest release. I look forward to the group discussions that will be organized in order to weigh in on this topic.”

			—Kenny Pugh, author and relationship strategist
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			Chapter 1

			“Happy birthday to ya . . . Happy birthday to ya . . . Happy birthday!” sang and clapped my three closest girlfriends at a small table inside a quaint restaurant in downtown Detroit. Too bad it wasn’t karaoke night; that was Thursday. But I was still too excited that my birthday fell on a Saturday in September this year. That made up for the fact that it’s my thirty-fifth and here I am celebrating it with a bunch of females.

			I love my girls and all, but sometimes a sister just wants the presence of a man. Here I am all decked out in my one-armed purple blouse, short gray skirt, silver stilettos, and matching Gucci bag—yet with no man to compliment me on how good I look. I had just gotten my hair cut and colored, with a light brown mohawk on top that faded to black in the back, and my makeup was flawless. I even wore hazel contacts, which I was hesitant to buy at first because of my brown complexion—but they actually looked kinda cute on me.

			I was feeling this “new look” and new me, yet there was no man seated next to me to whisper in my ear how I was the finest thing in the room. Nope, at thirty-five, here I am with not a prospect in sight. No man, no boyfriend, not even a “special friend.”

			Nobody.

			Lord knows I just knew I would have been married with at least two kids by now.

			I’ve been believing God for a husband for ten years now.

			I keep my list of ten things I’m believing God for in a mate tucked away in the zipper part of my Bible cover and have done so for years. I guess I never really attached a timetable to my requests—maybe I should have said something to the tune of Before my eggs dry up and I have to believe God like Sarah and Abraham, Lord. Maybe then my prayer may have been granted a little earlier. At the rate I’m going, I’m going to have to take in vitro and believe God for twins. Thank God for technology.

			“Haaaa-peeee-birthday . . . Happy birthday . . . Happy birthday . . .”

			I could tell the waiters and waitresses, all of diverse hues, were getting a kick out of my friends’ rendition of the Stevie Wonder classic as they grinned from ear to ear, nodding their heads. I wondered if they had ever heard it before.

			Or maybe they were laughing at my girl Danielle, also known as Dani, who swayed wildly with her Android taking pics in one hand and waving her glass of Sprite on the rocks in the other. If you didn’t know Danielle was saved you would think she was drunk, and at just two years shy of forty, one would never know by the way she carried herself. Always ready for a good time, Danielle took pics of herself showing off her fresh makeover, which brought out the peach undertones in her tan complexion, and her new black-and-gold minidress, which flattered her tall, curvy frame; and she also took pics of me and the rest of the crew and uploaded them to Facebook simultaneously, half of which I hadn’t even seen yet to approve. Lord, I hope she doesn’t tag me in any pics where I’m looking crazy. Candid shots get on my nerves.

			“Make a wish, girl!” Danielle yelled while snapping her head and swerving her long, black layered weave to the other side, almost hitting Jackie in the face.

			Jackie just looked at her and rolled her eyes as she proceeded to stir her black coffee. She wiped the cheek where Danielle’s hair almost smacked her, probably hoping it didn’t turn her fair skin pink, as Jackie bruises easily. She had stopped singing the song a while ago and looked ready to go home. At thirty-six, Jackie appeared as if she had had enough of all the many years of singing birthday songs and probably wanted to catch a rerun of her favorite show, Law & Order, again. With her being a prominent, well-­respected attorney in the city, she was greatly intrigued by that show. I wouldn’t be surprised if my birthday festivities weren’t ruining all her normal Saturday-night fun. Jackie ran her fingers through her short curly red hair, then rested her hand on her forehead.

			“Yeah, Shenita,” sprang Pippa while scooting her chair in closer to the table and positioning her round frame just right as she pointed her light brown manicured finger toward me, matter-­of-fact. “The Word says in 3 John 1:2, Beloved, I wish above all things that thou mayest prosper and be in health, even as thy soul prospereth, so it’s okay to make a wish and blow out the candles.”

			At thirty-two and the youngest of the crew, I wondered if Pippa really thought I needed her approval based on The Word on whether or not I should make a wish? I guess she didn’t know me as well as I thought she did, otherwise she would know I’ve been making wishes and blowing out candles ever since I got saved fifteen years ago. I wasn’t convicted about it then and I sholl ain’t convicted about it now.

			Man, that birthday cake had so many candles on it that it looked like if I didn’t blow them out fast someone would have to call a fire truck.

			Thirty-five candles—one for each year of my long, unfruitful life.

			I take that back. As a public relations specialist for the Detroit chapter of a national nonprofit, One Love Initiative, from the outside looking in, I had all the makings of a success. I literally have had many approach me in tears and say how the nonprofit I work for, which provides housing options for single parents and low-income families, changed their lives. I love what I do, and thank God for the job that definitely keeps a sister’s condo association fees paid and Benz car payment up to date, but even still, I feel my life is lacking in one area. Love.

			So, with a big inhale and then a huge blow over the strawberry shortcake with my favorite cream cheese icing, I silently made the same wish I’ve been making since I was twenty-five: “I wish to find true love and happiness.” Except this time I did something I had never done before with my wish. I added these four words, “This year, Lord . . . please.”

			• • •

			“So, girl, what you wanna do now that we’re done with dinner?” Danielle asked with a forkful of her second piece of cake, as we four ladies sat with full bellies and I with a nice stack of gifts and greeting cards by my side.

			I really hadn’t made any plans for after dinner . . . what else was there to do? I didn’t feel like going to a movie; too boring. And with no guys with us it wouldn’t be that much fun. No one to play practical jokes on. I guess this is supposed to be ladies’ night out. Whoever invented that concept anyway? With all girls, who’s going to open the door for us when we leave? The waiter, I guess.

			“What about heading over to my place to play Parcheesi, eat snickerdoodles, and have girl talk all night!” chimed Pippa.

			Jackie, Danielle, and I looked at one another, then at Pippa, and said in unison, “Um, no.”

			“How about we check out that new jazz joint on First Street?” Danielle suggested.

			“Hmm,” I said. “Not a bad idea.”

			Then again, I thought about the last jazz place I visited—nothing but old, bald-head, no-teeth-having sugar daddies over sixty-five wanting to “holla at ya girl” while showing me their Viagra pills. The thought of reliving that experience all over again frightened me.

			“Nah,” I said.

			“Well, we can always go to Club Xtasy,” suggested Danielle,  while licking the icing off her fork.

			I couldn’t believe she was making reference to the very spot where she used to pole-dance before she got saved three years ago. Since then she gets her dance on for the Lord and is the first to tell me about the next Christian white party, but sometimes I still wonder about that girl.

			“I’m just playing y’all, dang,” she said, taking a sip of water.

			“Mmm-hmmm,” Jackie said.

			“I know we not going there,” Danielle assured us. “Ain’t nothing there but a bunch of married men trying to get they sneak peek and freak on anyway.”

			“Nah, we can’t be going there,” Jackie said abruptly. The three of us looked at Jackie as if to say, “How do you know what’s in there?”

			“What?” Jackie said in defense. “I just said we can’t go. We saved women of Gahd—for real, remember?”

			We all broke out laughing.

			I know I’m saved.

			Sholl ’nuff saved.

			I’m so saved that I hadn’t been to an actual club in over six years.

			I had gotten so involved in church life that my appetite for the club scene eventually wore off, but a girl still wants to get her dance on from time to time.

			I’ve never been totally drunk, and the last time I had sex was at age twenty-five with my first. After that horrific experience of his breaking up with me only two days later, I said I would remain abstinent till marriage. Beside, if it makes God happy, I’m happy. Period.

			But then again, my thirty-fifth birthday has made me realize that I spent the last decade of my life pleasing someone else. Don’t get me wrong, I love the Lord with all my heart, but somewhere along the way I believe I’ve lost myself.

			I have fun with my girls and we go out, and we even invite fellas from the church sometimes, but for some reason I feel like I still haven’t really lived.

			I love to dance, but part of me gets scared every time I start dancing somewhere for fear of who’s watching me. Like Scripture says, I don’t want to give the appearance of evil. It’s almost like for every secret desire there is a counter-conscious that says, No, don’t do it.

			Part of me is tired of not doing it. Tired of being the “good girl” and so-called really saved one in the family. Part of me just wants to explore. I should be able to go dancing somewhere and not lose my religion in the process, right?

			“What about Boogie Nights?” I suggested, as if a lightbulb came on above my head.

			“Boogie Nights?” Jackie asked with disgust.

			“Yeah, Boogie Nights, just outside the city. Now that I think about it, it’s Old School Saturday. We can get our cabbage patch on,” I said with a cabbage patch shake of the shoulders. “C’mon, y’all—live a little—it should be fun,” I pleaded.

			“Girl, I haven’t been to Boogie Nights in a minute. Count me in, I’m game,” Danielle replied as she finished off her last piece of cake.

			“They don’t serve alcohol there, do they?” Pippa inquired.

			“Yes, they serve alcohol,” I said. “But only to the patrons who are over eighteen.”

			“Oh, okay,” Pippa said hesitantly.

			“Plus, you don’t have to drink. You can just drink pop or water, Pippa Wippa,” I assured her with a smile.

			“Okay, count me in, then,” she said with a returned grin and a toast of her glass of water with mine.

			The group fell silent for a moment as all eyes rested on Jackie, who had her chin in her hand.

			“You hanging with us tonight, Jackie?” Danielle asked, partly already knowing what her response would be.

			“Naw, you ladies go on and have a good time. I’m going to go home and chill.”

			I guess she wanted to catch the latest episode of Law & Order after all.

			“Aw, Jackie, come go with us. You can always just go home—come hang out,” Pippa insisted. “You need to get out the house more. It should be fun.”

			“Well, if my memory serves me correctly I’m presently out of the house now, here at this restaurant,” Jackie said. She noticed my disappointed expression and added, “Don’t look so down, Shenita. It’s your birthday. Look, I’ll cover everyone’s meal tonight. Don’t worry about it, it’s all on me. I’ll just have to take a rain check on the afterglow. Y’all ladies be careful out there, okay?” she said, sounding more like our mother than our close girlfriend, and arose. Little did Miss Jackie realize that her paying for my meal does not make up for the fact that she didn’t want to hang with me on my thirty-fifth for the rest of the night. Don’t get me wrong, I’ll accept the gesture, it just doesn’t make up for how I feel about her not being with us.

			“Well alrighty then,” I said as Jackie made her exit. “Looks like I’ll be gettin’ my Holy Ghost boogie on with you two, oh faithful ones,” I added with a Bankhead Bounce toward Pippa and Danielle.

			“I don’t know about your Holy Ghost boogie on,” Danielle said with a laugh. “There may be some ghosts there, all right . . . some demons dressed in pinstriped suits and brim hats or button-down silk shirts showing taco meat.”

			All three of us cracked up before we each took our cars and followed one another to the spot.

			While driving my silver Benz SLK, I thought, Heck, I deserve to let my hair down and have a good time. I’m thirty-five tonight, dang-­it—good and grown. I’ve been doing things the so-called “right way” and holy way for fifteen years now. It’s time to whip my hair back and forth and have some fun.

			• • •

			The line outside Boogie Nights was pretty long—longer than usual, actually. It may have been because though it was mid-September the weather was unusually warm, almost springlike­—then again that’s nothing compared to Michigan weather, which could change at any given moment. Tonight it may be 75 degrees, tomorrow it may drop down to 20.

			“Excuse me!” Danielle said while waving her hand to get the attention of the huge dark-skinned bouncer wearing a black cap and shades. “I’m here with Shenita Love, PR specialist for One Love Initiative here in the D. It’s her birthday today, and we’re trying to get in to help her celebrate.”

			The hard-core-looking bouncer suddenly flashed a charming smile and motioned for Danielle’s party to come right in.

			That girl.

			Danielle always gets her way.

			I don’t think the word no is even in her vocabulary.

			“Thanks, hon,” Danielle said, thanking the bouncer with a kiss on his cheek. He motioned for her not to leave his side, as Pippa and I went in and grabbed a booth near the door so she could see us.

			“That Danielle is always pulling game,” I said, shaking my head and spying on the two of them. She appeared delighted as he slid her something that looked like a business card. It was probably his phone number.

			“What’s she doing? She’s not coming to sit with us?” Pippa asked, scanning the menu as if we hadn’t just eaten less than an hour ago.

			I knew Dani’s game.

			“She’s coming,” I said, still keeping my eye on her. Now she had one of her hands on his broad shoulder. “Just give her some time.”

			“Oh, okay. I wonder what the specials are,” Pippa said.

			“Didn’t you just eat?” I asked.

			“I did. I might just want some curly fries or something, or another dessert. I don’t know.” Pippa shrugged her shoulders.

			“Hey, y’all,” Danielle said, finally joining us.

			“Hey, Miss Dani. So what was that all about? You pull them digits?” I asked.

			“Girl, you crazy. You know how it is. A brother wanted to holla. Only thing is I can’t see a bouncer being able to afford the mortgage on my future mansion, so I had to pass.”

			“Girl, you know you ain’t right,” I said.

			“What? I ain’t sayin’ I’m a gold-digger . . .”

			Danielle and I cracked up.

			“So what were you guys talking about all that time?” Pippa asked, keeping her eyes glued to the menu in front of her.

			“Nothing much. He talking about how he also teaches CCW classes downtown and asked if I’d be interested.”

			“I’m sure that’s not all he’s interested in,” I said under my breath.

			“Girl, stop. He got us all in, didn’t he?”

			“Yes, he did. Hey, weren’t we supposed to pay somewhere? I thought I saw a sign say twenty dollars at the door or something,” Pippa said, while looking around for the sign again.

			“Girl, don’t worry about it,” Danielle said. “I said he got us in, didn’t I? So when I say he got us in, he got us in.”

			“Oh, I see now,” Pippa said, enlightened. “We got in for free!”

			“Girl, don’t be so loud about it!” I shot at her abruptly. “Can’t let everybody know.”

			I tell you, that Pippa. Sometimes I wonder what planet she came from and how we ended up being even remotely close friends.

			“Wow, well amen, glad I saved my l’il twenty dollars, then. Thank God for favor.”

			“Amen to that,” Danielle said with a high five to Pippa. “Thank God for favor with God and a man,” Danielle said, giving her bouncer friend another wink.

			“Y’all are so wrong,” I said, looking around the dimly lit club. “Not a bad crowd tonight,” I commented.

			Pippa looked up from the menu. “No, it’s not bad, except the women all look like hoochie mamas who need Jesus. Most of them all weaved up from their scalp to their behinds, and they think it’s cute. No one believes in natural beauty anymore, I guess,” Pippa said, then looked over at Danielle and patted her shoulder. “Oops, don’t take it personal, Danielle.”

			Danielle snickered. “Girl, none taken. I’m happy with my weave. My weave takes me places,” she said, combing through her long, layered black weave with her fingers. “Don’t you know God invented weaves?” she asked Pippa, and added, “Thank God for witty inventions.”

			We all cracked up as Danielle and I high-fived each other. Though I was au naturel tonight with my new do, Lord knows by next week I may be weaved up again. Thank God for variety.

			Just then one of my old-school jams came on: “Now That We Found Love,” by Heavy D & The Boyz. The three of us jumped up out of excitement for the treasured former hit and made our way to the dance floor, which was filled with folks of different races and backgrounds, all dancing their own special way to the feel-good song. The strobe lights and fake smoke made for a festive atmosphere, and as I swayed from side to side with the music, I felt like I was on top of the world.

			We three ladies danced with one another, since we didn’t know any guys there, yet we still didn’t seem out of place because a lot of women there either danced by themselves or with one another as well.

			In between our own dance moves we cracked up at some of the neighboring dancers, who couldn’t hear the beat, made up their own moves, or danced like they had two left feet.

			It didn’t matter, though, because we all had one thing in common: we were all dancing and having a great time—even if there were some drunk ones on the dance floor with us, they somehow managed to keep their distance, thank the Lord.

			While I was dancing, feeling the beat, and getting my groove on, I suddenly noticed a tall, slender, light-skinned gentleman with a smooth shave and a goatee standing directly behind me, barely dancing at all. It was as if he was just staring at me with a sneaky smirk, his hand cupped underneath his chin.

			I kept dancing and laughing with my girls, then somehow gathered up enough nerve to turn around and start dancing with the guy, even though he just stood there like his feet were frozen to the ground.

			I didn’t care.

			I just kept dancing.

			Shoot—he was cute and I was celebrating my birthday. I drowned everyone else out and danced my little heart out.

			It had been so long since I danced or went to a club that I was almost afraid I didn’t know how to dance anymore.

			Back in the day, or shall I say BC days, Before Christ, my former bestie and I were known to hit up a club on any given weekend and be the life of the party. With her on one side, me on the other, and a guy in between us, it used to be common practice for us to coordinate our dance steps, while commanding all the attention on the dance floor.

			I miss those days sometimes.

			She’s six years married now, with two kids, and I haven’t heard from her at all in three years. Times change, I guess.

			I continued to dance with the cutie, and I could tell he was enjoying my dance moves as I continued to gyrate right in front of him until the song finally ended and another one came on.

			This time it was an old-school hip-hop love song, LL Cool J’s “I Need Love.”

			I leaped with excitement, hoping my dance partner wouldn’t go away. He didn’t but instead grabbed me as we slow-danced to the old jam. He looked like he was in his thirties as well, so I’m sure he could appreciate the hip-hop ballad that made then-burgeoning rap music even more popular and multidimensional.

			I was in a trance as we swayed from side to side.

			I closed my eyes and imagined this complete stranger was my man—my knight in shining armor and everything I could ever need and secretly desired—as I held him close. He squeezed me tighter as well, and he comfortably rested his hands just above my behind. Though I didn’t even know this man’s first name, I felt like I knew him nonetheless. I wanted to ask him, “Where have you been all my life?”

			When the song ended, my mystery man kissed my hand and then disappeared into the crowd, leaving me sad, confused, and lonely once again.

			I retreated back to our booth and my two friends screeched with delight. “Hey, girl, I saw you getting yo’ groove on out there on the dance floor!” Danielle chimed. “Or shall I say groove back—shall I call you Stel-la?” Danielle and Pippa laughed.

			“Yeah, girl, he was cute,” Pippa said, munching on curly fries.

			“That he was,” I said with a grim look on my face.

			“What’s wrong with you? What happened? Did you get his phone number?” Danielle asked.

			“What church does he go to?” Pippa inquired.

			“No, and I don’t know.”

			Dani and Pippa looked at each other, confused.

			“What do you mean?” Danielle asked. “You know the main rule is to not leave an interaction like that without the number. What happened?”

			“I don’t know what happened,” I said, frustrated. “All I know is dancing with him felt like heaven. The feel of his touch. The smell of his cologne. How he held me so close in his arms like he couldn’t let go.”

			“Ahhh,” Pippa responded, starry-eyed.

			“But then he just disappeared into thin air like it wasn’t nothing. I didn’t even get his name!”

			“Dang,” Pippa said.

			“That’s messed up. That means you can’t even google a brother, or even look up his Facebook page,” Danielle reminded her.

			“I know, right? Why does stuff like this keep happening to me lately? It’s like I meet these guys and I think they’re all interested and it just ends up being nothing.”

			“I don’t know, girl. But that’s okay,” Pippa reassured me. “Keep ya head up, pretty lady. Your Boaz is out there somewhere.”

			“Yeah. All of ours,” I agreed. “We just gotta hold on so we won’t get too old to enjoy ’em.”

			“Right, I don’t want to be all saggin’ when Mr. Right finds me,” Danielle said with a hearty laugh.

			“I know,” Pippa added. “And I don’t want my teeth to fall out before he finds me. I’ll be like, ‘Hold on, baby, I wanna kiss you real good, but let me get my teeth first.’” We all cracked up at Pippa’s poor imitation of an old woman with no teeth.

			Though the man of my dreams may have slipped from my arms on my birthday, my friends always know how to make light of it all and keep me smiling. I couldn’t help but laugh right along with them.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			“Attention, everyone!” proclaimed a male voice from the speakers.

			The music stopped and everyone turned to the DJ booth to spot where the voice was coming from. The DJ continued into the mic, “Today is a special day for a special girl. Will you all please join me in celebrating the birthday of Detroit’s very own Shenita Love!”

			Everyone clapped as a spotlight appeared out of nowhere and shone on Shenita’s booth. Some even gave her a standing ovation, as most were aware of her community work and reputation as a nationally recognized homegrown PR specialist for One Love Initiative.

			Shenita was so embarrassed by all the attention that her brown face turned pink. She looked at her girls to see who was the cause of all this ruckus, and they both shrugged their shoulders. Next thing you know a waiter came over with a German chocolate cake topped off with a silver tiara and the waiter gave her a note that read, “A chocolate cake for a chocolate queen. Happy birthday, Ms. Shenita Love.”

			Shenita, confused, wondered who in the world got her this cake, her favorite kind to boot. She took the tiara off the cake, licked off the coconut-pecan icing with her fingers and a napkin, then placed it on her head while looking around the entire club trying to figure out who had made such a nice gesture.

			“Oh, girl, looks like you got an admirer!” Pippa sang. “Must be nice. I never had anyone do anything like that for me. It’s your day, girl. Enjoy!”

			“I will. But who in the world did this? I didn’t even know anybody here really knew who I was,” Shenita said.

			“Maybe one of your coworkers spotted you,” Danielle suggested.

			“Or maybe it was your future man,” said a mysterious deep voice behind her. Shenita turned around and saw a familiar, smooth face. Mr. Goatee again, in the flesh, hadn’t forgotten about her after all.

			“But how did you know my—”

			“Shhhhh,” he said, cupping her hand in his and lifting her up out of her seat to lead her to the dance floor as her favorite old-school slow jam, “Let’s Chill” by Guy, played over the speakers.

			On their way to the dance floor, Mr. Smooth turned toward Danielle and gave her a nod and said “Thanks.”

			Pippa spotted the gesture, then asked, “So it was you! You told him?”

			“Yeah, girl, you’re right; you got me,” Danielle confessed. “I told him Shenita’s name and that it was her birthday. I’m the guilty one, as charged.”

			“But when did you . . .” Pippa asked in a daze, still confused.

			“Aw, girl, quit thinking about it, let’s get our dance on.”

			“Dani girl, I love you and all, but I don’t do that slow-dance stuff with no female. I don’t even dance with my little niece,” Pippa said.

			Danielle laughed. “I know, girl, follow me.” Pippa obliged as Danielle walked right into her bouncer friend’s arms, and a short male friend next to him reached for Pippa’s hand to dance as well.

			• • •

			“I thought you had forgotten about me,” Shenita said.

			“What made you think that?” her dance partner asked, wiping a strand of hair away from her eye.

			“Well, the way you just disappeared. I didn’t even get your name.”

			“Luke. Luke McDaniels.”

			“Okay. Well, hello, Mr. Luke McDaniels.”

			“Hello, gorgeous.”

			Hearing him speak made Shenita’s heart race as she rested her head on his broad chest.

			“Why don’t we leave this place so we can go somewhere and talk,” he suggested.

			Shenita lifted her head. “Wait a minute now. I don’t get down like that. I’m not a one-night-stand kinda girl.”

			“Hold your horses, Miss Love. I’m not talking about that,” Luke said with a slight laugh. “Let’s hit up a coffee shop or something and grab some coffee so we can get to know each other better.”

			“Oh. Okay.” Shenita rested her head on his chest again. She couldn’t believe she was about to go out with a guy the same night she met him. The Shenita from ten years ago, or even five years ago, would never do that. She wouldn’t even have accepted such an invitation unless she found out for sure that a brother was saved first.

			“That way I can get to know you, you can get to know me, we can get to know each other,” Luke continued. Shenita glanced up and gave him a suspicious look. “In a civil, friendship-­type manner,” he clarified. “That is, if you don’t mind.”

			“Nope,” Shenita responded. “I don’t mind at all.” She swayed with him to the music until her favorite song was done.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			“So, birthday girl, I just want you to know I count it an honor and a privilege that you accepted my invitation to a night out on the town—at Starbucks,” Luke began, at a small table for two inside the quaint coffee shop.

			Shenita laughed.

			“What? What’s so funny?” he wondered.

			Shenita couldn’t help but grin and shake her head. “Nothing. It’s nothing,” she said. “It’s just way past my bedtime, that’s all.”

			“Past your bedtime? It’s only twelve thirty. The party just started, baby.”

			Did this man just call me baby? Shenita thought. He is too much.

			Shenita looked up and smiled through her bangs. She was glad that after all her dancing her new do hadn’t sweated all the way out yet.

			“I love that smile of yours. Hopefully I can keep it there,” Luke said.

			“Woo-wee.” Shenita said, fanning herself. “It’s getting hot in here. Are you hot?” she asked him.

			“Maybe it’s this caramel latte of mine,” he said. “Caramel is my favorite flavor, you know,” he added with a sly grin.

			This man is so sexy, Shenita thought. Jesus, help!

			“So, what do you do?” Shenita asked in an attempt to shift focus.

			“I’m a chiropractor.”

			“Oh wow, that sounds interesting,” Shenita said, hoping her response didn’t sound as if she considered it interestingly boring. At least brother man got a fairly decent job, she thought.

			“I must agree, it is interesting,” he said. “I’m a healing specialist. I like to heal people in all manner of sickness and diseases. Kinda like Jesus.”

			“Like Jesus?” Shenita asked, and almost choked on her caff è mocha. No, this man didn’t just compare himself to Jesus.

			“Yeah, like Jesus. I long to see people made whole. Except I specialize in folks’ backs.”

			Shenita laughed out loud for real and replied, “Okay.”

			She scooted in her seat, looked him dead in the eye, and asked him, “So tell me, Luke, what do you exactly know about Jesus?”

			“I know a lot about him. He’s my Savior.”

			“Oh, so you’re saved?”

			“Are you surprised?” Luke asked. “I believe in Jesus. I go to church.”

			“But is Jesus your Lord and Savior?”

			“Absolutely.”

			“All right then,” Shenita said with another sip of her drink. “Just checking.”

			“I believe it’s Jesus who brought us together here tonight,” Luke added, and her eyes widened.

			He continued, “I believe everything happens for a reason and in the right season. I believe in divine connections.”

			“All right now, you betta preach!” Shenita said with a wave of her hand. This brother is preaching, she thought. I wonder if he’s a PK—preacher’s kid.

			Luke continued, “It’s almost as if the universe has opened its windows of heaven and is pouring out a blessing on us right now.”

			“Oh, okay,” Shenita said with a confused look. Is this man for real?

			“Are you seeing anyone right now?” asked Luke.

			Shenita paused for a moment, initially surprised at how he just cut right to the chase.

			“Seeing, like seriously dating?” she asked, knowing good and well she wasn’t seriously or casually dating anybody right now.

			“Is there a special man in your life?”

			“Well . . . besides Jesus—no,” she admitted.

			“Oh, okay.” Luke leaned in. “Do you want there to be?”

			Shenita cleared her throat. “Maybe.”

			No one had ever been this blunt with her before.

			“Maybe?” Luke asked. “Shenita, I know you,” Luke said. “You may not think I know you, but I do. The stars are lining up perfectly tonight. You want more than anything for there to be a special man in your life to love you, hold you, protect you and keep you, and tell you everything is going to be okay.”

			Is this man a psychic or something? Shenita wondered.

			“Well, since you put it that way,” she said, “you’re right. I do want there to be a special man in my life, but I’m very careful not to let just anybody in my heart.”

			“You’re right, and you have every right to be careful. You should be,” Luke agreed, and continued, “You’re a very beautiful woman, and from what I can tell tonight, you’re a very intelligent, well-respected individual as well.”

			“Thank you,” Shenita said proudly.

			“Do you like to read?” Luke asked.

			“I love to read.”

			“I figured you did. Why don’t you come over to my place so I can show you my library? I think I have some good books you may want to check out.”

			Is this man asking me to go to his place this time of night? Shenita thought.

			“I appreciate the invitation but—I think I’ll have to pass on that one.”

			“Don’t worry. I live in a safe neighborhood—Rosedale Park.”

			“It’s not that, it’s just that I don’t get down like that. We just met.”

			“I know, but even though I just met you, it seems like I’ve known you for years. Our spirits are in sync. You like what I like. It’s like we’re the same.”

			In a weird way, Shenita agreed with him. Though they’d just met, she, too, felt like she had known him for years.

			“Tell ya what—you stop by, I’ll show you my library, then you can leave. It’ll be no more than thirty minutes tops. I promise,” Luke said.

			Shenita looked at him for a minute, contemplated, and eventually concluded, Sure, why not. It’s been a while since I been on a date with anybody; I’m a grown woman and he seems like a decent guy—what could possibly go wrong?

			• • •

			“Wow, you do have a nice library,” Shenita said as she stared in awe of his collection of books, which went from the floor almost to the top of the high ceiling. Shenita had always dreamed of having a library with bookshelves built into the walls, and now here it was right in front of her eyes. She loved how she could still smell the scent of fresh oak and paper all around her.

			Luke stared at her from the doorway, wearing a red-and-black satin smoking jacket and black pants and holding a glass of red wine.

			“Would you like a drink?”

			“No thanks. I don’t drink,” Shenita said, wondering how in the world he’d changed clothes so fast.

			“You sure?” he asked, making his way back to the bar area in the other room. “I can make anything you want. I have a great wine collection. Come check it out.”

			Though hesitant to leave the library, Shenita made her way over to the next room, where seemingly every liquor you could imagine hung above her head and inside a cooler near his bar. Cristal, rum, Hennessy, vodka, and more were lined up, along with two-liter bottles and glasses of lemons and cherries.

			“You have a lot of drinks here. You drink a lot?” Shenita asked.

			“Nah, not often,” Luke said, bending over to reach for something underneath the bar. “Just every once in a while, like socially, if I’m entertaining guests. I’m not much of a drinker myself, but I do love to have a glass of wine every once in a while. So long as I don’t get drunk. Even Jesus drank a little wine.” Luke looked up and winked at her.

			“Yes, he did,” Shenita remembered. But not this much wine, she thought as she looked around.

			“Sure you don’t want anything?” he asked, prepping another glass for her.

			“Nah, I’m cool. Thanks, though,” Shenita said while peeking back toward the library.

			“Okay, well then . . . want to finish checking out the books?”

			She thought he’d never ask.

			“Sure,” she replied, and swiftly vanished into the other room, her dream room, leaving Luke behind.

			Classic books by Alex Haley, Richard Wright, W. E. B. Du Bois and more modern books, by Michael Baisden, Omar Tyree, and Michael Eric Dyson filled his collection, along with the Bible, several versions of it, including the King James, New International Version, Amplified, and The Message.

			To the left of his Bible collection was The Secret, books by Deepak Chopra, the Dalai Lama, and several books on the study of medicine and natural healing techniques.

			“This is quite a collection you have here,” Shenita said, loud enough to make sure Luke heard her in the other room. She wondered where his Christian books were—most of his books were either classic or new-age and Buddhist teaching–type books. Over at the end of the bookshelf she saw stacks of cards, but they weren’t playing cards. She picked them up and looked at them—large, multicolored, with weird images on them. They looked like some form of tarot cards. As she examined them more closely, she didn’t realize that Luke had not only walked into the room but was standing right behind her.

			“See anything you like?” he asked, startling Shenita and causing her to drop all the cards.

			“Oh, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to drop all of these,” Shenita said as she scrambled to pick up the cards and place them back on the shelf.

			“No worries, my love. You don’t have to worry about picking all those up, let me pick up the pieces for you.” He picked up the remaining cards while not taking his eyes off  her. Shenita couldn’t stop staring at him either; it was like he had her in a trance.

			Once he’d placed the rest of the cards back on the bookshelf he said, “Now let me put them back together again,” and with that he kissed her.

			Shenita backed against the bookshelf, and though initially stunned she eventually gave in and rubbed his hair.

			Part of her wanted to escape from his grasp, yet part of her loved how he made her feel and wanted to continue to explore more forbidden territory.

			She hadn’t felt like this in a long time, and barely realized when he led her to his brown leather couch in front of his bookshelf.

			Once he laid her on her back on the couch, Shenita opened her eyes and realized that something might be going down.

			He stood up and took off his satin jacket to reveal his six-pack.

			“Luke, I don’t think . . .” Shenita said, attempting to rise.

			“Shhh,” Luke said, softly kissing her neck. “Don’t fight it, baby. You know you want it. You summoned me into your life. I’m here and the time is now.”

			Luke stretched himself on top of her and kept kissing her neck until her commands for him to stop turned into surrendering moans.

			Shenita felt like she was high—like she had just smoked five pounds of weed—yet she had never smoked a single joint in her entire life.

			She couldn’t believe how good this man made her feel.

			Admittedly, she hadn’t felt this way in a long time. Years. The last time she gave it up was ten years ago, and being with Luke right now brought back memories of how that made her feel—and she liked it.

			“I’ve got, got the victory, I got the sweet sweet victory in Jesus.” A familiar song suddenly played loudly from the other side of the room. “For me He died but He rose on the third day, that’s why I have true victory every day.”

			Shenita’s cell phone played the popular Yolanda Adams tune, and Shenita popped up from the couch as if Jesus Himself had just walked in the door.

			Embarrassed, Shenita sat up.

			“I’m sorry, Luke, I gotta go,” she said, straightening her clothes.

			Luke looked disappointed.

			Shenita continued, “You’re a nice guy and all, but I gotta get going . . . it’s getting late.”

			Shenita walked over and grabbed her open purse with her cell inside, grabbed her jacket from the back of a chair, and briskly walked toward the door.

			A shirtless Luke followed her out. “Look, Shenita, I’m sorry if I came on a little too strong. I’m just so attracted to you, that’s all.”

			“That’s okay, Luke, and thanks. I gotta go,” she said and left.

			“Jesus!” Shenita screamed once inside her car.

			She peeked at her phone to see the missed call. It was Danielle, making her normal routine roll call to be sure all of her girls had made it home okay after a night on the town.

			Little did Danielle or Pippa know that their girl Shenita Love decided to take a detour that night.

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			Tears flowed from Shenita’s eyes during the praise and worship segment at her church Sunday morning at the 11:00 service as she sang along with the praise team, “I just want to say that I love You more than anything.” She cried out of worship and adoration for her Lord, and also out of deeply felt guilt and despair. She was so disappointed in herself for behaving out of character last night with a complete stranger. She had been successfully celibate for over ten years and couldn’t see how she was about to let one night of passion just mess that all up.

			She couldn’t see how she was about to allow some man she might never talk to ever again ruin what she had going on with her one true Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ. She felt like she’d cheated on Him, and in spite of how faithful He had been to her all her life, she felt as if somehow she’d let Him down.

			During the tithes and offering portion of church she grabbed a ten-dollar bill and stuck it inside the envelope. She completed the envelope in its entirety, checking off the “Miss” title before her first name. Eyeing a couple—the husband filling out one envelope for the both of them, then his wife and he lifting up their one offering to give to the Lord together­—Shenita longed for the day she would be able to do that with her husband, and check “Mrs.” instead of “Miss” on the envelope.

			She longed for the day she could lift up holy hands without wrath or doubting, more specifically, her left hand, which not only would praise Him in the sanctuary but also show off the bling-bling on the ring finger that she prayed would blind her neighbors.

			One day, she thought with a sigh as she dropped her offering into the receptacle.

			Everyone stood as Pastor Solomon made his way to the pulpit, casually dressed in khaki pants and a red polo shirt. Shenita appreciated how her fortysomething pastor kept it real and down to earth not only in his speech but also in his dress. He was the perfect blend of old school meets new school and knew how to get his Holy Ghost bounce on while taking ’em back to chuuurch at the same time.

			“Let the church say amen,” Pastor Solomon said from the pulpit.

			“Amen.”

			“Let the church say amen again.”

			“Amen.”

			“Good morning, church!” Pastor proclaimed with his usual enthusiasm. The congregation responded, “Good morning, Pastor.”

			“Turn to your neighbor and say, ‘Neighbor!’” he said.

			“Neighbor.”

			“You look good.”

			“You look good.”

			“I look good.”

			“I look good.”

			“And God is good.”

			“And God is good.”

			“Now give your neighbor a high five, and if they really look good to you and you don’t see a ring on it, then ask them out for coffee after service.”

			The congregation laughed.

			Shenita could definitely feel where Pastor Solomon was coming from, since 70 percent of his congregation was single and most of the small number of men who attended regularly were the married ones who probably attended because their wives made them.

			Shenita laughed right along with the congregation but secretly looked around to see if any potential Boaz had taken notice. She looked extra cute with her modest but still flattering tangerine silk dress—she definitely didn’t want to be a stumbling block to her brothers in Christ. She had thought about topping off her outfit with her matching brim orange hat, but figured she didn’t want to hurt ’em too badly.

			“Now today’s sermon is entitled ‘God’s Grace to Run Your Race,’” Pastor Solomon said, and repeated, “God’s Grace to Run Your Race.”

			Shenita firmly placed her Bible on her lap.

			“Now we thank God for grace, the kind that forgives in the midst of a storm,” the pastor continued. “Whether it’s a storm the devil created, our mind created, or one we created.” Shenita nodded.

			“No matter what we may have done regarding the situation we’re now in,” Pastor Solomon preached, “there is grace available for you! Grace to forgive! The grace that Jesus went to the cross and died just for you—so you could live. You see, the Word of God says that He went to that cross, despising the shame, but for the joy that was easily set before Him, He stayed on that cross—He did not complain—and that joy was you! You were the joy He endured for. If it weren’t for you, and for His carrying out the instructions of His Heavenly Father, He wouldn’t have done it.

			“But God!”

			“But God!” an older lady from the congregation shouted.

			“He shed His blood for you,” Pastor admonished, “so that you can have eternal access to His grace through the shed blood of Jesus Christ!”

			“Hallelujah,” a lady in a red dress and matching brim hat stood up and shouted.

			“But God!” Pastor repeated.

			“But God!” the congregation echoed.

			“He ran His race,” Pastor said, wiping his forehead of sweat, “ended up at that place, stayed, endured, and made it so you could make it!”

			“Thank you, Jesus!” a man proclaimed.

			Once the sermon was done, announcements were given and the offering was received, Shenita made her way up the aisle toward the lobby and spotted a familiar face along the way—Terrell Glover, a part of her crew and someone she’d secretly had a crush on for the last couple of years.

			“Hey, Love,” Terrell said as he greeted her with a great big church hug.

			Terrell, who was brown-skinned with dimples and only a few inches taller than she was, had been calling Shenita by her last name for the longest.

			Too bad he never tried to do anything with it by stepping up to a sista and asking her out, Shenita thought.

			She couldn’t understand why, after two whole years of their hanging out with mutual friends when they obviously clicked, he’d never decided to formerly ask her out on a date. Sure, they’d shared a few conversations here and there, and friends even tried to suggest to him that he ask her out, but he never did—and it wasn’t like he was dating anyone, unless it was some female outside the church, because nobody around here had ever seen her, which wouldn’t surprise Shenita.

			“Hey, Terrell,” Shenita replied in kind.

			“I got something for ya, girl,” he said.

			“What?” Shenita asked, curious.

			“Bam!” he said, and whipped out a pink greeting card envelope from the side of his black Bible cover.

			“Happy birthday, Love.”

			“Thanks,” Shenita said with a wide grin.

			“Since your l’il shindig was ladies’ night out last night, I figured a brother wasn’t invited, but I still wanted to get you something,” he said, popping the collar of his crisp white shirt that complemented his burgundy tie, matching pants, and burgundy gator shoes.

			“Why, thank you, Terrell,” Shenita said with a kiss on his cheek and a “Muah!”

			“Aw, sookie sookie now, don’t get a brother all hot and bothered in the church house. Let me borrow your napkin—a brother’s gotta wipe off the lipstick evidence!”

			The two of them cracked up.

			Shenita was used to their flirtatious banter. If it wasn’t her kissing him on the cheek this week, it was him winking at her at church next week. Shenita wished one day one of them would just see the light and say something. She had hoped he would be the one to do it, because the Word says, He that findeth a wife findeth a good thing . . . and Shenita didn’t want to appear out of order by initiating anything.

			“Pastor sure did preach a good sermon today, didn’t he?” chimed Danielle, who joined Shenita and Terrell’s convo once they made it to the crowded lobby, where some gathered around and chatted after service for what some considered second service, or church fellowship time.

			“He sure did, girl,” Shenita said. “And you did great on the praise team this morning. I love your new black dress . . . and those red pumps? Banging!” Shenita gave her friend a high five. “The Lord was all over them shoes,” Shenita said, pointing at them.

			“Y’all ladies are to much,” Terrell said. “What’s up, Danielle?” He turned his attention toward her.

			“Hey, Terrell,” Danielle said. “I’m loving your new suit hook-up. Looking mighty sharp, matching head to toe! Are you just now getting around to wearing your Easter outfit and here it is September?”

			“Girl, be quiet,” he said, and they laughed.

			“Danielle . . .” Shenita interrupted, “speaking of today’s sermon . . .”

			“Hi, Danielle,” a nasal-sounding male voice said to Danielle’s right. She looked over and didn’t see anyone right away and wondered who had called her name.

			“It’s me, Willy.” Danielle looked downward and spotted Willy wearing red Coke-bottle glasses with his pants up to his chest and a small Afro, looking like Urkel’s cousin.

			Danielle grabbed her own head and rubbed it. “Oh, hi, Willy,” she said as he failed to acknowledge anyone else in the group.

			“Pastor sure did preach a good Word today, didn’t he?” Willy asked about five minutes too late.

			“Yes, he did,” Danielle said.

			“Danielle,” Willy said, inching close to Danielle and zoning everyone else out. “I took some extra-good notes from service today if you ever need to copy them. You have my number,” he said with a wink.

			“I do, Willy, I do. I’m okay, though,” Danielle said. “I plan to just download the MP3 for this one. That way I can hear the message anytime from my computer.”

			“You know, that’s a great idea,” Willy proclaimed. “Technology nowadays makes the Word so much easier to access. Praise the Lord!”

			“Yes, Willy, praise the Lord,” Danielle said.

			“Bye,” Willy said with a raised hand, then walked away.

			Shenita cracked up. “What just happened here? That man didn’t see me or you, Terrell. It’s like we were nonexistent.”

			Terrell laughed. “You have a point there, Shenita. He was all up in Danielle’s grille.”

			“And since when did you exchange numbers with Willy?” Shenita asked. “Am I missing out on something?”

			“Girl, be quiet,” Danielle said, embarrassed. “We did not exchange numbers. Willy joined the choir last week and new choir members are given a list of everyone’s phone number. Let’s just say he made sure I added his number to my revised list.”

			“Oh, really?” Shenita said. “You sure you don’t have something you want to tell me? I’m just saying. Brother man was all in. Don’t be sleeping on your Boaz.”

			“Girl, whatever. Besides, that little man is broke as a joke. Did you see that hole in his gym shoes? Who wears old worn-out dirty gym shoes with white dress pants in September to church?” Danielle asked.

			“Oo, girl, you wrong,” Shenita said.

			“Look at you, scandalous!” Terrell chimed. “Gold-diggers all up in the church. Security! Security! I would like to report a gold-digger here at New Life Tabernacle Saving Grace Church. Where’s a good MOD when you need one?”

			Danielle punched Terrell in the side. “Boy, shut up!” she said, and went right back to Shenita. “Forget him. Now what were you saying earlier, Shenita, before we were so rudely interrupted? Something about today’s message?”

			Shenita thought back for a moment to remember and then said, “Oh, I was saying, speaking of today’s message, um, can we meet at the House of Pancakes after service to talk more about it?”

			“Uh-oh,” Danielle said with a suspicious look. “Girl what you done did? Pastor’s message was on grace—are you telling me you done messed up and need an extra helping of grace today? Am I going to have to have Pippa stop by your house to lay hands on you later this afternoon?”

			Terrell and Danielle cracked up.

			“You crazy, girl; it’s all good,” Shenita said. “We’ll talk about it later.”

			“Hey y’all.” Little Miss Sunshine sashayed over to the small group.

			“Speak of the angel,” Shenita said in reference to Pippa, who was swinging her long white floral-and-lace dress from side to side as she approached them.

			“Hi, Pippa,” Danielle and Shenita said in the same dry tone.
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