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chapter one











ROCKY SHOWED UP at my apartment door with an offer that, in his words, I “no coulda refuse.” Or maybe those were Marlon Brando’s words. I couldn’t be sure. My blond, dreadlocked former pastor slash ex-boyfriend locked me into a stare with those big brown puppy eyes. He’d puffed out his jowls to utter the Godfather’s most famous line, while grazing his cheek with the backs of his fingers—an excruciatingly amiss imitation. I’ve seen newborn babies’ smiles that were more intimidating.




“You look more like a hamster than a mobster, Rock.”




“Hamsters are cool.”




“But less compelling, you must admit.”




Rocky grinned and wagged his finger at me. “Never underestimate the power of a furry little creature.” He twitched his nose and started making hamster noises.




“Amen!” I said.




I thought of my vicious former pet sugar glider, Amos. Although he’d become my friend and hero, I had to give him away to another nocturnal creature—otherwise, I’d never sleep again. My husband’s best friend, Souldier, had taken the murderous marsupial. Now Amos happily shreds his drapes.






“Come on in, my not-so-furry friend,” I told Rocky, mostly so he would stop making weird rodent sounds.




I moved aside so he could enter my little slice of paradise: shabby chic meets Africa is what Jazz, my husband, called it. Rocky loved my funky, eclectically furnished place, too. He just didn’t describe it as aptly as Jazz did.




Who was I kidding? Rocky didn’t do anything as aptly as Jazz did. I had lost them both six weeks ago, and now here was Rocky, surprising me by showing up at my door like unexpected grace.




“Welcome back, Rocky,” I said. I know I sounded lame, but I wanted him to know I was glad he’d come, no matter what the reason.




He muttered a shy “Thanks.”




We stood in my foyer exchanging reticent glances until I got bold enough to take a long look at him. I’d missed him so. He wore a typical Rockyesque uniform underneath his white down jacket—khaki pants and a long-sleeved Batman T-shirt. A cupid earring dangled from his right ear. Every year about this time, he wore it to remind me to come to the Saint Valentine’s Day feast.




Without thinking I blurted out, “I see you and cupid are still advertising our—” I bit my tongue. There’d be no “our” Saint Valentine’s Day feast this year for prodigal Bell. “Sorry,” I muttered.




“No problem,” he rushed to say, and then an awful silence descended on us like a cold, gray fog.




When I was still a member of his church, befittingly named the Rock House, I never missed the event. Rocky would tell stories of Saint Valentine; we’d eat candy conversation hearts, listen to live music, and share abundant amounts of food and laughter. It was Rocky’s way of making sure the lonely hearts wouldn’t spend the evening alone. There with my church family, not only did I get heaps of love, I could give out some from my meager supply.




That and we always had a chocolate fountain.




What was I going to do now?




I tried not to think about the sting I’d felt when Rocky kicked me out of his church. I didn’t want to think about anything that had happened six weeks ago. Still, I figured whatever brought him to my door had an olive branch attached to it, and I’d be willing to do whatever he asked, short of sin, to reconcile with him.




Rocky hung up his jacket, kicked out of his Birkenstocks, and headed over to my rose-colored velvet sofa and sat. I followed, plopping down beside him.




“So what’s the offer, Godfather?”




He stared at me. “Did you gain weight?”




Because I know it’s rude to kill your loved ones, I let that one slide and gave him a polite smile, but I did grab a mud-cloth throw pillow to cover my expanding waistline.




“So what’s the offer, Rocky?”




He gushed in a most un-Godfatherly way, “I want you to go to a meeting with me. It’s only going to be the way-coolest event you’ve been to in forever.”




I cuddled the pillow and eyed him cautiously. He didn’t mean the Valentine’s Day feast. I braced myself. Rocky’s idea of way cool could be scary. “Can you be a little more specific?”




He didn’t answer. Just reached out and touched my hand, rubbing his thumb across my knuckles. “I really missed you.”




Oh, man. That small gesture—him touching the hand nobody held anymore—had the effect of a pebble in a pond, creating ripples of unexpected sadness that circled out of my soul. Lord, have mercy. I didn’t fling myself at him, begging like a rhythm-and-blues singer for him to keep loving me, not to give up on me, but something in me wished I could.




I didn’t want to marry Rocky, or even date him. He had never been the love of my life. In that moment I simply wanted to banish the nearly incarnate loneliness that had been dogging my heels as a solemn, maddening companion, shuffling me through all those days without my best friend Rocky.




And without my husband Jazz.




I gazed up at him with my own version of puppy eyes. “I missed you, too, Rocky.”




We let a bit of silence sit between us on the sofa like a third and very quiet presence. Our heads hung low. Apparently we were both still smarting over the pain of separation.




Minutes passed, our hands still clasped together, but Rocky’s merciful presence soothed the dry patches of my soul like olive oil.




Thank God. Thank God for every kind soul I don’t deserve in my life who loves me anyway.




“Rocky.” I made my voice as soft and small as a baby’s blankie.




He turned to me, his face as open and vulnerable as that blankie’s little owner.




I squeezed his hand. “I’m so sorry I hurt you.”




Those puppy eyes shone with compassion.




“I’m sorry for the things I did, too, babe. For the things I said that night.”






“Don’t call me babe.”




He chuckled. “Some things never change.” Again, those gentle peepers bored into me. “Why didn’t you tell me you married Jazz?”




“At the time I didn’t seem too clear on it myself. Things happened pretty fast, and the next thing I knew, I was a wife.” I paused, the weight of that statement shifting just a bit with Rocky there to help bear my burden. “He’s mad at me.”




“Duh-uh. You were kissing your blond boy toy.” He nudged me with his tattooed arm. “What’s going on with the two of you now?”




“I’ve seen corpses on Carly’s autopsy tables more alive than our marriage.”




I wondered if I’d ever get over what I’d lost with Jazz.




“I can only imagine what his parents think of me. I guess they’d say I’m the nightmare that took his ex, Kate’s, place.”




He regarded me with the care and concern I’d seen him lavish on the fortunate souls he counseled as a pastor. Rocky may be only twenty-eight years old, but he’d been a pastor for two years. Two good years. He didn’t have the life experience an older pastor would, but God had given him an extraordinary shepherd’s heart.




“You’re not a nightmare,” he said. “You jumped into a marriage with no spiritual or emotional preparation.”




Like I, the clinician, needed him to tell me that.




I sighed. “Yet another ‘psychologist, heal thyself ’ thing.” I looked away from him, guilt gnawing at me. “Maybe Jazz and I just aren’t meant to be, Rocky.”




“Have you talked to him?”






I shrugged. “Just once. He came over for a few minutes on Christmas Eve. I let him know I wanted him in a way I knew he’d understand. And then I waited. He never came back.”




“Why didn’t you go to him?”




“The same reason I didn’t come to you. I wanted to give him some space to feel whatever he felt and then to decide on his own.”




“But maybe he’s not like me, babe.”




“Ya think? And don’t call me babe.”




“Maybe he needs you to help him decide. Like some extra reassurance or something.”




“That’s crazy, Rock.”




“It’s not so crazy, babe.”




I took back every nice thing I’d just thought about him. What did he know? Yes, he pastored a church of more than two-hundred members. He did missions work. He had a shepherd’s heart. He took pastoral counseling classes in seminary, but honestly! His voice sounded just like Patrick’s from SpongeBob.




Rocky glared at me. “Babe…”




“Don’t call me babe.”




“Babe! You gotta go to him.”




“But he yells. Sometimes he cusses like a fishwife.”




“What’s a fishwife?”




“I don’t know, but my great-grandmother used to say that and it stuck with me. Maybe only females cuss like fishwives. Maybe he cusses like the fish.” Now I sounded like Patrick!




“Fish don’t cuss.”




“Okay, I know I should have reassured him.”






He sighed. Looked at me with those eyes. Squeezed my hand. “Will you ever let anyone love you?”




“People love me, Rocky. My sister. My secretary. Sasha.”




“I have doubts about Sasha.”




I thought about that and chuckled with him. “You may be right. My mother has done a few things that make me wonder. Now I’m really depressed.”




“I want to see you happy.”




“I want to see you happy, too. Speaking of which, how are you and Elisa?”




He grinned, reddened, looked away.




“What? Did you marry her in six weeks? My goodness!” For the first time, I didn’t feel jealous that someone was interested in Rocky. Well, not much.




“No. I’m not married. I’m…”




“You’re what?”




“She’s really special, but it hasn’t been that long since she left creepy cult dude. I’m not sure I should be involved.”




“How involved are you?”




“I’m involved, babe.”




“You’re in love?”




He wouldn’t say anything, but his goofy grin spoke for him.




“Rocky?”




He nudged me. “Cut it out, babe.”




So, Rocky was really in love. Wow. I always knew it would happen, but I didn’t realize I’d still have the teensiest bit of pain knowing he’d moved on from me for good. The last time I saw them together, I could see a flower of astonishing beauty blossoming between them, even though it nearly killed me at the moment. But God knows Rocky deserved the biggest, juiciest love he could find. He needed to look beyond the nonexistent us. And he still called me babe.




“Just take it slow, Rock. Trust me. The cost of moving too fast is astronomical, even if you are in love.”




I could tell he didn’t feel comfortable talking to me about Elisa. I decided to let their love blossom without my tending, pruning, or pulling up weeds. I got back to the business at hand. “Are you ever going to tell me what your offer is?” I eased into the lush upholstery of my sofa.




Rocky’s face lit up. Honestly, if that guy had a tail to go with those puppy eyes, it would be thumping my sofa with joy.




“It’s gonna be awesome, ba—I mean, Bell.”




Apparently our little chat about Elisa made him correct himself. “You think everything is awesome, Rocky.”




“I don’t think everything is awesome.”




“You said my Love Bug is awesome. You said Switchfoot’s new CD is awesome. You said my new zillions braids are awesome, and you said the ice cream at Cold Stone Creamery is awesome.” Okay, the ice cream at Cold Stone happened to be awesome for real. Lately I’d been craving it like the blind crave sight.




“But, babe…”




There he went again. Honestly! A holy war couldn’t make that man stop calling me babe.




He went on. “Those things are awesome.”






“God is awesome, Rock. ‘Awesome’ meaning the subject inspires awe, as in reverence, respect, dread.”




“You reverence your tricked-out VW Beetle,” he said. “And I respect Switchfoot, especially Jon Foreman, and your way-cool, African-goddess hair inspired me to get dreads.”




I stared at him. Comments like these coming from Rocky tended to render me temporarily speechless.




He filled the silence with his proposal. “I want you to go see Ezekiel Thunder with me.”




My eyes widened. Electroshock therapy wouldn’t have given me such a jolt. “Ezekiel Thunder?” I screeched. I jerked up from my slouch. I’d heard the un-right reverend wanted to hit the comeback trail, bringing his miracle crusade with him.




Rocky gave me a wicked grin and smugly settled himself into the soft folds of my sofa. He knew I’d left Thunder’s particular brand of Pentecostal fire many years ago and had no desire to go back.




Rocky bobblehead nodded, as if his physical movement would effect a change in my attitude.




“Stop all that nodding!”




“I’m just trying to encourage you.”




I did not feel encouraged.




“It’ll be fun,” he said, blasting me with the full puppy-eyes arsenal. Oh, those eyes. Powerful! Mesmerizing! Like a basketful of cocker spaniel puppies wearing red ribbons. I could feel myself weakening.




“Rocky, that meeting will torture me. It will torture you!”




“No, it won’t. Ezekiel is my friend.”






“Your friend?”




“He led me to Christ.”




“Ezekiel Thunder led you to Christ?”




“I told you I came to Christ at a Bible camp.”




“Yes? And?”




“It was a Sons of Thunder Bible camp. I’m a Thunder Kid!” He beamed with what I hoped wasn’t pride.




“You never told me that!”




Honestly! You think you know somebody! He was my ex-boyfriend for goodness’ sake. We’d talked about marriage. I couldn’t believe I had no idea he was close friends with the infamous Ezekiel Thunder.




“You can be kinda judgmental about guys like Ezekiel,” he went on. “I didn’t mean to upset you or trigger bad memories of your tongues-talking days.”




“Then don’t ask me to go see him.”




“He’s a different man. He and his family want to buy a house in Ann Arbor. He’s living at the Rock House house until one comes through for him.”




“God forbid!”




“He needs support. People to show up and cheer him on.”




“Cheer him on? We should stop him!” Had Rocky forgotten that Ezekiel Thunder had fallen as hard as many of his televangelist contemporaries in the eighties—and for a tawdry tryst with a young intern? May it never be!




“How hard would it be for you to sit there and listen? Maybe say a few prayers for him.”




“God bless you as you do that for him.”




“I was there for you, supporting Great Lakes Seminary when they were struggling and going to lose their building. I did it because of how much you love Mason May.”




“Rocky! That’s not even comparable. Mason is a fine theologian who trains good men and women for powerful, effective ministries. He’s not a snake-oil peddler.”




“It’s not snake oil. It’s miracle prosperity oil.”




I stared at him. He’d stunned me to silence once again. I waited for Rocky to fill the silence with testimonies about the healing properties of miracle prosperity oil. Thankfully, he refrained. But he didn’t look like he’d let me off the hook.




I tried to reason with him. “You shouldn’t ask me to do this. You’re Emergent, Rocky, not a dyed-in-the-wool charismatic.”




“You don’t like postmodern, postdenominational, Emergent folks, either.”




“I like them more than I like Ezekiel Thunder.”




“What’s that thing you say about the Emergent church?”




“This is not about the Emergent church. I’d go to an Emergent meeting with you anytime. You name the place: Mars Hill, Ann Arbor Vineyard. How ’bout Frontline Church?”




He didn’t budge. “Come on, babe. He’s like a dad to me.”




“A dad?”




“You always say Mason is like a dad to you.”




“But Mason has a PhD. He doesn’t sell ‘miracle prosperity oil.’”




“Ezekiel doesn’t sell it, either. He gives it away in exchange for a love offering.”




“A considerable love offering, if I remember. It’s plain olive oil he’s pushing to gullible babes in the faith who don’t know any better. How can I support his money-lusting schemes?”






“Ummm. By going with me?” Hope burgeoned in his voice as if I hadn’t just accused his mentor of being a hustler.




“Did you hear what I said, Rock? Ezekiel Thunder is everything I walked away from.”




“You walked away from a lot more than that, babe. And you’ve been known to hang out with people with worse theology than his. People way more dangerous.”




He had a point.




“Rocky…” I didn’t want to go. Please, God, don’t make me go.




“He’s changed, babe. Give him a chance. For me.”




The eyes again, and a smile with an invisible tail wag.




I grumbled.




He grinned.




I gave him a dramatic sigh. “What time are we leaving?”




“If you’re not busy, and you’re not, we can leave in a few hours. I’ll pick you up at six.”




“How do you know I don’t have plans?”




“Because you have antisocial tendencies.”




“Don’t hold back, Rock. What do you really think about me?”




“Don’t worry,” he said, ignoring my insolence. “You’re gonna fall in love with Ezekiel.”




I rolled my eyes. “Not likely.”




He put his face right in front of mine until we were eye to eye. “You are feeling veeeeeery tired. You’re getting sleepy. You’re going to enjoy yourself at the crusade.”




“No fair,” I said. “Those eyes of yours are potent hypnotizers.”




“You are going to love Ezekiel Thunder.”




“I am going to love Ezekiel Thunder.”






Rocky got out of my face. “You’ve gotta admit, babe. This will be safer than sleuthing.”




No, it won’t, a disembodied voice—also known as the still, small voice of God—informed me.




I tried to ignore it.




Couldn’t ignore it.




What, Lord? Am I some kind of trouble magnet? Don’t answer that, God.




I started rationalizing immediately to take the edge off what I truly hoped was not a prophetic warning. Maybe I could fall in love with the guy and respect him. Maybe he could even heal the egg-size growth on my lower abdomen, which scared me to death each time I ran my index finger across it. Maybe I could even find the keys to unlock the little room inside my heart where all the Ezekiel Thunders I’d ever known were locked. I’d stored them there to keep me safe from the particular brand of harm only they could inflict. Maybe I could forgive them. Finally.




I could feel my defenses shoot up as if propelled by a rocket.




I wished I would fall in love with Ezekiel Thunder.




I shouldn’t have wished. My great-grandmother and namesake, Amanda Bell Brown, used to say, “Be careful what you wish for, baby. You just might get it.”




She ain’t never lied.






















chapter two










ROCKY PAID NO ATTENTION to my whining and pouting all the way to the rented building in Inkster where Thunder intended to hold his meetings.




“Why didn’t you let him use the Rock House?”




“I offered, but he wanted to have a central meeting place so his Detroit audience could get to him easier. He’s gonna have more meetings in Ypsilanti and Ann Arbor when he finds a house.”




I wished I’d taken my Love Bug. It had my iPod. I needed comfort. I felt ill at ease to my core about this whole Thunder thing, and my car always enveloped me in a kind of feel-good safety that was difficult to explain.




Rocky’s red pickup truck had an iPod, too, but he didn’t want to listen to it. Instead he wanted to practice a method of relaxing and releasing his thoughts that he termed “contemplative catatonic.”




“I don’t think you should do that while you’re driving, Rock.”




He ignored me.




“I’m not comfortable with the idea of the driver being in an altered and, quite frankly, DSM-IV-scary state of consciousness.”




He roused himself long enough to say, “I’m not really catatonic. I’m a contemplative catatonic person who is driving. You’re completely safe. Now be quiet and go catatonic with me.”




Fortunately, before I had time to zone out, we arrived at our destination. The rambling school building looked condemned. Graffiti adorned the wood covering broken windows and the white brick walls—at least they used to be white. I think.




“This is where Thunder is having his meeting?”




“Cut it out. Don’t be a spiritual elitist. You know what Jesus thought about them.”




“I’m not being an elitist. I just didn’t happen to tuck my hard hat and steel-toed work boots in my purse.”




“Can you be nice? Maybe God will speak to you.”




“I hope He says, ‘heads up,’ before the ceiling caves in.”




“You should be glad if He says anything to you. You certainly don’t spend much time talking to Him.”




“Ouch.”




Rocky got out of the truck and opened the door for me.




“Lock your doors and take your iPod,” I said, stepping out of the car.




“Quit it.”




“Look at this neighborhood. You’re in da ’hood, my friend. Did you notice the huge housing project across the street?”




“It’s just some town houses.”




If he wanted to call the brown-brick two-story burned-out, broken-down, drug-infested horror “just some town houses,” sure. But I didn’t.




“Rocky. Those town houses have a nickname. Little Saigon. I interviewed many of its residents for Dr. Weston when I interned at Wayne County Jail.”




He didn’t lock the doors after he shut mine behind me. Ever the good guy and gentleman, he grabbed my hand.




“Rock, I’m telling you. Lock up.”




“Whatever is not of faith is sin.”




“I try to protect you, and what do you do? You beat me up with Scripture.”




He ignored me and pulled me toward the building. A few weary sojourners ambled through a set of ancient double doors—psychedelic double doors, now multicolored from the chipping layers of paint. Probably lead paint.




Great. I get to die here in Lead and Asbestos Elementary School.




We walked through doors flanked by two Philistine guards. Where Ezekiel Thunder got the pair of seven-foot-tall mutants was beyond me.




“Hello, gentlemen,” I said. “Nice evening.”




Both growled an unintelligible greeting.




“Whoa,” Rocky said, picking up his pace. He looked at them as if they were truly awesome.




“I don’t think we have to worry now. If my great-grandmother could see those two, she’d say they could kill a brick.”




“He didn’t use to have bodyguards.”




“Maybe the father of that intern he took advantage of is looking for him.”




“That’s not funny, babe.”




“No, it isn’t. And don’t call me babe.”




We followed crude handwritten signs down a long hallway with old-fashioned coat hooks halfway down the walls. It was like walking through a ghost town. I could imagine the children who’d once roamed the halls. My ache for a child burst into my consciousness. “God, have mercy.”




Rocky stopped short. “What is it, babe?” He stood in front of me and cradled my elbows. His kind eyes looked into mine.




“I’m fine.”




“Are you sure?”




A fine mist of sadness had settled over me. “No, Rocky. I’m not fine. Everything that makes me think of children and not being able to have a child upsets me.”




My feelings jumbled inside me, colliding into one another. Joy and grief. Peace and turmoil. Love and walls to guard what was left of my heart. All stirred together.




“And I think I’m feeling emotional because you’re here with me, and you keep calling me babe.” My voice broke without warning.




I had to hold it together. It would be hard enough to revisit my Pentecostal past. I willed the tears to a place of quiet submission. “I’m so happy to be hanging out with you again. And this is so weird because we’re about to see Ezekiel Thunder. It’s been so long since I’ve been to anything like this. And…and…”




Too late. I kept talking and the sorrow I had barely held at bay seeped out. I blubbered all over his Batman T-shirt.




Poor Rocky. He stood there hugging me, rubbing my back, and praying the Ninety-first Psalm from The Message. Just the way I like it.




When he finished, he paused and then said, “Are you okay, babe?”




“WAAAAAAH.”






As we stood there, he stroked my back and the curtain of blond braid extensions I wore. I let him rub and pat the peace into me with the steady rhythm of his hand and his rock-solid love. I held him until my breathing slowed, my heart sighed with relief, and my arms were ready to give Rocky a squeeze—our signal that I was ready to let him go.




“I got snot on your shirt.”




“That’s okay,” Rocky said. “Well, not really; this is my favorite Batman shirt.”




I laughed. “I really, really missed you.”




“Come on. Let’s go get you some miracle prosperity oil.”




“No, thanks.”




“Last chance, babe. I’ll put the love offering in myself. The only thing you have to lose is poverty and lack.”




I chuckled. “Yeah, right.”




He nudged me with his elbow. “You forgot to tell me not to call you babe.”




“I actually liked it that time.”




A smile like sunshine, like a bright new merciful morning, spread across his face. He grabbed my hand. “Let’s not let anything keep us from being friends ever again, okay?”




“Okay, Rock.”




“Shake on it.”




I shook it like a Polaroid picture. He did the same.




We laughed, and I knew that with my husband out of the picture, it wouldn’t be too hard for us to stay friends at all.




 






With one glance I took in the gymnasium. Oh, how the mighty have fallen. The once wildly popular man of God failed to fill the gym of a tiny, dilapidated school in a ghetto neighborhood. Before I could give any more attention to the disgraced evangelist’s fate, a rabid usher ambushed us, or rather, me.




Honestly, it felt like that old black woman clamped an iron claw around my entire arm. I feared she’d permanently branded her handprint across my biceps. The ancient but incredibly strong old church mother could have been my own great-grandmother, Ma Brown. Only Ma Brown was prettier. And less vicious. And smelled better.




Granny Hook reeked of Chantilly Eau De Toilette. I hadn’t had a whiff of that since puberty. Even then I didn’t think anyone other than adolescent girls wore it. The overpowering scent mingled with the mothballs she must have packed her clothes in and the Altoids on her breath, creating a noxious blend. I could feel myself greening as my gut did a back flip. Either I’d look like Kermit the Frog by the time I got to the seat she was dragging me to, or I’d end up spilling my guts—and not in the “confession that’s good for the soul” way.




Of course, she’d chosen me alone as the focal point of her wrath. My blissed-out pal had smiled at her and skipped ahead to his seat in the VIP section—two pathetic, nearly empty rows in front.




“This way, missy,” the evil usher hissed, with a snort that smacked of her disapproval. It was the race thing. I could just feel it. Rocky and I had been through this too many times before. Not everyone wanted to see Dr. King’s dream of black and white together realized. Still, it wasn’t her business.






Besides, we weren’t a couple anymore, and I happened to be a “mrs.,” not a “missy.” I wanted to say so in an effort to defend myself against her snark, but I figured she’d really do me bodily harm if I had the audacity to be that brazen. As it was, she kept looking from me to Rocky. Her disapproval burned into me. Or was that heartburn? I couldn’t tell.




“He’s my pastor. Sort of.” I didn’t know what else to say. I hadn’t necessarily replaced him.




That infuriated Granny Hook even more and elicited a tighter squeeze. She brought her face close to mine. “You ain’t got no business goin’ round with yo’ pastor, hussy.”




Why did everyone find that idea appalling? Did somebody publish a church etiquette book stating that under no circumstances should one date her pastor? Did I miss a memo? And did that old bat just call me a hussy?




“Look, lady, I’m married. To someone else.”




She glared at me. That did it. I could see my sinner status grow exponentially in her glassy eyes. I had become the whore of Babylon.




I tried to wrench myself from her grip to go sit with Rocky, but the guerrilla grandma yanked me to the center of the gymnasium. “Demon,” she hissed.




“Look, I know you and I didn’t get off on the right foot, but I hardly think—”




“Shush.”




I shushed.




Granny got very close to me. “You foul demon of interracial dating and adultery, come out in Jesus’ name.”




“What? Demon of inter—”






“Shut up.” She slammed her open palm against my forehead.




“Ow! Lady!”




Must not have been the response she wanted. “Come out!”




Just then a few more faithful joined her in casting out my interracial-dating-and-adultery demon. I briefly wondered if that was one demon or two.




“Listen, everybody, I’m not possessed. I’m not even dating, interracially or otherwise.”




This didn’t sit well with Granny Hook. She pulled me to the front of the auditorium as if she were my mother threatening to give me a beatdown.




A cameraman, his camera mounted on a huge tripod with wheels, came over to us. I noticed Hook had strategically marched me up to stand in front of the Plexiglas podium with the new Ezekiel “Son of Thunder” Crusade logo. At the same time, a very well dressed man, much shorter than the giants that greeted us at the door, stuck a microphone in my face.




Grandma Hook spat her words at me. “You lyin’ demon! Name yourself.”




“I don’t have a demon.”




“Name yourself!” She grabbed my shoulders and gave me a brain-rattling shake.




“I’m Amanda!” I certainly wasn’t going to let her call me Bell.




“Liar!”




I started fishing around in my purse for my driver’s license. I could hear someone call out from the audience, “Uhn-uh. Them demons be lyin’. Don’t wanna lose they home. Gon’ and cast it out, Sister Lou.”






Sister Lou snatched my purse away from me and threw it onto the floor, no doubt for effect.




“Come out!” Her spittle showered my face. She gripped my head with her talons digging into my forehead. Honestly, her laying on of hands almost gave me a migraine, and I could feel slimy spit gliding down my cheeks like a bunch of slugs.




Not good.




Suddenly my poor stomach rebelled. Her Chantilly oh-the-toilet. The sludge that flew out of her mouth. Her green apple Altoid breath. All that laying on of hands.




One last command from Sister Lou and Company for the devil to come out, and something altogether different exploded out of queasy me. I hurled. In a big way. I’m not talking a dainty little gag. I mean I projectile vomited like a young Linda Blair puking up torrents of split-pea soup in The Exorcist. And they were filming me!




I wanted to cry out in protest but my retching required total participation. Sister Lou grabbed my braids and continued to rebuke and cast out, laying her iron hand all over my poor head.




“Ohhhhh,” I moaned, looking down at a pair of alligator shoes. Very expensive shoes.




My head snapped up, probably because Sister Lou yanked me by the braids in that direction. Suddenly I found myself standing face-to-face with Ezekiel Thunder, the last of a dying breed of televangelists.




My first impression: Wowza! Tall, thin, and wickedly handsome, the mahogany-colored dreamboat with a slightly portly belly—probably from too many after-church fried-chicken dinners—looked amazing for a man who had to be sixtyish. A legend stood before me—a man as well-known as R. W. Schambach or T. D. Jakes. Fiery. Devil chasin’. Sin hatin’. Except for when it came to his personal sin, apparently.




I remember when, as a frail teenager, I had holy lust for that man’s healing power. That was back when, in the summertime, he would take his tent crusade to small towns, where he would serve up miracles like lemonade. And now he’s singing his signature song to me: “You Won’t Leave Here Like You Came.”




In Jesus’ name.




Lord, have mercy.




He interrupted his song to grin at me with his Hollywood-bright teeth. “How do you feel now, darlin’?”




My mouth opened, but apparently my voice had gone on silent retreat. In the absence of protest, I got another laying on of hands. Ezekiel Thunder himself smacked me upside the head.




I stood there stunned.




Again. Smack! “Be healed in Jesus’ name.”




I wondered if he and Lou had any concept of the idea of laying on of hands. Maybe slowly? Maybe gently? But no, he, too, gripped my forehead and pushed me back with enough force to slay me himself if the Holy Spirit didn’t. A big, burly man, the catcher, stood at the ready.




I righted myself and kept standing.




Then it dawned on me. I’d gone to Rocky’s church so long, I’d forgotten the charismatic rules. I should have been slain in the Spirit at Ezekiel’s touch. If I didn’t fall down, I’d get delivered all right, to the hospital to get care for a closed head injury.




Talk about not leaving like you came!




Okay, I repent. They didn’t hit me that hard.






Finally I leaned back into the catcher guy and let myself fall. A woman standing by draped my already completely covered legs in a piece of silky red cloth.




Ezekiel Thunder gave me a big smile. Or maybe he was smiling for the camera.




I lay there thinking how I would kill Rocky. And how as soon as I got home, I’d find a plot of land and claw the dirt to dig my ex-pastor’s grave with my bare hands.




Somewhere off camera a little voice cried, “Hi-eee.”




While the cameras followed Ezekiel Thunder, singing like he was God’s troubadour, up to the Plexiglas podium, my attention went to a little guy, a lighter-skinned, preschool version of the man, waving at me from the front row. He nearly stopped my heart with his crooked little smile. There was no doubt. This had to be Little Thunder Boy.




Suddenly I didn’t care if I’d been exorcised on camera and left for slain, splayed across the floor of a raggedy gymnasium. The brown-eyed cherub, laughing and gesturing for me to get up, captivated me.




Rocky called it right. I fell in love with Ezekiel Thunder. I just didn’t know he’d be the miniature one.




And speaking of Rocky. When I finally made it to my seat next to Rocky and behind Thunder Boy—only sitting next to Rocky so I could get to that baby!—Rocky had the unmitigated gall to say something to me.




“Babe! I didn’t know you were possessed.”




Following the style of my great-grandmother and namesake, Amanda Bell Brown, I didn’t dignify that with an answer.




I smacked him upside his head.
























chapter three











THE WOMAN holding little Baby Thunder in front of us in the “Holy Ghost row” certainly didn’t look young enough to be his mother. The honey-colored older black woman, much more elegant than the crazed usher, appeared old enough to be a great-grandmother to the child. She wore her salt-and-pepper hair in a neat chignon. Her suit, a cream-colored poly blend, sparkled from the intricate beadwork sewn across the trim. She seemed to engage the toddler as needed, but the furrow in her brow and her craned neck indicated a greater interest in the action going on around the child’s father.




She didn’t even seem to notice when I leaned forward and whispered my name to the captivating baby. “You,” I told him, “can call me Bell.” He slapped his chubby hand to his lips and chortled, whipping his head back and forth with baby glee.




I didn’t see anyone seated nearby who seemed to have motherly interest in the little boy, so I glanced up at the makeshift stage.




Aha. There, without a doubt, young Madam Thunder sat on a first-lady chair. The huge, ornate, ugly-as-sin monstrosity seemed to coordinate with a similar, equally hideous bigger piece of furniture next to it. Honestly, a pair of matching electric chairs held more appeal than that set of his-and-her thrones, or whatever they were. The chairs seriously activated my gag reflex, and my mother would have died on the spot if she’d laid eyes on them.




I gazed at Mrs. Thunder. She looked like a teenaged girl, with her flawless café au lait skin. Her auburn hair had been teased to impossible heights—a frightening eighties throwback. I had to admit, she had a figure to die for. She was not turn-your-head beautiful in the face, and I’d seen better makeup on the dead, but the outfit she wore shouted “high maintenance” as earnestly as a roomful of Pentecostals shouted, “Glory.”




She certainly didn’t look old enough to be the fallen intern. I doubted if she had even been born yet during that season of Thunder’s life. I would have said the man had had a recent, raging midlife crisis, only he’d passed midlife by now. He knew better. The old goat!




I’m sorry, Lord. I had that whole calling-people-animal-names thing down pat. All this judgment! Rocky had assessed me well when he told me I could be a little judgmental. A little?




I mumbled another lame “Sorry” to God, but I still felt reluctant to release the flurry of criticism storming through my head. Those barbs served as a powerful defense mechanism.




I shot a look at Rocky, now in ardent worship as Thunder’s velvet voice rang out, “Great Is Thy Faithfulness.”




I marveled at Rocky and his own faithfulness. He may get a little smart-mouthed, but he never strays from honesty given with a hearty dose of love. He knew what it meant to forgive folks their debts. I could only imagine what Thunder must owe people, including Rocky, but my former pastor responded to the man as if he were Christ himself—sinless. I sensed not a hint of judgment from Rocky. And I don’t think he could have looked more radiant if we’d been at a Billy Graham crusade. He shone like a polished rock—no pun intended—and that brightness of spirit had to be God’s love.




Rocky loved him some Jesus, and nothing would diminish that, but he also loved Ezekiel Thunder. And now I’d stumbled once again into his good graces. I stood next to Rocky, debt-free, loved as if that night I broke his heart had never happened.




I raised my head and began singing the hymn of God’s faithful love and provision as passionately as Rocky. I forced the skepticism prowling about my head like a wild animal to a dark corner of my soul. Like everyone else in the room, I worshipped God until I felt peace like my great-grandmother’s quilt—soft, warm, and comforting—around me. The music quieted. Several people sang softly in what sounded like a heavenly language. I’d been thoroughly trained in the structure of this kind of service. I listened, because it still sounded lovely to me, and it had been a long time since I’d found anything that made me feel like my spirit sang with angels. I willed myself not to go analytical. At least not too much.




How many years had it been since I’d been to a meeting like this? Or sung in what I believed was my own heavenly language? How far had I ventured from the idealistic young Christian woman I used to be before Adam, my former abuser, stripped me of innocence and a good deal of my sense of self?




Oh, it hurt to think of it. I missed the former Bell, the innocent who still believed in miracles and didn’t know about the kind of ugliness and evil that Adam possessed. Evil that could draw you in before you knew what hit you. I missed the girl who believed in the Ezekiel Thunders of the world. Before televangelists fell like a house of cards, while young Bell watched with a frightening blend of horror and shock, wondering if anything she thought she knew about God was true.




Don’t think about it, Bell.




Tears stung my eyes. My throat tightened. I didn’t want to cry again. I knew if I did, big, heaving wails would break the levee holding back the grief over those lost years that I’d contained for too long.




Oh, God. Don’t let me fall apart.




But, man, how I wanted to believe in a God who healed everybody who asked, just because they named it and claimed it. I wanted the old-timers who’d left their walkers and crutches on the altar not to realize the next day that they still needed those walkers and crutches after all. I wanted to believe in miracle prosperity oil that would bring abundance and no lack.




I shouldn’t have come here.




A hush fell over the room. In this sacred time, carved out in many charismatic meetings, the faithful listened reverently for a prophecy. A once-familiar eagerness seized me. I wanted God to speak some kindness to me. With a desperation I didn’t realize I had, I begged God in my heart for just a whisper. A breath. Anything.




We waited in quiet stillness for the lone voice of the prophet to pierce the silence and give us a word. Instead, a tiny toddler voice filled the room now pregnant with anticipation. “I love you,” the voice said.






Baby Zeekie. My head snapped up. My eyes met the little boy’s. He smiled as wide as the sky. “You,” he said, pointing a chubby little finger at me. He laughed, then smacked a kiss on his hand and flung it at me.




 




Schlepping along with Rocky afforded me his VIP status by default, which meant we got to go into the green room—a room that, in fact, had beige walls. It used to be a classroom and still had that weird school smell about it, which nauseated me. Ezekiel Thunder or Sister Lou needed to exorcise me again. I felt a distinct urge to vomit, and surely they’d want to capture that fine moment on tape as proof of my deliverance.




We stood around a few banquet tables covered with white paper tablecloths. The tables nearly buckled under a feast of soul food delights. Everything looked good—well, almost everything—but I wanted something that might settle my stomach.




“Rocky.”




“Yeah, babe?” He cradled my elbow in his hand and drew me closer as he leaned in to hear me.




“I’m feeling sick. I think I’m coming down with something.” For several weeks some kind of stubborn virus had clung to me, never burning itself completely through my immune system to become full-blown.




He gave me a wary glance, sizing me up. “You’re not still possessed are you?” He stage-whispered this as if the twenty people in the room could not hear him.




“I’m not possessed,” I hissed.






“Well, not anymore.”




I wanted to smack him—again. “I wasn’t possessed earlier! I’ve had flulike symptoms for the last few weeks, and—well, she got to me with all that cologne and…” My spidey senses told me Sister Lou lurked nearby. I snapped my mouth shut.




My spidey senses happened to be correct. Sister Lou sauntered up to me with a self-satisfied smirk on her face.




“Ummmm-hmm.”




Her Chantilly wafted in my direction. I didn’t respond. How could I? I had no idea what she meant by “ummmm-hmm,” and if I opened my mouth, more than words might come tumbling out. I started using affirmative self-talk to keep from making a spectacle of myself once again.




You are in control.




You are fearless.




You are not going to puke.




Positive self-talk failed to help me. Nausea washed over me in waves. I stepped closer to the fried chicken for comfort and strength, this time asking God for a little help.




Can you just keep her away from me?




I had to shoot straight with God. I didn’t have the energy for grandiose words that wouldn’t impress Him anyway.




Chantilly Lou didn’t move toward me or follow me. She seemed to fix her attention on Rocky.




Serves him right for bringing me here. Let him get delivered.




Only, she didn’t exorcise him. Rocky smiled at her and gave her the puppy eyes. She didn’t even get the full blast, and the next thing I knew she’d thrown her head back and was cackling like the Wicked Witch of the West and touching her hair.






Eww!




I picked up a plate and piled on a mound of mashed potatoes and spooned out gravy, trying not to look at Rocky and Wicked. Grabbed a few chicken wings. A piece of corn on the cob, lots of butter. I left the greens because I didn’t like the look of the ham hocks floating in too much pot liquor. I stole another look at the terrible two.




Wicked pinched Rocky’s cheeks, called him baby, and made his plate. I get interracial-dating and adultery demons cast out, but Rock doesn’t. He gets the royal treatment. I tried hard not to be jealous—not that I coveted the affection of the despot prophetess.




“I could use a little tender loving care,” I said aloud to myself. “Well, let me give you some, darlin’.” A sexy voice with a smooth Southern drawl, groomed from many years of working an audience.




I turned. There stood Ezekiel Thunder. He took the plate from my hand, looked at it, and smiled with his pearly white veneers that probably had cost more than the national debt. Like his wife, he had flawless skin, with very few lines to betray his age. He’d colored his hair an unnatural black. Still, I could see why young women fell for him. He could have been a movie star instead of a fiery preacher. He added macaroni and cheese and an anemic-looking three-bean salad to my plate.




“Thank you, Mr. Thunder.” I tried to keep my cool exterior, but his eyes seemed to look into every cell in my body. I couldn’t have been more affected if Errol Flynn were standing in front of me.






“Call me Ezekiel,” he said with a wink.




“Okay, Mr. Thunder.”




My mind screamed, Don’t trust him. I tried to offer him a polite smile, but the war within kept my lips from fully cooperating. The edges curled up, and it may have appeared that I snarled at him. He didn’t seem to mind.




“So you’re Rocky’s heart?”




“Rocky’s heart is in his chest, sir. I’m his friend.”




“Bell Brown.”




“The name’s Amanda.” No way would I let Ezekiel Thunder call me Bell.




“Ow,” he said. “I’ve heard about your name. You won’t let me call you Bell, darlin’?”




“No offense, Mr. Thunder. It’s reserved for my inner circle. And don’t call me darlin’.”




“Then that’s Reverend Thunder to you.” His eyes twinkled with playful mocking.




“I stand corrected, Reverend.”




A broad smile spread across his face. “Call me Ezekiel, Bell.” He winked again and sang as he handed me my plate, “You. Won’t. Leave here like you caaaaaaaaame, in Jesus’ Naaaaaaaaame.”




Rocky and Sister Lou walked up to us. I took my plate, stacked higher now thanks to Thunder’s generosity. Sister Lou scowled at me, then grinned broadly at Thunder.




I wanted to shove her over to the housing project across the street, but I had a feeling Little Saigon was no match for devil-chasin’, sin-hatin’, Chantilly-stankin’ Lou. Oh well.




I took a few not-so-discreet steps to get as far away from her as I could without leaving the room or going near other people. I ended up next to the beverages and desserts.




“Punch anyone?” I asked.




“I’ll get it, babe,” Rocky said, rushing to my aid.




He filled two cups from a bowl of red punch topped with what looked like orange sherbet. He served Sister Lou first, then me—age before beauty, obviously. He made another go of it and served Thunder and himself.




“Thank you, son,” Thunder said, his voice as smooth as silk. His eyes shifted over to me. “Why don’t you sit with me, Bell? I want to get to know the woman who stole my boy’s heart.”




“Don’t call me Bell. And I’m afraid Elisa’s not here tonight.” I said this for both Thunder’s and Sister Lou’s sake, in case Lou had a mind to cast out adulterous demons again.




Rocky’s puppy eyes narrowed at me, no doubt because of my rudeness. “Babe!”




“Don’t call me babe.”




Ezekiel Thunder chuckled. “He told me you always say that, and that he still always calls you babe.”




Honestly! What else had Rocky told him about me?




Thunder took the lead and glided over to one of the banquet tables set up for dining. He gave us a quick glance to make sure we weren’t going to go rogue and sit at another table. “Walk this way,” he said.




Rocky literally walked the way he did, imitating the man Three Stooges–style. He turned around and grinned at me. I figured you only live once. Like Rock, I glided over to the table mimicking Thunder. He and Sister Lou seemed oblivious to our fun.






We got to the long table and the three of us sat down, Ezekiel right next to me. Sister Lou initiated our next battle.




“You sho’ got a lotta food, gal.”




“Excuse me?” Me. Lou. Parking lot. Now.




Old smoothie said, “That’s because she’s pregnant.”






















chapter four











I DIDN’T KNOW who would get worse whiplash, me or Rocky, the way our heads snapped up to look at Thunder. My heart dropped to my shoes and did a drum cadence. Rocky’s mouth opened, but no sound came out. I, however, had plenty to say.




“I’m not pregnant!” I said it like he’d called me a dirty name.




He turned on the charm. “Bell, you’re positively radiant with child.”




Rocky stared at me like I’d grown a third head. “I thought she looked that way because she’s not possessed anymore.”




Ezekiel laughed. “Oh, she’s possessed all right.”




I started sputtering before I finally got out, “Mr. Thunder. I’m not pregnant. I happen to have a difficult time getting pregnant, and—”




“Her husband left her.”




Make that Rocky, Lou, and me in the parking lot. I’d take ’em both.




I shot lasers out of my eyes at Rocky—only, they didn’t really exist, so he remained unharmed.




“What I was going to say”—I frowned at Rocky—“was that I don’t appreciate your…” His what? Fake prophecy? Bald-faced lie? Insensitive lack of insight?




“But her husband still loves her.” That from puppy eyes.




“He sure does, Rocky,” Ezekiel said and then turned to me. “And he’ll be restored to his rightful place as the head of his family. God,” he said—and because of his accent it sounded like Gawd, “is going to give you above and beyond all that you ask for. Thus saith the Lord.” He did a little jerk, made a sound like “ha-ba-ba-shondo,” and threw his hands in the air. “Hallelujah.”




“I’m not pregnant!” I screeched. My mind riffled through my calendar and marked off the three pitiful days that I had my period after I made love with my husband. Days that I cried bitterly because I’d been profoundly disappointed at its appearance.




Sister Lou cut her eyes at me. “Thank God you got some of them demons out then.” She looked at me with pure disgust. “Pregnant and fulla demons.”




Before I could come up with an appropriately scathing reply, Ezekiel Thunder covered my hand with his. He leaned in so he could whisper in my ear. “Now, don’t you mind Sissy. She means well.” His breath tickled my ear.




I knew “Sissy” to be an old Southern endearment. I wondered if Lou could be his natural sister.




“She gets a little excited.” His drawl extended the sigh sound in “excited.” Honestly, if he’d nibbled my ear, I wouldn’t have been surprised. The man could probably seduce a fruitcake. He pulled himself away from me and touched my chin with his thumb and forefinger—a tender gesture. Almost fatherly. Almost. If I didn’t know he pitched snake oil and was subtly hitting on me as well, I might have liked him.






“Isn’t he great, babe?”




I rolled my eyes at Rocky.




Again, Thunder’s eyes met mine and seemed to permeate me. “God heard your cries like He heard Rebekah’s. You hayave”—and yes, he stretched out “have” over two syllables—“the desire of your heart.”




Dear God, I have cried like Rebekah.




His words caressed me like a pair of soft, skilled hands, but I knew this kind of man—this unholy hustler in his alligator shoes and suit expensive enough to feed a multitude. For a moment I felt confused. Oh, he was good. Intellectually, I knew I should feel angry, but his words were smooth and warm.




I wanted to believe him. The realization shamed me. Everyone around us seemed to disappear. My eyes locked with his. I could feel something inside of me wail and moan, and I couldn’t quiet it. I whispered in my astonishment, “Why are you doing this to me?”




He squeezed my hand. “God heard you.” Ezekiel Thunder reached up and stroked my braids, his every move hypnotic.




Without thinking, my hand went to my belly. “Endometriosis. I can’t…”




“God can.” He grinned like a used-car salesman. “Of course, Jazz had a lot to do with it, too.” He winked at me again. When he said my husband’s name, I snapped out of the weird dreamy state I’d been plunged into. A hot, suffocating anger surged within me. Its force took my breath for a moment.
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