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THE CHOIR WAS cutting up.


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


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


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


“Let the church say amen!” Simon yelled.


“Amen!” the congregation replied in unison.


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


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


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


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


Several people chuckled.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


“Yeah, and I’m the pope.”


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


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


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


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


“Go tell your grandma.”


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


Rachel turned as her oldest brother eased in.


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


“Shhhh … I’m invisible.”


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


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


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


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


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


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


“Unh-unh,” Jordan responded.


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


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


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


“Your father is asleep.”


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


“Where does God say that?”


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


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


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


“Yeah, Ma?”


“I trust you, okay?”


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


“Sure, come on in and have a seat.”


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


“You think so?” Delilah sniffed.


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


“Roderick.”


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


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


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


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


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


“Funny and faithful,” she whispered.


Simon pulled back. “What did you say?”


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


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


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


“Oh, and Delilah?”


“Yes,” she replied, turning back around.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


Loretta nervously rubbed her hands on her apron.


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


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


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


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


“It’s not there,” she said quietly.


Simon turned toward her. “What?”


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


“Yes, sir, after one. See you then.”


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


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


“But—”


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


It must be a test, Simon finally deduced. God is testing me and my strength. Simon composed himself. “Where is the money your mother gave you?”


David pointed toward Tawny. “Sorry, Dad, looks like school’s gonna have to wait another semester. Tawny here has a bad little habit and she just took my money to feed it. Don’t worry, I done already straightened her out and she says it won’t happen again.” He wobbled as he stood there, trying to fake an apologetic look.


Simon felt like it would be useless to argue. David was hard to talk to when he wasn’t high. Anything Simon said now would be in vain. He leaned in toward his son. “You listen to me and you listen good! You stay away from my house. You stay away from Loretta, from all of us. The devil is working through you and there is no place for you in our lives. When you have cleaned yourself up and turned your life over to God, then and only then should you darken our doorstep again!”


Simon turned and stomped out of the apartment. He heard David mutter, but he didn’t even try to make out what he said.


Simon took a deep breath as he eased back into the car. He started it up, but closed his eyes before backing out. “Lord, I’m leaning on you like never before,” he prayed. “Save my son. Please, Lord, save my son.”
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RACHEL SLAMMED the phone down. She had been calling Bobby every ten minutes for the last three hours and he still wasn’t answering. It was three o’clock in the morning. All the clubs close at two, so where else could he be?


Rachel decided to call her best friend, Twyla. Twyla’s boyfriend was Bobby’s cousin. Maybe he knew where Bobby was.


She dialed Twyla’s number. A sleepy female voice answered after the third ring. “Yeah?”


“Twyla, it’s Rachel. Are you asleep?”


“What else would I be doing at four in the morning in the middle of the week?” Twyla grumbled.


“It’s only three and Thursday isn’t the middle of the week. Look, is James there with you?”


“Rachel, it’s late. Call me tomorrow.”


“Twyla!” Rachel screamed. “This is important! Is James there?”


Twyla’s voice perked up. “Yeah, girl. Calm down. What’s wrong?”


“I need to know where Bobby is!” Rachel was getting frantic. The thought of Bobby with another woman was driving her to the brink of insanity. Bobby meant everything in the world to her and even though he hadn’t given her the time of day for the last year, she knew that eventually her love would prevail.


“Rachel, how many times have I told you, leave that man alone. He already told you he don’t want you,” Twyla snapped.


“Look, I didn’t ask for your advice, okay?” Rachel was pacing back and forth in her living room. Everything around her reminded her of Bobby, especially the sofa. They’d bought it for Bobby’s apartment back when Jordan was first born. Back when Bobby swore he was going to marry her. Back before Tony.


“Don’t get smart with me,” Twyla responded. She now sounded fully awake. “I will hang up this phone on you.”


Rachel took a deep breath. “Okay, okay; I’m sorry. It’s just, I need to find him … it’s … it’s Jordan. He’s sick.”


“Yeah, right.”


“No, seriously. I need to get Bobby’s insurance information so I can take Jordan to the emergency room. Do you know where he is?”


“What’s wrong with Jordan?”


Rachel was trying her best to contain her irritation. Twyla was short-tempered and the wrong words could leave Rachel talking to a dial tone. “I don’t know,” Rachel said. “His, um, his breathing is funny.”


Twyla let out a long sigh. “Hold on.”


Rachel heard some rustling and James mumbling something in the background. It seemed like an eternity, but Twyla finally came back to the phone.


“I had to go into the living room. James would have had a fit if he knew I was telling you this.”


“Telling me what? What do you know?” Rachel was borderline hysterical now. She caught herself before she woke up the kids. She lowered her voice. “Where is that no-good dog?”


“Rachel, what makes him a dog? The fact that he doesn’t want you?”


“Just answer the damn question.”


“Fine. He’s over Shante’s.”


“Shante? Shante who?”


“Shante Wilson.”


“Where do I know that name from?”


“The Shante that goes to your church. I think her parents’ names are Cleotis and Lethora Wilson, something like that.” Twyla yawned loudly, making sure Rachel knew she was interrupting her sleep.


Rachel was shocked. “You have got to be kidding me? Yeah, they go to Zion Hill, but I haven’t seen Shante in ages. How does Bobby know her?”


“I don’t know. Damn, why you asking all these questions?”


“Look, I’m just trying to find out what’s going on!”


“Rachel, let it go. It’s not like he’s cheating on you.”


Rachel felt furious. First Bobby told her that he wasn’t dating anyone and then he goes out with somebody she knows! “Thanks, Twyla, I gotta go.”


“Rachel, don’t do anything stupid.”


“Yeah, whatever. I’ll talk to you later.”


“Rachel?”


“What?”


“Jordan’s not really sick, is he?”


Rachel didn’t respond.


“Rachel?”


“What, Twyla? I gotta go.”


“I don’t have no bail money.”


“Yeah, yeah, yeah. I’ll see you later.” Rachel threw the phone across the room and fell to the floor. “That bastard!” she screamed. “How could he do this to me?” Rachel buried her head in her hands and began sobbing. A tiny touch on her shoulder caused her to raise her head.


“Mommy, why are you crying?” Jordan asked.


Rachel reached up and pulled her son into her embrace. He looked so much like Bobby it wasn’t even funny. The same little cleft chin and sandy brown hair. Their eyes were even the same gray color. “Oh, sweetie. Daddy made Mommy cry again,” Rachel said as she held Jordan to her chest.


Jordan snuggled up close to his mother. “Daddy is always making you cry. I hate him!”


Rachel sat sniffling and rocking Jordan back and forth. She jumped up after a few minutes, releasing Jordan, then racing to the hall closet where she pulled out a phone book. She flipped to the W section, then ran her fingers along the list of names under Wilson. “Come on!” She raced into the back bedroom and scooped Nia up in a blanket. She slipped into her house shoes as she headed toward the door.


“Where are we going, Mommy?” Jordan asked.


“Just come on.”


“But, Mommy, I have my pj’s on.”


“Boy, it don’t matter, just come on.”


Nia was still sleeping as Rachel snapped her into her car seat. Jordan scooted in the backseat next to his sister. Rachel climbed in the driver’s side of her Ford Escort, started it up, and backed out of the driveway.


Twenty minutes later, she was pulling up to Shante’s condo on 51st Street. There had been two Shante Wilsons in the phone book, but one of them was in Pearland, a suburb of Houston. Luckily, Rachel remembered hearing Shante’s parents talk about some property they owned not too far from the church. That had to be the place where Shante was staying.


Rachel threw the car in park and looked in the backseat. Jordan was knocked out. She reached back and grabbed him by the shoulder. “Honey,” she said, shaking him. “Pumpkin, Mama needs you to wake up.”


“Huh???” Jordan pulled his head up and rubbed his eyes. “Mommy, I’m sleepy.”


“I know, baby. I’ll take you home to sleep in a minute. But we have to go see Daddy.”


“But he made you cry.”


“I know, but we still need to go see him so he can apologize to me. You want him to apologize, don’t you?” Jordan nodded. “Well then, do this for Mommy. You see that door with the big two and the five on the front.” Rachel pointed to the condo just in front of them. “I need you to go up and keep ringing the doorbell until somebody answers.”


Jordan looked confused. “But, Mommy, I don’t wanna.”


“Look, Jordan, Mommy needs you to do this, okay? Just go up there and ask for your daddy. I’ll take you to get ice cream tomorrow if you do it, okay?”


Jordan looked at his mother. “Can I get chocolate with sprinkles?”


“Two scoops.”


Jordan smiled at the prospect of ice cream. “Okay.” He opened the back door and climbed out the car.


“Mommy’s right here waiting on you.” Rachel rolled down the window so she could hear. They were right in front of Shante’s door. Luckily, her condo didn’t sit too far from the curb.


Jordan grinned with a determined look and walked toward the condo. Rachel watched as he stood on his tiptoes and rang the doorbell.


After a few minutes, a tall, heavyset woman wearing nothing but a T-shirt opened the door. Rachel frowned at the sight of Shante. That’s who Bobby was talking to the other night.


Shante looked at Jordan with surprise. “Yes?”


“Is my daddy here?” Jordan stood with his back straight. Rachel smiled. Make me proud, son!


“Excuse me?” Shante said. She peered at Jordan. “What are you doing out here at this time of night?”


“Is my daddy here?” Jordan repeated.


“Who is your daddy?” Shante quickly looked around outside. Rachel ducked down in the car.


“Bobby Edward Clark, the third,” Jordan pronounced.


Shante noticed Rachel’s car.


“Hold on.” She closed the door and went back inside. A few minutes later, the door swung open.


“Daddy!” Jordan cried as he stretched out his arms for his father to pick him up.


Bobby snatched his son up in his arms. “Jordan, what are you doing here?”


“Mommy brought me.” Jordan pointed toward the car. Rachel cursed silently as she heard Bobby’s voice. She hadn’t really thought this thing through, but it made no sense to hide now. She eased back up into the seat. Bobby looked her way and started stomping toward her.


“You crazy …”


Rachel cut him off. “Now, now. We don’t curse in front of the children.”


“Rachel, what the hell are you doing? Why do you have this boy out here at this time of night?”


“He wanted his daddy.”


“Dammit, Rachel, I told you to stop this.”


Rachel got out and leaned against the car. “I thought you told me you weren’t seeing anyone?”


“No, you said that.”


“Well, you didn’t correct me.”


Bobby took a deep breath, then opened the back door, placed Jordan inside and closed it. “Rachel, what difference does it make who I’m seeing? We are not together.”


“A lie’s a lie.”


“Look, I didn’t correct you because I wanted to see my son, and I know had I told you Shan and I were seeing each other, you wouldn’t have let me see him.”


“Shan? Oh, now you’re calling her by a nickname?” Rachel felt tears forming. Bobby used to call her Ra.


“Rachel, go home and take my son home, before I have your crazy ass arrested.”


Bobby turned and walked back toward the condo, but Rachel wasn’t giving up the fight. “You don’t walk away from me when I’m talking to you.” Rachel grabbed Bobby by the arm and snatched him toward her.


Bobby reached back, ready to slap Rachel. He caught himself with his hand midair. “Oooohh, girl. You goin’ make me hurt you,” he said through gritted teeth.


Rachel wasn’t backing down. She pushed herself up in Bobby’s face. “Hit me then, you sorry bastard. You bad. Come on, I dare you.” She wasn’t worried, Bobby had never been a violent man. He was arrogant, thought he was God’s gift to women, but that was the extent of his faults.


Shante threw the door open. “Bobby, come on inside,” she said sternly.


Bobby glared at Rachel, then laughed and shook his head. “You are one crazy bitch.”


“You weren’t saying that when you were screwing me last night!” Rachel screamed. She knew she was reaching now. After Nia was born, she and Bobby tried to make it work, but Bobby was so hung up on Nia not being his child that they didn’t do anything but argue. Still, she had managed to squirm her way into his bed on more than one occasion. She knew he had a weakness when it came to her. Or at least he used to. They hadn’t slept together in several months, but Rachel really wanted to hurt Shante.


“You hear that, Shante? We had sex last night!”


Shante sauntered over to where the two of them were standing and threw a pitying look at Rachel. “He was here all night, babe. Try another lie.”


Rachel couldn’t stand Shante looking all smug and confident. She couldn’t believe Bobby chose this woman over her. She was a good size twenty and she wasn’t even cute. Her auburn hair was pinned up with a few strands dangling loosely around her face. The little T-shirt just barely covered her goods, leaving her big old thighs exposed.


Rachel stared at the T-shirt. “Wait a minute, is that the shirt I brought you from Florida?” She looked at Bobby.


Bobby just hung his head, like he knew trouble was brewing.


“Awww hell, naw!” Before anyone could blink, Rachel was clawing at Shante like a tomcat fighting for its last meal. Shante screamed and fell down. Too surprised to fight back, she only covered her head as Rachel swung wildly.


“Rachel!” Bobby screamed as he tried to pull her off Shante. Rachel had Shante’s hair firmly locked between her fingers as she banged her head against the ground while screaming obscenities. Jordan was jumping up and down in the car screaming and banging on the window.


Bobby finally managed to pull Rachel away enough for Shante to scamper back inside the apartment. Bobby had Rachel in a body lock, trying to calm her down, but she broke loose and ran to her car. She knew Shante had probably gone to call the cops and the last thing she needed was to be arrested. “You messed up!” she screamed at Bobby as she struggled to open the car door. “Take a good look at your son, because this is your last time seeing him!” Rachel jumped in just as the tears came pouring down her cheeks. She glanced at Jordan in the backseat. He was whimpering and looking out of the back window at his father, who stood dumbfounded in Shante’s yard.
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JONATHANJACKSON STOOD at the front door of the place he’d called home all his life. He had mixed emotions about going inside. On the one hand, he really wanted to see his mother. But on the other, he just didn’t know if he was ready to deal with his father yet.


After a few more minutes, Jonathan decided there was no sense putting off the inevitable. He gently placed his key into the lock, turned it, and walked inside.


“Well, looky here.” Simon jumped up from his recliner and quickly walked down the hall toward his son as soon as he saw him standing in the front door. “My boy! Loretta, get out here! I got a surprise for you!”


“Yes, dear.” Loretta came out of the kitchen. She was holding a wooden spoon in her hand. “I really need to get dinner finished. I …” She stopped talking when she saw Jonathan standing in the doorway, his father’s arm proudly wrapped around him.


“Hi, Mama.”


“Thank you, Jesus!” Loretta proclaimed. She raced over and took her son into her arms. “Jonathan! Oh, I’ve missed you so much, son! Why didn’t you call and let us know what time you were getting in? I would’ve picked you up from the airport.”


Jonathan set his bags down, leaned in, and kissed his mother. “I wanted to surprise you. Besides,” he leaned back out the front door and waved, “Kevin dropped me off.” Simon looked out at the young man sitting in the black Mustang GT parked outside. He’d been Jonathan’s best friend since junior high school. Kevin waved, then sped off.


“Come on in here and sit down,” Simon said, closing the door.


“You sure do look good. Atlanta has been good to you,” Loretta said.


“Yes, Mama. The city is really great.” Jonathan had graduated from Morehouse College the past spring with a divinity degree, but he still had to finish a class for his minor in sociology. Now that he had completely finished, he decided to return home until he figured out what he was going to do.


“My boy, the college graduate.” Simon beamed. The whole family, with the exception of David, had driven down to Atlanta when Jonathan got his degree. Simon and Rachel had argued the entire trip, but Simon had never been happier as he watched Jonathan walk across the stage.


“So, have you given any thought to seminary school?” Simon asked.


Jonathan walked away from his father to study the new pictures of Nia and Jordan sitting on the fireplace mantel.


“Yeah, I thought about it. And I’d really like to go. You know I would love to follow in your footsteps, Dad.”


Simon didn’t give him time to finish. He walked over, grabbed Jonathan, and pulled him into a tight embrace. Jonathan knew now was the time to draw back and give his father the “but” part, only he couldn’t bring himself to do it. He knew how much Simon was counting on him. Maybe there was some way he could make his father happy and become a preacher. He just hadn’t figured out how he would do that.


Simon pulled Jonathan into the den. “Just leave those bags; we’ll get them later. I want to catch up with you!” He was filled with enthusiasm. “Loretta, can you please get us something to drink, some lemonade or tea or something?”


Loretta, who was following behind them beaming, nodded. “Yes, dear. Lemonade it is. I’ll be right back.”


“Maybe you can preach next Sunday, get you some practice,” Simon said.


Jonathan laughed nervously. “Whoa, Dad; slow down. I just got here. I think I’ll take back my old position of choir director. That is, if it’s still open. I know when we talked a few weeks ago, you told me you hadn’t found anyone for it. So maybe I can start there before you throw me into the pulpit.”


Simon didn’t respond. He was too busy smiling.


“Why do you keep staring at me?” Jonathan asked.


“I’m just so proud of you, son,” Simon responded. “Tell me, did you finish your class okay? Have you found your future Mrs. Jackson?”


Jonathan knew he would be bombarded with questions the minute he walked in the door. He loved his father to death, but sometimes he could be so overbearing. The plane ride from Atlanta had been exhausting. He would’ve given anything just to go lie down right now, but he knew that would be next to impossible.


“The class went fine, and now I’m officially finished with school. And no, I haven’t met my wife yet.”


“Boy, you mean to tell me all those lovely women at Spelman, and you ain’t found one worthy of being called Mrs. Jackson?” Simon asked.


Loretta returned and handed them each a glass of lemonade. “Simon Jackson, would you leave that boy alone? He just got in the door and you are trying to make him a preacher and a husband,” she said, laughing.


Jonathan smiled at his mother. Saved by good old mom. He definitely didn’t want to get into a conversation about his love life with his father.


“Sweetie, are you hungry?” Loretta asked. “I made your favorite, smothered pork chops and rice, with a side of my green beans and potatoes, just the way you like it.”


“Ummm, I am hungry, Mama,” Jonathan said. “But I’m sorry, I don’t eat pork anymore.”


“You what?” Simon said. “Boy, you were raised on the pig.”


“I know. I just don’t eat it anymore. It makes me sick now if I try.”


“So, you a Muslim?” Simon asked, concerned.


“No, Dad, I’m not a Muslim. I just don’t eat pork.”


A worried look crossed Loretta’s face. “Oh, baby, I wish I’d known. Now, what are you goin’ eat? I can try and fix you up a steak or something right quick.”


Jonathan got up, walked over and kissed his mother on the cheek. “No, Mother, no need to do all that. I can just eat the vegetables and be fine.”


“Are you sure?” Loretta asked.


Jonathan smiled lovingly at his mother. She had always pampered him. “I’m sure. But first, I’d like to change out of these clothes and into something more comfortable.” Jonathan had on a pair of gray slacks, a long-sleeved, crisp white dress shirt, and a tie. He didn’t know why he’d worn a tie on the plane; habit, he guessed. He’d been wearing them since he was in high school. He even walked around campus regularly in a shirt and tie.


“Okay, baby,” Loretta responded. “You go get changed and I’ll get your plate ready.”


“Thanks, Mama. By the way, where are Rachel and David?”


At the mention of David’s name, Simon turned up his nose and mumbled. From his reaction, Jonathan knew things weren’t much better between his father and brother. The last time he was home, six months ago, they’d committed David to rehab for his drug problem. His father was so angry then that he didn’t join the rest of the family to check David in. It was an ordeal and Jonathan had been anxious to get back to school. David’s stay in rehab was the reason he missed Jonathan’s graduation.


“I suppose they’re at home,” Loretta said. “Rachel will probably be by later. And David …” Loretta looked at her husband.


Simon huffed and said, “David isn’t welcome here.”


Jonathan debated whether to ask for the latest on his brother, but decided against it. He knew it would start a whole other conversation, or even an argument, and he had already spent the last week arguing with the love of his life, Tracy. He definitely wasn’t in the mood to go down that road again.


“Well, I’m going to get changed. I’ll be back down shortly.”


Simon dropped David from his mind, and he smiled. “Everything is just as you left it, son,” he said.


Jonathan managed to return his smile. His father had such a look of admiration on his face. He hated to think that eventually, that look might change forever.
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RACHEL SAT in the front passenger seat of her mother’s blue minivan. Her bottom lip was poked out like she was a pouting six-year-old.


Her mother continued swaying her head to the sounds of Mahalia Jackson on the tape player. Either she was oblivious to Rachel’s frustrations, or she just chose to ignore her.


Rachel shifted in her seat and let out a loud, long sigh.


Loretta smiled.


“What’s so funny?” Rachel asked.


“You.” Loretta went back to singing and swaying.


“Why am I funny?”


“Because you always want somebody to do something for you, but you never want to do anything for anyone else.”


Rachel rolled her eyes. “That’s not true.”


“Whatever you say, sweetheart,” Loretta answered in a lighthearted tone. “That’s why you’re sitting over there now acting like a child.”


“No, I’m not,” Rachel protested. “I just don’t understand why I have to go with you to visit the sick and shut-in. Half those folks don’t even like me. The other half don’t even know me.”


“Well, if you put it that way, I don’t understand why I have to babysit every weekend.”


Rachel sucked her teeth. She hated that her parents constantly threw babysitting in her face. It’s not like they didn’t enjoy spending time with their grandkids. They just wanted to blackmail her.


“It’s good for you to get out and give back. The Lord has given you so much.”


“Oh, gimme a break.”


“No need pouting about it. We’re here now.” Loretta pulled into the driveway of Mattie Broadman, a longtime member of Zion Hill.


Mrs. Mattie was eighty years old and chronically sick, and her only daughter lived three hours away. Rachel couldn’t understand why they didn’t just put her in a nursing home. Loretta explained to her that Mrs. Mattie made both family and friends promise to let her live out her last days at home. Her husband, Cecil, had been abused in a nursing home, so Mrs. Mattie swore she’d kill herself before she went to one.


“I still don’t understand what good it does for us to be here. She’s mean and hateful every time we come by,” Rachel said as she stepped out of the van.


Mrs. Mattie had been Rachel’s Sunday school teacher, and the meanest woman she’d ever met. She seemed to get meaner the older she got.


Loretta motioned for her daughter to get moving up the walkway. “I told you it does you good and despite the way she acts, it does Mrs. Mattie good as well. It lets her know her Zion Hill family cares about her.”


“But I don’t care about her.”


“Rachel,” Loretta snapped and turned toward her daughter, “that’s your problem. You don’t care about anyone but yourself. And Bobby.” Loretta’s expression turned serious. “Have you ever thought that maybe that’s why God isn’t delivering you the blessings you want? Because you’re so selfish. Lord only knows how I raised such a selfish child.” Loretta shook her head, turned around and rang Mrs. Mattie’s doorbell.


A few minutes later, a scratchy voice yelled from the other side. “Who’s there?”


“Mrs. Mattie, it’s Loretta and Rachel. We came to visit and we brought you tea cakes.” Loretta held a bag up to the peephole.


Mrs. Mattie mumbled something they couldn’t make out, then started unfastening what sounded like fifty different locks on her front door.


The door swung open. It seemed to Rachel that Mrs. Mattie had aged since the last time they were there a month ago. Her beige duster hung from her small, frail frame, and her completely white hair hung to her shoulders. It was so thin, you could see right through it. She looked Loretta and Rachel up and down, a scowl plastered across her face. “Well, don’t just stand there; you letting the flies in.”


Rachel turned up her nose as she stepped inside the house. A stale, mothball smell permeated the air. It looked like the flies were already in, Rachel thought as she made her way down the foyer of Mrs. Mattie’s Victorian-style home.


The two-story brick house may have been at one time a truly beautiful place, but the house had been neglected since Mr. Broadman passed away four years ago. The ceiling in the front room was sagging and looked like it would cave in at any minute. A thick layer of dust seemed to cover every piece of furniture in the house. The walls were a dingy yellow and the swinging door from the dining room into the kitchen hung on its hinges.


Loretta leaned in and gave Mrs. Mattie a hug. “How are you feeling today?” she asked.


“I’m alive. I guess that counts for something.” Mrs. Mattie stared at Rachel as if she expected a hug from her, too. Loretta turned toward her daughter and slightly thrust her head toward Mrs. Mattie. Rachel didn’t understand and threw her mother a confused look before realizing what she was asking. Rachel silently cursed, took a deep breath, leaned in, and hugged Mrs. Mattie. The woman didn’t return her hug.


“Well, long as you here, you might as well make yourself useful and go wash the dishes in the kitchen sink,” Mrs. Mattie said to Rachel.


Rachel looked at the elderly woman like she had lost her mind.


“How’s the grandkids?” Mrs. Mattie asked, ignoring Rachel’s icy stare.


“They’re doing fine. Jordan is getting so big,” Loretta responded.


Mrs. Mattie turned back to Rachel, who hadn’t moved. “What are you waiting for, gal?”


Rachel looked to her mother in protest.


“Just go do it, Rachel,” Loretta pleaded. Rachel couldn’t be sure, but she could’ve sworn there was a smirk on Mrs. Mattie’s face.


Fine, Rachel told herself. At least she wouldn’t have to sit in this dusty front room and pretend like she was interested in Mrs. Mattie’s conversation.


Rachel huffed, then turned and walked into the kitchen. It looked bad. The countertops were clean, but what looked like three months worth of dishes were piled in the sink. A ceramic chicken cookie jar with a broken beak was turned over on its side. A teakettle sat on the gas stove. It looked like tea had boiled over and never been cleaned up.


I know she don’t expect me to clean all this up. Rachel looked back toward the front room, contemplating whether she should tell her mother cleaning this kitchen was out of the question.


Mrs. Mattie and Loretta walked into the kitchen.


“Have a seat at the table,” Mrs. Mattie said, pointing to the rickety kitchen table that was being supported by a phone book on one end. “I’ll make us some coffee to have with these tea cakes.”


She turned her attention to Rachel, who was leaning against one of the counters, pouting. “Gal, rinse out that teakettle and boil us some hot water.”


Again, Rachel wanted to protest, but her mother’s sharp look stopped her. Rachel huffed, snatched the teakettle, and emptied out the brown liquid that had probably been sitting in there for weeks. It was bad enough she had to play Hazel the maid, but then they were bringing their conversation into the kitchen, where she would be forced to listen.


Mrs. Mattie sat down across from Loretta at the table. “What about Pastor Jackson? How’s he?”


“He’s doing fine. He’s at the church right now,” Loretta replied.


“Lord, every time I talk to you that man is at the church. Doesn’t that bother you?”


Rachel filled the kettle, placed it on the stove, then turned the fire on as she leaned back. She wanted to hear her mother’s response to Mrs. Mattie’s question.


“No, I’m okay with it.”


Rachel let out a long sigh. How could anybody be okay with never seeing their husband? she wondered as she poured dishwashing liquid and began running hot water in the sink.


“Now, Loretta. You must not forget that I was married for fifty-one years to a minister. And I never did get used to the time he spent in the church.” Mrs. Mattie leaned in and lowered her voice. “Maybe if he had spent more time at home, you wouldn’t be dealing with such a fast one over there.”


Loretta snickered. Rachel wanted to turn around and throw a plate at Mrs. Mattie. Despite the fact that Mrs. Mattie lowered her voice, Rachel had the strangest feeling Mrs. Mattie could care less whether Rachel heard her or not.


“Simon is there enough for our family,” Loretta said.


“Hmph, no, he’s not,” Rachel muttered as she scrubbed what seemed like two-month-old beans from a plastic bowl.


“Uh, excuse me,” Mrs. Mattie interjected. “This is grown folks’ business.”


I am grown, Rachel wanted to say. But for the life of her she just couldn’t bring herself to say anything smart to Mrs. Mattie.


“As I was saying,” Mrs. Mattie continued, “kids need both of their parents full time, especially boys. Speaking of boys, how are them boys?”


“Jonathan is home now,” Loretta replied.


“Oh, that’s wonderful. That’s a sweet boy if I ever seen one. You all must be so proud of him.”


Rachel wanted to gag. If she never heard another pro Jonathan comment in her life, it would be too soon.


“As for David,” Loretta kept talking, “he’s still going through some things. You know the devil is at work on him.”


“Umm-hmm,” Mrs. Mattie tsked. “And from what I hear, the devil is winning.”


Loretta’s voice softened. “I’m staying prayerful.”


“Well, I guess that’s all you can do. Just make sure at the top of your prayer list, you put that one there,” Mrs. Mattie said, pointing at Rachel. Rachel was getting just about fed up. Here she was, elbow deep in nasty dishwater and this woman was talking about her.


“You’re a better woman than me,” Mrs. Mattie continued. “I had to put my foot down and tell Cecil he was goin’ have to spend more time with us and less with that church.”


Rachel stifled a sarcastic laugh. That would be the day. Her mother putting her foot down, yeah, right.


“Oh, I could never do that. I believe in letting Simon be the head of the household.”


Mrs. Mattie shook her head sympathetically. “Chile, it’s one thing to let your husband lead and another for you to follow him blindly.”


Finally, Rachel thought, Mrs. Mattie said something that made some sense.


“I would never say Simon is leading us blindly.”


“Take it from me, I’ve been there. All you have to do is look at your children. I know Simon, been knowing him since he was knee-high to a pup. Knew his daddy, too. The difference is the elder Reverend Jackson knew how to say no. He knew how to delegate to others so it didn’t take away from his family. You see out of eight of that Jackson clan, near ’bout all of ’em doing well. I don’t know why Simon is so gung-ho on the church. He lets everybody tell him what they need him to do, then them folks go home to their family.”


Loretta sighed. “Mrs. Mattie, I stopped long ago trying to figure out what was the driving force behind Simon’s desire to make Zion Hill the best church in the country, which is his ultimate goal. Personally, I believe it has something to do with the fact that his father lost his church when Simon was a teenager.”


Mrs. Mattie nodded, recalling the story. “I know that hit Reverend Jackson hard. He loved that church. My sister went there and I remember her telling me the members had voted to get rid of Reverend Jackson because they said the church wasn’t prospering under him. His health deteriorated after that, he was so distraught.”


“I know,” Loretta continued. “And when he finally died of heart failure on the day of Simon’s high school graduation, Simon was devastated. I believe my husband is now trying to accomplish what his father could not. But Simon would never admit to that. He won’t even talk about his father and the church. Always just changes the subject.”


Rachel listened on in awe as she moved a plate into the other side of the sink to await rinsing. She had never known that about her father. She knew her grandfather was a minister, but she had no idea he had lost his church.


Loretta tried to shake off the melancholy look that had crept up on her face. “Whatever the reason, my husband is happiest when he’s giving his all to Zion Hill. I know that the kids have a hard time accepting that, but I’m hopeful at some point we can find a happy medium.”


At some point? Rachel wanted to scream. They were all freaking grown now. What difference did it make now whether he came around? Anything her father tried to give them now was too little, too late as far as she was concerned.


Mrs. Mattie took Loretta’s hand.


“You can try to kid yourself all you want about it not making a difference, but it’s hurting your family. And I know you well enough to know it’s hurting you, too. I just think you’re too stubborn to admit it, because you gotta be a good and supportive first lady.” Mrs. Mattie released her hold, her expression turning deadly serious. “You better get your husband straight before your children are too far gone, if they ain’t already.”
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“SEE, IT FITS PERFECTLY. Just like when you left!”


Loretta beamed at Jonathan, who was wearing a navy blue and yellow choir robe. It was the same one he had had five years ago. She had kept it stored nicely in a box in the closet, awaiting his return home.


“It’s a choir robe, Ma. I’d have to gain a lot of weight for me to outgrow it,” Jonathan said, joking.


Simon called from downstairs that he was about to leave, so Jonathan and his mother quickly gathered up their things and raced downstairs.


“You nervous, Son?” Simon asked once they were nearing the church.


Jonathan stared at the large brick building that had been their second home for as long as he could remember. He could tell whoever built Zion Hill had put a lot of love into it. Each window was intricately adorned with a myriad of colors. The tall, white cross that sat on the front lawn loomed high above the structure, giving an appearance that it guarded all those who entered.


“No, Dad. I’m right at home, working for the Lord.” Jonathan felt horrible making a comment like that, but he knew it was what his father wanted to hear.


Simon gushed with pride. “That’s my son!”


They pulled into the pastor’s parking spot in the back of the church, then headed inside. Jonathan separated from his parents to rehearse his solo in the choir room.


He was softly singing when he felt someone watching him. He turned around and released a gentle smile at Angela Brooks, his high school sweetheart.


“Hello, Angela,” he said. Angela was a tall, elegant, caramel-colored beauty who could’ve very well pursued a career in modeling. She was wearing a burgundy, calf-length peasant dress that looked stunning on her.


“Hi. I heard you were back in town. How long have you been here?” Angela asked.


“Just got back recently.”


“Oh, and you couldn’t call anyone?” Angela crossed her arms and pretended to pout.


Jonathan put his music notes down on the table and walked toward her. “I didn’t think you’d want to hear from me.”


Angela’s smile faded. “You thought right.”


Jonathan looked to see if she was joking. He surmised that she wasn’t. She looked as lovely as the last day he’d seen her. Although now, her long locks had been replaced by a short feathered and flipped haircut. It was beautiful on her, accenting her almond-shaped, hazel eyes.


“You cut your hair off?”


“I needed a change.”


Jonathan could see the pain in her eyes. “Look, Angela, I’m sorry.”


Angela stopped him before he could continue. “Hey, don’t apologize to me. I get dumped by the loves of my life all the time. I’m used to it.”


Jonathan didn’t know what to say. He knew this day would come. He and Angela had not ended their relationship on good terms. “I didn’t dump you.”


“Oh no, what do you call it?”


“We just kind of grew apart, that’s all.”


Angela looked at him like she wanted to give him some choice words right there in the church. “No, you grew apart. You changed. I remember how difficult it was to get you to even kiss me after you came back from school two years ago. You seldom called and when we did see each other, you were distant. And after you went back your junior year, you wouldn’t even make love to me.”


“I told you I just wanted to stop fornicating.” Jonathan was having a hard time looking Angela in the eyes. She was right. He had become distant from her. He kept trying to get the nerve to break things off with her, but he always backed out. He didn’t want to do it over the phone, and when he saw her over the Christmas holidays, he just couldn’t bring himself to do it.


Angela rolled her eyes in frustration. “Oh, Jonathan. Save that, please. I know that’s what you told me. But I also know you. You may be a preacher’s son, but you liked having sex with me, premarital or not.”


She was right about that, too. He used to love being with her. Angela had to be the best lover he ever had, and he’d been with his share of girls since losing his virginity at fifteen to his best friend’s twenty-three-year-old sister. The funny part was, everyone thought he was so sweet and innocent, including his father, but Jonathan had been around. He just knew how to keep his trysts secret. Even when he and Angela were together, he had all kinds of women on the side. That all changed, though, when he met Tracy.


“Angela, where is this conversation going?” Jonathan asked, wanting to remove himself from her glare.


“Nowhere, Jonathan. I’m not mad at you, I respect your decision. I just wish you had been man enough to tell me you’d found someone else.”


Jonathan froze. What did she know? He had taken the coward’s way out: sending her a brief “Dear Jane” letter, telling her that he wanted to concentrate on graduating and that they should go their separate ways. He totally avoided her calls and never returned her tear-filled, then anger-filled, messages. She had called him everything but a child of God. Finally, after about a month she just stopped calling. Fortunately for him, he hadn’t run into her on his trips home from school. This was their first time talking in over a year and a half.


“Wh … what do you mean, someone else,” Jonathan stammered.


Angela laughed at his nervousness. “You never have been good at lying. I know you went down to Morehouse and found you another woman, a college girl and all. But I’m okay with that.” Angela nodded like she had prepared for this moment many times.


Jonathan’s nervousness eased and his eyes softened. He reached out and took her hand. “Angela, I didn’t leave you for anyone else. Okay? That much I promise you.” He wasn’t totally lying. He hadn’t broken up with her because of Tracy per se. But rather because he was confused about what he wanted.


Angela looked at him like she desperately wanted to believe him. Finally, she spoke. “Whatever you say, Jonathan. I just wanted to say hello.” She turned to leave, then stopped and looked back over her shoulder. “And, oh yeah, good luck with your song today.”


Jonathan nodded his head to say thank you and watched Angela walk into the sanctuary. He hated hurting her; she had been really good to him. But he had changed when he went to college. He thought that he was in love with Angela while they were together, but Tracy had shown him what true love really was. Tracy had introduced him to feelings he never knew existed. Feelings that had changed him completely.


“Oh, Tracy,” Jonathan said softly to himself. “I really miss you.”


“Boy, are you in here talking to yourself?” Jonathan hadn’t noticed his father come in the other door to the choir room.


Jonathan laughed nervously. “No, Dad, I was just practicing.”


“You don’t need no practice.” Simon slapped him on the back. “You got natural-born, God-given talent. I just saw Angela leave. She’s looking beautiful as usual. It sure would make me proud to see you two get together.” Simon winked. “Well, let’s get going; service is about to start.”


Simon led his son out to the pulpit just as the processional music began playing. Jonathan took his seat next to his father. Only associate pastors were supposed to sit in the pulpit, but Simon had been adamant about Jonathan sitting with him.


The service flowed along smoothly. As one of the members finished giving the church announcements, Jonathan moved to the mic at the west end of the choir stand. The pianist started playing and Jonathan, removing the mic from the stand, began rocking back and forth to the music. The words to “Precious Lord” were emblazoned in his heart, it was his mother’s favorite song. He had learned it by the time he was five years old, so he could’ve sung it without the music.


Surprisingly, he felt totally at home. Singing had always been his passion. He had been singing in the choir since he was a little boy. He even sang with an R&B band in Atlanta. His father would have had a heart attack if he knew that. It would have also hurt him to know that Jonathan very seldom attended church at school and wasn’t active in a choir there.


Jonathan didn’t realize how much he missed gospel music until he started getting into his song. He bellowed out his solo, his voice getting louder and stronger as he went along. When he was finished with his part, he turned to the choir and had them join in. It was absolutely amazing. When the choir was finished, there wasn’t a dry eye in the house.


Simon was the first one on his feet, applauding like crazy. Jonathan stretched his arms skyward. The spirit had really moved through him today. That was surprising because he didn’t think it was possible anymore.


He looked out at the crowd adorning him with love, and joy filled his heart. The only thing that would make this moment more complete would be having Tracy by his side. But that was a pipe dream. As much as he felt at home at Zion Hill, the church would never welcome Tracy. The members were old school and they’d never understand how he could possibly be in love with another man.
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RACHEL GLARED AT the clock over the choir stand. 1:45. It sounded like her father was nowhere near winding down. He had signaled for the organist to cut the music, usually a sign that he had no intentions of wrapping up his sermon anytime soon.


“And the Lord giveth and He taketh away!” Simon bellowed.


Rachel had no idea what her father was talking about. She usually didn’t pay much attention to his sermons. Hadn’t in years. It seemed like he was always preaching directly to her and she had had enough of that growing up. Heck, the only reason she even bothered coming to church was because her father had vowed they’d stop watching her kids if she didn’t. And their babysitting was the only thing keeping her sane. She loved her children, but she was still young and wanted to party. But now, sitting there watching the hands on the clock inch closer to two, she was starting to wonder if it was all worth it.


“I know someone here today is fighting the word of God,” Simon continued.


Thank you, Jesus. He was finally opening the doors of the church. That meant Rachel could get home, or rather to her parents’ house, eat, then crash. Last night’s party had worn her out. She was already going to have to hear it because she missed Jonathan’s solo. She had eased in just as the crowd was applauding, and like always, her father had noticed. Rachel actually tried to make it in time to catch her brother, but as usual, she just couldn’t drag herself out of bed.


Rachel stood with the rest of the congregation. She tapped her foot impatiently as she waited for people to head to the front. She hated this part of church almost as much as she did the sermon itself. Just when you thought the last person had stepped out, here comes another person. That, in itself, always made her father go on another ten minutes.


Rachel plopped down in her seat after Simon motioned for everyone to sit back down. The church secretary, Delilah, leaned over and whispered something in Simon’s ear. When that huge smile crossed his face, Rachel knew they weren’t about to be dismissed anytime soon.


“Brothers and Sisters,” Simon began. “We have five new people who come to join us today by Christian experience. Let the church say Amen!”


“Amen!” the crowd replied.


Rachel let out a long, obvious sigh as Simon went down the line, asking each person his name, former church, why he or she wanted to turn his life over to God, their third grade teacher’s name, the works.


Rachel glanced around the church. Am I the only person who is irritated and ready to go? She was amazed at how all the people were sitting so attentively, but that was the thing about Zion Hill, they had loyal and faithful members. Simon could probably preach right through to six o’clock and they wouldn’t care. Many of them regarded Simon right up there with God himself. She didn’t particularly care for any of the members. They were always throwing nasty looks at her like she was a disgrace to a man so regal as Reverend Simon Jackson. While she was growing up, she couldn’t do anything without someone running back to tell her father. Between those memories and the amount of attention her father bestowed upon the church, she had no love for Zion Hill.


Rachel heard her father asking for prayer for the five new members. Finally. She almost fell off her pew when Simon said, “Before we go, Sister Hicks would like to share a testimony with us this afternoon.”


Rachel couldn’t help it. She let out a loud, obnoxious cough, one that caused several people to shoot her chastising looks.
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