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One

Twenty-five candles. The Morrison family wasn’t just celebrating 
a birthday—they were celebrating life. Isaiah’s sister Elaine was 
in remission. She leaned down and blew out the candles on her 
cake—a marbled mix of vanilla, coffee, and chocolate, just the way 
she liked it. She looked around the table and beamed with over-
flowing joy. “Thank you all for sharing this day with me.”

Next to Elaine sat her husband, John—her hero. On her other 
side sat Natua, the adopted daughter of Isaiah’s other sister, Dee 
Dee. Next to Natua was Drake, Dee Dee’s husband. Their father, 
Joel, presided over the feast from the head of the table. And next 
to Isaiah sat Eric, the politician. 

“I wonder why Shawn didn’t come,” Elaine said as she began 
cutting the cake and transferring the slices to dessert plates.

Dee Dee nervously glanced at Isaiah. He knew that she alone 
was aware of his struggle to adopt a forgiving attitude toward his 
younger brother since learning that Shawn—the playboy—had 
had an affair with Tanya, Isaiah’s ex-wife. Granted, it had hap-
pened the summer before Isaiah had married her, but that didn’t 
mitigate the sting. 

Dee Dee then turned to John and quickly tried to move the 
conversation away from Shawn’s absence. “That’s a mighty big rock 
you put on Elaine’s finger. If it weren’t for your excellent taste in 
diamonds, I might still be annoyed with you for taking my sister 
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off to Mexico and marrying her without any family there to wit-
ness it.”

“Believe me, I would have preferred to marry Elaine in front 
of a thousand witnesses,” John insisted. “But it took her so long to 
agree to marry me that I didn’t want to wait another minute.”

Elaine patted her husband’s hand. “It’s my fault, Dee Dee. I 
was so happy to be in remission, all I could think about was mar-
rying the man I love. But I promise you, we will renew our vows 
in twenty years…and you, my dear sister, will be my bridesmaid.”

“Okay, just as long as I get to pick out my own dress. I wouldn’t 
be caught dead in the awful dresses some of my friends have been 
forced to wear.” 

Everyone laughed, Isaiah included. They all knew that Dee 
Dee meant what she said. 

Isaiah nudged Eric. “Why didn’t Linda come with you 
tonight?”

Eric averted his eyes. “She’s not feeling well.” 
Dee Dee turned to Eric as if she had been invited into the con-

versation. “You really need to get her some help before she ruins 
your run for governor of Ohio.” 

“And you really need to mind your own business,” Eric said 
with venom in his voice.

Isaiah held up his hands. “I wasn’t trying to get an argument 
started. Can we please switch topics?”

Then Shawn walked into the dining room, and Isaiah—the 
preacher, the peacemaker—found that he was ready to rumble.

|
An eviction notice was taped to Ramona Verse’s door when 

she got home after a series of disappointing events that would have 
broken the resolve of a weaker woman. But even after deposit-
ing her unemployment check and discovering that her bank bal-
ance was still in the negative, to the tune of $131—and even after 
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lowering her standards by stepping into a cash-advance establish-
ment and borrowing $500 to cover bank fees and pay her electric 
bill—she was still short and couldn’t come close to paying her rent.

Dwayne Verse was the cause of all her problems. He’d prom-
ised to love, honor, and cherish her—before God, his mama, and a 
room full of folks who’d eaten up all the shrimp, beef, penne, and 
wedding cake they could get their hands on. All of them could be 
considered witnesses to the crime committed against her foolish 
heart.

Why hadn’t any of those people told her that Dwayne needed 
a leash and a pooper-scooper? After all, they were feasting on 
food that her mother had needed to take out a loan in order to 
pay for. One of Dwayne’s relatives could easily have pulled her to 
the side and said, “Hey, I don’t mean to ruin your big day and all, 
but Dwayne is a thief and a cheater. You might want to make like 
the runaway bride and put some distance between you and this 
brother.”

But even if someone had warned her, she probably wouldn’t 
have listened. She had been young, dumb, and looking for love 
when she’d met Dwayne. He had been a member of her church 
choir, and his voice was so anointed that she’d naturally thought 
the rest of him would be, too. But that hadn’t been the case. 
Ramona had quickly realized that she’d married a man with mul-
tiple personalities. The one he allowed almost everyone else to see 
was that of the “do-good” church boy. But the personality she’d 
become acquainted with was the one who lived high on the hog—
at her expense. As a music teacher, Dwayne hadn’t made much 
money, and Ramona’s career as a financial planner had given him 
the income he’d always longed for. 

He’d spent money like it was in endless supply. There had been 
no debt ceiling in the Verse household, not as long as Ramona had 
kept bringing home her paychecks and bonuses. But one day she’d 
come home from the office early and found Dwayne in bed with 
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one of his fellow choir members. Then she’d found out about an 
affair he was having with a teacher at his school. Ramona was done.

However, she had somehow forgotten the lesson her grand-
mother had drilled into her head since she’d gone on her first date: 
“Don’t never let a man know that you’re leaving until you done 
left.”

Everybody thought Grandma Bee had lost a piece of her 
mind when she’d had that stroke about twenty years ago, but that 
woman knew exactly what she was talking about. As Ramona sat 
at her kitchen table, eating a bologna sandwich on stale bread for 
dinner, she wished she had listened to Grandma Bee.

She’d boldly told Dwayne that she was filing for divorce and 
had given him a week to pack his stuff and get out of her house. 
But he hadn’t needed a full week. Within two days, he’d packed up 
and left. He’d also taken the twenty grand that Ramona had man-
aged to save over her years of hard work. 

The next month, Ramona had been laid off. Since the econ-
omy was doing so poorly and people were barely scraping by, there 
was little demand for her services in financial planning. She’d had 
to put her house up for sale in a buyers’ market and ended up doing 
a short sale just to get rid of the property.

In her years of working, Ramona would regularly advise her 
clients not to take money out of their 401(k)s, but she had been 
on unemployment and working temp assignments for six months 
now, and things weren’t looking good. She’d made up her mind to 
contact the human resource department at her former company 
and take out a loan from her 401(k) account. 

Yet before she was able to do that, she’d received a call from 
Christ Tabernacle about the résumé she’d submitted on one of the 
online employment sites. Pastor Isaiah Morrison was looking for 
a financial specialist to run a charity fund he was setting up in 
his father’s honor. Ramona had gone on the interview and done 
everything but cross her fingers and hold her breath while trying 
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to convince the pastor that she was the right person for the job. 
She’d prayed that he wouldn’t perform a credit check or ask about 
her current finances, because they were a shambles. She needed 
the job and was prepared to beg.

Fortunately, Pastor Isaiah hadn’t made her beg. After their 
brief discussion, he’d offered her the job on the spot. Ramona had 
wanted to jump up and hug the man. And she would have, if it 
hadn’t been for the fact that Pastor Isaiah was the handsomest 
man she’d seen in her entire life. Ramona was positive that women 
came on to him all the time, pastor or not. She wasn’t going to 
do anything that might cause her to lose the only job offer she’d 
gotten in months.


