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Chapter 1

The aroma of fresh BBQ filled the air while Dazz Band’s “Let It Whip” played loudly through the vibrating speakers sitting on top of the wooden patio. The Mason Family hosted a block party BBQ for the entire neighborhood at their house in Detroit every July. Everyone made a point to attend for good eats, drinks, and fun. The weather was perfect and everything was just right. Tamia Mason helped her father kick off the event each year but she was looking forward to the next day when she could relax after months of planning. 

Frank, Tamia’s father, requested that everyone wear white for this year’s festivities. He marketed the event as the ultimate all-white block party of the summer. Tamia hated wearing all white so she opted for yellow, her favorite color instead. Yellow made her perfect brown skin shine brighter. In a sea full of white, she stood out, shining as brightly as the sun, just like she wanted to. Their house was packed to the capacity inside and out. People spilled over into sidewalks and lawns of neighbors. Her dad had a way of bringing the whole city out and Tamia loved it. She sat on the front porch drinking water with her best friend Brianna as she people-watched and smiled. 

“MiMi, your dad is an old head but this party slaps every single year.” Brianna danced and swayed her cup from side to side to the rhythm of the music. 

“Girl, what are you drinking?” Tamia took Briana’s cup and sniffed it. Though they were both twenty-five years old and legally able to consume alcohol, Tamia refused to drink. Her mother was an alcoholic and she could not succumb to liquor. 

“Don’t worry about what I’m drinking. All I know is I’m having a good time.” Brianna stood up and started dancing to an Usher song. Frank made sure the DJ had songs for all ages so everyone had a good time. 

Tamia rolled her brown eyes and started dancing next to her friend. Brianna and Tamia were stuck to each other like white on rice. Where you saw one, the other most certainly wasn’t too far behind. They lived next door to one another for years until Brianna moved to the suburbs outside of Detroit. Even after the move, they still remained the best of friends and even attended the same college. Their families were close and Brianna’s mother, Phyllis, was like the mother Tamia never had. 

“Okay, girl, I’m hungry again; I’m going for more food.” Tamia stood up to head to the backyard where a buffet of food awaited her. She was a runner with a high metabolism—six feet tall with a slender build. She could eat most people under a table but she worked out enough to keep the pounds away. As she walked to the backyard, she noticed a few more faces had just arrived to the party. Amongst those faces was her cousin, Carlos. Tamia rarely saw Carlos but she knew he’d make it to the block party and she was happy to see him. 

“MiiiiiMiiiii, cuz, what’s going on?” Carlos embraced her tightly. 

“Cuz, why do you have on yellow? It’s a white party.” He laughed and shook his head. 

“Well, you know me. I like to do my own thing, and besides, whenever I wear all-white, I always get dirty so that was a no go for me.” Tamia laughed and parked her hands on her hips. 

“MiMi, I want to introduce you to my boys. Brandon and Moe, this is my cousin, Tamia. Tamia, Brandon and Moe.” Tamia waved at the men. Carlos always had somebody with him when he came to the yearly BBQ and of course this time was no different. 

“Well, I’m about to get a plate. Y’all feel free to help yourselves.” Tamia waved and began to walk off. As she faced the food table, Moe advanced towards her. 

“Wait, Yellow, come back here.” Moe tried to grab her arm as she walked away. Tamia was a bit taken aback. She couldn’t believe he called her Yellow and she was shocked he was trying to talk to her. 

“Did you just call me Yellow? Los, you better get big fella.” 

Carlos and Brandon erupted in laughter while crazily slapping each other on the arms. At over three hundred pounds and five foot nine, Moe was a big boy. He came dressed in a white polo shirt and white jeans. His clothes were ironed to a crisp without a stain in sight. He even smelled as good as he looked. He smirked at her while his deep brown eyes stared her up and down. Tamia wasn’t trying to poke fun at his weight but Carlos and Brandon certainly got a kick out of it. Feeling bad, Tamia came back over to apologize.

“I’m sorry. I did not mean it like that.” Tamia smiled and pushed back her natural curly hair from the top of her forehead. 

“It’s okay, Yellow; just give me your number and all is forgiven.” Moe winked at her while Carlos and Brandon shook their heads. 

Tamia sighed and continued sashaying towards the buffet to grab her food. She thought he was cute but he’d have to come better than that if he wanted her number. She knew nothing about him but she did know that he was with her cousin Carlos and Carlos was a trip. Carlos kept women around. He’d be sure to leave the block party with at least five or six of her neighbors’ numbers and he’d date them all with no shame. She wanted no parts of anything like that and if Moe was with Carlos, he likely was the same. “Birds of a feather, flock together,” was Tamia’s motto. After grabbing her plate, she found her way back to the porch where Brianna was still posted in the same spot she left her in. 

“Girl, you will never believe what just happened.” Tamia crossed her long legs and placed her warm plate full of BBQ ribs, chicken, watermelon, macaroni and cheese and corn on the cob on her lap. 

“What, girl?” Brianna faced Tamia, ready for the hottest tea. These two gossiped like most girls and Brianna was ready for the goods. They told each other everything and left no stones unturned. 

“I was back there trying to get a plate of food when Los shows up with two of his boys. One of them tried to holler at me and had the nerve to call me—” 

“Yellow, I mean, Tamia,” Moe interrupted her and walked up the steps on the front porch. There he was again and he was calling her Yellow yet again. Tamia rolled her eyes and prepared to tell him off. She just wasn’t interested and was quite tired of his advances. 

“Look, here is my card. Give me a call. No pressure. I didn’t mean to be disrespectful back there but I think you’re beautiful and I want to take you out. Think about it. I won’t bother you again tonight. See ya later.” Moe handed Tamia a business card that Brianna quickly snatched out her hand. 

“Oh, she’ll be calling you!” Brianna shouted as Moe walked away and Tamia covered Brianna’s mouth with her hand. 

Tamia had been single for a few years and she liked it that way. She immediately friend zoned every guy she met because she wasn't ready to date again. Her last relationship ended after her ex, Walter, moved to D.C. for a job. He desperately wanted her to move across the country with him but she declined. Brianna encouraged her to go but Tamia couldn’t be swayed. Leaving her father and little brother behind scared her. 

Tamia’s parents divorced when she was ten years old. Her dad chose to stay in Detroit and her mom, Miranda, moved back to Alabama with her family. Miranda gave Frank full custody of the kids and walked away from the marriage with nothing but her alcohol. It was the way she wanted it. Tamia was adamant on not abandoning her family like her mother had. Frank and her brother, Frank Jr., were all she had and she loved them dearly. 

Frank encouraged Tamia to date. He wanted her to get out more and meet eligible bachelors. He often joked with her about a future marriage and grandchildren. Tamia let him know that when the time was right, she would date again but she just wasn’t quite up for it yet. After her break up, it took her awhile to heal. She never thought her ex would take a job out of state and leave her but life happens and she had since moved on. 

“Girl, okay, you should give him a call. He’s kind of on the bigger side but he’s cute and seems nice. Oh, and he owns his own business.” Brianna shoved the card back in Tamia’s face. 

Tamia scanned the card for more information. Maurice Sanders, Owner of Cuts by Moe, the card read. He owned his own barbershop. Tamia was impressed. Entrepreneurship was always a dream of hers. She was a kindergarten teacher but dreamt of owning her own childcare facility. She always had plans to take a leap into daycare ownership but jumped full-time into teaching directly after college instead. 

***

It's just a date! It's just a date! Tamia repeated those four words Brianna encouraged her with earlier. She finally decided to give Moe a chance after Brianna encouraged her to live a little. She called Carlos to get some info on Moe but that didn't help much. Carlos informed her that Moe was actually a friend of Brandon’s and he didn't know him very well but he seemed cool. He told her to let him know if she had any issues but encouraged her to give him a try. 

“What's the worst that can happen? It's just a date,” she mocked Carlos while twirling in her floral romper. She chose tan heels and placed her curly hair in a tight updo. It'd be any minute before her doorbell alerted her to Moe’s arrival. She was excited about going on her first date in what felt like centuries. She hoped the date wasn’t boring because she was ready to have a great night. 

“MiMi, I think someone is outside for you!” Frank Jr. yelled up the stairs. 

She hadn’t heard the doorbell ring so she figured her brother must have been outside and saw Moe pull up. One more glance in the mirror and she was running down the stairs. She and her family lived in a huge house off of Jefferson Avenue in Detroit. The house was older but her father kept the premises up. Detroit was changing but he refused to leave the city. 

Tamia cooked most nights and helped her dad raise her fifteen-year-old brother. Frank Sr. was in upper management at Ford and after working years in the plant, he was able to take good care of his family. Tamia never moved out of her childhood home. She was quite content with her living arrangements and she loved helping her dad with her brother. 

“Well, should I go outside and meet him?” Frank Sr. inquired as he stood in the door, eyeing Moe. He was excited his daughter had finally set up a date but he wanted to grill the guy before she left. 

“No, Dad, it’s just a first date. You probably saw him at the block party. He was with Carlos.” Tamia kissed her dad on the cheek as he raised his eyebrows. She sensed her dad’s excitement mixed with confusion. She probably should have left the Carlos part out but it was much too late for that. She honestly just wanted to have fun though she had no idea where this would lead so she didn’t want to give it too much attention. 

Moe was standing on the passenger side of his 1967 black Eldorado Cadillac with a dozen red roses. He had on a baby blue polo shirt and perfectly ironed blue jeans. His dark skin tone in contrast with the dimming sunlight made him look very sexy. Tamia didn’t usually go for the big guys but Moe was fine! Blood immediately rushed to Tamia’s brown cheeks. She hadn’t blushed in a while and she was quite flattered. 

“Wow, I’ve never seen someone turn that red before,” Moe joked. 

She was as red as the roses he held in his hands. She walked down to the car and stood in front of Moe. He opened the door to his car, ensuring she was in the car and buckled up snugly before walking over to his side. Though she chose not to date for the past few years, she heard all about her friends who dated total losers. The men didn’t have cars, nor did they have jobs, and forget about them having homes but she was happy to see that not only did Moe show up with his own car, he also had flowers in tow. He was a total gentleman. The first impression was lasting. 

They agreed on bowling and then going to dinner for their date. Tamia loved bowling and was determined to beat Moe that night. She was highly competitive and enjoyed sports so she was always up for a challenge. On the ride to the bowling alley, Moe played music loudly. She could tell he was one of those guys who drove his old school car around, showing off with music so loud the entire city could hear it. He controlled his tunes with his phone and played the good stuff from 112 to Luther Vandross to Mary J. Blige. She could totally dig his style. He was twenty-seven but he seemed to have an old soul and she liked it. When they arrived at the bowling alley, Moe opened all her doors and walked side by side with Tamia as they searched for bowling balls. She towered over him just a tad with her heels on. He said he loved tall girls so it didn’t bother him at all. 

Before their date, they talked briefly on the phone just to set everything up. He told her he didn’t like talking much on the phone, preferring face-to-face interaction more. Though she was a little bothered by his direct disdain for talking on the phone, she decided face-to-face interaction would be okay. She hadn’t had an opportunity to really quiz him but she was intrigued with his personality nonetheless. 

“So we didn’t get to talk much, so tell me about yourself,” Tamia said as Moe set up their bowling information on the bowling lane computer.

“Well, as you know, I’m twenty-seven. I own my own barbershop on the west side. I live in Redford. I grew up on Joy Road and Roselawn. I like music, cars, fitted caps, and I like to just enjoy life. What about you?” Moe flashed his perfectly straight white teeth as his dark skin glistened in the background. 

“Well, I’ve lived in the city my entire life. I went to Wayne State University when I was eighteen but I stayed at home. I teach math at Bates Academy and I love my students. I’m a runner so I run every morning. I like to eat and I like music too.” Tamia shook her head up and down. A slight tinge of awkwardness hovered over them but it wasn’t too overwhelming. She had so many questions for Moe but didn’t want to come off as too inquisitive. After he finished setting up their blowing information, it was her turn to bowl.

“Ladies first!” Moe extended his right arm for Tamia to begin. She chose a hot pink bowling ball. On the first bowl, she hit a strike. She wailed her arms in victory and did a tootsie roll in celebration. 

“Oh, so you’re going to make it hard for me. I see.” Moe laughed and picked up his ball. He rolled a gutter ball and Tamia laughed hysterically, slapping her hands against her tightly toned thighs. 

“I did that on purpose. I’m a gentleman; I have to let you win at least once. That’s only right.” Bowling for the second time, Moe managed to hit three of the pins and sat down, shaking his head. 

They bowled two full rounds and Tamia came out as the winner. Moe wasn’t aware that her father taught her to bowl. Frank was a champion of a bowling league. Bowling was Tamia’s thing and she was proud of herself for beating him so badly. They walked out of the bowling alley laughing about how horribly Moe lost. Once they returned to the car, Moe began setting up his music for the ride to the restaurant. 

“I was thinking, instead of listening to music, why don’t we talk a bit and continue getting to know each other. Is that okay?” Tamia looked at Moe innocently. She wanted to pick his brain more and she didn’t want to let his tunes stand in the way. 

“That’s not a problem. I do want to know where you learned how to bowl. I know you did not just beat me randomly.” 

“My dad is a bowling league champion so I’ve been bowling my whole life basically.” 

“I wish you told me that before we went bowling but it’s cool.” Moe laughed and shook his head. He gazed into her eyes and smiled. He thought she was absolutely stunning. She wasn’t like most girls. There was something different about Tamia and he knew they’d be in each other’s lives for a long time. 

On the way to grab food they talked about a ton of things. Moe wanted to know all about Tamia’s time at Wayne State. He was accepted to college but ultimately didn’t attend. He told her he cut hair for a few fashion shows that took place at Wayne State and was close with a barber who had a shop on campus. Tamia asked Moe about his love for cars. He had five old school cars and drove a different one every weekday. He typically saved Panther, the car he picked her up in, for weekend excursions. He loved to get in his car, ride through the city, and blast music just like she assumed he did. He was also passionate about art and wanted to create his own comic book in the future. He enjoyed having his own business and cutting hair but he had bigger dreams. 

Once they arrived to Pizza Papolis, they sat in a booth and continued their discussions. 

“I do have to ask you a few burning questions.” 

“Let’s hear them.” Moe clasped his hands together awaiting Tamia’s inquiries. 

“Do you have any children? I don’t but if you do, it’s not a deal breaker.” 

“Yes, I have a son!” Moe revealed as Tamia pursed her lips and cocked her head to the side. She wondered why he hadn't disclosed that information earlier. In her eyes, telling someone you have a child is equally as important as disclosing where you’re from, your age, and what you do for a living. 

“I don't like saying that at first because some women hate dating men with children and I didn't want the date to go sour early on,” Moe clarified sensing Tamia’s slight agitation over the revelation of his son. 

Tamia smiled. She loved children so dating a man with children was never an issue for her. She dreamt of having her own family one day and she wanted a big one! 

“Okay, I understand, no worries. I love children. How old is he?” Tamia shot off another query. Moe explained that his son was five years old. Taking out his phone to show her pictures, they snuggled closer together as Moe scrolled through picture after picture. He looked exactly like Moe and was named Maurice Jr. She was thrilled to know that not only was he apart of his child’s life, but he took pride in showing him off and raising him. 

“What’s the situation with you and his mother?” Tamia asked, eager to understand the nature of their relationship. 

“We’re gangsta.”

“What does that mean?” Tamia scrunched her face up awaiting Moe’s response.

“We do what’s necessary to raise our son. That’s it,” Moe briefly described. He seemed very confident in the response so Tamia decided she gained enough information. She was hopeful that if their relationship blossomed, she’d get to meet MJ and his mother with no drama. 

“Okay, one final question. Do you believe in Jesus?” 

Tamia was a church girl. Her dad made sure he raised his children in the house of the Lord. When her mother moved to Alabama, it was God who saw their family through that hard time. She wasn’t a perfect Christian, but she loved God and tried to walk in his ways as best as she could. 

“Of course I do. I don’t go to church as often as I should. Being an entrepreneur, Tuesday to Saturday, usually wipes me out by Sundays but, yes, I believe in God.” Moe shyly smiled and awaited Tamia’s response. 

She was happy to hear what he said. She could understand skipping some Sundays. She wasn’t a super saint so she realized that life happened to folks but as long as he believed in Jesus, and tried to do his part, that was a good start. 

“Well, good. It looks like our food is coming so I’m ready to dive in.” Tamia perked up and unfolded her arms. 

The waitress walked to the wooden table and positioned a piping hot Chicago-style pizza directly in front of them. Moe grabbed two plates and placed two slices for Tamia on one and two slices for him on another. They happily enjoyed their pizza while talking about their favorite foods. Both Tamia and Moe were foodies and talked about the many places they could go for dates in the future. 

Tamia felt confident that she could at least be cool with Moe even if nothing came of it. He was very easy to be around. Talking to him was like talking to a very close friend. He was laid back and calm. They laughed and enjoyed one another. The awkwardness from the beginning quickly dissipated. 

Upon returning to the car, Moe began his usual routine of selecting his music for the ride. He paused and stared at Tamia. 

“I know it’s getting late, but would it be okay if we just rode around the city for a minute and listened to some songs? It’s a nice night out.” 

Moe looked over at Tamia with the cutest puppy dog eyes she’d often see her students display when they wanted something. She didn’t want to say no. She was enjoying herself so much that she didn’t want the night to end. She told him yes and they took off, jamming to some Ne-Yo. 

They listened to song after song while talking in between about life as they drove through Downtown, Midtown, and Southwest Detroit. They both had brothers. Moe’s older brother, Martin, lived in Toledo with his wife and children. They both were raised by their fathers. Moe’s mother passed away when he was fifteen. Though her mother was still alive, she could relate to his thoughts on not having a mother. Since Miranda left, Tamia had not spoken to her or seen her. It was as if her mother had died too. After a while of driving, Moe’s sleek black car pulled up to Tamia’s house.
“Thank you so much for a beautiful night, beautiful,” Moe said. He thanked her again for allowing him the opportunity to take her out and apologized once more for the first night they met. She thanked him for a good time and told him she’d love to do it again. They walked up to her porch and Tamia surprisingly wanted him to kiss her. She stared in his eyes, hoping he’d oblige. The moment felt so magical, so a kiss wouldn’t be too out of line. He kissed her softly on her hand instead and gave her a hug that made her insides feel as though they were slowly melting. It was perfect. It wasn’t too much or too little and her heart was satisfied. 

“I’ll give you a call tomorrow Yellow.” Moe turned, walked to his car, waved at Tamia, and drove off. She was all giddy inside. She felt the butterflies exploding in her heart. Earlier, Tamia convinced herself it was just a date but now she felt it would be so much more. 

Chapter 2

It was Sunday Morning and the saints of Pure Life Ministries buzzed around the church like tiny worker bees preparing for Sunday Morning Worship. The church was four thousand members strong. Tamia and Brianna faithfully danced on the Pure Life praise dance team every Sunday Morning. They grew up in the church when it was only thirty members deep and were faithful servants of the ministry. 

Brianna and a few other dance team members practiced while Tamia sat in a metal brown folding chair, observing them. Dancing to a routine Tamia created, the girls moved in formation to Travis Greene’s latest praise song. They practiced every week and naturally flowed in the spirit together. Tamia had very little to critique the girls on. She later joined them for one more round of practice before rounding up for a pre-service prayer. 

“Lord, bless us as we minister this song before Your people and unto You. Let every step and every heart remain in sync towards You. We pray for an awesome Sunday and we ask You to bless the service. In Jesus’ name, we pray and thank You. Amen,” Tamia confidently prayed and joined her dance sisters in line as they headed towards the pulpit. She yawned and vigorously shook her arms shaking her body in the all white dance uniform. 

“Girl, are you okay? You’re awfully tired today,” Brianna said as she stared into Tamia’s eyes confused. Tamia rarely looked tired. She was always the first dance team member at church bright, early, and ready to go. 

“Yes, I’m good. I just stayed out a little late with Moe last night so I didn’t go to bed at my normal time.” 

“Ohhhh, so I take it the date went well. After service, you will have to tell me every single detail since you failed to call me last night.” Briana laughed. Service was about to begin and there was no time for the latest tea. 

The team danced wonderfully to the praise songs during worship. Pastor Lee Hartwell welcomed guests, collected offering, and began his sermon, which was Tamia’s favorite part of service. She enjoyed hearing the preached word and Pastor Hartwell never disappointed. He had a way of breaking the scriptures down making them fresh, relevant, and timely. Like most people her age, Tamia never carried her Bible. Instead, she opted for a Bible app on her phone and used the notes app to record nuggets that resonated with her from the message. Tamia took out her phone and was elated to see a text message from Moe. 

Hey Tamia, I’d like to take you to dinner later on if that’s cool. Let me know if you’re free. 

It was her Sunday to cook dinner. She usually cooked every first and third Sunday with Frank Sr. cooking every second and fourth. If there were fifth Sundays, they’d go out to eat as a family. She really wanted to take Moe up on his offer so she texted her dad and asked could they switch Sundays or pick up chicken so she could go out. 

Frank Sr. was sitting in the audience of Pure Life when he received the text. He quickly let Tamia know he’d cook this week or they could order food. He tried not to ask too much of Tamia. He felt blessed that she wanted to stay at home and continue helping out. The house was paid off and though many parents rushed their children out of their homes at eighteen, Frank wanted his children to stay close, rid themselves of debt, and enjoy their lives until they were ready to move out. 

Tamia leaned over and showed Brianna the text from Moe. Briana quickly texted Tamia her thoughts. 

Say yes! If you guys had fun, you should go out again. Get it girl!

I am definitely saying yes! We had a pretty good time yesterday so YES!

Tamia closed her texts and began reading along with the scripture displayed on the huge screen behind her pastor. 

“But if we walk in the light, as he is in the light, we have fellowship one with another, and the blood of Jesus Christ his son cleanseth us from all sin. If we say that we have no sin, we deceive ourselves, and the truth is not in us. If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just to forgive us our sins, and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness. 1 John 1:7-9.”
Her pastor taught about sin often. After all, that was his job but on Sundays when he preached about sin, the church was quiet as the still of the night. There were very few amens, thank you Jesus, you’re preaching good pastor, or that’s alright in the air. When he preached about blessings, prosperity, and healing, people were a lot more lively and shouted until they couldn’t shout anymore. You’d almost have to drag parishioners out of the church when the word was what they wanted to hear.
“I guess I can’t get an amen in the house but it’s okay. I know this Bible is right.” Pastor Hartwell slapped his hand on his black leather Bible and preached for twenty minutes. Tamia listened but took very few notes. Her mind was on Moe. She envisioned his dark face and his immaculately straight teeth. He was handsome and he smelled so good. She couldn’t wait to see him today and church was almost over so her opportunity awaited her. 

After service, she quickly grabbed her belongings and walked to the dance room to change with Brianna. 

“Okay, real quick, here’s the story so I can go. We went bowling and I spanked him so badly. He had no clue about my skills. After bowling, we went to eat at Pizza Papolis, and then we rode around the city for a few hours just talking and listening to music,” Tamia spilled. 

“That’s it?” Brianna exclaimed. Give me the details, girl!” Brianna was nosey but she genuinely wanted to know if this guy was good for her friend or not. Brianna was in a relationship heading towards engagement and she wanted to ensure her friend was on the same track. Furthermore, future double dates could be in the works if Tamia and Moe worked out. 

“He’s twenty-seven years old and he has a five-year-old son. He drives old school cars, loves music, he can draw, and he’s very much so into his family,” Tamia responded as if she was going down a list of his credentials. 

“A son? Oh, I hope there’s no baby mama drama girl because we don’t have time for that,” Brianna said as sassy as ever. Though they loved gossiping like normal girls, they were not about any drama. They were classy, educated young women who accomplished great things in their lives. They shunned foolishness while keeping a good head on their shoulders. 

“I hope not either but I don’t think that’ll be the case,” Tamia responded confidently. 

The girls parted with a goodbye hug and kiss on the cheeks. As they exited the south corridor of the church, John Hartwell, Pastor Hartwell’s son joined them at the door. He always had the biggest crush on Tamia but she would never give him a chance. He swooned all the church girls with his handsome looks but Tamia didn’t want the drama of dating the pastor’s son so she steered clear of him. At six foot two, with hazel eyes and curly hair, he was enough to send Pure Life women into a frenzy yet Tamia refused to give him a second look. 

“Praise the Lord, ladies. Let me grab that door! Excellent dance today, Tamia. I enjoyed it.” 

“Thanks, John,” Tamia stated flatly as she kept walking towards her car, wanting to quickly dodge John’s advances yet again. 

He followed and asked her for the two thousandth time to allow him to take her out. After yet another decline, he shook his head and watched her enter her Jeep. 

“It’s okay. I’ll get you one day, MiMi.” 

With that, Tamia drove away from the mega church, ready to get home to prepare for her date. 

She chose another yellow sundress paired with black stilettos to wear for her outing with Moe. As she looked in the mirror, she couldn’t help but smile. It was a gorgeous eighty-degree day outside and she was ready to have some fun. She hadn’t missed a Sunday dinner with her dad and brother in ages so she felt a tad guilty but she felt the freedom to enjoy herself in a way she hadn’t felt in the past. 

“Yellowww,” Moe exclaimed when she came walking down the steps to his blue 1971 Chevrolet Monte Carlo. This time when he called her Yellow, she laughed and rolled her eyes. She wasn’t annoyed like she was before. She actually found it rather cute! She liked him now and she was more than okay with his joke. They rode to Kuzzo’s Chicken and Waffles to partake in a bit of breakfast for dinner. 

“Hey. My cousin is having a small get together at his house today. Is it okay if we stop by?” Moe asked as he ate his red velvet waffle. Tamia felt a hint of nervousness. This was only date two and she wasn’t expecting to meet any of his family members so soon. He hadn’t formally met her father or brother yet. She also felt honored that he would bring her around his family so early. Sensing her reluctance, Moe let her know that they didn’t have to go if she wasn’t comfortable. 

“No, it’s fine. I’m down. Let’s do it.” Tamia smiled while nibbling on a bit of warm succulent fried chicken. They enjoyed their food and some laughs. Tamia felt more and more comfortable with the idea of dating him long term. 

When they arrived at his cousin’s house, Tamia observed children running around and playing outside, and adults on the front porch of the small white and green house talking. She spotted one of her former students, Sasha, amongst the crowd. Sasha, an excellent student and fourth grader, was a favorite of Tamia’s from kindergarten. 

“Hey, that’s my former student, Sasha. Are you related to her?” Tamia asked as she pulled her seatbelt off. 

“Yes, that my cousin Jamilah’s daughter,” Moe responded. 

“Small world,” they both commented at the same time while laughing and lovingly staring at one another. 

Tamia felt less intimidated as she walked up to the house. She remembered Jamilah from parent-teacher’s conferences. Though Sasha was a good student, Jamilah was very involved in her academics and often participated in the Parent Teacher Association at the school. She’d at least know one person other than Moe at this gathering and for that, she was relieved. 

“Familyyyyy.” Moe walked up to the porch, hugging and embracing his family members. Four men sat in brown wicker chairs across the porch. Tamia stood back and smiled. It was cool to see Moe in action with his family. Sasha noticed Tamia and came and hugged her snuggly. The two talked while Moe finished greeting his cousins. 

“Ms. Mason, what are you doing here?” Sasha squealed in excitement. 

“Well, your cousin, Moe, is my friend and we’re hanging out today,” Tamia responded. It was good to see Sasha. She’d grown a tad since the past school year. 

“Oh, do you know my cousin MJ?” Sasha quizzed. 

“I haven’t met him yet but I’m sure I will,” Tamia responded and pinched Sasha on her yellow cheeks. Moe came and grabbed Tamia by the hands. 

“Y’all, this is my friend, Tamia.” She stood at his side and flashed her pearly whites to the men on the porch. She was nervous but the men seemed inviting.
“Well, hello, beautiful.” His cousin took her hand and shook it softly. He almost kissed her hand but Moe slapped his hands down as the other men erupted in laughter. 
“Alright, watch it, big fella.” Moe’s cousin laughed as he eyed Tamia up and down. 
“Tamia, this is Kanga, my crazy cousin.” She said hi to Kanga with a look of bewilderment on her face. In all her years of teaching, she came across some crazy names but Kanga was a first. 

“They call me Kanga because I used to jump around all the time like a little Kangaroo. The real name is Greg.” They both laughed. Moe introduced her to his other cousins and they stared at her in approval. 

“Well, the women are in the house. I guess it’s too hot for them out here but you can feel free to join them and grab a plate if you’d like or you can stay out here with the menfolk. It’s up to you,” Kanga said. Moe took her inside where three women sat around a square glass table playing cards. Tamia noticed Jamilah and smiled. 

“Ladies, this is my friend, Tamia. I see all the women are in here so I wanted to bring her in here to meet y’all. Please be nice to my friend,” Moe pleaded. He walked out of the house and left Tamia alone with the ladies. 

“Oh, my God, Ms. Mason!” Jamilah jumped up and gave Tamia a warm and inviting hug. 

“What are you doing with Moe?” Jamilah quizzed her with a serious look. 

“Oh, we’re just friends. We just went out on a date and now we’re here to see you all,” Tamia responded. 

“Oh, interesting,” Jamilah claimed as she shot a side eye to the other ladies in the room. Tamia could sense something off in that response but she couldn’t put her finger on what the issue was. She was afraid to ask what Jamilah meant. Was her response a warning? She wasn’t sure but she’d surely figure it out sooner or later. As the room grew into an awkward silence, Tamia looked around the room confused. She didn’t expect to experience such a weird environment. 

Unable to deal with the silence any longer, Tamia decided to break the ice. 

“Are you all cousins?” she asked, hoping to jump-start a discussion.

“Well, Marcia is Kanga’s wife. Me and Danielle are Kanga’s sisters,” Jamilah stated. Tamia shook her head. She wasn’t sure what to say beyond that. Danielle asked her if she wanted to join in on a game of spades. She happily agreed. 

After a few rounds, the ladies began chatting about their kids. 

“Ms. Mason, do you have any kids?” Jamilah asked. 

“No. I don’t. You can call me Tamia.” 

“No kids? Girl, don’t have any either.” Marcia snickered and shook her head. 

“So how did you meet Moe?” Jamilah jumped up and grabbed a red cup. She poured some dark liquor and very little orange juice in her glass. She offered to make Tamia a drink but she declined. 

“Well, we met at my family’s annual block party a few weeks ba—” Before she could finish, Moe entered the room. 

“What are you ladies in here gossiping about now?” he asked as he walked over to stand by Tamia. 

“We were just talking ‘bout how you two met.” Jamilah looked with her eyebrows elevated and arms folded. Tamia knew something wasn’t right. Just as Tamia was going to finish her story, Moe grabbed her hand. She stood up uncertain of what was to happen next. 

“We met at a block party but ladies, we should be going. I have a couple more errands to run after this. I just wanted to stop by and show my face.” Moe smiled and blinked their way while whisking Tamia out the door as she quickly said goodbye. As they walked down the porch, he gave his cousins tight handshakes. She felt like she was being rushed away and couldn’t understand why. Once they got in the car, Moe pulled off as quickly as a finger snap. Before she knew it, they were completely off his cousin’s block and on a major road. 

“What was that about? Why did you rush out of there so quickly? Is everything okay?” Tamia inquired with a puzzled look on her face. Her intuition was ringing several bells but she didn’t want to jump to conclusions. Maybe something was up with Moe’s father or his son and they had to hightail it out of there. Maybe he got an alarming call. 

“Yes. Everything is good. I just wanted to take you somewhere before our night ends. It’s a surprise.” Tamia felt at ease. She thought something was up but it turns out he had something up his sleeve. It had been awhile since she had a surprise so she was eager to see what he had planned. 

They pulled up to a warehouse in Midtown Detroit. The grounds were beautiful and perfectly manicured. She saw a few people coming in and out of the premises. As they approached the door, Moe took out a key to enter the building. 

“This is my loft.” Moe opened the door of the third unit to the right. 

Upon entering, Tamia was met with easels full of art. Moe spoke of his love for his craft and she was thrilled to see it in person. He drew, painted, and created abstract art. He even did photography and had several amazing images of his clients from his barbershop hung up in full majestic display on the walls. His attention to detail and overall quality of his work was amazing. She stared at each piece in awe of his gift. 

“I wanted to show you this before I took you home, that’s why I rushed out of there. I am planning on hosting an art gallery in the future but I come here to paint and clear my head,” Moe said as he showed Tamia each piece. He explained the vision behind the art and was sure to tell her the history. 

“Wow, this is amazing. You’re a man of many talents.” 

As she viewed the last piece, he took her hand in his and held it tightly. They stared into each other’s eyes. She couldn’t deny the strong chemistry that existed between them. They’d only known each other for a short time but she felt like it’d been forever. As she looked into his eyes she felt his hand on the small of her back. He began kissing her softly. His lips felt like a touch of silk with a hint of sweetness. She was completely captivated by his touch. It’d been years since she last kissed and he completely knocked her off her feet. He leaned back and moved a piece of her curly tresses behind her left ear. She was still longing for more so she took the lead and kissed him again, this time more sensually. Their kisses grew stronger and hotter. He pulled down the left straps of her yellow dress. Stepping back, she gasped and pulled her hands over her mouth. 

“Is everything okay?” Moe questioned as he stared deeply into her eyes. Staring into his eyes was like looking into the depths of the sea. It was as if he was pulling her into his waves passionately and rhythmically. Although she wanted to give in, she couldn’t. 

“Yes. Everything is good,” she uttered nervously. 

“So why’d you pull back?” Moe searched her eyes wildly while softly rubbing her shoulders. It was as if his eyes held billows of mystery shrouded in love. She willed herself away, walking backwards until her body collided with an easel. She knocked one of his canvases over. He stooped down to pick it up as she collected herself. 

“Look, Moe. I’m sorry. I’m a virgin. I wasn’t expecting things to go this far so fast,” Tamia revealed.

Stunned, Moe turned to face her. She was sure after today she wouldn’t see him again. Once she informed most guys that she was a virgin, they quickly terminated their connections to her. The rejections were painful, but she was grateful to weed out the good from the bad. She’d rather them know up front than lead them on. She moved so quickly with Moe, they never discussed her pledge to wait until she was married for intimacy. She was going to bring it up but wasn’t sure when she would. 

“It’s okay. I understand.” 

“If that’s a deal breaker for you, I understand too. I think we should call it a night.” Tamia grabbed her black purse and walked towards the door. They both walked to the car in silence. Moe didn’t bother turning on his music on the ride home. As they rode listening to the symphony of traffic, cars, and neighborhood children, she felt like crying but every fiber in her being wouldn’t allow her to shed a tear in front of him. As she took out her phone to text Brianna, Moe grabbed her hand and held it. She wasn’t sure if this was the end of their friendship or not but for that moment, she felt safe.

Tamia told Brianna all about her night as soon as she got in the door. Moe was a gentleman and made sure she got in safely and even planted a soft goodnight kiss on her cheeks. They exchanged few words so she was guessing she would never see him again. 

“Girl, well look, you held true to your convictions so that’s all that matters,” Brianna replied after Tamia gave her the full update. Brianna and Tamia both took pledges as teenagers in their church to honor God with their bodies. The pledge called for the young ladies to flee from fornication and cleave to God. Every year they had a ceremony to commemorate their pledge. They had a huge banquet hall dinner with a keynote speaker. During the ceremony, they placed a ring on their left ring finger, and recited vows to God. Tamia was still holding on to her commitment. Brianna gave in and broke her commitment to abstain when they were in college. 

Tamia was careful not to judge her friend for being sexually active before marriage. A lot of the young adults in the church were. Everyone kept quiet about their ungodly behavior unless someone turned up pregnant. Brianna was careful to use birth control and protection so she wouldn’t end up in the pregnant group. The church shunned any woman who fell pregnant without a husband. The women were required to come before the church to apologize for their sins and were removed from whatever ministry they actively participated in. No other sins were exposed like that and Tamia wanted no parts of the cruel tradition. Besides, she truly wanted to keep her commitment to the Lord so she steered clear of temptation. 

“So what are you going to do?” Brianna inquired. Tamia hadn’t truly had an opportunity to process her thoughts. She’d finally lifted her guard and allowed herself to date freely. She liked Moe a lot but she was sure he wouldn’t carry on a relationship with her without sex. Most guys couldn’t and she knew that. She was also mad at herself because she should have known he was sexually active if he was hanging around Carlos and had a child. She blamed herself for not seeking to understand his stance on sex and commitment before diving in deep with him. Though they only knew each other for a short time, she was starting to catch feelings.

“I don’t know, girl. I’m going to sleep on it and I’ll see in the morning. I’m tired. I’m going to bed.” Tamia ended her chat with Brianna. She fixed a huge purple bonnet atop her head and sprawled out across her canary yellow and gray comforter set. She plugged her phone up on the wooden nightstand next to her bed and closed her eyes. 

Just as she drifted off, her phone rang loudly. She swiftly opened her eyes. She just knew it was Brianna calling back for something so she was hesitant to even look at the phone. She picked it up and was surprised to see Moe’s name popped up. 

“Hello.” She sprang up like a giddy young schoolgirl. She was eager to see what he would say or if he would bid her goodbye one last time. 

“Hey, Tamia. I just wanted to call you and say I’m sorry. I still want to see you, if that’s cool?” Her heart leapt with relief. She was excited that he was still interested. 

“Yes, that’s cool with me. So are you okay with not having sex? I just want to make sure we are on the same page before we keep moving forward?” Tamia had to know what his true intentions were. 

“I’m fine with that. I like you a lot. Let’s keep rocking,” Moe said as Tamia silently did a victory dance. She was overjoyed. She wasn’t sure how things would unfold but he was the first guy who didn’t run after hearing she was a virgin which stood out to her. She wanted to continue to get to know him and explore a possible future relationship. Since he wasn’t intimidated by who she was, she was confident in taking the next step. 

Chapter 3
Hey, can you meet me at The Loft today around noon? 3434 Russell if you can’t remember how to get there

Tamia had a text from Moe awaiting her when she woke up. It was Monday and his barbershop was closed so she was happy to meet him. After their brief talk last night, she was ready to move past their incident at the loft and get to know him even better. She dropped her brother off at football camp and headed Moe’s way. 

It was a beautiful day outside. She loved Summer not only because she was off work but Detroit came alive in the summer time. The city was recovering from years of issues stemming from the collapse of the auto industry. What was once a defunct neighborhood of regular locals was now a thriving neighborhood with people from all races around. Coffee shops, record stores, boutiques, and various businesses were all taking over the downtown Detroit area where Tamia grew up. As she cruised down Jefferson playing VaShawn Mitchell, her phone rang. It was Brianna. 

“Girl, I’m just calling to check on you. You got off the phone with me so fast last night. What are you up to?”

“I’m actually on my way to Moe’s.” 

Brianna gagged. “Girl, what? So what happened between you supposedly going to sleep and now?” Tamia caught Brianna up on the phone call from Moe and the early morning text. 

“Oh, girl, well have fun. Not too much fun though. I’m jealous; I should have went into teaching. You’re off work painting the town red and frolicking around and I’m stuck at work.” Brianna was a social worker for the State of Michigan so that meant no summers off for her. 

When Tamia arrived to the loft, she smelled the strong aroma of pizza and Chinese food. Moe opened the door and led her to the dining area. He set up a candlelight dinner with a little pizza and Chinese food on two plates. She couldn’t help but laugh at his display. 

“I figured I would get pizza since I know you like pizza but I wanted Chinese food too so I got that as well.” Moe pulled out a tan leather chair for Tamia and pushed it into the round marble table. She was starving and ready to chow down on some pizza. They talked about a lot of things. She told him about her future dreams of owning a daycare and he talked more about hosting his art gallery show. 

“So tell me about the guy before me. I just want to know what to do so I don’t lose you,” Moe said playfully as he approached the refrigerator. 

Tamia continued eating pizza while talking in between bites. “Well, long story short, he moved out of state for a job and expected me to come with him. When I said no, he left anyway and I broke it off. The end.” 

“Wow, so that’s it?” Moe responded as he returned to his chair with two glasses of lemonade on the rocks. 

He stared deeply into her eyes again. She felt like he was searching her out, hastily looking for the truth within her as if he could visibly see it. 

“Yeah. We had a good relationship prior to him leaving. I thought we were going to get married but he wanted to move and I didn’t. I didn’t want the pressures of a long distance relationship so we broke it off…” Tamia’s voice trailed off. She hated talking about Walter. She was devastated when he left and had to work hard towards getting closure. He wanted one thing and she wanted another. He was a good guy but there was no way she wanted to maintain a relationship with him being away. She felt he put his desires before her wishes. Since they weren’t married, he had every right to do so but it hurt her in ways she never imagined. 

Tamia sighed and took a sip of her lemonade. She decided to focus her attention on Moe and leave the past in the past. She perked up and flashed him a huge smile. 

“Well, I wouldn’t ever do that to you. He’s a fool for leaving an amazing woman like you.” Moe nodded. She felt overcome with emotions. Moe was the first guy she gave the time of day after Walter and his words planted a seed in her soul that she needed. 

They talked for a few hours about love, relationships, and the future. She felt he was different and unlike the other guys she encountered. Her heart felt at ease in his presence and she knew this was something special. 

“Look, I wanted to show you something.” He grabbed her hand and took her over to an easel. 

She gasped. “Oh my gosh, Moe.” He was working on a painting of her. She was in the yellow flowy dress from the night they met. 

“I was going to wait to show you when I was finished with it but I figured why not show you now?” Moe proclaimed as he took both of her hands in his. “I really like you and thank you for even giving me a chance.” Tamia felt like she was sailing on the grandest ship over the calmest sea. It was something about him that she just couldn’t get enough of. She wanted to give him her all. 

They began kissing. Moe was careful to respect her body this time. He made sure his hands stayed near his person and he even provided ample space between her body and his. This made Tamia want him even more. She couldn’t believe what was going on in her mind and body. She began feeling things she never felt before. Her body yearned for his. Temptation transformed to lust then turned into pure desire. Wanting to go all the way, she pulled his body closer to hers and unzipped the front of her navy blue romper. She couldn’t believe what she was doing but somehow she felt ready. It all felt right. He took a step back and looked into her eyes. 

“You want to do this?” he asked and she simply nodded yes. Their bodies slowly intertwined and they joined together in perfect harmony as they became one. 

Chapter 4
“Bri, pick up the phone. Pick up the dang phone, girl,” Tamia said out loud to herself as she frantically drove her car. 
“Hello, you have reached the voicemail of Brianna Tatum. Leave me a message and I’ll…” Tamia hung the phone up. Startled, she couldn’t believe what she just did and she needed to talk this through with her best friend. Instead of waiting for a call back, Tamia decided to just pop up at Brianna’s house. Figuring Brianna would be there by the time she arrived, Tamia headed down 75 to hop the next freeway over to Southfield. Brianna lived in a nice condominium in the heart of the small city. 
They both pulled up together. Tamia started crying the moment she left Moe’s loft and hadn’t stopped. Brianna walked over to Tamia’s car with a concerned look on her face. Relieved to see her friend, Tamia rolled down the window. She was too exasperated to will herself out of the car. 
“Girl, what is going on? Is everything okay?” Brianna quizzed. She assumed someone had passed away based on Tamia’s frantic tears. Tamia sat in one position as tears poured from her eyes. Ashamedly, she placed her head down and put her hands on the steering wheel as she prepared herself to respond to Brianna’s question. 
“I had sex with Moe,” Tamia softly replied.  Without a second thought, Brianna ran to the other side of the car and jumped in. She held Tamia’s hand and they both cried in silence. 
After a few moments, Tamia spoke up and dried her face with a leftover napkin from McDonald’s. “I messed up, Bri. I know I did. It just felt so right in the moment.”
“Well, I’m not here to judge you. I’m here to listen. I’m not the most perfect saint so I can’t say anything about what you’re doing.” Brianna nervously chuckled. 
Tamia told Brianna about the entire encounter. She was careful not to say that it just happened. She had thoughts about having sex with Moe the entire morning of but didn’t think she’d actually act upon her temptation.
“I can’t believe it. I can’t believe I actually wanted to do it and I actually did it. I don’t even know him that well.” 
Tamia’s eyes were heavy and almost felt as though they’d rupture from the tears. She just could not stop crying. Her soul felt stirred while her spirit felt severely convicted. The feelings were raw, real, and painful.
“Okay, girl, real talk, it’s hot outside and we are sitting in this car with no air. Let’s go in.” Brianna laughed, lightening up the mood. 
After they went inside, Tamia rushed to take a shower. She washed her body harshly as if she could wash the stain of her sins away. Her eyes were sore from weeping and her throat had formed a solid lump from screaming. Emotionally, she was spent and she felt like a complete failure. After all those years of abstaining, she gave in without much of a fight and it was not to her husband like she planned. 
“Lord, please forgive me from my sins. I messed up, Jesus. Wash me clean!” she yelled as she rocked from side to side. 
She’d never messed up this badly. She was always a good girl. She excelled in school and had an amazing career. She was the girl all the youth looked up to. Her testimony of saving herself until marriage was paraded through the church like a trophy. She spoke at youth days and retreats on how to be steadfast in holiness. She was even invited to neighboring churches to share on panels about abstinence. She was somewhat a poster child for saving yourself for marriage. Now, she was no longer holy. She was tainted like the rest of the girls in the young adult ministry who gave in before the ring. 
She dried her body off and walked into Brianna’s room to find something to wear. Brianna was shorter but they wore the exact same size. Tamia wanted to throw her entire outfit she wore to Moe’s house in the trash. The clothes felt as dirty as her body. She stopped and looked at her reflection in the mirror. She was the same girl as she was before she went to Moe’s house but now she felt different. Her eyes blinked back and forth as more tears showered her face. 
“MiMi, it ain’t that much showering in the world. Get down here!” Brianna yelled from the kitchen. Tamia had spent over an hour in the shower, just enough time for Brianna to cook a full meal. Spaghetti and meatballs with succulent string beans and a side of warm garlic bread were on the menu for tonight. Brianna dug right into her food while Tamia took her silver fork and pushed her food from side to side on her plate. She had no appetite. 
“Girl, you gotta eat. You’re just pushing your food around. Eat, sis!” 
“How can I eat knowing what I did? I have no appetite. I messed up, Bri.” Tamia had no more tears to cry at that point. She just rocked her body to and fro. 
“Listen, girl. You gotta get it all the way together. All you can do is ask God for forgiveness and I know you did ‘cause I heard your crazy butt screaming for forgiveness from the bathroom. He’s already forgiven you so you can either do one of two things. You can move on with life and walk in your forgiveness or you can wallow in self-pity forever and be sad the rest of your life. You need to make a decision.” 
Tamia nodded and spoke up, “Bri, how do you do it? I know you and Juan are sexually active. Do you ever feel bad for having sex and being in church? Do you ever feel like you’re living a double life?” she inquired. 
Stunned, Brianna placed her fork down and looked Tamia straight in the face. 
“Mimi! Everybody sins and falls short. Do fat people feel bad after overeating every day then coming to church? Because that’s sin too. Or do liars feel bad about being in church then return to their lying ways? What about people who stay drunk but clean up just in time for bible class and Sunday service? I’m not perfect,” Brianna snapped back. Tamia meant no harm but she was curious. She lived her life as perfectly as possible and never dealt with a transgression this huge. 
“I’m sorry, Bri. I didn’t mean to offend you. I just…I just have a lot of feelings right now and I don’t know what to do,” Tamia confessed. As much as Tamia hated to admit it, she vicariously lived through Brianna. Brianna stayed committed to church but she did her own thing and she didn’t care what anyone thought. 
“I guess I’ll eat something.” 
“Yes, I guess you should. Besides, the food is good. I made it so it’s popping. Also, no worries about what we just talked about. I know you didn’t mean anything by it. As far as your life, whatever you decide, I support you,” Brianna responded.
Tamia wasn’t sure what she’d decide or how she’d proceed with Moe. She was sure he’d called or texted her a plethora of times by now. He called her repeatedly from the moment she pulled off from his loft. She ignored each call. Once she arrived to Brianna’s she turned her phone off to avoid any calls from Moe. When they finished eating, she decided to turn her phone back on. She had a few missed calls from her father and brother and a total of twenty missed calls from Moe. Deciding to listen to his voicemails, she turned them on speaker so Brianna could hear as well. 
Each voice message from him said the same type of things. 
“Tamia, it’s Moe. I’m just calling to make sure you’re good. Please let me know you’re okay; give me a call back please.” After listening to a message from her father inquiring about her whereabouts, she decided to turn her phone off. 
“Are you going to call Moe back?” Brianna asked. 
“Not today. I just need some space and time.”
“Okay, well, my show’s about to come on, girl.” Turning the huge 55-inch television on, Brianna turned right to her favorite urban reality show. The two women watched and laughed at the badly staged scenes and drama of two women fighting over one man. 
“I never want to be in a situation like that.” Brianna laughed as she shook her head. 
“Me either. That’s team too much.” Tamia chuckled. After a few hours of back to back foolishness on TV, Tamia was tired. She was both emotionally and physically drained.
“Okay, I think I should go home, Bri.” Tamia originally planned to stay the night but she craved the warmth of her own bed. She wanted to stay up to think and pray. She gathered her things and the two women hugged each other for a long time. They were sisters and Brianna always had her back, no matter if they differed in opinion. 
“Hey, MiMi. So what are you going to do?”
“About what? What’s done is done; I can’t take it back,” Tamia responded dryly. 
“No, are you going to keep seeing Moe or you’re done?” Brianna asked. It seemed like a no-brainer. Tamia honestly wanted to be done with him however, she still was unsure. If she broke things off now, she wouldn’t get in too deep nor would she be tempted to fall back into the trap of having sex with him. On the other hand, she still really liked him and for some reason, she felt compelled to keep seeing him. 
“I don’t know. Let me sleep on it and we can talk about it tomorrow,” Tamia answered as she gathered her belongings. 
“You always need to sleep on it, girl. Get out.” Brianna laughed as she walked Tamia to the door. It was true. Tamia liked to think through her life before bed, go to sleep, and wake up the next day to make a decision from a clear head after a long run and prayer. She always handled life that way and if it worked for her then, surely it’d work for her now. 
When she pulled up to her house around 10:00 pm, a large brown box with her name on a white tag awaited her on the porch. 
“Of course he sent me something.” She rolled her eyes and gathered the box in her arms. She quietly entered the house to find her father sitting at the kitchen table eating a piece of lemon cake and drinking tea. 
“You missed dinner, I made your favorite, fried chicken, macaroni, and baked beans. I saved you some.” Her father stood and embraced her with a concerned look on his face. It was unlike Tamia to miss dinner and avoid phone calls so Frank was on high alert. He wouldn’t rest until he knew his baby girl was okay. 
Tamia wanted to hold on to her dad for dear life. She always felt safe and secure in his arms. Frank was a good father and man. He was everything she wanted her future husband to be. Though he never married after Miranda left, women gravitated to him but he was dedicated to raising his kids and elevating his position in his career. 
Tamia wished she could talk to him about what transpired that night but she didn’t want her dad to think of her any differently than he did when she left home that morning. Tamia was his pride and joy. He was extremely proud of her career and boasted to his friends about her involvement in church. To him, she was a perfect young woman and she didn’t want him to see her any other way. 
“I ate at Brianna’s but thanks for the plate. I’ll eat it tomorrow.” 
“Baby girl, are you okay? You seem sad and you look like you’ve been crying. What’s going on? It’s not that boy, is it?” Frank asked as he raised his voice and heightened his thick brown eyebrows. He hated seeing Tamia in any other state but a happy one. 
“I’m fine, Dad. I’m just tired.” 
Frank looked over at the box with Tamia’s name on it. 
“Well, are you going to open it?” 
Tamia hadn’t planned on opening the box. She wanted to throw it in the trash but since her dad asked and she didn’t want to seem suspicious, she decided to check it out. 
Inside the box was a huge brown glass vase of yellow roses and a brown bear with a yellow shirt. Even though she felt disgust towards Moe, he was still thoughtful even down to the execution of the gift. 
“Women who receive roses and teddy bears are usually ecstatic but you’re down. He must have messed up and these are ‘I’m sorry’ flowers.” Her dad leaned his head to the side and stared at Tamia. 
“Whatever it is, baby girl, it’s too soon for him to be messing up. You don’t have to tell me about it but if it isn’t right, don’t waste your time. You deserve the world,” Frank confirmed as he reassured her of what she truly needed to hear. 
Tamia smiled, “Thanks, Daddy-O. You’re absolutely right. All is well with me and Moe. I am tired, though, so I’m going to bed. I love you.” She kissed him on the cheek and retired to her room.
***
“Girl, live your life. Let loose and have some fun.” Brianna shimmied and flashed her best smile at Tamia. 
“Ohhh, girl, he’s here. Go ahead and get your man,” Brianna encouraged as Tamia flew down the stairs ready to meet Moe at the front door. As she opened the door, he was on one knee in all white. 
“Tamia, will you marry—?”
“Run, girl! Run. Don’t do it.” Jamilah jumped in her face, pushing Moe out of her way. 
“Baby girl, remember what I told you.” Her father sternly placed his hand on her shoulders. 
“For the wages of sin is death. The marriage bed is undefiled. Tamia, you’re a fornicator. The bible says to flee from sexual sin. Resist the devil and he will flee.” Pastor Hartwell fiercely slapped his leather bible and picked it up pointing the bible in her direction. 
Tamia sat straight up in her bed as her heart raced like she was running a marathon. The dream she experienced felt too real. She wasn’t sure what it all meant but she had to figure it out. Her body shivered as she recounted Pastor Hartwell’s statement.
“Tamia, you’re a fornicator.” Those words rang in her ears over and over like the most crazy record on replay. She never thought he’d say those words even if it was only just a dream. The only thing she wanted her pastor to say to her regarding love was, “Do you take this man to be your lawfully wedded husband?” 
Then there was Brianna encouraging her to live a little and Jamilah warning her as Moe proposed. Her dad reminding her of her worth weighed heavy on her shoulders as well. The dream was crazy and felt as if it could all happen. Feeling overwhelmed, Tamia decided she needed to do the most obvious thing. She closed her eyes and began praying. 
Lord, I know you forgive me. I know I was wrong. Help me. I’m not sure what to do next. Give me the strength to follow your path. Help me to make the right decisions. 
“MiMi, you have a package!” Frank Jr. yelled up the steps, interrupting Tamia’s prayer. Usually after prayer, she sat still to listen to God’s voice instructing her on what to do next but she needed to see what was delivered to her now. She wasn’t expecting anything but had a feeling Moe may have sent her something yet again. 
As she approached the kitchen table, her suspicions were correct. A beautiful fruit arrangement in a red box with white letters welcomed her as a smile unfolded on her face. Though she was confused about her next moves with Moe, she appreciated his kind gestures. The situation was crazy but he was fighting hard to show her he cared and she liked it. She picked up the note attached to the box that he sent. 
I’m sorry about everything. If you no longer want to see me, I understand but I still like you and I’d like to take you out tonight. If you’re free and you’re willing, please meet me at 17546 Woodward Ave, Detroit, MI 48203 at 7pm. Hopefully, I’ll see you tonight. 
She took out her phone to Google the address. La Dulce Vita, a popular Italian restaurant in Detroit, popped up on her phone. She immediately thought about texting him a decline but something inside her was drawn to him still. She also really wanted to go out on the date. She prayed for her next steps earlier but was still conflicted. She hadn’t really heard an answer on how to proceed. 
Hmm, I’ll call Brianna and get her thoughts. Well, I don’t know, that may not be a good idea since she encouraged me in the dream. 
Ring, ring, ring.
It was Brianna calling Tamia just as she thought about calling her. 
“Hey, girl! How are you feeling today?” Brianna asked as she typed feverishly in the background. 
“I’m better, just sitting here eating an Edible Arrangement,” Tamia responded
“An Edible Arrangement?” Brianna asked. 
“Yes, girl. Moe sent it to me with a request to meet for dinner tonight. He also sent me flowers and a teddy bear last night,” Tamia replied. 
“Ayeeee, he’s trying really hard to get you, girl. I like that! Are you going to go to dinner?”
“I don’t know if I should.”
“Look, just go and enjoy yourself. It’s a free meal, sis. At least go and talk things through so the man can know where y’all stand,” Brianna lectured. 
She was right. Tamia knew she had to at least tell him if it was over or not. Twiddling her thumb and forefinger on the table, she thought about what she should even say when she met up with Moe. Hoping Brianna would give some insight, she stayed silent and waited for her friend to speak. 
“Girl, what happened between y’all isn’t the end of the world but you should decide soon if you want to continue with him. If you don’t, you should tell him so y’all can either end or move forward. I say live your life. Keep dating him and do you. Everyone is doing it, so what’s the big deal?” Brianna proclaimed. 
“I’m wrong, Brianna; that’s the big deal, girl. Like, ugh, this is so not me. I’m just gonna end it with him,” Tamia fussed as she exhaled. 
“Yeah, but you don’t want to end it, though, do you? You’re my bestie and I know you but whatever. Continue playing this little back and forth game with yourself. I’ll be ready tonight to find out the tea about your date. Gotta run. Talk to you later,” Brianna added, swiftly hanging up her grey office phone. 
Tamia vigorously rolled her eyes while shaking her head. She couldn’t stand her friend sometimes because to a certain extent, Brianna was right. Tamia felt hooked on Moe in such a short amount of time. She wanted to continue dating him. As far as the sex, she knew it was wrong but she wanted to continue. The battle she felt within was plaguing her. Though she could hear a tiny voice inside her telling her to end it, her feelings for Moe overpowered that tiny voice and raged for her to continue dating him. Tamia moved her lips from side to side as she contemplated what she’d do next. That dream she had still bothered her but it was also summertime and she wanted to still enjoy herself before the hustle and bustle of the school year began. 
I’ll see you at 7, she texted Moe,  placed her phone upside down on the counter, and headed upstairs to take a shower so she could relax until it was time to go. 
***
She drove past the restaurant twice as she could barely make out the hole in the wall that was La Dulce Vita. 
“Hmmm, who knew this restaurant was even over here? I hope it’s good,” Tamia chatted to herself as she slicked down her bun in the mirror. It was 6:55 pm and her date was set to start in a few moments. She glanced around the parking lot, looking for Moe’s car, until she reminded herself he most likely drove a car she had not yet seen before. 
She stepped out of her vehicle in an off the shoulder black and white flowing dress. As she sashayed across the parking lot, she looked up to find none other than a billboard over Woodward Ave of Pastor Hartwell advertising for the church. She shuddered as her dream played over in her mind. Was this a warning or what? She was sure the billboard had been there all along but how could she just have noticed it while walking in for her date with Moe?
Okay, MiMi, knock it off. This is just a date. You don’t have to end this date on a bad note. Let’s just have some fun, she thought to herself as she opened the door to the restaurant. She found Moe at a small square table with crisp white linen over in the corner dressed in a gray polo and slacks. He had a dozen red long stemmed roses in his arms awaiting her. 
“Wow, you look beautiful, Tamia.”
“Thanks. You look great yourself.”
He pulled out her chair and presented her with flowers as she sat down.
“Thanks so much; these are amazing. I appreciate it.” Tamia blushed as she gathered the flowers in her arms. 
“Thanks for coming. I was hoping you wouldn’t stand me up.” 
“I’m not that kind of girl. I told you I’d be here, so here I am. Thanks for the extending the invite,” Tamia responded. 
Moe nodded as Tamia sent him a slight smile. Silence engulfed them, seemingly taking over the entire atmosphere of the restaurant though many other parties talked and engaged. Silence was all Tamia could hear. She looked around at the small yet quaint restaurant. There was a huge party celebrating a graduation and tons of couples enjoying a nice intimate dinner. The scenery wasn’t that amazing which made the silence stand out all the more. 
“So, are we not talking tonight? I figured this would be a good time for us to clear the air and figure out what’s going on between us,” Moe quizzed as Tamia gazed at him. 
“We can talk. I’m just not sure where to start.” 
They stared at each other for what felt like hours as the waiter came to collect their orders and menu. She settled on the lasagna bechamel while he ordered ravioli. She wasn’t quite sure what to say as her mind kept drifting to the billboard she saw outside of her pastor. She knew she had to settle things once and for all and end this confusion. 
“I guess I’ll start, Tamia. I’m sorry that things went down the way they did Sunday, but I still want to date you. We’re both grown and made adult decisions.” Moe cleared his throat as his eyes nervously swayed from side to side. 
“Listen. I grew up in the church. Church life is all I know. I veered off the straight and narrow with you. It’s wrong but—”
“But we’re both grown, Tamia. Besides, you liked it and so did I.” Moe responded in a very calculated way.
“I know that. It’s also not about us being grown either and yes I did like it but-” Tamia searched for answers yet came up empty-handed. She strongly gazed into Moe’s eyes as he grabbed her hand and massaged it softly as if to calm her fears. 
“Look, there’s nothing wrong with having a little fun. I like you and you like me. Just let me know what’s up so we can move forward or I can keep it pushing.” 
Tamia stretched her neck back as she stared in confusion. She hadn’t been faced with an ultimatum since her ex tried to convince her to move. She wanted to throw the glass cold of water sitting directly in front of her in Moe’s face but she sat still as if she were nailed to her chair. Part of her wanted to tell him to keep it pushing just like he suggested. She already went against her morals for him but another piece of her wanted to continue dating him. She couldn’t place her finger on what kept her wanting more. 
“I’m sorry. That was rude of me. Maybe we should just eat our food and see where the night takes us,” Moe humbly muttered. 
“Cool.” Tamia sat up and eyed the decadent lasagna in all its glory as the waiter placed it before her. She’d surely take in a run in the morning not only to work the carbs off but to clear her head after all the latest encounters in her life. If she had her way, she’d go running right now. Running always had a way of clearing her mind and helping her settle on the right thoughts. She made her best decisions running around the city and she also had time to become one with nature and God. She heard him best during her runs and she was way overdue on hearing his voice. 
“This is delicious. How’s your food?” Moe inquired as he devoured his ravioli. 
“It’s good. I’m enjoying it,” Tamia softly responded. 
“Well, I’m enjoying you, although you’re not talking to me very much, Tamia. I understand your position about this whole, “church girl gone off track” thing but what we have is real. I’ve never felt this way about a woman before and I want you in my life.” Moe was stern in his request but she could tell he was sincere. 
“I’ve never been this drawn to anybody before, Moe. Honestly, I’m scared.” Tamia played with her Alex and Ani bracelet nervously and looked down at her food. She couldn’t stand to look him in the eyes. Her body slightly quivered. She knew she had to make a decision right then and there. 
“Let’s continue dating.” Tamia exhaled as her body released pint up nerves. She wasn’t sure if she was making the right decision but she felt relieved nevertheless. 
“I’m happy to hear you say that, baby. I hope it’s okay that I call you that.” Moe smiled as he intertwined his hands with hers. 
They continued eating their meal as their talk drifted from dating to their plans for the remainder of the summer. Moe divulged details on his upcoming art showcase and potentially opening another barbershop. Tamia dished on preparing to return back to the classroom and shedding some much needed pounds she put on over the summer. 
“So, let’s talk about the elephant in the room. Are we just going on dates or can we do other stuff?” Moe used his fingers to frame other stuff in quotations. “You said we could keep dating but what does that even mean to you?” he inquired. 
She was hoping he’d avoid this question at least for the night but she knew this too needed an answer. 
“I’m fine doing other stuff.” A tinge of guilt flashed over her as she answered his request. 
She knew it was wrong but surely God would forgive her of her sins if she asked him. She’d led a perfect life up until this past weekend. She was an excellent student and never failed at anything in school. Her dad rarely experienced any issues raising her. She helped raise her brother, kept a steady job, and gave back to her community through teaching. Miss Goody Two Shoes was her nickname in many circles and she was sort of ready to shed that image. She never went beyond a kiss with Walter even if he begged and that relationship turned sour. Brianna convinced her that everything would be okay. She was perfect in every other area, couldn’t she be human in just this area? If she was really careful, she wouldn’t end up like the shamed group of girls of the church. She could enjoy Moe and nobody would ever know.
Taken aback by her decision, Moe sat straight up in his chair. “Are you sure?”
“Yes, I am. Let’s stop talking about it before I change my mind.” Tamia grinned at him as she moved her stilettos around to play footsies under the table with his feet.  
The pair finished their dinner and indulged in a round of cannolis for dessert. They talked a bit more about their next date. With Tamia suggesting bowling again and Moe suggesting movies, they had quite the options to choose from. As they wrapped up their date to head to her car, Moe grabbed Tamia’s hands and kissed her ever so softly on the lips. She didn’t want the kiss to end. His lips were soft as the dew that fell on her skin as she took her morning runs. Moe embraced her tightly and their kiss became more sensual. 
She wanted him right then and there. This was a feeling she never experienced before but felt inclined to indulge in. As another car flashed their high beams on the couple, their kiss was ruined. She laughed and looked to the sky. Her eyes caught the billboard of her beloved pastor for a second time. Fear washed over her and she quickly shook it off. 
“Want to go for more dessert at my place?” Moe winked and pinched her cheeks as they turned a rosey red. She knew what he meant by more dessert but she truly wasn’t in the mood after eyeing the billboard once more. 
“I think I want to turn in. I need to get up and go running in the morning. Can we go out tomorrow?”
“For sure. Let’s play it by ear. Thanks for tonight. I’ll see you tomorrow, baby. Goodnight.” Moe kissed her hand and then helped her into her car. 
“Goodnight, Moe.” 
Tamia smiled and drove down Woodward, making her way home. She couldn’t help but stare in her rearview mirror at the billboard of her pastor as she drove away. Swallowing her guilt became easier as she settled into her decision. It was her life and she could live it the way she wanted. After all, it was about time she had a little fun. 
Chapter 5
Wednesday bible class was always full to capacity just like a regular Sunday service. Any time the doors of Pure Life Ministries opened, members flocked to the edifice. Brianna looked back at the door several times anticipating Tamia’s arrival. She texted Tamia and called her a few times earlier in the day to no response, which wasn’t like her. Being late was also not like Tamia. She was never late to anything. Mid-week service started and the praise team came out singing the latest Elevation Worship song while the church erupted in praise. Hoping her friend was okay, Brianna stood up from her seat to look for her friend. 
“Excuse me, Mother Thurman.” Brianna smiled as she eased out of the third row at the front of the church. 
“Young lady, mid-week service has begun. Why are you walking out? That’s what’s wrong with you young people. Attention spans are tiny as a pea. You just got here,” Mother Thurman chided Brianna as she proceeded to walk out. Brianna cut Mother Thurman a cold look followed by a sweet smile. Mother Thurman always let the youth and young adults have a piece of her mind every chance she could. Brianna was not going to let Mother Thurman kill her vibe. She needed to know where Tamia was. 
Walking towards the foyer, Brianna spotted Tamia held up by John Hartwell.
Perfect timing, Tamia thought as Brianna became her saving grace. Never one to be late to church, she expected to slide in the back and enjoy service in peace but John stopped her in the foyer as soon as he saw her enter. 
“You’re so beautiful. When are you going to give me a chance? You know once Dad retires, this church is mine for the taking. You could be the next first lady, sweetheart,” John teased her as she looked at him like he was crazy. He was the last person she wanted to talk to. She wanted to get in the service and talk to God, not John. She couldn’t believe after all these years he was still chasing her. 
“MiMi, I came out just in time. John, gone somewhere. You stay trying to holla. Go lay prostrate on the altar or something, ugh,” Brianna joked as she embraced Tamia. The two women hadn’t yet spoken that day. With Brianna being tied up at work and Tamia being occupied with Moe, the two desperately needed to connect. She knew mid-week service would be the perfect opportunity to catch up with her friend. 
Tamia and Brianna walked arm in arm into the sanctuary. Brianna saved MiMi a seat but all eyes were on them as they walked down to the very front of the church. As they approached their row, members had to adjust to let the women in. Mother Thurman huffed and rolled her eyes as she shifted her feet. They knew they’d hear about their actions inconveniencing her later, but Tamia didn’t care. She was happy to be in the house of the Lord again. 
Her mind went from one thing to the next as she listened to mid-week announcements. She hadn’t been on a run in a few days. Instead, she filled her time with all things Moe. Texts, calls, dinner, time at his loft and sex seemed like it was becoming a normal routine for the pair. She was falling for him fast and hard. She couldn’t bring herself to stop because everything felt so good. More than the sex, she enjoyed having a companion again. He made her summer that much more special and she wasn’t willing to let it go. Their summer love would remain her little secret. 
“Amen, saints. The presence of God is in this place. Yes, Lord.” Pastor Hartwell took to the podium and propped open his bible. Tamia stared at Pastor Hartwell as he worshipped God. She had a sense this would be “one of those Wednesdays,” as Pure Life members so affectionately loved to call it. Sometimes mid-week service would take on a life of its own. The spirit of God would move so heavily in the church that Pastor couldn’t quite give his bible study sermon. Members would worship God while laying at the altar, praying for one another and laying hands as the Spirit moved. Pastor Hartwell would even prophecy as the Spirit gave him unction, much to the excitement of members of the congregation. They loved hearing a special personalized word from God.  
Pastor Hartwell stood at the glass podium with his hands raised. Pure Life members followed suit. Tamia could tell he was listening to God and a prophetic word was soon to come. 
“I sense the Holy Ghost in this place. I hear the Lord saying, get rid of the distractions. Draw unto me. The enemy has sent a distraction to some of you that will knock you off your desired path. This distraction is not of God. Draw unto the Lord. Pray. Read your word. Connect with other faith-filled believers. If you draw unto Him, He will draw nigh to you. In Jesus’ name.” Praise filled the room as people began to worship God vigorously.
Tears softly streamed down Tamia’s face. She knew that word was meant just for her. 
Okay, God, help me get it right. I love you, she silently prayed as she lifted her hands. For the next thirty minutes, the church worshipped God while Pastor Hartwell went in the audience to pray over his parishioners. 
Tamia sat down and wrote as much as she could remember in her tiny pink notebook. Under her pastor’s words, she wrote, “Moe is a distraction,” and then closed the book. She was ready to give him up once and for all. As service came to a close, Tamia sat, reflecting over her life and what Pastor said. She hadn’t noticed members shuffling out all around her. She felt like she was in her own little world. 
“Hey, you want to go grab a bite to eat or something? We haven’t had a chance to speak all day,” Brianna asked Tamia.
“Sure. That’s cool with me. Let’s meet at Lafeyette Coney, if that’s cool,” Tamia responded, smiling at her bestie. She couldn’t wait to catch up with her and share her latest conviction over Pastor’s prophecy. She’d surely need Brianna’s help to stay on the straight and narrow.
“You always wanna go eat in the city, but cool. I’ll meet you down there.” Brianna smiled. It was 8:00 pm but the night was still young and it was still eighty degrees outside. The ladies hopped in their respective vehicles and headed down town. 
Ring, ring. Tamia’s phone went off. Looking at the phone with every bit of annoyance that her face could muster, Moe’s name flashed across the screen much to her dismay. Contemplating her next move, she decided not to answer and shoot him a text once she arrived at the restaurant. 
After Tamia pulled in the parking lot, she sent Moe a text.
Hey. I’m going out to dinner with Bri. I’ll hit you back later. 
Oh, wow, I just knew you’d be on your way to me sweetheart. I just closed the shop and I’m on my way to the loft. Meet me there after? Moe responded.
Tamia decided not to text back. She opted instead, to leave her phone in the car so she could enjoy her dinner with her bestie with zero interruptions or issues. 
“Girl, although I encouraged you to do it, I’m shocked you decided to continue dating him!” Brianna exclaimed after she bit into her warm coney dog with extra chili and onions. 
Tamia explained to Brianna her Wednesday encounters with Moe. She had spent lunch with him, quickly making love at his loft in between clients. She met him for a quick coffee date at Starbucks after his last client cancelled unexpectedly, which caused her tardiness at church. 
“Well, now. Y’all ain’t playing. I can dig it. You finally shed that extra good girl image. Miss Goody Two Shoes is finally gone!” Brianna cheered as Tamia rolled her eyes. 
Feeling indifferent, Tamia shifted her hot fries back and forth in her ketchup. She hadn’t yet disclosed her recent feelings towards Moe since leaving the house of the Lord. Still rattled by what Pastor Hartwell said, her heart also fluttered at the thought of having escapades with her lover once more. 
“We’ve had fun but I kinda think Pastor Hartwell’s prophetic word was for me today, Bri! Moe is a bit of a distraction. I’m off the track and I’m in the flesh. I think I should stop seeing him and get back focused. I just don’t know what to do. It’s all so confusing, girl,” Tamia babbled while Brianna sat straight up in her seat, placing the rest of her half eaten coney dog on the round white plate. Brianna had enough of Tamia’s shenanigans and she was ready for her to stop going back and forth in her thinking. 
“Listen, girl. Pastor could have been talking to anybody in there. He never pointed you out specifically. Stop feeling so bad. You do everything right. It is okay to live a little. You aren’t hurting anybody. Remember that time when we were kids and we went to Entenmann’s in Highland Park to get some donuts and stuff? The cashier gave you too much money back and—”
“Yes, and I returned it right then and there. I am not a thief,” Tamia fumed as she gave Brianna the most epic side eye she could conjure up. 
“Right or how about that time I asked you to sneak out the house to go to Ray Ray’s party when we were seventeen? You told your dad about everything before I could even convince you to at least figure out a lie so you could come,” Brianna fumed as she shook her head at Tamia. 
“Okay, girl, what are you saying exactly? I just wanna be right. I’m an honest woman with integrity, geez!” Tamia mumbled. 
“Exactly. So much so that you don’t even live! Look at yourself. You get up, go run, teach, come home, take care of your dad and brother, go to church, and that’s pretty much it. You now have an opportunity to live a little; you should keep it up. You don’t even drink. You’re kind of a square. A lame. Waaaack.” Brianna giggled as she looked at Tamia with a smirk on her face. 
Tamia held back tears as she put her head down. She wanted to smack Brianna but why cause a scene in a restaurant? Never had her friend talked so down on her before. Unfortunately, Brianna was mostly right. Aside from teaching, her family, and church, she rarely got out unless she was with Brianna. She was never a party girl and refused to date after Walter until Moe came into the picture. 
Sensing Tamia’s hurt, Brianna grabbed her hands. 
“Look friend, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean…I shouldn't have said those things. You’re such a beautiful person inside and out. I just want you to enjoy yourself more often. Whatever you decide, I support you,” Brianna proclaimed. She wanted her friend to enjoy her life but she didn’t want to necessarily hurt her feelings. Their friendship was too solid and Brianna didn’t want to ruin their long friendship. 
“It’s all good, girl,” Tamia insisted as she gave Brianna a slight smile. She was angry at her friend but her mind was on Moe. Still a ball of confusion, Tamia decided to partake in the remainder of her food instead of focusing solely on Moe. She hoped Brianna wouldn’t ask her what she was going to do next because truthfully, she didn’t know and she didn’t want to talk about it. Never before had she been so caught between two desires. 
She hated this feeling. She was overwhelmed, discouraged, and confused, yet excited, elated, and happy emotions overtook her at the same time. She knew she had to stop going back and forth. She always remembered the word said a double-minded man is unstable in all his ways. Unfortunately, Tamia was in a double-minded state and she had to fix it. 
The women wrapped up their dinner and departed from the restaurant. Upon entering her vehicle, Tamia decided she’d go home, go to bed early, and prepare herself for a morning run. She took a look at her phone anticipating that she’d likely missed more than a few missed calls and text messages from Moe. She looked at her call log and to her surprise, she had no missed calls or texts. 
This must be a mistake, she thought as she turned her phone off and on. She knew there was no chance that Moe didn’t hit her up again. Something was obviously wrong with her phone. As her phone powered back on, no missed calls or text alerts showed up on her screen. 
Wow. I hope he’s okay. Should I give him a call? Tamia pondered as she navigated downtown like a pro. She pulled up to her house wondering if he had sent her a package. Seeing nothing on the porch, she rushed inside, awaiting a discovery in her house. 
“Hey, MiMi. How was dinner with Bri?” Frank asked as they embraced. 
“Hey, Dad! It was good. Dad, did I receive anything?” Tamia inquired as she looked around. 
“No, were you expecting something, darling?”
“No, no not at all. I was just wondering.” She felt stupid as she sulked. She thought maybe Moe would send her some flowers or something nice since she hadn’t heard from him. She didn’t want to grow accustomed to his pampering but somehow in her heart she felt she deserved it in that moment. 
Tamia stood still as she stared at her phone. 
I didn’t respond to him so he’s probably waiting on me to say something first. She texted him, feeling relieved after she rationalized her decisions. 
Hey I’m sorry. I didn’t get your text until I got home. My phone died and I just charged it back up. Are you still at the loft? Tamia lied in the text as her heart sank. She felt the need to justify her actions just in case Moe had questions about her lack of response. Expecting a swift text back, she looked at her phone eagerly. He hadn’t yet responded. Tamia decided to go to her room to see what the night would bring. 
She sat in her bed browsing Facebook. She liked photos of girls from her youth group downtown at the River Walk after church. They always made her heart glad. She checked her notifications and John Hartwell liked six of her old pictures from years back. He stayed stalking her timeline. Rolling her eyes, she exited Facebook and checked her texts. Still nothing. Moe hadn’t texted her back after ten minutes. Deciding to give him time to respond, she logged back into Facebook. 
Maybe I should look him up, she thought as she typed Maurice Sanders into her Facebook search. She found his profile instantly. His page appeared to be private and the only pictures in sight was a profile picture of himself and several pictures of his cars. She looked to the left and noticed his friends list was private as well. She raised her eyebrows. Something seemed off but she knew plenty of people who were extremely private on social media and only shared things with their Facebook friend exclusively. 
It’s good that I don’t see a picture of any past flames. I don’t know why I didn’t look him up sooner. Tamia sent him a friend request. As she logged out of the app, she checked for a text again. It had been fifteen minutes and no response from Moe. Tamia grew agitated by the second. Instead of waiting around for a text, she decided to call. Moe’s phone rang over and over again. Tears filled Tamia’s eyes. She wasn’t sure why he was avoiding her. She called Brianna for insight. 
“Hey, girl!”
“Hey, my bad. I forgot to tell you I made it home, MiMi,” Brianna confessed. Their ritual was to text one another upon arrival at home but after the intense dinner, both ladies forgot. 
“I’m glad you made it. I didn’t call either so my bad as well. Hey, so I texted Moe back and he didn’t respond. I just called him and he didn’t pick up. What do you think is happening?” Tamia inquired as she awaited some wise words to come from Brianna.
“Girl, so pause! I thought we were done with Moe? You definitely told me you felt Pastor’s word was for you but now you’re calling him again and waiting for his texts? Tamia, what is up with you? Make up your mind, sis!” Brianna retorted as Tamia hung her head. 
“You’re right.” 
“I know I am. Make a decision and stick to it. This back and forth is dumb. You’re draining yourself. Make a choice and stick to it,” Brianna begged. 
“Okay. I want him. Gosh, is that what you wanted to hear? I just need to know why he’s avoiding me?”
“He’s probably tired of your foolishness like I am, heffa.” Brianna giggled as she tried to explain her thoughts to Tamia. “Sis, don’t overthink this. He may be busy or something and just can’t talk right now. He does own his own business after all. Your man ain’t no bum just sitting around doing nothing. He also may be with his son. Go to bed and figure it out in the morning like you always do,” Brianna suggested. The two exchanged goodnights and Tamia situated herself for bed. 
She was a bit scared of what her dreams would bring so she played soothing jazz to clear her mind a bit before she closed her eyes. Checking her phone once more, her phone was still as dry as the Sahara Desert. 
Okay. He’ll call tomorrow. It’s not like him to not reach out but let me try to get some sleep. I’ll run these emotions out tomorrow. Time to go to bed. Time to unwind, Tamia coached herself as she delicately stretched across her bed. Within a couple of moments, she dozed off in a peaceful abyss of sleep.  
***
Ring, ring. Ring, ring. Tamia’s phone rang, awakening her from a sweet slumber. Her pink alarm clock read 1:25 am, which was extremely early for her phone to be ringing. It must have been an emergency so she immediately got up to take her phone off the charger. She looked at her phone and saw Moe’s number spring up. Feeling relieved, she held the phone close to her ear and pressed the green button. 
“Hi, baby.” Tamia smiled as she curled her legs together. 
“So, are you the woman sleeping with my man now?” the voice of a female smacked Tamia in the face as if she were hit with a ton of bricks. 
“Excuse me? You must have the wrong number, ma’am?” Tamia asked as she looked at the phone, confused. 
“Yes, excuse you! You’re sleeping with my man and no, I don’t have the wrong number. This is Moe’s girlfriend, Aisha,” the woman vehemently replied. 
“Girlfriend? He never told me he had a girlfriend. Are you sure you have the right person? Is this a joke?” Tamia asked as she wiped the sleep out of her eyes, hoping this was yet another terrible nightmare. 
“No, this is not a joke! I saw your call and your text. He’s sleeping and I just went through his phone.”
“Listen, I’m sorry. I had no idea about you. I just met Moe not too long ago. I’m sorry,” Tamia confessed as she began sobbing. 
“Stay away from my man, or you gon’ catch these hands!” Aisha screamed. 
With that, Tamia hung up the phone. She pinched herself to see if she was in fact awake and she was. Tears poured from her eyes like a storm pouring torrential rain from the sky. She couldn’t believe she’d fallen for a man who was taken. Her mind reflected on the afternoon she met some of Moe’s family members. She remembered Jamilah’s side eye and her questions about how they met. Tamia knew something was not right but she didn’t follow her gut and Moe convinced her that there weren’t any issues. She ultimately felt like a failure for giving up her precious body to a man who deceived her. She’d spent the last few weeks battling emotion after emotion only for this to happen. 
“Lord, help me. This is not what I expected. I don’t know what’s going on but I need your help,” Tamia pleaded as she curled in a fetal like position in her bed. Breathing in deeply for a few moments, she finally calmed herself down. Peace covered her, tears comforted her, and sleep embraced her.  
Hours later, Tamia woke up for a morning run. She desperately needed to clear her mind. Usually, she’d call Brianna right away to sort through her issues but she didn’t want to trouble her best friend yet again. She had to figure this out on her own. She blocked Moe’s number before she left the house. Surprisingly he nor his girlfriend called her back after the initial call. 
During her run at Belle Isle Park, she determined she would walk away from the situation entirely. The still yet clear air and the serene ambience of the Detroit river reminded her of the peace of God that overrides understanding. She needed His peace like never before. She needed to free herself. Pastor Hartwell was right and his prophecy was beginning to manifest in ways she never imagined. The only right thing to do was to move on and forget this entire thing ever happened. She knew with God’s help and more focus on her part, she’d be back on the path of righteousness in no time. 
On her ride home, Tamia listened to the latest jam by Erica Campbell on the praise inspirational station. With lifted spirits and a clear head, she felt ready to tackle the day. It was about time for her to seriously start thinking about the upcoming school year. Her goals were to lesson plan a little and take a trip to the school to check out the condition of her classroom. With her distractions behind her, she felt more than capable of knocking out some goals for the near future. 
She pulled up to her house and noticed a burgundy 1978 Lincoln Continental parked out front. Her father was at work and Frank Jr. was at camp so she wasn’t expecting any guests. She got out of her car and slowly walked past the unknown vehicle. As she glanced harder into the slightly tinted windows, they rolled down slowly. 
“Tamia, can we talk?” It was Moe. She was disgusted at the sight of him. Part of her wanted to keep walking, go in her home, and shut the front door. The other side of her felt it necessary to tell him about himself, which is what she opted for. 
“I can not believe you are here right now. You need to leave. Why don’t you go find Alicia, Anisha, Aisha, or whatever her name is. You and I—we’re done!” she exclaimed, full of perfect parts of sass, attitude, sincerity, and pettiness. She was mad and she wanted him to know. He deserved the full force of her wrath and she had no problem showing him another side of her!
Moe stepped out the car with a dozen multicolored roses. She looked at the roses and rolled her eyes. He’d charmed her before but he wouldn’t dare charm her this time. 
“MiMi. Aisha is my son’s mother. She dropped him off last night super late and asked to stay. I let her stay. She went through my phone while I was sleep and called you to start mess. I’m not with that girl. You gotta believe me. She wants me back and I ain’t trying to be with her,” Moe responded as he approached Tamia. 
“You expect me to believe that foolishness? You need to leave my block right now!” Tamia yelled as she backed up towards her front porch. 
“Tamia. I don’t lie. I’m not good at lying. It’s hard to keep up with lies so I always tell the truth. I’m not with her. Look.” Moe took out his phone and showed her a series of text messages from Aisha. Moe hadn’t responded to any of them. Tamia gauged that there were at least thirty or forty unanswered texts. He scrolled through them so fast but she couldn’t make out exactly what Aisha was texting him about. 
“She texts me constantly and if it’s not about our son, I don’t even reply. I know this is a lot to understand but it’s the truth. I’m telling you the truth.” Moe stared into her eyes with a look of seriousness. “I promise you this will not happen again. I was dumb for letting her stay but I was concerned with her safety. I’m sorry. This won’t happen again,” he assured her as she looked up to the sky. 
She wasn’t sure what was true or false but one thing she couldn’t deny was her apparent strong feelings she still had for him. No matter how hard she tried, she could not turn her feelings for him off. She looked at him sternly as she pursed her lips together. 
“I don’t know if I can believe you Moe. You better be telling me the truth, Moe,” she whined as she gave into her temptations all the more. 
“I am, baby. These flowers are for you. Please accept them.” Moe handed her the flowers as a slight smile spread across her face. 
“Thanks, Moe.” Tamia felt she was going against her better judgement. Her intuition sang out as loud as a choir on competition day. She decided she’d trust him for now and verify his statements later. 
“Much obliged. Thanks for letting me set the record straight,” he said as he embraced her. They began kissing passionately. She forgot all about the phone call from Aisha. She couldn’t think about how she needed to ask more questions or try to get in contact with her again to set the record straight. She felt there was more to the story but her body wanted him more than her mind wanted the facts. 
“You should be getting to work,” Tamia shly responded as Moe continued to embrace her. He held on to her as if he’d found his lost puppy. 
“I can go in a bit later today. I don’t have any clients just yet. Besides, I’m the boss,” Moe confessed as he gently rubbed his fingers across her rosy cheeks. 
“Do you want to come in for a bit?” Tamia asked and Moe nodded his head emphatically.
She was ready for his loving so she grabbed his hands and led him up the large steps of her home. They closed the door and commenced to make love right in the front room of the home she shared with her brother and father. Afterwards, Tamia led Moe to her bedroom for another round of passionate intimacy. 
Chapter 6
“Welcome to kindergarten!” Tamia exclaimed as she welcomed parents and little students alike to her classroom. It was the first day of school and excitement abounded. She was happy to meet another group of fresh-faced children who were not quite toddlers but definitely not big kids. She loved her job and it was great to be back. Each year on the first day of school, she allowed parents to stay for a welcome event for the first hour and then she had the students all to herself. Walking around and greeting parents and students alike, Tamia worked the room confidently; this was her true ambience. She was in her element and teaching felt like home. 
After weeks of intense rendezvous and sessions with Moe, she was happy to be back to a normal routine. She was unsure of where their relationship was headed. Though they didn’t have a title, she was ready to secure her place in his life. She promised herself she’d focus on the next phase of their relationship after the grind of the first weeks of school settled down. They got past the phone calls with Aisha and she felt she could trust him. She was happy to continue spending time with him and developing into something more meaningful. 
As she went around to meet students and parents, she heard her classroom door swing open. It was likely a latecomer joining the class. She quickly glanced at her roster noting all the students in the room were accounted for. This late arrival must be an add on, she thought. This year she had space for two more students and then her classroom would be filled to capacity. Turning around to face the door, she was correct. A short woman around five foot two with light skin and brown eyes walked in with her smiling son. He had on a large baby blue backpack that was almost as big as his little body.
“Good morning and welcome to kindergarten!” Tamia exclaimed as she walked over to greet the new family. 
“Hi, my name is Maurice!” the child emphatically proclaimed as a huge smile flashed across his face. 
“Good morning, Maurice! I’m Ms. Mason. Welcome to my class. You can go place your backpack right over in that empty cubby. I will make you a name tag for tomorrow,” she directed him as he happily trotted over to his space. 
“Hi. I’m so sorry we’re late. I’m happy I was able to get him in this school though. We were on the waitlist for a while.” The woman smiled as she extended her hand to Tamia to shake. 
“It’s okay. We’re just getting started. I’m Ms. Mason. I’ll be Maurice’s kindergarten teacher,” Tamia proudly stated as she shook the woman’s hand. 
“Great! My name is Aisha and I’m MJ’s mom. His dad couldn’t be here today since he’s working but he’ll likely pick him up from school,” Aisha responded with a warm smile. 
Tamia looked at the woman as her head began to spin in millions of circles as if she was going to pass out. Aisha. Maurice. It couldn’t really be, could it? she thought as she turned to face her desk. 
“Aisha, did the front office give you a form?” Tamia asked. Usually when there was an add-on student on the first day, the office gave the parent or a school aide a form to give to the teacher with the student’s information. Right after Tamia asked, her door swung open yet again. 
“Ms. Mason, I have the add-on form. Sorry it took so long!” Ms. Goodman, the school’s secretary, dodged in and out of the room, handing Tamia the form. She looked down at the form and her suspicions were correct. Her eyes read it in a frenzy, going back and forth like a mad woman. 
Maurice Sanders. Male. Age 5 years old. Classroom: Ms. Mason. Parents: Aisha Lewis and Maurice Sanders Sr. The document contained other pertinent information but she stopped right there. After seeing Moe’s name on the document, she froze. She knew it was his son and baby’s mother but she wasn’t sure if Aisha knew it was her. She also was unsure of what she would do or what was to come. 
“Is there a problem, Ms. Mason?” Aisha asked, placing her hands on her hips. Aisha had an amazing body. Though she was short, her hips and butt were curvy and at the proportion every man dreamed about. She had a flat stomach and she was dressed to the nines. She had on all black with open toe stilettos. 
“No. There’s no problem at all, Aisha. All is well. Feel free to join the other parents for some breakfast. I’m going to make some announcements soon and then you all will leave and the students and I will get our day started,” Tamia stated dryly as she tried to gather herself interally. 
Jesus, just let today go smoothly. I don’t need any problems. This is my job, which I love, and I don’t need any drama. Help me please, Tamia silently prayed. 
She turned to round up the parents and kids for a few announcements. After her announcements, parents began hugging and kissing their children to bid them farewell for the morning. The all day kindergarten would end at 3:15, but for most parents, it was their first time enrolling their children in school and it was pretty emotional. Some parents cried and had a hard time leaving the room. Usually Tamia assisted each parent through the transition but today she was stuck. Her classroom aide stepped in to help parents. Tamia was patient as each parent processed their emotions but she kept her eyes on Maurice Jr. and Aisha. The two talked as Tamia eavesdropped on their conversation. 
“Okay, MJ. Remember what Mommy said,” Aisha quizzed. 
“Be good in school. Listen to the teacher and do everything right,” MJ proudly exclaimed. 
“That’s right. Don’t let Ms. Mason call me for anything; you be a good boy. I”ll be back to pick you up at the end of the day,” Aisha announced as she hugged and kissed him. Tamia observed her, wiping a few tears from the corner of her eyes. Though Tamia didn’t have children, she saw this scene every school year and empathized with parents. Each school year was the same but this school year was already different. Her personal life and her job had intertwined and she didn’t like it. 
“Have a good day, Aisha,” Tamia commented as Aisha walked past her. 
“You too, Ms. Mason. I”ll see you later,” Aisha responded. 
Tamia was sure Aisha didn’t know it was her who she talked to weeks ago about Moe. Moe convinced Tamia that he was just in Aisha’s life to co-parent for his son. As Moe and Tamia continued their situation, Tamia never heard from Aisha again. The more time passed, the more reassured she was with the situation and the more she believed Moe was right. She wondered how he missed telling her that MJ was enrolling in Bates. He knew where she worked and he hadn’t said a single thing the entire time. They’d talked about MJ starting kindergarten. She hoped he hadn’t left this information out to start trouble. Her desire was to call him right then and there. She stood in the middle of her classroom thinking as kids swarmed around the room like a business of flies. 
“Ms. Mason, are you ready to get started?” her classroom aide, Jasmine Davis, inquired as Tamia looked at her. “You’ve been standing there in deep thought for a minute. I didn’t want to interrupt you but these kids are getting a little out of control.” Jasmine chuckled. 
“My apologies, Ms. Davis. I have a lot on my mind. First day jitters. Let’s get started.” Tamia smiled as the two ladies rounded the children up for crafts. They kept the morning simple with crafts, story time, and a few easy to digest rules. 
During lunch, Tamia finally found the time to call Moe. She nosedived to her car for a bit of privacy. 
“Hey, baby, what’s up. How’s the first day going?” Moe asked.
“It’s going okay, but why didn’t you tell me that your son was going to my school?” Tamia angrily demanded answers from him.
“What do you mean my son is going to your school? Aisha got him into MacArthur Elementary in Southfield, so what are you talking about?” Moe asked.
“Moe, I don’t know what your communication is like with her but your son is in my class here at Bates. I met them both this morning. She said he was on the waitlist and she was finally able to get him in. He’s currently in my classroom now with two teacher’s aides while I eat lunch. I don’t know what’s going on, but this is my job and I don’t do drama,” Tamia fumed. Her hands shook as she pondered on the many things that could go wrong if Aisha found out who she truly was.
“MiMi, I’ll figure it out and call you back.” 
“Moe, please don’t let her know it’s me. I don’t have time for the drama,” Tamia requested. She couldn’t believe her first day of school was going like this. If Aisha was anything like Moe described, ratchet, loud, full of drama then she was in for a ride and she wanted off. 
“I got it. I promise. I’ll call you later,” Moe mumbled as the two got off the phone. 
***

“Man!” Moe yelled as he paced the black and white tile floors at his barbershop. 
“What’s good, fam?” his cousin, Kanga, questioned from his barber chair. Moe was in the process of lining him up when he received the call from Tamia. He normally didn’t answer the phone with clients but Kanga was family and he knew something was up if Tamia was calling at work. 
“I got a situation, cuzzo. Give me a moment; I’ll be right back.” Moe went outside in the parking lot and dialed Aisha. 
“Hey, Isha,” Moe’s voice trembled as he sought a way to gain clarity into the situation.
“What’s up? You know I’m on lunch. I gotta hit that teller line in a few. What’s wrong?” Aisha quizzed. 
“Hey, nothing’s wrong. I wanted to see how MJ’s morning went.”
“Oh, it was good. He met his new teacher, Ms. Mason. Oh, by the way, I put him in Bates instead of at the school in Southfield. I figured it’d be closer to the job so I wanted him there instead.” 
“Oh, okay, okay, well thanks for telling me. I thought he was going to MacArthur but it’s cool.” 
“Well, if you’d check and respond to my text messages you would have known that I got a call from Bates about him enrolling after being on the waitlist. They called me last night and I went up there first thing this morning. You stay so busy in that shop and the loft gallery, it’s hard communicating with you these days, ”Aisha whined as Moe paced the parking lot back and forth. 
“I know. I’m sorry. I got held up at the loft last night creating. You know how that goes; I know I haven’t had the chance to talk to you in depth because I’ve been so busy with the business and the art but I think it’s best if MJ goes to school in Southfield. I know Bates is close to your job but it’s not in the best neighborhood and I want my boy safe. We can talk a little later about switching him back to MacArthur.”
“But I’m the one that will have to pick him up and drop him off and you know my new branch is right across the way in the Kroger on 8-mile so it’s convenient for me,” Aisha pleaded while stating her case. 
“I get it but convenience is cool. Safety is another thing. Southfield is not that far. I have clients so I have to go but we can talk about this later on,” Moe responded. 
“Okay, that’s fine. I love you, babe,” Aisha cooed as Moe’s heart raced a mile a minute. 
“Love you too. See you later,” Moe responded and hung up the phone. 
***

After school, Tamia stood in the hall waving goodbye to her students. MJ was whisked away to after care by Jasmine and Tamia was grateful she didn’t have to face Aisha again. As she turned to walk back in her classroom, she was greeted by a familiar voice. 
“Hey, Ms. Mason!”
“Welcome back, Sasha. It’s so good to see you.” Tamia gave Sasha a high five. She noticed Jamilah a few steps behind her daughter. 
“Hi, Ms. Mason. It’s so good to see you again.” 
“Thanks, Jamilah. Good to see you as well. How are you all doing?” Tamia asked.
“We’re good. Sasha is ready for another school year. How are you? Hey, are you still seeing my cousin?”
“I’m good and yes, we’re still seeing each other,” Tamia responded, on edge about where the discussion would lead. 
“Be careful with that one, girl. He’s a trip, if you know what I mean,” Jamilah hinted as she winked her almond-shaped brown eyes at Tamia. 
“What exactly do you mean? Spill the tea,” Tamia requested. As Jamilah was getting ready to divulge some information, Mrs. Frankin, the Bates principal, walked through the halls to round up all staff for a post first day of school meeting. 
“Well, I have to go, Jamilah. Maybe we can chat later?”
“We sure can; feel free to give me a call at any time. Talk to you later,” Jamilah said as she walked hand in hand out of Bates with her daughter. 
***
Tamia came home to a wonderfully cooked whole chicken, mashed potatoes, and asparagus meal made by her father. After such a long day, she was ready to take off her heels and unwind. She still had yet to figure out what was going on with MJ being in her class. She called Moe a few times but he didn’t respond. Figuring he was held up with clients, she decided to worry about what was in her control. 
Ultimately, teaching MJ would be a conflict of interest since she was sort of dating his dad. She scoured the employee handbook and found information about how to report if a child you’re related to is placed in your class. Technically, she wasn’t related to MJ but a conflict of interest existed. She had yet to meet him formally or be introduced to his mother properly. She hadn’t asked Moe about meeting Aisha since their drama-filled phone call but she always expressed a desire to meet MJ, and Moe said she would meet him in the future. She never thought she’d meet him the way she did. 
Pondering her encounter with Jamilah, she wanted to dial her up and find out everything she needed to know about Moe. 
Maybe I should give him a chance to clear things up first, she thought as she picked up the phone to call him yet again. She received a call instead. It was Brianna. 
“Hey, girl, how was the first day of school?” It was their yearly ritual to recount Tamia’s first day and catch up on the latest gossip. Tamia wanted to spill the beans on the entire situation but she failed to tell Brianna about the phone call between herself and Aisha from weeks past. She decided to keep it to herself and not tell a soul. It’d be awkward to bring that up now and tell her the situation about MJ being in her class as well. 
“Hey, Bri, it was good. Same as every year,” Tamia mumbled. 
“You sure? You sound dry as ever, girl. What’s going on?” Brianna asked as Tamia sighed. 
“Nothing. All is well. The day was good and busy. Tons of new students and parents. Nothing out of the ordinary.” 
“Oh, okay, sis. How’s Moe?”
“Moe’s good. We’re good. Everything is good!” Tamia insisted, trying to avoid spilling the beans to her best friend. 
“You sound so bothered. I know you and I know you’ll tell me one day but it’s cool. I ain’t going to pull it out of you. Anyways, you coming to mid-week service tomorrow? You’ve been missing a lot of church lately,” Brianna asked. 
She was right. Tamia kept up with her dance rehearsals and she was there to dance on Sundays but aside from that, she missed mid-week services, young adult ministry, and she was neglecting the youth groups she served. She blamed her lack of attendance on preparation for the school year but she was always with Moe instead. 
“Yes, I’ll be there. Maybe we can go hang afterwards for a bit.” Tamia felt guilty for neglecting her friend and church for Moe but she was enjoying living her life. 
“Yeah, I’d like that. Well, Juan and I are about to spend some time together. I just wanted to check in. Talk to you later,” Brianna replied. 
They got off the phone and Tamia sat scrolling Facebook thereafter. Moe never accepted her friend request. When she asked him why, he said he was never on Facebook anyway so there was nothing to see. Moe told her that he had hundreds of pending friend requests that he never accepted because he didn’t use the app. She was annoyed by his response but decided to drop it and not make an argument over a social media site. Tamia felt they were in a good place and she didn’t want to unnecessarily complicate things. 
Hmmm, maybe I can look up Aisha now that I know her last name. Before she had a chance to look, her phone rang yet again. This time, it was Moe. 
“Hey, babe,” Tamia answered. She was ready to hear his explanation for MJ’s attendance at her school and furthermore in her class.
“Hey. I talked to MJ’s mom. She originally had him going to another school in Southfield but switched him at the last minute. I feel safer with him in school in Southfield so we talked about it and she’s going to switch him back. I’m sorry about that,” Moe insisted as Tamia exhaled. She was relieved to find out MJ would transfer. Avoiding drama was her utmost priority. Besides, she was concerned about going to her principal about switching his class. She didn’t want her business in the open at the school. 
“Okay, that sounds good. I’m glad it’s handled. Since I’ve met him and her unofficially, how about we all sit down and officially meet? Moe, I’ve been in your life now for a few months and I’d like to see our relationship go to the next level. Can we work towards that?” Tamia inquired. 
“What next level?” Moe responded. 
“You know, like being boyfriend and girlfriend officially. I’m not rushing you nor am I asking you but I think it’s time we had this discussion anyhow.”
“Oh, nah, baby girl. I’m not trying to get in a relationship. I’m enjoying the fun we’re having. Maybe in the future but for now I’m focused on my shop, art, and my son. That’s it,” Moe firmly confessed as Tamia’s heart began to race as fast as a Nascar sponsored race. She was furious with his response. After the experiences they had together, it seemed like a no brainer for them to finally start a relationship.  
“I don’t understand.” Tamia stood up from the sofa to go outside to talk. She needed a bit more privacy. 
“What don’t you understand? I think I was pretty clear,” Moe explained. He wouldn’t waver from his stance which pissed Tamia off all the more.
“So you just want me for sex and that’s it?” Tamia asked.
“Come on, MiMi, we’re friends for sure. I see you in my future but I’m not ready yet. I don’t want to feel pressured or rushed. Listen. Why don’t you come down to the loft and we can talk about this in person?” 
Tamia didn’t want to talk in person because she knew what going to the loft meant. Once she arrived, they wouldn’t talk about anything. They’d spend the night engaged with one another intimately. She grew accustomed to their nights together and wanted them every day. She jumped in her car and met him at the loft. 
When she walked in, they immediately began kissing and got right down to business. She knew she’d make love with him first and her plan was to ask the deep questions later in order to keep the peace and after the day she had, she’d rather feel good now and maybe make up a little later. They couldn’t resist each other if they tried. After two steamy rounds, Moe held Tamia as she thought of how to break the ice. 
“So about earlier…I guess you’re not ready for a relationship?” Tamia asked gently. 
“Like I said, no, not now but that doesn’t mean I won’t be soon. Tamia, I love you.” Moe dropped a bomb she wasn’t expecting. The L-word was serious. For him to say he wasn’t ready to commit but loved her meant something. Tamia turned to face him. She stared him deeply in the eyes and began kissing him. 
“Wait, I hope you love me too?” Moe stopped their passionate moment to inquire about her feelings. 
“I do. I love you too,” she confessed. She forgot all about her requests to start a relationship. She hadn’t heard a man say he loved her since Walter and she was over the moon. She knew she loved Moe for a while but she never wanted to say it first. She climbed on top of him, ready to give him all she had. 
“Hey, I’m out of condoms,” Moe revealed. 
Tamia continued without a care in the world. Hoping he’d inform her of his impending climax, she drifted deep into her imagination as she envisioned her future with him. He wasn’t ready now but that didn’t mean he wouldn’t be soon. He gently threw her off when it was time and she was satisfied beyond measure. 
Chapter 7
It was finally the weekend prompting Tamia to sleep in and catch up on some rest after a crazy first week at school. She woke up to a few missed calls. Moe, Brianna, and Pure Life Ministries all flashed across her smartphone screen. Pure Life; I wonder why the church called? Tamia thought as she checked her voicemails. She remembered she stood Brianna up for dinner after mid-week service. She failed to attend since she spent yet another evening with Moe at his loft. She had to make it up to her friend somehow. 
“Girl, so you stood me up Wednesday and I haven’t heard from you,” Brianna said as Tamia listened to her voicemail. “I bet you’ve been with that Moe. It’s cool though. I’m glad you’re living life but don’t forget about your bestie, heffa. Hit me up.” Tamia smiled as she went to the next message. 
“Tamia, this is Pastor Hartwell. Give me a call as soon as you get this message. It’s Saturday morning and I’ll be here at the church until around 2 pm as I prepare for tomorrow.” 
Tamia was nervous. She hadn’t talked to Pastor one on one in a long time. Though her church was large, she was there before church membership exploded and she was a faithful member. Pastor probably noticed her recent absences and wanted to check in with her. Her dad had even began asking her where she was. She knew she had to pull it together soon. Any man who kept her from her Godly duties wouldn’t get approval from Frank Sr. or Pastor Hartwell. 
Tamia called Pastor back right after she listened to his voicemail. She had his direct line and he picked up right away. 
“Good moring. Pastor Hartwell speaking.”  
“Good morning, Pastor. It’s Tamia. I’m just returning your call. How are you?” Tamia asked, eager to find out what this call pertained to. 
“Thanks for calling me back, Tamia. Do you have time to stop by the church today? It’d be nice to talk in person. I haven’t seen you in a while?” Pastor Hartwell inquired. 
“That’s fine, Pastor. I just woke up not too long ago. I can get there in about an hour or so. Does that work for you?”
“That works. I’ll see you then.” 
“Okay, sounds good. Bye, Pastor.” Tamia hung up the phone and hopped in the shower. Not knowing what he wanted to talk about bothered her. She should have asked while she had him on the line. She’d be horrified if he found out about Moe. Maybe her Father went to him about everything. She often thought about the dream she had where Pastor Hartwell called her a fornicator. Though it shook her to the core initially, she’d finally realized it was just a dream. The prophecy he gave in church was relevant but she was enjoying her life so much, she hadn’t really given it another thought since. 
When Tamia arrived to 2358 Springswell Drive, she was delighted to pull up to the church without fighting traffic with 4,000 other members. The church parking lots were relatively empty aside from a few workers who beautified and maintained the grounds. As she entered the church, she took time to look at the photos of her pastor and his family on the walls. She shook her head at the sight of John Hartwell. He always made her skin crawl even from a photo. She walked into the sanctuary for a minute. Feeling nervous about her meeting with Pastor, she took a minute to collect herself. 
The sanctuary was beautiful. Burgundy and gold were the main colors fused together to create an amazing ambience. The chairs were a mix of the two colors as well as the curtains that drew back in a grandiose way before every Sunday service. She remembered when they first walked into this building after the church spent years paying it off debt-free. She spent many times at the altar praying over others and having others pray over her. She danced many services and even made announcements for special events. Pure Life was home and lately she was neglecting home and she needed to find her way back. 
As she stood to her feet to walk to Pastor’s office, she was startled. Pastor Hartwell was standing in the vestibule. 
“Pastor, I was just on my way to see you.” 
“I saw you enter the sanctuary so I stood outside so we could walk to my office together. How are you?” Pastor Hartwell asked as they embraced. She’d known him since she was a little girl. He was older and much more grayer now but he was still the same Pastor Hartwell from when he had a handful of members to now as a mega-church pastor. 
“I’m good. How are you?”
“I’m good. Let’s sit and chat.” Pastor Hartwell extended his hand for Tamia to join him at a round oak table in his office. He crossed his legs in his tailor-made navy blue suit. 
“Tamia. I haven’t seen you as much in church. I know we have a lot of members now, but I notice when my faithful ones are missing. What’s going on?” Pastor quizzed as Tamia nervously smiled. 
“Well, Pastor, I was a little busy trying to prepare for the school year but now that we’ve begun, I will be back committed to all of my duties at the church,” Tamia lied, hoping he’d believe her. She felt guilty for lying but she knew she couldn’t confess to her new lifestyle with Moe.
“Good. I need my faithful members to stay faithful. I’m glad you recognize that we need you here. Your youth group let me know that you’ve missed a few of their sessions too.”
“Yes, I have and Chloe has been filling in for me. My apologies on that, Pastor.” Feeling guilty, Tamia began shaking her foot vigorously. She never neglected church in this way. Being called out made her feel horrible. Her goal was to increase her commitment. Brianna never wavered in her commitment to church activities. She balanced her relationship, work, her man and her personal life very well. For some reason, Tamia just couldn’t keep up with the demands of her new found love. 
“I brought you in not only to address your commitment but to ask you about starting a brand new ministry here.” Pastor Hartwell smiled as Tamia sat straight up in her chair. “I’ve noticed quite a few young adults and teens are struggling with fornication. I just found out two more of our unwed members are pregnant. What we’re doing now is not working and I’d like to get your thoughts on how we can help our members going forward. You are the epitome of steadfastness. You’re waiting until marriage and if I can just translate your drive to our other young adults, I think we will be alright.”
Tamia was shocked at his request. She felt honored he’d ask for her opinion but she was disgusted at her own behavior. She too, was a fornicator now. How could she offer advice to anyone knowing she was just like them. 
“Well, uh…Pastor, um, what…um, are you looking for?” Tamia stuttered as she stumbled over her words. 
“I’d like you to take the lead on whatever its going to be. Think of what would work. When I make them come to the altar to confess their fornication and step down from their ministries in the church, that may not be as productive. It’s what we’ve always done in the old church yet people are still fornicating. I know I can’t stop everyone but maybe if I provide my members with some extra help, people will think twice. You always tell your testimony on staying pure until you're married so I know you’re the right person to help start this up,” Pastor Hartwell confessed. She could tell he had a heart for helping people and wanted to truly give his members the best but she was just like them, fornicating and couldn’t help them if she couldn’t help herself. 
“Pastor, I just don’t know if I can commit to it. I’m having a hard time fulfilling my regular commitments right now. I don’t kn—”
“You can do it, Tamia. You create it and structure whatever you’re going to do around your schedule. In two weeks, let me know what you’ve come up with. I know you’re the right person for this. God already told me it’s you. I have another meeting in ten minutes. Brainstorm and come back in two weeks so we can discuss it fully.” Pastor hugged Tamia and sent her on her way. 
God told him I’m the one to do this? I am not the one. Lord, is this a joke? Maybe this is my wake up call. I know I’m not right therefore I can’t tell anyone else how to be right, Tamia thought as she walked out of the church. She checked her phone to find a few missed texts from Moe, three missed calls and a text from her dad and six missed calls and texts from Brianna. 
Dad: Good Morning. I heard you leave out and called you a few times. We need to talk as soon as you get home. 
Brianna: Hey. I’ve been blowing you up. I need you to call me ASAP. 
Moe: Hey drop me a line. We need to talk
She wasn’t sure who to call first as all of the messages sounded urgent. Tamia decided to drive home and reflect on her meeting with Pastor instead of responding to any of the calls. She’d sort everything out with everyone else once she thought about her meeting with Pastor.  She was living a complete lie and had given in to the flesh time after time. She had no business creating anything to help people abstain when she couldn’t abstain herself. She had to find a way to talk her pastor out of it or find someone else for the job. 
I’m going to tell him I’m too busy to do it and I’ll leave it at that, Tamia thought. 
As she pulled up to her house, she noticed a few familiar cars parked out front. She walked into the house feeling faint and hungry with intentions of grabbing the first thing in sight so she could to eat. 
“Tamia,” Frank said with concern in his voice. 
“Hey, Dad. I just got back from the church. Pastor called me up for a meeting. What’s wrong?” Tamia scanned the room to notice a few of her family members sitting around crying. Her aunts, Wanda and Brenda, looked up as Frank grabbed Tamia by the shoulders. Frank Jr. sat in the middle of his aunts as they consoled him. 
“Dad, what’s going on?”
“Tamia, your mother passed away,” Frank revealed as tears flowed from his eyes. 
Not knowing how to feel, she placed her hands over her mouth. She was speechless. She hadn’t seen or heard from her mother since she was ten years old. For years, Tamia would write letters to her mom or called but her mother never responded. After a while, Tamia gave up on trying to maintain a relationship with her mother. Relatives in Alabama keep tabs on her and reported her whereabouts and actions to Frank regularly. He chose to keep what they revealed away from Tamia and Frank Jr as children. 
When Tamia turned eighteen, he told her about her mom after eight long years of her questioning Miranda’s whereabouts. He informed Tamia that her mother was an alcoholic and ran from her problems. She moved to Alabama keeping small jobs here and there but her only commitment was to the bottle. She never really wanted children but when she found out she was pregnant with Tamia, Frank begged her to keep the baby and stepped up to take care of them. She never had a job while she was with him as he took care of everything. 
Succumbing to the pressure of motherhood after Frank Jr.’s birth, Miranda turned to alcohol more frequently, which drove a wedge in their marriage. Frank Sr. gave her two choices, either the alcohol or the family, and she chose liquor. From the day her dad told her that story, Tamia decided she’d never drink a day in her life, wanting to avoid her mother’s fate. 
With all eyes on her, Tamia felt unsure of what reaction to display. She had grieved over her mother as if she passed away many years prior so while it was tough to hear of her demise, Tamia wasn’t exactly sad. She did however feel queasy. Tamia took deep breaths but ultimately ran into the half bathroom down the hall to throw up. 
“Tamia. Are you okay?”
“Yes, Dad. I just feel sick to my stomach.”
“Is everything okay in there?” Aunt Brenda inquired as Tamia composed herself. 
“Yes, Brenda. She’s alright, just feeling sick. This news is tough. We’ll be out momentarily,” Frank insisted. “I know this is a lot, baby girl. I promise we’ll get through this,” Frank said as he took a deep breath. Tamia brushed her teeth and straightened her hair. Feeling better, she ran to the kitchen to make a sandwich though she could only stomach a few measly bites. 
Her family stayed over for a while, reminiscing on good memories of Miranda. Tamia had very little to contribute but she enjoyed hearing her aunts and father recount their stories. She remembered her mother but vaguely. She could remember her mother dazzling during holidays or working the room when the family hosted events. Her mom was beautiful and she was the life of the party. Tamia recounted the times Miranda did her hair or allowed her to wear some lipstick when she was a little kid. The memories of her mom stopped at ten years old so she grappled with current memories. Listening to her dad and aunts taught her new things. She realized that her love from education came from her mother. Her aunts described Miranda as a straight A student who would have surely been a scientist or engineer had she completed college. Miranda was also athletic just like Tamia. She loved to cook but she also loved to drink, something Tamia never understood. 
As the family chatted, the doorbell rang. 
“It’s probably some folks from the church,” Frank announced as he stood to open the door. 
“Hey, Mr. Mason. How are you? Is Tamia here?” 
“Hey, Brianna. I’m hanging in there. She’s right here in the living room. Thanks for stopping by to support her at this time,” Frank proclaimed. 
Looking confused, Brianna entered the house to find Tamia, Frank, and Tamia’s aunts sitting in the living room. She spotted white balled up tissues sprawled across the sofas and wooden coffee table. 
“Hey, everybody. Is everything okay?” Brianna inquired, looking lost and bewildered. 
“Hey, girl. Let’s go in the kitchen and talk,” Tamia stood and walked with her friend towards the kitchen . 
“Girl, I’ve been calling you all day. I have something to tell you but what’s going on here,” Brianna asked. 
“My mother passed away today.”
“Oh, my God. I’m so sorry, MiMi!” Brianna hugged Tamia tightly. “What happened to her?”
“She drank until she passed out and choked on her vomit,” Tamia revealed with a straight face. 
“Oh, my gosh. I’m so sorry to hear that. Wow. How are you doing with this news?” Brianna sighed as tears filled her eyes. She remembered Miranda and she also remembered the pain Tamia experienced as a young girl without a mother. Brianna’s mom, Phyllis often stepped in to help Tamia with things Frank couldn’t understand about being a female which helped Tamia and Brianna grow closer. 
“I’m fine. I’m just trying to help Jr. and Daddy. I’m good. So, what’s up? I know you don’t come by unannounced for nothing. Are you good?” Tamia asked.
“Oh, girl, it’s okay. We can talk about it some other time. You have something serious going on here.”
“No! You came all the way. What’s up? I noticed you called me six times. I was going to hit you up but then I came home to this. What’s wrong?”
“I don’t know if this is an appropriate time, Tamia.”
“Brianna, what’s up? I’m fine. Just tell me.” 
Brianna leaned in to Tamia’s ear to whisper so no one else would hear her. 
“I saw Moe out with another woman. I’m sorry, MiMi.” 
Tamia’s head began spinning. Grabbing the wall for support, her eyes went blurry. She then began experiencing severe double vision. 
DING, DONG. The doorbell rang once again. Frank was sure it was the Care Team from the church this time. He opened the door to find yet another unexpected visitor. 
“Hi, Mr. Mason.”
“Hello.” 
“Is Tamia home?” 
“Yes, she is. Tamia!” Frank yelled for his daughter to come to the door. Frank never met Moe formally but he knew who he was and he didn’t like him. Frank had a feeling Tamia was skipping out on her responsibilities at home and church for Moe. He also didn’t understand why he never formally met Moe and felt he wasn’t good enough for his daughter. As much as he tried to talk with Tamia about it, she avoided the discussion like the plague. As Tamia walked to the door, her head began pounding with intense pressure. Every step she took, her vision became more and more blurry. As her heart raced and pounded like horses galloping in a race, Tamia held her stomach and within seconds, her body collapsed to the floor. 
Over the next few minutes, her family and friends swarmed around her. Moe and Frank picked her up and laid her on the couch, noting she still had a pulse. She came to, moments later, as Brianna gave her a cold glass of water. Frank drove Tamia to the hospital with Brianna in tow. Moe followed behind Frank. Aunts Brenda and Wanda stayed at the house with Frank Jr. Completely overwhelmed, Tamia could only think about what Brianna told her. It wasn’t the time to confront Moe or gather any further details. Tamia wasn’t sure what was wrong with her but she needed those answers just as much as she needed to know what was going on with Moe. She hoped everything she experienced that day was just a dream but it was very much so real. 
As Tamia was admitted to the emergency triage, her dad, Moe, and Brianna were asked to step outside until she was ready to have someone come to the back. Brianna did her best to avoid Moe so she wouldn’t cause a scene but she was ready to go off on him. She kept her distance while she awaited news on Tamia. 

A young African American woman pulled back the curtains to Tamia’s bed. She had a stethoscope around her neck with black rectangular glasses on. Tamia looked up as she shifted her baby blue hospital gown to a more comfortable position. 
“Ms. Mason, my name is Dr. Ward but you can call me Dr. Nicole. I hear you passed out today; can you tell me a little about what happened?” 
“I’ve been feeling faint all day. Today has been horrible. I’ve been receiving surprisingly bad news since I woke up and I think I just got a little overwhelmed but I feel better, Doc,” Tamia smiled. 
“Okay. What have you eaten today?” Dr. Nicole took her stethoscope out to further examine Tamia.

“I only had a few bites of a sandwich and that’s it,” Tamia confessed.
“Hmm, okay. That could have caused this. Did you have any other issues occur?”
“Well, I did throw up earlier as well,” Tamia answered. 
“Okay, I’m going to have the nurses come back to draw some blood on you. Are you anemic by chance?”
“Not that I know of.” 
“Okay. Is there a chance you’re pregnant?” Dr. Nicole inquired as she listened to Tamia’s heart. 
“No way, Doc! I’m not…I mean no. No, there’s not a chance I’m pregnant.” Tamia almost said she wasn’t sexually active. She always got this question when she went to the doctor’s office and she was so proud to answer at every check up for over 25 years that she was not sexually active but this time, she could not say it because it simply wasn’t true. Tamia was mostly confident that she wasn’t pregnant. She and Moe had used protection. She wasn’t on birth control but there was no way she could be pregnant. 
“Okay, well. I’m going to run some preliminary tests, which will include a pregnancy test just as a precaution and I’ll be right back. If you’re ready for some visitors, that’s fine, as we wait for the test results. You can have one person at a time back here. I’ll be back soon,” Dr. Nicole responded and walked away to engage with other emergency unit patients. 
Tamia was low on energy but she texted Moe asking him to come to the back so they could talk. She had to know what Brianna was talking about. Perhaps Brianna was mistaken but she needed to hear his side as well. Five minutes later, Moe pulled back the curtain to her area to enter.
“Hey, baby. How are you feeling?” Moe asked as he leaned in for a kiss. Tamia turned her head. She had no desire to kiss him or engage in unnecessary pleasantries. Her goal was to get straight to the point and find out what was going on with Moe and another woman. 
“Moe, were you out with another woman the other day?” Tamia asked, immediately as Moe paced back and forth in the tiny space.
“Tamia, now is not a good time or place to talk about this. Let’s focus on your health. That’s my primary concern. What did the doctor say? Are you okay?” Moe asked vehemently. 
“Oh no Moe! It’s the perfect time and place. I can’t think of a better time than now, actually. I’m going to ask you again, were you out with another woman, Moe?” Tamia’s eyes narrowed in on Moe as anger engulfed her. 
“Yes, I was. I was with my son’s mother. We have a child together. What do you expect?” Moe responded. Not knowing further details from Brianna, she didn’t know the nature of the outing or what was going on with them to further investigate. Hearing Moe say he was with Aisha stung. 
“Brianna saw you out with her. You need to tell me what’s going on right this minute. Are you still messing with her?” Tamia asked angrily, searching for answers in his eyes. 
“Tamia, let’s talk about this some other time. You’re sick. Your dad told me your mother passed away today and I’m so sorry to hear that. Why don’t you just relax and we can deal with this later on tonight?” Moe demanded. 
“No, we will deal with this now. Are you still sleeping with her? Are you still with her? Brianna did not mention seeing your son and I know she would have told me that. Tell me the truth right now.” 
Moe hesitated to answer. Before she could dig in for more, Dr. Ward interrupted their discussion. 
“Hey, Tamia.” Dr. Ward walked up to her hospital bed. “I got your results back and you’re anemic. Your iron levels are extremely low.” 
“Thanks, Doc. I’m glad to know that’s all to it.” 
“Tamia, I don’t know if you’re comfortable hearing about the next thing I need to say with a visitor in here.” 
“It’s okay, Doc. You can say it in front of him,” Tamia murmured. 
“Tamia, you’re pregnant. I know you said there wasn’t a chance but you are pregnant. We can send you for an ultrasound to determine how far along you are and get you started on some prenatal vitamins. When was your last missed period?” Dr. Nicole asked. 
Tamia sat in complete silence totally ignoring Dr. Nicole’s last question. Tears streamed down her face. Life, death, and creation all stared her in the face in one day and she could no longer handle the pressure of what the day gave her. Weeping with everything within her, Tamia’s body shook with a vengeance. She was embarrassed and felt like a complete failure. Moe sat at the edge of her hospital bed looking void and nearly lifeless. He didn’t reach out to console her or let her know all would be well. He just sat there with his head hanging low. 
“Tamia. I’m sorry. I know this is a lot to learn at this moment. I’m going to give you a minute to process. I will be back shortly,” Dr. Nicole announced and turned the curtains to depart. 
Tamia continued in her sorrow for a couple moments. She contemplated her next moves. How would she tell her family? What would her father think of her? Sure, she was in a position to financially care for a child but she was not married. What would the church think of her? Pastor Hartwell just asked her mere hours prior to help women who had sex and babies out of wedlock and now she was pregnant herself. How could she be an example to anyone and she failed herself? Furthermore, she would now be grouped into the “unwed mothers” of the church, a group she never thought she’d be in. After a few moments of silence, she listened to the beeps, voices, and pages sounding off in the hospital, then Moe broke his silence. 
“We can get rid of the baby as soon as possible. I have the money. You don’t have to worry about it,” he said. 
“Get rid of the baby? I don’t believe in abortions. Absolutely not,” Tamia fired back as she rolled her eyes. 
“You have to get rid of the baby. I can’t have another kid. Tamia, I’m not playing,” Moe became extremely stern and borderline controlling. At this point, he was standing up fist high and balled with an elevated voice to match. 
“Moe, we both work and have good stable jobs. I’m not getting rid of my baby.” 
“Tamia. You have to. You don’t have a choice.” 
“What do you mean I don’t have a choice? It’s my body. I am not having an abortion. I do not believe in aborting babies. It’s a sin. I already messed up having sex with you before marriage. I’m not about to make another mistake by killing my unborn child!” Tamia shouted as anger overtook Moe. He jumped in her face as she sat flabbergasted.
“Tamia, you want to know the truth? Well, here’s the truth.Yes, Brianna saw me out with Aisha. Aisha is my girlfriend of the last six years. We live together. I go to the loft to paint and chill. That is not my home. I can not have a baby with you. You have to get rid of that baby. My girlfriend found out about you but I convinced her you were just a friend. I ensured she took MJ out of your school to prevent any future run-ins or problems. Yes, I lied to you about her but you need to abort that baby!” Moe shouted as he paced back and forth. 
“I knew you were lying. I knew it. I should have let you go back then. Get out of here now. Leave now!” Tamia screamed as a nurse came back to check on her. 
“Is everything okay back here, Ms. Mason? We can hear you two all the way up front at the nurse’s station.” A nurse in royal blue scrubs peeked behind the curtains to inquire about the confrontation everyone in the ER surely heard. 
“Yes, I’m sorry. This gentleman was just leaving. I apologize,” Tamia responded as Moe brushed past the nurse’s shoulder on his way towards the exit. 
Tamia couldn’t muster the strength to cry another tear. She felt like a complete fool. She was enjoying her summer when Moe came in the picture and she completely let her guard down. Tamia compromised everything she believed in to only end up pregnant and above that, a side chick to a man who completely lied to her about everything. She’d fallen in love with him and saw a potential future with him. Tamia gave up her responsibilities at the church for him. They were her choices but she felt bamboozled and deceived. She knew she’d have to face those close to her to reveal her secret which made her feel even worse. 
Feeling like her world was crumbling, Tamia closed her eyes and silently whispered to God, “Lord, I know you’re here with me right now. I know I’m wrong. Forgive me. I will not kill this child. The sin was the sex before marriage but the baby is a blessing. Help me through this situation. Show me what to do. I know people are going to judge me but you’re the ultimate judge and you still love me despite my actions. Help me. In Jesus Christ’s name. Amen.”
After she opened her eyes, Brianna was standing in front of her. Brianna overheard her entire prayer. She asked Tamia was she really pregnant and Tamia simply nodded her head. Brianna climbed in the hospital bed with her best friend and hugged her for a few minutes but to Tamia, the hug felt like it lasted eons and it was just what she needed. Brianna told Tamia how Moe left the hospital infuriated, completely walking past her and Frank Sr. as if he didn’t know who they were. As soon as she saw him leave, she decided to come to the back to check on Tamia. 
Tamia went through the whole rundown with her best friend. She informed her who Aisha was and how she called her phone one day. Tamia shared the story about Jamiliah constantly trying to warn her about Moe. She recounted all the lies and the red flags she overlooked. She even admitted that she had sex without a condom with Moe once, which ultimately impregnated her. 
Brianna ran down the details of the night she saw Moe out with Aisha. Brianna was out with Juan and she saw Moe clear as day at the Star Southfield Movie Theater hugged up with Aisha. Moe saw Brianna but tried to distance his body from Aisha’s though they were touching, kissing, and holding hands when she spotted them. Tamia was disgusted. She couldn’t believe she ignored all the red flags about Moe. Now, the truth was in plain sight and it was too late to go back and fix everything. 
“Well, I hope it’s a girl. I totally believe Brianna is the best name you could give her, I’m just saying,” Brianna chuckled. The two best friends laughed as Tamia’s spirits began to rise. Though her life was literally upside down, she felt a sliver of hope deep down in her belly. No matter happened next, she knew that God was with her. With the Lord on her side, she’d get through whatever came her way. With renewed faith and restored focus, she was confident things would be okay. 
***
Since that fateful day in the hospital, Tamia traveled to Alabama to bury her mother with her family. She was pleased to learn positive things about her mother and was proud to get the closure she needed. Tamia learned that her mother in fact wrote her back but never had the courage to mail the letters off. Miranda felt she failed her children and didn’t believe they would ever accept her again. Her aunt in Alabama presented her with a box of letters that she found after cleaning up Miranda’s place following her death. Tamia read through them all and felt the love of her mother in a way she hadn’t felt since she was a child. 
Dearest Tamia, 

I received your latest letter days ago. Thanks for always writing to me. It takes courage for me to write you back and I don’t have the courage to send these letters off. I wish I could see you. I hear you look just like me. Keep doing well in school. I was once a bright young scholar just like you. 

Tamia, mommy is overcoming things. I wish I could overcome these things and be with you at the same time. I still love you and your brother. I still love your dad. Hopefully one day, we can reconnect. One day you will see me again. That day will be full of joy and lots of laughter. I still love you and your brother. 

Love, Mom 

In other letters, Tamia learned that her mother wanted to be a teacher too. Her mother enjoyed sports and trying new cuisines. In her later years, Miranda desired to gain a connection with her children but felt she had done too much harm and let too much time pass to rekindle a relationship with Tamia and Frank Jr. 
Though her mother sacrificed her children for her own desires, Tamia could sense that her mother loved her; she was just lost and unsure on how to navigate life and battle her alcohol addiction. Years of rejection lifted from Tamia. She felt whole and received answers to questions that lingered in her mind for years. Her mother’s funeral was small and beautiful. Tamia mourned her loss but was comforted by the mass amount of letters her mom never sent her. It was almost like having her mother again in story form. 
Tamia hadn’t heard from Moe since the night in the hospital. He totally disappeared on her and changed his number.  She often called him over and over again hoping somehow he’d pick up the phone. The thought of him abandoning her and their baby often sent her into waves of depression but through prayer and support, she was able to get through each day. Tears filled her eyes like heavy buckets of water any time he crossed her mind, which happened at least several times a day. Tamia contemplated going to his shop or the loft to confront him but she talked herself out of it every time. Chasing him was something she was determined to steer away from. She was already embarrassed from the pregnancy and didn’t want the embarrassment of chasing a man who didn’t want her or their baby. He knew how to get in contact with her and where to find her. She chose to continue her pregnancy in peace hoping one day he’d come to his senses and participate in his child’s life. 
Chapter 8
“Praise God, saints. God is so good. I stand before you to share my story.” Tamia shook as she began reading a statement she prepared from her iPad. She never thought she’d stand before the church to make such an announcement but she knew this was part of God’s plan for her life. 
“A few weeks back, Pastor Hartwell came to me about starting a ministry that would help teens and young adults deal with sex, fornication, and babies outside of wedlock in this church. I thought Pastor had the wrong person at the time. Pastor knows this now but at that time, he didn’t know that I too was engaging in the very things that he wanted me to help others not do.” 
A collective gasp ensued around the church as members turned their heads and elbowed one another in shock. Eyes all around grew inches wider while members processed what they heard. Tamia heard Mother Thurman let out a loud “Mmmmmmmmmmm.” Not surprised by their reactions, Tamia continued. 
“You guys heard me right,” Tamia nervously confessed. “I, too, was fornicating before marriage. I am now pregnant. Two months to be exact. I, too, will have a baby outside of wedlock. In the past, Pure Life Ministries required women to come forward and confess their sins before the church when they became pregnant. Only women were required to do this. Men who were involved were not. Additionally, women had to resign from their ministries until Pastor felt they were ready to serve again. Going forward, we will not require anyone to come before the church to confess their sins. From today on out, we will start several small groups. One group for teens who struggle with sex outside of marriage, one group for young adults who struggle with sex outside of marriage, and a group for fathers who have had babies out of wedlock. We will also provide life groups for single mothers with childcare included. 
“Our hope is to provide a safe space within the church for people to discuss in open dialogue, receive prayer, encouragement, and admonishment. We will have trained counselors and therapist on hand to assist people as they navigate next steps. We will also hold one another accountable in walking in the precepts of the Lord but also recognizing we are human as well. Though this is the first of its kind in this church, we’re confident that as we begin to tackle this head on, we will begin to see a change where people can be set free and empowered to truly change. If you’re interested, please sign up in the back. If you’re embarrassed or ashamed of signing up in person or participating, we will offer one on one support to you as well. Please call the church office for more information.” 
Tamia walked away from the podium and marched back to her seat. The church was stunned and completely silent. Usually members clapped after each announcement but nobody clapped this time. As members stared at her, she was confident that they’d talk about her like a dog for months on end but she didn’t care. Sure, she was pregnant but that didn’t mean she couldn’t change or help others change. 
“Amen, Pure Life. You guys are mighty quiet. I know Tamia is not the only one but I commend her for being honest. I came to her about starting something and though she is pregnant, I know what God told me and I’m looking forward to God changing her life and the lives of everyone in this ministry. If members become pregnant out of wedlock, that member will be required to participate in a life group and attend one one ones with someone that can help them figure out life after pregnancy. Though this initiative is new, I believe God will get the glory and lives will be changed. Now give God some praise!” Pastor Hartwell commanded as the church clapped and stood to their feet. 
Pastor Hartwell preached a stirring message on love, forgiveness, acceptance and accountability. His mission was to allow his church to be a safe haven for those who struggled while empowering them to change their lives for the better. He no longer wanted to shame his members, he wanted to ensure they knew God’s love for them and received his restorative power. 
As Tamia approached the table for life group sign ups after service, she noticed the line wrapped around the vestibule. She spotted familiar faces in line. Some teens she worked with down to women on her dance team. She even spotted some older saints who she never imagined would admit to struggling with sexual sin. Men she looked up to stood in the line unashamed. Brianna was in the very front of the line waiting to sign up too. Withholding judgement, Tamia smiled and began collecting information from all those who inquired. She stayed at church an extra half hour to accommodate the high demand. Pleased with the response, Tamia quietly thanked God for what he was going to do through and for her. 
“Well, Tamia, you’ve done something remarkable. I guess I should be attending your life group too.” John Hartwell winked at her. “Or I can just continue doing me and you can join me since you ain’t that holy after all.” John smirked. 
“Get away from my best friend, you heathen. I heard what you said. I’ll be sure to let your Pappy know all about you.” Brianna shooed John away as he rolled his eyes. Tamia was grateful to have her best friend by her side through all the dilemmas she faced in this latest season of her life. She was also excited to name Brianna the godmother of her child. She’d need her craziness, sass, and love to help her stay sane while raising a baby. 
***
“Okay, on the count of three, I’ll pop it.” It was February and though the cold and brisk Michigan air invaded their lives, it was still a time to celebrate and be with family. Months had passed and Tamia was showing. Her slender body developed into a fuller more curvaceous look as she carried her little angel gracefully. 
During the past months, Brianna and Frank often accompanied Tamia to doctor’s appointments. Though she had their support, she often felt discouraged. In all of her dreams of motherhood, she never imagined she’d go through a pregnancy alone. Watching other women in the waiting room with their beautiful diamond rings and their husbands bothered her. Tamia was unwed but going through the pregnancy as a single mother often took a toll on her. She remembered God’s promise to be a father to the fatherless but she couldn’t help but want Moe’s involvement. 

“Lord, help me through this,” she’d often pray. Each passing day, she grew stronger in her faith and God renewed her strength to withstand her pregnancy alone. It wasn’t an easy process but somehow she had the courage to keep her held up and her faith high.  
“One, two, three!” everyone counted as Tamia popped a humongous black balloon to reveal the sex of the baby. Shades of shiny blue confetti hearts showered the tan tiles on the basement floor as everyone in the room screamed with excitement. 

“It’s a boy!” Frank Sr. and Frank Jr. jumped up and down for joy. Tamia pouted a little and shook her head. She wanted a girl but she’d be happy to just have a healthy and blessed baby. Her family and friends hugged one another as they celebrated. It was Valentine’s Day and Tamia felt so much love surrounding her. There was no place she’d rather be than with her amazing family and friends on a day built for love. As she prepared herself to receive and show the ultimate form of love through motherhood, she reflected on her life. Though her mother wasn’t there for her, she was determined to be the best mother she could be. She wanted to give her son all the love she could possibly give him. She also wanted to raise him right and in the church like her father raised her and Frank Jr. 

“Oh no! I wanted my girl!” Brianna huffed as she stomped away to a chair to sit down. Tamia shook her head as she laughed at her friend. 

“Nobody told you to get all excited and start buying a whole bunch of girl clothes,” Tamia sucked her teeth while Brianna rolled her eyes. Tamia bought gender neutral clothes until she could go all out and buy clothes once she knew the sex. Brianna was convinced Tamia was having a girl. Now she’d have to return all the pink clothes and exchange them for blue! 
“Hey, MiMi. I’m so happy for you. You’re going to be a great mom. I’ll have to pick little homie up sometimes to ride out with me.” Carlos laughed as he embraced Tamia. 
“My baby isn’t riding out anywhere with you, Los. You can forget about it.” Tamia insisted. She hadn’t seen her cousin in a couple of months but she was thrilled to see him. 
“Hey, I’m sorry things have turned out the way they have but I know you’re going to be a good mom. If you need anything, you know I got you, cuz. I’m sorry about that clown Moe. I wish I never brought him over here,” Carlos confessed as he shook his head. He felt partially responsible for the debacle that occured in Tamia’s life but she took full ownership over her decisions. She wanted to ask him had he heard from Moe or seen him but her pride wouldn’t let her inquire. 
“Hey, it’s cool, cuz. It is what it is and life goes on. I’m good and the baby will be good as well,” Tamia smiled. 
Tamia worked the room and mingled with her guests. Pure joy and happiness oozed from her spirit. She was genuinely blessed by the love her family and friends showed her. She knewhe mother would be proud of her. Though some church members judged her, her family was delighted to welcome a new baby into the fold. Some of her aunts even brought diapers and other gifts to show her some love. She couldn’t wait to host a huge baby shower for all of her loved ones in the coming months. Things were looking up in her life. The life groups at church were flourishing. She was able to overcome a lot in her personal life and she helped others deal with their issues. The church began to experience true change and transformation. Tamia’s life also transformed as she healed from issues stemming from her childhood and the trauma of her relationship with Moe. 
As a result of the new initiatives Pastor Hartwell and Tamia led at the church, many members left citing a lapse in judgement on Pastor Hartwell’s part. Though members left the church, new members flocked to the church daily. They had to put extra seats out each Sunday and life groups over flowed every week. Brianna even began working towards purity. Juan finally proposed to her and they both decided to abstain from sex until the night of their wedding. Tamia was working on finding new leaders to add extra life groups to handle the increase in demand. Her career was still going well though she couldn’t wait to go on her maternity leave in a few months. Standing up teaching took a toll on her body day in and day out. As Tamia took a seat to eat a bit of macaroni and cheese, the doorbell rang. 
“I’ll get it.” Tamia waddled upstairs to welcome the late party attendees. Uncertain of who else was arriving, she was eager to let them in and reveal the sex of the baby. She opened the door and gasped. With a blue and pink bouquet of flowers in his hand, Moe stood before her with a slight smile on his face. 
To be continued...
Thank you for reading! 
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