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      Prologue

      To Dr. Dwayne Grandison, the last forty-eight hours had felt like he was walking through a dream. An awful dream, but a dream
         nonetheless; one that would, like all dreams do, end shortly. His eyes would open and real life, his own normal life, would
         return. Familiar. Reassuring.
      

      Until this very moment, Dr. Grandison was not fully aware of the magnitude of what had happened. It felt as if an earthquake
         had erupted two days before, and those closest to the epicenter were still struggling to comprehend what happened long after
         others drove by to gawk at the devastation. So this is what it’s like to be at the center of a scandal. Already it had propelled the unlikely TV therapist into the Christian media spotlight, then made him pay for it with the
         loss of his popular television ministry and, quite possibly, his thriving Beverly Hills counseling practice. Worst of all,
         it had served to cast doubt on his integrity—and even his manhood.
      

      Dwayne entered the massive wooden double doors of the New Covenant Assembly Church, just as he had thousands of times before.
         Crossing the empty foyer, past the large portrait of his late father, Bishop John Paul Grandison, he cracked the doorway that
         opened to the brightly lit sanctuary and peered inside before entering. A score of reporters and a confused jumble of camera
         equipment, microphones, and electrical cords had taken over the sanctuary. They were waiting for him. Clearly, this was no
         dream.
      

      How could he have gotten so caught up in this web of deceit and betrayal? Was it the price he would have to pay for the success
         that had bought him fame and a high six-figure income? This success had trapped him, and his heart, between two extraordinary
         women: the almighty Beverlyn Boudreaux, famed televangelist and gospel music artist, and former TV child star Nina Jordan.
         His success was also helping to bring down R&B-turned-gospel recording sensation Sean Wiley, his best friend.
      

      Recomposing himself, he considered that he had spent the bulk of his thirty-seven years working hard and steering clear of
         the limelight, although in this moment he wondered if—having not followed his heart and his father into the pastorate—he hadn’t
         unwittingly set in motion the drama that had now taken center stage in his life.
      

      He proceeded down the long hall and toward the conference room, where everyone would be gathering. As Dwayne entered the room,
         he could see that Sean had not yet arrived, but everyone else seemed to be in place. He was greeted by his brother, Lafayette,
         who had succeeded their father as New Covenant’s pastor. The two were then discreetly pulled into the corner by Mark Mansfield,
         a prominent attorney who attended the church and who not only handled Lafayette’s affairs but also had a thriving corporate
         practice in Century City.
      

      His heart pounded as Mansfield began to speak, but he couldn’t seem to concentrate on any more than the commotion surrounding
         him. Just three days before, he had been on a fast track to national fame and untold fortune—then to have a scandal painting
         him to the world as a promiscuous homosexual, thanks to rumors planted by his archrival who had patiently plotted Dwayne’s
         demise. It all seemed so unreal.
      

      “Are you okay?”

      Dwayne’s hands trembled as he looked up at Lafayette, who had circled the room and now returned to stand squarely in front
         of him. Lafayette’s eyes, too, had dark circles under them, revealing how little sleep he’d had since the scandal broke.
      

      “You can handle this. You’ve done nothing wrong. You’ve got to hold on, little brother.”

      As the brothers embraced, Dwayne searched the room once again. Still no sign of Sean. The press conference had been Sean’s
         idea. It had been set for noon. It was now eleven-forty-five.
      

      “Has anybody spoken to Sean?”

      “No.” Lafayette paused. “Look, man, I know things have been pretty crazy for you since Yvette’s death, and now this; but you
         gotta believe me …”
      

      Lafayette fell silent as they both turned to see Sean Wiley and his entourage arriving. There was his publicist, a bodyguard,
         a stylishly dressed Sean, and a man whom Dwayne surmised to be a physician at his side. Sean acknowledged Dwayne with a calm,
         determined look that allayed his fears, at least momentarily. In the years he had come to be Sean’s best friend, Dwayne had
         come to trust his judgment.
      

      Still, in that moment, he could only think of all the time Sean had spent building and then safeguarding his image. This scandal,
         which had been covered by every major media outlet, had hit hard. What would the former R&B-superstar-turned-gospel-superstar
         have to say?
      

      As what seemed to be a sea of broadcast reporters trained their cameras and microphones on the podium and Sean, Dwayne scanned
         the print journalists just as they poised their pens and pads in unison. None of them really knew his best friend’s story
         or the truth behind what had brought the two of them to this moment.
      

      In just two short years, Dwayne Grandison had seen both his and Sean’s lives turned inside out. The seeds of this catastrophe
         had been planted long ago by Dwayne’s wife, Yvette.
      

      As the news conference prepared to get under way, Dwayne’s thoughts flashed back in time. How ironic, he thought. The conference
         was being held in the very room in which he and Yvette had formally announced their intentions to wed nearly two decades before.
      

      Yvette English had been Dwayne’s childhood sweetheart. The two had grown up together at New Covenant Assembly, the church
         pastored and founded by Dwayne’s father, Bishop John Paul Grandison, and everyone had always taken for granted that the two
         attractive, exceptional young people would eventually marry each other.
      

      An only child, Yvette had thrived in a family prominent not only in the church but also in the community, her father a judge
         and her mother a church socialite who’d never had to work a day in her life. Yvette, the primary object of their affection,
         was a beautiful child who had grown into a compassionate, intelligent woman, with anxious brown eyes, slim build, and supermodel
         looks and style. Though she often played down her good looks, set off by curly red shoulder-length hair that perfectly framed
         her red-bone complexion and striking facial features, it was her flair for high fashion—her penchant for couture designs and
         trendy high-heeled footwear—that set her eye-turning style.
      

      Dwayne, the unexpected child of his parents’ middle age, was the pride and joy of the Grandison family, including his older
         brother, Lafayette. Spiritually mature at an early age, compassionate, and extremely bright, Dwayne seemed to excel at everything.
         He loved people and idolized his father, wanting nothing more than to follow in his footsteps. Upon discovering his gifts
         in counseling, he graduated from college with a B.A. in theology, before going on to attain a Ph.D. in psychology, with the
         hopes of joining his father in the ministry, counseling people.
      

      Yvette, however, had something different in mind. She pushed Dwayne toward success—more particularly the outward signs of
         it. Though Yvette was kindhearted and considerate, prestige, material gain, and notoriety were priorities to her. Yvette’s
         determination was surpassed only by her father’s. Judge English wanted his only child to go to Yale, and that was where she
         went, convincing Dwayne to enroll there as well.
      

      It was during his college years that Dwayne’s dreams began to fuse with Yvette’s objectives. It was her idea for him to go
         into clinical psychology. He’d protested at first, but Yvette had been persuasive.
      

      “Think of how many people you could help to know the Lord and make a big difference in their lives in the process by being
         a psychologist, and you would be a great psychologist. Besides, your father and brother are helping everyone at New Covenant,
         but who’s there to help the ones who may be lost forever without guidance? Take, for example, people in the entertainment
         industry. They have spiritual needs. You could build a practice in Hollywood helping people face the challenges that they
         have to overcome daily. And you can help them find the Lord at the same time. Changing them might also affect the negative
         images that shape our society, since they’re so instrumental in the transmission of the morals that determine what is and
         is not acceptable.”
      

      Owing to Yvette’s ambitions and savvy, as well as her skillful administration of his career, Dwayne had become the most prominent
         psychologist of the black celebrity crowd, with a thriving practice in Beverly Hills and a client roster that read like a
         Who’s Hot in Hollywood. Many of the entertainment industry’s elite were quick to boast that Dr. Dwayne was the reason they’d gotten through some
         pretty dark days and out of some pretty tight spots.
      

      If the outward trappings of success were any indication, Dwayne had stepped into his calling well. But though he and his pretty
         and stylish wife were part of the A-list in Southern California’s African American community, with every material possession
         he’d ever wanted, he’d remained unfulfilled. Though deeply committed to his clients, he was indifferent to the fame and fortune
         that were so compelling to Yvette, often becoming bored with his practice and the ambitious plans Yvette had designed.
      

      What had started out as a starry-eyed, heartfelt, optimistic kind of youthful love was, it seemed, disintegrating as more
         and more they found themselves at odds with each other in such critical areas as goals and priorities, not to mention money
         and status. As time went on, they seemed to become each other’s worst enemy.
      

      The growing tension between them was exacerbated by the mention of children. “Why are you so focused on children?” Yvette
         would exclaim in exasperation. “There will be plenty of time for children.” Then in her classic manner, she’d walk toward
         him and put her arms around his neck—an attempt to defuse the tension that over time seemed to have become permanent. “Trust
         me,” she said.
      

      But, at least in his sight, she had done little to warrant his trust, and while she bitterly denied it, he was sure she’d
         had an affair with one of his clients. It had been the basis of many of their numerous fights. Fights that had grown more
         frequent and caustic. Not that he hadn’t had his own flirtations, though he had never acted on them.
      

      Early on, Dwayne fought back with stubbornness, then his own verbal counterattacks, until he settled into conscious indifference
         and detachment, resigning himself to the notion that his wife was spoiled, selfish, controlling, and an all-round status seeker.
         Confrontational and calculating, she accused him of lacking ambition and often wrote him off as too passive.
      

      “You’re not going to turn me into some hat-wearing church lady like your mother,” she had once told him.

      Truth was, she liked his mom and his family and she couldn’t see why he thought of her as selfish. So she wanted nice things.
         Shouldn’t Christians have nice things? Shouldn’t they aspire to set a new standard? Where did it read in the Bible that you
         have to sit back and wait for things to come your way? After all, doesn’t God bless the child who’s got his own?
      

      Sometimes privately, Dwayne wondered if maybe she was right and he was guilty of missing opportunities in her pursuit of a
         wealthier life. Those nagging thoughts were about as constant as Yvette’s never-ceasing flights of fancy.
      

      “You stay out of my way and I’ll stay out of yours” was the resolve the two came to adopt, and so, eighteen months before,
         disgusted with himself and the way he had gotten caught up in trying to please Yvette without being true to himself and the
         calling on his life, Dwayne announced his intentions to go into pastoral ministry.
      

      Yvette wouldn’t hear of it, vowing to take everything in divorce. Once she’d made that vow, he realized his life had begun
         to unravel. While Yvette eventually calmed, her outburst left painful scars that even he had been helpless to heal. He had
         long feared his marriage might be in trouble. And he’d been right. He’d never gotten over the most surprising reversal in
         their marriage, on an issue he thought they’d agreed upon: having children.
      

      He’d never been able to determine the source of dissension in his marriage, especially when it came to children. When they
         were teenagers, he and Yvette often talked of the children they would have. Even when they first married, their plans were
         to wait no more than a year or two. But as his practice thrived, Yvette’s desire for children waned, and with each passing
         year Dwayne’s frustration grew. The resulting tension exploded into a final conflict that precipitated Yvette’s departure.
      

      It all started after Yvette had dragged him to an exclusive A-list party thrown by an actress girlfriend of hers who’d been
         dating Brian Granville, weekend anchor for CNN West Coast. After two drinks, Yvette was speaking pretty freely about her views
         on just about everyone at the party and what she knew of their business. Then, after drink number three, things got worse:
         Dwayne returned from the bathroom to find Yvette flirting with the tall, picture-perfect anchorman.
      

      “You know, Dwayne,” Brian said, “you really should branch out with your practice. Network a little more.”

      “I tell him that all the time,” Yvette said.

      “Life is more than business,” Dwayne said.

      Yvette jerked her head back. “Oh, not more baby talk. I am not thinking about kids right now.”

      With that, Dwayne had left the party. Still seething at her putting him down, he’d gotten into his car and driven home without
         her. The next morning he realized he should have handled it differently, but the night before, he knew he was about to blow
         and had to get out and clear his head. He’d also realized that the distance between them had become too substantial to bridge.
      

      Two weeks later, she packed two suitcases and was checking to see if there was anything she’d overlooked when she stopped
         suddenly—as if she only then realized the gravity of the moment.
      

      “Dwayne, I wish there was another way,” Yvette said, strapping on her Jimmy Choo sandals. The sadness in her eyes matched
         the silent ache in his heart. He searched for words to say. After all, he was a doctor counseling people through all kinds
         of trials and tragedies, saving lives and marriages. But he couldn’t save his own and it was tearing him apart, though he
         knew all too well that they had both contributed to the demise of their marriage and he had hardly been the innocent partner.
      

      He stood and approached his wife. As he gently pulled her close, holding her face in the palms of his hands, she closed her
         eyes, a tear making its way down her cheek. It was closer than he had held her in months. In fact, sex had been infrequent
         since her indiscretion—his way of communicating the disdain he sometimes felt for her.
      

      “There is no reason for you to go,” he said. “I can leave for a couple of days.”

      She opened her eyes and shook her head. “It’s better this way, Dwayne. I’ve wanted to spend some time with my parents and
         it will only be for a few days. I pray you’ll see that I am right.”
      

      Abruptly, he’d stuffed his hands into his pockets. Uncomfortable seconds of silence hung between them, and Dwayne knew that
         his wife’s thoughts were not far from his. How could a marriage that seemed to have been ordained from the time they were
         children—and a love still deeply felt—come to this? Yet they held on to their respective stances, even as they were being
         torn apart.
      

      It was Yvette who broke the silence. “Dwayne, we have so much we need to work out.” It was her final attempt to convince her
         husband. “A child isn’t going to cure our problems.”
      

      He pulled away and the stubborn veil that often masked his feelings was back.

      “You’re right about that,” he said tersely.

      Yvette’s eyes once again teared as she kissed Dwayne’s cheek. She let her lips linger on his sullen face before finally pulling
         away. She reached for her suitcases, but Dwayne stopped her. “I’ll get them.” His voice sounded heavy.
      

      She shook her head. “It’s fine. I can handle it. The car is probably here.” She turned and walked toward the elevator. Dwayne
         wasn’t sure how long he had stood in that place, wanting to change the outcome of that moment, to bring back the woman he’d
         fallen in love with. But she never returned. Two weeks later, she was dead from a crushed chest and lacerated liver, the victim
         of a collision that had occurred, ironically enough, after she’d left the office of a doctor who had just confirmed her worst
         fears: She’d been eight weeks pregnant.
      

   
      Chapter One

      Through the vertical blinds that hung from the ceiling to the floor, the city lights shone, sparkling brightly as the night’s
         darkness descended upon Los Angeles. Over the past year, this had become Dwayne’s favorite time. In the darkness, he could
         hide—from his family, his friends, and his clients. With practice, he had even learned to hide from himself the overwhelming
         grief that mingled with his guilt and still—after almost three hundred days—flooded his mind.
      

      The shrill of the telephone interrupted his thoughts. With Monique gone home for the day, he reached for the phone, punching
         the speaker button.
      

      “Hey, guy, I’m surprised I caught you.”

      “Lafayette, what’s up, man?” Dwayne asked flatly.

      “I was calling to see how you’re doing. We haven’t heard from you.”

      “I’m fine.” Dwayne slumped into his chair. “You don’t have to keep checking on me …”

      “I’m not checking on you,” Lafayette objected softly. “I need to talk to you about something. Do you have some time tomorrow?”

      Though he already knew his calendar, Dwayne glanced at the leather book in the center of his desk. “I’ve got a full day,”
         he said as his eyes washed over the Thursday appointments that were set for every hour beginning at 8:00 A.M. He hadn’t even scheduled time for lunch.
      

      “Hmm. This is really important.” Lafayette paused. “What are you doing now? The kids have really missed their Uncle Dwayne,
         and you know how Robbie and I always love to see you. Why don’t you come on by?”
      

      Dwayne hesitated, gathering his thoughts.

      “I wouldn’t be calling if this wasn’t important,” Lafayette pressed, looking for the answer he wanted. “It won’t take long
         and I think you’ll like what I have to say. Or if it’s more convenient, I can come to you.”
      

      Knowing there was no escape, Dwayne gave in. “That’s okay, I’ll come there. I’ll see you in about thirty minutes.”

      He put the phone down. Seeing Lafayette, Roberta, and their four children was not something he relished. The house was always
         so full of love and he felt so empty. It was hard for him to be there, thinking always what could have been had things been
         different.
      

      In a gesture of resignation, he closed his calendar and dropped it into his briefcase. He walked slowly through the massive
         office and then stepped into the anteroom, decorated like a living room with the velvet scarlet plush couch and matching chairs.
         Though they didn’t have much money when they’d opened this office, Yvette worked with an interior designer, insisting it was
         a professional necessity.
      

      Yvette had carefully planned every aspect of their lives. Unfortunately, there was no backup—no strategy for spending the
         rest of his life alone. He ran his hand over his face, trying to wipe away the fatigue that seemed to envelop him constantly.
         He stepped into the hallway and, like a robot, took the elevator down to the parking garage.
      

      Dwayne turned his car into the long driveway and pulled behind a metallic blue Escalade. He peered for a moment at the darkened
         front of the two-story, three-year-old custom-built home and then set the car into reverse. A second later the porch light
         was on. Sighing, he parked his car and turned off the ignition. The front door opened before he could slam the door of his
         Jaguar.
      

      “I was about to come to you,” Lafayette said as he extended a hearty hug to his younger brother.

      “Uncle Dwayne!” Nicole, the youngest of Lafayette’s children, rushed through the hall toward the front door.

      Dwayne grinned and lifted the six-year-old into his arms. “How’s my favorite girl?”

      Nicole giggled as Dwayne kissed her cheek and Roberta sauntered into the foyer to greet her brother-in-law. Dressed in a gray
         jogging suit and white Keds, and with her long reddish-brown hair pulled into a ponytail, Robbie, as everyone fondly called
         her, didn’t look much older than her fifteen-year-old son.
      

      “Hey there. How are you making out?”

      Dwayne nodded okay as he lowered Nicole to the floor and then gingerly pulled her pigtail. “Where is everybody else?”

      “In their rooms watching TV, no doubt,” she said as she took Nicole’s hand and headed toward the kitchen, calling behind her,
         “Dwayne, come for dinner on Sunday. We’ve been missing you.”
      

      Dwayne settled into the full-cushioned chair and let his eyes wander around the living room as Lafayette sat facing him on
         the adjacent sofa.
      

      “So how’s it going?” Lafayette peered into his brother’s eyes. His elbows rested on his knees and his hands were folded just
         below his chin, as if he were about to pray.
      

      “Hard at work, trying to keep moving forward.” Dwayne looked up into his brother’s eyes, knowing full well that Lafayette
         was scanning his face for signs of distress.
      

      “So what’s this about?” Dwayne asked, shifting the attention to whatever was so important it couldn’t wait.

      “I need your help.” Lafayette glanced over a yellow pad Dwayne hadn’t noticed until just then. “We’re expanding the counseling
         ministry at New Covenant.”
      

      Dwayne sat up straight in his seat. “And …”

      “Well, I need a little of your time and a lot of your expertise. We brought a new director on staff about a year ago,” he
         continued, hoping to give Dwayne the full scope of what he was planning before Dwayne would object. “You know her—Nina Jordan.”
      

      Dwayne frowned “The name sounds familiar.”

      “She grew up in church with us, though she was a few grades behind you, but you remember her from TV. You know, that series—Everyday People.”
      

      Dwayne thought back, trying to remember. “Oh, yeah. She’s not acting anymore?”

      “Don’t you remember… she was caught with drugs, lost her money? It was in the tabloids.”

      “She’s in charge of your counseling ministry?”

      “Well, who better than someone who’s been there—married early, divorce, drugs, fame, partying. She’s determined to use her
         experience to help people avoid what she’s been through. Last year she got her master’s in psychology from Marymount and graduated
         with honors. She’s worked hard to turn her life around. Remember our women’s program?”
      

      Dwayne nodded slightly.

      “Well, Nina came in, expanded the project, changed the name to Sister 2 Sister, and it’s going well.”

      “What can I do?”

      Lafayette handed Dwayne a thin folder before he continued. “The other day Nina brought me this proposal to beef up the men’s
         program you once led. It will be called Man-to-Man, and like Sister 2 Sister, it will be a support system and provide mentoring
         as well.”
      

      Dwayne opened the folder and glanced at the first page of the proposal.

      “We want to do the same for the men as we’ve done with the women—group counseling, one-on-one sessions, and mentoring. Like
         Promise Keepers or Jakes’s Manpower, a strong men’s fellowship.”
      

      “So it’s really working with the women?”

      “Man, you wouldn’t believe the inroads Nina has made. Our women’s fellowship has tripled in size, and these women have gotten
         serious. So many of them have turned their lives around. Nina doesn’t play, and the women seem to respect her for that. I’ve
         sat in on a few of the sessions.
      

      “Problem is, the program’s out of balance without us doing the same for the men. Since you left, our men’s ministry has stalled
         and I can’t seem to find the person with the dynamics it takes to get and keep the men motivated.”
      

      “But aren’t you overseeing that?”

      “In name, yes, but in practice… Man, my hands are full. I need someone to really develop this thing hands-on. Borrowing
         from Jakes and Promise Keepers, Nina’s outlined a strategy.”
      

      “Makes sense.”

      “Well, Nina’s going to need some help and I thought, who better than you?”

      “Man, it sounds great and I’d love to do it, but you know how busy I am and what I just came through. I don’t know that I’m
         ready for this.”
      

      In truth, Dwayne had been looking for anything to fill his time and didn’t know why he was so hesitant. As if Lafayette was
         reading his mind, the elder brother replied, “What are you talking about? For the last year, all you’ve done is work and go
         home.
      

      “Not only do we need your help,” Lafayette continued, “but I thought this would be a great way for you to get into some form
         of ministry, like you’ve always wanted. You could have your practice and just give New Covenant a bit of your time. It’s the
         best of both worlds.
      

      “You could make such a difference in the lives of these men and the church. Besides, Mom was the one who suggested you. She
         thinks it’s what you need and was going to make the call herself.”
      

      With the mention of their mother, Dwayne’s eyes wandered to the silver-framed picture on the desk. Their mother, Bernice Grandison,
         was standing stoically and stylishly (as was her custom) behind their father, one hand placed squarely on the shoulder of
         the man who had been her husband for nearly half a century. It was the last picture ever taken of Bishop John Paul Grandison,
         or Bishop, as everyone called him.
      

      “At least give it some thought,” Lafayette persisted.

      This was the opportunity he’d been seeking a year ago. It had caused dissension between him and Yvette. Suddenly, Dwayne stood,
         still holding the folder in his hand. “I’ll get back to you.”
      

      “You’re not leaving already? We haven’t talked about what’s going on with you.”

      Dwayne opened his mouth but stopped when Lafayette held up his hands. “I know. You’ve been busy.”

      “Tell you what. I’ll be by for Sunday dinner. I’ll let you know for sure then.”

      “Now you’re talking.” Lafayette smiled widely before tugging gently at the folder that Dwayne tucked under his arm. “I really
         need you, man.”
      

      As they walked silently toward the front door, Dwayne contemplated the idea of working with his brother at New Covenant. Maybe
         this was what he needed. At the door, the brothers hugged.
      

      “See you Sunday. Take care of yourself.”

      “I will,” Dwayne said. He walked toward the car knowing that Lafayette had the best intentions, but he also had Robbie and
         the kids. His heart sank with the aching reality that he had no one.
      

      It was the final night of the Dallas crusade. The overflow crowd nearly came to a complete hush as a giant screen was lowered
         to the middle of the huge arena, a drumroll marking its descent.
      

      The blank screen suddenly filled with a close-up of Beverlyn Boudreaux in profile; she was leaning against a brick building.

      “I grew up on these streets… New Orleans …”

      Beverlyn turned toward the camera and began walking. She pulled her leather jacket tighter, and as the camera followed her,
         Jackson Square came into view.
      

      “On these streets and in that park, I did things I am not proud of—I stole, I drank, I did drugs. I was only a few weeks away
         from selling my body for money.” She paused, taking a deep breath. “There are lots of reasons why my life went that way, but
         there’s only one reason why it turned around.” She turned back to the park, but this time, when she returned to the camera,
         her eyes were watering, then gave way to a glow that lit up her face while seeming to radiate through the screen.
      

      “Who I am today is only through the power of God. He revealed Himself and His plan, and my life was transformed.”

      The camera zoomed in on Beverlyn’s face. “God wants you too. We’ll share with you stories of victory, of tribulations overcome,
         of souls redeemed. We’re the Jubilee Network. If you’re in a place where you have more questions than answers, give us a call.
         We have a direct line to the man who knows. Tune in this spring.”
      

      An 800 number appeared on the screen and then the picture slowly faded. Once again, the Jubilee Network came into view. Thunderous
         applause arose from the crowd.
      

      Then a roving spotlight scanned the crowd before settling on Beverlyn, who stepped from a haze of smoke in a copper Donna
         Karan gown, her hair pulled off her face into soft curls, accented by a pearl and diamond headband. A booming baritone voice
         offstage announced, “Ladies and gentlemen, please welcome a visionary woman of God, Evangelist Beverlyn Boudreaux.” As Beverlyn
         strode confidently toward center stage, the overhead lights slowly brightened.
      

      “Extend your arms toward this stage and believe for a miracle,” she proclaimed. The audience roared their approval. On cue,
         another Beverlyn Boudreax Empowerment Crusade was under way. Every service was a carefully orchestrated progression of music
         and ministry in finely tuned synchronization, building toward a dramatic climax and calculated to spur huge product sales
         out in the lobby.
      

      “I feel the power of angels …” Beverlyn shushed the crowd, raising her hand as a glow rose over the crowd now caught up
         in a wave of euphoria.
      

      In that instant, the anointing—God’s living spirit—moved through her to touch the throngs who had come to hear her minister
         to their sorrows, hopes, dreams, and pain. Something was happening in the heat of the moment. While no two people responded
         the same, all were feeling as if a hugely significant event was taking place, that they were experiencing a divine presence—as
         real to them as their own dreams. Onstage and off, people were breaking through pain barriers.
      

      “God is here all around us. Ah… this is holy ground.”

      Shouts of “Hallelujah” reverberated throughout the hall.

      Beverlyn stretched forth her hands. “Your people are hurting, Father. Heal them right now in Jesus’ name.”

      Suddenly, a ceaseless flow of men, women, and children with heightened expectations moved to the front of the stage, which
         had become a makeshift altar.
      

      One woman’s entire body went numb, and as though someone had plugged her into electricity, she fell back into the arms of
         another, setting off a chain reaction, confirming and reconfirming the expectations culminating from widely felt sensations
         of ecstasy.
      

      “The power of God is working its way through this crowd tonight,” Beverlyn shouted. “Embrace it.”

      It was at moments like this that Beverlyn Boudreaux was most at home. Awe-inspiring, her five-octave vocal range thrilled
         audiences. Her powerful oratories and sermons were even more moving, and the presentation was both electrifying and seemingly
         flawless, transforming the thousands who flocked to see her into active participants. All of which were a big part of the
         reason why she was the most sought-after black female evangelist in the country.
      

      Like her idols Benny Hinn, a Palestinian who’d fled with his family to Canada after the Six-Day War, and T. D. Jakes, who
         while being raised in a one-room shack in West Virginia watched his father slowly die of a debilitating disease, Beverlyn
         had experienced a childhood filled with pain. Because of the overwhelming circumstances she had overcome, she was convinced
         that God had chosen her, like Esther in the Old Testament, for such a time as this.
      

      She had created the kind of excitement in religious circles that had been reserved for secular superstars, partly because
         of her uncharacteristic beauty, but mostly because she had asserted a vision that was nontraditional in approach and yet universal
         in its appeal. There was also her explosive gospel music career and an uncanny ability to navigate black and white fellowships,
         with a widespread cross-denominational appeal.
      

      It was a style she’d developed over the last decade while building her multimillion-dollar, multimedia Beverlyn Boudreaux
         Ministries. It was a flair displayed in earlier speaking engagements that caught the eye of a cadre of leading televangelists
         who invited her to appear on their TV broadcasts and at their conventions. Her astounding popularity had been fueled by a
         string of hit records, more than a dozen inspirational conferences and religious crusades, numerous TV appearances, and by
         one Linson William Lejohn, known to all as L.W., Beverlyn’s uncle and manager: publicly recognized as the man who single-handedly
         choreographed her rise to fame; and privately derided as the puppeteer who pulled her strings.
      

      Backstage, L.W. paced in the backdrop of the giant arena as production people scurried about tending to every detail of the
         massive crusade that had drawn upwards of thirty thousand. While the complete numbers weren’t in yet, the $250,000 they’d
         pulled in so far was more than enough to make him smile.
      

      Lejohn, an overweight, balding, middle-aged former storefront preacher, was often characterized by those who’d worked with
         Beverlyn as a paranoid, vindictive adversary who was accountable only to himself, tolerated zero dissent, and exerted a frightening
         level of control over Beverlyn. Together with her, this relentless self-promoter had built a multifaceted empire, which had
         in turn boosted her own profile in black religious circles.
      

      Many saw him as the Svengali who, from scratch, had created a new phenomenon: a powerful woman of God with movie-star allure.
         It was rumored that he lived vicariously through Beverlyn’s fame. Indeed, he shared in her every triumph. But L.W. didn’t
         care what people said.
      

      She was, after all, his creation.

      It was he who had recognized her gift early and nourished it and the empire that came of it. Getting her to the top was all
         he’d ever done that worked, and he’d done it well.
      

      Now Lejohn—with Beverlyn Boudreaux Ministries in tow—was rolling the dice on their biggest gamble to date, the Jubilee Network.
         A lot was riding on the high-risk cable TV venture whose flagship program, he hoped, would feature a Los Angeles-based therapist
         and author who’d created quite a stir when he appeared as a guest on Oprah just nine months before. His name was Dwayne Grandison.
      

      “Mr. Lejohn,” a stage assistant called out, “didn’t you want Mr. Wiley to go on a little early?”

      “Yeah,” L.W. called out. “Signal for Beverlyn to intro him now.”

      The tech disappeared from view as a makeup girl rushing to put last touches on a tall, blond-haired, and gruffly handsome
         man scurried to keep up with him as he brushed past L.W. and headed to the stage.
      

      Beverlyn hushed the audience before proceeding. “Now I have a real surprise for you. This man’s testimony we’ve all had the
         pleasure of watching unfold. There is no greater singer. Please join me in welcoming Grammy Award-winning Sean Wiley to the
         stage to sing his current hit—number one on Billboard’s gospel chart—‘For Love Alone.’”
      

      Deafening cheers, screams, and applause filled the auditorium as Sean took his place onstage and, as the spotlight came up,
         began to sing.
      

      For most of Sean Wiley’s thirty-five years, his business had been music. He first rose to fame in the 1980s with a sultry
         blend of blue-eyed soul rivaling the success of those like Michael Bolton and the sound of Luther Vandross. If you closed
         your eyes and just listened, you wouldn’t have guessed that Sean, like Bolton, was white. Nor could anyone have predicted
         the kind of success that followed his 1984 debut, including a string of hit albums, numerous awards and accolades, and several
         TV appearances.
      

      But it was nothing compared to the success and fulfillment that came with his conversion to gospel in the mid-nineties. Adding
         to the gold albums were three platinum awards, a string of Dove and Stellar Awards, a performance schedule that had him booked
         up to 150 dates a year, and profiles in leading Christian and mainstream publications, including People and USA Today. And as the former R&B sex symbol continued to mesmerize the gospel and Christian community, there had come the kind of adulation
         that was reserved for secular artists.
      

      “You were great,” a man said as Wiley walked offstage past a throng of waiting admirers to the backstage area. The evening
         nearly over, the greenroom was packed with prominent pastors and their wives, socialites, and local celebrities looking to
         say hello to both him and Beverlyn. At least half an hour would pass before the diva made her entrance, so he went to his
         dressing room to change.
      

      When he reemerged forty-five minutes later, some of the crowd had waned and Beverlyn was doing what she did best: working
         the room and turning on the charm. These pastors were her lifeblood: a network of people she depended on to get the word out
         about her ministry and her soon-to-be-launched Jubilee Network. She knew how to nail every angle, yet it was also very important
         to her that everything be first-class. With the help of her trusted personal publicist, Kim Steele, everything always was.
      

      Steele, invariably at Beverlyn’s side in public venues, was somewhat a chameleon. While at times you hardly knew she was there,
         there were those times when she took center stage, making sure everything ran with precision, timing, and the right results.
         She, too, appeared to be first-class—an attractive, professional type with a seemingly unshakable demeanor, who dressed conservatively,
         in perfectly coordinated designer suits.
      

      “Well, I’ve got some good news for you,” Beverlyn said to Sean as he approached her and Kim. “Ticket sales were going well
         for the Women’s Crusade, but when we announced you were added to the show, we sold out the Georgia Dome within twenty-four
         hours. I thought we were going to have to book the World Congress Center for the overflow.”
      

      Sean grinned. “You’re giving me way too much credit.”

      “Oh, please… You know you’re way bigger now than you ever were when you were singing that ‘groove with me’ stuff and
         gyrating your hips.”
      

      He chuckled. “Well, just call me the Elvis of gospel.”

      “Yeah, right.” It was Beverlyn’s turn at sarcasm.

      “How’s the Jubilee Network coming?”

      “Well, we’re just weeks away from the first telecast. Can you believe it?” Then, not giving him a chance to answer, Beverlyn
         continued, “I just keep thinking of all the things I’ll be able to do—so many people I can help and lives that can be saved
         and changed if things go well.”
      

      “You do quite a bit of that now.”

      “But I’m talking huge,” she said, spreading her arms wide and almost bumping into the mayor, who’d been standing to the side
         awaiting her acknowledgment. “Excuse me,” she said, turning back to wind down her conversation with Sean as Kim turned to
         greet the mayor.
      

      Sean took her hand. “God’s blessed everything you’ve touched. Why should this be any different?”

      “Because it’s L.A., Sean, and L.A., I’ve heard, is a tough nut to crack. A lot of megachurches. A lot of homegrown celebrities.
         It’s just not the same.”
      

      “Nothing’s the same in L.A. That’s why you’ll fit right in.”

      As he bade good night to Beverlyn, Sean remembered there was a call he needed to make. Stepping into the hall, he pulled out
         his cell phone and dialed the L.A. number. He was mildly disappointed when he called Dwayne’s office and the voice mail greeting
         came on.
      

      “Hey, man. Sorry I missed you. Just wanted to give you the heads-up on the concert next week. I’ve reserved two VIP tickets
         and all-access passes, so bring a date. There’ll be a party afterwards and of course, I’ll expect to see you there. By the
         way, Beverlyn Boudreaux’s been after me to introduce you two. She has some big project she wants to talk to you about. Well,
         got to run. I’ll talk to you when I get back to L.A.”
      

      As he tucked away his cell, Sean was hopeful Dwayne would be up to going out. He had been worried about his best friend, hoping
         in some small measure to help pull him through the gloom that had cast a dark cloud over his life since the death of his wife.
      

      “Good evening, Dr. Grandison,” the valet said as he opened the car door.

      Dwayne nodded. “Thank you, Edmund.” He handed his keys to the valet and entered the Wilshire-Pacific Towers. The heels of
         Dwayne’s polished shoes clicked against the marble floor, breaking the silence in the opulent lobby. It was almost eleven,
         so Dwayne wasn’t surprised to find the lobby empty, though even during the day, this high-priced high-rise condominium complex
         was often conspicuously bare.
      

      Once inside the elevator, he put the key into the panel granting him access to the seventeenth floor—the penthouse. As the
         chamber rose, his eyes held his own reflection in the mirrored doors. On the outside, he appeared fine; he hid well all that
         was brewing inside. The dark circles that had once taken up residence under his eyes had all but faded. And his return to
         his four-times-a-week workouts helped his chestnut skin regain its luster, making him appear younger than his thirty-seven
         years.
      

      As the elevator doors parted, he stepped into the circular foyer of the penthouse condominium and dropped his briefcase at
         the base of the round granite table. Loosening his tie he walked slowly into the living room and clicked the dimmer switch,
         allowing streams of amber light to radiate through the room. At the same time, Kirk Whalum’s mellow jazz filled the air, the
         result of an electronic gadget Yvette had installed when they first moved into the three-bedroom unit.
      

      Dwayne flipped through the mail that had piled up on the dining room table. Moments later, he tossed the envelopes aside and
         slumped onto the glove-soft leather couch.
      

      He closed his eyes and leaned back, stretching his legs onto the glass coffee table in front of him. With his eyes still closed,
         he breathed deeply, taking in the music. Opening his eyes, he allowed them to move through the room, soaking up every bit
         of the surroundings. Though Yvette had been dead now going on eleven months, she was still very much alive in his heart—and
         surroundings. From the furniture to the original paintings that covered the walls to the Chinese vases they had collected
         during their travels—even the plants that still flourished under the windows due to the weekly visits from his cleaning woman—it
         was all Yvette. Dwayne was sure that even his wife’s favorite perfume, Tiffany, still hung in the air.
      

      Slowly, he lifted himself and shrugged his jacket from his shoulders. He went into the extra bedroom, which had once been
         his home office. Today it was a storage area, filled with empty U-Haul boxes, waiting for him to take the first steps.
      

      Dwayne roamed through the room with boxes in hand. In the living room, he began to pack away the pictures that filled the
         mantel and covered the piano, leaving just their wedding picture alongside a photo taken a few weeks before Yvette passed.
         Next he moved through the long hallway into the guest bedroom, where books Yvette had been reading were still stacked on the
         dresser. In one of the two bathrooms, he removed bottles of scented shampoos and fragrant lotions that had sat unused for
         a year.
      

      It was well past midnight by the time he went into the master bedroom they’d shared. Bernice and Robbie had mercifully spent
         the week after Yvette’s funeral packing the clothes that lined her two walk-in closets, and carted them off. Still, he’d kept
         some of her personal trinkets and much of her jewelry spread across the dresser, next to her picture.
      

      He gathered the jewelry into a pouch before returning to the guest room, emptying its contents onto the bed and then spreading
         the pieces until he found the one he was looking for. He stared at the diamond-studded Rolex he’d given Yvette nearly one
         year before on her thirty-fifth birthday. It had been among the personal effects he’d claimed at the hospital where she’d
         been pronounced dead upon arrival.
      

      He rolled the gold band through his fingers and then laid it on the pillow. Lifting the rest of the boxes, he took them into
         the guest room. It took him another hour to seal all the boxes, and when he finally lay down, still fully clothed, the grandfather
         clock in the foyer chimed four times.
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