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Preface
 
    
 
   Scripture is abounding with verses telling us of joy! Here are just a few.
 
    
 
    
    	But the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness. (Galatians 5:22)
 
    	My brethren, count it all joy when ye fall into divers temptations; Knowing this, that the trying of your faith worketh patience. (James 1:2–3)
 
    	Weeping may endure for a night but joy comes in the morning. (Psalms 30:5)
 
    	The hope of the righteous brings joy, but the expectation of the wicked will perish. (Proverbs 10:28)
 
    	For you are our glory and joy. (1 Thessalonians 2:20)
 
    	And we are writing these things so that our joy may be complete. (1 John 1:4)
 
    	For I know the plans I have for you, declares the Lord, plans for welfare and not for evil, to give you a future and a hope. (Jeremiah 29:11)
 
    	Those who sow in tears shall reap with shouts of joy! (Psalm 126:5)
 
    	He will yet fill your mouth with laughter, and your lips with shouting. (Job 8:21)
 
   
 
    
 
   It can be difficult, however, to attain that joy or to remember it is there and available. We become so entrenched in the cares of today that God seems to be a month of Sundays away, the joy He promised even further.
 
   These pages are written to bring you one Sunday closer to the joy God promised. I hope the story of my crazy trial will give you encouragement as you go through your own. As Winston Churchill once said, “If you’re going through hell, keep going!”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   This book is dedicated to my mother, Alma Mercedes Myree. I love and miss you terribly.
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   True Stories
 
   


 
   
  
 



The best stories in life are true—the stories that make the hearer say, “Hell naw! You’re making that up!” To which the teller responds, “I’m telling you the truth! I couldn’t make this shit up!”
 
   I believe true stories are most edifying to life because it is the true story that gives us something in common, provides us with relationships with others going through the same things we are, and produces love through understanding and relation where hate once prevailed. Some true stories are worthy of being written on pages of gold. Their telling polarizes us, obtains our complete attention. 
 
   After ten years being held captive by a madman, Amanda Berry, Michelle Knight, and Gina DeJesus are free from a captivity that seemed like a horror movie. We watched, we cried, and we celebrated because it was the truth, and someone actually lived through and survived it. The telling of such a story makes our own situations pale in comparison. Their true-life story actually makes us stronger.
 
   True stories make us laugh, cry, and reflect. My mom told me true stories when I would visit her, sitting in the kitchen having our Sunday morning coffee and conversation. Those stories made the eight-hour drive more than worth it. I listened to her describe how her father and a couple of his friends had slaughtered the fall hog. The men would take the hog into the barn, one of them carrying a machete. All of the men wore rubber aprons and black rubber gloves that extended to the elbow. When I asked how they actually killed the hog, my mom replied, “By hand!” while making a throat-cutting gesture using her thumb.
 
   I responded like many do to a true story like this: “Hell naw!” Then she described how Granddad and his crew would fry up the hog’s testicles—with onions, then serve! Only the men were allowed to enjoy this choice meal. Again I replied as anyone would, “Mom, you’re making that up!” And she replied, “It’s the truth. I am not making this up.”
 
   On one occasion she told me the story of my aunt Kate’s pet pig, who was trampled to death by the family mule. Aunt Kate was so upset that she ran in the house, grabbed Granddad’s shotgun, and, before he could stop her, shot the mule directly in the ass! Apparently Aunt Kate was a really good shot.
 
   Something about the truth in such stories causes a tingle in the soul. That is my hope for these next few pages—that you will feel we are sitting at the kitchen table and I am telling you my true story, continually exclaiming, “Yo, it’s the truth. I can’t make this shit up!” And you will respond, “Hell naw! Did that shit really happen?”
 
   I will share with you how I was able to count it all joy. I will also share few short sermons that were produced as a result of this true story, which is the other beauty of true stories: they produce something. Like the oil from an olive being pressed, true stories press out the best of us. They inspire us to tell the tale in song, dance, comedy, poem, and book.
 
   Think about it for a moment. There is nothing like hearing Eddie Murphy talk about that family barbeque in his comedy show turned movie entitled Raw—“now that’s a fire!” Or hearing comedian Kevin Hart talk about his father, who he said was a drug addict but now we all say, “You gonna learn ta-day!” And nothing was funnier than “Charlie Murphy’s True Hollywood Stories” on the Dave Chappelle show. “I’m Rick James, bitch!” Too funny!
 
   Christ said it so eloquently: “know the truth, and the truth shall set you free.” The truth frees us from anguish, worry, confusion, and strife.
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   That Day in September
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   September 27, 2011, marked a surreal day in my life—a day that would put a definition to the word bittersweet; a day that would cause a thunderstorm of emotion within me, sadness and joy colliding at such a cataclysmic rate, the atoms of my being felt they were being split. The day sparked the title of this book and provided me with a front-row seat to the viewing of the providence of God at work in my life.
 
   September 27, 2011, actually began in 2008, when my mother was diagnosed with cancer, though she didn’t tell my sisters and me until a year after that.
 
   .The report of her cancer surprised me—my mother had never been sick—but not as much as the fact that it was lung cancer. My mother was not and had never been a smoker. The one thing I thought for sure was that she would beat it.
 
   At the time I was exercising a brand-new level of faith in my life and manifesting on a high level. My website, SeriousEncouragement.com was receiving a substantial amount of traffic, and sales of my book SeriousEncouragement.com—Living Life from the Inside Out were tremendous. I thought for sure I could pass this newfound faith on to my mother, and the two of us believing together would be an unstoppable faith movement against the new foe.
 
   Cancer is a stubborn and faithful foe. It truly believes it will win. It is an enemy that should not be underestimated. How can anything so deadly move into place without so much as a symptom or at least one that makes sense? My mother went to the doctor to have what she thought was arthritis in her hands checked only to have the doctors discover a mass on her lung via the routine portion of the exam.
 
   During this time I met the love of my life, Riley J. Riley. The two of us had dated in high school; I had loved her back then, but I was two years her senior, so when I left for college we called it quits and remarkably never communicated again. Twenty-five years passed before a Facebook connection put us back in touch. She was now living in the DC area, and I had called Cincinnati my home for almost twenty years.
 
   Our meeting occurred when I was making a trip to Buffalo, New York, to visit my mother. I had posted about it on Facebook to let my Buffalo friends know I would be in town. It just so happened that Riley J. Riley was there that weekend as well celebrating a friend’s birthday. She saw the post and contacted me, suggesting I should go and hang out with her and her friends. When I received the message, I had just arrived in Buffalo and opted not to meet her and her friends. I needed to spend time with my mom. The chemo was taking a toll on her. I am convinced that people do not die from cancer, they die from the treatment.
 
   When I saw my mother, a beautiful fair-skinned woman, her skin looked as if she had been burned. It was the early hours of the morning when I arrived, so we sat on the couch and I just held her.
 
   Rachel J. Riley and I got together the next evening. I met her at her hotel. I was extremely nervous. I had not seen her in more than twenty-five years, and I was just glad that I had been in the gym. I waited for her in the hotel lobby. When she came around the corner, all I could think was, Wow, she grew up well! She was beautiful. The high school sophomore I had left twenty-five years earlier was all grown up. Her hair was in a short, pretty natural, and she was perfectly dressed in an Ed Hardy tee, some expensive-looking Capri pants, and cute little black mules. Her body was tight as well! I could see I was not the only one who had been in the gym.
 
   It felt good seeing her. I had been away from Buffalo so long and had been homesick since I had left. My mother’s being ill only magnified the feeling, but seeing Rachel J. Riley restored some of the familiarity of home.
 
   We caught up well, and by the time I got back to Cincinnati Rachel J. Riley was all I could think of. My mother and I talked about her often; she liked the idea of our getting together. My mom said I needed a wife—I had been divorced for four years, and she thought Rachel J. Riley was a good fit. My mom absolutely hated my first wife, so I was surprised to hear her encouraging me to enter into another marriage. I believe that my mom’s fight with cancer brought her into such a close relationship with the LORD that He was showing her the future—how things should be. I trusted the message she was giving me regarding Rachel J. Riley.
 
   My mother’s reaction to the chemo was so severe, the doctors had to cease it before she could complete the regimen and begin radiation.
 
   Rachel J. Riley and I grew closer through many long phone conversations—thank God for unlimited free long distance. I also traveled to the DC area often to visit her. Once on an overnight trip, I was so in love that the eight-hour drive seemed like I was going around the corner. When I arrived we went to Ben’s Chili Bowl, and the next day had ice cream. It was a perfect day. The trip was worth it.
 
   My mom seemed to be responding to her radiation treatment well. My aunt and older sister were supporting her and making sure she made it to her appointments. I called her everyday faithfully. We would talk about my new relationship with Rachel J. Riley and my mom’s healing. I would tell her to see herself at the healthiest point in her life and hold that feeling. Cancer is a bitch that bites.
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   Rachel J. Riley Revealed
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   A series of strange events began happening in Rachel J. Riley’s life, and I was not sure what to make of them. First I got a call from her while I was at work. It was actually our daily call; since our relationship was long distance, I felt it important for us to communicate often, but it wasn’t a chore. I wanted to hear her voice as often as I could. 
 
   During this particular call, Rachel J. Riley told me her youger sister had been placed in jail in West Virginia for driving on a suspended license. The Younger Sister had gone to West Virginia to gamble at one of the casinos but had been pulled over for speeding, then it was discovered that her license was suspended. Rachel J. Riley began an all-out effort to bail her sister out of jail. The bond was $2,000.
 
   My mom had a radiation treatment that day, which seemed simple enough, but it was discovered that the mass had returned on the under portion of the lung where it had previously been removed via surgery.
 
   I was still in the midst of a chapter 13 bankruptcy when The Younger Sister was in jail, and I was also working to save my home from foreclosure. I had been praying to and believing in the LORD for so much during that time. Rachel J. Riley mentioned during our conversation that she was calling various friends to collect her sister’s bail. She didn’t ask me directly, and I felt a knot in my stomach as I had the urge to offer financial help. I needed the money to pay a loan modification fee, but I know we live in a reciprocal universe, and the law of reciprocity says you reap what you sow. I needed money, so I needed to sow money even if it meant giving up what I felt I could not. I had to trust God.
 
   “Give and it shall be given unto you, pressed down, shaken together and running over shall men give into your bosom. For with the same measure you give it shall be given to you again.” I offered $500 sent via Western Union. She collected all of the money needed, and the story to get her sister out of jail would be a true comedy bestseller.
 
   My mom made it home from her radiation treatment and was discouraged by the news. I talked with her, but I was discouraged as well. With all of the faith we were trying to muster, how could the cancer come back? Cancer is a foe as powerful as any that has come along in ages, just as powerful as any Babylonian or Assyrian army that Israel ever faced in scripture.
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   More Craziness!
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   From that point there were several other strange events that happened; the two largest were Rachel J. Riley losing her job and her being thrown out of her own home by her older sister. Rachel J. Riley’s bill collectors were calling my mom, and somehow my credit report showed I had lived in Maryland for two years. But I was in love and just ignored it all.
 
   Rachel J. Riley and her daughter came to live with me, and we found out Rachel J. Riley was pregnant. My mom’s condition just continued to degrade, and before long she was in hospice.
 
   Rachel J. Riley was proud of her job. She had worked her way up through the ranks in the Fairfax County school district, which is one of the largest in the United States. The school busing system rivals that the Greyhound fleet. Rachel J. Riley had begun her career teaching a high school business course. From there she quickly worked her way up into administration, becoming a vice principle and then a school administrator for freshman students at a large Fairfax County high school. This is the position she held when she and I got back together.
 
   I am not sure what happened exactly, but after Rachel J. Riley’s fifteen years of service as a teacher and administrator, the school district terminated her. At the time I was closing in on the end of my chapter 13 bankruptcy, so I knew I couldn’t provide much financial support. My mother’s radiation treatment was not going well. Something unknown was causing her excruciating pain on her left side. Cancer has no boundaries and plays by no rules. It has an entitled attitude, and no matter how long you have owned your body, cancer still feels it has the right to invade and evict you.
 
   I was doing my best to comfort Rachel J. Riley, but she was truly distraught over the loss of her job. I traveled to DC the weekend after she received the news and did what I could.
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   In-Home Invasion
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   The next event was the strangest of them all. I decided to spend Christmas break in Buffalo with my mom. Since Rachel J. Riley was now unemployed, she decided to spend time there as well. We both grew up there and had family still residing in the city. Her mother only lived a few blocks from mine.
 
   It was a really good Christmas break. My mom was in good spirits although she had lost a substantial amount of weight. I was just happy to see that she was smiling and enjoying herself.
 
   At the time Rachel J. Riley and her Older Sister were living in some sort of communal setting in a townhome in northern Virginia. On my first visit to see Rachel J. Riley, I thought it strange that she would not let me come into her home. She had secured a hotel room in which we were staying while I was there. At one point during my visit, Rachel J. Riley had to go home in order to pick up a few personal items. Upon arriving there she indicated the house was a mess and she was embarrassed to have me go inside. I later found out why. Rachel J. Riley’s Older Sister had six children by four different fathers, only one of which participated in the children’s lives. The Older Sister had never worked a full-time job. She and her children lived like gypsies, moving from location to location, using up all the natural resources and moral support but never able to make or afford a home of their own.
 
   The Older Sister had moved in with Rachel J. Riley a couple of years before Rachel J. Riley and I reconnected, along with the Older Sister’s new husband and her five youngest children. They moved in on top of Rachel J. Riley and her two daughters, the oldest of which left to attend college. Seemed the Older Sister and crew had pretty much taken over Rachel J. Riley’s home and damaged it to the point of embarrassment.
 
   When Rachel J. Riley and I would talk on the phone, she would always refer to the area of her home where she spent the most time as her “suite.” I came to find out that she and her youngest daughter were holed up in the master bedroom of the home like two hostages.
 
   During that Christmas break in Buffalo, the Older Sister left to head back to Virginia ahead of Rachel J. Riley. Once there the Older Sister proceeded to throw Rachel J. Riley and Rachel J. Riley’s youngest daughter out of their suite, piling up all of Rachel J. Riley’s belongings in the living room. The Older Sister then called Rachel J. Riley and informed her of the new living arrangements. Older Sister and her husband had moved into the suite.
 
   I thought all this was strange. My question was: how do you get displaced within your own home? I found out that Rachel J. Riley didn’t really own the home, as she had previously indicated. I have fairly good instincts, and these events were not adding up. You are probably saying to yourself, “N-word! You do not need good instincts to see what is going on.”
 
   At any rate I was in full support-Rachel J. Riley mode. I suggested we go back to Virginia and kick her sister out of the suite, exclaiming, “It is your house!” Rachel J. Riley said no. I did not understand that response at the time. I had just gone through something similar, so I was ready to fight alongside her! I had owned a commercial property, but due to a series of unfortunate events I was no longer able to afford the monthly payments on it. In an effort to save the property, I entered into a land contract with a real estate broker. Turned out the broker could not make the payments either. So they, in turn, brokered their own land contract with a third party. That third party moved in to the building right on top of me—threw all my stuff in the trash, painted my bathrooms black, and changed the locks. It was a mess! So I was familiar with what Rachel J. Riley was going through, but she just did not seem as bothered as I thought she should be.
 
   Instead of marching back to Virginia and executing justice, Rachel J. Riley instead had several heated phone conversations with the Older Sister but never threatened to go back. Rachel J. Riley instead called her own Baby Daddy Number Two and instructed him to keep the Daughter, who was visiting Baby Daddy Number Two over Christmas break at the time; Rachel J. Riley requested that he keep her until Rachel J. Riley was able to straighten out the situation. The Daughter’s visit with Baby Daddy Number Two turned into an eight-month stay.
 
   Since Rachel J. Riley was unemployed and creditors were calling, we hid her car in the backyard of her aunt’s home in Buffalo. Then Rachel J. Riley went to Cincinnati to live with me. It was months before she made her way back to Virginia to deal with the Older Sister. By that time the payments on the home were behind, and the real owner of the property was in the process of evicting the Older Sister and the now-displaced Rachel J. Riley. The Older Sister, staying true to form, packed up her husband and children and drove to Phoenix, Arizona, where she had some distant family.
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   The Daughter
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Our bodies have age, but our souls are eternal. I believe a person is born with certain personality traits. Assholes are born with the traits that make them assholes, and good people are born with the traits that make them good people. For example you have been around a particular baby you want to say is cute and adorable, but there is just something about the baby—the way it cries, eats, moves, smells, or just looks—that annoys you. You shake off the feeling because it’s a baby, and you feel guilty for feeling that way. Then there are babies who just seem perfect. You can’t get enough of holding them; they smell like flowers. Even their cries seem to be at a perfect harmonious pitch. They have beautiful hair, eyes, and skin, and even their poop has the natural essence of strawberries.
 
   Well, Rachel J. Riley’s daughter was the first kind. When we first met, I knew I did not like her. I tried to make her feel at home, but she was just too much to deal with. Once I took her with me to pick my son up from football practice. We got there about thirty minutes before practice was over. She started doing cartwheels in the grass, which didn’t seem so unusual, but the excessive talking did—she talked nonstop. The biggest oddity was that she pulled my arm hair for thirty minutes when she got bored with the cartwheels and talking. I thought about telling her to stop, but I was curious to see how long she would do it.
 
   And the Daughter lied! If you asked her a question, the first words out would be a lie. She also stole. If stuff were not nailed down, she would take it. She even stole ideas and other people’s stories. Once we were talking about growing up in the hood, and I was telling a story about how these two guys had tried to sell me a set of gold chains. The chains were still on the velvet placement from the display case. I informed them I did not have enough money to purchase the chains. They kept pressuring me about it. We were standing inside the doorway of a downtown Buffalo department store, and I was trying to catch a bus.
 
   I finally told them I could buy the chains for the five dollars I had in my pocket, to which the shorter of the two replied, “Nigga! You lookin’ ta get stabbed!” and brandished his knife. I backed slowly out of the department store doorway, my back hitting and opening the double doors, never taking my eyes off of them and them never taking theirs off of me. I made it to the bus.
 
   The Daughter, only ten years old at the time, made up a similar story with different characters immediately after I told mine. At first I just thought it was a ten-year-old girl trying to fit in with the new family. But I have what I term my “Spidey senses,” and something about her telling of that story seemed odd.
 
   Then I noticed she did the same when my kids told stories. Then I heard that she did the same when she was with Baby Daddy Number Two and with kids at school. Internally I exclaimed to myself, This child steals absolutely everything—including ideas! The stealing of ideas is a metaphysical thing that most do not understand. When you think about it, why do governments, corporations, and even your grandmother (with her secret recipes) keep ideas so hidden? Because they can be stolen. There are people who steal ideas like someone would steal a candy bar from a store.
 
   The Daughter’s physical appearance was also tough for me to deal with. Standing five foot four, she wore a size twelve and a half men’s shoe. Her feet, hands, and head were unusually large. Once she was sitting on the couch, and her bare foot was hanging off the edge. The foot and toes were so large, it looked like the foot of someone else. I thought a man was lying on the couch.
 
   She was also what my son and daughter termed “creepy,” tiptoeing around the house like a stalker or, as my son said, a serial killer. She would just show up in places seemingly out of nowhere. Those feet of hers were like a rabbit’s, long and padded, so she walked in silence. It was eerie. We found ourselves constantly turning around and looking to see if she was standing behind us, and if we did hear the sounds of her movement it was only well after she was gone.
 
   The big thing was Rachel J. Riley did not seem to want anything to do with the Daughter. When we would go out to eat, Rachel J. Riley would treat her horribly. Once we were in a restaurant eating breakfast. We were all seated in a large booth, three kids on one side, Rachel J. Riley, me, and baby on the other. I cannot remember what actually happened, but the Daughter did something that caused Rachel J. Riley to reach across the table and smack her on the mouth. It happened so fast and was so violent, I did not know what to do or think. My son and daughter were in shock. The moment was so terribly awkward. My son just tried to break the ice as the Daughter cried and Rachel J. Riley ordered her to go to the restroom and wipe her face. My son said, “I think they put butter on the toast.”
 
   When Riley J. Riley would get home from work she would immediately confine herself to the bedroom, never really interacting with The Daughter.
 
   Once I asked Rachel J. Riley about her relationship with Baby Daddy Number Two. She said they truly had been in love, and he was the first man to cause her to have an orgasm. They both had been teachers at the same school in Virginia. He was a former professional ball player, and she had just moved to Virginia from Buffalo when they met. Both were young and kicking it in the DC area.
 
   Rachel J. Riley had not realized at the time that she was one of three women who were enjoying first orgasms. He had been married and cheated on his wife with Side Chick Number One before meeting Rachel J. Riley and beginning an affair with her—she was Side Chick Number Two. He got all of them pregnant within two years of one another.
 
   I asked Rachel J. Riley about the conception and birth of the Daughter. Her words were, “I got pregnant on a booty call.” Apparently after she had broken up with Baby Daddy Number Two, Rachel J. Riley was feeling lonely one evening. She gave him a call and asked him to come over specifically to have sex. At the time he was engaged to Side Chick Number One, but he agreed to come over for an orgasmic donation. He also agreed to her booty-call terms. Apparently there was supposed to be no real affection, just hardcore sex. She said they had sex when he arrived, but during the donation the condom was removed. She said he removed it. Knowing what I know now, I highly doubt it. Rachel J. Riley said she knew immediately that she was pregnant with the Daughter.
 
   Since Baby Daddy Number Two was engaged and had just had a baby with Side Chick Number One, he wanted no part of a baby with Rachel J. Riley. She told me a sad story about violent verbal exchanges and complete absence by Baby Daddy Number Two during her pregnancy. After the Daughter was born, Baby Daddy Number Two did not see her for two years. A mutual friend and fellow teacher pressed him to help Rachel J. Riley with the Daughter. He did, but it caused strife with Side Chick Number One, who had finally married Baby Daddy Number Two. A custody arrangement and child support agreement were executed between Rachel J. Riley and Baby Daddy Number Two, and the Daughter began a tense eight-year relationship with him, Side Chick Number One, and brothers born from the Wife and Side Chick Number One. It’s no wonder the poor child is strange.
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   Crazy-Azz In-Laws
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Rachel J. Riley’s biological father was a legend in Buffalo, New York. He was a high-ranking government employee in charge of a particular government agency with responsibilities on the Eastern Seaboard. He was also a prominent businessman. Everyone new Rachel J. Riley’s father; he was a truly phenomenal human being, a true blue-chip brotha. I met him when I dated Rachel J. Riley in high school.
 
                 Rachel J. Riley’s father was big into track and field and would volunteer to officiate many of the high school events. He also founded a track and field club that helped many high school athletes, male and female, obtain college scholarships. He passed away some years before she and I reconnected. His legacy was so deep in Buffalo that the city proposed naming the high school football stadium in his memory.
 
   Rachel J. Riley’s mother, however, was a hot-ass mess. Apparently the Mother-in-Law was Rachel J. Riley’s father’s side chick when they lived in Boston. The Mother-in-Law told me this story when she was in town for a visit. We were standing in the kitchen. I had just come back from my morning run, and she was up praying and making coffee. The conversation started off casual enough, but then at some point she must have felt compelled to tell the tale of her and Rachel J. Riley’s father’s meeting.
 
   Rachel J. Riley’s father was married but somehow met the Mother-in-Law, and they began an affair. The Mother-in-Law indicated that when her mother had learned of Rachel J. Riley’s father’s pedigree, she had exclaimed, “You’d better get him. He is a college man!” So she executed her mother’s instructions.
 
   The Mother-in-Law indicated that during her affair, she became pregnant with Rachel J. Riley. This of course caused issues within Rachel J. Riley’s father’s marriage, which eventually ended in divorce. The Mother-in-Law indicated that at the time she was living in a Boston housing project with her oldest daughter, whose father was another caught prey. The Mother-in-Law also said that when Rachel J. Riley was born, Rachel J. Riley’s father would periodically come over and check on her and the children. On one occasion, after he was divorced and moved to Buffalo, he came over and was appalled by the living conditions of the Mother-in-Law, the Oldest Daughter, and Rachel J. Riley. He decided to move them to Buffalo with him.
 
   The Mother-in-Law’s story went deeper, but it was starting to feel strange listening to her confessing all of this to me in my kitchen. I abruptly told her I needed to go take a shower and walked away thinking, Damn! An entire generation of side chicks. Got me!
 
   I had first met the Mother-in-law when Rachel J. Riley and I had dated in high school. Rachel J. Riley’s father had invited me over to their home for dinner, during which the Mother-in-law, whom I was sitting next to at the table, began to choke and cough in what I thought was an urgent manner. I reached to pat her on the back in an effort to dislodge whatever was causing her to choke so violently, but everyone at the table informed me that she always did that. It was fake. They all laughed, but I thought it was odd. I was able to get past the fact that she was wearing a dashiki and had her hair in a power-to-the-people afro, but the choking was a little over the top for me.
 
   Twenty years later she was just as odd, and her new husband was even more so. He apparently was homeless and visited various churches, preying on opportune women. He and the Mother-in-Law were two peas in a pod. Although her new husband was born and raised in Buffalo, he was absolutely determined to dress like a sharecropper. His entire outfit at all times looked like the struggle in a powerful way.
 
   My son played the bassoon, an orchestra instrument. Once, when the Husband was visiting along with the Mother-in-Law—the same visit as described above—he discovered this and that my son models, and he went on and on about how he too used to perform in the arts. He indicated he had done ballet, tap, and African dance. Since the rumor in Buffalo was that he was a crackhead and legendarily homeless, my son and I just listened as he grew the story. Personally I was waiting for him to say he danced with the Alvin Ailey ensemble. He stopped short of that.
 
   The Husband indicated he was reciting all of this because someone had told him it was not right for him to do those things, so he discontinued his pursuits in the arts. I just wondered why he did not take the same advice regarding crack. He encouraged my son to continue his pursuits.
 
   The Mother-in-Law and the husband were extremely religious to the point that they could not find a church that met their standards. They changed churches every few months or so. They were asked not to return to a couple because the Husband caught the Holy Ghost in such a spectacular spiritual manner they said he was disrupting service and interfering with other congregants’ experiences. According to the Mother-in-Law and the Husband, those churches did not know much about the working of the Holy Spirit.
 
   The Mother-in-Law divorced the Husband and had him evicted from her home because he was addicted to porn and crack and did not have a job. For several months he stalked her, and then their religious guilt brought them back together. They say it was a miracle.
 
   The two of them also consider themselves to be marital counselors and have tried to minister to Rachel J. Riley and me. I just do not believe that crazy can minister to crazy. Plus knowing their religious history, I struggled with what version of God they believed in. Needless to say their counsel was ineffective.
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   Just a Few More
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   There is so much more to this story. I could tell you how Rachel J. Riley laid hands on me on a regular basis, and I am not talking about in the holy sense. She actually raped me twice. I know what you’re thinking—how can a man be raped? But it happened. During the incidents, when I resisted she would yell “ouch” really loud as if I were hurting her and threatened to call the police, which she had already done twice for no reason. Y’all know who loses if that happens.
 
   Before these incidents if I had heard of a man claiming to be raped, I would always say something to the effect of, “Shit, I wish a woman would rape me! Ha ha ha!” Because my thinking was, what man would not want to be raped by a woman? Now I understand that rape is not so much the sexual act as it is about taking control and making another person feel powerless. That’s how I felt: powerless. I am almost too ashamed to talk about this openly. However, if the LORD says it needs to be talked about here, then so be it. I may cuss, but I am still obedient.
 
   I truly did not want to have sex with this woman. I despised her. I watched as she pleasured herself, assuming she was thinking about someone else because Lord knows I was not an active participant. At any rate my heart goes out to all the woman who have experienced this type of abuse.
 
   At one point I found out that Rachel J. Riley had sex with Baby Daddy Number Two in my home. We had just  introduced the Daughter to basketball; My Oldest Daughter had been playing for years and really enjoyed it. I had to take My Oldest Daughter to a tournament in Toledo, approximately three hours from where we lived, and Baby Daddy Number Two came to town for a local tournament the Daughter was playing in. Apparently, before leaving town, Rachel J. Riley invited him to the house when I was not home. Sometime during the visit, the two of them walked to another location in the house leaving, the Daughter watching our baby. Rachel J. Riley cried on Baby Daddy Number Two’s shoulder and explained how unhappy she was in our marriage and with being in Ohio. Baby Daddy Number Two found it within himself to comfort her in the most intimate of ways—they did the nasty in my crib while the Daughter watched the baby.
 
   I really wish I could tell the story of how I obtained this information, but right now there is a need to protect the innocent. If you like this book, by the time it is published I should be okay to tell. Look me up and give me a call. I will tell you then.
 
   I confronted Rachel J. Riley with the info even though at the time I was not comfortable with providing my sources. By her reaction I could tell it was true. You can tell a person is guilty when she starts asking for a ton of proof or calling all your friends to find out how you know the dirty little secret. Or when she’s talking about the subject in question, her throat gets so dry it seems like she’s trying to talk after swallowing a mouthful of burning sand.
 
   I didn’t really care that they had had sex—really I didn’t. She was just so self-righteous and had been trashing me to everyone. I was glad to find out that she was not as squeaky clean as she had me and others believing.
 
   On June 1, 2013, at the Sportsplus athletic complex, during My Oldest Daughter’s basketball game, My Oldest Daughter lost her mouthpiece. It was thrown to the sideline by a referee. I ran to retrieve it, and as I went to rinse it off I stopped to give my baby a kiss while she sat in her stroller. As I bent down to do so, Rachel J. Riley punched me in the face and stated, “Don’t touch my fucking kid.” I just played it cool and continued my jog to the restroom to rinse My Oldest Daughter’s mouthpiece, in awe that this woman was determined to destroy every facet of my life and rubbing the spot on my mouth where the punch had landed.
 
   When I returned from the restroom, I was informed that My Oldest Daughter had gotten injured on a play. Someone had fallen on her knee. I was told that when it happened someone told Rachel J. Riley, knowing she was the stepmom. Rachel J. Riley’s response was, “Mmm, you betta go get her father.” Which would have been an okay response had she not slept with Baby Daddy Number Two in my house two weeks prior to this incident.
 
   The Daughter and My Oldest Daughter’s games that day were going on at the same time. The Daughter faked an injury during a tournament game because her team was losing. The trainer on call, knowing I was the stepdad, came and got me and told me the Daughter had been injured. After they examined and iced her ankle, I carried her to Rachel J. Riley’s car in order to transport her to an urgent care facility. I did this knowing what I knew about Baby Daddy Number Two and Rachel J. Riley, but Rachel J. Riley could not help My Oldest Daughter in her time of need. I can’t make this shit up!
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   The Day
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   On the morning Rachel J. Riley delivered our baby, September 27, I was taking the Daughter to school. We had spent the night at the hospital in anticipation of the delivery. While in the car line at the elementary school waiting to drop off the Daughter, my phone rang. It was my sister calling to inform me that my mom had passed.
 
   My heart sank. There I was in the car line with Rachel J. Riley’s daughter and not at my mother’s bedside. Since moving in with me, Rachel J. Riley and her daughter had been holy terrors. Even though Rachel J. Riley was pregnant, she still kept up her gambling habit, sometimes staying at the casino for days. Seriously, for days! She would sleep in what they called the “producers lounge” or on a bench, and she would play blackjack and slots literally for up to seventy-two hours.
 
   I guess it should have been obvious Rachel J. Riley had a gambling issue. When we first got back together, she had taken me on a whirlwind tour of DC and planned a special trip in the midst of it to the Borgata hotel and casino in Atlantic City, New Jersey. I am not much of a gambler; I played some street blackjack back in the day but nothing serious. I had been to a casino on only one other occasion prior to Rachel J. Riley’s taking me. It was actually a casino riverboat in Cincinnati. I remember the cigarette smoke being so thick in the place, I needed the lights from the slot machines to guide me through. The outing had been sponsored by the company I was working for at the time because our team had done well with delivering a project on time.
 
   On that trip we were each given twenty dollars to gamble with. It was difficult not to spend the substantial amount in one place. (That is a joke.) Then they let us loose to reap our fortunes. My manager gave me my twenty dollars just before I nearly passed out from smoke inhalation. I made it to the back door of the boat and onto the deck. I put the money in my pocket, sat on the deck of the casino boat long enough to clear my lungs, and then went home with my twenty-dollar fortune. Oh, and through the smoke I caught a glimpse of a deacon and his wife from the church I was attending at the time, sitting at a set of slot machines. Each of them was playing two slot machines simultaneously. I am sure they tithed their winnings.
 
   The Borgata was nothing like the casino boat. The Borgata was a palace! Rachel J. Riley and I drove from Alexandria, Virginia, to Atlantic City, and I remembered what it was like to be on the East Coast again, driving up Interstate 95 with three lanes of solid, ridiculously fast-moving traffic! In the Midwest the highways are wide and open. You hit traffic traveling up and down Interstate 75 but nothing like on the East Coast. I felt so good. I sat in the passenger’s seat like a small child taking it all in.
 
   However, I should have sensed there was something unusual when Rachel J. Riley and I stopped at a rest area just outside of Atlantic City. She mentioned that she and her younger sister would stop at this particular rest stop before hitting Atlantic City in order to fuel up for the drive back just in case they lost all their money over the weekend. I laughed because I thought she was saying it jokingly.
 
   Whenever Rachel J. Riley went on her gambling expeditions, she left me with the Daughter, and it began to become apparent that the Daughter was emotionally disturbed. On one occasion, in the middle of the night while Rachel J. Riley was at the casino, the Daughter got out of her bed, walked to the top of the staircase, and began to scream like she was being attacked by the devil himself. My kids and I jumped up and found her standing there. She stopped screaming when we arrived; she calmly looked at us and then walked back into her bedroom.
 
   Since I had previously been in ministry, I still retained some of the moral codes. When my mom was in hospice, Rachel J. Riley was on the “baby could be born any minute” watch. The scripture says “a man shall leave his mother and father and cleave to his wife,” so I did not go see my mother in hospice because I felt it was my duty to stay with my pregnant wife no matter how crazy and mean she was. But there I was in the car line on the phone with my sister, who was telling me that the only person I knew who truly prayed for me and loved me was gone, and I had not gotten to say good-bye.
 
   Rachel J. Riley had been fussing at me before I left the hospital to take the Daughter to school. When I got back to the hospital after dropping her off, I walked into Rachel J. Riley’s room and the fussing started again immediately. I cannot remember what it was about—something to do with my not being supportive or something. My head was spinning at the news of my mom’s death and with the pending reality that I was a forty-five-year-old about to have a newborn. My oldest was sixteen and my youngest was fourteen—what was I doing? But Rachel J. Riley kept at it until finally I barked, “My mom died!” Then she stopped.
 
   Callia Mercedes Myree was born on the same day my mom passed, September 27, 2011. On the worst of days, one of the most beautiful babies I have ever seen was born. To this day I still refer to her as “my smile.”
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   How to Count It All Joy
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Consider it pure joy, my brothers and sisters, whenever you face trials of many kinds, because you know that the testing of your faith produces perseverance. Let perseverance finish its work so that you may be mature and complete, not lacking anything.
 
   —James 1:2–4
 
    
 
   Dealing with these incidents and this cast of characters had me endeavoring daily to apply this scripture. I worked through pain and suffering, fighting with every fiber to keep my rage down and to redefine this situation for the good. I tried to rise above it and find a brighter, better day. For your benefit, like a message in a bottle, I will now share with you what I learned.
 
   The book of James is actually a letter written by Christ’s younger brother. James was a prominent figure in the church at Jerusalem. The letter was circulated to several churches that were dealing with heavy persecution. Many of these Christians were considering leaving the faith, feeling the sacrifices were too great. James wrote to encourage them, endeavoring to keep them on the path.
 
   In his letter James did not waste any time in providing the profoundest encouragement of a change of mindset. He acknowledged, “Yup! You are definitely going through something.” Then he provides the proper mindset to have while dealing with that something. Consider it pure joy. This idea is difficult to hear when you’re dealing with situations like mine or when your gas and electric have been turned off, or when the doctor has given you a not-so-pleasant report. Many of us would probably rather hear, “Damn right! You are going through! Now get mad and get even before you get got!” Or, “I feel so sorry for you, babe. You are dealing with so, so much. It is just all so terrible!”
 
   But no violent revolt or pity party, in James’s opinion, will be sufficient to bring an end to the current suffering. Only a shift in thought will do that, and it’s called “taking the high road.”
 
   How do you count an unpleasant situation as pure joy? James explained that we know that the testing of our faith produces perseverance. Well, I did not know that! But this is the mindset of a mature individual: he realizes that everything is going to work out and that the thing he is going through right now will make him a stronger, more patient, and more mature individual.
 
   The definition of joy is “a feeling of great pleasure and happiness,” but that is too simplistic in my opinion. Joy has a much deeper personal meaning. While trying to make sense of the events in my life, I began meditating and praying for answers. The LORD gave me a vision. In it I was inside what seemed to be a bubble. I had the clearest of thoughts, an awareness of my surroundings. Inside the bubble there was no, poverty, wealth, sickness, health, care, worry, excitement, joy, or even prosperity. The only thing I could feel was love. I felt completely and utterly loved.
 
   The LORD placed a new thought in my mind as I kept my concentration on my feelings inside the bubble. The LORD said, “Think of your daughter in the womb. She did not know or feel poverty, wealth, sickness, health, care, worry, excitement, joy, or even prosperity. The only thing she felts was love. She felt completely and utterly loved. Death was not an option because the priority of the womb is life at all costs.”
 
   I realized I was not in a bubble in my vision but in God. I was literally floating in God the same as an unborn child floats in the womb of its mother.
 
   I slowly left the bubble, traveling down what seemed to be what hikers refer to as a “secure line.” As I traveled I maintained the feeling I’d had while inside the bubble. Eventually I traveled to my physical body. I could feel myself filling it, and as I occupied every space I maintained the feeling of love I’d had while in the bubble. Eventually I opened my eyes in this world.
 
   That, for me, is the definition of joy: when you realize you are right now floating in the love of God. You are completely and utterly loved.
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   Count It All Joy!
 
   


 
   
  
 



In the midst of trials and craziness, how do you count it all joy? I decided that the most important things to do while dealing with all of this drama and tomfoolery were to stay positive and be creative. So here you have this book! I decided I would type out my story and a few short sermons. I am not in the pulpit any longer, but I am still licensed for the edification of others, as we all are. If you can sing, write, dance, beat box, or whatever, do it while going through difficulty. Do it with the mindset of blessing others.
 
   By staying creative you channel your energy in a positive direction. While I was dealing with all of this, I wanted revenge. Rachel J. Riley would always find a reason to pick a fight with me or use Baby as a tool of control. In the beginning I fell for the bait every time. Eventually I learned this was Rachel J. Riley’s opportunity to get attention, lob insults, and bring me down to her level. She would say things that just cut a brotha down! There is nothing worse than when, during good times, you share something with someone, a vision or a dream or something that is going really well, and during the course of an argument they use it against you. I believe even in heated situations it is important to allow a person to retreat with dignity. But to say, “That’s why yo black-hearted ass had to file bankruptcy and your house was in foreclosure! Motivational speaker? Nigga, please!” does not allow anyone to retreat with any kind of dignity.
 
   Once when I went to hug Baby while Rachel J. Riley was holding her, she snatched Baby away from me and exclaimed her now famous words—“Stay away from my fucking kid!”—and threw a forearm under my chin MMA style. I am a big man, but it hurt, and this was the second time she had done this. I was determined not to walk away like I had done on the previous occasion—not without putting up a fight for Baby. So I grabbed at Baby, and we all fell to the bed. In Rachel J. Riley’s telling of the story, I threw her and Baby on the bed, and she never mentions the forearm she threw into my chin. She really should consider an MMA career. It was one of those good forearms.
 
   I began to realize I did not like who I became when I was around this person. I did not like operating on this primitive, high school, baby mama versus baby daddy level. I knew I was bigger than the situation, but the question was how to rise above it. I did not have all the money I needed for a divorce attorney, and I needed a good attorney because this sista was tricky. The LORD’s instruction to me was, “Let perseverance finish its work so that you can become mature and complete.” I responded, “Okay, but what do I do in the meantime because all I want is revenge?” The LORD said, “No! Be creative. Take that negative energy and turn it into something positive.”
 
   I began to garden. I have a beautiful backyard, and I love gardening. So I began to go out and just work, taking out all of my frustration on weeds, rocks, giant globs of dirt, and ants, and I even yelled at a few deer. After a while the LORD began to reveal that while I was gardening, and in the midst of a bad situation, I was stepping out on nothing and creating. I cleared out the flowerbeds, and without flowers or mulch the fresh dirt looked beautiful against the backdrop of the green lawn. I wanted to put mulch down, but money was tight. There is a place near my job where I eat lunch on occasion. It is a corporation’s public garden, a beautiful place in the midst of downtown Cincinnati. The LORD said, “Look, no mulch!” I got excited and followed their garden pattern in my yard.
 
   The grocery stores sell cheap flats of flowers that I purchased and planted. Before long I noticed my kids were loving being out in the yard. The deer I yelled at previously would come through even as I was out there working. They could tell I was a happier, more creative, and more positive person than I had been. My positive energy was creating an entire new living space and world not just for me but for my children and even the wildlife.
 
   By staying creative you allow the LORD’s strength to be made perfect in your weakness. You allow all the frustrations to run their course in a natural way. You gain control of your being and emotions, becoming the master of yourself. In the garden I realized I was giving Rachel J. Riley too much power over how I felt and acted. I could not blame her. My actions and life are my responsibilities. If I gave her responsibility for them then I was becoming a victim, and God does not create victims.
 
   Stay creative while perseverance is having its way. Watch as the LORD uses you in times of stress to create the most beautiful things.
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   Stay in the Moment
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   While perseverance is doing its work, staying in the moment is important. The only power we have is in this moment. It creates the next. If at this moment we are focused on the bad rather than the good then the next moment will bring the same.
 
   Our moments are chained together, creating our lives. If you are thinking of something that will happen at the end of the week, you are creating it in this moment. Since the end of the week has not taken place, the creation of it is happening in the here and now. But I’ve learned that training yourself to stay in the moment in a positive way is as difficult as running a mile after a 140-pound weight gain and not having exercised in two or three years.
 
   I found myself consumed by my negative circumstances. When I would walk from my car to my workplace, with each step I thought about how miserable my situation was. I thought about the ambush arguments into which I had been dragged. It became apparent that Rachel J. Riley absolutely could not stand the thought of having a peaceful, restful holiday or weekend, when they mostly would occur. On one occasion I had an extremely stressful job with Hewlett-Packard, working on the XPEDX account. The salary was low, but I had taken the job because my previous employer had been downsizing. With the baby and two older children along with a steady recovery from bankruptcy and foreclosure, I felt it was important for me to stay employed.
 
   XPEDX had purchased an IBM product that had been developed and installed by IBM staff. But due to XPEDX’s contracts with HP, all work on the project had to be taken over and run by HP staff. When I arrived at the XPEDX complex, the first thing I noticed was how picturesque it was. It was a campus filled with trees and walking paths. There were five buildings, each housing XPEDX employees and contractors. XPEDX is a wholly owned subsidiary of International Paper and has a website that allows companies to log on and order paper products, cleaning supplies, tools, and other industrial products. Our project was to replace the current business-to-business website with the newly installed IBM product. It was a nightmare to install, develop, support, look at, touch, smell, be near.… Everything about it was bad!
 
   Normally at any job I would be the only African-American software developer. At HP I was the only American developer—the rest were from India. I was used to working in departments with a majority of Indian programmers, but I had never worked in an environment where the entire structure was run by IT professionals from India. Working for an Indian manager is, let’s say, different from working with an American IT manager. The Indian manager did not have the same political correctness training as an American manager might have. We worked long, long hours. We also did not have cubicles but were colocated in a conference room with poor ventilation. It smelled like an international locker room of brotherly love.
 
   Once I had to go back to the office in the evening and took My Oldest Daughter with me. When we entered the empty conference room and the funk, which will be forever trapped in there, hit my poor baby’s nose, she stopped short of saying, “Damn, Daddy, what the fuck is that smell?” Instead she said, “Ooooh Daddy! This room really stinks!”
 
   My team and I had to be trained on the new product. We spent three weeks attending training via video conference. On the surface that may not seem like a big deal, but the trainer of the class was actually in India, which is eight and a half hours ahead of the United States. So we went into the office from 11:00 p.m. to 7:00 a.m. Again this may not seem like a big deal because, you might say, we could sleep during the day. Well, we had to go into the office and work until noon then go home, rest, and be back at 11:00—only we were never able to leave at noon. Just writing this reminds me of how exhausted my team members and I were at that time.
 
   Finally the Fourth of July came, and XPEDX gave its employees both that day and the next off, which HP had to honor as well. Since the Fourth fell on a Thursday that year, we had a four-day weekend, about which I was ecstatic. Finally I could rest.
 
   The weekend came, and the Fourth was almost restful. My older children were with their mom for the holiday, and the Daughter was with Baby Daddy Number Two in Virginia, which left Baby, Rachel J. Riley, and me. Rachel J. Riley had a thing about my house being clean. It had been a bachelor pad for so long that my two oldest and I just kind of lounged around. We were steadily adjusting to the new cleaning regimen—the twenty-four-hour vacuuming and the theatrical mopping of the floors and cleaning of the bathrooms that Rachel J. Riley and the Daughter performed, which included long iPod song breaks and some sort of nonrhythmic dancing.
 
   Once My Oldest Daughter dropped some ice cream on the kitchen floor. We cleaned up most of it but missed a spot, and Rachel J. Riley caught a glimpse of it. While I was watching one of my favorite movies, Independence Day with Will Smith, Rachel J. Riley ambushed me. My guard was completely down. I just wanted to rest and forget about the stress of my job, my mother’s passing, Baby, and my combative wife hitting me all in one year while I was still dealing with the end of foreclosure and bankruptcy. It had just been a ton to handle.
 
   But Rachel J. Riley let me have it about the spilled ice cream, then about my children never amounting to anything because they were bad at housekeeping. Then she went on about how my kids’ mom and I got divorced because I did not vacuum well or often enough and I did not take the proper joy from housekeeping. I was tired and not in the mood, so I shot back. The argument got so heated, the police had to be called. No physical altercation took place, so no one had to go to jail, but my restful long weekend was trashed.
 
   I went back to work that Monday more exhausted than when I had left the previous Wednesday.
 
   Remembering events like these occupied my thoughts almost 100 percent of the time. When your thoughts are focused on something with emotion and feeling, you bring more of that same thing to yourself. So I was bringing argument after argument to myself. The only way any change would take place would be if I began to focus my mind in the moment in a positive manner.
 
   At that point I realized that even in the moment when I was simply walking from my car to my office there was peace. The morning temperature was pleasant. The sky was clear and blue; the buildings of the downtown skyline looked like a painted picture against it. In that moment other individuals were walking in my direction, a sure sign that I was not alone in the world. At that moment I was thankful for my job, even thankful for my packed lunch—a tuna fish, tomato, and lettuce sandwich, chips, and a Coke Zero with Oreos for dessert. In that moment I had the activity of all of my limbs, my faculties were solid, and the air had a fresh smell.
 
   You must fight for your right to stay in the moment. Circumstances will endeavor to pull you into the past or the future, but your power is in the right now, and just like running that first mile after a long exercise layoff and significant weight gain, it will be tough to do at first. But if you stay determined to change your situation and your life for the better, soon it will become less difficult.
 
   You may have gone to the track out of shape but wearing the best and latest in athletic apparel. Your outfit coordinated from your headband to your socks, but you were unable to run one lap. We always endeavor to change the outside first, not realizing it’s the work on the inside, in the spiritual, that will change what is on the outside. With persistent and determined effort, soon, as your body comes into agreement with your spirit and mind, you find yourself in a cutoff , stretched-out T-shirt and a pair of shorts that have never had a match, mismatched socks, and Nike shoes, running so easily that you can’t remember whether you did three or four miles!
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   Stay Zen
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   How do you count it all Joy? Stay Zen. I came up with this phrase after watching an episode of my favorite television series, The Walking Dead. My heroes were in search of a little girl lost in the midst of a zombie apocalypse, and panic set in as they attempted to fight their fears and stay out on the search after dark in the zombie-infested woods. Many in the group began to speak their negative feelings. In reply my favorite character, Daryl, who seldom speaks, surprises the group with a power motivational message. He closes by saying, “Am I the only one who’s Zen here?” That phrase resonated and stuck in my spirit.
 
   Rachel J. Riley’s superpower was talking. She loved to have endless conversations and arguments. But a conversation is nothing without listening; otherwise you are just two people giving speeches. The conversations were ploys to pull me into arguments. By the end of them I would be an enraged mess, completely out of my character and feeling that I was going out of my mind. How could I fall for the same trap every time? How could I rise above and become better than these primitive tactics?
 
   The answer: stay Zen! In the midst of the worst circumstances, perseverance is working, building you into a stronger you. Stay Zen! Stay calm and peaceful. As Philippians 4:8 says, “Finally, brothers and sisters, whatever is true, whatever is noble, whatever is right, whatever is pure, whatever is lovely, whatever is admirable—if anything is excellent or praiseworthy—think about such things.”
 
   I would spend time replaying each argument in my mind and see myself becoming more and more Zen-like to the point where Rachel J. Riley was the only one talking. My mind was focused on what was true, noble, right, pure, lovely, admirable, excellent, and praiseworthy. In these visions I became so strong, I did not need to speak. My silence and positive focus repelled the negative onslaught. Soon these visions began to manifest, and I became invincible to her attacks.
 
   In the midst of your situation, stay Zen! Do not allow the negative to overpower you. Replay whatever negative situation is assailing you and analyze whether your response to it was less than a king’s or a queen’s would be. If your response was not of the highest moral form, see yourself as responding in the most advanced way. See yourself rising above the situation to a height where the issue is not audible or viewable. Rise to where your thoughts are not their thoughts and your ways are not their ways. Replay the situation in your mind and see yourself responding in the most powerful and Zen-like way. Continually viewing yourself in this way will manifest the same over time. Stay Zen!
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   Faith Is Your Super Power
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Your power is in YOUR faith! YOU are the distributor of your FAITH! YOUR power is in believing God for good even though shit around YOU seems bad.
 
   How do you execute your power? It’s like working out. You have to do it every day in order to get in shape and be better at it. Stop right now and find one genuine thing to be thankful for. Hold on to that feeling of thanksgiving for as long as you can. Your situation might not have changed one bit, but a small part of you did. And as you do it more, that small part will become larger. Faith will grow! Soon it WILL manifest in the outside world, small at first then more and more. Oh, I heard the song say, “YOU can’t hurry GOD. You just have to wait.” Trust in Him, and give Him time no matter how long it takes. He’s a God you can’t hurry, but He’ll be there! Don’t you worry. He may not come when you want Him to, but He’s always right on time. Yes He is!
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   Remember You Are Loved!
 
   


 
   
  
 



Some of us have skeletons in our closets, and some of us have entire cemeteries. But what does that mean in our relationship with God? NOTHING! The LORD loves us no matter how long the funeral precessions are in our closets. No matter what has been done in secret or in light, GOD knows all. So stop feeling sorry for yourself and begin to lean on God for all of your needs no matter how great or small and no matter what your past. God knows you nasty, but He loves you anyway.
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   Live in the Moment
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   King David said he had been young and now was old, but he had never seen the righteous forsaken nor their seed begging bread. But I bet he saw some crazy ish in the middle! Life is not as long as we think, so learn to enjoy it. Live in this moment—it’s where your true power is. If you have success in this moment then the next will be successful as well.
 
   Eliminate fear because even though you’re going to see and experience some crazy-azz shiggidy in this life, remember what the WISE old king said: he NEVER saw the righteous forsaken nor their seed begging bread. Worry and be anxious for nothing! Fear is not a spirit you have been given because the LORD doesn’t take breaks or vacations. Not through your good or bad times! Ooooh, I heard the song say, “The steadfast love of the LORD never ceases! His mercies NEVER come to an end! They are NEW every morning! They Are NEW every morning! GREAT is thy faithfulness! Oh LORD!”
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   Stay Up!
 
   


 
   
  
 



“Blessed assurance, Jesus is mine! Oh, what a foretaste of glory divine!” Old songs say a ton.
 
   I’ve heard it said that you can be assured of only two things in this life: death and taxes. True that! But I’d like to add a third: answered prayer.
 
   Faith is like gravity: it always, always works! The LORD put it in place a long time ago. What we do NOT understand is that it works in both directions. If you believe negatively, you’re sure to get results just the same as when you believe in a positive direction. That’s why Paul told ’em, “Finally, brothers, whatever is true, whatever is noble, whatever is right, whatever is pure, whatever is lovely, whatever is admirable—if anything is excellent or praiseworthy—think about such things.” Ya gots ta keep ya thoughts HIGH and your MIND TIGHT! When you let your thoughts wander off into dram, guess what you get? Mo’ drama!
 
   Sing a song, go skate, watch Dave Chappelle, get hooked on The Walking Dead—whatever you need to do to keep your spirits up and your thoughts straight. DO! DO! DO!
 
   Oh, I heard the song say, “Precious memories, how they linger! How they ever flood my soul! In the stillness of the midnight, precious sacred scenes unfold!
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   Self-Talk
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   I said to myself, “Yo!”
 
   Myself said, “What’s good, ked?”
 
   I said, “What is truth?”
 
   Myself said, “You know, that thing! That thing that allows you to realize you are greater than your current circumstance. That thing that allows you to see the narrow, less-traveled path. That thing that inspires you to greatness above and beyond what you thought or dreamed. That thing that allows you to see your current moment, be thankful for it, and not covet anyone else’s. That thing that moves you past the ordinary into the extraordinary. That thing that breathes LIFE into dead situations, failed marriages, sickness, despair, and dry bones.”
 
   I said, “Yo! That’s what’s up! I get it. It’s that HOLY THING that sets me FREE!”
 
                 Oh, I heard the song say, “Living He loved me. Dying He saved me. Buried He carried my sins far away! Rising He justified freely forever. One day He’s coming—oh glorious day!”
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   God the Creator
 
   


 
   
  
 



Two fish, five loaves, and a can of peaches! If He wanted to! Two fish, five loaves, and some macaroni and cheese! If He wanted to! Two fish, five loaves, and butter bread! If He wanted to! Two fish, five loaves, and some bacon and eggs! If He wanted to! Two fish, five loaves, and a peanut butter and jelly sandwich! If He wanted to! Two fish, five loaves, and some Tater Tots! If He wanted to! Two fish, five loaves, and some LaNova pizza and wings! If He wanted to! OH HE CAN DO WHAT HE WANTS TO! So He wanted to die on the cross and did! So He wanted to rise from the dead so He did! He wanted to save a wretch like me SO HE DID!
 
   Oh, I heard the song say, “I was sinking deep in sin, far from the peaceful shore.… Sinking to rise no more; but the master of the sea heard my despairing cry and from the waters lifted ME! Now safe am I!”
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   Stay Strong!
 
   


 
   
  
 



I’m the type of preacha who’s built ta last! Mess wit’ me I’ll put the word in ya azz!
 
                 Sometimes you must be SUPREMELY confident in who God made you to be, unwaveringly fearless against all judgment that may amass against you. Envision yourself standing firmly in front of those who would negatively criticize and judge you and posing to them this question: what power do YOU have to cast me into heaven or hell? The answer will be a resounding “none.”
 
                 Never worry again what they may say or do. The LORD always has your back. There is nothing that can stop YOU! Not even the grave has silenced those who trusted in their gifts with supreme confidence. Mozart and Bach’s arrangements are still performed centuries after their physical bodies have left us. Performers are still attempting to imitate Whitney Houston’s version of “I Will Always Love You.” Michael Jackson’s dance moves are still imitated by young children and artists alike. And lawd! I think some folk are continuing to wait for an Elvis return. So fill in the blanks here for yourself, then hang it where you can see it every day: “I’m the type of _____ who’s built ta last! Mess wit’ me and I’ll put my ____ in ya azz!”
 
                 Oh, I heard the song say, “By and by, when the morning comes, when the saints of God are gathered home, we’ll tell the story how we’ve overcome, for we’ll understand it better by and by.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



21
 
    
 
   Peace
 
   


 
   
  
 



“Peace. Be still!” Often we pray for peace but don’t recognize it when it comes. Next time you’re in the kitchen, taste a tablespoon full of cooking oil. It won’t taste bad or bad; it doesn’t taste like anything—don’t ask me how I know. But I bet you won’t take a second spoonful.
 
                 That is how peace tastes: like nothing. So when it comes into our lives, we reject it because it’s not spicy enough, doesn’t contain any drama, and doesn’t star one Atlanta or basketball housewife. So we reject peace and go back to our extra-crispy, extra-spicy, Atlanta-housewife-filled lives, and the cycle of the search for peace begins again.
 
                 Learn to know peace. Learn to receive it. Learn and appreciate its taste and its stillness like sheep near still water. “And the peace of God, which passeth all understanding, shall keep your hearts and minds through Christ Jesus.”
 
   I stood at the top of the mountain, and I could see the promised land! But it was filled with crime, hatred, the walking dead, and death. I thought, LORD, looks like a terrible promise!
 
   He replied, “Step out on nothing and create help, joy, peace, power, great music.”
 
   “Blessed in the city and blessed in the field! Blessed when you come, and blessed when you go!” This is a promise from the LORD for believing in Him. But believing what? Believing that today everything is going to work out for you. Why? Believing that today you have the power to fight all doubt and believe in a better life. Why? Because! In this very moment God’s love for you is deeper than any you’ve been able to express or experience. You may love your kids but not as much as God loves you. You may love that X5 you drive, but not as much as God loves you. You may love that Chipotle carnitas burrito bowl with black beans, pork, cheese, guacamole, sour cream, lettuce, mild and hot salsa, and chips but not as much as God loves you . You may love your mom and miss her from the very depths of your soul, but not even that can match how much God loves you.
 
   Oh, I heard the song say, “I love the LORD! He heard my cry! And he pities every moan! As long as I live! And Trouble Ride! I will hasten to his thrown.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Pep Talk!
 
    
 
   Right now is my toughest moment. Right now I feel life pressing in on me, almost feeling it is taking my breath, having trouble catching the next. BUT this is the moment! This is it! This is when the Word says I should count it all joy. This is the moment when the Word says, “Greater is He that is in me.” This is the moment! I can’t fail here! NOT here!
 
   I have to believe until there is no faith left. Have to make it happen here. Can’t even ask for a helping hand. I have to believe that it will be given to me. This is it! I believe, receive, and feel abundance, health, prosperity, vacation, purpose, good food, good love, blessed relationships, summer Reds games, visits to Buffalo and Bocci’s, Claire’s AAU season, Troy’s summertime sand volleyball, and Callia’s saying “Daddy!” Oh LORD if I believe you right now in the midst, what a triumph I have! What a victory! What a turning point! What a change! What a pressing against the existing to a new state of being! What a truth! Yes! Yes! Yes!
 
   If I feel the money coming now, how it puts me on the narrow path. If I believe and don’t look down, just know it’s there! Oh God, what a change! The change I have been praying and hoping for is right here right now. I GOT THIS!
 
   Oh, I heard the song say, “Time is filled with swift transition. Not of earth or moon can stand. Build your hope on things eternal. Hold to God’s unchanging hand!”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   The Power of Definition
 
    
 
   When the LORD had Adam name all the animals in the Garden, it wasn’t because the LORD didn’t feel like doing it. It was to give man the power of definition over current circumstances. Yeah, that’ll preach!
 
   But I digress. When what we commonly term trouble comes into our lives, we have the power to create and define a horror story or a love story. The horror story is created when we put all our attention on the circumstance and begin to worry and become anxious, one negative thought leading to another until finally the story is completed with our ultimate demise, sickness, loss of employment, or some other catastrophe that comes about just as we imagined. The love story is created when, in the midst of the trouble, we apply and hold God to every one of His promises until victory after victory is achieved, and we are sitting at a book signing because our story is a bestseller, or on Oprah telling how we made it over, or standing in front of the church with folk slain in the aisles because of the amazement of our testimony and the power of a true and living God! Which story we creatin’ today?
 
   Oh, I heard the song say, “There is a fountain filled with blood drawn from Emanuel’s veins! And every sinner that plunge beneath that flood, YESSSS! Lose all their guilt and stain!”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Lament
 
    
 
   How does this happen? I miss you so much. I didn’t make it to you. I didn’t get there. Callia is beautiful. Thank you for getting her here safely, but I really wanted you two to meet. I miss you, Mom. Who’s going to pray for me now? Where is home now? I feel homesick all the time. I want to go home, but it’s gone.
 
   I walked into your room and your crossword puzzle was there. I could smell your accident, but Brenda did clean it well. I didn’t know you were so sick and in so much pain. Oh God, I miss you! I want to go home. I want to see you! Debbie sent me a picture of you in hospice. I can’t stop looking at it. I want to hold you and rub your hair. I’m still trying to make you proud, but it’s hard now.
 
   I miss you! Please, can I see you? I tried to believe so hard! I focused just on you and seeing you healed, but it wasn’t enough; my faith wasn’t big enough. I took your glasses and a ring. I turned on your TV, but it wasn’t on your channel. Someone else had been watching it.
 
   When Troy, Claire, and I got to the house, you weren’t there. The house was so cold. Dorothy took me to see you the next day. You looked so pretty, but you didn’t look at me. You were so sleepy. I miss you, and I want to stop now. I want to go home, but I don’t have anywhere to go. I stayed gone way too long. I wish so badly I could have been with you. You were so strong, so pretty. I miss you so much, Mom. Can we talk at all? Why did it have to beat you up so bad? No one should have to suffer like that. You did well. You were so strong, so strong. Mom, I will always
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   The End
 
    
 
    
 
   My joy is found in sharing this with you, knowing that it will make you smile, gasp, and feel encouraged. Until next time be blessed.
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