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A Note from


ReShonda


It’s amazing that when I sat down to read over this book—months after we turned it in—I found myself going, “Okay, who wrote that? Me or Victoria?” That’s how seamless this story was to me. When you lose track of your own writing, you know you’re writing a cohesive story.


I always tease Victoria that she’s the writing yin to my yang. But I think it’s because we both are committed to bringing the reader the best story ever. Plus, I know Jasmine, just like she knows Rachel. So when we’re writing, we just let the characters take over. Sometimes that means Jasmine will one-up Rachel (not often, but every now and then [image: logo]) . . . and other times Rachel will come out on top. I have to say it again: This is the most fun I’ve ever had writing a book. It also challenged me creatively. I’m not sure if readers know, but I don’t change one single word that Victoria writes. She doesn’t change any of mine. She writes a chapter, sends it to me, I feed off it to craft my own . . . and so it goes. It’s a talent, I know, but your girl’s got skills! (That was such a Rachel comment, wasn’t it?)


I’ve said all that to say a big thanks to my writing partner for helping me step up my game to bring the readers what I hope will be yet another enjoyable story.


There are so many other people I have to thank as well who have made the entire literary journey possible—my family (my ever-supportive husband and my three wonderful children), my mom, my sister, extended family and friends, my sister circle, my colleagues, and all of the book clubs, libraries, and readers. And to my agent, editor, publicist, and everyone else at Simon & Schuster/Gallery Books—a thousand thanks! To Reina King and Regina King: We did it! Thank you for your commitment to giving Rachel life on the screen. To crystal Garrett, Shelby Stone, Queen Latifah, Shakim Compere and Flava Unit, Roger Bobb and your crew, everyone at BET, and the fabulous cast and crew of Let the Church Say Amen. I could go on and on thanking all of you who worked so hard to make my movie dream come true. I can’t wait for the world to see it!


That’s it for now. I didn’t call names, so I should be safe in the I-can’t-believe-you-left-me-out argument! Until next time, enjoy!


Join me on Twitter @ReShondaT and on Facebook





A Note from


Victoria


I have procrastinated enough. I have to write this note and I can’t come up with any more excuses not to do this. So, I guess I’ll get started. It’s not that I don’t want to thank everyone. My heart is filled with gratitude because I could never do what I do without the help of so many. It’s just that I know because I’m a woman of a certain age, I’ll forget someone, and that brings along a whole lot of drama. (Sometimes, even more drama than Jasmine and Rachel can conjure up.) So since I prefer my drama on the pages of my novels, I’ll just say a short prayer and then get to typing . . . .


First, once again, I have to say how much fun I had writing this novel with ReShonda. She keeps me laughing and on my toes writing because I have to work so hard to save poor Rachel from every kind of situation. I love writing with ReShonda, and I wish this blessing of a great friendship and partnership on everyone.


I have been part of the Simon & Schuster team since 2004, and for a couple of those years I’ve had the opportunity to work with the team at Gallery Books. And this has been another great experience. Thank you, Brigitte Smith, for believing in this partnership and for being our champion. Looking forward to a few more stories with Rachel and Jasmine. Melissa Gramstad, you have worked so hard on our tour. Thank you so much for that.


And of course, what can we say about our readers? TeamJasmine or TeamRachel, it doesn’t matter. You have been in our corner. Thank each and every one of you for always being excited about what we do.


Finally, I have to end where this all begins for me. I feel so blessed that God uses my fingers to do this. I would never be able to write a word without Him. The stories, the discipline, the inspiration all comes from Him and I’m so grateful to God for this gift, this life.


Before she was First Lady Jasmine Cox Larson Bush, before she had children, before she met Hosea, Jasmine was . . . Scandalous. This is the story of Jasmine before Temptation and how Jasmine became Jasmine.


    Join me on Twitter @VictoriaECM and on Facebook—Fans of Victoria Christopher Murray





Chapter


ONE


God has a great sense of humor.


Rachel Jackson Adams could remember her mother’s words as if she’d just uttered them yesterday. When Rachel was growing up, it was one of the sayings Loretta Jackson loved most.


Well, God must be some kind of comedian because this had to be the biggest joke of all.


“Why are you sitting there with your mouth wide open?”


Rachel jumped at the sound of Lester’s voice. She’d been so engrossed in the email she’d just read, she hadn’t even heard her husband come in the house.


Rachel didn’t bother to speak as she shook her head in disbelief. “This is unbelievable,” she muttered, more to herself than to him as she leaned back in the leather office chair.


Lester set down his briefcase, walked over, and kissed his wife on the head. “What’s unbelievable? Macy’s is having a going-out-of-business sale? Dillard’s is closing early?” he joked.


The evil eye she flashed at him wiped the smile right off his face. After nine years of marriage, Lester knew when his wife was about to lose it and she was definitely on the verge right now.


“Okay, babe, what’s going on? You look like you’re about to explode,” Lester asked, all traces of laughter gone.


“I am,” Rachel snapped. She spun her laptop around to face him. “Look at this mess.”


Lester peered at the screen. “Okay, it’s an email.”


“No kidding.” She jabbed a manicured nail at the screen. “It’s an email from Yvette.”


“Who is Yvette?”


She huffed and rolled her eyes. “Good grief, Lester, the publicist for the American Baptist Coalition. You know, the woman we hired.”


“Okay, calm down,” Lester said as he continued reading. “I just didn’t immediately realize who you were talking about.” When he got to the end of the email, a huge grin spread across Lester’s face. “That is phenomenal.”


Rachel popped her husband upside the back of his head.


“Wow, what did you do that for?”


“What do you mean, it’s phenomenal?”


He looked at her, confused. “Oprah isn’t phenomenal?” She didn’t answer, just kept glaring at him like he’d done something wrong. “Sweetheart, I don’t understand,” he continued. “The American Baptist Coalition is about to be represented on Oprah and you’re upset about that?”


“You doggone right, I’m upset,” Rachel said, slamming the laptop shut. “Why in the world is she going on Oprah?”


“Lady Jasmine?” he asked, still bewildered.


“Her name ain’t no damn Lady Jasmine!” Rachel yelled. “I told you to stop calling her that. Call her Shady Jasmine, Jas, Jazzy, shoot, call her Pepper Pulaski after the name she used to use when she was a stripper for all I care, but stop calling her that like she’s some type of royalty!”


Lester took a deep breath, trying to stay calm in order to keep her calm. “Okay, let’s back up because I really don’t understand your anger.”


Her husband really and truly could work her nerves sometimes. He could be so naïve. Granted, over the years he’d gotten a little backbone and since he’d become a popular preacher, his confidence had soared. It had gone to even new heights when he’d won the election for the presidency of the American Baptist Coalition six months ago. That had been a brutal fight—not between Lester and the man he was running against, Pastor Hosea Bush, but between Rachel and Pastor Bush’s wife, Jasmine. Things had gotten downright ugly between the two of them, but at the end of the day, Rachel had emerged victorious. Just like she knew she would.


And for the first four months, Rachel had been the shining star of the ABC. She’d increased their visibility, convinced them to hire the publicist, streamlined some of their programs, introduced a few others, and had worked around the clock to make the ABC even more powerful than it already was.


So why in the world was Jasmine the one going on Oprah?


“I’m the first lady of the American Baptist Coalition,” Rachel slowly said. “If O is gonna be talking to anybody, she needs to be talking to me.”


Lester pointed at the email. “But Yvette said Jasmine will be talking about the new community center she’s starting, Jacqueline’s Hope.”


“I don’t care what she’s talking about. It’s. Oprah. The only person that should be talking to Oprah on behalf of the ABC is me! I’m in the driver’s seat. Jasmine is back in the bed of the pickup truck. So why is it that every time I turn around, Jasmine don’t-nobody-wanna-say-all-them-dang-last-names is getting all the attention?”


That brought a small smile to Lester’s face. “Bush. Her name is Jasmine Bush.” He chuckled. “As if you didn’t know.”


Rachel waved him off. “She’s been married thirty times so I can’t keep up. Why are you taking up for her, anyway?” The disdain Rachel held for Jasmine was no secret. The bourgie, over-the-top troll had caused her enough headaches to last a lifetime.


“Rachel, you get your fair share of press, too,” he said, soothingly. “You just did a TV appearance last week.”


“Yeah, on Fox 26 News. That’s local. I’m a global type of woman and I’m resigned to local press? That’s unacceptable.”


“Oh, you’re global now.” He laughed.


Rachel stood, her hands plastered on her hips. Sure, this type of thing didn’t used to be her forte, particularly since she had been a reluctant first lady. But after some rough patches, she’d come to like the power that came along with being an esteemed first lady. “Lester Eugene Adams, I don’t see anything funny.”


He immediately wiped the smile off his face. “Sweetheart,” he said gently, “this really is good news.”


Rachel relaxed a bit, even though her anger didn’t subside. “Why is she always trying to steal my thunder? We won this election fair and square, yet she has been the bane of my existence for the past few months. She thinks because she has Moses’ mama on her side, she can just take over.”


Lester sighed. “You promised to stop talking about Mae Frances like that.”


Rachel didn’t even want to get into a debate with Lester about that crazy old woman who walked around in a matted full-length mink coat that she probably got at an estate sale in 1967. The Bushes claimed that Mae Frances was just a family friend, but something about that old woman turned Rachel’s stomach.


“Lester, I don’t care about that old hag—or Mae Frances,” Rachel quipped.


“I thought you and Jasmine were getting along,” Lester replied.


“No, Jasmine recognized that she lost the election fair and square. And I thought not hearing from her for four months meant that she was gracious in defeat. But she was just plotting to see how she could steal my shine.”


After the election, Jasmine had all but disappeared—thankfully. She’d hadn’t even bothered to reply to the email Rachel sent asking if Jasmine wanted to be her assistant. Then last month, out of the blue, she’d sent the board a press release talking about the center she was opening in honor of her little girl who’d been kidnapped. As a mother, Rachel could sympathize with not knowing where your child was. But they’d found the little girl, and still Jasmine milked sympathy every chance she could.


Rachel felt disrespected because Jasmine hadn’t even bothered to talk to her about the center. Then, she’d gone over Rachel’s head and contacted the ABC ladies’ auxiliary about hosting a fund-raiser. Now, she thought she was about to give the ultimate disrespect and go on Oprah? By herself? Oh, hell no. Not if Rachel had anything to say about it!


“You do realize this is not the first time they’ve done something like this,” Rachel replied. “Do I need to remind you of the article about Hosea on Essence.com last week?”


“That was about his TV show getting syndicated.”


“And did they or did they not mention his role in the ABC? Yet, they didn’t bother to mention your name, Mr. President, at all.”


“Honey, this isn’t about me. Or you. This is about the ABC. One of the things we promised to do was bring more positive coverage. I think it’s wonderful that Jasmine is helping us do that.”


He stepped toward her and tried to take her hand. Rachel snatched it away. Sometimes she wished she could jump into her husband’s body and take it over. He could be so doggone passive-aggressive. But that was okay, she thought to herself. That’s why he had her. Because she was anything but passive.


“Fine, Lester. I’m going to start dinner. My dad will be back with the kids any minute now.”


Lester grabbed her hand and stopped her. “Are you good?”


“I’m great,” she said, feigning a smile. Rachel left the room and instead of going right into their oversized kitchen, she went left, up the spiral staircase and into her bedroom. She grabbed her purse, pulled her credit card out of her wallet, and snatched her cell phone off the nightstand. She punched in the number she knew by heart.


“United Airlines, may I help you?” the voice said.


“Yes . . . I need a ticket to Chicago . . .” Rachel smiled as she leaned back against her headboard. She thought Jasmine had learned that she wasn’t the one to be played with, but it looked like ol’ Jazzy needed to be reminded of that. So, let the games begin!





Chapter


TWO


Jasmine swung her bare legs out of the Escalade SUV and right away, she felt the sting of the October air. New York may have been setting record temperatures with an Indian summer heat wave, but it was clear that Chicago knew what was up. The chill of the Windy City reminded everyone that it was closer to winter than summer, and even though Jasmine stood in the indoor parking lot of Harpo Studios, that reminder made her tug on the collar of her leather coat, wrapping it a bit more snugly around her neck.


“Are you ready for this?” Yvette Holloway, the PR representative for the American Baptist Coalition, whispered as she jumped out of the SUV behind Jasmine.


Jasmine couldn’t hide her grin from the woman who was responsible for getting her this gig on Oprah. Yvette may have been hired by Lester and the board of the ABC, but from the moment she came on, Jasmine felt as if the public relations guru had been working for her.


It had started three months ago when, at Lester’s suggestion, Yvette had flown to New York to meet the runner-up. According to Lester, he may have won the election to become president of the ABC, but he was sure that there was much the esteemed Pastor Hosea Bush could bring to the Coalition. He wanted Yvette to spend a little time with Pastor and First Lady Bush to see how the two might be able to assist in the organization’s growth.


After sitting down with Jasmine and Hosea for three days, Yvette agreed that indeed, the Bushes had much to offer. During lunch on Yvette’s final day in town, she’d confided in Jasmine.


“Can I tell you something?” Yvette had asked when Hosea had stepped away from their table in the five-star restaurant of the Four Seasons hotel.


“Sure.”


“I’ve had a great time with you and Pastor.”


“We’ve enjoyed you, too.”


After a moment, Yvette had inhaled, then said, “I have a lot of contacts, but up till this point, I haven’t really taken the ABC onto the national stage.”


Jasmine shrugged. “From what you’ve told us, I think you’ve been doing a great job so far.”


“Thank you.” She paused. “I hope you won’t think I’m conceited, but I’m capable of doing a whole lot more. I can get the ABC all over television; I have contacts that will get us on major network shows.”


“If you can get them on TV,” Jasmine had chuckled, “do it.”


“I can, and I will, but . . . I’m not quite sure how to do it.” When Jasmine frowned, Yvette gently placed her fork on her plate, and looked straight at Jasmine. “There are lots of things I have to consider.”


“Like?”


Yvette didn’t even blink when she said, “Like are the right people in front of the camera?”


It only took Jasmine a second to figure out the sentiment behind Yvette’s words.


“Oh!” Jasmine had said. “The right people, the best people.”


“Exactly!” Yvette exclaimed, surprised and relieved that she didn’t have to put it all the way out there for Jasmine to understand. “I’d actually thought about calling Cecelia and asking her to step in.”


“Cecelia?”


“Cecelia King.”


“You know her?” Jasmine had asked, her forehead creased with a deep frown.


“Yeah.” Yvette had shrugged as if it was no big deal.


Jasmine had shaken her head, patted Yvette on the hand, and told her not to worry. “You don’t have to call Cecelia. She and her husband may be de facto members of the board, but technically, she’s not part of the ABC anymore.” Jasmine hadn’t bothered to mention that she couldn’t stand that woman. She really wanted to warn Yvette to stay away from anyone in the King family. But all Jasmine said was, “No worries at all. Hosea and I will be available for any appearances for you—television or otherwise.”


With a loud exhale, Yvette said, “I hope you don’t think I’m unprofessional. I really like Rachel . . . .”


Stop lyin’. But aloud, Jasmine only said, “You’re just doing your job; you need someone who’s articulate, someone who’s knowledgeable about not only the Coalition, but about world events, as well. Rachel cannot be the face of the ABC. You can’t put a trollop on TV and expect anyone to let you come back. You’ll lose all your credibility and contacts that way.”


Jasmine almost laughed now as she remembered the pure shock on Yvette’s face when she’d referred to Rachel as a trollop.


But it was true and Yvette knew it. Jasmine wasn’t talking about the girl’s looks; Rachel was attractive in a Flava-Flav-reality-show-contestant sort of way. But that was where her assets ended. There was no telling what Rachel would do if she was on camera. She wasn’t intelligent enough to speak coherently. She had no poise, no class, it was a wonder she was even able to handle her responsibilities as a wife and a mother, though if those ghetto-brats she was raising were any indication of her skills, Jasmine needed to help the county find those children a new home.


So since Rachel was clearly not the one, it was Jasmine’s pleasure to save the Coalition.


And save the Coalition she did. From that point, Yvette had set up all kinds of appearances for her and Hosea: on the local morning talk shows and even a segment on Good Morning America. But what was about to go down now—sitting down with Lady O—was on a whole other level.


Rachel and Lester may have been the first couple of the American Baptist Coalition, but she and Hosea were clearly the king and queen, and royalty always trumped peasants.


“Jasmine, are you okay?”


Her eyelids fluttered, bringing her back to the present. Jasmine had to take a quick look around the parking lot to remind herself where she was. “Yes,” she said to Yvette. “I’m more than ready for this.”


Before Yvette could respond, a freckle-faced woman who was more round than curvy rushed to the car.


“I’m so sorry, Mrs. Bush,” she said, sounding as if she was out of breath. “I’m Jane, one of Oprah’s producers. I should’ve been here to meet you.”


“That’s all right,” Jasmine said, smiling. In the past, she would’ve had a major problem waiting for anyone. But this was Oprah; if she’d been left outside in the garage for an hour, it would’ve been all right with her.


Jane shook hands with Yvette, then led the two women into the building. “Will there be anyone else joining you?” she asked.


“No.” Jasmine shook her head. “It’s just me and Yvette.”


“Actually,” Yvette interrupted, “we will have two other people joining us. Pastor Earl Griffith and Cecelia King should be here any moment. They’ll probably be coming together.”


Jasmine spun her head around so quickly, she was sure she’d end up with whiplash. Why in the world were they coming?


“Great!” Jane said before Jasmine could ask a question. “I’ll have someone on the lookout for them, but in the meantime, we’re so excited to have you here.” Jane chatted as she led Jasmine and Yvette down a hallway lined with photographs of the famous and infamous who’d spent an hour or two with Oprah on her couch. Oprah and John Travolta. Oprah and Will Smith. Oprah and Julia Roberts. Jasmine shuddered as she imagined the new picture that would be gracing this wall soon—Jasmine and Oprah!


Jane’s high-pitched tone knocked through Jasmine’s thoughts. “When we told Oprah your story, she cried.”


“Really?”


“Uh-huh. To have your little girl kidnapped like that and then to turn it into something so positive. We’re excited about what you’re doing with Jacqueline’s Hope. This was just the kind of project Oprah was looking for when she had her Angel Network and that’s why she wanted you to be a part of her final season.”


There weren’t too many times when Jasmine was rendered speechless, but she couldn’t think of a thing to say. The fact that her name had been part of Oprah’s conversation took every thought out of her head and every word out of her mouth.


“Okay, here we are,” Jane said as she stopped. “Please make yourself comfortable.”


The moment Jasmine took the first step into the greenroom, she sank into the plushness of the salmon-colored carpet. The room seemed like it had been set up for a small celebration, with a spread of bagels, fruit, and yogurt laid out on a lace cloth–covered table against one wall. There were seven carafes with a variety of juices and a coffee machine next to that.


The rest of the room was all mirrors, reflecting the whitewashed furniture that looked like each piece had been designed just for this space. This may have been where many of the guests waited for the start of the show, but the room could have been a featured layout in Architectural Digest.


Jane glanced at her watch. “We have an hour before we go live. You did remember that today is a live show, right?”


“Yes,” Jasmine and Yvette said together.


“Great, because that means we have to start right on time. We’ll send the makeup artist in here in just a bit, okay?”


Jasmine and Yvette nodded.


“This is so wonderful,” Jane said with such cheer that Jasmine was sure she was about to break out in a song and dance. “If you need anything,” Jane continued, “just let me know. No matter what it is.”


“We will.”


“I’m going to let Oprah know that you’re here.”


“Will Mrs. Bush be meeting Oprah before the show?” Yvette asked.


“No. She’s read up on everything and is very well prepared. But she likes to meet her guests at the same time as the audience. Is that okay?”


“Definitely,” Jasmine and Yvette said together.


When Jane left them alone, Jasmine wanted to jump up and down and do a happy-dance. But that was just the kind of thing that Rachel would do, so she certainly couldn’t do that in front of Yvette.


“Isn’t this something?” Yvette asked, spinning around slowly, taking in all four corners of the greenroom.


I guess she’s as impressed as I am. “Yeah.”


“Listen,” Yvette said as she grabbed a banana from the table. “I have to make a few calls before the show.”


“Wait, before you go, I have a question.”


“Sure. What’s up?”


“Cecelia King and Pastor Griffith—why are they coming?”


“Oh.” Yvette waved her hand as if it was no big deal. “You know how Oprah likes to do things. She wanted me to invite a few other people from the Coalition.”


“Well, I can understand Pastor Griffith,” Jasmine said, almost gritting her teeth as she said that man’s name. “But I told you before, Cecelia is not part of the Coalition.”


Yvette’s eyes darkened as the smile fell from her face. “Let me handle my business, Jasmine.”


Jasmine stepped back, crossed her arms and let her eyes roam over Yvette from top to bottom and then back up again. Who did this young girl think she was talking to? And what was up with her defense of Cecelia King?


“Look,” Yvette said, softening her eyes and stance as if she wanted to squelch the conflict before it got started. “I know what I’m doing. Mrs. King and Pastor Griffith are just in the audience; you are the star.”


The star. Well, at least Yvette had that part right. Up to now, she had always allowed Jasmine to be the star. And when Jasmine thought about it, it made sense that Pastor Griffith was invited since he lived in Chicago, and reluctantly she admitted that even Cecelia might be able to add a little something to the show.


“All right,” Jasmine said. “I just want to make sure that we do everything right for not only the Coalition, but for Jacqueline’s Hope, too.”


“I promise you this will work,” Yvette said. And then she chuckled. “Pastor Griffith being here is strategic. When those women get a look at that fine man, they’ll be throwing money your way for your center.”


Jasmine had to take a deep breath. Yvette was telling the stone-cold truth. Pastor Griffith was a looker, but with all she knew about him, she didn’t want him, nor his poison, nor his money anywhere near her, Hosea, and Jacqueline’s Hope.


“So, are we cool?” Yvette said.


It took Jasmine a second to respond as she wondered what Yvette would think if she knew what was really going on with Pastor Griffith. “Yeah,” Jasmine replied. Maybe one day, she’d sit down with Yvette and school her on the truth behind that crooked pastor. But for now, Jasmine would just let this play out. Like Yvette said, she was the star.


Yvette’s cell vibrated and when she glanced down at the screen, she frowned. “Look, I really have to take this call,” she said before she rushed out of the room.


Jasmine stared at the door for a moment and played over the conversation she’d just had. Then she inhaled deeply before she exhaled slowly. “Calm down,” she whispered to herself. There was no need to get worked up before her big moment. The truth of it all was she was about to go onstage with Oprah to talk about the charity that was dearest to her heart.


As she took another glance around the room, Jasmine’s lips slowly curled into a grin. She was actually in Chicago, at Harpo Studios, in the greenroom, about to meet the Queen herself.


Jasmine kicked up her heels and did a happy-dance. She swung her arms in the air, then broke into a little jig that looked something like the old-school running man. She didn’t stop until her knees began to ache and then she fell onto the sofa that perfectly matched the carpet.


“I cannot believe this.” Jasmine laughed. “Rachel Adams, eat your heart out!”


While Jasmine was absolutely thrilled to be meeting Oprah, part of the satisfaction was that she was doing this and Rachel was not.


When Jasmine and Rachel had been forced to work together during the presidential election for the Coalition, Jasmine had actually almost, just a little bit, kinda started to care for the girl. Yes, she wasn’t very bright, but it wasn’t her fault that she was country and ghetto. That had to be a hard load to carry. At one point, Jasmine had thought that she might even help Rachel, be her mentor, give her some class through osmosis.


But then, she’d received that email from Rachel just a week after the election. Even now, Jasmine seethed every time she remembered what Rachel had written:


Jasmine: Thank you and Hosea for being gracious in your loss and my victory. I want to offer you the position of being my executive assistant. Please call me so that we can discuss your salary. Best wishes and sincerely, Rachel Adams, First Lady, American Baptist Coalition.


Jasmine had read the email again; surely, there was something missing. Maybe Rachel knew another Jasmine who was married to a man named Hosea, because that mud-duck could not have seriously sent her that ridiculous request.


Jasmine had grabbed her iPad and before she had her keyboard in hand, she already knew exactly what she was going to say to remind Rachel Jackson Adams of her place and put her right back in it. That fool needed to know that her broke-down husband hadn’t even won the ABC election. She needed to understand that Jasmine had rigged the vote because she didn’t want Hosea caught up with a major drug cartel. And Jasmine wanted to tell Rachel that she hoped Rachel and Lester would be very happy in their matching jail cells when what was truly going on in the Coalition finally came to light.


But though she’d written it, of course she didn’t send it. She wanted to, but there was no way she could let Pastor Griffith (who worked double duty as one of the leaders of the American Baptist Coalition and of the drug cartel) know that she was aware of his business dealings.


So Jasmine just deleted the email, never responded to Rachel, and had kept her mouth closed and her family safe. She ignored the fact that Rachel even existed and turned her focus to building Jacqueline’s Hope. By doing that, she would be putting herself and Hosea in the position to take over the Coalition once the dealings of Pastor Griffith and his band of bandits with the ABC were exposed. According to Jasmine’s best friend, Mae Frances, that was going to happen soon and if all of her prayers were answered, she’d get to see Rachel on national TV being dragged away in handcuffs.


Jasmine pushed herself off the sofa and grabbed her cell phone from her purse. She didn’t need to concern herself with Rachel at all; that child was nothing more than a bookmark, holding Jasmine’s place until God was ready for the Bushes to take over.


She pressed the speed dial number on her cell and smiled the moment Hosea answered the phone.


“What’s up, darlin’?”


“I’m here!” she shouted, then lowered her voice. “You will never guess where I am.”


Hosea chuckled. “You just said, ‘I’m here,’ so I’m guessing you’re at the studio.”


“Not just the studio, Hosea. I’m in the greenroom that is set up just for me!” Jasmine strolled as she spoke, taking in every inch of the room that was large enough to hold a small party. “You should see this place, babe. Nothing but class.”


“Well, it is Oprah.”


“Yup, Oprah. I’m actually going to be on Oprah,” she screeched. “Remember to set the DVR.”


“Already done.”


“Are you getting ready to head over to the church?” Jasmine asked.


“Yup! I spoke to Pops just a few minutes ago and he said the sanctuary was filling up so much, he was gonna need to send someone out there to save me a seat.”


He laughed, and Jasmine laughed with him. She was filled with glee. She was about to be even bigger than she already was as the first lady of City of Lights at Riverside Church. Probably all ten thousand members would come out this morning to watch the live satellite feed that was going to be set up on several large screens in the sanctuary.


“I wish you were here with me, babe,” Jasmine said.


“Me, too, but you know how much I’ve wanted to get Michael Vick on my show and this afternoon is the time that Mae Frances arranged.”


Jasmine shook her head. “You know you need to be paying her, right? With all the people she’s hooked you up with for the show.”


Hosea laughed, but Jasmine didn’t. Mae Frances knew everyone—black and white, young and old. Forget about six degrees of separation. All you needed was Mae Frances’s number and she would hook you up.


Jasmine said, “I still wish you were here.”


“Well, you tell Oprah I said hey,” he joked as if he and the talk-show star were friends. “Tell her to save a seat on her couch for me for next time.”


“Oh, I’m sure she will. After today, she’ll definitely want me back; we’ll probably end up being great friends.”


“Gayle King, watch out.” Hosea laughed again and Jasmine wondered what did he find so funny? Becoming good friends with Oprah was part of her plan.


A knock on the door stopped her from explaining that to her husband, and a young woman with long, auburn braids that hung down her back peeked in. “Mrs. Bush, I’m here to do your makeup. Is that okay?”


Jasmine nodded and waved for the woman to enter. “Babe, I gotta go,” she whispered. “I gotta get ready for my close-up.”


“Okay, I love you, darlin’. Have a great time.”


She clicked off her phone, then turned to the young African-American woman.


The girl introduced herself, “I’m Cherise,” and then she motioned for Jasmine to sit in the chair in front of the mirror. “This won’t take long at all,” she said. “You’re already fabulous.” She smiled.


“Well, I want to look better than fabulous, so see what you can do.”


Cherise giggled. “All right!”


Jasmine leaned back in the chair, closed her eyes, and imagined what life was going to be like now—now that Oprah was about to become her best friend.


Oh yeah, Rachel could have the position of first lady of the ABC—for now. Jasmine was about to be far bigger than that.





Chapter


THREE


Ahhh, the wonders of the Wonderbra. Rachel smiled as she adjusted her now 38 DDs, compliments of the most fabulous bra in the world. She hadn’t known for sure if the bra would come in handy, but she’d worn it just in case. And judging by the sight of the overweight, six-foot-four security guard salivating at the mouth, she’d made the right choice.


Rachel cleared her throat.


“I’m s-sorry,” the guard stuttered, his eyes drifting back up to Rachel’s face. He adjusted his shirt, trying to loosen the buttons that seemed to be screaming for release, then fumbled with his clipboard. “Wh-what did you say your name was?”


“Jasmine. Jasmine Bush,” Rachel said with an innocent smile. She knew she looked stunning in a royal blue wrap dress that accentuated her size eight frame. The bra had the twins sitting at attention and she’d allowed the slit in the dress to fall slightly, just enough to provide a peek at her thigh as she sat back in the driver’s seat of the rental car.


The guard studied the clipboard, a perplexed expression crossing his face. “But we show you’ve already checked in.”


Rachel stuck out her bottom lip in a sexy, playful pout as she toyed with her honey-brown curls. “Now how in the world would that be possible when I’m here?”


“I’m sorry,” he replied, flustered. “Do you have ID?”


“I don’t,” Rachel said casually and began digging in her purse. This part, she had already worked out. “I actually just flew in and lost my license at the airport. I do have some literature. This is what I’m coming on the show to talk about.” She handed the guard a flyer on the Jacqueline’s Hope foundation she’d printed. “I know it’s not what you need, but seriously, do I look like a terrorist?” She leaned forward seductively, making sure her cleavage was in full view.


The guard smiled, then licked his lips as his eyes wandered back down to her chest. “Hardly,” he muttered, his voice coarse. He caught himself, cleared his throat.


“Look, what’s your name, handsome?” Rachel purred.


“It’s Eugene, Mrs. Bush.”


She wiggled her ring finger, which was minus the three-carat rock she normally sported. “It’s Miss Bush, Eugene.”


His eyes lit up.


“You see my name on the list, so obviously I’m supposed to be here. Why don’t you just call Miss Winfrey and confirm? I’m sure she’s not doing anything.”


The guard looked horrified at the thought of disturbing his boss with something like this.


“At least let me call and let them know you’re coming.”


Rachel leaned back and threw up her arms. “Fine. I just really need to get inside. I’m already late.”


He smiled apologetically, then picked up the phone. “Hey, it’s Eugene down at the gate. I have a Jasmine Bush here. She says she’s supposed to be on the show today.” He paused. “Okay . . .”


Rachel’s heart raced as he stood silently. This plan had to work, because she didn’t have a backup plan—short of bum-rushing the set. She relaxed when Eugene grinned and said, “Thanks a lot. I’ll send her up.”


He hung up the phone and handed the papers back to her. “All right, Miss Bush, you’re all set. They said they were waiting on another person. You can park over there,” he said, pointing to his left.


Rachel took the papers, allowing her fingers to linger to show her appreciation. She had no idea who they were waiting on and didn’t care. She just wanted to get inside as fast as she could. “Thank you so much. This is my fault for being late and not getting here with the rest of my team.”


The man seemed mesmerized, then shook himself out of his trance. “Well, they’re aware of you at the back door, so you should be fine.”


He stole one last glimpse of her chest and Rachel gave him a finger wave as she drove off. She wanted to squeal with delight as she drove into the parking lot and parked the rental car. She’d considered getting a car service, but she didn’t want a witness to everything that could possibly go down. Besides, she might have to make a quick getaway.


Rachel parked, then took a slow stroll up the walkway. She kept her cool, flashing a smile at the female guard who buzzed the door to let her in.


“Do you want me to call the producer down to escort you in?” the guard asked once Rachel was inside.


“No, I’m late,” Rachel said. “Can you just point me to the greenroom? That’s where they told me to go.”


Rachel was hoping the woman wouldn’t question her any further. She breathed a sigh of relief when the guard said, “Okay, go down this hallway, make a left, and you’ll see the greenroom.”


“Thanks a bunch,” Rachel said, ecstatic that her plan was coming together. These folks could keep underestimating her if they wanted, but Rachel Jackson Adams knew how to get what she wanted, and how to stay poised, confident, and in control to get it.


Rachel made her way around the corner and had just reached to open the door when she heard a voice say, “May I help you?”


“Yes,” Rachel said, panic setting in. She couldn’t get kicked out, she just couldn’t. Rachel slowly turned around, bracing herself for the worst. But the woman stopping her looked a little young, with stringy blond hair and too-small glasses; not the least bit threatening. Rachel relaxed and said, “Yes, I’m scheduled to be on today’s show and the security guard told me to go into the greenroom.”


“Well, you definitely don’t want to go in there.” The young girl laughed. “That’s the archive room and the lock is broken. That door closes and you’re stuck. It’s soundproof, too, so you could be forever trying to get out of there.”


Rachel raised an eyebrow in shock. “Well, I definitely don’t need to go in there.”


The young woman smiled warmly. “You want that door, the last one on the right,” the woman said, pointing down the hall.


“Thank you so much,” Rachel replied. “Are you a producer?”


“I wish,” the woman said wistfully. “I’m an intern. Just delivering some scripts to the studio.” She held up a stack of papers.


“Well, I’m on today talking about Jacqueline’s Hope.”


“Okay, if you’ll just wait in the greenroom someone from hair and makeup will be in shortly to get you.” The young woman scurried off.


Rachel had no idea how she would finagle her way from here. Truthfully, she hadn’t even been sure she’d be able to get in, so she hadn’t thought much further than that. The one thing she did know? Jasmine wouldn’t cause a scene in Harpo Studios and Rachel would take advantage of that fact and calmly sit her behind right down next to Jasmine on Oprah’s couch.


She made her way down the hallway, taking in the hundreds of celebrity photos that lined the wall. Oprah and Will. Oprah and Julia. Oprah and Danny. Oprah and Michelle. A small smile crept up as Rachel envisioned her picture up there this time next year. Yeah, the season was ending but she’d heard Oprah was going to keep the studio for OWN, her new network. Rachel’s picture would be the perfect addition.


Rachel shook herself out of her daydream and proceeded to the greenroom. She eased the door open, half expecting to see Jasmine poised up, sipping a latte as she waited for her national debut. But the room was empty. Rachel paused to take in the beauty of the room. Just being here gave her goose bumps.


Rachel heard a toilet flush, then glanced up just as the door to the restroom opened.


“What the—?” Jasmine said, losing her smile when she saw Rachel. “What in the world are you doing here?”


Rachel immediately went on the offensive. She didn’t know how Jasmine would react so she had to be prepared for anything. “You didn’t possibly think that the American Baptist Coalition would be represented on Oprah and you’d be the one doing the honors?”


Jasmine took a step toward her. “I didn’t think anything. I can’t help it if I’m the one Oprah wanted to talk to.”


“Well, Oprah will just be talking to us both,” Rachel said matter-of-factly. Rachel would never admit it, but her run-ins with Jasmine had proven the old hag was a formidable opponent. Still, Rachel had to remind Jasmine that she wasn’t one to be played.


“That’s ridiculous. I’m going to get Yvette.” She pushed Rachel aside and stormed toward the door.


Maybe Rachel had pegged Jasmine wrong. Maybe she would start a scene in Harpo Studios.


Think, think, think.


“Look,” Rachel said, moving to block Jasmine from leaving, “I’m not trying to cause any drama. As the first lady, I am above that now.”


Jasmine snickered as she folded her arms across her chest. “Oh, so you’re above kidnapping kids now?”


“Why you always gotta be bringing up old stuff?” Rachel snapped. Jasmine would never get over Rachel’s “borrowing” her daughter for a play date. Just because Rachel didn’t tell anyone, Jasmine wanted to say she’d tried to kidnap the little girl. “Besides, I didn’t kidnap your daughter,” Rachel continued. She caught herself and lowered her voice. “But I will admit I did some dirty things to win the election, and you have to admit you did, too.”


Jasmine raised an eyebrow like she didn’t have to admit anything.


“Well, I’m a different woman now,” Rachel continued with an air. “And my point is, there’s room at the top for us both. I think Jacqueline’s Hope is a fantastic idea and I am all for it getting the attention and accolades that it deserves. But it is an extension of the American Baptist Coalition, for which I am the spokesperson.” She tried to keep all trace of arrogance out of her voice. She wanted to get through to Jasmine, and copping an attitude was not the way to do it.


“It’s not my fault that they asked for me to come on the show,” Jasmine said.


She had a point there and Rachel made herself a mental note to remind Yvette who she really worked for.


“Look, I’m not here to steal your shine,” Rachel continued. “I’ve done enough media on my own.”


“Oh yeah, you did do that local access cable show,” Jasmine said with a snicker.


It took everything in Rachel’s power to ignore Jasmine’s condescending tone.


“Well, of course there is nothing bigger than Oprah,” Rachel said. “That’s why I feel like we need to maximize this opportunity at exposure. Think about it—Jacqueline’s Hope will get the attention it deserves and I will get to talk to Oprah about the overall goals of the ABC.”


“That’s not what the show is about,” Jasmine protested. “It’s about organizations making a difference. And besides, how do you think you’re just going to bogart your way onto Oprah’s show?”


“You of all people know what underestimating me can lead to. I know you think I’m some hick-town diva—”


“Umm, I don’t know that diva is a word I’d use to describe you,” Jasmine interrupted.
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