














Acclaim for the faith-based fiction of Jacquelin Thomas—memorable
storytelling with the power to touch lives


“Touching and refreshing … quality Christian fiction.”


—Publishers Weekly


“Bravo! … Sizzles…. [with] real people who struggle to find that precious balance between their drive for success and God’s plan for their lives.”


—Victoria Christopher Murray


“Jacquelin Thomas is masterful.”


—Shades of Romance magazine


“Entertaining African-American Christian romance that will surprise readers … invigorating.”


—Midwest Book Review


“A stark, yet beautiful and poignant, love story … of greed, jealousy, and redemption.”


—Romance Reviews Today


“Sure to touch hearts…. A powerful tale about life, love, and forgiveness.”


—RAWSISTAZ Reviewers


“Jacquelin Thomas’s novels are about heroines who survive seemingly insurmountable odds … [and] about self-love and being happy with the person you are.”


—The Romance Reader


“Absolutely beautiful … page-turning drama and wonderful, heartfelt characters … reminds us of the power of God’s love.”


—ReShonda Tate Billingsley, national bestselling
author of The Devil Is a Lie




Women’s Fiction by Jacquelin Thomas


Jezebel


Redemption


Defining Moments


Singsation


Have a Little Faith*


Shades of Gray


Saved in the City


Soul Journey


A Change Is Gonna Come


Prodigal Husband


And check out Jacquelin’s Young Adult titles


It’s a Curl Thing*


Divine Match-Up*


Divine Secrets*


Divine Confidential*


Simply Divine*


*Available from Pocket Books





THE IDEAL
Wife



JACQUELIN THOMAS


[image: image]




[image: image]


Pocket Books


A Division of Simon & Schuster, Inc.


1230 Avenue of the Americas


New York, NY 10020
www.SimonandSchuster.com


This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.


Copyright © 2009 by Jacquelin Thomas


All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce this book or portions thereof in any form whatsoever. For information address Pocket Books Subsidiary Rights Department, 1230 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10020


First Pocket Books trade paperback edition October 2009


POCKET and colophon are registered trademarks of Simon & Schuster, Inc.


For information about special discounts for bulk purchases, please contact Simon & Schuster Special Sales at 1-866-506-1949 or business@simonandschuster.com.


The Simon & Schuster Speakers Bureau can bring authors to your live event. For more information or to book an event, contact the Simon & Schuster Speakers Bureau at 1-866-248-3049 or visit our website at www.simonspeakers.com.


Designed by Jamie Lynn Kerner


Manufactured in the United States of America


10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1


Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data


Thomas, Jacquelin.


      The ideal wife : a novel / by Jacquelin Thomas.—1st Pocket Books trade pbk. ed.


        p. cm.


    I. Married women—Fiction. 2. African Americans—Fiction. 3. Domestic fiction. I. Title.


      PS3570.H5637134 2009


      8I 3’.54—dc22


2009005345


ISBN 978-1-4165-9963-0


ISBN 978-1-4391-2371-3 (ebook)





Acknowledgments



To my husband—we’ve had a wonderful eighteen years together. I can’t thank you enough for your continued support, your friendship, your wealth of knowledge, but most of all your love. We make a great team!


A special thank-you to the brave women who responded to my inquiries and were candid about their marriages; I pray that God will continue to strengthen you and give you wisdom.


To my readers—thank you so much for the never-ending support you have shown me throughout my career. I hope you will be blessed by this story.







By the king’s command each guest was allowed to drink in his own way, for the king instructed all the wine stewards to serve each man what he wished. Queen Vashti also gave a banquet for the women in the royal palace of King Xerxes. On the seventh day, when King Xerxes was in high spirits from wine, he commanded the seven eunuchs who served him—Mehuman, Biztha, Harbona, Bigtha, Abagtha, Zethar and Carcas—to bring before him Queen Vashti, wearing her royal crown, in order to display her beauty to the people and nobles, for she was lovely to look at. But when the attendants delivered the king’s command, Queen Vashti refused to come. Then the king became furious and burned with anger.


ESTHER 1:8–12
NEW INTERNATIONAL VERSION







THE IDEAL
Wife








Chapter 1



THE LONG, SLEEK BLACK limo rolled to a stop in the driveway of the Tuscan-style, four-bedroom, six-bath paradise that was now her home. Jana had fallen in love with the grand estate the first time she’d come to have dinner with Lawrence Collins—her husband of one week.


The modest three-bedroom house where she’d grown up, on Fourth and Jefferson in Los Angeles, had been nothing like this Hollywood Hills mansion, although she had loved growing up in the house that had once belonged to her parents. After their premature deaths, her grown-up sister Robyn and her husband had moved in to care for Jana, who was twelve when they died.


A touch of sadness filtered through her as she thought about her sister. Robyn had always wanted children but had suffered three miscarriages; she’d finally had a hysterectomy. Despite her personal grief, she had been a wonderful mother to Jana.


Lawrence’s fingers brushed Jana’s collarbone and lingered there for a moment, bringing her out of her reverie.


“Welcome home, Mrs. Collins.”


She shivered a little every time he called her that. Jana was still trying to digest the fact that at twenty-four years old, she was now a married woman. “I love hearing you call me that,” she murmured softly.


“You belong to me now,” Lawrence responded before placing a kiss on her lips.


Their driver parked in the circular driveway, then got out to open the door for her. Lawrence came around and helped her out of the car.


He led her by the hand through widely arched wooden double doors, a foyer with high ceilings, marble inlay floors, past a balustrade staircase to the formal living room.


“This house is so beautiful.” Jana broke into a wide grin. “Living here is going to take some getting used to, but I’ll have you know that I’m up to the challenge.”


Lawrence laughed.


She loved the sound of his laughter. The truth was that she loved everything about him. Jana had always had a secret crush on Samuel Jackson, and Lawrence looked so much like the actor that they could pass for twins. He was tall and had big, beautiful eyes and a bright smile that simply warmed her all over. He sported a bald head that Jana found incredibly sexy, and he looked much younger than his thirty-six years.


Hugging Lawrence, Jana whispered, “I love you so much.”


“I’m glad to hear it,” he responded. “Especially after all the money I spent on our wedding and the honeymoon.”


She gave him a playful shove. “I told you we could’ve had a smaller wedding. It wouldn’t have mattered to me.”


Jana’s mind traveled back to April 4, the day she’d married Lawrence. It had been a perfect spring day designed especially for their wedding—a gift from the Lord. Her sister had had the church decorated with lilies and exotic greenery throughout. Her brother-in-law had officiated over the ceremony while her uncle had escorted her down the aisle.


Her wedding day couldn’t have been more special.


“That’s not what you really wanted and you know it. You wanted a big wedding—all women do.” Lawrence’s hand slid down her arm and tightened around her wrist.


“You’re right,” Jana confessed. “I used to dream of the kind of wedding I wanted. Lawrence, you gave me the wedding of my dreams. Thank you for that, honey.”


He looked her over with a seductive gleam in his smile. “Now it’s your turn to make all my dreams come true.”


“It’ll be my pleasure,” she murmured. “But first I’m going to need to put something in my stomach. I’m starved.”


Hand in hand, they walked toward the back of the house.


Jana loved the gourmet kitchen, with its granite counters, alder cabinetry, and a center island. “All this really inspires me to cook.”


“There’s not much here,” Lawrence stated. “You’re going to need to do some grocery shopping. We’ll probably have to eat out tonight.”


Jana checked the pantry and the refrigerator. “I’m pretty sure I can piece something together.” She turned toward him. “I don’t feel like going back out, Lawrence. I just want to stay home with you and enjoy our evening together—just the two of us.”


She glanced over into the family room at the huge stacks of gifts on the sofa and on the carpet near the fireplace. “We have a lot of wedding presents to open,” she commented. “I guess we’ll eventually get to them sometime tomorrow. I don’t want to wait too long to send out the thank-you notes.”


“Then we should probably do it today,” Lawrence suggested with a hint of sternness. “We’re having dinner with Ron and Lela Boykin tomorrow night. I’d like to be able to thank them personally for whatever they gave us.”


Stunned by the news, Jana said, “I thought maybe we’d spend some time alone when we first got back. I didn’t know you’d accepted a dinner invitation.” She didn’t really want to go anywhere.


“Ron is one of my partners and he is my best friend. We went to college and law school together. One of the reasons our law firm is so successful is because we are a family. We spend a lot of time together.”


She knew they were close, especially since Ron had been the best man at their wedding. The two men acted like brothers. “I understand that,” Jana responded. “But—”


Lawrence interrupted her. “No buts, sweetheart. They invited us over and we’re going. What did that Bible college you attended teach you? Didn’t it tell you that you’re supposed to be submissive to me? Didn’t you agree at our wedding to obey me?”


Lawrence was a bit of a control freak. She’d known this about him and had married him anyway. After all, she wasn’t perfect either. His good qualities far outweighed the negative as far as Jana was concerned.


She released a soft sigh. “Okay, Lawrence, I get it already. We’re going to have dinner with Ron and Lela Boykin instead of staying home and cuddling.”


He kissed her, trying to lessen the sting. “We’re going to make it a quick dinner, and then we’ll come home and enjoy each other.”


“Thank you,” she murmured.


Jana eyed her handsome husband’s six-foot four-inch frame as he scanned a stack of mail. Lawrence was twelve years older than she was, although he looked like he was in his late twenties. He was a senior partner in the prestigious Beverly Hills law firm of Collins, Boykin, Richards & Lennox. Lawrence worked out every morning to keep his body toned and muscular.


She glanced down at the two-carat, yellow diamond engagement ring and wedding band. God had blessed her with a husband who was not only handsome but also financially secure. Jana never had to worry about working another day in her life. He’d even convinced her to withdraw from the Los Angeles Bible College so that she could focus on being a full-time wife. Jana already held a bachelor’s degree in psychology, but she’d been working on a second degree in Christian counseling. Her goals had changed when she’d met Lawrence.


Her sister hadn’t been thrilled with the idea of Jana’s dropping out of college, but she’d respected Jana’s decision. Robyn and her husband had not been just guardians as Jana was growing up; they’d also been role models. Robyn owned a clothing boutique, which she’d named after herself, on Third Avenue. Daniel Barker was the senior pastor of Jefferson Street Baptist Church. Despite a ten-year difference in their ages, Robyn and Daniel were very much in love and devoted to making their marriage a happy one.


Lawrence opened an envelope and handed a credit card to Jana. “This is for you,” he stated. “Your American Express card is in my office. I’ll give it to you later.”


“Thank you,” Jana responded. “But you didn’t have to do this, Lawrence. I do have my own credit cards—two of them.”


She and Lawrence had discussed finances before the wedding, but he’d never once mentioned his plans to acquire credit cards for her. If he had, she would’ve told him not to bother. She wasn’t a fan of credit cards.


Lawrence glanced over at her and said, “You’re married to me now. I’m sure the credit limits on your cards don’t come close to the ones I opened for you. Jana, you can keep the ones you have, or simply pay them off and close out the accounts. It’s your decision.”


He placed the pile of opened envelopes on the breakfast counter. “Oh, you’ll also have an allowance of two thousand a month for your own personal use. This doesn’t include household expenses or your clothing allowance.”


The idea of allowances staggered her. “Clothing allowance?”


“Jana, as my wife … we’ll be attending a lot of functions, and, well …”—Lawrence’s eyes strayed to her pants—“denim of any kind won’t be appropriate.”


She glanced downward. Her pants were practically brand-new. “I love my jeans.”


His fingers were warm and strong as they grasped hers. “I know that, but they won’t cut it at the Oscars.”


Jana broke into a slow smile. “It just hasn’t been done yet. Who knows … I might start a trend.”


Lawrence didn’t crack a smile, and Jana could see the tensing of the muscles in his face. He could be so serious at times.


“Honey, I’m kidding,” she assured him. “You of all people should know that I don’t have any problems when it comes to shopping. I was the buyer for my sister’s boutique. I have some nice stuff in my closet. I’m just more comfortable in jeans.”


“I’ve asked Lela Boykin to take you shopping one day during the week,” Lawrence announced.


Her eyes narrowed. Did Lawrence really find her taste in clothes so terrible that she needed a chaperone? “So what other plans have you made for us?” she asked pointedly. “In case you didn’t hear me, I’m going to repeat myself. I was the buyer for Robyn’s Boutique. I’m pretty sure if I can buy for an entire store, I can manage to pick out my own wardrobe.”


“I never liked anything I saw in your sister’s shop,” Lawrence stated firmly. “They’re fine if you’re looking for something to wear to church or a corporate function, but that’s not how I want my wife to dress.”


Distracted by a name he saw, Lawrence held up an engraved invitation. “On Thursday, we’re having dinner with John Lennox and his wife. It’s Rose’s birthday.”


She withdrew her hand from his quickly and turned away, trying to control her temper. “Is there anything else?”


“There’s a party on Saturday night.” Lawrence eyed her. “Why? Is there a problem?”


Jana shook her head. “Why don’t you give me an idea of what I need to buy when Lela and I go shopping?” Deep down, she was seething.


Lawrence was making plans without checking with her. Moreover, he had suddenly decided she needed fashion advice from his best friend’s wife.


Her 36 double Ds, twenty-four-inch waist, and thirty-six-inch hips had drawn Lawrence to her. Now that Jana really thought about it, she realized that he’d always commented on her body—even to the point of saying that he expected her to keep her shape after having children. Lawrence had even given her a gym membership as a pre-wedding present.


Old memories resurfaced that she’d thought were long buried.


From the moment Jana’s body had begun to mature, men, both young and old, had tried to get her into bed. She was more than that, but why couldn’t anyone see that? Why couldn’t Lawrence?


Seeing her distress, he reached for her, pulling her close. “Jana, I’m sorry if I offended you. It’s just that I want you to dress for me. I don’t want you dressed like some frump or old maid. You’re too fine for that.”


His kind words melted her anger. Jana wrapped her arms around him. “Maybe I overreacted. I’m sorry too.”


“Why don’t we open our gifts?” His large hand took Jana’s face and held it gently. “When we’re finished, we can go upstairs and take a nap.”


“Sounds good to me,” she responded. Jana turned back toward the kitchen. “If you’re not hungry, I’m going to make myself a sandwich.”


“I’m fine, sweetheart.”


Jana strode into the kitchen and pulled out a pack of deli ham, a jar of mayonnaise, and a loaf of bread. She could feel her husband’s eyes on her as she made her sandwich.


Without looking up, Jana asked, “Why are you staring at me like that?”


“I still can’t believe how lucky I am. I never thought I’d get married again after Gia and I broke up. After everything she put me through, I wasn’t sure I even wanted to remarry.”


Jana didn’t respond. She had never met his ex-wife and could not contribute to the conversation. She bit into the soft bread and honey ham and chewed slowly.


“I’m sorry. I guess I shouldn’t be talking about Gia like that. She’s my past and you are my future.”


When he and Jana had first met, Lawrence had talked about his life with Gia, and how her drinking had ruined their marriage. He hadn’t been able to get her to face the fact that she’d been an alcoholic. A drunken driver had killed Jana’s parents, so she knew firsthand how easily alcohol could destroy lives.


She finished off her sandwich and cleaned up before joining Lawrence in the family room to open their wedding gifts.


Lawrence marched over to select a wedding present. “Open this one first—it’s from Ron and Lela.”


“How do you know?”


“When I arranged for the presents to be brought here, I told my secretary to make sure Ron’s was on the top, because I knew we were having dinner with them when we got back. I also told her to put all the gifts from everyone at the firm on the sofa.”


Lawrence was organized right down to the wedding gifts.


Jana sat down and began opening the present.


He joined her, paper and pen in hand. “I’ll write down everything so that we won’t make a faux pas by sending a thank-you note to the wrong person for the wrong gift.” Lawrence gave her a reassuring smile. “Don’t worry, baby; I’m going to teach you how to be the ideal wife.”


Her mouth dropped open at the sight of what was in the gift box. “Lawrence …”


He glanced over and laughed. “That Ron—he’s crazy.”


Jana eyed her husband. “What kind of man gives his friend lingerie like this for a wedding present?” She held up the skimpy, sheer material. Her sister had given her a lingerie-themed bridal shower, but none of the gifts she’d received had been as risqué as the teddy she was holding.


Lawrence was still laughing when he held up the thong briefs. “His-and-her lingerie—only Ron.”


Jana thought the gift was highly inappropriate and wasn’t amused at all. What kind of people were Ron and Lela?





Chapter 2



RON AND LELA BOYKIN lived less than ten minutes away, in a walled and gated country English mansion that featured a breathtaking view of the city. Ron, a tall, muscular man with skin the color of peanut butter, greeted them. His dark, wavy hair was cut close to his scalp. He was wearing a pair of rust-colored linen pants and an ivory silk shirt with a pair of brown leather slip-ons.


Lela looked stunning in a ruby red strapless dress and silver sandals. She wore red lipstick and nail polish to complement her outfit and honey complexion.


They were a beautiful couple, Jana thought silently, but she still thought the gift they’d given had been inappropriate.


“Jana, you look beautiful,” Lela murmured. “You still have that newly-wed glow going on.”


Lawrence wrapped an arm around his wife. “Hey! What about me? I should have something—at least a tan.”


“You always look nice,” Lela told him. “You got a li’l something going on.”


Lawrence pulled her into his arms, holding her close.


They all laughed.


Ron took Lawrence to his office to discuss business, leaving Jana with Lela, who offered to give her a tour of the house.


“Your home is beautiful, Lela,” Jana remarked as they went from room to room.


Lela tossed her long, flat-ironed hair over her shoulder and said, “Thank you. It’s a work in progress, actually. I’m redoing the kitchen and my bedroom.” In a low whisper, she added, “I’ve been after Ron to redecorate for two years now.”


“How long have you two been married?” Jana inquired.


“Six years,” Lela responded. “Six months after he divorced wife number two. We were together for two years before we got married. I’ve been with him since I was twenty-two.”


“Oh.” From what Lela had just told her, Jana could only assume that Lela was the reason Ron had divorced wife number two. Lela was a pretty girl, with long, dark hair, a flawless, deep honey complexion that didn’t need much makeup, almond-shaped eyes, and perfect lips.


Although she was trying to be more discreet, Lela surveyed Jana from head to toe. “You’re exactly the type of woman I knew Lawrence would marry.”


“Meaning?” Jana asked.


“It’s pretty clear that Lawrence is a breast man. He’s attracted to the Marilyn Monroe body types. Those are the only types of women I’ve ever seen him date.”


“His first wife was—”


Lela nodded. “She wasn’t as well endowed as you are—those are real, aren’t they?”


Jana recoiled in shock and Lela laughed. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said that.”


Ron and Lawrence joined them as they settled down in the family room.


Lawrence gave a slight nod of approval when she glanced in his direction. He took a seat beside her.


Jana couldn’t help noticing the way Ron kept watching her. It made her a little uncomfortable. “Man, I still can’t see how you lucked out with a beautiful woman like Jana,” he told Lawrence. “How did you manage that?”


Lawrence laughed, surprising her. She still hadn’t decided if she simply disliked Ron, or if he just came on too strong.


“Yeah, she’s definitely a beauty.”


Jana stole a peek at Lela, who did not seem bothered at all by her husband’s words. Jana knew that she wouldn’t have been as comfortable if the shoe had been on the other foot.


During dinner, Lawrence brought up the subject of shopping. “My wife needs a new wardrobe. Lela, I hope you’re able to go with her this week. We have some dinners coming up, and I want her to have everything she needs.”


Beneath the table, Jana clenched and unclenched her fist. Lawrence could be so rude at times. She didn’t want to rock the boat so soon in their marriage, but she couldn’t let this continue. She wouldn’t tolerate his treating her as if she were a child.


“What day is good for you, Jana?” Lela asked.


“I’ll let you know,” she managed tersely.


Lawrence sent her a look that showed his displeasure, but Jana ignored him.


It was a struggle to hide her true feelings. Jana was upset with Lawrence, but she tried to hide it from Ron and Lela.


“What’s with the attitude?” Lawrence asked when they returned home two hours later. “Is something wrong? You seemed upset during dinner, and you hardly said two words to me in the car.”


Jana’s hand stroked the back of the wing chair in the living room. “Why didn’t you tell me before we got married that you don’t like the way I dress?”


“I told you that I wasn’t a jeans person when we first started going out.”


“But you never said you didn’t like me wearing them,” she responded. “It’s pretty obvious that you think I can’t dress and you don’t trust my choices. Otherwise you wouldn’t have asked Lela to take me shopping.”


Lawrence remained infuriatingly calm. “Jana, I didn’t have the right to say anything while we were dating. You’re no longer my girlfriend—you’re my wife. And yes, I’d like my wife to dress a certain way. Is anything wrong with that?”


“You didn’t have to ask Lela to take me shopping in the first place, but then to blurt it out like that over dinner really offended me.” Jana paused a moment before continuing. “Lawrence, I’m a grown woman. I can pick out my own clothes. You’ve made it abundantly clear that you think I dress too conservative. I heard you.”


Lawrence shrugged, as though the point was obvious. “I was only trying to help you, Jana. Besides, I thought it would be the perfect opportunity for you two to get to know each other. Lela has excellent taste when it comes to clothes.”


Still irritated, Jana folded her arms across her chest. “So you don’t think I have any taste?”


He looked like he was losing patience with her. “You’re a very casual dresser. I’ve never really seen you dressed up other than our wedding and a couple of dinners, but even then you were dressed like somebody’s mother.”


His words stung.


Jana averted her eyes. “I see.”


“Look, I’m not trying to hurt your feelings, Jana, I’m just telling you how I feel. I want you to dress more your age instead of like you’re in your fifties. That’s all.”


Jana glared at him. The more he talked, the more he was digging himself into a hole.


His voice softened. “Honey, you have such a beautiful body. Don’t be afraid to show it off. I’m not the jealous type—I want other men to admire you.”


She didn’t know how to respond to those words, so she remained silent. The last thing she wanted was the attention of other men. She’d had to deal with that all her life.


Smiling like a father, Lawrence pulled her into his arms. “I love you and I know that you love me too. I just thought you might want to dress nicely for me. I don’t want to see you all covered up. Pleasing me should be your priority, sweetheart.”


“Of course I want to please you, Lawrence. I just don’t think I have to dress like a hooker to do it.”


His smile disappeared. “I’m not asking you to dress like a hooker. Didn’t you like what Lela was wearing?”


“It was nice,” Jana admitted. Lela’s dress had fit as if it had been made for her. “I really liked that dress.”


“You would look stunning in something like that. That’s all I’m trying to say, Jana.”


She looked up, meeting his gaze. “I’m doing this for you. But when I’m here at home, I just want to be comfortable. I hope that’s not a problem for you.”


Lawrence kissed her gently on the lips. “I’m glad we were able to come to an agreement on this subject. It’s late, and right now all I want to do is enjoy my beautiful wife.”


THE NEXT MORNING, JANA woke up early. Her eyes traveled the length of the two-room, tastefully decorated master suite, with its mint green and chocolate theme. Lawrence had had the decorator work with Jana before the wedding because he wanted no traces of his former life with Gia to intrude upon his new life with her.


This is all mine.


High coved ceilings and archways, walnut floors, custom light fixtures, and wrought-iron details throughout completed the private oasis. She still couldn’t get over the walk-in closet, which was as big as her last bedroom. Jana especially loved the spa tub with travertine tile accents. She had never lived in such luxury.


Jana snuggled close to Lawrence, who was sleeping. She sent up another prayer of thanksgiving. The last thing she remembered before falling asleep was how God had blessed her richly and that she couldn’t thank Him enough.


She and Lawrence exercised together in their home gym before going their separate ways. He needed to run down to the office to pick up some paperwork for a client, and Jana decided she’d go to the grocery store for a few things.


She met up with her best friend for coffee first.


Graciela Ruiz strolled into Starbucks as if she owned the place, dressed in a deep lapis-colored shift dress by St. John, her waist-length, curly dark hair looking like a million dollars.


The two women embraced.


“You look beautiful as always,” Jana complimented. “I love this shade of blue. It looks good on you.”


“Naaw, look at you, mi’ja,” Graciela murmured with a thick Puerto Rican accent. “You’re glowing, Jana. Poppy must’ve put some good loving on you.”


“Keep your voice down,” Jana whispered as they stood in line to place their orders. “What’s wrong with you?”


Graciela laughed. “Aww … you don’t have to be all embarrassed. At least you’re married and you waited until your wedding night. That’s saying a lot. I wanted to wait, but when I saw Enrique … that just flew out the window along with my clothes. I’m serious. I would see him, and the clothes—they just fell to the floor. Just like that. I’m gonna tell the Lord that it was His fault for making that man so fine and sexy.”


“I’d love to be a fly on the wall when you do that,” Jana responded with a laugh. “I can see you now, getting drop-kicked out of Heaven.”


Graciela laughed. “God loves me even though he knows I have issues. Look how he blessed me with a wonderful husband. Enrique’s a good man and he loves me to death.”


Jana agreed. She’d never seen a more loving couple, apart from Robyn and Daniel.


After they got their coffee, they found an empty table and sat down to talk.


“So, how is Lawrence Collins, Esquire?” Graciela asked.


Jana scanned her friend’s long face, her lips turning downward. “Why don’t you like him, Graciela?”


“Poppy doesn’t care for me,” she replied after taking a sip of her coffee. “I don’t know why. I haven’t done nothing to him.”


“That’s not true, Graciela,” Jana said. “He’s never said anything bad about you to me. Lawrence is very reserved, that’s all.”


Graciela shook her head. “Naaw … I think it’s more than that. You know I have good instincts when it comes to people.”


Jana was willing to concede that point, but it didn’t help her. “He’s my husband. Will you please give him a chance?”


“Of course,” Graciela replied. “He’s in the family. We’re stuck with him now.”


Jana sipped her vanilla frappuccino. “Graciela, once you really get to know Lawrence, you’ll change your mind about him. He’s been so sweet to me.” She broke into a smile. “I feel like we’re still on our honeymoon.”


Graciela smiled. “That’s exactly how it’s supposed to be.”


Jana pulled back, remembering the night before. “We already had our first disagreement. It was a tiny one, though,” she confessed. “Lawrence wants one of his partner’s wives to take me shopping for a new wardrobe. I can’t help it, but I was insulted.”


“So why does he want this chick to go with you to buy clothes?” Graciela said, puzzled. “You’ve worked in a clothing store since forever. You can pick out your own clothes. But even if you couldn’t …” She spread her arms wide. “You have me, a true fashionista, if ever there was one.”


“Apparently, Lawrence doesn’t like the way I dress. Interestingly enough, he never said anything about it before we got married.”


“I hope you told him where to go and to take his personal shopper with him,” Graciela uttered. She picked up her BlackBerry to check her schedule.


“I told him that I could shop for myself.”


Graciela’s eyes grew large in surprise. “Jana, that wasn’t strong enough. I hope you at least threw something at him, and I’m not talking about a pillow. I mean something like a vase or a plate.”


Jana released a soft sigh. “I thought about it, believe me.”


Graciela muttered a string of words in Spanish.


“He kept saying that I was taking it the wrong way,” Jana said, trying to explain. “He doesn’t want me dressing like I’m about to go to church or step into a courtroom.”


“Well, you do dress more on the conservative side when you’re not in jeans, but if you want to liven up your wardrobe, Jana, I’ll go with you, mi’ja.”


Jana nodded in agreement. “You’re about the only person I’d take shopping with me. You know my taste.”


“I know what will look stunning on you,” Graciela confirmed. “Jana, I agree with Lawrence to a certain extent. You need to dress more your age. I’ve told you this before.”


“You and Lawrence need to get off my choice of clothing.” Flustered, Jana ran her fingers through her short hair. “If he wanted a fashion diva, then he should’ve married one. I actually like the way I dress.”


Graciela shook her finger. “It’s not about the way you dress, Jana. I think it’s more that Poppy wants you to dress a certain way for him. He wants to show you off—that’s a compliment.”


Jana considered Graciela’s words. “I know that. But Graciela, you know what I’ve been through. I grew up being groped by strangers in lines for the movies, in the lunchroom, and even at church that one time.”


“I know, mi’ja. That’s why you’re always wearing clothes so loosely.”


“Lawrence doesn’t really know all I went through. I should probably apologize to him.”


“I didn’t go saying all that now.”


Jana laughed.


They talked for another fifteen minutes. Before they had to leave, Jana said, “Let’s do lunch sometime next week. I’m going to get all of my stuff unpacked and settle into my new home.”


“I’ll call you by Friday,” Graciela stated. “I have two photo shoots scheduled this week, and I’m finishing up another campaign—it’s a busy week for me.”


Jana nodded in understanding. “The life of an art director.”


“Speaking of which, tell Robyn it’s a good idea to have some color cards prepared. The real fabric color cards—it’ll give buyers something to touch and feel.”


Jana agreed enthusiastically. “I love those. It’s tedious to cut little square pieces of fabric and paste them on the card stock, but it’s definitely worth the time.”


“I checked, and the Lookbook is almost ready. She’s going to love it.”


“I hope so,” Jana responded. “Robyn almost had a coronary when she saw the price quote. She kept saying that some of the most successful companies have never produced one and they’re doing just fine.”


“This is true. However,” Graciela pointed out, “nice photos of the clothes on a model is clearly going to help your sister’s designs sell better than a flat sketch would.”


“I can’t wait to see the finished product,” Jana told her friend. “Thanks, Graciela.”


The two women embraced.


“Good to have you back, Jana. I missed you.”


“Our wedding pictures should be ready sometime this afternoon. Lawrence and I saw the proofs yesterday—they came out really nice. I’ll email you the link and password so that you can see them.”


Graciela broke into a smile. “I can’t wait.”


They walked out to their cars.


“So, what are your plans for the rest of the day, mi’ja?” Graciela asked.


Jana shrugged. “I’m going to run some errands, then invite my hubby to lunch so that I can apologize to him.”


“Hmmmm …” Graciela tossed her long hair over her shoulder. “Maybe you should have him come home so that you can apologize properly.”


Jana grinned, recalling last night. “I like the way that you think.”


LAWRENCE WALKED INTO THE house and found rose petals strewn on the floor and up the spiral staircase. His lips turned upward into a smile.


Upstairs, he found Jana wearing the lingerie that Ron and Lela had given them as a gift. He recovered quickly from his shock and grinned. “Wow!”


A small table had been set up in the master bedroom. It was covered with champagne, two plates laden with lobster salad, and rolls. Lawrence noted there was also a silver tray with chocolate-covered strawberries.


“What did I do to deserve this?” he asked with a smile.


“I wanted to say that I’m sorry for overreacting when you asked Lela to take me shopping.”


Lawrence kissed her. “No apologies are needed, sweetheart. I went about this the wrong way. I figured women bonded over shopping. She is very much into fashion and you were a buyer—you two would have a lot to talk about.”


“Well, it’s over with now.” She led him over to the table. “I hope you brought your appetite with you.”


They sat down and enjoyed their lunch.


“This was delicious,” Lawrence stated. He wiped his mouth with the end of his napkin. “I guess the chocolate-covered strawberries are dessert.”


Jana shook her head. “Actually, I had something else in mind.”


She stood up, walked to the center of the room, and began loosening the strings on her teddy.


THE NEXT DAY, LAWRENCE decided to spend most of the morning working from home. He was in his home office at 6:00 a.m., but he took a break long enough to eat breakfast with Jana.


“You keep staring out that window,” Lawrence stated. “What are you looking at?”


“Everything,” she responded. “I was thinking what a beautiful picture God painted when he designed the landscape.”


Lawrence followed her gaze. “It is nice. It’s one of the reasons I bought this house.”


“I love it here.” Jana took a sip of her cranberry juice.


“I’m glad.” Lawrence finished off his coffee. “I want you to be happy here.”


“I don’t think you ever have to worry about that, Lawrence.” Jana took a bite of her toast, then scanned through the newspaper. She enjoyed reading the sports section. She was as big a basketball fan as Lawrence was. “The Lakers are on a roll.”


“They’re playing the Phoenix Suns tomorrow night,” Lawrence announced. “Do you want to go?”


Grinning, Jana nodded. “You know I do.”


He went back to his home office, while she went upstairs to take a shower.


The telephone rang a few minutes after she stepped out of the shower. Lawrence wasn’t going to answer it, so Jana ran over to the nightstand and picked up the phone.


“That was Robyn,” Jana stated when she walked into her husband’s home office ten minutes later. “She invited us to have dinner with her and Daniel.”


“What did you say?” Lawrence asked.


“I told her that we’d be happy to join them. We’re meeting them at seven o’clock.” She turned toward the door, saying, “I’m going back upstairs to get dressed.”


“Why didn’t you tell them that we were still on our honeymoon?” Lawrence grumbled.


Jana paused in the doorway, not letting the remark pass. “We’ve had dinner with your partners—why not my family? Besides, we were planning on eating out anyway.” She folded her arms across her chest. “Why don’t you like my sister and Daniel?”


“It’s not that I don’t like them, sweetheart. They’re okay,” Lawrence stated, leaning back in his chair. “Daniel’s just a little too religious for me. He thinks that it’s a sin to enjoy a glass of wine. I don’t. I don’t need someone frowning over everything I do or say.”


“Daniel’s not like that,” Jana argued.


Lawrence grunted in protest. “He didn’t want us to have a bar during the reception. Daniel didn’t want people getting drunk or having a good time. Whatever it was, he gave us a fit about it, remember?”


She didn’t deny it, because what Lawrence was saying was true. Her brother-in-law took his position as pastor and leader of his flock seriously. He diligently sought to avoid any place or situation that might cast a shadow on his ministry.


Playing with the pen on his desk, Lawrence eyed her. “I guess that if I refuse, it might cause a rift between us, huh?”


“It might,” Jana shot back.


He released a soft sigh. “I’ll be home in time for our dinner date.”


“Thank you,” Jana said. “Lawrence, I appreciate this. I’m very close to my family.”


He pushed away from the desk to stand up. “They’re my family now, so it’s not like I can avoid them forever.”


That remark rubbed her the wrong way. “You don’t want to avoid them, right?”


“No, honey, I don’t.” Lawrence stuck some papers into his briefcase, then closed it. “I’m getting ready to head to the office. Come give me a proper good-bye.”


Jana walked her husband to the front door. When he was gone, she went upstairs and slipped on a pair of jeans and a tank top.


She spent most of her day making notes of things she wanted to change and moving around furniture to suit her taste.


When Lawrence returned, Jana was in the master bedroom with a book of wallpaper samples.


“Honey, what do you think of these?” she asked, holding up two pieces of wallpaper.


He hardly glanced at them. “I’m fine with whatever you pick.”


“Lawrence, are you sure?”


He nodded. “I’m jumping into the shower.”


Jana finished curling her hair.


“Will you try to have a nice time tonight?” she asked when he joined her downstairs twenty minutes later.


“I’ll be fine, but I’m telling you now—I’m ordering a glass of wine. I don’t care what Daniel and Robyn think. I’m in the mood for wine.”


“Lawrence, it’s really not a big deal.” Jana eyed her reflection in the hall mirror and adjusted a last curl. “If you want to order a shot of whiskey straight—do it.” She turned around to face him. “You’re a grown man. Daniel will be just fine.”





Chapter 3



DID YOU HAVE FUN last night, honey?” Jana asked after strolling out of the bathroom, toothbrush in hand.


“It was fine,” Lawrence admitted. “Although Daniel looked like he wanted to lay hands and pray over me every time I ordered a drink.”


“You’re wrong for that, Lawrence.”


He gave a short laugh. “It’s the truth and you know it.”


She nodded in agreement as she untied the belt on her silk robe. “Daniel does have very specific views on drinking, dancing, and playing cards. He would never let me play a card game on Sunday—said that it was gambling. I was just playing spades.” She chuckled. “Ooh, he used to make me so mad over that.”


“He really believes that you shouldn’t touch anything with alcohol in it,” Lawrence said, annoyed. “But I don’t agree. I don’t believe you should drink to the point that you’re inebriated, but it’s not a sin to drink sociably.”


“I tend to agree with you there,” Jana responded. “I do enjoy a glass of wine every now and then, but I respect my brother-in-law’s beliefs. I’m not much of a drinker anyway.”


She slipped on a pair of white shorts and a salmon Ralph Lauren knit top, then ran her fingers through her short, curly hair. “I need to get my hair cut—it’s growing out so fast.”


“Don’t,” Lawrence protested. “You’d be beautiful with long hair. Just let it grow out.”


Jana glanced over and smiled. “Sure, if that’s what you want, but I have to be honest with you. I love wearing my hair short.”


He didn’t respond, so Jana let the subject drop for the moment.


After they were dressed, Lawrence and Jana headed downstairs. They were on their way to the Beverly Hills Country Club.


“I have to warn you—I’m not very good at tennis.” Jana smiled.


“Don’t worry about it. I’ve signed you up for tennis lessons,” Lawrence announced. “I’m going to play with Ron. Lela’s taking the class with you.”


Jana stopped in her tracks. “I assumed that we’d be playing together.”


He shook his head. “Not this time.”


She chewed on her bottom lip, a habit she had developed as a child. She only did it whenever she was nervous or frustrated.


“What’s wrong?”


“Nothing,” she responded.


Lawrence grabbed her by the hand. “Jana, we’ve been together long enough for me to tell when you’re unhappy about something, so you might as well tell me what it is. I can’t read minds.”


“I just thought we were spending the day together,” Jana confessed. “I didn’t know that we would be joining your partner and his wife. Is this payback for my insisting that we have dinner with Robyn and Daniel?”


“I wouldn’t be so childish,” Lawrence responded.


“Then why are you just now mentioning that Ron and Lela would be joining us?” she demanded. “Why did you keep it a secret?”


Lawrence released an impatient sigh. “Jana, you don’t have to overreact. I wasn’t trying to keep any secrets from you. I’m sorry you took it that way.”


Not convinced, she climbed into the SUV without another word. Lawrence closed the door behind her, then strolled around the car to the driver’s side.


As he climbed in, Jana continued to stare out the window.


“I suppose you’re mad at me now,” he said.


She didn’t respond.


“I see. Now you’re not talking to me,” Lawrence said wearily. “Jana, it’s really not that serious, sweetheart.”


She finally turned toward him. “When I wanted to spend time with my family, you wanted me to tell them we were still on our honeymoon. Yet when it comes to your partners … I’m sorry, but I’m missing something here.”


“I’m just asking you to spend a couple of hours with Lela. I want you to get to know her and Ron. What’s so wrong about that?”


Jana did not want to get into an argument. “Nothing. Nothing at all.”


“We’re just playing a couple of rounds of tennis with them,” Lawrence said, trying to make nice. “Afterward, we’ll have lunch with Ron and Lela, then we have the rest of the day to ourselves.”


All Jana wanted to do was spend time with Lawrence. She wasn’t in the mood to divide her time between her husband and his friends. But he was right—she didn’t mind giving up some of their quality time to have dinner with her sister and Daniel.


I can’t be selfish, she thought. I really shouldn’t be acting this way.


“Will you please talk to me?” Lawrence questioned.
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