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TEAM JASMINE or TEAM RACHEL?


Bestselling and award-winning novelists Victoria Christopher Murray and ReShonda Tate Billingsley bring their favorite heroines together in a novel that will delight their legions of fans.
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Jasmine Larson Bush and Rachel Jackson Adams are not your typical first ladies. But they’ve overcome their scandalous and drama-filled pasts to stand firmly by their husbands’ sides.


When a coveted position opens up—president of the American Baptist Coalition—both women think their husbands are perfect for the job. And winning the position may require both women to get down and dirty and revert to their old tricks. Just when Jasmine and Rachel think they’re going to have to fight to the finish, the current first lady of the coalition steps in … a woman bigger, badder, and more devious than either of them.


Double the fun with a message of faith, Sinners & Saints will delight readers with two of their favorite characters from two of their favorite authors.
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PRAISE FOR THE AUTHORS


“Writing in an engaging and comfortable style, Murray creates believable women to whom readers will easily relate.” —Library Journal


“Faith-based fiction doesn’t get better than Billingsley’s entertaining soaps, notable for their humor, wonderful characters, and challenging life situations that many readers, Christian or not, can identify with.” —Publishers Weekly
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An award-winning television and radio journalist, RESHONDA TATE BILLINGSLEY is the author of twenty-one books and has appeared on the Essence bestseller list more than twenty times. She is married with three small children and lives in Texas.


Visit the authors online at www.victoriachristophermurray.com 
and www.reshondatatebillingsley.com.
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A Note from


Victoria


This is the most difficult part of the writing process for me. Because now I have to talk about real people. My characters always do what I tell them to do (well, not always!). But real folks … whew; they get upset if you forget to mention their names. So in what has become my practice, I mention no one. If I love you, you already know it. If I like you, you know that, too. If I respect and admire you, I’m sure I’ve told you … and if I don’t like you … well, I would never mention you anyway. So there, now I’ve covered everyone.


Now, on to those who could care less if they are mentioned or not. This has been by far the most fun I’ve had writing in the fourteen years that I’ve been blessed to do this. And it is completely because of ReShonda Tate Billingsley. Whew; Rachel worked nerves I didn’t even know I had and ReShonda kept me on my toes. I took my game up because of her and I am so grateful that we fought for this project together. Thank you, ReShonda, for being such a great friend and writing partner. Can we just do this from now on? I am so glad that Trish Todd had the chance to edit this for us. Thank you, Trish, for believing in the project and for letting us know that you had a great time reading the story. Your edits stretched us and definitely made the story stronger. To Sulay Hernandez, I just didn’t get enough time. But at least I get the chance to say thank you for coming to us at such a good time and for helping ReShonda and me to take this book up to a higher level. I had visions of you working with me on my next one hundred titles, but the best thing that came out of this connection is our friendship. To Shida Carr—there is only one word for you: The Best! Okay, that’s two words, but you know what I mean. There is no one better in publicity. Period. Thank you for how you’ve helped build my career through the years. To the wonderful readers who stay with me year after year, novel after novel, we hope that you enjoy this one and will help ReShonda and me continue to pass the word. We write because of you!


And finally to my Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ. Whenever I think I’m too weary to walk this road anymore, you send a shining star. I just want to please you in all ways and I pray that my writing will continue to do just that. Thank you for guiding me as you see fit and for gifting me with a career that is my passion!


Peace, 
Victoria





A Note from


ReShonda


As an avid reader, I was enthralled with the character Jasmine Larson Bush in Victoria Christopher Murray’s Jasmine series. Not just because she was an intriguing, scandalous character, but because this little voice in my head kept saying, “Oh, I could so take that chick down.”


That little voice belonged to one of my most popular characters—Rachel Jackson Adams from my Amen series. Rachel kept demanding that she and Jasmine meet.


That’s why I was thrilled when Simon & Schuster gave us the go-ahead to make that meeting happen.


To say I loved writing this book with Victoria would be a serious understatement. This is the most fun I’ve ever had writing a book. Victoria is such a talented writer and I never knew what she would have Jasmine do next. That’s the beauty of this collaboration. I’d write my chapter, and then sit back and wait to see how Miss Jasmine would work her way out of it. I literally would drop whatever I was doing when Victoria sent her chapters to me because I couldn’t wait to see the story unfold.


I am thoroughly pleased with the result. So I hope you enjoy reading this book as much as we enjoyed writing it.


But before you get to reading about these two outrageous first ladies, please allow me a moment to thank those that made this journey possible. Of course, thank you, God, for your favor in allowing me to realize my writing dreams. Much love to my writing partner herself, Victoria Christopher Murray. You made this entire experience one I’ll never forget.


To my family, who understood when I wanted to drop everything and write—my husband, Miron; mother, Nancy; sister, Tanisha; and my three beautiful kids. I appreciate your love and support. To my girl, Pat Tucker, thank you so much for not only allowing me to bounce scandalous scenarios off of you, but for always having my back.


As always, thanks to my agent, Sara Camilli, and to my team at Gallery Books: editor extraordinaire Brigitte Smith, my publicist Melissa Gramstad, and Louise Burke. Thank you to Trish Todd, Sulay Hernandez, and Shida Carr at Touchstone for all your hard work on shaping this into a final product that readers will love.


Thanks to the best literary assistant in the world! Kym Fisher, what would I do without you????


To my other literary friends, thanks for all of your support. You prove that we can all work together for a common goal—to get people reading: Nina Foxx, Kimberla Lawson Roby, Eric Jerome Dickey, Zane, Al Frazier, Dee Stewart, Tiffany Warren, Trice Hickman, Pat G’orge-Walker, J. D. Mason, and Rhonda McKnight.


Thank you to all the wonderful libraries, book clubs, churches, and schools that have supported my work. A big shout-out to my Facebook and Twitter families.


And finally thank you … yeah you, holding the book. Your support of this endeavor means the world to me. I hope you enjoy and we’d love to hear your feedback! Hit me up at www.reshondatatebillingsley.com.


Now … let’s get ready to rumble!!


Much Love, 
ReShonda
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Chapter


ONE


How in the world was Jasmine going to keep her promise to God now?


Two years ago, she had promised Him that if He saved her daughter when she was kidnapped, if He brought her home safely, then she was going to live a life devoted just to Him. Jasmine had vowed that with Jacqueline’s return, she was going to live the life that God had for her as Hosea’s wife, as Jacqueline and Zaya’s mother. She wasn’t going to want for anything more than what God had given her, because surely, He had supplied her with enough.


God had done His part.


And for the last two years, Jasmine had done her part, too.


She’d lived a low-key life, thrilled that her greatest dramas were debates about fashion choices every morning with her seven-year-old daughter.


But how was she supposed to keep her promise to God now? After what her husband had just told her?


“So, hold up,” Jasmine said, slipping into the chair across from Hosea. “I thought you were just going to the convention as the keynote speaker.”


Hosea nodded.


“So, explain this to me again.”


With a sigh, Hosea folded the newspaper he’d been reading and placed it on the table. He stuffed his mouth with a forkful of pancake, chewed for a moment, then said, “The call came in from a friend of Pop’s, Pastor Earl Griffith. He thinks I need to submit my resume.”


“To be the head of the American Baptist Coalition?”


Hosea nodded.


“But we’re not Baptist.”


His eyes danced with his amusement. “Get out of here.”


“You know what I mean,” Jasmine said, waving one hand. “I just don’t get it. Why would they call you?”


“They didn’t call me. Only Pastor Griffith. Seems like there’re a couple of men in the running, though according to Griffith, the front-runner is Pastor Adams, Lester Adams from the Southern region.”


Jasmine frowned. “I’ve never heard of him.”


“Out of Houston. But Pastor Griffith doesn’t think Adams is the man. Seems that the last four presidents have been from the South and Griffith and a couple of other pastors on the board think that the Coalition needs someone from the North, someone more progressive, to really move the organization forward.”


“And they think that can be you?”


“Not they, darlin’. I told you—Griffith called me.”


“But you said there were others who agreed with him.”


Hosea nodded. “Apparently, they don’t have anyone from the North who they think can go up against Adams. I guess they think my name could win this.”


“That makes sense to me.”


“It doesn’t matter how much sense it makes, darlin’. I told Pastor Griffith that I’m not interested.”


As if she didn’t hear any of Hosea’s last words, Jasmine whispered, “Wow.” Old thoughts, familiar desires came to her mind—of power and prestige and money. How much money would a president receive?


She didn’t know a lot about the American Baptist Coalition, but she knew enough. Like the fact that they were the largest African American religious organization, and wielded major political clout. And as much as black folks loved religion, the head of the ABC would have a boatload of power—and so would his wife.


Talk about being the first lady!


“Jasmine?”


I’d be the first lady of like … the world!


“Jasmine?”


“Huh?” Her eyes were glassy with images of her future and it took her a moment to focus on Hosea.


His admonishment came before he even said a word. It was in the way his eyes narrowed and the way he’d already begun shaking his head. “Don’t even think about it.”


“What?”


“You know what. I’m not gonna do it,” he said slowly, as if he was speaking to one of their children. “I’m gonna go to the convention and speak, just like they asked. But I’m not gonna run for that office. The little I know about Lester Adams, he’s a good man. They’ll be fine with him.”


“How could he be the one if I’ve never even heard of him?”


“Like you know every pastor in the country.”


“I’m not talking about knowing every pastor. I’m thinking that Pastor Griffith is right. The head of the ABC should be someone who’s known and who can add to the Coalition. Think about what you bring as the pastor of one of the largest churches in the country. Then, there’s your show.” She nodded. “Pastor Griffith is right,” she repeated. “It has to be you.”


His head was still shaking. “No. I don’t want the drama.”


“Who said anything about drama?”


“Any type of election—political or religious—is always about drama.” He stood and placed his plate in the sink. “And then there’s you, my wonderful wife. As much as I love you, darlin’, anytime you’re involved in anything, drama makes its way into our lives. No, I don’t want any part of it.”


“So, you’re just gonna let this huge opportunity pass us—I mean, pass you by?”


“Yup, because it’s not an opportunity that interests me. The church, the show, and most importantly you and the children are enough for me.” He leaned over and kissed her forehead. “Speaking of the church, I’m gonna get dressed and head over there. I have a meeting in a couple of hours.”


“Okay,” she said, dismissing him with words, though she’d already dismissed him in her mind. Jasmine stayed as Hosea left her alone in the kitchen.


You and the children are enough for me.


Until a few minutes ago, she would’ve agreed with her husband. But this conversation was a game changer.


Hosea was right—their lives were without drama, but it had gotten kind of boring. Every day it was the same thing—getting the children off to school, then working on the women’s committees at the church, then coming home to meet the children, then helping Mrs. Sloss with dinner, then … then … then …


Not that she had complaints; she loved her life, her family. But she would still love everyone, and maybe even a little bit more if Hosea were the head of the ABC.


Oh, no. She wasn’t going to sit back and let this opportunity pass Hosea. He needed this position, even if he didn’t know it.


Standing, she moved toward their bedroom, the conniving wheels of her brain already churning. She stood outside the door of their master bathroom, listening to her husband praise God, the spray of the shower, his accompanying music.


“I trust you, Lord!” He sang the words to one of Donnie McClurkin’s songs.


“Babe,” she said, interrupting his praise time. “I’m gonna run over to Mae Frances’s apartment, okay?”


“Don’t you have a meeting at the church?”


“Yeah, but it’s not till this afternoon and Mae Frances just called and she really needs me to help her with something.” Jasmine paused. It had been a long time since she’d manipulated the truth to get something she wanted. But it wasn’t like she was going back to being a total liar again—she just needed to get this done and after Hosea was in his rightful place, she’d go back to being on the side of righteousness.


“Oh, okay. Is Nama all right?” he asked, referring to Mae Frances by the name their children called the older woman.


“She’s fine. You know Nama. I’ll call Mrs. Whittingham and tell her that I may be a little late for my meeting.”


By the time they said their good-byes and Jasmine grabbed her purse, she already had a plan. But she’d need some help, and Mae Frances, her friend who knew everyone from Al Sharpton to Al Capone and his offspring, was just the person to help her.


“Sorry, Pastor Adams,” she said to herself as she rode down in the elevator. “Whoever you are, you can be the president of the ABC once Hosea and I are done—in, say, ten or twenty years.”


She stepped outside of their Central Park South apartment building and into the New York springtime sun. Slapping on her designer glasses, she laughed out loud.


Oh, yeah, today was gonna be a really good day.





Chapter


TWO


Watch out, Michelle Obama!


Rachel Jackson Adams smiled in satisfaction as she surveyed her reflection in the bathroom mirror. She’d had to leave the prestigious American Baptist Coalition regional dinner and step inside the restroom to compose herself. After all, she was about to be the first lady of one of the most prestigious organizations in the country. She couldn’t very well be acting a plumb fool because she was overcome with excitement. But Rachel had wanted to do a backflip, front flip, toe touch, cartwheel, and anything else she could think of to express her joy.


Rachel fluffed her honey brown curls, then lightly refreshed her MAC Oh Baby lip gloss. She had come such a long way. Her mother was probably dancing in her grave at the sight of Rachel as not only a first lady, but a soon-to-be prominent one at that. Rachel had worked hard to garner the respect of the parishioners at Zion Hill Missionary Baptist Church. She’d grown up in that church, so everyone knew her dirt—all of it—and it had taken God himself to get these people to respect her. And while Zion Hill had grown tremendously, it still wasn’t considered a megachurch, and outside of Houston there were few who had even heard of it. As the first lady of the American Baptist Coalition, her status would go to a whole new level. Shoot, if she had to be first lady, she might as well be the top first lady.


Rachel savored the thought as she dropped her lip gloss back into her clutch and stepped back into the corridor.


“I was beginning to think you’d fallen in,” her husband of eight years said before leaning in and lightly kissing Rachel on the cheek.


Lester Adams wasn’t her true love—that title belonged to her thirteen-year-old son’s father, Bobby Clark. But Lester was good for her. Her love for Lester was that agape love they talked about in First Corinthians. It brought out the best in her. Well, for the most part anyway. Life with Bobby had been filled with drama—Rachel admitted much of that was her own doing, but it was drama-filled nonetheless. And although Bobby still remained a part of Jordan’s life, Rachel had finally gotten him out of her system and was focusing all of her attention on making her marriage work.


“What took you so long?” Lester asked, snapping Rachel out of her thoughts.


“Sorry,” Rachel said with a slight smile, “but you know I’m about to be the preeminent first lady, so I had to make sure my makeup was on point.” She tossed her hair back. “Come to think of it, I think I’ll change my name to Lady Rachel so I can have the title to go along with the position.”


Lester narrowed his eyes and glared at his wife. “Rachel,” he began in that voice she hated—the one that he always used when he was chastising her.


“What?” Rachel shrugged, already getting defensive.


“I don’t have the position yet,” he said matter-of-factly. “The regional board just nominated me tonight. There’s still a national election.”


Rachel waved him off. “That’s just a formality. Did you hear those election results? You beat Pastor Johnson seventy-three to twenty-five percent!”


Lester sighed. “Pastor Johnson also got his sixteen-year-old stepniece pregnant.” As soon as Lester said it, he looked like he wished he could take the words back.


The smile immediately left Rachel’s face. Lester was no saint himself. He’d had his own little pregnant-woman-on-the-side debacle. But thank God, they’d worked through that crisis.


“I’m just saying,” Lester quickly continued, like he wanted to prevent Rachel’s mind from traveling down that rocky memory lane, “Pastor Johnson wasn’t that hard to beat. I still have to run against whomever they nominate from the North region, and rumor has it they’re bringing out their top dog—Pastor Hosea Bush.”


“That jack-legged TV preacher?” Rachel asked with a frown.


Lester shook his head. “Pastor Bush is not jack-legged. He’s well established, comes from a highly respected family, and he leads one of the largest churches in the country.”


“So? He’s. Not. You,” Rachel said, reaching up and adjusting Lester’s bow tie. Lester had been an extreme nerd when they were in high school—which is why Rachel had never given him the time of day. But he’d pursued her relentlessly and eventually had worn her down. He was willing to be a father to her two kids and he loved her unconditionally. So she agreed to give their relationship a try, but not before having him shave off that red mop of a hairstyle he wore and introducing him to Proactiv. She’d revamped his wardrobe, taught him how to have a little swagger, and now, even she had to admit, he had it going on. Not to mention the fact that he was an awesome preacher. “Lester, sweetheart,” Rachel said, taking her husband’s hands, “you heard that emcee tonight. For the past sixty years, the president of the ABC has been a Southerner. That’s not about to change. I don’t care how prominent this Rev. Tree is.”


Lester let out a small chuckle. “Pastor Bush,” he corrected.


“Tree, Bush, Leave, whatever,” she said, flicking her hand. “The bottom line is, that position is ours. God said so.”


He laughed again. “Oh, God said so, huh?”


Rachel nodded emphatically. “He sure did. And if God said it, then it’s so.” She grinned widely.


“Look at my baby,” Lester said proudly. “And to think, you threatened to divorce me for entering the ministry.”


“Well, that’s because I’d spent my life as a preacher’s daughter. I wasn’t trying to be a preacher’s wife. But I’ve gotten the hang of it now.”


“You do make a great first lady,” Lester said, kissing her again. “And can I say it again—you look lovely in that dress.”


“Thank you. And I’m going to make an even better first lady on a national level.” She tightened the belt on her royal blue Diane von Furstenberg silk dress. Her attire tonight was just one indication of how far she’d come. Just a few years ago, she would’ve shown up to an event like this in the latest Baby Phat or Apple Bottoms style that she could find. And although she still loved her some Kimora Lee Simmons, she didn’t have to wear it everywhere.


“Congratulations, Rev. Adams,” an elderly man said as he walked past them.


Lester stopped and smiled. “Thank you, sir.”


“I can’t wait until you officially claim that presidency,” the man said as he stepped on to the elevator.


“From your lips to God’s ears,” Lester replied as he waved good-bye.


Rachel waited for the elevator door to close. “See, everyone knows you’re the man for the job. And I’m the woman that needs to be next to the man for the job.”


“Since when did this kind of stuff excite you?”


Rachel’s hands went to her hips. “Since I did my homework. Do you know that the last wife of the ABC president was invited everywhere? To White House dinners, commencement ceremonies, the Grammys—she even cohosted on The View!”


“But wasn’t she a TV journalist anyway?”


Rachel frowned. Lester and all this negativity was about to work her nerves. “That’s beside the point. Everyone knows the ABC president is one of the most powerful men in the country, so that means the ABC’s president’s wife would be one of the most powerful women.”


“I’m just saying, don’t get ahead of yourself.”


“Whatever, Lester.” Rachel rolled her eyes. She’d been euphoric since they announced he’d won the election an hour ago. Of course, she always knew he would, but hearing it confirmed was the icing on the cake.


As thoughts of hanging out with Michelle Obama danced in her head, Rachel once again smiled.


“Rachel, I see your mind working.”


“Just trying to determine where I’ll get my dress for your induction ceremony.” Maybe she could get Kimora to design her something personally.


“Rachel—”


She put her finger to his lips. “Shhhh,” she said, draping her arm through his. “Let’s just savor the moment tonight. Let’s go back in, mingle with the people, and enjoy ourselves. My dad and Brenda have the kids, so the night is all ours. Tomorrow, we’ll talk about the national election.” Rachel decided to just change the subject because she didn’t care what Lester said, he would win the national election. And if this Reverend Bush proved to be a problem, well, Rachel might just have to revert to her old bag of tricks—just for a moment—to make sure that he wasn’t a threat. She wasn’t going to let anything, or anyone, stand in the way of claiming what was destined to be hers.





Chapter


THREE


Not even the deep breath she took could stop Jasmine’s knees from knocking; this was really happening. She wiggled her butt against the wooden chair in the Langston Hughes Auditorium, but it was difficult to get comfortable, especially since she couldn’t stop shaking.


“You all right, darlin’?” Hosea squeezed her hand.


She could only give him a nod before her glance wandered again to the men in front of the stage. Their heads were bowed together, their voices low. Jasmine strained, wanting to take in even a single syllable of what they were saying. But it was impossible to hear their whispers through the chatter of the two hundred or so participants in the room.


She pressed her knees together. It wasn’t that she was nervous—this was all excitement. Because this was the day she’d been waiting for … the voting for the pastor who would represent the Northern region in the national election for president of the American Baptist Coalition. The region had actually postponed the election for more than three weeks under the guise of opening the ballot to more pastors. But though several had submitted their resumes, only Hosea’s had been accepted to go up against the four other pastors whose names were already on the ballot.


Now, just weeks after Hosea had declared that he would never run for president of the esteemed organization, Jasmine, Hosea, the Senior Reverend Bush, and a host of friends from their church filled the first two rows of the auditorium waiting for what Pastor Griffith had called the inevitable.


And this was all happening because of her.


Just like with everything else in their lives, she had taken charge, knowing what was best for her husband, even when he didn’t have a clue.


She hadn’t done it alone, though—no, a task like this had taken big names, big guns. It had taken Mae Frances. And her connections.


For the last eight years, every time Jasmine needed to win, her friend had handled it, had worked it out, had brought the victory home. And this time was no different …


“I agree, Jasmine Larson,” Mae Frances had said the morning Jasmine had barreled into her apartment, telling her that she needed her like never before. “This position would be wonderful for Preacher Man,” she said, calling Hosea by the nickname she’d given him when they’d met all those years ago. “And”—she paused for a moment—“this will be great for you.”


Not more than the beat of a second passed before Jasmine said, “And anything that’s good for me will be good for you.”


Mae Frances had reared back on the sofa that Hosea and Jasmine had given her, and released a hearty laugh. “You got that right. I always gets mine.” She was still chuckling, but then turned to her serious get-down-to-business tone. “So, tell me what you know.”


The two had moved to the mahogany dining room table, this piece of furniture a gift to Mae Frances from Hosea’s father, Rev. Samuel Bush. And as Jasmine leaned forward and relayed to Mae Frances everything that Hosea had told her, Mae Frances took notes as if making things happen was her job.


“So, that’s it?” Mae Frances asked when Jasmine stopped after two minutes.


Jasmine nodded. “I don’t even know that pastor—Griffith. I never heard of him before this morning.”


Mae Frances frowned a little. “I wonder if that’s Earl Griffith out of Chicago.”


Jasmine shook her head. Was there anyone her friend didn’t know?


“I don’t know where he’s from,” Jasmine said. “All I know is that he called and he wants Hosea to run … and I do, too. I want him to have that position … I need him to be the president.”


“Whoa! Hold on, Jasmine Larson.” Mae Frances held up her hands. “Calm down. You’ve been home being the good wife for the last couple of years and it shows. You talking like you’ve forgotten how to play this game.”


Jasmine’s frown asked her question.


“You’re acting like you’ve already hit the home run. The old Jasmine would know that you can’t get too far out in front—you’ve got to touch first, second, and third base before you can bring it home.” Mae Frances continued, “So, back to the business of getting Preacher Man to be the leader of the—”


“Not the leader, the president.”


“Whatever! You want him to be the head Negro in charge, right?”


Jasmine cringed at her friend’s choice of words, but still, she nodded. No one had ever accused Mae Frances of being loaded with class. But no one could deny that for an assignment like this, there was only one person who could make it happen … and that was exactly what Mae Frances had done.


She had sent Jasmine home with no information, but no worries, either, and by the time Jasmine maneuvered the thirty or so blocks from the Upper East Side to Central Park South, Mae Frances’s plan was already in motion.


It hadn’t even been a half hour from when she left Mae Frances until she stepped into her apartment, but when Jasmine walked inside, Hosea had not yet left to go to his office in the church. He was still at home, pacing the length of their living room, his cell phone pressed against his ear. With his eyebrows bunched together, and his forehead creased with deep wrinkles, Jasmine knew that the talk was serious—she knew it was about the ABC.


“I hear you, Steve,” Hosea said as Jasmine laid her purse on the table.


Ah, she thought. So that’s where Mae Frances had started. She’d begun with Hosea’s award-winning cable talk show. Steven Hager was the executive producer of Bring It On, and because of his and Hosea’s efforts, the show enjoyed ratings that rivaled some network programs. Bring It On was Hosea’s cherished project, his idea, his success. And Jasmine knew what Mae Frances knew—that Hosea would do anything to help the show thrive even more.


Jasmine peeked into the living room from the foyer and waved to Hosea, letting him know that she had returned. But he’d only nodded, distracted by his conversation. She pretended to have her own distraction, glancing through yesterday’s mail, which she’d already sorted. But though her eyes were turned away, her ears were at full attention.


“Yeah, it would be great for the show, but if I were going to take a position like that, it would have to be for much more than just good ratings,” Hosea said, still pacing.


Then more silence, peppered every few seconds with Hosea grunting, “Uh-huh, uh-huh.” Then something on the other end of the line made Hosea stop. Made his eyes widen. Made him sit down … slowly.


Jasmine’s heart pounded.


“You’re kidding me?” he whispered. “Jeremiah Wright?”


Jasmine pressed her lips together, but it was still hard to keep the scream inside. It pressed through her lips—a little yelp—just enough to make Hosea look up and at her for just a moment.


“Well, yeah,” Hosea said. “If he thinks I should do it … if he thinks I can bring something to the Coalition.”


There was more silence, but at the mention of Jeremiah Wright’s name, Jasmine knew that Mae Frances had hit that home run. Hosea might say no to Pastor Griffith, and even no to her. But not to the man whom he considered a stand-up guy, a hero, a mentor, even though he’d never met him.


“Okay,” Hosea said. “Yeah, definitely give Reverend Wright my number.” His voice was filled with an excitement that Jasmine had not heard in a while. “I’ll call Pastor Griffith back now.”


Hosea hung up and turned to a nonchalant Jasmine. “You are not going to believe this.”


“What?” she asked, her eyes still on the mail.


“Jeremiah Wright.”


“Oh, did you speak to him?” When Hosea frowned, Jasmine realized that maybe she was being a bit too casual. So she added, “Really?” as if she were surprised.


It was enough to get Hosea back on track. “No, I didn’t speak to him, but he called Steve over at the studio. He said he heard that the ABC was considering me and that he’d followed me and the show after all that we went through with Jacquie.” He paused and sat down on the sofa. “He really wants me to run and represent the North in the national election.”


“Babe, that’s great!” This time, Jasmine didn’t have to add anything to her voice. Her excitement was enough. “So, if Reverend Wright is taking an interest in this, then …”


She left the sentence open for Hosea to finish. “Then, I have to do it.” He nodded. “I don’t have any choice.” Glancing at Jasmine, he smiled as he stood up. “I need to make another call. I’m going to call back Pastor Griffith.”


Within an hour, Hosea had reneged on his promise to never run and had faxed his resume to Pastor Griffith. An hour after that, Hosea Bush’s name was on the ballot to represent the Northern region.


From that point, it was a done deal. Three candidates who’d been in the running dropped out—very quietly, but quickly. Only a single pastor, Reverend Penn, remained. William Penn, a sixty-seven-year-old small-time pastor, was the leader of New Hope Baptist in Springfield Gardens, Queens. New Hope was Pastor Penn’s seventh church, and interestingly, he’d had as many wives, changing spouses every time he was moved to a new congregation for one reason (or scandal) or another.


But while the Northern board had been able to convince the other pastors to step away, no one had been able to persuade Reverend Penn to do the same.


“This is my rightful position,” the reverend had complained when he found out that Hosea was now in the running. “I’ve been trying to be president for the last twenty-three years!” He’d whined and stomped his foot like a child, but no one listened—no one except for his thirty-eight-years-younger wife, a synthetic-hair-weave-wearing leggy blonde who’d left her porn career behind when she married the pastor.


When Jasmine had first heard that Reverend Penn refused to drop out, she’d had Mae Frances pull a dossier on the Penns. But then she’d met the pitiful couple and told Mae Frances to forget it. If justice didn’t prevail, if Hosea couldn’t beat this false prophet and his trick of a wife, then he didn’t deserve this position.


“So, the votes are in.”


The voice of Pastor Griffith dragged Jasmine away from the memories of the past weeks. She smiled at the pastor, and did her best to have only pure thoughts about the sexiest preacher that she’d ever seen. Pastor Griffith (yes, Earl Griffith; yes, a connection of Mae Frances’s) may have been a man of the cloth from Chicago, but if he’d ever decided to walk away and onto the stage, any movie producer would gladly scoop him right up. Even though he was in his sixties, he had the suaveness of that back-in-the-day actor Billy Dee Williams, and the swagger of President Barack Obama. Jasmine was in love—or she would have been, had she not been married and loved Hosea so much.


As if he felt her stare, Pastor Griffith glanced over at Jasmine and granted her a small smile.


She sighed like a teenager.


“You okay, darlin’?”


Jasmine had to shake her head a little, to take her eyes off of Pastor Griffith. “What?” she said, turning to her husband. “Oh. Yeah. I’m fine.” This time, she squeezed Hosea’s hand, but turned her eyes back to Pastor Griffith.


It wasn’t just his amazing looks that made Jasmine admire the man. It was the way he did business. As the Northern director, Pastor Griffith was in charge. So, he had changed the election date to give the membership time to read about, and get to know, Hosea. And then, he’d told her and Hosea that there wasn’t a single thing to worry about.


“It’s gonna go down the way I want it to go down,” he’d said in his deep, melodic, Barry White voice.


Hosea hadn’t been pleased, always wanting to do everything by the good book. But Jasmine had melted. Pastor Griffith’s words, the way he handled things, were as pleasing as the sound of his voice.


Now Pastor Griffith cleared his throat, adjusted the microphone, and said, “By a vote of ninety-three to seven percent, Pastor Hosea Bush will represent the Northern region in the national election for president of the American Baptist Coalition.”


The applause was strong and loud; there was hope in the cheers as so many saw Hosea Bush as their first real chance of victory in more than sixty years.


Hosea stood and hugged Jasmine. But while there was nothing but smiles all around as the entire City of Lights assembly congratulated Hosea, Jasmine’s face was pinched with a scowl.


Ninety-three to seven? Who had the nerve to vote against Hosea?


“Well, congratulations, Pastor Bush.”


Reverend Penn’s scratchy voice infiltrated their celebration. “It was a hard-fought fight,” the reverend said.


No, it wasn’t. The only reason Jasmine kept that thought inside was because Pastor Griffith had stepped down from the podium to offer his own congratulations—and she needed him to know that she was a proper—the perfect—first lady.


“Thank you, Reverend Penn.” Hosea responded with a slight bow, gracious, as always. “I hope that I’ll have your support when we get to Los Angeles.”


“Of course, of course,” Reverend Penn said. Though his words were positive, his tone told them all that he wasn’t going to do a damn thing.


“And you can count on my support, too.” The reverend’s wife swung her waist-long fake hair so hard over her shoulder that both Reverend Bush and Pastor Griffith, who were standing behind her, ducked. “We definitely want one of our own to win finally,” she purred, with her lips and her chest poked out.


His wife sounded way more sincere than her husband, and Jasmine wondered if she would have been as affable in defeat. But then all good thoughts of the woman evaporated when Mrs. Penn licked her full, ruby-red-colored lips. With her eyes planted on Hosea, she said, “I’ll do whatever I can to help you win, Pastor Bush. Whatever!”


Jasmine could almost feel Hosea hold his breath when she jumped in front of the ex–porn star. But he didn’t have a thing to worry about. She wasn’t going to act like a crazy fool—not in the Langston Hughes Auditorium. Not in front of all the people who were going to work to get her husband elected.


Jasmine simply reached for the woman’s hand. “Thank you. Hosea and I are both looking forward to working with you.” A smile was on Jasmine’s face, but she held the woman’s hand even after she stopped talking. Squeezed it a little, then stepped back. Her eyes stayed glued to Mrs. Penn. Don’t mess with me, Jasmine told the woman telepathically.


From one man-stealer to another, the message was received. Mrs. Penn stumbled back, turned away, and scurried out of the room like she was being chased.


Hmph! Jasmine grinned; it was good to know that she still had it.


“Well,” Pastor Griffith said, “I guess we all need to get home and do some packing.”


“Yes, definitely,” the senior Bush said. “We just have a week to get ready for Los Angeles.”


And a week after that, I’ll be first lady to every African American Christian in America. And Hosea will be president, too.


The victorious group edged up the aisle. But as everyone talked about their plans, Jasmine had no time to participate in the petty chatter. Her thoughts were on Mae Frances.


It was so unlike her friend to miss an occasion like this. And Hosea had been disappointed when Mae Frances had called that morning and told him that she wasn’t feeling well. But that had been the lie that Jasmine and Mae Frances had conjured up. The truth was that her friend had stayed home because she had much work to do. Pastor Griffith had assured them that Hosea had this election—there was no need for any last-minute manipulations. So, Mae Frances had stayed home to move forward to phase two.


“Babe, I’m gonna go check on Mae Frances,” Jasmine said, once they all stood outside.


“Oh. But Pops wants to take us out to dinner for a celebration.”


“Yeah, I figured we’d head over to Sylvia’s,” Hosea’s father added.


“I’m sorry, but I really want to make sure she’s okay,” Jasmine said, her face pinched with concern for their friend. “Being that she’s home alone and everything.”


“Yeah, you’re right. Go on.” Hosea kissed her. “I’ll bring a plate home for you.”


“That would be great,” Jasmine said, already rushing to a cab that’d stopped in front of the group.


She blew Hosea a kiss before she gave the driver Mae Frances’s address. Then she leaned back and closed her eyes. Okay, they’d gotten to first base. Really, second and third base, too. Now Jasmine wanted to know how they were going to hit that grand-slam home run.


Jasmine couldn’t wait to see her friend. She couldn’t wait to find out what the plan was to make sure that Hosea won the national election.


She couldn’t wait to hear how they were going to bring Pastor Lester Adams down!





Chapter


FOUR


Rachel, what in the world are you doing in there?” Lester’s voice startled her and Rachel jumped like a kid caught with her hand in the cookie jar.


“Nothing,” she said, quickly minimizing the screen on her computer.


“Uh-uh,” Lester replied, walking over to Rachel. She was sitting behind the large mahogany desk in his home office. She’d risen early, hoping to get what she needed before Lester and the kids woke up.


“What, I can’t use my husband’s computer?” Rachel innocently asked.


“Not when you have a sixteen-hundred-dollar MacBook Pro and the latest edition of the iPad—both of which you just had to have,” he said, leaning in to peer at the screen.


“Yes, but I needed to print something,” she lied. Rachel wasn’t above lying to her husband. But she really had tried to do better over the years. But this … this was an exception.


“Which is why we have a wireless printer,” Lester said.


“The Internet is down for some reason. And I can’t print anything from the Mac.”


“Well, you’ve been in here for over an hour and that means you’re up to something.”


Rachel jumped up in front of her husband and seductively ran her hand up his shirt. “Why must you always think the worst of me?” she purred.


He smiled, removed her hand, gently pushed her aside, and leaned back over to the computer. “Because I know my wife.” He wiggled the mouse until the screen popped back up. “‘Prominent Pastor Wins Nomination,’” he read, before looking up at Rachel. “Why are you reading the article about Pastor Bush’s win again?”


“Can’t I read the online newspaper?” She tried to move back in front of him. “Now, if you don’t mind …”


“Awww, Rachel,” Lester moaned as he opened up another website that she’d minimized. His eyes scanned the screen. “‘Dirt Diggers. We find dirt on anyone.’ Really, Rachel?”


Rachel stood next to him, her arms folded defiantly, her lips pursed.


“Do you want to explain to me why you’re on a shady private investigative website?”


“No.”


“Rachel …”


Rachel huffed as she pushed him aside and plopped back down in her high-back leather chair. “Because, Lester, I’m trying to help you out. Do you see all of this stuff that jack-legged preacher has accomplished?” she said, pointing to the computer screen. “A TV show, a megachurch, and you know his daddy is probably paying off everybody and their mama to make sure his son wins the position.”


“First of all, stop calling him jack-legged. Pastor Bush is an upstanding man of God.”


She turned up her lips.


“Secondly,” Lester continued, “he just won the regional nomination. We still have the national election, an election we will win fair and square if we win it.”


If? He was already going in with a negative attitude. “Nothing’s fair in religious politics,” Rachel spat.


“Thirdly,” Lester added, ignoring Rachel’s rant, “if it is God’s will for me to have this position, then it’s mine.”


“Faith without works is dead,” Rachel reminded him.


Lester smiled. “Don’t go bending Bible verses to fit your agenda.”


Rachel sighed in frustration. “Lester, I’ve been reading up on this Pastor Bush. He could give you a serious run for your money and I’m trying to make sure we don’t have any problems next week at the national election.”


“By digging up dirt?”


“Whatever works.” Rachel shrugged.


“Really, Rachel, what kind of dirt do you think you will find on Reverend Bush that hasn’t been found? Everyone knows about him shooting the man that kidnapped his daughter, and I would’ve done the same thing.”


“Oh, I’m not digging up dirt on Reverend Bush,” Rachel said nonchalantly. “I already tried that and came up with nothing.”


“Then why are you on that website?” Lester asked.


Rachel grinned mischievously. “I’m digging up dirt on his wife.”


“Jasmine Bush?” Lester asked incredulously. “What does she have to do with anything?”


Rachel spun around in her chair. “Oh, my God. That chick is a walking public-relations disaster.” She excitedly tapped some keys and another website popped up. “Look at this Media Takeout story. They call her the scandalous first lady. And I talked with someone in Los Angeles who said she stole her best friend’s husband, or something like that. I haven’t been able to confirm the details, but I will.”


Lester narrowed his eyes at his wife. “Should you really be casting stones about someone’s past?”


Rachel glared at him. She couldn’t believe he’d gone there. Yes, she’d had some drama in her life. She’d tried to sabotage Bobby’s marriage by doing some pretty scandalous things herself, and to some extent she had been successful, but she was a child then. Nineteen. Anything that happened in life before twenty didn’t count. And yes, she had lots of family drama—from a brother who had battled drugs and another brother who had had a huge down-low scandal. But David was clean, and Jonathan had made peace with his sexuality, so none of that should even be an issue. At least Rachel hoped it wasn’t.
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