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“… You know you’ve found
your passion when you’d do
what you do for free …”



A Note from the Author

I travel the country, touring and speaking. One of the questions I’m asked the most is, “How did you know writing was something you wanted to do?” Besides the fact that I’ve been writing for as long as I can remember, I get tremendous joy at just the simple thought of crafting the perfect sentence, letting my words dance on the paper, and allowing my imagination to run rampant. The bottom line is, I would write for free.

The great thing is I don’t have to.

I continue to marvel at the fact that somebody is actually paying me to do this!

Don’t get me wrong, I work hard—just ask my family. But when you’re doing what you love, loving what you do, work just doesn’t feel as hard.

But I know that I wouldn’t be able to do any of it were it not for God’s grace and my incredible support system. Hence, the reason that I have to yet again take a moment to say thanks to those people who make my world go round, who entertain my discussions about fictitious people, who step up to the plate when I’m constantly stepping out on the road, who understand when I have to miss lunches, parties, showers and events because duty calls, and who say “Dang, you want me to buy another book?” right before shelling out some more of their hard-earned cash.

My family, who catches it the most. My supportive husband, Miron, and my three wonderful children. Thank you so much for putting up with the travel, the hectic schedule and the never-ending deadlines. All that I do is for you.

To my mother, Nancy Bea (quit cussing about me using your country name), I know you are CONSTANTLY reminding me that I’m gonna “be in a world of trouble when you leave this earth” but that’s a fact that I don’t need reminding of (not that you’d stop anyway). One day I’m gonna blow up and make all your efforts worthwhile. To my sister, Ta-Tanisha … eternal gratitude to you as well for … well, everything. I’m gonna hook you up, too … one of these days.

My ride-or-die girls, who I know want to curse me out because of my busy schedule but never stop loving and supporting me nonetheless: Jaimi Canady, Raquelle Lewis, Kim Wright, Clemelia Richardson, Tammy Smithers, Kristi King and Finisha Woodson. And to my other Delta Xi sorors, you know I have mad love for you even if I’m not listing everyone’s names.

Pat Tucker Wilson. Words can’t describe how lucky I am to call you a friend. Thanks for everything!

Fay Square and LaWonda Young, it’s so wonderful to have caring people like you in my life to make my job so much easier.

The literary people who make my career what it is: Sara Camilli, Brigitte Smith, John Paine, Melissa Gramstad, Andrea DeWerd, Louise Burke and the entire staff at Simon & Schuster/Gallery Books!

To my dear friend, Victoria Christopher Murray, it is a joy not only working with you, but traveling on this literary journey with you as well. I can’t wait for everyone to read Saints and Sinners. To my other colleagues in this literary game, thanks for your constant support: Nina Foxx, Kimberla Lawson Roby, Al Frazier, J. D. Mason, Tiffany Warren, Dee Stewart, Pat G’Orge-Walker, Trice Hickman, Yasmin Coleman, Monica Marie Jones and Rhonda McKnight. And my wonderful assistant, Kym Fisher … you are a Godsend!

My Hollywood journey has been an experience to say the least. But it’s one I wouldn’t trade for anything. I’ve learned so much about the movie industry as my team works to bring several of my books to the screen. So, thanks once again to Regina King and Reina King for your unwavering dedication and to Bobby Smith, Jr. for your persistence.

Major love to my sorors from the Houston metropolitan chapters, particularly my chapter, Mu Kappa Omega, as well as my sister-moms of the Sugar Land/Missouri city chapter of Jack and Jill.

Thank you to all the wonderful book clubs, bookstores and libraries that have supported my books.

I have to also give thanks to: Yolanda Latoya Gore, Rochelle Scott, Jodi Massey, Carla Rogers, Venetric Lewis, Addie Heyliger, Arnesha Fuqua, Cale Carter, Tee C. Royal, Tasha Martin, Candace K, Tanisha Webb, Radiah Hebert, Curtis Bunn, Isiah Carey and Gwen Richardson.

Thanks so much to my wonderful castmates from Marriage Material, the play … it was a blast working with you: Jill Marie Jones, Michael Colyar, Tank (does this count for putting you in the book?), Patrice Lovely (NOW, can I have the video?), Kier Spates, Tionne “T-Boz” Watkins, Allen Payne, JeCaryous Johnson, Gary Guidry … and our protector, Darrell Muhammad.

And I know I should be wrapping up, but I’ve got to send a shout-out to some special “social” friends. They say Facebook is so impersonal, but I’ve met some wonderful people who have encouraged, supported and uplifted me on a regular basis. So thank you so much to: Bettie, Jackie, Sheryl, Dasaya, Jerrode, Cami, Jacquelyn, Sylvia, Tonia, Sheretta, Jetola, Mimi, Tati, Alicia, Tres, Phaedra, Lynn, Josie, Raquel, Diane, Portia, Porsha, Shari, Hiawatha, Corey, Tari, Barbara, Catherine, Cher-lisa, Alvin, Kim, Patrice, Monique, Maurice, Gigi, Kimmie, Willa, Deborah and Cordia. (I know this seems like a lot … but I have thousands of FB friends, so relatively speaking …)

Last, but certainly not least, my biggest thanks goes to you, the reader. Thank you for your continued support!

When I sat down to pen the first book in the Amen series, I never intended to write more than one book. But I’m a firm believer in giving the people what they want and enough of you told me that you want to see the Jackson clan again … so whether you’re a new reader to the series, or continuing to follow their saga, I hope you enjoy …

Much Love,

ReShonda



Chapter 1

“Get. It. Out!”

The scream started in Rachel’s gut and felt like it traveled up her lungs and out her mouth, piercing the whole room.

“It hurts so bad!” Rachel yelled. Granted, this was her third child, but the pain was like nothing she’d ever experienced. She’d had an epidural on her other two kids. This baby had come too fast for a spinal, and Rachel needed something, because the pain was unbearable.

“Breathe, baby, breathe,” Lester—her husband of seven years—said as he leaned over and kissed her forehead.

“Lester, I am breathing,” Rachel snapped, pushing him away.

“You can do this,” he said soothingly.

“Shut up and get this baby out of me!” she yelled again. He was the reason she was in this position. She’d had her first child at fifteen. Her second at seventeen. But now, eleven years later, her body wasn’t cut out to deliver a baby with the same ease.

Another scream filled the room. Rachel narrowed her eyes in suspicion. That one hadn’t come from her. “Lester,” she said, reaching for her husband’s hand. But he had vanished. She looked over to the other bed in the hospital room.

“Breathe, baby, breathe,” Lester said sweetly.

Rachel peered closer. This time Lester wasn’t talking to her.

“Come on, Mary, you can do this.” He was gently coaxing the woman in the bed next to hers. Unlike Rachel, Mary didn’t shoo him away.

“Lester?” Rachel cried. She couldn’t believe she was delivering this baby in the bed next to her, of all people. Suddenly, Rachel forgot all about the pain shooting through her body. She jumped up and lunged at her husband.

“Hey, let me go! Rachel, what are you doing?”

That was coming from somewhere else, someplace more real. Rachel’s eyes shot open. She was in their king-size bed, big belly and all, sitting on top of her husband, her hands gripped firmly around his neck.

Lester scooted back against the headboard, his hands grabbing her wrists. “Why are you trying to choke me?” he panted.

Rachel shook her head, trying to come out of the daze she was in. She looked around. She wasn’t in a hospital room. She was in her oversize, Africa-themed bedroom. And she wasn’t anywhere near labor.

“Oh, wow,” Rachel said, pulling herself up off Lester and leaning back against the headboard. “I was having a nightmare.”

“Again?” Lester said, his voice softening. “Was it the …” He stopped, knowing he didn’t dare utter the name of the woman that Rachel hated most in the world.

“Yes, it was,” Rachel snapped. This was becoming a regular occurrence. It was bad enough that home-wrecking tramp had invaded her marriage. Now Mary Richardson was invading her dreams as well.

“I’m going to make me some hot tea,” Rachel said, throwing the covers back.

“Rachel,” Lester said, trying to stop her. “Can we talk about this?”

“What is there to talk about?” she said, stepping out of the bed. “It is what it is.” She grabbed her robe and wrapped it around her protruding belly. “I’m sure I’m not the only woman in America having nightmares that she’s delivering her baby in the same room as her husband’s mistress.”

Lester groaned. Rachel knew he didn’t want to have that argument again, but there was no statute of limitations on her pain. And Lester and that tramp Mary had given her enough pain to last a lifetime.

“Well, at least let me make your tea,” he said, climbing out of the bed.

“I got it,” she replied, heading toward the door.

“Are you mad at me?” he gently asked.

She gritted her teeth as she stopped in the doorway with her back to him. After seven years of marriage, Lester should have known when to leave well enough alone. She’d needed a whole lot of praying not to revert to her old cut-a-fool ways after Mary had made her stunning announcement—in church, no less—that after a brief affair with Lester, she was pregnant with his child.

That had been the absolute worst, humiliating moment of Rachel’s life. Mary, looking like Kim from The Real Housewives of Atlanta, standing up in front of the Zion Hill congregation and telling everyone that not only had Pastor Adams been unfaithful but he’d also knocked her up at the same time he’d gotten his wife pregnant. This was the same man who had pursued Rachel relentlessly in high school, who had professed his love for her on a daily basis. She’d finally broken down and given him a chance. She’d cleaned him up, putting him on Proactiv to clear up that horrible acne problem, cutting off that red mop on top of his head, and changing his whole wardrobe from nerdish to stylish. He had shocked her by announcing he’d been called to preach, but then he’d gotten really full of himself and gotten a mistress! The only reason she’d taken him back was that she had some dirt of her own.

Rachel grimaced as she thought back to that horrible day at church. The old Rachel would have snatched Mary’s blond wig off, then made her way over to start in on Lester. She’d become a stronger woman, a better First Lady, grown in her walk with God. But Mary seemed determined to make her take a detour with the devil.

It had taken the support of her father, Rev. Simon Jackson, and her brothers, David and Jonathan—who both had drama of their own—to help her get through this ordeal.

At first she’d told Lester to get out, but her father had asked her to pray about it, which she had. And some voice kept telling her to stay with Lester—at least until Mary’s baby came and they could have a DNA test. Rachel’s pregnancy had been complicated because she had high blood pressure, and Lester had kept wearing her down until she’d finally given in.

“Babe, I can’t say it enough. I’m so sorry you’re going through this.” Lester came up behind her and placed his hands on her waist. She cringed as she felt his fingers. Some days were better than others; she could feel things were as they had been before Mary had come crashing into their worlds. But other days—most days—were like today, when she couldn’t stand Lester touching her.

“I know you are,” she said without turning around. “Look, I’m going down. I need to be by myself.”

“Rach—”

She held up her hand to cut him off. “Not now, Lester.”

Rachel walked out of the room before he could say another word. She had to go spend some time by herself, some time in prayer, because as hard as she prayed for God to remove the hate from her heart, He just didn’t seem to be working fast enough for her.



Chapter 2

“Girl, I still can’t believe you.” Bernice Sanders shook her head. She wasn’t a churchgoer, but she had come today just to see her friend in action. Mary had sworn it was going to be juicy this morning, and when she sashayed up to the front of the sanctuary—ignoring the glares of almost everyone in the church—Bernice knew she was going to hold true to her word.

“Please. These folks think they got some old scary white girl,” Mary whispered as she got comfortable on the second pew. “As Beyoncé says, ‘They must not know ’bout me.’ ”

Mary winked at her friend. She took pleasure in bringing pain to Rev. Lester Adams and his think-she-all-that wife, Rachel. Six months ago, Mary had stood up in the pews to announce she was pregnant with Lester’s child. She didn’t know what had made her do it. She had just found out the day before and had had every intention of telling Lester that evening. He had already told her that he wanted nothing more to do with her, and Mary had been sure that this news would change his mind. That is, until Lester had stood up with some news of his own. Mary had watched in horror as the good reverend had announced that he and his wife were expecting. Instinctively, she’d risen and made the blockbuster announcement that she was expecting, too. Needless to say, the last six months had been a nightmare with Rachel and all the sanctified folks at Zion Hill acting like she was a pariah. Lester avoided her like the plague. She’d given him his space, but his time was up. It was time for Lester to do right by her and their baby.

During the sermon Mary could tell Bernice was getting restless. She didn’t even try to hide her lack of interest during Lester’s sermon, because she pulled out her cell phone and began texting someone.

“All right, Bernice, hold on to your hat, because we’re about to get this party started,” Mary said as Lester went into his benediction.

“So, church, if there is anyone feeling God calling them, please come.” Lester stood at the front of the sanctuary, arms outstretched. Zion Hill had seen its share of troubles. Mary hadn’t attended under the former pastor—Simon Jackson, Rachel’s father. But she’d heard how the church had tried to vote him out because his kids had been so buck wild.

Things had been relatively calm since Lester had taken over when Rev. Jackson’s ailing health had forced him into retirement. Well, calm until Mary had shown up. She’d come raging through like a bitter winter storm. And she hadn’t vented all her wrath yet.

“Don’t stay in your seat. God is calling you. Won’t you come now?” Lester continued.

Mary smiled as she stood. She hadn’t been back in front of the church since her first visit, when she’d asked the church to pray for her for being involved with a married man. Of course, no one had known that the married man was their beloved pastor, Lester Adams. When she’d announced that she was pregnant, chaos had broken out and she’d been escorted out of the church. She’d given things time to die down, but she was back, and ready to reclaim her man.

Lester’s eyes grew wide and nervousness etched his face as Mary made her way to the front of the church. She maintained a tight smile and ignored the grumblings of the members that hated her almost as much as Rachel did. She’d found an ally only in Layla Wilson, the sister-in-law of Rachel’s son’s father. She couldn’t stand Rachel, and that’s really all Mary needed.

Mary noticed Rachel out of the corner of her eye. She was shifting uncomfortably as she struggled to contain her disdain. Wouldn’t it be great if I could provoke her enough to come across the aisle and attack me? Mary thought. She fought to contain her giggle as she imagined the two pregnant women rolling around the altar.

As she expected, Rev. Adams turned the mic over to his assistant pastor, Victor Turner. Pastor Turner eased over to Mary, who was standing in front of the congregation, her head held high. She knew they hated her, but she didn’t care. Lester was the only person that mattered.

“How are you today, Sister Mary?” Pastor Turner said. His voice was stern, like he was sending her a subliminal warning. Pastor Turner had been among the many people who’d tried to get Mary to leave Zion Hill. She’d left, all right, but only until she’d gotten her plan together. And it was more than together now.

Mary smiled knowingly as she took the mic.

“Giving honor to God,” Mary said in her most innocent voice, “the leader of my heart.” She ignored Rachel’s loud coughing. “God has laid it on my heart to ask the church if we could have an unwed mothers ministry. One of the teen members called me last week in tears because she felt like she was being judged.” That part was the truth. A fifteen-year-old member named Kayla Brewer had called her at Layla’s urging. For Mary, it fit perfectly with her plan. “I sympathized with her feeling isolated. And I definitely know the feeling of being judged all too well,” Mary continued.

“You should,” someone mumbled from the pews.

“So, I’m hoping that Pastor Adams,” Mary smiled at him coyly, “will give his stamp of approval to us starting an unwed mothers ministry. I already have the support of sister Layla Wilson, and I’m sure others will want to get on board. We can make an impact, not only on Zion Hill but on our community at large. We can let these mothers know that hope is not lost just because the fathers of their children are choosing not to be in their lives.”

“You have got to be kidding me,” Rachel muttered loud enough for everyone to hear.

Mary loved to see Rachel getting worked up, but now wasn’t the time to gloat.

“I know the church has a Good Girlz program for troubled teens, and I was thinking maybe we could combine the two,” she said, flashing a fake smile. Rachel almost came out of her seat. The Good Girlz was a program Rachel had started, and it was her pride and joy, so Mary knew she’d touched a nerve by even mentioning it.

“A lot of people want to stand in judgment of unwed mothers,” Mary continued, “but need I remind everyone that only he who is without sin should cast the first stone. There is no one sin greater than the other.”

Pastor Turner quickly took the mic. “All right, Sister Mary. I’m glad that God has placed that on your heart, and I’m sure we can take it before the board and talk about it.”

He hurried on to the next person. He’d cut Mary off, but she wasn’t upset. Judging from the agitated look on Rachel’s face, her work for today was done and her plan was in full swing.



Chapter 3

Lester ducked as the stainless steel frying pan went flying across the room. Two inches to the left and it would have hit him squarely in the forehead. It crashed into the wall, leaving a big gray dent.

“Rachel, would you calm down?” he said, his hands outstretched in a defensive stance. “You know your blood pressure is already high.”

“Calm down?” she repeated. “After what just happened at church, you want me to be calm?” She picked up another frying pan, their biggest one, and waved it at him. “I was calm during the service when that tramp stood up in front of the church, pretending she really cares about unwed mothers. I was calm when she had the audacity to think I would let her anywhere near my Good Girlz. I was even calm afterward when I had to stand there and fake the funk with everyone offering me their sympathy. But this trick got one more time to try me!” Rachel screamed violently as she waved the frying pan in warning.

Lester took a deep breath as he delivered the speech he’d been giving for the last six months. “We made a vow that we were going to see this through. I know it’s difficult for you. But we can—”

“Get her out of the church,” Rachel interrupted. Her voice was firm. She had to let Lester know she meant business.

“You know I can’t do that. I can’t force someone to leave,” he protested. “I took it before the board and we have to have a unanimous vote, and …”

Rachel knew the “and” was Deacon Jacobs, who’d never cared for Rachel and her family anyway. He kept repeating, “Mary can be redeemed” and even went so far as to say if they kicked one transgressor out, they had to kick them all out.

“Rachel,” Lester sighed heavily, “you’re the First Lady—”

“Don’t go pulling that First Lady card,” she snapped, slamming the pan down on the counter. “Right now I’m a woman scorned. No, let me correct that, I’m a pissed-off woman scorned, and if you don’t handle her, I will. First Lady or not. Believe that,” she said, stomping out of the kitchen. She was no longer in the mood to cook. The kids had gone to a neighbor’s birthday party, so Lester would have to fend for himself. He could starve for all she cared.

Rachel grabbed her purse and her keys off the counter as she stormed out of the house and toward her car. She had to leave before she worked herself into a frenzy and went into premature labor.

If only she hadn’t been pregnant … Rachel blew a deep breath as she backed her Mercedes out of the driveway. No sense in talking about what she would have done if she hadn’t been pregnant, because to be honest, she really didn’t know. The old Rachel would’ve left, no questions asked. Yet she’d let Lester explain, and she’d learned it had all been a setup. Mary had purposely seduced Lester. Rachel had been neglecting him because her heart had still been with Bobby, her son’s father.

Bobby. The love of her life. The man she felt God had put on this earth just for her. They’d been high school sweethearts, and when she’d ended up pregnant at fifteen, he’d offered to marry her so they could “do right by their son.” Bobby had graduated a year before her and they’d planned to get married after Rachel graduated. In the meantime, he’d joined the military to start building a life for them. Only Rachel had been lonely with him being overseas, and Bobby’s friend Tony had stepped in to fill that void. One thing had led to another and after one regretful night, Rachel had ended up pregnant again and had soon given birth to a baby girl.

It had been a transgression Bobby had never been able to forgive. Still, Rachel had never stopped trying. She’d been confident that he could learn to love her again. She’d convinced herself that even though he’d married Shante Wilson, a girl who went to their church, his heart was still with her. Ironically, just when Rachel had accepted that she’d never have Bobby, he’d confessed his love. By that time she’d married Lester, and Bobby’s confession had sent her world spiraling out of control. As she’d struggled with her love for Bobby, her doting husband had been left all alone, an easy target.

Rachel recognized the role she had played in the deterioration of her marriage. She had to admit that she’d treated her husband badly, and when she was really honest with herself, she could understand why he would turn to another woman.

Rachel shook off her thoughts. She was not about to go feeling all sympathetic for Lester. Yes, she’d pushed him away, but the fact remained that he’d cheated and could possibly have another child on the way. She had every right to be furious. She had even forgiven Lester for cheating, but that had been before Mary’s bombshell announcement. That announcement had changed the game plan. Even if she could forgive, a living, breathing baby would be a constant reminder.

Rachel used her free hand to pull out her cell phone. She punched in the speed dial to call Twyla, her best friend since middle school. “Hey, Twyla, I’m on my way over there,” she announced as soon as Twyla picked up.

Even though Twyla hadn’t been at church today, Rachel was sure she had heard about Mary by now. Twyla would know exactly what had Rachel so heated up.

“I’ll be here,” was all Twyla replied.

Fifteen minutes later, Twyla met Rachel at the door with a cup of hot tea.

“I don’t want tea.” Rachel pushed the cup aside as she brushed past her friend. “I need something stronger.”

Twyla used her hip and gently closed the front door. “And after you have your baby, you can have it.” She handed Rachel the tea again. “In the meantime, chamomile. It’s calming.”

Rachel rolled her eyes as she took the cup. She sipped it, not feeling calmed in the slightest, then sat down on the sofa. “Twyla, I swear I’m gonna kill her.” She gripped the cup with both hands as she slowly rocked back and forth. “After what that tramp did in church today? Uh-uh, that’s justifiable homicide. So, I’m gonna kill her.”

“No, you’re not,” Twyla replied, taking a seat across from her friend.

“Really, I am,” Rachel replied. “I was thinking about this on the way over here. Maybe God wants me to lead the prison ministry, you know, from the inside.”

“You have two adorable children who need you, and another on the way. So I’m going to assume that’s your anger talking.” Rachel cut her eyes and Twyla held up her hand. “Don’t get me wrong, you have every right to be mad, but murder isn’t the answer. Did you pray on it?”

“Yes,” Rachel huffed, “and the Lord told me to kill her.”

Twyla broke out laughing. “I doubt very seriously that the Lord told you to kill her. That wasn’t nobody but the devil.”

“Well, the devil is speaking a whole lot louder than God right about now.”

“That just means that you need to pray harder,” Twyla said.

Rachel rubbed her belly as she rolled her eyes again. She wasn’t trying to hear all of that holy talk right now because she was sick of turning the other cheek.

“See, if I had gone back to Bobby, none of this would be happening,” Rachel bemoaned.

Twyla wasn’t buying that. “Your wanting Bobby is why you’re in this mess in the first place.”

“I can’t help it. Bobby still wanted me even though he married Shante,” Rachel said defensively.

“Yeah, but you married Lester, which should’ve put an end to your pining after Bobby. And after all that mess you did trying to get him back and the fact that you almost broke up his and Shante’s wedding, well, you can understand why Shante wanted to pay you back.”

She was retelling the story in a way Rachel didn’t want to hear. “Whose side are you on?”

“Yours, of course. But I’m just saying, don’t even start thinking about Bobby. He and Shante are divorced. He’s back in the military, off fighting in this stupid war. She’s off somewhere probably drowning her sorrows in a carton of Ben & Jerry’s.” Rachel couldn’t help but smile at Twyla’s quip about Shante’s weight. “And you have moved on with your life,” Twyla declared.

“That’s just it. How am I supposed to move on with this trick constantly coming around to cause me grief? If this baby turns out to be Lester’s …” Rachel let her words trail off. She didn’t even want to think about that.

“Just relax. Try to stay positive that everything will work out.” Twyla counted off the next three steps on her fingers. “Mary will have her little crumbsnatcher. You’ll find out it’s not Lester’s. She’ll move away and everyone will live happily ever after.”

Rachel turned up her lips. How she wished she could believe that. The feeling raging in her gut, though, told her this couldn’t possibly end that easily.



Chapter 4

Jonathan Jackson couldn’t stop staring at his son. Chase was growing into a handsome young man. At eight, he was the spitting image of his mother, Angela, but he definitely had Jonathan’s smile.

Over the last few months, their relationship had really flourished and Jonathan couldn’t be happier. He loved his new job as a high school counselor, and he loved spending time with his son. Chase was starting to ask a lot of uncomfortable questions, though—like the one he was asking right now.

“Dad, are you going to answer me?” Chase asked.

“I’m sorry, son. What did you say?” Jonathan said, trying to buy time to gather his thoughts.

Chase sighed like he hated repeating himself. “I said, when are you going to get remarried? My friend Justin’s dad just remarried this thirty-year-old woman, and for an old lady, she’s hot.”

Amused, Jonathan ruffled his son’s curly hair. “What do you know about hot? And, wait a minute. I’m thirty-four, so what does that make me?”

“You’re ancient,” Chase joked.

Jonathan playfully jumped on his son and wrestled him to the floor. Chase giggled with merriment.

When Jonathan finally let him be, Chase picked up where he’d left off. “I’m just saying. Mom’s remarried. I think it’s okay if you do it, too.”

That thought still tripped a small pang in Jonathan’s heart. He had expected that Angela would get remarried, and, in fact, he was happy that she had found happiness—especially considering the way that he had hurt her. He just hadn’t expected it to happen so soon. She and Steve had become engaged, then married, in a matter of months.

Jonathan’s mood grew solemn as he thought back to those early days, when he’d refused to accept that he was gay. He had met and fallen in love with a guy named Tracy when he’d gone away to college in Atlanta, but he’d kept that relationship hidden, especially from his father. When he’d graduated, he’d moved back home with the hope of forgetting that lifestyle and living the life he was expected to live—the pastor of Zion Hill, married to his high school sweetheart, Angela.

Jonathan had truly thought that he could let his past die. He’d thought that he could live up to what everyone else expected of him and live his life as a straight man. But Tracy had made it nearly impossible. He hadn’t wanted to let Jonathan go. Angela had come home six months after they’d married—when she’d been eight months pregnant—and picked up the telephone to overhear a heated, love-laced conversation between Jonathan and Tracy. Jonathan’s heart had dropped into his stomach when he’d realized Angela had been on the other line, listening in. Naturally, she’d gone ballistic and thrown him out. Her family had been livid. They were longtime, upstanding members of Zion Hill, and to have their only daughter humiliated and hurt like that caused them immeasurable pain.

That’s why Jonathan couldn’t blame Angela for not wanting him around Chase, even though her rationale that his “gayness might rub off” on her son was crazy. He’d tried to be understanding when she’d taken Chase and moved from Houston to Milwaukee, and he’d given her space. But the ache in his heart had soon become too much to bear, and he’d sued for joint custody.
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