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PROLOGUE







DEATH WAS ON HER MIND, but Jasmine wasn’t thinking of her own demise. Her hands still trembled as she looked down at the letter she held.


Would the charge be first degree murder or would it be more like manslaughter? Either way, she would go to jail for both before she allowed anyone to reveal this secret.


Jasmine read the words that she’d already memorized: Get your husband to step down from the pulpit or else everyone will know what you did in the summer of 1983.


Hours had passed since she’d first read the letter last night, and she still trembled. Until a few weeks ago, those days had been totally forgotten; expunged from her mind many years before. The summer of ’83 was just a small blip on her life’s radar. A mistake. A secret.


But it was a big secret that she’d kept from everyone—including her husband, Pastor Hosea Bush.


Jasmine closed her eyes and remembered the question Hosea had asked her just five months before when they were in Los Angeles.




“Are there any other secrets, Jasmine? Any other lies?”


She’d told him then every truth she could remember, revealed every lie that she’d ever told—how she was forty-three and not thirty-eight. How she’d been married before. She’d even told him how much weight she’d really gained since she’d had her baby. She’d told her husband everything she could think of.


But she hadn’t told him this.


“I have to talk to Hosea,” she whispered, remembering the commitment they’d both made never again to keep secrets.


She could tell him—convince him—that this was something she’d simply forgotten. But even as she had that thought, she knew that would never happen. There was nothing that would ever make her tell this truth. If Hosea found out about this, she’d lose more than her husband: Hosea might even try to take their daughter, Jacqueline, away from her. This was an unforgiveable sin; at least it would be in Hosea’s eyes.


No, she would commit murder before she allowed this to come out. No one could ever know that she’d spent the summer of ’83 hanging high and swinging low from a pole.


No one could ever know that Jasmine Cox Larson Bush, the first lady of New York’s City of Lights at Riverside Church, used to be a stripper!















A FEW WEEKS BEFORE


ONE







THE SHOCKING SHRILL PIERCED THE black quiet of midnight, but Jasmine had no intention of answering the telephone.


“Don’t stop, baby,” Jasmine panted when Hosea lifted his head from beneath the sheet.


“Gotta get that,” he gasped. “Might be important.”


Jasmine glanced at the clock: 12:17. She rolled over, closed her eyes, and, in her mind, returned to the place where she and Hosea were before the telephone rang.


Hosea still knew how to take her straight to heaven. And it was even better now, since he’d stopped thinking about their having a baby. Once conception was taken out of the equation, only pure pleasure remained.


Like tonight. He’d had her singing praises in seventeen languages. And she still had a few native tongues she wanted to test, so whoever was calling, whatever the reason, it had better be worth interrupting some of the best—


“What!” Hosea shouted and clicked on the lamp. “I’m on my way!”


Jasmine sat up straight. “What’s wrong?”




“Pops! He’s been shot!”


Tossing aside the satin duvet, Jasmine ignored the shock of the cool air as it wrapped around her nakedness. “Shot?” She stood stiff as Hosea leapt from the bed and dashed into his closet.


“That’s all Brother Hill said,” Hosea yelled back. “He’s at Harlem Hospital with Pops now.”


The shock finally released her, and Jasmine ran into her own closet. Her mind swirled with questions as she stuffed herself into a pair of jeans, then grabbed a sweatshirt. Shot? By whom? Where? When? By the time Hosea stepped from his closet, Jasmine was ready.


He said, “You don’t have to go. I’ll call you.”


“I’m going with you.” Her tone said there would be no further discussion. “I’ll check on Jacquie and wake up Mrs. Sloss.” She took two steps, then turned back and held Hosea in her arms. “He’s going to be okay,” she whispered.


His eyes shined with fright, but he nodded like he agreed.


Taking charge, she said, “Instead of driving, let’s take a cab. I’ll meet you downstairs.” She dashed from their bedroom across to the other side of the apartment and tiptoed into their daughter’s room.


For her second birthday last month, Jasmine had transformed Jacqueline’s bedroom into a princess’s pink haven. She peeked into the four-poster toddler cot and straightened the comforter that was bunched around Jacqueline’s feet. She kissed her cheek, then knocked on the adjacent door.


“Ms. Jasmine,” Mrs. Sloss, their live-in nanny, began the moment she opened the door, “something wrong with Jacquie?” Her voice was filled with sleep, but her eyes were wide.


“No.” Jasmine was already rushing toward the living room. “Hosea’s godfather just called. Someone shot Reverend Bush.”


“Oh, no!” The nanny followed behind her. “Is there anything I can do?”




“Just take care of my baby.”


As she waited for the elevator, Jasmine paced and tried to think. But even by the time she ascended to the lobby, she couldn’t make sense out of this news.


“Mr. Bush is waiting for you,” the doorman said, as he held the door for her. Jasmine stepped outside and paused to say a quick prayer. Then she jumped into the waiting cab and they sped off into the midnight quiet of the February night.


 


Their steps echoed like rapid fire through the hospital’s hallway. Jasmine squeezed Hosea’s hand right before they stepped to the nurses’ station.


“I’m here to see—”


“Hosea!”


When Brother Hill ran up behind them, Jasmine’s eyebrows raised a little at the sight of the man in a jogging suit. She’d never seen the church deacon without a tie.


“Where’s Pops?” Hosea asked right after he embraced his godfather.


“He’s in the Trauma Unit.” With his hand on his shoulder, Brother Hill led Hosea toward a room as if his godson had come alone.


Jasmine took a deep breath and followed the two men. It took everything within her not to be upset with the way Brother Hill ignored her. She had to remember that this wasn’t about her—this was about Reverend Bush, a man she’d grown to love.


But the truth: it was hard not to go off. Taking insults from Brother Hill and his band of bandits—the decades-long friends of Reverend Bush who didn’t think she was good enough to be Hosea’s wife—had become part of her life. These old-timers who’d known Hosea since his childhood were still holding on to her past; they’d never forgotten how Hosea had fallen in love with her while she was secretly sleeping with (and becoming pregnant by) another man. And they certainly hadn’t forgiven her for tricking Hosea into believing he was the father of her unborn child.


What was their problem? If God had forgiven her, and Hosea had forgiven her, and Reverend Bush had forgiven her, who were these people to treat her as if she was some kind of sinner?


The sound of her husband’s voice brought Jasmine back. “So tell me, what happened?”


Brother Hill started shaking his head before he even began to speak. “We walked out to the parking lot—we’d been at the church late reviewing the fiscal report and he was still working on his sermon for tomorrow. But when I got to my car, I realized I’d left my keys. I went back inside, and that’s when I heard the gunshots. By the time I got back to Samuel—” He stopped. “The doctors gave us this room so that we could have privacy.”


When they stepped inside, Mrs. Whittingham, Reverend Bush’s assistant and one of Brother Hill’s bandits, stood and hugged Hosea. The woman hesitated, then gave Jasmine a loose embrace. Turning back to Hosea, Mrs. Whittingham asked, “How you holding up, baby?”


Hosea’s eyes blinked rapidly. “This doesn’t make any sense. Why would anyone shoot Pops?”


Mrs. Whittingham said, “Detective Foxx was one of the first policemen there,” she said, referring to one of the City of Lights members. “He thinks Samuel got caught in the middle of some gang fire.”


“How bad is he?” Jasmine asked.


Brother Hill shrugged. “The doctors haven’t told us anything. We’ve been waiting for—here’s one of the doctors now.”


Jasmine’s eyebrows rose slightly as the African American woman clothed in surgical scrubs approached.


Brother Hill made the introductions. “Doctor McCollors, this is Reverend Bush’s son, Hosea.”


Shaking hands, Hosea asked the doctor, “How’s my father?”


“Well, he was shot twice—once in his shoulder. But it’s the shot that he took to his head that’s the serious problem.”


“Oh, my God!” Jasmine whispered the words that were spoken by all of them.


The doctor continued, “It’s caused a lot of swelling and bleeding. We’re going in to remove some of the pressure.”


“I want to see him,” Hosea demanded.


“We’re taking him into surgery now. It’ll be a couple of hours.”


“Doctor McCollors?” A policeman, standing outside the room, motioned to the doctor.


“Excuse me,” she said, before leaving the foursome standing in stunned silence.


Seconds later, the quiet was broken by, “Hosea!”


The high-pitched woman’s voice made Jasmine frown before she swiveled around. She watched Pastor Wyatt, the associate pastor at City of Lights enter the room with a slight woman. The mousy-looking female, whose hair was upturned in a sixties-style flip, handed the tray of drinks she held to the pastor before she rushed to Hosea and wrapped her arms around his waist.


“I’m so sorry,” the woman squeaked over and over.


“Ivy!” Hosea pulled back and, for the first time since they’d received the call, he smiled a little. “What’re you doing here?”


“I’m visiting Sarai,” she said, turning to Mrs. Whittingham. “I hadn’t been home in a while and decided to take a sabbatical this semester. I’m so sorry about your dad, but I’m glad that I’m here so that I can help take care of you.”


Jasmine cleared her throat and crossed her arms.


“Oh, Ivy, you haven’t had a chance to meet my wife. This is Jasmine.”


The woman smiled, revealing teeth that were far too big for her mouth.


“Jasmine, this is Ivy, Mrs. Whittingham’s sister. Ivy and I grew up together.”


“It’s so nice to meet you finally,” Ivy said, reaching for Jasmine’s hand. “Sarai told me all about you.”


With a quick glance over her shoulder, Jasmine looked at Mrs. Whittingham. If she’d been talking about her, surely nothing good had been said.


Turning back to Ivy, Jasmine said, “I didn’t know Mrs. Whittingham had any family.” She kept to herself the thoughts being hatched about the woman. “You’re her…sister?” That was hard to believe—Mrs. Whittingham looked like she was twenty, maybe even thirty years older than Ivy.


Ivy gave a light chuckle. “People always say that, but she is my sister.” Then she faced Hosea. “Any news about your dad?”


Pastor Wyatt tapped Jasmine’s shoulder. “Would you like one of these?” he whispered, holding the coffee tray in the air.


“No, thank you.”


She tried to turn back to Hosea, but Pastor Wyatt held her arm. “You sure?” His voice was still low, like he didn’t want anyone else to hear. “It’s going to be a long night.”


Jasmine looked down to where he gripped her arm, then slowly inched her glance back to his face. “I said”—she wiggled away from him—“no, thank you.”


He chuckled as he strutted away, taking the tray to Mrs. Whittingham and Brother Hill.


Jasmine frowned, wondering again about the pastor. It was never what Pastor Wyatt said, it was his flirtatious tone—he talked as if neither he nor she were married.


“So are you sure you don’t want to share some of this java with me?” The pastor was back; he raised the coffee cup to his mouth and grazed the edge of it with his tongue.


Jasmine hated herself when she sighed, but how was she supposed to help it? The man was six feet four inches of pure sex, dangerously tempting with his Terrence Howard looks, his Barry White voice, and his legs that she could imagine…


She snapped out of it, hissed, “How many times do I have to tell you I don’t want any of your coffee?”


He squinted and shrugged as if he had no idea what had brought on her attitude.


“Darlin’,” Hosea called to her, “do you want to sit down?”


Jasmine took her husband’s hand, then sat next to him. On the other side, Ivy planted herself in the chair and chatted away as if Hosea was interested in all the details of her life.


Across from them, Mrs. Whittingham and Brother Hill were in a whispered conversation. And there was Pastor Wyatt—right across from her. When he grinned, the deep dimple in his left cheek winked at her.


Twisting so that he was not in her direct view, Jasmine leaned her head on Hosea’s shoulder and closed her eyes.


Like Pastor Wyatt had said, this was going to be a long night.















TWO







THE DAY’S FIRST LIGHT CAST its morning shadows through the frosted windows. Jasmine pushed her legs forward and stretched, not sure how much longer she could sit.


“I should’ve sent you with Pastor Wyatt,” Hosea said.


She shook her head. “I’m staying with you.” There was no way she would have gone anywhere with that man anyway.


Pastor Wyatt had stood up at about three and announced that he was leaving so that he would be fresh for church in five hours. She was glad when he left and took his lecherous glances with him.


The door to the room where they’d waited all night opened and then a woman asked, “Samuel Bush’s family?”


“Yes,” they said together and all jumped from their seats.


Even though it was barely six in the morning, the tall, thin woman stood in front of them, dressed in a crisp navy pinstripe suit.


“I’m Mrs. Corbin, one of the hospital administrators. I have Mr. Bush’s property here.” She held a plastic bag stuffed with clothes in one hand and a large envelope in the other.


“I’ll take—” Before Mrs. Whittingham could finish, Jasmine grabbed the items. Mrs. Whittingham rolled her eyes, and for the first time in almost seven hours Jasmine felt a little bit of cheer.


“Do you know anything about my father?”


The woman shook her head.


“You can’t tell us anything?” Jasmine exclaimed, as if the woman was incompetent.


Mrs. Corbin’s eyebrows rose just a bit. “The doctor will get to you as soon as she can,” she said, returning Jasmine’s attitude. Then, glancing around at them, she took in the evidence of their all-night stay in their reddened eyes and crumpled clothes. In a tone now that was full of grace, she said, “I know this may be hard, but you should go home.” She held up her hand before anyone could protest. “At least some of you. Trust me, it’s better for the family to do this in shifts. If a few of you go and refresh, you’ll be able to come back and relieve the others.”


Hosea nodded. “That’s a good idea.” When Mrs. Corbin left them alone, he said, “Why don’t you guys go?”


Mrs. Whittingham began, “But, I want to—”


“I’ll let you know as soon as I hear anything. But please, I’ll feel better,” Hosea said, looking at Brother Hill and Ivy, “if somebody got some rest.” When he added, “Plus, it’s going to be important for you to be at church when Pastor Wyatt makes the announcement,” they all agreed to leave.


Mrs. Whittingham said, “Do you want me to take that?” She pointed to the bag Jasmine still held.


She handed Mrs. Whittingham the bag of clothes. “Let me look through this,” she said, raising the envelope. “Make sure there’s nothing important inside.”


The way Mrs. Whittingham pursed her lips made Jasmine move even slower. She shifted through the contents—Reverend Bush’s cell phone, his keys, wallet, a Mont Blanc pen. There were some loose papers and an opened FedEx package. The return address on the envelope made her curious, and she peeked inside at the thick mound of papers.




But before she could pull anything out, she heard, “Mr. Bush?”


When Mrs. Corbin marched back into the room, Jasmine rose from the chair.


Mrs. Corbin said, “I don’t know anything specific, but Doctor McCollors asked me to take you to her office.”


It took a moment for Hosea to say, “Is my father—”


“He’s alive,” Mrs. Corbin said, as if she knew that’s what they needed to hear. “But I don’t know anything else. If you’ll come with me. Just you.”


“And my wife,” Hosea said.


The woman nodded.


He turned to the others. “I’ll call as soon as we talk to the doctor.”


Jasmine handed the envelope to Mrs. Whittingham and then took Hosea’s hand. It had been an exhausting night, but now Jasmine was totally alert.


It was her pounding heart that had her wide awake.















THREE







JASMINE STOOD AT THE ENTRY to the kitchen and watched Jacqueline lift the spoon to her nose, take a sniff, then dump the cereal back into the bowl.


“I don’t want it!” she declared to Mrs. Sloss.


“Jacquie, you have to eat before we can go to the park.”


“Don’t want it!” she insisted.


Jasmine smiled. “Hey, baby.”


Her daughter looked up, then wiggled from the chair. “Mama!” she shrieked, toddling toward her. She grabbed her mother’s legs.


Mrs. Sloss turned away from the sink, her face etched with lines of worry. “How’s Reverend Bush?”


Jasmine put her index finger to her lips and shook her head.


Jacqueline said, “Sing song, Mama. Sing song!”


Jasmine lifted her daughter and laughed. “You always want to sing song.”


The girl giggled and nodded.


“Okay, I’ll sing, but only if you sing with me.”


“Okay,” and then before Jasmine could begin, Jacqueline started in a musical key known only to a two-year-old, “He got…whole world…”




Jasmine joined in, “In His hands.”


Together they sang, and then at her favorite part, Jacqueline raised one arm in the air, as if she was testifying, and screeched, “He got Mama, Daddy, and Jacquie in His hands…”


Jasmine laughed at her daughter mimicking what she’d seen adults do in church.


After they sang the song three times, Jasmine lowered Jacqueline back into her chair. “Okay, time to eat your cereal.”


A moment ago, she’d been singing, but now, with her lips pinched together, Jacqueline whipped her head from side to side. “Don’t want it!”


“Really? That’s too bad, because I was thinking, if you ate your cereal, then we could watch your favorite movie tonight.”


Jacqueline smiled again, clapped her hands.


Jasmine shook her head. “But we’re not going to because you won’t eat your cereal…”


Now the glee was gone from her face as images of the Prince of Egypt faded away. Jacqueline stared at the bowl of soggy flakes, looked up at her mother with the saddest eyes, and then with a sigh and much effort, she said, “I eat it.”


Drama Queen! Jasmine chuckled as she kissed the top of her head.


“Mrs. Sloss, I’m going to take a shower.”


The look in the nanny’s eyes said that she wanted some news. But Jasmine wasn’t going to discuss anything in front of her daughter.


Inside her bedroom, Jasmine stood at the door, hoping to gather some of the peace that she always felt when she stepped into this space.


When she and Hosea had returned from Los Angeles, she’d trashed their bedroom set (even though it was just a bit over a year old) and purchased all new furniture—all white. Stark white. From the bed to the dresser. From the ceiling fan to the chaise. The one-thousand-thread-count duvet that covered them with the gentleness of a cloud and the plush carpet that felt like velvet beneath her feet. She’d created an oasis that symbolized their love. Pure, untouched.


Their heaven.


But the serenity that always enveloped her when she entered this room was not here now. There was no tranquillity—only the burden of exhaustion. Her body ached, but what disturbed her most was the pain inside her head.


That throbbing had been there for the last hour, from the moment Dr. McCollors had introduced her and Hosea to the intensivist, Dr. Lewis, the doctor who specialized in intensive care and was assigned to Reverend Bush’s case.


But all Dr. Lewis had said was, “We’re not sure; the next few days will be critical to your father’s survival.”


Jasmine closed her eyes, but behind her lids, the image was there—of Reverend Bush when she and Hosea had walked into the ICU. The man in the bed looked nothing like her father-in-law.


He lay still, on his back, his eyes closed. He looked like he was sleeping—or at least that’s what Jasmine had told herself. He really looked like he was dead.


It wasn’t because his head had been shaved that made her think that way. Nor was it because three-quarters of his head had been draped with heavy gauze and bandages. It was in his face where she saw death—his eyes were puffed; his cheeks were swollen, as if his mouth had been stuffed with cotton balls; his lips were distended. He didn’t look anything like the man she called Dad.


She had stood next to Hosea, staring down at Reverend Bush, watching the very slight rise and fall of the cotton sheet that covered him. A whoosh of air traveled from the machine behind them through the thick tube that was thrust deep into his mouth. And she knew it was only because of that tube and the other equipment surrounding them—with their squiggly green lines and numbers that made no sense, that her father-in-law was even alive.


Jasmine had to swallow the feeling of nausea she felt rising with those memories. She took deep breaths until the queasiness passed. Then she grabbed the telephone; she really needed to talk.


Two rings and then, “Jasmine Larson, what took you so long to call me today?” Mae Frances huffed. “It’s after noon. I thought you were going to call before you left for church.”


Jasmine settled back and rested in the familiarity of her best friend’s discontent. She wasn’t bothered one bit by Mae Frances’s tone—this is just how she was.


Mae Frances asked, her tone sad, “Have you forgotten all about me down here?”


“No, Nama,” she responded, calling Mae Frances by the name that Jacqueline had given her from the moment she started talking. “How’s it going in La Marque?”


Mae Frances sighed. “How do you think? Today is just like yesterday. All my mother wants to do…”


The rant was the same—every day since Mae Frances had left New York for La Marque, Texas, on New Year’s Day to take care of her mother.


“I’m telling you, if Billie Jean wasn’t dying,” Mae Frances said, “I wouldn’t be here at all. Hmph, it wasn’t like she cared about me when I was growing up. I don’t know why I’m caring about her now.”


“She needs you, Mae Frances. You’re doing a good thing,” Jasmine encouraged, just as she did each time they spoke.


“A good thing? Shoot, I’m darn near a saint. There’s a special place in heaven for me—right next to Jesus. And when I get there and sit down with Him, there’re a few things I’m gonna say.”


It wasn’t hard to imagine Mae Frances telling Jesus how He needed to run things. What was amazing, though, was that Mae Frances even talked about Jesus. Just four years ago, when she and Jasmine first met, the cantankerous sixty-something-year-old woman had cared nothing about God, family, or friends. She’d been a bitter woman who’d spent three decades hating her ex-husband for divorcing her after she’d had an affair. But a little affection from the Bushes had brought love—and forgiveness—into her life.


“What took you so long to call?” Mae Frances asked again. “You know I need to hear from you so that I know what’s going on in New York or I’ll absolutely lose my mind. And what are you doing home from church already? I know Reverend Bush must’ve preached up a storm.”


Those words reminded Jasmine that there was little room for joy in her life right now.


“I have something to tell you,” Jasmine began.


“Oh, Lawd, sounds like bad news. What did you do now, Jasmine Larson?”


“I didn’t do anything—”


Mae Frances continued anyway, “Oh, I know. You slept with somebody and Preacher Man found out. Oh, Lawd.”


Jasmine sat up straight on the bed. “No!”


But her protest didn’t stop Mae Frances from rolling with the story. “Don’t worry, Preacher Man always forgives you. How many times have you lied to him—”


“Mae Frances!”


“He always comes back. That man is a boomerang. You toss him out; he flies around for a little while, but he always comes back. And he should. He’s from good stock. Just like his daddy. So who did you sex up this time?”


“I didn’t sleep with anyone,” Jasmine said, not hiding her attitude. “I’m not like that anymore.”


“Oh, I forgot. So what is it then?”


Jasmine took a long breath. This wasn’t going to be easy news to share. Mae Frances was a de facto member of the Bush clan. She was like a mother to Jasmine, a grandmother to Jacqueline, and to Reverend Bush…well, it was clear that Mae Frances held a special place in her heart for that man of God. Jasmine was sure that if Mae Frances had been a decade younger, her claws would have already been hooked in him.


She pushed the words out, “Reverend Bush was shot last night.”


“What?”


“Last night, coming out of the church. Someone shot him.”


“Is he—”


“No,” Jasmine rushed to say before Mae Frances could ask. “But it’s serious. He was in surgery all night, and then this morning, the doctor met with Hosea and me—”


“What did they say?” Mae Frances wailed.


“Well, there’s some good news.” Jasmine decided to start there. “The doctor said he’s lucky the bullet didn’t get lodged in his brain. They were able to get it.”


“Thank God!”


Jasmine imagined Mae Frances with her hands in the air, getting ready to do a holy dance. “But…there was a lot of bleeding,” she continued. “Blood that gathered and pushed against his brain.”


“Well, they just need to get in there and get it out!”


“They did. When they opened his skull—”


“Lord Jesus!”


“They drained the blood, but—” This was where she had to stop. This was the part at which, when the doctor had spoken, Hosea had gasped and she’d started to cry. She could feel the tears rushing to her eyes now. “There might be a lot of damage from the swelling and pressure inside his skull,” Jasmine sniffed. “They just don’t know. Said it was too early to tell.”


There was a long silence before Mae Frances said, “I’m coming home.”


“You can’t do that,” Jasmine said, although she wished that her friend was with her right now. Since they’d met, Mae Frances had been by her side through her toughest times, and she really needed her. But so did Mae Frances’s mother. “You have to stay in Texas.”


“Billie Jean can take care of herself.”


“How’s she supposed to do that?” Jasmine asked.


Mae Frances’s eighty-three-year-old mother, after a drunken night of holiday celebrating, had fallen and broken her hip. She’d had surgery and was confined to bed for weeks.


“Stay in Texas,” Jasmine encouraged. “That’s what Hosea would want. I’ll keep you posted every day.”


“Call me three times a day.”


“I will.”


“And make sure you take care of Preacher Man and my grandbaby.”


“I will.”


With a softer voice, she said, “Make sure you take care of the good reverend, too.” A beat. “I’ll be praying.”


Jasmine hung up, and with a sigh she pushed herself off the bed. Even though all she wanted to do was ease underneath the covers and then dream that last night never happened, she had to go back to the hospital. There wasn’t much she could do for her father-in-law, but her husband was waiting.


And she would do whatever she could to take care of him.















FOUR







JASMINE TIPTOED INTO THE ROOM and stood behind Hosea, still in the same place where she’d left him late last night. Hosea’s chair was pulled close to the edge of the hospital bed, his hands perched under his chin as if he were saying a perpetual prayer.


She’d wondered if he’d moved at all through the night. He probably hadn’t had a moment of sleep—just like her. It had been hard to close her eyes as she’d lain in their bed worried about her husband and his father. She would have never left the hospital if Hosea hadn’t insisted that one of them needed to be home with Jacqueline.


Gently, she put her hand on his shoulder, and he opened his eyes.


“I didn’t hear you come in,” he said.


She whispered, “How is he?”


“The same.” His tone was filled with more hope than his words.


Jasmine dropped her bag to the floor, stepped between two monitors, and then kissed her father-in-law’s forehead. Staring down at Reverend Bush, she said, “He looks good,” because she couldn’t think of anything else to say.




But the way Hosea’s eyes moved up, then back down, told her that he knew she was lying.


“I brought you some things.” She pointed to the bag. “Your toothbrush, a fresh shirt, some other stuff.”


He nodded.


“But I wish you’d go home, Hosea. Just for a little while.”


He was already shaking his head.


She continued anyway, “You’ve been here almost two days. I’ll stay until you come back.”


“I can’t leave him,” he said, his tone full of tears.


She wanted to cry, too, but she was working hard to stay strong. “You’re not helping him, though. Not—”


A knock on the door stopped the rest of her words.


“Can I come in?” Brother Hill asked.


Hosea nodded, and as his godfather moved toward the bed, Jasmine edged back against the wall. She watched as the men stood side by side and whispered together.


Brother Hill took one of Reverend Bush’s hands into his. Hosea bowed his head, and after a minute of silent prayer, Brother Hill said, “Let’s go outside. We need to talk.” In the hallway, he faced Hosea and Jasmine. “I hate to bother you with this, but Pastor Wyatt has called an emergency executive board meeting for tonight.”


“For what?” Jasmine and Hosea said at the same time.


“He wants to replace your father.”


“What?” Again the couple spoke together.


“Wyatt feels the church would be vulnerable to confusion without leadership.”


“What is he talking about? It hasn’t even been two days. My father could wake up in the next minute, the next hour, tomorrow.” He paused. “Whenever…Pops will wake up soon.”


Brother Hill hesitated before he said, “I know, but even when he does, he’s not going to be able to step right back into his duties.”




Hosea shook his head as if that was too much to hear. “Still…what’s the rush? Why is Wyatt pushing this?”


“Well, you know the talk on him—he’s ambitious. And so is his wife.”


Jasmine folded her arms. “So he’s trying to steal my father-in-law’s church?” She fought to hold back her rage; she couldn’t believe that man would take advantage of this situation that way.


Hosea said, “I can’t even think about this right now. Let Wyatt do what he has to do. I’ll take care of my father.” He turned back toward the hospital room.


“Hosea, wait.” Brother Hill pulled an envelope from his jacket. “This is a notarized letter from your father, and you can read it later, but basically it says that if anything ever happened, he wanted you to take his place. He wanted you to be the senior pastor.”


“What?” Jasmine said. But the way her husband stood let her know that he wasn’t as surprised as she was.


Hosea said, “Pops talked about this, but I didn’t think he was serious.”


“Why not?” Brother Hill asked. “It makes sense that your father would want you standing at the pulpit.”


Hosea stared at the sealed envelope.


Brother Hill said, “Look, I agree that this doesn’t have to be done now, but the fact is, Wyatt called this meeting, and as the associate pastor, he can do that. However, if there’s going to be an interim pastor at City of Lights”—he put his hand on Hosea’s shoulder—“it has to be you.”


“Who else knows about this?” Hosea asked, holding up the envelope.


Brother Hill said, “I believe I’m the only one.”


With a deep breath, Hosea said, “I need some time.”


“You don’t have that.”


“I need to think about this, need time to talk to Jasmine…”


Brother Hill frowned. “Talk to Jasmine?”




Jasmine’s eyebrows shot up. But before she could protest, Hosea said, “Yes, I’m going to talk this over with my wife.” He looked Brother Hill straight in his eyes.


“I don’t think—”


“You don’t need to think, Daniel.” His tone was sharp, like his stare.


It was the first time Jasmine had ever heard Hosea call his godfather by his first name.


When Brother Hill leaned back a bit, Hosea softened. “I’m sorry; it’s just that—”


“I understand.”


“Look, no matter what I decide, I’ll be at the board meeting.”


Brother Hill nodded. “He called it for six.” A pause. “Just remember, this is what your father wants.” With a nod to Jasmine, he left them alone.


They watched him amble down the hall, the weight of this tragedy as heavy on him as it was on them.















FIVE







JASMINE STARED OUT THE WINDOW, taking in the Schomburg Center across Lenox Avenue. Even through the thick-paned windows, four floors up, she could hear the harmony that was Harlem below: horns honking, sirens blaring, the melodies of calypso, reggae, hip-hop, and old-school tunes blending together.


She hadn’t done much more than stand at this window since Brother Hill had left an hour ago. Over and over she’d read Reverend Bush’s instructions: if he was ever incapacitated…or worse…his wish was for his son to stand in his stead.


Jasmine sighed deeply. That letter meant one thing: she would be the first lady of City of Lights at Riverside Church!


She trembled with excitement.


“Darlin’?”


She was so far away in her new world that she hadn’t heard Hosea return. “I thought you were going for a walk.”


He was looking at his father when he said, “I didn’t want to stay away too long.”


“Wanna talk?”




She followed him into the hallway, where they sat in two chairs across from the nurses’ station.


“So what are you thinking?” Jasmine asked, trying not to seem anxious.


“I don’t know.” He shook his head. “It’s not like I’ve ever led a church before.”


“What are you talking about? What about Crystal Lake Cathedral?”


“I was on staff there and led a couple of ministries, but I never led the church. And even though Crystal was one of the largest churches in Chicago, it’s still only half the size of City of Lights. There’re eight thousand members here.”


Eight thousand? She knew City of Lights was huge, but she never thought about the size of the congregation. She had to press her knees together to stop the shaking. She was going to be the first lady of an eight-thousand-member church!


Hosea sighed. “I want to honor Pops’s request, but…”


“What?”


“I can’t imagine it.” He faced her and smiled a little. “And it’s not like I can really see you being a first lady.”


He chuckled, but she didn’t.


He said, “I mean, are you really going to spend your time visiting the sick and shut-in? Or praying with a grieving widow?”


She didn’t know why he was smiling; she didn’t see anything funny. How could he not imagine her doing those things? The way she saw it, she was stepping into her destiny.


But all she said was, “Your father would never have written that letter if he didn’t want it this way.”


“I know.” He leaned forward, resting his arms on his legs. Staring at the door that led to his father’s room, he said, “Five seven.”


Jasmine looked up. Saw the numbers on the wall.


Hosea said, “God’s numbers. His grace and the number of completion.” Sad seconds of silence sat between them. Until Hosea said, “I’m not ready to let my father go.”


“Oh, babe,” she said, putting her arms around his shoulders. “That’s not what you’re doing. You’re keeping things in order until he gets better.”


Slowly, he nodded, like he agreed. But when he faced her, she could see that he didn’t. In his eyes, she saw her opportunity of being the first lady slipping away.


“This is what your father wants,” she pushed gently.


There was more conviction in his nod this time. “You’re right.”


She hugged him, whispered in his ear, “You’re doing the right thing.” When she pulled back, she glanced at her watch. “It’s almost three. We’ve got to get going.”


“The meeting isn’t until six.”


“Yeah, but we’ve got to go home and get ready.”


When he frowned, she added quickly, “I mean, don’t you want to take a shower? Maybe even rest a little.”


“I’m not leaving Pops until I have to.”


“It’ll give you a little time to see Jacquie, and you don’t have to worry about your dad. There’s an entire staff watching out. Nothing’s going to happen.”


He shook his head. “I can’t—”


“Hey, Hosea.” Jasmine heard the squeaky voice before she saw Ivy. The woman leaned over to hug him. “How’s your father?”


As Hosea filled Ivy in, Jasmine frowned. Ivy hadn’t said a single hello to her. Looked like she’d been initiated into the band of bandits. That’s okay, Jasmine thought. By tonight, she would be the first lady, and everyone was going to have to step to her with some serious respect from now on.


“So you haven’t been home?” Ivy’s eyebrows rose almost to the top of her forehead.


Before Hosea could answer, Jasmine said, “But we were getting ready to leave.”


“Oh, Jasmine,” Ivy said, just noticing her. “I’m so rude.” She giggled.


Now Jasmine ignored her; she spoke to Hosea. “You’ve got to go home and at least take a nap before we go to the church.”


Ivy said to Hosea, “Go. I’ll stay with your father.”


“Are you sure? I don’t know how late it’ll be when I get back.”


When Ivy caressed Hosea’s hand, Jasmine’s squeezed her fingers into fists.


Ivy said, “It doesn’t matter. No matter how late, I’ll be here waiting for you.”


Jasmine hadn’t been sure if she liked Ivy before, but she definitely didn’t like her now. Not that this woman could ever be any kind of competition. After all she’d been through over the last months with Hosea’s ex-fiancée, Natasia, Jasmine could handle someone as simple as Ivy. She’d beat her down, then toss her over the side of a cliff if she even thought about pushing up on Hosea.


“Thanks, Ivy.” Jasmine snatched her husband’s hand from Ivy’s grasp.


“Let me check on Pops before we go.”


The moment he was gone, Jasmine turned to Ivy. “Thanks again,” she said, although there was little gratitude inside her tone.


“No problem.” Ivy gave her a big-tooth grin. “I’d do anything for Hosea.”


“You don’t have to do anything for him. I’ve got that covered.”


Ivy’s eyes widened. “I just meant—”


“I don’t care what you meant,” Jasmine said, looking down at the five-foot-tall woman and speaking in the same tone she reserved for scolding Jacqueline. “You don’t have to do a thing for my husband unless I ask you to.” She spun around and left Hosea’s old friend standing in the hallway of Harlem hospital with her eyes the size of half dollars and her mouth opened just as wide.


 


It had taken a lot, but Jasmine had talked Hosea into wearing a suit.


“There’s no reason for me to get dressed up,” he’d protested at first. “I’m going to run in there, tell everyone about Pops’s letter, and then I’m heading straight back to the hospital.”


“But babe, you still have to look the part.”


“What part?” Then, as if he was just noticing her, he frowned as he took in her leopard-collared suit and pearls he’d given her last Mother’s Day. “Jasmine, this isn’t an audition.”


But she had relentlessly laid her case, convincing Hosea that if he walked into the church looking like a pastor, there would be less drama. She suspected it was more fatigue than agreement that made Hosea finally give in. But whatever, she’d won, and now they were on their way to taking their rightful place at City of Lights.


As their SUV snaked uptown on Central Park West, Jasmine smoothed the front of her raw silk skirt, leaned back, and pressed Play on the movie in her mind.


Her life was already filled with wonder, with Hosea being the executive producer and host of Bring It On, a top-rated, award-winning Christian talk show. From their apartment on Central Park South to the celebrity-studded events that filled their calendar, she was living the kind of life she’d always craved. But being the first lady of a church as large and influential as City of Lights came with a whole ’nother level of benefits. First, there was the income. She wasn’t sure what her father-in-law earned, but with a church so large, it could be well into the six, maybe even seven figures. Some of those TV pastors earned millions, not even counting all the extras—like the hundreds of thousands that came from speaking engagements and writing books. Maybe she and Hosea would write a book together!


The calculator was clicking in her mind as she thought about what she was going to do with the millions that would come her way. They’d keep their apartment because it didn’t get much better than Central Park South real estate. But they would definitely get a summer place in the Hamptons. And they would get rid of this SUV. Hosea needed a driver. And she needed one, too, as the first lady because surely she’d be in demand now. She could see herself flitting around the city, speaking at this fund-raiser or hosting that benefit.


The smile that had been in her mind made its way to her lips.


“Jasmine?”


Her eyes popped open. “Huh?”


“What’re you thinking about? You look like you’re in another world.”


She wiped her smile away. “I was saying a prayer…for your dad and thinking about how proud he’s going to be when he wakes up.”


Hosea reached across the console and squeezed her hand. “I know you can’t be all that excited about this.”


She forced a sigh. “It’s okay,” she said, as if she wasn’t thrilled.


“I love that you’re in my corner.”


“I love you, Hosea. I’ll always be here for you. And for your father, too.”


That was the truth. She still couldn’t believe what had happened to Reverend Bush. Her plan was to send up as many prayers as she could for him to recover quickly.


But there was no need for Reverend Bush to rush it. When he came out of the coma, he would need care and time to heal. She and Hosea would be there for him. Definitely. But he could take his time getting well.


And maybe Reverend Bush would be so proud of Hosea that he would retire and let his son take over permanently.


Oh, yes, he would be proud of both of them because she was going to rock her position as the new first lady.


She couldn’t wait to get started.















SIX







HOSEA EASED THE CAR INTO the parking lot, then hesitated before he squeezed into the space next to the one reserved for the senior pastor.


After he helped Jasmine from the car, they moved slowly across the graveled lot, for the first time walking in the path where Reverend Bush almost died. She kept her eyes toward the church, not wanting to look down, not wanting to see any remnant of what had happened here on Saturday night.


But her imagination churned, and she could envision the police cars arriving, their flashing red lights breaking through the dark. She could hear the sirens of the emergency units speeding to the rescue. She could picture Brother Hill kneeling beside Reverend Bush, trembling with panic and dread and fear.


She glanced sideways and could tell that Hosea shared her thoughts. Her heart ached for him, and she squeezed his hand. But even though she knew that her husband hurt, she knew just as well that this was where they were supposed to be—following in the same steps that Reverend Bush had walked almost every day of the thirty years he’d led City of Lights. They were on their way to securing his legacy, fulfilling his will.


It was a deep breath that she released when they finally stepped into the church, and as they approached the conference room, the melancholy that had overtaken her was nudged aside by her rising joy. But she pressed down her delight; she couldn’t very well walk into the executive board meeting with a smile while her father-in-law was fighting to stay alive.


The board members were sitting around the conference table, their voices low, their faces grave.


“Good evening,” Hosea said the moment they stepped inside.


Jasmine was glad that she was still holding on to her husband—or else the cold stares would have knocked her over.


Only her godbrother Malik smiled, stood, and gave her a hug.


“Uh, Hosea.” Brother Hill pushed himself from his chair. His eyes moved between Hosea and Jasmine.


But before he could say anything more, Pastor Wyatt piped in, “Hosea, this is a closed meeting.”


Hosea raised his eyebrows. “And?”


“That means,” Pastor Wyatt spoke slowly, as if Hosea had a comprehension problem, “only board members are invited. You’re a member,” his eyes shifted to Jasmine, “but your wife isn’t.”


“And your wife isn’t.” Hosea gave a nod and a smile to Enid Wyatt, who was sitting against the wall behind her husband.


“But my wife…this is a special occasion,” Pastor Wyatt explained.


As Hosea held out a chair for Jasmine, he said, “Then you can understand my wife being here with me.”


Pastor Wyatt looked around at the others, and Jasmine followed his glance to the side of the table where Brother Hill, Sister Whittingham, and Jerome Viceroy, a Harlem city councilman who was responsible for community outreach for City of Lights, sat together. On the other side, Pastor Wyatt was in between Malik, Brother Stevens, and Sister Clinton, the presidents of the Men’s and Women’s Auxiliary, and Sister Pearline, the head of the Silver Saints.


Malik and Sister Pearline wore welcoming smiles; the rest glared at her as if there was no way she should be sitting in the midst of such holiness.


Jasmine was pissed—especially at Sister Clinton. She expected Brother Hill and his bandits to behave as if they had no grace, but Sister Clinton? Every Sunday the woman had smiled in her face, told Jasmine how wonderful she looked, how well-behaved Jacqueline was. And now she didn’t support her sitting in on this little meeting? She had lost her mind—along with the rest of them. They needed to recognize that a change was about to come up in this place.


Jasmine took a hard breath. Calmed down. In ten minutes, Hosea would be appointed, and she would wear her crown.


When Hosea sat down and stared at him, Pastor Wyatt said, “Well, I guess it’s fine.” He turned to Jasmine and gave her one of his smiles that always made her twist. But his words were not as inviting. “I hope you understand that you won’t be able to vote.”


Before she could part her lips, Hosea answered, “Of course she wouldn’t vote, if there was going to be one.”


Pastor Wyatt gave a little chuckle. “I thought Brother Hill told you. We’re here to make a decision about your father—” He stopped. “You know what?” Pastor Wyatt reached his hands forward. “We need to pray, right now, for your father. Let’s take a silent moment.”


They all bowed their heads and began to send up private prayers. But not even three seconds passed before Pastor Wyatt said, “Amen,” startling everyone. “Okay, now let’s get started.” The man didn’t even try to contain his excitement.


Sister Pearline spoke first, “How’s your father, Hosea?”


“I spoke to the doctor before we came, and there’s no change.”




“Detective Foxx told me today that the investigation is going to stay open,” Brother Stevens said.


Hosea nodded. “That’s good, but I’m more concerned about Pops. The doctors said that he could wake up at any moment.”


“That’s my prayer,” Sister Clinton said.


“But the truth is,” Pastor Wyatt interjected, “we don’t know how long he’ll be this way, do we?”


Hosea looked straight into that man’s eyes. “No, we don’t. But God knows.”


Pastor Wyatt nodded. “Of course, of course. And as we all stand with you, we still have to keep this church running. City of Lights is an important institution in this city. There’ll be lots of things that need to be handled, including the media…”


“What media?” Hosea asked.


“You’ve been at the hospital, but we’ve all been contacted by the major networks—to get our views on what happened to Reverend Bush. I’m sure the radio stations and newspapers will follow. We’re going to have to put out a statement; we may even need to hire a press agent.”


Jasmine shifted. She’d always been aware that Reverend Bush was one of the premiere pastors in the city; he was often on television, responding to some reporter’s questions on his views about what was happening in New York. But she’d had no idea that his shooting had attracted this much attention.


She’d speak to Hosea—she’d take over the media. She could already see her face in front of the camera, or her words in the New York Times! She needed to add a whole new wardrobe to her list of things to acquire.


Hosea said, “We don’t need a press agent, Pastor.”


Jasmine wasn’t going to disagree with her husband in public—that’s not what a first lady should do. But she’d change his mind later. She was going to need someone to help her with all the press.




Jerome Viceroy glanced at Jasmine, licked his lips, then said to Hosea, “You don’t realize the power of this church.”


“Yes, I do,” Hosea said. “And Holy Ghost power doesn’t need any kind of agent.” Before anyone had a comeback, Hosea added, “Look, I expect my father to make a full recovery very soon. There’s no need for any big changes. We just need—”


“A new pastor,” Pastor Wyatt finished for him.


Hosea kept his stare steady. “An interim pastor.”


Pastor Wyatt gave Hosea a half smile. “I stand corrected.” The pastor laid his hands flat on the table and looked from one member to the next. “Of course, no one could really step into Reverend Samuel Bush’s shoes, but I am fully prepared to take on the position of senior pastor of City of Lights at Riverside Church,” he declared.


The way his wife grinned behind him, Jasmine wondered if the woman was going to stand up and applaud.


Brother Hill said, “Pastor Wyatt, there’s something—”


Hosea held up his hand, stopping his godfather. “I really don’t understand why you called this meeting,” he said to Pastor Wyatt. “It hasn’t even been forty-eight hours since…” He slipped the envelope from his pocket. “My father could wake up tonight, and this would all be for nothing.”


Sister Whittingham spoke softly, “I understand how you feel, Hosea, but Pastor Wyatt is right. Your father would want someone to step in for him.”


Hosea nodded as he unfolded the letter. “This is from my father. As the founder and senior pastor of City of Lights, he’s requested that I step in. And I’m going to follow my father’s instructions.”


The hush that followed made Jasmine want to stand up and do her own cheer.


Then, “That’s not going to happen,” Pastor Wyatt exclaimed. “I’m second in line; I’m the leader of this church.”




“Obviously, you didn’t hear what my husband said,” Jasmine piped in.


Every face in the room turned to her. Every eye told her to be quiet. But Jasmine stared right back at all of them—even Malik and Hosea.


Pastor Wyatt continued, “As I was saying, that doesn’t make sense; we already have a church hierarchy.”


“This is what my father wants.”


Pastor Wyatt was frowning when his wife leaned forward and whispered in his ear. Then his eyes brightened. And when Enid Wyatt returned to her seat, her chin was raised high in the air in triumph.


Jasmine glared at her; she hadn’t liked this woman (and the woman hadn’t liked her) from the day they met over a year ago at the reception Reverend Bush held for the new associate pastor and his wife.


The rivalry started when Reverend Bush introduced the two.


“Jasmine, this is Enid Wyatt,” he’d said.


“Oh, Mrs. Wyatt. Nice to meet you. You must be really proud of your son.”


Hosea had jumped in and tried to save his wife. “Uh, darlin’, this is Pastor Wyatt’s wife.”


It had taken Jasmine a moment to close her wide-open mouth and apologize. She’d later learned that Enid Wyatt was three years younger than her husband, but how was she supposed to know that? The woman’s weathered skin had more wrinkles than an elephant. And she had so much gray in that old-fashioned beehive hairdo she wore atop her head that she could’ve been the leader of the Silver Saints.


Jasmine had shaken her head then, just like she did now. And she had the same thoughts: Why was someone as fine as Pastor Wyatt with someone who was one step below plain?


With his eyes shining like he was on the verge of victory, Pastor Wyatt said, “I have a question.” He glanced back at his wife. “When was that letter written?”


Everyone turned to Hosea, but he didn’t even look down. “January first.”


Both of the Wyatts chuckled before the pastor said, “Obviously, this was an oversight. Your father put this in writing before I joined the staff. Remember, I joined last February.” He waved his hands in the air. “He probably forgot he had this little letter—”


“That’s January first of this year. Five weeks ago. Eleven months after you joined the staff, Pastor Wyatt.” Hosea let that news settle. “There must’ve been a reason why my father wrote this and then had it notarized—even if there is a hierarchy in place.” Hosea slid the letter in front of the pastor.


The long quiet was broken by Sister Clinton. “But Hosea, you’ve had no experience.”


“And,” Brother Stevens asked, “how’re you going to pastor with your television show?”


“I haven’t had time to think about all of that, but when my father wrote this, he knew what I had on my plate. He knew I’d figure it out.”


“Well, I have another concern.” Sister Clinton’s eyes went straight to Jasmine.


Jasmine’s eyebrows rose.


The woman continued, “What will people say when they find out that the new pastor is married to a woman who works in a nightclub?”


“What does that have to do with anything?” Malik jumped in, before Jasmine could rise up from her seat. “I own that club.”


“Yes, but you’re only on the board. The pastor and his wife will be under more scrutiny,” Brother Stevens said. “I agree with Sister Clinton. This could be a problem.”


“And your wife has other problems,” Pastor Wyatt added. “If the media finds out that you’re not even the father of that child…”




Ouch, that hurt! That was Jasmine’s first thought. But then the warrior rose up inside of her. She was ready to hike up her skirt and climb over the table to beat that man down. Who was he—or any of them—to judge her like this?


It was only Hosea’s gentle grasp of her arm—as if he knew the war she was about to wage—that made her stay in place.


“Pastor Wyatt,” Hosea began, in such a calm tone that Jasmine wondered if he’d even heard what the man had said. “I’m going to accept your apology, and then we’re going to end this right here.”


The men glared at each other, their own battle brewing.


“I was only speaking the truth,” the pastor said. “Your wife could be a liability to this church. We have no idea what else could be lurking in her past!”


That’s it! Jasmine jumped from her chair and pointed her finger at Pastor Wyatt. “You don’t know me. You don’t know what you’re talking about.”


And then, a flash of her past.


Sudden.


A shiny silver pole.


Jasmine, crouched down and swinging around the rod.


Hair, courtesy of a wig, flowing down to her waist.


A man, grinning, his fists full of dollar bills.


She gasped, fell back in her chair.


“Jasmine?”


It was her husband’s voice that snatched her away from that memory. Brought her back from a scene she hadn’t thought of in years.


“Jasmine, are you all right?”


She swallowed, nodded, glared at Pastor Wyatt. “I’m fine, it’s just that…” She couldn’t say any more.


With his hand over hers, Hosea said, “You owe my wife an apology.” His voice was calm, though stern, his anger evident.


Pastor Wyatt waved his hand in the air. “Fine. I’m sorry,” he said, backing down. “But as one of the largest churches in the city, we have to be careful with our image.”


Hosea turned from Pastor Wyatt to the other board members. “I understand all of your concerns,” he said, leaving out the associate pastor. “But everything that you’ve raised, my father already knew. However, if it’ll help, I’ll answer your questions.” Facing Brother Stevens, he said, “My show is on hiatus and won’t be back in production until May. Pops should be back by then.”


“But what if he’s not?” Sister Clinton asked. “How’re you going to handle all of this? Not only your show and the church, but taking care of your father?”


It took a moment for Hosea to say, “I don’t know.” He looked around the table. “But let me tell you what I do know. I know that I love the Lord and that, whatever I need, He will give to me—including time and wisdom. I know that I love my father. This is not my wish, but his. And as the founder of this church, he’s always done what’s best for his congregation.


“I know that I love my wife. We may not be perfect, but that’s why I’m so glad to have each of you in our lives.” He let his eyes move among the members of the board. “Because by the examples of the wonderful marriages and homes that you have, Jasmine and I have something to strive toward; one day, we may get this as right as you.”


Brother Stevens’s cough slashed through the quiet. Sister Clinton twisted in her seat. Even Brother Hill, Mrs. Whittingham, and Sister Pearline looked away.


Only Pastor Wyatt, his wife, Jerome Viceroy, and Malik looked Hosea dead in his eyes.


Dang! Jasmine thought, already pushing down the quick memory of her past. She wondered about the stories behind Hosea’s words; the way half the room had shifted, there had to be some mess. These saints acted more like sinners who’d been caught.




Pastor Wyatt said, “I still think we should vote.”


Hosea shrugged. “We can vote if you want, but I already know the outcome because no one on this board is divisive. No one wants to see this board or this church and its members split.”


Pastor Wyatt’s eyes darted from one to another, in search of an ally. But no one stood up for him.


“Then I guess you all agree,” Hosea said.


Brother Hill asked, “Does anyone here think we need to take a vote now?” His glance wandered from person to person.


They shook their heads—all except Pastor Wyatt. And behind him, his wife sat still as stone.


Brother Hill said, “Then Hosea Samuel Bush is the senior pastor of City of Lights at Riverside Church until further notice.”


Again, Enid bent forward and whispered to her husband.


Jasmine frowned again. Could it have been any clearer who was running this show?


When his wife returned to her seat, Pastor Wyatt jumped up. “I’d like to revisit this at the next board meeting.” He held up his hands when he looked at Hosea. “I’m not challenging you; we need to make sure things are running smoothly and—”


“That’s fair,” Hosea said, a truce in his tone. He shook Pastor Wyatt’s hand. “I’m looking forward to working with you.”


“We’re a team,” Pastor Wyatt said. “I’ve got your back.”


Jasmine smirked. She didn’t want that man—or his wife—anywhere near her husband’s back. Not unless the two were frisked first.


When they all stood, Jasmine wanted to stop them and ask about the money. She needed to know exactly what her husband would be earning so that she could do their new household budget. But with all the chatter, she decided to ask Hosea later.


Minutes passed as all the board members came over to offer more condolences to Hosea.


No one said a word to her until Malik pulled her aside. “You okay?” he whispered.


“Yeah, why wouldn’t I be?”


“Some of the things they said”—he motioned with his head toward the group—“were out of line.”


She waved her hand like their words meant nothing. “That kind of stuff doesn’t bother me.”


“So you’re going to be able to handle this?”


“Hosea being the pastor? Definitely. I’m looking forward to it.”


He leaned back, as if that was not the answer he expected. “I thought since you and Hosea were all Hollywood now, you wouldn’t want anything to do with the church.” He nodded. “Good for you.” He glanced at his watch. “I’ve got a stop to make, but I’ll come by the hospital a little later.” He hugged her before he bumped knuckles with Hosea.


“You ready?” Hosea asked her.


She nodded, and without saying a word to anyone else, she took Hosea’s hand. As they stepped out of the room, Jasmine heard the voices rise behind them.


And then, Mrs. Whittingham screeched, “Oh, Lawd, that woman is going to be our first lady!”


Jasmine glanced at Hosea, but his eyes were straight ahead, his thoughts already beyond the church and with his father.


On another day, Jasmine would have stomped back into the room and jumped in that woman’s face. But that wasn’t the appropriate behavior for a pastor’s wife. Anyway, Mrs. Whittingham had only spoken the truth—she was the first lady.


And every single one of those clowns in there were going to have to deal with that.















SEVEN







“POPS, I DID IT,” HOSEA whispered, leaning over the side of the hospital bed. “I’m going to lead the church the way you wanted me to.”


Jasmine stood at her husband’s side as he uttered the same words that he’d said last night when they’d rushed to the hospital after the board meeting. And like last night, Reverend Bush was still as unmoving as a statue, still living only because of the constant beep…beep…beep—the only sign that he was alive.


“Pops,” Hosea called again, his lips touching his father’s ear. “Can you hear me?”


Whoosh! was the only response—the air from the breathing tube that was performing that life function for him.


“Pops?”


Hosea’s voice cracked, and Jasmine’s heart did the same. She wanted to take her husband’s hand and yank him away from this den of death. It had been only three days, but this room smelled and sounded like the end. And Hosea was sleeping in the middle of this every night. No wonder he was beginning to break down.


“Hello.”


The voice startled them both as they turned.


Dr. Lewis said, “I was hoping I’d get a chance to talk to you.” She gave Reverend Bush a quick glance before she looked down at his chart, which hung on a chain at the lower part of the bed.


As the doctor read, Jasmine searched her face. But it was as if the doctor wore a mask—there was no “good news” or “bad news” in her expression. The doctor scanned the notes as if she were reading a newspaper.


When she looked up at them, though, she was smiling. And that gave Jasmine hope.


Dr. Lewis said, “Can you join me outside?”


Hosea tucked the Bible he held under his father’s arm, then the two followed the doctor into the hallway. She led them to the side of the nurses’ station, but when she faced them, her smile was gone.


“As you can see,” the doctor began, “your father’s unresponsive…”


Tell us something we don’t know.


“But the good news is, he’s more stable than he’s been.”


“Is that good news?” Jasmine asked. “He’s stable, but he’s not moving. How long is he going to be this way?”


“We don’t know,” the doctor said, shaking her head. “And that’s one of the problems. We don’t know why he hasn’t awakened or why he isn’t breathing on his own. But…we did have some good signs today. The swelling in his brain has gone down considerably, which lessens the chance of brain damage.”


“Okay,” Hosea breathed. “That’s good.” He grabbed Jasmine’s hand as if he needed something to hold on to.


“And then,” the doctor continued, “the neurologist’s tests came back—your father does have brain activity.”


“What does that mean?” Jasmine asked.


Hosea answered before the doctor could, “You’re saying he’s not a vegetable.”


The doctor nodded. “Those aren’t the words I would use, but yes. His brain is active. That means we’re going to move forward, keep doing everything to keep your father alive.”


Jasmine wrapped her arms around Hosea’s neck. “You hear that, babe. He’s going to be fine!”


The doctor held up her hands. “Now, I do want to caution you,” she spoke slowly, as if her next words were most important. “There are many questions we have about your father, and we won’t be able to assess much until he wakes up.” And then, as if she hadn’t taken away enough of their joy, she added, “If he wakes up. It’s too soon to know.”


“That’s okay, Doctor,” Hosea said, waving away her last words. “This is still good news for us. Thank you.”


The doctor stuffed her hands into the pockets of her lab coat. “If you have any questions, I’ll be in my office. And you can always call me.”


They nodded their good-byes and waited until the doctor was steps away before they held each other again.


“He’s gonna make it, babe,” Jasmine whispered in his ear.


Hosea nodded. “Yeah, he is.” Leaning back, he said, “Okay, now let’s go do our part; let’s get in there and pray.”















EIGHT







JASMINE MASSAGED HER EYES, BUT she couldn’t wipe the sleep away. She glanced at the clock; only five minutes had passed. At eight o’clock, it was far too early to be falling asleep.


“What’re you reading?”


Hosea’s voice made her smile. Jasmine pushed aside the book, the reason for her weariness. “Is Jacquie sleeping?”


Hosea nodded. “I stayed until she closed both eyes, but she was fighting it. She tried to sing her song at least one hundred times.”


“You know, your father”—and then her voice became softer—“taught her that song.” After a moment of quiet, Jasmine added, “She missed you a lot.”


He nodded. “I missed her, too. And I missed this.” He pointed to the bed.


“I’m so glad you came home tonight.”


“Well, Doctor Lewis kept insisting that I’d do Pops a lot more good if I got some rest, if I got back to some semblance of my life.”


“She’s right; your father wouldn’t want you sitting in the hospital day and night.”


Exhaustion was in his sigh. It had been a week since Reverend Bush had been shot, and although she’d come home every day, Hosea left his father only long enough for a quick shower and change. He’d spent his days reading the Bible to him and his nights praying for him.


But tonight, after they’d shared a dinner she’d ordered from Sylvia’s, he’d stood when she’d kissed him good-bye.


“I’m going home with you,” was all he said before he moved to the side of his father’s bed. Holding her hand, suddenly, he’d knelt down and lowered his head. Not more than a nanosecond later, Jasmine did the same. She bowed her head and together, silently, on their knees, the two sent their requests to God.


Now, two hours later, here at home, Jasmine had never been so glad to have her family together.


“I called Pastor Wyatt.” Hosea walked over to where she sat. “I asked him to preach tomorrow.” He shook his head. “I’m not ready.”


Looking up, she lied straight to his face, “I’m glad you did that.” She hid the hope she’d had that tomorrow would be her debut, the first Sunday since Hosea was named pastor. She’d already purchased her outfit. “You’ll be ready next week.”


“Yeah,” he said flatly. He tilted his head to glance at the book she’d pushed aside. “What’re you reading?” Before she could respond, Hosea picked it up. “The Bible?” as if that was the last thing he’d expected.


“I’ve been trying to get some reading done.”


“Wow.”


“Well, you’ve been telling me that I needed to read the Word more.”


“Yeah, and how long have I been saying that? But you’ve always complained that there were too many begats this and begats that for you to handle.” He sat down on the bed.


“It’s a different game now.”


He frowned, unbuttoning his shirt. “Why?”


“Because you’re the senior pastor.” She pushed herself from the chaise and walked over to the bed. Climbing behind him, she pressed the tips of her fingers against his shoulders and massaged. “And I’m the pastor’s wife. It’s important for me to be up on everything in the Bible.”


He chuckled, a little. It was the first time she’d heard any kind of joy from him in over a week, though it didn’t make her happy that he was laughing at her.


She slapped his back gently. “Don’t make fun. I am the first lady.”


“Only an interim one.”


“For as long as it lasts, I’m going to be a proper one.”


Pulling her into his arms, he said, “You don’t have to change a thing, Jasmine. I love you the way you are.”


“You might but the people at church don’t.”


“Who said that?”


“Oh, please. Don’t tell me you never noticed how they treat me. And the board meeting was ridiculous. Some of those things they said…so much for their being Christian.”


“Judge their words, not their hearts. They’re not perfect.”


“Seems that they’re not. You ruffled more than a few feathers when you said that we wanted to be like them. What’s the story behind that?” she asked, eager to know.


“No story.” Hosea shook his head. “I just needed to remind everyone that there was only one who walked this earth perfectly. And anyway, all those things they said, I think, were good. Everything that anyone had on us is on the table; there’s nothing left to throw in our faces.”


Jasmine took a second before she said, “Babe, I’ve been thinking…maybe I should take a leave of absence. Malik can handle things at Rio for a little while, and this way none of those—”


“Be careful!” he warned playfully.


“—Saints…on the board will be able to say anything about where I work.”




“You don’t have to do that.”


“I know I don’t have to, but it takes away every piece of ammunition from those holy rollers, and the best thing is that I’d be there for you whenever you needed me. You’re going to have your hands full.”


He nodded slowly, as if giving thought to her words. “But you just got back from a leave. If you keep doing that, Malik is going to have to replace you.”


“So what?” And then she spoke the words that she’d been thinking ever since she learned that she would be the first lady. “Maybe it’s time for me to leave the club for good.”


“To do what?”


“To stand by your side. To really be your helpmate.”


“Helpmate?” He chuckled. “You have been reading the Bible.”


“I should be at your side; that’s what a wife’s supposed to do. And it’s not like we need the money.”


“Whoa. I never thought I’d ever hear you say that. So you’re willing to give up your six figures so that you can stand next to me?”


“Yup.” She snuggled closer to him. “And like I said, it’s not like we need my income. With your show and what you’ll be getting from the church…”


“I’m not taking a salary.”


It took a moment for her to make sense out of his words. “What?” She pushed herself away from him.


“I’m not taking any money,” he said, as if he needed to repeat it a different way. “First of all, my prayer is that I won’t be doing this for more than a few weeks.”


“But you don’t know that. Doctor Lewis said—”


“You know my faith is not in the doctors,” he interrupted her. “I trust that they’ll take care of my father, but my faith is with—”


“I know, I know.” Jasmine waved her hands like what he was about to say about God wasn’t important. “But not even God can tell us when your father will wake up.” She didn’t add the one word that Dr. Lewis had used—if—the word that changed this whole equation.


“It doesn’t matter,” he said. “The point is, for however long Pops is down, it’s temporary.”


She shook her head, wishing he’d stopped talking about interim and temporary. No one knew if Reverend Bush would ever return to his position. And whether he did or not, they needed to be compensated for their work now.


“So how are we supposed to live?” she asked. And what about my summer place in the Hamptons?


“There’s nothing wrong with the way we’re living, Jasmine. So if you want to leave Rio, that’s fine.”


“But then, we’ll just have your income from Bring It On.” And how are we going to get two chauffeurs on that?


He said, “My check is more than sufficient. And we have plenty saved. We might have to ease up on a few things, ’cause I know you’re not thinking about moving away from here…”


You got that right!


He said, “But we’ll be all right. So give Malik your notice, if that’s what you want.”


And how will I get a new wardrobe if I do that? “I’ll think about it,” she said, not planning to think about it at all. She was going to leave Rio, and he was going to get paid.


He rubbed his eyes, suddenly weary. “I need to check on Pops.” He reached for the phone and looked up as she paced. “Whatever you decide, I’m fine,” he assured her again.


She nodded, but her thoughts were on how she was going to get a check for Hosea into their bank account. She picked up her Bible and flipped it open, not really caring where the pages fell.


“Still no change?” she heard Hosea say.


There may have been no change with his father, but she already had an idea about how she was going to change Hosea’s mind.


Hosea hung up the phone with a sigh. “Pops’s the same,” he whispered as he stood up and embraced her. Inside his arms, she felt his emotions—his fear, his exhaustion, his hope. She held on to him, letting him know that she would always be there.


I’m not going to say anything else, she thought, as he led her to their bed. At least not tonight. But she was going to handle this. When she finished, not only would Hosea have a salary, but there might be a little something in it for her, too.


After all, she was the first lady.















NINE







“I KNOW IT’S A LOT to ask, Malik, but you know the pressure I’m under.”


Jasmine had been waiting for a day to speak to her godbrother. She didn’t want to call him from home yesterday and take the chance that Hosea might overhear. So she’d waited until this morning and then cornered him the moment he walked into the office.


Now he sat behind his desk and nodded as he listened to her plea. “How much time off do you want?”


She shrugged. “You saw Reverend Bush. And the doctors can’t tell us anything.”


Malik shook his head. “This is so deep.”


“So between taking care of his father and the church and his show—how is Hosea supposed to handle everything? He needs me.”


A pause and then, “I agree.”


She exhaled, relieved. “Thanks.”


But then he leaned forward. “Now you know I love you, right?”


“Yeah,” she spoke slowly, wondering what was coming.


“And you know business is business.”




“Definitely.”


“Well, you just came back, and now—not knowing how long you’ll be away this time—I may have to find someone else.”


Not a second passed before she said, “You should.”


“Really?” His face stretched with surprise. “I thought you’d be upset and fighting to hold on to the benjamins.”


“Well, with Hosea’s income, we don’t really need mine.”


He grinned. “Hello? Is this Jasmine Cox Larson Bush talking? You two have been living pretty high up there on Central Park South.”


“And we’ll stay that way. Especially after you take a recommendation to the board that Hosea should be paid.”


“Brother Hill said that Hosea wasn’t taking a salary.”


Jasmine waved his words away. “That doesn’t make any sense.”


“It didn’t make sense to me,” Malik agreed. “But if that’s what Hosea wants—”


“Hosea doesn’t know what he wants. He’s tired, confused, stressed. It’s hard for him to think.”


Malik chuckled. “So you’re going to help him.”


“Exactly, and you’re going to help me.”


Her words took his smile away. He leaned back, folded his arms. “I’m not getting involved in one of your schemes.”


“Did I say anything about—”


“You didn’t have to,” he interrupted. “I’ve been pulled into enough of them to know…”


Jasmine sighed, tired of this old song. “When are you going to forgive me for that?”


“For which one? For when you tried to get me to hook you up with Reverend Bush? Or when you got me to lie to Hosea about your being married before? Or when I helped you lie about Jacqueline’s paternity?”


“Dang! You kept a list?”




“No, ’cause if I did, there would be a dozen more times when I suspended judgment for you.”


“But that’s what you were supposed to do. Because you promised my dad that you’d take care of me.”


“I’m sure when I meet up with him in heaven, he’ll apologize for putting that on me. ’Cause taking care of you is no joke. Now, Serena…”


Jasmine rolled her eyes, knowing he was going to say that her sister was easy. Of course she was. She was a boring thirty-eight-year-old living a mind-numbing life in Florida. “If you would listen to me for a moment, you’ll see that I’m not talking about doing anything underhanded. Just take a request to the board. Make sure Hosea gets paid. That’s all.”


He nodded, although his eyes were still filled with doubt.


She added, “You know if Pastor Wyatt had been appointed, he would have demanded more money.”


That was all she needed to say; she knew her godbrother couldn’t stand the associate pastor.


Malik nodded. “Okay, I’ll call Brother Hill.” She grinned, but he didn’t stop there. “Just know that this is all I’m going to do. Because now that Hosea’s the senior pastor, everything has to be on the up and up. It could get real messy if anything else came out.”


“You don’t have anything to worry about; I don’t have a single secret left.” She paused, thought about the flashbacks she’d had last week. But that was so long ago those days didn’t count.


“If that’s the case, then we’re cool.” He stood and hugged her. “I’ll check on that salary thing, and you keep me posted on how long you’ll be away.”


“I will,” she said, deciding not to tell him that if he got Hosea the right amount, she’d never come back. She had loved working at Rio—after four years, it was still one of the most happenin’ spots in lower Manhattan, often cited in Page Six, the New York Post’s get-your-name-in-at-any-cost gossip column for the famous and fabulous.


But as wonderful as this life had been, there was a new day awaiting.


She marched down the hall, past cubicles filled with assistants chatting on phones, offering incentives to get celebrities to come and party at Rio.


Behind her closed door, she went to work on the next phase of her plan. When the board told Hosea that he would be paid, she had to make sure he accepted it.


Reaching for the telephone, she knew just how she’d get her way.















TEN







JASMINE HAD LEARNED A LONG time ago that a little food and a lotta love in the afternoon was her key. Even though she’d brought a light lunch, she had no doubt that within an hour or two she’d have Hosea screaming, “Yes! Yes! Yes!” to all her demands.


As the cab slowed in front of City of Lights, she straightened the red bow on the picnic basket. It had been tough trying to buy this today; how in the world had she forgotten Valentine’s Day? It must’ve been all that was going on with Reverend Bush that had her off her game.


Hosea hadn’t mentioned anything about Valentine’s Day either. Any other year, that would have been a major violation. But she had to give him a free pass—and it worked in her favor anyway. Hosea probably hadn’t shopped for a gift, and she knew exactly what she wanted.


As she stepped across the parking lot, the thought of Reverend Bush’s shooting filled her mind again. She was sure that every time Hosea took these steps, he had those thoughts. And though it had to be hard, she was still glad that he’d decided to come to the church—at least every morning. He had agreed to give up his day watch at the hospital only once they had come up with a schedule for someone to be with his father during the day.


Today, Mrs. Whittingham had agreed to sit with Reverend Bush—which was all the better. Jasmine didn’t feel like having to deal with the old windbag right now.


As she trotted up the steps, she was pleased that she’d come up with this plan to surprise Hosea. She could imagine him sitting in his father’s office with his head bowed, heavy with memories and thoughts of his father’s fate. At least she’d bring a smile to his face, even if only for a little while.


Then laughter met her at the door. It wasn’t your lean-your-head-back-and-let-it-rip kind of guffaw. It was light, but still it was laughter. And it was definitely Hosea, but who was with him?


She tiptoed past Mrs. Whittingham’s desk and moved toward the glee. In front of Hosea’s father’s office, she stood, watching Hosea, his shoulders shaking with his chortle. And in front of him sat Ivy, giggling like a schoolgirl.


Neither one of them noticed as Jasmine took in the scene—the desk covered with aluminum pans and paper plates, filled with fried chicken, macaroni and cheese, collard greens, and biscuits.


Jasmine glanced down at the basket she held with red potatoes with caviar and cheese, baked lobster, and a single chocolate covered banana that was meant to be shared.


She stepped back and away. For some reason, she didn’t want to be seen, just wanted to listen.


Hosea was still chuckling when he said, “I’d forgotten that.”


“We did have some good times, didn’t we?”


“Yeah.” He nodded as he chewed a piece of meat off a chicken leg. “Those were the days. When life was easy.”


“Hosea,” Ivy said, putting down the chicken wing she held, “you know you can count on me. I’ll always be here for you.”


“That’s a nice thing to say.”




“I mean it. I was supposed to be going to Europe in a few weeks, but I’m staying until we know more about your dad.”


Peeking around the corner, Jasmine saw Ivy cover Hosea’s hand with hers.


Ivy said, “I couldn’t leave knowing that you needed me.”


Jasmine wanted to stomp into the room and tell Ivy to keep her pigeon fingers off her husband. But she stayed in place, shocked that Hosea was so engrossed he hadn’t even noticed her.


“I’d feel terrible,” Ivy continued, “if I was away and something happened to Reverend Bush.” It must have been the way his eyes darkened that made Ivy add, “I didn’t mean that anything was going to happen. I was just sayin’—”


He held up his hand. “I know what you mean.” Hosea took a deep breath. “I haven’t admitted this to anyone, but I’m really scared.”


Jasmine’s mouth opened wide. First, she’d found him laughing, and now he was telling this pip-squeak of a woman his fears.


“You do know that he’s going to be all right. Your father is physically strong and his faith is stronger.”


“That’s what I’m counting on.”


Her husband sounded so sad that she wanted to rush in and hold him. But still, Jasmine held her place, eavesdropping some more.


Ivy said, “Why are we sitting here being all dopey?”


Did she say “dopey”?


“Your father’s going to be fine, and in a couple of weeks, we’ll all be hanging around together laughing and remembering nothing but the good times.”


“Pops will be glad to see you when he wakes up.”


Ivy shook her head. “I don’t know about that. Sometimes I find it hard to look your dad straight in his eyes.”


“Why?”




“Because, remember? Our kiss!”


A kiss!


Flashback!


Of another kiss. With Hosea and his ex-fiancée, Natasia. Jasmine had walked in on the two of them just six months before. It was that flashback that made Jasmine stomp into the office and slam the basket onto the desk.


“Darlin’.” Hosea stood up. “I didn’t hear you come in.”


“Obviously.” Jasmine folded her arms. Stared at the food. Glared at Ivy. “So what’s going on?”


“Nothing,” Hosea said, wiping his hands on a napkin. “Ivy was nice enough to bring me lunch.”


Jasmine kept her cold stare. “And bring you memories of a kiss.” She turned to her husband with eyebrows raised. “You want to tell me about that, Hosea.”


“Tell you about our kiss?” The tips of his lips twitched, like he was fighting back a smile.


He thought this was funny? Was he blind? Couldn’t he see the steam rising out of her?


“Yes, I want to know all about it.” Her stare traveled from Hosea to Ivy (who sat stiffly still) and back to her husband.


“Well, let’s see.” Hosea relaxed in his chair. “I think it was…thirty-three years ago.”


Jasmine blinked. “Thirty-three years?” The question came out softly.


“Uh-huh.” He nodded, his face still covered with his amusement. “We were five years old, sitting in Sunday School, and Stanley White dared me to kiss a girl. I didn’t want to, but I couldn’t go out like a punk. So since I knew Ivy, I kissed her. And Pops walked in.”


Hosea laughed and Ivy (now relieved) joined him. The two shared that memory again, and Jasmine stood there, looking silly, feeling stupid.


“I guess I should be going,” Ivy said, although she didn’t make a move.


“Yes, you should,” Jasmine said. “And you don’t have to worry about cleaning any of this up.” She shoved Ivy’s purse—as politely as she could—into her hands. “I’ll take care of everything”—she glanced at Hosea—“here.”


“Uh, Ivy,” Hosea said, “thanks for coming by.”


“Okay?” she said, as if it were a question. As if she couldn’t figure out how one minute she’d been giggling with an old friend, and the next she was being kicked out. She scurried toward the door, her small feet taking short steps.


Turning to Hosea, Jasmine said, “I brought you a surprise.” She held up the basket, then dropped it back onto the desk. “But it seems like you’ve already eaten.”


“Jasmine,” he said, his tone carrying patience, “Ivy came by to see how I was doing. Mrs. Whittingham told her I’d be here, and she didn’t want me to be alone.”


“She should’ve called me.”


“Jasmine—”


“I’m sorry,” she said, putting her arms around him. “But can you blame me? I don’t want anyone taking care of you except for me.”


He embraced her and looked into her eyes. “Are you sure that’s all there is to this?”


She was silent, though she knew the thought behind his question.


He asked, “This isn’t about Natasia, is it?”


Jasmine pursed her lips, ground her teeth, squeezed her hands. She could hardly stand to hear the name—Natasia Redding.


Natasia was Hosea’s ex-fiancée. Eight months ago, she had stalked into their lives, a predator intent on snaring her prey.


“I never think about Natasia,” she lied, knowing that she had flashbacks about that dragon all the time.


She and Hosea were still in recovery, recuperating from the greatest threat ever to their marriage—a man-stealing woman who’d been determined to make Hosea her prize.


Natasia had joined the staff of Hosea’s television show during their remote taping in Los Angeles, and from the moment they’d met, Jasmine knew the woman’s game. Natasia had set a web of tricks and traps and had wreaked all kinds of havoc in their marriage.


He said, “You know all of that is behind us, right?”


She nodded.


“We’ll have our troubles, but we can get through anything.”


She relaxed her jaw, eased open her fingers. “I know. We were meant to be.”


But even though Jasmine believed what she’d said, there was no way she’d ever again go through anything like those months with Natasia. Especially not after what Hosea had told her…


It was the night Hosea had come back home after they’d been separated for weeks. Together, they’d sat in the living room, their shoulders pressed together, holding hands, and Hosea had told her the truth.


“I never slept with Natasia,” he said as he looked down at their hands, their fingers entwined. “But…”


When he stopped, her heart pounded so hard she wondered if her chest could contain it.


He finished, “But I wanted to.”


A sob escaped from deep inside of her. And when she tried to pull away, he held her tighter.


“I want you to know the complete truth, Jasmine.” And after a pause, he said, “I did some things I’m not proud of.”


Even though she didn’t want to know, she asked, “What?”


It took him a moment to say, “I’m only telling you because the most important things we need besides love are truth and trust. I want to tell you the truth so that you’ll trust me again.” He stopped. He swallowed. “We kissed. We did…more.”


It was the “more” that brought all kinds of pictures to her mind and reminded her of the day she’d barged into Natasia’s hotel room, finding her husband with his pants down and Natasia barely clothed. It was the “more” that made her snatch her hand away and rush into the bathroom.


Hosea followed and stood behind her as she bowed over the toilet and released her emotions into the bottom of the bowl. Then he helped her stand up straight, and even before she had the chance to clean up, he held her and comforted her.


“I love you, Jasmine,” he had whispered as she cried in his arms. “With everything inside of me. Nothing like this will ever happen again.”


The last words were the ones that she’d held on to, the ones that had helped her through. Hosea was right—nothing like that would happen again, because the next time any woman even had a thought about Hosea, she would stop the drama before it began. She would bury her—and she didn’t really care if she was dead or alive.


That included Ivy. Sure, that girl wasn’t any kind of threat, wasn’t anything like Natasia. Without looks or sophistication, Ivy didn’t have anything in her arsenal to attract a man like Hosea, or any man really.


But it didn’t matter. She’d warn Ivy one more time, and if she didn’t step far back, Ivy would be her first casualty.


“So,” Hosea interrupted her thoughts of annihilation, “are you sure you’ve forgiven me?”


“Of course, babe,” she said. “How could I not, after all the times you’ve forgiven me?”


His eyes told her he didn’t really believe her, but he understood. “You know I love you, right?”


“This, I know. And I love you, too. That’s why I came by. So that I could celebrate Valentine’s Day with the man I love.”


“Valentine’s Day?” He frowned.


“Uh-huh. Today. And I thought”—she paused and kissed him—“we could have”—another kiss—“a little love in the afternoon.”


This time, he brought his lips to hers. “Is that what you thought?” he asked when he finally pulled back. “Well, maybe we can take a little Valentine’s break.” He glanced at his watch. “Maybe for an hour or so.”


She grinned. She hadn’t been able to take her husband’s mind too far away from his father, but this was what they both needed.


With one swoop of her hand, she wiped the plates, one container still filled with chicken, and several books off the desk.


“Jasmine!” His eyes were wide. “Not here.”


“Why not? We’re married.”


He shook his head as if he couldn’t believe his wife. Grabbing her purse from the floor, he took her hand and led her toward the door.


“What about all of this?” she asked, looking over her shoulder at the mess they were leaving.


He didn’t respond. Didn’t say a word, didn’t stop moving until they were inside their SUV. Even before he switched the key in the ignition, Jasmine knew where they were going.


“The Arlington,” she said.


He nodded and passed her the widest grin she’d seen on his face in almost two weeks.


She said, “One of my favorite places.”


“I remember.”


Jasmine smiled as she remembered, too. Their last afternoon tryst, three weeks ago, had started with a simple text message: The Arlington at one.


Hosea had given her thirty minutes notice, but she’d walked right out of a Rio budget meeting, and dashed uptown, arriving on time. When she entered the lobby, he was waiting, but didn’t acknowledge her. She’d followed him into the elevator, where they stood shoulder to shoulder, two strangers. On the eighth floor, she’d followed him to a room where they introduced themselves, and minutes later they were inside Suite 807 sweating up the sheets.


As their car sped down Fifth Avenue, Jasmine had no idea what role she’d play today. Maybe she’d just be who she was—the woman totally in love with Pastor Hosea Bush.


 


The February wind blew hard against the hotel window; still Jasmine kicked away the sheets. Her body glistened with sweat. Hosea had finished what he started eleven days ago, before the call came about his father. It had been worth every bit of the wait.


She exhaled a long breath and rested her head on Hosea’s chest. “I love you so much.”


“Spoken like a wife,” he said.


“Spoken like a wife who’s been very well taken care of.”


He chuckled and then the way his arms drew her closer, she could tell that his smile was gone. His thoughts had already left Midtown Manhattan and were up in Harlem.


But he said, “I needed this.”


She snuggled closer, tried to hold him tighter. “Your father’s going to recover.” She answered the question that he hadn’t even asked.


She could feel him nod. “I thought he’d be awake by now.”


“He’ll wake up. People have been in comas for many, many years and come out fine. No matter how long, your father’s going to be one of those survivors.”


“That’s my prayer.” He paused. “Thank you for being with me through this.”


She lifted her head. “Where else would I be? I’ll always be by your side.”


“I’m glad you said that, because I’ve been thinking about how I want to lead at City of Lights. I want you with me, Jasmine. Whenever you can be. I want you in as many meetings as possible so that you’ll know what’s going on.”


“Really?” She lifted herself up on her elbows.


He nodded. “That’s how Pops did it with my mother. He always said it was better for them to stand together than for him to sit alone. That’s the way I want it to be with us. For however long we’re there.”


She leaned over and gently pressed her lips against his. “Thank you.”


“This way, in case I can’t be there one Sunday, I’ll know everything will run smoothly.”


She frowned. “You’re not talking about me giving a sermon, are you?” She shook her head, not even able to imagine herself standing at the podium, her Bible in her hand, and light shining through the image of Jesus Christ from the stained-glass window behind her.


And then a flash—of her past.


Dollar bills falling from the sky.


A voice from the past screamed, “Let’s make it rain, baby!”


There was laughter. Hoots and hollers as men tossed money.


At her.


As she stood as close to naked as she could get.


She gasped.


“Jasmine?”


She shook her head, to rid that scene from her memory.


“Jasmine?”


Those days—well over twenty years ago—had been far from her consciousness. But for almost a week now, these little images kept creeping up.


Why now? There was no reason to think about that long ago time. She was far away from those days.


“Are you listening to me?”


It took a moment for her husband’s face to come back into focus. “Huh?”


“Where did you go?”




Pulling the sheet to her bare chest, she blinked, making sure the memory was gone. “I was thinking about what you said.”


“I wasn’t talking about you preaching. I want you to know everything that’s going on so that you could have my back if I’m not there.” He took her hand. “I really need you.”


She tucked away all thoughts of her past. “I got you, babe. Always.” It was time to go after her Valentine’s Day gift. “Now, I have some news. Malik…he wants me to take a leave of absence,” she lied.


“Why?”


“He thinks I’m going to be distracted. Especially after what he saw in that meeting the other day. He said I should keep my focus on you and Dad.”


Slowly, Hosea nodded. “Your godbrother is a good man.”


“He is, but Hosea, this time I don’t feel good about taking my salary. He paid me the whole time we were in Los Angeles, and now…well, I don’t want to take advantage that way. But—” She stopped, knowing that was enough.


He said, “I don’t want you to take advantage of him, either.” He paused, inhaled a deep breath. “Okay, I’ll tell the board that I need to draw a salary.”


“Thank you, babe.” She hugged him; she’d forgotten to tell Malik how much she wanted, but she knew her godbrother would hook it up.


Finally! She was on her way to being the fabulous first lady of City of Lights at Riverside Church.


She couldn’t wait until Sunday.















ELEVEN







JASMINE PUSHED THE DOOR OPEN, but her smile turned upside down when she stepped into the hospital room.


“What are you doing here?” she asked, her tone without a tinge of warmth.


“That’s no way to greet a friend.” Pastor Wyatt held his arms wide, as if to welcome her.


Jasmine crossed her arms. “Where’s my husband?”


The associate pastor shrugged. “I just got here, and the room was empty, except for”—he turned and looked at Reverend Bush—“our good reverend here.”


Jasmine frowned, not liking the way he said that. With her eyes still on Wyatt, she stepped to the bed, checked every single machine and all the tubes that were keeping Reverend Bush alive. Satisfied that the man hadn’t killed her father-in-law, she turned toward the door.


“Wait,” Pastor Wyatt called her, but she kept moving, ignoring him. “Jasmine, come on. Don’t make me chase you.”


Those words made her whip around. For a moment, she had to hold her breath as he swaggered toward her. Pastor Wyatt was truly a fine specimen of a man. That had been her thought the first time she had seen him.




Jasmine had been holding Hosea’s hand when she met Pastor Wyatt at last year’s reception, but when the man parted his lips and smiled with that deep dimple, she’d had to remind herself that he was married, she was married and she didn’t do that cheating thing anymore. But if she did, he would be the one.


In the year that had passed, he still made her wonder what it would be like to feel his lips on her. To feel his hands all over her. To feel the weight of him on top of her. Even though there wasn’t a single thing—outside of his movie-star looks—that she liked about him, she couldn’t deny the electricity that surged between them whenever they shared the same space.


“Thanks for stopping,” he said. “I didn’t feel like chasing you down the hall. Although”—he took a step closer to her—“I would have if you made me.”


Jasmine took a step back, crossed her arms. “What is it that you want, Pastor Wyatt?”


“Why don’t you call me Eugene?”


“I’m fine with Pastor Wyatt.”


His lips slowly spread into one of his cool smiles. “That’s too formal for friends.”


“We’re not friends.”


“Not yet.”


“Look,” she said, blowing out a breath, “if you don’t have anything else, I’m going to find my husband.” She turned away.


“If I were your husband, I’d be looking for you.”


Spinning back around, she asked, “Why are you flirting with me?”


He grinned and held up his hands like he was innocent.


This time, she was the one who stepped closer, but he didn’t back away. With just a breath between them, he smiled, but she didn’t.


“I don’t like the way you talk to me.”


One of his eyebrows shot up slightly. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”


“I think you do, and I’m not having it anymore. The next time you say something inappropriate, I’m going to tell my husband.” She paused, thought about Enid, said, “Or maybe I’ll just tell your wife.”


That made him step back. He laughed, but Jasmine could tell that the shot she’d taken had landed.


“Look,” he touched her arm lightly as he directed her away from the ears of the nurses standing at their station. “I’m not trying to make trouble. I wanted to talk to you about your husband and his quest to be pastor. Why does he want it so bad?”


Jasmine frowned. “Because that’s what his father wants.”


“That letter was a mistake,” he said, his voice rising, a little. “The church is my territory.”


Now it was his tone that made Jasmine step back a bit. “I wasn’t aware the church was anyone’s territory. I thought it all belonged to God.”


“To God and to me.” Her widened eyes made him soften his tone. “I’m just sayin’ that City of Lights means a lot to me. I moved to New York with the expectation that I’d be taking over one day.”


“I don’t know what to tell you.”


After a moment, he said, “You know, being a pastor’s wife isn’t easy. No matter how clean you are, there’s always something that could come out.”


She frowned. “What does that mean?”


He shrugged. “It’s not an easy life, but it’s what my wife and I have been called to do.”


Jasmine searched his face, trying to see his true thoughts. Then, “I’m going to find my husband.”


“And when you find him, talk to him,” he said. Even though she was walking away, he added, “Hosea may not realize it yet, but sitting in his father’s chair is a big job, too big for him.” Before the elevator doors closed the last thing she heard was, “I wouldn’t want you to have any regrets.”


 


It took her almost fifteen minutes to find him, but when she saw Hosea, sitting at the cafeteria table, with his eyes staring into a cup of coffee, she knew something was wrong.


She slid onto the bench next to him. “Hey, babe.”


He looked up with glassy eyes.


She had to remind herself that she’d just seen Reverend Bush—and he was alive. But the way Hosea looked still made her heart strike hard against her chest. “What’s wrong?”


“They’ve got to operate,” he said softly.


“For what?”


“Doctor Lewis said that Pops has been intubated for two weeks, and they don’t like to keep people with a tube down their throat for that long, so”—he took a deep breath—“now they have to put in a tracheostomy tube.”


“What’s that?”


She could see his thoughts as his face contorted. “They’re going to cut a hole in his throat and then put a tube in to go to the trachea.”


The image of that made her want to run to the restroom. But she pushed the picture in her mind aside and lifted Hosea’s hand to her mouth. She kissed his fingers before she said, “That doesn’t sound too bad.”


For the first time, he looked directly at her. Shook his head and smiled a little. “You’re not a good liar.”


“What I should have said was, I’m sure the doctors know what they’re doing. Some of the best in the country are here.”


He nodded and glanced at his watch. “Doctor Lewis said that she’d have the papers for me to sign. They should be ready.” He stood. “But I want to go to Pops’s room and pray first.” Taking Jasmine’s hand, he pulled her up.




All right, she thought as they walked shoulder to shoulder through the halls. This was not what she’d expected today, but she had no doubt that Reverend Bush would make it through fine. They just had to do what they always did—they had to get back to that room and pray.















TWELVE







THE TALL WHITE FELT HAT was trimmed with lace and pearls and felt a bit heavy, but since it perfectly matched the two-piece form-fitting suit with bell sleeves, Jasmine wasn’t about to take it off. Hats had never been her thing. Neither were calf-length skirts. But she was a first lady now.


Holding on to Brother Hill’s arm as she stepped through the door from the back offices, she glided into the sanctuary as if she were royalty. She tugged a bit at the waist of the skirt, deciding it needed to be a tad shorter to better display two of her best assets.


The suit was dazzling—a bright white silk that almost glowed in the sunlight. It was a bit thin for the thirty-something February temperature, but Jasmine didn’t care. She’d ignored the personal shopper at Saks who told her, “This is a fabulous summer suit.”


Fabulous was her focus. This was a spectacular outfit for her debut.


Jasmine pretended that she didn’t notice Brother Hill’s scowl as he led her to her seat. She wanted to tell him to straighten up and get right, but she only smiled. No one would know that she couldn’t stand him as much as he couldn’t stand her. Her parishioners would see only class and grace and elegance when they looked at her.


It had been Hosea’s idea that his godfather escort her into the sanctuary. She’d wanted to walk out with her husband, but he’d told her that was inappropriate. At first, she wasn’t happy. If she came out too early, would there be enough people to see her entrance?


But it had worked out fine; the sanctuary was already full, and she could feel the heat of the stares as she stood in her place—the first pew, the first seat, the seat of honor.


The praise team was rocking “Glory, Hallelujah!” when Hosea ambled in slowly, with Pastor Wyatt following. It was Pastor Wyatt who looked at her and smiled, as if he hadn’t threatened her yesterday.


But Jasmine’s thoughts were not on that man. Instead, she was staring at Hosea—wearing the long burgundy robe that she’d seen his father wear only on special occasions, like funerals.


While the singing continued, Hosea knelt in front of the chair where his father always sat.


A lump crawled up her throat as she watched her husband pray.


I should have spent more time with him this morning.


But the hours before church had been hectic—it took a lot to prepare for her debut. And it wasn’t just about her—there was Jacqueline, too. She’d had to oversee every detail of her daughter’s dressing—from her white patent-leather Mary Janes to the white faux-fur hat. There had been little time for Hosea.


Through the recognition of visitors and announcements, Jasmine kept her focus on her husband. But his eyes stayed lowered, as if he was still in prayer. So from where she sat, she joined him—and prayed to God to give her husband strength and wisdom, the two things he always asked for whenever they prayed together.




Then the moment came. Hosea stood; Jasmine inhaled a deep breath and didn’t let it go.


“It is with an incredible mixture of joy and pain that I stand here today.” His voice was low, but strong. “The joy is that I get to speak about the love I have for my heavenly Father; the pain is that my earthly father still sleeps in a coma, in a battle for his life. And I have to admit, church family, there is more than a bit of fear inside my heart.”


When he paused, someone yelled out, “Take your time, baby.”


Jasmine recognized Sister Pearline’s voice.


“But fear doesn’t come from God, so I’m able to walk through it and do what He asks, no matter what.”


“That’s right,” many shouted.


“I am able to be obedient,” Hosea said, “and that is what I want to talk about today, saints. Obedience. I want to talk about the audacity to obey.”


Strong “Amens” rang through the church, and Jasmine finally exhaled.


He continued, “I am here today because I have the audacity to obey. But I am not the first, nor am I alone. This book,” he held up his Bible, “is chock-full of people who dared to believe God and obey. Take a look at Noah. He had the audacity to build a boat on dry land. It made no sense; the earth had never seen rain. But he had audacity.”


“Preach!” a voice called out.


“And then there was Abraham,” Hosea said, his volume rising.


He dabbed at his forehead with his handkerchief, and Jasmine shifted in her seat. He was heating up, and the thought took her back to their home, to their bed. She loved to see him sweat.


“Now you know Abraham had audacity.” Hosea waved his handkerchief in the air. “God told him to take his son up for a sacrifice. And do you know what he did?”




In unison, many shouted, “He obeyed.”


“That’s right.” Hosea stomped one foot. “He took Isaac straight up the mountaintop. He didn’t have a Plan B. All he had was Plan G—God’s plan. And do you know what else he had?”


“Audacity,” the parishioners shouted.


It was hard for Jasmine to hear any more of Hosea’s words. All she could do was take deep breaths as his skin began to shine. All she could think about was last Wednesday when his skin had glistened that way—as they lay together in the Arlington Hotel.


She crossed her legs, tried to hold back the stirring she felt inside. Tried to focus on his words and not think about what his lips could do.


He said, “And dare I talk about the prophet after whom I am named. Let’s talk about Hosea. Y’all know what God told him.”


Jasmine’s between-the-sheets thoughts stopped right there. If there was any part of the Bible she knew, it was the Book of Hosea.


He said, “God told the prophet Hosea to go marry that ho. Go marry Gomer.”


The congregation roared with laughter.


From across the aisle, Mrs. Whittingham took a quick glance at Jasmine before she yelled out, “That’s right!”


Jasmine sat straight up and frowned.


He said, “Now you know everybody in Hosea’s town was dissin’ him. Asking what kind of fool was he?”


More laughter rolled through the church, but not a bit of it came from Jasmine.


Hosea kept it up. “You know they were tellin’ him to get rid of that no-good woman.”


“That’s right!” Brother Hill yelled out.


Jasmine sat stiff, arms folded, lips pressed together.


“I’m telling you, they probably came up with new names for dumb just for my man Hosea.”


People were buckled over with laughter.


Okay, Hosea. We get it! She shot a look at her husband that was meant to burn.


“Now, y’all know that story has nothing to do with me.” For the first time, he glanced at Jasmine and sent her a smile. But she didn’t smile back.


As the laughter simmered to chuckles, he continued, “My point is, even when people were telling him not to do it, Hosea had the audacity to obey God. And that is why I’m here. It was my father’s wish that I stand in his place if anything were ever to happen.”


The sanctuary was quiet now.


He said, “I have no doubt that my father’s desires were not personal.”


This time, it was Pastor Wyatt who twisted.


“If my father wanted me here, it was because he had a directive from God. My father obeyed. And like my father, I am here because I, too, have the audacity to do what doesn’t make sense.


“So saints, this word today is to assure you that City of Lights will continue. My prayer and my expectation is that my father will recover soon.”


“Amen,” some shouted.


“Hallelujah,” came from many others.


The congregation stood, waving their hands and their Bibles. Saying their own prayers for Reverend Bush. Sending up their own praises to God.


Long minutes passed before the church settled so that Hosea could continue.


“In closing, you should know that I am committed to anything that God, my heavenly father, and Samuel Bush, my earthly father wants. I will stay here until my father comes back, and trust me, he will be back. I have the audacity to believe and the audacity to obey.”




They were standing again as Hosea moved back to his chair. He wiped his forehead with the handkerchief and nodded, silently thanking the still-standing, still-praying, still-praising congregation. Finally, he glanced at Jasmine.


She stood, too. Clapping like the others. When their eyes met, with two fingers he tapped the spot on his chest that covered his heart, then blew her a kiss. And in that instant, Jasmine melted. She tossed aside the plans she had to tell him that she wasn’t pleased with his sermon.


Because in that instant, all was forgiven, and all she felt was his love.















THIRTEEN







THIS WAS IT. ANOTHER MOMENT Jasmine pressed her shoulders back, held her head as high as she could underneath the weight of her hat, and then tried not to shift too much from one leg to the other. She had to go to the bathroom bad, but she wasn’t about to miss one minute of standing by her husband’s side.


She took hold of Hosea’s hand, but not a second passed before he let her loose to greet the first parishioner.


“Hosea! Oh, excuse me, I mean ‘Pastor.’” Sister Pearline wobbled toward them, balancing her eighty-year-old legs on a cane that looked to be as old as she was. “I’ve watched you since you were a little boy, but I’m telling you, that sermon was almost as good as any your father ever gave; God bless that man.”


“Thank you, Sister Pearline, but I have a long way to go before I’m anywhere near my dad.”


The woman turned to Jasmine. “How’re you, baby?”


She smiled, but as Jasmine leaned in for a hug, she heard a voice that made her stand straight up.


“I think you’re pretty close to your dad right now.” Those words came from another woman, a much younger woman, somewhere in her thirties, around Hosea’s age.


Jasmine’s smile turned upside down as her eyes rolled down, then back up the woman’s slender frame. She’d seen her before, with her fiery red hair weave that was twisted in long curls down her back. Jasmine had never cared for the way the woman always waltzed down the center aisle a half hour after church started, pushing her way to the front, in too-short, bright-colored skirts and too-tight, cleavage-raising tops, as if she was the center of the world. She even suspected that this woman had her eyes on Reverend Bush—as if he would ever be interested in a hoochie like her.


But if Jasmine wasn’t feeling her before, she definitely didn’t like her now. Especially not the way she stuck the deep V of her purple skin-tight sweater underneath Hosea’s nose.


“I think you’re just like your dad,” the red-haired girl said, taking Hosea’s hand. “Only you’re younger. And better.”


Jasmine’s frown deepened. Why did this woman’s chest shimmy with every word she spoke?


Hosea smiled. “How are you, Nikki?”


“Ah, you remembered.”


“How could I forget?”


Forget what? Jasmine pushed her hand in between her husband’s and Nikki’s. “I’m Mrs. Bush,” she said.


This time it was the woman who looked Jasmine up and down and when, after her perusal, she grinned, Jasmine wanted to ask her what was so funny.


“I know who you are,” Nikki said, and then looked back to Hosea. “That was a great sermon. Especially the part about the prophet, Hosea, and his whore.”


Oh, no she didn’t.


But before Jasmine could move to take off her hat and her earrings, the next woman stepped up.


After another, then another, and yet another woman pressed her hands against his hands and her lips against his face, Jasmine turned to get a look of when all of this would end. But the reception line—filled with women—stretched long. Women of all sizes, every shape. Some standing next to a man. Most standing alone. Twenty-somethings, thirty-somethings, forty-, fifty-, even sixty-and seventy-somethings. Every one of them waiting to spend personal moments with her husband.


Jasmine had never paid any kind of attention to the women in the church. Sure, she noticed their demure smiles and cutesy waves as she and Hosea walked across the parking lot on Sundays. But not one woman had ever stepped to him the way they were doing today. As if wearing that burgundy robe had turned him into a lure for all of these female leeches.


“I wanted to pay my respects, Pastor.” The next woman in line leaned in and pretended to aim for Hosea’s cheek. “Oops,” the woman giggled when her lips made contact with his.


Flashback!


Jasmine’s fingers curled into a fist. But before she could take a swing, another female was in his face.


“You have certainly grown up.” This time it was a gray-haired woman smiling and stroking his hand.


When the woman, who had to be almost twice his age, stood as if she planned on having a long conversation, Jasmine said, “Uh, honey. There’re other people waiting.”


The woman’s blue-shadowed eyes rolled, and she stayed as if she didn’t plan to move. But this time, Jasmine didn’t have to do a thing. The next woman in line pushed the older woman out of the way.


“Oh, Pastor!”


And Jasmine thought, What a ridiculous hat! There were so many feathers on the golden apparatus the woman wore that Jasmine was sure the hat and the woman would take flight at any moment.


The feather-wearing woman said, “I was hoping, Pastor, that you could take some time…and pray with me.” She lowered her eyes and jiggled her cleavage as if it was her chest that needed prayer. “I could come by your office tomorrow—”




“Why don’t you call Sister Whittingham,” Hosea said. “We’ll have the Intercessory Prayer team lift you up every day this week.”


“Well, actually, what I need is personal—”


Before she could finish, Jasmine said, “Next,” and, with her hip, shoved the woman out of the way.


It seemed as if an hour passed before all of the kissing and stroking and jiggling was over. And when there was no one left standing, Jasmine waited until Brother Hill escorted Hosea to his office before she dashed into the restroom.


Inside the stall, she breathed with relief and rested on the seat for a moment before she heard the door swing open.


“Did you see that stupid hat?”


The response, “I couldn’t believe it. Country! That woman ain’t nothin’ but country.”


“Not just country, girl, a country-bama for real.”


When they laughed, Jasmine wanted to join them. She knew who they were talking about: that woman in that ridiculous feathered contraption.


“And wearing white in February. How country is that?”


More laughter, and Jasmine slowly rose from the seat.


The chatter continued. “She ain’t never had no class. Was nothing but a Jezebel when Pastor met her.”


“And not a thing has changed.”


“I will never understand why he married her, but why did he stay married after he found out about the baby?”


“It don’t make no sense. Especially when he has so many women to choose from right here in the church. Including me!”


“Girl, I saw you pushing up on Pastor. But you better recognize—he’s married.”


“And how long do you think that’s going to last?”


“I’d say forever,” Jasmine spoke through the closed door, and imagined their shocked looks. She waited a couple of beats, letting them stew, before she showed her face.




Their eyes were opened as wide as their mouths as she moved toward the women—her eyes on the one in the yellow-feathered device. The one who had asked for special prayer and was about to need it for real.


The two stood frozen until Jasmine was right in front of them. And then, they parted like the Red Sea, giving Jasmine a clear path to the sink.


Not a word was spoken as Jasmine turned on the water, and while she washed, she stared down the women through the mirror. Still they stood, still as stone.


When Jasmine reached for a hand towel, the woman in the yellow hat found enough nerve to stutter, “Ah…M-mrs. Bush…”


Drying her hands, Jasmine said, “You don’t have to apologize.”


The one no taller than a third-grader smiled as if she’d been forgiven. “We didn’t mean nothin’, Mrs. Bush. We were playin’. Just girls talkin’. You know?”


“Oh, I know that.” Jasmine dried her hands. “You had to be playin’, ’cause I know there’s no one crazy enough in this church to mess with me.”


Only Jasmine laughed.


“You’re right, Mrs. Bush,” the short one said.


Jasmine held up her hand. “Don’t call me that. My husband is the senior pastor; you should be addressing me as ‘First Lady.’”


The women looked at each other before they said, “Okay.”


Jasmine took two steps toward the door, then turned back. “Change that. Forget about First Lady. Call me Lady…Lady Jasmine.”


She didn’t think it was possible for their mouths to open wider than before—but she was wrong. Jasmine spun around and left them standing in the bathroom.


In the hallway, she lifted the hat from her head. She sighed with a bit of embarrassment, but more with relief—that thing was giving her a headache. It was clear—hats weren’t going to be her thing.


Tucking the almost ten-pound apparatus underneath her arm, she marched proudly to her husband’s office.


 


Jasmine held Jacqueline’s hand as they walked down the long hallway of the left wing of City of Lights, which housed the children’s church. As Jacqueline tottered beside her, Jasmine couldn’t stop thinking about the women in the bathroom. She’d never been one to care much about what others thought, but somehow those words hurt. Because it wasn’t just about her anymore. Everything she said, wore, or did reflected on Hosea. She couldn’t make any mistakes.


White in February?


Those women had laughed, as if someone wearing white in February was the dumbest thing they’d ever seen. What was wrong with that? In L.A., everyone wore white any time they wanted. But this was New York, and maybe she needed help. Maybe she needed a fashion coordinator who could turn her into a true fashionista. She’d get working on that tomorrow.


She looked down at Jacqueline moving merrily beside her, still wearing her fur hat. When she found her fashion consultant, Jacqueline would be her client, too.


The moment she and Jacqueline stepped from the building, her daughter tore away from her and broke into a toddler run.


“Daddy!” she exclaimed, already spotting her father.


Jasmine wanted to tell her daughter to be careful, but all of her attention was on their SUV. And the long, lean frame of the woman perched on the hood like she was posing for an ad. It took only seconds for Jasmine to measure her—the expensive knit suit, the smartly spiked hair, the flawlessly applied makeup. The woman slid off their car when Hosea lifted Jacqueline into his arms.




He kissed Jacqueline’s cheek and then did the same to Jasmine. “Darlin’, I want you to meet an old friend.”


Jasmine sighed. Another one? All of her husband’s too many old female friends were making her sick. And she planned to tell him that the moment they were alone.


The woman extended her hand and her smile. “I’m Roxie Willis.” Jasmine still wasn’t feeling her until she added, “It’s so nice to meet you, First Lady.”


Now Jasmine returned her smile.


When Roxie said, “You must be Jacquie,” and then squeezed her daughter’s hand, Jacqueline giggled.


Jasmine relaxed, a little. Her daughter was the best barometer, and if she liked Roxie, then the woman had to be okay.


“Reverend Bush has told me so much about the two of you…well, the three of you,” she said to Jasmine. “I haven’t seen Hosea in years, but I wanted to drop by this morning to support both of you. I’m so sorry to hear about your father-inlaw.”


It was the first time someone offered condolences straight to her, and Jasmine warmed to this woman more. Roxie understood her place as Hosea’s wife.


“Thank you,” Jasmine said, putting as much grief into her voice as she could. “We’re all still prayerful.”


Roxie nodded.


Jasmine said, “You’re not a member here?”


“No, I’m at First Faith Chapel. But who knows, I might start coming here now.”


It was the way she looked at Hosea that tore away every single one of those good feelings Jasmine had for her.


“Listen,” Roxie began as she searched through her purse, “I’m going to let you guys get going, but First Lady, let me give you my card.”


Jasmine took a quick glance at the simple linen card embossed with Roxie’s name and number.




Roxie said, “I don’t have much to do these days, and I know you’re going to need some help. I might make a good armor bearer.”


“Roxie,” Hosea began with cheer in his voice, “I can’t believe you’d offer to do that. That would be great.”


“Yeah,” Jasmine added, even though she had no idea what an armor bearer was.


“So give me a call,” Roxie said to Jasmine. “We can do lunch and talk about it.” Then, before she stepped away, she rested her hand on Hosea’s arm and winked. “I’ll catch up with you later.”


If Hosea hadn’t been standing there, she would have torn Roxie’s card into a dozen pieces right in front of her face.


What was with these women? They had all but ruined her debut.


Roxie strutted away, and even Jasmine had to take notice how the knit of her dress hugged her ample behind. She turned to Hosea, and when she saw that his eyes were where hers had been, she snatched Jacqueline from his arms.


“Hey,” he said, coming out of his trance, “I was gonna strap her in.”


“I’ll do it. You seem busy.”


“Nah, nah, I wasn’t busy,” he said, before he took a final glance Roxie’s way. He held the door open for Jasmine to slip into the car and ignored her when she rolled her eyes.


Turning on the ignition, he asked, “Wasn’t that nice of Roxie?”


“Who is she, Hosea?”


A small sigh and a slight nod, as if he understood her jealousy. As if he felt responsible for it. “She’s an old friend, Jasmine,” he said, his voice filled with patience.


“Seems like you have a lot of those.”


“I do, but,” he reached for her hand, “I have only one wife. There’s only one woman I love.”


She wanted to slap him away, but how could she after that? So she squeezed his hand, letting him know that it was all forgiven—for now.


“Anyway,” he said as he backed the SUV out of the parking space, “Roxie is one woman you’d never have to worry about. She’s not hardly interested in me. She has quite a life.”


“What life? She said she didn’t have much to do.”


“Well, she may not have a nine-to-five, but believe me, her hands are full. Her husband passed away while we were in L.A.—Reverend Willis, remember him? He was one of Pops’s mentors.”


“Oh, yeah. She was married to him?”


Hosea nodded. “She was his third wife and thirty years younger. But Roxie seems to be doing all right. I guess it helps that Reverend Willis left her quite a wealthy woman.”


Jasmine’s eyebrows rose at the mention of money. “How wealthy?”


He shrugged. “I don’t know. The rumors say several million.”


“Wow!”


“But it hasn’t been all good. His grown children have been fighting her for the money. So I guess she’s looking for something to do to get away from the church, his seven children, and the two ex-wives for a little while. I think it would be great if you worked with her.”


“She wants to be an armor bearer,” Jasmine said, still not having a clue.


“Like your right-hand person. An assistant. Like Brother Hill is for Pops. She’d help you out, teach you a couple of things about the church, look out for you as you wade through all of this stuff.”


She nodded, but didn’t say a word. Her husband may have thought it was a good idea, but she knew it wasn’t. There was something about that woman—her smile was too wide, her hands were too warm, she was too gracious. And she was definitely too attractive to be trusted.


“Make sure you call her,” he said.


“I will,” she lied.


A million years would pass before she did that. She didn’t want the woman as her friend or her armor bearer. All she wanted was for Roxie to have the good sense to stay far, far away from her husband.


Because she didn’t feel like having any more flashbacks.















FOURTEEN







IN HER LIFETIME, JASMINE HAD intercepted plenty of telephone calls. But today was an accident—good fortune, really. She’d been passing by Mrs. Whittingham’s desk when the telephone rang. She picked it up. And now she was talking to Bishop Henry Bailey, the most renowned pastor in the city.


Jasmine leaned back in the overstuffed chair on wheels that Mrs. Whittingham thought was her throne.


“So what do you think, Bishop Bailey? I would love to stand in for my husband.”


In the pause that followed, Jasmine recalled how this conversation started. How she introduced herself to the bishop as Hosea’s wife. How the bishop had been thrilled to meet her. How he’d asked about Reverend Bush and then went on to explain the reason for his call—to invite Hosea to attend the annual Mayors and Ministers luncheon, which was limited to neither mayors nor ministers, but included the rich and powerful in the tristate area. Jasmine had a been-there-done-that attitude about the rich, but she rarely had the chance to mingle with the powerful. So after she told Bishop Bailey that she doubted if Hosea would want to leave his father’s side on Saturday, she’d offered herself instead.




“Well, you know what, Mrs. Bush,” Bishop Bailey began after his long pause, “that might not be such a bad idea. I know there will be many who will be glad to see you…”


Jasmine’s grin widened.


He finished, “Because they’ll want to know what’s going on with Reverend Bush.”


Okay, so this wasn’t really about her.


“Maybe I’ll have you get up and say a few words. Yeah!” The bishop warmed to the idea. “I’ll make sure you’re on the program.”


Jasmine jotted down the details and ended the call with more pleasantries, more thank-yous, more promises to keep the bishop posted on any change in the reverend’s condition between now and the luncheon on Saturday.


With a smile, Jasmine hung up, leaned back in the chair, and imagined herself in front of the five hundred or so attendees of the two-hundred-dollar-a-plate mixer. But as she settled into the thought of standing on that stage, she heard the cackle, “What are you doing?”


Startled, Jasmine toppled, her feet left the floor, and the chair rolled back, banging into the wall. “Ouch!” she yelled as she hit her head.


But the pain on Jasmine’s face did nothing for Mrs. Whittingham. She stood with her hands on her wide hips and flames in her eyes. “What are you doing at my desk?” she asked, her voice sounding like there was a man rising up inside of her.


Still rubbing her head, Jasmine stood. “The phone was ringing and—”


“Stay away from my area,” she growled, as she pushed Jasmine aside to inspect the chair for damage.


Jasmine rolled her eyes. The woman didn’t even care that she might have a concussion. She spun around and marched toward her office, not giving another thought to Mrs. Whittingham. And even though her head still throbbed, Jasmine was past her pain. Her focus was entirely on the luncheon. And who she would meet. And what she would say. And how she would dress.


Yesterday had been her debut at church, but Saturday would be her unveiling to the most important people in New York, New Jersey, and Connecticut.


Being the first lady was paying off already.















FIFTEEN







NO ONE FROM THE MEDIA had the courtesy to call her back!


Not the New York Post, not the Daily News, not the New York Times. She’d placed a call to the Wall Street Journal and the local TV and radio stations, and even sent a press package to Oprah! But after two weeks and a dozen messages, not one journalist (or Oprah) seemed interested in meeting the fabulous new first lady.


That’s why Jasmine decided to take destiny into her own hands—and go to the people who would listen. She prepared a press package and article for Gospel Today and Christian News. Surely, sophisticated church folks would want to read about the influence first ladies had on American culture.


She was so into writing her article that she didn’t hear the first knock on her door. Nor the second. It wasn’t until she heard the raspy cough that she looked up.


Mrs. Whittingham stood in the doorway, her face masked in a deep scowl adding dozens of creases to her already-wrinkled forehead.


Every time they’d passed each other since yesterday, Mrs. Whittingham had glared at her. As if that was Jasmine’s punishment for being at the woman’s desk. As if she even cared.




Mrs. Whittingham’s lips hardly moved when she spoke. “Hosea’s finishing up that conference call with the doctors, and he wants you to join him.”


“On the call?”


Mrs. Whittingham shook her head, and her face bunched into an even deeper frown as if the next words pained her. “He wants you to join him for a meeting with Jerome Viceroy.”


The woman turned away, but Jasmine called her back. “I have something for you.” She grabbed the papers she’d typed earlier. “Here’s the church bulletin for Sunday.”


Now there were hundreds of lines in Mrs. Whittingham’s forehead. “What are you talking about? I do the bulletin.”


“I wanted to bring the bulletin into the twenty-first century. So I’ll be working on it from now on.”


Mrs. Whittingham poked out her lips as she read through the pages. And when her eyes stopped moving and her eyebrows rose, Jasmine knew exactly what part she was reading.


She said, “You want this to go inside the bulletin?”


Jasmine crossed her arms. “Yeah!” she said with a what-about-it attitude.


Mrs. Whittingham read the words out loud: “Mrs. Jasmine Larson Bush, the first lady of City of Lights at Riverside Church, will now be referred to as Lady Jasmine.” She shook her head, as if she thought those words had been written by a fool. “You want this to go into the church bulletin?” she repeated.


Saying nothing, Jasmine stared her down until Mrs. Whittingham walked away.


Alone, Jasmine sighed, the weight of working with that woman was becoming too much. It was always so difficult to find good people. But there was not a thing she could do about Mrs. Whittingham. She was a fixture in this church—like the old pipe organ that still sat in the sanctuary, even though it hadn’t been played in a year’s worth of Sundays.


Jasmine straightened the silver frame of the picture of Hosea, Jacqueline, and her taken last Christmas. She’d brought the photo in to put atop her desk this morning, hoping to make Mae Frances’s office feel a bit more like her own. She didn’t plan to move too many things around, though, because her friend had reminded her that this space was hers.


“Remember,” Mae Frances had begun brusquely when Jasmine told her this morning that she was moving in, “that office belongs to me, and when the good reverend and I get back there, we have a lot of work to do.”


Stepping away from the desk, she took a quick glance around. This space was much smaller than the one she had at Rio. And the cherrywood furniture was far from the modern glass-and-chrome pieces that she was used to.


But this room—with its one shelved wall stuffed with Bibles and Christian commentaries, with its tiny, single window that faced the parking lot, with its industrial gray carpet—felt so much like home. Maybe it was because here, she was closer to Hosea. Or maybe it was because here, she was closer to God. Whatever…being here made her happy.


She grabbed a pad before she marched down the hall. Hosea was still on the phone, but he motioned for her to come in; it wasn’t until she stepped inside that she noticed Jerome Viceroy already sitting on the sofa.


He stood up, dressed, as always, in one of his trademark suits. Today it was brown with gold stripes. He licked his lips. “How are you, First Lady?”


She smiled when he called her that. Jerome Viceroy had never been a man whom she liked much—he seemed too smooth (in a throwback-to-the-eighties kind of way). But if he started calling her Lady Jasmine, then the two would become great friends.


A moment later, Hosea joined them.


“Sorry to keep you waiting.” He shook Jerome’s hand, then motioned for Jasmine to sit next to him.


They’d barely sat when Jerome said, “I wanted to tell you, Pastor, that was some sermon you gave Sunday.”


“Thank you.”


“Hallelujah, thank you, Jesus,” Jerome said. “After listening to you, I knew I’d done the right thing. It’s a new day at City of Lights.”


On one accord, Hosea and Jasmine frowned.


Jerome continued, “Yes, Jesus. Giving my approval in the board meeting so that you could become the senior pastor, that was the right thing to do, Amen!”


Jasmine wondered why her husband didn’t remind the good councilman that his approval had not been needed.


But Hosea just sat. And smiled. And waited.


“Honestly”—Jerome leaned forward and lowered his voice—“I was glad to hear about your father’s letter.” He held his hand in the air as if he was about to testify. “Because, frankly, Wyatt…” He bowed his head like he was about to pray. “I don’t know about that man and his wife. You know, I heard their marriage is one of convenience and—”


Jasmine moved to the edge of her seat, but before Jerome could add another word, Hosea stopped him. “Now, Brother Viceroy, we don’t need that kind of talk.”


With eyes wide with innocence, he said, “Pastor, this isn’t gossip—glory to God. But sometimes it’s important to know what’s being said in the streets.”


“If my father listened to the streets, you wouldn’t be here.”


Jasmine moved to give Hosea a high five, but then she remembered where she was and sat back in her chair.


The smile that had been on the edge of Jerome’s lips faded. “Everything that’s ever been said about me…it’s lies, all lies, in the name of Jesus.”


Jasmine wanted to move her chair several feet away before lightning struck them all. Even she never told a lie in the name of Jesus!


And anyway, Jerome Viceroy needed to quit. The eight-term city councilman moved from one political scandal to another. Extortion. Tax evasion. Money laundering. He’d been charged with all of that and more.


The thing was, Jerome Viceroy had earned his nickname as the Teflon Man. Not one charge had ever held. And after every dismissal, Jerome had been able to stand on the court steps, in front of television cameras, and declare that, “Once again, the government’s vast conspiracy to bring down another God-fearing black man has failed! Hallelujah!”


But game recognized game, and even though Jasmine and Jerome played different sports, Jasmine knew this man was a liar and a cheat. She suspected the people of his district knew what Jerome was, too. But that didn’t stop them from voting for him one election after another.


Jerome would tell anyone who would listen, “I got Harlem on lock!” And those words were true, because many of his constituents understood that sometimes it took someone who was smooth, someone with game, someone who could make moves to bring changes they needed in their neighborhoods.


“Every single thing that has ever been said about me is a lie,” Jerome repeated, as if saying it twice would make it true.


“Well, that’s why my father never removed you from the board, Jerome. Nothing’s ever been proven. And in this country and this church, you’re innocent until someone can prove otherwise.”


“No one will ever be able to prove otherwise, Pastor. I’m a man of God, thank you, Jesus. I walk the straight and narrow. I—”


“Jerome,” Hosea looked at his watch, “I’d like to get to the hospital before dark.”


Jasmine giggled—it wasn’t even noon.


“So…” Hosea motioned for the councilman to get on with his business.


“Oh, yes, well.” Jerome pulled a folder from the Louis Vuitton messenger bag he carried. “I’m sure you’ve heard all about this.” He handed Hosea a thick binder. Jasmine scooted her chair closer to her husband’s.


Hosea read the cover, “The Harlem Redevelopment Project. Yes, everyone knows what’s going on up here.”


Jerome frowned a little. “So your father talked to you about this?”


“Not extensively.”


“Thank you, Jesus!” Jerome’s smile was back, as if he was relieved.


Thank you, Jesus? Jasmine frowned.


Hosea continued, “The only thing my father told me was that he wasn’t interested.”


Jerome shook his head so hard that Jasmine was sure his 1980s jheri curls were going to fall straight out of his hair. “No, that’s not true. We were supposed to get together today to discuss this some more. Your father would have never said no to me, because a no to me is a no to Harlem. And your father would never say no to Harlem. Look at the plans,” he said, motioning toward the book Hosea held.


As Hosea flipped through the pages, Jerome kept talking. “Let me get to the bottom line—the developers want this church. City of Lights is right in the middle of the developers’ plans. So here’s the thing.” He grinned. “What they’re willing to pay for City of Lights,” he raised one hand with his forefinger and pinky in the air like he was throwing a gang sign, “it’s stupid.”


Jasmine raised her eyebrows. “How much are they talking?”


This time he looked at her. Licked his lips. Said, “They’re not talking to you about anything.” With his chin, he motioned to Hosea. “This is business between men, praise the Lord.”


“You know what—” she began.


“Jerome,” Hosea stopped Jasmine’s words as he pulled her back down into her seat, “my wife is going to be involved in every aspect of this church’s business. You need to recognize that.”


Jerome leaned back on the sofa, crossed his legs. “I didn’t mean any disrespect. It’s just that, you know, your father and I always handled our business.”


“Like you said, it’s a new day.” Hosea paused. “But, it doesn’t really matter how much they’re offering, because I’m not interested.”


“What if I told you they’d pay,” Jerome paused, as if he were waiting for a drum roll, “eight million dollars!” He sat back and spread his lips into a grin so wide, every single one of his thirty-two teeth shined.


“That’s a lot of money.” Jasmine shifted in her seat. What would a check like that mean? Would it all go to the church, or would Hosea get a million or two or three of it as the pastor?”


“And I’m still not interested,” Hosea said.


Jerome moved to the edge of the sofa. “Okay, okay, that’s what they were talking. But I told them that they were going to have to come correct. So I know that they will go as high as”—he held up his hands—“and this is the final offer…twelve point two million!”


Jasmine’s mouth was open wide, but Hosea said, “And it’s still a no.”


“How can you say that?” It was Jerome who asked the question, but that was exactly what Jasmine was thinking.


“Look, let me get to my bottom line,” Hosea said. “I’m not going to make this kind of decision for my father.”


Jerome sat back, stared for a moment. “Can I be honest here?” He paused, licked his lips, glanced from Hosea to Jasmine, then back to Hosea. “We realize this church is important to your family. And we realize that it’s a difficult decision for you to make without your father. So what we’re, I mean, they—the developers—are willing to do is make it easier for you.”


Jasmine grinned. She knew what Jerome was talking about.




Game always recognized game.


Jerome said, “Cash…lots of it…can somehow…find its way…to you. All off the record, of course.”


Hosea and Jasmine spoke together.


“How much cash?” she asked.


“My answer is still no,” he said.


Jerome heard Jasmine. “What do you need? Whatever, we can make this happen.”


Before Jasmine could open her mouth, Hosea said, “Not a thing will be happening here.” He stood up, but Jasmine stayed in place. As if she wanted to hear more from Jerome. It wasn’t until Hosea stared her down that she jumped up.


But Jerome still sat, refusing to be dismissed. “Seems like we’re at a bit of an impasse.”


“No, we’re not,” Hosea said matter-of-factly. “Whatever has to happen in Harlem is fine with me. But City of Lights will not be part of this. At least not while my father is…in the hospital.”


Jerome’s teeth were still shining, but his tone was tight. “We don’t have time to wait. We need to make this happen now.”


Shaking his head, Hosea said, “Not going to happen on my watch.”


“Then maybe your watch needs to come to an end.”


Silence. The men stared. Neither flinched. Until Jerome said, “You need to remember that I backed you at the board meeting.”


“I appreciate that, but it was my father’s decision.”


“Things could change if, let’s say, there was another board meeting. If we forced a vote, and with your father down, who knows if that letter will hold up.”


“It’s time to end this conversation.” Now Hosea’s voice was as tense as Jerome’s.


More silence before Jerome stood. “This is not over.” He paused, as if those words were supposed to make a difference. When Hosea shrugged, Jerome grabbed his messenger bag and stomped toward the door. But before he stepped outside, he added, “I’ve done too much work, made too many promises for this to blow up.”


Hosea just shook his head.


Jerome grasped the doorknob, glanced back over his shoulder, and stared at Jasmine—a look that made her shiver.


“You’re going to regret this.” His words were for Hosea, but his eyes were still on Jasmine. “I’m going to do what I have to do.”


And then he was gone.


Hosea’s chuckle was without humor. “Can you believe that guy?”


Jasmine shook her head but didn’t say a word. Even when Hosea wrapped his arms around her, all Jasmine could do was remember the way Jerome had looked at her.


And she shivered again. Because true game always recognized true game.















SIXTEEN







EVEN THOUGH THE DUVET COVERED every part of her body, Jasmine shivered. Jerome’s words had stayed with her for the rest of the day, followed her home, and were still with her now as Hosea slept in peace next to her.


You’re going to regret this. I’m going to do what I have to do.


Jerome’s threat was meant for Hosea, but he’d been looking straight at her—as if she was his real target.


With wide eyes, she glanced at the clock. It was because of Jerome that she lay awake now at three in the morning. But it was because of the flashes of her past that she trembled in the dark.


Since this afternoon, she felt as if Jerome’s threat and her past were connected. But they couldn’t be. He couldn’t possibly know anything about those days. That time was so long ago…


Her life as a stripper.


It all began with a phone call back in ’83.


From her father.


“Jas, honey, I’m so sorry, but there’s nothing I can do.”


She had sat on the stool inside her studio apartment with the telephone pinned to her ear. “But, Daddy,” she cried, “how am I going to pay the rent? How am I going to pay for my tuition and my books?”


She imagined her father sitting at the small, round kitchen table in their Inglewood home, still in his robe, even though in better days he would have been at work by now. She could see him shaking his head, with tears in his eyes, so sorry for the fact that the savings he’d once had were now gone.


But his sorrow wasn’t enough to get her through.


“I don’t have it anymore,” he said.


Was “it” the money that she needed to finish her senior year at UCLA? Or was “it” some kind of drive—because her father never seemed to have had that. She loved her father to pieces, but he’d always disappointed her as a dad. He wasn’t anything like the fathers of her friends who attended the private school that she went to. Those men were doctors and lawyers and teachers. Her father, as hardworking as he was, was a longshoreman, and she was in the second grade when she learned she was supposed to be embarrassed by that. When the kids had laughed at him and her on Daddy Day. When they’d made fun of the man who’d shown up in his work clothes—including his plaid shirt and hard hat. Her seven-year-old classmates made it known then that she—and her family—weren’t good enough. And that had been confirmed a year later, when she’d overheard a teacher calling her “one of the scholarship students.” At the time, Jasmine wasn’t sure what a scholarship student was, but the teacher’s tone alone made her feel ashamed.


Her father spoke through those bad memories, “I’m going back to work in a few weeks, but with me working one job now, I don’t know how I can do it all.”


“Daddy…”


“I know I’ve let you down, sweetheart, but…”


He paused, so that she could say something like, “That’s all right.” But she’d been saying “That’s all right” her whole life.


She’d told him it was okay when she was in the sixth grade and she couldn’t take the class trip to San Diego. She’d told him she was fine when he didn’t have the money for her middle-school yearbook. And forget about the senior prom, or the senior trip, or her class ring.


“We just have enough for the basics and school,” she’d grown up hearing. “Because your mother and I want to give you girls the best education possible—and that includes college. We want to make sure you have the kind of future we never had.”


Well, the future was here. She had one more year, but her father was letting her down—once again.


Breaking through her lamentation, he said, “When I go back to work, I’ll be putting in as many extra hours as I can. We’ll get you through school—maybe not in one year, but you’ll be able to finish. Your mother would—” He stopped.


Just saying “your mother,” made them both sob. But as she cried for her mother, she thought about her father’s words.


Maybe not in one year, but you’ll be able to finish. How long did he expect her to wait?


“Daddy,” she said through her tears, “maybe we can get a loan.”


“Sweetheart, you know how I feel about that. And anyway, no one is going to give me any money. Even this house is tapped out because of…”


He didn’t have to finish; she sobbed even more.


“You know what this means, Jas,” her father began through his own cries.


What?


“I can’t afford that apartment anymore.”


What!


He said, “But I’ll take the bus every day so that you can take my car.” When she didn’t say anything, he added, “Really, honey, this is going to be a good thing. Your sister and I need you. Serena’s trying to be brave, but she’s only fifteen and”—another sob—“it’s going to be so hard without your mother.”


Now he cried for real. And she did, too.




It took about a minute before he gathered himself enough to talk and she collected herself enough to listen.


“So you pick a time, and Serena and I will be right there to help you pack.”


“Daddy, I’ll call you later.”


“Jasmine…”


She was still sniffing when she’d hung up. Her heart was aching for her mother; her head was hurting from her father. After all she’d been through, did he really want her to move back home? What would her friends say?


And what was worse, how was she supposed to leave Kenny alone, free to wander the whole campus without her? Kenny Larson was no longer the star running back of the UCLA football team, but the hussies still chased her boyfriend like he was about to sign a seven-figure contract in the NFL. Even though he’d been injured, Jasmine was sure Kenny was still going to be a star, and the witches who roamed the campus knew that, too. That’s why the women were always hovering, waiting for the opening so that they could step to Kenny. That’s why she had to stay close—to protect the investment that she’d had in Kenny since the eleventh grade. As far as she knew, Kenny had always been faithful. But her trust went only so far—her faith definitely didn’t go ten miles south on the freeway. If she moved back home, Jasmine knew the temptation all around campus would be too much for Kenny to bear.


Her eyes wandered around her six-hundred-square-foot efficiency apartment. This was all that her parents had been able to afford when she’d moved in at the beginning of her sophomore year. Maybe if they hadn’t stretched to pay this rent, she’d have the money to finish school. But she had to have this place—from the moment Kenny had pledged Omega Psi Phi and moved into an apartment with some of his frat brothers, she’d moved close to keep the hoochies away.


It had taken weeks of begging to convince her parents to spend some of the money they’d saved on this three-hundred-dollar-a-month studio. Her argument had nothing to do with Kenny. Instead, she played the danger card—telling them that by having her own place, she wouldn’t have to drive all the way from Westwood to Inglewood, risking her life late at night to some carjacker. That image—along with the real ones her mother had seen on TV every night—had been enough. The Coxes had been willing to ante up whatever they had to in order to keep their daughter safe. And she’d convinced them that she’d be better off without roommates to distract her.


Jasmine did help out with work-study during the year and then her summer gigs. But even though she now had one of the coveted rising-senior internships at Sony, the two hundred and fifty dollars a week, which had seemed like so much yesterday, was nothing more than a pittance today. Without her father’s help, her biweekly check (after taxes) would barely keep her housed and fed. The money from that eight-week internship (which was part of her financial aid package) would do nothing for the five thousand dollars she needed for tuition, rent, books, and looking cute for her senior year.


If only her mother hadn’t gotten sick with Lou Gehrig’s disease. If only their medical insurance had paid for all of the expenses. If only grief hadn’t stricken her father and kept him out of work for months now. If only her father didn’t owe five thousand dollars—exactly what she needed—in medical expenses.


Five thousand dollars. That was a lot of money to pay when the doctors were the ones who were responsible for her mother not being here anymore.


Jasmine closed her eyes, hardly able to stand the thought of living the rest of her life without the only person who truly understood her. With her mother gone, all she had was school…and Kenny. The doctors should be paying her for what they’d taken away.


Jasmine’s eyes widened. That’s it!




The hospital should pay them. And they would, if her father sued. He should. After all, the doctors hadn’t saved her mother’s life. It was probably because of them that she died. Her father could have this tied up in court for years. She could graduate—Serena could graduate—by the time this got settled.


Jasmine looked at the clock—she was supposed to be at Sony at ten, but handling this was much more important.


She coughed. Took a deep breath and then coughed again. Smiled. Yeah, she could pull it off. She’d call in sick from her parents’ house.


As Jasmine locked the door to her apartment, her heart was filled with hope. Once she convinced her father to sue, he could take the money he planned to pay the hospital and he could pay her tuition. And who knew what was going to happen—they could actually win the lawsuit. The hospital could pay them a million dollars. Or maybe even ten million or one hundred million!
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