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Prologue



If looks could kill, Lester Adams would definitely be pushing up daisies.

Rachel glared at her husband and silently played her mantra in her head: Do not act a fool. You are a strong, mature woman who has left those childish ways behind you. Whatever you do, do not act a fool.

That had been Rachel’s theme for the last five years, and had helped her out of numerous situations. It wasn’t working today.

This fool must be on crack. Rachel inhaled deeply. “What did you just say?”

Lester got up and began his usual pacing as he tried to explain to his wife the reasoning behind his decision.

“It’s not like this is something I just want to do on a whim,” he said.

Rachel massaged her temples. She had done so well at walking the straight and narrow since she’d tied the knot. Marrying Lester had been the best decision she had ever made. He kept her grounded. No, he wasn’t the most handsome thing, but he loved her unconditionally, and that love had made her want to be a better woman. But what he was saying now was absolutely insane.

“I talked this over with your father and he’s pleased with the decision,” Lester added nervously.

Rachel remained at a loss for words. She stared at her husband. The red pimples were gone from his sandpaper-colored skin thanks to Proactiv, and she’d convinced him to shave off the red mop that had sat on his head for years. Now he wore a closely cropped fade. Right about now, though, she wished she could grab that head of hair and shake some sense into him.

“Baby, I know you don’t understand this.” Lester sat down next to her. She immediately stood up. It was her turn to pace their spacious three-bedroom apartment.

“You’re right. I don’t,” she said. “I don’t believe you’re standing here telling me this.”

“Come on. You act like I’m telling you I had an affair or something,” Lester tried to joke.

“I think I might be able to handle that better than this.” Rachel shot him a look to let him know she wasn’t joking.

Lester sighed. “Rachel, when the Lord calls, He calls. This is my destiny. You know how I’ve been telling you I was tired of insurance and felt I had a greater calling. Well, this is it.”

Rachel spun on her husband. “A preacher, Lester? You want to be a preacher? Even worse, you want me to be a preacher’s wife?” She stared at him as if that was the absolute craziest thing she’d ever heard.

“That’s exactly what I want, Rachel.”

Rachel cocked her head in confusion. “What makes you think those people at Zion Hill—‘one of the most prominent churches in Houston,’ as they like to boast—will let you be their preacher anyway?”

“Come on. After Reverend Wright got arrested in the pulpit, I think the board wants someone safe like me.”

She could understand that much. That whole situation had been a fiasco. Deacon Wright had finally gotten his wish a year ago when Rachel’s father, Rev. Simon Jackson, had stepped down as pastor of Zion Hill. The deacon was able to get his nephew, Milton Wright, in as the church’s new preacher. The only problem was that Reverend Wright never informed anyone of his outstanding warrants for hot checks—more than fifty thousand dollars’ worth.

The police had come and arrested him right in the middle of Sunday morning service. Wright had taken off running right in the middle of the sermon with the police chasing him all the way down the street. It was a nightmare that took Zion Hill months to live down.

But what Rachel couldn’t understand was why her husband had to be the replacement. “Since when did you even want to be a preacher? Besides, you haven’t been to theology school or anything.”

Lester sighed in frustration. “Not every minister is trained in the Word. For some, it’s just a calling.”

“You really think those people at Zion Hill will let somebody with no experience be their preacher?”

“I’ve been a member of that church since I was born, Rachel. They support what I’m doing wholeheartedly. They know me and they don’t have to worry about any mess like what happened with Reverend Wright. And it’s not like I’ll just jump in the pulpit. Your father has agreed to mentor me. I can also take part in a six-week theological seminar. And I’ll work closely with the deacon board.”

“Lester, this is insane.” Rachel tried to reason with him. “You can’t possibly want this. Is this some early midlife crisis or something? If so, go buy a motorcycle or get a tattoo.”

“Rachel, if you half paid attention to me you’d know that I have always felt something was missing in my life! I’ve been praying on it and meeting regularly with your father about it,” Lester said. “I’ve even preached a couple of times at different churches in the city already.”

“What? When did this happen and why didn’t I know anything about it?” Sure, she was wrapped up in her own little world most of the time, but surely she would’ve known about her husband having a desire to preach, let alone actually having preached somewhere.

Lester cast his eyes downward. “You never show an interest in what I’m doing. I didn’t want to hear you try to talk me out of it, so I didn’t tell you what I was doing.”

Rachel shook her head as she continued walking back and forth across the room. She looked at the family photo of her, Lester, Jordan, and Nia. Both of her kids loved Lester to death. For Nia, he was the only father she’d ever known, since her real daddy didn’t half fool with her. Jordan’s father, Bobby, was in his life, but the nine-year-old still loved him some Daddy Lester. Rachel couldn’t believe she was about to lose the happy home she’d worked so hard to build. But that was what was about to happen because there was no way on earth she would ever be a preacher’s wife. She wasn’t as buck wild as she used to be, but she definitely wasn’t first lady material and didn’t care to be first lady material. “This is too much,” she said. “This is just coming out of the blue. Are you sucking up to my father, trying to be like the great Simon Jackson?”

Lester jumped to his feet, his frustrations becoming evident. “It’s not like that at all. This is not a decision I’ve made lightly.”

Rachel put a finger in the air and began wiggling her neck. She had been doing so well in keeping her ghetto ways at bay. But so much for that. “Decision? So you’ve already decided?”

He lowered his voice, obviously trying to remain rational. “Rachel, please understand…” He reached out to try and take her arm. She snatched it away.

“I’m not understanding anything!” She leaned in and pointed her index finger in his face. “You understand this. I ain’t trying to be a preacher’s wife. I spent my life as a preacher’s daughter. I hated it growing up. The church always coming first in my family. My daddy never being around. Those holier-than-thou people watching my every move and passing judgment on me. It was horrible! But I didn’t have any choice then. I have a choice about this!” She was fuming and was not about to back down. She had to let him know she meant business. Lester was a softie when it came to her. Always had been. She had to make him see this idea wasn’t remotely feasible.

“What are you saying, Rachel?” Lester looked like he wanted to cry.

“What does it sound like?” Rachel stared defiantly at her husband.

“It sounds like you’re giving me an ultimatum: either you or the Lord.”

Rachel didn’t budge. “You can make it sound as horrible as you want, I’m just telling you, I ain’t trying to be a preacher’s wife. Let me rephrase that. I’m not gon’ be a preacher’s wife.”

Lester inhaled deeply before speaking. He looked her in the eye. “And I am telling you,” he said, his voice taking on a strength she’d never heard, “I give you everything you want and then some. I cater to your every need, your every wish. But this is something I’m not wavering on. This is my calling and if you don’t like it, you can leave.” With that Lester turned and stomped out of the house.

Rachel was shocked. In their five years of marriage Lester had never so much as raised his voice at her, let alone issued her an ultimatum. But he had to be confused if he thought his little temper tantrum would change her mind. He was just going to have to find another “calling,” because there was no way in hell she was going to be a preacher’s wife.








Chapter 1



Rachel adjusted the brim of her huge lavender hat. She brushed down her lavender suit as she surveyed her reflection in the floor-length mirror. Her auburn-tinted hair rested comfortably on her shoulders. She had to admit she was looking good.

“Girl, you make a bomb first lady,” she muttered to her reflection. She couldn’t help but smile. If her mother wasn’t already dead, this was a sight that would have surely killed her. Nope, never in a million years would Loretta Jackson have believed her only daughter was decked out in her Sunday best, preparing to take her spot next to her husband at Zion Hill’s Pastor Appreciation ceremony.

Rachel was having a hard time believing it herself. She’d actually left Lester a year and a half ago when he didn’t give in to her ultimatum. But after one week of living with her father, she returned home. Besides the fact that Simon still didn’t have cable, he spent every day telling her how wrong she’d been to walk out on her husband, trying to preach to her about how Lester was doing the right thing and how she was being unreasonable. Then, to top things off, her brother, David, was living at home and his crackhead girlfriend, Tawny, was always coming around begging for another chance.

David had gotten hooked on drugs after an injury ended his promising football career. But after his mother died seven years ago, he quit cold turkey. He said he’d been clean since then; everyone else believed him, but Rachel wasn’t quite sure that she did.

Plus, even though her other brother, Jonathan, had his own apartment, he was forever at Simon’s, too. That place was like Grand Central Station.

And despite what she told herself, she had missed Lester something terrible.

“Hey, honey. Are you ready?”

Rachel turned toward Lester. He actually looked quite dapper in his three-piece navy suit. Nia was clutching his hand tightly. They stood in the doorway of the master bedroom, looking like the perfect father and daughter.

“Wow, Mommy, you look so pretty,” Nia said. “Don’t she, Daddy?”

“Doesn’t she, sweetheart,” Lester replied. “And yes, she is an absolute vision of loveliness.”

“Tell me something I don’t know.” Rachel giggled and wiggled her hips. Nia and Lester chuckled.

“Well, we’d better get going,” Lester said.

Rachel knew he was excited. Today marked his year anniversary in the pulpit and even Rachel had to admit that he was an awesome preacher. After Lester trained around the clock for six months with her father, the board agreed to offer him the job permanently. There were a couple of dissenters, but everyone knew it was personal against her father because he hadn’t stepped down right after her mother died and their family drama escalated out of control. Ultimately, no one could deny what a dynamic preacher Lester was. It also didn’t hurt that his grandmother was a longtime member of Zion Hill and a huge benefactor to the church.

“Where’s Jordan?” Rachel asked, snapping out of her thoughts.

“Where else? In front of the TV playing that PlayStation,” Lester responded.

Rachel shook her head in disgust. She’d told Jordan’s father, Bobby, not to buy that dang thing. Now all Jordan ever wanted to do was play that stupid game.

Rachel followed her family downstairs and, after dragging Jordan away from the PlayStation, they headed out to church.

Fifteen minutes later, Lester navigated the family’s Ford Explorer into the reserved parking spot in front of the church’s back office door. Rachel noticed Sister Ida Hicks and Layla Wilson lollygagging around outside. Layla was Bobby’s sister-in-law and had never liked Rachel. So Rachel made sure she took her time getting out of the car. She wanted to make an entrance.

As usual, Lester was oblivious to her showboating. He quickly made his way inside to prepare for services. Nia followed him into the building.

“Sister Wilson, you look wonderful. When is your baby due?” Rachel asked, eyeing her stomach.

Layla glared at her. “I’m not pregnant.”

Rachel moved her hand to her heart. “I am so sorry. I thought I heard you were expecting.”

“No. I’m not,” Layla snarled.

“My apologies again.” Rachel tried her best to look apologetic. She knew she was wrong. But she had overheard Layla talking about her last week and since she knew Layla was self-conscious about her plus-size frame, she couldn’t help but take a dig at her.

“Hey, nephew.” Layla tried to flick Rachel off as she leaned in and hugged Jordan, who was standing next to his mother. “I had a blast with you last week. Your mom can’t stop talking about what a great time you, her, and your dad had.”

Now it was Rachel’s turn to snarl. Layla knew Rachel didn’t want Jordan calling Bobby’s wife, Shante, “Mom.”

“Come on, Jordan,” Rachel said, grabbing his hand. She ignored the snide look on Layla’s face as they made their way into the church.

The choir was just beginning to sing, signaling the start of service. Rachel took her standard seat at the end of the fourth row. Much of the service was business as usual, and she had to struggle to stay focused. She nodded as her husband prepared for his sermon. He was going into that zone, the one where he concentrated on nothing but delivering an inspirational message.

She still couldn’t believe she was somebody’s first lady. She’d even quit her job in an upscale Galleria-area boutique to work full-time at the church handling all of the youth activities. She’d toned down some of her wild ways and was trying her best to be nicer to people. (Layla didn’t count.) It had been hard adjusting at first, because she definitely wasn’t used to being in church every Sunday, and especially not on time. But she’d adjusted a lot better than she’d thought she would. Still, Rachel already knew some things were gon’ have to change around Zion Hill. She’d been patient, trying to let Lester get acclimated, but it was time for her to do her thing.

“Good morning, church!” Lester said as he stepped up to the podium. “Have I got a message for you today!”

Rachel couldn’t help but smile. Lester definitely seemed to have found his calling in the pulpit. It was like he came alive. No, it was like he became a totally different person. She, on the other hand, always found her mind wandering to a million other things, but she’d learned to plaster on a smile and throw in a couple of nods and “Amens” for good measure, so no one ever really knew.

Lester must’ve been fifteen minutes into his sermon when a loud shout broke Rachel out of her mental trance.

“Take it back you pig-faced punk!”

Lester abruptly stopped preaching and—along with everyone else—directed his attention to the pew where the ruckus was coming from.

“I ain’t taking nothing back. My mama said yo’ mama is a tramp and your uncle is a fag.”

Before anyone could move, Jordan jumped from his seat, pounced on Sister Hicks’s ten-year-old great-grandson, who was sitting next to him, and pummeled the boy’s face.

“Lawd, have mercy,” someone muttered.

“Jesus, they fighting in the Lord’s house,” someone else said.

Both Rachel and Lester raced toward Jordan at the same time. It took both of them and three deacons to pull the boys apart.

“Let me go! Let me go! I’ma kick his funky butt!” Jordan shouted.

Rachel heard several members gasp. But she couldn’t deal with them right now. “Jordan!” she admonished. “Have you lost your mind?”

“Tell him to take it back! I’m sick of him. I hate him!” Jordan screamed.

One of the deacons had the other little boy pinned down on the pew. His nose was bleeding and he was huffing heavily. “Don’t nobody care ’bout you hating them. Don’t nobody like you no way, stupid.”

“I got yo’ stupid!” Jordan tried to dive toward the boy again. Rachel caught him and pulled him back.

“Jordan!”

“Son, you need to settle down,” Lester said, trying to take Jordan by the arm. Jordan snatched his arm away.

“Don’t tell me what to do. You not my daddy!”

Rachel slapped Jordan upside the head. “Boy, what have I told you about saying that!” Even though he was close to Lester, lately, whenever Jordan got mad that was the first thing out of his mouth. Lester always took it pretty well, though; even now, he kept his calm demeanor.

Jordan was trying desperately to fight back tears. Rachel let out a long sigh as she dragged him away, mumbling an apology. She knew Lester would try to clean it up before finishing his sermon, but he might as well just dismiss church because no one would be listening.

Rachel ignored all the people staring at her and shaking their heads as she dragged Jordan down the aisle and out of the sanctuary.

“These kids today just ain’t got no discipline,” one longtime member muttered.

“They need to let me at him,” an elderly lady said, “I’d beat some sense in him.”

“Lord, Lord, Lord, this family is just full of drama,” said another member, Sister Viola Smith.

Rachel rolled her eyes. She considered responding, but knew there wasn’t much she could say because Sister Smith was right on the money. No matter how hard she tried, she just couldn’t escape the drama.








Chapter 2



Rachel paced back and forth across the living room of the massive six-thousand-square-foot house she’d called home for the last three months. She paused, glancing out the window at a car slowly making its way down her dead-end street. People were always coming into her gated community in Southwest Houston, gawking at the beautiful custom-built brick homes. It got on her nerves, especially right now. She chalked her irritation up to the fact that she was just angry right now and snapped back to her phone conversation.

“I’m telling you, Bobby, you need to get this boy under control before I have to hurt him!” She was squeezing the cordless phone so tightly against her ear, she thought she’d crack it.

Her son was locked in his bedroom upstairs. Rachel hated calling on Bobby, but it was obvious she and Lester couldn’t get through to Jordan’s little bad behind.

“What do you want me to do, Rachel?” Bobby sounded exasperated, which was unusual because he always took an active interest in what was going on with Jordan.

“What do you mean, what do I want you to do? Be his daddy!”

“Every time I try, you won’t let me. Need I remind you that just last month you told me, ‘Lester’s his daddy now.’ ”

Rachel sighed. She remembered that horrible conversation. As much as she tried to walk the straight and narrow, Bobby had a way of bringing out the ignorant side in her. Her best friend, Twyla, said it was because she was still in love with him. Rachel wouldn’t even entertain that idea—it had taken her too long to get over Bobby. She definitely wasn’t trying to backtrack.

“I apologized for that. You know I have no problem with you seeing Jordan.”

“Yeah, when you feel like it. Even though we have joint custody, I can’t ever get him until you say so.”

“I’m just looking out for Jordan’s best interests. You know how stupid your wife can get.”

It was Bobby’s turn to sigh. “Please don’t start.”

“Where is Mrs. Shante anyway? In the kitchen getting something to eat?” Like her sister, Shante was heavyset and Rachel had always taken pleasure in pointing that out even though she’d heard Shante had lost some weight.

Bobby hesitated. “Spoken like a true first lady, Rachel.”

Rachel squeezed her eyes closed. Dangit, there she went again. She and Shante had history, from the time Rachel had tried to cut her with a five-inch blade to the time they’d gotten into a fight—on Shante and Bobby’s wedding day. It had been nothing but bad blood between the two of them. That was a part of her life Rachel didn’t care to revisit.

“Bobby, I’m sorry, that was uncalled for.”

He let out a laugh. “Wow, I never thought I would live to see the day when Rachel Jackson apologized two times in one conversation.”

A small smile crept up on Rachel’s face. “Technically, that first time wasn’t an apology. I was telling you I had apologized the other time.”

“Two apologies in one lifetime is more than I ever thought I’d get.” They both laughed at that. After the laughter died down a silence hung in the air. “I’ll come get Jordan next weekend and have a talk with him, see if I can figure out why he’s been acting up lately,” Bobby offered.

Rachel sighed thankfully. She was at her wits’ end with her son. He used to be a perfect angel; for the last six months he’d been a holy terror. “I appreciate that, Bobby. Lester has been trying to deal with him, but Jordan’s being so disrespectful to him I’m gon’ hurt him before it’s all over. So whatever you can do, I appreciate it.”

“No problem.”

They were both silent again for a moment. Finally, Bobby spoke. “Rachel?”

“Yes?”

“What happened to us?”

Rachel almost dropped the phone. She definitely wasn’t expecting him to go there. She’d always felt like Bobby was her soul mate, but she’d accepted a long time ago that what they’d had was gone for good. “Ummmm, wrong time, wrong place I guess,” she replied as she got the phone situated back under her ear.

“Yeah, we were both young,” Bobby replied wistfully. “If only…” He hesitated. “You know you will always be my one and only true love. You know that, right?”

Where is this coming from? She’d been crazy in love with Bobby, and had tried everything under the sun to get him back, yet nothing had ever worked. He’d broken her heart and married Shante. “Bobby, I…I don’t know what to say.” Rachel felt her heartbeat speeding up. No, no, no, she told herself. You are so over him.

“I’m unhappy, Rachel. Shante and I fight constantly. We’re both miserable. I made a huge mistake marrying her.” He sounded so pitiful.

“Bobby, you’re just going through a hard time in your marriage. It’s hard work.” Rachel knew she should just hang up the phone but Bobby was her first love, not to mention her son’s father. They’d broken up when she was eighteen after he went overseas to serve in the military and Rachel had gotten pregnant by his best friend, Tony, while he was gone. Even though Rachel had had a beautiful daughter, Nia, whom Bobby had come to adore, he was never able to get over Rachel’s betrayal.

“I’m unhappy because I should have married you.” Bobby rushed the words out.

Rachel was stunned. She would have given her right arm to hear those words seven years ago, when she showed up at Bobby’s wedding and begged him not to marry Shante.

Now she weighed his declaration. Her heart wanted to tell him she would always love him, too. She felt her mouth forming the words when she looked up and saw Lester standing in the doorway. When had he gotten home from church?

“Honey, I just stopped by to pick up this book,” he said, holding up Joel Osteen’s latest. “It’s for Sister Taylor. I’m running over there to pray with her. Her mother is very sick.” Lester walked over and kissed Rachel on the head. “I love you. Don’t worry about cooking. I’ll stop and pick us up something on the way home. I just want you to relax. I’ll talk to Jordan when I get back.”

Rachel still had the phone to her ear as Lester walked out of the house. The Lord will come just when the devil thinks he’s winning. Her mother’s words of wisdom rang in her ears.

“Rachel, are you still there? Did you hear what I said?” Bobby asked.

Rachel stared at the phone before slamming it down and dropping to her knees. If ever she needed to pray for strength, it was now. She was a happily married woman and Bobby was the devil in disguise.








Chapter 3



Angela Brooks stared at the legal document in disbelief. She read the heading for the twentieth time. “Petition for joint custody. Jonathan Edward Jackson versus Angela Brooks for minor child, Chase Antoine Brooks.”

This could not possibly be happening. Jonathan could not possibly think that she would let their child live with him for any amount of time. Angela slumped to the floor in her two-bedroom condo. She had started a new life here in Atlanta. One far removed from the devastating lie she’d been living as Mrs. Jonathan Jackson. Married less than a month and pregnant with their child, she’d come home to discover that her perfect husband was far from perfect. After she overheard his conversation with his former lover, Jonathan admitted something she’d never in a million years thought she’d hear: He was gay. She’d been crushed and had moved away in shame.

Too stunned to cry, Angela reread the document. She couldn’t make out all of the legal terms, but there was no doubt about it: This fool thought he was going to get her child on a regular basis.

Anger slowly took the place of disbelief and Angela pulled herself up off the floor. She stomped into her kitchen and snatched the cordless phone off its base. She looked up Jonathan’s cell phone number in her Rolodex, which she only had because he was always sending her checks, checks she never cashed, and he always included his contact information as if she was really going to call. She punched in his number. He answered on the third ring.

“Have you lost your mind!” she screamed.

“Hello to you, too, Angela,” Jonathan calmly replied.

“Skip the formalities, Jonathan. I got your funky little petition. You must be on that crack your brother is smoking if you think for one minute I’m going to let you have my child.”

“First of all, David is clean, has been for several years now,” Jonathan replied. “Second of all, Chase is my child, too. Angela, I never wanted it to come to this, but you won’t even let me see him.”

“See him for what? So you can teach him how to be a man?” she sneered.

“See him so I can let him know his father didn’t abandon him.” His calm tone was truly pissing her off.

“Oh, but that’s where you’re wrong. His father did abandon him when he chose a gay lifestyle.”

“I didn’t choose this lifestyle, Angela.”

“Save the explanations, Jonathan. I told you before I’m not letting my child around you and your boyfriend.” Angela stomped back and forth across her kitchen. She was so glad Chase was at school because she never wanted him to see her this angry.

“Angela, can we be civil, please?”

“Civil? You want civil? Let’s see, I come home from shopping for our baby and I hear my new husband on the phone with his male lover talking about how much he misses him! I find out that my husband, the man I loved with all my heart, was using me to try to prove to himself that he was a ‘real’ man. You married me knowing you were gay! So you will have to excuse me if I don’t feel very civil.”

“It’s been seven years.”

“I don’t care if it’s been seventy years. That pain doesn’t go away.” In all those years, she’d never seriously dated again because she couldn’t bring herself to trust a man. In fact, the few guys she had gone out with, she ended up dumping at the smallest sign of what she saw as “feminine” characteristics. She knew she was compulsive about it, but she couldn’t help herself and eventually just resigned herself to a lifetime of being alone.

Jonathan let out a long sigh. “You’re trying to punish me, but you’re only hurting Chase by doing this.”

“Look here, Jonathan. Your daddy might have forgotten what the Bible says about homosexuality, but I haven’t. Unh-unh. It ain’t no turning the other cheek for me. And my child will not be exposed to your sinful lifestyle.” Angela had prayed for months, begging God to help her understand why He would do this to her. She’d finally surmised that the devil had simply won the battle for Jonathan’s soul and that God had abandoned her by letting her marry him in the first place.

“But I’m his father,” Jonathan protested.

“And I’m his mother. And I will die before I ever let you have him!” Angela slammed the phone down. Jonathan didn’t know who he was messing with. The old Angela was soft-spoken and wouldn’t hurt a fly. But finding out your husband is gay can bring out the worst in you. And if Jonathan thought he was getting her child, he was definitely about to see the worst in her.
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