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David Andersen doesn’t have a problem indulging in Valentine’s Day, per se, but not on a first date. Considering it was the love fest of the year, he didn’t want a woman to get any ideas that a wedding ring was forthcoming before he got a chance to know her. So he has no choice but to wait until the whole Valentine’s Day hoopla was over, then he would make his move on a sister in his church he can’t take his eyes off of. | For the past two years and counting, Valerie Hart hasn’t been the recipient of a romantic Valentine’s Day dinner invitation. To fill the void, Valerie keeps herself busy with God’s business, hoping the Lord will send her perfect mate soon. Unfortunately, with no prospects in sight, it looks like that won’t happen again this year.
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For I know the thoughts that I think toward you, saith the Lord, thoughts of peace, and not of evil, to give you an expected end.
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CHAPTER ONE
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“He’s here.” Jillian Carter said, startled as the doorbell’s chime echoed throughout her two-story St. Louis suburban condo.

She swept the comb through her thick, jet-black mane one more time. A year shy of forty and she could still boast not one gray strand.

Leaning closer into the mirror, Jillian scrutinized her eye makeup. She grinned, practicing a genuine smile before stepping back and scanning her attire.  “Not bad.” She shrugged at her toned figure before flipping off the bathroom lights and hurrying to the stairs.  Her heart pounded with excitement and trepidation. 

For her daughter’s sake, Jillian wanted to make a good first impression on Shana’s soon-to-be in-law whom she was meeting for the first time. Since she technically had never had any in-laws to claim herself, Jillian was excited for her daughter.  

At the stairwell landing, Jillian peeped through the white shutters and recognized the familiar SUV that was parked in the driveway.

With her smile in place, she opened the door, expecting to see Trent, her future son-in-law, and meet his father, who was a widower. Instead, she came face-to-face with a very handsome man with an engaging smile of his own. A well-defined salt-and-pepper beard showcased his perfect white teeth. He was tall—six foot-something—with skin that reminded her of dark pecan.

Remembering to breathe, Jillian stared as she appreciated the formula God used to create this man. She had only seen a handful of good-looking men she would label as drop-dead fine. He was definitely a King Solomon in her book. 

If money had a scent, then Jillian was intoxicated from the fumes. Nothing on the man appeared second-hand like some of the outfits she had worn for decades. And by the custom fit of his suit, Jillian felt under dressed in her two-piece sweater dress and jacket—and it was new.

Money meets middle-class. She would not be intimidated in her own modest home.  Jillian swallowed and regained control of her senses, but her lips wouldn’t move.

His eyes twinkled as he chuckled. “I’m Dexter Harris, Trent’s father. I apologize for being early. At the last minute, he and Shana wanted to make a stop, and since I not too long ago got off a plane, they suggested that getting to know you would be more relaxing than going with them. Trent programmed your address in his GPS. I hope that was okay.”

“Absolutely, Dr. Harris.” Jillian stepped back and Dexter walked into her house. Towering over her five-foot-five frame, he filled her foyer with his presence. 

“There is no reason for the formality. Please call me Dex.” 

“Sure, and I’m plain old Jillian.” She took his trench coat as he removed it.

“Trust me. In that dress, there is nothing plain about you,” he complimented her.

Jillian couldn’t contain the blush as she closed the door. Whirling around, she didn’t make eye contact as she thanked him.  Wow, she thought.

“Follow me.” She led him past her dining room on one side of the marble foyer and her small living room on the other. Her foyer dead ended into a large kitchen that overlooked a great room.  

“Please make yourself at home while I bring out the snacks. I prepared sandwiches and salads. I just need to pop in the dessert and whip up the spinach dip. It will just take a few minutes.”

“If I am to make myself at home then I must offer to help,” Dexter said, following her into the kitchen.

Charming. So that’s where her future son-in-law got that trait. And that’s what won Shana over and Jillian, too. She shooed Dexter away to no avail. “All I have to do is mix the spinach dip and warm the pastries.”  She set the temperature on the oven and grabbed the tray out the refrigerator and slid them inside in no time.

“I can do either.”

“Not in a suit, you can’t. Plus, this is your first visit, so you’re a guest. After that, you’ll have to help yourself in my kitchen,” she joked and looked away to keep herself from drooling or fainting at the tease of his cologne. Trent definitely had good genes in his family. Her son-in-law and Shana should have beautiful brown babies with jet-black hair and expressive eyes like Trent and his father.

Dexter’s deep rumbling laughter was mesmerizing. “I’ll remember that.” Stuffing his hands in his pants pockets, Dexter pivoted on a heel and appraised her family room/great room from the kitchen. He whistled. “This is nice. Did you decorate, or Shana?”
“Both of us. We enjoy doing projects together. We’ve come a long way from the bungalow we used to have years ago where Shana excelled as an interior designer. I’m proud of her.”
“We’re proud of her,” he corrected, catching her off guard with his statement. 

She was flattered by his swift inclusiveness. “Yes, well, I started with dollar store craft kits, which was all I could afford at the time. Soon Shana began to create artwork from anything she could find, literally—socks, utensils and even worn shoes. She had an eye for color coordination and contrast and an imagination to feed her obsession.”

Even with her back to Dexter, Jillian knew when he returned his attention to her. It was as if she could feel his eyes on her. Without turning around, she heard the leg of a barstool rub against her floor. Dexter had taken a seat.  

“Do you add red peppers to your dip?” he asked as she set the ingredients on the counter, which also served as the breakfast table. 

Jillian was about to pour sour cream into a bowl, but stopped with a spoon in her hand. “No...why, are you allergic to peppers?”

“Oh no, I’m not allergic to food of any kind. The first time I ever tasted spinach dip was at a restaurant. The red peppers and chopped pecans made me want to eat the entire appetizer with no regard for my colleagues at the table. All I can say is umph. Now, when I prepare it, I add red peppers along with the standard ingredients.”

“Really?” Jillian smirked, entertained with his animated expression, subtle cologne, and tempting smile. “So you’re a doctor and a cook?” 

“I like to eat.” Dexter patted his stomach.  

Jillian tried not to peep, but she did. The doctor definitely didn’t have a beer belly.  Did Dexter even drink? she wondered. Trent had gotten saved shortly after he met Shana, and he exemplified a superb example of a practicing Christian, but he never mentioned his father’s relationship with God.  

She stepped to her refrigerator and began to rummage through her vegetable tray to see if she had any red pepper left over from the salad she had prepared. Twirling around, Jillian held up the plastic wrapped vegetable. “Ta da.” 

“Excellent.” Dexter chuckled as he reached across her granite countertop. He took the liberty of opening the package of dip mix and sprinkled it into a bowl.

His simple gesture made Jillian chastise herself as he began to stir. Dexter was down to earth, not high-minded as she had judged him by the suit he had on. Shame on her. Forgive me, Lord. 

Besides being a doctor and living in Atlanta, all she knew was he was a widower with an honorable son. How the women in Georgia had failed to snag him was a mystery to her, but his social life was his business. Dexter had his privacy and she had hers.

It’s not like she had time for any meaningful relationships, anyway, while she reared Shana. Jillian’s focus was on her daughter and that left only so much time for dating.  Now that Shana was a grown woman and moving on with her life, what would be her excuses for not getting out?

Chopping up bits of the pepper, Jillian cleared her throat. “Trent is an amazing young man. You should be a proud papa.”

Sitting straighter, Dexter seemed to puff out his chest as he grinned. “I did my best. My in-laws made sure of that,” he griped, then retrieved his smile. “And you have a sweet and beautiful daughter. You two could pass as sisters.”

Jillian blushed, accepting the compliment as she avoided eye contact. Dexter had no way of knowing that she had been fifteen years old when she got pregnant and sixteen when she delivered Shana. 

However, it was because of her youth that she and Shana did have a strong relationship, more as sisters, especially since both had to answer to Lavera, Jillian’s mother. Too bad she had died when Shana turned ten. Lavera would be proud of her only grandchild. As the silence grew between them, Dexter must have sensed he struck a nerve. For a moment, neither said anything. At least she had programmed her satellite radio earlier, so the music floated in the background.

Jillian sighed. She was the hostess, so it was up to her to make her guest feel comfortable. “It’s been Shana and me for twenty-three years. She has been my baby, best friend, and confidant...and at times like a sister, but I’m still Momma.” Jillian didn’t play when it came to being a disciplinarian, especially if she didn’t want Shana to fall under the same fate as she had at fifteen.

“Anyway, three schools were vying for her to enroll. I convinced Shana to attend The Illinois Institute of Art in Chi-town. I missed my baby, but we both agreed I had been right. When she graduated, we had a similar discussion about which job offer to accept. She wanted to set up her own business. I suggested she work for a firm one or two years to build relationships. She agreed.” Jillian sighed. “You can imagine how proud I am of the woman she has become.” 

She paused and sprinkled the pepper bits into the dip. “Now, the Lord is blessing her with a good man, but nothing will change about our relationship. We’ll still be close and I’ll treat Trent as my own son.”

Realizing she had been rambling, Jillian glanced up and caught a glimpse of the oddest expression on Dexter’s face—almost menacing. Why? she wondered as a brilliant grin swept away the frown when he caught her staring. 

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER TWO
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Being a good listener had paid off, Dexter thought as he allowed Jillian to babble on without interrupting. He refused to let her beauty distract him, and that was hard. Dexter’s main concern for being there, besides finalizing the details of his son’s wedding, was to keep a watchful eye out for an overbearing mother-in-law as he endured.  

Exactly how much influence did Jillian have over her daughter? he pondered. From the few times he had spoken with Shana, she seemed to be a woman in charge of her own destiny. And this evening, when he met her for the first time, she appeared confident and in love with his son. Up until a few minutes ago, that was the only thing important to Dexter.

Now, he wondered would his son be marrying Shana, or Shana and her mother. Dexter refused to allow his son to go through what he did as a young husband.  If his wife, Marsha, had lived instead of succumbing to breast cancer, his in-laws would have ruined their marriage with their constant interference beginning the day after they returned from their honeymoon.

Footsteps and voices jolted Dexter back to the present.

“Hi, Mom,” Trent said with a peck on Jillian’s cheek as he walked into the kitchen. Glowing from his attention, she rewarded him with a tight hug and pat on the back. 

“Hey, son.”

The scene softened his heart to hear the foreign endearment coming from Trent’s lips.

“Hey, Dad,” Shana said as she made a beeline to him as he stood and welcomed her hug. The moment was surreal. He always wanted a daughter, and to hear those words humbled him. He heartily welcomed her embrace.

“So Mom—” Shana sniffed and then hurried to the oven. Peeping inside, she turned off the stove. Slipping into gloved potholders, she pulled out the baking tray lined with pastries and placed it on the stove top. “See what a great father-in-law I’m going to have.” Shana beamed. Dexter winked at her, wondering if Trent would be able to say the same about Jillian. 

“God has truly blessed you,” Jillian agreed and joined the couple in carrying plates and platters into another room. Dexter relieved Jillian of her load and trailed them into the dining room where books and magazines were neatly stacked to the side. 

The first thing he noticed was the décor. It was striking. The seat upholstery on the chairs and the drapes complemented each other, as well as the artwork. The room was an impressive showpiece. Had it been the handiwork of his future daughter-in-law or mother and daughter? Before he could inquire, Jillian’s voice invaded his thoughts.

“Dex, do you mind blessing our snacks?” 

Aloud? Dexter wasn’t a fan of outward piety. His son knew that.

“I got this, Pop.” Trent bowed his head and the ladies followed. “Father, in the name of Jesus, I thank You for allowing us to fellowship this evening. Please bless and sanctify this food and blend our families as one.”

After the chorus of Amen’s, Trent pulled out his seat for Shana, and Dexter followed suit for Jillian who gave him a dazzling smile. Enchanting.  

They reached for the luncheon plates to fill them with miniature sandwiches, pasta salad, the dip and chips. Dexter watched the couple drift into their private world of communication. It was reassuring that they really loved each other three months after they first met. He wasn’t the only one observing them. 

Jillian seemed to have a whimsical expression. The slight smile made her entire face glow. Although Shana didn’t have as dark a complexion as her mother, it was undeniable that the two were related. Judging from Jillian’s physical attributes, the woman took care of herself. As a doctor specializing in internal medicine, Dexter appreciated a person’s attention to good health. 

However, it was going to be a struggle for him to be a role model with that spinach dip in front of him.  Already he had devoured two servings. The red peppers made the difference.

“Mom,” Shana said as she nibbled on her finger sandwiches, “Trent and I have made some slight changes to the wedding.”

Wiping her mouth, she gave her daughter her full attention. “Such as what, sweetie?”

Trent jumped in, “First...Shana and I decided to move the wedding up one month to April.” He squeezed Shana’s hand.

“That’s not even three
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