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Chapter One

 


I stood in front of the hotel room’s sliding
glass doors. It led out onto a long narrow balcony, barely wide
enough for the lone chair and small round table that sat on it. My
left hand rested on the cold glass. In the distance beyond, waves
turned silver by the moonlight crashed onto the rapidly
disappearing shoreline. The tide was coming in. Above me the indigo
sky held a scattering of clouds and a few twinkling stars as canvas
to a full harvest moon.

My gaze fell to my hand where the unfamiliar
weight of a diamond and gold wedding band set sparkled in the
moonlight. Earlier this morning I’d left to attend worship services
at my church, House of Prayer, a little dressier than normal due to
the conniving of my daughter, Breanna, in honor of our first Family
and Friends Day. Before the service ended, I’d found myself
standing before God, my pastor, and a congregation of over five
hundred witnesses vowing to honor, love, and obey one Roberto
Ortega.

Tired of me dragging my feet on setting a
new wedding date, my fiancé, with the assistance of my daughter,
had plotted and planned a surprise wedding with the military
precision of an expert chess player. His only uncertainty had been
my response when presented with a fait accompli. However,
like the alpha heroes in the romance novels I devoured, my man had
determined to let nothing—not even my obvious reluctance—get in the
way of what he truly desired, me as his wife.

Accordingly, in the middle of the altar
service, in front of everyone, Roberto had gone down onto one knee
and clasped my hand in his. “Nina, love of my heart, passion in my
soul, will you make me the happiest man on the face of this earth
by agreeing to be my wife?”

I had given the only response my heart would
allow. “Yes.”

The ceremony had been perfect. Things could
not have gone better if I’d planned it myself. The music, the
flowers—the sheer simplicity of it all—had been better than I’d
imagined.

I’d once semi-jokingly told Roberto my
greatest wish was to go to church one Sunday for morning service
and return home married. No fuss, no muss. No hours of endless
strategizing, trying to make this person happy or keep the peace
with this relative. No expenditures for an extravagant ceremony we
could ill afford. Roberto had remembered and done better. The
result had been a wedding more religiously solemn and in keeping
with our faith than a courthouse marriage officiated by a judge
would have been, with the convenience of an elopement.

After a short reception in the church’s
fellowship hall where cake and punch had been served, we’d sent the
children off with his parents. Roberto and I had left to more
formally celebrate our nuptials at an expensive restaurant. Then
Roberto had whisked me away to a fancy hotel on the beach for a
brief honeymoon. The whole thing had been romantic in the
extreme.

So why was I standing here in the moonlight,
becoming chilled, instead of snuggled in bed beside my slumbering
groom? Now that the haze of love and romance were no longer
clouding my senses, my practical nature had kicked in. Deep in the
pit of my belly, unease grew.

I’d had good reasons for delaying our
marriage. A couple of weeks before Christmas, Roberto had phoned at
midnight to inform me we needed to postpone our
wedding—indefinitely. Since our happy event was scheduled to
happen in four weeks, you can understand my shock. In a fury, I’d
immediately driven over to his house where we proceeded to have one
humdinger of a fight. The first real argument we’d ever had.

Its aftermath had left Roberto remorseful
and me wondering if marriage was such a good idea. We still loved
each other and intended to be together forever. However, now I was
the one dragging my feet on exactly when we’d move forward.

I knew God had ordained Roberto to be my
husband. Roberto had known before me and in the months during our
courtship, the rightness of our being together had been confirmed
by our pastor. Calling off the wedding was not an option, not if I
wanted to remain in the perfect will of God. I trusted God with my
life and knew any plan He had for me would only result in good.
However, despite this knowledge, I’d been subtly withdrawing from
Roberto in an effort to protect my already injured and battered
heart.

I won’t rehash my dismal romantic history.
Suffice it to say I’d never been fortunate in love, and my heart
still bore scar tissue from those failed relationships. The fight
with Roberto had ripped the scabs off slowly healing sores and like
any hurting animal, I’d emotionally crawled away to lick my wounds.
This morning, in an act of God’s divine mercy and grace, I’d
forgiven Roberto and we’d both been bathed in the healing power of
God’s love. I’d been riding a wave of quiet euphoria ever
since.

Only now doubts about the wisdom of my
actions had crept in. What had I done? Was I, Nina Wallace, really
ready to give up the peace and safety of my home to join myself
with this man? Though I loved Roberto with all of my heart, I must
admit I’d come to enjoy the benefits of being single. I was the
queen of my castle, and came and went as I pleased. Now there was
King Roberto to consider. My bedroom was now our bedroom. My bed,
our bed. Now every decision would have to be made in the light of
how it would affect Roberto.

Marriage would be a big adjustment and not
only for me. Roberto and I both had children from previous
marriages. Our household would be a blended family. Fortunately,
our children got along well.

Roberto’s middle son, Justin, had spent the
last six months living under my roof as he and Roberto worked
through some issues. It had given our children plenty of time to
learn how to relate to each other. They’d begun to think of
themselves as siblings. The truth was I believed the children would
adjust to the change in our living situation quicker than me.

Two strong masculine arms wrapped around my
waist and tugged me into an embrace. Roberto’s hard, muscular body
molded to my back as he leaned forward and nibbled my neck. “Nina,
what are you doing over here?”

“Thinking,” I said, angling my head to give
him better access as I relaxed into his warmth.

“Good thoughts, I hope,” he said.

Making the rapid decision to keep my worries
to myself, I reached an arm up and curled it around his neck.
“We’re married and on our honeymoon. Would there be any other
kind?”

“I hope not,” Roberto said seriously. His
busy hands undid the belt of my robe. A gentle nudge had the satiny
material slithering down my flesh to pool at my feet, leaving me
bare. Roberto’s hand slid to my breast where he cupped its weight
in his palm. Two fingers manipulated the nipple until it tightened
into a pointed nub.

Roberto had wonderful hands. They were large
and calloused, not soft and weak. They were the hands of a man who
wasn’t afraid of manual labor. The talented, knowledgeable hands of
a man who knew how to please a woman.

I moaned throatily as his other hand trailed
a path down my stomach to the pleasure point hidden in the nest of
curls. Long fingers probed, stroked, and caressed until my thighs
were saturated with dewy moisture. “Roberto,” I gasped, shuddering
with delight.

“Come back to bed, querida. Let me love
you,” he murmured enticingly.

“Yes,” I agreed, all concerns forgotten.

He maneuvered us to the bed. Once we stood
at its side, Roberto turned me to face him and kissed me. His
kisses have always had the power to curl my toes. This time was no
exception. Our tongues tangled until the need for air drove us
apart.

As we gasped in breaths, Roberto urged me
onto the mattress and covered me with his body. In the long minutes
that followed, Roberto once again showed me the beauty God ordained
when He said, “and the two shall become one flesh.” Our love was
right, and holy, and sanctioned by God. These spiritually uplifting
thoughts quickly fled my mind as the carnality of our passion
overwhelmed me.

Later, as I basked in the afterglow of our
lovemaking, worrisome thoughts of the future once more tried to
trouble my mind. Then I remembered the instruction the apostle Paul
gave to the early believers. “Cast all your cares upon God because
He cares for you.” Taking the scripture’s advice, I sent up a quick
mental prayer. I gave to my heavenly Father all my worries,
concerns, and yes, fears, trusting in His love to carry me through
this new chapter of my life.

 




 


Wednesday morning we checked out of the
hotel and stopped at a nearby restaurant for a leisurely brunch
before heading home. Since Roberto didn’t live far from the beach,
fifteen minutes later we pulled into the two-car driveway.

Roberto removed the keys from the ignition
and pocketed them before turning to look at me. “We’re home.”

I studied the peach and cream, two-story
house in front of me. It’s two thousand plus feet of square footage
contained four bedrooms, two and a half bathrooms, a living room
and dining room with an open floor plan, a massive eat-in
country-styled kitchen, and a bonus room. For almost a year, I’d
spent just about every Sunday afternoon here, and for one memorable
week, Roberto had talked me into staying in his home while he flew
to Texas to deal with a family crisis. This was the first time I’d
be entering Roberto’s home not as a guest, but as a resident.

Roberto exited the SUV and crossed around
the front of it to open my door. He had the massive arms and broad
chest of a bodybuilder, and the lower body of a runner. Standing at
five feet eleven inches, his height was a good match for my five
feet four inches. Roberto’s black, wavy hair was sprinkled with
gray at the temples, giving his handsome, Hispanic features a
distinguished look. A deep, compelling voice with a slight Hispanic
accent completed the package, giving me a man I could look at and
listen to for hours.

I’d spent the last forty-eight hours
exploring every inch of that body, only taking breaks to eat,
sleep, and walk on the beach. Tired and mildly sore from the
unaccustomed sexual activity, the sight of him coming toward me was
enough to spark a fire deep inside. I licked my lips. This sexy
hunk was my husband.

He opened the door and I swung my legs
around in preparation for exiting, never taking my hungry gaze off
his face. Roberto must have caught the gleam in my eyes for his
fired in response. He stepped closer, making a space for himself
between my thighs, and bent his head and kissed me. Our
surroundings immediately faded into the background, nebulous in
comparison to the passion flaring between us.

I groaned, leaned in, wrapped my arms around
his neck, and tugged him to me. One would think two days and nights
worth of lovemaking would be enough to temporarily slate our pent
up desire for each other. Instead, it had only made it
stronger.

Roberto growled low in his throat, planted
his hands on my butt, and pulled my damp heat into the cradle of
his pelvis. Through the denim of the jeans we both wore, I felt him
long and hard against the part of me that was soft and needy. I
arched up, needing the friction.

Nearby a door slammed. A moment later
Justin’s familiar voice said, “Geez, Dad. Couldn’t you wait until
you got into the house? What will the neighbors think?”

We broke apart. Roberto straightened to face
his approaching son and though his body was still tight with sexual
tension, he managed a smile. “That my wife is a beautiful, sexy
woman, and I’m a lucky man.”

I flushed with embarrassment. This was
another adjustment I’d need to make. We now lived in a house with
children who were old enough to know what sex was, and that Roberto
and I frequently engaged in it.

“What are you doing home?” I asked, after a
quick glance at the clock. “I thought you had class.”

Justin took classes at a local college with
the goal of becoming an electrician. Like his father, Justin
enjoyed working with his hands.

He motioned to the backpack he’d slung over
one shoulder. “I’m on my way now. My morning class got
canceled.”

Roberto stepped back so I could get out of
the vehicle. When my feet met the pavement, he said to Justin, “If
you have a minute to spare, grab our bags so I can carry Nina into
the house.”

My mouth dropped open. “What!”

Before I could block him, Roberto bent over,
put his shoulder to my belly, and hoisted me up in a fireman’s
carry. I shrieked, “Put me down! I’m too heavy.” Despite the
intense exercising I’d done these past few months, I was still a
solid size fourteen.

Laughing, Roberto ignored my protests and
carted me to the front doors. He made a production out of opening
the doors and carrying me over the threshold. After easing me onto
my feet, he straightened and caught me by the chin.

“Welcome to your new home, Mrs. Ortega,” he
murmured before kissing me again.

The clatter of Justin setting our luggage in
the foyer distracted us. “I’m out of here. Want me to pick Bree up
from school?” he asked me.

“If you can and don’t mind,” I said.

“Will do.” To his father, Justin said,
“Mommi and Poppi flew out this morning. They said to tell you
they’d call when they made it in.”

“Thank you. Have a good day,” Roberto called
as Justin strode down the walkway. He shut the door and reset the
alarm. “Where were we?” he asked, coming toward me, his face
intent.

Smiling wickedly and retreating as he
advanced, I reminded him, “You were welcoming me home.”

“We have a few hours to ourselves before the
kids return,” Roberto commented.

“Hmm, whatever will we do?” I asked.

“I think we should christen our marital
bed,” Roberto said, right before he pounced.

 



Chapter Two

 


Three hours later, our king-sized bed had
been duly christened and remade. Roberto and I had showered and
dressed, and now I stood in front of the open refrigerator,
examining the contents for dinner. Roberto’s mother had left a pan
of enchiladas. With a salad on the side and the remains of the flan
she’d baked for dessert, there was more than enough to make a meal
for four people.

With the advent of Roberto into our lives,
my twins and I had gotten into the habit of eating at the table as
a family. I slid the enchiladas into the oven to warm, prepared a
large salad, and set the bowl in the center of the kitchen table.
Placemats, napkins, plates, eating utensils, and drinking glasses
quickly followed. By the time Justin and Bree arrived, the table
was set and the food ready.

“Mom!” Bree ran into the kitchen and hugged
me like she hadn’t seen me in two months. The grownup French roll
her shoulder length brown hair had been styled into for the wedding
still looked good, which meant she’d been wrapping her hair up at
night.

“Bree!” I echoed, smiling.

My baby had grown when I wasn’t looking and
now she stood just an inch shorter than me. She’d inherited her
pecan-brown complexion and slim build from her father, along with
her facial features, but the eyes were all me. Large and brown,
they sparkled when she was excited as she was now. She glanced
around expectantly. “Did you bring me anything?”

Eyebrows rising in surprise, I said, “Bring
you something? You know we didn’t leave town, don’t you?”

Bree shrugged. “Yeah, but I thought you
might have bought me something from the hotel, like a
souvenir.”

“The kid’s mercenary,” Justin said with a
grin as he entered the kitchen.

Bree whirled on him. “Am not.”

“Are too,” Justin said, still smiling.
“Poppi gave you twenty bucks when he left this morning, and you’re
still asking for stuff.”

“Bree,” I said, a warning in my tone. My
children knew my rules about asking people for money.

“I swear I didn’t ask for it,” she said,
turning to me. “He just gave it to me. Said it was a welcome to the
family. I couldn’t refuse. It might have hurt his feelings.”

“Then in that case, you did the right thing.
You two go wash up for dinner, and someone get Roberto and tell him
the food’s ready,” I ordered.

“Yes, ma’am,” they both said and hurried to
do my bidding.

Later, after we’d gathered around the
kitchen table and Roberto had blessed the food, I took in the sight
of my new reality. It had been ten years since I’d filled the role
of both wife and mother. Now, I sat surrounded by our new
family.

Breanna was my oldest child. Justin, my new
stepson, was Roberto’s middle son. He stood an inch or two taller
than his father, had brown hair and brown eyes, and the trim
physique he inherited from his mother. In the last year, he’d put
on weight and muscle. While he’d never reach the stockiness Roberto
had naturally as a result of his Hispanic heritage, Justin’s bone
structure promised he’d have plenty of brawn once he grew into
it.

Missing from the table were Roberto Junior,
Enrico, and my son, Brendon, Bree’s twin brother. Roberto Junior
was currently enlisted in the military and stationed overseas.
Enrico, Roberto’s youngest son, still lived in Texas with his
mother. Brendon lived with his father in Georgia.

“Now that you and Dad have married, what are
you going to do with your house?” Justin asked.

“First, we need to move the rest of our
belongings. Then, I guess I’ll rent it out. HUD always needs
properties. I may register it with them, or list the property
through a property management agency,” I said.

What I wouldn’t be doing was selling my
home. With one failed marriage behind me, I needed the security of
knowing if things didn’t work out between Roberto and me, I’d have
some place to go. In my heart, I knew going into marriage with an
escape hatch in place was wrong, but past experience was a hard
taskmaster. It would take time to let go of those lessons
learned.

Besides, we could use the income from the
rental royalties. With my new salary as a supervisor, Roberto’s
income from the church, and his retirement checks from the
military, we had enough to make it. However, Roberto had two sons
in college he still supported, and as I’d anticipated, Tyrone had
used the excuse of Brendon living with him to stop paying child
support.

“I heard Mema telling Auntie Anitra she
should ask to rent your house after we moved,” Bree volunteered.
Mema is what my mother had instructed her grandchildren to call
her, stating she was too young to be a grandmother. Anitra was my
sister.

I shared a speaking glance with Roberto.
While I’d guessed Anitra would love to rent my former home if
allowed to do so, she was my last choice for a tenant. I didn’t
believe in doing business with family. They had a tendency to want
you to make allowances for them. The first time Anitra was late
with the rent, as she had a habit of doing, I would take issue.
Because she was my sister, Anitra wouldn’t see what the big deal
was. Didn’t I know she was good for it, even if it was paid after
the due date? My mother would feel the need to get involved, and
before you knew, there would be a big family blowup.

“Mom, now that we’re living here, you need
to call the schoolboard and make arrangements for me to ride the
bus,” Bree said.

Caught completely off-guard, I floundered.
“Oh, but I thought one of us would continue to take you.”

Bree rolled her eyes heavenward and gave a
long-suffering sigh. “Mom, I’m in high school now. I’m not a baby.
Being driven to school was fine when we lived on the other side of
town, but now I want to ride the bus with the other kids in the
neighborhood.”

Automatically, my gaze sought Roberto’s. For
the last few years, I’d both picked up and dropped off the twins at
school. Mostly out of necessity since the school they’d attended
was across town, and hadn’t provided bus service to our
neighborhood.

He understood my mute appeal. “I’ll call
tomorrow to check things out, talk it over with your mother, and
we’ll let you know our decision tomorrow. Is it really such a trial
being driven to school by Justin or me?” Roberto asked.

Bree squirmed in her seat, her gaze lowered.
“No, it’s just most of my friends ride the bus. If I rode, too, I’d
have more time to spend with them.”

I understood her desire to be like her
friends. However, my protective instincts would feel better if we
continued as things were. “I’ll confess, Bree, there’s so much
happening in the city these days, I’d feel safer if one of us
continued to drive you.”

Just last week a teenage boy had fired shots
into a school bus, injuring two students. A few months before, a
teen had been killed one morning while standing at the bus stop
with other students in their neighborhood. The police had called
the drive-by shooting gang related. Granted these things had
happened in other parts of the city, but it didn’t stop me from
being concerned.

My precocious daughter rolled her eyes at
me. “Mom, aren’t you the one who taught us God would keep us safe
if we prayed, put our trust in Him, and believed?”

Roberto grinned. “She’s got you there,
Nina.”

Unable to argue with her logic, I sighed.
“Fine, we’ll check into it tomorrow and get back to you.”

“I hope you do let the squirt catch the
bus,” Justin said. “Then I won’t have to leave so early in the
morning. Might even get to stay in bed another half-hour. Are we
going to church tonight?”

I glanced at the clock. It was almost six,
and weeknight bible study began at seven. With so much going on, I
hadn’t given mid-week service much thought.

“If we don’t, that would be great,” Breanna
said. “I have a paper due tomorrow I need to finish.”

Diverted, I felt my eyes narrow as I asked,
“Is this the same paper you were working on last week?” Bree knew
how I felt about waiting until the last minute to complete homework
assignments.

“Yes, I have the first and second drafts
completed and a list of all sources. I just need to type it all up.
I wasn’t able to do so the last few nights,” she said.

“Why not?” I asked, suspicious.

Justin answered for Bree. “We’ve been going
back and forth from the house, moving our clothes and belongings
here.”

“And I had to set up my bedroom. It took
time to get everything the way I wanted. Is it still all right for
me to paint my room?” Bree asked Roberto.

“Sure, let me know when you’ve decided on a
color, and we can work on it one weekend,” Roberto said. “Under the
circumstances, I think it will be okay if we miss tonight.”

Though I’d never had a guilt complex about
missing service, for whatever the reason, worry prompted me to ask,
“With your new position as youth pastor, are you sure you won’t be
missed?”

Roberto arched one eyebrow. “I’m the youth
pastor who got married on Sunday and is still, technically, on his
honeymoon. I’m sure it will be fine.”

Having been raised in a family full of
ministers, preachers, and missionaries, I knew the position carried
a lot of responsibility. The youth pastor was one of the few paid
ministerial staff of the church, but if Roberto wasn’t going to
worry, then neither would I. It was his job. He knew best.

“Do you need me proofread your paper when
you’re finished with it?” I asked Bree.

“No, I got it,” she said. “If I can use
Roberto’s computer, it would be a big help. Ours is still at the
house.”

We had a desktop computer the twin’s
grandfather had given them when they were in sixth grade. My budget
hadn’t been able to afford one, though I’d managed to purchase a
decent three-in-one printer during a Black Friday sale. The list of
things I needed to retrieve from the house was growing. All I had
in the way of clothing was the small suitcase Roberto had packed
for me, and the few items of clothing I’d left at his home to
change into on Sundays.

“Justin, log into the computer for Bree.
Nina and I will go to the house and pack the rest of her things.
I’ll see if we can fit the computer in, too. We can set it up on
the landing upstairs,” Roberto said.

The area at the top of the stairs was almost
the size of a small room. It was a good place to put a computer
where everyone who needed it would have access, but still out of
the way of floor traffic.

“We’ll need to break down the computer desk
and bring it over,” I reminded Roberto.

In the months Roberto had been unemployed,
he’d packed and moved a lot of my personal possessions. Whenever I
commented on some item being missing, he’d calmly stated it would
eventually have to be moved anyway. Why not now while he had the
extra time on his hands? Since I’d been in no hurry to vacate my
premises, I hadn’t paid much attention to what he was doing until
the house began to take on the impersonal feel of a hotel.

Now I had to wonder, just how much was left?
My bedroom, of course. The kitchen and both bathrooms. All the
large pieces of furniture needed to be moved. The realization
caused another thought to pop into my head.

“Did you two move Bree’s furniture, or just
her clothing?” I asked.

“Both,” Justin said. “Mommi and Poppi helped
organize things, and a couple of the guys brought their trucks over
and helped with the lifting and toting. Since Monday was a holiday,
we spent the morning and afternoon getting everything moved, and
then Poppi bought everyone barbeque.”

“Hmm,” I said, not knowing what else to
say.

Roberto’s mother had been in my home.
Frantically, I tried to remember what state the house had been in
when we’d left that morning for church. Saturday was our regular
cleaning day, but last Saturday Bree had talked me into getting
manicure and pedicures for both of us, and we’d had appointments to
get our hair done. It had taken most of the day.

I’m a decent housekeeper and normally
wouldn’t be concerned, but my relationship with Mrs. Ortega had
gotten off to a bad start. During the Thanksgiving holidays, Mrs.
Ortega had made it clear she didn’t feel I’d make a suitable wife
for her son. Though she’d later apologized and explained her
reservations during our wedding reception, which turned out to have
nothing to do with me at all, the experience had made a lasting
impression.

“Tell your friends I said thank you, and see
if any of them are available Saturday. I’m renting a U-haul to
gather the rest of Nina’s things and could use the help. I can’t
pay them a lot but I can give them gas money, if nothing else,”
Roberto said.

“I can provide pizza,” I offered. In
addition to being my favorite food, a little bit went a long way
and didn’t cost a lot of money.

“Cool, I’ll put the word out tonight. We may
need to turn away volunteers,” Justin said, grinning.

“Nina cooked. You two clean. Before it gets
too late, we’ll head over to the house to grab what we can,”
Roberto said.

“Your mom made flan. It’s in the
refrigerator,” I told Roberto, figuring he’d want some.

Roberto’s face lit up. “Really? I’ll get
some before bed tonight. If I eat anything else right now I’ll be
too stuffed to work.”

We rose from the table and dispersed. The
kids began to complete their assigned chores. Roberto and I went to
our room to put on shoes and grab jackets.

We stepped outside into a brisk winter wind,
which heralded rapidly falling temperatures. North Florida seemed
to only have two seasons: hot and cold. Tonight’s forecast
anticipated temperatures dropping into the low thirties. For once,
I wouldn’t need an electric blanket or a mountain of covers to keep
me warm. I’d have Roberto.

On this happy thought I climbed into the SUV
and settled in for the ride. “Should we have brought packing
boxes?”

“I left a few at the house, if Justin didn’t
use them. If they did, we’ll take more tomorrow when we go over.
Good thing you have the rest of the week off. Might take that long
to get you completely situated,” Roberto said as he backed out of
the driveway.

“I meant to ask, how on earth did you
arrange for me to have the week off?”

Roberto smiled. I could see the flash of
straight, white teeth in the light of oncoming cars. “Justin gave
me the name and number of your supervisor. Since you’d previously
had the time approved and canceled it, he simply changed the
dates.”

Justin had spent the summer working for my
employer as a temporary summer hire. As a give back to the
community, over the last few years the company I worked for had
hired college and high school students during their summer and
winter breaks. The pay was minimum wage, but in the case of Justin,
it had given him valuable experience in his field of study. As a
result, Justin had known the appropriate people to contact.

“Well, thank you. You literally thought of
everything. If I haven’t said it before, Sunday was perfect. You
gave me the wedding of my dreams without any of the associated
stress,” I commended, laying an appreciative hand on his thigh.

Roberto slid his hand over mine, linking our
fingers. “It was my pleasure. Thank you for saying yes.”

 


 


 



Chapter Three

 


We did a quick walk-through of the house and
now stood in the middle of my former bedroom. “There’s no way we’ll
get all of this ready to move by Saturday,” I said.

“Sure we will. However, packing it isn’t the
problem. What to do with it once we’ve gotten it all packed? That’s
the question. My upstairs bedrooms were mostly unfurnished, so the
kid’s things can simply transfer over. We don’t need two of
everything,” Roberto said, hands on his hips as he surveyed his
surroundings.

Since I’d been in no rush to marry, I hadn’t
followed Roberto’s suggestion and made any decisions on which of my
furnishings I’d keep and blend in with his, and which could go.
He’d left it up to me, wanting his house to become our home. Unlike
my former fiancé who hadn’t wanted me to make any changes, Roberto
would be totally content if I said I wanted to get rid of all his
furnishings and keep mine. What I needed to do was come up with a
good compromise.

“I suppose we could stick it in storage?”
Roberto suggested.

I quickly vetoed that idea. “No, I’d rather
sell anything we decide we don’t want. Maybe a garage sale?” Then I
remembered how much work a garage sale entailed. “Or maybe we
should post pictures on Craigslist and sell them there.”

“We’ll pray about it. Maybe there’s someone
in the church in need of our excess we can bless,” Roberto
suggested.

I smiled, liking the idea. “I think that’s a
wonderful suggestion.”

There’d been plenty of times in my life when
I’d needed a helping hand. My first living room set had been the
castoffs of my older sister. The baby furniture had been a blessing
from an older cousin who’d been in the process of updating his
youngest child’s nursery into a little girl’s dream of a bedroom.
His wife had been happy to have someone to give it to, ready to get
it out of the way so she could go shopping. Yes, I was definitely
on board with the plan to bless someone with the things we no
longer needed.

It took an hour to empty the bedroom of my
clothing. Roberto took the clothes from the closet, still on their
hangers, and laid them in the cargo of the SUV while I placed the
clothes in the dressers in suitcases. As each one filled, Roberto
loaded them onto the rear seat. My shoes were gathered and toted in
a thirty gallon trash bag.

Justin had used the last of the moving
boxes, so I took what I needed for the night from my bathroom and
placed it in a plastic grocery bag, and left the rest to be
collected in the morning. After grabbing my favorite pillow off the
bed, I went out to the front room to find Roberto.

He had the computer disassembled and was in
the process of breaking down the computer desk. Roberto glanced up
when I entered the room. “Is that it?”

“I think this is enough for now. Are you
bringing the desk with us tonight?” I wondered if there’d be enough
room in the vehicle for everything.

“No, I’ll come get it in the morning, have
it put together, and ready for Bree by the time she gets home,” he
said. He stacked the pieces neatly together by the door.

As I watched him work, my mind shifted back
to Bree’s request. “Do you think letting her ride the bus is a good
idea?” I asked, sincerely wanting his opinion. When it came to my
children, I tended to err on the side of overprotection.

“I think the beaches community is a lot
quieter and safer than the inner city. If we lived in this
neighborhood, I’d have qualms about her walking to the bus stop.”
He picked up the last screw, placed it in the sandwich bag, and
sealed the bag. After he’d placed the bag and the screw driver with
the rest of the desk parts, he put his hand on the doorknob. “That
ought to do it. Ready?”

I preceded Roberto outside, waiting while he
made sure the house was secure. As we drove home, I continued the
discussion on Bree’s transportation. “It’s still dark early in the
morning. Sexual predators aren’t restricted to lower income
neighborhoods.”

It felt good to discuss this parenting issue
with Roberto; to share the burden of raising two teenagers rapidly
approaching adulthood. At one time I wouldn’t have believed I could
ask for anyone else’s input, but I valued Roberto’s opinion. He was
a good man, a wonderful father, and possessed sound judgment.

“True, but the bus for the middle and high
school kids stops right inside the subdivision. If we feel her
safety is an issue, we can always drive her to meet the bus in the
mornings and wait with her until it arrives. As cold as it is, I’m
sure she wouldn’t mind. Isn’t that what you used to do when the
twins were in private school?” he asked.

“Yes, but they were a lot younger then.”

“The same principle applies. Actually, I
think that might not be a bad idea,” Roberto mused. “At least until
the weather changes. Even here at the beach it’s quite cold in the
mornings.”

I liked the idea and said so. We spent the
rest of the drive in a companionable silence. At home, we reversed
the process. Roberto took all the outfits on hangers and placed
them in the closet. He called Justin downstairs to help tote the
suitcases. I grabbed the bag of shoes, the second bag containing
toiletries, and my pillow, and followed them inside.

As expected, not everything fit. By no means
could I be considered a clothes horse, but I did own a lot of
clothing. I hesitated to get rid of any item because the minute I
donated it to Goodwill, I’d find myself needing it. It was time for
me to weed through the masses and narrow the selection.

Justin set the suitcases down in the middle
of the bedroom. I rolled them to the side, out of the walkway to be
dealt with later. Mentally, I rearranged Roberto’s bedroom set to
accommodate the extra dresser from my bedroom I needed. I just
hoped it wouldn’t look too out of place. Mine was a light honey
colored wood and his was a much darker mahogany.

Roberto turned and noticed the pile of
luggage in the corner. “Aren’t you going to unpack?”

I sat on the side of the bed with a sigh.
“Tomorrow. I just realized I have way too much stuff. No way it’s
all going to fit.”

“We can put what doesn’t in one of the
upstairs’ bedroom closets,” Roberto suggested.

Pausing for a moment to consider this
option, I nevertheless came to the same conclusion. “No, I need to
downsize. There are outfits here I only wear once a year. If I
haven’t worn it in the last six months, it’s time to get rid of
it.”

“Once a year?” Roberto echoed, looking
bemused.

I smiled. “It’s not as crazy as it sounds.
There are outfits I only wear with the choir during certain times
of the year, like Christmas and Easter. The Minister of Music
usually has us in red tops and black skirts during the Advent
season. For Easter and Communion Sundays, it’s some form of white
or off-white. Every now and then he’ll come up with some oddball
combination, like pink and black or Skittles. To keep from having
to shop every time he does, I keep one outfit or top that meets the
requirements. It’s usually the only time I wear it.”

“That makes sense. What about the rest?”

“Some of it’s too large or a shade too
small. The too large items no longer fit due to the weight you
helped me lose,” I explained. “However, since my weight tends to
yo-yo, I’m reluctant to get rid of them. Same goes for the clothing
that’s too small. Although for those, I’m hoping to one day be able
to wear them again.”

He frowned. “By the time you get down to
that size—and with my help I have complete confidence you
eventually will—you may not even want to wear those items. Won’t
they be out of style?”

I shrugged and laughed. “Probably, but
between my frugal nature and packrat tendencies, it’s hard for me
to let go.”

Roberto came and joined me on the bed. “I
haven’t noticed any packrat tendencies. Remember, I’m the one who
moved most of your belongings.”

“Wait until we begin going through my
papers. Don’t get me wrong, I’m no hoarder,” I quickly assured him.
“I simply have a hard time letting go of items until I’m absolutely
sure I no longer need them. I think it’s the result of all the
years I spent struggling financially. I learned to hold on to what
I have.”

He slung an arm around my shoulders and
tugged me close. “With God as our provider, struggling financially
is something you never have to worry about again.”

I believed him. In those days, I hadn’t
known how to trust God to supply all of my needs. Though His Word
said God was a provider and all anyone had to do was ask, I didn’t
believe it applied to me. I thought I had to earn God’s blessings.
What I didn’t know was that God is the ultimate father. He takes
joy in providing for His children. Once I accepted Christ into my
heart, I was adopted into the family of God. It was Christ’s
sacrifice that made me eligible to receive the promises of God. All
I had to do was believe and claim them by faith.

“I’m still looking for a job. I know you
make a decent salary with your current position,” Roberto hurried
to say, “but I’d feel…happier, if I had more to bring to the
table.”

A feeling of deja vu swept over me. I was
instantly thrown back to the night in December when Roberto
announced he was postponing our wedding. His lack of gainful
employment had been his reason. As the husband, he’d felt God had
given him the responsibility of being our family’s main provider,
and that his military retirement alone wasn’t enough for a family
to live on. When I’d pointedly reminded him I also worked, and
between the two incomes there was more than enough money, he’d
dismissed my contribution as inconsequential.

Since then, we’d avoided discussions about
finances. While I understood Roberto’s position, I didn’t agree. I
didn’t want a sugar daddy. In my opinion, marriage was a
partnership.

Easing away from Roberto’s side, I turned to
face him, casually drawing my knee up onto the bed between us. “You
have a job,” I cautiously reminded him. “Ministry is a full-time
position.”

Roberto gazed at me, his expression guarded.
I wondered if he, too, was remembering the last time we had this
discussion, and the argument it had devolved into. “The salary the
House of Prayer pays isn’t much.”

There was an invisible hand tightening my
vocal chords and a weight on my chest. When going through the
divorce process with my ex-husband, Tyrone, I’d learned the number
one cause of divorce was money. Roberto and I hadn’t even been
married a week and already the issue was rearing its ugly head.

I picked my way through the verbal
minefield. “You haven’t been in the position long. Wouldn’t it be
wise to see how much of a demand it will make on your time before
you go looking for another source of income?”

Roberto laid a hand on my knee. I don’t know
if he was seeking physical contact, or a handhold to catch me if I
tried to run. Not that there was any place for me to flee. Being
married meant there was no alternate home to retreat to until
cooler heads prevailed. I had to stick this discussion out until we
came to a reasonable resolution, or agreed to table it for a later
date.

“As chaplain, I worked full-time and
attended to my ministerial duties. This wouldn’t be any different,”
he said.

His answer wasn’t what I wanted to hear. One
of the reasons his first marriage hadn’t survived was because
Roberto was rarely home. I knew from experience my husband had
workaholic tendencies. In the months before the Post Office had
laid him off, Roberto had almost killed himself working every bit
of overtime he could manage. “Have you prayed about this?”

Roberto squeezed my knee. “Nina, talk to me.
Tell me what’s going through that head of yours.”

The man somehow always knew when I was being
reticent with him. How? I didn’t know. Knowing he’d only nag until
I confessed all, I slowly said, “I know how demanding a minister’s
life can be. If it comes down to a choice of having you around or
having extra money, I’ll choose you every time. I don’t want things
going back to the way they were before you got laid off,” I
said.

Roberto bowed his head and closed his eyes.
I didn’t know if he was praying or preparing his rebuttal.

“Besides,” I said, compelled to continue
speaking, “you’re working for God now. I’ve never known His
provisions to be insufficient.”

At that, Roberto’s eyes popped open. It was
though a fire burned within. He reached up, caught me by the nape,
and pulled me forward to rest his forehead against mine. “And this
is why God gave Eve to Adam, to be a source of wisdom and comfort
to him. You’re right. I’ll wait, and we’ll both pray. See what it
is God would have me to do.”

“Thank you,” I whispered, breathing a silent
sigh of relief.

“Speaking of prayer, let me go gather the
kids. Since we didn’t attend church tonight, I feel it only right
we take a few minutes to have a family devotion time,” Roberto
said. He released me and stood.

“You want to do it in here?” I asked, not
sure I was comfortable with the idea.

“No, in the den. I believe it’s more
appropriate.” He gave my cheek a brief caress before leaving the
room.

As the door closed, I bent my head and said
a brief prayer. “Father, thank you. On my own I would have made a
muck of things. Thank you for giving me the words to speak and not
be led by my emotions. And, for letting Roberto be receptive to
them. I pray all future conflicts are as easily resolved.”

Then I rose to join my family in the den for
bible study.

 


 


 



Chapter Four

 


The rest of the week passed in a blur of
activity. I awoke Thursday morning to the feel of Roberto’s
calloused hands roaming over me, caressing and arousing me to
madness. Rolling to my back, I welcomed his hungry ardor and
matched it. After a session of languid, sleepy lovemaking, we hit
the ground running.

Bree had to be taken to school. Moving boxes
needed to be delivered to the house. Arrangements made for a moving
truck to be picked up on Saturday morning. Paperwork picked through
and either shredded or boxed. On and on, our to-do list went.

I’m a very organized person. When there’s a
lot of work to be done and a short time to do it in, I make a task
list in order of importance and check them off one by one. Roberto
made me look like an amateur. Maybe it was his military background
or simply his basic personality, but he worked the two of us like
slaves, and when the children came home from school, he enlisted
them as well. I fell into bed each night exhausted.

The end result was that by Saturday night,
my house was empty. Roberto’s living room and den had been totally
rearranged in preparation for blending my furniture with his. The
formerly empty upstairs’ bedroom was now completely furnished with
the extra bedroom sets stored in the garage. We’d cleared a space
in the master bedroom for one of my dressers and all my clothes had
been sorted and stored. I can’t say how many trips we’d made to
nearby thrifts stores, dropping off clothing, knickknacks, and
unwanted items from the twin’s bedrooms because I lost count after
the third carload.

All of my linens were stored in the
upstairs’ linen closet for the children to use. My cookware had
been integrated with Roberto’s, the excess stored in labeled boxes
in the garage already stuffed with unneeded furniture. I regretted
my decision not to rent a storage unit. Yes, we’d saved money but
at what cost?

I laid face down across the bed, muscles
aching and head screaming. How had I managed to forget how much I
hate moving? The total upheaval it caused? It would have been
easier if we could have taken our time, but Roberto wanted the
house ready for renters the first of the month, less than ten days
away. I agreed, and the ad was already scheduled to be in the
newspaper next week. The sooner we had someone in there helping to
allay the cost of my mortgage payments, the better.

The mattress dipped beside me. “Are you all
right?” Roberto asked.

“No,” I mumbled into the bedding.

“I told you to let me and the boys do all
the lifting,” he said.

Roberto had, and I’d ignored him. It wasn’t
in me to stand there and watch others work when I had an able body,
so I’d
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