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The LORD grant you that ye may find rest,
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REVEREND AND MRS. JACOB WESTWOOD AND VINCENT

Vincent Miller stared at the beaming bride, who stood at the altar as she married Jacob Westwood. He had never seen Leah Martin look so beautiful. She had always been a looker, but now at her wedding, she had a bridal glow about her. Her caramel skin radiated with a golden sheen, the thick riot of russet curls shimmered, and her ivory gown was the perfect complement to her curves. 

She laughed as she gave her flowers to her maid of honor. A little boy came down the aisle with a broom decorated with pink ribbons and frills. When the little boy placed the broom at the bride and groom’s feet, she and Jacob jumped over it. The bridegroom tripped and his arms flailed to keep from falling. The church rang with laughter as he smiled and stole another kiss from his new bride.

Vincent had seen Leah in all manner of undress, but he’d never kissed her. The numerous things they’d done to each other floated in his mind. Yet, as he saw Jacob kiss Leah again, longer and deeper, he wondered what it would have felt like to lock lips with her. Her husband seemed to enjoy it as the kiss continued and the church attendants cheered them on. 

Later, as he stood in line to congratulate the newlyweds, he wondered if she had revealed to her new husband her nearly virgin status. He and Leah had never gone all the way, but they’d come pretty close. The last time, six years ago, had been the most intense. At one point, she had completely lost restraint as she begged him to take her. To fall off the edge had been so tempting but he had held back with Herculean willpower. 

Another man was able to take her and join himself to her the way he had longed to do, and God would sanction the action. His lips twisted to the side as a coil of regret knotted and tied deep in his gut as he watched them.

Third in line, Vincent watched with hooded eyes as Leah hugged more guests while the photographer took pictures of the bride and groom with everyone in the receiving line. As his turn came up, he braced himself and allowed his face to show only happiness for her. 

“Vincent!” she screamed in his ear as she hugged him. The world receded. The flash of the photographer’s camera faded as an onslaught of sensations cascaded over his mind and heated his surging blood. His nostrils flared as he greedily inhaled the cocoa butter–scented skin. The assault of that delicious aroma nearly made his eyes roll into the back of his head. All her round, soft curves melted into his solid frame like warmed syrup over pancakes. The gentle clasp of her arms around his middle effectively imprisoned him, but he was a willing captive. He gritted his teeth in an attempt to still his senses from saturating themselves in the presence of this woman. Yet, when she pulled back from him an instant later, his body ached to hold her again. 

“Hey, Vincent.”

The sound of the husband’s voice was an ice cold bucket of distraction that disintegrated the hold Leah’s presence had on him. Vincent gave himself a mental shake as he tugged on the ends of his suit and smoothed his hair in a nonchalant way. He hoped as he reached out to shake the groom’s hand that the slight tremble of his own hand wasn’t visible. 

“Congrats, you guys.” How words erupted from his mouth was a mystery. Before he could say more, the photographer gestured and Leah jumped between them with her arms around their necks. 

Vincent’s lips stretched and curved upward as a sardonic voice whispered in his mind. Smile for the camera.

W X

Do you see what you missed out on, Vincent? The flash from the camera blinded Leah Westwood as she stood in the middle of her husband and her ex-flame.

The instant she articulated the thought, she felt the Spirit chastise her. Okay, okay. So maybe he hadn’t missed out on everything. They’d been intimate on more than one occasion. Yet, she did feel a pure sense of feminine pleasure at seeing this man, whom she at one time wanted to give her life to, watch her marry another man worth twelve of him.

Jacob glanced down at her, his eyes gentle but lit with anticipation. A bubble of sweet, ginger ale–like joy burst from inside her. Heady and intoxicating happiness made her want to fly. She loved her husband with everything within her. To think God had crafted them for each other still amazed her. Jacob Westwood was the only man able to subdue Mercury, the rage monster inside her.

“You look so beautiful, Leahgirl,” Jacob whispered as he kissed her cheek.

Although she recognized her own beauty, she wished she didn’t have so many men try to hit on her, grab at her, or flirt with her. It became tedious. Maybe there was a curse to being pretty. God knew how often she longed for the face of a tarantula. 

“You don’t look so bad yourself,” she returned the compliment. She reached up and tugged the short, thick blond hair. He laughed, his periwinkle eyes filling with teasing light. The formal wedding suit rested on his broad frame, accentuating it. Jacob wasn’t tall, but he stood almost a head above her. Her hairline came to his square chin, nicely trimmed with a goatee.

Vincent walked away and she greeted more people. Her lips curved into a wide smile but at the same time little needles of nervousness pricked her skin. Her throat started to constrict and she took a deep breath to calm the nerves. Sweat broke out on her forehead as she remembered the night. It was the night she met the two men who changed her life forever: her husband and her attacker. If she hadn’t been so pretty, maybe that scumbag would have left her alone. No. She refused to go into a full-fledged panic attack at her wedding. She was safe here beside Jacob. 

“Leahgirl, what’s wrong?”

Jacob’s voice broke through the memory that had almost unveiled itself and she shook her head. This was her wedding day. The past would not interfere with it. She sent a quick prayer to the Almighty to help her with wayward thoughts, and then pushed the trepidation back and focused on all the people who had come to wish them joy.

W X

The muscles in Jacob’s neck were tense and he rolled his head to relax them. He closed the door to the hotel room. His fingers tugged at the tie around his throat and loosened it as he rubbed his neck for a few moments. As his muscles stretched, fatigue seeped into them. Who knew weddings could be so time-consuming? From the moment the preacher declared, “You may now kiss the bride,” he’d wanted to race to the hotel suite. 

He glanced out the window. The stars glistened against the backdrop of the city. The soft white blanket of snow gave the scenery a fanciful snow globe allure. Cars scuttled back and forth. Street lights changed. The night bustle added its magic to this special day. They had decided against a traditional honeymoon since they were going on a cruise next year. Besides that, Leah wanted to enjoy the house he bought for her as a wedding gift a couple of months ago.

For several hours he’d smiled, shook hands, laughed, and enjoyed oh-so-brief kisses with his new wife for the benefit of the guests. His eyes were dry from the numerous flashes of the camera. The photographer had cajoled, begged, and finally demanded they pose for pictures at each moment. He could have strangled the man. 

Leah had been in her element. She sizzled and crackled with the vibrant energy of her happiness. She’d fluttered from one table to the next, her face bright with joy as she connected with the guests. The air about her buzzed and zinged. Hot like a tongue of fire, she singed people. More than once, he saw drooping backs straighten and unconscious frowns transform into smiles. Leah was a bolt of lightning, unable to be harnessed yet magnificent because of the unfettered freedom. He’d watched her all day, longing building up to a pressure inside him begging for release. When they did exchange kisses, he knew she was as eager for their time alone as he.

At last, they had each other to themselves. 

Leah twirled around. The knee-length gold dress she had changed into for the reception shimmered in the light. His lips tilted to one side as he remembered how she refused to lug around her bridal dress on her big body for hours. 

Big body. He watched her as she stepped out of her shoes and jumped on the bed. Her childish antics were in direct contradiction to the woman he desired with increasing intensity by the moment. This was their wedding night. And he was about to enjoy it. 

There was that thing though. 

“J-hun,” she whispered in a sexy voice which matched her expression. “Are you ready for your woman tonight?” A husky laugh flowed from her lips.

Jacob threw his tie away from him. Where it landed, he hadn’t a clue. The thing wouldn’t bother him. Not tonight. He scrambled onto the bed. She squealed in delight as he wrapped his arms tight around her and squeezed. “Ready? Like you can get away from me, little girl.”

He shifted until they lay side by side. He took his hand and caressed her cheek. Her beauty, since the first day he met her, always fascinated him. Her face was a mixture of mature lines and baby curves. Caramel skin glowed with vitality. The fudge-brown eyes smoldered with a dark fire as she met his gaze. Russet curls, spread out on the pillow, shone with luminosity. Her scent drifted around him like steam.

He loved her so much. There were times before the wedding when the idea she’d changed her mind filled him with panic and cost him a few sleepless nights. When he thought there were better men in the world, he gave God praise that she accepted him. She trusted herself to his care, provision, and protection. In return, she gifted him with her love. 

He just hoped that other thing wouldn’t get in the way and change her mind.

W X

Vincent definitely had better lovemaking skills.

Shamed at her thoughts, Leah sighed as she lay next to her new husband. For the first time, she recognized the consequences of her actions with Vincent. She wished she never allowed herself to have any sexual contact before she married. If she’d controlled herself, she wouldn’t be comparing notes between her husband and her ex-flame.

She’d fended off unwanted advances from various males since her youth. Their attempts to arouse her left her cold and irritated. The one that had gotten through the barrier was Vincent Miller. The pleasure she experienced in his arms made her an addict. He had seemed just as intoxicated by their play since he’d kept coming back for more. 

She turned to the side, stared at the wall. The last time with Vincent was before she became a Christian. With the Lord in her life, things had changed. For three years, she focused on Bible study, church attendance, and her relationship with God. She ran into her ex-flame on the rare occasion at Glenn Anderson’s house for a get-together. And even then, she distanced herself because she wanted to move on. But the memory of what they did together lingered in her mind. She would be a liar if she refused to admit Vincent lit the fires of passion in her. 

Yet, pleasure came in different forms. Pensively she bit on her lower lip as she opened the door to the forbidden path. Her mind turned to another time when the same emotion coursed through, albeit for a far different reason. She remembered the way her fists smashed into her attacker’s nose and the hot splash of blood on her knuckles. The monster inside her had taken control. Even now, she remembered the gratification of the man’s cries. A latent high had resonated at the sight of blood and his pain. 

A snore from Jacob pulled her from the memories. A fine trembling had taken hold of her limbs. Most people thought since she’d almost killed the man that she wasn’t affected by it. But now, three years later, he haunted her dreams and thoughts. Worse, she wasn’t sure who she’d been more afraid of that night—the attacker or herself. 

Leah’s family had bad tempers, what they called Martin’s Mercury. Eventually, they all went out of control. Over the years, she’d come to the realization her rage had a personality of its own. Mercury both protected and hindered her. That night three years ago had shown her how much she depended on her rage to help her, and she had discovered the awful truth about herself.

Leah dug her fingers in her hair. She owed a lot to Jacob. He dragged her off the man before she killed with delight. 

And how dare she have the audacity to compare her husband to another man? 

The thing happened again tonight. Should she ignore it? They’d been married ten days. Maybe it was a fluke. Newlyweds adjusting to each other. 

Leah nodded in finality and curled up to sleep. Jacob stirred next to her and nuzzled her neck. Leah giggled. 

“What are you doing, little girl?” He yawned as his arms wrapped around her waist and dragged her closer against his body. 

“I’m minding my business, preacher. What’s it to you?” 

He growled and nibbled her ear. She squealed in glee. “You’re talking back to the Lion of Judah, woman.”

Leah laughed and Jacob with her. “The Lion of Judah, indeed!”

He proceeded to tell her what her punishment would be as she lifted her head for a kiss.



NOT REALLY A SIN

Jacob always figured he was as close to God as anybody could be. He had decided some time ago that he was allowed one sin. Well, not really a sin, but maybe a distraction. The rest of his life remained in dedicated service to God—church attendance, Bible study, outreach programs, and youth ministry. In a way that wasn’t boastful, he supposed he was pretty much a good person most of the time.

His special time belonged to him.

He clicked on the next image on the screen and stared at it, embedding it into his mind. The woman was scantily clad and lay in a seductive pose. His eyes glued to the screen, he clicked on the next image and the next. After a while, he took a glance at his phone and saw the time. Quickly he deleted his browsing history and then shut the computer down. He closed the door to his home office and made his way downstairs to the kitchen. 

Delectable smells titillated his nostrils. The aroma of greens, fried chicken, cornbread, and potatoes wafted through the air. A growl from his stomach sent his feet scurrying the rest of the way.

Jacob surveyed the house he bought for his wife as a present two months before they married. Leah had decorated the place until it had her personal stamp of approval on it. She had an obsession with African masks and tribal décor. She’d painted the walls in a stone gray finish. Faux jungle trees inhabited many corners of the house. Tapestries hung on the walls depicted various forms of wildlife. Haunting masks rested at intervals on surfaces. Miniature wood carvings reflecting tribal characteristics were strategically placed. 

Any moment, he expected a monkey to swing by.

Jacob grinned at his own thoughts. He loved her so much. 

As he made his way to the kitchen, he stopped by one painting he’d never seen before. It depicted an African warrior on the hunt, spear uplifted in his hand with a hungry gaze the artist had captured. 

“Leahgirl, where did you get this picture?” Jacob asked as he walked into the kitchen and sat down at the table. 

Leah stood at the island, surrounded by stainless steel appliances. They were her one concession to the modern world. Due to her sense of style, Jacob had wondered if she’d want an open pit in the middle of the floor. 

He watched as Leah wiped her hands off with a clean towel and then folded it. The action brought to mind one of the contradictions his wife displayed. She had a volatile, passionate personality. Anything contrary to what she wanted had the potential to set her off. Under the surface of it lay this penchant for preciseness, particularly when it came to her cooking. All items had to be perfect. 

Leah picked up the plates carefully and headed for the table. The plates tipped ominously from the amount of food on them. Jacob wondered who was going to eat all of it. As she set them down, she asked, “What did you say, J-hun?”

“I said where did you get the picture from?”

“Glenn made it for me a few years back.” 

He nodded. Glenn Anderson was a friend of hers he’d met a few times. A tall Japanese man with dark eyes and bleached blond hair came to mind. An artist, Glenn had an affinity for tribal cultures and primitive places. He made a living creating tribal artwork that major home goods distributors reproduced for resale. 

“I see.” 

“I like it because it gives me inspiration when I cook.”

Jacob bowed his head and gave thanks. He reached for his fork. “How does a tribal warrior give you inspiration in the kitchen?”

“I think because food should be bold, strong, fierce, but simple. It should conquer anyone who eats it. I want whoever eats my food to be slain with pleasure.” 

“Hopefully, not from poison, little girl,” he quipped. Her head fell back as she laughed in a low husky tone. It exposed the sweet column of her throat. 

“I forgot to mention. I need about twenty thousand.”

Jacob sat back in his chair. “What for?”

“Latoya’s place.”

“Oh.” Jacob nodded as he bent over his food. “Are they low on funds again?”

“Yeah. Latoya didn’t say as much, but I could tell. I’ll be going down there next week. I can give it to her then.”

He made a mental note to transfer the funds tomorrow as he dug into his plate. “Leahgirl, try not to get into an argument with Ms. What’s-her-name.”

“Mrs. Powell?” Leah’s eyes narrowed.

“Um, um,” Jacob murmured around a piece of chicken. “That lady.”

“The woman can’t cook! She shouldn’t serve them slop.” Leah stabbed her fork at the greens.

“None of those people have complained.”

“They’re homeless J-hun,” she retorted as if he weren’t bright. “They probably think they can’t complain.”

“Leahgirl—”

“Those poor people are always happy to see me. They know they are going to get some decent food.”

“She can’t be all that bad.”

“She’s worse than Mrs. Houston at Solomon’s house.”

“Wow.”

Leah swallowed and clanked her fork down. “That’s what one of those homeless guys said when he ate her eggs. Scrambled eggs don’t taste good with shells in them.”

Jacob laughed at that and after a moment, she joined in. 

He reached for the salt and her laughter disappeared with the swiftness of a slammed door. A scowl marred her face. Her eyebrows drew inward while the full lips flattened to a thin line above a chin thrust out like an armed torpedo. “What are you doing?” Her voice deepened to a flat tone, devoid of all lightheartedness.

The change startled him. What happened? “What?”

“What are you doing?” The words hissed out her clenched teeth.

His arm hung above the table as if frozen in time. “I’m eating.”

“Then why do you have the salt?” A tense air crept in, heavy and foreign. In a single instant, a chasm appeared. Invisible but tangible like the hair on his arms. Leah had withdrawn and Mercury sat across from him. 

His eyebrows touched his hairline. “I just wanted to add some salt to the potatoes.”

“But why?”

“I . . . just wanted . . . to add some salt. Is there . . . a . . . problem?” He pulled his arm back as he continued to hold the offensive object. 

“Yes, there’s a problem,” she snapped. “You think I cook and slave over a stove for an hour for you to have the gall to add salt to your food!”

For a moment, disbelief pinned him to the seat. He couldn’t believe Mercury had appeared over salt. 

She pushed her chair back till it almost flew into the stove and leaned over the table. She thrust her finger at him, her face a mask of flared nostrils, snarling lips, and slit-like eyes. “I’ve watched you eat mashed potatoes several times now. I know how much salt you put in them. I made sure I added the right amount to them to meet your taste. But that isn’t good enough for you, is it? You have the nerve—”

“Leahgirl.” Jacob handled the salt shaker as if it were a bomb as he set it on the table. It might as well have been. “On the count of three, we’re going to run out of the kitchen.”

That stopped her tirade. “What?”

“One, two, three!” Jacob grabbed her hand and bolted into the living room, dragging her with him. They fell against the sofa in a tangle of limbs. He used his right arm to clutch her around the waist. With the other arm, he reached for a zebra throw and covered them both with it.

“J-hun, what are you doing? The food’s getting cold!” The throw obscured most of her face and muffled her voice. Snippets of russet curls peeked through as she tried to get from under the folds. 

“Shhhh!” he insisted.

“What?” She emerged from the folds of the throw, her face plastered with a look of confusion. Mercury had gone. Thank goodness.

“The salt is going to explode. It’s a complicated sort of explosive that takes salt granules and turns them into lethal objects. Once applied to potatoes in more than the amount put in by the cook, the damage is devastating.” He spoke in a whisper, his eyes wide with mock terror.

Leah stared at him, her eyes wide in puzzlement. Then she burst out laughing.

“Oh, baby, I can’t believe I went nuts over salt!” Leah sighed as she shook her head.

The fragrant coconut oil in her hair teased his nostrils. Her body brushed against him. Salt became the last thing on his mind.

Jacob leaned forward and pressed his lips against hers. He fantasized that when he kissed her, he bit into a ripe piece of fruit, like an apple or a peach. She tasted so good. Her flavor ignited him. He remembered reading somewhere that the Hebrew word for kiss meant “to kindle.” One touch of her lips made him crave more. She moaned in response to his ardor. The heat intensified. 

Unbidden, an image of an Asian body came to his mind. He squelched it as he concentrated on his wife. He didn’t want to think about her right now.

“Babe, the food is going to get cold,” she murmured against his mouth.

“Oh well,” he answered with total disinterest.

She moaned again and he lost it. “I don’t think we—” she started to say.

“Are going to make it upstairs,” he finished for her.

W X

Leah knew she should have told Jacob the truth about the picture.

If Jacob discovered the truth, it would anger him. She didn’t want to cause trouble if she could help it. In fact, the reason behind the picture wasn’t important anymore. There was no reason to bring it up. Not after making up like they did earlier this evening.

Then why had she kept the painting?

The answer eluded her. Aggravated, she flipped to her other side and sent her thoughts in another direction. 

The change did little good. Her temper boiled out of control. There were times when Leah wondered if another entity lived inside her. As far as she knew, no one else in the family exhibited the same type of explosive temperament she had. On one hand, she made no apologies for who she was. If someone had a problem with it, that was on them. On the other hand, Mercury might leap to life at the silliest provocation. Like this evening. Before they married, she’d studied how Jacob seasoned his food. When he added salt, she’d taken it as a personal affront to her culinary skills. She’d gone ballistic like a five-year-old. 

More than once, she wished she had her sister Celeste’s reserve. Icy, the nickname everyone called her, managed her emotions with a strong sense of will. She’d become less rigid since she married but for the most part, Icy maintained her temper. As her mother once said, Celeste’s Mercury was cold. 

Leah turned over in the bed and bumped into Jacob’s body as she attempted to get comfortable. The contact of her body against his brought to mind the other unpleasantness she preferred not to think about. That thing had happened again. She blew out a breath. Obviously, there was something wrong with Jacob, and he neglected to tell her. She decided to be patient. Things had a way of working themselves out. They had both been virgins on their wedding night. 

Correction, Blaze, you were a barely virgin bride, a nasty voice reminded her. She grimaced at the thought. 

That’s right, she answered that insidious little voice, so shut up.

She tossed to her other side again, her hands clasped to the sheet as if to rip it. A harsh breath escaped her lips. Then she sat up, punched the pillow to fluff it up, and then lay back down again. The bed belonged to Jacob. It was too small, but he said it only made them cozier. She’d deal with it for now and broach the subject about a new bed later.

Vincent’s bed was bigger.

She sat up as the thought voiced itself and slapped her hand against her forehead. There she went again, comparing notes between Jacob and Vincent. She had to stop. That part of her life had ended. Six years had passed since the last time with Vincent. Shouldn’t the memories have faded by now?

Leah massaged her temples, her eyes closed. Images flashed from the previous romps she’d had with Vincent. She did not want to remember them. Not now or ever again. The mental pictures, once resurrected, were hard to ignore. For one thing, with the memories they evoked, the sensations wracked through her body once more, almost as if she were there. Vincent’s eyes bright with triumph as he made her capitulate over and over again. 

Jacob did not make her respond as Vincent had. Of course, she enjoyed being with her husband but the mindless, all-consuming pleasure was missing from their time together. In the darkness, her face flushed with heat at the admission. There had to be a way to reconcile her husband to a place where her ex-flame had no ground. A soft whisper of a memory came to mind. She could almost hear the pastor’s voice in the room quote the verse from the Song of Solomon: “Let him kiss me with the kisses of his mouth: for thy love is better than wine.”

Kisses. Vincent refused to kiss her. Jacob performed the act with a certain expertise that never failed to delight her. 

Leah’s hand dropped from her head as she honed in on the thought. The verse beckoned to her like a lifeline and with eagerness she latched on. For all the things she and Vincent had done, that wasn’t one of them. What was more, Jacob loved her. 

She went to settle down when she saw Jacob staring at her.

“J-hun! Baby, you scared me,” she accused in a soft tone as she trudged her hand through her hair.

“Are you okay?” he asked as he sat up. His blue eyes took on an iridescent glow in the darkness.

“I’m fine.”

“You were rubbing your head like you had a headache.”

“No.” She drew out the word as she fiddled with the covers. “Trying to clear my head.”

“Is something wrong?”

“Not at all. Now, let’s go back to bed.”

Once they were settled with Jacob’s arm wrapped around her waist, he brushed her temple with his lips. “You’re not upset with me about anything, are you?”

Leah knew what he referred to, but she chose to be obtuse. “No, I’m not upset about the salt anymore, babe.”

He squeezed her. “Okay.” 

A few moments later he’d fallen back to sleep. She repeated the verse from the Song of Solomon in her mind. The images from the past fought for acknowledgment, but she pressed onward against them. When she fell asleep, the only man she thought about was the one who held her against his heart.



THOUGHTS OF HER

Why did Leah have to get married? Why couldn’t Vincent get her out of his head? 

He took another swig of beer as he watched Glenn play a video game on his console. 

“So, have you heard from Blaze?” Glenn asked, calling Leah by her nickname. His fingers flew over the controls.

“No, I haven’t.” Vincent kept his voice in a normal tone. Glenn had no clue about the relationship, if one could call it that, between the two of them.

A wide grin dominated Glenn’s face. His teeth took on a bluish appearance from the flash of light from the TV. “Not surprising.” Glenn chuckled. “I’m happy for her. She told me how she wanted to be a stay-at-home wife. Jacob’s a minister at their church but makes a ton of money in investing or something. He’s not a millionaire, just smart where he puts his money.”

Vincent listened to the bit of free information with interest. When he received the invitation to the wedding a few months back, he hadn’t heard from Leah in over a year. It had taken him by surprise. Why had she invited him after all that time? At the reception, he did not have a chance to talk to her. She flitted from table to table like a butterfly. Her wedding was simple but lavish. 

“Oh yeah?” Vincent flicked an imaginary fleck off his shirt in a nonchalant manner. He needed to get more information. Glenn didn’t disappoint.

“Yeah. She told me he had bought, in cash, a nice big house they chose a couple of months before the wedding. That’s why she moved up here. Isn’t it funny how we all moved from Ohio to Michigan? Like an exodus or something.” 

“Really?” Vincent answered absently. He put his mind to work on how to get a chance to see her. He wanted to talk to her. He could not get her out of his mind.

“One of the subdivisions went bust when the market plummeted.” When Glenn named the subdivision, Vincent’s fingers tightened on the bottle. There was no way she lived fifteen minutes away from him. Ten, if he sped.

“Oh yeah?” 

“Yeah.” Glenn’s brow furrowed. Conversation ceased as he tried to navigate through a tricky part of the game. When the screen spoke a few moments later, “You are dead,” he put the control down, got up, and stretched. He yawned. “Matter of fact, I’m having dinner with her and the new hubby in a couple of days. You wanna join us? I doubt she’d mind. She always cooks for about twenty people anyway.”

Vincent kept his face a mask of disinterest. “I’ll need to check my schedule but I think I can do it. I’ll let you know.” Right, as if he had a calendar.

“Okay. I’m heading home. Got a wedding tonight. Thanks for letting me zone out for an hour.”

“No problem. I’ll be seeing you.”

After Glenn had left, Vincent began to straighten the game room in a methodical fashion. When the game room was cleared, he turned off the TV and equipment, shut off the lights, and headed back upstairs to the main floor. He kicked the basement door closed with his foot. 

He surveyed the spotless kitchen decorated in white and black with steel appliances, but his thoughts were focused on Leah. He walked over to the refrigerator, pulled out the sweet potato pie, cut a piece, and then sat down at the kitchen table. The color of the pie reminded him of Leah’s skin. Just as sweet, too. Her husband would indulge in the dessert named Leah every day for the rest of their lives. 

Vincent’s fingers contracted on the fork in his hand. Could he be jealous of Jacob? The man who married a woman who used to be his? He’d known Leah for ten years, but their relationship had been purely physical. What did that mean in the end? 

Maybe at dinner, he’d have an opportunity to start a relationship with her from a non-physical standpoint. He wouldn’t be as obsessed. Then he could close the book and move on.

W X

The doorbell rang as Leah finished cleaning up the kitchen. She opened the door. A gush of cold February wind raised goose bumps on her arms. A flurry of snow came with her visitor.

“Hey, Icy,” Leah greeted. “What’s going on?” She closed the door.

“Have you heard from Mother yet?” Celeste stamped her feet on the floor mat and then unzipped her coat, handing it to Leah. “It’s rather chilly outside today,” Celeste added as she made her way to the couch. She sat down and clasped her hands in her lap.

“No. Is it about Daffodil?” Leah hung the coat on the lion-headed coat tree.

“Yes.”

Recently, they’d discovered Daffodil Simmons was their half-sister from an extramarital affair. Heather Simmons, Daffodil’s mother, had died some time ago. Celeste had interacted with the woman via an online rivalry for the past two years. They were both amateur costume designers and each had a large number of virtual followers. Her sister had never guessed the familial connection.

Leah waited for Celeste to continue and when she didn’t, she prompted. “And?”

“The reason why she was so certain about the relationship to our father is because she lives three miles from our old home.”

“I can’t believe this!” Leah exclaimed. Another thought came to the forefront. “You mean to tell me she’s been stalking us?”

“I wouldn’t use the word in that context, Blaze. But your meaning is accurate. She’s known Father is her biological parent for some time.”

“So what happened?”

“She went to our parents’ house and confronted our father with her paternity.”

“She did what!” Hot, burning blood flowed through her veins while her face tightened in hard lines. Why would Daffodil go to their house?

“Father said he opened the door and she started to shriek at him. She accused him of killing her mother because he refused to marry her.”

“Did her mommy forget to look at the wedding ring before or after they rolled in the sheets?” Leah scoffed in a sarcastic, falsetto voice. She blinked her eyes in mock innocence.

“Blaze,” Celeste admonished, “do keep your thoughts on a polite level.”

“Oh, c’mon, Icy. You’re married now, so stop the prude act.”

Celeste gave a delicate sniff and averted her eyes. “Regardless of my matrimonial state, it has not affected my sense of propriety. To speak in a vulgar manner about sexual relations is still common of you.”

“Anyway,” Leah drawled as she rolled her eyes at her sister’s dramatics, “what happened?”

“It would appear she slapped Mother when she came to the door.”

Mercury woke up at that. Daffodil Simmons, a woman they’d never even heard of until several months ago, put her hands on her mother? The anger surged through her like lava. Hairs rose on her arms like they were trapped in sticky caramel. Her breath started to escalate as the image of her mother being slapped began to play repeatedly in her mind. Her hands rolled into fists. 

“Where is she?” Leah’s voice had taken on a dark, flat tone.

“Blaze, stop it. I forbid you to lose your temper when the last thing we need in this awful situation is one of your volatile tantrums.”

“How could that piece of unwanted trash put a single finger on my mother?”

“I will not countenance your actions when you are in this spurious mood.”

Leah leaned forward, so close to Celeste the pores on her face were visible. “Where is she? I’ll break every bone in her hand.”

Had anyone else seen Leah in this manner, there would have been cause for concern. Celeste shrugged, reached out, and pinched the soft skin of her sister’s inner wrist. Leah howled and the rage-monster dropped into the recesses of her mind like a flattened soufflé. 

“Are you better now?”

Leah rubbed her wrist and cut her eyes at her sister. “I hate when you do that, Icy.”

“Do you? Well, it was either that or slap you.”

Leah nodded her consent. It had happened again. The beast had flared without any semblance of control. Ever since the attack, Mercury leapt to life more frequently than she wanted. What if she’d hurt her sister in the midst of her fury?

“Thank you, Icy,” she whispered. She sat down. “What happened next?”

“It would appear our mother was able to restrain herself, unlike you, and she asked the girl to come into the house. Father almost picked Daffodil up and threw her onto the street.”

Daddy would have, too.

“At any rate, I believe Mother’s response shocked Daffodil into silence. I am not sure if I could have handled the situation with such class. However, Daffodil refused the offer and left the premises.”

Leah sniffed as she got up from the couch and went into the kitchen. “She better pray to God she doesn’t come by here. I promise you, Icy. I won’t be responsible for my actions. I was prepared to try to welcome that woman in our family as our sister but if she’s acting crazy, she better stay away from me.”

Celeste shook her head but knew her sister’s words were quite serious. 

“Well, enough of unpleasantness. How does married life agree with you?”

Leah thought how to answer that question as she retrieved a skillet from the rack above the stove. Married life with J-hun on the surface seemed fine. She had a house she could decorate to her heart’s content, money in their joint account to get what she wished, and a husband she knew loved her. They had decided she wouldn’t work, and she still stuck by the decision, glad to be a stay-at-home wife. There was enough for her to do as she took care of their large home. She went to the church and devoted her time there, playing with the kids or helping out in the office. Once a week, she worked at the shelter. Life should have been a massive wave of contentment.

But it wasn’t. 

That thing rested between them like a rising bowl of dough. Every time they made love, the evidence of it was tangible and apparent. In fact, the situation seemed to be getting worse.

They needed to talk and clear the air. Leah knew ignoring a problem rarely made it go away. If she talked about it with J-hun, then maybe they could work out a solution.

“Married life is fine,” she said as she started to make crumpets.

“Oh, Blaze, you don’t have to make any crumpets for me.”

“But I insist, Icy. After all, I enjoy cooking for my family. Mama told me she had no idea what she was going to eat now that I was gone.”

They talked about nothing in particular as she went about her preparations. She still had to adjust to the sight of Celeste in a pair of jeans and a sweater. Not too long ago, her sister would have been clothed from head to toe in a Scarlett O’Hara dress with a hoop far too wide for the doorway. Since she’d married Solomon, Leah saw her once cold, quiet sister become a warm, reserved woman. Their marriage had shocked the family because no one had known about it. Celeste had called and announced she’d wedded a man of one week’s acquaintance. When Leah found out Solomon married Celeste because he found her sister unattractive, she let him know how much she appreciated his words by pouring lemonade on him.

But over time, their relationship had changed. She knew her brother-in-law loved her sister. 

“I do have something of importance to tell you,” Celeste said. 

Leah flipped the last crumpet out of the pan and placed it on a large saucer. It matched the tea set she bought for her sister’s enjoyment whenever she came over. Leah reached into the refrigerator and brought out the marmalade and spooned some into a small porcelain dish. Then she got the milk and sugar as the tea kettle sang out its tune. She took a few moments to prepare the presentation. It had to be perfect. 

“Oh, Blaze, you don’t have to do all that,” Icy reproved as Leah came forward with the ornate tea set. “You remind me of Morayo at Arcadia. She brought tea to Solomon and me when we were down there.”

“In bed I hope,” Leah quipped, setting the tray down.

“Really, Blaze!” Celeste gasped in a horrified voice even as she avoided her eyes.

Leah grinned. “So it was in bed.”

Icy didn’t say anything. She looked down at the ground. Leah’s smile dropped as another thought came to the forefront.

“How did he take the news?”

Her sister didn’t pretend ignorance of what she was referring to. “My husband has made his satisfaction of my physical assets, or the lack of them, known to me. Indeed, he acts as if I were as whole as any other woman.”

Leah nodded, glad to know Solomon wasn’t a moron. Celeste had been born with a deformity which led to her sister wearing costume dress for many years. Celeste had also believed God hated her because He’d made her that way. Solomon’s love had cured her self-doubt. 

“So you dropping it like it’s hot?” Leah teased.

“Blaze!” Leah laughed at the outrage on her sister’s face. She loved riling her up. She knew Icy would never talk like that, as she’d trained herself in feminine deportment or decorum or whatever it was from back in the time before toilet paper. Although she opened the door of modernity, Celeste still clung to her sense of old-fashioned womanly behavior.

And Leah loved her for it. 

“All right, all right. I’ll stop embarrassing you. So what were you going to tell me?”

Celeste bit into the crumpet after she spread the marmalade on it and took a sip of her tea. Carefully she set the tea cup down and then raised her eyes back to Leah’s. They sparkled. “You are going to be an aunt.”

Leah froze. Then, “Oh my gosh! You’re going to have a baby!”

A wide smile brightened her sister’s face. She looked beautiful as her dark skin shone with joy.

“I am very happy, my sister. To think, I never thought a man would love me, and now I find myself in that most honored of positions—a woman God has seen fit to bless with a child to show the fruit of my husband’s joy.”

Leah got up and hugged Celeste. “I’m so happy for you.”

“I have not told our parents yet as we will be heading to Ohio in two days to visit them. But I had to let you know since you reside so close now.”

“I can’t believe I’m going to be an aunt. I wonder what he’ll be like.”

“He?” Celeste repeated. “What makes you so sure the child will be a ‘he?’”

Leah didn’t know; for some reason, she was positive her sister carried a boy. “I just am.”

“Shall we make a little wager on that, sister?”

The unfamiliar voice made them both jump. They had not even heard the door open. A woman stood in the doorway. Behind her, the wind swept in snow and cold air. The flakes landed on the welcome mat where the woman stood. She was swathed in a woolen shawl and a gown Leah knew came from 1810 because she’d seen Celeste wear them quite often. The deep blue hue of the ornate gown contrasted with a face made arresting by tawny skin, golden brown curly hair, and storm blue eyes. As the sunlight and snow filtered in, the woman took a step forward. Two questions came to the forefront of Leah’s mind: who was she and how the heck did she get into her house? 

Celeste gasped. “Daffodil, what are you doing here?”

W X

Jacob eyed the dress on the screen, his mind imagining an Asian female body clad in it. The color would suit her, but he wasn’t sure about the style. He clicked on the arrow key to go to the next image. This one looked sexier, with a halter-style top and long slits. 

Yes, he could definitely see her in that one. 

He clicked on the “add to cart” button and spent the next few minutes paying for the dress with his credit card. Satisfied with the purchase, he closed the window and then went back to preparing for youth service in two weeks.

About fifteen minutes later, he sensed a nudge to go downstairs. He ignored it for a moment but the impression grew more intense. 

As he walked down the stairs, the scent of fresh baked bread drifted in the air. The pleasant aroma contrasted with the scene unfolding before him. Celeste used her body as a shield to protect a woman who fought to get around her as his wife held a heavy black skillet like a weapon.

In her hands, it was as effective as any firearm.

“Icy, I said get away from that psycho chick now!” Leah dashed to the side to try to get at the woman.

“I cannot allow you to harm Daffodil.”

Daffodil? What is she doing here? How did she know where we live? Jacob thought.

“Don’t try to protect me from her.” Daffodil tried to lunge at Leah. Celeste blocked her. 

“What are you doing at my house, you psycho freak! Why did you follow my sister all the way? Celeste, get out of the way, I can handle this.”

“No, Blaze, you are in no condition to handle anything. Please put the skillet down,” Celeste countered as she continued to shield Daffodil from Leah

“Oh, I will, Icy. Once I crack this upside her head, I’ll put it down. Right at the base of her skull.”

Jacob would have laughed normally. But the deep tone in his wife’s voice alarmed him. Her face wore the expression from the salt incident. The angular lines that bound the curves of her face hardened to granite. Her nose flared like a bull and her chest heaved as if she had run ten miles. A look of murderous intent blazed from her eyes as he looked between Celeste and the woman. 

“Leahgirl.” He started to walk toward her. 

“Move, J-hun,” Leah ordered as she tried to look over his shoulder. “I’ll break her hand. Just give me two minutes.”

“Celeste,” Jacob called as he rushed and wrapped Leah in his arms, “get Daffodil outta here. Now.”

His arms contained the flailing limbs of his wife. He turned to see Celeste grab Daffodil and drag her out of the house, shutting the door. A second later, the door opened and Celeste ran back in. She found her coat, shoved herself into it, and then ran back outside. The door snapped shut.

“Leahgirl, calm down,” Jacob urged as he struggled with her. 

“She came to my house, J-hun. She slapped my mama! I’ll rip her hair out!” Leah growled.

“But not today,” he responded in a calm voice as he held her tight with gentle hands. Moments passed and she started to calm down. The perfume of her hair reached his nostrils and he drew it in. She used coconut oil every morning and its light fragrance always tantalized him. But he couldn’t succumb to his masculine urges. He bent his head and prayed. The words flowed out of him. The tension drained out of his wife as she relaxed against him. They stood midpoint between the kitchen and the living room. 

The next instant, he screamed. 

“Ow!” he screeched as he hopped on one leg.

“Oh, J-hun!” Leah gasped. She picked up the skillet that had landed on his foot. “I’m sorry! I didn’t mean to drop it. It slipped from my fingers.”

Biting, stinging sensation pricked along the skin of his foot as he hobbled. Every nerve cell howled. Any moment now, his toes were going to fall off. He limped over to the couch and pulled off his slippers. Were they broken? They throbbed in protest.

“Oh, J-hun!” Leah whispered in an agonized voice as she sat beside him. “Are you okay? Is anything broken? Do we need to go to the doctor?”

He didn’t answer as he tried to figure it out himself. The two middle toes were fused together, a defect reflected on both his feet. A red bruise from the edge of the skillet went across them and he gingerly touched them. In protest, the pain shot up and he hissed. After a few moments of silence while Leah held his hand and murmured soothing sounds, the stinging pain dissipated. Cautiously, he moved his toes. They weren’t broken.

“I’m all right, Leahgirl,” he answered as he sat back.

“Are you sure? You want something to eat to make you feel better?” Her lovely face filled with wifely anguish. 

“How can eating food help me?”

“Good food distracts you.”

He rubbed his stomach as he thought about what he wanted. It was still early enough for breakfast.

“Can you make that egg sausage casserole you made for me a while ago?”

Her face brightened. She leaned over and kissed his cheek. “Sure, J-hun. Now you just sit right there and I’ll get it all ready.”

The thought of the egg and sausage deal made the pain in his foot lessen. His mouth watered thinking about it. 

“Aw, Leahgirl, now you got me hungry.”

She laughed in the throaty way he loved. Jacob’s eyes followed her as she headed into the kitchen. When he first bought the house, he wasn’t sure he liked the openness of having the kitchen right across from the living room. Now, as he watched her cook, he enjoyed it. Every time she made a meal, she did it in a meticulous manner. 

“What was Daffodil Simmons doing here?” he asked.

A scowl marred her face. “I don’t know what the psycho chick was doing here. Celeste and I were talking and the next thing I know I hear this voice say, ‘Do you want to wager on that?’”

Jacob’s eyebrows rose. “She followed Celeste all the way from Ohio?”

For the next few moments, she related all Celeste had told her. 

“She slapped your mom?” His eyebrows lift into his hairline. The idea of striking Latina, his own mother, had occurred once or twice, but the likelihood of doing it was slim.

“Yeah, and then had the nerve to show up here, talking crazy.”

They were silent for a while as Leah cooked the sausage and eggs. Once completed, she added spices, shredded a block of sharp cheddar cheese, chopped onions, minced garlic, and julienned tomatoes. She mixed it all together in a dish and placed it in the oven. His stomach growled in anticipation. She began to clean up her mess. Once again, he noticed the calming effect cooking and cleaning had on his wife.

“I gave the money to Latoya yesterday,” Leah told him, breaking his train of thought.

“Money?” He had no idea what she was talking about.

“Yeah. The twenty thousand?”

“Oh.” Jacob shrugged. “That’s cool. I’m glad we were able to help.”

“She started crying and carrying on.” Leah rolled her eyes and he chuckled at the expression. “I told her not to tell anyone.”

“Yeah, that’s the last thing we need. Homeless people get fed and housed. God gets the glory.” It wasn’t the first time he’d helped out of his own pocket. Over the years, his accumulation of wealth humbled him. So many didn’t have what he did and giving back was the least he could do.

Leah agreed with a nod and then she exclaimed, “Oh, J-hun, I’m going to be an auntie!”

Jacob smiled. “That’s wonderful! When did she tell you? Today?”

“Yeah. She’s going to have a boy.”

“Like you know,” he scoffed. He limped to the counter. The pain in his foot had lessened.

“I do know. I have a sense about these kinds of things.” She gave him a saucy grin with a sexy look in her eyes. The expression made all kind of thoughts fly out of his mind. 

“Don’t look at me like that, Leahgirl,” he warned her in a mock tone. He came around the side of the counter.

“Like what, preacher?” She arched her brow. The gesture made her look more provocative. He stalked closer.

“Like you want something to happen.” He took a big step and clasped her against him. 

“And if I do?” She lifted her face.

“Then I’m going to make it happen.” Jacob pushed her down on the counter and began to kiss her, a deep drugging kiss. It lit all the fires of passion inside them both. She moaned and he groaned. He used his fingers to trail the contours of her face. The scent of her skin intoxicated him. His body hardened as he drew on her lips with a voracious appetite. She gripped him by the shoulders and brought him closer. Her mouth opened for him to delve inside. 

Then he felt it, the curious detachment that came at a moment like this. One minute, he wanted to make love to his wife. The next, he lost it. This had happened over and over again since they got married. The reason why eluded him. What was wrong with him? He never acted this way with . . .

“Not again, J-hun,” Leah groaned. He glanced down at her, unaware he had stopped kissing her and had lifted away. 

“What?” He tried to play dumb.

“This!” She pushed away from him, hopped off the counter, and walked over to the oven. “This has been happening ever since we got married, baby. Is there something wrong?”

The last thing he wanted to do was talk about this. There couldn’t be anything wrong with him. He’d gained some weight eating the good food Leah cooked over the past two months. Plus Latina had called and wanted to meet with him in the next couple of weeks. That was enough to send his stomach in all kinds of knots and pressure. 

Latina’s face loomed in his mind. It could be the stress of having a multimillionaire heiress giving him grief throughout his life. 

“No, nothing’s wrong, little girl. I think Latina is enough to stress anyone out.”

“I can’t believe you call your mother by her first name. I wish my kid would do something crazy like that.” She picked up a dishtowel and wet it.

“You know, it took years for me to realize not everyone called their parents by their first name.” 

Leah didn’t say anything for a few moments as she finished clearing up. Then her brow smoothed. “I didn’t think about that. I remember reading how sometimes stress can hinder sexual activity in the relationship. I don’t know Ms. Westwood at all.” She nodded as if she had come to some decision. “I don’t want to add to that stress. Once you find out what she wants and take care of it, things will get back to normal. Then you can ravish me to your heart’s content.”

This was the Leah he loved. The rational woman that rested underneath the persona of a fiery vixen. He kissed her mouth with tenderness. “Now get my food ready for my sore foot.”

She grinned at his highhandedness and then moved to the oven to check on the casserole. As he watched her get the dishes ready for them to eat, almond-shaped eyes floated in his mind, dark and sultry. Long blackberry hair sifted through his fingers. Silken
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