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Dedication

For my husband, Will.

Life would not be the same without you.




Contents

Cover

Title Page

Dedication

Contents

Prologue

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Acknowledgments

About the Author

Also by Kimberla Lawson Roby

Copyright

About the Publisher



Chapter 1

A Year Later

Mariah Johnson Black smiled proudly as her husband neared the end of his morning message. It just didn’t seem real, him actually being senior pastor of Truth Missionary Baptist Church or that he’d chosen her to be his wife. It didn’t seem real that he’d wanted a woman who’d grown up in a run-down two-bedroom apartment on the West Side of Chicago that also housed her single mother and five siblings. But he always reminded her that he’d grown up with nothing himself. Still, every now and then, she had to pinch herself, because she couldn’t believe how happy she was. She couldn’t believe they’d only been married six short months, and yet Curtis had already bought her a six-thousand-square-foot house in Covington Park, the most expensive Mercedes that Daimler manufactured, and best of all, she didn’t have to work for anyone. All she had to do was be the best wife she could be to Curtis and the best first lady to their congregation—two things Curtis said his first wife, Tanya, wasn’t capable of. Mariah almost felt sorry for Tanya, because she couldn’t imagine how painful it must have been, once Tanya realized what she’d given up. Curtis had told Mariah about Tanya’s affair with James, and Mariah couldn’t understand how Tanya even considered being with another man. Especially when she had someone as fine-looking and considerate as Curtis. Especially since he had only been with another woman—Adrienne—on two separate occasions. Curtis had told Mariah how he’d apologized and tried to explain everything to Tanya, but that she wasn’t willing to forgive him. He’d tried to make Tanya see that this random act of adultery had only occurred because Satan was trying to attack him and their marriage. He’d told Tanya that the only reason God had allowed it to happen was because He wanted to see how strong their faith was and how committed they were to each other as husband and wife.

But thankfully, all of that was behind them now, and while she wasn’t happy about Curtis and Tanya’s marriage ending in divorce, she knew it was the only reason she was now sitting on the second pew, dressed in a royal blue suit, a matching hat, matching purse, and matching three-inch heels. Mariah also knew that Curtis would never have paid her the least bit of attention if they hadn’t worked for the same agency. He’d told her more than once that she was beautiful, but she knew it was only because he felt obligated to do so and not because it was true. She’d been a bit on the heavy side growing up, and her schoolmates had teased her daily. So by the time she was a teenager, she’d lost all confidence in herself and in the way she looked.

But in terms of her feelings for Curtis, she’d actually liked him from the very beginning and had fallen in love with him right after their first date. He was strong, compassionate, tall, dark, and handsome, and from that point she started praying for their relationship to become serious. She prayed that God would give her Curtis even if it meant she had to go without something else in life, whatever that had to be. So when he asked her to marry him, she knew for sure that God answered all prayers.

Mariah watched Curtis twirl his hands, demonstrating what he was saying.

“God will allow you to experience every twist and turn in the road until you are as strong as He needs you to be . . . until you are strong enough to deal with any trial or tribulation thrown your way,” Curtis said. “And when it comes to success and prosperity, we have to take the same attitude. Sometimes we find ourselves climbing higher and higher in our chosen careers and all of a sudden a monkey wrench is thrown into the program. And of course, we as human beings don’t understand it. We don’t understand why God would give us such great success and then, for whatever reason, take us down a notch or two. But the best way I can explain it is to tell you what I heard on the radio last week. I was driving along, listening to 106.3, and it was then that I heard T. D. Jakes make one of the most profound statements. He said, ‘A setback is a setup for a comeback.’”

The congregation roared with amens and a good number of people waved their bulletins at Curtis, agreeing with what he was saying.

Curtis thrived on member participation and repeated in song what the crowd wanted to hear him say again. “I said, a setback is a setup for a comeback.”

“Oh, thank you, Jesus!” one woman stood and yelled out.

“Glory be to God!” another added with her hands lifted toward the ceiling.

“Boy, you know you workin’ that Word on us today!” an older gentleman offered.

The organist played a few notes, and Mariah stood with her hands on both hips, waving her head from side to side with quick movements, giving Curtis approval. Then a woman jumped from her seat, shouting her way across three people sitting on the same row. This, of course, was all Curtis needed to see in order to switch into his deep southern preaching mode. He’d told Mariah that he thought it was totally ridiculous to sing the ending of every sermon, but that he’d learned during his days at Faith that his older members didn’t feel like a pastor could preach if he didn’t do a little whooping and singing with it. And since his older members were the major tithe and offering contributors, he gave them what they wanted.

“I saiddd, that Godd, will allow a setback, which is a setup for a great comeback. I hearddd the Bible say, we may endure for a night, but joyyy, I saiddd, joyyy, will come in the morning,” Curtis sang, and then broke out of the pulpit, sobbing and running around the full length of the church, hugging himself tightly. Mariah did the holy dance back and forth across the front of the church, and ten other people did the same thing up and down the center aisle. The spirit was moving frantically throughout the entire church, and continued for almost twenty minutes. Finally, everyone began settling down, and Curtis stood up from where he’d been kneeling and walked back into the pulpit.

“Oh, I tell you, the Holy Spirit is in here today, church,” he announced while wiping sweat from his forehead and neck with a white Ralph Lauren bath towel. One of the women in the health unit had brought it over to him, and Mariah was glad they’d remembered to purchase a stack of them. Curtis had mentioned that the generic ones they’d been bringing him each Sunday were much too rough, and that he would much rather have something made by one of the top designers. That way, he wouldn’t have to worry about the quality after they’d been washed a few times.

“There is nothing like a visit from the Lord,” Curtis continued. “There is nothing in this world that can compare to being in His presence.”

“Amen,” the congregation spoke in agreement.

Mariah was filled with so much joy that she wanted to burst wide open. She was sure that life could never be better than it was today.

Immediately after church, Curtis and Mariah had gone over to Deacon Taylor’s house to have dinner with him and his family. Deacon Taylor was one of the deacons Curtis had appointed just before he lost his position at Faith. The deacon was very loyal to Curtis and dedicated to the church, and he was the primary reason Curtis was now pastor at Truth. He, along with hundreds of Curtis’s former members, had requested that Curtis be considered for the job.

Curtis and Mariah had spent three hours visiting with them and were now walking through the kitchen doorway of their own home. Usually they had afternoon or evening services to attend on Sundays, and Mariah was thankful that this was one of those rare instances when they didn’t.

“Come here, you,” Curtis said, grabbing Mariah playfully yet passionately.

Mariah always felt like melting whenever he pulled her into his arms. She felt so loved and so secure.

“Have I told you how much I love you?” she asked, gazing at him.

“No. Not today, anyway,” he said, smiling.

“Well, I do, Curtis. I love you from the bottom of my soul, and all I want is to make you happy.”

“Baby, you do make me happy. You’ve done that since the first day we started seeing each other.”

“I really hope so, because I’ve heard so many women talking about how easy it is for a man to become bored with his wife. And I don’t ever want you to feel that way. I want you to tell me if there is something wrong or if there is something I can do differently.”

“Look, Mariah, I love you just the way you are. Believe me, I have no complaints.”

Mariah sighed with relief.

Curtis removed her blazer and pecked her on the lips. Then he kissed her neck and her chest. Mariah moaned with every show of affection. Curtis unbuttoned her silk blouse, reached under it, and unsnapped her bra. He caressed her breasts roughly, kissing her at the same time.

“Do you want it here or upstairs?” he teased.

“Upstairs,” she answered.

“No, I think we’d better take care of each other right here. Don’t you?”

“No, sweetheart. Let’s just go upstairs so we can be more comfortable,” she said, pulling him close and kissing him.

“Okay, but first let me watch you undress the rest of the way.”

Mariah always felt fat and uneasy whenever Curtis asked her to do this, but she went ahead and slipped off her blouse, bra, and skirt. Then she removed her nylon hose and panties and took a step toward him.

“No. Don’t move. Just let me look at you. Let me look at what God created,” he said, relaxing on the sofa and locking his hands behind his head.

“Curtis,” she pleaded.

“What? Can I help it if I want to see all of you from head to toe? Because you really are beautiful. Your body is perfect.”

“You know this embarrasses me,” she told him. Not to mention she didn’t think stripping like some nightclub dancer was something a pastor’s wife should be doing, anyway.

“But why does it embarrass you?”

“Because it does.”

“Well, you might as well get used to it, baby, because the main reason God created Eve was so she could pleasure Adam. So, satisfying your husband is part of your duty.”

“I thought Eve was created so that Adam wouldn’t be lonely, and so he would have a companion?” Mariah asked.

“Companionship, pleasure. Call it whatever you want, but it all means basically the same thing.”

“I guess,” she said, losing the mood because of all this conversation and because he was staring at her.

“Come here,” he said, reaching his hand out to her. “I hate to say this, but I wasn’t truthful with you earlier.”

“You weren’t truthful about what?” she asked, and sat down next to him. She felt nervous and wondered what he was referring to.

“I wasn’t being truthful when I said that I love you just the way you are, and that I have no complaints.”

Mariah was speechless, because the last thing she wanted was for him to be dissatisfied with her.

“You still haven’t given me oral sex, and that’s something I’m used to getting. I know you said you didn’t feel comfortable doing it because it seemed lustful and dirty. But the truth is, God doesn’t have a problem with anything sexual as long as it’s done between a man and his wife.”

“I know you keep saying that, but I need more time, Curtis.”

“How much more time, baby, because I’ve already given you six months. I mean, how much longer am I going to have to wait for something I’ve never had to go without?”

“I promise you I’m going to do it very soon.”

“You don’t seem to have a problem when I do it for you,” he said matter-of-factly.

“But it’s not like I ask you to do it or like it’s required.”

“But I can tell that you love it, and not once can I remember you turning it down.”

Mariah didn’t respond, because she knew he was right. She never, ever turned it down. But even though she enjoyed it, she still felt as though it was somehow unnatural and morally wrong. Especially since Curtis always turned into a ravenous animal whenever they arrived at that point of their lovemaking. He seemed to be obsessed with doing that to her, and it was almost as if he enjoyed it more than she did. But regardless, she just didn’t feel comfortable doing it for him.

“Curtis, honey, I know you really want this, but I don’t think it’s right. I mean, why can’t we make love to each other without doing all of that?”

“Because, I want more than just regular intercourse. I need so much more than that. And at some point you’re going to have to get over this squeamish mentality,” he said, turning his head away from her.

“I know, Curtis. And I promise you, I’m going to pray about this every day until God gives me the strength to do it.”

“Pray?” he said, wrinkling his forehead. “As far as I’m concerned, there’s nothing to pray about. Either you’re going to do it or you’re not. But I’m telling you, if I don’t get it soon, I can’t be responsible—”

“You can’t be responsible for what?” she interrupted.

“Nothing. I didn’t mean anything at all. And hey, why don’t we just forget about making love altogether,” he said, and stood up.

“Okay, Curtis. I’ll do it.”

“No, that’s okay, because I don’t want you doing something just for the sake of doing it.”

“It won’t be like that. I promise. I mean, I’ve never done anything like this before, but I’m willing to try.”

Curtis removed every stitch of clothing he was wearing and stepped in front of her. “It won’t be as bad as you think.”

Mariah didn’t know how she should respond, so she didn’t.

“And, baby?” he said.

“Yes,” she answered, wondering how she was going to get through this.

“I want you to know that even though I already love you more than anything in this world, I’ll love you even more after tonight. I’ll love you in a way that you can’t even imagine. Our marriage will rise to a whole new level, because we will have finally bonded completely.”

“I love you, too, Curtis,” Mariah said, and realized that this truly was important to her husband, and that his love for her was all that really mattered. She decided that as his wife, it was her job to keep him happy.

It was her job to keep him faithful.





Chapter 2

Curtis leaned back in his tall black executive-style chair and spun himself toward the window of his church study. It was hard to believe that even after the blackmail fiasco and total scandalizing of his name, he’d still been able to reenter the ministry as pastor of an equally prominent Baptist church. As a matter of fact, Truth Missionary Baptist Church now had over thirty-five hundred members on the rolls, which was five hundred more than they’d had at Faith, and they were now holding two morning services. One at eight and one at ten forty-five. Nine months ago, when he’d first become their pastor, they’d only had maybe thirty-two hundred, and that meant he was the reason they now had three hundred more. The board of deacons was very happy with the work he’d been doing thus far, and so was the congregation. He’d learned a long time ago that most people liked having a great leader and wanted to be told what to do. They didn’t seem to mind following a strong, charismatic, intelligent man, and he was glad that God had blessed him with all three qualities. When he was married to Tanya, she’d thought he was full of himself whenever he took charge and told the congregation what to do. She despised when he told them how much money they should give. But he never listened to her because he knew that most people didn’t always know what was best and sometimes needed a little direction. Sometimes they needed to have certain requests explained to them in a certain kind of way. Which was why he was now a lot more subtle when he made an appeal to the congregation. Which was why he was going to play Mr. Mild Mannered when he met with the deacons one week from today. He wasn’t sure how they were going to feel about some of his new ideas, but he wasn’t going to fly off the handle the way he always did with his former board. Sometimes they’d disagreed with him on every point, and Deacon Jackson, Adrienne’s husband, had been the ring leader. The man had debated every idea Curtis suggested, but what the deacon didn’t know was that Curtis was back. He hadn’t seen the deacon in years, and had no idea what church he belonged to, but the joke was still going to be on him. Curtis was going to make sure of it.

When the phone rang, he flinched and returned to reality. Finally, he pressed the speaker button.

“Yes,” he said.

“Pastor, if you have some time right now, I’d like to start working on your agenda for the deacon board meeting next week,” Whitney said.

“Sure, that’ll be fine, just give me a minute to finish writing some notes for you.”

“Sounds good,” she said, and hung up.

Whitney was Curtis’s new executive assistant. She’d been working for the church for two years as a clerk-typist, but when Curtis decided he didn’t want the same assistant the former pastor had hired, he told the woman that things weren’t working out, and that he would give her a recommendation for any job she applied for outside of the church. Curtis hadn’t liked her from the start, because there just hadn’t been any chemistry between them. Plus, she reminded him of Monique, his former secretary. She was sorely unattractive, and constantly acted as if she was trying to come on to him. So Curtis spoke to the deacons, and although there was some uncertainty on their part, they allowed him to replace her.

And he was glad he did, because Whitney was every pastor’s dream. She was young, beautiful, and extremely organized. She loved her job, and she loved her pastor. The only downfall was that she loved her husband, and hadn’t hesitated to make sure Curtis knew it. The very first day she was promoted, she’d marched right into his office, closed his door, and sat down in front of him. She’d caught him completely off guard, and before he could speak, she told him, “I do phones, I do meetings, and I do travel arrangements, but I don’t do pastors. And if you agree with all of that, then you and I will get along like best friends.” Curtis had laughed almost immediately, but Whitney never cracked a smile. So after a few seconds, Curtis told her that he was fine with all of the above. Just thinking about the whole scenario made him smile, but he had to admit he’d had the highest respect for her ever since.

Curtis heard a knock at the door and told Whitney to come in.

“How’s your afternoon going?” she said, walking in. She was dressed in a black microfiber ankle-length dress.

“Actually, my whole day has been going great. Now all I have to do is convince the deacons that it’s time for us to use more modern methods and technology when it comes to the way tithes and offerings are paid. Here’s some of my ideas,” he said, passing Whitney a list he’d been compiling for a while now. She scanned it and shook her head.

“What?” Curtis asked.

“No, don’t get me wrong. I understand each and every one of your points, but I can already tell you right now that you’re going to meet opposition from Deacon Thurgood and Deacon Winslow.”

“Hmmm,” Curtis said, clasping his hands together. “The two oldest deacons on the board, huh?”

“Yep. They’re extremely old-school, and they don’t like anything that sounds like a scam.”

“But I’m not proposing anything like that.”

“I totally agree, but I’m just letting you know how they’ll see it.”

“How did they end up on the board anyway, because most of the deacons that came over from Faith are much younger.”

“They came from the church where Pastor Jenkins used to be an associate minister,” she said, referring to their former pastor.

“Well, I wish they had stayed where they were, because I’m trying to move this church in an upward direction, and we can’t do that if we keep doing things the same as they’ve always been done. I used to tell my old congregation that we have little because we think little, and I still feel the same way right now.”

“Maybe if you can prove in laymen’s terms that you’re not trying to run a scam and that your ideas will benefit the church as a whole, maybe they’ll understand.”

“Maybe. But then who’s to say? But I guess we’ll see soon enough.”

“I’ll get everything typed up, though, and you can give me any additions as the week goes on.”

“Well, now that we have that taken care of, what’s going on with my preanniversary committee?” Curtis winked at her. “You know it’s only three months away.”

“You should be ashamed of yourself,” Whitney said, smiling.

“I know, but can you blame me for being curious? I mean, that’s going to be a very special day. Especially since the last anniversary celebration I had at Faith was the reason my preaching career ended.” He didn’t talk about that particular incident to very many people, but he confided just about everything to Whitney.

“I understand. So if you must know, they’re planning a monthlong celebration with a different program each Sunday afternoon. They’re also planning one full week of evening services right before the actual anniversary weekend.”

The services were fine and necessary, but Curtis wanted to know about the gifts—specifically the monetary ones.

“Also,” Whitney continued, “each member of the church will be asked to give one hundred dollars and no less than fifty. In addition to that, you’ll be receiving all moneys collected at each of the precelebration services.”

“What a blessing,” Curtis said, but he wished they weren’t planning to offer an option where people could pay fifty dollars. Some of them wouldn’t even consider paying the maximum once they learned that half of it was acceptable. If only the committee realized that it was better to give the congregation one specific amount with no alternatives, because when they had too many choices, it sometimes confused their way of thinking. Although even if only one thousand of his members gave a hundred dollars, he’d still walk away with six figures.

“Yes, it really is,” Whitney agreed.

“Excuse me?” Curtis asked. He’d become so enthralled with what the committee was planning to do, he’d forgotten what he and Whitney were discussing.

“I was just agreeing with you,” she explained. “I was saying that all of this really is a blessing.”

“That it is,” Curtis added.

“Well, unless you have something else, I’d better get back out to my desk.”

“No, I think that’s it, and I’ll let you know if I have anything to add to the agenda.”

“Sounds good. Oh, and there is one other thing. I shouldn’t be telling you this, but if I don’t, you’ll probably book your calendar so far in advance you won’t be able to take advantage of the trip.”

“What trip is that?”

“That’s the other anniversary gift. The church is giving you and Mariah an all-expense-paid trip to anywhere you want to go.”

“Wow. Now, that’s a gift and then some.”

“Just thought I’d let you know, but it would be nice if you didn’t tell Mariah. That way, at least someone will be surprised when it’s announced.”

“Your secret is safe with me,” he said as Whitney walked out and shut the door behind her.

An all-expense-paid trip with Mariah was never going to happen. She was boring him to pieces right here at home, so he couldn’t possibly imagine being tied down on some tropical island with her. He’d hoped her giving him oral sex was going to make their sex lives a bit more interesting, but she just didn’t know what she was doing. It was only her first time, but Curtis had already decided that she just didn’t have what it took to satisfy him. She didn’t have any of the sexual skills that any of his former women possessed. She wasn’t Adrienne Jackson.

He’d seen Adrienne at a church concert a couple of weeks ago, but he’d made sure not to approach her because he hadn’t wanted to stir up any old feelings. The truth: he hadn’t wanted to be unfaithful to his new wife after only six months of marriage. He’d decided that he was going to do the right thing this time, no matter what. And he would have, if only Mariah had given him what he needed—if only she’d given him what he had to have in order to survive as a man. He’d stared at Adrienne on and off at the concert for two full hours, but he’d pushed the thought of calling her completely out of his system. He’d tried to forget about how good she’d once made him feel and how willing she was to do whatever he wanted. Anytime, anywhere. But six long months of nothing was long enough. As a matter of fact, it was too long, and it was time for him to do something about it. He wished there was another way, but right now he couldn’t think of one.

Curtis dialed Adrienne’s work number from memory, as if he’d just phoned her yesterday. There were some things a person simply didn’t forget.

“This is Adrienne Jackson speaking,” she answered. “Adrienne. It’s me.”

There was a pause.

“Are you there?” Curtis asked.

“I’m here. Just a little surprised to hear your voice.”

“I know. But to be honest, I haven’t been able to get you off of my mind ever since I saw you.”

“But you’re married again, right?”

“Yes, but—”

“But nothing, Curtis. I mean, there is no but if you’re married.”

“Okay, okay. You’re right. I am remarried, but I’m not happy. We’ve been together for six months, but I’m starting to realize it was a mistake.”

Adrienne laughed at him.

“What’s funny?”

“You.”

“Why am I funny?”

“You’re funny, Curtis, because after all this time you still haven’t changed one bit.”

“You’re right. Because I certainly haven’t changed when it comes to the way I feel about you.”

“You know, I don’t even want to hear it. And if that’s what you called to talk about, then we should end this conversation right now.”

“I’m just being honest. I know I made a lot of mistakes in the past, and that I didn’t do right by you, but I’ve been sorry for that ever since.”

“Well, I’m sorry, too. I’m sorry that I ever met you, and that I allowed you to make such a fool of me. Do you know how humiliating it was for me to have Thomas find out about that abortion, the condo that you and I were renting, and then have him tell the entire congregation everything he knew about you and me? I mean everything, Curtis. He didn’t leave out one thing.”

“I know, I know, I know. I was just as humiliated as you were. Even more, if you want to know the truth.”

“Well, you got what you deserved.”

“So did you and the deacon end up getting divorced?” Curtis said, changing the subject.

“First of all, he’s not a deacon anymore, and he hasn’t stepped foot inside a church ever since that terrible day five years ago. And to answer your question, no, we didn’t get divorced. He did put me out because of you, but after I begged him for almost a year, he finally took me back, and we’ve been doing great ever since.”

“Come on now, Adrienne. This is me you’re talking to. You can’t be doing that great, because you know you don’t love him.”

“How in the hell would you know?” she said, and Curtis heard a door shut, probably the one to her office.

“I know because you never loved him. You never even loved him before you met me.”

“You don’t know what you’re talking about, and I really don’t have time for this.”

“I’m just calling things the way I see them, but I’m not trying to offend you.”

“Well, I have to go.”

“Can I see you?”

“Didn’t you hear me say that Thomas and I are still married?”

“Yes, but, Adrienne, all I want to do is talk to you. We can even meet at a restaurant downtown if you want.”

“No.”

“Adrienne, baby. Don’t you remember how good we were together? Don’t you remember all the good times we had and how unbelievable our lovemaking was? And can you honestly tell me that the deacon is giving you half of what I gave you in bed? I know Mariah hasn’t even come close to satisfying me the way you always did, and I can’t take it anymore. I miss being with you, Adrienne. I miss everything about you.”

“Curtis, I can’t do this again. I can’t.”

“Just meet me this one time, and if you decide you don’t ever want to see me again, I’ll back off completely.”

“You used me all those months, and then you just dropped me. I mean, how could you be so cruel if you loved me the way you kept claiming?”

“I was totally messed up in the head back then. I was so overwhelmed with my responsibilities at the church, I was miserable with Tanya, and the deacons and I were at each other’s throats constantly. And I’ll admit I shouldn’t have gotten myself involved with those other women when you were all I ever needed.”

“Women like who? That girl Charlotte, who had your baby? Or was it the two women you were caught on videotape with?”

Curtis wondered how she knew about the tape, since he’d been told that the deacons hadn’t received it until after Deacon Jackson was suspended from the board. But he was sure the news had still traveled pretty quickly by word of mouth. He still remembered all the gossipy women who attended Faith and how they were constantly in his business. But the strangest part of all was that Mariah lived right here in Chicago, too, but hadn’t heard one word about his past indiscretions. What she didn’t know, though, couldn’t hurt her, and her ignorance was for the best.

“Look,” he finally said. “Let’s not talk about anyone except you and me. Okay?”

“Do you realize how much I loved you and how much I hurt my husband because of it? Do you know how hurt I was when you told me our relationship was over and that I needed to move on? Do you?”

“I know, and I’m willing to try and make that up to you. If only you would meet me for dinner, I’d be able to explain things so much better. I know you’re angry because of how things turned out, but if you’ll just give me a chance to talk to you.”

Adrienne was silent.

“Baby, please. I promise you I’ll make it worth your while. If nothing else, our meeting will give us some much needed closure.”

“It’s not right. And the last thing I want to do is hurt Thomas all over again. You and I did a serious job of that five years ago, and I’ll never forgive myself for that.”

“He doesn’t have to know about one little dinner, does he?”

“I don’t even want to take the chance of having him find out.”

“I don’t just want to see you, Adrienne, I need to see you. I need to see you face-to-face.”

“Curtis, why are you doing this?”

Her feathers were finally beginning to ruffle.

“I’m doing it because I’m still in love with you. I’ve tried hard to forget about you, but I can’t. Just one innocent meeting. That’s all I’m asking.”

“Where?”

“What about the place I took you to when you got that promotion?”

“When?”

“Tonight at six.”

“I’ll meet you for dinner, but that’s it.”

“Fine.”

“I’m serious, Curtis. That’s as far as I’m going.”

“I hear you loud and clear.”

“Bye,” she said, and hung up.

Curtis called the Hyatt to see if they had any last-minute vacancies. He told the 800 operator that any Chicago suburb would do.





Chapter 3

Look, sweetheart,” Curtis said to Mariah from his cell phone while pulling his black Escalade into a parking ramp on Wacker Street. “How was I supposed to know that you were cooking me a surprise dinner? I mean if I’d known before now, I wouldn’t have committed to this regional ministers’ meeting.”

Mariah’s silence confirmed her disappointment, but Curtis wasn’t about to change his plans with Adrienne. He felt sorry for Mariah, but there was nothing he could do about it now.

“Why don’t you invite your mother and sisters over? It’s not like you ever spend that much time with them, anyway,” he said. Although, truthfully, he couldn’t have cared less whether they ever visited, because they were much too classless and ghetto.

“I only cooked enough for two,” she said.

“Then maybe you could just invite your mother.”

“We’ll see.”

“I’m really sorry, baby, but I promise I’ll be home as soon as the meeting is over.”

“Fine, Curtis.”

“Mariah, I really am sorry about this.”

“I said I was fine, didn’t I?”

“Whoa. Am I sensing a little bit of irritation here?”

“No. But I’m really disappointed, because I spent all day preparing this meal for you. Macaroni and cheese, baked beans, smothered ribs. I even made you that carrot cake you love so much.”

“Well, I said I was sorry, so I’m not sure what else you expect me to do. Unless you want me to ignore my pastoral obligations just so I can come home and be with you.”

“No, no, no. That’s not what I mean. It’s just that I wanted so much for us to spend the evening together.”

“I understand that, baby, and we will as soon as I get home.”

“I’ll be waiting for you.”

“See you in a few hours.”

“And Curtis?”

“Yeah?”

“I love you.”

“I love you, too, baby.”

Curtis pressed the On-Star button inside the rearview mirror and ended his call to Mariah. He blew a sigh of frustration and relief. He was happy that Mariah never nagged him the way Tanya always had, but irritated because she always wanted him to spend so much time with her. With the exception of Bible study, other church-related events, and shopping, she didn’t like doing much else without him. But starting tonight, she was going to have to end this clinginess and find other interests. She would have to find other ways to occupy her time, because if things went the way he was expecting, he would soon be spending a whole lot more time with Adrienne.

Curtis tossed Mariah out of his mind and maneuvered into a parking stall. Adrienne pulled up next to him in a white Mercedes. Her hair hung freely just past her shoulder blades, just the way he liked it.

He smiled at her, stepped outside of his car, and set the alarm system.

“I see you’re still looking as gorgeous as ever,” he complimented her.

“Really? Well, you’re not.”

Curtis laughed. “Okay, I guess I deserve that,” he said as they walked toward the restaurant.

“Yes, Curtis, you do deserve that . . . and so much more. Which is why I never should have come down here in the first place.”

“You came because you knew it was the right thing to do, and because deep down you know you still care about me.”

Adrienne looked around to see if anyone was walking behind them, listening to their conversation.

“This just isn’t right,” she said matter-of-factly.

When they arrived in front of the restaurant, Curtis opened the door and waited for Adrienne to walk through it. Once inside, Curtis told the maître d’ that they had a reservation.

“Right this way, Mr. Black,” the slender forty-something man said, and then escorted them to a candlelit circular booth. “Your waitress will be with you momentarily.”

“Thank you,” Curtis offered.

“So what is it that you wanted to talk to me about?” Adrienne asked almost immediately.

“Us. And I wanted to tell you how sorry I am for causing you so much pain. I must have been completely out of my mind to end our relationship the way I did.”

“Hmmph. Well, that’s all in the past now, isn’t it? So I ask you again, what did you want to talk to me about?”

“You’re not going to make this easy, are you?” he said, smiling.

“No, I’m not. Because you treated me like I was nothing—like what we had never mattered to you in the least.”

“Now, baby, you know that’s not true. What you and I had was special, and I’ve never been more comfortable with any woman than I was with you. It’s just that I got myself caught up in that terrible marriage to Tanya and couldn’t see my way out of it without losing the church.”

“But you lost it anyway, so what difference did it make?”

“I know, and I’ve regretted not staying with you ever since. You can’t imagine how much.”

A very thin woman in her late twenties sat two glasses of water down on the table. “What can I get you to drink?”

“I’ll have some brandy,” Adrienne answered.

Curtis looked at her in shock, but her eyes dared him to comment.

“I’ll have a Perrier with lime,” he said.

“Can I bring either of you an appetizer?”

“I’ll have a small Caesar salad,” Adrienne said.

“I’ll have the field greens with vinaigrette,” Curtis added.

“Sounds good. I’ll bring them right out.”

“So when did you start drinking hard liquor?” Curtis wanted to know.

“When? I’ll tell you when. It was right around the time your little lying ass decided to dump me,” Adrienne spat out.

Curtis stared at her.

“Was that a good enough answer for you, Reverend Curtis Black?”

“Not really, because I still can’t believe you’re drinking alcohol.”

“Why, because it’s not Christian-like?”

“Well, now that you bring it up, yes. Because you know very well how sinful it is to drink intoxicating beverages.”

Adrienne laughed louder than Curtis would have liked, because people were starting to look in their direction.

“Did I say something funny?” he asked.

“Everything about you is funny. As a matter of fact, you’re the biggest joke I know. Because how in the world can you sit there and judge my drinking when just five years ago you were screwing my brains out every chance you got. And this was all while you were married to Tanya. Not to mention the fact that you have another wife at home right now, but still you’re sitting here with me.”

“None of us falls short of sin, Adrienne. We all make mistakes.”

“Whatever.”

It was time to change the subject. “So you say you and the deacon are happily married, huh?”

“Didn’t I tell you that he’s no longer a deacon?”

Curtis smiled at Adrienne. He’d heard what she said, but Thomas, as she referred to him, would always be the deacon in Curtis’s book, because Curtis liked the way it sounded. He loved the sarcasm of it.

“He’ll always be the deacon to me,” Curtis said.

“Whatever.”

“So?”

“So what?” Adrienne was irritated.

“Are you and the deacon happily married?”

“Yes. Very happy.”

“If you say so.”

“I do,” she said, and looked the other way.

Curtis was finally starting to realize that Adrienne wasn’t coming back to him without a fight. It was time to do and say whatever it would take to win her over, so he leaned against the leather backrest and clasped his hands together on top of the table. “You know, baby, it would be so much easier if you would at least try to forgive me. I know I was wrong for all the pain I caused you, but I’m willing to spend the rest of my life making things up to you. I don’t love Mariah, and it’s only going to be a matter of time before I ask her for a divorce. She can’t do for me what you can. She can’t make me feel the way you can. And now that I’m sitting here with you, I realize how much I’m still in love with you. I knew my feelings for you were still strong, but I didn’t know that being this close to you would trigger my heart the way it has. I know you don’t believe me, but I don’t just want you back in my life, I desperately need you,” he said, gently grabbing her hand.

Adrienne’s face softened, but not enough for him to tell what she was thinking.

“Do you hear what I’m saying, baby? I need you to come back to me, because I don’t think I can live without you any longer.”

“Then why did you marry someone else, Curtis? Why did you do that?”

The waitress returned with their drinks, salads, and a basket of rolls. Then she jotted down their lobster and shrimp orders and left again.

“I don’t know why. I guess I didn’t think you would ever take me back, and to be honest, I thought it would be better if I left my past exactly where it was. I really wanted to start things right at this new church. And everything might’ve worked fine, except Mariah doesn’t satisfy me. We’ve only been married for a short while, but I don’t love her nearly the way a husband should love his wife. I don’t love her nearly as much as I love you.”

“I can’t do this, Curtis. I can’t do this to Thomas, and I won’t allow you to hurt me all over again. What we did back then was wrong, and God won’t forget that,” she said, picking up her brandy.

Curtis reached for her glass. “Adrienne, please don’t.”

“Why? It’s just one drink.”

“Because you don’t need it and because it’s so ungodly. And you know how much that sort of thing turns me off. I can’t stand to see any woman drink, smoke, or do drugs.”

“Why are you trying to control me, Curtis?” she said, lifting a forkful of salad.

“Baby, I’m not. Our bodies are sacred, and you know as well as I do that it’s a sin to harm what God has created,” he said, chewing some of his mixed greens.

“Whatever you say.”

“So, are you going to forgive me?”

“I don’t know. I just don’t think I’ll ever be able to do that.”

“Well, you know what the scripture says. ‘Forgive us our trespasses as we forgive those who trespass against us.’ And you can’t get into heaven if you don’t learn to forgive people.”

“We won’t get into heaven by committing adultery either. I knew it when I first started sleeping with you, and I still know it now. Because it’s not like some sins are okay to commit and some aren’t. A sin is a sin is a sin, and there’s no denying that.”

“That’s true, but God knows that we are not perfect, and that we are sometimes too weak to ignore certain temptations. It’s different for everybody. Some people like to steal, some people like using the Lord’s name in vain, and some people use vulgarity and excessive anger on a regular basis. For you and me, it’s adultery. I keep telling you that none of us falls short and we have to pray constantly, asking for forgiveness.”

“And I’ve always told you that God doesn’t look favorably on people who knowingly commit sins just because they know they can ask for forgiveness later.”

“You’re making all this much more complicated than it needs to be. Because the bottom line is that I’m in love with you and, right or wrong, I can’t do anything to change that.”

“But you’re married to someone else, Curtis. You could have easily looked me up after you and Tanya were divorced, but you never even tried.”

“I know. And I’ll regret that for the rest of my life. But it won’t always be this way, because I’m not going to stay married to Mariah.”

“Really now? And when exactly are you planning to divorce this particular wife?”

“Soon. But I at least have to stay married to her for a year so it doesn’t look bad to the deacons or the congregation.”

“Oh no, here we go. Have you forgotten the fact that you told me that same lie when you were married to Tanya?”

“I know, but this is different. I promise you that it will only be six more months, tops.”

“Two lobster and shrimp specials,” the waitress said, sitting the plates down on the table. “Can I get you anything else?”

“No, I think we’re fine for now,” Curtis said.

“Yes, everything is fine,” Adrienne added.

“Enjoy your meals.”

Curtis and Adrienne managed to make conversation while finishing dinner and then left the restaurant. When they arrived in the parking garage, Curtis opened Adrienne’s car door for her.

“Well, it was good to see—” she began, but Curtis kissed her mid-sentence.

“Curtis, don’t,” she said, pulling away from him.

He gently stroked her face. “Adrienne. Baby, please. Just give me this one last chance, and I promise I’ll do right by you.”

“No, Curtis. Please just go,” she said.

He pulled her toward him and kissed her again. This time her resistance was less physical, and Curtis could tell that there was still a great deal of fire and passion between them. It felt as though they’d never been apart.

But she jerked away from him.

“Curtis, I told you that I won’t do this again, and I want you to leave me alone for good.”

“But, baby,” he said, pleading.

“No,” she said flatly. “I mean it, Curtis. Don’t call me and don’t try to see me.”

“I can’t believe you’re doing this. Not after all we’ve been through together. Not after seeing me again and realizing that we still love each other.”

Adrienne shook her head, frustrated by his persistence.

“Please, just let me go, Curtis. Please.”

Curtis hesitated but then stepped away. Adrienne sat in her car, shut the door, and backed the car away from him. She never looked back, and Curtis wondered what he was going to have to do to change her mind. He wondered how many
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