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            THE THRESHOLD

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        "Though it may be painful, embrace the endings, for they often mean the arrival of new beginnings." Shelia E. Bell

      

      

      

      Hezekiah unfortunately spent his 55th birthday in the confines of prison. He was deep in his feelings, overwhelmed by his circumstances. Here he was, another year around the sun, and he was distraught and depressed about how his life was playing out.

      “Ahh,” he bellowed, his voice rumbling through the cellblocks. A man once skilled at manipulating both hearts and pockets dropped to his knees and onto the filthy, grimy cell floor.

      "God, help me! Get me outta this hell hole!" he cried. Each word, a desperate plea for mercy. Okay, so he’d done his share of wrong. The weight of his past pressed upon him like an unforgiving burden intensified by the reality of where he had been the last three years. The chilling echo of cell doors slamming shut and other inmates' screams and turmoil was a cruel and constant reminder of his fate. He’d been low-down and dirty to a lot of folks, but only if they deserved it. But this time, he was innocent.

      He removed his phone from the hidden compartment inside the walls of his cell. He looked around, ensuring no one approached his door, and caught him. To get himself out of his foul mood, he called Stiles, his one trusted connection to his family and what was going on in the free world.

      “When you get out of that place, don’t worry, we’re going to celebrate number fifty-five right.” Stiles said, trying to sound positive and lift his brother’s spirit.

      “Thanks, but when I get out of this place, celebrating a birthday will be the last thing on my mind. Forget my birthday, tell me, what’s the latest on Black’s wife? It’s been a minute since I talked to him.”

      “She’s doing good, considering what happened,” Stiles said.

      “Yeah, man, I hated to hear that,” Hezekiah said.

      Christian Black had been and remained an answered prayer for Hezekiah. The former New York powerhouse attorney was quickly establishing a name for himself in the Memphis legal arena. Black was highly confident that he would get Hezekiah released from prison, and Hezekiah believed that if anyone could make it happen, it would be Christian Black.

      “Yeah, He is. Anyway, physically, she’s healing. But emotionally and mentally? Let’s say I think she still has a ways to go. They haven’t been back to church since it happened. When I leave here, I’m going to go see them. You know, say a prayer and see if there’s anything me or the church can do for them.”

      “Good, good. They come from New York. All kinds of outrageous crimes occur there, yet they were safe there.” Hezekiah sighed, shaking his head. “Memphis has to do better.”

      “I agree. But I thank the good Lord that they found her alive.”

      “I know that’s right. Now tell me…what about my son? Any word on his whereabouts?”

      “No more than what you already know. He’s still MIA, and now his phone is off.”

      “Yeah, it was going to voicemail. Now I get that message you hear when your phone is disconnected,” Hezekiah said. “I still can’t imagine where he is, and what could have made him leave his family, especially the boys?”

      “That’s the million-dollar question.”

      “I pray to God he’s not out there hurt somewhere or worse...” Hezekiah sighed as his voice trailed off.

      “That’s unlikely. I told you he told Pepper he was leaving because he needed time to sort some things out. Sounds like he may have had this planned.”

      “I don’t understand, man. What can my son be thinking? He wants to be a punk that bad?”

      “See, that’s probably why he felt he had to leave. He feels judged by his own family. You and Fancy have never accepted him for who he is. I’ve heard him say that on more than one occasion.”

      “I won’t go against what the Good Book says. If he has a problem with that, that’s between him and the Lord. I don’t see what’s so hard about that.”

      “I understand what you’re saying, but what I’m saying is the kid has a lot on his shoulders, Hezekiah. I can only imagine how difficult it must be for him to deal with his issues and everything happening around him.”

      “A lot on his shoulders? Like what?”

      “You’re his father. You should know what I mean. The guy is struggling with his self-identity while trying to be a good father and husband, and you and I know Xavier worked his tail off for New Holy Rock. If it wasn’t for his help in the office, not to mention he’s the financial administrator, I don’t know what I would have done.”

      With Stiles in control of New Holy Rock Ministries while he served his time, Hezekiah couldn’t be more grateful for his son and brother’s help. It was one less thing for him to be concerned about while he petitioned God for Christian Black to get him released, but today, he was not in the frame of mind to be all cheery and positive, not today. His hand trembled as he ran it over his balding scalp.

      “I need to get out of this place,” he seethed, hitting the wall with an open palm. “I have to get out!”

      “Chill, bruh,” Stiles told him when he heard his brother’s outburst. “What will getting yourself upset solve? Absolutely nothing.”

      “Look, Stiles, that boy has issues, and so does that conniving brother of his.”

      “Come on, now. Don’t you think it’s time to work things out with Khalil? Especially with Xavier missing. You should try to draw closer rather than continue this bitter father-son rivalry.”

      “If he wants to talk like a man, I’ll listen.”

      “He’s young, Hezekiah. You and I—we’ve both been young, stupid, and irresponsible—until we learned better.”

      “But to steal from me? You know he’s wrong. I guess you forgot he also tried to lock me up for embezzlement. But let’s not stop there. He stole Holy Rock from under me, Stiles.”

      “Need I remind you that you were once a thief? Out of your own mouth, you said you and Fancy served time in prison back in the day for embezzling church funds in Chicago. Am I right?”

      Hezekiah emitted a grunt.

      “And you say he stole Holy Rock from under you? I beg to differ. You served as senior pastor after I left for Houston. When you had a stroke, your health became the priority. Khalil stepped up and filled your shoes. Overall, he’s doing a good job at Holy Rock. All I’m saying is that you messed up badly when you were younger. Believe it or not, you and Khalil have more in common than you may realize. When you got out of prison in Chicago, you said that’s when you turned your life around and answered God’s call to preach. Khalil has done the same. He went from stealing cars and purses to serving God. Even now, you’ve made mistakes along the way. You being in prison again is proof of that.”

      “So, you’re saying I should just let Khalil slide? Give him a pass because he’s a young cat?”

      “Yeah, that’s exactly what I’m saying. The young man is still learning. He’s still fumbling the ball. The same is true for Xavier.”

      “I don’t care how you want to explain his actions by saying Khalil is young and doesn’t understand some things. I’m telling you, he’s not a kid anymore. He’s a grown man. He knows the kind of game he’s playing. Come on, now. What’s wrong with you? He got you on his little payroll or something?” Hezekiah checked.

      “You know what, I’m not going down that path with you. Not today. I’m about to head out here to see Black and his wife. I’ll call Pepper on my way home and see what’s the latest she’s heard, if anything, about Xavier.”

      “Thanks. I’ll try to call her again later this week. Man, I can’t get over this one. Where could he be?” Hezekiah’s voice dropped.

      “He’s going to turn up. And he’s going to be fine. I know it,” Stiles said.

      “Yep, you’re right. God’s protecting him wherever he is.”

      “Right, well, we’ll talk later. Oh, before we hang up, what’s the latest on your situation? I know Christian’s mind is on his wife’s well-being right now, but you said he felt positive about your release the last time you two spoke.”

      “Yeah, he did. We’re still playing the waiting game. Black seems to think a decision could be coming down at any time. I’m telling you now if they don’t let me out of this place, I don’t know if I’m going to make it. There’s so much happening on the outside that I need to be helping you and my family with. My son has disappeared. Nobody knows where he is...if he’s safe or even alive. God, I need out,” he cried.

      “Hey, what did I say? It’s going to be all right. Everything is going to work out. Xavier’s going to be good. Your relationship with Khalil is going to be restored. And you’re going to get out of prison. You’ll see. God’s been taking care of you and our family all this time. He’s not about to forsake you, me, or any of us now.”

      “I gotta go,” Hezekiah said after a few seconds of silence. “I’ll try to call tomorrow.”

      “Okay, but tell me you’re going to be straight,” Stiles said.

      “What choice do I have?”

      Hezekiah ended the call and returned the phone to its safe place. He laid back on his bunk, rested both hands behind his head, and stared at the concrete ceiling.

      
        
        †

      

      

      On the drive to see Christian and Luna, Stiles turned up the volume when he heard the song by gospel artist LeAndria Johnson. The words resonated in his spirit as she sang, “Better days are coming. It’s only a season…”

      Stiles swayed his head in tune with the music as the words ushered him into a place where it was just him and God. He thought about all he had experienced in his life. All that God had brought him through. He felt for his brother being behind bars and feeling helpless and hopeless. He prayed that Xavier was safe and would return home soon and that better days were coming. Stiles did not want anyone to experience the indescribable pain that came with losing a child. He still lived with the painful memory of the death of his little girl. Her senseless death made him think about her mother, Detria. Seeing her walk around with only a damaged arm from the accident caused by her jealousy while his baby girl lost her life was still hard for him sometimes. He had found it hard to forgive her and the others who had hurt him. Yet, God had not given up on him. God would not give up on Hezekiah either.

      As he continued the drive and the song faded, his thoughts turned to Luna Black. He began praying for her mind to be healed and for God to give Christian the right amount of patience, understanding, and love for his wife during this difficult period.
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        “Happiness in the present is only shattered by comparison with the past.” Douglas Horton

      

      

      

      The couple sat on the sofa facing Stiles in their spacious family room.

      Luna’s physical wounds had long since healed. However, she was still experiencing trauma from the abduction and assault and the knowledge that life for her and Christian was far different than the couple had expected.

      “Are you sure you don’t want something to drink? I can make you some coffee, and we have soda and bottled water in the fridge,” Luna offered, looking much thinner than Stiles was used to seeing.

      “No, thank you, I’m good,” he said, raising a hand to stop her.

      “I have some fresh baked oatmeal raisin cookies. Would you like some of those?”

      “No, I’m good. Tell me, how are you doing? The last time I came by, you weren’t feeling well.”

      “Oh, I’m all right,” she said, looking away briefly and then back at him.

      “She went back to work this week, something I was hoping she wouldn’t have done. At least, not now. And especially under the circumstances,” said Christian.

      “Maybe going back to work will be good,” Stiles said. “I mean, I’m not a doctor; I’m just saying maybe work can help you heal, take your mind off what happened.”

      Luna and Christian’s eyes locked. Christian grabbed hold of her hand.

      “There’s something we haven’t told you, something we’ve been praying about,” said Luna humbly.

      “And we’re still praying about it,” Christian said, squeezing his wife’s hand tighter.

      “What is it?” I want you to feel comfortable talking to me.”

      “We do, we trust you,” said Christian.

      “You’re our pastor,” said Luna. “But what happened to me,” she paused and looked at her husband, “affected both of us. It’s different from anything we’ve ever experienced.”

      Stiles sat silently, waiting patiently, not wanting to make Luna or Christian feel forced to talk.

      When she learned she was pregnant from the brutal attack, the couple faced a huge decision—to keep the baby or not. Their staunch Christian beliefs, especially Luna’s, forbade her from having an abortion. She could not justify that in her spirit. Was this a sign from God? Christian could not produce children, and Luna had longed to feel the love and warmth of carrying a child. The couple, before the assault, had accepted that would never be—until now.

      “I’m pregnant,” Luna said quickly, looking at her husband.

      “Pregnant?” Stiles repeated and frowned. “But…I thought y’all couldn’t….” Stiles shifted his eyes from Luna to Christian.

      A hush fell over the room as Stiles leaned forward in the chair, resting his elbows on his thighs.

      “I, uh, congratulations,” he said, raising both hands happily in the air and replacing a look of confusion with a huge smile.

      “That’s all we’d like to say, other than the baby should make his or her arrival in early fall,” said Christian.

      A faint smile appeared on Luna’s face, and then, as if she forced it, her mouth spread wider, and she looked at her husband. The couple kissed quickly and squeezed hands as if announcing their undying solidarity.

      “God is good,” said Stiles. “Sista Black, you’ve been through a lot these past months.” He then looked at Christian. “And Brother Black, I don’t have to tell you to ensure this woman is pampered and well cared for.”

      “No, you don’t. This is the love of my life.” He placed an arm around her waist and pulled her next to him, closing the gap between them.

      “Well, I guess I’ll get ready to go. I want to pray with you before I leave,” Stiles said, “if that’s okay.”

      “You know it is,” Christian spoke up.

      “Your prayers and those of people around us are what sustained me. When I was abducted, I was terrified. I was in a dark, filthy room with rodents and roaches everywhere. But I could feel people praying for me. I felt God’s presence and protection protecting me. So yes, I know prayer works.”

      "Absolutely." Stiles nodded. Christian echoed the sentiment with a nod as well. The three gathered in a circle and held hands while Stiles prayed.

      “Okay, I’m going to leave you to get some rest. I understand now why Brother Black didn’t want you to go back to work just yet, but I’m staying out of that. Y’all take care, and God bless you.”

      “Thanks, Pastor,” said Christian.

      “Yes, thank you, Pastor,” Luna said.

      “Remember, if there’s anything I or the church can do to help, let me know.”

      “I’m sorry, Pastor. We’ve been so wrapped up in our situation that we failed to ask how you and your family are doing. Any word from your nephew?”

      Luna looped her arm inside of Christian’s.

      “Nothing yet, but we’re holding out hope. God has the final say so. He brought you home, didn’t he,” Stiles said and smiled.

      “That he did,” said Christian, wrapping an arm even tighter around his wife.

      Luna smiled.

      Stiles hugged the couple and departed.

      When the door closed, Luna fell into Christian’s chest.

      “I guess you made your final decision, huh,” said Christian, resting his chin on the crown of her head.

      Luna slowly looked up but remained silent as she stared into his eyes. Tears formed. “But what about you? Are you sure?”

      “We’re keeping the baby. Really, what choice do we have anyway? And with the new anti-abortion laws in effect, it will be harder if we choose to do something like that. Which we’re not,” Christian said.

      “I just want you to be okay with this. I know it won’t be easy. It’s not going to be easy for me either. I’m carrying the child of my rapist,” she cried. “But I can’t see myself killing this baby.” She rubbed her tummy. “I’m sorry, Christian.”

      Christian held her and pressed her head back against his chest. “Shhh, everything will be all right. We’ll get through this. You’ll see.” He rubbed her head of hair back and forth. Did he mean what he said? Could he handle seeing his wife’s belly swell from the seed of another man? Would he be able to love the child unconditionally? He didn’t know if he could.
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            SAY IT AIN’T SO

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “No matter what may come my way, my life is in your hands.” God’s Property

      

      

      

      Hezekiah woke up in the wee hours of the morning, soaked in a clammy cold sweat. He was grateful he no longer shared his cramped space with a cellmate, but he was alone, lonely, and in deep despair. Sixty-five days had come and gone since Xavier took off without a trace. Grief surrounded him like a weighted blanket. The weight of unbearable sorrow bore down upon his weary shoulders as he grappled with the devastating news that had shattered his heart—Xavier had been found in a hotel in Oregon—deceased.

      The day he received the news, he had just returned to his cell from holding his Sunday service. One of the correctional officers met him at his cell and told him the tragic news. Hezekiah called Stiles, who confirmed that Xavier had indeed succumbed to the darkness of his mind and taken his own life.

      The tragic suicide of his son weighed on him like an immeasurable burden, magnified by the choppy history they shared. The cold bars that confined him mirrored the icy grip of grief that engulfed him. Tears flowed freely, tracing paths down his cheeks as he was shattered in what could only be described as a sea of despair. The dull gray cell walls seemed to be closing in around him.

      The pencil-thin mattress made him stiff as a board. He got out of his bed, stretched, and sat on the cold steel toilet, leaning his head over the sink just an inch or two away, feeling like he was going to puke up his insides.

      Tears flooded, and he heaved as a fresh round of hurt washed over him as if it would drown him. He replayed the days of old when Xavier was a kid in Chicago before life took a swirling turn for all of them. During that time, Xavier was a whiz kid in school but an introvert. Hezekiah and Fancy didn’t find out until much later that their baby boy was gay.

      Memories of happier times flashed before him like a slideshow, each image accompanied by the sting of regret. Their relationship had been riddled with struggles and misunderstandings, leaving scars that never healed. The agony of his loss was entangled with remorse for what could have been had their father/son bond found healing and reconciliation.

      Added to his pain were fresh, horrid memories of him draped in handcuffs and shackles, standing and looking down on his son’s pearl-white casket. Seeing Xavier in a casket was a pain he would never be able to describe, and he didn’t know if it would ever go away.

      He reached underneath his mattress without getting off the toilet. He pulled out a brown envelope. Hunched over, his eyes dripping heavy with sorrow, his hands trembled as he opened it. He clutched his son’s obituary and began weeping as he leafed through it.

      Next, he pulled out a copy of Xavier’s suicide note. Pepper sent a copy to him and Fancy. It almost tore him apart reading it. He could only imagine what reading the letter did to Fancy.

      
        
        My Beloved Family,

        I have found myself at a crossroads filled with unbearable pain. Pain that has haunted me since the days of my youth. The weight of my past, my choices, and the emotional scars that have lingered in my heart have finally become more than I can bear. As I pen these words, please know that I am filled with a deep sense of shame, regret, and sorrow for the path I am about to embark upon.

        From childhood, I have carried a burden that has grown heavier each year, casting shadows on moments that should have been filled with laughter and joy. I want you to know that my decision is not one made lightly but born out of a desperation to escape the relentless pain that has consumed me since I was that boy of nine who was so unfairly taken advantage of by someone older, someone way bigger. That someone who alluded a fate worse than mine because I was too afraid to tell? Orlando Foster. Yes, you may be shocked, but I can finally say his name. You trusted him. We all trusted him. Until I no longer did. I told myself that Orlando’s pain ran deeper than mine. Why else would he hurt me? As I take this step into whatever lies ahead, I pray once more for God to give me strength to forgive Orlando. Yet, forgiveness always seems to stay one step ahead of me. Enough of me riding the self-pity train. It is time to move on. I cannot find the words to express the ache that fills my heart at the thought of causing you so much anguish. The knowledge that my choice will hurt the ones who love me is a pain I can hardly bear, and I am profoundly sorry.

        To my precious sons, my heart breaks as I think of the life you will lead without me by your side. But you deserve a father who can offer you love, guidance, and strength, a role I am not worthy of filling. Please know that my decision does not reflect my love for you, but it is my heart-wrenching attempt to escape the torment that has plagued my existence.

        To my family, especially you, Mother, I am so sorry for the pain and confusion my departure will bring. I hope you can find it in your heart to forgive me for my choices and the burden I am about to place upon you.

        Pepper, I hope you understand that my decision is one born from anguish and despair, a plea for release from a lifetime of suffering silently. When you look at our sons, I beg you to remember the moments of happiness we shared and the love that bound us.

        And to God, whose mercy I seek in this darkest of moments, I ask for forgiveness for taking matters into my own hands. I pray that you will find it in your infinite wisdom to grant me solace and peace in the afterlife.

        So, with a heavy heart and tears in my eyes, I bid you all farewell. May you find the strength to heal and carry on, and may my memory be one of love rather than pain.

        Forever in your hearts,

        Xavier

      

      

      Hezekiah sobbed as the letter fell from his hands onto the concrete floor.
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            DOES JOY COME IN THE MORNING?

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “Getting over a painful experience is much like crossing monkey bars. You have to let go at some point in order to move forward.”  C.S. Lewis

      

      

      

      Four months after the abduction, Christian was doing everything in his power to understand Luna’s changed personality. He would never know what she experienced under the hands of the sick, evil bastard who assaulted her. They would forever be reminded of the nightmare of her abduction because Luna was carrying this demented man’s kid.

      “Are you sure you’re good?” Christian asked as he and Luna got ready for work.

      “Yes, I’m good. Going into the office has kept me busy and I think it helps with my mental recovery.”

      “Good, what about physically?”

      “I haven’t been sick this morning. Thank God,” she said, staring at her reflection. “I did get a little queasy at work yesterday, but it passed after I drank a ginger ale.” She placed the last bit of mascara on and shifted toward her husband.

      Christian walked up behind her and kissed her lightly on the side of her neck. He felt her stiffen, and he immediately stepped back.

      “I’m sorry, babe,” she apologized. “It’s….”

      “No need,” he said somberly, straightening his tie. “You about ready?”

      “Yes.” Luna rubbed her belly.

      He missed being intimate and showing bits of affection. She used to like his spontaneity, and now it was almost like she couldn’t stand for him to be in the same bed with her, and she definitely did not want to make love. Ever since her assault, she’d turned away his advances. Adding to the marital pressure was learning seven weeks after the abduction that she was pregnant. This revelation caused an even bigger gap in their communication. He and Luna had always been able to have open and honest conversations until now. He couldn’t tell how she really felt about carrying the seed of a rapist. As for him, he had no choice but to take it one day at a time.

      The drive to their respective offices was silent. Christian wrestled with his thoughts. He wasn’t sure how he would be a father to another man’s child. This was far different from adoption. Adoption meant they made a choice, but this was not the case. Each time he saw his wife’s belly growing or heard her having morning sickness, it was a cruel reminder that the kid she was carrying was not his. What was God up to? Why had he allowed such a terrible thing to happen?

      “You’re awfully quiet,” Luna said when Christian pulled up and stopped at the traffic light.

      “A lot on my mind. I have a full day at the office and court.”

      “Are you sure that’s all?”

      Christian looked at his wife. “Yep, that’s all.”

      Luna didn’t seem convinced. “Look, I’m sorry for how I’ve been acting lately,” she said.

      “There’s nothing to apologize for,” he said. “You’ve been through a lot, Luna. I understand that. Don’t worry about me. I’m good.”

      “I know you, Christian, which means I know how difficult this has to be for you. I mean, it’s difficult for me but for you….God, I’m so sorry.” She looked down at her belly and touched it while holding back the tears cresting in the corner of her eyes.

      Christian reached across the seat, frowned, and grabbed hold of her hand, squeezing it. “Why do you keep saying you’re sorry? For what? What are you talking about?”

      “For everything.”

      “Look, we’ve talked about this. Baby, what happened was not your fault. Please, don’t do this to yourself. I love you, and I’m going to do whatever it takes to support you during this. We have to believe that God allowed this for a reason. We both wanted a child. We can’t dictate how God wanted to bless us with one. His ways are not our ways.”

      “But are you going to be able to love this child knowing how it was conceived?”

      The light changed, and he slowly accelerated into traffic, avoiding answering the question. Luna had asked a viable question. Could he, would he be able to give love to this child? He wasn’t sure, and it scared him.

      “I’ll call you if I can get away for lunch,” he told Luna when he pulled up outside her office building.

      “Okay.” She opened the door and got out before Christian could kiss her goodbye. Things like this made Christian pause about the future of his marriage. Was this the beginning of their doom?

      He pulled away from the curb and headed toward his office. A few minutes later, his phone rang as he pulled into his assigned parking space. His mouth upturned when he saw the name.

      “What is it, Lorie?”

      “Here we go again. What’s up with the attitude, brother-in-law? I thought you would be happy to hear from me this time.”

      “I don’t know why you would think that. Look, I’m busy; I have a lot going on. What do you want?”

      “Aww, now. That’s no way to treat your sister-in-law.” Lorie laughed. “Remember the last time we talked? I told you there’s a real estate conference in Nashville coming up that I plan to attend. I’m still thinking about driving to Memphis while I’m there. I want to lay eyes on my sister. How is she doing anyway?”

      “Your sister is good. Like I told you before, there’s no need for you to come and disrupt her life. If you’ve kept up with the news, which I’m sure you have, you know what happened.”

      “Yes, I heard,” Lorie said, sounding serious.

      “But like I said, she’s good. She’s just got a lot on her mentally.” Christian didn’t divulge Luna’s pregnancy. The less Lorie knew, the better. “You showing up here unannounced, after the two of you being estranged for years, won’t make sense. You know it, and I know it. So what’s the real deal?”

      “I told you, I want to make amends with my sister. After what happened to her, I’m even more determined to see her. Why are you giving me such a hard time about this?”

      “You know darn well why. You’re not coming here to make peace; just the opposite. You’re coming to stir up confusion and to bring up the past. I’ve repeatedly told you I’m sorry about what happened between us. God only knows how I wish I never cheated, especially with you.”

      Lorie laughed into the phone. “You can’t be serious.”

      “Oh, I’m serious, all right. I made a huge mistake, but what’s done is done, and what went down between us happened a long time ago. When you told me you were her sister, it was a shock, true enough, but it was over when we found that out. So let it go. Leave Luna alone and leave me alone!”

      “Look, this is not about what happened between you and me. You weren’t all that anyway,” she retorted. “Like you said, that was ages ago. I was just messing with you when I was calling before. I’m serious now. This really is about Luna. My sister could have been murdered! But thank God she survived that horrid attack. What happened to her made me realize that life is too short and fragile to hold grudges. I want to make things right with Luna and my parents, and I intend to do it whether you like it or not,” she growled, and the line went silent.

      Christian pounded his fist against the steering wheel. “That...uhh," he muttered, climbing out of the car and slamming the door.

      “Good morning,” he mumbled to his administrative assistant as he strolled past her cubicle. Before she could respond, he abruptly closed his office door.

      He plopped down in his chair and twirled around, facing the riverfront view. Resting an elbow on the arm of his chair, he thought about Lorie's call. This was at least the fourth or fifth time she’d called in the past few months. The woman was becoming like a nagging itch he couldn’t get rid of.

      He wished he could believe she wanted to patch up things with Luna. That would be a good thing. But Christian felt there was more to Lorie’s motives. However, given the current circumstances in his and Luna's lives, he didn’t have the time or energy to invest in Lorie and her shenanigans. He would handle her if she called again.

      He picked up a pen from his desk and stared into space. His wife was pregnant by a dirty freaking rapist. A nervous chuckle escaped him.

      “I don’t think I can do this, God. I need your help to help my wife,” he prayed aloud.

      The whirlwind of thoughts filled him with self-disgust. Thoughts like: What if she conveniently lost the baby? Would that be such a bad thing? What if she found someone and someplace where abortions were still performed without being scrutinized by anti-abortion people? What if they gave the kid away?

      He placed his head into his hands in shame. “God, forgive me for thinking like that. Just do whatever you will, but whatever you do, Lord, I need you to help me to accept.”
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        “My mouth says, “I’m ok.” My fingers text, “I’m fine. My heart says, “I’m broken.” Unknown

      

      

      
      Fancy put away the last of the flyers she had presented to the ministry teams at Holy Rock to the side. A whirlwind of thoughts danced through her mind. Despite experiencing her share of ups and downs, she was grateful for God’s goodness toward her and her family. She was a grandmother with three beautiful grandkids, financially secure, talented, and creative. She was in a good space for the first time in a long time—UNTIL her world came crashing down. Xavier’s death was something she would never ever get over. Her baby was gone, taking a huge chunk of her heart with him.
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      She returned from the cemetery. She had not missed a day visiting Xavier’s grave since she had to witness her baby boy being lowered into the ground. Her heart was shattered into a million pieces that day. She had returned to attending church, but that was an even more difficult task. Everywhere she went, everything she did, something seemed to remind her of him.

      The phone rang, startling her.

      “Fancy, how are you?”

      “I’m okay,” she said low and slow.

      Silence.

      “Fancy?”

      “Yes?”

      “Is there anything I can do for you? I hate to hear you like this.”

      “Can you bring our son back? Can you do that, Hezekiah? If you can’t, then no, you can do nothing for me!”

      “Oh, Fancy, how I wish I could bring him back,” he replied, his voice cracking. “Stiles told me you’ve been going to the gravesite every day. I don’t think that’s good for you.”

      “I don’t think you’re in any position to tell me what I can and cannot do or where I can or cannot go. My baby is gone, Hezekiah. Do you understand that?”

      “Of course I do. Don’t you think I’m hurting, too? I had to stand over his casket in shackles and handcuffs, Fancy. I couldn’t do anything but look down at his body and stare at him. That hurt. It still hurts a heck of a lot.”

      “Not as much as you hurt him when he was alive!”

      Hezekiah was stunned to silence. “Okay, I deserved that. I’ve been praying and asking God to forgive me for not being there for him like I should have been.”

      “What do you want me to say? Look, I’m tired, Hezekiah.”

      “Okay, I’ll call and check on you again in a few days. That’s okay, isn’t it?”

      “Sure, whatever.”

      Hezekiah returned his cell phone to its spot and reached for his Bible. He flipped through the thin, worn pages for a few seconds until he came upon the scripture he was searching for.

      He read the words slowly and carefully as if allowing them to penetrate his spirit. “For he will hide me in his shelter in the day of trouble; he will conceal me under the cover of his tent...”

      Closing the Bible and placing it underneath his pillow, he lay back on the bed and stared at the ceiling.

      He sat upright when the tears rushed forward like something had pierced his heart, and he found himself sobbing. All the hurt, pain, and grief were released, not just from losing Xavier but also pain from senseless, stupid decisions he’d made that had destroyed other people’s lives. How could he sit up and talk about Khalil when he was the one partially responsible for Khalil being the person he was today?

      A heaviness like a boulder sitting on his chest engulfed him like nothing he’d felt before. He got out of his bed and stood at his cell door, holding one hand over his heart. He prayed he wasn’t having another stroke or a heart attack.

      He sucked in several deep breaths, releasing each one slowly until he felt himself calming down. He wiped the last tears away and walked out of his cell. Perhaps this grief enshrouding him would leave if he started moving around the space.

      Men in the open area sat around steel tables talking; others played card games and dominos. Still, others like him were merely walking around. He stopped and interacted with a couple of them until this latest bout of sorrow seemed to leave.

      Upon returning to his cell, he sat on the bed, pulled out a yellow notepad, and began writing.

      
        
        “Xavier, son,

        God knows how much I wish I had talked to you before you left this earth--before you left us. I wish I had one more chance to tell you how grateful I am that we made amends and that our relationship was going in a good direction. Son, I’m sorry for all the mess-ups. I’m sorry I failed you as a father. I’m sorry I didn’t accept you for who you were. If anything, I made you ashamed for being you. Oh, how I wish I could turn back the hands of time. I also want you to know I’m sorry for hurting your mother and destroying our family. I want you to know I love you, Xavier. When you were alive, I didn’t say those words enough. I know that now. But what do words mean now when you’re gone? They’re nothing more than that…words written on a piece of paper. I’m sorry for that, too, son. It hurts knowing I will never talk to you again, see you again, or have the chance to make up for my mistakes. But I promise when I get out from behind these bars, I am going to do everything I can to be a better man. I promise to watch out for my grandsons and Pepper. To be better to them than I ever was to you—and to Khalil…”

      

      

      When he wrote Khalil
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