
  
    [image: A TAINTED FRUIT - Pleasant Hearts &amp; Elliot-Kings Christian Suspense series Book 8]
  


  
    
      A TAINTED FRUIT - Pleasant Hearts & Elliot-Kings Christian Suspense series Book 8

    

    
      
        Joy Ohagwu

      

    

    
      Life Fountain Books

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        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

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
        By

        Joy Ohagwu

        Copyright First Edition © 2020

        Joy Ohagwu

      

        

      
        CHRISTIAN FICTION TWINED IN FAITH, HOPE, AND LOVE.

      

        

      
        Life Fountain Books LLC and Life Fountain Media logo are trademarks of Joy Ohagwu. Absence of ™ in connection with marks of Life Fountain Media or other parties does not indicate an absence of trademark protection of those marks.

        All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means—electronic, mechanical, photocopy, recording, or otherwise—without prior permission of the author, except as brief quotations in printed reviews.

        This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, incidents, and dialogues are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance or similarity to actual events or persons, living or dead, scenarios, or locales is entirely coincidental.

        Except where otherwise stated, "Scripture taken from the New King James Version Bible®,

      

      

      Copyright © 1982 by Thomas Nelson, Inc. Used by permission. All rights reserved.

      
        
        All glory to God

        Printed in the United States of America

      

      

      [image: Vellum flower icon] Created with Vellum

    

  


  
    
      
        
        To

      

        

      
        My Lord JESUS CHRIST - The only Living GOD

      

        

      
        I Thirst For YOU

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        CLICK HERE & get your next book: Raspberry Kisses!

      

      

      Most excellent Theophilus: This is a long letter. And every word is important. Please pay attention.

      The envelope crinkled as Elliot City Police Detective Theo Sanchez set it down and pulled the letter out, reading its first words from his friend and former employer’s familiar handwriting. Mrs. Natalia Gutierez had always had great penmanship, and it showed now through these hand-printed words.

      His lips curved into a small smile as he gripped the first sheet of many from the envelope that had arrived with last night’s mail. Unable to read the letter then, he’d taken it to work with him, hoping to seize a quiet moment. But this seemed to be far from the usual letters she’d sent before. The tone this time was long and serious enough to wrinkle his forehead.

      Fall winds whistled outside, ushering in a few golden aspen leaves lingering on the sill of the slightly open window. It drew his eyes momentarily aside from his reading. But soon, his gaze rested on the skillfully penned words again, admiration and respect for the person behind them sweeping over him afresh.

      For starters, handwritten letters these days were rarities, almost unheard of. One of the reasons he cherished every letter from Ms. Perfection—as he fondly called his former employer who’d labor over preparing each simple restaurant meal like it was an upscale assignment—and dullness shifted his sweet memories as he recalled his sadness at leaving.

      But, he had to go. He’d left Arizona because he’d had to close a chapter at home here in Elliot and, apparently, start a new life with his now-wife.

      His eyes grazed over the first sentence again—This is a long letter.

      “Of course, it’s long,” he muttered as his office door creaked open and someone entered. Theo turned his head toward his new assistant while missing artist Roberto Gonzalez, his former assistant who’d moved on to greater things. He still kept in touch, but Roberto, being excellent and efficient, was hard to replace in his level of detail-oriented effort and customer service.

      The new assistant gathered a group of files, hefted them to the crook of his arm, and turned. “Sorry to interrupt you, Detective. I just came to get these files. I’ll be gone in a minute.” He’d carried them toward the door before Theo’s voice halted him.

      “Sullivan, shut my office door, will you? I got this letter.… I need to read this alone. And, from the looks of it, it will take me a while. Interrupt me only if an important call comes in.”

      “Yes, sir.” The young man’s curt nod ruffled his short brown hair. He stepped back toward the door, hindered somewhat by a slight limp as he shut the door behind him to give Theo the room for his reading.

      Theo strode to the other office chair, grateful that it was a gray two-seater leather sofa—which he’d turned into extra file storage due to lack of use—cleared the pile, laid the files on his desk, and stretched himself out on the sofa, tucking his notepad and pen under the only decorative throw pillow. He liked taking notes, but this might be one moment he would likely need a notepad for.

      Of all the times I’ve written to you in times past, none compares to how I feel at this moment. I remember when I would wonder how things would end. Especially when the days were long, times were tough, adversaries were many, and God seemed to be silent. I longed for some rest. I wished for change desperately and hoped for good for so long that my hope appeared foolish. Time was passing. Days turned into years and moments into distant memories.

      An ink dot smeared the page. Theo attempted to swipe it, then remembered it was a sheet of paper, not an electronic device.

      Groaning, he read on.

      How I wish these words were spoken face-to-face! Maybe you would see the anguish I felt etched on the scar on my brow. Or know the dismay when hours turned into days, weeks, months, and years, and nothing seemed to transform in a positive manner.

      Another ink stain.

      But, in those days, I learned to lean on words that weren’t tangible. You see, it seemed like a stupid action to say the words and think they would somehow, simply happen. Of course, the power in words are not in themselves; the power lies in the speaker. I figured, if a man who bore the power of the office of the leader of a country—whether president, prime minister, or any other kind of such leadership—would speak or write ordinary words, and they took on power, changed lives, for good or bad, altered even the condition of the earth, then so could the Word of the God Who made me. Let me explain.
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      A rap on the door had Theo lifting his eyes. His captain poked his head in. “Hey, I saw your email that you’re taking a few hours off today. Is everything all right? I’ve never had you take off in the middle of the day.”

      Briefly closing his eyes, Theo massaged the kink at back of his neck. “I–I received some…important news…something I have to attend to right now. My cases are all underway, and nothing is falling through the cracks. Do you need me?”

      “I know, and no, I don’t,” the captain replied, straightening. “Why don’t you take the rest of the day off instead?” He tipped his chin in Theo’s direction. “Go home, Theo. Rest up and handle your…important news.” He rubbed his small gray beard that never seemed to be allowed to grow long enough before it got a trim.

      Theo, surprised but grateful for the gesture, shifted into a sitting position, swung his arm into view, and checked his wristwatch. “Yes, sir. I would appreciate that. But I’ll stay here for a little while longer just in case something comes up. Then I can go home. I’ve only got a few hours to the end of my shift anyway. I feel antsy not being at the office when everybody is here.”

      The captain smiled and took a step back out into the outer office where the sound of someone yelling a “happy birthday!” to another officer sailed across into his ears. “Workaholic, is what you are.” The man wagged a finger, then swept a hand over his hair. “Fine. See you later, or tomorrow. And, whatever your letter says, I pray it turns out okay.”

      “Amen. Thank you, sir.” Once the door clicked shut, Theo returned to his reading.

      I had always heard that God was too slow and that was why people hurried to take action, declare unjust justice, punish the presumed guilty, release the presumed innocent, all this, based on the mouth of a few witnesses and scanty evidence. But that is incomplete. Because I learned through the wealth of my experiences, that the truth in itself is black and white, but it carves through shades of gray. It rarely sounds fully probable in a nutshell, but you’ll know it when you hear it. You have to be careful not to rush and exit at the wrong fact point and declare injustice in place of justice. Why do I tell you this?

      Theo cleared his throat and jotted something down on his notepad. Then he resumed reading.

      I’m telling you this because you are a man in law enforcement. You are a police officer. God holds you responsible for your misjudgments. You guard and protect lives and property while keeping the law. I can assure you, that is a hard balance to strike. For example, where does protecting end and self-defense begin? How do you decide, in a chaotic situation you chance upon, who is the person you should protect and who you should attack? Every man is born a sinner and, therefore, a liar. Only God is true at all times and in all circumstances and forever. In the face of the threat of loss of life, freedom, and property, who is lying, and who is speaking the truth? You see, that was the circumstance I was thrust in. I could not prove my innocence. I could not present their guilt. All both sides had were…words. They said…and they said. Who was right? Who was wrong?

      I tried to think that maybe I was wrong when the lies circulated long enough. They sounded logical, almost true, except they weren’t—even when I couldn’t prove so. I had only one court to plead my case to, an invisible court, the court which invented the words with which mankind held and executed power—the court of Heaven. So, I did. Then I waited. My dear Theophilus, waiting is long, hard, and excruciating on its own. Waiting while you are shot looks of condemnation and while words are thrown at you in attack, when you are isolated in your community, is even harder. Being alone in the middle of all that, alone with the truth, and not seeing vindication coming any time soon—if ever—was the hardest.

      Theo coughed and cleared his throat again, slipped his shoes off and placed his feet on the armrest. Then he flipped the paper to another sheet of the letter.

      Almost as soon as I gave up hope, God made a move. Here is something I’ve learned. God makes big moves in small ways. It seemed normal, expected even, but it was the unexpected. And for a simple reason. We were a small town. I was the most sought-after girl. And, then, I fell pregnant. By rape.

      His feet slipping off the armrest, Theo swallowed hard.

      And my rapist was the sheriff.

      Another gulp fought to clear the sudden lump in his throat as he kicked his feet back onto the armrest.

      The father of the man I had my heart set on marrying. I’d come to see his son late one evening. He wasn’t there, and I entered the house, called for him, and felt someone grab me. The rest was history. Of course, nothing happened between his son and me once the news broke. The issue wasn’t that I was pregnant and unmarried. The problem was that I told my parents I was raped. The sheriff initially claimed he had no idea who got me pregnant. So, my parents asked for tests. He refused, asking how dare they accuse him. My parents bowed to community pressure and wished for peace at all costs, so they became silent. Mom believed me. My mom grieved the injustice done to me until she died. But Dad stayed silent. In fact, he stopped talking. The tests would’ve proved the truth, but it couldn’t be done. You see, in the early sixties, it was not a norm. You were pregnant out of wedlock, and that pretty much equaled being seen as or called a whore. As time went on, I was called that, and much more. I felt bathed in shame and refused to go out whenever everybody was out there.

      Theo’s heart broke. He pressed a hand to still his rapidly beating heart struggling for calm. Moments later, drawing in a few more breaths, he flipped the sheet to continue but moved it away again to swipe a tear. “I can hardly believe this.” Her sweet smiling face filled his memory, a contrast to the pain being described and yet threaded with the assurance of truth. How did she find joy again? And healing? And wholeness? “Why didn’t you tell me?” he whispered, and his breath fanned the sheet.

      He wet his dry lips and shook his head, then read on, blinking against the inked words.

      With time, I could no longer hide. My belly grew, and eventually, my son was born. He was a sharp little guy and kicked his feet out into this world. From the time he was born, I knew he was a fighter. When he turned four, he asked about his dad. I couldn’t tell him the truth. I had become a Christian, was going to church seriously this time, and couldn’t lie. So, I dodged the question. One day, I dropped him off at kindergarten class in church, and he asked me for his dad’s name so he could put it in a form. I turned almost blue in the face. That shame that had kept me locked indoors for months during his pregnancy returned in full force. I spun, scrambling along the wall toward the bathroom, and almost reached there when strong hands caught me. It was his teacher, Eric. He said these words that I’ll never forget. “It’s all right. I signed the form. I know your story. God knows your story. And He still loves you.”
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      Theo gasped. Things he’d overlooked were falling into place. “Wow.” He recalled the framed words in the restaurant she owned. “God knows your story. And He still loves you.” That must’ve been where it came from.

      Such powerful words.

      Such acceptance they conveyed.

      His fingers curled around his heart as the assuring words skipped past the sheet in his hand into his heart. Another tear came dripping, and he swiped it away, a hoarse laugh escaping his throat. When did he become this emotional? But her story was powerful. How couldn’t he be emotional? “God, thank You for this testimony.”

      Though he hadn’t read to half of it yet, he was already appreciating things better now, reading this backstory to her life. Outside, some colleagues bid each other good night while leaving for home, but even that wasn’t enough to tempt him away.

      He read on with the next sheet.

      Because of Eric’s display of genuine Christlike acceptance and love, I forgot everything for a moment. Soon enough, life and people would remind me. But for that one moment, someone saw me as worthy of love and possessing worth, and I cherished it. Of course, you know Eric and I married and he adopted Ralph, my son, as his. But Eric wasn’t simply a Sunday school teacher. He was also a police officer. After our marriage when he learned that Ralph, our son, his stepson, was getting bullied because of his murky paternity
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