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CHAPTER ONE
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Erin Aldridge stood in her kitchen, gently patting the back of the newborn infant who lay nestled on her shoulder. Katie Joy always seemed to be crying and Erin never knew exactly how to soothe her. Bottle, burp, diaper change...everyone had said that motherhood would come naturally to her, that she would know exactly what her baby needed. But in the past three weeks, Erin had become painfully aware of only one thing: that she had absolutely no clue what she was doing. Nothing came naturally to her. And she feared that she was a terrible mother. Katie Joy deserved so much better.

It wasn’t just that Erin felt ill-equipped as a parent. Her own needs were also being unmet. She had no help with Katie Joy, no one to help alleviate some of the tremendous load. Sometimes she just wanted to sleep or take a shower in peace. Get out of the house and go for a walk. See some of her old friends that she had lost touch with. But no one ever came to rescue her for a few hours. And Erin wasn’t sure how much more she could take. She had never felt more alone.

The postpartum blues had hit her pretty hard and there were days she didn’t even want to look at Katie Joy, much less be her mother. She just wanted to be a normal teenager again. She hated herself for feeling this way, but she had no one to talk to about it, no one to express her feelings to. She was exhausted, depressed, and beyond miserable. She was just here to tend to a screaming baby she wasn’t even sure she liked most of the time. Katie Joy probably sensed it, that’s why she cried so much. Sometimes Erin just joined her, sitting on the floor, both of them a crying mess. And she would somehow manage to get up afterwards and keep going. Because she had to. 

Erin heard footsteps and she looked up as her stepfather, Jim Sutton, marched into the kitchen. “Can’t you keep that kid quiet for ten minutes?” he demanded. “Some of us would actually like to sleep past 7:00 on a Saturday morning.”

Erin glared at him. It was no secret she despised the man. Her mother had married him a year before her death from terminal breast cancer and unfortunately, he had become her legal guardian upon her death. “I’m trying, but she’s got a tummy ache,” she insisted. “I think she’s got gas.”

“It’s always something,” he muttered. “Kids are more trouble than they’re worth.”

Erin didn’t respond, but he immediately added another complaint to his list. “Where’s my breakfast?”

“There’s cereal in the cabinet.”

“You know I don’t want no cereal,” he snapped. “I work long days and I need something better than that. Now get up and fix me something!”

Grudgingly Erin laid a very fussy Katie Joy in her baby seat on the kitchen counter, then asked with forced politeness, “What would you like?”

He thought a minute. “Pancakes. And make enough for yourself, too. I need you to come in today. Brenda’s off with her foot so we’re short right now. Plus, it’s Valentine’s Day so you know it will be busier than usual.”

Jim owned his own diner, and his stepdaughter was his unwilling and overworked employee. “Jim, please, not today,” she implored. “I work six days a week, 12-hour days, plus I have Katie Joy. Can’t I just have today off? Please? I’m so tired!”

“You know better than to ask that,” he said sharply. “I let you and your little brat stay in my home rent-free. I pay for all her crap. I gave you a job when you needed one, and I let you bring her to work with you! Most people would have thrown you out on the street after you got pregnant, but I didn’t, did I?”

Erin grabbed the skillet and for a brief moment she considered hitting him with it. “Don’t act like you’re a saint,” she snapped. “You made me quit school and go to work when I got pregnant. I was supposed to graduate in May. Then you don’t even pay me for the work I do. I’ll bet the wage and hour people would just love to know you have a staff member who works completely for free. I would buy everything Katie Joy needs, but I literally have no money—I have to ask you for everything!” She saw him smile then and she realized that he enjoyed making her completely dependent on him. Listening to her beg and plead for formula and diapers was quite satisfying to him—and completely humiliating for her. Erin knew he would keep her in this life forever—and she was much too smart for that. She slammed the skillet down on the stove in defiance. “Fix your own pancakes!”

“Who do you think you’re talking to?” he demanded. “You’d have nothing if not for me! You’d better think long and hard about that, Girl. You’re 17 years old. You got no money, no place to go, no man, and a baby! I should think you’d be a little more grateful.” He shook his head disdainfully. “Your mother always let you get by with too much. Well, not me! If you live in my house, you do as I say! You got that?”

His dark green eyes dared her to resist. He laughed mockingly as she reluctantly picked up the skillet again. He knew she was stuck. Trapped in this miserable existence with no way out. He would never allow her to finish high school, go to college, have any sort of life. He wouldn’t even allow her to learn how to drive. He would just keep her working for the rest of her life, fully dependent on him for her very basic needs. It made her sick. “That’s what I thought,” he said. “I’m going to get a shower. I expect you to be at work at 9:30, and you will close at seven tonight.”

Erin watched him saunter out of the kitchen, obviously proud that he had defeated her once again. Tears came to her eyes as she looked at her daughter. “I’m sorry, Kid,” she whispered. “This is no kind of life for you. There’s only one thing I can give you, and I hope someday you can forgive me for it.” She set the skillet down, then lifted the baby into her arms again and sighed as she felt the tiny hand grasp her finger trustingly. “You’re a beautiful kid, you know that?”

And she truly was. Katie Joy had inherited her mother’s blonde curls and dark blue eyes. She would break many hearts one day, her mother was sure of it. She was just sad she wouldn’t be there to witness it. Taking a deep breath, she hurried to the bedroom to get dressed. She knew she had maybe 10 minutes before Jim came back, demanding his breakfast once again. Luckily, she had completed most of her tasks before he even woke up so she was ahead of the game.

She threw on a pair of blue jeans and a thick purple sweater, then pulled her golden blonde curls in a clip before turning her attention to Katie Joy. She dressed her in a white dress, white leotards, and tiny bone white shoes. A white hat and white sweater completed the ensemble. “Please don’t cry, Katie Joy,” Erin whispered as she wrapped a thick blanket securely around her and lifted her into her arms. “You have to be beautiful today. You have to be very good.”

She knew the baby was hungry, but the amount of powdered formula left in the can wouldn’t even be enough for a bottle, and Jim always complained whenever she asked for money to buy more. He worked her like a dog, refused to pay her for her work, then grumbled whenever he had to provide anything for Katie Joy. It was an endless, degrading cycle. Erin knew the only solution was for both of them to get out of his life forever. 

She held the baby close as she reached into the closet and pulled out the packed suitcase and diaper bag. She quietly tiptoed out of the room and past the bathroom where she could still hear the water running as Jim took his shower. Once she was out of the house she accelerated her steps, knowing she had at least a three-mile walk ahead of her. There was only one place she could think to take Katie Joy, the safest place she knew. It was a place where taking care of others was second nature.

Erin had visited Blackstock Memorial Hospital several times over the years, for her mother’s surgeries and chemo treatments and for her own issues like vaccinations and pregnancy checkups. She had always found the nurses there to be warm and comforting. Katie Joy needed someone like that now.

Erin finally made it to her destination, then walked over to the box where newborns were surrendered. She knew the box was a safety measure, but her mother’s heart wouldn’t allow her to walk away until Katie Joy was safely in someone’s arms. So she pulled the blanket more tightly around the baby, then walked inside the building. She walked directly to the first person she saw, a middle-aged African-American woman standing at the nurses’ desk. 

“May I help you?” the woman asked. Her tag identified her as Pam. “Do you need a doctor? Is your baby sick?”

‘No,” Erin said softly. “She needs...”

“What, Honey?” Pam asked gently. Her smile was kind, and right away, Erin knew she’d found her answer. She immediately handed the baby over, then said, “Her name is Katie Joy and I’m giving her up. I can’t do right by her. Please make sure she gets a good home.”

Then she dropped the diaper bag and ran away. Pam immediately called after her, pleading for her to wait, but Erin had made up her mind. Pam looked down at the baby and silently thanked God the mother had had the courage to give her a chance at life. But she couldn’t help being concerned for the young mother as well. After all, who would take care of her?

The baby was checked out and found to be exceptionally healthy. Ten fingers and toes, 7 pounds, 8 ounces, and 19 inches long. The doctor smiled as she examined her. “This is as healthy a baby as I’ve ever seen. She was obviously well loved and cared for. You can always tell the ones who are loved. There should be no problems finding her a loving home.”

“Yeah, but I can’t help wishing someone would take the mother, too,” Pam said somberly. “That girl is scared. It’s obvious she needs somebody. I just hope she gets what she needs as well.”

As Pam was pondering what lay next for the young mother and her newborn daughter, Erin was running as though her life depended on it. In her mind, it did. She was worried that Jim would find her and force her to return to him, or maybe sic the police on her. She was, after all, still a minor and he was her guardian. Or maybe he would just be grateful that she and the “screaming brat” were out of his life, thinking they were too much trouble. One thing Erin was certain of: she would not go back to that life. Her mother was gone. There was nothing keeping her there anymore.

Finally, Erin stopped at the only place she knew she could go. Her breath came out in frightened grasps as she rapped desperately on the apartment door. “Jesse, please let me in!” she pleaded.

The door was opened, then without a word, Erin fell sobbing into the arms of her only friend. Jesse Reigns held her closely for a moment, stroking her hair gently, before grabbing her suitcase and ushering her inside the small apartment. “Sit down,” he urged as he led her to the couch and sat down beside her. “Tell me what’s wrong? And where is Katie Joy?”

“She’s...gone,” Erin gasped. “Please don’t be mad at me. I did what I had to do.”

Jesse’s already dark eyes darkened even further with worry. “What did you do? Erin...is the baby alright? Did you...did you do something to her?” He grasped her shoulders fearfully. “Erin! Answer me! Is the baby okay?”

“She’s fine,” Erin assured him. Immediately he relaxed. Not for the first time, Erin wished he was Katie Joy’s father. He was so attentive to her, so caring. He had always taken a naturally protective stance towards her. 

“Thank God,” he gasped.

“I’d never hurt my own baby, Jesse,” she said defensively. 

“I know that,” he insisted. “Just the way you were talking...”

“I took her to the hospital,” Erin explained tearfully. “I was going to leave her outside in the surrender box, but I couldn’t leave her alone and scared, so I gave her to a very nice nurse. She’s going to be put up for adoption. I thought I could do it, I really did, but I can’t.”

Jesse saw the sorrow in her eyes, accompanied by the fierce determination that she was doing the only thing she could for her helpless child. “It’s okay,” Jesse assured her as he pulled her into his arms, and she gratefully rested her head on his shoulder. “You’re very brave, Erin. I’m proud of you.”

Erin wiped her eyes as she struggled to compose herself. “I thought if I loved her enough, it would all be alright, that somehow we could make it, but now I realize I just wasn’t being fair to her. This way she’ll get a chance at a nice life. I do love her and I want the best for her...even if it means I can’t be her mother.”

“And that makes you a great mom,” Jesse assured her. 

“Then why do I feel so lousy?” Erin asked rhetorically. “Jesse, I need a place to stay. I can’t go back to Jim’s—I won’t go back there!”

She felt him tense up. “Erin, we have to talk,” he said as he met her eyes. “I’m afraid you can’t stay here.”

She looked at him in shock. “Why not?”

“For all the obvious reasons,” he said. “I’m 22; you’re only 17...”

“I’ll be 18 in two months,” she reminded him. “What’s the problem?”

He stood up, running a hand through his black wavy hair as he tried to make her understand his position. “Erin, you know I’d help any way I could, but if Jim found out you were staying with me, he’d probably try to get me for statutory rape or something. I mean, you’re a minor. I think he could probably have me thrown in jail. I’m sure he already thinks I’m Katie Joy’s father, even though you’ve told him I’m not.” 

“So...you’re not going to help me?” Erin asked in disbelief. “You’re worried about what other people think?”

“Normally I wouldn’t be,” he said, “but in this instance, I have to be. Jim could make a whole lot of trouble for me. My advice to you is...go home, wait it out. When you turn 18 in a few months you can come back and stay. That way he can’t legally interfere.” Jesse realized that Erin wasn’t softening to his reasoning so he walked over to the counter—his apartment was all one room, except for the bathroom—and pulled out some money from the cookie jar. ‘Take this. Please.”

He placed some money in her hand. She stared at it as she said grimly, “It’s weird, isn’t it? I never thought you, of all people, would turn your back on me when I needed help the most.”

“Erin, I’m not turning my back on you,” he insisted.

“Yeah, well, that’s sure what it looks like,” she snapped. Standing up she grabbed her suitcase. “Thanks for the money. You won’t have to see me again.”

“Erin, wait,” he pleaded as she ran out the door. “Don’t leave like this!”

But she ignored him. As she rushed out of the building and began walking down the sidewalk, it occurred to her that no one was coming to save her. She had nobody. No help, no family. What on earth was she going to do now?
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Hopewell, KY

Nearly 4 months later

Karalynn Landers stared out the office window for the fourth time in 20 minutes. She was ashamed to meet the eyes of the woman who had been patiently biding her time, holding off other commitments, waiting for Joel to arrive. But he was late. Again. Or maybe this time he wouldn’t bother to show up at all.

“Would you like some coffee?” 

Kara—as she had always been known by her friends and family—slowly turned from the window. “What?”

“Would you like some coffee?” Meredith Blakely asked politely, raising the coffee pot for emphasis. 

“Oh. No, thank you,” Kara said softly. She hated coffee. “I’m sorry to hold you up. I know you have other people to see.”

“Sit down, please,” Meredith urged. “I think it’s time we have a talk. Just you and me.”

Reluctantly, Kara walked over and seated herself on the couch, while Meredith took the chair. Kara had been coming for marriage counseling sessions for the past year and a half, and she knew in her heart they weren’t doing any good. Joel no longer wanted to be in this marriage with her. He had shown up to appease her, possibly to play the part of a loving husband wanting to save his marriage, but Kara knew him all too well. It was all for show. Now he had simply stopped pretending. He didn’t care. And he wanted out.

For nearly the past two decades, Kara had played the role of devoted wife, turning herself inside out to show Joel that she was there for him. She hadn’t protested when he took her from her familiar surroundings in Tears Valley, MS and moved her to his hometown of Hopewell, KY to be close to his family. She had cooked his favorite meals and cleaned the house until it was spotless. She had struggled to keep herself thin to please him, sometimes almost to the point of starvation. She had smiled and raved to all his friends about what a fine man he was. She had even allowed it a few years earlier when their only son Tucker—who would be 19 the following month—had asked to move to Mississippi to live with his great-grandmother so he could attend his senior year of high school there. Kara was convinced he had asked to move in with her because he was tired of his parents’ constant fighting. “Let him go,” Joel insisted. “It will give us time to work on our marriage.” Only it hadn’t. All Kara had gotten from the transfer was a lonely, silent house. Even Tucker was slowly fading from her life. And that was the point Kara stopped pretending, too, and allowed a deep depression to settle over her life.

The change had been gradual, just like the gray strands that had begun to speckle her once dark brown hair. When Joel started coming home later and later, food became her comfort. Now 38, she weighed 212 pounds, a far cry from the slim girl she had once been. Many days she lay in bed with the curtains drawn, refusing to see anyone. Her thoughts consumed her. Because she didn’t have an outside job—Joel hadn’t wanted her to work, insisting she be there for him at all times—she had nothing to fight the severe loneliness battles with. Her self-esteem was at an all-time low. 

Meredith paused, then said tactfully, “You know, sometimes when a person is trying so hard to save her marriage, she neglects herself and her own needs. When I look at you, Karalynn, I see such sorrow. Is it worth it to live every day like this?” When Kara didn’t respond, she prodded, “I understand. I’ve been there, too. When my husband left me after 27 years of marriage, I locked myself in my house and didn’t come out for nine months. I cried all the time, I didn’t sleep. I lived on delivery food. Someone had to force me to get up and start living again. Tell me—do you have someone who can do that for you?”

“No,” Kara said quietly.

“Well, what about Tucker?”

“Tucker lives 10 hours away,” Kara said listlessly. 

“Well, have you thought about moving to be closer to him?” Meredith asked gently. 

“Tucker is busy with his own life,” Kara pointed out. “He’ll be a college sophomore in the fall. He has a lot of friends he hangs out with. The last thing he needs is his old mother around cluttering up his life. Besides...” she paused, then added somberly, “things aren’t that great between us. We’ve never had the best relationship. He thinks it’s all my fault my marriage failed.”

“Why does he think that?” Meredith asked with concern.

“He’s a typical son who thinks his dad can do no wrong,” Kara explained. “He thinks Joel is a hero. He’s always wanted to be just like him. I don’t have the heart to squash his feelings towards his father, despite what Joel and I have gone through together.”

“But I’m assuming Joel has no problems squashing your feelings?” Meredith asked. “Could that be why Tucker blames you and not his father for your marriage problems?”

She saw tears flood the younger woman’s eyes and she reached out and grabbed the box of Kleenex that sat next to the couch. Kara pulled two tissues out, then lightly dabbed her eyes. “I really thought if I did the best I could, God would bless my marriage,” she explained. “But it was never built on the right things. My parents got married young and though they had their share of problems, they always stayed committed to each other. They loved each other and they loved us. I just assumed my marriage would stand the test of time, too...I was young and stupid, I guess. I turned myself inside out for a man who never would have done the same for me. And now, I’m the one sitting here with a broken heart while he goes out and lives his life and does exactly what he wants.”

“So what’s the next step?” Meredith asked patiently. “Are you going to sit and grieve for the rest of your life because things didn’t turn out the way you hoped?” She patted Kara’s shoulder sympathetically. “Don’t make any big decisions right now. Why don’t you take some time for yourself? Go on a vacation, go to a spa for a week, do something for you! You have spent nearly 20 years taking care of your husband and your son. You’ve been in the background far too long. Maybe it’s time to think of you a little. You know I’m right.”

“I really don’t know what I’d do,” Kara admitted sheepishly. “I’ve been nothing but a wife and mother since I was 19 years old. What do you do when your kid is grown and your husband doesn’t want you around anymore?”

“Well, if I were you, I’d stop considering it a failure on my part,” Meredith said. “There were two of you in that marriage and Joel shares as much responsibility as you do in how it turned out. It took me a long time and a lot of wasted years before I learned that lesson. Hopefully, you won’t have to do the same.” She paused, then added thoughtfully, “It’s funny, but even though you’ve been coming here to see me for months, I really know very little about you. Sure, I know about you and Joel and Tucker, but...but what about your life before you got married? You really don’t talk about that much. This is the first time I’ve ever heard you mention your parents. Why don’t you talk about it? Was your childhood that traumatic?”

“No,” Kara said softly. “My parents did the best they could for us. I just don’t like talking about the past. It does no good and serves no purpose.” She stood up, then added firmly, “It’s obvious that Joel is not coming and I’m wasting your time when you have other appointments. I need to get going.”

“But where?” Meredith asked pointedly.

“That’s a good question,” Kara admitted. “I’ve survived this long and I’m sure there’s something out there somewhere for me...I just don’t know what it is yet, but what I do know is there won’t be any more marriage counseling for me and Joel.”

Meredith stretched out her hand, which Kara took. “Good luck to you. Please keep in touch. Just because our sessions may be over, it doesn’t mean I don’t want to know how you’re doing.”

“Thank you,” Kara said with a grateful nod. 

She grabbed her purse and walked out of the office towards her car, a 2013 silver Mustang GT. As she slid behind the wheel, she paused to check her messages on her cell phone. She always kept it on silent during sessions. She thought maybe there would be a message from Tucker, or maybe even Joel making some halfhearted apology for not showing up to therapy. But the only one from that day genuinely caught her off guard.

“Kara? It’s Aunt Leah,” came the warm voice of her only aunt. “I just wanted to let you know that we’re throwing a party for your dad’s sixtieth birthday this Saturday. I know he’d love to see you.” There was a pause, and by the way Leah’s voice cracked, it sounded like she was trying to pull herself together. “We all would love to see you. Please come home. We all miss you. Bye.”

Kara felt a tear drip down her face, and before she knew it, a simple tear had exploded into heart-wrenching sobs. She leaned her head against the steering wheel and wept like her heart was breaking. Suddenly she felt gentle tapping against her window and she looked up to see Meredith, a concerned look on her face. Quickly wiping her eyes in embarrassment, she rolled down the car window. “I’m sorry to have disturbed you,” Meredith said, “but you left your day planner in my office.” She held up the small brown leather-bound book, which Kara immediately accepted.

“Thank you,” she said awkwardly. 

“My next appointment just called and canceled so I’m free for the next couple of hours,” Meredith said. “Can we talk a minute?”

“Sure.” Kara quickly wiped her face, then opened the passenger door so Meredith could slide in. “I’m sorry.... I must look a mess.”

“No, you look like someone who carries the weight of the world on your shoulders,” Meredith said kindly. “Would you like to talk about it?”

Turning her cell phone on speaker, Kara played back the message she had just received from Leah. Meredith listened intently, then asked once it was over, “So you don’t get along with your family? Normally a person doesn’t cry the way you just did unless they have some repressed trauma, something they can’t deal with. A healthy relationship wouldn’t bring that out.”

“It’s complicated,” Kara said quietly. “I love my family.”

“Yet I hear a lot of hurt in your tone and I see a lot of sadness in your eyes,” Meredith remarked. “You know what I think? I think you have something in your life that you can’t let go of, something that you can’t forgive yourself for. You think it’s so bad, even God can’t forgive you for it. Am I right?”

Kara sighed wearily. “Right.”

“So what is so bad you think you can’t ever be forgiven?” Meredith prompted gently, placing a consoling hand on Kara’s arm. “Talk to me, Karalynn. You know it won’t go anywhere else.”

“My mother’s dead,” Kara explained. “I got pregnant at 18. For years, my relationship with my father had been so cold and distant that I reached out for the first man who showed me any interest at all. When I told Daddy I was pregnant, he didn’t say a word, didn’t get angry, didn’t seem to care at all...and that hurt worse than all the yelling and criticism in the world. Joel told me he wanted us to get married and move to Kentucky, where his mother and father live. They have money and were going to pay for him to go to college, then law school. I didn’t really want to go, I wanted my father to throw his arms around me and beg me not to leave, but he didn’t. I was scared. Suddenly I was in this whole new life, one I was hardly prepared for. I had never felt more alone. I went back to Mississippi several times over the years because I wanted Tucker to get to know my side of the family, but my relationship with my dad remained the same. I haven’t spoken to my dad in five years now, not since the last time I picked Tucker up from his house to bring him home after summer vacation. If it hadn’t been for my Aunt Leah keeping me updated on things, I would have lost contact with my family completely. She called often, but I never responded back. I just couldn’t.”

“It sounds like you need to make amends,” Meredith commented. “Your dad is not going to be around forever. I think it would do you a world of good to see him, talk to him. Don’t you agree?”

Kara sighed dejectedly. “You make it sound so simple. Nothing in my life is simple. Nothing!”

“Earlier you said your parents loved you and did the best they could for you, but then you said your relationship with your father was cold and distant...I have to ask, what led your father to be cold and distant towards you?” Meredith inquired. “What caused this sudden shift between the two of you? Was it your mother’s death? There seem to be a lot of pieces missing here—and I can’t help you if you don’t tell me.”

In response, Kara shoved the key into the ignition and the car came to life. “That’s another story for another time. I’m weary of it all. I just don’t like talking about it.”

Meredith sighed in resignation. “Well, if you ever would like to talk about it...please feel free to call me, okay? Anytime day or night, off the record...”

Kara simply nodded, and Meredith got out of the car. A brief but tense silence passed between them before Meredith added, “You know, keeping things bottled up inside never helps anything. Unburden yourself. You won’t ever be able to begin the process of healing until you let go of whatever it is you’re carrying. In order to let go of it, you have to be willing to face up to it first.” When Kara didn’t respond, she told her goodbye, then closed the car door and walked away. 

***
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An hour later, Kara sat in her living room surrounded by all the latest gadgets that Joel had just had to have: a 55-inch plasma screen TV was mounted to the wall. The Mac computer and new desk that Joel used to do paperwork were brand new. He used the latest technology to safeguard their house. He even had a doorbell that was controlled by his phone. Teal green wall to wall carpeting covered the floor. And in the corner sat the treadmill and elliptical that he had bought his wife the previous Christmas. Kara had never stated she wanted them, but he had bought them, suggesting she might like them to get in better shape. Whenever Kara looked at them, it was a reminder to her of what he truly thought of her—he was repulsed by her appearance. And like these items that could be replaced so easily, he was quick to cast her aside for a newer and younger model. She had simply outgrown her usefulness to him. 

Their fights had started out about money and his insistence on buying things they didn’t really need. For Kara, who had grown up in a thrifty family who had to watch every penny, getting her money’s worth out of things was very important. She had driven the same car for ten years and hadn’t felt the need to replace perfectly-working appliances just because they were older. Her clothes had been taken care of and lasted. She had even tried to be strict and not spoil Tucker too much, but that didn’t work since his father and grandparents were only too willing to give him everything he wanted without any effort on his part. Joel’s family had spent money like it was water, with no thought for putting some away for hard times. The family lived well because Joel’s father was a judge and they had always had the best. Now nearly 40, Kara was certain Joel would never change his ways. And she no longer cared if he did. He only saw the materialistic value of people, what they owned. True character like doing for others and loving them unconditionally didn’t matter to him. And that was the saddest part.

Another hour passed, then two. By now it was lunchtime. Joel usually came home, grabbed a sandwich, then left again, insisting he had to work late and he would be home around eight or nine. At first Kara had believed him, until she started driving by the office and discovered his car was never there late in the day. At first she had been angry, then sad. Now she felt...nothing. Absolutely nothing. Her mind screamed, Go! Go if that’s what you want. 

He finally showed up around 1:15. She was sitting in the kitchen, a cup of tea in her hands when he walked in. He frowned at her, then silently opened the refrigerator door and removed the package of ham and a tomato. As Kara watched him throw his sandwich together, she asked meaningfully, “How is work?”

“Same old, same old,” he said, his tone slightly defensive. “Why?”

“Oh, I’m just not sure you’re spending as many hours there as you claim you are,” she said meaningfully. “Whenever I call, your secretary says you’re out.”

He didn’t bother to respond, didn’t even pretend he was concerned. Kara sighed wearily, then said, “Joel, I think we need to talk. I mean, really talk.”

“So talk,” he snapped. 

“Why didn’t you come to the session today?”

“I was held up in court and couldn’t get away.”

“Right,” Kara muttered. 

“You know, you would have made a fantastic lawyer,” he said sarcastically. “Always grilling me about something or other, and you never believe a word I say.”

He grabbed a plastic bag, then slipped his sandwich into it. He never sat down at the table with his wife for meals anymore, either, was just in and out the door before an accusation could be made. “Look, Karalynn, you’re right,” he said finally. “We do need to talk. In fact, I have something for you.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out an envelope, which he sat on the table in front of her. “I think it’s more than generous.”

Her dark eyes narrowed at him. “What is it?”

“It’s a check,” he said. 

“Why?” When he didn’t answer, she opened the envelope and gazed at the amount written on the check. $20,000. “Joel, what is this for?”

“Well, we’ve been together for almost 20 years and I tried to give you a sum I thought was fair,” he said. “For cooking, cleaning, taking care of the house, childcare, all of it.”

“So you figured out my value?” she said rhetorically. “I hate to break it to you, Honey, but if you paid me for what I’m worth, you couldn’t afford me! There’s no check big enough for that. Of course, money is all you see, anyway. You think a person’s true value can be determined with a check. How noble of you!”

“It’s more than fair,” he insisted. “Think about it, Karalynn. Nothing in this house is yours: your name isn’t on the house or the land. Everything you have is because of me!” He saw her face turn red with sudden fury, but he didn’t stop talking. “I know it’s not something you want to hear, but you and I both know it’s time we go our separate ways. You can keep your car. Of course I’ll still pay for Tucker’s tuition, but now that he’s grown, we shouldn’t have to have any more dealings with each other. We stayed a family for him while he was growing up, but there’s really no need to any more. Deep down, you know I’m exactly right.”

His calm, yet indifferent words felt like a punch to the stomach. “So that’s it?” she asked quietly. “Twenty years of marriage over, just like that? Joel, how can you say that to me? I gave you everything I had! I gave in to every request you ever made. I even allowed Tucker to move away from here so we could work on fixing our marriage! How could I have done that? He needed me! He needed both of us!”

“Karalynn, look at it from my side, please,” he insisted. “I’m not happy and neither are you. We can’t go on this way and we shouldn’t have to. We’re both still young, have a lot of living left to do in our lives, don’t we? We’ll both be fine.”

“What’s her name?”

Joel frowned at her. She had always known him better than anyone else. Part of him wanted to deny there was another woman, but Kara had always seen right through him. “It’s nothing to do with her,” he said finally. “Karalynn, please don’t make this harder than it has to be. You don’t need me. As soon as you realize that, the better off you’ll be. Please...take the money. I want you to have it.”

Kara stood up, determined to hold it together, at least in front of him. “I loved you through everything. When you had nothing, when you fought cancer in your twenties, when you ignored me and wouldn’t talk to me for days and I went to bed crying every night...I was there. I didn’t leave. Good luck finding someone else who will be as good to you as I was.”

She was simply stating a fact. Deep down he knew she was right, he just didn’t want to acknowledge it. And sooner or later he would realize his mistake in letting her go, but by then it would be much too late. 

And that was how they left it. No screaming or heated arguments, just quiet resignation. Kara was tired of fighting. What good did it do, anyway? “I’ll be out by the afternoon,” she said simply. “I hope she was worth everything you lost.”

He didn’t reply as she silently walked out of the room. Ten minutes later, she was sitting in her bedroom when she heard the front door close, a signal that he had officially closed the door on their lives together. She couldn’t cry or even be upset. She felt numb. After all the hardships she had endured in her life, she simply didn’t have the strength to shed any more tears. 

She knew in his mind, the check he had given her was more than generous, but in the current economy, $20,000 would only go so far. She also knew she didn’t have any legal claim to their property, since his name was on everything. According to the laws of the state, they didn’t have to divide everything in half; she was only entitled to the things which bore her name, which was unfortunately nothing. Joel’s parents had known exactly what they were doing when they bought him a house. They made sure he was well provided for, while his naïve young wife got nothing. She was sure they were around somewhere laughing at her sudden misfortune. 

Pulling her phone out of her pocket, she replayed the message from her Aunt Leah. The last few sentences were what stuck with her the most: “We all would love to see you. Please come home. We all miss you. Bye.”

“How can I go back?” she whispered. “I’ve made such a mess of my life, out of everyone’s lives.”

She threw the phone down on the bed and grabbed her suitcase out of the closet. As she was packing her clothes, she heard a female voice call, “Kara? Are you here?”

“Yes,” Kara called distractedly. “I’m in the bedroom.”

Her best friend and next-door neighbor, Lena Ayala, came into the bedroom and her eyes filled with concern when she saw what her friend was doing. “What’s going on, Kara?” she asked fearfully.

“It’s over,” Kara said flatly. “Joel just told me he wants a divorce so I’m leaving.”

“I’m so sorry,” Lena said sympathetically as she touched Kara’s rigid back. “Are you going to be okay? What will you do? Where will you go?”

“I’m going to Mississippi to see my son,” Kara explained. “I’ll decide from there what I’m going to do.”

Not sure what else to do, Lena began helping her pack. In silence they worked for several minutes, then Lena commented, “It sure won’t be the same without you here. We helped take care of each other’s kids and shared recipes. We laughed together, cried together...what am I going to do without you?”

“I’ll keep in touch,” Kara assured her. “This isn’t the end of our friendship, just the end of my marriage. I’d never cut you out of my life.”

Lena sat down on the bed and her dejected friend joined her. “You know, I remember the day you, Joel, and Tucker moved in this house,” Lena commented. “You had such a hopeful smile and such joy in your face...sometimes I wonder what ever happened to that girl?”

“She grew up,” Kara said grimly. “And she realized that life isn’t a fairy tale. Marriage is grueling, hard work, and you rarely get credit for all the
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