

  [image: Cover]




Aminata Coote

Transformed by Love


The Power of Love





  
    First published by Hopelight Publishers 2025

  

  Copyright © 2025 by Aminata Coote


  
    All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored or transmitted      in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, scanning, or otherwise without      written permission from the publisher. It is illegal to copy this book, post it to a website, or distribute      it by any other means without permission.

  
    This novel is entirely a work of fiction. The names, characters and incidents portrayed in it are      the work of the author's imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or localities      is entirely coincidental.

  
    Designations used by companies to distinguish their products are often claimed as trademarks.      All brand names and product names used in this book and on its cover are trade names, service marks, trademarks      and registered trademarks of their respective owners. The publishers and the book are not associated with any      product or vendor mentioned in this book. None of the companies referenced within the book have endorsed the      book.

  

  
    Cover design by Hopelight Graphics




Holy Bible, New Living Translation, copyright © 1996, 2004, 2015 by Tyndale House Foundation. Used by permission of Tyndale House Publishers, Inc., Carol Stream, Illinois 60188. All rights reserved.




Holy Bible, New International Version®, NIV® Copyright ©1973, 1978, 1984, 2011 by Biblica, Inc.® Used by permission. All rights reserved worldwide.




The Holy Bible, English Standard Version. ESV® Text Edition: 2016. Copyright © 2001 by Crossway Bibles, a publishing ministry of Good News Publishers.




Scripture noted as KJV is from the King James version, which is in the public domain.




Join my newsletter community at aminatacoote.com/newsletter


  

  
    First edition

  

  
    
      ISBN: 978-976-8334-55-8
      
    

  

  

  
    This book was professionally typeset on Reedsy

    Find out more at reedsy.com
  


  
    
      [image: Publisher Logo]
    

  





  
    
      God is capable of redeeming those messy, painful parts of our history. He’s able to use them to bring glory to His name.


    

    
      — Draw Closer
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  Preface



In February 2022, I finished a novel I’d been working on since October 2021. During this writing process, I got an idea for a biblical retelling. As much as I love reading that genre, I never envisioned writing one, so I resisted the story idea. 

But God, in His graciousness, permitted me to write a contemporary retelling.

The story poured out of me, and I wrote it in what was, for me then, record time.

It would remain on my computer for years while I published other books.

I kept putting off the editing, which became more difficult as I wrote more books and strengthened my skills.

But the story needed to be published. And that, dear reader, is the story you have in your hands.

The woman caught in adultery inspired Lisa’s story. It’s a brief account, and I’ve copied the Bible passage below.




John 8:3-11 KJV — Jesus returned to the Mount of Olives, but early the next morning he was back again at the Temple. A crowd soon gathered, and he sat down and taught them. 

As he was speaking, the teachers of religious law and the Pharisees brought a woman who had been caught in the act of adultery. They put her in front of the crowd.

“Teacher,” they said to Jesus, “this woman was caught in the act of adultery. The law of Moses says to stone her. What do you say?”

They were trying to trap him into saying something they could use against him, but Jesus stooped down and wrote in the dust with his finger. 

They kept demanding an answer, so he stood up again and said, “All right, but let the one who has never sinned throw the first stone!” 

Then he stooped down again and wrote in the dust.

When the accusers heard this, they slipped away one by one, beginning with the oldest, until only Jesus was left in the middle of the crowd with the woman. 

Then Jesus stood up again and said to the woman, “Where are your accusers? Didn’t even one of them condemn you?”

“No, Lord,” she said.

And Jesus said, “Neither do I. Go and sin no more.”




The tale of the woman caught in adultery is a tough story to read, and I tried to imagine myself in the position of that woman as she went through that situation. 

However, since Lisa and Ethan’s story is a work of fiction, I took some creative liberties that I hope you’ll forgive.

Ultimately, this is a story about redemption and the power of kindness. It is a reminder of God’s grace and mercy toward us. I pray that as you read, the Holy Spirit will remind you there is no condemnation for those who are in Christ. 

Regardless of your past, you can find forgiveness and love at the foot of the cross.




Aminata
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Lisa Powell greeted her coworkers with a smile as she crossed the production floor to her office. She took a deep breath of the air fragranced with citrus, and grinned, contentment settling over her. 

She loved working at Bencotti Industries. As early as it was, fingers clacked against keyboards and paper rustled in the background with the buzz of productivity.

“Morning.” She singsonged, as was her custom. 

A few coworkers glared at her while others avoided her gaze. Her smile faltered. That was unusual. She stopped at her junior accountant’s cubicle and leaned in.

“Morning, Sam. Did something happen this weekend?”

Samantha Barlow scowled at her. “What could have happened, Miss Powell?” She stressed the title until it sounded like a hiss. 

“Maybe we would’ve preferred not to be dragged into your dirty affair.”

“Affair?” Lisa’s heart pounded. Had someone found out how she spent much of her time after work?

Samantha’s top lip curled. “How dare you act like a saint when you’re no better than the rest of us? I would say you were a lot worse.” She stuck her nose in the air. “You’re a tramp.”

“Samantha!” 

The office went silent as her colleagues abandoned every pretense of working.

Lisa hitched her handbag higher on her shoulder and feigned a calm she didn’t feel. “Please, remember your place. I’m still your superior.”

The younger woman huffed and wriggled her neck. “Not for long,” Samantha smirked. “Ms. Bencotti and the Board are waiting for you in Alpha.”

She pointed, as if Lisa needed directions. Bencotti Industries had two meeting rooms on that floor. They used the Alpha Boardroom for the most important clients or when they had a large group.

Lisa’s pulse raced. The board never met this early, and they rarely invited her unless it was to present financial reports. She peeked at her cell phone. Had she missed an important call? A tingle of foreboding ran down her spine. 

She leaned toward Samantha and whispered, “Do you know what the meeting is about?”

Samantha had a knack for being in the right place at the right time and was Lisa’s source of office gossip that she would otherwise miss. 

Lisa made it her business to keep up with the chatter so she could do damage control if necessary. 

“I’m not sure, Miss Powell,” Samantha drawled. “Maybe they’re curious about your sex tape. Or why you believed this was the time to release it, considering the company is going public next week?”

Samantha’s words were a slap in the face, and Lisa drew back with a gasp. “Sex tape?”

Was this a prank? She debated whether to ask the young woman more questions, but decided against it. Samantha’s attitude and words hurt. 

Lisa had mentored the young woman and thought they’d become friends. But something was wrong if Samantha felt she could talk to her that way. 

She adopted an air of composure and dignity she didn’t feel and strode toward the boardroom, grateful that the thick carpet absorbed the sound of her footsteps. Lisa paused at the imposing oak door, taking a deep breath before she tapped on the door.

“Come in.”

She entered the room, glancing at the occupants. As Samantha had declared, the board of directors was out en masse, along with the HR manager and CFO. 

Their grave expressions and lack of eye contact set her legs wobbling. Whatever this was, it wasn’t good. 

“Morning.” It was a wonder her voice worked.

Maria sat at the head of the table, in the seat usually occupied by her husband, Richard, who was to her left. Her sleek updo and bold red suit projected an air of undeniable command.

“Miss Powell, thank you for joining us.” Maria Bencotti’s voice was cool, her face like flint. She gestured to the empty chair at the foot of the table. “Have a seat.”

Lisa slid into the vacant chair, limbs weak, and focused on her breathing. 

One breath in, a slow exhale.

“We’ve invited you to speak with us on a matter of some concern.” Maria pointed a remote at the gigantic flat screen. “Please watch the video.” 

Lisa squinted at the dark images, her mind whirring. Had they received a complaint about her work? But why would it involve a video of a hotel room?

A couple met in the center of the room and kissed passionately. Lisa squirmed, heat crawling up her chest. Was this an X-rated home movie? 

She glanced around the room. Everyone stared at her with varying degrees of disgust or anger. Except for Richard, who refused to make eye contact. 

She swallowed the lump in her throat. “What am I watching?”

“That will become clear in a few seconds.” Maria gestured toward the screen. 

Lisa returned her attention to the flickering images. The woman on-screen turned toward the camera, and her face filled the screen. Lisa gasped. 

It was her. She tucked her shaking hands beneath her thighs and leaned forward for a closer look at her on-screen self in a body-hugging red dress. 

When was the last time she’d worn it? She scrunched her forehead, forcing herself to remember. The answer came with a wave of dizziness. 

Two weeks ago.

She’d worn the dress at Richard’s request. Maria had been out of town for the weekend, and Richard booked them a room at a villa in Orange Valley. 

They’d played tourists, pretending to be man and wife, since no one knew who they were. At least, that’s what she’d thought. Her gaze shot to Richard, who met hers briefly.

“I’m sorry.” He mouthed.

Sorry? Why was he sorry? That she was being subjected to this freak show? Or that their affair was public knowledge. But if that was the case, why wasn’t Richard in the hot seat with her?

Lisa’s eyes swung to Maria, who glowered at them. She winced, averting her eyes. 

Maria knows. 

The flush of shame started at her chest and soon warmed her cheeks. Thank goodness her dark skin hid her humiliation from everyone. 

Who gave Maria a copy of the recording? Why was there even a recording? Had Richard filmed them? 

No, why would he do that? He had as much to lose as she did. More, since Maria held the authority, as it was her family’s business. Richard was the CEO because of his father-in-law’s antiquated opinions. 

Although Alessandro Bencotti didn’t believe women should steer multi-billion-dollar companies, Maria approved all the major decisions.

“Miss Powell.”

Lisa forced herself to meet Maria’s eyes. “Yes?”

Maria Bencotti deserved that much, as Lisa had been having an affair with her husband for the last two years. 

She’d believed Richard’s claims that he loved her and would leave his wife. She never admitted it aloud, but had anticipated not sneaking around. 

Getting caught had never crossed her mind. She tuned into Maria’s words.

“You have the right to a personal life outside of company hours, but this,” Maria gestured toward the screen, “is unacceptable.”

How bad could it be? So, okay, someone filmed her with Richard. Why would they give the board a copy of the video? Who were they?

Her chest hallowed with shame, but she forced herself to behave professionally.

“I don’t understand.” Lisa shifted in her seat. “This is embarrassing, but why does it matter?”

Maria Bencotti arched one manicured brow. “Where have you been all weekend? Don’t you read the news?”

“Uh.” 

What was she supposed to say? That she’d spent the weekend weeding and dead-heading flowers?

Maria had been home, so Lisa puttered in her mom’s garden, which she’d neglected because of the time spent with Richard. 

“No, ma’am, I didn’t watch the news.”

Maria smirked. “This video is all over social media. Every newspaper has some version or other on the front page.”

There was a roar of sound as blackness danced at the edges of her vision. Grabbing the chair’s arms for support, she willed herself not to pass out. She gritted her teeth and concentrated on breathing. 

Deep inhale, slow exhale.

“We’re terminating your employment.” Maria’s expression was feral. “The media hasn’t discovered your connection to us, and we’d like to keep it that way.”

“You’re firing me?” Her airways closed, and the words squeaked out. 

“There will be a generous severance package.” Maria’s lips thinned. “If you sign a non-disclosure statement and agree not to mention your connection to us. Ever.”

The HR manager slid a folder and a pen to her. Lisa uncurled her fingers from the chair and drew the papers toward her. 

Please don’t let anyone notice the slight tremor in my hand. 

She scanned the offer. Six months’ salary. They truly wished to be rid of her.

“Miss Powell.”

Lisa jerked at Maria’s biting tone. Though she appeared unruffled, glee gleamed in her dark eyes.

She enjoys ripping me apart and embarrassing me in front of the executives.

How did Richard remain married to her? Though she had the timeless beauty that made her appear ageless, a coldness clung to her features. Nothing like Richard’s warmth that glowed from his brown eyes.

“Have you read the document?” Maria’s acrid tone cut through Lisa’s confusion, her expression that of a predator who’d trapped their prey in a corner. 

Her sharpness contrasted with her amiable husband. The older woman placed both palms on the boardroom table and leaned forward.

“To get your package, you must not mention that you worked here.”

“But—”

“Never.” The woman’s voice was icy. 

“I’ve worked for Bencotti Industries since high school.”

Every summer, holiday, and day since she graduated from university. Six months’ salary wasn’t enough to erase her work experience. 

Who’d hire an accountant with a six-year gap on her résumé?

“Do you want the severance package or not?”

She stared into Maria’s cold eyes. What choice did she have? She had no money or power. She couldn’t fight Maria, who had the Bencotti Industries resources behind her. 

Lisa glanced at Richard, who studied the desk as if fascinated by the shiny surface. Anger roiled in her gut. This was the man she’d given herself to? He hadn’t spoken a word in her defense.

But as quickly as it surged, her anger deflated. She was the one who’d had an affair with him. This was what she deserved.

She gulped, toying with the contract. “Yes, ma’am.”

“Good.”

Maria nodded to the HR, who opened the door. Lisa swiveled as two burly security officers entered and flanked her. This was her worst nightmare.

“Sign the papers and get out. These gentlemen will escort you to your office. Remove your personal effects. Take nothing that belongs to the company.”

Heat crawled up Lisa’s spine. She wasn’t a thief. Images of her and Richard rolled through her mind. Yes, she was. Lisa slumped against the chair. 

She’d stolen this woman’s husband and convinced herself that Richard was unhappy in his marriage. But it didn’t change the fact that he was Maria’s husband. She was the worst kind of thief—a homewrecker.

She scrawled her signature with a trembling hand and stood. “One last question.”

Maria arched a brow, and Lisa gathered the shreds of her dignity and courage. 

“Who filmed the video?”

Maria smirked. “That’s your question?” She leaned back, cold amusement on her face. “If you hadn’t put yourself in a compromising position, you wouldn’t have to wonder.” 

Maria’s gaze dropped to the desk, and Lisa took the woman’s non-answer for what it was—a dismissal.

It didn’t matter. There were three possibilities. Hotel security footage, a private investigator, or Richard. Knowing the source didn’t change the outcome. She was unemployed, disgraced, and alone.

She made a trip to her office, stuffing her possessions into the box provided. Sad that six years of her life fit into a single cardboard box.

Lisa trudged the expanse between her office and the exit, the two guards at her side. The office was still, the only sound being the electronic hum of the printers and computers. 

She straightened her spine and tried not to squirm under the light, which felt extraordinarily bright and focused on her. But that was crazy. There was no spotlight in the building. 

Yet, even without lifting her head, she sensed her former coworkers watching her. Had they seen the video? She suppressed a shudder as Samantha’s hateful expression flashed through her mind. Of course they had. 

She gripped the small box containing the picture of her parents, her framed certificate, and her dad’s old stapler. It may as well have been a box of bricks for the weight of shame she carried with them.

She was almost to the door when the whispers began.

“Harlot.”

“Tramp.”

She flinched at the insults from the people who’d once respected her. This was the real walk of shame—leaving a job you loved with nothing but the slurs from those who’d once respected her. 

She stumbled as a hard object slammed against her back. 

“Ouch!” She glanced over her shoulder, eyes snagging on the black stapler on the carpet. Someone wanted her to have a physical reminder of their disdain. 

She resisted the urge to rub the area where it had connected. There’d be a bruise, but she wouldn’t gift her attacker with a response. If the positions were reversed, wouldn’t she have done the same?

The guards closed ranks, protecting her from other airborne projectiles. She was grateful for their presence and had gotten the message. As far as her former coworkers were concerned, she may as well be dead.
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Her legs wobbled as she stumbled across the warm tiles to the bathroom, barely making it to the toilet in time to vomit. 

She emptied her stomach, hugging the bowl as she heaved. Would she throw up again?

Bile gushed out as if in response to her thoughts, its sharp scent filling her nostrils. How was there so much in her stomach when she couldn’t remember the last time she ate? 

She’d returned home after her dismissal and searched for the video online. Maria hadn’t lied. The video was everywhere. She’d even become a meme, reaching a notoriety reserved for women involved in presidential scandals. 

The weird thing was that in every clip, Richard’s face wasn’t visible. At first, she worried people would know about her affair with Richard. The Bencottis were well-known, and there would have been backlash. 

The more videos she watched, the more suspicious she became. As far as the evidence showed, she’d had sex with a phantom. 

Was Richard responsible for the video and its leakage to the media? Did he know who’d done it? Was that why he’d apologized? Why was she the one paying the consequences? 

The experience reminded her of the Bible story about the woman caught in adultery. The scribes and Pharisees claimed they caught the couple in the act, but only brought the woman to Jesus. 

Just like that woman, she bore the shame alone. Richard didn’t answer his phone, and he hadn’t returned her calls. So much for his profession of love. Married men rarely left their wives, and she’d told Richard as much. 

He’d convinced her with kisses and gifts, like a certificate to her favorite spa, that he was in for the long haul. He had sworn to tell Maria, but kept putting it off. 

First, he wanted his son, Kenny, to finish college. A year later, he suggested waiting until Abigail, his daughter, finished high school. The teenager was in her final year, and Lisa had been holding on to Richard’s promise.

What would have happened after the school year? Would he have left his wife, or made another excuse? She swallowed hard, the metallic taste of vomit still lingering in her mouth as she admitted the truth.

“I was stupid. Richard never planned to leave Maria.” Tears streamed down her cheeks as she clutched the bowl. “He was placating me.” 

She’d been the Good Girl, the so-called Teacher’s Pet. How had she come to this? 

Good thing both her parents were dead, so they didn’t have to endure this shame with her.

When her legs felt stronger, Lisa hauled herself up from the floor. She needed a job and some food. She glimpsed her reflection in the mirror and winced. 

“Ugh. I look awful.” 

Spider-like marks from her mascara highlighted her red, puffy eyes, while her skin held creases from her pillowcase. Her usually sleek hair was stringy and stuck out at odd angles. 

She patted the strands into submission. 

“Eww!” She dropped her hand when she got a whiff of the funk under her arm. 

“Food first, then a bath.”

Her chest tightened, making it difficult to breathe. 

Deep inhale, slow exhale. 

She’d lost her job and the man she loved. And now the internet had seen her naked. Shame prickled her skin as heat crawled up her neck.

It was not the end of the world. But it might be the end of her world if she didn’t find work before her money ran out. 

Her stomach growled loud enough for her to jump. 

“Okay, Lisa, get something to eat.” 

Her throat hurt, and her voice was rusty from disuse. 

She shuffled into the kitchen in search of food. The lone tin of mackerel and box of stale cereal were not appealing. Nor was the single egg or the shriveled tomato, but it was all she had, and she was ravenous.

She made a tomato and egg scramble, which she ate with dry cereal as she pulled up the banking app and logged into her account. She rolled her eyes at the balance. “Why did I expect Bencotti to have transferred the funds to my account?”

That was the problem for another day. 

She had enough money for food and to cover her basic expenses for the next month or two. For an accountant, she’d been lousy at managing her funds.

An hour later, Lisa had showered and dressed in black jeans, a t-shirt, and white sneakers. Pulling her hair into a ponytail, she tucked it under a black baseball cap, adding oversized shades to complete her disguise. 

Her cell phone rang on her way out the door. 

Richard? 

She rifled through her bag for it, fumbling it in her rush to answer.

“Hello?”

“You should be ashamed of yourself. A pretty girl like you selling your home videos to the public.”

She didn’t recognize the voice. “Who is this?”

“We don’t want people like you in Meadowbrook. Find another place to live!”

The unidentified woman hung up before Lisa could say another word. Was this her new life? Would people call and accost her all the time?

Her eyes wandered around the room, not registering the cozy furnishings or the bright accent colors.

This was her home. Where would she go? She trembled at the thought of going outside.

“Don’t be foolish,” Lisa spoke aloud, hoping her words would encourage her. “It was a call.”

Lisa opened the front door and peeked out, her eyes darting up and down the street, searching for what? The paparazzi? A mob? She snorted.

“There’s no one there. You’re being paranoid.” 

And she was having an entire conversation with herself. 

She dashed to her car, slamming the door behind her. Lisa’s heart pounded as if she’d run a mile, and she took several deep breaths until she was calm enough to start the car.

* * *

Lisa pushed her full trolley toward the cashier. The supermarket was almost empty. Thank heavens. She should be home in a jiffy. 

The cashier put a closed sign on the counter at her approach and folded her arms. Lisa forced a smile and moved to the next station. 

Same thing. 

After the third cashier put up a closed sign, it was obvious what was happening. 

“Come on!” Her wail was desperate. 

“We don’t serve your kind.” Mrs. Thompson, her former babysitter, spat at her with disdain.

Lisa gritted her teeth. She shouldn’t answer, but the words flew out. “What kind is that, Mrs. Thompson?” 

“Women who have sex for money do not belong around decent folk.”

“I didn’t have sex for money.”

Is that what people were saying?

“Oh?” The older woman gave her a disbelieving look. “Then why do the newspapers say you did?” Mrs. Thompson waved toward the stand near the cash register. 

Lisa’s fingers shook as she snatched up a copy of the Tattler, her eyes darting to the bold headline. Woman Paid for Release of Sex Tape. 

A picture of her face from the video appeared beneath the heading. She gasped. Whoever they’d paid, it hadn’t been her. She returned the paper with shaking hands.

“Yes, well, I know nothing about that. I didn’t even know we were being recorded.” 

Why was she explaining? 

Maybe because Mrs. Thompson taught her to embroider. They’d made sugar cookies together. She’d had tea parties with her and her daughter.

Mrs. Thompson snorted. “If it’s in black and white, then it’s true.”

Gritting her teeth, Lisa battled the urge to respond. What was the point? She couldn’t win an argument against people’s opinions.

“Can you cash my stuff so I can leave?” She spoke loud enough to attract the attention of the shoppers nearby. 

Was it her imagination, or had they encircled her? 

Lisa’s spine tingled, and she braced for an attack. The manager hurried toward her.

“Jimmy.” She exhaled a sigh of relief. 

They went to high school together, and while they hadn’t been close, they’d been friendly. It was one reason she shopped at this supermarket instead of the larger one that bordered Idlewood. 

She preferred supporting people she knew instead of a faceless corporation. 

So much for supporting local businesses. The extra gas to Idlewood now felt like a worthwhile investment.

“I’m sorry, Lisa, but you need to leave.”

“What?” She forgot she was supposed to be inconspicuous and dragged the shades off her face to gawk at him. “Why?”

He pointed to the sign behind him. We can deny services to anyone we choose. The red block letters stood out against the white background. 

Had that always been there? Or had they put that up in anticipation of her visit? 

Of course not, Lisa. Why would they go to such an expense for you? 

You’re a nobody who slept with the wrong man and had your business plastered over the internet for everyone to see. 

Shoving the glasses on her face with shaking fingers, Lisa notched her chin and snatched her purse from the trolley. 

A raw cry escaped her throat. “I don’t have to spend my money here. I’ll take my business elsewhere. The next time Bridget Thompson comes in, don’t serve her.” 

She glared at her captive audience. “I know for a fact that she slept with members of the football team for money.” She stalked away from the uproar her statement had caused.

Two hours later, Lisa returned home to find a large “A” painted on her front door, the scarlet letter contrasting with the wood finish. Had that been there this morning, and she’d missed it? 

“What is this? A Puritan movie?”

She plopped her head against the steering wheel. 

“Ouch!” She rubbed her forehead. 

Her dad had chosen that door, extolling over the natural wood finish, and some idiot ruined it. Tears stung her eyes, and she swiped them away.

She could probably remove the paint without damaging the door. But what would be the point? Would she wake up tomorrow to find another painted letter? 

Her hands curled into fists as she imagined the scenario playing out until it depleted her limited supplies and near-non-existent patience.

No.

“I’ll take a page from Hester.”

Her neighbors wanted her to have a scarlet front door? She jutted her chin. Fine. 

She stomped into the house with her groceries and stashed the perishable items in the fridge. “Guess I’ll be making another trip to Idlewood.”
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