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At once, Moses fell to the ground and worshiped, saying, "Please, O Master, if you see anything good in me, please Master, travel with us....Forgive our iniquity and sin. Own us, possess us. Exodus 34:9 (Message Bible)

May those who read my work find enjoyment in the stories I weave. May you be touched, changed, and inspired by my written words. Thank you for choosing my books to read. Thank you for supporting me, for helping me to live my literary dreams.

Shelia E. Bell

God’s Amazing Girl!
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"What most people need to learn in life is how to love people and use things instead of using people and loving things." Unknown

Audrey and several ladies from Holy Rock Women’s Ministry met for their monthly lunch in a private meeting room at a local restaurant. Toward the end of the meeting, the ladies sat around and talked, rather they gossiped. 

“First Lady, may I ask you something?” one of the ladies spoke up.

“Certainly,” Audrey replied.

“What really happened to your son’s wife? It’s like she disappeared off the face of the earth.”

Audrey threw up one hand and waved it carelessly. “Honey, she left town after he divorced her. I tell you, it was the best thing she could have done. It was enough that she pretended to love my son, only to leave him heartbroken.”

“I know she put him through a lot,” another woman commented.

“Yes, I tell you, my son’s wife was not all she pretended to be. All of the years I thought I knew that child and she turned out to be a deceitful little phony. And to think, we’ve known Rena and her family since they first moved to Memphis. Well, she sure had the family fooled. Who would have thought that she was only using Stiles? That’s why you have to be careful these days.”

A fair skinned, older woman agreed with Audrey. “Yes, you sure have to be careful, First Lady.”

This fueled Audrey’s flame and she kept on talking. “You think you know somebody, and find out you don’t know them at all.”

“Lord, these women today are scandalous. I tell you, our men of God have to stay in prayer,” a short dark complexioned woman added.

“You sure are right,” another commented. “We have to stay prayed up on their behalf.”

“Is Pastor Stiles all right, First Lady, since the divorce is final?” 

“Yes, he’ll be fine. Of course, the pain of divorce is something that takes time to heal; even more so, for a man of God like my Stiles. He tried, but there was no way to mend their marriage. The girl was promiscuous and she wasn’t about to change. I tell you, I cried almost every night for months for my son. Thank God for Pastor; he keeps Stiles encouraged. And since he appointed Stiles as the full time pastor of Holy Rock, Stiles doesn’t have a lot of time to mope around and feel sorry for himself.”

The fair skinned older woman was named Sister Jean. She readily agreed with Audrey. “Don’t worry,” she said and waved her hand. “He’ll find another woman. That’s for sure. A smart, intelligent, handsome man of God like him won’t have a problem at all. This time, she’ll be the kind of woman that will be worthy of being his wife and the First Lady of Holy Rock. We’re going to keep praying that next time he’ll meet a fine Christian girl with true morals and respect. But we all know that whoever it is won’t be half the First Lady you are, Sister Audrey.”

Audrey blushed. “Thank you, Sister Jean.”

“The truth is the truth,” Sister Jean remarked and so did several of the other women that were gathered in the lunch room.

Audrey’s face brightened like the morning sun. She was astonished at the sense of fulfillment she felt as she spoke. “I know one thing, whoever she is will have to be more than special. She’s going to have to definitely prove that she’s worthy if she ever plans on becoming, my son’s wife.”

[image: 00]

On her way home, Audrey was more than elated. She was flying high on cloud nine. Rena had been revealed for the two-faced, double-life leading, unworthy woman that she was. The gall of her trying to ruin Stiles’ name with her vulgar, nasty, abominable lifestyle with Francesca. It was bad enough that her child was a practicing lesbian, convict and a drug user. Audrey turned up her nose at the thought of such a vile life Francesca led. She couldn’t begin to imagine how Francesca turned out to be the kind of terrible, shameful daughter that she was. She was a disgrace to the Graham name and especially to the Holy Rock Church and congregation.

Audrey hummed along to a song on 95.7 gospel station to help replace the terrible thoughts of Rena and Francesca with positive ones. She was thankful that Pastor was on the mend from his stroke. God was really healing him in a ‘nothing but God can do’ kind of way. His speech was markedly improving daily and his gait was becoming stronger with each round of physical therapy.

Audrey thought about Stiles. She was sad that he’d been hurt so badly by Rena. If only she could have seen the signs of Rena’s devilish ways, then she would have been able to save her only son from Rena’s evil intentions. Audrey believed that Rena’s intention was to latch on to Stiles and cover up the affair she was having with Francesca. But God has a way of bringing things to light. 

Audrey continued to hum and think about the fact that Francesca and Rena had a lot of reaping to do. As for Stiles, Audrey had her eye on a few other young ladies at Holy Rock that would make a good wife for him. There were also a few more she planned on checking out from two or three of the other churches that Holy Rock interacted with on a frequent basis. This time around, she would make sure she checked into the background of the young lady, her parents, finances, and any other thing she could find out. No more surprises like the one with Rena. 

“And to think, that, that, oh, Lord, you know I can’t call her what I want to call her,” Audrey said out loud as the song on the radio ended and she was left with her own thoughts bursting forth like mighty waters through her mind. “But, Lord she has to pay for how she hurt my baby. It’s been close to five months since their divorce, Lord, and my baby is still beside himself with embarrassment, a broken heart, and mistrust about receiving another woman into his life. Lord, fix it. Fix it for my baby,” pleaded Audrey with the tiniest trace of forced tears trickling down her made up face. “You know he doesn’t need to be preaching Sunday after Sunday without a first lady in his life. You said, ‘he who findeth a wife findeth a good thing and findeth favor with you,’ so fix this mess that Rena caused in his life.”

Audrey swiftly went to the next thing on her mind, like she had a mental to-do-list. She called Pastor to see if he wanted her to order take out from one of the local restaurants. Since she’d just left her monthly luncheon, she didn’t want to think about standing over a stove cooking anything for dinner. When he answered, she told him her suggestion, and without hesitation, like most of the time, Pastor agreed to eating take-out. She stopped off at one of the neighborhood soul food restaurants and ordered two dinner plates of turnip greens, hot water cornbread, fried corn, baked pork chops and peach cobbler. 

While Audrey waited on the food to be prepared, she went into mental overdrive. This time she thought about Francesca. Where in the world could that wayward child be? She hadn’t seen or heard from her in weeks and it worried her a little. She was used to Francesca running off and getting locked up or going on one of her drug binges, but this time around, Audrey felt somewhat different about Francesca’s no show. Maybe she was with Rena and the two of them were making an ungodly life for themselves. That certainly was something to be considered, especially after all that was revealed about their relationship. 

For Audrey, the good thing that came out of the mess that Rena and Francesca created was Pastor and Stiles could see the women for who they really were. Rena and Francesca needed to fall before the Lord and beg for His forgiveness. But Audrey couldn’t imagine Francesca ever going before the Lord to ask Him anything.
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“People who are sensible about love are incapable of it.” Douglas Yates

Ring. Ring. 

Stiles listened, hoping to hear the tender voice he once adored, answer the phone. Instead, he listened to the automated voice of what used to be Rena’s cell phone number. 

“At the subscriber’s request this phone does not accept incoming calls, message SEL9324,” the robotic sounding voice informed him.

He closed his cell phone and lay back on the bed, with his head resting in the palms of his hands. Four months and 29 days, since he’d spoken to his ex-wife. He opened the phone again, and scrolled through his contacts until he saw the listing, The Jacksons; Rena’s parents. 

Should he call? His mind and heart were confused. Part of him missed her. He thought about her laugh, her smell and her touch. “But why did she have to turn out to be so deceitful? God, I don’t understand why all of this happened? I can’t get over it. I can’t get pass it.” Stiles dropped the cell phone and bolted upright in the bed like he’d been electrocuted. He stood and paced the floor in front of the bed.

Looking upward, he stopped. “God, I preach to hundreds of people two to three times a week. I tell them about your love, your forgiveness, your grace and mercy. Rena was my love, the woman I dreamed of having babies with, Father. She was the perfect wife in every way. So why,” he rubbed his hands over his head. “Why did she have to be...I don’t know what to call her.” 

Stiles’ body jerked. He looked around the room as if he expected to see someone. A sinner? He heard within his spirit. Why did she have to be a sinner like you, and all of my children?

Tears streamed from Stiles’ eyes. “Who am I to judge anyone?” He sat back on the bed and clasped his hands together. “I am a sinner, a sinner saved by your grace, Lord. You forgave me and you love me unconditionally. But I don’t have the strength, or the kind of heart that can allow her back in my life. Part of me yearns and aches for her because I still love her, but it’s time for me to make a fresh start. It wouldn’t be fair to Rena to have a man who couldn’t love and accept her for who she is. I’d probably never be able to trust her again. I repent for any wrong I’ve done toward her and Francesca. Father, forgive me. I know now that this is your will. You want me to close the door to my past, to my hurt and my heartache.” Stiles felt his heavy heart lighten. It was time to let go of the past and look forward to what God had planned for his future. He would always love Rena, but he finally realized that, although he didn’t understand the ways of God, that God was the one in control of everything. It was time to trust Him totally and completely. 

“Whatever tomorrow brings, I’m ready, Lord.” Stiles looked at the cell phone, and then opened it scrolled through it again until he came across Rena’s old number. He deleted it. He scrolled again until he found, Rena’s parents. He paused again and then he deleted it too. Closing the phone, he threw it on the other side of the empty bed before going into the kitchen and pulling out a frozen dinner.

While Stiles sat and waited on the man-sized frozen dinner to get ready, the more he thought of everything that had transpired over the last year of his life. The timer went off and yanked him away from his thoughts. He gulped down the fish nuggets and steak fries hurriedly.

After he finished his supper, he stood up, threw the empty container in the trash, wiped his mouth with his paper towel and headed to the den to study his mid-week service. He couldn’t concentrate.

Stiles missed Rena but he didn’t really understand how he could still miss, and yes still be in love, with a woman who betrayed and deceived him. He had placed his trust in Rena, given her his whole heart, and she crushed him by sleeping with his sister. Stiles rubbed the top of his head back and forth. His tears were fresh and heavy. His heart ached and he didn’t know what he was going to do. Probably almost everyone at church was whispering and coming up with their conclusions about the reasons for the divorce. Stories continually surfaced at the most unlikely places. Stiles no longer felt the anointing of God over his life. He felt more like a wounded man, vulnerable, fit to be tied and disbarred from the ministry he once believed God had called Him to serve.

He went to his bedroom and sat on the edge of the unmade bed. For a few minutes he sat and then lay back on the propped up pillow. He needed to find Francesca. He wanted to hear her side of the story, plus he wanted to see if she was all right. He had gone to a private physician to get tested for STDs and God had been favorable; all of his tests were negative. The doctor recommended that he return every three months over the next year, plus Stiles was supposed to make an appointment if he felt or saw any changes in his body. He thought of what Francesca might be experiencing. She actually had an STD and she was HIV positive. Stiles understood that his sister had to bear the consequences of her actions and sinful decisions, but somehow he felt that God had been too harsh. 

He was just as confused when it came to Rena. “Why, why couldn’t she just tell me the truth in the beginning? Why did she have to build our relationship on lies and deceit?” Stiles said out loud and then jumped upright in the bed and crossed his legs Indian style. He used his fist to hit the bed over and over again. “Rena, why couldn’t you have just told me the truth? You could have told me you were in love with my sister. You could have saved me from all of this grief. But, noooo,” he screamed out loud. “You let me love you, knowing that you loved her. Both of you are sick, sick, sick,” he kept yelling. 

“And, Mother, how could you keep a secret from Pastor and your sister about what Fonda did to Francesca? What kind of woman of God are you supposed to be? You’re partly to blame for all of this too.” Stiles looked upward at the bedroom ceiling as if answers would pour from the sky any minute. Only silence answered. 

Stiles disrobed and took a shower. Thought after thought. Hurt upon hurt. Love that he wanted to deny but couldn’t, kept flooding his mind and thrashing at his heart until he screamed under the pounding sprays of water. “God, why? What am I supposed to learn from this? What do you want me to do? I can’t forgive her like I know that I should. I want to, Lord. Help me, help my unbelief.” Stiles fell to his knees and on to the marble tiled shower floor. Water washed away the tears that wouldn’t stop flowing. “Rena,” he cried out. “God, I still love her. God, I can’t do this. I just can’t do this.” His cries went on until he felt the water turning cool. He slowly stood to his feet and rinsed his body. 

Before getting in to bed, he fell to his knees again. This time, Stiles prayed for God to renew a right spirit within him. He prayed for Rena, Francesca, his parents and for his congregation. He ended his prayer with a request for God to help him become a man who could trust love and loving again, before he got up, climbed in bed and reached over on his nightstand to retrieve his Bible. 

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

3

[image: ]


“The hottest love has the coldest end.” Socrates

Rena found her pain more bearable after she confided in her mother. Initially she told her father only about her and Stiles. She didn’t have the nerve to tell him everything. She believed he would be so disappointed in her and the choices she’d made in her life when she was in Memphis. Rena’s mother became Rena’s confidante, her Godly counsel. Two weeks after she arrived home, her mother had convinced her to tell her father everything from beginning to end. 

Rena sat next to her mother while she told him all about Francesca, the STD, their relationship and her deceit. He listened attentively. At times, he frowned, and at other times his face remained stoic, almost unlife like, but Rena continued until she got everything out in the open. When she was finished, she waited on the verbal onslaught from her father. But it never came. 

Mr. Jackson was extremely upset when he heard the truth about everything, but one thing that he was not was condemning. Rena watched his eyes glisten. She saw hurt sketched all over his almost wrinkle free, burnt by the sun skin. But what Rena didn’t see was disgust. Her father sat in his recliner, quiet for several seconds. 

Rena’s mother took hold of her hand. Suddenly, Rena’s father opened his arms and outstretched them toward his child. Stunned, Rena paused momentarily, then stood up and rushed into the waiting arms of her father. 

“Oh, Daddy, I’m so sorry. I’m so sorry that I messed up. I’m so sorry that I hurt so many people.” She cried all over his shirt while he held her and patted her on the back like he used to do when she was a little girl.

“You’ve done nothing that God won’t forgive you for, honey. You just have to yield yourself to Him. I am not the one to judge or condemn anyone.” He pulled her away from him slightly while she remained on his lap. He looked her directly in the eyes, and rubbed her hair gently. “We all make mistakes, sweetheart. No one is perfect. No one walks the straight and narrow. Yes, you’ve done some things that are not pleasing to God. But confess those things, something I’m sure you’ve already done.”

Rena answered with a nod of her head.

“Then you have been forgiven. God is the only judge. You have to move on with your life. Forgive yourself. I know Stiles is hurt. He probably feels like he was purposely deceived, and maybe he was. You do owe him an apology, along with all of those whose lives you’ve hurt along the way. Seek their forgiveness and get this heavy burden off of you. It’s the only way you’re going to be set free from your mistakes.”

His words were spoken so gently. Rena leaned back against his broad tear-soaked shirt. He held her for a very long time. This was where she needed to be; at home with family who loved her no matter what.

[image: 00]

Rena settled rather quickly back in Andover. She found and leased a two bedroom, cottage-style house, in the suburbs several miles from her parents. She thought of Stiles, Frankie and the entire Graham family often, but each time, tried to push thoughts of her past behind. There would be a time she would have to own up to the mistakes of her past by seeking forgiveness from the Grahams. Her father was right about that, but she couldn’t do it right now. Her hurt was too fresh.

Rena was offered a position as lead librarian at Andover Mass Preparatory, one of the prominent private schools, which proved to be quite rewarding. She found it enjoyable and challenging working with middle school-aged children on a daily basis. It was definitely a far cry from what she’d been accustomed to doing at the public libraries in Memphis and Arkansas. This position was hers, and hers alone, to operate as she saw best. She decided on most of the reading materials that would go on the library shelves; and she set out to make sure that the children had plenty of books that would provide them with the gift of knowledge often overlooked because of the lack of reading. 

Rena learned the names of most of the 275 plus children who attended the school because they came to the library on their assigned Class Library Day. Many of the students also spent their free time in the library doing homework, working on special projects, meeting up with friends or reading. 

Overall, Rena was doing quite well in her new life as a divorced woman of God. There was no denying that she regretted the damage she’d caused in Memphis, but thank God her small, intimate church family openly welcomed her. She returned to feeling secure in her life, which allowed her to slowly forgive herself.

Thoughts of Frankie’s well-being and whereabouts often drifted through her mind. Where was she? How was she doing? Was she suffering from the results of having HIV? Was she incarcerated again? Had her HIV turned into full blown AIDS? And what about Stiles, she thought as she placed computerized library stamps on a fresh load of books that had been delivered.

Talks with Mr. Bolden, her former supervisor in Memphis, were sporadic. There was nothing he could tell her anyway about Stiles, Frankie or any of the Grahams for that matter. But he was a great resource of information that helped with her present position. 

Rena resigned herself to making things good happen in Andover. Thus far, she’d had a pretty good start in the form of Dr. Robert Becton was his name. He was one of the physical science teachers and assistant basketball coaches at Andover Mass Preparatory. When she first started the job, Robert was one of the first teachers to bring his class to the library to gather information for an upcoming science project. 

He was more than easy on the eyes, and a confident air about himself drew Rena toward him like a magnet. He must have felt some attraction to her as well, because after releasing his students to seek out their required reading materials, he seemed to focus his attention on Rena. 

“So, you’re the one who ran Mr. Holloway off, huh?” His baritone voice caused Rena to feel somewhat anxious when he approached her. 

“Excuse me?” replied Rena. She wasn’t sure if the gentleman was serious or not. He certainly wasn’t flashing a smile, to say the least.

“Hey, don’t look so serious,” said Robert. This time he flashed a wide smile and immediately, Rena exhaled lightly. He extended his hand out toward her. “I’m Dr. Robert Becton, Physical Science, Class Two, grade eight. And you have to be Mrs. Rena Graham, right?”

“Yes, that’s me. Present and accounted for.” Rena smiled.

“Mr. Holloway was the school’s previous librarian, but he retired at the end of the past school term after serving thirty-eight years; but you probably already know that.” 

Robert didn’t give her much time to respond. Rena shook her head in agreement. But she enjoyed hearing him talk. He had a hint of what Rena surmised was a New Yorkian accent. Like most New Yorkians, Robert came off, though pleasantly, as being direct, opinionated and confident. And he certainly seemed to enjoy talking.

“I missed meeting you at the Staff Welcome Reception. I was attending a science convention in Boston,” explained Robert, like he owed her a viable explanation as to his absence.

Rena had done some research of her own. She learned from the booklet given to her at the Welcome Reception, the names and titles of the staff at Andover Mass. Dr. Becton’s picture in the booklet did not treat him justly. “It’s nice to meet you, Dr. Becton. I believe there are two or three more staffers I’ve yet had the pleasure of meeting,” she told him. “I hope they’re all as engaging as you.” 

Rena’s nervousness vanished as Robert effortlessly engaged her in conversation about Andover Mass, and the layout of the accelerated science programs the school offered. With what could only be described as relative ease, and a New York confidence, Robert sat in the chair parked next to Rena’s desk.

“Why don’t you tell me something I don’t know about you?”

“I’m sure that would take quite some time, Dr. Becton.” 

Robert smiled, glanced at the watch on his wrist and then replied. “I have exactly thirty three and a half minutes. Fill me in.”

Rena flashed a smile again. “Well, let’s see. Where do I start?” Rena decided to tell him what he more than likely already knew about her from the staff booklet. “I’m a native of Massachusetts.”

“Uh huh; know that. Staff Members Booklet,” he said quickly. “But keep going.” He gestured with his right hand toward her, like he was shooing a fly away.

“Okay. Ummm,” Rena pretended like she was in deep thought. “I’ve lived in Memphis and Marion, Arkansas since I was fourteen years old. I worked as a librarian in both cities before I made the decision to return home.”

“Okay, I think we’re getting warmer. But let me help you out,” Robert urged in a non-pushy manner. “The staff booklet doesn’t say anything about there being a Mr. Graham. Can I be so lucky as to assume there isn’t one?” He flirted openly but tastefully.

Rena blushed. “My, you are something else. You get right to the nitty gritty, don’t you?”

Robert paused and checked the time again. “I only have twenty-seven minutes before I gather my future scientist protégés and prepare for my next class. So, I’d like to learn as much about you as I can.”

“I’m sure there’ll be plenty of time for that, Dr. Becton.”

“Oh, is that so? And, please, call me Robert.” 

Rena decided to flip the script. “Okay, Robert. Why don’t you tell me something about you that I don’t know?” 

“That’s easy. The moment I saw your picture in the staff booklet, I know you might think it’s corny, but I felt like you were going to become an important part of my life.” This time Robert wasn’t smiling. He sounded so serious that Rena’s heart picked up its pace. Without effort, she laid her left hand on her chest.

She pursed her lips before she responded. “Look, Dr. Becton, I don’t play games. That’s something you definitely don’t know about me, so it’s best to let you know that from the get go. If you did, you wouldn’t be sitting here trying to play one with me. Save that for your wife and kids. And be careful what you say, because that was in your bio in the staff book.” 

“No, I don’t think so.” Robert looked directly into her eyes. Rena quickly shifted her to on a copy of The Native Son lying on her desk. “What it did say was that I have two children. It said nothing about there being a Mrs. Becton. And your bio, by the way, did not mention there being a hubby.”

“Since you insist on going there, and why it would matter to you anyway, I don’t know. I will tell you this much, I recently returned to Andover after a traumatic divorce. Now,” Rena patted the book and sighed, “is there anything else you insist on knowing about me, Robert?” Rena tried to smirk, but her lips turned upward in a smile once again.

“Now, that wasn’t so hard was it?” commented Robert. “But there’s one more thing.” Robert raised one finger up at the same time he spoke.

“And, what is that? Rena asked. “Do you want to know my height, age, weight, and social security number, too?” She tried to sound sarcastic but it didn’t appear to faze Robert at all.

“Like I said, and I’m serious, Rena.” Rena liked the way he called her name. “I couldn’t wait for the chance to meet you in person. There was something about your picture that captivated me, other than you being beautiful. It was like God speaking to me. And when God speaks, I listen.”

Rena didn’t know what to think and there was nothing she could say but, “We all should listen when God speaks.”

“See, we already have something in common; the most important thing too; and that’s God. You know, there are so many scientists today who do all of this research,” Robert waved his hand upward flippantly, “and yet they choose to give scientific reasons for how the earth came to be, how man came to be, and it perturbs me to no end,” he said.

Rena realized she could probably listen to Robert tirelessly. He didn’t present himself as annoying or conceited. He gave information about himself freely, especially his belief in God. He had a vivacious personality, wide smile and before he ushered his class back to the classroom, Rena had agreed to join him for lunch in the school’s Food Court. 

Rena laughed at Robert’s humorous anecdotes between taking tiny bites of her chicken sandwich. It was refreshing to talk to someone of the opposite sex, something she hadn’t engaged in since she left Memphis─and Stiles. At least she hadn’t on a personal level. 

“So, Dr. Becton,” she said teasingly, “tell me about your family.” 

“Okay, let’s see.” Robert took a swig of his lemon water; he bit his bottom lip like he was choosing what he should say. “I’m new to the divorce scene myself. I’m a single dad raising my four year old daughter, Isabelle, and my ten month old son, Robbie.”

“I don’t have children of my own, but you don’t have to tell me that it’s a pretty big job. Raising children these days can’t be easy. I don’t envy you,” remarked Rena

Robert smiled slightly. “I love my kids. Yet, I can’t deny that there are times when I ask God, why they have to grow up without the love of their mother?”

Rena nodded, sipped on her glass of tea, and lowered her eyes, afraid she might see the hurt that she heard in Robert’s voice. 

“My wife, Karen, ex-wife,” Robert corrected himself, “was diagnosed with manic-depressive disorder. It worsened over the six and a half years of our relationship. I prayed and believed for her healing, and thought that things were changing when she became pregnant with our first child, Isabelle.” Robert smiled. “I remember Karen being happy back then. She was the amazing, beautiful, funny woman I first fell in love with. Then within a month of giving birth to Isabelle, her battle against mental illness returned with a vengeance. She began to withdraw from me, from her family, and more from Isabelle. I mean, there were days, or moments when she was what I guess we equate as normal, but those days became more sporadic.” 

The more Rena listened to Robert, she understood that his reasons for divorce were far different and much sadder. 

“Did you seek professional help for her?” Rena looked at Robert with an aching in her eyes. 

“Of course. She was even hospitalized a couple of times during the course of our marriage. And she was on a long list of medications, which also had an even longer list of side effects. But, the thing about Karen was that she wanted to love me; she wanted to love our daughter. No one is going to make me think differently. But she couldn’t. I’d come home from work sometimes and Karen would be gone. I wouldn’t hear from her for days at a time. Made me believe she was strung out on crack or something, but I wasn’t far off course. I found out that was not entirely the case. I did discover through some people we both knew, that she dabbled in some other drugs like cocaine and methamphetamine.

“Did she take your little girl with her when she went on these disappearing trips?” asked Rena, her concern showed on her browed face.

“Thank God, she had the mindset to leave me a note; well most of the time; that told me where she’d left our daughter. Sometimes it was with one of the neighbors; other times it was with my mother, my sister or Karen’s half-sister. At first, I’ll admit I tried everything I could to help her, to work things out between us, but it was hard. Soon it became downright impossible. Karen stopped taking care of Isabelle and totally ignored me. There was nothing but mounting turmoil in our marriage, which wasn’t good for our daughter and it was unhealthy for us and it was scary. We agreed, both Karen and me, that divorce would be better for us.

“Didn’t you try to get some counseling? Did you all do anything to try to salvage your marriage?” Rena asked. She thought of her and Stiles. Could their marriage have been saved? No, was her immediate answer. Not if Audrey Graham had any say about it. And, like it or not, Audrey always had something to say. 

“I suggested counseling, but Karen refused. It takes two people to make a relationship work. So, we divorced when Isabelle was three years old. Shortly after the divorce is when we found out that she was pregnant with our
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