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“It takes two people to create a
successful relationship. It only takes one person to make it fail.”
Unknown

 


Rianna sat across from Stiles with her long
shapely coffee brown legs crossed, and her red A-line dress
seductively showcasing peaks of her voluptuous brown mounds and
resting at her upper thighs.

“You know what, I can’t believe you. You
parade up in here with your outrageous demands while my brother is
rotting away in prison for the next twelve years! You have some
nerves. And to add insult to injury,” Stiles fumed, “when was the
last time you visited him?”

Stiles stared at his sister-in-law. Her
arched brows and red glossy lipstick screamed perfection. Her
flawless makeup may have shouted beauty but it was laced with
ugly—a devil in a red dress. He pulled away and focused on the
dwarf sitting in the chair next to her. “And who is this you say
you brought with you?”

“I told you, His name is Abel…Abel Cane. He’s
my financial consultant. And for your information, I just came from
seeing my husband a few days ago. Not that I have to report to
you,” she retorted, rolling her eyes and huffing.

Abel nodded but remained tight-lipped. Rianna
was handling herself quite well, something he was more than used to
seeing her do. She could make the most confident person squirm. Her
brother-in-law seemed to take no exception.

“Well, anyway, I don’t appreciate you barging
into my office unannounced and bringing some stranger along with
you, especially to talk about my brother’s personal affairs.”

“I told you, Abel is my finance guy
and a personal friend,” she barked, slinging her burgundy
waist-length lace front away from her face. “But to be honest, I
don’t see why you would be bothered about that. Anyway, back to the
reason I’m here. I told you weeks ago what my intentions were.”

“And I’m telling you the same thing I told
you then,” he snarled, “you must be out of your mind. No way would
I ever turn this church over to you. What is wrong with you?” He
frowned, picked up an ink pen, and nervously started tapping it on
his solid wood desktop. “My brother worked too hard to start this
church and I will not sit back while you make a mockery of his
dreams and everything God has called him to do.”

Rianna rose to her feet, pivoting back and
forth on her Jimmy Choo sling back pumps while resting on Stiles’
desk with both palms. “I am not going to do this with you,
brother-in-law. Your brother is locked away just like you said for
at least the next ten years if not the full twelve and a half he
was sentenced. He brought all this on himself. As for this
church—New Holy Rock,” she emphasized while looking around the
large church office, “I will not step aside like a good little girl
and let you take over my husband’s ministry.” Tapping her long,
manicured nails on the desktop, she concentrated her stare on
Stiles before briefly looking at Abel. “Abel can explain all the
financials to you. Of course you can stay on as associate pastor,
and on top of that, we’ll make sure the remainder of your contract
is still honored.”

Stiles looked at the dwarf who eased down out
of his seat and stood next to Rianna.

“She’s right,” Abel said. “I have the
paperwork here.” He looked to his side, reached down next to the
chair, then pulled a briefcase up and placed it on top of Stiles’
desk. Opening it, he removed a manila folder and inside pulled out
a stack of papers. “Everything is explained here. I’ll be glad to
go over the terms with you to make sure you understand. This is a
little different, I mean with this being a religious establishment
and all, but you’ll see that you will be well provided for.”

Stiles folded both arms, shook his head, and
smiled. “You think Hezekiah is going to fall for this? If you do,
you’re a bigger fool than I thought.”

“Read the papers. When you’re done, give me
or Abel a call and we’ll finalize everything. I want the reigns of
this church turned over to me in the next forty-five days. Until
then, you will continue to carry out the weekly church
services.”

“And who exactly do you have in mind for the
senior pastor role in my brother’s absence?” Stiles asked, trying
to keep his growing fury under wraps and remain godly.

Rianna smiled, twirled around, and looked
over her shoulder as she and Abel prepared to leave. “Who else, but
uh, me, of course. God can use anybody, right? Well, I just
volunteered for the job.”

Abel opened the office door and allowed
Rianna to strut out ahead of him.

Stiles watched from his office window as
Rianna and her sidekick walked to her car. Who did she think he
was? Did she think she could just waltz her behind up in his office
and demand he step aside and let her take over New Holy Rock. He
turned from the window and walked back to his desk. His brother was
right; Rianna was a force to be reckoned with, but the last thing
Stiles wanted was for her to take over and destroy everything
Hezekiah had worked hard for. No way was he going to let that
happen.

†

Stiles made the bi-monthly five hour drive to
Bledsoe Correctional Facility, also known as BCCX. The 2,500 acre
prison was nestled in the hills between Pikeville and Spencer,
Tennessee. His brother had been tucked away behind prison walls
going on two years. He would visit with Hezekiah, catch him up on
things happening in the ministry, and bring him up to date about
family and life in general all while trying to keep his brother’s
spirits up. Some times were harder than others and Stiles could see
why. Being locked up was something he didn’t wish on his brother.
Then again, Stiles understood that everyone has to pay for the
consequences of their sins. Everyone reaps what they sow. Hezekiah
was not a bad guy, but he did have some demons he was wrestling
with. Demons Stiles prayed his brother would be delivered from
while he was incarcerated. He didn’t know how this latest round of
news about Rianna was going to go. He could only pray that Hezekiah
wouldn’t go off into a tirade.

Upon arriving, Stiles studied the endless
rows of thick barbed wire surrounding the prison. Stiles never got
over how horrible it made him feel when he saw the complex. He
mumbled a short prayer that the visit would go smoothly as he
pulled into the VISITOR PARKING LOT.

After standing in a long snail moving line
with other visitors, he was given a thorough search before he was
allowed inside the complex where he found a round steel table with
matching steel chairs. He sat down and waited.

Hezekiah came through the door after Stiles
had been waiting for almost half an hour.

His brother looked freshly shaved and his
dull gray prison garb looked like it had been in a dry cleaner with
hardly a wrinkle.

“What’s up, brother?” Hezekiah said, smiling
big as he approached Stiles, gave him dap, and the two men sat
across from each other.

“God is good.”

“Yes, all the time,” Hezekiah countered.

“You’re looking good,” Stiles
complimented.

“Thanks. I won’t complain.”

The brothers exchanged general conversation
until Stiles cleared his throat, gave his brother a sturdy look,
almost frowning.

“What’s on your mind? Please don’t tell me
that crazy woman I married is giving you trouble.”

Stiles hesitated before speaking. “It’s not
that she’s giving me trouble. It’s that she wants to do some things
I don’t agree with and I know you won’t agree with either. When was
the last time she visited?”

“A month ago at least. Nothing’s changed with
her.”

“She told me she was here a few days
ago.”

“A lie ain’t nothing for her to tell,”
Hezekiah huffed. “Hah, my first lady is MIA, and when I call from
the prison phone she refuses the calls. When I use my cell she
ignores the call. I wouldn’t be surprised if she has me BLOCKED. I
don’t know. Anyway, made up my mind, I’m going to divorce her. I’m
not sitting up in here while she’s out there spending my money and
running up credit card debt in my name. I know I’m behind these
bars, man, and ain’t too much I can do but as long as I keep
praising God and keep believing then I know He’s going to deliver
me from here soon, real soon.”

Stiles nodded. “I agree with you on
that.”

“She might think she’s getting away with
screwing me over, but listen here, brother, there is not a friend
or enemy who ever wronged Hezekiah McCoy that has not been repaid
in full. You can bet on that,” he boasted between a light
cough.

“I hear you, but thing is she makes a good
argument.”

Clearing his throat and wiping his brow with
the back of his hand, Hezekiah said, “What kind of good argument?
Don’t tell me she got to you.” He laughed.

“I don’t think you’ll find it funny when I
tell you her plans to take over New Holy Rock. She brought along
some guy named Abel Cane with her. What a name. But besides that,
she said he’s her financial consultant.” Stiles smirked.

“Is that right?” Hezekiah shook his head in
bewilderment.

“She even went so far as demanding that I
step aside from interim senior pastor and appoint her to serve in
that capacity. I don’t like to name call, but I’m beginning to
think your first lady is a certified nut.” Stiles shook his head
while cautiously looking around at the roomful of other prisoners
and visitors.

Hezekiah chuckled loudly, leaning back in the
steel chair and flailing his arms like he was in disbelief. “One
thing about Rianna.”

“What’s that?” Stiles looked at his brother
curiously with a smile appearing on his lightly bearded face.

“There’s never a dull moment with her,”
Hezekiah said, continuing to laugh until he started coughing.

“You okay?” Stiles asked, again.

“Yeah, I’m good. Sinuses or something, I
think. Been doing a lot of it lately. Guess I’m allergic to this
place,” he said, chuckling lightly. “Tell me, what’s up with the
investigation into my shooting. Any new information?”

“Nah, I wish I had something to tell ya, but
the case is cold as ice. After your partner George died, it’s been
hard to find someone we can trust to investigate it. Do you ever
hear from the dude who used to be with y’all? I can’t think of his
name.”

“You’re probably talking about Benny.”

“Yeah, I think that was his name.”

“Nah, I haven’t heard from him since George
died. Last I heard he’d gotten himself in some kinda trouble and
supposedly left town. I think I may have found someone who can do
some looking out for me on the outside. One of the inmates who
attends my Sunday service has a cousin that’s supposed to be a
private investigator. Says he might be able to get me hooked up
with him. Of course, money talks. I don’t know how much more of
that I have. Not with my wife running around like she’s married to
Kanye or somebody.”

Stiles grinned.

“Sounds good. We need someone who can look
into it with a fresh set of eyes. You still don’t remember anything
else about that evening?”

“Other than the voice sounded sort of
familiar. Then again, I remember it sounded like he was talking
through something, like those singers who do auto tune. I don’t
know much else.”

“We won’t give up until we find out who it
was that tried to take you out.”

“I can’t sit behind these bars for too much
longer,” Hezekiah said, suddenly showing signs of frustration and
irritability.

“You’re going to get out of here.”

“I want to believe that, but the judge denied
the attorney’s previous request to release me on parole.”

“And what was the reason for that? I
forget.”

“I refused to participate in a treatment
program for sex offenders and violence prevention. Hell, why would
I participate in something like that when I’m not a sex offender,”
Hezekiah almost shouted.

“Yeah, but that was just one upset. We’re
going to tackle every obstacle and you watch, we’re going to win.
Your lawyer has already filed two challenges with the Tennessee
Supreme Court. Have you heard anything from that?” Stiles
asked.

“No, only that he believes I stand a good
chance of them releasing me. They’re arguing that the judge's
decision to let prosecutors call those other accusers tainted my
trial. The other issue raised was that I had a prior agreement with
the former prosecutor that I’d never be charged.”

“We’re going to stay in prayer and remain
faithful. Remember, God’s plans for you are not to harm you, my
brother, but to give you hope and a future. And that future is not
going to be spent behind these prison bars.”

“I agree.” Hezekiah started coughing
again.

“You sure you okay? I know I’m laying a lot
on you, but I try to get in as much as I can since I don’t come up
here but every couple months. Trying to tell you what’s going on
over the phone isn’t the same.”

“Tell me about it. I have to watch my words
when I call from these prison phones. And every time I use my cell,
I’m taking a chance of being caught with illegal contraband. But
it’s all good. Now that I’ve gotten that settled, tell me how’s my
son? Let me rephrase that. How are my sons and grandkids?”

“They’re good. I have some new pictures in my
phone of the grandkids I took especially for you.” Stiles retrieved
his cell phone out of his pocket and began showing Hezekiah
pictures of his grandchildren.

Tears formed in his eyes. He swiftly swiped
them away with his hand. “They’re beautiful, and the boys have
gotten so big. And look at this little cutie,” he pointed at the
image of Khaliyah, “they were soooo certain she was going to
be a boy.” Hezekiah started laughing again. “God definitely has a
sense of humor.”

“Yeah, he does,” agreed Stiles.

“And what about you? You got any prospects? I
know some of those ladies are joining New Holy Rock because there’s
a half way good looking single pastor behind the pulpit.” He
laughed.

“Half way good looking? Naw, you didn’t go
there.”

“Admit it, you can’t be as good looking as
me, my brother.” Hezekiah laughed again but his laughter turned
into a coughing spell again, only this time it was more aggressive.
Sweat beads popped out on his brow.

Stiles looked around and made eye contact
with one of the correction officers when Hezekiah’s cough caused
him to start choking and gasping for air, clenching one hand around
his throat.

A tall white blonde haired CO with sagging
uniform pants walked swiftly over and tried to see if he could help
provide Hezekiah some relief. When Hezekiah passed out, and his
head slammed against the table top, it was obvious he needed
medical attention.

Stiles was standing over him, next to the CO,
and tried lifting Hezekiah’s head off the table. “Call somebody!
Anybody! He’s gone unconscious,” Stiles said to a shocked looking
guard.

“Help, I need to get him to the infirmary.
Quick!” a female guard said to one of the other officers who in
turn ran to the front of the visitor area where other correction
officers were stationed behind a glass partition.

Stiles watched, his eyes going from his
unconscious brother and what was going on at the front. Minutes
later, two “Terminator” sized guards arrived. They placed the
weight of Hezekiah under each of their arms and dragged him out of
the area.

“Where are you taking him?” Stiles asked, his
voice unsteady.

“To the infirmary. You can leave your contact
information at the front desk. Someone will be in touch,” one of
the guards said.

Stiles watched until they disappeared behind
steel plated doors before he turned and raced to the front office
to leave his information.
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“Cheating is easy; try something more
challenging like being faithful.” Unknown

 


Rianna stood on the balcony of her luxurious
hotel suite with a spectacular view of the Seattle waterfront, her
fresh newly purchased lace front flowing in the wind. Big Daddy had
come home for a few days to visit his wife and to tend to some
business affairs. He invited Rianna to join him. The first class
flight from Memphis to Seattle was more than she had bargained for.
She felt special, like a real live celebrity! This was exactly how
she imagined her life should be.

The day after arriving, she got a call from
the prison informing her that her husband had a heart attack.

“Is he….is he alive?” she asked, placing a
hand over her chest.

“Yes, he’s stable. He’s expected to survive,
but we transferred him to Bledsoe Hospital until he’s out of the
woods. We’ll notify you when we have more information. Will you be
coming?”

“Uhh, no, I’m not in Tennessee right now. But
please, call me if there’s any change.”

“Sure,” the man on the other end said,
sounding unenthusiastic.

“Thank you,” Rianna said and ended the call.
“Hey, Tiny,” Rianna said when she called and Tiny picked up on the
third ring.

“Hey, girl. Where you at?” Tiny sounded like
she had a wad of gum or food in her mouth as she spoke.

“You won’t believe it when I tell you. I’m in
Seattle, girl.”

“Seattle? Seattle what?”

“Seattle, Washington, fool.”

“Are you serious?”

“Yep, I flew here. First class…with Big
Daddy. He came up here to see his wife and handle some business. He
asked if I wanted to tag along. You know I was not about to turn
down a free trip. It’s so beautiful here, Tiny. I’ve never seen
anything like it. It’s a little rainy today but still it’s
breathtaking. Girl, I feel like Michelle Obama.”

“You get all the breaks. You’re making me
jealous,” Tiny said, giggling.

“No worries, we’re still going on our girl’s
trip this summer. I don’t know where, but we’re going to run up
Hezekiah’s black card and have ourselves a ball. Heck, we may even
come up here.”

“Ohhhh, I can’t wait,” Tiny giggled some
more. “So what are you doing while Big Daddy is playing the
faithful husband?”

“I’m at the hotel right now, standing out on
a beautiful balcony overlooking the Seattle waterfront. Later I’m
going out to see what this city has to offer. Big Daddy left me
with a wad of cash so you already know I’m going to spend every
cent.”

“You betta. After all, you only live
once.”

“I know that’s right. Oh, before I forget, I
just got a call from the prison. Hezekiah had a heart attack, girl.
Can you believe that?”

“What? A heart attack? Is he? Is he alive?”
Tiny asked, pausing between each word.

“Yeah,” Rianna said, nonchalantly. “He’s
still in the land of the living. That fool has more lives than a
cat. I’ll be back home the first of the week. When I get back I
plan to drive up there to see what’s going on. They transferred him
to Bledsoe Hospital, I think, that’s the name of it. It’s close to
the prison. The social worker is supposed to call me when they hear
anything more about his condition, but they expect him to pull
through.”

“Girl, you’re right, that man definitely has
nine lives. He’s had a stroke, been shot, and now he’s had a heart
attack. I guess God ain’t through with him yet,” Tiny offered.

“Or the devil,” added Rianna and the besties
burst into laughter.

†

Five days after visiting Hezekiah, Stiles
still hadn’t heard a word from the prison social worker or the
infirmary about his brother’s condition. He had tried calling
Rianna several times but got no answer from her either. He followed
up with several text messages. Three days later she texted him
back.

“Out of town. Have news about Hezekiah. Will
call when I get back in a few days.”

Stiles called the prison several times a day.
Each time he got the run around, was put on an extended hold, or
given conflicting information. Today’s phone call sent him into a
fury.

“Sorry, sir, they should have told you. We
can only give information about an inmate to his next of kin,” the
rude sounding woman said on the other end.

“I am his next of kin. I’m his
brother,” Stiles explained, trying to maintain his composure so the
woman wouldn’t detect his growing frustration. “My name should be
on the visitation list—Stiles Graham.”

The woman didn’t respond for several seconds.
“I see a uhh, Reverend Stiles Graham. Is that you?”

“Yes. That’s me. Now please tell me about my
brother,” he insisted.

“Like I said, we can only give information on
inmates to the next of kin. It says here that you’re his… pastor.”
She paused. “Oh, wait, I see they have you down as his brother too.
But I still can’t give you any information. The next of kin is
listed as his wife. And uh, looks like she’s designated that she be
the only one we give personal inmate information to. I suggest you
get in touch with her. She should be able to tell you about the
inmate’s condition.”

“But—”

A dial tone sounded in Stiles’ ear. “Dang
it!” he mouthed and pressed END on his phone. He was getting ready
to call Rianna again when his cell phone rang. It was Fancy.

“Have you heard anything?” a concerned Fancy
asked. She was absolutely beside herself with worry when Stiles
called and told her Hezekiah had fallen ill. She shot off one
question after another. “Rianna hasn’t called you back yet? What
about the prison social worker? Is there anyone else you can
call?”

“Nobody,” he said, frustration ringing in his
voice. “I hope whatever made him pass out was not something
serious. And I hate to say it, but Rianna’s lack of interest in her
husband’s well-being reveals that woman is ruthless. She acts like
she has no real concern or love for my brother.”

“I can’t believe you’re just realizing that.
Rianna Jamison is no good but I can’t say Hezekiah doesn’t deserve
some of what he’s getting. I mean, you and I know, although we love
him, he’s not exactly an angel. He may be a man of God, but
sometimes he acts like he’s ruled by the devil. I know I shouldn’t
say things like that about him, but it is what it is. Maybe while
he’s in prison, he’ll change. I mean starting up that Sunday
service while he’s in there was a good start. It’s just that I
don’t know if he’s sincere about that. But that’s between him and
the good Lord.”

“I think he’s sincere. If you talked to him
like I do, then you would see there’s a change in him. I mean, it’s
subtle, but I still detect it. This last visit he seemed different.
I think the Lord is dealing with him behind those prison walls. I
think whenever he gets released he’s going to be a better man.”

“I hope so, but I also pray that he won’t be
away for the whole twelve years either. He’ll be sixty-two years
old! Okay, so he’s done his share of wrong, but deep down inside I
know he loves God. He’s just caught up in the ways of this world
like a lot of Christian folks are. I pray for him every single
day,” Fancy lamented.

“Fancy, wait….hol’ up. Let me call you back.
This is Rianna calling.”

“Okay, call me back.”

Stiles quickly clicked over to the incoming
call.

“Uh, I just called to let you know that I’m
taking over New Holy Rock, effective immediately. No ifs, ands or
buts about it. Not only is Hezekiah incarcerated, he had a heart
attack.”

“What? A heart attack? I didn’t think it was
that serious.” Stiles declared, alarmed to hear his brother had
suffered such a serious illness. He thought perhaps Hezekiah had
gotten dehydrated or maybe he had the flu or covid, but a heart
attack was not even in his mind.

“Oh, please, don’t get your nuts in a wad;
he’s not dead; he’s in stable condition. The doctor said he expects
him to pull through but they transferred him to a hospital near the
prison. He’ll be there for a few days and then they’ll transfer him
back to the prison infirmary, his cell, or whatever,” she said
nonchalantly. “Anyway, just so you know, I’m bringing in a guest
preacher to deliver the message next Sunday.”

“Not now, Rianna. You must have lost your
mind. I don’t see how can you be thinking about some guest preacher
when my brother just had a heart attack. You’re one evil…” Stiles
retorted. It took a lot to set him off or make him display his
anger. This was one of those times. Before he knew it, he had
called Rianna the B word. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean that,”
he immediately apologized.

Rianna laughed into the phone, sounding like
a cackling evil witch. “My, my, my. Whaddaya know, my brotha-n-law
actually has a backbone. I find it sorta cute. Anyway, talk to you
later, brotha-n-law. I have things to do and folks to see.” Rianna
ended the call without waiting on Stiles to reply.

Moments later, Abel appeared. “How’d he take
hearing the news you’re bringing in a guest pastor?” Abel asked,
standing in Rianna’s bedroom door shirtless with his taunt abs on
display and wearing fitted tiny black boxer briefs.

Rianna displayed a wicked grin after ending
the call with Stiles. She sauntered over to where Big Daddy stood.
“What could he say? To me, it went perfect, absolutely perfect. And
what makes it even easier is that I just found out my ol
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