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CHAPTER 1  

A Place Called Hope 

-------- 
 

Hunter was mad! The trucks heater was battling to keep the freezing air 

from overtaking the cabin, his cell was in a dead zone and he was lost.  

 

"Why do I let Trish talk me into these things?" he muttered to himself.  

 

"I know why I let Trish talk me into these things," Hunter thought, "'cause I 

would do anything for her. I have never met a woman so special in all my 

life. The way she cares, the way she lives, the way she gives. She reminds me of 

why I love black women so much. I just wish I could build up the nerve to ask 

her out again.” 

 

The truck pulled up to the bus stop Trish had directed him to. He’d 

never picked up a woman in this part of the city before and certainly not 

in this high-class but very remote neighborhood. Hunter checked the 

address on the paper and the road sign nearby. Yes, he was at the spot 

and the only person in sight was a regal looking woman with a haunting 

smile.  

 

It couldn’t be her he was to pick up, could it? As he rolled down the 

window to ask the question, the elderly woman approached. “Hunter?” 

was all she said and as he nodded a reply, she walked around and got 

into the truck. 



 

  

 

Hunter glanced in the rear view mirror as they drove away. He noticed 

the look on the woman's face. It was the look of a very wise woman who 

had been through the fire, but came out shining like gold. It wasn't who 

he was expecting. None of Trish's clients had ever been this old. He 

couldn't imagine a woman at her age being a victim of abuse and she 

certainly didn't dress or act that way. Usually he drove in silence but he 

wanted answers.  

 

"How was your day,” she asked Hunter, keeping her focus on the 

gridlocked traffic through the icy windshield. She had saved him the 

trouble of speaking first.  

 

"My day was pretty hectic but I made it," was his reply.  

 

He wanted to keep his voice as light as hers. He didn't want to spook 

her. Hunter tried to glance at her without her knowing, and briefly their 

eyes met, she looked down and he quickly looked ahead. He recognized 

in her eyes, recent pain, but distant joy. He wanted to know more, but he 

knew better than to question Trish's clients. 

 

Trish was sensitive, yet hard-nosed, and the community knew her and 

trusted she would take care of them, as she too had been a victim. Now 

she dedicated her life to fight endlessly on behalf of victims and their 

rights.  

 

The radio DJ must have a broken heart Leah thought. It was one sad 

song after the other but she didn't mind as old Luther and Teddy fit her 

mood, despite what she looked like on the outside. She was sad and 

she'd finally admitted it to Trish.  

 

"Don't take life for granted," she told him without looking his way. “And 

always tell your loved ones how you feel, no matter what."  

 

"I will remember that uh ..." leaving the sentence hanging, hoping she 

would say her name. Hunter had no idea why, he was intrigued by this 

woman.  



 

  

"Leah," she responded. "My name is Leah and I am leaving my abusive 

husband of 27 years." 

 

She pulled up the sleeves of her coat and showed Hunter the healing 

marks on her arms.  

 

"These were the last of his abuse. It wasn't until my grandbabies witnessed his 

terror that I realized this has gone on far too long. I began to look at the 

relationship and finally admitted I never had a healthy one. It may be too late 

but I want to know what a healthy relationship feels like.”  

 

Hunter ground his teeth to stop the string of expletives from bursting 

forth. It didn't matter how many times he saw them, he never got used to 

the sight. His grip tightened on the steering wheel and he kept his eyes 

on the road.  

 

"You are safe now. It's over." 

  

"I wish that were true," she said in a whisper. “I wish that were true but it 

has only begun. I have no idea who I am and what I am going to do now." 

 

"You are not lost. You're a grandmother to those babies. That's who you are. 

Build on that."  

 

Hunter smiled and she nodded in agreement. 

 

 "I've been taking care of everyone else, all of my life and I have to learn how to 

take care of me. I'm afraid, but I also know I have no choice, so I choose, a free 

life. Abuse free, will be new for me, but I am willing to give it a try. What can I 

lose?” 

 

He pulled up to the house which would be Leah’s haven and shifted the 

gear in Park.  

 

"Well I guess this is your stop, Leah."  

 



 

  

Trish ran out with an umbrella and gave Hunter the eye, while 

welcoming Leah with a smile. "Where have you been?” 

 

"I rode around, just to make sure no one was following us," Hunter replied, 

with an eye on Leah. "You know Trish; in these times we are living I 

wouldn't want to subject your clients to more than they have already been 

through." 

 

Trish extended her hand to help Leah from the truck. She blew a warm 

thank you kiss to Hunter, and he reached up to grab it. As Hunter pulled 

off, Trish put her arms around Leah's fragile shoulders, as she guided 

her into the doorway of a new experience.  

 

"My, my Trish, you've saved my life. Thank you for your kind service, I am 

ready to start a new one,” said Leah.  

 

"Oh Leah," said Trish, "It's the least I can do. You are going to be safe now!"  

 

By the way, that gentleman – ahhhh, Hunter, he sure is a good one." 

 

"Oh Hunter," Trish responded. "He's just a friend - you know," smiling 

insecurely. 

 

Leah hadn't needed much coaxing to drink a warm cup of chamomile tea 

and then shown her room. Trish could finally breathe a sigh of relief. It 

had taken her two years to get Leah to see that she had options and life 

could be better than the abuse she was receiving from the hands and feet 

of the man who pledged to love her.  

 

"Hi," Leah looked up to see a young woman standing in the 

doorway. "I'm Wendy, Trish asked me to stop by to make sure you 

were comfortable."  

 

Leah was glad for the interruption. Although the tea had helped to calm 

her nerves she was still a bit apprehensive about being in the shelter. She 

took in Wendy, who didn't look over 18 but her eyes held the same aches 

she recognized in her own.  



 

  

"Hello Wendy. And yes I'm fine."  

 

"Great! Dinner will be served in a few,” Wendy replied. “You are welcome to 

come down around six. Or if you wish to have it in your room, I can have one of 

the girls bring it up for you." 

 

"Thank you. Come in and have a seat." 

 

Surprised by the invite, Wendy hesitated. "Well I-I really should go."  

 

Leah smiled. "It's okay." She patted the vacant space on the bed. "I could 

really use the company."  

 

Wendy's dimpled smile exploded into a full grin and warmed Leah from 

the inside out.  

 

"How long have you known Trish?" Leah asked as Wendy took a seat next 

to her.  

 

"I've known Trish about two years. We met in my high school counseling 

session. She saved my life and now I can't seem to leave this place. At least once 

a week I think I'm ready to move. I pack my bags and head for the door, but 

that's as far as I've gotten."  

 

As Leah watched intently she thought that Wendy looked almost 

embarrassed by that revelation. 

 

There was a warm silence between the two women, and then almost 

childish laughter.  

 

"We are in safe and loving place, and believe me when I tell you. You will not be 

the same when you leave here. You will be better,” Wendy said softly.  

 

Unbeknownst to the two women, Trish was leaning on the doorframe, 

and quietly watched the familiar scene. She reflected on the day she met 

both women, and could not help, but think about the journey ahead for 



 

  

both. Her mind wondered even further back to the day she first came to 

this place, but that was another story.  

 

The anger, the self-hatred, the fear, the panic attacks, and the sleepless 

nights. She remembered them well but she learned they were a part of 

the journey back to living. It was not to be feared and in fact welcomed 

as you would a newborn baby. It was the only way to be truly woman 

again. She would tell them that more than once during the months 

ahead. 

 

Leah and Wendy looked up to see Trish smiling as she walked in, to take 

a seat by the heavily curtained window. They too smiled, and before 

Wendy excused herself, she hugged Leah and whispered in her ear; "I'm 

right next door, anytime day or night.”  

 

Leah looked longingly as Wendy disappeared from the room.  

 

"You are in a place that helps women to rebuild their lives. We take it one step, 

one moment, one emotion at a time. We have many safety precautions that will 

keep not only you, but our family and extended family protected. Once you have 

settled in, come down and I will get Bren to take you on a tour and go over our 

safety precautions." 

 

 



 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 2 

Sunrise 

-------- 

 
The next morning Trish couldn't help but think about Hunter's 

willingness to help her in anyway he could. She picked up the phone to 

call him but was surprised to hear his voice through the receiver. 

 

"Hello, Trish is that you?  It's me, Hunter."  

 

"Yes, it’s me. Good morning," she nervously touched her hair to see if it hid 

the scar.  

 

“You are playing with your hair again," he said. "You are beautiful."  

 

It always amazed him that he found Trish so attractive, even with the 

jagged scar that framed the left side of her cheek.  

 

"Thank you," Trish replied, halting the movement of her hand. "I wanted 

to tell you thanks for picking up my client. Your help is always priceless."  

 

"You don't have to keep saying that. I love helping you this way," Hunter 

countered. "I hope she gets the help she needs. I can't imagine having to start 

over at her age but if anyone can help her, I know you can." 

 

"You amaze me every time, Hunter" said Trish.  

 



 

  

The silence crackled as neither one knew what to say. Hunter wanted to 

blurt out that he had spent the night tossing and turning wishing that he 

could do more than pick up and drop off for Trish. But he didn't. He was 

a patient man and it had taken him this long to get her to open up 

enough to share her vision for the woman's shelter with him.  

 

All of the planning had been more than worth it. To see the triumph in 

her eyes every time he delivered another one of her clients safely. She 

was able to escape with her life and now her life was spent helping 

women save themselves. But was there a time limit on healing and what 

damage would be done if he moved too quickly? He longed to hold 

Trish in his arms and tell her how much he loved her. How he would 

never let anyone ever hurt her again.  

 

Footsteps in the hall jarred Trish from her thoughts.  

 

"I've got to run Hunter. Let me know how your job hunting goes.” 

 

 "I will Trish. Thanks again for helping me with my resume. I didn't realize I 

had so many marketable skills," he replied with a smile in his voice. 

 

Bren's warm hospitality helped Leah feel even more at home. She had 

spent the morning giving her the tour of the shelter, which was actually 

a row of townhouses that had been renovated on the inside to be a haven 

for hurting women. Bren’s grace and beauty was the sunshine of the 

shelter and you could feel her warmth before she even walked into the 

room.  

 

Trish was going to miss her. Bren had completed her two-year journey to 

healing and today was her last day here. She would make it very special 

for her and the surprises were just about to begin. As Trish was 

preparing for Bren's party the thought of inviting Hunter came across 

her mind. She hesitated because one of the house rules was to not invite 

any male friends to the house.  

 

"Trish. I, Uh, I, don't know what to say. You've all been so good to me," Bren 

could no longer hold her tears.  



 

  

Decorating the kitchen had cost Trish two hours sleep but it was worth 

it. Bren had come a long way and she wished her well. The two women 

embraced and no more words were needed. They had survived violent 

circumstances and it had forged a friendship that would transcend these 

walls but Bren had to leave now. She needed to see that there was life 

beyond Hope House.  

 

Over all the chattering, laughs and music...Trish could hear Hunter 

coming up the driveway.  

 

"Are you expecting someone?” Bren asked.  

 

"No," Trish said, although the butterflies in her stomach signaled it was 

Hunter. This was bad. Trish could recognize the sound of his truck's tires 

in the driveway in the same way she could recognize his voice in the 

middle of a crowd.  

 

"Actually it's Hunter. I figured you were worth breaking the rules for today." 

 

"Ohh, goody," Bren replied with glee. "I get to squeeze your sweetheart's you 

know what one last time." 

 

 All eyes were fixed on Hunters. There was not a woman in the room 

who did not know how things were between him and Trish. There was 

not one who did not feel that Hunter’s faithfulness was without doubt. 

 

"Hey ladies, the male stripper just walked in," shouted Sabrina.  

 

"This is not that type of party," warned Trish.  

 

“Who says,” countered Bren.  

 

The women shrieked and Hunter blushed. He swept a bouquet from 

behind his back and handed them to Bren.  

 

"Oh my, thank you Hunter. They are beautiful," Bren said burying her face 

in the petals of the pink roses. 



 

  

The big room echoed with the pleasant sound of girlish voices and low 

laughter. Leah sat by herself near one of the windows. Trish was talking 

to Hunter and watching Leah out of the corner of her eye. It was almost 

as though Leah was in another world. Her eyes seemed to be focused, 

but on what, no one knew.  

 

Like a movie projector in her head Leah was replaying all the happiest 

times in her life. Before the drinking, before the verbal slaps became 

physical and left deep bruises, before, she had needed to escape. A time 

when all she knew was love and joy. Was that really so long ago? 

 

After all of the guests were gone, the residents sat around with hot tea 

and punch telling stories about how they first met Bren. In between the 

laughter, were tears of joy and pain for all of them. A few even 

wondered aloud, when they would feel safe enough to leave. Sleep did 

not come easily for the residents of 'Hope House', on Bren's last night. 

Leah could hear several of the ladies making their last well wishes in 

between their choked-up, whispered tears.  

 

"I will miss this young woman that the sun rays seem to follow," Leah thought 

to herself.  

 

Leah heard a quiet knock, and tried to pretend she was asleep. She had 

had an emotional few days, and needed the rest. Leah opened her eyes, 

and gently lifted and tilted her head in the direction of the door. Bren 

closed the door as quietly as she could and approached Leah's bed. It 

didn't matter that this woman could be her grandmother; she knew that 

she needed to have this conversation before she left.  

 

"Leah, I know you aren't asleep yet. I need to talk to you," she whispered just 

in case she was.  

 

"I'm up," Leah replied sitting up in the bed. 

 

 "It always seems to happen this way. As one person makes his or her transition 

out, someone else comes in. You will be safe here and Trish will help you get 

through this," Bren consoled. 



 

  

 

 "I'm not looking forward to tomorrow. I need to make a decision if I am going 

to file criminal charges against him," Leah replied. "Everyone says I should 

but my heart says to leave it alone. What do you think?"  

 

"First thing Trish will tell you and I found out it was true, is don't get your 

hands dirty," was Bren's response which made Leah look up. "You 

are going to get angry and you may think revenge is the way to go but you only 

hurt yourself. File a police report so it is on record but what ever decisions you 

make and what you say, don't let anger be the force that drives you."  

 

As Leah looked into Bren's eyes she wondered how someone so much 

younger than her could be so wise. How could she know that revenge 

was the dish she wanted to serve her tormenter? Someone should pay 

for the pain she felt. The pain she had endured for over 20 years. The 

pain that left her unable to sleep at night for fear that her dreams would 

consume her and leave her devoid of all feeling. 

 

"I guess that would be a start" was all Leah would say, but Bren could see 

that there was so much more behind those dark eyes. 

 

-------- 

The blistering wind and rain that was present the day and night before, 

was now gone and the morning sun, had brought with it new 

possibilities, particularly for Bren. The occasion of someone leaving 

'Hope House' was always filled with a mix of emotions. Would they be 

safe? Could they find happiness and trust again?  

 

"Hunter is here," Trish yelled up the stairs. All of the residents began 

gathering at the doorway awaiting Bren's final appearance and 

departure.  

 

"Okay, okay, no tears," you could hear Bren say as she descended the 

stairs. She was absolutely radiant, in every way, and her exuberance was 

tangible. She was moving on with the next chapter of her life. "Behave 

yourselves, or I will have to come back," she smiled, and then laughed out 

loud. "Not a fat chance of that happening, she said.  



 

  

 

She hugged and whispered a personal message, in the ear of each of the 

awaiting women. Leah was the last person to be hugged, and Bren 

slipped a small piece of paper in her hands, and whispered "Call me, 

anytime.” 

 

-------- 

"Trish loves you, but she just doesn't know quite how to go about being in love 

right now, just be patient," Bren said to Hunter as he put down her bags 

on the platform of the station.  

 

"I know she does and that's why I love her." 

 

The train whistle was getting louder as the train approached the station. 

Hunter planted a kiss on Bren's cheek, and said, "We will all miss you." 

 

 



 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 3  

Home Again 

-------- 
 

Bren was startled from a wonderful dream, by a man that was sitting 

across from her, he was lightly tapping her shoulder and saying, "Hey 

miss, I think this is your stop."  

 

She tried to make sure her makeup was freshened as the lights began to 

come up on the train. Passengers were rustling about, securing their 

belongings. 

 

The train pulled into the station and Bren stood on the platform, looking 

around for her sister Jai, and her roommate, Carlotta. A feeling of 

trepidation overwhelmed her as she wondered if she made the right 

decision to come back home. She had moved away from people that 

were more like her family, than her own family was.  Could she fit into 

life in this small town? 

 

Bren and Jai's eyes met at the same time. They both ran toward each 

other crying, and hugging. It had been more than six years since they 

had seen each other. Carlotta was gathering Bren's bags, and then was 

introduced as Jai's best friend. Jai's car smelled like it had been detailed, 

just for this occasion.  

 

"We'll show you around before you start work on Monday," Carlotta said.  

 

Jai had put on a few pounds since they’d last seen each other, and she 

exuded a confidence and new level of happiness that Bren didn’t recall 



 

  

her having. The two sisters reminisced about their time growing up, and 

occasionally Carlotta chimed in with a familiar story. Bren was 

reintroduced to the community at every stop they made.  

 

"The last I saw you, you was knee-high to a grasshopper," Mr. Morgan said.  

 

Bren recalled how Mr. Morgan’s candy store was always crowded with 

after school kids, jockeying for position to buy the treat of the day. It 

hadn’t changed much, Mr. Morgan explained. Kids today still need a 

safe place to hang out. 

 

As the women drove up to the "old house", Bren was overwhelmed by 

the flood of mixed emotions. Despite a new coat of paint and a new fence 

around the property, Bren began to feel as if she had never left.  

 

"Come on," Jai said as she pulled her from the front seat. "I'll show you 

what we did to your old room."  

 

Bren’s feet felt like cinder blocks as she walked to the front door, and she 

began to sweat profusely. With tears brimming from her eyes, Jai and 

Carlotta, grabbed her arms, and pulled her up the stairs.  

 

“It’s okay,” Jai said gently but firmly.  

 

It felt like "dead man walking," Bren thought. The excitement of coming 

home had worn off when the car pulled up to the front of the house, and 

now Bren dreaded going in and confronting the memories. Carlotta ran 

ahead to open the door, and the warm vibrations from inside, just 

seemed to reach out and put its arm around Bren’s shoulder.  

 

Jai and Carlotta had added grand love and sensitivity into the old house. 

The bedroom at the top of the stairs was Bren’s old room, and after 

looking around downstairs, and absorbing the colors and ambiance that 

could nourish anyone's soul, she ran upstairs like a child on Christmas 

Day.  

 



 

  

"She likes it," she heard them say in unison, as she let out a scream. "I am 

home." 

 

…….. 

Monday morning, Bren woke early with excitement for the first day of 

work. She showered and went to dress in a crisp white blouse with satin 

buttons and a taupe knee-length skirt that she had laid out last night, 

only to find it missing. Bren knocked on her sister's bedroom door to ask 

if she had moved her outfit, the door slowly creaked open and she saw 

Carlotta... 

 

"Oh I'm sorry," Carlotta said, almost looking embarrassed. "I was just 

pressing out your wrinkles. I hope you, didn't mind.” 

 

"Anytime you want to iron, just let me know,” Bren said laughing. 

 

"Come on," Bren could hear Jai say as she rushed to fasten her blouse.  

 

"How did you sleep," Carlotta asked, as they descended the stairs. The 

smile on Bren’s face was all the answer she needed.  

 

Bren admitted to herself that she was really feeling the new mood of the 

town. It had a more inclusive feeling than she recalled from growing up. 

The old mill was now refitting homes with solar panels, and it was 

buzzing with transplants from other parts of the country.  

 

The town had a more down home urban connection going for it now, 

and she was digging it, for sure. In the wee hours of the morning, she 

had committed herself to becoming a part of the town and moving 

forward with her life. She was anxious to get started with the life that 

had been put on hold, for way too long. 

 

….…. 

Bren’s first day as a claims adjuster at the families' business, was not as 

bad as she thought it would be. In fact, it was fantastic, she expressed to 

Jai during a coffee break. Within minutes of arriving, Bren had been 

introduced to second and third cousins that she never knew. At lunch 



 

  

time, everyone shared stories about the places they had all lived, being 

careful to avoid family secrets and drama.  

 

Carlotta worked as a designer in the solar panels mill, and she loved it, 

in fact that was all she talked about. Jai was her sister’s supervisor and 

didn't cut her any slack, first day or not. Bren had missed working and 

just being able to function independently in the world. Hope House 

helped to prepare her for the next phase of life, and Bren knew she was 

on the fast track now. Not too fast though, that small voice whispered. 

 

…….. 

Later that evening, the restaurant the girls took Bren to was standing 

room only. Bren couldn't believe it, even though she had a great day, and 

it was probably worth celebrating, she just wasn't up to standing in a 

long line. As she chatted things up with Jai, Carlotta, Bren noticed a few 

of the company employees going inside and urged the women to push 

ahead into the restaurant. 

 

"Surprise," everyone shouted. 

 

The entire restaurant had been rented out for a party to welcome Bren 

home. All Bren could do was stand there with total amazement.  

 

"Speech. Speech," the rowdy crowd was shouting.  

 

Bren felt like her mouth was filled with cotton, and finally mustered an 

"I don't know what to say." 

 

Jai and Carlotta were on opposite sides of the room, and her eyes 

searched until she found them. They were both teary, and were clapping 

loudly with the rest of the crowd.  

 

"I never expected any of this," Bren said wiping a tear. "Jai and Carlotta you 

will pay for this. Thank you all for thinking of me and I appreciate how you all 

have given me a space to feel safe and to move on with my life. It's been fun 

catching up with old friends and making new ones. They say you can't go home 



 

  

again. I am so glad that is not true. Thanks again for doing this. Enjoy the 

party." 

 

It only took seconds for Jai and Carlotta to be at her side with tissues and 

glass of champagne.  

 

“You did it girl. You made it out when everybody said you wouldn't," Jai 

comforted her.  

 

"Let's all toast to new beginnings, new love and more cash," Carlotta shouted.  

 

Everyone laughed and agreed, raising their glasses to toast Bren's new 

life. 

 

"My, my, my or should I say um, um, um look who just walked in," Jai said 

under her breath.  

 

"Bad boys, bad boys, what you gonna do," Carlotta sang back.  

 

"What are you two going on about?" Bren asked following their gaze.  

 

"Trouble just walked in the door and it looks like he is heading this way," Bren 

heard Jai respond but her eyes were fixed on the man, who walked as if 

he owned the place and expected all others to make way for his entrance.  

 

He looked familiar but she had no idea why as she didn't think you 

could forget someone like him. 

 

"Good evening ladies," the man said as he stopped in front of Bren.  

 

He was tall. God had taken extra special care when he was working on 

his shoulders and that face. His voice was liquid chocolate and she was 

addicted to chocolate of any kind.  

 

"Hello Grey, nice of you to stop by," Jai replied dropping her flirtiest gaze 

on him.  

 



 

  

"I believe this is yours Brenetta. You left it on the train the other day."  

 

Bren's stare changed to shame as she realized what he was holding in his 

hand. Life had been so busy since she returned; she hadn't noticed that 

her journal was missing. Now she knew, and he had read it.  

 

"Thank you for returning this," Bren said with more confidence than she 

felt. "Everyone calls me Bren however. Could I get you something to drink?" 

 

The offer stunned Grey; he couldn't remember the last time anyone 

offered to do anything for him.  

 

"I'm Grey and yes, I would love that drink." 

 

Bren smiled and turned to find a waiter. She needed the break to catch a 

breath and unscramble her thoughts. Trish would be proud she had kept 

it together and not show her mortification of a stranger returning her 

journal. Her life was on those pages and it had been a moment of panic 

that caused her to take it out and read it on the train. She'd needed a 

reminder of all she’d overcome and what life was going to be like this 

time around.  

 

Where was a waiter when you needed one? What did Grey drink 

anyway and why the heck was she doing this? Bren tried to recall the 

article about what men can tell about you by the drinks you choose. Did 

she want to be flirty Bren, conservative Bren, or please take me home, I 

haven't been with a man in years Bren?  

 

"For God's sake, it’s a drink not an examination," she muttered to herself a 

little too loudly.  

 

Thankfully the waiter solved the problem, as there was only one thing 

on his tray. Champagne. Bren grabbed two glasses and stepped back into 

a very solid chest that had not been there a second ago. 

 

"I got you," Grey said as he steadied her.  

 



 

  

"Sorry, I didn't see you there. Hope you like champagne it was all they had," 

she apologized trying to avoid his eyes.  

 

While standing next to Grey, Bren knew it would eventually come up 

and she was not looking forward to answering questions about where 

she lived, and what she had done before returning home.... she was not 

ready to get into details, and surely did not want men to feel they had to 

be defensive. Bren was past that stage, and had answered a new curtain 

call.  

 

"Thank you for the drink, Bren. What shall we toast to?" he asked, breaking 

the silence.  

 

"Hmm. Let's toast to new beginnings and new adventures," she answered 

bravely.  

 

"Sounds good. To Bren and her new beginning. May she include me in all her 

adventures," Grey raised his glass to hers. 

 

On the way home, Bren found a private place deep in her thoughts, and 

no one was invited.  

 

"Tell me what you think of him," Carlotta and Jai asked in unison.  

 

"When are you going to see him again," Bren heard, but she was in such a 

state, she did not want her thoughts interrupted, so she threw up one 

finger, meaning to give her a minute.  

 

The sound of Jai and Carlotta giggling did not disturb the feelings that 

Bren thought was buried, deep in the clear waters of her soul. 

 

"Next week," Bren said, in a quiet, yet pleased voice, as they pulled into 

the driveway.  

 

Each of the women had being through a couple of emotional months, 

Bren planning her return home; Carlotta, deciding not to go back to 

college after the break; and Jai, making sure her sister felt all the love and 



 

  

support she needed and deserved upon returning home. When the door 

was closed and locked, together the women checked the house and they 

all lumbered to their rooms.  

 

"A lot of love and sweat equity went into this room," Bren thought as she 

looked around, and closed the door. 

 

------- 

The morning dance at the Saunders household was not much different 

from Hope House, with all of the residents, moving about in the kitchen, 

handing off toast, juice and coffee to one another. The girls discussed last 

night’s party and Bren expressed her absolute surprise and pleasure. 

After sharing their individual plans for the day, and agreeing to stay in 

touch, Jai left, then Carlotta, and then Bren, who decided to take public 

transportation, besides it was the kind of day...you want to slowly take 

in.  

 

Bren didn't want to miss a minute of this new day - this new start - this 

new life into which she was entering. At least that's how it felt...like a 

new beginning. 

 

The morning flew by quickly and Bren was pleasantly surprised. She 

enjoyed meeting the clients and helping with their claims. She was under 

no illusion that she would be here forever, but it was a good way to start 

over and put down some roots. Her mind flashed back to meeting Grey 

at the party and she wondered what he was doing today. She'd 

confessed to her roommates that she wouldn't mind running into him 

again.  

 

Across town Grey was mulling similar thoughts. Was it too soon to call 

Bren? He wanted to call and ask her out but hesitated. He had history 

and it was not all good. The women he dated had a right to know why 

the cops always seemed to knock on his door at two in the morning 

looking for drug dealers and other low life. Grey no longer made excuses 

about his mistakes but this time he hoped Bren would give him a chance 

without putting him on the defense. She seemed like that type of girl. 

Praying his instincts were right, Grey dialed the number to her office.  



 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 4  

Voices  

-------- 
 

Hunter's phone rang, and on the other end was Trish.  

 

"I'm on the way, and please forgive me for being late." 

 

 "There is nothing to forgive, and take your time. I am not going anywhere," 

Hunter replied.  

 

He and Trish had been having "meetings" for more than three months, 

and she had never been on time. There was always a last minute issue 

that needed her attention. 

 

Hunter glanced through the window, and watched couples as they 

walked by, some laughing and some pressing their bodies close to each 

other’s. He longed for that relationship with Trish, but was willing to 

wait, because he was sure she wanted that too. He must have been in 

really deep thought, because he did not see Trish enter the restaurant.  

 

She sneaked up behind him, put her hands over his eyes and kissed him 

softly on his cheek. He knew it was her.  

 

"You made it and only 20 minutes late today," he said teasingly.  

 

"Sorry, Leah finally had the melt down we've been waiting on and I needed to be 

there to get her through it." 

 



 

  

”I'm glad she has you Trish. I can only imagine what it would be like to be 55 

and dealing with such old wounds." 

 

"I know. Can you imagine going through that hell for 20 years? I know it's 

probably too soon for any real healing to have taken place, but I really thought 

Leah would be further along by now. The thought that she'd even consider going 

back to that animal really shouldn't have surprised me." 

 

Hunter eyed Trish as her shoulders slumped forward.  

 

"I've seen it again and again, and still to watch someone go through the stages 

of loss rips my heart out." 

 

Hunter reached across the table and covered Trish's hand with his own. 

The gentle squeeze gave Trish what felt like an electric shock. It shot 

straight up her arm and caused what she was sure was a visible blush. 

She raised her face and looked straight into Hunter's tender gaze...  

 

"You know Hunter, I'm so happy to know you, you really are a great man, 

strong, confident, caring; you aren't like any of those men that my clients face 

and I'm just happy knowing that you are who you are!" 

 

Still blushing, Trish extended her hand to Hunter's face.  

 

"Well, I guess it just goes to show my parents did a fine job. But Trish: how 

long have we been friends? You know that I'll never fail you - never - in 

anything! Whatever you call on me to do, I'll do it gladly for you." 

 

She didn't know how to respond, so she didn't and shifted the 

conversation.  

 

“You never mentioned how that job interview turned out." 

 

"It didn't," was his quick reply.  

 

"Oh, I'm sorry, Hunter, I was hoping this one would be a yes." 

 



 

  

"Well, Trish, I didn't give them a chance to say yes, or no. I called and canceled 

the interview."  

 

Trish looked stunned which shifted to disappointment as it hit home 

what Hunter had done. Hunter raised a finger to her lips to stop the 

outburst that was imminent.  

 

"Hear me out Trish. I looked at the resume you did for me and realized there 

were a lot of skills that I was not making use of. I've decided to start my own 

company, which is what I wanted to share with you today."  

 

Hunter's gaze held Trish's intently.  

 

"You can't imagine how comforting it is to know that," Trish replied. 

“Hunter, the businessman. Has a nice ring to it.” 

 

At that moment it was as though they had been transported. The energy 

in the room was palpable, but no one else seemed to be aware of the fire 

that was building. Hunter leaned forward and brushed his lips across 

Trish's. The softest, sweetest kiss Trish ever remembered been given. 

Even though their lips seemed to barely touch Trish could feel the heat 

emanating for Hunter's body. The warmth was so consuming that Trish 

leaned in for more...  

 

Even though the food and ambiance in the restaurant was always 

fantastic, Hunter's company made it especially indescribable tonight. It 

was almost as if he pulled out all of the stops for tonight. He looked 

good, he smelled absolutely heavenly and, and THAT KISS! 

 

He talked with confidence and excitement about the decision to start his 

own business. His eyes told her of his desire for her, and he knew how 

she felt about him.  Didn’t he? What am I waiting for, Trish thought? 

 

…..… 

Trish was standing by the kitchen bay window, drinking her second cup 

of coffee and smiling at the squirrels’ playfulness, as she twirled the ends 

of her hair. Her thoughts changed to her date the night before with 



 

  

Hunter, when she heard the footsteps of the first resident to the first 

group breakfast of the month. This would be Leah's first and Sheila's last. 

  

"We talk about what domestic violence is, how it effects us, who commits such a 

despicable act and what we need to do as women to remove ourselves from the 

situation," Sheila expressed to the attentive group.  

 

Trish looked around at the faces of this band of women who had yet to 

claim their strength, who had yet to face their truth, and who had yet to 

find their voice.  

 

"You are in the right place, doing the right thing, at the right time, and don't let 

anyone tell you differently, and that includes yourself," Sheila told the small 

group. 

 

Leah listened intently as each woman around the large kitchen table 

shared with each other how they heard about "Hope House". She knew 

the details of her life would have to be on the table like the breakfast and 

orange juice they were all sharing. When it came to her, she swallowed 

hard, and after more than 20 minutes of sharing domestic violence 

stories at the hands of her husband of more than 20 years, and father of 

her four girls and one son, Leah was emotionally exhausted. 

 

Trish had heard plenty of stories in her seven years as director of "Hope 

House," but had never seen anyone share their lives in such a compelling 

manner. Leah had a gift, and everyone knew it. After group was over, 

everyone crowded around this little fragile woman, with a big heart and 

an even bigger spirit. A new energy had emerged, in the body of 

someone so totally unsuspecting.  

 

Leah felt alive, she felt relieved, almost as if she had lifted a veil, or 

removed a seemingly immovable burden. Her story and her energy 

became the mighty river through which every woman endeavors to 

travel. With tears in her eyes, Leah declared, "I feel free." 



 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 5  

Flashbacks 

-------- 
 

"Hello," this is Trish. "How can I help you"? 

 

It appeared to be busier than usual, only because Trish was unfamiliar 

with the new phone system. She was a little annoyed, because of the 

annual inspection of the facility was later in the week, and there was so 

much to do.  

 

"You can help me by going to lunch with me," the sexy voice on the other 

end replied. A fire immediately lit her heart, and burst out through her 

voice.  

 

"Yes, yes," she was almost embarrassed because of her quick and over-

readiness to accept. 

 

Hunter smiled. "What's going on over there"? 

 

"Everything,” Trish replied. "Gail is out sick today and I decided to give a 

hand with the phones. That was a bad mistake. Hold on, hold on a second," 

Trish said frantically.  

 

Hunter listened to the entire rendition of Marvin Gaye’s "What's Going 

On," before he realized it, and was about to hang up, when Trish 

returned.  

 

"What time," she hastily asked.  



 

  

 

“One  o’clock,” he replied.  

 

"Cool," Trish said as she hung up.  

 

Trish was frazzled, when Hunter pulled his truck to the front of Hope 

House. He swung open the door, and she climbed in. After their 

greetings, they rode in unusual silence until they reached the first traffic 

light. As they sat in the traffic, an overwhelming urge to cry, and not just 

cry, but to cleanse came over Trish, like a big wave. Hunter was looking 

at her, and pulled over to the curb.  

 

"Let it out, Trish," he softly whispered.  

 

He moved closer to her, and laid her head on his broad shoulder. Trish 

longed for a simpler life, but her guilt and sense of duty kept her on the 

job all the time, seems like 24-7.  

 

"In seven years I have never taken a vacation, from Hope, not even a weekend," 

Trish said in between her sobbing. "I don't know what a normal life is 

anymore, but I want to try and find it," she said as she was trying to regain 

her composure. 

 

This was music to Hunter's ears, he had dreamed of this day. "Can this 

actually be happening," he thought.  

 

"What can I do to help," Hunter asked with genuine concern. 

 

Trish's cell phone interrupted her ready response, and she reluctantly 

answered the incoming call.  

 

"Hello, this is Trish," and immediately an illuminating smile came over 

her face. "Well hello stranger, I was wondering when you were going to call. 

Hold on, I'm here with Hunter."  

 

"What's up," Hunter said aloud, knowing it was Bren. 

 



 

  

"Oh, I would love to come for a visit, in fact I need to come for a visit," Trish 

responded with a heavy sigh. "You know, I'm having my usual, I know there 

is more out there for me, meltdown right now, but I'm better now. Look, I'm 

going to lunch with Hunter, and I'll call you later tonight. I am so glad to know 

things are good." 

 

The call ended with Trish saying, "Okay, okay, later." 

 

Trish looked at Hunter, and for the first time, admitted to herself she was 

so in love with him. Tears welled up in Trish's eyes, and she took 

Hunter's warm and firm right hand in hers, and said, "We've both been 

invited to visit Bren." 

 

She swore she could have felt his heart in her hand. 

 

…….. 

Leah was restless and she knew why. She was missing her grandkids. 

The twin boys always spent the afternoons with her and as much as the 

first few weeks without them were a welcome change, she longed for the 

familiar and their inquisitive minds.  

 

The photos she had grabbed of them and the rest of the family were now 

dog-eared. She had touched them so much. Would they understand why 

grandma had to go away? She prayed they would in the future if not 

now. What must my daughters and son be thinking, Leah thought? What 

was he telling them? Except for several illnesses over the years and being 

away for the birth of her children, Leah had never missed preparing a 

Sunday meal.  

 

"I’ve got to pull it together, because I know I can. I have no choice," she 

whispered softly holding the pictures of her family close to her heart. 

 

Leah heard Hunter's truck pull in front of Hope House, and she thought 

back to the day Hunter literally plucked her from that bus stop. Leah 

even recalled the day she first spoke to Trish. A new resident, 

introducing herself, jolted her from her daydream. Leah had been the 



 

  

only resident without a roommate until today. Trish must have thought 

she was ready.  

 

"Oh, its' always nice to meet someone who is taking charge of their life," Leah 

declared.  

 

Monica did not know what to make of the elderly woman who opened 

the door. She could be her grandmother but yet she felt as if she were 

looking in a mirror. The same haunted uncertainty stared back at her.  

 

"I, I'm Monica. Trish said this was my room," stretching a hand towards 

Leah. 

 

"Welcome, Monica, there is plenty of room to spare. It’s nice to finally have a 

roommate." 

 

The silence grew as Leah left Monica to her thoughts and arranging her 

side of the room. She had appreciated the silence the first three weeks. It 

was a great way to find her bearings and make plans for the future. Trish 

had a system and it seemed to work.  

 

No woman had ever repeated her time at the center. Once they left, they 

were brand new women ready to start over without fear of repeating the 

same mistakes. Was it too late for Leah to be starting over? It wasn't as if 

she was dreaming of getting married again. She had grandkids and a 

pension for God's sake. 

 

"This is not my life," Leah thought.  

 

"That's what every woman thinks. They think they are too old, affluent, 

Christian, you name it," Leah recalled Trish saying to her over the phone, 

the very first time they met. "Get it out of your head, that you can not and 

will not become a victim of this type of violence. You need to know the signs, 

precautions and put in place safeguards for an escape if you fall victim."  

 

Leah could hear Trish's words through her tears, while listening to her 

during that frightening, embarrassing and confusing day. "You need to 



 

  

come in, and let us help you," she heard before quickly hanging up, 

because of angry footsteps approaching the bedroom door.  

 

Leah dropped the phone into the cradle as if it were hot coal and, at 

once, flinched at what would walk through the bedroom door.... She 

never tired of seeking prayer and "wasting" wishes in hopes of a better 

day, so she silently prayed, "Jesus wept," hopeful she would be spared 

today’s ire.  

 

She was tired - mentally, physically and emotionally and she was in such 

a weakened state for she had been beaten down in so many ways on so 

many days. Still, the footsteps grew closer and angrier -- she, 

unconsciously, braced herself for the assault that was sure to come, 

either by hand or word.  

 

She tried to look unaffected as she busied herself wiping imaginary hair 

from the nightstand ...next to the phone. That phone... that lifeline... She 

knew the routine well. The cuss word that always followed Jerry 

bumping into the footstool he insisted needed to be at the foot of the bed; 

the groans and his expletive-ridden promise never to drink another 

whiskey; and then the vehement anger at Leah for not straightening the 

corners of the bed, or picking up his dirty laundry off the floor. 

 

Today would be different Leah vowed to herself. Today was the day she 

would break that routine, the spell that had her entranced for all of her 

adult life. 

 

“What made you decide to come here?" Monica's question jarred Leah from 

her memories. "I don't mean to sound rude but aren't you too old to be in a 

place like this?"  

 

Leah smiled at the questions. She had asked herself the same ones a 

thousand times from the moment she began to pack her bags as Jerry 

slept off his drinking binge.  

 



 

  

"You are never too old to change your life and decide you want more from it 

than what it has been giving you," Leah replied. "It took me some time but I 

finally believed it and walked away."  

 

When Monica didn't immediately respond, she continued. "I realized that 

I suffered from a degenerative disease… the worst disease," she reflected. "The 

disease of hate; and I didn’t know if it was hate of my husband, hate of the 

disease of alcoholism or hate of me. I had to leave… 'Old’ or not, I had to make a 

change."  

 

Almost as an afterthought she added, "You know, music stills me… so 

when I heard a song by Chris Sigh I listened to the lyrics and I heard:" 

Lord, empty me of me so I can be. 

Lord, empty me of me so I can be filled with you. 

Change had come…. 

 

"I ran away. I had to. Not because he was killing me but because I was already 

dead! I couldn't feel anything. My mother passed and I didn't even cry. I didn't 

feel sad. I didn't feel relieved that she was no longer in pain. I felt nothing," 

poured out Monica. “I had to run or else I would have let him kill me just so 

the deadness would be over. Does that make sense?” She asked turning to 

Leah who had come to sit beside her.  

 

“It makes perfect sense,” Leah replied as she laid a comforting hand on 

her back. "As clichéd as the phrase may be -- the battle is not over, it has only 

just begun. It takes a different kind of strength to follow through with your 

decisions. And that's why you are here.”  

 

Leah gave Monica a moment to absorb her words before reassuring her 

that she wasn’t alone. “We will be each others strength; you have that in me 

and I need that in you." 

 

Leah shuddered, she felt like a mere babe in this process so how could 

she help another, she wondered... but she knew she would. Her strength 

would come from knowing she was being depended upon. This was an 

opportunity to rise and not fail another human being as she often felt 

she'd failed her own children and grandchildren. The nagging presence 



 

  

of feelings of failures made her welcome her decision to seek help. She 

needed to release the guilt. 

 

Leah decided to lighten the mood. “Let’s have coffee! I make an absolutely 

fabulous caramel latte – rather my Tassimo machine does but who cares, it’s 

good! We can toast to sane moments and plausible deniability!”  

 

She caught Monica’s confused expression, “Let’s just say I wasn’t always so 

reassuring, comforting and ‘sane’… I was a broken woman and had some 

terrible thoughts…” 

 

They laughed as they stood and started out of the room. 

 

…….. 

Bren's day wasn't going as planned. The copier broke in the middle of a 

major run and the phone had not stopped ringing since she got in that 

morning. A latte would brighten things up and Bren wondered whom 

she could find to get one for her.  

 

The phone was ringing AGAIN. Before she could get the greeting out, 

Grey's voice was making an invitation "Come have a latte with me." The 

coffee gods had heard her plea.  

 

"Yes," she answered without hesitation. 

 

"Be there in five minutes," he responded.  

 

She didn't take the regular phone calls and text messages for granted. 

Grey was seriously wooing her and she loved it. This would be their first 

meeting since a disastrous first date that left Grey with a black eye and a 

busted windshield. The fact that he had called her more than once to see 

how she was doing and to make sure she was settling in at the new job 

was a miracle. 

 

Bren forwarded the calls to the answering service and headed for the 

ladies room to freshen up her makeup. Thanks to Trish she had toned 



 

  

down her colors, learned to apply makeup to enhance her looks rather 

than cover up black eyes, and busted lips.  

 

Grey was waiting for her when she got outside and the busted 

windshield was nowhere in site. In fact, Grey was driving a sports utility 

and not the tricked out Porsche he had used on their golf date. She 

blushed at the memory of her inability to control the golf club; hence 

Grey's black eye and the golf ball with a mind of its own. 

 

Bren presented Grey with a subdued smile that looked more like a 

smirk, completely betraying the fact that she was dizzy with excitement 

and expectations of ... of the possibilities! Hmmm, she cautioned herself 

... expectations -- she would need to be careful with that word. Grey 

seemed great but she everybody had a story. Bren was wise -- a Porsche, 

a SUV.... Grey, indeed, had a story to tell.  

 

Wait! She panicked, was this just her defense mechanisms haunting her 

happiness? She decided she would be open to the possibilities -- after all, 

she couldn't possibly be the only phoenix rising.... 

 

Bren's smile widened as she approached Grey and he sent her a knowing 

smile. Ever transparent, Bren just couldn't contain her excitement -- smile 

smirk or scowl, so she released herself into the moment...  

 

Grey was as excited... giddy even! He tempered that feeling as he 

worried and wondered, “What time was the right time to share secrets?” 

He knew secrets to be so very divisive, but sharing too soon could ruin a 

budding romance, he countered.... He needed time -- timing is 

everything, right? Besides, that's how they met-- Bren's forgotten 

journal... and he could have read her most intimate thoughts -- learning 

her before she was ready and without her knowledge…. 

 

Bren headed straight for Grey's open arms. She needed the hug he was 

offering and hugged him right back.  

 

"Thank you for reading my mind," she said raising her head to look at him. 

"Or was it my journal that gave me away?" 



 

  

She regretted her words the moment they were released. Darn she knew 

how to ruin a good thing.  

 

"Actually Bren, I only scanned it to find out how I could return it. When I 

recognized your sister's name I stopped. Please believe me. The hug, the latte 

invite, me standing here right now is because I like being with you. No hidden 

agendas, I just want to spend time with you." 

 

Pre-Hope House Bren was telling her not to trust him. Jai had been 

hinting at his checkered past and the flashy clothing and cars seemed to 

support what it. Was she ready to know who he was and was it too soon 

to reveal her own darkness?  

 

"Maybe we need to talk and clear the air about who we are and what we are 

doing. I can't date you without a purpose and we both need to know where we 

stand," she said moving out of his arms.  

 

"Come back here, Bren," was his only response.  

She hesitated, told Pre-Hope House Bren to take a hike and returned for 

the rest of her hug. 

 

"Meet my, not so welcome, alter ego -- Pre-Hope House Bren," she blushed 

and whispered into his neck. "She tends to intrude every now and again -- 

but I expect that will change soon." 

 

Grey busted out with a laugh and squeezed her tighter. He looked at her 

with intensity and declared, "You are so welcome in my world, and you are 

such a welcome presence in my life. I…"  

 

Bren quieted the moment by softly putting her finger to his lips and said, 

"Let's enjoy this feeling, live in this moment and oh, ummm, can I get my coffee 

please?" 

 

The lunch hour went by much too quickly but it was just what Bren 

needed. By the time she got back to the office, the phones were quiet and 

the repairman had saved the copier from further abuse. She grinned for 

the rest of the afternoon, looking forward to the movie and dinner date 



 

  

later on. Grey had promised to be open about his past so they could 

move forward. She prayed she would be able to handle the truth and he 

could do the same for her. 

 

Leah remembered Bren's warm hospitality and hoped her own gesture, a 

coffee break, was a refreshing comfort and effective segue into the group 

meet she and Monica were about to attend. Leah, both, looked forward 

to and dreaded the hours long confessional/motivational/therapeutic 

meeting of women in various stages of recovery and acceptance; the 

dynamics were intriguing, indeed, but it sometimes weighed heavily on 

her soul.  

 

As one of the older members at the home everyone looked to Leah as the 

most experienced and adaptable. The pressure was difficult for her to 

shoulder and sometimes she just wanted to go home go to sleep and 

wake up -- healed. But where is home? Abuse was all she knew and had 

been "home" for so long... and here she was home less -- in residence, 

emotion and comfort. And, yet again, having to maintain an image.... 

Would this facade ever really end? She was always hiding something. 

She had her days -- some days were strong some days... others, no 

strength at all. 



 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 6  

A Cautionary Tale 

-------- 
 

Trish took a moment and looked at the women gathered. The faces 

changed every 18 months but the look was always the same. She didn't 

get tired of seeing their eyes go from being frightened of a slammed door 

or glass breaking to brimming with confidence when it was time to 

leave. Some women didn't have the courage to go through the process 

and she usually took it personally when they left after only a few weeks. 

But Trish knew deep down it was not so. It had taken her seven tries 

before she actually left her abusive husband without looking back. 

 

"Okay everyone. Let's get started," Trish said raising her hand to silence the 

women. "We want to welcome Monica to Hope House." 

 

The women all clapped and sent words of encouragement to Monica, 

who was sticking as close to Leah as she could.  

 

"Usually it would be Monica's turn to share her story but I don't think she is 

ready for that just yet. So, I thought I would share a bit of my own, as it's been a 

long time since I have done so. In fact none of you here now have ever heard it.   

 

“I chose the name for the shelter because it represents for me two of the most 

important ingredients to successful living. When you lose your ability to hope, 

you lose your sense of direction, your security and the safety of home," she said 

pausing to take a deep breath. I thought when I met Randy I found my hope and 

my home in him. He was one of those guys that appeared to have everything 



 

  

going for him. The looks, the lines, the cash and he wanted me. What could be 

better than that?" 

 

"He was terribly committed -- I was swept away and lost myself in his goodwill 

and charm," Trish remembered. "I didn't notice the possessiveness and 

jealousy to be a problem. In fact, I found his level of caring to be quite 

comforting." Trish waited a beat before continuing. "As the relationship 

progressed the more controlling he seemed to become. Little did I know - he was 

controlling all along -- I just didn't want to see it in him." 

 

Trish didn't want to take up too much of the meeting time talking about 

her but she wanted the ladies to know that, to a degree, they all suffered 

in similar ways. So, she went on.  

 

"Jealousy plus possessiveness plus alcoholism proved a near deadly combination 

on many occasion but through it all I thought -- if we could only treat and cure 

the addiction all would be well in the land of Trish and Randy…" 

 

Trish wanted to wrap up but continued. "I considered myself educated so I 

didn't think it possible to become a victim over something I could control." She 

tried to inject a little humor, "My personal motto has become-- reverse 

psychology only works on the unsuspecting! I really didn't believe he could 

manipulate nor out think me but I found myself altering my life in order to 

prevent arguments." 

 

Trish recalled, "Initially, I was not afraid of him, if anything, I would have 

expected a little mutual combat before I ever imagined I would be a victim."  

 

This produced a few giggles, which let Trish know she still held their 

attention. 

 

Although years removed, revisiting that period of time could still 

produce emotion in Trish -- she swallowed the lump in her throat and 

went on to describe the making of a domestic violent victim.  Trish 

described how domestic violence doesn't always appear in the more 

recognizable forms.  

 



 

  

"I isolated myself -- spending less time entertaining and interacting with friends 

and family and spending more time with him. I didn't realize isolation doesn't 

always mean, geographically taking one away from their friends and family." 

 

"I just want to let you know, that this too will pass. Time is the master and 

although you can't see the end of the tunnel. It is there. You will feel again, you 

will laugh again, you will love again!"  

 

The silence was tangible. Trish smiled and made sure her eyes touched 

each woman.  

 

"Welcome to Hope House everyone. You have to be willing to be honest with 

yourself first, and then with us. You will make it out of here, free and ready to 

move on." 

 

"Hope House is not a place to hide out until the danger passes," Trish told the 

women. "If you only hide out here, then when it is your time to leave you will 

go back to the same life. The issue is not men, the issue is you. Are you ready to 

face yourself and do what is necessary to attract the good you deserve in your 

life?" 

 

Sabrina raised her hand and Trish allowed her to speak. "I thought you 

were crazy the first time you said that. It’s easier to blame someone else for the 

condition of your life, than to take responsibility, make the corrections and move 

on.” 

 

As Trish looked across the room she witnessed so many emotions 

flashing across the faces of those who had made the choice to journey 

back to live with dignity and the freedom to love and be loved. The look 

of confidence was too deeply lodged behind their feelings of uncertainty, 

and the fear that dictated their daily lives prior to them coming to Hope 

House. But, as they began to introduce themselves to one another she 

could sense that the walls that these women lived behind to escape their 

fears no longer seemed impossible to tear down. What seemed like a 

journey from which they would never escape their horrors was now 

finally underway. And, for the first time in a long time they didn't have 

to travel with the fear of being alone. 



 

  

 

"Before we leave to handle chores and other responsibilities," Trish, said with a 

beaming smile on her face and a bigger one in her heart. "Sabrina has been 

accepted to college. She will be a full-time student, moving to another city, has a 

part-time job lined up and will regain custody of her children  and all of this 

within the next two months. Please give our sista’ some love." 

 

There was a smattering of applause, visible tears, raised fists, and high-

fiving for Sabrina, and for the reality that someone else was moving 

forward. The women were all standing now.  

 

"Speak, speak," they shouted in unison.  

 

"I want to think I could not have done this without you, but I know GOD was 

always there for me, and somehow I was destined to pull my life together," 

Sabrina said in between her tears and her arms outstretched. "But 

knowing you, and getting the support from you at a time when I had nowhere to 

go and no one to talk to, helped me get there just a little bit faster. Thank you.” 

Sabrina closed touching her heart with both hands. 

 

Chief Motivator, the role and responsibility that had been Bren's before 

she left, became Sabrina's, the next of 'Hope House' residents that was 

scheduled to leave. Sabrina would be going back to school, and had a 

tentative apartment for her and her children. Sabrina's two children had 

been removed from her care when she was hospitalized with injuries 

sustained in the worst domestic violence she had ever been a victim of.  

 

She always seemed to pick those types of men, but this last attack made 

her examine herself and why she was always a victim. After nearly two 

years, Sabrina learned more about herself than she had in all of her 26 

years. She was ready to gain qualitative control over her life, and become 

a functional mother and protector to her children. 

 

By design, Hope House looked no different than any other house on the 

block of spacious town homes. Trish took a moment to reinforce a few 

safety matters. Safety and security were non-negotiable rules -- all 



 

  

members received a welcome package upon admittance but she wanted 

to make very clear the importance placed on those two areas.  

 

Rhetorically, Trish went on, "What's the use of leaving a violent situation for 

the safety we try to offer, if you are going to lead them back here." Finally, 

Trish added, "Discretion is an absolute must and further, it would be wise to 

travel in pairs." Trish hoped her sincerity was evident -- she had learned a 

lot while running Hope House and knew all too well the dangers of a 

spouse who felt rejected, desperate, disrespected and abandoned. 

 

Trish tried to put the incident behind her but it seemed impossible to 

completely forget. Maybe she wasn’t supposed to forget -- perhaps her 

passion was realized because she remembered. For many years Trish 

wondered what she did wrong and in that wrong -- if she'd somehow 

failed to protect the women of Hope House... her creation.  About a year 

after Trish secured funding she cut the ribbon on Hope House and 

immediately began state referred clients. Trish had never been really 

business minded but she was determined to offer this service. She didn't 

know what she didn't know, so she experienced a bit of trial and error 

before she found her stride. 

 

While in Hope House, residents were encouraged to seek higher 

education, job training, parent instruction classes, self-defense classes, 

and to take a look at other available classes to broaden their horizons. A 

personal coach/social worker was assigned to each resident and each had 

twice weekly one-hour personal sessions as well as group time with the 

on staff therapists. A holistic approach was taken in helping the women 

recover and repair their lives. It was one of the requirements Trish 

insisted upon when getting the initial funding for the facility. 

 

Trish tried to focus on the details of Sabrina's farewell party-- she was 

proud of the successes but she became lost in her thoughts.... Shuttering, 

she would never forget the night Randy found her and broke into Hope 

House. Trish was cautious by nature but had become a bit complacent in 

varying her routine. Randy was patient... and crazy and those two don't 

match. Trish didn't know how long he had her under his surveillance but 

be was familiar enough to maneuver himself within Hope House.  



 

  

 

Trish would never forget stepping out of the shower to Randy sitting on 

the toilet seat looking into the machete he held -- staring at his own 

crazed reflection. Trish panicked when she scanned the room and saw 

the security panic button ripped from the wall and the cordless 

telephone outside her reach. My God she thought.... 

  

It seemed an eternity had passed but in actuality it had only taken a few 

seconds for Trish to assess her situation and to remember. She was 

already dead.  

 

She died the day she surrendered her life to Christ and let Him come to 

live inside of her. If she was already dead, then Randy could not kill her. 

He could not take what was no more. That strengthened her resolve and 

on shaking limbs she told him to get out her house and out of her life. He 

ranted and raved as usual but his words no longer had the power to 

move her. She knew who she was and she knew what she needed. 

Randy had nothing to offer her and the look in his eyes said he knew he 

had lost. 

 

…….. 

Leah slipped away from the group, and thought about the time she 

would give such a speech to these phenomenal women and their 

support. While cleaning the staff bathrooms, which was her chore for the 

week, Leah thought of the possibility of her going back to school. What 

would she do? Was she too old now? Could she still learn and keep up? 

Those were questions her son would ask, but her daughters and 

grandchildren would be supportive and cheer her on.  

 

The staff bathroom was next to the administrative offices and Leah 

thought she could hear a muffled sobbing coming from Trish's. There 

was something that made the sound almost familiar and uncomfortable, 

but she went on with her chores, thinking it was possibly a client. After 

her chores were completed, she passed Trish's office and saw the "Please 

Do Not Disturb" sign, taped on the door. 

 



 

  

Leah always loved to work with fabric. She spent hours with her 

grandmother who was a seamstress. She was a very good one too. As a 

child, she would help her grandmother with the ladies who came for 

fittings. Then when her ‘Sweet’ Gammy’ died suddenly she lost all 

interest in ever wanting to pick up those sewing needles. Inwardly, she 

laughed at herself ever being as good as her grandmother, but she knew 

that it was a gift she had because her grandmother many times let her 

sew many of the patterns for her, and those dresses sold for quite a bit of 

money too.  

 

She knew she possessed a gift. But, the sudden loss of her ‘Sweet 

Gammy’ was just too much for her to want to pick up those needles. But 

swelling up deep down inside after each bathroom floor she scrubbed 

was the desire to pick up those needles again, and hear her ‘Sweet 

Gammy’ say, “You sho got the gift child; you sho got the gift.” 

 

While Leah was in the downstairs residents lounge, looking through the 

vast assortment of college pamphlets for adult education, she glanced 

around at the several women reading, writing and a couple preparing to 

leave the building for an outside trip. She also noticed there were 

residents that huddled together near the offices and were conversing in 

shushed voices. She could not make out what was being said, but their 

faces showed great intensity. 

 

Leah began asking questions to herself. "What was that all about? Why 

were they standing in front of Trish’s door? Didn't I hear someone sobbing from 

her office? Was that Trish? Is that why they were talking so quietly? 

Unfortunately, there were no answers...yet. 

 

Just then, the office door swung open and out walked...an apparently 

shaken Trish. The residents followed Trish to her car urging her to tell 

them what was wrong. Leah was such the worrier and she knew the 

pangs in her stomach wouldn't subside until she knew what was wrong. 

Something was wrong... or, at least -- not right. 

 

Trish had learned to trust her instincts the hard way and somehow the 

spirit even guided her thoughts. There was a reason why Randy had 



 

  

crossed her mind during the session and it was much more than for a 

pep talk to the residents. The women were calling for her to stop and 

give them answers but she didn't know where to start. She opened the 

door then turned to Leah who had somehow made it to the front of the 

line.  

 

"Keep everyone calm for me until I get back. All is well. I just need some time to 

sort some things out."  

 

Leah nodded and began to shuffle the women back in doors. They were 

not supposed to be outside anyway but Trish had been too distracted to 

even challenge the rule being broken en masse. Leah called the women 

into the kitchen and asked them to join with her in a prayer for Trish. No 

one declined; they knew Trish was the lifeline between them and a new 

life. She had to be okay. If Trish couldn't make it, how could they believe 

they would? 



 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 7  

Loose Ends 

-------- 
 

The car was filled with only the sounds of Brian McKnight coming from 

Grey's sound system. By the time the evening had rolled around, neither 

Grey nor Bren felt like sitting through a movie or across a fancy dinner 

table. Instead, it had been fast food and a long drive as they both poured 

out their stories to each other. 

 

In another world and another time, both would have been more hesitant 

but a barrier had been crossed earlier that day and there was no turning 

back. Grey was betting his heart, his life and his secrets that the woman 

holding his hand was the one woman who could see past his mistakes 

and love him anyway. 

 

"Wow!" 

 

Bren let out a long sigh and settled into the seat -- she hoped to dissolve 

her confusion in the comfort of the chocolate Napa leather seats... 

Ironically, when Bren first laid eyes on Grey -- Stringer Bell, the character 

from a TV series, The Wire came to mind. She thought her crush had 

merely taken on a life all its own... little did she know how accurate her 

gut was. This could be problematic, Bren thought.  

 

Bren was a victim. Grey victimized. Grey poured out his life to Bren and 

she was almost full. Though Bren was comforted knowing Grey was 

attempting to empty his life of any secrets that could affect her -- she 

didn't know how much more she wanted to hear. How much more she 

could take... 



 

  

 

Grey's father had been a high-level drug dealer and employed or mulled 

Grey at a very young age. When his father was killed in a car accident, 

Grey became the man of house and had to care for his mother and four 

sisters; he turned to the only thing he knew -- the only life he'd lived. His 

contacts knew and trusted him and being so young they were less 

concerned with punitive measures, if he was caught. As he grew older 

his sole involvement continued to reside in interstate trafficking -- and 

he'd acquired quite a lifestyle because of it. 

 

Bren's mind was whirling and she began hearing in fragmented 

sentences -- tragedy, mother, sister, dead, change, past...  

 

"Bren!" Grey said, a little to loudly -- startled, Bren looked up and met 

Grey's gaze.  

 

"I'm sorry, I'm just trying to take this all in and make some kind of sense of it." 

Bren said.  

 

Grey reached over and cradled her face in his hands. "My life... my past… 

Don't try to make sense of it, we're different, I just need your acceptance... when 

you're ready." Grey continued, "I do promise you this: I am guilty of my past, 

but I am now totally and completely free of any wrongdoing and illegal 

activity." 

 

Bren wasn't one to judge and she had no right to but Grey's admittance 

to a life on the wrong side was a flashback to her own past, one she left 

behind and never wanted to revisit.  

 

"I guess we have more in common than we thought," she said, looking him in 

the eye.  

 

Grey turned off the radio to give her his full attention. In much the same 

way he had, Bren poured out her story beginning with the stepfather 

who abused her and of her mother kicking her out when she reported 

him to the police. 

 



 

  

Bren did not stop until she told him of the years spent in a high-class 

prostitution ring, the drugs, the abortions and being left for dead by a 

john. Bren had shared this story many times with the women at the 

shelter but telling this man, a stranger until recently and someone who 

was taking a hold of her heart brought a new freedom that she had not 

expected.   

 

"I am not as courageous as Trish is to live in the world that caused so much 

pain. I came to my sister's because it is far removed from my indiscretions. LA 

was another time and another place. I would like to believe I could never go back 

to the streets but I don't think I can say that yet." 

 

Grey understood what she meant. It had been hard to live clean. Money, 

power, the women were addictive and he had spent most of his 

childhood and adult life in that world. More than once, he had slipped 

up and made some deals to help out a friend but one too many brushes 

with death showed him he had lost his edge and this life would kill him.  

 

"You are stronger and more courageous than you know Bren," encouraged 

Grey. "It's about making the choice one day at a time. We only have the grace 

for today. I've been praying for you. God's got your back and I want to have it 

too, if you will give me the chance." 

 

Bren tried to blink away life-filled tears but her composure was shed at 

Grey's loving kindness. She wanted his strength and was overjoyed he 

mentioned the presence of the Lord.... She knew she could never make it 

through without Him and she was glad Grey was willing to stand by her 

side.  

 

Grey, by all accounts seemed to be a different person -- he owned a large 

manufacturing company similar to Caterpillar and was quite successful 

but his reluctance to move from his old neighborhood was keeping one 

foot in a world he thought he had left behind. 

 

"You are wondering why not leave if I have the money to do it but the truth is I 

love this place and I have found that I can help those young men trapped in the 

same world I was in," he answered. "When they can see another alternative to 



 

  

the darkness then they are willing to listen. I want to be here when they are 

ready to talk." 

 

Bren scooted closer on the seat and laid her head on Grey's shoulder. He 

brought her even closer and kissed her forehead.  

 

"Are you hungry? Revisiting memory lane has left a big whole," she said with 

a smile. 

 

"My house is about 10 minutes from here, I can whip you up something in no 

time," was his response. 

 

Grey's statement was loaded and he knew it. It was both a test for him 

and Bren. Was she ready to go beyond the casual and enter his heart, the 

same way he wanted her in his home?  

 

Was she ready? Bren's thoughts raced with his suggestion to come home 

with him. She could fool herself and say this was just a meal but it would 

be a lie. He was really asking if she was willing to see where they could 

lead, now that they knew each other's story.  

 

Grey was reaching... grasping -- he felt helpless... He wanted, so much, 

to be Bren’s frog-turned-prince but he didn't want to press. Instead, Grey 

took Bren’s hand, placed it on his heart, and began, “Oh precious Father 

God, touch our lives on this day, Lord God Sustain our strength and order our 

steps. Bless Bren, oh Father, wrap her in your love and wash away her feelings 

of guilt. Teach us how to be, Lord. We ask your forgiveness of our sins of 

dishonesty and incompleteness -- we know that you know our hearts desires, we 

ask forgiveness for all our sins and ask that you cover us oh God. Forever and 

ever, in Jesus' holy name.”  

 

In unison they declared "Amen." 

 

Bren was shaken... she was taken! She looked at Grey and loosed the 

only words that came to mind –  

 

"Lordy! Lordy! What I'ms gone do?” She laughed mockingly.  



 

  

 

Her face was hot so she leaned over and placed it on the cool glass -- this 

gave her an excuse to break Grey's gaze and gather her thoughts. No 

matter where life took Bren she could always bring it back to faith -- she 

knew that anyone she considered a future with would have to have 

similar values.  

 

Grey was truly -- literally, a Godsend. Bren had never considered 

praying for a man but she had prayed for blessed companionship and 

helpful strength. And now, not only did she have Hope House and the 

women of... but also she had Grey. Yes, she had Grey. She would let it 

be. She smiled and squeezed his hand as they headed in the direction of 

his house. 

 

…….. 

Trish didn't think twice about dialing Hunter's number. She needed him 

and she was not going to be brave about it. When she showed up at the 

morgue he was there. Trish barely made it out of the car before he 

hauled her into his arms and squeezed her close.  

 

"I got you love. We will do this together," he breathed into her ear.  

 

She only nodded and took his hand to walk inside to identify Randy's 

body.  Randy's face was bloodied almost beyond recognition. In a 

reversal of fortune, someone had done to Randy what he had done to 

Trish many times. It should have been a sweet moment of comeuppance 

but all she felt was sad. What a wasted life. She had many good 

memories with him too but he could never fight off the darkness long 

enough to fight for the good. 

 

The sun was going down by the time Hunter drove Trish towards home. 

He had made arrangements to have his sister return her car to the 

shelter. Trish called ahead and made sure all was well, accepting Leah's 

assurance that they were fine. The on call assistant had arrived and 

would stay all night, so there was no need for Trish to rush back.   

 



 

  

"I don't want to go home Hunter. Can we go to yours?" Trish asked without 

hesitation.  

 

She had no idea where the confidence had come from but she wanted to 

be with this man without the eyes of others around. Hunter's reply was 

to flick on his indicator, change lanes and reach for her hand. 

 

Trish was on autopilot and she knew it. All of the lessons on dealing 

with your emotions in a crisis were the furthest from her mind. She 

didn't want to think like a counselor tonight, she just wanted this man to 

hold her. Hunter had Trish ensconced in a comfortable chair and a mug 

of peppermint tea in no time. He hadn't bothered to turn on the TV, the 

radio or too much light. He now sat across from her; simply happy she 

was in his house.  

 

It wasn't much but it was home for Hunter. Having been out of work for 

most of the past eight months, he had sold off most of his furniture and 

rented the small studio, which now double as his office. Who would 

have thought that his knack for being a helpful neighbor and reliable 

chauffeur would become the heart of his business? But he was now an 

employer, rather than someone's employee. Did Trish have any idea 

what she had done for him that day she reworked his resume and 

showed just how many skills he was taking for granted? He didn't think 

she did. 

 

Trish was pondering why she was not having second thoughts about 

being in Hunter's apartment. She knew she was vulnerable after seeing 

her ex-husband's body but she didn't care. He was dead and she could 

no longer hide behind all the excuses she used over the years to keep 

men away. Even though Randy eventually stopped stalking her, she had 

let him control her from afar, never letting any man into her life.  

 

Hunter had made it this far because he was persistent and made himself 

a valuable asset to the shelter. Without knowing when it happened, Trish 

couldn't think of a day that didn't include seeing or speaking to the man 

now waiting for her next move. Trish didn't realize she was wringing her 



 

  

hands until Hunter grasped them softly... and not as if he were 

commanding her to stop but rather -- as if he would join her if he could.  

 

This was Hunter -- always willing, always available, always able... 

always. Trish’s nerves showed in her hands so she tried to steady them 

before she spoke softly. 

 

"Hunter, you deserve as much of me as you have given to me. You are a 

beautiful surprise and a wonderful addition into my life." Trish knew that to 

be true... even as she fought feelings of inadequacy. 

 

Times of grief were difficult enough to handle alone -- if Hunter ever 

wanted an excuse to make a quick exit -- this was prime time. Yet, here 

he was, comforting her while she seemed to grieve for a man who had 

brought immeasurable pain to her life.  

 

"I was focused on the wrong thing. I was trying to choose rather than trust in 

God and have faith." She paused, giving the next few words careful 

deliberation. "Hunter, I love you... and this isn't vulnerability speaking to you 

-- it's... release," she added. "I don't need you to respond, I just need you to 

hold me. On this night, Hunter, please hold me." 

 

Hunter, in true Hunter fashion held her with an authority and passion 

she finally welcomed and with her head nestled into his muscular chest 

he rocked her softly and sang into her ear the lyrics of a Luther Vandross 

song – 

 

”Let me hold you tight 

If only for one night 

Let me keep you near 

To ease away your fear 

It would be so nice 

If only for one night” 

 

He didn't know if Trish had fallen asleep when he murmured into her 

hair -- "One night is fine but I'd much rather... forever." 

 



 

  

…….. 

You could cut the tension between Grey and Bren with a knife. The flesh 

was very willing but Spirit was saying "Wait, do things in order and in the 

right time." 

 

Bren knew if Grey insisted, she would stay the night but he hadn't. He 

created the fastest pasta surprise with a shrimp Creole sauce that made 

her swoon. He lightened up a very heavy evening with his favorite 

music tracks and the two spent the better part of an hour dancing.  

 

Shortly before midnight he walked her to the door of her sister's house 

with a soft kiss on the cheek and a promise to call her in the morning. 

Morning was too far away, Bren thought. 

 

Mary J's “Just Fine” playing on her cell jarred Bren from a dream starring 

Grey.  

 

"Morning My Love," she crooned into the phone.  

 

"Morning Baby Sis. I want to know the man you expected to be calling you at 

this hour of the morning," Hunter said, causing Bren to sit up straight.  

 

"Oh my gosh. Sorry Hunter, I thought you were someone else." 

 

"Yes, I got that much. So I don't need to ask how is the love life?" he replied 

with a smile in his voice. 

 

"How is Trish? Is everything ok?" she asked, checking the time on her 

clock.  

 

"No, Bren. I think this is a good time for her to take you up on that offer to come 

and visit," he said.   

 

"Tell me," Bren said, with less desperation than she actually felt.... 

Hunter, "Tell me.” 



 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 8  

Getaway 

-------- 
 

By the time Hunter hung up they had agreed that he and Trish would 

come up for a visit. Randy's body was being cremated and after a simple 

service, they would take the train, leaving them both free to enjoy the 

trip without hassle.  

 

When Grey's call came through it hadn't lost any of its luster even with 

the news. Bren filled him in and then he offered his downstairs 

apartment to Hunter. One more check mark in the reasons to 'keep Grey 

around column', as if she was still in doubt.   

 

Bren’s family had recently experienced the devastating loss of their 

aunt.... She touched their lives so completely and was, indeed, Mrs. 

Social Butterfly... always telling others, "I got this!" And she did.  

 

Bren missed her and found herself reassuring Trish in a similar way, 

bringing smiles of recognition to the faces of Hunter and Jai. 

 

"Let us help you, Trish,” Bren said, insistently.  “If you break, who's going to 

put you back together again?" Hunter nudged Bren prompting her to 

clarify her words. "I mean, err, uhh, of course Hunter would be by your side, 

all the way, but we don't want you to get to that point. You do a great service 

every day of your life -- don't do your emotional, physical and mental health a 

disservice by not allowing for periodic breaks."  

 



 

  

Just as Trish seemed to be softening, her phone rang. It was an urgent, 

insistent ring that filled the room. Trish answered...  

 

"Monica, what? Where?"  

 

She paused, listening for more information before she hung up.  

 

"Hunter we have to leave, Monica is missing!" Bren extended a cautious arm 

across Trish, "Whoa, whoa, whoa," Bren said. "Slow down... what is wrong?" 

 

Trish’s' eyes were cloudy with concern and she shook her head.  

 

"All I know is Monica is missing and her note said she was going to see her 

mother!"  

 

Bren, Hunter and Jai looked at each other, not fully understanding the 

emergency.  

 

"Well?" Bren questioned.  

 

She recalled the guidance for new residents-- visiting is discouraged but 

it is not forbidden... So, Bren asked the obvious, "Did anyone try to contact 

her mom?" 

Trish fingered the scar on her face and replied, "Her mother is dead!" 

 

The phone call was about to unravel a very nice week away from the 

shelter for Trish and Hunter was not having any of it.  

 

"Ok, Trish sit for a bit let's think this through," he said leading Trish 

towards the love seat.  

 

"I shouldn't have left, Monica needed me and I wasn't there in her moment of 

need," wailed Trish. "You can't blame yourself Trish. You have a qualified 

group of counselors who have been taking care of things. If Monica wanted to 

leave, there was nothing you could have done to make her do otherwise," 

Hunter admonished.  

 



 

  

Trish knew he was right. The women were encouraged to stay the entire 

tour of duty but they had the right to leave the shelter if they didn't want 

to, or feel they could stay. 

  

Bren walked in with a tray of tea and muffins, making sure Trish's plate 

was stacked high.  

 

"Eat first then we come up with a plan," said Bren. "We can do our best to get 

her to return but she has to want it Trish, remember?" 

 

"Yes, I remember you tried this more than once. So if anyone can get through to 

her, you can Bren," she replied.  

 

"Uhh, me. That is not what I had in mind but let's see...Where would I go if I 

wanted to escape a restrictive, boring, shelter with lots of crying women?" 

 

Trish response was to toss piece of the carrot muffin at her. 

 

While the women brainstormed on the best strategy to woo Monica back 

to Hope House, Hunter and Grey took a walk around the house. Hunter 

had noticed stacks of old wood piled in a corner of the yard and he 

wanted to remove them before they headed back to LA.  

 

Without a verbal consent both men began to tackle the debris, which had 

accumulated in the years the girls lived in the family home with no men 

to do the heavy lifting. Grey had two of his employees remove the trash 

in company vehicles and by the time the ladies showed up with cold 

drinks and warm sandwiches, the yard space had literally doubled. 

 

The sight of two sweating black men covered in dirt and wood chips 

didn't seem to faze the two women who had known their share of filth. 

Without hesitation Trish walked to Hunter offering him the cold can and 

stepping even closer to offer her lips up for a kiss. Grey refused Bren's 

soda, preferring instead to rub his sweaty face all over hers, and planting 

kisses everywhere he could as she faked a struggle for release. Grey and 

Bren's antics were interrupted with the beeping sound of a truck 

reversing into the back driveway. Now that the yard was clear, Grey 



 

  

thought it needed some furniture and amenities to make it another place 

the women would enjoy spending time.  

 

Bren was pretty much speechless as the men offloaded, outdoor chairs, 

tables, a barbecue grill and other accessories to be placed on the new 

deck that was quickly going up under the instruction of her boyfriend.  

 

"Boyfriend. I got a boyfriend," she realized doubling over in the freshly 

mowed lawn. 

 

Trish's thoughts weren't much different, except the word boy didn't 

enter her mind. Hunter Renford Adams was all man and he was 

definitely hers. She took a moment to be grateful for being with Bren and 

watching her bloom, knowing it was because Trish had been able to love 

her back to herself, she was confident enough to welcome a man into her 

life and so much more.  

 

It would be so easy to dwell on Monica leaving the shelter. Her assistant 

had called a few hours later to say that Monica had chosen to return to 

her husband. There was nothing more they could do but pray for her 

eyes to be open and that when she was ready, the shelter would receive 

Monica.  

 

"Please God, keep her safe. Don't let the enemy win this," she prayed out 

loud. 

 

…….. 

Monica was almost ashamed that her many attempts at freeing herself 

from domestic abuse always lead her back to her abuser.  

 

“Why am I back in this house?” Monica asked herself aloud.  

 

She looked around at the furniture and paint selections that she thought 

about for months, before making her decisions. Monica ran her hands 

along the picture frames that held smiling photos of her family. How 

many times is he going to be sorry? How many black eyes, bruises and 

broken bones will it take for me to be gone for good? Monica knew the 



 

  

answer to these questions. She would never leave her home and take her 

children into a life of instability. Never. 

 

The doorbell must have been ringing for quite sometime, because the 

delivery guy was about to leave, when Monica finally opened the door.  

 

"I was going to come back later,” he said, as he placed a clipboard in front 

of Monica.  

 

She signed for the big bouquet of flowers, as he was eyeing her obvious 

bruises.  

 

"No problem," Monica said as she signed for them. Adding thank you as 

he turned to leave.  

 

Monica thought about how many times she has received flowers from 

her husband, and for what occasion. It was always to apologize for a 

beating, for a shove and a slap, an unnecessary misunderstanding, but 

never because of an anniversary, birthday or "just because." The phone 

rang, and jolted her from her dark thoughts.  

 

"Hello." 

 

An unwelcome voice was on the other end, and it had all of the urgency 

of "right now." 

 

"I need to see you and Mr. Carver in my office, right away," the vice principal 

said. "I have been patient, and now I see no other recourse but to remove your 

son from this school, if I can't get the both of you here tomorrow morning before 

school starts."  

 

She went on to say, “Daniel Jr. has bullied his way thru elementary school, 

and I will not allow him to continue in this Middle school without some sort of 

professional intervention. Something has got to be done, right now!” 

 

“How can I go to this meeting alone? This is not going to be good,” Monica 

thought, as she made a grocery list.  



 

  

.……. 

Monica decided to get a wash and set, as well as treating herself to a 

facial before returning home from her monthly shopping spree, three 

communities over. After putting up the groceries, and cleaning the 

house, Monica prepared a several course dinner, with all the trimmings. 

She dreaded the melodrama that would definitely follow when bringing 

up the discussion call from the vice principal, but braved the waters and 

dived right in anyway.  

 

"They’re always picking on me,” Daniel Jr. shot back when the subject 

arose. 

 

Mrs. Miller was determined to have DJ removed from the school, and 

she had countless reports from teachers and children of his ill behavior 

to back her up.  

 

"He needs help Mr. and Mrs. Carver. He is constantly picking fights, and his 

behavior borders violence," she stated. "He has no more chances in this school, 

because I'm done with his disruptive behavior in his classes, his total disregard 

for authority, and his violence towards teachers and students. I fear the next call 

will not be from me." 

Monica watched Daniel from the corner of her eye. He was silent and she 

knew what that meant. Finally Daniel spoke. 

 

"Why did you not defend him," he asked.  

 

Monica was almost afraid to answer, because she could see Daniel was 

trying to pick a fight.  

 

"DJ does have a temper Daniel, and I feel that maybe Mrs. Miller, may have a 

point," Monica said, just above a whisper.  

 

Daniel drove the car over two lanes to pull into a parking lot. Before 

Monica could brace herself, Daniel was all over her, slapping and 

choking her until she felt she would lose consciousness. She tried to 

scream, but no sound would come. 

 



 

  

Monica lost consciousness and track of time as well, because when she 

woke, Daniel was turning onto their street. She was unaware of the 

neighbors as Daniel was yelling and struggling to pull her from the car. 

With neighbors watching, Daniel opened the front door and pushed her 

inside. Monica doesn't know how long Daniel abused her, but when she 

heard his car pull out from the driveway, she prayed for what seemed 

like, the first time, in such a long time.  

 

"Please Lord. Please help me,” she wept. 

 

Monica didn’t know how long she lay there, before DJ and Angel came 

into the room.  

 

In between Angel's tears she said quietly, "Mama, the police are at the 

door."  

 

Monica was always ashamed to open the door and tell the police of the 

abuse she endured at the hands of her husband, so it was even a surprise 

to her when she stumbled to the door, and let them in.  

 

"Where is he Mrs. Carver," the female officer was asking.  

 

She could barely hear all that was going on, and her eyes were so 

swollen she could not see either.  

 

"She's bleeding," she could hear someone say. 

 

…….. 

Monica awoke in the hospital, and was hitched up to tubes going in all 

directions. She could barely see from her swollen eyes, but could feel 

someone’s' gentle hands on her shoulder.  

 

"Its okay, it's okay,” a familiar voice said softly.  

 

It was Leah, and she whispered to Monica that the children were okay 

and Daniel had been arrested.  



 

  

“Daniel stabbed you severely and you lost a great deal of blood, but the doctor 

said you will be fine. You had massive internal injuries and you've been 

unconscious for more than two days," Monica could hear Leah say, as she 

drifted off to sleep under heavy sedation. 

 

…….. 

The thought of Trish being able to save Monica if she was there was no 

longer valid. Trish knew that only Monica and God could save Monica. 

Even though she knew this, it did not ease her pain knowing what 

Monica had gone through while she was away.  

 

"She will be in the hospital for more than two weeks, and we will be here when 

she comes home to Hope,” Trish told the women as they listened intently of 

Monica's condition. "Now that you have been updated on Monica's condition, 

let's talk about what's really important in your lives," Trish said in a firm 

voice.  

 

"Domestic abuse can take on many forms, and it almost always escalates from 

one form to another," Trish told the group of women, some dabbing their 

eyes with their sleeves and rolled up tissues, partly because of the 

thought they could have lost Monica and partly because they all knew 

too well from first hand experience how close they too had come to the 

same fate. 

 

"I want you to think about, what makes a woman leave after the first blow, and 

another remains in the home to be broken and bruised at whim. What reason 

would a woman have to stay because she is holding on to what could have been, 

and another woman leaves because she knows what can be?  Are you so attached 

to materials things that you put no value on your life? Or your children’s lives? 

What is your life worth? Some are afraid of starting over and some just can't 

wait. Why would a woman allow herself to be abused? All of us here, as well as 

our family and friends have wanted to know, why did she let him do this to her? 

Is it genetic? Learned behavior” Trish was on a roll, and wanted these 

women to search deep and help find the answers that would set them 

free. 

 



 

  

"You know, courage is a strong word, in fact, it's my favorite word,” Trish 

continued. "It holds such power over life's choices -- yet, it's a seldom used 

word and even more seldom as a personality trait. How many women, on their 

‘this-is-what-I-want-in-a-man-list’ -- want a man with courage?   

 

“Courage is moral and it is tenacious. Courage lacks cowardice because it calls 

upon a strong mind... to have courage. It doesn't take courage to be fine but it 

takes courage to do great things. It takes courage to take control of your lives 

when you’ve been beat down! It takes courage to become strong in spirit when 

all you feel is weakened flesh. It takes courage to gather strength… to consider 

your child, your lives and your future…. Most of us crept away in the middle of 

the night… How courageous is that? And I couldn’t be more thrilled! You took 

control and I applaud you!” Trish liked to call this her preacher-rhythm… 

 

After the meeting, the residents cleaned the group area and one by one 

they began to drift off to other chores or personal time, until only Trish 

and Leah were left. "I love how you inspire us, how you want us to be 

empowered and not embittered, you want us to recognize our possibilities and 

not dwell in our problems," Leah said as she smiled at Trish.  

 

Leah took Trish's hand and patted it, as she said confidently, "You need 

not worry. We will be okay, when you leave."  

 

It was as if Leah was reading Trish's mind. She knew she had to prepare 

herself and the women for her departure. She had been there for seven 

years, and had known her time was coming to a close at Hope House.  

 

"How did you know?" Trish asked.  

 

"You have been doing everything to prepare us for your leaving and the other 

residents have felt it as well," Leah answered quietly. 

 



 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 9  

Whispers of Love 

-------- 
 

Trish loved the feel of Hunter’s arms around her small waist, she loved 

his soft kisses, she loved his whispers into her ear and the tickle as his 

lips brushed her ear, and she especially loved soft kisses wherever he 

was creative enough to explore… 

 

Hunters’ touch -- felt like… the color red. Intense. Passionate. Hot. 

Purposeful. At the moment though, Trish was getting that same feelings 

from the soothing shower… the kind that steams the whole bathroom 

and envelopes you in a cocoon of…security. 

 

Trish and Hunter had come to the brink of intimacy on more than one 

occasion -- it was getting increasingly difficult to “fight the good fight” 

and keep it in order…. She loved the Lord and wanted to be obedient… 

so she had retreated to the shower in an effort to distract herself from 

those feelings. In a totally different way, her retreat helped. Of course it 

didn’t evoke the same emotion Hunter did but the feeling… was as if the 

water knew its purpose. It knew the kind of days she had experienced of 

recent and literally wanted to wash away all things bad. And hurtful. 

And shameful. And wrong. 

 

Trish welcomed the new natural hairstyle Leah had influenced and now 

wasn’t so worried that her hair would “go back” from the water and 

steam… reluctantly she turned off the water and grabbed the towel to 

dry off while still in the shower. She wrapped the towel around herself 

and stepped out to Hunter leaning against the doorframe.  



 

  

 

Trish was startled but recovered quickly, “Hey you, what are you doing?” 

 

Hunter picked up the baby oil gel to rub Trish’s’ back – Trish tensed.  

 

“Relax, darling – we’re good. No hanky. No Panky. I got it!” Hunter assured. 

 

“Tell me a secret no one knows,” Hunter said, gently. “Show me where you 

hide – when you’re not here with me.”  

 

Trish tried to change the subject – “My arms – my arms are getting flabby. 

You need to help me work out. Are you trying to get me fat so know one wants 

me?”  

 

Trish tiptoed to kiss Hunters chin. Hunter pleaded for Trish to peel back 

another layer.  

 

“Trish, share with me.”  

 

Trish didn’t feel pressured – she actually wanted to share more with 

Hunter – she just hadn’t known how to bring it up.  

 

“I’m ready. Wait for me in the room – I’ll be out.” 

Trish breathed out… and watched her breath fog the mirror -- then 

wiped it clean --and hoped she’d emptied and wiped away any 

remaining apprehensions…. Hunter knew of Trish’s past and the abuse 

she suffered at the hands of Randy. He saw the iron marks, the healed 

cuts, the scarred face, and the disfigured digits…. But for every physical 

harm, for every rape, for every mean word, insult and embarrassment – 

the emotional and mental effect grew deeper roots. 

 

Trish had met Randy when she was 14 and he was the only boyfriend 

she had. He began their relationship by taking… her virginity and her 

innocence. He was four years older than her and used his experience and 

manipulation to control her, convincing her no one would want a tall, 

lanky boy-built gremlin. His pet name for her was “gremlin” -- he said it 

was cute but he used it for everything ugly. She’d never considered 



 

  

herself unattractive but she did feel a bit too skinny and possibly a little 

homely. 

 

Over the years Randy’s words manifested deeper until Trish didn’t feel 

worthy of attention, help, sympathy or kindness. She was a shell of a 

person – existing only… until she didn’t. Words hurt just as much as 

physical assaults—sometimes more. But there is really no need to 

compare… hurt is hurt and sin is sin. 

 

At that time, Trish had been beaten and weary -- she didn’t even know 

how to pray. But she was grateful now that praying was her first instinct 

– she would go to her knees, pray in her heart, lift up holy hands – she 

was happy to be worthy and happy to know her worth. She had long 

since stopped flinching whenever someone raised a hand around her but 

the years of abuse had taken a toll on Trish’s’ mental state. She suffered 

from clinical depression and Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD)– not 

only had she been embarrassed about her abusive relationship but she 

also endured the stigma of feeling “crazy.” 

 

“Isn’t PTSD associated with military and Vietnam war veterans?” Hunter 

asked.  

 

“Well, that was around the time it was discovered but it’s associated with 

traumatic events – the bottom line is not only do I employ psychologist and 

psychiatrist for Hope House residents but I seek their help also. At present I am 

in an “as-needed” treatment program that emphasizes cognitive-behavioral 

therapy and I’ve previously been prescribed medications."  

 

Trish knew she needed a break and recalled how obvious that need was 

during a conversation with Leah, earlier in the evening. Leah was so in 

tune to Trish.... 

 

Returning her mind back to Hunter, Trish almost didn’t want to look at 

him – she felt a bit embarrassed but she continued to look him.  

 

“Is that your secret?” Hunter gasped. “Darling, I never thought for a moment 

you could go through those horrors and come out unscathed – if you had I may 



 

  

be worried.” Hunter touched her face softly, to be such a big guy, at 6’4 -- 

he had such a tender touch, “I love you. I love the good in you, the 

intellectual in you, the insecurity in you, the troubled in you, the strength in 

you—I love that you love the Lord and you seek in him the strength to 

continue… and BE.” Let's go away. Let's BE together, in the Lord...” 

 

Trish listened and willed away the tears that threatened to spill over her 

scarred cheek, down her chin onto Hunter’s hands … and he wouldn’t 

mind one bit… but would he ever tire of her needing his reassurances?  

 

Trish’s' cell phone, chirped -- and she reached over to view the caller ID. 

 

"It's Monica's social worker," she said. After a quick deep breath and a 

prayer she answered.  

 

Trish wouldn't normally be privy to these updates but her status as the 

director of Hope House and Monica having been in recent residence-- 

the professional courtesy was extended. Trish listened intently and held 

on to Hunter. When she hung up she immediately fell to her knees, 

bringing Hunter with her... 

 

"Trish NO!" Hunter stared in horror.  

 

She knew what he was thinking and put a hand on his chest to assure 

him Monica was alive... "But she's not well..." 

 

…….. 

She had tried to commit suicide. She felt like she could not go on any 

longer, the thoughts that were going through her mind were 

overwhelming and she felt hopeless and unsure of how she would ever 

be a better person. Monica thought of her kids as the sedation lifted her 

to another, less physically painful, place.  

 

How could she subject them to this – over and over and over? How 

would DJ treat women? How would he ever lead a normal life, certainly 

not without her help? She blamed herself when he was diagnosed with 

autism and she beat the blame into her head every hour of every day... 



 

  

How would Angel expect to be treated by men? How would she show 

love and how would she accept it? 

 

What was wrong with her, Monica wondered. She felt no better than her 

husband… abused but also the abuser… she felt useless. She wanted to 

let go… in fact, this self-talk was to finally convince herself it was ok to 

let go -- the kids would be so much better without her... 

 

“The Holy Spirit does not sublease,” she heard a voice say.  

Monica had never been particularly religious and the longer she lived 

the less she believed there was a God-entity and he was certainly not her 

Father and protector… that’s what had turned her off about Hope House 

– holy-rolling rhetoric. Still, Monica was familiar enough to recognize the 

words Holy Spirit… she was puzzled why she would speak them…. 

 

Well, she tried to think -- it had to be her speaking, she reasoned, a bit 

startled…. She heard the voice so clearly – but it was booming and 

authoritative – she hadn’t had those feelings… ever – it seemed like. This 

voice, so loud wasn’t coming from anyone that may be in her room nor 

was it “all in her head” – it was inside her. The words exploded from 

within ... even when her whole life seemed to be – imploding around 

her.  

 

Something inside her was trying to get out – trying to get her attention 

from the inside out. Hope House worked on her from the outside… 

something else worked on her from the inside. She was more than a little 

frightened – she must finally be loosing it, she decided. 

 

"Give you to Him. He will never abandon you. He will never bring harm 

to you. He will never let harm come to you. Comfort yourself in his 

armor, rest and be protected for an eternity."  

 

Even if Monica could scream -- she was scared stiff.... Sometimes crazy 

people clung to false hopes of this Saving Grace... she almost wanted to 

give in to the "crazy" -- she gave in to everything else. She wasn't a 

fighter so she stopped fighting "the voice" and just listened... 

 



 

  

"This is not my plan for you. Cece you are more than this," the Spirit 

whispered.  

 

He called her by her father's pet name for her. She missed her father, 

who had been taken from her too soon. He wouldn't have let any harm 

come to his precious Cece.  

"Daddy I need you. God, I don't know what you can do with the mess that is my 

life but if you can, please take this pain from me. Thank you," Monica cried.  

 

It was as if, a warm breeze had blown into the room and enveloped 

Monica. She felt loved, held close the way her father always did and 

much like she did when she had stubbed a toe or bruised a knee she 

wailed from the deepest part of her soul. Monica had no idea how long 

she cried but when she awoke from the best sleep she had in years, Trish 

was sitting at her bedside. 

 

"You look radiant," Trish said coming closer. "I don't have to ask who you've 

been speaking to because He is all over this room. Are you ready to raise your 

gaze and see the woman God says you are Monica?"  

 

"Yes, Trish,” she replied.  “He called me Cece, like my Daddy used to. I have 

never had anyone make me feel as safe since my father passed. I didn't know God 

could do that. I thought I had to do this by myself but He says I won't have to. 

He will be with me." 

 

"And that is a promise you can take to the bank,” Trish said as she squeezed 

Monica’s hand. “He cannot lie and He loves you beyond measure," Trish sat 

on the edge of the bed allowing Monica to place her head in her lap.  

 

The tears began anew but Trish was not worried. The healing had begun. 

 

…….. 

Leah's room was quiet. It was missing Monica's silly giggles and 

practical jokes. She smiled as she remembered the pranks Monica had 

played on the residents in an effort to fit in and lighten their mood. As 

her thoughts went to the image of Monica broken and bruised she 

shuddered.  



 

  

 

It had been easy for Leah to pretend all these years she was not a victim 

of abuse because she had never been to the emergency room from 

injuries inflicted by her husband. He had made sure to keep the injuries 

on body parts hidden by clothes and more often it was the verbal and 

psychological methods, which were most effective. Any slip-ups were 

quickly explained away as Leah's clumsy feet or fragile emotional state. 

 

Leah shook herself from the dark thoughts trying to overwhelm her. It 

was over...that life was gone and Monica would be all right. They all 

would. 

 

In the entire furor over Monica, Leah hadn't bothered to open the mail 

on her desk. She knew what it was in the brown envelope and that 

delayed her opening it even longer. It couldn't wait anymore. The cream 

paper was embossed with the name of the firm Trish used to help the 

women file claims and start divorce proceedings when necessary. Leah 

was asking for a divorce and the papers confirmed her husband’s wish 

to challenge her request. It meant Leah would have to see him in court. 

Was she ready for that? 

 

…….. 

Hunter had canceled their evening out in an effort to catch up with 

paperwork, which left Trish without any plans. The women had all 

turned in as scheduled at eight and the night attendant had everything 

under control. Having regular help would take some getting use to. 

Trish was used to scampering around outing fires but it had taken an 

emotional toll on her. She was easily tired and her emotions unraveled at 

the smallest hiccup. If it hadn't been for Hunter to lean on, the women 

would have seen through the facade she had been using to keep them 

settled at the shelter. Thank God when it could no longer be hid, Hunter 

had been there to hold her up. How could she repay his generosity? 

 

Trish's text was a non-invasive interruption for Hunter. Numbers was 

not his cup of tea and he had ignored the pile of invoices and receipts 

long enough. No one was more amazed than he was at how handing out 

a few homemade business cards had turned into a steady stream of 



 

  

clients. Even in the present economy when many were complaining of 

job cuts and no business, it was crazy that his would be taking off. He 

could only thank God for his favor and a mother's instructions that he 

always paid his tithes. Hunter tithed even when he was unemployed, 

using all of his volunteer hours as the seed to a better future.  

 

The text..."R U Hungry?" How should he answer that? 

 

When he thought of Trish, it was a hunger of a different kind but come 

to think of it...he hadn't eaten anything since a late breakfast of Cream of 

Wheat.  

 

"Very!!" was his reply.  

 

Let's see what the lady had cooking, he thought with a smile. 

 

Half an hour later the invoices were all in his new bookkeeping software 

and the receipts would have to wait, because there was a knock at the 

door. A quick check of his breath and face and Hunter opened the door 

to find Trish laden down with a wicker basket. 

 

Trish had no illusions that her cooking would get her a show on the 

Food Channel but she was pretty sure that Hunter would enjoy her 

curried chicken with peas and rice and plantains. He took the basket 

with his left hand and drew her close with his right for an open mouthed 

kiss that made her forget her name. Hunter raised his head and took in 

Trish's face. By now she would have tried hiding her scar from his gaze 

but it looked like his kiss had her totally off guard.  

 

Registering her inability to speak he decided to kiss her some more. 

Walking her backwards into the apartment, Hunter maneuvered the 

basket unto the table and quickly brought her even closer to take in as 

much of her as he could. 

 

Hey! This was so unfair, she thought. Trish usually greeted Hunter with 

a tiptoed kiss on the chin -- setting the mood for No Hanky. No Panky -- 

they often joked. This may be unfair but it felt so darn good! 



 

  

 

Trish wasn't going to think a whole heck of a lot tonight. She brought the 

mood so she certainly wasn't going to break it just because she had been 

caught off guard. Go with it, she thought. Yes, she would go with it. As 

Hunter kissed her he peppered her shoulders with I love you, he took her 

thick two-strand twists into his fist and kissed the back of her neck and 

behind her ears. He whispered in her ear -- more love, more trust, 

pleading with her to open her heart... Trish was absolutely, completely 

swept away. Not once did she wonder how she would get out of this... 

Ha! She deserved this and evidently Hunter thought so too... 

  

Hunter sat Trish on the arm of his couch and removed her shoes. He 

took her feet in his strong hands and rubbed them firmly and kissed each 

toe... twice! He massaged her calves and sincerely admired the soft 

curves of her legs, hips, and the small of her back... He didn't massage 

her back he slowly and feather-lightly -- tenderly rubbed her back so 

softly it would have tickled at any other time -- soft circles and figure 

eights... for almost too long... He then kissed up then down both arms 

and stopped at her hands. He held her hands to his face, alternately 

kissing the palms and then the fingertips... giving equal time to both 

hands and keeping eye contact most of the time. He moved back up to 

her face and planted gentle kissed all over it -- even her eyelids. Trish 

was overwhelmed! 

 

"You… said… you…were...very...hungry," Trish got out between breathless 

kisses.  

 

"I never said for what," was Hunter's smart reply.  

 

"It's going to get cold," she said trying to pull her head out of the cloud it 

was in.  

 

"I have a microwave," he countered, cutting off anymore of her 

suggestions with his mouth.  

 

"Just a few minutes more," Trish told herself, pressing her body even 

closer to her man. "I'll enjoy this for a few minutes more." 



 

  

 

Trish felt a rush of emotion -- and it wasn't the heat all over her! Just 

then, Hunter paused, which interrupted her thoughts.  

 

"Trish, I have just -- literally, loved you from head to toe. And that's what I 

wanted to do. I wanted -- I want to show you that I can love you completely and 

remain in control. There is no agenda. Think: Helpmate. You are not indebted to 

me -- there is no way and in no manner can you "repay" me or settle up. I can 

love you unconditionally. I do love you unconditionally. I admire all that you 

are; you are, quite simply -- my shero." Hunter had said a mouthful and 

indeed -- a heartful... 

 

Trish: throat-lump-swallow... she couldn't speak but rather 

acknowledged his words with a kiss of her own as she pushed herself 

away from him and falling back onto the soft pillows of the couch. 

Hunter met her at the other end and placed her head in his lap. 

Really...Trish was spent! She just needed a moment but a thank you or 

two escaped her lips before she drifted off... 

 



 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 10  

Just Fine 

-------- 
 

Bren was nervous. Grey had invited her to a cocktail reception with an 

important client and she had raided Carlotta's closet for the occasion. He 

would be here at any moment and the contents of her stomach were 

calling for release. Why was she so nervous? Bren was a social butterfly 

but this wasn't a wild party and her hell-raising alter ego. She wanted to 

impress this man and show him she could live in his new world. 

 

The girls were out so she was left to pace the living room waiting on 

Grey. She had gotten dressed early in case it didn't look right and she 

needed to find an alternative. Jai and Carlotta had raved that the white 

cocktail dress was perfect for the occasion and she prayed they were 

right. 

 

Grey's footsteps on the wooden porch made her jump. With one last look 

in the mirror, Bren took a deep breath and opened the door. Her greeting 

stalled on her lips when she saw him. 

 

Grey was suddenly regretting the decision to take the Porsche. That darn 

gearshift would get in the way of him having the gorgeous vixen 

wrapped in white as close to him as legally possible while driving. For a 

brief second he considered making the switch but knew he would end 

up late for the reception. 

 

"Bren, wow!" was all he could get out.  

 



 

  

Hopefully before the night was out his tongue would become unglued 

and he could better describe to her what she was doing to his heart and a 

few other regions of his body. 

 

Bren was pleased at Grey's reaction. She didn't need words to know that 

he was happy with her choice of attire. With only a smile, she placed her 

hand in his and gave him the key to lock the door. 

 

Her theme song, Mary J’s – Just Fine danced in her head. Yes, she was 

just fine. It felt really good to not have to worry… to have a little 

confidence! Bren had never been in a relationship where she was 

completely secure and it was such a relief. She and Grey enjoyed playful 

banter –  

 

“Girl, I haven’t been saved as long as you – you’re going to make me forget my 

religion,” Grey eyed Bren with seduction in his eyes.  

 

Bren giggled and offered a coy reply, “Boy, please!” and then, “But I look 

good don’t I.” 

 

It wasn’t a question. Bren loved it! 

She took a moment to take in all the emotions she’d felt over the years 

and most recently – with Grey. Bren had never experienced the full 

emotion of love nor had she felt as if she had anyone’s support. It was 

always Bren against the world. Bren corrected that thought – it always 

felt like it was Bren against the world but in reality her sister Jai was 

always a shoulder to lean on and a fire under her foot. 

 

Bren had a hard head and she wanted a certain lifestyle, which, 

unfortunately came with a heavy price tag. When God brought Trish 

into Jai’s life Bren was, initially, irritated by the intrusion but she thought 

God obviously had a plan for her. 

 

Within 18 months of meeting Trish the level and intensity of violence 

Bren was used to, increased significantly… so much so that Bren found 

herself plotting to kill her boyfriend and expecting a life behind bars. She 



 

  

didn’t see how she would be able to escape his hold on her. It was like he 

could find her anywhere… 

 

But that was the past and Bren was grateful... for deliverance... in its 

many forms... 

 

Her creep to meet Christ was as bumpy and bruised as her battered life 

but she made it to Him, though still a bit insecure – she never regretted a 

moment… but this distraction in the form of Grey – no Grey wasn’t the 

distraction – weakness for Grey was a distraction… Spying his well-

chiseled chest from the corner of her eye – she prayed Gods strength. She 

hadn’t had an interest in any man for the duration of her time at Hope 

House so she found herself in a quandary… a crossroads… 

 

She had feelings for Grey that she wanted to share and explore but she 

also felt a loyalty to her newfound spiritual enlightenment. She was new 

in her Walk and had not yet had to experience or consider the balance 

between the physical wants and spiritual needs. She knew she was 

treading dangerous territory – she was reasoning herself into giving in to 

her—their physical desires… 

 

“What’s going on in that pretty little head of yours?  You zoned out for a 

minute,” Grey interrupted her thoughts.  

 

Indeed she had – when she focused she was surprised to see they’d 

arrived at the venue. “Believe it or not,” she crossed her legs exposing 

more leg than she’d actually intended. “I was daydreaming about… fill in 

the blank – but it certainly wasn’t as pure as the white of this dress.” 

 

Grey’s mouth opened – actually it dropped with tongue out – 

reminiscent of a dog’s pant, “I mean, don’t get it twisted -- we can go!”  

 

Visibly affected – he had to, literally, restrain himself.  

Bren felt like an addict wanting a fix but needing to connect with her 

sponsor to help her sober up from this love drunk she felt. As soon as the 

event was over, Bren would call upon her lifeline, Jai. 

  



 

  

…….. 

Jai was the sister with the quiet resolve and her way of giving you her 

undivided attention. As a child, her sense of humor always kept the 

siblings laughing, and helped them to forget their most often than not 

tormented lives. Jai was always hopeful and was a big picture person, 

and tried to find the good in everything and everyone. She brought hope 

and inspiration to circumstances where it seemed all hope was lost. Her 

planning and organizational skills were unmatched, and the thought of 

missing a local, regional or national seminar involving women's issues 

was completely unheard of. 

 

"Does this seat belong to anyone," the woman with the illuminating face, 

asked Trish.  

 

That is the day these two women became fast friends. One talked about a 

recently opened state-of-the art facility that offered services to women 

who were victims of domestic violence, and the other wanted to be an 

advocate for women and men doing everything they could to improve 

the quality of their lives, their families' lives, and their communities'. Jai 

talked about a sister that she wanted to help, but just didn't know quite 

how, because maybe she was too close to the situation. 

 

It was no accident that these two women met at the women's 

empowerment conference, because after that meeting they talked once a 

week, and filled each other in on their weekly developments. After 

Bren's last episode, Jai finally talked her into speaking with Trish on the 

phone. The three women agreed that Bren was in need of a life change, 

and Trish invited them to tour Hope House. 

  

Jai was the only one that returned home, and she was never so thankful 

of anything in her life. "Thank you God, for delivering my sister to a place 

where she can help and be helped," she kept repeated softly, on her plane 

ride home. Bren is in a good place, and I know she will find her way 

back home when she is ready, Jai thought to herself, while smiling.  

 

“I think Trish needed Bren in her life, just as much as Bren needed Hope in hers. 

As Grannie would often say, "Everything is as it should be," Jai remembered. 



 

  

 

"Hey sis," Bren said almost whispering. "I need to talk with you when I 

come in, if you are still up."  

 

"Wake me if I'm not," Jai replied.  

 

Jai did not need to know if everything was all right, she knew this 

conversation was coming, and she was ready.  

Jai could hear the music in the background, and told Bren, "Go back, have 

a good time, and I will see you when you get in."  

 

The feeling that Bren and Grey shared was noticeable to everyone with a 

mile radius of them. Their love was warm and enveloping, and they 

illuminated respect, understanding and the best of possibilities for and 

with each other.  

 

"Yes, this is going to be a good one," Jai whispered aloud as she snuggled 

back into her covers. 

 

…….. 

Trish woke up feeling quite loved. Hunter had spooned her on the couch 

and she was not complaining. She blushed and groaned with 

embarrassment when she remembered her mission to feed Hunter had 

been derailed by his intro to lovemaking seminar and her exhaustion. 

She thought of waking him and sending him off to bed as she doubted 

his six foot four frame could be comfortable in the sofa. She didn't.  

 

Trish was loving the sound of his heart pumping right under her ear. It 

was steady and strong as this man she loved.  

 

"I love you Hunter," she declared in her heart.  

 

"I love you too Trish," was his verbal reply.   

 

Hunter roused just enough to get them both comfortable in his bed. It 

was three in the morning and he had no plans to send her home alone. 

He grinned as he snuggled closer. She had said I love you twice without 



 

  

his prompting. It was a brave thing she had just done and he was glad to 

be the recipient of her confession. 

 

Jai feigned sleep when she heard her door open, signaling Bren's return.  

 

"I know you're not sleeping so get up," Bren whispered poking her sister in 

the ribs.  

"Oh, you're back," Jai said slyly, pretending to rub sleep from her eyes. 

"My, my, my. We are glowing." 

 

"Jai, oh my gosh, if I had known waiting would bring this reward, I would have 

been a better waiter," confessed Bren kicking off her shoes and sitting cross 

legged on the bed. 

 

"No you wouldn't, you suck at waiting. You can't even wait for the 

microwave," her sister teased. 

  

Bren recounted all of the highlights of the evening, including meeting 

Grey's client and his wife. The two women hit it off and found out they 

had a similar passion for at risk youth. Mrs. Andrews had invited Bren 

to visit the youth center and share her story whenever she was ready.  

 

She didn't skimp on the details, sharing how she felt as Grey had rubbed 

her shoulders, held her hand as he introduced her to other influential 

people he knew. Bren had no idea her man was so well connected and 

respected. 

 

Jai listened, happy for her sister and sending a silent prayer that God 

had not forgotten her own prayers for a man of her own. She knew he 

hadn't but it wouldn't hurt to remind her Lord that she was waiting.  

 

Lately, Grey looked like a man intent on making her sister his wife. She 

would be ready to have a life of her own when she no longer felt 

responsible for Bren. The two women went off to sleep grateful for how 

the tide had turned in their lives, brimming with joy about a future that 

suddenly looked limitless, and jam packed with love. 



 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 11 

Declaration 

-------- 
 

Even though Bren’s intention was to crawl into bed after Jai roused her 

from an impromptu nap, Grey’s phone call changed that. 

 

He missed her. How sweet! He was giddy with excitement and 

reminded Bren how they had flirted all the night… it felt like they were 

the only two people in the room most of the time. She’d hoped they 

weren’t so touchy feely that they had made anyone uncomfortable… but 

it really was the longest two hours of her life! When the night came to an 

end it almost felt like they were escaping captivity -- she and Grey had 

literally ran back to the car. 

 

Grey wanted her to come back out and grab a late night snack… and not 

each other, he assured her. She hadn’t even gotten undressed but he 

hadn’t either. He wanted to see her just as she was. Well, since it meant 

that much to him, she told him to come on by.  

 

He was out the door before she finished and this time, he took the SUV! 

Bren scribbled a note to Jai to let her know she’d stepped out and not to 

worry. She laid it on her nightstand and tiptoed out, careful not to wake 

Jai. But Jai wasn’t sleeping. 

 

As Bren and Grey were getting situated in the truck Bren leaned over 

and continued her teasing of Grey. 

 

“Dude, you could find yourself in trouble…easily!”  



 

  

 

Grey shot back, “Bring it Bren!” 

 

 “It’s been quite awhile since I’ve let a man take me to bed, dear, really – I don’t 

know if you wanna take lightly what you could be in store for.” 

 

Bren could barely keep her composure – she was serious…seriously 

teasing. She meant every word but it was much easier to hide her truth 

within a joke – every joke had a little truth in it anyway.  

 

“Boy, let me quit – find some AM gospel station to distract us on our ride 

home.”  

 

Grey laughed—“I remember when I was little and my granny would drag us 

to church. The Mothers’ board had their own little section – we called it the old-

ladies-with-the-big-hats-section. And we HATED when they would start to sing 

those old Dr Watts songs….” 

 

They both cracked up, remembering the words of the old call-and-

response type of songs!  

“Man, those songs could last, easily, 45 minutes – for one verse!” Bren said as 

she started, “I love the Lord he heard my CRYYYYY.”  

 

Grey responded with a severely drawn out “IIIIII ... love the Lord” (deep 

breath). He heard my CRYYYY!” Grey drew this out for, seemingly 45 

seconds!  

 

Bren was outdone so she said, “I’m gone pray for you boy!” 

 

They were passing through the entertainment district when Grey 

pointed out a Bohemian poetry and spoken word club owned by a client. 

He suggested they should stop in – have a glass of wine to relax a bit. 

Bren agreed but was a bit concerned that they were overdressed.  

 

“You are a spectacular vision in white—you’re just right,” he assured her. 

 

Bren quipped, “You’re a poet and certainly don’t know it. Let’s go!” 



 

  

 

The club was a nice relaxing atmosphere that she enjoyed – she hadn’t 

been out in quite a while so this was welcome. She loved to listen to the 

conscious melodies of spoken word and poetry. Tonight was a mixture 

of professional and open-mike meaning anyone deeming themselves 

talented enough (or silly enough) to perform and risk the criticism (or 

the praise) of a, possibly, moody public.  

 

They had been there for about an hour when Grey whispered in her ear, 

“This is no sweat – I bet I could do this…easy. Let’s see if you’re my ride-or-die 

chick. If no one else snaps for me—you’ve got to – you’ve got to have my back, 

girl.”  

 

And with that he was off, she just missed trying to pull him back. She 

giggled though. 

 

Grey introduced himself, “I’m Grey and I’m an open-mike virgin and I’m 

sensitive about my stuff, it’s complex but elementary -- so please be gentle.” 

Smoothly, he went on – “My piece is called My Love is Gangsta… nah, nah, 

nah – Ode to Gangsta Love. Dedicated to my Gangsta Love,” he looked at 

Bren – she was so embarrassed AND amused she started to sweat and 

fan her overheated face and ears.  

 

She wanted to disappear into the crack in the hardwood floor. Grey 

began, dramatically and with pronounced inflection: 

 

“I am your quiet place. You are my wild place," he interrupted himself and 

took a moment to get his poetic bearing -- he started again. 

 

“I am your calm face.  You are my giggle 

I am your wait. You are my wiggle 

I am your carriage ride. You are my queen 

I am your push. You are my swing 

I am your audience. You are my clown 

I am your London Bridge. You are my falling down 

I am your carrot stick. You are my licorice 

I am your dandelion. You are my first wish 



 

  

I am your water wings. You are my deep 

I am your open arms. You are my running leap 

I am your way home. You are my new path 

I am your dry towel. You are my wet bath 

I am your dinner. You are my chocolate cake 

I am your bed time. You are my wide awake 

I am your finish line. You are my race 

I am your praying hands. You are my saving grace 

I am your favorite book. You are my new line 

I am your night light. You are my star shine 

I am your lullaby. You are my peek-a-boo 

I am your good night kiss. You are my I. Love. You 

 

Grey had made his way over to Bren by this time and she was a hot teary 

mess! He told the crowd – he’d masterfully worked them by the way.  

 

“And here’s the elementary part.”   

 

He handed Bren a piece of paper – wide-ruled folded in quarters – it 

seemed like it took hours to unfold. Bren didn’t know what to expect – 

she was so embarrassed she hadn’t even looked to see Grey staring 

intently. The letter held large slopping writing that said: 

“Do you like me?” 

Below it was boxes for yes* or no. 

 

She almost didn’t notice the little star next to the yes – she scanned the 

paper and saw the explanation: “*if yes – look up at me.” 

 

Bren looked up at Grey as he dropped down on one knee…. 

 

“Brenetta, you are in my soul 

You’re in every breath 

You are my balance, 

You are my light 

You are my miracle and my guardian angel 

You are everything God knows I need and I know I want. 



 

  

You bring so much to my world ... You are always in my thoughts…. You are 

the last person I think of before I fall asleep and the first person I think of when I 

awake and I don’t want to be without you… not one day.” 

 

And then, “Will you marry me?” 

 

As he presented her with a brilliant engagement ring that she 

immediately recognized as Tiffany’s Lucinda diamond setting! Platinum! 

Half carat! Perfect fit! Whoa! 

 

She sank into the floor to meet Grey as wild applause and then, 

“Congratulations, sister!” 

 

Bren looked up…“Jai!” 

 

Grey pulled himself together and thanked everyone for being apart of 

one of the most important days of his life... He admitted to not being 

quite the unpolished novice he'd indicated. The poem he'd recited was 

entitled "You are my"... by Maryann K. Cusimano,  

 

"Bren, the poem had to be written for you -- because you are..." 

 

She was speechless! 

 

Words were unnecessary as tears poured down Bren's face, she was in 

love and this man, her man, had just declared it to the world. Still 

kneeling on the floor she framed his face with her hands and pulled him 

close for a breathless kiss. The room went quiet, as no one wanted to 

break the tenderness of the moment. Grey broke the kiss raising them 

both to their feet. Bren held on for dear life as her knees were a bit 

wobbly and not from kneeling on the floor. 

 

As they made themselves comfortable in their seats, the manager 

showed up with a bottle of champagne, which was promptly opened. Jai 

beamed at the two of them, taking pictures with her digital camera.  

 



 

  

"Me thinks somebody has some explaining to do," Bren surmised. "How could 

you do this to me Jai?" 

 

"Who was I to standest in the path of your truest love. Me thinks though 

wouldest forgive me for my small, insignificant path in helping two lost hearts 

be reunited," her sister teased.  

 

Staring at the ring on her finger, Bren knew all was forgiven. 

 

Grey smiled at the women's teasing and sent up a prayer of gratitude for 

the day Bren had left her journal on the train. He'd always found his 

greatest blessings and miracles coming when he was just being himself 

and willing to help others. This was one of those times. 

 

 

 

 

 



 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 12  

In His Hands 

-------- 
 

There was mischief afoot, Trish thought, as she made her way into the 

kitchen of Hope House. Silence dropped like a weight when the women 

noticed her arrival. As much as they were sorry to see her tenure coming 

to an end, the giggles and shushes, said they were all up to something. 

Trish pretended not to notice their antics, grabbing a cup of tea and a 

muffin from the platter Leah made, every morning.  

 

It wasn't easy, since she felt that same mischief brewing in Hunter. 

Hmmm. Who could she interrogate about the conspiracy underway? 

Trish tried to no avail to get the women of Hope to come clean. Leah had 

taken to her room for most of the day and Trish didn't want to interrupt 

her for something trivial.  

 

The next day was Leah’s court case and she would need all the mental 

ammunition possible to stand up to her husband.  

 

"Lord, we need you now," Trish silently prayed. 

 

…….. 

The duality in us all was getting more and more difficult to suppress in 

Leah. She literally felt like she had an angel on one shoulder and a little 

darn devil on the other. And the darn devil was penetrating her thoughts 

much deeper than the angel. Leah was mad! How dare her husband 

challenge her freedom... after all he'd done?  

 



 

  

If it were possible for steam to erupt from her head and out of her ears ... 

Leah would have been “Old Faithful”! Not only was she mad, but also 

she just wanted her husband to feel the same kind of pain he caused her 

on so many occasions. She knew she was being irrational.... She even 

reasoned that God knew her heart... she didn't know her heart -- and that 

was her problem.  

 

Leah turned to her journal and began to write her thoughts as inspired 

by biblical verses -- Ephesians 4: 27-27 and Proverbs 3: 5-6: "Don't sin by 

letting anger gain control over you. Don't let the sun go down while you are 

still angry, for anger gives a might foothold to the Devil.” And then: “I will 

trust in you, Lord, with all my heart and lean not on my own understanding. In 

all my way I will acknowledge you, and you will make my paths straight.” 

  

In her very next thought, Leah wondered to herself – disregarding the 

very scriptures that, only moments before, had inspired her hand – how 

would she get through the court proceedings? Leah just could not be 

still... live, trust, and have faith in Him. She could not be still. She could 

not be still even as she, ironically, rocked herself into a daydream...  

 

Leah suffered from a more insidious form of domestic violence: 

emotional, psychological and economic manipulation… with sporadic 

violence. 

  

At 19 and two years removed from high school, Leah put her dreams of 

working in the tourism industry on hold to start a family. Her husband 

had fathered another child during the course of their relationship – and, 

somehow, Leah was made to feel as if her husbands' infidelities were her 

own fault. Leah felt like she had been a good wife and a great mother… 

 

“I love you but—if you cheat on me… I love you but – if you disobey me… I 

love you but – sometimes you make me so angry… I love you but … But. But. 

But…”  

 

Leah hated the word but – she felt that it canceled whatever words 

preceded it. Why can’t love, trust, and respect just be… unconditional? I 

love you (period). I trust you (period). To Leah, the word “but” … was a 



 

  

weapon or maybe a threat… or maybe it was a threat to use a weapon -- 

the weapon(s) being -- or taking shape in, words, fists, emotions, control, 

sex… 

 

Leah admired the strength in Trish and wanted to believe that her 

leaving would force Leah into consistent responsibility and acceptance. 

Maybe, if Leah had a responsibility to someone other than herself she 

would be inclined to put forth a sincere effort to recover. Sure she'd left 

the House of Abuse and her husband but, so far, it was only figurative. On 

any given day Leah felt a range of emotion – relief, anger, hope, 

desperation, happiness, sadness, loneliness, guilt… but never healing 

nor courage. She was still very much afraid of what awaited her.  

 

"Is healing a feeling?" Her inside voice spoke aloud. 

 

 Leah thought of Trish and Bren – she was happy for them but she 

reserved a measure of happiness to leave room for the contempt she felt. 

Hunter and Grey, no matter how great they seemed, were still men. She 

hoped they would be different but didn’t waste her time being hopeful. 

She would remain a good friend to the women for in their time of need – 

whatever need it may be – she wanted to be there to hold their hands 

and be to them what they had been to her. 

 

She wanted to believe that not all men were doggish but she had nothing 

on which to base such a foreign idea. Leah led a “good” life – she tried 

hard, yet, all the good she did was met with hardship. Her experiences 

had etched a certain feeling into her brain and heart – and she realized 

the importance of making her own way – she never wanted to be 

dependent on a man again. Ever. Again. Though she didn’t have a cold, 

Leah reached for the Nyquil and drank straight from the bottle. She just 

wanted to go to sleep for a while. Even away from the House of Abuse -- 

the cycle continued... 

  

…….. 

“Boy, please quit your whining!” Bren declared – “There is purpose behind 

our restraint!”  

 



 

  

Grey didn’t care what Bren said – he whined on, “You mean we can’t do 

nothing?” 

 

Bren confirmed, “Nothing, nada, null, nil, naught, zip, zero. Nothing doing. 

Goose egg. How’s that for clarity?”  

 

Bren cracked Grey up and her flip mouth slid in, “God wouldn’t look 

kindly on your lustful heart.”  

 

Grey stiffened a bit, “There is nothing lustful about my heart – this is love my 

dear. Unfettered, unadulterated, unconditional love.”  

 

Grey had been giving her a hard time about their shared desires but he 

actually thought, working themselves out of “dangerous liaisons” would 

actually be “fun” and oddly enough -- fulfilling and much more intimate 

than the act itself… until they were married. He had not fooled himself 

into thinking this would be a piece of cake but what didn’t worry him 

was the temptation of another. He only wanted Bren. And the 

temptation was Bren.  

 

Begin banter: “Truth be told – God would be right proud of me for what you’re 

going to get,” Grey said with pseudo-arrogance. He didn’t care how long 

he had to wait – it would be worth it. Bren didn’t know what to say so 

she offered a “whatever!” 

 

After eating a meal they both prepared, Bren began removing dishes 

from the table, and Grey reached up, grabbed both her breasts, and 

squeezed twice. “Wonk, Wonk.”  

 

Flustered Bren dropped a cup to slap his hand, “What are you doing?” 

 

Grey, trying to stifle a laugh feigned innocence, “What, I have never 

touched them, I just wanted to make sure they were the real thing! For all I 

know they could be well formed socks or something! Trust but verify, baby!” 

 



 

  

Again, she was just done! For the rest of the day this would be their joke. 

As they spoke through out the day, replacing their usual greeting of 

"Hey dear," he'd greet her with: “wonk, wonk.” 

 

…….. 

Leah was ready for her day in court. Just that morning, the women had 

invaded her room to help her dress and promptly declared the suits that 

she had in her closet, unacceptable. She sputtered and challenged them, 

knowing each of those outfits cost more than eight hundred bucks 

apiece. It didn't matter they said, Leah was not going into court to 

challenge a man wearing a suit he had paid for with disrespect. When 

she raised her hands in surrender, Wendy came forward with a gaily-

wrapped box. 

 

 "I hope you like it and it brings you much success today and always," Wendy 

said shyly.  

  

Leah was shocked. Everyone hurried her to open the box, which 

contained a real power suit. The bold cut and royal blue said Leah was 

taking no prisoners and she had no idea how Wendy had known her size 

but it fit like a glove. Leah was wiping tears as the girls praised Wendy 

for creating the outfit and by time everyone left, she had more orders for 

clothing. Wendy's gift had suddenly become a business. 

  

Leah took a quick glance back to check if Trish was there and she was. 

Her face lit up as she noticed Hunter had joined her too.  

 

"What would it feel like to have a man be that supportive?" Leah wondered. 

"What could a couple do if they had no other desire but to see the other be the 

best they could be?"  

 

She had no answers and she couldn't even figure out why her thoughts 

were in that direction. Leah was about to face her abuser and the last 

thing she wanted was to be part of a couple, besides she was too old to 

go down that road again. 

 

A silence fell over the courtroom as the door swung open and all eyes 



 

  

turned to see who had arrived. Leah didn't have to look to see who was 

there. He had arrived and the hairs standing on the back of her neck and 

the shaking knees, although she was seated confirmed it.  

 

"Lord, I am afraid of this man. I know I should fear no one but you but I am so 

afraid. Please, please be my Lord today and take care of me. I don't know what it 

feels like to have a man love me the way Hunter loves Trish, or even one that 

just looks at me with a sense of care that makes me want to move a mountain. 

But I know you promised to be with me. I say be Lord of my life now. I need you. 

I love you...Be mine forever Jesus. Take over this case," Leah's silent prayer 

winged heavenwards and when the man she had pledged forever to, 

called her name, she looked him square in the eyes and smiled. 

 

Richard was dressed to the nines and he looked the part of the successful 

businessman he was. He had an entire team of attorneys at his disposal 

and today he was using a female one. Who better to challenge the notion 

that he could be an abuser than a beautiful and brilliant attorney? 

 

Leah didn't try to speak; she didn't trust what would come out her 

mouth even after that heartfelt prayer. She turned and whispered to her 

attorney, cutting off a comment from Richard, and causing his grin to 

disappear. No one turned his or her back on him and this was the second 

time his wife had done that. She would pay and she would pay today. 

  

…….. 

Daniel had been arrested as a result of the charges she filed. The 

prosecutor was holding him on several charges, including attempted 

murder. Someone had been looking out for Monica because his car had 

been searched and an unlicensed firearm had been found. It added to the 

already heavy charges and the judge felt there was enough to lock him 

up. 

  

Monica's body ached and she was not going to pretend otherwise. The 

moment the kids went off to school she climbed back into bed. Later she 

would worry about cooking, the laundry and cleaning the house that 

she'd come home and found in disarray.  

 



 

  

Home? Was this still home?  Home? This was a house...a home was 

where you felt safe, loved, at peace and could grow. She had stagnated 

in this place. Her children had been forced up with all of the violence 

they had seen. She had not mothered them, she didn't know how too. 

She could use a mother today. Someone to come in, take over the load of 

the house, and still find time to hear her cries.  

 

And so Monica cried to the only One who could be a mother. She cried 

the tears she had never shed for every beating she had ever received. She 

cried some more just because it felt good to finally be able to do it and 

not have to pretend to be tough. She cried for the joy she was feeling 

every moment that she thought of her amazing Lord. She was in love 

and she was feeling His love come back to her a thousand fold. How far 

away had she been that she never knew that God could love her like 

this?  

 

"You are here now," was the answer deep in her spirit. "You are here now 

and I have loved you always."  

 

Monica slept. 

 

…….. 

The sounds of her son and daughter stirred Monica from sleep.  

 

"Oh my God, I've slept the whole day," she said jumping from the bed.  

 

The sudden movement jarred her injured ribs and she crumbled back 

unto the bed to catch her breath. When she finally emerged from the 

bedroom, she could smell curried chicken and ripe plantains on the fire. 

The kids were at the breakfast table doing homework and her neighbor 

Jacintha was manning the stove. 

  

"Oh dere you are. Me tink you was goin' sleep 'til tomorrow marning man," 

she declared in her Caribbean accent. 

Monica realized she didn't even know where Jacintha was from and they 

had been neighbors for more than three years. The kids beamed at her 

and told her Jacintha had been waiting for them after school and they 



 

  

helped her to clean the house and prepare dinner. Monica tried to speak 

but all that came forth were more tears. Jacintha didn't seem to mind and 

ushered her off to the living room couch with the remote and a glass of 

fruit punch.  

 

"Thank you honey," was all Monica could manage under her breath.  She 

swore she heard the Lord say, "You're welcome." 

 

…….. 

Leah felt God’s protection envelope her with strength, courage, dignity 

and confidence. She had been the shrinking violet for too long and now, 

today... sure, she guessed, someone would pay. She was sure of that. But 

it wouldn’t be her nor by her hand. All she would do is trust God to 

sustain her. She felt this, all the morning as if His hand was guiding her.  

 

She had meticulously gathered pictures of bruising inflicted upon her by 

her husband as well as her daily writings entailing the intimidation, 

mental and emotional abuse she was suffering. Richard was taken aback 

by her ability to be so detailed, calm and concise – she’d even scanned 

the documents so that the date, time, and originality could not be 

questioned! 

 

Leah knew him well and he was livid. She wanted to laugh and mock his 

expectation of the lack of confidence she would display … he was the 

one feeling a little less confident. She could tell by the way he was biting 

into his lower lip – he did that when he was about to go on the 

attack…Leah continued her testimony, as Richard grew more agitated, 

physically and verbally.  

 

Richard slapped the table with an open palm declaring Leah was a liar 

and wanted to destroy his name and the self-made affluence he worked 

hard to attain and enjoyed. The judge ordered Richard’s attorney to 

“control your client” which infuriated him even more. No female could 

control him and then Richard shouted to Leah, “You will most definitely 

pay. I will destroy you even more than I already have. You are mine and your 

life is my life…” he caught himself but his meltdown was a matter of 



 

  

record as the court reporter never stopped peck-peck pecking her 

stenotype machine. 

 

The case being relatively high profile the stenotype machine was linked 

to computers for real-time captioning for local media use. Richard’s 

handler, clearly flustered, asked the Court for a recess of 30 minutes to 

access her client. The judge allowed 15 minutes and warned that 

anything over would be interpreted as contempt. Leah had a few 

moments to gather herself and take in what had just happened… 

 

After less than 15 minutes court was back in session and Richard asked 

to withdraw his petition to challenge the divorce. The judge accepted 

and, in addition, ordered the immediate sale of the home to which all 

proceeds would go to Leah, all assets would be divided equally, Leah 

would receive monthly maintenance for no less than two years with 

ongoing medical, dental, and prescription coverage; further Richard 

would also forfeit a portion of his retirement, pay all court and attorney 

fees for the plaintiff and, finally, the judge restored Leah’s maiden name. 

And with that, the judge ordered the court adjourned.  

 

Leah was numb—because she had an active restraining order in place 

she didn’t have the option to sit and think, as the bailiff hustled out her 

and her lawyer. Leah could have, so easily gloated but it wasn’t in her. In 

fact, she had no part in this. She surrendered to Him and He held and 

comforted her in her time of need. He commanded that she lay down her 

burdens, suit up in the armor of His love, and have faith. And she did. 

For once – she did. Completely. She felt “Just Fine”, as Bren would say!  

 

Hope House would be her home for some time to come…Leah knew His 

purpose today was to provide her with the confidence to help Trish. 

Leah needed to be ready and able to take on the role that she would need 

to be to the residents of Hope House. She had no financial worries now 

so her focus was on recovery – healing, believing, loving laughing and 

living. She was going to live… in His Word – she was no longer going to 

exist, she was going to live! 

  

…….. 



 

  

Monica stared at the phone in her hands. She was torn with her decision 

to leave it off the hook. What if DJ got in trouble at school today?  

 

"You have got to watch over Him Lord, You said you were His Father. Keep him 

out of trouble. I can't answer another phone call. Please."  

 

The phone had been ringing non-stop since she got up that morning. Her 

husband's family was calling to beg her to drop the charges. Somehow 

Daniel had gotten to their former pastor and convinced him she was 

loony and so he was using scripture to tell her that she needed to work 

on her marriage. Marriage what marriage, she asked him. Between the 

affairs, the verbal and physical abuse and the fact that he had left her for 

dead, what exactly was he hoping would be restored. 

  

Monica had no doubt that God could do miracles but she knew now that 

her husband had to do the work. He had to admit he had a problem and 

then take the time to be healed. It wasn't going to be a 12-step program 

that fixed this situation. It could only happen with the power of the 

Living God. She had always been a believer in happily ever after but for 

right now she just wanted to have all parts of her body working without 

pain and the dullness in her soul to completely disappear. She wanted 

her son to stop lashing out at others and she needed to see her daughter's 

eyes without the fear that had lived their since she was nine months and 

seeing her father attempt to strangle her mother. 

  

No, the phone would stay off the hook today. 



 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 13 

Change 

-------- 
 

Trish closed the last of the boxes and made sure it was sealed tight. 

Hunter would be by shortly to pick them up. She couldn't believe her 

time at Hope House was ending. How ironic that in saving herself she 

helped to create a place where other women could be healed as well? But 

it was more than the women. Those women had children; they had 

friends, family, employers. Trish never tired of reading the thank you 

letters from past residents talking about how their lives had been turned 

around and how sharing their story and the lessons she taught them 

now helped saved other men and women from the same fate. God had 

truly turned her mourning into dancing. One of the best reasons for 

dancing was now ringing the door bell. 

 

Hunter took a deep breath and waited. He could see Trish heading 

towards the private entrance and his face broke into a smile. Was he ever 

going to be tired of seeing her? He didn't think so. Was he looking 

forward to not sharing her with so many hurting women? Yes. But he 

knew that hurting women would always be a part of her life. She was 

only going to be doing it from a different perspective and location. 

 

Trish landed the first of many boxes into Hunter's outstretched arms.  

 

"Work first, kissing and hugging later," she charged.  

 

Hunter's greeting died on his lips and so did his smile.  

 



 

  

"You know, I usually accept a deposit for any delivery services I undertake these 

days," he countered.  

 

"I think my credit is good with you. Feel free to run the meter," Trish said 

turning to get another box. 

 

It took the better part of two hours to move all of the boxes. Trish had 

accumulated hundreds of books and pictures she had no desire to part 

with. All of the furniture belonged to the shelter and she had kept her 

wardrobe to a minimum. That needed to change she said to herself. Time 

to get a makeover and a new life.  

 

Leaving Hope House would be as big a transition for her as it was for the 

other women. It made her both nervous and excited. Now she could see 

if all of the things she told the women could really stand up in the court 

of her own life. 

 

The outgoing director of Hope House took one final look around her 

apartment. Everything was out and the cleaner and maintenance man 

would ensure that everything was ready for the new director. She'd told 

Hunter to walk around to the main entrance but he was no where in 

sight when she came to open the door. 

There it was again, the whispering. For weeks, the women had been 

whispering behind her back and she was no closer to figuring out what 

they were up to. Now there were giggles as she approached the 

entertainment room. Usually the door was left open but now it was 

closed and so she took a breath and turned the knob. 

 

"We'll miss you Trish," the women shouted as balloons and confetti 

dropped from the net above the door.  

 

More cheers and laughter assailed Trish as she walked further into the 

room. Hunter was there and so were Leah, Monica, the new director and 

the Mayor? 

Mayor Althea Reeves, came forward and shook Trish's hands as the 

women fell silent. 

 



 

  

"Trish, I couldn't let this day pass without coming to extend my well wishes 

and to say job well done," the woman who had been instrumental in 

helping Trish fund the center said. "I know you deserve all of the good things 

that life has to offer and there are hundreds of women who now have a good life 

because of what you have accomplished here at Hope House." 

 

Trish was now in tears and Hunter came to stand at her side, steadying 

her with his hand. 

  

Leah came forward holding a scissors tied with a bow. Trish looked at 

her quizzically accepting the scissors. 

 

"For most of these women," Leah began, “The sight of a pair of scissors has not 

been a good thing.” The women laughed nervously, understanding all too 

well her statement.  

 

"But for the past few months the scissors have been our best friend in a quest to 

help you have the most amazing transition to the real world. If you will Trish, 

please use the scissors to find out what all the giggling has been about." 

  

The women parted like the Red Sea and Trish was suddenly looking at 

what seemed to be gifts that reached the ceiling. Hunter nudged her 

forward and before too long, Trish was snipping through gaily colored 

ribbons which allowed the wrapping paper to fall way leaving, racks of 

clothing, curtains, hand-woven bed throws and the most amazing 

crocheted evening gown, she had ever seen. 

The gown left Trish with more questions as it seemed out of place amidst 

the household items. Just then the mayor handed her an envelope 

embossed with her name. 

 

Trish opened the envelope with shaking hands. She had no idea how 

much more she could take. Thank God Hunter hadn't moved. She 

needed his strength. "The Governor of California, requests your presence at 

the annual gala for Outstanding Citizens at which Ms. Patricia Reynolds will 

receive the 2009 Woman of the Year Award for exempl..." she couldn't read 

anymore as the tears engulfed her. 

 



 

  

Trish found she was not out of tears. Before her last day at Hope House 

was over, she had cried two more times. The second was when she read 

the journal everyone had contributed to of all their favorite memories 

and lessons from Trish. The last and the loudest was reserved for the 

Hope Tree, which was a collage of images sent in from the more than 200 

women who had spent a week, a day, a month or the full eighteen 

months and all of the lives each had touched since leaving the shelter. 

Could good come from the scar on her face that still hurt when she was 

stressed or scared? The answer in front of her was a resounding, yes. 

 

Hunter pulled into the garage of Trish's new townhouse. He had helped 

her to find it weeks earlier and she had been stressed about how she 

could manage for the first time in seven years on her own. He looked at 

her sleeping against his shoulder and sighed. He didn't know if it was 

cool for men to sigh but since meeting this woman, he sighed often with 

happiness just to know she existed and had made it through the storm.  

 

"God," he prayed. "Please let me be the one to weather future storms with her. 

She doesn't need to go through them alone. I promise if you give me the chance, 

you will never have to look for another." 

 

His prayer had not been a silent one and Trish responded "Amen."  

 

It didn't bother him. He wanted this woman to know that he prayed for 

her often. More than once it was her prayers that had pulled him 

through when he was frustrated with the job rejections and other failures 

that seemed insurmountable.  

 

"God, I feel pretty happy right now that you brought me through this journey at 

Hope House. But I have to tell you that I have no clue how to live on my own. 

My parents were always there, then Randy, then the shelter. I am thankful that 

you sent Hunter into my life but please help me not to take more than I give." 

Hunter joined her on Amen. 

 

It wasn't until Trish turned the keys to her new home she realized that 

she hadn't asked about her things. She turned to ask Hunter but he just 

winked at her and pushed her door open. The waterworks began anew. 



 

  

 

…….. 

Bren was testy and she knew why. It was that time of the month when 

biology and instinct were colliding to make her want a certain man more 

than usual. Two weeks, three days, twenty-one hours, five minutes and 

37 seconds before her wedding and she wanted her man. 

 

She pounded the pillow one more time as if that would make a 

difference. "God, help me please...Could you make an exception, grant a small 

leeway, day pass? Ahhhhhh,"  

 

The worst part of this was that she couldn't even call Grey as he was 

presently winging his way to a two-week workshop in England. That 

made her even more mad, because he had chosen to escape rather than 

stay and fight it out with her. He wasn't going to be back until the 

rehearsal dinner. This was going to be the longest two weeks of her life. 

 

England, today, was overcast and rainy -- just as it was the day before 

that and the day before that and... Grey envied Bren, back home, great 

weather and just... home. Days like this ... he wished for days like this 

when they could stay home together, well, not just home -- this was 

bedroom weather! 

 

He could imagine... 

 

Grey knew he would just frustrate himself but he went with it anyway... 

He wondered if he called Bren if she'd indulge his mood... Knowing her, 

she was already there. 

 

Grey didn't press his luck -- he would call... just not now. Bren would 

tease him with no mercy. He settled into the couch and his eyes glazed 

over -- he was totally and completely taken. 

 

He loved Bren the way Patrick Swayze and Demi Moore loved each 

other in Ghost. 

 

But… 



 

  

 

Specifically. 

 

The pottery scene! 

 

Whoa! 

 

He had even adopted her corny lingo... 

 

Everything... anything they did together, no matter how benign became 

a test of willpower. As he taught her the fundamentals of golf -- standing 

behind her, guiding her form... swing, strike... she caught on pretty fast 

but he didn't let on until she figured out he was just feeling her up. She 

liked it though. That's what they did. That's how they were. He didn't 

see how that would ever change. And, waiting would just be so worth it! 

They were going to be married before God and speak vows of love and 

trust and a forever union... 

 

They hadn't picked out a "first dance" song for the wedding yet but Grey 

had already picked out the song for their 10 year anniversary (and 

beyond) -- Bren had laughed at him but he was serious and he made her 

write it down with signature as their binding agreement.... 

 

We're Still Together... by Shania Twain 

 

(When I first saw you, I saw love. 

And the first time you touched me, I felt love. 

And after all this time, you're still the one I love.) 

 

Looks like we made it 

Look how far we've come my baby 

We mighta took the long way 

We knew we'd get there someday 

They said, "I bet they'll never make it" 

But just look at us holding on 

We're still together still going strong 

 



 

  

You're still the one I run to 

The one that I belong to 

You're still the one I want for life 

The only one I dream of 

You're still the one I kiss good night 

 

Ain't nothin' better 

We beat the odds together 

I'm glad we didn't listen 

Look at what we would be missin' 

 

Grey knew he was being soft... but he insisted; left to Bren they would be 

dancing to "Just Fine"... 

 

Bren acquiesced... she liked his touch... literally and figuratively. 

But she drew the line at a destination wedding -- he was being selfish. 

He wanted to marry and "honeymoon" all in one setting -- as in from the 

altar to the bedroom -- pronto. Ha! He wasn't slick, she chided him. 

 

…….. 

Grey was never far from Bren's thoughts as their wedding day drew 

closer but finalizing all of the arrangements for the reception proved to 

be a great distraction. Jai and Carlotta would be her bridesmaids and 

Trish her maid of honor. Trish had flown in on the weekend to help out 

with the final plans and it proved the old adage that many hands make 

work light. She was not about to admit to Grey that his idea for a 

destination wedding had crossed her mind a time or two in the past 

week. That bit of knowledge she would take to her grave. 

 

Grey might be out of the country but he had made sure there were 

enough men around to do the heavy lifting. By the time the girls arrived 

at the church to check the decorations the potted plants had arrived, the 

arch and stands that were his responsibility were all in place. 

 

The minister greeted the women warmly teasing Bren about her missing 

groom. "He will be here, Pastor Sanders," she said confidently.  

 



 

  

Grey had called from New York several hours earlier assuring her he 

would be there, despite the flight delays. He was a man of his word. 

 

…….. 

Monica dusted off the worn suitcases she'd pulled from the attic. They 

had seen better days but they would have to do. She was leaving and so 

were the kids. Trish had said running away was never the answer but 

she knew there needed to be distance between her, DJ and his family. 

They were now becoming as verbally abusive as he was and it finally 

cleared up where his anger came from. Her children were not going to 

grow up around this poison. It was time to go. 

 

Another call from the school about her son's behavior had made it a lot 

easier to place a call to her Aunt Maisie in North Carolina. She never 

understood how Auntie always knew it was her before she said hello but 

all Aunt Maisie said was "The rooms are ready, bring my children home." 

 

Monica had gone to the bank and cleaned out what was left in her 

savings account she had managed to hide from Daniel. There was 

enough in it for bus tickets and food for the trip. Her Aunt wasn't rich 

but all she needed was a place to call home. Monica was confident they 

would be on their feet in no time. 

 

It hadn't been hard to convince the kids to pack a bag. The pressure from 

their grandparents and the gossip around school was taking its toll. They 

had never been to North Carolina and so she had regaled them with 

childhood memories to excite them about the trip. Monica assured them 

they were not running away but needed a new place to breathe and 

regain their perspective. 

 

She had apologized to them for not having the courage to leave the 

marriage earlier and asked for their help in making the move work. Both 

kids were concerned about their father coming after them, once he was 

released from jail. Rather than lie she confessed to not knowing what the 

outcome of the case would be but that she would do everything possible 

to protect them and above all else, they could believe that God had 

dispatched more angels to see they remained safe. 



 

  

 

Monica's thoughts had so distracted her that the cases were filled in no 

time. She got ready and then went to rouse the kids as they were leaving 

on the eleven pm bus. It was a two-day trip and she had packed enough 

snacks for four. Jacintha had loaded her down with meat patties, some 

fried chicken, and other goodies. She had been a God-send as her 

wounds healed. So many little blessings had come her way from the 

moment, she said "No more."  

 

This was only the beginning the voice whispered.  

 

"Trust me and see what I will do for you and the children."  

 

She was ready. 

  

…….. 

Grey had called in a favor to save himself from the wrath of Bren's 

tongue. He was not about to miss the rehearsal and so calling an old 

friend was the only way he could be sure that wouldn't happen. While 

stranded passengers were arguing with airlines about new flights and 

dinner coupons, Grey was winging his way home in a Falcon 900 leased 

by a former buddy, now a major recording artist. The two reminisced 

about the old days and Grey used the opportunity to witness. Although 

his friend was now rolling in the dough, his eyes still held the deadness 

that Grey remembered all so well from the streets. He didn't decline 

Grey's offer to pray and by the time the flight had landed, Grey was 

happy he had made the call. His friend had confessed he was 

considering suicide at 30,000 feet and it was Grey's call that had changed 

his plans. 

 

…….. 

Monica and the kids arrived in warm and sunny North Carolina on time. 

The kids still sleepy eyed from the long journey look amazed at this area 

of the country they had never known. It seemed like a brand new world. 

A world untouched by the pain they left behind. 

 

Monica silently hoped this would be a start of a new life for them... 



 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 14 

Tomorrow’s Promise 

-------- 
 

Bren snapped out of her daydream.... She did that often these days... 

daydream. Her dressing room was abuzz -- everyone was fussing over 

her... she felt a mix of emotion -- most prominent were love and nerves. 

She gave herself the once-over in the mirror before she stepped out of the 

room to begin the path to meet her husband.... 

Make-up – check 

Hair – check 

Dress – check 

Boobs—subdued 

Behind-- sufficiently camouflaged 

 

She smoothed her dress and admired her stature -- stilettos, though you 

couldn't see them -- they added just the right... oomph to set off innocent 

sex appeal.... Grey had not seen Bren since their rehearsal dinner -- he'd 

made her promise, long ago, to not wear anything with her breast 

revealed (in the slightest) nor anything that hugged her butt... he wanted 

to be able to focus and he couldn't do it with those kinds of distractions.  

 

She hadn't lied... she was subdued for the wedding but little did he know 

the corset-inspired bodice and train would detach at weddings end to 

reveal a short tight chocolate delight. 

 

The girls left to give her a moment to be alone with her thoughts and her 



 

  

Lord. The light rap on the door said everyone was in place and time for 

Bren to make her entrance. In less than an hour she would be a married 

woman and looking forward to the new journey ahead for them. The 

train of her gown was easy to maneuver and so she made her way to the 

door as Trish stuck her head in.  

 

"I think Grey is about to send his best man in to make sure you didn't decide to 

be a runaway bride," teased Trish.  

 

"Not on your life. He made me a promise and I intend to see he keeps it," Bren 

answered.  

 

"So I cleaned up pretty nicely huh?"  

 

"You've come a long way my friend. Thank you for including me in your special 

day," Trish said coming forward to fix a wayward strand of hair.  

 

"I will confess that my motives were not totally pure," confessed Bren. "I have 

high hopes you will leave here with my bouquet and an engagement ring." 

 

"And rain on your parade.... no way. This day is all about you. Come on, we got 

to get moving," her maid of honor said, handing her the bridal bouquet. 

 

Hunter's eyes hadn’t strayed from where he knew the bridesmaids and 

maid of honor would be entering. He knew Grey and everyone else in 

the building only had eyes for the bride, but his were reserved for the 

lady who would make her entrance before the bride walked in. Trish.  

 

The thought of her still made him smile. It had been an experience to see 

Trish navigate her new world. The shelter had been her lifeline with 

someone always needing her. Now her home was deathly silent but 

when she needed to get away, instead of calling him, she often suffered 

alone thinking she was becoming a bother. How could having the most 

amazing and loving woman needing him be a bother? Thank God for an 

obedient heart because following his own need to see her and be in her 

company proved to be the same times when she needed him as well. He 



 

  

was not going to rush her. Trish would have the time to learn she could 

trust him with her heart, her body and her life.  

 

…….. 

The church was lively with laughter and both sides of the pews were 

filling up with awe-struck family and friends for the unlikely couple. 

Entrances to the pews and the church were decorated with off-white 

calla lilies and roses, draped with satin white ribbons trimmed in the 

groom and bride’s favorite colors. 

 

Jai spared no expense for her sister, because she had never known Bren 

to express such joy, love and commitment to anyone except family. This 

was not just a day for Bren, this was a day that God had promised and 

she wanted everything to be memorable for the bride, groom and all 

who attended. Jai felt this wedding was a testament that even when you 

are not looking, you can find love and happiness in the most unlikely of 

circumstances. 

 

…….. 

There was a last minute flurry of activity, and then the wedding party 

assembled. Hunter was anxious to see Trish. He turned to see the 

women come from the attendant's room, and caught the gaze of the most 

beautiful smile he had ever seen on Trish’s face.  

 

“Man, she was mesmerizing,” he almost said out loud.  

 

For a second, he envisioned this being his wedding and her, his bride. 

They continued looking at each other for another moment, and he 

wondered what she was thinking.  

 

"Were they thinking the same thing"? Only time will tell,” he thought to 

himself. 

 

Hunter was so honored when Bren asked him if he would give her away. 

This meant that he trusted the man he was giving her to, and she trusted 

his opinion. He had witnessed quite a transformation in this butterfly 

and knew what she and Grey brought to each other.  



 

  

 

“They are good to each other, and they will be good for each other,” he thought.  

 

Hunter had never been a part of a wedding party and felt more 

responsible than he ever felt before; he knew how important it was, for 

him to get it right. While getting poised to escort Bren down the aisle, he 

took another long look at Trish. Bren whispered to Hunter "I know, and 

yes she is thinking the same thing." 

 

…….. 

Trish focused on the arch under which the minister was standing. She 

was glad today wasn't her wedding day because she would have been a 

nervous wreck. It was bad enough being the maid of honor but she 

would keep it together for Bren's sake. One foot in front of the other 

Trish, try not to trip. Hunter is not holding your hand today. Think you 

can manage to do that? She was talking to herself but she didn't care.  

 

A sliver of jealousy had streaked in when she saw Hunter claim Bren's 

hand. She knew the two had a great connection and considered each 

other brother and sister, but for the first time she realized that her man 

could be with other women if he wanted to. Why were her thoughts 

going down this dark road? One step, then two. Move, Trish. 

 

Hunter could be with other women. Why wasn't he? She had this ugly 

scar that made her face a living train wreck. Her body was not in the best 

of shape and the four weeks of gym class seemed to be a waste of time. 

She could never wear that cut Bren had chosen. Trish would need one of 

those empire waist numbers that accented her breasts and hid her not so 

thin waistline. 

 

Trish arrived at the front and returned an automatic smile to the 

minister's nod of approval. As she took her place the music changed and 

everyone stood to watch the entrance of the bride. Grey had not taken 

his eyes off the door since he and his best man took their positions. Bren 

was coming through that door any minute and he didn't want to miss a 

second of it. He stood more erect as the wedding march began and his 

heart stopped as Bren and Hunter filled the doorway. His friend, his 



 

  

girlfriend, his fiancée, his bride, his wife in about twenty-five minutes 

was walking confidently towards him. 

 

Bren squeezed Hunter's arm tightly. "Lord please don't let me screw this up. 

I should be able to walk a straight line to this man although you know I haven't 

walked too many of them in my lifetime," muttered Bren under her breath.  

 

Hunter stifled a laugh, which earned a raised eyebrow from the minister. 

He just covered Bren's shaking hand with his own to reassure her, that 

she was doing fine. Hunter's stomach was doing its own set of 

cartwheels so he completely understood how Bren was feeling. Today 

was both a beginning and an end for Bren and Grey but also for himself 

and Trish.  

 

As Bren made her way to her man, childhood dreams of marrying her 

favorite two doll babies flashed before her. Back to a time when her life 

was carefree with no worries when, no worldly flashy materials, no 

weaknesses stained her heart... no fighting or worrying disturbed her 

rest... 

 

Bren recognized the feeling she had then -- happily wedding two 

inanimate objects that would never know or feel, or care just what they 

symbolized -- as the feelings she had right now. She, the bride, walking 

towards her prince charming -- this was better than a dream because it 

wouldn't disappear with the dawn. Dawn of a new day... this evening 

was the dawn of a new day. 

 

Bren was a million miles away -- her mind was as light as the breeze 

across the ocean and she was blissfully lounging seaside enjoying the 

light tickles of God's favor through mothers nature... that could, easily be 

her (most) favorite thing to do! She was coaxed away from those 

thoughts by Hunters hand rubbing her back.  

 

The minister’s booming voice asked "Who blesses this union and presents 

this woman to this man to be married to each other?" 

 

Hunter and Trish had locked eyes and, in unison said, "We do." 



 

  

 

Bren couldn't take it and put her waterproof mascara to test earlier than 

she'd anticipated. But more surprises awaited her. 

 

Trish knew her Father was enacting a mild chastising upon whatever 

part of her conscious was responsible for guilt... and in a manner that 

only He could and would -- she was sure of it. She knew why too, she'd 

allowed doubt to creep where love, faith and blessed companionship 

had resided only one-hour prior. She was human and worldly and she 

had work to do... but that was no excuse. God was so good!  

 

She didn't know how she... just knew, that Hunter wanted them both to 

bless this union before them... no, she corrected that thought -- her most 

heavenly Father knew her like no one else. And the symbolism of 

Hunter's initiative wasn't lost on her either... or Bren. 

 

…….. 

Bren wasn't the only one lost in emotion. Grey did a slow fade to black 

and back to light himself... he was brought forward by the word "vows". 

He immediately became nervous willing himself not to forget the words. 

During the course of their courtship, Grey had taken on the role of the 

sentimental fool so he and Bren agreed to speak traditional vows on the 

minister’s cue. 

 

"I Greyson Michael Lawson take thee, Ashley Brenetta Saunders to be my 

lawfully wedded wife my constant friend, my faithful partner and my love from 

this day forward. 

 

“In the presence of God, our family and friends, I offer you my solemn vow to be 

your faithful partner in sickness and in health in good times and in bad, and in 

joy as well as in sorrow. 

 

“I promise to love you unconditionally and to support you in your goals. I 

promise to honor and respect you, to laugh with you to cry with you, and to 

cherish you for as long as we both shall live."  



 

  

 

Bren felt such a rush of emotion... on the minister's cue, she began: 

 

"I, Ashley Brenetta Saunders, take thee, Greyson Michael Lawson." 

 

 She was nervous -- her hands trembled inside of Grey’s and he squeezed 

them lightly. She would have to be slow and deliberate or she would just 

wail. She was sure of it. She tried it again. 

 

"I, Ashley Brenetta Saunders, take thee, Greyson Michael Lawson," Bren was 

embarrassed by her emotion -- there was so much she wanted to say -- 

her heart was so full... she sighed, 

 

"I, Ashley Brenetta Saunders, take thee, Greyson Michael Lawson," ... she 

paused. 

 

She was going to say what was on her mind and hoped Grey could 

appreciate... 

 

"Greyson. As our hearts are joining, before God I promise to be your BFF/best 

friend forever.  

 

Bren and Grey smiled at each other. There was a long thoughtful pause 

between each phrase. 

 

"You have stood by me and rescued me from so much ... on a river rising – you 

are my lifejacket... In good times and bad In health and sickness I will stand by 

you as your faithful partner and share your joys and your sorrows I accept you 

the way you are, loving what I know of you, and trusting what I don't yet know 

That is my promise to love you unconditionally. 

 

I promise to give you the best of myself and to ask of you no more than you can 

give.  I will support your goals I will honor you. I will respect you. I will laugh 

when you cry... errr -- I will laugh with you and cry with you. I will continue to 

cherish all that you are and represent" 

 



 

  

"Greyson, You are a man of extraordinary courage, strength, faith, forgiveness, 

support and  love. 

 

Bren paused – longer 

"You are poetic... the longest, sweetest note the strongest crescendo.  

 

(Grey whispered through clinched teeth: "I got your crescendo.") 

 

Bren snickered and repeated-- deliberately: 

 

"You are poetic... the longest, sweetest note, the strongest crescendo ... all in one 

man. In you, Grey, I have my own personal treble cleft ... You keep me ordered 

in step and on point. You are indeed, the dawn of a new day and I promise to be 

your perfect sunset for as long as I shall live...and beyond." 

  

"And beyond!” Grey was NOT going to cry in front of all these people so 

he did what he and Bren... just do -- they laughed.  

 

"Yes, silly... and beyond!" 

 

Grey's response was not to Bren but to the minister— 

 

"Can I kiss my bride?" 

 

Grey drew his new wife closer as the minister pronounced them 

husband and wife. By the time the official instruction to kiss the bride 

was given, he had already claimed the lips of his new wife. The crowd 

cheered and yelled their approval. Trish, Jai and Carlotta beamed and 

tried to hold back the tears. Hunter and the other groomsmen held it 

together as best as they could but Trish was sure she had seen a hand or 

two brushes across wet eyelids. 

 

…….. 

By the time Grey and his new bride were holding court at the reception, 

the ladies of Hope House and Monica comfortably settled with her kids 

in North Carolina were viewing images of the ceremony courtesy of 

Carlotta, the resident tech nerd. She knew how much it would mean to 



 

  

Bren and Trish to have these women who had suffered so much, see 

what could happen when one chose to change their life and believe for 

only the best. She had arranged with the photographer and 

videographer to send the images via their cell phones. There was not a 

dry eye in the shelter by the time the women heard Grey's vows and all 

eyes stayed wet until the bridal party left the church. Certainly, there 

was going to be a new beginning for all of them and it had already 

begun. 

 

…….. 

Hunter was glad his role as father giver was now over. It meant he could 

concentrate on the woman he was now holding in his arms with their 

favorite Luther tune being played by the live band. He remembered the 

night he sang it to her. His feelings and determination to be the man 

Trish needed most were stronger than ever.  

 

"I've decided to return to school," she whispered in his ear. "I want to finish 

my masters in gender issues." 

 

"You already know that you have my full support Trish. I love you," Hunter 

declared bringing her lips closer for a kiss but she pulled back. 

Hunter's eyes shifted to hers wondering why she was rebuffing his kiss.  

 

"What is it Trish?"  

 

Their movements on the floor had stopped but neither wanted to break 

contact or continue. 

 

"I don't know if I can do this," she replied.  

 

"Do what honey?" 

 

"This, you, school and life. It's too much. I don't want you to feel second best to 

school and my desire to get another degree," she said now afraid to look into 

his eyes.  

 



 

  

Hunter was having none of that. He took her hand and walked towards 

the balcony. 

 

"Trish, my friend, my confidante, the love of my life, my shero. I am in love with 

you. I love your smile, your wit, and your eyes that sparkle when you see a 

butterfly or smell a flower. I love your energy and the way you can set 

someone's mind at ease with a touch, a word, a look," Hunter halted her 

attempts to speak by slightly touching his lips to hers. 

 

"I am not intimidated by your desire to finish that degree. You let your father 

and your now deceased husband make you walk away from the things that were 

important to you. I am not going anywhere. I plan to be there, when you need 

someone to prop your eyelids open so you can finish reading your textbooks. I 

plan to be there when you need subjects for your dissertation. I plan to help you 

spell check and print your papers. I plan to be there when you walk up on that 

stage and make your speech as top of the class. 

 

"In case you still don't get what I am trying to say. There is no "I don't think I 

can do this. Because it is not I or you, it is we, us, our. Your dreams are now 

mine; in the same way you made my dreams all yours. I am a business owner 

with employees today because you saw what I couldn't even see in myself. Now, 

I ask that you give me the chance to do the same for you." 

 

 Trish was now in tears and her man kissed every one of them away with 

no regard to the people milling around. She didn't care either. She 

believed him. He was hers and he was planning to stay. 

 

…….. 

A half hour later, when the newlyweds found Hunter and Trish 

snuggled in the gazebo it took a few loud "ahems" before they even 

noticed they had company. Bren's grin was broad and she deftly 

maneuvered a space in between her friends. Grey just shook his head, 

knowing there was nothing he could do but take a seat on the other 

bench alone.  

 

"So," Bren started. "The minister is still here and I am sure we can swing a 

license in no time."  



 

  

 

"That won't be necessary Bren. We've got a bit of time yet before we follow you 

to down the aisle," Hunter answered for them.  

 

"Ah, well maybe next time," she replied. 

 

"Next time what?” Grey jumped in. "There will be no next time for you. This 

is it. Didn't I hear you promise to be my perfect sunset in this life and beyond? 

What next ti..."  

 

He never got to finish as Bren was on him in a flash, smothering his 

words with her kisses. Hunter and Trish just shook their heads and left 

the couple alone. If that boy only knew what he was in for tonight, Trish 

thought to herself. But he would find out soon enough. For now she was 

happy that she had the man of her dreams and the answer to her prayers 

ready to experience their own perfect sunsets together. 

 

Grey was enjoying what his wife was doing. Not that she could ever be 

called an ice maiden but she usually let him initiate their kisses and 

intimate moments. Now Mrs. Ashley Brenetta Lawson was giving him a 

taste of what he was in for, for the rest of his life at that. Her lips were 

making slow determined movements from his forehead to his chin but 

her hands were busy doing something he couldn't quite figure out. And 

she had commanded him not to move or touch her. What was his lady 

up to? Lord, help him. 

 

Sometime between the time Grey started his little rant, about no more 

next time for her down the aisle, except as a member of the wedding 

party, Bren decided it was the right time to tell her man why he 

reminded her of chocolate, and why chocolate reminded her of him. As 

she teased him with her kisses and whispers of her love and promise of a 

night of passion, she unclipped the bottom half of her gown, which 

immediately turned it into a cocktail dress that revealed quite a bit of leg.  

 

Grey froze as he felt the fabric fall away. She answered the question in 

the dark silence by placing his hands on her thigh. He was right; her 

beautiful wedding gown was no more. He wasn't about to argue. He ran 



 

  

a hand slowly up and down her exposed thigh and answered her kisses 

with some of his own. Yes, he was happy they had waited. Now to get to 

the event after the garter throw and the bouquet toss...Grey was sure he 

could wait twenty more minutes to get his honeymoon started right, or 

could he? 



 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 15  

A New Beginning 

-------- 
 

Jai and Carlotta were having the time of their lives decorating Grey and 

Bren's new home. The five-bedroom house sat at the edge of town in a 

new development that Grey's company had played a major role in. The 

girls had literally been given a blank check to turn the house into a home 

for the newlyweds and they were using every dime of it.   

 

Carlotta had been raving about some handmade furniture she had seen 

at a friend's house and had commissioned the designer to create some 

original pieces for the couple. Jai could hear the squeals from inside her 

sister's new walk-in closet and came out to investigate. 

 

Men were bringing the frame of the bed into the master bedroom and 

assembling it as Carlotta instructed. Jai looked on, marveling at the 

craftsmanship of the four columns being erected.  

 

"Wow, whoever did this must have very delicate hands," she marveled out 

loud.   

 

"Thank you," a voice boomed behind her.  

 

Jai turned to see the source of the contradiction, which it was. Because 

there was no way the large man filling the door of the room could have 

such delicate fingers.  

 



 

  

"Hello, I'm Mac. Glad you like my work," he stretched his hands out for a 

greeting.  

 

Jai paused a moment before accepting it. Yes, he was a contradiction, she 

thought, wondering if he could be as gentle with a heart as he was with 

wood. 

 

Jai and Carlotta were in the corner of the master bedroom gawking at 

Mac assembling Bren and Grey’s customized bed, and they even giggled 

like schoolgirls.  Mac was enjoying the attention and flashed a big white 

smile, at Jai over his massive shoulder, while supposedly looking for a 

tool in his toolbox.   

 

Okay, okay, she was thoroughly embarrassed and quickly snapped back 

into work mode.  She and Carlotta, turned about face with girlish grins 

on their faces; still giggling, walking shoulder to shoulder down the 

grand staircase to the main entrance to meet the arriving crew of family 

and friends, anxious to make ready the home for the newlyweds. 

 

For the next four hours, curtains and pictures were hung, area rugs were 

laid, furniture, vases and plants were placed and all of the large 

appliances were connected.  Every once in a while someone would break 

out in an R & B song and the whole house of people would chime in, 

with a doo-whap or too.  Jai got close enough to Carlotta to whisper,  

 

“This is the kind of feeling I want my love to inspire.”   

 

They hugged one another, and Jai found herself overcome with 

emotions.   

 

“Lunch is ready,” Leah loudly called, from the base of the grand staircase.   

 

Jai pulled a couple of miracles getting Leah, Sabrina and Monica to come 

and help with the house.  Leah and Monica wanted to be responsible for 

preparing the food and Sabrina wanted to help in anyway she could.   

 



 

  

A warm orange-glaze was quickly blanketing the sky and the thirty plus 

family, friends and workmen were all nearing the completion of their 

labor of love.  Everyone was getting food wrapped, last minute hugs, 

wiping tears, taking pictures and handing out contact information, when 

Mac walked over to Jai and thanked her for involving him, and before 

she could tell him it was Carlotta, he leaned down, kissed her cheek, 

shook her hand and handed her his card.   

 

“I will be waiting and looking forward to our next meeting, and hopefully it’s 

not business,” he said.  He spoke so softly, Jai could barely believe he said 

it.   

 

On the ride to Jai and Carlotta’s, Leah let them all know she was 

planning to leave Hope House in the next two months and move to the 

Caribbean.  She had already hired a realtor, put together a business plan, 

and hired several of the women at Hope, to help her set up a bed and 

breakfast.  Jai was not surprised, because of all of what she had heard 

about Leah, she knew she was probably full of surprises.   

 

“What does Trish have to say about this,” Jai asked.   

 

“She doesn’t know, and I’ve asked that it be kept secret until my final plans were 

made,” Leah said.  “I’ve always wanted a business of my own, and with the 

right type of management, I think we will be better than okay. Besides one of my 

daughters and her children are moving there with me.”   

 

“I am reaching for the kind of life I dared not dream of, and I am feeling 

renewed.  I feel a new beginning coming on.” 

 

When they pulled into the driveway, the five women shared hugs and 

tears. 

 

…….. 

The next day, the train was on time and as Sabrina was boarding her 

train, Leah slipped an envelope into her bag and told her not to break the 

seal until the train pulled away.  Even though Leah extended invitations, 

she had an overwhelming feeling and she prayed this would not be the 



 

  

last time she saw Sabrina, and it made her more than a little sad.  They 

threw kisses until they could no longer see each other.   

 

Monica and Leah chatted it up as they sat in the back seat of Jai’s vehicle 

on the way to the airport, and then Monica turned her attention to Jai. 

 

“I saw the big guy catching a glance at you more than once, you know?” 

 

 “Oh really, I was not aware of that, but I do know I was looking at him. He’s 

my kind of man,” Jai continued.  They all laughed. “He even called me today 

to say good morning.” 

 

Jai looked in the rear view at Leah who was smiling like a proud mama.   

 

The plane ride was short and sweet for Leah, with a further ride for 

Monica, and after big hugs and kisses, and reassurances that all was well 

with the other they vowed they would keep in touch.  While they were 

in the terminal for Monica’s layover, Leah pulled an envelope from her 

bag, handed it to Monica, and asked that she not open it until she 

boarded her plane home to North Carolina.   

 

On the cab ride back to Hope House, Leah looked at the map of her new 

life over and over in her head and heart, until all she could say was 

“Thank you God.”  

 

The driver looked at her suspiciously thru the rear-view mirror.  She 

smiled at the driver and said, “I’m fine, just fine,” and then she started 

humming Mary J’s “Just Fine.” 

 

…….. 

The women of Hope wanted to see all of the pictures that Leah snapped 

and sat around the kitchen table listening to the details about Bren and 

Grey’s new house as well as Leah’s overall trip.  They wanted to know 

how Monica and Sabrina were, how they looked. What they were 

wearing?  They were all excited because Bren made it out, and found 

someone to love and respect her, as she learned to love and respect 



 

  

herself.  Many of the women voiced their feeling that if God could give 

Bren a new beginning, he could give them one too. 

 

…….. 

Sabrina hid the fact that she was in a more abusive relationship than she 

was before.  She smiled and lied to her friends and told them all was well 

with her and her new life.  She didn’t even tell them that she had 

children that had been removed because of a severe beating the children 

witnessed when they were young.  How could she put a man before her 

and her children’s safety?  She was embarrassed and felt she let them 

down.  As happy as she was for Bren, she was a bit jealous too and 

confused as to why she could not have that kind of love and joy in her 

life.    

 

When Leah hugged her she was careful not to wince, because of her 

bruised ribs and sprained arm.  She was sure no one suspected.  As she 

made her way up to her apartment, she had totally forgotten the 

envelope Leah slipped to her, and right as she was reaching in her purse, 

the devil opened the door and invited her inside. 

 

“So you’ve been hanging out with those snooty bitches huh? I bet you 

badmouthed me a whole hell of a lot didn’t ya?“ he sneered.  “Ya hear me.”  

 

“Oh honey, you know I love you, and I won’t talk bad about you to no one,” 

Sabrina teased. She then asked him, “Did you miss me?” 

 

He was now calm, and demanded to see her body, to make sure the 

bruises were still in tact.  It was almost like he got off seeing her broken 

and bruised, Sabrina thought as she slowly began removing her clothes.   

 

“Come here, and make daddy feel good,” he said.  “Show me how much you 

missed me.” 

 

Sabrina cringed but moved as if she was enjoying his selfish lovemaking.  

After he fell asleep, she crept to the bathroom and scalded herself as she 

did each time he violated her.  Why am I here?  Why can’t I leave?  Is this 



 

  

all I want for myself? She had asked herself the same questions over and 

over and didn’t feel any closer to finding the answers. 

 

While putting away her toiletries from the trip, Sabrina ran across the 

envelope Leah gave her, and a smile and a tear that took forever to drop 

met up with each other.  When she opened the envelope, out fell $2,000 

in cash, a letter, and an open-ended ticket to the Caribbean, where Leah 

was opening her Bed and Breakfast.  She smothered her own scream and 

quickly put the contents back in the envelope.   

 

The bathroom door swung open and she could see the devil was about to 

raise hell.  Sabrina only knew she was in for the fight of her life.  This 

time she was confident that she was not going to let Leah down, she was 

not going to let Trish down and she was certainly not going to let herself 

down.  She was not going to die today.  She knew what she had to do.  

She had to fight.   

 

…….. 

Before she called 911 she read Leah’s letter.  “I know you are being abused 

again” and if you ever need a friend, you can always find one at Hope House.  If 

you don’t want to come to Hope, use the ticket, go to Harmony Bed and 

Breakfast, and let me know you are there.  I will have people to look out for you 

until I arrive.  Love yourself enough to go, and love yourself even more to live.  

Love, Leah.”   

 

Sabrina knew she would go, but she didn’t know when.  She cried and 

called 911. 

 

After the neighbors confirmed to the police that her boyfriend was 

always beating on her, and she showed them the old bruises, they 

arrested him. Sabrina was admitted to the hospital for treatment of her 

injuries, many of which she had never tended to.  

 

She refused the nurse’s offer of painkillers wanting to feel and 

acknowledge the pain she had hidden from others but more so from 

herself. The tears flowed freely, despite that fact that there were other 



 

  

women in the room. She didn’t care. Finally it was time to let go and she 

didn’t plan to shed anymore tears over her choices and her past. 

 

Sabrina awoke with puffy eyes but feeling quite rested. Her sleep had 

been a peaceful one as she realized she had options that seemed 

unavailable before. A few more days of formalities with the police and 

she began to map out a new life for herself. It filled her with hope and a 

confidence for the first time in forever it seemed.   

 

She decided not to dwell on the fact that she had lost permanent custody 

of her children. It filled her with shame and regret. Her one hope was 

that in the future she would see them again and show them how her life 

had turned around for the better. It would happen. Sabrina was sure of 

it. 

 

…….. 

Monica opened the envelope and found open-ended tickets for her and 

the children, and she beamed with the thought of lying in the sun and 

playing with the children on the beaches.  It would be a nice break once 

school was out for the summer.  

 

She would need that getaway as well. Both her catering and gift basket 

business had taken off and kept her and the kids busy. Who knew Aunt 

Maisie’s family recipes for cakes and jellies were unique enough for her 

to turn into a moneymaker? Leah’s gift was just the icing on the cake. 

 

“That Leah is something special,” Monica said to herself, clutching the 

envelope against her breast. 

 

…….. 

Bren woke from an unintended nap and instinctively reached for Grey. 

She looked over to admire his chocolateness glistening under the 

Mediterranean sun. She loved Spain! She loved the entire past several 

days! She loved her husband! She loved that God knew when she was 

ready before she did and He made it happen in His time.   

 



 

  

Grey… he could be considered physically imposing… intimidating even 

but he was her gentle giant. He was the perfect mix of God-fearing 

MAN/lover/protector/provider… the epitome of strength yet; he’d 

massaged her heart, caressed her soul and so gently – melted her heart. 

 

And now, lying on the deck of a luxury liner cruising through the Straits 

of Gibraltar… she was happy! Just yesterday they were on the beach in 

Majorca, the week before that they were riding mopeds through the hills 

of Rhodes, Greece and before that… Before that they began their 

honeymoon in London, England.   

 

Grey, as silly as ever had taken a client-friend up on his offer to use his 

jet for their honeymoon -- during the flight Grey did his rain dance, in 

hopes the first leg of their trip would keep them rained in and free to 

enjoy each other without feeling as if they were missing out on all the 

touristy attractions. He was just silly like that.  

 

As they landed in London and waited on the tarmac for their ground 

transportation Bren remarked that the weather seemed great and his 

dance hadn’t worked…. As Grey opened the car door for Bren she raised 

her face to the sky once more and her nose was met with one fat 

raindrop. She felt mildly taunted. 

 

It was rainy and overcast the first four of their five-day trip… by the 

fourth day of all day bed neither wanted to be the first to give. Bren slyly 

offered that even our great Father took a break on the seventh day – 

surely they could take a break halfway through – Grey sighed and 

laughed. 

“I was wondering when you’d had enough!”  

 

Bren laughed and hit back, “I’m just trying to do you a favor – you are older, 

you know. Be glad I didn’t pack a pole or you would really be begging.” 

 

They took a romantic ride on the River of Thames, visited the Tower of 

London, held hands, kissed and enjoyed being husband and wife. Their 

next four days were spent in Greece ingesting an unnatural amount of 

Greek cuisine, especially, baklava (she had a murderous sweet tooth) 



 

  

and their last few days were in Majorca, Spain – Bren loved Spanish 

culture and food – she absolutely fell in love with Majorcan ensaimada 

pastry!   

 

Bren never imagined her mindless daydreaming at the wedding would 

sneak into her reality so soon. Grey did good! He’d insisted on planning 

the honeymoon and Bren was only too willing to give up what would 

have, undoubtedly, been another million details. He kept her in the dark 

nearly the entire time… that is, until she started receiving random 

handwritten love notes written on the back of large puzzle pieces. She 

was thoroughly intrigued and had to restrain herself on several 

occasions from going through Grey’s things in search of more clues. 

 

She had to admit that his approach was great -- typical… fun. She 

received three puzzle-piece/love notes at a time-- via flower delivery, at 

restaurants, on her car windshield, on her pillow, at breakfast – each of 

the seven deliveries were enclosed within a red envelope with a swath of 

ivory vertically down the middle to form a bow at the seal point. She 

was always excited to read –-his proposal poem…. always one stanza 

per puzzle piece, always romantic, always smelled of Grey’s signature 

Tom Ford scent … always wonderful memories…always…weepy.  

 

Grey had instructed Bren to resist the temptation to put the puzzle 

together—until the night of the honeymoon so her anticipation was 

unmatched…. She was not disappointed in the least -- quite the 

opposite... she was overwhelmed and sometimes had to shake herself 

from the thought that she didn't deserve this kind of love. Oh, but she 

did.... 

 

Grey stirred next to her -- with tears in her eyes she thanked him for 

being the love of her life. He woke up and looked at her -- "You are the 

love of my life... if God saw fit to take me today, I have to be grateful he allowed 

me happiness through you. You have completed and complimented that which I 

didn't know existed. I love that in you. I love you for that. God blessed us -- he 

blesses us -- his hands are forever upon us and I want to show him I appreciate 

his Grace and Favor everyday. If that means putting a smile on your face every 

waking day -- it will be my pleasure. He loves us and I'm glad about it."  



 

  

 

Bren took Grey's hand to her face and kissed his palm -- "I have known a 

joy unlike anything I've felt since we met and you do put a smile on my face and 

joy in my heart... every waking day. You are my frog prince, my dream, I 

couldn't have predicted a better you. You have touched my soul." 

The water before them was as a sheet of glass all the way to the horizon 

where the water met the sun, sky, and they became one. 

 

Bren and Grey smiled as if their thoughts were one.... Books are written 

and movies are made -- on lesser acts of love. This was Love... realized! 

They sighed and settled into their chairs -- this must be what "the life" 

feels like... and they drifted into the sunset. 
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