
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          Before We Thrived

        

        
        
          Ballentine Lake Murray Southern Resilience Series, Volume 1

        

        
        
          Deanna T. Cove

        

        
          Published by Fountain Pen Harvest LLC, 2025.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      BEFORE WE THRIVED

    

    
      First edition. August 28, 2025.

      Copyright © 2025 Deanna T. Cove.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8999942401

    

    
    
      Written by Deanna T. Cove.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



  	
  	
			 

			
		
     

 

 

Dedicated to my husband who gave me a new laptop and told me to write. Thank you for your unwavering support throughout our many years together.

...to my three adult children who are graciously navigating life.

...to my grandchildren...the small E's in my life and my sunshine!



    



  	
        
            
             

 

 

...She felt she had finally found her life's blessing and was also determined not to let any of her past interfere with the connection she had with Liam.

 She thought what would be the point of flourishing after a painful childhood and leaving an emotionally abusive relationship, if your mind was still in bondage to them both.

 She would have life to the full promised to her; even after blood, tears and death; she would thrive...
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Chapter One – The Life Altering Call
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Alexie Branham often called Lexie for short noted the fine yellow dust of the season on her hands as she got into the car. It covered the walkway and all the neighbors’ cars as if it was a heavy seasoning from above. No point in washing the car just yet as she looked out into the hazy air of spring. Careful not to get the pollen dust on her face wiping her hands vigorously on her leggings. 

It was time to visit the closet home improvement store and the nursery on Highway Six. They were her favorite with plenty of plantings and variety awaiting her. She longed to experience the smell again; the peace and all the things that came with gardening she wished she had known earlier in life. Maybe it was the perfect time to learn it when she did. Some things you can only appreciate in a particular season in life. She knew it was time to prepare for the planting season, and she longed for it. 

Since 2020 Lexie had taken on quite a few new hobbies to keep herself occupied during the time when schools were closed. She worked as a physical therapist within the school district floating to fill staff needs. Now that life was almost normal again aside from high prices she was excited to get back to some aspects of life as it used to be. She had let her gardening go just a tad. But this was the season to get started and rekindle her new love of gardening and make the time to walk outdoors. 

Treadmill season was over. Glancing in the overhead mirror she decided today she didn’t care if it was a good hair day. While at the train track red light, she did a very quick French braid of her long dark brown tresses and snapped in a rubber band at the end while plucking out a few strands of a front bang. It was a baseball cap moment. And she was ok with it. 

Irmo was a small growing suburban town. Not too far from where Alexie grew up in Prosperity, South Carolina, which was even smaller. It was small enough for Alexie to run into Kevin at least once a month. They met years ago in college and dated for a while after graduation. She finally mustered the courage to walk away from his subtle increasing emotional abuse. He never hit her with his hands, but with blows of words and actions that stung deep. Deep enough to crush her spirit slowly over time. She was thankful he was out of her life apart from the occasional run-ins she had with him living in the same town. Occasional run-ins that were happening more regularly.  

It had been eighteen months, and she had finally moved on away from him to Liam. She could finally trust someone again. Liam was also a close friend in college and once a work confidant. Liam was able to see through Kevin’s tactics long before Alexie could. He’d tried to convince Alexie to move on from Kevin for quite some time for her own good and her mental health. She finally found someone who valued her for who she was without changing a thing. Liam was first her best friend guiding her through a trying time in her life, turned fiancé. Kevin was now a reminder of turmoil and a chapter of her life she wanted to move on from and never go back. She had finally begun to feel peace and progress happening in her life. 

Perfect timing to do a little grocery shopping. Driving towards her local Kroger was also a sure sign of spring. Lavendar wisteria drooping from the edge of the road provided the perfect backdrop for the season. The side street was lined with a perfectly planted row of pink Crepe Myrtle trees. Flowering Crepe Myrtle trees were her favorite trees. The Muskogee Crepe Myrtle actually. The blooms were light lavender in color. A sure sign that spring and summer were ushering itself into the community.  

Surely there would not be many folks out and about during this time of day. Her eyes scanned the deli display looking for her favorite cuts when she flinched at the voice she heard coming down the aisle towards the counter. Lexie put her head down and quickly tried to push her cart towards the dairy section of the store.  

“Lexie? I thought that was you. I almost walked by. You Ok? You look exhausted and wore down! Guess you have been working more now since we broke up. Hey it didn’t have to be this way. You know I was never gonna...” said Kevin with false concern. 

“Never would of what? I can’t believe you would actually say it!...I am fine. I am at peace and finally feeling like I can be myself. I gotta run!” said Lexie.

She pushed her cart around him and to the front of the store leaving her items in the cart exiting the store. She felt her heart beating fast but felt as if she was walking in slow motion to get to her car. As she sat in her car looking at the ceiling she breathed deeply and slowly calmed herself.  

She pulled down her mirror and looked at her eyes and slight crow’s feet and wondered if she really looked that bad. She scoured the bottom of her purse for lip-gloss and thought about pulling her hair down but then she remembered who she was dealing with. She shoved the gloss back in her side zipper and drove off. She left as quickly as possible to get away from him. Maybe it wasn’t good timing after all. 

Nothing like Kevin to ruin the mood of the day. Lexie was home after driving for what seemed to be hours to another store to avoid contact with Kevin. Finally home she sat for hours in silence replaying the moments with Kevin as the ice cream melted and ran over the kitchen island countertop. She was startled back to the present by the slam of a car door and peeked through the blinds to see Liam walking up the walkway. 

“Hey, are you ok? I called several times with no answer so I just thought I would come by to make sure you were good,” he glanced at the pile of groceries on the island and put away all the groceries starting to warm. “You ran into him again. You know we need to keep track of where he shops so you can avoid those spots, so you won’t have to deal with him and his sarcasm. I’ve got two years left of this contract and maybe after we marry we can find a spot on the other side of town; and we’ll be free from running into him. Did he get out of line? What did he say this time? What can I do?” said Liam while searching for napkins to wipe up the melted ice cream.  

“I’ll be ok in a bit. Thanks for coming by,” said Lexie.  

That was Liam cue to leave her be until she processed the encounter. Kevin and Alexie had dated before Liam and before her new life as a Christian. Alexie referred to the relationship as her BC days. Before Christ meaning before she committed her life to Christ and truly began to trust his direction. She was happy to leave her old life full of insecurities, iniquities and emotional abuse behind with a fresh start though not perfect, but a growing character. She did not miss a second of time spent with Kevin, but Kevin was sure he could convince her to take him back. 

Liam and Alexie had known each other for a while but had grown closer over time as they both had joined the new Christian bible class at church. They both had turned away from old ways of living and began a dating relationship built on true friendship as they now shared the same values. Liam was everything that Kevin wasn’t. She could be her complete raw self with Liam. They were learning each other well and their relationship was soon to be tested in a few unexpected circumstances.  

It was rare for him to just pop by.  As he left she checked the many messages she had missed on her phone from Liam and others. What she thought was fifteen minutes was two and a half hours sitting staring into space. She saw she had also missed a message from her childhood neighbor. It had been a while since they had spoken.  

“Hey there Ms. Shelby. I’m sorry I missed your call. Is everything ok?” said Lexie. 

“Well, I am glad you called back. When was the last time you talked with your mom? I think you need to come by. I am concerned about Christine. She isn’t herself. I think she needs some help, honey.” 

“Help. Help in what way? Is she sick? I intended on coming up soon. I’ve been busy at work. I’ll come up this weekend,” said Lexie. 

“This weekend? You need to come today or I’ll have to call somebody else to come get her. She can’t be alone like this. Honey, now who you want me to call to come check on her?” said Ms. Shelby. 

“Ok. I am on my way,” Lexie said. 
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Chapter Two- Daughtering From a Distance-Christine 
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Lexie usually called Christine twice a month. Her conversations were so brief she didn’t see the decline in her mother. Lexies’ father died when she was only six from cardiac arrest on the way to pick her up from school. He had crashed while driving. Her mother had not been the same since. Before her father died her mother was a bubbly fun-loving mom. 

Lexie had barely seen her mom smile since the day her father died. She turned into a bitter grieving women who was never able to move on. She often deflected her grief onto Lexie during her childhood and especially her teenage years. Lexie visited on a schedule only when she had to since she was an only child and felt some sense of obligation. Lexie checked on her mom in spurts. Quick contacts designed to communicate she had done her daughterly duties. 

As Lexie drove up the driveway she noticed the main door was open with the screen door closed and unlocked. She entered her mother’s home to scan the pale blue walls with a small white flower print to see a picture of herself and her father as she had her arms tightly around his neck as he carried her on his hip with her mother by his side with a big bright smile. 

He often smelled of barbeque grille smoke. This photo brought a warm and fading memory of her father. As she walked through the house she smelled the putrid scent of spoiled trash. She called out to her mom. Her mom came down the hallway with three jackets on and two hats pulled down firmly to her brow. She looked at Lexie for a second with confusion.  

“Who’s that? I was waiting for Alexie. What do you want and why you in my house?” said Christine. 

“Mom? It’s me. Lexie. It’s only been a few months...” 

Christine peered at Lexie from halfway up the hallway. “Oh Lexie! Come here and give your mother a hug! Hurry up...the baby’s crying and I need to feed him,” said Christine as her eyes brightened as she walked to Lexie and hugged her neck and kissed her on the cheek with a big warm smile. 

Lexie stood still and stared at her mom as her body stiffened to her mother’s embrace. 

“Mom are you ok? What baby? I am all grown up now. There is no baby. It’s kind of warm outside. Why do you have on so many clothes?” as Lexie removed her hats and a couple of layers while her mom talked of the snow coming soon. Lexie walked to the kitchen to find dirty dishes piled along the countertop and in the sink; and trash thrown on the floor around a full trash bag with a trail of ants coming in from the back door.  

After she spent hours cleaning and throwing away old food from the refrigerator she packed Christine an overnight bag and headed back out of the door with Christine holding her by the elbow. Mrs. Shelby stuck her hand through the crack in the front door and waved at her as she watched from her porch closing the door behind her. The sun flickered in her eyes as Alexie drove the scenic route home by the rolling green hills with an occasional brown farmhouse fence, pig and cow herds with a few grazing goats every so often.  

Her mother slept in the back seat. Lexie frequently peeked at her mom in the rearview watching for any signs of her awakening. Her mother slept deeply in the car as if she hadn’t slept in days. Alexie saw a trace of herself in the wrinkled worn face of her mother. Her mother’s hair was slightly matted and tangled. Her mother held a tan, black plaid hat in her hands on top of her chest as she let out a gentle snore. 

Alexies’ mind was filled with worrisome and anxious thoughts. She turned on the car radio and breathed deep through pursed lips as Christine still snored in the back seat. She didn’t remember driving over the small narrow bridge on the way home where barely two cars could cross at the same time. She found herself waiting for it but the small goat pen on the right told her she had already passed over it as her mind had gone numb trying to figure out what was going on with her mom. 

Lexie could not believe how pleasant her mother’s personality was as she was mean and gruff most of her childhood. Hugging her mother was awkward as she had not experienced warmth from her mother since she was six years old. Where was the angry, sarcastic criticizing mother of her youth? Lexie would have to get used to this new kind-hearted yet confused mother. What a perfect time for her mother to fall into dementia she thought. When her life had begun to turn around. She was engaged to a great guy who she now had to explain moving in a mother in mental decline. 

Lexie had mastered distant care for her mother with scheduled short calls and an occasional visit here and there with a few mailed gifts. Spending prolonged time with her mother was almost feared. Picking out a Mother’s Day card always took longer than it should. Whenever she visited her mother criticized her the second she walked through the door without asking how she was doing. Alexie learned the art of tuning out her mother negative comments during her very short visits.

Alexie felt her mother was the most miserable person she ever knew and at times did whatever she deemed necessary to avoid her wrath, in her BC days. Now that she had found a new way of life she wanted to figure out how to love unconditionally. Though cruel at times she was still her mother. She had only changed after her father’s passing. Alexie felt sorry for her mothers’ deep grief brought on by the sudden death of a husband. It was the only reason she felt a need to keep some kind of connection to her mom after she left home for college. 

She had few happy memories mostly from her younger days. Her mother’s erratic behavior was almost that of an alcoholic after the death of her father but her mother didn’t drink. Lexie had self-diagnosed her with a mental breakdown many years ago. Christine refused to get help but only kept her emotions bottled up until she exploded weekly onto Lexie. Lexie stared at the ceiling half the night in anxiety of Liams’ response. Lexie feared she would be rejected since her upcoming marriage to Liam now came with a mother with dementia to look after. Her mind barely let her sleep that night. 
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Chapter Three- Liams’ Introduction
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“Liam, this is my mom...Christine. Mom this is my fiancé, you know...the one I told you about,” said Lexie. 

Christine made her way across the living room in her plaid hat placed over her brown hair and misbuttoned shirt with curiosity and touched the side of Liams face shuffling Liam’s dark wavy hair.

“Don’t keep her out too late! She mentioned you were taking good care of her. I need to go get her a pretty prom dress!” Christine said as she walked back to her chair near the window and began shuffling her mail and mumbling to herself. 

Lexie and Liam walked into the kitchen to talk. Lexie wondered what was going through his mind as she wondered how he would perceive her mother’s unexpected arrival into their lives.  

“Your mom is a lot more pleasant than I thought she would be. Did the doctors say how advanced her state of dementia is? I am worried about you getting burned out. This kind of caretaking is really taxing,” Liam said. 

“They said she was declining rapidly, and yeah...care would get harder. This is also not my mom in a sense. She has a new pleasant personality. I guess it’s a lot better than her old self. I don’t know if I could do this if she were the mom I grew up with. So, are you ok with all of this? Our lives would be totally different. She still has some cash in her account and a decent social security check. I could use it to find her a sitter at least three days a week to get a break. We’d have to do adult day care or long-term sitter if I went back to work. I had planned on returning to work at the school after the summer break. They were alright with me taking a short leave of absence since I’m a fill in floater with the district. I gotta figure somethin’ out. I need to take her to get her hair cut... it’s a matted mess,” said Lexie as her brown eyes filled with tears as her racing thoughts overflowed. 

Liam reached across the table and squeezed her hand and began playing with the ring he had given her. “We can do this. And WE gotta figure somethin’ out. I just need a little time to figure out some of the financials. So don’t worry. What kind of things do you need for her? I am about to run to Wally’s in a bit. Anything needed to make her more comfortable? And you know...this personality change for her is a good thing. This woulda been really hard on you if she were the old Chirstine you told me about,” he said. 

Alexie didn’t say anything. But she wanted to tell him she had investigated dementia facilities. In her mind she was still trying to decide if she could take care of the mother who neglected and abused her most of her life. Even if it was the right thing to do. Even with this new personality shift becoming the upside of her dementia. The caregiver and medical side of her wanted to give everyone a medical excuse for poor behavior. Or maybe it was her mother’s own upbringing that caused her not to know better. She gave Kevin the same excuse to be in her life for far too long. 

One thing was for sure. She couldn’t choose her mother and her fathers’ untimely death. But not so with Kevin. She chose and allowed an abusive Kevin to be in her life. But she had finally broken free of him. She pondered if she could take care of her mother after all they’d been through and all the scars. Some visible. Some not. Could she care for a mom who didn’t care for her properly as a child? She decided she couldn’t let it get in the way of her newfound happiness with Liam, shifting their world as she thought of the many what ifs. 

As they were leaving the kitchen he stopped and stood in front of her as she gave him eye contact with a sigh of relief, she braided her hair and put it up in a bun. “Time to get to work finding a sitter! Thank you. I wasn’t sure how you would react. I know you didn’t sign up for all this. I need to get started cleaning out a closet for her.” 

“I signed up for whatever comes along with you. She’s your mom. We’ll figure it out. Let’s just get her settled and comfortable for now.”

Liam was not aware of all the details of her childhood. Just the generalized picture she had presented to him. He didn’t know the details, but he knew enough. He knew more than she had revealed through his own observations but patiently waited on her timing to discuss anything involving her childhood. 

Liam understood her need for patience with calm and he understood when to let her be. Liam battled his own past coming out of a disturbing marriage with many problems. Also, his BC days. Liam reminded Alexie of her own father just a bit in appearance. He was athletic and handsome with dark wavy hair and a short fading well-manicured beard. Demanding sometimes unwanted attention when he entered a room.

He was devoted to God in a new way that protected the purity in their relationship. They had vowed to wait until marriage, which was getting more difficult the deeper they fell in love. Liam felt the urge to leave quickly whenever they were alone in either of their houses, which was rare. They spent a lot of time “alone in public” they both called it. They had previously worked together but now got to know each other more intimately in character. They frequented parks, taking long walks and spent hours in coffee shops and restaurants until the restaurant employees were sweeping around their feet and wiping down the tables trying to close. Not much longer until their wedding day they both thought.  

Liam headed out soon as they were done talking to grab a few items from the store. Lexie stood by the window and watched him get into his car with a sigh of relief and feelings of something she couldn’t explain. Lexie wasn’t good with cyphering her emotions. It always took her a minute. She felt she needed to look at her phone emojis and point to the ones she felt sometimes. Kind of like what she did with the kids when asked to describe their level of pain as she showed them the facial expression pain scale chart at school in her physical therapy sessions. She wasn’t sure there was an emoji for this feeling. But she knew it was a good calming feeling with a sense of peace in the background. And she felt it often with Liam. Something she never felt with Kevin or anyone else. 
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