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For those who felt constricted by the chains of their faith, may this book open your heart and free your mind. 
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darkness falls

 

 

Penelope 

 

 

PATIENCE.

 

 

Even as the couple embraced in the lounge, blessed by the salty sea breeze and sunshine, a rigid feeling still tensed their muscles. An inexplicable agitation, further incensed by the squawking seagulls and rough waves that swashed upon the shoreline. Their focus was far intertwined with each other, their quiet murmurs somewhat soft and reassuring, anticipative of what was to come. An impending bliss that would only sweeten their marital union. 

 

 

To an onlooker, such couples were a rarity in Coconut Seal Key. A welcome sight against the harsh relationships and grievous experiences most women faced on the island at the hands of their partners.

 

 

But even the most unproblematic relationship had its pitfalls. Niggling issues eating away at the surface to reveal deeper worries. Jagged edges threatening to ravage everything they’ve ever known or cared about. The unexpected problems created an inevitable strain that not even stalwart love could ever hope to rectify.

 

 

For Arthur and Penelope Carrington, they were that couple.

 

 

Patience. 

 

 

After a few more minutes of wordless torture, Arthur spoke up with wiggling brows. “Have I ever told you how beautiful you look when the sun catches a twinkle in your eyes?” 

 

 

A laugh erupted from the pit of Penelope’s stomach at Arthur’s remark, much to his sheepishness. “You need to stop watching those Indian movies.” 

 

 

“You enjoy it when I remark on your lush–” 

 

 

“Shush!” Penny covered her mouth with a hand, her muffled giggles further embarrassing her poor husband. “Aw, you know I love you, sweetheart, but you can be so corny sometimes. Besides, I would much rather snuggle up.” 

 

His strong arms obliged and she melted as they admired the beachfront. The sun cooled, overhead clouds casting the gently rolling waters in a muddy tint.  

 

 

A wistful sigh escaped her. Yes, Lord, make this moment last forever. Give us patience.  

 

 

Arthur’s arms tightened around her, another anxious signal of what awaited them in the en-suite of their master bedroom. His calloused hand raised to wipe the stray strands of hair from her forehead, soft lips following the path he made. Penny sighed against him, her heart overflowing with gratitude for his love and support. 

 

 

Years ago, Arthur had saved her from herself and given her a purpose. Their marriage began rocky, uncertain from the start. But five years later, they were relentlessly braving the choppy waters. A bold expression of perseverance and long-lasting devotion to each other. 

 

 

A shrill ring from Penny’s phone signified an ended timer and she dived out of her husband’s arms, racing down the cobblestone pathway towards their bungalow. Her blonde-streaked hair danced in the wind, heavy footfalls eager.  

 

 

Patience had flown out the window; only the fulfillment of her desires mattered. 

 

 

Breathless, she bounded into the bedroom at top speed, unable to break her stride until she was heaving against the bathroom door, lungs burning for air. Beads of perspiration formed on her upper lip but she paid her condition no mind, nearing the white-tiled counter.  

 

 

Nerves on edge, she took careful steps, half-expecting someone to jump out of the shower to catch her red-handed. Her heart drummed out a wild calypso beat and, with closed eyes, she felt for and overturned each pregnancy test. 

 

 

Five in total. 

 

 

Five chances to prove whether she was worthy of being called a woman.

 

 

Five seconds to spark joy and adoration in her husband’s eyes at the thought of becoming a dad.

 

 

His presence loomed behind, prickling her skin.

 

 

With bated breath, she opened her eyes unto these wishing wands of hope.

 

 

* * * 

 

 

Anna 

 

 

THE TIMER CAUGHT EVERYONE’S attention at the board meeting.

 

 

With a sheepish smile at the look of disapproval from her VP, Anna excused herself from the room. A momentary glance at her PA, Amanda, assured that her schedule had already been cleared for the day. Anna passed her, taking a moment to squeeze the woman’s hand in appreciation. 

 

 

Exiting the conference room, Anna breathed out a sigh – grateful for the people God brought onto her path. 

 

 

Fifteen minutes later, her bodyguard was driving away from the beach resort and along a meandering stretch through Solomon’s Isle, framed by dry cane fields and coconut trees at alternating bends. Up above, the shimmering sun was beginning its lazy descent below the horizon, thin wisps of clouds trailing along against a backdrop of glowing orange and blushing mauve. 

 

 

“First time visiting the church, lil Miss?” Mason, her protector of ten years, peered in the rear-view mirror. Glancing up, she smiled at the sun-darkened face ridged with lines that spoke of a well-worn age. An ex-CID officer, she was smitten with him the moment he was assigned to take care of her while she travelled the world and conducted business. 

 

 

It was with that dependency she considered him more than just a protector. He became the father figure she never had; full of strength, compassion and a keen mind that guided her in many areas of her life. 

 

 

“Yes, I saw it on my last trip but couldn’t visit. Remember I told you about it?” 

 

“I did.” He made a low noise, his deep voice cautious. “Kinda strange for a church to be out here in the middle of nowhere.” 

 

 

“What do you mean?” But her question was forgotten as he turned onto the open compound of the church, wheels crunching on the loose gravel before he killed the engine.  

 

 

Mason exited the vehicle, face set and gaze alert, ensuring the surroundings were safe from any sort of danger before opening her door. She shot him a grateful smile as he made a grand gesture towards the small cathedral, gun still in his hand. Sure, he may have been paid to take care of her but she knew that deep down, Mason adored her. As she adored him. 

 

 

Reaching into her purse, she took out her handy scarf and wrapped it around her head with a secure knot. Excitement burst from her being, infusing her very nature with pleasure. No matter where she was in the world, she heeded God’s call and sought out a church where she could kneel, pray and worship to her heart’s content. 

 

 

Not that she needed a church to worship, but who could resist the allure of such wondrous ambience? Of glorious, aged structures that witnessed the passage of changing times and changed along with it? 

 

 

This practice, so ingrained in her, led her throughout her lonely life. Brought her out of despair. Shielded her in times of adversity. Blessed her with boundless moments of happiness.  

 

 

The world was in the palm of her hand but it was nothing compared to basking in the glory of the Lord’s power and mercy. 

 

 

Wind flapped at the lapels of her jacket and she shivered, nearing the building. The sky’s light began to wane, shrouding the church in an ominous shadow. To the untrained eye, nothing seemed out of place.  

 

 

Yet it looked so abandoned. Not a soul lingered, making her frown. The owners were expecting her but it seemed that they had forgotten the arrangement they made. 

 

 

Potted plants graced both sides of the church’s entrance, a large oaken door wide open for all to enter. Perhaps the owners had done so for her benefit. 

 

 

Unable to distinguish anything from her viewpoint, she drew closer – dread settling in her bones. 

 

 

An invisible magnet seemed to pull her closer towards the church but her feet remained planted to the ground. Breath coming in short pants, she placed a hand on her belly to calm the nauseating tumult that threatened to erupt within. 

 

 

The languid yet relentless pull seemed intent on snatching her away – invasive fingers clawing at her clothing and hair – and spiking panic in her thrashing heart. 

 

 

Whatever this feeling symbolised, this church was not where she wanted to be. 

 

 

Maybe this was once a place of holiness and devout worship. Now, only the demons of human nature lurked in the shadows, marring what was once cast in divinity.  

 

 

Freeing herself from the energetic bind, she raced towards the car – ignoring Mason’s pleas to tell him what was wrong. 

 

 

“Just… just take me back to the resort, please,” she stammered as he reversed out of there. 

 

 

Without a backward glance, Anna leaned back on the seat – trying to calm her frazzled nerves and erase the experience from her consciousness. 

 

 

Out of sight. 

 

 

Out of mind.
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sliver of hope

 

 

Anna 

 

 

LOCKED AWAY IN HER SUITE, guilt ate at Anna when she ignored Mason’s careful coaxing to get her talking. But she couldn’t at that moment. She didn’t want to.

 

 

While she was no stranger to negative energies, never had she come to touch such darkness. Tasting evil even with a prayer on her lips.

 

 

For a moment, fear gripped her but the Lord kept her steady and she wasted no time thanking Him for it.

 

 

Now, as she chewed slowly over dinner, she mustered the courage to search out Mason and apologise for her earlier behaviour. Just as passionate about God, he might provide a solution to help her get past the feeling of utter despair. He would help her use it as a stepping stone in her spirituality, but only if she was willing to allow him a glimpse into her heart.

 

 

Goodness, she didn’t even know how she would attend the two remaining scheduled business meetings. Mr. Carrington would wring her ear if he found out she was slacking, especially when he was warned that making someone as young as Anna president of his multi-national company would be business suicide at its finest.

 

 

Yet she proved herself within a year and took the company to staggering heights. She couldn’t fail the man who did all that he could for his daughter-in-law’s best friend.

 

 

With such a wonderful tribe of loved ones around her, loneliness never touched her. Her dedication to the company and diligence towards her blossoming career was a mere fraction of what she could possibly repay them for all the time they had invested in her.

 

 

Mind made up, she pushed away her tray and rose to her feet but she didn’t get far when her trilling phone disturbed the silence.

 

 

Excitement budded when she saw the flash of the caller ID. “Hi, Penny! How are you?”

 

 

“Are you busy?” The voice on the other sounded unfamiliar, a breathy whisper that hinted at a troubled mind. “Can we talk?”

 

 

“What’s wrong?”

 

 

Penny sniffled, a sob inadvertently escaping her and Anna’s worry grew. “I need you.”

 

 

* * * 

 

 

SEEKING PERMISSION FROM MR. Carrington was a trial by fire on its own but once he heard it was for his daughter-in-law, he was quite amenable and even sent his personal charter for her flight back to Coconut Seal Key.

 

 

A few hours later at her house in Alston Town, Anna messaged Arthur to enquire on Penelope’s health and what the matter was but he refused to disclose anything that warranted a face-to-face discussion.

 

 

Nevertheless, it would’ve been prudent for her to prepare herself. She didn’t understand what would cause Penny to lose herself like this. The heart-wrenching sobs made her grip her phone and call upon the Lord to provide her best friend with ease.

 

 

Confusion and sympathy took hold the entire drive to upper Port Royal City until she arrived at the Carrington’s lavish mansion.

 

 

* * *  

 

 

WEALTH AND LUXURY NO LONGER astounded Anna the moment she came into it herself. From the high ceilings to the grand teardrop chandeliers on the porch to the cherubic water fountains planted about the garden with divine flair, a harmonious orchestra of modern Edenic brilliance. 

 

 

Money didn’t hold Anna’s ticket to Eden and she certainly didn’t think it did for Penny either… but it was always nice to have.

 

 

With a brisk pace, she followed the housekeeper to where Penny and Arthur were plating out the silverware for an overdue dinner with their closest friend.

 

 

A harsh clatter sounded as Penny’s eyes met hers, frozen for a moment in amazement, before rushing to Anna and sweeping her arms around the petite girl in a tight, choking hug. In her hasty wake, Arthur snagged a plate before it could slide off the edge of the dinner table.

 

 

“I’ve missed you so much.” Penny sighed, a dry sob wracking her body as Anna comforted her. Their embrace lasted for minutes, as relieving as it was unbreakable. Anna felt the burdens of Penny’s battered soul – as if they were her own – dissipating the more they kept their hold on each other.

 

 

Theirs was a sisterhood bound with cords so tight and strong that it could never be broken.

 

 

Lord, give my friend strength.

 

 

* * *  

 

 

DINNER WAS QUIET.

 

 

After the usual camaraderie and banter among the three, catching up with the on-goings of each other’s lives, one single question loomed over all of their heads.

 

 

When would be the right time to bring it up?

 

 

Arthur spoke when the stillness proved tiresome. “I’ve always told my father to send me out of the country if needed.” He scooped up a forkful of yellow wild rice paired with stewed pink beans. “Penny goes crazy when your schedules and plans get messed up for work.”

 

 

“That’s true,” Penny piped up, curls bouncing with vitality when she nodded. “No other friend of mine can keep me steady like you, Anna.”

 

 

Anna shook her head with a fond smile as she sipped on bubbly, non-alcoholic wine. “You guys are too much but you know I can’t help it. Your dad depends on me so I’ve got to be there. Unless you’re actually considering your father’s offer to come back on board full-time, Art?”

 

 

“I might,” he sighed, stabbing his baked chicken leg with disdain. “If he gets Anthony off the team. That wastrel needs a damn wake-up call.” 

 

 

“That wastrel is your brother, dear husband.” Penny gave him a pointed look and he huffed, elbows on the table as he hunched over his meal.

 

 

Anna grinned at the levity and offered her two cents. “Look, Art, don’t let your personal misgivings affect all the good things that you can do for the company. You’re still so involved despite not working there anymore. Besides,” her tone brightened, “your brother needs help and taking over means giving him the chance to get that help. Without worry on anyone’s end.”

 

 

“You’re so sweet, Annie. But it’s not that simple.”

 

 

“Men,” Penny groaned, palming her forehead in mock indignation, “always over-complicating things.”

 

 

Anna giggled, causing Arthur to shoot his own grin at her and throw his fork on his plate with a clatter. “Alright, you schemers, I’ll talk to dad tomorrow. Happy?”

 

 

“Yes!” the girls chorused, breaking out into joyous laughter.

 

 

When dessert was settled with chocolate mousse, they moved to the living room. Curled up on a vast beige sectional hugging plush maroon cushions, Penny turned to Anna – her face glowing with happiness and hope as the evening progressed.

 

 

“Now, Anna, if only you could solve one more problem of ours.”

 

 

Anna tucked her feet under her legs, cocking her head at the side. “How so?”

 

 

Penny bit her lip and the tension that faded earlier hit Anna with uncontrollable force. “The pregnancy test was a failure, Anna.” Her fingers interweaved in a complicated knot on her lap while Arthur’s face remained stoic and unreadable. “I couldn’t conceive.”

 

 

Bubbling within, sympathy and care surged through Anna. “Are you certain?”

 

 

Penny nodded, flicking away a lone tear. “We used five different tests. I’m barren, Anna. I’m the problem. Not Arthur. Never Arthur.” A silvery yet bitter laugh escaped, more tears freely flowing as she glanced at her husband. “I’ll never be able to give the Carringtons the one thing they always desired.”

 

 

Anna held her tight, rubbing soothing circles on her back and she whispered platitudes of care – letting Penelope know that it was okay. That everyone still loved her. That she was still the eldest daughter-in-law of the illustrious Carrington family and no one will be able to take that right away from her.

 

 

In an instant, Penny disentangled herself – a silent plea shining in her watery gaze. “There’s something I want from you, my friend.” She put her hands together, encapsulating Anna’s within. “Please don’t refuse.”

 

 

Blood rushed in her ears at Penny’s next words and she found herself free-falling off a mental cliff in endless panic.

 

 

“Anna, please be our surrogate.”
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proposing life

 

 

Penelope 

 

 

“I’M SO SORRY, PENNY. I-I don’t know what to say.” Solace reigned when Anna’s arms enveloped her, the floral fragrance of her perfume a welcome distraction as the tears burned at her eyes.

 

 

Whenever Penny faced an issue, she would call sensible, fair-minded Anna for assistance. May it be choosing a university programme or finding stability in her faith, Anna always led her on the right path.

 

 

However, Penelope couldn’t depend on her friend forever. There must come a time when one should make a decision for themselves. A decision that they could hold fast to without harbouring any regrets in the future.

 

 

“Don’t worry, my friend.” Anna straightened and stepped back, a determined glint in her eyes. “I know a lot of specialists in the US, UK, you name it. Or we can talk to your parents, Arthur.” Her wild eyes glanced at Arthur before going back to Penny. “I have friends who can refer me to people. Or if you want to adopt, we can find out all about it.” Penny raised a feeble hand but Anna was not deterred, stooping to face her. “Listen, both of you, there are many options that we can explore. But what you’re asking from me is impossible.” 

 

 

“That’s what I’ve been telling her but–” Arthur caught himself, shooting an uneasy glance at Penny as he jumped out of his seat to pace the room. “Damn it, Penelope, how could you even expect this of her?”

 

 

“With man, this is impossible but with God, all things are possible.” Mustering a tiny smile, Penny stroked Anna’s face – taking in her simple beauty. Her East Indian roots were deep, evident in her dark brown skin and almond-shaped eyes with irises that flared or softened, depending on her mood. A calm spirit with an occasional fierce streak.

 

 

Her voluptuous body hidden beneath designer suits hinted at contours that a future husband would pay obeisance to for hours, and long tresses that spilled and flowed like a river of night. The dusk of her complexion contrasted with pearly white teeth that could brighten someone’s day. Even a room. The undercurrents of sensuality and powerful life force energy existed within Anna. If only she was willing to maximise its full use.

 

 

Yes, she and my Arthur would create beautiful babies.

 

 

“If you want someone to be a surrogate, I-I can look into it. There are many women who willfully do this all the time, for a price. I can get so many options that you can choose from! But please don’t ask me to… I can’t…” Breath coming in short pants at the mere idea, Anna struggled to continue.

 

 

Penny laced her fingers with Anna’s, gesturing for the younger woman to be seated at her side. She didn’t miss the way Anna cast a nervous glance in Arthur’s direction, the fire-orange glow of the dimmed lights bordering his silhouette as he leaned against the window frame. A troubled tint marred his face.

 

 

“Listen, my friend,” Penny began, surprised at her calm, collected composure. “I wouldn’t have asked you to be my surrogate if I wasn’t sure what option I wanted to consider. I wouldn’t have interrupted your business trip if I wanted to adopt or-or try a bunch of different fertilisation methods that are only going to burn me out than actually give me hope, Anna. Let’s face it, only you can give this family what I can’t. You really think our elders will accept a strange woman to give them an heir?”

 

 

“The child will be Arthur’s either way.”

 

 

Penelope shook her head, taking a slow breath and careful not to sound insistent. “True, but it doesn’t matter. They won’t know her as intimately as they know someone like you, Anna. They love you. As we do. You know that.”

 

 

Her newfound strength sparked an unbelievable ember of courage and fortitude. This yearning for motherhood created a compulsive need to break down any barriers or objections Anna may have. Persuade her to make the biggest sacrifice only a woman with strong will and an empathetic understanding of what it meant to be a mother to their own child.

 

 

Their flesh and blood. To hold in their arms and show off with pride. To dispel any rumours that plagued the church services and bake sales and anywhere else these godforsaken nosy neighbours spread their malicious tales.

 

 

Because there was no one else she trusted with such a task. 

 

 

While she didn’t expect Anna to make a decision at once, Penny knew she needed to try planting a seed, at the very least. She could attempt to convince Anna. For the sake of her husband’s legacy.

 

 

“Please.” It was barely a whisper but there was a flicker of emotion stealing across Anna’s features before it disappeared. “I need you, Anna. More than I’ve ever needed anyone in my life.”

 

 

Penny could feel the strain of her brows as she waited for Anna’s response, if any was forthcoming. Watching the girl close in on herself with hunched shoulders as she assimilated all of this information – this premeditated ambush – stirred a pot of guilt in Penny’s gut.

 

 

Anna’s perceived frailty belied her true grit and ability to stand her ground to persevere for the greater good of humanity. Caring for others made Anna loved in the eyes of many. It would be an honour for her to mother Arthur’s children.

 

 

Anna possessed all the qualities that Penny would have liked to see in her own babies. Qualities that a real mother would pass on. Qualities of a robust, capable father who provided for and loved them.

 

 

Dear God, Penny closed her eyes in a stricken moment, please let this come to pass. Please bless me. 

 

 

* * * 

 

 

Anna 

 

 

DAYS LATER, ANNA MOPED around her house and wasted time lying in bed – watching trash television, ignoring her fitness routine and healthy diet. Cramming popcorn down her throat and ordering a pile of fast food from her phone. The limit of her emotional stress-eating swelling to an all-time high. 

 

 

Her zeal for the simple things vanished the more she slept on what Penny was requesting. The magnitude of such a demand never failed to make her fidget. 

 

 

Never in any stage of her life had she ever thought about having kids. Certainly, marriage was always a vague possibility, but the gestation and birthing of a child – of taking complete responsibility over a brand-new life – never factored in. 

 

 

Sure, the responsibility of the child would eventually be passed on to Penny. However, there were months of nursing to think about. The child’s formative years followed right behind. Anna knew her involvement would only get stickier, complicated, and eventually make it difficult for her to tear away and start over on her own. 
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