Chapter Five

Saturday, February 18

My father would have been fifty-seven today. At least two of us, almost
certainly just two of us, would have headed to St. Louis for the day. We would
have eaten out some place and he would have opened whatever gift I had picked
up on the drive over. Then he would have invited us to stay and go to church
with them in the morning. I would have refused. He would have nodded without
looking at me, and he would have sighed, but then he would have put a hand
on my shoulder and told me how glad he was to see me.

My heart hurt for what would’ve been.

I wanted to tell Christopher about his papa today, especially in the quiet
before his mother got up and the chaos began. I got Christopher’s baby book
out and we looked at the pictures of him and my dad. My dad beamed in those
pictures. “Pa,” Christopher said as he patted the pictures.

“Yep, that’s your papa. I wish he was going to be here today, but we’ll
just have to remember him.”

“Kiss.” That’s what Christopher called himself, and every baby he saw.

“Yes, that’s Christopher. Papa used to have red hair like yours. Did you
know that? You get it from him. Mommy and me and Nana all have blond hair.
Even Mimi has blonde hair.” Well, at one time she had blonde hair and her
current hair color reflected that.

“Michael!”

“Mama’s up early.” I put Christopher back in his bed and found Stacy
leaning against the doorframe of the bedroom, holding her hand against her
forehead. “Are you all right?”

“I'm having a terrible migraine.” Not a hangover. People judge you for
having hangovers. They don’t judge you for having migraines.

“Want me to get you some aspirin?”
“Yes, and a cup of coffee, baby.”

Baby. I put my arm around her. “Why don’t you lie down? I'll bring them
up.



“Can I ask you a silly question? I mean, you promise you won'’t laugh?”
“Oh, I won’t laugh.”

She leaned up and whispered, “Did we sleep together?”

“NO.”
“Well, I hoped not. I mean, with us divorcing and all . . . but when I woke
up . . . You understand?”

I did. I understood every bit of her desperate shallow vanity. I understood
I saw a side of her no one else did, because she knew I would protect her. But I
also understood that wasn’t enough. She would leave me anyway.
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At noon, Stacy called for me to bring Christopher upstairs. She had
worked all her magic on herself and she was beautiful. She wore a pale blue
sweater that matched her eyes and hugged all her curves.

Before I could say anything, she took Christopher from my arms and
handed me a blue pullover. “This is for you,” she said. I knew better than to
question her and soon enough I saw that the two shades of blue we wore
perfectly matched the plaid in Christopher’s shirt. We’d be perfectly coordinated
for the party and the all-important pictures. Too bad we weren’t that
coordinated in real life.

“Did you want to take Christopher or should I?”
“Why wouldn’t we go together?”

Because we typically drove separately. Because we were splitting and it
was silly to pretend otherwise. “My car or yours?”

“Oh yours,” she said. She wore her sunglasses, even into Vic’s. Vic was
the caterer and he had a very well-equipped room that he rented out to all sorts
of parties. We’d been to more than one wedding reception here.

Of course we arrived before all the guests, and Stacy immediately found
Vic and made her last minutes demands. A three-course buffet stretched out
against the far wall, and what usually served as a dance floor was covered in
red and white balloons fitting with the fire truck theme. A half dozen fire truck



ride-on toys were scattered around. The photographer appeared seemingly out
of thin air and began snapping candid shots of Christopher, capturing all his
reactions. She yelled at the DJ to start the music and told me to put
Christopher down, but not near the buffet.

Stacy pushed her sunglasses up on her head. That seemed to be the cue
for her friends and their kids to show up and they mutually gushed over each
other. I noticed the other kids were all dadless. John Streeter and I were in for a
long afternoon.

John and Genevieve came in soon after, and John barely stopped to
shake my hand before he found the wet bar. Yes, my wife had ordered a wet bar
for my son’s first birthday at one o’clock in the afternoon.

I let John get a couple of drinks in him before I ventured over. His eyelids
were already at half-mast and he wore his Tennessee baseball hat low over his
eyes. “Kind of big deal for a birthday party, isn’t it?” I said.

“Just sign the checks and don’t ask questions.” He gulped his drink.
“Trust me. Your life will be a lot easier. That’s how I've survived for thirty years
being married to her mother.”

“Actually, John, Stacy has asked me for a divorce.”

He adjusted his hat and took another gulp. “Her mother doesn’t know.”
There was a sadness in the way he said it, like he was used to being in the
dark.

“I'm not sure anyone does. I think she was trying not to spoil the
birthday.”

“Of course. Gotta keep up appearances for the party, don’t we?”

Stacy appeared at my side and slipped her arm around mine. “Daddy, go
easy.”

“Why? I'm paying for it. Oh wait. I'm not paying for it this time. That’s
reason enough to have another.” He put his glass down and the bartender
started mixing him another drink. Stacy looked at the bartender and drew her
finger across her throat. He nodded and filled the glass with Coke.

“You need to mingle, baby, not hide away in the corner there with
Daddy.”

“Stacy, have you told your parents we’re getting a divorce?”



“Well, not directly, no. I didn’t want to spoil the trip for them.” Now she
could drop that on me the day of my dad’s funeral and not bat an eye. But spoil
Mimi and Papaw’s trip? Unthinkable.

Then I noticed there were men here. Men I didn’t recognize. “Who are
these guys?”

“Just some friends from work.”

I did a quick matching game and discovered there were no more kids
there. Just unattached guys. At a one-year-old’s birthday party . . . Just sign
the checks and don’t ask questions. I glanced back at John and he raised a
glass to me.

“Did your mama decide not to come?” Stacy asked me.
“Ellen was bringing her over. I expect her any minute now.”

That was just about the time that Mom and Ellen walked in. My mother
is fifty-seven years old. She’s attractive, always well-dressed and graciously
charming. But my mother also looks like she could have sons in their late
twenties and early thirties. Not that she looks old, she looks real.

Genevieve Streeter went for the older sorority sister look. If she kept
having work done at the present rate, she and Stacy would be the same age
here in another year or two. Stacy left me to hug my mother with enough
sweetness to raise my blood sugar. She clasped my mother’s hand while she
spoke. “I am so very sorry that I didn’t get to come to Stinson for Phil’s
memorial.”

“Oh, I understand,” Mom said, and she might have been trying to hide a
smile.

“We had planned that trip before Christmas even, and we don’t have
another sales rep to fill in for me.” She shook her head with sad drama. “If
don’t make those calls . . . well somebody’s not going to get their medicine.”

Stacy didn’t deliver medicine. She charmed doctors into prescribing the
medicines her company sold. The only ones depending on her were the ones
interested in golf outings and three martini lunches.

She made the apology though, and that counted for something.

“Michael gave us your very best regards,” Mom said. “So don’t give it
another thought.”



And I was sure Stacy wouldn’t. “I'm so glad,” she said, then she put a
hand on my arm. “Take your mother and Ellen over to the buffet and make sure
they get a bite of everything.”

“I’d like to see Christopher. I assume he’s here.” My mother no longer
had my father around and she was liable to say what she thought. This might
be a more interesting party than Stacy bargained for.

Instead, my wife smiled and batted her eyelashes. “He’s playing with his
friends. He has so many, you know.”

“I'm sure.” Mom handed off a gift bag to Stacy which she turned and
handed to me. I quickly dropped it on the gift table and got back to my mother
as she was kissing her grandson. “I had no idea this was such an event,” she
said.

“I found out yesterday.”
“I don’t mean to be rude, but what is this costing?”
“It’s buying me some peace,” I said.

She smiled. “That’s worth quite a lot.” She glanced around the room at
all the people milling around, buffet plates in hand, largely ignoring the toddlers
playing. “May I say something?”

“Of course.”

“This isn’t you. These aren’t your kind of people.”
“l know.”

She squeezed my arm gently. “Then I won’t worry.”

That’s when Andrea Maddox crossed my mind. Not in a fleeting way, but
in the lingering and longing kind of way. She wouldn’t have a wet bar at a kid’s
birthday party. She wouldn’t lie to her grieving mother-in-law. She probably
never used a caterer. We wouldn’t have any shallow friends to compete with and
impress. Things would be quieter, simpler . . . and cheaper.

Then I caught myself. We. Oh that subtle shift from ‘she’ to ‘we.” Those
two little letters made for a very dangerous thought. But I was married.
Actually, I was divorcing. Even though no papers had been filed. No judgment
had been rendered—but at this rate, thinking about other women, I'd be getting
a judgment all right, and not just from the divorce court. Married. One hundred
percent married.



Stacy appeared at my side with a plate of food and a beer. “Here you go,
baby. You'’ve been so busy hosting, you've haven’t had a chance to eat.” She
watched to see if I'd drink that beer in front of my mother. I wouldn't.

“Thank you, sweetheart,” and I kissed her cheek. “But the last beer I had
gave me a headache. I think I’ll just have a Coke.”

“That’s right. I completely forgot about that.” She took the beer. “I'll be
right back.” Lo, and behold, she returned a minute later with a Coke. She
smiled at Christopher and waved when he looked up. “He’s beautiful, isn’t he?”
Her voice was soft and genuine. At least in that moment, she wasn’t performing
for her guests. There was no agenda behind it.

“He is. We at least got that right.”
“I'm glad he has you for a daddy.” I hoped that was genuine as well.
“l know you’re the best mother you could possibly be.”

She left my side and led everybody to sing "Happy Birthday." Then she
helped Christopher blow out the candle on his cake and open his gifts. He sat
on her lap or stood at her knee the whole time. They played with every toy. She
laughed and clapped with him, and to be quite honest, if she was like that all
the time, I couldn’t stand to be away from her.

I kept a close watch on Mom through the afternoon, and while she smiled
and laughed, she seemed subdued. I wondered if she felt all right. She said my
granny was taking a cold and I wondered if she was coming down with it as
well.

As the party was winding down, I found her in the corner talking with
John Streeter. He held a glass that wasn’t iced tea, but Mom didn’t seem
terribly shocked or offended. They were discussing sports of all things. “No, Phil
never played football. He was a basketball player. You couldn’t guard him,” she
said. “He had dead aim from the outside, and he simply did not miss free
throws. He made twenty-seven in a row his junior year.”

John smiled. “Well, Christopher is built more like a basketball player
than a linebacker.”

“He’s built just like Phil,” my mother said softly. “He has Phil’s red hair.”

John finished his drink and set the glass on the bar counter, then he
looked at me when he spoke. “If God has any mercy, he got all your genes.” He
held out his hand, and I shook it. “She’s a fool, Michael.” Then he called,



“Genevieve! Are you ready to go?” Aunt Ellen was nodding while Stacy’s mother
talked and she seemed relieved to be rescued, but John Streeter had no
business getting behind the wheel of a car. He reeked of bourbon.

“John, now it may be the fraternity brother coming out in me, but are
you all right to drive?”

“I'll be sober by the time I get Genevieve in the car.”

“l don’t mind to put you up for the night.” He wasn’t budging. “Or maybe
we could all go out for dinner before you head back.”

He shook his head. “It’s a five-hour drive. We gotta get going.”

“It’s not even four yet. Let me get you some more of those wings and a
cup of coffee. What do you say?”

“Yeah, all right,” he muttered and slumped down into a folding chair at
one of the tables at the edge of the dance floor.

My mother joined him at the table and I gathered up the food and coffee
as promised. Stacy caught me on my way back to John’s table. “What’s wrong
with Daddy?”

“He’s too drunk to drive home. I'm trying to sober him up.”

“He’s just a social drinker,” she said. “I don’t know what’s gotten into
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him.
Six, maybe eight bourbon and Cokes were what had gotten into him.

“Listen, Mama wanted to take Christopher shopping for his birthday, and
I thought we’d just leave from here. Do you mind?”

“We came together.”

“Oh that’s right. Can I take your car? And you can drive Daddy’s back to

our place.”
“Sure.” She kissed me on the lips and I know a camera flashed.
“Oh, and can you get the presents, baby?”
Again, I was still good for carrying things.

When I got back to the table, John was rubbing his eyes. I glanced at my
mother and Ellen and they both shrugged. “You all right?” I asked as I set the
plate and cup in front of him.



“Yeah, I'm fine. Thank you.” He sipped the coffee and wiped a hand
across his mouth. “I owe you an apology, Michael.”

“I don’t think so.”

“Yeah,” his head bobbed up and down slowly. “If I'd have been a better
father . . . you wouldn’t be getting a divorce.”

My mother shifted like she was going to leave. | motioned for her to stay.
“Stacy is an adult, John. You can’t blame yourself for her choices.”

“I can remember the day she was born. She was perfect . . . and I was the
luckiest guy in the world and . . . I wanted everything to be perfect for her, you
know?” He took another drink from his coffee. “I didn’t have a lot growing up,
and [ wanted her to have a better life than I had.”

“We all want that for our children,” my mother said, and John shook his

head.

“But you people understand that better doesn’t mean more stuff. That’s
where I failed . . . she’s . . . all she cares about is stuff. [ never taught her how
to be . . . a human being.”

“I think you’re exaggerating.” I said what he needed to hear, but I'm not
sure I believed it.

“No . ..My dad died when I was a teenager, and my grandfather . . . he’s
the one who taught me how to be a man. And [ was standing over there . . .
watching this . . . and I was talking to your mom . . . Michael, I’'m the only
granddad left.”

He looked at my mother. “And I'm not saying I’'m as good a man as your
husband was . . . because . . . because I know better. I just met him once, but I
can see from Michael the kind of man he was . . . And Christopher, well, he
needs a granddad. A good one.”

As far as I know, John Streeter never took another drink after that
afternoon. He filed for divorce the year Christopher started school.

We got John out to his car and he handed over his keys without any
argument. I started explaining to Mom how to get to our house from Vic’s when
she stopped me. “I sent Ellen after the car. We’re going to go.” She gazed off in
the distance. “You know adrenaline will get you so far, but then your body and
your mind start to feel.” She had a weariness in her voice I had never heard



before, and I had seen her so depressed it was all she could do to get dressed in
the morning.

“I would’ve understood if you had stayed in Stinson today.”

“Oh, I wanted to come. I wanted to celebrate with my baby boy, but at
the same time . . . I had to make myself, Michael. This is the first . . .” She
looked away again and blinked back tears. “It’s the first thing he’s missed.”

She took a long deep breath. “We talked about coming. We were making
plans. He even mentioned maybe getting somebody to fill in for him so we could
stay the weekend.”

I raised my arm so I could hug her and she shook her head. “It’s going to
take a long time to adjust . . . He has always been there. Since we were babies,
even, he has always, always been right there with me.”

Ellen pulled into the spot beside John’s Mercedes. Mom wiped her eyes,
then squeezed my hand. “I was very blessed, so very blessed to have him.”

“I wish I could be the kind of husband he was.”

Before she got in the car, my mother kissed my cheek. “And I wish for
you a wife who loves you the way I love him.”
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I got John to the sofa at our place and [ watched him sleep for the next
two hours. I had fresh coffee ready when he woke up. “Can you bring me about
three extra strength Tylenols?” he asked before his eyes even opened. I brought
them from the upstairs bathroom and he downed them immediately. “So what’d
she say when she asked for the divorce?”

“She said, 1 want a divorce.”
“That’s not funny.”

“I'm not trying to be. That’s all I've got. She said ‘I think you’re a good,
hard-working guy, but I don’t want to be married to you.”

“Is she cheating?” When I hesitated, he raised a hand. “Look, she’s my
daughter, but I know what she’s made of.”

“She said she wasn’t. I choose to believe her.”



“That’s interesting . . . you choose to . . . I guess we all choose what we
believe, don’t we?” He leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. “You
think Stacy’s like her mom?”

“It’s hard to miss.”

He nodded slowly like he was considering some deep truth. “Genevieve’s
had two affairs that I know of, and maybe two or three more.”

I'd like to say I was scandalized or at the very least stunned, but I wasn’t.
His resignation to it was wrenching, though. “I'm sorry, John.”

“Well, like you said, we choose what we believe. I choose to believe that
she comes back because deep down she really loves me.”

“I hope you’re right.”
“I hope you are, too.”

We didn’t get the chance to say any more. The front door swung open
and Christopher toddled in grinning from ear to ear, clutching a plastic cement
mixer. “Gruck!”

“That’s a fine gruck,” I said and picked him up. Genevieve dropped a pair
of shopping bags just inside the door, but because I had Christopher, poor
Stacy had to carry hers all the way to the bottom of the steps. “Looks like it was
a successful trip,” I said.

“Oh, we found a few little things. Bought Christopher some things for
spring so he doesn’t have to wear those dark winter colors anymore.”

“And a gruck,” I said.

“A what?” She kicked off her pumps there at the bottom of the steps, and
I followed her into the kitchen. “Mama, you want a glass of wine before you go?”

“John, can you drive?” Genevieve called.
“I’'m fine,” he said.

“Then yes, I'd love one.” She floated in from the living room and met me
with one of those European double-cheek kisses and settled on one of the bar
stools at our counter. “I thought your mama looked good,” she said.

“The grief is still very painful, but she is a very strong, very courageous
woman.” Christopher squirmed and I set him on the floor.

“The gate’s not up!” Stacy said. “You can’t put him down.”



“I'm watching him,” I said. “He’s just playing.”
“How long had they been married?” Genevieve asked.
“Thirty-five years.”

“John and I have been married almost thirty.” Stacy slid a glass of wine
to her and she took a long drink. “How long have you all been married? Is it five
or six?”

“SiX.”
“It’ll be seven this summer,” Stacy said. “Lucky seven.”

I swear my jaw dropped. I thought the shopping trip was Stacy’s
opportunity to tell her mother about the divorce . . . and that Genevieve kissing
me when she came in was just a matter of keeping up appearances. “Stacy,” 1
said firmly. “Didn’t you have a chance to talk with your mother while you were
out?”

Then I watched the most amazing transformation I've seen since my first
werewolf movie. Stacy dissolved into tears and her mother immediately rounded
the counter to hug her close. John never moved.

“Baby, you’re scaring me,” Genevieve said. “What’s the matter?”

“Michael and I . . .” she sniffled, “We tried, Mama. We sincerely, truly
tried, but . . .”

“Shh ... It’s all right . ..”

Stacy raised her head and wiped her eyes. “It’s not that we don’t love
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each other, because we do . . . We just, it’s not enough to sustain the marriage.’

“Oh honey, it happens. It happens all the time.” She hugged Stacy again.
“There are just so many things working against young marriages, it’s a wonder
any of them survive.”

I think John wanted another drink. He didn’t have one, but I think he
wanted one. If he had, I would have joined him.

“And I just couldn’t bring myself to tell you . . .” Stacy said. “I know how
much you like Michael and how happy you were when we got married . . .”

“Well, I think it’s a tribute to you both that you can do this without all
the bitterness and fighting that happens. I mean, watching you together at the



party this afternoon. I don’t think anybody had the slightest idea.” Then she
turned to John. “Did you know about this?”

“Not 'til Michael told me this afternoon. We had a good talk.”

I always knew to watch my father’s eyes and John’s said much more
than his words. Genevieve suddenly understood that John had told me what he
knew about her infidelity.

“See, even now you’re working together,” Genevieve said. “And I trust
that Michael will be a gentleman throughout and will do all he can to protect
your name and reputation.”

“Yes ma’am,” I said, and Genevieve smiled. We understood each other
perfectly.

KIKXKXX

Stacy’s parents stayed for another half hour, then we waved goodbye,
and shut the door on the outside world, confining ourselves to our own peculiar
piece of reality. “That was quite a performance you put on,” I said.

“Not now.” She grabbed her bags and started up the stairs.

“I think that says a lot about you.” I crossed my arms and leaned on the
door frame. “There’s always an agenda.”

“Everyone has an agenda, Michael. You have one. Even your sainted
mother and father have agendas.”

Now those were fighting words, but Christopher was still awake and I
didn’t want to impress his young mind with the sound of yelling. “How did you
get to be so jaded at such a young age?”

She rolled her eyes. “Case in point, your short-term agenda is to get me
to forget that you’re supposed to move out. That failed. You agreed to be gone
before I got back. I want you out next week.”

“Should I let you pay the foreclosure penalties next time then? I mean, if
I don’t even live here, I don’t think I should have to pay it.”

“You have a week, Michael.”

“What about Christopher?”



“I don’t think he’ll notice the difference.” She was doing her level-best to
get me to argue and fight, and she was coming awfully close to succeeding.

“You’re divorcing me. He’s not. I will not move out without a guarantee of
when I can see him.”

She almost smiled, thinking I had revealed a weakness. “You want the
same twenty minutes in the morning?”

“l want him on the weekends. I'll pick him up Thursday afternoon from
daycare, and I'll drop him off at the daycare on Monday morning.” | was giving
her back her party lifestyle and letting her pretend like she was doing me a big
favor in the process.

“Friday afternoon.”

“No. Thursday. That’s three and a half days. That’s fair.”
“Are you going to buy another bed for him?”

“I will take care of him.”

“But you have to do it the right way. He’ll be confused if it’s one way at
your place and another way at home.”

At home. I took a deep breath and counted to ten. “Say yes, and I'll be
out by Thursday.”

“Fine. Thursday to Monday.”
“Just one second.” I grabbed the video camera from the kitchen table.
“What are you doing?”

I turned it on and pointed it toward myself. “It’s Saturday, February
eighteenth. Stacy and I have reached the following agreement—"

“Oh, good grief.” She started to walk out.

“Don’t go anywhere. I want to make sure everyone’s interests are
protected. I will move out by Thursday of this week, the . . . uh twenty-third. I
will pick up Christopher from the daycare and keep him until Monday morning.
That arrangement will continue until further notice.” I turned the camera on
Stacy. She glared at me, and I was tickled to have that on film. “Stacy, do you
understand these terms?”

“Yes,” she huffed.



“Do you agree to them?”

“Michael—"

“Do you agree to them?”

“Yes, whatever. Turn off the stupid camera.”

“One more. Did you agree of your own free will, not as a result of threats
or other coercive pressure?”

“Are you a lawyer now?”
“A simple yes will be enough.”
“Yes, Michael.”

I turned off the camera and dropped the memory card in my shirt pocket.
Regardless of her supposed aggravation, we both knew it was win-win.
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Sunday, February 19

I woke up with my dad on my mind. By this time on a Sunday morning,
he’d been awake for a couple of hours. Preaching terrified him. Not because he
was afraid of crowds, or speaking or anything so ordinary. No, he was afraid
because he knew what an awesome responsibility he’d been given. He never,
ever took that lightly. I don’t think he slept a single Saturday night after God
called him.

When I was seven years old, Christmas fell on Sunday morning. I found
it impossible to sleep. What seven year old can on Christmas Eve? I was certain
I heard something, and that something had to be Santa Claus. David was
snoring in his bed and I decided I didn’t want to wake him anyway. I figured
he’d tell me I was being a baby, or there wasn’t a Santa Claus or something
equally unhelpful. I decided I'd catch Santa in the act and I would never let
David hear the end of it.

Santa was nowhere around though. Instead, I saw my dad laying on the
floor in front of the Christmas tree. There were presents under the tree so,
naturally, my first thought was that Santa had clobbered my dad. Before I
could holler for help, I heard my dad talking. Not talking, praying.



I should have left him alone, but I was mesmerized. He prayed for
everybody he thought would be at church that morning, and he named names.
He prayed over his sermon. He recited the verses he was going to use. He asked
for mercy, for wisdom, and for clarity of speech and then he begged God’s
forgiveness.

I can remember standing in the doorway and wondering what in the
world my dad needed forgiveness for. That’s when my dad caught me.
“Everything all right?” he asked.

“Yeah, you okay?”

He nodded.

“I saw you on the floor. I was worried for a minute.”

He smiled. “Sometimes I feel like I need to get very serious when I pray.”
“Can I ask you something?”

“Always.” He sat on the sofa and patted the cushion beside him.

“Well . . . it might have been wrong . . . but I was listening.” He raised his
eyebrows, but I kept talking. “You asked for forgiveness. Why?”

“Because I'm not perfect. Nobody is.”
“David thinks he is,” I said.

My dad laughed, but then he grew very serious. “Michael, you heard all
your life about Jesus, about how He died to pay for our sins.” I nodded. “Well,
there comes a day when each person has to decide whether they’re going to
believe that or not.”

“I believe it.”

“I know you do, but you see, I can tell you all those presents under that
tree are yours. I can even take you over and show you the names on the tags,
but unless you go and take the present and open it . ..”

“It’s not mine yet.”

“That’s it exactly. When it comes to believing in Jesus, it’s not enough to
know that your name’s on the package. You have to claim it for yourself. You
understand?”

I nodded. “I heard you pray for a bunch of people.”



“I pray for lots of people every day.”
“Do you pray for me?”

He put his arm around me, and he kissed me on the top of the head. “I
pray for you most of all.”

I burst into tears, and by the time my mother got up, I had taken that
package from Jesus and claimed salvation as my very own. When we went to
church later that morning, my dad talked about the responsibility he had as a
pastor, but he said that paled in comparison to his responsibility as a father.
He said he had a sacred charge to make sure his boys knew Jesus Christ as
Lord. Then he told everybody and he said it was the finest Christmas present
he’d ever received.

If my father’s theology was correct—and I had no doubts that it was—
then I had the very same responsibility to my son. I sighed and pulled myself
out of bed. We were in big trouble.

On this Sunday morning, I had to find a place to live to keep up my end
of the bargain. After I ensured Christopher was still sound asleep, I showered
and got dressed, then I ventured into Stacy’s bedroom to tell her I was taking
Christopher with me. She replied with a grunt which may or may not have been
a profanity. I took that as an acknowledgement.

I discovered when you aren’t especially particular, it doesn’t take nearly
as long to find an apartment. I’d signed a lease on a two bedroom place that
met with Christopher’s approval in plenty of time to grab a late lunch.

Finding a crib didn’t take nearly as long either when it was just the two
of us. I committed an egregious transgression by shopping at the superstore
that carried all the baby stuff. Nothing was special order, or imported—unless
you counted made in China, but it was functional and more than satisfactory
for a boy who would outgrow all of it by this time next year.

Right next to the baby store was a Ford dealership. Now I drove a Volvo,
and so did Stacy because she was convinced they were safer, especially for
children. I suspected a full-sized pick-up would be safe, too. After all, your vital
organs were up above the impact zone in a truck. That had to be a good thing.

“Buddy, if Mommy doesn’t take everything I have, we ought to see about
getting a truck.”

He grinned, pointed and said, “Gruck.”



“I think we’d look good in a truck.” I lifted him high and buried my face
in his belly. He giggled and squealed.

When we got back home, Stacy seemed glad to see Christopher. Not me,
just Christopher. “Did you find a place?” she asked sweetly.

“I did. I thought I’'d pack up some things this afternoon.”

She nodded. “I think that’s a great idea.” She scooped Christopher up in
her arms. “I'm going to put him down for his nap. Try not to wake him.”

Now she hadn’t seen the boy all day long. And this was after she’d been
away from him for two weeks, and she was going to put him down for a nap? I
tried and tried to give her the benefit of the doubt when it came to motherhood,
but things like this made me question her. I knew the day would come when
Christopher would, too.

KEXKXXX*

Saturday, February 25

Thursday morning, Stacy demanded to know why I was in Christopher’s
room, packing his clothes. She hadn’t connected all the dots for our new
arrangement yet. I explained that while I could buy a bed and a high chair and
bottles and so forth, it was silly to have a wardrobe at each place.

A brief tirade ensued about dealing with a weekend’s worth of dirty
laundry, to which I responded that he dirtied clothes every weekend and she
washed them without a fuss. The only difference was where the dirtying of
clothes was taking place. She then cursed all engineers everywhere.

I reminded her that I would not be coming home that night, as we had
agreed. She refrained from muttering, “About time,” and instead thanked me for
keeping my promise. It was my other promises she didn’t want me to keep, the
ones like promising to love, honor and cherish her until death.

Neither of us could sleep at my apartment. I know Christopher is just a
year old, but I think he could sense something was up. I got him out of bed and
sat with him on the sofa until we both fell asleep. Friday night, I didn’t bother
with the crib. I let him sleep in my bed. That worked better for both of us.



When that bright, crisp Saturday morning dawned, his eyes popped
open, and he very distinctly said, “Nan.”

“I think that’s a great idea. Let’s go see Nana.” It had been a whole week
since Mom had seen him—I figured she was due. So we had breakfast, packed
the diaper bag, and we headed out. Of course, I called my granny to tell her we
were coming over. It’s not a good idea to surprise Granny, even over something
good.

We were barely out of Memphis when my brother called. “How are you
and Stacy?” he asked.

“I moved out this week.”

“That could be a good thing. Sometimes time apart can make a
difference.”

“A lot of times it does,” I conceded, “but we had some discussions after
she got home, and it all boils down to me. She doesn’t want to be married to

»

me.
“I don’t understand.”

My brother was not stupid, in spite of how he came across at times. I
tried to explain it in the simplest of terms. “She doesn’t love me, David. She’s
through.”

“How can she not love you? That’s ridiculous.”

Keep swinging. He’s gotta connect eventually. “In Lifetime Commitment
World where you live, I can see how it would make no sense, but here in the
real world, it’s actually pretty common.”

“Sarcasm is not helpful.”

Maybe not to him. “I moved out. Christopher is with me from Thursday
to Monday. It’s not the best, but it’s workable.”

“This grieves me.”

It grieved him. Nobody used that word. It came across as just one more
shot at me, one more assertion of his spiritual superiority. “Thanks, but we’ll
get through it.”

“I know you talked to James, but you don’t sound like you grasp how
serious this is.”



“I think I do.”

There was a pause, the one where he was loading up his points to
explain how wrong I was, but in the most patronizing way possible. “Michael,
God hates what you’re doing. Hates it. I don’t think I could sleep at night
knowing that.”

“Then you should never divorce your wife, David.”

“See, that’s what 'm talking about. You have this casual, flippant
attitude even as you’re mocking the vows you made—”

“l am not casual, nor am [ flippant.” I glanced at the speedometer. It was
wavering toward eighty. [ took a deep breath and moved my foot off the
accelerator. “I have an unbelieving wife who has chosen to leave me. I am letting
her go.” I thought he could understand it like that.

“She’s not leaving because of your faith, though.”
“She said we came from different backgrounds and had different goals.”
“You’re reaching.”

“So are you.” I could imagine his frown. “Look I gotta go. We’re almost to
Stinson.”

“Why are you headed over there?”

“Thought we’d check on Mom. Don’t worry, you're still the favorite son.
And after I get a divorce, you’ll never have to worry about losing that title
again.” I clicked off the phone before he could sputter a response. Which was
rude and childish. But satisfying.

The thing is, David wasn’t telling me anything I didn’t already know. I
knew God hated what I was doing. He had for years, and quite frankly, I
thought about that far more than David or James or anyone else gave me credit
for.

I wrestled with the rightness and mostly wrongness of Stacy divorcing me
for the umpteenth time the rest of the drive to Stinson. I conceded that yes,
everything David said represented the best-case scenario, but he was wrong.
Wrong about Stacy. Wrong about me. Again.

You see, thirteen years ago, an angry father stormed into our living room
on a Thursday night. His daughter’s pregnancy had just been revealed and she
named my name. My father asked me if it was true. I told him it wasn’t, and he



accepted my word. That infuriated the girl’s father. He began a systematic
campaign not only to ruin me, but to drive my father from his pulpit and from
the ministry altogether.

David was in college then, and he had served as a counselor at the
church camp where the alleged encounter took place. He had seen me with the
girl, so he was certain I was lying and that I was allowing our father’s
reputation to be destroyed. He told Dad what he knew, plus what he
conjectured. My father once again, reaffirmed his belief in me.

That’s when David started on me to confess. So I did. I told him the same
story every time. The girl was in tears. Said she’d lost her grandmother’s
bracelet. I walked back down the path with her and helped her look for it. We
were late to the chapel service that evening. End of story. He was unsatisfied
and undaunted. Praying for God to break my cold, unrepentant heart became
David’s top priority.

Months later, we learned there was no bracelet. The tears were from
shame and heartbreak over a “boyfriend” long gone. In the panicked fever of
being scared and alone, she somehow thought if she accused me that [ would
stand by her, and the weight of shared guilt would bond us together.

To her credit, she was the only one who ever apologized to me. Her father
never took back any of the vitriol he poured out on me or my father. He never
acknowledged his rush to judgment, his blindness or even his grief. For the
record, neither did David. Neither did the rest of the church.

Nope, we put it behind us and moved forward. Which means we ignored
it, denied it and eventually forgot it. I didn’t forget it, though. When I told my
father that I had been with Stacy, along with the grief and the disappointment
in his eyes, I saw doubt. Just for a moment. He hadn’t forgotten it either. What
passed unsaid between us was the question—had he misplaced his trust in me
all those years ago?

Now, with my marriage falling apart, I'm not sure I could convince him
that he hadn'’t.

Gasoline was a little cheaper in Stinson, plus I decided I needed a
moment or two more than I needed a tank of gas. After all, we were going to
visit Mom and Granny and the very last thing I wanted was to show up looking
troubled and worry either one of them.

[ hadn’t pumped in four dollars’ worth of gas before Andrea Maddox
pulled in at the pump beside mine. I wanted to shout and ask God right there



what He was trying to do to me. Was this a test? A temptation to avoid? We had
already seen how well I did at avoiding temptation and passing tests.

“Dr. Shannon, this is a surprise,” she said and smiled at me. I don’t
think women understand how beautiful they are when they smile. No boots or
Carhartts this time, just jeans and a sweater. She wasn’t trying to draw
attention to herself, but I was on brink of staring again. An F on this test, no
doubt

“We thought we’d run out and see Mom. You headed out to Jesse’s
again?”

“That’s the routine. You coming to church tomorrow?”

“No, just a day trip this time.” I've never been one to quit while I was
ahead, so I kept talking. “My uncle James was, uh, very forthright after that
Sunday . . . the thing is, I don’t want your reputation to suffer because you
were friendly to me. I should have been more considerate. I apologize.”

“Can I be honest with you?”

That would be a refreshing change to have a woman be honest with me.
“Of course.”

She walked across the lane to within a few feet of me. “I don’t want to
shout this across the parking lot.” Her eyes dropped and she blushed. “For
three weeks now, I've thought a lot about what you said.” She raised her eyes to
mine. “But the fact is, pending divorce aside, you are a very married man. And
in spite of the attraction I feel for you, the best course of action is to stay away
from you.”

Naturally, all I heard was that she was attracted to me.
“I hope you understand,” she said.

“What?”

“That I should stay away from you.”

“Oh that. I certainly want to preserve your honor. Especially considering
you have four brothers.”

“And I don't think anybody in the county can outshoot my daddy, even
with his bifocals.” She smiled again.

I admit that [ am like most men and the layered subtleties of
communication often escape me, but that woman was flirting. Even while the



words, ‘stay away’ were leaving her lips. Which was I supposed to believe? The
words or the smile?

Neither.
Married.

It was irrelevant what she said or did. I was married. So I wished her a
good day. Then I watched her car until it disappeared out of sight.

I got back in my car. Christopher had slept through the whole episode.
“God, I will kindly thank You not to do that again.” | jammed the key into the
ignition. “I mean, not that I never want to see her again . . .” I slowly turned the
key. “And she’s right. Staying away from me is the best thing. I'm sure that’s
what You told her to do . . . So why’d You bring her to the gas station?”

He didn’t answer. But I was used to that.

KEXKXXX*

The smile on my mother’s face when we pulled in at my granny’s house
was worth more than all my worldly goods. I kissed her cheek at the front door
and asked her how she was before handing Christopher over. “What a beautiful
surprise! How was your drive?” she asked ignoring my question completely.

“Oh, it was all right. David called me. That made the drive go faster.”

One of the things I love most about my mother is the way she
understands exactly what [ mean.

“Diplomacy has never been his strong suit,” she said. She wasn’t about
to take sides with one son against the other, but she wasn’t blind to our
shortcomings either.

“I don’t believe he cares to strengthen it.”

“David is one of those people that you have to hear what he means, not
what he says.”

I was pretty sure he said what he meant and meant what he said. I
wasn’t going to argue with her. “I moved out,” I said.

She sighed. “That makes it a little more real, doesn’t it?”



“I guess so.” We were quiet for several long minutes. “Is that why . . . I
mean, are you dreading going back home? Will it be too real?”

She forced her mouth into a smile. “I'm torn. His things are there. The
closet is full of clothes that still smell like him. I don’t know if I can face how he
is so present and yet gone.” She shook her head. “And I have to deal with his
things. And I don’t know how I can sleep there without him. And I don’t know
how long is too long to grieve.”

“I can’t answer those.”

“Me neither. That’s why I’'m here. Why are you here?” It was a gentle
motherly kind of tease.

“I don’t know enough to ask the questions.”

“Sometimes just being brave enough to ask them makes a huge
difference.” Christopher wriggled to get down, and we followed him into the
living room. He already knew Granny kept a bucket of toys behind the couch
and he went right to them.

“Where is Granny?”

“At the grocery. Saturday morning trips to town are one of life’s few
guarantees.”

“I had no idea.” I dropped onto the sofa near where Christopher was
playing, and my mother sat across the room in Granny’s rocker. Then it dawned
on me. “Would you rather sit here with him?”

“No, I'm fine here.”

For several minutes, the only sounds were Christopher’s syllables and
giggles. Then my mother spoke. “Michael, I don’t want to meddle—"

“I wish you would,” I said.
“No, but I want to encourage you. I think you’re a wonderful daddy.”

That was high praise. | knew what she thought of her own father, and
she had seen up close what kind of father my dad was. She was putting me in
that company. “Thank you,” I said. “That’s the good that’s come out of all this.
I've found my son.”

“You know, no matter how things resolve between you and Stacy, there
will be a number of people who will tell you that you were wrong, that you could
have or should have done it differently.”



“If we divorce, you mean.”

“Even if you stay together. Some folks will call you a fool for letting her
treat you the way she did and so on.”

“l don’t really care what people think. They already believe I'm a heathen.
It'll be the next logical step for them to think the worst about me.” She
tightened her lips and [ was afraid I'd hurt her feelings, so I tried to clarify. “I
care very deeply what you think, and what Dad would have thought and that’s
the only reason I've tried to follow the advice Uncle James gave me.”

She leaned back in her chair. “What do you think your daddy would have
said?”

“I've tried to imagine that,” I said. “I have a hard time getting past the
look in his eyes.”

“What kind of look is it?” She had been in therapy. She knew how it was
done.

“Disappointed. Like I'd failed him again, and honestly, he wasn’t all that
surprised by it.”

I saw the hurt in her eyes and [ wasn’t sure if it was her own or if it was
for my dad’s sake. “I'm sorry. I shouldn’t have—"

“No, you surely should have.” She shifted in her chair and then fixed her
eyes on me. “This is what living too far away and being too busy gets you. A
breakdown in communication, fortress of assumptions and a prison of wrong
thinking.”

I had to smile. “Where’d you hear that?”

She returned the smile and I relaxed just a little. “That’s hard-earned
knowledge, young man. I'll ask you kindly to respect that.”

“So I'm wrong about him.”

“Utterly.” She left her seat and came and sat next me. “Michael, he was
so, so proud of you. His office was full of Tennessee stuff of one sort and
another.”

“But I didn’t go into the ministry, and I quit going to church.”

“Let me come back to the church one.” She smiled and took my hand. “I
have heard him pray for you, from the time we knew I was carrying you, and he
never once prayed that you'd enter the ministry. He prayed that you would



hunger for God and that you would discover the gifts God had given you and
find the path He laid out before you.”

“But I dropped out of church.”

“All right, let’s address that one. Your daddy never prayed that you would
hunger for the church.”

“But don’t they go together?”

“Yes, they do, but without the hunger for God, church is really pretty
silly when you think about it.”

“Now you sound like Uncle Nolan.”

“Well, the old heretic and I have had some wonderful, challenging
discussions.”

“Challenging? That sounds like arguing.”

“Not at all. Nolan is a deep thinker. He reads and studies constantly. You
know that from staying with him. And he questions everything. He thoroughly
evaluates all that he hears and never embraces an idea just because someone
tells him he should. But the things he believes, oh, he will never be shaken
from them.”

“But he doesn’t go to church.”
“Oh, but he does.”

“He didn’t while I was there.”
“That you know of.”

She had me there.

“I have been with him, sat beside him, and I swear, it’s like being in
church with Isaiah or Elijah or somebody.”

“Why didn’t I know this?”

“Worship is very personal, very serious for him. It’s not a show or a
routine or an obligation.” She smiled at me, and that was worth the whole
discussion. “But we were talking about you.”

“I’'d rather talk about Nolan.”

“Well, it’s practically the same thing.”



“Me and Nolan?”

“Yes. He never thought he could live up to David Lee’s example and my
daddy’s expectations.”

It did sound familiar.

“What he didn’t understand is that Daddy didn’t have expectations. He
wanted Nolan to be who God made him to be, not another David Lee. That’s not
to say Daddy didn’t expect him to act like a man and be responsible, and
honorable like his oldest surviving son should be, but he never, ever wanted
him to be David Lee made over.”

“But Dad would be disappointed over my divorce.”
“Not disappointed. Grieved.”
I rolled my eyes. “That is exactly the word David said this morning.”

“David wants to be just like his daddy.” She squeezed my hand. “Your
daddy would hurt for you, and with you if you would let him. He would ache for
the pain this was going to cause you now and for years to come, but he
wouldn’t shame you or shut you out or anything like that. He loves you,
Michael.”

She seamlessly switched from the hypothetical to the present for that
last statement. And present, not past. That wasn’t a slip. It was purposeful. She
explained.

“And I’'m not just talking about Phil Shannon. I’'m talking about God
Himself.”

Then I thought of meeting up with Andrea at the gas station. “Does love
ever feel like a test?”

Her eyes softened with a deep knowing. “Sometimes.” Then she took a
deep breath. “The thing is, the tests are not necessarily designed to humiliate
you in failure. They are meant to deepen your dependence.”

I was far more accustomed to humiliating failure.

“These are difficult tests, no doubt,” she said. “Some of the hardest you’ll
ever face.”

“Actually it’s the less difficult one that’s causing the most problems.”

“Oh?” She raised her eyebrows and almost smiled.



“l ran into Andrea Maddox at the gas station.”
“I see.”

There’s something about the way a woman says, ‘I see,’ that just makes
you expect trouble. “You can give me both barrels,” I said.

“You’re attracted to her?”
“I am.” I didn’t mention that it was mutual.

I watched my mother’s facial expressions change a half dozen times as it
seemed she would settle on some piece of wisdom only to discard it and search
for something else. “Is it that bad?” I asked finally.

“It’s not bad,” she said. “I want to give you wise counsel, counsel from
God not the words of a mother who thinks Andrea Maddox would be a perfect
match for you and you’d be much happier with her.”

I had to laugh. “At least you understand my dilemma.”

She shook her head. “That’s the thing. There is no dilemma, Michael.
You are married. Period. If you allow thoughts of another woman to entertain
themselves . . . there is nothing good that can come out of that.”

“But she showed up at the gas station. I'm supposed to believe that was
just chance? What if God’s opening a door for me?”

“What else has God said to you lately?”
“What?”

“I think it’s fairly simple question.”

“l don’t know that He’s said anything.”

“Then it would be foolish, perhaps even damaging, to try to discern His
intents from one event.”

So the nonexistent door that was never open in the first place, shut very
tightly, with Andrea’s words about staying away from me turning the key in the
lock. I was surprised at how disheartening that was.

Christopher brought Mom a book with a fire engine on the front, and she
lifted him onto her lap. I loved being read to when I was little. Even when [ was
not so little. It was easier to get lost in the story when I didn’t have to worry
about words and punctuation and things like that.



When we would take trips, my mother would drive and my father would
read to David and me. He worked his way through the books he’d read as a boy,
things with pirates, pioneers or knights and dragons.

As my mother read to Christopher, she wiped a tear from her eye. I didn’t
think the story of a day in the life of Fireman Bob and his dog, Dennis, was
particularly emotional. “You all right?”

“I'm silly,” she said.
“I doubt that.”

“Granny’s had this book forever. We read it to the little boys. I can
remember Daddy reading it.” Then she looked at me. “And I can remember your
daddy reading it.”

“I was thinking about that, too. About the sound of his voice.”
She smiled at me. “Will you do me a favor?”
“Anything.”

“Whenever you’re wrestling, wondering what he would think, what he
would say, whether you've disappointed him . . . grab on to that memory right
there. The memory of being snuggled against him, listening to his voice.”

KIKXKXX

Before Christopher and I left town, I drove to the cemetery where my
father was buried. Even though it was after dark on a Saturday night, I was
hoping it wouldn’t be locked up. There was only the faintest sliver of a moon up
in the clear sky. I left the car running with my son snoring in the backseat,
while I walked the rows of headstones.

My father didn’t have a stone yet, just a marker with his name. Philip
Boyd Shannon. His grandmother was a Boyd, and his father, John Boyd,
carried the name. It got passed to David, and now to David’s son, Grant. My
mother was a Grant. Her father was Thomas Grant. I got his name. Michael
Thomas.

Some folks think it’s outdated or it shows a lack of imagination, but I like
names that mean something, that connect you to your family, and your history.



Christopher is a fine name, but it doesn’t mean anything, family-wise. If I ever
had another son, I'd name him Philip.

I stood there with my hands in my pants pockets staring at the letters on
that marker and a realization washed over me. It had been a month today. Mom
hadn’t even mentioned it. Neither had David.

I was already awake when my mother called that morning. As soon as
she said my name, [ knew. Two months before, we’d all sat around the table
after Thanksgiving dinner and he told us about the blood clots, about the risks
of a stroke or a pulmonary embolism, and about his decision not to have
surgery because of his doctor’s fear that he wouldn’t survive.

My mother held his hand the whole time, chewing her lip, never raising
her eyes to look at me or David. “Do you think he should have the surgery?”
David asked her finally. She said she had loved him for too long not to trust his
decision. I wondered if she regretted that.

I can remember thinking, not my dad. So what if the doctor gave him a
death sentence. Not my dad. God would never let anything happen to my dad.

But He did.

That first night at Mom and Dad’s house, [ had nightmares that it was
my fault, that God was punishing me, for dropping out of church, for being with
Stacy, even for not praying. I woke up in a cold sweat.

I walked downstairs to his study, and I could picture him sitting at his
desk, two or three Bibles and other books open in front of him, and his glasses
halfway down his nose. It didn’t matter what else was going on, if I showed up
at the door of his study, he’d take off his glasses and talk to me. David too. He
wanted us to understand God called him to be a father before he called him as
a preacher.

That night I could imagine him sliding those glasses off and motioning
me inside. “Son, what you’re feeling seems to make a lot of logical sense.
There’s a cause and an effect, but God is not vindictive like that. Now, Satan
would like for you to believe that about God. That way you’ll grow bitter and
refuse to follow Him. But He loves you, Michael, and if He’s done something you
don't understand, it’s because He’s going to do something you can’t imagine.” I
went back to bed and slept the rest of the night.

I was expecting something a little better than my wife leaving me.



I tried to speak, but my voice cracked, so I cleared my throat and tried
again. “Dad, this wasn’t what I wanted . . . I thought I could make it work . . .
but it’s a mess. I'm sorry. I'm so sorry.”

He would hurt for you, my mother said. He wouldn’t shame you. He loves
you. Then she said she was talking about God. I looked up into the black sky,
at the tiny points of light spread out across it, and I spoke those same words.
“This wasn’t what [ wanted. I thought I could make this work . . . but I've made
a mess. I’'m so sorry.”

I dropped my head, and the words on my dad’s marker were blurry. I
blinked and looked back up into the heavens. “She said You hurt for me, that
You wouldn’t shame me and that You loved me. I want to believe that, but . . .
Help me believe.”



