Chapter Seven

Jan

Saturday, September 11

| left him sitting in the car, and went inside. Maddie and Malcolm met me in the
kitchen. “Nana’s called twice,” she said. “I told her you had taken Dad to see Dr. A, but

she wants you to call her.”

“Thanks. I’ll call her back.” The dog skittered around Maddie’s feet trying his
best to catch my attention.

She glanced at the door. “Where’s Dad?”
“Outside.”
“Is he okay?”

“Dr. A did some quick tests and gave him a prescription. He wants to see him

again.”
“But he’s okay?”
“Yes.”

She stretched up to her tiptoes and looked out the window. “Why is he just sitting
in the car?”

“He got a call from someone at church and he’s deciding what to do.” | got a treat
for the dog and he eagerly took it and strutted out of the kitchen.

She looked at me, then at the floor then her eyes darted to the window and back.
“You can say it,” I said. “Part of our problem is that we’ve spent years burying what we
think and feel. You can tell me anything, Maddie.”

“It sounds bad.”

“Maybe it won’t be as bad once you say it. Sometimes imagination is worse than
reality.”

“I know Dad loves me . . . but sometimes . . .” She glanced at the door, then the
window. “Sometimes it feels like the people at the church are more important to him.”
She dropped her eyes. “That’s bad to think that, isn’t it?”



It would be hard for her not to come to that conclusion. “Pastors have a really
hard job trying to balance their commitments to their churches and their families.” Which
was true, and | respected how hard it must be to strike that balance. David expected me to
fill in for him at home, but it never clicked that Roger could do the same for him at the
church.

Maddie stepped back and crossed her arms, almost hugging herself. “Did you
really mean that I could say anything to you?”

“Yes.”

“Why’d you do it?” She blinked and quickly wiped her eyes. “It was so wrong.
You knew that . . . and it’s disgusting and . . .”

“And I embarrassed you. I am so sorry.” I held out my arms to hug her, but she
quickly shook her head and stood rooted to her spot. I tried again, a little softer this time.
“I’m not sure I can explain it yet. [ hope Neil can help me.”

“You can try.”

“All right.” I took a deep breath. “You remember when you were little, and you
loved to watch Snow White and Cinderella and Sleeping Beauty and all those others?”
She nodded. “And you wanted to dress up like them? You wanted to be them?”

“Pornography is not about princesses, Mom.” Her voice was flat, dismissive, not
unlike her father’s.

“No, it’s not. But . . . | think we desperately want someone who will love us
enough to face the dragons for us, who will love us even when they find out the ball
gown is just an illusion, and we’re really clothed in rags and dirt.” I looked into her
sweet, precious, innocent eyes. “And that’s where it started, Maddie. I didn’t start out on
the internet. | started reading stories about women who were cherished . . . and | wanted
that more than anything.”

Her head tilted and she blinked. I still don’t understand.”

Of course she didn’t. I tried again. “Well, most of the time, the women were
cherished because they were also desirable. Physically, desirable. Do you understand?”’
Maddie nodded. “The search for more books and authors led to sites that were more
pictures than words—”

“But didn’t Dad promise to cherish you? Isn’t that in the vows?”
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“So why wasn’t that enough?”

If David had fulfilled that vow, maybe it would have been. “I don’t know. I hope

Neil can explain it.”
“I think Neil cherishes Nana.”
“Your Papa did, too.”
“Then Nana is lucky. Or blessed, | mean.”

“She is. And I better call her back so she doesn’t worry anymore,” | said, thankful
beyond words to change the subject. I reached for the phone and Maddie walked toward
the doorway. “Everything okay?” | asked, afraid it might not be quite yet, and that David
would come in before we were finished.

“Yeah,” she nodded, frowning while she pondered and processed. “Thanks for
letting me say that, for not telling me I’m too young.”

“Anytime.” She held out her hand for me, and | gave it a gentle squeeze. But she
was too young, too young to have to wrestle with these issues and questions. Too young
to have her stability shattered. Too young to have to face the ugly truth about her parents.

Before I could pick up the receiver and dial, the phone rang. Donna once again.
“He’s fine,” I said even before the hello.

“Not that [ was worried,” Donna quipped.

“You don’t have to apologize for worrying. Dr. A did find an arrhythmia, but he’s
confident that medication will control it and lower his blood pressure besides. He also
told him to start exercising, which will hopefully drop ten or fifteen pounds.”

“What about clots?”

“He offered to check for them, but since David isn’t showing any other
symptoms, he doubted they were a factor. He seemed to think once the rhythm and blood
pressure were under control, David would be ready to live to be a hundred.”

“Oh my . .. Oh, honey, you don’t know what a relief . . . I didn’t sleep . . .”
“I’'m so sorry.”

“Neil tried to tell me, but . . . there’s just not going to be any rational thinking
when it comes to this.” She sighed deeply. “Answered prayers. Thank you, Jesus, for



answered prayers.” She blew out one more deep breath, and I smiled. “Now . . . how are
you?”’

“Okay.”

“My prayers for you will be answered, too. I’'m certain of it,” she said softly.
“Thank you.” If God would hear anyone, it was Donna.

“Do you need us to take Grant and Maddie for dinner again?”

“No, I think I’ll make dinner. It’s been a while since the four of us sat down at the
table together.”

“That sounds wonderful. You know, God sees these steps you’re taking and He

will bless them.”

“About that . . .” Words caught in my throat. “Do you know . . . know when . . .
when Neil might have a few minutes?”

“Honey, he’s free right now if you need him.”

“No, it’s not . . . It’s Maddie. I’'m . . . | need to get my issues settled as soon as |
can for her sake.”

“I’m not sure there’s a quick fix for things like this.”
“No, I suppose not.”

“Do you want to come here? Do you want me to send Neil to meet you
somewhere? You tell me.”

“I don’t know.” It was just after noon. I needed to check on Grant. [ hadn’t seen
him yet this morning, and who knew what David would be like when he came inside. If
he came inside. “Umm, how about lunch? Can I take your husband to a late lunch, say at
one-thirty?”

“If I can feed him a little before then. He’ll never make it to one-thirty.”

“Give him my gracious thanks. I’ll meet him at Spinelli’s.”

David



| counted to ten, then a hundred. | recited Bible verses. | took four or five good,
deep breaths, then | picked up my phone and headed inside. She had no right to interfere
with my job as a pastor. She was more than free to express her opinion, her disagreement
even, but to actually step in, that was over the line. Especially considering how indignant
she was when | suggested she look for another job.

| found Grant sprawled on the living room floor with books and notebooks. It was
extremely encouraging to see him studying. “Where’s your mother?”

“Upstairs I guess. She said she was gonna pick up some things to make for dinner,
then meet Neil.”

“What are you studying?”

“Statistics.”

“Why are you taking statistics?”

“I have to take a math elective. It seemed more relevant than algebra.”
“What else are you taking?”

“Psychology, ancient Near-Eastern history, philosophy and intro to ethics.”
“No preaching classes?”

“Uh, not yet.”

“What about Bible stuff? Old Testament, New Testament, doctrine . . .”

“Well, I can get all these others out of the way and really focus my junior and

senior years.”
“No Hebrew, though?”

“I think it will be easier, and again, more relevant when I’'m studying the Old

Testament.”

“Maybe so. Just don’t . . . don’t overload yourself these next two years. Anyway,
I’'m proud of you for studying on a Saturday instead of just goofing off.” | headed up the
stairs hoping this was a sign things were beginning to click for Grant. Finally.

The door for the extra bedroom was closed. “Jan?”

“I’m changing.”



Was her bag downstairs? Did she have her computer with her? | pushed the door
open.

“I said I was changing clothes.” She turned away and worked to button her
blouse.

“I’m going to say this one time. Do not interfere with my job as a pastor—"

She whipped around to face me, half of the buttons still undone. “That’s very
telling. You consider me and your marriage an interference.”

“I don’t call the doctor and tell him you aren’t coming to work.”
“You told me to find another job.”

“You are messing with something you have no right to mess with. Firemen,
policemen, their wives don’t call in and say they aren’t coming.”

“Firemen and policemen take days off. They take vacations. They spend time with

their families. They celebrate anniversaries and birthdays. They don’t live the job.”
“I do all those things.”

“When was the last twenty-four hour period you took off? No ministry for one
whole day.”

“Ministry is not like another job. I thought you understood that.”

“Then answer this one question. What did your father do when your mother had
her first crisis?”

“What do you mean?”

“When she had her first major depressive episode, how did your father respond? |
know you were a baby, but I’'m sure you’ve heard the story.” She didn’t wait for me to
respond. “He dropped out of graduate school to take care of her—”

“That’s completely different.”
“It isn’t. He was working full-time, going to school full-time—"
“He wasn’t a minister then.”

“Your father adored your mother and he considered her well-being in every
decision he made, and sometimes, he did what was best for her!”



“And if my father were here, he would explain how my mother was his partner in

his ministry and not his antagonist.”

“I give up,” she muttered. “I’m going to the grocery store. I’'m going to meet with
Neil. When | get home, | will make dinner. That should give you plenty of time to work
on the sermon you won’t be preaching tomorrow.”

“Thanks to you.”

| knew it was wrong before it ever came out my mouth. Wrong. Hurtful. Bitter.
Her accusations stung me and I fought back. Dirty. “I’m sorry,” I said quietly. “That was
a hateful thing to say.”

“But you meant it,” her voice just above a whisper. “At least I know exactly
where I stand.” She walked past me and | listened to each stair creak and then the back
door closed.

“God, this is tearing us apart. Protect her heart and her mind from these ideas.” I
went downstairs to my study to read the book of Hosea. “She says she wants me to love
her, but her actions make me question that. I want to believe she’s just hurt and hurt
people hurt people. Maybe I’'m expecting things to change too quickly.”

Jan

Even after the visit to the grocery store, | regretted Neil would have to deal with a
bitter, hopeless woman ready to find a lawyer and file for divorce. His gentleness was
disarming, though, and always had been. When | got to the table at the restaurant, he
stood and smiled, took both my hands and kissed my cheek. Then he held out my chair
for me. | admit, | wished there was some way David could have seen just those few
moments.

When he took his seat again, he sipped from a glass of water and his eyes
twinkled. “The way I see it, we can make awkward small talk for an hour or so, or we can
get right to work.”

“I hate small talk,” I said.



“All right then, let me lay down some ground rules.” I tensed. “These
conversations are confidential. I won’t tell Donna or David, and I won’t shoot you
disapproving glances across a family table or anything like that.”

“Thank you.”

He raised his eyebrows and smiled again. “Now in return for that, you can’t lie to
me. [ won’t judge you, but we have to address what really is, not what we wish it was.”

| nodded and he took another sip of water. “Now, tell me what God is like.”
“Excuse me?”

“Tell me,” he repeated slowly and distinctly, “in your experience, in your
understanding, what God is like. Not what you’ve been told or what you think I want you
to say. Be completely, freely honest.”

“I don’t understand.”
“Let your guard down, Jan. I promise you are completely safe with me.”

Mercifully, the waitress came to take our orders, but she only bought me a few
minutes respite. As soon as she walked away, Neil’s eyes met mine. “Ummm,” I wiped
my palm on my slacks. “Disapproving,” | said, almost afraid to give voice to the word.
Neil nodded and raised his eyebrows, asking for more. “Hard to please . . . distant.”

“Like your father?”

“I suppose.” I know I scowled at him. If this was all going to turn into a bunch of
unresolved daddy issues, the lawyer’s office was looking like a better prospect.

But then Neil looked me in the eyes, and spoke with the softest, kindest voice.
“Like David?”

My eyes brimmed with tears. “We’ve talked more in the last two days than we
have in years.”

Neil blinked slowly. “At this point it will be very tempting to catalog David’s
shortcomings as a husband, and while that might yield some temporary satisfaction, it
won’t help long term.”

| agreed.

“Nor are we going to dwell on how sinfully sinful sin is.” He almost smiled. “But
you do know that pornography is outside the designs God has for sex.”



this.”

This was like discussing it with my grandfather. “Yes.”
“From the first time you viewed it, you knew this.”

“Yes.”

“Then you need to renounce it and get God’s forgiveness.”
| nodded as a wave of heat washed over me.

“He will grant it, and He does not, will not, love you any less, but you must do

“I know.”

“Have you?”

“Not really.”

“Then you must before you leave the restaurant parking lot.”

“Twill.”

“And you have to give up seeking gratification from anyone or anything other

than your husband.”

“I know.” This is the shaming I expected. I didn’t blame Neil. He was handling it

all as delicately as humanly possible.

“How long has it been since you used pornography?”’

“Thursday night.”

“After you were exposed?”

I nodded. “At the hotel.”

“Was it a comfort or a habit?”

I swallowed hard. “Both.”

He almost smiled again. “Deep breath. The hard part is over for today.”
[ wasn’t so sure.

“Addiction is a sign of some very warped theology.”

“I thought you would say it was idolatry.”



“Well it is, but the idol is actually the self. Since Jehovah won’t ease our pain or
heal our hurts or fill our longings the way we believe He should, we turn to something
else. The self is an extremely demanding god.”

The waitress brought our food and while | chewed the first bite of my salad, |
realized Neil had bowed his head. | felt the warm shame again. David prayed in
restaurants all the time. I knew better.

I didn’t realize Neil had raised his head. “What’s God saying?” he asked.

“Umm,” I chewed until I could speak. “He’s saying, ‘You know better. You know
you’re supposed to pray in restaurants. How can you ever do the hard work of making up

for your pornography addiction if you can’t get the little things right?’”
He leaned across the table to me. “That’s not God.”
“But the Holy Spirit convicts us of sin.”

“True. Say the words again.” I repeated them. “Did you hear the scorn, the
contempt in those words? The Holy Spirit convicts us, but He doesn’t do it with
contempt. You see, I can say, ‘Jan, your words were sharp and hurtful.” Or I can say,
‘Jan, why do you always have to be so mean when you talk to me?” Can you see the
difference?”

“The first was about what I’d done. The second was about me.”

“Exactly. In the first one, I didn’t sugarcoat anything, but I also didn’t treat you
with contempt.”

“The first one made me remorseful. The second made me want to strike back.”

“Very good.” His eyes twinkled again. “And it was completely made up. You’ve
always been kind and gracious to me.” He folded his hands and he grew serious. “I want
you to know how much I love you, how I thank God for the way He redeemed my loss
and Donna’s loss and for giving me a family. You’re very precious to me.”

My eyes teared up again. “Thank you. We feel very blessed to have you in the
family.”

“Now you’re frowning,” he said.
“Why can’t David say things like that?”

“Can I give you a homework assignment? You know I said at the beginning it
would be very tempting to list David’s faults—"



“That’s what | was doing, wasn’t it?”’

“I think you were headed that way, and what I’m going to ask you to do may
sound like aiding and abetting, but I want you to trust me. Would you make me a list of
all the things you want David to be?”

That could be a very long list. “What sorts of things do you want on it?”

“You are not making the list for me to approve. It is your list. Put whatever you
like on it.”

“But—”

“Jan. List. No rules.” Then he grinned. “How about if I give you a deadline of
Tuesday? Would that feel better?”

“Yes, actually.”

“All right then. Forgiveness before you leave. List by Tuesday. Anything else we
need to discuss?”

I was tempted to ignore David’s charge to discuss Bobby, especially after our last

conversation. “David has some concerns about the doctor I work for.”
“Are you attracted to him?”

I meant to say no. I know that’s the word that formed in my brain. That wasn’t the
word that left my lips any of the three times I tried. “Maybe. I think so. Yes.”

Neil nodded. “We can’t solve all the problems at once. Don’t let yourself be alone
with him and don’t let your thoughts linger on him.”

“I...all right. Il try my best.”

Technically, I broke my promise to Neil. | left the restaurant parking lot, but
instead of going home, | drove to the office. It was empty and except for the hum of the
air conditioner and the computers, it was still. Much more private than a parking lot.

I will admit that my first thought was not seeking the forgiveness of Almighty
God as | had promised. No, my first thought was that | had the place to myself, so | could
log on to the computer and then while | was reading, cycling through images, watching



videos, I could let my mind drift through the countless scenarios | had imagined with
Bobby. The things he would say, would do, the way | would respond . . .

| sat down at my desk and accidentally on purpose bumped the mouse and
brought the computer out of sleep mode. It would take just a moment. Then I would
renounce it for good. The mouse glistened with the sweat from my palm and my hand
rested easily on the button. Five minutes. It’ll just take five minutes.

My mouth went dry and my pulse quickened when | opened the browser and
moved the cursor to the address bar.

You know this is a sin.

| did, but that was a thought I didn’t think, if that makes sense. The words were
there, but it wasn’t my conscience, or even my imagination.

Jan, set Me as a seal upon your heart.

| jerked my hand away from the mouse as if it were a red-hot branding iron. | was
losing my mind. Hearing voices was a symptom of something seriously wrong. A
judgment from God perhaps. Punishment for the sin.

The words weren’t judgment though. Set me as a seal. What did that even mean?
Where did it come from?

| took out my phone and called home. As I listened to it ring, it dawned on me
that | had no idea why I called really, or even what | was going to say. Especially to
David. Thankfully Grant answered. “Tell Dad that Neil and I had a good meeting, but I’'m
going to need a few minutes. I’ll be home later.”

“He’s in his study. I'll tell him when he comes out.”
“Thanks. I love you.”

He hung up without saying goodbye. Usually I chalked it up to the fact that he
was a boy, that he didn’t like shows of emotion, even as simple as that, but today it felt
like he didn’t want to hear that he was loved.

He’s a lot like you.

I embraced the insanity and talked back to the voice. “But there is nothing in me
worth loving. Look at me. An hour ago I sat at lunch with my father-in-law, and |
promised him I would renounce it. I swore | would ask for forgiveness, but the reality is,



I don’t want to. I want nothing more than to lose myself online for an hour or two or
three.”

| will buy an iPad to keep in my car. No one needs to know about it. Or my
phone. | can get whatever | want on my phone. David will never know because David
doesn’t deserve to know. I could imagine the sneering disgust on his face if he knew I
was here, if he knew what was going through my mind. He would say | was hopeless.

He would be right. Trapped. Powerless. Hopeless.
Hopeless.

| pushed away from the desk and walked back through the office toward the exam
rooms. Just across from the rooms, we had a station, nothing more than a counter and
some cabinets. We stored supplies there, and it was handy for Bobby and Mitch to make
notes in between patient visits. We kept a small store of pharmaceuticals there, mostly
trial packs, and we also had some things in a crash kit for emergencies. Surely, there was
some combination | could throw together.

And everyone would show David all the sympathy in the world. They would
shake their heads and murmur about all he had to endure. He would carry on bravely, and
testify to God’s grace in such a dark time.

| would face a God who would look at me, and frown, and say something like, |
knew you would disappoint me.

That’s not My voice.

| ignored the voice. | looked at the jJumble of medicine packs on the counter.
There was a notepad nearby and a pen. | opened one of the packages to get the full
product information—the clinical trial data, the lethal dosage limits.

If you do this, Grant will follow you.

My vision blurred. Grant . . . No, he would understand. He might be the only one.
He knew what it was like to fall short of his father’s standards. He would forgive me.

He ... he would be devastated. | pushed the notepad away. All right. For my
son’s sake.

No. For My Son’s sake.



| collapsed. | remember unrelenting grief and sorrow and pain and shame, but as |
sat on the floor of the office, in the very pit of the deepest soul anguish | ever
experienced, | was keenly aware that | was not alone.

And that changed everything.



