
Chapter Ten 
 

It would have been easy to give in to warm, fuzzy feelings at this point, to 

indulge in what I call the romance of Christianity. It’s not completely unlike 

that heady feeling I enjoyed when I first knew that Stacy was interested in me. 

We all knew where that emotional high ended up. Of course, I’m not saying that 

God is anything like Stacy—or vice versa—I’m just acknowledging that saying 

you want to come home and actually making the journey are two very different 

things.  

On the drive home from Memphis, I concocted plans for what I needed to 

do to win God’s approval once again. I’d find a church first thing Monday 

morning and a small group and a midweek prayer meeting. I’d get up early and 

read my Bible. I’d pray three times a day. Yes sir, I’d get my life turned around. 

I would be the kind of man my dad would be proud of. I’d honor his memory. I’d 

be the warrior Nolan talked about. Things were going to change. 

 

Monday, April 17 

My alarm clock went off and I had a flash of panic when I couldn’t recall 

what was on my schedule for today. Then I remembered I no longer had a 

schedule. I showered, but I didn’t shave, then I dressed in jeans and sneakers. 

Christopher was hard to rouse after his weekend, but he woke happy 

and chattered constantly. “You make sure you tell Mommy those stories. She’ll 

want to hear all about your weekend.” He grinned. I got him dressed, and in his 

seat in the kitchen. “What sounds good? Bananas? Cheerios?” I cut half a 

banana in little chunks, spread some Cheerios on his tray and filled a sippy cup 

with milk. “I am so glad you can drink regular milk now,” I said. Then I sat 

down with him and took his hands. I bowed my head and closed my eyes. “God, 

thank You for this food, and bless it. Bless Christopher and help me love him 

like You do. Amen.” 

When I opened my eyes Christopher was grinning at me. “I know. We’ve 

never ever done that before. That’s my fault. This was a pretty intense weekend 

for Daddy. You slept through most of that stuff, but Uncle Nolan and Nana and 

Uncle James and Papa all reminded me who I really am. I need to be the man 

God meant for me to be, a man Papa would be proud of.” Christopher stuffed a 

handful of banana in his mouth. “A man you can be proud of.” 



We finished breakfast, then time started slowing down. The last thing I 

wanted to do that morning was to take him to the daycare. I didn’t have to 

work. I could keep him with me all day and then Stacy could pick him up 

tonight. She wouldn’t see him today anyway, so would it really matter whether 

he was with me or the daycare ladies? In fact, there wasn’t much reason to take 

him to daycare at all . . .  

However, from that lovely conversation with my wife over the weekend, I 

knew she was looking for any little hiccup in our system to justify cutting me 

out. That was a risk I couldn’t afford to take. Even so, it took all my strength to 

pack Christopher’s bag and get him out to the car.  

I kissed him goodbye and sat in my car in the parking lot of the daycare 

feeling pretty sorry for myself. No son. No job. No wife. And beyond that, no clue 

what to do next. Résumé. That would be a good start. 

You see how fast all that talk about change got pushed to the side? God 

noticed that, too. When I sat down at my kitchen table with my planner to make 

some notes, He reminded me. That familiar sense of shame and failure rose up 

in the pit of my stomach. 

You may have heard folks say that there comes a point when a couple 

sits down and has a very frank talk about where they are and where they are 

headed, a define-the-relationship talk. Sometimes, that can save a lot of future 

heartache by clearing up misconceptions. It requires fearless honesty. 

Stacy and I never had one, and so I proceeded based on what I assumed 

she was thinking and what I saw other people doing in their relationships. I 

think I approached God the very same way, operating on assumptions and 

imitation.  

So, I made a list. I wrote down the things that I was certain God believed 

about me. While I was wallowing in this, the name Aaron popped in my head. I 

don’t know anybody named Aaron. I imagine God was shaking His head at this 

point. Aaron in the Bible, genius.  

God didn’t really say it like that. That’s one of the things I had wrong 

about Him. I expected Him to be a bit on the snarky side . . . like David, but 

He’s not. He’s gentle, kind and patient, like my dad.  

Now Aaron was Moses’s brother. He was older, but Moses got the call to 

lead Israel out of bondage and slavery in Egypt. After facing down Pharaoh, and 

crossing the Red Sea, they arrived at Mount Sinai where God was going to 

reveal Himself. He gave them three days to get ready, and then God showed up 



with thunder and lightning so that the whole mountain shook. The people were 

scared to death.  

Within a few weeks, though, Aaron made a calf to worship. He knew God, 

but he denied Him. The fear was long forgotten. 

“I get Your point,” I said, closing my Bible. But I didn’t.  

The point is, that’s not the end of Aaron’s story. 

After that failure, an epic one, in front of the entire nation . . . God still 

installed Aaron as His high priest. That’s the kind of reassurance I needed. I 

found out God was just getting started with me. What happened over the next 

four days is hard to explain. Every time I’ve tried, it sounds so close to crazy, 

the difference is not worth quibbling about.  

I read a lot. A lot. I made notes, and more notes. But then, there were 

times when I couldn’t do anything but lay on the floor and stare at the ceiling. 

Mostly we talked. I mean I talked, then I heard the voice of my dad in my head. 

That made it easier to believe it was God and not just me making up stuff. I told 

God what I thought about Him taking my dad, and He let me know what He 

thought about the last ten years of my life. He proved to me that our 

relationship was not like mine and Stacy’s. He wasn’t going to leave me. He 

loved me. End of discussion. 

He pitched the idea that my dad’s death wasn’t about me. I agreed to 

consider it, but the evidence was hard to deny from where I stood. He said He 

could work with that. We talked about my name and His name and what it 

meant to be a warrior and a servant. 

There were tears of regret, so many tears of regret, and tears of 

repentance, but there was joy and release too. I think I ate. I may have slept. 

And at the end of it all, I felt . . . anointed. See, that sounds weird. Chosen and 

equipped may be a better way to say it. Either way, I’m confident it wasn’t a 

psychotic episode. No, God in His grace and His mercy met me where I was in 

order to get me where He wanted me. 

From that time on, I spoke this psalm each morning. It even has that 

phrase in it, who is like the Lord. 

 

Praise the Lord!  

  Praise, O servants of the Lord,  



  Praise the name of the Lord!  

Blessed be the name of the Lord 

  From this time forth and forevermore!  

From the rising of the sun to its going down 

  The Lord’s name is to be praised.  

The Lord is high above all nations,  

  His glory above the heavens.  

Who is like the Lord our God,  

  Who dwells on high,  

Who humbles Himself to behold 

  The things that are in the heavens and in the earth?  

He raises the poor out of the dust,  

  And lifts the needy out of the ash heap,  

That He may seat him with princes— 

  With the princes of His people.  

He grants the barren woman a home,  

  Like a joyful mother of children.  

  Praise the Lord! 

 

Thursday, April 20 

Thursday afternoon I went to pick up Christopher. I hadn’t shaved all 

week, and I kind of liked the stubble. It was coming in reddish which reminded 

me of my dad. I was curious what Christopher would think, or if he would even 

notice. 

I pulled into the parking lot of the daycare at four o’clock sharp, anxious 

to see my boy. I will take care of Christopher.  

“I know,” I said, and I walked inside. 



The lady inside gave me the strangest look. “Where’s Christopher?” I 

asked. 

“One moment.” She picked up the phone and asked the director to come 

up front. 

“What’s going on? Is something wrong?” 

“I think it’s best if you talk to our director.” 

The director, Miranda Shultis, was a young woman, not much older than 

I am. She was always dressed in bright colors and usually had a warm smile. 

Not today. She didn’t even say hello. “Christopher’s mother withdrew him 

Monday evening.” 

“She what?” 

“As of Monday evening, Christopher Shannon is no longer one of our 

kids.” Miranda enunciated like I was having trouble with English. 

“You don’t think that’s something I should know?” 

“Mr. Shannon, I’m sorry, but I don't think it’s my responsibility—” 

“We aren’t divorced yet!” 

She blinked very slowly and droned, “Do you have court documents on 

file with us that outline what each parent’s rights and responsibilities are?” 

“Since when do I have to have court documents—” 

“You have to understand we cannot get in the middle of this. You’ll have 

to take it up with your wife.” 

Oh, I planned to take it up with my wife. Up, down and inside out. “Do 

you know where she placed him?” 

“No. I’m sorry.” 

I didn’t even get outside before I yanked out my phone and punched in 

Stacy’s number. “Where’s Christopher?” 

“Hello, Michael. How was your weekend?” 

“I swear, Stacy, I’ll—” 

“You’ll what?” There was a very distinct threat in her question. This was 

about more than just inconveniencing me. 



“I know,” she purred. “Let’s get together and talk for a few.” She named a 

coffee shop not far from her office. “I’ll meet you there in twenty minutes. Don’t 

be late.” 

I could have snapped the phone in half. Instead I slammed it onto the 

passenger seat of my car and sped out of the parking lot. My fingers ached from 

gripping the steering wheel and I could feel my pulse in my neck. How could I 

be so naïve? She would pay for this. I’d see to it.  

I whipped my car around and faced the coffee shop entrance. I’d catch 

her before she even made it inside.  

I said I will take care of Christopher. 

Most of us have no problem believing God or His promises as long as 

they are in the abstract, but when He moves into the personal and the concrete, 

into the gritty reality of where our fears and weaknesses lurk, that faith often 

melts away like frost in October. 

I admit, my first thought was not submissive acknowledgement of God’s 

sovereignty. 

This is not Sunday school. This is not a game. The battle is real and the 

stakes are very high. Higher than custody of your son. 

I let go of the steering wheel.  

Don’t go in there alone. 

I picked up the phone and called Nolan. I got his voice mail. And my 

mother’s. And James’s. Then my phone rang. My brother had called me. 

“Is everything okay? It was the weirdest thing. I felt like I needed to call.” 

I explained my situation, and he was silent for a very long time. I figured 

he was getting his sermon ready for me. “I’ll pray,” he said. “Call me when 

you’re done.” And that was it. 

The anger evaporated before I put my phone away. My heart rate dropped 

and I walked into the coffee shop completely at peace. I ordered a coffee and one 

for Stacy, and I waited. She wheeled in and parked on the opposite side of the 

lot from me. She was wearing a tailored pantsuit I had never seen before and I 

wondered if I had bought it or if it was another perk.  

I stood and smiled when she came in. I even kissed her cheek before she 

sat down. “You look unemployed,” she said, sneering at my scruff. 



“So was there a problem at the daycare?” 

“Don’t threaten me, Michael.” I didn’t think I had. She sipped her coffee. 

“Thank you for this, by the way. It’s perfect.” She set the cup on the table. “You 

have a couple of slips of paper and you think you’re in the driver’s seat. You 

have nothing. If I had wanted, Christopher and I could have been halfway 

around the world in the last four days and you would have never seen him 

again.” 

“I was upset. I took it out on you. Would you forgive me?”  

Those were God’s words in my mouth. I promise that was not what I 

would have said if I had been left to myself. 

She reached over and squeezed my hand. “Of course I forgive you.” Then 

she took a business card from her purse and slid it across the table to me. 

“Here’s the name and address of the new daycare. I told them to expect you, but 

you’ll have to show your driver’s license.” 

She leaned back in her seat and took a drink from her coffee. “How’s the 

job search?” 

“It’s fine. I’ve, uh, been evaluating my skills, seeing what’s marketable. I’ll 

be researching companies next.” 

“I certainly wish you the best of luck.” She made a show of looking at her 

watch, probably so I would notice it. “I need to get back. Thanks for meeting 

me. I’m really glad we can be civil.” 

I stood and took her hand in mine. “So am I. God bless you.” 

“What’d you say?” 

“I said God bless you.” 

She pulled her hand back like she had touched a hot stove, and slipped 

out without another word. 

I sat back down and breathed a deep sigh of relief. That one conversation 

wearied me more than anything in recent memory. 

Well done. 

I called David and told him what had happened. “That’s amazing,” he 

said. “Thank you for asking me to pray.” 

“Sure.” 



“I mean that. I know we’ve kind of drifted apart as we’ve grown up . . . It 

meant a lot to me that you asked.” 

“It probably won’t be the last time.” 

“I’ve got your back, Michael.” 

Very well done. 

 

******* 

 

Sunday, April 23 

Christopher and I drove to Stinson for church. It wasn’t quite the same 

without Mom and Nolan there, but it felt right. I guess it’s a long way to drive 

when there are plenty of churches in Memphis, even one my parents attended 

when they lived here. None of those churches offered Sunday dinner at my 

granny’s, though. 

When I walked in to the church, I felt a lot less like an out-of-place 

visitor. Uncle James tried his best not to act surprised to see me. “I’d like to 

speak with you after the service,” I said. 

“Of course.” 

Uncle Wayne and Aunt Gail and their families were there like always, 

and Granny Lucy was back this week, too. I sat with her since I’d missed her 

Easter Sunday. 

“You’re not here just on account of me, are you?” Her question was a mix 

of a tease and an admonition with just a dash of guilt. Grannies have a unique 

mastery over that kind of remark. 

“It’s time I was back in church,” I said softly, “and this is the best one I 

know.” 

“Maridell bribed you with dinner.” 

“Not entirely, but that did put this church far ahead of any church in 

Memphis.” 

Granny smiled and patted my knee. “Your daddy always knew you’d be 

back.” 



If only I had gotten my act together a few months ago.  

Now if this were a made for television movie, since I’d come back to 

church, it should follow that I’d live the rest of my life in the warm sunshine of 

God’s perpetual smile. But it wasn’t a movie, and there was one issue I had not 

mentioned to God this entire week, and that issue was about to confront me as 

the pianist took her seat.  

I mean Andrea Maddox. After this week and the things God had affirmed 

to me, the things He’d shown me . . . would I even be attracted to her still? 

And a moment later, there she was with the rest of the choir. The answer 

was yes. A resounding, unequivocal yes. Now what?  

Well, Lord, I’m at a loss. And He didn’t say anything. I listened extra hard 

to James’s sermon . . . nothing. I watched her through the service trying to see 

if God was going to speak through body language. I suppose He can do that . . . 

But there was nothing. Fine. I won’t seek her out, but I will surely speak to her 

if the opportunity presents itself.  

So church finished and I kissed my granny’s cheek and promised to take 

her to lunch next time I was in town. Before I could get out of the pew to get 

Christopher, James met me, and presented a barrel-chested, white-haired man. 

“Michael, this is Haddon Spurlock. He’s the county engineer.” 

“Pleased to meet you.” Mr. Spurlock took my hand and sawed it back and 

forth.  

“James tells me you’re interested in the engineer’s job.” 

That was not entirely true. “I got down-sized right before Easter.” 

“I’d be glad to give you an interview. Can you come in on Tuesday?” 

“Mr. Spurlock . . . sir . . . I’m a mechanical engineer. I haven’t dealt with 

water systems—” 

“But you can learn. I mean, you couldn’t have gotten that degree if you 

weren’t sharp, could you?” He sounded as desperate as a middle-aged woman 

trying to catch a bride’s bouquet.  

“I’m not sure I’m the man you’re looking for.” 

“The commissioners approved a new package of salary and benefits. I 

think when you adjust for cost of living, you’ll find it’s very competitive.” 



“I have no doubts.” Although I did. 

“The hours are flexible.” 

What else was I supposed to say at this point? “How’s nine o’clock?” 

“For what?” 

“You asked me to come in to interview.” 

Well, he grinned from ear to ear and sawed my hand again. “That’d be 

just fine. Just fine.” He started to walk away, but then he snapped his fingers. 

“I reckon you ought to bring a résumé.” 

“I can email it to you.” He just blinked. “Or maybe fax it.” Still nothing. 

“I’ll bring it.” 

“That’d be fine.” He nodded. Once more, he started to leave but he 

stopped again. “You know . . . that was a real shame about your daddy. He was 

a fine man. Everybody thought so.” 

“Thank you.” 

“He was awfully proud of you boys.” 

That choked me up. “I, uh, I hope I can be half the man he was.” 

“Oh, I have no doubts.” He winked at me and walked away.  

Michael, you’re a pushover, I thought to myself. And if you don’t watch 

out, you’re going to let that old man talk you into a job you don’t want. I 

managed to make it back to the nursery without any more unwanted 

commitments. 

One look in my boy’s blue eyes and I decided that, yes, I probably was a 

pushover. He squirmed out of my arms so we took the hallway at a snail’s pace. 

Christopher stopped every fourth step to point out some wonder like the sign, 

or the fire extinguisher.  

“He’ll be running next time I see him.” 

Andrea Maddox stood between us and the double doors to the parking 

lot. “He’s liable to be running the next time I see him,” I said.  

She glanced over her shoulder, then she smiled the way my mother used 

to do when she handed me a cookie not more than ten minutes before supper. 

“You know this is a small town.” 



“I had noticed.” 

“Then you understand the mere fact that you were talking to Haddon will 

cause folks to think you’re going to take over the water department.” 

“I can’t help what people speculate.” 

“Are you taking Haddon’s job?” Then she blushed. “I’m sorry. That was . . 

. it’s none of my business.” 

I had to smile at her. “Oh . . . asking me questions like that . . . it makes 

me feel like I belong here, but no. I’m not taking over the water department. I’m 

not qualified. I wouldn’t hire me.” 

“You might not be the most objective person.” 

“As appealing as it is on some levels to move back here, it’s not going to 

happen.” 

Suddenly I had the distinct impression that I’d just made God laugh.  

 


