Chapter Eight

We got Mom into the emergency room on a stretcher. She pulled the
pillow over her head while Nolan told the admitting nurse what we knew, which
wasn’t nearly enough for me. Then they wheeled her through the double
“Authorized Personnel Only” doors leaving me and Nolan to pace the waiting
room.

“You said she’d be all right,” I said.
“I know.” He slid his hands into his pockets. “Better call David.”

Of course the unspoken question was, if she was going to be all right,
couldn’t I just call him tomorrow? Nolan seemed to be waiting on me, so I got
my phone out and dialed David’s number. He never even said hello.

“What’s wrong?”

“Nolan and I have Mom at the ER. She had a real sharp, sudden pain in
her forehead. Said her eyes hurt. They had to take her in on a stretcher.”

David was quiet for a long time then he said, “I'll be there in four hours.”
“I'm not sure you need to do that. We don’t know if it’s serious or not.”

“I just lost my dad, Michael. I'll be there as soon as I can.” I completely
understood that feeling. I would have done the very same thing, and no one
could have stopped me. But he said, T just lost my dad.’ He lost. His dad. Not
we lost. Not our dad.

And I was deeply offended.

I slid the phone back in my pocket. “He’s on his way.”
“You should call your wife.”

“Why?”

Nolan smiled. “Call her.”

“It’s too late.”

“In the marriage? Or in the evening?”

“Both.”



“I don’t think so.”

So contrary to every bit of good judgment and desire in me, I called
Stacy. The background noise made it impossible to talk, and the last thing she
said was, “Just a minute.” I figured that was the end of it. But she called me
back. “Is Christopher all right?”

“He’s fine. It’s my mother.” I explained what had happened.

“Michael, I'm so sorry.” Then she said words she had never said in seven
years of marriage. “Do you need me there with you?”

Of course the answer was yes. | needed my wife there with me. I needed
her support and encouragement while my mind strained, trying to run wild with
fear. I needed her to share what I held as important.

But the answer she wanted me to give was no. She wanted me to justify
her lack of presence, and her lack of caring by telling her not to come.

“I would welcome you being here, and I won't discourage you, but I can’t
ask you to do that. It’s a long drive and it’s late, and it may not even be
anything serious.”

“Will you call me in the morning and tell me how she is?”

“Of course.” I ended the call wondering how the end of a marriage could
be better than the middle or even the beginning. Was she that relieved it was
over?

“There will be a great inclination to blame and question God right now,”
Nolan said. “Religious logic says you’re getting a divorce so you’ve lost your job
and your mother is in the hospital. Clearly God is punishing you.”

I had already connected those dots, in spite of everything that happened
on that hillside.

“She will be all right, though,” Nolan said.
“You keep saying that. How do you know?”

“Simple,” he said, and smiled again. “I asked.”
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Ninety minutes later, a doctor came out and told us it was neither a
stroke nor a seizure, but it was a migraine headache. They had given her some
medicine by IV and some pills to take home in case she had a repeat tomorrow,
which he feared was likely. In another couple of hours he thought she’d be well
enough to take home.

“Migraines come up that sudden?” I was skeptical.

“They can, especially if you don’t recognize the signs leading up to them,
or the triggers.” He handed me a sheet of paper. “I told her all this and gave her
a copy, too. It’s just some information on migraines and a recommendation to
see a doctor, probably a neurologist, when she gets back to St. Louis.”

I called David and told him what we’d learned. He said he was still
coming. In fact, he got to Granny’s house not long after we got Mom settled in
bed. Once Granny saw Mom with her own eyes, she was satisfied the crisis had
passed and also went back to bed. Nolan had a cup of coffee with David and me
then he slipped away, too. I should have followed him, especially after the ups
and downs of the last two days, but David’s comment nagged at me.

“I lost my dad too,” I said. He stared at me blankly, wondering where that
even came from. So I explained it. “When I called and told you about Mom, you
said, T lost my dad.”

He sipped his coffee and brushed it off. “You know what I meant.”

“No, I think you meant exactly what you said. I think it was a little
underhanded slur directed at me, like he’s somehow less my dad.”

“I think you’re exhausted, Michael, and it’s making you paranoid.”
“Do you think you’re better than I am?”

“Of course not.”

“I think you’re a liar,” I said.

“I think you feel guilty, and you’re lashing out at me because I disagree
with what you’re doing.”

“You know, that doesn’t get you an award. Nobody agrees with what I'm
doing. I've not run into a single person who has patted me on the back for
getting a divorce.”



“Then it takes a special kind of stubbornness to go ahead with it, doesn’t
it?”

“I can’t make Stacy stay in the marriage.”

“But you’re not even trying. There is no counseling going on. There’s no
cooling-off period. There’s no prayer and fasting. There’s no attempt to romance
her and show her you love her, or that you’re willing to change.”

I crossed my arms tightly across my chest, holding them actually, to
prevent a set of my knuckles connecting with David’s jaw, which was becoming
a greater possibility with every passing moment. “Lemme ask you a question,
then. Did you pray for us?”

“Yes, of course I did.”
“What did you pray? [ mean, specifically.”

“That God would intervene in your marriage. That He would show you
what you needed to do.”

“You want me to tell you how God answered those prayers?” I had his
attention now. He probably thought he’d get an extra gold star for having a
prayer answered. “He showed me that Stacy is embezzling money from her
company, falsifying expense reports and probably having an affair with her
boss.”

David had no response.

“But the maddening thing is, now, after all this, I think I love her.” I left
him alone in the kitchen and went upstairs to my bed. There was no scandal
being in love with my wife, but it was a complication I hadn’t bargained for.

I wanted to go back out on the hillside and ask God. Nolan said it wasn’t
about the hillside, it was about the listening. “I don’t really know what to make
of the last two days,” I said. “You’ve taken my job and I was afraid You were
taking my mother. I've seen You in a way I never have before. And all I can do is
babble like an idiot about it.”

There was silence.

“If You’re trying to tell me to stay with Stacy, I don't think she’ll have me
without that job. And moving will threaten the arrangement with Christopher.”

Keep listening. You're doing fine.



Doing fine. If having no idea what was going on or what He was looking
for was the same thing as doing fine, then yes, I was right in there. Great.
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I woke to Christopher having a very animated conversation with his
hands or maybe the wallpaper, I couldn’t tell which one. It seemed to be a
happy story though, but then he rolled over and saw me watching. “Da!” He
grinned and pulled himself up, and reached over the top rail for me. I lifted him
out, changed his diaper, then sprawled back across the bed with him.

“Son, I wish I could explain what has taken place since you went to
sleep.” He held his pacifier between his teeth and grinned, looking for all the
world like his mother. “Your uncle Nolan is as smart as your Papa. [ hope I'm
that smart someday. We had to take Nana to the hospital. I think that was the
most scared ['ve ever been.”

I raised my hand high over him and he giggled, because he knew what
was coming. I dropped my hand to his belly and tickled him. He grabbed my
hand and squealed.

“Uncle David is here. I think if he’d stop trying to impress me with how
godly he was, we’d get along a lot better.” I raised my hand again, and
Christopher covered his belly with his little hands. After I tickled him, I picked
him up by his ankle. Granny always said he’d strangle if I did that.

I've seen my father do more than that with David’s boy, Grant. Both of
my grannies would fuss at him. He’d always wait until they left the room. “They
need this. It helps their inner ear develop,” he’d say, then he’d wink and go
back to throwing Grant, or turning him upside down or whatever.

Make no mistake, my dad was a gentleman by everyone’s definition, but
he roughhoused with David and me to the point of giving my mother fits. We
used to play tackle football in the house when she was gone. All three of us. It
was every man for himself and you had to make it to the next room for a first
down. A first down meant the other two had to let you stand up.

David was older and bigger than I was, and he had perfected that special
brand of brotherly trash talk. I remember one game when I had the ball and
David made his move. I jerked and threw my elbow back, and it felt like
electricity shooting up and down my arm. I was ready to taunt David for getting



in my way when I saw blood dripping from my dad’s lip. Dripping! I knew I'd be
in trouble until I was thirty.

He grinned though, and said, “Time out. If we get blood on the carpet,
we’ll all catch it.” He got a wet paper towel from the kitchen and held it against
his lip until the bleeding stopped. He tousled my hair. “Good game,” he said.

“But I busted your lip.”

“Playing ball with you is worth that risk,” he said. “Now come on. David
thinks he’s won. I need to correct that notion.” My dad never let us win. He let
us score, and he didn’t humiliate us, but he didn’t let us win. We always got
lulled to sleep, thinking we had the upper hand then he’d reveal how strong he
really was.

I flipped Christopher around so he rested on my forearm. “I think that’s
how I've been living my life, buddy. Just like when [ was wrestling with Papa,
and he just stood up and showed me how strong he was.”

Christopher pointed at the door and grunted.
“All right. No more philosophy before breakfast.”

We had told Granny that David was on his way, so she wasn’t surprised
to find him sleeping on the sofa. She just put that much more flour in the bowl
for biscuits. “You know I had headaches like that after your papa Tom died,”
Granny said as she cut out the biscuits. “And it was your daddy who said losing
a mate is much harder on a person than medicine or science understands.” She
wiped her hands off and turned around to me. “You watch out for yourself.
You'’re losing a mate, too. You take care of yourself.”

“It’s not the same,” I said.

“No, but I think it’s worse in some ways. And I think people believe men
are allowed to grieve when their wife dies, but not when she leaves him.” She
frowned and shook her head. “People are foolish sometimes.”

I couldn’t argue. Mostly because I was one of those people.

“Like Nolan, bless his heart. He was ruined when Elaine left him. It took
years, and I am not exaggerating, years for him to move on. With Donna Sue . .
. it was like being married to him for fifty-some years. You can’t just go on after
losing somebody like that.”

“No, you can’t.” My mother shuffled into the kitchen and immediately
swiped her hand at the overhead light switch. “Is there coffee?”



Granny poured her a cup, and she took it without raising her eyes. “I feel
like I’'m coming off a three-day drunk.”

“You know, I have felt that very same way,” I said.

I think she smiled. “Michael, you should never tell your mother things
like that.” She took a gulp of coffee. “I wouldn’t wish this on anybody. They did
those tests . . . I couldn’t stand for them to touch my head, it hurt so. And the
lights . . .”

“Does it still hurt this morning?”

“Yes. I would nod but I think the sloshing would make me throw up.”
“Yeah, I've definitely felt like that.”

“Well, how do I make it stop?”

“Sleep was the only thing that worked for me, but they gave you
medicine.”

“Yes, and I believe it’s upstairs on the dresser. If you would be so kind.”

David was up by the time I came back downstairs. “Mom’s in the
kitchen.”

“What’s she doing up?”
“Up is a strong word. She’s drinking coffee and holding her head.”
“She needs to be back in bed.”

“I expect she will be very soon.” I held up the medicine bottle. “Especially
if she takes one of these.”

David was already striding into the kitchen. “Mom, I can take you back
to St. Louis.”

“You’re not in the pulpit. There’s no need to yell,” she said, and I smiled.
“Michael, did you find them?” I handed her the bottle of medicine. She opened
one eye and tried to read the label then handed it back to me. “Do I take one or
two?”

“One now and one in six hours.”
“Get one out for me.”

“Mom, I think you need to get home so you can rest,” David said.



Mom swallowed a pill, gulped her coffee and looked up at David. “Sit
down.” He did. “I cannot travel today. Even if I left with you, it would be Monday
before I could see my doctor—”

“But Mom—"

She raised her hand and cut him off. “You are reacting out of fear. You
didn’t have a say about what happened to your dad, and you want to restore
your sense of control by coming in and dictating things to me, and as much as I
love you, that is not going to work.”

“I think you need to see a real doctor.”
“I'm quite certain those weren’t imaginary doctors last night.”

I tried to hide my smile. “I'll keep a close eye on her,” I said, putting him
in a real quandary. If he rejected that, he’d reveal exactly what he thought of
me. [ was kind of hoping he would.

“What if you have another spell while you’re driving?”

“What if I'd had this one while I was driving? David, I will handle it. Now
sit down and have some of Granny’s biscuits and gravy.”

He did, but he wasn’t happy about it. We made it all the way through
breakfast without Nolan making an appearance. I guess last night tired him out
more than any of us realized. After breakfast, I dressed Christopher so we could
go buy some egg dye.

David pulled me aside after we came back downstairs. “You make sure
she rests.”

“I will.”

“I'm going to make a doctor’s appointment for her next week.”
“Did she ask you to do that?”

“No, but that’s what Dad would do. He wouldn’t let this go.”
“I think he would trust her judgment.”

“I'm not so sure that’s the best plan right now.”

I nodded. “Yeah, she told me last night you were usually right. That
should’ve been a tip-off.” He glared at me. “She said this wasn’t the first
migraine she’d had, just the worst one. She’s an adult, and fully capable of



taking care of herself. If she has any more symptoms, we’ll take her back to the
hospital.”

He wasn’t convinced. Now it was rotten and manipulative, but I knew
just how to distract him. “I need you to pray for me. I lost my job Thursday
morning.”

He immediately switched into his pastoral mode. “I'm so sorry to hear
that.”

“Yeah, we got bought out. I've got severance that will cover me for a
while, but after that . . .”

“Will this affect your, uh, your divorce?”

“I have no idea how this will impact it. There’s a real possibility I could
lose Christopher. Right now, Stacy has agreed to let him stay with me, but with
nojob...”

“God will work it out. When a major upset happens, it means He’s getting
ready to do something only He can do.”

I hoped this was one of those times David was right.
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Uncle Nolan came downstairs sometime after Granny had cleaned up the
kitchen, but there were biscuits left and Granny had a microwave, so he didn’t
go hungry. Four bites in, Mom threatened to send him to eat at the barn if he
didn’t stop watching her. I decided right there she was fine, even if her head did
hurt still. David took a little more convincing. She informed him she was
keeping with her plans to dye eggs and help Granny cook. He said once again
that she was overdoing it, and things were about to escalate. That’s when Nolan
asked David what he was preaching on in the morning.

“The resurrection, of course.”

“Of course, but there are so many approaches and angles. I was curious
which one you had chosen.”

“I don’t know that the reality of the empty tomb needs an angle. It speaks
for itself.”



Nolan glanced at my mother. “Your passion reminds me of John Boyd.”

David sat a little straighter in his seat. “Were you planning on going to
church tomorrow?”

“Oh, I wouldn’t miss it,” Nolan said. “I already started the weekend with
an amazing time of worship Friday evening. Michael was there, too.”

“Which church?”
“It wasn’t at a church.”
David looked at me for help. “I'm not sure [ understand your meaning.”

“It’s a caution really, not to let the structures and routines impede your
worship, or encroach on your wonder at the God who raises the dead.”

David just nodded. “I'll do my best.”
“You always do.” Nolan smiled.

David sat until Nolan finished his biscuits, then he pushed his chair
back from the table. “Mom, I'll ask once more if you want a ride back to St.
Louis.”

“Thank you, but I'll be fine.”
He sighed with resignation and kissed her cheek.

“Ill walk you out,” I said. He stopped in the living room to hug Granny
and thank her for her sofa.

“You better stop and see Lucy before you leave town.”

“I will,” he promised. He waved at Christopher and then I followed him
out to his car. “Make sure you take some time to talk to James while you’re
here,” he said. “He can give you some good counsel.”

“If not this time, I'll catch him next trip.”
“I think it’s important you talk to him as soon as you can.”

And then I caught what he meant. He was looking for someone to undo
whatever Nolan might have told me. “About what? I already talked to James
about the divorce, and he said I should try to save the marriage.”

“You'’ve got more information now, and you need good, sound advice.”

“I've talked to Nolan quite a bit.”



David didn’t say a word.

“What’s wrong with Nolan?”

“Nothing. I like Nolan just fine.”

“You think he gives bad advice?”

“Nolan is not going to give you biblical advice.”
“He already has.”

“You’d better double-check it against Scripture. You know, just to make
sure he’s not twisted anything.”

“I'll do that.” I reached for his hand. “You know, sometime you should
spend a couple of days with Nolan. I bet you could uncover some deep issues.”

He shook my hand. “If I thought he would listen, I might try it.”

I just smiled.
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Mom said she wanted to lie down for a bit before she ventured out so I
called Stacy. Noon was midmorning according to her. She needed a couple of
sentences to orient herself, then she was pleasant and concerned, frustrating
me to no end why ‘divorcing Stacy’ was so much more preferable to ‘wife Stacy.’

“It turned out to be a really severe migraine.”

“Oh, those things are terrible. They can put you down for days.”
“Yeah, she’s still pretty washed out today.”

“Sometimes they come in waves. I hope that isn’t the case for her.”

“She has a prescription, so that should help even if she has another.” I
was ready to hang up, but I felt a deep compulsion to tell her the rest of it. I
didn’t want to. That gave her ammunition and put Christopher at risk. While
this psychotic argument was going on in my head—tell her, there’s no way I'm
going to tell her—I heard the words spilling out.

“Stacy, MRI got bought out. I lost my job Thursday.”

There was dead silence.



“Hello? Stacy?”

“l heard you. I'm just . . . I don’t know what to say.”

“Yeah, it kind of came out of nowhere.”

“Well, I...Ididn’t think bad things happened to good people.”

“You think I'm a good person?”

“You've always been a good person, Michael. That was never in question.”
I took hold of that vote of confidence with both hands.

“Of course we’ll need to sit down and rethink this parenting thing.” There
it was. Just what [ was afraid of. “I mean, if you’re unemployed that hardly
gives Christopher the kind of home he’s entitled to.”

“I got a severance package and I won’t be unemployed forever.”

“No, of course not, and we can revisit things as soon as you get a job, but
for now I think we need to adjust the arrangement.”

Then fear, anger, frustration all teamed up and unlocked the cage so
bitter spite could rear its ugly head. “What if his mother was in prison? You
think I'd be a better option then?”

The cold hard edge returned to Stacy’s voice. “I have no idea what you’re
talking about.”

“Yes, you’re in danger of losing much more than that nice house of ours.
If you think Jerry will come to your defense, you’re naively mistaken. He’s a
coward and he will sell you out to save himself.” I was guessing.

She laughed. “Jerry says he’s in love with me. A man will do anything for
a woman he’s in love with, won’t he, Michael?”

“And a father will do anything to protect the son he loves.” I ended the
call and had to restrain myself from throwing the phone through the window.
Then I saw Nolan standing in the doorway.

“You remember what you just said.”
“I intend to.”
He shook his head. “I'm not talking about you and Christopher.”

“Not now, Uncle Nolan.”



“Yes, now.”
“I mean I don’t want to talk about it now.”
“It? What is Gt™?”

“I don’t want to talk about how God is going to intervene on my behalf or
something stupid like that.”

He frowned the way a professor would as he explained why you were
failing his class. “When you say God, do you mean Jehovah?”

“Who else would I mean?”
“I thought you might be talking about your god.”
“My god?”

He nodded. “The one you'’ve worshipped for years. You've poured out
your time and energy and all your worldly goods seeking her favor. Michael,
Stacy Streeter is your god.”
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When we drove into town, I hoped my mother was looking for silence,
because I was dealing with multiple layers of irritation and I didn’t want her to
tap into any of them. Nolan . . . that was ridiculous. I didn’t worship Stacy. The
idea . . . And see, he would grin and say the very fact that [ was offended was
proof that he was right. Maybe I was offended because everybody had lots of
platitudes and other “wisdom,” but nobody had any real concrete help to offer
me. He never had to deal with custody issues. He never lost a job.

My mother unknowingly obliged me and rode the entire way with her
head leaned back against the headrest and her eyes closed. When I parked the
car in the grocery store lot, I asked her, “Is it worse than you’re admitting?”

“I'll answer if you will.” She pulled her sunglasses down, so I could see
the gentle tease in her eyes.

“Yeah, it is. It’s a lot worse than I'm admitting.”

“Me too,” she said. “Not just my head.”



“I better get this boy some egg dye.” I got out and worked to get
Christopher out of his car seat. He spit out his pacifier and reached for me,
then he ducked his head and wriggled his shoulders out of the NASA-designed,
Stacy-approved car seat harness. “Let’s go, buddy.”

Mom took Christopher’s other hand and he beamed, getting to walk into
the store. Apparently the store was used to procrastinator parents, because
they had at least a dozen boxes of four different brands of dye still in stock.
Grocery store egg dye probably wouldn’t be exotic enough for Stacy, but then
she wasn’t here, was she?

“Too busy to speak, Dr. Shannon?”

Great. Andrea Maddox. Smiling. Her hair pulled back away from her face.
Wearing a navy sweater that looked much nicer than something you’d wear to
the grocery store. I admit, there was a moment or two when a part of me . . .
hoped . . . to run into her this weekend. The rest of me, however, was in no
mood. “I apologize,” I said. “Just intent on getting some Easter egg dye here at
the last minute.”

“I like to get two boxes. Doubling up those little tablets makes brighter
eggs.”

“Thanks. I'll take that into consideration.”

She turned back to my mother. “James never mentioned you all would be
here this weekend.”

“Yes, we got here Thursday,” Mom said. “You’ll have to excuse my
sunglasses. [ had a migraine last night like none I've ever had before, and I'm
still feeling the after effects.”

“Oh, how awful.”

I tried picking Christopher up, but he’d tasted freedom and he wasn’t
about to be confined again. So we played the pull-every-single-box-into-the-
floor-and-giggle-while-Daddy picks-it-up-game. My only clue that the ladies
even noticed was the one time Andrea glanced at Christopher and smiled.

“Mama said Jesse was getting married again,” my mother said.
“Yes, just like that. To Kate Carver.”

“From Rose Hill?”



Andrea nodded. “You know that big bend in the road as you go over that
way? Where the water gets over the road? That’s her mom and dad’s place.”

“Ed’s her dad?”
“Yes. I didn’t realize you knew Ed.”

Mom launched into the tale of how she knew Ed and most of his family.
But then she looked at me and smiled. “Granny said she needed another bag of
pecans. If you wouldn’t care to pick them up, I'll take Christopher on out to the
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car.
“Pecans?”

“Yes.” She clapped and held out a hand, and Christopher slipped his
hand in hers. “Light’s bothering me, anyway.” For a woman with a migraine
hangover and a fourteen month old, they moved surprisingly fast.

“I should let you get those pecans,” Andrea said.

“Listen, I don’t want you to think I’'m a jerk. Nolan and I had Mom at the
ER last night. We thought it was something a lot more serious. David came
over, even. I guess I'm a little wrung out.”

“No apologies are necessary. So Nolan’s here? That’s everybody, isn’t it?”
“For Easter.”

She shook her head slightly. “Nolan is a dangerous man.”

“Dangerous?”

She smiled. “I'm sure you've heard the goat story.”

“No, I guess not.”

“Sure you have. When Nolan was a senior in high school, he and two
other boys set three goats loose in the school.”

“That doesn’t sound like him.”

“They painted the numbers one, two and four on them. The principal, the
janitor and everybody spent the whole day looking for number three.”

“Now that sounds exactly like him.”
“He was my seventh grade math teacher.”

“What? I didn’t know he taught school.”



“Just that one year. He came back here after his divorce. Apparently this
is a good place to heal.”

“I'm sure it is.” I glanced toward the back of the store trying to see which
aisle was my best bet for pecans. “Now, I better get Granny’s pecans.”

“Oh, of course. Will we see you tomorrow?”

“l don’t think Granny will let me eat otherwise.”
“I love your granny. Tell her I said hello.”

“And give my best to your, uh, folks,” I said.

She disappeared around the corner, and I wondered if it wouldn’t be
easier to head back to Memphis. I could get to work on my résumé and hit the
ground running on Monday morning. I wouldn’t have to deal with Uncle
James’s certain disapproval for having a conversation in a grocery store. Nolan
could prod one of his other nephews for the weekend.

Then I thought about what he said to me on that hillside, that I was too
ashamed and too timid to do the hard work of fixing anything. He made me
mad, just like he made me mad when he said Stacy was my god.

I owed Nolan an apology.
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“Not one word,” I said when I got in the car.

My mother adjusted her sunglasses and smiled. “How about four?”
“Fine. Four words.”

She held up her fingers counting as she spoke. “Did you get pecans?”
“I did.” T held up the bag for proof.

“I was afraid you may have been distracted.”

“You abandoned me to that distraction. James stopped just short of
calling me an adulterer for talking to her before.”

“James is protecting you, too.”

I wasn’t convinced.



“It’s a small town, Michael.”

“So if—and this is purely hypothetical—if I did remarry, would I be
condemning some girl to a lifetime of whispers?”

“Fifty years ago, yes.”
“Do you think it’s wrong to remarry?”

“Sometimes, yes, I do. In your case, your wife is leaving you. She has
rejected every overture you’ve made to talk, to reconcile, to postpone things
even.”

“I think she may be cheating on me.”

“Then you are innocent.” She took her sunglasses off. “I can’t say this
without actually looking at you. Your dad and I just went through this with a
couple at church. You’d know them if I named them. We were absolutely
heartbroken when we found out. This couple eventually reconciled because they
both wanted to save the marriage and they were willing to do some very hard
work to bring it to pass.”

She looked me in the eyes. “Stacy is not going to do that. So I believe
when she divorces you, you are free. I think most people will make peace with
the idea if you remarry, but I doubt you’d make a deacon or a pastor. At least
around here.”

“Who says I'm coming back here?”

“It was purely hypothetical,” she said. Then she winked.
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Uncle James’s car was in the driveway when we got back to Granny’s
house. Ellen rushed to my mother and hugged her tightly. “I've already scolded
Mama and Nolan for not calling us last night. Now I’'m going to give it to you
and Michael.”

“It was David’s fault,” I said. “I wanted to call. He wouldn'’t let me.” Truth
is, I was too paralyzed by pure fear to think to call anybody, except who Nolan
told me to. But it never hurt to get a good-natured shot at David.

Ellen just shook her head and hugged me anyway.



Granny said Linda, Gail, and Wayne would all be here for dinner
tomorrow, too, with all their families. She was downright giddy.

Mom’s headache seemed to have been forgotten. She scooped
Christopher up in her arms, and announced that she would get him a snack.

Before I could follow everybody to the kitchen, James asked to speak to
me. “How are things with you and Stacy?”

“We’re not going to reconcile, if that’s what you’re asking.”

He nodded slowly like he was at least considering another option before
he told me I was wrong. “Well, I'm glad you came over for Easter.” And that was
all he said. David could pick up a few pointers. James didn’t stop there, though.
“I want you to know I have a great deal of respect for you because you've yet to
blame Stacy or to list all of her shortcomings.”

“It actually means quite a lot. Thank you.”

Then came the awkward, staring-at-the-floor pause, followed by,
“Maridell said you’d lost your job.”

That’s what I get for not telling my granny to keep it quiet. “MRI was
bought out. I was an easy one to get rid of.”

“I'm sorry to hear that. Are you covered for a while?”

“They gave me a decent severance. I'm not in a crisis yet.” Not financially
anyway.
“You know I could put you on at the bank.”

“Thanks, but I don't know anything about banking.”

He stroked his chin slowly, and [ marveled that anybody actually did that
in real life. “Do you know anything about water treating or water systems?”

“Just the pumps, why?”

“The chief at the water department has been wanting to retire for a
couple of years now, but they can’t find a replacement. I have no idea what it
pays, but if you’re the least bit interested, I can give him your name.”

Are you listening?

Was [ listening? To what? That God wanted me to be the head of the
county water department? That was . . . well, it was . . . it was out of the



question. I knew it wouldn’t pay enough money. And Stacy . . . oh, I didn’t even
want to consider what Stacy would say.

“l appreciate that, Uncle James, but I don’t think that’s a good fit for me
right now.”

“Well, we’ll keep praying.”

When he shook my hand I got an unmistakable sense that I had just
slammed the wrong door.
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There was no getting Christopher away from Mom. Or Granny. Or my
aunt Ellen. I didn’t even try. But I did have that apology to Uncle Nolan hanging
over my head. I found him in the garage, underneath Granny’s Buick. My
granny still drove, but only to church and to town, and she wasn’t ashamed to
call Ellen to come and get her if the weather was bad. I think that’s why no one
ever suggested she give up driving. She seemed to know her limits. There’s
wisdom in that.

“Nolan?”

“You'’re just in time. Get in the car, and push the brake in slowly when I
tell you to.”

“I owe you an apology,” I said.
“What? I can’t hear you!”
I wasn’t sure I believed him. He heard me call his name after all.

“All right, slow and steady . . . ” So I put my foot on the brake and
pushed it to the floor. “That’s it . . . Good. Now hang on a minute. We’ll do the
other one.”

“I think you may be right about Stacy,” I said.
“No, I'm right about you. There’s a difference.”

See, I knew he could hear me.



“All right, one more time.” And once again I helped him bleed the brake
line. “Try it once more. This one is contrary.” I held my foot on the pedal. “There
we go. You can let up now.”

I got out and pushed the door closed until it latched. A minute later,
Nolan slid out from under the car. “I thought I'd give Wayne a break. He usually
does all the handyman stuff around here.”

“l owe you an apology,” I said.
“I won’t take it,” Nolan said, wiping his hands on his jeans.
“What?”

“I should apologize to you. I hit a nerve with you. I meant what I said,
but I didn’t mean to deliver it in a way that made you angry. I wanted to make
you think. You don’t need to apologize to me for making you think.”

“I think you’re right.”

“l know I am,” he smiled, and patted my back. “I know because I've been
there. I've been too timid and too ashamed to do the hard work it takes to make
things right.”

“And Aunt Elaine was your god.”

He nodded. “I was so in love with her. Just consumed.” He kicked a small
pebble out of the garage. “False gods never satisfy and they are never, ever
happy. Consequently, neither are you.” He smiled at me. “We’re fools, Michael.
When you reject God, or His ways, something else always rushes in to fill that
void.”

“I didn’t reject God. I just rejected church.”

“You can’t separate them.”

“Nolan, you don’t go to church.”

“Why does everybody think that?”

“Because nobody’s ever seen you . . . I don’t know.”

“I do not get up every Sunday morning and put on a tie and drive to a
white building with stained glass. That’s true.”

“Isn’t that church?”



“That’s what David and James would say.” He glanced toward the open
garage door. “You remember my friend Jake—”

“He started a church.”
“Jesus started the church.”
“You know what I mean.”

“Not necessarily, and that’s where the problems come from. Anyway, we
have a group of, oh, thirty or forty of us, I guess.”

“So you do go to church.”

“I worship with a group of likeminded believers.” He winked at me. “But I
don’t go to church.”

“So why do you let people believe that about you?”
“Because I don’t care.”
“I can’t believe that.”

He smiled, then knelt down and began putting the sockets back in the
case. “I only care what Jesus thinks about me. It was one of the hardest things
I've ever done, trying to tear down that idol.” He snapped the case shut, and
stood. “If I'm right one more time, you’ll be ready to pick up your sledgehammer
very soon.”
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