Chapter Eleven

Tuesday, April 25

I’'d no sooner locked the apartment door behind me when Uncle Nolan
called. “You’re going to take it, aren’t you?”

“No.”

“Why not?”

“Because it’s a civil engineer’s job.”

“You’d be outside some.”

“Yeah, but—"

“Lots less stress.”

“I don’t doubt that—"

“You’d probably have to buy a truck just to fit in—"

“Nolan, first of all, they haven’t offered me anything but even if they did .
.. I can’t take this job.”

“How’d the interview go?”

“Fine. It was more of Haddon trying to sell me on the job than me trying
to convince him to hire me.”

“That sounds like a positive.”

“I guess. He took me to lunch with half the county board and dinner with
the other half. I suppose it went well enough, but Haddon Spurlock and his
family have lived there for generations. He knows every ditch, every shutoff
valve and the height of every flood since Noah. I can’t replace him.”

“I heard a very subtle shift just then. It’s not that you don’t want the job.
You truly don’t think you can do it.”

It would have been easier to agree with him and go on, but there are
some people who can pull the truth out of you, without even trying. “Nolan . . .
it’s not the job. It’s Andrea. I can’t . . . be that close to her all the time.”

“Michael, I'm not sure—"



“I thought about her all day Monday. All day. Every time I'd try to get
ready for that interview, I'd end up thinking about seeing her every Sunday.
And then there’d probably be other church functions, ball games, the grocery
store . . . and quite frankly I'm not so sure I could maintain the boundaries of
honor that she deserves. I'm still a married man. I crossed one boundary,
Nolan. I can’t risk crossing another.”

“Well, maybe that’s what this was, then. A test of your resolve.”

“And I have it.”

“Very good. I'll keep praying and keep checking openings for you, then.”
“Thank you. And thanks for calling.”

“Take care, Michael.”

“Nolan . . . I don’t think I can turn it down if they offer it.”
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Wednesday, April 26

I spent Wednesday telling God why taking the water department job and
moving to Stinson were bad ideas. James had already chewed me out for
speaking to Andrea. I was trying to do the right thing. I was trying to honor
what was left of my marriage. Yes, for all intents and purposes, it was dead, but
miracles do happen, and [ wasn’t beyond believing Stacy and I could still
experience such a miracle. However, God had to know that if I was in Stinson,
I'd quit looking for that miracle.

Over lunch, I explained to Him that being around Andrea wasn’t the only
hurdle. Granted, Haddon was correct. The salary was decent enough, but
decent still meant a huge cut in actual dollars. On top of that, I didn’t know for
certain whether I would escape alimony payments or not. We laid out a plan
that dictated Stacy would take care of herself, but the judge could adjust it as
he or she saw fit. If so, or if I lost custody of Christopher and had to pay
alimony and child support, I could wind up living on bologna and Cheerios.

On the drive to the grocery store, I told Him there was Stacy to consider,
too. Two psychics and a medicine man couldn’t predict how she might react to
me moving. She could veto the whole thing just for sport. And sadly, I wouldn’t



put it past her to wait until I'd put down a non-refundable deposit on a place
before she determined she didn’t like the arrangement. I wouldn’t even be
shocked if she declared she was still in love with me and wanted me to move
back in the house with her. It was far more likely that she’d say I was welcome
to move, but not with Christopher.

I flat-out told God that was a risk I could not afford to take.

But as I drove home from the daycare with Christopher in the backseat
telling some big story in between pointing out the trucks, I told God I wanted to
do what was best for my son.

After I put Christopher to bed, I went one more round with God. “Here’s
the summation. If they offer me the job, I'm going to take it and accept it’s time
to move on. The divorce wasn’t what I wanted, and it wasn’t what You wanted
for me, but it’s what we have to work with. I'm willing to get to work on
whatever comes next.”

I had talked all day. I figured He’d have at least a sentence or two. There
was nothing. Not a bad, empty nothing. Just quiet.

So I repeated that psalm again. I got “Who is like the Lord who dwells on
high, who humbles Himself to behold the things that are in the heavens and in
the earth,” and I couldn’t remember what followed, so I got my Bible to read
through it again.

It’s a Passover psalm. My dad used to get choked up every time he talked
about the Passover. So I flipped back to Exodus and I read the entire story. I
could hear every verse in my father’s voice, and I could imagine him in the
pulpit, the one on Daniels Fork, not the one at Preston Road.

After Israel leaves Egypt, Moses instructs them that from now on, the
firstborn sons were to be set apart for God. David always made a big deal out of
that. But now . . . I had a firstborn son. Then I read this verse:

So it shall be, when your son asks you in time to come,
saying, ‘What is this?’ that you shall say to him, ‘By strength of
hand the Lord brought us out of Egypt, out of the house of bondage.

God really didn’t need to say anything else.
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Thursday, May 11

On Thursday they offered me the job. I accepted and the second Tuesday
in May the county commissioners made it official. My mother was thrilled, just
beside herself at the notion that I was moving back to Stinson. For a while I
thought she might come with me.

Nolan said it was a good move for me even before I told him about Moses.
I kept reminding myself of that fact to keep from worrying that Stacy might
slam the door shut. Now that it was official, I had to face her and tell her about
the job.

So I called her and invited her to lunch.
“Why?”

“Well, I found a job and felt like celebrating, and I wanted to share that
with you.”

“Michael, once the divorce is final, you can’t keep calling me.”

[ hadn’t called her since she changed daycares except to pass on a
message about Christopher. “The job is not in Memphis. We need to decide how
to handle things.”

“I see,” she said, and I felt a sudden chill. She named an upscale bistro
and said she’d be there at one.

I was going to need some support on this one, so I spent the rest of the
morning on the phone. On the way to the restaurant, I called David.

“We had agreed Christopher would stay with me before I lost my job,” I
said. “She may call the whole deal off if I move.”

“I can’t imagine a mother giving up her son. Jan would give me up before
she’d give up one of the kids.”

David had a gift for positive encouragement.

“It’s critical that Christopher lives with me. God clearly opened the door
for this job, and I need you to pray that He works the rest out.”

“Did you call anybody else?” My knee-jerk reaction was to wonder if he
was asking so he wouldn’t have to pray.



“Mom, Nolan and James all know.”
“Good. Can’t have too much backup.”
“I'm at the restaurant. I'd better go.”
“Godspeed, Michael.”

I checked my hair in the rearview mirror, adjusted the knot in my tie
once more and got out of the car. [ ran my hand down the hood with just a
twinge of nostalgia. If things went well today, the next order of business was
trading it in on a pickup truck.

I wore Stacy’s favorite suit, and a shirt and tie she had picked out. I
shaved and had a fresh haircut and I made sure to wear the cologne she always
raved about. I seized on any advantage I could come up with.

The battle is not with Stacy.

I saw her pull into the parking lot, and I watched her get out of her car.
Every movement was fluid and graceful. I held out my hand for her to step up
on the sidewalk. “Hello, Michael.”

I kissed her cheek. “You look terrific,” I said.

“So do you. We always made a stunning couple, didn’t we?” She smiled
and I opened the door for her. We were shown to a table and she told the waiter
to bring her a daiquiri. She carefully arranged her napkin on her lap,
straightened her silverware, folded her hands on the table in front of her, then
smiled. “So tell me about this new job of yours.”

“You don’t want to eat first?”

Don’t fight her.

“Is it that bad?” she asked. It was a challenge to confess the job.
“No. I'm the public works director for Allen County.”

“Where is that?” She honestly didn’t know.

“About ninety minutes away.”

“So you’re moving?”

“That’s what I wanted to discuss. It would be difficult and impractical to
drive almost three hours a day.”

“And you want to take Christopher with you.”



“Yes.”

She said nothing. For a very long time, she sat saying nothing. I started
to sweat. “I do want what’s best for him,” she said.

“I never doubted that.”

The waiter slid the daiquiri in front of her and she took a long sip. Here it
came. “I want two two-week periods of my choosing, or the same number of
days if he can’t handle that length of time.”

“All right.”

“l want a weekend every other month, and I want every other Christmas
and birthday.”

“Those are all very reasonable.”
“l am trusting you to be fair.”
“Thank you. I'll do my best.”

“Oh, and one more thing.” She leaned up to the table. “I want the house.
Free and clear.”

I didn’t even bat an eye. “Done.”
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After Stacy left, I ended up in the men’s room throwing up that fine
lunch we had just shared. I felt dirty and sleazy, negotiating for my son, buying
him essentially, in exchange for a four thousand square foot house.

I tried to tell myself, that I had done the right thing, that I was protecting
Christopher, that I had rescued him, but Stacy needed rescuing most of all. She
didn’t even know it. I asked God to have mercy on her, and on me and
Christopher. “God, I never want to have to tell my son that his mother . . . that
she died without Jesus.”

I called David from my car. “She sold him to me for a mortgage.”
“She said that?”

“No, but those were the terms. Some visits and holidays and the house.”



“Are you okay?”
“No. I'm sick at my stomach. My chest hurts and my hands are shaking.”

“You know . . . that’s not unusual when there’s a . . . spiritual dimension
involved.”

“What?”
“A spiritual dimension. Spiritual warfare. It’s a distinct possibility.”
“You've been reading too many books.”

“Dismiss it if you want, but it’s good you had people praying a hedge of
protection for you.”

“l went along with everything she said. There was no fight. There was
nothing to be protected from.”

“You don’t know that.”

“Drop this, all right. I don’t . . . this is nuts. I got Christopher which was
my only concern. So the prayers were answered. End of story.” Except God
clearly said the battle wasn’t with Stacy, and He said not to fight her.

“. .. about Stacy?”

“What?”

“I said, how do you feel about Stacy?”

“Well, I don’t hate her.”

“Back in Stinson on Easter Saturday, you told me you loved her.”
“I know.”

“Do you?”
“I...notlike...yes...but...
“It sounds complicated.”

“I have never felt this way for her. I mean, the way I do now. Before, I
think I was in awe of her, you know? But now, I . . . heartbroken is the best
word I can come up with. I talk to her and I'm just overwhelmed with sadness
for her. And she’s still attractive—today she was gorgeous—but . . . I don’t
know. I think I need to go home and stare at the wall for a couple of hours
before I get Christopher.”



“It’s not lust anymore.”
“What?”
“I think your marriage was built on mutual lust, not love.”

“This is why I don’t like talking to you. You think you’re helping but it
comes across like you’re spitting out the judgmental phrase of the week. Unless
I specifically say to help, stop helping.”
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“Lust is more than sex, Michael. It’s any kind of pleasure or satisfaction,’
he muttered.

I didn’t admit it for years, but he was right. Stacy and I married for what
we could get out of it. We were selfish going in and got even more so as time
passed.

I can’t deny that I loved her, but it wasn’t the romantic love a husband
feels for a wife. God showed me a clearer picture of who she was and He gave
me a compassion for her that never went away.

I never regretted being married to Stacy. I regret that I failed to love her,
that I failed to pursue her heart, that I never gave her anything else to live for
besides herself.
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Friday, May 12

Christopher and I headed to Stinson for an appointment with Uncle
James at the bank. He was going to try to help me figure out a way to take a
severance package and an underfunded retirement account to pay off the house
for Stacy and put a down payment on a place for me. I didn’t envy him at all.

I spread out folders and papers across his desk and waited while he
frowned at them. “Do you have a 401(k)?”

“It’s there somewhere.”
“It won’t be part of the settlement, will it?”

“The way it stands now, she keeps hers and I keep mine. It’s that way
with the rest of the stuff too.”



“Do you have that in writing?”
“No'”
He raised both his eyebrows. “That might be naive.”

“Oh, I'm sure it is,” I said, “but as long as Stacy is getting what she
wants, I have no reason not to trust her.”

“Your faith in your wife is commendable.”
It was less faith in her and more experience with her.

“I think I forgot to mention I’'m going to trade my car and get something
cheaper, so that payment won’t be so much of a factor.”

James nodded and pulled an adding machine close. An adding machine.
“You know there are a lot of federal regulations in banking now that we didn’t
used to have.” His sentences were punctuated by the advance of the tape on the
machine. “Granted, it may have cleaned up a lot of corruption, but it tied our
hands . . . as far as deciding who we wanted to take a risk on, and who we
didn’t.” He ripped off the tape. “Before, I could look at you, and your earning
potential and skirt the formula when it came to how much we could loan. I
can’t do that now.”

“So how bad is it?”

“Come with me,” he said. I thought we were going to another office. No,
he walked out of the building and out to his car.

“I'll have to follow you. Car seat.”

He smiled. “I forgot he was even with you.”

“He’s a good boy. Takes it all in stride.”

“We’re going to head west and then north just out of town.”

I got Christopher strapped in and followed James to a place with an
overgrown yard. An old tractor peeked out from a glorified lean-to east of the
house. The house had a window broken out of it and it needed a roof yesterday.

“So, it’s this bad, huh?”

“Michael, we can loan you twenty-two thousand dollars, tops, and that
was assuming you’d be getting the down payment from someone else, like your
mother.”



“She’s not giving me any money.”

“l know. It was for the sake of the formula. Anyway, this one is in
foreclosure. It’s been unoccupied for eight years, now, I think. It needs a roof,
obviously, and probably some other work. There’s twenty-two acres with it.
None of it’s farmable though.”

“How much is it?”

“Eighteen five.”

“Does the tractor come with it?”
“Everything you see is included.”
“What happened to the owner?”

“Got sick. He had bypass surgery, then they found stage four lung
cancer. Medical bills ruined him.”

“Is he still living?”

James shook his head. “His family has all moved away, and none of them
wanted the place.”

I could see why. “Can I go inside?”

“Absolutely.” He unlocked the front door, and we walked inside. The
house smelled like cold, forgotten dirt. “The family took most of the furniture,
except maybe the kitchen appliances. The electricity has been shut off, though.
I know Ellen wouldn’t put food in a refrigerator that had been shut up for that
long.” That meant the added headache of getting rid of the old appliances.

There were three bedrooms, maybe four, and a basement. “Basement
dI.y?”

“Far as I know.”

I'd need a month just to make the house safe for habitation. Christopher
squirmed to get down. “No way, buddy. Are there any places for rent in town?”

“Yeah, if you want to pay a premium for a cardboard box.”
So this was my only choice. “What kind of heat does it have?”
“Electric and gas.”

“Can I think about it?”



“Take your time. We don’t have anyone standing in line for it.”

“I start work June fifth. I don’t have a whole lot of time.” I opened each of
the kitchen cabinets. They seemed sturdy enough. The drawers were real wood.
That was a plus. “Is it hundred amp?”

“Actually I think it’s two hundred.” That was a plus. The outlets were all
ground fault. Another plus. Decent-sized closets, too.

“What if I said I'd let you have it for sixteen. You could take the loan for
twenty-two and put the difference toward the roof. 'm sure Wayne could get
you anything you needed to fix up the insides through the store.”

James had just a touch of deal-making in him. So did I.
“I don’t know—"

“Fifteen is the absolute lowest I can go.”

Take it.

Just like that, I became an Allen County taxpayer.
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Thursday, July 6

Christopher and I stayed with my granny while I got the house whipped
into shape. My aunt Ellen said letting her watch Christopher was not
negotiable. She was enough like my mother that I knew better than to argue
with her.

Uncle Wayne knew just about every trick in the book for remodeling and
repairing a house and he owned more tools than anybody I've ever known. He
recommended a roofer, and told me what he should charge. He was afraid I was
used to Memphis and might get taken in. He’d stop by in the evenings,
sometimes late afternoon and help me out.

Wayne reminded me more of Papa Tom than any of my uncles. He looked
more like him, too. Granny remarked that Wayne never had to worry what he’d
look like when he was older. Wayne and my mother were the only two of Papa
and Granny’s kids who never went to college. Well, not counting David Lee.
Wayne had worked in the hardware store since he was fourteen, and fifteen



years ago, when the owner, Mr. Newlin wanted to retire, Wayne bought the
whole thing.

This particular evening after we’d put the tools away I poured us each a
glass of sweet tea, and we got to talking about tile and linoleum and paint. He
just shook his head. “It won’t matter what you pick,” he said. “Some woman will
make you do it all over.”

“Some woman?”

“Well, not just any woman. One in particular.”

“Granny?”

“I doubt she cares how you fix up your house.”

“But she’s been giving you ideas about me and somebody.”
“She’s hardly ever wrong,” Wayne said with a sly grin.
“She’s extremely, extremely premature in this case.”

“Even so. I'm trying to save you a lot of work.”

“I'll take my chances,” I muttered and gulped my tea.

“You gonna carpet?” Wayne diplomatically changed the subject.
“I think so.”

He nodded. “Easton and I can help you install it. That’ll save you about a
third or a half.”

Wayne finished his tea and set the glass by the sink. I reached out to
shake Wayne’s hand. “Thank you. I appreciate all your help. I couldn’t have
done it without you.”

“You know, the sooner you learn that you need help, the easier life is.”

Apparently everyone in my mother’s family was a philosopher of some
sort.
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I picked Christopher up from Ellen and headed back to Granny’s. I found
her standing over the stove frying pork chops. “We need to talk.”



“What about, sugar?” I swear she batted her eyes at me, and it took all
my strength not to smile.

“Don’t call me ‘sugar’. You've got notions about me and somebody and I
think you need to put those to rest.”

“l haven’t said a word to anybody but family.”
“That’s half the county!”
She smiled and turned back to her skillet.

“I'm serious, Granny. [ don’t want to hear any more about you
speculating about me and Andrea.”

She twisted around and winked at me. “Then make it happen. It won’t be
speculation anymore, then, will it?”

“Granny, my marriage just failed. I think [ need some time to figure out
what went wrong so [ don’t make those mistakes again.”

“Just don’t spend your whole life studying, Doctor. There’s too much
living to do.”
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Tuesday, July 11

It was a sultry morning when Christopher and I drove back to Memphis
to stand in front of a judge and hear him officially pronounce Stacy and I were
no longer husband and wife. David texted me that morning. My mother called
before I left Stinson. Nolan called the night before.

All in all the actual event was painless, just final and official. We were
each given copies of the judgment and that was that. Stacy spent most of the
time hugging and playing with Christopher. She even carried him out of the
courthouse.

“Let me know when you want to see him,” I said.
“I'm leaving town Thursday,” she said. “I'll be in touch.”
“You have my number.”

“So [ understand you bought a house?”



“Yeah, a fixer-upper.”
“Well if anybody can, it’s you.”

“Listen, I want you to know . . . I'm glad, I mean I’'m sorry this didn’t
work, but I'm glad, I'm glad we tried.”

“I know you hate me for doing this when your dad died—"

“lI don’t hate you.” But I did think her timing was unnecessarily
heartless.

“I couldn’t do it while he was alive. I knew how much he meant to you . .
. I only stayed as long as I did because of that. When he passed, I felt like I was
finally free to drop the charade.”

You can interpret that however you want. I chose to believe it showed a
level of consideration of me and my feelings that I was not aware of. [ was glad
she told me.

She held out her hand. “I hope you find someone who loves you,
someone who makes you happy.”

I believed she meant that. I shook her hand slowly. “I hope the same
thing for you. That’s all I ever wanted for you.”

“l know that. Goodbye, Michael.”

She kissed Christopher once more, and [ watched her walk across the
parking lot to her car until my vision blurred then I got in my truck and drove
back to Stinson.

With Christopher sound asleep next to me, I stopped off at the cemetery
before I went home. “Dad, it’s over.” It got hard to read his name. “It’s my fault,
[ know. I wanted to be the man who won her, the man who conquered the
challenge. She was a prize and not a person. Now I have a bridge in flames
behind me and no idea what I'm doing.” I motioned back to my truck. “I got a
truck. I bought this house. I took this job but . . .” I sighed deeply and put my
hands in my pants pockets. “I don’t know.”

Don’t lay your sword down.

I shook my head and looked up into the sky. “My sword? The battle is
over. I lost. I failed.” Then I looked back at my truck. Through the windshield, I
could see my son, his head over to one side, pure peace and security on his
face.



You didn’t fail. You're tired and wounded, but you didn’t fail.



