
Chapter Six 
 

Monday, February 27 

Monday morning, I was already missing my boy when the secretary 

called and said I needed to sign for a piece of mail. Now it was official. I called 

Stacy when I got back to my desk. “I wanted to let you know I got the summons 

or whatever it’s called.” 

“They said they would take care of it today. I’ve also taken the liberty of 

setting up a meeting with a mediator Thursday afternoon.”  

She had taken the liberty.  

“I want you to know I want this to be as quick and painless as possible.” 

“I agree.” But I anticipated it would be neither. 

“How was your weekend?” She didn’t ask how Christopher was, just my 

weekend. And her sunshiny, perky tone raised just a hint of suspicion. I told 

myself to ignore that.  

“It was fine. It’s been a month now since my dad died, so I went to see 

my mother.” 

“How was she?” 

“It’s still hard. She and my father had a very close, devoted relationship, 

one that isn’t severed cleanly or without heartache.” By her silence, I figured 

she probably thought that was directed at her. It wasn’t. “How was your 

weekend?” 

“Quiet.” 

I tried to believe her. 

“Michael, I’m guessing you have all our financial information in your 

filing cabinet.” 

“I should have. Do you need copies?” 

“There will be a worksheet and checklist for the mediator. You may want 

to contact him so you can start getting those things together.” 



See how she did that? She was divorcing me, but I was going to be doing 

all the work preparing for it. If she worked her assistant at the pharmaceutical 

company this way, that girl deserved a raise. A big one. 

Finally, and it’s important that this was the final question, she asked me 

how Christopher had done being away from her those four days. “He did fine.” 

“How did he sleep?” 

“Like he should. About ten hours, I think.” 

“Did he eat?” 

“Like he was starved. Mom thought he must be growing again.”  

Now that was not an accusation the boy didn’t eat right when he was 

with her. Most people understand that babies and toddlers go through cycles 

where they eat and don’t eat.  

Most people. Stacy was not most people. 

“I feed him properly,” she snapped. 

“I know you do.” 

“Don’t even try to accuse me of not taking good care of him.” 

“I wasn’t. I think you are extremely vigilant about making sure 

Christopher eats what he needs to and gets the right rest and so forth.” Vigilant 

to the point of neurosis at times. 

“This will get nasty in a hurry if you try to say I’m not a good mother.” 

In four minutes we had gone from cooperative, quick and painless to 

defensive, paranoid and delusional. It was going to be a long divorce. 

 

******* 

 

Thursday, March 2 

I admit, being a boss had its perks, like the flexibility to leave early 

Thursday for the meeting with the mediator. Of course, the flip side of that was 

that I worked twelve or so hours each day in the early part of the week. So when 

you do the math, I traded fourteen hours for two. I should have taken that as a 

hint for how things would go from here on out. 



Meeting with a mediator, it feels like you’ve suddenly crossed over into 

an opposite world. I couldn’t get past how strange it was to sit and listen to a 

guy whose job it is to help you tear apart your marriage. Kind of like reverse 

marriage counseling. 

Except we never had marriage counseling. My father wouldn’t have 

married us without it, and Stacy was adamantly opposed to going through 

counseling. She was opposed to my dad doing the ceremony and the counseling 

requirement provided a good spot to dig in and not compromise. Every point of 

decision was that way. Oh, but that’s the kind of negative thinking about her 

I’m trying to avoid. 

Looking back, though, it should have thrown up a major red flag when 

she bucked any suggestion that somebody outside might be able to help us and 

increase our chances for successfully navigating married life. Don’t most people 

who have no idea what they’re doing readily accept help? Clearly, we needed it. 

I’m not saying it would’ve saved us from this meeting, but it had to have been 

better than what we had—a couple of vague notions pulled from a Hollywood 

film or two, and a fantasy that the makings of a good marriage were passed on 

through the DNA. My parents had a great marriage, so I had to be a natural.  

Not one of my most brilliant deductions. 

When the conference room door opened, I almost said, “Ma’am, this room 

is taken.” Stacy must have spent at least an hour unmaking herself. Either that 

or she had the stomach flu overnight. 

“Honey, you look terrible. We can reschedule this if you’re not up to it,” I 

said. 

She fired a look my direction and I expected red lasers to shoot from her 

eyes and turn me to stone or incinerate my flesh. I knew then it wasn’t the 

stomach flu. 

The mediator, Mr. Underwood, followed her in, and called for us to join 

him at the table. He spent the better part of an hour explaining Tennessee law 

to us and our rights and responsibilities under that law. Since neither of us was 

contesting the divorce, he was confident we could navigate the process without 

any real hitches. 

I wanted to point out that I thought our purpose was unhitching, but I 

didn’t think he or Stacy would appreciate my comment. I bet Nolan would have. 



Based on the preliminary financials, he didn’t think alimony would be 

required. I said I would give her the house if she would re-deed it and assume 

the mortgage. The mediator thought that was reasonable. She thought I should 

give her the house free and clear. I said no and the mediator said we’d discuss 

it later. 

Then he brought up Christopher. I had written down our current, four-

day-old arrangement, and my assertion that it was a mutually beneficial 

situation.  

That’s when Stacy removed her schoolmarm mask and revealed her true 

self. She objected to my weekend visit with my mother. I hadn’t contacted her 

and prearranged it, she said, and that made her question whether I might be 

hiding something. “He has very strong ties back there, and I hate to allow such 

a thought to enter my mind, but it’s because of the seriousness of what we’re 

doing that I’m saying this.” 

With a set-up like that, whatever she was going to say had to be good. 

She didn’t disappoint. 

“I have no evidence, just a wife’s intuition—” 

Mr. Underwood interrupted her and asked her to spit it out. 

She huffed and looked straight at him. “I think he’s seeing another 

woman.” 

“That is the stupidest thing you have ever said.” I said it right out loud. 

Twice I had spoken to a woman I found attractive. The wrongness or rightness 

of that aside, there was no way Stacy could have known. This was just a 

combination of a fantasy plus a guilty conscience. 

Stacy pressed her lips together, raised her eyebrows and tilted her head 

towards me, signaling the mediator to pay attention. Apparently my denial was 

proof in her world. 

Mr. Underwood thanked her and then handed each of us a stack of 

papers to be filled out before our next meeting in thirty days. He pulled a 

calendar around and began checking dates. 

Stacy didn’t appreciate being ignored after such a dramatic bombshell, 

so she tried again. “Mr. Underwood, I tend to believe you’re not taking my 

concerns seriously because you’re a man.”  



Mr. Underwood wearily raised his head. “No, you have no evidence. 

Additionally, infidelity was not listed as your grounds for divorce, so it seems 

your . . . concerns . . . are an attempt to prejudice the proceedings against Mr. 

Shannon. Now, if we pursue your intuition and it’s proven that you are, in fact, 

attempting to gain a false advantage, things will go badly. Very badly.” 

I could see the fire in her eyes. 

“This is only your first divorce, Mrs. Shannon. I’ve been through 

hundreds. I’ve seen just about everything. You’re not going to charm or fool 

me.” 

He was getting the laser eyes now, which took the pressure off me, but I 

wondered if we might not end up with another mediator before it was all said 

and done. Even so, we set the date for the next meeting, gathered up our things 

and headed out.  

Stacy caught up with me in the parking lot. “Michael, I’m sorry. 

Somebody at work told me to come out and be really difficult at the beginning. 

Keep the ball in my court, you know. Clearly, it was bad advice.” She smiled 

and held out her hand for me to shake, which I did. 

“You won’t have to play dirty to get what you want. I’m not going to fight 

you.” 

“I hope we can be friends when this is over.” Which I had already said. 

“For Christopher’s sake.” 

“I hope his young age will minimize the impact on him.” 

“Yes,” she said. “I keep telling myself this is better than letting him grow 

up in a household where his parents didn’t love each other. He would have to 

wonder whether we loved him. This way, he won’t question that.” 

“No, there’s no doubt we both love him regardless of what’s happened 

between us.” Then I took another gamble for Christopher’s sake. I had no 

reason to trust Stacy at all, especially after what she just pulled, but I 

understood what made her tick, and I knew being a mother wasn’t it. “I would 

like for you to consider giving me custody of Christopher—” 

“No. Absolutely not. I can’t give my son away.” Then she revealed her 

heart. “What would people think?” 

“He and I would think you were a mom who loved him enough to do what 

was best for him.” 



She didn’t respond, except to shake her head slowly. 

“I’m going to ask for that,” I said. 

“That’s your right, but they won’t take a one-year-old boy away from his 

mommy, and if you think I would stand by and allow that, then you have 

gravely underestimated me.” 

 

******* 

 

I called my uncle Nolan that evening after Christopher went to sleep. I 

recounted Stacy’s ridiculous accusation and her cursory rejection of my request 

for custody of my son. He didn’t say much of anything, to the point of making 

me question whether I’d done something wrong. 

Finally, I heard him almost sigh. “Michael, where are you?” 

“Excuse me?” 

“I don’t think it’s that difficult of a question.” 

“But I don’t understand what it has to with my divorce.” 

“Your inability to answer that question is the root cause of your divorce. 

You’re familiar with root cause analysis, I’m sure. You track a failure back to its 

most elemental trigger, and you study how one thing led to another.” 

“We failed because we didn’t really love each other like we should.” 

“I don’t think so.” I could picture him sitting in the rocking chair by the 

phone, crossing his legs and staring at the ceiling. “Now that’s an entirely 

reasonable possibility, almost certainly a factor, but it’s not the root cause. 

Couldn’t be.” He mumbled to himself for several minutes. “You know, you and I 

have a lot in common.”  

This wasn’t news. 

“But your father and my father were geniuses. And they were fearless. 

You know how? Because they weren’t afraid to let things leave their control. 

What did your dad tell you when you left for college?” 

“He said he knew I was ready for it, that I was smart enough, that I had 

good judgment and I would surprise myself at all the things I would discover I 

was capable of doing.” 



“See, that’s beautiful. Perfect. Just what a young man needs to hear from 

his father. Made you feel pretty good didn’t it?” 

“It did. I felt like I was a man.”  

“And what did you do?” 

“I slept with my girlfriend.” 

“Michael! You got a doctorate degree! Your name is on three different 

patents. You are a manager at one of the premier industrial manufacturing 

firms in the South—maybe the United States . . . so much has moved overseas . 

. . You have done great and amazing things.” 

“Then why doesn’t it matter?” 

“Yes, why? I’m guessing it’s because you failed your father,” he said 

softly. “And I’ll bet I can guess the moment when it happened. What did he say 

when you told him about Stacy?” 

“He asked me if I loved her.” 

“And your answer was?” 

“I think so.” 

“I think so. That was a soft lie, wasn’t it? You couldn’t say something so 

egregious as, ‘I’m madly in love with her,’ so you softened it. We both know 

what the answer should have been though, don’t we?” 

It should have been no. 

“How many generations has it been and we still lie and cover ourselves 

with fig leaves when our fathers ask us hard questions?” He sighed deeply. “You 

know what fascinates me? God didn’t ask, ‘what have you done?’ He asked, 

‘where are you?’ He knew where Adam was, of course, but He wanted Adam to 

realize it. ‘I’m hiding. I believe Your favor rests only on my performance, and not 

my person. I believe Your love is temporary, changeable and conditional.’”  

Did I harbor those ideas about my father?  

“You’re hiding, Michael. You became an engineer because it was safe. 

Acceptable. And I’ll wager, you’re miserable.” 

“I have a good job.” 

“I didn’t question that. Let me ask you this, do you think your father had 

a passion for what he was doing?” 



“Unquestionably. So much so that it killed him.” 

“Oh, but without passion, you’re dead while you live. Do you think he 

loved your mother?” 

“With everything he had.” 

“Yes he did. My point is, you’ve sentenced yourself to a ‘good life’ instead 

of a fulfilling one because you’re ashamed to face your father or his legacy.” 

“And I think you’ve been hanging around the counselor types too long.” 

“So you like the thousand dollar suits, and the car that cost more than 

every house your father lived in all put together?” 

“No. It feels fake and pretentious. I’d really like to have a truck.” 

He laughed. “Now you’re getting somewhere.” His voice softened and I 

could imagine his smile, “I love you, Michael, and I promise you, your dad did 

too. More than his own soul.”  

 

******* 

 

Monday, March 6 

Christopher and I had a quiet weekend. Even though I would have 

preferred to go see Mom again, after Stacy’s stunt at the meeting, I thought it 

best not to antagonize her. So I settled for calling Saturday during Christopher’s 

nap.  

She wasn’t especially convincing when she said she was okay. I told her 

we had met with the mediator, and she promised to continue to pray.  

This evening, I called her again. “I don’t think I can put off the inevitable 

any longer,” she said. “Ellen is going to take me home Saturday. Do you mind if 

we stop by?” 

As if she needed permission. 

“Will you need help with the house . . . and . . . things?” 

“Well, David said he would help, and I think Ellen is planning on staying 

for a few days.” She sounded drained, and beaten down.  

“I hope you don’t mind if I call and check on you in another day or two.” 



“I don’t mind. Thank you.” 

I was ready to hang up, but she spoke again.  

“Michael . . . I know it’s not the same . . . but . . . what is it like? Living 

alone, I mean.” 

I couldn’t answer that, not the question she was asking anyway, but I 

had to try. “Well . . . quite honestly, it feels temporary. Stacy travelled a lot so it 

wasn’t unusual to be home alone.” 

“Yes, I suppose it wasn’t.” 

“I expect the grieving is still to come.” 

“It comes quietly. You think grieving is the funeral and so on, but that’s 

the ceremony. Grief speaks its emptiness into your most quiet, unguarded 

moments.” 

What I wrestled with paled. “I’m so sorry.” 

“I don’t mean to . . .” 

“I think it would be an insult to him, and to all you meant to each other 

if you didn’t grieve him like this.” 

“Thank you,” she said softly. “I’ll look forward to hearing from you later 

in the week.” 

“Of course.” I shouldn’t have let Stacy intimidate me into to not going to 

see my mother.  

I microwaved some decidedly inelegant and ordinary dinner I didn’t really 

feel like eating, and sat on the floor in front of the television, committed to 

watching whatever was on ESPN. Basketball. Good enough.  

Mr. Underwood’s forms lay on the floor at my right hip and a box of 

receipts and bank statements at my left. I dumped the contents of the box and 

began sorting through them in between bites. Specifically, I needed to figure out 

how much we spent each month on things like food and clothes and so forth. 

Things a couple would know if they had a budget.  

The first task was to sort out the slips for charges Stacy made on her 

corporate account—restaurants, gasoline, hotels. But then there was one from 

the electronics store. I figured it was for some sort of an adapter or a battery 

pack or something. No, it was for a television. The television in our bedroom, in 



fact. Furthermore, there were receipts for perfume, and make-up and clothing 

and shoes, too, all charged to Stacy’s corporate credit card.  

I dug through two other boxes from the back closet and found copies of 

her expense reports. The receipts attached to the reports matched the amounts 

she turned in. But the amounts also matched receipts from the first box. Fifty-

four dollars for perfume turned into an itemized expense for gasoline. The 

television was a plane ticket. But Stacy never flew anywhere.  

I cross-referenced two dozen charges totaling over four thousand dollars 

that were at least questionable, but more likely, downright bogus. That was just 

this year.  

I stared at the paperwork spread out in front of me, growing sicker to my 

stomach each moment. Stacy wouldn’t be able to sit on her boss’s lap at the 

Christmas party and get out of this one. No, if they found out about this, she 

could very well go to prison.  

 

******* 

 

Tuesday, March 7 

I didn’t sleep that night. I could not wrap my mind around the fact—well, 

it looked like a fact, anyway—that my wife was committing criminal fraud. I 

knew she liked nice things. I knew she spent money like it was water spilling on 

the ground, but I never dreamed she would do that with someone else’s money. 

I mean, someone’s besides mine. I wavered between calling Stacy, going over 

there, or waiting until I had more information.  

I checked my numbers six or seven more times, then I was aggravated 

with myself for even trying to look up the numbers. Normal people would have 

guessed. I’m sure Mr. Underwood wasn’t looking for precision, just a ballpark 

estimate. But no, I’m an engineer. I have to have numbers. I have to have a 

mathematically derived estimate. 

I fought a strong, strong desire to stuff everything back into the folders 

and boxes and forget I ever saw it. If her company found out, though, at the 

very least she’d lose her job and never get another one. The thing is, if we 

confessed, she might still lose her job. 

We.  



Working overtime trying to untie the knot, and I still called us “we.” Big 

trouble, maybe criminal charges looming, and we were still “we.”  

Honor, duty, upbringing, or whatever you wanted to call it, dictated that 

I couldn’t abandon her. Maybe I did love her.  

Uncle Nolan said to do whatever I had to in order to maintain my 

integrity through this. So bright and early Tuesday morning, I called Stacy and 

I invited her to lunch. Surprisingly, she accepted. Now I just had to focus on my 

job for four hours. 

 

******* 

 

Stacy breezed into the restaurant a minute or two after I was seated. Her 

smile lit up the room. I stood and pulled out her chair and she kissed my cheek 

before she sat down. I asked her how her week had been so far, if she had any 

trips planned, small talk. She was friendly and readily carried her end of the 

conversation. Divorce proceedings had improved our relationship tremendously. 

So in this haze of good feelings, I decided it was time to deal with what I 

knew. I took a gulp from my glass of water and cleared my throat. “Stacy, I was 

working on all those financial papers last night—” 

“I really appreciate you doing that, too. You’re so much better at 

numbers than I am. It’s your gift.” 

“Thanks, but, um, well, the receipt for the television in our bedroom was 

in there and it was charged on your credit card. I mean your company card.” 

“Yes,” she said. “That was the craziest thing.” She rolled her eyes, then 

leaned forward and put her hand on mine. “Totally a mistake. I told Jerry about 

that the next day. It was taken care of. Nothing to worry about. In fact, I meant 

to attach the other receipt to it where I paid for it.” 

“Well, good,” I said. “Because it looked like you were using your company 

card to buy personal things, and I knew that couldn’t be the case. I just wanted 

to clarify, in case anybody asked.” 

“Of course,” she smiled. “Was that the only one?”  

Was that the only one? Stacy should have gone into politics. She was one 

of those types whose simple statements never were. With that question she was 



admitting to me that there were more, and her only concern was giving me an 

explanation to set my mind at ease. In her eyes, I could see an unrepentant 

invitation to enter her conspiracy. 

“No, actually there were several.” 

“Okay.” She leaned up and rested her elbows on the table, but continued 

to flash her perfect manicure as she talked. “I know what this looks like, and 

I’m sure you were up all night worrying about it, but I am so glad you called me 

immediately so we could get this cleared up.” 

I suddenly felt like the guy who knew too much, you know, the one who 

wouldn’t survive until the next scene. 

“I travel a lot, you know that. Three weeks out of four most months.” 

I nodded. 

“If I am robbed when I travel, the company is only responsible for their 

stuff, not mine. So I never carry my own cash or credit cards. Never. Now at the 

same time, I am not going to spend my evenings sitting in a hotel room 

watching television. You know I like to shop.” 

I nodded again.  

“So I do. As soon as I get back into the office, Jerry and I settle accounts 

and life goes on. There is absolutely nothing else to it.” 

She looked into my eyes waiting for me to agree. 

“Well, I feel silly,” I said. “I just . . . and you agreed that it looked 

unusual. I would hate for anyone to make a false accusation against you.”  

“And I love that about you, your strong sense of right and wrong. That 

fierce protective instinct. I’m glad Christopher has you for a daddy so you can 

pass that on to him.” 

“Thank you,” I said. “I hope when it comes time to negotiate the custody 

arrangement we can be this cooperative.” 

She sipped her water. “I’m much more optimistic about that than I was.” 

It was chilling really. You see, she was offering to trade my son for my 

silence. 

 

******* 



 

Before we left the restaurant, Stacy took my hand, and she smiled. “I’ll 

look forward to seeing you in Mr. Underwood’s office.” 

I had sawdust in my throat. 

“I’m going to tell everyone I know how reasonable and understanding 

you’ve been,” she cooed. “Just the way you hope a divorce goes.” Then she 

found the right amount of mournful sadness. “I mean, if you tragically find 

yourself in that position.” 

“It’s a tragedy,” I agreed. 

“Take care, Michael.”  

I’ve heard my father say that Satan can disguise himself as an angel of 

light. Watching Stacy walk across that parking lot, I wondered if the disguise 

ever included blonde hair and a designer dress. I could almost smell the 

brimstone. 

So, if I kept quiet about her “arrangement” with her boss, she wouldn’t 

contest my request for full custody. Christopher meant no more to her than his 

value as a bargaining chip.  

I should have been outraged or at the very least indignant, but I couldn’t 

muster any emotion besides shame at my own eagerness to accept that offer. 

How complicit did that make me? Did the ends really justify the means?  

I sat in my car trying to determine if I had any other choice. David would 

tell me I needed to be patient and let God work through the situation. He would 

stress that I couldn’t stand by while that fraud was happening. No doubt he 

would advise me to meet with Stacy’s boss and confess this.  

So what if I did? What if I called Jerry? He could call me a liar and 

accuse me of poisoning the divorce proceedings. He could make me an offer of 

his own. Or he could turn on Stacy and ruin her. He and Stacy might frame me 

for the whole mess. I wouldn’t be much help to Christopher from prison.  

Maybe my imagination was getting out of hand. Even so, Stacy had been 

playing this game far too long for me to get the best of her. 

I will concede that David’s way was undoubtedly the high road. But it 

wasn’t David’s son at risk. Christopher was my son, and I didn’t have time for 

the high road.  



And I would tell David, if he ever asked, that regardless of his black-and-

white morality, divorcing Stacy was the right thing to do.  

 

******* 

 

Saturday, March 11 

Memphis and Stinson were each four hours or so from St. Louis. From 

Stinson, you traveled west to the interstate then headed north. From Memphis, 

it was a straight shot north. To get to St. Louis from Stinson by way of Memphis 

easily added two hours to the trip. None of that mattered to a grandmother 

determined to see her grandson. And by extension it also didn’t matter to her 

chauffeur, my aunt Ellen. 

Now my mother drove. It’s just that she rode with Nolan for my dad’s 

funeral, so when the few extra days of grieving slipped into five weeks, she was 

stuck without a car. She could have taken my granny’s car and driven home 

anytime, but Ellen thought Mom needed the company. Ellen, as usual, was 

right. 

They showed up on my doorstep just before eight thirty. I made some 

remark about only old people being out that early, and Ellen advised me to 

watch my mouth. Mom wanted to take us out for breakfast, so Christopher 

entertained the ladies while I showered. 

I drove us to a place with a breakfast buffet and was pleased to see my 

mother bring a full plate back to the table. I wouldn’t worry as much about her 

if I knew she was eating and taking care of herself, and I knew David would 

keep an eye on her. 

“How’s Stacy?” she asked. 

“We had a really nice lunch this week.” 

“That sounds encouraging,” Ellen said. 

“They aren’t reconciling,” my mother said flatly.  

“But they’re talking and miracles happen every day.” 

“They do, but so do tragedies.”  



That’s a conversation stopper right there. We all awkwardly watched 

Christopher pick up little pieces of pancake and stuff them in his mouth until 

Ellen braved the silence. 

“All I was saying was that he shouldn’t give up until the decree is final, 

maybe not even then.” 

My mother sighed and tried her best to smile at Ellen and then at me. 

“Ellen has endured my mood for quite some time now.” 

“It’s not a mood, and you are certainly entitled to it.” Ellen stirred a third 

packet of sugar into her coffee. “Did you have your meeting with the mediator?” 

“Last Thursday,” I said. “We have decided it would be best if Christopher 

lived with me—” 

“Are you serious?” Mom’s face lit up like Christmas. 

“It just made sense. My job is demanding, but much more flexible. I can 

work from home in the evenings after he goes to bed, and there’s not as much 

travel.” 

“Oh Michael, I’m thrilled. That’s an answer to so many prayers.” 

“We still have to get it by the social workers and the judge, but since she 

and I agree, that should make a strong case for it.” 

“I can’t believe she didn’t fight you.” 

“Well, like I said, we had a very productive lunch Tuesday. We came to 

an understanding.” My mother nodded, but clearly this was not the end of the 

conversation. 

“I think I’m going to slip back to the restroom,” Ellen whispered. She 

always whispered things like that. She subscribed to a level of decorum and 

manners that had been abandoned years ago.  

My mother watched her walk the full aisle between the tables, then she 

spoke. “Michael, I want you to remember in the coming months and years that 

this event does not mark you as a failure in the eyes of God. He loves you 

deeply and this does not hinder His ability or His desire to work through you.” 

“Isn’t divorce a sin?” 

“Isn’t lying? Isn’t disobeying? Isn’t self-righteousness?” She sighed 

deeply. “I don’t mean to sound flippant. Sin, all of it, is an affront to God, and it 



is utterly stupid for one Christian to say, ‘Your sin is the bad kind, but mine is 

not so much. God’s gonna judge that one.’ It flies all over me.” 

“I couldn’t tell,” I teased. 

“All those old . . . patriarchs with their two or three or a dozen or more 

wives and we never address that sin, but boy, you let somebody get a divorce or 

you let somebody deal with a mental illness and because that’s not their issue, 

the well of grace suddenly dries up.” 

She wasn’t discussing theory any more. “Has somebody said something?” 

“What? No.” She dropped her eyes and began pushing the food around 

on her plate. 

“You wouldn’t lie to me, would you?” 

She took a deep breath and spoke with measured reluctance. “It got back 

to me . . . that if your daddy was still living . . . you wouldn’t dare divorce and if 

I had a better handle on myself then I could set you straight.” She gulped her 

coffee. “Now I apologize that I didn’t have any better handle on my emotions 

than to let that slip.” 

Ellen came back to the table, and Mom turned her attention to 

Christopher. Ellen looked from them to me and back at my mother then back at 

me. “She told you, didn’t she?” 

“It wasn’t fair. I pushed her.” 

“Well, it’s ignorant gossip, and not worth considering,” Ellen huffed and 

put her napkin back in her lap. “James said he would deal with it.” 

My father always said when sin is committed, the innocent suffer. I never 

considered my mother would be one of those innocents. 

 


