Chapter Three

Sunday, February 5

Sunday morning church. There are several stages a person goes through
when he’s backsliding. He starts out with good intentions. Yes, I missed the
last three Sundays, but it was just circumstances. I'll get right back.”’ But then
comes the honeymoon. You know, I get so much more done. I'm more rested.
I’'m less stressed at work since I have those extra hours.” But then the shame
hits. You lay out so long you can’t bear to face everybody asking you where
you’ve been. Eventually that gives way to anger if anybody dares to bring up
church in your hearing. I wasn’t to anger yet, but I was definitely entrenched in
the shame phase.

How long had it been? Since the summer before I started college. I can
remember the first Sunday I didn’t go. I was living with my uncle Nolan then. I
stayed with him when I started as an undergraduate until I joined the
fraternity, anyway. Most folks without any knowledge of the situation blamed
Uncle Nolan for corrupting me. He didn’t go to church either and he divorced
his wife. The story was, the young impressionable boy fell under his evil
influence and made a shipwreck of his faith.

Nothing could be further from the truth.

Nolan is actually a lot like my father. He’s quiet and serious, very
dedicated to his work and he dearly loves his family. Including his ex-wife. He
drove straight from Knoxville to St. Louis when my mother called him. He never
left her side at the services in St. Louis, but when we got to Stinson, he quietly
faded away, like a gentleman.

He knew the university inside and out and he knew what it was like to go
after a graduate degree in engineering. I owe him a debt I can’t repay for all his
help and guidance. In fact, I wish he was in Memphis so he could walk me
through my impending divorce.

Anyway, that first Sunday, I woke up right on time. Uncle Nolan was
sitting at the kitchen table reading the Sunday paper. I crunched my way
through a bowl of cereal, but I couldn’t take my eyes off the clock.

Uncle Nolan never looked up from his newspaper. “No one is going to
come and get you for not going to church,” he said.



I flushed with embarrassment. “I didn’t . .. It’s just . .. It’s odd. I've done
it all my life.”

“And that is one of the stupidest reasons I can think of for going.” He
folded up the newspaper and laid it on the table. “Go because you want to go,
not because it’s a habit, or because you’re afraid you’ll disappoint someone if
you don’t. God sees right through that and He’s not impressed at all.”

“Why don’t you go?”

“Who said I didn’t?”

Everybody. “I don’t know. That’s what folks think.”

“Folks can get some very wrong ideas when left to themselves.”
He was right about that.

The next week, I slept right through the Sunday school hour, and by the
third week I felt liberated from the oppressive routine.

This morning, I'd give everything I had to hear my father preach one
more time.

It was out of respect for him that [ was going. I realize you could argue
that if I genuinely respected him, I’'d have been going all along. I think that
qualifies for Uncle Nolan’s list of dumb reasons to go. I had a few more. My
mother needed me to go. My granny wouldn’t stand for me not going. Granny
Lucy wouldn'’t either. Every relative I had would be there. Except David, but
that was a bonus. Finally, the shallowest reason, but honestly one of the most
compelling was that Andrea Maddox said she would be there.

I showered and thought about not shaving again. I kind of liked the idea
of a beard, admittedly because I knew Stacy despised them. I chickened out
and shaved. Not because of Stacy, but because of my granny. I didn’t think
she’d go for stubble on a Sunday morning.

I got dressed, but left the suit coat behind. I woke Christopher and
changed him, and laid his clothes on the bed. “Daddy knows better than to
dress you before breakfast.” He grinned. He knew too.

My mother had tears in her eyes when [ walked into the kitchen with
Christopher on my arm. I figured Sundays would be difficult for her for a long
time, and I don’t doubt that was part of it. She looked at me and smiled. “I had
so hoped. I didn’t dare ask, but I had hoped you would go with us this
morning.” Now I was ashamed I ever hesitated about going this morning.



I kissed her cheek, and put Christopher in his seat. Granny had a bowl
of those wondrous Cheerios ready, and she quickly peeled and sliced an apple
for him. “There’s biscuits and gravy on the stove.”

“Granny, I'm going to have to fast when I get back to Memphis.”

“Nonsense. Besides, you could stand to gain a few.” Then she grinned.
“It’s not my fault nobody over there can cook.” She crossed her arms and tilted
her head sideways. “I wrote out some recipes when you all got married. You
ever see them?”

I hadn’t.

“Figures.”

KIKXKXX

Mom and Granny left for Sunday school and I promised I’'d be there
promptly at ten thirty for the worship service. Early even. That left me and
Christopher home alone. Granny’s house was quiet except for the mantle clock.
The aromas of whatever she was taking to dinner at Aunt Ellen’s hung over the
whole downstairs. I was definitely fasting next week.

Christopher and I wandered around looking at all the pictures Granny
had. With eight kids, fourteen grandkids and five greats, there were a lot of
opportunities for picture-taking. Right in the front, there was one I'd seen at
least a dozen times before. It was taken on Thanksgiving before Papa Tom died.
That was twenty . . . no, twenty-one years ago now. Granny’s kids were so
young. Uncle Gary was still in college even. The next generation was just David
and me and my cousin, Mariah, and she was in Aunt Linda’s arms. My dad’s
hair was already gray, though. I expect mine will be by next year.

I can remember every single Thanksgiving after that. We always came for
Thanksgiving. Dad had too many church commitments for us to visit at
Christmas, but Thanksgiving was in the middle of the week, which made it the
perfect preacher’s holiday.

My granny said you weren’t grown until you’d made a Thanksgiving
turkey. Well, there wasn’t a woman on either side of the family who was grown.
We ate here on Thursday and at Granny Lucy’s on Saturday, and I challenge
anybody to say which meal was better. It seemed like every year, there were one



or two new ones at the table—new baby cousins or spouses. This would be the
first year we've had a loss since Papa Tom.

Oh, but the best part was getting to play. St. Louis was short on woods
and hills and dirt, and I felt like I had to make up for months of concrete during
that week. My dad would cancel Wednesday prayer meeting and we’d leave as
soon as school was out on Tuesday. That gave me four whole days. I'd wake up
at dawn and had to be dragged inside at night.

As the middle cousins got old enough to play ball, they’d start up a
football game or whiffle ball game that seemed to go on forever. The rosters were
very fluid as kids and grownups wandered in and out of the lineup. Nobody
kept score. The little kids batted until they hit, and nobody ever called the
moms and grannies out. Well, their husbands did, but that was their business.

I never realized how good I had it then. In Memphis, we have some
colleagues, we have Stacy’s friends and the guy across the street who power
washes his house at seven on Saturdays. I guess that’s what makes it so easy
to work all the time. If you work until you’re exhausted, you don’t have the time
to stop and realize you’re shallow . . . and . . . isolated . . . and empty.

Christopher giggled at his favorite pictures—the babies. They filled up a
bookcase of their own, beginning with my uncle David Lee down to my cousin
Trent’s boy. Trent and I were nearly inseparable when we were little. He’s a
lieutenant in the Army and stationed in Germany right now. Aunt Gail and
Uncle Easton are proud of him, but I know my granny was less than happy
when he enlisted. Some wounds never heal.

We worked our way through the line of graduation and senior pictures.
Christopher grinned when he saw me. My pictures looked like updated versions
of Uncle Nolan’s. In Knoxville, everyone thought he was my dad.

Then we came to the wedding pictures. “Ma.” Christopher recognized her
immediately. I picked up the frame and he patted it. “Ma.”

“Yeah, that’s Mommy. She was beautiful, wasn’t she?” And she was.
Stunning. Elegant. Her gown came from Italy by way of Dallas and set John
Streeter back a cool seven thousand dollars. She had paid for five different hair
appointments to get the perfect nuptial upsweep. She didn't lift or open
anything for three weeks before the wedding for fear of ruining the trial
manicure. She got the official one Friday afternoon.

She found some wedding diet in a magazine that was guaranteed to
prevent breakouts. She slept with an eye mask to ensure there would be



absolutely no circles or puffiness, and she wiped out two separate makeup
counters looking for the optimal shades of everything.

I rented a tux, got a haircut and took a shower that morning.
The mantle clock chimed at a quarter after. “Hey, we’d better get going.”
“Go.” Christopher pointed toward the door.

“Yes, go. Let’s get your coat.” And a sippy cup and some snacks, and a
change of clothes. You can see the church steeple from my granny’s porch.
Even so, we were within a hair’s breadth of being late.

Uncle James’s church was one of the two big churches in town and they
had been around since the 1820s. Folks at each church had attended for
generations and the one you went to was less a matter of doctrine and more a
matter of whether you were of German heritage or Scotch-Irish. So the
Shannons, Hardestys, Grants, and Fletchers went to James’s church and the
Shafers, Beals and Browns went to the other. Granny was a Beal, and she said
they all changed how they spelled their names around the First World War so
no one would think they had any sympathies for the Kaiser. The Biehls became
Beals, Schaeffers became Shafers and Brauns became Browns.

Then when she and Papa Tom got married, she changed churches. There
just wasn’t a question, she said. If they attended two different churches, people
might think there was something wrong in the marriage.

Now, it took three long conversations with me and another two with her
parents to convince Stacy to take my name. They thought it would compromise
her identity, and it would be an undue burden to try and forge a new one.

She wouldn’t have that burden much longer.

I was thankful once again for a world where things don’t change too
drastically or too suddenly because the nursery was exactly where I
remembered it. The ladies on duty assured me that Christopher would be just
fine, but I knew that. He’d had strangers taking care of him since Stacy brought
him home.

I hustled back to the sanctuary and took a seat with Granny Lucy. My
mother smiled her approval, not just that I was there, but of my choice of seats.
I tried to make sure I visited Granny Lucy every day while I’d been there,
especially since I was staying with my other granny. David and Jan stayed with
her while they were there, but Jan left on Tuesday while David and the kids left



yesterday and so had Dad’s sisters. Granny Lucy woke up to an empty house
this morning.

“Cutting it close, aren’t you?” she said.

Now I expected a quick sermon about how long it had been since I'd been
in church, but that was all she said. Maybe she was tired, or grieving, but I was
not at all disappointed to escape.

Granny Lucy was a proper Southern lady, not because she had any
money—because she didn’t—but just in the way she did things. She was
gracious, and hospitable and never let an angry word out of her mouth. At
Easter, she wore white gloves to church, and always wore a hat, because she
believed Scripture called for it. She had the well-honed instincts of a pastor’s
wife and I am certain her blackberry cobbler will be served at the marriage
supper of the Lamb. However, she didn’t tolerate any foolishness and being
tardy was high on her list of no-nos.

“I misjudged how long it would take to get Christopher’s things together.”

“I'm glad you’re here. I'm glad you’re here for your mama.” She sighed
deeply. “This is a hard, hard thing. And you go to church because that’s where
the comfort is supposed to be . . . but it’s so much a part of him . . . you can’t
separate the grief to find the comfort.”

“She went last Sunday because she felt closer to him there. It was his
place, she said.”

“I remember his very first sermon. It was out of 2 Timothy. He talked
about stirring up the gift that was in you.” It was a bittersweet memory as she
smiled through tears. “He didn’t want to be a preacher,” she said. “He didn’t
think he had the right temperament.”

“He underestimated himself.”
She squeezed my hand and smiled. “That seems to run in your family.”
“I think David’s just fine.”

She gave me a sly smile, then dutifully turned her attention to the
hymnbook.

“Granny, I have a PhD and I'm a manager,” I said. “I don’t think I'm
underestimating myself.”

“Glory day, I'm not talking about your job.”



She wouldn’t say anymore because the singing started and talking in
church was ahead of tardiness on her list. [ was thankful that it was a hymn I
knew, so I didn’t look so much like the outcast heathen.

The number of times I had been in a church as an adult equaled the
number of weddings I had been to, minus two. Stacy never considered an
outdoor wedding for us. No, she needed an environment that she could
confidently master, as well as one that was guaranteed to enhance and not
compete with the event. Stacy comes by it honestly. When she graduated high
school, her parents changed churches and item one on Genevieve Streeter’s
criteria was how the sanctuary looked. She and Stacy had been planning that
wedding for twelve years. They just needed someone to fill the suit.

I had been foolish enough to suggest getting married here, in Uncle
James’s church. It was between St. Louis and Chattanooga, and would cut my
parents’ drive in half. I had some history there. Didn’t matter. It was out of the
question. We would have required a Hollywood production company to remake
the town and get rid of the locals for that weekend. On top of that, Uncle James
said he wanted to counsel with us, even if another minister was doing the
service. It was his church, and he felt responsible. There was no time in the
production schedule for counseling. People have been getting married for
thousands of years. How hard could it be, right? We’d been to college. Surely,
we could figure it out.

So we launched into life as husband and wife after a quick video that
counted as counseling, and a ceremony performed not by my father or my uncle
or even my brother, but by a CEO-style minister who had more gold jewelry
than my mother.

But he looked good in the pictures. We all looked good in the pictures.

On Wednesday, when the funeral was here at James’s church, I wasn’t
paying any attention to my surroundings. This Sunday morning, out of respect
for my father, I guess, I wanted to absorb it all. They still called the auditorium
the sanctuary. My dad still did, too. He was constantly correcting himself. I
mean . . . he used to correct himself.

The ceilings were high and six chandeliers provided the light. My dad had
told me it took the New Deal to bring electricity to the county and a full thirteen
years to buy those chandeliers. They bought them in pairs from a place in
Biloxi, Mississippi. Uncle James’s dad, Big Jim, bought the last two when the
bank finally began to turn a profit again.



Being an engineer, I had already figured the room could hold around four
hundred people before the ladies would start fainting. Today, there were a little
better than half that many people here.

The stained glass windows dated to right after the Civil War, and my
great grandfather, Matthew Henry Grant helped put them in. Yes, my mother’s
ties here were just as strong as my father’s. Mixed in with all that history were
stage lights and video screens, and the cardinal red carpet and upholstery from
the 1970s. Something for every generation.

The pianist was at the funeral home, but I couldn’t come up with her
name. She played without ever looking at the music. The song leader didn’t look
at the book either, nor did any of the choir. Especially Andrea Maddox.

She wore her dark hair up and away from her face, but that just drew
more attention to her smile. Clearly, she believed ‘love lifted her’, although I had
a hard time imagining from what. Surely not from ‘sinking deep in sin’.

It wasn’t a matter of her wearing that burgundy dress, but more like the
dress was graced by her presence. When she smiled at me, I realized I was
staring. And sinning.

I was married. Maybe not happily. Maybe in name only, but [ was. And
when Uncle James stepped up to lead in prayer, for the first time in years, I
prayed. “Lord, I cannot be attracted to this girl while I'm married.”

So it wasn’t much of a prayer. [ was out of practice. I tried again.

“Lord, could You have the choir go sit somewhere else? That way I'm not
watching her through the entire service. Otherwise, I'm going to have to keep
my eyes closed, and James and Granny Lucy will think I'm asleep.”

I was really out of practice praying. He answered that one, though. Two
hymns later, the choir was dismissed. I watched every step she took right to the
pew where she sat down with a guy who could snap my neck between his
thumb and forefinger. Perfect.

Not perfect, either. I told God as much. I'm sure He laughed at me. “I
haven’t heard a peep out of you in ten years and now you send up three prayers
in four minutes. You must be kidding.” He sounded a lot like David.

James stood at the pulpit and opened his big preacher’s Bible. Granny
Lucy opened hers in perfect synchronization. “I want to read this morning from
Second Timothy,” James said. “This was Paul’s final letter and he has some
words for the young man he wants to pick up his mantle of ministry.” He



cleared his throat, excused himself and began reading. My granny held her
Bible over so I could follow along.

“Therefore I remind you to stir up the gift of God which is in you through
the laying on of my hands. For God has not given us a spirit of fear, but of
power and of love and of a sound mind.

“Therefore do not be ashamed of the testimony of our Lord, nor of me His
prisoner, but share with me in the sufferings for the gospel according to the
power of God, who has saved us and called us with a holy calling, not according
to our works, but according to His own purpose and grace which was given to
us in Christ Jesus before time began.”

My granny had tears in her eyes. My father’s first sermon. But with
Andrea Maddox sitting within my line of sight, the last thing I needed to hear
about was stirring up anything. Granny Lucy patted my hand like she thought I
should pay close attention. That was easier said than done.

After the service ended, she squeezed my hand. “I know you’re leaving
today so I may not have another chance to tell you . . . That sermon was for

”

you.
“What?” It couldn’t have been for me. I was barely listening.

“Your daddy’s gone now. God’s given you a gift. You make sure you stir it

”»

up.
“I'm not sure I know what you mean.”
“You'll figure it out,” she said, and she smiled.
Grannies and their riddles.

I debated for an entire half second before deciding to risk my life and
speak to Andrea. I had to know if that was Jesse, or if he was a significant
other, and if he was significant, would she come to my funeral when he was
through with me.

“You kept your promise,” she said and smiled. That was worth having my
neck snapped.

There was nothing appropriate I could say in that moment. I couldn’t
make a light-hearted comment about keeping promises because [ was about to
break my marriage vows. I couldn’t tell her how amazing she looked, not just for
my personal safety but it was wrong to say so. I couldn’t ask who the hulk was.
So I stood there like an idiot until she blew it all open.



“Michael, this is my brother, Jesse.”

I shook hands with the gentleman I had so grossly misjudged. “Nice to
meet you.”

“l was sorry to hear about your dad,” he said. “He was a good man.”
“Thank you.”

“I'm gonna get the kids.” He stepped around Andrea and walked up the
aisle.

“Jesse lost his wife a few years back.”

“That must have been really tough.”

“It was. I try to help out with the kids.”

“Is he your only brother?” Just so I knew who else to watch out for.

“Jesse is the oldest, then there’s Paul and Don. His real name is Eldon.”
She smiled again. “Then me, then Tommy. Jesse’s here. Paul lives over on Plum
Creek. Don lives at Alvin and Tommy is in Cincinnati. Mom and Dad are still
out at the farm.”

“Four brothers. One was more than enough for me.”

“Me, too,” she said with the most serious expression, then she smiled
again. “Honestly, they’re all really good guys. I'm really blessed.”

As I stood there talking to her, I knew I would not be able to get her out
of my mind once I got back to Memphis. So I gambled my future, my credibility
and the wrath of God on one question.

“It would be entirely inappropriate for me to say exactly what I'm
thinking because of my current situation.” Her eyebrow arched. “However, at
such a time that I get the details of my personal life resolved, would it be
possible to get in touch with you?”

“You'’re asking if you can call me once your divorce is final?”
“But in a very proper, gentlemanly way.”

She smiled, which was a very good sign. “Michael . . .”

Then the signs started clouding very quickly.

“I'm not sure that would be wise,” she said gently.



I didn’t have a history of doing wise things, so in my mind that made it
perfect. She . . . thought otherwise.

“I understand,” I lied.
“It has nothing to do with you, or your . . . situation,” she said.

Now I didn’t understand and I admitted that. “You know, men never
believe a woman when she says, It’s me, not you.”

She put her hand on my arm. “I know you’re not most men.” She gave
me the slightest squeeze before she slipped away.

I knew the odds of winning the lottery were several million to one, but it
seemed I couldn’t even get a ticket.

KIKXKKX

I had no sooner walked into my uncle James’s house than my aunt Ellen
disappeared with Christopher. That left me with no defenses whatsoever. “How
are you, Michael?” Uncle James shook my hand. He still wore his dress shirt
and suit pants from this morning. I had changed into jeans and sneakers
anticipating the drive back to Memphis.

We had the front room to ourselves. He sat on the sofa where he could
see into the kitchen. That left me the wingback chair by the window. “I'll be all
right.”

He nodded. “This was a shock.”

Now, I had been in this family long enough to know that the pause meant
he wanted to talk about me and Stacy. However, it would be improper for him
to bring up a piece of information that he technically was not supposed to
know. I took a deep breath and played my part. “Stacy has asked me for a
divorce.”

Now there was a long awkward moment between the time I spoke and the
time he spoke. “Do you want counsel?”

“I probably need it.” I promised my mother I would ask for it.

He nodded slowly. “Between you and me, do you talk to other women the
way you talked to Andrea Maddox?”



“The way I . . . I'm not sure what you mean.” It felt ten degrees warmer in
the front room.

“Then I'll be blunt. If your wife has seen you so obviously attracted to
and flirting with other women, it is no wonder she has asked you for a divorce.”

I thought my granny was plain spoken. I have plenty of failings and I
could point most of them out without any help, but adultery—even the hint of
adultery—was not among them. And I, quite frankly was insulted by the
insinuation. “I have never been unfaithful to my wife in any way. Never.”

“Then my first piece of advice is to stay away from that girl.”

I had a great deal of respect for my uncle James, but that did not mean I
had to blindly accept everything he said. “I think you are overreacting.”

He leaned forward and rested his elbows on his knees. “I’'m sure it comes
as no surprise to you that I'm going to encourage you to do the hard work
necessary to save your marriage—"

“It won’t matter. Stacy wants out.”
“Of the present marriage, yes.”

“I married Stacy for the wrong reasons. I thought I needed to marry her
to undo a mistake I had made.”

He was wise and perceptive enough to understand what [ meant. “Son,
adding a third mistake won't undo the first two.”

I bristled when he called me son. He was not my father, nor would he be
taking my father’s place ever. “Maybe not, but at what point do we stop trying
to force the dead to walk and talk?”

James pressed his lips tightly, and we waited through another long
pastoral pause. My dad always did the very same thing right before he told you
something you didn’t want to hear. “Michael, tell me five good things about your
wife.”

“Excuse me?”

“You heard me. Five things shouldn’t be that hard to come up with.”
“She’s beautiful.”

“Yes, she is.”

“She has a tremendous sense of style.”



“Good.” James held up two fingers.

“She’s very good at her job, very successful.”
He held up another finger.

“I think those were two separate things.”

He shook his head.

I huffed. “She has a good family.”

He counted that one.

One more. She wasn'’t especially kind, or friendly or selfless. She didn’t
love me. I should say she’s a good mother, but [ wasn’t convinced, so [ worded it
very carefully. “She was excited to find out she was going to be a mother.”

“All right. This week I want you to compliment her on each one of those
things at least once.”

“She’s out of town for the next ten days.”

“She doesn’t have a phone?”

“This won’t change anything.”

He smiled and snapped the trap shut. “It will change you.”

I wilted in the chair. He won. Now James said essentially the same thing
David did, but it wasn’t as obnoxious and offensive coming from James. Maybe
that was because I knew James had lived through some hard times. David had
read about them.

“Michael, [ understand that you’re dissatisfied, and probably have been
for a while and so is Stacy. It’s very easy to slip into a self-perpetuating cycle of
running her down in your mind, of seizing on every little thing that’s wrong, and
when that happens, you grow bitter.”

I doubt either of us had the energy and commitment to be bitter.

“I don’t want you to be bitter,” James said. “Even if she ends up leaving
you, I want you to love and respect her.”

“Can I be honest with you, Uncle James? I don’t love her. I'm not sure I
ever have.”

“If you mean the kind of love that gives you butterflies, I believe you. But
let me ask you this—if you got a phone call that Stacy had been in a horrible



accident, that she was maimed, and would be wheelchair-bound the rest of her
life and would require almost constant care, would you leave her?”

“I couldn’t,” I said softly.

James leaned forward again. “You see, you do love her, and I submit to
you that she needs that kind of love and care even now.”

She didn’t want love and care, though. Nobody in this town, nobody who
was blood relation could grasp that simple fact. Well, nobody except for Mom
and Granny. “Uncle James, it’s not a question of need. It’s about want. Stacy
does not want any love or care from me. She didn’t stutter when she said it.”

“You don’t want to be married to her either?”
“l said it was a mistake.”
“Meeting Andrea didn’t influence you at all?”

In a very unwise move borne out of pure desperation, I dragged my
granny into it. “Granny, Granny Maridell that is, seems to think the whole
reason Andrea hasn’t married is because God was saving her for me.”

James almost smiled. “Far be it from me to disparage Granny, but I can
tell you why Andrea has never married, and it’s got nothing to do with waiting
on you. Besides, God is not engineering your divorce so He can match you up
with someone else.”

“I wasn’t suggesting He was. Besides I don’t think Andrea is interested.”
Wait. He said he knew why she hadn’t married. I tried to muster cool and
casual. “But just for my sake . . . why hasn’t Andrea married then?”

“She had some medical issues in her late teens and early twenties. The
doctor told her she’d never be able to have children of her own, and she feels
like she is no longer marriage material.”

That was stupid. Just plain stupid and Uncle James of all people should
know that. Was Aunt Ellen less of a wife because she couldn’t have children? Of
course not. “You told her that was wrong, didn’t you?”

“Everyone told her. Then when Jesse’s wife was killed, she thought that
was a confirmation. She needed to be free to help him raise his kids.”

“I asked her for permission to call on her if Stacy went through with the
divorce.”

“That was unwise.”



Which was exactly what she said. I felt conspired against. “It was
honest.”

“And it has already undermined your marriage.”

KEXXKXX

My mother hugged Christopher tightly and kissed his cheek before
buckling him in his car seat. I expected him to fall asleep before we got to the
interstate, maybe before we got out of the county.

Then my mother hugged me. “My burdens were a little lighter this week
because you were here. Thank you.”

“You still going to stay around?”

“I think so. Get my bearings. Think about what [ want to do long term.”
“Memphis is nice. You're already familiar with it.”

She smiled gently. “I will be praying for you and for Stacy.”

“Thank you.” I meant that. Most of the time promising to pray is nothing
more than the polite and proper thing to say. I expected my mother would be
having some very deep heart-to-heart conversations with Almighty God over the
coming months and I felt privileged that she would mention me. “James said I
should go home and try to save my marriage.”

“Of course that’s always the best thing, but honey, you can’t do it alone.”
“Maybe not.”

“When will we see you again?” She said ‘we’ like my father was still
around.

“Stacy wanted to have Christopher’s birthday on the eighteenth.”

“The eighteenth?” She flinched, then her voice wavered and tears
brimmed in her eyes. “I wouldn’t miss it,” she whispered.

“I'll tell her to change the date.”

“Nonsense.” She took a deep breath and wiped her eyes. “That’ll give me
something to look forward to.”



“You sure you're all right?”

“No.” Her voice was quiet. “I'm not all right, and it will be quite some time
before I am again.” She let another deep breath go and she squeezed my hands.
“But I have faith that I will be.”

“I'll call when I get home.”

“Thank you. I'm sorry you’re going home to an empty house.”

“The time apart may be good for us.”

“I love you, Michael, and so did your daddy. Always remember that.”

“I love you too.” I got in the car and headed out of town. I expected
Christopher to fall asleep. I should have been concerned about myself.
Weariness set in and [ thought once or twice I would have to pull over and
sleep. I had already used a week of vacation I didn’t have or I would seriously
consider taking another day or two off. I was abandoning my mother. Oh, I
knew she was in the best place she could possibly be, with Granny and Aunt
Ellen, but I felt like a delinquent son. I should have apologized to my father. I
took in every word that was said about him this week. I owed him an apology
for never appreciating who he was, what a gentleman he was.

On top of that, I had to make some hard decisions about my future. I
cycled back through James’s advice. Compliment Stacy. Don’t let myself get
bitter . . . Excuse my skepticism, but that was just simplistic and naive. I
struggled with whether I should fight for a marriage neither of us wanted any
longer just to honor my father’s memory? Or just because James and David
said I should?

In a move of rash impulse, I called Stacy’s phone. It rolled to voice mail. I
swallowed hard and spoke to the machine. “Hey, I just wanted to tell you how
beautiful I think you are. I hope you have a great trip and I'm looking forward to
seeing you on the sixteenth.”

Three minutes later she called me. “Michael, are you drunk?”

“No.” I had a drink about five times a year. I needed something when all
of her friends got together. She knew that.

“Then what was up with that message?”

“Nothing. I've always thought you were beautiful. Gorgeous even. And I
sincerely hope you have a good, successful trip.”



“And you’re anxious to see me?”

“Is that a problem?”

“You've never said that.”

“Then I've been a terrible husband.”

There was a long pause. “I haven’t changed my mind,” she said.
“I didn’t think you had.”

She let a long exasperated breath go, the kind that teachers and mothers
of boys have often. By the tone of her voice I halfway expected her to explain to
me why we couldn’t eat a half gallon of ice cream for dinner or why I shouldn’t
jump off the garage with a bath towel safety-pinned to my neck and expect to
fly. “I think I need to say something just to make sure we don’t have any
misunderstandings.”

“Sure, it’s best if we can be honest and direct.”
“I want you to listen to me very carefully.”

As if I weren’t, but a little extra condescension always helps make a
point.

“I think you are a wonderful, hard-working guy.”

I was feeling pretty good in that moment. “Thank you,” I said. The feeling
didn’t last.

“But Michael . . . I don't want to be married to you.”
“To me. It’s me?”
At least she hesitated for a moment. “Yes.”

I felt like the whole world compressed into the earpiece of that phone. I
wasn’t aware that I was driving or breathing or anything else. I should have
pulled over. If I had remembered Christopher was in the car, I know [ would
have. “I see . . . Well, thank you for, uh, clarifying. There shouldn’t be any
confusion going forward.”

“I never meant to hurt you,” she said.
“Of course not,” I mumbled.

“I think we both thought we could make it work somehow, but we should
have known better. We’re just too different.”



“Right, yes. Totally different.” I found it hard to do much more than just
echo her.

“Different backgrounds. Different interests. Different goals.”

Different ideas about saving a marriage, too. My Uncle James’s advice
worked its way to the front of my mind again, and I genuinely didn’t want us to
be bitter. “It doesn’t change what I said.”

“What?”
“That you’re beautiful and I hope you have a good trip.”
She didn’t respond.

“I think it’s best for Christopher if we can cooperate and be reasonable
through this. There’s no reason to get nasty,” I said.

“I want what’s best for everyone.”
And by everyone, she mostly meant herself. “Take care, Stacy.”

She ended the call without saying goodbye. [ wanted to call James and
ask him what I was supposed to do now. She was determined to leave me. Me
personally. It was not open for negotiation or discussion in any way, shape or
form. How do you save that? I'd be very interested in his answer.

David, whose spiritual gift is smugness, would be affirmed that his
assessment was correct. [ was the problem. I needed to change. He would say
Stacy doesn’t want me the way I am now, but with the right holy tweaks I could
be fixed and we could live like Cinderella and Prince Charming for the rest of
our days.

Well, I had already changed all I was going to for Stacy Streeter Shannon.
But I wasn’t bitter.

All right, I was bitter. I’'d get over it, but right now . . .
“Da!”

Right now I had more important things to pay attention to. “Hey buddy!
Welcome back!”

Christopher grinned from ear to ear.

“I'm gonna run by the post office and pick up the mail before we go
home. Is that okay?”



“Go!” He pointed out the window.
“I didn’t think you’d mind.”

There’s no such thing as just running in anywhere with a little guy, so
we unbuckled. We toddled into the post office. We patted slobbery wet hands on
the bottom row of boxes. I didn’t disinfect his hands. Then I scooped him up
and opened our box. The odds were better than even that Stacy never checked
it this week.

She hadn’t.

I stuffed the stack of catalogs and junk under my arm and carried
Christopher back outside. He squirmed with betrayal, knowing I had let him
walk inside. I dropped the mail on the passenger seat and walked the sidewalk
with Christopher as a consolation before buckling him back in his seat.

Curiosity got the best of me and I sat there in the car and picked through
the mail. There were a handful of items that looked important. A sympathy card
from the people at work. I’d read it some other time. The electric bill. The Visa.
The MasterCard. Typical stuff.

Then toward the bottom there was something from our bank. It wasn’t
the bulk mail, ‘open a new Visa account’ or even a statement. It had our names
typed directly on the envelope. I slit it open with my pocketknife and unfolded
the letter.

It was a foreclosure notice.



