Chapter Two

Back at my granny’s house, I got Christopher settled in the portable crib,
and then I made the mistake of calling Stacy. “Do you know what time it is?”
she asked. No time for hello.

“Ten twenty-seven.”

I could imagine her rolling her eyes at this point. “Is that all you
wanted?”

“Don’t you think if your dad had died, you’d want to feel some sense of
connectedness with the people in your life? Wouldn’t that be natural?”

“I thought we decided we wouldn’t be in each other’s lives anymore.”

We never decided anything. She delivered an edict with which I was
expected to comply. “So it’s like cold turkey?”

“Do you ever wonder why we got married in the first place?”

Actually, I had. When I arrived on campus at the University of
Tennessee, I was determined to distance myself from my church-boy past, and
the first step I took in that direction was joining the brothers of Pi Rho. The
Pros. We partied like the rest of the Greeks, then dragged ourselves out of bed
for our engineering, or pre-med, or pre-law classes. We believed a man’s
tolerance for Jack Daniels had a direct correlation to his management potential.
I became a manager at twenty-seven. You can draw your own conclusions.

The Pros had a partnership with the sisters of Theta Nu, so Stacy was
there at our very first party. And every party after that. She said I was a good
kisser. Now honestly, you tell me what guy wouldn’t follow a girl around like a
puppy dog after she said that? Oh, I knew she was lying, but every lie has some
sliver of truth, and that sliver was good enough for me.

We started dating, which mostly meant we had the rights to our own sofa
at the parties. I met her parents, and they seemed to approve. So when wedding
fever hit and Stacy started feeling the pressure because she didn’t have a ring,
what else could I do?

I asked her to marry me because obviously, [ was supposed to. It was
expected. And she had to say yes because she wanted a ring and the notoriety



that came with the engagement. If she said no, it might take months before she
could cultivate a new relationship and by then, all her friends would have
graduated, and she would be left behind.

Of course, I didn’t tell her all that at that moment, and the standard
answer—because we fell in love—was a lie neither of us could stomach.

“I'm not sorry,” I said. “Even though it didn’t work out.” That wasn’t a lie.

“Michael, I know this is a very difficult time for you, and your family,
your mother, your brother and all those . . . others, theyre probably the best
ones to help you right now.” Which meant, don’t call me.

“Ill be staying through the weekend.”
“Stay as long as you need to.”

Sometimes for entertainment, I’d try to envision what life would be like if
Stacy had married David instead. The lecture on the submissive wife would be
worth the price of admission all by itself.

But Stacy was my wife, not David’s, at least until the paperwork was filed
and the judge spoke failure over us and sent us out into the world again as
damaged goods. Regardless of what David thought, I was well aware of what
Scripture said about divorce. I also knew that to my mother and father and
most of the people who passed through the funeral home tonight, divorce was a
personal failure second only to infidelity.

It was a given that no one but Christopher would be sleeping tonight, so I
took a chance and headed downstairs, and it was no surprise that Mom and
Granny were at the kitchen table, each with a cup of coffee.

“Donna Sue, is he old enough to drink coffee?” Granny’s eyes danced,
and she stood to get me a cup.

“I'll get it,” I said. “Anybody else need a refill?”

“You might warm mine up a little.” Mom handed her cup to me, and I
topped it off before pouring my own.

“I thought it said a lot about Dad to have that many people come out
when he hadn’t lived here for twenty years,” I said. I took a seat at the table
next to my mother.

“Ties are very strong here. The roots are deep,” Granny said. “And he was
a fine man. It’s easy to show your respect to a man like that.”



My mother reached over and squeezed my hand, her eyes brimming with
tears. “You know, he was the one who shepherded me through all my griefs. I
catch myself wanting to hunt him up and say, ‘Phil, what am I going to do?”
She wiped her eyes quickly. “That’s silly, I suppose.”

“Not at all,” I said gently. “It’s a beautiful thing when two people grow to
depend on each other that way.” Stacy and I never got anywhere near that
place.

“Have you talked to Stacy?” My mother, the mind-reader.
“Just now.”

“How was she?”

“Annoyed.”

My mother frowned. I'm not sure if it was because of my candor or
because of Stacy.

“Do you think after this time apart that she may change her mind?”
Not a snowball’s chance. “No.”

“You remember what I said about your uncle James, don’t you? You
make sure you talk to him before you leave town.”

“I will.”

My granny mentioned somebody who came through the funeral home,
and she and Mom went back and forth about the connections back at least
three generations. I gave up trying to follow and sat quietly sipping my coffee.

All of a sudden my granny jumped up. “I’'m almost certain I've got a
picture of you and Andrea.”

“Granny—"

She was gone. “Itll just take me a minute to find! Hang on!” she called
from the other room.

“What’s she talking about?”
Mom shrugged and shook her head.

Granny returned with a faded photo album which she dropped onto the
kitchen table in triumph. “Vacation Bible School.”



It was the summer before we moved, so my hair was white blond, and I
had freckles from ear to ear. My front teeth were coming in, so my smile was
goofy and uneven. Almost an inch of sock showed beneath my pants. That was
one of the growing summers.

The thing that made my granny almost giggle was the fact that I was
holding hands with Andrea Maddox. The sweet satisfaction in Andrea’s eyes
said it was not an unwelcome thing at all. She was tanned and had a red swipe
of antiseptic across her knee. She wore frilly socks with her Keds so there was
no mistaking she was a girl, albeit a girl who would not let a little thing like
being dressed in a jumper slow her down.

My dad was pastoring a church over in Daniels Fork then, but there
wasn'’t really a question whether we would attend Bible school at my Uncle
James’s church. I remember David and the older kids made puppets and I was
jealous because we only made pencil holders.

“Are you trying to say something, Granny?” I asked.
“When God gives you a second chance, you'd best take it.”
“A second chance?” [ was playing dumb.

She shook her head. “I saw them give you that degree. I know you’re a
smart boy. Do you think it’s just a coincidence that that girl has never married
and here she is staring thirty right in the face? God is saving her for you.”

My mother smiled.
“Granny, I think you've been up too long. You’re getting loopy.”

“Scoff if you want to, but I'm going to tell you the truth.” She leaned up
to the table and pointed right at me. “Five, maybe even three years from now,
you’re going to sidle into my house, all sheepish, and you’re going to admit to
me that bottle-blonde leaving you was the best thing that ever happened to
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you.
“Don’t hold back, Granny.”

“Mark my words.” Then she looked at my mother. “Donna Sue, if [ don’t
live that long, you hold him to it.”

“Oh, I will, Mama.”
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Wednesday, February 1

I had come to bed when Christopher stirred a little after four. I gave him
a bottle and put him in bed with me, and it wasn’t long before we both drifted
off to sleep. As soon as I opened my eyes, though, and realized where I was and
why I was there, the most powerful sense of grief I have ever felt seized me.

I lay on the bed shaking with sobs, for my dad, for my marriage, for my
loss and failures, for Christopher who would never know what a great man his
Papa was, for my mother who was so strong in front of us, and for Granny
Lucy.

I would never get the chance to apologize, to ask his forgiveness, to tell
him he was right all along. I’d never hear him laugh again or sing or read to
Christopher. I thought about the times he lost his dignity whooping and yelling
at a ball game David or I was playing in, and the near daily ritual of him
hollering up the stairs, “Donna! Do you know where I put my keys?” Or his
glasses or any number of ordinary things.

He really didn’t get to be a granddad. I never got to know him as a man.
He had so much wisdom . . . And it’s just gone. There’s no way to grasp how
much was lost that morning my father died.

Christopher woke up toward the end of all this. He stretched out his little
hand and touched my cheek, then he spit his pacifier out and smiled. “Da.”

“Daddy loves you.” I kissed his hand. “I promise you, I'm going to do
everything I can to be a great daddy like my daddy was.” He rolled over and
used me to pull himself to his feet, then wobbled to the headboard. “It’s hard
walking on the bed, isn’t it?” He grinned and patted the knob on the headboard.

I pulled myself up out of bed and took my suit out of the garment bag.
Stacy had picked it out for me. She said no one would take me seriously as a
manager in a suit from JC Penney. I tried to explain that most men couldn’t tell
the difference, and if they could, I wasn’t sure they were the kind of man I
wanted to impress. She ignored me, and told the clerk, “We’ll take it, and the
brown one and the gray one.” I ended up with eight more suits from five more
stores before that day was out. I doubt my father owned eleven suits his whole
life.

“Come on, boy. Let’s get you some breakfast and then see if somebody
will keep an eye on you while I shower and shave.” I clapped my hands twice,



and he turned and reached for me. Few things in the world feel as tremendous
as knowing somebody loves you and wants to be with you. For a moment, I
could imagine my dad, back when his hair was still red, standing over this very
bed, calling my name. I wondered if he ever suspected how much grief I'd cause
him. I kissed Christopher, and I strained to remember what it felt like to have
my dad hug and kiss me.

If anybody ever made an air freshener or something called “country
morning furnace,” I'd buy it. It smells like home in a way a heat pump and new
construction never ever will. Of course, my granny was awake, frying bacon
already and Mom, to her credit, wasn’t helping. She’d need every bit of her vast
emotional strength for yet another ritual of grieving. I kissed her cheek as I
passed and she reached for my hand and squeezed it. She set her coffee cup an
arm’s length away and took Christopher from me without saying a word.

“I made eggs,” Granny said, passing a heaping plate to me.
“Lumberjacks don’t eat this much.”

“Pshhh.” She rinsed her hands and dried them on the dishtowel. “Now
that boy is too little for eggs yet . . . Let . . . me . . . see . . .” She pulled
applesauce, oatmeal and a box of Cheerios from the cupboard. “Oh and toast.”

“Don’t bother with the oatmeal. Cheerios will be enough,” I said.
“But it’s not hot.”

“Honestly, he’ll have more fun picking up the Cheerios and feeding
himself.”

Granny frowned, but she wiped off the table in front of Mom, dried it with
the dishtowel and spread out a handful of Cheerios. Christopher went after
them. To my knowledge, he’d never had Cheerios. Oh, he’d had some upscale
designer baby oat rings, but not regular old Cheerios. It wasn’t a surprise that
he liked them.

“I saw you talking with David last night,” Mom said. Just cut to the
chase.

“I told him about Stacy,” I said in between bites. “He thinks I should try
to save the marriage.”

“You can’t do that alone,” she said quietly. “You can rush in with the
defibrillators and try to shock the thing back to life, but if she’s holding a pillow
over its face . . . well, there’s not much sense in working against her that way.”



“So I should let her go?”

“Can I be very frank with you?” Mom laid her hand on mine. I think she
believed you had to touch someone before you delivered hard truth. It softened
the blow somehow.

“Always.”

“l am not convinced she hasn’t contrived this as an empty threat to try
and get something out of you.”

“I think she’s serious.”
“Then if I were you . . . I'd let her go.”

“Really? You're a preacher’s wife, and you’re telling me it’s okay to
divorce?” David would burst a blood vessel if he heard her say that. Which was
a horrible thing to let pass through my mind even in a snarky insult of my
brother considering what had just happened with my father. But it was true.

“I never said that. I shudder to imagine what it will be like for you as you
find out just how painful divorce is. I watched Nolan go through it.” She took a
long deep breath. “But sometimes the most merciful thing to everyone is to
accept the death of the marriage, and let it go.”

“David won’t agree.”

“No, I'm sure he won’t.” She sipped her coffee. “People are more complex
than what you can describe with a set of rules. And if I'm still allowed to be
frank, you had a wedding and a consummation, but I'm not sure you ever had a
marriage.”
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My uncle James’s church was packed by the time we arrived. I only rode
in the limousine because my mother asked me to go with her and Granny. My
Aunt Linda took Christopher as we passed and I took my mother by the arm.
David met us at the front of the church, and he stood with me as she walked
slowly with immeasurable dignity to the casket. She kissed her fingertips, then
laid them gently on my father’s cheek, then she whispered, “I love you.”

She had done this four times now, and no one had to remind us that this
one was the last time. I admit, deep down inside, there was a little boy who



waited each and every time my mother touched him to see his eyelids flutter
themselves open. I could imagine he’d smile at my mother, and then he’d take
her hand and apologize to everybody for all the fuss.

But I was no longer a little boy and life held no miracles for me.

James came into the sanctuary from a side door. He was my father’s
oldest and very best friend. This funeral would be a difficult thing for him. If I
thought God listened to my prayers, I would have prayed for James.

If my mother had enforced her will, James would have preached both
funerals, but David wanted to be involved. He needed to for his own peace of
mind, and James very candidly said he could not do both. So David preached
the St. Louis funeral and James agreed to do this one.

David preached probably the best sermon I've ever heard from him for
that Monday service, but he was holding back. Or keeping his distance, maybe
is a better way to put it. His words were comforting, hopeful and certainly
theologically correct, but the whole time, it seemed as if David was telling us
about a stranger, about a man he had studied extensively but had never really
met. Maybe grief demanded that David maintain that distance, but my father
deserved better. There wouldn’t be any distance in James’s sermon today. No,
Uncle James was brave enough to get right into the messy part of grief and loss.

James took his time, stopping to hug or shake hands with every person
on the front pews. He lingered with Granny Lucy, and with Barbara and
Kathleen, but then he came to my mother. She understood better than anyone
except James’s wife, Ellen, what he was struggling with.

You see, James was a great preacher, and a great man of God because
he wasn’t a phony. He never hid his grief or his burdens. He guarded his and
Ellen’s privacy fiercely, but he never pretended that being a Christian meant
you were never sad or depressed even. He and my mother had that in common.
They both struggled with clinical depression. They had both taken medication
for it, maybe still did. Aunt Ellen stood in the gap between sister and husband
marshaling the mercies and comfort of God Himself for them. I had no doubts
that God heard her. In fact, He probably moved her requests to the front of the
line. Maybe she would pray for Stacy and me.

James shook my hand and wrapped his other arm around my back.
“Bless you, Michael.” He moved on down the line and then strode up to the
pulpit. He was the same age as my father, with the same pastoral gray hair, and



the same large black Bible. There was a smothering silence as he slowly opened
it. Then the microphone on his tie caught the rustling of every page.

“I have had to preach this sermon to myself three or four times before
this moment,” he admitted. “I've known Phil since we started school together.”
He wouldn’t look my mother’s direction. “Phil was shy, awkward even,
especially around girls. God had mercy on him, though, and gave him Donna.”
He smiled at my mother, and she smiled back. “He had a jump shot nobody
could guard, and he knew all the best places to fish on Daniels Fork. We were
friends, then we were brothers, and I am certain that if I searched the world, I'd
never find a better one.”

James's voice wavered, and he cleared his throat. He shook his head and
looked out on all of us. “If I didn’t have a hope in Jesus Christ . . .” He took
another deep breath and wiped a hand across his mouth and went back to
telling stories about my dad, little things no one else knew, except maybe my
mother. He paid bail money. He arranged house calls. He talked folks out of
suicidal despair. He bought school shoes, and winter coats and tires and
medicine and groceries out of his own pocket. He drove people to hospitals, to
train stations, and to job sites. He never told anyone no, it seemed. My mom
said he’d spent his last day on earth trying to pull a husband and wife back
together after infidelity.

As proud as I was of him, I confess there was a measure of anger as well.
Maybe if he had been a little more selfish, maybe if he’d said no once in a while,
we wouldn’t all be sitting here at his funeral. I wondered how God could let him
burn himself out that way. Then I glanced at David and Jan sitting together,
and I wondered if God took him on home to spare him from finding out about
my divorce.

Finally, James moved the ribbon bookmark in his Bible and “Psalm 27 is
a minister’s psalm,” he said. “It captures the ups and downs, the joys and
frustrations of serving God. I can’t count the times I've heard Phil quote these
last two verses, ‘I would have lost heart, unless I had believed that I would see
the goodness of the Lord in the land of the living. Wait on the Lord; be of good
courage, and He shall strengthen your heart; wait, I say, on the Lord!”

He went on to preach about how there was still good for us left behind,
that the valley was a stopover and not a final destination, and he finished with
an admonition that without the blood of Jesus Christ there was no hope in this
life or the next.



My mother nodded silently at every other sentence James spoke. At the
other end of the pew, David sat as still as a statue, as if he were trying to
memorize every word he heard. Right before James called for prayer, my mother
reached over, took my hand, and leaned in close. “Those verses are for you, too.
Don’t lose heart. You will see His goodness.”
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Even though the funeral was at the church, the folks from the funeral
home wheeled in a partition so we couldn’t see them close the casket. But in
the stillness, we could hear it. My mother gasped quietly and reached for my
hand. Maybe it was just as well that Stacy wasn’t there. She didn’t like for my
attention to be divided, regardless of who else might need it or why.

In St. Louis, when David and I stood to carry my father’s casket, there
were six men from the church to help us. Today, it was all family. Dad’s two
brothers-in-laws, Uncle Dennis and Uncle Tom fell in behind us, then my
mother’s three brothers and her sisters’ husbands filled in, except for Uncle
James.

Next came cycles of silent waiting. I waited with my mother until they
dismissed us to the limousine. We waited while the rest of the cars lined up. We
waited at the graveside for everyone to settle in so James could speak. With
each cycle, the weight of loss grew heavier. David and I stayed with Mom, and
Tom and Dennis stayed with Granny Lucy.

The sun shone so brightly it hurt our eyes. I think that was a blessing.
Sunglasses give a person a measure of privacy. The air was brisk but still and
the funeral home had set up heaters for us like they have on the sidelines of
football games. I doubt many people there noticed the temperature or the
heaters.

James cleared his throat three separate times before he could speak.
“Because of Jesus Christ . . . His saving work . . . And the hope that we have in
Him . . . we can say with confidence that Phil . . .” He looked at my mother and
grinned. “Dr. Philip Boyd Shannon is not gone, but simply gone on before. He
finished the work God gave Him to do, and it is up to us to follow his example
and walk the road God has laid before us, faithfully, until God calls us as well.”



He opened his Bible and read Psalm 27 in its entirety. Most folks, when
they read the Bible, get so hung up on saying the words, they lose the meaning
and flow. Either James had a gift, or he had practiced this psalm. When he
finished, he closed up his Bible. “One thing [ have desired of the Lord,” he said.
“That I may dwell in the house of the Lord all the days of my life . . . God has
given Phil his desire. It would be the greatest tribute we could offer to Phil if
that were your greatest desire as well. I pray that it is.” Then he bowed his head
and prayed over my father, and for my mother and for the rest of the family.

There were hushed hugs, and handshakes and slowly folks slipped away
until it was just Mom and David and me. She pulled three white roses from the
spray on the casket and handed one to me and the others to David. “Save these
for the babies,” she said, and we nodded. Then she wiped her eyes. “I'd like a
moment.”

“Of course.” David kissed her cheek and hugged her, then he shuffled

away.
“Mom_”
“Michael, I don’t want you to think . . .” She took a slow breath. “I'm sure
you have beautiful words to say, but please, please understand . . . 1. .. They

are too much for me right now.”
“I understand.”
“I need to tell him goodbye.”

I nodded and kissed her cheek. I wanted to tell her to take all the time
she needed, but she knew that. So I slipped my hands into the pockets of my
slacks and walked slowly over to David. I stood with my back to my mother, so
she could at least have the dignity of privacy at this moment.

“James did a good job,” David said.

I nodded.

“It’s difficult to do a funeral for someone you’re close to.”

David had done exactly one, but he knew all about them now.
“I thought it was a very powerful thing to consider the legacy—"

“Stop talking.”

“What?”



He couldn’t be that dense. “I know you talk for a living and it galls you to
have a perfectly good silence and not fill it up, but just stop.”

“It helps me to talk,” he said quietly.

“It helps me not to, so we’re going to have to come to some kind of
arrangement.”

“Maybe that helps explain things.”
“I'm warning you—"
“I'm just saying if you and Stacy don’t communicate—"

“And I am saying, I have never punched anybody at a funeral, but I'm
about to break that streak.”

Somehow, David managed to walk away.
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Instead of slipping away to mourn quietly and privately for a while,
culture dictates that we have a big dinner. I'm not criticizing people for being
kind and for wanting to care for my mother and everybody, but honestly, the
last thing I wanted that afternoon was to eat and to socialize.

But I knew my mother was watching, so when we got back to Granny’s
house and saw the spread on her kitchen table, I dutifully filled a plate.
Christopher was long overdue for a nap, but there was far too much happening
for him to settle down. So I grabbed a couple of trucks from his bag and carried
my plate to the stairs, hoping to eat alone.

That’s not to say I was disappointed when David’s wife, Jan, followed
their daughter, Maddie, our direction. She was about six months older than
Christopher, and he thought she was all that and a ham sandwich.

The little ones chattered back and forth for several minutes. Then Jan
spoke. “David told me that Stacy asked you for a divorce. I'm so sorry.”

“It wasn’t really a surprise. Just the timing.”

“Which was inexcusable.”



“I don’t know. Bringing it up now . . . I didn’t have any energy left to be
upset.”

She was quiet for several more moments, watching the kids play. “I want
you to know I thought the world of your dad. Your mother, too.”

“Thanks.”

“What makes them different, unique, refreshing is that they love you
first. Even before they get to know you.” She glanced back over her shoulder,
and I wondered if she was checking for David. “Your dad talked about you all
the time.”

“I'm sure he did.”

“Not like that,” she said with a gentle smile. “He was very proud of how
you’d made your own way.”

My own way. What a mess that turned out to be.

She glanced over her shoulder again. “David needs to know he has
everyone’s approval. You don’t seem to be that way.”

“I think everyone needs to feel someone’s approval. I guess I need it from
a different source than David.”

“Maybe so,” she said, and she was quiet again.
“How is David?”

“He’s devastated. I mean, he hasn’t said that, but he’s not sleeping. He’s
short-tempered . . .”

And I didn’t ask her how she could tell.

“He feels like he has big shoes to fill now.” She paused to fix the bow in
Maddie’s hair. “Of course, I'm speculating.”

Then I couldn’t believe the words coming out of my mouth. “David has a
good heart. It just gets lost sometimes in everything he thinks he has to do.”

“I know,” she said, then she smiled. “You probably know he intends to fix
your marriage.”

“I got that impression.”



“I'm glad he’s dedicated himself to that,” she said, and I was about to
protest, but her eyes danced with mischief. “Takes the pressure off me for a
while.”

“Then I'm happy to oblige.”

She smoothed Maddie’s hair. “I should probably say my goodbyes. I have
to work tomorrow.”

“No more days off?”

She shook her head. “I traded everything I had to get these. I'll go three
weeks straight now.”

“Bless your heart.”
“Thanks,” she said. “You do what you have to do.”
Unfortunately.

Eventually, folks drifted away, and I corralled Christopher on the couch.
Holding him still was enough to get him to nap at last. I might have napped
myself, but with Mom taking a moment for herself, and Uncle Gary on the
phone, Uncle Nolan was free, so he wandered into the living room.

“How long are you staying?” I asked, stretching my legs out, propping my
feet on the coffee table.

“I’'m not sure. James said I could come into the bank tomorrow and use
their WiFi to check in. I expect I'll leave Friday so I can be in Atlanta on
Monday. How about you?”

“I think I'll stay through the weekend. I expect Mom told you about Stacy
and me.”

“She did.”

“Well?”

“Well, what?”

“You aren’t going to tell me what I need to do?”
“If that’s what you want.”

“I'm taking all offerings right now.”

“Mourn.”



“That’s not what I expected you to say.”

“But it’s what you need. Time to mourn. You've lost your dad. Stacy has
dropped this on you. While you’re here, while you have this tremendous
network of support, take time to mourn. Get outside. Alone. Remember.
Process. Grieve.”

Someday I'll learn to take Nolan’s advice the first time he gives it.
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Thursday, February 2

Thursday, my number came up. David asked me to dinner, and I agreed
to meet him. I had managed to avoid him most of the time we were in Stinson. I
knew he was driving back to St. Louis on Friday so he could have Saturday to
get his sermons ready. Pastors never get weekends, and people look at them
funny if they say something crazy like they want Monday off to make up for it.
‘You work one day, and you want a day off?’ Now everybody understands that a
football player works more than Sunday, but not a pastor. If that sounds like
the bitter rant of a preacher’s kid . . . maybe it is.

David asked me to meet him at the best restaurant in town. It was a
family-owned place where they couldn’t decide exactly what type of food they
wanted to serve, so they served a little bit of everything. [ wanted to take
Christopher with me so I’'d have a distraction, and so I'd have a ready-made
excuse if I wanted to make an early exit. There was a strong possibility that I
would. My mother, however, decided she wanted some Nana time, and that was
the end of that.

Of course, David was waiting for me, and he stood and shook my hand
when I arrived. I admit it’s a sin, but I never think his motives are pure. I
always suspect an agenda or some passive-aggressive manipulation when he’s
nice to me.

“How’s Mom?” he asked when we sat down.

“Tired more than anything. She’s talked about hanging around town for a
while.”

He nodded and squeezed lemon into his tea. “I tried to talk her into
coming and staying with us. I'm not sure being alone is the best thing for her.”



“I'm not sure I can say what’s best. We’ve not been through what she
has. I think it’s a little presumptuous—”

“I'm not telling her what to do.”
“l didn’t say you were.”

That’s what happens when I disagree with David. Everything is personal,
and he immediately goes on the defensive. It’s not unlike disagreeing with
Stacy.

The waitress came by, and we ordered, then settled into the awkward
part of the dinner, the part where David waited for me to walk into his trap. I
wracked my brain to find a topic I could bring up that wouldn’t give him an
opening. I wasn’t having much luck. It didn’t matter. He got tired of waiting and
tossed out his strategy and went right to the heart of the matter.

“I tried to take your suggestion,” he said, “and consider what Dad would
say if he learned you and Stacy were having difficulties—”

“It’s not difficulties. We’re divorcing.”

“But you haven’t yet, so there’s still time and there’s still hope. I think he
would say that.”

I would give him that one. My dad never gave up on anybody in any
situation. Just like that verse James read, my dad believed good was always
there and he intended to be persistent enough to see it. “The thing is, it doesn’t
matter a whole lot what [ want. Stacy wants out. I can’t force her to stay.”

“But you can make her want to stay. You can learn how to love her in a
way she understands—”

“I've spent almost seven years doing that, trying to be the man she
wanted me to be, trying to give her the life she wanted.”

As those words left my mouth, I had an epiphany. Stacy ran my whole
life. In my attempt to impress her, and to keep her happy, I let her dictate
everything. I wore the clothes she wanted. I bought the house she wanted. I
even took the job she wanted me to. And to beat it all, none of that even
worked! She was leaving me anyway.

“Those are all external. If you want to save your marriage, you have to go
deeper. Women want a man who will make the effort to know them, to know
their hearts, to love and accept them for who they are.”



“You're telling me from experience, right? This is the way you love Jan?”

“Every husband who loves his wife and wants to experience the kind of
marriage God intends does this.”

Which didn’t exactly answer my question. And then there was that other
question hanging over me—did [ want to save the marriage?

“You seem skeptical,” David said. “You don’t want that?”

“I'm not sure it’s possible with Stacy.”

“You know why?”

This wasn’t a question. It was a set-up. He was about to tell me why.

“Stacy isn’t a believer. Your first responsibility to her was to bring her to
Jesus. Failing that, it’s no wonder that things have gotten difficult. You have no
common foundation. You’re unequally yoked.”

Someday when I have more time, I'm going to make a marriage-
counseling-phrase bingo card. Talking with David, I would have had a winner
nearly every seventeen minutes. It could have been even more frequent, but he
had to let me talk a little.

He raised his eyebrows and leaned in with that serious preacher posture,
his hands folded on the table in front of him. “I am, of course, assuming you are
a genuine believer.”

Now, I was far from the seminary-educated church boy sitting across
from me. I knew that. [ knew I had sinned. I had failed to live up to the
commitment I made to Jesus. I didn’t need him to tell me that. But it made my
blood absolutely boil to have him challenge my personal relationship with Jesus
Christ. Key word, personal.

I leaned up to the table, too, for good measure, and purely out of respect
for my father, I didn’t tell him what I thought. Instead, I very slowly explained,
“David, I appreciate the fact that you are concerned for me, and I truly believe
you have a desire to help, and to be helpful.” He was eating this up so far. “But
you are a terrible counselor. You are condescending, self-righteous and far
more interested in making a pronouncement than you are hearing me.”

“That’s not true—"

“Which? The part about you having a genuine desire to help or the part
about you being a terrible counselor?”



Then with a double dose of patronizing condescension, he said,

4

“Sometimes, when we hear things we don’t necessarily want to, we react—’

“Sometimes when we don’t take the time to listen, we jump to
conclusions.”

“All right. What conclusion am I jumping to?”
“You’re assuming I want to save my marriage.”
He was duly shocked. “Why wouldn’t you?”

“Because the only reason I married Stacy in the first place was because I
felt guilty after sleeping with her.”

Dead silence.

I never intended to tell him. It was none of his business, and I regretted it
instantly. If I were ever given the opportunity to unsay something, that’s what I
would choose, hands down. Until that magical day, [ was stuck in a booth at
Parker’s watching my brother have a theological meltdown.

He went through a half dozen facial expressions of shock and
admonition, and I wouldn’t be surprised if his hair grayed right there. “I don’t to

know what to say.”

I was more amused and satisfied by that admission than I should have
been. “So you see my struggle.” I held out hands on the table, with my palms
open. “I committed a sin.” I raised my hand up off the table. David was nodding
the whole time. “But then I compounded it by marrying a woman I didn’t love.”

“Were you lying when you made your vows?”

That was a hard question, and I'd never thought of it exactly that way
before. Was I lying when I said those things? Did I knowingly promise to love
Stacy when I knew I wouldn’t . . . Or didn’t? No. I think [ honestly, truly
thought I could live up to every one of those vows. I think I believed committing
to them would give me the incentive to fulfill them.

“Not lying, no, but I think I was speaking an aspiration more than a
reality.”

David, to his credit, was silent for several minutes. “I don’t want to be

uncompassionate—”"

He should have stopped talking right there.



“But I have to go back to Scripture, and the Bible is very clear on the
doctrine of divorce—"

“Divorce is a doctrine?”
“Why wouldn’t it be?”

“I don’t know. I thought doctrine was about salvation, who Jesus is, who
God is . . . That kind of thing.”

“A doctrine is a statement of belief on a particular subject, and you’re
right, we have doctrines on all those things you mentioned.” He was teaching
me. He was in his element.

“Then what’s your doctrine on making mistakes? Or trying to undo one?
Or on starting over? That’s what I need right now.”

KEXKXIHX*

When I got back to Granny’s, Christopher was still awake and going
strong. So much for Stacy’s schedule. “He’s a joy,” Mom said, scooping him up
from the floor. “Thank you for leaving him with me.” She rubbed noses with
him, and he giggled. She smiled too. “How was dinner?”

“Fine.”

“That is the most useless word in the English language. I am your
mother. I am a woman. I want words.”

I had to smile.
“You look like your daddy,” she said gently.
“I wish I had his wisdom.”

“You do,” she said. That was one of the highest compliments she ever
paid me.

“I don’t feel very wise. I feel like a guy who’s been exposed as a fraud.”

“But you see, the man who can throw off the mask, tear down the facade
and own his true self, flaws and all, may be the wisest among us.”

“You been reading fortune cookies?”



She gave me that mother look, the half frown and arched eyebrow, but
then she softened. “No. I've been reading Jesus. ‘Blessed are those who mourn
for they shall be comforted.’ I read that whole section. So many blessings, but
they only come when we embrace how empty and needy we are.” She raised her
eyes to mine, tears ready to spill out. “I haven’t been this empty and needy in a
very long time.”

I hugged her tightly, and she cried freely, long enough for Christopher to
begin to squirm. “I’'m sorry, baby,” she said as she wiped her eyes, and handed
him to me. She took a deep breath. “James and Ellen were here. Everything is
close to the surface, I guess.”

“There’s nothing wrong with that.”

“I doubt that’s the last time it happens.” One more deep breath and she
seemed to reset. “Now you were telling me about David.”

“It wasn’t as bad as I was prepared for.”
“And that’s supposed to reassure me?”

“He has very strong beliefs about things. He’s not always diplomatic in
presenting them, but I said what I needed to say, and we shook hands before
we left.”

“And what did you need to say?” She grinned slightly. “And I can be that
nosy because I'm your mother.” When I hedged, she took my arm. “Let’s have a
cup of coffee.”

“Decaf, I hope.”
“What is that?”

What could I do but shake my head and follow her? “Christopher’s
probably ready for a bottle.” His last for the evening I hoped. “He’s going to be
so spoiled after this week.”

“It’s not spoiling him to hold him and love him and spend time with him.”
That was an undiluted shot at Stacy.

Christopher and I settled into one of the kitchen chairs, and he gladly
took the bottle. “I'm just saying, when I have to go to work Monday, he’s going
to be lost.”

“We all will,” she said softly, reminding me that there were bigger things
than my son’s sleep schedule.



She set a cup of coffee in front of me and took a seat across the kitchen
table. “Raising children is a difficult business. It’s hard to know when you
should step in when you should leave them to the consequences of their actions
... When you should speak your heart, when you should respect their

»

decisions . . .
“I wish he had tried to talk me out of marrying her.”

“So did he.”
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Saturday, February 4

So did he. That’s was all I thought about Friday, and I woke up Saturday
with it still on my mind. So did he.

Three words. Only seven letters altogether, but they raised more
questions than any answers they might have yielded. When did he say that?
Did he say it more than once? Did my mother agree? But mostly, why didn’t he
try to talk me out of marrying Stacy? Why did he let me plunge into something
he knew was going to end badly?

Well, because he was a gentleman, that’s why. My father wouldn’t have
pressed me or the issue. He wouldn’t have talked if I wasn’t listening. And I
wasn’t. I think he understood I already knew the answers. I shouldn’t have
married a girl I didn’t love, and I shouldn’t have had sex with a girl I wasn’t
married to. I knew that.

When he asked me, I should have said, “No, I don’t love her. How do I get
out of this mess?”

Instead, I let pride and shame lie for me and serve me—and my dad
apparently—a bucket of regrets. Then I heard snoring from the portable crib,
and I smiled. I sat up and watched him for a moment. He lay on his stomach,
blissfully unaware of anything around him. I decided it wasn’t all regrets in that
bucket.

I lifted him out of the portable crib and put him on the bed beside me,
and I fell asleep listening to him breathe. I woke up before Christopher stirred,
and I gambled that I had time to shower. To make it quicker, I didn’t shave. It
was Saturday, after all.



My gamble paid off. Christopher never moved while I was gone. I got
dressed, grabbed my wallet and keys, then I strapped my wristwatch on my arm
just like I did every morning. Stacy had picked it out, but as I looked at it,
something came over me, and I took it off again like it was burning my arm.
Then I took my wedding band off, too. I never wore either of them again.

After Christopher had his breakfast, he and I headed out to the grocery
store. We had plenty of diapers and food to get us through the next two days,
but I had no idea what we had at home. The last thing I wanted was to roll into
Memphis Sunday evening to empty cabinets.

We took our time wandering through the aisles. We felt how fuzzy the
kiwis were. And then [ handed Christopher a pineapple. His eyes widened when
he felt how prickly it was, then he grew serious as he tried to figure out what it
was. We would have been there all day, but I distracted him with a grape. After
that, we had to pass by the grape display three more times. I ended up buying
the bunch.

“Good morning, Dr. Shannon.” Andrea Maddox stood from the eggs to
the orange juice away from me. She was dressed in jeans, a Carhartt jacket,
and boots. The boots were clean but worn.

“You look like you’re in for a much busier day than I am.”
“I'm headed out to Jesse’s.”

I found myself inexplicably hoping she wasn’t talking about a significant
other, and if she was, my granny was going to hear about it from me. Well, it
wasn’t exactly an inexplicable hope.

“You still go to James’s church?”

“Almost thirty years now.”

“Gosh, that makes us sound old when you say it like that.”
“I gave up and embraced that reality a couple of years ago.”
“The reality of getting older?”

“That, and not being married.”

“It’s not always as great as people make it out to be.”

“Easy for you to say.” I saw her look at my ring finger. Of course, there
was no ring there. She said it anyway. “You’re married.”



“Actually, my wife’s leaving me. That’s why she’s not here.”
“I'm sorry to hear that.” Her eyes dropped.

“You can say the rest of it. I've spent the week with my granny. I'm used
to being told the straight up truth.”

She smiled. “I should leave the truth-telling to your granny.”

Christopher dropped his sippy cup. That was enough to snap me back to
reality. “I'm sorry. I didn’t mean to get so personal. It was a pleasure seeing you
again.”

“You too. Are you heading home today?”
“Actually we were going to church with everybody tomorrow.”
“I guess I'll see you then.”

“Count on it.”



