
Chapter Three 
 

I collapsed onto the bed in the hotel room. That should have signaled the 
emotional release. I was safe. I was removed from the immediacy of the situation. 

The tears should have come. But they didn’t. 

I felt numb instead. Numb. Empty. Dead inside. Maybe I wanted to keep it 
that way. Maybe that’s why I flatly refused David’s suggestion that we find a 
counselor. Deadness was too familiar and the pain of feeling was far too great to 
risk awakening it.  

Besides, there was only one counselor on earth I would even consider 
talking to, and he’d been dead for fifteen years. David’s father, Phil. Phil had a way 
about him, a gentleness that made you believe that those promises he preached 
about were true, especially the promises that God was good, and that He loved you.  

Phil cherished his wife, Donna. I’ve seen him catch her eye across a 
crowded room and his smile would cause her to blush. He spoke her name softly 
with love in his eyes. I have never understood how God could separate them. 

Once, in the early days of their marriage, Donna left him and went home to 
her mother. Phil drove through the night to be there when she woke up so they 
could work things out. My husband didn’t even ask where I was going. 

I could imagine David at this very moment crying out to God about this 
injustice, this attack from Satan, this betrayal. He was probably poring over the 
Psalms, calling for God’s vengeance on his enemies, praying for a change in my 
heart, praying for my repentance, asking God to help me see the depths of my sin 
and pull me out of the darkness. 

But I wasn’t an addict. I wasn’t scouring the internet right now. I didn’t need 
to sneak a glance at a picture to get me through the day. No. I was filling the empty 
spaces from a nonexistent relationship with my husband. Years ago, when he 
grasped the fact that I didn’t fit the traditional pastor’s wife profile, nor would I 
ever fit it, that was the end of us. Maybe someday I’ll write a book and call it When 
the Other Woman is the Bride of Christ.  



We both poured the best of ourselves into our work, but he got to claim the 
high ground because he’s a minister. Then I was supposed to be so thankful for the 
emotional leftovers that I would be more than willing to meet all his desires. Yes, 
he was the desire-generator and I was the desire-meeter. That’s called a 
partnership.  

When we met, when we first began to date, it wasn’t that way. In those days, 
when we talked, he hung on every word I spoke. He valued me, my input, my 
observations. That was one of the things I loved about him, that he fell in love with 
my mind first.  

I loved the fact that I could be sure he would always be good to me and treat 
me with dignity and respect. I knew he would never abandon me. I knew he would 
never divorce me. Even now he won’t. Even though I said I wanted a divorce. 
David just doesn’t believe in it. In fact, I don’t think he’s forgiven his brother for 
divorcing his first wife fifteen years ago.  

And if he hasn’t forgiven Michael, there’s not a snowball’s chance he’ll 
forgive me.  

I’m not even sure I want a divorce. I know I don’t want my current 
marriage, but I had effectively incinerated that bridge when I walked out. If my 
alternative was living forever as the penitent wife, lucky to have a home, I’d pass 
on that one, too. The marriage I wanted didn’t exist. At least not in the real world.  

The silence in the room was suffocating, and suddenly out of left field came 
the most ridiculous thought. I wanted to drink. I wanted to get absolutely 
staggering drunk. I had never been drunk in my life. I could count the sips and 
tastes of alcohol I’d had, most of them from cough syrup or my grandmother’s 
home remedies. Maybe my brain thought as long as I was falling, I might as well hit 
every bump on the way down. The only question was, did the hotel have a bar? I 
didn’t notice when I checked in. Actually, I didn’t even remember the name of the 
hotel.  

I rolled off the bed and pulled the green padded notebook of hotel 
information from the desk drawer. Then my phone rang. It was David. 

“Are you all right?” he asked. 



“I’m at a hotel.” And before he could wonder, I added, “Alone. And no one is 
meeting me.” 

“I’m glad you’re safe,” he said, and I believed him. “I didn’t handle this well.” 
That was also true, but I couldn’t believe he said it. “I want you to come home—” 

“What will change if I come home?” 

He sputtered for a moment. “Wait. Are you demanding that I change? After 
what you did?” 

I didn’t demand. I asked. “So, nothing will change between us.” In fact, it 
would be worse. The unstated would become the overstated. He would become the 
father and policeman, the judge and the jury. No thank you. “I think you want me 
home because you don’t want to go to church without me on Sunday and you want 
me back home before Roger has a chance to tell anyone. You simply want to 
plaster over the cracks, but there is no foundation.” 

“Where,” he sputtered. “I don’t understand why you keep saying that, why 
you think our marriage was in trouble from the beginning. We’ve had a good 
marriage.” 

“No, we haven’t. You have perhaps. But we have not.” 

“And you didn’t think you could discuss that with me before getting tangled 
up in a bunch of sordid—?” 

“You don’t hear me, David. You hear what you need to have fixed. If, if I had 
dared mention I was unhappy in our marriage what would you have said?” 

He was silent. He wouldn’t give me the satisfaction. 

“You would have pushed a Bible study into my hands. You would have 
given me a list of Scriptures to meditate on. You would have contacted your 
accountability partners and asked them to pray. You might even have packed me 
off to a marriage conference. But ultimately, you would have laid it all at my feet 
and expected me to cure myself.” 

He didn’t respond. I clearly said too much. So I said more. “Until you are 
ready to hear me, Reverend David Boyd Shannon, I have nothing to say to you.” 



“I think this is unfair,” he said. “To blindside me with what you claim—” 

“Stop right there. See what you’re doing? You’re dismissing me. ‘To 
blindside me with what you claim.’ My grievances are not real to you. It’s as if I 
couldn’t possibly have any legitimate grounds for unhappiness simply because of 
who you are.” 

“That’s not what I meant.” 

“But it’s what you said.” 

“I think you’re hearing things that aren’t there.” 

“And I say you’re dismissing me again.” 

“What do you want, Jan?” He was irritated now. I could imagine his jaw 
tightening, his eyes narrowing. 

“I want what every woman wants.” 

“Every woman? Or just the women in your pictures?” 

I hung up on him.  

No, David. I want you to love me. I want to be safe. I want to be sheltered. I 
want it to be safe for me to own this shame and this guilt and this pathetic 
compulsion. I want to confess, and I want you to understand and I want you to 
realize how hard, how unbelievably hard—how much harder it will be tomorrow to 
say no to someone else who offers me those things.  

Or at least seems to offer them.  

I may be desperate, but I’m not naïve. Bobby says all the right things now. 
Would that end if I left David for him? David said all the right things, too, in the 
beginning.  

This is how it starts every time. A wish that things could be the way I had 
once imagined they were. A stab of regret and sadness. A decision to read a little, 
just until I get sleepy. But the book is dull and predictable. So I go online to search 
for something more appealing. There is a wide range of search results. Anything I 
want. A collection of short stories. A photo gallery. More videos than I could watch 
in a lifetime. And I click a link here. And there. And there. 



Sometime after two, I shut my computer down and lay staring at the ceiling 
as bitter toward my husband as I am disgusted with myself, questioning why God 
doesn’t strike me dead. 

******* 

I held the phone in my hands, debating whether to call Jan back. I knew I should go after 

her, but she didn’t tell me which hotel. After that conversation, she probably wouldn’t tell me. 

And I couldn’t leave Maddie.  

I tried to put myself in Jan’s place. If I had been called out, exposed that way, I would 

probably want some time alone. It made perfect sense.  

I’d catch her tomorrow after work, and we could figure out where we go from here. I 

knew there were internet accountability programs, filters, monitors and so forth. Tomorrow, I’d 

investigate which ones would fit us best. She could overcome this. I knew she could. Even now 

she was likely calling out to God, asking for strength and mercy and forgiveness. God help her 

know that You love her in spite of her sin. Help her see that she’s chasing after an illusion. Real 

fulfillment will only come living a life of obedience before You and honoring her vows. Give her 

the comfort of Your mercy.    

I still couldn’t understand how it happened. In my own house. In my own family. My 

wife. My wife . . . I think I would have had an easier time believing she was abusing or selling the 

medications from the office. And I think I would have been less shocked and less disappointed. 

Or if she was a closet alcoholic. Her father drank. I could rationalize that one away. But this . . . 

Where does it even come from? Something so blatantly wrong, so obviously immoral . . . Maybe 

it’s some kind of mental illness. 

Mental illness. Neil. Neil would have some insight. I dialed Mom’s number. “Mom, I 

know it’s getting late, but I need to come and talk to Neil.” 

“Of course,” she said. “He’d be glad to talk with you.” 

“Great. I’ll be there as soon as I can.” I walked down the hall and knocked on Maddie’s 

door. We had a strict ‘knock, no lock’ policy. The kids’ bedroom doors were never allowed to be 

locked, but we agreed we would always knock, and only enter unbidden if there was no 

response to the second call. We thought it was a fair balance of privacy and supervision. I 

couldn’t help but rethink that policy. 

“I’m going to Nana and Neil’s for a while,” I said through the closed door. I was surprised 

when Maddie opened it.  

“I want to go,” she said. 



“I thought you had homework.” 

“I’ll take it with me.” 

“I may be late.”  

“I can sleep on their sofa.” 

“I don’t know . . .” 

“Daddy, please.” 

I relented. She sat in the car with me, staring straight ahead, not saying anything. “What 

are you thinking?” 

“I don’t want to talk about it.” 

“Honey, I have a feeling we’re all going to be talking about things we’d rather not 

discuss in the coming days.” 

“Are you commanding me to talk?” 

“No . . . that’s . . . no.” 

“Then I don’t want to talk.”  

In the soft light of the car, Maddie looked more like her mother than she ever had. 

******* 

Neil Craig had been in St. Louis even longer than my parents. He came for medical 

school and never left. Although no one would come right out and say so, I suspect he had a hand 

in my father leaving Tennessee to come here. He was one of my dad’s closest friends, and his 

deep faith added a rare dimension to his psychiatry practice.  

A long-time widower, he understood better than most what my mother went through 

after Dad died, and so none of us were terribly shocked when they married. Mom and Dad were 

soulmates, bonded at the deepest, most intense level. Mom and Neil were more like heart-

mates. They shared a unique emotional connection borne out of similar loss. I wish more 

marriages had that kind of connection, something more than just a ceremony and a date. 

Their house was lit up like Christmas when we arrived. Apparently Mom didn’t want us 

to think we might be getting there too late for a visit. She beamed when she saw Maddie. “Your 

daddy didn’t say he was bringing you! What a happy surprise!” 

“I didn’t give him much choice.” 



“Good for you.” She hugged Maddie and gave me a look that said in no uncertain terms 

that she expected a full explanation at the earliest possible moment. Then she whisked Maddie 

off to the kitchen. Mom could ask Maddie four questions about her homework and probably 

figure out exactly why we were there. She had a gift. 

Neil shook my hand and motioned me into the living room. “How can I help?” he asked, 

taking the easy chair in the corner. 

I told him the whole story. Roger’s visit. Jan leaving. The phone call just now. Neil’s 

expression never changed. He occasionally nodded just to let me know he was following things. 

“So what do I do?” I asked. 

Neil stroked his goatee slowly and stared over the rim of his glasses. Then he took a very 

long slow breath. 

“Whatever it is,” I said, “I’ll do it.” 

He blinked a couple of times and pressed his lips into a tight line. “I’m going to give you 

a two-word answer, but you must not dismiss it. It will sound simple and obvious, maybe even 

trite, but David, how completely you decide to do this one thing will decide whether or not your 

wife heals and your marriage survives.” 

“Okay.”  

He leaned forward and rested his elbows on his knees, then he raised his eyes to mine. 

“Love her.” 

“That’s it?” 

He nodded. 

“That’s going to get her over this?” 

“Her? I thought we were talking about you.” 

“I’m not the one with the problem.” 

“So she has a problem? An addiction?” 

“Isn’t it obvious?” 

He laughed. “Not from one secondhand account.” 

“But she asked me for a divorce.” 

“Also not a sign of addiction. However, it could be a sign of a marriage with deeply 

rooted systemic problems. Again, that’s difficult to say at this point.” He leaned back in his chair. 



“If there is an addiction, the odds of overcoming it are greatly influenced by the amount of love, 

patience, grace, and engagement in the support system.” 

“I love her now.” 

He almost smiled. “David, I’m going to challenge that statement. If she had the love, 

patience, grace, and engagement, would you be where you are right now?”  

“But I didn’t commit the sin.” 

“You may not have visited X-rated websites, but I’m sure you could come up with one or 

two shortcomings if you dig around a while.” 

“So she violates our marriage, and it’s my fault?” 

“No, no, pornography is all on her. But it’s a symptom. Something else is going on, and 

that’s the problem you need to solve. No matter what it is, no matter what comes out in the 

coming days, love her. Love her more fiercely than you ever have.” 


