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Author’s Note:
Labyrinths of Love consists of three books: Ménage-ATrois, Seek and Ye Shall Find, and The Church With the Funny
Name.
The stories in the books are not sequential; they kind of
overlap. Each book features different main characters. Several of
the characters appear in more than one of the books.
The novel contains some sexual content and is for adults
only.
- R. A. Conti

Book 1
Ménage-A-Trois
A ménage à trois (‘household of
three’) is a domestic
arrangement in which three
people having romantic and/or
sexual relations with each other
occupy the same household. It is
a form of polyamory.
(Wikipedia)

Chapter 1 - Ice Storm
The clatter of sleet against the windowpane made Paula
shiver even though her bedroom was warm and cozy. Her
grandson Michael was asleep in the crib. The lights flickered and
went out just after she settled into bed with a good book. Paula
sat in the darkness and wondered what to do. After a few
moments, her phone rang.
“Hi, Jane,” she said, grateful her friend was checking on
her. “My power just went out.”
“We have a generator,” Jane said. “You should come
over.”
Paula changed into heavy leggings and a bulky sweater.
Then she bundled Michael in several blankets. He cried when
Paula carried him through Jane’s front door. Jane’s husband Walt
stared at the TV. “Jane! The baby’s crying,” he complained.
Walt’s rough voice made Michael cry even louder but Walt did
not notice.
“Bring him in here,” Jane said as she directed Paula to a
little den. Walt returned to his TV stupor.
Paula laid Michael on the sofa and then stood up. Jane
smiled. “How about something to warm you up?” she asked.
Paula nodded. Jane left and came back with a bottle of wine and
two glasses. Paula watched Jane pour the wine, took her glass,
and sipped.
“Nice,” she said, smiling. They sat quietly and hoped
Michael would fall back to sleep. After a few sips of wine, Paula
began to speak.
“Have you ever wondered why we’re here?” she asked.
The question surprised Jane but she did not reply. “I do, all the
time,” Paula continued. Her voice soothed Michael and he
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stopped crying. “I mean- this little guy, why is he here? Why are
you here…Why am I?” Her voice trailed off.
“I used to wonder why I was here,” Jane replied. “But I
always told myself it was a meaningless question. As I’ve gotten
older, it has come back now and then.”
“Most people think the ‘purpose of life’ is some special
thing each of us is here to do,” Paula continued. Jane nodded and
sipped her wine. “But what if it isn’t? What if you weren’t here
for some great task like saving the world? What if you’re just
here to take out the garbage, or change a tire, or because a friend
needed you, or maybe just to smell the roses? How would you
feel?”
“I’d feel relieved,” Jane said. Her answer surprised Paula.
“Really? Why?”
“Because saving the world is so hard. I could do that
other stuff you mentioned.” They sipped the wine and it warmed
them up. Quiet again, the women remained lost in their thoughts.
“For a long time I thought I was here to do something
special,” Paula said. “But, I could never figure out what it was.
Now that I’m older, I think maybe I already did it and I still
don’t know what it was. Isn’t that weird?” Jane intuitively
understood her friend was not raising a philosophical issue but an
emotional one.
“I think I understand. You’re not really asking, ‘Why am
I here?’ What you mean is, ‘Why do I have to suffer?’” Paula
nodded dejectedly. They again fell silent. Then Jane asked,
“Speaking of suffering… have you noticed… how our lives are
similar?”
“What do you mean?”
“You have a child to take care of,” Jane said. Paula’s
daughter Kathleen had moved in with her after she left her
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abusive husband. She brought Michael, her infant son. A week
later, Kathleen ran away but left Michael behind. Paula became a
mother again at forty. She struggled to recall all the care infants
needed. Jane was helping her cope.
“And I have what amounts to a child,” Jane continued. A
disastrous car accident left her husband Walt with amnesia. They
had been a happy, passionate couple. However, he now only had
vague memories of his life before the crash. Jane was no longer
his loving wife. She was just the woman who cared for him.
Their son Ronnie was away at college and had no idea of the
ordeal his mother was going through. Jane was a lonely fiftyyear-old woman.
“Meanwhile…,” Jane said, and then grew quiet.
“Meanwhile…, what?” Paula encouraged her to continue.
“I feel sadder and lonelier every day,” Jane confessed. It
was the first time she had said it aloud.
Paula sighed as if she suddenly recognized how weighty
her life was. “I do too, but I couldn’t admit it until now.”
“You’re the only person who listens to me, who
understands me; the only person who cares about me,” Jane
added, overcome by her despair. She was about to cry.
Paula smiled in sympathy. “It’s been tough for you, I
know.” Jane immediately burst into tears. Paula hugged her. Jane
cried softly as the freezing rain beat on the windows. She cried
out all the anguish she had endured since Walt’s disastrous
accident. Paula stroked Jane’s shoulders and then touched her
neck and earlobes. She gently drew Jane closer, held her, and
then dozed off.
When Jane stopped sobbing, she realized Paula was
asleep. She reached for a nearby blanket and pulled it around
them. That woke Paula.
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“Let’s go upstairs where it’s warmer,” Jane whispered.
“The baby can sleep on the lounge.”
“What about Walt?”
“He’s okay. He puts himself to bed every night.”
Jane got up slowly and then helped Paula to her feet. She
picked up Michael without waking him and followed Jane
upstairs. They entered Jane’s bedroom. Paula laid the baby on
the lounge and blocked him with some pillows. Then they
removed their outer clothing, crawled beneath the heavy down
comforter, and fell asleep.
Jane awoke several hours later. The freezing rain had
stopped and the bedroom was quiet. Paula lay on her left side,
breathing softly. Her back was to Jane.
She liked feeling Paula’s presence. It reminded her of
when she used to sleep beside Walt. She had always felt a surge
of joyfulness as she lay there. Of all places in the universe where
she could be, the only place she wanted to be was right next to
her wonderful husband. She now felt that same sense of peace
with Paula.
Jane reached out, felt the warmth of Paula’s body, and
gently touched the back of Paula’s neck. Her skin was soft and
smooth. Jane quickly discovered she liked touching Paula. Then
she realized how long it had been since anyone had touched her,
and she wished Paula would awaken.
She moved her fingers to Paula’s hair. It was lovely and
soft. Then she eased herself closer and put her arm around her
friend. Paula sighed in her sleep. Jane touched Paula’s breast
through the cloth of her t-shirt. She immediately recalled how
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Walt used to fondle her; it seemed like it happened a million
years ago.
Jane moved her hand over Paula’s belly, felt it rise and
fall as she breathed, and felt intensely alive. She moved her hand
further downward, between Paula’s legs, rested her hand on
Paula’s crotch, and fell back to sleep.
Dazzling sunshine woke Jane. Paula and the baby were
gone. She dressed and went downstairs. Paula was in the kitchen
at the sink. Jane came over and touched her back with the palm
of her hand. Paula almost dropped the dish she was cleaning. She
smiled and whispered, “That was nice last night. It felt good.”
“You felt me touching you?” Jane asked, astonished.
“Yes, but I didn’t want you to know. I thought you might
stop touching me.”
“So…, it was okay?”
“Well, if you had asked me, I would probably have said
no; but your touch awoke feelings I forgot I ever had. My mind
might have said no but my body sure said yes.”
“You have lovely, smooth, warm skin,” Jane said. Paula
heard the longing in her voice.
“And you have a soft, gentle touch.”
“I was hoping you would wake up and respond. It wasn’t
until then that I realized how long it has been since anyone has
touched me like that. I need it,” Jane replied. Then she started to
cry.
“It’s all right,” Paula soothed her.
“No it’s not,” Jane said as she sobbed.
“What do you mean?”
“Well, I could find a man just to have sex with…, but I
want something more.”
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There was a long silence. Finally, Paula whispered, “So
do I.” She paused and wondered if she should go on. “I have an
idea. We’ve gotten along well since the day we met and now we
know we have the same needs. Why don’t we date each other?”
Jane immediately liked Paula’s suggestion.
“But how will we know what to do?” she asked.
“I’m sure we’ll figure it out,” Paula joked, happy that
Jane had agreed. “Let’s make a date. I’ll come over and cook a
nice dinner and then put Michael to bed. Then we’ll cuddle and
see what happens next.”
“Sound’s perfect!”
Paula smiled. “I have a feeling it will be.”
It was.
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Chapter 2 - Transition
“I could get used to this,” Jane whispered. They lay sideby-side in bed. It was a warm spring afternoon and they had
removed all their clothes.
“I already have,” Paula replied, her hand resting on
Jane’s belly. They had started lazily towards having sex. It did
not matter to either woman whether they did or not as long as
they were together.
“I don’t mean just lying here together for an hour every
afternoon. But, I do love this and I never want it to end.”
“You mean living together?” Paula said.
“You’ve thought about it, too?” Jane asked.
“A lot; but it would never work. Walt hates Michael.”
The child was asleep in the crib near the window.
“But, I love you,” Jane replied. She wanted there to be no
doubt in Paula’s mind. Paula playfully moved her hand toward
Jane’s crotch.
“So that’s what this is really about? You never said it
until now.”
“I guess I wasn’t sure.”
“I know how you feel, Jane. I love you, too. This isn’t
enough for me. I’d rather be together all the time. But if I didn’t
have you at least for this, I would go crazy.”
Michael woke up and started crying. “Speaking of going
crazy,” Paula quipped as she got out of bed, “He’s not going
back to sleep. I might as well start dinner.”
She went downstairs and looked in to check on Walt. He
was not in his chair. She called out several times but got no
reply. Jane heard her shouts and came down.
“What’s wrong?” she asked.
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“We have to call the police!” Paula exclaimed. “Walt’s
gone!” Jane remained cooler.
“He can’t have gone far. Did you lock the door?”
“I always do,” Paula replied, trying to calm herself.
“It shouldn’t matter; Walt’s never shown any interest in
going outside by himself.”
“Maybe somebody rang the bell?”
”I’ve told him to ignore it. He always has.”
They ran outside and immediately spotted him down the
block. He stood in front of one of the other houses. They hurried
toward him. When they got close, they heard him calling for
‘Jessica.’ Jane recalled that Jessica had been Walt’s ten-year-old
friend. He had fixed her bike and then taught her to make
wooden toys. However, that was in their old neighborhood, a
long time ago.
Walt told them he did not know where he was or how he
got there. He said he heard Jessica calling and somehow figured
out how to open the front door. Then he walked down the block.
Jane did not scold or punish him, fearing he might run away
again. Jane took Walt’s arm as if they were just out for a pleasant
afternoon stroll and they walked home calmly.
Almost the same scenario happened a week later. Walt’s
doctor told Jane that Walt had started to hallucinate and it was no
longer safe for him to live at home. He needed constant
observation and protection. The diagnosis devastated Jane. She
had already lost Walt’s mind. Now she was about to lose his
body and his presence in their home. Soon, it seemed, Walt
would be entirely gone.
Walt smiled when the orderlies came to move him. He
thought he was going to have some real fun instead of watching
other people have fun on TV. Jane went to the institution and
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helped Walt settle into his new room. He was so excited about
meeting other patients that he ignored her. The doctor told her it
was best for Walt if she left.
Jane returned to her empty home and fell apart. Paula was
there when Jane needed someone to talk to. She comforted Jane
when she cried. When Paula tried to go home, Jane panicked and
begged Paula not to leave her alone. Paula soon moved in with
Jane.
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Chapter 3 - The New Guy
“I now live next door,” Paula explained. She had put her
house up for sale. Marc was the first person to look at it. She
liked Marc from the moment they met and thought Jane would
like him, too. “Why don’t you meet Jane?” she insisted before
she showed him through the house. Marc assumed they were
lovers and immediately liked them.
Marc resembled a college professor in his late forties. He
was a paunchy software engineer with a short gray beard. His
rumpled pants did not match the jacket with elbow patches. Both
women noticed he had a sparkling (and charming) sense of
humor.
Marc and his daughter Caroline moved in before
settlement. She had just graduated college and was looking for a
job. Marc felt thrilled to have her living with him again. They
had spent much time together before she started college and he
had missed her when she went away. After she left, Marc and his
wife Sarah decided they no longer needed to stay married. Marc
had moved to get a clean start.
After they finished moving in, Jane and Paula invited
them to dinner. As soon as they sat down at the table, Jane turned
to Caroline and asked how she liked college. Before she could
answer, Marc smiled. “I’m so proud of her,” he remarked.
“While the other kids were spending their summers doing
internships at law or engineering firms, she was working with
teachers at inner-city schools.”
“Oh?” Paula asked. She had taught, briefly.
“I wanted to get to know those teachers,” Caroline said.
“They’re the only people who care about the inner-city kids.”
“What do you mean?” Jane asked.
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“Our society denies those kids just about everything they
need to grow up to live decent adult lives. Instead of schools
teaching them to thrive, all they learn is how to survive. It’s as if
they live in a jungle surrounded by wild animals.” Caroline’s
fervor impressed Jane.
“See why I’m so proud of her?” Marc asked.
Caroline blushed. “I feel like I’m monopolizing the
conversation,” she said. “Could we change the subject?” They
spent the rest of the meal in an enjoyable conversation that
ranged from music and movies to car repairs and computer
problems. There was also some unsolicited career advice for
Caroline thrown in.
After dessert, they went into the parlor to continue their
talk. “So, are you guys working on anything right now?”
Caroline asked Paula and Jane.
“Our lives have been crazy the past year,” Jane answered.
“We’re just beginning to settle down.”
“I understand there’s a great gay and lesbian group in the
city, but you probably know about it,” Caroline commented.
Paula looked at Jane. They both smiled.
“Gay?” Paula said, feigning surprise.
“Lesbian?” Jane added. They both fixed their eyes on
Caroline. She felt embarrassed and looked at Marc.
“Um, yeah, I thought you two were…”
“Lesbians?” Paula asked, smiling.
“Yeah.” She turned to Marc, “Dad, didn’t you tell
me…?”
“I told you they lived together.”
“That’s right,” Paula said.
Caroline’s face reddened with embarrassment. “Oh, I’m
so sorry. I didn’t mean to assume…”
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”Oh, that’s okay. Everybody does. Paula and I are in love
with each other, but we’re not lesbians,” Jane added.
“Run that by me again?” Caroline asked.
“Being two females didn’t deter us from falling in love
with each other. We followed our hearts.”
Caroline understood immediately. “I see. That’s
beautiful.”
Marc was afraid he had offended Jane and Paula by
telling Caroline they were lesbians. However, they did not seem
insulted. They smiled at their new next-door neighbors.
“We shouldn’t have teased you,” Jane said, “We feel so
comfortable with you that we just went ahead and had a little
fun.”
“Oh..., that’s okay. I’m flattered that you like us,” Marc
said.
“How could they not?” Caroline commented. Everyone
laughed.
Caroline teased her father when they got inside their new
house. “You liked them, didn’t you?”
“Well, yeah, of course, I liked them. They’re very nice.”
“No, I mean you really liked them. I saw the way you
were looking at them.”
“Yes, they seemed so happy. Their love radiates out from
both of them. I hadn’t realized how lonely I was until tonight.”
Caroline looked at her father and waited for him to admit the real
reason he liked them.
“Admit it, Dad. They’re very attractive,” she insisted.
Marc remained silent. “You think they’re both hot, don’t you?”
He blushed. “I thought so.”
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“I wasn’t all goo-goo eyed was I?” he asked,
embarrassed.
“No. I could tell you were smitten, but I don't think they
noticed.”
“Good. They’re our new neighbors. That would be so
awkward.”
“Did you notice how Marc was looking at us?” Paula
asked, “I think he likes us.”
“Well, of course, he does. We hit it off the first time we
met.”
Paula tried to be more specific. “No, I mean he’s attracted
to us.”
“You don’t mean that!” Jane said, astonished.
“Yes,” Paula answered. They were both quiet, lost in
their thoughts.
“How do you feel about that?” Jane asked. She hadn’t felt
certain she ought to ask because she feared the reply she might
receive.
“I like it,” Paula answered. That was the reply Jane
feared.
“You mean you’re attracted to him?” Jane asked. Paula
shrugged and nodded. “You wouldn’t leave me for him, would
you?” Jane inquired. Paula heard the noticeable tone of concern
in her voice.
“No. I want to be with you for the rest of my life. But...”
“But, what?”
“...I also want to follow my heart. For most of my life, I
never trusted my feelings. Until I met you and my feelings
blossomed in a new and unpredictable way. I like the way I am
now.”
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“So do I,” Jane agreed, and then added, “so... I wonder…
should we do something about Marc?”
“I don’t know. Maybe we could work him in, somehow?”
They both immediately liked the idea of ‘working him in’ and
giggled like teenage girls. Then they kissed and climbed into
bed. As they held each other, Paula said, “You know what I love
about you?”
“A lot of stuff, I hope.”
“I mean right now.”
“What?” Jane replied.
“You let me say that stuff about Marc and didn’t get
upset. You understand me so well. I’m so happy we’re together.”
Both women fell asleep happier than they could ever recall
being.
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Chapter 4 - Seduction
“Michael’s having a great time,” Paula commented as she
surveyed the chaos around her. They threw a big party for his
second birthday. It was also their celebration. The stress and
sadness of the past couple of years seemed behind them. Their
household had finally become normal.
Jane offered the other parents wine. After a few sips,
everyone became mellow. They started to tell stories about their
kids. The group emptied one bottle and Jane got another. A
couple of the mothers drank full glasses of wine but most
stopped at one or two sips. Jane, Paula, and Marc consumed most
of the bottles. The party preparations had exhausted them and
they needed to unwind.
The parents let their children go berserk so they could
have all the fun they could handle. The kids played hard. They
became exhausted and cranky. The party ended and everyone
went home worn out. Michael fell asleep immediately after his
little friends left. Paula knew he would sleep through the night.
That meant they had the rest of the evening to themselves.
They took the wine and glasses into the parlor. Marc sat
on the couch with Paula next to him. Jane sat in a nearby highback chair. They chatted, laughed, and drank more wine. After a
few moments, Paula moved closer to Marc, put her head on his
shoulder, and said, “You’re wonderful. Thanks so much for all
your help.”
“It was fun. He’s a great kid. I like him a lot,” Marc
answered, smiling.
Paula playfully reached around and undid one or two
buttons on his shirt. Marc felt tipsy and did not seem to notice.
Jane watched them. Paula slowly moved her fingers gently
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around his chest. She used her other hand to touch the back of
Marc’s neck and his ears. Then she played with strands of his
hair.
Marc started to notice. He turned his head to ask Paula
what was going on. She was ready and kissed him on the lips.
His eyes got bigger. Then she reached down. Marc languidly
watched her undo his belt and reach inside his pants.
“Are you trying to seduce me?” he asked.
“Yes!” Paula and Jane answered in unison.
“Um... both of you?”
They said yes, again.
“Oh, ladies, I am flattered but I’m not as young as I used
to be,” he joked, embarrassed by their attention.
“Neither are we, honey,” Jane replied. The wine slurred
her speech in a sexy way.
Jane suddenly felt no inhibitions. She rose from the chair,
walked to the sofa, sat down next to Marc, glided her hands over
his chest and back, and then reached down his leg. Marc closed
his eyes and hoped he was not having a drunken fantasy.
“Let’s go upstairs,” Paula whispered to both of them.
Marc buckled his belt but then hesitated. “C’mon Marc. It’s
okay,” Paula urged.
“You’re sure?” he asked, hoping their answer would
again be yes. Paula gently pulled him by his right arm while Jane
playfully pushed from behind. She also stole a few pats on his
butt.
Jane and Paula had a warm, cozy bedroom with a huge
king-size bed. Paula told him to sit down. She started to unbutton
his shirt but he held her hand. “Let’s turn out all the lights,” he
said as if he was shy. Jane immediately flipped the light switch
and the room became dim.
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Marc nodded toward the open door. Jane closed it and
plunged the room into total darkness. It was not cold darkness,
like in space, but warm darkness, like in a womb. Jane heard the
rustle of Marc’s clothing as Paula undressed him. He reached out
to touch the buttons on her blouse but she stopped him.
“I’ll do it,” she said, softly.
They told him to lie down on his stomach so they could
massage him. His muscles were tired after all the work he did to
help them prepare for the party. Marc thought it was the best idea
he had heard in years. The room was silent except for the soft
sounds of their movements.
They each took a side of his body to massage. Paula
began to glide the palm of her hand slowly up and down his
back. Jane began by touching his legs. After a moment, she
moved to the backs of his knees and then gently teased his butt
cheeks. Their touch was light but not ticklish. Sometimes their
hands worked in unison and they both caressed the same place
on his body. Other times, they just let their hands roam freely
wherever they wanted to go.
Marc thought he had died and gone to Heaven.
This went on for a couple of minutes. “Son of a bitch!”
Jane whispered.
“What?” Paula asked, surprised.
“He fell asleep!”
“So much for the seduction,” Paula said. Jane giggled.
“I’m tired, too. Let’s turn in.” They quietly finished
undressing and then crawled into bed on either side of Marc.
“Jane?” Paula whispered.
“Yeah?”
“We can never let him forget this. Never!”
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Jane stifled a laugh and replied, “Not in a million years!”
They soon fell asleep.
Marc awoke several hours later, crept from the bed, and
found his clothes. He gently opened the door so it would not
squeak, dressed in the hall, and then went home. He still wasn’t
sure what had happened.
Later in the day, he came over to help Michael learn how
to play with his new toys. However, the kid was asleep. He sat
with Jane and Paula to have coffee. “You know, Marc,” Jane
began, “you missed your chance to become a genuine sex object
last night.”
“Yeah, I know. I’m sorry I fell asleep. But that won’t
happen next time.”
Jane’s eyes widened and she guffawed. “Next time? You
think there’s gonna be a next time?” Marc looked embarrassed.
Paula grinned.
Marc did not know exactly what had happened last night.
He did not want to risk offending them and adversely affecting
their friendship. It was best to be quiet. He excused himself and
went home. He hoped there would be a next time, and that he
would stay awake.
There was and he did.
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Chapter 5 - Cookies
Jane visited Walt as often as she could. It was difficult for
her to see the faded person Walt had become. She still loved him
and wanted what was best for him but it pained her to be with
him.
“I wanna go home,” Walt pleaded.
“Walt, this is your home,” she reminded him, gently.
“No, to our house,” he insisted. Jane knew she could no
longer care for Walt but told him she would look into it. She
went to see the head psychiatrist.
“He’s been a bit morose lately,” Dr. Reynolds told her.
“He’s not interacting with his friends as much as he used to.”
“Why?”
“I don’t know. I checked out his medication and
everything seems okay. He’s just not happy.”
“You don’t think he’s ill, do you?”
“I can’t find anything wrong with him,” Dr. Reynolds
replied.
“I can’t take him home. I can’t care for him.”
“I know that, Jane. Let me keep him under closer
observation and call you in a week.” She nodded, thanked Dr.
Reynolds, and left the office.
Jane went back to Walt’s room and walked in without
bothering to knock. Walt was not there but she startled Robert,
his new roommate. The man was larger than Walt was and
seemed gruff and unfriendly.
“Oh, excuse me. I didn’t know you were here,” she said,
smiling at him. “Where’s Walt?”
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“Donno,” Rob grumbled. “Not my job to keep track of
him. Could’ve ran away.” The last comment startled Jane. Was
he trying to tell her Walt was thinking of escaping?
Walt came in and his face changed from a smile to a
frown when he glanced at Robert. He sat down in his chair;
Robert ignored them and went on folding his socks.
“Walt, is anything wrong? Anything you want to tell
me?” Jane asked. Walt shook his head. “I have to leave now.
Would you like me to buy you anything?” He nodded. She
smiled and asked, “Cookies?” He nodded more vigorously.
Jane went to the hospital store, came back with a huge
bag of chocolate-chip cookies, and handed it to Walt. He did not
seem as excited as he usually was when she gave him cookies
and mumbled ‘thank you.’ She kissed him goodbye and left.
Walt held the bag of cookies and sat lost in thought. He
heard a grunt and looked up. Robert loomed over him.
“Hey, stupid, gimme some.” Robert’s voice was rough
and intimidating. Walt immediately felt afraid. He pulled the bag
closer to his chest. “Okay, I’ll take them all, shit-head.” Robert
grabbed the bag and walked away. When he got to his side of the
room, he glared at Walt. “You’re an idiot. Everybody knows it.”
Walt tried to hold back his tears. He did not want to
believe what Robert said. He thought everybody liked him.
However, he did not know how to hold on to a bag of cookies.
Maybe Robert was right.
Robert criticized Walt whenever they were alone. Walt
felt ashamed of his stupidity and did not leave his room much.
The only time Walt felt safe was when his roommate slept,
which, fortunately, was much of the time. That was when Walt
felt free. He would stay in the room and play with some of his
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toys or quietly watch TV. He forgot about his roommate until
Robert awoke.
One night he woke up and found Robert in his bed
touching him and rubbing against his butt. Robert realized he
was awake. He put his hand over Walt’s mouth. “Be quiet, shithead. You know what quiet means, don’t you?” Walt lay still and
did not resist.
“Feel this, dummy? This is the only thing dumbbells like
you are good for.” Robert grunted and Walt suddenly felt wet.
He thought he had somehow peed himself, even though the
wetness was on his butt. He was so scared and confused that he
thought strange events like this could easily happen.
Robert abused him almost every night and sometimes
during the days. He would sit Walt down, hold his head, and try
to force his prick into Walt’s mouth. Walt did not know what to
do. One time, he gagged and bit Robert’s penis. Robert was so
angry he accidentally hit Walt in the face where someone could
see it.
Walt had a friend named Sandy. She was much younger
than he was. Her face was lined with suffering, some of her teeth
were missing, and she always seemed to have nasal congestion
which made her snort every few minutes.
One afternoon several months earlier she had sat next to
Walt but didn’t say anything. Walt didn’t react to her being
there. She did it a few more times. He got used to her sitting next
to him and did not think about her. Sandy felt safe sitting with
Walt and looked for him whenever she could.
One day Sandy realized she had not seen Walt for a while
and thought he might be sick. She went to his room, popped her
head in, and called out. She heard a grunt and assumed it was
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Walt answering her. Sandy came into the room and shut the
door.
Just then, someone covered her mouth with a big hand,
pushed her toward the bed, and pulled her sweat pants down.
This is a strange thing for Walt to do, she thought. Sandy
wriggled and tried to stop what he was doing. His hand was tight
over her mouth and there was a strong arm attached to it.
Sandy felt something hard near her butt. She had sold her
body in dark alleys and knew right away what was about to
happen. The man bent her over. She felt pressure, then a shove as
his thick penis filled her. The man thrust and grunted.
Fortunately, her prostitute instincts kicked in and she did not
resist. She carefully adjusted her body so he would not hurt her.
Who was fucking her? She could not recall a john giving
her money. Could it be Walt? Sandy wanted to cry. Walt had
always seemed gentle, almost passive when she sat with him.
She had felt safe with Walt. He never seemed like the kind of
man who would rape anyone.
Sandy let him finish passively and then pulled up her
sweatpants. He told her he would kill her if she told anybody
what happened. Then he opened the door and pushed her out.
She never saw his face.
An hour later, Sandy was in the hall. She saw Walt and
an orderly coming toward her. She glared at Walt and tried to
project her rage. It did not work. She pointed at Walt and said,
“You fucker! You raped me.”
Walt had no idea what Sandy meant. She took his silence
for defiance and screamed at him. “You raped me, you fucking
fucker!” Walt could not remember what ‘fuck’ meant. Her
screaming attracted two more orderlies and they started to pull
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her toward the infirmary for something that would calm her
down.
Dr. Reynolds also heard her scream. He came out of his
office and stopped the orderlies. “What’s this about?” he asked.
Roger, Walt’s orderly, answered, “Don’t know, sir. She
just started freaking out.”
“Why?”
Sandy answered before anyone else could speak. “He
raped me!” she said pointing to Walt. Dr. Reynolds went up to
Sandy, looked her right in her eyes, and gently asked her to tell
him what had happened.
She had already lost the details in the fog of her memory.
All she was sure of was that Walt had raped her. Dr. Reynolds
asked her where it happened. Sandy looked around but said
nothing. Dr. Reynolds took her arm and began to walk her
slowly down the hall.
As they passed each patient’s room, he paused and gently
asked, “Here?” Sandy did not respond and they walked to the
next door. Dr. Reynolds repeated his question. Sandy said
nothing.
They continued along the corridor until they were close
to Walt’s room. Sandy tugged on Dr. Reynolds’ hand to slow
him down. As they got closer to Walt’s door, she fought to pull
away.
“Here, Sandy? Did something happen here?” Sandy
shook her head vigorously. Dr. Reynolds sensed her fear and
moved her closer to the door; she pulled back harder.
“Sandy, tell me, please, was it here?”
Just then, the door began to open. Sandy screamed and
jumped back. The door slammed shut. Dr. Reynolds turned and
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asked, “Walt, where were you this afternoon?” Walt couldn’t
answer. He wasn’t sure where he had been.
“Where was he?” Dr. Reynolds asked the orderly.
“Infirmary.”
“When?”
“Probably noon to about three."
“You’re sure?”
“Well, I didn’t stay with him, but I came back several
times and he was always there.”
“Get Robert out here!” Dr. Reynolds ordered. The three
orderlies opened the door and went in.
“What do you idiots want?” Robert asked.
“Reynolds wants to see you.”
“I’m busy. It’s time for my nap.”
“It will only take a second,” Roger ordered. “Come with
us!” Robert hiked up his pants as if he had important business to
take care of and strode into the corridor.
“Was Walt in the room this afternoon?” Dr. Reynolds
asked Robert. He nodded. “All afternoon?” Robert kept nodding.
“Where were you this afternoon?”
“Um, I was out.”
“How long were you out?”
“I didn’t keep track.”
“Was Walt there when you came back?” Robert nodded,
vigorously.
“Was anybody else there with Walt?” Robert shook his
head. “What time did you come back?”
“I dunno, maybe a hour ago.”
“Around 2:30?” Dr. Reynolds suggested.
“Yeah, yeah, that’s it, around 2:30. Yep. You’re right.”
“Orderly, where was Walt at 2:30?”
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“He was in the infirmary, sir,” the orderly quickly
answered. Robert knew they had caught him in a lie but he did
not react.
“Robert, you raped Sandy in this room about an hour ago,
didn’t you?” Robert shook his head. Dr. Reynolds angrily turned
to the orderlies. “Robert won’t be living with us anymore.”
Robert felt overwhelmed and confused. What had just
happened? Did that little slut rat him out? He said he would kill
her if she did. He glared at Sandy. She averted her eyes.
“You bitch!” he screamed as he lunged toward her. The
orderlies restrained him.
“Get him out of my hospital!” Dr. Reynolds ordered. He
walked over to Sandy and stood next to her.
“Walt, do you know who this is?” Dr. Reynolds asked.
Walt didn’t understand the question and just stared
incomprehensibly. Weeks of Robert’s abuse had confused him.
He was not sure he had ever seen Sandy before
Dr. Reynolds asked Sandy to come into his office so they
could talk. Walt went into his room. The three orderlies watched
Robert gather his few possessions. He did not even look at Walt,
who stood by quietly while Robert finished and walked out.
Walt did not understand what had just happened. All he
felt was terror clamping his guts. He looked at the broken bag of
cookies Robert had thrown on his bed. Then he sat down in his
chair and cried. Walt didn’t care if he never ate another
chocolate-chip cookie again.
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Chapter 6 - Kathleen and the Reverend
Kathleen addressed the Reverend from behind the
counter. “I know, I know, you’re looking for volunteers,” she
said. “I heard you asking everyone else.” Reverend Jackson was
a short dark-skinned man, impressively dressed. His dark suit,
white shirt, print tie, and the handkerchief in his jacket pocket
made him seem a bit officious. He had a strong voice that was
not loud.
Most of the luncheonette patrons were from the
surrounding machine shops, warehouses, auto body repair, and
mechanic shops. He had told them he was from the ‘church
around the corner.’ His congregation had started a soup kitchen
and was looking for volunteers.
“So, do you have any friends who might want to help
out?” he asked. Kathleen shook her head. He smiled, backed
away from the counter, and was about to move on.
“But, I might,” she said, surprising him. He immediately
handed her a business card and asked her to drop by sometime.
Kathleen glanced at the card and noticed The Church Around the
Corner was the real name of the church. She smiled at him and
then went back to cleaning off dirty plates. Reverend Jackson
headed for the door and thanked everybody again before he left.
Kathleen did not know why she suddenly developed an
interest in becoming a volunteer. Maybe she felt lonely because
her boyfriend Larry left two months earlier to find work in
another city. Later, after she finished for the day, Mac, her boss,
asked her, “Are you gonna check it out?” Kathleen nodded and
decided she would go right away before she had any more time
to think about it.
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The Church Around the Corner seemed out of place
among the factories and warehouses in the run-down
neighborhood. Kathleen noticed the doors had a fresh coat of
white paint. A simple sign said, “Come in. All welcome.” She
went in.
It was dim and smelled musty inside. She looked around
and saw a light coming from a long hallway, walked along, and
found an open office door. The room was a lovely contrast to the
dim hall. The Reverend had his back to her as he patiently
watered many plants. There was a small radio playing soft music
on his desk. She saw a couple of old wingback chairs. He did not
notice her until she unintentionally said, “Oh, this is nice,” out
loud. He turned to her and smiled.
“Oh, hello! I didn’t expect to see you so soon, um...”
“Kathleen.” He gestured for her to come in and put out
his hand to shake hers.
Kathleen could not recall the last time she had been in a
church. She could not recall ever speaking to a clergyman before.
She suddenly wondered what she had been thinking by coming
here. There was an awkward silence.
“So, do you like my office?” the Reverend asked, trying
to make her feel comfortable. She nodded. “It’s more pleasant
than the dark hallway, isn’t it? This old church is run-down, but
we’ve done some renovations. We fixed up the kitchen and
dining room so people can come in and have a pleasant meal.”
Kathleen nodded. She didn’t know what else to do. “Do you
want to see it?” he asked. She nodded again.
They walked through a large dim room. Kathleen tried to
figure out what it was used for but the Reverend didn’t say
anything about it. Then he ushered her into a pleasant kitchen. It
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had bright curtains on the big windows, new stoves, a couple of
large, old refrigerators, and a few spotlessly clean counters.
“Nice,” Kathleen muttered. Reverend Jackson smiled,
pleased that she liked the surroundings.
She began to wonder if his urgency to show her the
kitchen meant he expected her to start cooking. Kathleen worked
in a luncheonette but was not a cook. She could grill, toast, and
warm food, even boil water that food could go into, but she did
not cook. She turned to ask the Reverend about who did the
cooking. Just then, someone opened the back door and bustled
in.
“Oh, Loretta; how are you today, sister? This is Kathleen.
She wants to volunteer.” Loretta was a short, round sixtyish
Black woman who owned a huge toothy smile. She looked at
Kathleen and nodded, then ordered them both to help her carry
food from a cart she had parked outside in the alley.
Loretta knew all the eateries in the neighborhood. They
saved leftover food for her. She visited several times a week but
did not follow a regular schedule. She pulled her large cart from
place to place. The cart looked heavy and clunky but it was not.
Her son-in-law had built it for her; he put on special wheels with
good bearings. Loretta loved what she did and she loved her cart
because it made what she did so much easier.
Kathleen volunteered a few times. Several weeks later, as
the guests wandered in for the noon meal, she looked out from
the kitchen. Loretta stood next to her and commented on the
people as they came in.
Everyone had a story and Loretta knew many of them.
She greeted a few people by name. Others shuffled in but never
looked around. It seemed as if they wanted to remain unnoticed.
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Loretta respected their shyness. She knew from personal
experience what needing a handout for almost every daily meal
felt like.
Angie also stood in the kitchen window. She was a
skinny little Italian woman who claimed she had lived in the
neighborhood for fifty years. Nobody believed her, though. They
all swore she was older than anyone else. She told stories about
neighborhood events from a hundred years ago. People insisted
she made it sound as if she had witnessed those events personally
although that would have been impossible.
Everyone sat down. Reverend Jackson came in and asked
them to bow their heads for a prayer. He spoke the most general
blessing he could think of. He did not want to offend any of the
guests. Some said they were Muslims. Others claimed to be
atheists. Then everyone got up, filed past the counter, and got
their food.
After the meal, as they cleaned up the kitchen, Reverend
Jackson asked Kathleen to come to his office. It was his habit to
get to know the volunteers in his church. He would often chat
with a new volunteer for half an hour or more. He asked where
she was from, what she did before she came to the neighborhood,
and if she had any hopes or dreams about the future.
His last question surprised her. It took a while for her to
think of an answer. She told him about her abusive husband, her
son Michael, her mother Paula, and some places she had been
since she left her son with her mother. Reverend Jackson became
interested as soon as he heard about Michael.
“You left your son with your mother?” he asked,
excitedly.
“Well, yeah,” she answered, and looked down, suddenly
ashamed.
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“And that was how many years ago?”
“Over three,” she mumbled.
“And you don’t regret doing that?” His question seemed
harsh. Kathleen did not want to admit that she did regret it. A lot.
She also did not want to give the impression that she was a
careless and irresponsible person. She nodded but did not say
anything.
“Sister, God has blessed you with the most wonderful gift
anyone can receive. You have a child. Doesn’t that mean
something to you?” She shook her head. “Well, it should.”
His comment stung her. She felt he was unfairly
criticizing her and began to argue with him. “I couldn’t take care
of him. My husband’s beatings were so bad that I had to get
away and try to get myself together.”
“And you’ve never gone back?”
“No.”
“Is there a reason?” She nodded weakly. “What is it? Can
you tell me?”
“I... I... was ashamed.”
”Of leaving him?”
“Well, yes, but also in the way I let my mother down. She
raised me to be a responsible person but all the marriage
pressures just overwhelmed me.”
The Reverend remained silent for a few moments. Then
he asked Kathleen to do something that surprised her. “I want
you to kneel with me and pray right now. Will you do that?” She
did not think she should refuse and knelt facing him. “Lord, this
child has a child. Please make it possible for mother and child to
come together somehow. Please help her heal the wounds she
has suffered as well. Thank you, Lord. Amen.”
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She also muttered ‘amen’ and hoped he had finished with
her.
“We will pray together like this whenever we can,” he
said and did not wait for Kathleen to respond. “The Lord will
make a way to reunite you with your son.” Kathleen felt as if she
was going to cry. “A child should always be with his mother. He
needs you.” Kathleen nodded. However, she did not agree.
That was the first time anyone had challenged her about
staying away from Michael. She had not allowed herself to think
about it and felt certain Michael was better off with Paula than he
could ever be with her. However, the Reverend did not think so.
“I’ve taken enough of your time. Go see what else you
can do in the kitchen,” he told her in his gentlest voice.
“Thank... thank you, Reverend Jackson,” Kathleen
mumbled although she did not know what she was thanking him
for. He smiled at her. Kathleen felt a healing benevolence, unlike
anything she had ever felt before.
“You know, I thought I would have seen Mrs. Jackson by
now,” Kathleen commented.
“Oh, no,” Loretta replied. “She died two years ago.
Cancer,” she added.
“Oh my God. That poor man.”
Kathleen had become friendly with several of the
volunteers. They were cordial enough, yet private in a way that
made her keep a respectful distance. She had started to attend
Sunday services and found the preaching, energy, and
celebration filled her with joy. She talked to Loretta when the
two of them were alone in the kitchen.
“He told some of us the story. He was at a church in
another city but won’t tell us where. The Sunday after her
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funeral, he thanked everyone for their support and then walked
out. Her parents had money and gave him something to start a
new church anywhere he wanted. He came here. He bought this
building and started going door-to-door around the
neighborhood. That’s how I met him.”
“Does he talk about her?”
“Not to us. He doesn’t have any friends outside the
church. He just keeps to himself.”
“I feel sorry for him,” Kathleen said.
“Everybody does.”
Kathleen asked to join the church a few months later. She
had never belonged to a religious community before. The
Reverend felt pleased but did not show any excitement. He
helped her prepare for her formal induction by leading her in a
series of silent retreats. However, only Kathleen was silent;
Reverend Jackson sang and preached.
He urged her to put her former life behind her and begin a
new life as a member of God’s holy community. One day, he
mentioned her son. He asked if Michael was going to be part of
the old life she was preparing to let go of or part of the new life
she would soon begin. She could not answer. He told her to think
about it and tell him when she decided.
There were no more retreats. Kathleen began to feel the
Reverend was testing her but she could not understand why. Did
Michael make a difference? He was better off with his
grandmother. Should Kathleen uproot him? Did she even want
him to be a part of her life?
Reverend Jackson felt her hesitation and urged her to
visit Michael. She thought it was a strange request. The
Reverend assured her she had to do it. She would understand
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why later. Kathleen trusted him, took time off from her job, and
traveled back to Paula’s house.
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Chapter 7 - Kathleen Comes Home
“Paula doesn’t live there anymore.” Kathleen heard the
voice just after she rang the doorbell. She looked over and saw a
middle-aged woman standing at the doorway of the house next
door. Kathleen’s face fell. “Oh, don’t worry, she lives here now,”
the woman added.
“Oh, you’re housemates?”
“Sort of. I’m Jane. You’re Kathleen, right?”
“You know me?”
“Paula showed me your picture; plus, Michael looks a lot
like you,” Jane said as they walked into her house.
“How is my son?” Kathleen asked.
“Oh, he’s a wonderful kid. He’s at a playgroup nearby,
but he should be home soon.” Jane nodded at the travel bag
Kathleen carried. “Paula didn’t tell me you were coming.”
Kathleen did not answer. Jane’s cheerfulness and
familiarity disarmed her. Kathleen had approached the reunion
with anxiety and fear. She did not know if her mother would see
her or let her see Michael. She thought there might be a big fight.
Kathleen wanted to feel comfortable with Jane but she did not
relax her defenses.
Marc came home with Michael just as Kathleen and Jane
finished drinking tea. Marc nodded at Kathleen when Jane
introduced them and then watched Michael to see how he would
react to her. Michael seemed shy. Kathleen crouched down and
offered her hand. Her face glowed with joy.
“Hello, Michael. My name is Kathleen. It’s nice to meet
you.” This was her son! She had not seen him in over three
years. Michael smiled, shook her hand, and then asked what they
were having for dinner.
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Paula began to cry as soon as she saw Kathleen in the
kitchen. They hugged for what seemed like an hour. Kathleen
preferred hugging for now because she did not wish to make eye
contact with her mother. She was afraid Paula would see all her
shame and regret.
After dinner, Kathleen got down on the floor with
Michael and they played with his collection of toy cars. She
knew the others were watching and felt embarrassed. Paula
sensed her daughter’s discomfort and suggested they leave
Kathleen and Michael alone and watch TV. Kathleen then
relaxed.
Michael fell asleep a couple of hours later. Kathleen
asked if she could put him to bed. She carried him upstairs and
tucked him in. Paula and Kathleen stood in the hallway. Kathleen
looked around and said, “It’s nice up here. Each of you guys
must have a great room.”
“Well, we do,” Paula answered.
“Could I see yours?”
“Of course.”
They walked down the hall toward the door at the end.
Paula opened it. “It’s a little messy. Some people don’t know
how to pick up after themselves,” she deadpanned. It was more
than messy, it was revealing. Kathleen saw a mixture of male
and female clothing scattered about the room. She assumed this
room belonged to her mother and Marc.
“So, you and Marc...?” Kathleen asked, gently. Paula
nodded. “Oh. That’s nice. So, where is Jane’s room?” This was a
tricky question. Paula felt she should be frank and nodded
towards the king-sized bed. Kathleen did not catch her meaning
and seemed puzzled.
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“This is also Jane’s room,” Paula explained. Kathleen
looked incredulous.
“Jane... Marc... and you...,” she said. “All three of you?”
“Yes. It’s an arrangement we’ve had for several years
now. We find it very satisfying.”
“But you don’t...”
“Don’t what?”
“Well, feel anything is wrong with this?”
“Oh, goodness, no. Do you?” Paula asked, innocently.
Kathleen did not answer.
“Where should I sleep?” she asked, embarrassed by what
she had just learned.
“The basement has a small bedroom and bathroom. It’s
very comfortable.” Paula escorted Kathleen downstairs. “It’s also
an office, not that we get much work done around here.”
Kathleen asked if Paula would mind if she went to bed.
Her trip and all the excitement had tired her out. “Sure. See you
in the morning.” Paula leaned forward to offer a kiss but
Kathleen did not respond. Then Paula went upstairs.
The next morning Kathleen slept longer than she had
planned. When she came upstairs, only Marc was there. Paula,
Jane, and Michael were gone. She felt uncomfortable alone with
Marc. He tried to make her welcome by offering coffee and
toast. She ate and drank but kept looking at him across the table.
“Is something wrong?” he asked, warmly.
“Huh. What? Oh, no,” she said and pretended to be
groggy.
“You’ve been giving me strange looks since you sat
down.”
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“Mom told me... well, she said... you all… share the same
bedroom. Is that true?”
“Oh, yeah.”
“Doesn’t that bother you?”
“Why should it?”
“Well, you have to share with someone else.”
“I probably shouldn’t say this, but they’re the ones who
are sharing me.” He smiled, hoping his comment would make her
less uncomfortable.
“Well, I’ve never heard of anything like that.”
“Neither had we. We just made it up as we went along.”
“What about Michael?”
“Oh, he was the one who brought us together.”
“But, do you think he should be exposed to... you know?”
she asked and tried to hide her concern.
“Well, he isn’t exposed to anything. Your mom is his
granny and Jane and I are aunt and uncle.”
“But, doesn’t he know that’s abnormal? Doesn’t he have
friends who have one mom and one dad?”
“Yeah, a few. But, this neighborhood isn’t like that. The
gay guys three houses down have a beautiful set of twins they
adopted. A lesbian couple is raising a boy together. He’s used to
unusual families.”
“Oh,” Kathleen replied and then fell silent. Why did all
this make her so uncomfortable? It did not seem like there was
anything harmful going on. Michael did seem happy. Yet she felt
the way they were living was not right.
As she lay in bed that night, Kathleen realized she was
grateful that Reverend Jackson had told her to visit. Perhaps he
had sensed something and wanted her to check it out. She
already disliked the household where Michael was growing up.
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In the following days, she became protective of him
whenever he was home. If she could take him somewhere with
her, she did. The others were not too concerned. Paula felt
pleased Kathleen wanted to spend so much time with Michael.
She thought the boy would quickly adjust to Kathleen and he did.
However, Kathleen never adjusted to Paula, Jane, and
Marc. She liked them. They never did or said anything
embarrassing about their relationship while she was around.
However, she remained uncomfortable.
Kathleen decided to take Michael to the beach for a
weekend. Everyone was delighted. She packed much more than
he would need for a weekend, including many of his toys,
borrowed Marc’s car, and then drove off.
She did not return on Sunday night as she had planned, or
on Monday morning. Marc worried about her but assumed she
had decided to extend the little beach vacation.
Kathleen called Paula Monday afternoon. “Where are
you?” Paula asked. Kathleen ignored her question.
“I’ve thought about this a lot and I’ve decided I want
Michael with me from now on,” she said. Paula played along and
hoped to find out just what Kathleen had in mind.
“Oh. Well, we can pack up his things for you.”
“I already have all he needs.”
“Are you coming back to say goodbye?”
“No.”
“He’s going to miss us. You could hurt him if you just
run off,” Paula said.
“I’ll deal with it.”
“Kathleen, please, think of him first. This could hurt him
a lot.”
“He’ll get over it.”
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“It’s not that easy, Kathleen. He’s a sensitive kid. If you
break his routines you risk traumatizing him for the rest of his
life.”
“Stop it! We’ll be okay.” Paula realized she had pressed
too hard and made Kathleen more defiant.
“Okay, I’m sorry. But there’s something else.”
“Which is?”
“Marc’s car. He wants it back.”
“Oh, yeah. I wasn’t going to keep it.”
“Yeah, but when are you going to bring it back? He needs
it now. I can give you some money for a rental car. How’s that?”
“Well, yeah, that would be good.”
“So, you’ll bring it back here?”
“Well, no. You pick a rental agency and I’ll meet you
there.” Paula had finally gotten Kathleen on the hook. The rest
should be easy.
“There’s a Hertz in the strip mall just up the road from
here. Can you meet us there?”
“Sure, when?”
“Soon as you can. Marc wants his car back.”
“Okay, two hours.”
Jane and Paula waited with Marc and watched for his car.
Michael spotted them as Kathleen drove into the lot. Kathleen
could not help noticing how Michael lit up when he saw them.
His excitement made her feel uncomfortable and stoked more
doubt.
Paula approached Kathleen as soon as she parked the car.
“Let’s go inside and you can rent whatever you want. They’ll
hang out here with Michael,” Paula said, referring to Jane and
Marc.
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“Out here? No, I don’t think so. Michael’s coming inside
with me.”
“Okay,” Paula replied and then started toward the door.
Kathleen turned to the others. “Look, Jane, Marc...
there’s no reason for you to wait around,” she said.
“Everything’s okay now. I’ll drop Paula off after we’re done.”
Jane and Paula looked at each other. They had expected this.
“Kathleen, maybe you’ll be okay,” Paula pointed to
Michael. “But, I don’t think he will.”
“He’ll be fine. I’m his mother!”
“Yes, but he doesn’t know you. And you don’t know
him”
“We’re getting along fine.”
“That’s because he felt we were okay with your trip to
the beach,” Paula replied. The others allowed her to do all the
talking. They did not want Kathleen to feel they had ganged up
on her.
“What do you mean?”
“If any of us had objected, he probably would not have
gone with you.”
“How can you say that? He likes me!”
“Yes, he does,” Paula agreed. “I think he likes you very
much.”
“Then what’s the problem?”
“He doesn’t love you, Kathleen. Not yet. It takes time.”
“But, I have to go back.”
“No, you don’t,” Paula suggested. “You can stay here
with us. Get to know Michael; let him get to know you. I think
that would be better for both of you.”
“You can’t stop me from taking him!”
“No, I can’t. But he can.”
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“What do you mean?”
“If you take him away from us there’s no telling how it
will affect him. He might even resent you. This happy kid you’ve
been getting to know won’t be the one you take with you. He’ll
be miserable.”
“He’ll get over it,” Kathleen protested, convinced that
she, as his mother, knew what was best for him.
“He may not. I told you he’s a sensitive kid; he likes his
routines. If you break them, he may become a different child.
Please don’t do this to him.”
Kathleen had run out of arguments. Maybe they were
right. Did she want to make Michael miserable? Of course not.
Yet she felt strongly she should be with him. She wanted to be
with him.
Paula interrupted Kathleen’s thoughts. “Kathleen?”
“Mom?”
“You decide what you want to do. We’ll respect your
decision,” Paula said. Jane and Marc turned to leave. Michael
noticed them walking away.
“Where you going?” he shrieked. “Can I come with
you?”
Jane turned to speak to him, “No, sweetie,” she said as
she forced herself to smile, “You’re going with Kathleen.”
Michael reacted more swiftly than anybody expected.
“No!” he howled. “I want to go with you guys!” They continued
to walk away. Michael started to cry. Kathleen had expected
something like this, but now that it happened Michael’s intense
feelings were unbearable.
He was a clever little guy and used the seconds of
awkward silence to ask, “Kathleen, you come, too. We can all be
together!” His face changed from despair to joy. Kathleen looked
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at him and started to cry. Then she looked at Jane, Paula, and
Marc and tried to think of a way to save face.
“Um, would that be okay with you guys?” she asked,
meekly. They remained silent and nodded. Michael noticed the
sudden agreement.
“Hooray!” he yelled. Kathleen continued to cry.
Marc took his car and Jane drove her car. Paula and
Kathleen sat with Michael between them in the back seat.
Kathleen could not stop crying. Paula just held her hand.
The Reverend picked up his phone and absent-mindedly
answered, “Hello?”
“Reverend Jackson? It’s Kathleen.” He immediately
perked up.
“Child! How wonderful to hear your voice. How is
everything going?”
“Well, Reverend Jackson, I don’t quite know how to say
this, but I’m not coming back.”
“Are you staying there?”
“Yes. It’s for my son. This is his home. I can’t take him
away. I want to be with him, so I’ll have to stay here.” The
Reverend smiled broadly and felt jubilant. He had prayed that
Kathleen would do the right thing and she had.
“Well, Kathleen, we’ll miss you. Especially Loretta and
Angie.” He did not feel it was proper to mention that he would
also miss her.
“I know. I’m sorry. Will you give them a goodbye hug
for me?”
“Sure. And you keep in touch, you hear?”
“Okay,” she said. Reverend Jackson hung up before she
could change her mind. He knelt to offer his humble prayer of
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thanks. He knew he had not genuinely done anything to persuade
Kathleen to be with her child. God had done it all, using him to
carry out His will. The Reverend felt blessed and prayed God
would continue to use him. It was what made him happiest.
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Chapter 8 - Catastrophe
“I’m gonna miss you, Ronnie,” Jane exclaimed as she
held back her tears. “But I think you’re gonna love it here.” Walt
smiled weakly and nodded in agreement.
The family had toured the college campus on a cool late
summer afternoon and then waited in several lines. Ronnie’s
parents paid the bill, chose his classes, and moved his
possessions into his new dorm room. Finally, they gathered with
other freshman families in the auditorium for the President’s
welcome speech. After the welcome, it was time to say goodbye.
College was Ronnie’s first step into adulthood. As much
as Jane and Walt wanted him to grow up, they had dreaded this
moment. Jane hugged Ronnie harder than she ever had before.
Then Walt hugged him, too. They forced themselves to hurry to
their car so Ronnie would not sense their sadness. They sat inside
and waited for the courage to leave the campus. From now on,
they and their son would live in two different worlds. There was
no going back.
At Thanksgiving, they told Ronnie they were thinking
about looking for another house. Their news surprised him.
“Why? What’s wrong with this house?” he asked.
“We want a place that’s smaller, newer, and closer to our
jobs,” Jane answered. Ronnie did not like the idea. This was his
only home and connection to his childhood. A new house would
be a strange house; it would also be their home, not his. Just as
he had put them behind when he went to college, it seemed they
were about to put him behind and move on with their lives.
Ronnie did not like that but did not tell his parents how he felt.
“Well, okay, I guess,” was all he said.
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A few weeks later, Ronnie told his parents he would not
be home at Christmas. He had a job near the campus and his
employer needed him full-time. If he left to come home, he
would lose the job. They felt disappointed but did not say
anything. For them, it was another reminder that his life was not
with his mother and father anymore; it was all at college, now.
They told him they understood, would miss him, and would send
his gifts to him.
They were now ‘empty-nesters.’ Jane remained sad for a
few days. Then she sat with Walt and suggested something.
“This will be our first Christmas alone since before
Ronnie came along,” she said. Walt sighed and nodded. He had
also been brooding about Christmas.
“We’re both gonna miss him,” he said, softly.
“And, I was thinking that we should do something
different,” Jane went on.
Walt perked up. “Like what?”
“Let’s book a cabin at a resort in the mountains.” He
immediately agreed. Maybe they could lose themselves in
various recreational activities. Neither realized they were also
hoping, as it were, to re-create themselves.
They spent the entire first day in bed. “What does this
remind you of?” Walt asked, smiling.
“Our honeymoon?” Jane asked. Walt nodded. “I think we
screwed for a week,” she added, grinning.
“I can’t do that now,” Walt said, “But, we can still do a
lot.” He was already erect just from watching Jane undress. He
got in bed and reached between her legs. Jane sighed and let him
gently arouse her. She opened so he could get on top and enter
her.
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“That feels so good,” she whispered as Walt moved
unhurriedly in and out. “But it feels different. Why?”
“We’re free again, Jane. We can do whatever we want,
even start over if we want to,” he said, without stopping.
She moaned. “Oh, I want to,” she said as he thrust a little
deeper. “If this is what you mean by starting over, let’s start over
as much as we can this week!” Walt grunted and sped up. She
gasped when he had his orgasm. “Oh, God, I feel you, Walt.”
He rested a moment, then pulled out and looked at her.
Something was missing. “You… didn’t?” he asked.
“It’s okay.”
“No, it’s not okay. If we’re gonna start over, we’re gonna
do it with a bang!” He worked his fingers inside her and
immediately found her g-spot. Jane jerked her pelvis off the
sheet. He smiled as he massaged her. “Stay with me, baby.” A
moment later she cried out ‘yes’ and drenched his fingers with
her orgasm. He kept stroking until she calmed down. “That’s
more like it,” he said and kissed her.
They lay naked together under the thick covers and talked
about how they both wanted a new life, starting with a new
house. Anticipating change and adventure aroused them both and
carried over into their lovemaking. For the rest of the week, they
touched each other even when they were not having sex. They
held each other, kissed, and took long, languorous baths. It was
as if they were re-discovering each other’s bodies and re-igniting
their love at the same time.
They called Ronnie to wish him Happy New Year and
told him they had decided to move. All he said, coldly, was,
“That’s nice.”
By the end of March, Jane and Walt had found another
house and moved in. They unpacked, settled in, and looked
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forward to planting their backyard garden. They transported
Ronnie’s bedroom furniture, clothing, bike, toys, sled, etc., into
the new attic. They left nothing of his behind, nor did they throw
anything away.
In early May, Jane received the phone call that shattered
her life. Walt had a serious car accident and was in the ER. She
called Ronnie right away. It was near the end of the semester and
his finals preoccupied him.
“Oh, no! How bad is he?” Ronnie asked. She told him
Walt was conscious and seemed mostly okay but she did not
have any other details. She promised to call back when she did.
A week later, Walt’s condition had stabilized. It was clear that
most of his injuries were mental rather than physical.
It was amnesia. He had not forgotten everything but there
were huge gaps in his memory. The worst thing was that he no
longer knew Jane was his wife. She felt devastated but did not
call Ronnie because she did not want to distract him. He did not
call her, either. She assumed he would come home after finals.
Jane stayed with Walt, took care of him, and talked to
him hoping desperately to jog his memory. The doctors told her
the longer he went without remembering, the less likely his
memories would come back. She slowly realized that, although
they could be together physically, they would never again be
together emotionally. Walt was now like a friendly and sweet
child. Jane had become the kindly woman who took care of him.
Their blissful marriage was over.
She and Walt had dreamed of a new, more wonderful
way of being together. Now their dream was gone. His accident
wiped out their love, hope, happiness, and joy. They were no
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longer the love of each other’s lives. She went from being Walt’s
wife and lover to being his caregiver and guardian.
Then Ronnie called and told her he was going on a trip
with some classmates and would be away all summer. They had
planned the trip months ago, he explained, and he had already
paid his expenses. He would lose all his money if he backed out.
Jane felt abandoned and alone. When Ronnie went off to
college, she had stopped being his doting mom. Now, because of
the car accident, she was no longer Walt’s loving wife. She
would have to figure out who the new Jane was. Maybe she
could change, adapt, and even become a different woman with a
new identity. She did not know if that was possible. What was
worse, she did not know if she even wanted to. Perhaps her life
was over and she could do nothing about it.

48

Chapter 9 - Homecoming
“Walt’s not just another patient,” Dr. Reynolds said over
the phone. “He’s very special. He’s sweet and kind to everyone.
All the patients like him, even the surly hard-to-manage ones.”
Dr. Reynolds paused. Jane was quiet and he went on.
“We think he has cancer. We’re running more tests,” he
added. He waited for her to say something but she remained
silent. “We don’t know how his illness will affect the other
patients,” he explained. Jane felt annoyed that Dr. Reynolds
seemed more concerned about the other patients than about Walt.
She did not care about the others. She abruptly hung up without
saying another word.
Until this moment, she thought she knew what the rest of
Walt’s life would be like. He had found a new home at the
hospital. He liked it there and the other people liked him. Walt
seemed happy every time she visited.
Jane had lost him when the accident wrecked their
happiness. Now it seemed Walt was going to lose what little he
had left. She felt devastated. Paula and Marc could do nothing
for her. This was beyond all their love, concern, care, and
support. They had never been part of Walt’s life so they could
not fully grasp the depth of her devastation.
The only person who might understand was Ronnie. She
called him, blurted out the news, and then started to cry. He had
not seen his parents since before the car accident. He had no idea
what it had done to his father and how much his mother had
suffered. She desperately hoped he would come home to help her
cope and visit Walt. She left the decision up to him.
Three days later, Jane introduced Ronnie to Paula, Marc,
and Caroline. Ronnie assumed they were just his mother’s
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friends. He also met Michael, Paula’s grandson. Ronnie was not
comfortable around kids. He felt grateful when Marc told him
there was plenty of room next door and he could stay there if he
wanted to.
Ronnie assumed they referred to it as ‘Marc’s house’
because both Marc and Caroline lived there. However, a couple
of nights went by and Marc did not show up at bedtime. That
puzzled Ronnie and he asked Caroline about it.
“Doesn’t your dad come home at night?” he asked.
“This isn’t where he lives,” Caroline replied.
“It’s not?”
Caroline hesitated, unsure of how she should tell Ronnie
about his mother, her father, and Paula. ”Your mom didn’t tell
you?” she asked.
“Tell me what?”
“My dad lives at her house.” She waited to see how
Ronnie would react. He did not and she went on. “With her.” She
paused again. She could not tell if Ronnie was shocked. She
would be if someone told her something like this.
“Oh,” Ronnie said, quietly, “So you’re saying they’re
lovers?” Caroline nodded. “I’m not a prude or anything, but I
would never have expected my mom to be doing something like
that.”
“They hit it off the first time they met.” As soon as she
said it, she realized it did not explain anything.
“My mom and dad are still married,” he said.
“Your dad? What dad? I thought she was a widow,”
Caroline said, astonished. Ronnie shook his head. “So where is
he?” she asked.
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“He’s in an institution. He had a car accident and lost
most of his memory. My mom took care of him but he got worse,
so the doctors took him to where he would be safe.”
“I had no idea, Ronnie. When was the accident?”
“A few years ago.”
“When’s the last time you saw him?” she asked. Ronnie
did not answer. “You haven’t seen him, have you?”
“No,” Ronnie answered and then looked away.
“You left your mom alone to deal with this?” He nodded,
again. “Why?”
“I don’t know. I just never came home.”
Caroline remained quiet for a moment. “So, I guess your
mom was lonely and needed somebody…” She paused, to allow
Ronnie time to realize he was the ‘somebody’ she meant. “But,
come to think of it, she already had somebody when she met my
dad.”
“Who?”
“Paula. She and your mom were living together.”
“Oh, that’s good.”
“They were sleeping together.”
“Wait, my mom and Paula were lovers?” Caroline
nodded. “But you said your dad and my mom are lovers.”
“Let’s see…, how can I put this?” Caroline said, and then
paused. “Your mom, my dad, and Paula are lovers.”
“You mean like a ménage-a-trois?” Caroline nodded.
Ronnie frowned. “God, they’re so old.” Caroline smiled and
nodded again.
“I try not to think about it. I just let them do their thing.
The less I know the better,” she said.
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“He leaves you alone so he can go next door and screw a
couple of old ladies?” Ronnie said. It sounded rude but Caroline
smiled.
“He doesn’t sleep here but we spend time together. And,
anyway, it’s not just screwing. They’re in love,” Caroline
explained. Ronnie was silent and she felt sorry for him. He
seemed unable to deal with the shock of what she had just told
him.
“What about your boyfriend? Couldn’t he stay here with
you?” Ronnie asked.
Caroline shook her head. “Don’t have one of those.”
“Girlfriend?” She frowned and shook her head again. “So
he leaves you all alone here?” She nodded. Despite what she had
said, she did feel her father neglected her.
“I’ve been here alone for months. It will be nice to have
someone else around,” she answered, impassively. Ronnie
wondered what kind of situation he had come home to.
A couple of nights later, Caroline stood in the bedroom
doorway and waited for Ronnie to notice her. He looked up from
his tablet and saw she was wearing shiny silk pajamas. She
smiled and said, as casually as she could, “I was just lying in bed
thinking that we’re all alone in the house but we don’t have to
sleep alone.”
She was simple and direct as if what she was suggesting
was no big deal. He tried not to seem surprised. “Oh, okay, let
me get into my pjs.”
Caroline realized Ronnie was naked under the sheet and
smiled. “You’re fine the way you are.” He got out of bed and she
saw his dick had already begun to stiffen. Caroline took it as a
compliment. Maybe he liked her.
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“Um, do I need to bring anything?” he asked.
“Got any condoms?” He shook his head. “That’s okay. I
have some,” she said, smiling.
“Been waiting for some lonely guy to show up, huh?” he
joked.
“Yes,” Caroline said, shyly. She took his hand and led
him down the hall to her bedroom. She was lonely and wanted
his company. She also wanted to keep this casual. Sex, but
nothing else. Not that she did not like Ronnie. She liked him but
did not want him.
Ronnie liked her, too. Caroline was attractive in an
everyday girl kind of way. She seemed comfortable with her
body and not obsessed with it. He felt he already knew what she
looked like under the pajamas. She was firm, round, and fleshy.
He had found girls like Caroline were the best lovers.
They did not pretend they were drop-dead gorgeous. They liked
themselves as they were. They liked their bodies and lived in
them, as normal people do. They made love with them, just like
normal people did.
She invited him into her bed, then removed her pajamas
and got in beside him. Caroline did not wait for him to touch her
but reached toward his penis. He was immediately at ease and
leaned over to kiss her.
Ronnie and Caroline explored each other. They took their
time and it was fun. They both knew they wanted just to have sex
and were not seeking love. There was no uncontrollable passion
or unquenchable need. There was nothing romantic going on.
Caroline never liked the way guys would just lay on top
of her as if she was a mattress. It was as if they did not want her
to move. Ronnie was different. He held himself slightly above
her and only their skins touched.
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He made sure he was not on her, just in her. Caroline laid
still, not dead-weight stillness but light, soft, yielding stillness.
When he pushed into her, the sensations rippled deep within her
body. When he pulled out, the suction caused electric waves
right down to her toes. He made her tingle.
He also made her smile, which delighted him. He had
never seen a girl smile during sex. He pushed into her as far as
he could go, but not with force, just with a gentle, insistent
pressure that allowed her to open gradually so he could go
deeper.
They savored the intensity of the slow buildup to climax.
He was attentive and waited for her. She returned the favor by
drawing him into her ecstasy as she melted into orgasm beneath
him. Caroline looked up when he exploded and saw him smile.
Afterward, they lay side-by-side in the silence until
Caroline said, “Could I ask you something?”
“Sure.”
“Why did you come home now?”
“My mom called me three days ago and told me my dad
was dying. I never came home before because of his amnesia. I
was afraid he wouldn’t know who I was. I couldn’t take that. We
used to be so close. Now I don’t care if he remembers me or not.
I just want to see him and say goodbye.”
Caroline abruptly sat up and looked into his eyes. “Oh,
Ronnie! Nobody told me about this! I’m so sorry!” The intensity
of her response shocked Ronnie and he did not reply.
Then she blurted out, “Ronnie, I’ll be here for you. If you
wanna make love, I’m here. If you wanna talk, I’m here. If you
want somebody to sit down and have a cup of coffee with, I’m
here. Whatever you need. Anything…”
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They had just met and hardly knew each other but her
sincerity moved him deeply. He did not know if he would ever
need her but it meant a lot to him that she said what she did.
Ronnie felt happy lying next to Caroline. It was not
merely because he had not slept next to anyone for a long time.
He had expected they would just enjoy pleasant casual sex.
However, something else happened. They had connected. It
seemed his tragedy and her sympathy joined them in a way that
just sleeping together could never do. Ronnie knew he did not
need a lover right now. He needed a friend. It seemed he had
unexpectedly found one.
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Chapter 10 - Dying and Being Born
“Your dad’s nothing like you remember him,” Jane
explained. Ronnie listened quietly. “He’s not your dad anymore.
That person is gone.” Ronnie was not surprised. “I’m not
exaggerating. The most difficult thing I had to accept is that he
doesn’t know me. He doesn’t even know I’m his wife.” Ronnie
put his arms around his mother. They were both quiet for a
while.
Jane and Ronnie ate a simple dinner of sandwiches and
sodas at the tiny motel room table. They had arrived late in the
afternoon and met with the doctors but Jane decided not to visit
Walt. She wanted to prepare Ronnie for what he would see.
“It might be difficult when you meet him.” She gazed at
Ronnie’s face to see if he reacted to what she told him.
“It’s okay,” Ronnie said. It was not okay but he tried to
be sympathetic. His mother had been through enough. He did not
want her to worry about him.
“I’ll be right there with you. To him, I’m just some lady
who shows up from time to time. He never remembers my name
but he smiles when he sees me. I’ll introduce you to him. He
likes meeting new people. Just be casual and shake his hand.”
Ronnie nodded. He felt deeply moved by the depth of her
loneliness, sadness, and loss. All the time he traveled around
with itinerant philosopher Jonathan Nathan searching for
himself, his mother was dealing with this tragedy alone. He now
felt guilty for having ignored his parents.
They went to visit Walt the next morning. His face lit up
when he saw them enter his room. “Hi, Ronnie,” he said,
shocking them. They tried not to show any surprise and assumed
the doctors had told him his son was coming. However, no one
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had mentioned it. Walt had somehow remembered Ronnie’s
name on his own. However, Walt did not know that Ronnie was
his son.
Kathleen went to visit Reverend Jackson and her friends
at The Church Around the Corner. Jane and Ronnie were with
Walt. Back at home, Paula and Marc were alone with Michael.
He had a cold that made him fussy and cranky. They finally got
Michael to sleep and then fell into bed hoping to get some rest.
Paula tossed and turned. Marc wrapped himself around her body,
held her close, and tried to soothe her. She couldn’t relax.
He started to fondle her. Grateful for something to take
her mind off Michael, Paula sighed and surrendered to Marc’s
gentleness. They started to make love in an easy rhythm meant to
soothe Paula and help erase her stress. She felt happy she could
give Marc some pleasure in return for his tenderness and
concern. Just as Marc was about to reach orgasm, Michael began
to cry.
Paula whispered, “Stop,” and tried to push Marc off her.
He told her softly to lie there and went to check on Michael. A
few minutes later Michael was quiet again and Marc tiptoed back
into their room. He hoped to finish their lovemaking. Paula had
not yet drifted off to sleep.
She felt sleepy but was grateful for all Marc had done to
help her while Michael was sick. She opened her legs and invited
him to finish. Hoping she was still wet, he reached down to her
crotch. Then he eased himself into her. Paula sighed and
welcomed him.
After they finished, Marc reached down to remove his
condom and discovered it was gone. He realized it had dropped
off when he plodded down the hall to Michael’s room. He
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casually mentioned it to Paula. Neither of them thought it was
important because the three had occasionally made love without
protection before.
Jane, Marc, and Paula had a tacit agreement to only have
sex together. They never wanted to threaten the trust that was the
foundation of their intimacy. When Jane returned later the next
day, they immediately told her about their lovemaking. However,
the last thing that concerned Jane was Paula and Marc’s sex.
I couldn’t care less who’s screwing who, she thought. My
husband is dying. That was the only event in her life that
mattered to her. She felt grateful they told her because she would
need to rely on their trust and support now, more than ever.
A month went by and Paula’s period did not arrive. She
suspected she was pregnant. She and Marc discussed her
pregnancy but did not mention it to Jane. Walt’s illness was
marching him inexorably toward death. She did not need any
other big changes in her life to think about right now.
Ronnie stayed near the hospital so he could visit Walt
every day. He knew his father had no recollection of his life
before the accident. Ronnie told Walt stories from his childhood
about his mom and dad and their many special adventures.
Ronnie’s stories delighted, entertained, and enchanted Walt.
However, he did not know he was the ‘dad’ in the stories. He
still had no idea Ronnie was his son.
When Ronnie decided to remain close to Walt, Caroline
offered to stay with him. At first, Ronnie rejected her offer
because he preferred to be alone with his father. Caroline said
she did not want to be with him and Walt; she just wanted to be
there for Ronnie whenever he needed her. He told her he would
think about it.
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After a few days spent telling stories, Walt’s loss of
memories overwhelmed Ronnie. Walt’s entire past life and
personality were gone. Ronnie couldn’t handle the loss. He
called Caroline and asked her to join him.
She stayed in the motel room and read or watched TV.
Caroline made sure he ate, rested, and took his mind off his
father’s impending death. They went out to dinner, or sat in bed,
watched old movies, and munched on take-out food.
Caroline always allowed plenty of time to make love. He
often said he was not ‘in the mood.’ She fondled and caressed
him. Ronnie relaxed and let her take control. She gently took him
to orgasm and saw the release unwind him. All his worries about
Walt fell away and he often fell asleep in her arms.
Although she was only a witness, Caroline felt terrified as
she watched Ronnie’s ordeal. She imagined herself in Ronnie’s
situation. What if her father Marc was dying? Could she handle it
as well as Ronnie was? She tried not to think about it and
convinced herself tragedies like that only happened to other
people. All she needed to do was concentrate on being there for
Ronnie and push everything else out of her mind.
“I’ve thought about this a lot,” Paula said. “I need to
know how you feel about this baby.” She’d been worrying about
how the others felt about her pregnancy and made them sit with
her to discuss it. A baby dramatically changed a couple. How
would it affect their ménage-a-trois?
They were older adults in a three-way love affair. It was
easy, it was fun, and they were happy. Now they were about to
become new parents. Would they still be happy? Would the baby
belong to Marc, Paula, and Jane? Or, just to Marc and Paula? Or,
Paula feared, just her?
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She had brought her grandson Michael into the household
when she moved in with Jane. This new baby, however, had
come out of their ménage. It would be- should be- theirs. Were
they ready to be new parents together? Neither Marc nor Jane
seemed enthusiastic but they did not see a problem, either. Jane
felt that the baby was Paula’s concern, not hers. At least for now.
Paula wanted a more concrete commitment from the
others so she suggested the name Walter, hoping Jane would
become more enthusiastic about the baby. Jane angrily rejected
the suggestion. “There’s only one Walter in my life,” she told
them. “He was, and always will be, the love of my life. Choose
another name.”
Then she broke down, cried, and let out all the agony and
grief that had piled up since the accident that wiped out her
happiness. Even though he was not her Walt anymore, at least he
had been alive and she had had something to cling to.
Soon he would truly be gone and she would have nothing
left. She could handle ‘something’ (his physical presence, even if
he was mentally impaired), but not ‘nothing’ (his death.) Jane
felt unprepared for ‘nothing.’ She was afraid of ‘nothing.’ She
did not know what was going to happen to her when her husband
was finally gone.
As Jane stood in the receiving line at Walt’s viewing, she
realized she was no longer a de facto widow but a real one.
While Walt was still alive, she felt grief for their life, their love,
for everything they lost as a couple. Jane mourned the life they
had lived until the time of his accident. She also grieved for the
life Walt did not get to have on his own in the institution where
he found friends and a new life that did not include her, but that
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was okay. At least he had been happy. But, not for long, Jane
lamented. Not for long enough.
She tried to suppress that thought to keep herself from
bursting into tears again. Jane had loved Walt. He was a good
man, her man. He had done nothing to deserve the tragedy that
destroyed his life. The happiness he found when he was still
alive was better than him simply not being there anymore.
Ronnie stood next to his mother. He was now the only
part of Walt that Jane had left. She needed him but she did not
want to smother him, either. Jane knew he was not mourning
Walt the same way she was. Ronnie’s mourning was tinged with
guilt. He did not talk about it but she could feel he regretted all
the time he had spent away from his parents. He did. He also felt
grateful for the time he spend with his father before he was gone.
Paula and Marc stood by to help Jane get through the
funeral. They also had time to reflect on their lives. They were in
a ménage-a-trois, but a ménage was not a family. They were on
the verge of becoming parents again, all together. They would
have to change from being lovers to being a family when the
baby came. No one knew how that was going to work out.
Jane did not want another family or any other man. It was
easy to share Marc with Paula because Marc was not, and did not
have to be, the love of her life. He was just a pleasant lover and
companion. She loved him, but not in the same way she had
loved Walt. Walt had been her life. Marc was just part of her
life. Jane finally understood the difference.
Ronnie understood his mother needing another man or
woman. However, both a woman and a man at the same time?
That seemed weird. He liked Paula and Marc, but the three of
them did not seem to realize their relationship was bizarre and
fragile.
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A baby would just complicate their lives more. Ronnie
could not figure out how the three of them were going to make it
work. He decided to hang around and find out.
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Chapter 11 - Reaching Out
“Oh my gosh!” Loretta exclaimed when she saw
Kathleen enter the kitchen. “Look who’s here! What a nice
surprise! How you doin’, girl?” The other women also squealed
when they saw her.
Reverend Jackson heard the commotion with mixed
feelings. He felt drained. Things at the church were not going
well. He was constantly on the computer or phone searching for
funds for his soup kitchen. He did not know if he should go out
and look into the commotion or wait until the commotion came
to him. Then someone called his name.
Reverend Jackson took one last look at the image on his
laptop. It was of a young woman and her son. The woman was
Kathleen, who had been a volunteer at his soup kitchen and then
an attender at his church for about a year before she abruptly left.
Then he closed the lid.
He had sent Kathleen away to reunite with the son she
had abandoned. He looked at the incident as something of a
miracle. That was why he had the photo on his laptop, to remind
him there had been miracles. God had used him to heal people’s
lives.
However, not recently. Kathleen’s reunion with her son
happened months ago and nothing else had happened since. He
desperately needed a miracle or his church might have to close.
It was all he had. His wife had died several years ago.
They had no children. Reverend Jackson severed all ties with her
family even though they loved and supported him. He felt so
overwhelmed by grief that he could not bear to keep anything
from the life he had before she died. Reverend Jackson had to
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remake himself. That was what he tried to do at his Church
Around the Corner.
“Reverend! Come see who’s here!” Loretta called from
the corridor. He got up reluctantly and walked to the door,
stepped out into the corridor, and saw Kathleen, the woman
whose photo was on his laptop.
The Reverend suddenly did not know what to do. Should
he smile and make a fuss, maybe even hug her? Should he nod
casually and shake her hand? Kathleen did not give the Reverend
time to decide. She rushed up, threw her arms around him, and
hugged him. The others watched. He did not smile. He did not
grimace, either.
“Hi, Reverend. I hope you don’t mind me visiting you,”
Kathleen said.
“No, of course not. I always like seeing my former
church members,” he replied with an officious tone in his voice.
He did not want to seem formal but it was the only way he could
think of to greet her. Then he realized he had missed her and was
very happy to see her. He had sent her back to her son because
he felt it was God’s will that she went to him. After she left, he
then admitted that he missed her. Now she was back.
“Did you bring your son with you?” he asked.
“No. He’s with my mom and her friends.”
“Her friends?”
“Yeah. She lives- um, it’s complicated. Maybe I could
talk to you about it later?”
“Sure. Why don’t you let these ladies put you to work?
That’s what you came back for, isn’t it?” he joked, hoping the
humor would mask his uneasiness. Everyone laughed. The
women hustled Kathleen toward the kitchen and the Reverend
went inside his office.
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He had assumed he would never see Kathleen again.
However, he wanted to. The Reverend did not pray that she
might return. However, he secretly hoped she would. He tried to
hide his wish from God but should have known that God sees all
things. Maybe another miracle was occurring. Reverend Jackson
felt guilty. He never asked for miracles for himself, only for
others. What did her return mean?
“Don’t listen to him,” Angie told Kathleen as they
entered the kitchen. “We wanna hear all about your son.”
“Oh, I’d like to work. Isn’t there something I can do?”
Kathleen replied. They handed her an apron and a dishtowel and
then pointed to a pile of dishes waiting to be dried.
“Don’t let us keep you,” Dorice said, smiling. She was a
newer member of the kitchen team and had heard about but not
met Kathleen. The volunteers chatted as they worked and the rest
of the afternoon flew by.
Later, after she finished her kitchen duties, Kathleen sat
down in the Reverend’s office. “I desperately need your advice,”
Kathleen said. “You’re the only person I can talk to,” she added.
“Of course, my child. What’s the problem?”
“My mom.”
“Are you two not getting along? There must have been
some hard feelings when you ran away.”
“No. That’s not the problem. It’s my son. You see
Michael is not just living with my mom.”
“Oh, has she re-married?” Reverend Jackson asked.
Kathleen shook her head. “Boyfriend?” She shook her head
again. “Um… girlfriend?” Kathleen started to shake her head,
then stopped, and nodded.
“Well, yes, kind of. Both, actually. My mom has both a
boyfriend…, and a girlfriend.”
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“I guess that’s unusual. But, why is it a problem for
you?”
“Well, they’re sort of more than just boyfriend and
girlfriend.” Kathleen stopped and looked at Reverend Jackson.
She did not know much about Reverends but she assumed they
did not like or feel comfortable with unusual sexual stuff. Should
she go on?
“They’re lovers. All three of them. They live together in
a ménage-a-trois. Michael lives with them.”
Kathleen did not know it, but while she was there talking
about her mother’s unusual domestic relationship, her mother
and Marc had conceived a new child who would be her baby
sister and Michael’s aunt.
“Oh. And that makes you feel uncomfortable?” he asked.
His question surprised her. Is the Reverend that naive? she
thought. How could the situation not make me uncomfortable?
“Well, yeah.”
“Why? Aren’t they good with the boy?”
“They’re great with him. They love him. And he adores
them.”
“So what’s wrong?” he asked, confused by her
vagueness. She had to think about it. The answer should have
been obvious.
“Well, they’re what’s wrong. Their three-way thing.”
“Are they modest around the boy?”
“Of course.”
“But, you don’t like them?”
“I do like them. They’re great people. They’ve been very
good to me. They’re very nurturing. They fully encouraged my
relationship with Michael. They would literally do anything to
help Michael and I strengthen our mother-son bond.”
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“But, you’re not comfortable with their sleeping
arrangement?” he asked, pointedly. Kathleen’s vague complaints
had begun to annoy the Reverend. He decided to be as direct as
possible to get her to be specific about the problem that bothered
her. She looked into his patient, wise eyes. Was he sympathetic?
She could not tell.
“Well, would you be?” she challenged him hoping he
would take her side. He said nothing. They sat in silence for a
few moments. He closed his eyes and she assumed he was
praying.
“If I understand you right, you think their living
arrangement could somehow harm Michael?”
“Yes! You’re finally getting it,” she blurted out, relieved.
“Well, that’s a reasonable concern, although I haven’t
heard you say anything negative about their treatment of
Michael.”
“They wouldn’t deliberately harm him,” she said, and
then paused for emphasis. “But what worries me is that their
living arrangement will somehow end up hurting him. Maybe in
the future. I don’t know. It’s just a feeling. I’m worried.”
Reverend Jackson was quiet again. He thought about her
dilemma.
“I have an idea. The only family he knows is your mom
and her friends, right?” he said.
“Lovers,” she interjected.
“Yeah. Well, now that he knows you’re his mom, maybe
he should meet your friends and get to know other people in your
life. Maybe meeting some new people would broaden his
horizons, so to speak.”
“What do you mean?”
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“You have many friends here. Why not bring him to meet
us? Let him see you with other people.”
“I took him on a little vacation to the beach, just the two
of us, and he loved it. Then I decided not to take him back but
bring him here to live with me. He didn’t love that. He cried and
protested. I gave in and decided I should live there with him
instead of bringing him back here.”
“How did the others react to that?”
“They warned me he would object, but they didn’t try to
stop me. He stopped me. I couldn’t force him.”
“How do you think they would feel about you trying
again?”
“I think they would be encouraging. They want what’s
best for him. But, he won’t come with me. He doesn’t trust me.”
The Reverend was quiet again. “I still think that meeting
some of your friends would be good for him; he would see you
in a different light,” he said.
“Well, I don’t think Angie, Loretta, Vivian, or any of the
others would take time out of their busy lives to come and visit
me.”
“No, you’re right.” He paused again, hesitant to add what
he was thinking. “But, I might,” he said. She was astonished.
Until this moment, she considered herself just his parishioner and
volunteer. Had he now suggested he saw himself as her friend?
“Oh, I couldn’t ask you to do that, Reverend.”
“Why not? You don’t think Michael would like me?” She
smiled and shook her head. “You don’t think your mom and her
friends would like me?” She shook her head again. He pressed
her harder. “You don’t think I would like them?” She did not
shake her head. He looked solemnly into her eyes.
68

“You want me to confirm that your concerns about their
immoral lifestyle are a danger to your son, don’t you?”
Kathleen started to cry. “I don’t know that they’re
immoral. But what if they are? I can’t let that hurt my son.
Maybe you could help me figure it out?” she pleaded.
“When can I come?” he asked. The Reverend had
committed himself too quickly. However, he was not sure why
he had done it. She had been one of his church members and then
left. Did he just want her to come back to the church? Was it
because he missed her as a church member, or something else?
Her son did not concern him. It seemed the boy was in a
loving environment. Kathleen’s anguish troubled him. Maybe
when he visited he could persuade her there was nothing to
worry about. Perhaps it was just an unusual but loving family
arrangement. All she had to do was fit herself into that household
and give her son as much of her love as she could.
“Thanks,” she said, relieved he cared enough about her to
help. The Reverend knew he cared about Kathleen but again
wondered why.
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Chapter 12 - Finding Love
“Michael, this is my friend, Reverend Jackson,” Kathleen
said.
“ReverendJackson! That’s a funny name!” Michael
blurted out. Then he giggled as he thought about the name.
“Michael!” his mother scolded him.
“It’s okay,” Reverend Jackson said. He knew how
important their first meeting was. He had to connect immediately
with Michael or he would have wasted the trip.
“Would you like to know my real name?” he asked.
Michael’s eyes lit up as he anticipated hearing an adult secret.
The Reverend leaned down to whisper into Michael’s ear. “My
name is Moses. You can call me Mo if you want to.” Michael did
not react. He just sat still. Reverend Jackson waited.
“You can tell your mom. She doesn’t know my real
name.” It was true. No one at his church had ever referred to him
by his first name.
Michael gestured for Kathleen to lean down so he could
whisper in her ear. “Kathleen, his real name is Mister Moses!” he
said, loud enough for both his mother and Reverend Jackson to
hear. Moses smiled.
“Mister Moses? I like that! You wanna call me Mr.
Moses?” Michael smiled and nodded. “Well, all right, Mr.
Michael!” They grinned at each other. They had connected.
Kathleen felt relieved.
“I don’t feel that love is wrong,” Moses said. “God is
love.” They were alone in the house. Everyone had left for the
day. Kathleen reminded Moses that she needed to talk to him
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about the ménage-a-trois. Moses offered his impression of the
trio before Kathleen could express her concern.
Kathleen immediately felt she had to challenge him.
“But, isn’t their kind of love wrong?” she asked. He did not
know how to answer. Normally, if someone asked him if a
ménage-a-trois was wrong he would immediately have said yes.
However, these people seemed different.
The Reverend had seen couples who enjoyed bountiful
love far greater than two mere humans could create. It felt the
same now, only with three people. He did not know where the
love came from but he liked it.
He felt Kathleen wanted him to agree that such love, no
matter how intense, bountiful, or beautiful, could not be from
God. He did not want to say that. He did not want to presume to
speak for God, to judge them as if he was doing so for God. He
preferred to let people be who they were and defer to God’s
infinite wisdom.
Kathleen did not want his deference. She wanted his
judgment. She expected him to agree with her and rubber-stamp
her objections to the ménage. He did not like her putting him on
the spot and did not know what to do. Part of him just wanted to
go home and let her deal with it. However, he knew he could not
let her down. She expected his support.
If he told her he thought there was no danger to Michael
from the ménage, he would probably lose her and never see her
again. Reverend Jackson realized, for the first time, that he did
not want to lose Kathleen. He wanted to see more of her. He
immediately assumed the ménage’s plentiful love had somehow
spilled onto him, or into him, and he now saw her differently. It
was a way he had not seen another woman since he lost Marilyn.
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Moses was not sure how he felt about that. Suddenly, the
problem he had to solve was not Kathleen’s but his own. It was
time for prayer. The Reverend closed his eyes and folded his
hands.
Kathleen watched him and assumed he had started to
pray about her dilemma and not one of his own. She folded her
hands, lowered her head, and started to pray with him. They sat
in silent prayer for a few minutes. Moses felt relieved. Maybe he
was off the hook and did not have to give her the answer she
demanded. Maybe she had turned to prayer and God would give
her an answer. Just as he felt relieved, she began to sob.
“I don’t want to hurt anybody. You understand that.
Right?” she asked, softly. He did not know if she was talking to
God or him and waited. “I don’t want to hurt my mom, Jane, or
Marc. But, I don’t want Michael to be hurt, either. You
understand that, don’t you, Reverend?” she asked again. He was
back on the hook.
“Um, yeah,” he mumbled. She sobbed louder, unsatisfied
by his response. He clasped her hands in his own. His large black
fingers covered her small white ones. His touch startled her. She
could not tell if it was an answer. She suddenly forgot the
question and looked into his eyes. They gazed at each other,
suddenly lost in new and unknown territory. Kathleen did not
feel like praying anymore.
“Would you like to come downstairs with me?” she
asked, softly. No one would be home for hours. They could be
alone in her room. She did not know what he wanted to do,
probably leave and never see her again.
He held her hands, stood up, and then gently kissed her
on the lips. She pulled him toward the basement door and led
him down the steps to her bedroom. Once they were inside the
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door, she could not decide whether she should first undress him
or herself. Would he want to see a naked woman? Would he
want to be naked with a woman?
Kathleen quickly removed her t-shirt and shorts and then
melted her body against his so he could feel her heat. He started
to undo the buttons on his shirt while she unbuckled his belt. She
knew if she hesitated that this could end before it began but she
did not hurry. She did not want to make a mistake and embarrass
him.
When they were down to their underpants, she reached
out to touch him through his shorts. He was already hard. She
encircled his penis with her fingers and looked into his eyes.
They sparkled with what she saw as joy. He wanted her as much
as she wanted him. It was a miracle!
Kathleen backed up to the bed, sat down, and removed
her panties. His hand gently moved toward her crotch. He
wanted to touch her but felt cautious. Then she pulled down his
shorts and there was something new he wanted to do.
He wanted to be inside the woman who was at least
fifteen years younger than he was and nothing like his Marilyn
had been. Kathleen was not a holy woman, not even a religious
woman, not a child of God, except in the most general sense.
Yet, she was sweet, kind, gentle, and loving, and she wanted him
inside her as much as he wanted to be there.
Moses pushed her back, got on the bed, and entered her.
“Oh, my God!” she exclaimed. He wanted to ask if she was
mocking him because he was a ‘man of God.’ Did she even care,
at that moment? Was he Reverend Jackson or just Moses? He
found out.
“Moses! My God! Don’t move! Let me feel you. Are we
doing this? Holy shit!” She grimaced at her profanity. He smiled.
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“Holy something,” he said. Then he began moving inside
her. She wanted him to take all of her. She wanted to give him
everything she had, her whole life, every second from birth to
right now. Kathleen wanted to belong absolutely to him. She did
not want anything left inside of her that was not now going to be
his.
Kathleen warned him not to come inside her and he
gently withdrew. She felt sorry for him but he said it was okay.
He wanted to lie beside her and enjoy their closeness. They fell
asleep.
She awoke when she heard Michael stomping down the
basement steps. He burst into the room just as she covered them
both with a sheet.
Michael was ecstatic. “Mommy, mommy, look what
Marc got me!” He was holding a small baseball glove. When he
saw the Reverend he shoved the glove into his face and yelled,
“Mr. Moses, look what I got!”
Moses groggily asked, “Is that a baseball glove?”
Michael nodded energetically. “Do you like baseball?”
“He loves it! He and Marc play catch in the backyard,”
Kathleen said.
“Yeah, but I didn’t got a glove before. Marc’s is too big
for me,” Michael explained.
“Well, that’s very interesting. I know of a place where
people play baseball almost all of the time.”
“Really?” Michael asked. He could not imagine such a
place.
“Yes. It’s a baseball diamond near where I live. Games
go on there every day. Some teams are kids not much older than
you. Other teams are teenagers. And there are adult teams that
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play, too.” Michael stared at him in disbelief. Moses saw an
opportunity to connect with Michael in a new way.
“Would you like to go there with me?” Michael’s eyes lit
up. He looked at Kathleen. She realized she should answer for
him.
“I bet he would, wouldn’t you?” she said. Michael
nodded enthusiastically.
“Tomorrow?” Michael asked, shyly. The revelation that
such a place existed enchanted him.
“Well, sure. We could go tomorrow if that’s okay with
your mom.” Kathleen decided to tease Michael a little to
strengthen his wish to go.
“Well…”
“Please, Kathleen?”
“Why don’t you and Mr. Moses talk it over?” Kathleen
said, gesturing for Michael to get into the bed between them.
Michael turned to Moses and then Kathleen slipped out of bed.
Michael did not notice her nakedness when she went into the
bathroom.
A moment later she emerged dressed in shorts and top
and said, “Let’s go tell Marc about the baseball stadium.”
Michael jumped off of the bed and they left. Then Moses got out
of bed, dressed, and cautiously went upstairs.
No one noticed that he emerged from the basement door.
He was not sure where he had been. A new world had opened for
him. Not only was the world new, but so was he. He wanted to
go off alone and pray but he could not find a way to excuse
himself. He stayed with everyone while they prepared and ate
dinner. It was the first time in a long time he felt he was part of a
family.
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Chapter 13 - Adam and Eve
“I knew that girl was special the first time I met her!”
Loretta exclaimed. She, Angie, and Vivian were working in the
kitchen.
“Who? Kathleen?” Angie asked.
“Yep.”
“I didn’t notice at the time. I guess the Reverend thought
she was special, too.” They gave each other knowing smiles.
Vivian eavesdropped on the conversation as she washed
the dishes. “Well, if she wasn’t then, she sure is now,” she
commented.
“Praise the Lord, I’m so happy for them both.”
“The Reverend is gettin’ married!” Loretta sang.
“And he’s gonna become a dad, too,” Angie added.
“It’s about time that poor man found some happiness,”
Loretta said. They were silent for a few moments.
“Oh, I believe it’s more than just happiness,” Vivian
commented.
“What do you mean?” Loretta asked.
“Those two didn’t just accidentally come together. I
believe God brought them together.”
“You know, I think you’re right,” Loretta replied. “I
don’t know how many times I looked at that man and wondered
what kind of woman would take his sadness away,”
“I bet you wished you was that kind of-,” Vivian teased.
“You shut up, girl. He’s my Reverend!”
“Well, all I know is that whenever I see all three of them
together- the Reverend, Kathleen, and her boy- I think of the
Holy Family. That ain’t blasphemy, is it?” Loretta asked.
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“No. You’re right. It’s God! Right here in our little
church, we got God doin’ a miracle!” Vivian declared.
“I’ll bet his first wife’s lookin’ down and even she is
smilin’,” Angie added.
“Amen!” all three women said.
Moses listened just outside the kitchen door. When they
mentioned Marilyn, he started to tear up. He had also felt she
was happy for him.
“I now pronounce you husband and wife,” the minister
said. Moses had said those words dozens of times but never
expected any other minister would ever say them again to him.
Nevertheless, there he stood next to Kathleen, with Michael
between them. They were the perfect newly minted family of
three. Soon they would be a family of four.
He turned to kiss Kathleen and Michael grinned in
embarrassment. He adored Moses, who was now his father, his
only father. Marc was more like a grandfather. Michael was glad
he no longer lived with Marc and the two women. He loved them
all, but they did not belong to him the way Kathleen and Moses
did, and the way his new sister would belong to him.
Since they went to live with Moses, Michael had been
happier than ever before in his life. The change was so dramatic
that he quickly forgot what it was like to live with Paula, Jane,
and Marc. It never occurred to him to miss them.
Moses took him to the ballpark the first day. They found
a women’s softball team at practice. Moses did not know any of
the players and they did not know him. He had never been there
before. Michael charmed all the women and they showed him
how to run, catch, field balls, and even hit them with the big bats
they used.
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Moses hung back and watched the boy relish being the
center of the women’s attention. A couple of them glanced at
Moses. They wondered why a white boy was with a black man.
They assumed, because he was a minister, the boy was from his
congregation.
When they finally went home, Michael felt so exhausted
he could scarcely tell his mother all that had happened. Kathleen
did not need any explanation, however. She could see how happy
her son and Moses were. She felt astonished that Michael, who
had been hesitant to connect with her when they first met,
seemed head-over-heels in love with Moses.
Michael’s love for Moses made it easier for Kathleen to
love Moses. There was a lot to love about him. However, if he
and Michael had not become fast friends and companions, she
would have held her feelings back. She did not have to. She did
not need to. She did not want to.
When they were in bed together, long after Michael was
sound asleep, Kathleen saw to Moses’ every sexual need. She
wanted to give him pleasure and ecstasy unlike any he (or she)
had ever known.
Kathleen knew he loved God more than anything else.
She resolved to make herself the vessel of God’s love, to take his
flesh to the heights only his spirit had known before. She wanted
him to know that flesh and spirit could be one, that her love
(along with God’s) was the fusion of both.
Kathleen unlocked passion Moses did not know he had.
When he made love to her he felt as if they were the only lovers
in God’s garden. They were giving back to God the love he
showed them by creating them and giving them to each other.
That is how Moses felt- that God had created Kathleen
for him and him for her. When she told him they had conceived a
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child he did not know how to respond. He kept his feelings
subdued. Moses did not want to go overboard with his elation.
He did not want Michael to feel Moses would prefer his
biological child to his adopted son.
Moses recalled his first wife, Marilyn. It had been her
dream to give him a child. She apologized for not doing so just
before she died. It was her only regret. He cried when she told
him and believed, at the time, that he was about to lose the only
woman he could ever love.
Now he cried because her dream was about to be fulfilled
and he would have a child of his own. They already knew it was
a girl. He gently and shyly asked if they could name her Marilyn.
Kathleen said she could not think of a better name. Moses
thanked God. So did Kathleen.
Moses’s personal life was now rock-solid but his
ministry was shaky. There was never enough money for the soup
kitchen but he ran it anyway. Every day, without fail, they
opened the doors and welcomed hungry people for a wholesome
meal. Sometimes the meals were sparse but filling. Other times,
they were blessed with hearty food scrounged from local eateries
and prepared into mouth-watering dishes by the volunteer cooks.
They were not only Loretta, Angie, Vivian, and the
others, but Kathleen as well. The women had adopted Kathleen
and earnestly and methodically set about teaching her everything
they knew about cooking. Not fancy foods like those in
restaurants or rich people’s kitchens. Real, nourishing foods that
offered not just nutrition but also God’s love. The women always
made sure God was one of the ingredients. They claimed God
not only made everything taste better, but all the food went
further and fed many more people than seemed possible.
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Michael felt confused. Moses was holding his new baby
sister over a big bowl of water. Michael assumed Marilyn was
about to get a bath but she still had her clothes on. A group of
people stood around the bowl, which was at the front of the
church and not in their cozy bathroom.
Moses spoke a few words but all Michael understood
were ‘Marilyn Loretta Jackson.’ Then Moses started to lower the
infant towards the water and Michael panicked. He reached out
to stop Moses.
“You want to help? Okay,” Moses said, smiling. His hand
was large enough to hold Marilyn. He placed Michael’s hand
underneath his own so both of them were touching and
supporting the infant. He dipped his other hand in the water and
lifted it toward her head. Michael watched with fascination and
apprehension. What was Moses going to do with the water?
He dripped it on Marilyn’s forehead and she immediately
started to cry. Michael reached out to shield her from the water.
Kathleen gently took Michael’s hand and pulled it away. Moses
dripped more water on Marilyn. All the adults just stood there
while his baby sister cried. Michael felt angry but could not
react. He wanted to protect her. He wanted to grab her, run away,
and then hold her close and calm her.
Moses handed Marilyn to Kathleen. She wiped the water
from Marilyn’s forehead and whispered, “It’s all right, honey.
All done.” Marilyn rooted for Kathleen’s breast. She turned and
walked away so she could feed the infant.
Michael watched, unsure of what had just happened. Had
Moses hurt Marilyn? Michael would not forgive Moses if he had
hurt his new baby sister. He looked up at Moses.
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“All the times I did that for the children of others, I never
thought I would ever be baptizing my own daughter. Praise
God!” Moses enthused.
“Praise God,” the onlookers chorused. Then someone
added an “Amen” and everyone repeated it. Marc hugged Moses
and congratulated him. Then everyone left the large cistern and
walked out of the church sanctuary.
Later, after a small celebration of the baptism, people
started to leave. Marc walked up to Moses to say goodbye. He
reached his hand toward Moses. Moses grabbed Marc and
hugged him.
“There’s something I wanted to say to you,” Moses said.
“I know you, Jane, and Paula can never legally marry, but there’s
no reason you couldn’t have a wedding, anyway.” Moses paused
and looked at Marc. He did not understand what Moses was
talking about, at first. Then he smiled as he realized what Moses
meant. “And, I would be honored to perform the ceremony for
you.”
“I’ll… talk to them. Thanks, Reverend,” Marc replied
and then turned to leave. Moses smiled. It was something he did
a lot these days. He had always been happy doing God’s work,
but he had been lonely as well. Now he had Kathleen, Michael,
and Marilyn.
He knew that everything in life came from God and no
person should take anything for granted. The loss of his first wife
made him painfully aware that God could take as well as give.
Yet, there were moments of true happiness. They were gifts from
God and it would be ungrateful to tarnish them by worrying
about the future.
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Chapter 14 - And Baby Makes Four
As Paula carried newborn Julia home from the hospital,
she recalled that time, not so long ago, when she first brought her
son Michael into this house. That was the night her life changed,
the night she and Jane touched each other for the first time. Back
then, it had been Jane and Walt’s home. Now Walt was gone and
it was her home, too.
As Julia slept in her baby carrier, Jane made some tea and
they sat around the kitchen table. At first, nobody said anything.
The reality was finally settling in. Then Marc turned to Paula,
took her hand, looked deeply into her eyes, and said, “I love you,
Paula.”
She smiled and whispered. “I love you, too.” They each
turned to Jane, took one of her hands, and said, “I love you.”
Jane felt overcome with emotion, began to cry, and could
barely speak the words, “I love you, too.” They held on to each
other for a while without saying anything else.
Then Julia began to cry. It was like a trumpet reveille
heralding a new chapter in their life together. First Jane, Paula,
and Michael got together. Then they added Marc. Now Jane,
Paula, and Marc had added baby Julia. She was their new life,
and love, in one tiny brand-new bundle. They were as happy as
they had ever been anytime in their lives. Yet, they worried
about how they were going to make it work.
They had decorated a baby’s room for Julia. At the last
moment, Paula got out the old bassinet Jane had bought for
Michael when they began to spend afternoons together. Julia
immediately became a presence in their bedroom.
The first night, Paula went to bed early so she could
breastfeed Julia and put her to sleep. However, when Jane and
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Marc came to bed, Julia remained awake. They immediately
offered to let Paula have the bed to herself but she insisted they
join her.
Jane lay next to Paula and Marc was next to Jane. Paula
urged them to fall asleep. Paula planned to lay Julia in the
bassinet when she fell asleep. Julia seemed interested in the two
new people who came close. She looked at their faces and they
smiled at her reflexively. The infant liked being the center of
attention. However, Julia did not fall asleep. Paula apologized
and Jane told her it was okay.
“This is all new for her. She’s probably overwhelmed.
She’ll get used to it,” Jane said as she watched Julia suck at
Paula’s breast. She reached her hand out to touch the baby and
then began to stroke her. Suddenly, a soft melody vibrated in the
silence. Jane had started to sing. This startled Marc and Paula.
They smiled at Jane. She did not notice their smiles and just kept
singing the lullaby. Julia watched Jane’s face as she sang.
Marc surrendered himself to Jane’s lilting voice. He
closed his eyes and drifted into twilight sleepiness. He did not
notice that his penis had begun to stiffen. Without being aware of
it, he moved his crotch closer to Jane’s ass. She felt him through
the cloth of her panties and his pajamas but concentrated on the
lullaby.
The way they slept together it was normal for Marc to
ease himself toward one woman or the other. It usually meant
that lovemaking was about to begin. Jane and Marc had slept
together while Paula was in the hospital after Julia’s birth but
they had not had sex. Jane assumed Marc was just horny. She
thought she might take care of him later after Julia fell asleep.
She knew Marc would not press himself onto her. He was always
a gentleman.
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Marc slept late the next morning and came into the
kitchen as Jane and Paula were eating breakfast. He overheard
Paula say, “He what?”
“He got hard.”
“While you were singing?” Paula asked. Jane nodded.
“Whoa. I don’t want to even think about why he did that,” she
said, smiling.
“Did what?” Marc asked, sleepily.
“Um, Jane says her lullaby got you hard.” Marc suddenly
woke up.
“Yeah, I guess it did.”
“Um, you wanna talk about it?” Paula asked.
“What do you mean?”
“Did your mama used to sing to you?” Jane teased. Marc
looked at her but did not answer. He was not sure why she asked.
“C’mon, Marc. You can tell us. Did your mamma’s
lullabies excite you when you was an itty-bitty baby?”
“I don’t think she ever sang to me.”
“Well, maybe Sarah sang to Caroline and that’s what
turned you on?”
“If Sarah did, it was not when I was around.”
“Well, did you know lullabies got you hard?” Paula
kidded. Marc shrugged. He knew they were teasing him and he
liked it but could not think of a reply. Then he thought of a way
to tease them back.
“You know, I don’t think it was just the lullaby. I think it
was the person who was singing it.”
“You mean me?” Jane asked, in mocking disbelief. Marc
smiled and nodded. “You’re sure?”
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“Only one way to find out,” Marc said. Jane shook her
head.
“Down, boy. You’ll have to wait until tonight.” The three
of them smiled.
“She loved it, though, didn’t she?” Marc said as he
nodded toward Julia. Paula smiled. He turned to Jane. “Did you
plan it?” he asked.
“No. I forgot I even knew that old song. It just came back
to me.”
“I’m really glad it did,” Paula said. She looked at Jane
and smiled. “It was beautiful.” She paused again. “Despite loverboy, here,” she added and grinned at Marc. He sheepishly
grinned back and then reached out to clasp their hands.
Nobody felt the need to say anything. The only sound in
the room was Julia sucking milk from Paula’s nipple. It was a
more beautiful melody than any lullaby they could imagine.
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Chapter 15 - Questions and Answers
“Dad said you can come and stay as long as you want to,”
Caroline told her mother Sarah. Her parents had ended their
marriage when Caroline went off to college. Sarah had not been
sure Marc would want her to visit. She thought Marc might not
want her around the house. Caroline told her Marc did not live
there anymore. Sarah asked where he now lived.
“He lives next door with his two girlfriends and my stepsister.” Caroline blurted it out before she realized how shocking
it would sound.
“Wait! I gotta sit down. His what and your what?” Sarah
asked, stunned.
Caroline figured it was too late to soften up the facts so
she just finished with the naked truth. “He’s been living with
Jane and Paula for several years. He and Paula have a daughter
named Julia.” Sarah thought she was joking and guffawed. “It’s
all true,” Caroline added.
“It might be true, but I don’t understand how it’s
possible,” Sarah replied, astounded.
“The three of them just fit together.”
“You make it sound so normal.”
“I’m used to it.” Caroline did not want to add that it
worked so well because they were in love. She thought that
explanation would hurt Sarah’s feelings. She knew her parents’
marriage had been mostly loveless, although she did not know
why. There was a long pause. “So, Mom, are you still coming?”
“Yeah, these job prospects are too good to pass up.”
“Great! We’ll have some fun while you’re here, just the
two of us.” Sarah said goodbye and hung up.
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“Remember the conversation we had during that ice
storm a few years ago?” Paula asked Jane. “The one that started,
‘do you ever wonder why we’re here?’” she asked.
“Of course,” Jane replied, “Why?”
“Well, I ran into Pete today. He was an old college
friend. Back in school, that same question obsessed him. We
hadn’t seen each other in thirty years and he immediately started
talking about the meaning of life.”
“So?”
“I’d like to invite him to dinner, just to talk. Maybe he
can reinvigorate that old conversation we had.”
“Okay. It might be fun.”
Pete remembered Paula from college. She had a sharp
mind and a mystical streak that appealed to him. They had not
dated but had spent a lot of time together.
His life from then until now had been ordinary. He
worked, paid the mortgage, sent his kids to college, and saved for
retirement. He had been slowly realizing that he still had not
answered the questions that obsessed him thirty years earlier. He
did not think that was a problem, however. Rather, he took it as a
sign that he had not died inside or devolved into a robot as many
of the people he knew had. Pete was still alive.
Although he was around Paula’s age, he seemed much
older. Pete was intense, remote, morose, mildly self-critical, and
could be funny in a self-effacing way. Jane did not like him right
away but she did not dislike him, either. She remained cautious
but not aloof.
Just to be neighborly, Marc invited Sarah to the dinner
party but did not think she would come. She, however, was
genuinely curious about Marc and the two women and eagerly
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accepted. She watched the three of them as they interacted and
their mutual love was obvious.
It was the small matters. Sarah noticed the way they were
attentive to each other. The way they casually touched, or served,
or asked ‘what do you need?’ They did not speak the same way
to their guests. They asked ‘what can I get you?’ instead of ‘what
do you need?’ Sarah sensed that what they needed most was each
other. That made her sad.
“So, Paula tells me you were an intense, philosophical
guy in college,” Jane said. Pete smiled shyly. “The first night
Paula and I spent together we talked about the meaning of life,
but we didn’t get very deep into it,” Jane added.
“Yeah, I’m still the same now as I was back then,” Pete
replied.
“But it seems to me, at our age, the pressure’s off us to
find the meaning of life,” Marc commented.
“Maybe you have your answers, but I’m still looking for
mine,” Pete replied.
Marc went on. “At mid-life, I don’t think it’s a big deal
anymore. The weight of your whole life isn’t ahead of you,” he
explained. “You’ve lived your life. Your need for answers
shouldn’t be as important. You’re free.”
Sarah could not recall ever having a conversation like this
when she and Marc were still married. “I don’t get it. Free of
what, exactly?” she asked.
“Free of the search,” Marc answered boldly as if it should
be obvious.
“It’s not over for Pete,” Sarah commented. Then she
smiled at Pete. “He’s still searching. Aren’t you, Pete?” Pete
nodded, pleased that she seemed to understand what he was
getting at.
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“What I mean is: it shouldn’t make any difference
whether you have your answers or not. You’ve made it this far
and that should be enough. Your twenty-year-old self was
obsessed with, ‘Who am I, who should I be, what does life
mean?’” Marc explained it as if he was lecturing a child. “But,
you’re not twenty anymore.”
Surprised by Marc’s vehemence, Sarah asked, “Are you
suggesting that just because we’re older it no longer matters?”
“That’s right. I don’t think we need those answers
anymore. The questions are irrelevant. So asking, ‘what does it
all mean?’ is not going to get you anywhere.”
“So what will get us somewhere?” Sarah challenged
Marc.
“We don’t need to go anywhere,” he answered back,
“That’s my point. We’re already there.” He looked around the
table to see if the others understood.
“Do you think we have our answers but we just don’t
know it?” Paula asked. Marc nodded.
“Some of us do, and some of us don’t,” he said. He didn’t
look at Pete but it was obvious who Marc meant. No one said
anything for several minutes.
“It seems to me that you are saying we should just give
up because we’re too old to be asking these questions,” Sarah
commented.
“Yeah. If you don’t know by now, you’re never gonna
figure it out,” Marc replied, smugly. His cynicism struck Pete.
Was Marc implying that he was clueless and stupid?
Pete defended himself. “Well, I like having cosmic
questions. I like the quest to find answers. But, you think I
should just give it up?”
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“Yes. You’ve lived this long without any of the so-called
answers you’re obsessed about. What seemed so important all
those years ago is not important at all.” Marc argued as if it
should be obvious.
“I think there’s another way you could look at this,”
Sarah began. “Maybe the answers Pete has been looking for are
not in the places he’s been looking- like philosophy or religion.”
Pete looked at her, astonished by her observation. “Maybe the
‘cosmic’ stuff is ultimately irrelevant,” Sarah added. Pete
wondered if she was going to attack him the way Marc was
doing.
“Isn’t that was I was saying? The quests are irrelevant,
now, so he should just give up,” Marc insisted.
“Oh, no, I don’t mean giving up,” Sarah explained.
“Maybe he should just start looking in different places.”
Marc immediately challenged her. “What places?”
“I think Pete has to answer that question. Pete, where else
could you search?”
“I don’t know. I never thought about it like this before,”
he replied, fascinated by Sarah’s suggestion, and by her.
“You were a little hard on Pete tonight,” Paula said. She
and Marc had almost finished cleaning up the kitchen. Jane had
already gone to bed.
Her comment surprised him. “Really? Why do you say
that?”
“You seemed unnecessarily blunt. And, you were very
harsh.” She spoke with her back to him while she put the plates
away.
Marc defended himself. “I was being direct and honest. I
told him what he needed to hear. Nobody else was doing it.”
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“But you seemed so angry. Why?” She wanted to give
him every opportunity to explain.
“I guess I was, in a way. I can’t stand people who refuse
to grow up.” His condemnation shocked Paula.
“Refuse to grow up? That’s what you thought about
Pete?”
“Yeah. And I’ll tell you why. He doesn’t give a shit about
that philosophical crap- the quest, the cosmic questions, the
meaning of life. He’s just in denial. He doesn’t want to admit his
life is more than half over. He pretends he’s still in college but
he’s past mid-life.”
“Well, so are you,” Paula shot back, frustrated by his
callousness.
“At least I admit it. And anyway, so is Jane. And, so are
you.” Paula sensed cruelty in his voice and stared at him. Her
warm, loving companion had suddenly turned cold, mean, and
heartless. She had never before seen this side of Marc.
Paula wanted to cry but she did not know how Marc
would respond. She refused to consider the possibility that, for
the first time, she was seeing the real Marc. Should she tell him
what she now felt- that he had suddenly turned into an altogether
different person, one she was not sure she could go on loving,
even if she forced herself?
Paula assumed she just needed sleep and this would seem
okay in the morning. “I’m going to bed,” she said and then left
the room without looking at Marc. She hoped he might get the
message that she felt hurt.
He finished tidying the kitchen, went into the parlor, and
sat on the couch. This was where his new life had begun. He
smiled as he recalled that night when Jane and Paula were a little
tipsy and started to undress and fondle him. It was just an old
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couch but it had magically transported him into a new realm
where only love and happiness had reigned.
Marc now feared darkness had come to his magical realm
and he was the one who let it in. He might be in danger of losing
the love and happiness that he had found here. However, he
didn’t regret what he had told Paula. But he wondered if she was
right. Maybe he had been unnecessarily harsh and blunt with
Pete. Why did he even care what Pete said? It was Pete’s life. He
could live it any way he wanted to. He could live in denial, or he
could live in reality. It was none of Marc’s business. However,
Marc felt strongly that it somehow was his business but didn’t
know why.
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Chapter 16 - Act of Love
Sarah and Pete left together. “I liked what you said
tonight,” Sarah said as she walked Pete to his car. “It got me
thinking.”
“Thanks, and I appreciate what you said. I felt you were
sympathetic…”
“Do you have to go? Would you like coffee? We could
talk some more.”
“Okay,” Pete replied. Caroline was out with some
friends. She took advantage of Sarah having dinner with Marc
and the women to take a break from being with Sarah, who had
encouraged her to go.
Sarah made coffee for Pete but poured a glass of wine for
herself. After her second glass, she sat down beside him on the
couch. Pete suddenly found himself very close to a woman he
had only just met and who was very attractive.
“Marc is my ex. Did anyone tell you?” Sarah mentioned.
“I’m married,” Pete said. He felt he had to say it but he
did not want to. He did not know what he wanted. Then she
decided for him.
“I don’t care,” Sarah replied as she unbuttoned her
blouse. Pete did not hesitate. He reached his hand inside her
blouse and touched her breasts through her bra. They were the
first breasts other than his wife’s that he touched in twenty years.
Sarah let Pete control what was happening. She did not
want to give him a reason to think about being unfaithful. She
also gave him some encouragement. Her chest heaved as she
sighed. He pulled his hand back. Sarah worried she had scared
him off. He undid the rest of the buttons so she could remove her
blouse. Then he put both his hands on her breasts. Pete was
93

gentle but confident. “You’re lovely,” he said. It was a simple
compliment but Sarah was so starved for affection that she felt
herself getting wet.
She began to fantasize about what could happen in the
next few minutes. They might cross the point of no return. His
potent erection and her wet vagina would take control and
neither of them would think about anything else for a while. She
hoped it would be a long while, but she would be happy if Pete
could just be deep inside her for a few moments.
Sarah needed to let Pete know she was ready for him.
“Do you mind if I take these off?” she asked. Her fingers were
on the waistband of her pants. She did not wait for his answer but
stood up so she could pull her pants down.
When she was almost naked, he smiled and repeated,
“You’re beautiful.” She smiled, too.
Sarah had almost reeled him in. There was just one more
nudge of encouragement. “Pete, I need you to make love to me.
Now.” She deliberately told him what she needed and did not ask
him to decide. She hoped to flatter him so he would not refuse.
He stood up, unbuckled his belt, and pulled down his
pants. Her fingertips touched his erection through the cloth of his
shorts. Pete gasped and then pulled his shorts down so she could
see his penis. She smiled. He reached to the waistband of her
panties and pulled them down. Sarah giggled as she kicked them
off.
Once they finished undressing, they did not know what to
do. It was sweetly comical. Neither wanted to suggest a position.
He just moved closer to her until his penis touched her belly.
That was all she needed. Sarah lowered herself onto the couch,
raised her legs, and opened herself to him. She gasped when he
was fully inside her.
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“You feel wonderful,” he said. He was afraid it sounded
trite. She smiled.
“You, too.” Pete glided in and out and savored the
sensations. He hoped she felt them as intensely as he did.
“You know, when we met tonight I never would have
dreamed we would be doing this,” he said.
“Yeah,” Sarah grunted. Pete went slowly so he could
remain inside her for as long as possible. Then he realized
something.
“We haven’t kissed,” he said.
“What kind of girl do you think I am?” she joked and
then gasped at the intensity of what he was making her feel. “I
never kiss on the first date!”
They laughed and fucked at the same time. The laughing
took him closer (unfortunately) to his orgasm. She could feel him
growing harder. Pete sped up and ejaculated into her. He felt joy.
She felt a tender sweetness. She moved to kiss him and their lips
gently touched.
“Wow!” was all she could say. Pete remained inside her,
reluctant to break their connection. A moment later she noticed
her legs felt stiff and lowered them. They separated. He sat down
next to her on the couch. She turned to Pete and asked, “That
stuff you were talking about at dinner, why is it so important to
you?”
“I’m still looking for meaning,” he answered. “For me,
it’s always been about meaning.”
“But, why? How would finding meaning change your
life?” He started to reply but halted when he realized he did not
know how to answer. “It’s not too personal a question, is it?”
Sarah asked. Pete shook his head. “What if the kind of meaning
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you’re looking for doesn’t exist and you’re missing the only
important meaning there is?”
“Which is…?”
“Love,” she replied, almost in a whisper. “It’s love.
That’s the only important thing. The rest of it is bullshit.”
Her bluntness startled Pete. No one had ever said that to
him before. All through the years when he thought and talked
about meaning, no one had pointed out to him that his search for
meaning was meaningless. He had been wasting his time. He
leaned over and kissed her.
“Who are you?” he asked, mystified.
“Beg pardon?”
“Who are you? Why did you come into my life tonight?”
he asked, again.
“I’m the woman you just made love to.” And it was
fucking awesome, she wanted to add. Sarah didn’t mention it
because she did not want to embarrass Pete or make him think it
was the wine that made her seduce him.
“There’s that word, again,” Pete said.
“Word? Oh, you mean ‘love.’ Yes, it’s a word I like very
much.”
“I get the feeling you know exactly what it means…”
“And I get the feeling that you didn’t, before. But maybe
now…?”
The front door opened while they talked. Caroline heard
voices coming from the parlor. “Mom, is that you?”
“Don’t come in!” Sarah shrieked. They started to giggle
at the absurdity of their dilemma. She reached for a comforter
next to the couch and unfolded it to cover them from head to toe.
“Okay, come in and meet my friend Pete.”
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Caroline walked in. The room was dim. She looked at her
mother and a strange man sitting together under the blanket on
the couch and noticed a pile of clothes on the floor. She wanted
to tease them about what they had been doing. “Did I
interrupt…?”
“No. No! You most certainly did not!” Sarah declared,
and then glanced at Pete. He tried not to grin. “Pete, this is my
daughter, Caroline.” They greeted each other. Then Caroline said
she was going to bed.
“Goodnight,” they all said in unison. Caroline smiled to
herself. It has been a good night, she thought, for my mom!
Sarah turned back to Pete and caressed his face with the
palm of her hand. “I’d like to see you again,” she said. She meant
it. Pete seemed sweet and nice and she felt comfortable with him.
But, he was married. He did not reply. “I’ll write down my
number. I’m free almost anytime,” she added.
Pete felt overwhelmed. Sarah had revealed the truth to
him. Love was the only thing that meant anything. The other
stuff was garbage. He wished he could stay here naked with her.
He had always thought clothing was meant only for covering the
body and providing warmth and protection. Now he understood
that clothing imposed a barrier between people because it kept
their skins from touching. Right now, that was all he wanted, to
touch Sarah’s skin.
“I don’t wanna go,” he said. She reached for their clothes,
handed his shorts and pants to him, and then put on her panties,
blouse, and pants.
“We’ll see each other soon,” she whispered, smiling. Pete
liked that she sounded certain. He nodded, kissed her, said
goodnight, and then left.
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Sarah sat alone on the couch and thought that what had
happened had been like a dream. For a little while, the world had
only been the two of them, and making love was all that
mattered. She knew the sun would come up tomorrow. The
world would go back to being what it was and an encounter like
this would not matter very much at all unless she made it matter.
Unless both of them made it matter.
Sarah felt complete. She did not know if they would see
each other again. However, that was okay. She had given herself
to him and become whole. For a brief time, he also gave himself
to her. It had been love, real love. Not the happily-ever-after,
forever kind; rather the ecstatic, present-moment kind, which
was just as meaningful and just as intense if also short-lived.
That was enough for Sarah. It truly was, at least for now.
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Chapter 17 - A New World Began
“I was hoping you would call,” Sarah said. She didn’t
want to seem too eager and scare Pete off but wanted to let him
know she had been thinking about him.
Pete sensed her disappointment. “I wanted to,” he replied.
“But, you took a while,” Sarah added. Pete did not reply.
There was a long pause. “Was there a reason?” she asked.
“Yeah, I guess.” Another pause.
“What was it?” She expected him to mention his
marriage and to apologize for having sex with her the first time
they met.
“I was confused.”
His reply surprised Sarah. She believed him, believed it
was not about his wife, but solely about them. “Did you think I
didn’t mean it?” she asked.
“No. I was flattered.”
“Didn’t you want to see me again?”
“Yes. I did. I really did.”
“Then, why?”
“I wasn’t sure what had happened.”
“You mean that night?” He nodded but she could not see
him over the phone. “Oh, I can fill you in if you’ve forgotten
anything.” She smiled at herself as she recalled their sex. “You
made love to me.”
“Yes. I remember.” He smiled at himself. “It was
beautiful.”
“I thought you might like to do it again.”
“I do. But…”
“But, what?” Sarah asked, puzzled.
“There was more.”
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“You mean our conversation? That was awesome, too.”
“It was more than that. I loved the way we connected,
Sarah. I had only just met you, yet you understood me right
away. It was as if you knew me for years. Like you somehow got
inside me and figured me out. It happened so fast it spooked
me.”
“So, I’m spooky?” she joked. “Nobody’s ever called me
spooky before.”
“Don’t joke. I wanted very much to be with you again.
But, more than that, I wanted you to go deeper inside me. I didn’t
know if that could happen. Maybe our connection was just a onetime thing.”
“And maybe it wasn’t,” Sarah replied, aware it might
scare him into thinking she wanted to start an affair with him.
That might be the last thing Pete wanted.
Sarah wanted to be with Pete, but not as his shrink or
guru. She wanted Pete because she liked him and he made her
feel good. She liked that he had not given up on his search for
the meaning of life. Sarah also liked that he had surrendered fully
to the spontaneity of their sexual encounter and wanted to get to
know him better.
“My daughter’s going away. I’m free all day Saturday.
Would you like to come over?” she asked.
“Strangely enough, I’m seldom free on Saturdays. But, I
am this weekend. I guess this means I have to come over.”
“Well, you don’t have to,” she teased. “Only if you want
to.” She used her sultriest tone of voice, certain that she could
make him agree. He did.
“I do. I’ll see you then.”
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Sarah met Pete at the door wearing a Japanese-style silk
robe. He could tell she wore nothing underneath and admired the
way the cloth flowed over her breasts and buttocks and then
draped down to her ankles. “I didn’t invite you here just to make
love. But, if that’s all you came to do, I’m okay with it,” she
whispered.
“I didn’t come just to have sex with you again, but I’m
okay with it, too,” he replied. Pete meant it, and she believed
him.
“You came to talk?” she asked. He nodded. “Can we do it
naked?” He smiled.
“Only if you promise not to laugh at me.”
“Why would I laugh?” she asked, surprised by his
comment.
“Well, it was dark the first time and you didn’t see me.
I’m not much to look at.”
“I’m not someone who likes to look, Pete. Looking is
porn. I don’t like porn. I like to feel. And I liked what I felt with
you. Besides, I’m no sex goddess. Well, not anymore, anyway,”
she added, giggling suggestively.
Pete liked the way Sarah laughed. It made him feel
comfortable. This was not just about sex; it was more about
connections: sexual, intellectual, and maybe even spiritual. He
had not realized there was a spiritual dimension to their tryst
until just now. The thought made him reach toward her robe so
he could undo the sash. Nakedness was truth. Maybe that was
what they were there for, truth.
Sarah stopped him. “Let’s go upstairs where we can be
more comfortable.” He followed her to a small bedroom that she
prepared for them. She had turned down the bed covers and
opened the curtains. Sunlight flooded the room. She sat on the
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bed. “Now you can take them off,” she said, gesturing to his
clothing. He hesitated. “Are you embarrassed? I’m sorry. Should
I not watch you?”
“As I said, I’m not much to look at. I don’t want to
disappoint you.”
Sarah looked directly at his face. “Pete, it would be
impossible for you to disappoint me.” It was the most welcoming
thing a woman had ever said to him. He suddenly felt okay with
his un-athletic build, sagging belly, and thinning hair. She did
not care about those things. She did care about him. Pete was not
sure why. It did not matter right now.
He watched in awe as she reclined back onto the pillows.
Her robe opened and he could see her breasts, belly, and thighs.
Then she bent her right leg and exposed her crotch to him.
However, she did not arouse him. “You’re very beautiful,” he
said.
“I guess I am, for an old gal,” she said, smiling.
“Old? What does old mean? What does young mean?
Why is time important?” he asked, shifting into a philosophical
conversation.
“Wow, I knew you were introspective. I didn’t know you
were also a philosopher,” she said, impressed.
He smiled. “People obsess about the past and future. But
isn’t now the most important thing? What we were back in the
past or will be tomorrow, is that important?” She gestured for
him to sit next to her.
“Philosophy turns me on,” she said and then kissed him.
“Are you mocking me?” he replied.
“God, no! I agree with you. You’re saying what I’m
thinking,” she replied, afraid she had offended him.
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“Although we’re both naked and in bed next to each other
I guess you know by now that I didn’t come here just to fuck you
again,” he said, looking at her face.
“I know. Nakedness is truth, or can be.”
“Now who’s the philosopher?” he asked.
“I guess you bring it out of me, somehow.” They sat
quietly, wondering if they had just connected on a deeper level or
had abruptly lost the connection they thought they already had.
“You look like an artist’s model,” he said as he thought
of the portraits of voluptuous women he had seen. Women
whose exposed bodies suggested openings to deeper parts of
nature and doorways to transcendent, spiritual realms, maybe the
ones where goddesses lived. He suddenly wanted to explore her
deeper parts.
It occurred to Sarah that people get naked to have sex but
also to take baths or showers. Could wet nakedness be another
kind of truth? She suddenly wanted to explore ‘other kinds of
truth’ with Pete.
“I have a great shower and tons of hot water. Join me?”
He suddenly wanted to stand next to her in the shower, basking
in the hot water flowing over their bodies, sliding his soapy
hands up and down her glistening wet skin. She read his
thoughts, smiled, and then reached for his hand to pull him off
the bed.
They dried each other with huge, fluffy, sensual towels,
and then lay side-by-side in bed. “You did it again. I didn’t think
you would, but you did,” she mumbled. Pete was not certain he
understood her. Was she referring to their sex, or something
else?
“What do you mean?” he asked.
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“You made me feel whole again; like you did the first
time.”
“You talked about love the first time. Maybe you just
needed to feel loved.”
“It wasn’t that I needed to feel loved. It was that I needed
to be with someone who felt love.”
“But, I don’t love you. I hardly know you.” He was not
being unkind, only honest.
“Yes, but you know yourself and love yourself. That
matters to me. I felt that,” Sarah replied. He looked at her,
mystified by her statement.
“Pete, you’re still looking for meaning, right?” she asked.
He nodded. They shifted the conversation back to philosophy
and introspection. “You still want to figure life out. The way I
see it, to be where you are you must still value your life, value
yourself, and love yourself.” She paused and took a breath.
“Most people don’t. They get to the point in their lives
where they loathe themselves because of their dismal pasts and
fearful futures. They shut off or obscure everything inside. Their
love for this world, for life- their own lives- is crushed, paved
over, dead, and gone. They wanna die, but they just settle for
living death.” Sarah paused and looked into Pete’s eyes. They
had filled with tears. She then clung to him as if for dear life. Her
life, not his.
“You’re still alive,” she said softly as she hugged him. He
did not say anything. She attracted him because she was
mysterious. Pete realized that she was not the real mystery. He
was. Sarah somehow illuminated and opened places inside Pete
he had never explored. He got inside her when they made love.
She somehow got inside him as well.
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He remembered the question he asked her the first time
they were together. “So who are you, really?” he asked, smiling.
“Nobody,” Sarah answered, softly. He did not argue with
her. She had realized that it was okay to be nobody. Okay with
him, okay with the world. Maybe even better than being
somebody, because being somebody was based on illusions.
Being nobody was based on truth. Sarah liked truth. She kissed
Pete.
“Let me ask you the same question. Who are you?” she
asked.
“It doesn’t matter.”
“What do you mean?”
“Who I am doesn’t matter,” Pete said, “I don’t want to be
anybody. I just want to lie naked here with you. I don’t have to
be anybody to do that, do I? I can just be these arms and legs,
this torso and head, these eyes and mouth, this skin touching
your skin. Your skin which is now my skin, too. That’s all I am.
That’s all I want to be.”
Sarah started to cry. Pete thought his strange rant had hurt
her but said nothing. If he had hurt her, they would talk about it.
It seemed talking was what they were good at. They trusted each
other. Probably because they both knew they did not want
anything from each other.
They were not in the realm of desire. Sarah did not want
Pete, and he did not want her. They were in the realm of pure
Being. He liked being in that realm with Sarah. It was his first
time. He wondered if she had been there before. Maybe being
there was what she was good at. Maybe that was why she was
crying.
“When I said I wanted to see you again it was because of
the way you made love to me. It had been a long time. You took
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me. You were sweet, shy, and cautious but also passionate and
forceful. It was the first time, in a very long time, that I was at
the center of anyone’s universe. I liked being there, Pete. I
needed to be there and that’s why I thought I needed you. I
wanted you to take me there again and again.”
“So, this has just been about sex; not that I have a
problem with that,” he said, smiling.
“Well, yes; but no. I don’t understand what it’s about,
even now,” she admitted.
“It’s okay with me if philosophy turns you on. I like
turning you on,” he said, reaching toward her crotch.
“You mean you’ll philosophize me just to get laid?” she
teased. He nodded and smiled. “Awesome. You do it so well!”
She sighed as he fondled her.
“Why?” he asked.
“Why what?”
“Why is an extraordinary woman like you not with an
extraordinary man?”
“I was, for a time, until I found out he thought other
women were also extraordinary, and he wanted them as much he
wanted me.”
“Your ex-husband, Marc?” Pete asked. Sarah nodded but
remained silent. He respected her silence and did not ask her to
elaborate.
“So, now that we’ve proved I’m an extraordinary woman
and you’re an extraordinary man, would you want me?” It was
the most personal and difficult question Sarah had asked anyone
in a long time.
“Sarah, we hardly know each other.”
“You don’t have to get to know me. Just be with me. In
the present moment, like you referred to it a while ago.”
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”You mean like this? Lazy Saturday afternoons in bed
together?”
“It’s not so bad, is it?”
“It’s wonderful. I just don’t know if I can.”
“But…, you want to?” Sarah knew she pleaded and felt
self-conscious. She waited; Pete did not answer. Then she
frowned and said, “Oh. You don’t want to?”
“Where would it go?” he asked, perplexed.
“It doesn’t have to go anywhere.”
“But you would like if it did?” Pete asked, gently. He did
not want it to sound like a challenge. Sarah took a long time to
answer.
“Yes, I would. I’m sorry. This is far more complicated
for you than it is for me,” she said, trying not to sound dismal.
“I meant what I said about forgetting the past and the
future,” Pete replied. “I didn’t think it would hurt you and I’m
sorry if it did. Beyond this, I don’t know what else there could
be,”
“There could be us,” Sarah replied, quietly, as she looked
into his eyes. Pete smiled. He had already started thinking of the
two of them as ‘us.’ He liked the idea, but did not know what it
would be, how it would work, what would happen, or not
happen.
Pete ran his hands gently down her sides and kissed her
belly just over her womb. “Let there be us,” he whispered. Sarah
shuddered and moaned. A new world began.
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Chapter 18 - Stay-at-Home Dad
Jane and Paula came home and found Marc in the kitchen
drinking beer. “You’re home from work, early, Marc. Everything
okay?” Jane asked.
“No,” Marc mumbled.
“You’re sick?” Paula said. He shook his head.
“Not sick,” he mumbled. “Fucked.”
“What do you mean?” Jane asked as she hugged him.
“Motherfuckers killed the company,” Marc replied.
Yesterday he had a great job in a successful company; today he
was out of that job because the company was gone. It suddenly
seemed as if success had been an illusion or a lie.
“What happened?” Paula asked. Marc told Jane and Paula
the story. The company had been up for sale. The owners had
piled up massive debt. Buyers wanted the company but not the
debt. Instead of fixing things, the owners shut it down and
walked away. Three hundred people were out of work in a flash.
Marc had made a good salary. He had supported them
and paid the mortgage on his house next door. Now, they
suddenly needed a new income plan. He immediately decided to
sell his house. He would look for a new job but there were few
prospects. His industry was shrinking. Jobs were moving
elsewhere.
Jane offered to apply at some mental health clinics in the
city. Paula could probably work as a substitute teacher. The
problem was that if Jane and Paula got full-time jobs, Marc
would have to take care of Julia and become a stay-at-home dad.
He assured Jane and Paula he could learn to take care of
Julia but would need their help at first. He did not know much
about a child’s day-to-day needs and habits. Everyone agreed it
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was the best short-term solution. They would work out a longerterm strategy later.
Their household went from quiet order to noisy chaos.
Jane and Paula spent much of their time looking for jobs. There
were phone calls, messages, long hours on the computer,
networking, interviews, etc.
Marc and Julia developed a pleasant, relaxed bond. Julia
got used to seeing her father more than before. He woke her in
the morning, fed her, played with her, put her down for her naps
(and his own), made dinner for Jane and Paula, and put Julia to
bed at night. Marc found it easy to make Julia laugh and keep
her happy. Her mood suffused the whole house and, despite the
pressure, everyone seemed okay.
Julia soon became more attached to Marc than to Paula or
Jane. Neither of them noticed until it was too late to do anything
about it. They realized it would be too stressful for Julia if they
had to change caregivers again.
They felt happy with Marc’s success at becoming a fulltime dad. Nevertheless, they wondered if he had properly grieved
the loss of his job. Now that he was Julia’s full-time caregiver,
did that mean his former career was over? How did he feel about
that?
Jane and Paula thought he might have periods of worry,
despondency, or even despair. He should not have to deal with
those alone but the women were out of the house most of the
time and could not help him. When they were around, he did not
seem to want to talk about his feelings. They hoped time would
heal Marc’s sense of loss. However, it did not.
Marc sold his house and Caroline moved in with them.
They gave her the baby’s room because Julia slept in a crib in
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their room. It was difficult for Caroline to go from having a
whole house to herself to just one room. She had to live with
cutesy baby decorations but at least she had a private bathroom.
Nevertheless, she felt out of place.
Jane, Paula, and Marc had developed their unique
relationship by having the privacy to do whatever they wanted,
whenever they wanted. Now, Caroline suspected her presence
inhibited them. She loved them, but it soon became obvious she
was an intruder.
“Oh, God, Marc, that feels awesome! Jane, you’re gonna
make me…!” Paula exclaimed as she lay on her side between
Marc and Jane. She was fingering Jane’s crotch. He had entered
her from behind. Jane was fingering her crotch and fondling her
breasts. “You guys are so- oh, shit! Oh, my God! I LOVE
YOU!” Paula shouted as she orgasmed.
Marc abruptly stopped moving. “Take it easy,” he said.
“Oh, sorry,” Paula whispered.
Jane raised her head and looked at him. “What the …?”
she asked.
“Caroline,” he whispered.
Jane was furious. “You mean we have to be quiet because
she’s here?” She had been sharing Paula’s ecstasy and speeding
toward an orgasm of her own. “We have to shut up, now?”
“Um, no, I didn’t mean that. I’m sorry.”
“Caroline’s a big girl, Marc. She knows people have sex.
She’s probably asleep, anyway,” Jane pointed out.
“I know, but...”
“But what? You’re ashamed?” she alleged.
“No, of course not.”
“I think you are.” Jane’s vehemence shocked Paula. Marc
was stunned.
110

“Jane, I was being loud,” Paula apologized.
“I love it when you’re loud,” Jane replied.
“Well, okay, then. Can we just finish now?” Paula asked.
“No. I’m not in the mood anymore,” Jane replied. She
feared she lost a lot more than the mood.
“Well, then, Paula and I can…,” Marc said.
“Not here! I’m sleepy,” Jane lied. Marc looked at Paula
and wondered if she wanted to continue.
“Thanks, but I’m worn out anyway,” Paula said. Marc
felt angry, also confused. Was he angry with Paula for being
loud, Jane for being mean, or himself for asking Paula to be
quiet?
Marc decided it was best to leave their bedroom. He got
out of bed and went into the bathroom. When he came out a few
moments later, he had on his heaviest pair of flannel pajamas. He
picked up a sheet, pillow, and blanket, then left the bedroom
without saying good night.
Jane immediately felt relieved that he was gone. She
turned to Paula and asked, “Sweetie, do you want me to…?”
“No, I’m okay. I just want to go to sleep.” Paula turned
over and closed her eyes.
Caroline walked by the couch in the morning. She
noticed Marc’s eyes were open. “Dad? What are you doing down
here?” she asked.
“Couldn’t sleep. Tossed and turned. Didn’t want to
bother Jane and Paula,” he lied.
Caroline assumed all three had a spat. It was normal to
fight, sometimes. She was sure everything would be okay by
dinnertime.
None of them said anything to Caroline, or each other, all
day. Marc did not even come to the table at dinner. Caroline felt
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uncomfortable. Later, Jane and Paula went to bed but Marc
stayed up. Caroline did, too. She wondered if he would sleep on
the couch again. Marc felt drowsy but did not move.
“Why don’t you go up to bed?” she asked.
“Too early.”
“Dad, what’s going on? Is it me?”
“No. It’s me.”
“Did you do something?”
“Yeah, in a way, you could say that.”
“Well…. what?” she asked.
“I’ve failed.” He did not continue. Caroline waited.
Finally, he said, “You can’t tell Jane or Paula, okay?” Caroline
had no idea what he meant and nodded. He hung his head down.
“I fucked up.”
“What? How?”
“I am not a caregiver.”
“Oh. You mean Julia?” He nodded. “But, you’re doing
great. She adores you.” He ignored her praise.
“No, I don’t have it in me. I’m bored as hell. I’m going
crazy with her day after day. I love her but I wish someone else
took care of her.”
“Oh.”
“And, there’s no one else. Jane’s working. Paula’s
working.” He looked piteously at Caroline.
“Um, I’m working, too,” she reminded him.
“Yeah, I know. I wasn’t asking. What the fuck am I
gonna do? I can’t go on like this.” Marc did not know which was
worse, feeling trapped or letting Jane and Paula down.
Caroline told Jane and Paula about Marc’s feelings. They
were not angry or disappointed and felt sorry for him. They also
agreed he could not give up and assume one of them would step
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in and take over Julia’s care. He had to live up to the
responsibility he had taken on and find a way to make it work.
They were doing okay financially and their lives were stable.
Therefore, there was nothing else they could do, for now.
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Chapter 19 - WTF
They all felt something had changed but none of the three
talked about it. They assumed they had to adjust to a new reality
and make the best of it, so they did. Life in the house went on.
Lovemaking resumed. Everyone thought they were happy again.
Caroline was working late and planned to stay overnight
with a friend. The trio had already started fantasizing about the
uninhibited sex they would have after they put Julia to bed. They
all needed it.
“I heard from Gregory yesterday,” Marc said as they
started eating dinner. Gregory was a computer entrepreneur who
had invested in several start-ups and walked away with millions.
They had met him through Jane’s son. Ronnie had been
Gregory’s ‘follower’ when he traveled around as an itinerant
philosopher known as Jonathan Nathan.
“He emailed me about a job.” Marc explained that
Gregory and some other investors bought a patent for new
software technology that could change the functionality of the
Internet. He invited Marc to join the team not just as a
programmer but also as a vice president. They expected to hire
many young, hotshot programmers and they wanted someone
with years of industry experience to manage the team.
“That’s great,” Paula said. She assumed that if Marc got
another job they would just send Julia to daycare or find an au
pair.
Marc looked over at Julia playing with her spaghetti.
“There’s something else,” he added. “I would have to work with
the start-up group for six months. Then I would come back here
to do the hiring and management.” Jane and Paula looked at each
other.
114

“Back here?” Jane asked. “Where would you go for six
months?”
“Gregory’s rented a retreat center outside Denver.”
“What?!” Jane exclaimed.
Paula tried to keep her voice calm. “I’m surprised you
would even consider this, Marc.”
“I would earn a lot more than I’ve ever made. You both
could quit your jobs. We’d be set for the rest of our lives. Our
kids’ lives, too.” He felt certain they would agree this was an
irresistible opportunity and hoped they would be excited. God
damn! Marc thought. I’m the luckiest man alive to be in love with
two gorgeous, wonderful women, who, by the way, cannot get
enough of me.
Jane tried to remain calm. “We have enough money to
live on,” she argued. “And more money to fall back on if we
need it.” She still had money from Walt’s accident settlement
and life insurance that she had kept in reserve.
“But, we’ll be rich,” Marc insisted. “Possibly very rich.”
They could hear the emphasis in his voice and resented it.
“I don’t want to be rich, Marc,” Paula protested.
“At least, not in that way,” Jane added. “I’ve always felt
rich, thanks to both of you, and Julia.”
Marc doggedly continued his argument. “But we would
never again have any financial worries. Never.” He looked at
their faces and hoped for some sign of accord. There was none.
Jane was quiet for a moment and then decided to be
frank. “I’m worried about us, Marc.”
“There’s nothing to worry about,” he insisted.
“Everything will be wonderful!”
Paula glared at him. Jane doubted he was being
completely honest with them. “So, let me get this right. The only
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reason you’re considering this is for us?” she asked. Her
disbelief was obvious in her voice.
“Right! I can’t turn down an offer like this. It wouldn’t be
fair to you guys.”
“And you’re sure about this?” Paula asked. Marc nodded.
He paused to think about what else he could say to persuade
them.
“It’s for all of us. If either of you got an offer like this,
you would do the same thing. Why aren’t you as happy as I am?”
They were quiet for a few moments. Then Jane revealed her
suspicion.
“It’s not just an offer, is it, Marc? You’ve already
accepted, haven’t you?” she asked. He nodded.
“I assumed you would be happy,” he said. We should be
celebrating, not arguing, Marc thought. How can they not see
this as the opportunity of a lifetime?
Jane did not feel happy. She was about to leave the table
before she exploded in rage at his selfishness. “I love both of
you,” she said, trying to control her anger. “I want to live the rest
of my life with both of you. Not from a distance, but, as
intimately as possible.” She glared at Marc. “Right here, right
now, like we’ve been doing.”
“But the money…,” Marc pleaded.
“Fuck the money,” Paula replied. “Money I can get. Love
like we have, well, I can’t get that anywhere else. I need you,
Marc, not money,” she added, just to make her feelings clear to
him. Jane nodded.
“After I lost Walt, I never thought l would ever find love
again,” Jane explained. “But I found you. Now I’m afraid of
losing you.” She went from anger to tears. Marc wanted to point
out that this was not the same thing. Walt had died and was gone
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forever. Marc would go away for a while and then come home.
Everything would go back to normal. But, they would be
wealthy. Possibly very wealthy.
Jane abruptly stood up. She stripped off her t-shirt and
yoga pants. Naked, she gestured down her body. “What about
this?” she asked, angrily, “Can you live without this for six
months?” What she was also asking, but was too pained to say,
was, ‘can you live without me for six months?’ Paula stood up
and put her arms around Jane.
“Why? Why? Why?” Jane shouted, through her sobs.
Paula looked directly at Marc.
“Yeah, Marc, why?” she asked, glaring at him. Then she
stripped off her clothes and led Jane out of the room. Marc
watched their asses jiggle as they walked away. He loved those
asses and the women they belonged to. The women he belonged
to.
It was the first time in their ménage-a-trois they slept in
three different beds. Paula and Jane cried themselves to sleep.
Marc felt their absence but hoped it would only be temporary.
After all, that was what he was talking about, a temporary
separation that would guarantee their life-long financial security.
He tossed and turned, trying to understand what all the
fuss was about. He could not figure out why they did not support
what he was doing. After all, he was doing it for them. He was
the one making the sacrifice for his family. He would be away
for at least six months. Then he would be back and they could
pick up where they left off, only without any financial worries
for the rest of their lives.
Paula and Jane did not see this as Marc’s sacrifice; they
saw it as his betrayal and abandonment. As they lay alone, they
questioned everything about their intimacy since it began. They
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were both in love with him and thought he was in love with
them. That was all that was important to them. Not to him, it
seemed. Not to him.
The next morning, Jane sat across from Marc at breakfast
and tried to remain calm. “Marc, I am in love with you. I have
been in love with you for several years.” She spoke in a normal
voice and hoped her words would convince him. “I don’t care
about money, or job, or anything else. I can deal with everything
that life might throw at us but I can’t deal with losing you. I
don’t want you to leave.”
“But, you are not losing me, and you’ll still have each
other,” he protested. Paula walked into the kitchen and sat down
at the table.
“Yes, but we’re not two, we’re three,” Paula said. “We
have been three since that night we seduced you. I believed we
would always be three. Until one of us died.”
Marc felt they were ganging up on him and twisting his
words. “But I’m not dying. This isn’t the end. I’ll be back,” he
pleaded. He was starting to realize how much this was hurting
them. Nevertheless, he refused to change his mind.
“Maybe you will and maybe you won’t. I honestly don’t
know,” Paula replied. Jane knew from the bitter tone of Paula’s
voice that she had already given up on convincing Marc to
change his mind.
“You’re making this awfully difficult,” he said.
“We’re making it difficult?” Jane shouted. “You’re
breaking up our marriage!”
“We’re not married,” he pointed out. The coldness in his
voice shocked him. It shocked the women even more.
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“I know,” Paula replied, just as coldly. “But, I feel like
we are. And that’s all I wanted. To be in love with you two, to be
happy. Now you’re fucking that up,”
Marc tried again to reassure them there was nothing
wrong with their relationship. “I’m not fucking us up! I’m
putting us on hold so we can be financially secure for the rest of
our lives.” Neither woman believed him.
“Look, if we were desperate for money, I would support
this. But, we’re not,” Paula argued.
“We need you,” Jane declared. Then she paused, unsure
if she should reveal her real feelings. She decided to tell him the
truth and looked him in the eyes. “We thought you needed us,”
Jane confessed, sobbing. “But I guess not.” It was that simple.
They could see that he still did not understand.
Maybe their absence from his bed last night did not make
clear what he was giving up. Maybe they would have to let him
go away for a while until he came to his senses. Maybe he would
come back as soon as he started to miss them. Or, maybe not.
Neither woman liked feeling uncertain. Both felt there was
nothing to do but accept it, for now.
Marc left two days later. They did not drive him to the
airport. He kissed Julia and mumbled, “See you soon.” Then he
walked out the door, got into a taxi, and rode away.
Jane and Paula snuggled under a blanket on their couch.
Julia slept quietly as they clicked the TV remote and looked for
something to watch. They found an old musical and watched
Busby Berkeley’s kaleidoscope of dancers parade across their
big flat-screen TV.
They imagined themselves as two happy, carefree young
women sitting in a movie theater in 1935. They had each other
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and needed nothing more. They dozed off and dreamed of
Hollywood fantasies: singing and dancing, love, and romance.
They awoke and wondered if the love and romance in their lives
were gone, forever.
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Chapter 20 - Carlie
Gregory rented a mountain villa that had enough
bedrooms for all the project partners to sleep in, plus a pool,
gym, and domestic help. He knew everything had to be perfect.
There was a creative synergy that came from the closeness of
minds and bodies.
For six months the team would live in their private little
world and fully immerse themselves in the innovative process.
They could work when they were playing and play when they
were working, morning, noon, or night. They could think
through and discuss every problem, every angle, and every detail
of establishing what they hoped would be a new and groundbreaking business.
Everyone finished dinner and was hanging out by the
pool. Carlie had been the last member of the group to arrive. She
owned a small, very profitable company that worked in the
background to help other companies succeed.
Carlie noticed Marc looking at her and walked over to
his chair. “You’ve been looking at me. Have we met somewhere
before?” she asked, smiling.
“I’ve been staring at you because you’re gorgeous,” Marc
replied, smiling.
His boldness shocked and delighted Carlie. “Um…
thanks.”
“I hope that didn’t sound creepy,” he added. He could not
tell her age but she seemed younger than he was. He did not want
her to think a dirty old man had just hit on her. She shook her
head.
“No, it wasn’t creepy.” Carlie looked him straight in the
eye, “It was kinda nice.” She shook his hand, and he introduced
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himself. “Oh, are you that guy who is in a ménage-a-trois?”
Marc had no idea how she knew about it. His written dossier did
not mention the ménage. He smiled. She looked him up and
down as if she was assessing him.
“They must be very special women,” she said. Marc
nodded but felt exposed. “And you must be a pretty special guy,”
she added, embarrassing him even more. He smiled again. Had
Carlie just hit on him or was she merely being sociable?
“What about you?” he asked as he glanced down at her
wedding ring. “Is your husband here with you?”
Her face darkened and Marc feared he had
unintentionally offended her. “Um, no. My husband died in a
plane crash about five years ago.”
“Oh, my God! I’m so sorry.”
“I miss him every day.”
“He must have been really special,” Marc said, returning
the compliment.
“He was.” She paused and looked at Marc. He had the
impression she was trying to decide something.
“I’d like to tell you about Jack, plus hear about your
women. I have some wine in my room. Would you like to hang
out for a while?” Marc nodded, hoping Carlie had more in mind
than hanging out.
Alone in her room, Carlie handed Marc a goblet of white
wine and then sat next to him. “So, your wives…?”
“We’re not married,” he pointed out.
“Oh, right. I figured that. You couldn’t marry both of
them, anyway.”
“We’ve never talked about it. How long were you
married?”
“Seven years.”
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“What was he like?”
She thought for a moment. “Suppose you could take all
the best features of all the men who ever walked this earth and
put them into one man. That would have been my Jack.” Her
description was an obvious exaggeration but made it clear that
Carlie had deeply loved Jack. She still loved him.
Carlie sat quietly lost in her memories. When she came
back to the present he thought she was about to cry. After
another long pause, she sighed. “Well, I think we've arrived at
the moment we both knew was coming.”
“Moment?” he said, innocently.
“I think we both know where we hoped this would go.”
“Yes,” he smiled. She got up, walked toward him, leaned
down, and kissed him on the cheek. She started to pull away.
Marc took her hand, pulled her toward him, and they kissed
again. Carlie held onto his hand and pulled him gently toward the
bed.
“Wait here,” she said after he sat down. Then she went
into the bathroom. Carlie emerged a few minutes later in a black,
sheer, almost opaque negligee. It did not hide the lines of her
body; it just blurred them. He liked that she was open to him yet
not fully revealed.
“You’re incredibly beautiful,” he said. She leaned down
to kiss him again.
“Your turn,” she said, sweetly. He did not want to look
away from her as he slowly undressed. It took a little longer, but
she did not care. As soon as he finished, she came over to the
bed. He reached his arms around her waist and then kissed her
stomach. “Let’s lie down,” she said.
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They lay side-by-side. “If this is what you consider
‘hanging out,’ you must have a lot of friends,” he joked. She
giggled.
“Not as many as you might think.” He had no idea what
she meant. “So, tell me about your women,” Carlie said.
He did not want to talk or even think about Paula and
Jane right now. Carlie felt curious but did not care about them,
either. It was just the fact that two women loved him that
intrigued her. She wanted to know why.
“Jane is in her fifties and Paula is in her forties. They
were friends before I met them. Paula and I have a daughter,
Julia. I also have a grown daughter; so does Paula; and Jane has a
grown son. You?”
“No kids, I’m afraid. We were too busy.”
“You wanted them?”
“Oh, yes.” Carlie again had that faraway look in her eyes.
Marc wondered if she needed to cry. He put his hand on her
shoulder. “I’m all right,” she whispered.
“You know, when we came up to your room so we could
talk, I didn’t think we do this much talking,” Marc joked.
“Are you sorry that you came?” She asked, grinning, and
then leaned over to kiss him. He put his arms around her and
held her against his body. Neither of them felt sorry.
Even though they had just met, they made love as if they
were old friends who had been together many times before.
Instead of urging each other toward mind-blowing orgasms, their
sex was awkward at first, then slow, sweet, and gentle.
They rested side-by-side when they had enough. Neither
of them wanted to say anything. Both knew they were not going
to talk about what they had just done. They also hoped they
would do it again.
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“I think this is the part I like best,” Marc said.
“The afterglow?” she asked.
“Yeah. It almost seems as if my whole body is thanking
me for making love to you.” His comment surprised Carlie. Did
they connect that quickly?
“Your whole body? Not just your…?” She looked down
at his penis. He smiled but did not reply. She realized at that
moment she did not want him to leave. “Will you stay the
night?” she asked.
“Um, I didn’t bring my jammies,” he joked.
“No problem, you can wear mine,” she said, smirking.
“Or not.”
He suddenly wanted to enter her again. This time he
wanted them both to have mind-blowing orgasms. They did.
Carlie and Marc became a couple. She was free to do it.
He was not, but didn’t care. Jane and Paula had ceased being real
to Marc.
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Chapter 21 - New Love
“You two have been spending a lot of time together,”
Gregory commented to Carlie as they sat alone at lunch. The
group had been working together for several months.
“And we’ve been getting a lot of work done,” she pointed
out. Gregory rolled his eyes. “Well, doing a lot of that, too,”
Carlie added, smiling. “We connected from the moment we met.
I honestly don’t know why.”
“How’s the work going? The real work that we came
here to do?” Gregory joked.
“It’s going well. We’ve brainstormed with the other
teams and mapped out several scenarios for consideration. Each
one has its unique features and set of parameters. We think the
whole group will like them.”
“And then what?” he asked.
“What do you mean?” Carlie knew what he meant. She
had been asking herself the same question.
“What about your scenario after we finish here and the
project moves to the next phase?” Carlie looked puzzled and
pretended she was not sure what he meant. “Where will you go?
Where will he go?”
Carlie looked away. She did not want to expose her real
feelings. “I don’t know.” Gregory sensed Carlie was sure of her
feelings but not of Marc’s.
“I thought so,” he said, gently.
“I can’t go with him, Greg. I’ve gotta get back to my own
company. And, he can’t go with me…, but I don’t want to say
goodbye...”
“He could go with you.”
“How?”
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“Well, I invited him onboard because I needed someone
where he lives. But I could find someone else. He could quit the
project and go with you.”
Carlie shook her head. “I would hate for him to do that.
He’s very excited about the project and he would have to give up
his share of the company. He needs that for his family.”
Gregory remained quiet while he tried to decide if he
should ask Carlie the bombshell question. He decided there was
no way to avoid it. “Yes, Carlie, that's true. But does he need his
family anymore?”
On the day Marc arrived at the retreat, Gregory had asked
about his ‘girls,’ meaning Jane, Paula, and Julia. Marc’s vague
reply was, ‘They’re okay.’ At that moment, Gregory sensed
something was not okay but he did not intrude on Marc’s family
privacy.
“Oh, God. What are you suggesting?” Gregory heard the
anguish in her voice. “Wait, don’t say it. He might want to leave
them and be with me?” Gregory nodded, thinking it should be
obvious to Carlie. It was, but Carlie didn’t want to admit it.
Gregory looked into Carlie’s eyes. They had known each
other for a long time but never talked about their private lives.
“He might. What about you? What would you want?”
“I don’t know,” Carlie lied.
“Yes, you do,” Gregory insisted. “Don’t lie to yourself.
You want to be with him.”
Carlie’s eyes began to fill with tears. This had become
the most emotional event in her life since Jack died. It reminded
her that she did not like having emotions. She could handle other
people’s feelings but not her own.
“Yes, but that’s so wrong. I can’t allow it. He has to go
back to them. I’d feel terrible if he didn’t.”
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Gregory knew her protests were hollow. “Be honest with
yourself. You’d feel worse if he did,” he asserted. He wanted
Carlie to confront her deepest conflict.
“Yes, dammit! I do want him, but I don’t want him to
hurt anyone. I’m single, but he’s not. From the beginning, I knew
this could only be temporary.” No, she didn’t, Gregory thought.
She didn’t know or care what would happen. She just wanted it.
“Have you two talked about it?” he asked.
“No. I didn’t want to break the spell by letting the real
world in.” That ‘spell’ had become the most important thing in
her life. Carlie had fallen deeply in love with Marc.
“Carlie, one of these days it’s gonna have to come in.
That doesn’t mean you lose the spell. Maybe there’s a way to
save it.”
“There isn’t! I’d have to keep him, and I don’t want to do
that.”
“Yes, you do,” Gregory said.
“Yes,” Carlie admitted, “I do.” She burst into tears.
“What am I gonna do? I can’t just send him home and never see
him again. But, I can’t keep him, either. This is so fucked up.”
They were quiet for a few moments. Gregory waited
patiently for her to continue. When she did not, he asked,
“You’ve been happy, haven’t you?” Carlie nodded.
“Yes! For the first time since I lost Jack.” Her admission
confirmed Gregory’s suspicions about the depth of Carlie’s real
feelings.
“You’re gonna have to talk to him and ask him how he
feels, what he wants, and prepare yourself for an answer you
might not like. That’s what’s keeping you from talking about it,
isn’t it?”
128

Carlie nodded. “Yes,” she admitted. “I might find out that
he wants to end it and go back to them. I don’t know if I can
handle that.”
“You’re gonna have to find out, eventually.”
“I know.” Carlie looked down. She knew she should not
have fallen in love with Marc. She should not want to be with
him for the rest of her life. She should not feel okay with him
leaving his family to be with her. But, she was.
A week later, Carlie and Marc finished their breakfast
and lounged in bed. “I wanted to talk to you about the end of
phase one of the project,” he said. Here it comes, she thought.
“The next phase is for me to go back, find space, start staffing,
and stuff like that. And it means…”
“We’ll be leaving,” she said, cutting Marc off.
He nodded and hesitated before he continued. “And I
don’t think I can do that alone.” He looked directly into her eyes
and wanted to make sure Carlie heard what he was about to say
right down into her soul. “I don’t want to go anywhere without
you.”
Carlie had no idea they felt the same way about each
other. She thought this was just a fling that went horribly wrong
when she fell in love with Marc. Now he revealed he was also in
love with her. That changed everything.
She put her arms around Marc and decided to take the
risk, be honest with him, and expose her true feelings. “I love
you, too, Marc.” They looked at each other.
“I don’t want to go back, Carlie. They’re not my life
anymore. You are,” Marc said. They had crossed a threshold.
When they started the affair, they were two people with a
boundary between them. Now they had a circle around them.
They both knew they had just stepped in a huge pile of shit.
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“But they’re your family,” she pointed out. Now, it was
his turn to cry.
“I don’t want them anymore. I want you. I would rather
just pay child support than go back and live with them, knowing
I want to be with you.”
“But, your obligations?”
“Shut up!” Marc’s intensity startled her. He apologized.
They were quiet for a moment, looked at each other, and
struggled with their feelings.
Carlie felt they needed a laugh. She smiled and said,
“Well, do you think they would let me join your little harem?”
He looked at her and suddenly wanted to be inside her where he
now belonged. He pushed her back on the bed and she opened
her legs for him.
“I love you, Marc,” she repeated. He felt he might lose
her if he could not find a way to end his connection with Jane,
Paula, and Julia. He entered Carlie with a force and urgency he
never felt before. Marc wanted to be deep inside her, attached to
her. He wanted to spend the rest of his life inside her world, a
world he had come to love more than anything.
The way Marc needed Carlie thrilled her. His intensity
would frighten most women, but Carlie welcomed it. It was the
way she had always wanted a man to need her. Not just her body,
her breasts, ass, vagina, lips, or eyes. But a deeper need for her
‘allness’- for the essence of her being. Her Carlie-ness. It was the
way Jack had loved her and she feared she would never find it
again.
But she had. And she wanted to keep it.
Marc wanted her right down to her soul. Carlie wanted to
give everything to him and keep nothing back. She wanted to be
Marc’s woman. She wanted to feel him inside her even when he
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was not there. Carlie wanted to feel him loving her even if they
were nowhere near each other. She wanted to feel his life
coursing through her body and his passion thrusting into her all
the time, every waking moment, and even when she slept.
He finished and they lay quietly for a time. Finally, he
said, softly, “I don’t know what I should do.”
Carlie thought about it for a few moments and then said,
“I think you should go home. Stay for a few days. See how you
feel when you’re with them instead of me.”
He sighed. “They were mad at me when I left. We’ve
only spoken a few times. They might not even want me
anymore.”
“If you go back to them with that attitude, you’re never
gonna sort this out.”
He nodded. “You’re right.”
“Think about it. Let me know what you decide.”
Marc was quiet for the rest of the day. Carlie hoped it
was because he was thinking about his dilemma and not because
he was avoiding it. When they were at dinner, she asked if he
had reached a decision. She was surprised when he nodded.
“I’m not going back. I don’t want to see them again. I
will arrange to send two-thirds of my income to them.”
She gasped. “Don’t do that, Marc. It will be as if you
died. Think about it. Jane lost her husband in a car crash. I lost
Jack in a plane crash. We both know what it’s like when your
husband dies. You were there for Jane when Walt died, right? If
you never go back, it will be as if you died, too. Are you sure you
want to do that to them? Think about it,” she repeated, for
emphasis.
“You’re making this complicated.”
“Marc, this is complicated.”
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“The only other way I can see to do this is to go back, tell
them the truth, and then say goodbye.”
“Finally, we get an adult idea! One not based on
avoidance.”
“That’s what you wanted?” he said. She nodded. “Why
didn’t you just say so?” he asked, puzzled.
“The idea had to come from you, Marc. It could only
appear when you began to understand certain things. Now you
have. I’m glad. I knew you could do it.” Carlie hugged him. He
hoped she was right. He also hoped he possessed the strength to
do what she thought he should do.
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Chapter 22 - Old Loves
Marc should have been sitting on the airplane trying to
suppress a huge boner. He was flying home to his lovers after
being away for six months. He should have been fantasizing
about all the loving they were going to do when he got home.
However, he was not.
That place was no longer home and those women were no
longer his lovers. He did not know how to handle seeing them
again. He thought they might expect a sexual reunion that would
go on for days, but he knew they would no longer excite him.
Then they would know something had changed.
He had mentioned his apprehension to Carlie. “Maybe
you could think of me when you’re with them,” she suggested.
“You could try to fake it. People do it all the time.”
“But, what if I accidentally say your name?”
“That would be the end,” she said. Then she paused.
“Wait, you’re not seriously thinking of doing that, are you? Just
to make them throw you out? Don’t make the break-up happen
like that. At least be nice to them.”
Jane and Paula picked up Marc at the airport. He gave
them each a cursory hug and pretended the flight had exhausted
him. They had planned a special dinner, small talk, and then bed.
Julia was with a babysitter. They had the freedom to immerse
themselves in each other and make up for the time they lost. The
women were not quite ready to forgive him but they did want to
welcome him back.
Marc remained quiet at dinner. Jane and Paula looked at
each other and wondered if they should go easy on him tonight.
After all, he was back and would not be going away again. All
the rest of his work on the new company would be at home. It
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might take a while, but they thought they would all be able to
renew and refresh their love. Absence does make the heart, and
loins, grow fonder.
The women had entertained each other in bed while Marc
was away. Sometimes they would make love much of the night.
When they went to work in the morning, they were still horny for
each other. However, they never once suggested it was better
without Marc than with him. They had genuinely looked forward
to his homecoming.
Marc sat quietly preparing himself to tell them about
Carlie. He knew it was not going to be easy. He just hoped it
would not hurt too much. Them or him.
He put his fork down and finished chewing a mouthful of
food. Then he looked down at his plate and began to speak.
“While we were working on the project, I spent most of
my time with one of the other partners.” He spoke softly and
then paused to look at each of them. Neither woman responded,
so he went on. “Her name is Carlie,” he paused, again, hesitant to
say what was coming next. “And I’m going to marry her. I’m
sorry.” That was it. The whole explanation. Just like a computer
program. Precise and definite. Frank and to the point. Cold.
Paula looked at Jane. “You were right,” she said. Jane
frowned and then nodded. She felt sorry she had been right. Until
Marc spoke, they still wanted him back in their lives. Now she
realized he no longer belonged to them but someone else. She
felt sorry for herself, for Paula, and the other woman. Marc was
scum.
“I’m so sorry,” he repeated. They knew he wasn’t sorry
and glared at him.
“What about us? What about all this?” Paula asked. She
gestured toward the house to remind him it was his home, a
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home he had made with them, a happy home. “What about our
daughter?”
“Oh, don’t worry, I will pay child support,” he said as if
that was all he felt he owed them. It was obvious he had let go of
them emotionally, moved past them, and felt he owed something
only to Julia. They felt even more shocked.
“So you think you can just buy us off?” Jane asked. She
was beyond anger. Her rage was no longer fiery. It had turned to
ice.
“I took this job because I felt I needed to provide for you,
and I will do that.” He said it without emotion as if he was
fulfilling a contract.
“Marc, this is your home. You belong here with us, with
Julia.” His facial expression did not change. There was no
softening, no recognition, and no reconnection.
Marc mumbled, “I’m sorry,” for the third time. There was
nothing else he could say. He felt ashamed of what he had done
and just wanted to get it over with.
Jane and Paula got up abruptly and walked out of the
kitchen. He heard them climb the stairs. Then a door slammed.
Was this the end? Had he just broken up with them? Should he
leave now? He did not know what to do and sat there, stunned.
They came back an hour later. “We don’t want your
money. We’re doing okay. Put the money in a trust fund for
Julia. We never want to see it,” Paula said.
“And we never want to see you again,” Jane added. She
was still seething inside. If she had a weapon, she would have
used it on him.
They waited for Marc to say something. He avoided
looking at them, quietly got up, and walked toward the door.
They looked at each other in disbelief. Until this moment, they
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hoped their hostility would wake him up and make him realize
what he was about to lose. He turned and opened his mouth to
speak. Paula interrupted him.
“If you say you’re sorry one more time, I swear I’ll bash
in your head with that frying pan.”
Marc walked out.
Paula and Jane sat at the table unable to believe what had
just happened. Marc, their Marc, the man they loved, and who
they believed loved them, had just walked out. Paula began to
cry.
“Hurts, doesn’t it?” Jane said, smiling wryly. She meant
her bland comment to be funny. Paula nodded but did not smile.
“I really, really loved him,” Paula sobbed. “I thought he
loved me, and you. I thought this was our happily-ever-after.”
Paula paused and looked at Jane. “You knew when he took that
job that he was looking for a way out, didn’t you?” she said. Jane
nodded. “Well, he found it. He found her.”
“I honestly didn’t think he would find someone,” Jane
admitted. “Well, she can have him. I still have you. You’re all I
ever wanted, anyway.”
“Yeah, it went way too far, didn’t it?” Paula looked
longingly at Jane, suddenly afraid she could lose Jane’s love just
as they had lost Marc’s love.
“We just wanted to fool around with him, not become his
wives,” Jane added. Paula felt relieved. Jane was referring to the
two of them as ‘we.’
Paula nodded. “But that’s what we did. We were stupid.”
Jane smiled. “And he just did us a favor.”
There was a long, deep silence. Neither woman was sure
what she wanted to do next. Then it dawned on Paula. “Let’s get
drunk,” she said. “Then let’s fuck.”
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“Way ahead of you,” Jane said. She stripped off her
clothes and then grabbed Paula to kiss her. “Booze, sex, and you.
That’s all the happily-ever-after I need.”
It was a relief to discover they did not need Marc and no
longer even wanted him. Jane and Paula were rid of him and
alone with each other, just as it always should have been. And,
they had Julia. She was the only wonderful thing to come out of
their ménage-a-trois. They would tell Julia her father had died
when she was young and left her some money. They would
pretend to be sad and never tell her the truth.
They were complete. All they needed was each other.
One night, after her third or fourth orgasm, Paula looked into
Jane’s eyes and asked, “Will you marry me?”
Jane smiled. “About damn time you asked,” she replied,
grinning. She switched the vibrator up to the ‘earthquake’ setting
and lovingly eased it deep inside Paula. Then she waited for
Paula to melt into another orgasm.
“Yes, yes, yes! I will! I love you, Paula,” Jane said, as her
orgasm engulfed her. If anyone had mentioned Marc to them at
that moment they would have replied, “Marc? Marc who?”
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Chapter 23 - Just Like That
“So when’s the wedding? Dad didn’t tell me,” Caroline
asked. Carlie forced herself to smile. She tried to seem confident
and comfortable but felt apprehensive about meeting Marc’s
daughter. They sat in a quiet booth in the late afternoon, just
before the dinner rush started. They had absent-mindedly ordered
bland salads; neither of them felt hungry.
“We don’t know, yet. Marc wants you there, of course,”
Carlie replied. “So do I,” she lied. She assumed Caroline blamed
her for Marc abandoning his women and infant daughter. She did
not dislike Caroline. She disliked families. She reminded herself
that it made no difference how she felt about Caroline or how
Caroline felt about her. They would hardly see each other after
the wedding.
“Did he tell you what I do?” Caroline asked as she tried
to make small talk. Carlie did not respond. “My job doesn’t pay
much. I work long hours and there are often many
disappointments. But my clients depend on me. I never know
when a crisis might happen. If someone needs me, I’ve got to be
there. It could be a life-or-death situation.”
“Wow, I had no idea,” Carlie tried to sound impressed.
“You must be under a great deal of pressure.”
“I am, but I love it. I love that people can depend on me,
that I can help them, support them. They trust me to be there for
them, always.” Carlie felt stung by Caroline’s comments. She
felt Caroline was indirectly criticizing her and blamed her
because Marc abandoned his family to be with her. She was quiet
for a few moments.
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“Look, Marc didn’t know I existed until we met at the
retreat.” She felt defensive and apologetic. “I love your father
and he loves me. You understand that, right?”
Caroline nodded but ignored Carlie’s protest. “Your
relationship with my father is none of my business,” she said and
hoped she sounded convincing. Then she switched gears.
“I wanted to see you because there’s information about
my dad you should know,” Caroline said. Carlie grimaced. She
had feared the reason Caroline wanted to meet was to try to talk
her out of marrying Marc. She assumed Caroline wanted Marc to
go back to Paula and Jane.
“What information?” Carlie asked.
“When my mom was pregnant with me my dad had an
affair. This devastated mom and she confronted him. He ended
it. But, there were more.”
“So he was a philanderer? Many men are.”
“Plenty of men are skirt-chasers. They just want to fuck
other women. It’s all about conquest. The women are just
trophies.” Caroline’s brutal honesty struck Carlie. “But, he kept
falling in love. Every time mom found out she forced him to
break off with the other woman. But he soon found somebody
new.”
“Your mom put up with this?” Carlie asked, superficially
concerned.
“Yeah. For years. Because of me.”
“I would expect her to hate him.”
“She came to understand that one woman wasn’t enough
for him.”
“You mean she wasn’t enough for him?” Carlie replied.
She did not mean to sound insulting, but Caroline was shocked.
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She wanted to defend her mother but decided to let it go. Instead,
she moved on.
“I saw him with Jane and Paula almost every day. They
had an unusual relationship, to say the least, but they were happy
together. He seemed truly in love with them. My mom came to
visit and had dinner with them. She was amazed at how different
he seemed. She thought he had found the kind of relationship he
had always wanted: with two adoring women. But then…”
“He met me,” Carlie interrupted. Caroline nodded.
“And then he walked away from them; just like that,”
Caroline said, snapping her fingers. She wondered if Carlie could
see where this was going.
Carlie felt Caroline had just attacked her because she
blamed her for what Marc had done. She wanted to seem defiant
but decided to remain contrite just to see what would happen
next.
“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean for this to hurt anyone,” she
said.
“Carlie, what I’m trying to say is that it is you who is
likely to get hurt…, eventually,” Caroline explained. She decided
to warn her as bluntly as she could. “He always wanted more
than one woman. He had a loving relationship, and a child, with
two; yet he left them for you.”
“What are you trying to say?”
“He found the perfect arrangement. To be openly loved
by two women. It was all he ever wanted. He should have been
blissfully happy, yet he walked away. Have you asked yourself
why?”
“It’s obvious. He fell in love with me. Those two women
were not the right women for him.” Carlie felt defensive but
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emphatic. “I am,” she boasted. Caroline could see Carlie had not
understood.
“How long will that last?” Caroline asked, bluntly. Carlie
felt stunned.
“How dare you…?” she said, outraged.
“How long before he wants or needs another woman?”
Caroline had lost her patience and sympathy for Carlie. She had
intended to warn her but Carlie did not seem to comprehend the
warning. There was a long silence. Their food sat on the table.
Neither had started to eat. Caroline looked down at her plate.
“I don’t know if I should thank you or curse you for
telling me this,” Carlie said. Caroline reached out and took
Carlie’s hand. She held it for a few seconds, squeezed it, and
then let go. Carlie did not look at Caroline. She got up and
walked away, leaving her meal uneaten. Then she abruptly
turned and came back to the table.
“I’m sorry about all this,” she said. “I’ll pay the waiter.
Finish your dinner.” Then she walked away. Caroline no longer
felt hungry. She waited until Carlie was out of the restaurant and
then got up and left.
Caroline had not wanted to have this conversation with
Carlie. She felt soiled by Marc’s betrayal of Jane and Paula.
After she met Carlie, however, she felt sympathy toward another
woman. She also hated lying and would have preferred staying
out of the mess her father had created.
Marc had revealed himself as he truly was. He didn’t
deserve Carlie. He hadn’t deserved any of the women who loved
him, including her mother Sarah. They had given him everything
and gotten nothing but betrayal in return. Her father’s immature
treatment of his women would end here. Caroline would see to it.
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Chapter 24 - A Small Boy
Marc and Caroline were eating Chinese take-out in his
sparsely furnished apartment. It was all he could afford after he
left Gregory’s project. He had saved a few dollars but put most
of what he earned in Julia’s trust fund and now desperately
needed a job. However, that wasn’t why he invited Caroline for
dinner.
“It’s over,” Marc said.
“She broke it off?” Caroline asked. Marc nodded. They
had not spoken in the month since she and Carlie had their
awkward conversation. She could see how despondent Marc was.
It was obvious his heart was broken. Caroline had liked Carlie.
Her father had loved Carlie, or so he claimed.
After what her mother told her about Marc and his many
love affairs, Caroline was not certain she could trust him to tell
the truth about his real feelings. She was not certain he even
knew what his real feelings were. Caroline wanted him to get it
all out. She also wanted to believe he genuinely had been in love
with Carlie.
“So why did you want me to talk to her?” Caroline asked.
Marc didn’t reply immediately. Caroline sensed her
father’s deep sadness. “We were deeply in love,” he said, trying
not to cry. Despite all that happened after the planning retreat, he
missed Carlie.
“We started out so happy at the retreat. It was idyllic. We
were getting to know each other. Everything we did together was
fun. Afterward, she began to change. Carlie became subtly
manipulative. She would suggest a different tie, food, or movie. I
didn’t think anything about it at first.” He abruptly stopped
talking and sighed.
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“Then she went from suggesting to insisting. I tried to
resist her control. I quickly found out it was futile. She would
remain calm but persisted until I did what she wanted. Over a
short time, maybe just a month or so, her control extended
deeper into my life. It got to the point where she would tell me
when I ought to take a shit.” Marc paused and Caroline
grimaced.
“I thought she was my soul mate but I gradually realized
I couldn’t marry her. I wanted to. I loved her very much.” Lost in
his heart-breaking memories, Marc stopped and wondered if he
should tell Caroline more intimate details.
“She was controlling everywhere unless we were making
love. Then we were equals. But, only for those few awesome
moments.” Marc paused and sighed. “I never loved any woman
as I loved her.” Marc’s anguish convinced Caroline that he was
telling the truth.
“I found the woman of my dreams and she turned out to
be the female of my nightmares,” he added. “I had to admit to
myself that it was never going to work.” He loved her but could
not stand to live with her.
Marc stared off into space as he recalled his agony. “I
couldn’t talk to her or reason with her. I tried to leave but she
wouldn’t let me. She told me she loved me and needed me and
convinced me to stay. But the control! She didn’t see that her
need for control was killing me.”
“But, why?”
“Because of Jack. She had a foreboding his plane would
crash. He ignored her when she begged him not to go. Jack had
flown many times before and didn’t see a problem. She blamed
herself for his death. If she had forced him to change planes, she
would never have lost him.”
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“That’s tragic, but what’s it got to do with you?”
“It’s simple but twisted. She wants to protect the man she
loves. She thinks absolute control is the only way to keep her
man. But she doesn’t see that what she’s doing drives men
away.”
“There have been others?”
“I think so. I don’t know any of the specifics and I don’t
know how they got away from her. I realized I couldn’t just
leave. I would have to make her throw me out. So I seized on her
greatest fear- losing the love of her life- and got you to make her
think I could eventually get tired of her, find somebody else, and
leave.”
“Therefore, the stuff I told her,” Caroline said. She felt
unhappy Marc had asked her to help get rid of Carlie. Caroline
did it because he was her father and she loved him. But, doing it
had made her despise him, as well. She had learned things about
him she would rather not have known. Moreover, she liked
Carlie and felt sorry for her.
“Those things were all true,” he admitted. She felt he had
just tried to apologize to her. Maybe to all his other women as
well.
“I know. Mom told me. I was wondering if you would
admit it. You’re a stupid shit, you know that? I only know four
of the women who loved you. They were all awesome and you
just threw them away.” Her words stung but Marc knew she was
right. He had plenty of opportunities for love in his life and he
had ruined them all.
Marc sat quietly for a while, reflecting on the women he
had been with. Finally, he said, “All I wanted was love,” as if
that explained everything.
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“Dad, you received more love than most men ever do. I
don’t think that’s what you wanted at all.”
“Then what did I want?” Marc snapped. He immediately
regretted sounding combative.
“I don’t know. But you’ll have the rest of your life to
figure it out.” Caroline paused as she tried to decide if she ought
to be brutally honest. She determined she had no other choice.
He had to face the truth. “Alone. I’m sorry.”
“So am I,” he said. Marc realized what had happened. All
that love she referred to was gone and none of it would ever
come back. He started to cry. Caroline hugged him and felt as if
she was comforting a small boy. She thought maybe that was
what Marc had always been.
Sarah, Paula, Jane, Carlie, and who knows how many
other women had all been willing to love Marc. Either they
weren’t enough for him, or they were too much. Whichever it
was, Marc lost the one thing he needed. The only females he had
left were his daughters. He had abandoned Julia. Marc swore to
himself that he would treasure Caroline. She was the only
woman left who would put up with him.
Marc cried.
Caroline cried, too, but not because of what he had been.
She cried for what her father would be from now on. He would
spend the rest of his life as a lonely old man who would have to
live with the knowledge that it was his fault, and only his fault,
that he was alone.
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Book 2
Seek and Ye Shall Find
Ask, and it shall be given you;
seek, and ye shall find; knock,
and it shall be opened unto you:
For every one that asketh
receiveth; and he that seeketh
findeth; and to him that
knocketh it shall be opened.
- Matthew 7:7–8, KJV
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Chapter 25 - Her True Self
Beverly dropped by the Books-Go-Round used bookstore
after her waitressing shift at the diner. She had not noticed the
special event poster on the door when she arrived. The speaker
began his talk and Beverly listened in. What she heard made her
stop browsing the used books.
“I’m on a search for personal truth,” the man said. “I
think of it as a search for my true self.” Beverly had never heard
the words ‘true’ and ‘self’ spoken together. She was not even
sure what his phrase ‘true self’ meant. She looked at the speaker.
His name was Jonathan Nathan. He was a chubby Black guy in
his forties who hardly looked like an important public speaker.
Beverly had never heard of him.
He told the audience he and his followers were pilgrims.
They were not traveling to a specific holy site like regular
pilgrims. They were pilgrims seeking the truth.
“Our search isn’t in the physical world,” Jonathan
Nathan went on. “It’s not an outer quest; it’s an inner search.”
He stressed the word inner as if it should make a difference to
the listeners. They weren’t impressed. His statements also
confused Beverly. She felt his useless self-indulgent nonsense
had nothing to do with her.
He tried a different way to explain what he meant.
“Show of hands. Who in this room knows the meaning of
life?” No hands went up. “Nobody? C’mon, you must have some
idea. An inkling, a hint, or at least a suspicion?” Beverly
continued to listen but was becoming more convinced she was
wasting her time.
“There is no meaning,” somebody in the back yelled out.
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“Oh, really? I guess I missed that revelation,” Jonathan
Nathan joked. A couple of people chuckled. “Is there anybody
who agrees with him?” he asked. A few hands went up. “Are you
sure?” Some people nodded. He changed his tack.
“How many of you have asked yourself, ‘what is the
meaning of life?’ even once?” he asked. Several hands went up.
“Great! How many of you found an answer?” Nobody raised
their hands. Beverly was still listening but she wasn’t sure why.
“So, what did you do?” Jonathan Nathan asked and then
paused as if he was expecting a response. Nobody said anything.
He looked around the room and tried to make eye contact. “You
gave up, didn’t you?” he said. Several people nodded.
“So you looked. But, you didn’t find anything. Then what
did you do? You just stopped looking, right?” He had them now.
“The way I see it, the reason you haven’t found a meaning is not
that there isn’t one. It’s because you stopped looking for one.”
Several people nodded. They weren’t certain they agreed but
what he was saying was starting to intrigue them.
“So what does it all mean?” Jonathan Nathan asked. He
meant the question rhetorically. Some of their faces brightened
as if they expected him to finally get to the point and tell them
what the meaning of life was. “It means you’re lazy,” he added,
smiling. No one smiled back. Most of the audience looked
puzzled. A few seemed annoyed. Beverly wondered if she ought
to come back another time.
“What if I told you there is absolutely, positively an
answer to the question ‘what is the meaning of life.’ Would you
believe me?” A few people nodded. “Okay, get ready.” He
paused and waited.
“So, what is it?” one of his followers planted in the
audience shouted out.
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“Thank you for that question. I’m going to give you an
answer. Pay attention. Here it comes. Are you ready? I…
don’t… know.” The room remained still. Beverly grinned. This
is stupid, she thought, why am I even listening to this idiot?
“Yeah, that’s the reaction I usually get. Dead silence. So,
now you’re thinking, this dude talked about the meaning of life,
and got me interested. Then he asked the big question and I got
excited because I expected the big answer. Now, he said he
doesn’t know? Shit! Why did I come here tonight? I coulda
stayed home and played video games. This sucks.”
Several people laughed. Some nodded. “If any of that
statement is true, it’s probably the first part. I did get you
interested, didn’t I?” A few people grinned. Beverly nodded,
reluctantly.
“So here’s what I mean. There’s no one size fits all
answer. But, there is an answer that’s meant for you. No one can
tell you what it is. You have to find it for yourself. You don’t
have to travel around like pilgrims as we do. You can do it at
home. Just start asking questions. Question yourself. That’s it!”
Several people looked perplexed. One said, “Huh?” Jonathan
took it as a cue to continue.
“You can only get the right answers by asking the right
questions. The only person who can find the questions and
answers that are right for you…, is you. You have to do it for
yourself. Nobody else can do it for you.” Most of them still
looked puzzled; a few smiled.
“Most of us stopped asking questions when we became
adults,” he explained. “We just gave up, period. Did you give
up? That’s the first question. I leave you to answer it for
yourselves. Did. You. Give. Up? Every question leads to an
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answer, which leads to another question. That’s what makes all
this so exciting. Thank you for coming tonight.”
Jonathan sat down. The room remained silent. Then some
people began to murmur. There was some applause. It quickly
got louder but then faded away. Was it what he said, the way he
said it, or something else that made them applaud?
What Jonathan Nathan did not tell them was something
he deeply believed. It was the real reason he gave these talks. He
felt it was his job to fire people up, to open their minds. He
believed once you start asking questions, you never stop. Once
minds were opened they would stay that way.
His question about giving up struck Beverly and she
thought about her own life. People started to leave. Jonathan
headed toward the door. As he passed Beverly, she suddenly had
the urge to talk to him.
“Um, excuse me. I have a question.” Jonathan stopped
and smiled at her.
“Yes, of course,” he said.
“Why are my parents the way they are?” Beverly asked.
“Excuse me?” he replied.
“Why are they the way they are?” she repeated. Jonathan
felt, despite what he told them about seeking their own answers,
this young woman was expecting him to give her an answer.
“I guess I didn’t explain as carefully as I should have,” he
replied. “The questions you need to ask are the ones that will
lead you to an understanding of your true self. It’s about who you
are. Not about who your parents are.”
“This is about me,” she replied and then stared at him. He
felt she was not about to let go.
“Oh? Who are you, then?” he asked hoping he could end
their conversation as quickly as possible.
150

“I’m really a mom.”
“Great! That’s your true self!” He thought they had
finished and started toward the door.
“But, I’ve never seen my daughter,” Beverly added as he
walked away.
“Did you give her up for adoption?”
“No. My parents took her from me right after I gave birth
to her.”
“Do you want to tell me about it?” He already felt sure
she did. They found two chairs and sat down.
Beverly began her story.
Ten years earlier, when she was fourteen, she gave birth
to her daughter Lisa. Her parents were fanatical fundamentalist
Christians. They were furious when she got pregnant. However,
they were not furious about the baby. What angered them was
Beverly’s horrendous sin. She had sex with a boy. They thought
they had raised her to be a chaste Christian girl but now saw her
as vile, corrupt, soiled, and an abomination. The strict moral
upbringing they gave her turned out to be worthless.
Beverly refused to tell her parents who the father was.
They took her baby from her immediately after she gave birth
and told Beverly they would never allow her to see the child
because of her sin. They planned to raise Lisa the way they
raised Beverly, in a proper environment. However, this time they
would make sure the child would not give in to temptation and
commit any sins. They would see to that.
They sent Beverly a thousand miles away to live with her
Aunt Barbara. She felt sorry for Beverly and was as kind as she
could be. Her aunt never talked about Lisa. Beverly never told
any of her school friends about what had happened. All they
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knew was that she was often sad. They assumed she suffered
from depression and tried to cheer her up.
Beverly came back ten years later and hoped her parents
had softened. She called them and assured them she did not want
to cause a problem. She just wanted to see her daughter.
They argued that Lisa was not her daughter but theirs.
She begged them to reconsider. Her father came to talk to her.
He reiterated that they would not allow her to see her daughter.
They had told Lisa they were raising her because her mother and
father died in a car crash when she was an infant. Beverly felt
devastated. Not only was she separated from her daughter, but as
far as Lisa knew, her mother was dead.
She pleaded. Her father said they were afraid she would
try to take Lisa away and that would be traumatic for the child.
Beverly insisted she would never do anything to harm Lisa. The
real reason her parents did not want Beverly to see Lisa was
because they never forgave Beverly for her sin. They did not
want someone as sinful as her to be anywhere near their
granddaughter. Beverly argued that because she was Lisa’s
mother she had a right to see her daughter. Her assertion
provoked her father.
“No!” he shouted and then slapped her to shut her up.
Beverly became alarmed; they had never hit her when she was
growing up. Had they since become abusive? Did they hit Lisa?
Is that how they were disciplining her? Is that what they thought
they had left out of Beverly’s upbringing? Is that why they
thought she strayed from the path? Now it was her turn to be
angry. She demanded to see Lisa.
“Leave this town and don’t ever come back,” her father
yelled as he raised his hand to slap her again. She started to cry
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and pleaded with him. He walked away and left her devastated
and in tears.
“So, you see, my true nature is to be a mom,” Beverly
said as she finished her story. “That’s all I ever wanted to be.
Why are they so cruel?” She started to sob. Her story moved
Jonathan.
“I can’t answer. I’m sorry,” he replied.
“That’s okay. I guess I was hoping you could help me.
There must be a way I can get them to change. If only I can find
it.”
Jonathan had an idea. Perhaps the girl would find it
useful. “Maybe the way to get them to change will become
obvious to you when you’ve changed.”
“What do you mean?” she asked.
“Maybe by holding on to the past, you’re preventing
yourself from seeing clearly into the future,” he replied and then
stood up. “I have to go, now,” he apologized. “We’re leaving
tomorrow. That’s my future.” He smiled and started to walk
away.
“You mean I have to let go?” she asked, perplexed. He
turned and came back.
“Yes. Let go of all your pain. Don’t let go of your
daughter, just your pain. Maybe there’s still a way you can be her
mom. Good luck.”
Jonathan hugged Beverly and then walked away. His
followers waited by the door. She watched them all leave. Her
suffering was so huge she did not know if there was any
possibility of change. Even if there was, she did not know where
to begin.
Beverly thought about Jonathan’s talk as she walked
home. At first, she felt what he said about questioning was
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irrelevant to her. That was why she wanted to tell him her story
and seek meaningful guidance. Then she realized he was right.
She could try to find the question. The one that immediately
occurred to her was, how did all this begin? Where did her pain
originate?
She remembered a quiet summer night when she and Rob
walked side-by-side along the river. He was two years older (but
did not know it because she looked much older than she was.)
The stars were out, crickets were chirping, and there were no
other people around.
Rob went to a private, all-boys school. He talked to her
about a big project he was planning for the science fair. Beverly
wanted him to stop paying attention to science and start paying
attention to her. She stepped in front of him and abruptly stopped
walking. He looked bewildered.
She turned to face him, reached out, touched his cheek
with her hand, and then kissed him gently. As Beverly pulled
away, Rob touched her face. Then he pulled her close for
another, much deeper and longer kiss. Neither had done this with
anyone else. She took his hand and they continued to walk.
Their world had suddenly become new. Everything they
saw, heard, or touched became transformed, even their breathing
and heartbeats. It was as if they had just seen each other for the
first time. There was no turning back.
A few weeks later, she told her parents she had to work
on an art project and went to his house after school. The only art
they worked on was the art of exploration. They tentatively and
gently familiarized themselves with all the parts of each other’s
bodies.
Beverly and Rob also became aware they wanted to be
closer than they had been so far. They knew there was only one
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way to achieve this and had sex. It hurt her a bit, but it was
beautiful. She forgot the pain and just remembered the love.
Beverly had found the beginning. Her suffering began
where it often begins, with love. She had not realized that until
now because she had forgotten that boy, that love, and the many
times they were together inside their private little world that was
soft, sweet, happy, and gentle.
She had thought all her suffering began with her parents,
but now she realized that was not true. It began with her.
However, it did not begin in a bad place. It began in a wonderful
place, one that she had left and never found her way back to until
now. Love.
The next morning, she called her parents. Her father
answered. “Hi, Dad,” she said in a firm voice.
“Oh, it’s you. Didn’t I make myself clear?” he shouted
through the phone. “We don’t want to-.”
“I know,” she said, interrupting him. “And you won’t
hear from me again. Is mom around?” She heard her father talk
in the background and then there was a click as her mother came
on the line.
“Hello?” She sounded nervous.
“I just want both of you to know that I love you very
much,” Beverly said. Her voice was shaking now. “I’ve always
loved you but I guess that love got buried underneath a lot of
pain. I also know that deep down you love me, as well. I’ve
never doubted it. I just forgot.” She paused, sighed, and willed
herself to finish.
“Thank you for loving me,” she went on. “I promise
never to call you again.” She paused, not yet ready to say
goodbye.
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“Beverly, wait,” her mother said. It was the first time she
heard her mother say her name in almost ten years. She sounded
as if she was about to cry. “Would it be okay if I came by that
diner where you work?”
“You know where I work?” Beverly asked, surprised.
“Yes. We’ve been checking to make sure you were okay,
and that you weren’t doing anything that would make us suspect
you were trying to communicate with Lisa. I think we need to
talk.”
“Yes, of course. I’ll buy you a cup of coffee,” Beverly
said. She started to cry.
“Okay, see you tomorrow. ‘Bye.”
Beverly had no idea what would happen next. So much
had happened already that she felt overwhelmed. If she had not
heard Jonathan Nathan, she would never have looked honestly
within herself and discovered the powerful love she had hidden
there. She did not yet dare to imagine that she would see Lisa.
Nevertheless, it was now possible that Beverly would finally
become her true self: a real mom.
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Chapter 26 - Arrival
They were already awake when the phone rang. Ronnie
answered. It was Jonathan. He and his group would arrive by late
afternoon. Ronnie thanked him for calling and hung up. When he
told Caroline all she said was, “We better clean this place up.”
Ronnie had been part of a small group that traveled with
Jonathan Nathan. He went back home after several years with
Jonathan because he learned his father was dying. When he
arrived home, he found that his mother Jane lived with two other
people, Paula and Marc. The three were lovers. There had been
no room for Ronnie in their house. Marc’s daughter Caroline
lived alone next door and offered Ronnie a room. They liked
each other the moment they met. Ronnie now slept in Caroline’s
room.
When Jonathan decided to visit the city, he asked Ronnie
to arrange somewhere for everyone to stay. Caroline offered her
house. Ronnie never even asked. She did it so Ronnie could be
with his teacher and the other followers. Caroline also felt
curious about Jonathan. Ronnie had told her little about
Jonathan’s philosophical teachings or the time he spent traveling
as one of his followers.
The small motor home pulled into the driveway around
four. An SUV and two other cars parked on the street. There
were eleven people in total. Ronnie knew most of them but there
were three new ones. He went out to greet everyone while
Caroline watched from inside the house. She wanted Ronnie to
have some time with his friends.
Caroline watched as Jonathan stepped down from the
motor home and hugged Ronnie. Jonathan was a chubby black
man in his mid-forties. He wore mismatched sweats and a
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baseball cap. Ronnie gestured for everyone to come in. Caroline
stood by the door and welcomed them.
“We really appreciate this,” Jonathan said. Caroline
smiled at his warmth. Ronnie introduced her to the rest of the
group.
Caroline laid out some food and drinks and invited them
to serve themselves. Jonathan asked if he could take a quick
shower. He had been driving all day and his muscles were stiff.
Caroline took him upstairs to the master bath. He thanked her
and she left him to shower.
Downstairs, people sat, ate, and caught up with Ronnie
about his life since he left the group. Three new people were
college seniors. They had joined the group two cities ago.
Jonathan had tried to talk them out of leaving their colleges
before they graduated but they insisted they wanted to come
along. The rest of the group was in their mid-twenties.
“Your house is very nice,” Gary said to Ronnie.
“It’s Caroline’s dad’s house. He lives next door with two
other people. Caroline and I live here.”
“Well, thank your dad for us,” Gary replied.
“Oh, you’ll be meeting him tomorrow, and you can thank
him yourself. You’ll also be meeting Paula, their new baby,
Julia, and Jane,” she replied.
“Awesome. I can’t wait.” Gary assumed Marc and Paula
were a couple and Jane was somebody’s sister or sister-in-law.
The next day was Sunday. Jane held a small brunch for
Jonathan and his followers. She wanted to meet the man who had
such a deep influence on her son. She also hoped to learn what
kind of people his followers were, find out why they were
followers, and what they had in common, if anything. She hoped
to eventually understand why Ronnie had been a follower and
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understand the life he lived after he left college. It had been a life
she knew almost nothing about.
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Chapter 27 - Debby
On the same Sunday afternoon, only a few blocks away,
Reverend Debby Fairlane was on the brink of tears. She had
tidied up her little church after the Sunday service and should
have been happy because the attendance was up slightly from
last week. However, her church was not doing well. She felt
sorry for herself, flopped onto a folding chair, and sighed.
Debby feared she would soon have to close her church.
She had not attracted enough attendees to raise enough money to
pay the rent. Her parents had lent her some startup money. That
money was almost all gone. She blamed herself. If she had been
a more inspired preacher perhaps she would have reached more
people and maybe would now be on the road to success.
However, it was not only the failure of her church that
worried her. She had a much deeper fear.
All Debby had ever wanted to do was serve God. When
she was in kindergarten, she copied the preachers she watched on
TV. Debby recited little sermons to her parents using words she
heard the preachers use. She did not know what the words meant
but she felt the fire of the Holy Spirit within her. That was
enough.
Now she worried that none of what she did had been real.
Perhaps it was not the Holy Spirit she had felt but just normal
childhood mimicry. Maybe God had not called her to preach the
Word. Maybe she was a failure. Maybe she should just give up,
admit defeat, go home to her parents, and figure out what to do
with the rest of her life.
Reverend Debby Fairlane began to cry.
After a few moments, she realized she should do what
she always told her church attenders to do: ask God to help her.
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She wiped the tears from her eyes, fell to her knees, and began to
pray.
“Lord, all I ever felt was the fire of Your love. And, all I
ever wanted to do was share that love with Your children, to
bring them to You, so they could know the eternal love of Your
holy community. I always wanted to build that community, not
for myself, but for You!” She paused, overcome by her deep
sense of failure.
“But, I misjudged myself. I wasn’t up to the task. I’ve
failed myself, I’ve failed these people. Worst of all, I’ve failed
You. It looks like I won’t be bringing anybody to You after all.”
Debby knelt, feeling alone, and sobbed.
Reverend Debby was a short, curvaceous woman in her
mid-twenties. She looked like she should work behind the
counter in a bakery, or as a cashier in a supermarket, or maybe
behind the reception desk in a dental clinic. She was friendly,
warm, and outgoing. Everyone liked her as soon as they met her.
She always believed that was because, even if they did
not realize it, they somehow felt the presence of God’s love
within her. She thought she would eventually use that love to
draw people to God. It was all she ever wanted to do with her
life.
Debby had already come reasonably far; she had founded
this church. She got people to come and hear her preach. She got
to know them and, in her tentative way, tried to help them with
the problems they faced in their lives, although she did not have
much experience with life as a whole.
Debby had been a shy reclusive child who always hung
back and watched others’ experiences without having many of
her own. She thought this was because God wanted to show her
other people’s lives so she could learn how to help them in His
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name. She always felt God was preparing her for something
special, to serve Him in some special way. She never felt a
specific call to serve Him. She believed the many years of her
experience of the fire of His love within her was more than a
call; it was confirmation of His will.
Now she felt certain she had failed Him.
Reverend Debby locked the church doors and went to her
small, sparsely furnished apartment in the back of the building. It
held several books, an old laptop, and some used furniture from
the local thrift store. She made a cup of tea, ate a cheese
sandwich, and wondered how many more Sundays remained
before she would have to close her church.
The next morning Debby awoke and dressed in casual but
not sloppy clothes. She always tried to look neatly dressed in
case any church members dropped by. Debby did not want them
to think she was a slob who wore sweat clothes all the time
except on Sunday when she dressed up to preach.
She went to check the little mailbox that was just to the
left of the doors. There was no mail, but there was a flier. She
carefully read it. It was an announcement for a talk at the local
community center by a man named Jonathan Nathan. She
recalled hearing his name before. Debby went inside to do a little
research to see what she could learn about him.
Jonathan Nathan had a small, plain website that laid out
some of his ideas. He suggested he was a philosopher but did not
make any specific statements or arguments. He just posed some
weighty questions. His tagline was, ‘And what do you think
about this?’ That was all.
Debby Googled him and found some articles that stirred
her interest. He had aroused some concern in several places he
visited. Some people objected to what they saw as his lack of a
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coherent message. They claimed that instead of helping people
he just confused them. Instead of offering them guidance, he
opened them to doubt. This would not have been a problem if he
spoke mostly to people his age (he was in his forties), but he
attracted a following of high school and college-age kids.
Jonathan encouraged everyone to ask questions but did
not provide any answers. His critics said young people should
have strong direction in their lives. They needed fortitude and
tenacity so they could successfully reach adulthood and begin
their contributions to society. The critics accused Jonathan
Nathan of undermining their children’s upbringing.
He borrowed the expression, ‘Know thyself,’ from
Socrates. It was more than ‘thyself’ he asked people to question,
however. It was everything: the whole world; society, culture,
religion, politics, etc.
Jonathan did not affirm or deny anything. He did not
offer any wisdom. He did not tell them what they should do, how
they should think, or what they should believe. He just
challenged them to think for themselves.
Some people saw him as dangerous. Several quoted the
Biblical phrase, ‘Train up a child in the way he should go, and
when he is older he shall not depart from that way.’ Jonathan
Nathan was undermining that whole process. Children were
being ‘trained up’ for years and years, at a huge social
investment, to instill in them ‘the way they should go.’ Now,
when they were on the brink of adulthood, he was tempting them
to ‘depart from that way.’ Who knew if, once they departed, they
would ever go back? They might even rebel. No one wanted that.
Debby decided immediately she ought to do something.
She emailed some of the people who had posted articles or
messages about Jonathan Nathan and asked them for more
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details. Then she decided to attend his talk just to hear first-hand
what he said. Perhaps the Reverend would have to say something
herself.
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Chapter 28 - The Talk
The meeting room could fit about one hundred people
and it was almost full. Half were the younger people Debby had
expected to show up, the other half were older. She recognized a
few from the neighborhood including a couple who had been
attending her church. They greeted her and invited her to sit with
them.
Jonathan Nathan entered the room. The audience fell
silent. He stepped up to the podium, moved it aside, and then
looked over the audience. Jonathan smiled, waited a few
seconds, and then began his talk.
“What is the meaning of life?” he asked, in a quiet, firm
voice. He paused and waited. No one said anything. “Anybody?”
There was no response. “Really? No one in this room has an
answer? Don’t you think that’s strange? You’ve all been alive
for, twenty, thirty, forty years, maybe more. Yet, nobody knows
why?” He paused again. The audience looked at him.
“Show of hands. Who has asked that same question‘what is the meaning of life?’- at least once?” A few people
slowly raised their hands. He waited, smiling. A few more hands
went up. Debby looked around the room, curious about who had
responded. The raised hands belonged to various people. Some
were young and some were old.
“It’s okay if you don’t raise your hand,” he said. “I’m
willing to bet those of you who have not raised your hands have
asked this question, too, perhaps many times. I just want you to
be aware of the fact that most people have asked the question.
Hold on to it.”
He paused again as if he was trying to decide if had
stirred the audience’s interest. Then someone spoke up. Debby
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later found out it was somebody who was traveling with
Jonathan, one of his so-called followers.
“So, aren’t you gonna tell us the answer?” the woman
said. Jonathan smiled.
“That’s what you would expect me to do, isn’t it?” He
looked at their faces. A few of them showed sparks of interest.
“People are always giving you the answers, aren’t they?
Somebody’s always telling you what to believe, what to think,
even what to feel.” Jonathan paused. “I don’t do that,” he added,
smiling. He looked around the room again. Most of them seemed
interested now. “Why, you may ask? The answer is simple.
Because I don’t know.” Some people chuckled, others gasped.
“Let me say that again: I. Don’t. Know. How often do
you hear somebody say that? Hardly ever. In fact, I might be the
only speaker you have ever heard admit that. Instead, it seems
like everybody insists they know more about life than you do and
they’re only too happy to tell you. Some do more than tell you.
They try to shove what they claim to know down your throat.
“I began to see a problem about five years ago when I
became aware of how many ‘answers’ were coming out of
people’s mouths. In listening to these people, I noticed they had
one thing in common. They were acting as if they were know-italls and solemnly giving answers to all kinds of things. The
problem was that their answers were confusing at best and
deceptive, at worst. It occurred to me they did not know what
they were talking about.” He surveyed the room. Everyone
listened raptly.
“I felt there ought to be another way to get answers. It
dawned on me the way we find answers is to ask questions. Then
I realized the reason they didn’t seem to have any real,
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meaningful, useful answers was that they didn’t know what the
actual questions were.
“So I thought the only way to get the right answers was to
ask the right questions. What I’ve learned is that most of us are
afraid of questions. We don’t like to admit to ourselves that we
don’t know something. That implies that we think we know
everything. Do we? I sure as hell don’t. Do you?” There were a
couple of replies of ‘no’ from the audience. Others shook their
heads.
“So, I’ve spent the past five years trying to persuade
people that it’s okay not to know the answers. It’s also okay if
you don’t know the questions. What’s not okay is to stop asking
questions. That’s what most of us have done. We’ve closed our
minds, closed them up tight. What about your mind right now? Is
it closed, or is it open?” He paused again and waited. Nobody
said anything.
“I would be happy to hear your comments or thoughts,
now,” he said, after a long silence. The audience seemed startled.
No one said anything for a couple of minutes. Then a woman’s
hand went up.
“Sounds to me like you’re suggesting we Question
Authority,” she said. “Like that old bumper sticker I used to see.”
Jonathan nodded.
“May I suggest that you take out the word authority and
replace it with the word everything?” He paused and then added,
“We don’t know how to question everything, do we?” Some
people chuckled. A few hands went up. Before he could call on
anyone, someone spoke up from the back. It was Debby.
“I don’t agree with you,” she declared. “I don’t think
you’re argument is helping anyone. You’re just confusing
people. I think there are answers, good answers, real wisdom
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that provides the answers we need.” Several people in the
audience gasped at her assertion. Some listeners nodded in
agreement.
“Received wisdom, no matter what it is, isn’t for
everybody,” Jonathan replied. “That’s my point. Rather than
force certain ideas or beliefs on people, I think people should
decide for themselves what’s relevant to their lives. There
shouldn’t be somebody just telling them what it is, or, what’s
worse, forcing it on them.” He paused and looked directly at
Debby. She saw it as an invitation to continue.
“But, the people who are telling them about the wisdom
are doing it because they love them and they want them to live
happy, productive, and meaningful lives,” she said.
“Is life supposed to be happy, productive, and
meaningful?” Jonathan asked. He challenged the audience to
think about it. “Does anybody agree with her?” A few hands
went up.
“How about the rest of you? Do you think that’s what life
is all about?” No one replied. Debby thought he was implying
that life should not be happy, productive, and meaningful. Was
he a crazy nihilist? She was aghast and continued her attack.
“You’re leading these people astray,” she argued. “That’s
what you’re doing. They will get lost, and their lives will be
miserable. How can you do such a thing?” There was a murmur
of amazement from the audience. Her bold attack had roused
them.
“I believe in people,” Jonathan replied. His voice
remained serene. People were genuinely the only thing he did
believe in. Not in a God, or any philosophy, political ideology, or
cultural worldview. People.
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“So do I. But, they need help and you’re not giving them
any. And you’re also taking away all the help that’s available to
them. That’s wrong!” she almost shouted at the end. Jonathan
ignored her vehemence.
“I don’t want them to aim for somebody else’s idea of
what life should be,” he replied. “I want them to find their own.”
“But, you’re misleading them! All the happiness they
need is in God’s love. Everything else is false and will lead to
misery and suffering. I can’t let that happen.” He remained quiet
for a few moments. She assumed her criticism had disarmed him
and waited for him to respond. When he did not, she went on.
“You told these people to question everything, is that
right?” she asked. Jonathan nodded. “Does that include you?”
Her question stunned Jonathan. He looked at his
followers and realized none of them had ever questioned him. He
could not recall anyone even disagreeing with him. Jonathan
suddenly understood his message might not have been as clear,
concise, and liberating as he thought it was. He did not think he
had been doing anything wrong, as Debby implied. He began to
wonder if what he was doing was right.
“I want to thank all of you for coming tonight,” Jonathan
mumbled. “Please remember to always be true to yourselves,” he
added and then hurried off the stage. The room was dead silent.
His followers watched Jonathan walk out, shocked. He had never
ended a talk so abruptly before.
Some people began to leave. A few recognized Debby.
They went over to her. “Thank you for speaking up! You stopped
him in his tracks!” her parishioner said.
She did not reply but turned and walked out. A few
people followed her. One or two said they would see her on
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Sunday. The others asked what they meant. They told them she
was a preacher and had her own church.
“She’s a preacher?” they said, “No wonder she was so
good!”
Debby returned to her church feeling confused. She had
gone to Jonathan’s lecture assuming he was a deceptive teacher,
likely a charlatan. However, he was not. She expected his
philosophy would confound people and tempt them straight to
Hell. She had been wrong.
Jonathan appeared, frankly, to be a lot like her. He
seemed to care about people and their lives as much as she did.
He wasn’t trying to impose his ideas on weak-minded believers.
He had admitted he did not know the answers. That was honest.
It was true that he had rejected her answers, yet she was not sure
that what he was doing was wrong.
Debby no longer felt sure of anything. Normally, when
she felt unsure about something she would kneel and pray. Now,
she didn’t know what to do. Perhaps God would send her a sign.
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Chapter 29 - The Meeting
Jonathan Nathan stood in the pouring rain outside
Debby’s church trying to decide if he should ring the doorbell.
He wanted desperately to talk to Debby. They had met only once
before and would likely never see each other again. Jonathan
could have allowed what happened between them at the meeting
to fade into the past. He could just walk away and get on with his
life and let Debby get on with hers.
Jonathan didn’t walk away. He rang the doorbell and
waited. Then he changed his mind and turned just as Debby
opened the door. She gasped when she saw him. He was the last
person in the world she expected to find outside her little church.
Jonathan looked up from the bottom step. “Can we talk
for a moment?” he asked. Debby wondered what he was up to
and hesitated. He sensed her hesitation. “I just wanted to thank
you,” he said, surprising her.
“Come in out of the rain,” Debby replied. When he was
inside the church, she gestured toward a seat in the back row.
She sat opposite him. “Did I hear you right?” she asked. He
nodded.
“You opened my eyes the other night,” Jonathan said.
She thought he might have somehow accepted God but that
seemed unlikely, to say the least. “You might not believe this,
but no one has ever challenged me the way you did. Thanks to
you, I had a flash of insight. You made me see something that’s
been right in front of me but I had been totally blind to it.”
Debby felt puzzled and did not reply. She waited for him to
continue.
“I’ve been giving my little talks for four or five years,
now and I have gathered some ‘followers.’ I don’t like the word,
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but that’s what they call themselves. I assumed they were my
followers because they understood what I was saying.”
“You mean about asking questions?” Debby interrupted.
He nodded.
“Yeah. I thought they understood. I was wrong. Thanks
to you, I found out they… don’t.”
“What? Why…?” she asked, confused.
“Remember how I said we should question everything?”
She nodded. “They weren’t doing that.”
“What do you mean?”
“If they had really questioned everything they would
have questioned me. They would have questioned my assertion
that they should question everything. But, they never did. You
made me realize they took what I said on faith. My whole point
was not to take anything on faith.”
“What about faith in God?” Debby asked.
“It should be questioned.”
“What if that destroys it?”
“Then it’s not real faith. Believers often feel that when
you question something you weaken it as if doubts destroy
everything.” He paused, decided to ask her a personal question,
and hoped he would not offend her. “Did you ever question your
faith?” he asked.
“I wouldn’t dream of it.” Her certitude impressed him.
“Why?”
“I have absolutely no doubts.”
He felt genuinely curious. “How did you get there?” His
interest surprised her. She thought about it.
“I didn’t get there. I was always there. As far back as I
can remember, I was never anywhere else.”
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“You’re perfectly sure?” he pressed. She nodded. “So,
you’re not a believer?” he said. She took it as an accusation and
felt offended. Of course, she was a believer. All religious people
are believers.
“Belief is easy,” he explained. “People tend to believe
whatever they want. Because they believe, they don’t have to
prove anything. They can’t prove what they believe is true. No
one else can prove it’s false. It’s supremely lazy.”
His argument impressed her. “I think I see what you’re
getting at,” Debby replied, nodding. She had been right. They
were somewhat alike. They both cared about people.
“Not everyone has your certainty. Most of us do not. If
they question everything, they might find their certainty, their
personal truth, rock-solid and unshakable. Like yours. I’m trying
to get them to discover their freedom, which they can do only if
they discover it for themselves.”
“So if their questions lead them to God…?”
“Only then can God be real,” he stated. His reply stunned
her. “You made me see that by not questioning me they were
putting me between themselves and their truths. I don’t want to
be there. So, I’ve realized that what I’ve been saying has not
gotten through. It’s mostly bullshit. I’m a failure. I’m quitting.”
He paused. Neither said anything. Finally, she spoke up.
“So am I,” Debby confessed, almost in a whisper. It was
Jonathan’s turn to feel puzzled.
“This church is a failure. I’m a failure. I’ve failed God.”
Debby began to sob. Jonathan waited for her to stop so they
could continue talking. Then he thought it might be time to
leave. He sat quietly for a few more moments, got up, stood
beside her chair, and put an arm around her shoulders. Her head
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touched his chest and she immediately let it all out. Debby cried
for a few moments and then stopped.
“Thank you. That was embarrassing.”
“It was okay. Are you all right?”
“I think so. You want a cup of tea or something?”
“That would be great,” he replied, warmly. She led him
to the small kitchen in her apartment behind the church and then
put on the teakettle. When they were sitting at her table with
steaming mugs of tea he asked, “What’s wrong with your
church?”
“No money. Unless there’s a miracle, I can’t pay next
month’s rent. That will be the end.”
“That’s awful.”
“Well, it’s the same for you. You’re quitting, too,” she
said.
“Yes, but it’s not because of money. I have all I need to
keep going. Thanks to you, I now have no reason to go on.”
Jonathan’s comment didn’t offend her. She understood that he
was thanking her for challenging his teachings and revealing his
weakness. “I don’t know which is worse; no money or no
purpose,” he added and then smiled. It was the first time she saw
him lighten up.
“Both suck,” she replied, also smiling. They laughed.
He continued, serious again, “I don’t see how you failed
God.”
“My church is a failure.”
“So, that doesn’t mean you’re a failure. Efforts fail all the
time but people keep going. I can’t tell you how many times I’ve
failed.”
“You mean your talks?”
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“No, my businesses,” he said. She looked surprised. “I
tried some entrepreneurial stuff in the early days of the Internet.
Most of it failed. Then I stumbled on something that clicked and
it took off. When I sold my company, it had four hundred
employees; a few became millionaires. I got what was left. It was
a lot of money.”
“Should I know who you are or what that company was?”
she asked.
“It doesn’t matter. My point is that I wasn’t the failure;
my attempts were.”
“So you think I should stay?” she asked, hungry for his
encouragement.
“Not if you’ve run out of money. Just don’t give up on
yourself. Try something else.”
“But I have no ideas,” she replied.
“You don’t need ideas, Debby.” She felt unsure of what
he meant and looked at him. “You have faith, right?” he asked.
She nodded but still did not understand. “The ideas will come to
you,” he declared.
Debby realized Jonathan was right. It was the first time
she understood what faith was, how deep it could go, and what it
could do in a person’s life. She started to cry again. This time
they were tears of happiness instead of sadness.
She and Jonathan were the same. He had discovered his
message was not getting through and she had forgotten what her
purpose was. Perhaps God had not called her to have a church.
Maybe He wanted her to serve in some other way but she hadn’t
realized it, yet. She could try something else.
“Where will you go?” she asked.
“Away, alone, to think.”
“Then what? More talks?”
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“I don’t think so. I think I’m done with the talks.” He
stood up, ready to leave. “Thanks for the tea,” he said and then
walked out without another word.
She understood what he had tried to do and saw that it
was good. However, most people did not want to ask questions.
They just wanted somebody to give them the answers. That was
why they claimed to believe in God. It was easier to obey God’s
‘commandments’ than to prayerfully seek and find the living
God for themselves.
Debby knew she had the truth. She thought Jonathan had
it too, in his own way. She smiled at the irony and then wished
he had not left. There was a lot more they could have discussed.
Maybe another time.
A week later, Debby opened her mailbox and found an
envelope with no return address. She opened it and found a
check for a hundred thousand dollars. There was no note. She did
not recognize the signature on the check. She was not even sure
it was real but the bank teller told her it was. Debby knew it was
not a miracle but she wanted to believe it was, so she did.
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Chapter 30 - Wanda
Wanda opened the front door and found her oldest friend
standing there. The world knew him as Jonathan Nathan.
“Gregory! What a surprise. Come in.” He stepped through the
door and she hugged him. He was unresponsive. “Are you in
town for a talk?” she asked as she closed the door behind him.
Gregory had been an itinerant philosopher until he
realized his philosophy did not work. He could not see any way
to fix it, so he let it go. Since then, Gregory had been aimlessly
wandering the country waiting for some direction. He finally
realized there was only one place he could go and one person he
needed to see.
He shook his head. “No. I don’t do that anymore.”
Wanda frowned. Gregory had devoted his life to sharing
his simple philosophical teachings. If he had given up, something
must be seriously wrong. She immediately worried he might be
ill. Before she could ask, he went on.
“I’m not Jonathan Nathan anymore, either,” he added.
Wanda understood this was more than just a casual visit.
“Why not?” she asked.
“I figured out everything I had been saying was bullshit.”
He said it as if it was a proven scientific fact and there was no
possibility of any doubt.
“I could have told you that,” she joked. He usually liked
her little jabs and smiled. This time, he frowned. “Oh, shit.
You’re serious?” Gregory nodded. “What happened?” she asked.
“I thought my followers were getting my message. I
found out they had not gotten it at all.” He said it without looking
at her and that made her uneasy.
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“You had followers?” she asked, surprised. When did he
get followers? she thought. The last time she saw him was about
four years ago when he was traveling alone.
“It was a small group that liked what I taught.” This time
he looked at her when he answered.
“What was wrong with that?”
“I realized they believed in me,” he said. His reply
baffled Wanda. She looked at Gregory.
“That was a problem?” she asked.
“I wasn’t trying to get people to believe. I was trying to
get them to think.”
She began to understand. “Oh. And they weren’t
thinking?” she asked. He nodded and continued.
“People who just believe are lazy. They’ve given up on
thinking.”
“Well, belief has its place. And, it’s important to some
people,” she pointed out.
“I’m not against belief. It just has no place in my
teaching.”
“I always thought you were on the right track,” she
reassured him.
“So did I, but I was wrong. I thought I could help people
free their minds, but I wasn’t getting through to them.” The
disappointment in his voice distressed Wanda. Gregory was
hurting deeply and she understood that was why he came to visit
her. He needed the help only an old friend could provide. She felt
happy he came to her and was eager to help.
“So, you’ll be staying a while?” she asked.
“Please?” He needed more than just a place to stay. He
needed to find a way out of his despair, a way to forget the
178

disappointment he felt, and someone in whom he could lose
himself.
Wanda was the only person on earth who could help him.
He needed to spend time with her so she could heal him. This
was not because she was a therapist. It was but because they
were old friends.
Wanda and Gregory knew each other well. They had
turned to each other in the past when they seemed lost or
confused about their lives. Being together brought them clarity.
Whenever they reconnected, they usually began in bed.
They had an intimacy that had nothing to do with love. That’s
what Gregory needed now.
“I was just about to go to bed. You wanna come?” Wanda
asked. He shrugged his shoulders. She took his hand, pulled him
toward her, and kissed him. Gregory did not respond at first so
she kept her lips on his. He stared into her eyes. She saw great
sadness in his. As if he knew what she saw within him, and
recognized it, he gratefully put his arms around her, held her
tightly, and kissed her back.
Gregory needed her more now than he had ever needed
anyone in his life. Wanda took his hand and led him upstairs.
They made love like old friends who had nowhere to go and
nothing to do except immerse themselves in each other.
Afterward, they did not speak. They just lay naked
together. Their nakedness usually led to truthfulness. When they
were out of their clothes, their masks came off.
“Why did we never get married?” he asked, breaking
their silence.
“You would have married me?” she replied.
“Well, isn’t that what kids like we were did?”
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“Oh, you mean because we spent most of our time
together after Third Grade?” He nodded. “I guess we never fell
in love.”
“Yeah, that's it. But, what about this?”
“This?”
“The way we are together?”
“You mean our intimacy?” she asked. He nodded. “Our
intimacy is different than all others,” Wanda explained. “Most
are based on love and they’re often shallow and fragile. Ours is
based on death and it goes much deeper. It’s the strongest bond
in our lives.”
Gregory nodded. She had figured it out. He was grateful.
She remained silent and smiled at him. He seemed lost again.
“I’ve never seen you so sad. This has hit you hard, hasn't
it?” she said.
“Are we switching to therapy, now?” he asked. She
nodded. “Good. I appreciate that.”
“So talk to me.”
Gregory had found a simple truth that would help people
understand themselves. He wanted to share it with the world.
What could be better than helping people think clearly? It was
not a truth he preached so people could believe it. It was a truth
he shared so people could use it. It was a tool. He thought
finding and sharing that truth was the purpose of his life. He did
not want anything for himself, not even a name.
“But I failed,” he said.
She continued in her role as a therapist, “Do you know
why?”
“I’ve already told you.”
“You told me what happened but you haven’t told me
why you think it happened.” She asked carefully, hoping to peel
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off the outer layer of his pain. If Wanda could find out what was
underneath Gregory’s disappointment, she could help him.
He immediately closed up. “I have no idea.”
“It’s okay. We’ll talk about it.” She turned to face him,
threw her arm over his chest, and then closed her eyes. He liked
the feel of her arm. It made him feel safe. From what, he did not
know.
They fell asleep and both had the same dream. It wasn’t
random. It was a recollection of the most important experience of
their lives, the one that had bonded them.
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Chapter 31 - Drowning
Gregory and Wanda were in the same Third Grade class
but were not friends. Their class went on a trip near the end of
the school year. The students rode through the city in a
sightseeing Duck Boat. Near the end of the trip, the boat entered
the river and advanced far out so everyone could see the skyline
from the river.
The boat suddenly lost power and the driver could not restart it. She radioed for help. While they waited to be rescued,
the boat drifted out towards deeper water in the shipping
channel. A huge freighter moved slowly upriver. The wake from
its prow stirred up waves. The waves got bigger as the freighter
got closer.
The boat driver saw the danger and made sure all the kids
had life vests on. Just as she finished checking, a huge wave
capsized the boat. It flipped onto its side and scattered the
passengers into the water. Before everyone could get away from
the boat, a bigger wave flipped it over and trapped two children
underneath.
The rescue boat arrived and pulled everyone out of the
river. Then the teacher realized two of her pupils were missing.
Two scuba divers jumped in the water so they could go under the
boat to save the missing kids.
Wanda found herself in a pitch-black tunnel with a bright
light at the end. Gregory was in a similar tunnel. They each made
their way down the tunnels in the darkness and then emerged
into the light. That was when they saw each other.
Gregory was surprised to see her. “Who are you?”
“Wanda. I’m in your class.”
“What’s happening?” he asked.
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“I think we’re drowning,” Wanda replied. She seemed
calm.
“I don’t want to die,” Gregory shrieked.
“Me, either.”
“There must be something we can do,” he said as he
panicked. While he spoke, Wanda touched the light and found
she could grasp it in her hand. She raised her hand to her mouth
and ate the light. She felt it go down inside her.
“Grab the light!” she yelled, “Hurry! Eat the light. Maybe
if we eat enough it will keep us alive until they rescue us.”
Gregory and Wanda started to eat as much light as they
could. They hoped it was enough.
The scuba divers reached the boat and went under. They
saw the two kids, pulled them out, and swam back to the rescue
boat with them. The EMTs discovered they had stopped
breathing. They started CPR on the children. After thirty
seconds, dirty river water sloshed out of Gregory’s mouth and he
gasped. Then Wanda did the same thing.
“They’re okay. Get some blankets!” The EMTs carried
the children into a cabin and laid each of them on a bunk.
“What happened?” Gregory asked as he gulped air.
“I think we almost drowned,” Wanda replied.
“I had a dream that I was dying.”
“So did I,” she replied. You were in it.”
“You were in mine,” he said, and then paused. “Wait, I
remember, now. You saved me.”
“How could we both be in the same dream?” Wanda
asked.
“I guess it wasn’t a dream,” he answered. “It was real.”
“How was that possible?” Wanda asked.
183

“I don’t know. But I’m glad you were there. Thanks for
saving me.”
They did not learn until years later they both had the
same Near-Death Experience. They did not know if it happened
because they were in the same Duck boat at the same time or
because there was some other connection between them.
The experience bonded Wanda and Gregory in a way that
people who merely live together could not understand. Romantic
intimacy was the shallow affection of the living. Their intimacy
was the far deeper connection of the dying. Their link with each
other was more real than any of the other relationships in their
lives. Because they had almost died together and had been saved
by the light, they were joined forever.
Whenever either of them felt lost, overwhelmed, or
exhausted by their lives, they turned to the other for help. That
was why Gregory’s journey ended on Wanda’s doorstep. He
realized some part of him was dying and he needed her to save
him. Wanda was the only person that could help him because she
saved him that day when the river almost took them.

Chapter 32 - Healing
“I’m sorry about last night,” Gregory said at breakfast. “I
put a lot on you. I barged in on you and asked you to mother me.
Then you took me to bed and made love to me.”
She smiled. “It was nothing I couldn’t handle. I’m glad
you came to me. Although, I’ve got to admit this is not how I
thought you would come back. I thought you’d be famous.”
Gregory frowned. “Instead of a loser?”
Wanda hugged him. “So, tell me, what hurts?” she asked.
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“It seems like everything hurts and I feel so lost. If I
hadn’t thought of coming to you I don’t know what I would have
done.”
“You don’t mean-?”
“Suicide? No. I think I just would have continued
wandering, lost and alone.”
“Well, you’re not alone now, and I don’t think you could
get lost even if you wanted to,” Wanda replied, and then hugged
him again. “Um, one thing, though. Just so we’re clear. It wasn’t
your mother you were screwing last night, right? You’re not
expecting me to be your mommy?” she asked.
“You’re my mommy in the sense of being a mother
goddess. Is it okay to screw a mother goddess?”
Wanda smiled. “Anytime! I’m glad we cleared that up.”
She thought he might have started to feel safe with her.
He asked if she was seeing any patients. It was the first
time he inquired about her life. She saw it as a tiny, positive first
step. “A few. After all the years I’ve been doing therapy I think
I’m finally getting good at it.” She smiled.
“You were always good at it,” he said. A compliment!
Her soothing influence was having a more marked effect in less
time than she anticipated. Gregory was settling in, not just into
her home, but also into her. Most importantly, into himself. She
knew that he would eventually have to explore his depths. That
would be difficult, possibly even painful. She wanted to help
ease Gregory into himself.
Wanda told him that what she meant was that she had
finally figured out what therapy was all about. She mentioned a
separate office with a different entrance. Wanda would need
complete privacy so she could see her patients.
“Of course. Do I get my therapy in that office, too?”
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“No, you get your therapy in my very private office,
upstairs. Probably naked. Whenever you want a session, just let
me know.”
He felt like crying because he had invaded her life and
she was so kind and understanding. All he could answer was a
whispered, “Thanks.” She smiled at him.
“I’ve never been able to figure out why we never fell in
love,” Gregory mused.
She smiled. “I guess we could have dated, lived together,
gotten married, and had kids; all that stuff that people who fall in
love do.” That could have happened, but it never worked out.
When he was free, she was in a relationship, and vice versa.
“So, if we both had been free at the same time would
you…?” he asked.
“Married you? I don’t know.” Theirs was the most
authentic relationship of their lives. They both knew that
marriage is often inauthentic, to say the least. (She had been
married once; he had been married twice.) Wanda would not
want less than all of Gregory, or to give him less than all of her.
They also knew that spouses often felt strained, even violated by
the demands of intimacy. Because of that, most people hid parts
of themselves from the people they were closest to.
“Believe me, Greg, I know what I’m talking about. I see
these people as patients,” she explained. They both knew they
could never keep secrets from each other. Their long relationship
was based on complete honesty and they had always been
truthful with each other. If they were not, their bond would end.
“So, that’s why we never married or even fell in love?”
he asked. She nodded. Then she shared one other observation
about marriage. It was the need for mutual possession,
ownership, and control.
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“I would never want to control you,” Gregory said. She
nodded again. “That’s why I came back to you. You’re the one
person in my life who is willing to understand me without trying
to change me.”
The reason for that was simple. They would give
everything they had to each other without wanting anything in
return. However, because they gave themselves completely to
each other, they always did get something in return. It was the
giving that they got.
“It’s just dawned on me that you might have been the
inspiration for all my talks,” he said.
“Really? How so?” Wanda asked, surprised by his
comment.
Gregory had tried to show people a path to freedom. He
and Wanda had been together on that path their whole lives. He
wanted people to know themselves. Then they could interact
better with others because they would no longer be searching for
themselves in others, as most people did.
“I think you’re right,” she said, “Did you know this
before?”
“No. I never figured it out. I was doing the talks but I
never understood why, or what I was trying to accomplish.”
“You can’t free others,” Wanda reminded him.
“I wish I could, but each of us can only free ourselves. I
guess that’s the central idea I was trying to convey. But, I
failed,” he said. She heard the deep sadness in his voice.
“Maybe you failed because it just wasn’t clear to you;
maybe you just hadn’t worked it all out. But you can try again.”
“I’m not sure I want to,” Gregory replied. The finality in
his admission surprised Wanda. She thought he was moving
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toward deeper clarity. “Maybe it’s something I can’t teach,” he
added as if that was the excuse he was looking for. She frowned.
“Oh, I don’t know about that. I think you were moving in
the right direction. There must have been people who genuinely
understood you.”
“If there were, Wanda, I never knew it.”
Gregory needed time to rest, recharge his batteries, and
then decide what to do. He told Wanda what he would decide to
do had a lot to do with her. He wanted to be with her if she
wanted him. She replied that, in a sense, she had always wanted
him; he was the sole person in her life that she could be herself
with, that she felt genuinely free with. There was no one else.
“How can we be certain this won’t change if we’re
together all the time?” he asked.
“We’ll have to work on it. Constantly.” Wanda walked
over to Gregory, kissed him, and then started to remove his
clothes. She opened her robe and pressed her body against his. “I
think we should stop talking now.”
He needed Wanda. He knew his need would not threaten
or overwhelm her, that she would accept it, and that she would
accept him, no matter what state he was in. They fell into each
other, this time into a deeper place than they had been last night.
Afterward, it was her turn to cry. “What’s wrong?” he
asked, alarmed.
“I feel whole again,” she whispered. “It’s been so long.
I’d forgotten how good it feels.” That wholeness had kept them
coming back to each other throughout their lives. She looked into
his eyes. “Because we bonded with each other back in Third
Grade, we’ve never had illusions about ourselves or each other.”
She kissed him.
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“So I guess this is what freedom is,” Gregory said. “I was
close but didn’t clearly understand. Now I do.” There was a long
pause. They continued looking at each other in silence and felt
they wanted to stay together for the rest of their lives.

Chapter 33 - Ronnie
Wanda lived a few blocks from the university. She and
Gregory often took long walks on campus. On one of their
walks, they saw Jonathan Nathan's name on a flier. Gregory
assumed it had been there since his last talk. When he read it he
saw that it was new. Somebody was speaking and using his
name.
He went just to see who would show up and found
Ronnie. As soon as he saw him, Gregory hurried out the back
before Ronnie noticed him. He waited until the talk finished and
approached Ronnie as he was leaving.
“Hello, Ronnie.”
“Jonathan! It’s you!”
“I saw your flier on one of the kiosks. Using my name...”
“Sorry about the flier. It’s the only way I can get people
to give me a listen.”
“It’s okay. I’m glad it brings people in.”
“Are you here for a talk, too?” Ronnie asked.
“No. I’m not doing them anymore.”
“What have you been doing for the past year?”
“Wandering around, mostly; I felt completely lost. This
was the last place I could think of to go. I'm staying with my
friend Wanda. I’ve been here about three weeks.”
“Did you hear my talk?”
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Jonathan shook his head. “No. I left before you started. I
knew I would start telling you how to deliver it and what to
change. I didn’t want to do that. It’s your talk now. Where are
you staying?”
“In a dorm room,” Ronnie replied.
“Come and stay with us. It’s a big house. You can relax.
We can talk.”
“Have you given many talks?” Wanda asked Ronnie
later, at dinner.
“Only a few. I’m trying to start slowly and carefully
develop the talks so I can be as clear as possible.”
“It’s hard, isn’t it?” she observed.
“Yeah. You would think that with such good ideas it
would be easy. But, it seems the simplest ideas are the most
difficult to convey,” Ronnie replied.
“Don’t worry. You’ll get it. It took me a while,” Jonathan
encouraged. He hoped Ronnie wouldn’t make the same mistake
he did and have followers.
“Where are you going next?” Wanda asked.
“I’m going back home to see my mom,” Ronnie
answered.
“I remember meeting her. She lives with two other
people, right?” Gregory asked.
“Yeah. With her two lovers,” Ronnie reminded him.
Wanda suddenly became intrigued. “Do you remember them?”
“I think so. Your mom was Jane, and there was Paula,
and Marc, right? It was Marc who let us use the house.”
“Yeah, he still owns that house but he lost his job so it’s
up for sale.”
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“I wish I had spent more time enjoying the neighborhood
and the city,” Gregory said. “It had a nice feel to it.”
“Hey, if you’re free, why don’t you come back with me
and stay for a while?” Ronnie asked. “I can show you around.
There’s plenty of room in Marc’s house.”
“That’s an interesting invitation,” Wanda replied. “We’ll
discuss it. Thanks.”
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Chapter 34 - Debby and Chloe
They accepted Ronnie’s offer and traveled to Marc’s
house with him. As they unpacked, Gregory told Wanda he
wanted to visit Debby’s church so he could find out if she was
still there. He invited Wanda to come with him. He had told her
disconnected bits of information about his encounters with
Debby and she felt curious.
They stood on the steps outside Debby’s church. Wanda
chuckled when she read the sign. The Church of Jesus God’s
Dazzling Light, Infinite Love, and Everlasting Peace and Joy for
the Whole World. Gregory rang the doorbell and they waited for
someone to answer.
“I don’t think anyone’s here,” Wanda said after they had
waited for what seemed like a long time.
“I’m here! Just a moment!” someone inside said. Then
Debby opened the door and saw the man she knew as Jonathan
Nathan smiling at her. “Oh my God! I never thought I’d ever see
you again!”
“Same here. Hello, Debby.”
“Come in, come in. Is this your wife? Hi, I’m Debby.”
Wanda smiled, “Yes, I know. Nice to meet you.”
They sat down just inside the doors. “Are you in town for
a talk?” Debby asked.
Gregory looked down before he answered. “No. I don’t
do talks anymore.”
“Why not?” she asked, surprised.
“Remember our last conversation? I had figured out that
my followers believed in me instead of doing what I talked
about?”
“You mean questioning everything?” Debby asked.
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“Right. I realized that if I wasn’t getting through to them,
I wasn’t getting through to anybody, so I had been wasting my
time. It was obvious that I wasn’t able to communicate
effectively.”
“I’m not sure I understand, but I’m sorry. And, I’m glad
you came by.”
“We’re staying in the neighborhood. I wanted to see if
the church was still here.”
“Oh, it’s still here,” Debby replied. “Thanks to you.”
“Thanks to me?”
“That check you sent me. I stopped worrying about the
rent and focused on building my church.”
“Was my signature on that check?” he asked, frowning.
“Um, no,” Debby answered. She could tell he wanted to
drop the topic.
“So how is the church doing?” Gregory asked. She told
him the congregation had grown. She did not know what she was
doing right but it was working.
“I’m glad. That time we talked it seemed as if you were
at the end of your rope.” Debby had been a couple of weeks from
closing her little church. All she had ever wanted was to serve
God but it seemed she had failed. She had no idea what else she
could do with her life.
The three sat in silence for a few moments as if
overwhelmed by the weightiness of failure. Then someone spoke
from the other room.
“Debby, are you okay? Chloe stuck her head through the
door. “Am I interrupting?”
“No. Come in. There’s someone I want you to meet.”
Chloe walked in and smiled at Gregory and Wanda. “This is my
girlfriend, Chloe,” Debby explained.
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“Jonathan Nathan!” Chloe said. “I thought I recognized
your name when Debby told me about you. I was at one of your
talks three or four years ago.”
“Oh?” he said, surprised that she remembered him.
“Yep. Changed my life,” Chloe declared. Wanda
suddenly became very interested. Her comment shocked
Gregory.
“How?” he asked.
“I was at a point in my life when I had to make a critical
decision, but I didn’t know how to go about it. I started asking
questions just like you told us to do. I gradually moved closer
and closer to the big question I needed to ask. A soon as I found
it and asked it, the answer came to me. It worked just like you
said it would.”
Gregory couldn’t believe what she told them. Wanda
smiled. She knew how important Chloe’s statement was. It could
be the inspiration Gregory needed.
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Chapter 35 - The Depths
They were getting ready for bed later that evening.
Wanda had removed her shirt and slacks and sat down on the
edge of the bed. Gregory had removed his shirt and was
unbuckling his belt.
“You do realize what happened tonight, what it means,
don’t you?” she asked. Gregory did not answer and she thought
he had not heard her. “Greg?”
“What do you mean?” he asked, absently.
“You did get through to people. If you reached Chloe,
you must have reached others as well. You’re not a failure.”
“Maybe. But what about my so-called followers?”
“Maybe it was not what you said that attracted them.
Maybe it was something about you they liked. Maybe you filled
some other need in their lives.”
“You might be right,” he replied, although he remained
unconvinced. Wanda felt his indifference and realized she had
not gotten through to him. She got up, went over to him, and
hugged him. “You can start again. This time, don’t have
followers,” she argued.
“I’m not sure I could speak in public again, Wanda. I
think I’ve lost my enthusiasm.” He was still wallowing in doubt.
“Maybe that’s why you came back to me. I know you
better than anyone on this planet, even better than your wives
and children. If anybody can help you, it’s me.”
“You do know me but I’m starting to wonder if I know
myself.” So that’s his problem, Wanda thought.
“I can help you with that, too.” She thought of a way to
prod him. “You know where you have to start, right?”
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“I’m not sure what you mean,” he said, still feeling
passive. She glared at him as if it should be obvious where he
should start.
“Greg! You’ve been telling people what to do for five
years. Haven’t you been listening to yourself?” He looked at her
but still did not grasp her meaning. She went on.
“You have to ask yourself a question! It’s not so difficult.
If people like Chloe can do it, I’m sure you can, too.” He nodded
as he began to understand what she meant. He realized he would
have to employ his own philosophy.
“You think?” he asked, smiling.
“Yeah. You’re many things, but clueless is not one of
them!” she teased.
He grabbed her by the waist and pulled her close. A few
seconds later, they fell naked into bed. He no longer needed
Wanda to be his therapist; he needed her to be her. He wanted to
get back to the source, to find the bond that was at the core of
who they were. He hoped he would cleanse all his doubts, banish
his confusion, and clear his mind so he could begin asking
himself the questions he needed to ask.
Gregory pushed himself deeper into Wanda than he had
ever done before. She let him all the way into her soul. When
they finished making love, she stretched out next to him and
stared into his eyes. She thought she saw somebody different in
there, someone she had not seen before. Wanda wondered if he
knew that he had somehow just changed.
Wanda thought her best friend had finally grown up. She
had been waiting all these years and was ready for him. She
hoped there would be more times like this in the future when
they would connect at the deepest spiritual level. She needed
them, too.
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Wanda smiled at Gregory and then closed her eyes. She
knew he was no longer the Greg she had known since Third
Grade. He was now someone different, someone new. She was
eager to fall asleep so she could wake up tomorrow and start to
discover who he had become. Her last thought as she drifted off
to sleep was how grateful she was to Chloe. She had saved
Gregory.
Wanda invited Debby, Chloe, Paula, Jane, Marc,
Caroline, and Ronnie to a small dinner party. It was nothing
fancy. They ordered Chinese food, spread the entrees out on the
table, and talked more than they ate. They had an animated
conversation they all enjoyed. Ronnie missed most of the dinner
because had to work late. Gregory introduced him to Debby and
Chloe when he came in.
“She’s the woman I told you about who was at one of my
talks three or four years ago,” Gregory said.
“Really?” Ronnie looked at Chloe. She was strikingly
beautiful. He did not recall ever seeing her before. If he had, he
was certain he would remember her. Then Chloe smiled at him.
Ronnie felt as if an electrical current had shocked his body.
He apologized hastily for being late and told them he
could not join them because work had exhausted him. Then
Ronnie excused himself and went up to his room. He could hear
their voices downstairs. He also heard a voice inside himself
asking, who is she? He knew he would have to find out.
The next morning, Wanda could not sleep and went down
to the kitchen to make coffee. Ronnie followed her. He asked her
if she had Chloe and Debby’s phone numbers.
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He made up a story about wanting to talk to Chloe about
the talk she had attended. Wanda had seen Ronnie’s reaction to
Chloe’s smile.
“You liked her, didn’t you?” she asked. He nodded. “You
don’t really want to talk to her about Jonathan, do you?” she
pressed. He shook his head. “And you don’t want to talk to
Debby, do you?” Wanda paused and smiled at Ronnie. “Do you
get smitten by beautiful women very often?” she asked.
“This is the first time it’s happened. But, I’m not sure
what to do. They’re a couple, aren’t they?” Wanda nodded. “Do
you think it would be okay if I called Chloe?”
“What I think doesn’t matter, Ronnie. What do you
think?”
“I’m not sure. What should I do?”
“Do what Jonathan told you to do. Find the question.”
Ronnie nodded, thanked her, and went back to his room.
Caroline was still asleep. He did not need to look for the
question; he already knew the answer. He would call Chloe and
invite her to meet him for coffee. He would tell her he was
curious about her Jonathan story; he would not tell her that he
found her interesting. Ronnie suspected that Chloe already knew.
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Book 3
The Church With The
Funny Name
The Church of Jesus God’s
Dazzling Light, Infinite Love,
and Everlasting Peace and Joy
for the Whole World
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Chapter 36 - Miracle Seed
Debby watched the cashier scan the large green box with
the word Quinoa emblazoned in orange letters.
“What’s that?” a voice behind her asked. She turned and
saw a woman pointing at the box.
“Quinoa,” Debby answered. “It’s like wheat or rice but
it’s a seed.”
“I never heard of it.”
“It’s been around for at least five thousand years. The
ancient Incas called it miracle seed.”
“Incas, huh?” the woman said. “What’s it like?”
“It has a nutty flavor. You can use it as a side dish instead
of rice,” Debby explained. “I make a cold grain salad with
vegetables. Sometimes I add chicken or tofu.”
“Do you eat it a lot?”
“I make some every Friday so I can have an easy meal
when I’m busy. I’m gonna make a batch this afternoon.” The
woman seemed interested. Debby took a chance. “You wanna try
it?” she asked.
Her face lit up. “Awesome! I’m Chloe.” She was in her
mid-twenties, had a Mona-Lisa face framed by dark hair, and
wore baggy clothes. When she spoke, her mouth seemed large,
but when she was silent, it was small and compact. Her smile
was dazzling.
They moved away from the cashier. Debby pulled out a
card and handed it to Chloe. She read it and smirked.
“Oh, this is that church with the funny name!” she blurted
out, then grimaced, afraid she had offended Debby. Her church
was named The Church of Jesus God’s Dazzling Light, Infinite
Love, and Everlasting Peace and Joy for the Whole World.
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“I’m Debby, like it says on the card…, right under the
funny name.” Chloe smiled, relieved Debby did not seem
offended.
“You’re the minister?” she asked.
“I’m the Pastor. You still wanna try my quinoa?”
“Oh, yeah! What kind of wine goes with quinoa?”
“Whatever kind you bring,” Debby answered. They
waved at each other as they left the store.
Debby had quinoa, chicken, and tofu ready. Chloe
preferred the chicken. Debby added it to the quinoa and stirred it
so the balsamic vinegar coated all the ingredients. She sat the
bowl down and gestured for Chloe to help herself. Chloe filled
Debby's bowl, then her own, and took her first fork-full.
“Wow!” she said. Debby smiled. Chloe opened the wine
and poured it into a couple of juice glasses. “So, how long has
the church been here?” she asked.
“I started it about eighteen months ago.”
“You started it? You mean like somebody starts a coffee
bar or pizza shop?”
Debby nodded. “Yeah, just like that.”
“You’re pretty brave. Just starting a coffee place is
difficult. Starting a church must be nearly impossible.”
“It was difficult, but not impossible,” Debby replied.
“How did you know it would succeed?”
“I didn’t.” Debby told Chloe how she almost ran out of
money and was about to give up. Then an anonymous donor sent
her enough money to keep it going for several years.
“Wow. Your first miracle,” Chloe commented. Debby
frowned. “Oh, sorry, I didn’t mean to offend you.”
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“It may have been a miracle, but it wasn’t mine,” Debby
said. Her humility impressed Chloe.
“So, what about parishioners, or whatever you call
them?” she asked.
“They’re coming in.” People did not just show up on
Sundays. They dropped by whenever they needed help with their
problems. They expected the pastor to be there for them.
“So, what do you do?” Debby asked. Chloe also dealt
with people and their problems. She was a clinical social worker
and the people she saw were clients, not parishioners. She had
regular office hours, her clients made advance appointments, and
there was plenty of paperwork.
Chloe’s job impressed Debby. “I’m no therapist,” she
said. Her people did not come to her for counseling but because
they needed her to ask God to help them. She did what she could,
but there had not been many problems, so far.
Chloe felt genuinely curious. “And, does God help you?”
“Well, He helps them. I feel like I’m just an instrument.”
Chloe asked what she meant. “For His love,” Debby explained.
“Yeah, love,” Chloe replied. “That’s the great riddle, isn’t
it? Seems like nobody can figure it out.”
“So, what about you?” Debby asked. Chloe assumed she
was asking if she was with anyone.
“I’m single. You?”
Debby frowned. “Same. Guys don’t just walk up to their
pastors and ask them out.”
“Why not?” Chloe asked.
“They’re afraid.”
“Of you?” Chloe had just met Debby but she already
knew no one could conceivably be afraid of her.
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“No, of God. They think God might punish them for
hitting on their pastor.” Debby's answer surprised Chloe.
“Just for asking you out?”
“Yup. Look at it from their point of view. They would
constantly worry if it was safe to make a move and maybe risk
eternal damnation.” They both smiled.
“Guys are weird,” said Chloe. “But God is weirder for
some people,” she added.
“Are you religious?” Debby asked.
Chloe shook her head. “I prefer ‘spiritual’ to religious.
My parents were strict, conservative, old-school throwbacks to
the Dark Ages.”
“Wow. I never heard of that denomination,” Debby
joked. They laughed. She noticed Chloe’s bowl was empty.
“Now that you’ve eaten the quinoa, what do you think?”
“I love it.”
Debby picked up her glass and sipped some wine. “I like
this wine, too. It goes perfectly with quinoa.” Chloe smiled,
pleased she had made Debby happy. “Why don’t we take our
wine into the living room?” Debby suggested.
Her living room was one step above shabby. “I’m sorry, I
only have the couch. I haven’t bought much furniture. I don’t
need it.” They sat down. Chloe held her glass and looked at
Debby.
“You’re not like I thought you’d be,” Chloe confessed.
Debby did not reply and Chloe continued. “After I took your
card I thought I’d made a huge mistake. A pastor? Me? For
dinner? What if I did something wrong?” She smiled.
“Are you glad you came?”
“I am. I like you, Debby.” They both secretly hoped her
statement was not just the wine talking.
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“Wanna watch TV?” Debby asked. She explained that
she had just bought the TV from a neighbor and got basic cable
to go with it. People she conversed with often referred to TV
shows and she had no idea what they were talking about. She
thought she should get a TV and find out. Then Debby realized
she was babbling. “Sorry, I’m running off at the mouth.”
“Must be the quinoa,” Chloe joked, charmed by Debby’s
tipsiness. She clicked through the TV channels until she found a
familiar one. They watched as two good-looking people smiled,
talked, hugged, and kissed. Then a commercial came on. Debby
gazed at the screen.
“What is this?” she asked.
“It’s a romance channel. You don’t mind, do you? I can
change it if you want.” Debby shook her head. Chloe explained
that all day she listened to real people tell her about real
problems. She liked to watch fantasy people who had fantasy
problems. It helped her deal with everything.
“What’s the story?”
“They’re all the same. Boy meets girl. Boy loses girl.
Boy finds girl again. And then they live happily after.”
“Happily? You were right about the fantasy part!” Debby
quipped. They watched quietly for a while. Debby started to say
something but then hesitated. Chloe urged her to talk.
“I always wondered…, if happily ever after is unrealistic,
does that mean you shouldn’t love at all? I mean, is love worth
all the effort?”
“Depends on who you love, I guess,” Chloe replied.
“So it’s the person that makes it worthwhile?” Debby
asked. Chloe nodded. They were quiet for a few moments. Then
Debby inquired, cautiously, “What kind of people do you prefer
to date?”
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“Well, I’d be damned happy if I could find somebody
like you,” Chloe said, and then gasped. “Shit! Did I just say
damn? It must be the wine. Please forgive me.” Debby ignored
Chloe’s apology and smiled.
“So, you’re gay?” she asked.
Chloe nodded. “I’ll leave if you want me to,” she said.
“Please, no! I’m flattered.” Debby’s reaction emboldened
Chloe and she moved closer so they could touch. “Let’s not talk
for a while. Let’s just watch TV.” They watched and laughed at
the absurdity of the movie. They also enjoyed the nearness of
each other’s bodies and the warm feeling their closeness created.
Chloe wanted to kiss Debby but did not know how Debby would
respond. Debby sensed Chloe’s hesitation.
“What are you waiting for?” Debby whispered. Chloe
leaned over and kissed her. Debby would not let her stop. When
she finally let go she said. “Now what?”
“Wanna fool around?” Chloe asked, smiling. Debby
instantly reached toward Chloe but Chloe stopped her. “Let me.”
She unbuttoned her loose-fitting shirt. Debby saw two small,
exquisitely round breasts with large nipples. She immediately
reached out and touched them. Chloe gasped. Debby apologized.
“Your turn,” Chloe said. Debby slowly peeled off her tshirt and removed her bra. Her breasts curved just right and were
much larger and heftier than Chloe’s. Chloe lifted Debby’s
breast. “I wish mine were like yours,” she said.
“I think it has something to do with genes.”
“No, I mean I wish mine had ended up bigger.”
“What do you mean?”
“When I had the operation,” Chloe explained. Debby
looked confused. Chloe realized there was something she had not
told Debby.
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“Oh, God! I feel so comfortable with you that I forgot to
tell you,” Chloe began. Then she hesitated. Debby waited for her
to say more. “I was born a male.”
Debby smiled. “Really?” she asked. She thought Chloe
had made a hilarious, drunken joke. “Are you sure?” Chloe
nodded. “What happened?”
“All during my teen years, I felt I was actually a woman.
So I made that happen.”
“So, what? Why did you tell me? I don’t care.”
“Some people do care. It upsets them.”
“They’re stupid. I think you’re awesome!” There was a
long pause.
“You wanna go into the bedroom?” Chloe asked. Debby
smiled, nodded, and stood up. They went into her small
bedroom. The double bed had an old beat-up wooden headboard
and was obviously from a thrift store. They undressed and lay on
the bed facing each other.
Debby started touching Chloe. “You’re so lovely.”
Debby thought Chloe looked more beautiful than a super-model.
Chloe was slender but shapely. Most models just had lines;
Chloe had sensuous curves.
“So are you,” Chloe commented. Debby knew she was
chubby and homely. “I love your hips; I wish mine were like
yours,” Chloe added, and then paused again. Debby smiled
absentmindedly.
“You had too much wine, didn’t you?” Chloe asked.
Debby replied with a silly grin. “When’s the last time you drank
that much wine?”
“Never,” Debby answered. She was already sleepy. Chloe
told Debby to roll on her side. Then she moved closer and draped
her arm over Debby’s hip. Debby fell asleep almost instantly.
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Chloe closed her eyes and pressed against Debby. She
felt Debby’s back, her ass, and her thighs. Debby felt like a real
woman. Chloe suddenly realized that even though she had been a
woman for over three years she had never felt like a woman until
now.
She reflected on what happened since she met Debby in
the supermarket and thought it was possible her life was about to
change but did not want to get her hopes up. Debby might be
different in the morning.
Chloe squeezed her arm tighter around Debby’s hip. She
hoped Debby would feel her nearness in her sleep and recall that
feeling when she woke up. Maybe she would want to feel Chloe
close to her again and again. But, that would be tomorrow. Chloe
kissed Debby on her shoulder. Then she sighed and fell asleep.
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Chapter 37 - Salvation
Debby’s phone woke them. She got out of bed naked and
went to answer it. Chloe could hear the conversation through the
open bedroom door.
“Oh, hi. No, you’re not bothering me. Oh, I’m so sorry.
Yes, you can come to see me. In an hour? Okay. Just ring the
doorbell.”
“That was Larry,” she explained when she came back to
bed. His mother was dying. She was not a member of Debby’s
church or any church. Larry worried about what was going to
happen to his mother after she died. He wanted to talk to Debby
about salvation.
“Wow, my clients never talk to me about stuff like that,”
Chloe commented. “What are you gonna tell him?” Debby
shrugged. Chloe picked up her clothes. “I’d better go so you can
see him.”
“Oh, you can stay. I don’t see them in here.” Her little
apartment was her private space. She met people in the church,
usually up front where it made them feel special.
“Okay. Can I make you some coffee?”
“That’s just what I need. I’m going to shower and put on
my preacher clothes. And do some praying. This is gonna be a
tough one.”
“You go, girl,” Chloe said.
Larry had tried to get his mother to come to the church
before she got sick. Then he assumed she would come after she
got better. Now it looked like she would never come at all.
“Preacher, I need your help. She needs your help. Can
you please help her?”
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“Why don’t I visit her?” Debby suggested. “I could talk
to her, maybe pray with her, too. Would you like that?” Larry’s
face lit up and he nodded enthusiastically.
“Would that mean she would be saved?” he asked.
“She’s already saved, Larry. Don’t you remember? I
talked about this one Sunday.”
Larry felt confused. “No. What do you mean?” Debby
thought she should try a different explanation.
“Would you say that your mom has lived a righteous
life?” she asked.
“Well, she’s had her ups and downs, but, mostly, I think
so.”
“Why do you think that’s true?” Her question confused
Larry. He shrugged. “It’s because God has always been with
her,” Debby explained.
“I don’t understand.”
“God’s been with your mom her whole life, Larry. Do
you think He’s gonna abandon her when she’s dying? Do you
think God’s gonna let her go to hell?”
“Um, no, I guess not.”
“And, why?”
Larry was still not sure he understood. “Because he loves
her?” he guessed. Debby nodded.
“God doesn’t care whether she’s been in this church, or
some other church, or no church at all. He’s gonna be with her
until the end of her journey in this world, and beyond.” She
paused and looked at Larry. He still seemed doubtful. “Do you
believe what I’m telling you?” Debby asked. Her voice was soft
and soothing.
“Well, I guess so.”
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“Whether you believe it or not, it’s still true,” she
declared. Larry sat quietly. She got up from her chair, went over,
and hugged him. “You’re gonna miss her, aren’t you?” He
started to cry.
“She’s all I got. When she’s gone, I don’t know what I’m
gonna do.”
“We’ll still be here for you. We can’t replace her, but you
won’t be alone. Understand?” He nodded. “Larry, I know this is
hard, but God will take care of you and your mom. I’ll be there at
four.” He thanked her and left.
Debby went back into her apartment and Chloe asked if
she was okay. “That was gut-wrenching,” Debby said.
“You did beautifully. You have a great gift.”
“A while ago I wasn’t sure I had any gift at all. I thought
maybe it wasn’t God inside of me, just my ego fantasy,” Debby
said.
“It’s not a fantasy, Debby. I can see that you make God
real for these people. I envy you.”
“Why?”
“Well, lots of people come to me for help, but all I can do
is try to make their lives a little more bearable. But, you're able
to connect with their souls, maybe even save them.” Debby
leaned over and kissed Chloe. They were quiet for a few
moments.
“I want to see you again,” Debby said.
“How about you come to my place tonight?” Chloe
asked.
“Um, no. I have to work on tomorrow’s sermon. You
wanna come to the service tomorrow?” Chloe shook her head.
Debby did not seem disappointed.
“You’re not mad at me?” Chloe asked. “Or hurt?”
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“Of course not. I’ve been feeling the same intense
feelings as you have. Maybe we need time to process them,”
Debby explained.
“Or, maybe I’m just scared,” Chloe admitted.
“Scared?”
“Church fucked up my family.”
“So now you’re afraid of all churches?” Debby asked.
Chloe nodded. “It’s not you.”
“Yeah. I know.” They kissed and then Chloe left.

Chapter 38 - Love
Compared with Debby’s place, Chloe’s apartment was
almost palatial. She had many pieces of furniture- none of it was
from thrift stores- a variety of lamps, and carpeting. Debby
walked in and noticed some photos on the wall.
She pointed to a photo of an adolescent boy. “Is this
you?”
“Yes, that’s Kevin,” Chloe answered.
They settled next to each other on the sofa. “I crapped out
on you last time,” Debby said. “I’m really sorry.” Chloe flashed
her dazzling smile.
“Don’t be. I loved lying next to you, our skin touching,
my arm over you, listening to your breathing. I was happier than
I’ve been in a long, long time.”
“Thanks. You’re awesome,” Debby replied. She didn’t
look at Chloe when she said it. She felt embarrassed and looked
away. However, she meant it.
There was a long pause. Chloe was not certain she should
say what she felt. She put her arms around Debby. “I think I’m
falling in love with you.”
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“That’s flattering but you hardly know me and I hardly
know you,” Debby replied. They fell quiet again. Chloe was not
sure what she should say next.
“So, do you have any feelings?” she asked.
“I’ve never been in love so I don’t know what it feels
like.” Debby's reply surprised Chloe.
“I’m not trying to pressure you,” she said.
“I know. We have a lot to discover about each other.”
“It might not all be good,” Chloe said, smiling. “You
might find out I’m an alien, or a zombie, or the spawn of Satan,”
she joked. Debby stiffened and her face hardened.
“Spawn of Satan?” Debby said, bitterly.
The sudden change in Debby’s expression alarmed
Chloe. “What’s wrong?” she asked. Debby said nothing. Finally,
Chloe said, “Is there something you’d like to tell me?”
Debby told Chloe about when her puberty began. She had
discovered masturbation and assumed making herself feel good
was a natural part of sexuality. Her mother yelled when she
caught her and told her it was bad. Debby argued that it felt great
and seemed natural. Her mother insisted it was sinful. She
warned Debby that Satan was corrupting her. “A girl who does
that is surely going to Hell,” her mother declared. Debby loved
the way she made herself feel. Even if masturbation was bad, she
did not care. She kept on doing it.
“Are you trying to tell me you somehow chose sex over
God?” Chloe asked. Debby nodded. “You’re not a bad girl.
Somebody like you could never do anything bad.”
“Somebody like me?” Debby asked, meekly.
“You didn’t reject God. You are full of God’s love.
Everything you do, everything you touch reveals that love. Your
mom couldn’t see that, but I can.” Debby felt surprised that
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Chloe had understood her so quickly. She began to weep. Chloe
reached out to touch her hand.
Chloe sensed Debby needed to cry out hurt from a long
time ago. “It’s okay, Debby. Cry if you need to.” When she
finished, Chloe whispered, “You’re beautiful, do you know
that?”
Debby was still sniffling. “Keep telling me. I need to hear
it.”
“I’d like to do more than tell you. I want to show you. I
can make you feel like you did when you were alone, plus a lot
more, if you’ll let me.” Debby looked at her, wondering what
Chloe meant.
“I don’t know if I’m ready. But I loved getting naked
with you. Can we do that again?”
“Of course. Whatever you want,” Chloe said. She started
to remove her clothes. “Just so you know, this is new to me, too.
I was with a few other women but I didn’t have any feelings for
them. I want to make you happy. And, don’t be mad at me for
saying this, but I hope that you’ll want to make me happy, too.”
Debby didn’t say anything and Chloe thought she had gone too
far.
“I do,” she whispered. Chloe smiled and nodded.
“Great. Wanna watch that crappy love story channel?”
Chloe asked, grinning.
“Yeah. You got any popcorn?”
“I think I have some around.”
“Awesome!” Debby grinned. “I love popcorn.”
Chloe assumed Debby would eventually want to make
love. She also expected they would talk about it before they did
anything. However, she was wrong. One night they had planned
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to eat quinoa and watch TV after work. Debby waited for Chloe
inside the apartment door, naked. Chloe did not have a second to
react before Debby kissed her and then started to undress her.
Debby explored Chloe’s body and would not let her
reciprocate. She remembered the ways she pleasured herself
when she was a teenager and then practiced those ways on
Chloe. Debby’s lovemaking astonished and delighted Chloe. She
surrendered to Debby’s efforts and had the most intense sexual
experience of her life.
As their sex became more regular, she found herself
opening more and more to Debby’s lovemaking. Debby
overwhelmed her with love and Chloe surrendered to Debby. It
was all she could do.
They did not move in together. Chloe did not like
Debby’s shabby apartment and Debby wanted to live as close to
her congregation as possible. They went on dates and stayed at
each other’s places whenever they wanted to spend nights
together.
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Chapter 39 - Tolerance and Acceptance
Debby and Chloe stood together at the front of the church
and smiled as the worshippers arrived. Everyone was wondering
who Chloe was. They assumed she was a new member of the
church, maybe Debby’s friend, or a relative.
She looked around the room when it was time to start the
service. “Welcome, everyone. It’s so nice to see you all today.
I’m very excited this morning. There’s someone special I want
you to meet.” She paused and turned toward Chloe. “This is
Chloe. She’s my girlfriend.” Debby paused again, awaiting
gasps, curses, or maybe a stampede out the doors. No one
moved. Some people squirmed in their chairs but that was all that
happened.
“Some people don’t approve of same-sex couples,”
Debby continued. “I, we, respect that. I don’t want any of you to
be uncomfortable.” She looked around and waited for a response.
“Please feel free to leave.” She gestured toward the back door.
No one moved.
One of the older women flashed Debby a big smile. She
smiled back reflexively, continued to look around, and saw more
people smiling at her. She gestured for Chloe to sit down and
went up on the stage to begin.
Debby led the service with her usual warmth and
enthusiasm. The congregation responded as it changed from an
assembly of discrete individuals to a diverse but unified body of
worshippers. There were a few hymns and then some bible
readings. Several people witnessed about their experience of
God’s loving presence in their lives. Then there were some
prayers and a collection. When it was time for the sermon,
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Debby stood quietly and looked at her congregation. Then she
began.
“Today I’d like to speak to you about tolerance and
acceptance. We’ve heard these words a lot, haven’t we?
Tolerance is putting up with people whether you like them or
not. It’s something you’re required to do. In fact, there are laws
about it. There’s another word often used with tolerance.
Acceptance. But, they’re not the same.
“The way I see it, tolerance comes from the head and
acceptance comes from the heart. Tolerance is something you
have to do. Acceptance is much more difficult. The law might
say you have to be tolerant, but only your heart can be accepting.
Tolerance requires obedience; acceptance requires openness.
Acceptance is something you should want to do.”
Debby hoped her message was clear. She paused and said
a quick prayer that God would help her explain it to them. Then
she went on.
“There are a lot of people who think Jesus was tolerant,”
she said. Then, hoping to shock them, she added, “But He
wasn’t.” Debby paused to let her statement sink in. “He was
accepting.” She paused again and looked at them. Everyone
appeared to be listening intently.
Debby reminded them of the Gospel stories where Jesus
sat down with sinners, outcasts, tax collectors, lepers, and all the
other types of people that were looked down on. These people
were rejected by their society, most were barely even tolerated.
Nobody liked them, period.
“Except Jesus. He could have hung out only with the
people society accepted. But He did not. Instead, He paid
attention to the outcasts, the people society forgot or rejected,
216

and angered His followers as well as the powerful people of His
time. What was His point? What was He trying to teach?
“Jesus was trying to show that God accepts not just good
people, or kind ones, or righteous, holy, rich, or obedient ones.
God loves all people, especially sinners,” Debby proclaimed.
She paused to allow her words to sink in. “People like you, and
people like me,” she added, looking at their faces. They seemed
caught up in her words. No one scowled or frowned.
“But, that’s only part of His message. The core of His
message was that there wasn’t anybody God doesn’t love. In
Jesus’ time, this was blasphemy.
“But now, two thousand years later, we know it isn’t
blasphemy. God wants us to open our hearts so we embrace
everyone and love everyone, as God loves us all.
“Think about people in your life. Are there any that you
don’t accept?” She hoped they would look within themselves
honestly and reflect on an answer. “If we realize God loves them
as much as He loves us, can we justify not accepting them? Are
there any good reasons? Probably not.
“I want to finish with this. You don’t have to become
their best friend. You don’t even have to like them. All you have
to do is accept them the same way God accepts you. Thanks for
coming. See you next Sunday.”
Debby stepped off the stage. She took Chloe’s hand and
they walked to the back door. A few people hurried out. Debby
knew they had weekend jobs and made a special effort to be
there Sunday mornings.
In the past, when she had stood at the back door, most
attendees filed by and smiled on their way out. A few thanked
her or mumbled what a great service it was. Not today.
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She watched in disbelief as a line formed. People who
had never spoken to her shook her hand. Others smiled at both
women, seemed embarrassed, and then left. Sylvia, an older
woman, stopped to talk.
“You have no idea how much we worried about you,” she
said. Her statement surprised Debby.
“Why?” she asked.
“You seemed so alone in this church. You took care of us
but didn’t have anyone to take care of you. But, now you do.”
She smiled and then reached out to clasp Chloe’s hand. “See you
next week,” she added as she walked out.
A few others went by. Then an older man stopped and
stared at them. Chloe braced herself as she thought, here it
comes, the anti-homosexual tirade.
“So, are you two getting married?” he blurted out,
smiling. “You know it’s legal now. About damn time, too! Oops,
sorry Pastor,” he apologized. Debby smiled and hugged him.
One of the oldest attenders was the last in line. She
glanced at Debby and then at Chloe. “That was brave. Gonna be
some new people here, next week, I think,” she muttered. Then
she left.
“So, did this just become the gay church?” Chloe
whispered.
“I don’t know. We’ll have to see what happens next
week,” Debby answered, smiling.
Debby had worried somebody might firebomb the church
after she and Chloe came out. Instead, her congregation began to
grow. Word had gotten out about Debby and Chloe. People who
previously ignored the church came to check it out. There were
new couples but they were not gay. They were just younger
straight people. Several came more than once.
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A month or two later, people wanted to chat with both
Debby and Chloe after the service. They found out Chloe was a
counselor. One afternoon someone called about a problem.
Debby said she could meet with him. The man asked if he could
talk to Chloe instead.
“I’ll have to ask her,” Debby answered. The man thanked
her and hung up.
Many Christians become obsessed with miracles. Debby
did not fanatically believe in them. Yet, she could not help
feeling something miraculous had happened in her life. She
thanked God for showing her the way, providing her the strength
to walk it, and giving her someone to love.
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Chapter 40 - Reverend Greene
Debby worked alone in her apartment. The sermon
writing wasn’t going well. The phone rang. She sat down her pen
and sighed. Maybe a brief distraction would clear her head.
“Hello.”
“Hi, Pastor Fairlane. This is Reverend Michael Greene.”
He had a deep, friendly voice.
“From the Presbyterian church on Wister Street?”
“You know it?” he asked.
“Yes. It’s a beautiful church.” Reverend Greene's ornate
church was built in the prosperous 1920s. It had its difficulties
over the years but still had a thriving congregation.
“What can I do for you?”
“Debby, I’m calling because of what I can do for you.”
She started to worry. “Oh?” she asked.
“Could you meet me at the Holy Grounds coffee shop?”
She felt hesitant, but also curious.
“Sure. When?”
“How about in an hour?”
“Okay.”
Debby arrived before Reverend Greene. She bought her
coffee and waited in a booth near the back. She did not know
what he looked like and watched for a man wearing a collar. A
tall Black man in his mid-forties entered the coffee shop. He
noticed her and smiled. After he bought coffee, he came over and
sat across from her.
“Debby! It’s a pleasure to meet you.” Debby relaxed. His
smile and greeting felt genuine. She needn’t have worried.
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“Same here. Was there something you wanted to see me
about?”
“Yes. Something is going on in the neighborhood. It
concerns you.” He told her some neighbors worried about
Debby’s church becoming a gay church and feared the
neighborhood would go gay. He had seen this kind of thing
happen before and he thought he knew how to nip it in the bud.
“Reverend, no new gay couples have come in. The new
couples have all been straight people. There were a few single
men and women, though. I suppose some of them might be gay.
But, it’s hardly an invasion.”
“We need to make people understand that you’re part of
our community. You’re not outsiders. You’re not different.
You’re one of us and not one of them.”
“Them?” she replied. The Reverend hesitated before he
continued. Then he took a deep breath.
“Whoever the small-minded people are persecuting at the
moment. When I was a kid, it was Black people. Now it’s LGBT
people. The targets are different but the persecution is the same.
And, although it might start as gossip, it can escalate and get
ugly. We don’t want that to happen.” He mentioned that other
ministers were also concerned.
“What’s your strategy?” she asked. He wanted Debby
and Chloe seen in public with neighborhood clergy. It was a
simple way to show they belonged as much as anyone else.
“The more you are seen with neighbors, the less of an
outsider you will seem and their prejudices will sooner or later
evaporate.” He paused and hoped he had not offended her. He
also hoped she accepted his concern as genuine.
The Reverend proposed that he and his wife take Debby
and Chloe to dinner. He would also like to walk with her to the
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bank. Others would go with her to the supermarket, the
laundromat, the health food store, or the coffee shops, etc.
“Does this idea seem okay to you?” Reverend Greene
asked.
“It reminds me of people I read about who receive special
training to go into countries where there are areas of conflict,”
Debby answered. “They basically do what you’re describing.
They escort the native people whenever they are outside their
houses. The fact that Americans are present makes any attackers
think twice before doing anything hostile.”
“I never heard of that. Does it work?” he asked. She
nodded. “Would you like to try it right now? I can walk you back
to your church.” Debby nodded again.
They got up from the table and went out the door. The
shop was in a row of older stores. They passed several people on
the sidewalk. Reverend Greene greeted a few he recognized.
Some replied; some did not. Neither of them was sure anybody
would recognize Debby. The Reverend joked that most people
did not know who he was but he wore the collar so they could at
least see he was a clergyman.
Debby thanked him for his concern when they arrived.
She started to go in. He stopped her. “One last thing,” he said.
Debby turned to look at him. “I’d like to see your church. Would
you give me the grand tour?”
Debby held the door open so he could enter. He stepped
inside. She switched on the lights and he looked around.
“It’s nice. I wasn’t sure how it would feel, but I like it.”
She immediately felt defensive. “What do you mean?”
Debby asked. She knew it didn’t look like much. There was no
stained glass, fancy architecture, or statues. But, it was still
God’s house.
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“Well, this building was an old garage, wasn’t it?” he
asked. Debby nodded. “I wondered if it would still feel like a
garage, but it doesn’t.” He paused, walked up the aisle toward
the front, turned, looked at the empty seats, and pictured them
filled with Debby’s worshippers. Reverend Greene felt the
presence of the Holy Spirit. “It feels like a church,” he
commented, in a soft voice.
Debby did not know what to say. She felt she had just
passed a test. Relieved, she smiled. Then he turned to her. “You
know, I admire you very much, Debby. I wouldn’t have the guts
to do what you did.”
“What do you mean?” she asked.
“I wouldn’t dream of going into an unfamiliar
neighborhood and starting up a church. Even if somebody
offered me money to do it. But you did it. You opened your
doors and people came in.”
“Well, I almost had to close a while back.” She told him
about a visit from a man named Jonathan Nathan who referred to
himself as an itinerant philosopher. A week after their unusual
conversation, she found an envelope with no return address in
her mailbox. Inside there was a check for a hundred thousand
dollars. She did not recognize the signature. There was no note.
She knew it was not a real miracle. He listened attentively.
“It seems you are attracting people who haven’t been
inside of churches for years. I would ask you how you do it but I
think you would probably tell me that you don’t know.” Debby
smiled and nodded. The Reverend was right. She didn’t know.
“One last thing. I understand you recently preached a
sermon on tolerance and acceptance.” Debby nodded. “Would
you be able to preach it at my church? I would like my
congregation to hear it.”
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“Maybe. I have to be here on Sunday mornings so it
would have to be some other time.”
“Okay. We’ll talk about it. I have to go. Will you discuss
my dinner invitation with your girlfriend and get back to me?”
“Yes. I don’t how to thank you, Reverend. You didn’t
have to reach out to me like this. You could have just waited to
see what happened and then stepped in if things got bad.”
“Well, if my dad hadn’t been in a similar situation years
ago, I would never have known what to do.”
“I'll say a prayer for your dad,” she said. He thanked her
and left.
A few nights later, Debby and Chloe had dinner with
Reverend Greene and his wife Daphne at the upscale restaurant a
few blocks away. As they ate, Debby reminded Reverend Greene
he had mentioned a prior experience with prejudice. She asked if
he would tell the story. He looked at Daphne to see if it was okay
with her. She nodded.
“She’s heard it many times,” he commented. “Here’s
what happened.”
His father Mordecai was also a reverend. He read about a
job at a church in a town like the ones where he and his wife
Patricia grew up. They wanted their kids to experience smalltown life before all the small towns were gone. He sent his
resume and had a long phone interview. A week later, the church
invited him to be the guest preacher. He and Patricia were
delighted.
They made it a weekend trip and drove to the town. After
he arranged for motel rooms, Mordecai called the church to
confirm he had arrived. The next morning, he drove to the
church. It was a large building set back from the street with a
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small, quaint, parsonage right next to it. It looked like the church
building was newer than the parsonage.
Mordecai went in and they greeted him warmly. He
noticed the members were all white and felt uneasy. It seemed
odd they would consider a Black minister. Had they somehow
not known he was Black? He assumed he would give his sermon,
leave, and never hear from them again.
However, he was a born preacher. When he stood in front
of the congregation on Sunday morning and looked out at the
people who waited for him to speak, he could not let his anxiety
ruin his sermon. He started to preach and eloquent words flowed
out of him. His words galvanized the listeners.
People thanked him profusely after the service. They
asked about his family and he told them they were at the motel.
They asked why he hadn’t brought his wife and children along.
He assumed they were being nice because they already knew
they were not going to hire him.
Reverend Greene received the job offer three days later.
He doubted it would last long and did not want to accept. Patricia
understood his hesitation but insisted that God might need him to
do this. “Maybe God knows what He wants and you shouldn’t
question Him,” she told her husband. He accepted.
They moved into the parsonage a month later. They liked
the congregation but felt out of place in the white neighborhood.
The town was ninety percent white. Black and Hispanic residents
lived on the other side of the tracks. If it were not for the
wonderful welcome they received from the congregation, he
would have resigned.
There were weekly church board meetings. After the
third or fourth one, the new Reverend was comfortable with the
board members and they were comfortable with him. One of
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them told him why he got the job. The sermon he had preached
was unlike anything they had heard in the church for many years.
It was full of the Holy Spirit. People felt their faith renewed and
reinvigorated. That was exactly what they had been looking for
in a new minister.
Several months later, the Deacon told him about a recent
experience. He sat in a booth at the diner and overheard some
comments that upset him. Someone was talking about ‘that Black
minister and how he didn’t belong there.’ The person worried
other Blacks might come to the church and then start moving
into the neighborhood. They thought they might have to do
something about it before the problem got out of hand.
Mordecai immediately offered to resign. The Deacon
smiled and shook his head. “This isn’t their church, Reverend.
It’s our church. We have the right to hire any minister we want.”
Mordecai again offered to resign at the next meeting. The
church board refused to give in to people’s prejudice and turned
him down. “We need to make people understand that you are
part of this community,” the Deacon told him. “You’re not
outsiders. You’re not different. In a sense, you’re one of us and
not one of them."
“Them?” Mordecai asked, puzzled.
“Whoever the small-minded people are picking on at the
moment. Their complaints might start as gossip, but they can
intensify and things can get ugly. We don’t want to let that
happen.”
What they proposed was to have Mordecai and his family
seen in public with church members. The more they were seen,
the less of an outsider he and his family would seem and the
prejudices would eventually evaporate.
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It took a while before the small-minded people stopped
gossiping about the Black minister. They switched their attention
to another group. ‘Those nasty, dirty Arabs who won’t give us
their oil.’
Reverend Greene finished his story. Then he realized he
had not paid attention to his food and began to eat. Daphne
turned to Chloe.
“This might be inappropriate, so forgive me. I was
wondering about your story. I understand you were born a male.”
Chloe did not reply right away.
“It’s not much of a story, and it might not be suitable for
dinner. I don’t want to offend you."
“You won’t. Please go ahead.” Chloe looked at Debby.
She did not want to see Chloe put on the spot but she loved
Chloe’s story, thought it was beautiful, and encouraged Chloe to
share it.
“Okay, since you guys have been so nice to us, if you
want to hear about me, I’ll tell you a little,” Chloe said. Daphne
smiled.
“My parents named me Kevin. I played with boys’ toys,
but I also played with playmates’ dolls. I didn’t know why; I just
liked them. I knew boys and girls were different, but I couldn’t
figure out why. I couldn’t understand why some kids got to be
girls and some got to be boys. It seemed arbitrary and unfair.
“Then I started to discover my sexuality and I felt
confused. I liked my orgasms but always felt something was
missing. When I started to go on dates, I found I was more
curious about the girls’ feelings and less interested in my own.
“I didn’t try to have sex with them. Instead, I touched
them in all the erogenous zones on their bodies. I watched how
they reacted to my touch and then I asked them to describe what
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they felt. I wanted to know what it felt like to be on the receiving
end of my stimulation. I wanted to know what girls felt during
sex.
“As I became more experienced with girls, I learned what
sort of touching made them the most excited. I often brought
them to orgasm and then I asked them to tell me about it. I
eventually became popular because I didn’t want to have sex
with them, just touch them and give them pleasure. Now and
then, a girl would thank me by bringing me to orgasm.
“My breakthrough came when I heard the term sex
change for the first time. I had never imagined those two words
would go together and mean anything. I did some research and
realized I could be a woman if I wanted to be.
“I kept this to myself all through high school. When I got
to college, I discussed the procedure with some doctors who
explained what they could do. I started hormone treatments in
my third year. I planned to have the surgery after I graduated and
found a job so I could use my medical benefits and my parents
wouldn’t find out what I was doing.
“Well, they did find out. They tried to stop me, but I was
old enough and they couldn’t intervene. So, they disowned me
and forbade my brother and sister from ever seeing me.”
Daphne frowned and shook her head. Chloe told them
about when her brother Sam came to the hospital after the
operation.
“He told me, ‘Wow, Kevin, you’re beautiful; guys are
gonna be all over you.’” She told him her new name was Chloe
and she did not know if she wanted guys all over her. He asked if
that meant she was a lesbian. Chloe did not know the answer. All
she felt certain of was that she was now a woman. She did not
know what would happen next.
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Sam assured her he did not care that she was no longer
Kevin. He still loved her very much. “I liked having a brother,
but now I like having another sister,” he told her. Relieved by his
understanding and support, Chloe smiled. So did Reverend and
Daphne Greene when Chloe finished telling them her story.
Daphne Greene invited Chloe to lunch a week later.
Chloe thought something was wrong. Daphne wanted to talk to
Chloe about Debby. “Debby is an extraordinary person,” she
said.
“I know. That’s why I’m with her.”
“I don’t mean she's an extraordinary woman. I mean she's
extraordinary spiritually. She has extraordinary faith.” Chloe
nodded. “But, do you know how extraordinary her faith is?”
Daphne asked. Chloe shrugged.
Daphne had been around religious people her entire life.
Both of her parents were clergy. Her husband was clergy. She
had been in many church communities and met some deeply
religious people. However, she had never met anyone like
Debby.
She and Michael could not stop talking about Debby.
They knew many people God called to serve Him, but Debby
went far beyond service. Daphne felt Debby was a manifestation
of perfect faith. Catholics might say she was saintly.
“That’s nice of you to say but why are you telling me all
this?” Chloe asked.
“I just wanted to ask you to take good care of her,”
Daphne replied.
“I plan on doing that because I love her,” Chloe said.
Daphne explained the world desperately needed people like
Debby. She did not want anything to happen to her. Most people
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of faith, at one time or another in their ministries, think they are
special because they serve God. Some even put themselves
above God. Daphne believed Debby could never think that way.
Chloe agreed.
“I see what you mean. She’s never acted as if she thinks
she’s better than anyone else. She knows she’s serving God but
she hardly ever mentions it. If someone were to ask her, she’d
probably shrug her shoulders and say something like ‘I’m
trying,’ or, ‘I hope so.’” Daphne nodded.
“If she ever needs anything, if you ever need anything, I
want you to call me. I’ll do whatever I can,” she said.
“Daphne, I don’t know what to say.”
“Just promise me you’ll do as I ask. She’s precious, a gift
to us all. We must keep her safe and healthy and let her do her
work. I guess that’s all I wanted to say to you.”
“I appreciate what you’ve said and I promise to do what
you ask.” Chloe did not share with Daphne her experience with
religion. Her mother was a fanatic who tormented the family
with religious excesses. Chloe was not sure what her mother
embodied, but it was not faith.
Debby’s faith attracted many people to her but Chloe
knew Debby differently and was glad she did. She knew the
Debby who was a flesh and blood woman and not a saint. The
Debby that cried after they made love because she was
exquisitely happy. That was the Debby she loved and wanted to
be with. Others could have the saint; Chloe wanted Debby the
woman.
Also, Debby knew her faith did not attract or impress
Chloe. She knew it was her breasts, her ass, and the way she
smiled when she served quinoa. She loved Chloe because Chloe
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did not want her to be a saint. Chloe just wanted Debby to be her
woman. They both felt happy that she was.

Chapter 41 - Chloe and Ronnie
Ronnie sat across from Chloe at the Holy Grounds coffee
shop. They had met briefly at a party when Jonathan mentioned
Chloe had attended one of his talks and it had changed her life.
Ronnie wanted to know more details about her encounter with
Jonathan. He also wanted to know more about Chloe.
“I was traveling with Jonathan Nathan around the time
you heard him. I was at every talk he gave. I don’t recall ever
seeing you.”
She wondered why he thought he could recall all the
people who attended. “Maybe you don’t remember me because
you just didn’t see me,” she suggested, smiling.
“No, I saw everybody. I would never have missed you.”
The way he said it made Chloe wonder if this conversation was
Jonathan Nathan’s talk, or her.
“Well, I was there. That talk changed my life. I’ll always
be grateful to him.”
“That’s what I wanted to talk to you about; how did it
change your life?”
“He didn’t tell you?” she asked. Ronnie shook his head.
She still doubted he invited her only to talk about her experience.
However, Ronnie seemed eager to hear her story and waited for
her to collect her thoughts. “I had a problem. I couldn’t wrap my
head around it. His talk made me understand what I had to do.
He made it so simple.”
“So, what was it? Do you mind telling me?”
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“Not at all. See this beautiful woman sitting here? I
wasn’t always this way,” she said and then paused. Ronnie sat
there with a puzzled look on his face. The reason he asked her to
have coffee was not to discuss Jonathan. It was because she was
a beautiful woman and he felt powerfully attracted to her.
“I don’t understand.”
“Maybe you don’t remember me because I didn’t look
like this,” she continued. Ronnie assumed she meant she was
physically different, maybe fatter, or with different hair.
“What do you mean?” he asked, still baffled.
“My name wasn’t Chloe when I saw Jonathan,” she
explained. Ronnie did not say anything. “It was Kevin,” she
added, and then waited for him to respond. His reaction would
tell her a lot about him.
“I don’t get it.”
“I was a male,” Chloe said. He stared at her. What the
hell is that supposed to mean? he thought. “I went to that talk
because I thought I might get some help with a decision I was
trying to make. A big decision. A life-changing one.”
Chloe thought Ronnie would get up and leave, scoff at
her, or attack her for lying to him. He did none of those things.
Ronnie waited patiently for Chloe to tell him her story.
She told him how Kevin had considered a sex change for
several years but was never able to commit. He felt strongly
about it one day and then had doubts the next. He did not know
how he would feel after the change and worried that his
inclination toward female identity might be weak or delusional.
Kevin had assumed the question he needed to answer
was, should he make the change? Then he heard Jonathan’s talk.
After intense introspection, he discovered the real question was
more specific and personal. It was, simply, who did he want to
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spend the rest of his life as, Kevin or Chloe? He had never asked
himself that particular question. As soon as he did, he knew the
answer was Chloe.
Chloe’s freedom to choose who she wanted to be, right
down to what sex she wanted to be, impressed Ronnie. He had
never met anyone who had made such a monumental choice
about their life. “That’s awesome,” he said.
Most people did not make life choices. They thought they
did, but their claims of freedom were illusions. They let
themselves develop as random events unfolded. Occasionally
they might pause to look at themselves and maybe make some
changes. However, Chloe had done far more than just make a
change. She had transformed herself. She first attracted Ronnie
because she was stunning. Now he found himself more
powerfully attracted to her because of the boldness of her selftransformation.
Chloe looked at Ronnie. She was probing him and he felt
uncomfortable. Was she about to blow him off? “But, you didn’t
invite me here to talk about Jonathan, did you?” she asked.
Ronnie shook his head.
“When I met you at that party, I felt something like an
electric shock,” he confessed. “I had no idea why, or what it
meant. When I thought about it afterward, it was as if something
inside me had connected with something inside you.” He paused
to see if she reacted to what he told her. She said nothing, so he
went on. “I became curious about you, interested in you,
fascinated by you.”
“No one has ever been fascinated by me,” she
commented, smiling.
“I wanted to know why you seemed so fascinating,” he
declared. “What was it about you?” He paused and wondered if
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he should go on. “I’d like to get to know you, find out all about
you, get inside you.”
“Get inside me?” She gave him a seductive look. Ronnie
knew he had been right. They had connected. “Anytime.” Her
reply shocked him.
“You felt it, too?” he asked.
“Yes, and I’d also like to know why. That’s why I came
to meet you today.” She paused so he could respond. He smiled
and then she went on, “Is my place okay?” she asked, warmly.
He nodded.
“Does that mean what I think it means?” he said. She
nodded, again. “What about Debby? Aren’t you in love with
her?” he asked.
“Yes, I am.”
“She won’t be upset if you and I get together?”
“I don’t know about her, Ronnie. But, here’s what you
need to know about me. I’m in love with her, but I’m more in
love with myself.”
“I don’t understand,” he replied, suddenly confused.
Chloe told him that for much of her life she suppressed
her real feelings and hid who she truly was. Then she freed
herself and became who she always wanted to be. She never
again wanted to hide from her feelings. She had done that
enough. Therefore, if she felt something for Ronnie, she needed
to find out why. She wanted to find out who Ronnie was just as
much as he wanted to find out who she was.
“I didn’t expect this to happen,” Ronnie said. “I didn’t
expect we would even be friends let alone, well, more.”
“You mean lovers?”
“If you want to be,” he replied.
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“Oh, I do,” she confirmed. Many of the things people
want to find out about each other can be discovered only through
intimacy. Chloe did therapy with people all the time and they
told her their deepest personal secrets. Sometimes, they thought
that their confessions created intimacy. However, they did not.
Intimacy was not one-sided. It occurred only if two people
opened up and let each other in.
“You wanna come in?” she asked.
“Sure, but only if you wanna come into me, too.”
“Oh, yes! That’s exactly what I want to do,” Chloe
replied. Her enthusiasm fired Ronnie even more.
They met at her apartment a few days later.
“We have to start by being starkly honest with each
other,” she said. “We must tell each other only what is absolutely
true.”
“I agree.”
“I suggest we start by shedding our clothes and standing
before each other as what we truly are.”
“That’s a great idea.”
“It’s not just getting naked, Ronnie. It’s more profound
than that,” she cautioned him. He could tell she was absolutely
serious. They suddenly felt shy, turned their backs, and
undressed. “I’m ready to turn around, now, okay?” she said.
“Sure.” They slowly turned and looked at each other.
Although it was what they both wanted, it felt odd to be naked
together.
“I’ve been naked with people before but I’ve never felt
like this,” Ronnie confessed. He wasn’t certain what he felt. All
he knew was that it seemed vastly different than nakedness he
had shared with any other woman he had ever known. Was it
because Chloe had once been a male? Ronnie couldn’t tell by
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looking at her. She was stunning. He told himself to stop
thinking and enjoy the experience.
“Usually when two people get naked it’s to have sex. But,
that’s different than being intimate, which is what we’re trying to
do,” she explained.
“Just to be completely honest here, you’re gorgeous.”
She giggled. “Oh, well, thanks for the compliment, and
especially your honesty.”
“So what happens now?”
“We sit and talk.”
“That’s what I was hoping you would say,” he fibbed.
“No, it isn’t. Remember, I was a guy once, so I know
how guys think. You were hoping we would have sex. So, be
honest with me, what would you like to do?”
“The obvious,” he said looking at her lustily. “I don’t
want to just look at you, I want to touch you.”
“Yeah, that does seem like the next logical step, doesn’t
it?” she agreed. He was the first man she had been alone with.
Chloe looked at him and liked what she saw. She was willing to
postpone intimacy until they had sex. Maybe the sex would lead
them to intimacy.
“Who’s talking about logic? You’re gorgeous, Chloe.
How could I not want to touch you?” Ronnie said. Chloe walked
over, pressed her body against his, threw her arms around his
neck, and kissed him hard on his lips. She felt him get hard and
remembered what erections felt like when Kevin had them. She
was on the brink of finding out what it felt like not just to have
an erection, but feel one fill her up. That had suddenly become
the most important thing in Chloe’s life.
They did not speak again until they exhausted each other
making love.
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“You know, I was sort of a virgin,” she told him.
“But, you’ve had sex with others, right?”
“I’ve had sex with other women.”
“So, I’m the first man?” he asked, astonished.
“Yes. I don’t want to get schmaltzy, but it was really
special.”
“You liked it?”
“God, yes! It was everything I hoped it would be, and a
lot more.”
“More?” he asked, feeling self-conscious.
“Because it was not just anybody, Ronnie; it was you.”
He looked puzzled. “You see, I could have gone out, picked up a
guy, and had sex just to find out what it was like, but I’m so glad
I didn’t.”
“I don’t know what to say, Chloe. This has gotten very
deep, very fast.”
“Too deep for you?” she challenged him.
Ronnie looked into her eyes. “No, I like this depth. I’ve
never been this deep before. It feels perfect.”
“It is perfect. And it can always be perfect if we want it to
be.” She waited. He remained quiet. “You gonna make me ask?”
He was lost in thought. She repeated her question.
“What?” he replied, absently.
“Do you want it to always be perfect?”
“I can’t think of anything else I could want more. Before
this, my life was empty.” His words surprised him. Ronnie had
several girlfriends in the past but none of them was like Chloe.
The others were merely females. Chloe was so much more.
“And, it’s no longer empty?”
“That’s how I feel, yes,” he said, embarrassed by his
candidness.
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“Good. I will do everything I can to keep it filled to the
brim if that’s what you want.”
“You are what I want,” he said and then kissed her. She
wriggled away from him.
“I have to go now. I could only get a few hours off from
work,” she said as she got out of bed.
“When can we be together again?”
“I don’t know. I’ll call you as soon as I figure something
out.”
“Make it soon, please.”
“I will,” she promised as she dressed.
“I’ll be back by three,” she told Nancy as she hurried past
the reception desk.
She gave Chloe a knowing look. “You’ve been taking a
lot of long lunches lately,” Nancy commented.
“Yeah. Stuff I gotta do,” Chloe replied and tried to hurry
out. Nancy wasn’t about to let her go.
“Is everything okay?”
“Yeah, thanks; more than okay.” Nancy nodded as if
Chloe had just confirmed what she suspected.
“So, what’s his name?” Nancy teased.
“Ronnie.”
“Been seeing him a while?”
“Couple months.”
“I thought you were with another woman.”
“I was. I mean, I am,” Chloe said, turning to leave.
“I thought you were in love with her,” Nancy persisted.
Her questions annoyed Chloe. She tried to control herself.
“I was.” She paused and turned around. “I mean I am.”
“Does she know about Ronnie?”
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“No,” Chloe confessed.
“Does he know about her?”
“Yes!” she barked.
“You love him, too?” Chloe had just about enough of
Nancy’s probing.
“I have strong feelings for him but I can’t put words on
them.” She tried to make it her final statement on the subject.
“You got it bad, sister,” Nancy commented. Chloe didn’t
hear judgment in Nancy’s voice; she heard sympathy.
“I know.”
“Oh, you know. Do you also know that these things
usually blow up in your face? You lose one, maybe both,” Nancy
said.
“Are you talking from experience?” Chloe asked. She
was eager to leave. Ronnie was waiting for her.
“Maybe,” Nancy answered, grinning.
“Well, thanks, I guess.”
“Go have fun. Maybe some time you’ll tell me all about
it.”
“Maybe.” But, probably not, Chloe thought, and then
hurried to meet Ronnie.
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Chapter 42 - Dad’s Got Cancer
Chloe’s brother Sammy called. “Dad’s got cancer.
They’re giving him less than six months to live. He wants to see
you.”
“I guess I could visit him, but would mom let me?” Chloe
asked. She regretted her suggestion as soon as she offered it.
Could she follow through? Her parents had not supported her
decision to change her sex. Her mother tried to stop the
operation. Her father went along with the attempt but Chloe
didn’t know how he felt about what she had done. They had
never discussed it. They never discussed anything and had no
contact for several years. Any family news that came to her came
from brief phone conversations with Sam or her sister Linda.
“You won’t have to,” Sam replied. “He wants to come
and visit you. He wants to know what your life is like. He wants
to see where his daughter Chloe lives and who you’re living
with.”
“Did he refer to me as Chloe?” she asked, surprised.
“Yes.”
“Did you fill him in about my life? I don’t want him to be
shocked.”
“I told him everything,” Sammy assured her. “How soon
can we visit?”
“I’ll have to check with Debby. Is Saturday too soon?”
“Nothing’s too soon.”
“Is mom gonna let you bring him?”
“She won’t know. Linda will take her out shopping and
for lunch,” Sammy said.
“But she’ll be there when dad gets home. Won’t she be
angry?”
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“He doesn’t care.”
“But, what if he needs her to take care of him? Will she,
after this?”
“Yes. She won’t punish him. She just won’t talk about
it.” They hung up.
Her brother Sam and their father Laurence pulled up in
front of Debby’s church. “This is Chloe’s girlfriend’s church?
Doesn’t look like much,” Laurence commented as he got out of
the car. They walked toward the door.
Chloe opened the door and then waited for her father.
The last time she saw him she was still Kevin. He had not seen
her after the operation. She did not know how she should greet
him. When she was younger, they had a complicated and
confusing relationship. She tried not to think about it.
“Chloe?” he asked. She nodded. “My God, you’re
beautiful. I had no idea.”
“Thanks. I can’t believe you came to see me,” she said.
“Well, I needed to see you and I knew your mother
wouldn’t let you visit me. You know what they say, it’s now or
never. In my case, never is gonna be fairly soon.” She could not
recall her father ever being cynical or ironic. His diagnosis must
have changed him.
“Dad, this is Debby,” Chloe said. The voluptuous young
woman standing next to Chloe stunned Laurence.
“What I just said about Chloe being beautiful…,” he said.
Debby blushed. “Goes double for you. I’m so pleased to meet
you.” He threw his arms around Debby and hugged her gently.
“So this is your church?” he said, impressed. “You
started it? I didn’t know Chloe was religious.”
“Actually, she’s not,” Debby replied.
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“Well, she doesn’t take after her mother, fortunately.”
“Tell me about mom. How did she get so fanatical?”
Chloe asked.
“A few months after you were born she met someone
who swept her off her feet. I don’t know why. I thought she and I
were getting along great. She might have had post-partum
depression. Or, maybe she realized just how much being a
mother was going to change her life, just how much she was
going to have to give up, and she didn’t like it.”
“Was she religious back then?”
“Well, that’s where the story gets weird. The guy she was
attracted to was a minister. He was married, too. Somehow, they
fell madly in love. She left me and abandoned you when they ran
off together. Your aunt Margaret came to take care of you. I was
devastated. I thought I had every husband’s dream. A loving wife
and a beautiful son.” He frowned when he realized he had
spoken about Kevin to Chloe. “Oh, sorry,” he said and hoped he
had not offended her.
“It’s okay. Keep going.”
“It lasted six weeks. I don’t know where they went or
what they did but when she came back she was a mess. She told
me she realized what a terrible thing she’d done and how
ashamed she was. I was just happy she came back. I thought I
had lost her forever.
“I forgave her. She couldn’t handle my forgiveness. She
started to tell me she wasn’t worthy of me. She insisted I should
punish her but I couldn’t do it. She had to be with one or both of
us every moment. She clung to me and fussed over you.”
“What happened when she was away?” Chloe asked.
“I don’t know. She never told me any of the details.
Anyway, the minister got fired, of course, and another minister
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took over the congregation. But, for some reason, your mom
didn’t leave the church. She stayed in it. The new minister told
your mom that what she had done was an abomination. Her sin,
in his opinion, was not that she abandoned you and me. Her sin
was that she corrupted a minister, a so-called man of God.
“Her atonement consisted of complete obedience to him.
There could be no deviation. If she wanted to avoid eternal
damnation, she had no choice but to submit. I think he must have
used her guilt to take power over her. The change was gradual. I
didn’t realize what was happening until she had been pulled in
very deep.”
“What do you mean, ‘pulled in?’”
“It was a fundamentalist church, but it was more like a
cult. She started to change our lives; she made everything more
rigid and extreme. She had specific times to feed you. If she
deviated, she would become distraught, as if she feared
punishment. Then she would confess to the minister out of fear
that hiding what she had done would cause more punishment.
“The worst part of it was when she started to control me.
One night she said we needed to have sex because she was
ovulating. Until then, we had never discussed having another
child. I asked her, ‘what’s the rush?’ She exploded at me. Her
minister had told her that she had to produce new members of the
church. The sex was cold and emotionless. If there was any love
in it, I sure didn’t feel it. She eventually got pregnant with
Sammy and then ignored me.”
“Why did you put up with all this? I mean, she had run
away from you. You must have been afraid she no longer loved
you.”
“I was, but I had you, and then a new baby to worry
about. I figured if I kept the rules she made for me at least she
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would take care of you kids and it would be okay. I wasn’t okay,
but that wasn’t important.
“Not long after Sammy was born, she literally
commanded me to make her pregnant again. I told her it was too
soon. I wanted to integrate Sammy into our lives and help Kevin
adjust to his baby brother. She flat-out told me I had no choice. I
had to obey her command. She didn’t threaten me. But I was
afraid she was becoming mentally ill and I wanted to keep her,
so I tried to adjust.
“It took a while. She would only have sex when she was
ovulating. She eventually got pregnant with Linda. I dreaded her
birth because I assumed your mother would repeat the process
and I would have to get her pregnant again. But she didn’t.
Instead, she doted on you kids. But there no longer was any love
between us.”
“I didn’t know any of this,” Chloe said.
“It’s not a story you tell your kids at bedtime. ‘Oh, by the
way, kids, I think your mom is nuts,’” he joked, and then
grimaced. It was obvious the memories hurt him.
“I tried to make sure you kids didn’t see anything strange
or unusual. I kept to her routines. When you got older and started
school, at least you got away from her for a time each day. I kept
hoping she would return to being the woman I loved and
married. She never did.
“Now she’s gotten even stranger. She thinks my cancer is
punishment for what she did in the past. I’ve been hoping she
would tell me the truth about what happened back then. If she
did something with another man…, or men,” he paused,
overcome by painful suspicions, “I would just want to know, and
not judge her or condemn her.
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“And now, I’ve defied her by coming here. I’m sorry to
tell you this, but she tells people her oldest son Kevin is dead. If
Sammy or Linda accidentally starts to say your name she cuts
them off before they can get the word out.”
“I guess she hates me.”
“It’s worse than that, Chloe. To her, you’ve never even
existed.” Laurence paused and then sighed. “So now you both
know the whole story. Maybe you can relay it to Linda. I’ve
decided I’m not putting up with her insane control for the rest of
my life, short as it’s going to be.”
“Won’t she retaliate, maybe punish you?”
“No. She feels it’s her duty to take care of me. It’s a sort
of penance. I wish she was doing it because she wanted to but
that’s not the way it is. I didn’t want to die without reaching out
to you. I wanted to get to know you…, and I have a request...”
He paused and looked at Debby and Chloe. “Are you two
thinking of getting married?” he asked.
“Well, we might,” Chloe answered, surprised by his
question. “We haven’t talked about it.”
“I’d like to give one of my daughters away at her
wedding. It’s all I want before I die. Since Linda is still in
school, it’s gonna have to be you. I don’t mean to pressure you.
Could you get married sooner rather than later?”
“Well, I don’t know, Dad. Debby and I will need to
discuss it.”
“I will pay for a nice reception and a honeymoon,” he
pressed.
“What about mom?”
“I don’t know what she’ll do. I suspect she won’t come
and will try to talk me out of it. But, I wouldn’t miss it for the
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world. It’s the only good thing I have to look forward to. I can’t
wait.”
Six weeks later, Laurence lay on his hospice deathbed.
The nurses had started him on painkillers. With morphine came
vivid morphine dreams. There was just one dream that kept
repeating. It was Chloe’s wedding.
Chloe and Debby got their marriage license and arranged
everything in a week. They held the ceremony in Debby’s
church. Reverend Greene presided.
Neither woman wore a white dress. They opted for offwhite and light blue dresses. They did not want to be a same-sex
couple who looked the same. They wanted to be individuals,
which is what all couples start as.
Laurence looked proud as he walked Chloe down the
aisle. He acted as if he was the only father in human history to
give away his daughter at her wedding. He presented Chloe to
Debby, bowed, and then stood off to the side.
Reverend Greene welcomed everyone. He told them this
was a very special moment in Debby and Chloe’s lives. They had
been two but they were about to become one.
They wrote their vows and then rewrote them because
they could not agree on precisely what they wanted to say to
each other. Then it dawned on them that they did not have to say
anything. The fact they were marrying said everything. They told
Reverend Greene to read whatever vows he wanted to.
Laurence, Sammy, Linda, and Chloe’s mother Emily
attended. Linda was the best girl and Sammy was the ring bearer.
Debby’s parents were also there. Emily did not smile and felt
awkward. She tried to be nice to everyone, even Chloe.
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Everyone went outside after the ceremony so they could
throw rice on the newly married couple. They went back inside
and the church had been transformed into a banquet hall. There
was plenty of food but no booze because it was a church.
Laurence had spared no expense for the reception and it was
wonderful.
The best girl did not want to give a speech before the
toast, so Laurence did. He talked about how moved he was by
Chloe and Debby’s devotion to each other and assured everyone
they would have a long happy life together. He also joked there
might eventually be a grandchild or two. Everyone laughed, even
Chloe and Debby. Laurence danced with Debby’s mother during
the reception and Emily reluctantly danced with Debby’s father.
Laurence thought Chloe’s mother might have enjoyed herself.
When it was over, Debby and Chloe stood at the door of
the church. They smiled and waved goodbye to everyone.
Afterward, Laurence commented that it had been one of the best
days of his life. He felt good after the dream ended. He could die
with a clear conscience. The lavish wedding made up for the
sexual abuse, at least in his mind.
Then the dream started again from the beginning. He felt
more and more peaceful each time it repeated. It kept repeating
until he died.
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Chapter 43 - The Truths Come Out
Unfortunately, the only marriage that took place
happened in Laurence’s morphine dreams. The day after his
visit, at the end of a busy Sunday, Debby and Chloe were
relaxing in bed.
“I’m sorry, Debby, I don’t want to marry you,” Chloe
said.
“Now, or ever?” Debby asked.
“Definitely not now. Maybe not ever.”
“But, it’s your dad’s last request,” Debby reminded her.
“Remember all that stuff my father told us about how my
mom went a little crazy? He left out something important, not
about her but him. I’ve never told you this because I never
thought you’d meet my parents, but my father sexually abused
me when I was a little boy. It lasted a long time. Now that I’ve
heard his story, I suspect why he did it. But it doesn’t justify
what he did and it doesn’t alter my contempt for him.”
“Oh, shit. I’m sorry.”
“I think he’s trying to compensate for what he did to me
but I can’t let him. What was happening between him and my
mother should never have spilled over onto me,” Chloe
explained. Debby heard anger and sorrow in her voice.
“So you won’t forgive him?”
“I won’t even try,” Chloe replied, and then became quiet.
“Okay, I get that you don’t want to marry me because of
your dad, and I understand and agree. But there’s something else
going on, isn’t there?” Debby asked.
“What do you mean?”
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“You’ve been different for a few weeks. I almost get the
feeling that you’re seeing someone else.” Chloe knew she
couldn’t lie to Debby.
“How did you find out?” Chloe asked.
“I called your work and Nancy told me you were on a
long lunch, again.”
“Yeah,” Chloe admitted.
“So, do you want to marry her?”
“I don’t want to marry anybody. And, she is a he.”
“You’re seeing a guy?” Debby asked. Chloe nodded.
“His name is Ronnie.”
“Wait. Is it that guy we met at Gregory and Wanda’s
party?” Chloe nodded again. “What’s wrong with me? What does
he have that I don’t? Other than a penis,” Debby asked, her voice
loaded with pain.
“Nothing. I’m the one who lacked something, not you,”
Chloe replied. Her comment surprised Debby.
“What do you mean?”
“I lacked knowledge about myself. I’m different with him
than I am with you.”
“Chloe, I gave you everything. All my love, every ounce
of it. I kept nothing back,” Debby argued, fighting her tears.
“I did the same.”
“If that’s true, what did you have left over that you could
give him?” she asked, angrily. Chloe tried to think of a way to
explain herself.
“That’s the strange thing,” she began. “I did give you all
my love and didn’t have any feelings left over. I somehow found
new feelings I didn’t even know I had.”
“Do you love him?” Debby asked. The thought of Chloe
loving someone else terrified her.
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“I don’t know. I have very strong feelings for him but I
don’t know what to call those feelings.”
“So you don’t want to marry me because of him?” Debby
asked, trying to nail down Chloe’s reason. Chloe shook her head.
That confused Debby even more.
“Here’s the thing, Debby, I don’t want to marry anybody.
I want my freedom. I fought for it, I suffered for it. When I got
my operation, I was finally liberated from denial, both mine and
other people’s.”
“So you think you would have to give up your freedom if
you got married?” Debby asked.
“Well, yeah. Isn’t that what happens?”
“I never thought of it as giving something up. I thought of
it as gaining something. Remember, we talked about this the first
night we were together. I thought it was all about happiness,”
Debby said.
“I have to be free. There’s no other way for me to be
happy,” Chloe explained. The defiant tone of her voice surprised
Debby.
“Does he know about me?” she asked.
“Yes. Of course.”
“And it’s okay with him?”
“He doesn’t care.”
“So, what do you want to do?”
“Keep things just as they are,” Chloe said.
“So, you’re telling me that you want to be with me but
you no longer belong to me?”
“Oh, we still belong. We just can’t have each other.”
“That’s what belonging means.”
“You have every right to see it that way, but I don’t. I’m
sorry.”
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“I believed in you,” Debby said, sobbing. She truly had,
as much as she believed in God or her ministry. Chloe had
become one of the pillars of her life. “I believed in our love. I
thought it was perfect, that we were perfect for each other. Now I
find out I was wrong. How am I supposed to deal with this? Am
I supposed to let things go on as they were?”
“I was hoping you would.”
“How could you do this to me? Just leave.” Debby’s
harsh command astonished Chloe.
“Wait. I’m sorry.”
“No you’re not; not really. You should have considered
my feelings before you started a relationship with anyone else. I
would have expected that you’d never want to hurt me and that
would be because you deeply loved me. Obviously, you don’t.”
There was a long silence. They looked at each other. Both of
them thought the conversation had ended. Then Chloe spoke.
“Do you want to know why I fell in love with you?” she
asked.
“I always assumed it was because of my faith. I guess I
seemed simple-minded and child-like; am I right?” Debby said.
Chloe detected the hurt in her voice.
“Not at all! You are the exact opposite of simple-minded
and child-like. You are more mature than any other religious
person I’ve ever met. Most religious people just talk about faith.
It’s something that lives in their heads. Faith, for some others,
lives in their hearts.
“You’re not like those people. You don’t just have faith,
you are faith. That’s why Reverend Greene admires you so
much. You are what he wishes he could be, but he doesn’t have
the guts to surrender himself to God as you have done.”
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Chloe’s description overwhelmed Debby. “I didn’t
realize you understood me so well,” she said.
“When I had my operation I thought I had reached the
end of a long ordeal. I finally was Chloe, and no longer Kevin. I
had become what I was supposed to be. I thought that was the
end of my journey but I was wrong. I now understand there is
more Chloe to be discovered.” Chloe paused to look at Debby.
Was she getting through? Did Debby care about her, or was her
concern shallow? Debby waited for Chloe to go on. She wanted
to hear more from the woman she loved.
“When I met Ronnie I experienced completely new
feelings. I realized I didn’t know myself as completely as I
thought I did. I was hungry to know more. I will always be
hungry to know more.” Chloe paused again. Debby was still
listening. She still cared.
“When I became Chloe I made myself change in a way
that few people ever do; my sex. I thought that was the last
change I would make. But changes happen all the time, little
ones and big ones, and now I realize I’ll go on changing as long
as I’m alive. I’m not going to stop change, thwart it, or end it.
Not for you, not for Ronnie, not for anyone. I fought to become
Chloe. If necessary, I will fight to remain Chloe. I will fight to
remain free,” Chloe declared. Debby didn’t know what to say.
Chloe had more that she wanted to explain.
“I fell in love with you because of you, Debby. Chloe was
who I was supposed to be, but next to you was where I was
supposed to be.” She paused and hoped Debby would recall their
first time alone in her bed. “That first night when we lay together
I felt I was where I belonged for the first time in my life.”
“Chloe, I think I finally understand you. The most
important person in your life is always going to be you. You can
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love, and you do. You can be loved, and you are. But no one can
love you as much as you love yourself. You are the only person
who knows your suffering and humiliation. You are the only
person who fully appreciates your freedom.” Chloe nodded,
grateful that Debby understood her.
“Thanks. I’m sorry if I hurt you. I do love you. I still
want to be with you, if that’s what you want.”
“Yes, I do. I think now more than ever. And I no longer
want to possess you. I’m sorry that I did. If my faith is an
inspiration to you, your freedom is an inspiration to me.”
“So, we’re good?” Chloe asked.
“Yeah.”
“I’m glad. For a while, I thought I was going to lose
you.”
“I’m glad we could talk it through. Nobody’s losing
anybody.”
“So, you wanna hang out?”
“Let’s watch that stupid romance channel,” Debby
suggested.
“Only if we get naked and eat popcorn,” Chloe replied, as
she stripped off her t-shirt.
As they watched TV naked, Chloe thought about their
conversation. One question nagged at her. Had they resolved the
crisis or merely postponed it?
Debby didn’t seem to notice Chloe’s thoughts distracted
her. She cuddled with Chloe and laughed at the absurd love story
they watched unfold on TV. Had she thought about it, she might
have asked herself a revealing but unwelcome question: where
was the real absurdity? On the TV screen, or in their lives?
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Chapter 44 - Descent into Darkness
“Chloe, what’s wrong?” Ronnie asked. “You seem like
you’re a million miles away.” They had just gone to bed and
started to make love. He stopped because Chloe seemed
distracted.
“I’m sorry. I’m being a bad lover today.”
“You’re never bad,” he said. “Is something bothering
you? Why don’t we just talk?”
“You wouldn’t mind?” she asked.
“Of course not. I’ll just roll over.”
“Stay where you are. I need you there.”
“Okay, so what’s wrong?” Ronnie asked.
“Remember I told you my dad wanted to come see me
and meet Debby?”
“Yeah. Did that happen?”
She nodded. “Last week.”
“How did it go?” Chloe frowned. Ronnie immediately
knew it had not gone well.
“Seeing him again brought back some bad memories,”
Chloe said.
“Like what?” he asked. She did not reply right away. Her
body tensed up. He thought he should pull out but she held him
in place. When she spoke, her voice was quiet, weak, and
sounded far away.
“He sexually abused me when I was a child, Ronnie.”
“Oh, God, I’m sorry.”
“I suppressed the memories and feelings for a long time. I
had forgotten most of the stuff and I assumed it would stay
forgotten.”
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“But it came back?” he asked. She nodded as she started
filling up with tears.
“Yes…, all of it. It’s awful. I can’t get these memories to
go back where they came from.”
“Can I help?” He thought he should fuck her. Maybe
powerful sex would help erase some of her pain. Ronnie didn’t
understand that powerless sex was the source of Chloe’s pain.
“Just be patient with me, please. I may not be into sex for
a while.” He took his cue, lifted his body off hers, and then
reclined next to her.
“That’s okay, you know that. But, you can’t just hide this
stuff away.”
“I know.” She started to cry again. “But I don’t know
what to do. It’s no longer in the past. It’s here, now.”
“Crying is good,” he said as he reached his arm around
her.
“No it isn’t,” she said, pushing him away. “It just makes
everything hurt more.” Ronnie felt helpless.
“Did you cry a lot when it happened?” he asked. Ronnie
was no therapist but he thought talking about inner pain was
better than keeping it bottled up.
“No, I couldn’t. I was afraid of him. I thought he would
punish me.”
“So you’ve kept everything inside you all these years?”
“Yes,” she replied. Ronnie noticed her voice had
changed. He no longer heard a self-confident woman but a timid
child.
“Chloe, I know you’re a therapist. I’m not. But, even I
know that can’t be healthy.”
“It isn’t healthy. But, it is a way to avoid the pain.”
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“So, you never assumed it would all come back
someday?” he asked, surprised by her denial.
“No. I thought it was buried and gone.”
“There’s something else you can try.”
“What?” she asked, puzzled.
“What you’re doing right now,” he urged.
“Crying? No! I just told you. It hurts.”
“Why don’t you let me hold you? It might make a
difference.”
“I’m embarrassed,” she said.
“Just let it out,” he urged again. Ronnie enfolded Chloe in
his arms. She immediately felt safe. Trusting his embrace, she
gave into her sadness and let her tears flow.
Chloe remembered when Laurence abused Kevin. She
recalled that scared little boy trying to make sense of what his
father was doing to him. However, Chloe was not experiencing
the pain. She was merely remembering it. That was all she could
handle. Ronnie held her firmly and hoped she would cry out all
her torment.
“It’s okay, Chloe,” he soothed. “This is good. Keep
crying. I’ll hold you. No one can hurt you. Just let all the pain go.
Let your tears wash it away.”
Chloe sobbed even more but began to feel better. She had
never cried before because she never felt safe before. Now, with
Ronnie protecting her, she felt as if nothing could hurt her, not
even her most painful memories.
She curled her body slowly into a fetal position. Her head
was in Ronnie’s lap. He held her while she sobbed. If it seemed
she was about to stop, he gently urged her to go on.
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“Don’t stop, yet. I’ll hold you until it all comes out. Then
it will be gone forever and you’ll be okay.” He seemed positive it
would work and she believed him.
Ronnie loved Chloe and did not want to see her in such
agony. She wrapped her arms around his waist and clung to him.
He gently stroked her hair and calmed her.
“You’re doing great,” he whispered. “It’s almost all gone.
Just a little more. Then you’ll be done and you won’t have to do
this ever again.” Ronnie lied. He had no idea if the pain could
ever be gone.
“Never again?” Chloe whispered, still sounding like a
frightened, doubting child. “Are you sure?”
“Yes, I’m sure. Once it’s out, it’s gone. You’ll be free.”
The word free struck her as significant. Freedom was
what Kevin had wanted all along. It was why he got the
operation. She realized that what she wanted to be free of was
that little boy whose father sexually abused him so long ago.
Since she was no longer male, the hurt was less terrifying. Chloe
could pretend all the terrible things had happened to someone
else.
Chloe stopped crying. Exhausted, she fell asleep as
Ronnie stroked her hair. He leaned down and kissed her
forehead. “You sleep, Chloe. You did it. It’s all over now.
You’re free.”
It was Ronnie’s turn to sob. He had felt helpless
witnessing the intensity of her agony, just as Kevin had felt
helpless when Laurence was abusing him. Ronnie had done this
for Chloe despite her pain, not only because he loved her, but
because he loved Kevin as well.
This was a new kind of intimacy for him. He had never
felt this close to her, not even when they were making love. It
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was a painful intimacy but also a healing intimacy. He felt
relieved that she would never have to endure the pain again.
Also, he hoped he would never have to go through this ordeal
with her again.
Ronnie felt exhausted. He gently moved her so he could
get up, grab a blanket, and lie down beside her. Before he fell
asleep, he wondered what she would be like when she awoke.
Would she still be the same Chloe? Would she be happy because
the pain was gone? Alternatively, would she feel sad because she
feared pain like hers could never go away completely? It might
not be as forceful, but perhaps a trace of it would always remain
inside her.
Ronnie was still asleep when Chloe awoke. She quietly
got out of bed and put on her clothes. Then she kissed him lightly
on the cheek and left him, possibly for the last time. She did not
know if she would ever want to be with him again. Ronnie and
that bedroom would remind her of the pain she once had and
managed to get rid of, thanks to him.
She did not want any reminders. Never seeing him or his
bedroom again would insure the memories would stay dormant
and she would be safe from then on. That was all she wanted.
She went back to Debby.
A few days later Ronnie received a handwritten letter
from Chloe.
Dear Ronnie,
What you did yesterday was the most compassionate
thing anyone has ever done for me. Your kindness and
encouragement helped me face the pain, suffering, and horror of
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what my father did to Kevin. Thanks to what you did, I think I
can let go of the sexual abuse.
My story began with what my father did to me and
continued with all the dark intense feelings and wounds I carried
inside me. Now you’ve helped me drain those feelings and free
myself. The next step is to forget.
But, that’s going to be a problem. Because from now on,
every time I see you I will remember what you did for me and
that will remind me of what my father did to me. I will never be
able to forget.
There’s only one way I can let go of it all. I can’t see you
anymore. I’m sorry. If I knew ahead of time that your help with
facing my wounds would result in my never being able to see
you again, I would never have allowed it to happen. I would
rather have held on to those wounds for the rest of my life than
lose you. Now, it’s too late.
I loved being with you and I thought we would be
together for a long, long time. But our time is over. I feel
devastated and I know you will, too. You helped me let go of my
pain, but now I have to let go of you. I’m sorry. Please try to
forgive me.
Gratefully,
Chloe
Ronnie did not know if he should cry, scream, punch a
hole in the wall, or cower in a corner and suck his thumb like a
helpless child. That was how he felt, helpless. He lost the most
amazing woman he ever met.
Maybe he was dreaming. Maybe he would wake up and
find her asleep beside him. He pinched himself. He was not
asleep. Chloe was gone. He knew she was right. He had become
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part of her story, part of her tragedy, part of her pain. Now that
she had put all that behind her, she had to put him behind her as
well. There was no other way she could be free.
How was Ronnie supposed to forget her? He had to get
out of the city. There had to be no possibility they could run into
each other. He did not even want to think about Chloe. He
needed to travel, keep himself busy. He might leave and never
come back. What was there to come back to?
Ronnie decided to roam the country giving the kind of
talks Jonathan used to give. Jonathan’s philosophy had led him
into a relationship with Chloe. Maybe it could help him get over
the relationship she had just ended. He left Caroline, his father,
the ladies, and his step-sister the next day. Ronnie wasn’t sure he
would ever want to return.
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Chapter 45 - Funeral Revelations
Emily watched the entrance anxiously. She assumed
Chloe would attend and did not want her appearance to ruin
Laurence’s wake. Emily remained angry that Laurence had
visited Chloe before he died. She did not even want to think
about Chloe bringing that girlfriend of hers. That would be even
more of an outrage.
Sammy greeted a young woman Emily did not recognize.
They hugged for a long time. Then Linda went up to her and all
three hugged. Emily realized that stranger had been her son,
Kevin. The woman with her was her girlfriend. She didn’t try to
recall the girlfriend’s name.
Linda and Sammy introduced Chloe and Debby to their
Aunt Margaret and Uncle Josh, and to their friends and coworkers who had come to pay their respects to Laurence. Emily
watched impassively. Now that Chloe had appeared, she did not
know what to do. Maybe she should plead with Linda and
Sammy to ask Chloe to leave. Maybe she should just leave and
let her kids take over the service. Maybe she should do nothing
more than avoid Chloe and remind herself that her son Kevin
was dead.
Emily decided that would be the best choice. She
pretended Kevin/Chloe wasn’t there. It worked until the service
ended and people stood in line to pay their respects. Margaret
and Josh told Emily how delighted they were to meet Chloe.
Some of Laurence and Emily’s old friends came up to her
surprised. They had not realized she had two lovely daughters,
Linda and Chloe. Emily tried to stifle her outrage.
Others met Chloe and asked why she was not in the
receiving line. She did not want a confrontation with Emily and
261

had wisely chosen not to antagonize her. As the crowd thinned
out, Sammy and Linda urged Emily to greet Chloe. Emily would
not acknowledge them. Chloe and Debby chatted with other
people.
Months of stress about Laurence’s illness finally caught
up with Emily. The shock of his death weighed on her. She felt
light-headed and sat down. No one noticed. Emily stared at
Laurence’s coffin while people stood talking to each other.
Everyone seemed far away. She knew it wasn’t the same for
them.
She decided to say goodbye to her husband one final
time. Emily stood up, walked to the coffin, and gazed down at
his face. No one noticed her movement. She started to cry but did
not know why. It was more than Laurence’s death that was
causing her tears. It was her life.
“I’m sorry, Laurence,” she whispered. “I really am. I
don’t know where our time went. It seems like we got married
only yesterday. I was happy then. I don’t know if I ever told you
but you were the man of my dreams. I never wanted anyone
else,” she lied.
“I know I became a very unhappy woman,” Emily went
on. “And I made your life unhappy as well. I guess I should be
sorry for that, but I don’t understand how it all happened. I know
what I did. I’ve just never figured out why I did it,” she lied
again. Emily assumed Laurence couldn’t hear her so her lies
wouldn’t matter. “I guess I should thank you for staying with me
and for giving me two wonderful children.”
“There were three kids and you damn well know it,” she
thought she heard Laurence say. “Three; they’re all great kids,
Emily. Despite your weirdness while they were growing up, they
turned out well.”
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“Well, two of them did,” she said. “I ruined Kevin. I
don’t know how, but I caused that poor boy’s pain. So much so
that he didn’t want to be the child I gave birth to. He actually
preferred to be someone else. What he did to himself was my
fault,” she said.
“I have a confession to make,” Laurence replied. “And,
you’re not gonna like it. You’re not the one who caused Kevin’s
pain. I am. I sexually abused him for several years. It messed
him up pretty bad.”
“You did what? I don’t believe you,” she replied,
pretending she did not know about the abuse.
“You were messed up and you messed up our marriage.
But, you didn’t mess Kevin up. I did that, and I’m sorry.”
“All this time I thought I was responsible for what Kevin
did, but it was you!”
“You had nothing to do with what Kevin did. Ask Chloe,
if you don’t believe me,” Laurence replied.
“I really can’t ask her.”
“Why not?”
“She hates me.”
“For good reason. You refuse to accept her as she is. But,
Kevin didn’t hate you. What Kevin did had absolutely nothing to
do with you. He hated me.”
“I’ve always thought Kevin rejected me,” Emily said. “I
thought he blamed me because he was born male instead of
female. That wasn’t my fault!”
“It wasn’t his sex at birth that was the problem; it was
what I did to him when he was a child.”
“You fucking bastard!” she said. Worried she had spoken
too loud, Emily looked around the room to see if anyone heard
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her. No one was paying her any attention. They allowed the
widow her private grief.
“Yes, I am a bastard. It was all my fault. So, now the
truth is out and you can finally accept your marvelous daughter.
Go to her,” Laurence urged. Then he went back to being a silent
corpse.
Emily stared at his face in the coffin. She knew Laurence
had not spoken to her from beyond. Everything he said came
from within her. She turned and looked around the room, saw
Chloe, and walked toward her. Chloe did not notice Emily until
her mother stood next to her.
“You want to come up front with me?” Emily asked,
feeling awkward. “I don’t think you got a chance to say
goodbye.” She reached for Chloe’s hand. Chloe clasped her hand
gratefully. Then Emily reached toward Debby’s hand.
“You guys go ahead,” Debby said. “I’ll wait here.”
Laurence’s wife and oldest daughter walked to his coffin to say
goodbye to him.
Emily gazed down at Laurence and then looked at Chloe.
She thought her former son who was now her daughter
resembled her more than she would have expected. She realized
she loved Chloe as much as she had loved Kevin. Perhaps she
would love Chloe even more when she got to know her better.
Laurence’s death had reunited them. Suddenly, Emily felt
happy that he was gone. She also felt determined to make up for
the hurt he caused by welcoming her other daughter back into the
family.
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Chapter 46 - Confusion
Kevin had been part of a small, close-knit high school
group that did everything together. Emily called to tell Chloe that
Kevin’s friend David died suddenly. Chloe decided to attend
David’s funeral. She drove home to visit Emily, Sammy, and
Linda. She called Roger, who was Kevin’s best friend in high
school. Roger thought someone was playing a prank on him.
“You don’t sound like Kevin,” he said.
“That’s because I’m not Kevin anymore,” Chloe told
him. Roger was silent at the other end of the line.
“What the fuck does that mean?” he asked.
“I’m a woman now. My name is Chloe.”
“No way!”
“Come over and see,” Chloe said, and then hung up.
Roger showed up fifteen minutes later. Emily answered
the door and escorted Roger into the kitchen where Chloe waited
for him, smiling. Roger looked at her. He did not know what to
say. How could his best male friend and this sexy woman be the
same person?
“Holy shit! Is that really you?” Roger asked. Chloe
nodded. “I don’t believe it. You’re gorgeous.” He added,
embarrassing himself. “Oops, can I say that?”
“Of course you can. Thanks for the compliment.” They
sat down and she told him about how she changed from Kevin to
Chloe. Her story fascinated Roger.
They went to David’s funeral. Several of other high
school friends were there. Everybody looked at Chloe and tried
to figure out a way to take Roger aside so they could ask who the
babe was. Chloe noticed they were curious and motioned for him
to go over to the group.
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“Who the hell is that?” Eric asked. “She looks like Kevin.
Did he have an older sister?”
“Dudes, that is Kevin,” Roger told them. “Her name is
Chloe now.”
“No way,” Jeff said.
“I couldn’t believe it either, but it’s true.”
“Okay, can we meet her?”
“Sure. She knows all of you, anyway.” They went over to
Chloe. She smiled and greeted her friends by name.
“It is you,” Alec said. Chloe smiled and nodded.
“When did this happen?” Jeff asked.
“It didn’t just happen, Jeff. I did it.” Her reply puzzled
him.
“Well, why?” he asked, and then realized he was turned
on. Chloe was stunning. “You were a great dude.”
“Thanks for saying that. We had a lot of fun.”
“And, we all went out with girls; you went out with girls.
What was that all about?”
“Do I have to remind you what that was all about?”
Chloe replied, smirking. “Getting laid? Remember? That’s just
about all we ever talked about.”
“Well, that and sports. You were pretty good at
basketball. Do you still play?”
“No. I haven’t had time. But, I plan to, eventually.”
“I wish David was here,” Alec said. “He would freak
out!” They all became somber. They were at David’s funeral but
making a fuss over Chloe instead of mourning their friend.
Roger and Chloe left after the brief service. Feeling
awkward, Roger opened the passenger door for Chloe. She
looked at him like he was nuts. He didn’t feel nuts. He felt crazy.
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“You know, I had feelings for you in high school,” Roger
said as they rode home.
“Really? You never said anything.”
“Well, I felt confused. I was attracted to you but I knew
neither of us was gay.”
“You didn’t talk to our gay friends?”
“No. I didn’t know how to bring it up. I just kept it to
myself.”
“Well, high school was when I finally understood that I
was not a male. Maybe you were picking up on my feminine
side.”
“Could be. You’re not pissed, are you?”
“Of course not. I wish we could have talked back then. I
never told anybody what I was going through. It was pretty
tough.”
Roger remained gripped by his feelings and ignored
Chloe’s confession. “Those old feelings finally make sense. I
liked them, even though I didn’t understand them. Now that I do,
it seems okay that I had them.” Chloe listened but did not
respond. “Which is good, because I still feel the same way about
you.”
“You do?”
“Yeah. Isn’t that awesome? We could hook up!” Roger
spoke as if their future was guaranteed.
“Not gonna happen,” Chloe replied.
“But, we were best friends.”
“Yeah, back in high school. We hardly know each other
now.”
“So, you don’t want to give it a try?” he asked.
“No. It would be too complicated.”
“What do you mean?”
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“For one thing, we live a hundred miles apart.”
“So? I’ll move there. Problem solved.”
“No.”
“Then you’ll move here? That would probably be easier.
You could live with your mom.”
“No! Please stop talking about this.”
Roger’s feelings wavered between anger and hurt
because Chloe was declining his advances. His pleading became
more insistent. “Can’t we work something out?”
“I’m sorry Roger, but there’s nothing to work out.”
“But, my feelings?” he begged.
As if that’s all that’s important, Chloe thought. “They’re
your feelings, not mine,” she replied as she got out of the car.
Roger drove away and wondered what the hell just
happened. He had found out the feelings for Kevin that baffled
him in high school made perfect sense now. But, Chloe had
rejected him. He thought she was wrong. A relationship would
not be complicated. It would be very easy. Maybe he could show
her how easy.
A week later, Chloe’s doorbell rang as she was dressing.
It was too early for a visitor. Debby was not due for hours. She
had a key, anyway.
“Who is it?”
“Me. Roger. I came to visit you.” Oh, shit! She realized
that going back home for David’s funeral had been a huge
mistake. Chloe should have sent David’s wife a sympathy card
with a heartfelt note in it. She wanted to make Roger go away.
However, she could not just blow him off. He probably wanted
to talk. She would have to let him in.
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Chloe opened the door. Roger stood there with a large
bouquet. What is this, prom night? she thought. “Roger! I don’t
have much time. I have to be at work soon,” she said.
“On a Saturday?”
“Yeah. Just part of the job.”
“What do you do?”
“I’m a therapist. I deal mostly with traumatized children.”
“Wow, that’s heavy.”
“Takes a lot out of me.”
“When do you get off?”
“I’m never sure. Depends on how many clients come in.”
She decided to play dumb. “Are you in town for a reason? Work,
conference, or something?”
“No. I came just to see you.”
“Without asking me? Or even calling me ahead of time?
That’s very inconsiderate.”
“Please don’t talk to me like I’m one of your clients,”
Roger protested. He felt annoyed that she was not thrilled to see
him.
“I’m not. I don’t like it when people show up
unannounced. It’s rude.”
“Well, I apologize,” he said. “I can’t stop thinking of you,
Chloe. I had to see you. I was hoping I could persuade you to
change your mind about us.”
“You’ve wasted a trip,” she said.
“Can’t we talk a bit?”
“No. You have to leave so I can get ready for work.”
“But, I don’t want to leave,” he said, almost whining.
“Roger there’s nothing else you can do. Leaving is your
only option right now.”
“But Chloe, I love you.”
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“I don’t think you do. I think you did love Kevin. But,
you couldn’t trust your feelings enough to tell him. Now that
Kevin is Chloe, you think it’s easier.”
Roger grinned. “Well, yeah,” he said, relieved. “You’re
finally getting it.”
“Your feelings are leftover from high school, Roger. We
were teenagers. We had lots of feelings. Some we understood,
others we didn’t, even though we tried. We’re both adults now.
We understand things that we didn’t understand back then.
You’re a grown-up, Roger. Those feelings belong in your past.”
“No. I still feel them!” Roger insisted.
“So what were you expecting me to do? Welcome you
with open arms?”
“It would have been nice,” he said.
“But, you do understand why that didn’t happen, right?”
“Chloe, we could make it happen. It would be so easy.
We could be happy together. I just know it.” She listened in
disbelief. Did he truly believe what he just said? Did he think
romance and love were so easy, so predictable?
Chloe had no choice but to be firm with him. “Okay, I’m
going to be straight with you. I don’t want it to happen.” Her
statement hurt Roger’s feelings even more.
“But, why?” he pleaded. He still doesn’t get it, Chloe
thought.
“Because, Roger, things don’t just happen. People make
them happen. People make choices. They make sacrifices.”
“I’m not asking you to sacrifice anything.”
“Oh, yes you are. I’ll explain it to you. For us to hook up
I would have to move back home or you would have to move
here.”
“That’s okay. I would do it.”
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“Oh, it’s not the moving that’s the problem. It’s what
comes next.”
“What? Dating? Maybe living together? Maybe
marriage?” He still assumed it would be easy.
“That’s a lot of maybes, Roger. To make any of those
things happen one or both of us would have to make sacrifices.”
“But I’d give up my job, my apartment, anything!” he
said, exasperated.
“That’s not the kind of sacrifice I’m talking about. I’m
talking about freedom.”
“What do you mean?” he asked, bewildered.
“Roger, hear me out. If you uproot yourself and come
here, that would put pressure on me to make things work out
with you. I would have to sacrifice my freedom to reward you
for your sacrifice. I won’t do that.” She stopped and looked at
him to see if he understood her.
“When I decided to become Chloe I declared my freedom
to choose who I am, despite all the pressures of the world. What
you’re asking me to do is put my freedom aside and choose to be
with you.” She paused and looked at him to be certain he was
listening to her.
“But, what if my feelings don’t end up like yours?” Chloe
continued. She hoped Roger was finally grasping what she was
saying. Perhaps he would finally understand who she was. “What
if your feelings fade as you get to know me? Wouldn’t you want
the freedom to say goodbye and walk away? And one last thing:
wouldn’t you want me to fall in love with you because of who
you are and not because I felt obligated to?”
Chloe looked at Roger. She could see in his eyes a
glimmer of understanding tinged with sadness. “I think I’m
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beginning to understand. I’m sorry, Chloe. You were right; I am
acting like a love-struck teenager.”
“I’m sorry it has to be this way. But, adult life’s
complicated. It’s not like when you’re a teenager and everything
is simple. You have an impulse, you act on it. That’s perfectly
natural for teenagers. But, not for us adults. So, whatever
feelings you had for me don’t belong here. Their time is past.”
Roger sat in silence. She let him take all the time he
needed. “You must be a damn good therapist!” he said. Chloe
grinned at his compliment. “I better go so you can get ready for
work. Have a nice day.”
“You, too. Goodbye, Roger.” He left. Chloe closed the
door and burst into tears. She felt sorry for her friend. She did
not doubt Roger had the feelings he talked about. Nevertheless,
those feelings belonged to him. They were not important to her.
They made no difference to her. Still, strong feelings like that
can hurt a lot. That was why she cried. Not for herself, but for
Roger. Chloe hoped her old friend would be all right.
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Chapter 47 - Reconciliation or Revenge
Ted read about Laurence’s death and contacted Emily.
He said he wanted to visit her to pay his respects. She agreed to
see him when her children were out.
“Emily, I know it’s been twenty-five years since we last
saw each other, but I’ve never forgotten you. We were young,
impulsive, passionate, and-.” Ted abruptly stopped speaking.
“And you took advantage of me,” Emily said, icily.
“I didn’t think of it that way. I thought God had brought
us together.”
“But, I was married Ted!” she protested, even though
their reckless lust was mutual.
“I felt that was a mistake. You were supposed to belong
to me, not to Laurence.”
“So you persuaded me to run away with you,” she
replied. They traveled from motel to motel, driving all day and
screwing all night. Emily loved Ted so much that she could not
get enough of him. She wanted him to fill her up with his love,
repeatedly. She wanted to drown in his love, die, and be reborn
in his love.
“As I recall,” Ted said, “You loved it. The first thing you
did when we got inside those motel rooms was strip off your
clothes and then try to get me hard. You couldn’t get enough of
me. I have always remembered it as one long six-week fuck.”
“No wonder I got pregnant,” Emily said. He looked at her
in disbelief. “Kevin. My oldest kid,” she explained.
“You never told me about any son!”
“I never told you because I wished you were dead.”
“So where is he?” Ted asked.
“He’s not a he anymore. He’s a she, now.”
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“I don’t understand.”
“I guess you could say he created a new self. My son
Kevin is now my daughter, Chloe. For a while, I thought that my
sin with you was the cause of Kevin’s sin against God. But now
I’m not so sure.”
“What do you mean?”
“She’s her own woman. She literally created herself. It’s
almost like she gave birth to herself. I’ve never met anyone else
like her.”
“Do you see her?”
“Yes, from time to time. She was just here to attend her
friend’s funeral.”
“Can I meet her?”
“Why would you want to?”
“Because she’s our child.”
“No, she’s not. At least, not anymore. You got me
pregnant with Kevin. She’s not Kevin.” There was a long pause.
Emily sensed there was more Ted wanted to say. There was.
“I came here because I was hoping you and I could
reconnect somehow.”
“Reconnect? Really, Ted?” she asked. “After all these
years?” She had assumed he forgot her a long time ago.
“You ran away from me, remember? I never stopped
wanting you.”
“Back then, I stopped wanting you, Ted. Why would I
want you now?”
“I’ve never forgotten that time we spent together. It was
the most intense of my life.”
Emily cast Ted a doubtful look. He thought he had gone
too far and angered her. She sat staring at him.
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“Do you seriously think we can have all that again?” she
asked.
“What?”
“The passion, the ecstasy, each other?” He wanted to say
yes but had his doubts. Their wild fling happened twenty-five
years ago. They were different people back then. Could they start
over? Ted wanted to try. Should he tell her that? She might reject
him unless he could assure her it was possible. He decided to lie,
hoping to convince her.
“Yes,” he said as he tried to mask the hesitation he felt.
She laughed and then pressed him. “Do you actually
believe that, Ted?” Emily tried to say it as sarcastically as
possible.
“I sort of do, yeah.”
“Sort of? What does that mean?”
“I mean I want to try.”
“Ah. Try. In the immortal words of Master Yoda, ‘Do or
do not, there is no try.’” Ted wondered if Emily meant she was
willing to try or had rejected him because of his uncertainty.
Then he had an inspiration.
“We could find out right now. We could do a simple
experiment,” he suggested. What sort of experiment? she
thought. He took her silence as a cue to go on. “One kiss.”
“One what?”
“Kiss. If we have anything left inside us from twenty-five
years ago, a kiss will bring it out. Otherwise… We’re done!” His
suggestion was outrageous but also compelling. Emily became
slightly aroused. It was not only sexual arousal. It was the
arousal of her memories of their time together and their wanton
passion for each other. She felt curious about those old feelings.
Did they still matter to her?
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“Right.” Emily did not wait for him to approach her. She
got up, walked over to where he sat, put her hands on either side
of his head, and then mashed her lips against his. At first, he did
not know what to do. Then he realized all he could do was
surrender to her.
Emily took complete control. Ted had no idea what
would happen next. She decided they should try a more
clarifying experiment. She removed one hand from his head and
moved it down to his crotch. Her test was simple. Was there any
real passion, or was he just talking? If their kiss had made him
hard, then they could move on. If it did not, the experiment was
finished.
Ted was hard. He reached his hand up between her legs.
She was as excited as he was. “I guess we have our answer, don’t
we?” he declared. His boldness turned her on even more.
“Maybe. Let’s see.” Emily opened his fly and then sat on
his lap and guided him into her. She fucked him in the chair.
They both knew this was the most important part of the
experiment. It was easy for him to get a hardon or her to get wet.
That was just a human sexual response. Could they follow
through? Could they take that response and turn it into passion,
ecstasy, and reconnection?
Could it take them back in time?
“Oh God, Emily,” he whispered, as she slid up and down
on his cock. She grunted her agreement and became lost in the
intense sensations of their lovemaking. Many years had gone by
since the last time they did this. It brought back ecstatic
memories but did not ignite a new passion. At least, not in
Emily.
She got off his lap when they finished, straightened her
clothes, and then fastened his zipper. “Ted, it’s time to say
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goodbye; this time, forever,” she announced. He did not like the
tone of finality in her voice.
“What, why?” He had come hard and wanted her even
more now than he had those many years ago.
“I never told you why I left you. It was because I realized
I was not, and probably never would be, the only woman in your
world.”
“What do you mean?”
“Do you remember the last day we were together? We
were sitting in that diner?”
“No.”
“You were in the corner in front of the window. I was
sitting opposite. I could see out of the window. I could also see a
reflection in that window.”
“What are you talking about?”
“Two provocative young women came in. They were
wearing short skirts, tight tops, and jingly jewelry. I think they
were prostitutes.”
“So? I don’t remember them. Maybe I didn’t see them.”
“Oh, you saw them. You couldn’t take your eyes off
them. Whenever I looked up from my plate I caught you looking
at them.”
“So, what’s the big deal? I was there with you.”
“Yes you were, physically, but not mentally. Until that
moment, I thought I was, and would always be, the only woman
in your world. I thought you would genuinely not see any other
women. But, I saw the way you looked at them and recognized
that look in your eyes. It was pure lust. You wanted them as
much as you wanted me. Maybe even more than you wanted
me.” Emily paused. She waited for Ted to recognize the incident
she described. He refused to recall it.
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“That’s when I realized I didn't know how much longer
you would want me. When we got back to our room, instead of
stripping off my clothes so could we could start having sex, I
asked you to go to the store and get some stuff. I called a cab and
then packed my bag. The cab showed up right away, and I left.”
“I didn’t realize any of this. I’m sorry.”
“Too late,” she said, coldly. “It’s time. For you. To go.”
“Go?”
“Leave, Ted. This visit is over. We’re done.”
“But, what about what we just did? What was that?”
“For many years, I fantasized about having my revenge,
and I begged God to forgive me for wanting it. But, I assumed
I’d never see you again. Tonight you brought back all the
memories of that time in my life. All the hurt as well. I recalled
the revenge fantasies I used to have. Just now, I had the
opportunity to take my revenge, so I did. I thank God for letting
me do it. I'm not sorry. I hope this hurts you as much as you hurt
me back then. Now go!”
“But what about my son?”
“He no longer exists.”
“Well, my daughter, then?”
“She’s not your daughter. She’s not even my daughter.
She created herself. She transformed from chrysalis to butterfly.
I had nothing to do with it.” Emily pointed toward the front door.
Ted reluctantly got up to leave.
“Couldn’t we talk about this?” he pleaded, one last time.
“We just did.”
Emily held the door open. Neither of them said goodbye.
Ted walked out. After all these years, she finally let go of him.
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Chapter 48 - Hope or Salvation
It was a dreary Sunday morning and Debby did not
expect many of her people to show up. However, they did. She
tried not to pretend they were coming to hear her preach. Debby
preferred to believe they were coming for God.
She looked on as the attendees smiled and chatted quietly
before the service began. A new woman stepped through the
door and stood by the back wall. Debby assumed she was
waiting for someone. She was still there after five minutes and
Debby offered her a seat at the front. The woman lowered her
head and found a chair in the back.
The new woman came back several more times and
always took the same seat. One Sunday, she approached Debbie
after the service ended. “I’m Samantha Ryan,” the woman said,
without smiling.
“Nice to meet you, Samantha. Thanks for coming every
week.”
“Could I talk to you about something?”
“Sure.” Debby gestured for her to sit down. She sat
opposite.
“I was wondering why I never hear you mention
salvation,” Samantha said. It had been a while since anyone had
talked to Debby about salvation. “Isn’t that what churches are
supposed to be doing, saving people?”
“It depends what you mean by saving,” Debby replied.
“I mean saving people from going to Hell when they
die.” Samantha spoke confidently as if her meaning should have
been obvious. She did not talk directly to Debby but looked
down at the floor.
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“Oh, I mentioned Hell and salvation a couple of times but
people didn’t seem interested.”
“Isn’t it your job to make them interested?” Samantha
asked. Debby did not know what to say. She remained silent.
“Do you love your congregation?” Samantha queried.
“Yes, of course, I do.”
“So, you don’t want to see them suffer, right?” Debby
nodded, still not sure where this conversation was going. “Then
why are you leading them down the wrong path?”
“I’m not leading them anywhere, Samantha. God leads
them; I just try to help them listen to God.” Debby tried to
disguise the frustration in her voice. “I want them to hear God,
not me.”
“I don’t think you’ve ever heard God,” Samantha
declared. Her accusation stung Debby but she tried not to show
it.
“How could you possibly know whether or not God has
spoken to me?” Debby asked.
“Well, what does God say when He talks to you?”
“I hear Him but not in words.”
“Or maybe you’re not hearing Him at all. Maybe you
only think you’re hearing Him!” Debby felt confused. Why was
Samantha attacking her?
“Does God speak to you?” Debby asked.
Samantha sat up proudly in her chair. She did not hesitate
to answer and her reply was unequivocal. “Yes! Loud and clear.”
“What does God say to you?”
“God told me to come here. I wasn’t sure why. But, now
I see the reason. Your congregation is in grave danger.”
Debby tried not to react to Samantha’s comment. “This is
God’s house,” she assured Samantha. “There’s no danger here,
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just safety. These people come here for love and hope. They’re
good people who struggle through life, as we all do. I try to make
them understand that God will help them in their struggles.”
Samantha Felt Debby was talking down to her. She
jumped up and walked out without another word. Debby locked
the church doors and went back to her apartment. She tried not to
think about the weird conversation. She also wondered if she
would see Samantha again. Part of her hoped the strange woman
wouldn’t come back.
Samantha did return but waited a few weeks before she
approached Debby again.
“I haven’t talked to you for a while…, but, I’ve been
listening very carefully,” she said.
Debby looked at her. “Oh?” she asked, steeling herself
for another weird conversation.
“I’ve been listening to see if you have changed what
you’re preaching. You haven’t.”
“I don’t need to change it. It’s God’s message. I just
share it.”
“Like I tried to tell you before, it’s only part of God’s
message; a very small part. You’re leaving out the most
important stuff. You’re misleading your people.”
“I’m not misleading anybody!” Debby insisted. She was
beginning to suspect Samantha was a religious fanatic and
possibly also mentally ill. Debby knew from stories people told
her that the two often went together. Who was this stranger to
question her preaching?
“They will end up in Hell because of you,” Samantha
claimed.
“That’s a very serious accusation. I love my people and I
would never do anything to harm them.”
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“I’ve been coming for a couple of months. Do you love
me? Am I one of your people?”
“Of course you are. That is, if you want to be,” Debby
replied.
“I don’t think you want me to be,” Samantha alleged.
“I’ve raised some issues you don’t seem able to deal with. I think
you would like me to go away and never come back.”
Debby tried not to show that she did, in truth, wish
Samantha would go away. However, Samantha hadn’t finished
yet. “I won’t do that! I won’t let you lie to these people. You
have no right! I won’t give up on the truth!” Her voice rose in
pitch and she was nearly shrieking.
Debby recoiled from Samantha’s attack and tried to
remain calm. She shrugged. That was a mistake. Samantha saw
her shrug as dismissal. She stormed out of the church. Debby
again hoped she wouldn’t come back.
She did the next Sunday but remained quiet throughout
the service and left as soon as it ended. Several Sundays went by
before they spoke again.
“You’re still not telling them the truth,” Samantha said.
Debby wasn’t sure what else she could say to convince Samantha
that she was preaching what people needed to hear about God
and His love. She suspected love was of no concern to Samantha.
“I’m not lying, Samantha. God does love them. They
ought to know. They need to be reminded.”
“You do preach God’s love,” Samantha replied. Debby
thought she had gotten through to her, at last. “But, that’s not the
whole truth. You’re leaving out the most important part.”
“What part is that?”
“God wants you to tell them about sin and salvation,
Heaven and Hell, God’s wrath, obedience, and rapture.”
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Debby wanted to dismiss Samantha’s issues but feared
she would anger the woman. It was plain that Samantha was a
religious fanatic but Debby could not just throw her out. Nor,
could she argue with her because that could stoke her fanaticism.
“Oh, those things,” she replied, smiling.
Samantha interpreted Debby’s smile as mocking her. She
assumed Debby did not care about the truths Samantha was
proclaiming. “So you don’t care about whether they’re going to
Hell, do you?” she charged.
“They need help and hope, and that’s what I give them,”
Debby replied. For her people, Heaven and Hell were not the
issues. Their everyday lives were. They needed a way to deal
with harsh reality. God was that way.
Debby knew that for many people daily life here on earth
could be hellish. They needed to know God was the bedrock they
could build their lives on. It was her job to remind them Sunday
after Sunday, as often as they came, as many times as they
needed to hear it.
“What happens in this world is nothing compared to what
happens in the next,” Samantha declared. Debby heard a menace
in her voice. “You don’t seem to understand that.” Debby had
looked for a way she could deflect Samantha’s accusations but
realized that was impossible. She decided to be harshly honest
with Samantha.
“You’re right, I don’t,” she replied. “But, I understand
them. You don’t seem to.” Her defiance surprised Samantha and
she tried a different tack.
“What seminary did you go to?” Samantha asked.
“I didn’t go to any seminary. I just came here and started
this church.”
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“I thought so. You have no formal religious training, do
you? You’re not even qualified to be a minister,” she asserted.
Then she paused to be certain Debby understood her. Debby did
not respond. Samantha went on.
“You, Debby Fairlane, are a tool of Satan, sent here to
mislead these people!” Her accusation provoked Debby.
“You have no right to say that! I think you should leave
now.”
“Why? Because you can’t stand the truth?” Samantha
shouted.
“God sent me here. I’ve never doubted it,” Debby
protested. She tried to remain calm and kept her voice low.
“Then you should preach the Word of God. You should
preach the Bible, where God has told us what He is, what He
does, and why we should obey Him.”
“To most of these people, the Bible is just a book.”
“The Word of God is just a book? That’s blasphemy!”
Samantha screamed.
“Look, I have to go now. I’ll think about what you’ve
said.”
“I hope so. I’ll be back next week.”
“Yeah, okay, you do that,” Debby mumbled as she
watched Samantha leave. She wished Samantha would never
come back but then chastised herself for her hostile wish.
Samantha did not return the next Sunday. Debby found
out she had a car accident and was in the hospital. She decided to
visit Samantha. She saw it as an opportunity to reach out to her
compassionately and perhaps change her attitude.
Debby warily entered Samantha’s room. Before she could
greet her, Samantha accused Debby of causing the accident to
284

get rid of her. Her accusation appalled Debby. She wanted to
walk out but felt this might be a test.
Debby calmly asked how Samantha was feeling. She
answered vaguely. Then Debby asked about her personal life.
Was she married, where did she work, did she have any kids?
Samantha did not say much. It became clear she was a loner.
Samantha then asked about Debby’s life. Debby
answered that her life was simple. She lived behind the church
and spent her time helping the congregation. Samantha asked
about the woman she had seen with Debby. Debby told
Samantha that Chloe was her girlfriend. The admission shocked
Samantha. Debby asked if Samantha had a problem with
homosexuals. Samantha replied no, not really.
She told Debby that Chloe troubled her. Debby asked her
why. Samantha’s explanation was straightforward.
“Well, the closer someone is to you, the more influence
they have over you,” Samantha explained. Debby nodded. She
asked Samantha why she felt concerned. Samantha told Debby
she got a strange feeling whenever Chloe was around.
“Something’s not right with her. She’s not what she
seems to be.”
Debby nodded. “In a way, that’s true,” she said.
Samantha waited for her to say more. “Chloe was born a male,”
Debby explained.
Samantha’s eyes widened and her religious fervor
returned. “So that’s it! I thought you were smarter than that.”
“Than what?”
“You don’t get it, do you? That woman is an unnatural
creature, a creature which should not exist, a creature not made
by God.” She warned Debby that Chloe was dangerous. Chloe
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had no right to change her gender. “God made a male and he
should have stayed a male.”
Samantha’s vehemence overwhelmed Debby and she
could not think of a reply. Then Samantha came to her point.
“A creature not made by God can have only one other
maker: Satan!” Debby tried to control her anger and frame a
rational reply.
“I don’t think God cares what gender we are,” she said,
calmly. “If He did, why would he allow sex-change procedures?”
Samantha replied that sex-change technology was a tool of
Satan. Debby asked why Satan would use all that effort to get the
souls of the few people who changed their sex.
“You don’t understand what I mean, Reverend Debby
Fairlane! Satan doesn’t want her. Satan wants you! Satan wants
to destroy you because you are very special in God’s eyes.”
Debby could not bear any more of Samantha’s ravings
and started to get up. Samantha grabbed Debby’s arm and
stopped her. She had more to say.
“That woman is a tool of Satan. She is a succubus, sent to
seduce you away from God. And, what’s worse, she is an
incubus. It is not only a woman who has seduced you. It’s also a
man.” Samantha paused as if she had to catch up with the torrent
of accusations that flooded her mind. Then she went on.
“Satan sent a powerful being to destroy you. It has
clouded your vision. You’ve been duped into choosing Satan
over God. Now I know why He sent me to your church. I was
sent to fight Satan and save you!”
Shaken by Samantha’s attack, Debby hurried out of the
hospital room. As she drove back to the church, she recalled
when she first discovered masturbation and her mother warned
her that it was a tool of Satan. Back then, she decided she did not
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care and chose sexual pleasure. It had seemed like such an easy
decision. Something that made her feel as good as sex couldn’t
come from anywhere except God. Also, Debby felt she never
believed in Satan anyway.
For years, Debby had denied her guilt over her choice.
Now it flooded back into her mind. Maybe her mother had been
right. Maybe Samantha was right. Maybe by being with Chloe
she had again chosen sexual pleasure over God because Satan
was tempting her. Debby knew what she had to do.
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Chapter 49 - Running Away
They shared a simple meal of soup and bread. Debby
broke the bread and passed it to Chloe. It was their small ritual of
thankfulness for each other, the church, and their lives. Their
quiet meals usually helped them reconnect after the frenetic
activity of their respective jobs.
Not this time.
Debby had been unusually quiet and distant for a few
days. Chloe did not know why. She gave Debby space and
assumed she would talk when she was ready.
“I don’t know how to tell you this,” Debby began.
“Tell me what?” Chloe asked as she chewed her bread.
“I need to get away for a while.” Debby’s voice was soft
and she looked at her food instead of Chloe.
“Um, why?” Chloe asked.
“There are some things I need to figure out.”
“You know I’m always here for you. You can talk to me
about anything.” She reached over to touch Debby’s hand in a
gesture of reassurance. Debby did not respond.
“I don’t need to talk to you. I need to talk to God.”
“Oh, I see. You can’t do that here?”
“No. I need solitude.” Chloe nodded as if she understood.
“Can you tell me what’s wrong?” she asked.
“I need to examine my life. I think I might have made
some mistakes.”
Chloe tried to remain calm. “Oh? What mistakes are you
referring to?”
“Maybe the church was a mistake. Maybe I only thought
I was serving God.”
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Debby’s statement surprised Chloe. “How can you say
that? Why these sudden doubts? This isn’t like you!”
“I’ve been talking to Samantha,” Debby replied. “Or,
rather, she’s been talking to me,” she added. Chloe shook her
head. Debby had told her about her encounters with Samantha
and how Samantha harassed her.
“Samantha? You’ve been complaining about her for
months.”
“I know…, but she’s got me thinking.”
“About what?” Chloe asked.
“She’s made me aware of some things.”
“Like what?”
Debby looked up from her soup bowl and spoke with
harsh honesty to Chloe. “She says I’m not telling the truth about
God.”
“But you are!” Chloe insisted. Debby shook her head.
“Not the whole truth. All I talk about is God’s love,” she
said, looking down.
“Yeah. That’s why they come,” Chloe replied. She hoped
the admiration in her voice would remind Debby about the
success of her church. Debby didn’t feel she deserved Chloe’s
praise. She wanted to see herself as a failure instead of a success.
“But, I’m not telling them the cost of that love.”
“Cost? What cost?” Chloe asked. She knew from her
family’s experience with religious fanaticism there were several
costs, some of them disastrous.
Debby felt she had not made her point clear. “God’s love
comes at a price,” she asserted.
“You always say that God gives his love freely to
everyone,” Chloe reminded her.
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“He gives it but he asks something in return.” Chloe
thought about the cost some families paid when religious
fanaticism tore them apart. Some parents withheld medical
treatment from their sick kids because they thought God was
going to heal the children. Many eventually died.
“What?” she asked.
“Obedience. God wants us to follow his commandments,
his laws. He wants us not to sin against Him. If we do, there’s a
price.”
“Which is?”
“Hell. Eternal damnation.” Debby’s reply shocked Chloe.
She recognized the argument all religious fanatics got to at some
point. It all came down to their immortal souls. Not love, or their
families, children, siblings, or spouses. Not anything real, but
something imaginary: the soul. They were willing to throw
everything away and destroy everything they had for something
that did not even exist.
Chloe feared Debby had somehow crossed a line. Instead
of preaching about a living, loving, compassionate, generous,
and forgiving God, she seemed to have accepted a God who was
a monster. A God who demanded human sacrifice to appease
Him and would tear the world apart to (supposedly) punish the
wicked.
She tried to control herself and calmly asked, “What is all
this fire and brimstone crap? Samantha is messing with your
mind.” Or you must be going out of your mind, she thought.
“No! She’s showing me the truth. I’m not sure I was
qualified to start my church.”
“How can you say that, Debby? These people needed
you, even if they didn’t know it until you showed up.”
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“They didn’t need me, Chloe. They needed God. I
brought them a message. I haven’t been getting it right because I
never understood the whole message. I never went to a seminary.
I never got the big picture, the whole story. I just came in here
with the fire of the Holy Spirit.”
“Yes, and that fire has brought quite a few people to
God.”
“But, at what cost? Maybe I did it all just to satisfy my
ego. I need some time to think about all this. I’m going to stay
with my parents and pray about what I should do.”
Chloe didn’t reply. She sat looking at Debby and tried to
think of what she should say. “I think you’re making a big
mistake.”
“She said you would say that.”
“Who? Samantha?” Chloe asked. Debby nodded.
“She said you’re a bad influence on me,” Debby added.
That accusation did not surprise Chloe.
“I doubt she said it so nicely.”
Debby slowly nodded her head. Chloe wasn’t sure she
wanted to hear any more. Before she could get up, Debby went
on. “She said you were sent by Satan to lead me away from God.
She called you an evil temptress, a tool of Satan.”
Chloe gasped. “And you believe her?” She felt
dumbfounded. “I’m offended.”
“I’m so confused, Chloe.” Debby’s manner changed
suddenly from accusing to contrite. “That’s why I have to get
away.”
Chloe immediately felt sorry for her lover.
“It’s bad enough you’re confused about me, Debby, but
it’s awful that she has twisted your mind about God.”
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Debby always felt sure about everything. She gave
people hope. Not merely with her words or because of
everything she did, but because of who she was. Chloe recalled
Daphne Greene’s comment that Debby could be considered
saintly. Saints made God’s love real in the world. That’s what
Debby did for everyone who met her.
Chloe feared she might only have one more opportunity
to help Debby see the truth. “You inspire everyone who meets
you, Debby.”
“But, not you,” Debby replied.
“What do you mean?”
“I inspire them, as you say, and they come on Sundays.
But, you hardly ever come. So, it’s obvious I don’t inspire you.”
“But, you know why. I’m a victim of my parents’
religious fanaticism.”
“I guess I don’t believe you.”
“Do you think there’s some other reason I don’t come?”
Chloe asked.
“I don’t know. I have to figure all that out. Can you just
give me some time?”
“I guess so. You do know I love you, right?” Chloe
reminded her.
“If you do, why won’t you marry me?”
“I’m not ready, but I want to be with you. Isn’t that
enough?”
“I honestly don’t know, Chloe. I’m feeling overwhelmed.
I need to get away.”
“What about the church? Are you going to close it?”
“No. Samantha is going to replace me.”
“Samantha? Why her?”
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“She says I haven’t been telling the complete truth about
God. Because of that, I could be responsible for my people
ending up in Hell. I love my people. They are my flock and I
have to do all I can to keep them safe. She says she can preach
what I’ve been leaving out. Maybe it’s not too late to save them.”
“I doubt it. I think she will drive them away.”
“We’ll see.”
“So when are you leaving?”
“Tomorrow.”
“What about the people? Aren’t you at least going to tell
them what you’re doing? You owe it to them.” Debby ignored
Chloe’s argument.
“Samantha will tell them,” she replied.
“But they should hear it from you. They deserve an
explanation.”
“Oh, I’ll explain everything when I come back. If I come
back.”
“My God, what has that woman done to you?” Chloe
asked. Debby glared at her. Her gaze felt so intense that Chloe
had to look away. She had seen that look in people’s eyes a few
times before. It was the way people looked when zealotry
possessed them and drove them to extreme acts. People seized by
fanaticism had no limits to what they could do if they convinced
themselves they were serving God’s will.
Chloe felt afraid. It was bad enough that she might lose
Debby. What was worse was that Debby might lose herself, all
because of Samantha. Chloe knew she was not a tool of Satan.
That accusation was absurd. However, what if Samantha was a
tool of Satan? How much real, permanent damage could she do?
Not just to Debby, but to all the people who came to Debby’s
church?
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Debby packed and drove off without saying goodbye.
Chloe wondered if there was any way to help Debby in her time
of confusion. She decided to something she rarely did. Feeling a
little silly, Chloe got down on her knees. What does it matter in
what position I talk to God? she thought. What if I stand on my
head, sit on the toilet, or water the houseplants? Nevertheless,
knees it was, for now.
As simply and directly as Chloe could, she asked God to
watch over Debby and help her work things out. She told God
what she wanted for Debby was to find out whatever the right
thing was to do. It didn’t matter if it meant giving up the church
or Chloe if it was what was best for Debby and God. Chloe
hoped God was listening. She tried to say what she needed to say
without crying. It didn’t work. Her sobbing went on for a while.
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Chapter 50 - Exorcism
Chloe felt she should do everything possible to keep
Debby’s church going. She called Samantha and offered to help.
Samantha refused Chloe’s help and insisted she stay away. That
made Chloe feel more afraid for the church than she already was.
She waited outside on the first Sunday Debby was gone
and watched people going in before the service. Chloe didn’t
follow them but waited patiently until they came out after it
ended. Everyone looked perplexed. She got out of her car as one
of the oldest members walked by.
Sylvia seemed relieved to see her and asked where Debby
was. Chloe told her Debby felt burned out and went home.
“I thought her home was here with you,” Sylvia said.
“And with us.” Chloe did not reply. Instead, she asked Sylvia
how the service was. She commented that it was always a little
disconcerting when a new pastor took over. Sylvia interrupted
her.
“Disconcerting? That’s putting it mildly. We were all
stunned. It’s bad enough Debby had to leave us suddenly, but
why did she let this stranger preach to us?”
Chloe asked Sylvia to explain.
“It was that sermon. She told us we were all going to
Hell. She said Debby misled us and she could save us but only if
we listened to her. I don’t think anyone in the room believed that
for a second. I’m used to hearing about God’s love. That’s why I
come here. If she’s going to preach Hell-fire and damnation,
where am I supposed to go for love? I need that love. Debby
made me see it, feel it, and believe it. This woman couldn’t make
me believe anything.”
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Sylvia’s anguish confirmed Chloe’s apprehension. She
felt sorry for everyone. Samantha would likely drive people
away. They were good people who found something they
desperately needed at Debby’s church. Would it survive without
her?
She decided to call Samantha and ask how the first
service went. Samantha was not happy to hear from her again.
“Why do you care how it went?” she snapped.
“Well, I thought if you needed any help, I could…”
“I don’t need anyone’s help,” Samantha barked. She hung
up.
Many people came back the next week because they
hoped Debby would return. Samantha preached more sin, fear,
damnation, and divine wrath. Several people had headaches
when they left.
About half returned the following week. They felt
disheartened when they saw Debby was still not there. One
couple started to leave. Samantha singled them out and rebuked
them. They felt humiliated, sat down, and stayed for the rest of
the service. The following week only a handful of the oldest
members came.
No one came the next Sunday. Samantha had prepared a
sermon. It was the most ferocious one of all. She delivered it to
the empty chairs. Afterward, she admitted to herself that the
church was in trouble. Maybe she should just padlock the door
and leave. Instead, she decided to call Chloe.
“Attendance has been light these past few weeks,” she
told Chloe.
“Well, maybe they had other stuff to do,” Chloe replied.
Or maybe you drove them away, she thought.
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“Attendance is so low I was thinking of just closing the
church until Debby comes back.”
“I don’t think Debby would like that.”
“I don’t know what else to do.”
“I’m still willing to help if you want me to.”
“Yeah, maybe that would be good. Can you come next
Sunday?”
“Sure.” Samantha thought that even if she and Chloe
were the only people in the church, she could at least preach to
Chloe. Maybe it would do her some good. Chloe called some
members, told them she would be there, and asked if they could
stop by. A few said yes but she doubted they would show up.
Chloe arrived at the church a half-hour before the service
began. She waited outside so people could see her. Several
people showed up. She saw some of them using their phones.
Chloe assumed they were calling other members. Several
minutes later, more people arrived. A small group collected at
the bottom of the steps. They waited for Chloe to speak but she
quietly led them into the church.
People found their seats. Chloe felt responsible for these
people. She knew that if Samantha preached another fiery
sermon while Chloe was present, no one would ever come back.
She thought about all the work and love Debby had put into her
little church. It would die today unless she did something to save
it. Then she realized what she had to do.
Chloe got up from her chair just as Samantha started the
service. Chloe walked to the front, stood a few feet from
Samantha, and smiled at everyone. They were relieved to see her
and smiled back. No one had ever smiled at Samantha. Nor had
she ever smiled at them.
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Samantha began to preach about God’s judgment and
wrath. Chloe interrupted her and mentioned God’s everlasting
love. Then Samantha continued haranguing them. When Chloe
thought everyone had enough of Samantha’s rant, she reminded
people about God’s compassion and forgiveness. Everyone
listened intently. No one knew precisely what was occurring.
Then something happened to Chloe. She went deep into
her memories, back to the religious crap her mother tortured her
family with and found some wisdom she wanted to share. She
grew up hearing religious language and knew what to say.
“You all love this church as much as Debby does, don’t
you?” she asked. They nodded. “And, you all love Debby as
much as I do.” People nodded again. “She’s given us all she can
give and we are better people for it. But, now Debby needs you.
If she’s helped you…, prayed for you…, or helped your loved
ones…, it is time for you to help her. She needs every one of us.”
People’s faces brightened. Many smiled. They were ready to
give something back to Debby to show how much they loved and
needed her.
“Will you stand up for her? Will you stand with me? Will
you keep this wonderful church alive?” Samantha looked on
helplessly and tried to figure out how to interrupt Chloe.
“But…,” she whispered, “I’m the one who is supposed to
be preaching…”
Chloe ignored her and went on. “There is a demon in
Debby's church, our church. The demon has poisoned our
congregation and now the congregation is dying. I don’t want
that to happen. Do you?” People shook their heads. Samantha felt
even more worried. She knew the demon Chloe referred to was
her.
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“I believe we are all good people. We hoped our loveDebby’s love, the love she brought to us in this wonderful
church- would tame the demon. But it hasn’t.” Chloe’s words
mesmerized them. “So what should we do about it?” She waited
for a response but no one said anything. She then offered a
suggestion. “Cast it out?” Some faces lit up. There were several
cries of ‘Yes,’ ‘Amen,’ and ‘Praise the lord.’
Chloe knew it was time to lead the flock. “I thought so. I
invite you to come up here with me so we can cast the demon out
of our church.” She lifted her arms, but not in prayer. Samantha
glared at Chloe. She had listened and watched, mortified by what
Chloe was saying. Now, she feared what Chloe was about to do.
People got up from their chairs and walked to the front.
Chloe welcomed them and gestured for them to encircle
Samantha. She stood and waited for Samantha to do something.
Samantha waited for them to do something. Are they going to
hurt me? she thought. Chloe considered leading them in prayer
but decided action was more important than words.
Chloe gestured for people toward the back to open the
circle and then started moving toward Samantha. She backed up
cautiously. They had opened a gap in the circle so she could
walk down the aisle. Someone opened the doors. The message
was obvious. Samantha turned and hurried out. Someone in the
back closed the doors and locked them. Chloe smiled and looked
at everyone in the circle.
“What we have just done is exercise the power of love,
the power Debby brought this church and this community. There
was no hate or anger here today. Those things don’t belong in
Debby’s church.” People nodded, astonished by what they had
done.
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“We all know Amazing Grace, right? Let’s sing it
beautifully. As loud as we can. All the verses.” They sang.
“A..maaa..ziing graaace, how sweeeeet the sound…”
Samantha stood at the bottom of the steps, infuriated. The
singing was skillfully harmonious, but she did not care. She was
seething with anger but knew she was helpless.
All her preaching had failed. These people were damned
now and they had done it to themselves. Well, fuck them! she
thought, enraged. Fuck them all! Fuck them all to Hell! As she
walked away, the singing faded from her hearing but the words
had already penetrated her heart. Perhaps God’s pure love would
find a home within her, and Samantha, too, would be saved by
the amazing grace of Debby’s church.
The following Sunday most of the congregation returned.
They were hoping to see Debby but felt pleased Chloe was up
front. What she had done last week had awakened something
within her and she planned to preach.
It would be a new experience for her but she was
confident the right words would come out as soon as she opened
her mouth to begin. They did. She looked at their faces as she
preached. They seemed happy and peaceful. No one got up to
leave when the service ended. She slowly walked down the aisle
and hugged people, one by one. They left only after she hugged
them.
Chloe looked around after the church emptied. She
thought she almost saw the Holy Spirit right there in that little
out-of-the-way room. It used to be a noisy, grimy garage but it
had been transformed into a sacred space. Debby had not
transformed it. The people had done it. It was now clear to Chloe
what Debby meant when she said she was a conduit for God’s
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love. Chloe prayed God would continue using her as a conduit so
she could care for this flock until Debby returned.
Debby wondered what she would find as she walked up
the steps. She found the doors unlocked. When she went in, she
found the church almost full. Chloe stood up front about to lead
them in a hymn. She saw Debby, ran to the back, and hugged
her. Debby started to cry.
Later, Chloe told Debby what had happened. Debby
realized Chloe had saved her church. She understood both she
and the church had been through an ordeal. They were tested by
a crisis and survived. Debby allowed herself to see it as a miracle
because it was God working through Chloe who delivered her
church from someone who had almost destroyed it.
The crisis brought out new zeal in Chloe. Maybe that was
why God had sent Samantha. Maybe He wanted to raise up a
new preacher into their midst. Rather than Chloe turning out to
be a tool of Satan, as Samantha had accused, she became an
instrument of God.
They changed the sign outside the church a few weeks
later.
The Church of Jesus God’s Dazzling Light, Infinite Love,
Everlasting Peace and Joy for the Whole World.
Please join us at 10 am Sundays.
Debby Fairlane, Founder, and Pastor.
Chloe Warren, Assistant Pastor.
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Chapter 51 - The Feeling is Gone
“Quinoa! I love that stuff!” Chloe turned and saw Marc’s
daughter Caroline. She was Ronnie’s former girlfriend. They
were both in line at the supermarket.
“Oh, hi!” Chloe said, smiling.
“Remember me?” Caroline asked, “We met at that
dinner with Wanda and Gregory?” Chloe nodded. They stopped
to talk outside the store. The women were around the same age
and had a shared understanding of life.
“You look down,” Chloe remarked.
“Yeah. I’m trying to find a new apartment.”
“That's never fun. Any prospects?” Caroline shook her
head. “Do you wanna live around here?” Chloe asked. Caroline
nodded.
Chloe offered to ask church people for help. Caroline
reluctantly agreed but did not want to feel obligated to the
church. Chloe sensed her hesitation and assured her she was not
trying to recruit her as a member. Caroline felt relieved. Chloe
had much experience feeling she did not belong and felt
sympathetic toward Caroline.
They started meeting for coffee and found they had some
shared interests. As they got to know each other, Chloe casually
mentioned her former relationship with Ronnie. Caroline was
surprised. She had also been intimate with Ronnie. She
mentioned it to Chloe but tried not to linger on it.
Chloe asked Caroline not to mention her to Ronnie and
then told her why. She gave Caroline a quick summary of her
life, her father’s abuse, the catharsis Ronnie helped her achieve,
and why she ended their affair.
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Caroline mentioned that Ronnie abruptly went away. She
felt he was running away from something but never found out
what it was. He traveled around promoting Jonathan Nathan’s
ideas. When he returned, he was vague about whether he had any
success.
Chloe told her more about how she hurt Ronnie and why
she regretted what happened. She stressed she would never have
told him about her father’s sexual abuse if she had known she
would lose him. Chloe would have held in all those feelings.
Nevertheless, because he helped her let go of them, she had to let
go of him. That made her sad. She had loved Ronnie. Caroline
and Ronnie slept together but never loved each other. She was
still connected to Ronnie because their parents were lovers.
Chloe’s story moved Caroline. “Do you love him enough
to want to see him again?” she asked.
“Yes, but I don’t think he would want to see me,” Chloe
replied. She paused. “I’m happy with Debby,” she added,
weakly. There was a lull in their conversation. Caroline felt
Chloe had more to say but was reluctant to probe. She finally
spoke up.
“Forgive me for saying this, but you don’t seem happy.
You seem like something is… not right. Are you bored?” Chloe
stared at Caroline and tried to decide if she ought to thank her for
her question or get up and walk out.
“I am,” she confessed.
“You wanna talk about it?”
“There’s not much to say. The feeling is gone. Do you
know what I mean?” She did not understand why her feelings for
Debby had cooled, only that they had.
“Do you want to get those feelings back?” Caroline
asked.
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Chloe nodded. “I think so,” she answered, halfheartedly.
“Maybe you should talk to Jane and Paula.” They were
Caroline’s father’s lovers. The three of them lived in a ménagea-trois. They had been together for several years and always
seemed happy. “Maybe they could help you figure out what to
do.”
“Would they talk to me?” Chloe asked.
“I think so. But, sometime when Ronnie’s not around,”
Caroline said. Chloe nodded.
A few days later, Caroline invited Chloe for lunch when
she, Jane, and Paula were home alone. When they sat down with
their soup, Chloe started to talk.
“Thanks for meeting with me. You guys were intimate
before you met Marc, right? Obviously, your relationship
changed, but how?”
“Not as much as you might think. We both wanted Marc.
If only one of us was attracted to him, things might have been
different,” Jane explained.
“How is it, now? Do you ever regret Marc?” Chloe asked.
Paula grinned. “Do you really wanna know?” Chloe
nodded.
“Sometimes,” was all Jane said.
“You mean he gets in the way?”
“Sometimes,” Paula said.
“So what do you do? Sneak off by yourselves?”
“Absolutely not. We might not mention it to Marc, but
we don’t sneak off, either. We talk about it with each other and
even that makes us uncomfortable.”
“Why?” Chloe asked.
“We feel like we’re holding something back, as if we’re
keeping a secret,” Jane explained.
304

“Sometimes we feel guilty. We are a ménage-a-trois. Not
just sometime, but all the time,” Paula added.
“We work at it.”
“Is he different with each of you?” Chloe asked.
“We’ve never separately been with him,” Paula
answered.
“Except that one time,” Jane said. Paula nodded. “When
Julia was conceived.”
“Why are you asking all this? Are you thinking of
bringing someone else into your relationship?” Jane asked.
“Oh, no, not after the way Debby reacted when Ronnie
and I were seeing each other,” Chloe replied. The shocked look
on Jane’s face made Chloe fear she had revealed too much.
“My son Ronnie?” Jane asked. Chloe nodded. Jane
looked away. “I didn’t know.”
“I thought Caroline would tell you. I hurt him badly after
all he did for me.” She told them the story.
“Do you still have feelings for him?” Paula asked.
“Yes. I always will. I just can’t be with him again. Ever.”
“What do you mean?” Jane asked.
Chloe did not want to go into any more detail. “I gained
my freedom, but I lost Ronnie.”
“I’m sorry,” Jane said. She meant it. Jane had come to
admire Chloe in the short time they had known each other. She
also felt sorry for Ronnie. He never told her who he was dating,
but Jane liked the way her son seemed transformed by the
relationship he was in. Now she knew why he had seemed so
happy, and why he ran away.
“Not as sorry as I am. But, thanks.”
“If I can give you some advice,” Paula began. Chloe was
eager to hear what she had to say. “Talk to Debby. The longer
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you put it off, the more she will sense something is wrong and
feel hurt.”
“You’re right. Thanks, again, ladies. I appreciate this.”
They smiled at each other.
Chloe did think about it. She did not, however, share her
feelings with Debby. The problem was not feelings, but lack of
them. She hated to admit that she had fallen out of love with
Debby. She did not know why it had happened but felt certain
they were through. They had shared all the intimacy they could
have. There did not seem any reason for discussion.
Chloe decided to leave. “I got a new job,” she said at
dinner.
“Oh, great.” Debby smiled, happy for Chloe. “I didn’t
know you were looking.”
“I wasn’t. It just sort of came to me.”
“Where is it?”
“Chicago.”
“I can’t just pick up and move to Chicago!” Debby said,
alarmed.
“I know,” Chloe said, quietly. “I know.” Debby
immediately understood they were breaking up.
“So that’s why you’ve seemed so distant lately. If you
wanted to break up you could have just told me.”
“I wasn’t sure. I hadn't figured it out,” Chloe replied.
“Then I got the job offer and I liked it.” She paused and looked
at Debby, “So I took it.”
“So, you don’t love me anymore?” Debby asked. Chloe
shrugged. “You mean you aren’t sure?” Chloe could not answer.
“Is there someone else again?” Chloe shook her head slowly.
“Oh, so you just don’t want me anymore?” Chloe regretted her
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confession immediately. Perhaps it would have been easier on
Debby if she lied and said there was someone else.
“I’m very confused,” Chloe said. Debby looked at her in
disbelief. All Chloe could say was, “I’m sorry, Debby.” There
was a long silence as they sat there and looked at each other.
“When?” Debby asked.
“A month.”
“Oh, God! No!” She wanted to burst into tears but she did
not want to cry in front of Chloe. The time when she could safely
do that was over.
The next time they met for coffee, Chloe told Caroline
the news. Caroline went home and told Jane.
“Did you hear what Chloe’s doing?” Caroline asked. She
told Jane about Chloe’s new job.
“I put her in touch with a friend in Chicago just to get
some career advice,” Jane said, “and they offered her a job. Now
I’m wondering if I did the right thing,”
“Too late,” Paula commented. “She’s a big girl.”
“I liked her, despite what she did to Ronnie,” Jane added.
“I don’t think she had any choice about that,” Paula
commented.
“What do you mean?” Jane asked.
“I think Chloe had to exorcise her demons,” Paula
explained. “In one way or another,”
“Yeah. I just wish my son hadn’t been her victim.
Knowing what she did to him makes it hurt more.”
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Chapter 52 - Sex and Death
Chloe did not appear at the Sunday service. People asked
for her. Debby told them she was away. It was the same the
following Sunday. Chloe missed every Sunday for a month.
Debby went on with her church but hated it now. She
hated that she was bound to it and was responsible for these
people. She wanted to give up and run away.
Debby hated losing Chloe. Maybe she even hated Chloe,
just a little. She had felt certain Chloe was her love, her only
love. Debby wondered if she would ever find another love. She
did not know if she wanted it or not.
However, she did not like being alone. After several
weeks, she started to look at people in her congregation and
wondered if it would be proper to invite someone for quinoa.
There were a few single people who attended alone, although
they might not be single. It was hard to tell.
There was a young man named Paul who came up to her
after most of the services. He was always the last in line. One
Sunday, he took her hand, looked into her eyes, and asked,
“Preach, are you okay?” Debby did not answer. He hugged her
and then walked out.
As she watched him leave, she decided to give him an
honest reply. The next time he asked, Debby answered no. She
was not okay; in fact, she was a mess.
“You wanna get some coffee and tell me about it?” he
asked. His tender concern melted Debby’s caution and she
agreed. She wasn’t sure she wanted to explain the past or start to
find her way to a new future, but just having someone to talk to
was too hard to resist. Maybe I need to unburden myself, she
thought. Then I can move on.
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He and many others suspected Debby and Chloe had
broken up and that was why she seemed so sad. Now, she told
him the story. He sat and listened sympathetically.
After she told him what had happened, he said, “I’m
sorry. Everyone liked her. Everyone liked you when you were
with her. Nobody knows who you are anymore. They’re afraid to
talk to you, afraid they’ll burden you with their problems when
you have this problem of your own.”
“What do you mean?”
“You’re in shock, aren’t you? It’s a big loss, just about
the biggest of anyone’s lifetime. You give your mind, heart, and
soul to someone. They think they can just hand it back when they
don’t want it anymore. What are you supposed to do now?”
His understanding overwhelmed Debby and she began to
cry. “Crying’s a good place to start. Let all your grief and
sadness out.”
“That’s not why I’m crying,” Debby said. “I’m crying
because you understand me.”
“Been there,” Paul said. Debby looked into his eyes and
saw deep kindness.
“Would you like to come back to my place?” she asked,
boldly.
“You mean the church?” Paul said. She nodded. He
shook his head. “Um, no. How about you visit my place? Change
of scenery.”
She brightened up. “That sounds nice.”
“You hungry? We could get some Chinese food on the
way.”
“That would be great.”
It was. They ate, talked, and shared their life stories.
Debby felt better than she had in a long time. He told her he had
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an early day at work and offered to drive her home. She thanked
him as she got out of the car. He asked if they could get together
again and maybe go to a restaurant. She thought about it,
hesitated, and then said yes.
Debby went back to her small, shabby, emotionally
vacant apartment and it did not seem so desolate now. She did
not feel as lost and alone anymore. It was obvious she and Paul
hit it off and something could develop with him, although she
was not sure that was what either of them wanted. However, she
would not look too far ahead; she would just be here and feel
pleasant. That was enough for now.
Debby and Paul went for coffee after the next Sunday
service, talked for hours, and got lost in their own and each
other’s stories. They both knew they were heading toward
something more. Neither could decide if they ought to stop
before it happened or just let it happen.
Finally, after a few more meetings, their amiable inertia
led them right where they thought it would. Debby had never
made love with a man before. The difference astonished her.
She and Chloe had thoroughly pleasured each other.
Debby thought she knew all the ways her body could be on fire.
They had often played with dildos. Debby discovered there was
no way she or Chloe could ever replicate the behavior of a male
lover, no matter how hard they might have tried. It was Paul, not
his penis that was the difference.
Debby discovered she truly loved sex. She wanted it as
much as possible, as long as possible, with as many variations
and permutations as possible. She had a passion she never knew
existed.
At first, the intensity of her passion frightened Paul and
he worried he could not satisfy her. However, it turned out not to
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be a problem. Every time they had sex, she thanked him
repeatedly. As their passion developed, everything that happened
between them became foreplay or after-play, as if they were in a
constant cycle of arousal, satisfaction, and fresh arousal. It was a
wonderful roller coaster and Debby wanted to ride it forever.
Paul never told her how inexperienced he was before he
met her. He had plenty of sex, but most of it was bland and
unimaginative. He could not recall even one time with any other
woman that equaled any of their lovemaking sessions. He
realized he had been missing the heights. That was because he
never knew heights such as these existed. She showed him how
to reach them. Then they reached them together.
One Sunday morning, Debby’s congregation arrived for
the service and found the church doors locked. Afraid something
had happened to Debby, they started to panic. As they knocked
on the church doors, someone called her cell phone.
She had stayed the night at Paul’s apartment. Exhausted
from sex, they had overslept. Her phone rang and woke them up.
Debby knew what had happened before she reached for her
phone.
She assured her congregation she was okay but told them
something had unavoidably detained her. That was the vaguest
way she could say it. Debby did not want to lie and say she was
called out of town. She also did not want to tell them where she
was, although they probably suspected. She apologized and
promised everything would be normal by next Sunday.
However, it was not. The congregation seemed uneasy.
They had discovered the painful fact they were no longer the
center of Debby’s life and felt betrayed. If they could not rely on
Debby to be there on Sunday, could they rely on God? Some of
them doubtlessly thought the answer was no.
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They streamed out as soon as next Sunday’s service
ended. The church had never emptied so fast. Debby stood alone
at the front and looked at the vacant chairs. She wondered if it
was more than just her parishioners who had left her. Paul had
not come.
Then she locked the doors, went back to her little
apartment, sat down, and held her head in her hands.
“What have I done?” she muttered.
Debby ignored Paul when he later tried to call her. She
knew what happened was not his fault. She did not want anyone
to blame him. He had not led her astray.
So what really happened? she wondered. She had
experienced a baptism of sex and been born again. Instead of
transcending her body, she came fully into her body for the first
time in her life. Debby liked being there. She had never
experienced anything like it, not even when she had discovered
masturbation or fallen in love with Chloe.
Debby, however, had not fallen in love with Paul. She
had fallen in love with herself. That was the most dangerous kind
of love, and the hardest to get over. Debby did not want to get
over it. She would rather die.
There was no one she could talk to or confide in.
Reverend Greene would be shocked if she approached him. She
was the pastor everyone thought was like a saint. However, there
was no sex saint, at least none she ever heard of. That was the
only kind of saint she wanted to be.
Debby felt convinced God was somehow okay with what
she had done. Others might consider it blasphemy, but she had
trusted her feelings about God all her life and had no justification
for doubting them now. If she felt God was okay with her, then
He undoubtedly was. She would not question it.
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What should she do? She had already broken her
covenant with her congregation. She could probably never get it
back. They would never trust her again. Where did that leave
her? She could still have Sunday services. Some people would
undoubtedly attend. She could still preach.
Or could she?
It suddenly dawned on Debby that the holy fire that
burned in her when she preached had burned itself out. Anything
she preached now would just be empty words. Eventually,
people would figure that out and she would lose them.
So the church with the funny name was finished. It was
far more fragile than she would have thought. That was because
she was the rock on which the church was built. There had been
a disastrous earthquake and the rock had split in two. You cannot
cement up a split like that.
The next Sunday she announced she was closing the
church. People gasped. No one had expected this. They asked if
they were somehow at fault. She assured them it was her fault.
She had let them down. There was no excuse, and that was it.
They begged her to reconsider, but she had made up her mind.
Some of them came back the following Sunday but found
the doors locked. The sign was still there, but it was just an old,
shabby building again.
Debby had wanted to distance herself from the church as
fast as possible. She quietly packed her few possessions and
drove away Monday morning. However, she did not know where
to go. She still had half the money Jonathan gave her and
decided to return it to him.
He had once stood in the rain on her doorstep and
surprised her. Now she would stand on his doorstep. She had his
address, headed there, and hoped it would not be raining.
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Her sudden appearance three days later surprised him.
Jonathan felt sad Debby had given up the church. He urged her
to reconsider. She insisted her decision was final.
He refused to accept the money and reminded her of their
first talk about faith. He suggested that God had a new plan for
Debby. Gregory told her to keep the money and use it for
whatever she would do next.
Debby stayed with Gregory and Wanda for a few days
and then headed in the general direction of her hometown. She
took her time and wandered around to distract herself from
everything that had happened and to avoid facing the truth that
her life had fallen apart.
She was still wandering a week later. Her period was due,
but it never started. She waited another week, found a Planned
Parenthood clinic, and discovered she was pregnant.
That changed everything. Had she found what Gregory
insisted was God’s new plan for her? Did God want her to
become a mother? She would have to stop wandering. She would
have to start thinking, praying, and planning. Also, she needed
some support. She decided to return to her parents’ house
without further delay.
Debby mapped out the route. She thought she could get
there by nightfall. When she was about fifty miles from home the
sky turned black and a freak torrential rainstorm began.
She had not driven the road in years. There were
unfamiliar turns and hills. An oncoming car splashed water onto
her windshield. Debby panicked, lost control, tried to recover,
but could not see the roadway ahead. Her car swerved, went
down an embankment, and smashed into a tree. The air bag
failed. The front-end collapsed and the steering wheel impact
severed her spine.
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Debby knew no one was likely to find the car until
morning and she would die there, alone. She did not panic,
however. Debby calmly started to pray but did not plead for her
life.
“Thank you, God, thank you,” she repeated fervently.
“Thank you, thank you, thank you.” That was all she said, over
and over.
A second after her final thank you, she heard a deep voice
reply, “No, Debby, it is I who should thank you!”
Then Debby was gone.
Chloe felt a cold sense of dread while she getting ready
for bed. She immediately feared something terrible had
happened. She called Debby’s phone but got no answer.
A couple of days later, the police called to tell her Debby
was dead. They had found Chloe’s number in Debby’s call log.
Hers was the last incoming call. Chloe felt devastated and
blamed herself. She felt certain that if she had talked to Debby
instead of running away that Debby would still be alive.
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Chapter 53 - Family Drama
Chloe hadn’t gone to Chicago. She went back to her
family’s house. As they talked, Linda and Sammy found
conversations with her a little disconcerting. She had the same
childhood recollections they had, but she was not the same
sibling they remembered. Chloe was not in any of the family
photos, yet she knew all about the events the photos documented.
Linda and Sammy found themselves missing Kevin, yet not
missing him as well.
Chloe had walled off her past for many years. As they
reminisced about growing up and reminded each other of
pleasant childhood events, she started dreaming about Kevin’s
abuse. She awoke with vivid recollections of what Laurence did
to Kevin and what it felt like.
There was the ‘yucky feeling’ (that what happened was
horribly wrong) brought on by the abuse. That feeling combined
with the vaguely pleasurable sensations of sexual stimulation
(which were incomprehensible to a small child.) She had
suppressed these conflicting feelings when she was that helpless
boy.
Chloe consulted a therapist who assured her she was
having the dreams because there was more to learn about what
had happened long ago. Maybe there were more facts yet to be
revealed. Chloe wasn’t certain she wanted more.
When the therapist learned Chloe worked with
traumatized children, she asked Chloe to examine Monica. She
was an uncommunicative girl about seven years old whose
family had suffered a tragedy. Therapists found Monica would
respectfully listen and occasionally talk, but she would not
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converse as a normal child did. No one had been able to figure
out why.
Chloe agreed to meet Monica. She approached their first
session hoping she could help the child heal. Maybe her healing
would help Chloe heal as well.
Chloe opened the door and found Monica waiting in the
room. The girl wore a pink dress, white tights, and dress shoes.
She noticed Chloe enter but did not say anything. Chloe sat on
the floor in a lotus position, placed her hands together in her lap,
closed her eyes, and waited. She hoped Monica would eventually
talk to her. Fifteen minutes passed before Monica spoke.
“Excuse me, what are you doing?” she asked politely.
Chloe told her she was meditating. “What’s that?” Monica said.
“I’m letting all the thoughts in my head quiet down,”
Chloe explained. “When they’re all quiet, I can think clearly.”
Monica felt curious. “Can I try it?”
“Sure. Sit down on the floor with me.” Monica sat across
from Chloe. That was all they did for their first session. When it
ended, Monica asked if Chloe was coming back. Chloe nodded.
“Can we do this again?” Monica asked.
“Okay,” Chloe said, and then left.
At home, Chloe asked her mother Emily to sit with her
so she could ask about her infancy. “Dad told Sammy and me
how you ran away with that minister after I was born,” she
began.
Emily corrected her. “It wasn’t after you were born, it
was six months after he and I got married.” Emily paused and
wondered if she should tell Chloe the true story. She feared
Chloe would hate her after she learned what happened.
“That minister’s name was Ted. He and I had started an
affair. Your father didn’t know about it until I ran away with
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Ted. I was gone for six weeks and came back pregnant. He was
furious. I had nowhere else to go and begged him to take me
back. But, he never forgave me.” She paused and waited for
everything to sink in.
“So, Laurence was not my real father?” Chloe asked
calmly, although the revelation had shocked her. Emily nodded.
“That guy Ted was?” Emily again nodded but avoided Chloe’s
gaze.
Chloe theorized that Laurence abused Kevin because he
was angry about what Emily did to him. When Laurence used
Kevin as if he was a female, maybe that abuse awakened the
child’s sexual feelings. Perhaps that was where Kevin’s sense
that he was a female came from.
Laurence’s actions overloaded him with guilt that he
carried for the rest of his life. Chloe recalled his visit to her and
Debby and suspected the purpose was not to apologize to Chloe
but to make peace with himself. However, he was no longer her
concern. Emily was.
There was a long pause. They sat in silence. Chloe sensed
there was more. Then Emily sighed and began to speak.
“What he did to you?” she began. “That… was all… my
fault.”
“You mean the abuse?” Chloe asked. Emily nodded.
“You knew?”
“Yes.” Chloe wanted to dwell on the outrage she felt now
that she knew her mother allowed her father to sexually abuse
her. She couldn’t because Emily moved on with her story. “It
happened because I ran away with Ted.”
Chloe was still not clear on the details. “Mom, who was
this guy? Why was he so special?”
318

“Well, he wasn’t special,” Emily replied. “But he was the
spitting image of Lucas, who was my first and only love.”
Chloe felt even more confused. “Who the hell was
Lucas?” she asked.
“My grandfather. He took care of me after my mom and
dad died. I was five and nobody else wanted me. It was just the
two of us in his house. He was wonderful; the kindest, warmest,
most generous and loving man imaginable.” Emily paused, lost
in her distant memories. “He died when I was fifteen,” she
added. From the sorrowful tone of her voice, Chloe understood
her mother had never gotten over her grandfather’s death.
“Like most kids, I started to learn about sex when I
reached puberty. I vaguely understood it had something to do
with love. But, I wasn’t interested in any of the guys at school or
in the neighborhood. Since I loved Lucas, I fantasized about
doing it with him. I thought it was the way I could give back all
the love he gave me.”
She paused and looked at Chloe to gauge her reaction.
People told Chloe their secret feelings all the time. Her mother’s
confession did not alarm her. She encouraged Emily to continue.
“I used to daydream about him coming close to me,”
Emily went on. “I wanted to open myself to him. I imagined him
between my legs, over top of me, going into me, and then loving
me until I melted and made him happy. Of all the men on the
earth, he was the only one I loved or wanted.” Emily stopped,
suddenly embarrassed. “Of course, I didn’t know anything about
incest back then,” she added, meekly.
The next day Monica sat on the floor with her eyes
closed. Chloe sat across from her. After a few minutes of silence,
Monica asked, “Why aren’t you asking me any questions?”
“What do you mean?”
319

“The other grown-ups always ask questions. I don’t know
what to say, but they don’t stop asking.”
“What kind of questions?” Chloe asked.
“About me.”
“Well, I thought it would be better for you to ask me a
question first. Then I might ask you one. Then we could take
turns.”
Monica seemed intrigued. “Really?”
“Yeah. Do you wanna try it?” Monica nodded. “Okay,
ask me something.”
“How old are you?”
“I’m twenty-six. How old are you?”
“Seven,” Monica answered, bashfully. There was another
pause. Chloe waited patiently.
“Go ahead, ask me another one if you want to,” she said.
“Why are you here?”
“To talk to you.”
“I know, but why?”
“I was hoping you would be my friend,” Chloe replied.
She meant it. Monica already seemed more than just another
patient.
“But, I’m only a kid!”
“So?”
“Don’t you have grown-up friends?” Monica asked. She
still felt unsure she ought to trust Chloe, although she was
different than the other adults who talked to her.
“Of course I do. But, I like kid friends, too.”
“Why?” Monica asked. Chloe noticed a tone of suspicion
in her voice.
“Kids are more fun than adults.”
“I’m not fun,” Monica said.
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“I don’t agree with you. Every kid is fun. Maybe you just
don’t know it.”
“No, I’m pretty sure,” Monica insisted. Chloe tried to
hide her sorrow. The child’s sadness was breaking her heart.
“Don’t you like to do stuff like playing, watching TV, or
going shopping?”
“Yeah, but that’s not fun.”
“Oh. Well, then, what do you think would be fun?” Chloe
asked. Monica did not answer right away. She thought for a
moment and then brightened up.
“I think it would be fun to fly a kite,” she said.
“What a great idea! How about tomorrow?” For the first
time since they had met, Monica smiled. Chloe thought she
might have touched a happy little girl somewhere inside Monica;
maybe that girl would soon be ready to come out.
Chloe and Emily spoke again. Chloe asked Emily to
continue her story. She still did not understand what drew Emily
to Ted.
“As I told you, Ted was the spitting-image of Lucas. I
had seen photos of my grandfather when he was Ted’s age. They
could have been twins.”
“But, you knew he wasn’t Lucas!”
“Of course, but it didn’t matter. He looked so much like
Lucas that I could pretend he was. By the time I met Ted I was a
married woman and I knew how to love a man. Lucas was the
only man I had ever loved. So, I gave Ted what I wanted to give
to Lucas. I seduced him as quickly as I could. We shared an
intense passion and had sex in the church for several months.
“I let him assume I was in love with him and I knew he
was in love with me. I didn’t want to share him with his wife and
321

kids, so I convinced him to run away. We drove all day and had
sex all night.
“But it only lasted six weeks. When I discovered I was
pregnant, I realized I didn’t need Ted anymore. I could have a
little Lucas all my own, and I could give back all the love Lucas
gave me.
“One night, after we ate dinner in a restaurant, I sent him
to the store. Then I called a cab, packed my suitcase, and left the
motel. I returned to Laurence and begged him to take me back. I
had nowhere else to go.
“He let me stay but told me things would be different. I
would have to do everything he told me to do. If I objected,
argued, protested, or resisted him in any way, he would throw me
out. He didn’t mean that in a cruel way; he just wanted to be
clear that I was going to have to behave. I accepted his rules
because I knew I had deeply hurt him.
“A month later, I told him I was pregnant. I thought he
would throw me out then, but he didn’t. He told me I could stay
and have the baby as long as I followed his rules. I didn’t care. I
had my very own Lucas on the way. I was happier than I had
ever been in my entire life.”
The next day Monica and Chloe went outside with a new
kite. Chloe quickly assembled it and handed it to Monica to fly.
“I don't know how,” she whined.
“Oh, I thought you knew. Well, let’s figure it out
together, okay?” They worked out a plan, ran together, and got
the kite to go up.
“Wow, we did it!” Chloe said. Monica smiled again, a
genuine smile.
“So, those questions you mentioned, what were they?”
Chloe asked after they went back inside.
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“They asked me about my parents, where I lived, my
friends, what school I went to.”
“Would you like to hear my answers to the same
questions?” Chloe asked. Monica nodded. Chloe told Monica
about her family, house, school, and named some of her friends.
“What are your friends like?” Monica asked. Chloe
described a couple of the friends she grew up with. “They sound
nice.”
“What about your friends?” Chloe asked. Monica was
silent.
“I don’t have any,” she said, almost inaudibly.
“Well you have one,” Chloe said, smiling. Monica looked
at her, puzzled. “Me!” Chloe said. Monica perked up.
“Oh, yeah.” The girl smiled again. Chloe felt she was
making progress.
“How would you like to take a ride in my car tomorrow?”
she said, to change the subject. “We’ll just drive around and look
at things. Does that sound like fun?” Monica thought about it and
then nodded.
Chloe eagerly awaited her next conversation with her
mother. “I broke Laurence’s heart when I ran away,” Emily said
as she continued her story. “He was in love with me and I knew
it. After I came back, when I told him I was pregnant, he knew it
was Ted’s baby, and that destroyed him.”
“He told us you ordered him to have sex so you could
conceive another child.”
“After you- sorry, I mean Kevin- were born we were
happy for a little while. I hoped it meant he had forgiven me. I
thought if one baby made him soften, maybe two would be
better. I waited until I was fertile again and seduced him. Sammy
came along nine months later.
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“It didn’t change much. He was nicer, but still
emotionally distant, and I knew he distrusted me. After Sammy’s
birth, he again made it clear to me what the rules were, but he
added something new. If he ever had to throw me out, I would go
alone. He would keep the kids.
“I was devastated. How could I risk leaving my babies? I
decided to conceive again hoping he would soften a bit more. I
got him drunk one night when I knew I was fertile and got
pregnant with Linda. He never touched me again. He eventually
started abusing Kevin.”
Emily looked away from Chloe, ashamed of the truth. “I
got up one night and went to the bathroom. I heard noises
coming from Kevin’s room, so I went to check. I saw Laurence
in bed with Kevin. I knew right away what he was doing.”
“And, you didn't do anything? You didn't try to stop
him?” Chloe nearly exploded with outrage.
“I couldn’t. If I had, he would have thrown me out. I
might never have seen my babies again. So, I never said a word.
I’m sorry, Chloe. It seemed like the only thing I could do.” They
were both silent for a while.
“So, why do you think he abused me? Was it anger, hate,
or indignation?” Why did Laurence do it? That was the one
question Chloe wanted to be answered since the truth about the
abuse started to come out. It was essential to who she was and
might be the reason Kevin became Chloe.
“This may seem strange, but I think it was just loneliness.
He wanted to relieve his sexual urges so he could avoid feeling
tempted by me. He had nowhere else to turn. He probably
thought it wouldn’t affect you, that you wouldn’t even remember
it, so that made it okay.”
324

“So, it’s true that none of this was his fault. It really was
all your fault,” Chloe said. Emily nodded sorrowfully. She hoped
Chloe didn’t hate her.
“Please forgive me. It was a long time ago.”
“Maybe it was for you, but it’s like yesterday for me. I’m
dreaming about it, and experiencing it as if it’s all happening
right now.”
“I’m sorry, Chloe.”
“Would you do it again, if you could?”
“Strange that you should say that. Ted contacted me after
Laurence died and came to pay his respects. Then he asked me if
we could reconnect. He told me I was the only woman he had
loved in his entire life.” Emily said no more.
Chloe looked at her and did not ask her to elaborate. She
wasn’t sure she wanted to know more. Her mother’s revelations
disgusted her. Even if the dreams stopped because the truth was
coming out, Chloe wondered if she wanted to know the facts
Emily told her. She understood that not only was her father’s
behavior shameful, so was her mother’s.
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Chapter 54 - Labyrinths of Love
Chloe took Monica for a drive the next day. She wanted
to see how Monica reacted when she saw different things. They
rode past the park, some stores, and then a few scattered houses.
The girl enjoyed the outing until they drove down residential
streets. Monica became agitated and turned away from the
window.
The next day Chloe brought a small dollhouse with
furniture and dolls. She told Monica they were her toys when she
was Monica’s age. (They belonged to Linda.) She wanted to see
what Monica did with them.
Monica would not touch any of the toys. After a few
uncomfortable moments, Chloe sat on the floor and began to
play by herself. She arranged the furniture inside the house and
posed the people. Monica looked on but did not say a word.
Chloe did not try to engage her.
When they met the next day, Monica asked where the
dollhouse was.
“It’s in my car. Why?” Chloe asked.
“Will you bring it back?” Chloe went to her car and
brought the dollhouse back. She placed it on the floor with the
furniture and people. Chloe did not touch anything and waited to
see what Monica would do.
Monica sat on the floor and looked at the house. After a
moment, she picked up the father, looked at him, and then set
him aside. Then she picked up the baby and laid it in its crib. She
tried to decide if she had posed it correctly. Once she felt
satisfied, she placed the crib in a room on the second floor. It
was the only object inside the house. Monica did not touch
anything else.
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In the next session, Chloe placed the dollhouse, dolls, and
furniture in the room and then left Monica by herself. Chloe
wanted to watch her remotely on video. She needed to see how
Monica would interact with the toys when she was alone.
Monica picked up the father and mother. She made them
fight. The fight was eerily silent but violent. She threw the dolls
on the floor, picked them up, and then threw them down again.
When they were both lying on the floor, she put the baby
between the parents and posed the baby so it touched them both.
When Chloe came in, Monica quickly rearranged the dolls as if
she had not been posing them.
Chloe sensed they had not yet reached the point where
she could ask Monica any questions about the dolls. However,
she did ask Monica if she knew their names. She thought Monica
might have named them but she had not. Chloe told her the
father’s name was Larry, the mother was Emily, and the baby
was Kevin. Monica listened quietly but did not respond.
Chloe picked up the mother. “Hi, my name is Emily,” she
made the doll say. “What’s your name?” Monica did not answer.
Chloe offered the mother doll to Monica but she would not take
it. “Would you like to play with me?” ‘Emily’ asked. Monica
shook her head. Chloe ignored Monica’s refusal to touch the doll
and went on.
“So,” Chloe said, speaking as Emily, “I have to fix up my
house. Would you like to help me?” Monica shook her head.
“Okay, I can do it myself. See that bed? I’m going to put it here.”
Monica watched as Chloe placed the bed in a bedroom. “What
about this sink?” Chloe asked. “Maybe here?” Chloe put it in the
kitchen.
“How about my baby? Where should he go?” Monica sat
in silence. Chloe waited. Then she said, “How about in the
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cradle, and this bedroom? Does this seem like a nice baby’s
room?” Monica remained impassive. Chloe went on, “Well you
have certainly been a big help today. Thanks.”
Chloe and Emily continued their conversation later that
day. “So what did you do when Ted showed up?” Chloe asked
Emily.
“We talked a bit. I lied about why I left him. I blamed it
all on him. I told him about you. Then we had sex. Then I lied
about why we had sex. I wanted to be sure that I hurt him so
much that he would never again think about coming back. Then I
told him to leave.”
“Why?” Chloe asked, astonished that her mother could be
so deceptive and conniving. “You could have finally had him. He
could have finally had you. What was wrong with that?”
“Isn’t it obvious?” Emily asked. Chloe shrugged and
wondered if she genuinely wanted to know. “He wasn’t Lucas.”
“You loved Lucas for your entire life, didn’t you?”
“Yes. He was the only man I ever loved. The only man I
ever could love. The only man I ever will love.” Chloe noticed
the tone of her mother’s voice had changed from that of an older
woman to a teenager. She knew that’s what her mother still was,
emotionally.
Then Emily fell silent as she recalled her childhood with
Lucas, her joy at being his granddaughter, her anguish when he
died. Emily had not wanted to live in a world without her
grandfather. She had considered killing herself.
“So everything that happened was because of love, after
all?” Chloe asked. Emily nodded. “And yet it caused so much
pain,” she added.
Love is a labyrinth, Chloe thought. Not everybody’s
labyrinth has a monster in it, but mine sure did. She thought that
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monster was Laurence but learned it was her mother. Did other
families also have monsters in their labyrinths?
Chloe brought back the house, father, and baby at the
next session with Monica. She left the mother in the car because
she wanted to see what Monica would do. The girl happily
started arranging the furniture in the dollhouse, became absorbed
in her play, and ignored Chloe. She even made the father talk to
the baby. Monica did not stop working on the dollhouse until
everything seemed just right to her.
“Wow! That looks great. You did a wonderful job;
thanks,” Chloe said. However, she did not know how to interpret
what Monica had done. Why was she okay with the father and
baby but not the mother?
The next day Chloe brought the baby, furniture, and just
the mother. Monica looked at the toys but did not touch them.
She seemed as if she wanted to cry. Monica had revealed
something, but what was it? Chloe had to ask her a direct
question.
“Monica, why won’t you play with Emily?” Monica
remained quiet. Chloe gently repeated the question.
“I don’t like her,” Monica answered. “She’s mean.”
Chloe detected fear in Monica’s voice.
“I didn’t know that. You must know her better than I do,”
Chloe said. She waited for Monica to elaborate but she remained
quiet. “What do you know that I don’t?”
“She did something so bad!” Monica cried.
“What was that?” Chloe asked, gently. This was the
question the other therapists wanted to ask Monica but didn’t
know how. Chloe wasn’t sure why she knew what to do, but it
had worked and she felt close to learning the source of Monica’s
trauma.
329

A torrent of words flooded out of Monica’s mouth. “The
mommy and daddy were yelling in their room... the baby was in
the bathroom… as the baby came out of the bathroom, the daddy
ran out of the bedroom, toward the steps… and then… and
then… started to… fall… down… the steps!” Monica’s eyes had
a faraway look. Chloe knew the child was seeing the horrific
scene she described.
“Then the mommy came out and saw the daddy falling.
When he got to the bottom, he started crying for help, but the
mommy just stood there. The baby screamed and screamed.”
Monica paused, overcome by her memory.
“The baby looked at the mommy, waiting for her to do
something, but she didn’t do anything!” Monica burst into tears.
“She. Just. Stood. There!!! And then the daddy got real still…”
“Was the mommy crying?” Chloe asked, trying to remain
calm. Monica shook her head.
“She was just standing there, looking.”
“What did the baby do?”
“She was so scared. Of the mommy! She ran into her
room and shut the door.”
“What happened then?”
“She just hid.” Chloe thought she understood. Monica
believed it was her mother’s fault her father had died at the
bottom of the steps. She was afraid to tell anyone. It was too
horrific. She had kept it all buried deep inside.
Monica would not touch the mother doll because she
thought her mother was angry with her for witnessing
everything. Also, she did not know if the doll mother would let
something bad happen to doll baby Kevin just like what
happened to Monica’s real father.
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Chloe brought back the dollhouse, furniture, the mother
and baby for the last session. She and Monica sat on the floor.
Monica did not reach for any of the toys. Chloe picked up the
mother doll and placed it inside the house. Then she picked up
the baby and showed it to Monica.
“So, Monica, I need to ask you something. Tell me,
where do you think the baby should live? Here, in this house?”
7Chloe asked. She paused while Monica pondered the question.
“With the mommy, you mean?” Monica asked. Chloe
nodded. Monica remained silent.
“Or, somewhere… else…?” Chloe suggested.
“You mean, in a different house?” Monica asked,
hopefully.
“You tell me. I want to hear your thoughts.” Monica was
quiet. She knew what she needed to say, but it was difficult.
“Not here with the mommy,” she whispered.
“Somewhere else,” she added and then burst into tears. Chloe
hugged the child as tightly as she could.
“It’s okay, Monica,” Chloe said. “You’re gonna be all
right now.” Chloe thought it was finally over for the little girl.
Chloe understood what had happened and why Monica felt as
she did. The child might get back to a normal life, but not with
her mother.
Chloe made her report. She recommended that Monica
not go home to her mother. She thought Monica would relapse
and the girl’s trauma might become worse.
On reflection, Chloe realized she and Monica had similar
lives. Something their mothers had done shaped both of them.
She didn’t know why Monica’s mother didn’t help her father.
Perhaps she couldn’t react because shock, horror, or fear
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immobilized her. Maybe she just didn’t know what to do. The
reason didn’t matter. Monica’s life would never be the same.
“So, Mom, are you sorry?” Chloe asked.
“It all happened a long time ago,” Emily replied. Chloe
felt her answer was evasive.
“Does that mean you’re not sorry?”
“I am sorry it happened the way it did, Chloe,” Emily
admitted. She tried to sound sincere. “I wish Ted and I had met
when we were both free. Then our actions wouldn’t have caused
so much pain. That’s easy for me to see now, but that Emily was
a different woman.”
“No, Mom, I don’t think she was.”
“What do you mean?”
“She loved Lucas. You still love Lucas.”
“Well, that’s true,” Emily agreed. They sat in silence.
“You caused so much pain…,” Chloe said, her voice
filled with hurt.
Emily defended herself. “Life is complicated, Chloe. I
can’t change the past. You, of all people, because of the work
you do, should know that. An action with the best of intentions
can produce catastrophic results.”
“Best of intentions? What you did was wrong!” Chloe’s
anger stung Emily. “But, at least I now understand what
happened,” she added, and then paused so she could carefully
choose her next words.
“You left your husband and ran away with a married guy
who reminded you of your grandfather,” Chloe said, and then
paused again to make sure Emily was listening. “Then you went
back pregnant to your husband and tried to find a normal life.”
She looked at her mother. Emily avoided eye contact.
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“But, your reckless actions created ripples that lasted for
years and affected many other lives,” Chloe continued, “in ways
you could not possibly have anticipated, or maybe never even
cared about.” She hoped Emily understood she was referring to
Kevin’s torment.
“I’m sorry, Chloe.” Emily tried to sound sincere but lied
again. She had convinced herself she was not a bad person or a
sinner after all. In truth, she felt no guilt or remorse for her
impulsive, immature, and selfish actions. Now that she had
accepted Chloe, gotten to know her, and come to love her, she
felt Chloe had redeemed her.
If she had not run away with Ted, Emily believed, her
wonderful daughter Chloe would not exist. Emily felt Chloe
should thank her for what she did so long ago. She did not
mention this thought to Chloe. Emily assumed that Chloe (and
Kevin) wouldn’t agree.
THE END
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Afterword
I hope you enjoyed Labyrinths of Love. Please email
contir@juno.com if you would like to comment on the novel or
contact me. I would love to hear your thoughts about my work.
Thanks.
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