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For the next several months, Shannon is convinced that Mom had always wanted a son. Shannon conceals most of what she feels. And she video-tapes everything. 

Shannon does great with Josiah. She is Mom’s best helper. And Mom needs a helper. After Stephen had attended the Thanksgiving Home Team event, it seems he is to blame for what Shannon heard during the skit. Though ridiculous as that may be ...after that Cindy resumes what she considers her rightful spot with the other moms. She feels they need her. 

Stephen tries to help around the house, but Shannon covers every need that Mom cannot fulfill with Josiah. Shannon also seems to be vying for her rightful spot with Mom, even if that translates into being just a helper. If Mom decides to shower while Josiah takes a nap and he wakes up early, Shannon runs to get him before Stephen can even get a chance to get involved. 

Of course, with Josiah getting the double attention, Leah is still in need of some human contact. So Stephen continues to be the ‘Best Dad in the Whole World’, at least in one child’s eyes.

******* 
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Months, upon months, upon months ...Josiah remains the main attraction.  But at ten months, some of the attention temporarily shifts to Shannon for her twelfth birthday. 

Stephen had observed Shannon using the video-camera enough that he'd finally figured out how to operate it. Now it is his turn to video-tape the grand event.

Stephen video-tapes as Ken and Fernye arrive. Shannon hugs and kisses Grandpa. Then it’s Fernye’s turn. She grabs Shannon’s cheeks. Shannon winces, but doesn't mind so much really. 

When Stephen’s family arrives, Shannon gives them all hugs too. But as they all greet each other, Shannon turns her attention to Josiah. Only the video-camera shares in the moment as she grabs her little brother’s cheeks, copying Fernye’s style, “You’re so cute, Josiah Stephen.”

As she gently pinches his cheeks, she kisses him, “You are the cutest!” 

********* 
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Shannon had eaten too much birthday cake. She tosses and turns, then squints at the clock. It’s past midnight. She tosses and turns some more, then groans as she quietly gets up to use the bathroom.

The bathroom is closer ...closer to where she can hear. She hears Mom, “It was a wonderful day!”

Stephen feels continually on the outside concerning Shannon, “Yes. But I wish Shannon would just call me, Dad.  I hear the way she says, Josiah Stephen. I see the way she pinches his cheek.” 

Stephen attempts to dwell on his exclusive treatment, “Hey, what was that?”

Cindy brings a bit of light humor to a restful night, “I pinched your cheek. I thought you were feeling left out.”

Stephen is frustrated, “That hurt!”

Cindy makes light of it, “I didn’t pinch you that hard!”

Stephen tries to bring light to his real point, “I don’t mean the pinch hurt. It hurts that neither you nor Shannon realize how much it does hurt. You both talk about how much he looks like me, and how he’s going to be like me. If he, Josiah Stephen, is so much like me, then how come the bigger version of him is so unhuggable?”

************
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Stephen doesn't have any difficulty at all fitting in with Leah. It is only Leah who'll beam with delight at any moment with Dad or any mention of him. Leah is over two and a half years old now.

Leah’s eyes light up, and she smiles at Dad, “Daddy, you’re pretty.” 

Stephen laughs, “No, Daddy’s not pretty. Little girls like Leah and Shannon are pretty.”

Leah persists, “Daddy’s beautiful.”

Stephen cherishes this, “No, Daddy’s not beautiful. Mommy is beautiful.”

Leah thinks for a second, “Okay, then Daddy is difficult.”

Leah is a very sharp little girl. She catches on fast, even though some ideas are difficult to grasp. 

Some ideas are difficult to grasp for most of us. But Mom is sure that reading the Bible to the children is not too difficult for them. Leah can already list the twelve tribes of Israel, and pronounce them better than Dad can. And if Leah doesn’t know something she just asks.

Leah asks Mom, “Why did Solomon have so many porcupines? Wouldn’t he get stuck by them?”

Cindy merely replies, “He certainly did!”

* * * * * * * *
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Stephen has nothing but praise for the job Cindy is doing with educating the children. But some things only Dad can explain. 

It is a beautiful autumn day. Stephen is raking the leaves in the front yard.

Leah inquires of Mom, “Where is Dad?”

Cindy doesn’t really have a clue. But she looks about, “Dad is outside working.”

Leah watches for a moment through the window, telling Mom, “I want to help Dad work.” 

Cindy helps Leah get her fall attire on, then gets her that cute little rake of hers.

Stephen is amazed by the way Leah works, and tells her so, “Leah, you do better than most of the people at my work.”

Leah beams with the expression of approval from Dad.  When Leah works, she puts her all into it.

Stephen and Leah finish up with the leaves just in time for Stephen to shower and get dressed for work. Leah takes it upon herself to change her clothes too, “I’m ready for work, Dad.”

This is one of the most difficult things to do. His mind can tell him why he has to leave, but his heart does not want to accept it. It is especially difficult when touched by the loving heart of a child.

Stephen attempts to explain, “I have to go to my adult work now. They don't allow children in the prison.”

Leah sounds confused, “A prism?”

Stephen smiles, recalling the small rainbow-maker that Leah liked so well, “Well, I guess there is some similarity between the two. We both try to reflect well on others.”

Leah insists, “Why can’t you reflect here?”

Stephen continues to explain, “Because I need to earn money at work so we can pay for this house and give you food to eat and clothes to wear.”

Leah disappears around the corner.  Stephen hopes he hasn’t dashed her hopes.  But Leah quickly returns with some Monopoly money, “Here’s forty dollars. Now can you stay home?”

Stephen can’t help think of Leah’s precious little mind, turning over and over the question of why Dad has to leave. Leah hugs Dad’s leg and won’t let go, “Dad, don’t go to work!”

Stephen kneels down to kiss Leah, then picks her up, giving her a big hug and handing her over to Mom. Leah rubs her eyes a couple times, but manages to get a small wave in, between tears. She softly whispers her final loving plea, “Don’t go to work, Dad!”

************************
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As Stephen backs out of the driveway, he looks to the window. Leah is standing at the window. She is just tall enough to look out. Stephen can see a tear trickle down her cheek. He can still hear her pleas echoing in his head. As Leah stands at the window, her silent pleas cut right to the heart. More tears gather to join the others. Her little hand waves as she wipes her eyes. 

Cindy joins her in the window, resting her cheek against Leah’s, streaked with tears.  In the background, Stephen can barely see the silhouette of Shannon video-taping the whole sequence of events.  

**********
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For Josiah’s first birthday, Cindy has decided she wants to get him a dog.  She insists, “Every boy needs a dog. They will be best friends.” 

Stephen tries to be polite and listen to the rationale.  

Cindy continues, “I’m going to be fairly busy this week.  I have BSF today and Home Team tomorrow, then Women in Touch the following day.  I was wondering if you could pick up the dog on your day off.” 

At this point, Stephen feels he has nothing much to say, “Sure.” 

The following day, Cindy is rushing around the house preparing for a Homeschooler's version of socialization—-'Home Team'. She tries to talk with Stephen amongst her flurry of activity, “I was dropping off Josiah at the nursery yesterday, so I could attend the BSF and . . . "  

Stephen takes advantage of the short pause, “I keep forgetting. What’s the BSF?”

Cindy flows with the conversation, “Bible Study Fellowship ...anyway, back to my point, there was this poor little girl at the nursery who was weeping over mom’s departure. Just as the little girl might come to grips with it, one of the nursery workers noticed the little girl clutching onto a little stuffed animal.  The nursery worker told the mom that one of their rules at BSF is that the children cannot have their own toys in the nursery. It’s just one of their rules.  So, the mom, realizing that the study was about to start, grabbed the toy and left that little girl crying.  She wouldn't stop crying, and she cried intensely the whole time.  All for a silly rule!” 

Stephen asks, “Why do they separate the men and the women at the Bible Study?” 

Cindy's tone reflects the obvious, "Most women have things in common ...things only they can discuss."

Stephen realizes that Cindy did not get his point. He actually had a desire for a Bible study with Cindy, and felt he had things to discuss with her.  And besides, they have things in common too. They are husband and wife, and have children in common. He feels that is significant. 

In fairness, Stephen also realizes that most of the women are not leaving their husbands alone to attend the fellowship. Most men are at work.  It just so happens that Stephen works 'afternoon shift', so he’s often caught up in this flurry of daytime activity.

Stephen tries to control the frustration because if he does not, it can control him.  But, sometimes too late is not realized because it has already arrived.  And at that point communication breaks down as the push to pursue the point becomes nearly pointless, or significantly not worth it.  But his frustration works its way out nonetheless, “So, what’s on the agenda for today?  Away From Home Team again?” 

Cindy gets defensive, "That’s Home Team."

Stephen does not relent, "Then why does the team stay home, while you go by yourself?"

Cindy feels hurt by his accusations, continuing her defense, "We can't get any planning done with the children around.  We have to have a plan!  Our children can’t sit home all the time like you’d like.  They do need some socialization. If we are Homeschooling, we do need to be responsible Homeschoolers and make sure our children receive all aspects of a balanced education ...and that takes planning.” 

When the emotion begins to come out, it’s difficult to control. As much as Stephen would think he desires to stop, he continues, “And tomorrow you go to Women Out of Touch.  I think I’m finally getting used to your schedule.”

At this point, Cindy does get Stephen’s point. But she also feels pressured by his expectations, and having been accused of being a woman ‘out-of-touch’, she responds as if she is, “Tomorrow, after Women in Touch, I’ll come back here for the children. The moms from Home Team are getting together at Caesarland to practice the skits for the children’s play.  Since you also have tomorrow off, I thought it would provide the perfect time for you to get the dog for Josiah’s birthday.  So, if that's all clear to you, I have to go ...we have lots of planning to do!” 

As Cindy leaves, Stephen tries to look at the positive side ...the side he should have focused on a few minutes ago, instead of having that negative exchange.  Josiah probably doesn't know what a birthday is, tomorrow being only his first.

Josiah is still very much at the exploring stage, spending much more time on his knees than he does with those awkward first steps. He appears to be in another good mood ...very alert and seemingly focused on something.

Leah is also very alert, always following after her brother with great concern.  With closer inspection, she hollers out, "A ladybug!"

Stephen joins them, discovering countless ladybugs. They were taking over the house ...a massive invasion!

Stephen silently applauds Leah's sensitivity, as she asks, "Please, don't kill the ladybug!" And he captures one after another, releasing them back outside. Though he is certain that each time he let one out, three more entered in.

Stephen wants to encourage Leah's sweet sensitivity towards the value of life ...any kind of life being important. Maybe she will want to save the rainforest when she gets older ...maybe join forces to save the environment.  It’s so good to have a child who is so concerned for life.  And later in life, hopefully she will see that though we should have clean water and clean air, the environment since the beginning of time has endured to the extent that God would have it.  And our main concern for life should focus mainly on the value and desire for eternal life. 

He spends the rest of the hour carrying ladybugs outside.  And he's thankful for the simplicity of sharing this innocent act of kindness, without having to always intellectualize it, as he often does. 

It is the same simple impression he will want to instill upon Josiah when he gets older. It's comforting to imagine your own children growing up without any negative learning in the form of cruelty, though surrounded by the likes of people who set up arenas to stage dog fights. The news has reported an increase in incidents of cruelty to animals, not to mention increased cases of child abuse and spousal abuse ...which appears to be not looked into even as much as dog fights.  Stephen is so glad the children are not aware of those goings-on. 

* * * * * * * * * * * * 
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Stephen doesn't want to get into another verbal back-and-forth with Cindy.  She still is not home ...and it is getting near bedtime.

Stephen still feels compelled to fix sandwiches, or something. The children have not complained, but they must be hungry. Yet he is hesitant to fix something, half expecting her to return home at any moment. 

The last time he’d fixed sandwiches, Cindy commented, "But I already had a meal planned ...I suppose you don't think I can do my job around here!"

Stephen doesn't want to resume where he and Cindy had left off, so he attempts to distract Leah and Josiah. He can never tell whether Shannon is listening or not. She's sitting in the corner of the room.  She's a great reader, though he doesn’t really know whether she is reading or not. He just knows she has kept to herself, saying nothing the entire time Mom has been gone.

Stephen tries what comes natural to him, using humor, "Do you want to do something you've never done before, Leah?"

Leah responds to the excitement in Dad's voice, "Yeah ...Yeah!"

Stephen offers his usual wide-eyed teasing expression, "How about brushing your teeth and going to bed without anything to eat?"

Leah laughs, jumping into Dad's arms, "No, not that!"

Josiah is distracted, eyeing up something on the window sill. And Leah sees it too. Nothing gets by her, it seems, "Look! Look! Another ladybug, Dad!"

Stephen laughs, "Okay, you can have a ladybug ...but after that you have to brush your teeth, then off to bed."

Leah makes a face, "That would be yuck!"

Stephen smiles at his adorable little daughter, "Of course it would be yuck ...that's why you have to brush your teeth before bedtime!" 

Just then the door is heard.  Cindy enters the room, "I can't believe how late it is!  I sure hope you gave the children something to eat!"

Stephen doesn't look up while he responds, "We were having so much fun, we lost track of the time too. But we were just about to have a snack. Besides, they wanted to see you before bedtime." 

*********************
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It is Josiah's birthday ...and Stephen is home alone, waiting for them to return from Caesarland. Stephen has dinner ready for the family. No one seems to like it much when Stephen cooks. It’s the thought that counts, except when Stephen is cooking ...digestion counts for something too. At least he and the dog won’t go hungry.

Even though they were supposed to have eaten long ago, they still probably weren't that hungry. And a cake purchased from Pete's Oven would suffice anyone's appetite.

Stephen wasn't expecting a hug from Cindy, “A collie! You made such a lovely choice. Collies are such good dogs ...just like Lassie.”

* * * ******* * * *
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The dog already had a name ...Lark. And it seemed like it was! Though it was more like a modest prank. Nevertheless, the dog wasn't at all like Lassie.

And you couldn’t teach Lark.  This dog would flinch and draw back when you tried to pet it. It appeared to be afraid of everything, except your absence.

Lark is often left indoors, which Stephen and Cindy feel they have to do, being late autumn and getting rather cold. But once alone, the dog would trash the house. 

Eating a leg off the chair, gnawing on the china cabinet, and eating holes in the carpet were just modest things. The day the dog tipped over the multi-tiered plant stand and dragged the plants and black dirt throughout the entire house was enough for Cindy.  She was ready to put an end to the Lassie privileges, the free roam of the house.  

Cindy is exasperated, “Whoever sold you that dog must have known something was wrong with it. We need to get our money back.” 

Matter-of-factly, “Can’t ...I got it from the dog pound.”

Cindy tries to catch her breath, “The dog pound?”

Stephen more than senses her disappointment in his decision, “Yes. We always did that when I was young. Knowing you’re saving a dog’s life is a good feeling.” 

Cindy cannot rid herself of her thought, “Well, this dog is nothing but a bad feeling. Are we going to save a dog at the expense of destroying us?”  

Stephen dismisses that thought, “The dog appears to have been abused. Though I don’t think the dog is at all vicious.  With our tender loving care, you’ll see that Lark will become a very good dog. All we have to do is show him that there is a better life to be had.”

Yes, there is a better life to be had. Cindy feels she understands his point this time. It’s not the dog bite that needs to be feared. It’s the biting comments that the children are continually subjected to. Cindy chooses to bite her lip, per se.

Shannon is in the next room video-taping Leah and Josiah as they play. But the audio of the tape would also pick up her and Stephen’s conversation in the background. Have to avoid that downward spiraling. There’s worse things in life than having to endure Stephen’s decision to keep the dog. The dog will probably be okay. Cindy will just pray about it.

*********** 
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It’s Saturday night. There is a terrible windstorm. The dog, of course, is very cowardly. Even with the beginnings of a little rain, the dog will not go out. Then it turns to freezing rain, followed by terrible winds.

********* 
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Sunday morning arrives and is like an entirely different day. And although it is probably still cold outside, the sun comes out.  It appears warm from within, looking out.  At least the heart is warm ...it is Sunday.  And everyone is trying to happily get ready for church.

Even the dog seems to be in a better mood. The dog seems to be happy for the first time. Cindy is hesitant to conclude whether it is an answer to her prayer or whether the dog is in anticipation of soon relief from an overextended bladder. The dog had stayed in so long, extending into the previous day, it is probably in much pain.

Anyway, the dog is let out first and Shannon is asked to take Leah out to head the happy parade to the garage.

That happy parade halts immediately as the dog begins barking so intensely that Leah bursts into tears.

Shannon stands behind Leah encouraging her to move along.  Cindy is holding Josiah in her arms.  Upon hearing Leah’s cries, he begins to cry too. 

A barking dog seems like no reason to halt the forward motion as far as Mom is concerned.  She agrees with Shannon.  It makes more sense to proceed on.  Once on the way to church, the dog’s bark will soon fade away from the range of hearing. 

Cindy readjusts Josiah securely in one arm and attempts to steady herself by reaching for the fence. But before her reach can steady the situation, Leah’s tears turn into wails. Leah pushes Shannon, who in turn trips, falling against Mom, who clutches onto Josiah with both arms, bracing for her fall. 

Cindy cringes, anticipating a very painful landing. But instead she falls safely into Stephen's arms. 

Stephen calmly begins ushering them all back inside. But Cindy’s frustration quickly builds, “Now we are not going to be to church on time!”

Stephen adds, “We seldom are.” 

The comment doesn't even seem to register with Cindy.  She's too focused on her own thoughts, “I don’t know what is wrong with that dog! I tried to take a positive attitude ...I even prayed about it, but would God really want us to go through all this?  Can we please get rid of the dog?” 

Stephen ignores Cindy’s request. He is staring out the window, appearing not to be even listening now. This just adds to Cindy’s frustration. And to make matters even worse, Stephen suddenly bolts out the door, grabs the dog, and brings the dog inside.

Cindy is in near tears.  Not only is Stephen not listening to her concerns, he seems more concerned about that dog than he does her. And now they are really going to be late for church. 

Stephen finally turns to Cindy, “I think God has answered your prayers.”

Stephen grabs the phone by the door. He whips open the phone book. After a quick reference, Stephen dials a number.

Cindy takes a breath of relief. She is certain Stephen finally sees it her way. He must be calling the dog pound. 

Cindy takes Shannon, Leah, and Josiah into the dining room for a small snack, a diversion from their tears ...a diversion from Dad and Mom’s tense exchange. 

Stephen joins them after a few short minutes. Cindy’s interest refocuses, “What did the pound say?” 

Stephen pops a cracker in his mouth, gathering his thoughts before speaking the words, “I didn't call the dog pound. That call was to Detroit Edison. Lark’s barking caused the domino effect that prevented us from touching the chain-link fence.” 

Stephen takes a deep breath, “Do you realize what a close call that was? There is a downed power line against the fence. Lark must've seen that as an unwelcome intrusion and possibly spared you electrocution.” 

Cindy is embarrassed by her overreaction, “I think we should keep the dog ...Lark, I mean.”  

Cindy takes a deep breath before her admission, “Why do we have to be continually shocked back to the realization that God’s ways are not our ways?”
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XI.
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The following Sunday is nothing like the last. Everyone has been so thankful throughout the week. Lark had been spoiled with all sorts of love and attention, and is now acting less fearful and less mischievous.

The sun is shining and bringing some warmth to the earth. And it is Stephen’s weekend off. That means that everyone can be more relaxed, not having to rush after church so Stephen can get to work.

On those weekends when Stephen doesn’t have to work, it means a trip to McDonald's after church. Cindy wants to try the food at a new carry-out restaurant. But the children will not let Mom get away with this. They have to stop first for McDonald's French Fries. 

The French Fries are demolished before they receive their order from the 'Luke Warm' restaurant. It seems like a strange name for a restaurant, but the food is really good. 

* * * * * * * *
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Upon returning home, Josiah has a strange look on his face. And even stranger, this time he goes to Daddy instead of Mom. Josiah is always exclusively Mama’s boy. But on this occasion, he grabs Dad close. 

Stephen cherishes this moment and carries Josiah from the garage towards the house. Shannon runs ahead and is waiting at the door with the video-camera. But before Stephen can reach the house, Josiah vomits great volumes, all over Dad.

Cindy gets a panic look on her face and snatches up Leah, dashing past Stephen. She grabs a towel and meets Stephen and Josiah at the door. But the towel seems inadequate to clean up the stinking mess. 

Cindy gasps, “Your shirt is caked in the stuff. It’s all the way down your pants and even in your shoes.” 

She gets ready to throw in the towel, then realizes something. More than just inadequate, it seems even a bit more insignificant ...compared to the bonding that's taking place between Dad and Josiah. 

Cindy turns to Leah, “Let’s bake a cake. Then as soon as Josiah gets better, we’ll celebrate and eat the cake.” 

Leah’s eyes light up, the way they do when she is with Dad. But then she takes a more serious look, almost pleading, “But not the kind of cake on Dad’s shirt, okay?” 

This is a special moment for Cindy and a breakthrough for her and Leah. At this moment, Cindy realizes she has not spent much quality time with Leah. And neither had she allowed Stephen much opportunity to interact with Josiah the way he'd have liked to. 

Cindy does quite well with going to activities with her three children, but this particular event strongly specifies adults only. Most everyone would say that every couple needs time to go out without their children, but Stephen and Cindy disagree. They have no problem taking their children everywhere ...they actually prefer it. They agree at least on being with their children. In truth, Stephen prefers being with them at home and Cindy enjoys going places with them.

But on this particular occasion, they have no choice. Children are not invited. It was supposed to be a special time for only adults to relax and share.

Being as it is, Stephen and Cindy feel really awkward with the arrangement. But Cindy does want to go. And Stephen gives her the go ahead, “There are several single women in the church who might feel awkward going by themselves. You should call one of them to go with you.” 

Cindy feels hurt, “I want to go with you. All the husbands and wives will be together. I know you don’t like to go anywhere, but can’t you just this once? We’ll only be gone an hour.” 

Cindy makes sure that she feeds Josiah his favorite ...sweet potatoes. Next Josiah is given several bite size portions of the pizza everyone else is eating. Lastly, Cindy breast-feeds Josiah to make him both full and content. 

Shannon, Leah, and Josiah are all happy to be at Grandpa’s. As Stephen and Cindy depart, the children hardly notice. They are happily playing. Cindy reminds her Dad, “We’ll be back in an hour ...or two. Thanks again, Dad.

Upon arriving late at this recently promoted annual Christmas party, Stephen whispers, “Whoever heard of a Christmas without children!” 

Cindy grabs Stephen by the back of his upper arm, “It’s not the Christmas part, but the party part.” 

As they begin to mingle, the host of the party points out the back table, “There’s plenty of good food. Help yourself.” 

As they approach the food table, Stephen kisses Cindy on the cheek and whispers in her ear, “Sorry, dear, I know it bothers you sometimes to feel out-of-place, but your friends are dressed like they are celebrating Secretary’s Day.”

Lisa Stone approaches, calling out, “Cindy! ...Stephen!” 

Stephen takes his eyes off the food for only a moment, “Oh, hi Lisa.”

Cindy shows more interest, “Lisa, I was hoping you’d be here tonight. How was your trip to Israel?” 

Lisa laughs, “You mean, besides being too short?”

Cindy wants to hear all about it, “I know, even a month would be too short. But I’m sure you must have visited some real interesting places. What did you enjoy seeing the most?” 

Lisa doesn’t offer much, “The Kibbutz.”

Cindy waits for Lisa to explain, but Lisa’s mind seems to be somewhere else, perhaps still on vacation. Cindy politely asks, “What’s a Kibbutz?” 

Lisa rushes her answer, “Oh, a Kibbutz is a collective farm. A small community anywhere from a hundred to a thousand members who all work the farm together, eat together, . . . they virtually do everything together. And they share all decisions about running the Kibbutz.” 

Lisa takes a deep breath, “I don’t mean to change the subject, but could I talk to you, Cindy, about something else?” 

Cindy welcomes almost any conversation, “Sure. We actually can talk now, if you’d like.” 

Lisa’s anxiousness is even more evident now, “Better yet, how about I call you in the morning. This place isn’t exactly the most ideal for private conversation. You almost have to shout to get heard.” 

Stephen and Cindy are about to leave, when Donna runs up to them, “Oh, you’re leaving so soon? We’re having so much fun. It’s so good to see you two together, without the kids. When is your husband’s next day off, Cindy?”

Cindy hesitates, “Next Friday.” 

Donna jumps right in, “It’s arranged then. Next Friday, I’m taking you out to lunch and a movie. You take care of those three kids all day, and all week. You need a break. I’m sure your husband won’t mind. Any loving husband should encourage his wife to get out of the house, having time to herself ...at the very least once a week.”

Cindy politely declines the Friday outing. She doesn’t want to leave Josiah for that long. All the Homeschool moms always bring their children to their activities. It just seems like the right thing to do. She doesn’t want to go into detail to others on how she is still breast-feeding Josiah and doesn’t leave him, or the rest of the children for any length of time.

Stephen reassures Cindy that she doesn’t need to explain her position to everyone. His advice is ...just politely decline. 

********
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What Cindy does wonder about, is why Lisa never calls back. But she doesn’t want to call Lisa. It seems like one of those moments where you sense something important on the person’s mind, but you want to give the person the avenue of choice when to discuss the important matter. 

Cindy doesn't know what to do. Thinking seems to wear thin on discretion. Cindy decides that she’ll not intrude during the holidays, but she’ll call Lisa after the first of the year.

*******
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It is New Year’s Day morning when Lisa calls, “Hi, Cindy. This is Lisa Stone. I’m sorry for neglecting to get back with you sooner. It’s been rough on me through the holidays. Oh, no! He just pulled up in his squad car. I’ve got to go! Could you please pray for me and my husband? I have this Wednesday off and I’ll get into more detail at the Wednesday prayer group. Gotta go!”

Drake comes in the door, “Who was that on the phone?” 

Lisa feels intimidated, but also angry, “That was Cindy from church. I asked her to pray for us.” 

Drake counters, “What business does she have with any of our affairs?”

Lisa gets confrontive herself, “Prayer is God’s business. And you could stand to invest a little in that business if you care about our future. And let’s get one more thing straight ...it’s not our affairs.”

******* 
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Wednesday, Cindy gets the children all ready to go to 'prayer group' at church. With a few snacks in tow, the children’s behavior is usually fairly well in church. And Cindy feels it is good training for them to learn to sit still, listen to others’ needs, and then listen to the prayers.

Lisa’s soft tears transform. A tone of anger and bitterness replaces the genuine hurt, “I want prayer for all the wives who have husbands in law enforcement. Most of you know my husband, Drake. Well, he just notified me last evening that he’s leaving me. Some people say that a working wife is one reason why trouble begins in a marriage. Well, the reason I started working was because I felt he didn’t respect me. I was never one to stand up for women’s lib. Nor am I for it. I would normally agree that a woman’s place is in the home. The problem I encountered a couple weeks ago ...was another woman’s place in my home. Drake had thought I’d gone to work, but it was my day off.  And when I returned from the grocery store, I discovered a female officer assisting Drake in patrolling my bedroom.”  

Cindy whispers a command to the children that brings immediate obedience, “We’re going to McDonald’s!” 

Cindy scoops up Josiah with Shannon and Leah marching in line out the door. Cindy doesn’t want stories of this nature to penetrate their precious innocent ears. She had made every effort to shelter them from television and movies. She hadn't anticipated that the lives of some church members are very much the same. Though she understands they need a place to bring their burdens. That’s why so many churches probably decide they should provide separate children’s activities to avoid any possible censorship.

Shannon, Leah, and Josiah fall asleep early this evening.  Cindy falls asleep while they are having prayer together, during her own prayer. It is now ten o’clock. Cindy wakes up. She is certain she heard the phone ring. 

The phone rings. Cindy is still half asleep, but manages to find the phone, "Cindy Razohn . . ." 

Over the phone, “Hi, Cindy. This is Lisa Stone.” 

Cindy yawns, “I put the children to bed. We prayed for you. Then I sort of dozed off, I guess.  Just give me a few moments to clear away the cobwebs.” 

Lisa has much anxious energy, “Thank you so much for praying for me. I felt you may be the one person who really understands. And I was praying for you, right before I called.” 

Cindy yawns, “Thank you.” 

Lisa has much to say, “I’ve been praying for you for well over a month now. You may be wondering how I know. Rest assured, your husband hasn’t talked to me about it. It’s just a gift of mine. But I didn’t know how to mention it, until I saw you leave church early this evening. I’m sorry I brought out the painful feelings you are having.” 

Cindy tries to be polite, but she is slightly agitated, “What are you talking about?”  

Lisa is more than eager to explain, “Well, haven’t you noticed anything lately. It might not be real obvious. Sometimes 'husband and wife' drift slowly apart and don’t even realize it. It begins with a guilt that drives a person to become defensive all the time. Or they busy themselves with various things and become distracted and uncharacteristically quiet. Has your husband increased his time with his hobbies?” 

Cindy can’t hide her agitation, “No, my husband doesn’t have any hobbies. He stays home all the time. And you work with him. I’m sure you see how professional he is at work too.” 

Lisa agrees, “Yes. He’s very good with the female prisoners. Always a gentleman and always appropriate. But that’s not my point. I don’t just get those feelings for nothing.  It’s a gift I have.  I can tell you are not happy.  And there are reasons you and your husband are drifting apart.  It may not be at the stage where you notice it quite yet. But once it rears its ugly head, it’s too late. Believe me, I know.” 

Cindy can’t take this any longer, “I don’t know how I can bring myself to believe any of this conversation.  Maybe I’m still asleep.” 

Lisa gets a little frustrated, “I can’t help it if you don’t believe me. And I don’t blame you. The first defense is always denial. No one wants to believe this is happening to them. But I just feel it’s my responsibility to say something. I’d hate to think I could have helped prevent it, but chose not to because I was afraid how you’d receive what I had to say. Just do me a favor.  Sit down and talk to your husband.  It could be that neither of you even realize you’ve been drifting apart.  People don’t just fall out of love. It happens gradually and both people usually don’t even see it coming.  Here’s a test ...ask him how he feels about his commitment towards you. And if trouble has already arrived, he will avoid answering you directly, or he will turn the question back on you.”

Cindy doesn't see it coming, "If you feel you have a gift in this area, then why didn’t you see it before it happened to you?” 

Cindy immediately feels sorry that she said this.

Lisa had asked for prayer and is obviously hurting. But Lisa takes it in stride, “Our own emotions sometimes block our gifts. That’s why we sometimes need another person to point out things concerning ourselves.” 

Cindy knows Lisa is struggling emotionally, “Many of us often see other people’s problems in view of our own.  I’m sorry for being so blunt, Lisa.  I’m sure God is going to use you greatly, but I just feel it is not in this area.”

********
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Shannon is playing with Josiah. She gets him his favorite toy. He moves the ladder up and down. He presses the button and Shannon makes a fire siren sound. Josiah had pressed the button so many times, the battery is worn out.  He tries to imitate Shannon’s siren sound and Shannon laughs.

Leah is reading a book. She loves books. And she has already learned to read most of them, but she has Dad read instead. She loves the way Dad uses his different character voices.

Shannon video-tapes Josiah playing with the fire truck. When she plays the tape back, you can hear Dad’s character voices in the background.

Cindy comes through the door with McDonald’s. Leah shrieks, “Oh, Mommy, thank you. I love French Fries.”

As Leah pops a French Fry into her mouth, Dad kisses her on the top of the head, “I love Leah.”

Leah laughs, “I love Daddy ...and I love Mommy. But I love French Fries too.”

Cindy approaches the table, “What about me?”

Stephen looks up, “She included you.  She said she loves Daddy and Mommy.”

As Stephen sits down, Cindy remains standing, “I meant you.”

Stephen is bewildered, but aims to clear up any misunderstood exclusiveness, “I love you all!

Cindy confronts, “What type of person do you love, Stephen?”

Stephen is feeling very uncomfortable, “I don’t understand. I don’t love a type of person, I love my family. Is that a question you were asked at the Women in Touch meeting?”

Cindy recalls how Lisa had said that a husband in a troubled marriage will avoid answering directly. She had tried not to recall that, but the thought keeps creeping into her mind, “Do you have to be so evasive? Can’t you just answer the question?”

Stephen had felt they were improving their conversation with each other, but he feels the old exchange making a comeback. He fights the frustration, “You are the type I love.”

Cindy questions with pointed concern, “The type you love?  Not the one you love, but the type?”

Stephen loses the battle against his frustration, “It was your question! I was just answering the question the way you asked it.”
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