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It is not our ability to think that separates us from the lower animals. It is our capacity to repent and to forgive that makes us different.

—Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn




To forgive someone is to admit our limitations. We’ve been given only one piece of life’s jigsaw puzzle. Only God has the cover of the box.

—Max Lucado, Everyday Blessings







Introduction



In the Bible we read that King David’s darkest hour was upon hearing that his son Absalom was dead. Absalom had killed his brother, plotted to take David’s throne, and raised an army whose main goal was to kill David in battle. Yet David loved and forgave his son, crying bitter tears at the news of his death.

A thousand years later, Jesus told the story of another foolish young man who rejected and abandoned his father, running away to a foreign land. Jesus used this parable of the prodigal son to show us the unconditional love and forgiveness God has for all of his wayward children and to illustrate how he will patiently wait for us to come to our senses and return to him. As in the story of David and Absalom, the father in the parable did not ignore or remove the consequences of his son’s actions; but he did forgive those actions, just as God will restore and forgive all repentant prodigals.

This is the story of a modern-day father whose life was torn apart by his own Absalom. It is the true story of a dad who slowly came to recognize the truth of his son’s guilt yet stubbornly refused to abandon him, even in the face of horrible testimony. Instead of condemnation, he offered the grace and forgiveness that Jesus calls us to extend to all who hurt us. It is the story of a father’s dawning realization that his son had secretly moved into darkness, scheming to take his life—and of how prayer, forgiveness, and faith brought their winding roads back together and into the light.

It is a modern-day participation in David’s tears, and a living-out of the old parable.

It is my story.








Chapter 1

THE FIRST 200 MINUTES




I had always heard that your life flashed before your eyes. But that’s not what happened as I lay on the cold concrete that December night, watching the blood from a gunshot wound cover my white shirt. Instead, I found myself praying for my family. There had been four shots, one for each of us.

I told God that if it was my time, I was ready to die, but I prayed that he would spare my wife and two sons. I called to each of them but got no response except for a few quiet, wet coughs from my wife, Tricia. Although I couldn’t see her from where I had fallen, I knew that it was her because when I had first tried to get up, I saw her blond hair splayed out on the threshold of our home’s front door. Though I had never heard that kind of cough before, I instinctively knew it was the sound of a person trying to clear lungs filling with blood. The silence coming from the dark house was horrible. My God, I thought, he’s shot us all.

Life can change in a moment. Just seconds earlier we had been a happy family of four returning from a surprise dinner celebrating our older son Bart’s anticipated college graduation. He had called that afternoon, telling Tricia that he was through with exams and was coming home for the evening. We had enjoyed a great seafood dinner, including a dessert with “Congratulations!” written with chocolate syrup on the plate’s edge. I snapped a few pictures, and then we took the short drive home. How strange that those would be the last photos we would ever have together.

As we got out of the car, our younger son, Kevin, a sophomore in college, led the way to our front door. He stepped inside, with Tricia right behind him. I heard a huge noise, but I didn’t immediately recognize it as a gunshot. A moment of silence, and then Tricia exclaimed, “Oh, no!” as another shot was fired. I still didn’t understand what was happening. I stepped forward and for the first time saw inside the house. The light from the front porch illuminated a ski-masked figure about eight feet away, standing next to the stairs. I couldn’t see Kevin, though he was lying in the shadows next to where the man was standing—or Tricia, who must have been right by my feet. I just stood there wondering which one of Kevin’s goofball friends was playing a joke on us with the paintball gun.

Suddenly I was slammed in the shoulder with enough force to send me spinning back and to my left. Landing faceup on the front porch, I still didn’t grasp what was happening. As I tried to get up, I felt a searing pain in my right arm and realized it was badly broken. A fourth shot rang out as comprehension flooded in. We had been shot. We had all been shot. It struck me that I might be dying.

Then my neighbor Cliff was kneeling over me, comforting me. “Don’t worry, buddy! Help is on the way!”

In the distance I heard sirens as Cliff pulled off his T-shirt and pressed it to my wound. I realized then that no one knew where the shooter was and that Cliff might be in danger. I panicked. “Get out of here! He may still be inside!”

Cliff told me to hold on and ran home. Moments later a squad car pulled up in front of our house, and then another, and a third. I was aware of more sirens, including the deep foghorn of a fire truck, but they were still far away. With heightened senses I heard muffled footfalls as police ran into and around the house, guns drawn and flashlights flicking illumination into the shadows. After only a minute or two someone called out that the house was clear. By then the whole cul-de-sac that faced our home was full of emergency vehicles. It couldn’t have been more than five minutes since the shootings.

People were everywhere. Neighbors were streaming out of their homes while paramedics swarmed. Two men worked on me, cutting away my leather jacket and my shirt, trying to stop the bleeding. I repeatedly asked for information on my family, and finally one of the paramedics quietly said, “Sir, please, let us do our job. You’re in good hands, and lots of good folks are with the rest of your family.”

Then, over all the confusion and noise, as they hurried inside the house, I heard one policeman ask another, “What do you want to do about the DOA?”

My heart froze. Dead on arrival. I knew that at least one of my family members had died. But which one? And why? Were they all dead?

The sound of a helicopter cut through the night, and I saw the landing lights and then the cherry-red body of Life Flight. Three paramedics raced a gurney down the sidewalk, and one of the police officers told me that they were taking Tricia to the hospital. My heart leaped with joy, because that meant she was still alive. Thank God! But then I realized that this also meant that at least one, and by now perhaps both, of my boys were dead. I began to shake all over and knew I was going into shock. I chattered to the paramedics that I was freezing and that they had better get something to cover me. They replied that as soon as Tricia’s took off, a second Life Flight would land for me.

What? Life Flight for me? Was I hurt worse than I realized? Did this mean that both boys were already dead, and there was no need for them to be flown to the medical center?

I really didn’t have time to think about it: with a storm of air and sound, the helicopter took off, and moments later a second one landed. I was put on a gurney, covered with warm sheets and a blanket, and stowed in the back. With the high-pitched scream of jet turbines, we took off and began our eight-minute flight to the Houston Medical Center, part of perhaps the finest network of hospitals in the country. If anyone could keep my family alive, the medical staff there could.

MINUTE 30—FLASHBACK

As we flew, I caught occasional glimpses of freeways and buildings through the copilot’s floor windows. My mind jumped back six months to my only other helicopter ride. The boys and I were in Colorado, on an adventure to celebrate my fifty-fifth birthday. We spent one day mountain biking and another racing along challenging trails on four-wheel ATVs. But my favorite part of the trip was the two days of intense whitewater rafting on the Arkansas River as it snaked through the Royal Gorge. While on the river, we saw a sleek red helicopter crest the gorge 1,100 feet above us, roll into a steep dive, and pull up just before hitting the river. It rocketed fifty feet over us, blasting us with downdraft. All six of us guys in the raft went wild.

The next day we took the ride.

It was like a roller coaster without tracks. Incredible! The boys and I enjoyed it so much that we did it again two days later before coming home; it was one of the most wonderful memories of my life. But as I looked out at the lights of the hospital landing pad, remembering that fantastic trip, I felt as though I were watching the home videos of some other person; there was just no connection. I was numb.

MINUTE 40—IN THE TRAUMA UNIT

It took only a moment for the trauma team to whisk me inside, where I was surrounded by doctors and nurses—none of whom would tell me anything about my family. The next thing I knew, my mom and dad were there. Someone from the hospital administration arrived, and when I asked her about my wife and sons, she told me not to worry: my son Bart was being transferred by ambulance and would arrive shortly. He would be treated in this same room, just a few feet from me. That told me everything. They were only working on two of us.

I turned to my parents. “Mom, I think there’s a good chance that Tricia and Kevin are dead.” Turning to the woman from administration, I asked, “Isn’t that so?” She looked at me for a long moment, nodded her head, and said that it was.

Bart was wheeled into the room a few moments later. I learned that he had rushed into the dark house and, in an apparent scuffle with the shooter, had been shot in the left arm. He was in shock, reacting to the horror of everything. The trauma team scurried around, cleaning wounds and applying temporary casts, since both of us had broken arms. The bullet had entered my right shoulder and traveled through the arm muscle, striking midhumerus and shattering the bone. Bart’s upper left arm was broken where the bullet had hit. Amid the organized chaos, things began to sink in; God was allowing the truth to come a little at a time.

I felt God’s presence and comfort. On the one hand I was beginning to absorb how radically things had changed, while on the other I had a calm assurance that I was not alone and that God would knit whatever happened into his plans for good. Scriptures of comfort came to mind. It was as if God gave me a shot of emotional Novocain. Even though I was becoming more aware of the extent of the tragedy, I trusted God.

Before I knew it, I was being wheeled out of the trauma center and into a corridor. As we passed through the big emergency room doors, I was met by forty or fifty friends. Rolling through a canyon of loved ones, I was touched by the grief and worry in their eyes, and began to comfort them. I can’t explain it; the words just came out. My response was unexpected and somewhat out of character.

Later that night, after the nurses had gone, I was finally alone with my thoughts. I lay there trying to wrap my mind around it all—and wasn’t doing a very good job. Piece by piece the reality settled onto my soul.

MINUTE 180—REALITY AND CHOICES

My wife, my lover, my best friend, the one who knew and loved me better than any other, to whom I had been true for twenty-eight years, was dead. My son Kevin, with his incredible Christian faith, his crazy, fun-loving personality, and his passion for sports and the outdoors, would never graduate from college, marry, or give us grandchildren. Bart was down the hall suffering a grief and shock that seemed even more intense than what I was feeling. At fifty-five, I would be facing the last third of my life without most of my family.

For years I have told people that faith is not a feeling but a conscious act of will. You have to choose to trust and believe, especially when circumstances and your feelings are screaming that you can’t trust God. The Bible says that God can take everything and work it for good for those who love him and are called to his service; well, Tricia and Kevin loved him, and so did I. We were all called to his service, but how could these murders possibly be worked for good? I could imagine no such scenario. And if that verse of the Bible was untrustworthy, what other verses might not apply when I needed them? I might as well throw it all away.

So here I was, in the middle of a horrific situation in which I had to choose to either go with my feelings and slip into bitterness and despair, or follow my own advice and stand on God’s promises even when they don’t make sense. I wrestled with this for a long time because I knew that I could go either way—and that the consequences could be serious.

Finally, I chose to stand on the promises of God. It was one of the most important decisions I’ve ever made.

When I resolved to trust God, I felt a peace come over me that had nothing to do with the morphine drip. Then the next thought popped unexpectedly into my mind: What about the shooter?

I realized that God was offering me the ability to forgive, if I wanted to take advantage of it. Did I really want to forgive this guy? I know the Bible says we are to forgive those who hurt us. I know God tells us that vengeance is his, if he chooses to dispense it. I have even heard secular health professionals say that forgiveness is the most important thing people can do to heal themselves. But did I really want to forgive, even if God was offering a supernatural ability to do so?

In an instant the answer sprang full-grown into my mind. My heart told me that I wanted whoever was responsible to come to Christ and repent for this awful act. At that moment I felt myself completely forgiving him. This forgiveness astounded me, because earlier I had experienced feelings of incredible sadness and intense anger—even the desire to kill the person responsible with my own hands. Little did I realize just how important my decision to forgive would be in the coming months. It would change everything.

I have had a hundred people tell me that they think I’m nuts—that I should hate the shooter and cry out for vengeance. Perhaps I am crazy, but I believe that in those early moments God worked supernaturally, allowing me to forgive completely and immediately because he had plans for me, and those plans required that I settle the forgiveness problem once and for all.

 

For the next two days, as Bart and I waited in our rooms for surgery, we had a nearly unprecedented number of visitors. People were always lined up in the halls waiting to see us; they came and went day and night. In fact, the crowding was so severe that the hospital converted a double room on our floor into a hospitality suite stocked with fruit baskets, cookies, coffee, soft drinks, sofas, and chairs. The hospital showed a lot of class, but I think crowd control was also an important factor.

The next day I had my first visit from Detective Marshall Slot and his partner Billy Baugh from the Sugar Land Police Department. They questioned me extensively about what had happened, and I cooperated, telling them I would do everything I could to help them find out who was responsible for this murderous attack.

The detectives returned a day later to tell me they had learned that Bart was not about to graduate from college after all. In fact, he was not even enrolled in school. I was shocked at the news and horrified at the realization that, if this was true, this knowledge coupled with some mistakes Bart had made years earlier might distract the police from searching for the real killer and lead them to look at Bart as a possible suspect. Marshall told me that they were looking at every possibility, which confirmed my fears.

After they left I fumbled my way into a wheelchair and rolled down to Bart’s room, where I found him asleep, as he seemed to be whenever I came to visit. It was as if he had crawled into a hole, trying to escape this nightmare. I asked his girlfriend (who had camped out at the hospital since the first morning) for a few minutes alone with my son.

“Bart, what were you thinking? You weren’t even in school? How could you lie to us about graduation?”

Bart seemed to forcibly pull himself out of some private hell as he sat up in his bed. The curtains were closed, and the room was dark. Gloom pervaded the atmosphere, with those areas just outside the edge of my vision in deepest shadow. At the time the thought did little more than register in my subconscious, but I would later recall this oppressive darkness and do much thinking about it. For now, my thoughts were focused on Bart. A momentary flicker of strange emotions danced in his eyes; he seemed to careen between grief, shame, regret, and fear.

“Dad, I’m so sorry! I didn’t want to tell you because I knew how much you and Mom were looking forward to my graduation. I just figured I could work it out and take the classes next semester, and nobody would know.”

“Nobody would know!” I was furious. “How would we not know? How would they let you graduate? How did you get into this mess in the first place?”

“Things were crazy at work all summer. Some guys quit, everybody was working long hours, and with school starting, I just didn’t have enough time. I’m so sorry! I decided to help at work and make up school in the spring.”

“Do you have any idea what you’ve done? Thanks to this ‘little’ lie about graduation, the police think you’re a suspect! In fact, right now you seem to be their only suspect. You weren’t in school, you told everyone you were graduating, and they think you arranged to have us killed to cover it up. Can you see how stupid that was? Your lie has done the impossible—it has made Tricia’s and Kevin’s deaths even worse because now the police think you were involved! Do you have any idea how bad this is?”

Years ago, on a bike ride, I saw a hawk fly right over me, so close I could almost touch it. Clutched within its talons was a field mouse, still alive. I saw the bird swoop up to its nest, bringing breakfast to her young; it would be impossible to forget the look of resignation and terror in the mouse’s eyes as he passed over me. For a moment I saw the same look in Bart’s eyes, but it was gone almost instantly, replaced with resolve.

“Dad, that’s nuts! I didn’t have anything to do with the shootings! I’m sorry about the lie, it just happened. I didn’t mean to lie to you and Mom—I was just afraid of what you would say, and I didn’t want to disappoint you. This will be okay.”

“I don’t know. I’m so mad now, I could spit! I’ve told you before: you cannot ever allow yourself to start lying again! Look at the consequences of this one! If you hadn’t told the lie about graduation, they would be looking elsewhere and might find the real killer before the trail gets cold. Now they’re wasting time on you, and who knows how long they’ll keep at it!”

After a while I calmed down, and I told him I loved him and that the police would soon realize nothing tied him to the shootings. I went back to my room, still angry, disappointed, and depressed. What would happen next?

As the days passed, two things happened: First, the investigation centered more and more on Bart as the mastermind of a plot to kill the rest of the family, assuming that his motives were greed and to cover up failures at school. Second, I came to realize that perhaps my life had been spared for a reason. God must have something important for me to do, because I could see no logical explanation for my still being alive. The bullet hit me well away from my right lung, and nearly six inches from my heart. The gunman couldn’t have been that bad a shot. Not at that close range.

It occurred to me that perhaps my purpose was to be God’s agent of guidance and instruction for Bart. If he was innocent, I would be the anchor he relied on as he weathered the storms of suspicion; I wouldn’t let him go through that horror alone. If he was guilty, I would be in a unique position to model God’s unconditional forgiveness and love. I might be the person God would use to soften Bart’s heart. And since I already had forgiven whoever was responsible, if Bart was guilty, he would be covered in a pure forgiveness, granted before I ever thought it might apply to my son. Either way, until I knew more, I would be nonjudgmental and supportive. While I couldn’t gloss over anything or minimize the consequences of any wrongs Bart might have committed, I still needed to show him that God forgives and that there is always hope.

Maybe I’m crazy. But I took comfort in knowing that I was doing what God wanted me to do. I like reading that line in the Bible about the wisdom of God being foolishness to man. Maybe a nut was exactly whom God intended to use.








Chapter 2

DUST TO DUST




DECEMBER 13, 2003

Bart and I were scheduled for back-to-back surgeries on Saturday morning. I joked with the nurses that my biggest concern was that they used the correct rods in the correct arms: if you held the X-rays from our respective wounds next to each other, they looked like mirror images. Bart’s left arm was affected, and my right; neither had exit wounds since both bullets had shattered upon impact and the pieces were scattered among the bone fragments. Our surgeon, Dr. Jeffrey Tucker, decided to insert a permanent titanium rod through the soft marrow of the humerus bone, and over time the fragments would fuse together around it. The rod would be attached by screws to the shoulder and the elbow, giving structural integrity to the arm until the healing was complete in about three months. Removing the dozen bullet fragments would have damaged the surrounding muscle tissue and created lots of scarring, so he left them in place. We became real bionic men.

DECEMBER 14—WELCOME HOME

Bart and I went home Sunday morning. As my brother Keith drove us into the neighborhood, we were met with an amazing sight: the trees in the esplanade and in most of the yards were wrapped with big yellow ribbons. They were everywhere. Tears rushed to my eyes, and I felt comforted but also apprehensive about how I would react when we got home. It felt surreal to consider walking up to the house in which we had lived for twenty years and passing through the front door where Tricia and Kevin had fallen. I wasn’t sure I could do it. Yet once again I had become emotionally numb and was only able to catalog the data, like some reconnaissance cyborg. I was a man detached, watching the movie of someone else’s life.

I made it past the entryway without trouble, only to be surprised that the house looked just as it had when we went to dinner four days and a lifetime ago. How amazing that it should be the same when everything else had changed.

I later learned that after the police completed their investigation, they turned the house over to an army of friends who decided they would not let us come home to bloodstained carpets. With the help of my insurance agent and donations from friends, they replaced the downstairs carpeting. Countless Christmas decorations had to be moved, including a fully decorated, eight-foot tree. A crew of women took about a hundred Polaroid pictures of everything so that when the new carpet was installed, they could put everything back just as it had been. Knowing how long it had taken us to decorate in the first place, I was amazed that they were able to do it all in just one day!

Friends continued to drop by for weeks, and I enjoyed seeing everyone except the television crews that sometimes camped out in the cul-de-sac. Food was everywhere, with more arriving all the time. My challenge was to find a place in the fridge for everything. For years I had attended a weekly Bible study with a group of guys; we called ourselves the FAT men (Faithful, Available, and Teachable), and that afternoon, after I awoke from a much-needed nap, six of the FAT men came by. They told me they were going to make sure that I was not alone: every night for a few weeks, one of them would sleep on my couch. So with all the food and people, Bart and I were going to be well supported.

The first night was strange. Besides Bart, half a dozen friends and family were there, and every light in the house was on. Suddenly I had a panic attack, terrified that the killer was outside, lurking in the dark shadows, watching us and waiting to finish what he had started. After all, the investigation had barely begun, and we had no clue as to the motive behind the shootings. The police didn’t think we had interrupted a burglary (what I had originally assumed) because none of the electronics, jewelry, or other valuables had been taken. I had no enemies that I knew of. I had been in the construction business for thirty years, and had the respect of vendors, clients, and even friendly competitors. I had no idea why this had happened. After suggesting that we close the curtains and avoid walking through any rooms that had unobstructed views to the outside, I tried to turn on the burglar alarm but was told that the police had disabled it—not because of any malfunction or matter of procedure but as the result of one officer’s curiosity.

It turns out that around three o’clock on the night of the shootings, as the crime scene crews were finishing their work, detectives were about to come downstairs when one of them stopped next to a panic button that I had installed when the house was built. I figured that if we ever had an intruder, we’d need to trip the alarm instantly. I had also installed one downstairs, in the master bedroom. The detectives had noticed it all evening but had no idea what it was for, and one of them finally gave in to curiosity and pushed the button. The alarm went off, shrieking at one hundred decibels, waking up the neighbors and starting every dog in the neighborhood barking. Since the police didn’t have the code to turn it off, they eventually located the horn and cut the wires—thus restoring peace but leaving us without a functioning alarm.

When I realized that we couldn’t turn it on, I felt horribly exposed. The police had told me to call if I ever became worried, so I asked them to send over an officer while I reconnected the siren. The policeman told me that they had boosted the patrols past our house, and the next day the Sugar Land Police Department responded to local concern by increasing their presence to the point of keeping a unit parked in the cul-de-sac around the clock for nearly two weeks. It helped everyone in our neighborhood to feel safer.

THE FUNERAL

On Monday evening a visitation was scheduled at the funeral home. Friends had told me that I didn’t need to attend, and since I wasn’t sure I was emotionally ready to be out in public with so many people, I had planned to spend a quiet evening at home.

But after a nap that afternoon, I was doing better and felt an obligation to attend. We had seen a few of the news reports on television, and (as attested by the yellow ribbons everywhere) the whole community was grieving. I decided to go so everyone would know that we were all right. Getting into a suit was tricky, since I no longer had the use of my dominant arm, but somehow I got a tie on and fixed my collar. Bart and I ended up staying at the funeral home for ninety minutes, and when we left, about two hundred people were still there. I had a rough time falling asleep that night, realizing that the funeral would be the next morning.

The day dawned absolutely beautifully: bright, clear, and cool. It was the kind of day on which Tricia would have persuaded me to join her on a long walk. But we would share no more of those. I had seen the last of her playful skipping or trying to trip me as she pointed out a bird. There would be no more sudden hand squeezes or hugs. For a moment the aching hole in my heart made me wish that the gunman had finished the job.

Promptly at nine o’clock, the car from the funeral home arrived to take us to Sugar Creek Baptist, which had been our church home for six years before our move to nondenominational River Pointe Community Church. The services couldn’t be held at River Pointe because its facilities weren’t large enough for the expected crowd. Sugar Creek, however, fit the needs well: the largest church in the Sugar Land area, it seated three thousand and had the internal television and audio equipment needed to provide a media feed for all the Houston news channels, which would broadcast the service live. The seating capacity was important since estimates predicted a crowd of nearly two thousand people. Family friend and high-profile defense lawyer Dan Cogdell commented that he had been to funerals for former governors with fewer attendees.

A large group of family members gathered in the waiting area behind the stage. We visited, drinking coffee and orange juice. I wandered around and couldn’t help but remember the last time I had been in that huge room.

It was the night Kevin graduated from high school, and the commencement had been held in the church. Before the ceremony, all the graduating seniors had gathered back there, and Tricia and I snuck in to get some pictures of the kids. Everyone was in high spirits, and Kevin joked that we needed to watch him as he stepped forward to get his diploma. Knowing Kevin’s penchant for practical jokes, I reminded him that he still hadn’t graduated and wasn’t home free yet. He laughed and told us not to worry—just watch. So when the ceremony reached the point where students were called up to receive their diplomas, we held our breaths, wondering what was coming. One by one his friends came forward, some with special-colored ropes hanging over their graduation gowns to signify their inclusion in the honor society or other academic accolades. Although Kevin had been his junior class president and was a leader in the school, he was ranked in the middle of his class scholastically, so he hadn’t received any such honor cords. But when his name was called, he stepped forward, grinning, with a six-foot white electrical extension cord draped over his shoulders. The superintendent and high school principal burst into laughter and just shook their heads. Typical Kevin.

And now we were in the same room, getting ready to tell him a final good-bye.

When the time came, the family was led into the foyer, and Tricia’s younger brother (and my business partner for years) suggested that Bart and I peek through one of the side doors at the crowd that was assembling; he felt we needed to be prepared for the numbers. I was surprised to see so many people.

We reached the main aisle and began the long walk down to the front. Two closed caskets sat there, blanketed in roses, and flower arrangements and sprays covered the stage. Months later I would learn that the police had hidden microphones among the flowers to record anything that might be said, in case someone involved in the shootings made a quiet statement to the deceased. We took our seats and the service began.

From the first day in the hospital, when my pastor and best friend, Matt Barnhill, talked to me about my wishes for the service, I had told him that I would leave the details up to him; so I wasn’t sure exactly how the service would go. About all I knew was that Kevin’s and Tricia’s friends had put together two videos and that Matt would lead the main part of the service. My only direct instructions to him were that the service should be a celebration, because I knew that Tricia and Kevin were in heaven. And I had requested that, if possible, Aaron Ivey be the featured vocalist. Tricia and I had known Aaron for several years and were impressed with his talent and character. He was the lead singer for Spur 58, a local Christian rock band that Kevin loved. Two years earlier, Kevin had brought the band to our family lake house for four days of writing music and horsing around in the water. Aaron had since moved to Nashville with his young wife to pursue a recording career, but thanks to some friends who picked up the tab, he was able to fly in for the service. So other than knowing that he was going to sing my favorite traditional hymn, “A Mighty Fortress Is Our God,” and Tricia’s favorite contemporary Christian song, “The Midnight Cry,” I didn’t know what to expect.

The service was more beautiful than I could have imagined: full of love, bittersweet humor and laughter, and remembrances of good times. Tricia’s Ladies’ Bible Study leader, Mary Willis, spoke of her, reminding us of her impish humor and infectious joy. Kevin’s oldest friend, Cale Donaldson, and Kevin’s best friend, Brittany Barnhill (Matt’s daughter, and the girl Tricia and I had secretly hoped would become Kevin’s wife), both spoke of him. When they were through and Aaron had finished singing, Matt delivered a beautiful message, barely keeping his composure. He spoke of how alike Tricia and Kevin had been in many ways, with their passion for serving others, their tender hearts, and especially their clever wit and zest for life. He shared how Tricia was the consummate hostess, not because of her endless supply of themed decorations and clever food preparations—although those were as much a part of her as her laughter—but because it was all done to honor her guests. She didn’t have a prideful or mean-spirited bone in her body and was concerned only with making her guests feel special and at home, never with showing off. As Matt said, whenever you did something with Tricia, it involved food and fun.

Matt then introduced the music and video presentations put together by Tricia’s and Kevin’s friends. They brought back so many memories: Tricia the kindergarten teacher on the school playground in her flannel pajamas for “Wear Pajamas to School Day”; Kevin on one of his World Changers mission trips to repair homes for poverty-stricken families in the Arkansas hills; Tricia astride her horse, the beloved Millie Diamond; head coach Kevin as he led the junior class girls to victory over the seniors in the Powder Puff Football Classic; Tricia and me in Austin, enjoying a surprise minivacation that Bart had bought for us at a charity auction; and many, many more, all precious.

The service closed with an open-mike opportunity for anyone who wanted to speak. Kevin’s friend John Flores told a story that typified Kevin’s craziness: Both boys were freshmen at Texas A&M when John borrowed a pair of Kevin’s dress slacks. A week later, Kevin came to pick them up, and when John opened his apartment door, there stood Kevin, in starched polo shirt, socks, dress shoes, and…a pair of brightly colored boxer shorts. He had walked all the way across campus in his underwear!

THE LONG DRIVE

The motorcade to the graveside was 250 cars long and must have wreaked havoc on local traffic as it wound through town to the cemetery. Following a short service and the two interments, a large crowd of family and friends stopped at Tricia’s mom’s home for lunch. Again I had entered that surrealistic zone where I could visit with everyone but felt detached and numb. At one point I even walked upstairs and stood in Tricia’s old bedroom, looking at pictures of her taken nearly thirty-five years earlier, when I first met her. How young we had both been! I thought about the five years we had dated and all the events that had been held in that house, including our wedding reception. I thought about the picture we had taken of three-year-old Kevin, snuggled up with his beloved “Papa” (Tricia’s late father, Bill) as they both slept away a Thanksgiving afternoon in Bill’s recliner. I felt a huge wave of sadness, loss, and envy as I suddenly had a vision of all three, once again together, snuggled up in the lap of our heavenly Father. I just stood there in her room, wishing I knew what to do next.

If I could have looked into the future and seen the storm clouds that were even then beginning to form, I might have savored that time of solitude; but as it was, all I felt was a profound sense of separation.

The morning after the funeral, I was restless, needing to do something, so I went to work and prepared the company paychecks. I knew that if I stood still, I would start remembering everything, and it was much easier to stay busy and keep those hounds at bay. Bart must have been feeling the same, because he came to work with me. Between the two of us, I got the checks cut. From that point on I would go to work almost every day, which I was able to justify because as comptroller, I had a lot of work to get done before the closing of the fiscal year.
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