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Praise for Embracing the Journey

“This book is filled with extraordinary levels of love and pain and humility and learning and grace and hope. Greg and Lynn McDonald—and Greg Jr.—have laid bare their story to give us a healing gift. May it be widely read.”

—John Ortberg, senior pastor, Menlo Park Presbyterian Church

“Every Christian parent of an LGBTQ child should read this book.”

—B. T. Harman, creator of Blue Babies Pink

“This book is great for parents, pastors, LGBTQ people, and anyone who wants to know how to move ‘gay’ from a long list of issues to a compelling story about a community and people group we need to know better and love generously. I pray this book and these people inspire you as much as they have me.”

—Alan Chambers, author of My Exodus: From Fear to Grace

“Writing with both confidence and vulnerability, the McDonalds have given us a much-needed resource that will help not only Christian parents of LGBTQ children but also the children themselves. For parents, Embracing the Journey provides a thoughtful guide to reconcile their faith with the reality of having an LGBTQ child. Children will benefit from seeing the journey from the other side, learning how to better appreciate the steps their parents may take.”

—David and Constantino Khalaf, authors of Modern Kinship: A Queer Guide to Christian Marriage

“It is terribly sad but obviously true that when conservative Christian parents discover that their child is LGBTQ, the default reaction is faith-based rejection. It takes a journey—a hard, brave, grace-filled journey—to move to a place not just of acceptance of the child but transformation of the parents and of their faith. Greg and Lynn McDonald have taken that journey. Their story is told in a riveting way here. This book should prove a compelling resource for many parents who are somewhere on that journey. More: I believe this book will save lives.”

—Rev. Dr. David P. Gushee, Distinguished University Professor of Christian Ethics, Mercer University, and author of Changing Our Mind

“The osmosis that will occur from reading this brave story will make you more like Jesus because of how passionate, honest, truthful, compassionate, and Christlike the McDonald family is. They’re building bridges of relationship, and we all could use more like them!”

—Clay Scroggins, lead pastor, North Point Community Church, and author of How to Lead When You’re Not in Charge

“An excellent resource . . . Greg and Lynn have created the book that LGBTQ people will be handing to their parents, asking them to read it so that families can be healed and the lives of LGBTQ people may thrive in relationship with God.”

—Kathy Baldock, executive director, Canyonwalker Connections, and author of Walking the Bridgeless Canyon
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To Greg Jr. for being so patient and so filled with grace

To Connie and Matt, who have been so supportive of our journey

To Ed Dobson, who departed prematurely and whose wisdom and counsel put us on a trajectory to bring healing and restoration to our family



Authors’ Note




Throughout this book, we use the phrase LGBTQ to refer to the broad community of people who are lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer, and/or questioning—essentially, all those whose sexual orientation or gender identity falls outside the majority experience.



Foreword




Dear Mom and Dad,

Thank you. My entire life you have stressed the importance of good manners and social etiquette with me. When I was little, you taught me to say “please” when I asked for something and “thank you” once I had received it. Now that I am a fully grown adult, I realize that I haven’t always used my manners when communicating with you. Please allow me to properly thank you for everything you have done for me, and everything I know you will continue to do.

Thank you for sharing our family’s story with others.

Thank you for your honesty.

Thank you for building bridges between the LGBTQ community, their families, and God.

Thank you for your boldness to speak out against the things that you refuse to accept.

Thank you for your bravery.

Thank you for making me stubborn. If I wasn’t stubborn, I doubt that your ministry or this book would have ever happened.

Thank you for not letting my abrasive words discourage you.

Thank you for being patient with me.

Thank you for loving me in spite of my numerous faults.

Thank you for loving me and my sister equally.

Thank you for not giving up on having a relationship with me.

Thank you for not kicking me out of the house once you learned that I was gay.

Thank you for removing fear from the equation within our relationship.

Thank you for not trying to change me.

Thank you for not sending me to gay conversion therapy.

Thank you for no longer attempting to “pray the gay away.”

Thank you for accepting me as I am.

Thank you for never treating me like I am an embarrassment to you or our family.

Thank you for teaching me how to treat others with respect.

Thank you for demonstrating your compassion for others every day.

Thank you for giving me an empathetic heart.

Thank you for going to places and meeting people who are different from you.

Thank you for being slow to judge and quick to listen.

Thank you for reflecting your faith in a positive light with my friends.

Thank you for acting as surrogate parents to my LGBTQ friends, who years later still refer to you as McMom and McDad.

Thank you for continuing to be McMom and McDad for people in or connected to the LGBTQ community whom I have never met.

Thank you for welcoming the people I love into our family.

Thank you for putting me in contact with all the pastors and counselors who reassured me that it was okay that I am gay and a Christian.

Thank you for encouraging me to use the gifts that God has given me.

Thank you for always being my biggest cheerleaders.

Thank you for giving me the opportunity to be a part of your ministry.

Thank you for praying for me.

Thank you for encouraging my spiritual growth.

Thank you for continuing to love and support me.

Thank you for making me the man I am today.

I pray that God will use your story to mend broken relationships.

I pray that God will bless you for your efforts to help heal other hurting families.

I pray that God will protect you from people who may be angered by your ministry and your story.

I pray that God will soften their hearts and open their minds.

I pray that God will shield you from any misguided hatred.

I pray that God will not let you become discouraged.

I thank God that you are fighting the good fight.

I thank God that our relationship has been reconciled.

I thank God that you are my parents.

Love,

Greg McDonald Jr.



Preface




    Embracing the Journey

For most of our lives, we lived near Lake Michigan. We both grew up playing in the water, and when we had our own family, we spent countless weekends and summer breaks in Harbor Springs, a quaint, Norman Rockwell–like community tucked along the lake’s northeast shore. As Gordon Lightfoot says, Lake Michigan’s “islands and bays are for sportsmen,” and so we kept a boat there and spent hours on the crystal-clear water.

We quickly learned the importance of having a nautical chart or map any time we were on an unfamiliar part of the lake. If we found ourselves in new territory without anything to guide us, we had to stay on constant alert, standing on the bow of the boat and watching for hazards or currents that might take us somewhere we didn’t want to go. After a few tense experiences like that, literally sailing blindly through the fog, we learned the value of being prepared. There were plenty of times when a depth chart warned us about an underwater obstacle that was invisible to the naked eye, or a map guided us to safety when a storm blew in and visibility disappeared.

It should be no surprise, then, that when we found out our son was gay, one of the first things we did was go to a bookstore, looking for some kind of map to guide us. (This was back in 2001, before the internet brought bookstores to our fingertips.) We’d been Christians for almost twenty years by that point, and so we first went to every Christian bookstore in Grand Rapids. When that didn’t work, we went to the biggest bookstore in town. We wanted—no, we needed—some kind of help to navigate a situation like ours in a Christlike, Bible-honoring, church-serving way.

You know what we found? Nothing. The books about homosexuality back then all seemed to be written with some kind of political agenda, either from the left or the right. There was nothing personal about how to live as a family. There wasn’t a single book available to help us understand how to navigate the turbulent and uncharted waters we found ourselves in as the Christian parents of a gay son.

We asked our pastor if he could introduce us to a family that was walking a similar path. Perhaps they could warn us about potential obstacles in the fog. You know what he told us? In a church of five thousand people, the pastor only knew of one family with a gay child, and he didn’t think they would be willing to talk.

That’s pretty much how it was for the next decade. We felt like we were on our own. The loudest voices in the American evangelical church community—a place where we otherwise felt accepted and loved, and where we grew personally and spiritually—were waging war against what they called the “gay agenda.” Their messages often ignored families like ours, the frontline soldiers in their pews. Even talking about our situation made a lot of our closest Christian friends uncomfortable. Meanwhile, the gay community, understandably feeling attacked, alienated themselves from any conversation about God, let alone any genuine relationship with his followers; for many of them, all Bible believers were hypocrites and bigots.

There we were, in the middle of a storm without a map to help us to love our son, love God, and love the church all at the same time. We had no guidance for how to reconcile a lifetime of messages about the dangers of homosexuality with the reality of the person right in front of us. And, as Greg Jr. likes to remind us, we made plenty of mistakes. If there was something that we could do wrong, we probably did it.

But slowly, with a lot of hard work and God’s grace, things started to change. We started to change. Our relationship with our son started to change. Today, the storms have quieted, and the sun has come out. To our surprise, we realized that we had charted a map of sorts for those who found themselves in these waters after us.

It started with an occasional phone call from a friend of a friend whose child had come out. They needed someone to help them process how to respond. It grew to mentoring dozens of parents one-on-one, and then facilitating small groups in our home, and then speaking to church groups and conventions across the country. We eventually started a ministry called Embracing the Journey, and we now share our story with thousands of people, from evangelical church leaders to gay teenagers, to help them better understand families like ours and embrace the “entire body of believers.”

When we were just getting started, long before the outline of a future ministry started to take shape, a good friend asked us, “Are you ready to be the face of this?” In other words, are you willing to put yourself on the firing line between the church and the LGBTQ communities? To potentially be attacked on one side for not being open enough, and on the other for not being conservative enough?

The question made us pause. Were we ready? We’re far from perfect role models. There are plenty of questions we still can’t answer. Are we really the best spokespeople for how a family can grow and embrace their own journey?

But the counter question seemed stronger: if it wasn’t us, then who would it be? God had led us through a series of experiences that put us in a unique place of understanding. How could we not use our journey to help others?

Because if we know one thing, it is that this is a journey. Our relationships with family, with friends, and even with God grow and change over time. We aren’t the same people we were thirty-five years ago when we first became parents, and we’re not the same people we were eighteen years ago, when we found out our son was gay. To get where we are today, we needed to go through all of the places, and emotions, in between. Eighteen years ago there was nothing about parenting a gay son that we wanted to “embrace.” But now that’s our whole ministry. We’ve learned to love the life God gave us, and we’re now called to help others do so as well.

We’ve sat with mothers and fathers who approach this unexpected (and, let’s be honest, often undesired) change in their family’s life with grace and peace, and with others who feel their emotions boil over into anger, betrayal, or pain. We’ve sat with couples as they work through how to parent LGBTQ children transitioning, marrying, and having children, as well as suffering alienation, breakups, illness, and hate crimes. We know parents who turned their backs on their children, or on their church, or on God himself. We’ve also seen plenty of families who grew closer to one another and to God.

Yes, parenting is a journey, and being the Christian parent of a son or daughter who is LGBTQ is a very specific kind of journey. But it’s one that, finally, doesn’t have to be undertaken alone.

Most people, in our experience, navigate a three-part pattern as they move through unsought and unexpected events of life, including the discovery that your child is different than you expected.

First, we fear, then we survive, and finally we are ready to thrive.

Here’s what we mean: As parents, we want the best possible life for our child—a life full of safety, security, and healthy relationships. As Christian parents, we pray that our child will build a strong, eternal relationship with God. But when a son or daughter comes out as lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, or queer/questioning, many of those pictures we’ve imagined disintegrate into dust. The dreams we once held for our child’s future may seem shattered. Most of us first react, on some level, out of fear. There’s a feeling of free-falling. This is all new, foreign territory, full of threats we’ve probably never considered. Did we do something wrong to make our child like this? Did God do something to make our child like this? Can they live a spiritually and emotionally fulfilling life this way? How will others treat them? How will others treat us? What will it do to our son or daughter’s spiritual life? Are they abandoning us? Are they abandoning God? Are we abandoning God if we support our child?

As you’ll see in the chapters that follow, we asked all these questions and a lot more. For us, at first, God didn’t make sense. Our child didn’t make sense. We found ourselves isolated, alone with a secret and alienated from a child we loved while he sorted through his own questions and decisions. It was a season of high emotions that revolved around a “high-voltage” topic, and it came with more questions than answers.

To be honest, in that painful early season, we had no desire to go on the journey God laid out for us. And we’re not alone. Many parents confide that, in the initial shock of their life change, it feels like this is all a great big mistake, a cosmic accident that gave them a damaged child. The anger, and the temptation to lash out and say or do painful things, is strongest for most of us in those early years.

Yet panic only lasts for so long. Eventually our family moved to a kind of place where we could survive long term. It was uncomfortable to accept, but this was our family’s new normal, and it was full of decisions about how we would live. Would we tell our friends? Would our church support us? Would our church support our son?

For Christian parents, the tension between their faith and their child’s identity may be strongest here. Many families we know lost friends, and sometimes their whole church community, when they chose to accept their child’s identity. Others distanced themselves from their children, physically or emotionally or both. If parents maintain a connection with their LGBTQ son or daughter at all, conversations at first can become either tense or shallow. As we’ll show you, there were long years with Greg Jr. where we were either arguing or retreating to just the “news, sports, and weather.”

As children age and become adults themselves, the survival of the relationship shifts with them. Parents who are in this uncomfortable place often face a steady stream of individual choices: How do you handle the choices that come with an adult child living independently? How do you handle their relationships? The potential of their eventual marriage? What happens if they have children of their own?

We didn’t recognize it at the time, but those years of survival were teaching us how to relate to Greg Jr. as an adult, and often it was only our son’s patience and willingness to let us stumble that saved our relationship. We loved our son, but we also felt like it was our job to “fix” his spiritual life and to bring him—willing or not—back to what we had decided was God’s plan for him.

Finally, with much prayer and through God’s grace, our family’s journey ended in a place where we graduated from fear, and from surviving, and we learned to embrace our journey, our life, and the family that God has given us. Without giving up God, or the church, or our faith, we learned to thrive in this new territory.

There were several things that helped us break through from a place of survival to the place where we are now, and we’ll share those in the chapters that follow. Mostly, we’ll focus on telling you the unvarnished truth of our own story, because we believe that people learn best through seeing examples. But at the end of each chapter, we’ll also provide a summary for parents of “What We Learned,” drawing out key learnings and principles that may help you in your own lives.

We understand that every situation, and every family, is unique. But when you’re in the middle of uncharted and choppy waters, having the support of someone who’s navigated the area before can be lifesaving. So, if you’re curious how a Christian parent and an LGBTQ child can build a healthy relationship, this is how we found our way through. This is what happened when two middle-aged, white, evangelical Christians decided to open our doors, and then our hearts, to the LGBTQ community.

Today, we understand that God uniquely designed us to be Greg Jr.’s parents, just as much as he designed us for our daughter, Connie. We’re experiencing a deeper, richer, more authentic relationship with Christ and with the people who he’s put in our path. We have a relationship of love and respect with our son, now an adult, and lasting friendships with the people who Christ brought into our path because of Greg Jr. We have found our purpose in life through this journey.

What follows is our experience learning how to love our son, and love God, and love our church, even when those three seemed to be at odds with one another. We hope that it offers you hope for reconciliation and flourishing in your own faith and family, whatever that may look like.

This is the book we were hoping to find in that bookstore back in 2001, and the guide that hundreds of parents tell us they’re desperate for today.

Take from it what you will. We’re going to be honest about our mistakes, and also about the ways God has built something beautiful despite them.

Parenting is a journey to be embraced, whether your child is gay or straight, tall or short, athletic or clumsy. None of this has caught God by surprise. This is the child God chose specifically for us. And he did so for a reason.

We prayed for God to change our son. Instead, he changed us.

We’re grateful every day that we have the privilege of being Greg Jr.’s parents.


    
Part 1




    
FEAR




1




“Are You?”

Greg



IT WAS A SUNNY Saturday in 2001, and the summer sun warmed the air around our home beside the Thornapple River in beautiful western Michigan. Lynn and I were getting ready to leave for the farmers’ market in downtown Grand Rapids, one of our favorite things to do on the weekends.

But something kept bothering me. As Lynn gathered our shopping baskets for the market, I asked her to wait for me for a minute. “I want to check something,” I said vaguely as I jogged down the stairs to Greg Jr.’s bedroom.

A few weeks before, I had been at lunch with my good friend Dan, who was a pastor. We met every Friday for years in an accountability relationship. Dan had recently confided that he’d found his teenage son, who was about the same age as Greg Jr., looking at porn on the internet. The thought had been nagging at me ever since.

“Surfing the web” was still a relatively new idea back then. But I kept thinking about the desktop computer Greg Jr. had in his room, which we’d bought so that he could do schoolwork. Was he using it for anything else? This was the best chance I’d have to check it out. Greg Jr. was at work as a server at a local restaurant, and Lynn was distracted. I didn’t want to worry her if I didn’t have to.

I sat down at my son’s desk and found that the computer was already on. Dan had explained to me how to check a browser’s history to see what websites my son visited, and there it was.

The idea of my seventeen-year-old son looking at porn didn’t shock me. I’d been looking at porn myself since I was about eight years old, when I’d snuck up behind my dad’s recliner one night and discovered that he had a Playboy tucked inside the oversized Life magazine he was pretending to read. Once I knew what I was looking for, it wasn’t hard to find his whole stash of magazines. I shared them with my friends, and then when I was old enough, I bought my own. Thirty years later, it was a temptation that still followed me.

But this website wasn’t the kind of porn I was used to. There were two men on the screen, and no women.

A vise closed around my heart. My son—my only son, whom I was crazy about—was looking at gay porn. And he was doing it a lot, based on what I could see in the history.

Slowly, reluctantly, I called for Lynn. I think she could see it on my face before I said the words.

“Greg’s been looking at porn.”


Lynn




IN THAT SECOND, AS I looked at my husband’s pain-filled expression, all I could think was Let it be women. Don’t let it be one of those websites.

Yes, my first thought on hearing that my son was looking at porn was a hope that it would be “just” heterosexual porn. Which tells you, I guess, that the news that our son was gay wasn’t a total surprise. But we’ll talk about that more later.

Greg stepped away from the computer, and I saw the screen. Those weren’t women.

I knew what I was looking at, but I still tried to deny it. “Maybe it was an accident,” I started, turning to my husband with tears already forming in my eyes, begging him to give me a way out. “Maybe it was one of Greg Jr.’s friends who came over and used the computer.”

Please, Jesus, let it be someone else’s kid.

Greg didn’t answer me, but from his expression I knew that wasn’t it.

“Maybe . . .” But I had already run out of maybes.

My sweet, sensitive, tenderhearted boy—my artist, always surrounded by gorgeous girls but never dating them—had been hiding something from us. Something I’d been told could cost him his soul.

The tears were falling heavy now. “What are we going to do?” I whispered.


Greg




WE HAD STUMBLED INTO one of the most pivotal moments of parenting that we would ever have—the kind that can define, or break, a parent-child relationship for years to come.

Every parent has dreams for their child. We stare into infant eyes and try to imagine this little human as an adult. We picture sports games and first dates and graduations and weddings and grandchildren. But things rarely play out just as we imagine, do they? There are calls from the principal. Medical diagnoses. Failed tests and tryouts. Personality conflicts. A grandchild is born before a wedding. A graduation never happens. Sometimes a child’s dreams or desires carry them far from home, either physically or spiritually.

Between 3 percent and 20 percent of parents in the United States (depending on which surveys you believe) will, like us, need to adjust to the idea that the person our child dreams of dating or marrying is probably not the gender we imagined for them back when they were babies. And at least another 1 percent of parents will learn that their child experiences gender dysphoria, which means that when they look in a mirror, the gender of the person they see doesn’t match the gender they feel they are emotionally and psychologically.

Those are pretty big dreams to readjust.

Christianity and Western culture put a lot of importance on a person’s gender and sexuality. The first words we hear when a child is born are “It’s a boy” or “It’s a girl,” and from that moment, certain expectations are set. So even for liberal, progressive parents, discovering that “my child is gay” or “my child is transgender” can feel at first like someone pulled the rug out from under them, because it pushes them to see their child through a lens they didn’t have before. And for those of us who live in traditional families, attend traditional churches, and surround ourselves with traditional family values, finding out that our child is gay or transgender can feel like a major earthquake.

Lynn



WHEN WE TALK ABOUT that moment, the one when we go from not knowing to knowing, many of the parents we meet say something like, “In an instant, my child—the person I’d known their whole life—seemed like a stranger to me.”

When our understanding of a person shifts in a radical way, it’s easy to start to think that our child isn’t anything like we imagined they would be. We forget about the books or movies they love, or the way they play with their younger siblings, or the inside jokes we share at the dinner table. All we see is this big, flashing sign that says that they’re different.

For many parents, especially those who didn’t suspect anything was different until The Moment, it feels at first like a betrayal. We’ve been living for years with one family, and now someone—our child? Society? God?—just pulled a nasty switch on us and gave us someone else.

It’s hard to adjust to a surprise like that.


Greg




I WAS TORN. ON one hand, I wanted to wait until Greg Jr. returned from work and demand that he explain himself, right then. I was itching for a confrontation and to bring this into the open.

On the other hand, I knew enough about parenting by then to understand that doing that could destroy our relationship beyond repair.

My tendency, like that of many parents, is to focus on myself when I get upset. Thank God that by this time in my life I’d learned the hard way what happened when my temper did the talking.

When all of the raging feelings fill us, too often we react first and think later. We want to express our anger toward the person who caused it. We want that person to know that they’ve done wrong. We want to take all our negative feelings and dump them on someone else, even if that person is a family member we love like crazy.

Looking for that kind of release is a natural human temptation, but when we act in the heat of the moment, it’s easy to say things that we haven’t thought through and things we don’t really mean. And those things can cause serious damage.

Lynn and I know dozens of LGBTQ adults and their parents who still bear scars, years later, from painful words shared in the heat of the moment.

How could you do this to me?

I’m embarrassed by you.

I can’t look at you.

I raised you better than this.

I wish you’d never been born.

Yes, parents say these things and so much worse.

That Saturday afternoon, seeing the porn on my son’s computer, I was definitely tempted to confront Greg Jr. right away. But my relationship with my son was one of the most important things in my life, and Lynn and I both immediately understood that this conversation would be the single biggest thing that had ever happened to him and would set the tone between us for years to come.

We needed to approach this carefully in order to protect the relationship. But instead of confronting Greg Jr. when he came home, we did what we often did when we struggled for the answers to life’s questions: we called our pastor.

For eleven years, Lynn and I had been members of Calvary Church in Grand Rapids, an evangelical congregation led by a phenomenal teacher named Ed Dobson. Over the years, we’d become friends with Ed and his wife, Lorna, and often turned to them for guidance on both spiritual and practical matters. We trusted him totally—not because of his title, but because of how well we knew his heart and the patient, steady love he showed everyone in his congregation.

Lynn



AS MUCH AS OUR world felt rocked, we knew that Saturday was one of Ed’s days off, and Sunday was his busy day, full of services and committee meetings. Not wanting to interrupt him, we agreed to wait.

That weekend was excruciating. I basically went to bed, curled up in the fetal position, and stayed there. I could hear Greg trying to act casual when he ran into our son in the kitchen. “Mom’s not feeling well” was all he said. Greg Jr., who was a teenager and also used to some tension in the house, just shrugged. If he sensed that the shift in mood was about him, he never let on.

First thing Monday morning, we called Ed’s office, and something about the tone in Greg’s voice must have told his secretary how important this was. Ed made time for us right away. As we drove toward the church, my mind fixed on a single question.

How could I choose between loving my child or loving God?

Because if Greg Jr. was gay, I was convinced I would have to give one of them up.

For years I’d heard the preachers on the radio and on TV talking about the “abomination” of homosexuality, and the dangers of the “gay lifestyle.” I’d read the verse in 1 Corinthians that said that believers should “not associate with anyone who bears the name of brother if he is guilty of sexual immorality.” Our family lived in a very homogeneous, very conservative community. Most Christians I knew would never, ever be friends with someone who was gay. That, to them—and to me, at the time—was a sin too horrible, a lifestyle too foreign to be endured.

But this wasn’t a friend. This was my son.

As I lay in bed that weekend, I kept praying, over and over, “Let this be a dream. Don’t make us do this. We can’t do this alone. My son needs help. We need help.”

Would God really ask me to give him up?

Never to share a meal with him, hug him, wish him happy birthday, or have any influence in his life?

When we arrived at Ed’s office, I was gasping for air, crying so hard I could hardly talk.

Greg



LYNN WAS A MESS. The pain in my own heart made it hard to take a breath, and I struggled with my words. Ed greeted us in the office lobby and silently offered us big, generous hugs. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d felt so broken and lost.

Ed wasn’t a very tall man; I think he was about five feet four inches. I’d recently teased him about whether he needed a boost to get into my Ford Expedition. That morning in his office I remember thinking that he looked particularly tiny as he sat there behind his desk, like a kid who needed a booster seat to be tall enough to reach the table. But behind his small stature was a giant heart and one of the most grounded people we knew.

I wish that every parent in our position could have a pastor like Ed. He knew and loved Greg Jr. He knew and loved us. And he knew Jesus better than anyone I’d ever met. As I told him our story and what we’d found, his eyes never wavered. He never winced.
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