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Prologue

“You can’t leave me!” Deborah yelled at Lynox, spittle flying from her mouth. She looked like a madwoman. She felt like a madwoman. Her hair was in disarray, and perspiration had beaded up on her forehead. It was a wonder she didn’t have foam caked up in the corners of her mouth. She was acting rabid, like the victim in a science fiction horror movie who had failed to escape the vicious plague that was attacking all of Earth. 

She needed help; that was no longer the million-dollar question. The question now was, why hadn’t she gotten the help she so desperately needed, or rather, why hadn’t she continued getting the help she’d once been receiving? For a minute there she had felt that she’d been doing so well that she didn’t need any help. There had always been the possibility that if she fell back into her slump again, she could just pick up where she’d left off in her treatment. Not only had some of her old traits reared their ugly heads, but she was far worse off now than she had ever been before. What had started off as a manageable snowball was now an avalanche. If Lynox didn’t get out of the way, he’d be buried alive underneath it.

“I can leave you, I am leaving you, and I’m taking the kids with me,” was Lynox’s reply to his wife’s statement.

So now not only was her husband leaving her, but he was also taking their two sons with him? The rage that welled up in Deborah’s being was uncontrollable. That didn’t come as any surprise. She’d lost jurisdiction over her emotions a long time ago. At first, when her life had seemed to be getting hectic, she had managed somewhat. She’d hidden the darkness under the beam of an invisible flashlight. Outsiders couldn’t see the darkness or the object projecting the false lighting. But then, emotionally, it had felt as if one thing was piling on top of the other. Anger issues. Depression. Anxiety. The need to be in control. Compulsion for order. There had been times, after researching the term, when she’d even thought she might be bipolar. Heck, maybe she had been experiencing a little bit of all of them, which was a recipe for disaster. With her husband standing in front of her, a suitcase in hand, and threatening to leave her, it looked like the recipe had been followed to a tee, and now the timer on the oven was sounding. It was done. Over. Finished. Kaput. 

“Why are you doing this?” Deborah cried out. “Why are you hurting me?” Deborah stood there, blocking the closed bedroom door. She’d already told Lynox that he was leaving over her dead body. Those hadn’t merely been desperate words flung out of her mouth. She’d meant it.

“I was hurting you when I was pampering and pacifying you, instead of making you go do something about it,” Lynox told her.

“So now what?” Deborah raised her arms and then allowed them to fall to her sides. “You call this helping me?”

Lynox shook his head. “No. I call this giving you the opportunity to help yourself.” Lynox slowly walked toward his wife. It pained him so much to see her like this. He didn’t understand how a person’s emotions and behavior could shift so erratically. Why was it that he and Deborah could experience the best night in the world, but then Deborah would wake up mad at the world? Or how could one little thing that threw her off schedule or was out of order send her on a rampage?

Although Deborah loved her job as a literary agent and an editor, it was hard for Lynox to tell sometimes. Getting steady, good-paying projects was every freelance editor’s dream. But as an agent, sometimes Deborah could get overwhelmed by submissions or needy authors. So when all her projects collided or piled on top of one another, she often operated out of fear of not getting done what she already had on her plate before another healthy portion was served up. When Deborah was working on one project, her mind would already be on the next one, and the one after that. God forbid Lynox or the children needed her to do something for them. She’d bite their heads off just for asking.

For Deborah, there were instances when she felt pangs of guilt for feeling as though she’d put her job before her family. She’d be regretful, which would make her feel like less than a good wife and mother, sending her into a bout of depression. Everything about her life was like a double-edged sword, and now she was cutting up. Lynox had already received one wound too many. It was time for him to go, but Deborah wasn’t going to allow that without putting up a fight.

“I promise I’ll be better,” Deborah pleaded, looking into her man’s eyes. “I’ll do whatever you want me to do.” Deborah bounced up and down like a child begging her parent to buy her something from the ice-cream truck.

Lynox rested his hands on Deborah’s shoulders. The gesture was both to comfort her and to make her stop bouncing. He could see that his leaving was eating her up. He was afraid. He really didn’t know what his wife would do after he walked out that door, but he was more afraid of what might happen if he didn’t.

“Don’t you get it, baby? I don’t want you to do whatever I want you to do. I want you to do what you need to do. You need help, and unless you feel that you need help and you get that help for yourself, things won’t get better.”

Lynox was right. The way Deborah stared into his eyes with no rebuttal was silent proof that she agreed. Still, if she did get help, she wanted him to be there by her side during the process. 

“I will be getting help for myself because I want to,” Deborah said. “But I’d be lying if I said that I wasn’t doing it for the family too. I know if I’m better, then you guys will be better,” she said. Made sense too, because when she wasn’t happy, nobody was happy. Her misery seemed to eject from her pores, bringing everyone in the house down or forcing them to walk on eggshells. Even her nine-month-old son was whiny and cranky when Deborah was having a bad day or just a bad moment even. 

“I will support you,” Lynox said. “For the sake of our children and our marriage, I will support you.”

Deborah exhaled a gasp of hot air. “Oh, yes. God, thank you!” Deborah threw her arms around Lynox and cried. This time hers were tears of joy and relief. She gripped his shirt, holding on to him as if she never wanted to let go. She didn’t want to let go.

“But I’ll just be doing it from another address.”

Instantly, Deborah’s demeanor changed. She stiffened, and her tears of joy seemed to stop midway down her cheeks. She pulled back from Lynox but still gripped his shirt. “You’re dying to go out there and be with her, aren’t you?” Deborah glared at Lynox. “That’s what your leaving is really about.”

“Be with whom, Deborah?” Lynox noticed that Deborah’s eyes were turning wild. “No. You know what? I’m not even about to do this with you. Not again.” Lynox removed Deborah’s hands from his shirt and walked over to the door. He turned to face Deborah. “Call me when you get some help . . . for real this time.” He opened the door, his back now to Deborah.

He should have thought twice about turning his back on Deborah. The Beats Pill speaker crashing against the door, missing Lynox’s head by inches, was proof of that. Lynox held the doorknob. He gripped it tightly, causing the palm of his hand to turn red. The veins in his hand were pulsating. He squeezed his eyes shut so hard that he got an instant headache. It was like déjà vu all over again from only a couple of months ago. He had to get out of there before things got physical, like they had the last time. He still carried far too much regret from that night to pile on more. He opened his eyes and took two steps out the door.

“You took vows. You said you would be with me until death do us part,” Deborah shouted at Lynox’s back.

Deborah’s words stopped Lynox in his tracks. He turned around and faced his wife. “The death of what, though, Debbie? The death of being in love? The death of trust? Given how our marriage is disintegrating, the death of one of us? How many things have to die, things that are supposed to be the foundation of our marriage, before the marriage itself dies?”

Deborah had no reply for her husband. Sure, the vows they’d each read from the Bible and exchanged included the words “till death do us part.” But Lynox was right. Their vows didn’t specifically say that this death was the physical death of the husband or the wife. So many things had already died, some that probably couldn’t even be resuscitated. Deborah was willing to ride this thing out, though, until the wheels fell off. That was easy for her to say, considering that she was the one wearing them down until they did.

How had things gotten this bad? They were at the point of no return. And now she feared that once Lynox walked out that door, he wouldn’t return. She wouldn’t be able to live with herself knowing that she was the cause of her marriage being over, the cause of her family being split. She couldn’t live like that. She couldn’t live without Lynox. She couldn’t live without her family together as one. She couldn’t live. She wouldn’t. So allowing Lynox to walk out that door and go on with his life, leaving her on her own to bear such devastation, wasn’t an option. So Deborah did what she had to do to stop the pain before it ever hit. 

Chapter 1

A few months prior . . .

“Would you know what crazy looked like if you saw it?” Deborah said as she sat on her therapist’s couch. It was a different therapist than the one she’d seen regularly almost two years ago.

Prior to her arriving for her first visit with this particular therapist, Deborah had, once again, pictured the stereotypical couch in a shrink’s office. Her old therapist had had a leather one. She figured almost every therapist would offer his or her patients a couch. She’d also pictured herself being the stereotypical patient, lying on a couch and pouring out her life story to a stranger. The previous therapist had never even got a quarter of Deborah’s life story before she stopped seeing her.

So here Deborah was once again, taking another stab at it. She’d share her deepest and darkest moments with someone who wouldn’t judge her. Well, he might judge her, but it would go against all his professional ethics to do so verbally . . . to her face. No, he’d save it for pillow talk with his significant other. Deborah was okay with that. What she wasn’t okay with was lying down on the couch on which now she sat. It looked like a tweed couch someone had salvaged from the curb on trash pickup day. It gave Deborah the heebie-jeebies. Her skin crawled as she imagined all the unseen bedbugs that might be getting comfortable on her clothing. On top of whatever the outrageous therapy bill might be, there would be an exterminating bill. 

All this better be worth it, she thought. She had said she would never get to the point in her life where she had to see a therapist again, and now she felt so foolish, having done exactly that. She felt like a failure, like her past treatments, efforts, and prayers had all been in vain. Here she was, back at square one, after she’d come so far. That was one of the reasons she had decided to try a new therapist. She didn’t want the old one to think that she was a loser who couldn’t keep it together. And that was the same reason why she hadn’t told her husband anything about this appointment. “Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell.” Sure that policy had once been meant for the military and not for marriages, but if the shoe fit . . .

Deborah had chosen this therapist because she’d heard he was one of the best psychiatrists in town. Word in the industry was that if he couldn’t help put all the nuts and bolts in place, then the patient was pretty much broken for life. God, Deborah hoped she could be fixed. Walking around broken, whether physically or mentally, amounted to less than a good quality of life.

This MD had been officially back to practicing for only a few months, but he had been highly recommended by one of the sisters at Deborah’s church, New Day Temple of Faith. As a matter of fact, it was her fellow church member’s praise report and testimony about what he’d done to help her situation with her ex-husband and his birth mother that had penetrated Deborah’s spirit and given her the impetus to seek him out.

“Why would you ask that? If I’d know what crazy looked like if I saw it?” Dr. Vanderdale asked Deborah as he sat behind his old wooden desk. It looked as though it, once upon a time, might have been sitting on the curb, right next to the couch. When he had decided to start practicing again, he had had his old office furniture brought out of storage, rather than buying new items to furnish his office. It made him feel like he’d never stopped practicing. He’d had it all professionally cleaned, dusted, and polished, though. “Do you think you are crazy?”

“Isn’t that why people like me come to see people like you?” Deborah asked legitimately. She had done her research when initially trying to find a therapist. She had needed to know what the difference was between a clinical therapist, a psychiatrist, a counselor, and a psychologist. When all was said and done, she hadn’t been able to grasp 100 percent how one could help her more than the other, and so she’d gone for the one who could write prescriptions. Because she had been about a day away from trying to find a street drug to get her mind right. 

“Growing up, I was always told that people who go see shrinks also get a monthly check,” Deborah said.

Dr. Vanderdale squinted his eyes and shifted his head slightly to the side to signify that he wasn’t quite sure he understood what Deborah was trying to say.

“You know, a Social Security check?” Deborah determined by the expression on Dr. Vanderdale’s face that he still didn’t get it. “Mental disability check.” Deborah took her index finger and twirled it at her temple. “You know . . . cuckoo.”

Dr. Vanderdale nodded his understanding. “Ahh, I get it.” He chuckled. “I know there is a stigma attached to seeking therapy, especially in the African American community.”

Deborah gave Dr. Vanderdale the side eye. “And you would know this because . . .” Given Dr. Vanderdale’s blond hair, which had some gray peeking out, pale face, and green eyes, Deborah couldn’t imagine this man knew anything about what went on in the African American community. Not giving Dr. Vanderdale the opportunity to respond, Deborah added, “Oh, I get it. Knowing that was part of your professional research and studies. If you are going to try to help African American patients, I suppose you would need to know a little bit about them.”

“That too, I suppose,” Dr. Vanderdale said, “but mainly because I’ve worked with quite a number of African Americans in the past. On top of that, I have two African American granddaughters.”

Just then everything clicked in Deborah’s head. “Oh, yes, that’s right. Paige’s girls.” 

Dr. Vanderdale was the former father-in-law of Paige, the church member who had referred Deborah. Even though his son, who had once been married to Paige, had passed away, Paige still remained close with the family. Her oldest daughter was from a previous relationship with a black man, while her youngest daughter had been fathered by Dr. Vanderdale’s son. The Vanderdales made no distinctions between the two. They were both their grandchildren, no matter what.

Dr. Vanderdale nodded his head. “Yes, Adele and Norma are Grandpa’s little princesses.” His face lit up, like that of any proud grandpa. He turned the five-by-seven picture he had sitting on his desk in Deborah’s direction so that she could get a good look.

The girls were two of the sweetest kids at the church. They made Deborah want to try for a little girl. But, heck, she could hardly handle the two boys she had. Deborah looked at the picture and admired the creamy, light caramel complexion of Norma, the youngest girl, and the deep chocolate complexion of, Adele, the older one. With that brown hair somewhere between curly and kinky that both girls had, those brown eyes, and those pudgy noses, they had clearly been swallowed up by Paige’s genes. 

“They look just like their mother,” Deborah said, shaking her head at how they were Paige’s identical mini me’s.

“Right.” Dr. Vanderdale turned the picture back in his own direction. He smiled as he stared at the little girls. “They look exactly like their mother, who, it goes without saying, is black.” Dr. Vanderdale chuckled, then said, “I remember when Adele was first born. My housekeeper, Miss Nettie, who is also black, said, ‘No way is she going to get a pass. She doesn’t even pass the brown paper bag test.’” 

He stopped laughing. “I had no idea what she meant by that, so I asked, and she explained it. I was appalled to learn that back in the day, some blacks weren’t admitted into clubs if they were darker than a brown paper bag. I felt so ashamed. Here I’d been working with African Americans practically all my life and had never bothered to learn anything about their culture and their oppression as a people, other than what had been portrayed on television or what they’d shared with me. And then I had the nerve to be the grandfather of black children. Not only did I go back to college and enrolled in some African American studies courses, but I also did my own research. I asked questions. Had sittings with some elders and soaked in everything they shared with me.”

Deborah was amazed. “Wow. I commend you.”

“No need to commend me. This is something I should have done when I decided to work with and try to help anyone outside of my own race. Different cultures operate differently. I was doing myself, my patients, and my staff a disservice by not knowing the depth and the history of who they were.”

Deborah’s shoulders tightened. She shifted her body, trying to find comfort, to no avail. Her eyes were cast downward. 

“What was that?” Dr. Vanderdale asked, jotting something on the tablet that rested on the desk in front of him.

“What?” Deborah shrugged her shoulders.

“You tensed up and cut off eye contact with me.”

Realizing she had, Deborah purposely loosened up and looked the doctor square in the eyes. She was well aware that she looked like a kid who claimed she didn’t steal the cookie from the cookie jar but who had crumbs all around her mouth. Apparently, the doctor was well aware too, at least according to the expression on his face. But Deborah decided if the doctor didn’t say anything else about it, then she wouldn’t, either.

“Can I offer you a bottled water? Coffee or something?” Dr. Vanderdale asked, pushing his chair away from his desk and then standing. Deborah was new to his roster of clients. He hadn’t yet gotten a chance to feel her out or gain her trust. He wasn’t going to push. Not yet.

Deborah was on the fence, but not regarding her thirst. She questioned whether or not she wanted a therapist who didn’t call her on her stuff. Otherwise, how else would he or she really get to the bottom of things? But at the same time, did she really want to get to the bottom of things? The therapist she’d seen before had merely scratched the surface. A scratch could be dealt with. And Deborah had dealt with it, thanks to what she called her “happy pills.” The pills had helped with her anxiety, her quick temper, her depression, and mood swings. In a nutshell, those were all the things the old therapist had diagnosed Deborah with. If pills were what it would take to keep Deborah from popping off, then she’d gladly pop them instead. And she had up until learning that she was pregnant with her second child.

After only a few months of being on the meds, Deborah could see where the pills were benefiting her. Between the pills and talking with her therapist, she had functioned in a manner that was pleasing to her and to those around her. Especially her son, who once had had to bear the brunt of Deborah’s behavior, thanks to him being the only one around who she could take things out on. But then came Lynox. Even though now she realized that as her husband, he was the best thing that could have ever happened to her, back when she had reconnected with him, he had been her main stress trigger. It had all been unbeknownst to him, though.

As an aspiring author with a huge ego to match his larger-than-life aura, Lynox had reached out to Deborah to possibly edit and then agent his manuscript. Her reputation had proceeded her not only in their small town of Malvonia, Ohio, but in the literary world as well. After a game of cat and mouse, Deborah finally gave in to Lynox’s advances. Even after she found out that he was the leftovers of a church member named Helen, she still continued seeing him. But then her first love came back into the picture. Ballin’ out of control, literally, as a high-paid athlete who played professional basketball in Chile, he talked Deborah into thinking they could pick up where they’d left off prior to him leaving the country.

Wanting to right a haunting wrong, one that had tormented Deborah for years, and praying that the grass would be greener and that God would give her and her ex a baby to replace the one she’d aborted years ago, she sacrificed her present with Lynox for a future with her ex. Sure enough, Deborah got pregnant. She wanted to believe God had planted the baby she’d aborted in her womb again. All would be well. But there were no words for the devastation Deborah experienced when she learned that halfway around the world her baby daddy already had a wife and a kid. That alone would have been enough to drive any woman insane.

Realizing she was never going to be any more than the secret side chick, Deborah headed back to Malvonia and picked up her life again, and Lynox too. This time it was Deborah who had to do the pursuing, but eventually she became Lynox’s girl . . . again. Unfortunately, though, she didn’t have time to tell Lynox about her child before he revealed that his deal breaker in a relationship was a woman who already had children. He wasn’t a ready-made family kind of guy. Instead of coming clean automatically with Lynox, Deborah had this bright idea to get him to fall in love with her first so that when she did tell him she had a child, he would be in too deep to even care. Hiding her son and dealing with the judgment of her mother and pastor ultimately pushed Deborah to her maximum limit.

Deborah realized she was on a razor’s edge when her pastor reported her to children’s services. Pastor Margie had overheard what she considered Deborah verbally abusing her son. Pastor Margie had also happened to record the incident with her cell phone. It was when Deborah heard herself, in her own voice, treating her son like a dog in the street that she knew she needed help. She got help. Therapy and happy pills made for a perfect combination to improve her mental state. Then, in spite of finding out that she had a son from a previous relationship, Lynox proposed to her. They married, and just three months ago she gave birth to their own son together. Even though upon finding out she was with child, Deborah had to stop taking the pills, marital bliss and a blessed pregnancy kept her on cloud nine . . . or so she thought. 

In the midst of everything, her therapy visits became far and few between, then dwindled right down to no visits at all. Joy still filled her spirit, though, even after giving birth to her youngest son, Tatum. But then, when he hit his two-month-old mark, Deborah started falling into a familiar slump. This didn’t go unnoticed by Lynox, who suggested that she consider calling her therapist.

“Maybe you should go back to counseling at least,” he suggested to his wife.

“Why?” Deborah snapped. “So he can put me back on dope to cope? What? You can’t deal with the real me?”

“The real me,” Deborah now whispered under her breath.

“Pardon me,” Dr. Vanderdale said as he returned to his desk with two water bottles. He held one in front of Deborah. 

“I didn’t say I wanted water,” Deborah told him.

Dr. Vanderdale grinned. “Mrs. Chase, you’re going to find that with me, there is a lot you are not going to have to say. I’ll just know. Even when you don’t think I know, trust me, I do.” He winked and then opened his own bottle of water and took a sip. He then placed the cap back on the bottle and said, “But I think it would make for a much better process if you would come out and say things on your own.”

Deborah remained silent.

“The real you.”

“Huh? What?” Deborah asked.

“When I was walking back to my desk, I heard you mumble under your breath. You said, ‘The real me.’ That’s why you clammed up a moment ago. Right?”

Deborah’s eyes nearly jumped out of their sockets. Darn, this man is good, Deborah thought. Still, she chose not to respond.

“Like I said, Mrs. Chase—”

“Can you call me Deborah please?” she interrupted. Mrs. Chase sounded so professional. She didn’t want to constantly be reminded that she was receiving professional help. She’d rather it seem more like she was simply talking to a friend. “All my friends call me Deborah.”

Dr. Vanderdale smiled. “Certainly.” He folded his hands in front of him, intertwining his fingers. “Like I said, Deborah, it will make the process much easier if you tell me things and don’t make me guess. That makes me feel like a psychic you are paying two dollars and ninety-nine cents a minute to speak with and gives me the impression that you are trying to test me by making me do all the talking to see if I get it right.”

Deborah chuckled. A part of her had kind of sort of been doing just that. And she practically was paying this man $2.99 per minute, if not more. Thank God she had top-notch health insurance that was covering 90 percent of her sessions.

“I do know some things based on the forms and questions I had you answer online prior to your appointment. I printed everything out and read your file last night. But I prefer not to rely on what you put on paper. I’d rather hear it from you.”

“Understood.” Deborah nodded her understanding.

“Then can we address your clamming up a moment ago?”

Deborah took a deep breath. It was clear this man was not going to move on until Deborah spelled it out for him. “I’ve never wanted my husband to experience the real me, to know what I refer to as the dark side of me. The ugly side of me. The side of me that pops off. That cusses and says hurtful things simply because I’m hurting. The depressed me.” Deborah spoke it like a true champ, owning up to it. But inside she wanted to cry for having to admit that this who she was. She’d managed to hide it from everyone around her. No matter which one of those emotions she was experiencing, she had always known how to paint on a smile. But lately, she hadn’t been so skillful at it. Out in public, yeah, she’d still been able to hide any depression, pain, hurt, and anxiety she might have been experiencing within, but at home, it had become harder and harder to be a fake. “I don’t even want to know that person, let alone introduce her to the one person whose opinion of me I truly care about.”

Dr. Vanderdale didn’t interject anything, since Deborah seemed to be on a roll. He listened.

“So it struck a nerve when you said that you’d be doing your grandchildren a disservice by not knowing the depth and the history of who they are.” Deborah paused. 

Dr. Vanderdale figured this was the time for him to speak. “Why did that hit a nerve?”

“Because even though I might have known who I was marrying, I made sure my husband didn’t know who he was marrying. I made sure, deliberately, that he never knew the depth of me. That he never knew what was underneath the phony smiles, or even which smiles were phony.”

“So he didn’t know about you previously seeing a therapist and being on medication?”

“He did, but not the extent of it all,” Deborah confessed. “He even thought that he had something to do with me having to get on meds.” Deborah briefly explained to Dr. Vanderdale the situation regarding Lynox not wanting a ready-made family. She relayed some of the side comments he’d periodically made, not knowing Deborah had a child. “He knew that all the cartwheels I had to do in order to hide my son from him became too much for me. He even apologized.” Deborah stared off into space and thought back to the day she had shared with Lynox the fact that she’d been seeing a therapist and taking pills.

“Forget about those pills,” Lynox had said. “Those are temporary. The same way a person never forgets how to ride a bike or how to love, they never forget who they truly are inside. Or as you church folks would say, who God called you to be.” Lynox had pointed to Deborah’s heart. “She’s in there, and with God’s help and mine and your son’s, you aren’t going to need a pill to be that person. You got that?”

A tear slid down Deborah’s face as she replayed Lynox’s words in her head. He’d had so much faith in her mental healing. She truly felt as though she was letting him down by even being in this doctor’s office. “I failed him. He thought I’d get better, and I’ve only gotten worse, only he doesn’t know it. And it’s been killing me, trying to keep the beast at bay.”

Dr. Vanderdale raised an eyebrow as he began to write. “Beast? You think you’re a beast?”

“I can act like one. I even went as far as to cut up in church one time, although no one witnessed it, except for the person who I was cutting up at. I knew I was getting out of control then. Usually, I’m good on Sundays, at church anyhow. But I learned that it’s much easier to be a Christian at church than it is at home. At home we have our walls of Jericho. The walls hide our sin and actions from the public, of course, but not from God.”

Dr. Vanderdale looked at his tablet, where he had written a few things down. He then looked back up at Deborah. “You said you’re good on Sundays at church. What about when you’re not at church?”

Deborah closed her eyes and exhaled. “Sundays are the worst days for my depression. I don’t know what it is about Sundays, but when I open my eyes to daylight, it feels so dark. Sometimes merely thinking about having to get out of bed and go to church makes it worse. Who wants to see all those happy, joyful, praising folks when I’m feeling miserable inside? During service I find myself rolling my eyes and sucking my teeth, thinking that half of them are acting just as phony as me. That underneath all that ‘Hallelujah’ and ‘Praise the Lord’ is a sad and depressed person too. Lately, I don’t want to go to church more times than I do.”

“Then why do you go?” Dr. Vanderdale asked so that he could analyze Deborah’s response. “You don’t have to go.”

“I do if I want to keep the title of Christian. How can I call myself a Christian if I won’t even go to the house of the Lord to fellowship with other Christians? Plus, don’t get me wrong, but church isn’t a bad place. I love the people. I love the atmosphere, and what I love most is the possibility. The possibility that one Sunday I’m going to walk out of there and really be a changed person. They say the church is a spiritual hospital for the sick, so I go on a wing and a prayer of getting healed. So you see, I do have to go.”

“Deborah, you do know that God can heal you right in your own living room, right?” Dr. Vanderdale wasn’t trying to discourage Deborah from attending church at all. His wife and his former daughter-in-law both attended New Day. He’d witnessed himself the change in his wife’s life when she started fellowshipping at New Day. But this wasn’t about his wife. It was about Deborah. “God is everywhere.”

A lightbulb went off in Deborah’s head. “Yeah, you’re right.” 

Dr. Vanderdale saw a glimmer of hope in Deborah’s eyes. “I’m not saying that you shouldn’t go to church, seeking a healing, but as a Christian, you must know that God is omnipresent. His miracles, signs, wonders, and blessings are not confined to the church walls.”

Listening to Dr. Vanderdale made Deborah glad she’d chosen his practice from which to receive her treatment. He wasn’t a Holy Roller who felt that the only way she could be healed was through the laying on of hands and prayer. But at the same time, he wasn’t afraid to speak on God or include Him in the healing process. That was a plus for Deborah. 

Once upon a time she’d visited a Christian counselor, and the woman had been gung ho about making everything about Jesus’s healing stripes and not about how Deborah could participate in the healing process. The fact that Deborah was even taking medication at the time hadn’t sat well with this counselor, and she had had no problem expressing this. That had turned Deborah off a tad. It had also confused her with her therapist, who had also been a Christian and who had prescribed the pills, contradicting the counselor, who had felt Deborah didn’t need them. As far as Deborah was concerned, though, the verdict was still out. Maybe the pills had been nothing more than a temporary fix, and maybe not. Maybe it had all been in Deborah’s head, and the pills had worked only because Deborah had so desperately wanted some type of help. Heck, they could have been sugar pills, for all she knew. But that was neither here nor there. What mattered was what would work for her now.

“I know that God is everywhere,” Deborah assured Dr. Vanderdale. “When you first said that, it reminded me of something that took place a few years ago.”

“It must have reminded you of something good. I saw the way your eyes lit up.”

“Yes.” Deborah nodded. “Years ago I got an abortion. The guilt and shame of it was one of the things that was painful, making me hurt. That’s not the good part, of course,” Deborah explained. “The good part is something I’ll never forget, which was getting delivered from that pain and shame right on my living room floor.” Deborah’s eyes filled with tears of joy. “It was so amazing.” A tear slid down her face. “I wish God would purge and deliver me from all the other mess that’s plaguing me as well. All the other mess that is tearing up my mind and making me cra . . .” Deborah’s words trailed off.

The fact that Deborah was about to say a certain word didn’t go unnoticed by Dr. Vanderdale. Even though he had a PhD, that didn’t necessarily mean it took one to know what his patient was about to say. “Go ahead, Deborah. Finish your thought.”

Deborah was quiet for a moment and thought before she spoke. “When we first started this session, I asked you a question, and then you asked me one in return.”

“Uh-huh,” Dr. Vanderdale said, recalling the beginning of the session.

“Well, to answer your question, yes. Yes, I do think I’m crazy.” With that, Deborah roughly wiped away the tears spilling from her eyes. She then stood up. “And I’m crazy for being here.” Who was Deborah kidding? She’d seen a Christian therapist and a Christian counselor who had totally different views on her healing. Well, if everyone served the same God, why was He telling them different things about the same person? And what could God tell this new therapist that would be any different? Like Dr. Vanderdale had said, God was omnipresent, and knowing He was the greatest healer of all, Deborah decided she wouldn’t waste another minute of her time or Dr. Vanderdale’s and would go home and let God meet her right where she was.

“Wha...what do you mean, you are crazy for being here?” Dr. Vanderdale stood, hiding the terror in his eyes at the possibility of Deborah walking out his office door. 

“Who are we kidding? I’m sure you’re an excellent doctor, one of the best, if not the best, from what I’ve been told. That’s one reason why I chose to come to you. But if God can’t fix me, what makes you think you can?” Deborah grabbed her purse from the chair next to her. “I’m sorry for wasting your time. Just bill me for whatever the insurance company doesn’t cover.” And on that note, she exited the office. 

“Mrs. Chase! Deborah, wait!” Dr. Vanderdale called out. It was too late, though. The door slammed in his face. He slowly sat back down at his desk as he sighed. He stared down at the notes he’d written down concerning Deborah during her brief time in his office. Like he’d told Deborah before, there was so much he could tell about her even without her speaking about it. And from what he could tell, she was in trouble, and she needed help before it was too late . . . and before somebody got hurt. More than likely, it would be her.

Chapter 2

“Baby, great. You’re home,” Lynox said as he planted a kiss onto his wife’s lips as soon as she walked in the door. “Here.” He handed her their three-month-old baby boy. He then raced over toward the stairs and grabbed his roller case that he transported his books in.

“Is there a fire or something?” Deborah asked, kissing her son on the forehead and then rocking him. “Where’s Tyson?” Deborah looked around for her school-aged son, who was in kindergarten.

“Next door, with the Perkins,” Lynox said as he whizzed back to the front door, where Deborah stood with the baby in her arms. “Charles bought CJ a new game or something. Benji came over to see if Tyson wanted to break it in with him. I let him go over about a half hour ago. You might want to check on him in a little bit. You know Tyson can be a handful. We don’t want to ruin a good relationship with our neighbors. You know Charles makes the best homemade sangria ever.” He winked at Deborah.

Deborah was glad to see that Lynox had loosened up as far as allowing Tyson to go play with his best friend, CJ. CJ was a year older than Tyson. He was in first grade. But Tyson was very mature for his age. He’d been speaking in full sentences and holding complete conversations for quite some time now. Because he was tall for his age, people thought he was older than what he really was, so they treated him as such, and he adapted. Folks were surprised that a kindergartner could communicate better than some first and second graders. Because of how advanced Tyson was, he went to kindergarten the first half of the day and to first grade the second half.

CJ was a smart kid too. He was also nice, quiet, and calm, the polar opposite of Tyson, who was always overly excited about everything and bouncing off the walls. Tyson did, however, respect his parents as well as other adults. It was CJ’s parents, Charles and Benji—his two dads—that Lynox had been leery about. Charles was CJ’s biological father, having divorced his wife, CJ’s mother, three years ago. He now lived with his life partner, Benji.

It had been a year ago when Deborah and Lynox’s new neighbors had come over and introduced themselves. It had taken Lynox and Deborah a minute to catch on to the fact that the two gentlemen with the little guy in tow were a couple. They’d looked like two regular, manly white dudes. Neither of them had been feminine in any apparent way. Lynox or Deborah would have never known the real deal had CJ not referred to both of them as Dad. That was when Lynox and Deborah had shot each other peculiar looks. Those looks hadn’t gone unnoticed by their neighbors. Embarrassed that she and Lynox were outed by their obvious reaction, Deborah had had to apologize to the couple immediately.

“I’m so sorry,” Deborah had said, truly apologetic.

“It’s okay,” Charles had said. “We get that look all the time.”

“Well, you shouldn’t,” Deborah said. “Especially not from someone like myself, who is a Christian.”

This time it was Charles and Benji who shot one another a look. 

Deborah chuckled while nodding. “Oh, I get it. You’ve had your share of the abomination, hell, and damnation sermons when it comes to your lifestyle, huh?”

“And how.” Benji laughed.

“Don’t worry. I don’t have a heaven or a hell to put you in,” Deborah said. She looked at her husband. “Right, Lynox?”

Lynox hadn’t yet wiped off the look on his face from when he realized his new neighbors were a gay couple. His mind had been stuck on the finding that both men were the boy’s dads. One could have been the biological father and the other the stepfather, but that wasn’t the case. “Huh? What? Oh, yeah, right,” he said, not really sure what he was agreeing to.

“In addition to that,” Deborah continued, “it’s not about what I think of your lifestyle. It’s about what God says. What you do is between you and Him. But I must warn you.” Deborah pointed a finger at the men. “Whenever the opportunity to minister to you arises, I will take it.” She laughed, and her neighbors joined her. “But not just because you’re . . . you know.” She looked down at CJ and then back at the men. She didn’t finish the thought, because she wasn’t sure what words they used to describe their relationship around their son. “I don’t discriminate in my ministering of God’s word. Ask the young girl down the street who recently moved in with her boyfriend.” Deborah used her fingers to make quotation marks when she said the word boyfriend. “I don’t do it to judge, because I once lived in sin as well. Just fornicating, even with another woman’s hus—”

“Uh, honey,” Lynox interrupted and shook his head. He knew Deborah was about to give her testimony of how she was the last person who could pick up a stone and throw it at anybody. She’d fornicated. She’d participated in an adulterous relationship. She’d told lies. She’d had an abortion. She was as big a sinner as the next. She’d say the only thing that made her different was that she wasn’t living in sin anymore. But Lynox felt that was a bit much to share with people they’d known only a minute . . . literally. “TMI,” Lynox told Deborah. “Besides . . .” He nodded at CJ, who was standing in between his two fathers, looking as confused as all get-out. 

“Oh, oh. I’m so sorry.” Deborah put her hand over her mouth. “I hope you don’t get the wrong idea about me.” She pointed to Lynox
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