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Esther tilted her head slightly to smell the corsage still fastened to her lapel. She leaned back into the car seat, stared out into the darkness of her neighborhood in Cascade Falls and sighed, “It was a good day.”

Peter glanced over at Esther and touched her arm. “You doing okay?”

“Just tired.” She smiled as she remembered the events of the day.

The impossible had happened. Kathleen had gotten married. And to a minister, no less, to Pastor Joe. Had it really happened, or was it a dream that would disappear with the dawn? This miracle had been in the making for over forty years. Sometimes God took God’s time, but then God comes through in ways Esther would never have imagined. Such as bringing her wild child, Kathleen, safely home.

If only Kathleen’s dad could have been here to witness the event. Dale would have been proud. Esther looked over at Peter, the outline of his face barely visible in the dark car. Only married for five years, yet it felt like a lifetime. It was hard to remember when he hadn’t been a part of her life. But there had been years, many years, over fifty, before he had come into her life. There had been Dale, and a long stretch of raising her kids alone, and then raising her grandsons. Still she couldn’t imagine a time without Peter. He had become such an integral, essential, part of her life. She knew the lines on his face, the angle of his shoulders as he entered a room and quickly took stock of the situation. He didn’t slip in unannounced like some, sliding into the shadows or corners. No, he didn’t need an announcement. He entered a room and took command, his presence going before him. 

She knew the thickness of his neck and chest and the roundness of his belly, expanding from too many beers. Peter would never be anyone’s project, though he did need taking care of. First there was his cholesterol ... She wanted him to be around for a long time. 

She felt safe in his presence. She was happy by his side. She didn’t mind the role of side-kick. Rather, she relished it, reveling in the thought that he was hers and she was his, to have and to hold. Just like Kathleen had someone in her life now, too. Something Esther thought would never happen.

No, she didn’t need to be center-stage. She was happier on the side-line. The invisible hands that made everything happen, that raise children, bandage booboos, warm hot chocolate on a cold winter night and tuck into bed with a kiss. She was the one cheering on the others in her life. That was what she did. She didn’t need acclaim or recognition. All she needed was to feel appreciated by those closest to her. That was enough for her.

She winced as she was struck with a sudden sharp pain in her head.

Peter reached over and took her hand. “Something wrong?” 

“Headache. I’ll take something for it when I get home.” Her head throbbed. The worst headache in the world, she thought. But she wouldn’t tell Peter that. No need to worry him. Probably just the excitement and stress of the day catching up to her.

Peter squeezed her hand, let go and gripped the steering wheel as he turned into their driveway.

“Home.” He turned off the car and looked over at her. “Time to get you to bed.” The tenderness in his voice broke through the throbbing in her head. Yes, he was a good one. Just like Dale. She had been blessed to have two loves in her life.

“Whatever you say,” she wanted to tell him, but the words wouldn’t form in her mouth. Something was wrong. The last words she heard was Peter calling her name.

“Esther, Esther ...”
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Chapter 2
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Kathleen cuddled up next to Joe, allowing the warmth of his body to envelop her, breathing in the scent of his form. All she wanted was here, lying by her side. No kids, no shame. She had never thought she could be so happy. Who’d have thought a ring and a vow would make such a difference. Who’d have thought she could be so in love. If only this night would last forever.

She’d slept with men before, that was common knowledge. God knows, her sons were not miraculous births. But this was different. She was glad for the dry spell, the self-imposed time-out from sex. She had needed the time to recover, become a better version of her earlier self. What they’d said in Twelve-Step programs was true:  relationships are where you test your recovery. Most recommend two years of sobriety before getting into a serious relationship. She had thought it all nonsense back then, back when she had attended court-ordered AA meetings. She hadn’t thought she had learned anything, but apparently, she had as bits of Twelve-Step wisdom popped into her head.   

It had taken her a long time to be ready for a relationship, but it had been worth the wait. Joe was more than she could have hoped for, more than she had dreamed about. She didn’t deserve such happiness, and yet here she was, wrapped in his arms, a married woman. No one would have thought it, least of all, her.

They had made a commitment, before God and family. She could even forgive the fact that he was a minister. So he wasn’t perfect. She could deal with that. She curled in closer.

They were spending the night at a hotel not far from the Detroit airport. Their flight wasn’t until later that morning, but Kathleen had not wanted to spend her first night as a married woman in the church manse. There would be time enough to do that once they returned from their honeymoon. She had already moved her clothes. What few remaining belongings she had, she would move when she got back. It wasn’t as if she had a lot to move. Living in her mom’s basement, she hadn’t needed much.

The phone rang. Already! She had been warned about this from other spouses of pastors, late-night phone calls from church members in crisis. “Just ignore it, Joe,” she mumbled. “Who would call on our wedding night? Can’t you have even one night off?”

“Kathleen, it’s your phone.”

Her phone? How could that be possible? Who would be calling her now? 
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Pain, sharp, staggering pain hitting her between her eyeballs, swelling her head. Why can’t she move? Why won’t her tongue form words? 

“Whaaa?” she tried to get the word out. Where was she? Sounds of beeping, antiseptic smells, a curtain pulled partway around her bed. Was she at the hospital? A young man in a smock poked her, inserting a needle. A woman in a white coat prodded her, asked her questions. She had to get off of this hard bed. Had to get home. She was needed at home. What was going on? Kathleen’s wedding? Was that today, or days ago? 

The woman held up her finger and asked her to follow it. It hurt to move her head. It hurt when she didn’t move it. Why do they keep asking her questions? 

“Whaaa?” Why? She tried to form words but they came out wrong. Why couldn’t she say the right word?  

Peter stood beside her bed and calmly answered each question. How can he be so calm? He should be screaming for answers, making sounds she couldn’t make. Beneath the calm surface she knew he wasn’t so calm, but he would never let on to anyone, even her. She just knew it from the tightness in his lips, the tiredness in his eyes.

“Don’t worry. It’ll be okay,” Peter answered her unspoken question. “The doctors think you’ve had a stroke. They are asking questions to determine where the damage is and the nature of the stroke,” he reassured her. “They need to know that to treat you.”

She wanted to scream at him. Do something, anything. Get her out of here. But she was also relieved to know he was there, taking care of matters, taking care of her. ... A stroke? She couldn’t have a stroke? Why was her right arm so weak? Why couldn’t she feel her right leg? This couldn’t be happening.

“They’re going to take you for a cat-scan,” Peter told her. One of the smock-clad young men started pushing her bed down the hallway. She tried to grab Peter’s hand but her right arm lay limp at her side. Peter put his hand on her shoulders and walked alongside her.

“Don’t worry. I’m here. I’ll be here when you get out.” 

Don’t leave me.  
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Kathleen had been surprised to see Peter’s name come up on her cell phone. She knew it had to be serious for him to call her. 

“Your mom would kill me if she knew I called you, ...” 

Mom, what could be wrong with mom? Her stomach churned. She sat up in bed, immediately wide awake, wanting to shout out, cry out as Peter continued to spew out words she didn’t understand.

“... but she’s in no shape to do that, whereas I know you would kill me if I didn’t call.” Was he trying to make a joke? How could he? Peter’s feeble attempt at humor didn’t fool her. His voice was strained, pretend calm. 

“What’s wrong?” the words came out calmer than she felt. Inside she was screaming, but on the surface her calm matched that of Peter’s.

“I’m so sorry to disturb you like this.”

“Peter, what’s wrong? Has there been an accident? Is she okay?”  

“Your Mom. Something’s wrong. They think she had a stroke.”

“But she’s okay, right?”

“For now. They are going to run more tests in the morning. They are keeping her for observation.”

“We’ll be right there.” Kathleen flung her legs over the side of the bed and stood up.

“No, don’t come. Your mom would hate it if she thought you interrupted your honeymoon for her. There’s nothing you can do. I just wanted you to know.”

“We’ll be there,” Kathleen insisted and hung up. “There’s something wrong with Mom,” was all she said. Joe was already up and getting dressed. They checked out and loaded their luggage. 

Who would have thought that she would be the one with an emergency affecting their ability to get away?
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“I’m sorry,” she stated as they drove through the dark. “I just have to see her, know that she’s okay. We might still have time to make our flight.” 

“No need to apologize. Of course, we have to see your mom. If we have to, we can reschedule for a later flight.”

Here she was, her wedding night, and she was spending it at the hospital. She hated the hospital, she thought as Joe drove. She wanted to get there as fast as possible, reassure herself that her mom was okay, then get back to her honeymoon.

“Can’t you drive faster?  Run that red light. There’s no one around. This is an emergency.” 

“We’ll get there,” Joe reassured her. She wasn’t reassured. 

She hadn’t eaten much at the reception, but what she had was churning in her stomach, ready to explode. She had moved back home nine years ago, straight from her stint in jail. She had arrived with only a back-pack. Outside of clothing, she hadn’t accumulated much else. She had slept in the bed her mom had provided, eaten food her mom bought and cooked, lived in the home her mom had kept since her dad’s death when she was four. She owed her mom everything. How could this be happening?

“We spend way too much time at the hospital,” Kathleen complained. Her anger kept her fears at bay. 

“It will be all right.” Joe reached for her hand. She pulled her hand away.

“How can you say that? You don’t know.”

“No, I don’t know, but imagining the worst won’t make it any different. We’ll find out when we get there. Whatever the situation, we’ll get through it together.”

“All the more reason to drive faster.” How could he be so calm?

“It won’t help if we get in an accident on the way. We don’t want to arrive in an ambulance.”

“Very funny, Pastor,” she stated, yet somehow his humor helped her breathe.

“I’m not trying to be funny, just trying to calm my wife down.” Wife, the word sounded both strange and endearing. Was she really a wife?

Kathleen released her crossed arms, allowing them to slip to her side. They rode in silence for a while before she spoke. “Some honeymoon. Spending it in the hospital.”

“We don’t know yet. We may still be able to go on our honeymoon.”

“How could you even suggest that I leave when my mom is in the hospital.” And yet that was precisely what Kathleen was hoping to do. She thought back over all of their plans.    

A honeymoon had not been in their budget. Kathleen was not paid a lot as the director of a non-profit, and Joe not much more as a minister. One of Joe’s church members had offered to give them a week at his timeshare in the Bahamas as a wedding gift. Other church members had chipped in to pay for their flight. Since they did not need to furnish a new home, others gave them gifts of cash to be spent on the honeymoon.

“There are some perks to being a pastor,” Joe had said when he told her about the gifts.

“There should be for all of the negatives involved.” 

Joe had refused to accept the bait, avoiding the argument. They had already had too many “discussions” about what it meant to marry a pastor.  

She did appreciate the perks and had been looking forward to a week on the beach, just Joe and her. How quickly plans can change. All it takes is a phone call.
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Peter met them outside of ICU where her mom had been moved. “She’s sleeping comfortably,” Peter told them as they hugged. “The doctor said that’s common in cases of strokes. Sleep is good. It takes a lot out of a person, leaves them exhausted.”

“Can we see her?” Joe asked. 

“You can but there’s not much you can do. There’s no reason for you to miss your honeymoon. There will be plenty for you to do when you get back.”

Kathleen remembered saying similar words to her mom back when Grandpop had fallen and broken his hip. Her mom and Peter had been on an extended vacation. At the time, the words had made sense to her. With Peter’s help, they had been able to convince her mom not to come home early. Now those words seemed hollow. What a stupid thing to say. How could she leave when her mom needed her?

“I have to see her,” Kathleen said and walked past Peter. Dale, Kathleen’s brother, was sitting next to her bed.

“Hey, sis.” Dale offered his chair to Kathleen and pulled another alongside hers.

“She looks okay,” Kathleen said. There were no droopy eyelids or melting face that she associated with a stroke. “Are you sure it’s a stroke?”

“The doctors will know more after they do more tests. Sometimes it’s a matter of ruling out other possibilities. It also depends on what part of the brain is affected but they’re pretty sure. They’ve already given her TPA to prevent further damage,” Dale explained.

“Pretty sure, pretty sure. That’s not enough. Don’t they have to be certain before they start giving her drugs?” Kathleen looked at all of the monitors on her mom. She wanted to rip them off of her and take her home.

“Right now, the doctors say the best thing we can do for her is let her rest. So you see there’s no reason you can’t go on your honeymoon,” Peter said.

“No one is going on a honeymoon, not when my mom is hooked up to a machine. Stop suggesting it.” Only an hour ago, on the drive over, she had been certain that was what she wanted. She would make sure her mom was okay, then be on her way. Now she wanted to strangle Peter for even suggesting it. 

“Let me have some time with her,” Kathleen demanded. Dale stood up. Peter looked like he was about to protest when Joe nodded his head at the door and escorted them out so his bride could have this time with her mother. 

Kathleen leaned in, stroking her mom’s arm, willing her to open her eyes. “Mom, I don’t know what’s going on inside that head of yours, but if you can hear me, let me know, give me a sign.” Kathleen waited for a sign, any movement, a finger, or a twitch of her lip, anything. Nothing.

That was how her stomach felt, nothing, empty. How could her mom lay there and not respond? Her mom always responded to her, even if Kathleen didn’t like what her mother had to say. This was not her mom. How could she leave her like this, hanging onto the edge of a cliff, dangling, not knowing the outcome? Her mom was dangling, and so was she. No, there was no way she would leave now. No way she could leave.
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She saw the men sitting together in the family waiting room. She would have to convince them. Joe would be on her side. He had the most to lose, either way. She knew he wouldn’t go against her in such an important decision even if it meant losing out on their honeymoon. Dale wouldn’t fight her either. He knew not to get in her way when her mind was made up. Peter was the problem. He could put up a fuss, but what would that do? He couldn’t force her to leave, any more than anyone could force her to do something she didn’t want to do. It was time Peter learned that. He wasn’t going to stand between her and her mother.

“I can’t leave her, not like this,” she announced before anyone could say a word.

“Kathleen, if she was alert, what would she say?” Peter asked as he stood up. “What good is your missing your honeymoon?”

“She’d say to get out of here. But I can’t go. You understand, don’t you, Joe?” Joe stood up and wrapped his arm around her in support.

“Of course, we’ll stay here until your mom is better.”

Peter ignored what Joe said. “Kathleen, what do you need to happen to get you to leave?” Peter asked. “I don’t mean to go away. I mean to feel free to go enjoy your honeymoon.”

Kathleen focused on a spot across the room and thought deeply. She knew what she needed. “I need to know she’s going to be okay.” Her voice started to crack, then she strengthened it. “That I will be able to talk to her again.”

“Kathleen, you know this is what Mom would have wanted. You can’t do anything here. Go, enjoy your honeymoon and come back well rested,” Dale joined the conversation. How could he say that? 

“How can you take Peter’s side in this?”

“There’s no side, Kathleen.” Peter said. “We all want what’s best for you and for your mom.”

Kathleen glanced at Joe, her lone support. They were making sense. She was the one who wasn’t making sense. But how could she enjoy a honeymoon knowing her mom may be in a semi-coma state? What if she didn’t wake up? Or if she woke up and she wasn’t there?

“I have to see her again,” Kathleen said and walked out of the room, followed by the rest.
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This time when Kathleen sat down next to her and spoke to her, her mother opened her eyes. When she saw Kathleen, at first there was nothing, no sign of recognition. Then a glint of remembrance. Her mother became animated. She was trying to speak, but the words were garbled. “No ...” finally came out.

“It’s okay, Mom. It’s me, Kathleen. I’ll stay with you. You’re going to be okay.” Her mother became more agitated. She looked at Peter.

“I think she’s trying to tell you something,” Peter said.

Kathleen could tell it too, but she didn’t want to accept it.

“I’m not going anywhere, Mom. I’m staying here.” The more Kathleen insisted, the more her mother struggled to speak. Her mom’s eyes locked into Peter’s eyes, trying to tell him what Kathleen refused to acknowledge.

“No,” her mother said. “No,” she repeated and shook her head.

“I think you better leave, Kathleen. This is not good for your mom. She needs her rest.”

“Go,” the word came out, slow, drawn-out. 

“Okay, I’ll go back to the waiting room until she has more sleep.”

“No, I think you need to leave, go on your honeymoon. I think that’s what your mom is trying to say, isn’t it, honey?” Kathleen saw how Peter gazed at her mom. They were speaking without words, her mom’s eyes saying everything he needed to know. Tears flowed down her mom’s cheeks as her eyes told him what her mouth couldn’t. Kathleen saw it, too. She saw the glance that passed between them. Then her mom looked at her, willing her to understand what she couldn’t say. “Go,” she repeated.

“Okay, Mom,” tears spilled off Kathleen’s eyelashes and onto her cheeks. “You and Peter win this time. I’m going on my honeymoon but it won’t be as easy to get rid of me next time,” Kathleen forced a smile and kissed her mom on her cheek before leaving.
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Chapter 4
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Her grandmother tried to turn in the hospital bed. The sheets rustled as her right arm flopped by her side. Ashley sat in a chair not far from the bed, looking at her phone. She put down her phone and examined her grandmother. Was Grandma trying to say something?

“Grandma.” She came to her side. “Are you okay?”

Grandma stared at her like she didn’t know who she was.

“It’s me, Ashley.” Ashley moved closer.

There was a glimmer of remembrance. Her grandmother tried to smile but her mouth didn’t work. She could barely curl the corners of her lips. She tried to talk. What Ashley heard came as if from someone else, not her grandmother.   

“Grandma, you’ve had a stroke. The night of Aunt Kathleen’s wedding. Do you remember?”

Grandma struggled to respond. She looked tired from the effort. Her grandma fought to form the question, “How long?”

“It’s been a couple of days, Grandma. You’ve been sleeping a lot.”

“Oh,” her eyes said, then shut. 

Sleep is good, Ashley thought. That was what her dad had told her. He told her to let Grandma sleep and not be surprised if she didn’t remember her. But how could Grandma not remember her? How could anyone not remember her, but especially Grandma? It just wasn’t like her grandmother. 

Ashley went back to her phone. It was her turn to keep vigil. She had decided to at no one’s prompting. She wanted to be here. But it was boring. At least she had her phone and social media. You were supposed to be sixteen to visit in the stroke unit, but she slipped past the vigilant eyes of the nursing staff without a second look. At fifteen, it was easier for her to pass as older. Her sister, Grace, hadn’t been as successful. When Grace tried to stay with Grandma, she had been told to leave.

“But Ashley ...” she started to say. Ashley had cut her off with a glance. Grace knew better than to reveal her sister’s age to the guardian of the stroke ward. Grace had left with her dad, brother and step-mother while Ashley had stayed behind.

Ashley texted her friends. “Band practice tonight?”

“Y,” Caleb responded.

“Where?”

“Your place?”

“Will ask my dad.” Ashley was grateful for the diversion. 

Her grandmother dozed in and out of consciousness. Ashley wanted to be here, yet she didn’t. She felt grown-up and responsible, taking her turn staying with her grandma. But she also remembered her mom, how she had been in and out of consciousness the last weeks of her life. She didn’t like the memory – but it came. This was atonement. She had not sat with her mom. It had been too hard. So now she was sitting with her grandma. 

It wasn’t the same.
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Chapter 5
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Kathleen sat at the kitchen table drinking her morning coffee. She had reluctantly agreed to move into the manse when married. Much as she had wanted to return to Cascade Falls and see how her mother was doing, she hated the thought of returning to the manse after their honeymoon. She had loved the time with Joe, lying on the beach, but the quiet just gave her mind more time to worry. Once she stepped over the threshold of this turn-of-the-century building, the honeymoon was clearly over. They couldn’t afford to buy a house and it didn’t make sense to rent a place when they had a perfectly good home that would have sat empty if Joe moved out. So, she had agreed. And there were perks. There was the housekeeper. Kathleen had no problem relinquishing that responsibility. But then there were all those church members who considered the manse an extension of the church. And the church meetings. 

Time to start her day. Kathleen put her coffee cup in the sink and headed back through the house, where she surprised a group of seven women, all appearing to be in their sixties or above, sitting in their living room. Three on the couch, two on the loveseat and the other two in the remaining seats, drinking coffee and munching on Danish. Was that her cups and dishes? They must have taken them from the side cabinet in the dining room, where a partially empty coffee pot was perched, the stale odor of coffee starting to fill the room. 

“It’s so much more comfy meeting here than in the church hall,” a woman with a bob ala Hillary Clinton said. “Pastor doesn’t mind. You don’t mind, do you?”

Kathleen stood with her mouth partially open as she struggled to come up with a response, one that would be appropriately polite, as befitting a pastor’s wife.

“We’re the Women’s Mission Guild. Would you like to join us?” another with dyed auburn hair in soft curls asked before Kathleen answered the first question. Kathleen was relieved at the reprieve.

“Oh, no ... no, thank you. I’ll just get out of your way.” Kathleen slipped back into the kitchen where she remained captive until the meeting ended, and the ladies brought their coffee cups and plates into the kitchen.

“We’ll wash these and get out of your way,” they told her.
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“It will get better,” Joe stated that night over dinner. “You just have to set boundaries. Once church members realize you aren’t going to be involved in all of the church committees, they’ll stop asking.” Joe took a bite of his chicken casserole. “Hmmm. Good. Yours?”

“No. Mrs. Whitmore brought it by this morning.” 

Joe nodded his head in approval and dug in. 

There had been a steady flow of visitors to the manse, asking how she was adjusting and inviting her to attend meetings and lead groups. And then there were the casseroles. Word must have gotten out about her lack of ability in the kitchen. Couldn’t let their pastor suffer from his wife’s cooking.

“But what about meetings in our living room?”

“I’ll talk to the mission guild,” Joe assured her. She and Joe had talked about this before getting engaged. They had an understanding. Now, she needed a similar understanding with the church members.

Kathleen had wanted a simple wedding with just immediate family:  her kids, her mom and Peter, her brother, Dale, and his family, Joe’s kids and parents. That would have been enough for her, but not for the church.

“We have to tell the church sometime,” Joe had told her.

“Why can’t we just elope and tell them afterwards?” They had argued. Joe had won this fight. Kathleen realized he was right. She would have to find a way of relating to Joe’s congregation eventually. Why start out on a negative? She already knew church members, so why should it be so difficult? And yet it was.

From the moment Joe had announced the engagement, her small family wedding turned into a large church wedding.

“We are family, too,” church members insisted.  

Even though Kathleen had been attending church for two years and even volunteered, becoming accepted by church members, she was still unsure about what it meant to be a pastor’s wife. They had talked about it repeatedly over dinners together, drives, walks, so much that Kathleen figured she knew what she was getting herself into when she said yes, only to question that yes immediately afterwards when Joe announced it to the congregation. There was applause, and then congratulations from all sides. Kathleen wanted to slip away and hide. It wasn’t that she disliked the lime-light, she just didn’t like “this” lime-light. She had only recently become comfortable in the church, finding a place for herself. Now that had changed. How was she going to fit into her new-found status? Was she really ready to live in a fishbowl?

She didn’t want a fuss, didn’t want a long white gown and veil, just a simple white dress that she could wear again. But she did want a party.

“Let me take care of everything,” said Julia, Kathleen’s best friend and maid of honor. 

Julia had tried to take over the wedding planning. But Kathleen had responded, “And let you turn it into a fancy southern gala? No way.”

“No, that wouldn’t be you. Your wedding needs to reflect you and Joe. Trust me.”

Joe had wanted to hold the wedding during a Sunday service.

“That may work for you, but not for me,” she had told him.

They finally agreed on a Saturday afternoon service with the whole church attending. And then there was the extended family from Joy’s Dance Studio and Center for the Arts. And the people from the hospital Joe had come to know through his ministry there. And just about the whole town. Kathleen wore a simple mid-length white dress and white hat, her soft, dark curls flowing to her shoulders. The reception was in the church hall and included a pot-luck dinner put on by church members, with drinks and dancing. Some church members had frowned on the need for drinks at the wedding of their pastor, but those voices had been drowned out by other voices.

“There won’t be alcoholic beverages at the reception, will there, Pastor?”

“Why, yes, there will be. Jesus liked a good party. That’s why he made sure there was plenty of wine at the wedding in Cana. Who am I to do something different?” Joe had responded to the complaints while Kathleen stood by and smiled.

“Then will the party go on for three days the way wedding parties did in Biblical times?” another asked.

“No, we will part with the Bible on this,” Joe told them then took her arm and excused himself.

“You won’t be hiding in the bathroom?” Julia asked Kathleen while helping her get ready. Kathleen had been known to slip out of parties or spend extra time in the bathroom.

“It’s my party. Why would I?”

“Just checking.”

With music provided by a DJ, they could have danced all night. Joe and Kathleen slipped out about ten and headed to their hotel in Detroit. The party broke up by eleven and the hall was cleaned and ready for church the next day. Joe had arranged for a fill-in minister for services that Sunday and the next.

They had said no gifts, but were pleased by the gift of a honeymoon. Their married life had been off to a good start, until that early morning phone call. The first of many phone calls, she figured. That was part of a pastor’s life and therefore part of the life of the pastor’s wife.

Joe had insisted she attend the gatherings for pastors and their spouses. It used to be for pastors and their wives, but that had changed. The term was no longer an accurate reflection of reality. More women were entering ministry, hence the number of pastors’ husbands was approaching the number of pastors’ wives. And those husbands were changing the shape of what it meant to be a pastor’s spouse. The men weren’t expected to be a second, unpaid employee of the church, the way women had in the past. It was understood that most pastors’ wives now had jobs, even careers of their own. Still there were expectations that came with the position. She wasn’t just marrying the man’s family, she was married to the ministry, even if not a minister herself.

“The worst are those phone calls from people in crisis. They always come at the worst possible time, in the middle of the night or during a family celebration.” 

“That’s just part of being a pastor’s wife,” a more seasoned member of the group had explained. “It’s no worse than being married to a corporate executive who’s called away on business, or a doctor who is on call.”

That may be so, Kathleen thought, but that didn’t mean she had to like it.
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