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            "Forgiveness is not the absence of struggle, but the presence of grace."
•
"Faith isn't just believing God exists. It's trusting Him with everything—especially the things you can't control."
•
"Ministry isn't a role; it's a life."
•
"Growth doesn't only happen when we think we're growing. It also happens in the stillness."
•
"You are free not because of what you've done, but because of what Christ has done."
•
"Forgiveness isn't automatic because love isn't automatic. It's a choice—daily, hourly."
•
"God doesn't call us to His way because we're qualified for success; He calls us because He has a plan."
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​1 The children leave

[image: image]


“Why do you always have to push us so hard?” Mo’s sharp voice cut through the air of the modest kitchen. Her fists clenched, her eyes glaring at Emily, full of defiance and pain. Timothy stood near the door, his arms crossed, face cold in silent agreement.

“I’m trying to help you!” Emily’s voice cracked, and she felt her frustration bubble to the surface as she clutched the edge of the table, her knuckles white. Her once moderate and soothing posture had long since burned away, replaced by a raw desperation to control what felt uncontrollable. “You’re not children anymore. You can’t just live however you want. You’ll ruin your lives!”

Mo gave a harsh laugh. “Ruin my life? It’s already ruined, thanks to you!”

In the other room, John heard the rise of yelling voices, sharp and discordant like screeching tyres, and he quickly pushed aside the paperwork spread out in a chaotic landscape before him. Sprinting into the kitchen, he was hit by the sharp smell of burnt toast mingling with the raw tension in the air. There, he found his wife, her face flushed crimson with anger and eyes blazing, squaring off against their daughter, whose hands were clenched into trembling fists. Their son stood to the side, a cold and impassive pillar of resentment, arms crossed tightly over his chest, casting a long shadow against the wall.

“What’s going on?” John’s voice didn’t falter, but weariness carved deep lines into his tone, as if the weight of the world rested upon his shoulders. The air, thick with tension, a metallic tang lingering, hinted at a storm brewing outside. He had weathered arguments like this before, but tonight, the crackle of electricity in the air felt more palpable, more dangerous, sending a shiver down his spine.

Mo threw him a glance, her voice heavy with sarcasm. “Oh, here comes Dad. Perfect timing. Maybe he can save us from the dictator.”

Emily wheeled on John, her face aflame with emotion. “I’m trying to get through to them, John. They don’t listen! They just do whatever they want! It’s like they don’t care about anything we’ve taught them.”

John raised his hands in an attempt to diffuse the anger. “Emily, maybe—”

“Don’t you dare take her side, Dad!” Mo snapped, closing the gap between them. “You’re always running to her defence, and for what? She’s suffocating us!”

“I’m not taking sides,” John countered, strain weaving through his attempt at remaining calm. “I just think we need to—”

“Of course you’re taking sides!” Timothy’s voice cut through the tension, his normally quiet tone now rife with bitterness. “You always do. It’s always about her and what she wants.”

John’s heart went cold as icy dread settled in his chest. The tiled room, filled with the heavy scent of stale breath and Mo's cheap perfume, seemed to constrict around him. Shadows danced on the floor, diffused, like the doubts swirling in his mind. He had envisioned himself as the steadfast bridge binding them all together, yet now, it felt like they were not only pulling away but also dismantling him piece by piece. The tension was palpable, a thick fog of unspoken words and unresolved conflicts pressed down on him, suffocating the hope he once held. “Tim, that’s not fair. I’m trying to—”

“Fair?” Timothy’s hardened voice rose. “You think any of this is fair? You think it’s fair we have to live under her thumb while you stand back and do nothing?”

“Nothing?” The frustration slipped through the cracks in the calm of John’s face. “I’ve been here every step of the way, trying to keep this family together!”

“Yeah? Well, it’s not working!” Mo’s voice shook with anger as she twisted her face in anguish. “You’re both a mess! You think this whole ‘family values’ thing is gonna save us? It’s not! You’ve ruined us by it and you can’t even see it!”

Emily turned to her daughter, her voice shaking. “We’ve done everything for you! Everything to keep you safe, to make sure you have a future. You’ll understand that one day.”

“I don’t want your future, Mum!” Mo spat the words like daggers. “And I don’t want anything you’ve built! I want out!”

John’s head swam; his heart raced. The tension in the room was so taut, it was ready to break, and now, for the first time in his life, he was not so sure he could hold it together.

“Mo, stop. Please,” he said, low and imploring. “We’re a family. We need to work through this together.”

“We’re not a family anymore, Dad!” Mo’s voice shook with anger in spite of the slight tinge of regret. “We’re just a bunch of people stuck under one roof, acting like all is well while it’s not!”

Taking centre stage by the door, Timothy spoke, narrowing his eyes at John. “You keep talking about family, but you’re the one who let this all fall apart.”

The words stung John. He blinked. He opened his mouth to say something, to say anything, but nothing came out. His mind was racing to find something, anything, that could prevent this from going any further.

Then it happened.

Mo suddenly pushed past her mother, knocking a glass off the table. It shattered on the floor in a high-pitched crash, sending pieces flying across the room. Emily cringed, took a step backward. Her face contorted in obvious pain, as her fragile exterior splintered.

“Mo!” John exclaimed, stepping forward to intervene, but it was too late.

Mo wheeled on him, her face twisted in anger. “No! Don’t try to play peacemaker now, Dad. You stand on the side-lines, year in, year out, pretending like you care, but you let Mum run everything and look where it got us. You’re as much to blame as she is!”

He stood stock-still in silence, but his mind racing. How could it have come to this? How could this family he had striven so hard to nurture turn out this fractured? He thought he was doing the right thing—letting Emily take the lead with the kids, trusting her judgment. Now it was all falling apart before his eyes.

Time had shrunk into this one moment. All the words, all the anger, all the broken dreams between them like shards of jagged glass.

John closed his eyes from the onslaught of their words against him. He was defenceless. He did not know any longer how to heal this. Could it be healed? He felt so helpless.

Then, through his racing brain, it came—a foreign thought: Forgive them.

A hushed whisper cut through the cacophony in his mind: Forgive them. It resonated deep within him, a command that pulsed with urgency. The scent of rain-soaked earth and the pungent aroma of stale coffee that had been left to go cold on the counter top hung in the air. Shadows danced under the grim kitchen light, casting feint silhouettes on the walls as his heart thudded like a distant drum, relentless and unyielding. The chill in the room seemed to seep into his very bones, mingling with the bitterness that surged through him, threatening to drown the fragile remnants of his spirit. Though the children had turned their backs, anger still clinging to the air like an uninvited guest, he felt the weight of that whisper urging him to release the venom that coiled tightly within him. To forgive. To let the bitterness slip away from the encroaching animosity, into the indiscernible promise of new revelation.

John opened his eyes to really look at them. His wife, his children—they were hurting, lost, just like him. They were all broken, all wounded. So maybe, just maybe, forgiveness was the only way forward?

The kitchen fell silent. No one spoke; no one moved. John breathed in and slowly spoke his choice.

“I love you,” he said, his voice unwavering, quiet in the wake of the chaos that had unfolded. “I choose to love you all, no matter what.” Then the truth stabbed him—why is forgiveness so hard? As he watched Mo leave, and Timothy somewhat reluctantly follow her, he struggled to not lash out at them, to have the last word. 
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​2 Saying goodbye after they've gone
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The car door slammed shut, and John felt a rush of panic. “What if they get don't come back?” he whispered to Emily. She sighed, eyes narrowing as she watched the dust kick up behind the old vehicle. “They'll be fine. They need this,” she replied, though her voice lacked conviction.

A shadow moved behind the window, and John glanced back at the house. “We should have said something,” he muttered. Emily shook her head. “What were we supposed to say? ‘Don't have fun’?” She crossed her arms, the familiar tension creeping back in.

“But Mo is only fifteen,” John fidgeted, “shouldn't we call the police?“ He paced a step, then stopped. “They’re too young for this.” Emily balanced her weight across both feet. “Like we were.”

John ran a hand through his hair. “We didn’t have a car,” he pointed out. “We had to walk everywhere.”

In frustration, John walked off toward the park, a flood of memories washing over him. His steps felt heavy, burdened by more than just the weight of the present. He could almost hear Emily’s teenage laughter ringing through the trees, clear as if it were yesterday. He paused by the old oak they used to sit under, his eyes searching the park as if expecting to see their younger selves.

“Do you remember our Saturday meetings here?” he murmured to himself, hands slipping into his pockets. His mind wandered back to when they would spend hours talking, dreaming, and simply being. The memory brought a small smile to his lips—a wave of warmth amidst the coldness of his current thoughts. It quickly dissolved, swallowed by present reality.

A group of teenagers sat huddled on a bench nearby, their faces illuminated by the dim neutral light of their phone screens. No one spoke. No laughter. No reality or relationships. John watched them for a moment, sadness tugging at his heart. “This isn’t the connection we shared,” he reflected. It was startling how times had changed. They used to talk about everything—hopes, fears, faith, life—and now, even something as simple as a conversation seemed lost in a sea of virtual distractions.

He walked on, hands now tightly gripping the edge of his jacket, thoughts of Emily engaging his mind, then suddenly—Mo. The thought of her gnawed at him. Her resemblance to Emily was uncanny, down to the smallest detail—her laugh, her smile, even the sharpness in her eyes when she felt determined. It amazed him how someone blood connected could also reflect Emily’s essence so vividly—the bonds of family ran deeper than genetics alone.

He chuckled, thinking of Timothy, the young man who had started to mirror him in ways John found unnerving. The boy’s mannerisms, his curiosity, the way he would furrow his brow in thought—it was like watching a reflection of his younger self. “It’s like they’re molded from us,” he muttered. Obviously genetics played a big role, but he felt there to be a deeper bond.

John stopped by the fountain, the water trickling softly, barely noticeable against the rising tide of his thoughts. “In how many ways?” he questioned, as if the universe might offer an answer. “That Mo looks so much like Emily without actually being her? That Timothy feels like a shadow of me?” John shook his head, caught in the tension between science and forces far less tangible. Could genetics really control how a person’s spirit turned out, or was it the other way around? The thought gnawed at him, unsettling, yet familiar, like a riddle he’d once heard but couldn’t quite recall. He stared at the water, his gaze unfocused, lost in the stream of thoughts that surged through his mind.

What if this wasn’t just hereditary? He knew the power of DNA, of bloodlines, the intricate design woven into the core of every human. Science could explain most of the quirks—the eye colour, the temperament, the illnesses that passed from one generation to the next—but something about this felt different, deeper, as if biology only scratched the surface. What if there was a purpose to it all, a design not just of chromosomes, but of divine intention?

It nagged him, a tug he couldn’t quite name, an inexplicable sense that this went beyond the natural order. It wasn’t just about passing down traits or even behaviours. What if the struggles they faced, the spiritual battles, the unseen forces, were shaping their family’s destiny as much as anything in their DNA?  He stared into the water, watching countless ripples distort the reflection of his face.

“I can’t deny it,” he wondered, “there are things about them—what does it all mean?”

Then his mind switched to a particular evening when he and Emily decided to volunteer at the local shelter. “This will be fun!” Emily had said, somewhat out of character. “We can make a difference together.” The satisfaction of helping others had brought them closer; it was as if they were part of a bigger picture than just themselves. Now, he felt lost in a sea of disconnected lives, where few seemed to care about community service or mutual support. He sighed, wishing he could go back to that time when people sought meaningful connections instead of distractions.

He sat on a bench and overheard a conversation from a group nearby. “It’s just easier to text," one girl said. “Why meet up when we can chat online?” John shook his head. Was this how it would always be? Relationships reduced to emojis and short messages? He remembered how Emily's face would light up when they received a letter in the mail or a thoughtful note. It wasn’t just about the message—it was the effort that counted. Now, everything felt superficial, lacking the rawness of emotion that real life brought.

He decided to take a walk, maybe visit their old favourite café. The path wound through the park, surrounded by reminders of the past. Kids played with reckless joy, their laughter mingling with the chirping birds. “Hey, John!” A familiar voice called out. It was his old friend, Mark, who had also dated Emily back in the day. “Long time no see! How have you been?” They exchanged awkward pleasantries, but John could see the yearning for real connection in Mark’s eyes too. They both remembered what was.

“We miss the good old days, don’t we?” Mark said, leaning against a tree. “Everything was so different.” John nodded. “You remember that picnic we organised?” Mark laughed. “How could I forget? Emily insisted on bringing that massive watermelon!” They both chuckled at the memory, the joy easing the tension. In those moments, the simple act of reminiscing reminded John that he wasn’t alone in feeling this way.

“Things just feel... disconnected now,” John said, looking down at the grass. “People are out there but not really present. I just want to find that kindness again.” Mark frowned. “I get you. It's like everyone’s just out for themselves. But check this out—I started a community group. We meet weekly to plan events, volunteer—the whole deal.” John’s interest piqued. “Really? That sounds amazing. How can I join?”

Mark explained the details, the excitement in his voice making John feel hopeful. “I think we can change things, one step at a time,” Mark said. “It’s up to us, really.” John felt a spark of motivation. Perhaps this was the way to reclaim the connection they had lost. They set a date for the next meeting, an event that could breathe life into their stagnant community.

As the sun shrivelled behind a bank of wet clouds, a yellowed glow enveloped the park. John noticed a few revellers gathering for drinks, laughter spilling into the evening air. He felt a pull towards it, a tugging desire to engage and reconnect but instead he turned to home. He needed to hold counsel with Emily, working out how to minimise the effect of their children raging out of the house like bulls leaving the china shop. "Goodbye Mo, goodbye Timothy," he said, under his breath.
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​3 Mo trashes the camper
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The previous summer, at their favourite camping spot by the lake John, Emily, and Timothy had just set off in the small motorboat, fishing gear packed and ready, while Mo, determined not to join in, lingered behind near the camper van. The air was warm and heavy with the scent of pine, the serene lake stretching out in front of them, its calm waters reflecting the deep blue sky. It was the perfect camping holiday—the kind of getaway that was supposed to offer peace and simplicity, a break from the noise of everyday life. 

Mo watched them drift farther out onto the lake, feeling a restless frustration bubbling inside her. Fishing, like so many things her family enjoyed, bored her. She craved more excitement, something to give her a sense of control, of independence. Her gaze fell on the camper van keys, left carelessly on the picnic table by Emily. A plan formed in her mind—a thrill sparked through her chest. What if she could drive away, just for a little while? She could head down the road, get a break from all this family stuff, and feel that rush of freedom she was so desperate for.

Without another thought, she grabbed the keys and climbed into the driver’s seat. The van felt huge, intimidating even, but Mo was determined. She fumbled with the ignition, her hands slightly shaking. The engine roared to life, and for a moment, she felt a surge of pride. She could do this. She was doing this.

The momentary high turned into panic as she pressed the gas pedal too hard, the van lurching forward more quickly than she’d anticipated. Her inexperience took over, and she yanked the steering wheel wildly, losing control. The heavy van veered off the gravel path and headed straight toward the lake. Mo’s heart raced as she tried to brake, but it was too late—the van plunged down the embankment, crashing into the water with a deafening splash.

The impact sent water surging around her as the van sank faster than she could comprehend. She screamed, but the sound was swallowed by the cold, murky water that was flooding the vehicle. Panic set in as she fumbled to open the door, but the pressure from the water made it impossible to move. Mo’s breaths came in shallow, panicked gasps as the van submerged deeper.

Back on the lake, John and Emily heard the crash and looked toward the shore just in time to see the camper van disappear beneath the water.

“Mo!” Emily screamed, her voice piercing the stillness.

John's blood ran cold as he realised what had happened. Without thinking, he turned the boat sharply toward shore, his mind racing faster than the boat’s motor. As soon as the boat hit the bank, John leaped out, sprinting toward the water’s edge where the van had sunk.

“There!” Timothy pointed frantically toward the bubbles rising from the lake’s surface.

John didn’t hesitate. He dove headfirst into the lake, the cold water shocking his system. He swam with everything he had, his muscles burning as he kicked toward the sinking vehicle. Time felt like it slowed, every second an agonising stretch as he dove deeper and deeper, his eyes straining to see through the murky depths.

There—he spotted the outline of the van, and through the window, Mo’s terrified face pressed against the glass. John reached for the door, his hands trembling with fear and adrenaline. The door wouldn’t budge. He slammed his shoulder into it, again and again, using every ounce of strength until finally, it gave way. Water rushed in, and Mo gasped for air as John grabbed her and pulled her free.

They surfaced with a loud splash, Mo coughing and sobbing in his arms as John swam them back toward shore. Emily was already waist-deep in the water, her arms outstretched as they reached the shallows.

"Mo, Mo, oh God," Emily sobbed, pulling her daughter into her arms. John collapsed beside them, panting and drenched, his heart still pounding from the sheer terror of the moment.

Later, back at home, the fallout from the incident hit hard. Social services were called in, and they were intent on placing Mo in a reformed school. The word "Borstal" was thrown around like a looming threat, a place for troubled children, for kids who couldn’t be trusted. Emily was devastated, her heart breaking at the thought of losing Mo to a system that wouldn’t understand her. She knew her daughter had made a mistake, but this? This was too much.

John and Emily fought with everything they had, pleading with the social workers. They sat in a cold, sterile office, their voices steady but filled with raw emotion. John took the blame for leaving the keys where Mo could reach them, admitting they hadn’t been careful enough. Emily, her eyes swollen from sleepless nights, talked about how they had already begun working with Mo, how they were committed to helping her grow and change without the harshness of a reformed school.

“She’s our daughter,” Emily said, her voice trembling with conviction. “We can’t give up on her.”

The social workers, after much deliberation, agreed to let Mo stay at home under strict supervision, warning them that any more incidents would be met with severe consequences. But for now, the family was together.

Back home, the relief was palpable, but so was the weight of what had nearly happened. John couldn’t stop thinking about how close they had come to losing Mo—whether to the lake or to the system. As the days passed, the family slowly healed, but the memory of that day lingered, a reminder of the thin line between control and chaos, love and fear.

Though the immediate crisis had passed, John and Emily knew that Mo's rebellion was only beginning. They wouldn’t give up on her, though, no matter what.
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