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    Prologue


    Father Maxwell Franklin stood atop the cement stairs to St. Jude’s Catholic Elementary School, stalwart against the early autumn wind. A storm was rolling in darkening the skies above the small city of Hectortown, NY. The whole scene-- the clouds, the wind, the little girl sitting on the stairs in her gray and burgundy uniform, reminded him of a day many years ago when he himself was a student here. The little girl couldn’t be much more than seven-years-old by now, her elbows planted firmly on her knees and her mouth fixed in a determined pout. Her bright, emerald eyes stared off into the distance determined not to cry. They alone betrayed her identity. She would have melted into any second-grade class without much notice from anyone but himself. He alone knew those eyes.


    The wind picked up, blowing the little girl’s curly black hair away from her cheeks and over her wool clad shoulders as easily as it blew the dried, orange leaves across the street. The leaves swirled in circles and then followed each other through the alley between the church and the brick school building to the play ground where their story began. It was there, on the black top inside the chain linked fence next to the parking lot of the Freezy King that Father Maxwell, or Max, as he was known then, had first seen those eyes. It was there that he had made the decision that would determine his destiny. He could not, on that September afternoon in 1987, have had any appreciation that it would lead him inevitably to this moment.


    It had been an unseasonably warm and humid afternoon for September in New York State’s Southern Tier. A cold front had just begun to move in, kicking up wind and darkening the skies. Max had spent the afternoon in the library researching a history paper which was why he was running through the alley a full hour after the elementary school was released home to cartoons and after school snacks. That was when he saw her.  She was tiny, and he half expected that the wind would carry her away. Six boys, between ten and twelve-years-old circled around her, taunting her. They branded her a Libyan terrorist, echoing the latest bigoted fears rippling through 1987 America. They mixed in images and crumbs from the nightly news broadcasts their parents watched after dinner, calling her “Moron Qadhafi” and “towel head”. The largest of the boys held her backpack out. The girl didn’t react. She just stood there like a statue and stared off at the approaching black storm clouds, trying to outlast them. Perhaps she, too, hoped the wind would lift her away from here.


    The bullies spiraled in for the final attack and Max, terrified himself, knew it was up to him to help her. Fairly tall for an11-year-old, he still knew he couldn’t physically fend off all of them. Seeing the black clouds rushing in fast, casting a shadow over the down town area, a plan began to take shape in his head like a scene from a movie he never thought he would get to act out. He approached the boys and in his firmest voice said, “Leave her alone.” The boys ignored him. He crossed into the circle, standing directly behind the little girl. He was a whole head taller. “I said give her books back and leave her alone.” Max was disappointed but not at all surprised this did not work. Time for plan B, he thought.


    As Max stalled, the wind became furious. The storm clouds were right over them now. Max, locking his knees together to keep them from shaking, closed his eyes and raised his hands above his head. He muttered incomprehensibly to himself, his voice growing gradually more forceful. The bullies stopped circling and stared at him curiously. The girl’s hair was flying unbridled around her head in the gale. Max opened his eyes, his voice now booming. A jagged light ripped through the sky. Now was the opportunity he had been waiting for. “By the power of Almighty God, I command you!”  he screamed at the top of his lungs. The boys dropped the book bag and ran. Max stood motionless, his hands still in the air, until they boys disappeared around the corner.  


    “Are you okay?” he asked the little girl, still a little out of breath from fear and exertion. He picked up her bag and handed it to her. Her eyes were wide in amazement. She couldn’t utter a sound. Max felt a drop of rain hit the top of his head with a chilling splash. There was no time to reflect on his victory now. Within minutes the serendipitous storm would drench them. The little girl remained motionless.


    “Come on,” he said, grabbing her by the hand. They ran out of the schoolyard, down a hill toward the main street of town. The skies opened into a deluge. Their legs pumped hard as they hopped over gutters and puddles. The girl could barely keep her eyes open with the rain that was pouring down her face. She had no idea where she was going, following the stomping of Max’s feet. They raced past a barbershop with a tall blue and red pole, an ice cream store, a bookstore, and a post office. They ran until the little girl’s legs felt like they were shaking, until her hair was soaked and matted to her head. Water fell in sheets from the awnings of buildings and thunder grumbled and crashed around them.


    Finally, they turned up a residential street that stretched gently upward toward the mountains surrounding the town. Max turned toward a blue clapboard house, bounding up the porch stairs, the little girl closely in tow. Opening the front door, he led her inside.


    “Max, dear is that you?” a sweet voice floated down from upstairs. A thin, redheaded woman in a green dress looked down at them from the upstairs landing. “My goodness, child, you’re soaked to the bone.” She disappeared for a moment returning with two large towels and glided gracefully down the stairs.


    “You poor things,” she said, handing one towel to Max while draping the other one around the little girl’s shoulders. She rubbed the waif’s thin arms, trying to warm her up. The girl’s blue lips were quivering. Max had draped his towel over his head and was rubbing his hair and face dry.


    “What’s your little friend’s name, Max?”


    “Tiar.  Tiar Alfred,” a little voice said. It was the first time Max heard her speak. He had the sudden realization there was a person inside her with its own mind, watching him.


    “Well, Tiar Alfred, would you like some tea and cookies?” the woman asked.  Tiar nodded vigorously but still looked scared. The redheaded woman, Eleanor Franklin, lead the two children into the kitchen. Max pulled a chair out for Tiar which the little girl eyed suspiciously until she realized he meant for her to sit on it. He sat across from her. The two children stared at one another across the table while Mrs. Franklin boiled water for tea. “I should call your parents,” Eleanor said pragmatically as she took homemade cookies out of a tin and put them onto two small plates. “They are probably worried sick about you.”


    “Mama and papa aren’t here,” Tiar said unhelpfully.


    “Well, who is responsible for you?” Mrs. Franklin inquired. The little girl looked at her blankly. “Where do you live, Tiar?”


    “Across town in Ravenwood with my uncle,” the little girl responded. Her English, when she spoke, was slow and flawless with an accent Eleanor could not identify. It sounded like French mixed with something unknown.


    “And what does he do?” Eleanor asked, taking the tea kettle off the stove and pouring steaming hot water into their cups.


    “He’s a doctor, Ma’am.” Mrs. Franklin stopped mid-pour.  


    “Not doctor Henry Alfred?” she asked. Tiar nodded. Mrs. Franklin tried not to show her revulsion at the name. As a medical transcriptionist, she knew the name and voice of every doctor in town. Even if her husband, a sheriff’s deputy, did not come home at least once a month with another story about a reckless driving incident or drunken disorderly episode Dr. Alfred’s unscrupulous lawyer would inevitably get him acquitted for; even if the public image Dr. Alfred conveyed was not one of lechery and exploitation; Eleanor could tell from that arrogant, raspy voice, from the laughter he emitted at the expense of his vulnerable, unconscious patients, that this was a man incapable of caring for a child. Mrs. Franklin’s first instinct was to grab Tiar and never let her return to that gigantic house, the cold, empty mausoleum Dr. Alfred purchased ten years earlier as a monument to his own greatness when the bed and breakfast that had been run out of the 8-bed room, 6 bath mansion filed for bankruptcy. Eleanor felt her hand tighten around the handle of the tea kettle as if she were preparing to fight Dr. Alfred off with it right there in her kitchen. You can’t, she reminded herself with a shudder. She’s not your child. Mrs. Franklin looked at the children sitting at her kitchen table oblivious to the overly long pause left by her rumination.


    “Would you like to stay for dinner?” she offered Tiar kindly. The little girl thought about the dinners she had with her uncle. They usually came from the freezer and were served in divided trays with plastic wrapping over the top. She nodded her head vigorously once again. “Let me call your uncle and make sure it’s alright. Do you know his phone number?” The child reached into her pocket and pulled out a laminated index card. It listed the home and work phone numbers for Dr. Alfred. Eleanor examined the elegant handwriting.


    “Max,” she said, abandoning the tea. “Why don’t you show Tiar your room while I get dinner ready?”


    Max stood up from the table and Tiar followed as he walked back down the hallway and ran, two at a time, up the stairs. Tiar made it up to the top landing just soon enough to see him disappearing into one of the rooms. She stood motionless on the top of the stairs. After a moment, Max popped his head out.


    “Are you coming, silly?” he asked indelicately.


    Tiar proceeded hesitantly, not knowing what spectacle awaited her. But, when she got to the doorway, she saw that it was just an ordinary bedroom. Max was sitting at his desk, an open comic book in front of him. “You can sit on my bed if you like,” he invited.  Tiar backed up to the bed and sat down. She didn’t dare take her eyes off him. “Do you like Spiderman?” he asked. She looked at him blankly.


    “How long have you been in town?” Max asked.


    “Three months,” she replied simply.


    “I’ve lived here all my life,” he volunteered, nervously spouting out meaningless small talk. He hated small talk. Yet, the pressure of her silence seemed to squeeze it out of him. He searched his memory for more facts to add to the conversation. “Except for the first two years when we lived in Syracuse. Mom used to teach at the university there.” The green eyes stared back, piercingly.


    “You know Syracuse, right?” She remained silent. “Do you know any cities?”


    “Buffalo,” she said.


    “Buffalo?”


    “Mama and Papa got married in Buffalo.”


    “Are they from there?”


    “No.”


    “Are they from the United States?”


    “No.”


    “Where did you come from?” Max finally asked.


    “Jordan,” she answered. She didn’t elaborate. Max could not tell if she was just shy or if she was having difficulty understanding English. They sat in silence for a few minutes, the rain falling hard against the windows and roof.


    “How did you make them go away?” Tiar asked pointedly after several minutes. 


    “I just scared them, that’s all,” Max answered casually. In retrospect, he was fairly sure the boys had retreated from the storm and not from him. He felt silly and embarrassed for his display and hoped to just forget about it. It did not seem like this little girl was going to let him do that. “Bullies are easy to scare,” he parroted back one of his father’s lectures. “If you can convince yourself that you are stronger than them, you can make them believe it too.” Max did not believe this, or any of his father’s axioms. They all appeared to be predicated on the assumption that he had the confidence to bluff, an over-willingness to fight, and absolute moral certitude regarding right and wrong. Max neither presumed nor aspired to have any of these. In this particular instance, his narrow escape using his father’s blue print was a surprise to him. He had expected both he and Tiar to be beaten up. But, he was not going to admit that to her now.


    “You didn’t make the storm come?” she asked, her eyes not diverting from his face for a second. Max laughed, his own eyes darting around the room to avoid hers.


    “No, silly. I was just taking advantage of it for effect.  I knew it would scare them. It all seemed like a horror movie. You know…like in the movie The Exorcist.” She stared at him blankly. “Haven’t you ever seen the movie The Exorcist?” he asked, shocked.


    “Mama and Papa don’t let us watch movies,” she reported.  


    “Hummm,” Max responded. There was another pause.  


    “What were those magic words you were saying?” she asked. 


    “That was just nonsense,” Max said. “Well, Latin. But those boys don’t know Latin, so it sounded spooky. It’s not spooky,” he explained. Silence passed.


    “Why?”  The little girl asked.


    “Because they’re just words,” Max answered.


    “Why did you help me?” she asked, her brow furrowing in frustration. Max thought for a moment of what might have happened if he hadn’t interceded. His stomach sank again. He could see her standing out on the play ground, soaked through from the rain, alone, her book bag in a dumpster. 


    “Because you needed help,” he said finally.  


    Tiar looked down at the floor. Her whole body seemed to deflate. Max walked over to the bed and sat down next to her.


    “What’s wrong?” he asked brusquely. Her gaze stayed fixed on the floor. Her shoulders shook with sobs. “Stop crying,” Max said nervously. “Why are you crying?”


    “I thought you were the angel,” Tiar answered, her voice nearly incomprehensible between sobs. “The angel grandma sent to take care of me. I thought you were going to take me to live with Aunt Josephine, so she could take care of me. But you’re not an angel. And Papa was right. She does hate me for killing grandpapa and never wants to see me again. And so, I’m just alone again. No one is coming for me. I’m just alone.” Max felt a burning in his chest. He reached over and took one of Tiar’s hands in his. He stared this mysterious little girl squarely in the eyes.


    “You’re not alone,” he said firmly. “Not anymore. Not anymore. I promise you. But please, stop crying. You don’t need to cry if I’m here.” Tiar’s sobs resolved gradually into sniffles. “Are you going to be okay, Tiar?” Max said more softly. He had tried to say her name with the same subtle “R” she had used. It was at once detectable, and yet almost inaudible. The little girl continued to pout. “I didn’t get it right, did I?” Tiar shook her head.


    “It doesn’t matter.”


    “It does matter,” he insisted. “I’m your friend. I don’t want to spend the next ten years mispronouncing your name.”


    “I don’t care,” Tiar said dismissively.


    “I do,” Max insisted. “What does your name mean in Arabic?”


    “Bird,” she answered. 


    “Okay, then little bird. That’s something I can pronounce.”


  




  

    1 


    The gentle swish of a basketball falling in a graceful arc through its net was followed by the stunned silence and then the emphatic, if not loud, cheering of two dozen on lookers. Varsity girls’ sports were never particularly well supported at St. Jude’s Regional Catholic High School. Their junior varsity basketball team was lucky if the few moms who were on car pool duty looked up from their crosswords or knitting to shout an occasional encouraging slogan toward their daughters. These diversions were now abandoned in favor of a freshman who, though seeming content to pass to a team mate at every opportunity, could hit the basket from anywhere on the court. A few serendipitous three pointers, including this one in the final thirty seconds of this preseason scrimmage, grabbed the small crowd’s attention.


    The unusually skilled freshman was Tiar Alfred. Five years had passed since her unexplained arrival in Hectortown, in which time she had grown to be a typical American teenager in many ways. Max Franklin, who was now waiting for her in the stands, had kept his promise to watch over her. Month after month passed and no one sent for her.  The months stretched into years and not only did Tiar remain with her uncle in New York, there were no letters or phone calls to indicate what her family’s intentions might be. There was no explanation for why this little girl was sent half way across the world without her parents or brothers to live with her uninterested and ill-tempered relative. For the first few months they knew her, the Franklin family operated under the auspices of “not interfering” and limited themselves to giving Tiar an occasional meal. Eventually they saw there was nothing to interfere with and all but took Tiar in as their own. By now, she was a nearly daily fixture at the Franklin household, usually in the back-yard shooting hoops. Max was acutely aware that his skill on a basketball court was the only reason that his male peers were friendly to him in season and civil to him the rest of the year. He thought that getting Tiar interested in basketball, too, may aid her assimilation into the tight social network that existed in this private school where most of the other students had been together since kindergarten. It was increasingly obvious that she didn’t need his help to be accepted.


    The novelty of pretending this Jordanian émigré was a terrorist had quickly worn off. This was neither because of her peers’ more precise understanding of geography nor because of the birth certificate that confirmed that she was born twenty miles from Hectortown. It was merely because her classmates had gotten bored with their adolescent “towel head” references. By now, Tiar’s peers fully accepted her as Max’s much more interesting younger sister. For her high school freshman friends, there was a certain allure to Tiar being all but parentless. With coffee being the closest thing to a hot meal that was served in the Alfred Mansion, Tiar drank it excessively by age eleven which made her seem irresistibly sophisticated. She never had a curfew as her uncle seemed to hope she would disappear one day and never come home. With no one monitoring what she ate, she spent her lunch money (which her uncle calculated out to the cent) on junk food which she willingly traded for the carrots, cucumbers, and apples that her friends’ mothers packed in their lunch boxes. Every time she grew an inch, her uniform skirts would become scandalously short until a diligent mother reported it to Mrs. Franklin who would let out the hems or, when necessary, buy Tiar the new uniform skirts her uncle felt no responsibility to supply. Outside of school, her clothes always reflected exactly what the “popular kids” were wearing as they were in fact the treasured outfits her friends had out grown.


    When Tiar did break any rules, there was no one for the school to call. Tiar’s uncle handed anything addressed to him from St. Jude’s straight to Tiar to deal with. Although he seemed to enjoy yelling at her, his relationship with her ranged from complete disinterest to resentment and sometimes outright hatred based entirely on his levels of sleep, caffeine and alcohol. His harangues were completely uncorrelated with her behavior. In addition to supplementing her personal repertoire of curse words in both English and Arabic (also an aid to her popularity), this completely random verbal abuse allowed Tiar to act with relative impunity. Despite this, Tiar never intended to violate any of her school’s burdensomely abundant regulations. But, if her best friend, Jen Caponata, wanted to know if her new lip gloss was too tinted for the school’s strict ban on make up, Tiar was her designated guinea pig. If any of the girls in class were caught with a contraband fashion magazine, Tiar would step up to claim responsibility despite having no interest in them. Other then the few elderly nuns raised in a time when corporeal punishment was still encouraged, no one knew how to influence Tiar’s behavior. Once a teacher got the enterprising idea to call Jack Franklin regarding Tiar passing notes in class. After he disrupted the entire student body by showing up in his police cruiser with his lights and sirens blaring, the faculty decided not to repeat this tactic.


    By fourteen-years-old, Tiar had a reputation, accurate or not, for being irreverent, brave, and physically perfect. Her peers no longer cared where she came from. The only mystery about Tiar that baffled her peers was why she was so attached to her nerdy older brother who often was the only force pushing against a tidal wave of peer pressure. As the two entered their teens, anywhere Tiar went outside of school, Max was bound to be. It was silently understood that any invitation to her would automatically include him as her self-appointed chaperone. And so, when Tiar left the girls’ locker room to go to an after-game party, Max waited in the parking lot in his 1984 Volvo station wagon to drive her to the event.


    As they passed farms and forests, the two teens discussed Tiar’s recent athletic performance. The critique quickly degenerated into a debate about strategy and when it was appropriate to pass to a team mate versus taking a shot at the basket. Tiar, as she always did, insisted that passing is “sharing” with team mates and sharing is always good. Max, whose combined field goal and assist statistics during his freshman year caused him to be bumped up to the varsity team by the end of the season, expounded on his more logical and geometric analysis of the game. He wove in equations from calculus and physics she wouldn’t see at school for another three years. Having heard this explanation many times before, Tiar sat silently and stared out the window at the undulating country side, all the time her mouth unconsciously reciting the speech silently to herself. Her eye brows jumped and dove dramatically, her facial expressions mimicking Max’s as he reached his emphatic conclusion. When he was done, she watched the barns, rocks, and hay bales littering the pastoral landscape. The two teens were on their way to a party at Jen’s father’s beach house on Lake Eerie. It sat forty miles outside of Hectortown sandwiched between a golf course and the chilly banks of the Great Lake. Having bought the house mostly to impress business contacts who owned homes at the same country club, Mr. Caponata let the house sit unused most of the year. Jen, whose oldest social contacts had just reached driving age and whose parents were distracted by a messy divorce, was eager for the opportunity to use the empty property. Max and Tiar drove in silence for about twenty minutes before Max finally pulled over into the drive way of a farm to turn on the overhead light and inspect Jen’s crudely drawn map more closely.


    “This just does not look right at all,” he said, frustrated. Tiar examined the map he was holding.


    “Looks like she wants you to go for about one more mile and then you’ll get to this little bridge over a stream and then turn left at the traffic light after St. Teresa’s,” she said, pointing to what looked on the map like a little house with a cross on the top. Max squinted through the dim light at the map and then at Tiar.


    “Are you sure?” he asked doubtfully.


    “If our alternative is staying here?” she returned with a shrug. Max mirrored her shrug, turned off the overhead light and pulled back onto the road. A few minutes later, the car rumbled over the small bridge before a traffic light. As Max waited for it to turn green, he looked over at the gleaming white clapboard building that looked eerily blue in the moonlight. St. Teresa’s Roman Catholic Church announced the lit marquee on the lawn. The light turned, and he sped on into the darkness. They had gone another mile before Max felt something was out of place.


    “That’s amazing that you could decipher that from Jen’s drawing,” he mused to Tiar.


    “Humm…” she said, half paying attention.


    “I mean, especially since the map doesn’t mention the name of the church.” Tiar turned toward him from the passenger seat.


    “Jen must have told me the name when she gave me the map,” Tiar guessed. Max, unconvinced, none-the-less accepted this answer and drove on. Less than ten minutes later, the Volvo arrived at the Caponata’s house and pulled onto a spot on the grass at the end of a long line of cars. When Tiar and Max got to the house, she immediately was absorbed into the dancing. Max went to the kitchen, poured two sodas, and walked back into the living room without sparing a word or a glance to any of the other attendees. Max, well aware he was present as Tiar’s chauffer, and not as a guest, did not feel cheated being left out of this social scene. He’d prefer not knowing these illegal communions of underaged inebriation and debauchery existed. He retreated to an armchair in a dark corner and watched Tiar dance. When she danced, she could move her back like a snake, her arms like silk scarves being tossed about in a breeze. Tiar couldn’t remember when or in what context she had learned to dance this way, but it clearly didn’t happen in New York. Max envisioned waves of pheromones emanating from her in the dark like a shimmering bioluminescent glow, entrancing the brains of every male in the room and making her their prey. But Tiar seemed oblivious to the attention she drew.


    After a few songs, Tiar stopped dancing and Max waved to her from across the room. She walked over to him and sat on the arm of his chair, accepting the soda he had poured for her. After draining the glass, Tiar got up and danced for another half hour. Eventually, she excused herself to go to the bathroom. Max took the opportunity to stretch his legs. Each room of the vacation house had its own music and lighting scheme. Even without partaking in any of the alcohol that flowed freely at the party, Max found it disorienting. Hearing laughter, he climbed the stairs. Upstairs in one of the bedrooms, some seniors he recognized from the basketball team were gathered around a table playing poker.


    “Hey, Max,” one of them yelled out to him. “Want us to deal you in?”  


    “No thanks, Chuck,” he answered respectfully. He hated cards. He hated any activity that left the future to chance. He was about to leave when the team captain, Jim Perenty, called out to him.


    “Hey, Max, did you bring that sister of yours?” Judging from how slurred his words were, Max estimated the six pack of crushed beer cans littering the rug around Jim’s chair were all his.


    “Which sister?” Max said, playing dumb.  


    “You know... what’s her name, Tina?”  


    “Tanya?”  Someone else at the table offered.


    “Terra?” added someone else. “Yeah, I saw her downstairs.” Shoot. Max flinched.


    “Well, tell her if she wants to come upstairs, I’ll deal her in too,” Jim said, winking at Max and patting his lap.


    “I’ll be sure to tell her, Jim,” Max said, a friendly smile hiding his revulsion. Standing in the upper hallway, he heard a familiar laugh through the window mixing with the sound of waves crashing. Tiar was standing in the garden with her friends Jen and Michelle. Max sped down to them and tapped Tiar on the left shoulder.


    “You nerd,” she said, punching Max on the shoulder playfully. Max started to back away, thinking Tiar wanted privacy to be with her friends. But, instead, she leaned close to his ear. “Where have you been?” Her hand brushed lightly past his, a look of relief in her eyes.


    “Around,” he said evasively, omitting Jim’s invitation. It was his turn to whisper in her ear. “It’s a nice night.  Want to camp out?” he asked.


    “Now?” Tiar asked, looking back at Jen and Michelle, who had continued their conversation without her. He nodded. Even in the dark, his blue eyes looked intense.


    “Okay,” she agreed. “What the heck.” She said good-bye to her friends and followed him out to the car.


    “Is everything okay, Max?” she asked as they were backing out of the driveway.  Max put the car in drive and headed east for Hectortown. As the sounds of the party moved further and further behind him, he visibly relaxed, as though he had narrowly escaped a car crash.


    “Yes, Bird.  Everything is just fine.”


    Three hours later, Tiar and Max lay in sleeping bags in a tent in the Franklins’ back yard. Max had been lucky; it was a good night for camping out. After quickly erecting the pop-up tent, the two teenagers roasted marshmallows in the crisp autumn night and made up 22 new constellations before turning in. They had been in the tent, lying silently for a good ten minutes when Max heard Tiar yawn. She rustled around in her sleeping bag.


    “Max?” she asked sleepily. “Do you think they’ll ever build a water slide on the moon?”


    “Why do you ask that, Bird?” he asked, not opening his eyes.


    “Well, because, I don’t think a water slide would be very fun on the moon,” she reasoned. “With gravity being so much weaker there, you’d probably go down really slowly.” 


    “Sounds reasonable,” he agreed. “Good night.”


    “Good night.” There were another few minutes of silence before Max heard Tiar’s voice again, barely awake.


    “Max, do you think they would even use money on the moon? If everyone works for NASA it wouldn’t make much sense.”


    “No, I suppose it wouldn’t. Good night.”


    “Good night.” Max heard Tiar turn over in her sleeping bag. She was now laying on her stomach with her face half buried in her pillow. There wasn’t a peep out of her for a good five minutes. Then he heard her voice next to him again.


    “Max,” she began. He was fairly sure she was now just talking in her sleep.  “Think there are... other planets...  apple trees?” Max smiled at her in the dark.


    “It’s time to go to sleep little bird. Okay?”


    “Okay.  Nighty night.”


  




  

    2


    Maxwell Franklin sat bent over his small wooden desk, studiously examining the faces in his comic book by the warm yellow glow of the lamp as if studying a lost, ancient language. There were thoughts and emotions occurring in those characters, thoughts which escaped the grasp of text beneath. These were just crude drawings of faces, and those faces crude external projections of the truth inside. They were a shadow of a shadow of the truth that he was urgently dedicated to deciphering. If the trudging sound of rubber soles on the carpet runner distracted him, his visage betrayed nothing. These footsteps were a language he knew well. He could already anticipate, based on the frequency and amplitude of the thuds, the latency of the leg lifted from the top step to the landing, the degree to which she lifted her feet or let them drag, the mood of person who moved through the hall. He could predict with certainty the psychological weight on the young woman who approached, the resigned despair with which she would release that weight onto his thin twin bed, and the pitch of the whining springs under that weight as she let herself fall. He did not need to look up to see the carelessness with which she would abandon her fight against sadness and gravity and flop down, her legs, pure white and perfectly shaped like an alabaster statue, hanging over the side of the bed under her plaid skirt. He did not look up from his garish, geometric faces to look at hers, her smooth flesh obfuscating the meaning that her body language communicated to him through the objects she touched. He had heard those steps a thousand times in the 5 years since they first climbed these stairs. They spoke to him in a hundred variations-- rapid, slow, heavy, springy, sliding, gliding, jumping. He had memorized the subsequent whine of the stretching metal holding her small body up on his mattress and correlated this with conversations that always followed.


    “What’s wrong,” he initiated, interrupting her pout without looking up.


    “Nothing,” Tiar mumbled, still staring at the ceiling, her hair spilling over the bed spread.


    “You’re home early,” he pointed out. Tiar mumbled something under her breath. Max finally tore his gaze away from his graphic novel and looked at her.


    “Practice was canceled today so Jen, Michelle, and Sarah went dress shopping,” Tiar explained, pretending to pay attention to her finger nails to avoid Max’s inquisitive look.


    “For home coming?” he interjected. “Why didn’t you go?”


    “Oh, no,” Tiar said heatedly, sitting up so suddenly the bed shifted half an inch toward the wall. “They picked out their homecoming dresses in eight grade and had their moms order them from the bridal shop over the summer, so they could get tailored in time. They decided to go out today for confirmation dresses.” Max shook his head dubiously. In the very Catholic microcosm in which they lived, it had become fashionable in recent years for girls to try to outdo one another with their confirmation dresses, often wearing gowns that would rival actual wedding dresses for elegance and whiteness. Max thought it was a disgusting perversion of a sacrament meant to dedicate one’s self to the Lord’s work. But, this was only one of many things he found enigmatic and tedious about human females. As he reflected on this, he realized this was probably not what weighed so heavily on his friend.


    “Feeling left out?” he theorized.


    “No,” Tiar grumbled, kicking one of the tassels on the rug. “Maybe. Probably. A little.” Max exhaled sympathetically. As Tiar’s temporary stay in Hectortown stretched on indefinitely, his family began taking her to church with them. They didn’t want to interfere with her own religion, which they assumed was Islam. However, since she spent almost every meal with them when not at school, and this was where they were between breakfast and lunch on Sundays, it seemed rude not to take her along. She listened attentively, kneeled when they kneeled, stood when they stood, and eventually knew every hymn by heart. But no amount of ecclesiastical knowledge, no amount of inclusion from this loving family, and no amount of popularity at school would repair the abyss of not knowing. Her ignorance of her family’s origins, religion, location, or reasons for abandoning her left Tiar perpetually vulnerable to storms of brooding dysphoria. Max had learned over the 5 years they had known one another the only way out of these storms was to quietly acknowledge them and let them pass. He sat next to her on the bed and put his hand over hers, a technique he had mastered with much practice. Early on, he would interrogate her, challenge her logic, or try to get her to see that mysteries were fun, not painful. For a brief span when they were 11 and 13-years-old, he experimented with patting her hand and saying, “They’ll come back someday.” But this, which they both now suspected was a lie, mercifully evolved into indirect eye contact and a sympathetic nod.


    After the requisite few minutes of silent rumination, Max hopped up and walked back to his desk, this time sitting to face Tiar.


    “Did I tell you about the project I’m working on?” he asked excitedly.


    “You mean the homework you assigned for yourself for the class the school does not offer?” Tiar said cynically. A few months ago, Max had unsuccessfully tried to convince his Advanced Placement American History teacher to assign the class to write an original biography based on primary source material such as birth records, marriage certificates, diaries, letters, and church records. He thought this would help his classmates appreciate how text books were written and, considering the popularity of detective television shows at the time, inspire his classmates to be more interested in history as a whole. The teacher, under pressure to increase scores on the national Advanced Placement exam and correctly gauging that his students would find this assignment boring if not punitive, flatly refused. His enthusiasm undampened, Max convinced the eleventh-grade guidance counselor of St. Jude’s that there should be a history club for the high school and was given permission to start one.


    “Yes, that one,” Max acknowledged, his excitement undiminished by Tiar’s obvious lack of interest. “You should do one, too,” he suggested. “It would be fun.  And, I even got an educational journal to sponsor a $500 scholarship for the essay winner.”


    “I am sure you are going to get it, Max,” Tiar predicted. “Especially since you are the only one entering the contest.”


    “There are two other club members,” Max objected.


    “Who joined so they could be vice president and secretary and put it on their college applications next year,” she said flatly. Poor clueless boy, she thought to herself. He had already explained to her, beaming and bouncing like a puppy with a new chew toy, that he planned to research his great grandfather who had come to New York from Ireland as a mercenary during the Civil War and who later operated locks on the Eerie canal. His brain could not seem to comprehend why this hunger for knowledge was not something she shared. “Look.  I am happy that you are happy for getting to do this project. You can be happy for me being happy not doing the project.” Tiar stood up and slung her book bag over her shoulder. She stared at her friend for a moment longer and finally murmured, “Later, nerd.” The name, which stung so much coming from bullies over the years, always sounded warm and almost affectionate coming from Tiar. He had come to understand that it was her way of saying, “You’re my best friend, but you are pushing me too hard.” He nodded again knowingly and listened to her descend down the steps, accepting he had chased her away until tomorrow.


    The last of October’s orange and yellow leaves swirled past Max the next day as he drove east on the highway 39 for the second time in a week. He recognized the stretch of road as being close to the Caponata’s beach house where he and Tiar had been partying the previous weekend. Max had spent nearly the whole day walking through dusty stacks of documents, foundations of collapsed buildings, and crooked grave markers and was eager to get home.


    Edward O’Connor’s job as a lock operator on the Eerie Canal promised a wealth of information for Max that he could only realize by trudging northwest to the various sites that had been a regular fixture in his forefather’s life. Max’s diligent efforts had yielded most of the data he would need for his biography. Now, Max was exhausted. The mud splatters, thorn scratches, and paper cuts that were invisible to his distracted, detective mind now seemed to burn him, threatening to seep their toxic contents through his skin until he scrubbed them thoroughly. On the way home, all he could think about was taking a shower. He was making good progress toward home when he hit a red light. Looking impatiently around the intersection, he realized he was in front of the church Tiar had recognized a few nights earlier. As unimportant as it was, it still bothered him that she knew the name of this church, a name that had been omitted from the map. He sensed there was another explanation, no matter how mundane, for the familiarity she had with the surrounding landscape which, as well as either of them knew, she had never seen before. He was ready to drive right past when he saw a tombstone through the wrought iron fence that he hadn’t seen in the moon lit night. Alfred, it said simply. Not an uncommon name; yet, to Max, it seemed enough of a sign to act upon. He put on his left turn signal and waited for the light to turn green.


    Compelled by motivations he could not explain, Max found himself parking next to the rectory and knocking confidently on the side door. As he waited, he looked again at the grave marker that had caught his attention; it was worn with many years withstanding polluted rain and cruel New York winters. It’s been here far longer then Tiar’s family, he reflected. But, since I’m already here… Max’s thoughts were interrupted by the whine of a screen door opening. A woman in her 70’s with white hair and a shapeless blue sweater stuck her head out.


    “Ma’am, my name is Maxwell Franklin and I am from St. Jude’s Catholic school,” he began.


    “You raising money for the band?” she asked, eyeing his uniform suspiciously. 


    “No, ma’am,” he continued. “I’m doing a project about genealogy. I was wondering if I could possibly look at some of your records.” The woman eyed Max skeptically.


    “What kind of records?” she asked.


    “Uh, marriage, baptism… that kind of thing,” Max muttered spontaneously. The elderly woman thought about it for a moment.


    “Can’t see the harm,” she said gruffly. She held open the screen door for him.  “Follow me.”


    Max followed her through the carpeted hallway and down a dark, narrow staircase that smelled old and closed in. At the bottom, she flicked on a switch. They were greeted by the hum and flicker of cheap industrial florescent lights. Max’s guide instructed him, pointing to a set of filing cabinets against the wall.


    “Marriage, Confirmation, Baptism,” she said, waving her hand around the room. “They’re in alphabetical order. If you want to search by date, you can look in those log books on the top of the cabinets.”


    “Thank you, ma’am,” Max said respectfully. She turned and walked back up the stairs. Max closed his eyes and tried to reconstruct the few tantalizing scraps of information Tiar still remembered about her family. Neither of Tiar’s parents were born in New York, or for that matter, in the United States. Her mother was French-Canadian and her father grew up in Jordan. They got married in Buffalo after meeting at the State University there. They had three children from 1978 to 1982 before moving to Jordan to live with her father’s family. Max had no idea if either of Tiar’s parents were Catholic or if they had sent Tiar to St. Jude’s just because it had a good academic reputation. However, if either of them was Catholic, the only sacrament that anyone in the family was likely to have gone through in this remote country church was the baptism of their three children, Tiar, Henry, and Kevin. Max walked up to one of the cabinets. He opened the drawer labeled “Aa- Be.” He found a folder labeled “Ak – Ar.” It was mercifully thin. He flipped through, reading each name carefully. There were no Tiars. The only Alfreds were a Patrick, a Robert, and a Suzanne, none of them were born in the same years as Tiar and her brothers. Max set these aside and flipped through the names again, hoping perhaps an Alfred had been put back in the wrong order or had been spelled incorrectly. Akins, Allen, Almond, Ammons, Amonde, Anderson, Argeneau, Arnold, and again, Akins, Allen, Almond, Ammons, Amonde, Anderson, Argeneau, Arnold. What was I expecting to find? He asked himself. Did he really think he could just walk into a random church and find the baptismal certificate of someone who may or may not have ever been baptized? It was a completely illogical thought. But, he argued to himself, he knew Tiar’s mother and father had lived west of Hectortown before leaving the country, and Tiar had recognized the building.


    Logically, Max knew he should cut his losses. He stood up to stretch his legs, mulling over his strategy. The dried mud and scratches on his legs once more started to itch and antagonize him, urging him to go home. Then, the bright green log books piled on top of the filing cabinet caught his eye. He walked over and picked up the one for 1978. He flipped through the early pages. Jan 2, 9, 15, 22.  They were all before Tiar’s birthday. Feb 6, 27. March 31. April 2, 20. Even if Tiar had been baptized, it could have happened at any point between her birth in February of 1978 and her leaving the country in 1982. This is insane, Max thought to himself. He quickly scanned through all the names appearing in the log book for 1978. None of the names looked promising—none, looked like misspellings of Alfred. However, on his third time through, one name caught his eye. Feb 27, Argeneau.


    Max walked back to the table with the logbook. He flipped through the folder again. Argeneau. Renee Argeneau. Mother Josette Argeneau. God Mother, Josephine Callen. God Father, William Callen. Father was left blank. Josette Argeneau, Max thought. The name sounded familiar. He wondered if that was really what Tiar said her mother’s maiden name was, or if he was creating that memory out of ill-founded optimism. Josephine Callen. Searching his mind for memories of the first day they met, Tiar had mentioned an aunt named Josephine. The probability of these names occurring together seemed low—too low for coincidence. Max’s heart skipped a beat as he realized this is what he was looking for. He looked around the room. In the corner was a copy machine. It warmed up with a reluctant whine before humming to life. Max copied the baptismal certificate and then returned it to the folder and placed it back into the drawer, closing it with a satisfying ba-dunk as it latched closed. He put the log book back on the pile and ran up the stairs.


    “Got everything you need?” the elderly woman asked.


    “All set, thanks,” Max answered as he was flying out the door.


    The trip back to Hectortown seemed unbearably long as Max flew down the highway. Once he got into town, he headed straight for the shopping arcade. When she wasn’t studying at his house, Tiar often brought her books to the coffee shop in the arcade and studied there. Max walked into the coffee shop and found her seated near the back, her feet propped up on her book bag.


    “Hey, Little Bird,” Max said, approaching her. She looked up from her book.


    “Hey, Max, how was the research?” she asked, seeming happy to see him.


    “Good, good,” Max said awkwardly. He pulled the photocopy out of his pocket and handed it to her. “Look,” he said simply.


    “What’s this?” she asked, unfolding the paper.


    “Read it,” Max urged.


    “It’s a baptismal certificate,” she said, obviously confused.


    “It’s your baptismal certificate,” Max explained.


    “This says Renee Argeneau.” She picked up the paper, examining it carefully. “I don’t even know who that is.”


    “It’s from the church you recognized on highway 39, Bird.” She stared at the paper, unconvinced. “Look at the mother’s name.  That’s your mother’s maiden name.”


    “Yes…” Tiar conceded hesitantly. “But, I’m sure Josette Argeneau is not an uncommon name, Max. There are a lot of people in the area with French ancestry.”  


    “I’ll grant you that,” Max said, undeterred. “But what are the chances two of them both in this diocese had baby girls in the same spring? Look at the date. It’s three weeks after your birthday. Look at the God Mother, Little Bird. Do you know your Aunt Josephine’s last name?”


    “No,” she said, getting less sure of herself by the minute. She concentrated hard on the document, trying to take in its full meaning.


    “So, say you’re right, Max. Say this Renee Argeneau is me. There’s no father listed here. Did you do all this just to show I’m illegitimate?”


    “No, of course not,” he said. He had been so excited about sharing this news with her, he hadn’t even considered the consequences of his discovery.


    “Were there any Henry or Kevin Argeneaus?” Tiar asked, already suspecting the answer.


    “Well, no,” Max admitted.


    “Or Henry or Kevin Alfreds?” Max shook his head reluctantly. “So, what you’re suggesting is that you found evidence that my mother had me and only me secretly baptized under an assumed name and then nine years later sent me and only me away to another country away from my brothers she didn’t baptize and my father who thought I was so evil, I somehow caused my own grandfather to die of cancer.” Max nodded slowly, his brow furrowed.


    “I guess,” he admitted sheepishly. “Unless…”


    “Unless?”


    “Never mind,” he said shaking his head. Tiar raised her eye brows incredulously and Max knew he had to continue. “Unless she had them baptized under some third name.”


    “And you don’t realize how bad that all sounds,” she continued.


    “Well, when you say it that way, sure, but…”


    “But?”


    “We can try to track down Josephine and William Callen. Maybe they have some answers for you. Maybe they can tell you about your family... the parts you don’t remember.” Tiar shook her head, staring down.


    “No good. It either isn’t my aunt, or it is, and she hates me. I don’t need to go looking for more family members to hate me.” Max looked at her, full of pity. She was still clinging to the stories she was told as a nine-year-old girl. He was sure half these things were untrue, but he had already overstepped his bounds and didn’t pursue his suspicion. “Why did you really show me this, Max?” she asked, obviously frustrated.


    “Don’t you understand? You were baptized,” he said excitedly. “If you recognized the church, your mom or aunt probably took you there a lot. Don’t you see? You’re Catholic.” She looked at him, dumbfounded.


    “You did all this so I could get confirmed?” she asked dubiously.


    “Well, partly,” he admitted. “Partly just so you could know. So, you could belong to something. Look, you have all these holes in your life. You don’t have a family, or a church or a home or a past. If I can help you find some of those things, then isn’t that my job as a best friend?”


    Tiar stared out the window silently. She didn’t like the picture this document was painting. However, now that it had been found, maybe some good could come out of it. She had been going to church with the Franklins almost every week for about three years. Although she had come to believe everything she heard there, she resisted calling herself a Catholic. She stayed separated from the church for one reason—she felt that seeking baptism would betray her real family, these people, now strangers to her, half a world away. But, if I was baptized… She now wondered if going through Confirmation was what her biological family intended for her all along.


    “I can’t call my aunt,” she said firmly. “This is all so crazy, Max. The other kids started Confirmation class three weeks ago. They won’t let me sign up now.”


    “You can sign up for next year,” Max suggested. Tiar shook her head, feeling embarrassed in anticipation of how awkward it would be to go through this solemn ceremony with the class of students a year behind her. Going through the ceremony separately was worse then not going through it at all, as it would only serve to call more attention to her. Tiar knew religiously this did not matter but still felt the sting of social isolation that had taken years to reverse.


    “I’ll make you a deal,” she proposed. “I’ll get confirmed. But, only if they say that you can tutor me to get me caught up, so I can get Confirmed next spring.” Max laughed at the suggestion.


    “You’re kidding, right?” Tiar’s expression did not change. Max suddenly looked serious and mildly anxious. “You can’t be serious. How am I supposed to do that?”


    “Oh, come on. You know all this stuff,” Tiar insisted. “You just got confirmed a year and a half ago. I know you didn’t forget it. You’re practically a priest anyway.” Max shook his head in disbelief of what he was considering.


    “I’ll ask the pastor tomorrow,” Max relented. “He’s never gonna go for this.  You’re too far behind.  But, I’ll ask anyway.”  Tiar’s face brightened.


    “Really?” Tiar asked hopefully. Max nodded reluctantly. What am I getting myself into? he wondered.


    “I don’t think he’ll say yes,” Max said pessimistically.  


    The next day, Tiar, looking as pious and submissive as she could muster, sat next to Max as he tried to convince their pastor, Father Neman, to consider their unusual proposal. The first twenty minutes they spent trying to establish that Tiar had in fact been baptized, although not under her real name. While telling the pastor the factual truth, Max and Tiar left certain holes in the story to allow the elderly priest to make assumptions in their favor. In the end, Tiar sounded as though she was a refugee from a cruel and mysterious land who had narrowly escaped danger and possible death by moving to the United States. It was plausible, in this mysterious scenario, that her parents and brothers did not have access to phones or mail and might well be dead themselves. Tiar was baptized under an assumed name, they implied, due to unknown but surely life-threatening perils. The teens comforted themselves in the fact that they knew so little about Tiar’s actual life, this explanation was about as likely as any other.


    Father Neman was understandably suspicious of this story. However, not being able to conceive of any possible reason a person would pretend to be baptized, he accepted it none-the-less. He now considered how he should deal with the fact that this fourteen-year-old who had never had a day of Sunday School in her life wanted to get confirmed in less than a year. He balanced out the pros and cons of Max’s offer to be her private tutor. Truly, starting so late in the game, Tiar, or Renee, should be in the two-year class designed for adults who want to convert later in life. However, she would be the youngest person in the class by a good twenty years. Although he guessed correctly she would not enroll in such a class, he knew he should be firm that this was her only choice if she wanted to receive her other sacraments. But, when he looked at her innocent green eyes so full of hope that she may be allowed to join the church with her classmates, he found it hard to say no. He was realistic enough to know most of the young men and women who would be confirmed in his church the next year were doing so because their relatives would be sending them cards in the mail with hefty checks inside and that they could hence forth stop going to Sunday School. Not one, he was fairly certain, so sincerely desired to be indoctrinated into the church as the girl now in front of him. And, come on… It’s Max. What could go wrong? He told himself. Max, who has been an alter boy since age 7, joined the choir at age 10, and volunteered as a teacher’s assistant for the preschool Sunday School program at age 13.  


    Max quickly found out what could go wrong. Tiar had no difficulty learning the factual material about church theology she had neglected to learn during the previous eight years when her friends had been in Sunday School. She diligently turned in quizzes torn from the work books Father Neman provided for her to use. It was what was not taught in these texts that Tiar pondered incessantly. She wanted to know why having crucifixes in church wasn’t considered idolatry and why believing in the Trinity did not constitute polytheism. She wanted to know the nature of Jesus’ genetic code and how, if he had only the Virgin Mary’s genetic material, he had been born a man and not a woman as were all parthenogenetically derived animals in nature. Max spent his spare time diving into theology texts at the local library to study the arguments a thousand years of church fathers and theologians had debated fiercely. Then came the questions no theologian could help him with-- how many calories of food could a person consume without having to say grace? Did vitamins count? or cough syrup, or tooth paste? She had a new list of queries every week. The first few times he asked Father Neman for guidance, Max was given vague words of encouragement and a facial expression that conveyed tacit permission to make up any answer that sounded reasonable. Some days, Max thought it would drive him crazy to have to formulate responses to her never ending list of questions. He wished he could tell her to take more on faith and not take religion so seriously. Yet, he reflected with a sigh, his insistence that she take her religion seriously was what had prompted them to embark on this journey in the first place.
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    Winter came hard in Hectortown, as it always did, with the faint smell of wood burning stoves hanging ubiquitously in the air. Time passed quickly with free ice skating on frozen lakes and weekends full of sledding. In the spring, Tiar, clad in a Jen Caponata’s hand me down first communion dress, was confirmed as an adult in the Catholic Church.  The Bishop had welcomed her into the church as Tiar Renee Alfred, a solution that Father Neman, always pragmatic, thought was simplest under the unusual circumstances. A month later, the school year came to an end. Tiar started working at the town’s animal shelter, at first cleaning cages and hauling around 20 pound bags of food and cat litter. A few weeks into summer, she was trusted with more skilled tasks. Max had gotten a job at a local plant nursery to save up money for college. After work they would meet at the Franklins’ house to play basketball or watch movies. On Saturdays, Max and Tiar would pile into his car with brown bag picnic lunches and head out to the tiny museums that dotted the surrounding counties from the National Cutlery Museum to the Niagara Frontier Railroad Museum. On Sundays, Max worked diligently on essays for his college applications. He would sit on his front porch swing for hours with a steno notebook on his lap, Tiar a few feet away on the floor with her legs crossed, reading from a dusty, yellowing thesaurus. Max would agonize for hours over the choice between enthusiastic and ecstatic, course of study verses vocation. After several weeks, Tiar said he owed her an ice cream Sundae for every one of her suggestions he rejected. Life was calm in the shadow of their next great change, Max’s graduation.


    Summer eventually faded, and a new school year began. One warm day in late September, Tiar walked uncharacteristically quietly, her head down, deep in thought. Finally, Max elbowed her playfully.


    “What’s on your mind?” he asked. Tiar looked up at him.


    “Just something I’ve been wondering about since church on Sunday.”


    “What’s that?” Max probed.


    “When did Jesus get his body back?” Tiar asked. Max narrowed his eyes at her, almost embarrassed by the elementary nature of her question.


    “Easter,” he said simply. “You know that, Bird. We’ve been over all that.”


    “That’s when the disciples first noticed his body was missing,” she clarified.  “But, that’s just because he was buried on a Friday and Saturday was the Jewish Sabbath, so they weren’t allowed to go check. But, does that mean his body was still there on Saturday?” Max cocked his head to one side.


    “It had to be,” Max stated trying to sound more sure then he was. “It says in the Nicene Creed ‘On the third day, he rose again.’ The third day, Sunday.”


    “So, it took the whole time to rise from the dead?” Tiar pressed on. “He didn’t reanimate his body on Friday and then run errands for two days waiting to be discovered.”


    “No,” Max said with certainty. Then his confidence waivered. “No… I mean… I think. No.”


    “What about the process takes three days?” Tiar asked.


    “We don’t know. No one was watching,” Max pointed out. “It was a miracle. Miracles don’t have to follow the rules of physics.”


    “Then why aren’t they instantaneous?” she asked pointedly.


    “It doesn’t matter. What matters is that He died and traveled to God’s kingdom and came back to save us, not how long it took to do it.”


    “But, it does matter,” Tiar insisted. “If it takes forty eight hours to rise from the dead, what if Jesus had been crucified on a Thursday? Then, his friends would have come by to embalm him the next day and He still would have been there. Can you rise from the dead if you are already embalmed?” Tiar said, seemingly worried. “Or, can God speed up the process if He wants to? And, if He could speed up the process of going to Hell and then Heaven and then coming back, and He didn’t, isn’t that mean? To make His son have to be dead for longer then He had to?” Max shared Tiar’s worry for a moment.  But, this worry resolved into calm clarity.


    “Look,” Max said to her. “God planned it all, right? So, He made sure it happened the way it had to happen. He didn’t just pick Friday to get crucified because there was nothing good on TV that night.” Tiar had a look of genuine consternation on her face. “If the trip took seven days,” Max added reassuringly, “God would have planned it so no one looked in the tomb for seven days. He made us. He knows how we think, and what we do and He arranged Jesus’ whole life so that we could believe in Him.” Tiar mulled this over for a moment.


    “You mean, like the apple trees,” she said flatly.  


    “What apple trees, Bird?”


    “Don’t you remember, silly?” she asked. “I asked you if there were apple trees on other planets and if there are whether they’re the symbol of evil or not. You launched into this long argument about how the bible on other planets would just name what ever appropriate plant was evil on that planet and how Jesus can appear in any form he wants. So, if life on other planets has three heads and five legs, He will too so they can accept Him as a savior.”  Max was staring at her, dumbfounded.  Finally, there was a glimmer of recognition and he started laughing.


    “Little Bird,” he said. “You dreamt that whole thing.”


    “Really?” she asked in disbelief.


    “All except the part about are their apple trees on other planets. I believe my answer was ‘it’s late, go to sleep.’” Tiar considered this for a moment.


    “Too bad,” she said. “It was a great argument you made. See, that should be the official policy.”


    “You think so?” Max asked, still smiling,


    “Yes,” Tiar said definitively. “When you’re in charge, you’ll make that the official policy, right Max?” Max put his arm around his friend.


    “Sure, Little Bird,” he said reassuringly. “When I’m in charge.”    


    That night, the two teens went to a party at the Caponata’s’ beach house. The buzz around school was that Jen had planned the party of a century. When Tiar and Max arrived, it was even more packed than usual. Foreign music emanated from the open windows of the house. Every pane of glass seemed to vibrate with the strong beat. Boom boom, chuck-a-chuck, boom, chuck-a-chuck. Tiar liked it immediately. She was barely in the door before she shed her jacket to join everyone else in the living room.


    “Where the heck did you get this?” she shouted to Jen above the music.


    “Kinda cool, isn’t it?” she asked. “I found it in the discount bin.  It’s called ‘Cairo Disco Fever.’”


    Tiar danced on, truly in her element as the party raged around her. As the girls got older, the average age of the people Jen invited to her house was going up as well. This time, for the first time, someone had managed to get a keg of beer and had planted it in the middle of the kitchen. Boom boom, chuck-a-chuck, boom, chuck-a-chuck.  Max, parked in a lonely chair in an isolated corner as he usually was, saw a small plastic bag of pills being handed around among some of the guests. Must be aspirin, he lied to himself.  He didn’t want to tacitly condone the use of whatever illegal substance it probably was; still, he didn’t want to punish Tiar for her friends’ misdeeds by insisting they go home.


    For reasons far subtler then the volume of beer or the presence of other drugs, the night seemed indisputably different then any other they had spent on Lake Eerie. The air was rife with youth, energy, and animal lust. Max felt overwhelmed with the task of keeping Tiar away from temptation. He wanted to ask her to leave, but the smile on her face stopped him. He would let her dance as long as she wanted and take her home. Chuck-a boom boom chuck-a-chuck boom chuck-a-chuck. Within a few songs, it became clear to Max the only way he could keep everyone else’s hands off of Tiar was to dance with her himself. He got up from his usual chair and approached her, trying hard to look natural by her side.


    Never a very enthusiastic dancer, Max felt conspicuous at first. Then, realizing everyone around him was so drunk they would remember nothing in the morning, he tried to relax and enjoy the music. Boom boom chuck-a-chuck. Tiar seemed delighted at the novelty of his company and sought to put his rigid body at ease on the dance floor. She put her hands on his hips. Boom chuck-a-chuck. She must have touched him a thousand times over the course of the six years they had been friends, but this felt different… different and wrong and exhilarating. It was to Max as if he had crossed some invisible velvet rope at a museum and put his finger prints all over a priceless artifact. Tiar just smiled back and seemed unaffected.


    “Just follow my lead,” she whispered in his ear, her warm breath tickling him. The warmth spread through his body. He felt flushed. Tiar was swinging his hips gently back and forth, smiling at him from less than a foot away. Her eyes twinkled in the near pitch darkness of the room. Boom-boom. It was warm. Boom-boom. Max took off his jacket. A voice in the back of his head told him to be careful. It was drowned out by the music. Boom-boom chuck-a-chuck. It soon felt comfortable, almost natural, to dance with her. It was impossible to be that close to her and not feel at once one with her and the music. Chuck-a boom boom chuck-a-chuck boom chuck-a-chuck.


    “Surrender,” she whispered in his ear. Boom boom


    “What?” he asked, his voice almost cracking. Chuck-a-chuck.


    “Surrender to the beat.” Boom-boom.


    Max heard a rustling of leaves as the early autumn breeze blew through his back yard. He breathed in deeply the scent of flowers. He struggled to keeps his eyes closed as long as possible, enjoying this warm sense of well being, wanting it never to end. A tickling sensation on his nose caused him to open his eyes. It was Tiar’s hair, and the flowers he had smelled, her shampoo.


    In the night, Tiar had rolled up against him. She lay there like a beautiful mummy, her hands crossed on her chest. Even through his sleeping bag, her body felt warm against his. Her sleeping bag had come unzipped during the night and had fallen off of her. There was a small section of her back showing between her T-shirt and the top of her jeans. Max stared transfixed at it, the steep sloping where her hips gave way to a thin waist, the deep valley along her spine defined by her strong back muscles. Suddenly, Max was seized by a sensation that made him very uncomfortable. He reached toward her to pull her T-shirt down over her back, hoping this would return everything to normal. But his hand lingered an inch away from her, refusing to complete its mission. It hovered there, not only because it seemed hopeless that this small amount of fabric would stretch to bridge the distance, but because he did not want the triangle of her white skin to disappear. He wanted to touch it with his eyes and his hands and his lips. He wanted to touch her skin with parts of his body he dared not think of in anything other then a utilitarian way. He screwed his eyes shut. No, no, he chastised himself. You can’t. It’s a sin… It’s an abomination.


    Max didn’t believe his seventh grade health teacher’s prediction that he would go blind if he tried to gratify these feelings—the sweet warm aching he felt between his legs. But, even if no bodily harm would come to him, he still knew it was wrong. He opened his eyes again, hoping the feeling had passed. But instead, he saw his hand still just an inch away from Tiar’s bare flesh, trembling. His hand looked large and clumsy, his bony knuckles too awkward and prominent, his rough skin callused on every fingertip. Juxtaposed against Tiar’s back, his fingers looked monstrous. There was no conceivable way he could touch such a perfect creature and bring her anything but pain.


    Max lay on his side paralyzed, calculating whether he could remain motionless until Tiar awoke. Awake, she was fearless. She was a force, like a storm—ageless, infinite, unbreakable. But, sleeping curled up on her side, she looked so small and defenseless. That giant, tanned, five-fingered beast could crush her bones effortlessly. Yet, she so trusted him, she lay next to him without reservation, oblivious to the threat he posed. So tiny, he sighed, his brow furrowed. So young. She seemed to have barely aged since he met her as a frightened nine-year-old girl. Max pulled his hand toward him and held it against his chest where it could do no harm.  In her sleep, Tiar mumbled something and rolled toward him another inch. One of her firm breasts brushed past the back of his hand, her nipple poking and taunting him. No, no, no! Max protested silently.  Not this. Please, not this. He should get up and leave the tent, he told himself. He bit his tongue hard to punish himself for the longing he felt.


    “Hold me, Max,” Tiar said, still half asleep. “I’m cold.” Max squeezed his eyes shut and thought of what to do. He wanted to obey her command, to wrap his arms around and her and warm her with the heat from his own body. She didn’t realize what she was asking, or what it would make him want to do. Finally, he managed to sit up.


    “I’ll go make you some tea,” he said, unzipping his sleeping bag and getting out of the tent. After retreating into the crisp morning air, Max felt as though he had managed to avoid a catastrophic event, one that was isolated in time. Yet, later that day, he began to fear that the problem was more pervasive than he had first imagined.  It had been a sage voice that had cautioned him from dancing with Tiar all these years. He had blindly succumbed to the inevitable march of biology—Tiar’s hip bones gradually realigning so she swayed just slightly when she walked, his own hormones playing havoc with his brain until his eyes could focus on nothing but her ever rounding breasts. Max knew other men looked at Tiar this way, their eyes hungry. But, he knew he was not supposed to be one of them.


    Days later, sitting in his room staring out the window while he was trying to study, Max heard his father’s commanding footsteps down stairs and wished he could talk to his father about what he was struggling with. Surely his father could help. His whole life was about how to stop bad people from doing bad things. Wouldn’t he have a wise solution to Max’s dilemma? No. Jack would say it was normal for a seventeen year old boy to have these feelings. Jack would probably call him a freak for not having gone through this already. You mean, you never had a boner before? He could hear his father’s voice in his head using the juvenile words of his twenty-something protégés to abdicate his paternal duty to educate his son on such important matters. Of course, I’ve had an… erection before, Max thought out his timid, embarrassed reply. Even in the privacy of his own mind he was aghast at having to give such horrors a name and felt compelled to used technical language to make it seem like a medical problem. Of course, I’ve had corpora cavernosal engorgement if I had a really full bladder… or looking at a pretty girl in a movie or TV… I’ve experienced spontaneous penile tumescence… Seeing people I don’t know, who don’t matter because they don’t really exist.


    Maybe his father would understand that this was different because this wasn’t some theoretical woman. This was a woman close enough to touch and a feeling so strong, it pained him to not touch her. No. Jack would laugh if Max tried to explain that this was not normal, not for him. He would criticize Max for being too shy… he’d call me a pussy. Max could hear it all in his head. He would get entrapped into defending himself by explaining to his father that it was more than just shyness that kept him away from girls. It was an implicit conviction that this was not supposed to be part of his life. Growing up, listening to his peers bragging over long, Formica cafeteria tables, Max heard all of their plans for their future lives. They dreamed of exciting careers as rock stars or baseball players. They were married to supermodels, living in big houses and wearing the most expensive clothes. Max never shared his own aspirations, knowing that his fellow adolescent boys would not approve of him wanting to be an archeologist, living out of duffel bags on insufficient grant money wearing the same pair of utilitarian cargo pants and sturdy hiking boots. He was alone in his dreams and with his dreams. He imagined he always would be. Alone. That was how he liked things. In his daydreams, he was hunting down religious relics in the chaos of markets in third world countries, digging through foreign sands for some immortal truth, forsaking material wealth for something more infinite.


    When Tiar showed up, Max had to make space in his life for the idea of a side kick. By the time she joined him in high school, he had accommodated her as a best friend. Still, he never imagined himself dating, as most of his classmates already were. He never before conceived of himself having sex or getting married. It wasn’t something he aspired to do. After seventeen years of thinking he was immune to sexual desire, to now feel this way about an orphan who was all but his sister… My sister. There was no question of Jack’s response. Jack would knock Max’s head off his shoulders. You monster, he would scream. She trusts you. How could you do this? But I didn’t do anything! Max fought back in his mind. I didn’t touch her. Not like that. Not yet. Not yet.  No. He could not tell Jack any of this. He would find a way to handle it on his own.


    Max struggled to keep himself at a polite distance from Tiar for several weeks. This was his problem, he thought, and he could fix it through diligence and self discipline. He didn’t suggest camping out anymore and resisted when Tiar hinted that she wanted to. He sat a little further from her on the couch watching movies. After school, he claimed he would be studying in the library all night and sent Tiar to walk home with Jen and Sarah. Now you’ve just resorted to lying, he chastised himself. One sin begets another.  He was too ashamed even to look her in the eye.


    As his desire for her failed to diminish, Max took more aggressive action to avoid giving in to it. He found himself looking forward to driving Tiar home from basketball games, knowing she sometimes would change in his car to save time and he would see parts of her anatomy he aught not see. Instead, he insisted that she shower in the locker room before coming out. He didn’t want any “stinky little girls” in his car, he said flippantly with a weak smile that was not returned. When they were watching a movie at his house, if Tiar complained of being cold, Max pointed out that there was an afghan on the chair if she wanted it. Never again would he drape it over both of them, as he used to. When her tiny foot steps appeared under his window while he was practicing for choir, he hid from them, closing the window. It broke his heart to watch her lower her head and walk away, but it’s for her own good. She didn’t understand what she was doing to him with those sultry eyes. He alone would have to struggle to keep himself from destroying the future he had designed for himself or the friendship that was just as valuable. 


    Autumn pressed on. In late October, dark storm clouds moved in. Snow covered the school yard and the park. It blanketed the streets making them look pure and white. It also covered the Franklins, back yard. Tiar had a project to do for history about President McKinley. What time she did not spend in the library she spent at the coffee shop, covering the entire table with books and reprints of old newspapers from microfiche. Finally, in the first week of November, she handed the paper in. There were a few warm days and the snow, now gray and slushy, melted into the storm drains. Tiar was on her way home when she ran into Max who invited her over to shoot hoops. What could it hurt? she thought to herself. She needed to get out some energy now that the paper was over.


    In the backyard, Tiar and Max played basketball. It had been a month since their last game and Max played more aggressively than usual. Tiar suspected he was punishing her for something. For what, she was not sure. She tried to push the thought out of her mind. She drove toward the basket for a lay-up and Max ran toward her, shoulder lowered. She landed hard on her back. She got up and tried to ignore the pain as she fetched the ball and lined up for a jump shot. Max swiped at the ball, trying to get it out of her hands. Without thinking, she elbowed him hard in the face. Max recoiled away from her.


    “Shoot, Bird!” he said. “That really hurt.” He held his nose. “What in the heck has gotten into you?”


    “What’s gotten into me?” she echoed, holding the ball between them. “I thought you were going to kill me on that last play.”


    “Stop being so melodramatic.”


    “You know what?” Tiar said, letting the ball drop out of her hands. “I’ve had it.”  She turned to go, skipping quickly up the stairs to the back porch.


    “I’m going to homecoming with Michelle,” Max said to her retreating back. It was a simple enough statement, but it was the product of a plan he had been working on for the past few weeks—the plan that gave him confidence he could be around Tiar now without a problem. He’d found a way to let her shoulder some of the burden of keeping a distance between them. She was an honorable girl. She wouldn’t, he knew, go after another girl’s boyfriend. He didn’t know why he chose this moment to blurt out that information. Maybe because he was frustrated by how the game was going—how he still found the smell of her hair intoxicating as she ran past him for a lay-up. Maybe for a split second of frustration and weakness, he wanted to hurt her. Maybe he figured she was already angry at him and he couldn’t make the situation worse. Whatever the reason, her response was not what he was expecting. Tiar, half way up the stairs to the back porch, turned to face him.


    “And?” she asked, evenly.


    “And what?”


    “And, so, what? I heard about that a week ago.” Max looked at her, trying not to show his surprise.


    “You’re not angry?” he asked.


    “No,” she said. “Why should I care? You and me…We’re not a thing you know. Anyway, you’ve been acting like such a dick lately,” Max glared at her for her use of profanity. “Well you have! I’d have a better time with Jen and all them anyway.” Tiar sat down on the stairs. “So, is that what all of this was about?” she asked.


    “All what?”


    “You pushing me away all the time. You’ve been treating me like a leper,” she said.   


    “I have not....”


    “You have too. But if this is why, well, I guess I’m glad. I’m happy for you, Max. Okay? I don’t want to ruin your chances with Michelle. But, why didn’t you just tell me? I thought you were having some sort of problem with me. I was afraid you didn’t want me to be friends with you anymore, and I couldn’t figure out why. Do you know how much that hurt?” Max’s heart sank, ashamed at the pain his emotions were capable of producing. He sat down next to his friend on the stairs.


    “I’m sorry, Bird. I’ve been.... confused lately.”


    “What could make you so confused that you’d forget your best friend?” she asked.


    “I don’t know. I’m really sorry,” he said, genuine remorse showing in his eyes. “Are we going to be okay?” Tiar just nodded silently. She stood up, gathered her belongings and walked into the house. Max knew better than to follow her. She needed a long walk to cool down.


    From then on, a new normal developed for Max and Tiar. Tiar now purposely kept a respectful distance from him.  Gone were their weekly explorations, replaced by weekends spent at the library studying, Max with Michelle and Tiar with which ever of her female friends did not have a date that afternoon. Homecoming came and went. Jen had decided that the hip thing for 1993 was to go “stag”. She, Tiar, Dana, and Sarah went together, splitting a limo.


    Michelle, who usually made the fifth in that cafeteria’s “Fab five,” now made an effort to find Max and sit with him whenever she could. At first, he was quirky and refreshing compared to the hormone driven jocks she usually dated. He never made aggressive advances. He never made physical advances at all. In fact, he barely ever looked her in the eye, preferring to look at books and sit exactly 9 inches apart in comfortable silence. Nevertheless, she eventually began to feel threatened by how much information he could weave effortlessly into any conversation. In fact, they were not really conversations, but impromptu history lectures he gave every time she called him after school. Her flawless make up and perfectly matched outfits were lost on him. She wondered how Tiar could manage to spend so much time with him and not have her brain overheat.


    One day in early December, a few weeks after Homecoming, Max and Michelle had stopped on the way home from school for ice-cream. After their shakes came, Michelle took a deep breath.


    “Max,” she said. Her tone already told him what she was going to say next.  “I think you’re a really great guy. You’re cute, you’re nice....”


    “But, I’m not your type,” he filled in unemotionally. 


    Michelle shook her head, her face looking apologetic. “And plus, I know your intentions are good, but I can’t help thinking you belong to someone else.”


    “What do you mean, Michelle?” Max asked.


    “Ti,” she said simply.


    “I told you, we’re just....”


    “Friends. I know, you told me.” She stared out the window, and then back at him. “But you want more than that, don’t you?” Max looked down at the table and nodded his head. “And she doesn’t feel the same way?”


    “I don’t know. I never told her,” he explained.


    “Why not?”


    “Because…” Because, I’m not allowed, Max thought, hesitating. Not me.  “She’s been my best friend since I was eleven years old. I can’t… I just can’t. I’m sorry to have involved you in this whole mess.” He looked down at the table, obviously ashamed. Michelle felt he was blowing the whole situation out of proportion. Still, she felt sorry for him. She put her hand over his on the table.


    “It’s okay, Max,” she said.  “I knew this wasn’t going anywhere.”  Max finally looked up at her.


    “I’m glad your feelings didn’t get hurt,” he said sincerely. “I know I don’t have any right to ask you this, but please, don’t tell her what I said.”   


    Outside, it was getting windy and Tiar pulled up her hood against the cold as she walked past the ice-cream shop. She saw Max inside with Michelle. They seemed to be having a very serious discussion. Her hand was affectionately over his. Tiar tried to convince herself to feel relieved. Before he started dating Michelle, Max seemed to be fighting with himself for months, but she was the one who kept getting hurt. Now that he and Michelle were together, he and Tiar could be friends again. Tiar tried to ignore Michelle’s boasts in the locker room about what she was doing with Max in their many hours together outside school. Jen told her, unsolicited, what she had heard, using every juvenile metaphor she could think of until finally just blurting out to her oblivious friend sex, Ti.  It means sex. Whatever it was, Max seemed almost serene. Tiar’s heart sank to see the two of them together. She wanted to hold hands like that. She wanted to kiss someone. There were plenty of guys, her friends assured her, who would love to “break her in” but Tiar hesitated to take anyone up on the offer. She always assumed that this first, like so many others in her life since age nine, would be shared with Max.


    In her mind, Tiar knew this first was different from all those others. It was impossible to ask Max to stop thinking about her as a little sister and start thinking of her as a girl friend. She was, after all, the little girl who he got sweaty with shooting hoops.  She was the girl he lay on a muddy lawn with in a sleeping bag and who he hung out with, smelly and gross, when he came home from his job dragging trees around and she finished a day of washing homeless dogs. How could he ever feel serious or romantic about her? She was the silly girl who dragged him to Ashford Hollow Sculpture Park, a sanctuary of rolling hills and fanciful creations of metal, glass, and paint.  She dragged him over muddy trails to see the eight foot long metal insects and winding red metal swirls that had sprung from some artist’s imagination to prance heedlessly in the quiet, respectable forest of western New York. She was so frivolous… so embarrassingly childish… she even tried to cajole him into returning after the parked closed for the season. She wanted to see, she explained, impassioned, how the park looked without its leafy green garments, the sculptures popping out against a white snowy canvas. How embarrassing, she thought to herself now, feeling young and stupid. Max… So grown up now. Once the snow arrived, Max promulgated a precise and well planned argument about the moral and legal dangers of trespassing. His words made her imagine vividly Jack’s hot, angry breath on their necks, chasing them down the muddy slopes after his fellow deputies tracked their foolish, felonious footsteps in the snow.


    Tiar now suspected Max’s objection had nothing to do with fear of apprehension by local authorities. Max was simply not interested in nonsense and fantasy. He was dating now. He had no time for the ephemeral. He had no interest in the curves of twisted, brightly colored metal. He needed the real curves of a real woman with a real body. Michelle had all those things. Tiar knew she had already ruined her chances of Max seeing that she had them too.


    I ruined the whole thing, she thought sadly. Looking through the window of the ice-cream parlor, Tiar saw her friend, her heart aching. She’d always assumed Max had seen her as irreplaceable after all the days they’d shared in art museums and rail way museums, the hours of silly stories they told around a camp fire in his backyard. She saw now how comfortable he was casting that aside. Well, I can live without that too, she thought. That was nothing. That wasn’t important.


    Tiar turned from the window and pulled her scarf up to cover her cold nose. She did not have time to think about that now. She had a term paper due in a week and she had barely started it. With her game schedule, tonight was one of the only solid nights she had to write. She walked home fast, practically running. She thought about which she wanted to eat tonight, the tasteless chicken microwave dinner or the tasteless beef microwave dinner. A year ago, she petitioned her guidance counselor for permission to take home economics so she could at least learn a few things to cook for herself. Our honors students do not take home economics, she was told in no uncertain terms. Your other honors students have parents, she didn’t answer back. Boy, do I miss Eleanor. Tiar knew that Mrs. Franklin would feed her no matter who Max was dating. But, Tiar had been limiting her trips to their house regardless. Exactly because Eleanor knew her so well, she would inevitably ask Tiar why she looked so glum. Tiar knew she could not answer, because the boy I have a crush on is at the library with Michelle Guarini. It just wouldn’t do. Nor could she discuss her relationship woes with her friends who thought that any boy with a tongue to stick down her throat should be acceptable. She would deal with the loneliness and hunger herself.


    Coming into her uncle’s house, she ran up the stairs and went straight to her room. There was a sticky note on the door in her uncle’s hand writing. It said simply, “call” and then there were numbers, too many to be a phone number.


    Tiar went to her uncle’s room and knocked on the door. He wasn’t usually home this time of day, but she heard music from under the door. He came to the door in his bathrobe.


    “What, orphan?” he asked her gruffly. She held up the note on two of her fingers.


    “What’s this?” 


    “You’re going to visit your brothers in London. Call this lady. She’s my sister.  You’re going to spend spring break there.” He slammed the door behind him, eager to get back to the blond occupying his bed. Tiar walked back to her room and slammed the door, cursing at him under her breath.
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    Tiar sat at the kitchen table, fuming. She had tried to work on her history paper the night before but the same image kept running through her mind—a week in rainy, cold, dreary England with two boys whose idea of fun was pulling her hair and putting worms in her pockets. Ick! She apathetically ingested a few more bites of her left over macaroni and cheese—one of the few things she had figured out how to cook for herself. Her Uncle Henry would only buy the cheapest kind with the powered cheese that he could get in bulk from the warehouse store. Orphans don’t deserve the expensive stuff, he protested when she asked for anything of better quality or nutritional value. Tiar flipped through the newspaper, sipping her coffee. She had a basketball game tonight. It was going to be a long day. She was about to close the newspaper when something caught her eye. She carefully tore a rectangle from the corner of the page.


    “Are you ripping my paper, orphan?” her uncle called down the steps.


    “Whore fucking dog,” she said under her breath. She folded the paper up and put it in her pocket, hoisted her backpack onto her back and ran out the door with renewed energy. She had a plan.


    The girls’ basketball team, after narrowly leading for three quarters, pulled out ahead in the last quarter to stomp their opponents 90 to 75. Tiar was glad to see Max in the stands again even if he wasn’t there to see her. After the game, she showered and walked home, looking forward to a good night’s sleep. The next day after school, she walked to the Franklins’ house. When she walked into the kitchen, Mrs. Franklin was at the table, pulling the ends off snap peas. Tiar sat down and began to help her.


    “Max has a game tonight, dear,” she said.


    “I know,” Tiar answered. “I came to see you.” Tiar pulled the bowl of snap peas in front of her and Mrs. Franklin got up to work on another part of dinner. “Mrs. Franklin, I have a favor to ask, and I hope you won’t be mad at me if the answer is no,” Tiar began.


    “What is it dear?” Mrs. Franklin asked. She couldn’t imagine where Tiar was going with such an inauspicious introduction.


    “I have to go to London over spring break to check up on my brothers.”


    “Good for you, Tiar. I’m sure you’ll have a great time,” Mrs. Franklin said absently. She had nearly forgotten Tiar had brothers, having barely heard about them in years.


    “That’s what I want to talk to you about.” Tiar pulled the news paper clipping out of her pocket and, unfolding it, handed it Eleanor. Eleanor examined it. All companion tickets just $150.


    “If it is okay with you, I would like to invite Max along. I know it sounds screwy, but we would be staying with my Aunt Genine and she said I could bring a friend if I want. We would have separate bedrooms and everything. Pretty much all he would have to pay for was airfare and for museums and stuff. But, I didn’t want to ask him without running it by you first.”


    Eleanor looked at the paper with fascination, as though it were the deed for something very valuable. It did sound strange to let her son travel around the world with an under-aged girl to stay at a stranger’s house. At least, that was how Jack would see it. But, on the other hand, he would technically be an adult by then, and the girl was their Tiar who they had practically raised. If she put it that way, Eleanor was confident she could win Jack’s reluctant approval.


    Ever since Max had shown an interest in history, Eleanor had encouraged him at every opportunity, driving down to museums in Manhattan on three day weekends and working over time to send him to summer camp at a local university. This would outweigh all of those efforts combined. Having gotten a doctoral degree in history herself and growing up in Great Britain, she knew firsthand what it meant to see the treasures the British had collected in the days their empire spanned the globe. It was not an opportunity to pass up.


    “You haven’t told him?” Eleanor asked. Tiar shook her head. “I’d like to buy the ticket for him for Christmas,” Eleanor announced. Tiar’s face brightened. “Can you keep a secret that long?”


    “I’ll do my best,” Tiar said, and gave the older woman a hug. “This is going to be so great.”


    The next few weeks rushed mercifully by. Tiar, who was terrible at keeping secrets, would have been tempted beyond her breaking point if not for her rigorous schedule of basketball games, term papers, and tests. She barely saw Max more than a few minutes a day. Looking forward to the end of this agonizing semester, she marked off days on the calendar in her room with checks, then X’s, then frowns. Finally, she got to December 23, the last day before Christmas break.


    Sarah and Tiar sat at the back of Mrs. Caldwell’s French class blowing bubbles into their cups of punch and whispering sarcastic comments to one another about the French Christmas movie she was inflicting upon the class for the second year in a row. Tiar looked out the window and watched the first few flakes of snow drift peacefully past. She wondered why, in a place where the first snow storms rolled in in October, everyone wished so hard for a white Christmas. The bell finally rang, letting the children and young adults of St. Jude’s Regional Catholic school out for two weeks of care free merry making. Tiar donned her long, blue coat and walked home.


    The next afternoon, Tiar walked to the Franklins’ house. Since she had arrived in the country seven years earlier, she had spent every Christmas eve with them at the late evening Mass, watched It’s a Wonderful Life, with them, and then come by the next morning to open presents. This year, the plan was no different.


    Mass was long and crowded as usual, with the church packed full and the collective body heat of the parishioners roasting them like chestnuts in their own woolen coats. The homily was a torturously long and complicated story about a simple circus clown whose one talent in life was juggling. Forty minutes into the tale, the action took a turn that, to Tiar, seemed more appropriate for a horror movie than for church. The narrative ended with the protagonist dying of a massive heart attack, and a statue of the Baby Jesus holding one of his brightly colored juggling accessories. Never in her many years in the town could Eleanor remember people rushing out of church with such a sense of urgency and purpose.


    Tiar, for her part, was on pins and needles the whole night trying to hold in confidence the plan she and Eleanor had hatched. This was the longest time she had gotten to spend in Max’s presence since the proposal had been unfurled several weeks earlier. Somehow, by the constant plying of holiday cookies and cider, Eleanor prevented the flood of disclosure.


    Christmas arrived with a blanket of white snow, as usual. Tiar avoid contact with her uncle, hung over from a night of merry making with other doctors from his practice. She put on the warmest, if not most fashionable, pair of boots she had inherited from Jen and began the hike to the Franklins’ house. When she arrived, the family was down stairs in bathrobes, coffee in hand, waiting for her.


    They emptied the annual complement of socks, underwear, batteries, and candy from their stockings. Eleanor gave Jack a 100 piece socket wrench set which he raved about for ten minutes. He, in return, gave her a juicer. Max opened a dark blue sweater from his parents. Having worn nothing but uniforms to school since age five, he was beginning to realize he had little to wear once he went away to college.


    Max opened a second box from his parents. This one was far too small to be a sweater. Inside the box was an envelope. He looked at Jack and Eleanor suspiciously.


    “What is this?”


    “Just open it, silly,” Eleanor said, obviously excited.  He slid his index finger into the corner of the envelope and ripped open the side. As he emptied the contents, his brow furrowed with confusion. Plane tickets?


    “Here, open this one,” Tiar said, as though in explanation. He took the box from her and ripped off the paper. Inside was a London tour book. He flipped through the glossy colored pages. Two twenty pound notes fell out into his hand. He half laughed, half gasped, a dubious smile on his face.


    “You’re sending me to London?” he asked, in apparent disbelief.


    “For spring break,” Jack answered plainly, clearly not as enthusiastic about the plan as the two women flanking him.


    “But, that must be so expensive...” Max asked, looking at his father.


    “Don’t look at me,” Jack answered defensively. “If it were up to me, we would have bought seasons tickets to the Bills.” Max was distracted momentarily by his father’s halfhearted comment. He was unsure if his father assumed Max would go to SUNY Henderson in the fall and thus be available to attend Buffalo’s professional football games, or if he assumed that Max was going to school in Ohio and Jack would become the beneficiary of the tickets himself. Either way, Max was certain his father had not considered that this decision was still unresolved nor that Max had no interest in football.“Tiar will explain,” Eleanor said, interrupting Max’s thoughts. Tiar looked at Eleanor, not welcoming this unexpected attention. She then looked back at Max.


    “My uncle is sending me to London to check on my brothers,” she began. “I had a free place to stay and wanted some company. Your mom thought it would be a great chance for you to see another country.” Max looked at her, trying to make sense of what she was saying. He, Maxwell Franklin, was going to go to London, the home of the British Museum containing the Elgin Marbles and the Rosetta Stone and countless other priceless antiquities. He didn’t know if he was the luckiest 17-year-old boy on earth or the victim of an elaborate farce. His mother and Tiar both appeared to be quite sincere.


    “This is incredible,” he said, giving his mother and then his father a hug. “Thank you so much.  This is just unbelievable.” He looked at Tiar.


    “Thank you.  Really, thank you.”


    “No problem,” she said flippantly, trying not to appear to be the mastermind of this whole arrangement. “I’m just so glad I’ll have company.”


    The rest of the present exchange proceeded pleasantly but was anticlimactic in comparison. After cleaning up all the wrapping paper, bows, and boxes, Jack retired to the recliner to watch football, Max excused himself to go read, and Eleanor tried once again to teach Tiar to cook ginger bread. They needed plenty if they were going to have their annual gingerbread house making contest. Tiar’s previous attempts were, from an engineering standpoint, less than optimal for building anything other than a burial mound.


    One hour, half a dozen eggs, and a pound of flour later, Eleanor conducted their annual tradition of exiling Tiar from the kitchen until dinner. The young woman scampered up the stairs, giggling. Max’s bedroom door was open just enough so she could see he was lying on his bed reading. She walked quietly down the hall and knocked softly on the door.


    “Oh, hey, come in,” he said, sitting up, marking his page, and tossing his book on the bed. It was the tour book she had just given him a few hours before. Tiar walked timidly into the room.


    “You can sit down, Little Bird,” he said. She hadn’t been in his room in months. It suddenly seemed very foreign. She sat down next to him on the bed.


    “I just wanted to say,” she said hesitantly. “If you need me to talk to Michelle... you know, tell her this is just a family thing, I can....” Max looked at her, momentarily confused.


    “That’s not necessary, Bird,” he interrupted. “Michelle and I aren’t really... together anymore.”  We never really were, he didn’t add. Tiar stared down at her knees.  This didn’t change anything, she told herself. Max, by all rights, should be dating. Even if he didn’t have a girl now, the right girl might be right around the corner. It wouldn’t be right of her to scare that girl away by acting inappropriately affectionate. Tiar had become, if not comfortable, at least accustomed to their current distance.


    “Oh,” she said finally. “Well, I hope it doesn’t seem too selfish of me.”


    “What are you talking about?”


    “Well, I didn’t want to be bored on this trip so I not only waylaid your whole spring break, but I convinced your parents to give you the ticket instead of a real Christmas present,” she said, laughing nervously. Max shook his head.


    “Bird, this is an amazing opportunity,” he said, sincerely. “I was just reading that book you gave me. Do you have any idea how much great stuff there is in London?” He picked up the guide book and showed it to her. He had already marked off a dozen pages with notes to himself. “I’m really looking forward to this trip.”


    “Well, good,” she said, smiling shyly. 


    “I’m sorry if I didn’t seem excited before,” he said. “It was just so generous. I can’t believe it.”


    “Well, I didn’t actually pay for any of it except the guide book,” she laughed modestly.


    “It must have been a lot of trouble to arrange.”


    “No, not really.” They sat there awkwardly for a few seconds. Tiar seemed to be seeking reassurance, but Max did not know what for. Even before she got to his room, her footsteps told him she was hesitant and apologetic, but her statements gave him no clarity why.


    “Why did you really do all of this, Bird?” he asked gently. “I’m sure you could have had a great time going with Sarah or Jen.” Max watched Tiar as she struggled to formulate an answer. He could think of none. He was relieved but surprised that she would still put up with him, let alone engineer such a special gift for him. He didn’t deserve her, but he could not accept his life without her. Without her, his world was only fact, what actually was, black and white. With her, there was every shade of technicolor possibility. Without her, England would never be more then just a name on a map where he could never go. With her, it was sure to be a fantastic treasure hunt. Without her, he would never have even seen Ashford Hollow Sculpture park despite it being less then 50 miles from his house. Without her, he never would have considered that the park could ever be anything but what it was the day he saw it with her the previous summer—when they climbed up the hill to see crimson iron wending and wefting it’s way through the verdant clearing. Without her, he would never have considered it could be simultaneously the same park, yet entirely different in a different season. She dared him to imagine that the world was a beautiful and available adventure, that art was alive and could transform. She dared him to imagine the leafless tress, their brittle, thin branches dancing in the wind past arching ribbons of red metal mimicking the carefree strands of Tiar’s chestnut hair tossed by the wind through his car window past her tantalizingly full lips.


    Max’s guilt nearly suffocated him when he realized that his own moral weakness, his inability to keep discipline over his own desires shrank her world just as she was always striving to expand his. His fear that he would make some untoward advance toward her was why he was forbidden to take her there to see the art a second time. Despite this, she offered him more possibilities, oblivious to how his mind desired to corrupt them. Tiar, as if to demonstrate her young ignorance, merely stared innocently at the rug.


    “Jen and Sarah wouldn’t have understood it,” she began after a pause. “They would have wanted to spend the whole time shopping or something dumb. What good would that have been? But you…” She looked at him, crinkling up her nose, and then looked back down. “I had the opportunity to fill in a hole in your life. Isn’t that what you said best friends were for?”
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    Max fidgeted in a straight backed wooden chair in the front hall of St. Jude’s High School when shuffling footsteps got his attention. He looked up and saw a familiar face.


    “Hey, Max.”


    “Hi, Michelle. How’s the semester going for you?” he asked politely.


    “Pretty well,” she said sitting down next to him. “I think I have to drop French, though. Mrs. Caldwell really has it out for me this year.”


    “Je suis desolee,” he said sympathetically.


    “What?” Michelle asked without a glimmer of recognition. Max looked blankly back at her. No wonder, he thought to himself.


    “Never mind.”


    “You waiting to see Mr. Glending?” Michelle asked, dropping her book bag on the floor in front of her chair.


    “Yeah,” Max answered apathetically. “I was hoping he could give me some advice about choosing a college.”


    “Well, that’s what he’s here for,” Michelle answered flatly, swinging her legs carelessly back and forth under her chair. They booth groped in the silence for something to say, wanting to be polite.


    “Hey, I hear you’re going to England with Ti over spring break,” Michelle said finally. “That sounds really exciting.”


    “Yeah, I’m looking forward to it,” Max answered. The trip was now only a week away, and it still did not seem real to him.


    “Did you ever tell her?” Michelle inquired.


    “Tell her what?”


    “Oh, come on Max.” She lowered her voice. “Did you ever tell her how you feel about her?” Max shook his head.


    “Well, why not? And don’t give me that ‘I don’t want to ruin the friendship’ nonsense. I think she’s mature enough to handle it.”


    “She’s too young for… that,” Max offered vaguely.


    “Too young for what?” Michelle, a month younger then Tiar, asked indignantly.  “Certainly not too young to go out on a date. She’s sixteen. And dating her doesn’t obligate you to sleeping with her or anything. There is a lot of gray area between friendship and sex, Max. Not all of us who are dating are putting out.”


    “Well, obviously,” Max said stalling. He looked around the lobby of the school hoping there was no one in ear shot to hear the conversation that was becoming painfully embarrassing to him. “But, still…You wouldn’t understand.”


    “You’re always saying that,” Michelle protested. “’You wouldn’t understand.’  No one would understand. No one will ever understand. Why do you make things so complicated? You always want to pretend there is some other future, Max. Some bigger truth. But, there is no future. The future doesn’t exist yet. The only thing that exists is right now. And the only truth is you’re a cute, funny 18 year-old guy who’s never kissed a girl in his life and has a crush on a girl who’s crazy about him. Now, you’re in serious danger of becoming a freak of nature pretty soon.” Max stared at Michelle, a bit taken aback. He wondered if she had been ruminating about this conversation for some time.  “Maybe you do understand,” he accepted dubiously, hoping that by relenting to her argument he could stem any further tide of furious diatribes.


    “I do,” she insisted. “Maybe better then you do. Be honest, Max. Are you really afraid some cataclysmic event will befall the world if you admit you like Ti, or are you afraid she doesn’t want you back?” Max took a deep breath and opened his mouth to speak but had no answer.


    “There is no future, Max. Not yet,” Michelle concluded one last time.


    “There is no future,” he echoed under his breath as Mr. Glending’s secretary opened the door to call him into the office.


    A week later, Tiar and Max were in a small, gray car speeding from Gatwick airport into down town London. Tiar, having no memory of ever meeting her Aunt Genine, and never even having seen a picture of her before, was a bit surprised when a pale, redheaded, green eyed woman was standing at the international arrivals gate with a cardboard sign reading Alfred/Franklin. She was equally surprised when the woman, who gave she and Max each a huge hug, spoke to them with an English accent. The three of them piled into a BMW and headed out into the gray British spring.


    Whether from excitement or jet lag, Max and Tiar spent a good part of their first day in England sharing furtive giggles about their environment. Although they knew to expect cars to be driving on the left side of the road, they often found themselves feeling an instinctual sense of panic every time their host made a turn onto a new street and seemed to be heading straight into traffic.


    Aunt Genine’s home was a grand three-story row house near Hyde Park whose inside reminded Max of Sherlock Holmes mysteries he used to watch with his mother on public television.  He was almost afraid to sit on the furniture, worrying unconsciously that it was on loan from a museum somewhere. Aunt Genine, who had no children of her own, did not know what to expect her sixteen and eighteen-year-old American guests to eat after a long day of travel. She had stacked her fridge with everything from cookies to caviar and fruit punch to beer. She was relieved when they both agreed they would just like some tea to tide them over until dinner. She showed them where to unpack their belongings while they waited for the water to boil.


    Genine’s husband, William, a photographer for a travel magazine, was out on an assignment when the guests arrived. Max and Tiar were mesmerized by photos in their home of all the exciting places he had traveled to. Genine showed them an album of his most recent work while they had tea. When they were done, she set them free in the house while she started making dinner.


    Two hours after their arrival, they had made themselves at home. Tiar stood in the family room of her aunt’s London townhouse and stared at the mantel transfixed. Above the large mahogany shelf was a shield with a knight’s helmet over it. There was a checkered design on the shield in white and blue. In the top diamond was a crown, and to either side, a bright red ball. The banner below was inscribed with one word—Alfred.  


    “What is that?” she asked her aunt, sitting in an armchair across the room.


    “That’s our family coat of arms,” she divulged.


    “But, I thought the name Alfred was made up,” Tiar admitted.


    “Made up?” Genine gasped.


    “An alias,” Tiar clarified. “I thought grandfather’s name was Al Saud. Didn’t he own Al Saud and Son’s Fine Rugs?” Aunt Genine stood up and crossed the room picking out an album from the book shelf.


    “Yes, but no. Al Saud is an alias,” she said, sitting down. “I can’t believe no one ever told you about the family. Then again, I guess your mother had her hands full. But, in all these years, Henry never said anything?” she asked. Tiar didn’t answer. “Of course, he didn’t. Henry is a donkey’s ass. Sit down, Tiar,” she commanded.  “I’ll explain the whole thing.” Tiar sat down on one side of the couch, and Max, who had been reading his guide book on a chase lounge in the corner, joined them. Aunt Genine sat directly between them and opened the album on her lap.


    “This is your great-grandfather, William Alfred. He was an officer in the Ninety-third Argyle Highlander’s Regiment of the Royal Army during World War One. Unfortunately, Major Alfred did not have nearly as honorable a history as his unit. While the Ninety-third was fighting in the Middle East, he fell in love with a local girl and deserted. Or so the romantic version of family legend goes.” If Genine were to give an honest account of the scurrilous man she remembered from her youth, she would have guessed these events occurred in reversed order and that the desertion had been from simple, unromantic cowardice. “He married the girl and changed his name to Al Saud to hide from the Army so he would not be found and hanged for desertion. Soon after the war ended, his wife, this one here,” she said, pointing out a yellowed picture of a beautiful dark haired women looking uncomfortable in Victorian style clothing. “Had a son.  That was my father, your grandfather, Hiram Al Saud. Hiram grew up in Jordan and took up his father’s business exporting rugs and furniture. When he was in his twenties, he met my mother, Genine McInnis, who traveled to Jordan with her father, a widowed Presbyterian Missionary.” Tiar and Max leaned closer to the album looking at the faded sepia photograph of a woman in a white dress and ridiculous floppy hat looking very proper. They were both astonished. “When they decided to have kids,” Genine continued.  “They changed their name back to Alfred.”


    “So, I’m not Arabic?” Tiar asked.


    “Well, you’re an eighth. Your father and uncle and I are all a quarter.”


    “And the rest is English?” Max asked.


    “Well, my mother was Scottish. William Alfred was fighting in a Scottish unit and grew up in Sterling. But, of course, Alfred is an English name. So, what he was and thus Tiar is really depends on how far back you want to look.”


    “So, if you’re three quarters British, and Mom was a mix of British and French settlers from Quebec,” Tiar reasoned out loud. “I’m actually more British than French. I’m way more British then Jordanian.”


    “Yes, dear,” Genine assured her. “Any other questions?”


    “And none of us are Islamic?”


    “Well, I guess your great-grandmother probably was before she got married. What she really believed after that is anyone’s guess.”


    “But, if Papa is only one quarter Arabic,” Tiar asked. “And I was born in the States, why did my parents give me an Arabic first name?”


    “Tiar was my grandfather’s nick name for my grandmother who died a few months before you were born. You were named after her,” Genine answered, disappointed no one had told the girl this before. “Your father absolutely worshipped her. Your mother wanted to name you some stupid French name. It was some ridiculous four part thing. Your parents fought about it for months. Let me see if I can remember.” Tiar’s aunt cocked her head to one side and squinted with concentration. “Philippe?” she asked no one in particular. “San Philippe Argento Alfred?”


    “Argeneau?” Max offered.


    “That’s it!”  She agreed. “San Philippe Argeneau… something San Philippe Argeneau Alfred. Imagine walking around with that name.” Tiar furrowed her brow.


    “If we weren’t Muslim, why didn’t papa want me to be baptized?” she asked. Genine laughed and gave her a side ways glance.


    “What are you talking about? I was at your baptism. At First Presbyterian Church of Buffalo. See?” She turned to the back of the album. A much younger version of Tiar’s father and mother stood on the church steps. Her father, wearing a brown polyester suit with ridiculously large lapels, was holding a tiny bundle in his arms Tiar guessed must be her. Max shot Tiar a bewildered glance. They were all silent for a moment.


    “We’re not Catholic?” Tiar asked.


    “My goodness, no!” Genine protested. “What would give you that idea?”


    “I go to Catholic school,” Tiar answered meekly.


    “Of course, you do,” Genine answered. “It’s the only private school where you live. Surely you don’t think they would send you to public school.” Aunt Genine spoke as if Tiar should instinctively be repulsed by Catholicism and public school. She told the family history as if it was all obvious. But to Tiar, nothing was obvious or instinctive.


    “Is it all clear to you now?” Genine asked.


    “Was I happy there?” Tiar asked, staring at the album.


    “Where, sweetheart?”


    “In Jordan, with Mama and Papa,” Tiar said innocently. “Was I happy there?”  Genine didn’t know how to answer.


    “I only visited once while you lived there, Tiar, right after you moved. As I recall you liked to spend most of your day in the kitchen with the house keeper. She used to play records for you and teach you to dance. What happened after I left in 1983, I don’t know.” Tiar stared at the yellowing pages. Aunt Genine, meanwhile, looked at her watch, hoping to change the subject.


    “Max,” she announced. “It’s eight o’clock now in the states if you want to call home. Tiar, why don’t you go upstairs and rest. You can take that album with you upstairs and look at it. I’ll call you when dinner is ready.”


    Max followed their host into the kitchen and Tiar closed the book, holding it to her chest. After waiting a few minutes to collect her thoughts, she climbed the stairs to her bedroom. She was sitting on the bed reviewing the photographs her father had sent his sister of he and his three small children in the finger lakes of New York when Max walked into the room and sat next to her.


    “Mom says hi,” he announced quietly.


    “Hum,” Tiar answered. He turned a page and watched as Tiar grew from a four-year-old with pig tails sitting on a swing to a young girl of six standing in front of sunny, sandy landmarks half a world away. She had the same irrepressible smile in any setting. Max kept turning pages. With each year, the photos became more and more sparse, the intervals between pictures longer. The settings ceased to be fun family outings and became more and more staged. Tiar and her two brothers sitting with their grandfather on an expensive looking couch in a darkened room. Tiar sitting at a desk pretending to read while her mother sat near by instructing her. There was also a steady progress from joy to solemnity. Finally, there was one photo of Tiar in front of a birthday cake with nine candles, a look of quiet terror on her face.


    “It doesn’t make any sense, does it?” Max asked finally.


    “No. For the first time in my life, everything makes sense,” Tiar said seriously.   “Except one thing.”  Max diverted his attention from the album to Tiar.


    “What’s that?”


    “Why did they have to send me away?” Max sighed.  Learning so much about her family from a stranger after being separated from them for half a decade must have been confusing. He wanted to comfort her. He placed his hand hesitantly on her back, like someone testing to see if an iron is hot before picking it up. When she didn’t pull away, he rubbed her back gently.


    “I wish I could tell you, Little Bird,” he said sympathetically. “Maybe your brothers will be able to tell you more.” She didn’t say anything or turn to look at him for a long while.


    “It’s all been a lie,” she said finally. “My great-grandfather lied about who he was, and now I assumed some stranger’s identity and got confirmed under an assumed name—in the wrong church. I mean, am I protestant?” Max shook his head, his eye brows knitted together in a look of pity. He was still convinced that Tiar was baptized at St. Teresa’s in February of 1978 but did not want to reopen that debate. He also knew that according to church doctrine, it was fine for Tiar to be baptized Presbyterian and receive confirmation as a Catholic. Max surmised correctly that this was irrelevant to Tiar’s emotions at the moment.


    “You are what your heart tells you you are,” he said quietly. “You are what you believe God made you.” Tiar looked out the window at the gray English clouds. These same clouds had rained on her family for thousands of years, but she felt no connection to them.


    “I may not know my past or my religion, or even my own name,” she said seriously. “But I know exactly who I am.” She turned to look at Max who was staring back at her attentively, hanging on her every word.


    “Who is that?”  he asked seriously.


    “I’m Maxwell Franklin’s best friend.” She said this with such finality and importance, her words hung in the air with a definite weight. But then she cracked up and punched Max on the arm.


    “You nerd,” she screamed. “You should see the look on your face.” A small smile spread across Max’s lips to hide his embarrassment.  
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    Two days later, Max and Tiar were half way through the tabs in Max’s guide book. They arrived at the British Museum early Tuesday morning and started on the first floor of the museum with the popular touristy artifacts. Max explained to Tiar how the Rosetta stone, which they were a mere foot away from, was important in archeologists’ ability to translate previously untranslatable ancient languages. He took her past the Greek, Roman, and Persian temples, past mummies, listing off which biblical figures would likely have seen each of these sites when they were new. He also poured over less popular exhibits like a kid in a candy store. As Tiar passed quickly through cases of three thousand year old jewelry making superficial assessments of whether or not she thought it was pretty, Max examined each item carefully. He peered through the cases with sublime relief, as though he had been plagued for years with uncertainty about the cloak buckles Vikings wore on their pillaging expeditions or the style of sandal straps of the Romans who walked the streets during Jesus’ life. Such joy appeared to be the inevitable result of systematically replacing ignorance with meticulously collected fact. It was a transcendent reward for a brain that rejected ambiguity and anachronism with pseudo-religious intensity.


    Sadly, the two left the museum on Wednesday evening knowing it may be many years before they would get to see it again. They hurried to Victoria Station to meet up with Tiar’s brothers. Tiar’s emotions on her way to the station were a mixture of giddy and terrified. She had not even spoken to her brothers since they were quite young and she had no idea what to expect from them. Max and Tiar stepped into the enormous train station and looked at the marquee to find the platform for the 6:30 train from Oxford. Finally, Max found it, platform 5. They rushed through the commuters toward the platform.


    Tiar could not believe the sight in front of her. Henry and Kevin, 7 and 8-years-old when she had last seen them, were now becoming young men. They looked at her, equally stunned. Tiar’s brothers, frequent visitors to London, lead them to a good vegetarian restaurant near the Bond Street tube station. Tiar and her brothers had much to catch up on. It was disconcerting to Tiar at first that they did so with slight British accents they had not had as children. A lot is different about them now, she reminded herself, remembering how they used to add a “d” to the end of her name and mispronounce it so it sounded like the word “turd” stretched into two syllables. They now overcompensated and left the ‘r’ off entirely, as though ending names with that letter was not polite in this society.


    Not knowing where to start their impossible discussion, the brothers discussed Tiar and Max’s recent travels and gave them pointers on what to do during their last two days in London. Finally, after appetizers, Henry, decided he could not stall any longer. He knew Tiar had been sent to England for a specific purpose—not to check on her brothers, but to play a part in a carefully orchestrated drama. She had been sent to London to receive a message from home that he had pledged to deliver.


    “Tiar,” Henry said hesitantly. “We have some news from home.” He shook his head, unable to continue. Kevin leaned over to her and whispered something in her ear.


    “How long?” she said, her eyes getting glassy.


    “Two years,” Henry chimed in. Max could tell by the sudden change in Tiar’s expression that someone was dead. He knew better than to ask who. He’d figure it out from context. Tiar just sat in disbelief.


    “How?” she finally asked.


    “Brain tumor,” Henry explained. “He hadn’t been acting quite right, even before he sent you away. The family all thought it was grief over Grandfather’s death. But, then he began isolating himself. He started having all sorts of paranoid thoughts, saying everything was unclean, that the sinners and adulterers were trying to take over his household. Mom got concerned but didn’t even know who to call. I mean, he hadn’t gone to church since he left the States and she didn’t even know of a Presbyterian minister in Oman to talk to about him. It turns out it had nothing to do with religion. He was just going crazy. He thought the local butcher was an alien carving up our neighbors to sell us as meat. He thought you had been replaced with an imposter, too. He was planning to kill you.” Tiar shook her head. All of the pain she had as a child, all the fear… it was all the product of a cancerous growth in her father’s head? She felt vindication, and yet immeasurable self pity.


    “About 2 years after you left, the family finally took him to a mental institution,” Kevin continued.  “After he didn’t respond to any drugs, they did a scan of his brain and found out both sides were full of tumors. They were too mixed in with his own brain to try surgery. The doctors said radiation would likely just make his brain swell and kill him faster. That’s when mom sent us away. Uncle Henry apparently wouldn’t take us, so she sent us to boarding school here.”


    “What about mom?” Tiar asked. “Why didn’t she come back all that time?”


    “She wanted to,” Henry said.


    “She missed you so much, Tiar. She said everyday that she should have gone with you,” Kevin interrupted. “Before we found out Papa was sick, she nearly left him so many times. But dad said if she left she would have to leave us behind and she would never get to see us again. They fought constantly. It was a very difficult time for her.”


    “Then after we found out Papa was actually sick,” Henry continued. “She wouldn’t leave his side.”


    “So, why didn’t she come back after he died?” Tiar asked.  


    “Tiar, she got remarried,” Henry explained, knowing the news would come as a shock to her. “She married one of grandfather’s business partners. It happened within weeks of Papa dying. I know it sounds shady, but it was all…” Henry hesitated.


    “She told us all the horrible details,” Kevin interrupted. “The last year, Papa didn’t even remember her name. And he was violent. Everyone said it was for the best for her to move on.”


    “Mama got married and no one told me,” Tiar said quietly to herself. “I mean, she didn’t even call.”


    “Well, you know how she and Uncle Henry never got along,” Henry said. “He apparently didn’t really want to talk very long anytime she called. He said that you were doing well in school and had made friends, and he thought you shouldn’t be disturbed.”


    “She could have called Aunt Josephine,” Tiar said, mostly to herself. “Even if she does hate me, I’m sure she would have checked up on me.” Tiar’s two brothers, too young to remember their aunt when they left New York and not knowing their father’s assertion that she hated Tiar, shared a confused shrug and went on.


    “I know it’s hard to accept, Tiar, but she did what she thought would be best for you,” Kevin concluded. Max, who was the silent witness to this conversation, doubted this. His own mother, he thought, would swim across the Atlantic to help Tiar. He suspected there was even more to this story Tiar’s brothers did not know but kept his silence, letting the benefit of the doubt they gave their mother be a gift of reassurance to their sister.


    Tiar was quiet for a while, trying to appreciate everything she just had learned. All of this time, she thought her family had been doing well without her, happy she was gone. Now it seemed, viewing her as the one that had been lucky enough to “escape,” they didn’t want to upset her new life. The story she and Max had made up for Father Neman—the danger, the drama, the death, seemed more accurate then she had imagined. She felt a sudden twinge of guilt that their words had somehow caused all the intervening events. No, your words did not kill Papa, she told herself, trying to shake off the thought. They found the tumor before you ever spoke to Father Neman, before you even found the baptismal certificate. 


    “Why me?” she finally asked. “I mean, why was I the one Papa got mad at first?”  


    “We don’t know for sure,” Henry told her. “Probably no reason.  I mean, he was legitimately crazy. But we think it had something to do with the house keeper, the one he fired when you were eight. Apparently, he told mom later it was because she was trying to turn you into a snake.” Max thought about how Tiar used to dance, before he stopped driving her to Jen’s parties. The puzzle pieces were all starting to fall together. Tiar shook her head.


    “Why don’t I remember any of this?”


    “We probably wouldn’t either,” Kevin assured her. “But, we were there longer, so we had more context to put it in. Plus, Mom reminded us of things that we otherwise would have forgotten ourselves. It all sounds obvious in retrospect but you have to remember—the first few years it was all happening inside Papa’s head and we didn’t find out until later.”


    Tiar had a difficult time thinking of her father as dead, mostly because she couldn’t even really remember what it meant for her father to be alive. In her seven years in New York without him, she had never missed him. She missed the man who used to throw her up in the air and catch her as a child, the man who used to push her on the swings and read her bedtime stories. That man had started to disappear before they even left New York. He started suffering intractable headaches and unexplainable screaming spells. This was how she had remembered her father for seven years. It was far less painful to be away from someone who was so unpleasant to be around. But now, faced with the fact that he had no control over his thoughts and behavior, she felt guilty having thought so poorly of her own father for so long.


    When Tiar parted with her brothers at Victoria Station later that night, she was genuinely happy to have seen them despite the purpose of their time together. She invited them to visit her in New York, but they all knew that was not likely to happen. Max and Tiar headed for their tube station and suddenly Max realized the last train was due to arrive in four minutes. He grabbed Tiar’s hand and went racing through the streets. They ran through the foggy, dark London night, giggling and gasping for breath, their legs stinging with exertion. They were like kids again, dodging the rain and lightening of an early autumn storm. They raced down the stairs of the tube station and glided quickly through the electronic turn styles, magnetic tickets at the ready. They made it to the platform out of breath with seconds to spare. On the train, heart racing, Max grabbed one of the poles in the half filled train car. Tiar, trying to catch her breath, smiled at him. They were still holding hands. Just before the train pulled out, she closed her eyes and leaned against his chest with her forehead. The train lurched forward and they swayed with the motion of the car, Max bracing himself on the pole and Tiar bracing herself against Max.


    Instinctively, with the first lurch, Max let go of Tiar’s hand and put his arm around her, holding her steady. Still breathing heavily, Tiar turned her head so her left cheek was resting against the outside of Max’s wool coat. He could see that she had closed her eyes and he kept his arm around her. Tiar breathed in deeply the smell of damp wool. The canvass of her life was slipping from its frame, her whole definition of self replaced with every passing conversation. In every military or political struggle since the eight hundreds, she had put her family on the wrong side—the crusades, the reformation, two world wars. Whether the Saxons verses the Normans, the Moors verses the Christians, or John Knox versus the Catholic Church, her loyalty on every count reversed. The only constant she had in her life was an eighteen-year-old boy who had once saved her from bullies. In a life of paradox, Max was her rock. For the ten minute train ride, she closed out everything else. There was no tumor, no exile, no headaches, no delusions. There were no shady pasts, no deserters or aliases. There was just her and her best friend, exhausted from a day of sight seeing, on a train car in London.


    A few hours later, Max lay in bed thinking about the train ride. He expected, after Tiar had gotten the terrible news about her family at dinner, that she would feel tremendous grief. He knew she would need him to be tender in words and deeds to help her get over the acute shock. He had made a plan about how he could dole out his affection in a carefully measured and appropriate way, as he had done with his Halloween candy every year as a kid to make it last until Christmas. He would have to walk that thin line between being a supportive friend and indulging in the affection he still hungered to offer her. He had to be strong for her now.


    As his eyes wandered across the silver, moonlit London clouds, he thought about what Michelle had said to him before he left. Maybe it was stupid to base his whole life on a plan he had written for himself by time he was ten years old based on a horror movie his mother insisted he was too young to watch anyway. Maybe the future wasn’t decided yet after all. Maybe there was no other truth, and he simply was afraid this whole time that his feelings for Tiar would go unrequited. Did he feel safer denying himself Tiar’s affection so she couldn’t deny it to him? A new possibility opened up in his mind, an alluring one. Perhaps if he were to show Tiar how he really felt, nothing bad would happen. It seemed possible she wouldn’t turn away, that she longed for him, too. Maybe she had said so in a hundred tiny ways over the past year and she, like he, was just too afraid to say it. It was possible to translate her words, looks, and actions into innocent flirtation. He could conceive of rewriting his life so that, when Tiar had asked that they take a detour off their trip to Historic East Aurora to visit the Kissing Bridge Ski resort, it was not because of a sudden interest in winter sports. He could believe that when she urged him to leave the Eerie Canal Heritage Center to go on a candle light tour of the locks, it was not because she wanted to see how canal locks operated. Yet, as much as Max wanted to let himself think this way, equally pressing on his mind was the joke she had made of him earlier in the week. She had turned her own tenderness into something cruel and the memory of it still stung him. Who was really telling the truth? The Tiar that said above all she was his best friend? Or the Tiar who made that very statement into a farce? One must be lying. Was the real Tiar the one who clung to him in the London underground? Or was she just sleepy? These bloody English stairs! He cursed at himself. Her footsteps didn’t talk to him here, not like they did at home. He had lost his wood plank lie detector. He was just guessing now. What would she do if he kissed her? What would she do if he revealed his heart to her? This was not just another academic exercise, he reflected. Everything depended on it—his choice of college, his whole future. He set his mind to devising a test of Tiar’s intentions without tipping his hand about his own.


    On Wednesday night, the clouds lifted over London letting escape the warmth they held against the streets like a comforter that slips onto the floor in the middle of the night. Thursday was bright and cold. Tiar pulled her green knitted cap tightly down over her ears as she and Max waited in line to see the Tower of London. They followed the Yeoman Warder, dressed festively in his bright red uniform, around the outside ramparts listening attentively to him describe the hundreds of years of history that took place there. They saw the gate on the Thames through which those condemned to death were brought into the fortress by boat. They saw the block where King Henry the eighth’s wives’ heads were removed from their bodies. They stood in awe of the crown jewels and read in fascination about the weaponry in the armory.


    When they were finished with the Tower, they hopped on the Dockland’s Railway and headed for Greenwich to see the International Date Line, the line dividing the east and west hemispheres, from which all time on earth is referenced. As the elevated train conveyed them past newly renovated waterfront, Tiar rubbed her hands together furiously, trying to regain feeling in her finger tips. Her thin green gloves were no protection against the late coming arctic blast that covered London, setting record cold temperatures for late March.


    Sitting across from Tiar, Max took her hands in his and removed her gloves, sliding them into his pockets. He made a globe around her hands with his and blew into the cavity within, as though they were in their own personal steam room. Her fingers were pale and almost blue, and stiff like little twigs. A few breaths later, and they began to seem alive again, looking pinker and more flexible. Max collapsed his hands around Tiar’s and rubbed them gently.


    “Thank you,” she said, smiling at him. “That feels nice.”


    “My pleasure,” Max said, watching her carefully. He tried to interpret her reaction, but she looked out the window at the passing waterfront, seemingly unaware anything of significance had happened.


    Friday was the teens’ last day in England. Tiar and Max spent most of their day in the Museum of London, chronicling the progression of the Britons from a loose collection of prehistoric tent dwellers to the architects of modern structures of the near twenty first century. After several hours, even Max had finally neared his limit of what he could learn in a week’s worth of vacation. The two headed to the nearby St. Paul’s cathedral. They silently soaked in the splendor of the enormous domed structure.


    The outside world seemed excessively bright and windy when they exited the cathedral. They took a long walk past Trafalgar square and finally ran into a coffee shop to warm up. They sat in a high backed wooden booth that likely predated the first World War.  Tiar stomped her feet lightly on the floor, trying to get blood back into her toes. While they waited for their tea, Max took her hands again, this time determined to get a response. He had forgotten to give her gloves back the day before and her fingers were like slender porcelain facsimiles of themselves. Max cupped them between his and breathed on them as though he were giving them life. Within a minute, blood began to rush into Tiar’s hands. They had gotten so cold, the return of this blood stung like pins and needles.  Max rubbed the pain away until they felt almost normal again. Then, in the privacy of the booth, he put her hands up to his mouth again and, trapping them between his, kissed them.


    Tiar giggled shyly and looked away, unwilling to make eye contact. Max, emboldened by her smile, rubbed her hands a few more times between his and kissed them again. This time, Tiar sighed and the smile faded from her face. She looked almost worried. She didn’t pull her hands away from him, but he could tell he was making her uncomfortable. Max tried not to panic. Perhaps she was just embarrassed because they were in a public place. England is not Italy, or France, or even western New York, and they hadn’t seen anyone showing much affection in public. Max loosened his grip on Tiar’s hands and let them slip away just as the waiter brought them a pot of tea and some scones. Max busied himself with his food and rethought his strategy.


    Tiar had never felt so relieved to see a waiter in her life. What in the hell is Max doing?  she thought, her heart sinking in her chest. If their tea hadn’t arrived, what would have happened next? Would Max kiss her hand again? Didn’t he understand what he was doing to her? She had worked so hard over the past five months not to touch him. She had made it her duty as his friend to stay platonically unengaged, unaffectionate, unattached, so that she wouldn’t interfere with his love life. She wanted him to be happy, and if he needed a girl friend to be happy, she wouldn’t scare away any potential suitors. Still, didn’t he realize what a challenge that was? No, she realized. Of course, he doesn’t. Why would he? He would never know these thoughts, the leviathan depths of her passion for him. She couldn’t let herself even think it with him around, lest it accidentally slip out and force him to run away. And, if she did let some affectionate phrase tumble out, she made it into a joke like she had a few days earlier so he would never guess her true feelings.


    Max would go to college and make new friends. He would meet a nice girl from a good Catholic family, the daughter of a doctor or a judge. He would marry her and they would live a good, tidy, traditional life. His wife would cook ginger bread for their kids at Christmas time and make homemade stuffing on Thanksgiving. She wouldn’t even know what a microwave dinner was and she certainly would never have opened an envelope of powered cheese mix. He would get a job as a professor somewhere and bike to work in a tweed suit. He could do all of this, but he would never know how Tiar longed for him. That was the only way he would still be her Max. He would still be her best friend.


    Tiar had seen it all in her mind a thousand times. She had forced herself to think it over and over again until the image didn’t make her want to cry. Max would be happy with her—this new woman—a woman with a past and a home and no relatives in mental institutions. And still, Tiar would love him. She wouldn’t be envious of what he had. Because she was his best friend, and no one, not the well educated blond girl with perfect skin and membership in the Daughters of the American Revolution, could change that. No one in an apron and pearl earrings could replace her. It was all going to work. If only she could keep her mouth shut and not tell Max that she wanted to be that woman.


    But, now, what was he doing? Why would he tease her this way, offer her things she knew she couldn’t have? I have to think like Max, she told herself.  I’m intelligent… analytical… It was all a test. He wanted to see if she would take the bait. But she wouldn’t. She had worked too hard and sacrificed too much to lose her best friend now. She could live without his affection. It wasn’t really hers to lose. But, without his friendship, she would be like a buoy set adrift, cut from its moorings. She couldn’t live that way. If this was a test, she would pass it.


    They drank their tea in relative silence. As they sat there, the restaurant began to fill with voices creating a jaunty, celebratory mood, permeating even the secluded fort Max had chosen. Max paid for the tea and they ventured out into the still evening. The sun was sinking lower in the sky as they headed back toward the town house. It being their last night, they took one last walk around Hyde Park through the adjacent Kensington Palace Park and watched the swans paddle through the pond, oblivious to the grandeur of their real-estate. On the way back, they stopped on the bridge over the pond to get a photograph of the palace. Due to the recent cold temperatures the park was nearly deserted.


    Tiar jumped up onto the heavy stone wall of the bridge. The fog softened the street lights of London as they twinkled in the pond behind her. The fog made light and shadow dramatic, like a Humphrey Bogart film. Nearly any combination of words or actions seemed plausible in the thick air. Max made up his mind. He wasn’t going to beat around the bush anymore. He was going to put everything on the line. He was going to kiss Tiar. He was going to get her to say that she wanted him to be near her. He was going to tell her he was leaving New York and make her miss him desperately. And, when he had painted a bleak enough picture of her life without him, he would kiss her. He would find out once and for all if there was really another path he could take, another future still unseen, one where he was not alone. He would cement their fates together with lip balm and saliva and warm breath and cold foggy air.


    “Little Bird,” Max said, hesitantly. “When we go back to the states, I have to send in my acceptance letter to college.”


    “Okay,” she said calmly.


    “I think I should go to St. Andrews. It’s a better school for what I want to study.  And, with the scholarship I got from them, it’s about the same for tuition as a state school.” Tiar nodded at him.


    “I think you’re right, then. You need to go there,” she assured him. She was doing well, she thought. Inside, she wanted to cry… not Ohio, please! It’s too far… but her voice was light and airy.


    “You think so?” Max confirmed. Even in the dark, Tiar could see Max’s expression went from thoughtful to hurt. “But, it’s five and a half hours away,” he said. “That’s far.”


    “You’ll be fine,” Tiar reassured him.


    “But, we’ll only get to see each other on holidays,” Max continued. Light and Breezy, Tiar thought. Light and Breezy.


    “We’ll see each other all summer too. It’s no biggy, Max.” Max felt desperate.  Things were not going at all the way he hoped. He took Tiar’s hands in his and leaned close to her, so close the clouds of his breath were one with hers.


    “Is there any reason I shouldn’t go so far away?” he asked. Tiar swallowed hard. She would make a definitive statement to put his mind at ease once and for all. He would see he could trust her, and never have to test her again.


    “No, Max,” she said. “You can’t make this decision based on me. You need to go to the school that’s best for you. I don’t want you cursing my name and regretting the choices you made five years from now. I don’t want that responsibility.”


    Max was a marble statue standing in the soft light of the street lamp. It was over. He got his wish. He had figured out what Tiar wanted from him without having to admit his feelings for her. She wanted nothing. She wanted no affection, no responsibility. She would see him around, bump into him here and there. It was no “biggy”. He was right in predicting this night on this bridge would direct him toward the future. But the turn had not been in the direction he had hoped. Fine, he thought. Now, at least he knew where he stood. He didn’t have to wonder. He would just work on forgetting her.
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    Max walked into the cafeteria with an unmistakable sense of urgency. Since he and Tiar came back from London, he had barely said a word to her. On the plane ride back to the United States, he pretended to sleep for most of the trip. On the much shorter ride from New York City to Buffalo, he stared sternly and unwaveringly out the window. When his mother picked them up from the airport for the forty five minute drive south to Hectortown, he had been polite and friendly to keep up appearances. But, back at school, he had been finding other ways to spend the lunch period, volunteering to help sort books in the library, read to the first graders and other duties that were unusual even for him. He never stayed around after school to walk Tiar home and didn’t invite her over to shoot hoops. Tiar tried to dismiss it as another mood swing—just silly old Max being nervous about going off to college.


    After a month of a relatively hermit like existence, Max felt no closer to forgetting about Tiar. He still felt the same rejection when he heard her laughter in the hallway at school or saw her walking home. He decided to retreat to his old plan of dating one of her friends, but for a different purpose. He would replace her. But, for real this time. If he had to date every girl at St. Jude’s, he would find someone who could distract him from thinking about her until he could leave this city once and for all. Once he left this sorry state for Ohio, he could be away from her and be alone. Alone, like he liked it. Alone, like he had planned to be since he was in elementary school. Max walked right past Tiar’s usual table in the cafeteria without so much as a glance in her direction. Sarah, Tiar’s alternate on the basketball team, was just getting out of the lunch line as he approached her. Sarah was undeniably a beautiful girl, the kind who could look like a movie star even without make up. She was the complete opposite of Tiar; at Max’s height, she was 4 inches taller than Tiar and her golden hair fell in straight rays from her head. More importantly, Max sensed she was more then a little jealous of Tiar for being the starting point guard. He was going to leverage that jealousy to his advantage.


    “Hey, Sarah, can I borrow you for a second?”  he asked, trying to appear casual.


    “Yeah, sure, Max,” Sarah said, following him over to an empty table near by.


    “I wanted to know, if you’re free of course, if you’d like to go to Prom with me,” he said, coolly. Sarah put down the chocolate milk she had been sipping. This was the longest conversation they had had since a school play when she was in third grade. His request came as a complete bombshell. Still, he was pretty cute, she reflected, and not at all creepy the way every other boy she dated at St. Jude’s could be.


    “Are you doing this to make Michelle jealous?” she asked.


    “No,” Max said honestly. That was the furthest thought from his mind.


    “Are you doing this to get back at Tiar for something?” she asked frankly. Max laughed, trying hard to make it seem genuine. She won’t care.... that’s the problem, he thought.


    “Get back at her?” he said incredulously. “Why would I want to get back at her? Anyway, Tiar and I were just friends. We were never dating.”


    Sarah squinted at him, trying to assess the situation. In truth, it wouldn’t have mattered to her either way. She had just broken off a brief romance with a senior at the public school across town and had no desire to go to prom alone. Finally, she shrugged.


    “Whatever.  Pick me up at eight.”


    Prom came and went. Jen, not thinking it was cool anymore to “go stag”, went to Prom with Prentice Jackson who got drunk and vomited in the limo ruining Jen’s dress. Michelle, Dana, and Tiar dropped in briefly and then camped out in Tiar’s uncle’s pool house and watched movies all night. The next Monday, Michelle saw Sarah sitting alone at lunch and sat down across from her.


    “How was the dance?” she asked.


    “Fine,” Sarah answered. “Max is such a gentleman. The whole thing was like out of the ‘50’s. I thought I had walked into an episode of Leave it to Beaver.” Michelle laughed.


    “More like the 1850’s. Like, you have to ask someone’s father’s permission to marry them before you can walk them home from school.”


    “I’ve never been on a date with someone before where they seemed to be trying so hard to like me,” Sarah continued. “But there was like no chemistry there at all. And, when he kissed me...”


    “Max Franklin kissed you?” Michelle interrupted, shocked.  


    “Yeah,” Sarah replied. “From what I heard, you did way more then that.”


    “No, we didn’t,” Michelle said quietly. As she recalled, this omission wasn’t from her lack of trying. After three weeks together, he still looked nervous holding her hand. “I made up those rumors myself,” she admitted.


    “But, why?” Sarah asked. Michelle shrugged. “Well,” Sarah said tossing her blond hair carelessly away from her face. “Maybe I’m his type.” Michelle wasn’t convinced this sudden advance in Maxwell’s social experimentation was due to his preferring tall blondes. Something had definitely changed since December. She recalled the conversation she had with him in front of the counselor’s office and wondered if she had anything to do with it. At the time, she was just venting her frustration over Max’s blindness to her advances. He seemed to take the discussion far more seriously than she had intended. Michelle decided not to share this possibility with Sarah, who seemed quite proud of herself.


    “But, anyway, go on,” Michelle prompted.


    “Well, I was just going to say, when he kissed me, it was like kissing my brother or something. Well, no, not exactly. My brother doesn’t want to kiss me. I think Max did, but it just wasn’t what he expected. You don’t think he’s...” Sarah hesitated. “You know.”  Michelle shook her head. She had kept Max’s secret from Tiar. She had intended never to tell anyone what he had shared. However, Sarah was her friend, too. It wasn’t fair to keep her in the dark now that she was tangled up in the story, too.


    “No,” she replied simply. “He’s not gay, if that’s what you mean. He’s just… old fashion.”


    “No one is that old fashion.” Michelle looked around the room making sure no one was in earshot.


    “He’s in love,” she whispered, pointing with a subtle head movement toward Tiar, who was still in line.


    “Duh. So, why doesn’t he just tell her?” Sarah asked.


    “I don’t know,” Michelle said with exasperation. “Because he’s Max.”


    It was cold for late August. The three weeks between Prom and summer vacation passed uneventfully. Tiar worked as many hours as she could at the animal shelter. When she wasn’t there, she hung out with Jen at the park. The summer dragged on much too slowly. Somehow Tiar had made it nearly to the end and school would start the following week. She would welcome the distraction. Jen had decided to throw one last summer party out at the lake house. Without Max to drive her, Tiar rode out with Jen but quickly disappeared. The party was far more calm than usual, with half their older compliment of guests already heading out to college. Some of the remainder were still on vacation with their families. They would soon return for school and bring with them the season’s first frost.


    Sarah pulled a throw from the family room around her shoulders as she went out to the patio to smoke. Matt Ryder was already out there nearing the end of his cigarette. Matt lit Sarah’s cigarette and then another for himself. They gazed out beyond the back yard to the reflection of the moon on the calm lake.


    “Isn’t that Ti?”  Sarah asked, seeing a lone figure lying where the grass met the sand. “I better see if she’s okay.” Sarah’s motivation was more curiosity than true concern. She could think of few things she would leave a warm living room for other than nicotine and she knew Tiar didn’t smoke. She picked her way in the dark over tree roots and garden tools to where Tiar was lying on her back with her arms folder under her head.“Whatcha doing, Ti?” she asked.


    “Nothing.”


    “Well, no use catching pneumonia doing nothing,” Sarah said sitting next to her. Tiar sat up and Sarah spread the blanket around her shoulders. Behind them, a roar of laughter emanated from the house.


    “What’s up in there?” Tiar asked.


    “Spin the bottle.” Tiar shook her head slowly.


    “I never understood the point of that game.” Sarah laughed as Tiar continued. “I mean, what’s the point in kissing people you don’t care about?” Sarah shrugged.


    “I don’t know,” Sarah admitted, giving Tiar a small squeeze on the arm. “I never thought about it. You don’t think making out has its own allure?” Tiar looked off into the tree line away from Sarah.


    “I wouldn’t know,” she said softly.


    “Don’t tell me you’ve never kissed anyone, Ti,” Sarah said in disbelief. Tiar didn’t respond. “No one, ever?” Silence. “Not even Max? Come on, even I kissed Max.”


    “Max and I are... were just friends,” Tiar said finally.


    “Yeah, that’s what he said, but I didn’t believe him either.” After a moment, Sarah turned her torso back toward the house. “Hey, Matt,” she said. He crushed his cigarette out under his foot and walked toward them, sitting down next to Tiar. “Ti needs a kiss,” Sarah explained.


    “No, it’s really okay,” Tiar protested.


    “It’s nothing,” Matt said casually. He grabbed the back of Tiar’s head and kissed her on the lips. Smoke seemed to cling to his face, rushing at her when he exhaled. Tiar resisted his attempts to force her lips open and pulled away. She tried hard to suppress her desire to cough or gag.


    “Thank you,” she said, straining to sound polite.


    “You want to try...”


    “No, it’s not necessary,” Tiar interrupted. Matt shrugged.


    “Whatever,” he said, and walked back to the house. When he was out of sight, Tiar stuck her finger down her throat.  


    “Ick,” she said dramatically. Sarah laughed and Tiar smiled at her despite herself. They lay down in the grass, the blanket wrapped around them not saying anything for a long time. Then Tiar freed her arm from the blanket and pointed up to the sky.


    “That’s the big dipper,” she said. “That’s Cassiopeia, and that is the giant clam.”  Sarah giggled.


    “I don’t remember the giant clam from Greek mythology,” she said.


    “Yeah, Max made that one up,” Tiar said, sadness obvious in her voice.


    “You okay, Ti?” Sarah asked. Crashing waves on the beach filled the overly long pause.


    “Yeah,” Tiar said, her voice small. “I was just thinking of this time… I was eleven and my uncle was having a party. He invited over a bunch of doctor friends from medical school. One of them thought it would be really funny to spike all my drinks. I kept thinking the food was making me feel sick so I should drink more ginger ale to settle my stomach. So, I drank more and more and got sicker and sicker. What did I know?” She sniffled. “Max stayed with me while I threw up. He wouldn’t leave my side.” Tiar paused for a while. “I was so afraid if my uncle found out I was drunk, he would send me back to Jordan. Max took me to his house. But, I didn’t want the Franklins to see me like that and think I was a bad kid. So, Max told them we were going to camp out in the back yard. He pitched a tent and made a fire and everything.


    “I eventually stopped throwing up, but every time I closed my eyes or sat up, everything would start spinning again. All I could do was lie there, looking at the stars. So, Max started making up constellations to keep me entertained until I fell asleep. It became a regular game for us for like the next four years.”


    “Wow,” Sarah said. “All that time, we thought you guys were making out back there.”


    “Oh, goodness,” Tiar said, embarrassed. “I don’t think Max even realizes I’m a girl. Or if he does, he thinks of me as his annoying little sister.”


    “I don’t think so,” Sarah said. “When we were at the prom, he spent the whole night looking for you. Michelle said the same thing about homecoming.”


    “Whatever,” Tiar said. “It doesn’t matter now. He hates me.” Although Sarah had started out the conversation relatively uninterested, she was moved by Tiar’s story. It was too pitiful to let Tiar watch her whole world crumble and not try to help.


    “Ti,” Sarah asked after a respectful silence. “What ever happened between the two of you. Did you two have a fight?” Tiar cleared her throat.  


    “I don’t really know,” she began. “We were in England. Everything was going really well. At least I thought it was.” She was quiet for a while, considering how to proceed. “Max had been acting kinda weird for a few months. But, on the trip, I thought he was having a really great time. Then, the last night we were there, he asked me what college he should go to. I told him the best college he could get into. After that, he barely spoke to me.” Sarah propped herself up on one elbow.


    “You’re sure he didn’t say anything else?” she asked, suspiciously.


    “Um... yeah, he said something like ‘is there any reason I shouldn’t go to St. Andrews,’” Tiar remembered with some reluctance. “I said ‘no’. I said he had to go to the best school he could.” Sarah felt genuine pity for Tiar. They had never been much more than acquaintances and team mates. Recently, even that relationship was strained when Tiar was one of only two sophomore girls to get bumped to the varsity basketball team postseason. It was just the last straw of many. This immigrant orphan who never bought a stitch of clothing was always considered the cutest and best dressed. She bought only junk food everyday for lunch but had a perfect body and skin. She never held a basketball until she was twelve but succeeded effortlessly at sports just like everything else in life. Now suddenly Sarah saw how tenuous a spider web Tiar’s life really was. She felt compelled, if she could not protect Tiar as Max had, to at least explain why Max had disappeared.


    “Ti,” she said delicately. “He wanted you to tell him not to go.”


    “What good would that do?” Tiar asked. “He would go to St. Andrew’s anyway.”


    “That’s not what’s important,” Sarah said. “He needed to know how important he is to you. Don’t you see that?”


    “But, he knows that,” Tiar protested.


    “You need to tell him, Ti,” Sarah insisted.  


    “It’s too late,” Tiar said. “He’s leaving for school tomorrow. And, I have to go with my uncle to his lawyer for some… stupid thing.”


    “All the more reason you need to tell him now.”


    Tiar stood in the alley under Max’s window watching as his head flashed past the screen. She fondly remembered standing in that same spot listening to him practice for choir, his sweet tenor voice drifting down toward her like the feather of an exquisite bird. Then he started dating Michelle. He hadn’t sung in front of her since. She left the alley and slowly walked up the familiar front steps, letting herself in the house.


    She walked silently up the stairs, her head hanging low, eyes following the old carpet runner, as she searched for the right words to say to this young man, who, but for the right words, might walk out of her life forever. Mourning? Max wondered. Her feet spoke of pain and loss. These feet delivered a 10-year-old celebrating her first birthday without her parents. They were the harbinger of her first big fight with Jen in fifth grade. They prophesized her first bad report card grade. But this was so much deeper. This was more loss than all of those combined. Mourning? Max concluded again. It must be a lie. Very good acting, Ms. Alfred. Max’s eyes flashed up briefly. He quickly turned his face away lest his eyes or mouth betray the slightest interest in her presence. He coolly pushed the sweater in his hands into an already too full suitcase on the bed.


    “Need any help?” Tiar asked, her voice seeming small in the high ceiling of the room.


    “No,” he said calmly, his back still to her. He searched for a voice that would express nothing—neither warmth, nor anger. For, to express anger would mean that he cared enough about her to be angry, that he felt some loss on her account. The room remained nearly silent save for the soft flap of fabric of Max carefully folding the last of his clothes. Tiar stared at his back, wishing she could bore holes into it with her eyes and could make him feel the pain in her heart.


    “Did you really think I wouldn’t miss you?” she said, finally, summoning up all her will not to let her voice falter. “Did you really think that I would go on with my life without my best friend, as though nothing was wrong?”


    “You sure have been acting like it,” he said, trying, and failing, to sound matter-of-fact as he dropped a box of black ball point pens into a crate.


    “And what am I supposed to act like?” she asked, pointedly. “Would you prefer that I make you feel guilty for getting into a good university? Would you prefer I ask you to give up your dreams to prove your loyalty to a sixteen-year-old girl back home? That’s nonsense Max, and you know it. This isn’t like deciding what movie to go to on a Saturday night, this is college. It’s your future. Why do I care more about your future than you do?” But there is no future, Max thought to himself. Just now. Just a now you don’t want me in. And a tomorrow you don’t want to share. He didn’t turn toward her, standing still with his back to her as she continued.


    “I don’t want you to go. Don’t go. But, you have to go. If our friendship can’t survive you going away to college, it isn’t worth you giving up your education for.” She swallowed hard. She was about to go out on a limb, to trust Sarah’s advice and suggest something she feared to share. “But if we’re supposed to be together, Max… If you and I were meant to be together,” she said, barely above a whisper. “You’ll come back… and I’ll be waiting.”


    Max suddenly experienced his entire being as bitter and acidic, as though his soul, his thoughts, his personality, his whole self was a bad taste he had to swallow. Stupid, arrogant fool, he thought to himself. What am I doing? What am I trying to prove? He had guaranteed that which he feared most—life without her. He pushed her away cruelly, to punish her? He wondered. And what happens now? If he had misjudged her, if he had guessed wrong and he should have trusted her back in London… if he should have kissed her then and changed his whole vision of his life to orbit around her, then could he still do that now? Had his miscalculation actually changed that which he was trying to measure, and changed her feelings for him? And how can I measure that? He felt deep shame for his loss of faith in Tiar months ago and for the cold shoulder he had shown her since. But what about now? he couldn’t answer. Is she here to make amends, or say “I told you so”? He slowly closed the distance between them, his eyes conveying a deeper apology then any words could. He tentatively put his hands on her shoulders and stared deep into her eyes. They were so beautiful and deep and green. But so confusing.  She wasn’t lying. Of that, he now felt certain. But what is she not lying about? He didn’t know what she wanted to say. He didn’t know what she wanted. But he knew what he wanted. He let go of her shoulders and enfolded her in his arms, burying her face in his chest.


    “I’m so sorry, Little Bird,” he said softly into her soft chestnut hair. “I wasted so much time being angry at you… angry and hurt. I was stupid. I’m so sorry,” he whispered. He felt her warm breath penetrate his polo shirt.


    “Just do well,” she said. “Promise me you’ll do well, and then it will be worth it for us to be apart.”


    “I promise,” he said, stroking the back of her head. She tilted her face toward his, their foreheads almost touching. “I’ll go. I’ll learn everything they can teach me and I’ll come back.” Tiar nodded. He could feel her lips almost brush his as she started to smile. He felt like he needed to keep talking as an excuse to keep her there. “And the next time we go traveling, I’ll have even more to teach you.”


    Max’s babbling was accompanied by the low purr of an engine as a shiny black Mercedes pulled up in front of the house and idled. It had not even stopped when it issued two short beeps. Tiar closed her eyes in resignation.


    “I have to go, Max,” she said flatly.


    “I know,” he said. “I love you.” Neither Max nor Tiar could be sure if he moved toward her or if she moved toward him. Possibly, as his lips protruded to make the word “you”, they merely occupied the sliver of emptiness between the them. Regardless of the cause, their lips touched ever so briefly… accompanied by a loud, sustained honking.


    In a swirl of dark brown hair, Tiar twisted out of Max’s grasp and dashed for the stairs. She hesitated at the top landing, looking back at him.


    “I…” she began. She didn’t finish. Another deafening honk would have drowned her out anyway. Just like that, she disappeared. Max could not even make it to the window before he heard a car door slam and the gentle hum of the car’s engine announced that the distance between them was already growing.
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    John Trammel kicked the back of Anthony Caloni’s chair, eliciting a dirty look. John motioned with his head at the compact black haired boy walking into the classroom, his history textbook cradled in his muscular arm. They had had their eye on him for the past few weeks, ever since Brandy, the blond bombshell sophomore who sat two rows in front of them, let a pen roll off her desk and he had caught it in mid air. Nice reflexes, they seemed to say in a silent glance.


    What had gotten their attention today was his jacket. It was the third week of classes, but the autumn was already chilling the early morning air in Ohio, just like it did in Hectortown. Crisp gold and red leaves covered the walkways of St. Andrews in a thick blanket as if celebrating the school colors in a blaze of natural glory. But, the young man’s jacket wasn’t the gold and red of St. Andrews, but the gray and burgundy of St. Jude’s. John and Tony cared only about the one word written in thick block vinyl letters sewn to the back: Basketball. When class was over, Tony followed the young man to the cafeteria and sidled up to him in line for the grill.


    “I thought Dr. Wendel would go on forever about Malachi,” he said, casually. The young man turned around. 


    “Tony Caloni. I’m in your ‘prophets as historical figures’ class.”


    “Back row,” he recalled. “You always sit next to that blond kid with the funny nose?”


    “Yeah, that’s John,” Tony said, pointing. “He’s right over there.” The boy held out his hand.


    “I’m Max,” he said. “Nice to meet you.”


    “Nice to meet you, Max. Hey, you want to eat lunch with us?” Max thought it over. His habit after a quick lunch was to go to the library to study. Yet, having met disappointingly few students on campus he had anything in common with, he didn’t want to pass up this opportunity to make friends.


    “Sure,” he accepted. They paid for their lunches and Tony led Max over to a long table.


    “Guys,” he said, addressing the three other young men seated there. “This is Max. Max, this is John, Mark, who is also in Prophets, and Kenny.”


    “Hi,” Max said with a weak wave and sat down.


    “So, Max,” John started. “Did you just transfer to St. Andrews?”


    “No,” Max replied, a bit confused.


    “Well, where have you been hiding out the past two years?” Mark asked.


    “St. Jude’s.”


    “Is that another seminary?” Kenny asked.


    “No,” Max replied cautiously. “St. Jude’s Regional Catholic High School. It’s in New York.” The four older boys glanced at each other suspiciously.


    “You’re a freshman?” John asked.


    “Yeah,” Max said, finally getting a chance to take a bite of his burger.


    “They must really be getting loose with pre-requisites,” Kenny reflected.


    “What do you mean?” Max asked.


    “It used to be the school was very strict about making everyone finish their core curriculum requirements before they could take upper level classes.” Kenny explained. “You’re in a junior level history class.”


    “I don’t know. I just signed up for what my adviser recommended,” Max said apologetically. “He didn’t seem to think there would be a problem.”


    “He didn’t say you would have to take American and World history first?”


    “I tested out of them. Advanced placement credit,” Max said. He hated to brag, but it would be even worse if his classmates thought he was bending the rules.


    “What about your science requirements?” John asked.


    “My advisor said Calculus would count for that.”


    “One or two?”


    “Both,” Max said. “And physics. Just the mechanics part. My high school couldn’t teach the electrical half.”


    “What are you taking for your language?” Mark chimed in.


    “I tested out of Latin.” Tony whistled his amazement. St. Andrews College had a notoriously difficult Latin department. Testing out of Latin was nearly unheard of.


    “Are you some sort of super genius?” Tony asked. Max shrugged.


    “No. I just always liked school, I guess,” Max offered weakly.


    “Yeah, but it sounds like you didn’t have time for much else,” John said, baiting him.


    “Well, I guess I didn’t,” Max admitted. “Although I did play basketball.” The four upperclassmen, as if counting down in their heads for an appropriate length of silence, got ready to pounce. St. Andrew’s was surrounded by a town inhabited almost entirely by professors, their families, and the businesses that catered to their book and coffee needs. It had one old theater which had poor sound quality and mostly ran G and PG movies. Outside of that, there was an hour of cornfields in every direction. With such a lack luster varsity sports program, intramural sports at St. Andrews were the major entertainment on the campus. Scouting out ex- high school stars was the backbone of the male social structure.


    “Are you on a team here yet?” John finally asked.


    “No,” Max said, crumpling the wrapper from his cheeseburger. “I haven’t really met anyone I want to play with.”


    “You want to play with us?” Tony asked, innocently. Max didn’t have to think it over for very long. This was one of the first groups of young men he had met on campus who were not yet drunk and shirtless already at noon on a Friday.


    “I’m in. What’s the team?”


    It was a slow night at Jen Caponata’s lake house. Ever since the class of 1994 graduated, things had calmed down a bit. Tiar was in the darkened family room inspecting the collection of great works of literature Mr. Caponata had purchased as a set to demonstrate his worldliness but never actually read. Sarah was in the kitchen getting a bottle of soda for herself. After a really bad hang over a few weeks earlier, she had been avoiding alcohol. Prentice came into the bright, clean kitchen.


    “Hey, Sarah,” he said casually, leaning against the ultra modern built in fridge.  “Haven’t seen you around much.”


    “What do you want, Prentice?” she asked, annoyed. They had barely spoken since the summer when a few dates together had left Sarah extremely unimpressed with him.


    “Well, if you want to be all down to business,” he said, putting his elbows on the granite island Sarah was standing next to. “I want to know what the deal is with Ti.”


    “I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Sarah said. In fact, she knew exactly what he was talking about. But ever since Max had figuratively and literally left Tiar, Sarah felt oddly duty bound to protect her. No possible good could come from Prentice Jackson knowing Tiar was unattached, she thought.


    “Oh, come on, you guys are friends, aren’t you?” Jen walked into the room behind him, carry half a dozen bottles to the recycling bin.


    “Who are friends?” she asked innocently.


    “I’m just trying to find out what the deal is with Ti and Max,” he said.


    “Oh, nothing,” Jen chirped. “They haven’t been together in over a year.”


    “Then she’s available?” he asked, his interest piqued.


    “Guess so,” Jen said, shrugging, and disappeared again. Prentice’s face broke into a devious smile. Sarah glared at him as she watched him pop the tops off of two bottles of beer and saunter into the family room. She followed him, but for a moment, stood across the room. It wasn’t, she reasoned, really her place to interfere. But, watching Prentice lurk just a few feet away from her team mate, making small talk, trying to distract her eye from cow hide bound versions of great literature, made Sarah’s blood boil. She walked up to the space between them and in one smooth motion, handed Tiar the soda she was carrying, spun around and grabbed the extra beer from Prentice with her opposite hand.


    “Thanks, Prentice,” she said, staring him in the eye. “I have so much trouble getting those tops off.” She put the bottle to her lips and sipped, almost gagging. She gave Prentice one more hard look and walked away to pour the rest of the beer down the sink.  Back in the family room, Prentice sat down on the couch. Tiar seemed too preoccupied right now. He would try wooing her again later.


    Max ran hard down the court, his legs burning, his heart pounding. It was good to be playing basketball again. It was good to feel accepted again… again? Accepted at all! His new team was comprised almost entirely of Booktine scholars—a program for undergraduate juniors and seniors pre-selected for St. Andrew’s Seminary. He had an instant chemistry with them that he had never had with his male teammates in high school. When they weren’t in class or on the court, they explained to him, the team often ate together in the cafeteria or hung out at Pugs, a bar across from campus where the dart board was always available and they could forego the formality of fake ID’s.


    On the court, it was obvious even in this first practice that Max was completely useless at defense. At five foot eight, he would be merely an annoyance against the six-foot plus fraternity boys who comprised most of the teams they played against. Where he would really shine, they predicted, was on offense. He could hit a jump shot from anywhere. The hours he spent every week with Tiar in his backyard really paid off. Mere hours after being introduced, Max had been completely assimilated into this team that called themselves irreverently The God Squad. He was finally starting to fit in on his own.


    A few hours later, only a handful of teens remaining at the Caponata house, Tiar was sitting alone on the chase lounge, exhausted. She would rather have gone home to get some sleep but was waiting for Michelle to give her a ride back to Hectortown. She hoped it wouldn’t be much longer as she could barely keep her eyes open. She was the only one at the party who had bothered to stay up late the night before to study for their biology test. She was paying for it now as her friends continued to socialize.


    “So, how are we going to split the limo this year, guys?” Jen asked. There were mumbles around the room.


    “Why don’t we all just drive,” Michelle said. “We all have cars now. Luxury Limo is getting really expensive.”


    “We could try ‘Chuck’s chariots,’ “ Dana suggested.


    “We used them for my sister’s wedding,” Matt reported. “Their limos smell like cat pee.”


    “But, we have to go to homecoming together,” Jen said. “That’s the whole point.”


    “We can just meet at the dance,” Michelle suggested.


    “Fine. Everyone have a date? Ti?”  Jen asked. Tiar was dozing off. She was awakened by the sound of her name.


    “Nah, I don’t need one.” She wasn’t looking forward to homecoming with her usual enthusiasm this year.


    “She’s going with me,” Prentice chimed in. Tiar looked at him out of the corner of her eye, too tired to turn completely.


    “I don’t know about that.”


    “Oh, come on,” Jen insisted. “Stop being a party pooper.”


    “But…” Tiar protested.


    “Seriously, Ti, what’s the problem?” Michelle added.


    “Fine, whatever!” Tiar said, then closed her eyes to get some rest.
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    “Nice game.”


    Max was studying in the library. He looked up from his text book at the beautiful tall blond from Dr. Wendel’s class. Were it not for her Chicago accent, she could walk into Hectortown and convince half the residents that she was Sarah’s long lost sister.   Although Max had sat behind her in class six weeks, he had never spoken to her. 


    “Brandy, right?”  he asked politely.


    “Yes,” she said, sitting across from him without hesitation. Tony and John had gone to their pre-seminary adviser meeting leaving Max alone for the afternoon. Max was taking the opportunity to catch up on some reading he had neglected due to the game the night before.


    “You’re Max?” Max nodded.  


    “You were at the game?” he asked with some surprise. He had seen her in his seminar class for history majors. She didn’t seem like a typical Squad fan, most of whom were religion majors.


    “I’m dating the captain of the Sigma Pi team. You know, they were undefeated before you got here,” she said accusingly.


    “Well, I can’t say I’m sorry,” Max replied. “That boyfriend of yours can be pretty generous with the fouls. If the refs saw half of what he was doing, he’d have been ejected.”


    “Yeah, I know,” Brandy said with a sigh. “Kindness isn’t exactly his best feature.”


    “What is?” She thought for a moment.


    “His car, I guess,” she said, half heartedly. It didn’t sound to Max like much of a compliment. “Anyway, I have no idea what I’m going to write for that paper for prophets.” Max watched the girl as she took a mirror out of her bag, adjusted her bangs slightly with her fingers, and put the mirror away. “I mean, how many different ways can a person really interpret the book of Ezekiel?” Max was about to answer, when Brandy, who apparently meant this rhetorically, began talking again. “The books we have to use for references are like five million years old and written by dead Brits. They all spell everything wrong, and it takes me an extra hour to read each chapter because I have to keep reminding myself that they spell ‘color’ with a ‘u’ et cetera. And I’m allergic to dust, so Friday I had a huge asthma attack digging through these old moldy books in the library basement.”


    Max stared at her silently. She had somehow managed to say all of this with out even a pause to breath. How does she have asthma? Max wondered. She appeared to be at the end of her long string of thoughts. Max was about to explain that there was a much better library for this kind of research across campus when she restarted her tirade.“And that swine of a boyfriend of mine made this big fuss about taking me to the hospital because apparently he and his fraternity brothers had some big night out planned. You know what they were going to do?” It took Max a minute to realize it was now his turn to speak.


    “No,” he said simply.


    “They were taking a friend out to a strip club for his twenty first birthday,” she announced. Max couldn’t tell if she wanted him to appear shocked or not. “Can you imagine telling your girl friend that you want to go to a strip club instead of taking her to the hospital? I tell you, Max, sometimes I think it would easier to be a lesbian.” 


    Max laughed quietly to himself.


    “What?” Brandy asked.


    “Nothing,” Max said, sheepishly. “It’s just I don’t usually get such honesty from perfect strangers.”


    “Oh,” Brandy said, seeming slightly self conscious for the first time since she sat down. “I just felt like I could tell you because.... well, you know.” Max looked at her blankly.


    “No,” he said honestly. “I don’t.”


    “Because you’re a safe guy,” she explained. “Because I don’t have to worry that you’re going to try to get under my skirt.”


    “And why would you think that?” Max asked, amused.


    “Because you’re going to be a priest,” she said matter-of-fact. Max laughed.


    “I am?”


    “Oh, my gosh.” Brandy flushed with embarrassment. It occurred to her that she had seen him in their “Jobs for history majors” advising group. It wasn’t a very useful class for a seminarian. “I’m so sorry.  I just assumed because you hang out with Tony and all of them....”


    “It’s okay,” Max interrupted, closing the book in front of him. “I can see how you would assume that. Why don’t we make a deal? You go on thinking I’m a safe guy, and I promise I’ll never try to get under your skirt.”


    “Or in my shirt.”


    “Promise,” he said with a smile.


    “Okay,” she smiled back. “How humiliating.”


    “Not at all,” he said. “Probably half the people who meet me on campus make the same mistake, they just don’t have any reason to mention it.”


    “Doesn’t that bother you?” she asked.


    “Why would it?”


    “People probably act all weird around you at parties,” she speculated.


    “I haven’t really been to a party in months.”


    “Well, it must make it hard for you to get a date,” she asserted.


    “That’s not really a problem for me,” Max explained.


    “You’re not....” she lowered her voice. “You know.” Max guessed she was suggesting he was gay but decided to feign ignorance.  One substantial misunderstanding was enough for any conversation.


    “Dating someone?” he whispered back. She took his cue.


    “Yeah?” she asked, pretending that was exactly what she meant.


    “I’m not sure,” he answered, honestly.


    “What does that mean?” she asked, no longer whispering. “Is there someone in particular you’re not sure you’re dating?”


    “Sort of,” Max said noncommittally.


    “And this person you are not sure you’re sort of dating is...”


    “Back home...In New York... in high school.”


    “So, why don’t you just ask her if you’re sort of dating or not?”


    “It’s complicated,” Max said.  He didn’t feel as free disclosing his life to perfect strangers as Brandy did. “Anyway, you wouldn’t believe me if I told you.”


    “Try me,” Brandy replied frankly.


    “Well, first of all, I can’t call her because she lives with her evil uncle who won’t let her receive in coming phone calls...” he began.


    “You’re right,” Brandy interrupted.  “I don’t believe you.”
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    It was a crisp, sunny day when Maxwell Franklin climbed the old wooden stairs to his parents’ porch. He hadn’t climbed up those stairs in three months, the longest he had ever been away from home. He was surprised how excited he was to be home in Hectortown, a place children spend their days dreaming of escaping. He slowly turned the knob on the front door and silently snuck into the house. He was immediately greeted by the smell of cookies baking. Peanut butter chocolate chip, he thought. My favorite. He walked slowly down the hall, trying not to make any of the old floor boards creek.


    From the kitchen, he could hear laughter. It was musical. His mother’s laughter.  Then seconds later, in perfect harmony, Tiar’s. He stopped for a moment just a few feet short of the doorway to the kitchen and closed his eyes. He didn’t know exactly what to expect when he walked into the kitchen after being away for so long. For just this moment, the smells, the sounds, the feel of this place all told him he was home. It was the best feeling he had had in a long time.


    Max screwed up his nerve and inched toward the kitchen. He watched the scene, unnoticed, for about a minute. He watched his mother’s face, framed by now graying red hair, as she recounted an anecdote about shopping for their Thanksgiving turkey. He saw the back of Tiar’s head, her familiar chestnut hair cascading over her blue cashmere sweater. The hairs on the back of his neck suddenly bristled. He stood motionless, like a cat in the tall grass of the Savannah, ready to strike. Then, he caught his mother’s eye. Her face lit up and she jumped up to embrace him.


    “Max,” she said joyously. “You’re home!” Tiar did not get up, instead smiling at him over her shoulder. She didn’t know where they had left things, but she was very glad to see him again and her eyes communicated that sufficiently as Max looked at her over his mother’s shoulder.


    “Can I get you some tea, dear?” Eleanor asked, almost as a reflex.


    “I can get it, Ma,” he said.


    “No, I insist, you sit down,” she said, pulling out a chair for him across from Tiar. “You’ve had such a long trip.”


    Max sat across from Tiar as his mother busied herself with tea bags and mugs. They stared at each other like they had the day they first met, trying to figure each other out, and yet entirely enamored with each other’s presence. They smiled at one another like children sharing secrets of their own invention. But, Max thought to himself, this is not what Tiar had looked like as a child. He found himself wondering how he had been so blind before not to see how beautiful she really was. He wondered if he had ever told her, or ever would.


    Once Jack came home from work, the family ate dinner. And so, the holiday progressed. Eleanor cooked feverishly to celebrate the traditional feast of her beloved adopted country. Jack thanked the Almighty Creator during grace for letting him have his two children around the table. They ate until their stomachs ached. They put up the Christmas tree. They decorated ginger bread houses. They were a portrait of the classic American family, the older son making the family proud by excelling in college, the young beautiful daughter ever helpful and gracious around the house, folding the dish towels, filling glasses, and doling cookies onto serving trays. But, these were not siblings, a fact of which Max and Tiar were acutely aware. They needed to talk, and they needed to do it away from their parents. Pleasant and relaxing as the holiday was, the suspense of resolving the ultimate unanswered question of their relationship began to weigh on both of them. Max wondered, sitting across from Tiar at the kitchen table or on an adjacent chair as she sat on the couch, what she thought about that kiss. Could you call it a kiss? He had told her he loved her… and she sort of answered… What did it mean about them as a them, a we, an us? He assumed for the past thirteen weeks that she felt the same way he did. She did, after all, ask him not to leave. They both knew he would, but she had wanted him to stay with her. That had to mean something, didn’t it?


    With four adult bodies, the house remained cozy, not cramped. Still, there was little privacy. Max hoped that when his father went back to work Friday, Max and Tiar would have a chance to talk privately. But Jack, who had been asking for extra evening shifts for two months, had earned the entire holiday off. And so, in brief moments they were not under the watchful eye of either parent, they would try to initiate a seemingly impossible line of inquiry.


    How’s college?


    Good, really good. I want to tell you all about it.  


    I want to hear it, but first… 


    In walks Eleanor with a twenty-pound bag of potatoes.  


    So, I tried to call you, but your uncle keeps hanging up on me.  


    I know. I’m sorry about that. Your mom called your dorm a few times when I was over but you were never there.  


    I know. Basketball practice. But, can we set up a time to talk?  


    In walks Jack with a ladder and a set of Christmas lights.


    How are your friends doing?


    I need to tell you about something that happened while you were gone. 


    Tap on back door. Jack with an armful of firewood.  


    And so, by Saturday afternoon, Max and Tiar had yet to spend ten consecutive minutes alone. The men’s basketball season opened with a game against their arch rivals, Annandale High School. Tiar and Eleanor had agreed to fill in at the concession stand for two workers who had food poisoning. Max watched the game with Jack, the first sporting event they had watched together since Max was eight and Jack tried for the third and final time to explain to the boy the importance of the Super Bowl, which Max abandoned before half time. Now, they were two men, thrust together onto a tiny section of wooden bleachers to observe the same event. Max sat relaxed on the gleaming polished wood, curious how his old teammates would fair, interested to see who had been practicing over the summer to develop their three-point shot and who had allowed their running endurance to peter off in the off season. Jack balanced on the last three inches of the bench, his tense muscles ready to spring forth at any moment and jump into the game himself. He watched with complete attention, analyzing every play of the rapidly moving contest. He was more emotionally engaged then Max had seen him get about anything in their eighteen years together as father and son. Max was surprised by his father’s sudden interest in his alma mater’s varsity sports, enthusiasm he did not show when his own son was named most valuable player two years in a row. The game ended with St. Jude’s trailing by over twenty points. Father and son milled about near the now closed concession stand waiting for their female counterparts. Both men had the thought at separate times that this was when most male pairings would make small talk. But, this thought was not joined by the instinct how to proceed in that endeavor and so it remained merely a thought.


    Once the foursome was once again complete, the family piled into the car and returned home where Eleanor had dinner waiting in the slow cooker. Bowls were handed out and napkins distributed. Conversation restarted over the clink of silverware coming out of drawers and hitting the wooden table. They took their seats and Jack once again thanked the Lord for their food and for the presence of their two children. As stew was being poured into bowls, conversation turned to the sporting event the two women had just missed, occupied as they were raising money for the band by selling hot dogs to hungry spectators. The slaughter was, by everyone but Max, heavily anticipated and expected to foreshadow the entire season. Max felt as though there was some critical piece of information that he was missing. Tiar stared down at her stew, focusing her attention on the orange-ness of the carrots, wondering how they could remain so bright and cheerful after hours of cooking in an otherwise brown stew. Then, Eleanor disclosed the dreaded topic.


    “Well, you know, Max. Your friend Prentice isn’t playing this year,” she said, sympathetically. Max looked from one to the other of his parents, not bothering to point out that he was not really friends with anyone on the basketball team.  If he had been, it would not have been with Prentice. Still, the senior’s skill on the court could not be questioned.


    “Why not?” Max asked cautiously.


    “He’s injured,” Eleanor said, almost apologetically. “Broken nose…and hand.”


    Jack enthusiastically joined in the conversation, describing a particular night when he was on patrol around the city a few weeks earlier. Max waited in patient suspense for the bridge that would link this encounter to basketball. Jack seemed to be building to a dramatic climax.


    “So, as we rolled into the parking lot, I heard what sounded like a little girl screaming coming from this old sedan parked a few rows down. I get out of my patrol car with my flash light. But before I can get there, the Jackson boy stumbles out of the car crying—obviously a slide into second that didn’t land well,” Jack said with obvious pride, whether because of his story telling ability or because of the content of the story, Max could not be sure. It took a moment for Max to decipher the content—that his father was using euphemisms for trying to touch a girl. After translating this teenaged slang in his head, he finally asked incredulously.


    “And so, you broke his nose?” Jack snorted a proud laugh.


    “I would have liked to, but your sister beat me to it,” Max once again paused to try to decipher his father’s cryptic prose but then saw him wink to Tiar who was trying simultaneously to honor her loyalty to her adopted father by looking proud, and conveying horror and regret to Max. Max’s fingers gripped his fork so tightly that the handle dug painfully into his palm, as though he had moved all of his hurt and anger into his fingers in order to hide his indignation.


    “You broke his nose,” Max said to Tiar.


    “And three fingers,” Tiar added sheepishly.


    “That’s my girl,” Jack added, putting a large chunk of meat into his mouth to give the comment its due weight. Max just stared at Tiar in complete disbelief. Of all the possible endings of their encounter in his room, this was not one he saw as a possibility. Tiar knew her eyes could not properly expressed what they needed to in order to avert disaster, but she tried earnestly every combination of eye brow movements she could think of as there was a knock at the door.


    “Oh, shoot,” she said suddenly. “I’m sorry, Mrs. Franklin. I promised Jen I would go with her to her party. I know I said I would help clean up but…”


    “Go, dear,” Eleanor said definitively. “You spent your whole afternoon with me working. Go.”  Tiar smiled and gave her kiss on the cheek. Then she got up and put on the jacket that she had earlier slung over her chair.


    “I’ll help Mom and Dad clean up and meet you there,” Max said casually, as though this had been their arrangement all along.


    “Yeah, great,” Tiar said, hiding her surprise. “I’ll see you there.”


    An hour later, Sarah watched from the kitchen window as Max Franklin paced on the edge of the lake house drive way. It was an odd cycle that reminded her of a crazed tropical bird’s mating dance. He would pace in triangles, quickly, urgently, muttering to himself with small arm movements that became increasingly more emphatic. This crescendo continued until it looked as though he would have been yelling had he known there was an audience. Then he would just stop. Everything would stop, sometimes mid arm motion or step. This would last for several seconds until one hand would break free. In the weak rays of light from the street lamp, it looked as though he then would scratch his head for a few seconds. Then the entire cycle would begin again. At first, Sarah wondered if this was some sort of seizure and if she should call an ambulance. But, as she watched the freeze and thaw proceed again and again, she began to suspect this had something to do with a certain basketball team mate and a certain date that Max had found out about in a way that was less than ideal. Once again thrust unwillingly into the position of the mediator of Tiar’s love life, Sarah thought quickly and tensed in expectation as Max headed around the side of the house and up the steps to the kitchen door. He was moving fast and with a sense of purpose. Sarah jumped off her perch on the island and blocked his path, giving him and unexpected hug.


    “Max, welcome home,” she said, squeezing him tightly. His rigid body gave no hint of relaxing and he seemed to be vibrating with an ultrasonic energy. She let go of him but continuing to block his path. “How’s college?”


    “Great, Sarah. Great,” he said, trying to hide his impatience while finding a route around her. “It’s a lot of fun. Hey, have you seen Tiar?”


    “You know Tiar,” Sarah said, shrugging. “She could be anywhere. Hey, did you hear about what she did to Prentice? That was one of Jen’s stupidest ideas ever.” Max suddenly stopped looking for a clear path and put his weight back into his heels.


    “Jen?” he asked.


    “Yeah,” Sarah said, hoping her brain could keep up with her mouth. “Jen wanted Tiar to go to Homecoming but she wanted Ti to have her own ride there so she wouldn’t be a third wheel. Or is it a fifth wheel? I can never remember,” Sarah saw the impatience once again flaring behind Max’s eyes, but he listened intently while she scrambled to put the story together. “Anyway, so she convinced Tiar to go with Prentice just to get a lift. But you know Prentice. Of course, he didn’t get the memo and thought Tiar actually likes him and tried to paw all over her.”  Sarah looked intently back at Max trying to judge if her story had had its intended effect. His shoulders began to sink ever so slightly.


    “It wasn’t a date?” he asked cautiously.  


    “It wasn’t supposed to be,” Sarah said, then adding more confidently. “That girl is harder to get then the Hope Diamond. She doesn’t go out with anyone, except her girlfriends of course. I keep telling her she needs to loosen up but she has some crazy romantic notion of saving herself for her one true love. You know what I mean?” They stared at one another, both wanting just as ardently for Max to believe what Sarah was saying.


    “We even… never mind,” Sarah started.


    “Even what?” Max asked in obvious suspense. Sarah restarted her story, half whispering.


    “We even kid around that she must be secretly dating some guy who’s off at college,” she finished, hoping her story was not now pushing the limits of plausibility.


    “Really?” Max asked simply. Sarah nodded, their eyes locked on each other.  Sarah absently pointed with her hand over her shoulder without turning her head.


    “I think I saw her on the back porch a little while ago,” she added. Max was motionless for a second considering what to do. He looked at Sarah with complete sincerity.


    “Thank you.” He walked off slowly, deep in thought as Sarah let out a relieved sigh. It’s in his hands now. Meanwhile, Max wove his way through the party, the familiar crowd dotted with strange faces, the well-known voices chattering and laughing with new harmonies. It seemed to take impossibly long to get across the house to the back porch, past occupied couches, oblivious dancers, and swaying minglers who had had too much to drink. When he finally got to the back door, he was afraid Sarah was wrong about Tiar’s location. He was afraid Sarah was wrong about Tiar. But, he wanted to believe her. He took a deep breath and opened the door, closing it behind him as he looked left and then right. Tiar was near the corner of the porch in a wicker arm chair out of the view of the windows. She stood up briskly when she saw Max.


    “Max, I’m sorry I didn’t…” she started urgently. He put his hands up to calm her.


    “It’s okay,” he said reassuringly, a measured contrast from how he felt just ten minutes earlier. “It’s not a problem.”


    “But, I can explain,” Tiar continued. “It wasn’t what you think, and I was going to tell you, but then Jack…”


    “Sh sh sh sh sh sh sh,” Max said, approaching her. He put his hands gently on her shoulders and looked into her eyes. His stare quieted Tiar. For a moment, there was no sound save the crash of the lake on its shore. “There’s something I didn’t make clear before I left,” Max continued quietly. Then he pulled Tiar close to him and kissed her. He felt her nervousness in every taught nerve and sinew in her body. It all unraveled in his arms and she surrendered to his warmth. Their lips parted, their heads still close enough to touch.


    “You are mine, Tiar Alfred,” he said unequivocally. “I love you. And you are mine.” Max felt more then saw Tiar nod, a serious expression still on her face. Then her eyes closed and she smiled and kissed him again.


  




  

    11


    “Ugh!  I hate this!” Brandy groaned. “Why couldn’t these prophets have easy names like Bill and Jamie.” Max laughed. He was constantly amused by Brandy’s comments.


    “You know you’re going to ace this final,” he assured her. “You’ve been studying for two days straight.”


    “That’s easy for you to say,” she said, rolling her eyes at him. “We’re not all super geniuses.”


    “I’m not a super genius,” Max insisted. “I just study… a lot.”


    “And what would you get in the class if you didn’t take the final at all?” she asked him. It had been Brandy’s habit since she transferred to St. Andrews three semesters ago to calculate what she needed on each final in order to get a passing grade in the class. This way, she reasoned, she would know what percentage of her time on reading days to devote to each class. She would need 120% on the final to get an A in their prophets’ class. She needed 86% for a B, still in the realm of possibility, but not likely. Just for her own amusement, she calculated Max’s current average. He could get a B without taking the final at all. This didn’t stop him from coming to the library for eight hours the past two days to help her study.


    “It’s not a contest, Brandy,” he said, smiling at her. “Just remember the pneumonic I made up for you and you’ll be fine.” Brandy picked up the note cards that Max had made for himself but given to her when he realized how much more she needed them. His hand writing was miserable. It would have been easier, she thought, to decipher the bible from its original ancient texts and study those than to translate his scrawl.


    Brandy put down the cards and fingered her mother’s Daughters of the American Revolution pendant which she wore exclusively for good luck on very important tests. She hadn’t taken it off for the past week. She looked up at Max who was rubbing his eyes with the heels of his hands. They had been studying for eight straight hours and his eyes were beginning to burn.


    “You sly dog, you,” she said to him after a moment. Max put his hands down and looked at her quizzically. Max had been acting far too happy since they came back from Thanksgiving break. He was too goofy, even for him. She suspected something was up, and now she knew what it was.


    “What?” he asked innocently. She took his right hand in hers and looked at the sharp tan line around his middle finger.


    “You bagged that... what’s her name? Little girl?”


    “Little Bird?” he said, smiling from ear to ear. In three months, he’d never told Brandy Tiar’s name, as if saying it would make her disappear by some horrible magical incantation.


    “You gave her your class ring, didn’t you?” she charged. She had never seen him without it on.


    “Does that make me safer?” he asked, still smiling.  


    “It makes you the most old-fashioned dork I ever met,” she said, laughing. “But we already knew that.” Brandy shook her head. Max was only a year behind her in school, but he seemed so young and innocent, as though he had walked out of a time portal from a more polite, unworldly generation. It made Brandy, a Chicago native, wonder if everyone in New York was this guileless.  “So, what is this divine creature’s real name?” Brandy asked finally. Max didn’t bother trying to explain that Bird was her real name.


    “Tiar,” he said happily. “My girlfriend’s name is Tiar.”


    Two weeks later and several hundred miles away, the St. Jude’s Lady Cardinals filed into the girl’s locker room after beating the North Hampton Hound Dogs 76 to 62.   Tiar, on her way through the corridor, spotted Max behind a trophy case. Looking over her shoulder to make sure no one was around, she walked over to him. Despite his old worn out jeans and his St. Jude’s jacket, he looked much older than when he had graduated just six months earlier. They dodged behind some nearby lockers and kissed each other briefly, afraid of being discovered.


    “Did you see me?” Tiar asked excitedly.


    “Yes,” he said, beaming. “My silly little bird.”


    “How long have you been in town?”


    “An hour,” he replied. “I came straight here.”


    “You didn’t stop at home?” Tiar asked, seeming concerned. “Your mom is probably freaking out by now.”


    “I don’t care,” Max said. “Well, okay. I do care. But, I had to see you first.” He fingered the small round lump in the middle of her chest, obscured by her nylon basketball jersey. She was wearing her silver chain, the one with the St. Francis medal on it Max had bought her when she started working at the animal shelter three years earlier. It now held a second gift. She never used to wear the necklace to games. Max secretly delighted in the fact that only he knew why she had it on now. “I had to make sure that I didn’t imagine all this.” She smiled at him.


    “No, you didn’t imagine all this,” she said sweetly.


    “Are you coming over later?” Max asked. “Mom made cookies.”


    “I don’t know,” Tiar teased. “She never makes me oatmeal raisin when you’re around.” He squinted at her in mock consternation. “Of course, I’ll be there. Just let me take a shower first.”


    “Ugh!” he said, laughing. “Why must you make me wait?”


    “Because I stink!” she protested. He grabbed her in both arms and buried his nose in her hair, breathing in deeply.


    “I think you smell wonderful.”


    “I think they’re giving you crazy pills at that college of yours.” Casually blowing him a kiss, she turned away and disappeared into the girls’ locker room.


    Tiar hadn’t told anyone about the change in her relationship with Max. Being teammates with two other girls who had dated him in the past year, she feared making either of them envious. It soon became clear that it didn’t matter what they did or said. Just as no one believed that they were not dating before Max left for college, no believed that they were dating now. Everyone in town was used to seeing them at the ice cream parlor, the movie theater, the church, and the Franklins’ back yard. They were old news, completely uninteresting.  


    Not even Jack and Eleanor, for whom Tiar was a weekly fixture in Max’s absence, suspected anything had changed. Their relationship was easy to conceal since there was very little physically to hide. Seeing each other so infrequently, both were hesitant to rush anything physical between them. They found this made the details of their bodily encounters even more significant. Every brush on the hand or stolen glance communicated between them a surreal bond. Their infrequent kisses were sublimely genuine as they were not just the prelude to other hedonic entanglements.


    The spring semester rushed by quickly for both of them. Over the summer, when they were not working at their respective summer jobs, their weekend adventures got more varied as they explored an ever widening radius around their home in the western tail of New York. Whether she was more confident in age or more confident speaking her mind in their new relationship, Tiar was increasingly apt to make suggestions about their destinations and bargain for including natural, wild places among their historic pilgrimages. Max accepted her new role as a perfect traveling companion and was surprisingly willing to abandon his conciliatory follower. Thus, on a visit to Seneca Falls Museum of Women’s Right’s, they took a detour to walk in the Montezuma wildlife refuge. Max even agreed to take an extra day on their camping trip to the Revolutionary War era Newtown Battle field to swim in the natural pools of Buttermilk Falls State Park. Max had to admit that Tiar’s influence, though sometimes silly, made him feel alive in ways books never did. And, in the dark peaceful silence of these natural havens, he felt safe to slide his hand over hers as they walked along or stop in a shaft of sunlight slicing though the trees to kiss her.
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    By mid-August, Tiar’s college applications were sent out and the two teens were engaged in preparations for their most ambitious summer journey. During the spring semester, one of Max’s professors had learned about a new archeological site opening in Canada. While digging the foundation for a new hotel near the Quebec-Ontario border, artifacts were found that suggested French missionary activity predating any previously recorded in that area. The builder, wanting to quickly dispatch the archeological mitigation and proceed with his own digging, had arranged to have the site open to anyone with a student ID who wanted to participate. Kenny and Tony invited Max to go with them and he agreed on the condition that Tiar join them. Tiar did not hesitate to sign up. She had barely sent off her last application when she began packing up her camping gear and outdoor clothing. Now that it was safely stored in Max’s trunk with their maps, guidebooks, and food, Tiar and Max took advantage of their last night in modern civilization and went to the movies. They waited in line at the Emporium, the independent movie theater downtown. They weren’t there more than two minutes before Tiar spotted Jen. Tiar hadn’t seen her friend for over a month. She was standing on line with a tall, thin, brown haired boy Tiar didn’t recognize. When she tapped her friend on the shoulder, Jen’s face lit up.


    “Hey!” she said, giving Tiar a hug. “I want to introduce you to someone. This is Jay. Jay, my friends Max and Tiar, but we just call her ‘Ti’.”


    “Nice to meet you,” Max said, extending his hand.


    “Nice to meet you, Max,” Jay said. His grip was firm.


    “Jay just moved into town a month ago. His father bought the department store on Lexington,” Jen explained.


    “Well, I’m glad someone is doing something with that space,” Tiar replied. “It’s too nice a building to leave empty.”


    “What are you two going to see?” Jen asked as they neared the ticket window.  “We’re going to see Casablanca. Want to watch it with us?” Tiar scrunched up her nose.


    “I don’t know. That’s such a date movie,” she said with mild disgust.


    “Oh, come on,” Jen insisted. “It will be fun. Besides,” she said, lowering her voice and turning her head away from the boys. “You need a little romance in your life.”


    By this time, Jay had paid for their tickets and was awaiting Jen at the double glass doors. Once Jen and Jay were inside, Max and Tiar looked at each other and laughed together surreptitiously. Max paid for their tickets, and they walked into the high ceilinged lobby, robed in rich, though faded, red velvet curtains. Finding Jen and Jay, they took their seats just as the lights began to dim.


    Max and Tiar had been planning to see Casablanca all along—ever since the Hectortown Herald had announced it was coming soon to the historic movie theater. It wasn’t their usual fare—which consisted almost exclusively of horror and adventure movies which in some way incorporated archeology, possession, exorcisms, and highly dramatized and inaccurate religious cleansing rituals. If there wasn’t some physical battle between good and evil, they usually found movies boring. If the climax included some comic book weapon that looked like a large silver machine gun bearing a crucifix, they usually found them cheesy. Finding that rare middle ground was for them like finding the Holy Grail itself.


    Yet, these two celluloid crusaders were finally in need of a break. They had lost their taste for religious suspense thrillers two weeks earlier when they had spent a gluttonous weekend overdosing on demonic possession and sugar. Tiar had managed to sneak a four pound box of malted milk balls into her uncle’s cart at the warehouse store, and the thought of that much candy gave Max an idea. He rented all three Exorcist movies and the Omen trilogy on the same night. Sixteen hours later, the two queasy, bleary eyed teens had a new appreciation for why gluttony was one of the seven deadly sins. 


    The four teens watched Casablanca with rapt attention. Max and Tiar had never seen it before. Max enjoyed it, telling himself it was a history lesson. The fact that the events were current events when the film was made just made it all the more fascinating. Jen, who had a definite flare for drama, had seen the movie roughly twenty times on video and had been waiting for years to see it on the big screen. Tiar had to keep elbowing her to keep her mouthing the words silently instead of out loud.


    By twenty minutes into the film, Tiar wasn’t the only one trying to keep Jen quiet.  She was just about to assist Humphry Bogart with his famous line, of all the gin joints in all the cities in all the world, and she had to walk into mine, when Max flicked a piece of popcorn and hit her squarely between the eyes. Jen turned in the direction from which the offending projectile had originated and gave Tiar a dirty look. Tiar shrugged, and Jen looked past her in shock at Max who was watching the film dutifully, trying to suppress the urge to laugh. What gives? she thought to herself. You didn’t used to be this playful.  Jay just giggled nervously. He was starting to really like Jen, but he was happy to have someone else pick on her for her annoying habits so he wouldn’t have to. 


    Jen managed to stay quiet for most of the rest of the movie until Ingrid Bergman snuck into Humphry Bogart’s apartment, insisting he decide if she stay with him or leave Morocco. With Ms. Bergman’s elegant form thrown dramatically on the sofa, Jen again felt it necessary to assist. You’ll have to do the thinking for both of us. She whispered.   Tiar elbowed her again, more because she took objection to the line than Jen talking over it. Max reached his arm around Tiar’s seat and flicked Jen on the ear. Task completed, he didn’t move his arm. Jen interpreted this lurking hand as a silent threat that he could and would flick her again if necessary. Jay sank lower in his seat, trying to look innocent in the whole affair, but obviously amused.


    When the movie was over, Jen and Jay had to leave quickly to meet up with Jen’s dad for dessert at his country club. He never tired of showing his daughter off to his business associates, which was how she and Jay had met. Tiar and Max went to the ice cream parlor for some milk shakes.


    “You were being pretty brazenly affectionate,” Tiar said. “You must have had your arm around me for twenty minutes.” Max laughed.


    “It wouldn’t matter if I ripped your clothes of in the middle of the movie theater, Little Bird,” he said. “Jen still wouldn’t have caught on that we’re dating now. I bet she tries to set you up with someone within the next month.”


    “Yeah, you’re probably right,” Tiar agreed with a sigh. “Still, I have to admire the slickness of your moves. What do you call that one, the flick and hug?”


    “It’s my own variation of the yawn move.”


    “Convenient for getting rid of one girl and picking up the next in one fell swoop. Very efficient.”


    “What did you think of the movie?” Max asked after their drinks were delivered.


    “It was pretty good for a pro-war propaganda film,” she answered between sips.


    “Propaganda film?” Max objected. “Casablanca is one of the best love stories of our age.”


    “It’s not of our age, and how can you say it’s a love story? Bogart sends the girl away at the end!”


    “He sends her away because he loves her,” Max insisted.  


    “Would you give up on me that easily?”


    “He didn’t ‘give up’ on her. He was trying to protect her,” Max protested. “Didn’t you listen to the speech at the end at the airport?”


    “Yes, in two part harmony,” Tiar commented sarcastically. “Jen Caponata and Humphry Bogart, for a limited time, at the Emporium.”


    “And you didn’t think he was being noble? She was being chased by Nazi’s.”


    “Nobility and Love are not always the same thing,” Tiar conjectured. “For Pete’s sake, Max. There are always Nazi’s—figuratively, I mean. Everyone has their challenges, whether it’s a war, or social prejudice, or religious differences, or an evil uncle who doesn’t let you use the phone.” She blew bubbles into her milk shake, watching them very slowly rise to the top and pop. “Would you send me away in that situation?”


    “What situation,” he asked.


    “If we had to be separated for a few years, and then I walked into your bar, would you really send me away to protect me just because society didn’t agree with us being together? Wouldn’t you fight to keep me with you? or go with me?”


    “There would be no point in me trying to send you away,” Max predicted. “You wouldn’t listen to me anyway.”


    “What do you mean?” Tiar asked incredulously.  


    “You would never tell me that I should do the thinking for both of us like Ingrid Bergman did.”


    “Should I let you do the thinking for both of us, Max?” Tiar asked innocently.


    “Oh, my tiny Little Bird,” Max said with a sigh. “I’ve known you for almost half your life. What thought could I possibly think that you wouldn’t already know about?”
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    Max and Tiar left Hectortown at nine the next morning heading northwest. By lunchtime, they had rounded the western tip of Lake Ontario and headed back east to meet Tony and Kenny at a fast food restaurant in Toronto. It was the first time Max’s college friends got a chance to meet the mystery girl who they knew filled Max’s life when he wasn’t with them. Over her Korean War vintage army surplus green fatigue pants, she was wearing her faded burgundy Free Tibet T-shirt, her long brown hair covered by a dark blue bandanna. Dressed to get her hands dirty and prepared for physical labor, she was nothing like the girls they knew from St. Andrew’s. They liked her immediately.


    The foursome got to the campsite just over the border in Quebec around dinnertime. After setting up camp, they drove back the way they had come over Allumette Island back into Ontario. In the city of Pembroke, they bought some fried chicken from a fast food drive through and found a park that looked like a promising picnic location. They ate sitting on a blanket by the river where preparations were being made for new gazeboes that would premier the following summer. After eating, they stretched their legs on the water front trail that lead from the Pembroke Marina to the Cockburn Pointer Boat Monument which jutted oddly out of the ground atop a tall pole like a gigantic letter “T”. Eventually, they collapsed onto the soft grass next to the trail. Max regaled the group with tales of the rapids that exploded into this point in the river, thrust forth by its passage past the island. He told of how these rapids had stymied such mighty explorers as Jacques Cartier.


    It was at this point that Tiar began to wonder why Tony and Kenny, religion majors, were vacationing at an archeological dig. Max had described their two traveling companions to her previously as guys from one of my history classes. As their conversations over lunch revealed that they were pre-selected for the seminary program, Tiar took the news in stride with merely a raised eye brow in Max’s direction about this omission. Reflecting on it now, she puzzled over why two future priests would be interested in spending two weeks of their summer sifting through Canadian dirt. She also wondered what else Max might have omitted about the archeological site, which he advertised to her as part of her French Canadian roots. She took the news far less phlegmatically when Kenny explained they were personally interested because it may be part of the trail of French Jesuit missionaries moving west and spreading Catholicism for France after being ejected from Acadia by British Anglicans. Tiar began to bristle at the glorification of antidisestablishmentarianism, whether Anglican, Huguenot, or Catholic. She argued that the native people of North America should be left to find God for themselves without interference from the French or British crowns. Max quickly appealed to Tiar’s love of animals by arguing that the Huron and Algonquin people of the area participated in dog sacrifices, including ritually burying live dogs with their dead human owners. He pointed out that converting these tribes to Christianity would ban such a practice. Tiar listened dubiously with her head cocked to one side and thought it over, her conviction wavering. Tony, meanwhile, observed in awe both that Tiar could correctly use the term antidisestablishmentarianism and that she was willing to openly argue with her beloved over the merits of evangelization. Not such a lamb after all. 


    To smooth the air and prevent the ember of that argument from rekindling, Tony got his guitar out of the trunk of his beat up Honda and started playing. He attempted to cajole Max into singing harmony for him, but Max protested, claiming that he sung like a manatee.


    “That’s total BS,” Tiar insisted, laughing. “He sings like an angel.”


    “That was before,” Max said shyly.


    “Before what?” Kenny asked.


    “Before puberty,” he added plainly. Tiar rolled her eyes at Max and giggled. 


    In the next twenty four hours, the four young adults spent a full day out at the archeological site. After stooping over all day meticulously sifting dirt, they were weary and sunburned. For their labor, they had the satisfaction of having helped discover a spoon that may or may not have been from France in the 1600’s. They also unearthed beads that may have been part of a rare and priceless example of an early rosary fashioned by the missionaries from local materials… or it may have been a common example of a necklace belonging to an Algonquin child. The artifacts were quickly packed up for inspection by an archeologist at McGill University who would determine this definitively. Max was thrilled about the discovery, his enthusiasm obvious to his fellow travelers. Their weariness, compounded by their relative lack of experience with reconstructing lives from shards and scraps, limited their capacity to mirror his emotion. Limbs heavy, they stumbled to the common shower facility at the campsite and then collapsed into lawn chairs in the space between their two tents. Eventually, Tony and Kenny summoned enough energy to leave Max and Tiar to get some take out food for dinner. Max looked over at Tiar as she slapped a mosquito off of her arm which was already polka dotted with bites.


    “I think we should leave tomorrow,” he said quietly. Tiar’s eyes narrowed.


    “What are you talking about?” she asked with alarm. “We just got here.”


    “Tiar, you hate it here,” Max announced frankly.


    “I do not!” she protested, immediately slapping a mosquito off of her neck with a grimace.


    “You do, sweet heart,” Max said gently. “It’s not your fault. I keep forgetting you’re actually mostly British like Mom. I never expected you to take to sunlight and insects so badly. But, look. You’re burnt to a crisp and half drained of blood already.”


    “I’ll be better about sunscreen,” Tiar retorted quickly. “I’ll wear a big hat.”


    “And you’ll still be bored to tears,” Max predicted. “In retrospect, it was inconsiderate of me to have suggested we come out here, Little Bird.  This is my passion, not yours. And I feel like I got you here under false pretenses not telling you it was a missionary site.”


    “Please don’t send me away,” Tiar begged, lowering her voice.


    “I’m not sending you anywhere, Little Bird,” he said tenderly. “I’m going with you. But we have to go home.”


    “Home to my uncle.”


    “Home to roofs and windows with screens and books and things you’re interested in.”


    “What if I stay in the common building during the day?” Tiar suggested. “They have a roof and screens and even air conditioning.”


    “Bird, be reasonable,” Max argued. “You didn’t come all the way to Canada just to hang out in a Laundromat.”


    “No, I came to Canada to spend time with you,” Tiar looked around and lowered her voice. “Max, I didn’t expect to like the whole digging up old stuff thing.”


    “Then why did you come?” he asked.


    “Because, I knew it would make you happy. I want to understand your world. I want to be a part of the things you love. I just want to be with you, Max.” Max took a deep breath.  He couldn’t believe what he was about to propose.


    “Okay, Little Bird, I’ll make a deal with you,” he bargained. “In Pembroke, there were at least three book stores I spotted on the way through town. We can stay. But you have to promise me you will find some way to have fun indoors during the day while we’re at the dig.”


    “Okay, Max,” Tiar said, her face lighting up.


    “But, look, Bird,” Max said, his eyes full of sincerity. “You have to promise me if you’re getting bored, you’ll tell me. We don’t have to go home. We can go someplace else, okay? We can just drive around Canada and find something else to do. Promise?”  Tiar nodded vigorously and then hugged Max.


    “Thank you,” she said. “I won’t let you down, Max.”


    “You never do.”
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    The next day, the three young men, along with a legion of undergraduate students from as far away as California, went to the dig site and helped to unearth a hearth and some well preserved cooking utensils. Tiar, meanwhile, found the three bookstores Max had previously spotted, one of which, to her delight, had a coffee shop. In addition, she had found several restaurants who severed food considerably better then anything that could be cooked on a camp stove. As the men hit the showers, she put a newly purchased table cloth on a nearby picnic table and started laying out a feast upon it. When her companions returned, they looked at the bountiful purchases, salivating. They had eaten nothing more than the snacks they could haul in their pockets all day and were famished. For ten minutes, they did nothing but eat. After they had gotten something into their stomachs, they began to realize how good the food was.


    “This is great, Tiar,” Kenny said.


    “Yeah, I thought Max said you couldn’t cook,” Tony added. “But this is amazing.”  Max looked away, embarrassed.


    “He’s right,” Tiar confirmed. “I can’t cook. But I do know the secret to making any recipe turn out right is to start out with the highest quality plastic you can find. Then ask the locals what the most expensive restaurant is in town and you pretty much can’t go wrong.” She dropped a credit card onto the table dramatically. They all stopped eating simultaneously.


    “This can’t be good,” Tony said quietly. Tiar saw their concern and was determined to quell their fears.


    “Don’t worry,” she said emphatically. “I learned something very interesting when I went to the bank a few days ago.”


    “Which is?” Max asked nervously.


    “Well, I was going to talk to one of the tellers about getting some money out of a savings account I opened earlier in the summer. Apparently, my mom didn’t increase the amount of tuition she sends to my uncle for my education. So, my uncle told me the middle of last school year that I could either start going to public school or pay him the difference. As I obviously don’t have that kind of money, he was kind enough to loan me the difference at 20% interest until the summer so I could earn enough at my summer job to pay him back. So, he and I opened a joint savings account so I could put all my paychecks from the animal shelter there by direct deposit.”


    “But, St. Jude’s didn’t increase tuition this year,” Max said, seeming confused.


    “Yeah, well, that was the interesting thing I learned at the bank,” Tiar clarified.  “The teller’s son goes there too. Imagine my surprise. I put three thousand dollars in the account so far and apparently all the money going out is an automatic payment to the company that holds the lease to my uncle’s car.”


    “He lied to you to get you to pay his lease?” Kenny asked in disbelief.


    “Yes,” Max said unemotionally. “You have to understand, he is pure evil.”


    “I thought you said your uncle was rich,” Tony said. “Why would he go through all that trouble for three thousand dollars. It doesn’t make sense.”


    “It doesn’t have to make sense,” Tiar said confidently from her wealth of observations on the topic. “It’s called greed. It is not money he wants. It’s more money.  That is why he will never stop and that is why it is one of the seven deadly sins.”


    “Clever,” Tony said. “I’m sure I’ll end up stealing that some day to put in a sermon.”


    “Thank you,” Tiar continued. “And, you are welcome to it. So anyway, I stopped the direct deposit, but, my uncle, being the clever man that he is, made sure to pick one of those training accounts parents get for their kids that have all sorts of restrictions on it.  So, I can’t write myself a check to get the money out or close it without his permission or stop payment on his car loan. I have like a twenty dollar a day limit on withdrawals from the ATM. However, I can use my bank card to buy anything I want.”


    “And, so you are going to spend it on food?” Tony said, not seeing the logical progression of these thoughts.


    “I can’t get back the money he already used on his car. There is $1500 left. I will be damned if I will let the next payment go through,” she said with surprisingly little emotion. “So, I have ten days to run it down to zero.”


    “So, it’s revenge,” Tony summed up.


    “It’s justice,” Tiar corrected. “It is my money. And, perhaps it will be educational for him—I mean, the embarrassment of having to explain to the car company why he stopped paying his lease. Maybe it will teach him humility.  You guys are all into learning humility, right?”


    “I just don’t understand why you are spending it on food, though,” Kenny asked again.  


    “Because my uncle is very clever and if I buy anything that can be of any use to him, he will find some way to steal it or return it and keep the money… or something.  There isn’t much he can do if I literally eat the money away.”


    “So why not get yourself a hotel room and get out of this dump?” Tony asked practically.


    “And miss getting to share this glorious time with all of you?” Tiar said, slapping a large mosquito off her arm reflexively as she spoke. “Never. Now, do you think you guys could suffer through some lobster tomorrow?”


    “If we have to,” Kenny said with a sigh. “I guess.”


    “Good,” Tiar said with a grin. She walked over to a cooler she had bought earlier in the day and pulled out a box. “I hope you guys left room for desert.”


    Their fourth dinner, as promised, was lobster with a side order of risotto. Their topic of conversation had turned from the nature of Grace to the writings of Descartes. That’s what I get for going on vacation with two priests and a history major, Tiar thought to herself. She vaguely remembered that Descartes was the originator of the I think; therefore, I am argument, and that she had given up attempting to follow his logic several pages into his diatribe on the nature of wax.


    After dinner, Tiar and Max decided to take a walk along the river alone while Tony and Kenny played cards with some other college students they met at the dig. Max excitedly told Tiar about shards of pottery and tiny scraps of metal they had found earlier in the day, explaining the importance of each. Tiar was reminded of Max’s enthusiasm at the British museum. She could not help but smile. After a while of walking hand and hand, they sat down on a log near the riverbank.


    “Max, do you believe all that stuff Tony and Kevin were saying about Descartes?”  she asked.


    “I buy the whole I think therefore I am part, but after that, I think the argument gets kind of shaky,” Max replied. “I do, however, have my own Descartes inspired proof that God exists.”  


    “Tell me,” Tiar said excitedly.


    “Close your eyes,” Max instructed. “Now, think of the most beautiful tree you can possibly think of.” Tiar thought about the cherry tree outside the rectory of St. Jude’s church. Every spring, it was ablaze with soft pink buds. “Now, tell me, why are the bees attracted to the tree?” he asked.


    “It’s evolutionary pressure,” Tiar answered, her eyes still closed. “The bees most attracted to the pollen make the most food and thus have the most offspring to pass on their genes. And, the tree that makes the pollen most attractive to the bees get pollinated most and thus reproduces more.”


    “Very good,” Max said staring at Tiar. He could hardly bear how beautiful she looked in the dying light of the sunset, her eyes closed. “But why do you think the tree is beautiful?” he asked, whispering close to her ear. Tiar was silent for a moment, a small smile spreading across her face. His whole thought process unfolded in front of her. “There is no evolutionary reason for you to be attracted to the tree. The tree doesn’t need you, and you don’t need it. Your ability to see the tree as beautiful is God’s gift to you. And, for God to give us gifts like this, there must be a God.”   


    When Tiar opened her eyes again, Max’s face was mere inches from hers. She wanted to tell him that she never felt so in love with him as she did right now. She wanted to tell him that when he shared these thoughts with her, his inner most private feelings, she felt like she could see his soul, and she could see that it was something good and strong that she could rely on for the rest of her life. But, she didn’t know how to say all of this without sounding blasphemous, so she kissed him instead. He wrapped his strong arms around her and kissed her back.


    They listened to the river rush over rocks and down the steep walls of the river bed. The sun had completely set over the land, and it was growing chilly. Max pulled Tiar’s head onto his shoulder and whispered into her perfect white ear.


    “I’m so glad we stayed,” he said.


    “Me too.”


    When the four travelers woke up the next morning, the familiar sound of rain nearly drowned out the cacophony of rapids in the distance. Tony and Kenny were impressed at how dry their tent stayed inside thanks to Tiar’s handiwork. But, dry or not, they couldn’t spend the day in their tents. The four of them made themselves presentable, piled into Tony’s Honda, and drove the 39 miles across Allumette Island to Pembroke. Tiar had already scouted out the most interesting places to spend time indoors in preparation for what she thought was going to be two weeks alone. She led her cabal of vacationers to the Hydroelectric Museum and the Champlain Trail Museum. When there was a brief break in the clouds, they crisscrossed the city following the Mural Tour.


    When they woke up the next morning ready to begin work again, the torrential down pour made the first day of rain seem like an insignificant drizzle. They found a restaurant where they could get warmth into their bodies in the form of hot chocolate and blueberry pancakes and planned out their strategy for another day indoors. After spending as much of the day as they could in Tiar’s three book stores reading about everything from football to the pyramids, they started rooting through the travel guides for Canada and looked for anything of interest within a hundred miles. They were dismayed at the proportion of recreational activities that required good weather like horse back riding and white water rafting. Fortunately, they found caves nearby in Eganville worth exploring.  By the third day of rain, the four travelers were well prepared to deal with the weather. They got showered and dressed and headed off to a diner near the mall for another hardy breakfast which Tiar insisted on paying for. She said she did not care if they viewed it as justice, revenge, or her way of trying to shorten her uncle’s stay in purgatory, she would not let any one else spend a cent on food in her presence. After stuffing themselves with eggs, bacon, Canadian bacon, and several other meats they could not readily identify, they set off for the two points of interest they had read about the previous day.


    Around midday, the clouds parted and brilliant clear light shown down on them. They decided to head back toward the campsite for dinner. There would be no digging today, but they could have a picnic on the shore in Pembroke none the less. After a dinner of crabs, shrimp, sweet potatoes, and corn on the cob, Tony ran back to his car to get a soccer ball he had in his trunk. 


    Over Tiar’s objection that they were far too close to the steep banks of the river for a safe game of soccer, the boys went at it full force. Tiar sat on the sides lines content to watch until Tony made the mistake of calling her a chicken. Tiar had never played soccer before, and she certainly did not think these were the ideal conditions under which to learn. However, she did have her honor to uphold. She jumped up and ran at top speed toward Tony and the ball. Not really having a plan, she ran until she knocked Tony down and, in a fit of flailing arms and legs, propelled the ball in a graceful arc into the angry, foaming rapids.


    “Well, there goes that,” Kenny said, reticently.


    “You’re just gonna let it float away?” Tiar asked looking at the three healthy young men lined up on the shore watching the ball get carried further and further away. They all turned their heads and stared at her dubiously. Tiar shook her head and stripped off her thin sweatshirt, kicking off her shoes simultaneously. Max, after a moment’s thought, started stripping as well.


    “What are they doing?” Kenny asked.


    “Going to an early grave,” Tony explained sarcastically. “Together. Quite romantic,” he added as he watched his friends clamber down the bank. Within seconds, Tiar was running toward the surf in only a sports bra and her denim shorts. By time the current was waist high she let out a high pitched shriek at the water which was much colder then she had anticipated. Max was a few yards behind her. They thrashed about furiously in the surf. Tiar giggled and she pulled into the lead. She slowed down for a moment to splash Max in the face. He let her get a few feet in front of him, then grabbed her around the waist and pulled her under. They disappeared for several seconds and then reappeared in a foamy, splashing sphere. Tiar was shrieking delightedly. She was moving fast, closing in on the soccer ball. She tucked one arm around it and with the other, started swimming toward the shore. Max, still swimming with both arms, beat her back to the river bank and ran off to Tony’s car to get an extra sweatshirt. Tiar approached the shore, finally reaching where her feet touched bottom. She waded out of the river, her teeth chattering.


    “You cheater,” Tony yelled, taunting her. “You’re not allowed to use your hands.”  Tiar threw the soccer ball over her head at Tony, who had to duck to keep from getting hit. Then, she ran toward Max, the shaking of her legs slowing her forward progress. She was like a beautiful dead body. Her skin was pale and covered with goose bumps. Her lips were blue. She clutched her shoulders for warmth, almost covering her hard, erect nipples. Max ran toward her and wrapped his dry sweatshirt around her shoulders. He held her close. She was still giggling, but also shivering uncontrollably.


    “My silly Little Bird,” he said, rubbing her back in a frantic effort to warm her.  “Are you okay?”


    “Yuuu hummmm......” she said, nodding, her teeth still chattering. Max took the sweatshirt from her and rubbed her head with it vigorously. It was now nearly soaked. He picked up the long sleeved T-shirt he had just been wearing and pulled it over her head.  Her lips and face were beginning to get some color back now. Max picked up her shoes and his shoes and wrapped them in the wet sweatshirt. He put his arm around her and they walked back to Tony’s waiting car. When the group got back to the camp, Tiar went to the common building to take a hot shower. She came back looking much more like a warm, live human being. She handed Max the bottle of shampoo they were sharing and he picked up his towel and went to take a shower himself. Tony, who had been talking to Max, was sitting outside their tent. Tiar sat down next to him.


    “You’re quite a good swimmer,” Tony said, striking up conversation.


    “I’m not sure I would say I’m a good swimmer.”


    “You gave Max a run for his money.” Tiar laughed.


    “Max has many good qualities, but he’s a lousy swimmer,” she said, matter-of-fact.


    “Well, if not his grace in the water, what is it about Max you like the most?” Tony asked.


    “I don’t know,” she giggled, embarrassed.


    “Come on,” Tony said. “There must be something.” Tiar thought about it for a while.


    “His eyes,” she said, sighing. Tony was surprised to hear her say something so superficial considering the discussions they had been having all week.


    “What is it about his eyes?” he asked.


    “They’re beautiful,” she said, staring off into the distance, as though she could see them in front of her. “They’re like God’s eyes.”


    “God’s eyes are blue? I don’t remember that in the Bible.”  


    “It doesn’t say they’re not, either,” Tiar reasoned. “It’s like we learned in physics.  Blue light has the longest wave length, so it can bend around things and get really far.  That’s why the sky is blue, because the light can bend around the atmosphere.”


    “I thought the sky was blue because it reflected the ocean,” Tony conjectured.


    “No, silly,” Tiar said, laughing. “The ocean is blue because it reflects the sky.”


    “Are you sure?”


    “The sky is still blue in the middle of Kansas.”


    “Yeah, but the ocean is really big,” Tony insisted.


    “Okay,” Tiar said, still giggling. “Bad example.  Now, think about if you pass a house at night.”


    “Okay.”


    “If someone in the house is watching TV, the light that you see reflected on the ceiling is blue, no matter what is playing on the TV.”


    “Okay... You lost me,” Tony said, confused.


    “Yeah, I lost me too,” Tiar acknowledged. “But the point is, no matter what else is going on, no matter why, blue is always the color that gets through. So, that’s what color God’s eyes must be, because they can see us no matter what else is going on.”


    “Ti-Ti,” Tony interjected. “That’s a great story, but I don’t think the color of your eyes has anything to do with how much you can see. You see with your retina, not your iris.”


    “I know,” she whined. “But I came up with this theory when I was ten, and I didn’t know that yet.” Max, who had returned from his shower, ducked into the back of the tent to grab some warmer clothes. Hearing voices, he stayed still for a moment to listen.


    “The point is, I always felt like Max could see into my soul. He could always tell how I was feeling, if I was lying, if I was sincere, or if I was trying to hide something.  No matter how much my face and my words tried to hide things, as soon as I walked up the stairs into his room, he could already tell how my day went and if I had done anything I was proud or ashamed of. And no matter what everyone else said about me, no matter how much trouble I got into at school or with my uncle, I knew he could see my insides. He could see who I was down deep. And it made me want to be a good person on the inside, like he is. I figure if I try hard enough, some day when he looks at me with those eyes, he’ll see that I’m a good person, too. And, if I can be worthy of that, I can be happy with who I am.”


    When Max heard this, his heart sank. He had never heard, read, or thought such a tender expression of love from any one, for anyone ever in his life. If Tiar only knew how superficial he was capable of being, how much he was attracted to her body and how much pain that attraction had caused her over the past two years, she would revile him. He felt like he was lying to her, letting her think so well of him. But, things were going so well between them now. How could he risk spoiling their relationship with the truth?


    He would make what she said the truth, he vowed to himself. He would toil night and day to fill her ideal of love, to be the man she wanted him to be, the man she thought he was. He would find some way to make himself worthy of her, and someday he could be honest about who he really was, and she would love him anyway.  
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    Their eighth day in Canada, Tiar, Max, Tony, and Kenny awoke to find the sun shining brightly through their tents. Tiar happily cloistered herself in the coffee shop of the bookstore with a stack of books about the Algonquins, determined to find out if Max’s dog sacrifice assertion held any merit. A waitress whose face was now as familiar as many in Hectortown came over to her and set a third cup off coffee in front of her. The waitress wore a prim, pink, polyester uniform with a white oval on the left breast on which was embroidered “Jez”.


    “You again?”  the older girl asked, a friendly smile across her face conflicting with her accusatory tone. Tiar smiled back reflexively. “You just move here?”


    “No,” Tiar said, closing her book. “Just visiting.”


    “Visiting relatives?” Jez inquired.


    “Vacation, actually,” Tiar corrected.


    “Vacationing in Pembroke?  Ontario?” Jez repeated, dubious. “Now I know you’re lying.”


    “I’m with some friends who are working on the dig over on the other side of the river,” Tiar explained defensively. “The archeology thing.”


    “I think I read about that in the newspaper,” the waitress nodded. “So, you staying in town?”


    “No,” Tiar said. “I just don’t really care for digging so I’m hanging out here.  We’re actually staying at the campground over the border.”


    “And your friends just stay there all day without you?” Jez said provocatively.


    “Well, it’s my boyfriend and two of his friends from college,” Tiar disclosed. 


    “You’re sleeping… just you and three young men…And your parents are okay with that?” Jez asked with feinted shocked. Tiar bit her bottom lip. Jez laughed to herself.  She really didn’t care about propriety at all. She just enjoyed messing with people. And this teenager was almost too easy to fluster. Almost too easy.


    “I don’t really have...” she hesitated. “It’s complicated. The one I’m sharing a tent with, I’m dating, but we’ve known each other forever. The other two are his friends. But they’re completely safe. They’re in a seminary.”


    “A seminary. Like, they’re going to be priests,” Jez said, happy for a more awkward vulnerability to exploit. The sleeping arrangement argument was running out of steam.


    “Yeah,” Tiar replied sheepishly.


    “And that doesn’t make you nervous?”


    “Why should it?” Tiar asked.


    “Your boy friend’s two best friends are going to be priests,” Jez reiterated. “You don’t think as soon as he goes back to college and you’re at home, they’re going to try to recruit him?”


    “Recruit him?” Tiar asked, confused.  


    “Try to convince him to join them in the seminary.”


    “No. Why would they do that?” Tiar demanded.


    “I don’t know,” Jez said. “You don’t think he’s tempted?” 


    “I don’t think it works that way,” Tiar postulated.


    “You’re probably right,” Jez agreed, her attention drifting to some customers who just sat down. Fresh meat. “What would I know. I’m Unitarian. But, take my advice. Keep him entertained.”


    “Entertained?” Tiar asked, befuddled. Jez delighted at how rattled she seemed.


    “You know,” Jez said, winking. “Entertained. As soon as he gets bored with your girl assets...” She shook her head, a sad expression coming over her face. Then, she turned on her heel and walked off leaving Tiar alone and confused.


    The rest of the week was enjoyable and uneventful. Despite their best efforts, the group still had $17 left when Dr. Alfred’s next car payment came due—this despite Tiar paying for gas for Tony’s car, movies, tour books, and national park fees. Still, Tiar felt vindicated and predicted that her uncle would not try to take advantage of her again. To celebrate their last night together in Canada, the group took extra preparations getting the dirt from under their nails, took out their least grungy camp clothes, and went out to the fanciest restaurant they could find. Tony and Kenny split several bottles of wine. After dinner, Max drove the group back to the camp where they decided to take one last stroll along the river. The moon shone a magical silver off the water. With Tony and Kenny mellowed out by the finely aged Merlot, the conversation remained subdued and far from any contentious matters of faith or philosophy. After an hour, Tony and Kenny were too tired to stay up. Max and Tiar decided to retire, too, a long day of driving awaiting them.


    Back at the tent, Tiar lay on her side looking at Max for a long time. Tomorrow afternoon, they would drive back to Hectortown. In four days, he would drive back to college again and it would be months before she could see him. She wanted to remember every detail of this trip to last through those months. Tiar lay listening to the sound of the rapids watching Max’s chest slowly rise and fall.


    “What are you thinking, Little Bird?” Max asked her. Even with his eyes closed, he could tell she wasn’t sleeping.


    “Nothing, Max,” she answered, propping her head on her hand.


    “You’re working awfully hard for thinking nothing.”


    “I was just wondering... never mind,” she said, and lay on her back.


    “Never mind what?” She closed her eyes, feeling braver not being able to see him. Tiar couldn’t believe she was giving this fear a voice but figured exposing it was the only way to keep it from nagging at her.


    “Tell me the truth, Max,” she prefaced. “Do you think you will ever get bored with me? I mean, it’s okay if you do, I guess. But, I’d like to have some warning.”


    He propped himself up on one elbow and with his other hand brushed her hair away from her face.


    “What would make you ever think that, Little Bird?” Tiar though about the bizarre exchange in the coffee shop. It was probably best Max not know about Jez’s prophesy. She could come up with a more innocent explanation.


    “It’s just something Jen said, when you and Jay were getting popcorn at the movie the other night. She said she started dating him because she had known almost all the other guys at school since she was in first grade and was bored with all of them. I just figured that meant since we met when you were in fifth grade, in four years you might start getting bored with me.”


    “Bird, listen to me,” he said seriously. “I can’t predict the future. I can’t promise you we will always be together, but I can promise you this—I will never get bored with you. As long as I am capable of love, I will love you. Okay?” She smiled weakly. 


    “Okay.”


    The next morning, Max awoke just as the first perceptible rays of dawn broke through the night sky and the birds on the shore below began their daily chorus. He heard a rustling of leaves as the late summer breeze blew over the campsite. He breathed in deeply the scent of flowers, struggling to keeps his eyes closed as long as possible, enjoying this warm sense of well being, wanting it never to end. Tiar had rolled up against him in the night and he could smell her familiar shampoo. Even through his sleeping bag, her body felt warm against his.   


    “Are you cold, Little Bird?” he asked.


    “Humm.... cold,” she answered, still half asleep. He unzipped his sleeping bag and crawled into hers, pulling his sleeping bag on top of both of them. Tiar, who had been lying tightly balled up, every muscle contracted against the cold, began to relax. She was like a beautiful wax dummy melting in his embrace. Max pulled Tiar close to him, rubbing his nose against her tan neck. He would marry her, he thought. It was less a decision than a revelation, as though he had accidentally seen a later page in the script for his life. He didn’t know when this would happen, but he knew with complete certainly that it would, if he waited long enough.
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    Tiar finished toweling off and looked in the full length mirror in her bedroom. It was her first Friday back at school—the first week of her senior year. She and Max had returned from their camping trip ten days ago and her mosquito bites were all but gone. Only the steaming water of the shower made them stand out now. Tiar reached for her bathrobe and caught a glimpse of her profile in the mirror. Her breasts hung from her chest roughly grapefruit sized, tapered in a continuous natural line from her shoulder. Her nipples pointed slightly outward and upward like two people avoiding eye contact. She wondered if this is what all those silly romance novels Dana was always reading meant by “pouting breasts.” How could Max possibly get tired of these? she wondered. As she pulled on her bathrobe she realized, because he’s never seen them.


    Tiar tied her bathrobe closed and lay on her stomach on her bed. The pharmacy on Elm Street had closed for a few days due to a death in the owner’s family. To Tiar’s disappointment, her pictures from Canada had not gotten developed until yesterday afternoon. Max had returned to St. Andrews the week before and she had no one to share them with. Tiar set about sorting the double prints, making two complete sets. She lingered over a picture Kenny had taken of herself and Max in the park in Pembroke. She could almost hear the rapids and the birds. If she really concentrated, she could almost feel Max’s arms around her. Tiar pulled a permanent marker out of her book bag and drew a heart around her and Max’s heads in the picture. She couldn’t remember the last time she had drawn a heart. It was probably on a Mother’s Day card she had been required to make in art class in fifth grade, an assignment Tiar had tried to opt out of since she did not have an address for her mother. She gave the card to Eleanor instead.


    Aside from required art projects, Tiar had never been a doodler. She always felt like hearts looked silly anyway, as though the shape could only make sense between the words “I” and “Unicorns” or as the dot over the “I” of the hypothetical married name of a middle school girl with a crush. Now there’s an idea, Tiar thought, laughing at herself. She flipped the picture over and wrote on the back Maxwell and Tiar Franklin putting hearts over the “i”’s. Giggling, she slid the edge of the picture between her mirror and its frame where she could see it every day.


    Tiar stuffed one set of pictures into an envelope and licked the back, sealing it. If she hurried after school, she could send the pictures off to Max today. He would be so happy to get something in the mail from her. Soon after they started dating, Tiar had tried writing letters to him. She eventually stopped for fear that Max would continue to write back. His words were tender but his hand writing was so poor, Tiar could barely read it. She lived in constant apprehension that he would ask her something important in one of these letters and she would simply not respond, leading to a terrible misunderstanding. It was far safer, she thought, not to communicate at all and just await each other’s presence.


    This year would go by quickly anyway, Tiar thought to herself as she dressed for school. It would be a year full of excitement and challenges. Two veterinarians who had a practice in town offered Tiar a part time position for twice what she was making at the animal shelter, where she was still paid as if she was on the cleaning staff. To Tiar, the biggest benefit of this was that they were continually teaching her new techniques and “grooming” her for veterinary school. On top of that, there would be college plans, advanced placement classes, drivers’ licenses, basketball games-- a year full of surprises.
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    It was unseasonably warm for October. Max was sitting in his usual seat next to the open window overlooking the main quadrangle. He turned his text book to the page for today, beginning the era of the “Bad Emperors” of the Roman Empire, when he found a picture Kenny had taken of he and Tiar in a park in Ontario. He had been studying in the library two weeks earlier when Tony summoned him for lunch and the two had stopped by the post office on their way to the cafeteria. Max immediately wanted to look at the pictures Tiar had sent him from their vacation. This picture was his favorite. He stuck it into his text book for safe keeping. Looking at it now, he could almost feel the warm sunshine on their shoulders, almost recreate the feeling of Tiar’s tiny body in his arms. Max’s reverie was interrupted by Dr. Henderson, his professor, coming into the classroom his customary three minutes late.


    “Before I begin our lesson for today,” Dr. Henderson started. “I wanted to share a question a student posed to me after class last time about whether the fall of the Roman empire was foreseeable for the people living through it. This is a simple question with a very complicated answer. But here goes…” The middle aged man in jeans and a thin sweater turned toward the chalk board and began dividing it into four quadrants.


    “If I want to know what people in a particular time and place ate or wore or what they used to build their houses, I can use archeological evidence—actual residual artifacts of these items. If I want to know how much people paid in taxes, how they organized their court systems, et cetera, and I am lucky enough to be studying a culture with well preserved written records like the Romans, I can know much of this with absolute certainty. If I want to know what people in a certain culture were thinking, I need to use different primary source material like people’s letters, diaries, speeches, songs, plays, and so on. Unlike the ledgers and censuses, this other source material, I need to know how to interpret.” Max found his eyes drifting downward toward the picture in front of him. He loved Dr. Henderson’s lectures; but Max understood this particular lesson implicitly as if it were coded in his genes, passed to him from his mother who taught history for a living at the time he was born. Unwittingly and uncharacteristically, his mind began to wander outside of class.


    “When we are examining primary source material, we need to consider a number of different things: the author, the intended audience, the context, and the intent.” I wish I were there with Tiar right now. “If the author was a historian or chronicler, their intended audience was all posterity, and the intent was to record what was going on at the time, we do not need to do much interpretation.” It’s already been six weeks since I saw her. Six more. Ugg!  “We need to be cognizant of bias— like if a particular historian hated a particular emperor for personal reasons, there may be a tendency to over emphasize all the bad things.” She is so beautiful. No, not just beautiful. Hot. She must be the sexiest girl in the whole state of New York. “But, for the most part, we can accept it as is. We would expect to see optimistic messages from the historians writing during the reign of the “Good Emperors.” In the unit starting with 180 AD, the section of history we are about to go into, we may see more gloom and doom.” How am I going to make it another two years without her? Or six if I go to graduate school here? She’ll go to Brighton. Then we’ll be even further apart. Don’t think about that now. She’s yours. Just think about that. This gorgeous girl loves you, Max. Gorgeous. Smart. Funny. God, do I miss her smile… and legs, and…


    “Now, on the other hand, if the author of the source material is an  Israelite and a non-Roman citizen but under Roman rule and he is writing in the apocalyptic style about the end of the world in the two hundred years before or after the birth of Christ, his audience is other people of the same religion and circumstance, his context is one of oppression, his intention most likely is to instigate civil disobedience against Roman rule and bring on the fall of Rome.” Maybe I should drive home to see her this weekend. God, if I could only hold her right now. Maybe I should drive home right after this class. I could make it in four and a half hours if I don’t stop to eat. Do I have to wait until college is over to be with her everyday? Can’t I just marry her next spring when she graduates from high school and beg her to go to school here? “Many biblical scholars consider all apocalyptic materials from this period of history referring to the end of days as referring not to some supernatural or religious event but of the end of days of Rome. Now, this is not expressing an expectation that Rome will come to an end but a wish or a goal for the audience to strive toward.” Would she do that? Get married that young? She would if you asked her, Max. She’d do anything for you. Is it a good idea? No. But, is being away from her a good idea? If I can’t touch her breasts soon… “Most of this literature was written in the time of the “Good Emperors” when the Empire was expanding, the rulers were generally competent, and there were no invaders knocking at the door. The authors were angry about being oppressed. The imagery of dragons, beasts, and demons were very familiar tools of this type of writer. The audience at the time was used to these images. They would not have interpreted these as predictions of real supernatural beings, but understood them to be symbolic of Rome and her army.” Why didn’t you just take the opportunity when you were with her? You could have gotten to second base with her.  You probably could have gotten home… Is that how Dad says it? Dad.  Right.  That’s why not. But, what about in Canada? There was no one to stop you guys there.


    “We must be careful when we make such interpretations, however, not to make these assumptions too broadly. We would be mistaken if we measured, for example, St. Paul’s Epistles by the same yard stick. St. Paul was Jewish and possibly a Roman citizen and living in this time but did not write in the apocalyptic tradition.” Be reasonable. It is not going to kill you to wait a little longer. “His intention was to instruct the people of the early Christian church in the ways they should think and act—he did not write figuratively about dragons or beasts or zombies as did the author of Revelation. When he predicts the end of the world, he is most likely not speaking about Rome, but of this reality.”  


    Maybe I should just quit school and marry her as soon as she turns eighteen. She knows we are meant to be together. She said it herself. We should be together now. I’ll just follow her where she goes. I could go to a community college for a semester or two and then apply to school where she is. I just can’t stand being away from her any more. I can’t. 


    “He also is expecting ‘the end’ to happen relatively soon which is why he urges some things we might find odd such as people not ever getting married. In fact, Paul states in the First letter to the Corinthians that he does not think anyone should ever get married unless they think there is no way they can possibly avoid intercourse and this is the only way to avoid committing a sin.” This “going slow” is so stupid. Was that my idea or hers? Yours probably. Sounds like you. That’s it. No more “saving yourself for marriage.” I’m sure she’s fed up with it too. Next time I see her, we get engaged and then I’m just going to…


    “No mention is made of having children, which is a fairly tell tale sign that he didn’t think there was going to be time for a new generation of people before “the end.”  Paul doesn’t comment as much on the behavior of Emperors as he does complain about the actions of some of the members of the early church who called themselves Christians but may not have been following what Paul considered appropriate behavior.”


    … rip her clothes off….


    “He specifically details actions such as lust…”


    …bury my face in her breasts...


    “…idolatry…”


    …that goddess…


    “… and hedonism.”


    … and completely consume her.


    “He also berates people for being poor leaders and abandoning the call of the Church.”


    Nothing else matters. Nothing.


    Tiar fidgeted nervously in the hard wooden chair in Dr. Glending’s office. He was looking through some papers on his desk.


    “Now, Tiar,” he said, staring at her over his reading glasses. “I understand you want to talk about colleges. I was just looking over your record. You’ll probably get in everywhere you applied. Do you have any preferences?”


    “I was trying to decide, if I get into both, sir, if I should go to Brighton or St. Andrew’s,” she said timidly.


    “And you want to study Veterinary medicine?” he asked.


    “Yes, sir.”


    “Well, there are many intangible factors that go into choosing a college. For example, you have to feel at home with the student body and like the campus layout. It’s much easier to do well at a school if you’re happy and comfortable living there. I don’t discount that. However, for your particular aspirations, I would advise hands down for you going to Brighton. It has one of the top five pre-vet programs in the country. St. Andrew’s has many strong programs. Unfortunately, biology is not among them.” Tiar looked down at her feet. She knew before she came in this was the answer he would give her. “Tiar, is there some other reason St. Andrew’s is so high on your list?”


    “Promise not to laugh, sir?” she asked, obviously embarrassed.


    “You’re dating someone there, aren’t you?” She nodded, not looking up. “Is this someone Max set you up with?”


    “Something like that,” she said timidly, still amazed that he could mention Max and not realize who the mystery boy was.


    “Well, Tiar, I don’t want to sound discouraging,” he said kindly. “These things don’t usually last. I don’t tell most kids that. I wouldn’t be telling you that.  But, most of our students don’t have the world at their feet like you do. You are an incredibly smart girl. And, if you wanted to study history or classics or religion, I would tell you absolutely to go to St. Andrew’s. But, going there to study biology… it would be like Jesus’ parable about casting pearls before swine, sweet heart.”


    “I know, Dr. Glending. I know I can’t go there. I just want to.” He looked at her sympathetically, remembering what it was like to be young and in love.


    “Tiar, if this relationship is the real thing, it wouldn’t matter if you had to go to school in Uzbekistan. Somehow, it would still work out. And if it’s not going to work out, is it really worth throwing away your education for?” Of course, this idea was already familiar to Tiar, who had argued the same position with Max just a year ago. She found it felt very different from this side.


    “I know, sir. That all makes a lot of sense.”


    “You don’t sound convinced,” he said. “You know what will make you feel better? I have some contacts at a lot of these places. Why don’t you visit Brighton this weekend? I can arrange to have you stay with a student there. Maybe I can even make sure it’s another biology student.”


    “That would be terrific, sir,” Tiar said, still looking down.


    “Tiar. You can’t go wrong with either choice, okay?” he assured her. “Brighton might be better, but you could probably make anything work. You’ve already exceeded every expectation anyone had for you. You can make this work either way. I just want you to give Brighton a look. It is such a terrific school for someone like you.”


    “Thank you, sir,” Tiar said modestly. “I will. But, as for being successful, I can’t really take the credit for it. I couldn’t have done it alone.”


    “I know,” he agreed. “The Franklins deserve some sort of award for how they looked after you all these years.”


    “Yeah. They’re great people.”


    “They would want you to go to Brighton, you know.”


    “I know.”


    “And, I’m sure Max would want you to go to Brighton and do well and be a veterinarian someday,” Dr. Glending added for weight. “You don’t want to disappoint him, do you?” Tiar swallowed hard and shook her head listlessly.


    “No,” she said flatly. “I guess I wouldn’t.”
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    Max was sitting at a desk in the library when Tony walked into the room to summon him to dinner. Max seemed mesmerized by one spot on his text book, his eyes not moving along the page. As Tony approached, he saw that Max was staring at a photograph that was tucked among the pages. Max appeared indifferent or oblivious to Tony’s approach.


    “Trying to set it on fire?”


    “Humm?” Max said finally.


    “You’re staring at that picture so hard, I thought maybe you were trying to burn a hole in it with your eyes,” he joked. Max’s expression did not change. Tony sat silently across from him for almost a minute before he resumed talking.


    “Tony,” he said quietly. “I think I may have made a huge mistake.”


    What mistake? Tony thought with concern looking at this upside down photo of possibly the most in love couple he had ever met.


    “You’re not having second thoughts, are you?” Max finally looked up, appearing confused.


    “Second thoughts?” 


    “Doubts… Doubts about Tiar,” Tony clarified. “You doubt she is the right girl for you?”


    “No,” Max said truthfully, his eyebrows knit together in protest. “Never. I never doubt that.” He shook his head, a look of consternation on his face. “I went to see my advisor earlier. It turns out I didn’t just test out of Latin. Even though I didn’t take the Advanced Placement exam… the university still gave me 16 credits for it.” Tony stared at his friend, waiting for the other proverbial shoe to drop. When Max did not explain, he shrugged to indicate his confusion.


    “That makes me a senior. I graduate next May,” Max explained.


    “That’s great, Max,” Tony said in surprise.


    “Great?” Max objected. “How can you say that?”


    “Isn’t that going to save you like, $50,000 in tuition? Graduating after 2 years?”  


    “But, I’m not ready!” Max protested. “I mean, I just got here. I’m not ready for this decision!”


    “What decision, Max?” Tony asked, genuinely confused. “You’re going to have to go on to grad school anyway, to get a job in history. It’s still another three to five years of school. You’re just applying earlier than you thought.”


    “Where?” Max asked, seeming desperate.


    “Where ever you want to study,” Tony said calmly, thinking this was fairly obvious. “Where ever they are doing research in what you want to write your doctorate in. Here. Not here. You don’t have to make this decision alone. This is why you have an academic advisor in the first place.”


    “He wouldn’t understand,” Max said, shaking his head.


    “You want to be closer to Tiar.” Max closed his eyes and sighed audibly. “So, this is about Tiar. Not sure you want to go to school near her?” Max opened his eyes again and stared at his friend. Of course, he wanted to go to school near Tiar. He wanted to get there as soon as possible. He spent his entire week thinking of nothing else.


    “I’m not ready to make this decision,” he repeated. “I thought I had more time.”


    “The decision to be closer to your girlfriend?” Tony tried to clarify.


    “The decision of whether being close to her or not is a legitimate thing to base the decision on,” Max obfuscated.


    “Legitimate,” Tony asked, squinting. “In whose eyes? Why would it be wrong to be with the woman you love. It’s not like there is one right school written in the stars, Max.”


    “But, what if…” Max began, not sure how to finish. “What if there is. What if there is supposed to be another way of deciding. I wasn’t expecting to have to figure this out so soon. I thought I had another two years. Now… I’m not sure I’m even trying to answer the right question.” Tony did not feel like he was following the conversation. It was as though he were witnessing an argument between Max and Max.


    “Then, what is the right question?” Tony asked hesitantly.


    “What if there is no such thing as love?” Max asked seriously. “Not for a man and a woman, anyway. What if all love is from God. What if all man and woman can feel for one another is lust?” Tony was taken aback. He had no idea where Max’s sudden anxiety was stemming from. And yet, the longer he talked, the more the logic sounded familiar.  “What if men and women only lust after one another, and that is why they have to get married. But, it is not really love and so not something good people should aspire to do… and certainly not a way to choose a graduate program.” Tony shook his head. 


    “Was Dr. Henderson teaching about First Corinthian’s again?” Tony guessed.  Max wrinkled his forehead in response. “Max, you can’t change your whole life around because of one person’s interpretation of a historical writing. If you don’t think Tiar is the right woman for you…”


    “But, she is,” Max protested. “I know she is.”


    “Then, what is the problem?” Tony asked in frustration.


    “I’m not ready…” Max trailed off.


    “To make a commitment to one woman? That’s fine. She’s seventeen,” Tony pointed out. “You’re nineteen. She shouldn’t be thinking about getting married yet, or anything, and neither should you. But, it wouldn’t hurt for you to be in school closer to the woman you want to be with. And, if you chose a school away from her, it doesn’t mean you can’t be together later. But, you don’t have to link together the choice of grad school and the decision if Tiar is the woman you are supposed to spend the rest of your life with.”


    “I’m not ready to decide if there is a woman… any woman…” Max started again, his thoughts refusing to coalesce. When he began speaking again, it seemed to Tony that he was speaking to himself. “Should I be with the woman I love. Am I capable of love?  Are humans capable of love? Do I be with her. Do I change my diocese to here? Do I just keep it at home? Is love only for God, and not for man?”


    “Go back a second,” Tony ordered, really not following. “Your diocese? What does that have to do with anything?”


    “I didn’t think I’d have to figure this out so soon,” Max repeated. “I’m not ready.”


    “Have you talked to her about this?” Tony asked.


    “Her?”


    “Tiar? Have you talked to her?” he clarified. Max shook his head. “Don’t you think you should?”


    “How will that help?”


    “I don’t know,” Tony said, shrugging. “Maybe she will say she can’t not have sex with you and she needs to marry you so it won’t be a sin.”


    “That’s crazy,” Max stated flatly.


    “I know. But look, Max, you need to talk to her,” Tony said pragmatically. “Best case scenario, you realize you really do love her and you can have some sense of proportion and realize that in the grand scheme of things, this one comment by Paul should not have any bearing on the rest of your life. Worst case scenario, you still feel the same way but at least she knows and she is not going to get a rude awakening a few months from now when you go home and tell her all of this crazy stuff.”


    “You’re right,” Max said quietly. “I need to tell her.” He sighed, the tension in his body letting go and allowing some room for hope. Maybe she can fix this. Maybe she can…


    “Good,” Tony said, hoping urgently for the “best case”. “Now, let’s get some dinner.”
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    Max climbed the stairs to his dorm room one at a time. He was in no hurry. It was Friday, four days since his talk with his advisor. He had called Tiar’s house only to have the phone rudely slammed down by her uncle, as he had anticipated. He then called his own house hoping she would be eating with his parents there. But, Tiar had not gone to the Franklins’ house as she usually did. Eleanor did not know where she was. She had simply left a message on their answering machine saying she wouldn’t make it over. Max was in an understandably poor mood. His sense of value in that which he treasured most in the world, his relationship with Tiar, had been unexpectedly undermined-- by an apostle, for Pete’s sake! He had major news about his graduation date and had to make potentially life altering decisions about his next academic step. And he couldn’t talk to Tiar. He didn’t even know where she was.


    Tony could not stand idly by and watch Max mope around his room. He dragged Max out to Pugs for beer and darts. The distraction had worked tolerably well for two hours, but now Max just wanted to lie down. Maybe if he slept he could see Tiar in his dreams and some how miraculously, it would be clear to him what he should do. Max walked slowly down the hall, staring at the carpet. He was fiddling around in his jacket pocket for his keys when Jason, a fellow student who had the dorm room closest to the stairs, shouted out from his room.


    “Hey Max, your girlfriend is in your room.” Max grumbled back something unintelligible and kept walking. As he reached his room, he saw that the door was unlocked and slightly ajar. He put his hand on the door knob and slowly pushed the door open. There, sitting on the chair at his desk was Tiar waiting patiently for him. When he opened the door she jumped up, a huge smile on her face. She had driven the 260 miles alone just to see him. Max tossed his keys onto his desk and wrapped both of his strong arms around the young woman he loved so much.


    “Bird. You’re here. You’re actually here,” Max said into her hair.


    “I tried to call so many times, but I couldn’t get through. I had to see you.”


    “You’re here. You’re really here,” Max said. “Everything will be okay.” Max squeezed Tiar tighter. It was entirely right to have her in his arms. This was love. Tony was right. He must have misread something. It couldn’t be wrong to be with Tiar. It couldn’t be. He had no doubt of that. He squeezed Tiar with all his strength so she could ever slip away from him. His arms closed in tighter. He was grabbing his own shoulders, his arms across his chest. Max looked down. Tiar wasn’t there anymore. She had disappeared.


    Max woke up with a start. It was Friday morning. He had had this same dream every night for the past three. It was unbearable. To not have Tiar with him was bad enough. To have her and lose her every single day was torture. Max stood up and put on his bathrobe. He assembled his towel, soap, and everything else he would need to take a shower. It was going to be a long and busy day, but at the end of it, he would get to talk to Tiar and this whole awful week would be over.


    Tiar sat at the deserted intersection on route 17 listening to the squeal of windshield wipers. The sign in front of her had two arrows. Above the rightward arrow, it said Brighton. Above the left, it said Jamestown. Tiar was about to turn right when she thought about what lay beyond Jamestown. Going west on 17 meant going to Pennsylvania. There, the road would end at interstate 90 which would take her all the way to Ohio and Max. All she had to do was get back on 17 going west and she would be merely one intersection away from him.


    Tiar thought about all the circumstances that had to line up to get her to this intersection. She took 219 south from Hectortown to Salamanca and got on 17. She turned east toward Brighton just like she was supposed to. But, then she had misread her uncle’s fuel gauge and thought she was almost out of gas when she in fact had over half of a tank to spare. This was why Tiar was at this intersection in front of this sign instead of speeding by it at 60 miles an hour. She only had access to a car because her uncle had gone to a conference of plastic surgeons in San Diego and had gotten a ride to the airport with a coworker to avoid putting extra miles on his new lease. Smart move, Tiar thought.  She normally would not have been willing to take the car without permission (she never could have gotten permission) but her guidance counselor invoked a scriptural reference—comparing not going to Brighton to Jesus’ parable about “casting pearls before swine”. Dr. Glending must have known that in any battle of conscience between disappointing her uncle and disappointing Jesus, Jesus was going to win.


    Tiar pulled over into the soft shoulder and put on her four way blinkers. She reached into the glove compartment and pulled out a map of New York State. She looked back up at the white iridescent letters on the bold green background like a taunting grin, daring her to see her future reduced to a binary decision. Brighton, Jamestown. Brighton, Max. Is this a sign? Tiar asked, looking up at the roof of the car as though some guidance would be displayed there. She looked back down at the map. From this intersection, it looked like she could find her way to St. Andrew’s in five hours. However, once she got there, she had no idea how she could find Max. St. Andrew’s only had about a thousand students, but the chances of her finding some one who knew Max, if he had as small a social circle as he did at St. Jude’s, seemed awfully slim. She had a post office box for him, but didn’t even know what dorm he lived in. This is stupid, she thought.


    Tiar traced route 17 on the map in the opposite direction. In three or four hours, she could make it to Brighton. She had the address and phone number of a girl, a pre-veterinary student named Susan, who was waiting to take her to dinner and a tour of every nook and cranny of Brighton University. Tiar looked left again. Something was wrong with Max. She could feel it in the pit of her stomach like an undigested pill. Something is wrong, but what? she asked the dark, foggy road. Tiar put on her left blinker, then quickly switched it to the right, then turned it off all together and put her head down on the steering wheel. Off to her right, the envelope of photos she had brought with her had opened on the floor of the car on the passenger side and had spilled out. Tiar picked up the photo on top. It was of she and Max on the grass before they left Canada. It had been an exhausting day. Max lay in the grass with his arms folded under his head, a big smile on his face. Tiar lay with her head on his lap, drifting off to peaceful sleep. Tiar smiled to herself. She had such a safe feeling associated with that day, one that made her current turbulent emotions seem entirely impossible. Then, out of nowhere, the high pitched scratchy voice of her seventh grade health teacher interjected, nice young ladies do not put their heads on young men’s laps. They will think you want to give them a blow job. Tiar had to ask Jen later that day what that meant. Root beer almost came out of Jen’s nose as she laughed at her friend. You really don’t know anything, do you, Ti?


    Tiar sat up and looked at the picture more closely. It’s not like we have useful books in Catholicism like the Karma Sutra. She wished she could go back in time five years and deliver this snappy retort. The Bible is no help, she thought. St. Paul talked in his letters to the Corinthians about wifely duties she was obligated to perform but was not exactly clear about what these wifely duties were. Tiar was sixteen before it occurred to her this might not mean cooking and cleaning. Is that what Max wants from me? Oral sex?  Tiar wondered. It didn’t seem like Max, not the Max she knew. Still, he was almost twenty now. He must want something more than kissing, she reasoned. Her heart sank a little. I’m sure Michelle didn’t mind. Tiar thought about Jen’s description from five years ago and shuddered. The whole concept was confusing and hideous to Tiar then, and it certainly wasn’t much more desirable to her now. But, if that’s what he wants, that’s what I’ll do, she thought, to keep him “entertained.”  


    She turned on her left blinker and took off the parking break. You will not, she told herself. You allow that woman Jezebel, who calls herself a prophetess, to teach and seduce my servants to commit sexual immorality, John’s voice from the Book of Revelation rang through her head. Are you really going to let a stranger named “Jez” decide your life for you? she chastised herself. Then, who do I believe? She thought, exasperated. Do I drive there tonight and have sex with him? Do I go to Brighton and prepare for my future? John and Paul were clearly not going to resolve this for her. She tried to think of a Gospel that would clarify her path. God gave you five talents, and he wants ten back in return! “You wicked, lazy servant!” The epitaph from Jesus’ parable of the three servants reached two thousand years through history to chastise her. God gave you a brain and an education for more than doing laundry, cooking stakes, and oral sex.   Tiar knew all too well what happened to servants who didn’t meet God’s expectations-- the Gospel of Matthew was quite explicit-- Wailing and gnashing of teeth. Her wifely duties would just have to wait. 
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    Max climbed the stairs to his dorm room one at a time. He was in no hurry. It was Friday, and he had called his house dutifully to speak to Tiar. But, one of the first things Eleanor had said after picking up the phone was that Tiar was not there. Her guidance counselor had arranged for her to visit Brighton University over the weekend, and she was staying with a biology student there. Eleanor’s tone of voice made it clear she thought this was an excellent and exciting development.


    Max was in an understandably poor mood. His sense of value in that which he treasured most in the world had been undermined. He couldn’t talk to the one person he trusted more than anyone in the world. That same person was visiting another university, making plans to be away from him for yet another four years. This was worse than the fear he had had all week, this confusing tangled conundrum of marrying love to lust in some biblically acceptable way and whether or not he should pursue that right now. This was confirmation of something far more troublesome. Whether or not he could silence the anxiety about graduating early or the doubts St. Paul had raised in his mind about love, Tiar was slipping away from him and he had no way to stop it. He had to deal with all of these realizations alone. His friends were all bound by vows of celibacy and trivialized and intellectualized the pain he was feeling. He couldn’t talk to his mother, who didn’t know about his clandestine courtship. He couldn’t talk to Tiar. He didn’t even know where she was.


    Whether trivializing the underlying cause or not, Tony could not stand idly by and watch Max mope around his room. He dragged Max out to Pugs for beer and darts. The distraction had worked tolerably well for two hours, but now Max just wanted to lie down. Maybe if he slept he could see Tiar in his dreams. Max walked slowly down the hall, staring at the carpet. He was fiddling around in his jacket pocket for his keys when Jason shouted out from his room.


    “Hey Max, your girlfriend is in your room.” Max lifted his head and looked around the hallway. Am I asleep again? He wondered. Is this a dream? He was pretty sure he was awake. He quickly examined his hands. They looked like his. He took another look through the open door of Jason’s room where his hall mate sat playing computer golf. Every detail was exactly how it should be. As he reached his room, he saw that the door was unlocked and slightly ajar. He hesitated slightly before touching the door. What would be inside?


    Max’s maternal aunts all joked that Eleanor could see the future. They claimed that when she was growing up on the farm in Scotland that she could predict weeks in advance what lambs would get sick and which would stumble onto the train tracks that ran through their pasture. They said she would make bets with the other kids in the village about which day the first snow would fall. Max had never believed in psychic powers and accepted that his mother was simply the smartest person from her village, and very observant. Could the stories be true? Could the power be hereditary? Max’s heart skipped a beat. Could Tiar be on the other side of this door? 


    He put his hand on the doorknob and slowly pushed the door open. There, sitting at his desk was Brandy. She didn’t stand up when he walked through the door, or even lift her head from the magazine she was reading. Max tossed his keys onto his desk.


    “Hey, Brandy,” he said listlessly.


    “Don’t sound so happy to see me,” she said, closing her magazine. “You don’t want me to get the wrong idea.”


    “Sorry,” he said, collapsing onto his bed. “It’s been a hard week.”


    “So, I heard,” she said, lacking sympathy. “Tony says you’re nuts now.”


    “Okay, Dee,” Max said, fatigue obvious in his voice. “I don’t mean to sound rude, but why are you here?”


    “Well, I came by two hours ago to see if you wanted to eat, but you were already out. As I was leaving, though, a funny thing happened.”


    “What’s that?” Max asked, uninterested.


    “I was just reaching the stairs when the phone rang. It was Tiar.” Max sat upright, his eyes wide. All sense of fatigue had left his body.


    “My Little Bird? She called?”


    “Apparently she called you four times a day for the past week. You didn’t get any of her messages?”


    “Who’d she leave them with?”


    “Jason.”  Max shook his head.


    “She might as well have left them with a squirrel on the quad. I had no idea.”


    “Well, she was very upset. I talked to her for almost an hour.” Max’s face contorted into a look of sorrow and sympathy.


    “What was she upset about?”


    “I couldn’t understand it,” Brandy said shrugging. “She kept going on and on about St. Paul and wifely duties and the book of revelation. She was crying her eyes out.”


    “Tiar doesn’t cry,” Max insisted stridently. “I’ve seen her get whacked in the behind with a yard stick by a six foot tall nun. Trust me, she doesn’t cry.”


    “Fine, I don’t know if she was crying,” Brandy said defensively, taken aback at how Max seemed to take this comment as a personal insult. “It was a telephone conversation. But, she sounded hysterical. I mean, she was in a phone booth in Johnsonville?  Jamesville?”


    “Jamestown?” Max interrupted. “What was she doing there? It’s not on the way to Brighton.”


    “No,” Brandy said. “It’s on the way to see you. Apparently, she got half way to Brighton and flipped out. She’d been driving for three hours when she called.”


    “So, she’s on her way here now?” Max said, trying to hide his excitement.


    “Heck no,” Brandy said. “I talked her out of it.” Max took in a deep breath and balled his hands into fists.


    “You did what?” he said with forced calm.


    “I talked her out of it. I told her you were fine, you weren’t sick or injured and you loved her and everything was fine. I told her she should go visit Brighton and have a great weekend because that’s what you would want her to do.” Max was silent for a moment. When he spoke again, his voice was slow and measured.


    “Why did you do that?”


    “Because you are fine, you do love her and you want her to visit Brighton,” Brandy explained. Max just stared at her blankly. “I’m not asking you, Max, I’m telling you.” Max got up and started walking toward the window. Brandy stood up, too, and grabbed his left arm.


    “Do you love this girl?” she asked pointedly. He shook her hand away.


    “Of course, I do.”


    “And you want what’s best for her?” He closed his eyes.


    “Yes.”


    “And you want her to visit Brighton.”


    “Yes.” Brandy put on her coat and picked up her purse.


    “Do me a favor, Max,” she said, rearranging her scarf. “Practice a few times what you’re going to say to Tiar when she calls on Sunday. The poor girl has enough pressure on her to pick the right college without thinking you’re angry at her.” She walked out and closed the door behind her.


    Max curled up on his bed. He did love Tiar. He was virtually sure of it. He wanted what was best for Tiar even if that meant being far away from him. But, he didn’t have to like it.
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    “I’m not coming out,” Tiar shouted through the door.


    “Fine. We’re coming in,” Sarah shouted back. A struggle ensued in the dressing room of Cici’s Top Drawer lingerie boutique at Rutherford town center shopping mall an hour north of Hectortown. Under the guise of beating the holiday rush at Christmas shopping, Jen and Sarah had dragged Tiar out shopping for underwear. They had been worried about Tiar ever since she came back from her trip to Brighton three weeks earlier. It seemed like her usual cheer had been drained out of her, like the tank that held her spirit had sprung a leak. At first, they couldn’t figure out why. But a few weeks after her return, it became obvious when they all piled into a limo from Chuck’s Chariots and Tiar wasn’t there. It was the first homecoming Tiar didn’t go to.


    This year was her senior year, the most important homecoming of high school. While they danced the night away under a tent of crepe paper streamers, Tiar sat home alone. Jen and Sarah took it upon themselves to cheer Tiar up. She looked so lonely and unwanted. What she needed was to feel beautiful and desirable again. What could cheer her up better than lingerie? Jen reasoned. And thus, Tiar stood, nearly naked, various items of her anatomy being hoisted and supported by dangling elastic straps and small metal fasteners, in a six by six room walled on two sides by mirrors. Tiar was pretty strong for her size, but with Sarah and Jen working together, they eventually pried to door open and tumbled into the room in a pile.


    “Hubba, Hubba,” Jen said. Sarah just whistled. Tiar seemed to be looking for a way to hide but the clothing she was wearing was not giving her much to hide behind. She tried pulling her hair in front of her like Botticelli’s Birth of Venus. Unfortunately, it did not cascade like the hair of the blond beauty in the painting—hanging only to mid-breast level. The net effect was to draw more attention exactly to what Tiar was trying to hide.


    Tiar was not used to wearing bras at all except to play basketball or run. Those bras did not involve metal in anyway. In fact, the whole idea of combining clothing with metal seemed ludicrous to her. But, Jen and Sarah were sure under-wires were necessary for a healthy ego. They reminded Tiar of scythes carried by the mythical grim reaper. Why anyone would wear such a garment was a complete mystery to her. To accompany this medieval torture device, Tiar was wearing something reminiscent of the Varriano Bridge around her waist. Jen had called it a garter belt. Tiar didn’t understand why this was something she needed. To hold up your stockings, they told her. My stockings stay up on their own, she argued. Not the new ones you’re going to buy. Why would I buy stockings that are defective? They’re not defective, they’re fancy.  So fancy that the elastic doesn’t work? It was an argument logic clearly could not win.


    In the end, Tiar finally tried on the items Jen brought to her because she figured it would be less painful than the argument itself. She had miscalculated significantly the pain that could be inflicted by fabric and hook-and-eyes. Does the Geneva convention know about this? Tiar wondered. Tiar would rather have been anywhere but here. When she came home from Brighton almost three weeks ago, she had gone straight to the Franklins’ for dinner. As usual on Sundays, Max called promptly at six. When she had talked to him, Tiar had tried to sound happy. Tiar liked Brighton. It was undeniably a good school. But Tiar couldn’t picture herself being happy there. Not without Max. But she couldn’t let Max think she was weak. He would have wanted her to make the best of Brighton. He would have wanted her to look forward to going there. You don’t want to disappoint Max, do you? Her guidance counselor’s voice echoed.


    After she hung up with Max, Tiar wondered what was worse: that she had to pretend to be happy about the trip, or how clear it was that Max had to pretend to be happy talking to her. The whole conversation seemed rehearsed. Tiar wouldn’t have been surprised if Max was reading off index cards. Why did he have to pretend to want to talk to me? she wondered. Why can’t he just be happy to hear from me? He found someone else, didn’t he? He was going to find someone else, it was just a matter of time. How could she possibly compete with college girls who were not only older, but probably started dating younger? How could she compete against girls like Sarah and Michelle who had mothers to show them how to dress and put on make up, girls who had years worth of experience? Max pretended all that didn’t matter to him, but it wouldn’t be long before he got a craving for what Michelle had already given him a taste of. It’s only a matter of time.


    The only thing worse for Tiar then having these thoughts was having them in front of other people, one of whom had dated Max herself. She wanted to go home. It was humiliating standing here, her friends ogling her, trying to cheer her up with elastic and satin. She never should have agreed to go out.  She should have been home writing Max a love letter. She should have stolen her uncle’s car and been driving to St. Andrew’s right now. She was glad Thanksgiving was a mere two weeks away. She just hoped she could fix things with Max then. She would only have four days. She would have to do something pretty amazing. She was desperate, trying to work out a fool proof plan to win him back, to make him truly happy to see her. She had even gone to the uncharacteristic step of buying a fashion magazine, not to make sure her hair and makeup were right, but for the article 20 must do things to keep him happy in bed. It was embarrassing to check out with the magazine at the pharmacy. She wanted to wash her hands after reading it, as though some virulent residue was left on them. At this point, embarrassment was nothing. All she could think about was making sure Max was satisfied with her. She had worked herself into a state where she would do anything. This excruciating public embarrassment, she feared, was only the beginning.


    “I just don’t know which is better,” Jen pondered. “Which do you like better, Sarah? The burgundy or the black.” 


    “Oh, with her eyes?” Sarah said. “Definitely the burgundy.” Tiar rolled her eyes.  She hated both sets of underwear equally and planned to buy neither.


    “She should buy both,” Jen stated pragmatically. “That way, if she ever finds a guy who can tolerate her, he won’t get bored. With two to pick from, he will always be… entertained.” Tiar’s eyebrows knit together in sudden panic.


    “I’ll take both.”


    Max sat in church. He had decided to take Tony’s advice and stop agonizing over the future before he had a chance to talk to Tiar about it. If only from sheer mental exhaustion, he couldn’t try to reason it out any further. He was relieved to be in church, in a place where he could recite the prayers from memory and feel comfort in the sheer constancy of it, the fact that this, if nothing else, was immutable, and could not change. The chapel was less crowded then usual with many students studying too diligently for midterms Monday morning to go to mass on Sunday night. With only a handful of the dutiful or desperate left, the service marched on. Candles spilled scentless white wax onto the stone floor. Max sat listening to the priest with his eyes closed. The same prayers over and over. Whether in English or Latin, they had the same transformative quality for him. They brought him back to a time and a place when things were simple and easy. He was seven again, an alter boy on the alter at St. Jude’s. Everything was scripted. There were no decisions to make. There was just the inevitable march of the service, identical cycle after cycle in its scriptural three year journey. The seasons followed one after another. Soon they would be in Advent and conclude with Christmas. Then would be the Feast of the Holy Family and the Epiphany. Soon after that would be Lent, Easter, Pentecost, and back to Ordinary Time. So easy, Max thought to himself, feeling the peace of the deeply hypnotized. Just go back. He was slipping, slipping into a time when he wanted this to be the entire compass of his life.


    Max opened his eyes suddenly. No, you can’t go back. Not now. That path was closed to him now. It was a path before Tiar, a path without Tiar. If they could not walk it together, he would not walk it alone. She was not a friend or a girl friend, but a soul mate. In seven months when she graduated from high school, he planned to make her his fiancée. He had left that path of asceticism and celibacy. I am going to marry her, he thought to himself. That’s my future now. I’m going to marry Tiar. I am going to get a Ph.D. in history and become a college professor. Max looked at the young priest standing at the alter in front of him with a twinge of envy. If I had never met her…  if those bullies hadn’t been picking on her… if I had just minded my own damn business, that would be me. It was very silly, Max thought, to even entertain these memories—memories of a time when God’s plan for him seemed so perfectly complete. Silly? No, dangerous. What he had now was perfect and complete; he had only to stay this course and his life would be rich. He was at a terrific school. He was in love with a beautiful woman who loved him back. Being a priest can’t be better then that, can it? Perhaps if there had been an angel or a burning bush, maybe then he could be swayed. But, there was no celestial or supernatural sign, just the nagging in the back of his mind compelling him constantly to reconsider.


    Mass ended and the other congregants were filing out of the small chapel. Max followed them out. It was already dark outside and Max buttoned his coat against the mid-November night. He walked directly back to his dorm room without stopping by to chat with Tony or get a drink at Pugs. He had two tests before Thanksgiving Break and he had a lot of studying to do. He climbed the stairs to his dorm room two at a time. He walked down the long, carpeted hall and unlocked the door to his tidy, unadorned room. The hallway was unusually quiet, as most of the other students on campus were under even more of an academic crunch than Max. Max sat down at his desk and opened a text book about ancient Rome. But, as he tried to read about aqueducts and centurions, he kept coming back to the same thought. Just go back.  


    Finally, Max decided to settle the issue once and for all. He would just logically prove that the calling he had felt to join the priesthood at age seven and the amendment he added at age ten to get a degree in archeology and spend his life trying to unearth supernatural holy relics, were silly compared to the decision he made at nineteen to marry the woman he loved and live a more standard American life. He got out a blank sheet of paper and quickly made a line down the middle of the page, writing “P” on one half and “C” on the other.


    Pro, I’d be serving God. Max began writing “serve God” but was stricken by the thought someone would find the paper and criticize him for trying to use logic about what was supposed to be a calling. What’s a good cryptic symbol for God? He wondered. It occurred to him that God was a trinity. He drew a pie chart divided in three next to the word “serve.” Con, I wouldn’t get to study history anymore. This became an eye crossed out next to the letters “Hx.” Pro, my community would be proud of me. Three faceless stick figures, heart, one stick figure that said “me.” Con, mom would be hurt that now neither of us is going to teach history. Crying stick figure. “Hx” in a “no” sign. Pro, I’d always have a job. Check mark, dollar sign. Con, vow of poverty. Dollar sign behind a “no” sign. Was that a con? He didn’t really own very much. He had a job during the summers mostly to help his parents pay his tuition. He never really spent much money on anything except ice cream and movies. He wasn’t particularly concerned with owning stylish clothing. His car was the cheapest safe vehicle he could find. He crossed that out.  Con, less freedom about what to do with my life, where to live, etc. “No” sign over a palm tree. Max rested his head in his left hand and tapped his pen on the paper with his right as he stared at his hieroglyphics. He twisted short locks of his hair around his finger as he contemplated the drawings, saving up for another flurry of indecipherable shapes.


    Con, less vacation time than being college professor (summers off). Pro, don’t have to grade papers. Pro, help other people be absolved of their sins. Con, don’t get to get married. That was a big one. Con, don’t get to have kids. Less important. Con, don’t get to own a house. Was this really important to him, or was it something he merely thought was expected of him? For that matter, he wasn’t sure he wanted children, he just assumed Tiar would want some. He crossed both of these out. Con, Mom won’t get to have grandkids. That was the crux of the issue. Pro, Max thought of the Squad, the only friends he had ever made not through Tiar. I get along well with the kind of people who would be my coworkers. Con, dad will think I am some sort of weirdo. Max crossed that out. Dad already thinks I am a total weirdo. Con, would have to help and pretend to like parishioners, even the ones I don’t like.


    Con, it would really hurt Tiar. Tiar. The name rang through his head. She would be hurt. But, she would eventually accept this. How many times had she joked or implied he was going to be a priest some day? How many times had she relied on him to play that role already? She had to have suspected there was some glimmer of truth to it. Still, he didn’t want to hurt her. He couldn’t bear the thought of hurting her yet again when she looked at him with those trusting green eyes. Again. Again, like England. Again, like homecoming, like Prom. Again, like the summer after graduation that he had spent avoiding her, hiding out, ignoring her. He was miserable to her. His “love” for her had made him jealous. His “love” for her had made him angry and cruel. His “love” for her was like poison. She was better off without it. Con, would hurt Tiar a lot one more time. Pro, could avoid hurting Tiar over and over again for the rest of our lives.


    The cons had won, but not by the margin Max had expected. He leaned back in his chair and examined the list carefully. Surely there were some things he had left off. He crumpled up the piece of paper and lobbed it toward his waste paper basket, determined to leave it there for good. 
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    Dear Tiar,


    You are a unique and mysterious creature, so full of goodness and unexpected generosity. You give not only of your possessions, but constantly of yourself. You are beautiful beyond human words.  I want to love you the way you deserve to be loved. I want to cherish you for your true self. I want to look at you and see your soul, like you think I can. But, I have tried and failed to be the man you deserve. I cannot in good conscience ever offer you a life with me, a life which for me would be pure bliss, and for you a chronic, silent struggle. I only hope there is some good in me that can still be redeemed without you.


    With my eternal and sincere regret,


    Max


    Max read the letter to himself several times sitting in the car outside his parents’ house. He had tried to banish from his mind the list which he had fished out of his waste paper basket only to return there a dozen times in the two weeks between making it and leaving school for Thanksgiving break. But, like a chirping cricket you can’t find, he could not shut out the points that kept enumerating themselves in his voice as he ate, or walked across campus, or sat in class. He couldn’t blame his academic advisor, Dr. Henderson, or St. Paul for his current situation. He could not attribute this to Brandy shooing Tiar away nor Jason forgetting her messages. They were simply bringing into consciousness what Max had already known since he was child. The future did exist. His destiny was written. The calling he had heard as a child and tried to forget as a teenager was real and would not be ignored so easily. Tiar admitted he would only return if their relationship was meant to be. But, something else was meant to be—it had been destined long before the two of them had ever met on the play ground at St. Jude’s. If Max said he was letting the Almighty Father guide him, but ignored what was right in front of him, he would be lying. It was that lie, Max now knew, that so poisoned his soul that he hurt Tiar again and again. It would continue to poison him until he finally acknowledged his destiny and took up the path he had abandoned.


    If he was ever to reach salvation, and if Tiar was ever to have a happy life, Max would have to dedicate himself entirely to getting admitted into St. Andrew’s seminary.  Now, he had only to tell Tiar. She wouldn’t take it well at first, but she would survive. She was strong. And, if he explained it to her just as he had written it, she would see that it was not because she was not good enough, not because he didn’t love her, but because he did love her that he had to do this. That would eventually assuage her pain. Max folded up the letter and put it in the pocket of his jacket. He knew what he had to do, but he feared he could not do it. It would likely take all of Thanksgiving to work up to this proclamation, and he was glad he had four days without school or basketball games to try to talk it over with Tiar. She was the one person he could always trust, and the one person who had the most too lose from his decision.


    Max got out of his car and ran up the stairs to his front porch two at a time. He flung open the door and was greeted by the aroma of cookies baking.


    “I’m home,” he called out, walking down the hall. Christmas music was playing on the radio in the living room. He heard footsteps.  


    “Max,” Eleanor said, rushing down the hall toward the kitchen. They met at the kitchen door and embraced. “It’s so good to see you, son,” she said, taking his coat. “How was the drive?”


    “Good, Mom,” he said, taking a seat at the table.


    “I don’t suppose you want to drive to New Carrolton after so long on the road,” she said, hanging his coat in the hall closet and coming back into the kitchen.


    “New Carrolton?”


    “Tiar has a game there tonight,” she said, taking a seat.


    “I thought she had off for all of Thanksgiving break,” Max said.


    “She did, but one of the schools in their division had a fire in their gym,” Eleanor explained. “The whole rest of the season had to be rescheduled. The new schedule is on the fridge.”


    Max turned to look at the refrigerator behind him, looking at a sheet of paper stuck there with a Tower of London magnet he brought back from his trip two years ago. It was like a tuning fork echoing his frustration and anger from that trip. St. Jude’s was playing Wednesday and Friday of this week. Great, Max thought, slumping into a kitchen chair with frustration. How am I every going to be able to tell her? he worried.


    “The truth is, the game would be almost over by time you got there,” Eleanor reasoned. Busy taking cookies from the oven, she was oblivious to her son’s response.


    “Yeah, the end is near, isn’t it?”


    Three days later, Max sat with Tiar in his Volvo outside her uncle’s house. It was dark out already. The holiday had not gone well. He didn’t get to see Tiar until Thursday. And, although he had gotten to spend all day with her Thursday and Saturday, Jack and Eleanor were there too. He didn’t get to talk to Tiar alone at all. With every passing hour in their presence, his witty intelligent mother and his usually unobtrusive father became more and more intolerable to him. Max knew the only thing they had done wrong was to be home, to want to see him, to prevent him from seeing Tiar alone. He could not blame them, but he could not look at them without feeling frustration. He felt like he had ants under his skin. He wanted to leave the house.


    Friday, Max went to Tiar’s game in Rutherford. He watched her play, not with his usual interest, but instead with impatience. He knew his father was at a Knights of Columbus dinner and his mother was at church organizing a bingo game. He wanted to rush home, to get at least a few hours with Tiar alone. But, St. Jude’s won the game 89 to 70. Mr. Caponata offered to take the whole team out for ice cream afterwards. Max could have asked Tiar not to go and he knew she would have indulged him; but, separating her from her friends to break up with her would be cruel. Instead, he went home and waited for her to call from her uncle’s house. He waited for two hours on pins and needles, too upset even to read.


    Now it was Saturday night. Max sat in his old car knowing he would have to leave after church the next morning. Max had to admit to himself that he still hoped Tiar could say something to change his mind, to help him see that nothing was truly inevitable for them or for him. That hadn’t happened and now Max knew it was too late. Max fingered the letter in his jacket pocket wondering if there really was enough time to have this conversation now. He was about to get up the nerve to take it out when Tiar handed him a small box. He looked up at her curiously.


    “What’s this?” he asked. Tiar averted her eyes and giggled shyly.


    “It’s an anniversary present,” she said softly. “I know it’s not a real anniversary, but it was a year ago the Saturday after Thanksgiving that we started dating.” Oh shit! Max thought to himself. I can’t break up with her now, can I? Should I even open this?  Should I give it back? He looked up from the box. Tiar was looking back at him expectantly. He untied the ribbon carefully and opened the lid. Inside was a small brass compass, less than an inch in diameter, on a long gold chain.


    “It’s beautiful, Tiar,” Max said, his heart aching in pity. How could he hurt someone this sweet?


    “Look on the back,” she said, pointing to the pendent. May you never lose your way. God Bless, Tiar, Max read. I am the worst person in the whole world, he thought. How had he gotten himself into this situation? How could someone this wonderful love him?  He put the compass back in the box and closed the lid.


    “It’s so beautiful, really. Thank you. I’m so sorry I didn’t get you anything.”


    “It’s okay, Max,” she said, smiling. “I didn’t expect anything. You’re in college. I know you have tests and stuff.”


    “I can’t believe you went through all this trouble,” he protested.


    “It was no trouble.” Her words fell in the otherwise still air. Max knew he could not make his announcement now. It would have to wait until Christmas break. That would give him more time to practice what he was going to say. He thought he should say something now to soften the blow, to prepare Tiar for the news. Max cleared his throat. He looked up at Tiar and took her cold, white cheek in his hand.


    “I don’t deserve you,” he said sincerely.


    “That’s silly, Max,” she said, putting her tiny hand over his. “Love isn’t about what we deserve.”


    “Maybe,” he answered evasively. “Still....” He gingerly pulled his hand away.


    “Tiar, what would you do if I died?”


    “That’s a silly question, Max,” Tiar said. Or is it? Tiar suddenly thought. She was used to Max being inexplicably moody from time to time. She had learned the best policy was to ignore it and wait for him to come to his senses on his own. But, this was a strange thing even for him to say. Is he hiding something? she now had to wonder.


    “Are you sick, Max?” she asked delicately.


    “No,” he assured her. “No, I’m fine. But, any of us could die at any moment. I could die driving back to school tomorrow.”


    “I know,” Tiar said. “But why bring it up now?”


    “I just want to make sure you’d be okay without me,” he answered. Tiar looked out the window.


    “No, I don’t suppose I would,” she said. Then she looked back at him. “But, what choice would I have? Eventually, I would be okay again. But, it would take a while.”


    “You could go on with your life?”


    “I wouldn’t kill myself, if that’s what you mean,” she said. “I could never kill myself. Then I couldn’t go to heaven. I’d have no hope of seeing you again.”


    “Promise me,” Max said, taking her hands in his. This is weird, Tiar thought. But, Max looked so desperate.


    “I promise you, if you die, I won’t kill myself,” she said. “What about you?”


    “Why would I kill myself?” Max asked.


    “No, I mean, what would you do if I died?” That’s so simple, Max thought poignantly.


    “I’d wear black every day of my life and never date again,” he said with finality.  Tiar looked at him quizzically, trying to figure out if he was serious. Eventually she closed her eyes and laughed.


    “You really had me going there for a second, Max,” she said lightly. Max forced himself to smile, too.


    “Yeah, I’m quite a kidder.”
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    Max sat outside his parents’ house in his car for the second time in three weeks. For the five hours driving home, he had done nothing but rehears. He was going to tell his parents he was entering the seminary. His three weeks at school had only strengthened his resolve that this was the right path for him and what God wanted for the world. With three weeks to think it over, Max had devised a much wiser plan for launching the topic with the people he loved. He was not going to make the same mistake he made during Thanksgiving break—to try to break his news first to the person who had the most to lose by it. His parents would not have any objection but would expect him to honor the commitment seriously once he proposed it. In a devoutly Catholic family like the Franklins, one did not joke about dedicating one’s life to the church. Devotion to the church aside, Jack Franklin was a man who forgave few things, least of all quitting. Once Max told Jack and Eleanor, there was no turning back.


    It was Thursday night. Max had told his parents he was coming home on Friday knowing that is what they would tell Tiar and that he would have a whole day to let the news sink in for them before having to face her. Max envisioned the plan like a set of dominoes. If he set up the chain of disclosures carefully enough ahead of time, they would fall one after another without him having any way to stop them. His plan hinged on just one factor—telling his parents before he saw Tiar.


    Max unfolded his pros list. He had rewritten his arguments, categorized them, and given them subtitles. It was an airtight case. Max looked up at his parents’ house, the only home he had any memory of. Slowly, he got out of the car and walked up the stairs to the porch. He stopped with his hand almost on the knob, full of trepidation about what he was about to do. I can’t wait any longer, he thought. Be brave. The knob turned within his hand before he had a chance to grip it. The door slowly opened and Max could hear laughing from inside.


    “Okay, I’ll see you tomorrow.” It was Tiar. She was still looking back over her shoulder as she closed the door behind her.  Her eyes still adjusting to the dim light of the porch, it took her a moment to process that the shadowy figure in front of her was Max. Max looked at this angel in front of him. The light from the transom above the front door produced rivers of gold in her chestnut hair.


    “Max?” she asked the darkness in disbelief. She lunged toward him, not waiting for him to answer. “I didn’t expect to see you until tomorrow.” She was like a warm ball of glowing light in his arms. He buried his face in her hair.


    “I rearranged some tests so I could come home earlier,” he said joyously.


    “I’m so glad you did,” she said, reassuringly. How can I leave this? Max asked himself. This is impossible. Tiar took his face in her hands.


    “Are your parents expecting you?” she asked innocently. He shook his head slowly and then kissed her full on the lips. Max felt warmth explode throughout his body. He wrapped Tiar in his arms and pulled her nearly off her toes. He felt as though life were returning to a limb not used in months. He sighed deeply.


    “You want to go somewhere and talk for a while?” she asked him, barely above a whisper. She felt his face brush against hers as he nodded yes.


    Their need for discretion was even more acute than usual. It would hard to explain if they were seen out in town before Max admitted to arriving home. Tiar remembered she still had the key to her uncle’s pool house. They parked a few streets away and snuck through the neighbor’s back yard so they wouldn’t be observed from the Alfred Mansion.


    Max hadn’t been in the pool house since he was thirteen years old, and at that time was preoccupied with keeping Tiar conscious so she wouldn’t choke on her own vomit. He stumbled around the cold, dark, marble structure over stored pieces of pool furniture. Tiar led him to a teak lounge chair and groped around in the dark for some candles.


    “I used to hide out in here when my uncle had more than one visitor over at a time,” she said, not bothering to explain what these “visitors” were doing. She struck a match. The room suddenly was basked in a soft yellow glow. “Some of the women he dates are… loud.” Max tried to follow her voice as she disappeared behind pillars and closed beach umbrellas. “I have some cookies hidden somewhere around here if you’re hungry. They’re probably pretty stale, but....” Max tugged at the bottom of Tiar’s coat as she walked past. She stopped and looked down at him sitting on the beach chair.  


    “I’m fine,” he said softly. He pulled her toward him so that she was kneeling between his legs on the chair. “I’ll be fine. I don’t need anything.” He pressed his cheek against hers.


    The pool house was built for summer use and even inside, it was too cold to remove their over coats. Max held Tiar tight against his chest. His whole body shook as he thought in sheer terror about what would have happened if she had left the Franklins’ house ten minutes earlier, or if she hadn’t eaten dinner with them at all. Conveniently, he thought, Tiar will think I’m shivering. How could he ever explain the truth?


    “Are you okay, Max?” Tiar asked after a few minutes. “Do you want to find someplace warmer to go?”


    “No,” he said, breathing out the word forcefully. He unbuttoned her coat and pressed his face against the bare triangle of her chest above her v neck sweater. He was practically hiding inside her coat. He felt an odd sense of safety. Tiar’s first instinct was to take off more of her clothes. This is what Jez would have told her to do… or Jen, Sarah and Michelle for that matter. A few weeks earlier, this was all she could think about, to use her body to convince Max to stay with her. Keep him entertained. Then she read his letter. She found it outside the door of her uncle’s house where it must have fallen out of his jacket when he walked her to the door. Then there were the illustrations. Serve pie.  People crying. No birds. More people crying. Crying birds.  No money. She wasn’t sure what he was upset about, but she knew it was serious and very painful to him. Reading his side of the story, she couldn’t see this as an antagonistic pursuit—that she was a predator stalking her prey, a hunter trying to bag the best trophy man she could. This was her friend. He was hurting, and he needed her to help him, not confuse him. 


    Tiar had had several weeks to think about it. She decided she did not care what magazines or social pressures may dictate—for her affection would always be a reward for love, an expression of love, not a currency to earn or buy love. Tiar knew this may be an unpopular view, but it was the only one she could respect herself for. She knew if he were an objective, disinterested third party, it was the only view Max could respect her for. Thus, she wouldn’t use affection to win Max. This relationship could end—they could go back to being friends. Tiar knew it wouldn’t be easy but that she could eventually accept that as long as they didn’t go any further physically than they already had. She didn’t think she could forgive herself for having sex with him knowing he wasn’t certain about his future with her. She certainly would not use sex to secure that future. Tiar put her hands on Max’s shoulders and pushed him gently away far enough that she could look him in the eye.


    “What’s wrong Max?” she asked gently. “It’s okay. You can talk about it.”


    “This semester was so unbelievably horrible,” he confessed to her, his eyes closed.


    “It’s okay, now,” she reassured him. “I’m here for you. I’m listening.” She could see he was struggling to decide what to say next.


    “Tell me something good, Tiar,” he begged her.


    “What, sweetheart?” she asked.


    “Everything was so terrible at school, and then Thanksgiving break was so awful. I just need you to tell me something good. Tell me why you love me.” Tiar was frightened by the desperation in his voice.


    “I don’t even know where to start, Max, with good things you’ve done. You saved me from those bullies, Max. You were my friend when no one else would speak to me.  You helped clean all the stain glassed windows in the church two summers ago. No one had even tried to do that in twenty years. And how many hours did you spend on that extension latter polishing the chandelier in the church so it would be sparkling by advent?”


    “Don’t talk about the church, Little Bird,” he said, putting his hands around her waist. “I don’t want to hear about the church. Tell me why you love me.” Tiar moved to the adjacent lounge chair. She looked Max in the eye. How could she summarize so monumental a thing?


    “You saved me, Max. You saved me from being just an orphan. You found out for me who I was and told me that that person was someone special. You stood up for me every time the world attacked me, even when I deserved to be attacked. Remember when I got drunk that one time when I was eleven? Do you think anyone else would have taken care of me? And, even if someone had, they wouldn’t have wanted to.” Her smooth voice floated over him. “And that was the best part, Max. You did all of this without making me feel like it was an act of charity or a good deed you were doing. You always made me think you wanted to be by my side, no matter what mess I got myself into. How could I not love you?” Max sat with his head hanging down. Tiar lifted it in her hands.


    “What happened, Max?” she asked softly. He wanted to come clean with her, to tell her everything that had happened—every doubt, every suspicion, his whole plan for a life without her. But, he needed to be near her right now and could not risk making her angry. Tony had been right all along. Max had blown so many things out of proportion. He understood that, now. There was no need for her to be worried about what might have been.


    “Earlier in the semester,” he answered vaguely. “I had this stupid idea that I had to study something that would take me far away from you. It seemed so important… but… I don’t know. I know that I was being irrational. Tony talked me through the whole thing.”


    “We’re okay?” Tiar asked. Max sat up on the edge of the beach chair and brushed her hair around her perfect ears.


    “We’re better than okay. I promise you.”
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    Tiar rolled her eyes at Max. He smiled back conspiratorially and then turned forward to face the alter. It had been twenty minutes since Father Neman had begun his homily and it was proving to be another historical worst, rivaling even his juggler anecdote.  I could write a better… Max began to think. Seeing Tiar out of his peripheral vision, he caught himself. Don’t you dare even think it. His head was clearer now and he could see what was really important in his life. He would rather spend a lifetime listening to bad homilies sitting next to the woman he loved than reciting good ones himself.


    Eventually, as it did every year, Christmas Vigil Mass came to an end and the parishioners of St. Jude’s returned to their homes. Jack built a roaring fire and Tiar and Max made smores while they watched It’s a Wonderful Life on video. When the movie was over, Max drove Tiar home. At home, in his own bed, he tossed and turned all night. He woke up every hour or so, terrified that he had actually told Tiar about his plans-- that he had accepted a position in the seminary class of 2000. Every hour he would remind himself that he had abandoned that plan—that everything had gone back to the way it should be, with him and Tiar together. Eventually at around five, Max finally fell soundly asleep. He awoke at ten when he heard Tiar’s voice floating up the stairs from the kitchen where she was helping Eleanor wash sweet potatoes and wrap them in aluminum foil. He lay in bed with his eyes closed, a wide smile on his face. Everything exactly the way it should be.


    Max got out of bed, showered, and got dressed quickly. He ran downstairs to join his family. His father, in the living room finishing up a cup of coffee, taunted him for waking up so late.


    “Oh, let the boy be,” Eleanor shouted at them from the kitchen. “He probably barely slept a wink studying for finals.”


    Max looked in the kitchen at Tiar who giggled and winked at him. Half an hour later, they were opening presents. Eleanor bought Jack a router for his ever growing wood shop in the basement. He, in return, had bought his wife a necklace and a pair of slippers. Jack and Eleanor gave Tiar a desk set to take to college and a nativity scene of paper dolls for her to set up in her dorm room the following Advent. Finally, it was time for Max to give Tiar her present. She unwrapped the box hesitantly, slightly worried when she saw the familiar Cici’s Top Drawer signature tissue paper with kiss marks emblazoned on it in pink and gold. When she saw the contents of the box, she had to laugh.


    “No, way,” she said, laughing. “Walkie talkies?” She threw her arms around Max. “I wanted a set of these since I was a wee lass, as your mom would say.”


    “What was that, dear?” Eleanor asked, hearing herself mentioned.


    “Look at what Max got me,” Tiar said, holding up the box.


    “Oh, those are the good kind, dear,” she said. “The ones that can work up to two miles.  I read about those in one of Jack’s gadget catalogues.”


    “I think they’re great. Thanks Max,” Tiar said, beaming.


    “My pleasure.”


    After another splendid Christmas dinner and another unbelievably disastrous experiment involving Tiar and baking, the family retired to their own corners of the house. Jack retreated to the basement, where he gleefully applied finely beveled edges to an entire crate of scrap wood. Eleanor set about making sheet after sheet of edible and structurally sound ginger bread and then set about releasing from her cookie sheets Tiar’s concoctions, which failed in both criteria. Tiar, chased out of the kitchen this year with a broom, scampered up the stairs where Max was rereading a biography about Julius Caesar.


    “Hey,” he said, sitting up on his bed as Tiar walked in the room. She sat nonchalantly beside him.


    “What are you up too?” she asked.  


    “Nothing important,” he said, folding down his page and tossing the book onto his night stand. He smiled at her, so glad she was here, so glad she was still his. “You know, Tiar, that present was a metaphor...” he began.


    “Oh, I got it,” Tiar interrupted, covering his hand with hers. “But, metaphor or not, it is a cool present. I bet I could talk to you from my house while you’re still home.”


    “We’ll have to try it,” he said, smiling. He sighed. “I get crazy when I can’t talk to you, Tiar.”


    “I do too, Max,” she admitted. “You’re not the only one who stopped making sense this semester. I was getting a little paranoid myself. Trust me.” She thought of the $120 she spent on underwear she couldn’t tolerate wearing for more than ten minutes at a time. In the long run it had proved helpful—it showed her how ridiculous she was acting.


    “You know, they are starting to have this thing called email at a lot of universities now. I bet where ever you go will have it.”


    “Yeah. Jen is always bragging about how she gets email. Although, I don’t know who she is getting it from since none of her friends at school have the internet in their houses.”


    “Yeah, well, Jen has always been ahead of the rest of us,” Max reflected. “We’re supposed to get it at St. Andrew’s in the fall. Plus, they’re supposed to wire all the individual dorm rooms with phone lines instead of just one payphone in the hall.”


    “At St. Andrew’s!” Tiar said incredulously. “I thought you guys still communicated by colored smoke.” Max chuckled.


    “No, that’s reserved for choosing a pope,” he explained. “We use carrier pigeons for our day to day messages.”


    “Good. I was worried about all that combusted material going into the atmosphere.”


    “The point is, Tiar,” Max said seriously. “We may be apart for another four years, but we should be able to communicate better than we do now.” Tiar sighed.


    “That will be good, Max,” she said.


    “That will be very good.”


    The next morning, Tiar heard a crackle over her walkie talkie as she sat at the kitchen table drinking coffee.


    “Little Bird, Little Bird, are you there, over?” She giggled


    “Yes, and I’m not going to do those silly code words, either,” she objected. There was a pause on the line.


    “Oh, I’m sorry, were you done? I didn’t hear you say ‘over’. over.”


    “Fuck off,” she said. She took another sip of coffee. “Over.” She heard laughing from Max’s end.


    “Ah ha!” he shouted. “I got you to say it, over.”


    “What do you want, Max?” she asked good naturedly.


    “What are you doing?”


    “I’m reading the newspaper.”


    “Can I read it with you?” he asked.


    “What section do you want to read?”


    “Sports, I guess.”


    “Fine.” In his bedroom, Max could hear Tiar leafing through pages of the news paper.


    “Okay?”


    “Ready,” he said.  They kept this up for half an hour, making comments to each other about different stories from professional, college, and high school athletics. Suddenly, Max stopped talking. Tiar wondered at first if his batteries had already worn out. Finally, his voice returned.


    “Bird, have you eaten?”


    “Nah, I was getting tired of meat loaf in the morning.”


    “Want to meet at the coffee house for breakfast?”


    “Sure. I’ll be there in twenty.”


    “See you there. Over and out.”


    Twenty minutes later, Tiar was sitting in her favorite spot in the coffee shop munching on a muffin. Max came in, his varsity jacket zipped all the way up to his knitted gray scarf. He plopped down in the chair across from her and tossed a folded page from the newspaper onto the table between them.


    “What’s this?” Tiar asked, putting down her plate to pick up the article.


    “Oh, just some article I was reading before I walked over here.” Shallot topples the Lady Cardinals. Tiar shrugged and put the paper down. “That’s it?”  


    “So? Shallot is pretty good this year.  It’s not a big surprise they beat St. Jude’s.” Max furrowed his brow.


    “Tiar, that game was two nights ago.”


    “So?”


    “So! You were with me two nights ago. Are you blowing off games now?” Tiar took a sip of coffee and looked out the window. Then she looked back at Max.


    “I quit the team,” she said evenly.


    “Why? Was the coach hassling you again?”


    “No, nothing like that. It just took a low priority in my life,” Tiar explained. “I mean, look at Thanksgiving. You drove ten hours round trip to be here for four nights, and I was gone for two of them. That’s just dumb.”


    “But, Tiar, you have...”


    “Ugg!  Don’t even say talent,” Tiar interrupted. “I am tired of hearing about talents. If God made me good at biology or not skittish around animals so I can heal someone’s seeing eye dog when they decide to eat car keys or socks or any of the other silly things dogs eat, that is a talent I am supposed to pay back. But, God doesn’t need me to play basketball. This community doesn’t need me to play basketball. Maybe God needs me to spend time with you. I know I need that, anyway.” Tiar looked at Max. He had listened to all of this attentively but did not seem convinced.


    “Anyway, even if it is a talent, it’s not one God gave me. It’s one you gave me, dragging me out into the back yard and making me practice until my arms were too tired to move. The only reason I ever played in the first place, Max, was to get to spend time with you. What sense does it make for me to play when you’re home?”


    “What did Jack and Eleanor say?”


    “I told them I needed more time to study.” Max considered this. It was a flimsy excuse for someone who was already a straight A student. But, maybe his parents didn’t know her grades.


    “When did you make this decision?”


    “The night you came home,” Tiar answered. “I realized, Max, if this is all going to work out, we have to be a team, right? But instead, it was like a contest to see who could be the most delusional. Here I am on the court, playing a game I hate to try to make you proud, and you are in the stands counting the seconds for the game to end so you can talk to me for a few minutes before you go back to school. No wonder we were both feeling so crazy. We can’t fix all the things that keep us apart, but this is one we can fix. Over the Christmas break, do you realize that is six games. With travel time, that is more than 24 hours, more than a whole day apart. What for?”


    “You’re sure this is what you want?” Max asked sincerely.


    “Absolutely,” she answered without hesitation. Max looked across the table at Tiar. He had known her for so many years, and yet on some level he didn’t know her at all.


    “Okay,” he said finally.


    “You’re not disappointed in me?” He closed his eyes and shook his head. 


    “No, not at all.” Opening his eyes again, he looked at her sympathetically. “Just promise me we can just be honest with one another from now on. Jeez, Tiar, I didn’t have any idea you hated basketball that much.”


    “Well, it had advantages,” she said. “I made a lot of friends. I stayed in shape. The game is fun. It’s just all the pressure to win I couldn’t take.”


    “Regardless, it’s okay for you to tell me these things. You don’t have to just suffer alone. Just be honest with me.”


    “I want that, Max.”


    “I want that too.” Tiar pushed her plate across the table and Max popped the remainder of her muffin in his mouth.


    “Speaking of being honest...” she looked around and lowered her voice. “What did you think of that homily on Christmas?” Max hesitated.


    “It was.... interesting...”


    “It sucked,” Tiar charged.


    “It wasn’t as clear as it could have been,” Max said diplomatically.


    “The baby Jesus was born to be a short stop?”


    “A pinch hitter, Bird.”


    “Whatever.” Max smiled.


    “It’s my deficiency, not Father Neman’s,” he said apologetically. “I should have known you wouldn’t learn anything about baseball unless I explained it to you.  A pinch hitter is....”


    “I know what a pinch hitter is,” Tiar interrupted. “Jack took me to a few minor league games while you were away.” Max was taken aback.


    “Jack took you to a baseball game?” he asked incredulously.


    “Yeah, dozens over the past few years,” Tiar said casually.


    “Why?” Max continued to press her. Tiar narrowed her eyes suspiciously. Why does he care?


    “I don’t know,” she speculated. “I guess he needed someone to pal around with since you were gone.”


    “Jack never took me to a baseball game,” Max revealed. “Not once.”


    “Well, maybe he figured I needed someone to pal around with since you were gone.”  Max knit his brow.


    “Jack doesn’t ‘pal around,’” he added. Tiar shrugged, feeling they were at an impasse in the conversation. She finished off her enormous mug of coffee and let Max reflect silently on why his father found it so much easier to spend time with Tiar then with his own son. Max had always consoled himself by thinking his father was too busy between work, Knights of Columbus, and keeping up maintenance on their 90 year old house to spend time with him. Plus, he hates teenagers, his mind added. But, in Tiar, his father clearly had found a teenager he would carve out time for in his busy schedule.


    “Whatever, dude,” Tiar finally added. “Your dad’s totally cool. But, what were you saying about the homily?” Max rolled his eyes and continued. 


    “I think what the pastor was trying to say is that we think of Jesus as a pinch hitter—someone to stand up and bat for us when we are in trouble. We should think of him as our third base coach, directing us how to live our lives so we don’t get in trouble in the first place. It all goes back to....”


    “You okay Max?” Tiar asked. He had stopped suddenly and looked off into the distance as though remembering some disturbing event. You’re doing it again, he thought. He had promised himself he wasn’t going to do this. He wasn’t going to talk about church. Not to Tiar. Not to anyone. He was done with that. Tiar took a sip of coffee and looked out the window. “I wish you could write homilies,” she said carelessly. “They would be so much better.”


    “That’s a silly thing to say, Bird,” Max said gravely. “A very silly thing to say.”
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    Max and Tiar spent the rest of the day window shopping and raiding after Christmas sales in Hectortown. The next few days were spent uneventfully having snowball fights, drinking cocoa, and watching movies. Life felt normal. The day before Tiar was to return to school, Max was sitting at the kitchen table reading the news paper when he heard Tiar let herself in the front door and hang her jacket up in the hall closet.


    “Traitor,” she called down the hall.


    “And to what do I owe this dubious distinction?” he asked without lifting his head.


    “Where were you this morning?”


    “Where should I have been?”


    “Church.”  Max looked up at her and scratched his chin.


    “Didn’t feel like it,” he said simply.


    “You didn’t feel like it?” Tiar asked. Max never didn’t feel like going to church in the nine years she had known him.


    “Tiar, as you know, the church has a three year cycle of readings. I’m almost twenty. That means I have heard every reading the church has to offer at least six times, some of them seven times. And, with Father Neman being the only pastor I’ve known my whole life, I’ve heard mostly the same homilies three or four times. Do you really think I needed to go to church today? Anyway, I was walking through town and I bumped into some old friends I hadn’t seen in a while.”


    “Old friends?” she asked suspiciously. Max didn’t answer, instead getting up from the table to boil some water to make Tiar tea.


    Max stood at the counter trying to avoid Tiar’s eyes lest she somehow see his thoughts. Earlier in the day, Max had bumped into Prentice and Matt, who had graduated a year behind him from high school. For years they had been teammates. He could barely describe their relationship as “friendly.” It would have been an exaggeration, almost a lie, to call them friends. Although it had been a chance occurrence, Max did not want Tiar to know how the rest of the morning unfolded and think he had chosen that course over spending the morning with her. Matt and Prentice had seen Max walking alone through town and invited him to Matt’s house. I need more normal friends like me, Max remembered thinking. Not future priests or nerdy religion majors. Normal guys like me.  But, Max had quickly realized that these young men had very little in common with him off the basketball court. They mostly wanted to talk about places they had passed out during their first semester in college and girls they had “bagged.” Max had very little to add to the conversation. He sat on Matt’s couch occupying himself with a college basketball game.


    “You dated her, too, Max, didn’t you?” Max looked up at the sound of his name.


    “Hum?”


    “Matt and I were trying to decide who’s hotter, Sarah, or Jen,” Prentice said. “I said Sarah’s a better kisser. Any thoughts?”


    “Uh, yeah, I guess,” Max said non-committal. “Although, she isn’t really my type.”


    “Not your type?” Matt said in disbelief. “She’s gorgeous.”


    “Too tall,” Max said, looking back at the TV.


    “She’s only five eight.”


    “I’m only five eight,” Max reminded his two taller teammates. “And I don’t get to wear heels to formal events.” A cheer roses from the TV. Two teams Max didn’t care about were playing in a mediocre fashion in an unimportant game. But, Max felt it was important to at least try to have something in common with these two normal young men. He watched the lack luster game with feigned interest. A few minutes later he heard a hoot from the love seat next to him.


    “Now there’s a girl I would like to sink my teeth into,” Matt said, a smug look on his face. Max looked over at him and glanced at what he was reading. He quickly averted his eyes.


    “Have you seen the December edition yet, Max?” Matt said, tossing the magazine into his lap. Max nearly vomited into his mouth. The woman pictured on the glossy pages had clearly had some sort of surgical breast enhancement. Dr. Alfred and friends at it again, Max thought. He wondered how she could even stand without loosing her balance. She looked like a cow that had gone far too long without being milked, engorged, about to burst out of her skin.


    “Hey, do you have October?” Prentice asked. Matt thumbed through a pile next to his chair and tossed Prentice a magazine. Is this what normal guy do? Max wondered. Fine. He flipped through the pages until he found two in a row without pictures. If he held the magazine just right, Prentice and Matt wouldn’t have any idea what he was looking at. He would just stare at the words on these two pages and pretend to flip them every once in a while. They would have no idea how disgusted he was by pornography. He didn’t want them to feel like he was judging them.


    Max skimmed over the page, trying not to absorb any of what was written there. Make her scream in bed, he saw written in bold sixteen point font as his eyes flashed by. Don’t look. Don’t remember anything, he thought to himself. He didn’t worry what Tiar would think if she thought he was looking at pictures in pornographic magazines in some ill-fated attempt to complete a male rite of passage. He did worry how offended she would be if he accidentally did something with her that he had read there, even if it was enjoyable for her. Somehow, she had gotten this strange idea that affection should be innate and spontaneous, chiding her friends for wasting their money on teen magazines, taking quizzes to learn their “Sex IQ.” We’re not all born knowing this stuff, Max thought. We don’t all live with the biggest gigolo in town getting to listen a new orgy every week...  


    “I’m telling Eleanor,” Tiar said finally. Max shook his head, trying to shake himself into the present. His cheeks flush. She couldn’t hear what I was thinking, could she? he wondered. That’s crazy. He turned back to face the table where Tiar was disemboweling his news paper.


    “That I didn’t go to church?” he asked, trying not to let the panic show in his voice.


    “Of course, silly,” she said, looking up at him. “What else would I be telling her about?” Whew.


    “Well, you’re out of luck,” Max said, pouring boiling water into a tea cup. “My parents just left yesterday for a wedding in Scotland. By time they get back, I’ll be back at school.”
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    Boxes of Chinese food sat open and half empty on the coffee table and floor. Tiar sat among them, her head resting on Max’s chest, as the credits of the movie they had rented started rolling past. Tiar picked up her empty bottle and blew across the top. The low, resonant drone combined with the soft glow of the lights from the nearby Christmas tree to remind Max of the song The Little Drummer Boy. Max reflexively opened his mouth to sing along with Tiar’s accidental composition when a strange reluctance stopped his breath in his chest.


    “What did you think of the movie?” Max asked instead.


    “I thought it was pretty good, except the lead actress’s lips were too big,” she said, sitting up and turning toward Max who was still lying on the floor with his hands behind his head.


    “Really, I thought they were the best part,” Max said. “They reminded me of yours.” Tiar gave Max a disapproving look, assuming he was mocking her.


    “It was that bad?” she asked.


    “Well, the plot was good,” he agreed. “But, entirely unrealistic. And, that’s not at all what the catacombs look like.”


    “I don’t think that was the point, silly,” Tiar responded, playfully. “And, anyway, how do you know. You’ve never been there.”


    “I spent the whole semester studying ancient Rome,” he said. “It was my best class. There are pictures in one of my text books,” Max reported. “See for yourself.” Max got up and ran up the stairs, Tiar close behind him. When she got upstairs, he was sitting at his desk flipping through a text book. She flopped down on the bed. 


    “Found it yet?”


    “Patience, Little Bird,” he said, walking toward the bed and sitting down next to her. “See.” He pointed at a series of pictures of the catacombs, early Christian tombs and meeting places built underground in Rome. In fact, it looked nothing like the movie set. Tiar tossed the book on the floor and leaned back on her elbows.


    “Don’t you ever get tired of being right?” She said, kicking her feet back and forth.


    “I’ll tell you one thing that I never get tired of,” he said. All at once he pounced on her and tickled her furiously, knocking her off her elbows. She lay on the bed, squirming, nearly hyperventilating.


    “Maxwell.... Franklin....I’m.... going....to .... tell... your.... mother.” Max stopped tickling her for a moment.


    “Tell her what?” he said innocently and began tickling her again. She shrieked and laughed. Finally, he stopped and Tiar lay on the bed, panting. Max was leaning over her, their faces only a few inches apart. Tiar leaned up and kissed him. He leaned toward her, covering her whole mouth with his.


    Tiar put her hands around Max’s waist, her left arm positioned under his. From this position, she pushed his right hand gradually higher on her chest with her elbow, leaving it over her left breast. Then, as if to demonstrate this was not an accident, she put her hand over it, gently squeezing his hand against her. When she was fairly sure he wouldn’t take his hand away, she started unbuttoning her sweater with her left hand. With her right, she felt along the top edge of his jeans, untucking his T shirt as she went. Max felt Tiar under him, the warmth of her body teasing him. He wanted her and he knew she would do whatever he asked. He felt dizzy with the possibilities.


    He balanced his forehead on hers and looked down at her chest. Her sweater had fallen away from her breasts which seemed enormous in the small space between their bodies. He though back two years, catching a glimpse of them as she changed in his car while he drove, never seeing them whole. They seemed magically round and full. He reached for the edge of his T-shirt and started pulling it off, Tiar speeding his progress. Then he reached under her back and pulled her tight against him. Her skin was as soft as Egyptian cotton as it rubbed past his nipples.


    Max kissed Tiar’s slender neck and underneath him, she started unbuttoning his jeans. With his free hand, he helped her pull them off and dropped them onto the floor.  With two buttons, Tiar’s wrap around wool skirt was untethered from her body. Their legs slid past one another, tangling together in a sea of young flesh. Tiar wrapped her right arm around the back of Max’s head as he followed the curve of her neck with his lips. His kisses gave her goose bumps. This is what she had been waiting for. She was certain of him. The past few weeks together had been all the reassurance she needed that his mysterious crisis had ended. He knew himself again. He loved her.


    Tiar reached under Max and traced her fingers over the curves of his pectoral muscles and brushed his nipples with her thumbs. She was close enough to him to feel his stomach tighten as he gasped slightly and removed his lips from her neck. She met them with hers. Max turned over onto his back, pulling Tiar on top of him. He pulled the edge of his bedspread over her to keep her warm. Under the blanket, his hands traced out every curve of her neck, back, and hips. Max slid his hands down Tiar’s sides. His thumbs slid into her panties. She felt them there, moving downward a millimeter at a time, as gradual and silent as a sunrise. She rubbed her cheek against his neck expectantly. Max removed his hands from Tiar’s underwear and pulled the blanket up to cover her back. He brushed her cheeks with his hands.


    “Do you know how much I love you, Tiar?” he asked.


    “Pretend I don’t,” she said, breathing heavily. Max said nothing. He just gazed at her. Behind his eyes, Tiar could see that he was contemplating something of great significance to him, something he would never be able to explain to her. Finally, he grabbed her below one firm buttock and pushed her body higher on his so her breasts dangled pendulous around his face. Make her scream in bed, he thought. He took one of her nipples in his mouth and flicked it with his tongue. Tiar moaned. He closed his eyes and traced his hand down the side of her body and finally rested his hand in the space between her legs. Her underwear was smooth and soft under his fingers as he rubbed her.  Tiar tightened her stomach and supported herself on her elbows as Max continued to touch her. Her every moan and gasp was like music to him. Make her scream... Then for nearly half a minute, she seemed to stop breathing entirely. With a loud gasp she collapsed onto his chest. She was trembling. Max held her in his arms until she fell asleep and then covered her with an afghan from the foot of the bed. He watched her sleeping, her chest gently rising and falling. He stroked her chocolate brown hair, a velvety soft cloud cascading down her back. He felt her breath warm and soft on his chest until he fell asleep himself.


    The next morning, Max’s alarm went off at seven. It was still fairly dark out when Max opened his eyes, reaching over Tiar to turn off his alarm. She opened her eyes and, seeing him leaning over her, she smiled sleepily. He brushed her hair back from her face.


    “Good morning, Little Bird,” he said softly.


    “Good morning,” she answered back, tucking her hands under her chin and closing her eyes again. Max climbed over Tiar and repositioned the afghan to cover more of her. Then he climbed into the shower. When he got out, he looked at Tiar still asleep in his bed. He was filled with a new sense of wellbeing. He sat down on the edge of the bed and put his hand on Tiar’s shoulder.


    “Sweetheart, I have to leave for school soon,” he said.


    “I know,” she answered, sitting up. “I’m ready.”


    Twenty minutes later, his car packed with a semester’s worth of clothing and books, Max drove Tiar back to her uncle’s house. Outside in the driveway, they were both quiet, neither wanting to be the first to say good bye.


    “I’ll be back in six weeks,” Max assured her.


    “Promise,” Tiar said, turning to face him, her right hand already on the passenger side door release.


    “I promise,” he said, and leaned in to kiss her. Tiar sighed heavily.


    “I love you,” she whispered. Then, she opened her door and got out. Max watched her walk up the path to her house and enter before restarting the car.


    “I love you.”


    Inside, Tiar was half way up the curling staircase when her uncle stuck his head out of his bedroom door.


    “Whore,” he said.


    “Donkey’s ass,” she shot back over her shoulder as she walked away.


    “One more month, Orphan. One more month and I’m done with you.” It was the most they had said to one another in over a month.


    The sky was bright and cloudless as Max drove back to school. A blanket of crisp white snow covered every imperfection in the landscape, masking mail boxes and tractors, making barbed wire fences into long lines of meringue. Max felt at peace as the highway stretched out before him. He was happy to have been home. He was happier still that in six weeks he would be on this same highway driving in the other direction back to Hectortown. For one beautiful sun filled moment, he was half way between both destinations. Every sharp, jagged object in sight was softened and hidden by snow. It was easy to believe that there was nothing sharp or hurtful in the world.


    Max stopped at a fast food restaurant for lunch and hurried back to school, hoping to finish the trip while it was still light. He pulled onto campus just as the sun’s retreat lit the sky in a brilliant pink. Max quickly delivered his suitcases to his room and stopped by the post office. After three and a half weeks away, it was jammed full. He stood over the giant gray plastic trashcan sorting through brightly colored glossy envelopes. Credit card offer, CD offer, Credit card, book of the month, make money without leaving your home, credit card, save ten percent on text books, credit card... Then, a plain white matte envelope with a St. Andrew’s seal in the corner caught Max’s eye. Too early for grades to be back, he thought, pulling open the corner. He unfolded the thick white letter head.


    Dear Mr. Franklin,


    We were delighted to receive your application to our seminary. Let me applaud you on your record, both academically, and spiritually. If your application is an accurate indication of your intelligence and character, you are exactly the sort of fine young man we are looking for for our program. We are still awaiting your letters of recommendation to complete your application. However, the feedback we have already gotten informally from your professors within the religion and philosophy departments make us confident of your success in our program.


    I encourage you to call me personally with any questions you have concerning our program and application process. I look forward to meeting you.


    Yours in Christ,


    Father Jacob Raleigh  
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    February snow fell heavily on the old stone buildings of St. Andrew’s. Max felt warm and safe in his dorm room listening to the wind howl outside with delight. It was a great day to stay inside and study. He had been back at school for three weeks. He lay on his bed reading about the economic impact of the Crusades on southern Europe when the phone rang down the hall. He hung one arm over the side of the bed to where he had earlier dropped a highlighter.


    “Max, phone,” a voice shouted. Max put the highlighter in his book to mark the page and trotted down the hall. He was expecting his mother to call about a package she had just sent for St. Valentine’s Day. He put the receiver to his ear.


    “Tell me again how transubstantiation is not the same thing as the creb cycle,” a familiar voice asked. Max smiled to himself and sat down next to the phone, leaning against the wall. He had to really concentrate to remember back to high school biology.


    “First of all, Bird, the creb cycle is about converting sugar to energy. I think you mean catabolism—breaking down food and making it into body parts. Second, I don’t think you can make all the elements of a human being by eating bread alone. You need protein, for example. Some of the amino acids can’t be made from starch.”


    “What if it were high protein soy flour bread?”


    “Unleavened for Passover.”


    “It’s conceivable,” she said after a pause.


    “Okay, say you find me a loaf of unleavened vitamin enriched high protein soy flour bread,” he conjectured. “It’s still not the same as transubstantiation. At the Last Supper, Jesus made the bread into His own flesh and gave it to the disciples. He did not make it into their flesh and give it to them.”


    “I’m not following,” Tiar said.


    “Let’s say Jesus gave Peter this magic soy bread,” Max explained. “Peter’s body digests it and makes it into Peter’s body. For your theory to work, the disciples would have to give Jesus the bread, he would digest it, and then give them his fingers to eat.”  There was a pause. “Still there, sweetheart?” Max asked. Then he heard a pencil frantically scribbling on the other end.


    “Okay,” Tiar’s young voice finally said. Max smiled to himself.


    “I’ll see you in three weeks, right?” he asked.


    “Yeah,” Tiar answered casually. “Only, don’t go to my uncle’s house. I’m not there anymore.”


    “What do you mean?”


    “Oh, uh.... my uncle kinda kicked me out,” Tiar said calmly. “Apparently that was the deal with my mother… that he watch me until I was 18… and he took it quite literally. He kicked me out on my birthday. He told me like three days earlier. Plenty of time to make arrangements, right?”


    “I’m so sorry, Tiar,” Max sounded worried. “Why didn’t you tell me?”


    “I just did, silly,” she said jovially. “Anyway, I didn’t want you to freak out right at the beginning of a new semester. I’m better off on my own.”


    “Well, do you need anything?” he asked, genuinely concerned.


    “No, silly. I’m fine,” she assured him. “I have some money uncle didn’t manage to steal left over from my summer job and since I don’t have basketball I can work after school too. You wouldn’t believe how cheap you can get a room in Hectortown. And, get this, my mom set up an account for me for money to go to college but I guess, knowing my uncle, she didn’t want him to steal it so she put it in an account that I can only use for tuition or there are huge penalties for taking the money out. So, basically, I have a big chunk of change I can’t touch until next fall. On the bright side, I guess since I have my own place, you can call me now,” she added, almost as an after thought. “Although, I can still curse at you and slam the phone down for old time’s sake.” Max laughed to himself.


    “Okay, Little Bird. Sound’s great.”


    Max talked to Tiar for another half hour. It was rare that they did not get interrupted by her tyrannical uncle or another student on Max’s end who needed to use the phone. It kept their phone calls short and infrequent. Max was feeling upbeat as he walked back down the hall to his dorm room. On his hand, he had written Tiar’s phone number. He could actually call her now without the fear that Dr. Alfred would pick up and then hang up on him after a bout of emphatic cursing. Max settled in to read another chapter about the Crusades. Half an hour later, John walked into his room to borrow a thesaurus.


    “Hey, who were you talking to earlier?” he inquired, thumbing through the pages.


    “Tiar,” Max answered without lifting his head from his text book.


    “Tiar, your girlfriend?” Max nodded. “You were lecturing your girlfriend about transubstantiation?”


    “I wasn’t lecturing her,” Max protested. “We were having a discussion, a meeting of minds.”


    “One,” John said, raising one of his scrawny fingers in the air. “You were lecturing her and two, that is fucking weird.”


    “What’s so weird about it?” Max challenged him.


    “Bud, Valentine’s day is in two days, and you’re talking to the women you love about Catholic theology?”


    “St. Valentine’s day is a religious holiday,” Max protested. “St. Valentine...”


    “Yeah, yeah, yeah,” John interrupted. “We all know about how he was martyred by the Romans for illegally conducting weddings for their soldiers. I am going to be a priest you know.”


    “Whatever,” Max said as John walked out of the room with the book. Max tried to continue reading, but he found it hard to concentrate, unable to get John’s words out of his mind. He reached over to his night stand and picked up the picture of him and Tiar. Look how normal we are, he thought to himself. Two normal American teenagers. Normal and in love. Nothing weird about it at all. Nothing weird about it except we like to talk about theology to one another two days before Valentines day. They looked so happy, their arms wrapped tightly around one another. Max remembered that that felt wonderful, that it had been one of the happiest days of his life. But, that was all it was, a memory. He used to be able to concentrate really hard and pretend she was near him. He would lie perfectly still in bed and pretend that were he to just reach his arm out, she would be there, warm and soft, waiting for him. Now, having lived that experience in real life, it seemed more fictional to him then ever. The girl in this picture still existed. She was in Hectortown right now. And the boy in this picture still visited her there, this boy who could hold her and sleep with her after years of waiting patiently for that chance. But, more and more, this boy stayed in Hectortown, and someone else went back to St. Andrews. This youthful face was not that of the man who studied within those stone walls among the ancient willows. Even Tiar realized this, consciously or not. She hadn’t called to talk to him about her day at school or the weather or what they were going to do together over his spring break. She had called to ask him about transubstantiation. She had called him knowing he would have an answer, accurate or not. Max sighed, a sorrowful expression on his face. Why were so many of the things she said she admired about him tied to the church? The boy in this picture was him, but the man who was forming at St. Andrew’s was him too, and she loved him for that. Which man does she want me to be? Max asked himself, shaking his head. Does she even know? One thing was increasingly clear. One of these two would eventually win, casting the other out.  Max shuddered as he realized he still did not know which man it would be.  
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    It was not yet March, but Pugs was already decorated for St. Patrick’s Day. Tony stood at the sticky wooden bar and ordered a beer. Spotting Max in the corner, alone with an empty glass of soda in front of him, Tony ordered a second. He had barely seen Max since they had returned to school in late January. Max had been skipping basketball games or running out quickly afterward to shower and go to the library instead of going out to eat with the team. When Tony found out a few days ago about Tiar’s change in situation, he initially attributed his teammate’s sudden absence to his new found ability to talk to his girl friend. However, this seemed less and less likely as he thought about how seldom he had come to visit Max in his dorm room and found him on the phone. When he did see Max now, the younger man seemed subdued. Unlike the fall semester, when he seemed to be actively unhappy, fighting something he did not want to acknowledge, Max now seemed resigned. Outwardly, he could smile and seem content, but like someone who is reminiscing about a fond pet that has died or child hood home knocked down to build a strip mall. His face nearly always fell as he appreciated that something he enjoyed was passing out of existence.


    Tony paid for the beers and sat down across from Max at a booth in the back of the bar adorned with paper shamrocks. He pushed a glass of beer toward him. Without looking up, Max shook his head.


    “Come on,” his friend urged. “There’s nothing better for depression than a depressant.”


    “I gave it up for Lent, as should you,” Max said, raising his head. “Anyway, what makes you think I’m depressed?”


    “You haven’t smiled in two weeks, for starters,” Tony said. Tony pushed the beer further toward Max who picked it up and took a sip.


    “What’s wrong, chief?” Tony asked. Max let out a sigh.


    “It’s Tiar,” Max said sheepishly. “I love her, Tony.”


    “That’s evident, Max,” Tony said.


    “No, I mean I really, really love her,” Max insisted. “I think she feels the same way.” Tony listened attentively. “I found myself thinking over Christmas break I should marry her. Not just Christmas. All summer, too.”


    “That’s a good thing, though, isn’t it?” Tony asked.  


    “I guess,” Max said. “But....” Max took a piece of paper out of his jacket pocket.  He had hidden it under a pile of papers in his desk drawer and tried not to look at it. Yet, he couldn’t bring himself to throw it away. Even now, he wanted to tear it into tiny shreds or burn it, to remove it from his memory. Instead, he unfolded it and slid it across the table. Tony picked it up curiously and started reading.


    Dear Mr. Franklin,


    We were delighted...


    “Max, you didn’t,” Tony said. “Shit.” Max stared down at the table and said nothing. “I can’t let you do this.”


    “Can’t let me?” Max said, looking up at Tony with disbelief. “What are you going to do about it?”


    “It’s a small program, Max,” Tony explained. “What do you think would happen if I mentioned in my weekly spiritual guidance meeting that one of my friends wanted to join the seminary to hang out with his friends.”


    “What are you talking about?” Max practically shouted.


    “You can’t make a life time commitment based on peer pressure.”


    “You really think that’s why I’m doing this?” Max asked accusingly. “You think I’m like, ‘well that’s what the cool kids are doing. Why don’t I become a priest?’ Jeeze, Tony, give me a little more credit then that.”


    “Then what is this about, Max?”  he asked pointedly. “Why did you suddenly go off and apply to a life altering seminary program all your friends have been preparing for for several years without even talking to them about what it was like.”


    “Maybe because I was afraid you’d have this kind of idiotic reaction,” Max shot back. “And maybe because I didn’t think I had to cross this bridge for another 2 years. How many times did I say I wasn’t ready for this decision?” Tony wrenched his eyes shut and rubbed his forehead vigorously, thinking.


    “Fine, Max,” he said with artificially renewed calm. “Why are you doing this? It’s not because of that stupid thing with St. Paul last semester, is it?  Because of your doubts about Tiar?”


    “Tony, listen to me,” Max pleaded. “I’m taking this very seriously, as should you.”


    “How can you be so sure you’re supposed to be a priest?”


    “How can you be, Tony?” Max asked back. Max meant it as a genuine question, desperate to know how someone he respected dealt with the decision he was now facing.  But Tony interpreted this question as rhetorical and became increasingly frustrated. Max would be an asset to the seminary, of that Tony had no doubt. But, he already had a flock to lead, even if it was only one lamb.


    “Max,” he said cautiously. “I admire what you want to do, but I don’t think this is right for you. You love Tiar. You know you do. And, she loves you, too. Don’t give that up. Not if you’re not certain.”


    “How can I be certain though, Tony?” Max asked. “Knowing everything humans do is fallible. How can I give up something as definite as the church... as serving God, for a woman? Flesh and blood?”Tony thought quickly. He had to do something to tip the balance in Tiar’s favor.   


    “Have you slept with her?” Tony asked. Max looked at him indignantly, startled by the intrusion not into his own privacy, but into Tiar’s.


    “No!” Max said, thinking of the night they had spent together. “I mean, I... Not in the way you mean, no.”


    “Do you want to?”


    “What kind of question is that?” Max asked.  


    “A very relevant one, I think,” Tony said. “You can be Tiar’s friend priest or no. There’s only one thing you can’t do with her as a priest. Now, Max, be honest. Do you want to have sex with her?” Max thought for a moment of how obvious the answer to this question should be.


    “You have eyes, Tony,” he said coyly. “What do you think?” Tony thought about Tiar soaking wet walking out of the river, her nipples as hard as diamonds in the chilly evening air.  Just say yes, Max, he thought. Why is that so hard?


    “I do have eyes, Max. And when I look at Tiar, I see a woman I would like very much to have a discussion with about the works of William James. But, she’s not my girl friend. She’s not planning on marrying me and spending the rest of her life with me. I’m not the one who has to give up a life time of waking up next to her. What I think is not what’s important right now.” He patted Max on the shoulder and left, leaving Max alone with his thoughts. Flesh and blood? Tony thought to himself as he pushed open the door and stepped out into the cold Ohio night. No one could say no to that goddess.
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    Moonlight glistened off of Tiar’s blue satin dress as she walked from Max’s old, safe, reliable car to the front door of her new apartment. There were no truly bad neighborhoods in Hectortown, but this was certainly a fall in prestige from her previous residence. Her neighbors were no longer the rich and powerful of the town, the doctors, the lawyers, and the important business men. She was not even among the common, those who lived around the Franklins’ more average family abode.  She was now among those one step down from common—those down on their luck. Those who had turned from Grace. Tiar didn’t seem to mind at all living in the old Victorian home that had been divided thirty years earlier into apartments when the tanning mills in this part of the state closed and few people could afford such large houses. She said it was charming, like living in a part of history.


    Max followed Tiar up the stairs to the back porch of the old house, populated by rusty charcoal grills, moldy couches, and abandoned lawn chairs. She saw the gingerbread work around the porch, never noticing the blue tarps that hung over them or the two by fours that held up the sagging roof. Tiar could put any silver lining on this transition she wanted to. She could expound on the new freedom she had and babble on all night about the hundred year old parquet floors and cob webbed crown moldings. Max didn’t like her living here. He didn’t like her living on the first floor where anyone could climb in a window and rob her. He didn’t like her living somewhere with a hallow plywood door that even his small, middle-aged mother could kick down without much effort. Here, on street level on the low side of town, anything could happen to her without him around to protect her. This was what Tiar could afford at present, and he knew it would only last a few months until she left for college. Tiar unlocked the door and flicked on the light. The weak yellow bulb flickered on with obvious effort.


    “What did you think of the food?” Tiar asked jovially, tossing her keys on the coffee table. Max closed and locked the door behind them thinking how futile an act it was—the appearance of security.


    “It was good,” he said, helping her off with her jacket. He had come home three days ago and spent as much time as he could in the safety of his parents’ kitchen. Now, with four days to go before he was due back at school, he felt he could stall no longer before seeing Tiar alone. The question Tony posed to him weighed heavily on his mind. Without the distraction of his family, it haunted his every thought. Hoping a novel change in scenery would give him new perspective… make him feel like someone other then himself, Max decided to take Tiar some place special for dinner. He took her someplace grown up, the kind of place they had never been to together. He picked Nunzio’s, the only restaurant in town with an Italian name that did not sell pizza and subs. The dark wood wainscoting warmed the exposed brick walls and added a romantic flair that should have helped set the mood for what Max had planned for later in the evening. However, despite being seated alone in their own private alcove with wooden coping stretching to the ceiling, Max wished the dim light from the stippled glass globes the owner’s great-grandfather had brought from Corning eighty years earlier could be made dimmer still to hide him from the prying eyes of Hectortown.


    The other patrons of Nunzio’s gave them no notice, preoccupied as they were by the many fine cuts of steak they had to choose from and the six different types of sautéed mushrooms they could choose on the side. Nunzio’s was the kind of restaurant where people could wear the clothes they had bought for a friend’s wedding and had no other occasion to wear in Hectortown. Tiar was, in fact, wearing a dress that Jen had gotten for her cousin’s wedding and long since out grown. She knew Max had always wanted to go to Nunzio’s. The Knights of Columbus rented out their back room several times a year for special dinners and Jack always raved about the food. It lived up to the high praise they had heard over the years. But the service was romantically slow, and it was almost eleven o’clock when they returned to Tiar’s humble accommodations. Tiar wasted no time taking off her high heels and stockings, which she despised nearly as much as the underwires Sarah and Jen had introduced her to several months earlier. She sat casually on her bed and flicked on the TV. Max stood nervously next to the front door. He felt compelled to pace but the apartment, which had only one room, was not suitable for pacing pensively. Instead, he kicked his shoes off and sat down next to Tiar on the bed.  


    “You getting excited about going to Brighton?” Max asked, emotionless. She smiled.


    “Yeah, I can’t wait.” She flicked off the TV and dropped the remote control onto a night stand.


    “Nervous?” Max asked.


    “Why should I be nervous?” Tiar said, leaning against the headboard. Max shook his head and shrugged, staring into Tiar’s deep, mossy eyes. He wanted to tell her what he was nervous about. He wanted to level with her, to lay all his thoughts and doubts out on the table. Yet, the entire dilemma seemed too bizarre to him even to put into words. Instead, he brushed her cheek with his fingers and leaned toward her. He pressed his lips on hers. Max’s finger tips ran down Tiar’s neck and over her shoulder. He traced small circles on her bare collar bone, sending tingling sensations over her chest. Max’s hand followed her neck line down. A shiver ran though her. This was their moment. Max knew unequivocally the answer to Tony’s question. He wanted to make love to Tiar. He had no doubt about that. Here, right now, he knew what to do. He knew how to please her. He had done it before. But his thoughts kept slipping to the past and the future, out of this time. And, he simultaneously wanted to stall and to rush forward, to be any where and any time other than here and now.


    Tiar reached her slender fingers under Max’s shirt. She gently dragged her finger nails down his back giving him goose bumps. Max closed his eyes and saw, not Tiar, but incense and candles. No, no, no, he protested. He opened his eyes again and he was with Tiar. He wanted to recapture Christmas break, to feel like he had felt then, his hands in her underwear. I’ve been here before, he thought to himself. I can make her happy. I can do this. He engulfed Tiar in his arms and kissed her. He kissed her until he felt normal again, until he felt brave again. She kissed him harder. His left hand traveled down her back, unzipping her dress. He found the triangle of her sacral bone, right above her two firm buttocks and pulled her pelvis against his. Again, he was terrified. Again, he wanted to rush, to just get this over with.


    “I need you, Tiar,” he whispered, urgently. “I need to have you.”


    “Okay,” Tiar breathed.


    “You’re sure?” he asked, sounding surprised.


    “Yes.”


    Tiar held Max’s face in her left hand, kissing him hard on the mouth. With her right hand, she began unbuttoning his pants. He pulled her dress down around her waist and buried his head between her firm breasts. I’ve been here before, he reminded himself. But you chickened out last time. You couldn’t do it. Suddenly, Max wanted more time, but he had stalled too long already. He was supposed to have two more years until he had to make this decision, two more years during which this would all become clear. But they had disappeared by magic and academic prowess. It’s not fair, he protested to himself.  Clothing continued to disappear until it was all strewn about on the bed or in a pile on the floor. Max found himself on Tiar’s bed with almost no memory of how he had gotten there. There was no more stalling to be done. Max balanced himself on his elbows on top of Tiar and pushed himself forward, almost apologetically. Tiar closed her eyes. This was what she wanted, she thought, but something about the situation was wrong. When she looked into Max’s eyes, she didn’t see love. She saw worry and obligation. This time will pass, she thought. She had to admit to herself that she was nervous. Everyone is awkward their first time around. She thought about Jen’s recantation of her first sexual encounter, two years early. It’s supposed to be awkward the first time, she told herself. That’s normal. And yet, her hips became rigid despite herself, in defense of what she told herself she did not fear. Max kissed Tiar on the neck, as if to distract her, to distract himself from what his pelvis was doing. She seemed to be holding him away, trapping him between her knees, her legs firm and inflexible.


    “Do you want me to stop?” Max whispered into her ear. “We don’t have to do this.”  Tiar turned her head to the side. Michelle didn’t tell him to stop, she thought. Don’t be a baby. You have to do this. Do it for him. She turned her face back toward him, determined.


    “No, don’t stop,” Tiar urged. It’s your own fault it’s so awful, she thought. She had waited too long for this night and filled it with too much symbolic importance for her to enjoy it now. I ruined everything, she thought to herself. Silly stupid girl. Don’t stop.  Just get through it. She could just get through it, and let him enjoy it, and then she wouldn’t be so nervous the next time. Stop fighting. Be limp, she tried to tell herself. But, her muscles wouldn’t listen. Max bare all of his weight onto Tiar’s thighs but could sense he was getting nowhere.


    “You’re sure, sweetheart?” he asked her. “We don’t have to…”


    “I’m sure,” she interrupted. Max squeezed his eyes shut and tensed every muscle in his abdomen. Then he thrust himself toward the young women under him. With a tiny gasp from her frail body, he was inside her. He wanted to be gentle, but that was impossible now. This is your fault, he cursed at himself.  You know how to make her relax. You know how to make her feel good. You could have. But, you stalled and then rushed and… and now we are stuck here. He kept his eyes screwed tightly as he thrust rhythmically with his hips. In his mind, he tried to be anywhere else. I’m back at school, he thought to himself. I’m back at St. Andrew’s. Back in the chapel. Safe in the Chapel. The candles and incense returned. He was hundreds of miles away. Meanwhile, with every thrust from his still present body, Tiar felt like the air was being squeezed out of her chest. She bit her tongue to keep from screaming. She tried to relax, to stop resisting.  You love him, she kept repeating to herself. Just finish it. Max thought he heard Tiar whispering to herself and stayed perfectly motionless, straining to listen. But, he heard nothing but his own clumsy breathing.


    “Do you want me to stop?” he whispered.


    “No,” Tiar said, trying to sound confident. She kept her head even with his so he could not see the pained expression on her face. “No, don’t stop.” Max pressed his face against her graceful neck and sighed. What in the hell does she want from me? He thought desperately. What in hell am I supposed to do now?


    Max resumed thrusting himself inside Tiar. She had finally stopped fighting. He was deep inside her. He felt himself surrounded by her, cloistered in her body heat. The sensation was warm and pleasurable. Max tried to leave every thought of what he was doing and concentrate only on this sensation. He opened his eyes to look at her and saw that her own eyes were wrenched shut against some unspeakable pain. He couldn’t bear to look her in the face as she lay under him, enduring him, trying not to disappoint him. He never should have embarked on this road, but there was no way to turn back. The whole process was taking unbearably long. It was agony. Tiar buried her face in Max’s chest. It will all be over soon, she thought to herself. Next time will be better. Next time will be better. Next time...  


    Max felt a sharp pain as Tiar’s fingernails dug into his back, nearly piercing his tan skin. He gave up. His part in this charade was done. It’s over, he thought to himself with a sense of profound relief. It was over. There was no reason for him to consummate this intolerable farce. He didn’t waste a moment pulling himself away from her. He felt like he could breath again. Tiar was relieved to be rid of him. Her gentiles felt foreign and uncomfortable—swollen and tender like a finger slammed in a door. Max rolled off of Tiar onto his side and enveloped her in his arms. He held her close to him, trying to act normal, reassuring, as though everything were perfect. He couldn’t bear it, he thought, if she started crying. He didn’t know what to say to her, but he felt he needed to say something.


    “I love you, Little Bird,” he said softly. It was a lie, he knew. He was feeling fear, remorse, trepidation, shame, everything but love. But he would tell her this, tell himself this, until he believed it.


    “I love you,” she echoed back, equally insincere. He held her until she fell asleep. 


    When Tiar awoke alone, she had a strange sense of disappointment. At first, she thought the events of the previous night had been a dream. However, she soon noticed that she was still naked. Her legs ached as she turned over in bed. It wasn’t a dream. Max had been here, but he had left. She felt all at once crushed, worried, and rejected. Had one of his parents fallen ill? Was he rushing back to his house so they wouldn’t notice he was gone? Had she disappointed him so much he needed to get away? She tried not to jump to conclusions. Tiar put on a bathrobe. The sun was streaming in the windows. There was a creek outside her front door. Opening it, she found Max sitting on the porch stairs. He was staring off into the back yard, arms folded over his knees. He sat there unmoving even when she sat down next to him.


    “What’s wrong?” Tiar asked softly.


    “Nothing,” he said unconvincingly. “Do you know how much I love you, Tiar?”  


    “I thought I did,” she said, trying not to betray any emotion with her voice.


    “I love you with my whole world, Tiar, with everything I have.”


    “Then why can’t you look at me?” she gently challenged him. Finally, he turned his head toward her. He looked terrified.


    “Tiar, when I go back to school… I only have one more semester before I graduate,” Max said calmly. Tiar nodded apprehensively in the silence that followed. “After I graduate, I’m applying to the seminary.” Tiar’s face changed as though she was watching a bloody train wreck and had no power to stop it. She bit her bottom lip in an effort to keep it from quivering.


    “I’m actually… I mean, I did apply. I am going into the seminary,” Max continued, mostly to fill the silence.


    “The Catholic seminary,” Tiar said. Max nodded his head. “You’re going to be a Ca.....” She struggled to keep her voice from failing. “A Catholic priest.”


    “Yes, Tiar,” he said. Tiar closed her eyes and took a deep breath. She tried to sort out piece by piece everything this meant. Max is going to be a priest. Max can never marry you. Max cannot date you anymore. Okay. How bad is that really? That’s okay, right? She had contemplated this possibility the previous fall—that Max would break up with her, but not why. She told herself they could be friends again if only they didn’t have sex. But, they had. Fine. Fine, I don’t care about that now, she thought. No point in obsessing over what I can’t change. It doesn’t really matter, right? It was a simple physical act—something nearly every animal on earth engaged in. It certainly was something their friendship could survive.


    That was irrelevant now. They could never be friends again. Not like before.  They had been best friends. They had belonged to each other. Now, Max belonged to God, and Tiar knew she could not hold any place higher in his heart then anyone else on earth. She didn’t have to share him with one other woman as she always feared. She had to share him with every other women and every other man on earth. Every person would matter equally to him now. And she was just one among them. In short, as an individual, she was nothing to him. Nothing. This idea shook her. For nine years, they had walked every road together. For nine years, he led her by the hand through every trial. She walked through uncertainty, blinded by life but trusting him without hesitation to pull her to safety. Now, he was letting her hand slip away from his. He would journey the road alone. Where I am going, he would say, where I am going, you can not follow. You cannot follow. Tiar stood up, her mouth agape in disbelief. A hundred questions were forming in her head, but she had no breath to spare to give them life.


    “How long?” she asked finally.


    “Four years from now,” Max said, swallowing hard.


    “No,” she said, growing frustrated. “How long have you known this is what you wanted to do.”


    “I’ve been thinking pretty hard about it for the past six months,” he confessed.


    “Six mo...” Tiar couldn’t even finish the words. How could I have been so stupid? she thought. The letter. Serve the Trinity. Vow of poverty. Don’t hurt mom. Don’t hurt Tiar. Why didn’t you give it to me? Why didn’t you just explain… “Why didn’t you tell me this earlier?” she asked once she managed to compose herself.


    “Tiar, you must have seen signs of this coming, for years now,” he said in his defense. “You can’t tell me this comes completely by surprise.”


    “There were signs, yes,” she admitted. “But there were also reasons, I thought, to believe things would turn out differently between the two of us. Like that there would be a ‘two of us.’”


    “I’m sorry, Tiar.” It was all Max could say.


    “Sorry? Why didn’t you just tell me Max? Why in the hell did you sleep with me? For God’s sake, Max. What were you thinking?” She covered her mouth with her hand.


    “I had to make sure,” Max said weakly.


    “Sure of what?” Tiar asked hesitantly.


    “Sure there was nothing between us I couldn’t give up,” he said, already cursing himself for how that sounded. It hadn’t come out how he had intended. There was no way to express what he was trying to explain. Surely, if there was, this was not it. Tiar looked justifiably horrified by his comment, trying to sort through what it meant. There was a chance, she thought. There was a chance he wouldn’t go through with this and I ruined it? I could have stopped him, but I didn’t? Tears were welling up in Tiar’s eyes. She struggled to keep them from escaping. She wanted to talk this through. She wanted to salvage something of their friendship, but she couldn’t stand to cry in front of him.


    “Max, I need you to leave,” she pleaded. “I’ll call later, but I need some time alone right now to think.”


    “Tiar, no,” Max protested. “Don’t send me away. I need to talk to you.” Tiar knew she had merely a minute or so before a deluge of biblical proportions escaped her eyes.  Why won’t he leave?


    “Please, Max. Just go. Call me when you get back to school.”


    “Tiar, please...”


    “I said leave,” her voice was getting louder. She pulled off the chain holding his ring around her neck and threw it at him. The silver glittered in the morning sun as it sailed though the air. Max dodged to the side and watched the ring disappear harmlessly into the bushes next to the stairs. “Never speak to me again.”


    “Tiar, listen to me....” he protested once more.


    “Maxwell Franklin,” Tiar shouted, her eyes full of fury. “If you say one more word to me I will get a knife from the kitchen and stab you to death, so help me God.”


    Max’s jaw dropped open. He had never seen anyone this angry in his whole life.  He climbed down off of the porch and walked around the house to his car. It was now 8:00. He couldn’t go home. He couldn’t face his parents. He would wait for them to leave the house, round up his belongings, and go back to school. He hoped they wouldn’t be to hurt by his early departure. He had had his fill this week of hurting people he loved.


    Six hours later, Tiar still lay on her bed sobbing. She thought Max might call when he got to his house, but he hadn’t. She waited until she thought he must be back at school. Surely, he would call then. She couldn’t stab him from there… there was no danger. But the time for him to arrive at school came and went. Another hour passed. The phone didn’t ring. How could she blame him? I told him never to speak to me again, she thought, tears streaming down her face. I told him I would kill him.  


    The pain she was feeling was all of her own making, she thought. Max had never promised her anything. He had been very careful not to, and now she knew why. But thinking this was her own fault didn’t make it hurt any less. Her friend had decided to do something noble with his life and she had threatened to kill him. He was walking in the foot steps of their Savior and she couldn’t follow him. Where I am going… The sobbing returned. Every time she thought it would stop, her body began to shake again. Then she began vomiting. She vomited everything in her stomach, and then vomited some more, lying on the bathroom floor in dry heaves, as if her body was trying to physically reject the news it had received.


    When she was confident there was nothing left in her digestive system, she washed her face. Seeing herself in the mirror, she was filled with shame. Max had taken nothing from her that she had not given him. She forced herself on him. She defiled him.  Her hand trembling, she opened the medicine cabinet. Surely something she had taken from her uncle’s house would help her. She took out several different pill bottles. Among them was something for nausea and something for sleep. She took two of each without bothering to read the labels and closed the medicine cabinet again. The same face stared back at her. This is the face that defiled a priest, she thought. This is the face of that sinner. She went into her bedroom to lie down. She needed it to stop, the sobbing, the pain. She just wanted to sleep through it, to wake up in a time when all of this would seem like old news, like something that couldn’t hurt her anymore. But, every time she thought she was about to fall asleep, she would start to cry all over again. She took two more sleeping pills. Fifteen minutes later, she couldn’t remember if she had taken any pills, and she took two more.


    “Tiar, are you there?” Max’s voice called to her from the answering machine. “If you’re there, please pick up. Tiar, I am so sorry. I am so sorry.  Please forgive me. Please talk to me. You can yell at me all you want. You can hate me. Just please talk to me.  Look, I’ll call back in a little while.”
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    Tony had been back at school for less then twelve hours when he decided to go to Pugs for a round of darts and spotted Max in a booth in the corner. He was surprised that Max was already back at school, as classes didn’t start for another day and a half. He imagined Max would want to spend every minute possible with Tiar reminding himself why a celibate life was not in his future. Instead, he was staring blankly into a half empty mug of beer. Max did not appear excited to be back at school. Nor did he appear refreshed from his time off. He looked, if anything, less cheerful now then he had ten days ago when Tony left him in nearly this exact spot. Tony sat down across from him uninvited.


    “So, how’d it go?” he asked, casually. Max didn’t look up. He just continued to stare into his glass. 


    “Fine,” Max said flatly.


    “And?” Tony prodded.


    “I have an appointment to see Father Raleigh tomorrow at nine.”


    “No,” Tony said in stunned disbelief. “No. Are you sure?” Max nodded. He pushed his empty glass away, and when he spoke again, he mumbled weakly. 


    “I can now say unequivocally that I can happily live the rest of my life without making love to another human being ever again.” Tony’s eyes darted around the bar, wondering if anyone had over heard their conversation. Again? What does that mean? 


    “Max you didn’t...” Max’s face tensed.


    “I did exactly what you told me to do,” he said forcefully.


    “I didn’t tell you to.... shit, Max. I asked you if you wanted to. I was trying to get you to understand what you would be giving up.” Tony was understandably distressed.  He had tried to help two people he cared about and his advice had gone terribly wrong. He feared that what he found out so far was just the tip of the iceberg.


    “So, what happened?” Tony asked gently.


    “It was a disaster,” Max began, unable to even make eye contact. He stared intently at the space an inch or two in front of his nose, as though he could see there the horrible events he was recounting. “It was so… awkward. I…can’t… It’s like… some horrible dream that won’t go away.” Max squeezed his eyes shut and began again. “I told Tiar when she woke up the next morning that I was going to join the seminary. She said....” Max swallowed hard. “She said she never wanted to speak to me again.”


    “She was hurt, Max, confused. She’ll calm down.”


    “She threatened to kill me,” Max revealed. “She had a plan. She said she was going to stab me.”


    “Wow.” It was all Tony could say. “Have you tried calling her since then?”


    “Three times a day for the past four days. She won’t even pick up. I think yesterday she unplugged her answering machine so I couldn’t leave any more messages. I’ve barely left my room, hoping she would call back.”


    Tony’s heart sank. This was not at all what he had meant to happen. “Max, I am so sorry.” They were silent for a moment. This is impossible, he thought. If all of human kind were killed by a plague and God had to start from scratch sculpting the prefect human woman, Tony was fairly certain that new woman would look exactly like Tiar. When Tony had told Max to consider that joining the priesthood would mean giving up being physically intimate with her, he thought he had stacked the deck heavily in her favor. But, to actually have sex with her and then be able to give her up... There’s only one way he could do that.


    “You sabotaged the whole thing, didn’t you?” Tony thought out loud.


    “I had to,” Max admitted, finally looking up at his friend. 


    “But why?”


    “It’s like I tried to explain to her,” Max said defensively. “I had to destroy the possibility… any desire, no matter how slight… that we could get back together… in that way. I had to make sure there was no chance she would feel romantically toward me any more. I didn’t think I’d ever have the will power to just not want her physically anymore, so I had to make sure neither of us would ever want that again. I had to make sure there was nothing between us I couldn’t leave behind.” Tony looked at Max with an expression of genuine pathos. You poor, stupid…


    “You already made your decision before you even went home.”


    “I think I made this decision four years ago,” Max stated plainly.  


    “Is that when you first wanted to become a priest?” Tony asked gently.


    “Tony, I never remember a time when I didn’t want to be a priest,” Max admitted. “It was something I always knew about myself.”


    “I thought you wanted to be an archeologist or a historian or something,” Tony argued.


    “I did,” Max explained. “At least, that’s what I told everyone since I was ten. But, when I dreamed of all the exciting adventures I’d go on, I didn’t want to be like Indiana Jones. I wanted to be like… like Father Marron. He was my hero.” 


    “Father who?” Tony asked, his brow knit in obvious confusion.


    “The priest from the Exorcist.” Tony nodded dubiously, remembering his friend’s obsession with the horror classic.


    “Right,” he said non-judgmentally. “Only, he wasn’t an archeologist.”


    “At the beginning of the movie, he was racing around the deserts of Iraq looking for some little evil figurine,” Max explained. “That doesn’t matter. But, look at the Exorcist, the Omen, and on and on, there is always some priest in some dusty library or oppressive desert trying to find the secret identity of one of the apostles or unearth a relic of some saint or something. And that’s where I always envisioned myself. Digging through the sands of time to unleash the powers that created heaven and earth… using ancient words to fight immortal evils. And Tiar let me be that man.” Max stared off into the distance and for a moment seemed almost happy, walking through the familiar streets of a favorite memory. “Tiar loved me for being that man,” he added. After a moment, his face fell, and he went on.


    “Eventually I realized that only a tiny minority of priest actually do that kind of research and it is laborious and hard. But, there was no reason I couldn’t still try to do both and if I ended up being one of the majority of priests who served at a nice little parish somewhere, that was okay too. But, I could still pursue both. I didn’t have to choose one path or another.”


    “So, what happened four years ago?” Tony asked.


    “It was the first time I realized Tiar was... available to me in a way I couldn’t have. And, I realized I wanted her to be. I knew I couldn’t have her. I knew these were not two goals I could pursue at the same time. I tried to keep her at arms length. I really did. But, I couldn’t resist being with her, so I tried to chase her away. She was loyal to me anyway. Then I dated other women so she would have to stay away from me. That kept her away for a while. The problem was, I just didn’t want to be with any body else. I couldn’t even fake it.”


    “But, you guys were dating for a year,” Tony said.  


    “I think I just told myself that I could give up being a priest for her. I wanted so badly for her to tell me not to come here, to stay with her in New York or go to a state school close by. But, she didn’t. Still, we were so happy together and that was enough. But, things kept coming up to tell me this is what I am supposed to be doing.”


    “Like the thing with St. Paul,” Tony offered. Max nodded.


    “I mean, if I am really honest with myself… if I really think about it…  I think it was my brain telling me that I was getting too close to her… that I was about to do something I couldn’t undo. So, I just latched on to something external as an explanation.  All these signs I was looking for, all the arguments with pros and cons and why I should or should not go through with this, that was all made up after the fact, wasn’t it? I didn’t know that’s what I was doing, but probably, I was, right?”


    “Probably,” Tony agreed quietly, nodding.


    “I mean, you don’t decide to be a priest based on job security or that the commute will be short or you like the wardrobe, right?” Max asked, thinking about the list he was now embarrassed to have ever written. “You are called by the Holy Spirit.  It’s not logical. It’s not supposed to be.” Tony was quiet for a long time thinking about his own journey to the seminary. It was tortuous and sometimes torturous, but it was never logical.


    “I can’t speak for anyone else,” he said simply. “But, that’s how it seemed for me.” There was a long silence as they sat with their own thoughts. Finally, Tony continued. “I just don’t understand why you didn’t tell her,” he said as gently as he could. “Were you afraid she’d try to talk you out of it if she knew?”


    “No,” Max said, closing his eyes. “I don’t know. Who can say what I was thinking? Maybe part of me tried to tell her. Part of me thought she already knew. Part of me thought I couldn’t tell her because I knew she wouldn’t talk me out of it. I knew she’d support my decision and do everything in her power not to tempt me. She’s such a good person, Tony. She’s such a loyal friend. If she knew this is what I wanted—I mean, really knew for sure, but knew she was tempting me physically, she would turn off her affection all together. And, how could I give up one minute with this perfect person? To have such an enchanted little creature love you… how could I give her up until the last possible second? I know it was greedy. But, tell me you could do it.”  Tony sighed and furrowed his brow. 


    “Do you regret your decision, Max?” Max shook his head firmly.


    “No,” he said honestly. “I regret not being strong enough to be honest with everyone in the first place. I regret not just telling Tiar years ago why I couldn’t reciprocate her affection. I regret… hurting her.” Max shook his head, his eyes beginning to mist up. “I love her, Tony. Even sitting here talking to you now, I love her. I know I can’t be with her. I accept that. But, what I did to her was unforgivable. She won’t even let me try to apologize. And, it hurts me that I hurt her like that. I mean, it seriously physically hurts. How can I make it stop, Tone?”


    “Confession?” Tony suggested.


    “Tried it.”


    “Beer?”


    “That’s you answer to everything,” Max said, trying vainly to laugh. Tony shrugged.


    “Try singing.”


    “Singing?”  Max asked. “Now I know your nuts.”


    “No, I’m not kidding,” Tony shot back. “When I decided to tell my mother on her death bed that I didn’t want to take over the family restaurant, she put a curse on me and then died before we could reconcile. Singing was the only thing that got me over it.”  Max considered this highly doubtful tale but decided not to question its veracity. Without Tiar, Tony was his best friend. He had no one else to trust.


    “Can you sing?” Tony asked.


    “Like an angel,” Max answered without emotion 


    “I thought you said you sang like a manatee,” Tony said, recounting the previous summer.


    “I lied,” Max said plainly, and then took another sip of beer. “I lied about a lot of things. What would I be singing?”


    “Well, in my case, it was songs about living up to expectations, loving your parents, etc,” Tony recounted. “So, in your case, I figure, love songs.”


    “Love songs?”  Max asked, surprised.


    “You know, songs about loosing the woman you love and how she’s so far away and doesn’t love you anymore,” Tony explained.


    “Won’t that make things worse?” Max objected.


    “In the short term, yes,” Tony predicted.   “Frankly, it will make you feel like shit.  But, it’s cathartic. You sing about love and pain and loss until you just want to throw up, and eventually you just get tired of pitying yourself.” Max mulled it over.


    “It’s worth a try,” he finally agreed.


    “Do you play guitar?”


    “No.”


    “Well, I’ll teach you,” Tony offered.


    “I already play piano,” Max protested.


    “No good,” Tony announced authoritatively. “Only a woman could sound cathartic singing with a piano. Guys sound too, I don’t know, lounge singerish. Only guys like Sinatra can get away with something like that. And don’t think about going a cappella either. No one wants to hear one guy singing alone without any instruments.”


    “You’re sure about this guitar thing?” Max asked.


    “Oh, yes, positive,” Tony assured him. “And it’s like penance at the same time. It’s excruciatingly painful until you build up calluses. It’s like a socially acceptable form of self flagellation.” Max looked at Tony for a moment, confused. “It’s an ancient form of penance where you whip yourself to be forgiven for your sins.”


    “And this is like that?”


    “Sort of. Anyway, you have to learn at least one portable instrument for Pastoral Music in your first year in the program, and if you don’t already know some guitar, Father Peter will try to make you play tambourine or bongos or something dumb.”


    “How can he make me learn to play anything?” Max asked innocently.


    “Because he’s the musical education director for the seminary and you’re going to be a priest,” Tony revealed plainly. Max was awestruck, as though having an epiphany.


    “I’m going to be a priest,” he repeated quietly.


    “It sure seems so, my friend. It sure does seem so.”
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    Max sat in the hard wooden chair trying not to fidget. He felt the chair and his clothing conspiring to make this task impossible. The high back was only comfortable if he kept his own spine impeccably straight, each vertebra stacked with exacting precision on the one beneath it like the tower of babble reaching toward the heavens. And yet, his dress shirt encouraged him to collapse his torso into the most spherical shape possible in order to remain contained within the starched, white cotton.


    Max wore his suit so infrequently, he had not realized he had grown at least an inch since the last time. He felt like a gorilla trying to escape a circus that forced him to adopt human attire. And this tie, he thought. Who invented such things? He felt sudden sympathy for anyone with asthma, as his windpipe was smashed by the overly tightened polyester strip. Get used to it, he told himself, longing for his jeans and T-shirts, his neck free from its tethers. Get used to it. It was not just the clothing or the furniture that was making Max so uncomfortable. He couldn’t concentrate. He was antsy. He wanted to go out and run five miles to settle his nerves. He was in the most important interview of his life—the interview that would decide if he would follow his calling to serve God or remain perpetually a choir boy… the interview that would determine if the sacrifice he and Tiar had just made was for some higher cause or completely in vain. But at this critical time, all he could think about was Tiar. She hated him. And she should, he thought to himself. He’d acted disgracefully. He could accept the blame for that if only she would let him apologize. But she hated him too much to even pick up the phone and tell him she hated him. He’d never get to tell her how sorry he was. It tore him apart. Now, sitting in a dusty closed in office within the sanctuary of the seminary’s main building, he prayed for the clarity to push these thoughts away long enough to answer Father Raleigh’s questions.


    “So, Mr. Franklin, everything appears in order,” Father Jacob Raleigh said, staring over his reading glasses at the young man. He was roughly seventy and had the friendly face of a goofy television detective. Swimming in his black cassock, he leaned his heavily clad elbows on his desk as he held up Max’s application for further scrutiny.


    “I suppose there is just one last thing to ask you—what made you think you should enter the seminary?” Max found this question amorphous and infuriating. Tony had cautioned him he couldn’t merely say it was a feeling had always had. In the twelve hours between that coaching session and this, he had not come up with an alternative. He cleared his throat, stalling for time. Finally, he opened his mouth to speak, no idea what would come out. Don’t think about her, he coached himself. You can beat yourself up later, but just don’t think about her now.  


    “I grew up in a very religious household,” Max began. “I always accepted that’s how the whole world was. I went to a Catholic school. Everyone was the same. God was the unspoken foundation we all felt safe to build our lives on. I think it made us take religion for granted. It wasn’t until I started meeting people who didn’t have that, whose parents hadn’t taught them anything about God or religion at all that I realized how important religion really is and why I wanted to be a part of it. There are plenty of good people in the world without religion. But faith—and a way to express that faith in a community that you can rely on for support and guidance—I think that’s one of the best things a person can have. And, sharing that with other people—teaching that to other people—I think that makes the world a better place.” Max sat back in his chair relieved that he had gotten through his explanation without catastrophe. Father Raleigh nodded slightly to himself, then tipped his head to the side deep in thought.


    “Can you give me an example?” he asked innocently. Max thought hard. No matter how he struggled, his mind came back to the same face. You can’t mention her, he thought. Not after what you did. It’s depraved. But it was impossible for him to think of his faith and not see her as the epitome of it. It was impossible for him to think of God and not remember it in the context of her presence in his life. It was impossible for him to imagine even sitting in the church at St. Jude’s without her beside him.


    “Mr. Franklin?” Father Raleigh prompted. Just this once, Max thought to himself.


    “I had a friend who was orphaned when she was nine and grew up with and uncle who was antagonistic toward religion,” Max began. “My parents took it as their Christian duty to watch out for her. She went to church with us and everything. She was a very sweet person with a good heart. But she had no direction in life. It was very easy for other people to take advantage of that. Anyway, I encouraged her to get confirmed. She took it very seriously. She studied well more then she had to to get confirmed. And, at least now, when she goes off to college and doesn’t have my parents around any more, she has that faith and structure to fall back on.”


    “You converted her?” Father Raleigh said, obviously impressed.  


    “I wouldn’t say that,” Max said humbly. “She did all the work.”


    “But, you converted her.”


    “How could she not be attracted to such a divine institution?” Max pointed out.


    “But, you showed her the way,” the older priest pressed.


    “She would have found her way eventually.” The weathered old man smiled broadly at Max.


    “You’re far too modest, Maxwell,” he said warmly, using Max’s first name for the first time. Max hoped this was a good sign. The priest stood up, his final height being much shorter than Max would have anticipated considering how broad his shoulders looked in the cassock. He put out his hand for Max to shake. “May I be the first to congratulate you on your admittance into the program.”  Max stood in the office bewildered. That’s it? The interview was less than half an hour long.


    “Is that it, sir?” he asked, trying not to appear impolite.


    “Maxwell, we had at least seven people come in unsolicited to tell us how qualified you are for this program, including two current students and the pastor of the Student Catholic Community. As long as you didn’t say you wanted to join the program to get free wine or to sabotage the Vatican from the inside, we were going to accept you.”  The older man laughed, and Max reflexively smiled back.


    “Well, thank you sir. This is really like a dream come true for me,” Max said. He picked up the leather briefcase Eleanor had given him at graduation. It was empty except for a legal pad and a few pens. Max had brought it mostly to have something in his hands. 


    “We look forward to seeing you next fall,” the older man said. Max was turning to leave when Father Raleigh stopped him at the door.


    “What ever happened to the girl?” Max turned around, his heart racing. I walked right into that one.


    “What’s that, sir?”


    “What ever happened to the girl in your story?” Max swallowed hard, not wanting to lie, but knowing the truth was unacceptable. Be vague, he thought. If you’re vague, it’s not a lie.


    “When I went away to college, we… lost touch,” he said, thinking on his feet. “I think she was planning on being a veterinarian.”


    “That’s terrific,” Father Raleigh exclaimed. With that, Max turned and left.


    Max walked hurriedly to Tony’s dorm to tell him the good news. He was practically shaking with a mixture of giddiness and left over adrenaline. Max hopped up the stairs to Tony’s hall and saw him by the pay phone near the stair well. When he saw Max, he hung up the phone.


    “What’s up?”


    “Tiar, this is Tony.” Her answering machine was back on which Tony interpreted as a good sign. At least she wasn’t blocking all attempts to communicate any more. Tony spent most of the evening with Max, ostensibly helping him prepare for his interview. In reality, he needed to make sure his friend would not listen to his instinct to drive home.  If Tiar was not going to talk to Max on the phone, he reasoned, going home in person would only make her angrier. He would also ruin any chance he had of getting into the seminary, at least this year, making all of the pain Tiar was going through utterly in vain.


    Still, Tony hoped that Tiar could forgive Max, if not for his sake, for hers. Their friendship was obviously important to her. Tony understood why she wouldn’t be ready to talk to Max yet, but hoped being a neutral third party, he could convince her to anyway.


    “Please, Tiar, if you’re there pick up. Look, Max doesn’t know I’m calling, but I want you to know how sorry he is for everything that happened. He’s devastated, Tiar. He doesn’t want to give up being friends with you. He would do anything to make this up to you. Tiar, it was all my fault. Blame me. I gave him some really horrible advice. It was all my fault. You can hate me, but please give him a chance. Call me, okay? I won’t even tell Max I talked to you. For God’s sake, Tiar, there is no point in you going through all of this alone. You know my number. Just call me, Tiar. Okay? We’ll all get through this somehow.”


    Tony heard foot steps on the stairs with Max’s particular skipping rhythm. He quickly hung up the phone.


    “What’s up?” Max asked, reaching the top of the stairs.


    “Just calling an old friend, but no one was home,” Tony answered vaguely. “How was your interview?”


    “I’m in,” Max said, smiling sincerely for the first time in over a week.


    “That fast?” Tony said, his eyes lighting up. Max nodded.


    “Want to be roommates?”


    “You know it,” Tony said, giving him a hug. “Want to go get some beers to celebrate, roomy?”


    “Yeah, just let me get out of this goofy suit.”
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    Tiar’s head was pounding. She stared out the window, looking at the bare branches that would soon begin to bud and flower. She had no interest in them aesthetically anymore, nor did she view them as a symbol of God’s promise of renewal any longer. They had value only as a distraction from the endless droning of Mrs. Linden’s American history class. Tiar’s flat green eyes wandered aimlessly around the room. The ringing bell shocked her out of her stupor.


    “Miss Alfred,” Mrs. Linden said politely over the clatter of students packing up their books. “Do you mind staying behind for a moment?” Great, Tiar thought, waste my whole lunch period. Her face showed nothing. In truth, she hadn’t been hungry for two weeks. She sat motionless, staring at Mrs. Linden as she approached. Mrs. Linden sat down at the desk in front of Tiar’s, turning awkwardly to face her.


    “Tiar,” she began when the other students had left. “All of your teachers had a meeting with the principle yesterday to discuss...your position.” Your position. The words echoed through her head, but her face did not portray her sense of dread.


    Your position. Tiar could imagine an angry roomful of parents, teachers, and Father Neman, banging a gavel on the table, long black robes and a puritan minister’s powdered wig pointing a long, boney finger at her saying burn her. It had been a vivid recurrent image in the past few weeks. The delirium she was suffering from her accidental drug overdose had left her with many disturbing, nonsensical images spinning around her head. Most of them revolved around Father Neman, Jack Franklin, Mr. Glending, or other authority figures in powdered wigs calling her a harlot, an adulterer, and witch.


    “Tiar.” But, here she was, just Mrs. Linden in a long, shapeless skirt and scratchy looking sweater, mispronouncing her name as though it were “T air,” a little known regional airline. “We’ve decided not to have you make up any of the assignment’s you missed in the two weeks you were in the hospital. You don’t have to take any tests for the next two weeks either. Mrs. Franklin brought a note by from your doctors explaining how all the medications you’re taking can affect your concentration. That can’t really be held against you. I mean, it’s not your fault you got hepatitis.” Hepatitis? Tiar sat absorbing all this new information. Eleanor had lied for her. There was no other possibility.


    “We’re just going to assign your grades for this semester based on the assignments you’ve already done and your performance for the last month of the school year.” Tiar looked at Mrs. Linden blankly, but in her heart felt a slight pang of guilt. Tiar had always found Mrs. Linden a woman too thoroughly rigid to make a convincing teacher. The only reason, Tiar felt, she was even passing this class was that Max used to teach her everything he was learning when he took it two years earlier. He’d taken her to the places where the history was made or museums that illustrated what ink and paper could not. He’d find some way to make their educational treks palatable to her even if he had to bribe her, like the time he took her for imported hot chocolate and fresh croissants at the gourmet grocery store in Buffalo on their way back from Fort Niagara. With Max, even history could be fun. Mrs. Linden listed facts as though teaching them was her reluctant duty. Yet Mrs. Linden was not a woman without compassion. Tiar could not help but feel that she didn’t deserve that compassion now, but she was grateful for it.


    “Thank you, ma’am,” Tiar said, her voice still sounding weak and flat. “That’s very generous.” The teacher put her hand on Tiar’s shoulder.


    “And if you need any extra help catching up, after school or at lunch time, let me know.”  


    “Thank you,” Tiar said politely. She exited the classroom, slowly, deliberately, as though she had a wound she was afraid could rip open with the smallest jolt. When she opened the classroom door, she found Sarah and Jen waiting for her. Although she was somewhat relieved to see them, her face did not change.


    “Hi guys,” she made out weakly. Sarah, speaking first, took Tiar’s books out of her hand while Jen grabbed her book bag.


    “Dana’s mom told us all about how sick and weak people can get with hep A.”


    “Bummer luck you have, Tiar,” Jen added. “We’ll never eat at Nunzio’s again.”  Tiar felt the sense of guilt again, knowing that her illness had nothing to do with Nunzio’s. She didn’t want to hurt a perfectly good business. Regardless, these were her best friends now, in the whole world. Surely, she should tell them what had really kept her out of school for two weeks. But she couldn’t. Even if she had wanted to, she no longer had the physical or emotional energy left.


    “Well, some other diner probably sneezed on my food passing the waiter or something. I mean, nobody else at the restaurant got sick.” Tiar could see Jen thinking over her explanation.


    “Yeah, I guess.”  


    In the cafeteria, Tiar’s friends wouldn’t let her get her own tray, insisting that she rest as much as possible. Tiar would have protested, but she had no motivation to do anything for herself. After school, Jen insisted on driving Tiar home. Tiar wanted to talk to Mrs. Franklin, and her own apartment was out of the way. But she didn’t want to raise suspicion, so she accepted the ride from Jen. Fortunately, it was good weather. The mile and a half walk to the decent part of town gave Tiar a chance to think about things she would rather not remember. She walked slowly up the wooden stairs to the front porch and turned the doorknob slowly. She could hear the gentle rhythmic tapping sound of Eleanor working in the kitchen. She was sitting at the kitchen table with headphones on and typing on a lap top.


    Eleanor had taken a job as medical transcriptionist when Max was born so she could work at home. Tiar had always found it uniquely dignified how she continued to wear office clothes when she was working in her kitchen, to keep up proper mental discipline, Eleanor insisted. Tiar loved her old fashion wool suits. Today, she was wearing a green one she had had for ten years or so. It had a narrow collar and four top stitched pockets on the jacket. It was one of Tiar’s favorites. She sat down at the table motionless and waited. After about a minute, Eleanor looked up and saw her sitting there.  She did not seem at all shocked to see her, as though she had anticipated the young woman’s presence. Eleanor saved the file she was working on and took off her head set, placing it on the table. They looked at each other for a while, neither knowing how to begin. Finally, Eleanor stood up and got a shoe box out of the living room and put it on the table in front of Tiar.


    “Here is your mail, dear,” she said softly. “I didn’t open any of it except your electric bill. I didn’t want you coming home to a cold, dark apartment.”


    “Thank you,” Tiar said sincerely, her tiny voice barely audible.


    “I also had to change your answering machine tape twice because it was so full it wouldn’t take any more messages. The old tapes are in the box, too.” Tiar wondered who would be calling her. Probably her friends wondering where she was or leaving messages about homework assignments. I’ll throw those out when I get home, she thought. Silence filled the room once more.  


    “What did you tell them?” Tiar asked finally. Eleanor took a deep breath.


    “I told the school you had a case of fulminant hepatitis A, a very rare strain for which you had to go to the university hospital at SUNY Henderson.” She stood up and poured herself a cup of tea.  “I had just read of a similar case for work. It was easy enough to make up the doctor’s notes.” Eleanor leaned against the counter. Tiar was just beginning to appreciate the extent to which Eleanor had gone out on a limb for her. Forgery was much more serious than just making up a white lie for the high school principle. She could have lost her job if anyone found out the truth.


    “Who knows?”


    “Just me, and the doctor’s in the Emergency Room at Northern Hospital. And of course, your doctors at Henderson.”


    “No one else?”


    “No. Jack thinks you had hepatitis.” Tiar swallowed hard.


    “And Max?” Eleanor sat down across from Tiar at the table.


    “I don’t think anyone even told him you were in the hospital. Jack and I didn’t,” she said. Tiar looked relieved. She sighed heavily. Eleanor reached into the pocket of her jacket and took something out. She put it on the table in front of Tiar. “I spotted this in the bushes near your front door. I thought it was safe to assume you didn’t want him to know about the hospital.” Tiar looked down. It was Max’s class ring and her silver chain. Tears began to well up in her eyes, but she blinked them away. She unclasped the chain and put it around her neck, leaving the ring alone on the table. She looked at it and then at Eleanor. Eleanor’s faces showed a genuine need to understand what had happened. Tiar wanted to tell her everything, but her shame prevented her from saying a word.


    It would have been easier, she thought, if Max had said he didn’t love her anymore and was taking a different road. She could have told herself that the dreams she had of their life together were only an illusion. But, he did love her. She believed that.  Which meant that there had been the possibility of a future for them together. And yet, he chose the future without her. Max was truly ambivalent about his future. If she had been decent and chaste, he could have proceeded with the priesthood honorably. If she had been beautiful and competent in bed like Michelle, he would have chosen a life with her. But, she pushed him… she tempted him and then she had been such a failure as a lover that he had not only sworn her off, but every woman forever more. Tiar wanted to hide herself behind a thick hooded cloak and retire to some dungeon so no one could see her hideousness and sin. The very kindness that people were showing, the generosity and compassion, was mocking her. In all this, however, Tiar could not feel bad for herself, as she was the perpetrator. Nor could she feel bad for Max, as he would live an illuminated life as a servant of God. Her sympathy was entirely for Eleanor. Eleanor had been the only mother Tiar had known for nine years. In agreeing to date Max, Tiar had made an unspoken pact with her. But Tiar had not been the woman she should have been. Now Eleanor would spend the rest of her life a woman without grandchildren, knowing her bloodline was wiped from the earth. She would never get to share photos with other ladies at Barbara’s Beauty Palace or get to shop for tiny pajamas or birthday cakes with race cars drawn on them in icing. She would live her older years alone, the mother of a defiled priest, a failure in the eyes of God and Man.


    Tiar knew she was the cause of this all. She had betrayed the only woman to ever show her love. Her guilt nearly crushed the air out of her chest. Pathetically, Eleanor did not yet know the full extent of Tiar’s treachery. She did not have all the puzzle pieces to put together. And, in her shame, Tiar felt the sudden primal need to flee before she had more of them.


    “I need to go,” she gasped, barely audible.


    “What is that, dear?”  


    “I need to go,” she said a little louder. “Thank you again for all your help, Mrs. Franklin. I will always be in your debt.” Eleanor looked at the younger woman, panicked, short of breath, scanning the environment with her eyes. Eleanor wanted to comfort her, but she didn’t even know what for. “I’m so sorry,” Tiar said, nearly incomprehensible.  “I’m so sorry. It’s all my fault.” 


    “It’s not your fault, Tiar. It’s not!” Eleanor assured her, taking a small, trembling hand in her own. What’s your fault? she wanted to, but could not, ask. All she knew for sure was that two weeks ago, a teacher at St. Jude’s had called her to ask if she knew why Tiar had missed school on the day of a big exam. She went to Tiar’s apartment and saw her through the window, naked and asleep on her bed. She did not stir, even when Eleanor kicked in the flimsy front door to get in. Tiar had taken too many sleeping pills. Max, who had left town unannounced the same day, had called only once in two weeks to leave a message saying he had survived the trip back to school safety. What in the heck happened between the two of you? she wanted to scream.


    “If you need anything from us, let me know,” she said instead. “Jack and I will always be here for you.” Tiar nodded. Neither of them said another word. There was nothing else to say. Tiar walked out the door of the Franklin house for what she expected would be the last time. In the kitchen the phone rang. Eleanor stood in the hall and watched the door close behind Tiar. Finally, the answering machine picked up. Max’s voice broke in on the line, and Eleanor ran to pick up the extension.


    “Hello, dear,” Eleanor said, struggling to sound like her normal, cheerful self.


    “Hey, ma. Got a minute?”  


    “Sure, son. What’s new?” Two weeks was the longest Eleanor had ever gone without talking to her son. Considering the events of the past two weeks, she had a million questions for him. Now sworn to silence, she could only hope Max would answer some of these without her having to give anything away.


    “Mom, I have some pretty big news,” he said. He didn’t sound happy, but he didn’t sound nearly upset enough to explain why Tiar had just spent two weeks on a locked psychiatric ward for a presumed attempted suicide.


    “What is it, dear?”  


    “Mom, I’m going to the seminary. I’m going to be a priest.”
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    The late June sun was reflecting mercilessly from the white side walks of Brighton, NY as Sal Stevenson parked her red sports car across the street from her friend Micah’s apartment. She watched with amusement the scene in front of her. A young woman, shorter and much smaller than Sal, was trying to hoist a futon mattress up the stairs of the converted retail space alone. Sal figured she was a new tenant. Although she was obviously struggling, the young woman refused to get discouraged. Sal got out of her car and crossed the street.


    “Need some help?” she offered. The younger girl looked up.


    “I’m sorry. I’m blocking the door, aren’t I,” she said, slightly embarrassed.


    “That’s fine. I’m not in a hurry,” Sal assured her. “Do you want some help with that? It looks like it weighs more than you do.”


    “Thank you. But I think I got it this time.” The girl gave the mattress one more hefty push. It deformed slightly but made no forward movement. “Okay. Actually, some help would be great.” The smaller girl climbed over the mattress to the leading edge and pulled while Sal pushed the bottom edge up the stairs. Within a few minutes, the task was done. The younger girl was profuse in her gratitude.


    “Do you want something to drink?” she offered. “I have diet soda, iced tea and tap water.”


    “I’ll have a diet soda,” Sal said, looking around the apartment. It was a small one-bedroom at the end of the hall with plenty of windows. The entire building was infested with cats, which kept the rat population tolerable, and the windows and doors were all fairly drafty. But, for this building, this apartment was one of the nicer ones Sal had seen. The younger girl handed Sal a glass of ice and an open can.


    “Did you move everything else up here yourself?” she asked, looking at the coffee table, book shelves, kitchen table, and bed frame.


    “Yeah.  It wasn’t that bad,” she said. “Most of this stuff is the cheap hallow stuff.  Doesn’t weigh much.” The younger girl sat at the kitchen table across from Sal. “I’m sorry. I’m being so rude. I’m Renee Alfred.” She said this with a false sense of confidence, as if afraid she would be caught in a lie. But, there can be no more Tiar, she thought. Not anymore.  No Ti, no Bird. That silly, stupid girl is gone. Today, I start over…


    “Sal Stevenson,” Sal said, putting her hand out for “Renee” to shake.  


    “Short for Sally or....”


    “Salome,” she said plainly.


    “Cool name,” Renee said, raising her eye brows.


    “You wouldn’t think so if you spent your whole life with idiots calling you salami, salamander....”


    “Oh, I know all about being called ridiculous things,” Renee insisted.


    “What can you make Renee into?” Sal asked dubiously, narrowing her eyes.


    “Renee’s not really my first name,” she revealed.


    “So, what’s your real name?” Renee blinked silently.  


    “It’s not important,” she said finally. “So, how did you get the name Salome?”


    “It’s a family name, apparently,” Sal stated unenthusiastically. She clearly had been asked this question many times before.


    “Your family didn’t have a particular grudge against John the Baptist?” Renee asked, recalling the story she had learned while studying for confirmation.  It was about a dancer who was rewarded for her skill by getting a prophet’s head brought to her on a platter. Sal laughed, obviously familiar with the story.


    “No, although I always thought it would be cool to dance so well, a king would kill for me,” she said. “It did make me feel like I was destined to do something evil with my life.”


    “I donno,” Renee reflected. “I think Salome gets a bad wrap. The whole beheading John the Baptist thing was her mother, Herodias’s idea. Salome was only a teenager at the time. She probably didn’t even know who John that Baptist was.”


    “That’s not what my teachers told me growing up,” Sal insisted. “They predicted I was headed for nothing but drama and ruin.”


    “Well, if you run into them when you go home,” Renee offered. “You can tell them Salome ended up being a queen.”


    “She didn’t get that title from dancing, did she?” Sal asked, her eyes brightening.


    “No, she married Aristobulus,” Renee recited simply, as though these were people in her neighborhood.


    “How in the heck do you know all this?” Salome asked, amazed.


    “Well, I went to Catholic school for nine years,” Renee said plainly.  


    “So did I,” Sal revealed. “And they sure as heck didn’t teach us any of that. Half of what you said isn’t even in the bible.”


    “I had a friend in high school who was a bit of a history geek,” Renee said coyly.


    “A ‘friend’ eh?” Sal said sarcastically. Renee understood what she was implying.


    “Fine, I was a history geek,” she said quietly. Sal saw her face drop, as though this time in her life held some disturbing memories. Although she didn’t know what exactly she had said to illicit this reaction, she felt compelled to change the subject.


    “You like coffee?” she asked finally to break the silence. Renee looked up, her face brightening slightly.


    “No,” Renee said, smiling again. “I love coffee.”


    Max ran down the stairs with an uncharacteristic loud, stomping gait. He grabbed his denim jacket out of the hall closet and stepped into the kitchen, leaning over his mother at the kitchen table to give her a perfunctory kiss. His hair, which he had not trimmed since he left Hectortown during spring break three months ago, was still wet from showering. After unexpectedly graduating two years earlier than planned, Max had come back from college and started working immediately at his old job at the nursery, a job that left him filthy by the end of the day. Now showered, he was eager to leave the house once again. 


    “Bye Mom,” he said, turning to leave.


    “You’re not staying for dinner?” she asked.


    “No, I’ll eat with my friends,” he called down the hall, already half way to the door.


    “Where are you going?”


    “Out.” The door closed heavily behind him. I don’t know what’s gotten into that boy, Eleanor thought. He was twenty now, and it would be normal for him to be so independent if he were any other kid in town. But this sense of coming and going as he pleased had come on quite suddenly. From spring break until now, he was a completely different person in ways being accept to a seminary did not explain. When he was at school, he had practically stopped calling home altogether. For the week and a half since he had come home to Hectortown, he spent as little time in the house as he could. He spent almost all of his time at home in his room playing guitar. He also stopped shaving.  It’s a phase, Eleanor thought to herself. Just a phase. As she looked down the hall to the front door, she hoped it would be a short one.


    Max put his jacket on as he was rushing down the steps, slightly annoyed at his mother for asking so many questions.  She never used to do that, he thought to himself. Of course, I never went anywhere before without... It was pointless thinking about it. He was an adult now and he needed to start acting like one. Part of that was not hanging around with his parents every night. Another part of that was not sitting in his room playing guitar, studying history, and pining away for a little girl he used to date in high school. A little girl I used to date in high school, he practiced saying to himself, purposely trivializing the memory. Max turned up Main Street and headed to a bar called Buck’s. He had passed it hundreds of times before on his way around town. Being under the legal drinking age, he had never been in a bar in his hometown. He’d never really been in any bar other than Pugs, where his friends and the proprietor had an unspoken agreement.


    Max had learned an interesting similarity about Buck’s. He had been running on the trails by the lake two days earlier when he bumped into Prentice who ran along with him for the final mile. After exchanging a few pleasantries, Prentice revealed that Matt Ryder’s older brother had gotten a job at Buck’s as a bartender a few months earlier. He agreed to sell his brother and his friends drinks under the table so long as they sat in the back of the bar near the dart boards and didn’t cause any trouble. Prentice invited Max along.


    “Thank you. But, I’m not sure I should,” Max said, apprehensively.


    “Oh, it’s not that priest thing, is it?” Prentice asked. So much for keeping a low profile, Max thought.


    “Well, yeah, the whole pornography thing is kinda looked down upon...”


    “Hey, don’t worry about that, dude,” Prentice assured him.   “I mean, we obviously don’t bring that stuff out in public with us. To tell you the truth, I’m kinda getting tired of the whole thing. It’s really more of Matt’s thing anyway. I just go along with it so he doesn’t feel like a freak.”


    “You’re sure I won’t make anyone fell self conscious...”


    “Absolutely not, Max. I mean, come on. You were our teammate. You are the mighty Max Franklin, best point guard St. Jude’s ever had.” Max looked away self consciously but had to laugh at his own embarrassment.


    “I wasn’t really that good.”


    “Of course, you were, man. You were a legend,” Prentice insisted. “Just come along once for me, okay? Jay won’t come out because he hates Matt.  But if you come along, maybe he will too. Either way, you’ll definitely improve the conversation.”


    “Okay, I’ll give it a try,” he agreed.


    “Cool. The guys are going to be so thrilled to see you,” Prentice said sincerely. 


    “Somehow, I think ‘trilled’ might be an over statement,” Max wagered.


    “You’ll see. Anyway, what else are you going to do on a Friday night in Hectortown? It’s not like you can hang out at the Arcade looking for girls,” Prentice pointed out.


    “True,” Max agreed. “Very true.”
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    Renee sat in the emergency room of Brighton University Hospital, a gnawing pain in her stomach. Her first two months living in Brighton before the start of classes had gone more smoothly then Renee had expected. The coffee shop Sal had taken Renee to the day they met was looking for waitresses and Renee was accepted immediately into the Ray’s Original Coffee family. She worked sixty hours a week to save up for the semester, offering to take all the unpopular shifts on evenings and weekends when her coworkers wanted to be out with their friends and her new friend Sal was at work across town. She spent nearly all of her free time with this mysterious girl and her best friend, Renee’s neighbor, Micah. Now that the semester had started, Renee had cut back to twenty hours a week at the coffee shop. After only six weeks in college, she realized she would have to spend all of her time not at work studying or she would fall further and further behind. Despite Sal’s protests, this meant spending nearly all of every weekend studying. Now nearly at midterms, Sal dragged her out for a dinner at a fancy restaurant and made it clear any objections would fall on deaf ears. What had started out as a pleasant evening with Sal and Micah had taken a bad turn.


    The evening had started out simply enough. After classes, Renee ran, showered, and put on short black skirt and a purple sweater she got from Jen as a hand-me-down. She planted herself on her bed and poured over her biology text book while she waited for Sal to knock. When Sal arrived, Renee was reluctant to leave the apartment without her book, claiming she wanted to study in the car. Sal took it from her, dropped it on the floor, and dragged Renee out by the arm. When they got to Micah’s apartment across the hall, Micah was more reluctant to go out than Renee. Her stomach was killing her, she said. She had been nauseated all day. Sal was unrelenting. She had made reservations for them at one of the nicer sea food restaurants in town. The three girls proceeded there with Micah clutching her abdomen the whole way. Despite the elegance of their surroundings, Micah looked more and more uncomfortable through out dinner. When her pain migrated from a vague throbbing around her belly button to a stabbing pain in the right lower quarter of her abdomen, Renee threw her in the back of her beat up car and drove her straight to the emergency room. Sal shouted all the way to the hospital. You’re over reacting. Why are you ruining our one chance to go out? The receptionist at the emergency room took one look at Micah and wheeled her into the treatment area ahead of everyone else. Renee, though feeling vindicated, was worried. She didn’t know Micah very well, but she did know the warning signs of appendicitis.


    Now two hours later, Renee was exhausted, hungry, and bored. I wish I had something to study, she thought with regret. She stood up and gazed longingly into the vending machine. She took a crumpled dollar out of her shoulder bag and fed it into the machine. A candy bar fell with a satisfying thud into the opening below. Behind the double doors that lead to the treatment area, there was muffled yelling. Finally, one of the doors opened up slightly. A young man in hospital scrubs and a short white coat stood in the door way. His light brown hair was cut close to his head. He rolled his eyes as behind him the shouting continued.


    “You are the dumbest person I have ever worked with! It will be a miracle if you don’t kill all of your patients!” the voice said, unnerving all of the families in the waiting room. The young man slunk fluidly through the doors and found a chair in the corner to wait in. Renee took another crumpled dollar out of her bag and fed the snack machine. When she retrieved the candy, she walked toward the young man. She could see he was reading a study book about emergency room work ups. He was opened to the Abdominal Pain chapter. Renee held out a candy bar toward the boy and he looked up at her.


    “Oh, no thank you,” he said politely.


    “Please, I can’t stand to see an animal go hungry,” she said. “Not even one as lowly as a medical student.”


    “Thanks,” he said, smiling at her as he took the candy bar. “I haven’t eaten in twelve hours.”


    “I believe you,” Renee said, and sat next to him. “So, what were they yelling at you about?”


    “Oh, the usual,” The medical student said, rolling his eyes again as he recounted the story. “They were angry that they weren’t consulted right away and that the ER docs waited until they got the CAT scan and a pregnancy test to rule out ruptured ectopic pregnancy. Three days ago, I was on call with the same resident and he chewed me out because the ER docs hadn’t done these tests already before calling him.”


    “So basically, he’s a jerk,” Renee summed up.


    “Basically.”


    “So, why doesn’t he yell at the ER staff?” she asked logically.


    “Because he’s only a resident,” the medical student reflected. “The emergency room is staffed doctors who have already finished a whole residency and are higher on the social ladder. If my resident yells at them, he’ll get in trouble. If he yells at the nurses, they will find their own way of making his life miserable. Yelling at me, however, is completely safe, as I can’t do anything to help or hurt him.”


    “Bummer,” Renee said sympathetically.


    “Well, fortunately not everyone is this much of an ass,” the medical student replied. “But, you know what they say.”


    “What?” He opened his mouth to speak and then seemed suddenly hesitant. This mysterious little girl—this barer of food and sympathy seemed too innocent for him to repeat the old adage he was about to espouse. He thought if he said the word shit to her, she may wither in front of him.


    “Things roll down hill,” he said finally. Renee giggled.  


    “That’s what they say?” she asked dubiously, having heard the real saying thousands of times before from her friends on the basketball team.


    “Yeah,” the student said sheepishly. “But they don’t say ‘things.’”


    “So, I gathered,” Renee replied. The student looked away toward the double doors. There were no more voices behind them, so he looked back at Renee. “How long are you going to keep her here after the appendectomy?”


    “Who says she’s getting an appendectomy?”  the young man asked.


    “I did,” Renee insisted. “When she was just nauseated, I wasn’t convinced; but, when she started having McBurney’s point tenderness...”


    “She had what?” the boy asked.


    “McBurney’s point. It’s the area half way between the belly button and the...”


    “Oh, I know what Mc Burney’s point is,” he assured her. “But, why do you know that?”


    “The uncle who raised me was a surgeon,” Renee explained. “We didn’t have Cosmo or Newsweek growing up. We had the Journal of the American Medical Association.” The student shook his head.


    “You are a weird little girl, aren’t you?” Renee shrugged and looked shyly at the linoleum in the waiting room. “What are you doing tomorrow night, weird girl?” he asked casually.


    “Studying,” Renee said, giggling again.


    “Studying medical journals?”


    “No,” she said, rolling her eyes. “Why? Are you asking me out?”


    “Is that a problem for you?” he asked, hoping he hadn’t embarrassed her.  Something about her was so attractively innocent. He wanted to rub her long brown hair against his cheek like the soft ears of the green flannel bunny who comforted him through every trial of childhood.


    “I thought doctors weren’t supposed to date their patients,” she conjectured.


    “I’m not a doctor. And, unless you develop an urgent surgical emergency in the next...” he looked at his watch. “Twelve hours, you are not my patient.”


    “You don’t even know my name,” she asserted.


    “You could fix that.” Renee tried hard to keep looking at the white speckled linoleum and not the young man sitting next to her. She had to admit she liked the attention, and this young man was handsome. But she wasn’t sure she wanted it to go any further than this. Max had broken up with her seven months earlier. She knew she needed to move on, but she didn’t want to. You’ll never want to, she told herself. But you have to. You’ll never be ready. Just do it.


    “I’m Renee,” she said quietly. She kicked her feet back and forth under her chair like a nervous child.


    “I’m...”


    “Joe, get your ass back here. We need to cut this girl open,” the resident’s harsh voice escaped from a crack in the double doors. The student dutifully jumped up and looked at the doors swinging shut. He turned to Renee who had jumped up beside him.


    “I’m sorry, gotta go,” he said, and sped off. Half way to the treatment area he turned around and started walking backward. “Thanks for the candy bar. You’re a lifesaver.” He backed up into the swinging doors and disappeared.


    Max ran hard down the court, his heart pounding.  


    “Hey, Tone, I’m open!” he shouted. Tony quickly threw him the ball and Max delivered it precisely to the net. A cheer went up around the gym. It was an uncharacteristically large crowd for the first game of the intramural season. The year before, the God Squad had gone nearly undefeated and had created quite a buzz around campus, and not just among the religion majors. Max attributed it to their passing style. One had to focus, he expounded to his teammates. One had to block out every other stimulus, even teammates, and be an island onto himself. Other team members were just dynamic pieces of scenery, like the walls of a billiard table that could move into place creating the perfect angle for a bank shot. They soaked up his theory like sponges and had been transformed into a breathing, scoring machine. Prior to his arrival, they used to think of passing as “sharing” just like some silly girl he was friends with in high school. He had tried to explain this to her so many times but she never got it. A silly girl I used to date in high school. The buzzer sounded that the game was over and the crowd quickly dispersed.


    As they walked toward the dorm room they now shared, Tony reflected how easily Max had been assimilated into the seminary. He stood out as a model of what a seminary student should be. Tony couldn’t believe he had almost tried to prevent his friend’s admission to the program the spring before, thinking he was not emotionally mature enough for the gravity of this decision. Over a silly little girl he dated in high school, Tony thought. Stupid, stupid, stupid. 


    Max’s only real trouble, Tony thought with some amusement, was dressing the part. Their first two years of seminary, students were supposed to wear dress shirts and ties. I can’t breathe, he insisted when Tony laughed at him for taking off his tie every day within seconds of making it into the safety of their dorm room. These ties are going to kill me.  


    Well, if that is his biggest problem, Tony thought, he will be a very lucky man.


    In a Laundromat in Brighton, NY, a medical student dumped an old, well worn green duffel bag full of white clothes into a large, industrial washing machine. He had just ended his last call night for his general surgery rotation two hours earlier and now had a day and a half to get ready for his pediatrics rotation. I’m not going to survive another year of this, he thought to himself, let alone two. He had six loads of laundry waiting, and an apartment that had not been straightened up for six weeks. He lifted the duffel bag high over his head and shook out the last few items. One of his humiliating short white medical student coats fell on top of the now packed washing machine. He picked it up and riffled through the pockets. In one was a scrap of a candy wrapper.  Renee 90......... It must have been there a week without him noticing it. His heart skipped a beat. She snuck it into his pocket while his head was turned. Cool, he thought. Very cool.
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    Renee watched the steam rise from a frothing pitcher of milk. She was shocked by how many people went out for coffee on Christmas day. She had by no means been busy, but neither had the coffee house been deserted. The flow of customers was similar to that on a Tuesday morning when the population of campus was still well rested from the weekend, not having worked up a crushing sleep deficit.  


    Original Ray’s, Salome’s favorite coffee house, was now Renee’s second home, her first being the biology library. The store used to be closed on Christmas day. Three years earlier, the chain coffee house across the street opened up and remained open Christmas day. Unfortunately, some of Ray’s displaced customers made the shift permanent. For the past two years, Ray manned the store alone, cursing the commercialism that kept him away from his wife and daughters. This year, Renee begged for the dubious distinction as holiday coffee elf.


    It felt like only days since Renee had first walked through the doors of Original Rays for the first time with Sal. It was summer then and this new life Renee had just started held so much promise. She had a new apartment, a new school, and a new friend.  She had no idea how taxing it would be not only paying for somewhere to live, but just keeping track of sending in the bills for phone and utilities and rent—which in her last apartment had all been rolled into one. School, which had always been fairly easy for her, was a struggle now that she never seemed to have the time nor the energy to study once she got home from work. At least work is going well, she reflected. Having spent so many hours of her high school years in the coffee shop at the Hectortown arcade, Renee fit into her new surroundings as well as the eclectic velvet chairs or the checker boarded tables.  Ray could not ignore how much his customers seemed to appreciate how her apron looked over her short pleated skirts and fitted dress shirts.  He was convinced that her smile inspired them to buy bigger sizes so they could bask in her glow for a few sips longer. It was like a dream come true for Ray when Renee asked if she could take an extra few shifts over the holidays, including Christmas day. He felt compelled to bring her part of his wife Gina’s special Christmas lasagna and green bean casserole. Renee’s eyes lit up.  Home cooked food! she thought, feeling like Charles Dickens’s Tiny Tim gazing at a gigantic Christmas goose.


    Lasagna or no, Renee didn’t mind so much working on Christmas day. Her more loyal customers tipped her heavily for giving up her own holiday to provide them the caffeine and sugar fixes on which they so depended for normal physiological and psychological functioning. She spent her few moments alone trying to decide if she should use the extra funds to buy vegetables for the week, get her phone service turned back on, or if she should save them away so she could take two days off during midterm exam week next semester. But, neither the promise of better nutrition nor extra study time was enough to get her to work on Christmas day. Her main motivation was simply to distract herself from where she wasn’t. She would watch merry revelers going to dinners with family and friends, she would see professors and graduate students with their children, students with their visiting families, and for a moment, she could pretend that they came into the coffee shop to be with her, like she was part of their Christmas celebration. It helped her not to think of a happy table with an empty chair that she used to sit in. It would help her not to feel so acutely the stab of homesickness for a place on the couch in front of a roaring fire. The smell of the gingerbread cookies that filled the store almost replaced for her the smell of Eleanor’s ginger bread.


    Maybe I could go to the ER and hang around... she thought. She wondered if Joe, that down trodden medical student she met a few months ago, was working tonight or if medical students got the holidays off. If she knew what department he was in, she was confident that she was smart enough to fake the appropriate symptoms. But, he wasn’t interested.  She sighed heavily, ashamed at her own desperation. How did it ever come to this? she thought. She would do almost anything right now not to be alone.


    Renee heard the bell on the front door ring once more and it shook her out of her day dream. She made two large hot chocolates and a candy cane latte. When the sweet beverages were consumed and the clients gone, she sat down on the floor behind the counter. Jack and Eleanor want me to be here, she thought. They’re proud of me for being here. She took her grade report out of the pocket of her apron. But, they’d want me to do better than this. She looked in disappointment over her grades.


    Organic chemistry		C


    Comparative physiology	B


    American Literature	B


    Calculus III		C


    Sal had been so pleased with Renee’s performance. You got as many B’s as C’s, she said. You should be proud. But, Renee couldn’t be proud of herself. If this was the limit of her intellectual ability, she could accept that. But, she knew she could do better if only she had more time to study. She had more talent than this. You wicked lazy servant, the gospel condemnation rang through her head. If only she could afford to work ten hours a week, maybe she could live up to her ability. Maybe she could return the talents God had given her. But, she was already struggling to make ends meet. Having paid for Micah’s appendectomy certainly did not help her financial situation. She could take more money from her academic account but the penalties for a non-academic withdrawal would eat into the money she was trying to preserve in the account for veterinary school.  I won’t get in with these grades, she thought.  


    She folded up her grade report and stuck it back in her pocket. She would put the tips away for next semester so she could study for her midterms in her apartment instead of behind this counter. Renee pulled her knees up to her chest and rested her head on them. Things are going to get better, she thought. They can’t get worse.


    Eleanor sat on the floor in her kitchen leaning against the counter. She had a mixing bowl full of gingerbread dough in her lap. More ginger bread, in every stage of production from rolled uncooked dough to firm, cooling sheets lined every square inch of counter. She had been baking for hours. She just couldn’t bake anymore. Jack walked into the kitchen to get a beer from the fridge. He rarely drank more than two beers in a single night even on holidays. He was now on his sixth. When he saw his wife sitting on the floor, he sat down next to her. She didn’t say anything for several minutes. She didn’t even turn her head to look at him. She just stared off into the distance, like someone who had just watched everything they value in life washed away by a tidal wave.


    “El,” Jack said gently. “I think you can stop baking now. I think you’ve made enough.” She didn’t move a muscle. Jack took the mixing bowl from her and stood up to put it on the counter.


    “Why did you make so much ginger bread, honey? This is three times as much as we usually have.”


    “I bought the same amount of ingredients as I always do,” Eleanor said, tears welling up in her eyes. “But, Tiar wasn’t here to destroy half of it.” Jack sat back down next to his wife and enveloped her in his arms. She sobbed into his shoulder.


    “Why, Jack? Why would God take my daughter from me?” she said between sobs.


    “Don’t worry,” Jack whispered to his wife. “She’s not gone. She’s just away at college. She’ll come back. You’ll see.” Eleanor looked at him with her sad green eyes, wanting to believe him. But, even as he said it, Jack knew what he was saying was a lie—a fool’s hope. She wasn’t their daughter. There were no real bonds to tie her to them. In all likelihood, she would never come back to Hectortown… not unless something drastic pulled her back in. Jack did not understand why Tiar’s presence was so fleeting the previous spring after her near fatal brush with hepatitis. Perhaps she was still recovering her strength and did not have the energy to walk the mile and a half across town to see them. Perhaps she was too busy preparing to start college. Whatever the reason, Jack now realized it was an omen that their role in her life was nearing an end. They were becoming part of her history. Now, on Christmas day, without the distraction of work, he had nothing to think about but his feeling of loss.


    Jack’s ruminations were joined by the muffled sounds of guitar floating down the stairs. Jack looked at the stairs with resentment in his eyes. Why didn’t you take him, God? Jack thought. My useless son. Damn sissy. Jack knew it was only because of his drunken anger that he was so free with his thoughts. But the feeling had been brewing just beneath consciousness for months. His patience with Max was failing. He had never really understood his son, not since the boy had learned to walk. He never understood why Max kept to himself, pouring over books in his room, having a baptismal ceremony for the cat, when the other boys in the neighborhood were playing cops and robbers or cow boys and Indians. He did what any self respecting American father would do. He sat Max down in front of the television when Eleanor was at the hair dresser and showed him hour after hour of horror movies and action adventure films. Anything from the video rental store with demons, mummies, ghosts was fair game. I’ll toughen this boy up yet, he thought to himself. Instead, all he inspired were several trips to the rare books room in the library to check out tomes about mummies, relics, catacombs, and ancient burial rituals; that, and an unusual obsession with demonic possession. What a freak, Jack thought to himself, beginning to feel the chill of sitting on the cold kitchen floor.


    From that point on, his son just got stranger. And then, to top it all off, a few months ago he called home and suddenly revealed he wanted to be a priest. Jack was disappointed but not entirely surprised at the news. Leave it up to him to do something fruity. He tried for weeks to convince himself he approved. It was just like law enforcement, he told himself. One of them used the fear of prison time to convince people to do the right thing and the other used the fear of eternal damnation. In the final analysis, both jobs were about convincing bad people to act good. Or so Jack wanted to believe. But, he’ll find some way to screw it up, he thought, shaking his head. He always does.


    Up in his room, Max fingered away mechanically, trying to distract himself from the joyless scene unfolding downstairs. He tapped away at the wooden back of his guitar, the hallow sounds replacing the joyful, stomping footsteps that should have been running up the stairs any minute now to interrupt him. There would be no footsteps anymore, he knew. That time was over. Many things are over. Throughout summer break, Max felt like he was connecting with his parents less and less. He had gone home with Tony for Thanksgiving and dreaded Christmas. This was still his familiar room. This was his house, the one he had grown up in. But more and more, St. Andrew’s was his home. Here, in his parents’ house in Hectortown, there had been a light that was now dimming, like a chandelier with one bulb burnt out. The lack of that one bulb made the whole place seem cold and gloomy.


    I need to get out of here, Max thought, strumming away without feeling. I need to get out of this house. Tomorrow, he had promised Father Neman he would help supervise pick up basketball in the gym for the middle school age kids. Saturday, he could meet Jay, Prentice, and Matt at Buck’s. He could fill the rest of his holiday here with mundane activities. Before he knew it, he would be back at school where he belonged. Back in the seminary, he thought, where I belonged my whole life. If he could only wait two more weeks. How did I ever tolerate it here? he wondered. How did I think this was something I couldn’t leave? What had the attraction been, he wondered, that had made him want to go to the state school to stay near home? Some silly little girl I used to date in high school? Just a silly girl. Stupid, stupid, stupid.  
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    The late January snow crunched under foot as Max and Tony walked to the legendary Jake’s. It was quiet in the bar and far less smoky than Pugs. There wasn’t a dart board or a pool table in sight. Nearly a mile from campus and one of the few bars in town that regularly checked ID’s, Jake’s was patronized by an older, higher class of clientele. Max, in his old faded jeans and denim jacket, felt slightly out of place. Tony nodded at the owner and lead Max to a high table along the back wall of the bar. Having just come from his Thursday afternoon pastoral music class, Tony was still carrying his guitar. He put it on his lap, opened the case, and took out a Mylar gift bag with Happy Birthday emblazoned in different fonts, colors, and languages. Tossing the bag onto the table, he leaned the case against the wall behind him.


    “Happy Birthday, roomy,” Tony said unceremoniously. Max untied the ribbon and opened the bag. Looking inside, he shook his head and chuckled.


    “If only I could really get away with this,” he said, holding the novelty T-shirt up to his chest. The T-shirt, which had a mock turtle neck, was printed to look like a black button down shirt with a Roman collar. “Thank you, Tony.”


    “Well, you’re worth the fifteen ninety nine. You only turn twenty-one once.”


    “I still don’t understand why we couldn’t just go to Pugs,” Max said, taking off his jacket and hanging it over the bar stool. “This place looks expensive.”


    “Dude, you’ve been drinking at Pugs since you were 18,” Tony answered, hiding the T-shirt back in his guitar case. “You have to go someplace that cards on your 21st birthday. Anyway, you deserve some class once a year.” Jake walked over to their table and set a bottle between Max and Tony.


    “ID,” he said, putting two glasses in front of them. Tony clearly had planned in advance. Max got out his wallet and took out his driver’s license. Tony took out a fifty dollar bill and slid it across the table toward Jake. Jake slid a ten back and uncorked the bottle. Then he walked away.


    “Meduzzel,” Max said reading off the bottle. “What’s this, Tone?”


    “Only the best for you, Max,” Tony said, pouring some of the sherry in each glass. The golden liquid poured like syrup. Tony picked up his glass and swirled it around. He watched as it dripped slowly down the sides of the liquor glass making amber arches clinging to the clear crystal. Max put his glass unceremoniously to his lips and sipped.


    “Pretty good,” he said. “I’ve never had sherry before.”


    “Pretty good!” Tony protested. “Heresy!” He swiped Max’s glass away. “Now, do it like this,” he said, handing Max his glass back and demonstrating how to swirl the sherry around. “Now, inhale the aroma,” he said, putting his own nose near his glass and taking a deep breath in. Max copied him. “Now, drink.”


    “Tastes like figs,” Max said matter-of-fact.


    “You’re hopeless, Max. Try it again.” Max took another sip and closed his eyes. A tiny smile came to his lips.  


    “How in heck do they do that?” he asked without opening his eyes. Tony smiled.  


    “What do you taste?” Max thought over his answer very carefully.


    “It’s like...a church. Like, candles and soot and incense and wine.” He opened his eyes. Tony was staring back at him. He had discovered Meduzzel sherry backpacking through Andalusia, Spain before starting undergraduate school. When he first had it, it made him feel like he was drinking two thousand years of Catholic history. He had yet to find someone else to share his passion for it, but he had long suspected Max would.“They have these wooden barrels stacked up in the distillery. Every 10 years, they take a fifth of what’s in the barrels and put it in the barrel below. They do that three times before they bottle it for sale.”


    “You mean this stuff is thirty years old?”


    “Forty. But that’s the youngest molecules,” Tony explained. “Since a majority of each barrel stays behind, some of the molecules are from the original batch each time. Some of the molecules of sherry are as old as the oldest cask.”


    “How old is that?”


    “Three hundred years.” Max held the glass out and stared at the remaining few drops, thinking about all the wars, the triumphs, the birth, deaths, plagues, and discoveries had happened within a few miles of those very drops. Just as he had with so many museum artifacts growing up, he imagined the stories this object would tell him if it could.


    “You mean I just drank something older than this country?” he finally asked, trying to feel a sense of scale.  


    “And there’s plenty more where that came from,” Tony said, refilling Max’s glass.  Max swirled it around and inhaled it deeply. He felt connected with something ancient and mysterious. Something passionate and romantic, and yet tragic and sorrowful. How can all that fit in a glass, he wondered. For once he decided he didn’t want to know and kept drinking.


    Renee sat at a table near the back of Ray’s Original Coffee with a biology book open in front of her when the bell on the front door started jingling. She stood up to run behind the counter before realizing the customer was Sal. Behind the tall, well bundled figure, the sun was just beginning to set on the other side of the plate glass windows.


    “Hey, Sal,” Renee called out to her, already getting out a cup and saucer. “The usual?”


    “Make it a double today, Renee,” she said, stomping the snow off her boots. “I have a test Friday I haven’t started studying for.”


    “I thought you were gonna go home right after I saw you yesterday and hit the books!” Renee protested.


    “I know, I know,” Sal said defensively. “But, there was a party at alpha sig last night.... boy, you should have been there.” Behind the giant industrial espresso machine, Renee sighed to herself. She had had more than her fair share of parties in high school, she thought to herself. She could forgo them now. Maybe this summer… she thought to herself, longing for a break in her hectic schedule. Renee finished pouring the steaming liquid into a ceramic demitasse cup and put the cup and saucer in front of Sal.


    “A party on a Wednesday night,” she said casually. “No thank you.”


    “Your loss,” Sal said flippantly. Seeing no other customers, Renee pulled out a chair across from her friend and sat down. She loved five o’clock on weekdays. It was the hour of the day that was too late for a late lunch and too early for the after dinner crowd. The coffee house was always nearly abandoned at this hour, which is why this is when Sal came by to study.


    “You look like you could use one of these, too,” Sal said, lifting her coffee cup. “What’s with the bags under your eyes.”  


    “It’s nothing,” Renee said, trying unsuccessfully to suppress a yawn. “I’m just trying to study more then last semester. It isn’t easy with my work schedule.”


    “Hun, how much are you sleeping?”


    “I dunnoh,” Renee said noncommittally. “Three, four hours a night.” Sal’s eyes widened.  


    “Hun, don’t you know that’s counter productive? You can’t learn well when you haven’t slept. Your brain shuts down.” Renee stared off into space and sighed.


    “I feel like my brain is shut down,” she said, looking deflated.


    “You need to cut back on your hours at work,” Sal suggested. Renee shook her head. 


    “We’ve been over this before. If I want my trust fund to last through college, I can’t spend it any faster. I have to work this much.” There was a jingling at the door.  Renee ran back behind the counter. A middle aged man in a trench coat walked in, shaking flakes of snow off his umbrella and balancing it against the wall near the entrance. He didn’t take off his coat. Renee was thankful as she pulled a paper cup off the stack in preparation for his order. She filled his coffee order and watched him walk out, then sat down again with Sal.


    “Renee, I think you need to consider my offer,” her friend urged. Renee closed her eyes and remained silent, thinking for the fourth time I can’t believe I’m even considering this.


    “I’m not going to work at the Fox Tail,” she said, opening her eyes. Sal could already tell her conviction was waning since their last discussion on the topic a few days earlier.


    “Renee, it’s the only way you’re going to be able to make the money you need for school and have the time you need to study. I can make $500 a night there. I’m sure you can make close to that.”


    The topic had first come up two months ago when Sal was shopping for Christmas presents. Renee, who had no one to shop for, had gone along as a much needed diversion from studying. If Sal had realized how tightly Renee’s budget was constricted, she never would have invited her along, afraid she would seem to be gloating about her own good fortune. Conveniently, Renee was the same size as Sal’s younger sister, Clara.  Sal contrived to buy Renee lunch as payment for Renee modeling potential gift ideas.


    Renee was uncomfortable with this thinly veiled act of charity until she saw the gifts Sal was buying for her family. She was amazed at what the 20-year-old could afford—a $200 watch for her little brother, and expensive stereo system for her parents.  That’s when Sal told Renee her secret. She was an exotic dancer three nights a week. For Pete’s sake, Renee, she said when her friend seemed shocked, my name is Salome. What did you expect?


    “It just seems too much like prostitution,” Renee said, her usual starting point.


    “No, that’s the Fox Den across town,” Sal responded evenly. “If Chuck were considering anything shady, he reconsidered when they got busted and the owner spent a year in prison. Chuck’s all legal. He keeps the place pretty classy.”


    “Classy... a strip club,” Renee said dubiously.


    “A gentlemen’s club. An exotic dance lounge. Most of the girls aren’t even topless. No poles. Everyone has to have a legitimate act.”


    “A legitimate act?” Renee asked.


    “Yeah. Like, since I did all of that ballet as a kid, I do this Russian ballerina act.”


    “And you do ballet naked.”


    “Scantily clad.... by the end… topless… ish.”


    “I don’t know,” Renee said, getting up to make herself some coffee.


    “Renee, you’d be perfect,” Sal insisted. “You could do a belly dance thing… show off some of those moves I saw you do at that party at the beginning of the year.” The party, the night before classes started Freshman year, was Renee’s last. That was now five months ago, three months after Renee had left Hectortown for good. It was the last time she felt like her head was above water.


    “I thought Micah already did a belly dance routine,” Renee protested weakly.


    “She had such a huge scar after the appendectomy, Chuck had to let her go.”


    “Just for having a surgical scar?” Renee asked, shocked at what seemed terribly hypocritical.


    “I told you, Chuck has high standards.”


    “Yeah, what about Kelly?” Renee asked. Kelly was one of Sal’s friends who worked full time at the Fox Tail. “She cut both her arms all the way up to the elbow.”


    “Yeah, but when she dances she wears elbow length gloves,” Sal answered, draining her cup. “That’s not the skin men pay to see.”


    Renee busied herself moving things around behind the counter. She fingered the St. Francis medal around her neck. Max had given it to her before her sophomore year of high school when she had started working at the animal shelter. She had known even then what she wanted to do with her life. How could she let something as trivial as money keep her from becoming a veterinarian now? But how can I dance naked for money? She asked herself. St. Francis suffered for his love of animals—suffered poverty, hunger, disease. Couldn’t she tolerate a little humiliation? Renee tried to block out the voice of her guidance counselor. Pearls before swine… She had to persevere for her education.  Pearls before swine… even if it was going to be difficult. Max would want you to go to Brighton and do well and be a veterinarian. Max would want you to go. But I can’t dance topless! She argued back at herself. You don’t want to disappoint him, do you? Renee shook her head. And, on his birthday. His twenty-first birthday, and I’m going to get a job in a bar. Ironic. But, I can’t do it. You can. You can do it for him. You always were dancing for him anyway… all those nights. All those parties. But topless?  


    Other then Max, she hadn’t been topless in front of any men except paramedics and doctors since her father used to give she and her brothers baths as preschoolers. She remembered the day Jen and Sarah took her underwear shopping. She felt dirty even then in front of her friends with a brassier on. What’s the big deal? She imagined Max asking.  It’s not like their eyes can hurt you. But they can, she wanted to argue back. Because they’re not yours. Renee sighed to herself. In those eyes, she had had nothing to hide. In those eyes she’d felt safer then in the reflection of her own in the mirror. Max would want you to… She wished those eyes could watch over her now. Somehow, they would keep her safe. They could guard her from danger. She could almost see him at the seminary, conscientiously in prayer. Could he still see her from hundreds of miles away? She was out of his sight now, she knew. She was banished to self-imposed exile. Yet, if he were still praying, vigilant, pious, for the safety of his family and friends, surely some of God’s protection would still spill out onto her accidentally. You wouldn’t want to disappoint him. Renee crossed herself and walked around the edge of the counter.


    “I’ll do it.”


    Sixteen hours later in Ohio, Max stared at his oatmeal, his head pounding. He had woken up two hours ago with lightning bolts shooting through his brain. Two aspirin, a few glasses of water, and an hour of sleep later, and he had just converted a sharp stabbing pain into a dull throbbing pain and nausea. After a hot shower, he got dressed and wandered across campus to the cafeteria. He hoped some bland food would help settle his stomach. He could think of nothing blander than the cafeteria’s oatmeal. But with the steaming bowl in front of him, the last thing he wanted to do was eat.


    “It’s not going to answer you back,” Tony said, plopping down in front of him. Max looked up at him confused. “The oatmeal. You’re staring at it like you expect it to start talking.” Max continued to stare blankly.


    “What in the heck did we do last night, Tone?”


    “Dude, I drop forty bucks on a bottle of forty-year-old imported sherry for your birthday and this is how you thank me? By forgetting the whole thing?” Max rubbed his eyes with his right hand.


    “No, Tone, I remember that. I remember the sherry. Then I remember you taking out the guitar and massacring some love song. And then.... nothing.” Tony chuckled.


    “You forgot the twins?”


    “Twins?”


    “You have to remember the twins.” Max shook his head. “What about the blond in the green dress?” Max’s eyes got wider. 


    “No,” he said honestly. He was beginning to worry. He had often had a drink or two with his friends since starting college, but he never drank enough to actually forget what happened... at least not before.


    “Wow, okay,” Tony said. “You took the guitar from me and started singing and the women just started flocking in. I mean, they were all over you, Max.” Max stuck his hand in the pocket of his denim jacket. It smelled strongly of smoke from the night before. He opened his hand and dropped a pile of slips of paper onto the table.


    “Well that would explain these,” he said, staring at Tony. Tony picked up one of the slips of paper off the top of the pile. They were all phone numbers, written in slightly different versions of curly, neat, ornamented, indisputably female handwriting.


    “Tina. Yeah, she was the brunette who sent you a beer. Rebecca, she sent you a mixed drink. I think it was a ‘sex on the beach.’”  He dug further through the pile. “And I have no idea who gave you these,” he said, holding up a red satin thong gingerly between two fingers.


    “Tony, I didn’t....” Max was obviously mortified. “You know. I didn’t.... go home with any of these girls, did I?”


    “Hey, Max, You’re an adult. I didn’t wait up for you, man.” Tony looked at Max who looked tormented on the other side of the table. He couldn’t lead his poor friend on anymore. 


    “Max, I’m kidding. You were with me the whole time. You were a perfect gentleman. Not that half those girls would have minded if you hadn’t been.” Max sighed, greatly relieved. He closed his eyes and let his head drop with a loud thud against the high wooden back of the booth.


    “You’re sure I was with you the whole time?” he asked, desperately in need of reassurance. I’ll never drink like that again, he thought.


    “I left you for like two minutes to go pee. When I came back, there was this cheerleader who was trying to get her tongue down your throat, but she was a little put off when you started blathering hopelessly about......”  Tony stopped himself short.  


    “What?”


    “The bible.”


    “I talk about the bible when I’m drunk?”


    “Yeah, first letter of John, I think.”  Tony lied. Max had in fact been sorrowfully reminiscing about his ex-girlfriend. He seemed convinced she was in danger and that he urgently needed to speak to her about some decision she was making. But, if he didn’t remember that, Tony was not going to be the one to remind him. It had been just under a year since Max had broken up with her and decided to pursue the priesthood. The first three months had been very rough.  Max had spent at least part of every day beating himself up about their lost friendship. Tony had done everything he could to keep him too busy to remember. He insisted Max practice guitar ten hours a week. Max often exceeded this, quickly excelling at it. By now, Max barely ever mentioned her. She had become for him merely a historical detail like the Watergate break in or the beheading of Ann Bolin.


    “Well, thank goodness,” Max said, his shame obvious in his eyes.


    “On the upside, Jake said anytime you want to sing there, beer is on the house.”


    “I don’t want to drink again,” Max pronounced.


    “Fine, but you have to keep singing there. He said if you do, my drinks are free too.” Max chuckled.


    “I don’t get it. I thought that grunge stuff was in now. Why in the heck does he want me to sing my pathetic first year student acoustic guitar ballads?”


    “Because Jake knows that women like all that really sad stuff you sing. It makes them think you’re sensitive.”


    “But women don’t drink very much.”


    “Ah, but men follow women. It’s a law of nature, like osmosis. And men drink a lot. And men buy women expensive drinks, thinking it will get them laid.”


    “And how do you know so much about women?” Max asked, suspicious.


    “Unlike you Max,” Tony said sarcastically. “I wasn’t born a priest.”
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    Two weeks had passed since Max’s twenty-first birthday. Jake’s invitation for free beer not withstanding, life had returned nearly to normal in Ohio. As mid-February snow collected on the already knee-high piles around campus at St. Andrew’s, paper hearts and card board cupids accumulated on every vertical surface of the cafeteria and the student union and spun on thin strings from the ceilings as if they were a unique form of February precipitation. Max, who had always seen such things as the over commercialization if yet another Christian holiday, sat at his favorite desk in the library. It was on the top floor of the building where the ceilings were low and slanted. Water pipes, steam pipes, and electrical conduit crisscrossed along the walls. The furthest desk from the elevator, no one just passed by. Adding to it being completely neglected, it was the one desk that was not in sight of one of the massive picture windows the college added when the 100-year-old building was renovated ten years earlier. In fact, the one window was a small octagon that made Max feel like he was a stowaway on a late nineteenth century steamship on his way to Egypt for a dangerous adventure to unearth something of biblical origin.


    Now that he was in the seminary, Max was not supposed to be anywhere on campus without Tony. But, Tony needed some after dinner coffee and insisted his Italian American heritage cried out for something smoky and black with steamed foam on top. Max stared absently out the window when he recognized the slow stiletto footsteps he had not heard in over a year.


    “Hey, Dee,” he said, reflexively getting up from the desk to greet her. Tiny crystalline snowflakes still stuck to Brandy’s brown wool coat making her look like a beautiful chocolate fairy covered in powdered sugar. She unbuttoned it to reveal a short wool skirt and a tight, gray cashmere sweater.


    “I’m glad I found you,” she said. “I need help on a paper I’m writing about the Shroud of Turin.” Max held out his hand, inviting Brandy to sit in the chair across from his. She instead walked around and dropped a tome at the seat next to his. She sat down unceremoniously. Max retook his seat and watched as she flipped rapidly through the pages of Melson’s Inventory of artifacts of the Holy Land. Once she got to the marked page, she sat up a little straighter and leaned over the book. It seemed as though she had inadvertently rested her cleavage on top of the book, pushing the top of her breasts out of her V-neck. Max diverted his eyes. Why did she have to sit next to me? These tables are tiny.


    “What was your question?” he asked, trying to end this exchange as efficiently as he could.


    “Here’s the thing I don’t get,” she said. When she realized he was not looking in her direction, Brandy paused. Max finally looked back at her, willing his eyes to stay at eye level or higher.


    “What is it, Dee?” Max encouraged. Ask the question already.  


    “It seems like Melson’s is saying that the shroud of Turin is in fact really the cloth Jesus was buried in,” she said. “I thought it was all a hoax, that some artist painted the patterns on it.” Max felt uncomfortably warm. He then realized this was because Brandy was pressing one of her thin, white legs against his. An accident, surely, Max tried to assure himself. These tables are too small. Max stood up and took the chair he had earlier offered to Brandy so they were now facing one another. As he formulated his answer, he continued to focus his attention as hard as he could on her forehead.


    “The book isn’t saying it’s definitely the cloth that Jesus was buried in, only that it could be,” Max explained. “It is pretty certain that somebody was buried in it, likely someone who had been beaten up and crucified.” Max felt something bump his knee.  She must have accidentally bumped me when she was crossing her legs, he reasoned. Max felt as though he were starting to sweat. Brandy’s foot did not move away. In fact, she began rubbing the inside of his leg. Please be an accident! “There was speculation in the thirteen hundreds that artists were making fake shrouds, and that this one was one of those fake ones.” This is not an accident, Max finally concluded. Brandy’s foot was now rubbing his crotch. Max wanted to run out of the library. Yet, he felt oddly compelled to finish his lesson, as though ignorance scared him more than anything a mere mortal could physically do to hurt him. Equally odd, Brandy’s face did not betray any knowledge of what her lower body was doing. Max scooted his chair back so that her foot could only reach as far as his mid-thigh. “But, the shroud of Turin doesn’t look quite like any of those. It is hard to paint on a flat surface what cloth would look like wrapped around a three-dimensional object. When scientists reproduced the actual burial conditions that it dictates in the bible, the impression left was much more like the shroud of Turin than to any of the other painted cloths that have been produced.” Max stared at the books across from him on the book shelf which walled him away from any prying eyes. On this day, they left him without any witness to a slowly unfolding drama he was helpless to stop. Useless moldy paper! None of you can tell me how to get out of this! This suddenly gave him an idea. Max quickly hopped up and walked over to the shelf, staring at the books.


    “It may be clearer if you read this chapter in….” he looked around the shelf in desperation. Damn it! He cursed himself. Industrial Revolution? How am I going to make that seem relevant? Max pulled a book off the shelf and pretended to be flipping through it meaningfully. His mind raced to make up some connection between this book and the Shroud. As he turned around, he realized he would not need it. Brandy had her arms on either side of him, her hands planted on the book shelf. She was just inches away, eye to eye, mouth to mouth. Max dropped the volume in surprise. She lunged at him and kissed him. No, Max tried to say in protest. No, no! he said, a little louder. However, with his mouth covered with hers, his exclamations sounded like moans of pleasure and seemed to encourage her. He soon realized that opening his mouth at all, even in a demure, only gave her space to sneak her tongue in. Think! What would Jack tell you to do? Max ran through the many bullying scenarios his father had forced him to practice as a child.  Both hands up. Swift, short push on the chest. Max immediately realized the problem with applying this technique to an attacker who was not a boy. Damn! Breasts! Max felt sweat beading on his forehead. Mammary glands. Nothing to be afraid of. His father’s voice broke in to chastise him. Afraid of? Size C grade A hooters! Enjoy them, you freaking pussy! Max quickly tried to retract his hands back to his sides, but Brandy had already covered one of his hands in hers, keeping it in place over her breast. With her other hand, she began rubbing his crotch again. No! he thought. Stop! What are you doing?


    It felt to Max as though he had been in this horrible involuntary love scene for a few hours, although only a few seconds had passed since Brandy stood up and ambushed him. Calm down and think, he told himself. With his free hand, Max now tried to get leverage on Brandy’s hip. One, two… in a short, forceful push, he propelled his attacker away. Brandy, thrown off guard, turned and folded, thrown off balance by the asymmetrical position of the pushes. The combination of that, having her hand temporarily caught on Max’s as she fell away, and the ridiculous height of her heels, caused her to stumble in slow motion and land on the un-renovated linoleum.


    A confusing flood of emotions rushed at Max. Fear. But, I have nothing to be afraid of, he fought back. I didn’t do anything. Shame. This wasn’t my fault.  Embarrassment. I stood my ground okay. Anger. Why? Why? Why? Why? He suddenly realized Brandy was still sitting on the floor, bewildered. He instinctively held out his hand to help her up. However, seeing it there, hanging in space in front of her, he didn’t want her to touch it. He pulled his hand away and rubbed it habitually on the leg of his pants, as though it were already soiled by proximity to her.


    “Why would you do this?” he finally asked. Brandy’s face changed from stunned to sultry confidence.


    “You know you’ve always wanted me,” she accused him.


    “No, I haven’t,” he quietly parried. “And, you know I haven’t either, or you wouldn’t have trapped me against a bookcase.” 


    “Then why were you always inviting me out for tutoring?” she said pointedly.


    “Because you really needed it,” Max continued calmly. “And I thought as a friend I should help you.”


    “Some friend you are,” Brandy deflected. “You haven’t even called since I left that message.” Max stopped, puzzled.


    “What message?” he asked innocently. 


    “At Jakes. The night you were singing.” Oh! He thought back at the thong that had been left in his pocket. A picture began to form in his mind.


    “You’ve been stalking me this whole time,” he stated simply, his voice devoid of emotion. Brandy huffed an unabashed admission. “But, why?”


    “My fiancée cheated on me,” she said, finally showing an emotion other than seductive pride.


    “And, was I supposed to help you carry out some sort of revenge?” Max inquired with unnatural aplomb. Brandy began to look around the library, as though looking for better answers than the ones she had.


    “And help me feel better about myself,” she said. “I felt so ugly and unwanted.”  Max shook his head.


    “Sex is not supposed to be for revenge or an ego boost,” he said logically. “It’s a sign of love between two people who love one another.” Brandy sat on the floor, unmoving, while Max walked past her and began packing up his books. She tried a different tac.


    “You keep saying you’re my friend,” she said “My fiancée cheated on me with another woman. How are you going to make me feel better?” Max buckled his bag closed.


    “If you had called me as a friend, I would have listened attentively and patted you on the shoulder and assured you one day you would find a man who could truly appreciate you,” he said, draping his coat and scarf over his arm. “But, it’s a little late for that now. Plus, it sounds like you found the man you deserve.” After he finished his icy statement, Max began walking toward the stairs.


    “Aren’t you going to at least help me up?” Brandy called after him. Max stopped and turned around.


    “I could call campus security. I am sure they would be happy to help you up.” He let this last statement sink in. When he saw Brandy had no comeback, he walked away in search of Tony. 
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    “Cut it all off,” Sal told the stylist at Tye’s Salon and Day Spa.


    “All?”


    “All.” Renee sat motionless in the barber chair, staring blankly into the mirror as the conversation unfolded around her. It was July and the spring semester had long ago drawn to a close. Here, in the one high-end hair salon in the area, nestled deep within the sleek, newly renovated mall, neither the cleansing summer rains nor the illuminating sunshine could penetrate. The spring semester had gone more smoothly for Renee then had the fall. She had found the time to exercise regularly again and had even joined the official study groups for two of her classes. This was all thanks to the additional time she had now that she worked ten hours a week instead of twenty. Renee had taken Sal up on her offer to introduce Renee to her boss, the owner of the notorious Fox Tail Gentleman’s Lounge. Chuck, the owner, was equally pleased with the arrangement as this new creature they called Renee was not only more attractive, but far more skilled on the run way then the girl she had just replaced. Chuck let her start dancing two days later. That’s right, Renee said, suddenly attending to the instructions her friend was giving the stylist. What will Chuck think?


    “You’re sure Chuck won’t mind?” Renee objected as the hair dresser held out the first lock of hair and poised his scissors over them. He stood motionless waiting for the conversation to reach a resolution.


    “Honey, you wear a wig to work,” Sal pointed out. “How could he possibly care?”


    “I know, but...” Renee whined. The brown curly wig she wore to work covered her whole back. Chuck explained how knowing her back was naked but not being able to see it made it seem more attractive to his customers. In addition, the long flowing locks flipped around dramatically with every tiny movement of her head making the whole experience more “serpentine”, Chuck liked to say. Renee, whose own hair was only half way down her back and straight, felt like it being the same color as the wig made the wig less of a lie.


    “Renee, come on honey, you said you’d let me do this for you to cheer you up.” Renee rolled her eyes. “Anyway,” Sal added. “The less hair you have, the easier it is to get a wig on. Trust me.”


    “Fine,” Renee relented. The stylist turned Renee away from the mirror and readjusted his scissors. Snip, snip, snip. Renee sat motionless as foot long locks of velvety brown hair fell lifelessly to the floor. Sal took a seat in a nearby barber chair and watched. In the year she had known Renee, she just couldn’t figure her out. For most of the first two semesters they were in school together, Renee wore almost exclusively skirts. When Sal asked her about it one day, Renee explained that her mother had always worn suits when she was working at home to promote proper mental discipline and as a sign of respect for herself. Snip, snip.  


    It was confusing to Sal later when she found out Renee’s mother was a school teacher who hadn’t worked since their family left the country when Renee was five. The insistence on dress clothes was even more confusing to Sal when she learned of Renee’s tight financial situation. That is when she realized that her initial joking description of Renee’s style—that she wore the kinds of clothes people wear when they are visiting their grandmother for Easter, was in fact exactly true. Renee had, since her uncle kicked her out more than a year ago, bought all of her clothes at a second hand store, buying clothes that were in impeccable shape because other kids out grew them before they could wear them out. Snip, snip. Buzzzzzzzz... In a way, it was charming.


    But, the past few months had seen a drastic change in Renee’s appearance. Her better fortune monetarily had a paradoxical effect on her manor of dress. She started wearing one of two pairs of baggy jeans to class every day. Her tops were always loose and shabby. She hid her hair under a baseball cap and, when she wasn’t going to work, didn’t wash it. Grunge music had long since swept through college campuses, making flannel shirts and worn out jeans more popular. Sal knew musical and clothing fads had nothing to do with Renee’s transformation. Renee explained once that she no longer felt like giving away for free what some men paid good money for. Sal was convinced she had just given up on life all together. Losing interest in her outward appearance was just one symptom. Buzzzzzzz....


    When they first met a little over a year ago, Sal thought Renee seemed like a basically happy person to who had just weathered some difficult event. As the fall dragged on, she explained her friend’s worsening mood to a difficult course load, and finally seasonal depression. It was now summer again. Renee had gotten a 3.5 GPA spring semester, which Sal was sure would cheer her up. Instead, Renee looked as hopeless as ever. What Renee needed, Sal reasoned, was to feel beautiful and new. Sal didn’t know any better way of bringing about this transformation than with a drastic new hair cut and a facial.


    Renee sat motionless in the chair as pounds of hair were removed from her head. She didn’t object when sections of her hair were wrapped in tin foil and harsh chemicals were poured over her scalp. She just accepted it, as though neither physical nor emotional pain could affect her any more. Now, the stylist’s work was nearly completed. He turned Renee around toward the mirror, and Sal stood behind her. Renee reviewed the damage. Her hair hadn’t been this short since she was eleven and she stopped going to her uncle’s barber.


    “What do you think?” Sal asked excitedly. Renee’s expression didn’t change.


    “It’s great,” she said, her voice completely devoid of emotion. “Thank you, Sal.” Renee promptly put a baseball cap back over her head and walked out of the salon. What am I going to do with you? Sal wondered.


    At home a few hours later, Renee finally took off her baseball cap and looked into the mirror. I look like a calico, she thought to herself. The stylist had clumped together small sections of her hair into one inch spikes that popped out from her head. That, Renee hoped, would probably undo itself as soon as she washed her hair thoroughly enough. But, he had also colored the spikes, alternating between blond and red. Oddly, he had kept the base of all the spikes, which coalesced at her scalp, brown. It was as though he wanted her to have roots immediately, to make it look like her hair had been neglected and had not been dyed or touched up in many weeks. The end result was that her head was speckled in at least three different colors. She looked like a calico cat.


    Renee sighed heavily. Guess it’s hats for another few months, she thought. She didn’t look like just any calico cat. She looked in the mirror and saw Gabine staring back at her. Gabine was a stray that had lived in a dumpster outside the hospital for years. Someone finally brought her into the animal shelter where Renee had recently started volunteering. She was skin and bones and mean from living so long in the cold. Renee nursed her back to health and tried to find her a foster home. Unfortunately, Gabine had been so abused, she didn’t trust anyone and no one wanted to claim her. Two weeks ago, the shelter had euthanized her. When is it my turn? Renee thought to herself. 


    She slowly undressed, shedding her baggy jeans and over sized T-shirt on the floor. She never thought much about what she wore in high school. As long as everything important was covered, it was good enough. Working at the Fox tail had made her acutely aware that men could see shapes outlined by fabric as though they could see through it. They saw her legs under a skirt and imagined her skin from the knee up. She showed them a shirt stretched across her chest and they saw breasts. Everywhere she went now, she kept a tally. Every turned head when she stretched carelessly in the cafeteria during a yawn and thrust out her chest, one dollar. If she leaned too low across a table at the library or flipped her hair, fifty cents. If someone raised an eyebrow when she carelessly bent over to pick up a dropped pencil, five dollars. She knew she could not spare a dime, not a penny, if she wanted to graduate. She could not be generous…they call it “foolish” Renee—and careless. She could not afford to be foolish anymore. She covered her body and hardened her heart.


    Renee took a long shower, trying to wash all the styling products out of her hair. She wrapped a towel around her head and looked back in the mirror. With the towel hiding her new do, she looked nearly like her old self. She pulled the edge of the towel, loosening it in one fluid motion. Renee, Gabine. She draped the towel back over her head again. Renee, Gabine. Renee, Gabine. Renee, Gabine. Renee, Gabine. Renee, Gabine. Renee, Gabine. This was the right hair cut for her. She was a stray, an unwanted orphaned creature digging though dumpsters for the scraps of life. Once she collected all the scraps, she would hoard them, sharing them with no one. She would exploit the basest needs of humanity and lie to herself to make it seem like a noble sacrifice. This was the honest haircut for her to have, the haircut of a half dead mongrel cat. At least they’ll know what they’re getting when they look at me, she thought. At least they’ll know what they’re paying for.


  




  

    39


    There would surely be a frost tonight. Max’s hands felt stiff on the steering wheel of his car as he waited in the dark for Tiar to leave the Fox Tail. He drove the five hours from Hectortown hoping that this was all a mistake or a cruel joke. He hoped there would be nothing to see when he arrived.


    After Max’s first year at the seminary, he came home for the mercifully short 6 week break and worked at the Olympia nursery just like he had every summer since his sophomore year of high school. At night, he volunteered at St. Jude’s, supervising summer pick up basketball. When he wasn’t there, he was at Buck’s with his ever closer high school friends. It lacked the smoky, hazy ambiance of Pugs and the high brow sherry selection of Jake’s. But, it had a dart board and a steady supply of beer. More importantly, it did not contain the ever mournful and accusing eyes of his parents, who grew more distant every day. They appeared overly concerned about the loss of an orphan they used to look after. She was not their child, just a charity project, after all.  She was not dead, maimed, or exiled. She had merely grown up and moved away. But, they seemed emotionally paralyzed by her absence and inexplicably blamed him for the loss. Max, early on, shared their feelings of mourning. But, any emotion, even mourning, left a door open. His unfortunate run in with Brandy, as involuntary and unwanted as it had been, had reawakened the memory deep in his body that it could feel pleasurable to have a female touch him that way. The right female, he thought sadly. He had woken up a dozen time over the next month reliving that day in the library. Except, in his dream, he wasn’t with Brandy. And, he didn’t fight back. I have to move on, he thought to himself. Distract myself. Forget her. He could not do that in the stagnant and stifling atmosphere as his parents’ home. He may not have been intellectually stimulated by his former high school team mates, but at least he was not permanently fixed in some time long passed. I have to stay out of that house, he told himself. I have to grow up. If that means avoiding Jack and El… At least, that was what Max had told himself to justify his absence around the Franklin household all summer. That was how he intellectualized and avoided his own emotions. That was what he told himself until he heard the news that made his moral obligation in regard to Tiar Renee Alfred an open question once again.


    It had been the last week of Max’s brief summer break.  The fall had already begun to cool the evening air in Hectortown when Max walked into Buck’s for what would be his last time for the summer. Four of his friends were already seated in a booth near the dart board. Max heard raucous laughter as he approached. They were ruminating over particularly objectionable professors they shared at the State University in Henderson. Max let his mind wander until the conversation drifted to topics he could partake in.


    “Speaking of which,” Matt Ryder broke in. “We saw your girlfriend the other day, Max.” Max’s ears perked up at the sound of his name.


    “What do you mean?” Max asked, innocently. The giggling at the table subsided.  Prentice’s face was suddenly serious and he elbowed Matt hard in the ribs.


    “Shut up, dick head,” he said quietly to Matt. “It’s not funny.”


    “I just thought he would want to know what happened to Ti,” Matt shot back at him, obviously annoyed at being jabbed.


    What happened to Ti. The phrase echoed in Max’s mind. What happened to her?  The question now hung in the air menacingly.


    “What happened to her?” Max asked. He thought of the worst things he could imagine. She was dead. She was in jail...


    “Max,” Prentice said, obviously taking no joy in what he was about to reveal. “The guys and I took a trip east to see friends of ours at Brighton. We ended up in this topless bar called the Fox Tail.” He went on, shame evident in his voice. “She was working there.” Considering how Prentice’s short courtship with Tiar had ended, he seemed unusually reluctant to have to report this embarrassing news. He almost seemed sorry for her. No one spoke for almost a minute.


    “I’m sorry, bud,” Prentice finally added. Max stared at the space over his glass.


    “We haven’t even spoken in over a year,” he said, trying to sound light, uninvolved. “Why would you be sorry for me?”


    That was how Max had ended up outside a strip club in Brighton, NY two nights before the start of his second year in the seminary. He had wrestled with the news for two days, struggling to keep the news from his mother, who was voracious for any clue about what had happened to her lost sheep. There was no reason to make her alarmed, after all. Perhaps it was all a joke. Maybe it was a different girl who just looked like this former family friend. But, when he arrived in the college town, there was a sign outside the door advertising, among the other dancers, Little Herodias. Max quickly understood the allusion. The dancer, Salome, the slayer of John the Baptist, was never mentioned by name in the Bible. She was referred to only as Herodias’s daughter. What are the chances of a girl working here knowing that? Max had to ask himself. Only Tiar would make such an obscure reference. He tried to shake off the idea that she had done it to mock him.


    Max reluctantly got out of his car and approached the front door of the club. Making the sign of the cross at the door, he went in. He tried hugging the back wall, not wanting to make a scene. His skin crawled every second he was there. It was like the horrific magazines in Matt’s basement, but three dimensional and smoky and noisy. There were no walls covered with words for him to distract himself with. The performers were not even what he objected to the most, but the other clientele—their greedy, lust filled eyes. He waited ten minutes, hoping and praying that Tiar not make an appearance.


    Finally, she came out. Boom boom, chuck-a-chuck boom chuck-a-chuck. Her costume looked vaguely middle eastern, covered with loosely tied coins that jingled as she walked. Chuck-a boom boom chuck-a-chuck boom chuck-a-chuck. With an obviously forced smile, she made circles on the stage, losing more and more of her costume as she went. Boom boom. Her hair was longer now, and curly; but, it was unmistakably her.  Max couldn’t stand to watch, as more and more of her white skin became exposed. Despite the warmth of the bar, he pulled his jacket closed tight around himself, feeling exposed and wishing he could throw a blanket over Renee to hide her. But, he was powerless to cover her. Her rib cage sliding back and forth, her body moved like a snake. All the time, her eyes stared at something hundreds of miles away and years ago. Boom boom, chuck-a-chuck boom chuck-a-chuck.


    The manager never complained about Renee’s less than enthusiastic facial expressions. He knew there was a certain percentage of his clientele who preferred to fantasize about girls who were.... reluctant. As long as she uncovered and shook everything she was supposed to, he didn’t ask questions. But, Max could not bare it, the look on the men’s faces as they watched her. He felt flushed, nauseated. Boom boom, chuck-a-chuck boom chuck-a-chuck. The music was so loud it vibrated through the thick rubber soles of his running shoes. It was familiar to him, but not in a reassuring way. It seemed to be the anthem of doom in his life, forecasting unfortunate events yet to come. Boom boom.


    He decided to wait in his car for her. Leaving the bar, he felt initially revived from the cool autumn air hitting his face. But, soon, he would feel chilled to his bones in his thin denim jacket. He looked at the address he had gotten from information. It was only three blocks from here. He got out of his car and walked toward it. When he got to the building, he could see it was divided retail space. In foot high capital letters in the stone work over the door, it said “Michelson’s five and dime.” The lock on the front door was stiff from the cold, and so did not latch behind the occupants of the building as they left. Max, seeing no one around, entered the building. He bounded up the carpeted stairs into the narrow hallway. He tried to ignore the scratching sounds of rats scurrying through the walls.


    He found the right apartment number at the end of the hall and sat down on the window sill to think about what he was going to say to her. He didn’t fully understand why he was here. He was certain of one thing—he needed to stop her. Max sat on the window sill for an hour, in his head, going over and over the speech he had prepared. Would she even speak to him? He didn’t know, but he had to try. Max looked at his watch again. One thirty. Maybe this is not her apartment anymore, he thought to himself. Or, maybe she went home with one of her clients. Max swallowed hard, feeling again the urge to vomit.


    He was standing up to leave when he heard the front door open again. Footsteps lightly ascended the stairs. There he stood, back lit from the neon light from the store across the street. She was not surprised to see him. She spotted him in the back of the bar, watching her, afraid to come any closer. She almost didn’t recognize him. His black hair was much longer than she had last seen it and fell in curls around his face. He had a full beard. She may have missed him entirely were it not for the look in his pale blue eyes. He did not look on as everyone else in the bar did with excitement, lust, desire. He showed only pity, disappointment. She had never in the 8 months she had been dancing felt so embarrassed, so exposed. Not even when 5 of the varsity basketball players from St. Jude’s shown up and recognized her. She had seen him leave the bar and hoped that would be the end of it.


    But, here he stood. Renee paused for a moment at the top of the stairs. She approached him slowly, not having any idea what to say, what to feel. Approaching her door, she put her key in the lock and barely looked at him.


    “I thought I told you I never wanted to see you again,” she said, opening the door.  She said it flatly, without any hint of emotion in her voice. As she walked by, the stench of smoke and stale beer wafted behind her, making Max want to gag. In the light streaming out of her apartment he could see that her nearly shaved head was adorned with a cacophonous mixture of ill matched colors in sharp triangles jabbing down her skull. She looked like a hedge hog who had gotten lost at a punk concert. If he had seen her this way on the street, he wouldn’t have even known it was her. She was more familiar to him now disguised then in her true form.


    He followed her into her apartment. “Who told you?” she asked, her back still to him. “It was Prentice, wasn’t it? Even now, trying to get even with me.”


    “You need to give up this job,” Max said simply.


    “And who is going to pay my bills, priest? You? The Church?” she asked pointedly. 


    “You can get another job,” he insisted.


    “I had another job,” Renee retorted. “And you know what? To earn enough money for school serving coffee to rich kids, I would have to stop going to school myself.”


    “You could take out a loan....”


    “And be a beggar? Never,” she said. “And why should I? Men pay big money to see my boobs. It’s not illegal, Max.” Renee caught herself. She hadn’t said his name in over a year. It burned in her mouth. Stay strong, Gabine, she told herself. This man is nothing to you.


    “Listen to me,” he begged.


    “Why should I?” she asked. “What authority do you have in my life?” Her words were icy.


    “I’m your friend, Bird, and I’m worried about you,” he said. “This isn’t you.”


    “Friend?” The word stuck in her throat. At this point in her life, she thought she had earned the right to be more to him then just a friend. But, Gabine doesn’t have friends. Gabine doesn’t need friends, she assured herself. “And as my ‘friend’, you think you need to save me?” she postulated.


    “Something like that,” Max conceded, wishing he could muster more conviction in his voice.


    Renee stood up straight, her eyes flashing in anger. If Max had come to her door six months earlier, she would have curled up in his arms and begged him to fix everything. She would have begged him to be her friend again and tell her everything would be okay. But, he was not there for her when she was alone on Christmas day. He was not there for her when she ran out of money or got her first C on a report card. He was not there when they took her hair, or when she first felt the sting of embarrassment of having strangers whistle at her half naked body. She had had to learn to survive on her own, and she had done so. She understood much more about the world then she had in the refuge of his clapboard house. She had learned which emotions were essential to survival and which were a luxury.


    Renee stared at this man suspiciously. He had broken her heart when he left her, but that she could forgive, or at least forget. It was inconsequential to her life now. But, he had had four months to call her, to try to make peace, before she moved. He had had nearly a year to come to her aid when she was scraping by financially, lonely, homesick, with no one to turn to. Could he now take the high ground, play the hero, convert the sinner? It was too late for that. Him showing up now only reinforced what she already knew—that he did not want her. He did not love her. Maybe he never had. She wasn’t even a person to him, only an accomplishment, a soul he wanted to tally off in his “saved” column. And yet, even though he had nothing for her but condemnation, she loved him anyway. She had only exposed herself to this embarrassment and his condemnation to do better in school and make him proud. She couldn’t seem to stop trying to please him. Above all else, she hated him for this.


    Staring at him now in her small drafty kitchen, his blue eyes like crystals, clean and impermeable, she wanted to hurt him, to rip his heart in two as the world had done to her in his absence. She wanted him to run from the building broken and weeping. She couldn’t let herself be saved. She couldn’t let him think he was right. But, he was stronger than her, and always had been. She would need supernatural strength to defeat him. She thought of the climax in The Exorcist and wished she could use her hideous stage make up and avant-garde hair style to inspire fear. Her ghoulish appearance had to be good for something. She wished she could make her tongue forked. She wanted to say foul, hateful, seductive things to him like the little girl in the movie. Yes, Gabine. Seductive.  What was more powerful then the seven deadly sins? She could make him feel lust. Then he would feel shame and he would have no power.


    “You can’t save me, Priest,” she said, her voice full of contempt. She tossed her keys onto the kitchen table and unzipped her sweat jacket. Under it she was wearing only a sport’s bra. She watched with some satisfaction Max had to struggle to avoid looking at her cleavage. She inched toward him, backing him up against the wall. “Don’t pretend you didn’t enjoy seeing me dance tonight,” she said, accusing him of what she knew was not true. She pulled off her jacket and threw it in his face. The overpowering stench of sweat and beer and smoke briefly smothered him. But, then the jacket landed harmlessly on the floor between them. “Did you come here for your own private show, Priest? Were you hoping to get a closer look at these?” she asked, grabbing her breasts in her hands and pushing them together so they nearly popped out of the neck line of her bra. “Did you want to see if my nipples would still stand up for you like they used to? Won’t those whores in Ohio let you fuck them rough till they’re bruised and let you slink away in the night like the snake you are? You want to see if you can still get your dick inside me? I may still have a few holes you forgot to get your cock into before you left. Maybe you’d prefer one of those.” Renee spoke ferociously, nearly spitting out every word. Then suddenly her face and voice softened.


    “No, that’s not your style anymore,” she said almost sweetly. “You were hoping I would be your own private Mary Magdalene… wash your feet with my hair and beg you for forgiveness.” She took a deep breath and started shouting again. “And then while you had me on my knees you could fuck my penitent mouth! Well, I won’t do it.” Somehow, she had grown large and intimidating, a solid wall of anger. “I will be damned if I will let you exercise moral superiority over me, you child fucking hypocrite.” Max could feel the blood rushing through his temples as he flushed with the guilt he still felt about having had sex with her.


    They stood there, motionless for a moment, nothing but the pitter-patter of rodents breaking the silence. Renee gathered up her strength for one last harangue. She could see Max’s conviction waning. She was calculating the most hurtful way to phrase her final comment. I am Salome, queen of the dance, she told herself. I am Herodias, slayer of John the Baptist. Slayer of holy men. You cannot withstand me!


    “I have news for you, priest,” she shouted. “Your objection to me dancing is just your own jealousy. There is nothing in that precious bible of yours condemning me for doing this.” Renee saw Max flinch when she mentioned “his bible.” It was exactly the effect she had hoped for. He was seeing the divide between them growing, understanding he no longer had a grip on her. Renee was now less than two feet in front of him. Max wanted more than anything else to grab her; whether to embrace her or strike her, he was not sure. If I could just hold her still and make her listen, he thought. If I could just sing into her ear how painful it is to see her this way, maybe she could understand. But he dared not touch her. She physically repulsed him. He had no doubt her skin would burn him like brimstone. Instead, he made his voice small and calm.


    “You’re creating a near temptation of sin,” he said. “You are asking all these men to look at you lustfully, leading them into sin. It’s in the gospel.” Damn, Renee chastised her self. She had walked right into that one. “But, that’s not why I’m here,” he continued calmly. “I know you think this is just a harmless job, sweetheart, but pretty nasty guys go into places like that.” Afraid at this point any moral argument was lost on her, Max decided instead to appeal to practicality. “I’m worried about your safety. They could cause you bodily harm.”


    Renee took in a deep breath, the momentum of her anger temporarily stayed. Am I wrong? she wondered. Does he actually care about my safety? She wanted to believe it. It would mean he still knew she was a real person, flesh and blood. Maybe she had judged him incorrectly. Maybe he had come back to defend her from another group of bad men, like the school yard bullies he stood up to years ago. She wanted to feel the safety of his arms around her again. But, when she looked into his eyes, she knew that was not what he was offering. It was a trick, a very persuasive one. And I almost feel for it, she thought.


    “My body,” she said, using all her remaining nerve to steady her voice. “is no longer your concern.” Max looked deflated. He stood up from where he was leaning against the kitchen wall and walked to her front door. Pausing for a moment with his hand on the knob, he spoke softly, unable to face her.


    “Good bye, Little Bird. I hope you can find peace somewhere.” He walked down the dark hallway and down the stairs. Renee waited with her head against the door listening to his foot steps grow softer and more distant. Finally, she heard the door slam closed behind him. He was gone. She collapsed against her front door, curling into a ball on the floor. Her body was racked with sobs. For the second time, she had been too efficient at chasing him away. For the second time, she had succeeded in her goal when what she really wanted was for him to hold her, to go back in time to a life that could still walk in the light. Would you give up on me that easily? she had wondered when they were dating. Now she knew the answer. It wasn’t the one she had counted on.


    Driving through the middle of the night through rural New York, Max reran the whole dreadful scene in his mind. He wanted to stay and argue with this woman for the rest of the night, or to throw her in the car and drive her back to Hectortown where his mother would make her tea and cookies and talk sense into her. But, he started classes Monday morning, 30 hours and 700 miles away. If it were just a class, he would skip it; but, it was a spiritual formation session. It would be just him and his seminary advisor.  How could he blow that off? I was trying to talk sense into a prostitute I used to date, he thought. It just wouldn’t go over well. He had neither the time to save her nor the power with which to protect her.


    Max drove through the deceptively peaceful autumn landscape. When he had driven to Brighton, he had convinced himself he was doing it to help Tiar. But, did he honestly think he could convince her to give up this job? She was far too stubborn and self reliant for that. Logically, it didn’t fit. In the back of his mind, Max had feared that this woman was right, that some part of him still wanted his horrible library dreams to become a reality. If that had been the case, it was no longer. Seeing her tonight had cured him of that. What he wanted was the ideal of her, the beautiful little bird who used to sleep next to him in a tent by the rapids. That little bird didn’t exist any more, and neither did the boy who loved and sheltered her. The woman now using the name Tiar Renee was repugnant to him. She was like a nasty abused stray cat, stinking of dumpsters. The last thing he wanted was to touch her.


    And yet, he didn’t want anyone else touching her either. He didn’t want anyone else looking at her. He surely didn’t want any of those men making love... he couldn’t bear to finish the thought. Max shifted his car into fifth gear and sped through the night along highway 17.


  




  

    40


    Back at Brighton, Renee walked through the whole next day in a daze. She had woken up that morning on the floor of her apartment, her eyes so swollen from crying she could barely open them. Ten thirty. Too late for church. She got dressed and packed up her books to go to the library. Everywhere she went, she felt stained. It was as though everyone who saw her on the quadrangle or in the cafeteria could see her soul and were disgusted by what they saw. Renee called in sick at the Fox Tail that night. When Wednesday rolled around, the first of the month, she had only $30 in her checking account after paying the rent. She would never be able to eat, let alone buy all her books, on that. She wished she could use the skills she gained working for a veterinarian’s office in Hectortown to make money. But, in a town with one of only two veterinary schools in the state, cheap or free labor of this type was plentiful. The money she had taken out of her academic trust to help Micha with medical bills had wiped out a whole semester of tuition. Renee refused to dip into it again for anything but a severe emergency. From now on, what she lived on, she would have to earn. And, she couldn’t earn it fast enough with any other legal job she was qualified to perform.


    Renee walked through the rest of the week on autopilot, going to classes, taking notes, but not really registering anything. On Friday, she went back to the Fox Tail. It was immediately obvious to her coworkers that she was having more than her usual reluctance to dancing that night.


    “It’s just jitters, hon,” Tiffany, a tall blond pre-law student said, sitting next to her in the dressing room. “Stage fright. We all get it sometimes.”


    Renee looked at Tiffany silently. Her eyes were filled with desperation. Tiffany put an arm around Renee.


    “All you need is one good night and you’ll be back to your old self.” Renee knew immediately what Tiffany was suggesting. Before he figured out how Renee’s shy manor on the runway was an asset to his business, Chuck was always pressuring his other dancers to convince Renee to take drugs to get in “the mood.” She knew some of the dancers occasionally took cocaine, among other illicit drugs, before performing. She was always welcome to partake of the bounty. Renee consistently refused.


    “No,” she protested now, her resolve waning. “No coke.”


    “Honey, I wouldn’t dream of it,” Tiffany assured her. With her free hand, Tiffany handed Renee a pill. It looked familiar. Renee had seen pills like this before. Come on, she thought. Jen did it all the time and nothing bad happened to her. Jen took these that night… the night she was playing Cairo Dance Fever and everyone seemed far happier than usual. In retrospect, it seemed to Renee that that was when her first fights with Max had begun. That was the first chip in their perfect facade that had led to the catastrophic cracks in their relationship. What a little pill to do so much. But, Renee reflected, she hadn’t taken the pills that night. And Max was no longer around to disapprove. Renee popped the pill in her mouth and swallowed it without hesitation.


    Hundreds of miles away, Tony found Max on his knees, muttering rhythmically to himself.


    “What are doing?” Tony asked, collapsing into a desk chair. Max shot him a backward glance over his shoulder.


    “Rosary,” he said, and then continued to mutter under his breath.


    “What are you up to?”


    “Twelve.”


    “And this is for?”


    “Penance.”


    “Penance for what?” Max gave up praying and sat cross legged on the floor. 


    “I’m not sure,” he admitted. “I did something wrong. I must have. Everything is screwed up. I’m sure it must be my fault. And it hurts. And I need to fix it.”


    “Theology 101, Max,” Tony chastised him. “To sin, you must have knowledge that what you did was wrong. If you don’t even know what it is you did, how can it be a sin?” Max dropped his head into his hands, his fingers intertwining with his curls, tugging compulsively. He explained to Tony everything that had happened on his odyssey to Brighton. Tony listened to it all sadly. As sorry as he was that Tiar’s situation continued to decline, he could see no link between that and Max.


    “Explain what your sin was exactly,” Tony demanded.


    “I had sex with her and then broke up with her,” Max began.


    “Which you did penance for… a year ago,” Tony pointed out. “What new sin have you committed?”


    “But, then she got this job,” Max protested.


    “Which was her decision and has nothing to do with you,” Tony said firmly. “She took this job because she needed the money. Did you take her money? Did you have money you could have used to help her and refuse to give it to her? Did you tell her this job was a good idea?” Max shook his head.


    “I defiled her. So, I normalized this kind of behavior. I broke down her resistance to it. I made her think it was okay,” Max rationalized, grasping at straws.


    “I don’t buy it,” Tony said. “There are literally millions of people in the world who have sex outside the covenant of marriage and do not end up as strippers. Look, Max… I know guilt hurts. But I think you’re looking for a way to blame yourself for this to avoid admitting something that is even worse to you.”


    “And what is that?” Max asked curiously.


    “The idea that you didn’t cause this. Because, if you’re not guilty of doing this, you can’t stop doing this. You can’t control it. You can’t keep it from happening again.” Tony put his hand on Max’s shoulder affectionately. “This is out of your control, which is more terrifying to you than facing that you are a monster who made it happen.” Max listened to all of this, tugging at his hair in frustration.


    “So, what do I do?” Max beseeched his friend. “If there’s no penance I can do to fix this, then what?”


    “Pray for her to come into money or get a scholarship so she can stop working at the strip club. Pray for her to be safe if she keeps working there. Pray for her to have some peace in her life. But don’t abuse the system of penance to make up for your own sense of loss,” Tony said.


    “I was doing so well,” Max said, hanging his head. “Over the summer. I almost forgot her. But, now I’m back to square one all over again. I don’t want to do it all again. How can I make it stop hurting?” Max asked.


    “You can’t, Max. You just have to let time pass.” Tony stared in pity at his friend. His full beard and indominable intellect could not hide that he was still a 21-year-old far from ready to face some truths about the world. “Some mere mortals might go to see a therapist at this point,” Tony said with a sigh. Max made a sour expression of disbelief. Tony could practically hear Max’s Father’s voice emanating from Max’s head. Sissy hippies. “Some mere mortals like myself have gone to a therapist in similar situations.” 


    “I’m sorry,” Max said. “I didn’t know.”


    “It’s okay,” Tony defused the situation. “It was after my mother died. It was years before we met. The point is, Max, it could really help you.” Max made the sour face again.


    “I’m sure therapy is great for other people,” Max said, trying to sound diplomatic. “It just wouldn’t work for me.”


    “The singing thing worked, didn’t it?” Tony challenged knowingly. Max nodded. “Where do you think I got that idea? It’s just methods like that, to retrain your brain.” Max looked up, suddenly seeming more hopeful.


    “Well, you can just tell me the brain tricks!” he implored. Tony shook his head.


    “They aren’t ‘brain tricks,’” he protested. “They are therapy techniques. And, I am not a therapist. I don’t know them all and I can’t decide what is right for you.”


    “Well, just tell me the ones you know,” Max begged. “I just don’t think… I’m not sure I could… I can’t explain this to a stranger.” Tony shook his head again.  


    “I’m not a therapist,” Tony resisted. “What if I explain something wrong and you get worse.” 


    “I can’t get worse,” Max insisted. “Just tell me one more now. If it doesn’t work, I’ll go see someone at the student counseling center.” Tony rubbed his eyes vigorously and sighed again. He knew his friend’s habit of overdoing things and wondered if this presented a danger. Can a person overdo therapy?


    “Okay,” he relented. “I’ll teach you one exercise I remember. But, after that I think you should go to the student counseling center and find your own counselor.”


    “I definitely promise to consider it,” Max said. “If this doesn’t work. But, what’s the trick?”


    “Okay,” Tony began. “Guided meditation.”


    “Meditation?”  Max asked dubiously.


    “By trying not to think of Tiar, you just think of her more, right?” Tony asked.  Max nodded. “So, you have to think about her as much as you possibly can. You have to make it an obligation. Make a schedule, like exercise or something.”


    “But, it’s torture,” Max objected. “If I think about her the way she used to be when we were together, I miss her. If I think about her now, it’s even worse.”


    “But, here’s the trick,” Tony said brightly. “Don’t think about her in the past or in the present. Think about her in the future. Think about her at peace in the future. And think about her in a way where she is unavailable to you so you aren’t longing for her. But, she’s in a good situation, so you’re happy for her.” Max shook his head in confusion. “Let me walk you through an example. First, think of a man you cannot possibly hate... someone you respect and care about and could never think ill of or be jealous of. Then, imagine Tiar married to that man. You have to create a separate reality for yourself where she is with that person and the idea becomes so neutral to you, that you don’t feel anything anymore. You’re just at peace with that future happening.”


    “I don’t feel anything?” Max repeated.


    “You don’t feel anything,” Tony echoed. Max nodded.


    “Okay,” he said slowly. “I’ll give it a try.” 
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    Patrick McLeod hesitated momentarily, his hand on the doorknob, before entering his supervisor’s office. Dr. Rogers sat behind the desk looking even more peevish than usual. It was early September and Pat had survived three months of his fourth year of medical school. He had met some cruel supervisors in the past fifteen months, but none quite so diabolical as Dr. Rogers. He did not yell or use insults, as many angry, sleep deprived residents did. He was more insidious then that. He was quiet and stealthy, like an infiltrating tumor, gradually replacing a student’s own thought processes with his own seemingly reasonable ones. He did not raise his head when the medical student entered the room.


    “Mr. McLeod,” Dr. Rogers said condescendingly. “I understand from the nursing staff that you’ve been writing progress notes on this Terra girl.”


    “Tiar, sir,” Pat corrected.


    “Excuse me?” Dr. Rogers asked.


    “Her name is Tiar,” Pat said a little louder. “You only half pronounce the ‘r’.”


    “That’s what I said,” Dr. Rogers stated confidently. “Terra.”


    “That’s right, Sir,” Pat answered politely.


    “Are you aware that Ms. Alfred is not your patient?” Dr. Rogers asked.


    “Well, yes, sir. But…”


    “But, what, Mr. McLeod?” the attending said, finally looking up.


    “With all due respect, sir, I see her with you at rounds every morning. I see her in community meetings while the residents are at their seminars,” the student continued.  “I see her more then anyone else on this ward, and I feel like there’s more to her story that’s getting missed.”


    “Trust me, Mr. McLeod,” the attending admonished. “There isn’t. There never is. One thing you can count on with addicts, Mr. McLeod is that they always lie. They lie to hide their motives. They lie to minimize their use. They lie so that medical students like yourself feel sympathetic and want to help them. But what they really need is a good prison,” the older doctor pronounced. “Ms. Alfred is a prime example. She got high and attacked a police office with a broken bottle. She would be in prison right now if she didn’t remind some cop of his daughter or his sister… or his girl friend. They feel bad for her and they don’t want her in jail. So, they dump her in our emergency room and being a state funded hospital, we can’t just boot her out. Take my word for it, Mr. McLeod. All that can come out of you talking to this girl is you getting hurt.”


    “I’m not that fragile, sir,” Pat objected. “I can handle myself.” 


    “That’s another thing, Mr. McLeod,” the doctor said, staring over his reading glasses. “I heard about your little performance in the emergency room. I don’t care what you did in your life before medical school. We will have no macho heroics on my watch.” There was silence in the room. Pat wanted to defend his actions but judged that it was not worth it to justify himself to Dr. Rogers, possibly the most cynical and unsympathetic doctor he had ever worked with. It mystified Pat that Dr. Rogers had even chosen psychiatry as a specialty, let alone graduated from a psychiatry residency program and become an instructor at a teaching hospital.


    “You are dismissed, Mr. McLeod.” Pat wasted no time exiting the room. He had barely closed the door behind him when his resident, Dr. Matthews, approached him seeming in a hurry.


    “Hey Pat,” the young resident said. “I have to go to class in a minute. Could you do me a favor and ask if the new girl has any medications allergies and if she’s been on any antidepressants in the past?” Pat smiled genuinely at his resident. I guess I do have reason to talk to her after all, he thought.


    “Yeah, no problem,” Pat said. “You just go enjoy your seminar.” The resident sped off. Pat walked slowly down the non-descript hallway to the patients’ day room where he quickly spotted the new patient, that Terra girl, Tiar Alfred sitting alone staring out the window. He observed her as she watched the world outside and remembered the very strange night they met.


    It was four days earlier, and Pat was on over night call with Dr. Matthews. The young resident, answering a call from the emergency room, slammed the receiver down excitedly.  


    “Want to practice your restraint skills?” he asked, his eyes full of excitement.  They had practically run to the emergency room of the large teaching hospital. This would be a good break in the monotonous parade of depressed, alcoholic seventy-year-old farmers and anorexic female Brighton undergraduate students they were used to at Brighton University Hospital.


    When they got to the emergency room, they heard a loud crash and immediately headed in the direction from which it had come. Pat prepared himself to tackle some two hundred pound strung out gang member. Instead, when he got to the door, he saw a tiny young woman in a belly dancing costume standing on the bed bleeding profusely from the arm. Her eyes darted around the room to each of the seven assembled medical staff who were preparing to tackle her.


    “What happened?” the resident asked one of the ER staff while Pat read her name of a near-by clip board.


    “We thought she was calming down.  We tried to numb up her arm with lidocaine so we could sew it up. She became combative again,” a nurse informed them. Pat picked up a tourniquet off a near by counter and slowly approached the patient. He had never seen someone look so frightened before, as though she had suddenly been transported to another dimension where none of the normal rules of time, sensation, or language applied. He walked toward her very slowly, one step at a time.


    “Tiar,” he said, putting his hands up in front of him. She stared at him apprehensively but did not move. Blood was pouring out of her arm onto the gurney below. He was about six feet from the bed when two orderlies and a male nurse rushed passed him, pulled the girl’s feet out from under her and held her down on the bed. The girl fought back frantically, as though fighting for her very life. Despite her small size, it took all their strength to subdue her. When they finally got her arms pinned, Pat took the opportunity to tie the tourniquet around her arm, then put his torso over hers, holding her down and shooing away the rest of the medical staff.


    “Stop it, all of you!” he shouted at them. “Can’t you see you’re making it worse?” Despite the oddness of his request, his confidence compelled them to obey. They backed off, giving him some space. The patient was pounding on his back with her fists. 


    “I want one tech with a suture kit, and everyone else out,” he said, his voice commanding. “And turn off that damned alarm.” Moments later, the room was much quieter. The young girl in the bed was whimpering, but had nearly given up hitting Pat, resigning herself to the fact that he was not going to let her go.


    “Tiar,” he whispered to her, his voice gentle. “Tiar, you’re safe now. You’re safe.  We’re here to help you.” The girl’s arms dropped to her side. “You’re safe now.” Pat motioned to the ER technician in the room. He sat down next to the bed and began to work. Pat looked over his shoulder to Dr. Matthews who was standing in the doorway. In the chaos, he had managed to get two syringes of a sedative. Pat nodded at him.


    “Tiar, close your eyes sweetheart,” Pat said calmly. “This man is going to fix your arm. Just don’t move, okay? You’re perfectly safe.” They sewed up the girl’s arm. She didn’t move an inch, remaining perfectly still and silent. A few minutes later, Pat took each syringe and emptied them into the patient’s leg. Within minutes, she struggled to keep her eyes opened and finally succumbed to sleep. The resident and medical student worked quickly to get a full physical exam, wanting to catalogue the patient’s injuries. They were shocked to find that other than the cuts on her left arm, which appeared to have been made with a jagged, irregular object, she didn’t have a scratch. There were no bruises to indicate she was beaten, no track marks to indicate a history of intravenous drug use, and no other cuts, whether from previous suicide attempts or self injurious behavior. She didn’t even have any tattoos or piercings.


    An hour later, the girl was in hospital pajamas with her arm sewn up and she was transferred to the psychiatric ward. Pat and Dr. Matthews were sitting in the residents’ office typing up their notes on the patient. 


    “I don’t get it, Pat,” Dr. Matthews said. “She was so agitated already. How did you get her to stay calm while they were sewing up her arm?”


    “Didn’t you notice how her eyes were moving up and down?” 


    “Of course,” Dr. Matthews said disingenuously.


    “One of the only things that does that is PCP.” Pat said. “That’s a dissociative anesthetic. She couldn’t even feel her arm.”


    “Then why did she freak out about the lidocaine?”


    “She freaked out about seeing the needle. She thought she was being attacked,” Pat reasoned.


    “How is it that you know so much about PCP?” Dr. Matthews asked.  Pat laughed.


    “I was an EMT in New York City as an undergraduate.”  Dr. Matthews had initial trepidation about supervising a medical student two years older than himself. He had to admit Pat’s life experience often came in handy.


    “Was that after the army?”


    “No. Right before.”


    “Did you do anything medical in the army?”


    “Just some basic combat life saver stuff. Tourniquets, CPR, that kind of thing. Although, learning how to talk down junkies did come in handy. Especially during desert storm when six members of my unit thought we were under a chemical attack and used their MACH 5 autoinjectors. You think a little girl on PCP is bad, you should see a psychotic two hundred pound infantry sergeant with an M16 high on nerve agent antidote.”


    By her second day on the ward, Tiar was a different person entirely. She was polite and cooperative with all ward activities. She had no complaints. She made no phone calls. She had one visitor—a tall, thin, well-endowed woman who moved with the grace of a dancer in tight jeans and six inch heels who dropped off some clothes and a text book. But, even this life line to the outside world stayed for ten minutes and left without incident. There were no emergency phone numbers to contact. No parents were listed in her contact information. She never volunteered anything about herself. She sat with her robe crossed high around her neck, her modesty in stark contrast to the topless, jingling siren Pat had met in the emergency room just days before. In community group, she sat quietly and said vague, encouraging things to other patients. In art therapy, she sat alone and drew cherry trees. No matter what the question was, her answer was always cherry trees. What is your definition of safety? Cherry trees drawn in pastels. What gives you hope for the future? Cherry trees drawn in colored pencils. What do you put your faith in? Cherry trees in magic marker. There is definitely more to this little girl, Pat thought. But, prohibited from speaking to her, he gleaned what he could from Dr. Rogers cursory daily interviews and watched her from afar. Now, with an excuse to talk to her, he walked across the room and summoned her. He escorted her into one of the small interview rooms. She started speaking before he could even sit down.


    “I think I’m getting much better, doctor,” she recited her rehearsed statement. “I’m hardly depressed at all anymore. I don’t think I’ll try to kill myself, like I did a few days ago. I realize now how stupid that was, and I’m so glad to be alive. And, I’m really looking forward to going to drug rehab. I really want to get off drugs and stay clean this time.” Pat sat down and tapped his lips with his pen.


    “I’m not actually a doctor yet, Ms. Alfred,” he began. “And, I’m not officially on your case, so you can drop the act.” The young woman looked at Pat for a moment as if trying to read his intentions. After several awkward seconds, she forced a laugh.


    “What act?” she said with a disingenuous smile.


    “You’re not depressed, and you weren’t trying to kill yourself,” Pat announced.  “And, if I had to guess, I would say you never took drugs before in your life.”


    “Then I can go soon?” she asked with genuine hopefulness.


    “I’m afraid not,” Pat stated reluctantly. “My supervisor doesn’t agree with me.” Renee sighed in discouragement.


    “Then it’s just like last time,” she said quietly to herself.


    “Last time?” Pat asked. “What happened last time?” 


    “Oh, it’s so stupid,” Renee reported. “It was just a stupid misunderstanding. You don’t want to hear about it.”


    “But I do,” Pat replied.


    “You really don’t,” Renee protested.


    “I have to be here until the residents come back from their classes at five, and I don’t have any other patients to see. So, unless the emergency room pages me, it’s either talk to you or play poker online.” Renee looked out the window in the door and then at Pat trying to compress the events of her life into as few words and as little emotion as possible.


    “I was hospitalized once before, my senior year of high school. They said it was for attempted suicide. They were wrong, of course. I’m not mad or anything. I understand what the paramedics were thinking. I mean, you find an eighteen year old girl naked and unconscious in her apartment surrounded by a bunch of empty pill bottles. Of course, you’re gonna think she was raped and was so depressed about it she tried to kill herself. Right? Except, that’s not at all what happened.” Pat’s head was spinning. Generally, during a patient’s initial interview, they would ask about previous psychiatric admissions. But, due to the nature of Ms. Alfred’s admission, she could not be asked much of anything at all. Somehow, the situation was not rectified once she was more articulate.


    “Why don’t you tell me what really did happen, Ms. Alfred?” Pat asked. 


    “It’s a pretty dumb story,” she said. “You don’t want to hear it.”


    “It sounds like no one has let you really tell your side, though,” Pat said supportively. “Don’t you think you’d feel better if at least one other person knew the truth?” Renee knit her brow, deep in thought. She clutched her hospital robe more tightly around her self.


    “Well, you see…When I was in high school…” she hesitated. She leaned toward Pat and lowered her voice as if sharing a secret. “I did have sex with someone I shouldn’t have. I wasn’t forced to. In fact, it was all my idea. I talked this guy into it. It was pretty obvious later it was a mistake. And, I was upset about it. But, I didn’t want to die. I just… I wanted to sleep. I don’t mean ‘I wanted to sleep and not wake up.’ I really just wanted to sleep. But, I was also nauseated. So, I took some antiemetics. Only, I didn’t figure on how the antiemetics would react with the sleeping pills. Plus, I thought they were the twenty five milligram pills and they were fifties. I had no idea how much I’d taken. A friend found me the next morning and couldn’t wake me up. Everyone was convinced I tried to kill myself. Only, I didn’t. But, it took me almost ten days to convince them I was safe to leave the hospital.”


    “Ten days,” Pat repeated. “That’s a long time to be in the hospital just for a suicide attempt, even if it was real.”


    “I know,” Renee said. “But, I kept telling them I wasn’t raped, and I think they thought I was either lying or I was psychotic and so I didn’t think it really happened to me, or something. Plus, I’d go in every morning to talk to them and they’d ask me if I wanted to kill myself and I’d say no, and they’d be all smiles like they were going to release me. Then, I’d remind them that I never did want to kill myself, and they’d assume it was all a lie, and keep me another day.”


    “Well, what happened?” Pat asked. “I mean, how did you finally get out?”


    “The state insurance would only pay for ten days of hospitalization,” Renee said. “So, after ten days, I was declared cured. I’m sorry if that sounds kind of cynical. It’s hard to feel good about people who refuse to believe you. Near the end they told me they would have let me go sooner, but they don’t like to send people home alone without family or friends or someone to watch them.”


    “You were in high school?” Pat clarified. Renee nodded. “Then, why were you living alone?”


    “It’s complicated,” Renee said dismissively.


    “I’d really like to hear about it if you don’t mind,” Pat said. Renee nodded and gathered her thoughts.


    “My father died of a brain tumor when I was… fourteen, I think,” Renee began.


    “I’m sorry to hear that.”


    “Don’t be,” Renee said. “I hadn’t seen either of my parents since I was nine. That’s when my parents sent me to the states to live with an uncle. He was decent enough. But, he didn’t really want a kid hanging around. So, when I turned eighteen, he kicked me out.”


    “Just like that?”


    “He warned me for a couple of months,” Renee said. “But, I thought it was all just an empty threat. Boy, was I wrong.”


    “Still, it must have come as quite a shock,” Pat said supportively. Renee shrugged.  


    “He wasn’t that involved with my life anyway,” she said dismissively.  


    “It sounds like a very lonely way to grow up,” Pat probed.


    “It wasn’t really that bad,” Renee said. “There was this family at my church who always looked after me. They took me to church and made sure I did my homework and ate my vegetables and stuff. They had a son two years older than me who was my best friend. It was actually a really great way to grow up.”


    “They sound really great,” Pat echoed.


    “They are,” Renee agreed, for a moment, almost smiling.


    “Then, why couldn’t you stay with them,” Pat asked. “I mean, when you got out of the hospital?” Renee looked suddenly very worried.


    “The Franklins? No, I couldn’t stay with them,” she insisted. “What I did was… it was unforgivable. I couldn’t ask them for help after that.”


    “Don’t you think they would have wanted to help you?” Pat asked.


    “You don’t understand,” Renee protested. “The Franklins are Catholics. Very devout Catholics.”  Pat’s brow furrowed.


    “Even if they really thought suicide was an unforgivable sin, Ms. Alfred, don’t you think they would have believed you if you told them it was all an accident?” Renee stared out the window in the door once again, her shoulders slumping forward.


    “That’s not what they wouldn’t forgive me for,” she said almost inaudibly. Pat traced back over the story. Oh! He thought silently to himself.


    “The boy you weren’t supposed to have sex with…”


    “Was their son, Max,” Renee finally filled in. There was a short silence.


    “I can only begin to imagine how awkward that would have been for you,” Pat said sympathetically. “But, don’t you think they could put that aside to help you?”


    “Maybe,” Renee said, biting the corner of her mouth nervously. “But, the next day, he went back to school to interview for the seminary.”


    “A Catholic seminary?” Pat asked. Renee nodded. She didn’t have to explain to him, a former Catholic himself, this meant he was destined for a life of celibacy, a life without her.


    “What did you do?” he asked. Renee stared off into empty space.


    “I told him I never wanted to see him again,” she related calmly. “I told him, if he ever came back I would kill him. The thing is, I didn’t really mean it. I just wanted him to go away and give me a chance to think things over. But, he wouldn’t leave. He insisted we talk about it all right then.”


    “Why was it so important to you that he leave?” Pat asked. Renee’s eyes darted around the room.


    “I knew I was going to start crying,” she said quietly. “I didn’t want him to see me cry. He’s never seen me cry, not for years.”


    “You mean, you never cry about anything?”


    “Oh, goodness, no,” Renee responded. “I cry about everything. I cry when I get a bad grade, or when kids pick on me. I even cry at greeting card commercials. I fall apart when I see cute puppies in sit coms. I just don’t cry in front of him.”


    “Why not?”


    “Because when I was nine, some kids were picking on me. He told me not to cry about it. He promised he’d take care of me. I guess I always figured if he saw me crying, he’d think I was ungrateful and he wouldn’t be my friend anymore.” Renee straightened up and adjusted her robe. Then she cocked her head to the side. “You know, sitting in a psychiatric ward telling that to a doctor, that sounds really stupid,” she admitted. “But, I just kind of thought that since I was nine. You don’t ever go back and change the things you used to think when you were nine unless someone gives you a good reason.” She crossed her arms and started chewing on her thumb nail, her face devoid of any emotion. “I threatened to kill my best friend because I was too embarrassed to let him see how weak I am.” She slowly shook her head. “I guess that’s why Pride is one of the seven deadly sins.” Pat pondered this in silence.


    “And, you haven’t seen him since?” he asked finally. Renee seemed surprised by this sudden shift to the present.


    “Well, I haven’t… I mean. Well, no. I hadn’t,” she said.


    “Until…”


    “Until a week ago,” she confessed. “Somehow he found out I was working in a strip club. He came all the way from Ohio to confront me about it. He said I was a sinner and that I was tempting other people to sin.” Bastard, Pat thought. Who is he to judge? There’s a man I’d like to meet in the desert with an M16.


    “He had no right to do that to you, Ms. Alfred,” Pat said sympathetically. 


    “Of course, he did,” Renee said. “I know it’s not a great line of work. But, I was running out of money. I tried everything else. I tried other jobs. I applied for loans. The loan advisor at school laughed at me. She was so rude. She said I had too much money to get a student loan. Can you believe that? Me, too much money. I don’t have anything as collateral for a regular loan. I have an educational account my mom set up for me… It is weird. There are so many restrictions on it and penalties if I try to use it. The lady at the tuition office said she had never seen one so convoluted. She said it looked like it was set up with the intention of making me drop out of college.” 


    “Ms. Alfred,” Pat said calmly. “I am not judging your decision to work as a dancer. Okay? I promise you, you don’t need to feel ashamed in front of me. Why don’t you just tell me what happened next?”


    “I told him to leave and he did. No commotion. But I felt so ashamed. I couldn’t dance anymore. I suddenly had stage fright. One of the girls gave me a pill. She told me it was Xanax. I didn’t want to take anything illegal. I mean, I know it is illegal to take a prescription drug if it isn’t yours, but I didn’t want to take anything really illegal. Well, she lied to me. She thought it was Ecstasy. Only, it wasn’t ecstasy.” In fact, Pat knew from the blood tests they had run a few days earlier, it had been some combination of PCP, LSD, and amphetamines. She began hallucinating within a few minutes of taking it.  “The rest you probably know better than I do.”


    “It’s quite a journey you’ve taken, Tiar,” Pat said. “Thank you for sharing it with me.”  Renee’s head tilted further to the side.


    “What did you say?” Pat looked surprised.


    “That’s quite a journey—quite a story, I mean.”


    “After that.”


    “Thank you?”


    “How is it you can pronounce my name?” the girl interrupted.


    “I’m sorry, Ms. Alfred...”


    “No, please, call me by my first name. Just explain to me how you can pronounce it. No one says it right, ever. Not since I left Jordan,” she explained, thinking of all the mispronunciations she had heard since moving back to the United States. She thought of the greater number of people, even friends, who didn’t even try to pronounce it. “I’d almost forgotten what it was supposed to sound like. Something about the R. Like, you say it without really saying it.”


    “I used to be an Arabic translator for the Army,” Pat said modestly, knowing how much trouble he would be in if Dr. Rogers found out he was even talking to this patient, let alone disclosing something about himself.  


    “Why did you quit?” Renee asked.


    “It’s really not worth discussing,” Pat said, trying to defuse the conversation.


    “But, you have to be here until five and your pager still hasn’t gone off,” Renee said.


    “Well, frankly, if you must know… I quit because I hate sand,” Pat said flippantly. Renee smiled.


    “Well, that was smart,” Renee said sarcastically. “Why didn’t you learn Russian or something?” 


    “Well, I don’t really like snow either,” Pat joked. “And plus, you don’t realize sand sucks so much when it’s between your toes at the beach. But when it’s in your nose, and your lungs and your food, it’s another story.”


    “Why...”


    “Hey, I’m asking the questions here,” Pat interrupted, trying to sound casual.


    “Just one more,” Renee begged. “Why did you join the army?” Pat shrugged.


    “I had just finished college. I didn’t know what I wanted to do with my life,” Pat said. “I knew whatever I was going to do required more school. So, I figured the army would be one way to get money to pay for it. I would have rather had your job, to be honest, but I don’t have the legs for it. Plus, I could never get the tassels to spin in opposite directions.” Renee cracked up.  


    “It’s good to see you can actually smile, Tiar,” Pat said. “Dr. Matthew’s and I had a bet going that you couldn’t.”


    “Well, the last time I laughed this much in a hospital, one of my friends got an organ ripped out.”  Pat’s face got suddenly serious as he tried not to let his anger show. It just became apparent to him why Tiar seemed so familiar to him. It just became obvious to him why she called nausea medication “anti-emetic”, the medical term. The uncle she had mentioned living with was a doctor. She read medical journals as a teenager.


    “The phone number you game me was disconnected,” he said flatly. Renee looked up at him, at first mystified.


    “What?”


    “I’ve heard of girls giving out fake numbers before, but you could at least have told me your real name, Renee.”  Renee shook her head, feeling very stupid for not recognizing him earlier. He had not lost a foot of hair since she had seen him last. In fact, he looked nearly identical with the exception of wearing a suit instead of scrubs. He was even working in the same hospital.


    “Renee is my name. Or, it was... I mean, that’s what I’ve gone by since I got here. I wasn’t kidding when I said no one could say my real first name correctly. Anyway, speaking of real names, you called yourself Joe.”  


    “Dr. Fitzwater called me Joe,” Pat corrected. “Usually he called me ‘GI Joe.’ He thought it was really clever because...”


    “You were in the Army,” Renee finished. They sat in glum silence for what seemed an immeasurably long time. “Just for the record, my phone number wasn’t disconnected when I gave it to you,” she said evenly. “I couldn’t afford to pay my bills after I gave Micah money for the appendectomy.”


    “It takes months for them to cut you off after you stop paying your bills,” Pat objected.


    “Not if you cancel ahead of time,” Renee corrected.


    “Who does that?” Pat asked indignantly.  


    “You have to,” Renee insisted. “If you don’t cancel and you know you can’t pay, it’s stealing.” Pat nervously clicked his pen. It was difficult to take the moral high ground with someone who wouldn’t accept a month of free phone service as an oversight.


    “You paid Micah’s hospital bills?” he asked finally. Like so many other things about this patient, her generosity was perplexing considering her self described monetary situation. Renee nodded.


    “I was afraid she’d drop out of school to pay it.”


    “She didn’t have health insurance through school?” Pat asked.


    “She was only part time. They don’t have the same health insurance the full time kids have,” Renee noted. “I was going to have her pay me back. But, after the butchering Dr. Fitzwater made of her abdomen, she had too many scars to go back to work. I just didn’t have the heart to ask her for the money, considering I took her job.”


    “She was a dancer too?” Renee nodded again. 


    “For what it’s worth, I was hoping you’d call me back,” she said. “But, I guess it worked out for the best, right? It couldn’t be good for your professional career being associated with some crazy girl who can’t go a year without ending up in a loony bin.”  Pat raised his eye brows momentarily, all the anger out of his face.


    “So, where do we go from here?” Renee asked finally.


    “I try to get you out of here,” Pat said. “Without getting myself kicked out of medical school.”
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    Jay Holstead looked out his car window at the moonlight shimmering off a new blanket of white snow. He wrapped his fingers around the small box in his pocket. It was Christmas eve and he was on the rural highway between his parents’ house in Hectortown to Jen’s father’s lake house. He and Jen were about to go to their second Christmas celebration. The third would be at Jen’s mother’s house tomorrow. It would be a tiring holiday to cap off a tiring semester. Jay was now a junior at a small liberal arts school two hours away from his home in Hectortown. He had a rigorous schedule of classes, trying to finish a double major in communications and political science. His classes were not nearly as grueling as driving home every weekend to see Jen. The summer before her senior year of high school, he and Jen had been inseparable. In the fall, they made a mutual agreement that he would come home from college once a month to see her but they were both free to see other people. Oddly, neither of them took this opportunity, nor were either of them tempted to. By his spring semester of freshmen year, without even discussing it, Jay doubled his trips home. Now that Jen was studying for her education certification at the local SUNY school, he made the two hour trip every weekend. It was quickly becoming apparent to him he didn’t want to live without her, not even for a day.  


    When Jay and Jen first met, Jay initially thought Jen was attractive but superficial. He quickly came to understand that her lack of intellectual sophistication was matched by equally extreme honesty. Her bubbly mind could not dictate any limits her heart would follow which made her seem childish at times. She never stopped sobbing and reciting over the dialogue in movies she treasured. She jumped to absurd conclusions and was mobilized instantly into action like during her senior year when she wanted to organize a boycott of a restaurant she thought gave her best friend a serious case of food poisoning. Her heart was genuine. She was driven, more than anything else, by a firm belief that everyone deserved to be happy.


    Jay glanced over at Jen now, smiling peacefully to herself, no idea the surprise that awaited her when they got to her father’s house. As he looked away, he felt a pang of guilt in his stomach. He was sure Jen would accept his marriage proposal. He was sure that, despite not having spoken for eighteen months, Jen would invite Tiar Alfred to the wedding and maybe ask her to be in the wedding party. Jay could not think about Jen’s friend now without some trepidation. He’d been keeping a horrible secret from the woman he loved, his future bride. He told himself that it was not his business to reveal what he knew, that chivalry necessitated his silence. If he had gone to the Fox Tail himself, he would have to tell Jen. But he hadn’t been there that night when Prentice, Matt, and three of their friends took a road trip to Brighton and made their disquieting discovery. So, Jay reasoned. To me, it’s really just a rumor. Just gossip. I don’t get involved with gossip. This logic was little comfort as he reflected how miserable the discovery would make Jen and how desperate “Ti” must feel to resort to such employment. Jay did not know how long he could plead ignorance of the unpleasant truth. Nor did he know how he would answer if, knowing the truth, Jen asked that her old best friend be in her bridal party regardless.


    Speaking of bridal parties, Jay thought as he drove on, trying to distract himself.  Who am I going to have as my best man? Jay had always assumed he would ask one of his friends from his old school in Annandale to be his best man. However, he had not seen or kept up with any of them since high school. When he thought what a Best Man was truly supposed to be, Jay knew exactly who he wanted to ask. He wanted to ask Max Franklin. In truth, they didn’t know each other that well. Jay knew Max not through the things he said or the things he did, but by the leavening effect he seemed to have on everyone else while he was around. He didn’t judge. He didn’t moralize. Despite that, or because of it, people just seemed that much more motivated to be better people when he was around, to examine their own actions and correct what was lacking. Without doubt, when Jay thought of someone he could count on to protect the things he valued most in life, he thought of Max Franklin. The only problem was, Jay thought asking Max to be his best man might be cruel, as though he would be gloating about something he could have and Max never could—a wife. The fact that this was his only hesitation made Jay feel doubly bad for discriminating against Max because of his choice in vocation.  Still, Jay reasoned, he would probably just ask his older brother. That will keep mom happy, he relented. As long as Max was there at the wedding, it would all turn out okay.


    Max lay on his bed wondering why, since this morning, it had become slightly unsteady. He was glad that, as usual, he had walked to Buck’s instead of driving. In the seminary now, his behavior outside of class was monitored fairly closely and drinking was extremely limited. Max had lost any tolerance he had built up for alcohol.  After three beers with Prentice this evening, he was feeling off balance. He walked home from the bar hoping his lack of surefootedness would be attributed by passers by to the ice accumulated on the side walks. On arriving at his parents’ empty house, he stumbled up stairs and considered briefly playing a few tunes on his guitar before flopping into bed. But his fingers and his soul would not cooperate on a mood or a song and Max lay on his bed while downstairs a mirthless Christmas tree twinkled, it’s sparse decorations unenthusiastically applied. He closed his eyes and took a deep breath. Meditatively, he traced the path he had made through the cemetery earlier that day. He could almost feel the cold wind on his face and the snow crunch underfoot as he walked alone between the silent head stones. They gray-white sky was featureless overhead as he climbed a hill up to a single stone in a clearing. Deeply engraved into the face of the granite was a single word. Alfred. Lying in bed now, his fingers copied the motion of picking up a handful of dirt and sprinkling it over the hole below. He would bury her again, as he did every night. 


    Back in early September when Tony had suggested that Max use guided meditation to neutralize Tiar’s image to himself, Max had thrown himself into the project with his usual dedication and fervor. It had nearly ruined his semester as he spent the first month of it distracted and agitated in class, his mind always elsewhere, trying to use reason to overcome his feelings of loss. But, after weeks of trying, it was clear that it wouldn’t work. Max simply couldn’t think of his little bird in any man’s arms without feeling hatred, jealousy, and despair. She was better than all of them, too good for any man on earth, including himself. She deserved someone who could truly appreciate her, who could truly understand her. Max couldn’t think of anyone worthy of Renee except Jesus, their Heavenly Savior. So, he sent Renee off to Jesus, off to Heaven. The first few weeks, he would envision her as she had been at age fifteen, her beautiful peaceful body dressed in her confirmation dress, a clutch of white Cala lilies in her cold, porcelain white hands. She was not the ghoul he had last seen at Brighton, this Jezebel well versed in how to squeeze every penny out of the world, how to survive on ugliness and sin, how to use the sin of others for her own benefit. He imagined her pure, chaste, unspoiled—as she was before he ever touched her as he never should have. Every night he killed her. Every night he buried her. Every night he sent her to the loving arms of their Eternal Brother, Savior, and Lord. At first, Max had to run through an entire wake and a funeral. He would cry curled up in his twin bed in his dorm room for an hour before he fell asleep. By now, she wasn’t even in his dreams anymore, his little bird. The coffin began and ended closed and already lowered into the ground. He merely had to make the walk from the gates of the cemetery and up the short hill before drifting into the oblivion of peaceful slumber. He slept under a blanket of certainty, the sleep of a man who has left no loose ends in his life. He awoke clear headed. He could focus with the precision of a man who has but one destiny awaiting him. He excelled at school once again.


    Jack Franklin sat in his patrol car listening to a football game on the radio and hoped Eleanor was having fun at the hospital Christmas party she was attending. It was the first one she had been to for twenty years, since the last time he had to work on Christmas eve. His rookie years long since over, he had been able to get Christmas eve and Christmas day off for many years. This year, at nearly the last minute, he switched this shift with a younger colleague, a man who had a new born at home, his first Christmas eve as a father. Jack reflected how his own Christmas used to stretch out from the earliest Mass on Christmas eve through the opening of presents and singing of carols Christmas morning until late on the twenty sixth when his family would decorate the ginger bread Eleanor had slaved over the day before. It would now be compacted between the latest of all masses on Christmas day until roughly four hours later when Eleanor drove with a church group to a soup kitchen a few towns away to serve dinner to the less fortunate of the county. Their holiday would be mercifully brief.


    Up ahead of his patrol car, Jack saw a well dressed, middle aged man stumble out of a bar, a much younger woman under his arm, her blond hair spilling out over her coat.   Under her coat, she wore impractically high heels and fishnet stockings. Neither seemed particularly stable as they picked their way between piles of snow, laughing flamboyantly to each other. Lowlife, Jack thought to himself. Probably a stripper from some corporate Christmas party.  What kind of low life strips for money on Christmas eve?


    Renee looked over her grade report once again to boost her confidence.


    Brighton University


    Tiar AlfredFall 		1997


    Sophomore


    Genetics		A


    Biochemistry I	A


    Intro. to Philos.	A


    Sociology		A


    Amazing, Renee thought, putting it away in her bag. Now that she was only working two nights a week, she could loose four days of school to hospitalization on an inpatient psychiatric ward and still get her best grades so far in college. Going out on the stage would make her feel empty and dirty. But, going to class prepared felt so good. She knew she needed to concentrate on that feeling to make it through the night. Remember why you’re doing this, she thought. She had to forego any meaningful social life her freshman year and never really developed one now. All the time she saved not working at the coffee house went straight into studying. It was easy getting grades like this. Finally.  Vet school here I come, she thought, pulling on her bright red, elbow length glove over her scarred left arm. Chuck had given her a new costume for the holidays. Instead of coins, it was tied with long strings of red and silver beads. Renee was suspicious that they had been intended as Christmas tree garlands and felt distinctly that she was defiling the whole season. Salome walked into the dressing room from the stage. A cloud of smoke and jeering followed her as she closed the door.


    “There’s quite a crowd tonight,” she warned Renee. “It always surprises me how many low lives there are that will actually go to a strip club on Christmas eve.”


    What about the low lives who work at a strip club on Christmas eve? Renee wondered to herself. Even with the prospect of lightening her work load for the future semester, she had not volunteered to work tonight. In fact, she had outright refused. But Chuck had been desperate and offered to pay her twice her usual rate. Most of his dancers, also cash strapped university students, were home with their families. Sal, whose family was not speaking to her now that they knew what she did to pay for all her generous gifts and expensive car, was one of the only other dancers around. They were both working every night of Christmas break.  


    For Renee, the extra work meant $6500. The generous figure was more than just a number. Since Micah’s unfortunate illness, Renee was inspired to save up an emergency fund—at least six months’ worth of rent and food money in case she had to stop working. She wanted to make sure she would land on her feet and continue attending Brighton despite any potential disaster. Since summer, she had started making head way on her plan. Then her car needed repairs. And then, it needed more repairs. Then, it was stolen, stripped for parts, set on fire, and dumped in a lake. The insurance company told her it was only worth a total of $700 and that is what they doled out. That would have been nice to know before I spent $3000 to fix it, she thought, annoyed at herself. Fortunately, by October, she had found another car she could afford. But, she was back to square one with her emergency plan.


    Now, she nearly had it. Today was day 14 of 21. Just twenty one days straight of ignoring the jeers, cat calls, and whistles of capped teeth and toothless grins alike, twenty one days of dancing for the eyes of lawyers and tractor repairmen, of dodging spilled martinis and sloshed light beer. If she could stand one more week of it, she finally could face life again with a safety net.
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    It was a relatively bright day for February thirteenth. Pat had just finished 36 hours on call for internal medicine and was bleary eyed, hungry and grumpy. As he lifted his head into the brisk wind, he saw Renee whose wild, Technicolor hair was covered in a soft knitted cap. She was on her way to lunch with the tall, dark girl who visited her on the inpatient ward.


    “Hi,” she said cheerfully, pausing briefly as they passed. She woke him up with her smile as she walked by. Any hurt feelings over her changed name or phone number long since gone, he found himself feeling like a middle school boy with his first crush.


    “How are the outpatient sessions going with Dr. Matthews?” he asked politely. He wanted any excuse to stand on the quad and talk to her, forgetting suddenly how tired his legs were from a night of running from one patient’s room to another. Renee looked down at tiny imperfections in the snow next to the paths, embarrassed while her companion looked around the quad impatiently.


    “I haven’t been going,” she admitted.  


    “Why not?” Pat prodded gently.  


    “It’s just, he wants me to take medicine,” she reported, exasperated. “And, I’m sure it’s great for people with performance anxiety and social phobia and depression and all the things he thinks I have. But I don’t think that’s what’s wrong with me.” 


    “Do you think there is anything wrong with you?” he asked gingerly.  


    “Of course, there is,” Renee’s tall, seductive friend stated boldly. “She never wants to do anything fun.”


    “Is this true, Tiar?” Pat asked delicately. The shorter girl shrugged and looked away. The sun reflected off the snow into her sparkling green eyes.


    “We call that ‘anhedonia’”, Pat explained, his eyes still locked on Renee’s wayward eyes. “Sometimes medication does help people with that.”  


    “If you ask me,” Renee’s friend chimed in. “What she needs is companionship.” Pat smiled at the taller women.  


    “Yes, a social network is very important for a solid recovery. Tiar is very lucky to have you as a friend.” 


    “I mean the kind of companionship I can’t give her,” Renee’s friend said, raising one well tweezed eye brow. She elbowed Renee in the ribs.  


    “I’m sure your friendship is more than adequate,” Pat insisted.  


    “Jeeze, are all cute doctors as dense as you?” Renee’s friend asked pointedly.  Renee looked at Pat with a combination of horror, embarrassment and empathy and then quickly averted her eyes back toward the snow while Pat’s already wind swept cheeks turned even more red. “Oh, come on,” she continued, seeming oblivious to their embarrassment. “Tomorrow is Valentine’s day. You’re not going to make this poor crazy girl spend it alone, are you?  I’ll give you a hundred bucks if you take her out to dinner.”


    “Sadly,” Pat said. “I’ll be on call again. But, it’s a kind offer”. He had turned to Renee and finally caught her attention again. “If you want,” he offered. “Make an appointment with me in the outpatient clinic. Make sure you tell them it’s a continuity appointment from the ward and I was on your case.”  


    “I’d really hate to bother you,” Renee protested.  


    “It’s not a bother, Tiar. It’s standard practice,” Pat explained. “We don’t typically kick people out of the hospital and then expect them to go on without any help.” Renee seemed reticent to take the offer but eventually relented.


    “The next few weeks are going to be hard for me academically,” she said. “But I’ll call in mid March, I promise.”


    “Well, if you’re not going to feed her, I will,” Salome said suddenly and began pulling Renee gently by the arm. Renee gave Pat one more embarrassed smile and walked off with her friend toward the cafeteria.


    Pat walked away with ambivalent feelings brewing in his chest. After convincing Dr. Matthews to confront Dr. Rogers to discharge Renee, he had tried to set up ongoing therapy with a clinical psychologist. This poor girl, he argued, had no parents and no role models. The only mature authority figures she had to go to for advice were the prematurely experienced dancers at the Fox Tail and the priest at the Catholic Student Union who she was too ashamed to face without the benefit of a confessional screen between them. What she needed was someone who would listen to her problems and help her gain some sense of proportion about them. What she needed was someone to give her practical advice about how to navigate in a world of adults. What she didn’t need, and what Dr. Rogers insisted she get, was inpatient drug rehabilitation. After a seething debate that Pat was sure was going to cost him a passing grade in the rotation, he negotiated six therapy sessions with Dr. Matthews if she would submit to a urine drug screen before each one. Pat was proud that he managed to secure some help for Renee.  Only in retrospect did he realize that, as a second year resident, Dr. Matthews had lengthy training in how to medicate patients on an inpatient ward and nearly no experience or training in outpatient psychotherapy. Having gone straight to medical school from undergraduate school, the young doctor had spent the eight years since he reached the age of majority with his nose pressed into books, cloistered away from the real world with its practical adult problems. Sadly, the copious notes Pat had left for Dr. Matthews detailing all the major conflicts in Renee’s life were completely useless.


    But, now she’ll get some real help, Pat thought. Ever since this strange little girl had left the inpatient ward, Pat always felt somehow that he had failed her. If I only called her when we met in the emergency room the first time, he thought. If I only got in touch with her before she shut off her phone service… It was all fruitless, he knew in his mind. Yet, he would find himself thinking it more often then he wanted to admit. If I’d only been there for her, even as a friend, before that jackass of an ex-boyfriend of hers came back to swing a wrecking ball into her life… If only I had been there to tell her she was worth something in this world… If I had only been there to help her figure out some other avenue to getting an academic loan. I could have offered her something better then illegal drugs for stage fright… He knew he could not turn back time. And, even if he could, he could not guarantee any of his interventions would have mattered to her in the long run. At least now, she wouldn’t fall through the cracks yet again. There was only one problem. Pat wasn’t working for the Behavioral Health Clinic. He wasn’t entirely sure they trained fourth year medical students.


    I’ll find a way, he thought to himself, wondering if anyone would notice if he took over a broom closet and started bringing patients into it. I’ll find some way.


    Two days later, Pat Macleod stood in front of his advisor’s desk nearly at attention, staring at the curly, nearly indecipherable Latin words on the man’s medical diploma to avoid making eye contact.


    “That’s right, Dr. Millan. I’d like to change my tenth round rotation to outpatient psychiatry,” he said urgently.


    “And now you are signed up for....” the older man looked down at Pat’s academic file open on his desk. “Inpatient pediatrics.”


    “Yes, sir,”


    “Why the change, Mr. McLeod?” Dr. Millan asked looking up. “I thought you wanted to be a pediatrician.”


    “I’ve been thinking, sir, that maybe I have been too narrow in my focus,” Pat said hesitantly. “I’ve been accepted for a transitional internship starting in July. I figure I have until next October to make up my mind for sure what I want to specialize in.”


    “You don’t want to be a pediatrician any more?” his advisor asked pointedly.


    “Maybe I still do, sir,” Pat said apologetically remembering that was his advisor’s specialty. “But, I just keep thinking maybe I was too hasty when I made that decision.  Maybe I should be exposed to more things before I make up my mind.”


    “Very well, Mr. McLeod,” Dr. Millan said flatly. “If that’s what you want. But, don’t take forever deciding. You have to apply for residency in a few months. In the meantime, I’ll call Dr. Rogers and tell him you’re coming.” Pat smiled, despite the mention of his recent nemesis.  


    “Thank you, sir,” he said, and turned toward the door.
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    Max lay under an apple tree on the quad outside St. Andrew’s seminary. It had been a good semester so far. He was content. There were no holes in his life—not in knowledge, not in body, not in spirit. He hungered for nothing. He felt no pain. He felt nothing. He was perfectly content. Perfect. It was an objectively perfect day with warm sunshine and low humidity. Perfect. He traced the path of the thin, black branches of the apple tree through the pure white blossoms as they swayed gently in the early April breeze. Other people had also noticed the objectively satisfying day. The quad was full of students playing Frisbee and enjoying the first few rays of spring. Under the apple tree, however, Max was alone. He alone could see how the branches were like slender black snakes sliding gracefully through a bed of virgin white snow. How ironic, he thought to himself esoterically. Snow, the literary symbol of purity and snakes, the biblical symbol of evil side by side in nature. Opposites, yet one thing. Max shuttered at the ambiguity this created. Ambiguity left the door open for the sinister to enter disguised as the good. I guess that’s why apples are the fruit that get mankind kicked out of paradise. A shiver gripped him as he thought about the apple tree outside St. Jude’s rectory, a tree he used to stare at and admire as a child. Thank God I’m not going back there.


    Still lying in the soft grass, Max lifted up the dainty card he held in his hand. He couldn’t put off this decision any longer. He had to RSVP by tomorrow or it would be rude. It was an invitation to Jay’s wedding. It wasn’t a surprise by any means that the invitation had come. Jay had told Max he was engaged to Jen Caponata a few days after Christmas. This news was the only event punctuating another painfully slow holiday at home. Since then, Max tried to be happy for Jay and Jen. They were undoubtedly happy together. He was sure Jay would be good to Jen. It was marriage itself he wasn’t sure he believed in. Maybe St. Paul’s was right, Max thought. Maybe human beings shouldn’t marry for love. After all, Max himself had thought he loved someone once. He had thought of getting married. But now he couldn’t even remember what love felt like. Now the object of his love was dead. He wondered if what he had felt was just an illusion, a childish fiction that he could easily dismiss with memories of his teenaged years. After all, he thought. There’s no such thing as love. Not among humans. Maybe for God, but not for us.


    Max reflected objectively that he would not make a good wedding guest in his present state of mind. But neither did he want to let Jay down—Jay, one of the few people in Hectortown Max could still tolerate. Logically, Max reasoned, he simply had to use his own highly praised philosophical rhetoric skills on himself, to sell himself on the idea of Jay getting married. St. Paul had advocated men and women marrying for lust. Jay was surely attracted to Jen, as well as thinking he loved her. Did it matter, then, if they thought they were getting married for love but were really getting married for lust, so long as they had enough lust to keep their marriage strong? As long as they had lust for only one another, wasn’t it okay to let them keep their romantic delusions? I guess I can keep my mouth shut, Max decided for his friend’s sake. If they believed strongly enough in this silly notion of love, in time, they would surely learn to lust after each other enough to make everything work out as Paul had hoped. I suppose I can carry off the charade, Max reasoned. For Jay.


    There was really only one catch. That Alfred girl, who had been Jen’s best friend in high school, would surely be there. She had to be. The thought of seeing her again, her sweaty, pale torso—her outrageous hair… it stopped all other thoughts short. What should I say to her? He could ask himself a thousand times and never come up with a suitable answer. He didn’t want to talk to her. She disgusted him. She had made it clear that she didn’t want to talk to him. But, can I just give up on her? he debated. Yes, I can, he reminded himself. Tony even said I can… that I have to. I can’t control what she does, so I also can’t feel guilty about it.  Max dropped his arm over his eyes to shield them from the bright sunlight. What business was it of his if she did get hurt? She could cause him nothing but trouble. And yet, at any reminder of Hectortown, he worried about her compulsively—this counterfeit, this inferior copy of his best friend—the horrible mutation of the little girl his father had told him to keep an eye on so many years before. Is that what this is all about? Max wondered, his own voice chastising himself sarcastically inside his head. Misplaced family loyalty? Still trying to please my father?  Max sat up and put his arms around his knees. He looked across the quad at happy pairs of people sharing blankets out on the soft grass.


    Max looked at the invitation again. It did say and guest. Surely this was mistake as Jay and Jen both knew Max would have no date to bring. But they had written it. He could bring his mom. If his parents wanted to save this stray animal so badly, they could do it themselves. Max could alert them of the danger she was in one more time, just as he had years ago. Let them save her this time. Eleanor loved that silly girl and thought of her as a daughter. Max wouldn’t even have to tell Eleanor why he was bringing her along. She would instinctively seek out the hopeless girl like a penguin finding its own child among thousands of identical chicks. Max didn’t need to be a hero, he didn’t need to face this fake Tiar at all. He got up and dusted off his shorts, then ran to his dorm where he filled out the card and sealed the envelope.


    Salome picked an onion ring out of her stiff paper basket and pulled it apart with her long, acrylic finger nails. She stared at Renee, swirling pepper around in her ketchup. Since around Christmas, Salome had a new mission. Sure that her friend’s near total social isolation was not helping her with her mental problems, she rearranged her classes so that their lunch periods overlapped every day of the week. At first, Renee insisted that she needed that time to study. However, now working only two nights a week, even she had to eventually admit she could afford to be less stingy with her time and could spare half an hour without an open text book in front. Sometimes, Sal could even stretch this into an hour and drag Renee down to the pond to watch the ducks waddle around confused on the frozen water. Every once in a while, she could almost see a smile form on her young friend’s full lips when one of the ducks quacked authoritatively at its mates only to slip comically moments later on the melting island of ice. Today, the third Tuesday in April, there was no ice and there would be no walks to the pond. Right after lunch, Renee had to run off to an appointment in the behavioral health clinic. To meet with that hottie, Dr. McLeod, Salome thought. Sal had seen Renee’s new friend Pat only briefly on the psychiatric ward when she stopped by to leave a book Renee had asked for. When she saw him once more the quad with Renee in February, she tried to communicate to him that he should ask her out, hoping a little human contact, the kind Sal could not provide, would make her friend feel valuable. But Pat appeared more interested in treating Renee as a patient and Renee, reluctant to both ideas, finally relented to his. Now in a doctor-patient relationship, there was no hope they’d get together. Too bad, Sal thought as Renee packed up her belongings for the long walk across campus. They would have made a cute couple.  


    Renee sighed as she hoisted her bag onto her shoulder and got up from the picnic table. She wasn’t sure what she was getting out of these meetings with Pat McLeod, but she had to try something. She wasn’t depressed. Or at least, she didn’t feel what she thought depressed people felt. In fact, she felt very little. When she was released from the psychiatric ward fall semester, she tried to keep an open mind about Dr. Matthews but quickly felt his appointments were not addressing her actual problems. Then, she tried fixing things her own way—by going to confession every Sunday before mass. She had wanted to go ever since premiering at the Fox Tail but didn’t know exactly what it was she wanted to be absolved of. Mens rea, she remembered from studying for confirmation. She could not sin if she didn’t understand what the sin was. As upsetting as his visit had been, Max had conveniently defined the sin for her. She was tempting others. She was providing a near occasion to sin. Renee went to confession the very next Sunday and felt a weight was lifted off of her. For the next few days, she felt like a new person, hopeful, invigorated. But, Thursday night came, and she had to return to the Fox Tail. On Sunday, she went back to confession again. Thus, was her routine for the next six Sundays. On the seventh, the priest told her if she was truly sorry, she would quit her job. He made it clear he wouldn’t offer her absolution again until after she promised to stop working as an exotic dancer. Renee, acutely aware of each dollar in her checking account and which creditor or utility company it was destined for, could not comply with this demand. Instead, she stopped going to confession. Without confession, and now with a tangible label for what she had done to offend God, she stopped going to communion.


    November passed and then December. Renee sat dutifully, Sunday after Sunday in the third pew in the church, watching others go to communion while she, stains accumulating on her soul, could only sit and wait. She felt slighted. Didn’t Jesus, she thought, eat with Tax collectors and lepers and prostitutes? But, she knew the rules all too well. She was trapped.  For, her rejection from being left out from God’s table paled compared to the fear that, one false step, and she too could have to drop out of school forever. Renee carried on with her job and with her plan to improve her own financial security. Around Christmas, however, she noticed something was wrong. Having saved almost all the money she needed for a safety net, her anxiety was gradually melting away.  Unfortunately, it was not replaced by a feeling of wellbeing. Instead, there was just emptiness where the anxiety used to be. Something was missing from her—some spark of unconventional goodness she thought defined her. She tried to reclaim it by finding some compromise between safe guarding her finances and following the morals the Franklins had instilled in her. There must be some red line she would not cross to prove she was not simply driven by greed. All she could come up with was refusing to work on St. Valentine’s day, a holiday about divine love expressed through marriage. She had to admit to herself it wasn’t much of a stand, but I’m trying!


    Coincidentally, around the same time, Renee had also learned in one of her biology classes that as day length gets shorter, mammals are programmed to become depressed—an alteration of brain chemistry left over from when hibernation was still a practical way to spend the winter. Surely, if she just waited until the days got longer in the spring, she would feel better. She had two plans to combat this crevasse that had opened in her soul, one religious and one scientific. When she met Pat McLeod on the quad, she still held out hope one of them, or the two together, would make her meeting with him unnecessary. She stalled, asking if they could meet in a month, hoping to give her plans a chance to work. When March came, despite being on course for another straight A semester, she felt worse than ever.


    Renee switched her heavy bag from one shoulder to the other. She enjoyed meeting with Pat. She could tell him things she could never tell Salome, who always seemed offended whenever Renee was sad or seemed uncomfortable about work.  Salome always seemed on the verge of accusing Renee of being ungrateful that Salome set her up with the gig in the first place. She made it clear she didn’t think there was a god for Renee to outrage by being an exotic dancer or to disappoint if she failed to get into veterinary school. Pat considered everything Renee said without judgment, as if nothing could shock him. Despite the stack of therapy manuals on his desk whenever Renee went by his office, he talked to her more like an older friend bestowing wisdom. She suspected that was not what therapy was supposed to be and feared him turning her over to a therapist in the clinic when his rotation was over. She had even come up with a fairly stupid, superstitious excuse for why he was the only one she believed could ever help her. Sometimes, when he sat quietly listening to her and bouncing his pen thoughtfully against his lips, she wished he could be more than a friend. Renee knew that was not what she needed. After all, she reflected, sex was not a remedy for depression or a remedy for anything. It was an expression of love between two people who loved one another, and she did not love Pat. Anyway, she thought practically, don’t want to get him kicked out of medical school for dating a patient. But, it might be an ego boost to know he wanted to. After all, she thought, the first time we met, I wasn’t a patient.
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    “Doesn’t she look beautiful, Max?” Eleanor Franklin asked, beaming at the blushing bride.


    “She looks like an angel,” Max replied with as much emotion as he could muster. 


    Jen Caponata looked away, a bashful smile on her face, as she shook Max’s hand.   Max and Eleanor Franklin had worked their way to the head of the receiving line at Jay and Jen Holstead’s wedding. It was a glorious summer day and the late July sky was a brilliant cloudless blue as the wedding guests filed out of St. Jude’s Roman Catholic Church. Max could not have been more precise about Jen’s appearance. In her slim A-line dress and her halo like head piece, she looked very much like an angel—or at least like depictions of angels in western European art work. She could easily have climbed atop the manger of the St. Jude’s Nativity scene with a trumpet bearing a banner saying Rejoice, Rejoice, Emmanuel, and no one would be the wiser.


    What Max did not say was that Jen was beautiful, for above all things he sought to be honest. There was no flaw in Jen’s appearance. Barbara had worked tirelessly that morning at the Beauty Palace to get each golden curl placed perfectly on her head. Her makeup could not have been better applied by a professional movie makeup artist. There was no objective way in which Jen’s appearance could be improved, not even if she were to go under Dr. Alfred’s knife. But, nothing was beautiful to Max anymore. He could lie under trees for hours and appreciate the aesthetic balance of the colors of the blooms. He could draw symbolism out of the change in their appearance over the different seasons and write a three page essay about the transitions. But, he could not feel that they were beautiful. He could not feel anything.


    Max thought about Dr. Jobbing, his ninth grade biology teacher. Dr. Jobbing had been a neurologist before he retired from medicine and decided to teach high school. One day he taught the class about blind sight, the phenomena that occurs when a person’s eyes are intact but the part of the brain that processes sight consciously is damaged by injury or disease. The patients suffering from blind sight have no experience of seeing ever again, despite the fact that they can still walk around objects in their way and avoid obstacles. Max felt like he had been walking around blind for months now, only he was emotionally blind. The entire world was identical to the way it had always been, the colors just as vibrant, the movements just as precise. But, they had no meaning to him whatsoever.


    This change had started the previous fall but had occurred so gradually, Max barely noticed it except in hindsight. He walked past the buffet table at the reception picking out food that looked nutritive, but not seeing any that looked delicious. He looked at the shapes of the roses on the tables in the church hall and found himself classifying them according to how open they were and how dark a shade of pink they were; but, found them no more pleasurable to look at than the white table cloths or worn wooden floors.


    “Are you okay, son?” Eleanor asked, sitting next to Max at a reception table. He looked up at her confused, as if just awoken from a deep sleep.


    “Yes, mom.  I’m fine,” he said quietly.


    Pat McLeod sat in Ruttiger Memorial Hall in the medical school at Brighton University balancing a bland turkey sandwich on his lap as he watched a slide presentation on irritable bowel syndrome. As he tried to inconspicuously nibble at his lunch, he reflected how thankful he was that this was the third and last time during his budding medical career that he would have to work for the internal medicine service, a discipline that considered multimedia presentations about gruesome diseases an acceptable way to spend the lunch hour six days a week. He had just begun his transitional internship at the hospital several weeks earlier. As was his typical practice when faced with such lectures, he let his mind wander. As usual, it eventually wandered onto the topic of Tiar Alfred. I hope she’s doing okay, he thought to himself earnestly. He had not seen her in over two months—not since she announced in mid-May that she was cured and would no longer be needing his services. Behind her smile, he was sure she was hiding a heart that was far from cured. Yet, he could not convince her to continue with therapy. It wasn’t really therapy, he reminded himself. Unlike the actual patients he had seen during that rotation, he did not discuss her with his supervisor or write notes about her. He did not assign her exercise from the therapy workbook.  He did not have her check in with the front desk staff, to whom he had described Tiar as his sister who was visiting him once a week for lunch. What she needed, he judged, was a supportive friend to give her advice. He suspected she knew he set up the whole rotation as a ruse. He judged correctly she would not allow herself the luxury to talk to a friend an hour a week without at least the superficial pretense of academic instructions or medical orders. Poor sad girl.


    She visited him six times in an overlooked office in the behavioral health clinic filled with furniture that looked like it had been salvaged from a decommissioned World War II Navy vessel. After changing rotations, he met with her four more times in the cafeteria in a section that, due to its low ceilings, poor lighting, and rickety chairs, was chronically under utilized and offered reasonable privacy. She had disclosed almost every detail of her life to him. He imagined he knew more about her now then her own mother. She placed an odd, pseudo-religious trust in him that seemed to have nothing to do with medical training. She insisted, overly symbolically, that he was the only person she had met in years who could pronounce her name. She was convinced that he was the voice that called to her through cloud and darkness and brought her back to sanity. Tiar’s decision to stop meeting with him despite this almost superhuman power hurt Pat more then he cared to admit. But, there is nothing I can do to change that now, he thought as he sipped his can of soda.  


    If Pat remembered correctly, Jen’s wedding should be coming soon. He was sure that would be a difficult event for Tiar and hoped she would weather the experience unscathed. The debate about whether to attend was one of the last topics they had discussed before the schism. The tension between them started with the cherry trees. He asked innocently why she always drew cherry tress in art therapy. Unfortunately, he had interpreted Tiar’s cryptic response I’m not ready to tell you yet, as an invitation to ask again in the future. She finally admitted, appearing quite ashamed, that she couldn’t remember why she drew them. All she could remember was that they were important. Somehow, they meant hope… or was it love? They meant something she was supposed to treasure. She had hoped drawing them would bring the memory back, but it hadn’t. It only reemphasized that there was something important and beautiful she had lost. Pat was not sure if this was true or another evasion. He was sure he had hurt her very badly by pursuing the topic and stopped asking. After all, he was not an art therapist. He was not a therapist at all. But, ostensibly, he was trying his amateur hand at cognitive behavioral therapy. So, he listened to Renee’s tales of woe and tried to break them down into their basic elements, showing her that she had built an erroneous reality for herself that lead her to judge herself and others in an unrealistically harsh manor.


    This lead to the second major point of tension between them. Pat, week after week, stumbled unwittingly into discrediting the source of Renee’s negative beliefs about herself. He tried to do this without attacking the Catholic Church, the inventor and keeper of the rules by which Tiar measured herself as sinful and damned. Pat knew it would be unhelpful and unethical to interfere with her faith in a church she still attended devoutly and turned to for strength. This left only one target, the man who lead Tiar to that church. Week after week, Pat tried to avoid attacking Maxwell Franklin but was eventually lead by his own logic and his own hatred to do so. It was a process Tiar refused to participate in. You win this round, Priest, Pat thought to himself with disdain. This time.


    Several hours later, Max left his mother with Mrs. Caponata and walked outside the church hall, desperately needing some fresh air. He didn’t belong here among all these happy wedding guests. It was a mockery for him to be here pretending he believed it was a good thing for people to get married. There wasn’t any work for him to do here. The whole purpose of him coming and dragging Eleanor along was... Well, at least Mom is having a good time, he thought. Rounding the back of the church, he found Matt and Prentice behind the church hall. Matt was smoking a cigarette.


    “Hey, how’s it going?” Max asked casually.


    “Hey, bud,” Prentice said, extending his hand to shake. “Your summers just keep getting shorter and shorter.  How much longer do you have in school?” Matt offered Max a cigarette, which he shook off.


    “Two more years of school, and then a parish internship,” Max answered.


    “What’s a parish internship?” Prentice asked, seeming genuinely interested.


    “It’s basically like you’re a priest’s apprentice,” Max explained. “And the priest makes sure you are doing everything right.”


    “Cool. Would you do that back here?” Prentice went on. Oh, god, no, Max thought. He had made sure of that.


    “Well, a diocese has to sponsor you and pays for you to go to seminary,” he explained unemotionally. “Then you end up somewhere in that diocese working for them. So, since I had changed my diocese to central Ohio when I was an undergraduate, that’s where I applied from and where I’ll end up staying.”


    “Bummer,” Prentice said. “It would be awesome having you back here.” Matt snickered. “What’s wrong with you?” Prentice asked. Matt blew out a long line of smoke.


    “Nothing,” he said sheepishly.


    “You know what, you retard? I’m getting pretty sick of you,” Prentice said.  “Come on, Max, want to take a walk?” Max nodded and followed Prentice around the back of the high school and onto the street.


    “What’s up with him?” Max asked. Prentice shook his head in frustration.


    “I donnoh. He’s just an idiot. I kept thinking he’ll grow out of it. But, I’m thinking I need some better people to hang out with. You know. Good guys, like you and Jay. I mean, I was no angel growing up, I know that. But, Matt still wants to be the class clown and school yard bully and I’m like, ‘Dude, you’re going to be a senior in college, you have to straighten out.’” Max listened in silence as they walked down Church Street to the park down town. He was intrigued. He always thought of Prentice and Matt as interchangeable parts, in cahoots on the basketball court, at parties, and in life. It was surprising to find out now that there was distance growing between the two of them. Max was now reminded of how different their reactions were the previous fall to finding out one of their high school classmates had become an exotic dancer. Prentice continued to rattle off his litany of objections.


    “You know, Matt wants to spend every weekend smoking pot and getting drunk and watching porn. I want to move on with my life. But, he was my best friend growing up. I don’t want to just forget about him, but he doesn’t want to change.”


    “Loyalty is important, Prentice,” Max reflected. “But at some point, you can’t just let your friends bind you up in their problems because they’re your friends. You know, Jesus did say in Matthew, if your brother sins, try to persuade him not to. And, basically, if you try a few times and he still won’t listen, you don’t have to keep going along with him. “


    “Yeah, but four hundred and ninety times?” Prentice speculated. “That will take forever.”


    “Four hundred ninety?”


    “Um, yeah. How’d Jesus put it? Seventy times seven.”


    “You have to forgive him seventy times seven times,” Max explained. “But you can stop being his friend long before that.”


    “And that’s in Matthew?” Prentice asked seriously.


    “Chapter 18, verse seventeen,” Max recited. He never remembered Prentice having any interest in the Bible in the 11 years they spent together in school. He wondered where the sudden interest was coming from.


    “How do you do that?” Prentice asked, sitting down on a park bench.   


    “Do what?” Max asked, unfazed.


    “Remember all of that off the top of your head?” Prentice said with obvious awe.  Max shrugged. 


    “I dunno,” he said weakly. “It’s always just been easy for me.” Easy to read, Max reflected sadly. But hard to do. Easy to memorize the bible, but so hard to forgive. Easy to advise others to let go, but so hard to let go. They sat for a while in peaceful silence watching as cars and buses pass on the main road past the park. Finally, Prentice broke the silence.


    “Max, I just want to say I’m sorry,” he said softly.


    “Sorry for what, Prentice?” Max asked, confused.


    “You were such a great role model in high school,” he said regretfully. “I should have been more like you.”


    “I wasn’t exactly perfect,” Max admitted.


    “Yeah, but, I could have been a lot nicer to people,” Prentice admitted. “I just feel like a dick now. I wish I had been more like you. I think it’s so cool what you’re doing, Max. I think you’re going to be the kind of priest that makes kids excited about wanting to be good and learn about Jesus and....” he trailed off. Max was feeling self-conscious, but Prentice, oblivious to this, went on. “I don’t know, man. What do I know. I got expelled from Sunday school… twice. But, I think you’re going to be a really kick ass priest.” Max felt exposed, as though Prentice’s admiration would bring the truth of his own failures into focus and make them visible to everyone. He instinctively went back to where he felt safe—teaching. Stamping out ignorance.


    “You know, it’s not too late to change,” Max said. “If you really do want to change your life, the steps are simple. They’re not easy. But, they are simple.” Max was surprised Prentice looked at him with real interest. He continued.


    “You just go to confession. Apologize to the people you wronged if you still know where they are,” Prentice nodded.


    “That sounds too easy,” he said suspiciously.


    “God loves all of us,” Max said, hoping he sounded more convinced then he felt.  “He wants us to find our way to grace.” Prentice nodded again. “If that doesn’t seem like enough,” Max went on. “You can try getting involved with the youth programs at the church and try to steer other young men away from the traps you fell into. Maybe you could volunteer to coach basketball during the summer. They’ll be looking for help since I’ll only be home two more weeks this summer.” Prentice looked serious.


    “I think that sounds like a really good idea.”


    “Thanks,” Max said nervously, wanting to change to topic. “Now, let’s get back to the church before all the cake is gone.” Prentice finally lightened up his expression.  


    “Yeah. Let’s go get some cake.”


    Renee looked at herself in the mirror and wondered who she was trying to look presentable for. She and Salome obviously did not see eye to eye on dress or hairstyles and she hadn’t seen Pat in two months. She had practiced in advance how to look happy, smiling at herself in the mirror to convince him she was too healthy to need therapy.


    Could I convince myself? She wondered. She tried smiling at herself in the mirror now. A grotesque, mask like face smiled back at her. It had been exactly a year since her horrible hair experiment. Her hair was now long enough to cut off the hideous technicolored horns and still leave her with a few inches to style like a girl. She had tried for the first few months to dye it all back to her normal color, or even to one color. Unfortunately, the original dye job had left her hair so damaged, it absorbed the dye in unpredictable ways and never looked quite uniform. So, she waited under baseball caps and knitted caps and every conceivable color bandanna. Finally, today, she got the chemically tortured, stiff, frayed, dried, crunchy tips cut off her hair. She looked like she was twelve again, after a year going to Barbara’s Beauty palace, growing out the years of boy haircuts her uncle’s barber inflicted upon her. But, she looked more like herself.


    It will take more than hair, she thought. It would take more than just hair to hide what she had become. It would take more than just her own hair cut to feel like her old self. No matter what Pat told her, nor what she told him, she was broken, tainted. She never felt this so acutely as she did today knowing it was Jen’s wedding day. She and Jen had been best friends in high school. She wanted to be there for Jen. But, she couldn’t go now. She would bring scandal to the whole blessed event. When Matt and Prentice had seen her at the Fox Tail, it was bad enough. But, Max wasn’t friends with them. If Max knew Renee’s new occupation, everyone in town knew. Jen had probably invited Renee just to be polite but couldn’t possibly really want her there to ruin everything. Renee thought with a sigh that it would be just as uncomfortable for her having to face everyone’s accusing eyes. It’s not worth it, she thought. Nothing good could come out of it. 


    Unless he’s there, she thought in desperation. Renee no longer feared nor dreaded seeing Max again. In fact, she longed for it. If she saw him again, she knew, this time, she would not hide from him. She would not chase him away. This was not, as she let Pat believe, because she was no longer ashamed of who she was. It was not because, having discussed her feelings with a therapist, she now had a mature understanding of their relationship and the break down of communication that lead to the gulf between them. She was not healed and she was not ready to rebuild their friendship. She knew it was too late for that. She knew he could not love her. She knew he could not even accept her. But, she was ready even to take his condemnation. Even if she was only an obligation to him, even if she was just an anonymous soul to save or condemn, she would gladly take that condemnation, because it would mean that she did actually exist, that she did matter to someone no matter how foul or wretched they found her.


    Pat did not approve of Renee using words like “wretched” to describe herself. Do you ever feel like the world would be better off without you? he would ask when she described herself this way. Do you feel like you would be better off dead? He had to ask, Renee knew. It was his job to make sure she wasn’t planning on killing herself. No, she would answer honestly. No, I don’t want to be dead. How could he understand it was because she felt like she was already dead? Renee had been walking around for a month feeling like she did not exist, like she was in some terrifying book by Jean Paul Sartre—the invisible undead. She had fallen off humanity’s radar screen. She was just out of God’s field of vision. They could call her Renee, Tiar, Gabine, Salome, Herodias… they could call her Alfred or Al Saud and she would answer. But, there was no one to call her, and no place to call her home to. She had tried using religion, science, and medicine to fill this void to no avail. The men of the church had given up on saving her and the men of medicine refused to let her be condemned. So, she was in Limbo, that place that infants go when they die too young to commit sin but are not yet baptized. This is where Renee found herself. From where she was, there was no path out. And, he’s not there anyway, she thought. Jen and Max knew each other only through Renee. Except for the one movie they watched together, Renee was not sure Max and Jay had ever actually spoken. Renee turned her back to the mirror and leaned against the sink, wiping a tear out of her eye with the heel of her hand. He won’t be there. She sat on the floor of the bathroom, clutching her knees to her chest in a tight ball. He couldn’t be there just for me.  Not for me.
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    Glory to the Father, and to the Son... Searing electrical pain shot though the back of Max’s leg to distract him from the steady throbbing in both his knee caps. After Jay’s wedding, Max only had a week to fill before returning to the seminary. He spent as much time as he could cleaning and doing grounds keeping tasks for the church. His evenings were once again divided between the church gym, supervising youth athletics, and Buck’s tavern, where he had begun to supervise the new Mrs. Holstead at darts so she could compete with her husband and his friends. The blind sight continued. If anything, it worsened.  Max reflected that it made the summer go by mercifully quickly. Events passed with no meaning at all to attach to them. Max imagined that if he could keep this up, he could fit the entire emotional content of the rest of his life into five minutes. The summer had taken about fifteen seconds once he learned to use his disability to his advantage. Now, he was back at school where things were real. None of this emotional pain bullshit. The pain here was real. It was physical. He felt it right now. He had spent the past hour on his knees in prayer on the cold stone floor of St. Rocco’s chapel. He was pleased with the pain. A week ago, it had started stabbing at him after thirty minutes.  Whether his muscles or his will were stronger this week, he was making progress... and the Holy Spirit.  As it was in the beginning... Max enjoyed these tests of endurance. In classes, he only got the feed back three or four times a semester, by tests and papers, to know if he was improving—if he was getting intellectually closer to God’s ideal for him. Here, in the chapel in daily prayer, he could see his progress everyday. He could test his physical and spiritual growth in minutes. He could know for certain that he was making tangible strides toward his goal of being a soldier for Christ.


    Is now and ever shall be, World without end, Amen. For Max, the analogy to being a soldier was one he was using increasingly as a crutch to bolster his faith. A soldier was asked to make certain physical sacrifices of food, sleep, warmth, a comfortable bed. Hallowed be thy name. Thy kingdom come... A soldier spent long spans of time away from home, family, and friends...thy will be done... A soldier had to obey and never question, even when the purpose for which he was being asked to sacrifice was becoming increasingly unclear. On earth as it is in heaven...For Max, just starting his third year at the seminary, the last of these was the analogy nearest to his heart.


    Forgive us our trespasses, as we forgive those...Max continued to pray, eyes closed, lips chanting away, barely audible. He could sometimes get himself into a trance praying this way, reciting things from rote memorization. And in his trance state, cut off from the rest of the world, he felt warm and safe. He had his brethren around him, like a soldier had his brothers in arms.


    And lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from evil...The process, the fight itself, was becoming more important to Max than the goal. There was no way, he knew, that he could ever fix the problems of the world, that he could ever banish evil from the earth. In that realization, there was a certain comfort. He had no fear he would fail. He certainly would fail. But it was not the outcome of the battle that mattered, it was that he was on the right side of the fight. He would sacrifice, he would obey, he would be a foot soldier for the Lord. When it was all said and done, evil would win out and death would overcome, but he could know in his heart that he had stayed faithful to the effort. He had battled valiantly against greed, sloth, hatred, vanity, gluttony, jealousy...For thine is the Kingdom, the power, the glory, forever and ever.


    We believe in God, the Father Almighty...Max ruminated on these thoughts. For the past few weeks, a doubt had been growing in his mind, a nagging shadow. Maker of heaven and earth…What if there was nothing else but this world? Of all that is seen and unseen... What if there was no God? Out on the quadrangle among the willows, this thought was terrifying. But in here, in the chapel, this meant nothing. In here, Max felt completely safe to doubt.... the forgiveness of sins, and life everlasting, Amen. It was irrelevant to him. If there were no God, if he could perform a scientific test to prove it, it would mean nothing. Society needed religion just like in needed policemen to bring order, to motivate citizens to act decently. People needed the illusion of a heavenly father just as they needed Max’s earthly father—and that meant they needed priests. Max enjoyed studying to be one. What did the truth matter? He had given up trying to find truth in books, in prayer, on his knees, with his eyes closed, a stone roof between him and heaven.


    Our father, who art in Heaven... If there was a God, Max was sure, this is not where he would be found. But, the process of searching was enough to keep him going. He enjoyed the simplicity of it, the sacrifice, the wine, the robes, the incense, the trappings of piety. He loved the pomp and circumstance of a vigil mass, the quiet solitude of morning matins. Give us this day our daily bread… If someone wanted to pay him, house him, and feed him so that he could live this way, that was all he needed. If other people in his parish found it easier to sleep at night because he was there to teach them to pray, so much the better. And forgive us our trespasses.


    God was not in a book. Blessed are thou among women.... He was not in candles or incense or in a tabernacle. Max had looked in all of these places a hundred times. And blessed is the fruit of thy womb... He had looked in all of these places but found nothing to validate the journey. Pray for us, sinners. People would say God is love. Max once knew what that felt like—love. At least, he thought he had. But what had been action, a living breathing way of life, had become emotion. Emotion had become thought, thought had become memory. And now, he couldn’t even remember what love felt like. So, how could he know God? He used to see God’s love in the beauty of a tree in bloom, but now he saw only photosynthesis, a chemical reaction, the product of pragmatic evolution.


    Glory be to the Father.... There was no point even in pretending to himself anymore that he did believe…and to the Son....  He could admit to himself it was all an act… and to the Holy Spirit.... There was no god to hear him. There was no one who could hear his thoughts. If you are there, he screamed inside his head. If you are listening to me, take me now! Max’s lips kept chanting on while his mind cursed in the silent darkness inside his head. If you can hear me, kill me. I dare you. Kill me now and send me to hell. Send me to that whore you left behind when you took the last good soul off this earth. Max’s palms, pressed together in prayer, began to sweat. Lucifer, Baal, Beelzebub!  Take me to hell so I can finish what I started. Take me to your fiery torture paradise so I can do all those horrible things you showed me in your evil magazines—your demonic publications. Take me to hell so I can be with my sister-lover-whore. As it was in the beginning.... Max began to feel a terrible pain in his chest. Is now... It was getting difficult to breath. And ever shall be.... His vision began growing dark, his ears were ringing, and then.  Amen.


    “We’ll be right there.” Dr. McLeod slammed down the receiver. “Suicide attempt in the ICU,” he said to his fourth year medical student. Pat was on call for the psychiatry service at Brighton University Hospital.


    “How?” Jean, the student, asked.


    “IV tubing around the neck.” They grabbed their white coats and hurried down the hall to the intensive care unit, talking on the way.


    “What was the patient in the ICU for?”  


    “Pneumothorax.”  


    “Do we know how the lung popped? Are we looking at chronic disease or acute?” 


    “Don’t know,” Pat answered. “She’s 21, so probably car accident or something.”  They pushed open the door to the unit and found the room they were called to. Pat looked at the bright red name sticker pasted to the window.


    “Damn it!” Restraints applied, and sheets pulled up tightly, nothing could be seen of the patient except several inches of soft, brown hair. Jean knew to keep quiet. Dr. McLeod did not easily loose his temper. Jean picked up a clipboard from a nearby rolling table and handed it to Dr. McLeod who skimmed over the first few pages. He threw the clip board down hard on the table. “If I ever get my hands on that fucking priest!” he said, punching the wall.


    “Stay right here,” he said to Jean evenly, and turned to walk into the hospital room. A passing nurse caught Pat’s attention and he stopped her abruptly, grabbing her arm.


    “How long since the attempt?” he asked, trying, and failing, to sound patient.


    “Ten, fifteen minutes. Right before we called you,” she said timidly.


    “How long has she been in the hospital?”


    “About three hours.”


    “Why didn’t you call me then?”


    “The paramedics said it was an accident,” she answered defensively.


    “Damn it, woman. When have you ever heard of someone accidentally stabbing themselves in the chest?” He let her arm go and entered the room alone, closing the door behind him.


    Max felt a throbbing pain in his forehead, and a cold stone floor under him. “What happened?” he asked, rubbing his head. Tony leaned over him, no sign of concern on his face.


    “Classic rookie mistake, kiddo,” he said. “If you lock your knees, blood can’t get back from your legs to your head and you pass out. Especially when it’s warm like this.”


    “Why does my head hurt?” he asked, sitting up.


    “You hit it on a pew on your way down. Good way to cause amnesia. I’ve never heard a skull make such a loud sound before,” he said flippantly. “Way to go. I think you just lost the Book of Revelation.”


  




  

    47


    “Next,” rang out an apathetic shout in the waiting area of the telephone company satellite office in Brighton, New York. A mass of unrelated people, united only in their common purpose to derive some service out of the phone company, lethargically inched forward like varied morsels of meat sharing the same sausage casing. Renee had been present for ten or so of these cycles and noticed now that the shout was identical each time as though it were electronically recorded long ago to spare the phone company employee the trouble of saying it herself. She was a middle-aged woman with feathered blond hair and turquoise earrings who sat on a swiveling stool behind the counter. Renee stepped up to the window and put her change of address form on the counter between them.


    “I’m moving,” she said modestly, her voice sounding small. “I need to transfer my phone service.”


    “Moving in the same area code?” the woman asked loudly without looking up.


    “Yes, ma’am,” Renee answered politely. “Three blocks, actually.” Renee handed her the old billing statement. The woman scrutinized the form for awhile while Renee waited in quiet expectation. Then, the woman, whose nametag said “Pam” typed away at the computer for an impossibly long time giving no indication how long she expected to be occupied. Renee looked around at the outdated office, her mind wandering. Her new apartment was a third of the size of her first one and half the rent. Ostensibly, her reason for moving was to save money, not because I’m running away. I’m not running away, she thought to herself firmly. A month earlier, Renee had quit her job at the Fox Tail. When her depression the previous spring did not lift with the many interventions she had attempted, she set her mind on having an even bigger security net. By working six days a week over the summer, she had earned enough to go a year without working at all if she needed to. Now, she finally felt she needed to. She calculated she might be able to stretch this break out to two years if she got a smaller apartment. She also considered asking Ray for five or ten hours at the coffee house. For now, she just needed to take an inventory of the recent events of her life. She wanted to go to confession for once and not have to recite the phrase near temptation of sin or committing adultery with their minds. The words sent a shiver through her spine as she stood in the unwelcoming waiting area.


    “I think we can give you the same phone number,” Pam said gruffly, continuing to type.


    “Actually, I’d rather just have a new one.”  Finally, Pam stopped typing and looked up at her customer. She looked impossibly young and lost with her knit cap pulled down low over the tops of her delicate white ears. She had a look of frightened optimism, like some one who has seen everything they own destroyed but are still too much in shock to realize how impossible it will be to rebuild. Her innocence made Pam’s heart sink. “I’d like to change my listing in the phone book too,” the nymph added.


    “Okay,” Pam said hesitantly, her voice lower and softer. She handed Renee a form and spun one of her earrings around nervously in her nicotine stained fingers. “Do you want to have a message from the old phone number telling people what the new phone number is?”


    “No,” Renee said plainly.


    “Honey, how will people know where to find you?” the woman asked, seeming concerned.


    “Exactly,” Renee answered quietly. Oh, the woman mouthed silently. Good luck, hun, she thought sadly. Good luck, but it won’t work. Pam had had enough trouble with husbands, ex-husbands and violent, lousy boyfriends to know one simple truth. Even the stupidest man can find you if they want to. They don’t need to use the phone book. Pam’s eyes were filled with sympathy and caution. Now was Renee’s turn to look down at the form she was filling out, and she missed the warning entirely. Renee scribbled her identifying information on yet another standardized medium. Date of change, 20 Oct. 1998. Last name Alfred. First name. She hesitated for a moment. When she signed up for phone service the first time, she had just used her legal first name, which was still Tiar, without giving it much thought. But, too many people at school knew that name, as that is how she came up on the attendance sheets for class. She would be far too easy to find as Renee. She quickly wrote Bird and handed the form back to Pam. The only person who she might want to hear from would understand the reference.


    “You okay, honey?” The woman asked, setting her glasses onto her head and pushing back her enormous bangs.


    “Yeah, I’ll be fine,” Renee assured her.


    “’Cause you look like you just saw a ghost.”
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    Max sat at the deserted intersection listening to sleet bounce off his windshield. The sign in front of him had two arrows. Above the one to the right, it said Brighton. Above the one to the left, it said Jamestown. Max had been driving to Hectortown for Christmas break. He no longer thought of it as “driving home.” Preferring the ascetic camaraderie of the seminary to the physical comforts and tense social interactions at his parents’ house, he stalled as long as he could. Aside from his brief, secret despair early in the semester, his silent plea to all supernatural beings, good and evil, the rest of the semester had gone smoothly. After classes officially ended, he volunteered to help the professors at the seminary decorate the chapel for their Christmas vigil mass and scheduled several spiritual advising sessions with his mentor. Now it was Christmas eve and he had to return to his parents and St. Jude’s. He had been driving for a few hours when he ran into traffic stopped dead. A tanker truck full of toxic chemicals over turned on Interstate 90 closing it completely east bound. Near a town called Albion, Max was diverted onto a side road and eventually found Pennsylvania highway 6 which took him past the Allegany Indian Reservation where he picked up 219 and turned north toward familiar, if not welcome territory.


    Finally, he hit the intersection where 219 ran concurrently with 17 for several miles. All he needed to do was turn left and break off north at Salamanca and 219 would take him back to his familiar bed in the blue clapboard house. Yet, as soon as he saw the sign advertising Brighton, a little voice started nagging him. Would you give up on me that easily? Max increased the volume of the radio, but the voice echoed with every swipe of his windshield wiper. Would you give up on me? A voice from his past he could not ignore. Max gripped the steering wheel in anger and frustration at himself for the whole foolish situation. He wondered if Prentice was having this much trouble distancing himself from Matt. He wondered if there was some technique his old basketball teammate could share about suppressing the memory of someone once the illusion of youth was cast off and what was left was a horrible shell of what had once been a best friend. Little Bird is dead, he reminded himself. He was comfortable with that idea. There was no logical or ethical reason for him to have loyalty to this body that was left behind. Even then, he had tried to intervene beneficently and now he was allowed to let go. He was supposed to.


    The Gospel of Matthew, as Max confirmed for himself after sharing it with Prentice, clearly stated that you could give up on people if you tried to get them to change their errant ways and they refused—you could treat them like a pagan or a tax collector. It couldn’t be any clearer. Except, just a few verses before that, Max noticed when he had looked it up six months ago, was the parable of the lost sheep. If a man owns a hundred sheep... will he not leave ninety-nine on the hills and go to look for the one that wandered off? Max put on his left turn signal. This is stupid, he thought. I tried to help her. She chased me away. She’s not a lamb. Max accelerated his windshield wipers and listened as they screeched back and forth. He felt a pang of guilt. Had he really tried hard enough? He talked to her once since she moved out of town. Once. He couldn’t count Jen’s wedding. Tiar didn’t know he was there. Jack wouldn’t have this problem, Max chastised himself. He would have just locked her up for lewd behavior and walked away without a second thought. That’s justice, right? That’s what she deserves. That’s what dad would do. Max put on his right turn signal. Except, I’m not Jack. I’m not a police man. I’m a shepherd. He turned on his left turn signal. Finally, he rested his head on the steering wheel.


    Why should this be such a chore? he wondered, to visit and old friend? He truly did not want to see her. She was less than nothing to him now. She was a source of shame and doubt in his life, a life already filled with too much of both. Max pulled forward through the intersection and pulled into a gas station just a hundred yards up the road. He pulled up next to the phone booth and quickly got inside, closing the thin glass door against a growing gale. He dialed information.


    City and state please.


    “Brighton, New York.”


    Listing please.


    “Renee Alfred.” Max waited and heard several clicks. Finally, a real human being answered.


    “I am sorry, sir. There is no Renee Alfred listed for Brighton.”


    “Sometimes she goes by her middle name,” Max explained. “Can you try Tiar Alfred?” The name sounded funny coming out of his mouth. He had rarely tried to say it since he was eleven.


    “What was that name again sir?” the operator asked.


    “Tiar. T- I -A...”


    “I’m sorry, sir, there is no name like that.” Max dropped his head hard against the side of the phone booth.


    “Can you try her sister, Bird Alfred?” he ventured.


    “Bird, Sir?” the operator asked incredulously.


    “Yes.”


    “Sorry sir, no Bird Alfred.”


    “Is there a ‘B Alfred’?” he asked, feeling desperate.


    “There is a ‘Brad Alfred.’ Would you like that number sir?”


    “No. No thank you, operator. Thank you for your help.”


    “Happy holidays, sir.”  


    The dial tone droned away in Max’s ear as he stood in the phone booth. He had tried getting Tiar’s number from information before, during the fall of his Junior year. It had been disconnected before, but she had never just not been listed at all. She’s hiding, he thought. There was no other explanation. She wanted to make sure he wouldn’t come looking for her again. Max got back into his car and pulled out to the intersection. He should feel relieved, he thought to himself. He was off the hook. He had tried to find her. She refused to be available to listen to him. She didn’t want to be helped.


    Max looked up the road. The bare trees loomed ahead, black branches scratching at the gray sky. Treat him as you would a pagan or a tax collector, the gospel said. A pagan or a tax collector. He had given her his best, and she had rejected it. She was someone else’s problem now. He turned on his right turn signal and headed for home.


    Renee stood in the emergency room, two huge grocery bags in her hands. She was still shivering as she stood in front of the swinging double doors and waited for them to open. Finally, Pat came through them, wearing a long white coat over a pair of light blue scrubs. The florescent lights which gave everyone else a pasty, ill looking skin color, seemed to make Renee glow with a divine radiance. He waved her to the back with a big smile and ushered her down the hall to a staff lounge. Pat took the grocery bags from her and started unpacking them onto a table while Renee took off her coat.


    “It’s snowing again?” Pat asked.


    “Yes,” Renee said with a smile. Snowflakes like tiny crystals ornamented the tips of her hair, which was now long enough to escape her woolen cap. Renee took that off, too, and threw it in a pile on the couch on top of her coat. “It will be a white Christmas after all.”  Why in a place where the first snow rolls in in October, Pat wondered, handing her a plate, is everyone so impressed with a white Christmas?


    “Thank you for bringing me dinner,” Pat said. “This is a feast.”


    “Well, I hate to see an animal go hungry...”


    “Even if it is one as lowly as an intern,” Pat finished.


    “Something like that.” Renee started piling mashed potatoes on her plate.


    “This is delicious, Tiar. Did you cook this?”


    “Oh, my goodness, no,” she said modestly. “I can’t cook at all. Well, macaroni and cheese, and that’s about it.”


    “Well, thanks anyway. You’re a life saver,” Pat said, stuffing his mouth with turkey.


    “Make sure you share with your doctor friends.”


    “Oh, I will.”


    Renee was embarrassed at Pat’s profuse thank yous. Since the Christmas vigil mass was at 4:00 PM this year, she had no where else she needed to be for the rest of the evening. This was the smallest act of Christian decency she could muster.  


    Pat had barely seen Renee since the previous September, and then not under the best of circumstances. He’d spoken to her only once since then, although he checked every week in the hospital computer system to make sure she was keeping all the outpatient appointments he had made for her with a psychologist in the behavioral health clinic. Pat was relieved to see she had kept them all and he kept his fingers crossed that she was being honest with the psychologist. When he finally bumped into her on the quad a week ago, she looked happy. He had never seen her look quite so optimistic, not even when they had first met her freshman year.  He was thankful for what ever had caused the change and hoped it would be lasting. Yet, his relief was guarded, as he knew how quickly this little girl could fall apart. It was because of this fear about her innate instability and the fact that he knew the behavioral health clinic, which catered mostly to students, would be all but closed the next few weeks for the holiday season, that Renee was here in the emergency room staff lounge now.  In their short conversation a week earlier, Pat had complained that he had to be on call on Christmas eve. Renee offered to bring him dinner. He immediately felt uncomfortable with the idea. Renee was no stranger to the ER and could easily be recognized by the medical staff there. If somehow someone made the connection that he had treated her in the past and was now seeing her socially, the rumors would be terrible for his career. Yet, with the nagging concern for her in the back of his mind, and her friend Salome on a ski vacation with her new boyfriend, he feared that Renee would be in the emergency room tonight either way. Whether as a friend or a patient would be up to him. He permitted her to come visit him. Since he didn’t have any patients waiting for him in the ER for the trauma surgery team he was now rotating on, he stayed with her in the lounge and watched It’s a wonderful life.


    By time George Bailey’s uncle was folding $8,000 into a news paper and handing it to his business nemesis, Pat’s beeper went off. He rushed off down the hall in his scrubs. The snow had caused a serious car accident, and a number of passengers needed to be urgently stabilized. Donning a surgical mask and goggles, he set to work inserting chest tubes and clamping cut arteries.


    I never thought I’d be here again, Max thought to himself, sitting outside the Fox Tail. He had been to Ms. Alfred’s old apartment in an attempt to be thorough. The current occupant, who had been very surprised to have any unexpected visitors on Christmas eve, had been less than helpful. No, there was no Teresa Alfred who lived here, only a girl named Renee. She must still live close by, because she showed up from time to time to see if any of her mail didn’t make the transition. But, no, she did not know exactly where. Max had spent the next hour driving around in the snow looking for a sign. Finally, he drove to the Fox Tail. Looking on the poster outside the door, there was no Herodias, no Salome, no Magdalene, no Jessabelle, Gethsemanes, Bethanys, Abaddons, Apollyons, or any other name from the pages of the bible. There was a Cleopatra, but that seemed far too flashy and obvious to be the woman he was looking for.


    Max walked back to the warmth of his car. Whether because of his influence or some other benevolent force in her life, the lamb wasn’t working at the Fox Tail anymore. His whole purpose in coming here was to try to convince her to leave, but someone else already had. She wasn’t his responsibility anymore. That was all this orphan was to him now. She was not a friend, a lover, or a sister. She was just a lamb he had been told to look after eleven years ago. She wandered off, and he had gone looking for her. He had looked on every hill and valley, in every dark cave and deep well. She was no where to be found. Some other shepherd had claimed her. He could only hope that that shepherd would treat her as well as she deserved. But, as for him, she was not his anymore to feel joy, fear, anger, or jealousy over. Instead, Max felt free. Now, with no mission to focus on, he became acutely aware of a rumbling in his stomach. He hadn’t eaten since he left St. Andrews ten hours earlier. He headed off to find someplace that would be open on Christmas eve.


    Four hour later, his scrubs splattered with other people’s blood, and desperately in need of coffee, Pat and one of his co-workers planned to make a run down to the vending machines out side the closed cafeteria. Hospital policy dictated that once a doctor left the emergency department into a public space they had to wear their white coat over their scrubs. Pat went looking for his coat and realized that he had left it in the doctor’s lounge. When he returned, he saw that Renee had fallen asleep on the couch, curled up in a ball, using his coat as a blanket. She looked so lovely and peaceful. He got two blankets from the blanket warming locker in the hall and covered her with those. A tiny smile spread across her full lips.


    Pat watched her chest rhythmically rise and fall, as regularly and gently as the swells on a calm sea. He would never ask for more in life if he could come home from a long night on call and know she would be sleeping peacefully in his bed. But, he knew he could never have this. Go ahead, his mind urged. You already started down this slope.  Destiny had defied Pat’s attempts to keep a crisp line between friendship and therapy with Ms. Alfred from their first meeting to their most recent. Last September, fate had once again called him to her bedside. But, instead of writing orders or leaving notes, he sent his medical student home and told the nurse on call that he could not interview this patient who had just gotten a sedative. He would pass the job on to the morning team, he promised. He did not interview her. He did not ask her what lead to the admission. He merely untied one of her restrained hands, holding it in his through the night, begging her with his eyes to see what he knew—that the light she shone on the world was too precious for her to choose to extinguish. She needs your love more than your stupid words, he thought. Ethical rules be damned. No one will ever find out.


    Pat knew there were bigger factors then regulations keeping he and Renee apart. The simplest of which was that Pat was ten years older than her. But, more importantly, Pat knew, every person Renee had ever loved or trusted in her life had either left her, or the circumstances of her life had forced her to be separated from them. Every relationship she had was a crazy enmeshment of obligations. Her only boyfriend was also her best friend and more of a brother to her than her two actual brothers. He was now a priest and sat in judgment of her soul. Her boy friend’s parents had functionally been her parents for half her life. Her “father,” Jack Franklin, was also on the police force and had brought a few of her high school friends to the police station for vandalism. Her “mother” Eleanor was complicit in a cover-up of Renee’s first suicide attempt. Pat had no desire to add to that list by being a boyfriend who could prescribe her drugs and who was responsible for her sanity.


    Maybe, he thought to himself, she won’t need me to do that anymore. Maybe, she won’t need any psychiatrist anymore. Her hair was growing back in now and she looked like the strong, smart student he had met in the emergency room waiting area, not the abused stray animal he had sedated in the treatment area. But, Pat knew looks could be deceiving. Renee sighed in her sleep and curled her hands under her chin, rubbing the blanket he had brought her across her cheek. She seemed to be dreaming about some happy, far away world. Pat wondered what a happy dream for a little bird like Tiar Alfred would be. Then he put on his coat and went in pursuit of caffeine. 


    “Something wrong with your turkey, hon?” Max looked up at the plump waitress in the powder blue uniform of the Midwater Diner on Elm street.  


    “No. Thank you,” he replied politely. “It’s terrific. I’m just...”


    “Not hungry tonight?”


    “Yeah. And I have a long drive ahead. Don’t want to get too full.”


    “Well, why don’t I wrap that up for you, then?” she asked, topping off his coffee.


    “That would be great. Thank you,” he said listlessly, pushing his plate toward her. In truth, Max was starving. But, as he sat at the Eisenhower era linoleum counter in the diner, watching the “o” flicker at a place across the street called “Original Ray’s Coffee”, he knew that the expansive feeling of relief he felt over not finding Tiar at the Fox Tail was simply a ketone induced delusion. Ketosis, the process by which the brain uses fat for fuel when sugar runs short, had different effects on different people. Some people felt very weak or angry when they were forced into ketosis. Max felt elated, free, optimistic. He discovered this during a fast the previous lent. It was better than being drunk. After his silly brush with despair earlier in the fall, silly, foolish, childish thinking! he decided that he had become too comfortable, too content. He decided that he needed to be a little less comfortable and a little hungrier. As his fast progressed, as he went from three meals to two, and then to one and a half, he found he was less convinced there was no God. Some days, he sort of believed that there was, or at least there could be. He could almost, when he hadn’t eaten in a few days, see God. Actually, it was more like he could see evidence that God had been hanging around and just stepped out for a moment—he could see the faintly glowing residue God’s feet would leave if he walked barefoot across a newly washed floor. This was what Max was capable of feeling if he restricted himself to a thousand calories a day.


    Today, Max estimated, he had eaten about six hundred calories. Clearly, he was not unbiased and logical in such a state. Max knew that there were much more logical ways to interpret Tiar’s absence from the strip club than that she had been won over by his arguments and gotten a safer and more wholesome job. It was far more likely that she was dead or that she had dropped out of school and moved to another city. It was even more likely that she had made the conversion from New Testament to Old Testament sin—that instead of merely tempting men to commit adultery with her in their mind, that she was letting them commit adultery with her body. But, Max could not bare to believe any of these things.


    Max knew that if he were in his normal, logical, well fed state, he would have to face these harsh realities: that Miracles probably didn’t ever happen, that God probably didn’t exist or leave footprint across the linoleum of his brain, and that the girl he used to call “Little Bird” was probably in some squalid, drafty apartment with pneumonia and several sexually transmitted diseases. It was far easier to be hungry than to face all that. He took his leftovers under his arm, left a sizable tip, and finally headed for home.


    When Renee awoke the next morning, sun light streamed through the windows. Renee was not unaccustomed to waking up somewhere other than her own bed. However, when Pat sat down next to her on the couch, she was very confused. Fortunately, an ambulance went by and she quickly realized where she was and why Pat was with her.


    “Ready to go home?” he asked her. “Come on, I’m going to walk you to your apartment.” She rubbed her eyes with her hands.


    “Aren’t you on call?” she asked sleepily.  


    “My shift is over,” he informed her. “Tiar, it’s Christmas day.” He smiled at her and she smiled back.


    “Merry Christmas,” she said. She sat up and balled up the blankets she had been sleeping under. Then she put on her coat and hat. Pat had already changed and packed up the left-overs from the night before while she slept.


    They walked through the six inch deep snow toward Renee’s apartment and Pat recounted wearily the patients he had taken care of the night before. The snow and merriment had combined to cause quite a few car accidents allowing him only half an hour of sleep for the twenty four hour shift.


    “I suppose New Years will be even worse,” Renee speculated.


    “Fortunately, I won’t be on that night,” Pat said.


    “Do you have plans?” Renee asked. “Cause, I think Salome is having a party if you’re interested.” Pat considered the offer, deeply divided about what he should do.


    “Why don’t I call you about that later?” he suggested.


    “Sure, no biggy,” Renee replied casually, holding onto a sapling planted in the side walk to keep her balance while climbing over a huge pile of snow the plows had left.


    “Can you write down your number for me?” Pat asked pragmatically. “You’re not listed anymore.”


    “Yes, I am,” Renee said. “The lady at the telephone office said I had gotten my submission in in time for the new book.”


    “I looked the other day, Tiar. You’re not in there.”


    “Don’t tell me you couldn’t figure it out,” she said pointedly.


    “Figure what out?”


    “What’s my name in Arabic?”


    “Bird?” he said tentatively. She shrugged at him, cocking her eye brows. “There is no ‘Bird Alfred’ in the phone book. Just a Barbara and a Brad and nothing in between.”


    “Oops,” Renee said with a look of consternation. He won’t be able to find me, she thought. But, who am I kidding? He’s not looking anymore. 


    “Tiar,” Pat asked. “Are you okay?”


    “Yeah,” she said flatly. “I guess that makes me ‘Brad.’”


    They continued on through the blinding radiance of the snow covered city. Pat followed Renee into her building and made sure she got into her apartment.


    “You want a cup of coffee or something?” Renee asked, unlocking the door. Pat walked in and dropped the single bag of left over food onto Renee’s kitchen table. He glanced around the small apartment at the spare furnishings, the scrawny plastic Christmas tree, the paper nativity scene. Half of the sheep had fallen on the floor when Tiar opened the door, their shepherd long gone. Pat stood just inside the door frame, marveling at how little she had and how much she was willing to give away.


    “No, thanks. I just want to go home and sleep for the rest of the day.”


    “Okay,” Renee answered lightly. “Thank you so much for walking me home.”


    “It’s the least I could do,” he said, waving his hand in the direction of the remnants of the feast she had brought him. Now, go, he thought to himself, but his feet wouldn’t move. Renee stood in front of him, smiling innocently. Her heavy wool coat now off, her soft gray sweater was outlining her figure perfectly. Tiar, men pay money just to look at you, he had told her once. How much is she worth to me? Everything I have.


    Pat tried again to lift his feet to walk out, but they felt like immovable boulders. He just stared helplessly at Renee. She didn’t seem in a hurry for him to leave.


    “About this party on New Years...”  Pat began, looking for a way to excuse his persistent presence. Her brown hair was now long enough to form a tidy bowl around her head. She wasn’t a frightened animal or a tortured show girl anymore. This was the girl who had given him her phone number, who spent one of her precious few dollars to buy him a candy bar. She had approached him. What am I afraid of?


    “Yes?”  Renee asked, taking a step toward him.


    “I was just wondering...” he trailed off. Pat avoided looking at her eyes. Wondering what? he chastised himself, looking down on the floor. You need to go. She grabbed one of his mittened hands and stood in the path of his eyes. She was a few inches away.


    “Yes?” He closed his eyes and leaned toward her. He felt her lips warm and soft against his own. He couldn’t think of anything anymore. His thick skiing parka rustled as he wrapped his arms around Renee and pulled her closer. Renee felt warm all over.  Warm and happy. She grabbed Pat’s head in her tiny hands, her slender fingers running through his soft, golden hair. It felt so good to be kissing anyone, to know she still existed.


    Pat, his mouth still locked on Renee’s, pulled off his mittens and threw them on the floor, rubbing his hands on Renee’s soft angora sweater. It doesn’t have to end here, Renee thought. Why should it? Why should it? She unzipped his coat and slid her arms inside of it. Between his coat and his fleece pull over, her arms felt warm and safe. He leaned lower to kiss her neck. Renee’s hands reached under Pat’s blue fleece jacket, inching their way down the sides of his abdomen. It was obvious he didn’t stop working out when he left the army. His torso was firm and sculpted like a Greek statue.


    A shiver ran through Pat’s body. It wasn’t that Renee’s hands, which had now worked their way to the bare skin of his back, were cold, but that they were real and that they were hers. This wasn’t a dream anymore. This mystical little sprite who tripped around the edges of his universe was now touching him. He didn’t have to wonder anymore what could have been if he had called her two years ago. He didn’t have to imagine what it would be like to hold her. It would be like this. He put his mouth over hers. He didn’t know how long he could keep her here, how long she could be his. He wanted it to be forever.


    Renee’s fingers crawled up the inside of Pat’s shirt. She could feel his chest expand and contract with every inspiration as she climbed up his ribs. She could feel his heart pounding away as he kissed her. She wanted to love him. She wanted to give herself to him. But, a voice was nagging away at her. Am I just using him? She didn’t want to listen to it. She liked Pat, from the day they met. She thought he was good looking. So, why shouldn’t they both be happy? He loves you, she thought. Love him. It’s right. It’s the best thing you can do. Be smart about this. Just love him. Just try.  


    But, even as she pressed her lips against his, even with her tongue in his mouth, tears were welling up, trying to escape the corners of her closed eyes. This is what she had dreamt the night before—every kiss, every caress, only not with Pat. He was looking for her. It was an irrational thought, but one as real to her as the sun and the snow. She had nearly forgotten about Max. It was an active, intentional forgetting. He could not merely slip from her mind; he needed to be pushed. Deposed. Evicted. She had nearly done that, for his and her own good. But, something had changed last night while she was asleep. She was so sure he was close by, so close, she could yell out his name, and he would come running to find her. But, he would never find her, and if he did find her, he couldn’t kiss her. He couldn’t love her. He wasn’t allowed to do that anymore. He didn’t want to do that anymore. Max was gone.  


    He’s gone, she tried to convince herself. Max is gone. She wasn’t cheating on him. He didn’t care. He would probably be happy, relieved, if he knew she had found someone else, someone smart and caring. He would feel free if he knew someone else loved her and he didn’t have to worry about her anymore. But, it didn’t matter. She was still waiting for him in her heart. Pat was a wonderful person who really deserved a woman who could love him. She knew the most she could be right now was someone who liked him very much and thought of another man every time she closed her eyes to kiss him. Maybe this feeling that Max was still in her life would only last another few months, maybe for another few decades, but it wasn’t fair to make Pat wait around to find out. Renee pushed Pat away and spun around, hoping he wouldn’t see the tears rolling down her cheeks.


    “I’m sorry. I can’t do this. I’m sorry. I’m sorry. This was my fault. I did this. I’m sorry!” she said, trying to steady her voice and surreptitiously rub the tears from her cheeks.


    “It’s okay,” Pat said walking up behind her and putting his hands on her shoulders. “It’s okay. I...” I what? I don’t mind? I’ve wanted you since the day I met you? “I ...”


    “I can’t,” Renee said, turning to face him. She wanted to explain, but she couldn’t.  She couldn’t tell him she couldn’t love him because she loved someone else. He knew who she loved. He knew everything about her. He was supposed to be the one to fix her, to free her from this ludicrous obsession. He’d spent six weeks doing nothing but trying to get her to let go of Maxwell Franklin and everything he represented. If she told him the truth, that she still couldn’t let go, he would feel like she was rejecting him both as a man and a therapist. This is why you’re not supposed to date your psychiatrist, she thought. Renee felt trapped. She cared about Pat so much. She didn’t want to reject him. But if she let this romantic whim go any further, it would eventually fall apart, and they could never be friends again. How can I not hurt him? She racked her brain.  


    “I can’t date you, Pat,” she said sadly. “I want to. I wanted to since we first met. But, you’re the only one who has ever been able to help me…over at the clinic. No one else even listens to my problems. They just assume they know the whole story, like they can fit me into one of their neat little models for insane drug addicts. You’re the only one who doesn’t think of me that way.”


    “What about Dr. Colton?” Pat asked, referring to her psychologist. “I thought things were going so well.”


    “They are, but…” Renee stalled.  Shit!  Think!  “But, what if I get bad again?  What if I really need drugs this time. Dr. Colton is a great psychologist. But, he can’t prescribe medication for me. There’s no one else I trust that much,” Renee went on, letting all her emotion spill out into her voice. Tears restarted their path down her cheeks and she did nothing now to stop them. “Pat, I’d love to be your girlfriend. But, you’ll always be too important to me as a doctor. I can’t risk losing that. You’re the only one who knows me. You’re the only one who can even say my name right…” Renee saw Pat’s face soften into sympathy. He took a step toward her.


    “It’s okay,” Pat assured her. He pulled her to his chest, this time unmistakably in the embrace of a friend. Damn! So close!  “It’s okay. You know you being healthy is more important to me than anything else. You know that I’ll always be there for you.” Renee now let herself cry into the front of his soft fleece jacket. Her tears were of sorrow and relief—for the man she wished she didn’t love and the man she wished she could love. At least she had grown up enough now not to destroy everything good around her.
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    The sky was battleship grey as Renee put on her woolen cap and pulled her hood up against the February wind. Salome’s New Year’s Eve party had been exciting despite Pat’s absence. Somehow Renee managed not to think about what she could have been studying to get ahead for the next semester. Instead, she watched the live TV feed from celebrations all around the country. Still acutely worried that someone from campus would recognize her particularly fluid way of moving her body, she was careful to stay away from the make shift dance floor created by pushing all the living room furniture into Sal’s bedroom. In the six weeks since the first of the year, Renee had seen Pat only once when she was in the waiting room of the Behavioral Health Clinic, waiting for her psychologist, Dr. Colton.


    Otherwise, everything returned to normal for Renee in Brighton, New York.  Classes started up again and Renee started working ten hours a week for Ray who was delighted that she had come back. The only thing that was not lovely was the weather. It was Brighton lore that if Eskimos have fifty words for snow, Brighton students must have a hundred words for gray, as this was the color that predominated the sky and landscape for three quarters of the year. Renee, who was finally making a concerted effort to make acquaintances other than Salome, was delighting in this new vocabulary she had somehow missed for two years.  For the past week, the sky was a color Renee liked to call Moses Beard, a much lighter shade than the current one. She didn’t care much for the February pallet. She looked forward to April with its bluish-gray Rainbow bass and the soft greenish-gray asylum wall, which heralded thunderstorms. 


    Renee walked through the battleship day to the library where she met Salome.  When she approached her friend, she was studying in the atrium, her dark brown hair pulled back in a pony tail and her reading glasses on. As soon as Sal heard Renee’s footsteps, she took off her glasses and her hair clip, suddenly transforming like a superhero from academic to sultry.  


    “Ready to go, birthday girl?” Sal asked, putting her books into her back pack.


    “You better believe it,” Renee said with feigned enthusiasm.  The tradition of getting inebriated on one’s twenty first birthday was one she understood in the abstract; and yet, she dreaded the head ache she expected to have tomorrow morning.  


    Max landed on the floor with a loud thud and slid ten feet across the highly polished wood. Tony helped his friend up, feeling how eerily light he was. He seemed to have lost at least fifteen pounds in the seven weeks since Christmas. Even before Christmas break, he had been looking unnaturally lean. The referee called a foul on the other team sending Max to the free throw line. He made the second basket as the buzzer was sounding, winning the God Squad’s fifth game in a row. 


    As Max and Tony left the gym, Tony took a long hard look at Max. Now that the seminary’s dorm was finally repaired from fire damage, they each had their own identical ascetic six by eight room, instead of sharing a room in the general graduate housing as they had for two years. Since they spent all their days now covered from head to toe, it was only during basketball games that Tony got to see how thin his friend was becoming. Max reminded Tony of the men he visited at the state prison on the isolation ward with antibiotic resistant tuberculosis, wasting away to nothing despite medical treatment, or like the patients he visited on the cancer ward at the hospital, their tumors robbing them of most of the calories they could ingest in a day. Despite his efforts, Tony couldn’t  understand what was going on. He tried to gently inquire about Max’s health. Max insisted he felt fine. He was still running and playing basketball. Aside from the fact that he got knocked over far more easily than before (which simply meant more free throws and more points for his team) he didn’t seem too weak to play.


    Tony had gotten used to Max’s odd and fluctuating moods. But, this one was more distressing to him than Max’s usual highs and lows. For one thing, it was more persistent, going on daily for months. Second, Tony didn’t know who he could turn to for help if he couldn’t solve this problem on his own. He knew that people who were depressed often didn’t eat well, but he had seen Max depressed before. It looked very different than this. In fact, Max seemed unnaturally happy…no, downright giddy. It seemed as though absolutely nothing had consequences for him anymore. Finally, Tony was leaving on a missionary exchange in May. He feared that once he was gone, no one would pay much attention to his friend’s eating habits or physical health, including Max himself, who seemed completely oblivious to any negative consequence of his actions or inactions.  Max, Tony was afraid, would simply slip through the cracks, unnoticed even to himself.  Months, perhaps a whole year could go by, and…. No. Tony thought sadly. He’ll be dead in a year if he keeps losing so much weight. He has to be better by then. Doesn’t he?  


    “You feeling okay, bud?” he asked as they walked into the food court. Max stopped with his hand on the handle of the door and eyed Tony suspiciously.


    “Yeah, I feel fine. Why wouldn’t I?”


    “You took a pretty hard fall near the end there,” Tony said, trying to disguise his true concerns.


    “It’s nothing,” Max insisted. “Really, I’m fine.” They each got their food and sat down at their usual table in the food court. Max ate two bites of spaghetti and then moved it around in his plate with his fork like a reluctant four-year-old. Finally, he pushed his plate away.


    The sky was steel, or, Renee preferred, unpolished sword. She looked at the bowl of oatmeal in front of her. Her head was pounding but not as badly as she had expected. Mostly, she just felt nauseated.


    “Eat, Renee,” Sal encouraged her. “You’re not going to feel better if you don’t get something to settle your stomach.” Renee tried to make eye contact with her friend, but the action of rolling her eyes up sent a lightening bolt of pain through her skull. She looked back at her oatmeal.


    “I haven’t been that drunk since I was eleven,” Renee said plainly.


    “You are such a weirdo,” Sal replied, laughing dubiously. Renee closed her eyes and felt the steam from the oatmeal brush past her face. Why do I feel so sick? she wondered. I didn’t feel this bad last time. Then she reflected that when she had gotten sick ten years ago, she had had the good sense to vomit up everything in her stomach so it wouldn’t hang around to haunt her later.


    Sal had tried and succeeded in making sure Renee’s twenty-first birthday was as exciting as anyone could imagine. By the third bar, she stopped counting how many drinks men sent Renee after finding out it was her birthday. She’ll forgive me for the nausea, Sal thought. At least, I hope she will. Renee pushed the raisins around her oatmeal with her spoon like a reluctant four-year-old. I’m very lucky to have a friend like Sal, she thought, reflecting that, as much as she wished she wasn’t hung over right now, she would have had no one to spend her birthday with otherwise. Everyone else in her life had either left her or she had chased them away. Other people at school had quickly given up on trying to socialize with her when they realized that their invitations were almost universally turned down in favor of work or studying. Sal alone hadn’t given up on her. And, Sal’s leaving in three months, Renee thought to herself. The time was going to fly by, Renee was sure. Now that her much anticipated twenty-first birthday was over, the fabric of time would rush forward, featureless and with no markers to indicate its speed. It might as well be May and graduation already, it was so close. Renee’s heart sunk. She pushed her bowl away and put her head down on the table at the Midwater Diner. She reached her hand across the table and grabbed Sal’s hand, the only thing she could do for now to feel like Sal wasn’t really slipping away.


    “Sal,” she said quietly.


    “Yes, sweetheart.”


    “You know I’m thankful every day you’re in my life?” Sal rubbed Renee’s shiny brown hair. I’m going to miss this weird little kid when I graduate, she thought.


    “I know, honey. I know.”
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    Max sat alone in a booth at Pugs. It was the third week of the fall semester.  Without Tony around, there was no reason to go to Jake’s to drink high brow sherry or barter music for free imported beer. Max was satisfied with diluted, Luke warm domestic drafts. He ordered them mostly out of habit. The more he lived by habit, the less he had to think. The less he had to think, the faster his life went by. The last major event he could remember in his life was his crisis of faith in the chapel. He felt that had happened a few seconds ago. The last event in his life noticed by anyone else was Jay’s wedding. Although Max knew that time had elapsed, he could only remember a few minutes of the intervening life, as though his brain was a motion activated camera that only recorded when something unusual enough happened to turn it on. Max sought to minimize the events that would stand out and force him to experience any memory of his life. Unfortunately, other people kept imposing them upon him. If I could just get everyone to forget me, he thought to himself, I could probably go years without realizing I was alive. I wish!


    Max put down his mug and opened the card that had come for him earlier in the day. It was an annoyance, one of these bookmarks in time Max was trying so hard to avoid. As he opened the envelope, Max knew exactly what he would find. A photo of a wrinkled, pink baby in a blue knit cap fell out. Max picked it up. The baby’s tiny eyes were wrenched shut, his tiny hands were balled into tight fists. Made in His image, he thought. What blasphemy. Max was still unsure about the existence of an all powerful, all knowing being he could call “God.” What he was sure about was that if there was an Almighty, he had not begun his supernatural existence looking like this small bundle of flab and flannel. What an ugly kid, he thought. Are they all like that when they’re new? Max read the accompanying card. It’s a boy! it proclaimed in white block letters on a blue background. There was a stork in the bottom right corner. Yeah, right. If only that was where babies really come from, maybe mom would get to be a grandmother after all, he thought melancholically. Maybe she would stop hating me.


    Michael James Holstead, Born September 9th, 1999. Seven pounds six ounces. Terrific, Max thought, putting the picture back in the envelope. I suppose I should call and congratulate them. He already knew he wouldn’t. He had known about the baby before the card even arrived. Jay had mentioned over the summer that Jen was pregnant to explain her conspicuous absence from the dart board at Buck’s. To Max, this was a medical condition of Jen’s that required she stay away from alcohol, second hand smoke, and the bothersome aromas of heavily cured meats. In Max’s mind, it remained completely unconnected with the inevitable production of another human being. Michael Holstead only became real to Max when his mother had mentioned Jen’s new son. Eleanor had called a week ago to tell Max he had left some of his books at home over the summer and to ask if he wanted them sent to school. The arrival of this flabby, pink person had been just one more bead on the string of uninteresting anecdotes that made up their infrequent conversations.


    What’s the point? Max thought to himself, putting his mug to his lips but barely sipping the bland liquid inside. Why do they have to involve me with this? Why can’t they just let me disappear? Why can’t they just forget me and let me forget myself? What in the heck is the point anyway? He already knew the answer. Evolution had programmed in the mind of every animal the drive to reproduce. The survival of living things depended on it. And mammals, particularly humans, were born so defenseless, that evolution had to fool parents into finding such disgusting and helpless creatures adorable so that the parents could stand to raise them to adulthood. All duped by our own chemistry, Max thought. St. Paul was right. Why have kids? We all die, children or no. We are all half dead already.


    It was an unusually warm day for September as Pat McCleod pushed open the double glass doors of the Brighton University Behavioral Health Center and crossed the street to the opposite lawn. Salome Stevenson had lifted off from Kennedy Airport in New York City a few months earlier, leaving Ivana Humper just a memory among the clients of the Fox Tail exotic dance club. Since then, Renee’s life had fallen into an unbreakable 24 hour rhythm: wake, gym, 10 hours at the coffee shop, sleep. She did this 6 times and then had one day of wake, church, 8 hours at the coffee shop, sleep. She did this for 15 weeks in a row. Now that the school year had started, she had six days a week of wake, class, gym, study, work for 2 hours, sleep. On the seventh day, she exchanged church for class. She lived by habit, one foot in front of the next, every hour accounted for. Although she dedicated her considerable brain power to her classes, with her applications to veterinary school already submitted, she no longer had any reason to think about her life as a whole. She never had to consider variations on the future, to weigh different paths against one another. She just charged forward along the tracks she had laid for herself as mindlessly as a train, not steering. She found life now passed in a blur with no distinct memories to measure the passage of time. Months felt like minutes.


    And so it was that when Pat McLeod approached the picnic blanket where she was studying in the park on that particular day, she felt as though it had only been a few minutes since their last chance encounter. She stacked up some of her text books to make space on the blanket for him. Pat, had been relieved that Renee never took him up on the implied open offer to become his patient at the Behavioral Health Clinic. He deeply cared about her and knew she needed therapy. He also enjoyed being with her. But, it was miserable seeing her and knowing he could not have a relationship with her. As complicated and marginally ethical as their history had been, any recorded clinical contact had occurred when he was a third medical student and didn’t sign notes. Now that he had graduated and had a license to lose, Pat felt far more apprehensive to be more than a friendly acquaintance to this mysterious woman. So, when he saw her outside his office window, on a public lawn with no clinical context and hundreds of witnesses around who could confirm no romantic contact was taking place, he jumped at the chance to check in on her. Pat took the implicit invitation to sit down.  


    “Pat,” Renee said, beaming.


    “Tiar. Good to finally see you again,” he replied.


    “Finally? It’s only been a few weeks.”


    “Thirty,” Pat corrected. “It’s been thirty weeks since I ran into you in the clinic.”


    “Oh goodness,” Renee caught herself. “Has it been? Well, how are you?”


    “Good. And yourself?” Renee thought for a while.


    “Good… I think. Really very good.” Pat squinted his dubious response.


    “You don’t sound sure,” he said neutrally.


    “No,” Renee answered. “I’m sure. I guess. I mean school is good. Applications are in for vet school. Work is good. I’m healthy. No major problems brewing. I think I’m actually okay.” Pat nodded at her, hoping she was right.


    “Well, great,” he said to her. “If you think you’re good, then I’m happy.”


    “It’s just,” Renee started again. “I guess I’m so used to having a crisis come up every few months. Something happens that devastates me and I have to figure out how to rebound from it. When nothing is wrong, I feel nervous.” Pat nodded again.


    “So, you’re nervous?” he asked.


    “Not exactly,” Renee tried to clarify. “I’m… nothing. Which is fine. Nothing is better than fine. It’s just hard to describe.”


    “Well try,” Pat said, realizing he was dancing dangerously close to the line of this becoming therapy. Renee looked around the park, trying to gather her thoughts. Finally, she took a deep breath and started again.


    “When I was nine, I had to fly to America alone to live with a stranger,” she began.


    “I remember,” Pat said, knowing the story well.


    “What I didn’t tell you is that my parents actually left me at the airport with a ticket. Didn’t even wait for the flight to leave. Just dumped me at the gate, filled out the forms for an unaccompanied minor, and left. Well, the airline over sold the flight or something…Something was going on I couldn’t make sense of… I was nine, alone with strange adults and not sure what they were doing on my behalf.  I thought I was going to have to live at the airport… or try to walk home… or hide in a delivery truck and hitchhike somewhere. I was terrified. Instead, they just bumped me up to first class so the flight attendants could keep a better eye on me.” Renee appeared distracted by a man on the lawn playing frisbee with a Labrador retriever. Following her gaze, Pat was not sure she was actually looking at them.


    “And?” Pat prompted.  Renee suddenly jerked her head, as if waking from a memory.


    “And, it was really comfortable. It was so nice. The seat was nice. The food was nice. The people were kind to me,” she remembered. “No one was yelling, like the house I had just come from. No one was cursing and accusing me of things, like the house I was going to. It was just… nice. But, it was a 9 hour flight I have 3 seconds of memory from. It was a non-event. It was not a real thing. It was a way to get from one place to another.” Pat contemplated this analogy.


    “And, that is where you are right now?” he asked. Renee nodded. “For how long?” She raised her eye brows.


    “I don’t know,” she admitted. “If I get into the school I want, I’ll be in school for another 5 years from now. Can I stay on autopilot that whole time? Can I dedicate all of my thinking to school and none of it to life? Can I just work hard and be okay with myself and be… comfortable with who I am? Is that me now?” She didn’t know if she was asking herself or Pat. Can I just be okay? She echoed inside her head. Can I stop wrestling with self-hatred? Can I forgive myself? Can I stop trying to dig into the greater truths of good and evil?


    “What about other people?” Pat asked.  


    “My classmates and teachers seem fine with me,” she said plainly. “They seem to think I’m okay. The other students at the Catholic Student Association seem to think I’m fine. They are nice enough.”


    “I mean, what about love,” Pat asked, pointedly.


    “What about love?” Renee retorted. “Is that really something I need right now? I have God’s love. Finally. I really believe that now. I have compassion… for stray and sick animals and stuff. That is a form of love. There is even a saint for that. I love myself… finally… I think. I mean, I’m okay. I don’t hate myself. I am working on loving myself. That is big progress.” Pat mulled over this. She did actually sound okay. Can it be that simple? He asked himself. Can this poor, tortured girl really be okay now? He knew there was nothing “simple” about the treatment she had had. She had had thirty two weeks of individual counseling with Dr. Colton. She had dedicated her mind to it as urgently as if it were one of her beloved biology classes. She had devoured the material for dialectical behavioral therapy, for cognitive behavioral therapy, for any 3 letter acronym they could throw at her. If he had any faith in his profession at all, he should be satisfied that this would be the end point, that anyone who truly engaged in meaningful therapy could one day be okay. But is she? Is she really? Can it be that simple?


    “Well… great,” Pat said. “I am really happy for you, Tiar. You really do seem okay now.”


    “Dr. Colton is a great therapist. But I really have you to thank, also,” she admitted. “After my experiences on the ward, I was doubtful anything could help me. I never would have given him the chance to if you hadn’t shown me that sometimes, someone is really listening and trying to understand.” Pat blushed, trying to eschew her praise. This was the exact kind of blending of friendship and clinical relationship that would get him in trouble if anyone had been around to hear. But, nobody was. Pat pushed a little further.


    “Then, how do you stay okay? I mean, how do you not fall back into all those old worries?” he probed.


    “You mean, the big ‘what if?’” she asked tentatively.


    “Yes,” Pat said. “The big ‘what if?’ How do you maintain all the great progress you have made if the big-what-if happens?” Renee’s face changed. Her smile was gone.  Her posture became as tense as sitting on a picnic blanket would allow. She shook her head.


    “No,” she spat out. “No, I have not thought about it. But, that can only happen if I go back there, and I’m not going back there. Never. Never, ever. So, it doesn’t matter. And maybe learning to not think about it is why I am okay now.” Pat stared at his friend sympathetically, so thankful his life had not given him any memories to be this frightened of remembering.


    “I’m sorry to have rattled you, Tiar,” he said sincerely. He wanted to reassure her, to put her back in the neat box she had been in when he sat down. Why did I have to ask?  “You are okay. You are right. You are not going back there. So, it doesn’t matter. You’re safe now.” Pat watched as Renee did two cycles of a breathing meditation Dr. Colton had taught her. When finished, she smiled at him, almost back to the calm baseline he had witnessed earlier. She nodded.


    “I am safe now,” she agreed. “I really am.” Pat looked down at his beeper which vibrated on his belt. Renee already knew he had to go and was almost grateful. “Go… it’s fine.”  He got up, smiled at her reassuringly, and was off.
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    Max carefully folded the purificators and put them in the closet in the back of St. Rocco’s chapel with the other alter linens. He looked around the sacristy and made sure he had put everything away. Flicking off the lights, he walked back across the alter into the main part of the church. The church, which had been packed for Christmas Vigil Mass, was now empty except for Father Armemen, Max’s spiritual advising mentor, who was sitting in the second pew. Max walked around the small chapel picking up bulletins, mittens, crayons, and teething crackers left behind by the parishioners, avoiding making eye contact with his advisor.


    “Decided not to go home for Christmas after all, Mr. Franklin?” he asked. Max put the items he collected in a pile on the first pew.


    “It’s a long drive,” Max answered plainly.


    “Surely it would be nice to go home to celebrate the holidays?” Max gave the middle aged priest an eerie sideways glance.


    “Celebrate? What is there to celebrate?” he asked, as though genuinely not knowing the answer.


    “The birth of our Lord.”


    “Jesus was probably born in March or April,” Max stated evenly. “So, I figured I’d just stay here this year.” Father Armemen motioned for Max to sit down and the student reluctantly obliged him.


    “I always forget you started out as a history major,” the middle aged priest commented. Is this kid human? he wondered to himself. Everyone else at the seminary without exception was impressed with his young charge. But, to Father Armemen, it seemed like this boy’s soul had vacated, and his body was now inhabited by an unfeeling robot. He put his hand on his pupil’s shoulder. “You know, sometimes tradition can help us see Truth more clearly than actual fact.”


    “Of course, sir,” Max said without emotion.


    “Don’t you think your parents will be upset that you didn’t come home?” Father Armemen asked curiously.


    “My parents will barely even speak to me anymore,” Max admitted, looking down at his feet.


    “Why do you think that is?”


    “If I knew, don’t you think I would do anything in my power to fix it?” Max said pointedly.


    “Surely you have some idea,” the priest insisted.


    “With all due respect, Father, you’re the one with a degree in psychology,” Max said, trying to sound polite. “Maybe you can help me figure it out.” Father Armemen interlaced his fingers and cupped them around one knee.


    “I imagine they want you at home more than you think,” the priest postulated.  “The question is, why do you think they shouldn’t want you home?”


    “I suppose they’re ashamed of me,” Max speculated.


    “Ashamed of you?” the priest asked incredulously. “Max, you’re the poster child of this seminary. They couldn’t possibly hope your grades would be better.”


    “I haven’t told them my grades since I was a sophomore in college,” Max informed his advisor.


    “I’m sure they assume you’re doing incredibly well,” the priest went on.


    “I suppose.”


    “You suppose,” the older priest said, trying to affect a chuckle in his voice to lighten the mood. “Come on. I thought every Catholic mother wanted one of her sons to become a priest.”


    “’One of,’” Max pointed out in a level voice. “Is very different than, ‘her only son.’”


    “I suppose it is, Max,” the priest considered. “You think your parents were counting on you to carry on the family name, fulfill your traditional duties as the oldest son?”


    “It’s possible,” Max speculated. “I don’t think this is what they had in mind for me.”


    “You think they expected you to be a police officer like your father?”


    “No,” Max said remorsefully. “I think they expected me to be a history professor like my mother.”


    “I thought your mother was a medical transcriptionist,” Father Armemen recalled.


    “She is,” Max clarified. “She was a college history professor. She has a Ph.D.  Her thesis was about the ancient city of Babylon. She gave it all up when she had me.  She said she wanted a job she could do from home.” Father Armemen detected regret in Max’s voice; it almost seemed as though he were speaking of his own dream that had been set aside. There must be more to it than that, though, he thought to himself.


    “And you think she’s disappointed you didn’t live her dream for her?” Max shrugged. His mother was too strong a person to have to live vicariously through others to feel a sense of worth. But, he got the distinct sense she was furious at him for something since he switched academic tracks and found him harder and harder to tolerate with every passing year.


    “So, you don’t really miss your parents,” Father Armemen concluded. “But, this is also the big Y2K new year. Certainly, you have friends at home you want to celebrate with?”


    “I guess.”


    “What are your friends at home like?” he asked.


    “They’re good guys for the most part,” Max said non-committal. “Just ordinary guys.”


    “Well, what would you be doing with them right now if you went home?”


    “Same thing I do with my friends here. Drink beer, play darts, and talk about basketball. Except, since I am usually in Hectortown in the summer now, I drink beer, play darts, and talk about baseball.”


    “A decent enough pastime,” Father Armemen agreed. Max grumbled an incoherent response. “Well, you might as well get used to it, because you’re going back.”  Max looked up, startled. Father Armemen thought this would get his full attention.


    “What do you mean, sir?”


    “Parish internship assignments have been decided. Everyone else will find out theirs when they get back. But, I might as well tell you now, you’re going back to St. Jude’s.”  Max’s mouth literally fell open, the first sign Father Armemen could detect betraying him to have any human emotion.


    “I’m going back to St. Jude’s?” he protested. “How is that even possible? I was sponsored for the seminary by this diocese. I can’t leave central Ohio. How could that be unless I was excar….”


    “Excardinated,” Father Armemen finished. “Yes. And you were incardinated back to your old diocese. Some… circumstances have come up that changed that plan.”   Father Armemen’s vague answer omitted a story that had begun at least a year earlier when the seminary staff began debating amongst themselves what to do about their star pupil who, despite his unparalleled academic success, appeared to be dying in front of them. They decided, after deliberation, to assign Father Armemen, a former clinical psychologist, to be his spiritual advisor to figure out why the young man appeared to be starving himself and to fix the problem. But Max was a harder nut to crack then anyone had expected. After four months, there was no progress. The board agreed Max didn’t seem like the type of person who would be amenable to seeing a psychiatrist formally. They could have dropped him from the program but had no grounds and no proof of a psychological problem other than his weight. In the end, they hoped returning to his family would give him better support. It had taken extraordinary convincing, not only to their own bishop, but the bishop for Hectortown, that the “trade” should be allowed. The clandestine meetings and secret deals were something the middle-aged priest had never seen before and hoped he would never have occasion to see again. They weren’t counting on Max being estranged from his parents, who they had been assuming would intervene on their son’s behalf.


    But Max didn’t know any of his. All he did know was that he had changed his diocese his senior year in college for the express purpose of applying to St. Andrews and being incardinated two states away from his family. By every reasonable measure, he had ensured that he would never accidentally encounter their former foster child, their charity project, his Achilles heel, his kryptonite. As he sat in the chapel absorbing the news, he felt the muscles in the back of his neck tensing with rage. He was indignant but controlled his outward appearance.


    “But, I thought…. But… how?” Max objected, for once, his prodigious mind stumped.


    “It turns out there was a priest in New York who was looking to move out here to be near his aging parents. We had to send someone, and it seemed most fair to send you, since you are from there. Father Neman was delighted at the news that he would have you back.” Max shook his head. The name of his former pastor made the news seem suddenly real and inevitable—like something he could not possibly fight. 


    “It’s just one of those things,” Father Armemen said lightly. “My advice, just be thankful for how lucky you are and don’t give it a second thought.” Max had nothing to say. He wouldn’t describe the news as “lucky.” Father Armemen stood up. “Come have dinner with me,” he said casually.  


    “Thank you, sir, but I’m not hungry,” Max said. Father Armemen put his hand once more on Max’s shoulder. Max had foiled his clinical acumen for six months, but he wasn’t going to give up so easily before turning Max back over to his parents to feed. I’ll get this kid to eat if I have to put a gun to his head, he thought.


    “Son, it’s Christmas eve. And I wasn’t asking.”
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    The sky was blueberry milkshake, beautiful light blue with streaks of whipped cream white. The bell jingled on the front door of Original Ray’s Coffee, heralding the entrance of a customer and a pulse of fresh May air.  


    “Pat?”  Renee said excitedly.  The young doctor awakened from a deep concentration, recognizing the voice. Pat’s face lit up. After their brief discussion in the park outside his office the previous fall, he hoped her absence from the clinic was because she no longer needed therapy and was, in fact, okay. He admitted to himself with some embarrassment that he did check the hospital’s computerized admission logs every few months… just in case.


    “Tiar?” he said, dropping his briefcase and white coat at an empty table and walking up to the counter. “I didn’t know you were working here.”


    “Yeah. You didn’t think I worked for just any coffee house, did you?” she asked sarcastically. There were a dozen coffee houses in town, and there was no reason for Pat to know which Renee worked for. “I can only work for the best coffee house. Apparently, I have a rare skill.”


    “What’s that?” Pat asked with interest.


    “No one else can make quite such perfect cones out of whipped cream,” she said.


    “It is a lost art,” Pat played along. “Just imagine the tragedy for hot chocolate drinkers everywhere if anything were to happen to those hands.”


    “What would you like, Doctor?” Renee asked, laughing.


    “For you to call me Pat, Tiar. And a cappuccino.”  Renee got a clean cup and started working on his drink. A few minutes of screeching and clanking later, she handed him a steaming cup of foam.


    “You may be crazy, Tiar. But you make a great cup of coffee,” he said flippantly.  “I’ve been wasting my time across the street for years.”  


    “If I had known this was how to get your attention, I would have blown up the place years ago,” Renee joked. The chain coffee shop across from Ray’s had been burned and looted in a flash riot months earlier and was still under repair.  


    “That was you?” Pat asked with feigned horror.


    “Who else?”


    “Did the police ever figure out a motive?” Pat asked seriously.


    “Eh, they said it had something to do with anti-globalization or the world bank or something,” Renee said with a sigh. “I don’t get teenagers. They’re even more confusing than the big ‘what if?’” Pat put down his cup. Renee sat down in front of him, for the first time, not smiling. He didn’t want to push her, but she had spontaneously brought the topic up. What will you do if you see him again? He stared at her silently to see if she would continue.


    “Do you want to talk about it?” he asked gently. Renee looked around the empty coffee shop, gauging how much time and privacy she had to speak.


    “Nah,” she said. “I don’t want to impose on you.” She started to slide back her chair to stand up when Pat put his hand on hers.


    “You’re not imposing,” he assured her. She sat back down. She took a deep breath.


    “It’s just…. This year went by and it was fine,” she began. “I mean, I was really fine. For a whole year. I can’t really remember that happening before. I don’t want to upset the apple cart. I want to just be okay. I think I could. I think I could just go on for the next four years and go to school and I would stay fine.”


    “But?” Pat asked pointedly.


    “But, I am graduating this year. And no one will be there to notice. I keep thinking, shouldn’t I call home and tell someone? Should I? Wouldn’t Jack and El be glad I graduated? They aren’t really my parents. But still, they invested so much time in me. Wouldn’t they be glad to know it was not for nothing? Shouldn’t I say thank you? Not just to them, but to my teachers? To my friends?” Pat nodded. Renee looked away again, staring at the door, hoping no customer would chose this moment to need caffeine. “And I tell myself that these people have moved on and probably don’t need to be reminded I used to be there. I tell myself that I brought shame to them…. And have forgiven myself! But brought shame to them none-the-less and I should stay away just to spare them thinking about it.”


    “But?” Pat asked again. Renee looked him solidly in the eye.


    “But, am I really just a chicken who doesn’t want to see my ex-boyfriend who broke my heart and drove me to three admissions on the psych ward? Am I strong enough to see him now, and that not happen? What if I saw him again? Would I stay okay?” Pat knew this was the last stuck point for Renee, the last vulnerability, the last big challenge to her mental health. He was glad Renee had finally verbalized it herself. She resisted his attempts to ask, leading to their private shorthand.


    “If there is one thing you are not,” Pat said with certainty. “It is a chicken. But, it would also be foolish not to acknowledge this is a vulnerability you should prepare for.   Someday, you may go back…”


    “I won’t go back.”


    “You might go back.”


    “I don’t want to go back,” Renee said stridently. “I don’t want to. I don’t need to.”  Pat paused a moment to let her back away from her rapid-fire defense mode.


    “Didn’t you just…”


    “I know,” she admitted, dropping her head into her hands. “I know. I don’t know if I want to. But, realistically, I won’t. It is a long drive. I could just work… save up money for next year. What am I going to do there? Not work, get a hotel, waste all that gas. Economically, it doesn’t make sense.” They sat in silence for a moment. Pat looked down at his pager and then into his empty coffee cup.


    “How much do I owe you for the coffee,” he asked, pragmatically.


    “On the house,” Renee said, casually. Pat began to shake his head in protest. “As barter then… for listening to me. It helps me. It really does.” Renee stood up and took the empty cup and saucer. “I’m okay. I really am. I don’t want you to worry about me. But, I just needed someone to listen to me.” Pat looked at her, concern obvious on his face.


    “Are you going to be okay after graduation?” he asked. “Do you want some company?” Renee thought about it. She didn’t want to admit she cared that no one would be there for her. She suspected, however, that she would care. She increased her hours at work that day to force herself to rush back after the ceremony and not linger among the crowds of families, embracing in celebration.


    “I’ll be here,” she said simply. “So, if you want to check up on me…”  Pat nodded, looked down at his pager again, and slipped out.
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    Officer Jack Franklin walked slowly up the stairs, his service revolver drawn. He had passed this house a hundred times before and always been curious what it looked like on the inside. He was surprised to find there was almost no furniture in the whole house. The first floor was nearly empty except for a kitchen table and chairs. But, he was not here to critique the interior decorating. He had been summoned to the scene by a call to 911 reporting gunfire. There were no neighborhoods in Hectortown where gunfire was a regular occurrence. If there were, this house would not have been in one of them. Every squad car on duty was racing toward the house and Jack, who had been at the Freezy King behind St. Jude’s elementary school getting a cup of coffee, had gotten to the house within minutes.


    Jack reached the top of the stairs and turned left into the master bedroom where he heard his two subordinates talking. He was immediately amazed by the amount of blood that was splattered across the walls and floor. He was the third policeman on the scene, and the most senior officer present. The two officers junior to him had already surveyed the area to insure there were no other victims, perpetrators, or witnesses in the house. What they had found so far were the victim, shot in the head at close range with a large caliber hand gun, and the presumed assailant, who appeared to have been knocked unconscious by a blunt object, the presumed murder weapon in his hand. The officers ensured that the victim was in fact dead, that the assailant was in fact alive, hand cuffed the later, and called for an ambulance and back up. A crime scene unit was dispatched.  There were women’s clothing strewn on the floor and no females on the premises, leading them to suspect that whomever had knocked the assailant unconscious had fled and was presently roaming the streets scantily clad. Jack put his weapon back in its holster and put out an all points bulletin for any suspicious women wearing only bathrobes, sheets, or other states of undress in the local area.


    “Hey, Officer Franklin, in here,” a voice called from down the hall. Jack stepped around the victim, lying on his back in a pool of his own blood, and walked toward the voice. One of the two younger officers was in a smaller bedroom, the only other furnished room on the second floor besides the master bedroom.


    “You think it was robbed? It looks like it was tossed pretty good.” Jack surveyed the room. It did look like someone had packed and moved out in a hurry. The bed was still present, but without linens. There were just a few garments left in the closet, a few dropped on the floor, and hangers everywhere. Half the drawers to the dresser were missing, the other half pulled out to different extents. Jack ran his hand through the dust on the dresser.


    “I would say no one has been here in four years,” he said, trying to sound speculative. “Don’t waste your time. The person who lived in this room is long gone.”


    “What ever you say, boss,” the younger officer said, and walked back toward the crime scene. Jack lingered in the room for a moment, trying to gather any remaining energy from the life that used to live there. His eyes scanned over the room looking at old discarded sweaters, dusty books, a fashion magazine tossed half way under the bed. He tried to imagine the young life that used to reside inside these walls—study here, sleep here, dream here. When he looked in the mirror a familiar face stared back it him. No, he thought to himself. He reached up and grabbed a photo that had been stuck in the frame of the mirror. He looked at it closer. It was a picture of his son, young, clean shaven, happy. Jack looked beyond the photo to the dresser where something had fallen—something that had been wedged behind the photo. It was a paper doll of a shepherd from the nativity scene Jack and Eleanor had purchased years ago. But, over its face was glued a cut out photo of Max’s face, cut in the shape of a heart. Jack’s stomach quivered. He heard footsteps in the hallway and stuffed the photo and paper doll into his pocket.


    “Boss, the ambulance is here to pick up the perp,” the younger policeman said.


    “Fine. Make sure you send someone to the hospital,” Jack ordered hastily. “We don’t want this guy getting away.”


    Four hours later, reports written, and the suspect questioned at the hospital, Jack sat at his kitchen table drinking a beer. The woman whose clothes they had found at the crime scene was found walking up the highway shocked, confused, and wrapped in a blanket. She confirmed what the police already suspected—that the assailant was her husband who had shot the victim in a jealous rage after finding her at the victim’s house.  It was an open and shut case.


    It was four AM. Eleanor had gone to bed hours earlier. There was no point in going to bed and waking her up now. She would hear the news in the morning. Jack reached into his pocket and took out the photo he had swiped earlier. Removing evidence from the scene of a crime, he thought to himself. Is this what I’ve come to? But, the photo was not evidence of any crime… At least not this crime. It had nothing to do with the murder. It would only serve as fodder for the Hectortown rumor mill. In a city of only 35,000, news traveled fast, and usually was wildly inaccurate. He didn’t need anyone to know his son’s picture was in the house where a murder had taken place. He didn’t care anymore how it would affect Max, but Eleanor had been put through enough already without having to suffer anymore embarrassment on her son’s behalf.


    Jack held the photo in his trembling hand. There were strange black marks on the front. Jack soon realized that they were from where marker had seeped through from the back. He turned it over in his hands. Maxwell and Tiar Franklin, it said, hearts for the dots over the i’s. Jack’s heart sank. He turned the photo back over and looked at the two faces staring back at the camera. They were so happy, as though no bad thing could ever happen to them. Now one of them was missing, swept off the face of the earth four years earlier. The other was a bitter, cold young man with dead eyes who couldn’t tolerate a simple conversation with his parents. What happened? he asked himself. What in the hell happened? Jack closed his eyes, trying to hold back the tears welling up there. He put the photo back in his pocket with the paper shepherd. There was no reason to show it to Eleanor. She had suffered enough already.  


    The sky was blueberry pie filling, deep bluish purple, barely letting a ray of light escape. Renee awoke and looked out her window, wondering why the sky was so dark.  She turned over in bed and looked at the clock. 4:03. Her alarm would not go off for another three hours. Why am I awake? she wondered. As if to answer her question, the phone rang a second time. Renee sat up and put the receiver to her ear.


    “Hello?” she said sleepily.


    “Is this Terra Alfred?” a man’s voice asked.


    “Who is this?”


    “Ma’am, this Officer Harding, Hectortown Police department.”


    Renee felt a temporary twinge of panic. What in the hell did I do this time? But, the officer had said Hectortown. She hadn’t been there in over three years. Which meant.... she already knew what the man was going to say. Her uncle was dead. The only question in her mind was how.


    “This is Tiar Alfred,” she answered. “What happened to my uncle?”


    What had happened to Henry Alfred was shocking by Hectortown standards, and yet did not surprise anyone. He had been shot in his bed by the husband of one of his patients. There was no question as to the identity of the killer, as he was found 10 feet from the victim, knocked unconscious with the murder weapon still in his hand. The patient herself had disappeared, but not before knocking the husband over the head with a tacky 2-foot reproduction of Michelangelo’s David in Dr. Alfred’s bedroom. It was an open and shut case. The police assured Renee they did not need her to come in for questioning. She was notified only because she was his next of kin. His parents had long since died, as had his brother. His sister lived outside the country and they had no contact information for her.


    Renee slowly processed this information. It was Monday. Her last final was tomorrow. She had not planned on going back to Hectortown before graduation the following week. She hadn’t planned to go back ever. Now she would have to make that trip to tie up loose ends. She wasn’t sure her 1986 Honda Civic was up to the challenge, but she would try. Hectortown, Renee thought with trepidation. The name itself was so large and intimidating. Renee felt her heart speeding up just thinking it… just like she had when her father first told her she was moving there when she was nine years old. Hectortown. But, I’m not a little kid any more. She reflexively resorted to the therapy techniques she had learned over the past two years with Dr. Colton. Why do I think it’s so scary? She asked herself. Can they kill me? No. Can they take my limbs? No. Can they keep me from going to veterinary school? No. So, what am I afraid of? She closed her eyes and sighed. She knew exactly what she was afraid of. She would have to face her friends and be embarrassed by her former job. She would face the Franklins and be crushed by the look of disappointment and betrayal on their faces that she had left them and lost her way and never so much as called. She would face all of them knowing she had let them down. She had left them so confident that she could handle life on her own and she had been wrong.  


    No, not wrong, she thought to herself, getting out of bed and putting on a bathrobe. You’re still here and you’re still on your feet. You are going to veterinary school. You’re still on your feet and you did it all by yourself. It doesn’t matter if they like how you did it. You did it. Hold your head up high. Anyway, you won’t be there long. Renee got dressed, her thoughts racing too fast to let her go back to sleep. She dug through a pile of dirty laundry and found her wallet. In it, near the back with receipts and movie ticket stubs from years earlier, she found the business card of an attorney, Henry Saxon. He was Dr. Alfred’s fallen guardian angel and coconspirator for every evasion from justice, earthly or cosmic. Looks like he fell asleep on the job this time, Renee thought to herself. He had an office on the southern edge of town near the whiskey mill which always smelled like burning peat.


    Renee stuck the card with a magnet to her refrigerator. She couldn’t call for another few hours. She put on a pot of coffee. Her pathophysiology book was still open to the page where she had left off the night before. She sat down in front of it but was too preoccupied planning to concentrate on the pictures. I’ll just go, get everything done, and be back in a few days, she thought.  If I bump into Jen, maybe I’ll eat lunch with her, and that’s it. They can’t do anything to hurt me. They can’t stop me from coming back to Brighton. I’ll just be gone a few days. Then I’ll come back to Brighton and go to vet school. Nothing will change that. Nothing can change that. Can it? 
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