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For my children, who taught me the deepest Love imaginable

			

	

Prologue

			Tiar Renee Alfred gripped the wheel of her eleven-year-old car as it shuttered in protest against her flight westward. The reluctance of her car’s patchwork of internal parts to reach the free-way speed limit of sixty five reflected Renee’s trepidation to return to the small city of Hectortown, NY, a city that served as her address for the years between her ninth and eighteenth birthdays. In some ways, the highway was identical to that she had taken to school in June of 1996. Similar cows gnawed forlornly on similar yellowing grass springing from the edges of the same abandoned washing machines on the side of the road. The same worn truck tires deepened the same ruts in gravel roads that divided large expanses of agricultural waste land. Yet, every half hour or so for several miles at a time she would venture onto areas where the road had been widened, flattened, and straightened in preparation for route seventeen becoming part of an interstate highway. Previously, she would have gazed on the edifices of grand Victorian farmhouses, their stately roofs caved in, their painted wood siding peeling and uneven. Often, sitting next to these houses were trailers that had been brought in to replace them, two decades ago shiny and new but now just as dilapidated. Now she cruised above these sorry scenes of neglect on a wide, antiseptic berm. During these minutes of modernization, cheerful road signs proclaiming “Future Interstate 86” reminded Renee that she was returning to a different city then the one she had left behind four years earlier to pursue her education at Brighton University. Just as well, she reflected with poignant nostalgia. Maybe I can sneak in and out without being recognized.

			As route two nineteen joined route seventeen along the edge of the Allegany State Park, a sheer wall of rock rose to her left and a growing doubt sank in her stomach. Every sign for the Seneca Nation Indian Reservation reminded her that she would soon be turning off the main highway where the road would wind between ski slopes and vineyards. Once it gave way once again to grazing cows and ankle high corn, she would be nearly back to the place she once called home. Renee stopped at a diner five miles south of town that she had never seen before. She did not know if this was because it was new or because, looking from the outside like a small ranch house, she had never paid it any attention. The inside looked like the mock Victorian living room complete with flowered wall paper, deer hoof hat rack, and dried flower valances above each window. Renee found a seat by the window as a young waitress at the counter lifted her head. She walked over to give Renee a menu, an imitation Tiffany silver chocker glinting in the sun light above her black baby doll T-shirt and tight fitting black jeans. Her layered hair doo and glittering faint blue eye shadow were insufficient to hide the current of Seneca blood in her parentage. As she told Renee the specials, Renee recalled how, unlike the Franklins or the Alfred’s, transplants from further east, the locals here spoke with a twang more suggestive of Wisconsin then New York. Whether this, like the prevalence of Lutheran churches, was from the influence of the Swedish settlers coming North from Jamestown or if it was due to some trace contaminant from the Great Lakes altering the elasticity of their vocal cords, Renee did not know. She was surprised how foreign this once familiar acoustic flavor now seemed.

			I deserve to feel like a stranger, Renee reflected. She had left without a good bye to anyone, sneaking out in the night like a thief. A host of truths was following her like shadows and she needed to leave town before anyone discovered them trailing behind her—the secret relationship she never should have pursued, the friendship she never should have violated, an accidental overdose and a week in a psychiatric ward, a faked illness... She was sure it was all unearthed by now. It was too embarrassing to face. And yet, she had to face it. She had to attend to business here. Her uncle, her only known relative on this continent, had been murdered and she had to tend to his estate. She hoped to sign any necessary papers and get back on this ironic highway headed east before anyone recognized her. She was in the diner less then five minutes when she saw her first familiar face—a fellow high school basketball star and one time homecoming dance date. He spotted her too.

			“Well, if it isn’t Tiar Alfred,” Prentice Jackson said, approaching her table. “Mind if I sit down?”

			“Sure,” Renee said, trying to hide her trepidation. Prentice Jackson was one of a pantheon of star athletes to grace the popular crowd’s cafeteria table at St. Jude’s Catholic High School. From the day Renee moved to Hectortown as a frightened fourth grader, Prentice, then in fifth grade, took every opportunity to remind her she was an outsider and she was tolerated by the popular kids as a form of charity. When a mutual friend set them up for Homecoming Renee’s junior year, ostensibly because Renee needed a ride to the dance, Prentice tried to leverage that charity into un-welcomed affection. Renee’s friends, Jen and Dana, could not decide later if what he was trying to get to was second or third base. What they did agree on was that Renee was overreacting when she broke his nose with her right hook. They also thought she was a bit impetuous when she slammed the car door on his hand and broke his fingers. He was benched for the rest of the basketball season which cost St. Jude’s the state championship that year. Prentice’s final revenge came three years later when he dragged several other high school classmates to see Renee working at a strip club. She hadn’t seen him since. Renee braced herself for a slew of gloating and degradation. Instead, Prentice slouched sympathetically over the blue gingham table cloth.

			“I’m sorry to hear about your uncle,” he said politely.

			“Thank you,” Renee replied with a sigh. “But, I think it’s what he would have wanted.”

			“To be shot dead in his underwear?” Prentice said, startled.

			“No,” Renee replied, laughing. “To never grow old. I think that was his biggest fear. Just look at how he lived his life.”

			“Yeah, I never thought of it that way,” Prentice mused. There was an obvious, though not uncomfortable silence as they each tried to reach through their adolescent past to think of something an adult might say.

			“You in town to plan a funeral?” Prentice asked.

			“I don’t think there will be a funeral,” Renee answered. “My uncle didn’t believe in God. He has no family except me and my aunt. She’s already told me she doesn’t plan to make the trip over from England. I don’t think he even has any friends. Plus, who knows how many other angry husbands there are out there waiting to make a scene. No, I’m just in town to take care of the paperwork.”

			“So, you’re leaving soon?” Prentice asked.

			“In a few days, probably,” Renee answered.

			“Well, if I don’t see you again before you leave,” he said hesitantly. “I would just like to leave things at peace between the two of us.” Renee fidgeted uncomfortably in her seat when Prentice began talking again. “I’m really sorry, Ti, for trying to take advantage of you like that,” he said. Renee was caught off guard by this unexpected apology.

			“What are you talking about, Prentice?” she asked.

			“Homecoming? I acted like a complete monster, trying to take advantage of you like that. I mean, an orphan even.” Renee did not like being referred to as “an orphan”, but she was touched and surprised. Where did that come from? She wondered. Is he in AA or something? “I hope we can be okay now.”

			“Of course, Prentice,” she said. “If you’re not still steamed about me breaking your fingers.”

			“No,” he said. “I was at first… I mean, for a long time. Then I started to think about why you did it. I realized how wrong I was. Eventually I really respected you for it. Standing up for your morals, I mean.”

			Renee looked out the window at the gray spring sky. It was a shade of grey she liked to call granite, not quite as stormy as asylum walls. “Morals,” she said with at sigh. “A lot of good that did me.” Prentice stared at her for a minute, sensing her embarrassment.

			“That exotic dancing thing?” She looked at him. “It doesn’t mean anything. You needed money for school, and no one was going to give it to you for intellectual conversation. That’s the way the world is set up,” he tried to reassure her. Then, with shame in his voice he continued. “I’m just sorry that I contributed to it being set up that way. But not anymore. You changed me more than you know.”

			“Thanks,” Renee said, her voice small. “That means a lot. I just hope the rest of the town is as forgiving.”

			“No one knows,” Prentice told her. “We all agreed never to tell anyone.”

			“Really?” Renee said dubiously. She knew one of them had not lived up to that bargain.

			“Oh, wait, “ Prentice said, snapping his fingers. “That’s right. Matt told Max before the rest of us could stop him,” he revealed. “But, don’t worry. We took care of him.” Prentice did not explain that this involved great volumes of beer and photographing Matt in some compromising positions of his own. He correctly guessed Renee would prefer to remain ignorant of the blackmail played out on her behalf. Renee was still absorbing this new thought—that only a handful of people in town knew her secret, and only one of them was someone whose opinion meant anything to her. Her friends from school, the Franklin family, her pastor—maybe none of them knew anything. Renee was too relieved to care why Matt and Max, two young men who would have nothing in common since each graduated from high school several years earlier, had even been speaking to one another. This was the best news she had gotten in a long time.

			“Look,” Prentice said, looking at his watch. “I have to get back to work, but, don’t make yourself a stranger, okay?”

			“Yeah,” Renee said genuinely. “It was good seeing you, Prentice.”

			“Good seeing you Tiar.” Half way to the door, Prentice stopped and turned around. “I’m sorry for calling you ‘turd’ too. And for the whole Qadhafi nonsense.” Renee looked surprised.

			“You weren’t there...”

			“I was too much of a chicken to get involved, but it was my idea. Sorry.” Renee smiled and shook her head.

			“It’s okay, Prentice,” Renee said reassuringly. “You’ve more than made up for it.” Renee watched him retreat across the parking lot through the lightly tinted windows. Wow, things have really changed around here.

			Twenty minutes after Prentice’s departure, Renee left the diner. She wasn’t on the road for more than two miles when she saw flashing lights behind her. She pulled over, nervous and annoyed. Her old car was barely capable of violating the speed limit. She couldn’t imagine what she had done wrong. Sitting on the shoulder waiting for the policeman to get to her window, she silently rehearsed what she would say. What’s the problem, officer? She unrolled her window, cool spring air rushing in. What can I do for you officer? In the trees, birds chirped away senselessly, unfazed by the commotion. Nice day out, officer.

			“Well, well. Tiar, it is you!” a familiar voice declared. Renee leaned out her window and looked up. It was Officer Jack Franklin, neatly clad in his gray uniform and black leather boots. “We were taking bets around the station whether you would turn up or not.”

			“I hope I didn’t cost you anything,” Renee answered, smiling at him. He shrugged.

			“Eh. Not too much.” He looked back over his shoulder. “Wait here a second.” He walked back to his police car and leaned in the window, talking to the man in the passenger seat. The second officer handed him something and he carried it to Renee’s car.

			“Mrs. Franklin made these just in case I bumped into you.” Renee opened the package he handed her. Inside were a dozen oatmeal raisin cookies.

			“My goodness,” Renee said, feeling suddenly warm despite the open window. “She even remembered my favorite kind. Thank you.”

			“No problem,” he said, smiling at her. “Look, I know you’re going to have your hands full, but if you get a chance, stop by the house. I’m sure Eleanor would love to see that you’re alright.”

			“I will, officer,” she assured him. He tipped his hat.

			“Well, then. Drive safely and have a nice day.”

			Renee rolled up her window and watched Officer Franklin in her rear view mirror as he walked back to his car. Seeing the coast was clear, she pulled back onto the road. Behind her, Jack settled into the driver’s seat of his patrol car. Since Renee’s absence, he had taken on more duties as a senior trainer in the sheriff’s department. Today, he was working with a rookie named Marcus who he described to his wife Eleanor as “a pleasant enough kid from near Niagara Falls.”

			“So, who’s the girl?” Marcus asked finally, the silence in the car finally getting the best of him.

			“The cookie one?”

			“Yeah.”

			“Family friend,” Jack answered trying to keep the conversation short and professional. The real story was far too complicated and embarrassing to share with such a junior officer. The real story was that as soon as Eleanor awoke Monday morning and heard the news of Dr. Alfred’s death, she started baking. You’ll have to trace down her plates, Eleanor insisted. How do you know she got a new car? Jack had asked. How do you know she didn’t? Now, four days later, Jack shook his head. Good thing I checked.

			Jack put on his blinker to pull into traffic. He wasn’t in the mood to write tickets right now and it was time for a lunch break. He lowered his visor and pulled out a photograph he had stashed there. He handed the picture to his trainee. In it was a younger version of himself, a thin red haired woman, and two children, about eleven and thirteen years old. They were dressed warmly and standing outside in front of a Christmas tree.

			“You know Dr. Alfred?” he asked.

			“The one who was just murdered?”

			“You haven’t been in town long enough to remember his niece, but that’s her,” Jack said. “She basically fell out of the sky with no past, no explanation, and he was given custody of her. Only, he wasn’t exactly the nurturing type.”

			“So, you took her in?” Marcus asked.

			“Basically,” Jack reported succinctly. “I mean, she still lived in his house and he paid her tuition to St. Jude’s. But, we tried to give her a family experience.”

			“That was very decent of you,” the younger man said.

			“Yeah well...” Jack trailed off. Marcus looked at the picture more carefully.

			“I can’t believe that’s the same girl. She looks like a boy in this picture.” Jack laughed to himself.

			“Yeah,” he reminisced. “About eleven years ago… I think it was May… I was just getting off duty, and I went to the barbershop on my way home. Who should I see but Dr. Alfred and Tiar. I thought she was just waiting for him to get done, but then she got into a barber chair too. About a year earlier, my wife had pointed out to him that her hair was getting out of control. Split ends or some such nonsense. The next time we saw her, she looked like that,” he said, indicating the photo. “We all thought she had asked for that haircut. She was sort of a quirky kid anyway. But it turns out Dr. Alfred didn’t want to be bothered making separate stops, so he would just take her along to the barber with him.”

			“What did you do?” Marcus asked, alarmed.

			“What could I do?” Jack asked indignantly. “I grabbed her by the hand and took her to Barbara’s Beauty Palace. What a commotion it made when I showed up in uniform mind you, dragging in this poor little girl. And that was it. After that, every six weeks on the dot I took her to Barbara’s. It was our little secret.” He seemed so soft and paternal, not at all the officer Marcus had feared since being assigned to as a trainee. “I gotta give that lady credit. She had Tiar looking like a girl again within six months.”

			“You didn’t tell your wife?”

			“Nah, then she would have taken her herself,” Jack explained. “Anyway, at that point, Eleanor was still trying desperately to find something about Dr. Alfred not to hate. I didn’t want to discourage her. As for me, I’d already given up that battle years earlier.” Jack looked out the window at the valley that held Hectortown, his home for the past 22 years. He was glad his little girl was back.
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			Tiar Renee Alfred sat in a high-backed leather chair in the waiting room of the Saxon and Hammersmith law office trying to breath through her mouth to avoid inhaling fumes from the brewery next door. It had been four days since she got the unexpected news of her uncle’s gruesome death at the hands of one of his patients’ enraged spouses. She had come back to town from Brighton where she had spent the last four years studying pre-veterinary medicine to fill out paperwork for her uncle’s estate. The rich furniture in her uncle’s lawyer’s office was unchanged in the four years since she had last seen it, the day when her uncle had “liberated” her at age 18. As she waited for Henry Saxon, she contemplated the chances she would succeed in avoiding each important character from her past. She had already run into Jack Franklin, the father of the family who had taken her in as a frightened and bewildered nine-year-old. There was a good chance she would not see Eleanor Franklin, the woman who fed her, loved her, altered her school uniforms, and forged medical documents to convince her high school principle that she was hospitalized for an infections illness and not for a suicide attempt. She might see Jen Caponata, the best friend she had not only not contacted, but had stood her up at her own wedding two years earlier when she found out she was supposed to be a bride’s maid. She could almost certainly avoid Michelle Garini, her supposed friend who had introduced Renee’s one true love to the world of carnal pleasures and tainted Renee’s romantic pursuits with him.

			“Mr. Saxon will see you now,” a tall, thin, serious looking woman in a suit told Renee, breaking her away from her thoughts. Renee, a bit stunned, paused for a moment before she gathered up her shoulder bag and got up from the leather chair to follow the receptionist into Mr. Saxon’s office. Henry Saxon, like his furniture, had changed little over the past four years. His smile seemed equally as fake and plastic, his clothes neat, but slightly outdated. The potted plants by the window, Renee was sure, were also fake or they would surely be dead by now. Their leaves still harbored dust Renee was certain looked familiar from her last visit. Renee had a seat in front of a large mahogany desk and settled in for a long morning of monotonous legal proceedings. She gave her fingers a good stretching in preparation for all the forms she had to sign. As Mr. Saxon droned on, her mind continued to calculate probabilities. There were teachers she hoped to make proud and teachers she hoped to gloat over. There were baristas whose bitter espresso her taste buds longed for and waitresses whose bitter sarcasm she hoped to never taste again. So many faces waiting to be encountered. The least probable face that would appear in this parade, the most dreaded and simultaneously the most welcomed would be Max.

			Max. Renee sighed. Maxwell Franklin. When she met him at age nine, the eleven-year-old boy was instantly her hero, the guardian angel sent to keep her safe from bullies. She was a sheep and he a Shepherd. As they got older, he treated her more like a sister. Eventually, she became his friend, then girl friend, and finally his lover. He would be leaving St. Andrew’s seminary any day now to start his parish internship. He would be studying at another parish far away. He wouldn’t be here. Renee expected to feel relieved but found her shoulders drooping with disappointment. Be glad, she told herself. Seeing him could only be trouble.

			“And, I’m sure you’re wondering if that gives you liability, which I am happy to say, it does not,” Henry Saxon carried on.

			“Humm?” Renee asked, confused. Shoot, was I supposed to answer? She wondered. She looked stealthily at her watch. She had been in her own dream world for roughly ten minutes.

			“You are not responsible for any of the injuries sustained by the man who was attacked in your uncle’s home even though you’re part owner,” he explained. Renee’s eyes squinted involuntarily as she cocked her head to one side.

			“What do you mean, part owner?” she asked, confused. “My uncle kicked me out four years ago.”

			“Yes. About that,” Mr. Saxon said hesitantly. He leaned back in his chair and pressed his finger tips together as if to make a fence between himself and Renee. “There was something of a… glitch in the paperwork, you see.”

			“A glitch?” Renee asked, her interest piqued.

			“Er, yes. A glitch,” Mr. Saxon repeated uninformatively. “It turns out that instead of emancipating you when you turned eighteen, your uncle actually put you as an equal partner in his entire estate.”

			“But, how…” Renee’s thoughts picked up momentum of their own. She began to wonder for the first time why it required so many forms to emancipate an eighteen-year-old who was not legally nor genetically bound to their de facto guardian. He could have just told me to leave. He could have charged me with trespassing and had the police force me out. Renee began to understand the necessity of the enormous volume of forms she had previously signed and not questioned.

			“Was he looking for some sort of tax loop hole?” she asked, confused.

			“Your uncle did think there might be some… monetary advantage… down the road, to keeping you as a dependent,” he said vaguely.

			“It must have been bigger then just a tax break. What was he up to?” Renee inquired, her tone becoming accusatory. “He was hoping to tap my trust fund for school, wasn’t he?” Mr. Saxon just laughed nervously, still grimacing. “Was it just that, or was he after my share of Dad’s money, too?” Renee closed her eyes and shook her head. “No. Don’t tell me.” She took a long sigh, her eyes still closed.

			“This was all your doing, wasn’t it?” she said firmly. “Even my uncle wasn’t creative enough to figure this out. So, all that time, you guys were conspiring to swindle an orphan’s inheritance. Well, what stopped you?”

			“One of the junior partners at the firm caught wind of it and threatened to turn us in,” Mr. Saxon finally admitted. “But, come on, Ms. Alfred. Let bygones be bygones. No harm no foul, right?” Renee just stared at her uncle’s partner in depravity with bewilderment at their callousness. No harm, except I could never qualify for a student loan or aid of any kind because on paper I was rich. No harm except the loan advisor at school laughed in my face, she thought to herself. No harm, except I had to sell my own dignity to buy food.

			“Anyway, I would think you would be delighted,” Mr. Saxon continued.

			“Delighted?” Renee asked indignantly. “What in the heck are you talking about?”

			“Haven’t you heard anything I’ve said?” he batted back. “You get it all.”

			“All?” Renee asked, completely lost.

			“Yes. What I was saying,” he repeated, fumbling through some papers to refresh his memory. “Was that, your uncle died without a will and he had no living relatives in the country. Ms. Alfred, because of this ‘loop hole’ as you put it, you get his entire estate. You get everything.”

			“Everything?” Renee asked innocently, still not processing why she should be pleased.

			“Everything, Ms. Alfred,” Mr. Saxon assured her. “Totaling together all of his savings, checking accounts and CD’s, he died with two million dollars in the bank. This did not include his house, recently assessed for tax purposes for one million dollars. Oh, I almost forgot. And his new Mercedes.”

			Renee was still struggling to comprehend her newly discovered wealth when she left Mr. Saxon’s office and decided to go for a run downtown. If she could not run fast enough to escape her indignation, at least she may be able to sweat the stench of burning peat from her pores. Familiar buildings from her youth streamed past as though she was watching a movie of her childhood in fast forward. She ran past the post office where she had mailed all of her college applications and the ice cream parlor where she had spent most of her best friend’s allowance. She ran past the barber shop where Jack Franklin became more to her than a supporting character in her best friend’s life. Her legs pumped, a will of their own, carrying her past her elementary school, past the park where she played Frisbee with Jay Holstead’s golden retriever. She ran until her body ached. Finally, turning onto the street with her hotel, she stopped at a convenience store. She made a bee line for the refrigerated cases and pulled out a bottle of blue sport’s drink when, behind her, she heard a familiar voice.

			“Ti?” a women asked from behind her. “Tiar Alfred, is that you?” Renee froze, her muscles locked, her heart pounding as though she were a child who had been caught eating a box of forbidden cookies. Uh oh. She slowly turned and looked at a young women hoisting a toddler on one hip. Jen’s smile was brimming with warmth.

			“Jen Caponata?” Renee shrieked joyfully, surprised at how happy she was to see her old friend.

			“Jen Caponata Holstead,” her old friend answered in a mock-serious voice. “How are you?” Jen said, flinging her free arm around Renee. Renee pulled away momentarily, embarrassed by how sweaty she was. Then, remembering the many laps and drills they had run together in high school, she lost all self-consciousness. It was good to be hugged again—to feel the warmth a closeness of another human body.

			“I’m good, Jen. Really good,” she said. “I am so sorry I couldn’t make it to you’re wedding. I...”

			“Don’t worry about it,” Jen interrupted reassuringly. “I’m just glad I ran into you now.”

			“Well, speaking of which, how is Jay doing?”

			“Jay is great,” Jen reported. “He got his real estate license and joined his father’s business renovating and selling old buildings down town. In fact, he convinced his father to buy that old grain mill and the abandoned train station on Buchannan Boulevard, and they made it into condos. I don’t want to brag, but they are spectacular. I can take you over and see the model next week if you want.”

			“That sounds like fun,” Renee replied weakly. “And who is this little guy?” Renee asked, indicating the little boy trying to hoist himself up by the collar of Jen’s shirt.

			“This is Michael Holstead,” she said, looking lovingly at her son. “You want to say hello, Mikey?” she asked. The little boy looked at Renee with his giant blue eyes and giggled. Then he buried his face in Jen’s shirt shyly. “He’s nine months old. My mom is spoiling him absolutely rotten.”

			“I can imagine,” Renee said, smiling at him. “I would too, with those cute little cheeks of his.” Michael managed to pull off his sock and held it out to Renee.

			“Thank you so much,” Renee said, making a big show of accepting the sock before handing it back to Jen.

			“How long are you in town for?” Jen asked.

			“Just another few days,” Renee answered non-committal. “I’m just taking care of some loose ends for my uncle.”

			“Yeah,” Jen said seriously. “I was so sorry to hear about that. He was a good man.”

			“Thank you for being polite, Jen. But he was an ass,” Renee said.

			“Yeah, he really was,” Jen agreed, not changing her tone. Michael, getting agitated by no longer being the center of attention, pulled off his other sock and threw it on the floor.

			“Look, I have to get him home for a nap,” she said, switching Michael to her other hip and bending down to pick up his discarded clothing. “But, why don’t we get together tonight? Some of the girls and I go to Buck’s on Fridays. I am sure they would love to see you too.”

			“Sure. That sounds great. But, what are you going to do with him?” Renee asked, indicating Michael who had, by now, figured out how to unzip Jen’s purse and was dropping the contents one by one onto the floor.

			“My mom and Eleanor Franklin get together a few times a month and steal him from me,” Jen explained. “I figure, if it makes them happy to watch him, I might as well spend the time with the girls.”

			“Sound reasoning,” Renee agreed.

			“See you at seven?” Jen said smiling.

			“I’ll be there.”
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			Renee stood on the stoop at Buck’s Tavern with her hand on the handle. She had passed this building hundreds of times before on her way around town. But, being under the legal drinking age when she left, she had never been in a bar in Hectortown. Renee did not know if Hectortown was the kind of place where one was fashionably late, nor to whom “some of the girls” referred. But anything would be better than a night alone in the hotel with nothing to study but the television listings and the prices for the mini-bar. Taking a deep breath, she opened the door to the smoky bar and proceeded forward cautiously.

			“Ti!” a voice shouted. “Over here!” Renee turned around to look. At a booth on the side wall were Michelle, Sarah, Jen, and Dana. Sarah engulfed Renee in such a genuine embrace, the warmth of her body seemed to cling to Renee like a benevolent entity after she let go. Michelle, who was sitting next to the wall, leaned over to give Renee a welcome-home half hug, half pat on the back. Renee leaned in toward the mutant sign of affection politely feeling an odd, half-forgotten sting of jealousy in her stomach as she stood back up.

			“So, Ti. How is school?” Michelle asked as the waiter put five large mugs of beer on the table in front of them.

			“Pretty good,” she answered vaguely, grabbing one of the newly arrived mugs and gulping it down. “Can’t complain. What about you guys? What have you been doing?”

			“I’m one semester away from a teaching license,” Michelle bragged. “I already have an offer to teach at a private school in Hanover.”

			“I’m working as a nurse over at Northern Hospital,” Dana answered when she sensed it was her turn to speak.

			“That’s where my husband works as a cardiologist,” Michelle broke in.

			“Impressive,” Renee said, arching her eye brows in an exaggerated attempt to seem like she cared.

			“Well, he got bored with being a clothing model,” Michelle went on. Sarah rolled her eyes, apparently having sat through this conversation many times before.

			“So, Ti, why have you been hiding out all this time?”

			“Hiding out?” Renee asked with nervous laughter. “I haven’t been hiding out. I just had to work over the summers. It was cheaper to stay in Brighton than to sublet for the summer here.”

			“That really sucked, your uncle kicking you out,” Sarah added.

			“Yeah,” Renee answered. “But, it’s not like living with him was any treat either.”

			“Well, you won out in the end, eh, Ti?” Jen said. “I hear you get the house and car and everything!”

			“Is that true?” Dana asked. Renee put her glass down.

			“Isn’t there, like, confidentiality or something?” she asked, brow furrowed.

			“Oh, come on. This is Hectortown. What kind of secrets could we possibly have?”

			Five beers and three hours later, Renee could not say that the room was spinning exactly. It did wiggle and sway a bit more then she remembered it doing when she walked in. With the exception of her twenty first birthday, she couldn’t remember when or if she had ever had this much to drink before. She couldn’t remember very much at all. Dana was finishing some long, involved joke that Renee had lost track of.

			“So, I said, ‘ you must be mistaken officer. I haven’t seen that duck in two days.’”

			“Don’t make me laugh! I have to pee!” Michelle said, standing up. Renee got out of the booth to let her by. She turned for just a moment to look over her shoulder. There he was, staring back at her. Max had been in the bar for almost and hour now, about to win his third straight game of darts. On his last turn, when it seemed victory was inevitable, the hairs on the back of his neck stood up mid throw. The dart sailed far off course, hitting the wall two feet from the board.

			“Ooooooooo!” his friends all said in unison as he not only missed the dartboard, but knocked a framed photograph of a local sports celebrity off its hook and onto the floor.

			“I’m done!” he said, pulling his darts out of the board and handing them to Jay. “You’re up.” Max leaned against the wall to watch the next round. He had heard the laughter again from the other side of the bar and did not need to turn around to know who it was. He knew that laugh as well as his own, despite not having heard it for 4 years. Of all the gin joints in all the cities in all the world, he thought to himself, remembering the classic film they had seen together years before at the Emporium. What in the hell is she doing here? This can only mean trouble.

			Finally, he turned around and looked at Renee. The whole situation—their courtship, the fight, the strip club—all seemed like some morose fiction he could no longer integrate into his memory of his own life. It was so incongruous that he had ever felt unreasonable passion, whether love or anger, for another human being. Even if it had been him who had experienced that passion, the object of it—of the lust, the desire, the rage, was dead. Dead. Dead, dead, dead. The creature that had replaced her, the spiky, nasty, stray calico, meant nothing to him. He had tried to help this other woman out of a sense of Christian duty, but multiple times she hid from him or pushed him away. Treat him as you would a pagan or a tax collector. He owed her nothing.

			But now, just across the room from him, was a perfect copy of the little person he had lost. He looked at her gleaming brown hair, the curve of her cheek. They were identical. A skillful facsimile, he thought. An artful copy. This wasn’t his little bird. If he could tear off this facade, he would find that dirty, mean, forked tongued animal underneath. The devil is tempting you, Max Franklin, he told himself. He knows your every weakness. Yet, despite his best judgment, he felt compelled as if by some supernatural magnetism to approach her, if only to confirm to himself the fraudulent nature of her appearance—the non-Tiar-ness of this fake Tiar. Finally, he thought better of it. He had instigated the past two disastrous encounters between them. With his position as a parish intern, he couldn’t afford a scene in public. Any indiscretion would embarrass not only himself, not only his family, but St. Jude’s parish as well. He had resigned himself to pretending he didn’t recognize her when he noticed movement at her table. All of a sudden, she turned and stared right at him.

			What is he doing here? Renee wondered, her heart sinking. He had less business here then she did. He had no excuse to be anything but an occasional visitor to this future Hectortown—not their former home but merely a spot above a precise, faceless line on a map called “future interstate 86” linking all the cities of New York’s southern tier. Yet Max was here, just 20 feet away. She was surprised to see him.

			Renee had practiced this moment a million times. Her former psychiatrist, convinced that seeing Max would send her straight back to a psychiatric ward yet again, wanted Renee to prepare in advance what she would do if she saw him. The big what of…They argued about this week after week. This was why she never went back to therapy with him. Renee knew exactly what she would do if she saw Max again and she knew equally well that Dr. McLeod would never accept her answer. She would tell him he was right about everything—the dangerous men, the temptations, the sins—all of it. He had predicted exactly what would happen to her. She would tell him he was right and she finally accepted that and quit her job just as he had begged her to. He didn’t have to be ashamed of her anymore. Now was her chance. She would walk right up to him and tell him, Look at me. I quit just like you wanted me to. I’m sorry I yelled at you. I’m sorry I chased you away. But, I’m good again. I’m good. See how good I can be?

			She expected him to be mad at her and she was prepared to deal with that. But, he was looking at her apathetically, as though trying to figure out if she was someone he recognized from a news magazine. He didn’t seem to be experiencing any emotion on her behalf—merely academic interest. I guess I can’t expect more than that, she thought. He has the whole world to save. I guess I can’t hope that he cares about one soul… one lost lamb. Still, she was wrong in the horrible things she had said to him. Whether he was upset by it still, or whether he had moved on, she still needed to make peace. Peace. In her inebriated state, peace was the only word that had any tangible meaning to her. Peace. And more peace, she reasoned, was a good thing. Peace. She should go talk to him. Peace. She should apologize for over reacting when he had come to visit her, trying to help her.

			What was becoming painfully clear was that one of them had to do something. They had been standing silently staring at one another for nearly a minute. Can I talk to you? she practiced in her head. I just want to say I’m sorry for yelling. She steadied her nerve and took a step forward. I just wanted to say you were right, and I did finally take your advice. She then realized, even in her impaired state of judgment, that she would never make it across the bar unassisted. She could barely take a step without hanging on to the back of the booth. She sat down, feeling defeated, and quickly forgot the whole incident.

			My goodness that looks like Little Bird, Max thought. For a moment, she was looking at him, and she didn’t seem angry or hurt. She didn’t look like she was going to run away again. She just looked like she was deep in thought about something. And, for a moment, he could have sworn, she took a step in his direction. Max felt his heart skip in his chest. He knew that feeling. It was the feeling he had as an 11-year-old boy when he first heard her spoke and realized she was a conscious being. But then she sat back down. Did she change her mind? Did she mistake me for some one else? Stop thinking this way, you idiot. Max fought with himself. This is only a mirage, the devil testing you. It’s not really her. He had worked so hard to reach equilibrium. He had suffered too much just to be thrown off kilter by a silly high school romance. There could be no ambiguity. Ambiguity leaves the door open for evil to enter disguised as good. Tiar, Ti, Renee, Bird... whoever she was, she was dead and she would remain dead. He would let her slip out of his mind once again. If she slipped back in, he would expose her for the fraud she really was.
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			Maxwell Franklin looked out at the congregation apprehensively. The New Testament reading was slipping away like grains of sand through a sieve. With every word the lector spoke, he had seconds less before he needed to stand up an address his future flock. He was a parish intern. He was an apprentice priest. Sitting on the alter next to Father Neman, this seemed like a logical impossibility. Yet, the moment drew ever nearer. It had been nearly two years since Max had begun to lose his faith in God. This shadow over his faith grew into a being of its own, skulking in the shadows of his mind waiting for its moment to reveal itself. At the very moment this doubt became an overt thought, he suddenly lost his vision, his ears began to burn and ring, and he felt the life being pushed out of him. When he came to, he expected that if he survived, like St. Paul after being struck by lightening, his faith would be returned to him, that he would be permanently emblazoned with the image of God. If he didn’t survive, he hoped he would go to hell and let fire burn his mental pain away with physical pain. Instead, he slowly realized that the whole episode was precipitated by prolonged kneeling, depravation of food, and an old furnace in the basement not yet readjusted for the change in seasons.

			In retrospect, Max realized, he should have left the seminary then. He had not. He enjoyed life at the seminary and he fully expected that this crisis of faith would end. As the months went by, the doubt waxed and waned, but never went entirely away. However, this was no reason to leave his vocation, he reasoned. If a doctor did not believe in the germ theory of disease, but was adept at diagnosis and treatment, his patients were still cured. If a pilot lost faith in Bernoulli’s principle and the laws of gravity, but could still work a plane’s instruments, his passengers would still reach their destination safely. If he never did regain his faith in God but could still create homilies that made the most perplexing principles of faith accessible to the uneducated of his parish, if he could sing with the voice of angles and heal the wounds of the human heart, then his flock would be saved no matter what fate his own soul was destined for. He had every reason to think that he was that clever doctor, that skilled pilot; everyone at St. Andrew’s Seminary insisted he was.

			Here in Hectortown, however, in an actual church, he feared his acting skills were not up to the task. Would he make a convincing performance? There was a thunderous sound of a thousand parishioners standing simultaneously which shook Max out of his reverie. With a heavy heart he stood and walked to the lectern. He raised his eyes, looking just over the heads of his parishioners, and opened his mouth to speak. From the back of the church was the small creek of a hundred-year-old wooden door moving on a hundred-year-old hinge. A lone woman walked into the church and, with quick silent steps, found an under occupied pew to file into.

			At the lectern, Max began reading. As he spoke, reciting the passage nearly from memory, an odd sensation came over him. It wasn’t precisely confidence—merely a slight lessening of his hopelessness. The creature called Tiar was here. If she hadn’t come in late, he wouldn’t even have noticed her. But she had, and he did. Although there was no warmth between them now, it reminded Max that he had accomplished something once. He had converted her. Father Raleigh had said it himself. It was an impressive accomplishment. But then you lost her and she became an instrument of the devil, he chided himself. He looked up at the congregation. But they don’t know that. All anyone in this community knew was that he had single handily pulled her from the fringes of intellectual curiosity and made her a fully confirmed Catholic. If he could do that as a sixteen-year-old with no formal training in theology outside his Catholic school education, he could, at the end of four years of intense study, lead a congregation of docile lambs. Max finished the gospel reading. He then went back to sit in his empty chair on the alter and listened to Father Neman give another dry, uninspired homily. I can write better then that, Max thought smugly to himself. And I will. Max knew these bouts of confidence never lasted very long. He hoped this one would be more sustaining as there was a tangible object to center it around. He needed confidence now. The time is growing short now. The act is going to work. He was ready and willing to fulfill his destiny.

			Renee was not having a good day. She had woken up at a noon on Saturday hung over and with no memory of how she had gotten back to her hotel. She was nauseated with a splitting headache. She took something for the head ache, took a shower, and went back to bed. Waking up a seven at night starving from not eating all day, she had dinner at Charlie’s and walked back to her hotel, stopping in the park along the way to enjoy some fresh air. Having slept all day, she couldn’t get to sleep Saturday night until three in the morning and woke up at a quarter to ten. She showered and dressed quickly, hoping to get to the ten thirty mass at St. Jude’s. She arrived with minutes to spare only to discover that in the four years she had been gone, St. Jude’s had changed their schedule. Mass now started at ten.

			Renee opened one of the side doors of the church just wide enough to slip in. She was relieved to see everyone was already standing for the Gospel reading. She could slide into a pew relatively unobserved. Her heart, racing from her brisk walk to the church, began to slow down. As the Gospel began, it skipped a beat. The voice was familiar. A vague notion of the events of Friday night started to form in her mind. I didn’t imagine it, she thought. He was there. She could stand on her toes to confirm who was reading, but she knew already who she would see. She wondered if she should leave. She didn’t want to make him nervous. Yet, her presence in church was out of reverence for God—something bigger than either of them. Max would understand that, she thought. And, that voice… she sighed. Hearing his voice, not angry, not disappointed—just lecturing to her as it had so many hundreds of time in her childhood… she felt like she was truly home. She remained where she was.

			After mass, Renee filed out of the church with the rest of the congregation. At the door, she made a point of finding Father Neman. As she expected, he showed no signs of recognition. It was just as well, she thought. She would like to dispatch her business here as quickly as possible and return to Brighton where she belonged. Old attachments would only complicate things.

			“Father,” she said. “A relative of mine has just passed away and I would like to donate some of his belongings to the church.”

			“That’s very kind of you Ms.....”

			“Alfred,” Renee filled in. “Renee Alfred. I was a student here four years ago.”

			“Well, it’s very nice to see you again, Ms. Alfred,” Father Neman said. He wished he could recognize her, but he was drawing a total blank. “Can you stop by tomorrow and we can talk about the donation?”

			“That would be terrific sir,” she agreed. “What time would be good for you?”

			“Is nine okay? I should be done with morning mass by then.”

			“I’ll see you at nine, father,” she said, and walked back to her hotel.

			From further down the church steps, Max saw Renee leave the church. He busied himself greeting other parishioners and avoided eye contact. She had something of importance to discuss with the pastor. It was more urgent than a friendly discussion about the weather. She was going to set something in motion, he could tell. And then, when she had brought total disequilibrium to the town, she would disappear again into the clouds like a tornado. He would have to be very careful not to get drawn into the vortex.
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			Father Neman’s mouth literally fell open.

			“You want to.... uh, you want to donate what to the church?” he stammered.

			“My uncle’s house. In Ravenwood,” Renee repeated simply. Ravenwood, the oldest and most expensive neighborhood in Hectortown, was built during the gilded age of the late eighteen hundreds when immigrant ships brought cheap labor to the robber barons of the northeast, and the tanning mills of upstate New York worked full tilt to bring quality shoes and briefcases to the elite of New York City.

			“It has eight bedrooms,” Renee continued. “And a pool house. I don’t know if the pump for the pool still works. It hasn’t had water in it for years. But I think you could fill it in with dirt pretty inexpensively if you needed to.”

			Father Neman was uncharacteristically speechless. When Renee had arranged to meet with him the day before, he was expecting she wanted to turn over small household items she didn’t have a use for. The desk he was sitting at was donated by another parishioner when her spouse, who owned his own law practice, died of an unexpected heart attack. The rectory had also gotten some nice book shelves out of the deal. Many of the mismatched lamps and chairs in the three story building were items donated after parishioners died. By far their favorite hand me down was the professional espresso machine a parishioner had brought over after an uncle’s restaurant went out of business and he hung himself in the kitchen. The parishioner was afraid there may be a hex on everything in the room but figured the priests would be immune to it.

			But a house? Father Neman couldn’t believe it. There had to be a catch.

			“Is there anything...wrong with the house?” he asked, not knowing how to not sound suspicious.

			“Well, a grisly murder was committed there a week ago,” Renee said flatly. “But, otherwise, it’s really very nice.” Renee hoped that was enough of an explanation for why she was in such a hurry to get rid of such an expensive piece of real estate. In truth, she had always felt it was an evil place purchased with blood money—wealth garnered by taking advantage of other people’s insecurities. She felt dirty owning it or profiting from its sale. Father Neman, on the other hand, was not sure whether or not she was kidding. He had been out of town Monday and Tuesday of the previous week and was unaware of the murder.

			“Do you have any ideas about what you would like us to use it for?” he asked. Renee tried to sit up straight in her chair, feeling like a child pretending to be an adult. As soon as she got back to her hotel room on Sunday, she laid out all the clothes she had brought with her on the bed. She didn’t know exactly what one wore when meeting with a priest to make a large donation to the church, but she was sure none of the outfits she had brought with her fit the bill. These were garments selected to allow anonymity and if anything, to express disrespect and distain for Mr. Saxon, the only person she expected to be meeting with. This is ridiculous, she thought to herself. I have money to buy clothes now. She went to the department store Jay’s father had reopened a few years earlier and bought more underwear and socks. Then she looked through the business clothes for “pious philanthropist” attire. She needed to look older and more responsible. She needed, most of all, to not look too attractive. But, she didn’t want to look frumpy or overly business like either. This is impossible. After an hour of careful consideration, she settled on a dark, floor length skirt and two loosely fitting, figure hiding rayon blouses. Today, she wore the green one as she sat across from Father Neman in the parish office.

			“I’d rather you not sell it to a developer who will knock it down,” Renee proposed. “But, otherwise, it doesn’t really matter. You can sell it or house nuns in it or turn it into an orphanage... I don’t know. Use it for whatever you think the community needs.” The wheels in Father Neman’s mind started to turn. So many possibilities, he thought, crossing his hands on his desk. The most flexible thing to do would be to sell it and keep the money for the parish. But, he anticipated money would be siphoned off for other purposes if he did that, where as if he kept the house whole...

			“You know, the pastors of the Anglican and Lutheran churches in town have been talking about making a home for runaway teens; but, none of the churches had the money for the building. Do you think that it could be used for that?” he asked.

			“Absolutely,” Renee answered. How ironic, she thought. If there was one thing uncle hated, it was teens in need. “I think that would be an excellent use for it.”
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			The next morning, Renee showed Father Neman the house his parish would soon inherit. As Renee had offered Dr. Alfred’s manual transmission car to the church as well, Father Neman, who only drove automatic, had his intern, Maxwell in tow. They climbed together up the curved stair case, cursorily inspecting each bed room, including the master bed room which showed no signs of the drama that recently transpired there. With the economy of western New York still feeling the devastation of auto parts manufactures moving over seas, Renee had had no trouble finding workers to repaint and re-carpet the bedroom the same day. The thick smell of paint still hung in the air. As the threesome walked through the down stairs, Father Neman imagined the bible studies and group counseling sessions the new occupants would have in the spacious, empty living room, the ecumenical grace they would say in the ornate dining room. He was overwhelmed by the possibilities. He had never seen a house this nice before.

			Max had never seen a house this nice before either. In all the years he knew Renee, he had never been allowed further than the pool house. Now, seeing the opulence she was raised with, she seemed even more like a stranger. He had no idea the surroundings she was accustomed to. She probably laughed at us every time she was over at our house, he thought to himself. He avoided looking at her, busing himself examining the new real estate. He couldn’t look at her without being disgusted. What a piece of work, he thought to himself, in her new clothes and her leather jacket. Who does she think she is, some model? Tony had a black leather jacket just like the one Renee was wearing now. Soft and slick, it felt like magic the one time he let Max borrow it. Max later found out it cost three hundred dollars. Who does she think she’s kidding? She’s dressed way to stylishly for this dumpy town.

			Max had always wondered how Renee could grow up in such a materialistic household with such a vain and cruel uncle and end up so generous and unmaterialistic. Now it was clear to him that her uncle had rubbed off on her in all their years together—she just didn’t have the money before to express that side of her personality. Well, now she has all the money she could possibly want, he thought with disdain. They were really the same, Renee and Henry Alfred. One, making his fortune taking advantage of other people’s vanity, the other off of other people’s lust. They’re exactly the same. Max could no longer be swayed by romantic fantasies or cheap facsimiles. In the clear light of day, and without any beer to dissolve his judgment, he could see this woman for what she really was.

			“I think this is just the place we’ve been looking for,” Father Neman said as they approached the foyer for a second time. “I can’t tell you what a benefit this is going to have on the community. You are doing an incredible thing, Renee.” Renee looked away humbly.

			“Than you, sir,” she said shyly. “But it’s nothing, really.” Renee was feeling extremely self conscious ever since she caught Max staring at her jacket. Too corny looking? she wondered. Renee had stopped for breakfast before meeting Father Neman at the house. Unfortunately, she had gotten into a run in with a bus boy and gotten cold, stale coffee spilled all over the respectable, modest, cream colored shirt she had bought for this meeting. She hurried back to her hotel room in a panic, not wanting to be late. She tore through the closet, looking for anything that was still clean. Finally, she found a light blue camisole. I can’t just wear this, she thought. It hugged her body tightly and was far too suggestive. Then she saw her leather jacket hanging up neatly in the closet, grabbed it, and ran out the door.

			Renee had always liked this jacket. It was the only “cool” thing she owned and it seemed to make any other clothes she paired it with seem instantly stylish. She couldn’t believe she had gotten in for thirty dollars at a second hand store. In a left wing college town where it made far more of a social statement to eat meat than not to, the original owner of the jacket had bowed to social pressure and given it away. But, the same stigma that inspired its donation to the second hand store ensured it would stay there for months as the price was slashed. When Renee was in the market for affordable outer wear the previous spring, she was delighted to find this jacket the cheapest garment on the rack.

			But, now Max was staring at her as if he hated her for owning it... not staring at her exactly. That would be too obvious. He was shooting her dirty looks whenever Father Neman’s back was turned. His disdain was obvious. She couldn’t figure out why he seemed upset at her now after she had apologized so sincerely just two days earlier… Wait, she realized, I never did apologize. Or did I? Her memory of the evening was still as hazy to her as the smoked filled bar had been. I guess I didn’t. She needed to apologize for many things, but she couldn’t do it here. This was not a house of goodness and penance. She doubted the words “I’m sorry” had ever been said inside these walls—at least not in the past twenty years.

			Father Neman, oblivious to the unspoken drama being carried out around him, took a final approving glance around the foyer of the grand house.

			“Well, I must say, I am delighted that you have made this decision, Renee,” Father Neman said in conclusion. His sentence was punctuated by an urgent electronic chirp prompting him to look down at his belt at a small gray pager. “I’m sorry, Ms. Alfred, but, I need to answer this. I’ll be in touch with your accountant about the paperwork.”

			“I’ll let him know to expect your call,” Renee said, hurriedly shaking his hand.

			“Max, you can drive the car back?”

			“Yes, sir,” Max said without emotion. With that, Father Neman slipped out the front door leaving Max and Renee alone for the first time in two and a half years. The quiet house was cold and lifeless around them. I’m sorry about all those things I said to you, Renee practiced in her head. She wasn’t feeling nearly as bold as she had with a pitcher of beer in her blood stream.

			“I didn’t realize priests had beepers,” Renee said finally to break the silence.

			“It’s from the hospital,” he replied flatly. “In case someone needs last rights and is not likely to make it before our usual scheduled visits.”

			“Oh,” Renee uttered simply. I want to take this opportunity to apologize for....They stood nearly motionless facing one another. The moment was so awkward, even blinking began to feel unnatural. At some point, one of them would have to speak again. His impatience getting the better of him, Max unconsciously clenched and unclenched his teeth. Renee, assuming this was a strategy to safeguard himself against saying anything he might regret, opened her mouth to speak again but instead began to chew nervously on her thumbnail.

			“So, why was Father Neman calling you Renee,” Max asked, barely feigning interest. Renee shrugged.

			“It’s kind of what I go by now… at school I mean. You know, a fresh start and everything…” Renee trailed off sensing Max’s disinterested. Clouds moving quickly outside the window made pools of light appear and disappear again on the floor, making it seem as though the entire foyer was a sundial running in fast forward. As if to accentuate this image, the church bells rang eleven. Renee inhaled deeply hoping more oxygen may spark heroism.

			“Can I buy you lunch?” Renee asked. Max looked at his watch despite the exact time being rung out over the entire town. There must be some excuse I can use. An hour of having to make small talk with her—a harlot and the heiress to a fortune built on sin—it seemed beyond his ability to remain polite.

			“I really ought to get back to the Rectory,” he said, quasi-apologetically.

			“Yeah, you’re right.” Renee tried to smile, but she was unconvincing. She slowly began to turn toward the door and was framed in the dark, stained mahogany. The ceiling rose fifteen feet or more above her head. She seemed tiny and fragile now.

			“Hey,” Max said, suddenly feeling a tug of compassion toward her. “If we talk about the house, then it’s church business, right?” Renee’s face brightened.

			“True.”

			They met at a Charlie’s Diner, Renee driving her beat up Honda, and Max in the Mercedes. The car had so many buttons and knobs, Max had trouble finding the lights and windshield wipers. When he finally arrived at the restaurant, Renee was already sitting at a table by the window. She smiled as she caught sight of Max entering the restaurant. He sat down and looked at the menu. Deciding what he wanted, he refolded the menu and laid it on the edge of the table. They stared at each other uncomfortably. Be brave, Renee.

			“I...” she cleared her throat. “I wanted to say I’m sorry for all those names I called you when...”

			“Don’t worry about it,” Max interrupted, shaking his head.

			“But, I really felt...”

			“I said don’t worry about it,” he insisted. The last thing he wanted to do was to dredge up these memories. They were not only unpleasant, they would only make it harder for him to separate the girl he had once been friends with with the woman in front of him now. They were two different people. He had to keep reminding himself of that to protect himself. Don’t get drawn in. The waitress brought water and Renee sipped it, hoping to calm herself. She sucked in an ice cube and began crunching on it nervously until she realized how loud it was. Embarrassed, she swallowed it whole. She grimaced as it stung her throat on the way down. She looked down at the table to disguise her expression of distress. Max responded by clearing his throat.

			“Still in that same apartment?”

			“That old place? No, it was way too big for me.” Renee laughed and carefully folded her hands on the table between them. “I have a better place now...It’s cozy.” Max wanted to smile at her. It was so typical for her to try to put a silver lining on everything.

			“What about you,” she asked. “Was seminary all you hoped it would be?”

			“Yes,” Max said firmly. “It was really exactly what I wanted.” Renee nodded.

			“I’m glad. Very few people get exactly what they want in life with no regrets.”

			“Well, I wouldn’t say I have no regrets.” He looked at her, his face serious.

			“Like what?” Do you regret your decision? Max remembered Tony asking him years ago. For a fleeting moment, Max imagined himself finishing the apology he had started on Tiar’s answering machine—one she never acknowledged. That was a long time ago, he reminded himself. It wouldn’t do either of us any good now.

			“I miss history,” Max said, thinking quickly. “I’ve been studying theology for four years, and I haven’t once been to the basement of the Vatican to dig up some untranslatable document that holds the secret location to the portal to hell.” Renee suddenly looked shocked.

			“But surely you’ve tracked down a possessed holy relic from a shady Italian antiques dealer.”

			“No,” he said leaning in and lowering his voice, as though trying to keep a secret from the rest of the diners. “Not even once.” Renee rolled her eyes.

			“Have you exorcised any demons for an evil shifty eyed dog?” He shook his head and Renee continued in the charade. “I can’t believe all those movies we were watching were wrong. It can’t be.”

			“It’s part of the PPM,” Max said in a hushed, conspiratorial tone. “The Papist propaganda machine.”

			“I should have known. The arch nemesis of the MICEC. “

			“What’s that?”

			Renee motioned for Max to lean closer. “The military industrial celluloid Eucharist complex,” she whispered. They both laughed, leaning back in their seats for once feeling relaxed. Renee was nearly gasping for air. Max smiled, but his heart sank. He hadn’t laughed this hard in a long time. He hadn’t had anyone to laugh like this with. He was beginning to think there was more of his old Tiar left in this body than he had thought. But, it was too hard to let himself believe that. If she was still alive and he couldn’t be with her anymore... He couldn’t let himself believe it.

			“I missed you, Max,” Renee said quietly. Max sighed.

			“I missed you, too.”

			Half an hour later, Renee and Max walked to their respective cars. Despite the May flowers bursting forth in a rush of colors, there was still a chill in the air.

			“Shoot, Max,” Renee called out to him. “I forgot to bring the title to that car. I have it back in my hotel room. Can I bring it by the rectory later?”

			“I guess I could come over and get it now,” Max offered.

			“Are you sure?”

			“Yeah,” he said. “It’s on the way. I don’t want you to have to make a separate trip just for that.”

			Instead of getting in their cars, they walked over to the hotel together. It was only a few blocks. Max followed Renee up the narrow stairs to her room. The hotel had been one of the nicer ones in town until a much newer chain hotel opened right near the highway on the way out of town. Renee preferred the high ceilings and nostalgic feel of this hotel, however. Max examined the molding around the ceiling as Renee rifled through her suitcase for a leather bound folder. She took out a small blue piece of paper and wrote a few words on it.

			“There you go,” she said handing it to Max. “I made the title out to you. You can transfer it to the church. I’d hate for there to be some complication while I’m away, and the insurance to lapse or something. If you need money for registration or taxes or anything, let me know and I’ll write you a check.” Max looked at the piece of paper in his hand. It indicated that he now owned a $45,000 car. That was more than his parents had bought their current house for when he was a toddler. The situation felt quite surreal. He looked around at the hotel room. Compared to the house they were just in, its high ceilings and chandeliers, this hotel looked dingy and dark. Compared to Renee’s old apartment, this room looked like a palace. He, a priest, now owned a luxury automobile while she was driving a car with less horse power than the average riding mower. Her generosity was shocking.

			This is exactly the kind of thing my Little Bird would do, he thought. But this can’t be her. If it is... if it is... His confidence was faltering under the weight of the ambiguity. He struggled to figure out what a counterfeit’s motive could possibly be. She’s trying to pay her way out of hell, he decided. This is just an indulgence. She wants to pay her way into heaven. Real Tiar believes we are saved by Grace alone. Real Tiar would never try to do that. This woman was going to leave town tomorrow—leave town forever. He had to prove to himself it wasn’t Real Tiar—his Tiar. He couldn’t survive her being alive if he could not love her. Neither could he survive loving her and having her leave him again. All he had to do was to get her to admit this donation to the church was an indulgence. All he had to do was get her to say that this gift somehow made up for the sins she had committed in the past, and he would be free from her forever.

			“Why are you doing this?” Max finally asked. “I mean, the house.”

			“Because it’s not my home. I never liked it,” she answered, flatly.

			“What kind of reason is that? Why not sell it, keep the money, make your life so much easier,” he asked. Say it. Just say it.

			“The church can make good use of it. Why shouldn’t they have it?” she asked sincerely. Why are you making this so difficult? Max wondered. I’ll have to bait her better.

			“But, after all you’ve been through, having to dance at that horrible bar just to pay for your crummy apartment, don’t you think you deserve the money?”

			“Don’t worry,” Renee assured him. “After all is said and done, I’ll clear a mill from my uncle’s estate. That will pay for tuition and room and board, and I’ll still have enough money left over for a rainy day. A very rainy day.” You’re just not getting it, he thought. Admit it! Admit that you want to buy redemption!

			“Look,” Max said. “You were so miserable at Brighton—having to perform in that sleazy bar. Anyone else would hoard every dollar that came their way.”

			“You know me better than that, Max,” she said, approaching him. “I’m not anyone else. It wasn’t lack of money that was making me miserable. Having money won’t make me happy.”

			Max stared at Renee speechless. That’s exactly the type of thing Tiar would say, he thought. She had undoubtedly passed his test. Could it be that his Little Bird was still alive? She looked the same. She laughed the same. For the first time since he saw her at Buck’s, he honestly wanted it to be her. I want to believe. Max wanted to touch her again, like the apostle Thomas, wanting to stick his hand in the wound in Christ’s side to convince himself his savior was really alive. He had to be sure. A counterfeit would crush his heart. If I could hold her one more time, he thought, I’d know for sure. His arms still remembered this tiny person. They now stood mere inches apart.

			“What would make you happy, Little Bird?” Max asked softly. He lifted his hand to brush Renee’s hair behind her ear. She was warm and substantive, not a mirage at all, but a real human being.

			Renee handed over the title to the car that she had always hated, glad to be rid of it. Max was staring at it as if having an epiphany. She studied his facial expression, his eyes, hoping to glean some clue as to what was going on there. He had been undergoing some sort of transformation since they had met this morning face to face without a congregation or a bar full of smoke and haze to separate them. Max was definitely no longer the static facade he had been at the bar nor that he had been on his previous visit to Brighton…his face planning out before he arrived how he would feel when he left. Now, he was reacting to her as if she actually existed. He reacted to her confidence at the house with disdain. He met her insecurity with restrained sympathy, reluctant generosity. To her overtures of timid friendship, he offered in exchange cautious familiarity, nostalgia, bittersweet regret. Now, in this hotel room, he was no longer just reacting to her. He seemed to be searching her for something. He needed something from her, something she would gladly give him, but she wasn’t sure exactly what it was.

			“Why are you doing this?” Max finally asked. “I mean, the house.”

			“Because it’s not my home,” she said simply. “I never liked it.”

			“What kind of reason is that?” he asked, exasperated. “Why not sell it, keep the money, make your life so much easier.” Is he serious? Renee asked herself.

			“The church can make good use of it. Why shouldn’t they have it?” she said simply.

			“But, after all you’ve been through,” he went on. “Having to dance at that horrible bar just to pay for your crummy apartment, don’t you think you deserve the money?” Deserve it? Renee wondered. That doesn’t sound like Max.

			“Don’t worry,” Renee assured him. “After all is said and done, I’ll clear a mill from my uncle’s estate. That will pay for tuition and room and board, and I’ll still have enough money left over for a rainy day. A very rainy day.”

			“Look,” Max said. “You were so miserable at Brighton—having to perform in that sleazy bar. Anyone else would hoard every dollar that came their way. Why won’t you do the same?” Because that’s not who you taught me to be, she wanted to say. Because you taught me that material wealth is not the measure of a person’s worth. I still remember that. It’s still me--your Little Bird. Don’t you remember what you taught me? Her voice sounded tearful inside her own head as she said the words. She hoped she could remain composed now.

			“You know me better than that, Max,” she said, taking a step toward him. “I’m not anyone else, and it wasn’t lack of money that was making me miserable. Having more money won’t make me happy.”

			“What would make you happy, Little Bird?” Max asked softly. Renee recognized a familiar desperation in Max’s eyes, the desperation she saw in her own eyes in the mirror when she feared she had ceased to exist, that no one could ever feel anything for her. Of course, I feel. Of course, I still care. Renee felt sure, standing in the still dimness of the hotel, that she could fix this—she could make that look of desperation go away. She could show Max she not only felt, but thought. She not only thought, but acted. She had changed her life like he had taught her to. She was prepared to tell him all of this already. It was he who had prevented her, who wouldn’t let her apologize in the diner. Now she had a second chance.

			“What would make me happy…” she repeated timidly. “I just need you to know…” They were now only inches apart. “I need you to know…” her voice failed again. Max pulled her head toward his and kissed her on the lips. Renee kissed him back, at first timidly. Then, sure this was neither a test nor a joke, she kissed him passionately. She kisses like Tiar, he thought. His arms encompassed her, pulling her closer. She feels like Tiar. She’s warm like Tiar. He had loved her once. He pledged to her that if he were capable of love, she was the woman he could feel that for. He had a chance to know love again, to believe in something he couldn’t see or touch. He couldn’t let that slip away. He needed to know more. He needed to go further.

			“If you want me to leave, tell me now,” he whispered in her ear, his warm, moist breath getting trapped under her hair, leaving a warm spot on her neck.

			“No,” she said, exhaling the word forcefully. “Don’t go.”

			He kissed her again. He pulled her jacket off of her shoulders and kissed her collar bone. He could feel her body shiver. There was a flurry of shoes, coats, belts being kicked off, tossed, dropped onto the floor. Renee backed up toward the bed, Max in close pursuit. Reaching the bed, Renee half sat, half tumbled backward onto the mattress in her camisole and a pair of panties. Max stood in front of her on the edge of his bed in his boxer shorts. He leaned down to kiss her again. With his right hand Max reached under Renee’s camisole. He cupped her left breast. With the edge of his hand, he could feel an odd prominence over one of the ribs under her breast, but he quickly dismissed it from his mind. He dismissed everything from his mind. His body acted on its own. His left hand slid down her side to her panties, which he quickly relieved her of. He rubbed the back of her leg.

			When last he had seen Tiar, she was an 18-year-old female. Now, she was undeniably a woman. He knelt between her knees and began to kiss them, caressing her legs. His mouth worked its way up the inside of her left thigh, half kissing half sucking, as if he wanted to eat the flesh off of her bones. He gently separated her legs. She did nothing to discourage him. Max’s hands reached ever upward, over her stomach and chest. His tongue slid into her. She closed her eyes tight to keep from crying and caressed his ears with the tips of her fingers. She felt flush all over.

			Max felt Renee’s fingers slide over his ears and into his hair. He concentrated hard on this sensation, needing to push out the reoccurring thought—how much more difficult his life as a priest would be if he let himself enjoy touching a female body. He would be better off remembering how horrible their last encounter together had been, convincing himself he was incapable of anything better. But, he could not listen to that voice any longer. Renee was right in front of him now, and all around him. His need to be near her, to be in her, was stronger than anything he had ever felt before. Is this love? he asked himself. Please let this be love. He felt her hands slide around to the back of his head and tug him gently upward. She straightened out her legs and let him climb on top of her. He caressed her face and then kissed her again on the mouth. She parted her legs slightly, and he slid easily inside her. Renee’s hands came to rest together on the small of his back. They gently rose and fell with his body as he pushed himself further inside her. Renee wrapped one of her muscular legs around his waist and Max grabbed the back of her thigh. They moved together.

			Seconds became minutes and minutes slipped away. Is this love? Max asked himself. It was undeniably pleasurable, but he was beginning to think it wasn’t really love. You think too much, that’s your problem, he heard Tony’s voice saying in the back of his mind. He didn’t want to hear Tony’s voice now. He kissed Renee on the forehead to distract himself. He rubbed his cheek against hers. Then, Renee let out a tiny gasp, hardly perceptible over the background of heavy breathing. With a sigh, she dropped her head to the left on the pillow. Max scooped Renee’s face between his hands and kissed her again, full on the lips. He slid himself out of her and then enveloped her in his arms.

			They lay facing one another. Max wanted to tell her he loved her. He now knew indisputably that this was his best friend. She was good. She was a light in the darkness. She deserved for someone to love her. She deserved to hear him say that, but he knew it would be a lie. The sex was a welcome distraction from the miserable abyss he found himself in, but love, he thought, had nothing to do with it. Maybe, he considered, he could explain all that—that she was perfect and he was incapable of feeling the way he should toward her. Maybe he could be honest and not break her heart. Yet, instead of speaking, he simply touched her. He couldn’t stop himself. His hand followed her body from her shoulder down to her waist and then climbed back up the slope of her hips, coming to rest where her round buttocks joined the back of her leg. She was perfect. Michelangelo could not have done better with all the marble in Italy.

			“Do you know how beautiful you are?” he asked her, barely above a whisper. She smiled with a sigh and put her hand on his chest. She closed her eyes looking content. She felt his chest rise and fall as he breathed. Max felt her hand on him, warm and soft. It made him feel alive. But, her slender fingers fell into the deep trenches between his ribs. Max suddenly felt an unwelcome sensation gripping him. It was as undeniable as it was indescribable. Not having sensed any real emotion for months, Max was disturbed and puzzled by it. Slowly he began to identify the horrible commingled emotions—embarrassment and fear. For the first time, he felt self conscious about he wasted his body had become. Renee hadn’t seemed to notice somehow, at least not yet. He feared she would open her eyes again and look at him. He didn’t think he could bare it if she laughed at him. With the hand that was behind her hip, he gently pushed it down, turning her face down on the bed.

			Max slid on top of Renee and brushed her hair away from her neck. He covered her arms with his and intertwined her fingers with his own as he entered her again. As his body moved up and down on top of her, marking off time steadily, the fear and embarrassment started to fade away like the sound of a police siren as a patrol car races away into the night. For a moment, Max felt equilibrium. He felt like himself—or rather, the man he had become. But, only moments later he felt an even stronger sensation welling up inside himself. It was familiar, but distantly—a feeling he had simultaneously ignored while inviting it into his life. It was hunger. He was desperately hungry like he had never been before, as though every cell in his body cried out for nourishment. There, just inches away was Renee’s neck, smooth, supple, young. He kissed it where it joined with her left shoulder. It felt good to his lips. He started to nibble at it. He was reminded of a public television show he had once seen about lions on the Serengeti, biting each other ferociously as they mated. He opened his mouth and bit her hard. She didn’t pull away, instead leaning her head to the right to yield more of her graceful white neck to him. His hands reached under her, cupping each of her firm breasts. Is this love? he asked himself. He wanted to believe it was love, but he knew that lions did this, too. Lions without souls. Lions without a God. This was evolution, reproduction, the drive of life to repeat itself, to ensure life would go on in another generation. He hadn’t left her with any DNA to rebuild the species with, so he was compelled to mate with her again. This was not love.

			Max continued to thrust himself inside of Renee. She arched her back to accommodate him. It felt wonderful. Does she love me? he wondered. Why is she letting me do this, after all the times I’ve hurt her? Her entire body seemed committed to the task of bringing him pleasure, of positioning itself to ensure his complete enjoyment. He wanted to believe she loved him, but it seemed too good to be true. Lordosis. It was a word Max didn’t know—the female mating position of almost all non-primate mammals, back arched and behind in the air. Mediated by oxytocin, one of the hormones involved with reproduction in every stage from mating to delivery to breastfeeding. He didn’t know about oxytocin either, but he knew that the hormones in Renee’s body were controlling her every thought, deed and emotion as treacherously as the testosterone in his body was controlling him. The thought saddened him. He wanted to cry into her hair. This is not love, he thought. Pain, he thought. He hadn’t felt pain in years.

			Renee reached backward and grabbed Max’s legs. She started to moan quietly. Her pelvic muscles were urging him onward, inviting, inciting. It felt like her whole body was trying to welcome him, inviting him to proceed. Max wanted to believe it was love, but he knew all of these muscles were involuntary—programmed to propel fluids upward like the tails of sperm. Flagellum. It was a word Max knew, that he remembered from high school health class. Millions of years of mammalian evolution with just one purpose in mind—to make more mammals. Max didn’t want to be a part of this anymore. He looked for love, he gave it a chance. He couldn’t find it. What he had found was enjoyable, but not something he was allowed to have. He would wait for Renee to climax again and leave as quickly as he could. But, her body felt so good under him. The roundness of her buttocks to his eyes, the roundness of her breasts to his hands tantalized him. Just muscle and fat, he thought to himself. It’s just muscles and fat. Only these hormones make them anything more then that. Don’t get drawn into the vortex. But, they were beautiful to him. Not beautiful-- evolutionarily attractive. Max couldn’t resist her any more. A feeling of urgency was building within him and for the first time, he let it go. Max had never, in his deepest fasts, in his most ardent prayers, ever imagined such an intensity of joy was possible. He felt like his whole body was exploding with energy. He was acutely aware of everything around him—the feel of Renee’s skin against his, the smell of her hair, the muffled sound of her moaning into her pillow.

			When the feeling finally faded away, he turned onto his side. Renee turned over, too, pressing her back against him. He waited for the feeling of closeness to fade. From a biological standpoint, his mission here was done—the transfer of genetic code was complete. He would start feeling apathetic toward her in a moment, he expected, now that nothing compelled him to touch her. He propped his head up on one elbow so he could see her face in profile. She looked peaceful and exhausted. A bruise was already starting to form on her slender neck where he had been biting her.

			“Did I hurt you?” he asked apologetically, stroking her shoulder. A small smile slowly emerged on her face and she shook her head. She was beautiful to him. He hadn’t felt like something was beautiful in over a year. He suspected he would stop feeling this as soon as his body began behaving normally again. But, right now, she looked beautiful. Her skin was white like apple blossoms in spring, and her body was gently curved like the boughs of a tree in a spring breeze. An apple tree. His fingers followed her left arm down past her elbow to her thin wrist. She intertwined his fingers with hers. She pulled his hand to her lips and kissed it. Max sighed and his body leaned heavily against her back. Renee held his hand in both of hers and traced out the lines in his palm over and over. Every line was familiar to her, where the creases of his palm folded against one another. Max watched her with fascination. Why should she care? he wondered. She closed his hand in hers and kissed it again. She still wanted him there. He had no use to her now, his seed spent, but she still wanted him there. A realization broke over Max. It had something to do with apple trees and beauty and faith and God—things he used to believe in even though he had no proof. She loves me.

			And, he still wanted her, wanted to be near her. He should stagger off like a satisfied lion and sleep for a few hours in the sun. But, he wanted to be here with her. Of this, he was sure. He freed his hand from her and stroked her cheek. She was still beautiful. The complete purposelessness of it was beautiful to him. The utterly ridiculous, useless nature of the whole situation brought him joy. This, he thought, is love. It wasn’t a memory any more. It wasn’t a thought. There was something invisible connecting them that had managed to survive all the trials of the past four years.

			“Tiar,” he whispered. She tried to turn her head to the left to look at him, but her neck had begun to sting. She turned over on her left side to face him.

			“Tiar,” he said again. He was almost frightened, but she looked at him with such tenderness, he felt safe again. “I love you.”

			Her face didn’t react at first, almost as though she had to translate what he was saying into another language. Then the meaning of his words started to sink in. Her brow furrowed. She grabbed his head in her hands, her fingers completely lost in his curly black hair.

			“You love me,” she repeated. He covered her hands in his.

			“Yes. I love you.”

			“You love me,” she repeated. She encompassed his head with her arms. “You love me.”

			“I love you.” Max buried his face in her chest and wrapped his arms around her. He felt Renee’s chest shaking and was seized with fear. Is she laughing at me? He panicked. The hair on the top of his head began to feel wet. Or is she sobbing? Without moving his face from her breasts, he reached up with his hand and touched her cheek. It was soaked. Is she crying because I hurt her? Because she realizes she just had sex with someone so hideous and skinny? Even as he was thinking this, she grabbed his hand in hers and kissed it. That’s not it. Then why? Why would she cry now? Not when he had broken up with her, not when he visited her to chastise her, not when her uncle evicted her from his home. He thought about a few minutes earlier when he was on top of her and wanted to cry into her hair. Why didn’t I? I was scared. I didn’t feel safe. Max grappled with what this meant. She felt safe to cry in front of him again. It was the first time in 13 years she had done so. He told her he loved her, and she felt safe. Suddenly, he felt safe, too. He felt at peace. He tried to memorize every detail of this moment. It would fade away, he was sure, but he wanted to keep it as long as possible. About ten minutes passed. Outside the hotel window, cars drove by. Grass grew. Butter flies flitted silently about. Max put his head back on the pillow and looked back at Renee. The light which illuminated her had not yet passed. She was still just as lovely as before. He brushed her cheek. He stroked her arms and her side and her hip. Minutes passed. She was still beautiful to him. He smiled at her.

			“Tiar.”

			“Yes?”

			“I still love you.” She rested her cheek against his chest.

			“I still love you, too.”

			The clock in the town square chimed one. They had been at the hotel for over an hour. Max pulled the bed spread over Renee who was still laying next to him, her head against his chest.

			“We can’t do this again,” he said quietly. There was no hint of regret or shame in his voice. He said it merely as fact. “If I’m going to make it as a priest… I can’t…”

			“I know,” she replied. She propped her head up on her elbow. “I always knew, on some level that it would come to this. Maybe some part of me even wanted you to do this. It’s just the consequences of that, the rules that would keep us apart that I didn’t want to be… relevant. But, now I realize how selfish it was for me to think that way, or ever make you feel bad about this choice. This is what you were born to do. You have a gift, Max.” She placed her hand gently over his. “It’s not mine to take from the rest of the world.”

			Max tried to convince himself that was the answer that he wanted to hear. But, he knew in his heart that the he wanted her to object. He was ready to walk away from this life he had spent the past 4 years preparing for. He was ready to leave his job, his church and his family if he had to. If that was what she wanted. But, she wanted him to pursue this vocation. She loved him for it.

			He cradled her head between his hands and his bare chest. As he lay there with Renee naked in his arms, he tried to feel relieved that she wanted him to stay in the priesthood. She believed in him. But, the idea of returning to the parish rectory terrified him. What good was a priest who couldn’t understand love? What good was a priest who couldn’t believe in God? Could he do these things without her? No. He had already tried. He had failed without her once and he was sure he would fail again once she was gone. I’m dead without you, he wanted to tell her. I’m dead and rotten and empty inside. I’m hollow. I need you. I don’t want to be dead anymore. I want to be alive. I want to live. I need you. Don’t leave me. Don’t leave me. Don’t leave me. Don’t go. Don’t go. Don’t go. Don’t go.

			“Don’t go,” he whispered into her hair. Don’t go. Don’t go. Don’t...

			“No,” her little voice answered. “No, I won’t.”

			Max was startled by her response. He hadn’t meant to voice that desire out loud.

			“What?” He loosened his arms from around her and looked her in the eye.

			“I’m not leaving,” she said plainly. “I’m coming home. I’m staying in Hectortown.” Max was confused. Is she toying with me? No, she couldn’t be. She wasn’t capable of being that cruel.

			“What about school?” he asked. “What about your dreams? About being a vet?”

			“Don’t worry about that,” she answered. “I’ll figure it out.”
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			Father Neman had left Dr. Alfred’s house just before 11:00. It was now 2:00. Though Max thought it nearly impossible to leave Renee’s bed willingly, he knew he had to get back to the rectory before his absence became suspicious. While she slept silently in the hotel bed, he reluctantly sat up and put his feet on the floor. At a loss for what to do next, he took a quick shower. He came out of the steamy bathroom into the nearly pitch black hotel room wrapped in a towel and sat down on the bed next to Renee. He watched her chest rise and fall gently under the thin sheet. He brushed her cheek with his hand, and she smiled before opening her eyes.

			“I need to go, Little Bird,” he said softly. He didn’t care anymore if she saw him naked, saw his ribs sticking out. He couldn’t be ashamed in front of her now.

			“Okay,” she answered back as she sat up and looked around on the floor for her underwear. They dressed in silence. Nothing else needed to be said. Max, once dressed, stood by the door. Renee stood inches from him, dressed but for her socks and shoes, and put her hands on his shoulders.

			“When are you leaving town?” he asked quietly, as though the force of too loud a sound wave could blow away the universe they had created.

			“Tomorrow, around lunch time I think,” Renee answered optimistically. “But, I’ll be back in two weeks.”

			“Are you sure you want to do this?” he asked. He took her hands in his. “You know I want you here. But be realistic. Think about everything you’d be giving up... everything you’ve struggled so hard for. What can I possibly do to make that up to you?” She put one of her fingers over his lips.

			“There is nothing you can do, or need to do,” she said seriously. “I should have stood by you from the beginning. I should have been supportive of you, but I left you when you needed me. Let me be supportive now.”

			“But…”

			“I want my best friend back,” she interrupted. “If you want to give me something…You can give me that, can’t you?” Max took a long hard look at this person whom he had failed so many times before and dreaded failing her again. I want to, he thought. God knows I want to.

			“Yes,” he said. “I can try.”

			“Then it’s settled,” she said cheerfully. He took her face in his hands and kissed her one last time, a kiss worthy of being a last kiss. Then he disappeared through the door.

			Max left the hotel through the back door, sneaking out into an alleyway behind the old building. When he turned the corner onto Main Street, he was nearly blinded by how bright the sun looked. He could barely make forms out of the glistening shapes around him. In his mind, reality made little more sense. Nothing was really fixed. Making love to Renee had not magically reordered the world for him. At best he was temporarily empowered. For the first time in as long as he could remember, he could see beauty, and feel love and pain. For the first time in a long time, he wanted to believe in God. He couldn’t predict how long it would last. What he knew for sure was that there were things he needed to do before he stopped feeling this way, before he once again was dead inside. Max pulled his new car out into traffic and headed toward his parents’ house. Used to walking nearly everywhere, he was surprised how close it actually was to the center of town. Max parked in front of the blue clapboard house and reached into the back seat where he had thrown his backpack. Opening it, he took out two large food storage containers. He got out of the car and ran up the stairs to the front porch.

			Eleanor was sitting at the kitchen table typing when she heard the front door open. She was sure it was Max. No one else would be barging into her house at this time of day. She didn’t lift her head. She was sure he had just stopped by to return some food containers to her. She would have rather just picked them up from the rectory later in the week than to have this man in her house.

			“Mom, I’m just bringing this stuff back,” Max said, laying the containers out on the counter.

			“That’s nice dear,” she said, and continued to work. It wasn’t Max’s imagination that things had not been good between them in years. Eleanor wasn’t sure exactly what had set if off. They hadn’t had a fight. Shortly after his graduation from undergraduate school, Max had started to distance himself from Eleanor and Jack. By now, he was little more than a boarder and much less than a member of a family. Eleanor didn’t know if it was Max’s way of asserting that he was an adult now and needed to be treated with respect, or if he simply thought in training to be a priest he had to stop showing emotion. Anyone who loves his father or mother more than me, Jesus had said in the Gospel of Matthew, is not worthy of me... She wanted to tear the page out of her bible when she read it, with a new realization of how it felt to be the mother of someone who was worthy. Who is my mother? that insolent boy had said, that arrogant wandering boy that billions of people now considered a savior. They worshiped Him and sang to Him and put pictures of Him in their home. But, they had never had a son abandon them to follow Him. As irrational and blasphemous as the thought seemed in her mind, her heart—the heart of a mother, could not ignore it. She was angry at Max, angry at Jesus, and angry at God for letting this happen.

			Max was even worse than Jesus and his early disciples. He didn’t wander the desert looking for followers. He kept coming back to her house, to remind her of how indifferent he felt toward her. He sat at her kitchen table and wouldn’t eat her food. He merely cut it into pieces and moved it around on his plate like a bratty child. By his second summer in the seminary program, he stopped answering her back when she told him she loved him. It crushed her heart. Her own son had become a stranger. She was irate when she found out he had been assigned to St. Jude’s as an intern. She was thankful that at least he would be living at the rectory, and she wouldn’t have him constantly around as a reminder of what she was missing. However, this was all irrelevant. For the time being, he was still in her kitchen, holding her plastic wear.

			“I washed them for you,” Max said, trying to get her attention.

			“Thank you,” she said, and continued working.

			“Father Neman said thank you for the cookies,” he interjected hopefully. “They went over big with the parish counsel.”

			“Tell him he’s welcome,” Eleanor said, beginning to be annoyed at the disturbance. She had made a batch of cookies everyday since she saw Dr. Alfred’s obituary in the paper, as if she could some how lure Renee home with the smell of baked goods. If she could not have her son back, at least she could have her daughter. It was a completely unreasonable hope, she knew. After four years, no one even knew for sure where Renee was. But, on the fourth day, the prodigal daughter returned. Eleanor dropped the other three batches of cookies off at the church so that they wouldn’t go to waste. If she had known what would have come of it, she reflected now, she would have thrown them away. Max was in her kitchen and he showed no intention of leaving. She stood up to get herself a glass of water, feeling smothered in her own home.

			“Mom,” Max said. “Can I talk to you about something.”

			“Can it wait, Max?” she asked, not hiding her frustration from him. “I have work to do.”

			“Yeah, I guess,” he said, rejected. He turned to walk out of the kitchen. Eleanor turned to put her glass in the sink. Halfway to the hall, something stopped Max from leaving. He walked up behind Eleanor and wrapped his arms around her. She seemed startled, her whole body tensing up.

			“I love you, Mom,” he said. “I know I haven’t told you that enough lately. I know it hurt you, and I’m sorry. I don’t know what happened to me. I feel like I fell into a dark well where no one could reach me. But, I’m trying to climb out of the well now, Mom.” She turned around to face him. There were tears welling up in his eyes. He hadn’t cried since he was six-years-old and some older child had toppled the St. Paul’s Cathedral he and Jack built out of snow in the front yard. My poor little boy, she thought. How could I not see he was hurting too? She didn’t know what force had taken her son from her, or what was returning him to her now, but she would never reject him again. She swore this to herself.

			“I love you, Mom.”

			“I know, Son,” she answered. “I love you.”

			“You’re not disappointed in me?” he asked desperately.

			“How could I be disappointed in you?” she said. “You’re top of your class. You are using your life to serve your community. How could I ever be disappointed about that?”

			“You seemed so upset...”

			“I know, honey. I’m sorry. I thought you were angry at me. I was hurt, too. I should have tried harder to help you. I’m sorry.” She reached up and hugged him. That’s when she noticed he smelled very clean, as though he had just showered. His hair was damp as it brushed past her arm. Over his shoulder, she could see through the screen door Dr. Alfred’s car. She remembered hearing the excitement around the rectory at bingo the night before about the disposition of the Alfred estate. These things would not have meant much to anyone else in the parish, but to Eleanor, they painted a vivid picture of the morning’s events. Estranged or not, this was her son, and she knew him better than anyone else. There were several explanations for this combination of circumstances, but she would be lying to herself not to see the most likely one. She wasn’t sure how to feel, either as a mother or a parishioner at St. Jude’s Catholic Church. She knew her son had returned to her. He was happy. He hadn’t seemed happy in two years. He had walked around an empty shell of himself, as though every kind thing inside him had died. She made up her mind to silence any objections to what had buoyed his spirit and resolved to accept him. If he could remain this way, he would be a better son, a better priest and a better human being. She looked him in the eye.

			“Max, I am proud of you,” she said with renewed emphasis. “You could never disappoint me, son. Never.”
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			It was mid-May in Brighton, NY. It had been two weeks since the unexpected death of Dr. Henry Alfred. Original Ray’s was packed wall to wall with recent graduates and their parents grabbing sugar and caffeine to fuel their furniture carrying and long drives home. Ray was disappointed when Renee had returned to Brighton a few days earlier and given him her two week notice. But after the years he spent working with her, was delighted that she had finally made peace with her family and was returning home. Although it was an over simplification of actual events, Renee felt it was the most succinct and least scandalous representation of the truth she could come up with. Renee was scurrying around the coffee house with trays full of steaming lattes and plastic cups brimming with sweet iced treats when she spotted Pat coming in the open door. He caught up with her as she darted behind the counter.

			“You stood me up, again,” he challenged her without the formality of a greeting.

			“I know. I’m sorry,” she reported evenly.

			“That’s not the point,” he snapped back indignantly.

			“Can it wait?” Renee asked, loading up another tray with drinks. “We’re a bit busy.”

			“Why did you skip graduate your own graduation? I was terrified something happened to you.” He followed her as she wove her way between the tables, distributing drinks as she went.

			“I had to go to Hectortown to take care of some business,” she stated simply.

			“Critical unplanned business,” he said, dubious.

			“I had to disperse my uncle’s estate.”

			“Your uncle died?” Pat asked, his interest suddenly piqued.

			“Well, if he didn’t he sure didn’t enjoy the cremation,” Renee stated deadpan.

			“Well, I need to talk to you,” he said, nearly tripping over a child who darted out between he and Renee. “If about nothing else, then about that.”

			“Now ‘s a very bad time.”

			“I’ll wait,” Pat stated in a resolved tone.

			“It’s going to be a bad time the whole day.”

			“When do you get off?”

			“Eight.”

			“I’ll be here at eight.”

			Sure enough, as Renee was hanging up her apron, she heard the jingling of the front door announcing Pat’s return.

			“Hungry?” he asked.

			“Starving,” Renee responded, slinging her bag over her shoulder.

			“Let’s go get some burgers,” Pat suggested. They went across the street to the Midwater Diner and found a booth away from the other customers.

			“You want to talk about it?” Pat asked after they order.

			“What?”

			“Your uncle?” Renee rubbed the fronts of her slacks and looked out the window at her old employer, watching the O flicker.

			“Not really,” she said honestly. “He’s dead. I get his money. I won’t have to work again until I graduate from vet school. Hooray for me,” she announced flatly.

			“You don’t make this easy,” Pat said. She looked back at him cautiously and sighed.

			“I’m not coming back,” she said quietly.

			“To therapy? I had gathered that.”

			“To Brighton. In the fall. I’m moving back ho... I’m moving back to Hectortown.” Pat, who was pouring sugar into a cup of tea, nearly dropped his spoon. He sat motionless, half the contents of the sugar container pouring into his cup before Renee pushed his hand away.

			“Why?” he asked, his voice even but his face obviously startled.

			“Because, if I had a normal childhood with a normal family and then I ran into a rough patch and tried to kill myself four times, everyone would be saying ‘go home. Be with family,’” she said logically. “Well, all this time, I thought I didn’t have a home. I thought I didn’t have a family. But, you know what? There are people in Hectortown who still care about me and want me to go back, and I’m going.” She pulled her tiny fists into the sleeves of her sweater and rested her head on one sweater clad hand, adding finality to her statement.

			“Okay,” Pat said, emptying his hands of utensils and trying to absorb everything she was saying. “That sounds perfectly reasonable. But, if you’re going to go back, you have to answer the question, Tiar.” Renee rolled her eyes. The big what if… They had been over this a hundred times before.

			“This is stupid,” Renee said.

			“No, it isn’t,” Pat insisted. “The past two times you talked to him, you ended up in a locked down psychiatric ward. Now, Tiar, you have to tell me: what are you going to tell Max if you see him again? How are you going to handle it so you don’t end up in the hospital again?” Renee’s eyes flitted around the room, avoiding eye contact with Pat. Pat stared down at his syrupy sweet tea.

			“Oh, my goodness,” he said. “You’ve already run into him.” Renee didn’t say anything. She just sighed heavily and bowed her head, staring at the table. Over the neck of her mock turtleneck, Pat saw the bruise, nearly gone, where her neck met her shoulder. He shook his head. “You slept with him.”

			“Why would you ask that?” Renee asked indignantly.

			“Why didn’t you deny it?” Pat offered back. At this, she was silent; but her eyes seemed to beg him for forgiveness.

			“Why?” he asked again. “I don’t get it, Tiar.” She just shrugged, biting her lower lip. “Everything you’ve said about him.... he’s caused you nothing but pain and heart break. He made you feel ashamed and ugly and stupid.”

			“Because that’s the only part of the story you were around for,” she answered quietly. “You think I’m so generous. That’s because he was generous to me. You think I am so smart. My own guidance counselor admitted he didn’t think that I would ever have graduated from high school if it weren’t for Max encouraging me. You think he was wrong to make me feel ashamed, but the only reason I ever thought I was anything but an evil little snake girl my father called me was because Max told me I could be good. The only reason I didn’t drop out of school or end up actually being a prostitute was because Max taught me I was worth more than that to the world. You think he took all the happiness in my life, but there wouldn’t have been any to take without him.

			“And, to pay him back for that, I threatened to kill him. I chased him away. I called him a... I called him some very terrible things. And then I tried to commit one of the most hideous crimes a Catholic can commit. The only thing that is actually unforgivable. And after all that, he loves me anyway. I don’t know what conditions a person has to withstand to call something unconditional love, but that’s close enough for me. And, I love him too. But, I don’t have any words for that. I’m not a theologian or a psychiatrist. I’m not that great at expounding on the true nature of love or explaining my feelings. So, I slept with him. It’s the only thing I have of value that I didn’t already give away or sell to someone else.” Pat’s eyes were full of pity. He didn’t want to be the voice of reason, but he didn’t want to set his friend up for another catastrophe.

			“Tiar, you’ll get caught,” he predicted, trying to say it gently. She shook her head.

			“No, we won’t,” she protested. “We can’t sleep together again. We both know that.”

			“Do you really think this will work?” he asked honestly. “I mean, do you really think you can go back to being friends like nothing has happened after all this?” Renee laughed despite the tears trickling down her cheeks. She sniffed hard and swept the tears from her eyes with a napkin.

			“Now, Pat, you of all people should know I am not delusional. I’ve never lost touch with reality,” she reported. “I know this won’t work. I give us a year, tops. But, I have to try. Because, you don’t have anything better to offer me. If you have some drug you think will be better than unconditional love, I’ll take it. If you want to shock my brain or try some new cognitive therapy... I’ll try it, Pat. If you think you can love me like that,” she said, her voice starting to sound desperate. “If you think you can love me like that, I’ll stay here with you and never go back to Hectortown again. Can you do that, Pat?” Pat let his head fall hard against the vinyl padded booth and closed his eyes. He’d often asked himself this question. What if there were no rules about dating patients? The circumstances that kept them apart gave him the freedom to believe without consequence that he could love this person. In truth, he realized, he would never be strong enough to withstand the wave that was the life of Tiar Renee Alfred. He would have given up on her long ago. He shook his head.

			“No,” he said finally. “Go home, Tiar. Best of luck. If what you say about this man is really true, maybe there is some hope for the two of you.” Renee grabbed Pat’s hand and squeezed in gently.

			“Thank you,” she said, barely audible. She left a ten dollar bill on the table, gathered her bag, and got up to leave. She was a few feet from the table when Pat grabbed her arm.

			“Wait a second,” he said, rifling though his pocket. He took out a small card and wrote something on the back. It said Mira McLeod and a phone number. “I’m likely to move in a year or so when I finish residency. That’s my mother. She always knows where I am.” He took Renee’s hands in his one last time.

			“I want this to work out for you, Tiar. I really do. But, if it doesn’t, if you ever need me for any reason, please...”

			“I will call,” she promised.

			“Please, don’t try to hurt yourself again,” he begged her. “Promise.”

			“I promise,” she said, tears welling up in her eyes. She kissed him on the forehead and left the diner.
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			In Hectortown, things had almost returned to normal in the wake of the Alfred Murder. It was a quiet May evening with hardly a breeze to excite the stable air. Jack Franklin wandered into the kitchen, still in his uniform, and kissed Eleanor on the back of the neck as she stood at the counter. She paused as she pulled the large roast out of its pan and placed it on a serving platter.

			“Mmmmm... Smells wonderful, El. What’s the occasion?” he asked, inhaling deeply the aroma of roasted meat.

			“Father Neman and Max are coming over for dinner,” she said, scooping roasted potatoes out of the pan and putting them next to the roast. Jack straightened up, his body suddenly tense.

			“Why didn’t you tell me?” he asked accusingly.

			“I just did,” she replied coyly.

			“I thought I said I never wanted that man at my kitchen table again,” Jack said, not trying to hide the anger in his voice.

			“What do you have against Father Neman, dear?” Eleanor asked with feigned ignorance.

			“You know that’s not who I meant,” he said sternly. Eleanor turned around to face her husband.

			“I thought we could eat outside at the picnic table.”

			“You definitely know that’s not what I meant.”

			“At some point, you are going to have to forgive him,” she insisted.

			“Why should I?” Jack asked. “He was cruel to you. One little apology is not going to fix four years of...”

			“Jack, if it’s my feelings you’re worried about,” she interrupted. “If I can forgive him, shouldn’t you?” Jack closed his eyes and took in a deep breath. It’s not only your feelings… he thought to himself. Yet, he knew it was a thought that would have to stay hidden. As much as it pained him to think that his son led Renee on and then broke her heart, he knew it would devastate Eleanor if he shared it with her. Jack reframed the argument in his head to avoid mention of their little girl.

			“When I think of everything you’ve given up for that boy...” he said. “Your career… everything. He doesn’t deserve your forgiveness, El.” Eleanor put her hands on her husband’s shoulders.

			“Jack, you are a good man who’s dedicated your life to justice,” she said calmly. “But, at some point you will have to accept that that which is just and that which is right are not always the same thing.”

			“How many times are you going to let him rip your heart out, El?” Jack asked.

			“As many as it takes,” she said seriously. “He’s my son and he needs my love… especially when he’s acting like this.”

			“You think this has to do with that problem he had as a kid?” Jack asked finally. “I thought he grew out of that.”

			“I don’t think he’ll ever ‘grow out of it,’ Jack,” Eleanor postulated. “I think he has good times and bad times. But, we both know he’s not like everyone else.”

			“He’s not stupid, El. He has control over his own actions.”

			“No, he’s not stupid,” she postulated. “But he’s miserable when he has to make a decision where he can’t prove a definite wrong or right—or any big decision for that matter. And becoming a priest is just about as big as decisions get… for anyone. Can you imagine it, Jack? Can you imagine giving your life to the church?” Jack thought it over, dubious.

			“I don’t buy all that psycho-babble bullshit,” Jack said after a pause.

			“Then buy this. He’s your son, and he’s reaching out to you. Give him a chance.” Jack bristled. The thought of this insolent, arrogant genius being forgiven after how he had treated his wife and the closest thing he had to a daughter turned his stomach. However, he didn’t want to air this family squabble in front of his pastor who, he was reluctantly aware, would be driving up to his house any moment. Renee was safely out of harms way. There was little to lose giving in this once. Jack resigned himself to giving Eleanor her one more chance. Max will surely screw it up anyway, he assured himself.

			“One more chance, El,” he said, trying to remain patient. “I’ll give him one more chance. But, if he says so much as one fresh word to you...”

			“That’s all I ask,” Eleanor interrupted. “Now, why don’t you go change out of your uniform. They’ll be here soon.”

			Jack reluctantly ran upstairs and changed. Coming down the stairs in a pair of khaki shorts and a blue polo shirt, he went into the back yard to set the picnic table. He had just disappeared behind the screen door when the doorbell rang. Eleanor answered it, finding Father Neman in slacks and well worn polo shirt followed by Max in a pair of jeans and a long sleeved T-shirt. His hair looked recently trimmed and his beard more carefully shaven then it had been in recent memory. He handed her a bouquet of zinnias and leaned over to give her a kiss.

			“Smells wonderful, Mom,” he said, as she led them into the kitchen.

			“Thank you, Max. What would you gentleman like to drink?” she asked, as she reached into the pantry to get a vase. The one she usually left on a lower shelf was still full of roses Renee brought on her recent visit. Eleanor was standing on her tip toes reaching for a formal crystal vase—a wedding present she hadn’t used in years. Max smiled to himself as he realized how tiny his mother really was—a good six inches shorter then himself. She was like a beautiful little elf. He reached up behind her and got down a vase for her, putting it on the counter.

			“I’d like a beer, if you have one,” Father Neman said politely.

			“And you Max?” she asked.

			“I’ll have the same if it’s not too much trouble,” he answered. Just then, Jack came in the back door. Father Neman put his hand out to shake.

			“Jack, it’s good to see you again. So nice of you to have us over,” the pastor said diplomatically.

			“Always a pleasure, Father,” Jack answered, his voice friendly.

			“It’s good to see you again, Dad,” Max said, hesitantly. Jack stared at him nervously and then cleared his throat.

			“Your mother tells me you did well in school this semester,” he said finally, returning the handshake.

			“Your son was the top of his class,” Father Neman bragged. “He came highly recommended by St. Andrews. We are incredibly lucky to have him back.” Max looked down at the floor and smiled, embarrassed. Ever since he started first grade, he did not like people to talk about his accomplishments.

			“It’s no big deal,” he said shyly. Then he looked up at his mother who was trying to open the screen door with a large pot of steamed greed beans in her hand. “I’ll get that for you, Mom,” he said, rushing to her aid. He took the green beans and put them on the picnic table. Jack quickly followed with the roast, the pastor in tow. They all sat down and beheld the feast laid out before them. After Father Neman said grace and asked for a blessing on the Franklin house hold, they ate hardily. Forty minutes later, they sat around the picnic table content. The sunset was nearly complete and the sky was half pink, half deep blue.

			“Didn’t I tell you my mother makes the best pot roast in the world?” Max said to Father Neman, his eyes full of childish excitement.

			“You did, Max. But, I must say, Eleanor, this exceeded even the high expectations Max gave me.” Eleanor blushed.

			“Thank you, Father. It’s an old family recipe. Would you like another piece?”

			“Oh, goodness, thank you. But, I shouldn’t,” he said jovially.

			“What about you, Max?” Eleanor offered.

			“I would love another piece, Mom,” Max said happily. “I always have room for your pot roast.” Jack shot a sideways glance at Eleanor as she put another piece of pot roast on their son’s plate. Is this some kind of act? Jack wondered. Max had never been good at hiding anything. He’s up to something.

			A few hours later, Father Neman took advantage of the beautiful, warm May night and walked back to the rectory through town. Max stayed behind, insistent on cleaning up so Eleanor, who had made such a terrific meal, could go inside and watch her favorite TV show. Max had an unexplainable sense of well-being, elbow deep in dishwater in his parents’ familiar kitchen drinking an occasional sip of beer. When he was done, he went up to his old bedroom where Eleanor had set aside some belongings for him to take to the rectory. A month ago, it had been so urgent to her to remove all remaining evidence of him out of her life. That urgency seemed entirely dissipated now. But she figured there were probably still some books he was interested in having close at hand.

			Max opened his closet and looked in. On the floor of the closet was a cardboard box. Max lifted it and put it on his bed and sat down next to it. For the most part, it was filled with books—history, biography, archeology, philosophy. There were a few comic books. And, near the bottom, there was a small box. Max opened the box, no expectation of what would be inside. When he saw it, his heart sank. It was the compass Renee had given him over Thanksgiving his sophomore year of college. In a precarious position regarding their relationship at the time, he had worn it only for a few days over Christmas break in 1995. For reasons he could not explain, he felt compelled to put it on now. It was so light, he barely felt it around his neck. It was no burden at all. The ring Renee had worn for him had to have weighed three times as much, a massive impediment around her slender, beautiful neck. How could he have found this charm so itchy and constricting?

			Max tucked the compass under his shirt, put a few books back into the box, and walked down stairs. Eleanor was still in the living room, asleep in front of the TV. Jack was at the kitchen table reading a news paper. Max put the box next to the front door and walked into the kitchen. He stood in front of his father nervously, waiting for his father to look at him. When fifteen seconds went by and Jack never looked up, Max decided to make the first move but wasn’t quite sure what to say.

			“Dad, thank you for letting me come over for dinner,” he said hesitantly.

			“No problem, Max,” Jack replied evenly, remaining cautiously unengaged. “Your mother did all the work.”

			“I uh... I wanted to say, I know I’ve messed a lot of things up lately. I don’t know quite how I let things get so bad between the three of us. I want to fix it, Dad. I just am not quite sure how. I just hope you’ll give me a chance to try.” Jack put down his paper and took a deep breath. Max seemed so genuine, he wondered if he had misjudged this young man all along. He barely knew his son. Before tonight, they hadn’t spoken this many words to each other in years. Jack was tempted to bend ever so slightly—to try to get to know this man better before condemning him. Then, he remembered the photo he’d found in Dr. Alfred’s house. He felt instantly that he had betrayed Renee by even considering leniency… he’d betrayed his sweet, delicate little girl he had sworn to protect. This villain, as attractive as he may seem, had broken her heart and chased her away. It seemed unforgivable. But, I promised El, and you can’t reach my baby girl now anyway, Jack reminded himself. Just one more chance. That’s what you get. Jack looked up at Max who was still waiting for an answer.

			“Of course, I will, Max,” he said. “You’re my son.”

			“Thanks, Dad,” Max said quietly. He made his way silently into the living room and kissed his mother on the forehead.

			“Good night, Mom,” he whispered. She stirred slightly in her sleep but did not wake up. Max walked back down the hall, picked up his box, and went back to the rectory to go to sleep himself.
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			Renee slid lower in her bathtub as the hot water slowly rose around her, wondering if she had set the temperature too high. An early June breeze played with the curtains in her new apartment but could not move the heavy cloud of steam that hung over her. She felt vasodilated—like all of her blood was rushing to the capillaries in her muscles and skin and away from her heart. It was unsettling. In the steamy air in the bathroom, she was beginning to find it difficult to breath. Tiffany, her former coworker who was now in law school, used to complain that the air in her home state of Florida was so humid in the summer, it was like breathing soup. Renee never really believed her until now. There were many things Renee said that Tiffany had found difficult to believe as well. Who in the heck has been to England but never to Florida? Tiffany asked, finding Renee’s life absurd. She didn’t even know about Renee’s life in Jordan.

			Stop thinking about Tiffany, Renee chastised herself. Stop thinking. Just relax. Renee had never really been a bath person—not since she was a little girl living an hour west of Hectortown with her parents. She had a vague memory of a rubber duck that squeaked if she squeezed it and of a pink bath robe with rabbit ears sewn to the hood. Baths really lost their charm with no little brothers to adorn with fake beards of suds. What am I doing here? This is a bad idea.

			Renee had not had access to a bathtub since she left her uncle’s house. She remembered girls at the club always saying how they couldn’t wait to go home and relax in the tub. Oh, my aching neck, they would say. Oh, my tense muscles. What a hard week. She remembered advertisements on TV about bubble baths that could transport the bather to a calmer, more beautiful world. There were times in college when she would have gladly taken them up on the offer of a peek at that world. But, at the time, she didn’t have the means to find out what all the hub-bub was about. Now, here she was, back in Hectortown with her own apartment. Jen wasn’t exaggerating. It was spectacular. It was a loft with a heavy metal door and wooden floors and brick walls—solid walls rats couldn’t make burrows in—and a bath tub.

			The hot water, other than making her feel like she would faint from dangerously low blood pressure, was pleasant. Nevertheless, after a minute or two, Renee began to get antsy. This will never work. Who do I think I’m kidding? After four years of working constantly to get by, running from work to class to work again, it made her nervous to lay still for this long doing nothing. If she had chosen to shower, she would be done by now. You need to relax, she told herself. You deserve to relax. Who am I kidding? I can’t do this.

			Renee sat up and turned the water off and then lay back in the tub. She tried to clear her mind of all thoughts. She didn’t have any work to do. She didn’t start work again at the animal shelter until Monday, three days away. She wouldn’t get her reading list for school in the mail for another week or so. She had nothing to study. She didn’t have to be anywhere until Stations of the Cross at St. Jude’s at six—three hours from now. After that, she was having dinner with the Franklin’s—all three Franklin’s. What in the heck am I doing here?

			It would be the first time she had seen Max since the day before she left town a few weeks earlier. Oh, God, please don’t let him change his mind about everything, she pleaded, closing her eyes. After knowing him for almost fourteen years, she knew he sometimes wavered, debated, agonized over things. He couldn’t trust his own heart. It was possible... it was probable that he was caught up in some deep religious or psychological quandary about what they had done. Will he blame me? She wondered. Will he hate me? Maybe he would blame himself. Maybe he would say he was weak and seeing her again was more temptation then he could handle and he would distance himself from her for their mutual protection. Not that. Please not that. Not again. She had, for the first time ever, rearranged her whole life for him. She knew she was being foolish when she begged and pleaded with deans and switched schools to a much less illustrious veterinary program in Henderson. She knew she was taking too much of a risk when she broke her lease in Brighton and used a substantial portion of her knew found wealth to buy an apartment in Hectortown. She knew it was unequivocally inadvisable when she abandoned most of the odds and ends of furniture she had collected for the past few years in Brighton to make a quicker get away and move to Hectortown all in the hopes of having Max’s friendship again. Stupid. Stupid, stupid, stupid, she thought, as she thought about how fickle he could be. He won’t do it this time, she argued with herself. This time is different. We’re older now. He understands more now. He’s different. None of this was helping her relax. To the contrary, she was tenser than ever. On the count of three. One, two, three, relax, she thought.

			She sank lower into the water, letting her hair float around her head. She looked down at her body, oddly silver under the water. The body men paid to look at, she thought. Weird. Her body was awkwardly foreshortened from this perspective. Her thighs looked enormous and her feet distant and tiny. Did I look like this back then? she wondered. It had been almost two years since she quit her job at the Fox Tail. She didn’t remember looking this oddly proportioned back then. The word corpulent kept running through her mind, although she was pretty sure she hadn’t actually gained any weight since she left high school. Maybe the water magnifies things, she thought. Maybe I just think I’m flabby in comparison to... She thought about the way Max looked two weeks earlier. Is he really that skinny? she wondered. She had been too preoccupied by the sudden and unexpected encounter to assess Max’s nutritional state in her hotel room. However, remembering back on it now, his familiar hands, with all their well mapped creases, had looked skeleton thin held inside hers. I hope he’s not sick. He would tell me if he was sick right? Who am I kidding? Of course, he wouldn’t. This is a terrible idea.

			Renee closed her eyes again and sank deeper. Her ears were now under the water. She could hear the blood rushing through her ears. Whoosh, whoosh, whoosh. Her heart beating away, cursing her. I’m sorry, buddy, she thought. I’m sorry. I won’t do it again. She put her hand over hear heart. The scar was enormous. At least I can never dance again, she thought. I made sure of that. She ran her hand over the path of the knife. Then, she ran it over the smaller scar on her left side where the chest tube had been inserted to re-inflate her lung. There was no way to hide them now. This is the skin men pay to see. Her hand came to rest over the three inch scar under her left breast. It wasn’t subtle. It was like a worm buried under her skin. She wondered if Max had felt it there weeks ago, if he wondered what it was. He would never ask. He would never mention the afternoon they spent together. Even if he were not a priest, he was too much of a gentleman to talk about such things. But, what if he figured out how that scar had gotten there?

			The worst sin a Catholic can commit, she thought. Pat was right. This will never work. What was I thinking? Renee chastised herself. No, Pat said you should come back, she reminded herself. But, Pat doesn’t know the whole truth. There was no escaping the deception she had devised. When she had talked to Pat a week ago, she said Max loved her despite her trying to kill herself. On this basis, he had advised her to go home. The only problem was, as far as Renee knew, Max still didn’t know about any of the attempts she had made on her own life. This will never work. If she was going to be completely honest with herself, she had to tell him. If he couldn’t accept what she had done, she belonged back in Brighton. She had to tell him, but she was afraid how he would react.

			I’ll confess it, she decided. I’ll wait until he’s ordained and confess it to him then. Then he has to forgive me, she thought. He couldn’t choose not to forgive her as a priest just because they were friends. That was against the rules. As long as she was truly sorry and intended never to do it again, he had to forgive her. He has to absolve me, she thought. He doesn’t have to forgive me. Max could be surprisingly flexible in his interpretation of the rules if he thought he was truly searching for the spirit of a passage instead of just the letter of its meaning. However, even in the most liberal of minds, Renee knew she had no defense for what she had done. She hadn’t been seeking relief from any incurable pain when she got this scar. She wasn’t suffering some terminal illness. She wasn’t even trying to escape depression, angst, emotional suffering. She wasn’t running away from anything when she stuck a knife into her own chest. She was running toward something quite intentionally. Even Max couldn’t forgive this, she thought. Especially Max can’t forgive this.
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			Jack Franklin walked into his kitchen, still in his uniform and gave his wife a kiss. It was early June and the days were getting longer. Even now, at 7:00 PM, it was still bright out.

			“How was your day, honey?” he asked.

			“Good, and yours?” she answered briefly.

			“Can’t complain.” He looked up from her slender white neck through the window over the sink. He said nothing for a long while, just staring at the back yard not moving as if trying to figure out some puzzle. The puzzle was his son, the new parish intern at St. Jude’s Catholic Church playing basketball with Renee Alfred. The only logical solution Jack could posit to explain this was that he had some how gone backward in time about four years. However, as he did not actually believe this was possible, he knew something illogical was going on. That’s really her, he thought as he watched them playing. Why is she acting like nothing happened? He lied to you, Jack wanted to shout to her out the window. He hurt you. How can you be nice to him? Is everyone except me going crazy?

			Jack watched Renee smile cheerfully as she caught a rebound. Doesn’t she realize who that is? He felt immediately as if he should warn Renee that she was in danger, or to chase Max out of the yard like an ill-mannered dog. Yet, he remained motionless. Jack had kept his promise to his wife in the week that had past since their dinner with Max and their pastor. It was easy enough to do with Max living out of the house. However, he still considered his son merely on probation, not truly exonerated. Like most criminals Jack had had the opportunity to meet, Jack was sure he would do something soon enough to have this status revoked. Until that time, he should not, in Jack’s opinion, be allowed full privileges in society, to go wherever he pleased and associate with good, decent people, including his former victims. Jack was bewildered. Renee’s absence, as painful as it was, kept her safe. Jack worried the entire week she was in town seeing to her uncle’s affairs. His relief after she left town again two weeks ago was bittersweet. Jack knew the emptiness of being without her was far outweighed by the possibility of her being hurt again. So, why is she back? He wondered. And what is she doing with him? Doesn’t she understand what he’s capable of?

			“El?” he asked finally.

			“Yes, dear?” answered Eleanor, who had gone back to making dinner.

			“I’m not going crazy, am I?” he asked. “That is Tiar Alfred?”

			“Yes dear,” Eleanor replied unfazed, not looking up from her food preparation tasks. “Except we are supposed to call her Renee now. She decided to change her name in college. Frankly, I think it’s darling. She’s staying in town for the summer before she starts school in Henderson.”

			“Oh,” Jack replied evenly. The answer did not seem to placate him, but he accepted it for now as nothing else was offered. He continued to look out the window where Max had just stolen the ball from Renee’s grasp and she punched him playfully on the shoulder. Why are you friends with him? How have you forgiven him? He wondered. And, if you can forgive him, why can’t I? “Well, I guess it will be nice to have her back,” he added absent mindedly.

			“It sure will,” Eleanor said, giving her husband a surreptitious sideways glance. A few moments later, Jack went upstairs to change out of his uniform. He tried to resist the temptation to look out the window at the two young adults in the yard below. When he did sneak to the window for a peek, they were acting quite normally, chatting as they played basketball in the coming twilight. You may have won her back, Jack thought, boring a hole into his son with his eyes, but I’m not so easily fooled. I’ll be watching.

			Down stairs, Eleanor finished up dinner and started to set the table for four. She wondered if she should have warned Jack about Renee’s return, but didn’t know quite how to break it to him. She knew Jack would be happy to see Renee again. Still, she was worried that, in light of Renee’s return, his reconciliation with Max would become more difficult. Too much was changing to fast, and Jack was never one to take change very gracefully. Eleanor, knowing it was a foolish hope, had tried to convince herself that Renee’s return would be such a happy event, Jack would give up his preoccupation with finding faults in his son. Well, I knew it was a foolish hope, she thought now, sighing. Eleanor could understand why Jack had so quickly favored Renee over his own child when she was delivered to them thirteen years earlier. She was so pathetic, one could hardly look at her without wanting to cradle her in their arms and try to protect her from the world. Even after she was older and more confident, she stared at Jack reverently, listening attentively to every word he said. He would explain concepts little girls don’t typically care about like baseball’s designated hitter rule or the proper way to check one’s oil level and she would gaze at him in near worship as though he were explaining magic. Once in high school, she would let him reteach her concepts that had long ago become facile to her as she studied for math and physics tests. In her sparkling green eyes, she allowed him to be the hero that Hectortown’s low crime rate and his own son’s independence deprived him the opportunity to be.

			But, why must you choose between them? Eleanor wondered sadly. Why can’t you love them both, despite their differences? Eleanor knew it was more then just Max’s independent manner, his seeming indifference to having a father that had broken the bond between them. For four years, Jack tolerated the growing distance between he and his son with gritted teeth, barely uttering a word against him. Eleanor had thought that there was no final straw that had pushed them apart, just the inevitable end of a gradual progression. She tied Jack’s pronouncement that Max was no longer welcome in their home with his arrival in Hectortown as an intern. At the time, she hadn’t thought about it much. Although she was not as comfortable with proclaiming this banishment out loud as an official policy, she shared her husband’s sentiment. Yet, as she thought about it in retrospect, she realized that Jack had known since January, when Father Neman congratulated them on what he thought was happy news, that his son was coming back to town. Jack had only condemned Max to exile outside their domicile after his return in May. The command had come not even on Max’s arrival, but a week after he had already taken up residence in the rectory. Something had happened in early May to make his decision final. Dr. Alfred was shot, but what did that matter? She wondered. Except for giving Renee a reason to visit, it seemed unrelated. And, they had no reason at that time to think she would be coming back to stay. What does Jack know, and how? Eleanor wondered just how much she had managed to keep hidden all this time. What does he know?

			Outside, Max rolled his eyes and bounced the ball back to Renee. How she had made that last shot defied his understanding of physics. “Lucky shot,” he said. She stuck her tongue out at him and shot again, this time missing by a few inches. Max got the ball and began to dribble it. He tossed the ball into the air. In the dying light, both of their shots were getting less and less accurate. They both recognized that within ten minutes, it would be so dark, the whole pursuit would be futile. Nevertheless, they had an unspoken agreement to continue until Eleanor called them in. They needed to make a firm foundation of familiar bricks to rebuild their friendship from. Max hadn’t reconsidered the pledge they had made to one another. When he spotted Renee in church an hour ago, the smile he unsuccessfully tried to suppress was enough to reassure her their experiment was still on… for now. They continued to take turns shooting baskets and laughing at each other’s ridiculous misses until Renee threw a shot that bounced off the tool shed in the neighboring yard waking up two rottweilers and rolled off into the ally behind the Franklins’ yard. Max disappeared out the back gate and returned with the ball.

			“So, I have a favor to ask you,” Max said, trying to sound casual.

			“Yes?” Renee asked curiously.

			“Father Neman suggested to me last night that I ask you if you need pastoral counseling,” he said. As he was finishing, he tossed the ball into the air.

			“From you?” she asked tentatively.

			“Yes,” Max responded, equally as reticent.

			“Is this one of your intern requirements?” she inquired.

			“No, not really,” Max explained. “It’s just something Father Neman heard about at a conference. He bought some work books that he wants to try out. I think he figures that if one of us is going to mess it up, it’s better if it’s me because no one expects much of a parish intern.”

			“Logical,” Renee agreed.

			“Plus,” Max added hesitantly. “I think he’s worried about you.”

			“Worried?” she asked cautiously. “In what context?” Max caught the ball on the rebound and held it still, facing her.

			“I don’t know,” Max said casually. “Just, when people lose a loved one, sometimes they have silly thoughts about taking things into their own hands. You know, wanting to join their loved one. And, sometimes they start giving away lots of stuff...”

			“Max, you know I didn’t care about my uncle. I wouldn’t want to ‘rejoin’ him,” she protested. “Plus, I gave his stuff away because I don’t ….”

			“Bird,” Max interrupted, putting his hands up in front of him. “I know you wouldn’t kill your self over your uncle’s death.” He approached her and put the ball on the ground between them. “And you promised me you wouldn’t kill yourself if I died.” He put his large hand over her left forearm and outlined the scar on her arm between his thin index and middle finger. “But that leaves a lot of other reason’s unaccounted for.” When Father Neman asked Max about the scars on Renee’s left arm a week earlier, Max had pretended not to notice them. She has worked with animals for years, he speculated to his boss. Hurt, sick animals. She probably got them at work. Judging from Renee’s reaction to his inquiry, he now worried his boss was onto something.

			Renee looked up at Max, unable to answer. She had to tell him what she had done, but not here—not like this. Max sensed they were at an impasse. He let her arm go, picked up the ball, and lined back up for a free throw. Behind him, Renee stared off into the night. Maybe this is the opportunity you’ve been waiting for, she thought to herself. Or yet another huge mistake.

			“So, how would we do this?” she asked finally. “Because I’m picturing me in some fake wood paneled room in the church basement with a picture of the Pope on one wall and a crucifix on the other and you telling me not to kill myself because Jesus loves me.” She tilted her head and gave him a sideways glance.

			“They painted over the paneling last March, and the crucifix is hanging over the picture of the Pope,” Max replied. “But, basically, yeah.” Pat wouldn’t like this at all. It’s a boundary issue, he would say. You can’t get good therapy from someone who is responsible for saving your soul and...

			“Do you think that’s what I need, Max?” she asked, sincerely. Max thought for a moment. He had only a handful of snapshots of her life over the past four years, and a poor understanding of the task they were about to endeavor in. He took a deep breath.

			“Let’s start with what we do know,” he proposed. “I know you’re my best friend.” And I know I become dead when I am not with you… “I know if I want that to stay true, we have to have some way to talk about the past 4 years. I know no one is going to give us that time together without a really good excuse. Then this excuse fell into my lap. That was the only reason I even agreed to ask you about it.” Renee mulled this over and nodded.

			“I understand your logic,” she said thoughtfully. “But, don’t you need to tell Father Neman if the books he bought are any good?” Max’s eyes darted around the darkened back yard.

			“Yeah…” he ventured. “The thing is… there may be things… I’m guessing… it will be hard for us to talk about after this much time. Maybe it would help to have a framework we can use as a guide. And, we can just abandon it when we don’t need it.” Renee was silent for a long time. Finally, she nodded.

			“Okay. I’m in. Where?”

			“In the rectory?” Max proposed. “But Father Neman said I could be flexible because he didn’t want you to feel stigmatized.” Renee furrowed her brow and thought for a moment, her eyes flitting around the yard and coming to rest on the basketball hoop.

			“Do you need an extra pair of hands for summer basketball?” she asked.

			“There is no summer basketball this year, for girls,” Max answered, sorry to disappoint her. “We had to hire a new coach for the girls team last year, and she won’t work during the summer.”

			“I’ll do it,” Renee volunteered. “I’m not a trained coach, but, heck, I was on their team for four years. Then, nobody will think twice about me coming over, and it will give you an excuse not to wear your little priest suit.”

			“Little priest suit?” he asked dubiously.

			“Costume? Uniform?”

			“Vestments?”

			“Whatever, nerd.”

			“But,” he interrupted. “You said you hate basketball.”

			“I lied, Max,” she said plainly.

			“Are you kidding me?” he asked in disbelief. “Tiar, that was during a conversation about honesty.”

			“I am aware of that, Max,” she said. “I lied about a lot of things back then. But, so did you.” Before Max could answer, Eleanor called them for dinner. Dutifully, they went inside and ate.
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			It was the third week in June. Max sat on the back steps of the school gym and opened a bottle of blue sport’s drink. Everything had worked out exactly how Renee had proposed almost two weeks earlier. After dinner, the family was officially briefed on Renee’s latest educational endeavors. On Sunday, Max announced at church that there would be intramural basketball for girls age 13 through 17. A swarm of teenage girls flocked to the rectory after mass to sign up. Father Neman, growing quite intrigued by this former student who was so free to donate not only her wealth, but also her time to the church, was feeling quite optimistic about the future of a parish that could still attract such vivacious parishioners. In his small room on the third floor of the rectory, Max studied the counseling work book cover to cover, hoping with familiarity it would sound less corny. Everything was in place. After all the preparations were done, all he could do was wait the additional week until the whole project could come to an official beginning. His waiting was nearly at an end.

			Tonight was the first night of pick up basketball. He and Renee worked in the gym fifty feet from one another, supervising a new generation of St. Jude’s young men and women. For Renee, it was novel and eerie being in charge instead of one of the young faces on the court. The two hour practice sped by. After dismissing the teens into the warm summer evening, Max ran into the rectory to get his pastoral counseling text book out of his room and fetched some drinks for them. He now sat staring at the opening page of his text as he waited for Renee.

			Renee got a sweat jacket out of her car and slammed the door shut with a loud bang. She had learned after her battery going dead twice that it would not close securely otherwise. As she zipped up the front of her sweat jacket, she looked at Max studying on the stairs. Are you sure about this? she asked herself. She had started work at the animal shelter a little over a week ago. Like so many other things in Hectortown, it immediately felt comfortable. A handful of employees had changed, but enough knew her that it was like being at a reunion of sorts. She knew the building, the equipment, the routine. She didn’t feel like she was pretending to be somebody. To these people, she was somebody. Renee was beginning to think that it was not the worst idea she had ever had to return to Hectortown. As she had explained to Pat, if anyone else had hit so many rough patches and gotten intractably depressed, they would look for solace among familiar faces. Why should I be different? She had even reintegrated back into the Franklin family—back in the old wooden kitchen chair that was still reserved for her every Friday night for dinner.

			The only problem was, Renee felt like she was living on borrowed time—like the illusion could only last as long as she could stay asleep and keep dreaming. Every morning when she woke up, she had to remind herself where she was and why. Every evening when she was reading at home, she waited for the phone to ring and for Max to tell her this would not work out after all. Eleven nights had gone by, and no such pronouncement was issued. Now the twelfth day had drawn to a close and she came to the church to supervise girls’ basketball as she had promised. The illusion was becoming more detailed. Now she clutched to this fantastic tapestry hoping it would not be blown out of her grip by the truth. Here goes, she thought, taking a deep breath. Max looked up as Renee bounded up the stairs toward him.

			“Ready?” she asked, trying to cover her trepidation with feigned enthusiasm.

			“Boy, are you in for a treat,” Max returned sarcastically.

			“It can’t be that bad,” she said, smiling, her head cocked to one side.

			“Oh, just wait and see.” She sat down next to him and he turned back to the first page of the introductory interview.

			“Introduction to the interviewer,” Max said, in an artificially formal voice. “Hello, I am Father...” he paused as he crossed off something in the book and scrawled in the margins. “Parish intern Franklin of St. Jude’s Parish and I will be guiding you through pastoral counseling. You have been identified for pastoral counseling by your pastor Father Neman. During this time, we will be discussing what you see as your major obstacles for living a happy and productive life.

			“Step one, assessing assets,” he announced. “Whom do you turn to in times of trouble, i.e., who is part of your social safety net?”

			“Well,” Renee began hesitantly. “For the first three years of college, that would have been my friend Salome. I’m sure she would still help me out if she could, but she moved to LA, so I probably wouldn’t call her. Then I also have a therapist I used to see named Dr. Colton who gave great advice. Now that I moved and am not on his insurance plan, I probably wouldn’t call him. Then there was my friend Pat.” Renee paused, not sure how to describe this relationship to Max. “He was a psychiatrist, but he was never my psychiatrist. Now that I’ve moved, it’s a little better because I have my friends from high school, Sarah and Jen. Plus, there’s my family I recently reconciled with.” Max nodded once it seemed Renee was at the end of her answer. He was confused why she described his parents as people she “reconciled” with instead of “reconnected” with. He decided to make a mental note of that for later and move on.

			“Well, that’s great, Ms. Alfred…”

			“Renee,” Renee interrupted. “It will be easier if you try to get used to calling me that now.” Max nodded. A fresh start, she told him a few weeks earlier. We both need one, don’t we?

			“Very well, Renee,” he continued, the effort to use this name obvious in his face. “I think it is great that you can identify so many people to turn to,” he replied. He was feeling very awkward having to read the conversation from a book. And yet, he had to admit it helped bridge the distance of the many years they had barely spoken. He looked at the next section of the interview book. “What are the major problems that you are having in your life right now?” he asked in a more normal tone of voice. Renee thought about it for a moment, looking out over the nearly empty parking lot. Finally, she shrugged.

			“I can’t really think of anything,” she said honestly.

			“Are there any problems you anticipate could come up for you in the near future?” Max asked.

			“I am changing schools soon,” Renee stated, aware she was exaggerating the issue, but trying to let the process work. “I’ve never been really great at making new friends, so that might be hard.”

			“Okay,” Max stated slowly. “Social adjustment can be difficult and intimidating.”

			“The truth is, I can make friends,” Renee clarified. “It’s just I always figured studying was more important and once I got to college, that seemed to drive other people away.” Max nodded again briefly.

			“It sounds like maybe you would like some help finding the balance between taking care of your obligations like school and taking care of your self by having friends. Perhaps being aware that this is your pattern and that you do deserve to have friends and personal time will be enough for you to take a different approach this time. Why don’t we check in with you in a few months when school starts and see how you are making that adjustment?”

			“Sounds good,” Renee replied cooperatively.

			“Is there anything else?” Max probed. “I know that you recently lost a family member. Is there anything about that the church can help you with?”

			“No,” Renee said meekly shaking her head. “I don’t know. Maybe. You see, the thing is, I do feel bad about it. But, I feel bad about not feeling bad about it. When I found out my uncle died, it was more like finding out from the TV news that a stranger died. Like, I was sorry, but only in the abstract. Actually, it wasn’t even really like that. With a stranger, maybe they were good. You don’t know. You just give them the benefit of the doubt.”

			“But you didn’t with your uncle?” Renee rolled her eyes and hunched over her shoulders in a combination of embarrassment and defeat.

			“I don’t know what he was like that last four years of his life,” Renee conceded. “But, if it was anything like he used to be, I just can’t see how the world isn’t better off without him. He probably never went a week the whole time I knew him without doing something to hurt someone else if it suited him. When I found out he was dead, I tried not to think of it as a miracle, but it does sure seem like it.” Max thought deeply about this. He tapped his lips with his pen.

			“What do you think happened to your uncle in the afterlife?” he asked gently. Renee pondered this, her brow furrowed. Finally, she shrugged.

			“I don’t know,” she admitted. “I can’t imagine he could get into heaven. He was never sorry for any of the bad things he did as long as he gained from them. But, I mean, he could have been worse. All those years I lived with him, he could have beaten me or sexually abused me or even murdered me in my sleep. No one would have known any better. But, he didn’t do any of those things. I guess there are worse people in the world.”

			“It sounds like you do want to find something redeeming about him,” Max suggested.

			“I guess I do,” Renee agreed.

			“Well then,” Max offered. “Why don’t you pray that he had a chance to repent for all the wrongs he did before he was killed.”

			“He was shot in his own bed where he was sleeping with a married woman,” Renee protested. “Don’t you think it’s too late for that?”

			“Renee,” Max said sincerely. “It’s never too late for God.” Renee’s eye brows betrayed shock and then relief at hearing this idea, so Max continued. “For the next week, why don’t we both pray that God have mercy on your uncle’s soul and that they make some peace in the life that is to come. We can’t know it won’t make a difference. And, if it doesn’t, you can be confident that you did everything you could do to help.” Renee began to smile.

			“Okay,” she said. “I like that idea.” Max smiled back at her. He glanced down at the book in his lap. It suggested ideas for things people often had difficulty with. The last one, financial, he had not yet probed. As the formula seemed to be going so well, Max decided to finish off this last item on this list, despite knowing Renee’s current secure position.

			“Are there any financial matters that may become pressing for you, Ms. Alfred?” he asked. Renee thought about it seriously and nodded her head.

			“Come to think of it, yes,” she said to Max’s surprise. “You see, when my uncle died, I got a lot of money from it. I want to make sure that doesn’t… change me as a person. I was raised to see everyone as equal and special in the eyes of the Lord, and I don’t want to start thinking of myself as special because I have some money right now.” Max seemed taken aback.

			“Now, Ms. Al…Renee,” he said finally. “I understand the first thing you did when your uncle’s estate was distributed was to donate a sizeable amount to the church. Is that right?” Renee nodded.

			“But still, I could get… I don’t know, lazy or something?” Max considered this, continuing to attempt the charade that Renee was merely an acquaintance.

			“Renee, I think if your object is to be fair and charitable with your money, you are off to a good start,” he assured her. “But, why don’t I write a note to myself that we should talk about this once a month or so and see how you feel about it? If it sounds like you are losing sight of your goals, we’ll talk about what you should do.” Renee nodded her agreement.

			“That will work,” she said, biting her bottom lip. Max looked down at this book. They were moving to a new section, Assessing weaknesses. He looked through the subheadings. Substance abuse. Max cleared his throat and prepared to read from the transitional statement at the top of the subheading.

			“Now, Renee,” he began. “In times of trouble, sometimes people turn to alcohol or other drugs for solace. Do you ever use alcohol?” Renee shrugged slightly.

			“I don’t drink that much,” she said honestly. “I went out and got really drunk on my twenty first birth day, but it’s not a regular thing.”

			“Have you ever done anything while you were drinking that you regret?” Max said, going down the list of questions. Renee pondered this with a sigh.

			“Once,” Renee revealed.

			“Why don’t you tell me about that?” Max suggested.

			“Well,” Renee began, embarrassed. “I was in a bar, and I saw a friend I had had a falling out with. I really wanted to tell him I was sorry. But, when I tried to go talk to him, I don’t even remember what happened but apparently, I was so plastered, I never ended up apologizing.” It took Max a few moments to realize that the friend she was speaking of was himself. He sighed. In the momentous changes the past few weeks had brought to his life, he had forgotten this moment in the face of everything else. In retrospect, he was touched that such a small thing was important enough for her to mention now.

			“I’m sure your friend would accept your apology and understand,” he said warmly. “Were there any other incidents that you want to talk about?” Renee shook her head.

			“That was really it.”

			“Have you ever had a problem with any other drugs?” he asked.

			“I took ecstasy once,” she admitted. “Well, I thought it was ecstasy,” she clarified. “Actually, I thought it was Xanax and the person who gave it to me thought is was ecstasy…. That’s not important. It was almost three years ago.”

			“Is that something you think you may be tempted to do again?” Max asked.

			“No, definitely not,” Renee assured him, her eye brows raised. “I didn’t really want to do it the first time. But, I just wasn’t thinking straight. See, Father, I used to be a dancer,” she admitted. As she lowered her voice, she wondered why she should be embarrassed to say what Max already knew. She rushed to get the story over with as quickly as possible. “This one time, about three years ago, I started getting stage fright. I didn’t want to dance anymore. One of my friends felt bad for me and gave me a pill. She said it would help me with my stage fright. But, instead, it made me hallucinate.” She turned her arm to look at her scars. “That’s how I got these. I thought I was being attacked and I went at a police officer with a broken bottle.” Max found himself oddly relieved at the explanation. It was not a comforting story—not by any means. But, it did mean the cuts on her arm were not evidence of an attempt to die.

			“What happened after that?” he asked, absorbed.

			“I should have been taken to jail,” Renee proposed. “But, someone in the ER found out I had been in a mental institution before for a suicide attempt, so they felt bad for me and stuck me in the hospital instead.” Max’s eye brows nearly jumped off his forehead in alarm. He was shocked, not only by what she had just said, but how she said it as though it were an unimportant, common occurrence. Renee looked up from her arm and, seeing his distress, continued quickly.

			“I hadn’t actually tried to kill myself,” she assured him. “Not either time.”

			“Well, what happened the first time?” he asked, obviously concerned.

			“I felt really sick to my stomach and couldn’t stop throwing up,” she said plainly, having pared the story down considerably with frequent retellings. “And, because I was throwing up so much, I couldn’t sleep. So, I took some medication for both things, but I didn’t realize how their effects would interact. Anyway, I accidentally took too much, and they couldn’t wake me up, so they assumed I over dosed on purpose.” Max found this explanation too attractive to take at face value. He looked at Renee seeking reassurance.

			“You didn’t want to die?” Renee shook her head.

			“No, I didn’t want to die,” she promised him. “Honest I didn’t.” Max depressed one eye brow severely, wanting to believe everything she said.

			“Did you ever… want to die?” he finally asked. It was an obvious next question. Even if the issue of suicide hadn’t just been mentioned, Renee knew when she consented to this whole process that it would probably be broached. This was why you agreed to the charade in the first place, wasn’t it? Renee reminded herself. To have a context to tell him? Yet, now that the door was open, she didn’t know if she could go through with it. Renee tried to keep her eyes fixed on Max’s. But after a few moments, she found herself too frightened to do so. She looked down at the concrete steps. You know you have to tell him, she told herself. You might as well tell him now. She looked back into his eyes. He was still waiting for an answer.

			“You see, there was this one time…” she began hesitantly. “Do I really have to tell you?” Max closed his book and put it down.

			“You’re not required to tell me anything you’re not comfortable with,” he assured her. “But, as your friend, I wish you would feel safe enough to share anything with me… especially the things that are difficult.” Renee sighed and then nodded.

			“See, there was this one time I…” she interrupted herself. “Let me back up. Back when I was still dancing, there was one night I was walking home from work. I was walking through town and I saw a necklace in a store window. It was really pretty. It was like an eight pointed star with a garnet in the middle. I don’t usually make a big deal about jewelry, but something about it… I really wanted it.” Max listened intently, having no idea where the story was leading. Renee stared out into the June evening, seeing the events she described unfolding before her.

			“I looked at the tag, and it was only two hundred dollars. I thought, ‘two hundred dollars? What’s that? I could make that in a night’s work.’” She shook her head. “That’s when I realized it had become too easy.”

			“What had?” Max asked softly.

			“Taking advantage of other people,” Renee said, looking in Max’s direction but not looking him in the eye. “When I started dancing, I told myself it was the only way I could pay for school and still have time to study. I always told myself I’d quit as soon as I could afford to. Only, if I could afford not only to live, but to buy jewelry, and I kept doing it anyway… I was just tempting other people to sin with no real reason.” Renee paused, obviously disappointed in her former self for wanting the gem.

			“What did you do?” Max asked gently. Renee looked up at him, shaken out of her reverie.

			“I quit my job,” she said simply. “I started looking for a smaller apartment. I tried to cut down on expenses until I could start working my old job at the coffee shop. And then, two weeks later, I had a classmate over to study. I remember I got up to make some coffee and while I was in the kitchen, he came up behind me and started to pull up my skirt.” Max’s eyes again went wide.

			“What?” he asked, aghast.

			“He pinned me against the counter and he was saying all these awful things about how I was going to like it and I owed it to him and he’d pay me well,” Renee remembered with regret. “He apparently had been a regular at the Foxtail. When I stopped showing up, I guess he figured he’d get his enjoyment one way or another. I tried to push him away, but he was too strong. He hadn’t gotten very far, but it was clear he had no intent of stopping. Then I saw a knife on the counter and I…” Renee swallowed hard before continuing. “I had to make him stop. I was so scared. And, I wasn’t just scared. I was angry, too, that he would come to my apartment and do this to me. I…” Renee stopped suddenly, obviously ashamed. Something in Max’s eyes, some tacit promise of acceptance urged her forward. “I was going to stab him. But he had me pinned. I couldn’t really lift my arms. So, I stabbed him in the leg. It was all I could reach. And, it worked. It stopped him. He was so pissed. He really seemed shocked I fought back. He pulled away and he was cursing me. He was so… pissed.” Renee stared off again into the distance. “He slapped me. Then he just limped off cursing at me. I stood there for awhile staring at the knife. I watched his blood dripping off of the blade onto the carpet. I watched it… drip, drip. And so, I stabbed myself in the chest.” Max was stunned, but Renee continued before he could say anything. “Someone else in the building saw the bloody foot prints coming from my apartment and called 911. They got me to the hospital in time to save my life. They thought an intruder stabbed me so they didn’t think to put any sort of suicide watch on me. When the nurse left to check on another patient, I wrapped some intravenous tubing around my neck and tried to strangle myself.”

			“Why?” Max asked desperately.

			“Because,” Renee explained. “If I had been able to move my arms, he would be dead. If I had been able to move my arms, I would be a murderer.”

			“But, it was self defense,” Max insisted. “He was going to rape you.”

			“But it wasn’t his fault,” Renee replied. “It was his fault, but it was mine, too. I tempted him. He fell for it. He didn’t deserve to die because of it.”

			“You didn’t deserve that, Renee,” he assured her. “No one deserves to be sexually assaulted in their own home, no matter how they make a living. What you were doing was legal. What he did broke the law. I’m sorry it happened, but you can’t blame yourself. Even if you could, you didn’t deserve to die.”

			“But, I knew better,” Renee protested loudly. “I knew I was tempting those men and I did it anyway, long after I absolutely needed to. I was so ashamed of myself. I didn’t want to live that way anymore.”

			“If you were so ashamed,” Max asked, impassioned. “Why not just go to confession?”

			“I did,” Renee revealed. For a moment, she caught herself. She could stop now and the whole incident would seem like the impulsive act of a frightened victim. Max was still on her side. If she went any further with her explanation, she had no idea what would happen. All she was sure of was that she didn’t want to live in the slippery shadows of half truths any more. Right now, she had enough momentum to tell the whole story. She took a deep breath and continued. “I did go to confession. I went the day after I quit. But, it didn’t help. It wasn’t God I was ashamed to see. Don’t you understand? There are bad men in places like that. That’s what you told me. There are bad men in places like that, and you’re going to get hurt. I thought I knew better. I thought I could handle it. But, I couldn’t. I just kept doing it even though I knew it was wrong. Even though you came all that way to warn me. And, I was so ungrateful for your help. I was so horrible. And when I finally realized you were right, I was so ashamed, I didn’t want to see you again.”

			“I wasn’t around,” Max said, as if pleading with her now could prevent the past from happening. “I wasn’t there to see you.”

			“I didn’t want to see you again. Ever,” Renee said with finality. “Not in this world. Not in the next. I knew you were going to heaven some day. I only knew one way to make sure I wouldn’t go there too.”

			Max’s heart felt wrenched in two as he realized the full extent of what she was saying. She had risked damnation… no. She had invited damnation because of his condemnation of her. He caused her shame and self-loathing so intense, it had nearly cost her life twice. He was a monster. He could be forgiven, he could have a second chance, but it would not undo the hurt he had already caused. He had been so confident back then, one of God’s chosen soldiers, still new to the path of the Priesthood. He had been so sure of his own righteousness when he condemned her. But, where had he been when Renee was working a job she hated to pay her rent? Where had he been when she was attacked? Not where he should have been. He should have been by her side. He should have been there to protect her. Instead, he had been on his knees on St. Rocco’s Chapel calling out to every unholy and supernatural being in the world to end his misery. In his despair, he had invited the devil into their lives. He deserved to die, to be damned. But, in all his craftiness, the Lord of Darkness had spared Max and struck out at the one thing that was still precious to him. Evil tried to take Renee. Somehow, it had failed—yet another second chance Max could not see at the time. Max sat motionless absorbing this realization. Renee looked at the shocked, lost look on his face.

			“Max?” she asked hesitantly after a few moments. “What are you thinking?” He directed his eyes toward her but could not find any words to express how sorry he was. Renee was unnerved by his silence. “Are you angry, Max?” she asked meekly.

			“Furious,” he replied quietly. “I can’t believe I did that to you. I’m so sorry.”

			“Sorry for what?” Renee asked. “It’s not your fault.”

			“It is,” Max said. “For ever making you feel that bad about yourself. For ever making you feel ashamed for things you couldn’t help. I had no right to pass judgement on you. You’re one of the most generous and loving people I’ve ever met. If I ever make you feel ashamed again, promise me you’ll ignore me and listen to your own heart.”

			“Max I…”

			“Promise me,” he demanded.

			“I promise,” Renee answered. She was confused. Yet, Max was still here. He had heard the worst and had not left. He merely stared, looking weakened by the revelation. He shook his head, communicating some deep and troubled thoughts to himself.

			 “I’m not fit to be advising you, or anyone,” Max thought out loud.

			“Do you want to quit this?” Renee suggested, trying to read his intentions.

			“No,” he interjected. “No. We can’t stop now. I need you to teach me.”

			“What do you mean?” Renee asked.

			“Renee, I’ve been walled up away from the world for four years,” he explained. “If I keep thinking what I learned was right, I’ll just hurt other people like I hurt you. How can I teach human beings the right way to be? I don’t even know what human beings really are. I don’t even know who my own best friend really is. Teach me, Renee. You’re a good person. Teach me the lives of real people, the struggles of real people, so I can guide them better than I did you.”

			 “You just want me to tell you about my life since I’ve been gone?” she asked gingerly. That had been their whole agreement from the get go, how they agreed to rebuild their friendship, the reason they needed the ruse of counseling.

			“But I need every detail,” Max replied. “I need to know every time my memory hurt you. You need to be brutal with me about every time my advice led you astray. I need to know what actually did help and how I can do better in the future. Not just for you, but as a human being.” Renee bit her lip and nodded her head slowly. Pat would say this is dangerous, she thought to herself. But, all he wanted to was make Max suffer the knowledge of the pain he had caused. Will this be his vicarious vengeance? Squared? Renee wondered if there was a term for this—for inflicting the pain on Max for Pat that he wanted to inflict on Max on her behalf. She shook her head and huffed out a confused, slightly amused, and sad sigh.

			“What?” Max asked meekly.

			“I wish my friend Pat were here to tell the story,” Renee said. She shook her head apologetically. “He always traced every bad thing that happened to me back to you. He really hated you.”

			“As he should have… and you should have… and, if it’s any consolation, I did,” Max admitted. “I have hated being me the past 4 years, Bird. I loved being at the seminary, but I hated waking up every morning being in this body with this mind. I just didn’t know how to be anyone better. I didn’t know how to be a person I didn’t hate. The last time I knew how to be a person I could respect, I was dating you. Maybe if I understand what you were going through during that time, it will help get me closer to who I need to be.” Renee nodded. It didn’t entirely make sense. But, it made sense in a Max kind of way.

			“We better get started,” she said evenly. “We have a lot of work to do.”
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			Renee flopped onto her bed, surrendering to exhaustion that was complete, body and mind. She never would have believed that supervising pick-up basketball was as tiring as participating in it. Now, lying on her bed still in her athletic gear too tired to even shower, she realized this could be the case. After what had proved to be a grueling work out, running back and forth on the side lines observing, directing and inspiring, all she wanted to do was come back to her apartment, take a hot shower, and crawl into bed. Well, at least I got the bed part down. Instead, she sat on the back steps of the school gym describing a six month span of her life in exceptional detail to Max. They had talked for two hours. Having no other ideas for how to organize the content, Renee had opted for chronological order. She started from the beginning—from shortly after Max left her in her apartment on the less reputable side of town to seek his destiny at St. Andrews. She revealed to him her ridiculous dedication to not crying in front of him and the unbelievable lengths she had gone to prevent it. She relived her stay on the psychiatric ward at SUNY Henderson. She told him about the self imposed social isolation, including the destruction of all her answering machine messages, and about her withdrawal in embarrassment from the Franklin family. She confessed to him of Eleanor’s secret deception on her behalf and the hepatitis myth they had jointly disseminated to the school, the town, and even to Jack. He listened intently as she regaled him with stories of setting off to a new world and meeting Salome, her friend, muse, and mentor. Having already shared with him the most gruesome highlights of her four year hiatus to the east, almost everything else came out more easily. In fact, Renee found that the most embarrassing thing she had to admit to Max, who Father Neman was touting around town as the smartest student to come out of St. Andrew’s in decades, was how poorly she had done academically her first semester.

			The rest of the story had been rather anticlimactic. Still, it left Renee without a drop of energy to spare. She had only been in the apartment about two minutes, lying on top of her covers in the pleasant evening air when the ringing phone caused her fluttering eye lids to pop back open. In the dark, she groped around on her night stand.

			“Hello?” she asked sleepily. On the other end, she heard someone clear their throat. There was a familiar quality to the low, resonant sound. “Hello?” she repeated.

			“Hi, Renee, sweetheart, it’s Jack Franklin. I hope I didn’t wake you.”

			“No, not at all,” Renee replied graciously. “I was just getting in. What’s up Mr. Franklin?”

			“Well, I’m just calling to make sure you got home okay,” he said hesitantly. “There have been some muggings in your area. You can’t be too careful.” Renee giggled.

			“Mr. Franklin, you didn’t have to check up on me,” Renee said cheerfully, her voice suddenly sounding ten years younger. “You’re so sweet.”

			“Well, you sound real tired, so I better let you go,” Jack said softly. “You get a good night’s rest. And, uh, make sure you lock up.”

			“I will Mr. Franklin,” Renee said sleepily. “Thank you.” Renee clicked her phone off and dropped it on her night stand. Her breathing was just beginning to fall into a peaceful somnolent pattern when she sat bolt upright in bed. She didn’t remember locking her front door. In fact, she didn’t remember much at all after reaching her apartment. She rushed down the stairs from her bedroom and into the main living space. Near the front door, she flicked on the light switch and retraced her steps. The door was locked. Her running shoes were lined up neatly next to the door. Her keys were hanging up on a hook near the door. Her athletic bag was on a shelf in the hall. Her dirty socks were in a ball on the top of a pile of clothes in the hamper in her bedroom. She had done all of this automatically, without remembering it and without turning on the lights. As she trudged back up the stairs to her waiting bed, a tiny smile crept across her face. She shook her head, realizing that, exhausting or not, she had no option but to proceed with the road she had started on tonight. Necessity dictated that she make every effort to make this life in Hectortown work. Her feet already knew every step and floor board in the apartment. Her hands already knew every knob, hook, and drawer pull. There was no turning back now. Because, you’re home, she thought to herself. For better or worse, you’re home.

			Jack Franklin hung up the phone and stood in his kitchen leaning on the wall. She sounded okay, right? He asked himself. She sounded happy. And if she didn’t, what then? He asked himself. If he upset her, and she was crying, then what would you do? Would you arrest him? Kill him? Break his legs? Of course, you can’t. So, what are you doing? Well, at least I would know, right? If he were hurting her? Wouldn’t it be better to know then not? He shook his head. This was impossible. For two Fridays in a row, Renee ate dinner at his house. And, for two Fridays in a row, Max came over too. It was a pattern Jack assumed would likely continue, until he messes up yet again. At least, at the house, he could watch out for her. But, now that she was coaching pick up games at the church with him too… Will I know if she’s upset? He wondered. Can I hear it in her voice? How can I keep better tabs on her without alerting El?

			In his small room in the rectory, Max lay on his bed, his body tired and his mind spinning. Nearly every sentence Renee had said in two hours unfolded a mystery he had been trying to unravel for four years. Nearly every event she related clarified something from his own past—why she chased him away so quickly, why she didn’t answer her phone after he left, why she never answered his calls, why she didn’t dance under the name Salome but had picked a far more obscure biblical reference. This intricately woven series of threads all told of his connection to her, but never in a spiteful or vengeful color. That, he shamefully realized now, he had had to add himself. He decided not to tell her of all the things he had noticed or suspected. He decided most of all never to tell her about the phone calls. He knew the curse of What if. He knew the self-doubt of thinking he could have prevented tragedy and he would not subject her to it. She had aimed too much unwarranted self loathing at herself to need now to wonder if their lives would be any better if she had listened to her answering machine tapes before throwing them in a dumpster. He would keep that safely to himself. His eye lids fluttered closed as he yawned. He could keep it all locked up. He could hold in anything she could dish out. He wasn’t going to be weak for her anymore. He was going to be strong. He had hurt her enough. His head settled heavily on his pillow. But, not anymore, he thought to himself sleepily. Not any…

			Max awoke with a start, the vision in his head terrifying him. It was Renee, but not Renee as he had seen her just a few hours earlier on the back steps of the school gym. It was a naked, gigantic Renee in a chariot pulled by lions. She had an eight pointed star around her neck with a garnet in the middle which was pouring forth light and fire and blood as she rode through the sky. She was beautiful and terrible, and above all, powerful. Her lions snarled as she whipped the reigns, and they sped over clouds, past the moon, further and further away. He chased her over the clouds, past stars and constellations. She whipped the reigns and the lions ran faster. They ran so fast, the whole chariot, Renee, and the lions merged into a blur. Their boundaries gave way and their colors blended and bled into one another. Then, the streak they were making across the sky started to break apart into thousands of pieces. The pieces became sparrows, which scattered into the night.

			Max sat on his bed in the rectory trying to catch his breath and shake the terrible image out of his mind. It’s just a dream. That’s all, he thought to himself. Just a dream. It was just a conglomeration of scraps of stories his mind didn’t know what to do with. Just his tired brain sorting through the left overs and trying to decide what to store away in memory and what to throw away. He fluffed up his pillow and lay back down. Just a dream, he thought, closing his eyes. It means nothing. Max tried to empty his mind. His body was as heavy as lead on his mattress, but his mind kept running. He felt his mind was running so fast, he was actually perspiring. He sat up and pushed his blanket to the end of the bed and lay under just his sheet. Now, I’ll get some rest, he told himself. Yet, minute after minute passed and he could not find a more comfortable position. Finally, beginning to get anxious and discouraged about being awake, he got out of bed to take a shower. He crept quietly into the small bathroom he shared with the pastor and undressed. He stood under the torrent. As the warm water rolled over his muscles, he felt the tension leave them. Just a dream, he thought to himself peacefully. Just a dream. His mind began to slow down in the steamy shower. Just a silly story my mind made up based on that silly necklace Renee was looking at. He closed his eyes and leaned into the shower spray and let the water tickle his face. I can’t believe how upset she got over wanting a necklace. Max’s eyes involuntarily popped open. It wasn’t just a dream. The lion, the chariot, the river of fire… they were a memory, a very familiar memory from a time he had long forgotten. There was a lady with an eight pointed star. There was a lady with a chariot of lions. But what does it all mean? There was one place he was sure he could find out. He got dressed quickly and ran down the stairs of the rectory. He practically ran down the street, down the familiar route to his parents’ house. Still panting, he walked to the living room and starting pulling out old leather bound history books his mother use to read to him for bed time stories as a child. He thumbed through the pages until he found the familiar illustration.

			Ishtar, the caption read, the fair lady of love and desire. The Babylonian Goddess of War. There was far more in here than his mother had told him. Goddess of sexual love, it said. Mom never told me that. He took out more books, amassing a pile on the floor. He took down one of his texts from his last year of undergraduate school, a book on religious art. The eight pointed star of the Virgin Mary. Max sat cross legged on the floor, the books around him.

			Which is Renee’s star? Max thought. The cruel sex goddess? The Virgin Mother? He held his head in his hands, his elbows planted on his knees. What does it mean? Which one is hers? What does it mean that she left the necklace without buying it? The clock on the mantel ticked away. He read on, having no idea what consequence solving this mystery could hold. All he knew was that this star had significance in his best friend’s life and he would not be at peace until he knew why. All other sound and sight past out of conscious awareness as Max stared with tunnel vision at the text in front of him.

			Eleanor walked downstairs in the middle of the night to get a cup of chamomile tea. When she walked into the kitchen, she was startled to see Max in the adjoining living room. He was sitting on the floor with a book on his lap. Around him were another dozen books, all open to specific pages marked with tiny scraps of paper he had written on in his incomprehensible script. He was staring down so intently, he didn’t even see her approach. He was transfixed by the illustration in front of him, his fingers buried deeply in his hair. He twisted his curls around his fingers and tugged at them compulsively. Not again, Eleanor thought to herself apprehensively. She hadn’t seen Max concentrate so hard on anything for a long time… not since people called her Doctor Franklin… not since it mattered to anyone that she had a doctoral degree in history.

			Eleanor had always told Max that it was her choice to quit working when she became a mother because she wanted to spend more time at home. She didn’t tell him that she had worked for two years when the young family was still in Syracuse. Once Jack accepted a job in Hectortown, she had tried to get a job at SUNY Henderson, the state school an hour away. It took her two years working as an adjunct, being paid a pittance for the worst courses on the schedule until she was offered a full time position. Then, when the life she dreamed of, the life she deserved, was finally in reach, the spells began. It was fairly benign at first. Max would be playing or getting dressed and suddenly stop moving for thirty seconds at a time. He would go mute mid-sentence as though he were stuck. His pediatrician referred him to a neurologist who ran every test he could think of. Nothing turned up. The good news was that he did not have epilepsy. The bad news was there was no explanation for the four-year-old’s behavior. The neurologist privately told Eleanor that he thought these were atypical panic attacks—that Max was so afraid to do or say something wrong that he literally could not do anything at all. He suggested Max see a pediatric psychiatrist. The family’s insurance wouldn’t pay for the evaluation and Jack did not want Max to be on any drugs for “crazy people.” Eleanor, her teaching career now on hold once again, started taking Max to a licensed therapist who tried to teach Max alternative ways of dealing with the anxiety that he might make a mistake. She explained to Eleanor that she typically taught her older clients to make lists of pros and cons when they were faced with a difficult decision. Assuming incorrectly that Max could not read, she adapted this strategy and had him make diagrams using symbols. Observing that he “locked up” when nervous, she gave him a piece of string to wear around his finger and told him to twirl it around when he felt stuck, hoping this motion would “unlock” all of his other motions. This seemed to help for a few months. Eventually, Jack came to one of the appointments. He listened to the therapist’s explanation of Max’s behavior politely; but, Eleanor could see his eyes flashing. In the car on the way home, he appeared personally assaulted, as though the therapist had called his son a cry baby and called him personally a coward for having raised such a weakling as a son. The appointments ended abruptly. The yarn was banished. Jack assured Eleanor he would deal with it. I’ll fix him… my way.

			A year passed. The episodes continued but were far fewer. Eleanor hoped that Max would use the skills he had already learned to mitigate his anxiety in the future. He continued to make lists and diagrams but knew instinctively to hide them from his father. Without string to use, he twirled his hair around, sometimes becoming so irritated he pulled it out in chunks. Eleanor tried to pretend she didn’t notice Max pulling his hair in frustration when he was trying to decide what to wear for the day or which lunchbox he should take to kindergarten. The freezing had ended, and that was what was important, she tried to convince herself. Then one day when Max was seven, she was talking to his piano teacher who told her he was excelling but that he had some very unusual practice habits. He could play any piece perfectly from the very first time he saw it, she said, puzzled. But, he would sit motionless for minutes at a time checking and rechecking his hands until he was absolutely sure that they were on the right keys before he would depress them. Eleanor sold the family’s piano and cut Max’s hair short enough that he could not pull it. Whether this was to avoid thinking about his strange habits to protect her own heart, or to keep them hidden so one day someone would agree to baby sit him and she could go back to work, she could not honestly say. But, she did not go back to work—not to teaching. Without hair to pull on and with greatly expanding reading skills, six year old Max made pros and cons lists about everything. When he didn’t have enough information to base even the most mundane decisions on, he would pull out reference books to uncover more information for his lists. It was another two years before Eleanor felt safe leaving him alone again with a babysitter. By that time, a former student with whom she had had a terrible falling out was the new rising star in the Henderson University history department. Leaving her job interview knowing, whether she was offered the job or not she could not take it, she went to the student union where she sat staring into a paper cup of soda watching the bubbles rise and bursts like so many dreams she had had for her life. Miserable and oppressed by the weight of self pity, she wandered through a job fair there and found a poster about medical transcription. Jack would be happy if she brought home a paycheck again. She would be happy to be using her brain again. And, she would never have to leave Max again.

			Now, as he sat cross legged on the floor, rocking gently, his hair soaking wet, surrounded by books, Eleanor saw the whole pattern repeating again. She didn’t know what had caused the ambiguity this time, but something had woken him up. He sought immediately some book to figure out the answer. My poor little boy, she thought, her heart sinking. What is it now?

			“Max, dear, what are you doing?” she asked gently.

			“Reading,” he said, unable to rip his eyes from the page they were on.

			“Can I help you with something?” he didn’t answer back. Eleanor looked at the books he was reading. Many of them were her books from graduate school—texts about the ancient religions and cultures of Mesopotamia. A few were art history text books open to pages of cathedrals all around the western world.

			“What are you looking for, son?” Eleanor asked again. He looked up for the first time, panic and frustration in his eyes.

			“Look, Mom,” he said, pointing to a picture in the book she was holding. “An eight pointed star. And here’s another one,” he said. He leaned over from book to book pointing. “And here, and here.”

			“Okay,” Eleanor said, trying to understand. “I see, they are all eight pointed stars.”

			“But these,” Max said, waving with his hand to the books in front of him. “These are about Ishtar, the Babylonian Goddess of war and sex and desire.”

			“Okay,” Eleanor said. Having studied the culture of Babylon for her thesis, she was quite familiar with Ishtar.

			“And this,” he said, hoisting up the large art history text in his lap. “This is a statue of the Virgin Mary in a cathedral in Russia.” Eleanor was lost, waiting for the punch line. But, this was it. This was why he couldn’t sleep at 3:00 am. What’s wrong this time? she wondered.

			“Okay, Max,” she said in the most calming voice she could muster. “I don’t understand where the problem is, sweetheart.” Max put the large book down on the floor in front of him.

			“How can it be both, Mom?” he asked desperately. “I don’t understand how it can be both. The eight pointed star. How can it be for the Goddess of sexual desire and war and also be the symbol for Mary, the mother of Jesus?” Eleanor sighed, her forehead furrowing in concern and pity. Only my Max, she thought, could be so bothered by a star. But, as she thought about it, she realized that that was not really what he was so disturbed about. Perhaps he thought it was. But, there was something far more troubling on his mind. Not someone in myth, but someone real. Not someone who lived two thousand years ago whose body had been assumed into Heaven by the Almighty, but someone who was alive today and living in an apartment a few blocks from where they sat. She sat down closer to him.

			“Because, Max,” she said, combing a wayward curl behind his ear. “That is what real people are like. That is the nature of being a real, live woman. Being good sometimes, and bad sometimes. Being loving and generous when you can, and tough and mean when you have to to survive.”

			“But, how, Mom? How?” Max said, looking like a frightened child.

			“Look, Max,” she said, turning back a few pages. “See. Ishtar wasn’t just the Goddess of sex and war. She was also the Eternal mother, the Virgin mother, the Goddess of compassion for those in need. She was all of those things.” Max took the book and read it thirstily.

			“Why? Mom?” he asked, his voice small and fragile. “Why does she have to be all those things?” Eleanor sighed. Turning the other way when faced with the fact that her son, a priest, chose to rekindle and old high school romance was a difficult enough decision. She hesitated now trying to justify to him the advantage of a goddess both sexual and pure; she hesitated in imposing a central Asian ideal of duality on a very one sided Catholic construct of the divinity of celibacy. She could ignore certain indiscretions, but she didn’t want to encourage them. On the other hand, she knew her son well enough to know he would never be at peace without a solid explanation for the ambiguity that plagued him.

			“Max, except our beloved Virgin Mother,” she explained practically. “No woman on this earth can have a child without seducing a man. Yet, to raise that child through infancy, she must be willing to set aside all else, even the love of that man, to nourish it. And, to get that child to survive until adulthood, she must be willing to fight anything in the world of men to protect it. That is what it means to be a woman. That is the only way life can survive from generation to generation. That is why Ishtar is the way she is. That is why women must be the way they are even thought it’s confusing. Do you understand?” Max nodded.

			“Yes, mom,” he said quietly, his shoulders falling visibly with the loss of tension. “I understand.”

			“You can take that with you if you want, dear,” Eleanor said, standing up. “I’m going to bed.”

			“Good night, Mom,” Max said, closing the book and running his hand over the embossed cover. “Thank you.”

			“Good night son,” Eleanor said, and turned to walk down the hall.
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			Jen Holstead watched her son slowly push himself up to a stand and take a few steps forward before falling on his behind in the soft summer grass. It was the last week of August, just two weeks before his first birthday, and Jen, Sarah, and Renee were taking him out for a picnic before the thunderstorms of fall blew into town quickly followed by the snow and gray skies of winter. Michael laughed at himself and clapped his hands as he sat in the grass and then crawled over to where Renee was sitting. With dinners at the Franklin house and coaching at the church taking up four days a week, Renee spent most of the rest of her free time with Michael and his mother in the grocery store, the park, and their backyard. She enjoyed watching their normal, respectable lives. It was a comfort for her to be able to predict exactly how each day and event would play out, a talent she had never developed in reference to her own life. Renee took Michael in her lap and made funny faces at him. He laughed with delight.

			“I don’t get it,” Sarah said, taking a chicken salad sandwich out of their picnic basket. “You didn’t grow up with your siblings. You have no kids, no exposure to kids. Why does he like you so much?”

			“I don’t know,” Renee said, innocently, crossing her eyes at the baby in her lap. “I guess because it’s all that time I spent with animals.”

			“Excuse me?” Jen said with mock consternation. “Are you implying my son is in some way similar to a pet?” Mike had moved on to crawling around on all fours and snapping at a moth with his mouth. Frank, a chocolate Labrador Renee worked with at the shelter, would do this for hours at a time. But Renee did not think she would improve her standing among her friends by pointing this out.

			“No,” Renee said, trying nervously to generalize her comment to all children. “Well, yeah, actually. I mean, before kids get language, they are a lot like very smart, inquisitive animals. After he starts talking, I’m out of here.” Sarah laughed.

			“You’re out of here?” she asked incredulously. “You going to run out on your own kids when they start talking?”

			“Oh, I’m not having kids,” Renee predicted.

			“Never?”

			“Well, I don’t like to say ‘never,’” she back peddled coyly. “I think it’s unlikely. I mean, wouldn’t I have to get a guy first?”

			“Not necessarily,” Sarah said. “There are sperm banks you know.”

			“I’ll pass,” Renee replied. “I don’t cherish the thought of raising a kid alone. Every kid needs at least one set of grandparents to spoil them.”

			“Renee,” Jen chimed in. “What makes you think you can’t get a guy?”

			“Yeah, certainly you dated in college,” Sarah asked.

			“I... Hummmm.” Renee thought about it for a moment. “No, not really.”

			“You didn’t have any dates your whole time in college?” Sarah pressed.

			“Renee, you are a smart, beautiful girl,” Jen insisted. “I can’t believe no one ever asked you out.”

			“Oh, some people asked,” she confessed. “It just didn’t go anywhere.”

			“Well, who did it not go anywhere with?”

			“Guys, I really don’t want to talk about it,” she said, beginning to get defensive. Renee was politely tight lipped about her activities at Brighton. The more they inquired, the more secretive she became. It was puzzling to them. Any tidbit they could ferret out about her past, they were intent on doing so.

			“Renee, you never want to talk about it. Come on, we’re your old chums, your team mates. Just tell us,” Sarah insisted. Renee thought about Pat, about flirting with him in the emergency room, about kissing him in her apartment. It was the closest she ever got to any male she met after age nine. She could have slept with him that Christmas. How could she explain to her friends why she never did? She still couldn’t explain it to herself. She looked at Jen and Sarah. They needed some tidbit of gossip to placate them. She scrubbed the whole incident squeaky clean for presentation.

			“There was this doctor I saw a few times,” Renee said plainly.

			“A doctor! Wow. Renee. Way to go. What happened?” Jen asked, catching Michael as his stumbled by in pursuit of a squirrel. Renee hesitated. Technically, they had not ever gone on a date, but she didn’t have anything else even approaching a date her whole four years of college to tell them about.

			“Nothing, really. We… ate together a few times. He was smart and funny...”

			“Was he good looking?” Sarah asked. Renee thought about his straight golden hair and greenish gray eyes. In retrospect, he had dimples like a model. She should have swooned over him.

			“Yeah, I guess he was cute,” she admitted.

			“Well, what happened?” Jen asked.

			“Nothing. He was ten years older than me, and it got a little weird. I mean, he already knew what he wanted out of life and was doing it. I was an undergrad. I didn’t want to be...I donno... tied down to someone who wanted a serious relationship. I wasn’t ready for that. I needed to experiment—you know, ‘find myself.’”

			“Jeeze, Renee, you’re the least experimenting person I know,” Sarah said, opening a soda for herself. “You were born ready for a serious relationship.”

			“You think so?” Renee asked.

			“No, she wasn’t,” Jen chimed in, digging through the basket for a teething cracker for Michael. “She’s destined to spend her whole life on the quest for her one true love and then find him minutes before he tragically dies in her arms.”

			“I think your mother read you ‘Evangeline’ too many times growing up,” Renee said without missing a beat.

			“Evangi-what?” Jen asked obliviously.

			“Longfellow? Arcadia? We had to read it in history class. You just basically summarized the whole plot. Doesn’t ring a bell?” Renee asked her confused friend. “Never mind. It’s settled. I will live alone and eventually become a recluse with wild animals as my adopted children. Could you toss me a sandwich?”

			“I’m sorry, T. I shouldn’t...”

			“It’s fine, Jen,” Renee said, smiling reassuringly. “I invite this abuse upon myself, don’t I?”

			Later that night, Renee packed a suitcase with enough clothes for two weeks. Sunday, after an elaborate brunch Eleanor was planning, she would be driving to an apartment she was subletting for the semester in Henderson. It was a tiny space with only one room, but she would only be using it to eat, sleep, and study in four days a week. When reviewing her finances earlier in the summer, balancing out rent against the gasoline, the extra wear and tear on her car, and the price of having to eat every meal out on school days, it was still more expensive to rent an apartment. However, the difference was far less compelling compared to the drudgery of driving the hour every morning and every evening. So, Renee filled her bag with the clothes and supplies she anticipated needing, reflecting on the past summer as she packed.

			Counseling with Max had finally come to an official end. Over, too, were her weekly rides home in the patrol car with Officer Franklin who always seemed to be passing by the church right around the time she and Max were finished talking. Over the past few months, Renee had shared with Max how she had made the decision to start working at the Foxtail and how her name ended up in the phone book listed as “Brad”. She retold the drama of the terrible haircut he had witnessed the aftermath of and how badly she had miss judged his intentions when he had come to Brighton to visit her. Max drank it all in, piecing the stories together with his own perception of these events as though rebuilding the history of an ancient civilization. Their last night together in counseling, in a rare act of self disclosure, Max admitted to her that he was not sure exactly what his intentions were when he had made the notorious trip. Maybe, he posited, he had been selfish or self righteous. He just knew, he said, his eyes still full of sorrowful regret, that he could not see her in trouble and not try to do something. Renee looked at his face, a face no longer shaggy and hollowed out like a skeleton, but neatly trimmed and healthy and vibrant and she began to suspect that Max’s time at the seminary did not go as smoothly for him as she always imagined it would.

			Renee shook the image out of her head and kept sorting through boxes of fall and winter clothes she had never unpacked since her move in the spring. She hung up jackets and folded sweaters, allotting some to her drawers at home and delegating others to the suitcase. She finally got to a black sweatshirt with a zipper and paused. She hadn’t worn it in over a year. In that time, it had gone from being a garment to being an artifact of her personal history. She used to wear it home from the Foxtail almost every night. It was the sweatshirt she had been wearing when she faced down Max years ago. It was the sweatshirt she had so rudely thrown in his face. In the pocket, she found the finger cymbals she used to wear at work in a small satin draw string bag. Renee swallowed hard as she crushed the cymbals into her palm, a twinge of shame for all that had transpired in their presence. But, look at how far you’ve come, Renee forced herself to think. That’s what Max would say if he were here. Look how far you’ve come. Be proud of what you have overcome. Be proud of who you are now and know no one can force you to go back. Renee tossed the sweatshirt in the wastepaper basket by her night stand and put the finger cymbals in her jewelry box. When you see them there, be proud of how far you’ve come, she thought, closing the lid.
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			John Trammel took a deep breath before opening the door to the Jittery Dog coffee shop in Henderson. He walked in hesitantly, looking around to see that no one was looking back. Having spent his entire childhood enduring nick names like Pinocchio and needle nose because of his unfortunate rostral protuberance, he was always fairly shy. Thus, when other kids started dating, going to parties and drinking in high school, he stayed home on Friday nights with his nerdy younger brother and his acne afflicted friends playing poker. Behind a hand of cards, he was hidden, only his gray eyes twinkling deceptively. The fanned out pictures, like the fan of a Geisha, could hide or reveal what ever he wanted them to, making him in charge of the perception others had of him. As the years passed, he found he was exceedingly good at the game. Having spent most of his childhood pretending stoically that he was not wounded by the insensitive words of other’s, he was a natural at bluffing. He found he even liked it. One summer, he had even saved up enough money from gambling to have the long dreamt of rhinoplasty that would transform him into a beautiful swan. However, by this time, John’s self image was secure enough, thanks to his skills with jacks and kings, that he no longer felt the urgency for the operation. In the end, he gave the money to charity as penance for his vanity.

			Unfortunately for John, there was no deck of cards large enough to hide him now, dressed head to toe in black, his roman collar like a beacon to all unbelievers to taunt him. At St. Andrews, dressed like his fellow seminary students, they were all in a scarce minority, but they were in it together. As the rest of the student body respected the fact that the university was founded first as a seminary and only later as a liberal arts college, the seminarians were each like an unofficial mascot of the school itself, a tiny piece of walking tradition that filled them with a corny sense of pride. Here, at SUNY Henderson, a state school known for producing decent civil engineers and an occasional professional football player, John was acutely aware how out of place he was. There was exactly one other person on campus dressed like him—a stern Dominican who entered the seminary after loosing his two older brothers in the second world war who graduated just in time to serve as a chaplain at a mobile army surgical hospital tent in Korea. John dreaded every day here and struggled to understand why he had been sent to such a strange internship.

			John ordered his coffee and looked timidly around the coffee shop. He looked enviously upon couples and groups of friends, wishing he could walk among them unnoticed. He prayed every night for just one friendly face, just one person he could confide in and know was not laughing at him inside. As the cashier handed him his coffee and his change and he was preparing to leave, he looked up and saw her. She was a young woman sitting alone in the back of the coffee shop studying. She looked so familiar, John felt instantly like they had been close friends in a past life. Yet, as he approached where she was sitting, he felt the same sinking feeling he had since childhood, expecting rejection. He was just about to turn around and leave when he realized the book she held in her delicate, slender hands was a biography of St. Thomas Moore. She must be Catholic, right? He wondered. If she’s interested in a book like that, maybe she wouldn’t look at me like I have three heads. He walked hesitantly toward her.

			“Good book,” he said, awkwardly. The girl looked at where this voice had come from, not sure it was directed toward her.

			“I just started it,” she said plainly.

			“Well, you’re in for a treat,” John predicted, forcing a smile. “Sad ending though. Oops. I hope I’m not giving anything away.”

			“Don’t worry about it father,” she said casually. “I’ve been there.”

			“Where?”

			“The Tower of London.... Where he was beheaded.”

			“Ah, very good,” John said nervously.

			“Would you like to have a seat father?” the girl invited.

			“Yes, thank you,” he said sitting down and putting his coffee down on the table. “And, please, call me John.”

			“You sure about that?” the girl asked politely.

			“Yes,” John insisted. “Technically, I’m only a parish intern, and ‘almost father’ is a bit of an awkward title.” John forced another embarrassed laugh and the girl returned it out of compassion.

			“What ever suits your fancy,” she said. “I’m Renee.”

			“Nice to meet you, Renee,” he said, shaking her hand. “You know, you look very familiar. Are you sure we haven’t met before?”

			“Sorry, John. I don’t think so,” she thought, looking at his peculiar nose. I would remember a shnoz like that.

			“So, studying for a religion class?” John asked, desperate to make conversation. This was the first person his own age he had spoken to in months.

			“Actually, a friend lent it to me,” Renee explained. “I’m a veterinary student.”

			“That would explain the St. Francis medal,” John stated observantly.

			“Yes, it would,” she said, self consciously staring down at the top of her camisole and assessing whether she should secure one more button on her blouse.

			“Catholic?”

			“Yes, Fath... John.”

			“I haven’t seen you at church,” John said, making conversation. “You know, we have a really great chapel here. Services every Sunday, including one late mass at eight PM. That one is particularly popular with some of the students who like to sleep in Sunday mornings.”

			“John, before you spend all afternoon trying to bring me back into the fold, I do go to church,” Renee said, trying not to sound defensive. “I just go home most weekends to visit my family. That’s why you don’t see me.”

			“Oh, really? Where are they?”

			“Just about an hour south of here,” Renee stated.

			“What a coincidence!” John said excitedly. “One of my classmates is interning in that area. Maybe you’ve met him.”

			“Father Franklin?” Renee asked plainly.

			“You know him?” John asked. He felt invigorated having a connection to his old friend again.

			“Yeah, we’ve met,” Renee said, her smile not changing. “Who do you think lent me the book about St. Thomas?”

			“Oh, my gosh,” John said, his face half way between amusement and shock. “That’s why you look so familiar. You’re Max’s Renee. I saw your picture in his dorm room a million times.” Renee closed her eyes and shook her head, still smiling.

			“I was Max’s Renee. Now I’m.... Well, I’m my Renee.” John looked suddenly uncomfortable and apologetic. He had obviously not thought the situation through to its end.

			“Oh, right,” he said softly. “I’m sorry.”

			“Don’t worry about it, John. We’re.... We’re friends now,” she assured him.

			“Well, good. I’m glad,” John said, his brow furrowed. “I know he really cared about you, Renee.”

			“Oh, I’m sure he does,” Renee agreed. There was an uncomfortable silence Renee felt compelled to fill. “So, John, how do you like this assignment?”

			 “It’s... interesting,” John said diplomatically. “In a college town, people are more apt to question things, which can be really good or really bad. It helps you define your own faith to be challenged in a constructive and intelligent way. But, at the same time, it’s not really giving me much of an idea of what it’s like to be a parish priest, which is really the whole point of a parish internship.”

			“Understood,” Renee replied politely.

			“Anyway, I think if I were already a priest, I would really like it. But, we have all these assignments we’re suppose to get familiar with, and in such a young and transient population, it is really hard to get them done. Plus, I’m working with this old Dominican. Don’t get me wrong, he is a really great guy. I really like him. But, he’s a bit rigid. Like, he does daily mass on a regular schedule, even if he and I are the only ones there. It gets a little weird sometimes.”

			“Well, when is daily mass here?” Renee asked.

			“Monday, Wednesday, and Friday at noon.”

			“Look, I have class Mondays, and I’m on my way home Fridays by noon, but I could maybe swing Wednesdays.”

			“Really, Renee, you don’t have to do that,” John interjected.

			“I should do it though,” Renee argued. “Shouldn’t I have a relationship with the community up here? I mean, what if I need something from the church and I don’t happen to be home?”

			“What could you need from us?” John reasoned. “You said you go home every weekend.”

			“People can have personal times of crisis on a Tuesday, can’t they?” Renee argued persistently.

			“Maybe.”

			“Don’t minimize your importance in the world, John,” she insisted.

			“Thank you for making me feel important, Renee,” John said sincerely. “But if you start coming to daily mass now, I’m going to feel like you’re doing it out of pity and I’m going to think I’m an even bigger leach then I am now.”

			“Don’t say that,” Renee urged. “I want to come. I should come. And afterward, I’ll buy you lunch and you can tutor me in the life of the saints, starting with our old friend Thomas Moore.”

			“Why will we do that?” John asked, confused.

			“Aren’t you qualified to teach catechism classes?” Renee inquired pointedly.

			“Of course,” John responded. “But, how can I justify it? I mean, you’ve already been confirmed, right?”

			“John,” Renee stated indignantly. “Surely Max told you about my much abridged catechism experience. I only had one year to do nine years worth of Sunday school. He crammed a lot of things in there, but I’m sure there was a lot that got left out. You don’t want me going around with an incomplete understanding of my faith, do you?”

			“No, or course not,” John responded automatically.

			“Fine,” she said, her tone definitive. “I’ll swing by, go to mass, and take you out to lunch. How does that sound?”

			“Sounds… great,” John answered, bewildered by what had just happened.

			“That’s such a relief,” Renee said sincerely. “You’re really doing me a big favor. See how useful you are to the world?”

			“Okay. You’re right. I am useful to the world,” he conceded.

			“See?” Renee answered back. Just then, her watch alarm went off. She looked at it, disappointed. “Look, I have to go back to class. But, I’ll see you Wednesday, okay?” John smiled at her as she packed up her bag, for once since he arrived in Henderson, feeling comfortable.

			“Sounds good.”
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			Parish intern Maxwell Franklin walked through the back of the quiet church. The seven thirty week day mass had just ended and there were only a handful of people, mostly women, in the pews waiting to file out. Some remained to pray in the silent structure. Max walked past giving little notice until a familiar cascade of hair caught his eye. He sat down behind her silently and waited until she made the sign of the cross and got up from the kneeler to leave.

			“Sneaking out of town so soon?” he whispered. Renee jumped slightly, obviously startled. Max gave her a familiar smile. “What are you doing in town on a Thursday?”

			“It’s a long story,” Renee whispered. “But, in short, I was hoping to go to confession.”

			“We don’t do confessions on Thursdays anymore,” Max said. “Father Neman has a meeting every week the same time.”

			“Well, I know that… now,” Renee said indignantly.

			“And you would have known that before, if you availed yourself of the sacrament more regularly,” Max said in his practiced lecturing tone.

			“I have,” Renee answered defensively. “I’ve been going at school. I just couldn’t this week because of a test. Anyway, that doesn’t matter.”

			“Well, what is it you need to confess so urgently that you drove the extra hour to get down here?” Max asked.

			“It’s none of your business,” Renee said, her feigned annoyance hiding her embarrassment.

			“What’s that suppose to mean?” Max said, still smiling.

			“Can you do confession?” she asked pointedly.

			“Not until I get ordained in June,” he answered simply.

			“Then, you’re just asking me out of your own curiosity,” Renee postulated.

			“Sin comes from weakness,” Max espoused. “And, as your former counselor, I am responsible for helping you to overcome weakness.”

			“Nice try,” Renee said, putting the strap of her bag over her shoulder and getting ready to leave. “But, I don’t want to reinforce your predatory voyeurism.”

			“Tsk, tsk, tsk,” Max said condescendingly. “Ms. Alfred. What big ugly words they taught you at that Ivy League school of yours.”

			“Don’t make fun,” Renee protested. Max chuckled pleasantly.

			“Come on,” he urged. “You’ve told me every bad thing you’ve done for the past thirteen years. Why is this such a big secret?” Renee rolled her eyes.

			“Fine, if you must know,” she lowered her voice and looked around. “I’ve been stealing sodas from the cafeteria.” Max’s face was suddenly very serious.

			“Are you out of money, Little Bird?” he said with obvious concern. “Is it too much to have the two apartments?”

			“No, I’m fine,” Renee assured him. “It’s just… It’s complicated. You see, on Mondays, I eat what ever leftovers your mother sends me home with for lunch. On Fridays, I try to get back to town in time to eat here. On Wednesdays, I take your friend John out for lunch. But, on Tuesdays and Thursdays, I only have half an hour between classes, so I go to the cafeteria across the street in the medical school.”

			“Okay,” Max said, not understanding how this explained her stealing.

			“Well, every Tuesday and Thursday, I get the same thing—two veggie burritos and a bottle of tea. Every Tuesday and Thursday. Two burritos, one drink, $3.86.”

			“Yes?”

			“So, last Thursday, I went to the register with my stuff, like always,” Renee recounted. “My bag in one hand, two burritos in the other, and the bottle under my arm.”

			“Okay.”

			“Then, I realized I may have exact change,” Renee explained. “So, I put my bag down, put the drink on the counter, and reach into my pocket.”

			“And?”

			“$4.95.”

			“Oh.”

			“Yeah.” There was a brief silence. Max’s eye brows raised and lowered several times as though he were giving inward commentary as he reviewed the story a few more times.

			“You didn’t do it on purpose, though,” Max asked.

			“No, of course not,” Renee assured him. “As soon as I realized what happened, I told the guy at the register and offered him the money. But, he was afraid it would look like he was getting kick backs from customers to cheat his company and he said if he left it in the drawer, his boss would think he was cheating customers by not giving them enough change.”

			“That is a problem,” Max agreed. “Why not just talk to the manager.”

			“I’m afraid they’ll get mad and not let me eat there anymore,” Renee revealed. “The next closest cafeteria is so far away, I’d be late to class. I guess I could eat out of the vending machine. But, I was hoping not to do that anymore.” Renee reflected sadly on all the time she spent eating candy bars in the stair well of the biology building at Brighton after Salome had graduated because she did not want to face the food court alone. Max meanwhile was puzzling over her ethical dilemma.

			“Well, that’s not really stealing, Little Bird,” Max assured her. “It was an accident. You don’t have to go to confession for that. In fact, you can’t. You should know that. I was teaching that to the third grade Sunday school class last week. You need intent for something to be a sin.”

			“May I remind you I never went to third grade Sunday school,” Renee rebuked him. “So, if I don’t know that, it’s because you didn’t tell me.”

			“Right,” Max conceded looking at the pew in front of him. “I apologize for this deficiency in your education.”

			“So, what do I do with the money?” Renee said, getting back to the point.

			“Keep it,” Max suggested.

			“But, I’m knowingly profiting from the loss of someone else,” Renee insisted. “Maybe it wasn’t a sin to put the bottle under my arm. But, if I keep the money and don’t try to correct it, then aren’t I guilty of continuing to steal?”

			“You don’t still put your drink under your arm when you go through the line, do you?”

			“I haven’t been back there since I figured this all out,” Renee reported. “But, no, I don’t plan too.”

			“Well, look, Renee. If you feel guilty over having money you don’t rightfully deserve, why don’t you give it to the church?” Max suggested. “They can find something good to do with it.”

			“See, I thought about that,” Renee admitted. “But, that seems too much like an indulgence.”

			“An indulgence?”

			“Yeah—giving the church money so I can be forgiven for stealing it. How is that not an indulgence? Anyway, I stole the money from the company that runs the cafeteria. It’s not the Pope’s money. Why should he end up with it?” Max closed his eyes and laughed silently to himself.

			“Fine,” he offered. “Put it in the poor box. Surely the poor aren’t part of this Papal conspiracy.”

			“Poor box?” Renee asked genuinely.

			“Yeah, you know. The wooden boxes on the way out of church with the crosses on the front,” Max explained. “That money doesn’t go to the church. It goes to the non-denominational soup kitchen and shelter down town.”

			“Really?” Renee asked.

			“What did you think they were there for, little bird?” Max asked.

			“I thought it was just the church’s way of hitting you up for money on your way out of church when you were feeling good. You know, the first collection, the second collection, the silent while-you’re-leaving guilt trip. Isn’t that why they play the hymns everyone likes best on the way out?”

			“Did you get this cynical in college, or were you always this way and I never noticed?” Max asked flippantly.

			“I was always this cynical,” Renee clarified. “I was just afraid of you.” Max narrowed his eyes, a half amused look on his face.

			“Well, no,” he corrected. “The St. Vincent de Paul boxes are strictly for the poor. They don’t go into the general parish funds.”

			“Well, that’s perfect,” Renee said. “Thank you, father.”

			“You going to mass Sunday?” Max asked excitedly, changing the subject. “Father Neman’s letting me give the homily. I’ve been working on it all week.”

			“I wouldn’t miss it,” Renee said, smiling. “Eight thirty?”

			“No, the eleven,” Max corrected.

			“Oh, man,” Renee whined. “I hate the 11.”

			“Did you just say you hate church? In a church?” Max asked, pausing for emphasis.

			“Well, you get out and it’s already noon, and you wasted half your day.”

			“Wasted? Isn’t there some nicer way you could phrase that?” Max asked. They were eleven and thirteen again, and Max was correcting Renee’s language.

			“I prefer the earlier mass, as it helps me have a more productive day,” Renee said with over emphasized sweetness. “There, how was that?”

			“Better,” Max said, smiling to himself. “But you have to go to the eleven anyway.”

			“Oh, come on,” Renee badgered him. “Can’t you just give me a copy of the homily and I could read it at home?” she asked.

			“You can hear it at mass like everyone else, young lady,” Max said with fake sternness. “Plus, if you come to the eleven, you can come over for brunch afterward. Eleanor’s making crepes.”

			“Max, I’m over for brunch every week,” Renee pointed out. “Okay,” she finally relented. “I’ll be there.”

			“Okay,” Max said, standing up. “Put the money in the poor box, and you’re all square with God, okay?”

			“Thank you, father,” Renee said, suddenly pious and reverent again.

			“Oh, and Renee?” Max said, pausing before he turned away.

			“Yes, father?”

			“Three rosaries.”

			“Three rosaries! For what?” Renee protested. “I thought you said it wasn’t a sin.”

			“For using the work ‘hate’ in church... about church,” Max said.

			“You can’t assign penance,” Renee challenged him. “You said so yourself.”

			“It’s not penance,” Max clarified. “It’s to remind you not to say you hate things. Do you know what Eleanor would do if she heard you say you hate church? She’d wash your mouth out with soap.”

			“Eleanor? Never!” Renee said, startled.

			“Why do you think I was always trying to get you to watch your mouth when we were little, bird?” Max asked. “You didn’t honestly think an eleven year old boy cares if his friends use expletives?” Renee didn’t answer. Max just shook his head and chuckled and walked away.
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			Chris Potsdam leaned against the counter of the Jittery Dog coffee shop in Henderson, NY waiting for his order. It was early November, and there was a chill in the air that could only be answered by a hot, steaming cup of cappuccino. He had never been to this particular coffee shop before but had recently had a disastrous date with a cashier at his usual hang out and needed to stay away from there for a while. This establishment was far quirkier and less streamlined and mass produced then the one he usually frequented. It was graced by beaded lamp shades, book shelves, and paintings from local art students trying to make a few extra bucks. His eyes wandered from one mismatched, worn out, crushed velvet arm chair to another and finally settled on a familiar face in the back. She was sitting on a purple sofa pouring over her immunology text book. She was one of the few female students in his class he had not yet been introduced to. He thought they read her name off the rolls the first day as Tina or Terra or something similar, but the few girls in the class who she spoke to insisted to Chris her name was Renee. She was beautiful and quiet with a timid smile that said hello but went no further. She was considered one of the smartest students in the class and it was rumored that she had been accepted to Brighton but had suddenly transferred at the last minute because of a death in her family. The one thing Chris knew for sure, she was fanatical about taking notes. The one time he had managed to get a seat next to her in class and tried to make witty commentary on the professor’s lecture, she gave him a stern shush and an evil look.

			The girl now yawned and flipped a page in her book. She was gorgeous and tiny with satiny brown hair that fell in waves over her shoulders. Chris remembered the day he met her wanting to put her in his pocket. But, he had never even talked to her. She was like a humming bird, darting in and out of their classroom and never stopping to socialize. She never attended any of the study groups he was in nor any of the parties. It was as though she stopped existing as soon as class ended Friday morning and reappeared again Monday morning. Chris was afraid now to take his eyes off of her, as though she may disappear if he blinked for too long. An employee placed his over sized cup and saucer on the counter and Chris carried it to the back of the coffee shop. He put it down carefully on the table decoupage with bourbon ads and sat down in the raggedy green velour love seat.

			Renee sat in her favorite spot in the back of the coffee shop and read. It was Wednesday morning, and she was usually in class at this time. Due to a professor’s unexpected illness, she had the morning off. With several tests between now and Thanksgiving, she should have been nervous. She reflected that a year earlier, she was nearly pulling her hair out thinking about how much she had to study. She had several theories on why things seemed so much easier now. First of all, with so few veterinary schools in the country, she reasoned it was far harder to get into one then stay in one once admitted. She was also studying something she enjoyed, instead of having to split her time like she had had to in undergraduate school between classes she liked and the mandatory other twenty credits of biology like botany and mycology. Finally, when she had transferred, she had gone from a very prestigious school to a respectable but less competitive one. She also didn’t have to work now, having more free time to study. But, even considering these factors, Renee thought there was likely something less tangible stabilizing her mood. The change was not just a magnitude of hardness. The change was not just an increase in free time. Her whole attitude was different then it used to be. The night before a test, she used to be an emotional disaster even if she was confident that she knew every minutia of detail the professor could possibly ask her. Now, she strolled into exams determined to due her best, but confident that the result didn’t matter. What had changed, she realized, was that there was more to her life now then the tests themselves. She used to define her self worth as a number—a number calculated by the number of questions she got right on an exam divided by the total number of questions asked. Now she knew she was worth more then just her grade on her last exam. She was a coach, a daughter, a best friend. She had a network of other human beings who would accept her no matter if she was at the top of her class, which she was, or near the very bottom. She studied now because she wanted to be a good veterinarian. Grades were nearly irrelevant.

			The one thing Renee was not doing well on, she thought with a sigh, was being more social with her class mates. She had been sincere when she told Max, in the context of counseling, that she wanted to be better aquatinted with her classmates as a graduate student than she had as an undergrad. However, once the semester was started and she had become integrated into the lives of Sarah, the Franklins, the Holsteads, and a good percentage of the teens at St. Jude’s, she just didn’t feel the urgency to make new friends. It wouldn’t have been fair to say Renee had not tried. She had gone to a party at the beginning of the year. It was a Thursday, not yet time to rush home to Hectortown. She soon realized that, after 4 years of socializing with only one person, she no longer knew had to act at parties. She kept her back to the wall, nursed one non-alcoholic beer, and smiled politely at everyone passing by for two hours before going back to her apartment to go to sleep. Since then, she had found a few other female students to study and exercise with. She had her regular date to eat with John after mass on Wednesday afternoons. But, largely, her evenings were spent at the gym alone or with text books. Her only real regret was that she didn’t know more of her classmates. There seemed to be many she thought she would have liked if they had gotten better aquatinted. Now, nearly through their first semester, most of the other students had already established their social patterns and were not looking to assimilate her.

			Of the many classmates Renee wished she could have gotten to know better, the young man in front of her now was not one of them. Renee remembered the one time, early on in the semester he had sat next to her and gave an annoying running commentary on the lecture until she thought about hitting him with her note book. Fortunately, she was able to quiet him through more peaceful means. He was a good deal taller then her, about five ten, with dark brown hair styled in a way to make it appear as thought the wind had just perfectly mussed it up. She was pretty sure his name was Chris. He sat down on the couch across from her without any introduction and started speaking.

			“You know, we have a bet going about you,” he said confidently. Renee looked up and cocked her head to one side.

			“And who exactly is ‘we’,” she said, attempting to appear disinterested.

			“Some of the other guys in the class,” Chris answered back smoothly. Renee thought this over. She didn’t want to engage in any conversation with this man, least of all one involving a bet about her. However, she couldn’t figure out how to get him to leave.

			“What is it about my life you find intriguing enough to bet about?” she asked evenly, closing her text book and putting it on the table.

			“Where you go when you disappear,” Chris answered, smiling at her over his cup of coffee. He took a sip.

			“Disappear?” Renee asked plainly.

			“You know, where you go every weekend.”

			“And what are the theories so far?” Renee asked phlegmatically.

			“Well, the first theory is that you have a secret family stashed somewhere,” Chris posited.

			“A secret family,” Renee repeated calmly.

			“You know, a kid. Maybe a husband or a boyfriend too.” Renee said nothing. In fact, she appeared emotionless. Chris continued. “Our next idea was that maybe you have some sort of job you don’t want anyone to know about.”

			“And what kind of job would that be?” Renee asked trying not to let her voice reflect how nervous she had suddenly become. She knew very well what he was talking about but could not believe someone would be so frank as to blurt something like this out in public. There’s no way he could know, right?

			“You know,” Chris hesitated. This had all been much funnier the previous Friday over a couple of beers at the local sports bar with some of his friends around. Now, in the light of day, over coffee, and with his only audience being the object of the wager, he was losing steam. “Maybe you’re a hit man for the mob,” he conjectured quickly, as if that was what he had meant all along.

			“A hit man,” Renee repeated dryly.

			“Or a waitress… at a topless bar… or something.” Renee, knowing if she said anything more then a few words, would be betrayed by her tone of voice to be terrified at the direction of this discussion, measured her words carefully.

			“And, what do you think?” she said, focusing the spotlight back on her attacker. Chris was beginning to look a bit tense himself.

			“Well, it’s possible you have a kid,” he said, collecting himself. “But, you look far too pretty for that. Not nearly old and haggard enough to be a mother. You could be a stripper. You have the body for it, don’t get me wrong. But, you just don’t seem like that much fun.” Chris knew at this point, he was just digging himself deeper and deeper into a hole. The only problem was, he was not quite sure how to get himself out of it. He started muttering on again compulsively. “My theory is that you’re just an unsociable prude.” Renee thought this over carefully. She didn’t think that smacking this man seemed completely out of order. However, that may just fuel his curiosity more and give him the impression that she was being defensive, which she was, because he had hit upon a kernel of truth. She tried to figure out what would possess someone to make such incomprehensibly insulting statements to a near stranger. It was bizarre. It seemed as though he were daring her to prove she wasn’t really that straight laced, that she did know how to have fun. She had no desire to oblige him. As she looked at him, stretching his arms out across the sofa he was occupying as if he owned it, intruding on her hang out, she realized he was motivated by getting a reaction from people—laughter preferably, but disgust nearly as good. He didn’t seem to care if she loved or hated him, as long as she paid attention. She reasoned that the worst punishment she could dish out was to show him that he was right all along, that she was just a prude. In fact, she was far more prudish then even he had imagined and playing these games with her was going to be entirely unrewarding. Fortunately, she realized, the truth sounded pretty boring when edited just right.

			“My secret family is a police officer, a history teacher, and their son, a Catholic priest I’ve been friends with since grade school,” she began. “And, the last man who told me I had a good body… let’s just say there was a long, serrated knife involved and it didn’t end the way he wanted it to.” Chris mulled this over.

			“So, you’re available?” he asked. Renee’s eyes narrowed into slits.

			“What?” she asked, finally losing her cool.

			“You’re not dating anyone,” Chris clarified.

			“Are you asking me out?” Renee shouted indignantly. Chris shrugged.

			“Why should I miss this opportunity?” Chris said. “I mean, I already embarrassed myself. Might as well get something out of it.”

			“Charming,” Renee said sarcastically. She looked at her watch. It was a quarter to twelve. “Look, I would love to stay here with you and discuss further your fantasies about my private life, but I have somewhere to be.”

			“You don’t have to make excuses if you just want to walk away,” Chris challenged.

			“Actually,” Renee put her text book into her back pack and stood up. “I do have someplace to be. You can come along if you don’t believe me.”

			“Maybe I will,” Chris said, standing up as well.

			“Fine.”

			“Fine.”
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			Eleanor Franklin watched as her husband walked down the front hall and stood tip-toe near the window, his cheek nearly pressed against the glass as he sought some unknown being off to an extreme angle down the street in front of their house. It was the fifth time he had done this in the past hour. His behavior all evening had been very odd. Earlier, right after dinner, she thought he had disappeared down to his workshop in the basement. However, when she went there to do laundry, she didn’t find him. It was only later when she took the laundry, now dry, upstairs to their bedroom to fold that she found him sitting in a chair near the window ostensibly reading a knitting magazine. Embarrassed, he made some excuse about having been very tired from not sleeping well the past few nights.

			“Jack Franklin,” Eleanor finally called to him sternly. “What in heaven’s name are you doing?” Jack looked startled and walked back down the hallway toward the kitchen where his wife sat.

			“What do you mean?” he asked coyly.

			“You’ve been staring out the window all night,” she commented. “You know, Santa doesn’t come for another two weeks now. And he absolutely won’t come if you keep watching.”

			“What’s that suppose to mean?” Jack asked, confused.

			“That you’re acting like a six year old,” Eleanor said accusingly. “What on earth are you so concerned with in our front yard?”

			“There’s been a crime wave in the area,” Jack posited. “You just can’t be too careful.”

			“Well, if you have that little trust in your fellow officers, maybe you should start working Thursday nights again,” Eleanor challenged. Jack stood silently staring at her, as if he had been spotted by a predator and hoped that by freezing motionless in place his camouflage would blend perfectly into the environment, hiding him again. It was to no avail. Jack had been married to his wife for thirty one years and could tell when her mind had started crunching through a problem. She had caught his scent and was going to track down his activities.

			Jack had worked Tuesday and Thursday nights over the summer. It seemed odd to Eleanor at the time that someone with so much seniority in the department would have to start working so many evening shifts so suddenly. She didn’t mind so much him being out of the house. She had accepted that as part of his duties when she married him as a young woman. It was having him in the house during the day that was so disruptive. Eleanor worked from home. She knew it was a vital job, essential to helping health care workers communicate with one another for the common good of their patients. However, the secret she kept for over twenty years now was that she hated it. It was good, clean, decent work of which she could be proud. It paid well. However, as an academic, she had been trained for many years and with much effort, to create new thoughts—to discover, to cogitate, to put the world in a new light… and then to teach all of those new thoughts to others. Instead, now, she was merely writing down the thoughts of others for eight hours a day. And, when she was done, she could not teach or discuss these ideas with any one. Because of medical privacy laws, she knew everything she heard and typed was in the strictest confidence.

			The only way Eleanor was able to do this job day after day, year after year, was to adhere to a strict routine. No one knew or cared when she woke up in the morning or what she was wearing when she listened to hour after hour of digitally recorded doctors’ voices and turned them into files of text. But, she did care. By keeping a tight schedule for herself and dressing neatly for work, as though the toaster, the fridge, the microwave and the tea pot were her coworkers and the kitchen was her office, she was able to stay motivated. Any small disruption allowed her time to bemoan how she wished she had not been too intimidated to take her last teaching offer when Max was ten and seemed stable enough not to have her at home all day.

			Jack Franklin was by no means a small disruption. She loved him dearly. But, she was unused to, at this point in their lives together, his scruffy, unshaven morning kisses, his uncoordinated, half asleep morning footsteps. She was usually sound asleep for his concert of wake-up sounds, a cacophony of groans and sighs issued forth as he stretched his tired, protesting muscles and his body tried to deny that he had already started the journey down the road to being an old man.

			Now, almost by accident, Eleanor was connecting for the first time Jack’s presence all those mornings and his strange behavior this evening. He was keeping watch for something. He was on a vigil. What was common about all these nights? What was happening tonight? There was bingo at the church. But, he couldn’t care about that; he was here. There was a high school reunion at the public school gym. Neither they nor their son had gone to that school. That’s not it. The St. Jude’s boy’s basketball team had a game tonight. It was their fifth of the season, an away game. Their bus should be on its way down their street on the way to the high school any moment. Eleanor felt as her brain was beginning to make progress, like tires slipping in the snow that suddenly have traction again. Max would be on that bus. Renee was helping with the team now, too. Max and Renee will be on the bus, she thought, her face suddenly lighting up with recognition. Just like Max and Renee were together at the church every Tuesday and Thursday over the summer. But, why is he concerned about that? What does he know, and how?

			“My word, Jack,” she asked indignantly. “Are you spying on your son?”

			“No, of course not,” Jack shot back automatically. “Not, spying. Maybe… watching out for.”

			“For his safety… or the safety of all those adolescent boy’s in his care?” Eleanor asked pointedly, knowing it was neither but hoping the absurdity and shameful nature of what she was suggesting would shock her husband into unwittingly reveal his true, slightly less scandalous intentions.

			“His safety, of course,” Jack said with a look of disgust on his face as though he had just swallowed spoiled milk. “I didn’t raise my son to… to take advantage of little boys.”

			“No, you didn’t,” Eleanor agreed. “Nor grown up girls.” Jack looked back at his wife in embarrassed panic and then rubbed his eyes and his face with his left hand as though he wanted to burrow into it for cover. He was prey, and he had been discovered. His wife’s hawk like eyes had finally seen through this charade.

			“Eleanor…” he protested in defense.

			“What?” she asked pointedly. “You said you were going to give him another chance. So, when he doesn’t disappoint you out in the open, you have to go looking for trouble? How could you spy on him?”

			“I wasn’t spying on him,” Jack revealed. “I was just trying to look out for Renee.”

			“Why, Jack?” Eleanor asked plainly. “She’s nearly twenty three and survived for four years without you. What on earth are you afraid he’ll do to her?”

			“Hurt her feelings,” Jack answered simply.

			“Hurt her feelings?” Eleanor repeated, dubious.

			“Yes,” Jack answered sheepishly. He had kept the secret from his wife about the photo—about the little girl’s dream that some day she would marry their awkward, ridiculous son who had made all of that impossible by his choice of profession. He had kept all of that from his wife to protect her. He did not want to get tricked into revealing it now. He spoke vaguely. “You know how close they were growing up,” Jack began. “She followed him every where and treated him like a hero and wanted to be just like him. But, she can’t follow him everywhere now. It’s not like before. It’s not a world she’s allowed in. I don’t want to see her get hurt.”

			Eleanor stared at her husband, trying to see past his now tender, sympathetic expression. His voiced seemed so genuine, but Eleanor was not fooled. You’re trying to catch them, aren’t you? she asked him silently with her eyes. You’re trying to catch them sleeping together. I don’t know how, but you figured it out. So, you catch them. Well, what then? There is no glory in catching the villain when he’s your son… and no villain, but a man in love. There is no reward for exposing that. Just shame for your whole family. Shame for the little girl you say you are trying to protect. Have you thought that through? Eleanor did not blame her husband for his fears, fears which she shared. But, seeking out proof could only lead to disaster. She knew she could not convince him to follow her model—to look the other way, to forgive and forgive and forgive, and once in a while, to route them on for finding one moment of happiness in a world that demanded so much sacrifice.

			“I’ll keep an eye on it,” Eleanor assured him. “I talk to Renee a few times a week. I’ll keep an eye on it. But, you need to knock off this spying. Okay?” She gave her a husband a look which told him he had no choice but to relent. He sighed, resigned.

			“Okay.”

			Renee trudged up the steep stairs of the bus and sat in the empty seat behind Max. It was mid-December and for the past five weeks, she spent either Friday or Saturday night at away basketball games with St. Jude’s men’s team. After games, on the bus ride home, she and Max would review each player’s performance and develop new strategies for the remainder of the season. It was one of the highlights of her week. But, today was Thursday and Renee was exhausted. She normally wouldn’t have come home for a Thursday game, but this one was against Eisenhower High school, the previous year’s regional champions. So, despite having stayed up most of the previous night to study, Renee sped home after an immunology exam to get on an old school bus to attend the game with the team. She cheered with the rest of the crowd, running up and down the side line to give them support, but now she was quickly fading. Max turned around in his seat to talk to her.

			“You okay, Bird?” he asked, concerned. “You’re looking a little spent.”

			“I was up pretty late last night studying,” she explained. “You think we could go over the stats tomorrow?” He smiled at her reassuringly.

			“Yeah, no hurry,” he said pleasantly. “We don’t have another game until next Tuesday. Just call me at the rectory and we’ll set up a time.”

			“Thanks,” she said, and sank into her seat

			Max turned forward in his seat as the bus filled up with players. He counted them each as they went by to make sure his charges were all on the bus, gave the driver permission to leave, and looked out the window. He was sad not to have Renee sitting next to him. Hearing her laugh in the dark, seeing the dim light from the bus dash board twinkle in her eyes was the best part of his week. He looked forward to it like a little kid waiting for Christmas. His favorite part of the whole thing was that he got to sit with her in front of a bus full of people and no one could say anything about it. He was allowed to be friends with Renee now. He was encouraged to talk to her about the team they coached together. No one could stop him. For the first time since he was seventeen years old, there was no conflict between what he wanted and what he knew he had to do. He could truly have both. But, she was clearly exhausted. She deserved a rest. He could meet with her at the coffee house the next day, and they could talk then. The thought delighted him.

			Behind him, Renee leaned heavily back into the seat, her body and mind exhausted. As she put on the head phones of her tape player, she could see Max’s reflection in the window in front of her. He was trying hard to hide the fact that he was disappointed that she was not sitting next to him. He was putting up a good fight. But, she knew him too well to not see that he missed her, despite her being two feet away. She missed him too. She wanted to rest her head on his shoulder and fall asleep like she did watching movies on his parents’ couch as a child. In her entire life, there was no place she ever felt safer then sitting next to him on a couch or lying next to him in a tent in his parents’ backyard. She wished she could be both asleep alone in this seat and yet next to him. Oh, well, she thought sleepily. Close enough. She leaned her head against the school bus window, trying to find a comfortable position to fall asleep in. The ear piece jabbed into her ear. Taking it out, she had an idea. As the darkened bus bumped and rumbled down the road, she handed the ear piece between the window and the seat back in front of her. It took Max a moment to realize it was there. Finally seeing it, he put it in his ear.

			Max had been thinking about how he was going to spend the remainder of his evening in the rectory. There was a homily he was working on for Sunday that required some polishing. That would take a few hours. He was just debating with himself whether he should open with a passage from scripture or a humorous anecdote when he noticed a small hand next to his head holding an ear piece from a tape player. Curious, he put the ear piece in his ear. What filled his head was the saddest music he had ever heard in his life. It was beautiful and tragic and seemed to contain the sort of hope that is destined never to be answered. After the first mournful song came another and another. One after another, the singers poured out all the agony and heart break of their lives. Many of the songs were familiar to Max. At least half of them he had sung himself at Jake’s in front of a packed crowd of swooning college aged girls, as Tony got more and more inebriated on the fruits of Max’s labor.

			Max played these songs after he had abandoned Renee and she chased him away. He played them to her when she wasn’t there to hear—his heart apologizing to the woman who would not let his mouth apologize for what he had done. He played, not because he wanted his girlfriend back, but because he wanted to redeem the friendship that had meant so much to him since he was eleven, the partnership of two souls that no vow of celibacy could make forbidden. It was a partnership without bodies he thought could never die and could never be forsaken. And yet, he had forsaken it, he had destroyed it by grasping for more then he was allowed. Sitting on a bar stool at Jake’s with his guitar in his lap, he had hoped in vain that her heart would hear him and forgive him. He had kept playing these songs in 1997, even after the body sitting behind him had become the hideous forked tongued calico monster that chased him away a second time. Even though at the time he thought that that was not the soul he knew so well, he played to the memory of that soul. Then he killed her in his memory so he could mourn her loss once and for all and move on with his shabby existence. With her dead, the songs gradually lost meaning. In the fall of 1998, he had stopped playing them all together. His first semester in the seminary, when he woke up on the cold stone floor of St. Rocco’s chapel and decided once and for all that God and Renee were dead, and he would never find either of them again, the songs no longer had a purpose for him. Now they were coming back to him like the answer to a prayer. Now they were coming back to him as if to say I do forgive you. Come back to me. Come back to me.

			The hope did come true. But, these songs didn’t mean that to Renee, Max reasoned. They were just very nice songs that millions of people their age probably liked as well. Renee did not come back because of his singing. Renee came back to him because of a bullet—a bullet in the head of a very bad man. Max, like Renee, prayed nightly that all the good that had happened since his death in some way would mitigate the final disposition of Dr. Henry Alfred. They both struggled now to not think of this death as a miracle. This was the reality Max knew to be true. Yet, now he was tempted to let himself believe this small fantasy—that his songs had reached her. It doesn’t matter, he thought. I might as well believe it. Because, this much was not his imagination—Renee was back, just a few feet away. She did forgive him. She did love him. And that, he knew, was all he would ever need to be happy.

			As the first song on the tape ended and the second song began, Renee had a sinking feeling in her stomach. This was not the tape she thought was in her tape player when she grabbed it on her way out of her apartment earlier that day. It was a mix tape she had made when she was in college, in the fall of 1998. She knew every song on the tape by heart. They were songs that gave her hope that someone else in the world had felt as hurt as she felt. They were songs that gave her hope that in her despair, she was not alone. Maybe someone else knew what it was like to mourn like she mourned. Maybe even Max sometimes felt as much guilt, shame, and loss for what they had thrown away. The singers on this tape certainly sounded like they knew what she was going through. They spoke of great romances that had been snatched away by fate or thrown away by their own stupidity. It wasn’t exactly her story because it wasn’t really romance that Renee missed. It wasn’t romance she wanted back. But, dreadfully few song writers choose to write about losing their best friend. She had every right to live her life by this sound track, to choose these tunes as the anthem of her despair. Love is still love, she told herself, even if it isn’t love.

			Now, she was back on a bus to Hectortown two feet from the best friend she thought she had lost. Now, her heart was healed and needed an anthem of unity and triumph. Now she had no business listening to these songs. And neither does he. Renee was nervous. She wanted to take the ear piece back from Max. Yet, she knew that that would only suggest that this was anything more then just a collection of notes she thought sounded nice together. Her best bet was to pretend there was nothing important there, that these were just popular songs silly little girls liked to listen to. Let him think this is just what silly girls listen to, she thought. He’ll never know it’s anything more then that.
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			Renee entered the gym quietly and stood near the double doors until she got Max’s attention. It had been a week and a half since their last away game and Renee had been spending every night since studying for finals. Max hadn’t heard a word from her since she excused herself unusually early from last Sunday’s brunch to rush back to Henderson and her books. Today was her last exam for the semester and she looked exhausted. Yet, she did not look relieved. She did not smile at him nor join him on the side lines near the other players. She merely tilted her head to one side urgently. Max could tell from the serious look on her face that something was wrong. He knew she wouldn’t have interrupted him at practice this way unless it was something serious.

			 “All right, guys,” Max shouted. “I want you to play two on two drills. I’ll be right back.” He jogged over to where Renee was standing, and they went through the double doors into the gym lobby.

			“What’s up?” he asked.

			“Max, there’s no easy way to say this,” she said, looking around to make sure no one was within ear shot. “I was on my way home from the coffee shop at the arcade this afternoon and saw a group of teenagers smoking pot outside in the alley between Elm and Oak streets. David Mitage was with them.” Max took in a deep breath. David, their point guard, was one of the best players on they’re team. His performance had seemed to decline recently, but Max had attributed this to his preoccupation with his parents’ recent divorce. He would have just as well kept believing that as long as he could.

			“Are you sure he was involved?” he asked. Renee looked at him apologetically.

			“Max, he’s... involved. I didn’t stick around long, but they were talking about going back to another friend’s house to do lines.”

			“Lines?”

			“Cocaine, Max,” she explained.

			“You didn’t see him do this?”

			“No.”

			“Are you sure he was there?” She nodded reluctantly. “Well, what do you think we should do?”

			“Max, he’ll get in a lot less trouble if we can convince him to come forward and ask for help then if we just let him get caught,” Renee argued. Max looked through the small window in the door to the gym, pensive. He was obviously uncomfortable with the topic.

			“You’re sure it was just marijuana?” he asked.

			“No, I didn’t say that,” Renee clarified. “I said I was only sure about the marijuana.” Max furrowed his brow.

			“Renee, maybe we shouldn’t be making a big deal about this,” he pleaded. “I mean, even Jen smoked a few times when you weren’t around.”

			“I know she did,” Renee conceded. “And she had parties at her house with ecstasy and alcohol, more then once, and ended up fine. I tried ecstasy once, and I nearly died. You never know what you’re getting when you take drugs. You never know which time is going to be one time to many. I’m not willing to take those kinds of chances with his life, Max. If it were just illegal, I’d be willing to look the other way. But, it’s not. It’s also dangerous.” Max sighed. He knew she was right.

			“So, what do you think I should say to him?” he asked.

			“I don’t know,” Renee admitted. “You’re the one who’s so good with words. But, the most important thing is for him to understand you care about him, he needs help, and you aren’t going to take no for an answer.”

			“You think that will work?” Max asked. Renee shrugged.

			“It might,” she said. “It’s how Tiffany got me to take the drugs in the first place.” Max nodded. “You want me to stay with you?” she offered.

			“No,” Max said, withdrawn. “This is something I have to do myself. Could you tell my parents I’m going to be late for dinner?” Renee nodded.

			“Absolutely,” she said quietly as he opened the door. “Good luck.” Max looked back at her as he was about to enter the gym and sighed. I’m going to need it.

			An hour later, Max released the boys to the locker room. He called to David to come to the office. When they got to the church office, just across the school’s lobby from the doors of the gym, Max was sitting behind the large wooden desk.

			“Please take a seat,” Max said calmly trying not to fidget. The seventeen-year-old student sat down, his eyes slowly perusing the room. “How have things been going for you, lately, David?” Max asked.

			“Fine, I guess, father,” the teenager said flatly.

			“I understand you’ve been having a rough time at home,” Max continued.

			“Well, nah. It’s actually been a little better since dad left,” he said flippantly. “There’s been a lot less yelling, I mean.” Max nodded his understanding.

			“I see. Still, you must miss him.” David shrugged. This is going nowhere, Max thought. He was going to have to plunge in with both feet.

			“Do you trust me, David?” Max asked finally.

			“What do you mean, Father Max?” the teen asked. “Of course, I trust you.”

			“David, I know about the drugs,” Max said plainly. As awkward as it was, he was relieved to finally expel this thought into the open air. It hung there between the two young men menacingly. David sat mostly still, clenching his jaw and then releasing it, considering how to react.

			“I don’t know what you’re talking about, Father,” he said firmly. “I don’t use drugs.”

			“Please, David,” Max said. “I want to help you. I don’t think you realize how much trouble you could be in. Please don’t make things worse by lying to me.” David looked at the desk, then the floor, then his skinny knees, finally his hands, which he was wringing in his lap as his eyes retreated away from Max’s gaze.

			“I don’t,” he protested, even as tears were starting to well up in his eyes. “I don’t.” His voice was beginning to shake. Max’s heart sank in sympathy.

			“How did it start?” he asked gently. David began sniffling. He started to speak several times but then stopped himself, as if unsure that such an unbridled confession was warranted. He stared at Max searching for any enemy to strike out against but saw only compassion. Finally, he relented.

			“I just didn’t want to be around the yelling anymore,” he said, still staring into his lap. “I just didn’t want to be around it. And, I found a way to make it easier to ignore. But, after a while, dad left, and there was no more yelling. But by that time, I couldn’t feel normal anymore without it.” He shook his head and slowly looked up at Max.

			“How did you find out?” David asked.

			“It doesn’t matter,” Max said softly. “What matters is it’s over.”

			“Please, don’t hate me.” Max knit his brow and looked back seriously at the young man.

			“Why would you think I’d hate you?” he asked. “David, I care about you. I care about all my players. All I want to do is see you get help.”

			“So, what do we do now?” David asked, still sniffling. Max handed him a box of tissues.

			“Why don’t we call your mom,” he offered. “I’ll help you talk to her. Then we’ll figure out how we’re going to help you quit.”

			“I already tried,” David said desperately. “I’ve tried quitting a few times. I can’t.”

			“Well then,” Max said calmly. “Tomorrow you and your mom and I will talk to the school counselor. She’ll know how to get you into a good program. We’re going to lick this thing, David. We’re a team. We’re going to all help you through it.” David nodded as he nervously crumpled the tissue in his hand. “Now, why don’t you go take a shower and I’ll call your mom. I’ll meet you back here.” David stood up reluctantly and left the office. Max, left alone, opened the top drawer of his desk and took out the telephone roster for the basketball team. He picked up the phone and dialed.

			“Mrs. Mitage. It’s Father Franklin at St. Jude’s... Yes, Merry Christmas to you, too, ma’am. Listen, Mrs. Mitage, I’m here with David... yes, ma’am. He’s fine. But, there is something pretty serious he needs to talk to you about, and we were hoping maybe the three of us could get together and talk.... Yes, right now would be great.... okay, ma’am. I’ll see you in a few minutes.” Max hung up the phone, already weary, and knowing he was not even half way through the storm.
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			Eleanor put her grocery bags on the counter, followed closely by Renee. The girl had been home for almost a week now. With no classes to go back to for almost a month, she had been underfoot at the Franklin household almost continuously since the night Max had sent her over to announce that he might miss dinner because of an important unscheduled meeting with one of his players and his mother. For the most part, Renee had been occupied helping Eleanor and Jack decorate for the holiday. They didn’t know she had gone four years with virtually no acknowledgment of Christmas other then one charitable feeding of an overworked doctor and one sacrilegious dancing costume. Had they known this, it would have explained for them her compulsive need to put tinsel, spray snow, or a garland on every conceivable surface in their house. They began to fear standing still too long in her presence lest she decorate them. She was like an elf on amphetamines. Finally, Christmas eve had arrived and they figured even she would have to be satisfied with the decorations she already had up. To their dismay, she arrived on their door step at 9:00 am with another string of lights in hand. To get her out of the house, Eleanor took her grocery shopping for a few last minute items.

			Renee started emptying the grocery bags while Eleanor put the contents away in the correct cabinets. Eleanor had been planning on buying only the food for Christmas dinner. However, when Renee noticed she was not buying any eggs to make gingerbread, it was the first time the goofy smile left Renee’s lips in a week. Christmas without Gingerbread? she said. What kind of Christmas is that? Eleanor thought she might start bawling right in the store. She didn’t have the heart to tell Renee she hadn’t made gingerbread since 1996. She bought the two dozen eggs and pound of flour and called the issue closed.

			As they put groceries away, the two women heard loud cracking in the yard outside. Eleanor looked out the window and saw her son chopping firewood in the back yard. Max had mentioned to her his intention to chop enough wood for their traditional Christmas eve fire. Jack had slipped on some ice chasing down a robbery suspect two weeks prior and now had several bulging disks in his back. Although his doctor had strictly forbidden him to use an ax for another few months, neither Max nor Eleanor thought that advice alone was going to stop Jack. Father Neman, elated that his sister was in town to visit him for the holidays, was willing to dispense with his new charge for an hour or two so he could help out his own family. Very soon, Max would have to go back to the rectory to get ready for Vigil Mass. However, for the moment, her daughter in the kitchen helping with groceries, her son cutting firewood in the back yard, Eleanor felt like she was in a scene from a Norman Rockwell painting.

			Eleanor put water on to boil to make a pot of hot chocolate. Renee was still fairly hopeless in kitchens. Eleanor feared if Renee “helped” anymore, she would never find the ingredients for Christmas dinner in time to cook them for New Years. She handed Renee two cups and shooed her out of the kitchen. Renee stepped out onto the back porch with the hot chocolate.

			“Max, time for a break,” she called to him.

			“Just a second,” he called back, lining up a log to split. Renee stomped her feet. She hadn’t taken off her coat, but her hands and feet were getting frigid and inflexible in the late December snow.

			“Your hot chocolate is going to get cold,” she emphasized, her voice sing song.

			“Oka-aay,” he said playfully. He split another log.

			“I’m going to drink it myse-elf,” she sang on.

			“Don’t you da-are,” he sang back. Finally, Renee put the two cups down on the railing of the porch and balled up some snow between her naked hands. She aimed carefully and whipped it with all her strength at the back of Max’s neck. He straightened his back in a slow and deliberate manner.

			“Oh, I know you didn’t just...” he began, but was interrupted by two more snow balls in quick succession hitting him on the back. Max spun around, a huge, crazed smile on his face. He leapt across the yard, over the foot high snow, grabbing handfuls of snow and tossing them at her as he went. Renee yelped and ran into the house, running straight through the kitchen, through the front hall, and out the front door. Max was quickly catching up to her as he stomped through the house. Eleanor, who had finished putting away her groceries and began washing and wrapping sweet potatoes for the next day, heard several more screams and yelps. Out her kitchen window, she saw Renee run through the back gate of the yard, wade through the snow, and come in the back door. When she got there, she locked the door behind her and collapsed on the floor, still holding onto the doorknob. She had crystals of ice sticking to the tips of her hair, and one of her knees had a small scrape.

			“What happened to Max?” Eleanor asked after a few seconds.

			“Back... gate... locked it,” Renee made out between breaths. Between running in the cold winter air, and laughing, she was breathing too hard to speak in full sentences.

			“That’s my girl,” Eleanor said proudly, helping Renee up. “Now, go clean your self up, silly girl.” Renee, still laughing, trudged upstairs to wash up in the bathroom. Within seconds of her clearing the upper landing, Max walked in the front door. Eleanor immediately called him into the kitchen. He was panting and had a very silly smile on his face. He was like a carefree thirteen-year-old with a graduate degree in theology and a full beard.

			“Yes, mom?” he asked, his blue eyes twinkling in the midday sun.

			“You forgot your hot chocolate outside, sweetheart,” she said gently.

			“Yes, mom,” he said, walking to the back door and reaching out to grab the two cups Renee had put there minutes earlier.

			“You may want to warm them back up in the microwave,” Eleanor suggested. Max put the two cups dutifully in the microwave and programmed it for a minute. He leaned against the counter. Then, he walked over to his mother and hugged her firmly. His hug was solid and strong, and Eleanor realized how much weight and strength he had gained since the summer. She smiled over his shoulder, his long curls tickling her nose.

			“I’m glad she’s back,” Eleanor said, finally. She had wanted to say it for the past six months, but was afraid somehow she would jinx herself, and Renee would disappear again. Now she was certain—Renee wasn’t leaving them. Not again.

			“I’m glad she’s back too, mom,” he confessed. “More than you could ever know.”

			Three hours later, Jack Franklin was sitting on a firm wooden church pew hoping that pain killers would kick in soon. Pay attention to the homily, he thought. It will take your mind off the pain. As Father Neman began to speak, he watched his son sitting on the alter listening. He had been trying, after his chastisement by his wife, to not spy on Max. Observe, not spy, he corrected himself in his head. It had proved a difficult habit to break. Eventually, knowing he could not stop completely, he tried to study a different aspect of the suspect. Son, he reminded himself. Not a suspect. Jack tried to see Max as other people in the community saw him instead of seeing only what he was looking for. He tried to look actively for virtue instead of convincing himself he had seen what he only had feared. Slowly, he began to understand why the rest of the community was becoming so fond of their new intern. After all, he was charismatic, he was athletic, he was hard working, and good with an axe. Not only that, but he had turned in that Mitage kid, not giving him any special treatment just because he was a star athlete. My son, Jack thought with pride, laying down the law like his old man. A chip off the old block. Not a bad start, kid. Not bad. He was going to try again to give his son the benefit of the doubt. It would be his Christmas present, his new years resolution. I’m going to give you a second chance, Jack thought smiling at Max. Only this time, I really mean it.

			Renee was sitting in the third row of St. Jude’s Church next to Eleanor and Jack. Max sat on the alter next to Father Neman, the two both dressed in the finest vestments of the season. Renee listened attentively through the first and second reading, and then the Gospel. Then father Neman walked up to the lectern.

			“Many years ago, in the small town of Upaloopaville,” he began. Renee very quietly and with as little movement possible, reached into her coat pocket and pulled out several folded sheets of paper.

			“And the man loved his donkeys very much,” the older priest continued. Renee looked up at Max and saw him looking down at her. After just a few seconds of eye contact, he made a barely perceptible smile and looked away. Renee read on. It was Max’s homily. Father Neman had told him in November that he could read it at the Christmas Vigil mass, knowing this was the one the Franklin family attended year after year. Max started working on it that very same day. He researched and polished, rewriting and rewriting. He practiced reading it aloud into a tape player, in the shower, in front of a mirror. He considered it his most important assignment since he enrolled in the seminary in 1996. He knew how, out of all days of the year, Renee thought this homily should be the best one. It had to be perfect.

			“So, when the donkey finally grew wings....” But, with four days to go until Christmas vigil mass, Father Neman found out his sister from Detroit, whom he had not seen in years, was coming to see him Christmas eve. He dug through his files for unused homilies from previous years and told Max he was off the hook. In previous years, Max realized, he would not have reacted well to this news. The cold, empty eyed young man who stared back at him from his early seminary pictures would have flown into a rage about the obvious superiority of his own writing and the insult it was not only to him, but to the whole parish, that he did not get to share it. Now, he realized the pointlessness of even seeing it as a setback. The news of Emma Neman’s visit was an event to be celebrated. Father Neman’s sister loved him too, and she should get to hear him in church on the second most important day of the religious calendar. There was some wisdom in St. Paul’s words to the Corinthians, Max reflected as he watched Renee reading his words. Paul may have over valued celibacy and undervalued marriage, but his over all messages was still essentially right. Married, single, celibate, friends, siblings, lovers, spouses, it didn’t matter. Love is still love, Max thought. Even when it isn’t love. Love is always love. Love is patient. Love is kind. Love is not quick to anger. Love never fails. Max finally felt like he truly understood what that meant. Renee was kind to him when he was terrible to her. She was patient when he was confused. She refused to give up on him. Her love had bought him a second chance and her life had taught him how to live it. He could never be angry again—not about Father Neman’s sister showing him love by visiting him, not about anything. Not anymore.

			As far as his own homily was concerned, Max had a better idea for how he would deliver it. Without a moment’s hesitation, Max went to the twenty four hour office store in town and had his own homily printed on expensive resume paper. This is even better then getting to read it, he thought, beaming. I couldn’t have planned things better if I tried, he thought, wrapping it up with thick ribbon. He presented it to Renee a few hours ago as an early Christmas present.

			“So, the man held on to the donkey’s tail for dear life,” the old priest continued. And that was what Renee was reading now. Max’s Christmas Homily. Renee, sitting in the pew shoulder to shoulder with other parishioners like olives in a jar, was nevertheless in her own world. She tried not to let herself believe that Max had written this just for her. He had written it for the parishioners of St. Jude’s parish. He had written it to honor his Lord and Savior. And, through an unusual set of circumstances, she would be the only one who would ever get to enjoy it. What a pity, she thought to herself as she read it. It was incredible. The things he said about love... the things he said about life and human beings’ place in the world... Renee couldn’t fathom how a person so young could possibly have the wisdom and understanding to write such a thing. His words made her heart ache.

			As they stood for the Liturgy of the Eucharist, Renee carefully folded up the thick sheets of paper and put them back in her pocket. Months ago, she made peace with the idea that coming back to Hectortown was unequivocally the best decision she could have made regarding her life. Now, she realized, she was even at peace with everything she had done or been made to endure in Brighton as well. No longer did she regret Max’s decision to go to St. Andrews. She was able to regard it as the best decision for both of them. For, he had learned so much while he was away at the seminary about their Eternal Creator. They both had learned so much about life and grace and hope and everything which they could endure. He could not have learned that with her, nor she with him. They had to grow apart to grow separately. It had been worth it. The intelligent and well meaning boy she had chased away had become a brilliant and inspired young man, a man who would illuminate the world with his thoughts, words, and actions. And how blessed am I, she thought staring at him in awe, to be the first student of someone so wise? How blessed am I to be special in the eyes of someone who understands God’s plan or to be loved by someone who can describe this plan so articulately? She would suffer another four hundred years at Brighton alone if it was necessary to guarantee this moment as her final reward. Her only regret now was ever having unwittingly tried to lead him off of this path—to tempt him to stay with her body. She would undo that pain for both of them if she could. But, nothing else would she regret or ever hope to change.
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			The January wind howled past the windows of the Jittery Dog as a brightly colored flier on the community bulletin board caught Renee’s attention.

			“Are you even listening to me?” Chris asked over his oversized mug of cappuccino. Since the middle of fall semester, Renee saw Chris nearly every weekday. At first, it was a friendship of convenience. Renee, being out of town nearly every weekend, was only friendly acquaintances with everyone else in her class. Chris had a bad habit of saying stupid things when he was drinking. He just never stopped saying them when he sobered up again. So, his other “friends” could only really tolerate him when they were drinking, too, leaving him alone for most of the week.

			Early on, Renee wondered if Chris decided to be a veterinarian so his patients couldn’t be offended by the things that came out of his mouth. Eventually, she found that his complete lack of charm could be paradoxically charming at times. Right now, however, with Chris in the middle of one of his monthly tirades about why he and Renee couldn’t be more than just lab partners, was not one of those times.

			“What?” Renee asked, as if coming out of a trance.

			“That’s what I thought,” Chris charged. “You’re not even listening. You’re looking right through me.”

			“I was listening. You were complaining about how I go home every weekend and didn’t go on the holiday break ski trip with all the other single people in our class, even though you know why I go home on weekends and I don’t ski,” Renee corrected. “And I wasn’t looking through you, I was looking over your head.”

			“At what?”

			“That flyer is offering class credit to go to Petra with the history department,” Renee explained.

			“What do you need class credit’s for?” Chris asked. “We don’t have any choices in what classes we take.”

			“I know, but it’s only $2500,” Renee said, her eye brows raised in amazement. “That’s really good for two weeks. They must have a special group rate.”

			“What’s your interest in...”

			“Petra?” Renee interrupted. “It’s this ancient city in Jordan. Like 200 BC ancient if I’m remembering correctly. It’s beautiful.”

			“You’ve been there?” Chris asked, no longer surprised by Renee’s revelations.

			“I used to live in Jordan,” Renee replied. “But, I was really young when I went there. All I really remember about it was my little brother convinced me to eat some dirt and I got really sick. But, even with the vomiting, it was my favorite place in Jordan.”

			“Well, that really is a ringing endorsement,” Chris said sarcastically.

			“What’s gotten into you today?” Renee asked innocently.

			“You’re never going to go out with me, are you Renee?” he asked pointedly.

			“We’re out right now,” she stated. “Where is it exactly you want to go?”

			“You know what I mean, Renee.”

			“Look, Chris, I’ve had too many surprises in my life to ever say ‘never’,” she said politely.

			“But my chances are...”

			“Of having a serious relationship with me? Roughly the same as me wearing a bathing suit out on the quad this afternoon.” Chris looked out at the piles of gray snow clogging the campus.

			“So, there is a chance?” he said, undeterred.

			 “I think I was pretty clear from the very beginning that I wasn’t looking for a relationship that left the classroom,” Renee pointed out.

			“Well, that’s what you’ve been saying in words,” Chris said, almost whining. “But, why have you been dragging me to church? Don’t you think that was a tease?”

			“I didn’t drag you. You followed me,” she said honestly. “And, since when is church a date?”

			“So, I’ve basically been wasting my time all this time?”

			“Going to church is never a waste of time if you open your heart to the words of Jesus Christ,” Renee answered pleasantly. Chris rolled his eyes. “Plus, I like to think I was spending all this time with a good friend.” Chris’s ears perked up.

			“You really think I’m a good friend?” he asked hopefully.

			“Well, you started out abysmally,” she admitted with a smile. “But, your rate of improvement has been astronomical. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I need to see a man about a trip.” She got up, donned her coat, pulled the Petra flyer off the bulletin board, and headed out into the cold January day.

			Outside the windows of Northern Hospital, the January sleet lightened up just slightly, as if to pace itself to ensure another few solid days of precipitation. Parish Intern Maxwell Franklin searched for room 203. A year ago, he would have said hospital ministry was what he dreaded most about being a future member of the clergy. Even then, he tried not to think he hated the weak, but he did find visiting them annoying. The smells, the sounds, the general hustle of hospitals made his skin crawl with the unavoidable reality of human mortality. Now, having been reawakened to the poignant beauty of the fragility of life, Max saw his time in the hospital as the area that provided him the greatest opportunity to improve himself. Either way he phrased it, this was the job that still terrified him. With most of the patients, he made a formula of a polite greeting, a few prayers, communion, and a quiet good-bye. He was getting more accustomed to that on every visit. The pediatric ward still gave him the biggest challenge. On the pediatric ward, many of the patients he visited had not had first communion. His responsibility was described as “visiting” with the patients and their parents. There was no script. He had to rely on instinct. He had to make spontaneous conversation. Conversing with children was never Max’s strong suit even when he was a child himself. He had saved this ward for last. Now, he was looking for his last patient of the day. Bedmen, Charles M 11, was all the census sheet said. An eleven year old boy, Max thought. Do I even remember what it was like to be an eleven year old boy? He knocked on the door and walked in.

			“Are you Charles Bedmen?” Max asked a pajama clad boy picking a video game cartridge out of a duffel bag.

			“Charlie,” the kid said, straightening up and hobbling over to the bed. He hopped up onto the mattress with a stiff legged movement. Could this census be right? Max wondered. The boy before him was shorter than the 8 year old with leukemia he had just visited. He seemed far too small to be eleven-years-old. And, yet, something about his face that Max could not quite place looked very old. He moved like someone in their nineties, stiff, weak, and off balance.

			“It’s the steroids, Father,” Charlie said, occupying himself by starting up his video game. His stiff, sausage like fingers, pressed the keys swiftly despite not bending at the knuckles.

			“What?” Max finally asked, realizing that as he was sorting out how to reconcile Charlie’s appearance with what his census sheet said, he hadn’t said anything in awhile.

			“Why I’m so short,” the adolescent said curtly. “I have juvenile rheumatoid arthritis. So, I’ve been taking steroids since I was four. That’s why I’m so short.”

			“Really?” Max said, trying to be polite. “I wouldn’t say you’re short at all.”

			“It’s also why I have facial hair,” he continued. That’s why he looks so weird, Max thought.

			“It’s barely noticeable,” he said, trying to be reassuring. Charlie looked away from his game long enough to give Max a suspicious glance.

			“You’re new,” he said plainly. “Don’t worry. You’re doing fine. I’ve been to a lot of hospitals and broken in a lot of priests. Trust me, it gets easier.”

			“You’ve been in hospitals a lot?” Max said, trying to make conversation.

			“Northern, County general, Brighton, Henderson....”

			“Wow,” Max said. “Well, which is your favorite?”

			“This one, I think,” Charlie said, attending to his game again.

			“You don’t like that big fancy hospital up at Brighton?” Max asked.

			“Nah. Every time there is some new experimental treatment, they drag me up there, hoping to cure me. They have cool stuff there. But, it’s a teaching hospital, so it’s full of residents.”

			“What’s wrong with residents?” Max asked.

			“They steal chocolate milk off the lunch trays,” Charlie stated. Max looked alarmed. How could some one steal chocolate milk from a sick kid? Monsters. “I can’t blame them,” Charlie continued. “Those guys don’t get much time to eat or sleep. If they don’t steal food on rounds, they might not eat for half the day. And, I’d rather have a satisfied resident who is nice to me because he feels a little guilty about taking my food then one who is grumpy from being hungry.” Max listened in amazement, as Charlie expounded on the nature of American medical care and played his video game without missing a beat.

			“I heard a rumor around the hospital last time I was at SUNY Henderson that they are going to start limiting how many hours a day the residents are allowed to work. Maybe in a few years I can have a happy resident and drink my chocolate milk myself.”

			“I’ll pray for that,” Max said. What a cool kid. “Well, Charlie, you certainly are a wealth of knowledge.”

			“I’m an expert about hospitals,” Charlie bragged. “For example, if you ever get stuck here, only eat the green gelatin.”

			“Why is that?” Max asked, becoming drawn in.

			“It’s the only one that tastes anything like what it was intended to.”

			“Not the red?” Max asked cautiously.

			“Only if the red was meant to taste like cough syrup.”

			“Well, I never liked lime,” Max said, chuckling. “Maybe I’ll just try to stay out of here all together.”

			“Suit yourself.” With that, Charlie was quiet for a while, engrossed in his game. He seemed to be giving Max permission to say good bye and run out if he wanted to. But, Max felt like he might be getting the hang of this and thought it might be good practice for him to stay, if Charlie was amenable.

			“Big baseball fan?” Max asked, waving his hand in the direction of a baseball glove shaped pillow the child had on his otherwise institutional hospital bed.

			“Oh, that,” Charlie said, looking away from his game for only a second. “My aunt gave me that and she’s a nurse here, so my mom makes me bring it every time I’m in the hospital.”

			“Do you play?” Max asked.

			“When I’m not sick,” Charlie answered plainly. “I used to play catcher, but it got too hard on my joints, so I had to switch to short stop.”

			“That’s pretty cool,” Max acknowledged. Charlie let his video game character get eaten by a winged mushroom, and the room flooded with electronic music announcing Charlie’s demise.

			“Twelve thousand. That sounds like a pretty high score,” Max said, despite knowing nothing about video games.

			“You should see me when I’m not having an acute flair. I got to 40,000 once.”

			“Maybe by the end of your stay here you can show me.”

			“See,” the little boy said, looking up at Max. “It’s easier already, isn’t it?”

			Twenty minutes later, Renee had struggled against the wind to reach the building that housed the history department at SUNY Henderson. She wandered through the labyrinthine building past display cases of astrolabes and uncut semiprecious gems until she finally found the office number on the flyer she had absconded with from the Jittery Dog. She knocked hesitantly on the door.

			“Come in,” a scratchy, unfriendly voice called out. Renee opened the door to find books piled waist high on the floor, half graded term papers from the semester before sliding off a side table, the window wide open, and table fan blowing the papers into chaos. Sitting in the middle of the conflagration of papers was a middle aged blond professor in a tan camel hair jacket and maroon scarf chain smoking cigars.

			“Are you Dr. Roberts?” she asked hesitantly pulling her coat shut around her. Thanks to the fan, it felt colder in the office than it had outside a moment before.

			“Maybe. Who are you?” he asked suspiciously.

			“I’m Renee Alfred, a graduate student here,” she explained, purposely leaving out what program she was a graduate student in. “I came to see if there is still any room on your Jordan trip. It said on the flyer students of any major were welcome.”

			“There isn’t going to be a trip,” the professor said gruffly. “Those bastards at the travel agency changed the deal after ten years of working with me. Ten flipping years. They said if I don’t have 25 people at least, I don’t get a group rate. The non-group rate is $5000.” What followed were a number of mumbled expletives that may have continued indefinitely if Renee had not interrupted again with a question.

			“How many people do you have so far?”

			“Seven.” The train of semi-audible cursing continued.

			“What if I can get you eighteen more?” Renee asked hesitantly.

			“There’s no way you can get eighteen more people to want to go to Jordan. I’ve been doing this for ten years.”

			“What if I can? They wouldn’t necessarily all be students, though.”

			“You get me $45 thousand, and you can put eighteen convicts on that plane for all I care,” he snarled.

			“When do you need the deposit by?” Renee asked.

			“Tomorrow,” he said forcefully, nearly spitting. He had no such need. He just wanted to dismiss her with a prohibitively burdensome requirement. Renee reached into her bag and got out a check book. Over the next two seconds, Dr. Robert’s entire demeanor changed.

			“You’re serious about this, aren’t you?” he asked, his tone almost civil.

			“Yes, sir. I wouldn’t kid about a trip to the Holy Land.” Renee had already done the math. Even with two apartments, she was fairly careful with her inheritance. She still drove her old car and rarely bought new clothes. She would gladly pay $45 thousand to have an excuse to get Max to Petra. She was sure no place on earth could make him happier. It would far exceed even their trip to the British Museum, one of her happiest memories in life so far. Anyway, she reasoned, in a few years she would be a veterinarian and make twice that much a year. It would be like the money was never missing. Dr. Robert’s was used to dealing with undergraduate students, whose monetary backing was dependent on their relationship with their parents from minute to minute, and whose interest in seeing ancient landmarks on the other side of the world was more variable then the direction of the wind. Renee was a relative enigma. He motioned for her to sit down.

			“Please, sit,” he said. Renee looked behind her at the single chair, piled to the entire height of its back with correspondences. “Just push those onto the floor,” Dr. Robert’s insisted. Renee eyed him suspiciously, but then picked up the pile as carefully as she could and placed it next to the chair. She sat hesitantly, as if she expected the chair to break under her weight. It merely creaked unsettlingly.

			“So, who are these other people you think you can get interested in Jordan?” the professor said with renewed interest.

			“People from my church,” Renee proposed. “I’m the assistant coach of a basketball team for a Catholic school an hour from here. I know the school took some of the seniors who were interested to Rome to see the Vatican a few years ago. I think this would be just their kind of thing.”

			“Rome is not Petra. You really think these people want to drag their kids to the Middle East?”

			“I think they want to get a better understanding of the history of their faith,” she said plainly. “And, they want their kids to be educated.”

			“I need a final list, and 30% down by the first week of February.”

			“No problem,” Renee said confidently. “I’ll get things in motion when I go home this weekend.”

		

	
		
			[image: ] 21

			It was the second Thursday of the new semester and Renee had raced back to Hectortown to get some errands done before the stores in the Arcade closed. Unlike the few chain department stores that were springing up on the edge of town, many of the stores at the Arcade were still privately owned and closed as early as six on weekdays. Renee finished everything she needed to do, but, something—or rather someone she saw there unsettled her. She dashed off the St. Jude’s where she knew Max would just be finishing basketball practice. Renee stormed into the rectory’s office where Max was sitting at the desk.

			“Did you know David Mitage is back from rehab?” she asked pointedly.

			“Yes, Renee. I’m aware,” he said, calmly, not looking up.

			“And?”

			“And what?”

			“Why wasn’t he at practice today?” she asked indignantly

			“Because he’s not on the basketball team anymore,” Max continued, unfazed.

			“You’re really following through with that stupid rule?”

			“Renee, he was found in possession of an illicit substance,” Max stated evenly. “I don’t have any lee way here. The rules are quite clear.” Renee bristled. This was clearly not the answer she wanted to hear.

			“Rules?” she shouted. “Max, do you really think it is going to help him to be isolated from his peers?”

			“No, Renee, but it’s out of my hands,” he answered. “These aren’t my regulations, or even those of Father Neman or the school. They’re the rules of the school district. For all I know, it’s a state mandate. If we break these rules and get caught, which we will, none of our kids are going to get to compete this year.”

			“And you’re just going to stand for that?” she needled him.

			“What do you suggest I do, Renee?” Max replied, maintaining his composure. “Are you really willing to risk the rest of the kids on the team getting banned for the season?”

			“So, you’re just going to give up on him?” she asked, anger filling her voice. “You sat in that same chair four weeks ago and promised him you would do anything you could to help him.”

			“I have no intention of giving up on him,” Max said definitively. “But, I can’t put him back on the team. Not this year. It’s just not possible. End of story.”

			“Look, playing a sport gave him something to feel a sense of pride in. It gave him a sense of belonging. At very least, it kept him busy after school. If we kick him off the team and don’t give him some thing to replace it with, we might as well put the drugs back in his hand and ask him not to use them. Is that what you want?”

			“Sit down Little Bird,” Max ordered. Renee stared at him and sat down slowly. It wasn’t his volume that was so startling to her, but paradoxically, how forceful he could be without raising his voice.

			“Look, I agree with you, okay?” he began. “But the fact that I agree with you does not change the fact that I can’t change the laws of school district or the state. Nor would I want to. They were written for good reason. Now, I promise you, I have no intention of letting David slip through the cracks in this imperfect system. But, I haven’t figured out yet how I am going to help him without getting St. Jude’s kicked out of the league all together.” He said all this with incredible poise. Renee listened intently.

			“Now, unless you have some tangible suggestions we can discuss, I would ask you to leave so I can get some work done. We can talk about this more after dinner tomorrow. Okay?” Renee nodded and stood up. “I’ll see you tomorrow after church?”

			“Yeah, of course,” Renee said. “I’ll be there.” She left the office quietly and closed the door behind her.

			In the office, Max picked up the phone. He opened the top desk drawer and found the scrap paper on which he had written the Mitage’s phone number. He dialed the number with trepidation. This is never going to work, he thought. But, you have to try. Coach, teacher, father, spouse, it doesn’t matter. Love perseveres. Love never fails. Love never fails.

			“Mrs. Mitage,” he began hesitantly. “This is Father Franklin at St. Jude’s... Very well, thank you. Yes, it has been unseasonably warm.... Well, that is terrific... Look, ma’am, I wanted to talk to you about David.... No, he hasn’t been any trouble at all... No, not at all.... It’s just, I know he’s going to have a lot of idol time on his hands now that he is suspended from the basketball team and I was wondering... Yes. Well, at least for this year. We are still waiting to hear from the school district about next year. Yes, I hope he can come back too. He’s an excellent player and an excellent young man.... Yes, that’s what I wanted to talk to you about.... Cleaning up the church? I don’t know about that, but.... Yeah. Okay, right after school. Monday, Wednesday and Friday. Sounds good. Yes, ma’am. I’ll see you on Sunday.”

			Max put down the phone with a mixture of relief and resignation. He had arranged to have David spend three afternoons a week at the church so he wouldn’t fall in with the crowd that had supplied him with drugs in the first place. But, now what do I do with him? He didn’t really like the suggestion Father Neman had given Mrs. Mitage and she had in turn had just repeated to Max—that David come by the church to clean and do yard work to “work off his debt to society.” The general maintenance at St. Jude’s was ostensibly done by Peter McKeanen, a parishioner who got the job shortly after returning from the Korean War. Despite several injuries which slowed him down considerably, he was kept on largely because, with his wife’s failing health, he needed the income. It had been years since the man had been in robust enough health to complete any but the lightest of duties. Until Max’s arrival, much of the extra duties fell on Father Neman’s shoulders. In the past few months, Father Neman, who was by no means young himself, had passed the growing list of tasks on to his intern. Max suspected that Father Neman’s suggestion that the teen now do maintenance as penance was more out of Father Neman’s own sense of guilt then that he thought this was a viable substance abuse deterrent. Max doubted it would substantially lighten his own load, as any work David did would require close supervision. In addition, he feared that with such a punitive sentence, the teen would simply stop coming. Then, we’re worse off then we started, Max reflected. But what should I do instead? He leaned back in his chair and stared up at the ceiling for guidance.

			Love never fails, he thought to himself. Love perseveres. What would Renee do?

			The next night, after the Friday evening mass, Max walked into his parents’ house and was greeted by the familiar smell of his mother’s meat loaf. He rubbed his shoes on the welcome mat in the foyer and walked into the kitchen where Eleanor was boiling potatoes to mash.

			“Smells good, mom,” Max said happily and gave his mother a kiss. “How have you been?”

			“Not bad, son. It was a busy week this week, though. One of the other transcriptionists took the week off, and there are a lot of cases to write up.”

			“I can imagine,” Max said, sitting down at the table. “Is there anything I can do to help with dinner?”

			“Don’t worry about it, Max,” Eleanor assured him. “I’m almost done. Maybe you could just set the table for me.” Max stood up and walked to the cabinet where the dishes had been kept since he had any memory of the existence of dishes.

			“Sure,” he said. “How many am I setting it for?”

			“Four,” Eleanor replied. “Renee called and said she would be a little late tonight. But, she’ll be over, and your father should be home any minute. I just sent him out to get a bottle of wine.”

			Max set the table. Within a few minutes, Jack and Renee came into the house and hung up their coats. It had been a long week for everyone and the foursome ate in relative silence. After dinner, Max and Renee offered to clean up the kitchen so Jack and Eleanor could go to a late movie at the Emporium. Renee, who typically could never figure out where anything was kept in the kitchen, stood near the sink drying the dishes and stacking them up on the counter as Max stood at the sink washing them. She was uncharacteristically quiet and Max feared she was still angry at him from the previous day’s discussion. However, when ever he looked over at her to hand her a clean, wet dish, she looked not angry but embarrassed. Finally, she cleared her throat nervously.

			“Max, I’m sorry I yelled at you yesterday,” she said softly. “I was way out of line. I shouldn’t be going around shouting like that. Especially when you’re at work.”

			“Don’t worry about it,” Max said honestly. “The past few years… let’s say I’ve gotten into the bad habit of running away from things I think will hurt or embarrass me.” After hearing this, Renee only looked more ashamed.

			“I wish I could say that was why I did it, Max,” she said apologetically. “But, I was only looking out for myself.”

			“What do you mean?” Max asked, scrubbing a pot with steel wool.

			“My therapist warned me I’d do this,” Renee said, rolling her eyes at herself.

			“Do what?” Max asked, increasingly confused.

			“I think everyone is going to abandon me,” she explained. “I wish I had been flipping out because I want you to take good care of David. But, I think really I was just afraid if you could turn away from him for using drugs, you would do the same thing to me because I made the same mistake. But, that’s not fair to you to think of you that way. I was just being terrible. I’m sorry I jumped to that conclusion.” Max paused for a moment and looked at Renee. Then, without saying a word, he let all the water out of the sink, rinsed, and dried his hands. He turned toward her to give her his full attention.

			“Renee, your apology is accepted, but not necessary,” he said seriously. “I’m not going to turn my back on David or you or anyone else because they used drugs. But if anyone on this earth deserves to think I’m capable of abandoning them, it’s you. I don’t have the best track record in the world of treating you right. But, I promise you, I’ll never turn my back on you. Not again. Okay?” Renee nodded. “So, we’re okay?” he asked hesitantly.

			“Of course, Max,” she said softly. “We’re terrific.”

			“Good,” he said, smiling. “I’m glad. And, speaking of terrific, Father Neman called me in to talk this afternoon. He asked me if I wouldn’t mind supervising a group of high school students on a two week tour of Jordan this summer.”

			“That sounds like a fun,” Renee said coyly. “What did you tell him?”

			“I just wondered how I could possibly afford it. But he said an anonymous benefactor was going to pay for my ticket and put up what ever the church couldn’t raise for the rest of the kids on the trip. You wouldn’t happen to know who that could be, do you?” he asked. Renee giggled.

			“You should have seen him, Max. It was so funny,” Renee said, completely at ease. “When I asked him if he would supervise the trip, he said, ‘you know, I think Father Franklin has a degree in archeology. I think you would get more out of it if you brought him instead.’” She had finished this statement in her fake, grown-up-man voice. Max laughed at her poor imitation of his boss. He shook his head in disbelief.

			“That was risky proposition,” he said.

			“Oh, come on, Max. He was my pastor for nine years, too. He’s mentioned more then once during homilies that he is deathly afraid of air planes.” Max was silent. He looked at her in complete awe. “You don’t even know the best part,” she said, a devilish smile spreading across her face.

			“What’s that?” Max asked.

			“I talked John into going, too,” she said.

			“John?” Max asked, confused. “John who?”

			“John who? John Trammel, your friend from the seminary.” Max’s mouth dropped open. “I always felt bad he couldn’t go on that trip to Canada with us, with his mom being sick and all. And, being as he and I are sort of friends now, I figured I’d invite him along.”

			“What?”

			“That’s okay, right?” she asked, momentarily worried about the plan she had hastily set in motion.

			“Okay? That’s fantastic. But, how is he going to afford that?”

			“The difference between a single occupancy for just you and double occupancy for two people was only a thousand dollars. Even John can scrape that together. That is, if you don’t mind him rooming with you.”

			“No, of course not.” Max shook his head again. “I don’t know how you do this, Renee. Or why.”

			“Because, Petra is beautiful,” she said, sighing. “I can’t imagine a place you would like more. And, I can’t imagine a person who could appreciate it as much as you would. An opportunity like this is too good to pass up.”

			“Are you sure you can afford this?” he asked, concerned.

			“Don’t worry. I’m prepared to lose the whole $45 thousand if I have to,” Renee said. “But, if I’m lucky, the church will be able to raise a good portion of it.”

			“I can’t believe I’m going to Jordan,” Max said, the amazement still obvious in his eyes.

			“Believe it, Max. And by the way, happy birthday. I’m not getting you another present this year,” she said with sarcastic sternness.

			“Understood,” he said smiling at her from ear to ear. “Understood.”

			“You got any plans for tonight?” Renee asked innocently.

			“How long since you saw the Omen?” Max asked.

			“Too long,” Renee answered, giggling. “Way too long.”
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			Sarah looked up at the overcast January sky, her mood unperturbed by its foreboding shade of gray. It was the shade Renee would call Irish Wolfhound, despite the fact that all the Irish wolf hounds Sarah had ever seen were really multiple colors at once. Since she had returned from Brighton, Renee always had a clever name for every possible winter sky. Weird little girl, Sarah thought of her former team mate. Clever, weird little girl.

			Sarah jubilantly flung open the door of Nunzio’s, where she, Sarah, and Renee were meeting for lunch. She was late, but she was always late nowadays. It was lucky that they were meeting at all. It had been harder and harder for the old friends to find good times to meet since this summer. Renee was an hour away all week, and when she was home, she was always involved in the church or their alma mater’s basketball team, or some family obligation with the Franklins. Jen was limited by when she could get her mother to baby sit for Michael, who was constantly becoming cuter, but more energetic. He sapped Mrs. Caponata’s energy for days. Sarah had been harder and harder to find for her own reasons.

			At the beginning of the previous summer, soon after Renee’s return, Sarah had graduated from SUNY Henderson with a degree in English and went looking for any job that would support her in or near her home town. What she found was a job at the Whiskey brewery on the edge of town, near Mr. Saxon’s law firm. Sarah had a hard time explaining her job to her friends. It required she where a suit. But, otherwise, it was defined more by what it wasn’t than by what it was. She was not involved in any way in making whiskey or bottling it, nor putting it in boxes. She was not a secretary, nor did she handle money. She did go to a lot of meetings, some of which required her to travel to other cities. On one of these trips, she got a flat tire. It was a fortuitous flat tire, though-- so fortuitous that a few months later, Renee would draw a picture of her friend’s Saturn cruising down the road and an angel dropping thumb tacks in her path. In real life, the angel rushing to her aid that mid-summer day in rural New York was Greg Freedman. Greg Freedman was a physics professor at SUNY Henderson and lived in a secluded cabin between the two cities. After taking him out to dinner in appreciation for him coming to her aid, Greg and Sarah discovered they had real chemistry. Consequently, Sarah’s friends had not seen much of her since.

			Sarah now spotted her friends in the restaurant and was grinning ear to ear as she pulled up a seat at their table. Jen looked at her over her menu.

			“Nice of you to join us, Sarah,” Jen said, shooting a mock disapproving look at her.

			“Wow, you got that mom thing down, Jen. That’s just how my mom used to look at me when I came home after curfew,” Sarah said, determined not to be serious.

			“Oh, don’t listen to her. Mikie put a sock down the garbage disposal right before she left, and she’s taking it out on us,” Renee said. “You said you have news?” Sarah put her hand out in the middle of the table.

			“I’m getting married,” she practically shouted. Renee’s eyes went wide. There was an enormous diamond attached to her friend’s hand by a simple silver band.

			“Oh, my goodness! Congratulations!” she said, putting one arm around her friend. “To Greg, right?”

			“Well of course, silly,” Sarah answered, beaming. “He asked me a few days ago, but I wanted to tell you guys in person.”

			“That’s wonderful, hon,” Jen said, taking Sarah’s hand in her own to get a better look at the engagement ring. “Have you guys set a date?”

			“No, not yet. I mean, all this just happened. But, I think maybe next December. It will depend on you guys, though,” Sarah explained.

			“Us? Why does it depend on us?” Jen asked.

			“Because I want you two to be my bride’s maids,” she said. “That is, if you’re willing.”

			“Of course, Sarah,” Renee said. “We’d be honored.”

			“I hope you don’t think it is too weird, but, I can’t decide between the two of you as being a maid of honor. Is that okay? I mean, for you to just share the job?”

			“Of course, honey,” Jen agreed. “I think Renee and I can handle that.”

			 “Great. Great, great, great,” Sarah said, beaming. “Now all we have to do is find out when the church is available.”

			“Are you guys getting married at St. Jude’s?” Jen asked.

			“Probably. Greg grew up Catholic, even though he hasn’t gone to church in years. His whole family is Catholic, too,” she explained. Then she stumbled deep into some thought, the first time she looked less then ebullient the entire conversation.

			“Renee, you and Max are friends, right?”

			“Yeah, I think so,” she said, twirling her fork around in a newly delivered bowl of spaghetti.

			“Do you think he would be okay with doing my wedding? I mean, would that be weird since we did go out on a date once?”

			“I don’t think so, Sarah. I mean, I don’t think it would be weird at all,” she clarified. “But I don’t know if he’ll still be here in December.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“Well, he’s only doing his internship here. That ends this summer. Most likely, he’ll move to a different parish after that. I mean, he may be able to get permission to come back for it, if he’s not too far away. But, I don’t know he if can guarantee anything.”

			“Oh, goodness,” Sarah said, tearing open a roll and putting it down on her plate so Jen’s would eat her newly arrived lunch while it was still hot. “I didn’t realize that. Maybe we should just have a civil ceremony.”

			“You can’t be serious, Sarah,” Renee said, worried. “What do you have against Father Neman?”

			“I have nothing against Father Neman. He’s a great guy,” Sarah admitted. “But, when I was a little girl dreaming what my wedding would be like, there was no mention of any circus folk, flying donkeys, giant whales, lemon trees, etc., etc.”

			“I understand,” Jen said. “I literally had my finger’s crossed through the entire homily at my wedding, worrying about what he would say.”

			“We’ll, yours turned out okay. I guess mine could,” Sarah conceded.

			“Mine turned out okay? Are you kidding?” Jen asked incredulously. “You think comparing the bride to a coal shovel is okay?”

			“I have to admit, I stopped paying attention in the middle of the service and started to fantasize about eating the whole wedding cake,” Sarah confessed.

			“That was some good wedding cake,” Jen said.

			“Yeah, I know. Sorry you missed it, Renee.”

			“That’s okay. If you get the same kind Jen got, we can relive the whole experience, only I can be dosing off dreaming of confections.”

			“I hadn’t even considered this meant I get to pick out cake. And favors, and a dress. Wow!” She started giggling again. “This is so cool!”

			“Milk it for all it’s worth, hon,” Jen said, smiling at her friend.

			“Are you guys busy this afternoon?” Sarah asked. “We could go dress shopping.”

			“We’re all yours,” Renee said with a smile. “For the whole afternoon.”

			Six hours later, Jen lay exhausted across two chairs at Ellen’s Bridal Dream Shop. They had trudged back and forth through the city from clothing store to craft store to flower shop looking for the perfect dresses and perfect decorations for Sarah’s wedding. In the dressing room, Renee zipped up the tenth dress Sarah was trying on. Sarah smoothed down the wrinkles in the heavy satin and looked at her self in the mirror, turning slightly from side to side.

			“I don’t mean to make you crazy, but I just can’t decide between these two,” she said, indicating the one she was wearing, and one still hanging from a hook on the wall of the changing room. “If only I could see that one on a person instead of on the hanger. But, they only have it in a 2, and I’m a 6,” she bemoaned. Then, looking in the mirror at her friend standing behind her, she got a sudden inspiration. Renee noticed her piercing glance. Her eye brows raised in alarm.

			“Oh, no way,” Renee protested, leaving the dressing room. Sarah chased her out into the store, ten layers of crinoline rustling as she walked.

			“Oh, please, Renee. Don’t you want to make sure I have the best dress there is?”

			“I do, Sarah, but I’m a four. It won’t fit me either.”

			“We’ll butter you up,” she jokingly suggested.

			“Ick.”

			“Oh, come on. Try it for me? You’re the tiniest person I know,” Sarah asked, her heart obviously set on seeing the dress on a real body.

			“Fine,” Renee finally conceded and walked back into the dressing room. Jen and Sarah heard exasperated groans as she tried to force herself into the tiny dress. This was far worse then the last time she had tried clothing on for her friends, in a tiny dressing room in the Rutherford Town Center. At least in the lingerie store she could breath a little. To get into this satin contraption, she felt like she had to pull her whole abdominal contents into her chest cavity. I can’t breathe with my intestines! she thought. Finally, she made her way out into the store, her foot steps shortened by the small base of the dress and the tight way it grabbed her hips. She kept her arms out to her sides to keep her balance.

			“I think I’ve been attacked by a boa constrictor,” she said, approaching her friends. They were smiling widely at her.

			“That’s the dress, Sarah,” Jen said, ignoring Renee’s complaints. They were used to Renee reacting badly to everything from heels to bras. She just didn’t seem to like formal female attire. “It’s perfect.”

			“It is,” Sarah said, admiring the garment with its tiny embroidered flowers and beaded neck line. “It’s definitely the one.”

			Without warning, Renee dispersed, scooting awkwardly as fast as she could toward the door. Jen and Sarah did not even have time to ask where she was going before she stuck her head out the door and shouted as loud as her collapsed rib cage would let her. A few seconds later, Max came into view. On the other side of the glass, Jen and Sarah could not tell what they were saying but watched in obvious interest.

			“What’s up?” Max said, approaching his satin clad friend.

			“Max, Sarah’s getting married,” she said plainly.

			“Well,” he said, his eyes lighting up. “That’s terrific. Please congratulate her for me. Is she in there?” he said, looking into the store.

			“Yeah. She just told Jen and I at lunch, so were shopping for dresses.”

			“And so, you thought you should get married too?” he joked.

			“No, silly,” Renee said, looking down at the ground and giggling. “They didn’t have this dress in Sarah’s size, so I’m modeling it for her.”

			“Oh, okay,” Max said smiling at her.

			“Doesn’t that look right to you?” Jen asked Sarah after a few minutes of watching Renee’s silent conversation.

			“What do you mean?”

			“Renee, Max, a wedding dress,” Jen explained. “I mean, if we had all grown up Anglican or Lutheran or something, don’t you think they would have been a perfect match?” Sarah looked away from the idyllic scene, the smile falling from her face.

			“But we didn’t,” she said softly. “We are who we are.” Jen looked at her seriously.

			“I was just talking, I didn’t mean anything by it,” she said. Then the bell over the front door got their attention. Renee walked back into the store with a smile across her face.

			“He’ll do it,” she said. “He’d be honored to. He said, as long as it’s not too close to Christmas or New Years. So, maybe the first two weeks of December or the beginning of January. Any closer to Christmas, and he can try to get permission, but he doesn’t want to guarantee this far in advance.”

			“Well, that’s great, Renee. Thanks,” Sarah said, brightening up. “So, we got the dress, and the priest.”

			“And the husband. What more could you need?” Renee said, beaming.

			“We still have to try all the cakes,” Jen commented. Renee’s eyes went wide.

			“Good thing we went dress shopping before the cake.”

			Outside, Max walked with his hands shoved far into his coat pockets, his collar turned up against the cold. Remember what that looks like, he thought to himself. Memorize it and force yourself to think about it. He had caught site of Renee in the store a minute or two before she noticed him. It only took him a few seconds, seeing Sarah in a wedding dress as well, to figure out that Greg had finally proposed to her, and Renee was merely swept up in the sea of lace and beads that harbinger weddings. But, for the second or two before he came to this conclusion, the sight of her dressed so angelically, so beautiful and radiant, and bound for someone else’s arms shook him off his moorings. He could tolerate living the rest of his life never touching her again, never marrying her, never letting the world know how he felt about her just as long as she never belonged to someone else. Yet, that was a big caveat, and an unacceptable one.

			You need to get over that, he thought. Love is not jealous. One day, she will get married, and love is not jealous. He didn’t want to use guided meditation anymore to forget her, to fade her into the background of his life. But, he didn’t realize until now how emotionally unprepared he was for the eventuality of Renee marrying another man. You can do this, Max thought to himself. If you love her, you will practice being okay about this before it becomes an issue. At the threshold of the shopping arcade, he turned back to look over his shoulder. From this distance, Ellen’s store looked as small and picturesque as a model in a toy railroad town. Remember what that looks like. Renee as a bride.
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			The following Monday, like clockwork, David Mitage walked into the office in the rectory where Max was typing on the computer. When he saw David, Max saved the file he was working on and stood up.

			“Come with me,” he said unceremoniously. David followed him dutifully up the stairs of the rectory into a room the priests used primarily for reading and watching TV.

			“You play guitar?” Max asked him.

			“No,” David said glumly.

			“Good, you’re going to learn,” Max said, handing David a guitar and sitting down. He reached behind the couch and pulled out one for himself. He always thought Tony was bizarre for having more than one instrument, but he now saw the usefulness of it.

			“I don’t get it,” David said, holding the guitar as if it were a foreign object he had never seen before. “I thought I was supposed to be clean...”

			“Oh, yeah, about that. Do you want to clean the church?” David shrugged.

			“Not particularly.”

			“Okay, then how about this. I’ll teach you a few cords, and then let you practice it for a while while I work. Then I’ll come back and teach you some more. Will that work for you?”

			“Are you sure that’s okay?”

			“Okay with whom?”

			“Everybody,” David said.

			“Is it OK with you?”

			“Yes.”

			“It’s okay with me,” Max said plainly. “I think that’s everybody.”

			“But what about cleaning the...”

			“All I was going to have you do today was salt the walks and dig out some more snow from the parking lot. Truthfully, I really like that job because it gives me an excuse to walk around outside for a while. Now, I don’t want to deny you the fun if you want it, but I can do those jobs for you. I can’t learn the cords for you, because I already know them. So, if you wouldn’t mind staying here and practicing, it would really be helping me out...”

			“I get it father,” David said, smiling. “So, how do we start.”

			An hour later, Max had finished salting the walk and dug the snow out of two more parking spaces in the church lot. His legs were already starting to protest as he walked up the two flights of stairs to where he had left David. The game is going to hurt tonight, he thought to himself. When he reached the door, he heard the teen diligently picking out the very simple song Max had taught him to demonstrate the first few basic cords he would need. Max knocked gently and entered the room.

			“Sounds good,” Max said as David stood up, a little startled. “I heard a few seconds on my way in here.”

			“Thanks,” David said, sitting down again.

			“Look, David, I have to get changed for the game tonight. But, why don’t you practice that. On Wednesday I’ll teach you some more?”

			“Sounds great father,” David said, putting the guitar back in its case.

			“You can take that guitar with you. Just be careful with it.”

			“Of course, Father Max,” David said, putting his jacket on. “I’ll see you Wednesday.” He walked to the door and paused with his hand on the knob. Max was putting away his other guitar, which was worth considerably more. He had spent a week of his earnings at Olympia’s on it the first summer he was at the seminary. He had been feeling very rich that summer.

			“Father Max?” David said, turning his back to the door.

			“Yes, David” Max said, looking up.

			“Why are you doing this for me?”

			“Why shouldn’t I?”

			“You’re being so nice to me. Do I deserve that? After I broke the rules and hurt the team like that?” Max took a deep breath and thought hard about this question. He knew David was not going to be the last one to ask after news of this arrangement got out.

			“It’s your penance,” Max said plainly.

			“Playing guitar is a good thing. People pay for lessons. How can that be penance?”

			“David, there are a lot of things I don’t know about. Taking drugs is one of those. But, I have this theory,” Max explained. “People give a lot of reasons for taking drugs, but I think it all basically boils down to running away from pain. Now, that pain might be physical, or it could be sadness from loosing someone you love, or it could be the pain of not fitting in. But, basically, it’s all the same. And pain is something I do know a lot about. What I’ve discovered is this—you can run from pain all you want. But, all you really do is delay it. And, in the meantime, it has time to grow. Whereas, if you just face it head on, you have the opportunity to really do some good in this world.” David listened intently, but still looked confused.

			“What does that have to do with playing the guitar?”

			“You’ll understand tonight,” Max said plainly.

			“Tonight?”

			“Tonight, your fingers are going to hurt like you’ve never imagined they could hurt. And, when you leave here Wednesday, they’re going to hurt even more. And, they will continue to hurt until you build up calluses. And that’s when you’ll know your penance is over. In the mean time, every time your fingers hurt and you don’t want to practice anymore, I want you to think about how much good you’re going to do for this community once you know how to play guitar on your own.”

			“What do you mean, Father?”

			“You didn’t think this was all going to be just music and fun, did you?” Max asked.

			“I guess not,” David said hesitantly. “But, what do you mean, I’m going to pay it back?”

			“That, I haven’t figured it out yet,” Max said honestly. “But, I will. We will. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have a game to get to. I’ll see you Wednesday.”

			“See you Wednesday, father.”
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			On a remarkably cold day in February, in the history building in Henderson, Renee stood in front of Dr. Robert’s desk. He had asked her for a complete list of travelers and a check for their deposits the first week of February. As if to call his bluff, she had appeared. Standing in his bleak and chaotic office, dimly lit with brown painted metal swing arm lamps and an ancient electric fan pushing his offensive cigar smoke out the open window, she was reminded of movies about the world wars. She was a hopeless second lieutenant fresh out of boarding school in the idyllic British country side bringing a progress report to a wise and weather beaten old colonel miles behind the front in a bunker strewn with maps and plans of enemy movements. If she were a soldier, she would be standing at parade rest. But, she, twentieth century Renee, didn’t dare to stand with her legs shoulder width apart, chest pushed proudly forward, back erect, afraid he would read too much into it. In her few dealings with the middle aged professor, Renee had correctly judged that he put far too much emphasis on the meaning of body language, especially considering how hopelessly inept he was at interpreting it. She wanted to leave no room for misunderstanding. She stood straight with her feet crossed at the ankles, her shoulders hunched forward to hide her breasts, like she used to do in the food court at Brighton, avoiding showing for free that which some men paid for.

			 In addition to avoiding advertising her figure, Renee also wanted to communicate humility. Renee sensed Dr. Robbers found people who looked him in the eye to be arrogant and presumptuous, as though they assumed they were somehow at his level. So, she stared over his head, through the window at the snow covered quadrangle. She couldn’t risk that he would cancel the trip due to her arrogance. She tried to watch him in the bottom edge of her field of vision as he read the list. Renee wondered how he managed to get behind the desk without an avalanche trapping him in. Although he had collected more papers from students since the last time she had been in his office, he hadn’t appeared to have graded any, and instead extended ever upward the piles of ungraded papers on every horizontal surface in the room not already covered in books. Ever upward, Renee thought to herself, bored. Excelsior.

			“What was that, Ms. Alfred?” Dr. Roberts asked, not looking up from the list.

			“Excelsior, sir,” she said timidly.

			“Yes, I heard you the first time. Did you think you were just talking inside your own head? This isn’t a figment of your imagination, young lady. You really did just give me a check for ten thousand dollars.”

			“Yes, sir. I know that sir,” she assured him. To Renee’s relief, that ten thousand had come from a single wealthy family in the parish for the two parents and two teen daughters to go on the trip. The remainder of the families were still selling candy bars and raffle tickets to fund their journey and were nowhere near the 30% mark yet. That was not of any relevance to Dr. Roberts at the moment. He continued his inquisition.

			“Then perhaps you would like to tell me why you are taking about packing foam if not to later use this as evidence that you were not of sound mind when you wrote the check?”

			“Packing foam, sir?”

			“Yes,” he said curtly. “Excelsior. Packing foam. Look it up.”

			“It’s the New York state motto sir,” Renee explained. “Excelsior. Ever upward.”

			“Ah, I see,” he said, finally looking at her. She cast her gaze downward. “And to what do I owe this Latin lesson.”

			“What’s that, sir?”

			“Why are you talking about the New York state motto?”

			“Ever upward, sir?” Renee said, trying to think fast about anything that could be climbing ever upward other then the papers making a fire hazard of the professor’s office. “My spirit, sir. My spirit moves ever upward at the thought of getting to take this trip.”

			“You can stop patronizing me now, young lady. The trip is a go. Just keep the checks coming.”

			“Yes sir,” Renee said with a smile. It was the first time she had actually gotten confirmation from him that her plan was going to work.

			“So, this is all the names?” he inquired harshly.

			“Yes, sir.”

			“You got twenty people all together?”

			“Yes, sir.”

			“You only needed eighteen.”

			“Twenty wanted to go, sir,” Renee said apologetically. “I hope that’s not too many.”

			“There’s no such thing as too many.”

			“Plus, I wanted to make sure there were a total of twenty five for plan A sir. The two names with asterisks are going on plan B, if that is still an option.”

			“Yes, plan B is still an option ensuring you have the extra five hundred each.”

			“Yes, sir,” Renee assured him. “That’s why there are two separate checks. The one for eighteen hundred is for the two Plan B people.”

			“One of which is you.”

			“Yes, sir.”

			“And the other of which is... is this a boyfriend?”

			“No, sir,” Renee corrected. “A Friend. A foster brother almost.”

			“Whatever,” Dr. Robbers said flatly. “Is he excelsior, too?”

			“Most certainly, sir. Always.”

			A few hours later in Hectortown, Max watched his players run down the court in the gym. They were going to lose this game and loose it badly. It should have been in their pocket. It was a Tuesday, the first week of February, and Renee was at school. She would be so disappointed to watch them out there, Max thought. They can play better than this. If they lost one more game, the school wouldn’t make it to the post season for the first time in fifteen years. That just wouldn’t do. Max couldn’t understand what was going wrong. He had expected his offense to fall apart when David left the team. But, by far, his team was doing far worse at defense this game. It’s like they’ve all forgotten how to play defense, he thought as the score board counted down the final minute. Did they forget what good offence looks like? he wondered. As the final buzzer went off announcing St. Jude’s defeat 54-78, a plan was already forming in Max’s head. There were some sports by-laws he was going to have to read before tomorrow.
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			“Yes, that is lovely, Mrs. McInnis,” Max said genuinely. The eighty year old lady was practically swimming in her hospital issued pajamas. Her 94 pounds didn’t fill even the smallest adult size the nurses at Northern Hospital could find. They had considered asking the pediatric ward for a pair of theirs, but Mrs. McInnis didn’t seem to mind how silly she looked with her sleeves and pants legs rolled up. It was the third Wednesday in February and, like every Wednesday, Max was making his rounds at the hospital. Mrs. McInnis had been there for three such visits.

			“That was my favorite song, the whole time I was growing up,” she said to Max now. “I danced to it at my wedding with my Liam.”

			“I’m sure that must have been terrific,” Max said, trying surreptitiously to look at his watch.

			“Well, you can see in the picture,” she said, picking up a silver frame from her night stand. The old, faded photograph was from Mrs. McInnis’s wedding in Dublin sixty years earlier. A slightly plumper, much younger version of herself dressed head to toe in white lace was standing next to a well dressed young gentleman in front of a plain gray background.

			“That’s my Liam,” she said, pointing with one thin finger, bent in several places from the ravages of arthritis. “Isn’t he handsome? Oh, I miss him so much,” she said, clutching the photo to her chest. Mr. McInnis had died the previous fall, and Max remembered the funeral well. It was two weeks before Mrs. McInnis was diagnosed with pancreatic cancer and told she only had six months to live. She was now nearing that deadline, and it did not appear she would outlive it by very much.

			“Anyway, I would give anything to hear that song one more time. You know, before I go.”

			“I wish I could help you, Ma’am. But, it just doesn’t sound familiar. You’re sure you don’t remember the title? Or, even the artist?”

			“It’s a folk song, dearie,” the old lady said, putting her thin hand on Max’s cheek. “Everyone sang it. Everyone in Ireland and Scotland knows it.”

			“Really?” Max asked, standing up and straightening out his pants. “Well, I’ll ask around. You have to promise to stick around till Friday, though, okay?”

			“I’ll try, sweetheart,” she said pleasantly. “You are a dear to sit here and listen to me.”

			“It’s my pleasure, Mrs. McInnis,” he said sincerely. “But, the truth is, I do have another appointment I need to get to. I’ll see you in a few days, though, okay?”

			“I look forward to it, sweetie.”

			Max rushed across town to the Rectory. When he walked through the door, he saw David there waiting for him in the foyer. Max didn’t even slow down. He just started running up the stairs, with David close behind him.

			“Okay, show me what you’ve learned from last time,” Max said, as he took of his coat and laid it on the couch. David played a few bars.

			“That’s good,” Max said, obviously pleased. “You’re making real progress.”

			“Thank you, Father,” David answered politely. Although he had only had been playing for one month, having two to three lessons a week was definitely speeding his progress.

			“Have you practiced any of that duet I gave you?” Max asked. David reached into his case and pulled out a photo copy Max had given him a week earlier. He picked through it slowly.

			“Okay, you practice that for the next half hour, and when I get back, we’ll try playing it together. How does that sound?”

			“Sounds good, Father Max,” David said. Max ran downstairs to the rectory office to make a phone call. I hope she’s home, I hope she’s home. Pick up pick up pick up! he thought. He’d been singing the same five notes over and over in his head since he left the hospital, leaving the radio off. He was judging David’s progress by watching how smoothly his fingers moved instead of listening to the actual notes. He now tried to close his ears to the guitar playing upstairs, afraid he would lose this tune before he got to speak to his mother.

			Half an hour later, Max was listening out side the door to David practicing, giving it his full attention. He must practice constantly, Max thought, thinking about his own humble beginnings. David picked through the duet. With only half of the song present, and that played very slowly, it was hard to identify the tune. But David’s dedication to practicing was evident. A month ago, he didn’t even know which hand to strum with. Max went into the room and got out his guitar.

			“You want to hear it with both parts? It may make it easier to understand the timing if you know how it fits together,” Max suggested.

			“Okay, I’ll give it a try,” David said.

			“I come in first. I’ll start on three. Okay? One, two...” Max kept time with his left foot and started playing. David joined in during his part. They played very slowly but got very near the end of the piece before they had to stop.

			“That was pretty good,” Max said. “Do you see how it’s going to fit together?”

			“Yes, sir,” David said, nodding his head.

			“Is something wrong, David?” Max asked finally. “You seem distracted today.”

			“Nothing’s wrong father. It’s just, I had this friend I met at the rehab place. He doesn’t go to St. Jude’s. I mean, he goes to church here, but not the school. He’s having a rough time staying out of trouble now that he’s back at school, and I was wondering if maybe he could play with us.” Max thought about it.

			“Does he play an instrument already?” Max asked.

			“He plays drums. He plays bongos mostly, but I think he knows a whole bunch of kinds.” Max thought it over. “I’m sorry, Father. I know I’m already taking up a lot of your time, and I shouldn’t ask for even more.”

			“Hey, don’t be sorry, David. You’re trying to do a good thing, right? Here’s my concern—you’re making really amazing progress. But, still, you’re just starting to learn real songs. If he already knows how to play drums, he may get a little bored waiting for us to catch up to him. But, we can give it a try. The worst that happens is he decides he doesn’t like it and he leaves, right?”

			“Yeah, I guess,” David said. “It’s really all right with you?”

			“If the goal is to help a parishioner, of course it’s all right with me. That’s part of my job, right?” Max said, smiling.

			“Thank you, father,” David said.

			“Now, I have a favor to ask you,” Max said.

			“What is it?”

			“Did you bring your gym clothes like I asked your mom?”

			“Yes, sir. You need me to clean something?” David asked glumly.

			“No, actually, I want you to come to practice with me this afternoon,” Max revealed.

			“Basketball practice?” David repeated, his ears almost visibly perking up.

			“Yes, David,” Max replied.

			“But, I thought I wasn’t allowed to play anymore?” he asked with a mixture of joy and concern.

			“You’re not allowed to be a member of the team. But, I need an assistant coach for the defensive line. The rules don’t say anything about you doing that. I triple checked.”

			“An assistant.... what exactly?” the boy asked, obviously confused.

			“Look, your teammates are losing their edge,” Max explained. “Without you to play against at practice, they’re losing all their defensive skills. If you’re willing, I’d like you to come to practice and give them some decent offense to block. Now, I understand I am asking for a big time commitment, and if you don’t have the time to do this and practice, and keep your homework up, I understand. Or, if it would just be to weird for you to go to practice and yet not be a member of the team, it’s okay if you....”

			“When can I start?” Max looked at his watch.

			“Fifteen minutes.”

			“Do I go to games?” David asked with obvious interest.

			“If you want. But, not in the team uniform. You would come in a shirt and tie.”

			“Why do I have to wear a tie if you don’t?”

			“Would it make you feel better if I wore a tie, too?”

			“Well, yes, Father.” Max sighed.

			“I was hoping you wouldn’t say that,” Max admitted. “Okay, fine, we’ll both wear ties. How about it?” David didn’t consider the proposal for very long.

			“I’m in.”

			“Well, let’s go get changed then.”
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			Father Neman looked around the foyer for the new Trinity Ecumenical Women’s shelter. It had taken eight months of weekly meetings between himself and the pastors of the Lutheran and Episcopal churches in town, but it would soon be a reality. Soon after Ms. Alfred’s generous donation to the church, he approached his fellow clergy and they immediately began doing research into the needs of the city and surrounding country side. After several months of polling social services, police, rescue missions, and hospitals in the area, they discovered the real need in the community was for a home for battered women with children and pregnant teens who had been cast out by their parents. The rescue mission in town already took in indigent men, and there was already a county sponsored soup kitchen where the poor were fed twice a day. Women and children, a growing portion of the homeless population, were falling through the cracks. Serving them seemed to be compatible goals. So, the unifying principle of protecting women and children in need became the pastors’ guiding philosophy. A bank in town allowed the three parishes to take out a loan against the value of the house to pay for renovation. The pool was filled in and a jungle gym put up for the younger residents. The pool house was made into a recreation room. A local furniture store donated a large screen TV for the recreation area and their rival, not to be out done, donated beds, cribs, and couches. A new chain electronics store on the edge of town donated three computers and software for the residents to use if they were going back to school or retraining for a new job. The result was a group home for up to six women in crisis with up to two children each and a seventh bedroom and office suit on the first floor for a supervising social worker to occupy. As St. Jude’s had provided the building, the Lutheran Church was taking on the loan for the renovation, and the Episcopal church was providing for the salary for a full time social worker and a cook. St. Jude’s would take on the lesser expense of food and utilities. They were still working out a schedule for on call clergy between the three parishes.

			The plan had brought together people from the community in ways Father Neman had never anticipated, having been the Catholic Pastor of the community for thirty years. It was the realization of a vision for him—protecting those who were defenseless, down on their luck, and needing a second chance. He would give them that second chance. But, he reminded himself constantly, though it was his vision, he could never have accomplished it without the generosity of a former student he barely remembered. He could never had accomplished it without the death of the home’s owner. Well, at least his death was not in vain, Father Neman thought to himself. He only vaguely remembered the incident with the nativity scene twenty years earlier, and surely did not make the connection that he was now standing in that drunk driver’s foyer. Indeed, it would have been a thought too incongruous for him to accept. This could not be a house of lust, greed, and vanity. It was a house of love now. Soon, it would open its doors to the world.

			Max didn’t know if there was such a thing as a female leprechaun. But, he was pretty sure that was what Mrs. McInnis must be. He practically had to support her whole weight in order for her to stand, but it was an easy enough burden for him to bear. She was a tiny creature. As he waltzed with her around her hospital room to her favorite song, her wedding song, she giggled like a person an eighth of her age. Music from a portable compact disk player filled the room. The nursing staff had been kind enough to lend him the one from their break room. They also consented to unhook Mrs. McInnis’s intravenous line for a few minutes while the doctors were off the ward when Max explained to them his plan. All the preparation had paid off—all the people who had helped him bring this moment to fruition would be pleased. As the end of the song neared, she sat heavily on the bed, her hand over her heart.

			“Thank you, sweetie,” she said, tears welling up in the corners of her eyes. “You’ve made and old lady very happy.”

			“My pleasure, Mrs. McInnis,” Max said genuinely, his blue eyes practically twinkling.

			“Where did you find it, Father?” she asked, lying down on the bed.

			“I hummed it for my mother, and she knew exactly the song you were talking about. Just like you said. Everyone in Ireland and Scotland knows it,” he explained.

			“Well, that is just terrific,” she said. Max pulled the blanket over her. “I am so glad you came by today, dearie. But, if you don’t mind, I’d like to rest now.”

			“Sure, ma’am. I understand. Sleep well,” he said. “Do you want me to turn the music off?”

			“No, that’s okay dear. I’d like to listen to the rest if you don’t mind.”

			“Of course, ma’am,” Max said, reaching the door. “Goodnight.”

			It was already seven when Max got back to the rectory, and he was famished. He ran up to his room to change. On Fridays, if there was no basketball game, he was allowed to have off once his hospital or mass duties were over. His mother promised him pot roast. The next week would bring with it the season of Lent, which meant for the next six weeks, the one day he got to eat something other then Father Neman’s cooking, he would have to abstain from meat. Max was wasting no time in getting to his familial home. Maybe she made me peanut butter cookies too! he thought, nearly salivating at the thought. He could easily go the forty days of lent without candy, alcohol, or dessert. But, peanut butter cookies were another story entirely. Max had a pair on jeans and an undershirt on when he heard a knock on his door. Opening it, he found Father Neman.

			“Come in, Father,” Max said. He rushed to the other side of the room to get a sweatshirt, which he quickly donned.

			“Maxwell, I heard a rumor I wanted to run by you,” the older man said coyly.

			“What’s that, sir?” Max said, straightening up and giving his boss his undivided attention.

			“Some of the parents are saying that David Mitage is back on the basketball team,” Father Neman posited. “Is that true?”

			“Of course not, sir. That would be against the rules,” Max explained evenly. “He’s an assistant coach. He helps me run defensive drills.”

			“Assistant coach?”

			“Yes, sir,” Max confirmed. “He comes to practice and plays offense against the other kids during defensive drills. He’s only been at it four days, and already I’ve seen a real improvement in their level of play.” Father Neman was silent for a moment, mulling over this situation.

			“Some of the parents are afraid that that’s not really setting a good example,” he pointed out. “I mean, that someone can break the rules and then circumvent them and get back on the team.”

			“He’s not circumventing anything. I asked him to help us out as a personal favor. And, he is helping the team play better,” Max countered. “Plus, if anything, someone who broken the rules once before needs more direct adult supervision, not less.”

			“Yes. I understand,” Father Neman challenged. “But, what with that, and now giving him free guitar lessons. Some of the parents are afraid you’re being too... forgiving.”

			“Excuse me?” Max said, trying to keep his temper. “Sir, did you just say, ‘too forgiving’? Did Jesus say there was a limit to how forgiving we were allowed to be?”

			“No, of course not, Max. But you have to understand...”

			“Did Jesus forgive the people who sent him to be crucified and gambled for his clothes and taunted him?”

			“Yes,” Father Neman said, nearly sounding intimidated.

			“Well, then, I suggest the parents of this parish tell me personally what David Mitage did that was worse then that, and I will consider being less forgiving.” The two men stood silently in Max’s small room staring at one another. Rerunning the discussion that had just occurred in his mind, Max felt a twinge of fear and embarrassment. He was not speaking to an equal. He was not really a priest yet. He had no right to speak to his superior with anything by heart felt humility. On the other hand, he couldn’t back down now. To do so would mean that it was okay to let a troubled teenager get lost in the shuffle. To do so would mean to submit to a ‘one strike and you’re out’ philosophy of life where after each mistake, it would be exponentially harder and harder to pull one’s life out of a tail spin. Max couldn’t accept that. To do so would mean not being friends with Renee anymore. It would mean her struggle was for naught, that she would have to be forever a pariah because of a string of bad luck she had by some miracle overcome. Renee had, if the police report about the incident was correct, once threatened a police officer with a broken bottle and punched another one before she was subdued. If it hadn’t been for the forgiveness of many strangers in her life, she could have easily been arrested or expelled from Brighton. If it hadn’t been for one very dedicated psychiatrist, Max thought, she very well might be dead. Max knew he owed it to those police officers and deans, to that doctor, for saving his Renee. Their forgiveness was all that let her survive and prosper. He owed it to them and to her to live forgiveness every day of his life. He didn’t care how many parents he upset trying to save other teens gone astray.

			Father Neman stared at the younger man wondering if he had ever been that idealistic. Am I losing my faith? he wondered. Am I getting too old and jaded for this job? He felt a sudden chill of shame in his heart as he reflected how proud he had been earlier that day at his crowing achievement—leading a committee of friendly and educated peers to hire contractors to renovate a beautiful home into a beautiful home with overwhelming public support. In contrast to Max’s quiet rebellion it did not seem nearly as brave or mighty a task. Have I been resting on my laurels? Father Neman wondered now. Have I gotten lazy? Bowing too much to the will of the masses? Placating too much the shouts of the few? When Max had started giving this young man free music lessons, he looked the other way because there was no rule against it and he didn’t like confrontation. It was not because of philosophical objection but the discontented murmuring of a number of parishioners that lead him to approach Max about David practicing with the team. He had expected confronting Max alone would be less hassle then continuing to field questions from angry mothers. Now he found himself facing Max and his too often quiet conscience. Everything Max had said was right and the way he had said it made Father Neman ashamed that he hadn’t come to Max’s defense in the first place.

			“I understand what you’re saying,” Father Neman said finally. “Now that you explain it that way, I understand what you’re trying to do. I’ll make sure the parents understand what is going on, and hopefully this will all quiet down.”

			“Thank you, father,” Max said, now sounding humble and quiet. What in the heck just happened here? he wondered. The tidal wave he was expecting subsided gently against the beach.

			“I think you are doing a stellar job, Maxwell,” he added.

			“Thank you,” Max said, feeling jittery from the adrenaline in his blood stream that now had no purpose.

			“Enjoy your night off,” Father Neman added, smiling awkwardly. “Do you have any plans tonight?”

			“Just the usual, sir,” the young man replied. “Dinner with my parents. Mom’s making pot roast. A little pre-lent treat.”

			“Eleanor Franklin’s Pot roast,” the pastor said, breathing in heavily. “No wonder you’re in such a hurry to get home. I don’t suppose you could....”

			“I’ll make sure to bring back some left-overs, sir,” Max assured him. Father Neman grinned.

			“Thank you.” Max was halfway down the stairs with his coat when Father Neman stopped him.

			“Max, there was one more thing I meant to mention,” he said apologetically.

			“What’s that sir?” Max asked, looking up the stairs attentively.

			“I know it’s going to cut into your vacation time,” he said, almost timidly. “But Ms. Alfred is extending her trip to Petra to go to Rome for a few days. I suggested that it may be educational and spiritually enriching for you to go along and see the Vatican and such. That’s if you don’t mind. I thought you two got along pretty well.”

			“Uh... yeah. I guess it wouldn’t be too much trouble,” Max said, trying to hide his surprise. Go to Rome with my best friend? Hell yes! “I could talk to her about it at the game tomorrow.”

			“Super,” the pastor said, content. “Now, skedaddle. And, enjoy your pot roast.”

			“Yes sir,” Max said, swinging his arms through his coat sleeves and rushing out the front door. Father Neman smiled after the young man, listening to his energetic foot steps retreat. It was unusual for someone in Max’s position to spend so much time with his family. It was unusual for him to be doing half the things he did. Yet, there was nothing about this young man nor the situation that was usual. When the dean of St. Andrews notified him a year ago that they were sending Max to his care, they were very specific that the pastor do anything in his power to get Max to stop starving and isolating himself. They relinquished the boy’s body and tutelage entirely into his hands. As Max’s pastor for 23 years, they reasoned he was the representative of the Catholic Church who knew this young man the best. Without a letter from Father Neman five years ago stating unequivocally that Candidate Franklin was emotionally and spiritually mature enough to make a commitment to the church, there would be no Intern Franklin now. This mess was Father Neman’s alone. It was his responsibility to bring Max back to sanity and health. Well, he certainly has done that on his own, the old man thought. And, all I have to do is let him have half a day a week off. The improvement puzzled Father Neman, but of one thing, he was certain—St. Jude’s had gotten the better side of this deal.
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			David quietly closed his guitar case and waited for Father Maxwell to return with the newest song he was supposed to practice. Lent had passed quickly as had the end of the basketball season. Father Neman managed to smooth things over with the disgruntled parents of the parish well enough that David never caught wind of the controversy Max had accidentally generated on his behalf. Now that the season was over, the entire issue was irrelevant and their attention was devoted almost entirely to music. The addition of Nick to their group was an inspired one. It was now late April and David, who practiced a minimum of an hour daily, was playing fairly complicated duets with Max. Nick had stuck it out through their slower period, and even tolerated Max’s insistence that he learn to play the tambourine. The three were starting to sound like a legitimate ensemble.

			More importantly to David, he felt like Father Maxwell was actually enjoying himself, not just finding something to occupy David’s time while he was baby-sitting him. As their sessions transitioned less from lessons and more to communal practice sessions, Father Maxwell was spending more and more time playing with him, and less and less doing house and yard work. To make up for that, David had insisted on helping out with some light maintenance work. He had grown to enjoy the great discussions about philosophy and ethics they shared while raking grass clippings and dusting light fixtures. Because of this genuine friendship and warmth he was beginning to feel toward the junior priest, David hesitated in asking him for any favor that might upset their careful balance. But, this is important, he thought. Father Max will understand.

			Max walked back into the room with a manila envelope full of sheet music. He could immediately sense David had something on his mind. The seventeen year old junior hadn’t looked this nervous since he had confessed to his mother he had been using several illegal drugs for over a month.

			“What’s up, David?” Max asked, picking up his own guitar and putting it away.

			“Father Maxwell, I know things have been going really great with the group, and I’m really thankful that you let Nick join. The thing is,” David said, eyes darting around the room. Please don’t quit, Max thought to himself. David was his first big success story. He didn’t expect their musical escapades to last forever. Still, he hoped they would last longer then six months.

			“What is it, David?” Max asked seriously.

			“I have this friend I’m really worried about,” David said nervously. “So far, he’s not that bad off, but the guys he hangs with are really jerks. I think they’re a pretty bad influence on him. Can I start bringing him too?”

			“He goes to St. Jude’s?” Max asked.

			“The church, not the school,” David answered. “But, I think he dropped out before confirmation.” Max thought it over. He didn’t want to put a limit on his generosity, but there already was a Big brothers Big Sisters organization in town, and it wasn’t him. He worried what the diocese would think about him dedicating so much of his time to this. This started out as a side project to help a parishioner he had a preexisting mentorship role with. Adding new teens would not only take more time, the kids would be completely unknown—And may still be using. Max was troubled. Nothing in his many years of education and qualified him to do this. Yet, David was doing so well, and was pleading with him to consent.

			“Do you know if your friend is still using?” he asked frankly.

			“I think he could quit with the right motivation,” David said honestly. “He doesn’t use that much.” Does that matter? Max wondered. Any amount is too much. But, isn’t David’s goal to get this guy to quit on his own? Do I have to wait until they are really bad off before I can help them? He asked himself. Isn’t it better to catch them on their way down, before they hit rock bottom?

			“That’s fine, David,” he relented. “What does he play?”

			“Well, he doesn’t play anything yet, father,” David revealed. “But, I think he would probably like to play guitar.” Ugh, Max thought to himself. How am I going to fit this all in? Basketball season had been over for two months, which helped him out a great deal. But in six weeks, summer pick up basketball would start, and he feared he would be over his head in commitments. Love never fails. Love perseveres.

			“I’ll make you a deal, David,” he said. “You can bring your friend...”

			“Joseph, Father.”

			“Joseph.”

			“Joe.”

			“You can bring your friend Joe, but under the following conditions. First of all, you are going to teach him to play guitar.”

			“Me, father?” David protested. “But, I just learned to play a few months ago!”

			“Teaching is the best way to really learn,” Max said. “I told you the day would come when you would use your gift to help the community. Well, that day is here. Monday, you are going to teach him. Wednesday, I am going to teach him. Tuesday and Thursday, you and Nick and I will meet. When we get Joe up to speed, he can join in with the rest of the group. Meanwhile, he’s going to sign up for one of those group support programs at the community center so he can actually get some real guidance on how to stay off drugs from a trained counselor. No groups, no lessons. And, most importantly, he has to personally promise you he will not use drugs anymore.”

			“He has to promise me that?” David asked, obviously confused.

			“He can promise me all he wants. He doesn’t know me,” Max said succinctly. “He has no reason to respect or care about me. You, he already likes. He has to promise you. You promise me. We build a chain of trust. See how it works?”

			“Yes father.”

			“Very well,” Max summarized. I can’t believe I’m doing this. “From now on, Tuesdays, you and Nick and I will meet here as usual. Thursdays, we will meet on the stage in the high school.”

			“Why is that, Father Max?” David asked.

			“That’s where the piano is,” Max replied.

			“Piano?”

			“We’re not going to be a very good group with three guitarists, are we? Unless you play another instrument you haven’t told me about...”

			“No father. The stage it is.”

			“Great.”
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			Renee was sitting sideways on the Franklins’ porch swing wrapped in an afghan when Max walked out onto the back porch. It was mid-May and despite the warm days, the evenings were still quite cool. The back of Renee’s head was resting against the chain supporting the swing. She was home for the designated study days before her finals. Although it was Thursday, Father Neman had given Max the night off for his mother’s fifty-fifth birthday. Despite being invited to the party as well, he declined, siting fatigue. Max knew this exhaustion disguised his pseudo-religious dedication to his favorite TV show. The party had ended about half an hour earlier. Looking at Renee now, Max could not tell if she was just resting her eyes or if she was asleep. He sat down next to her, and she smiled sleepily before opening her eyes.

			“Did you walk over?” he asked.

			“Yeah,” she said, stretching.

			“You want a ride home?”

			“That would be nice.” They sat in silence for a minute, listening to the crickets chirp.

			“You look really tired, Little Bird,” Max said sympathetically, patting one of her little feet next to him on the swing.

			“I was up all night putting those speed limit stickers all over the cups and stuff.”

			“Where did you get that giant sign that was hanging in the kitchen?” Max asked.

			“That’s not giant. That’s just what the real ones look like in person,” Renee informed him.

			“That was an actual high way sign?” he said, his eyes widening in alarm.

			“Maybe,” Renee replied coyly.

			“Where did you get it?”

			“Jen Caponata’s mom’s garage.”

			“Did she....”

			“I have no idea. I don’t ask,” Renee said truthfully. She had made it a habit never to ask her friends what they were doing when she and Max were naming new constellations in his back yard. She purposely didn’t listen to rumors about them either, knowing if Jack asked her where her friends were the previous weekend, which occasionally he did, she couldn’t lie to him.

			“Anyway, that was a really clever idea,” Max said. “I mean, the fifty five angle.”

			“Yeah, well, you don’t think I went to Brighton for the good weather, do you?” she said, smiling at him.

			“You learned how to cater surprise birthday parties?” he said, smiling back.

			“Among other things.” She sat up a little straighter, becoming gradually more alert. “You think she was surprised?”

			“Eleanor? Absolutely. I think she expected Jack to plan something for her sixtieth birthday, but this caught her completely off guard.”

			“I have a habit of doing that, I think.”

			“I don’t think she minds,” Max assured her.

			“You need help cleaning up in there?” Renee offered.

			“No, Jack and I just finished up,” Max revealed.

			“I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to be out here napping for the whole clean up.”

			“Renee, you did all the arranging,” Max pointed out. “You somehow managed to get forty of Mom’s closest friends from all over the state into her back yard, and enough food to feed them without her noticing. Trust me, you did plenty.”

			“Okay,” she conceded, yawning. They sat silently for a while, content to let the fresh spring air wash over them. Neither of them wanted to mention that it was nearly fifty-three weeks since Renee’s return, almost a year to the day since they had reconciled after four years apart. Renee, who had predicted things would fall apart after one year, and Max, who was convinced that after one year, they would have proven their friendship could last, were both nervous about jinxing their precarious arrangement.

			“Your ordination is soon, isn’t it?” Renee said, finally.

			“A week,” Max stated. “I wish you could be there.”

			“Me too,” Renee agreed. “But, I have finals. I’m sorry.”

			“Don’t be. I guess it would weird,” Max postulated. “We don’t want to raise eye brows, even though we know there’s nothing to raise eye brows about.”

			“I guess not,” Renee agreed. There was another pause in conversation. The rottweilers next door barked at a rabbit who made the mistake of burrowing under the Franklins’ fence into their yard, but soon got bored and fell silent.

			“I’m going to St. Vincent De Paul,” Max said into the darkness.

			“Congratulations,” Renee said, as excited as her fatigue would allow. “That was your first choice, right?” Max nodded in the dim light streaming from the kitchen window. “What’s wrong, Max?”

			“It’s four hours away from here,” Max stated plainly. Renee sat up and readjusted the blanket around her.

			“I know,” she admitted. “But, I just know you’re going to do great.”

			“You think?” Max asked, unsure.

			“I’m positive,” she assured him. “You’re the one who has been visiting all those old sick people in the hospital, who talks to the messed up teenagers. This community has never been so well off. You are really good at this job. You’ll do fine at St. Vincent’s.”

			“Thank you,” Max said humbly. “It means a lot to me to hear that. But, it’s not just that.” Renee could already see the trepidation in his eyes—the look Frank the chocolate lab used to give her when ever she left the shelter for the night. Don’t leave me, he seemed to be saying. I’ll starve to death without you.

			“It’s not going to be like last time,” Renee assured him. “You have e-mail now. I can tell you how the team is doing and pre-read your homilies and write to say hi. I could email you for practice before you leave. You’ll see.” He looked down at the floor of the porch, unconvinced.

			“Look, I’ve been thinking of getting one of those cell phones since I’m always back and forth between apartments,” she continued. “They’re having a two for one deal. You want me to get you a phone?” Max straightened up.

			“I don’t know. It just seems a little... I don’t know.”

			“You can use it to call Jack and Eleanor, too, you know,” Renee insisted. “And parishioners. It’s not like it’s a booty call phone or something.” Max turned toward Renee on the dark porch.

			“A what?” he said dubiously, laughing.

			“Never mind. The point is, lots of people have cell phones. It’s not a big deal if you want to call your sister from time to time to talk.”

			“I’ll think about it,” he promised.

			Max looked out into the back yard and pushed off with his feet. He kept his hand on Renee’s ankle as they swung gently back and forth. In the silvery moon light, he could just make out the edges of the tool shed, the picnic table, and the basketball hoop. He could trace out most of his life inside the wooden fence—the spot where he repeatedly made camp fires until his parents eventually stopped trying to regrow the grass there, the square he had carefully combed free of rocks so Renee could sleep there in only a sleeping bag without being uncomfortable. A year ago, all he could think about was how soon he could leave. Now, he wanted to bury his feet in the soil like an oak whose stump would foil all attempts to remove it even years after the tree was cut down.

			I might as well leave, he thought to himself. It will be good practice. Practice for a time when he had to share Renee with someone else. Ever since Sarah announced her engagement, a nagging voice kept being raised in Max’s head. Renee couldn’t stay single forever. She couldn’t take a vow of celibacy just because he had. He didn’t want her too. He wanted her to have a happy life with a husband and children. He’d been practicing seeing her in the wedding dress marrying some other man and not being upset. That part he would get used to. He just didn’t want to live a day without her being his best friend. Their relationship was entirely platonic now, and there was no reason why those two realities couldn’t coexist. He was just afraid that, from every practical standpoint, they wouldn’t. But, maybe trying to keep up their friendship over a physical distance, to replace her physical being with digital and auditory representations of her, would be a good place to start.

			Renee sat forward on the swing and kicked her legs back and forth. She could see the concern on Max’s face. Yet, she was sure that things were going to work out better this time then they had when he first left for college. They were altogether different people now with a different relationship to one another. When she was a child, she realized now, she had worshiped him and followed him wherever he went without question. Her loyalty to him was based on intense gratitude toward him for saving her from Prentice’s adolescent henchman and all the other trials she went through daily as a new kid at a very insular school. In order for her to ever see or appreciate Max for who he was now, and not just for something he had done once, she had to start from the beginning and break all ties with him. She could scarcely think of anything else that could have so totally and cataclysmically separated them other then what had transpired. Now, as painful and embarrassing the memory was, she had made peace with having lost her virginity to this man only to have been cast off the next day for a two thousand year old mistress built of stone and the blood of martyrs. She no longer regretted anything that had happened between the two of them. She knew it was a sacrifice she would gladly make again to give up the one dimensional devotion of a scared child for the mature friendship they shared now. She was confident it could weather any distance. And yet, she couldn’t share this with Max. She was afraid he would feel guilty if he knew she still gave that horrible incident that much thought. It was irrelevant now anyway.

			 “When are you leaving?” she asked innocently.

			“Donno, but not for a few months probably,” Max answered. “The diocese decided Father Neman should get another priest permanently. What with the women’s shelter being such a big hit and the congregation growing as fast as it is, it’s not fair expecting him to do the job alone. So, I’m not moving until they get a replacement. The last I heard, they think in October the new guy will get here.”

			“Okay,” Renee stated. “That’s plenty of time.”

			“Plenty of time for what?” Max asked, confused.

			“I donno,” she said sincerely. “Just plenty of time.”

			“Yeah, I guess it is.”
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			Max looked up from his sheet music to the fire engines rushing by outside drowning out the sound of his new trio. I hope they’re not going to Renee’s again, Max thought to himself. It was a week after his ordination. Substantially, everything was different. He could complete the entire liturgy of the Eucharist himself now and thus could conduct an entire mass without Father Neman looking over his shoulder. He could hear confessions. He was far more independent then he had been just weeks ago. And yet, internally, Max did not feel any different then he had sitting on his mother’s porch in mid-May. The clap of thunder and unearthly glow he had always expected would mark this occasion, didn’t. In Hectortown, other than an empty chair behind him on the alter when he said mass instead of a seventy year old man, nothing had happened to mark his ordination.

			In fact, Max’s music group had changed far more then the parish. In preparation for Joe’s debut as second guitarist, Nick, David, and Max had started practicing once a week with Max playing the piano. He did not admit to the rest of his ensemble that he had not played since he was ten and his parents decided to take him out of lessons. He found, as he was hoping it would, that playing piano came back to him quickly once he got his fingers on the keys. It had greatly increased the variety of music the odd collection of young men could play together. However, practicing on the stage was less then ideal. The auditorium of the small high school was also the gym. In addition to facing the street, and thus being much noisier then their old practice room in the back of the rectory facing a little used parking lot, the gym was often in use as a gym for dodge ball and tag and community day care. Finding a time when they could avoid an unwanted, and often unwilling, audience was becoming more and more of a challenge.

			“You know what we could really use?” Nick said, the trio having stopped due to the disturbance outside. “An electric keyboard. Then we could practice anywhere. Plus, if you get a good one, you could fill in all sorts of instruments we don’t have.”

			“That would be nice, but we don’t have the money,” Max agreed. He had had the same thought a few times recently. There was one way, he was sure, he could get the money. But, he didn’t want to rely so heavily on the charity of others—the charity of one other.

			Later that day, Max opened the door of the animal shelter and stepped inside. He hadn’t been in the building since he was in high school, picking up Renee after a long day of working at the Olympia nursery.

			“Can I help you?” asked the man behind the counter, far too young to remember Max’s regular appearances six years earlier.

			“I’m looking for Ms. Alfred,” Max said evenly.

			“Renee?” the young man said. “Who should I say is here to see her?”

			“Father Franklin,” Max replied. The teenage volunteer picked up the phone and dialed a few numbers.

			“Renee, a Father Franklin is here to see you.” He hung up the phone. “Second door on your right.” Max walked hesitantly toward the door, stopping with his hand on the handle. He could hear barking from the other side. Not having had a pet since his cat that ran away when he was seven, he was not nearly as comfortable around animals as Renee. It made him admire her that much more for working with them. He finally went through the doorway and quickly found Renee on the other side talking to a coworker. She smiled at him as he approached and the coworker disappeared.

			“Father Franklin,” she said gleefully. “To what do I owe this honor.”

			“I have a favor to ask,” he said.

			“You want a cat?” Renee enthusiastically offered. “We just got a really nice Siamese from an old lady who died in Gowanda. Sweetest thing ever. Won’t give you any trouble. And, for the church, I’ll even throw in the shots for free.”

			“Sadly, Father Neman is allergic,” Max replied in a business like manor. “And even if he weren’t, he thinks it’s best if we keep the rectory animal free just in case the parishioners who we meet with in there are.”

			“You know I’m going to keep trying anyway,” she said, a devilish smile on her face. He smiled back.

			“Yes, Renee, I know.” Renee waved her hand at a chair and Max sat in it unceremoniously.

			“What can I help you with?” she asked.

			“You know that group I have after school?” Max began. Renee knew very well about his growing band. She considered it a stroke of brilliance on Max’s part, even though he insisted he fell into it by accident, and wouldn’t let her, or anyone else, hear them play.

			“Of course,” Renee said.

			“Well, we just got another guy who plays guitar, so I switched to playing piano. The thing is, that really limits us to where we can play, so we were hoping to get...”

			“How much?”

			“What?”

			“You want an electric keyboard. How much do you need?” With one hand, Renee was already digging into her back pack and feeling around for her wallet. She always kept at least one check with her.

			“Well, we could get a pretty decent one for about five hundred, but there was this one I had my eye on that is much higher quality, like we could actually use in church if we had to....”

			“How much, Max?”

			“Two thousand dollars.” Renee started writing.

			“I want you to repeat after me, Max. ‘Renee.’” He looked around, confused.

			“Renee.”

			“I would like two thousand dollars for instruments for my youth out reach project.”

			“I would like two thousand dollars for instruments for my youth out reach project.”

			“Okay,” she said, handing him the check. He looked at it.

			“This says two thousand one hundred thirty.”

			“Tax.”

			“Right.” It seemed far too simple. But, this was Renee. This was the sort of thing she did without even thinking. He stood up to go.

			“Are you going to wear your priest thingy?” she said as he was about to turn around. He rolled his eyes at her and smiled. There was no point in trying to correct her yet again.

			“I hadn’t planned on it.”

			“You have to wear the priest thingy, or no dice,” Max’s posture collapsed like a child protesting doing chores.

			“You know I hate wearing....”

			“Up dup dup dup dup! What did we say about using the word ‘hate’?” she challenged him playfully.

			“You know I prefer to wear my own clothes,” he said with artificially formality. “I feel more comfortable in them.”

			“But, you want to get as many instruments as you can to help your band and your kids, right?” she said, and then took a sip of her soda.

			“Yes.”

			“Trust me, wear the uniform thingy. When you go into the store, look at the expensive model. And when they ask you what you are in the market for, tell them one that is half as much. They will ask you if you are buying it for the church, and you will explain to them what you are doing. Tell them, the parishioner who gave you the money didn’t want you to spend more then a thousand on a key board.”

			“But that’s a lie,” Max protested. “I can’t lie.” Renee stood up and took the check out of his hand. She ripped it into tiny shreds.

			“Hey, what are you doing?” he asked, eyes wide in surprise. Renee had already taken out another check and started writing it out for a thousand dollars. She put her hand on his shoulder.

			“Father Franklin, I don’t want you to spend more than a thousand dollars on this key board. Better?” He nodded.

			“But, what good will this whole charade do me?” Max asked. “He’ll just sell me the cheaper one now.”

			“Max, listen to me,” Renee said seriously. “I have worked with crooked business men and honest business men. You have worked with no business men. The sales men will say he has to go talk to his boss, and when he comes back, he’ll say if you buy the more expensive key board, he’ll throw in all sorts of other stuff. You’ll say, ‘I don’t know, the check is only for a thousand dollars.’ They’ll try to throw in more stuff. Then, you say, you have to talk it over with your benefactor. You call me, and I’ll approve the rest.”

			“That simple?” Max asked, dubious.

			“It’s a local business,” Renee reasoned. “They want to be part of the community. Anything they can do to get people not to go to the big chain music store in the mall an hour from here is money in their pocket. Half the people around here go to St. Jude’s even if just for Christmas and Easter. Trust me. They will be salivating over you if you walk in all dressed up in your costume.” Max smiled at his little friend. Her complete inability to use proper church vocabulary aside, she was unnaturally wise in some things. And, more importantly, she was always looking out for his welfare. He just hoped her plan worked as well as she had described it.

			“Thank you, Ms. Alfred. Your help is once again greatly appreciated by this community.”

			“I believe in what you’re doing, Max,” she said, for a moment, no hint of joking in her voice. “I’m glad to be a part of it. Now, get out of here before I put a puppy in your arms and make you adopt him.”

			Max rushed back to the rectory and changed back into his priestly attire. He wanted to get this whole performance over with while still saturated with the confidence that spilled off of Renee like a waterfall. He walked to Phil’s, the musical instrument store down town, thinking that showing off his conspicuously expensive car would not strengthen his argument for needing a discount. On entering the store, he immediately walked over to the most expensive keyboard on the floor, eyeing it longingly.

			“Nice model,” a salesmen in his twenties commented, walking up along side Max. “You want to try it out?” Max looked shy and embarrassed.

			“Oh, I can’t afford something like that,” Max said honestly. Well, I can’t.

			“Come on, father. Try it out,” the salesmen said encouragingly, flicking it on. Max put his hands on the keyboard. Magical sounds seemed to emanate from the speakers. Max could only imagine how the young men in the band would love to accompany it. After a minute or two, Max took his hands off the keyboard and looked back at the salesmen.

			“It is very nice,” he agreed. “But, the truth is, I’m in the market for something far less fancy.”

			“Is this for the church, Father?” the salesman asked.

			“Yes, sir.”

			“Please, father. Call me Eric,” the salesmen insisted. They seemed roughly the same age, and likely would have had classes together had Max stayed in public school

			“I’m Max,” Max said, dropping formalities, and putting out his hand for Eric to shake.

			“Very well, Max,” Eric inquired. “And, what is the church going to use this for?”

			“Well, I have this group for teens,” Max began modestly. “It’s sort of like an after school program to help kids stay off drugs. It’s just three guys and myself at the moment. But, I suppose it could expand.”

			“Sounds like a great idea,” Eric agreed.

			“Yeah, I figure if I give them something that makes them feel good about themselves, you know, something to feel pride about, they’re less likely to go searching for other forms of... entertainment.”

			“Well, Phil would certainly agree with you, I’m sure,” Eric said. “Now, what kind of music are you guys playing right now?”

			“Considering it is nominally a church group, we have to exclude anything of a romantic or sexual nature, and certainly anything with violent content,” Max explained. “So, so far, we have been playing a lot of folk tunes.”

			“Not hymns?” Eric asked. Guess I can’t sell this guy on the great pipe organ function on the M3-2000.

			“No, I try to stay away from hymns,” Max admitted. “They are still teen age boys, after all. I don’t want them to get so bored they quit, or I won’t be doing them any good.”

			“So, what kind of things do you guys play?”

			“You know, some Cat Stevens, some early Simon and Garfunkel, Peter Paul and Mary, some classical stuff with no words... that kind of stuff.”

			“Have you ever thought of Christian Rock?” Eric suggested.

			“Christian Rock?”

			“Yeah, it’s getting really popular nowadays.”

			“Sounds intriguing,” Max said. “I have to admit, if the guys have to play ‘Morning has broken’ one more time, I think there is going to be a mutiny. But, we are somewhat limited in what we can play by what instruments we have.”

			“What are you working with at the moment?”

			“Two acoustic guitars, a drum set, and a piano.”

			“And soon to be an electric key board,” Eric reminded him.

			“Yes, of course. If all goes well.”

			“Well, how much do you have to spend?” Eric asked frankly. Max tried not to show how the talk of money made him nervous.

			“The congregant who is mostly supporting this project right now just gave us a thousand dollar check. She made it very clear she didn’t want us spending more then that on a key board.”

			“You’re sure you can’t get a little more?” Eric asked slyly.

			“She was pretty adamant about it.”

			“Because, I tell you, if you ever want to be able to play in front of people, you really want the M3-2000. It is the only one here that can be hooked up to an amplifier with minimal distortion.” Max was aware of this feature, which is why he had asked for the two thousand dollars in the first place. If the group fell apart when he went to St. Vincent’s, he hoped the church or the school would still be able to use the key board for something.

			“I just don’t know,” Max said, trying to sound firm. “I really only have the thousand to work with.”

			“Could you excuse me for just one moment, father?” Eric asked politely. “I want to talk to my manager.”

			“Sure,” Max said. So far, so good, Renee, he thought to himself. Now, I just have to not mess this up. Max looked around at the other instruments hanging around the store—trumpets suspended from the ceiling with fishing line so they appeared to be floating, shiny saxophones on hooks on the walls, string instruments in glass cases toward the back. So many possibilities. Within three minutes, Eric returned grinning from ear to ear. A middle aged man Max presumed was Phil walked a few steps behind him.

			“Father Max,” Eric said. “This is Phil. Phil, Father Max.”

			“Nice to meet you, Father,” the older man said, shaking Max’s hand.

			“Very nice to meet you too, sir.”

			“I hear, you are forming a group for troubled teens,” Phil said.

			“In a manner of speaking, yes sir.”

			“When I first saw you walk in, I was hoping you were going to tell us the church was going to start offering contemporary music,” Phil disclosed.

			“Not so far as I know, sir,” Max replied.

			“Please call me Phil.”

			“Absolutely, Phil. No, so far as I know, Father Neman has no plans to start a contemporary music group.”

			“That’s really a shame,” Phil admitted. “I think it would really bring in a lot of people. I know my family wouldn’t have left if it hadn’t been for the music.”

			“Really?” Max asked, intrigued. Don’t forget why you’re here, he told himself.

			“Yeah. You see, they had a contemporary music service a while ago. I guess you would have been just a kid then. It was in the late seventies. It was really pretty popular. But, Father Neman fired the music director. And, suddenly we had all these ancient hymns again. My kids said they felt like they were going to a funeral every week. So, we started going to the Anglican church across town.”

			“Well, I’m sorry to hear we didn’t meet your needs, but I am glad there was another Christian church in town where you could feel at home,” Max said diplomatically.

			“Anyway, why you’re here, Father,” Phil redirected himself. “I think this is a great thing you are doing with the kids. Now, Eric explained to me your situation. I really think the M3-2000 is the way for you to go. Unfortunately, on that particular model, I have an agreement with the company that I can’t sell it for less then two thousand, because they are selling it over the internet for that much, or some thing like that. However, if you could somehow get the other thousand, I could throw in two electric guitars, a microphone, and an amplifier. Plus, any sheet music you want for the group from now on, you get forty percent off.” Max couldn’t believe what he was hearing. This would completely transform the nature of his project. He could only see it becoming more popular and thus helping more kids. Remembering what Renee had said, he tried to hide his excitement.

			“Well, that certainly is a kind offer. I still don’t know if our sponsor is going to be willing,” Max said cautiously. “Could you give me a moment? I’d like to ask her what she thinks.”

			“Absolutely, father,” Phil said. Max left the store and quickly dialed Renee’s cell phone number on his phone.

			“Little Bird?”

			“Yeah, what did they offer you?” she asked, skipping formalities.

			“Two electric guitars, an amplifier, and microphone, and a discount on sheet music.” There was silence on the other end as Renee considered the offer.

			“For two thousand?” she clarified.

			“Yeah.”

			“Take it,” she said simply. “Tell them I’ll pay the rest when I get off work tonight.”

			“Okay,” Max said, finally letting his face show his excitement. “I can’t thank you enough, bird.”

			“Don’t mention it,” she said succinctly from the other end of the line.

			“Hey, will I see you at church on Friday?”

			“You know you will, Max,” she said.

			“Good. I’ll see you then.”

			“Hey, Max,” she caught him before he hung up.

			“Yeah?”

			“You did a good thing for your boys today,” she said seriously. “You should be proud.”

			“Thank you,” Max replied warmly. “See you Friday.”
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			Chris Potsdam sat in his car on the shoulder of the highway looking at his map. He had just left his grandmother’s house, making his annual visit for her birthday. He could never remember if it was August third or fifth, so he went the first weekend of August every year to cover his ignorance. During lunch, she had mentioned to him that due to flooding of the fair grounds the previous spring, the carnival that was usually held this time of year was going to be held in a town an hour away called Hectortown. The name sounded familiar. Remembering that his lab partner was from that area of the state, he took out a map and plotted the course. It should only take him forty minutes to get there, he reasoned, looking at the well worn map of New York.

			Chris fumbled through the pockets of his jacket hanging on the passenger seat and found his cell phone. He scrolled down to Renee’s new number. She bought the phone right before finals, and he had never had a chance to call her on it before. I hope it’s right, he thought, putting the phone to his ear.

			Renee was ten minutes into her third attempt to have a relaxing bath. She had been helping Sarah all day search for the perfect wedding favors. Jen, who had no one to stash Michael with, brought him along. For some reason, he wanted Renee to carry him from store to store, and her back was aching. This mom stuff is hard work, she thought. If ever she was going to get any benefit from a warm bath, she reasoned, it would be today. In the past year, she hadn’t had much more luck relaxing then her first attempt. For her second attempt, she had purchased candles, which movies had indicated to her were a necessity for a successful bath. Unfortunately, the result was setting a towel on fire and having to run half naked into the hall to get a fire extinguisher. The local volunteer fire fighters tried to hide their amusement when they broke down her door to find her wrapped only in a towel covering her entire bathroom with chemical fire extinguishing foam. She had learned her lesson. This would be a flame free bath. She sank into the warm water. On the count of three. One, two, three, relax. It still wasn’t working. Somebody help me, she was thinking just as her cell phone rang. Relieved, she stood up, hopped out of the tub and ran into the bed room to get her phone.

			“Hello?”

			“Renee? This is Chris,” the familiar voice came in over the line.

			“Oh, hi,” Renee answered, walking back into the bathroom to towel off. “What’s up?”

			“I hope I’m not disrupting anything,” he said. It sounded like he was driving.

			“No, I was just... You know, hanging out,” Renee caught herself, knowing her lab partner did not need any encouragement to imagine her naked.

			“You’re still in the states?” he asked.

			“Yeah, I don’t leave for Jordan for another week,” Renee informed him.

			“Great. Are you busy tonight?”

			“No, not really,” she said.

			“Cause, I’m driving right past your town on my way back to Henderson. I heard there’s like a carnival or something in town. You interested?”

			“Sure, sounds like fun,” Renee replied. Anything is more fun then a bath. “How far away are you?”

			“Forty minutes, I think.”

			“Okay. Well, I’ll get ready then.”

			Forty minutes later, Renee appeared in front of her building wearing jeans and a T-shirt, a sweatshirt wrapped around her waist. Chris smiled as he saw her approaching.

			“How you been,” he said, giving her a brief, friendly hug.

			“Okay, and yourself?”

			“Can’t complain.”

			“You up for a walk?” Renee asked. “I think we can make it to the carnival in about twenty minutes walking.”

			“Sure,” Chris said. “It’s a nice night.”

			“What brings you into our neck of the woods?” Renee asked, setting off for the southern edge of town.

			“My grandmother lives an hour east of here. I was visiting her for her birthday.”

			“Nice. How old is she?”

			“Eighty five, I think,” Chris speculated. “She’s getting up there.”

			“Could you excuse me for a moment?” Renee asked. She took her cell phone out of her pocket and scrolled down to one of the few numbers she had stored there. Darn, she said under her breath after several rings did not result in a response.

			“You go to carnivals a lot?” Renee asked as they walked on.

			“When I was little, we used to go to this one every year, since it is usually held in my grandmother’s home town. But, in truth, I haven’t been there in years.”

			“Are you a ride guy, or a look at the six headed goats and inbred rabbits guy?” Renee asked. She had only been to one carnival since her return to the United States, with Michelle and Dana, and had not been impressed.

			“Renee, I’m a veterinary student,” Chris stated, as if this were enough answer to her questions. “I’m a ‘see how many corn dogs you can eat before you hurl’ guy.” Renee giggled.

			“Corn dogs?”

			“Don’t tell me you’ve never had a corn dog before,” he said, shocked.

			“I don’t think so. Is it like a hot dog?” she asked hesitantly.

			“No, it’s more like dachshund whose been fed only corn it’s whole life. It makes them more tender. They do the same thing with Omaha steaks.”

			“Oh, I know all about Omaha steaks,” she assured him.

			“How in the heck do you know that, but you don’t know what a corn dog is?” Renee shrugged, a silly smile still across her face. Chris had successfully illicit the laughter he had been looking for—what he had missed most about his lab partner in the past three months. But, suddenly, mid-giggle, she turned down the street and shouted at someone who had just left a 5-and-dime. A medium height young man with long hair and a full beard stopped and started walking toward them from a block away.

			“Max,” she said, her smile, Chris noticed, getting even wider. “This is my lab partner I told you about, Chris. Chris, this is my good friend Max.”

			“Nice to meet you,” Max said, shaking hands with Chris. “What brings you to town on this lovely evening?”

			“My grandmother lives near by,” Chris said, suddenly sounding like a little kid answering an adult. “I was just over there, and I thought I’d give Renee a ring.”

			“Well, family is very important,” Max answered pleasantly. “It’s nice to see people of our generation visiting their grandparents.”

			“Oh, absolutely,” Chris said, acutely aware that, despite the young man’s casual attire, he was speaking to a member of the clergy. Holy thoughts. Holy thoughts. “I think that the elderly have so much wisdom to offer us if we would just take the time to listen.”

			“It’s refreshing to hear someone else say that,” Max agreed. “So, Renee tells me you’re single handedly keeping her from failing out of school.” Chris looked slightly embarrassed.

			“I wouldn’t say that,” Chris said, humbly. “Any help I provide is not with actual knowledge. She could kick my tukhus up and down the block on studying. She just has a bad habit of misplacing her assignments and not knowing what we are supposed to prepare for the next day. I guess it would happen to any of us if we were traveling every weekend.”

			“Indeed,” Max agreed. “Well, on behalf of the people of Hectortown, thank you for helping her out. All the pet owners in the area are counting on her to come back and be a great veterinarian. Our closest one now is forty minutes from here.” Max said this all with a placid and serene look on his face befitting his position.

			 “Well, it’s my pleasure having her as a lab partner. She certainly does know her stuff.” In addition to being a knock out, he thought. No! Holy thoughts. Holy thoughts. Renee interrupted the insipid exchange.

			“Max, we’re going to the carnival in town. Are you interested?”

			“I’d love to, Renee. But, I have to attend a parish counsel meeting tonight with Father Neman,” Max answered politely. “I’ll have to pass for today. You two have fun without me.”

			“Okay,” Renee said, her eyes communicating a tiny modicum of disappointment. “I guess I’ll see you tomorrow?”

			“Of course,” he assured her with a smile. “See you at church.” Max walked off down the street and got into his car. Chris just stared after him as if his feet were paralyzed.

			“What’s wrong?” Renee asked.

			“He does exist,” Chris said, appearing dumbfounded.

			“Who, Max?” she asked, laughing. “Why wouldn’t he?”

			“You really do have a best friend who’s a priest. All this time, I thought you were saying that to scare me away.”

			“Why would that scare you away?” Renee asked. How about the way your eyes light up when you talk about him—or to him, Chris thought to himself.

			“I donno,” he said, shrugging.

			“Well, everything I’ve told you about my life is true,” Renee informed him. It’s just the things I’ve left out that you would be more interested if I told you... “You ready to eat corn dogs until we hurl?”

			“Yeah sure.”
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			Eleanor was sitting at her kitchen table drinking a cup of English Breakfast tea and reading the Hectortown Herald. She was wearing a tan microfiber pants suit that Max felt lacked her usual snappiness but which, she pointed out, was more comfortable and easier to wash then her old fashioned wool suits. She was just about to flip to the entertainment section when she heard Max’s telltale stomping up the steps to the front porch.

			“Hey, Mom,” he said, rushing into the kitchen. “Can I barrow a suitcase for my trip?”

			“Sure, Max,” she said, looking up from an article about a traveling antiques fair that would be coming to the armory the next weekend. “I think there are still a few in your room from when you were in college.”

			“Thanks,” he said. He kissed the top of her head and disappeared quickly down the hall. Eleanor sipped her tea and heard her son knocking about in his room. Her eyes wondered carelessly along the page until they came to rest on a black and white photograph at the bottom. Local veterinary student Renee Alfred and classmate enjoy the Ferris wheel. The carnival will be in town until August 18th. That was all the explanation the caption offered. Renee, her hand firmly gripping the arm of a young man Eleanor didn’t know, braved the heights of the Ferris wheel. Interesting, she thought as she heard Max’s foots steps behind her. Eleanor’s first impulse was to hide that paper, to protect her son from seeing it. Won’t his heart be broken seeing her with another man? she worried. Is it really my business to protect him? Ever since Renee’s return, and her discovery of two youths’ romance, she silently accepted this as the truth, determined not to interfere. But, now, by acts of commission or acts of omission, she would be doing something merely by knowing about this “classmate”. She wanted guidance, but she knew that nothing from the Bible to the Dear Abby column would tell her what to do. Better show it to him, she thought. If he had to learn something that was going to break his heart, she reasoned, he might as well see it here in her kitchen, where he felt safe.

			“Max,” she said casually. “Did you see this picture of that silly sister of yours in the paper?” Max leaned over her shoulder and looked at the paper.

			“Yeah. That was on Saturday night. She invited me along, but I had a meeting. Nice guy. Chris, I think his name is,” Max stated, his expression light and breezy. “It’s good to see Renee enjoying herself with bipeds for a change, no?” Max smiled at his mother, but she merely stared at him, a look of questioning on her face.

			“It’s a joke, ma,” he explained, half laughing. “You know, because she spends most of her time with four legged animals?”

			“Of course,” she answered back. But, Max’s corny humor was not among the puzzles Eleanor was trying to resolve. Maybe, they’re not together after all, she thought to herself. Maybe they are just friends. Maybe I have been jumping to conclusions all this time. She wondered how she could be so wrong. But, thinking back on the past year, she couldn’t remember a single inappropriate look between Max and Renee, at least in her presence. She didn’t know how they could be sneaking around. All of their time appeared to be accounted for. And, if she left them alone in her house on a Friday night and then had to come back unexpectedly, having forgotten her purse or to make a phone call, they were always right in front of the TV where she left them watching hokey church thrillers. Have I been wrong all this time? she wondered. She was basing her whole assumption that her son and Renee were having an affair on a shower, a car, and an apology. The only other explanation was that they were together and Max was somehow unconcerned seeing Renee with another man.

			“Yes, that is very funny,” Eleanor said finally.

			“Look, ma, I gotta go pack,” Max said abruptly. “I’ll call you tonight?”

			“Sure, Max.” She kissed her son good-bye and watched him walk out the door. Ten minutes later, Max was running up the stairs to the rectory with an empty suitcase in each hand. He had seen the picture. In fact, he had cut it out and stashed it between the pages of St. Augustine’s Confessions. He had to. He finally had a face to put on the tuxedoed body Renee was marrying in his vision of her future. Max was not convinced Renee was really that serious about Chris. She had mentioned him before, at first in alarm about his comments about her secret “weekend job”, then in curiosity, and then in friendly amusement. But, he sensed from the very beginning that she never wanted anything serious from him. That was not really the issue. He was getting used to her being with someone. He had faced this other man and managed to be polite and friendly. Max knew he and Renee and everyone they knew would be better off if he could figure out how to stay friends with her during this transition. So far, so good, he thought to himself as he put his suitcases on his bed and began packing them.

			She’ll make a beautiful bride, he thought to himself as he packed. I hope Chris realizes how lucky he really is.

			Two days later, Max was unpacking the same suitcase in Oman, Jordan. The tour group of two newly ordained priests and eighteen parishioners of St. Jude’s was spending one night in a mid-priced hotel before traveling by bus to Petra the next day. The tour package included everything from the moment they boarded the plane in Buffalo. From there, it was a short flight to New York City where they changed to a larger plane that would take them across the Atlantic. On this second, longer flight, Renee was sitting two rows behind Max next to an Italian businessman who hogged the common armrest and generally gave her the creeps. By time they checked into the hotel in Oman on Tuesday evening, Max hadn’t said more then twenty words to Renee since the previous Saturday night. It was the longest he had gone without talking to her in a long time. Get used to it, Max thought as he closed his suitcase and walked across the hall to Renee’s single room. Renee was laying with her head hanging off the bed, the ceiling fan spinning lazily over head, when she heard a knock on the door. She slid off the bed, rushing to the door.

			“You wanna get dinner?” Max asked, remaining in the doorway of the room.

			“I can’t figure out what meal I want,” Renee admitted, motioning Max into her room. He sat clumsily on a chair by the window. “I’m all jet lagged. Where’s everyone else?”

			“I think a lot of the families are eating in the restaurant in the hotel,” Max speculated.

			“What about John?” Renee asked listlessly.

			“He’s playing cards with the Johnson twins and Paul Brunner.”

			“How could you let him do that?” Renee gasped. “Poor guy is going to lose his shirt.”

			“I wouldn’t be so sure,” Max assured her. “John is quite the card shark. How do you think he paid for college?”

			“Not gambling?” Renee asked, shocked.

			“No. Actually, he was a bartender at Atlantic City,” Max clarified. “But, trust me, he learned enough while he was there to hold his own with a few high school students.” Renee stood up and walked to her dresser.

			“So, while you were studying, he was gambling and Tony was trying to pimp you out to undergraduate coeds for free booze,” Renee summed up. “It’s quite a sorted lot you run with, Max,” she commented. She looked at herself in the mirror above the dresser. She was fidgeting with her hair, clipping and unclipping her barrettes.

			“We all have to have a vice, Renee,” Max stated definitively.

			“What do you mean?”

			“You can’t expect a person to take a vow of celibacy and poverty and not have some outlet for being human. For example, half the guys I knew in the seminary, not just St. Andrews, but guys I met from other schools, chain smoked by time they graduated.”

			“Is that so odd?” Renee asked turning the top half of her body to look at him. “Everyone in the Foxtail smoked. I mean, the customers.”

			“I think it’s about twice the national average,” Max explained. “Plus, in the general population, smoking prevalence goes down as education level goes up. So, you’re talking about a bunch of people with graduate degrees who all smoke like chimneys... it’s not what statistics would predict.”

			“Well,” Renee said, leaning over at the waist to let her hair fall forward and fluffing it with her hands. “What’s your vice?”

			“What?” Max asked, his voice cracking slightly, trying not to look at Renee’s round buttocks.

			“Well, if John is a card shark, and Tony is a drinker, and the rest of the seminary is keeping Big Tobacco afloat, what’s your vice? You don’t smoke, you don’t drink excessively.” Renee stood up and turned to face him. Max looked at her blankly. Does she really not know? he wondered. But, then he caught himself mid thought. Renee was not a vice. “Vice” denoted something intrinsically wrong and there was nothing even remotely bad about Renee. For almost any other man in the world, loving her to the complete exclusion of everything else would be completely acceptable. But, he was not any other man. He was supposed to love all of God’s children equally. It was his own inability to put her on the same level as anyone else that was his downfall.

			“Don’t you know, Renee?” he said with a smile. “I don’t have a vice. I’m perfect.”

			“Oh, I see,” Renee answered back. “Your weakness is excessive humility.” He laughed and threw a pillow at her which she caught and tossed on the bed. Then she turned back to the mirror and brushed her hair some more.

			“What’s up, Renee?” Max asked casually.

			“Why should something be up?” she challenged him.

			“Because you’ve been brushing your hair for longer then you do in an average week. It’s going to fall out if you keep that up. Besides, you’re very bad at hiding it when you’re nervous,” he replied plainly.

			“I’m not nervous,” she said, trying to smile. “I’m just excited to be back home, that’s all.” The way she said back home made it all very obvious to Max what she was worried about. They had discussed the many disadvantages of Renee’s plan for her first night in Jordan before leaving New York. Max thought they had agreed she would stay at the hotel with everyone else.

			“You aren’t really going through with this, are you?” he asked, the concern obvious in his voice.

			“You can’t understand, Max,” Renee said emotionally.

			“No, I guess I can’t,” he conceded. “But, I still think it could be a bad idea.”

			“How could visiting my mother be a bad idea?”

			“You haven’t heard a word from her in fourteen years, Renee,” he pointed out. “What are you hoping will happen?”

			“I haven’t heard from her in fourteen years. That’s exactly why I have to go,” she reasoned. “I don’t even remember my own mother. Doesn’t that seem wrong to you? How can I be in the same city with her and not try to contact her?”

			“I just don’t want to see you get hurt.”

			“I won’t get hurt,” she insisted.

			“Well, at least let me go with you.” Renee was quiet for a moment and stopped playing with her hair.

			“You would do that for me?”

			“Of course, I would,” he said, standing behind her. “Let’s go.” They put on their jackets and walked to the lobby of the hotel where they waited until the receptionist at the desk called a taxi company and argued with someone in Arabic about the address of the destination. Half an hour later, Renee and Max were getting out of a taxi on the other side of the city in front of a two story stucco building with few features facing the street. It looked like a fortress—an expensive fortress. Renee reread the name and address her brothers had sent her to makes sure they were in the right place. When she went through her uncle’s paper work a year earlier, she found an updated address for them. They, too, were against the idea of her visiting her mother, but would not tell her specifically why. All they would say was that their mother seemed “different” then they remembered her being when the were sent away to boarding school years earlier. They had visited only once and called her only twice since their reunion with their sister in London.

			Renee would not be deterred. She had left Jordan fourteen years earlier too young to understand the complicated tapestry that served as the backdrop to her life. She was an adult now and wanted answers—answer that lie behind the stucco walls of this palace. She rang the bell as Max climbed out of the taxi and stood next to her. An elderly gentleman vaguely familiar to Renee answered the door. Renee was relieved. She had no idea if she would understand any Arabic once she got to Jordan, but somehow, she doubted it. The man in front of her, though slightly older and more weather beaten, was her grandfather’s former housekeeper. He had changed little, as though the dry sandy atmosphere had preserved him like a mummy. The one thing she remembered about him other then his bushy eye brows and smell of strong coffee was that he spoke English.

			“Good evening sir,” Renee said tentatively. “I am looking for Josette Rouloux.”

			“May I ask who’s calling, ma’am?” he said formally

			“Tiar Renee Alfred,” Renee stated. The man raised one eye brow, eyeing Renee suspiciously. Finally, he waved the two visitors into the court yard of the house. They followed him through a very dark hallway, up some out door stairs, and through an outdoor passageway on the second floor. He walked into a dark room with a tile floor and closed the door behind him, leaving them in the hall. Max looked at Renee, who merely shrugged. A moment later, he opened the door, motioned them inside, and left.

			 In the darkened room, Renee could just about make out a figure in a shapeless dress sitting on the couch on the other side of he room.

			“My goodness, you’ve grown,” the shadowy figure said. It was a voice from Renee’s distant past, so distant, it seemed almost as though it only existed in a dream. The figure stood up and walked toward the two youths. “My little girl. I thought I’d never see you again.”

			“Mama?” Renee asked, in disbelief. “Is it really you?” She embraced the flowing cloud of fabric as if hugging a ghost.

			“My little girl. What are you doing here?”

			“I’m in Jordan on a trip, mom,” Renee explained. Her voice sounded like that of a frightened child trying to get her parent to be proud of her. “I had to try to find you. I missed you so much,” she admitted.

			“I missed you, too,” the woman exclaimed. “Why don’t you have a seat.” Renee sat on a chair nearby and Max sat, too. Although the invitation had clearly been just to Renee, Max felt oddly as if he were now just an extension of Renee, like an appendage or a handbag. To Renee’s disappointment, her mother walked passed a close by love seat and walked back across the room to sit on a distant couch. The warm, affectionate reunion was over. Clearly, her mother wanted to get down to the business of her visit.

			“I have so many questions,” Renee began.

			“Questions about what, dear?”

			“Everything.”

			“Everything like what?”

			“Well, I guess it’s not important,” Renee said, losing her nerve.

			“Come, on, child,” Madame Rouloux demanded impatiently. “Don’t be afraid of your own mother. What ‘everything’?”

			“Everything,” Renee chirped meekly. “Like, why was I baptized twice with two different names? Why didn’t I hear from you all those years? Why didn’t you invite me to your wedding?” The figure walked to a nearby bookshelf and picked out a heavy, thick tome. To Renee’s alarm, this book did not reveal some deep hidden truth like the books at Aunt Genine’s house in London. Madame Rouloux opened it and took out a bottle of liquor from the hollowed out cavity inside. She filled a glass tea cup sitting on a metal tray on a side table and put the bottle back in its hiding place on the shelf.

			As Renee’s eyes began to adjust to the dim lighting, she could make out the thick chains her mother was wearing, the extravagant jewelry. Clearly, her late grandfather’s business had been profitable, and had paid for this luxurious lifestyle. All Renee’s life, she assumed her Uncle Henry’s money came from his surgical practice. She attributed her Aunt Genine’s wealth to her famous husband’s journalistic photography. She always assumed her own parents were living paycheck to paycheck. But, this didn’t seem like the jewelry of a former public school teacher nor the clothing or house. Everything about Madame Rouloux appeared expensive. Her very movements were majestic, but in some way ridiculous, over acted, like a character from a tragic silent movie. She didn’t seem to move like real live people. Renee tried to suppress her anger at the realization that her mother was living like this while she was living with rats, dancing for desperate men in order to pay her rent.

			“I suppose I should have expected this day would come,” Josette Rouloux announced as if starting an important soliloquy for a ticket holding audience. “Renee, the man I married after your legal father died, Jean Rouloux, was your grandfather’s business partner. He and your... Mr. Alfred were friends before he left for college in America. After Mr. Alfred graduated, Jean came to visit Mr. Alfred and I in New York.”

			Renee shifted in her seat. She didn’t like the way her mother kept referring to her father as “Mr. Alfred.” There was a pause as the older woman downed the liquor in her teacup with a flourish. Then her mother continued.

			“He was staying with us for only a few months. We became lovers. And, that man, the man I am now married to, is your father.” Renee’s expression didn’t change. It was as though her mind had blocked out everything her mother had just said, refusing to even acknowledge it by letting the impact of her words giggle the cells in her inner ear.

			“When Jean left the United States, I had just found out I was pregnant with you. I thought it would be the last time he and I would ever see each other for the rest of our lives. It was his parting wish that I baptize you Catholic and that I name you after his mother, Renee Rouloux. That’s why I called you Renee when ever that beast of a father of Henry and Kevin’s wasn’t around.”

			For nearly a minute, no one in the room stirred. There was not a sound made other then the traffic outside the house. Then, all at once in the darkness, Renee laughed. She laughed loudly, coarsely, without restraint. Max glanced at her out of the corner of his eye. It wasn’t like his Renee to be so rude.

			“You really expect me to believe that?” She asked accusingly. “What kind of ridiculous soap opera do you live in? Are you some kind of lunatic? Did speaking French all that time make you crazy?”

			“Why would you say such a thing, Renee?” Josette ask incredulously.

			“Do you even realize how pathetic you are? Hiding here in the dark making your little web of lust and trickery and deceit?”

			“How could you say that to your own mother? After I gave you life? After I loved you and sacrificed for you?”

			“Loved me?” Renee screamed, leaping to her feet. “If you loved me, you would have come with me instead of waiting here with your lover for your husband to die. If you loved me, you would have fought to have me live with Aunt Josephine instead of letting father send me to live with Uncle Henry. If you loved me, you would have given a shit about me when I was scraping by, alone, broke, trying to work my way through college while you lived with your lover in your palace over here. I needed you, Mom. I needed you. And you were here living out some stupid, convoluted, existentialist tragedy. How dare you claim to love me? Come on, Max. Let’s get out of here.” Max was startled. He seemed to have been forgotten, like the wall paper, and had begun to feel like he was watching the whole scene from the outside. He was somewhat disoriented now being thrust into it suddenly.

			“Aren’t you going to stay to meet your father?” Mrs. Rouloux protested.

			“Father? What father? Jack Franklin is my father,” Renee shouted back. “And Eleanor Franklin is my mother. You are nothing to me. You are just some woman who happened to be in the hospital when I was born. And what is this Mr. Rouloux but a man who happened to screw my mother. He is nothing to me. You mean nothing to me. You are a pathetic fool. Kevin and Henry were right to try to keep me from coming.” Renee turned swiftly and ran out the door from which they had come. Max could barely keep up with her as she ran down the stairs, down the hall, and out the front door. She called a taxi and they piled in before he even had a chance to speak. Once in the taxi, he just looked at her, feeling more pity for her then he had in a long time. She wasn’t crying. She just shook and fidgeted.

			“You going to be okay?” he asked softly, putting his hand on her shoulder.

			“Yeah, I’m fine,” she said, trying for the second time that night to smile despite her true emotional state.

			“Okay,” Max said compassionately. “You want to talk about it?”

			“What’s there to talk about, Max? You were there. You saw the whole thing.” Max didn’t know what to say. She was obviously hurting. But, there was really nothing he could do to fix that except let time pass. So, he sat there in silence, his hand on the seat next to hers, their pinkies just barely touching, so she would know he was still there when she needed him.

			“I’m glad we went,” she said after a few minutes.

			“How is that?” he asked, surprised.

			“Because, all this time, I thought how much better my life would have been if I hadn’t been separated from my parents. I always wondered how much better and different things would be if my mother sent for me or had come to the states with me. But, now I realize that my father was the saner one of the two, tumor and all. Sending me away was the best thing they ever did for me. I don’t have to wonder anymore. I am living the best possible destiny I could be.”

			Max admired Renee’s optimism. She was so emphatic, she nearly convinced him that she meant it. But, as the lights of the strange city whizzed past the windows of the taxi, reflected in her brilliant green eyes, all he could think was I wish we hadn’t come. She could put up a facade as sturdy looking as the great pyramids, but inside she was a frightened nine-year-old finding out once more she didn’t fit in. She wasn’t “back home.” She had no “back home.” He sighed, not able to contain his feelings of pity.

			“You were just starting to think you had figured out who you were after all,” he said sympathetically.

			“Oh, I know exactly who I am,” she said, turning from the scenery to look at him. “I am Maxwell Franklin’s best friend.” Max felt the old sting of Renee’s joke. But, looking across the jostling taxi at her, he realized she wasn’t kidding, not this time. Perhaps, not any time. Perhaps, she had always meant it and he had been too afraid of the intensity of her loyalty to accept it. She didn’t joke now. She didn’t laugh. She just stared at him with her living green eyes. They were begging him to tell her this was true.

			“I’m your best friend,” she repeated quietly.

			“You are,” he said. “That is exactly who you are.” Finally, a single tear wound its way down Renee’s check. Max, limited by his seat belt, took Renee’s delicate hand in both of his.

			“No matter what?” she asked.

			“No matter what. Forever.”

			“Forever. No matter what.”

			 “Forever.”
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			John watched the red highlights disappear and reappear in Renee’s brown hair as she walked through the shadows of ruined columns made by the Romans on the Cardo Maximus, Petra’s Colonnade street. Time, wind, and earthquakes had turned the once numerous and towering pillars of stone into occasional cylindrical outcroppings. Max, after returning to their shared hotel room in Oman six nights earlier, had urged John to keep and eye on Renee for the remainder of the trip. She got some startling news from home, was all Max would tell him, and I’m worried about her. To John, Renee looked perfectly content climbing the uneven rocky streets of ancient Petra. Indeed, he couldn’t imagine her looking happier or more at peace. John, having had lunch with Renee once or twice a week even on days when there was no mass at the Catholic Student Center, now felt he knew Renee fairly well. Knowing Max well from the six years they spent together at St Andrews, seeing him here with Renee now was a fascinating experience. They seemed to have a secret, unspoken form of communication that John remembered reading about twins having in pop psychology magazines. Consequently, John had to keep reminding himself that they weren’t in fact brother and sister. Looking back on it now, Max’s sullen mood throughout the first year he joined the seminary now made sense.

			The group moved on up the street and approached the Temple of the winged lions which was now reduced nearly down to its foundations and only a shadow of its past glory. In the background they could see the Royal Tombs, hewn from the rose cliff face, still quite a distance from where they stood. John could understand perfectly now the glee with which Renee described this strange and mysterious place from her childhood and why she urged him too come on the trip. It was by far the most remarkable thing he had ever seen in his life, as though he was staring at the Grand Canyon with the knowledge it was made not by millions of years of erosion by wind and water, but by human hands. It was unfathomable, and it was right in front of him—intricate, beautiful buildings built not up from the ground, but into the sheer rock faces of the earth itself.

			John turned to Max, walking next to him, his own eyes wide in joyous disbelief. When they had first met, John, who was already bound for the seminary, felt that studying archeology was the waste of someone with intellect like Max. He thought someone that smart should be a doctor or an astronaut. Now seeing the results of what waves of archeologists and historians dedicated their lives to unearthing and rebuilding, John had new respect for the field of study as a whole and Max for having studied it for so long. It was impossible to walk through this place and not feel a part of the story that made it. They had only been here a week, and already John felt like his view on the world had changed. He only had one more week to spend here but felt there was a lifetime more sights to explore. What a girl, he thought to himself, to have brought us here. What a girl.

			Renee stopped suddenly on the top step of the path to the winged lion temple. She turned and took out her camera to take a picture of John and Max. Seeing Max with a friend from the seminary, she had an overwhelming sense that they had all nearly avoided total disaster. He must have been so happy at the seminary, she thought, watching Max and John interact. He must have been so in his element. He must have been so at home studying with people like John and Tony. She remembered their faces as they poured over the mosaics rescued from the floor of the Byzantine cathedral, toppled when it was still nearly new by a violent earth quake and buried for fifteen hundred years. She delighted at how they attempted to interpret the pictures in the tiled floor and compared them to other works they had seen in their religious art class at St. Andrews. What a tragedy it would have been for him to give that up, she thought seriously. Thank God he didn’t give that up for me. I could never have forgiven myself if he had to give that up for me.

			Max smiled and leaned toward John for Renee to take their picture. How in the hell does she pull these things off? he wondered. She had managed to arrange yet another magical, unbelievable trip and made it seem effortless and completely natural. He was hanging out with his best friend and one of his closest friends from school, looking at one of the greatest archeological finds on earth, and it was counted as “work”. In a week, he would be in Rome alone with his best friend with nothing to do but eat great food and sight-see like a tourist. Instead of being suspicious, Father Neman was convinced it was his idea, that Renee and Max were carrying out a favor to the church. Max smiled at Renee; but, as he climbed the worn rose-stone steps to the temple, he felt a pang of regret.

			This is how I should have felt at the seminary, he thought. If I really was supposed to be a priest, I should have felt this happy at St. Andrews. I should have been this happy without her. But, even if they had sent me here to study for the summer... if I was here without her, would it be the same, or would it be just piles of worthless worn stone? He tried to dismiss the thought from his mind. What was done was done. There was no going back to change things now. He was a priest. Not a seminarian, not a parish intern—but a priest. And he was here in Jordan. And he was here with Renee. And, if God didn’t want this to happen, he could have crashed our plane.
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			The third week of August, at the international airport in Oman, Renee and Max parted ways with John and their seventeen other traveling companions and boarded a plane to Rome. Because their reservations were made by the tour group company, who did not consider them as traveling together, they sat several rows away from one another on the short flight. Renee slept while Max thumbed through the travel guide she brought from home. Weary, they met up at customs with their bags and found the nearest available taxi, going straight to their hotel. As the taxi wound through the narrow streets of the old city, Renee stared out the windows in wonder about how different Rome looked from London. The taxi dropped them off in front of a stone building with high windows. The street was so narrow, they could not see above the buildings to orient themselves with any landmarks. With the path they had taken through the labyrinthine city, they had no gut feeling about where they were.

			They walked into the lobby of the hotel, hit immediately with a cloud of cigarette smoke and stale air. The threadbare Persian rugs and worn leather chairs in the lobby spoke simultaneously of opulence and neglect. They looked around the lobby at the faded photographs and paintings of famous sites in Italy imagining they would find a perfect rectangle of white behind each one where the years of soot that snuck through the heavy glass doors with every visitor had failed to stain the walls a uniform gray. Renee could imagine Mussolini personally sneaking in to meet a mistress here in the hotel’s glory days. But, she could also imagine the chandelier hanging in the curve of the marble stair case in the lobby hadn’t been dusted since Il Duce had left. They carried their bags to the front counter and dropped them on the floor, the three uniform thuds alerting the attendant to their presence. Through the open door to the back office, Renee and Max watched the middle aged man in the pants and vest of a three piece suit, his shirt sleeves rolled up to his elbows, crush out his cigarette and walk slowly to the desk.

			“Buon giorno,” he said, as if annoyed to have to speak to them.

			“Buon giorno,” Renee replied, and quickly following up with a phrase that Max had to guess was a request for a room in Arabic. The man behind the desk shrugged at her.

			“Svie zimmer, bitte?” she asked. He shook his head. Since when does she speak German? Max wondered.

			“Nous voudriouns deux chambre pour le soir,” she continued. She had now switched to French, Max realized. What in the heck is she doing? The man shook his head.

			“English? You speak any English?” she finally asked.

			“Little bit,” the man admitted.

			“We have a reservation for two rooms for the night. The name is Alfred,” Renee stated. The man looked in a hand written ledger.

			“Ah, Alfred,” he said, running his hand down the page. “Yes, room 308. Three nights.”

			“Three zero eight and?”

			“And?”

			“The reservation was for two rooms,” Renee said coolly. The man looked back at his ledger.

			“Alfred. One room. Two adults. Three nights. Room 308.”

			“Do you have any other rooms?” Renee asked.

			“No, signorina. You see, it is the feast of the Ascension. Everyone is in town. We are all booked up.”

			“The Assumption.”

			“What was that sir?” the attendant said, turning to Max.

			“It’s the feast of the Assumption.”

			“Eh, Ascension, Assumption, all the same,” he said, nonplussed.

			“Jesus Ascended to heaven, Mary was Assumed into heaven,” Max protested. “It’s a big difference.”

			“And, who are you?” the attendant challenged, sneering at him. “A priest?” Max opened his mouth to speak, but Renee put her hand on his arm to stop him, sensing that this exchange was not going to get them a second room at this hotel and may cost them the reservation they had.

			“Is there another hotel you can recommend?” Renee asked, trying not to let her sense of panic show.

			“I can try, but I think... eh, is impossible. Everyone is also booked up. I am sorry. Do you want me to try?” Renee looked to Max, who was standing just a few feet away at the counter.

			“It’s okay,” he said, shaking his head. “I can sleep on the floor. We only have a few days here. Let’s not waste it because of a silly little mix up with the room.”

			“Are you sure that’s okay with you?” Renee asked softly.

			“As long as it’s okay with you,” he said. Renee nodded.

			“That will be fine, sir,” he said, putting his passport on the counter. Renee also got hers out. The attendant inspected the passports for what seemed an intolerably long time, squinting, clucking, and turning them over and over in his hands. Finally, he handed them back and took a key off a hook behind him. He set the key and heavy metal key chain down with a heavy bang.

			“Breakfast is six to ten. The elevator is behind the stairs, down the hall to your left.”

			“Thank you,” Max said, picking up two suitcases and turning around, closely followed by Renee. The hallway was dark, and the industrial carpet smelled of mildew. When they finally made it to the elevator, it was slightly larger then a phone booth, barely accommodating the two of them and their luggage. They exchanged tired, embarrassed smiles.

			“I am so sorry about this, Max,” Renee said sincerely. “I explicitly said we need separate rooms.”

			“It’s okay, Renee,” Max assured her.

			“But, really, I didn’t plan for this to happen.”

			“Renee, you didn’t make the reservation, okay? I know that. The travel agent messed up. It’s really okay.”

			“You’re sure?”

			“Yes, sweetheart. I’m sure.”

			“Okay,” Renee said, and turned her head back toward the metal door of the elevator. It appeared to have barely moved since they got in.

			“What was all that stuff you were saying to attendant?” Max asked finally to break the silence as the elevator crept on.

			“I was asking him for a room,” Renee said simply.

			“But, you weren’t asking in English. Or Italian for that matter,” Max stated.

			“Some of the girls I used to work with said people at hotels in Italy and France sometimes give you a hard time for wanting to speak English even though most of them have to speak English to get the job. So, they came up with this game. If you ask them for a room in several other languages, then they are on the defensive, and they are relieved to speak English to you.”

			“Risky proposition. What if he actually spoke German?”

			“I would have been pretty embarrassed, then, wouldn’t I?” Renee said, smiling. Just then, the elevator chimed a tone, which did not appear to signify anything of importance. The motion of the elevator was so slow, it was almost imperceptible when it finally came to a stop. Finally, the door to the stuffy elevator opened letting in air that was refreshing in comparison. The third floor hallway had the same look of abandoned grandeur as the lobby. The high ceilings were elegant arched plaster with cobwebs Max guessed were older then his parents. They stumbled to their room. The old metal key spun in the lock nearly six times, and Max was beginning to think that the lock was broken until the heavy wooden door slid open revealing a completely black room.

			“Please tell me there is a window in this room,” Renee said, beginning to feel this was a terrible misadventure. She felt around in the dark for a lamp while Max dumped their suitcases on the bed, which he had discovered by walking forward until he hit it with his shins. Finally, Renee found a heavy canvas strap along the wall. She pulled it with a sudden jerk and tiny lines of light began to penetrate the room. She continued to pull, and the interlocking black out blinds so common in Europe opened, revealing the brilliant Italian sunshine. Max was investigating the many doors and drawers in the room, finding the bathroom and closet and another tiny alcove which held nothing but a sink.

			“Oh, my goodness, Max,” Renee said, stunned, staring out the window.” Come here.” Max abandoned his quest and joined Renee by the window.

			“Is that what I think it is?” As if on cue, a cacophony of bells began ringing, inspiring the pigeons perched near them to mass in a giant gray cloud streaking across the sky over Rome.

			“Yes, little bird. That’s exactly what you think it is,” Max assured her, obviously awe struck. Directly in front of them, just across the Tiber river, so close it seemed that dropping a coin out their window, the Pope himself would hear it ringing on the cobble stones below, were the domes and ramparts of the Vatican.

			Several hours later, Max and Renee had walked around the immediate neighborhood of their hotel and found a restaurant recommended in Renee’s guide book. After they ordered, Max looked out onto the ancient square, in awe of its age and how it managed to last, not only through the fall of an empire, but through two world wars and over two thousand years of daily usage. A group of pre-adolescent Italian children were playing bottle caps on the stairs of a temple that predated the arrival of Christianity to the Roman empire, completely oblivious to the building’s age, importance, or place in history. Max watched them enviously, wondering how terrific it would be to grow up in a city at the center of all western history. But, as he thought about it, he realized that they were incapable of feeling the awe he felt for these buildings exactly because they had never been without them, and he pitied them.

			As his mind wandered, like the children who now ran down an alley after a stray dog, their young voices echoing off the ancient buildings, every few words broke through the night air into Max’s consciousness, his familiarity with Latin giving him a clue as to their conversation.

			“You okay, Max?” Renee asked, finally, taking a sip of mineral water.

			“Oh, ah, yeah. Everything’s fine, bird. I’m just enjoying the view.”

			“It’s a great square, isn’t it?” Renee commented. “The guide book was right about the scenery at this restaurant.”

			“It is very nice,” Max agreed.

			“But, you still look... I don’t know. Worried?”

			“I was thinking about the band,” Max commented.

			“Are they on hold while you’re away?”

			“No, remarkably,” Max said, tilting his head to one side. “David has really taken up the reins. He’s keeping the group together and holding practices in my absence. I’m really impressed with what he’s done. The whole thing has exploded. When I told Joe he could join if he started going to substance abuse support groups at the community center, he started bringing Nick, too. The two of them keep meeting more guys they want to help and bringing them in. There seems to be an endless supply of young Catholic men recovering from various addictions in Hectortown who either play musical instruments or want to learn. At this rate, pretty soon, we could have a whole orchestra.”

			“Sounds great,” Renee commented.

			“Yeah, for the most part it is,” Max agreed. “And, I think the addition of the new instruments we got over the summer is going to help keep their interest. But, I can’t help feeling like... never mind. It’s a crazy thought.”

			“Oh, come on,” Renee urged him. “You can tell me, even if it sounds crazy.” As if to prove her point, she leaned forward in her chair to listen.

			“I don’t know,” Max hesitated. “I know this is going to sound paranoid, but I can’t help thinking that David has been... plotting something.”

			“Plotting something?”

			“Yeah.”

			“Like, what?”

			“I’m not sure,” Max admitted. “But, he’s definitely up to something. I trust David. So, I imagine it can’t be anything bad. But, still, what could he be planning that he wouldn’t tell me about?”

			“Are you sure it’s about the band?”

			“No, but I think it involves the other band members,” Max replied.

			“You don’t think they’re all doing drugs again?” Renee asked tentatively.

			“The thought had crossed my mind,” Max confessed. “I don’t know if I am just being naive, but I really don’t think that’s it. I would hope David would just quit the band if that were the case, instead of doing something like that right under my nose.”

			“You’re probably right,” Renee said hopefully. “Well, you can’t do anything about it from here. You may as well just enjoy yourself.”

			“Oh, I intend to,” Max assured her, picking up his wine glass. “I intend to.”
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			Sharing one hotel room turned out to be less of a problem then either Renee or Max had anticipated. Renee was adamantly opposed to Max sleeping on the floor, which was cold tile and looked none too clean. Instead she managed to engineer, with several extra pillows wrapped in an extra blanket, a pillow “person” to stand guard between them at night. They took turns showering and changed in the bathroom. In truth, their tour package had packed so much sightseeing into their first two days in Rome, and dinner was served so much later then they were used to in Italy, by time they got back to their room each night, they were too exhausted to do anything more then brush their teeth and fall into bed.

			Max now sat on the edge of their common bed and inspected his forearm while waiting for Renee to surrender the bathroom to him. Among the sites they had seen earlier in the day was the catacombs. Max had felt quite triumphant in his assessment that they looked nothing like the ones that had been portrayed in a horror movie he and Renee had seen six years earlier. Renee, who remembered that particular evening in their lives in a very different context, barely recalled the movie at all and conceded that Max was probably correct. On seeing the catacombs for herself, she was merely terrified by how dark it was in the underground labyrinth when their tour guide turned off his flashlight. She nearly drew blood, clutching her fingernails into Max’s arm, which she then would not surrender until they were back in sunlight. Max laughed to himself as he inspected the bruises now forming on his arm. My poor silly little bird.

			Max quickly pulled his sleeve down as he heard Renee unlocking the bathroom door. He got up to brush his teeth and Renee smiled as she crawled into her side of the bed.

			“I had fun today,” she said peacefully, burying the back of her head in her pillow.

			“Me too,” Max said, smiling at her. “I’ll be right back.” He closed the door behind him. Max was only in the bathroom for a few minutes to wash his face and change into a T-shirt and shorts. By time he returned, Renee was already asleep. Max lay down on top of the covers on his side of the bed, scenes from the past few days running through his head. Out the open window, he could hear people eating and laughing. He could hear the bells of nearby churches and the motors of the scooters so popular in the city. He tried to sleep. But, though his body was weary, his eyes refused to stay closed. He was far too excited by everything he had seen in the past two and a half weeks to turn off his brain. He turned over on his side and could just see a sliver of Renee’s profile over the feather stuffed guard she had put between them.

			“Max,” she said sleepily. “If you were alive during Roman times, do you think you would have been Christian?” Max thought it over, watching her chest gently rise with each breath.

			“I don’t know, little bird,” he said honestly. “I like to think that I would. But it depends a lot on what I was exposed to. Even in areas where Christianity was wide spread back then, it wasn’t standardized throughout each city. In some places it took on quite a distorted and unpleasant form, which is why St. Paul had to write all those letters to instruct people far away.” Renee grabbed a handful of the edge of the sheet and pulled it up under her chin. She looked as innocent as a child. He didn’t know if she had even heard him. Then he remembered how she used to ask him questions in her sleep, getting sillier and sillier as the questions progressed. He wondered what other men thought of her sleep induced utterances. Did they get lulled into answering, or did they just ignore her? Did they scurry off after they had finished fulfilling their lust in her bed, or did they stay and cherish her as she slept for the treasure she truly was?

			“I....mmmmm.... aqueduct.... engineer,” she said, interrupting his thoughts. Her eyes fluttered around under her eye lids.

			“That sounds like a very noble thing to do, sweetheart,” he said, trying to make his voice as soft as a summer breeze as not to rouse her from sleep. He was about to turn over onto his back when he heard her voice again.

			“The thing is... himmmmah...mmm... bacon.” A smile spread across Max’s lips. He had no idea what she was talking about, but he was entranced by how she said it. He had spent nearly half of his life listening to Renee’s sleepy nonsensical ramblings, watching her eyes flutter and surrender to somnolence under the blue glow of the moon light as it filtered though his nylon tent. It had been too many years since he got to hear her mumble in her sleep, her thoughts pure and beautiful as an apple blossom in April. Every second was precious to him now in a way he could never have understood then. He had wasted his adolescent years thinking that this was a normal life—not realizing the treasure he had before him. Now, he filed every last second, every breath, every mumble away in his mind, to hide and hoard and stow away in private like Tony did with aged sherry and Kenny did with Cuban cigars.

			Max thought of the kids he had seen earlier in the day playing on the steps of the ancient Roman temple. Like this neighborhood to those children, Renee was his whole world growing up. He knew if they had never broken up, he could never see Renee for everything she was, even though every freckle on her face and every curve of her body was as familiar to him as his own. He had taken her for granted until she had been ripped out of his grasp, convinced he could always have her. After four years without her, he understood her true value, and wanted never to be parted from her. But the time was coming, just six weeks away, when he would have to leave her again. He wanted to tell whatever all powerful force was keeping score in the gigantic game of human life that he had already learned that lesson and didn’t need to learn it again. He wished there was some office at the Vatican where he could inform the church he understood how to love appropriately now and should be kept where he was and not sent to St. Vincent’s.

			But, Max knew that was not how life actually worked. He had been to the Vatican that very day and rushed at dizzying speeds with their guided tour group over the well worn stones of the Piazza de San Pietro to see the one hundred and forty sun drenched saints perched for all eternity on the surrounding colonnade. He had climbed in the faceless mob up the hallowed steps of the Castel Sant’Angelo and breathed in the cool darkness of its ramparts’ shadows. He lingered a few steps behind the group to gaze upon the faces of the frescos of Chappelle de Nicholas, still under the weight of hundreds of years of incense and candle soot. He’d crept in awe through the Stanza Della Signatura where popes signed bulls, their messages to their people. He’d passed tourists with cameras at the ready, nuns in small pious flocks marching to and fro and seminarians weeping over roseries beating their chests in atonement. Yet, he had found no clerk to report this to nor dusty tome to record it in. There was no office and no giant ledger book which kept track of the things he had learned about life throughout the years. If there were such an office, the immortal accountants would use the fact that he wanted to stay in Hectortown, or cared at all where he was, as proof he didn’t love Renee correctly. They would say he lusted after her. There was no way to change his fate now. He had to leave Hectortown. He had to leave Renee again. He had to leave, not just her, but everything he had built. He would have to leave his parents, with whom he was getting along better then he had since he was in high school. He would have to leave his basketball team and his ever growing band. He knew they would all be able to carry on without him just as they had before his arrival a year earlier, but it would be difficult to leave none the less.

			Renee was definitely asleep now, and Max lay on his side watching her breath in the Roman air as long as he could hoist his eye lids up. In the moonlight that filtered in through their ancient, expensive Roman hotel window, she looked like alabaster, cold, smooth, and perfect. Max’s own eye lids were sinking heavily over his periwinkle blue irises. Try as he might, he was succumbing to the dark, peaceful recesses of sleep. As Renee slowly disappeared to the opposite side of his eye lids, he felt joyful thanks for this opportunity to understand who she was.
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			By around six o’clock on their third day in Rome, the official tours offered in Max and Renee’s package had come to a conclusion. Despite having quite a few still unused tabs in their guide book, their desire to strike out on their own was outweighed heavily by their collective fatigue. They wandered back to the neighborhood surrounding their hotel and found a restaurant that would at least make the pretense of serving them at such and uncivilized early hour. The chef, indignant that anyone would want to dine in the middle of the afternoon, made it clear to the wait staff that their order would be filled promptly at eight. Max and Renee, who had expected this cold reception, were unfazed by it. They sat out at a table over looking the city drinking wine and discussing their favorite sites from the past two weeks of travel. By nine, Renee lay on the bed thumbing through a book she purchased in the tourist office while Max washed his face at the sink. Renee looked with fleeting regret at the pictures of the Vatican knowing that the photos she had taken the day before on their rushed and pointedly secular tour would be obstructed by the brims of countless baseball caps and the small plastic flags their guide used to keep the group together among the throngs of pilgrims. She hoped Max got some spiritual renewal from the visit despite the din of flashes and the grumbles of the tour group interrupting any possibility for a meditative thought.

			“I can’t believe how beautiful the churches are around here,” Renee said, half to Max, half to the book. “I just don’t understand why they needed so many of them so close together.”

			“Well, you have to realize that funding the building of churches was a way to support the arts and economy, and boost one’s standing in the community,” Max said in a measured, academic tone.

			“Like sponsoring a wing at a hospital and having it named after you,” Renee said in comparison.

			“Something like that,” Max said. “But far less useful unless you are a travel agent five hundred years later.” He draped the towel he was using over the bar and laid down next to her, looking over her shoulder at the pictures. The housekeeper, confused by the arrangement of pillows in the bed every night, returned them to a high shelf in the closet every morning. Max now lay in the place of the pillow man, reading the captions on each photo as Renee turned the pages.

			“In Tuscany, the churches are all different than this. They were all built with this really odd stripped pattern,” he explained. “It looks kind of tacky at first—kinda like candy canes or that ribbon candy the church sells during advent. But you get used to it, and then it looks really pretty.” Renee gave him a sideways glance.

			“You’ve been to Tuscany?” she asked in disbelief.

			“No,” he said, still looking at the pictures. “But I read about it in my religious art class.”

			“Well, I guess we’ll have to go there next,” she said, smiling. Max looked her in the eye, laughing.

			“What’s so funny?” Renee asked. Max sighed and smiled at her.

			“It’s just you. The way you say these things, as though they were really possible. We’ll have to go there next. I want to live in your world, little bird, where I can believe it’s possible we could go to Tuscany together.” Renee cast her eyes down, staring at the worn damask bedspread. Do you really think it will work? Pat McLeod’s words echoed in her head. She gave them a year. It was now sixteen months. Believe the impossible.

			“What about this trip was possible, Max?” she asked him casually. “What about the past year of our lives would you have believed if anyone told you a year ago it would happen? But it did happen. We are here.” She tilted her head back up to look at him.

			Her mouth was still slightly open in a smile. His eyes darted silently from her eyes to her lips and back. Max knew unequivocally what would happen next. He would make love to her. The flyer advertising the trip, the serendipitous problem with the hotel room, the perfect luminescence of the moon light all were prophesying this louder then any vow or prohibition could forbid. He would not deny that which was so clearly preordained. As he leaned toward her, he acted with complete confidence. It was not because of the three bottles of wine they had consumed a few hours earlier. Courage in a bottle, Tony would have said. It had more to do with his clothing. He had been wearing his own clothing for almost three weeks now. His body was not cloistered in someone else’s itchy black pants and bland black shirt with the pompous collar protruding an inch and a half above his collar bone. On this trip, in this country, he could wear cargo pants, or even shorts and feel the hot Italian sun beating down on his legs.

			Max could remember this feeling, the pleasant burning that left him tan and vivacious from his many years working outside all summer. For the first time in years he remembered what if felt like to wear his own skin. This skin had something it needed to communicate to Renee’s that simple words would be completely insufficient to express. He touched her face with his hand and leaned in to kiss her. When she didn’t pull away, his hand followed her arm down to her hand, took the book she had been perusing and threw it on the floor with a loud thud. His arm cradled her thin body, pulling her toward him. It was wonderful. And yet, it wasn’t everything. He needed to make her understand, before he slipped off to another church and left her again… he needed to make her understand exactly what he meant. His hand found the buttons on the front of her sundress. Very slowly and deliberately, he unbuttoned them one by one. There was nothing sloppy or accidental about it. He wasn’t acting in haste or desperation. He knew exactly what he was doing.

			Renee kissed Max back reflexively as she had in a thousand dreams since she was fifteen years old. She’d dreamt of him when he was away from her and hanging out with Michelle. She’d dreamt of him when he was away at school. She’d dreamt of him even when there was nothing to separate them except sleep and the quilted fabric of her sleeping bag. Now she was inches away from him and she knew unequivocally that she may be admiring him through new eyes and loving him with a new heart, but her body felt for him as it always had. But, now it’s too late, she thought, her heart sinking as she felt his hands on her chest. He’d been ordained three months ago. It was far too late. But, it’s never too late for God. Renee remembered Max’s serious injunction made fifteen months ago. They were still both praying for her uncle’s soul despite his body having been dead for over a year. If it wasn’t too late for this man who had dedicated his life to making a mockery of physical love, lusting after everything his scalpel could make pretty, then why should it be too late for them to embrace love? It’s never too late for God. Max was well educated about these concepts and she trusted him to take care of the details. She’d entrusted her soul to his hands often enough as a child. In his absence no doctors, therapists, priests, or friends had wanted the job. She’d give him back that responsibility if he’d accept it—to give her permission to do what she had always wanted to do anyway.

			Uninhibited and unashamed, their tongues slid past one another, their faces locked together. They were breathing in the same air, breathing as one organism. Max kissed Renee on the mouth, then worked his way down across her cheek to her ear, and down her neck. He stopped half way down her neck, his cheek bone planted there, his nose millimeters from her soft, white skin. He breathed in deeply, his chest heaving. He wanted to breath in her skin, breath in her whole being. He wanted to fill his lungs with everything that was her. She took his head in both hands, planting her fingers in his black curls. She could smell the cheap hotel shampoo in his hair.

			Max finished unbuttoning Renee’s dress down to the waist. With his face still balanced against her slender neck, his left hand slipped into her dress and cupped her firm breast. Her own chest was rising and falling slowly, expansively. She gasped for air like someone in the dark, under water for too long, now breathing freely again. His hand moved further around her back and lifted her slightly, toward him. Her sun dress fell away from her body. Renee grabbed the bottom edge of Max’s T-shirt and skillfully, effortlessly, pulled it over his head, barely braking the embrace between them for an instant. Max could feel Renee’s breasts against his own skin, could feel her heart beating against him. With his right hand he reached under her left breast. He could feel her heart pounding, as if it were sitting right in his hand. Under his fingers, he could trace the scar over her heart where she had tried to stab herself.

			With sorrow and fear and aching, Max held his hand over the scar. He had felt it there before, but not knowing its significance, gave it little attention. Now, knowing all too well how it had come to be there, it was terrifying to him. As he lay there, trying to breath in everything that was Renee, body and soul, he could feel and see the marks on her body from the many times evil had fought with her, tortured her, tried to take her away from him. He wished he could blur the boarders between them so he couldn’t leave her to go to St. Vincent’s. He would make them physically one so no matter where she went in this world, in heaven or in hell, he would be there with her. Make us one, so we can never be separated, he pleaded in the darkness. Make us one so the devil can never take her away from me.

			Renee’s hands moved down Max’s back. She traced down each vertebrae, feeling his muscles tense under her fingers with each breath. She traced his spine down to the top of his jeans, her fingers following his leather belt around to the front. Without a hint of self consciousness, she unbuckled unbuttoned, unzipped. He lifted his hips slightly, to give her hands room to move, his body cooperating with her advances.

			Max was filled with the inescapable desire to kiss Renee everywhere at once. He put his mouth over hers, as if to swallow her. Then, he reached his left hand under her sun dress. His left hand and then his right found the firm area right under her ribs just above where her slim waist tapered off into full, round hips. He bent his head toward her chest, running his tongue over one breast and then the other, and then lingering with his face between the two so that they gently fell against his cheeks. He wished he could stay here, like this for all eternity; but, she wrapped her slender fingers around the base of his neck and urged him upward.

			They were again face to face, their flesh pressed against one another, their breaths becoming fixed together in time. Max stopped processing any form of intention. He was dissolving, succumbing to the inevitable force between them. He became aware of Renee’s arms wrapped around his head, her legs intertwined with his in a complex living knot. Make us one, Max thought to himself. He now inside her. Make us one, he begged. He had not entered her, penetrated her, for these are actions that denote time, a beginning and an end. He had become one with her. He had offered himself to her, and her body had accepted him. Make us one, he prayed. Make us one. Let us never be separated.

			On the streets of Rome, in the Vatican, just across the Tiber, bats flew past ancient towers and buildings made of sweat and stone. Smoke rose from the cigarettes of diners in outdoor cafes, and stray dogs roamed the streets in search of scraps. Tourists traced out routes on maps, trying to find the street that would take them to this place, and not that. Time passed. But, in their hotel room, Renee and Max had escaped the rules of time and space. They lay locked together, existing only in purpose.

			This is love, Max thought to himself. This is what love is. It all went back to the apple tree. The blossoms might have been there so bees would spread pollen from plant to plant—sex between mammals may be for the purposes of making more mammals. At least, that may be nature’s purpose. But, that was not God’s purpose—God whose all powerful hand could make humans out of will more skillfully then even Michelangelo could depict with all the vibrant paints in Italy. God’s purpose in putting Renee in his life was for him to understand God’s love, and Max understood that now more than anything else in the world. This is what I was supposed to feel then, he thought to himself. This is what I was supposed to feel from the beginning. He knew it. He could never doubt again for the rest of his life. Eventually, their hearts began to beat less furiously, their breathing became more regular. Renee held Max’s face in her hands. He rolled off of her and lay on his side watching her as she lay on her back. His left hand traced patterns on her torso. His fingers explored every valley and ridge made by her ribs and collar bones and muscles. He watched as divots and mountains emerged and disappeared as she inhaled and exhaled. Why, he asked himself, did he never realize how beautiful she was? Was there something special about the air in Italy? Was that why Constantine built the Vatican here? Not to commemorate where St. Peter was crucified and buried, but to capture some mystical light that God had put there for his own purpose? Was the moonlight filtering in through the window touched with magic that made her skin appear luminescent?

			Renee lay on her back watching Max watch her. She stared into the azulene pools of his eyes, perfect rings of sky. They were a perfect blue, blue that had given birth to the sea. They were watching her. They could see everything-- her scars, her sins, her virtues. She felt the validation of knowing they liked what they saw. She wanted to know his body as well as she knew his soul. She wanted him to know her so that not matter what happened, a perfect record of her existed in his consciousness. Now she knew that was possible. She could never be alone. She could never disappear. Her own mother could forget her. Her brothers could think of her as a stranger, and a tumor could turn her into an evil snake like beast to her father. But, in Max, she would always exist, perfect, and unchanged. It wasn’t possible before. But this time she was confident it had worked. He could go to St. Vincent’s, he could be four hours away, but he couldn’t leave her. Not now. Now they were one.

			Max opened his mouth to speak but he kissed her instead. He pulled her toward him, wanting to force her body into his chest—a personal tabernacle, where he could keep her forever next to his heart. And, when he finally thought he could tolerate to not be kissing her for a few minutes, he pulled his face a few inches from hers and spoke.

			“Promise me one thing,” he said.

			“Anything,” Renee responded.

			“Promise me you won’t go to confession. Promise me you will never go to a priest and confess what we just did.”

			“I can go somewhere where no body knows us,” Renee assured him. “I don’t have to tell Father Neman or John. I’ll go to a different church in another town.”

			“You don’t understand,” Max said, closing his eyes. “If you confess it, you’re saying you think it’s wrong. You’re saying its wrong for me to love you... for you to love me. I can’t say that, Renee. I can’t accept that. I don’t lust after you. I don’t covet you. I love you. I can accept the consequences of this, what ever they are. But I can’t say the way I feel about you is a sin, Renee.” Max opened his eyes. Renee nodded nearly imperceptibly.

			“Okay,” she breathed.

			“No apologies. No regrets,” he whispered.

			“No apologies, no regrets.”

			“Never?”

			“Never,” she promised him. “Never.”
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			Eleanor put another plateful of crepes down on the picnic table in front of her eagerly waiting family. Three weeks had passed since her children had returned from their trip abroad. Due to scheduling conflicts with Renee’s orientations for school and Max’s scouting visits to his new parish, this was the first time the four of them had been together since the departure of the tour group over a month earlier. Eleanor, to celebrate their return, had made an enormous brunch in their honor. With the exception of the large bouquet of “welcome home” flowers in the middle of the table, however, this was like any Sunday brunch at the Franklin household for the past year.

			Renee had just finished her first week of her second year at SUNY Henderson’s veterinary school. Having spent the first year learning the anatomy and physiology of healthy animals, this year would focus on diseases. After five solid days of studying parasites, Renee found to her dismay that she was increasingly nauseated at the site or smell of virtually any food. She tried to push the thought of tape worms out of her mind and peered at Max from over a bowl of strawberries. At noon, she politely excused herself and carried her plate into the kitchen. After an appropriate interval, Max picked up his plate and followed her. He put his plate in the sink as Renee stood a mere foot away washing her hands.

			“I’ve suddenly gotten so nervous about germs since starting this microbiology class,” she laughed at herself as she took a clean dish towel out of a drawer next to the sink to dry her hands.

			“I guess that’s a good thing in your line of work,” Max commented as he watched her hang the dish towel on the handle of the oven door. “Do you want a ride home? I’m headed your way.”

			“Thank you,” Renee answered, turning toward him. They’d barely been alone together since their return and Renee found herself having to continually remind herself of the physical distance they were required to keep on this side of the Atlantic. She leaned against the counter with her hands behind her back to keep them safely confined. “Actually, I have to go down town to the arcade to do some last minute shopping. It’s Mikie Holstead’s second birthday today, and I still haven’t found him a present. The party’s in two hours.”

			“School must really be keeping you busy,” Max commented. “It’s not like you to wait until the last minute for these kinds of things.”

			“Yeah, I guess so,” Renee agreed. “But I’ve also been dreading shopping. I have no idea what a spoiled two year old boy wants for his birthday.”

			“Well, I’m afraid I can’t help you there,” Max offered. “But I can give you a lift down town if you want.”

			“Okay,” Renee finally relented. “Let me get my jacket.” Renee donned her black leather jacket, and Max reflected on the bitter sweet ending of summer. Gone were the long, warm days, but back was Renee’s black leather jacket which he felt particularly fond of once she told him her secret about what a deal she got it for. It was like being part of an exclusive fashion conspiracy. They drove in comfortable silence the half-mile to the shopping arcade. Max parallel parked the car on the street and sat with his hands in his jacket pockets. Renee, sensing he had something on his mind, didn’t exit the car.

			“Is something wrong, Max?” she asked him hesitantly.

			“No,” he assured her. “I guess I’m just nervous about moving in a few weeks.”

			“You want to talk about it?” she offered. Max didn’t answer. He just fingered the small, smooth, round object in his pocket. It barely fit halfway down his pinkie, but he feared it would be too large on any of Renee’s fingers. He still remembered seeing it for the first time in the window of a jewelry store next to their hotel. He had had just enough time to dart in and buy it while Renee was settling their bill. He was supposed to be waiting for the taxi that was to take them to the airport. It was possible she had never noticed his absence. Anything had seemed possible in Rome. It seemed possible then that they would one day return to Italy as Max promised they would and see the Cathedral at Florence, the Camppo at Sienna, the Grand Canal of Venice. It seemed entirely possible that she would like this ring that he had bought her there. It was a simple trinket. It cost a little over a hundred dollars; but, inlaid with garnets and citrines, he though it would look lovely on Renee’s delicate hand. It seemed possible in Rome that she would have understood what he was trying to say with it—would have understood better then even he could. What he had wanted to explain, he thought, was that no matter where the church sent him four or forty hours away, he would always love her. Now, here in Hectortown, he wasn’t sure that that was what he wanted her to think of it. Did I want it to say more? He asked himself honestly. Did I want to say the church is truly irrelevant to how I feel? He wished in retrospect that he had given it to her in Italy where this was all still clear and real to him. He wished he had given it to her on the plane ride home when he could still put his hand on her side as they walked down the aisle of the plane and leaned close enough to her to smell her hair as he lifted her suitcase into the over head compartment above their seats. He wished he had given it to her over the Atlantic where, with his eyes closed, Renee sleeping with her head on his shoulder he over heard two flight attendants who assumed they were returning from their honey moon comment that they were the cutest couple on the plane.

			Instead, Max had waited. He waited because he wanted to give Renee this ring on the sixteenth of September. He wanted to give it to her on the Sunday before his last Sunday preaching at St. Jude’s. He wanted to give it to her on the fourteenth anniversary of the day they met. Now, sitting in his car—her uncle’s old car, in front of the shopping arcade down town, he realized he had waited too long. Nothing was possible anymore. The same rules of society and biology and religion existed here as always had. Max looked at Renee, making a fist around the ring in his pocket, wishing he could make the small, mocking object disappear into his palm. He had to say something.

			“I’ve been thinking a lot lately,” he began hesitantly. “What if I had decided to be a history professor?” I’d want to marry… Renee aborted the obvious response which echoed in her head like a well developed reflex. She was silent for a moment, searching Max’s face for an alternative. You know that’s not what he meant, she chastised herself.

			“Are you unhappy being a priest, Max?” she asked gently.

			“No, it’s not that, Renee,” he explained coyly. “I really enjoy it. Absolutely. This is a great life. It’s just... If I were a history professor, no one could make me move away. No one could tell me what to wear to work. No one could tell me how to spend my Sunday mornings. Sometimes, it seems like a better deal all around.”

			“Well, okay, Max,” Renee said, confused, but trying to be supportive. “I didn’t know those things were important to you.”

			“They’re not really,” Max admitted. “But, sometimes it would be nice to have the option.” They sat in silence for a minute while Renee tried desperately to gauge where this conversation was going. She feared something important was happening here but struggled against letting herself jump to an optimistic conclusion. Maybe the trip to Jordan rekindled Max’s interest in archeology, she speculated. He always said growing up that he wanted a job where he had to learn new things everyday, where he could add to the sum of human knowledge. Maybe he misses that now that he’s been away from an academic environment for over a year with no prospect of going back. Maybe he’s looking for some way to retrace his steps back to that life, but he feels trapped in his present situation and is asking for help.

			“Do you want to go back to school, Max? Do you want to get your Ph.D. in history? I could lend you the money.”

			“That’s very kind, Renee. But, I didn’t mean to ask for money,” Max said, honestly. He knew it was time for him to stop beating around the bush. He took a deep breath and began again. “The thing is, I know you really think I should be a priest and that I’m good at it and this is my destiny. And, I am really thankful for your support, Renee. I’m sure I would have made a mess of the last year without you...”

			“Don’t be silly...”

			“I’m not. I really needed your help,” he insisted. “More than you’ll ever understand. But, I just need to know if I decide not to do this anymore... if, down the road, I think this isn’t what’s right for me... would it change anything between the two of us?” Renee thought about what Max was saying with cautious pessimism. Outside, the cheerful voices of shoppers bounced off the walls and benches and planters of the pedestrian mall. She engineered an answer that would seem pious, friendly and not in anyway seductive.

			“Max, you’ll always be my best friend,” she said with certainty. “Unless you decide to give up being a priest to become a hit man or a terrorist or something, nothing on earth is going to change that. If you don’t want to be a priest anymore, that’s not going to change anything between us. And, if you want to stay a priest, and the church sends you to the other side of the country, or to Africa or China or something, you will still always be my best friend.” Max nodded nervously. The tiny stones on the top of the ring were digging into his palm, but he only just then noticed the pain.

			“That’s what I thought,” he said, trying to sound comforted by her words. “I just wanted to make sure.”

			“I’ll see you in a few days, okay?” Renee said, feeling almost afraid to leave Max alone. Max nodded, trying to be reassuring as Renee got out of the car. After walking about twenty feet, she turned around and looked back and saw Max still sitting in the parking space staring down at his lap. Did I say something wrong? She wondered. Then she shook her head and started walking away. He’s an adult. He can take care of himself. If he needs me, he’ll call.

			Two hours later, Renee stood in Jen Holstead’s kitchen drinking a glass of lemonade when Mikie Holstead ran up to her with his arms above his head.

			“Aunt Winay, Aunt Winay,” he screamed with glee. Renee put down her drink and picked him up. No sooner had she done so then he became distracted by something across the room and wiggled away wanting to be put down.

			“Hell of a party for a two year old,” Sarah said, pouring herself a soda. Mikie had run off to play with the other toddlers of Hectortown who, it appeared, had all congregated in Jen and Jay’s backyard. The two old team mates were now alone in the kitchen.

			“Yeah, well, you only turn two once, right?” Renee commented. “You going to have kids soon?”

			“I’d like to,” Sarah said. Her wedding was now fast approaching, and Sarah found she was asked this question more often then she liked. “Greg said he’d like to wait for a while. I guess that makes sense. But, I see how happy Jen is. It’s hard not to want one for yourself, you know?”

			“I guess,” Renee answered into her plastic cup and then took another sip.

			“Oh, come on,” Sarah said, hitting Renee on the arm. “You have to want kids.”

			“Sure, I do. But, with whom?” Renee, seeing herself now as a permanent bachelorette, found this an easy dodge.

			“What about that guy you went to the carnival with a little while ago. What was his name, Chris? You guys looked good together.” Renee stuck her tongue out.

			“Ick. No,” she protested. “Chris is a good friend, I’ll grant him that. But, he’s just.... too rough around the edges.”

			“Jeeze, Renee,” Sarah said in mock exasperation. “No one is going to meet your standards. At this rate, you’ll never get married.”

			“I’m comfortable with that,” she said. Just then, a stampede of tiny sneakers trampled toward them, Mikie Holstead in the lead. Jen had adorned the toddlers with party hats while the were in the back yard and Renee found herself poked with the sharp conical cardboard as Mikie and Tom, his three year old neighbor, climbed into her arms.

			“Aunt Winay,” he pleaded. “Piggy wide! Piggy wide!”

			“Okay, I’ll give you a piggy back ride,” she offered. “But, one at a time, fellas.”
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			The next day, Max sat in the confessional and waited for the next congregant. Monday mornings were a usually a very light day. To have ten people at daily mass, and any under seventy years old, was rare. Confessions, when there were any, were largely dominated by seventy five-year-old widows feeling guilty they had cursed at the neighbor’s dog for barking in the middle of the night or having naughty thoughts about the stars of prime time police shows. Max heard the door of the confessional open and braced for another TV inspired dream sequence bound to make him blush on the other side of the confessional screen.

			“Forgive me father, for I have sinned,” a surprisingly young voice recited. “It has been six months since my last confession. In that time, father, I have been using birth control quite regularly. A least once, sometimes two or three times a week. The problem is, father, I feel bad about doing it since it’s against the rules and everything. But, I can’t honestly say I plan to stop.” On his own side of the screen, Max practically wilted knowing, whether he wanted to or not, he could not in good conscience absolve a person for a sin they would not even try to stop committing. When will they learn? He thought to himself.

			“So, have you been engaging in sexual activities without the blessing of marriage,” Max probed, trying to sound non-judgmental.

			“No, father,” the woman protested. “I’m married. I am only having… relations with my husband.”

			“How does he feel about all this?” Max asked gently.

			“He thinks it’s pretty.... Well, he’s Protestant, father,” she said.

			“He thinks it’s pretty stupid,” Max finished for her.

			“Well, yes,” she conceded. Max started piecing together the story.

			“Is this causing problems in your marriage?” he asked.

			“Not big ones,” she said self-consciously. “Maybe a few little fights. Nothing earth shattering.”

			“Do you want me to talk to him?” Max offered. “The church does offer free marital counseling.” There was a long pause.

			“This is the thing, father. I’m not sure I want you to change his mind,” she admitted. Lord, give me strength and wisdom, Max thought. Why are you trying to confess something you don’t think is a sin?

			“Do you love this man?” Max asked.

			“Yes, father. With all of my heart.”

			“Then, why don’t you want to open yourself to the opportunity of the blessing of children with him?” he inquired.

			“I do father, at some point,” she clarified. “But, see, I’m a fourth year medical student. I know some girls at my school have managed to have kids and stay in school, but most who have tried didn’t make it, or they had to take an extra year. I can’t really afford an extra year. And, the truth is, I am barely keeping my head above water grade wise as it is. I know I can be a good doctor, father, but this stuff is really hard. I can’t imagine being on the wards for twelve hours and coming home to study and having to take care of a child. That just wouldn’t be fair to the child either. But, what sense does it make to take the chance of quitting medical school? Aren’t these talents from God? If He didn’t want me to be a doctor, how could I have gotten into med school in the first place? Father? Father, are you still over there?”

			Max was still there, but his mind was running into a brick wall. When he had first left St. Andrews to be a parish intern, he would have told this woman that she was in mortal danger and that she needed to stop putting her will before the will of God. Yet, many things had changed for him in the past year and now he saw what a ludicrous and cruel thing that would be to say to her. Max had been taught the church’s philosophical objection to contraception. However, as for his own beliefs, only two things mattered: life is something to cherish and life begins at conception. For him to condemn this woman for her current activities would mean that he would have to argue life begins before conception and that any potential life she could create was more precious then the lives already created she could save by becoming a doctor. He simply didn’t know if he could still do that. He could try to be encouraging and tow the party line—he could tell this woman that she should continue medical school and stop using contraception and let God decide if she could finish school or not. That seemed an unbearable uncertainty to foist upon someone who had already sacrificed so much to get to where she had gotten. Max wondered what he would want someone in his position telling Renee. Renee had wanted to be a veterinarian since before she got to high school. She studied for hours, pouring over books and models, trying to learn the inner workings of every domesticated animal so she could heal God’s creatures. Max imagined this medical student could tell a similar story and he felt only sympathy for her. He was acutely aware that his friendship with Renee was causing him to lose his icy cold objectivity. But, maybe that’s a good thing, he postulated. Jesus wasn’t objective either. Jesus was compassionate. God would have to judge him for what he was about to do, but he was not willing to judge this woman.

			“Listen, miss...”

			“Carol.”

			“Carol,” Max repeated. “Listen. I can’t tell you, ‘Sometimes the church makes mistakes.’ I can’t really do that. But, these rules are made by human beings—by men who have no idea how hard it is to carry a child or raise it. These rules are made by men who, except for rare exceptions, have not been to medical school. I can’t tell you it is a mistake for them to have made up this rule about contraception. But, I can tell you this—it is God’s will that you were smart enough and had the opportunity to pick this career field. It is a noble career field. And, God definitely does not make mistakes.” There was a long pause.

			“I’m not sure what you are telling me father,” she said, hesitantly. Max took in a deep breath. He chose his words very carefully.

			“Carol, there’s no limit to how many times I can forgive you for using contraception. I can keep absolving you for that for another ten years. But, if you drop out of school, when what you really want to do is become a doctor because I told you not to use contraception, all those people whose lives you don’t save won’t have the opportunity to forgive me for their untimely deaths. Love your husband, love your patients, and when you do decide to have them, love your children. If there is a sin here, I take full responsibility for it.” There was another long pause.

			“Do you understand me, Carol?” Max asked gently.

			“Yes, father. I think so,” she said. “Thank you.”

			“You’re welcome,” Max said sincerely. “Your desire to serve God and your fellow man are both admirable. Remember, they are not mutually exclusive goals. They are one in the same goal. Jesus was quite clear that what he wants is for us to love and serve one another. And if it ever seems like these goals can’t coexist, please, come back to talk to me, and we’ll figure it out together.”

			“Thank you, father,” Carol said sounding extremely relieved.

			“Thank you, Carol. Oh, and one more thing. Don’t tell anyone else about our deal. I don’t want everyone thinking they’re off the hook.” From the other side of the screen, Max heard giggling.

			“I promise. It’s our secret.”

			In Henderson, Renee walked into the Jittery Dog and dropped her books on a chair next to Chris.

			“You’re late,” Chris said in mock annoyance.

			“I know, I know. I’m a bit scatter brained today,” Renee said in apology. Chris finally looked up at her.

			“You look different,” he said after a short pause.

			“I got a hair cut over the weekend. You like it?”

			“No. I mean, yes, I like your hair cut, but it doesn’t look very different from your usual hair style. I mean, that’s not what looks different.” He was deep in thought.

			“Well, while you think, I’m going to get some coffee,” Renee announced. She had barely turned around when Chris announced loudly to her retreating back.

			“Oh, my goodness. You’re wearing a bra.” Renee stopped in her tracks.

			“So?” she asked, turning around. She tried to avoid the eyes that were now cast in her direction thanks to Chris’s emphatic pronouncement.

			“So, you never wear a bra,” Chris stated. Renee narrowed her eyes at him.

			“And why is it you are concerning yourself with my under garment choices?” she asked. She tried to summon up her serious annoyed look, but Chris was undeterred. He moved to the end of his chair, his eyes wide in wonder.

			“Is it a cool one? Please, tell me it’s a pushup bra. Is it all lacy and satiny and stuff? It is, isn’t it?” Renee closed her eyes and shook her head.

			“No,” she said, obviously annoyed. “I can’t believe I’m even discussing this with you. It’s just an old sports bra I wear running. It’s nothing fun.”

			“So, why are you wearing it all of a sudden?”

			“I was at a birthday party yesterday with like twelve two year olds who all thought I was some sort of jungle gym, and I ache, okay? Don’t get used to it.” Chris was disheartened by Renee’s explanation.

			“What ever you say, Renee,” he said flatly. “Go get your coffee already.” Renee got on line and in a few minutes was back with a steaming cup off coffee. Chris had already opened his book to the chapter they were supposed to study. Renee sat down across from him and opened her text book to the same page.

			“Pathology is going to suck,” she said, discouraged.

			“It won’t be that bad. You’ll learn it just like you learn everything else. And, when the test comes, you’ll kick my butt just like you always do.” Renee smiled and put her coffee cup up to her lips. She took a small sip and stopped.

			“What’s up?” Chris said, tapping his book with the eraser of his pencil.

			“This coffee tastes all wrong,” Renee said, making a concerned face.

			“What are you talking about? The coffee’s fine.”

			“No, it tastes wrong today,” Renee insisted. “Here, try it.” She held her cup up toward Chris who put his hands up to refuse it.

			“Renee, you’re crazy. I’m sure they got mine out of the same pot, and it’s fine.”

			“Maybe the milk is spoiled,” Renee speculated, taking another sip. “No, that’s not it. I can’t explain it. It just doesn’t taste right.”

			“Renee, you’re imagining things,” Chris said.

			“I’m not imagining things. I worked my way through college in a place like this. I know my…” Renee stopped mid-sentence, her face in a sudden look of shock. “Would you excuse me?” she said, finally. She put her book back in her bag before Chris could object and stood up to leave the coffee shop.

			“Wait,” Chris said to her as she left. “What about studying?” She was soon out of ear shot. “Oh, forget you,” he said in a low voice. “Who needs you anyway.”
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			It was a warm, clear Tuesday in September. A slight breeze pushed the first few orange leaves down the street and into a storm drain as Renee walked down Elm street in Henderson with tunnel vision. After leaving the coffee shop the night before, she had tried to make an appointment with the student health center. They managed to fit her in at seven thirty the next morning. Now, an hour later, she walked alone from the health center, numb, her head spinning. She walked dumb struck past an electronics store, twelve TV’s in the window all tuned to the same broad cast. She walked by without looking at the crowd that was collecting there. She walked slowly and deliberately toward her apartment. So much to think about, she thought to herself as people ran past her in the opposite direction, joining the growing crowd outside the electronic store. So much to plan.

			Renee covered the quarter of a mile to her apartment in ten minutes, everyone else she saw on the street looking as shocked and terrified as she felt right now. Do they know too? she wondered. Why do they all look so shocked? The whole world seemed foreign to her. It had changed just slightly but unmistakably, as though the timing belt that kept the word turning slipped a few degrees on its axle, disrupted by an unexpected impact. Even her apartment seemed large and cold. Something was different now, real and urgent, that wasn’t there before. She wandered around her apartment, busying herself rearranging books on a book case and straightening out, but not really accomplishing anything. She tried to take a nap, having been up most of the previous night worrying about her appointment the next morning. But, her eyes refused to remain closed and she found herself staring blankly at the ceiling. After a few futile hours, she put on her coat and walked to Chris’s apartment.

			When Chris opened the door to his apartment, he threw his arms around Renee as if he hadn’t seen her in years.

			“Are you okay?” he asked, squeezing her tightly. Renee pulled away from him a few inches, appearing confused.

			“Yeah, I’m fine,” she assured him. “I’m sorry I missed class.”

			“Class?” Chris said, pulling Renee gently by the arm into his apartment. “Renee, there was no class. What are you talking about? It was canceled.”

			“Canceled?” Renee’s brow furrowed. Is everyone in on my secret? “Why, Chris?”

			“Are you kidding me, Renee?” Chris said, approaching her, and holding her upper arms in his hands. “That’s why.” He cocked his head in the direction of the TV where the same thirty seconds of news footage was playing over and over again. A plane disappearing into a fire ball, flames, twisted metal, people running, dust clouds billowing over Manhattan. Renee stared at it, expressionless. She vaguely remembered seeing this a few hours earlier on the TV’s in the electronics store. She hadn’t bothered to figure out what it was about. What a tragedy, she thought. Earth shattering. She knew cognitively that this would change the whole world as she knew it, yet emotionally, it still seemed unreal to her.

			“Did you really not hear about it, Renee?” Chris probed gently.

			“No, I heard about it,” Renee said softly.

			“Did you lose anyone? I mean, did you have relatives there?” Renee shook her head slowly.

			“No. I don’t know anyone in Manhattan. What about you?” Chris sat down on a nearby chair.

			“I have two brothers who work within a few blocks of there,” he recalled. “Fortunately, they weren’t at work yet. They’re both safe at home now.” Renee sat down on the couch. They were silent for a few minutes. Then, Chris realized that something was upsetting his lab partner that appeared to be entirely unrelated to the tragic events of the day. She stared at the news footage blankly, with disbelief that would have seemed appropriate, but for the fact that it was already on her face before she walked in the door.

			“You have bad news, Renee?” Chris asked finally. Renee didn’t answer right away. She looked around, as if examining the air in her immediate vicinity, but found no answers.

			“No. Not bad news,” she explained. “Good news. Really, really good news. I just.... I’m not sure what to do.” Chris listened to her but could not reconcile her words with the look of bewilderment on her face. He sat next to her on the couch. “I have to ask you a big favor, Chris. But, you can say no if you’re not okay with it.”

			“I’d do anything to help you, Renee,” he said warmly. “You know that. What is it?”

			“I need you to go out on few dates with me.... In Hectortown.”

			“Dates?” Chris asked. He asked Renee out nearly every day for the first six months they knew one another. This hardly sounded like a favor. There was something else behind her asking. “What kind of dates exactly, Renee?”

			“I just need to be seen in public with you,” Renee explained. “Our picture was already in the paper when we went to that carnival. I just need people back home to think we’re... together.” Things started clicking together in Chris’s mind—the nausea, the bra, the odd tasting coffee. She didn’t have to tell him what was motivating her request.

			“Sure, sweetheart. I can do that for you,” he said, covering her hand with his. “I’ll do this because I really care about you. But, tell me one thing. Does this have anything to do with a trip you took this summer with a certain best friend from high school?” Renee sighed.

			“One boy, one girl, one hotel room in Italy,” she replied flatly. “You’re the veterinarian, Chris. You do the math.” Chris stared blankly at his coffee table. Is this what it means to be a real friend? he wondered. Is this my chance to step up and be a real man?

			“Well, heck, Renee,” he said after a few minutes. “We might as well get engaged while we’re at it.” She cocked her head to one side and stared at him.

			“You’d do that for me?” she asked.

			“Yes, Renee. I’d do that for you.”
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			Wednesday night in Hectortown, Max tossed and turned in bed. He turned over and looked at the clock on his night stand. 2:00. He had spent the past two days comforting other people who had lost family members in the terrorist attacks in New York City. He sat in nervous vigil with people still waiting to hear of relatives’ or friends’ whereabouts. He preached to those who had simply lost their sense of well being. He had listened to more confessions in one day than he usually did in a month, of people who were afraid the next attack would get them too and who wanted to die with a clear conscience. He met with people who wanted to make peace with their spouses and parents in what they perceived as the last days before the coming of ‘The End’ and tried to help them smooth over their differences.

			He could not make the world any safer, but he could offer them the confidence of the vigilance of an all powerful God. He could offer them the compassion of an all loving brother and he could offer them shelter in the wings of an ever present Holy Spirit. One touch on the shoulder and they were at peace. A few kind words over the phone, and their tears lessened. It was not from his own power, Max knew, that he could do this. It was God’s love flowing through him like electricity through a wire. This is love, Max thought. This is what St. Paul was talking about. Love without bodies. Love without lust. This is what I should have been feeling all along. This was the type of love he could feel and never be hungry again. There was no place else he would rather be and nothing else he would rather be doing. He now felt embarrassed about his doubts in Petra and looked on it as the silly fears of someone for the first time going out on their own. Now, there was no fear. This tragedy, though terrible, was his sign. He had been tested and shown to be competent to serve. He was ready to go to St. Vincent’s and do the same.

			Thank God she didn’t ask me to leave, he thought to himself lying in bed. If, the previous Sunday, Renee had told him she would marry him if he left the church, he would have done it in a heart beat. Yet, he knew now that he would regret that decision today. The church needed him; real people needed him and he wanted nothing more in life but to serve them. This is where I belong, he thought. This is where I need to be. He was at peace with that. Yet, even as he lay there, he wished he could talk to the person he could commiserate with, the person who gave him hope for the future and confidence in the essential goodness of human beings. He didn’t need a lover or a wife or a girlfriend. He needed his best friend. He didn’t need to touch her. He didn’t even need to see her. He just needed to hear her voice, and he would feel what others felt when he comforted them. Can I bother her this late? He wondered. Maybe she was still up, too. Maybe she wanted someone to talk to but couldn’t call the rectory for fear of raising suspicion. Max sat up and turned on his cell phone, dialing Renee’s cell phone number. Her voice mail picked up too quickly. Her phone was off for the night. He pulled on a pair of jeans and an old, threadbare T-shirt and snuck barefoot down the stairs of the rectory to the church office to look up her phone number at her apartment. He opened the heavy wooden door slowly hoping not to cause the hinges to squeak. He opened the top drawer of the desk where Father Neman kept his rolodex. Spinning through the numbers, he found the right one. He picked up the receiver and started to dial, but quickly hung up the phone. I can’t, he thought, sighing. I don’t need to. She’s my best friend. The thought made him feel calm and strong. She’s my best friend and she’s proud of me for what I’m doing. She’s proud of me for comforting all those people. I can do this. I can do this. She loves me. He put the rolodex back in the drawer and closed it quietly. He wasn’t a kid anymore. He didn’t need to go whining to Renee every time something was difficult.

			Max sat with his palms flat on the desk thinking. He slowly became aware of shouting outside the window. Looking out, he saw a group of men. He turned off the light in the office and leaned closer to the window to get a closer look. On the playground between the rectory and the school, six men were beating up another who was curled up on the pavement. Still barefoot, Max ran down the hall and bounded down the stairs of the rectory. Within seconds, he was on the play ground. He yelled at the men to stop, but they were in a fury. Their victim was huddled in a ball. Max pulled them off one by one, but there were too many of them, and they were throwing punches with unstoppable speed and persistence.

			Max saw that fighting off the men individually would never succeed. He threw himself over the victim who was huddled and whimpering. The men started beating Max in the other man’s place, kicking and pounding. Max felt sharp pains as one of them with combat boots on kicked him in the ribs. He heard an unsettling snapping sound as the kicks increased in frequency and force.

			“Listen to me,” he whispered to the man on the ground. “At the count of three, get up and run, okay.”

			“Okay,” the man said, his voice cracking with fear.

			“Get up... uh.... and run and don’t.... uh.... don’t look back. Promise.”

			“I promise.” God, please help me save this man, Max prayed to himself. Please help me save this man. One, Two....

			Max leapt to his feet and screamed at the top of his lungs. His chest was searing in pain, but he kept screaming anyway, pushing air as hard as he could into the dark September night. The six attackers just stared at him, dumb founded at his newly displayed strength. Max took in another deep breath and screamed again. He grabbed huge handfuls of cotton in his hands and tore his T-shirt in two in one forceful motion. The men continued to stare. Then, one of them realized their original target was a block away, with the distance increasing every second.

			“You let him escape, you stupid butt fucker,” the ring leader of the group shouted at Max, spitting at his feet. The man lunged toward Max, grabbing the compass around his neck and pulling Max forward. In one fluid movement, he took out a switch blade and jabbed it between Max’s ribs. Max gasped for air. The pain was excruciating. As he stumbled forward, he put out his hand to brace himself and managed to grab his attacker around the neck. He had his thumb on the man’s windpipe. The rest of the mob, shocked at this escalation in the severity of the assault, scattered into the night leaving their ring leader and Max alone.

			With every breath, Max felt the pain in his chest trying to double him over. It was getting harder and harder to get enough oxygen to remain standing. He pressed on the man’s windpipe tighter and tighter. They stood there on the playground staring at one another, their lives in each other’s hands, their destinies now inexorably locked together. Father, tell me what to do, Max prayed. Tell me what to do. He didn’t want to hurt this man. He didn’t want to perpetuate the violence and hatred that had gripped his country and his world. However, this man had murder in his eyes and he may look for other victims before the police could catch him. Max couldn’t let him do that—he couldn’t stand by and accept a society where the Renee Alfreds of the world could be the target of a racially motivated attack because they didn’t change their name to from Tiar Alsaud. Then suddenly, it was so obvious. So, I stabbed him in the leg... it worked. It stopped him. Renee’s voice echoed to him across the playground. I can slow him down, Max though with super human calm. I can keep him from hurting anyone else. I can keep him from sinning once more this night.

			“Brother, let me help you,” he gasped, blood bubbling up into his mouth. He took the knife out of his chest and, collapsing onto his knees, dug it deeply into the man’s thigh. She’ll be proud of me for this, he thought, looking over at the apple tree near the playground, green and healthy and glorious. She loves me, he thought, looking up at the stars, for what he thought would be the last time... and love never fails. The stars seemed to spin around him. She loves me. Finally, he fell on his side and passed out.

			“Hello?” Renee said, picking up the phone on the first ring. Nervous about the scheme she and Chris had just hatched, she was not sleeping well for the third night in a row. She was comforted when she heard Eleanor’s voice, but then frightened when she realized it was 3:00 am. Oh, God, no! she thought. At this time of night, no news could be good.

			“Renee, sweet heart, I’m sorry to wake you, but I have some bad news,” Eleanor said seriously. Renee’s heart nearly pounded through her chest.

			“No,” she gasped. There was only one thing that would make Eleanor call this late.

			“He’s alive, Renee. But he’s very badly hurt.”

			“How?” Her voice was cracking. Tears were running down her face.

			“A crowd of people were beating up a man because they thought was Muslim. It turns out they weren’t even right about that. Anyway, that part doesn’t matter. Max tried to defend the man and someone stabbed him. Fortunately, the man got away and called 911 and they found Max right away. He’s at Northern Hospital. The doctor’s say he’s probably going to make it, but his lung collapsed. He’s in the ICU.”

			“I’ll be there in an hour,” she said, and hung up.

			Forty minutes later, Renee was in the intensive care unit at Northern Hospital. She had made the trip in record time, going at insane speeds the whole way. Once she neared home, there was no one to give her a ticket. The entire police force was out looking for the six assailants that had perpetrated this hideous act against their community. As soon as the call came in from the man Max had saved saying there was a beating near St. Jude’s church, it became their only priority. Half of the force knew Max from church. They thought of Jack’s son as their own child. He was one of their own, and they were taking this attack as personally as if a member of the force was killed.

			For Renee, this meant that by 3:40, before Eleanor had finished calling relatives from the hospital waiting room, Renee was sitting next to Max’s bed, resting her head and arms on the mattress, sobbing. He was bruised everywhere. He had a black eye, several broken ribs, and a chest tube sticking out from his left side. He could have died, she thought. And then, what? She couldn’t even bear the thought. She wept until the sleeves of her sweater were soaked. As she sat there, her head aching from crying so much, she felt a hand on the back of her head, brushing past her hair. She looked up slowly.

			“It’s okay,” Max whispered, his eyes barely open from the swelling around them. “You can’t... get rid of me... that easily.” Renee swallowed hard.

			“But, they almost killed you, Max. They would have killed you.” Max shook his head slowly from side to side.

			“I was... envious.... of your scar,” he said, his voice scratchy from having been recently intubated. His breathing was shallow for fear of the pain in his ribs. “I wanted.... to see.... what it was like.... to pop... a lung. It sucks,” he said slowly, trying to laugh. Renee smiled through her tears. Where could this courage come from, she wondered, not only to risk his life for another man, but to joke around with her as he was lying in the ICU? With every breath causing him obvious pain, he was trying to make her laugh, to make her feel better.

			“Yeah, it does,” she said, at a loss for words. The parade of tears down her cheeks restarted. Does he know how much I love him? He touched her on the cheek, his hands bruised and bandaged. She took it in hers and kissed it. “Rest now,” she said gently. “Get some sleep. I promise I won’t leave.” He tried to smile, but she could tell even that was painful. Finally, his hand in hers, he fell soundly asleep.
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			Max opened his eyes and found Charlie Bedmen sitting next to his bed in a wheel chair.

			“I see you took my advice,” Charlie said flatly, indicating the pile of unopened red gelatin containers on Max’s tray. Max just tried to smile, not wanting to reveal that the gelatin was there because he had slept through the past three meals.

			“Well, you are my most trusted hospital expert,” Max joked in a weak, slow voice.

			“Your girl friend’s making a phone call,” Charlie stated, matter-of-fact.

			“Charlie, I’m a priest. You know I can’t have a girl friend,” Max said.

			“Well, who was that fox who’s been sitting here the past two days?”

			“Renee? She’s like a sister, almost,” Max explained. “She’s been my best friend since I was... well, your age.”

			“I can tell you’ve never had a sister,” Charlie said, fidgeting with the wheels of his wheel chair. “You would know a sister is never a best friend.”

			“Fine, then. She’s not my sister,” Max corrected. It hurt much less to smile today. It hurt less to breath. He took this as a good sign.

			“All I know is, your mom had to drag her out of here by her hair just to get something to eat because she didn’t want to leave the room.” Max laughed at the image, but was sure Charlie was taking liberties with reality again.

			“Why are you back?” Max asked, changing the subject. “I thought you were on a stable steroid regimen now, and you were doing better.”

			“I am,” Charlie admitted. “I was just admitted this time to have some more tests run. I have to have my blood drawn every four hours on a schedule. Something about my adrenal glands. But, since I’m too young to officially be a visitor, I’m pretending I’m sick right now so no one will ask me why I’m roaming the hospital unsupervised. Thus, the wheel chair. People never ask where you are going in a hospital if you are in a wheel chair.”

			“I’ll remember that,” Max said cheerfully. “How are your hands doing?”

			“Good, Father Max.”

			“Want to see if you can get up to 40,000 today?” he asked. Charlie smiled at him. I’ve trained him well, the young boy thought.

			“I’ll get the game.”

			Outside, the ICU, in a glass hallway connecting the outpatient and inpatient sections of the hospital, Renee was on her cell phone.

			“I know we don’t have much time, but we can’t do this this weekend.... I don’t know.” From the other end of the phone line, an exasperated voice protested her stalling.

			“No, I’m not chickening out... No, absolutely, we are going through with this. But, I don’t want to hurt him... No, it isn’t inevitable. He’s getting transferred out of town in a few weeks. We can do it then.... Two or three more weeks.... No. I’m aware of the deadline. I just can’t do this to him right now.... For Pete’s sake, did you see the newspaper this morning?” In Henderson, Chris was sitting at his kitchen table drinking coffee when Renee had called. Now, at her prompting, he unfolded his newspaper. At the bottom of the front page was the picture of a man who was all too real a part of his life now, even though they had only met once.

			“Shit. Jeeze, Renee, what happened?” Chris asked. He heard a hesitant pause. In Hectortown, Renee saw Eleanor approaching.

			“You’ll just have to read the article. It’s mostly right. Look, I’ll see you Monday, okay?”

			“Yeah, okay. Bye.”
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			Max stared blankly at Father Neman, wondering if he had accidentally taken too many pain pills. It was Tuesday, September 18 and, over the protests of his doctors, Max had left the hospital the day before. His popularity with the nursing and support staff in the hospital meant a constant parade of visitors which Max enjoyed, but which interfered with him getting any rest. In addition, he felt guilty about how much money the parish and his parents were contributing to his medical bills, as he was completely without medical insurance. So, now, he was in his own familiar bed in his parent’s house. After only 26 hours, the parade of visitors began again. They each brought news of shocking events put in motion as a consequence of everything that had happened a week earlier. To Max, this was the most shocking yet.

			“What do you mean, I’m not... leaving, sir?” he asked politely.

			“I’m sorry to disappoint you, Maxwell,” the old priest explained. “I know you have been waiting for this transfer for a year and a half. But, considering the extent of your injuries, the diocese thought it would be better for you to stay here right now, near the doctors who know your case, and near your parents, who can help out as well. It will only be another year... maybe another eighteen months, and we can transfer you out. I just can’t promise it will be to St. Vincent’s.” Max’s expression remained blank. I’m staying? he asked himself. He’s saying I’m staying? Here? Max was not sure exactly how to feel. He felt ready to go on to a new parish—to be independent, to do good work. But, I do good work here, he reminded himself. Here, with my team. Here with my band. Here with Renee. Clearly, there were some advantages to this arrangement.

			“That sounds... very reasonable, sir,” Max said, sincerely ambivalent. “I guess I can find ways to make the best of it while I’m here.”

			“I’m sure you will, Maxwell,” the pastor said assuredly. “Speaking of which, David Mitage also wanted to meet with you.”

			“He’s here?” Max asked.

			“He’s down stairs with your mother getting stuffed full of cookies.” Max smiled.

			“I always knew he was a smart kid.”

			“Dedicated, too,” Father Neman said with emphasis. “You know, he has that crew of yours helping out Mr. McKeanen while you’re convalescing? They’ve been a god send.”

			“Really?” Max asked, his brow knit in surprise.

			“Yes,” the old pastor revealed. “Do you want me to send him up?”

			“Sure,” Max consented. Father Neman exited the room in his slow, dignified manner. A few minutes later, Max heard the quick, stomping footsteps of youth on the stairs and a familiar face appeared in his doorway.

			“Please sit down, David,” Max said, straightening up in bed with obvious discomfort. David sat down on Max’s desk chair, which Eleanor had pulled closer to the bed for Father Neman to sit on. Max had not seen his protege since he left for Jordan two months earlier.

			“Father Max,” David said nervously. “Father Neman said you’re staying.”

			“It certainly seems so, David,” Max said coyly. He wanted always to give his pupil the benefit of the doubt, especially considering how much he had been helping out the church in Max’s absence. Yet, the boy’s nervousness now only magnified Max’s suspicion that something was being planned behind his back.

			“That’s great...” David said. “I mean, it certainly is great for the band.”

			“It certainly is,” Max continued, hoping by being tight lipped, he could illicit some information from the teen.

			“There’s something I should talk to you about, then,” David explained.

			“What is it, David?” Max asked. Here it comes.

			“Father, over the past two months, I’ve been trying to make a list of songs that aren’t under copy right any more. What do they call it... Public domain? Jeff’s dad’s been helping us. He’s a lawyer in the recording industry. Anyway, we had a pretty decent list going. But, there were still a few more songs the group really wanted to play that are under copy right. So, I started calling around the companies who own the rights and told them what we’re doing.” What we’re doing? Max wondered. What are we doing? What is he talking about? “I didn’t have much luck at first but, after that publicity stunt you pulled...”

			“Publicity stunt?” Max interrupted. David was clearly tense. He rubbed the palms of his hands over the legs of his jeans.

			“We’ll, that wasn’t why you did it, obviously. But, it worked,” David explained. Max was no closer to understanding. “Everyone wants to help the Angel of nine twelve.”

			“Help who?”

			“That’s what they’re calling you now in the papers,” David continued. “So, I tried calling back all these places, and when they found out you were involved, they said we could use their songs.”

			“Use them for what?” Max asked.

			“To make an album,” David blurted out suddenly. Max was speechless.

			“Make an album?”

			“Yeah, we have it all worked out,” David assured him. “It was Jeff’s idea mostly.” Because of his travel and now injuries, Max barely knew Jeff, a seventeen year old who had joined the band less then three months ago after his third DUI. He was immediately suspicious of the high school senior who had long, dyed black hair, and his own heavy metal garage band called POA, Prince of Anarchy. Reluctantly, in keeping with the philosophy of the group, Max was committed to giving him the benefit of the doubt and trusted the promises of Nick, who had recruited him, that Jeff wouldn’t use alcohol anymore. “Jeff’s dad works in copy right law, and he knows a lot of people who do recording and stuff. He said he knows people who could hopefully get us studio time when we’re ready.” Max thought about what David was saying.

			“So, this is what you have been planning since July?” he asked. David nodded. “Why didn’t you just tell me?”

			“I didn’t want to get your hopes up, in case it didn’t work out,” David explained.

			“So, we make this album, and then what?” Max asked.

			“We sell it.”

			“To whom?”

			“Members of the diocese,” David speculated. “Non-chain music stores that support local artists.”

			“David, I applaud all your hard work,” Max said gently. “And I hate to disappoint you, but I’m not sure Father Neman, let alone the diocese, is going to be too happy about us profiting from our little club.”

			“But, that’s the best part,” David protested. “Father Neman is already okay with it. The money’s not for us. It’s for the group. It’s so that the group wouldn’t just be a club. It would be like an actual program the church runs with its own addiction counselor and everything.” There was silence as Max gradually began to understand the full magnitude of David’s vision. But, David, nervous, felt compelled to fill it. “We knew you would eventually have to leave,” he explained. “And that may mean no more secret benefactor, no more new instruments, no more band. Plus, when you and I are both gone, there may not be anyone else with the teaching skills to keep the new recruits going.”

			“So, you would put the money away in an account for new instruments,” Max postulated.

			“That’s part of it. The other part, if we can get enough, would be to have Mr. Meldavo be like a faculty advisor for us. And, the counselor at the community center is in too if we can get the funding.”

			“Mr. Meldavo is in on it?” Max asked. He was the director of the band at St. Jude’s Junior High school. Although he had just started teaching in Hectortown two years earlier, he was already well liked by many parents.

			“Right now, he’s moonlighting teaching guitar lessons in the area,” David explained. “But, he said that if we could pay him what he gets from teaching private lessons, he would oversee our group and teach the new kids once you leave.”

			“And the group could go on indefinitely,” Max thought out loud. His outreach program, born not of a vision, but formed by accident in an effort to help one teen, could be an actual program with funding and a qualified faculty advisor with a degree in music who was certified in teaching. There was only one problem.

			“Who is going to buy these albums?” Max asked.

			“What do you mean?” David asked.

			“Who wants an album of a priest singing with a group of high school boys?”

			“Everyone, father,” David said confidently. “If we put your picture on the cover. You haven’t been by the church, have you?”

			“By the church?” Max asked.

			“They love you, Father. The side walk in front of the church is covered in flowers and candles and cards. This town loves you. Even the people who don’t go to church. If we can get this album out before Christmas, every household in town will want at least one under the tree.”

			“You think we can be ready that fast?” Max asked.

			“We started practicing everyday the day you left.” Max sat back and tried to fully appreciate the magnitude of what he was committing to.

			“What are we going to call ourselves?” he asked finally.

			“Father?”

			“Every band has to have a name.”

			“Oh, we were thinking ‘POA’,” David said, oblivious that Max knew about Jeff’s group.

			“POA?” he asked with feigned ignorance.

			“Price of Absolution.”
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			“Kyrie is not an English word,” Renee insisted with mock indignation. “No fair using Latin.” They never played scrabble as children. They spent most of their time in the back yard shooting hoops or exploring the marshy banks of the nature preserve until they were too weary to stand. Even then, they watched movies, and never played board games. On the few occasions when they tried, it seemed cruel to play scrabble, considering Renee had spent so many of her formative years in a non-English speaking country. Now that Max’s injuries prevented him from leaving the familiar twin bed in his parents’ house for too many hours at a time, they spent hours pouring over the tiny wooden tiles of Max’s parents’ dusty old game.

			“It is an English word by the ‘common usage’ rule. “

			“Common usage!” Renee protested.

			“Oh, come on! I let you have ascaris,” Max objected. “That’s Latin too, you know.”

			“Ascaris lumbercoides, I’ll have you know, is a very prevalent parasite in the third world,” Renee informed him. “Epidemiologists estimate that around a billion people in Africa and Asia have it.”

			“What a coincidence,” Max said in retort. “The Catholic church estimates that there are a billion baptized Catholics on earth right now.”

			“But, I bet they don’t all realize the name of what they sing on Sunday is the Kyrie.”

			“And you think all those people in the third world who can’t read or write know the Latin name of the foot long worm their gut?” he said, pretending to sound angry, but smiling at Renee broadly.

			“Fine!” Renee relented, throwing up her hands in defeat. “You’re lucky you’re sick, or I wouldn’t be this nice to you,” she said sternly, all the time trying to suppress laughter. Whether she allowed the word or not, he was going to win the game by between 100 and 150 points. Max continued to smile at Renee as he reached in the bag for more letters. Finding only two, he turned the bag over to make sure no more fell out.

			“That’s the last of the letters,” Max warned her. Renee looked at her hand. She had only consonants. B, B, Y, T, Q, N K. Shit, she thought to herself. Max proved very proficient at this game, and she had no doubt he would somehow use all his letters on the next turn. She had to get rid of every letter she could, or she was sunk. There was only one easily accessible vowel, an ‘A’ near the bottom right hand corner. Tab, she thought. Five points. Tan, three points. Bat, five. Baby. Triple word score. Thirty three points. She wasn’t going to do better then that. She picked up her letters and started laying them out on the board.

			“Well, that’s a lame word,” Max said.

			“We couldn’t all get graduate degrees in words, Max,” Renee defended herself.

			“Seriously, bird. Bat? You can’t do better then that? Let me see your letters.”

			“Hey,” Renee said, playfully batting Max’s hand away. “I want to lose fair and square. No fair you helping me.” Max put down his final letters. Renee had predicted correctly. He had managed to use all of his remaining tiles. The game was over. Max pushed himself straighter up right in bed and, though he tried to hide it, Renee could see him wincing.

			“Is it time for your pills?” she asked. Only nine days since his extensive injuries, Max was still taking a hefty dose of narcotics.

			“It was time for them two hours ago,” Max informed her.

			“Honey, why did you wait so long?” Renee went to the bathroom and came back with a glass of water for him. She put it down on the nightstand and opened a prescription bottle she found there. “Here, take this. I hate to see you in pain,” she said, handing him one tablet and the glass of water.

			“The don’t want to be on so much pain medicine,” Max protested, taking the pill from Renee and popping it in his mouth. “These pills make me so sleepy.”

			“Good. You need your rest. I don’t think you realize how badly they hurt you. You’re hard headed just like your dad. Remember when he injured his back last year? Now, rest, okay?”

			“If I only get to spend a few hours with you a day, I want to make sure I’m awake for it.”

			“But, I don’t want you to be in pain just to stay awake to see me,” Renee said.

			“It’s really not that bad anymore. Not like it was when I first got out of the hospital. I’m almost good as new,” he insisted. But, even as he said it, he could feel himself giving in to the aching in his broken ribs. He could feel the bruises still healing in every muscle in his body. Most bothersome of all, he felt the itching over the stitches where doctors had sewn up the six inch stab wound in his chest. Max lowered himself gently against the stack of pillows at the head of the bed. He was already feeling pretty tired, even before the narcotics. “I bet you didn’t take them for this long after you got stabbed.”

			“It’s not about the stabbing,” Renee explained. “That was a very clean wound. It’s about the flail chest.”

			“Flail chest?” Max asked, confused.

			“It’s when you break two or more consecutive ribs in two places. So, the ribs can just kinda float freely for that little section. It’s incredibly dangerous because if the ends of the bone are sharp, they can re-injure your lung. That’s why your doctors think you should still be in the hospital now. That’s why you are in so much pain when you breathe, not because of the stabbing. There’s no way to splint flail chest, either, unfortunately. You just have to try to stay still until the body heals it.”

			“You didn’t have flail chest?” Max asked, finally settling into a comfortable position.

			“No,” Renee said curtly.

			“Why not?”

			“You don’t get it from being stabbed,” she explained, standing next to his bed. “You got it from that fucking SOB who kicked you when you were down on the ground.”

			“Renee, don’t” Max said meekly.

			“Don’t what?” she asked, already knowing how he would answer.

			“Don’t make fun of the guy who did this,” he said calmly.

			“Why not?” she asked, impassioned. “He deserves to die for what he did to you.”

			“Please, Renee,” he asked even more strongly. “Don’t say that. You don’t believe in capital punishment, remember?” Renee looked away from him, shame in her eyes.

			“Yes, I remember,” she said quietly. “I just don’t remember why.” Max closed his eyes briefly, remembering the very carefully laid out argument he had given her when they were fifteen and thirteen. It had taken nearly an hour. He didn’t have the strength or the energy to argue with her like that right now. He hoped she wouldn’t force him too.

			“Renee,” he asked slowly. “Why did Judas betray Jesus?”

			“For thirty pieces of silver,” Renee said simply, still looking away.

			“Renee, you know better then that,” Max said, disappointed. “What did I teach you?”

			“Because he wanted revenge,” Renee conceded. “Because he thought Jesus came to be a military leader to start a revolt against the Romans… to take revenge on them for oppressing his people. And, when he found out that wasn’t what Jesus came to do, he was angry.”

			“That’s right,” Max said, relieved. “Judas wanted what he thought was Just. But, what he wanted was revenge. And, when Jesus would not give it to him, he betrayed Jesus. And, when we want revenge instead of forgiving our enemies, we betray Jesus all over again in our hearts.”

			“Then, why testify against him?” Renee challenged Max. “Why testify against the man who attacked you? The other witness is too frightened to come forward. Without you, the man would go free.”

			“I’ve wrestled with that myself,” Max admitted. “But, I can’t figure out any other way to compel him not to hurt anyone else. He looked so full of hate. Helping put him in jail is the only way I can protect other people in this community. Maybe it will even give him a chance to repent for what he’s done. And, even if he doesn’t, it gives him fewer chances to sin again and protects him from himself.” Renee hung her head shamefully.

			“You should give a homily about that when you get back,” she said after a pause. “Father Neman tried, but he keeps confusing everyone. You’re very persuasive.”

			“You think I can convince them?”

			“Coming from you,” she said plainly. “I don’t think there will be a dry eye in the house.”

			“But, I didn’t convince you,” Max said quietly. “How can I convince a church full of strangers.” Renee turned to look at Max for the first time since the conversation began.

			“They didn’t almost lose the man they….” She caught herself in the middle of the shouted statement, her eyes flashing. “The man they grew up with like a brother,” she continued more calmly. Max seemed startled by her sudden show of emotion.

			“No. I suppose they didn’t,” he said calmly. He saw how much hurt there was in her eyes and he sympathized with her. Yet, he knew anger was no salve for the pain she was feeling. “Please, Renee,” he began again quietly. “I’m a priest, a servant of Our Lord, Jesus Christ. I need to forgive this man. But, I’m not sure I’ll be strong enough to do that if you can’t.” He grabbed the tips of her fingers and could see that she was struggling not to cry.

			“I’ll try,” she said genuinely. He sighed in relief, still holding the tips of her fingers. Renee looked at him lying helpless in bed wishing she had something more she could offer him. Just then, her phone rang. She looked down at it, clipped to her belt.

			“It’s Chris,” she said. “He’s probably wondering where I am.”

			“You’d better go,” Max said.

			“It’s not important,” Renee insisted. “He’s just at Buck’s. He can wait for me there.”

			“Go,” Max said, slightly more insistent. “I’m pretty lame company.”

			“You’re great company,” she informed him. “Even if you never let me win.” Max smiled at her pleasantly.

			“You really like him, don’t you, bird?” he asked, looking at the cell phone that was once again vibrating from Renee’s belt loop. Renee cleared her throat, stalling.

			“I, uh... I... He takes some getting used to. But, he’s a very loyal person. I know I can count on him when I’m at school, without question.”

			“And, maybe not at school,” Max speculated.

			“Maybe.” A clock chimed seven downstairs in the Franklins’ hallway.

			“I’m glad you have someone in your life like that, Renee,” Max said genuinely. Renee just nodded, afraid her voice wouldn’t come out very confidently if she spoke. “Well, you’d better go, little bird,” he added politely. “I don’t know how much longer I can keep my eyes open.” Renee dropped Max’s hand gently onto the bed.

			“I’ll come back and see you tomorrow morning, Max,” she said. Max just smiled back at her.

			“I know you will.”

			Buck’s was noisy as usual for a Friday night. Chris leaned over and whispered into Renee’s ear. He had been whispering into her ear all night, and whenever he did, her friends would shoot each other hopeful looks. They didn’t know what he was saying, with his flirtatious smiles, punctuating winks, and the suggestive way he leaned toward her, inviting himself into her space. It was better for the illusion that they not know. Remember, they think that’s beer, he’d say, as the bartender put another ginger ale in a beer mug, in front of Renee. You’re up to three beers. Act a little tipsy. No, I said three, not seven. He coached her through the evening, acutely aware both of the many pairs of eyes that were on them and of how Max’s injuries had compacted their timeline for their charade. Unshakable biological facts had already determined the end point of their mission, as surely as Renee’s consideration for Max’s feelings while he was hospitalized determined the beginning. They had to be swift but careful if the plan was going to work.

			So, this time, Chris’s stage direction to his partner was less mundane. He leaned toward Renee as they stood with their backs to the bar chatting with Jen, Jay, and Prentice. Chris waited until he saw Sarah, who had just come back from the ladies’ room about twenty feet away but looking in their direction. Pretend I’m him, he whispered, one hand on Renee’s slender back. She turned toward him, her mouth in an easy, jovial smile, and was about to ask who when she found herself unexpectedly falling backward. She just as unexpectedly stopped, Chris’s arms preventing her passage to the floor. He kissed her full on the lips. And, the answer to her unspoken question now being obvious, she did her best to look like she wanted to kiss him back.
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			The autumn marched on in Hectortown. By the end of September, against medical advice, Max went back to work at St. Jude’s. His activities were limited by his doctors’ strict instructions that he not lift anything heavier then ten pounds. Fortunately, the young men of POA continued to help Mr. McKeanen with the parish’s maintenance duties, elevating him unofficially to a supervisory role. They respectfully called him “Sargent McKeanen” and listened to him so reverently when he explained the mundane tasks involved with caring for the church, he felt more pride then he had since he was commanding soldiers in Korea fifty years earlier. With so many young hands at the ready, the church shone. When they were finished there, ostensibly in gratitude for kindly instructing them, the platoon of young men descended on the old man’s house and made short work of the repairs that were accumulating there. Despite this tremendous effort, they met nearly every evening to practice. Max, still recovering from his injuries, could not clean, lift, nor repair. Nor could he sing for very long at any one time without his ribs aching. Thus, the group concentrated on practicing songs where David and Jeff sang lead, and left Max’s songs for later.

			By the second Friday in October, they were traveling two hours to Egden to a recording studio that was donating free time to their endeavor while the budding folk artists who usually recorded there were playing live music at coffee houses and bars for the weekend crowds. POA’s producer, a work friend of Jeff’s father, promised them that if they could get their album recorded by the second Friday of November, he could get it on local store shelves by the day after Thanks giving, just in time for the Christmas rush. They were only going to make two thousand CD’s, and the distribution area was small, making the quick turn around time plausible. Max and David were also limited by the looming basketball season. Pre-season practices would begin in November, and if the album wasn’t largely done by then, they were afraid it would never be finished. So, every Friday, with every detail carefully planned, Max took his crew of young musicians off to record. Every Friday, Chris traveled down to Hectortown from Henderson to take Renee out on a very public date. They went bowling with Jen, Jay, and Mikie. They went to dinner with Sarah and Greg. They ate at Chuck’s diner and the Freezy King. They went to church, sitting through Father Neman’s gradually improving homilies. Wherever they went, Renee was never more then an arm’s length from Chris, in case he needed to put his arm around her or hold her hand while someone was watching.

			Today was Tuesday, the sixteenth. Renee and Chris were in Henderson, in lab, looking at different types of ticks, fleas, and mites under a microscope. Renee, who had a year earlier, been able to dissect any thing, living or dead, without so much as a wince, had to excuse herself after every few slides to throw up. Chris was running out of excuses to tell their professor for his lab partner’s suddenly weak stomach. In Hectortown, Max had taken the day off to get some errands run and went to his parent’s house to pick up some warmer clothes for the winter winds that were already threatening. Eleanor was at a hair appointment and Jack, who had worked the night before, was sitting in the living room reading the newspaper when Max walked in. Jack listened to his son’s foot steps as Max loaded a suitcase with a jacket, scarf, hat, and a second comforter. When he was done, Jack heard him stomp down the stairs and walk to the kitchen to get a drink.

			Jack had kept the promise he made to himself to start looking for the good in his son, but it had been a baffling journey. A year ago, when he was looking for evidence to condemn him, the good was obvious and stared him in the face. Now that he was looking for virtue, he found ominous signs of weakness. It spun for him a riddle he wanted desperately to solve. Max had turned in the Mitage boy, but then he started to hang out with him after school hours nearly every day. He had added to that a bunch of looser druggie kids who made Jack’s skin crawl. When Jack felt he knew Max’s true nature, judging him by those he chose to associate with, Jack was heartened by Max having them fix and clean things for the church—actual punishment. That’s what’s going to fix them. Not your stupid music. He coached the basketball team, which was good. Yet, they didn’t get to the post season for the first time in over a decade, which was weak leadership. Jack was no closer on getting a handle on who his son was. Then, when Max was overseas with the church, Jack got some news related to his son’s character that made his stomach turn. He didn’t want to believe it. In the weeks after Max’s return, he tried to think of some mitigating circumstance that would cast the evidence in a different light.

			Then, just as unexpectedly, Max had put himself in danger to save someone else’s life. Jack felt pride for the first time in years when he went into the station house and had his fellow officers mention his son. However, even this pride was tinged with fear about the ominous mystery evidence. If there was something monstrous to discovery, he wanted to be the first to discover it. He did not waste the opportunity afforded by having the young man under his roof once more. He used any excuse to visit Max in his bed room, take him food or medication, and tend to his needs. Conversation was never free between them and did not improve now. But, Jack hoped that through sheer volume, these short interactions would tell him something. Max had departed too soon, and Jack was still looking for opportunities to truly connect with the boy. The annual fall Knights of Columbus dinner was quickly approaching and Jack, thinking it may be something they could both enjoy, invited Max along as his guest. The boy graciously accepted. Jack was tense with anticipation, but even more tense with fear about what he may find. He took a deep breath and composed his unwavering neutral visage while listening to Max’s footsteps overhead. Jack picked his newspaper back up and pretended to be reading as Max cleared the hallway and walked into the kitchen.

			“Hey, Dad,” he said, walking to the fridge for a soda.

			“Hey, Max, I’m glad your here,” Jack called to him from the living room. He folded his newspaper and tossed it on the table. “I need your order for the Knights of Columbus dinner if you’re still planning on going.” Max walked across the kitchen and stood in the doorway of the living room.

			“Absolutely,” Max said genuinely. “I wouldn’t miss it.” He reached into his pocket and, finding a scrap of paper, scrawled something on the back. He handed it to Jack, who frowned at it and handed it back to Max.

			“I can’t make it out,” he stated plainly. Max took the paper back and, leaning on the kitchen table, printed his order. It was barely more legible. Jack squinted at it.

			“Chucking... picadors....” he attempted.

			“Chicken piccata...”

			“Cesarean section.”

			“Caesar salad... Here, I’ll rewrite it,” Max offered.

			“Just give me the pen, son,” Jack requested, putting his hand out. He rewrote his son’s indecipherable markings. He was about to fold the paper and put it in his pocket when he saw the writing on the front. I looked like Latin, with a column of numbers next to it. Knowing it had come out of his son’s pocket, Jack assumed that it had something to do with the scripture. But, the numbers went up to high to be chapters and verses, and it piqued Jack’s curiosity. He examined it more carefully. That’s not Max’s hand writing, he thought. I can read it.

			“What is this from?” Jack asked suspiciously. Max leaned over and looked at the front of the paper. It was a restaurant receipt written in Italian.

			“Oh, that’s from dinner, in Rome,” Max explained.

			“You spent two hundred dollars on dinner?” Jack asked in a tone that made Max feel he was being interrogated. The younger man laughed in nervous embarrassment. Without being able to give form or reason to his fear, Jack reacted to the sudden uneasiness in his stomach by boring holes into his son with his eyes while he felt the hairs on the back of his neck bristle.

			“We had to wait a while to eat. We ended up having a few bottles of wine,” the young man explained.

			“Well that must have been a fun night,” Jack said, a sternness in his voice that seemed out of place. Max did not know what to say to return them to the familial congeniality they were sharing just moments before. Instead, he smiled reflexively in embarrassment, feeling his fathers’ eyes on him, and cast his gaze at the floor.

			“Yes, it was a fun night,” he said seriously. “It was a most enjoyable and educational trip.” Max stood in tense silence for just long enough to not seem like he was running away.

			“Well, I better be going, Dad,” he said. “I’ll see you Saturday.”

			“See you Saturday, Son.”
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			Four days later, Renee sat in the passenger seat of Chris’s car outside Nunzio’s restaurant. She was wearing a blue satin dress she had had no occasion to wear since the first time she ate at Nunzio’s seven years earlier. Remarkably, despite the events of the past seven years, or the past two months, it fit just as well now as it had then. She checked her make up nervously in the mirror on the back of the passenger side visor. She almost never wore make up since quitting her dancing job years earlier. But, it seemed appropriate for the setting and occasion.

			“Nervous?” Chris asked from the driver’s seat.

			“I’ll be fine,” she said sadly.

			“Just remember why you’re doing this,” he said softly. Renee turned toward him and nodded. She flipped the visor back up just as a familiar pair walked by. It was Jack and Max who, not recognizing Chris’s car, had no reason to notice who was inside. Renee watched them walk into the restaurant.

			“What time is our reservation?” she asked Chris.

			“In about ten minutes,” he said, looking at his watch. “We can go in now if you’d like.”

			“No, let’s let them get settled,” Renee suggested. They sat in silence for a few minutes. “You made sure to ask for table 23, right?”

			“Yes, Renee,” Chris said. Renee, had made sure to look at the chart behind the host’s podium of the table layout and numbers a week earlier while eating at the restaurant with Sarah and Jen. They would be situated right in the door way of the back room reserved for large groups—the room Jack and Max would be sitting in right now. They should be done their hellos, Renee thought. Shaking hands with the mayor, she imagined, marking off time. Ordering their drinks.

			“You really do look beautiful tonight,” Chris said, interrupting her thoughts. “You always look beautiful, I mean. But tonight, you look stylish,” he corrected himself.

			“Well, enjoy it while it lasts,” Renee cautioned. “Pretty soon I’ll look ‘old and haggard,’ with my secret kid stashed away.”

			“You could never look old and haggard, Renee,” Chris assured her. Renee looked at him dubiously. “Maybe we should go in.”

			An hour later, Max sat over what remained of his chicken piccata. It was as good as he remembered it being seven years earlier. Jack, sitting next to Max finishing off a T-bone stake, seemed to have dismissed their very odd conversation from earlier in the week, and was jovial company. Will I ever figure Dad out? Max wondered. Someone at the other end of the table was making a late, impromptu toast, to which they all raised their glasses and roared in laughter. Max put his glass to his lips—only his second glass of the night—and noticed a sudden change in his father’s demeanor. Give me a break, he thought. He can’t be upset about two glasses of wine. But, Jack wasn’t looking at him. Max looked off in the same direction as his father’s gaze, out the doorway of the private dinning room, to a table just twenty feet from where they sat. Renee was sitting at the table. And, the young man Jack remembered from the newspaper was with her. But, he wasn’t sitting. He was kneeling on the floor next to her with something in his hand.

			Renee looked equally surprised, though not at all upset, by the turn of events. She already knew Chris was going to propose to her. That had been decided just over a month ago. What she hadn’t been expecting was that he would have bought a ring for her too. It was beautiful. And, though Renee knew nothing about diamonds, the size of it alone made her pretty sure Jen was going to be jealous when they went out with the Holsteads apple picking the next afternoon. She put the ring on and she and Chris both stood up and embraced one another. The other diners in the main dining room applauded, to which Chris and Renee charmingly took a small bow before returning to their seats and instant anonymity. In the private dining room, only Jack and Max noticed anything was out of the ordinary. They sat paralyzed, their jaws both hanging open, until the waiter came by to put desert in front of them. Creme brulee, Jack thought, looking down. My little girl is getting married. Next to him, fork at the ready, Max stared at his tiramisu as if it might crawl off the plate.

			Eat. Your little bird is getting married whether you eat or not. This is what you’ve been waiting for. You knew this day would come. Eat, damn you, before everyone starts to stare. Eat! Eat! But he couldn’t eat. He wasn’t upset, exactly. He was neither sad nor angry. He just couldn’t quite believe what he had just seen, and so he couldn’t make sense out of how he should feel about it. It’s just too soon. It was exactly as he had imagined it—Renee was going to marry Chris. He already knew that, didn’t he? Too soon. He had the picture. He had looked at the newspaper clipping a hundred times. Much too soon. But, he had hardly seen Renee since he went back to work at the church and couldn’t imagine how her life could change so much in just four weeks. Four weeks. Four weeks ago, she was sitting next to his bed in his parent’s house playing scrabble. Five weeks. Five weeks ago, she was sitting next to his hospital bed in the ICU crying because someone had tried to kill him. Eight weeks. Eight weeks ago, she was lying naked in his arms in a hotel room in Rome, promising him she would love him forever. And now, she was marrying someone else. Too soon, Max thought to himself. He knew that for human beings, “forever” could be a very short time. But, he had thought it would be longer then eight weeks.

			Max excused himself and went to the bathroom to splash some water on his face. He stared at himself in the mirror and watched water drip from the curls near his face. I’m not going to do this, he thought. I’m not going to get jealous. Love is not jealous. Love always triumphs. Love is not jealous. Love is patient. Love is kind. Love is not jealous. He loved Renee, not for her body, but for her soul. Let her body belong to someone else, he thought. That can’t hurt me. She’s my best friend. She loves me, and that can’t change. Even if I got transferred to the other side of the world....

			 A sudden realization hit Max with the weight of a pallet of bricks. She thought I’d be gone by now. When they went to Rome, when she slept with him, she must have thought she was safe to do so. He was leaving, or so she thought. What could it hurt to sleep with him? What could it hurt to promise him she would love him forever if forever was supposed to end at the beginning of October? There’s plenty of time, she had said in May. Plenty of time. Plenty of time to get my fill of you before you go. He felt dizzy and grabbed the sink for support. It doesn’t matter, he told himself. Love does not keep a record of wrongs. Love does not anger. Love is not jealous. Maybe she was using him. Maybe she only made those promises because she thought she would only have to honor them for a month. But, he would honor his side of the deal. He would love her anyway. And, loving her meant being happy about her engagement. Loving her meant celebrating the triumphs in her life.

			Max turned to leave the men’s room. He was no sooner out the door then the familiar blue satin dress was in front of him, Renee and all. Max swallowed hard and picked up Renee’s left hand, looking at the ring there. It was huge and gaudy—not like his Renee at all. Max wondered if it was fake.

			“He has as good a taste in jewelry as he does in women,” Max said, trying hard to smile. “Please send Chris my congratulations.” Renee nodded. She had hardly gotten to speak to Max since he started working again, though she had missed him every day since, and agonized over doing anything to hurt him. Seeing him in person after four weeks was startling. And his calm demeanor now was a welcome but eerie surprise.

			“Thank you.” It was all she could get out.

			“I’m very very happy for you, Renee. Chris seems like a good man.”

			“He is,” she assured him. They stood there awkwardly in the hallway between the two rest rooms, Max still holding Renee’s hand, neither knowing what to say.

			“Say hi to Jack and Eleanor for me,” Renee said finally. Max nodded. As suddenly as they had met, they parted.
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			Eleanor was sitting in the living room reading a novel when the phone rang. Mrs. Franklin, Renee’s excited voice practically shouted. There was static. She was calling from her cell phone. It sounded like she was calling from a car. I wanted you to be the first to know. I’m getting married. Chris and I are getting married. Yes, it is terrific, isn’t it?

			As the conversation went on, Eleanor got the distinct impression that she was not really a part of it, that her voice was merely reciting things from a script in a guide book on etiquette. The news was too unexpected for Eleanor to even process, and she had only tradition and civility to fall back on. Renee charged forward with her side of the script without hesitation. Yes, I do want you to meet him. You and Jack. We’ll come over for dinner soon. Not this weekend. Maybe next weekend. Oh, you’re right. Octoberfest. Well, sometime soon. You’re going to love, him, Mrs. Franklin. He’s terrific. Is Mr. Franklin around? That’s right, the Knights were at the restaurant, weren’t they? I wonder if he saw us there. Well, I’ll call you soon, Mrs. Franklin. Yes, I miss you, too. Bye.

			Eleanor was still standing in the kitchen with the phone in her hand, perplexed with how life could change without warning when Jack walked through the front door. He quietly hung his jacket and was about to go upstairs to change into jeans when he saw his wife standing in the kitchen.

			“Everything okay, El?” he asked calmly.

			“I just got the strangest phone call. It was from Renee,” she explained.

			“She’s getting married,” he said flatly.

			“So, you did see her.”

			“We all did. I was quiet a spectacle. At least he had the decency to get down on his knee and ask her like a gentleman,” he said with a hint of disdain.

			“What would you expect?” Eleanor asked, surprised at her husband’s reaction. “Wouldn’t you assume Renee would be involved with someone noble and good?”

			“You would hope so,” Jack stated emphatically. “She could have any man she wants. I just worry that she’s too...”

			“Too what dear?”

			“I don’t know. Too forgiving?” Jack suggested. “She tries to find the up side of everything and everyone, even when there is no upside. I hope she knows what she’s doing.”

			“She is all grown up, dear,” Eleanor pointed out. “She managed to survive four years without us and did just fine. I’m sure if she thinks this young man will make a good husband, she’s basing that on something sensible. Anyway, you won’t have to wonder long. She’s going to bring him over as soon as she has a chance so we can meet him.”

			“That’s great, I guess,” Jack said grudgingly. He never admitted to himself before, but he wanted who ever Renee married to ask his permission before the proposal. Traditional, outdated, and odd, since he wasn’t really her father. But, he wanted the man to at least give him that consideration. Now, his little girl was marrying a stranger, a man he had never met. More than he feared that Renee was incapable of deciding for herself who to marry, he worried that she didn’t think Jack and Eleanor needed to be involved with the decision. His little girl who used to sit next to him in church and look at him with her huge green eyes—his little girl who used to hold his hand going into the hair salon and ask him Do you think I should let Barbara give me bangs this time, Mr. Franklin? She was now making the biggest decision of her life without him. Soon, she would turn to someone else for everything. Soon, someone else would protect her. But, you knew this day would come someday, he thought to himself.

			“You want tea?” Eleanor interrupted his thoughts. “I was about to make some for myself.”

			“Sure,” Jack answered absent minded. “I’ll be right down. I just want to change out of this suit.” He was at the bottom landing of the stairs when Eleanor called down the hall.

			“Where’s Max? Wasn’t he going to stop by?”

			“Oh, I’m sorry. I almost forgot. He wanted me to tell you he is sorry he didn’t come over, but he was getting some indigestion and just wanted to go back to the rectory and rack out.”

			“He knows?”

			“Everyone in Hectortown knows by now, sweetheart,” Jack speculated.

			“Did he seem... okay?” she tried to ask casually.

			“He seemed like he had indigestion,” Jack said plainly, and climbed the stairs to his bedroom to change.

			Max did have indigestion. At that very moment he was debating whether he should take something for it, or just suffer through it as penance for his gluttony. He was standing in the up stairs hall way of the rectory on his way to the bathroom medicine cabinet when Father Neman came out of his bedroom.

			“I’m glad I caught you, Maxwell,” he said. “I wanted to talk to you about the mass schedule changes so I can get the changes to Rhonda for the next bulletin. Is this a bad time?”

			“No, father, this is fine,” Max said. The young priest followed the pastor down stairs to their shared office and sat at the desk.

			“I thought instead of having an eight thirty and a ten thirty, we could have a seven thirty, a nine thirty, and an eleven.”

			“That could work. But, I don’t know if people want to wake up in time for a seven thirty on Sunday morning. Why not eight, nine thirty, and eleven.”

			“It’s only a half an hour difference,” the pastor noted.

			“I know, but it’s just the psychology of it,” Max argued. “You know, like making prices end with 99 instead of rounding to the next dollar. People here “seven thirty” and it makes then think they have to be there at seven, and they think, ‘I don’t even have to be at work this early.’ It’s a big mess.”

			“Okay. Eight. It sounds good,” Father Neman agreed. Max sat still at the desk as the pastor made changes on the paper he was holding and put it in a file for Rhonda to find in the morning. The distraction was a welcome one. He didn’t really want to be alone right now. He wanted someone to keep his mind busy until the events of the night could sink in. He wanted to be magnanimous, calm, phlegmatic about his best friend’s engagement. He wanted to be all those things Paul had written love should be in his famous Epistle. But, he thought it would be easier once the electrical and chemical impulses that represented this memory in his brain had had a chance to transverse all the levels of cortex they needed to and came to settle as a benign interconnection of neurons he could know about without experiencing it. He wanted something else to look at so he would not keep picturing Chris on his knee holding a ring. Max had practiced seeing the wedding hundreds of times. He had overlooked somehow that there would be an engagement he would have to be accepting of as well. As a priest, he had participated in many weddings—up to four a day on Saturdays in the summer. Yet the engagements were something that happened without him and without his awareness. In Renee’s case, it certainly wasn’t something he thought he would be present for. Father Neman was finished with his filing and realized Max was waiting for him.

			“Is something wrong, Max?” he asked gently. “You look like you have something on your mind.”

			“Oh, no, sir. I’m fine,” Max assured him.

			“You enjoy your dinner tonight?”

			“Yes sir,” Max said, looking down at the surface of the desk. “Very much.”

			“You know, it’s your fault.”

			“What’s that?” Max asked, hesitant.

			“That we have to have all these extra masses. The congregation has practically exploded in size. This town loves you.”

			“I wouldn’t say that,” Max said humbly. “I think in these uncertain times, people are just turning to anything that seems solid. The pastors at Anglican and Lutheran churches said the same thing is happening there. It will pass like any fad, unfortunately.”

			“Maybe,” Father Neman conceded. “But, the congregation was growing before all this terrorist hub-bub. They’re coming to see you, Max. You are an incredible influence on people.”

			“I’m just a man,” Max said meekly.

			“You’re brilliant, Max,” the pastor insisted. “I feel sorry saying this, but I am so thankful to have you an extra year. I’m learning so much from you. Before you got here, I thought I knew everything I needed to about being a priest. Now I know twice as much and realize I am only at the beginning. It was that attitude that kept me from knowing more. And, it all changed when I first heard you preaching.”

			“That’s silly,” Max mumbled.

			“You think I’m kidding. But, I’m serious, Max,” the pastor went on. “I see people’s faces when I come down the aisle and they realize I’m the one preaching that day. They look disappointed. They wish it was you. Some of them sneak out the back. But, since I’ve been listening to your homilies... I’m learning so much. And, sometimes, the people who don’t sneak out look glad in the end that they stayed. Three weeks ago, for the first time, someone came up to me after mass and said I gave a great homily. The first time in over forty years, Max.”

			“I’m sure you are getting better,” Max said delicately. “But, I doubt it has anything to do with me. You’ve been reading all those books about effective public speaking. Your hard work is paying off.”

			“Max, I can see I am making you self conscious,” the pastor said kindly. “You have humility so uncharacteristic for your generation. So, I’ll let this rest for tonight. But, I want you to remember this. You are the stone that makes waves on a pond, and those waves can reach people far away from you. Not everyone has that power. Keep using it for good, Max.” Max fidgeted in his seat. He felt weak. He felt entirely incapable of doing anything good.

			“I’ll try,” he said humbly. “I’ll try.”
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			Almost a week had passed since the dinner at Nunzio’s. Despite Jen’s excited pleadings, Renee hesitated about meeting the following weekend to start making plans for the wedding. She had already tried on dresses for Sarah’s wedding, she retorted. She wouldn’t start trying on anymore until her friend actually got to use the dress Renee had already modeled. Jen rolled her eyes at her friend’s rebuffs and Renee went back to school with her new fiancée. Max practiced with his band, getting ready to lay down the tracks he was soloing on for the album the next day. He tried to occupy himself with his daily schedule, losing himself in routine. Yet, his mind kept running into the same logical problem. Eight weeks, his anguished thoughts repeated compulsively. No one goes from friends to engaged in eight weeks. There must have been something, at least a kernel, of romance before they left for Jordan. She must have missed Chris while she was with Max across the Atlantic. She must have dreamt about Chris, mumbling to him in her sleep about aqueduct engineers and bacon, words Max was never meant to hear. Max kept revisiting the memory, like probing an open wound. Despite repetition, it continued to sting him just as deeply. How many times had he though about forsaking the church for her? How many times had he weighted giving up one or the other—but never contemplated having neither. And now, to have disgraced himself—to have broken his vow of celibacy with her only to know she already belonged to someone else... Max felt sadness. He was allowed to feel that, after all. St. Paul never said love is not sad. But, in his sadness, he also felt anger. It was not anger that Renee would marry someone else, but that she would have sex with him when she already knew she belonged to another—to make a mockery of making love. In his anger, he knew she was only returning to him the exact same betrayal he had already perpetrated against her five years earlier. He could only be angry at himself, he tried to believe, for initiating this pattern then.

			Max tried to push these thoughts away. Eventually, he knew, it wouldn’t hurt as much. Eventually, it would seem less like being betrayed, as long as he could just keep himself busy until then. As for the church, he knew how to get back into her good graces and would do so soon enough. He was sitting at the desk in the rectory on a Thursday after band practice when he heard a knock at the door.

			“Come in,” he said, not looking up from his desk. The door opened with a squeak, and someone slumped silently into the chair across from Max. Looking up, he saw David Mitage, looking dysphoric.

			“Can I help you, David?” Max asked, concerned. He had just seen the boy on the school stage at practice twenty minutes ago, joking with his friends and seeming completely content with life.

			“I guess,” David answered reluctantly.

			“What’s wrong?” Max asked, putting down his pen to give David his full attention.

			“My mother has been pestering me about something, but I don’t want to do it,” he said evasively.

			“You want to talk about it?” Max asked supportively.

			“Well, the thing is, she’s been pestering me to ask you for a letter of recommendation for my college applications...”

			“Of course. When do you need them by?” Max asked.

			“You mean, you’ll do it?” the boy asked, seeming surprised.

			“I’d be honored to,” Max said sincerely. “I’m just sorry I didn’t offer up front. I guess I let it slip my mind that you’re graduating next spring.”

			“But, what would you write about?” David asked, sounding worried.

			“What do you mean?” Max asked. “All the great work you are doing with POA. Volunteering to help me coach the basketball team, even though you’re off probation and could play this year.”

			“But, I can’t take credit for all that,” David insisted. “That was penance. I had to do it.”

			“You didn’t have to do anything, David,” Max explained. “I asked you to show up to the rectory to keep you busy... to make sure you had supervision. I came up with all this music stuff to entice you to keep coming back. But, instead of just coming back, you found other boys in need of help. You made this an actual group. You made this whole thing work. All I did is teach you to play the guitar. Now, nine other boys are off drugs because of you, not me. I wouldn’t have even known where to look for them.”

			“But, it’s paying back, like you said,” David argued. “It’s the price of absolution...”

			“There is no price for absolution, David,” Max interrupted. “There was a price, but Jesus already paid it. It is by his Grace that we are saved. The only price for us is being truly sorry and trying not to slide back into our bad behaviors. The good works we do here on earth we do because God’s love compels us to. And the things you have let God’s love compel you to do are worthy of praise and admiration.

			“I know Jesus also calls us to be humble about our works of charity. But, if there were such things as college applications when he was around, I’m sure he would make an exception in this case. I will absolutely write a letter for you. I insist on writing a letter for you.” David thought about what his mentor had said.

			“If you really feel that way, father,” David asked, sounding confused. “Why did you give me that speech about the pain and it being my penance? It sounds like you don’t believe in penance.”

			“I do believe you have a gift to share with the world, and I didn’t know how hard it would be to motivate you to share it,” Max said honestly. “As far as penance, it has its place. But, it’s not to convince God to forgive us. God does not need our help in order to forgive us. We need to do penance to put us in the right frame of mind to be better people in the future. I guess the speech I gave you was a bit deceitful. I apologize for trying to trick you.”

			“No problem, father,” David insisted. “No need to apologize. I think I needed for you to be a little tough with me back then. I’m glad you were.”

			“I’ll have the letter for you tomorrow by time we leave for Egden.”

			“Terrific, Father,” David said, relieved. “Thank you so much.”

			“Don’t mention it,” Max said, smiling back. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

			“See you tomorrow father,” he said getting up, and closed the door behind him. Max stayed at the desk doing paper work. He had many loose ends to tie up that his tortured mind had been too preoccupied to concentrate on fully. He now felt refreshed enough to get some work done before he had to leave for another engagement. He was still sitting at the desk copying the basketball schedule he had just received in the mail from the school district into his day planner when there was another knock at the door and Renee popped her head into the office.

			“I hope I’m not interrupting anything,” she said politely.

			“Hello, Ms. Alfred. What can I help you with?” he asked formally.

			“I figured you would be handing out the game schedule to the kids. I was hoping I could nab a copy.”

			“Game schedule?” Max asked, no sign of recognition that she was speaking about what was currently in his hand.

			“You know, basketball. I need one, don’t I?” she asked, almost laughing. “I mean, so I know when to show up?”

			“You’re coaching again this year?” Max asked.

			“Well, you guys hadn’t told me not to,” Renee said cautiously. “I just assumed you wanted me back. I mean, why wouldn’t I?”

			“I don’t know,” Max responded absently. “I just assumed you wouldn’t want to come back. I mean, now that you have Chris and all... that must keep you busy.”

			“Busy? These kids are my team, too,” Renee said indignantly. “It would take a lot to keep me so busy that I can’t coach them.”

			“My mistake,” Max conceded. He shuffled through some papers on the desk and handed Renee an extra copy of the game schedule. It felt awkward talking to her. This was the longest conversation they had had in over a month. He wished she would leave so he could finish his work. But, she didn’t leave.

			“Will I see you at your parents for dinner?” she asked innocently. “Your mom said you might stop by.”

			“You won’t be with Chris?” Max asked.

			“No,” she said, looking embarrassed. “He’s at a going away party for a friend who’s enlisting in the army.”

			“Oh,” Max said blankly.

			“So, I’ll see you there?” Renee asked hopefully.

			“Well, no actually, I have to go to Rutherford tonight,” Max said blankly.

			“What’s in Rutherford?” Max fidgeted in his seat and looked out the window.

			“St. Patrick’s,” he said simply.

			“You have a meeting with their pastor?”

			“In a manner of speaking,” Max said coyly.

			“Is it about expanding the regional school?”

			“Not exactly,” he said, not wanting to answer. He wished he could lie. He wished he could just say, yes, there is a meeting there about starting prekindergarten at their parish. Anything to avoid this conversation.

			“Well, what exactly is ‘a meeting in a matter of speaking’,” Renee asked, almost amused. Max didn’t answer. Then her face fell. “You’re not...” she said, just above a whisper.

			“Renee, I don’t want to discuss this,” he said firmly.

			“You promised.”

			“That was before.”

			“Before what?”

			“Before I found out you were with another man,” he said quietly, yet stridently. “I never would have... Renee, you’re getting married.”

			“That doesn’t change anything.”

			“It changes everything,” he insisted. “Renee, marriage is a sacrament. It’s a holy event blessed by the church. It’s not something to be taken lightly. And, I... We defiled that holy thing.”

			“We didn’t defile anything,” Renee whispered urgently.

			“Think what you like, Renee. But, I have a duty to the people of this parish and the church as a whole to at least try to be a good example for them… to live an exemplary life. I never would have... done certain things if I knew you were involved with someone else.”

			“But I wasn’t at the time. We were just friends then,” Renee protested.

			“Renee, that was only two months ago,” Max stated. “You can’t tell me nothing was going on, and two months later, you’re engaged to him. Now, look, I’m not angry. You got swept up in the moment and the place and the atmosphere, and so did I. But, you have to let me go to confession now so we can put this all behind us.”

			“Do you trust me, Max?” Renee said seriously. Max looked away. Trust you? How can I?

			“Trust you?” he said quietly. “This has nothing to do with trust.”

			“But, it does,” Renee argued. “It has everything to do with trust. You don’t know the whole story, so you don’t understand. But, if you just wait a few weeks, you will understand. You’ll know why you can’t do this. Please, can’t you trust me? Just, don’t do this now. If you go to confession, if you get absolution, it’s like it never happened...”

			“That’s the whole point.”

			“But it did happen,” she said almost inaudibly, trying to respect that they were in a place where this conversation should never occur. “It did happen. It had to have happened. Please, just trust me. And, if we get to thanksgiving, and you still think you should go to confession, do it then. But, please, don’t do it now.”

			“Renee, I don’t see what you could tell me that could possibly change my mind,” he said shuffling papers on his desk and trying to appear to be doing work.

			“This would,” Renee said, putting her hand on the papers to prevent them from moving. Max looked up at her.

			“Then tell me now,” he suggested.

			“I can’t,” Renee said. “I wish I could, but I just can’t. I know it’s not fair for me to ask you to wait, and I wouldn’t if there were any other way. Just, please, Max. Trust me. Don’t do this. Not yet.” Max took a deep breath in and looked at his best friend. You can’t ask this of me…

			“Three weeks?” he asked.

			“Three weeks. That’s all I ask.” Max looked down at his desk in seeming defeat. He couldn’t look at her. He just stared off into the space between them and nodded again. Renee took it as her cue to leave.

		

	
		
			[image: ] 47

			The next Saturday, just a week after his public engagement, Chris sat in the driver’s seat of his car, parked in the now familiar parking lot at St. Jude’s. Because of the tragic events of the early fall, all social and cultural events at St. Jude’s, and Hectortown in general, were rescheduled. This pushed the town’s annual Octoberfest, held partially in St. Jude’s gym, to the first weekend in November. Even though Renee had been in town since Thursday, Chris now met her in Hectortown so they could attend the event together.

			“You have to throw it, Renee,” Chris was explaining emphatically. “These are people who have known you most of your life. They know what a hot head you are. They won’t believe it’s real unless you throw or break something.”

			“But, it’s expensive,” Renee protested.

			“No, it wasn’t,” Chris said with a chuckle. “It was sixty dollars at a costume jewelry place down town. It’s just crystal.” Renee studied the ring on her finger.

			“Wow,” she said in disbelief. “You sure fooled me. I thought it was a family heirloom or something.”

			“That’s the idea,” Chris pointed out. “There’s no point in wearing costume jewelry if it looks cheap.”

			“So, you want me to hit you with it, or what?” Renee inquired.

			“Surprise me. Just make sure it’s irreparable.”

			“Irreparable?”

			“Completely and utterly irreversible.” Renee thought it over.

			“Got it,” she said finally. They watched silently as a familiar figure walk by Chris’s car. It was Max. He and the other members of POA had finished recording their last session late the night before, and now he was free to return to basketball and other events at the church. He walked like someone who has just freed themselves of a heavy load. Chris followed Renee’s gaze.

			“Please make sure you apologize to him for me when this whole thing is over,” Chris said seriously. “He seems like a really tremendous person.”

			“He is,” Renee said longingly, her brow furrowed. “But, when this is all over, I just hope he’ll still be speaking to me.” She followed him with her eyes up the back stairs of the school gym and watched him disappear inside.

			“You ready?” Chris asked after a moment. Renee nodded without looking at him.

			“I’ll meet you at the Jittery Dog on Monday, regular time, right?” She turned to him and smiled.

			“Of course.” They exited the car together and walked up the back steps of the school gym. As they had previously decided, Chris went off to get a funnel cake and then watched some kids bobbing for apples while Renee joined Jen, Eleanor, and a hand full of other married women of the parish in the school kitchen making a plethora of fried foods.

			Renee made light conversation with Jen and Eleanor while serving up French fries in paper cups. Eleanor was in charge of the food this year and, having seen what Renee could do with flour and eggs, did not trust her with anything more complicated then a spatula and a salt shaker. Renee worked happily, surreptitiously eyeing the clock and trying to ignore the butterflies in her stomach. About a quarter after four, having been in the kitchen about an hour, she heard a knock at the door. She took a deep breath. Jen, who was pouring drinks from a soda machine, was the only one around without plastic gloves on and opened the door to the kitchen. The familiar face of Renee’s fiancée greeted her.

			“Hey, Jen,” Chris asked jovially. “Is Renee around?”

			“Yeah, right over here,” Jen said, pointing. She ushered Chris into the kitchen. Chris walked over to where his classmate was standing and gave her a nervous look as if to say this is it.

			“What are you doing, Renee?” he asked, trying to act amused.

			“Cooking French fries,” she said simply. Chris changed his voice to make it sound like he was trying to sound quiet, but at the same time projecting it to ensure he would be heard over the sizzle of peanut oil.

			“How long do we have to stick around, hun?” he asked impatiently.

			“I signed up for a four hour shift,” Renee informed him.

			“You mean I have to stick around here for another three hours? What am I supposed to do?”

			“I don’t know,” Renee said in frustration. “Go on a hay ride. Learn how to make dogs out of balloons. Do what everyone else is doing.”

			“It’s not any fun without you,” he whined. “I’m not sure this crap would be fun even with you. Come on. I’m going crazy.”

			“Well, come back for me in a few hours,” Renee suggested loudly. “Go take a walk around town.”

			“Around this dinky town?” Chris asked indignantly. “And look at what? Everything closes so early in this Hicksville.”

			“I’d appreciate you not saying that about my home,” Renee said emphatically.

			“I’m sorry,” Chris said dramatically. “I just miss you. I’m tired of spending every weekend here having to impress your friends. Let’s go back to Henderson where we belong.”

			“I belong here. I thought you understood that,” Renee said, purposely getting louder.

			“Would you lower your voice,” Chris pleaded. “Everyone is going to stare.”

			“Well, if you’re embarrassed, maybe you should just go,” Renee said loudly.

			“Come with me,” he chided. “They can get along here without you.”

			“I promised I’d stay here and help,” Renee insisted. “And to me, promises mean something.”

			“Renee,” Chris finally said, taking the French fry shovel from her. “These hands went to an ivy league school, they shouldn’t be slinging fries.” It was her cue. From here on out, they had rehearsed ten times the night before.

			“You didn’t pay for that ivy league education, so what do you care what I do with my hands.”

			“Well, I did buy that ring and I don’t want it falling off into a batch of boiling French fry oil.”

			“Is that what this is about?” she said, twisting the ring off of her finger frantically. “Then take it back.” All the women in the kitchen stopped and looked at them out of the corner of their eyes, trying not to be obvious.

			“Renee, that’s not what I meant,” he protested. “Come on, let’s talk about this.”

			“I don’t want to talk about it. Since we started dating, you’ve bee trying to turn me into some rich, sophisticated princess. You want to drive a wedge between me and the people here. But, this is my home, this is who I am. And, if you can’t accept that, then maybe you don’t belong with me.” Chris stared at her, wide eyed.

			“Honey, we can work this out,” he insisted.

			“I don’t want to work it out,” She said firmly. “I want you to love me for who I am. And, if you can’t do that, this is what I think of you and your diamonds.” She held her hand over a vat of waste oil and opened her fingers, dropping her ring. Chris stood motionless watching it sink slowly into the viscous brown liquid. Nice touch, he thought. Why didn’t I think of that?

			“What in the hell did you do that for!” he screamed. “That ring cost me two thousand dollars.”

			“I don’t care. Just go!” She screamed, and as if to make her point, grabbed a nearby soda off the counter and splashed it on him. Chris rubbed the soda off his face.

			“Fine, but you’re making a big mistake.” He exited the kitchen and went straight to the parking lot. In the kitchen, everyone stood motionless. Finally, Renee turned around.

			“Oh, I’m sorry,” she said, and took a basket of fries out of the deep fryer and poured them onto the serving tray. Eleanor, who had been standing by the grill, turning sausages and watching everything, put down her spatula and approached Renee. She put her arm around Renee’s shoulders, and Renee finally stopped working. The yelling may have been an act, but the shaking was real. It’s over, she thought. We did it. We pulled it off.

			“Are you okay dear?” Renee bit her tongue until the pain made tears well up in her eyes. But, as the tears began to flow, she tried to smile reassuringly.

			“Yes, Eleanor,” she assured the older woman. “Of course, I’m okay. This is exactly where I am supposed to be.”

			Later that night, Max tossed and turned in bed, his conscience not letting him get any rest. The news of the end of Renee’s engagement spread as quickly as had news of the beginning, and Max was just sixty feet away this time instead of twenty. Reflecting on the conversation she had had with him just two days earlier, it seemed to eerily foreshadow what had happened. Max had to wonder if Renee had known this was going to happen before it did. What is she doing? he wondered. What does she have planned?

			The end of the engagement certainly changed his situation. Didn’t it? he asked himself. If there was to be no marriage, there was nothing to defile, except the vows you already broke twice. Is this what she meant? Is there still more to the story I don’t know? What it did not explain was why Renee cared one way or another if he went to confession. With another man sleeping in her apartment weekend after weekend for two months, surely something had happened between Renee and Chris. What did one night with Max matter? Why was it so urgent to her that the incident in Rome had actually occurred? What as so special about it that it not be undone? No, the broken engagement did not explain anything. He was still where he started out—a priest who had broken one of the most basic of his vows to spend one night with a high school sweet heart. It wasn’t a night of magical spiritual transcendence. No souls were bound forever with a superhuman bond defying all time and space. No new love was created that the earth had never yet felt. No blessings were bestowed. It was just sex. Just drunken, hedonistic pleasure, wasn’t it? It felt like so much more, Max thought. It felt like something different.

			He shook his head and dispelled the thought from his mind. And, even if it was for me, to her it was just another memory among many. Another notch in her bed post or restaurant receipt in the scrap book of her life. God didn’t involve himself with such common occurrences, did he? He did not bestow Grace on the ordinary. And if it was just a pleasurable evening, then there were no loop holes for Max to utilize. There would be no special dispensations. There was nothing divine. No Grace. Just Sin. And, he yearned to be free from the sin, to be absolved. He could slip out to a nearby church easily enough. He could go tomorrow, and have this whole thing be over—in the past, irrelevant. But, he promised his best friend he wouldn’t. He said he would wait three weeks. He had only waited two days, and the situation had already completely changed. What would the next three weeks bring? Something more? Some greater wrinkle?

			In three weeks, his album would debut. In three weeks, Hectortown would be shopping for Christmas. In three weeks, it would be nearly advent, and St. Jude’s would be preparing for the coming of a child who would change everything by His very birth. And, one way or another, Max thought to himself, in three weeks, he would rid himself of the guilt for once and for all. You have three weeks, Renee, he thought. Use it wisely.
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			Sarah twisted off another small tulle circle and tied it with a pink ribbon. It was the second Saturday in November, and she, Jen, and Renee were sitting in Jen’s kitchen working at a fever pitch trying to finish her wedding favors. They were acutely aware that even though the wedding was a month away, since it was between Thanksgiving and finals for Renee, they had precious little time left to prepare.

			“You’re not putting enough almonds in each one,” Jen commented.

			“Oh, you don’t know what your talking about,” Renee insisted. “Yours look like they’re going to burst open.”

			“I don’t want people to think Sarah’s cheap,” Jen protested.

			“Oh, they won’t think that,” Sarah insisted. “We thought we were paying for this wedding ourselves. But, Greg’s parents want to pay for half, and they want it to be at the Gordan Mansion.” Jen whistled. The Gordon Mansion, the first of the homes that would inspire rich entrepreneurs to move to Ravenwood on the south side of town, was an enormous home now rented out for weddings. The space alone would cost them twice as much as Jen’s whole reception, held in the church hall.

			“These little almonds are going to look awfully sad and small in that big house,” Renee said. “Maybe we should tie something else to them like those little rings you can buy in bulk. Or bells.”

			“You really want to retie all hundred and fifty ribbons to put bells on them, be my guest,” Sarah insisted. “I have more important things to do.”

			“We could get those plastic cups that look like swans and put the favors we already tied in them,” Renee suggested.

			“No plastic swans. People will just have to like the almonds.”

			“People hate Jordan almonds,” Jen said. “They only eat them at weddings because they are white and people feel guilty that someone else had to tie ribbon around a million almonds and so they eat them.”

			“Some people like Jordan almonds,” Renee insisted weakly.

			“You like almonds because you’re hopelessly romantic,” Jen shouted. “Honestly, Renee, you probably got engaged just for the hope of eating some.” When Jen finished her tirade, she realized one of Renee’s hands was under the table. Jen lifted the table cloth and saw her son sitting cross-legged in the tent created by the table, happily munching away. When he saw his mother’s face, he gave her a guilty look and crawled away in the other direction.

			“Renee Tiar Alfred, how many of those did you give him?” she shouted.

			“Only two or three... handfuls,” Renee admitted sheepishly.

			“That’s like the whole volume of his stomach,” Jen objected. “Are you insane?”

			“Probably,” Renee admitted sheepishly.

			“It’s a miracle any man would agree to marry you,” Jen joked roughly. “You should have held onto Chris for dear life.”

			“What did happen with Chris?” Sarah asked.

			“He wasn’t the right guy for me,” Renee said plainly.

			“She threw a fit and threw her engagement ring in boiling hot French fry oil and he left,” Jen reported plainly.

			“You did what?” Sarah asked, wide eyed in amazement.

			“He was objecting to me helping out at the concessions stand at Octoberfest,” Renee explained as if it were a sensible, everyday occurrence. “He said he didn’t want my engagement ring touching French fry oil. So, I threw it in.”

			“Renee!” Sarah exclaimed. “That was an expensive ring! He’s never going to take you back now!”

			“I don’t want him back,” Renee explained. “He wanted to change who I am. He was trying to get me to leave Hectortown.”

			“Oh, boo hoo!” Jen said, mocking Renee. “Oh, someone wants to take me away from my shitty little one horse town with one movie theater where everything closes when the sun goes down and people still wake up with the roosters.”

			“Maybe he’s the right man for you,” Renee said to Jen. “But, not for me.”

			“At this rate, you’re not going to find the right man for you,” Jen said.

			“So?”

			“So, when are you going to have kids? You can’t wait forever.” Renee stalled. She had to be very careful. If she lied now, her friends would never forgive her. But, she couldn’t tell them this news first.

			“Maybe I won’t wait to get married to have kids,” she speculated coolly.

			“I thought you said you didn’t want to be a single mother?” Sarah asked.

			“I said a lot of things. That was a year ago. I’m allowed to change my mind,” Renee said.

			“You really want to do this on your own?” Sarah asked seriously. She was mostly ignoring Jen’s diatribes until now. She knew from the first time she saw Renee and Chris together that it wouldn’t last. Renee had told her as much at Mikie’s birthday party. She found it surprising when she heard they were getting married, and not at all surprising when she heard they had broken it off. But, giving up on marriage in general because of one broken engagement and saying she wanted to have kids on her own seemed impetuous even for Renee. Unless... no, that’s crazy.

			“I’m not saying I want to have kids alone,” Renee said. “But, if the opportunity did arise, maybe I wouldn’t reject it.” Sarah gave her friend an inquisitive look. Cool as a cucumber, she thought. Are you hiding what I think you are? Renee just stared back at her. Don’t ask me that.

			“Less talking, more tying,” Jen said, tapping the table in front of Renee. “I don’t want to spend a third weekend doing this.”

			“Yes, Mom,” Sarah and Renee said in unison, and then cracked up laughing.

			Later that day, Renee sat in a booth at Charlie’s sipping a chocolate milk shake when a familiar figure sat down across from her in jeans and a St. Andrews sweatshirt. He had seen her through the window eating alone, the first time he had seen her in person since she had come to the rectory looking for a game schedule. When he heard of the account of her fight with Chris from Eleanor, he didn’t feel any sympathy for her. The breakup seemed entirely on her terms, and she seemed to have gotten what she wanted. But, looking at her now, alone in the restaurant, there was something so innocent and vulnerable about her, it took him aback. It was as if he were looking through a window at another place in time—a time when she wasn’t a confident, rich veterinary student—a time when she needed him. He was reminded of how thin her defenses really were—how her foundation, her very identity, wasn’t build on rock, but on constantly shifting sands. Poor girl, he thought. Can I blame her for being so flighty? So passionate and secretive and difficult to understand? He walked into the restaurant and took the seat across from her. She barely looked up when he sat down. She could tell from the sliver at the top of her field of vision who it was.

			“Mind if I eat with you?” Max asked.

			“Not at all,” Renee replied, smiling meekly at her menu. A minute later, they both ordered cheese burgers and fries and the waitress took their menus leaving only a table to hide behind.

			“I was sorry to hear about you and Chris,” Max said sympathetically.

			“Don’t worry about it,” Renee said. “I don’t think we were right together. I think I just got swept up in Sarah getting married, and Jen having another kid, and I thought that’s what was right for me. You know how impressionable I am. Always getting caught up in what the crowd is doing.”

			“I don’t think that way about you at all,” Max stated honestly.

			“Well, either way, I don’t think marriage is what is need right now,” Renee said diplomatically. “It’s not Chris’s fault he wasn’t the right guy.”

			“It’s not going to make it hard for you to go back to school?” Max asked with concern. “I understand he was your lab partner and one of your closest friends.”

			“He’ll forgive me,” Renee speculated. “Eventually.”

			“Renee, I heard you threw a two thousand dollar engagement ring into a vat of French fry oil,” Max reported. Renee giggled.

			“He knows I’m impulsive and have a bad temper,” she reported plainly. Max laughed. “What?”

			“That is how I think of you,” Max said with a chuckle. “Absolutely running on impulse 100% of the time.”

			“I can plan things out when I need to,” Renee said, defending herself.

			“If you say so, little bird,” Max said, smiling at her.

			 “Anyway,” Renee said, starting over. “I never asked him to trust me with something that expensive. He knew what he was getting himself into. It might take a while, but, I think we’ll be able to be friends again by next semester.”

			“Well, you certainly have a healthy attitude about it,” Max said. “At least you were smart enough to break it off before you had invested years of your life and had a house together... or kids. Kids make things so complicated.”

			“Yeah, I guess,” Renee said, suddenly seeming very distant. She looked out the window.

			“Is everything okay, Renee?” Max asked, gently.

			“Yeah, I’m fine,” Renee said, looking up at him.

			“Your sure?” Renee nodded. Her voice, when she spoke, was projected not to leave the booth.

			“I was just thinking how a little over a year ago I was sitting here eating with you thinking I was leaving Hectortown forever. Now, I can’t stand the thought of going. That was really the straw that broke the camel’s back with Chris. If I’d married him, I would have had to move to Pennsylvania with him after graduation to work for a horse breeder. I told him I wouldn’t leave here.” A waitress came and put identical plates brimming with beef and golden French fries in front of them. Renee gave her a polite, thankful smile and turned back to Max to finish her story.

			“I guess it’s silly to feel that way. It’s just a place, right? It’s just a town like any other town. Jen and Sarah were picking on me earlier today. They said they would get out of here if they could. But... I don’t know. I guess it’s silly.”

			“It’s not silly, Renee,” Max reflected. “It seems like every time you go some where else, something bad happens to you.”

			“Bad things happen here, too,” she reminded him.

			“But you have people you can turn to, here,” Max explained. “You have my parents. You have Jen and Sarah.” I have you... for now, Renee thought. She just nodded and ate a few French fries. I want to tell him. Why can’t I just tell him?

			“Thank you for eating with me,” Renee said. “You know how embarrassing it can be eating alone.”

			“No problem,” Max said. She had something on her mind, something he couldn’t put his finger on. He wondered if she was more upset about Chris then she let on—if she was just putting up a strong front like she always tried to do.

			“I missed you, Max,” she practically whispered.

			“What do you mean, Little bird?” Renee cursed at the storm of hormones that now made her expression of emotions so difficult to control while Max watched her with a piercing gaze.

			“I know it sounds crazy,” she began dismissively. “I mean, we live in the same town and all. But, when you were attacked, I thought that was it. I thought I had lost you. And then, you were barely better and you were gone with the band, and I was with Chris, and I barely got to see you. I’m sorry. I know I’m being silly, but I guess I didn’t get enough time to convince myself that you were alright before life started up again. And, I’m so thankful to just sit here and see that you’re here. Not in heaven. Not at St. Vincent’s. I just want to know you’re okay. For Pete’s sake, you’re my best friend, and we haven’t spoken for weeks.”

			“I’m here now,” Max assured her.

			“Well, tell me about everything you’ve been doing.”

			“Yeah, okay,” Max started. “You know about the album, right?”

			“Yeah. Eleanor said it comes out in two weeks,” Renee reported. “I’ve been waiting on pins and needles. I haven’t heard you sing since I was fifteen.”

			“Well, don’t get your hopes up too high,” Max cautioned. “I think I sang a lot better back then.”

			“We’ll see about that,” Renee smiled. “Where can I get a copy?”

			“They agreed to sell it at Phil’s, the music store where we got the instruments for the band, and at the book store at the arcade. Also, the church as five hundred copies they are taking orders for. And, they are going to sell it at the Rutherford town center. But, don’t worry about it. I’ll make sure I save you a copy. Anyway, it’s not like it’s going to sell out. I’m just hoping we don’t go into the red. With so many of the people involved volunteering their time, we only have to sell two hundred copies to break even. But, I just can’t see two hundred people wanting a CD of me and some high school kids singing.”

			“I’ll keep my fingers cross for you,” Renee offered. “How much are they going for?”

			“Eighteen bucks,” Max reported. “Of that, the church gets ten.”

			“Not bad.”

			“No, I thought it was pretty good,” he agreed.

			“You must feel great having it all done,” Renee speculated.

			“In a way,” Max admitted. “I was fun playing with the guys and getting ready for it. But, we really needed to get it done in time for basketball season.”

			“What do you think of the team this year?” Renee asked. She hadn’t yet seen them play.

			“Well, it will hurt not having David again,” Max predicted.

			“He’s not coming back?” Renee asked, surprised.

			“He is,” he informed her. “But as an assistant coach.”

			“Good. I’m glad,” Renee said. She had been debating whether it was advisable for her to coach basketball this year but didn’t want to leave Max alone still recovering from his injuries. David’s assistance would give her more leeway if she had to quit.

			“How are your parents?”

			“They’re still trying to get over the shock of you getting married,” Max surmised.

			‘”But, I broke off the engagement,” Renee said, laughing.

			“They know that, but they’re getting old,” Max commented. “They can only handle the one big news item at a time. Give them a break.”

			The thin layer of frost over their relationship had quickly thawed and their conversation became easy and friendly. Max kept talking, telling Renee about the antics of various players on the team at pre-season practices and strategies he hoped to employ in the up coming season. Meanwhile, Renee’s burger steadily disappeared, followed by her fries. Max didn’t realize how much more she was eating then usual until he reached over habitually to steal one of her French fries and found only a few left.

			“My goodness, Renee,” he joked. “Are you eating for two?” Renee smiled back at him. Just tell him. Tell him.

			“As a matter of fact...” she said cheerfully. He looked at her expectantly. “I skipped breakfast this morning,” she quickly filled in. You chicken, she chastised herself. But, you’re in public. Plus, you’re leaving again tomorrow. You can’t tell him something like this and then run away. It’s not fair.

			“Well, try to be more careful,” Max urged her. “Breakfast is the most important meal of the day.”

			“I know,” she assured him. “I’ll try.”
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			The following day, the second Sunday of November, Father Neman announced that a group of church youths had recorded an album of folk music and that the office at the rectory would be taking orders. By Monday afternoon, it was already clear that Max was wrong. The albums would sell out. At the rectory, Rhonda answered calls every ten minutes from parishioners who wanted to buy advanced copies of the album. In a parish of a thousand families where only four hundred or so were regulars when the parish made its yearly estimate of attendance the previous spring, the five hundred copies of the album allotted to the church were accounted for within two days. At Phil’s, where a promotional poster of the group signed by all 10 members hung over the counter, Eric began taking requests for the album on scraps of paper. When it got to be over twenty names, he started keeping one list. When it got to be eighty names, he closed the internet poker game he was playing and opened the inventory management software Phil had had him install on the computer a year earlier and never used.

			In Rutherford, where few people knew what POA was, or why anyone should want to buy their album, one salesmen took note that there were so many people from Hectortown inquiring about the album that he asked one of them what the draw was. When the Hectortown native told him the story, this salesmen made a poster reading “The Angel of Nine Twelve Sings”, complete with the original news paper account of Max’s heroic rescue of a perfect stranger. The store sold out their five hundred copies in two days. The salesman was promoted to assistant manager.

			All over the local area, there was a buzz in the air. Jeff’s father called their producer and quickly arranged for another four thousand copies of the album to be made. Father Neman began hammering out the details of Mr. Meldavo’s contract for the following year. The boys of POA had a meeting and wrote an official charter. From now on, the maintenance work for the elderly of the parish, like that they had begun at the Sargent’s house, would be part of the duties of all new recruits. All clinical decisions would be made by their official licensed addiction’s counselor and all musical decisions would be made by Mr. Meldavo. The recruiting for the group would still follow the loose, secretive “chain of trust” model that had so far served them well. New members had to be hand picked by old members as people who had a genuine interest, not only in recovery, but in using what they had learned from their own weakness to help others. They had a mission statement they had each committed to memory incorporating the ideas that Max had bestowed on David and David had in turn instilled in the rest of the group. For practical purposes, they also decided to split informally into two groups—one more folk oriented, and one more rock oriented with a few members who straddled both. Father Neman agreed to turn one mass each Saturday and one each Sunday into a contemporary music service. In the coming months, the band members, of whom only David had previously been a regular church attendee, now all went willingly to one of the two contemporary services to play and listened eagerly to the word of God between songs.

			Max rolled gracefully with a cheerful smile with every wave of change. Instead of dwelling on losing control of POA or being proud of what it had become, he moved on to his next mission without a second thought. They were approaching basketball season. His project with POA had been fun, but it would now be conscientiously managed by someone far better trained then himself. He welcomed the help. He would still play with the boys occasionally for fun, but his attention now was on his team. For many of the players, basketball was their reason not to use drugs in the first place. And prevention is still better then redemption, he reasoned. He practiced hard with his boys, running up and down the court encouraging them despite his doctor’s insistence that his lungs would spontaneously pop if he abused them that way too soon. David, who also seemed above the silly attention their musical project was getting, was by his side at every practice, ready to take over when Max needed a rest. Three times a week, from Octoberfest on, they practiced drills for two hours at a time.

			Life went on, just as it had the previous year. Leaves blew off trees with the coming winter winds. Grocery stores stocked up on yams and canned cranberry sauce. The managers of stores at the arcade dusted off their Christmas decorations and seemed to dare each other about who would put theirs up first. In Henderson, test after test marked the three quarter’s point of the semester. Finally, the Wednesday before Thanksgiving, Renee raced back to Hectortown going straight to the grocery store. It was packed, as she expected. Studying for exams all week, she had had no time to shop. Exams were now over, and she would be home until Sunday night. Now that she was an adult, she felt compelled to contribute something to the holiday meal but knew that even the polite and loving Franklins wouldn’t stomach the few things she knew how to cook which now had doubled in number to four: macaroni and cheese, frozen dinners, omelets, and hard boiled eggs. She rushed to the super market to get a fresh pumpkin pie and whipped cream and headed to the familiar blue clapboard house to put her purchases in Eleanor’s fridge. She had long since turned off the fridge in her own apartment, as she was only there two days a week.

			Eleanor, who was not expecting Renee for a few more hours, was at the market herself doing some last minute shopping, but in the throngs of panicked shoppers, they had not spotted one another. It was better for Renee that Eleanor not be there, she figured. She hoped to drop off the groceries quickly and head straight for the rectory to talk to Max. This is it, she thought. No more waiting. No more stalling. She had news for him, news she thought he would need some time to consider. She had four days before she had to return to school. If she didn’t tell him now, she would have to wait until Christmas. She had really waited long enough. Life was settling down. The town was settling down. No longer did people give her sympathetic looks when they saw her on the street, as though she had recently been widowed. When she went to the grocery store earlier in the day, not a single person said they were sorry she would be spending the holidays alone instead of with the people who were so nearly her in-laws.

			Things seemed to have settled down for Max as well. He had adopted his winter routine of basketball practice and Friday evening mass with dinner at his parent’s house afterward. Most importantly, things seemed to have settled down between Max and Renee. Although at Charlie’s Diner, Max still seemed to be treating Renee as some one else’s property, by dinner the Friday before thanksgiving, she was once more his Renee, watching silly movies on his parent’s couch like they had done most Fridays of their lives. This was essential to Renee—that when she tell Max the secret she had been hiding, he be hearing it from his old best friend, not some new woman he barely knew. She needed to prove to him that the events of the early fall were an anomaly—that she had taken a week long excursion into betrothed life, but that nothing had fundamentally changed about who she was individually or in relation to him. It had to be. That was the only way he could understand that the future would be okay. She hoped he was ready.

			When Renee got to the old familiar porch, no one answered her knock at the door. Having no where else to store the groceries she had purchased, she tried the door and, finding it unlocked, let herself in. She went straight to the kitchen. She was on her way out to go to the church when something stopped her. Very faintly, from upstairs, she heard music. It was coming from Max’s old room. She walked very slowly, not wanting to make a sound to disturb what she heard. She could just barely make out a guitar and a lone voice. It was Max, but not the way he had ever heard him sing before. When she used to stand under his window listening to him practice for choir, she had always been impressed with his voice. Back then he was a technically perfect but emotionally empty tenor. His voice now was rough and deep, definitely the voice of a man. It was the emotion in it that made her halt in her steps. It was as gentle as a rose petal brushing past her cheek, but sad, and sweet. It made her heart ache.

			Renee closed her eyes and let the music fill her whole consciousness. She pushed away every other sensation. She felt drawn in, seduced, under a trance. She wanted the music never to end, afraid that she may stop breathing if it did. It touched her, barely perceptibly, like the legs of a ladybug walking on her neck, oblivious to the boundary of her collar. It slid past the v-neck of her sweater like a sliver of sunshine, warming her breasts, rushing under her skirt like an uninvited but not unwelcome summer breeze.

			She suddenly felt flushed and indecent, as though she had walked in and discovered something terribly intimate, something she was never supposed to know. It was such an irrational thought, she told herself, to feel as though she was intruding on the privacy of someone she had just months ago seen completely naked. But, this was more intimate than bare skin, as though skin itself were a covering, a robe to hide behind. If one were to strip a way a cassock of skin and sinew so there was no shred of physical matter left, there would be just this song. And what was song composed of but breath. Breath by extension was what separated a living body from one dead, and thus, was a soul. As Renee stood in the hall, that is what she felt—as though she had walked uninvited into Max’s soul. She wanted to hear more. She wanted to never stop hearing it, to blight out the rest of the world so there was nothing but this.

			Max had finished up his work for the day and Father Neman had given him the afternoon off. With Renee at school and his parents at work, he didn’t have very much to do. Forbidden to run yet by his doctors, he went for a long, brisk walk at the nature preserve and went back to the Rectory to take a shower. He wasn’t there long, sitting on his bed, before he remembered that there were books he had been reading during his convalescence that he had left at his parents’ house unfinished. He walked the mile back to his childhood home and, finding no one home, went straight to his room to find the books. The air in his room felt closed up and stale, as the windows had not been opened since he had gone back to work two months earlier. The room stood as a monument to his youth—the same books still neatly on shelves in alphabetical order, the same worn rug, the same blue bed spread. But, something was fundamentally different. Renee’s laughter was gone—not even clinging to the air as a memory.

			Renee could come and eat with his family, she could watch the same movies with him on the couch, but she was not the same. She wasn’t his. She was an independent adult woman who choose to spend the evening watching TV with the assistant pastor at her church. She did not belong to him anymore. She never could. It didn’t matter that her engagement was broken off. Max had felt, once the air cleared and he saw that Renee was okay, that he had dodged a bullet. He had outlasted the first suitor who tried to take her away from him. But, there would be others. And, one would take her away. And, even if no one was successful—even if no other man was up to her standards, she still wouldn’t be his. He had chosen a path in life that brought him in close proximity to where she was. But, like a path along a cliff over looking a town, this path would never bring him to her. He could be stabbed an beaten every day of his life, and nothing would ever hurt him as much as this realization. These were the rules, and they were not likely to change in his lifetime. Even if he could sneak around the rules undiscovered—even if he could have spent every night with Renee in his arms, he could never stand in front of a room full of people and say, this is the woman I love. This is my Renee without whom I am dead—without whom my soul is lost. The world would never allow that.

			Max sat on his bed, filled with self pity. He didn’t like to feel this way. It was a childish emotion. But, sitting in his old bedroom, his head spinning, he needed just a few minutes to feel terrible. He needed just a few minutes to let this festering melancholy out. He saw his old guitar leaning up against the wall—the one he lent to beginners in POA. He took it out of the case and sat back down on the bed. Taking a deep breath, he began to sing. He did not sing anything from the album that was right now rushing to a few select stores in the county. He did not sing anything he sang with POA. He sang a song from St. Andrews—from Jake’s bar, from a past he chose to pretend belonged to someone else. He sang of love lost. He sang of pain. He sang the songs that filled his pockets with women’s phone numbers and, on more then one occasion, their undergarments. But, just as he had then, he did not sing for anyone to hear him. He sang simply to be so emotionally exhausted, he didn’t even have the energy to feel bad anymore. Tony was wise for his years and had trained him well. Max just needed a few minutes, a half an hour at most, and he would go back to his normal life. Right now, his lips said all the things his heart wanted to but was forbidden to express. He would give his heart this time, and then it would just have to be silent for another few years so he could go back to his flock the good shepherd they thought him to be.

			Behind Renee, the door opened. It was Eleanor, arms full of groceries. Seeing Renee, she was startled and put her bags down to see what was wrong. Renee turned toward her not saying a word. She put one finger to her lips. Eleanor, thinking Renee was about to faint, walked over to support her. Renee put her arms around the small woman and clung to her. The two women stood in the hallway, nothing but the sound of the song drifting from the room above. Eleanor could feel Renee’s body shake as she began to sob. Then all at once, Renee let go of her and dashed out of the house without a word.
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			It was 10:03 Thursday morning when Renee returned to the Franklin house. From the moment Jack answered the door and gave her a bear hug, the holiday was splendid. The meal, including Renee’s store bought pumpkin pie, was worthy of photographing for a cook book or an entertaining magazine. The laughter and warmth of the event was in no way diminished by Renee’s recent apparent attempt to leave the family to start one of her own. No one breathed a word about Chris or the fight or the ring. They merely celebrated being together.

			On Friday, in the late afternoon, Renee and Max returned to the gym at St. Jude’s. Their team had invited their arch rivals over for a pre-season scrimmage and the boys were more excited then they were for most real games. Annondale had beat them twice the previous season and they were sure they had now figured out how to take advantage of their nemesis’ strategy. The gym was packed, and the warmth of the air was stifling even before the crowd got as one to their feet to scream and cheer. The game was close, the score constantly swinging back and forth to favor the Catholic school and then their secular rivals. At half time, Renee at his right hand and David at his left, Max gave a pep talk to fire up his team. Then, he unleashed them like minions of heaven from a Milton epic onto the gym floor. They struggled as though against eternal forces of evil, sweating, groaning, running for their lives. Finally, the buzzer sounded, and St. Jude’s was up by 2 points. The teens cheered in unison, giving each other high five’s and slaps on the rear. They ran to the stands to their parents and girl friends.

			Max, on the floor near the score keeping table, smiled at Renee who was standing on the fourth level of bleachers watching her team with pride. He watched in slow motion as a group of young men, jovial, excited, and jumping up and down with enthusiasm, inched toward her as a blind, spinning mass. He watched in horror as their momentum threw her off balance and she teetered on the edge. He watched for what seemed like an eternity as she fell through the open air. His heart nearly stopped as she hit the floor.

			Then, everything moved normally again. The boys who had just created this havoc stopped their cheering and circled around their assistant coach with sincere remorse which was powerless to help her. Max pushed his way through the crowd ordering that no one touch her, ordering David to call 911 and for everyone else to give her room. Renee, flat on her back with her eyes closed, did not say anything. Then, her eyelids fluttered.

			“Are you okay?” Max asked leaning over her.

			“Yeah. I’m fi... I’m fi.... Max? I feel funny,” she got out before here eyes closed again. Max gripped her hand.

			“Stay with me, Renee. Stay with me. Don’t leave me. Stay with me, Renee,” he begged her. But, she was gone, retreated into the dark recess of unconsciousness. In less then a minute, a team of emergency medical technicians rushed into the gym—they always stayed close by on game nights. They put a collar around Renee’s neck to stabilize it, quickly assessed that she still had good breath sounds and a strong pulse and loaded her onto a stretcher. Max watched intently and gave the ambulance driver Renee’s name and phone number. No, she has no family to inform. No, I am the closest thing she has to family. I’ll contact everyone. I’ll be right there. If she wakes up, tell her, Father Franklin will be right there. They took her away.

			Three hours later, Max was waiting in the Emergency Room at Northern Hospital. It was one of the only areas of the hospital where he was still anonymous as people generally did not stay in the emergency room long enough to need a chaplain. He sat among the other worried, tired, and fearful family members. He sat among the sick, for once not there to minister to them, but merely understanding their plight. And as he sat staring into space, he could not get the scene out of his mind. Fourteen years of his life—the most important fourteen years of his life, were being erased behind the double doors to the treatment area. He had no comprehension of what was going on inside. Finally, a nurse came out and brought him into a smaller room to the side. She explained that Renee had a concussion and that someone would have to stay with her and keep her awake for a while to make sure she didn’t start getting confused and disoriented again. She gave Max a pamphlet about concussions written for someone with a third grade education to understand with all of the words more then two syllables written out phonetically. Max sat back down and waited.

			Just a concussion, he thought. Thank God. She’ll be okay. They didn’t say paralyzed. They didn’t say coma. They said concussion. She had lived through far worse, he knew, and been none the worse for the wear. Finally, a doctor in rumpled scrubs and a coffee stained lab coat came back through the double doors.

			“Alfred,” The doctor called out. Max jumped up and walked over to him. The doctor motioned Max over to a small, empty room once again. “You’re the father?” The doctor asked. Max nodded. “Miss Alfred is going to be okay. We did a thorough scan of her neck and back, nothing is broken. As far as we can see,” he continued, “there was no damage to her brain, although that doesn’t always show up right away.” Max nodded. “She is going to be a little confused for a while, and that is normal. But, if she becomes actually disoriented, like she can’t tell where she is or she just isn’t herself, bring her back to the ER right away.”

			“The nurse gave me the instruction sheet,” Max answered. “Is there anything else I need to know?”

			“No, just make sure that she gets plenty of rest and observe her closely in the next 24 hours,” the doctor reassured him. “99.9% of the time, young people bounce right back from this kind of thing. Renee and the baby are going to be fine,” he said. Max stared at him, dumbfounded.

			“The.... the baby?” he asked, obviously confused. The doctor looked at him, equally confused.

			“The baby. You did say you were the father?” the doctor confirmed.

			“Yes, sir,” Max answered, replaying the previous conversation in his head. “Father Maxwell Franklin.” The doctor stared at him blankly. “Assistant Pastor at St. Jude’s Catholic Church.” There was a sudden spark of recognition. “Ms. Alfred and I coach a basketball team together.”

			“Oh,” the doctor said sheepishly. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to...”

			“It’s okay,” Max interrupted. “Like you, I’m in a profession where keeping people’s secrets is important. “

			“Right. Of course.”

			“Thank you, sir.” The doctor gave Max one more apologetic look and then passed back through the automatic double doors between the waiting and treatment areas. Max stood by the closing doors, perplexed. He didn’t have any time to process this new information. Moments later, the doors opened again with a squeak and Renee walked out. Max approached Renee and put her jacket over her shoulders.

			“You all right, Renee?” he asked.

			“Yeah, I’m fine,” she assured him with a weak smile.

			“The doctors don’t want you to be alone for the next day,” he explained to her as they walked toward his car. “I’m going to stay with you, unless you aren’t comfortable with that. Otherwise, I can call Eleanor...”

			“That’s fine, Max,” Renee interrupted. She opened the passenger door of the black luxury car and sat down. The car still smelled quite new. Max had kept the inside immaculate. As she pulled her seat belt over her, she looked over at Max.

			“Thanks for taking me home,” she said.

			“No problem,” he replied, then turned his head around to look out the back window. He backed the car out of the space and they sped off toward Renee’s apartment. It was nearly midnight now and Renee was exhausted. Her head still pounded, despite the acetaminophen she had taken in the ER. Max drove on saying nothing. At first, she welcomed the silence; but, as they approached her apartment, Max’s taciturn manner made her worry. Max was equally worried. As he drove to Renee’s apartment, he felt like his whole world was crashing down around him. Renee getting engaged to someone else right in front of him was one thing. But, marriage was such a theoretical institution. It was a mere contract. It existed on paper and didn’t actually mean anything in its own right. He tried to minimize its importance, as it was something he couldn’t have anyway. After he sang away his complete despair on Wednesday, he managed to reframe his thinking more clearly and to see their friendship as a very close replacement. He was on a path that could not lead to Renee, but it was a path from which he could still see her in the town below. She couldn’t belong to him, but he could still be the most cherished among people she did not belong too, the most special among all her friends.

			But, now, she was having someone else’s child. That child would be the very first person in her life. That’s the way it should be. But, it would mean that in a real and undeniable biological sense, another man would be the second most important person in her life, whether or not she ever even spoke to him again. That connection was real and irrefutable. Someone else had impregnated her. Someone else existed in biological symbiosis with her and would as long as that child still existed on the earth. They were one. The fact that they had broken up didn’t matter in the course of biology. Biology does not understand divorce, broken engagements, written contracts.

			Max was devastated. Renee was a mother. She wasn’t his little bird. Soon, she would be too busy to even be his best friend. She would just be a parishioner. Then, he would change parishes, and she would be nothing. It was inevitable now. Even if the pope were to die tomorrow and the next pope were to make it his first decree that every priest had to get married, even if by some cosmic miscalculations he could marry her, it wouldn’t undo what was already done. He wanted to be one with her. He had prayed and prayed for it. But, in this child, she existed as one with someone else. One, he thought with a heavy breath. One. They pulled into her parking lot and Max walked around to Renee’s side of the car to help her out. He said nothing as they walked up the stairs to her apartment. He said nothing as he opened her bottle of medication and poured her a glass of water leaving the two vessels on her night stand.

			“Goodnight, Renee,” he said, as she sat down on the bed. “Just give a holler if you need anything.” He turned and walked toward the bedroom door.

			“They told you,” Renee said to Max’s retreating back, more a statement than a question. Max stopped dead in his tracks. He was glad not to be the one to bring up the subject. He slowly turned around.

			“It was a misunderstanding,” he said softly. “But, yes, they did.” He took a few steps closer to her.

			“I didn’t mean for you to find out this way, Max,” she said. “I wanted to tell you myself, when there was more time.”

			“More time?” Max said, incredulously. Then he took a deep breath and steadied his voice. “Renee, I’m not the one you need to be telling anyway. “ He sat down at the edge of the bed. “You need to call him, Renee.”

			“Who?” she asked sincerely.

			“Chris,” Max said with a sigh. “I know he isn’t perfect, but he’s a decent guy and he’ll do the right thing.” Renee was already shaking her head slightly, her eyes shut, the back of her head pressed against the head board. Max continued, trying to reason with her. “I know I’m not in a position to lecture anyone about good parenting, but a child needs a father and a mother.”

			“It’s not that simple, Max,” Renee said, opening her eyes.

			“It can be, if you let it. This is a time to be practical, not a time to wait for fairy tale endings,” Max insisted.

			“Max, listen to me very carefully,” Renee said, sitting up to lean closer to him. “Chris and I were never dating. We were never engaged. It was an act. We made it all up.” Max looked shocked. On top of being crushed by Renee’s newly discovered oneness with another human being, he felt her most recent admission like a slap from an icy cold hand. Mere weeks after he had abandoned his heart to her completely and forever, she was playing games with him. When he was lying in a hospital bed with a tube in his chest, she was plotting. It didn’t make any sense.

			“Why, Renee?” he asked. “Why would you do something like that?” Renee shook her head slowly.

			“You really don’t understand, do you?” she asked, feeling pity for him. The charade was complete. So complete, it was more convincing than the truth. “I was trying to protect you and your parents. I was trying to protect your name in this town. I was trying to save your reputation. And, Chris was trying to protect mine.”

			“Protect my reputation?” Max swallowed hard. “What are you telling me, Renee?” he said cautiously. It was all beginning to click together. For the first time in this cloud of chaos, he knew very well what she was saying, but his conscious kept blocking the idea out. His mind was afraid of the consequence if he was right, his heart equally as afraid of the disappointment if he was wrong. “This is my...” He couldn’t finish the sentence. He stared down into his lap. Renee’s voice was soft, yet definite.

			“This is your child, Max.”

			“You’re sure?” he asked, his voice reflecting his fear.

			 “I’m sure,” she said quietly. “I’ve never been with anyone else. Ever.” Max looked up at her, a look of awe and sympathy in her eyes.

			“Never?” he asked in a buoyant disbelief that wanted to believe everything she said. “In all that time, Never?” Renee smiled and yet looked tearful and embarrassed at the same time.

			“Never,” she assured him. She laughed at herself as her eyes were rimmed with tears. “It’s pathetic, isn’t it? Me being with less people then you, and you’re a priest.” Max shook his head.

			“No,” he said. “No. There’s only you, Renee. How could there be anyone but you?”

			“What about Michelle?” Renee asked innocently.

			“No,” Max said. “Why would you think that?” Renee just shrugged, embarrassed. Max cupped Renee’s face in his hands, completely overcome by this news. She waited for me, he thought, ebullient. She really is mine. We really are one. God had heard his prayer and answered it. He had said Yes in a way Max would never had considered possible. But, He had said Yes. An explosion of thoughts were fighting for attention in Max’s mind, each one preventing the others from coming into clarity. One rose joyously above the rest. I’m going to marry her. It was less a thought then a revelation, the same revelation he had had when he was nineteen years old above the Canadian cataracts. She waited for me and we are one and I’m going to marry her. This new news did not tell him why. Why had been the same since he was nineteen-years-old. Because he loved her with his whole being. This new information only answered when. And that when had only one answer—soon.

			“What are you thinking, Max?” Renee asked patiently. Max realized he hadn’t said anything in a very long time.

			“You’ll have to take the Mercedes,” he said finally. Renee did not respond immediately. She was rerunning Max’s words in her head, trying to make sense out of them.

			“What?” she asked finally.

			“You’ll have to take the Mercedes. Your car isn’t very reliable, little bird. I don’t want you breaking down on the side of the road with a baby.” Max looked at Renee who was smiling at him despite her furrowed brow.

			“I’m sorry, Renee,” he said, embarrassed. “I know that isn’t the most perfect or romantic thing I could say right now.” Renee’s smile broadened until her eyes narrowed to slits.

			“Of everything you could be thinking right now, you’re concerned with the safety of our daughter. That’s perfect enough for me,” she said, her eyes filled with warmth.

			“I’m not really thinking straight. I... I’ve never...” he wished he could somehow make her feel the way he felt. He just shook his head in complete disbelief. “I’ve never been this happy before, Renee,” he confessed. “I can’t believe it’s true.” Renee turned and with her free hand, reached into the pocket of her jacket that hung on the edge of her headboard. She took out a small piece of paper, slightly larger than a cash register receipt and handed it to Max. It was an ultrasound from the ER of a baby. Their baby.

			“They gave me two copies. You can have that one, if you have someplace to hide it.” Max nodded his head.

			“Oh my God,” he said, barely audible. “She’s so small.” He pulled Renee tight against him. “Why?” he asked, breathing in the scent of her hair. “Why didn’t you just tell me?”

			“Because if you knew that Chris and I weren’t really together and you didn’t tell anyone, it would be a lie,” Renee explained. “I didn’t want you to have to lie. And, I wanted to show you it would all work out, so you wouldn’t have to leave the church. But, it all worked out, see? You can stay with the church and it will be okay.” Max’s heart sank in his chest so suddenly he wondered if Renee could feel it fall. She wasn’t going to marry him. It was never her plan or her desire. This whole charade was manufactured to avoid just that. God in all his love had answered Max’s prayer, but that gift came with limits. Max was glad Renee could not see his face. He didn’t want her to see his disappointed and remember this night as anything but joyous. After all her work, she deserved better. He stoked her hair reassuringly.

			“You’re right,” he said, trying to sound cheerful. “It will be okay. It will all be okay.”

			“I want to name her Grace, if that’s okay with you,” Renee said, her voice small.

			“Grace. That’s beautiful,” he replied.

			“You can give her a middle name,” Renee offered. Max sighed. Renee was trying so hard to keep him involved. He wondered how long it could last.

			“I’d like that,” he said. “I’d really like that. But, give me a chance to think about it. I wasn’t expecting this.”

			“No, of course not,” she said into his chest. “No regrets, no apologies?” Max squeezed his eyes closed and bit his tongue until he felt his desire to protect these two women outweighed his objection to being separated from them indefinitely. Finally, he sighed his response.

			“No apologies, no regrets.”
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			“You what?” Jack Franklin asked with obvious confusion. Renee did not take the Mercedes. She revealed to Max that she had in fact been test driving nice, new, reliable station wagons during her few hours of free time in Henderson and was about to make a deal on one but could not start driving it until she had informed everyone who may be suspicious, why she needed one. She had already considered the car issue. She had already considered many things, like giving up her apartment in Henderson when her lease was up and using the money to have some one babysit Grace during the day when she was at school. She had already researched her schools’ maternity policy and found out how many semesters or rotations she could skip or reschedule without academic penalties. She had weighed the advantages of breast feeding and balanced out the pros and cons of disposable verses cloth diapers. She had, in short, taken care of everything.

			When Max realized how much time and planning Renee had already invested in her impending maternity without him even being aware of it, he started to believe she may be able to successfully be a single mother and veterinary student after all. He also decided to trust her judgment that he should not go with her to his parents house the next day when she broke the news to them. Now, sitting at the Franklins’ kitchen table, Renee wished she had him by her side to do the talking. He’s so good with words, she thought nervously. Why did I tell him not to come? And, was that over head lamp always that bright? She hoped she was not as actually flushed and sweaty as she felt during this interrogation.

			“I’m pregnant,” she repeated. “I’m going to have a baby.”

			“So, you’re marrying Chris?” Jack postulated hopefully.

			“No,” Renee answered simply.

			“Does he know?” Jack asked.

			“Yes. He does.” There was a long pause while Jack waited for Renee to explain how these two facts could both be possible simultaneously. But, she did not explain.

			“Who are you marrying, then?” he finally asked.

			“Well, no one. At least, not right now,” Renee explained.

			“So, you’re just going to raise this child all by yourself?” Renee felt like she was ten again and Mr. Franklin was asking her why her history teacher called him at work to report she was passing notes to Jen Caponata in class. Eleanor, who up to this point had been too shocked to come to her aid, now put her arm around Renee and squeezed her shoulder reassuringly.

			“Of course, she is not going to do this alone,” she told her husband. “She’s going to do this with our help. She’s our family, and we will be with her every step of the way.” She gave Jack a look that told him in no uncertain terms that he would be supportive and to stop arguing. He sat down across from the two women and Eleanor turned to Renee. This is a disaster, Eleanor thought to herself. How could she be so stupid? Why wasn’t she protecting herself? She’ll never pull this off. If she drops out of school now, so help me, I’ll kill that boy!

			“I’m so happy for you dear,” Eleanor said, forcing herself to smile. “This is wonderful news. Absolutely wonderful. I couldn’t be happier for you.”

			“Thank you, Mrs. Franklin,” Renee said appreciatively. She imagined this conversation would be challenging, but Jack’s response nearly made her cry. Eleanor was committed to not letting that happen. She’s frightened enough as it is without us making her feel worse, Eleanor thought, chastising herself. Anyway, no child deserves to be though of as a problem, she thought. Think of the baby. The baby needs us to think she is a blessing. She kept reminding herself to stay positive. Children are a gift from God, no matter how unexpected, she repeated to herself. All children are a blessing. All children are a blessing. All children...

			“Does anyone else know?” Eleanor asked.

			“I wanted to tell you guys first,” Renee admitted. “But, the doctor accidentally told Max at the hospital last night.”

			“You didn’t tell your other friends yet?”

			“No, ma’am.”

			“Well, that settles it,” Eleanor said definitively. “Jack, go to the store and get some wine. I’ll start calling the neighbors.”

			“What?” Jack asked, shocked. Calling the neighbors was the last thing he wanted to do right now. Shoving Renee in his car and driving to a state where no one knew them and he could convince everyone that she was a war hero’s widow was higher on his list of priorities.

			“Our daughter is going to have a baby,” Eleanor said with aggressive joviality. “This is a joyous occasion. This is the best thing that has ever happened to us since our own child was born. We need to celebrate with everyone we know.” We will overwhelm them with our happiness, she thought. We will tell them to be happy, and they will be. There will be no disapproving clucks, no whispers, no shameful rumors. We will show them how proud we are, and they will think we have reason to be proud. They will never call her a bastard, never think she was an “accident.” We will tell them she is a blessing, and they will call her a blessing.

			Within an hour, it seemed at least half the people Renee had ever met in Hectortown were in the Franklins’ kitchen or family room. The chatter and careless laughter spilled out onto the street and the impromptu pot luck fair seemed to go excellently with the case of local red wine Jack bought hurriedly at the liquor store. Max was sitting on the couch with Jay listening to Prentice describe his new job as branch manager at the local bank while Renee stood with Jen and Sarah in the kitchen.

			“You stinker!” Jen insisted. “You knew about this last week and you didn’t tell anyone.”

			“I wasn’t ready yet,” Renee said. “I’m sorry.”

			“Geeze, Renee,” Sarah speculated. “It’s too bad you didn’t know about this before you broke up with Chris. Maybe things would have turned out differently.”

			“I did know, actually,” Renee admitted. “But, having viable sperm does not automatically make him someone I want to spend the rest of my life with.”

			“Well, either way, I think it’s great that you’re going through with this. And, you can count on us for anything you need,” Sarah assured her.

			“That counts double for me,” Jen echoed. “Heck, I’d give you all Mikie’s old furniture and stuff, but I’ll need it for the new baby. Hey, wouldn’t it be cute if we both had girls, and my daughter could be like a big sister for your daughter?”

			“Well, the thing is,” Renee explained. “I’m actually due before you.”

			“I don’t think so,” Jen said confidently. “I’m due in the middle of June.”

			“I’m due in May,” Renee announced. Sarah tried to suppress the calculations that were now running through her head. Factoring in when Chris first began making an appearance in her social circles, the conversation she had had with Renee about him in Jen’s kitchen and immutable laws of mammalian biology, she kept getting stuck on a calendar page for mid-August. But, she was in another country for all of August, Sarah thought to herself. She was on the other side of the Atlantic with.... No way. That would mean the baby’s father is...

			“But, that would mean...” Sarah thought out loud and then, realizing she was actually speaking, stopped herself.

			“That would mean what, Sarah?” Jen asked, interested by her friend’s stunned look.

			“I’m going to have two knocked up Maids of Honor,” Sarah said with feigned indignation. “Geeze. What kind of message does that send?” Jen laughed. Renee, who had been holding her breath in fear of what Sarah might be thinking, let out a sigh of relief.

			“Well, at least the wedding is only two weeks away,” Jen said comfortingly. “Getting that bride’s maid dress altered with all the beading it has on it would cost an arm and a leg.”

			“Yeah, I had been worried about that, too,” Renee lied. Geeze, Jen, she thought. Like I don’t have bigger things on my mind right now.

			A few hours later, a few guests still lingered in the family room talking to Max and Eleanor. Jen had long ago gone home to put Mikie to bed and Sarah drove the hour to Greg’s house before she got too tired. The house was quieting down. Renee opened the door to the back porch and cool November air greeted her. She stepped out on the porch and stood next to Jack where he was standing leaning against the rail.

			“Eleanor said you have to come in before you catch a cold and give it to her,” she said innocently. He put his arm around her and sandwiched her between himself and the rail making a cage to keep the rest of the world away from his little girl.

			“Are you sure about this, Renee?” he asked softly.

			“About being pregnant?” she said, chipper. “Yes, unless the doctors at the health center at school and in the ER here have been lying to me.”

			“I meant about not getting married, sweetheart,” Jack asked with concern. “About going this alone. Are you sure that’s a good idea?”

			“No,” Renee answered honestly. “I’m not sure. In fact, it might be the worst idea I’ve ever had. But, I refuse to give up a child I love. And I refuse to marry I man I don’t. I don’t really see any other options.”

			“I don’t suppose you could learn to love Chris?” he proposed.

			“I don’t think so, Mr. Franklin.”

			“Yeah,” he sighed. “I guess it was too much to hope for.”

			“I ‘m really sorry, Mr. Franklin,” Renee confessed.

			“Why, Renee? Don’t be sorry. Like Eleanor said, this is a wonderful thing. A blessed event.”

			“Yeah, in theory. I mean, I feel that way. And, you and Mrs. Franklin might feel that way. But, I know there are people in this town who think very ill of single mothers. And, many of these same people probably see me as one of your children. I know this could be embarrassing for you and Eleanor. I really didn’t mean to hurt you.”

			“Not at all, sweetheart,” Jack said compassionately. “Eleanor and I are nothing but proud of you. We are delighted to have people think of you as part of our family. And, this isn’t going to change that. If anything, we are even more proud of you for being brave enough to keep this little girl.” Renee squeezed Jack’s arm. She knew he was saying what he wished he felt, hoping that one day, he would really feel that way.

			“Thank you,” she said simply. She walked back to the back door and, with her hand on the handle, turned toward him, but said nothing. Then, she disappeared inside the house.
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			Two weeks after Renee’s impromptu baby shower, finals at SUNY Henderson veterinary school came and went. The following Saturday in Hectortown, Sarah and Greg got married. With Renee standing ten feet away robed in light green satin, Max officiated, using the Christmas homily he had written but never gotten to deliver a year earlier. By all accounts, it was a lovely ceremony. The wedding was in the evening and lit by candles. Sarah’s long blond hair shimmered over the cream satin dress. The reception in the Gordon Mansion was equally as picturesque. The band was lively, the food bountiful and delicious. Everyone had a terrific time. Mikie Holstead, somehow free of his mother’s grasp, decided to climb the Christmas tree in the catering hall, bringing it down onto the table with the punch bowl. In a feat of physics usually reserved exclusively for children’s cartoons, the bowl and its contents flipped into the air with a trajectory straight for the uncut wedding cake. The hundred and fifty gathered guests, to a person, agreed it was the best wedding cake they had ever tasted—moist and slightly fruit flavored, unlike dry, bland cakes they had had at other weddings.

			After the excitement of the event was over, and with the newlyweds safe in Cancun, Renee found herself in the near constant presence of Eleanor Franklin who was beginning to believe her own mantra that all children are blessings. Renee was not going to quit school, she assured herself. She was smart and strong and she was going to be fine. Eleanor took Renee out daily to shop for furniture and baby clothes. She bought albums of lullabies and collections of songs that were designed for babies to listen to in the womb to develop their brains. She went to toy stores ogling over stuffed animals that transformed into backpacks, and chemistry sets and robot kits and sturdy plastic musical instruments she thought she was prohibited from exploring. When they were too tired to shop anymore, Eleanor tried step by step to break down Renee’s complete ignorance of proper cooking and nutrition.

			Jen, though miffed not only that Renee had kept her pregnancy a secret so long, but also that Grace may “beat” her own Marie out of the womb, was nevertheless always on hand to show Renee all the new advances in child raising that were not yet invented when Mrs. Franklin was raising her own son. She was constantly training Renee on baby swings and diaper disposals, both from her own supply and in her favorite stores. She gave Renee an hour long lesson in how to properly install a car seat and then did occasional emergency drills to make sure her pupil remembered every detail under pressure. Jack, when he was not a work, was at Renee’s apartment assembling the furniture his wife had purchased for their awaited god daughter and installing every manner of latch, lock, and shelf to “child proof” Renee’s apartment.

			Rushing through advent, Max was over worked and preoccupied with liturgies and hymns, with decorating the church and training ushers for the record seven Christmas services he and Father Neman would now split this year. When the benediction had been said for the last mass Christmas afternoon, Max felt a tremendous sense of relief. The second most important holiday... but by far the busiest holiday of the year, was over. He now had several months of relatively mundane liturgies during which he could begin to comprehend the very strange turn his life was about to take. He drove through the snowy streets toward his parents’ house smiling broadly. When he walked into the familiar front hall, the smell of ginger bread greeted him. He walked into the kitchen to see Renee taking a pan of ginger bread out of the oven. Every horizontal surface in the kitchen except the floor was already covered with cooling cookie sheets. Max turned to Eleanor who was standing by the doorway.

			“What’s all this about?” he asked, obviously amused.

			“She didn’t mess it up this year. She did it right. I can’t believe it,” his mother said, staring at the vast expanse of baked goods.

			“Well, congratulations, Little Bird,” Max said with a pleased smile. “I guess that’s five things you can cook now.”

			Because of the additional services that were added to accommodate the growing parish, the Franklin family opened their presents later then usual that year. It was nearly six on Christmas day before they sat down to open their presents. Eleanor bought Jack a miter saw with a laser site he had been ogling over in the new chain hardware store that had opened just outside the Rutherford town center. Max, as usual, received a number of conservative sweaters. Eleanor had given the family strict instructions not to give Renee anything related to babies, as it wouldn’t be fair to take away her Christmas just because she was pregnant during it, when if she had had the baby a different time of year, she would get presents for both. Jack instead bought her fifty dollars worth of gift certificates at the Freeze King, reporting to Eleanor’s embarrassment the when she was pregnant with Max she would regularly send him out to buy her ice cream in the middle of the night. Eleanor bought her a bikini, pointing out that with all the running she did, she would have her figure back in no time.

			Max gave Renee a copy of POA’s album, signed by every member of the band. There was a heart felt message on the album liner from David explaining how her generosity had made their group a reality and their lives were forever changed. She held it to her chest in genuine gratitude while Jack and Eleanor picked on Max for being cheap, even for a priest.

			The fire Jack built was especially warm that Christmas, with the addition of five ninths of a new family member around it. And, after watching some holiday specials, Max drove Renee home. He carried her presents up to her apartment, insisting that with her shifting center of gravity, she would need to have both hands on the banister. When they got inside the door, Max put the pile of gift boxes down on the table. He looked around the tidy abode.

			“You know that was a decoy, right?” Max asked.

			“What?” Renee asked, laughing, as she hung her coat in the hall closet.

			“The CD, Renee,” he said.

			“I love it, what are you talking about?” she said cheerfully.

			“It’s from the guys, bird. It’s a thank you from them, not a Christmas present. I was using it as a decoy.” He picked up a box of the table. It was still fully wrapped. “I didn’t want to give this to you in front of everyone else.”

			“Max,” Renee said, walking toward him. “You really didn’t have to...”

			“Open it,” he interrupted, firmly, but gently. Renee pulled off the green bow and the wrapping paper underneath. Pulling the lid off the box, she was surprised by a mound of white satin and lace. “Max, its beautiful,” she said in amazement. She laid the box down on the table so she could straighten out the fabric with both hands. The satin unfolded into a small dress, at least two feet long. “Max, it’s gorgeous. It’s a baptismal gown,” she said.

			“It’s your baptismal gown,” he replied.

			“But, how?” She stared at him in amazement. “How did you get this?”

			“Aunt Josephine,” he replied. “I had a hunch she never hated you. This was in her attic. She was delighted to hear you had a use for it.” Renee shook her head in disbelief.

			“I don’t know what to say,” Renee said, almost breathless. “It’s beautiful. I’ve never seen anything like it.”

			“It was hand made in northern France,” Max explained. “They take baptism more seriously in Europe I guess.” Renee looked suddenly worried by his explanation.

			“My mother didn’t get this as part of that deal with that man...”

			“No,” Max interrupted, wanting to put her fears to rest before she even had a chance to voice them. “Aunt Josephine actually bought it for you. She wanted to keep your family tradition alive. Apparently, your family on that side was from Brittany before they left Europe for Quebec. She would love to tell you all about them, Renee. She knows so much about you she wants to share. I can give you her number. She’d like to hear how you’re doing.”

			Renee looked up at him from the shimmering, delicate creation in her hands. Brittany, she said to herself. The mere sound of it was clean and happy. Brittany. Maybe this was the noble line of her family. Maybe she would find something good about herself that had come on a ship from Brittany. Either way, this pure white cloth came to her untainted from the one relative she had left whose memory was not marred by abandonment or betrayal and it came to her through the hands of the man she loved. She would wrap her daughter in it when she presented her to God.

			Renee held the little dress tight against her heart. She never could have hoped for such a thoughtful gift. Max had given her what really mattered to her—what he had been trying to give back to her since she was fourteen years old—herself. The best parts of herself. The things she discovered on her own were always rife with scandal and disappointment. Renee smoothed the tiny garment between her fingers.

			“This was in an attic for twenty four years? It looks brand new,” she said, amazed.

			“I had it professionally cleaned,” Max said.

			“That must have been expensive.”

			“Don’t worry about it.”

			“Max, I can’t thank you enough,” she said, obviously touched. “This was so thoughtful of you.”

			“There’s one more,” he said, handing her a small box. He took the dress from her, carefully refolded it, and placed it on the table. Renee examined the smaller box. It was light and wrapped in gold paper. She opened it slowly. Inside was a gold cross.

			“It’s for Grace,” Max said. “If life begins at conception, I figure this is her first Christmas,” he joked. “But I thought she might need some help opening it.”

			Renee looked up at him, her face in a bright smile. “What’s GNA?” She asked. It was inscribed on the back of the cross.

			“She has a middle name now,” Max answered. “If it’s okay with you. Netzhira. It’s Hebrew. It means ‘Everlasting.’”

			“It’s beautiful, Max,” Renee replied, putting on the cross and putting the box on the table. She threw her arms around him. “Thank you,” she said, her whole weight collapsing against him in a sigh. “Thank you. I don’t know how to thank you enough.”

			“I just wish I could do more for you,” he said, burying his face in her hair. “I just wish I could do more to help you.” Renee pulled away to look him in the eye.

			“Don’t worry about me,” she instructed him. “The Terrific Trio superheroes of parenting have already charged in and taken over everything. I haven’t had to lift a finger in a month. Now’s not the time I need you. And, somehow, you always find a way to be there for me when I do.”

			“I hope I always will. I wish I could promise you I always will,” he said sadly.

			“Don’t worry about that now, Max,” she pleaded. “There will be plenty of time to be sad when sad days come.”

			“But, Renee...”

			“Listen, Max,” Renee interrupted. “I’m not as naive as people think. I know the next few years are not going to be easy. But, there will be plenty of time to be worried then. Today is a good day. Today is Christmas day—the one day the world sets aside to rejoice in the birth of unexpected children without asking where they came from. Live Christmas as long as you can. Don’t look ahead now to the pain that’s coming down the road. It will be here soon enough.” Max’s eyes were downcast. Her words only worried him more.

			“And, when it does, will you hate me? Will you think ill of me for abandoning you? For not supporting you?”

			“Max, how can I blame you? I never would have asked you to help me have a child you had to watch grow up and could never claim as your own. I would never presume myself worthy to ask God for a child. But, I know the rules of biology as well as you know the rules of the church. I accepted this possibility into my life the night I decided to make love to you. I accepted this possibility into my life because I love you. How could I ever hold you responsible because I let myself fall in love with someone who I knew could never acknowledge or support me?”

			She had finished her argument eloquently and Max wanted to believe her. But, he couldn’t imagine that several years down the road, running out of money and a screaming toddler keeping her awake at night, she would feel as magnanimous toward him. He couldn’t even make eye contact with her. But, Renee refused to let him avoid her or think ill of himself. He was, after all, the man without whom she would be, even in her own eyes, an unbaptized orphan, a wicked snake, a whore, a chronic outsider, bullied, taunted, unknown and unloved by everyone. She took his chin in her tiny hand and forced him to look at her.

			“No regrets. It’s a promise, Max. I meant it.”

			“I know, Renee,” he said, and held her to his chest once more. “I know.”
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			Sarah was putting out a plate of finger sandwiches when she heard Renee ring her doorbell. It was December thirtieth and Renee had promised to help her sort the mountain of shiny crystal and small appliances in Sarah and Greg’s dining room and start on her thankyou cards. She greeted Renee at the door with a big hug, ushering her inside away from the cold.

			“How is married life?” Renee asked Sarah as she hung up her coat.

			“I don’t know yet,” Sarah admitted. “I’ve only had two days of it.”

			“What do you mean!” Renee said, following her friend into the kitchen. “You’ve been married for two weeks already.”

			“Psh. Honeymoons don’t count as married life,” Sarah dismissed, sitting down. “You never really are who you are when you’re on vacation.” Renee shook her head.

			“Whatever. Hey, can I have one of those?” she asked, looking wide eyed at the sandwiches Sarah laid out.

			“Yeah, sure,” she said. “Eat them all if you want. I don’t really feel like eating.” Renee gleefully stuffed herself with cucumbers and humus.

			“Grace says thank you,” Renee said charmingly. “She likes humus.”

			“Is that right?” Sarah said with a weak smile. She was not in the mood for nonsense today. She was not in the mood for anything.

			“Are you all right?” Renee asked, noticing her friend’s lackluster mood. “Do you want to do this another time?”

			“No, this is fine,” Sarah insisted. “It has to be done, and I have the day off work already.” Renee got up to put her plate in the sink. She picked up a pen and a pile of cards to begin the task at hand.

			“I tired to call earlier to see if you could pick up some stamps, but you weren’t in,” Sarah said.

			“Yeah, I was at the church.”

			“The church?” Sarah asked suspiciously.

			“I had to tell father Neman I wouldn’t be coaching basketball for a while,” Renee explained.

			“How’d he take it?” Sarah asked.

			“Fine, I guess,” Renee postulated. “He was disappointed, but under the circumstances he understood why.”

			“Yeah, after what happened over thanksgiving, I’m surprised you went to anymore games. You have to be careful, Renee,” Sarah cautioned, her words seeming to come from personal experience.

			“I know. I just didn’t want to let the kids down until I found a replacement. But, I figure I will be too busy this summer to help out, too. Plus, I can’t imagine the parents will think a single mother is a really great role model for their kids.”

			“Did father Neman tell you that?” Sarah wondered.

			“No,” Renee admitted. “He said he would stand up for me if any of the parents decided to complain. But, I think he was relieved I had more pragmatic reasons to quit.”

			“Yeah, I suppose,” Sarah agreed.

			“Of course, he was mostly preoccupied by me asking him if he would baptize Grace,” Renee added.

			“Really, you want him to do it?” Sarah asked.

			“Sure, why not?”

			“I just figured you would want Max to do it, as you guys are friends and all,” she postulated.

			“Well, that’s just thing,” Renee explained. “It’s like Jesus said. Prophets can’t perform miracles in their own town.... or something like that. Anyway, Max is practically my brother. I just have this strange feeling if Max performed the baptism, it wouldn’t… I don’t know… It won’t count or something.” Sarah laughed.

			“Wouldn’t count?” Renee shrugged and shook her head. She was glad Sarah was laughing, even if it was at her expense. She didn’t look like a woman who had just gotten back from a two week trip to a tropical resort.

			“Too superstitious?” Renee asked lightly.

			“Eh, what do I know,” Sarah said.

			“When it’s your kid, you’ll see,” Renee said. “You question everything.” Sarah’s face looked as if someone had stolen the light out of it.

			“Yeah. I’ll see.”
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			Jack Franklin was nearing the end of a twelve hour shift when he saw a familiar figure picking over the piles of gray February snow on the sidewalk. He turned on his lights and pulled up beside her. Rolling down his window, he leaned over toward the passenger side to look out the window and was rewarded by Renee, face covered almost completely by her tan, wool hood and green chenille scarf, staring back at him.

			“Can I give you a ride, miss?” Renee giggled and opened the door to climb in. She pulled off her hood as Jack began to drive on.

			“Problem with the station wagon?” Jack asked.

			“No, the new car is great,” Renee responded. “I was just out for a walk.”

			“In this weather?” Jack asked. “Are you crazy?”

			“Well, it wasn’t snowing when I left my apartment,” she reported, embarrassed. “And, plus, I had some stuff I was trying to think over.” Jack didn’t respond. She rarely talked to him about things that were bothering her. That was more of Eleanor’s function then his. But, she had brought it up. He was here. He could be a compassionate ear for her as easily as his wife could, he reasoned. He could just as easily take her home and make her a cup of tea. Although, tea was not really his style.

			“You hungry?” he asked as they drove on.

			“Mr. Franklin, I’m pregnant,” she said, laughing. “I’m always hungry.” Jack didn’t ask any further questions. He didn’t have to. His police cruiser easily glided into the drive through at the Freezy King. He knew exactly which Sunday she liked—chocolate ice cream with butterscotch. It was her favorite since she had moved back to the US and been reintroduced to ice cream. It was what she always ordered after he took her for haircuts at Barbara’s Beauty Palace. Eleanor never made the connection with why Renee never had much of an appetite for dinner after a trim. If she had, she had never mentioned it to Jack. A few minutes later, the Sundae and a banana split for Jack sat in a white paper bag on the front seat, they drove home and walked straight through the first floor to the back porch. They ate in silence until they finished, sharing a love for ice cream that knows no limitation due to cold weather.

			When they were finished eating, Jack put down his plastic bowl and spoon and stared out at the small back yard, seeming like a vast expanse without any markings to delineate the space. Without kids to play in the snow, the smooth, curved contours were pristine save for the tiny foot prints of squirrels and birds.

			“So, what was troubling you so much that you needed to climb through snow and ice just to think about it?” Jack asked, finally.

			“I guess it’s stupid, Mr. Franklin,” Renee answered sheepishly. He put his arm around her shoulder.

			“Of course, it’s not stupid, sweetheart,” he said comfortingly. “Come on, you can tell me anything.”

			“We’ve been studying in school about animal behaviors that are genetic… like, that have to be there because of heredity and can’t be changed. I’m getting really worried I am just genetically destined to be a horrible mother,” Renee confessed. “And, I’m also afraid this is going to be a terrible kid. For Pete’s sake, look at my family tree. My mother abandoned me. My father was in an institution for the insane. My uncle was the spawn of the devil. My family is all deserters and thieves and thugs from the very beginning. What chance is there my daughter is going to grow up to be a good person?”

			“I thought you found out your father wasn’t really your father?” Jack interjected.

			“True,” Renee said. “I almost forgot. The man who rejected me through no fault of his own because he had a disease was merely a cuckold. My biological father knocked up his best friend’s wife, abandoned his daughter and pregnant lover, then later went into business with his best friend, watched his illegitimate daughter get sent away to the other side of the world, then sent away the lover’s legitimate children so they wouldn’t get in the way of him marrying his best friend’s widow. He never made an attempt to even meet me. That’s much better. Oh, my god! This girl is going to be the devil.” Jack squirmed. His only contribution to the conversation made Renee feel worse. He didn’t know if he should keep silent or try to fix what he had done. Maybe I can take the focus off her, Jack thought, searching his memory for a relevant story about himself. I have the perfect thing.

			“Renee, do you think I’m a good person?” Jack asked.

			“Of course, I do, Mr. Franklin,” Renee said with a sense of awe. “You’re one of the best people I know. Honest.”

			“And you respect me?”

			“Of course.”

			“I never told you about my family, though,” he said.

			“You said your father was a cobbler,” Renee recalled.

			“He was, and a very good man,” Jack agreed. “He fought in the Navy during World War Two. When he came home, he was the apprentice to a cobbler, and eventually opened up his own shop. But, do you know why he joined the Navy?”

			“There was a war?” Renee speculated.

			“He joined before the war,” Jack clarified. “He joined on his seventeenth birthday, the earliest day he could join, so he could eat. He joined to get out of the house where his father used to beat him and his step mother. Before that, he was begging on the street for food and picking up odd jobs to earn money to feed his sisters.”

			“I’m sorry,” Renee said, not really understanding his motivation for this disclosure.

			“Don’t be,” Jack said firmly. “It taught him to be noble and self reliant. Most of all, it taught him to always stand up for the women in his life above everything else. And, he tried to teach that to me.” His fierce intensity when making the last statement took Renee aback. After a pause, Jack continued. “You see, my grandfather was just the last in a line of dastardly brigands. Every one of them a criminal for as far back as we could find. Because of Eleanor’s training in history, we spent our honey moon in Italy tracking down records of them.”

			“Italy?” Renee said in surprise. “I thought you were Irish. I thought your family came over during the Civil War.”

			“Only a small branch on my mother’s side,” Jack said plainly. “Do I look Irish to you?” Renee now looked at Jack in a new light. She had simply accepted without question that he and Mrs. Franklin had mixed ancestry from the British Isles. She ignored the fact that this didn’t explain his dark brown eyes or his skin… olive all year round despite the bleak lack of sun during western New York’s long winters. Max’s black, curly hair surely did not come from Eleanor’s side of the family.

			“But, Franklin is not an Italian name,” Renee protested in confusion.

			“My grandfather changed it at Ellis island. He was born literally in a cave in an Italian city named Matera as Giovani Franconi. But, several generations before that, there was no record of that family there. The best we could piece the story together, in the early 1800’s, a pirate, probably from modern day Tunisia, landed in the port of Bari and took on the name Augusto Franconi. He married a woman working as a barmaid there and moved inland.”

			“That’s such a romantic story,” Renee interjected. “He gave up his life of crime and adventure on the high sea for his true love.”

			“Not exactly,” Jack volunteered, his eyes filled both with amusement and sympathy. Poor naïve, romantic girl, he thought. No wonder he got her knocked up so easily. It was so sweet and so typical of Renee to try to turn something horrible into a love story. But, this one just could not be written that way. He went on, sorry to disabuse her of her rose colored view of the world. “From court documents, we found out some… disturbing things. For example, before they moved to Matera, Augusto lost his wife in a card game.”

			“Don’t you mean he won her in a card game?”

			“No. He stole thirty gold coins from another pirate to buy her and a mule from her father. It was a package deal. Whether it was her or the mule he was really interested in, we’re not sure.” Where am I going with this? Jack wondered to himself. Where’s El when I need her? “But, he married her and a few days later, lost her in a card game. Then he killed the man he lost her to and took her back. That was when they ran off into the mountains to hide.”

			Renee sat in the warmth of Jacks arm and mulled through the story he had just presented to her. It was intriguing and rich with color. But, he had unwittingly added to the burden of genetic villainy she was fearing in the first place and extended it to both sides of her daughter’s family tree. Why didn’t I just wait for Eleanor to come home? she now kicked herself.

			“Mr. Franklin,” she began politely. “That is a really fascinating story. But, I don’t really understand what it has to do with me.”

			“Don’t you see, Renee,” he said emphatically. “If a pirate and a long line of drunk, dishonest, horrible men can produce a gentle loving person like my father, and a man like me who you can respect, doesn’t that mean that your little girl can turn out well too?”

			“Yeah, I guess so,” Renee conceded, deciding she did not want any more of Jack’s brand of reassurance on this topic. “Thank you, Mr. Franklin,” she said, her voice sounding small and young. In the back yard, they watched a few small birds having an argument on a six foot tall snow drift. Eventually, Renee spoke again.

			“Mr. Franklin, you know I love you, right?” He turned to face her. “But maybe next time can we just eat in silence like usual?”

			“Agreed,” he said with an obvious sense of relief. The clouds shifted, making sunlight dance on the top of the snow drift. The birds flew off to argue on a bare tree branch. Jack squeezed Renee a little tighter.

			“After all this time, honey, you really don’t have to call me ‘Mr. Franklin’ anymore.”

			“Okay... dad.”
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			Max walked slowly from one hospital room to another smiling at passersby as he went. None of his “regulars” were in the hospital this unusually warm day in March. In fact, it seemed as if everyone in Hectortown had decided together it was far too nice a day to spend being sick. His list of Catholics to visit was much shorter than usual so he spent a few minutes socializing with some of the nurses who had on occasions helped him cheer up various patients, or who were kind enough to explain the new language of medical terms that appeared in their inpatient charts. He was about to excuse himself to go to the pediatric ward when a number came over his beeper. Usually, the staff would put in either a seven digit phone number or a five digit room number when they knew of a new patient they wanted Max to visit in a hurry. But, this number, with only two digits, was not one Max knew how to decipher. He showed it to Cheryl, a veteran nurse with whom he had worked many times.

			“That’s the ER, I think,” she postulated. “I wonder why they would be paging you.”

			“I guess I better find out,” Max said. He had never been called to the ER before. In fact, other than the night he had been brought there unconscious on a gurney, he had never been past the large double doors of the waiting area. He rushed there now not knowing what catastrophe to expect. When he showed up to the front desk, the triage nurse immediately opened the double doors for him with a button under the counter. He went through and a nurse in scrubs on the other side got his attention. She was just coming out of a private patient treatment room.

			“You’re the Catholic Chaplain?” she asked.

			“Yes, Ma’am,” Max said respectfully. “Father Maxwell. Nice to meet you.”

			“Nurse Pamela,” the woman answered back. “Glad you got here so fast.”

			“What can you tell me about the patient, ma’am?” Max asked.

			“She’s just had a miscarriage. Eight weeks. Nothing we could do to stop it. She’s in no medical danger at this point but she’s hysterical and I wanted her to talk to someone before she left. She said she’d prefer a priest to a psychologist.”

			“Well, thank you for calling me,” Max assured her. “Do you think she’s dressed by now?”

			“Yeah, she’s all ready to go,” Pam informed him. “You can go on in.” She walked down the hall writing something on her clip board and found another patient to care for. Max took a deep breath and got ready to comfort another grieving woman. He knocked quietly and slowly opened the door. His heart sunk lower than usual when he recognized the face of the young woman sitting at the edge of the bed staring down at her shoes.

			“Sarah,” he said quietly. She looked up at him. It was obvious from the red around her eyes that she had been crying.

			“Max,” she made out between sniffles. “I’m sorry they called you. I’m fine.” He sat down on a rolling stool and held her hands.

			“You don’t look fine, Sarah,” he said gently. “I’m so sorry for your loss.” He tried to let the calm tone of his words sink in. Eventually she nodded, so he said more. “I know nothing I say is going to make this easier right now. But, I am sure the doctor already told you, at this early in a pregnancy, this is a very common event. Some estimates are that half of all pregnancies end this way on their own, many before people even know they’re pregnant. This doesn’t mean you did anything wrong. It just means for whatever reason, the cells that got together this time around didn’t have all the instructions they needed to make a healthy human being.” Sarah blew her nose and nodded again.

			“I know. They told me,” she admitted. “It’s just, I’m starting to think the right cells will never get together. I’m worried that I won’t get to have kids.”

			“Don’t say that, Sarah,” Max said compassionately. “From what the doctors have told me, up to three miscarriages can be completely normal. They don’t even start looking for problems before that.”

			“This is number four,” Sarah revealed. Max looked at her dubiously.

			“But, you’ve only been married… oh.”

			“The third one was on my honey moon,” she completed. “Your ‘oh’ tells me you understand why I feel like God must be mad at me. Maybe if I had played by the rules... Maybe if I had waited...” Max got up and sat next to Sarah on the bed.

			“Sarah, if having sex while you’re engaged is punishable by infertility, half the parish would be barren. There would be no such thing as a single mother.”

			“Unless you only get pregnant if you don’t want to be,” Sarah conjectured.

			“You make God sound like a spiteful genie,” Max said dryly.

			“What if He’s mad at me for something other than sex,” Sarah postulated.

			“Like what?”

			“Kissing you?” Max squinted his eyes in confusion.

			“When I was 18?” Max clarified. “Why exactly would that be a sin?” he asked.

			“You’re a priest.”

			“I wasn’t then,” he reminded her.

			“Of course, you were, Max,” she said. “I mean, we all knew you would be some day.”

			“You all knew?” Max asked with interest.

			“Well, either that you would be a priest or marry Renee. Either way, I knew you belonged to someone else and I kissed you anyway. Maybe I was trying to get back at Renee for getting bumped up to the varsity team. I wanted to hurt her. I was envious.” Max covered his eyes and shook his head, trying not to laugh at his hurt friend. Then he looked her earnestly in her eyes.

			“Sarah, you reconstructed all of this in retrospect,” he told her. “I assure you, that is not what was going on at the time. If you were trying to get back at anyone, it was Prentice for being a jerk and not asking you to prom himself.”

			“Are you sure?” Sarah asked hopefully.

			“Yes. All you talked about all night was how mean he was to you. And, you only kissed me because he walked by with another girl. What could embarrass him more then you getting a date with a senior? Even if it was with the nerdiest guy in school.”

			“Nerd or not, even you have a kid,” Sarah said in frustration. Max’s face suddenly became serious.

			“Something else everybody knows?” he asked in a measured tone.

			“I don’t think so,” Sarah responded. “I only figured it out because of something Renee said to me about Chris before she left on your trip… and all those lectures she gave in high school about waiting for your true love. I couldn’t imagine she would sleep with him. And, you have to imagine the inside of my head is basically one big ovulation calendar at this point.”

			“I believe you,” Max replied.

			“Don’t worry,” Sarah assured him. “Your cover story was flawless.”

			“Renee’s cover story,” Max said sadly. “I didn’t even know myself until 24 hours before everyone else.”

			“You weren’t in on it?” Sarah asked.

			“No,” Max admitted. “She apparently was afraid if I knew, I would want to marry her.”

			“And?”

			“In a heartbeat,” he confessed, his eyes downcast.

			“Does she know that?” Sarah asked pointedly.

			“Of course, she does,” Max responded.

			“Like she knew in London you wanted her to tell you not to go to St. Andrews,” Sarah said flatly. Max looked up at her, wondering how she knew such intimate details of his life.

			“Okay,” he said sheepishly. “Point taken.”
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			Renee sat on the Franklins’ couch waiting for Max to arrive. She had come over to celebrate with Jack and Eleanor right after the early Easter Vigil mass at 4:00 pm. Knowing Max had another 2 masses to go that night, they had long since gone to the movies with another couple. So, she waited, watching TV until he came home. She was just starting to nod off when she heard the front door open. Max walked into the kitchen still in his coat.

			“Hey, beautiful,” he said from the doorway. “What’s up?”

			“Your parents are at the movies with the next door neighbors,” Renee informed him with a yawn.

			“Nice. Did they leave me anything to eat?”

			“Well,” Renee said, stretching. “There’s still some meat loaf in the fridge.”

			“Mom’s meat loaf?” Max asked hopefully. Renee laughed.

			“You know I haven’t gotten to the meat loaf lesson in the Eleanor Franklin school off cooking,” she joked. Max smiled at her.

			“I guess that is a silly question,” he said walking to the fridge. He put some meat loaf on a plate and put it down on the table. “Just what have you learned so far?”

			“I can boil an egg and bake a potato. And make tea,” she added.

			“Impressive. Plus, you can make ginger bread,” he reminded her.

			“I can make structural building elements out of flour. But, my goodness, did you taste them?” she asked. Max, his mouth now full of food, nodded his head, a look of amused comic disgust on his face.

			“Exactly,” Renee summed up. “Ick.” Max laughed at her succinct appraisal of her own cooking. He quickly ate his meat loaf and then settled into a spot on the floor in front of the couch to watch a movie with Renee. He always sat on the floor now. This semester had been the hardest one yet. Whether because of all the late night studying she did at school, or whether because of the physiologic demands of gestating a child, Renee spent far more of each weekend sleeping. Max wanted to give her the freedom to lie down on the couch if she wanted to without having to ask him to move. He figured it was one of the small things he could do to make her life easier, since there were so many big things he could not help out with. Renee was asleep again within minutes. Max watched the movie alone, happy merely to be in Renee’s presence. Eventually the movie ended. Max turned off the VCR and watched basketball with the volume turned very low as to not disturb Renee. Eventually she opened her eyes.

			“I’m sorry,” she said sleepily.

			“Why are you sorry, sleepy head?” he asked pleasantly.

			“I think that’s the third time I’ve slept through that movie this year,” she said sitting up.

			“It’s fine,” Max assured her. “I’ll use any excuse to see it again.” Renee rubbed the sleep out of her eyes. “I hope I didn’t wake you up with the TV,” Max said apologetically.

			“No,” Renee explained. “Your daughter is kicking up a storm. Here,” she said, taking his hand and putting it on her stomach. He smiled in awe. Renee was very careful not to use terms like “your daughter” when anyone else was around. To hear it spoken was its own gift. To feel the evidence of life growing inside her moved him beyond words.

			“Doesn’t that hurt?” he asked finally, pulling his hand away.

			“Yeah, a little,” she admitted. “But, I don’t mind.” Renee lay down on the couch again and they both watched basketball.

			“You think babies dream before they’re born?” he asked after a few minutes.

			“Well, babies’ brains aren’t fully developed until they’re about two years old, and scientists aren’t even completely sure what is happening in adult brains when we’re dreaming, so it’s really hard to tell,” Renee explained.

			“I know, but what do you think?” Max asked.

			“If I had to guess? I would say they have their own version of dreaming,” Renee speculated.

			“What do you think they dream about?” Max inquired. “I mean, they can’t see in there, can they?”

			“No, they can’t. It would be like looking through several inches of stake,” Renee related. “But, blind people can still dream, right? They just dream in sound.”

			“Can they taste and smell?”

			“Blind people?”

			“No, babies?”

			“Goodness, I hope not,” Renee said, aghast. “They’re swimming in their own pee.”

			“What are you talking about?” Max asked hesitantly.

			“What do you think amniotic fluid is, Max?” Renee asked.

			“I don’t know,” he admitted. “I thought it was a lot like salt water.”

			“It comes from the babies peeing. Then they drink it back in and it goes in their stomach and their lungs,” Renee explained.

			“Are you sure?” Max asked.

			“Yeah, they teach us this in vet school,” Renee said. “Of course, all the stuff that you think of as being bad in pee is actually filtered out through the mother’s kidneys. I mean, like the nitrogen and stuff, and everything that makes pee smell bad. So, basically, I guess it is mostly like salt water. I just ruined this whole ‘miracle of life’ thing for you, didn’t I?” Renee said apologetically.

			“No, not at all,” Max said, smiling at her. “I’m just going to pretend I don’t know any of what you just told me.”

			“That’s basically how I get through my day without throwing up,” Renee admitted.

			“So, babies can hear?” Max said, reintroducing a more pleasant topic.

			“Either that, or your mom has been wasting a lot of money on CD’s for preborn children.”

			“So, she can hear me?” Max asked, his eyes full of hope.

			“Of course,” Renee replied. “She hears you all the time. She hears you in church. She hears you here. She hears that CD of yours all the time.”

			“Do you think she knows I’m her father?” Max asked. Renee felt like her heart would break in her chest as she thought of the future and all the tender moments Max would be cheated out of once his daughter was actually born.

			“I think she knows that you’re someone who loves her very much,” she said delicately. “I think she’ll grow up knowing that. And, I think that that’s the most important thing.” Max nodded. As soon as the question had left his mouth, he realized he had gone to far. He had already gotten far more then he was entitled to and had no right to ask for more. He turned back toward the TV and let the conversation drop.

			Several hours later, Jack and Eleanor returned home from their movie. Eleanor went upstairs to bed while Jack hung up their coats. He was about to go upstairs himself when he realized the TV in the living room was on. He walked quietly down the hall and saw Renee asleep on the couch with Max asleep sitting on the floor, his head resting on her full belly. It brought back memories of his own youth, the joyful days of Eleanor’s pregnancy. He was happy for his daughter have this blessing now… with any other man. A twinge of anger took over. With a man who deserved it. But not him. He doesn’t deserve this. Jack urgently felt the need to disperse this charade. Leaving his son here would be aiding and abetting a lie. Jack would have none of it. He walked over to his son and gently shook his shoulder.

			“Max. Son, it’s time to get up,” he said with forced affection. Max shook himself awake.

			“Oh, hi, Dad. How was the movie?” he asked.

			“It was good, Max. Look, why don’t you go to your room and go to sleep? You can go back to the rectory in the morning,” he suggested.

			“What about Renee?” Max asked, stretching.

			“Don’t worry. I’ll drive her home. It’s too cold out there to walk anyway.” Max nodded and walked sleepily down the hall. Jack knelt next to the couch and watched Renee sleeping. No wonder he loves her, Jack thought. But, he doesn’t get to. That was his choice, after all! Jack brushed her cheek.

			“Renee, sweetheart,” he said gently.

			“Um humm,” she responded.

			“Renee, I’m gonna drive you home now,” Jack said a little louder. Renee opened her eyes.

			“Okay, dad,” she said. She rubbed her eyes with her fists and sat up. Jack went back to the hall closet and took out his coat as Renee silently put on her shoes, put on her own coat and followed him to the car.

			Stolen, Jack thought to himself as he closed Renee’s door. All this happiness, stolen. He doesn’t deserve it. He didn’t earn it. Jack pulled his seat belt across his lap and buckled it with a loud click. He had always had a sneaking suspicion that Chris and Renee weren’t really engaged. Their whole courtship was artificial and rushed. Plus, Renee didn’t seem upset enough by his leaving. Jack could not understand why Renee would make up a story like that. When they found out about the baby, it all finally made sense. Chris had been around before Renee got knocked up. In the eyes of the town, he was a convenient father. But this conclusion begged the obvious question: who was Grace’s real father? As hard as Jack tried not to suspect his son, he eventually had to admit all the evidence pointed in that direction.

			Jack tried to logically sort it out like solving a crime. Motive, he thought. That’s easy. The vow of celibacy was just too much for him to take after a year. Jacking off obviously just didn’t cut it anymore. He was a human being, and he needed sex. Those drunken perverts he hung out with at Buck’s had filled his head with porn and stories of their own exploits. They filled Max with the desire for women he wasn’t strong enough to fight.

			Opportunity, Rome. They were alone in a country where no one knew them. Means, the three bottles of wine. He had gotten her drunk. She trusted him. Jack’s little angel. His own, his daughter, Renee. She trusted his son like they were really brother and sister. Max knocked on the door of her hotel room, suggesting they discuss when they should leave for the airport the next morning. In her inebriated state, he took what he wanted from her. He stuck his... Jack tried to force himself to play the scenario out in his head, despite the feeling of nausea it was producing.

			Pattern of behavior. Jack remembered like it was yesterday—the summer of 1999, Jack had run down to the basement to get a pair of clean socks to wear to work. The laundry was coated in a suspicious dust of paper fibers. Other than his socks and boxer shorts, the only other clothes in the dryer were Max’s jeans and denim jacket. Fox tail, the scrap of paper said. Under that, it said apartment. There were two addresses. The paper was rolled into a tight cylinder shoved into a tiny compartment of a little used breast pocket—the kind of place it could have been lost and forgotten, hidden away for months or years. Fucking ass hole low life scum, Jack thought. He knew what kind of establishments had names like Fox tail. He could imagine what transpired at the apartments of people who worked there. He knew the lacy red underwear that showed up in the wash when Max came home for spring break in February of 1997 did not belong to Eleanor. That’s two, Jack thought. Two times since his son joined the seminary that he availed himself of women of the night. And, after he polluted himself with them, he took that same foul dick and stuck it in my Renee, my little, innocent angel, and gratified himself inside her.

			Jack choked back the bile that was refluxing into the back of his mouth. Despite the cold in the car, he felt sweaty and flushed. All the evidence of Max’s exploits in college, Jack had dismissed with mild disgust as the youthful indiscretions of a foolish and desperate boy he had already given up on. He never let them touch him emotionally until the night Dr. Alfred was shot and he found out about his son’s romantic relationship with Renee. To fall so far, from an angel to these foul temptresses—he was insulted and hurt for her. It fueled his conviction that the boy was unredeemable and should be cast out from their home until Eleanor’s heartfelt requests eventually wore him down. Then, Max shocked Jack. He turned into a good citizen… a hero, even. There was no more evidence of illicit activity. He got it out of his system, Jack had hoped. The predatory behavior had ended. Perhaps, those were two isolated incidents… experimentation with willing, adult participants that happened only twice before Max was actually ordained. Jack was ready to forget they had ever happened and judge his son based on his future actions.

			And then, there was three. Jack wished he could forget that day the previous summer. Max and Renee were still overseas. Jack had been the first policeman on the scene in two recent rapes in town. The detective on the case asked Jack to look through some old files on unsolved cases to see if anything about the crimes seemed familiar. That was when Jack had found it. It was a rape kit labeled “Terra Alfred.” There was no statement from the victim, who refused to press charges. But the pictures didn’t lie. They spoke of violent force and devastating pain. Jack knew why she wouldn’t press charges. He didn’t need her statement to know who had assaulted her. Suddenly, events from her senior year began to make sense—her isolated case of fulminant hepatitis, labeled as food poisoning that spared everyone else in town. It explained her disappearance from the family. Poor girl was afraid to run into her attacker. He cut her off from us just when she needed us the most. It explained her sudden flight after graduation. He promised her he would marry her, Jack thought, remembering the picture he found in Renee’s bedroom. He told her he would marry her so she would sleep with him. And when she still said no, my little chaste angel, he forced himself on her. Driving through the slushy streets past piles of snow grayed by soot, Jack thought about that report. His friends on the force had been right to hide it from him at the time. If he had read it when it had happened, he would have taken out his service revolver and shot his son dead without a second thought. But, like God putting a stag in Abraham’s path to prevent him from killing Isaac, God had kept Jack from seeing this report until his son was thousands of miles away and kept them apart until he had had a chance to calm down. It was revealed to him at a time when his relationship with Max had never been closer. Max seemed so loving and noble, such a crusader for his community, a perfect son.

			Jack read and reread this report that August knowing there must be some mitigating circumstance the pages of complied forensic evidence did not betray. Or, perhaps, he remembered thinking over the summer in the weeks before Max’s return, things had been just as hanious as they appeared, but his son had repented for his sins and been rehabilitated. Either way, Renee was friends with him again. She had returned to Hectortown and stayed by her own choice. Eleanor forgave him, despite having risked her job to help Renee hide the truth and run away. And if they forgive him, Jack thought now, I have to forgive him too. And, I could forgive him. If only he would stop taking advantage of her. If only, he hadn’t done it again. If only he could leave it in the past, and not keep violating her. What kind of monster had he raised, Jack wondered now, gripping his steering wheel like a boa constrictor its prey. He had been ordained in May, but he still could not keep his hands off of her. Would Max ever stop? Had Max defiled her in his parent’s house? Did he have any respect for the fact that she was with child, or was he still taking advantage of her now? Taking advantage of how trusting she is? Why can’t he stop? Why must he hurt her again and....

			“Jack, are you okay?” Renee asked. Jack suddenly realized that the car was turned off. He had driven the familiar route on autopilot, not remembering a single minute of the trip. And now, he was sitting outside her apartment, gripping the steering wheel in steely silence.

			“Yeah, I’m... I’m fine, sweetheart,” he assured her.

			“Because, you seem... I don’t know. Worried,” she probed.

			“Me, no. I’m fine. Are you okay, honey?” he asked.

			“Yeah, I’m fine, Dad,” she said.

			“Really?”

			“Really, Dad. I’m okay,” she insisted. “I don’t understand why you look so mad all of a sudden.” Jack realized he had frightened her without saying a word.

			“No, sweetie, I’m not mad,” he said, comfortingly, his icy demeanor suddenly melting. “I’m just worried about you. I worry about you everyday. I remember how hard this was on Eleanor and I just am worried about you having to go through all of this alone.”

			“Jack, I get scared sometimes. You know I do,” Renee replied. “But, I’m not alone. I have you and Eleanor and Max. Plus, I have all my girl friends to help me out. Jen has been a tremendous help since she found out.”

			“But, none of those people is a husband,” Jack interjected.

			“That’s true, Jack, but I’m not sure me getting married right now is what’s best for Grace. I’ve thought about it a lot. I know how you feel about this, but I’m just not sure Chris would make a good father.”

			“He would marry you.”

			“I know he would,” she said honestly. “But, that’s not what I want.”

			“You’re sure about this?” he asked after a pause.

			“Dad, I’ve made a lot of mistakes in my life. Maybe getting involved with Chris was one of those. But, Grace is a gift I never thought I’d have. And, if I had my whole life to live over gain, I wouldn’t do anything differently if it meant risking not having her in it. I would never give that back. Not for anything.” Jack listened to her intently and sighed.

			“You’re happy, little girl?”

			“Very happy,” she said simply.

			“I don’t need to fix anything for you?”

			“No.”

			“No one hurt you, sweetheart?” Renee took a pause. She had the definite impression Jack meant some one specific, and she was suddenly afraid of what he might know.

			“No one hurt me,” she assured him in a strong and definite voice. “Not now. Not ever. If anyone ever does, you’ll be the first person I come to for help. I promise. But, you have to promise me you’ll stop worrying about me if I don’t ask for that help. Okay?” Jack nodded.

			“Okay, sweetheart. Okay.”
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			Renee clutched her tan wool coat closed around her neck as the chilly early April wind threatened to sneak in under her hood. With her opposite hand, she hung on to Chris as he charged, his hands deep in his pockets, toward the student union. The most recent storm had saturated the still frozen ground with more rain than it could absorb before another cold front turned the standing water into ice. The slippery path and Renee’s now obviously shifted center of gravity made traversing it alone an endeavor Chris would not allow her to undertake. He leaned forward into the wind and walked slowly, with a wide based gait, to offer her the steadiest support on which to rely. With his back pack slung over one shoulder, and her school bag slung over the other, he felt firmly pushed into the ground.

			As they progressed slowly across campus, a balding blond professor in a camel trench coat called out to Renee. Walking in the direction of the wind, he seemed to be pushed at an unnaturally quick pace toward them. Buried in her hood, Renee had not recognized Dr. Roberts until they were only a few feet apart.

			“Ms. Alfred,” he summoned her. Chris, who had been staring intently at the ground trying to pick out the least slippery patches to walk on, now looked up at the unfamiliar professor.

			“Dr. Roberts,” Renee returned, surprised he recognized her. “It’s nice to see you, sir.”

			“Yes, of course,” he said, hurried. “All those nice things, right? Now, I was wondering if you are going to sign up for our trip to Israel this June.”

			“I hadn’t really considered it, sir,” she admitted. “The truth is, I expect to be pretty busy this summer as it is.” He looked unfazed.

			“Doing what? Is there another dig I don’t know about?” he asked.

			“I’m having a baby,” she said, thinking that her shape under her tight fitting coat would have made this obvious. Dr. Roberts considered this, seemingly confused how child birth related to history or archeology and came up empty handed.

			“Here’s the thing,” he started off again undeterred. “I need someone smart and charismatic to come talk to my undergraduate history classes about the trip we took and convince them to sign up for my new trip. What about that friend of yours... the one with the curly hair. He seemed smart.”

			“Max?”

			“Whatever,” Dr. Roberts said, waving his hand with a flourish into the wind. “You think he could put together a slide show or something if I gave him a week?”

			“Sure, sir, if he can get off work,” Renee said.

			“What do you mean? Of course, he can get off work,” Dr. Robert’s said gruffly. “Tell him if his advisor gives him any trouble, I’ll talk to him.”

			“Advisor?” Renee asked. “Sir, he’s not a student here.”

			“He’s not?”

			“No. He’s not a history student at all. He’s a priest at my church.” Dr. Robert’s thought about this.

			“No matter. Get him up here,” he concluded, and went on his way leaving Chris and Renee puzzled. Renee finally looked at Chris and shrugged. The sound of her giggling was absorbed into her woolen hood and scarf.

			“What an odd person,” Chris noted as they continued up the hill to the student union.

			“Really?” Renee said. “He reminds me of what you would be like.”

			“If what?” Chris asked, concerned.

			“Humm?”

			“What I would be like if what?” Renee flashed a smile at him, her eyes twinkling.

			“If I weren’t here to straighten you out,” she said immodestly. Chris shook his head and led her up to the large brick building of a modern boxy design. Inside they stomped off the salt caked onto their boots. Renee let go of Chris’ arm, but still stood close to him as she unwound her scarf from her neck.

			“Do you know what she looks like?” Chris asked.

			“I don’t really remember,” Renee admitted. “I suppose she looks like my mother. But, I sort of have purposely forgotten what my mother looks like.” She scanned the wide open food court for a familiar face. Aunt Josephine, now widowed and living three hours northeast of Henderson, had mentioned she would be in town to see and old friend. Renee had been both frightened and excited about the prospect of meeting her. Now she wished they had been more specific about their meeting place. Renee stared out at a field of strangers from the top step of a stairway leading down to the food court. After a minute she noticed a thin, blond woman in her fifties standing up and taking a few steps toward her from twenty feet away. A tiny smile crept across Renee’s lips. The taste of pies and the sound of children’s songs played on guitar were being summoned up in her mind. This little woman was a part of home, and she was just a few yards away. Chris, seeing the look exchanged between the two women, whispered in Renee’s ear.

			“Call me on my cell if you need anything,” he said, and walked away to get some food. He was her friend, and he had helped her get this far. But this was something she needed to do by herself. And, like a child taking her first step, she proceeded shakily toward a waiting hug.
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			Eleanor drove Renee to the hospital in a hurry, cursing at the traffic lights under her breath. She had been in the grocery store trying to teach Renee how to pick out good vegetables from rotten ones, and what local produce she could expect to be ripe in May. Ever since Renee finished her fourth semester at Henderson a week earlier, Eleanor had restarted her tutoring in cooking and nutrition. She quickly discovered that Renee’s entire knowledge of vegetables came from take out menus or the canned food aisle. Renee listened patiently through the lecture and the tour of the produce section of the grocery store, occasionally grimacing momentarily. As Renee was never one to complain about physical pain or discomfort, it took Eleanor almost an hour to realize she was in labor. Then it took considerable effort on Eleanor’s part to convince Renee that she actually needed to go to the hospital. Jen had told Renee a month earlier that she would know when she was in labor because it would be the most painful experience of her life. But, Jen had never been stabbed in the chest before, nor did she know her friend had, which considerably degraded the validity of her statement. Poor Eleanor, ignorant of the entire exchange, could not understand Renee’s repeated objection that this doesn’t hurt enough.

			They arrived uneventfully at Northern hospital where Renee was quickly ushered off to a private room. Eleanor waited by her side and wondered if she should call Jack at work and tell him to come to the hospital. However, having been in labor thirty hours with her own son, she decided to wait until the arrival of their goddaughter seemed more imminent before interrupting him at the station. She paced from the window to the door and back a hundred times, as though on watch on a guard tower awaiting a wicked foe. When Renee insisted she sit, Eleanor watched mindless TV in her room on the sixth floor of the hospital as the contractions became stronger and closer together. She found herself getting more nervous then the patient herself. When the anesthesiologist came in to give Renee an epidural, she was tempted to tell him to give it to Eleanor instead. The bright May sun finally went down below the horizon. After a few hours, a nurse came in and checked Renee’s cervix.

			“Eight centimeters. In another hour,” she estimated to Eleanor, “it will be time to push. Do you know your blood type?” the nurse asked, turning to Renee.

			“A positive,” Renee replied.

			“And the father?”

			“Actually I...” She was about to say she didn’t know when Eleanor leaned toward her and whispered on a whim in her ear, O negative. Renee looked Eleanor in the eye, perfectly aware that this answer was actually a question. Should I bite? She asked herself. Should I let her know? Renee had wanted to tell Eleanor who the father of her child was since she first found out she was pregnant. The woman who volunteered to be her mother and done the job flawlessly year after year… It didn’t seem fair not to tell her that the grandchild she had wanted for years was now just moments away from being born. She had nearly told her hundreds of times over the past six months, but she didn’t know how.

			“O negative,” Renee said to the nurse.

			“You’re sure?” the nurse asked.

			“I’m sure,” Renee confirmed. The nurse typed the information into the computer and left them alone. Considering the weight of the information that had just been cryptically transmitted between them, Renee was shocked by the nonchalance of Eleanor’s answer.

			“I need to make a phone call,” Eleanor said, and quickly exited the room behind the nurse.

			Max was covering the hospital that day and was just seeing his last patient in the pediatric ward. Megan, a six year old girl with curly red hair, vomited all over him.

			“It’s okay, sweetheart,” Max said compassionately, rubbing her back as she bent over a giant plastic basin. “You’re going to be just fine.” He reached past her and pushed her button to summon a nurse. Judy, a fresh, young nurse straight from the nursing school at SUNY Henderson, came to the door.

			“She’s gonna need some more medicine,” Max sad softly. Judy disappeared and came back with a syringe and pushed medicine into the little girl’s IV. Megan laid back in her hospital bed. She looked tiny on the enormous plastic coated mattress.

			“All right, Megan,” he said, brushing her hair away from her eyes. “This medicine is going to make you feel sleepy, so I’m going to go and let you get some rest, okay?” She nodded at him and pulled up her blanket.

			“Sorry about the barfing, Father Max.” He smiled at her from the door.

			“Don’t worry, Megan,” he said. “I wash off pretty easily.”

			Max went to the sink behind the nurse’s station and instinctively washed his hands, even though they were not hit by the stream of regurgitated red gelatin that had been projected in his direction. She should have stuck with the green, Max thought to himself. Judy walked behind him quietly.

			“Do you have any more patients to see today, Father Max?” she asked. At that exact moment, Max’s beeper began to vibrate. He looked down toward it, drying his hands.

			“It appears I do,” he informed her.

			“Let me get you some scrubs then. You can’t go around looking like that,” she offered.

			“I don’t want to put you through any trouble,” Max insisted.

			“It’s no trouble. Besides, your patients will be glad that you changed.”

			“No doubt,” Max agreed, following her to a clean linen storage room. “This is very kind of you.”

			“It’s not entirely altruistic,” Judy admitted, punching in her code to unlock the storage room. “If you bring those germs on your shirt around the hospital, and all my patients start throwing up, I’m going to be the one to clean it up.”

			“I never thought of it that way,” Max said.

			“No disrespect father, but you’ve never been a nurse.”

			“None taken.”

			“You look like a medium,” she said, handing him a pair of blue scrubs. “Let me know if those fit. I can get you a different pair.”

			“I’m sure these will be fine.”

			It wasn’t long before Renee went into active labor and prepared to push her boarder for nine months into the world. It’s these fit ones who always fool you, her nurse commented to Eleanor as they both rushed back into the room. First time mothers usually take longer, but these runners, boy they can really push. By time they came back, there were two more burgundy scrub clad nurses and a doctor in the room rearranging the bed and gowning up to deliver Eleanor’s goddaughter. Granddaughter, she reminded herself. She rushed to the bedside to hold Renee’s hand. All she could do now was squeeze and wait.

			Max had just finished changing when he looked at the pager. 623... he hated room numbers starting with ‘6’. There was nothing on the sixth floor except the labor and delivery ward. A priest being summoned usually meant that there was a new baby there the doctors did not expect to make it through his first day on earth. Unfortunately, the doctors were usually right. Please don’t be Sarah, Max thought to himself. He rushed to the elevator and frantically pressed the button. Seeing it stalled on the second floor, he took the stairs, running up them two at a time. He rushed down the hall to the specified room and saw that the door was already open.

			Max proceeded in and found a crowd of health care workers lined up along the foot of a bed, intently focused on what was happening there. A nurse near the back of the crowd reflexively handed him a surgical mask without looking up to see who was standing behind her. As Max watched the action unfolding, he realized they had called him earlier then usual. The baby wasn’t delivered yet. He had never seen this part of the process before. Father, bless this child and her mother, he said, crossing himself. Let this child live a long, healthy life. The doctor and nurses worked intently around the large hospital bed. Max could see only the backs of the light blue paper robes they wore over their burgundy scrubs. Years before, the entire obstetrics department had switched to burgundy to differentiate themselves from the other services in the hospital. The few pairs of blue scrubs they still had left over from the transition, they lent to family members so they could rush into the operating room with the doctors if a cesarean sections became necessary. Max did not know this. All he knew was that a solid wall of dark red cotton and light blue paper was now blocking his view of his parishioner. He made his way carefully around the perimeter of the room, making special effort not to disrupt the on going medical procedure. Rounding the last nurse, he could see his mother sitting at the bedside holding a slender, white hand. As he realized who had paged him and why, he heard screaming. It was the most beautiful screaming he had ever heard in his life.

			There was a sudden flurry of activity as two nurses grabbed the screaming bundle and rubbed her furiously. The doctor and another nurse occupied themselves with the older of the two patients. The two nurses with the baby walked straight past Max and put a tiny infant under an incubating lamp that was set up just a few feet from where he now stood. They continued rubbing the infant down. They listened to her heart and lungs and got stamps of her feet for her birth certificate. When they were satisfied that she was warm and dry enough, they put a diminutive pink knitted cap over her head, wrapped her tightly in two blankets and shoved her toward Max, who they expected, considering his manner of dress and timeliness of his appearance, was the waiting father. Max looked stunned at the new screaming child. She was tiny. The tiniest person he had ever seen.

			“Don’t worry, sir,” one of the masked nurses said, not recognizing Max in his borrowed attire. “She won’t break.” Max put his hands out tentatively and grabbed the little bundle. In his arms, she seemed even smaller and far less scary. He lifted her higher toward his face.

			“Shush, shush, shush, little one,” he said, leaning his head down toward the little girl. “It’s all okay now.” The little girl quieted down and breathed heavily. Finally, she yawned. She somehow had managed to get one of her arms free from the swaddling the nurse had applied to her and rubbed her eye with her fist. As if by accident finding her thumb, she stuck it into her mouth and started sucking on it vigorously.

			Max felt like he could see her thoughts through the soft spot on her head. Oh, so this is a thumb, she seemed to be thinking. Glad I got that taken care of. Let’s see what these do, she thought, opening her eyes for the first time. She looked up at Max with a sense of confusion, not knowing what to expect the experience of sight to be like. But, after considering it for a moment, she seemed satisfied with what she saw. So, this is what the world looks like, she thought to him. Okay.

			As Max held this tiny new person in his arms, staring at him intently with her eyes sparkling green light upon him, he finally understood what Renee had meant seven years earlier when she told Tony that she felt like Max could see into her soul. For, this little girl had not yet learned to lie. She hadn’t learned to distort what she saw through the filter that is society. She looked at him so honestly. He knew he could never hide from her. She would know every good or bad thing he ever did. His life up until now seemed frivolous. He wanted to find a way to be a better man for her. Her mother may be a goddess of war wielding power and anger and might. But, this little girl had no defenses whatsoever, and would look to him to make the world a better place for her to grow up in. He was speechless with the sense of responsibility.

			Renee, on the bed, heard screaming. Though her soul felt jubilant, her body was exhausted, and even her thoughts came out as staccato burst, as though her mind was out of breath. Good, we did it, she thought. Hard part’s done. She barely got a glimpse at her little girl before she was whisked away and put under the heating lamp to be measured and examined. But, as long as Grace kept screaming, Renee knew she was okay. Go ahead, little girl, she thought. Open up those lungs. Let the world hear how strong you are. The doctor and one nurse were still occupied with Renee when, somewhere in the commotion, the screaming stopped. Renee clutched Eleanor’s hand in a panic.

			“Is she okay? Is she okay, Eleanor?” Renee asked urgently. “Please, find out if my baby is okay.” Eleanor let Renee’s hand go and circled around the doctor to find Max holding a baby girl wrapped in a blanket.

			“Is she okay, Eleanor?” Renee pleaded. Eleanor stood next to Max and looked at the peaceful infant, sucking her thumb contentedly.

			“She’s perfect, Renee. She’s wonderful,” Eleanor assured her. Max was still speechless. Eleanor rubbed the little girl’s arm. “I’ve never seen such a perfect child before,” Eleanor said. “Well, except you, Max,” Eleanor backpedaled graciously.

			“No, including me,” Max practically gasped. “Especially compared to me.”

			Renee heard his voice and let her head drop against her pillow. He made it. He found a way. Nothing else mattered to her now. Her baby was healthy and Max was here with them.

			It was half an hour before the doctors were finished with Renee. One by one, health care professionals were filing out of the room. There was only one nurse with them, and Renee could easily look past her to see Max standing at the foot of the bed holding their infant. He spoke to her very quietly, and Renee could not tell over the TV what he was saying except the end, I’m going to hand you over to your mother. He leaned down to kiss the little girl on her forehead. When he tried to straighten his neck again, he met with resistance. Grace had by now gotten a second arm free and had grabbed one of the long curls near his face. Max, simultaneously amused and a little panicked, shouted out to his mom. A little help? The nurse at the foot of Renee’s bed turned around and started prying the tiny fingers away from Max’s hair.

			“I don’t understand,” she said. “I’ve never had a baby get out of one of my wraps before. Not even with one arm. Sorry, Dad.” Max was about to correct her, No, I’m just the uncle. But, he realized that, for as often as he was called Father, he very well may never be called Dad again. So, he let the word hang in the air unchallenged.

			“Well, she comes from a family of strong women,” he joked. The nurse laughed and left the room leaving Renee, Max, and Eleanor alone.

			“Well, I’d better call Jack. And, I think I’ll go out and get something to eat,” Eleanor said, seeming in a hurry to leave. “Can I get to two of you anything?”

			“That would be so nice,” Renee said. “I’m famished.” Eleanor glided gracefully out of the room. She had been working on this excuse to leave the two young parents alone since Max arrived. There would be time for propriety later, she figured, but I won’t take today away from them. Max walked over to the head of the bed and, gazing at his beautiful little child one more time, handed her back to her waiting mother. Grace, her right hand now empty and searching its environment for something to grab, pulled off her little pink cap, freeing a cloud of black ringlets which fell crazily around her head. Her right hand passed the piece of balled fabric to her left, which held on to it firmly while still supplying the ever needed thumb to her mouth. Then, the right hand went exploring again. Renee watched these tiny hands move, seemingly with a mind of their own, and was amazed how God could miniaturize even the most precious and complicated of machinery. Like a windup toy, this little life had hit the world ready to burrow in and take control of it. She was in constant motion. My crazy brave little girl, she thought smiling.

			“She’s beautiful,” Renee said finally, looking at her daughter’s curly black hair and emerald green eyes for the first time. The baby yawned heavily and closed her eyes, taking her hand out of her mouth, and resting her tiny fists on either side of head. Max sat on the edge of the chair next to the bed that his mother had recently occupied, leaning forward to get a look at his daughter.

			“We did it,” Renee said, smiling at him.

			“You did it, Renee. The hard part anyway,” Max said, too in awe to belabor more stridently that, in their current positions, he couldn’t even hold her hand through the delivery.

			“Hard part? I’ve had worse,” Renee joked. “That anesthesiologist is a miracle worker. Promise me you’ll have him canonized.”

			“I’ll start the paperwork when I go back to work tomorrow,” Max said, winking at her. Then he stared at his little girl, overcome. He couldn’t get enough of her. She was perfect, like her mother. And, as she alternately put one thumb in her mouth and then the other, trying to choose which one was better, he felt sure he could never be part of anything in his life that would exceed helping to bring this little person to the world. Renee was too filled with joy to feel that old aching on Max’s behalf. But, as she watched him watching Grace, the old thoughts were still there—think of everything he’ll miss. She knew that the warm blanket of hormones and narcotics that made everything in the world but this glowing new life seem insignificant would eventually be pulled off. They sat in silence, like any two new parents delighting in the arrival of their child, for ten or fifteen minutes. Finally, Renee interrupted.

			“I knew you’d find a way, Max,” she said quietly.

			“What do you mean?” he asked.

			“You’re here,” she said. “And, even in disguise.” Max was reluctant to accept any admiration for being present. Conversely, he fought the temptation to explain to Renee how accidental his presence really was and dampen her memory of this magical moment.

			“I was lucky,” he explained, walking the narrow path gracious humility allowed. “A kid barfed on me while I was making my rounds and a nurse felt sorry for me and lent me these scrubs.” Renee laughed.

			“Only you would describe being vomited on as lucky,” she said.

			“Because I realize that God let it happen so I could get to be here with you.”
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