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Content Warnings



Pray For Him  is a horror story and may contain upsetting content. Please be advised that the story includes the following:

religious trauma
adoption-based trauma
homophobia (external and internalized)
ableism (off-page but alluded to)
transphobia (off-page but alluded to)
child abuse (past and present, off-page but alluded to)
domestic violence (past, alluded to on page but not described in detail)
alcoholism (past, alluded to on page but not described in detail)
loss of autonomy (including through possession)
accidental animal death (wild bird – note: there is a cat, but nothing bad happens to her)
emetophobia
sexual harassment
body horror
dangerous driving
gaslighting







  
  
I




“God is love.” 

Standing at the pulpit in front of the attentive parish that filled the church’s main room, Isaias regarded the churchgoers. He was glad to have the grace to be in front of them and preaching God’s word. He was pleased with this place that he had built up from little, from next to nothing, in fact, to this church that he was lucky to call his own; it was a beautiful place, and the morning sunlight shining through the stained glass made him love this place. Isaias felt dizzy with it all, with the elation of preaching God’s good works to his parish in the centre of this community that he had fought so hard to build. It felt to him like he was a part of something bigger than himself, representing something bigger. And it was true, he supposed—to be present here, speaking from the heart of the Bible, he was not simply Isaias, a lone man in the face of God. He was in his home away from home, right where he was standing, and his parishioners would follow him blindly in almost any cause because he was more than just a man. He was a man of God.

They would take his word for the word of God.

There was a strange comfort in his insignificance in the face of God. He did not matter. Only God mattered.

Isaias continued.

“And not only is God love, but love is God. Or, more accurately, love is Godly. Take the Ten Commandments for example—and, yes, I know that they don’t explicitly mention love by name, but don’t doubt that they are about love. Love God, love your parents, love your fellow man, love your wife… none of these are worded as such, but God’s law, above all else, is to commit to God’s love, to commit to Godly love, and to commit to loving God. Just as God loves you—each and every one of you. Jesus told us, ‘Love one another as I have loved you’. He commanded our love for each other. It is a divine order that we should love each other.”

Isaias trailed off into a pause. He let it linger. He didn’t look down at his notes, but in fact looked at the devoted parish in front of him. He held back a shiver. It was chilly in the church, he noticed; why was it chilly in the church? A side effect of the old building, Isaias supposed. He wasn’t sensing anything—he wasn’t detecting anything unusual at all, at least not on the surface. It was just a draft. His hands felt tense where they were gripping the pulpit on the dais where he stood, the one at the head of the chamber on the raised platform that put him at a higher level than the devoted masses before him. Just a slight distance from everyone else.

Scanning the crowd of churchgoers, the ones that came from all walks of life in their little suburb, Isaias noted that it was a sizable crowd for a parish as small as his. It was a far cry from the few stragglers he had started with. The congregation in the Sacred Heart had come out in a respectable number that early February day.

The Sacred Heart. It was a fitting name for the locale where Isaias was delivering a sermon on this topic, but truthfully, he had wondered on more than one occasion what might go into the renaming of a church. It was the only thing he didn’t like about his church. It suited his humble house of God, but the name felt like it should belong to someone else’s. He did not want to be ungrateful by denying the history of this place assigned to him by his bishop, it had been an honourable cross for him to bear, but he felt unworthy. What did Isaias truly know of love? Even knowing the workings of the heart of all the people before him—and, truly, if he dared, he could tell what every person in the pews was feeling, what their hearts truly wanted—did not make him worthy to preach of love.

Knowing what was in the hearts of others meant little when it came to understanding what it meant to feel those things. To love. And Isaias was not one who knew love. It wasn’t his place.

“Now,” Isaias continued, voice surer than he had felt all morning, putting years of practice behind the words, “I know that with Saint Valentine’s Day next Sunday, it’s tempting to give in to commercial love—but that is not what God intends when he tells us to love one another. Venerating a saint by buying gifts, consuming chocolate, indulging in—well, indulging at all—that’s not what love is really about, is it? Not Godly love. Not the love that God intends for us. No, what He intends for us is to love with our whole beings: heart and soul and mind. Because love is an act of devotion. It is a choice that we make. And remember, that’s going to be as true of today as of next Sunday as of the next. Valentine’s Day may remind us to love but it’s not the only day on which we should hold love as paramount in our hearts.”

Isaias closed his eyes for a moment, taking his time to centre himself on the feeling of being in the room. The quiet psychic energies pulsing in the room were—well, they were a reminder to himself of what he could, and did, love. He was a Catholic priest and had been raised in the church by a God-fearing family of religious practitioners where love was doled out under only the strictest, and most proper, circumstances. When one was truly deserving of the gift of love. But above all else, Isaias loved God Himself, and that love certainly mattered more than anything at all. He didn’t need anything else in life—so long as he was worthy of God’s true love.

But was even God’s love unconditional, as he had been told? Isaias doubted. And to doubt was to walk the path toward sin.

Isaias kept those thoughts to himself, never to be confessed to another living soul.

If he needed to preach about God’s love, then he needed to believe in love. It was that simple.

Carefully, his eyes still closed, Isaias reached out to the room and took a moment to centre himself on the feeling of being in that place. To remind himself of what he did love that was Godly. His parish. His duties. God Himself. He reached out to the thoughts and feelings of the congregation, trying to ground himself in their faith, their belief, their love. He felt the positive emotions that they felt, wanting to let himself feel what they felt. Even an echo of someone else’s emotions was a start—better than feeling like his own heart was empty. The room was full of love, mostly, and attentive expectation. Compassion and, he noted this last one with a small smile to himself, a bit of boredom. From the children, he would hope. The ones whose presence at Sunday Mass was reluctant in the first place, let alone on the topic of love, a baffling mystery to most young children.

Isaias related.

But there was something else, under the psychic remnants of love. A darker feeling. Something pulsating. Something hungry that wanted to overtake and consume all the love in the room. Isaias thought that if the others could feel it like he could, it would be let into their souls. That it would poison them, devour the love in their hearts, leave them empty. Isaias gripped the pulpit tighter. The feeling was cloying; it stuck to the skin of his soul. For a moment, it was so powerful that Isaias had to wonder if it was his own feeling.

Was Isaias’s own heart where this feeling that railed against love came from?

But what did Isaias have to be afraid of?

What did anyone have to be afraid of, under warm stained-glass sun and listening to a man preach a sermon of love of all things?

But someone was. Someone was scared. And it wasn’t Isaias—slowly, he unpacked it. Picked it apart. It clung to his soul, his heart, it was frighteningly familiar, but it wasn’t his own feeling.

Hurry, an imaginary voice seemed to beg him, giving words to the feeling. Please hurry.

And just like that, the emotion scattered, slipping from Isaias’s grip as the other emotions in the room crowded it, winning out. There was too much going on in the church, too many people all at once. The emotion, which had been at once recognizable and strange, disappeared into the cloud of emotions around him.

Isaias searched again, just for a moment, to try to find the feeling. He was afraid to find it again, he thought it might try to overtake him, but he worried for whoever was so scared. Several times he imagined that he almost had it, but it darted out of his grasp, like an insect that he was trying, and failing, to capture in glass.

Isaias tried to press a little more, to track it. There was something familiar about the texture and feeling of the emotion, like something once loved that was now wilting, but—

Isaias opened his eyes and paused when he realized that everyone in the room was staring at him expectantly.

Oh, no.

Funny, he thought, to be a priest experiencing performance anxiety.

Isaias smiled to the crowd, or tried to, his lips straining to mimic the expected emotion, another façade he had practiced, before he looked to his notes to pick up where he had left off. He let go of the pulpit, his knuckles white and his hands shaking, as he shuffled uselessly through the pages. The lingering residue of the emotion, dripping sluggishly down the stone walls of the church, was distracting.

“Sorry, my apologies. I was simply—overwhelmed by God’s love for a moment.” Isaias laughed softly, and the congregation laughed with him, but it was the kind of laugh that happened mostly because you thought it should. An echo of something someone else felt. Another thing that Isaias related to.

Isaias kept thinking of the impatient, anxious feeling he had feared for just a moment was his own.

“The point,” Isaias tried to continue gingerly even as he tried to lock his emotions down into something silent, a regular struggle to curtail anything he might have felt, “is that we should love daily. We should love each other, and we should love God. With every fibre of our being. For what’s the point if we don’t love open and honestly? Is that not what the Lord intends? Our lives should always be centered on love. We should live our lives with love and in love. Even if the only one you are in love with is God Himself. So long as the love you hold is Godly. For love—Godly love, anyway—can heal all ills. Love is kind, yes, but love is more than that. Love is restorative. Now, as we discussed earlier…”

Isaias droned on, trying to follow his gut and not just his notes, but his heart was no longer in it, if it ever had been. He had to keep referring back to what he had taken down, to words other people had offered, quotes gleaned from other preachers at other pulpits, to the things he knew he was supposed to say during a sermon about love. He’d recited all of these words a dozen times, a dozen ways, at weddings, at funerals, at any event where someone wanted to be reminded of the healing, redemptive power of love. Love upon which to build a marriage, love to build a bridge through grief, love to baptize a life into Christ’s path. But Isaias had only ever known the kind of love that kept intimate company with fear.

The notes didn’t feel like enough when Isaias was confident that everyone in the parish could see him for a liar.

The sermon ended quicker than he had hoped.

Clearing his throat gently, Isaias, drew the sermon to a close with an invitation. “Please, let us conclude with the Lord’s Prayer.” This was familiar. This was a prayer Isaias could recite in his sleep, under duress, without pause or question. And there was an impatient insect of a feeling crawling under his skin telling him he should conclude. “Our Father, who art in Heaven, hallowed be Thy name; Thy kingdom come, Thy will be done, on Earth as it is in Heaven…

“… For the kingdom, the power, and glory are Yours, now and forever. Amen,” Isaias finished, with an echo throughout the church as the parish murmured the collective conclusion to the sermon, joining all of their voices to praise the Lord. “I know many of you will be tempted to miss church next Sunday, given the date, but God won’t accept such an excuse—you can bask in God’s love that day, too.” Isaias made sure to punctuate this with a wink—he would let the parishioners make their own choices about how much their faith would outweigh other things that day. But he knew where he would be. “And with that, I wish you all a happy week-before-Valentine’s-Day.”

Isaias tucked his notes into the Bible and closed it with a too-loud thump, amplified by the church’s acoustics, giving a certain finality to his sermon. It was a good enough signal for the parish, and people rose and gathered their things and their families. Isaias didn’t watch them, instead stepping down from the pulpit and into the aisle of the nave.

Isaias tried again to capture the feeling from earlier, to reach out to the heart and soul that the fear was coming from. He peered into the slowly dispersing crowd, coloured still by the stained-glass sunlight. With the amount of people thinning out, it took only a few moments more before Isaias found the anxiety again. The feeling was somehow both loud and muffled, like an emotion screamed into a pillow like that could suffocate it, and for a moment that fear again threatened to overtake Isaias in a way that he had avoided for years. It could be dangerous, feeling other people’s emotions—sometimes the tidal force of them was more than his own heart could endure, subsuming his entire sense of self into someone else’s being.

Carefully trying to parse the emotions away from his own, Isaias was overwhelmed briefly with the uncomfortably stark mental image of wilting flowers, something beautiful but dead too soon, starved of light. He stumbled slightly as he tried to pull back from the mind, dizzy with the whiplash. A parishioner, an older gentleman, caught Isaias to stop him from slipping and falling.

“Are you alright, Father?” the man asked. He squeezed Isaias’s arm gently.

“I’m just fine,” Isaias murmured. He gave an embarrassed smile, bashful for having slipped for no discernable cause. “Thank you.” The man helped steady Isaias, not letting go of him until it was clear that he was ready to stand on his own again. “Thank you,” Isaias repeated once he was steadied, patting the man’s arm before he veered off, back toward the pews.

The mental image he had received, the pressing force of it, was helpful. Isaias scanned the church, milling about the aisle and paying no real attention to the typical ‘thank you, Father’s and the ‘lovely sermon, Father’s, the whole time deliberately weaving his way through the crowd to try to track the emotions. It was easier now that he had such a strong sense of them.

He wasn’t surprised when he saw Violet Montero sitting in the pews. Once he had felt the sense of flowers, felt a flash of emotions that reminded him of a warm purple, he had been certain that it was her. The teenager was the only one still sitting, dressed in a soft purple blouse and black pants, her forearm crutches leaned on the bench on one side of her, always within reach. Her dark, slightly curly hair was tied back in a messy ponytail, several large strands coiling out the sides and framing her face. To her side was her friend Poppy, clad all in black save for the red beads that dangled from her hearing aids. Violet was watching Isaias with a steady gaze. Despite the dread of emotion that coated her presence, her eyes betrayed no hint of feeling. For a moment, Isaias watched her back in wonder. In the five years he had lived in this community, preached at this church, he had never once seen Violet or her father in the Sacred Heart. They were alien to the church, to the religion of his heart.

It did make sense, though. The smell of flowers.

Isaias said goodbye to one more parishioner before he made his way over to Violet and Poppy.

While he didn’t have children of his own, Violet’s father, Hector, was the best friend that Isaias could have ever asked for, and he cared for Violet with his whole heart. If Hector’s daughter was troubled enough to come to church despite her father’s general lack of enthusiasm for organized religion, Isaias was worried about her the way he imagined that he would worry about a child of his own. And if it really was Violet who was so anxious, so fearful—and Isaias was certain now that it was, and none of the same emotions were reflected in Violet’s friend—then it was all the more reason to check on her.

Approaching the pew in front of the one where the girls sat, Isaias kneeled on the bench so that he was facing backwards. He crossed his arms over the back of the pew to face them. He breathed in, reached out to Violet emotionally, took in the smell of flowers, even if it opened himself up to some of her fear and anxiety. He could feel the way that she felt out of place, like she didn’t belong.

Poppy exchanged a glance with Violet, who nodded. Poppy smiled and reached over to squeeze her friend’s shoulder. “I’ll be outside, Vi.”

“Yeah, I’ll be out in a minute, Pop.” Violet’s voice was quiet. Poppy paused for a moment before giving Violet a side-hug. Violet leaned into the hug for the space of a heartbeat before Poppy released her and stood up.

“I’ll see you next Sunday, Father,” Poppy said before side-stepping into the aisle and making for the exit. She hadn’t waited for his reply. It was odd for her to leave so quickly, leaving Violet behind, Isaias thought—Poppy and her family were the churchgoers, not Violet. 

Isaias waited a moment more for the last of his regular parishioners to exit, leaving the room empty save for Isaias and Violet. Despite the hollow echo as the last footsteps departed, it felt better that way. Isaias smiled to Violet. She didn’t smile back, an oddity for a normally warm girl. “Hi, Violet.”

“Hi, Isaias—Father.”

“You don’t have to call me ‘Father’ just because you’re in the church,” Isaias admonished softly and fondly, hoping to lighten the mood. “Your flesh-and-blood father might not like it very much.”

“Okay, Father Isaias,” Violet said plainly, and Isaias couldn’t tell if she was joking back or if the joke had fallen entirely flat. Her tone revealed nothing. But it didn’t matter, probably. Not when something was obviously wrong.

“How are you doing, honey?” Isaias asked instead, replacing the ‘child’ he was tempted to say with a more basic address. He didn’t think that Hector would mind that as much as he’d mind a priestlier-sounding term of endearment. Better to be fatherly in the familial sense than in the religious one. “Do you want to tell me what’s wrong?”

Violet looked at Isaias with her dark eyes. He could feel her anxiety now more than ever. It made her otherwise pleasantly familiar essence shrink down and shy away from him. She fidgeted and looked at her hands, and Isaias noticed that her often-painted nails were now bare, but for a few flecks in various shades of purple and blue, and a little ragged, bitten down to her soft brown skin. When she looked up, though, she was suddenly smiling. The look on her face didn’t match what Isaias was still feeling from her. It was, unlike her nails, painted on. “Nothing’s wrong,” she said, a little too brightly. Even if Isaias couldn’t sense her emotions, he thought he would have seen through the thin veneer of pleasantries. “I actually came to invite you over to dinner tonight.”

Isaias paused. He wanted to press about what he was feeling about her, find a way to fish for why she was feeling so anxious without admitting to her that he could sense it, but the invitation caught him off guard. Why come to the church just to ask him to visit for dinner? Isaias was struck by the oddness of it. She had his number; she had texted him on behalf of her father before. “Tonight?”

“Yeah.” Violet licked her lips and nodded. Then she smiled again, bright as ever. It felt familiar and distant all at once. “This isn’t an invitation from Dad, but I think he’d be happy to see you.”

Isaias couldn’t help but smile back, more honest this time. The sentiment seemed obvious—Hector was Isaias’s best friend—but it pleased him, nonetheless. “You don’t think he’d want forewarning that I’m coming?”

Violet shrugged. Even that felt exaggerated. Like she was acting. “I’m cooking tonight, so he doesn’t really get a say. And you know he doesn’t mind even if you show up totally unannounced.” Her smile faltered but came back full force in the blink of an eye, as if it had never struggled. “I think the only reason he doesn’t show up at your door without warning is because the rectory kind of creeps him out. Sorry if that’s, like, offensive.”

“No, it’s okay.” Isaias shook his head. “I know your father doesn’t care for the church. That’s why I was surprised to see you here. I thought you would have just texted if you wanted to invite me over.”

“I was in the neighbourhood and, I dunno, I thought it would be nice to sit in on one of your sermons. I know they’re important to you. I thought maybe I could—I don’t know, see what all the fuss is about.”

“Thank you, Violet. That’s very sweet. I hope ‘all the fuss’ was worth it. If you’re sure your father won’t mind, I can come over for dinner. If you’re cooking something good of course.” Isaias winked.

Violet laughed. Isaias was grateful to feel the spike of good humour in her emotions. This time it was real and, for at least a moment, it overtook the strange apprehension that Isaias still couldn’t figure out. But he felt some of her worry persist, and he had to carefully filter out her misgivings, whatever they were, from his own, his concern for her mingling with her own anxieties. “I hadn’t decided yet, actually. I was going to go grocery shopping after this and see what inspired me.”

“Then I hope you feel very inspired. When would you like me to come over?”

“I don’t know. Five-ish?”

“Then five-ish it is,” Isaias said. He smiled to her, hoping to reassure her about whatever was causing her unease. He wanted to ask but thought maybe that was why she had invited him to dinner. He could figure it out there, when Violet was in a place where she felt more comfortable. For all she had said she thought it would be nice to see Isaias preach, he doubted it had been a pleasant experience for her. Among her anxious feelings, Isaias could feel the way that she was impatient to get through this. It was clearly not a place that she wanted to be, instead a place that she reluctantly felt she had to be, and it was probably making her nervousness worse. No need to let her doubt feed her nervousness more. “I’ll see you then.”

Violet nodded. She smoothly swept up her crutches and used them to leverage herself to her feet, a fluid movement that had her up in an instant. Isaias rose to follow. “I’ll see you then. And—Father Isaias?”

“Yes, Violet?”

“You don’t have to bring anything, or whatever. I know you probably want to. But just—make sure you come. I could really use you there.”

The earnestness of the statement shocked Isaias almost as much as the content of it. For a moment, Isaias didn’t know what to say. He started to ask, but instead just resolved to trust Violet. She was the daughter of his best friend. He trusted her father with his whole heart, so it was only natural that he trusted her, too. He hoped it meant that she trusted him, too. “Okay, Violet. I’ll be there. I promise.”

Violet nodded, and Isaias felt the oppressive emotions ease off her somewhat. She smiled again, then turned to leave, her footsteps and the falls of her crutches echoing in the hollowed-out body of the church.

With her departure, the church was empty, except for Isaias and the strange feelings that Violet had left with him that Isaias didn’t know how to understand. He felt his heart worming its way into his throat. Was there something wrong with Violet? With Hector?

Isaias could only pray for them both that they were okay.








  
  
II




Isaias spent some time working in his church office, answering calls from parishioners and preparing himself for other sermons that week. He was distracted, though, his heart not in his work. He checked his phone periodically, which had been stored in his office desk drawer, halfway expecting a text message from Violet or Hector at any moment, even though he had no reason to. He never heard anything. 

Watching the clock, Isaias returned to the rectory with some time to spare before his apparent dinner date with the Monteros. It was a short walk from the church to his living quarters, which were themselves on the consecrated grounds shared with the church and a small graveyard. The winter air was clear and crisp, a light breeze cutting through the graves on the other side of the grounds to the path where Isaias walked.

“Hello, Father Flores,” Mrs. Lisette Marsh greeted Isaias cheerily as he entered the rectory where he lived, and he gave the petite, grandmotherly white woman a tired smile. She was a little round, and always warm with her plump, ruddy cheeks, and she tended to remind Isaias of home cooked meals and dryer sheets, as if she’d spent her whole life doing someone else’s housework. Poor woman, Isaias thought. He wondered if she would have to be forced to retire at this rate.

“You know that the title isn’t really necessary,” Isaias reminded her for maybe the tenth time that month. It was more or less a game to them, at this point, for him to make a token protest here and there, though he knew she would always respectfully refer to him by proper address, and definitely never simply by ‘Isaias’, no matter how much he insisted she might as well have been his family, at this point. Or at least as close as anyone was. Anyone other than the bishop. Hector and Violet were another matter—a family Isaias had never been invited into.

“Of course, Father.” She was in the middle of dusting the glass cabinet display in the hall, and she didn’t look up from it, even as she spoke. She delicately held a figurine of Mother Mary and baby Jesus in her hand, brushing a thin layer of dust off of Jesus’s head with a gentle swipe of her duster. “How was morning Mass? Sorry that I couldn’t make it, but my niece needed a ride. Though really, she should have been in church herself, shouldn’t she have been? Something to think about.”

“Mass was fine,” Isaias said. He paused in the front hall, debating unburdening himself, his anxieties, on Mrs. Marsh. It wouldn’t be right, though, he thought, to complain about not understanding love, or not knowing how to preach about love. She was a widow. She had no children, though she had other relatives, like her niece. Isaias surely did not count. It would be cruel, wouldn’t it be? To complain to an old woman about things that Isaias had no business speaking of in the first place? She had not asked for it. Why give her those worries that remained otherwise with him? Instead, Isaias reached out to her emotions, trying to feel how she felt, trying to understand what might have burdened her, what might have pained her. It was a process he had done often. Today, it was simple: she was content, if tired. Happy enough. Pleased that she had the time to take to clean this little display, baby Jesus and all. The whole process took only a moment, and Isaias found himself saying only the expected. “Mass was lovely, thank you.”

Mrs. Marsh looked up at him, turning the figurine in her hand. She smiled kindly, and Isaias was overcome with the inexplicable desire to cry. He didn’t, though, and he carefully clamped down on his emotions to prevent them from being felt by her, containing the psychic leakage as he had practiced so hard to do. “Glad to hear it, Father. When would you like your dinner?”

Isaias smiled, though it felt rocky as he suppressed the lingering urge for tears. “Actually, Violet had invited me to dinner with her and her father this evening. I hope you didn’t have anything special planned for us.”

“No, not at all. That’s good to hear, Father. I’m glad you’ll be spending some time with your friends.”

“Me too, Mrs. Marsh. You can head home now, if you’d like. Enjoy the rest of your Sunday.”

Mrs. Marsh smiled to him again. Isaias’s heart warmed at the sight of it. “Thank you, Father. I’ll take a little more time to clean up, if you don’t mind, but I’ll be quiet as a church mouse.”

Laughing, Isaias said, “I have no doubt. Peace be with you, Mrs. Marsh, as always.”

“And with your spirit, Father.”

Isaias resisted the urge to say more, do more, and made for the study instead. He didn’t expect any calls, and he didn’t have any to make, but he thought that the quiet was a good place to be. It was his sanctuary, and he could settle himself in for a while until it was time to go to the Montero household. He closed the door behind him but did not lock it, as he had a habit not to unless he had a guest who needed privacy. His own privacy was comparatively immaterial, irrespective of if Mrs. Marsh would ever have reason to invade it. If she came in, it would be for good reason, and that comforted Isaias—everything that the old woman did was, ultimately, for good reason. Isaias trusted Mrs. Marsh wholeheartedly. Mrs. Marsh, Hector, and Violet were his dearest friends and confidantes for a reason.

The study itself was small but comfortable, all cherrywood reds and browns, quite a few books on the shelves and just as many ecclesiastical decorations on the walls and on the desk. This desk was more cluttered than the one in his church office, as he didn’t make much of a habit of staying in here when he could simply work out of the church’s office. It was lived-in, Isaias would probably have to say, less than strictly professional.

One decoration stood pride of place above his desk, where it would watch him work and live: a painting of the Virgin Mary, whose eyes were full of love and pride, but never enough to be sinful. Her smile was small; bashful. It contained the beauty and secrecy of if the Mona Lisa were herself a mother.

Isaias walked over to the desk to sit but found himself momentarily distracted by a photo of himself and his bishop that stood next to the phone. It was nearly a decade old, by then, from the day that Isaias had been ordained as a priest by none other than the bishop himself. The photo was of Isaias smiling, standing next to Bishop Reid, who had his arm around Isaias’s shoulders, though he visibly had to stretch to reach Isaias’s taller shoulders. There was little that might have told an observer that these men were technically father and son, not at all clear from the bishop’s pale skin, soft features, light eyes, or rapidly greying hair when next to Isaias’s strong jawline, tanner features, and dark hair and eyes. But the bishop’s eyes and smile were certainly possessing of a father’s pride. It reminded Isaias that no matter how much or little that Isaias remembered of his biological parents, the bishop had been the one to raise him.

Isaias had never seen the bishop so proud in any other moment of his life, and he had since teased the man about his hubris in that moment. Pride was a sin, after all. Even pride in one’s own family—flesh and blood or otherwise.

The picture brought distant feelings with it, the way that some objects could, as if they had been thought about so often that the thing itself had developed a soul of its own. It was just a photograph, so it wasn’t nearly as powerful as a more significant personal item might be, but it still held traces of his mentor in it. For Bishop Reid, Isaias sensed the faint smell of rubber, like a child’s toy. The colour was a soft, cloudy grey, though he knew the actual man to be wrought iron. The sensations weren’t unpleasant, at least not when he associated them with the bishop.

Isaias looked to the phone in its cradle and considered calling his mentor unprompted. Isaias sat instead—he had no desire to bother the man without warning if he didn’t need to. He opened one of the drawers of the desk to rifle through instead. He saw the worn old rosary that lay nestled in the dark of the drawer, surrounded by personal papers. The rosary, he was told, had belonged to his mother, and to her mother before her. He had no idea how old it was, but it always felt like a hefty, ancient thing. It held the weight of generational love and wisdom.

It wasn’t what he was looking for, though, but what it rested upon: personal correspondence, dozens of letters, at times from friends long-since parted ways with, but mostly from Hector—never mind that they had lived in the same city for the entire duration of their friendship, never mind that it was easy to pick up the phone or see each other. It had begun as something of an in-joke, to exchange letters despite the proximity. Hector had started it as a way of teasing Isaias, telling him that he was such a timeless and romantic soul that writing letters to him seemed truer to form than just giving him a phone call or sending him a text. There was little substantial content to most of the early letters, truth be told, but they were fond nonetheless; pleasantries about the weather, as if they weren’t in the same city, mere city blocks apart, or updates on life that they could have just as easily shared over coffee. Sometimes postcards found in giftshops for places they had both been anyway, but also a few from the rare time that Hector had travelled with Violet, declaring that they wished that Isaias had been there with them. Isaias wondered, sometimes, if it were true: had they truly wished that Isaias had been there, with them, a part of their family?

But as time went on, the letters had begun to change shape. They became deeper: fears and regrets, rarely explicit, mostly hinted at, dodging around ever admitting something too real. Isaias knew that Hector was a troubled man, and it was through letters that he had first confided in Isaias, in an abstract sense, about his struggles with alcohol; his regrets surrounding his lack of contact with his family; his terror that he had driven away his wife, Violet’s mother, through his inattentiveness; how he was trying to do better, be a better man and father. It was through these letters that Isaias had first told Hector that he was afraid of losing his own family more than he already had, what little memory he held of them fading slowly away into nothing. They often felt so far away, in spirit even more than in kilometers and years. He had told Hector, in this way, confessed not through sacrament but through pen to paper, that he was lonely.

He’d even admitted, once, to being Godfearing in the wrong ways, wrote it down, sealed the envelope, then burned the paper in the old stone fireplace before he could gain the courage to post it to Hector, all of a few blocks away from him. He’d never shared those fears again.

Isaias gazed at the letters, wondering what he would find at the Montero home that evening. Violet had been fearful—but for what? Hector was a kind, earnest, gentle man. Despite his pain, he had never hurt another. He would sooner harm himself than let anything come to pass to his daughter. It wasn’t anything like that.

Skimming through the letters, Isaias asked himself, how could a man who wrote, I saw this strange little figurine of a creature at the thrift store, and it made me think of you, maybe you’d like to give him a name when no one else would, be someone so in pain?

How could Isaias hold anything but love in his heart for a man who sent a postcard from their favourite bookstore-turned-coffee shop, that they had been to together a thousand times, that said, Thinking of you!

What secrets were hidden by a man who wrote, in the surest of pencil strokes, I still dream of all the people that I’ve lost?

Hector was in pain, that much was certain. Maybe his daughter had seen that. Maybe there was something in his soul that needed mending, that a man of God could tend to. Maybe there was something that Isaias could do to heal him. Had he not just preached that morning about the healing, redemptive power of love? God’s love, at least.

But Hector was firmly against the thought of God. Isaias had tried to ask him why, and at first Hector had not wanted to commit to an answer. Eventually, he’d recited an argument that Isaias had heard a thousand times before, but he hadn’t believed that that was truly what Hector had meant. If God is all powerful, then why do people suffer?

Isaias hadn’t answered, because he hadn’t thought that it was the question that Hector really wanted to ask. And because sometimes Isaias wondered that same question, despite having all the expected answers in his arsenal already.

Skimming through the letters, Isaias closed his eyes and let his heart guide his hand. Like the photo, the letters held a special significance—enough that there was a lingering emotional residue across the pages. Isaias had thought of them often, thought of them fondly, and he wondered if it was his own emotional energies that had imparted traces of Hector on the pages. The only other explanation for why Isaias sensed the faint taste of vanilla on his tongue, sweet and aromatic, when he touched the pages, was that Hector himself had poured his own heart into them. And how much time or energy could Hector have possibly spent on a postcard that said, Thinking of you?

The shape of vanilla shifted, turned bitter and astringent. It was still recognizable as that sweet aromatic, but it overwhelmed Isaias quickly. He resisted removing his hand from the letters to avoid the potency of it, instead opening his eyes to see what letter it was that had evoked this residual bite. He carefully removed the faded sheet and held it, the taste becoming sticky in his mouth. Had he not noticed that feeling before, when Hector had first sent it? Had the essence of Hector that clung to it deteriorated, broken down over time? Isaias unfolded the letter, not sure what to expect, and carefully read.

How long are we going to keep this up? The letter-writing. Not that I’m opposed, exactly, but Violet sometimes looks at me funny when I drop them off in the mailbox. Last time, she asked me if it was a waste of a stamp to be sending you something in the mail when we don’t live that far apart. You can walk to me. I can walk to you. Why am I writing letters when I could just go straight to you and talk to you face-to-face?
When I was a kid, and my mother and I first left home, I had a few recurring thoughts. I know I haven’t told you much about that, but I can tell you this: I felt like shit, and I watched the mail. At first, I watched every day, hoping that I would hear from the family that we had left behind. Eventually, I just watched around birthdays and holidays. I asked my mother if we could send something ourselves, but she just smiled sadly at me. I don’t think she thought we could. Or maybe her heart couldn’t take it.
Eventually I realized nothing was coming.
I stopped watching the mail.
It’s nice having something to look forward to again, with you. I guess what I’m trying to say is, thank you.

Isaias remembered the letter. He remembered reading it and his heart aching for Hector, even without knowing all the details. Hector had felt forgotten, abandoned—Isaias knew that particular pain well. He knew what it was like to wonder if you were missed before, finally, realizing that you simply weren’t. Isaias’s heart hurt all over again. The taste of acrid, spoiled vanilla lingered on his tongue—a phantom taste that he couldn’t shake despite its improbability. The shape of Hector’s pain, he thought.

Perhaps Isaias could help him—through prayer or comfort or the kind words of a friend. Or perhaps not, perhaps he would find himself too weak in the face of real pain to do anything but take it upon himself, a band-aid to long-term healing, only a temporary measure. He could make the pain his for a time, but it would do nothing for Hector’s soul in the end.

All Isaias knew was that he had to try. As Hector’s friend—and because Hector had always been a friend to him in return—Isaias owed him everything.
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Despite an apparent vow of poverty—he was rich in  life, he would say, if not in goods—Isaias had picked up a certain shame associated with the idea that he should ever show up somewhere, even as an invited guest, empty-handed. Alcohol was strictly off-limits in the Montero household, so a bottle of wine was out of the question. Chocolate was a given—Violet loved it, even though she was very careful not to have too much at once—but it wasn’t personal. Isaias wanted to show Hector that he was—well, he was thinking of him. He always was.

There was a small shop that Isaias liked to visit sometimes, at least when he was not in uniform. It was eclectic—something of a thrift store in parts, something of a plant nursery in others, and something like a new age mysticism shop in others still—but it was charming. Hector had shown it to him, after a quiet warning that Violet had told him it might have some ‘witch-y vibes’, in her own words. Hector had liked the plant selection, and Isaias had adored looking through old and lost things that might have otherwise been forgotten. Violet had lingered looking at crystals, though when Isaias had asked her about it, she had shrugged it off as mere curiosity.

It was there that Isaias went now. What else could he ask for than a one-stop-shop that had things both Hector and Violet were interested in?

The Second Voyage was a small little shop, tucked away on a little street called Montagne and down the road from an equally small church—not Isaias’s own, but one he had visited before, nonetheless. The sign outside was deceptively colourful, the text a bright white against a splash of eclectic rainbow. It was misleading as a sign not because the shop wasn’t a cheerful enough place, but because the interior was not the same colourful shades, but instead the deep mahoganies of comfort and home. When Isaias entered, he was greeted by the smell of some kind of burning incense, a pleasant floral and herbal smell he couldn’t quite place, and a whole lot of clutter. And, with the clutter, the trace emotions of one hundred different memories from one hundred different people, impossible to fully place or understand. Was the lingering longing he sensed from the rose-scented candles, wicks unsinged, or the clothing rack full of lightly worn dresses in a rainbow of colours? Was the love emanating from the pile of old fine dinnerware, piled precariously high and decorated in swirling floral borders, or the stuffed toy octopus, its plush fur a dull pink and with extra stitches holding it together? Did the feeling of grief come from the old photo albums, still filled to the brim with someone else’s old family photos, or from the smiling baby doll, still in its box?

And the anger, the fear? What objects here held such pain?

Every person Isaias would ever meet had a lifetime of emotions tattooed on their souls, and it saddened him that it would be impossible to know all of them to their truest extent. That a simple thrift store was able to contain such a variance of human stories told him so much about the people who surrounded him in Sainte-Thérèse, the town he’d called home for this latest stage of his adult life.

“Can I help you, Father?”

Isaias turned around to face the shopkeeper—Lena—who was behind the counter, leaning forward and resting her elbows on the Formica countertop. One arm was bent up to rest her chin in her palm, watching Isaias curiously, while the other tapped painted nails—a spectrum of pinks and oranges—on the laminate. She was smiling at him, and he could sense tinges of her amusement from there. She had caught him standing in the doorway, staring at the shelves as if he had never been there before when she had seen him there often enough to recognize him.

“Sorry, I was just—I wanted to get a small gift or two,” Isaias said. He smiled back.

“For Hector?”

Taken aback, Isaias laughed. “What makes you think so?”

Lena grinned at him, all teeth. It might have been unnerving, except that she had never been anything but sweet and her emotions belied only fond bemusement, however distant they felt. Bemusement, and something fainter under the surface that Isaias could barely detect. She pushed a brunette French braid over the shoulder of her off-the-shoulder white blouse, which was embroidered with scattered blue and pink flowers. The way her blouse hung off her shoulders revealed freckles in her lightly olive skin, even in the dead of winter. “Just a guess. You tag along here with him and Violet sometimes, but this is the first time I’ve actually seen you all by your lonesome.”

“Well, you got me.” Isaias shrugged helplessly. “Yes, it’s something for Hector—and for Violet, I hope.”

“Do you want help? Or are you good?”

“I’m—good, I think. For now, anyway.”

Lena laughed at him again, her voice ringing with fondness. “Okay, Father. Let me know, okay?”

Isaias turned his back on the counter and walked with slow steps to the nearest high shelf of trinkets and discarded goods. He was sure Lena had secured everything properly—he certainly hoped that Lena had secured everything properly—but the too-tall shelves were themselves as eclectic as the collections of goods upon them. Tall, metal shelves seemed to sway faintly in Isaias’s imagination, like they might topple, taking everyone’s once-precious memories with them. The mismatched wooden cabinets looked sturdier but were filled to the brim with haphazardly stacked plates and cups and even appliances, and it looked like any single object on them might lose balance at any moment. Isaias studied the collection at a slight distance, hovering his hand centimeters above each one. He wasn’t sure what he expected to find—would something call to him? Cry out the memory of feeling to him in a way that made him think, yes, Hector needs this—this item properly represents the dearness of him in his heart?

But there was something that prevented him from touching anything. He couldn’t tell where it came from, but there was something dark lurking beneath the love, the desire, the sorrow, the grief. Was it the anger he had detected earlier? Isaias couldn’t quite identify the emotion, despite his intimacy with the emotional workings of the human soul. It felt—layered. Complex. Like a normal emotion but with a rotting, spoiled core. Something was wrong with it, and he didn’t know where it was coming from. If he touched it, even by accident, what was the chance that it would poison his heart? Could a mere object hold the power to corrupt?

Isaias dropped his hand back to his side and stepped back from the shelves. He turned away, away from that poisoned emotion, and was surprised to find Lena watching him. “Can I help you, Lena?”

Lena wrinkled her nose playfully at Isaias but shook her head. “It’s quiet in here,” she said.

Isaias glanced back at the shelf. It was inside the armoire with its doors ajar, Isaias was sure. Watching him from the crack, buried there amongst the innocuous, waiting for its prey to come too close.

Or was it on the rickety metal shelf, painted white to disguise its identity? Was the painful object coiled there like a serpent, camouflaged among the innocent?

Isaias stepped away, closer to the counter. “Yes. It’s quiet.”

Lena nodded. Her smile was gone, as if it had never been there at all. Isaias wondered if he had imagined it. “Maybe try the flowers.”

Isaias forced himself to breathe. In, out. Please, God, stay my spirit. He nodded. “Yes. Flowers. Of course.”

Making his way to the portion of the store that held mostly plants and flowers, Isaias immediately felt tension leaving his shoulders and neck. Flowers were a much better idea. Flowers could do no wrong. Flowers held no expectations. Flowers were better suited for a gift for Hector, not something hidden among the shelves with that profane thing—whatever it might be.

Isaias drew his fingers across the velvet petals of a rose, applying a gentle pressure to the scarlet surface. Flowers didn’t carry emotion precisely the way that people did, even objects, only distant remnants of feeling that were largely inaccessible to him—but there was something peaceful about them. Saintly. After the strangely powerful feelings of the thrift store shelves, the flowers were a comfort.

Lena appeared a moment later. She flapped her hands toward the flowers, chattering as she did so. “I know my herbs and spices better than my flowers, I won’t lie, but maybe I can help you pick some out.”

Isaias smiled. He wasn’t sure why Lena seemed jittery, too, but he appreciated the solidarity. “I would appreciate that, yes.”

Lena perused her own flowers, talking to Isaias as she did. “You know—Hector was in here, this morning, and—his daughter is named Violet, so those are probably obvious, right?—and he was acting strangely.”

“Oh, he came in earlier?” Isaias hovered his hands over the violets for a moment. Lena raised a pair of garden pruners up and raised an eyebrow at him. Isaias nodded.

“Yes, he was—” Lena carefully snipped a few violets from the plant, gently holding the flowers between her fingertips before handing them to Isaias, who took them delicately— “he seemed agitated.”

Isaias frowned as he examined the flowers in his hands. “Was something wrong?” Was Hector’s agitation something to do with why Violet had invited him over for dinner that evening?

Lena continued to speak as she went through the flowers. Periodically, she would pause to ask Isaias if he liked certain flowers or not and, if agreed to, would select a few blooms to give to Isaias for Hector. “There was a darkness around him. Something clinging to him. I don’t know, it’s… You’ll probably be able to tell when you see him, you’re—well, you know.”

Something in Isaias went cold, for just a moment. Did she know? It wasn’t a deeply held secret that he knew things—sensed things—but he had always been told to keep it close to his chest. It was not befitting of him to flaunt a gift from God. It was not right for him to show that he was different, that he was—God’s gift was a precious thing, surely, but never to be abused. Never to be put on display. Humility before pride. Charity before recognition. Service before love.

Before he could say a word, something passed through Lena’s eyes, and she shrugged meekly and carried on as if she had not implicated Isaias’s divine perceptions at all. “Anyway, you’re his friend, so you’ll see it, I’m sure. But he came here to pawn something off. I said I wouldn’t pay for it—let’s just say that the bad vibes were off the charts—but he left it anyway. He just wanted to get rid of it. I shoved it in a corner somewhere until I can figure out how to, I don’t know, cleanse it or something.”

The poisoned object. That must have been what Isaias had been sensing—something that Hector had left behind. Had those toxic emotions come from Hector himself, then? Or was he passing something along? Even if those awful feelings had not originated in him, it pained Isaias to think that Hector had come in contact with them. Perhaps others—others who felt things normally—would not be corrupted by the hurtful emotions of others, but Isaias wasn’t convinced of that. It must have been true that carrying evil close to one’s heart, even the evil of others, could only hurt someone. Perhaps it would not make their soul irredeemable—Isaias was not sure if he believed in such a possibility—but it surely could damage one’s good graces.

Against his better judgement—and fighting the fear of an unknown object—Isaias said, “May I see what Hector left behind?”

He had to know what had hurt Hector so badly.

Lena looked at him in silence for a moment, her feelings strangely unreadable. They were there, just—muffled. Like she had wrapped them up in a protective veil. After a moment, she nodded, eyes dark and lips pursed into a thin line. She handed Isaias the rest of the flowers before walking to the more thrift-oriented portion of the shop. She dug through that old armoire that Isaias had suspected, pushing open its walnut-coloured door. Isaias held the bouquet of flowers close to his chest and waited for her, not daring approach.

When Lena returned, she cradled something in her hands that was wrapped in a soft velvet cloth the colour of communion wine. She paused just out of Isaias’s reach.

“Before I give it to you—will you pray with me, Father?”

The obvious answer to such an inquiry was of course, but Isaias didn’t manage that. Instead, he said, meekly, “I didn’t think you were Christian.”

Lena didn’t budge. She cupped the velvet cloth gingerly between her hands. “I am, in my own way. Maybe not in your church way, but we find our own ways to believe. And I do believe—no, I know there is something out there. Something more. Something good, something dark, something that isn’t either one. So maybe not Christian in your way, Father. But far be it for me to shun the gifts of the divine. I believe in the heart of it all.”

Isaias furrowed his brow. He wasn’t sure he understood the difference she was trying to express, but it wasn’t his place to question it further. Her beliefs were just that—hers. If she wanted him to pray with her, he would do so gladly.

Flowers held in one hand, Isaias approached and rested his hand on top of the bundle of cloth that Lena still carried, careful not to touch her skin. He could feel the darkness in the bundle seeping out, saturating the cloth and threatening to absorb into him.

Isaias searched his mind for an appropriate prayer before he began, running through an internal catalogue of templated prayer for every need, every purpose. He closed his eyes and followed his heart.

“I take refuge in You, our Lord, and ask You humbly as Your servant to cleanse this object, and cleanse those who have ever beheld it, of all sin, all histories, and all defilement. As You cast out the enemy, so too may You cast out all evil that attaches itself to the souls of Your humble servants. I shall ever sing Your praises. Amen.”

Isaias opened his eyes an instant before Lena did with her whispered, “amen.” Once the words had faded into utter silence, Lena passed the velvet cloth from her hands to Isaias’s properly, and he gently closed his hand around it. It still felt heavy in its wrongness, but he felt more confident to handle it with his God on his side.

I consecrate myself into a vessel for Your power, O Lord. Give me even a fraction of Your might to hold this thing bravely.

Isaias turned the cloth over in his hand and stared at it, trying to guess from the familiar shape wrapped in velvet what it might be. A string of beads. Two perpendicular bars. He felt a martyred figure carved in relief against the shape.

Isaias’s heart ached at the thought of this being what had hurt Hector, but he could not know for certain what it was about it that made Hector reject it. Without unwrapping it, Isaias cleared his throat and slipped the velvet-wrapped rosary and crucifix into his jacket pocket. “How much do I owe you?”

Lena had already walked back to the counter while Isaias was distracted. She didn’t look at him but waved a hand vaguely. “Nothing, Father. Consider it a tithe. Send my best to Violet and Hector, okay?”

Isaias pulled the small bouquet of flowers closer to his chest. He felt the weight of the rosary in his pocket, radiating something strange and pulling him toward the earth. He feared perhaps it would cause him to sink into the dirt, then keep sinking. But none of that was Lena’s problem anymore.

“Thank you, Lena. I’ll see you later, alright?”

“You take care of yourself, Father, and those dear to you.”

There was nothing else to say to that, Isaias thought, so he said a soft, “you too,” before heading for the exit. As he neared, his eye caught a spinning rack of postcards. Had he not noticed those before? A collection of art and photographs in readily mailable format. He gently spun the rack to better peruse the options. There were quite a few of the Basilica of Saint Thérèse of Lisieux. The Montero family wasn’t a religious one, but the basilica named for the same saint as their town was a tempting image. Isaias hovered his hand over one of them for a moment, questioning the selection, before he saw a postcard that instead was decorated with a painting of a small, rustic cottage on a lake, surrounded by vast gardens of flowers. The sun was setting over the lake, and there was a single lit candle in the window of the cottage. It looked peaceful.

“One more thing, if you don’t mind, Lena—and may I borrow a pen?”








  
  



Hector,
Sometimes I can’t believe that a soul as radiant as yours houses so much pain. But don’t they say that the best among us are those who have been hurt but choose to be kind anyway? Even God is said to be kind, but not soft. There is a difference, and I see that in you. Kind, but not soft. Like God Himself.
You don’t owe me anything. You don’t owe me your secrets. But I do hope that you know I will always be there for you. That you, and Violet, too, will always be dear to my heart. No matter where we go next, my life is better for having had you in it for whatever time I am blessed with. So, I hope you know I will be here for you.
I hope you know that you can always trust me.
Yours,
Isaias
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It was a chilly Sunday evening, in that time in early February where the weather was still undecided if it wanted to be winter for much longer, clinging to the frost on the ground, or spring, the start of snowmelt making the walkways slippery with black ice, nearly invisible but no less dangerous for it, but if he looked closely he could see grass just starting to peek through at the edge of the sidewalk, desperate to live again. Isaias told himself that he was walking so carefully and slowly to the Montero house not because he was afraid of what he would find there, but because he was afraid that, if he fell, he would ruin the gifts that he had so carefully selected for Hector and Violet. Or so he would tell himself. He balanced the small bouquet of assorted flowers from The Second Voyage and the assorted chocolates from the pharmacy—marked up in price, just in time for Valentine’s Day around the corner—in his arms. The rosary and the postcard were tucked into his coat pocket, a familiar but uneasy weight. 

The sun would be fully setting soon, and the remaining light did nothing to warm him. Each moment that it sunk lower, Isaias’s uncertainty grew. Regardless of what had caused Violet’s urgent invitation, Isaias did not know what he would find in their home. And Lena had said—well, she hadn’t said much of anything. But there had been something wrong.

There was a darkness around him. Something clinging to him.

It felt cruel to doubt what was going on with Hector when Isaias knew so little, but the fear kept growing, building, gathering under his skin as he approached the street where Hector and Violet lived. The darkness was becoming too strong, leaving a pressure under Isaias’s skin that made it feel like his flesh was being pulled taut, something trying to escape him, to break free—

Pausing on the corner of the cul-de-sac where he would find the Montero home, Isaias shifted his gifts into one hand to free his left—then swapped everything over again to free his right. He crossed his fingertips from forehead, to sternum, to left shoulder where the flowers lay, to right shoulder. Softly, under his breath, he prayed:

“Lord, guide my hand to help me know how best to help Hector and Violet with their troubles, whatever they might be. Lead me to the truth, so that my friends may be delivered from any evil. Amen.”

Isaias wasn’t sure if the darkness receding was real or imagined, but he steeled himself to walk along the gentle curve of the street where neighbours had neglected shovelling the sidewalk, stepping in slush and puddles near the gutters where the road had been imperfectly plowed, down to the house a few doors southwest of the intersection, nestled between two larger homes that were complete with two-car garages, immaculate white stucco walls, and perfectly angled roofs. Under the snow, Isaias knew there would be manicured lawns with minimal decoration; dead now from the winter, but soon to be tailored to perfection for the spring and summer months. Unlike the houses that dwarfed it, the Montero home was—quaint sounded nearly condescending, but it was the best word for it. The house was a much smaller building, a bungalow, and had never been rebuilt or had additions. It had a driveway but no garage. The masonry was old, but the shutters were brightly painted in a friendly yellow. Under the snow, Isaias remembered, there was a neatly trimmed lawn that would stand out not at all among the large garden beds, which boasted not just flowers but also vegetables and berry bushes. With the snow beginning to recede, Isaias could see the hard edges of the pine board garden beds that lay underneath. The dead canes of blackberry bushes, which wouldn’t come fully back to life for a few more months, emerged like grave markers. The slow melt of snow also revealed a lawn ornament of little red bird—a cardinal, maybe?—fixed in the ground, its head breaking free from the ice. In better weather, Isaias had seen its wings spin in the wind.

Maybe quaint wasn’t the right word. Maybe it was ‘homey’. That wasn’t a feeling Isaias was very familiar with.

But as soon as he stepped from the curb to the front walk that cut through the snow to walk up to the main door, Isaias’s vague suspicions and unease became a feeling that there was something more definitely wrong going on.

The sensation he normally associated with Hector, the smell of smores—something like vanilla, chocolate, and the warmth of a campfire—rose to meet him, faint, distant, but not right at all. Isaias felt a hot flash, his head swimming from the heat that could not possibly be coming from that February afternoon sun. He smelled something that had been cooking too long over a fire; the sickly-sweet smell of burnt sugar, charred beyond caramelization.

But the unpleasant sensation was gone almost as quickly as it had overcome him.

He must have imagined it. His bishop had always told him that he had a propensity to exaggerate what his Godly gift could show him. A bad habit carried over from an overactive childhood imagination. Nothing more.

At the doorstep, Isaias didn’t immediately announce his presence. Instead, he took the postcard out of his pocket that he had written for Hector earlier, after the trip to The Second Voyage, and deposited it in the black letter box that hung next to their door, just below their house number. He had considered giving it directly to Hector at dinner, but it was part of their dance together—delivered confidences, mailed secrets, and posted confessions. It wouldn’t be right to hand it directly to Hector. It wasn’t the way their friendship worked.

Postcard delivered where it needed to be, Isaias hovered his hand over the door for a moment, wondering if it was safe to let himself in or if he should knock to request entrance. But the thought was ridiculous—in what world would Hector and Violet’s home be anything but safe? Steeling himself, he turned the handle to let himself into the Montero house, as he normally did, opening the door with one hand, his gifts carefully held in the other. As he used his toes to kick off one boot, then the other, as he called out, “Hello to the house!”

Violet appeared within seconds, her white cat following on her heels. Violet’s eyes were lit up with her smile, and Isaias felt her genuine relief echo through him, magnifying his own slow return to ease. She wore a red apron over her purple shirt now, clearly in the midst of cooking, leaning on just one of her crutches now. She went in for a hug—before seeing the flowers and chocolate box and stopping herself short. “You made it, Father Isaias.”

“Of course I made it,” Isaias said. “And now you really don’t need the title, we’re in your own home.”

“Sure.” Violet wrinkled her nose laughingly. “Oh, dad will love these,” she said as she took the bouquet from him, careful in how she held them, gentle with the delicate petals and cradling them against her body while she leaned her weight on her crutch, “and I will love those,” she added as she nodded at the box of assorted chocolates that Isaias held.

“I thought you might.” Isaias smiled as placed the box of chocolates on the console table and watched Violet search for a vase for the flowers. “Where is your father?” It was odd, perhaps, that Hector hadn’t come to greet Isaias along with Violet and the cat. Isaias had sensed him—or something like him—so the absence was noticeable.

“He stepped out for an errand or something.” Violet shrugged. She placed the flowers into a glass vase on a side table, then filled it with water from one of the many bottles and watering cans in their living space that were sitting on almost every surface. There was almost always a watering can or some other receptacle for water on hand for the many, many indoor plants that kept Hector occupied during these winter months. “I’m sure he’ll be back soon.”

Hands no longer occupied with chocolate, Isaias pulled off his winter jacket and hung it in the closet, as Violet didn’t need to invite him to do—this was familiar, after all—before crouching down to pet the cat behind her ears. She had waited patiently for him.

“Hello, Prue,” he greeted her as she meowed. She was officially Violet’s cat—clearly indicated by the way she would follow Violet around the house, keeping just out of the way of her crutches—but she was unofficially Isaias’s. Isaias had found her as a stray, named her, and only given her up to the Monteros when it had become painfully obvious that Mrs. Marsh was badly allergic. She fit in here better, anyway—the rectory was not exactly a family home, no place for a cat that needed the amount of love and care that Prue clearly would. “Did you miss me?”

Prue meowed again, and Isaias stroked her back before standing. Violet had disappeared into the kitchen while Isaias was distracted by the cat. He took another brief look around the room, halfway expecting Hector to appear from nowhere, before he followed Violet into the kitchen, while the cat followed him.

The kitchen, too, was cozy, but bordering on cramped, with spice racks, small appliances, utensils, and tools crowding much of the counter. Hector was a comfortable cook, having learned more so after his divorce, but Violet had taken to it where her father was less natural. Isaias had witnessed many homecooked meals tag-teamed by the two of them, Hector often supplying herbs while Violet did much of the cooking. His heart always warmed to see them work in unison, father and daughter making their home such a loving place.

Violet was back at the stove, now, stirring a large pot on the burner. The kitchen was warm with not just the heat of the element, but with the aromatics cooked into the stew. Violet’s phone on the counter also added to the ambiance, bubbly pop songs that danced on the edge of Isaias’s recognition were playing from the speaker.

“Would you like me to help with anything?”

“Nah, I’m good,” Violet said. “At least until I need a taste-tester.”

“Well, that I can do.” Isaias laughed and looked around the kitchen, unsure what else to do with himself. He got a better look at Violet’s crutches when he noticed the second in the pair leaning against the wall near the fridge. She had added new stickers to the purple aluminum body of the crutch, replacing some of the more worn and peeling ones, showing off lyrics from her favourite bands, a cartoon cat declaring its desire for violence, and a bee hugging a purple, pink, and blue heart. From there, Isaias’s eyes were drawn to the plant wall just beside the small kitchen table, where Hector and Violet had hung pots for a variety of herbs. The plants were struggling, though, an oddity in their house—many of the herbs had been pruned nearly beyond recognition, and much of the remaining foliage was wilting.

“What happened to the plant wall?”

Violet looked over her shoulder, leaning momentarily more on the crutch she was still using, to get a better look at Isaias and what he was looking at. For a moment, she seemed surprised by the question, but then her face fell. “Oh. A bunch of them started dying recently. Just wilting for no reason, even though I think we’ve been taking care of them just as well as ever. I started pruning the shit—sorry, I started pruning them to save what I could. I’m drying out some of the bits I pruned off, but I’m hoping if I get rid of the rougher parts, maybe they’ll recover?” Violet sounded uncertain. She turned her back on Isaias, turning around to face the stove again. “Dad always says if you cut off the parts that are struggling, the rest of the plant is more likely to bounce back.”

Isaias approached the wall of plants with undue caution, not sure why he had the sense that a mere touch to the leaves would transfer some kind of poison to him. Hector—with Violet’s help—grew edible plants only in the kitchen, and in fact most of his plants were safe for consumption, save for some of the more decorative plants. But something in Isaias warned him against getting too close—still, he touched the leaf of one herb, not sure what he would find.

He found nothing. He felt nothing. Certainly nothing of Hector’s love.

Isaias didn’t exactly expect plants to have their own personalities or feelings, though sometimes he was certain he felt something, but he had always imagined that the plants in the Montero house carried some echo of their caretakers’ hearts, with all the love they gave. But this plant had nothing at all.

Violet was watching Isaias over her shoulder. Isaias finally responded to say, “I’m sorry to hear that.”

As Isaias drew his fingers away from the leaves, he saw something stirring in the dirt in the pot. On instinct, he looked closer and spotted something long and thin, but with fine, barbed hairs on it, start to push out from the roots of the herb, meticulously pushing soil away from it as it emerged from under the plant. Isaias expected a spider, but the spindly wire-like appendage kept going, kept emerging, kept growing, too long for a spider-limb, too long for anything, then a second and third pushed through the dirt—

“You okay, Isaias?”

Isaias looked back quickly at Violet as he took a step back away from the plant. He drew his hand up towards his face, uncertain, taking in the soft scent of the plant, reminiscent of pepper and citrus, but also maybe of mildew just under the surface. Looking back to the plant, Isaias no longer saw the spider-limbs. The dirt around the plant was still. Nothing had disturbed it at all. “Sorry, I think—some kind of bug startled me.”

Violet laughed. “Yeah, we get bugs in the plants sometimes, even indoors. We’ve had some weird ones lately. I try to catch them and put them outside if I can, but it’s kind of hard to when my hands are usually occupied.”

Isaias nodded, tearing his eyes away from the plant to look at Violet again. “What kind of bugs?” He wasn’t sure why he wanted to know, except that something about the insect legs had unsettled him. Multiple had begun to break through the dirt, and he had known it must have been a spider, but something told him it would have been more than eight legs, or otherwise wrong, not a house spider but something that had dug out from somewhere far deeper than soil.

“Weird ones.” Violet shrugged, then turned back to her cooking, unconcerned with the strange insects—Isaias could feel the indifference to the bugs rolling off her. “I tried to identify them with an app on my phone, but I can’t figure them out. I’m worried they might be invasive, but I’m not sure, so they can just go be invasive or whatever somewhere not in our house.”

“Fair enough.” Isaias couldn’t argue with that. He stared for a moment more at where the bug-thing had tried to emerge, wondering where it had gone before deciding that maybe it wasn’t worth knowing—he wasn’t afraid of bugs, and he loved all living things, so being so put off by a harmless insect was unreasonable.

Another moment passed before Isaias tore his eyes off the rim of the suspended pot.

The top of the board was made of cork, a DIY improvisation from Violet to turn the unused portions of the plant wall into a message board, and Isaias looked there. There were several photographs of Violet, and some of her and Hector together. Family portraits, capturing their bond as father and daughter, the two of them against the world. Then there was one photo with Isaias in it—a charity picnic that he had organized through the Sacred Heart but that didn’t take place at the church itself, so Hector and Violet had come to support and had donated some items for the charity auction, as well. The photo had been taken by Mrs. Marsh, who had been volunteering as well as collecting photos for the church bulletin, and captured Isaias hovering while Hector manned the barbecue, Violet lounging nearby in a reclining lawn chair, her crutches leaned against the arm of the chair, with purple sunglasses obscuring her eyes but with her hand shading her eyes to see what her father and Isaias were fussing about. Isaias couldn’t remember what they had been fussing about, but the photo was such a simple moment in time. His heart was full to have it included among their family portraits, albeit not pride of place. It was almost like he was a part of the family.

A sticky white webbing covered the corner of the photograph, creeping into the frame just below Hector in his KISS THE COOK apron, eating away up and into him, covering part of his likeness but consuming nothing of anyone else who was captured in the photograph. It glistened, moist and shiny under the bright white light of the kitchen. Isaias traced it with his gaze, searching for the source—

The front door slammed open.









