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A cavernous silence greeted Brooklyn as she attempted to enter the church. It was like an invisible wall, warning her to stay out. She stood with the door open and looked back at her friend, Page, who was egging her on from the sidewalk.

Page crossed her arms. “You're not gonna do it. You're too scared.” Her blue eyes gleamed with excitement while her raised eyebrows dared Brooklyn to prove her wrong.

They had driven by the small church, nestled in the oldest part of the Glebe, and Page had the bright idea to send Brooklyn in on a bet.

Brooklyn bit her lip. It’s just a building.

Deep down, however, she knew that wasn’t true and she wasn’t prepared to convince herself otherwise. It was a temple of lies filled with self-righteous patrons. All churches were.

“Come on, let’s go. I know you can't do it. Let’s grab some breakfast or something,” said Page, rolling her eyes.

Brooklyn looked down at her party dress with its sequins catching the weak morning light and marveled at her and her friends' ability to stay out all night. 

“I’m gonna do it!” Her words slurred from the tail end effects of whatever pills she had taken, courtesy of Page's boyfriend who currently stood off to the side, uninterested in the unfolding events. Brooklyn turned to enter the church and the smell of balsam almost crippled her. Nausea clawed at her gut and for a moment, she feared she would throw up all over the church’s ornate door.

“Come on, Brooklyn. This isn’t fun anymore and I’m hungry,” Page said, her face a picture-perfect mask of boredom. She was a waif, tall and skinny with never-ending limbs. Hair that was naturally the kind of platinum blonde that women spent hundreds of dollars to get framed her elfish face with a severe bob cut. Whatever life had to offer had been hand-delivered at her feet, thanks to her looks and parents’ money. So, Page was always bored, always looking for the next thrill.

And today that thrill was up to Brooklyn. She eyed the purse hanging off her friend's shoulder and imagined the crisp hundred-dollar bills folded neatly in half to fit in the impractically small bag. One of them could be hers. That meant she could make rent the following month without sacrificing half her meals. She turned back to the entrance with renewed determination. The booth, with its insides hidden by a partially closed, deep red curtain, wasn't too far from the door.

I just have to go in, confess something, then I’m out. In that moment, she stopped overthinking it and made a beeline for the box, closing its curtain quickly as if it could protect her from the demons of her past.

She sat in silence with her eyes shut tight and took deep breaths, doing her best to keep from gasping. Her fear squeezed like a vise around her chest and made it hard for her to inhale, so her breaths ended up shallow, almost non-existent. 

The priest cleared his throat, making her jump.

One song for the righteous. Two songs for the honest. Three songs for the wicked. And no songs for the choir. She repeated the mantra in her head. It had been taught to her by her one and only childhood friend.

“Shall we begin? In the name of the Father, the Son...” he prompted in a measured tone when she still said nothing. His smooth and low voice was almost soothing, but not soothing enough to steady Brooklyn's racing heart. 

Her head shot up. Looking straight ahead, she tried to remember why she thought any amount of money would be worth this kind of trouble. The air weighed down heavily on her, pressing in from each corner of the small space. The walls quickly followed, and she pressed her hands against the sides of the confessional to keep it from caving in.

“Is this your first time in confession?” 

This time, his oddly calming voice made an impact and the walls stopped moving. Her ragged breaths slowed, and for a moment, Brooklyn almost forgot that she was in a church.

“If so, I can lead you through it.”

“Um, yes. Kind of,” she managed to say.

“Kind of?”

“It's a long story.” Brooklyn’s tone was clipped; it was a story she didn't want to share. She pulled her hands away from the walls and tried to let them rest in her lap, but she pressed her thumbnail into the palm of her hand instead—the pain gave her something else to focus on.

“Take a deep breath and tell me what you’ve come to say. There’s no right or wrong way to do this. The point is you’ve come for absolution, and I can help you with that.”

“Absolution. Ha.” Brooklyn laughed, or at least she tried to. The sound came out disjointed. “I don't need absolution. I’m here because of a bet.” She laughed again, shaking her head at herself. “I’m actually not a fan of churches, and my friends thought this would be funny.” But it wasn't funny at all. Old wounds that she had desperately tried to patch up were threatening to burst open.

The priest was silent for a moment. “Are you under the influence, child?”

Brooklyn giggled. “Maybe. I guess I could confess that if you want me to confess to something.” Despite her best efforts, her candid giggle soon turned into a barely stifled sob.

“Child, if you could compose yourself for a moment and listen carefully. I’m sorry you feel unease in the house of God, but despite the... unusual circumstances that brought you here, you are here for a reason.”

Brooklyn looked up at the grate dividing them for the first time, and her breath hitched. Instead of the repulsion she would normally feel at the sight of a priest, she was overcome with intrigue. She couldn’t quite make out his eyes but she could feel their piercing gaze through the grate and it lit a fire in her cheeks that spread to her chest and belly. From what she could see, he was older, as was expected, with fine but strong features and a buzz cut, not the usual parted comb-over most priests seemed to wear. However, that’s not what drew Brooklyn in; it was his energy. He emanated the same sense of calm his voice inspired—and safety.

Like most people did when faced with someone they found attractive, Brooklyn absentmindedly ran her hands over her hair and sat up a little straighter. And was it her imagination, or was he returning the same look of interest?

“And what reason is that?” she asked, hating that she was curious about what this captivating priest had to say.

“Just speak whatever comes to mind and we can figure that out.” His even tone lulled her, and her erratic breathing slowed even more.

Brooklyn bit her lip. “I don’t... know.”

“What keeps you up at night?” the priest asked suddenly.

The question took Brooklyn by surprise. “A lot of things. I guess.”

“Tell me about them.”

Brooklyn went to speak but stopped. “You know what? This was just a joke. I didn’t actually come in here to bare my soul to you. I sat in the box and talked to you. That should win me the bet. So, goodbye. And sorry. I guess. For wasting your time.” She got up as she spoke and tugged at her dress. Her forgotten fear returned without mercy, as if whoever had hit pause had just decided to hit play. The air found its weight and the walls began to close in again.

“Wait, please, just try,” the priest implored.

In her haste to escape, Brooklyn’s heel snagged in the curtain and she fell to the floor. She tried to shake her foot free from it. With her imagination fueled by fear in the cruelest of ways, she panicked, convinced the church was doing its best to hold on to her and drown her in its indignation.

Flashing images from her past of cold, dark rooms, rosary beads, and judgment assaulted her every time she blinked. They made it harder for her to untangle her stiletto from the folds of the confessional's curtains that seemed to have taken on a life of their own. She tried to dash the images away by pressing the heels of her palms into her eyes while kicking at the material. Her shallow breaths returned and came out in barely audible spurts. 

She was being swallowed.

Only it wasn't by the church, as she had imagined, but by her own crippling yet justified fear.

“Please, child, let me help you.” The priest had come out from his side and extended a hand towards her.

“Leave me alone!” Brooklyn continued to desperately kick at the curtain until her foot finally came free. She stood on unsteady legs and reached for a nearby pew. A tear splashed onto the back of her hand. “I have to get out of here! What was I thinking?” she cried out to no one in particular, looking around like a caged animal.

A loud buzz filled her ears, and she couldn't make out what the priest was saying anymore. Brooklyn's limbs felt heavy. It took great effort to force them to move forward. Each step was a challenge, with her lungs struggling to take in air, the front doors stretching further away. Then, like an elastic snapping, everything came into focus, just long enough for her to make an escape.

Brooklyn half stumbled, half ran to the doors and looked back to find the priest looking on helplessly. When she burst from the church, she gave Page the show she had wanted. Tears. Hyperventilation. A full-blown panic attack. And instead of helping, Brooklyn's friend reached into her purse with a laugh and pulled out one of the coveted hundred-dollar bills. She held it between her second and third finger.

“Worth. Every. Dollar. You never disappoint, Brookie,” Page said with a cool giggle that came from deep within her throat. She flicked the bill towards Brooklyn, who watched it float to the ground.

Shame filled Brooklyn as she bent over to pick up her prize money, still hiccupping from her fear. Instead of feeling like she had won a bet, she felt like she had been paid to be the clown. Part of her wanted to rip up the bill and throw it in Page’s face, but her financial situation didn’t leave much room for things like pride. Or dignity.

Page and her boyfriend were already walking towards his car. She turned. “Are you coming or what? I’m still hungry.”

“Um, I think... I think I’m... just... gonna go home,” mumbled Brooklyn. She unfolded the bill and smoothed out the single crease down the middle, keeping her eyes on it. If she looked up, Page would only see anger, and Brooklyn didn’t want her to know just how deeply affected she was.

“Well, Sam can drive you home. After breakfast. ‘Kay?” she said, referring to her boyfriend.

“I’ll walk home. It’s fine.” Brooklyn’s bottom lip quivered as she turned to see what street she was on.

“Honestly, Brook, get in the car. I don't understand why you insist on ruining a perfectly good time.”

“I just want to go home. Besides, that's where we were going.”

“Yeah. But now I'm hungry,” said Page, speaking pointedly as if addressing a small child. “And I'm sure you are too after”—she paused before letting out a chuckle—“all of this.” Page gestured towards Brooklyn with her hands.

“I'm not. I'm just tired.”

“Get. In. The car.”

Brooklyn wanted to turn and walk away, but something kept her feet rooted to the ground.

Page sighed. “Don’t try to make me feel bad because you got a little upset over a bet you chose to take.” When Brooklyn didn’t respond, Page continued to Sam’s car. “Let’s go, Brookie,” she sang over her shoulder.

And Brooklyn went. She spared a glance at the church and saw the priest standing at the door she had crashed through just moments ago. She didn’t know why, but she felt deep shame at the realization that he’d just witnessed what had happened and rushed to Sam's car with her head down.

They went for breakfast, and Brooklyn spent the entire time analyzing her scrambled eggs while trying to pretend that everything was alright. But it wasn't alright. She hated Page for her ability to make her feel like garbage. She hated her even more for eating so slowly when all she wanted to do was curl up in bed, cry, and sleep off the previous night's revelries. 

“Can I please go home now?” she whispered when they were done eating.

“Actually, I was thinking you could come over to save having to go back to your place.”

“I want to go home.” Brooklyn’s stomach churned at the thought of facing her apathetic friend for longer than she needed to.

Page pressed her lips together. “Fine.”

When Page and Sam finally dropped her off at the designated pick-up and drop-off point, which was a couple blocks away from her home, Brooklyn let go of the breath that she had been holding for what felt like the entire drive. She walked to the rooming house she called home—a row of old, three-story, red-bricked houses that had been repurposed for the needy and the down and out folk. It stood on the corner of intersecting streets with its front doors sealed shut. This forced the residents to go in through the back doors so that the rooming house could maintain the inconspicuousness its historical structure afforded. However, the back of the building wasn’t any more private than the front, so Brooklyn figured it was a reminder that yes, they might live in a posh area, but they were still classes apart from their neighbors.

Brooklyn trudged up to her third-floor room, closing the door with a sigh as she leaned against it. The small room was her only personal space, as she shared the house with two women and four men. Despite having lived there for over a year, she still hadn't bothered to learn any of their names. She avoided the common areas as much as she could so that she was as invisible as possible. For a kitchen, Brooklyn had set up a microwave atop a small table with a mini fridge next to it. The rest of the room was furnished with an old sofa that served as her bed (with which she had taken a chance and picked up off a street corner), a scuffed-up coffee table (another street corner find that doubled as her dining room table, countertop, bar, and medicine cabinet), and milk crates stacked on their sides to serve as makeshift shelves for her everyday clothes. The dresses and accessories for nights like last night were stored in plastic bins that were stacked in a corner.

Stripping down to her underwear, she went to hide under the duvet (a strings-attached gift from Page), but sleep eluded her despite the fact she had been awake for over 24 hours. Brooklyn tossed and turned with the early morning’s events on repeat in her head. Replaying each moment, she tried to find the point of no return. That's what she called it—that one moment she could have made a small, different choice that would have avoided the subsequent events. She finally gave up and sat up with a grunt. Maybe she could have suggested a different detour home when they came up on a closed section of Bank Street. Or, if she went back far enough, she could have kept her secrets and fears to herself. Clearly, Page didn't know how to be gentle with the fragments of Brooklyn's past that had been shared in confidence.

What is a phobia of churches even called? Brooklyn reached for her phone and searched her question.

“Ecclesiophobia.” She said the word out loud, doubtful of its pronunciation. With a sigh, she put her phone down and stared up at the ceiling. In one corner, the “old” water damage, as the landlord liked to describe it, had grown some more. The brown stain bloomed from the crown molding and Brooklyn wondered how long it would take before it reached the ceiling directly above her sofa.

An almost empty bottle of cheap vodka was within arm's reach. She considered finishing it to help her sleep, but Brooklyn’s stomach turned at the thought of drinking anything else. She got up instead and brushed her teeth, attempted to run a comb through her long, thick, chestnut hair, and threw on yoga pants, a t-shirt with a pink “IDGAF” graphic across the front, and a black sweater.

At twenty-two, Brooklyn looked rougher than she should, thanks to her lifestyle of endless nights of partying, drinking, and doing drugs. Her once tanned, glowing skin now had a sickly pallor. Her large, round, gray eyes were still beautiful, but they had sunken and lost their sparkle long ago. And with her diet of booze, potato chips, and instant noodles, her body was nothing but an echo of the soft curves it used to boast.

After she was done changing, she felt decent enough to walk among other humans and left to wander through her neighborhood, vaguely remembering the street the church had been on. She walked north, towards the way they had come after their nightlong partying. It must have been on First Avenue, she decided. Then there it was: a small, old, Roman Catholic church that announced its age through weathered stone and simple architecture. There were no frills besides the two stained-glass windows that flagged the front entrance and its doors that had been carefully carved with the standard church-like designs from its time. The building almost looked like a protest amongst the large modern houses that had most likely replaced older, humbler homes.

Attached to the church was a tiny bungalow, and a low, wrought iron fence lined the entire property, as if to keep out the encroaching houses it was protesting. The garden further reflected the church's modesty with a spattering of lilies and asters under each window.

Brooklyn stood across the street. The priest’s expression when she had seen him standing at the doors haunted her, and it compelled her to explain that she wasn’t as pathetic as she must have looked. She crossed the street and walked up to the doors. She couldn't ignore the building's ode to conservative ideals and its obvious condemnation; she could feel it.

Her heart pounded heavily against her chest. “It’s just a building,” she whispered as she pressed a hand against one of the doors.
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Just as Brooklyn went to grab the door’s handle, her phone rang. She let go and backed away as she took out her phone with trembling hands. Page's picture graced the screen.

Clearing her throat, Brooklyn answered and tried to keep her voice as steady as possible. “Hello?”

“Hey, Brookie. Let me pick you up for lunch.”

Brooklyn took a few more steps away from the church and stared at the closed doors.

“Brook?”

“I'm sorry. Sure, okay,” she said absentmindedly.

“‘Kay, I'll be there in half an hour.”

Brooklyn shoved her phone into her sweater's pocket and continued to stare at the doors, horrified that she had ever considered going back in. Seeing Page was the last thing she wanted to do, but she was grateful for her friend's unwitting intervention.

Brooklyn dragged her gaze away from the church and down to her attire. Knowing Page, it would be a good idea to change into something a bit more presentable, but the idea of jeans or anything fitted was unappealing. She walked back home as slowly as she could to kill time and opted to risk Page’s trademark nose-scrunching and not change. Multicolored leaves peppered the sidewalk, and she kept her eyes trained on them the entire way as she berated herself. What was wrong with her that she had been willing to go back? Or that she needed to explain herself to a stranger? Worst of all, to a priest!

When she reached her building, she continued walking towards the pick-up spot, a small park where she could wait for Page. They did this to avoid revealing Brooklyn's connection to someone with wealth to the people with whom she shared the house. Most of her housemates were the type who walked a fine line that barely kept them on the right side of the law. Along with her generally antisocial disposition, that was the main reason why she kept to herself. But if there was one thing she had learned about them, it was that it wasn't completely due to any fault of their own. Like her, circumstance and society had chewed them up and left them in the fringe. The only thing that separated Brooklyn from them was that she happened to have a rich friend.

Hugging herself, Brooklyn sat on a park bench facing the street and waited. Page pulled up and rolled down the passenger window with a smile. On top of nose-scrunching, Brooklyn had anticipated a scalding critique of her outfit, but as she approached the car, Page said nothing about it. In fact, she was even uncharacteristically dressed down in a pair of jeans and a plain, long-sleeved t-shirt. Brooklyn envied how her friend still looked runway ready in the simplest of clothes.

“How was the rest of your morning?” Page asked as Brooklyn got into the car.

Brooklyn immediately thought of the church and how Page's call had most likely saved her from another panic attack. “It was okay.”

“Cool.” Silence. “Look, about this morning, I hope you're not still upset about it.”

I am. “I'm fine.”

“Sooo, you were upset?”

Brooklyn looked out the window so Page couldn’t see her face. “No, I meant I wasn’t actually upset.”

“But you seemed pretty bothered to me. Like, you were sulking all through breakfast and made me feel super guilty.”

Brooklyn pressed her thumbnail into her palm in panic. She knew Page wouldn’t buy her lies, but she also knew she couldn’t tell her just how angry she had been. “I’m sorry, that wasn’t my intention.”

Page stayed quiet. It wasn’t enough.

“Okay, I was a little upset, but I was just being sensitive,” said Brooklyn, clasping her hands together in anticipation. She hoped that would be enough and they could move on, because navigating these kinds of conversations with Page was like walking through an obstacle course. 

Page sighed with relief. “‘Kay! Good! You know I love you, Brookie, and I would never mean to make you feel bad or anything. Right?”

Brooklyn nodded. “Where are we going for lunch?” she asked, wanting to change the topic.

Page smiled. “Finnegan's.”

Brooklyn looked at her friend in surprise. “But you hate that place.”

“Maybe. But for some reason, you love it.”

Only then did it dawn on Brooklyn that Page was trying to apologize. “We don't have to go there.”

“No, no, I want to. I'll even eat a few french fries.”

Brooklyn chuckled and relaxed into the plush leather of the car’s seat. “I'll believe it when I see it.”

Finnegan's Diner was a far cry from the places Page usually frequented. The booths were held together with duct tape, decades' worth of spilled coffee stained the tables, and grease was the main ingredient in all their dishes. Brooklyn would even argue that their salad wasn't spared from unnecessary amounts of fat and calories. But what they served was the epitome of comfort food.

The remaining resentment her heart had clung onto from earlier that morning immediately melted away when she saw Page gingerly sit on the duct tape patchwork booth. Her friend tried to hide the grimace and barely managed it.

“Thanks for this, Page.”

“It's nothing, really. Get whatever you want. I promise I won't bother you about the damage it'll do to your figure.”

Page ordered a salad and, true to her word, stole some fries from Brooklyn's plate between easy small talk. Why can't she be like this all the time? wondered Brooklyn.

“Well, I should get you back home. My father wants to talk to me about the credit card bill.” She rolled her eyes.

Brooklyn smiled and wished that could be her sole financial burden, and for Page to know that it could be so much worse. But she kept the thought to herself. She had learned early on that her friend would never understand what it was like to be without, and she wasn't going to ruin a perfectly good afternoon over it.

––––––––
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Sleep finally came to Brooklyn after Page dropped her off at home, but it wasn't peaceful. The priest's face with his pitying eyes haunted her dreams, and every time she opened her mouth to try to explain that she wasn't as pathetic as she must have seemed, no sound came out. When Brooklyn woke up, her skin prickled with a clammy chill. The sun had set, and she checked her phone for the time. It was 3:00 in the morning; she had slept for over twelve hours. The unexpected lengthy sleep disoriented her and put her in a sour mood. She reached for that almost forgotten bottle of vodka and took a few swigs. The liquid burned on the way down, a feeling Brooklyn welcomed with a quiet hum. She finished off the bottle and lay back down, staring at the ceiling and trying to make out the water stain in the dark.

She waited for the sweet dulling of her senses and sank into the feeling as it plucked away every unwanted thought and wrapped them in translucent plastic. They were still there, but harder to make out and focus on. She forgot about her shame. Forgot about what exactly caused her pain. All that remained and all that mattered was how peculiar her face felt when she breathed.

––––––––

[image: ]


The sun's first rays eventually peeked through her makeshift curtains made out of discarded tablecloths and woke her from the half sleep state she had managed to fall into. In the sweet space between consciousness and rousing sleep, it felt like nothing was wrong. Then she saw the water stain and felt the sofa's errant coils against her back, and the entirety of her existence crashed down on her. With a sigh, she got up, dressed, and headed out into the crisp, fall morning. Unsettling dreams had to be dealt with. As irrational as the need was, she needed the priest to know she had dignity. So, she began walking back to the church.

Brooklyn rounded the corner of the block the church was on and came to an abrupt stop. How unsuspecting the tiny building looked with its quaint facade. In fact, it was its size that had initially caught Page's attention yesterday. She had squealed, exclaimed how cute it was, and then arrived at the bright idea that it's unassuming appearance would be easy for Brooklyn to conquer. Clearly that hadn't been the case.

Brooklyn's next steps were slow, each one taken with care as if testing the ground before fully trusting it. Her stomach protested the closer she got, her throat tightening. Brooklyn's entire body rang its alarm bells. It screamed for her to turn back. Pushing away the incessant, flashing images from her past, she pulled the door open.

Brooklyn reminded herself that she had already gone in and nothing bad had happened. Sure, she had panicked a little—or maybe a lot—but the priest hadn’t judged her. Or threatened her. And she had been the image of sin. If anything, he had been empathetic—an attribute Brooklyn had thought priests could not possess. Just thinking of what would have happened to her back home had she been caught like that made this church feel a little bit safer.

It took a few seconds for her eyes to adjust to the church's darkness. Due to its tiny windows and towering neighbors, the sunlight struggled to illuminate the church's interior. She found the priest sitting in a pew towards the front, deep in thought. The nave was much smaller than her fear had remembered it. From where she stood, the altar couldn't have been more than fifty feet away.

“It’s okay,” she said to herself when her heart jumped up to her throat. Brooklyn remembered how her fear had vanished while speaking to the priest, so she kept her eyes focused on him. She walked quickly but quietly, afraid to disturb the stillness that always seemed to be common in Catholic churches.

“Excuse me,” she whispered. Her voice wavered. Brooklyn stole a glance up at the giant crucifix that hung behind the altar, then chose to look at her hands instead. Her palms were littered with red, crescent-shaped indents from digging her thumbnails into them.

The priest broke out of his reverie and looked up at her. There was no recognition. Of course, Brooklyn looked nothing like she did the day before.

“I was here yesterday morning. The girl...”

“Yes, yes. I remember. You’ve come back,” he commented with surprise.

Brooklyn shoved her hands deep into the pockets of her sweater to keep from fidgeting. “Can we... talk? Outside?”

The priest noticed her discomfort and nodded. He stood up and towered over Brooklyn with broad shoulders that tested the seams of his shirt. Without the grate between them, Brooklyn was able to study his face better. She wanted to find evidence of the cruelty she knew priests to be capable of; the security she felt around him made no sense. She found none.

The priest had a well-balanced face, meeting society's standards of symmetry, but nondescript features, other than eyes that were a startling shade of glacier blue. His firm lips were thin in their pressed-together state, and she wondered what they would look like when he was relaxed. Brooklyn could only define him as striking—not because of his features, but because of how he carried himself. It was that same demeanor that slowed her pounding heart and made her feel as if all the answers were within reach.

He led the way out and they sat on the front step. “What would you like to talk about?”

Brooklyn didn’t answer him right away. She had barely managed a proper breath while inside and was now taking huge ones to make up for it.

“What you saw yesterday,” she started, once her breathing was somewhat back to normal, “with my friend...” Brooklyn stopped. Why was she even explaining herself to him? Why did she care?

“She’s not a very kind friend, is she?” the priest commented.

Brooklyn looked at him as she considered his observation. “Page is... okay,” she eventually said. “She’s just...” Brooklyn shook her head. “I honestly don’t even know what I’m doing here.”

“I can help you, child.”

“Help me with what?” Brooklyn tensed, expecting judgment followed by a promise that he could make it all better... but only if she stripped away everything that made her... her.

“Direction. Guidance. Healing.”

“I don't believe in God,” blurted Brooklyn. Her cheeks burned. Never had she been brave enough to voice those words, and now she had said them to a priest himself.

“That's alright. That doesn't mean you can't benefit from his unconditional love. I choose to believe that you came into my church yesterday, and then came back, for a reason.”

“Right. Well, I don’t know if you noticed, but I can’t stand churches.”

“Yet you came back. Why is that?”

“Because... because of the way you looked at me.” Brooklyn looked up at the large trees across the street. They boasted the classic red maple leaves, holding onto their branches before they too would drop like the temperature. “You pitied me, and I don't need pity,” she added. Only then did she understand what truly bothered her. She didn't want pity from a priest. Brooklyn needed him, and any other man of God, to see her as strong. Capable.

“I wasn't looking at you with pity.”

“Then what was it?”

“Empathy, child.”

“Oh.” Brooklyn sat quietly, weighing her next words. “I don't know if I...”

“What do you have to lose to give it a try?”

“You have no idea.” Brooklyn looked down and focused on pushing away the memories from her earlier encounters with the church.

“Maybe not, but I do know that whatever it is you fear, it doesn't exist here at St. Anthony's.”

“How could you say that when you don't even know what ‘it’ is?”

The priest smiled sadly. “I am devoted to my faith and religion, but that doesn't make me blind to the darkness misguided folk can make of it.”

His frankness further surprised Brooklyn and the initial intrigue she had felt grew. She had always regarded priests as one-dimensional heralds of torture in the name of God. They could supposedly do no wrong and excuse anything. But this priest seemed, by this one slight admission, more... human.

“If I say yes, you won't try to 'save' me?” Brooklyn asked after a long pause.

He chuckled. “Child, you need guidance, not salvation.”

That's new. Brooklyn bit her bottom lip. “Okay,” she said slowly. “I’ll come back. I guess.” Bad idea! Bad idea! But she couldn't resist the opportunity to see him again, and to see just how different he was from the typical “man of God.”

“Come on Monday. At around eight a.m.”

Brooklyn nodded.

They stood. “By the way, I’m Father Mathias.” He smiled and held out his hand. She took it. It was warm and that warmth crept up her arm and to her cheeks.

“I’m—I'm Brooklyn.”

“Pleasure to meet you. And I look forward to seeing you on Monday, Brooklyn.” The way her name sounded on his lips caught her completely off guard. Her cheeks prickled as they went from warm to scalding. She quickly pulled her hand away and spun on her heel.

“You too,” she said mid-turn before briskly walking away.

War waged inside Brooklyn after she left. Torn between her fears and intrigue, she couldn't decide whether or not she was testing her tolerance a bit too much. The church triggered an all-encompassing darkness that wasted no time in swallowing her whole. So far, its threats to resurface had been momentary and deferred by her curiosity about the priest. But her fear was like an allergic reaction; yesterday, today, or even tomorrow, it could be mild, until one day, it could be lethal. Then she would find herself searching for that point of no return that she had missed while trying to pull herself together again.

Yet it still wasn't enough to dissuade her completely. Something in her gut told her to go back, and it spoke loud enough that she knew she would regret it if she didn’t. The question was: Which would be worse? Regret, or an unraveling?

“I have until Monday,” she whispered to herself. “I'll decide then.”

​
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Monday came and despite the internal back and forth that continued even as she walked to the church, Brooklyn's decision was no surprise. Father Mathias was already sitting on the steps when she turned onto the street. He smiled when he saw her.

For a priest, he really is pretty hot, Brooklyn thought as she approached him. She shook the thought away with horror, reminding herself that he was the last person she should look at in that way for multiple reasons.

“Good morning, Brooklyn.”

The way he said her name made her blush. It took a moment for her to compose herself enough to reply. “Good morning. I'm sorry I'm late.”

“That's quite alright. I would like for you to try to come inside today.”

“Can’t we just stay out here?” Brooklyn's eyes briefly drifted to the doors that made her think of a yawning beast's mouth—seemingly asleep and uninterested, but ready to devour you if you got too bold and too close.

“We could, but I'm afraid we'd end up quite wet.” He looked up to the sky to make his point.

Brooklyn followed his gaze and saw that the clouds were dark and heavy. Even the air was thick with humidity and promised rain. She twisted the cuff of her sweater as she weighed her options.

“I assure you; you will be safe. Nothing bad will happen.” The priest spoke slowly, his voice filled with such palpable conviction and concern for her welfare that Brooklyn couldn't help but believe him.

She nodded slowly and followed Father Mathias inside. It was a little easier than the last time. Still, the smell made her stomach clench, and the giant crucifix that hung behind the altar was disconcerting. It had no place in such a tiny church and made the space feel smaller and bigger all at the same time. Brooklyn looked away from it and stayed close to the priest to draw on the comfort she found in his presence.

“We’ll go to my office. I think you’ll feel most comfortable there.” And he was right. Aside from the pictures of various saints hanging on the walls and the smell that seemed to accompany most houses of worship, one could pretend they weren't inside a church. The room was plain, and the two small windows oddly lacked the expected rounded or pointed tops. It was enough to ease her anxiety to a manageable level.

Father Mathias went to sit behind his desk and she sat across from him, her hands clasped together tightly as if they could keep her from coming apart.

“How are you doing?”

“I'm okay. I think.”

Father Mathias was silent, and Brooklyn knew he was giving her time to relax. His obvious patience eliminated any notion of pressure, and she was grateful for the time and space to settle. Brooklyn took a final deep breath and met his gaze, signaling she was ready.

“Are you able to tell me where your dislike for the church came from?” he asked gently.

Brooklyn sat back. She looked away and out one of the windows, afraid he'd see her story in her eyes. “I had a strict mother.” Her tone was final.

Father Mathias got the hint and didn't pry any further. “I understand. How about we focus on the present. Are you happy with where you are at the moment?”

“No.” The word slipped so effortlessly through Brooklyn's lips. One word and it meant so much. She wasn't happy. Her pain held her captive; she wasted her days drunk or high, and she lived in a dump. At twenty-two, she still had no clue how to even begin to move forward in a meaningful way.

“If there was one thing you could change right now, what would it be?”

Erase my past. But saying that would mean bringing up exactly what she wanted to avoid. My drinking. But she didn't really want to change that. Not drinking meant she had to feel. “I don't know.”

Father Mathias tapped the desk with his finger in thought. “You don’t know? Or you don’t want to say because it’s linked to your past? Which you don’t want to talk about.”

Brooklyn's mouth crept open in surprise. How did he know? She wondered if she had spoken her thoughts out loud without realizing it.

“Well?” he prompted.

“I don't want to talk about it,” Brooklyn forced out, crossing her arms.

“I know.” He held up his hands to placate the threatening uprising of Brooklyn’s emotions.

“This is a waste of time, isn't it?”

“Far from it, child. You need to feel safe and to trust me before opening up about such matters... a difficult task for anyone, let alone with someone who by default poses a threat to you.”

Brooklyn's face reddened and she immediately felt bad that he had sensed her apprehension towards him.

“I take no offense, I just recognize the barriers and am letting you know that I'm willing to work with them and hopefully, at some point, around them.”

“Why?” It was all Brooklyn could say. His kindness, understanding, his validation... everything seemed so out of place for someone in his position, at least from her experience.

“Because I believe that helping those who are hurting is my purpose.” He spoke plainly, as if stating a widely accepted fact, and Brooklyn could find no signs of deceit.

She sat back and relaxed her hands. “But if I can't talk about my problems, how will this work?”

“As I said, we'll focus on the present. I just need to ask the right questions.” He paused briefly. “What's something you enjoy doing?”

Drinking. Fuck! Was she so simple that she had reduced herself to substance abuse and running from her past? Brooklyn's breaths quickened as she struggled to find something. At this point, she didn't want to answer for the sake of trying to work with the priest, but rather to save face.

“Um, horseback riding,” she blurted. Her eyes widened because it wasn't something she did anymore. It was yet another thing from her past.

“Do you get to do it often?”

She shook her head.

“Ah, from the past, got it. What's something you've done in the last week that you've enjoyed?”

“Party,” she answered quietly.

“With your friend?”

“She's really not that bad, you know,” she said defensively, having picked up on his disapproving tone. “Like that day, she took me out for lunch and apologized.”

“What did she say exactly?”

Brooklyn didn't like the look on his face, as if he saw something she had missed. “That she didn't mean to hurt me and assured me she would never do anything to intentionally hurt me.”

There was another look. “Did she use the words ‘I'm sorry?’”

“Well... no. But that's because she has a hard time apologizing. She does it with actions. And to me, that’s worth more than words.”

“Give me an example.”

Brooklyn was getting irritated now. “When she took me out to lunch, she took me to my favorite spot, which she hates. She was... I don't know... softer? Page can be pretty blunt usually.”

“So, she treated you the way a good friend should treat you regardless?”

“You don't understand.” Brooklyn returned to pressing her thumbnail into her palms.

“Are you alright with me asking one more question about Page?”

“Sure. Whatever.”

“What are Page's top five attributes?”

Brooklyn's hands relaxed again, and she smiled as she thought of her friend, picturing how she moved through space and how self-assured she was—everything Brooklyn wished to be. “She's confident. No one can make her question herself and she claims whatever space she walks into. Um, she knows what she wants. Always. But I guess that falls under confidence. She takes charge and is organized. Once, she made a caterer sort out an impossible mix-up for a party her parents were throwing. She's honest. You never have to second guess where you stand with her or what she expects of you. And in a weird way, she's intuitive. If you don't know what to do or what you want, she somehow knows just what you need and helps you get it or do it.”

As she spoke, Brooklyn had looked off to the bookshelf behind Father Mathias, and when she looked back at him, he had yet another look on his face. This one she couldn't quite decipher, but he was studying her with such intensity that it made her uncomfortable.

“What?” she eventually asked when he said nothing.

Father Mathias pressed his lips together and touched a fingertip to the space just above his upper lip—his cupid’s bow. She recognized the frantic deliberation that was much like her own before deciding to meet him.

“Nothing,” he finally said. “Would you be willing to come back tomorrow?”

“Why?” She knew it—she was beyond help. And it seemed now the priest believed it too.

“I need to think about how to best proceed...”

“I'm that difficult.”

“I never said that.”

“Then what? You were looking at me funny and then you want to end this meeting like what, ten minutes into it? Just be honest. You think you can't help me and are too egotistical to admit it because I told you from the beginning that you couldn't.”

“On the contrary, I believe I can,” he said quickly. Probably too quickly because he winced as if pained by the words he'd said. “But it's irrelevant because I'm limited by my position.”

Brooklyn laughed. “Limited? Let me guess, you realize I need a much bigger intervention than you had anticipated. Who do we need to call in? The Bishop?”

“Please, do not twist my words.”

“I swear to God. All of you are the same with the same superiority complex where you need everyone else to think they're not good enough. Because if they did, that would make you irrelevant. Right?” Brooklyn did her best to remain calm, but her eyes burned with threatened tears.

Father Mathias didn't react to her unflattering analysis of priests. A tear made its way down Brooklyn's cheek and his continued silence created a tight knot in her chest. She balled her fists and stood up.

“You know what,” she whispered to keep her voice from cracking, “fuck this. I don't need any of this.” 

“You seem intent on misconstruing not only my words but my silence as well.” He paused to take a calming breath, but Brooklyn didn’t miss his clenched jaw. “I’m empathetic to your need to satisfy whatever beliefs you came in here with, but it's not constructive. Is it? I showed up with the intention to help you. Why did you come here today?”

Brooklyn's cheeks reddened. She couldn't admit it was because he himself had caught her interest. Despite her initial intent, it only took ten or so minutes for her to somehow slip back into seeking validation. From a priest. This made that knot in her chest grow a little tighter.

“Why can't you help me?” She hated herself for asking the question, but she needed to know if Father Mathias had come to the same conclusions as people from her past had. Because if he did, maybe she really was the problem; this was her greatest fear.

“It's not that I can't. Or won't, for that matter,” he said carefully.

“Then?”

“As I had said, my position limits me and my first thoughts on how I could help you aren't possible. So I need time to collect my thoughts.”

“What are your first thoughts?”

“I can't say. I'm sorry. Please, come tomorrow and we can figure out how to best approach your troubles.” His eyebrows furrowed the slightest bit.

Brooklyn shook her head with a resigned sigh. “No. I'm not coming back. This was a terrible idea anyway.” She turned to leave and stopped at the door. “And you're right,” she said, without turning to look at him, “I didn't come with the right intentions. I'm sorry for wasting your time.” She went to open the door.

“Wait,” the priest called out suddenly. “If I tell you what I was thinking, will you consider coming back?” he said hesitantly.

Brooklyn knew she should leave. Their brief meeting proved she was incapable of tolerating the situation. But curiosity already had her in its grasp once again. “Okay?” Brooklyn said, returning to her seat, waiting expectantly.

“I don’t know how to start,” he began. He kept his eyes on his desk, his lips thinned more than usual as he pressed them together in thought. “Your troubles aside, I have a sense for recognizing a certain type of person.” He paused, though Brooklyn wasn’t sure why. “From experience, I have found that this specific type of person responds well to a certain type of guidance that may not...” Father Mathias’s eyes shifted to the door and suddenly, his solid self-assurance that had already begun to waver came completely undone. This piqued an intense curiosity in Brooklyn and she leaned forward in her seat.

He sighed, as if resigning himself to a decision he had just made but was unsure of. “Child,” he started, his voice so low Brooklyn had to lean in closer to hear him. “God creates all his children equally. And we are all equally special. However, there are some of us that He created to be... particularly special, in ways most cannot understand. I had suspicions before, but after your description of your friend and her traits that you obviously value, I’m convinced you are one of these special creations—a creation that requires a skilled approach to helping you find yourself.”

Brooklyn sat back. “I don’t understand,” she laughed, both at him and at herself for having thought anything of interest would come out of his mouth. “According to you people, I have a one-way ticket to hell waiting for me. So how am I a ‘special creation of God?’”

Father Mathias leaned forward and folded his hands on top of his desk. “I understand your skepticism, child. You are so completely lost, which is common for people like us who haven’t discovered the meaning of our nature.”

“Our... nature?”

“If I may be frank...”

“Please,” said Brooklyn.

“You are a natural born submissive.”

Brooklyn could feel his intense gaze; she knew he was weighing her reaction. “Submissive?”

The priest nodded.

“And what does that have to do with anything?”

“Well, someone like you, depending on upbringing and such, is vulnerable to toxic personalities.” He paused. “Like your friend and, I can safely assume, like the prominent figures in your childhood.”

“And you think you can help me with that?”

“As I said, I can't, due to my position.”

“But if you weren't in your position, you believe you could help?”

“Well, I believe I could have helped you understand who and what you are and taught you how to express that part of you without exposing yourself to cruel people who take advantage of your divine nature.”

“People like Page?”

“Exactly.”

“I still don't get how that would help me.”

“If you're unwilling to face your past, this could give you a starting point from which you could build a more solid foundation that would, in turn, give you the strength to face your past and heal from it. It can also provide a healthy example of how to experience an interaction with someone who would lead you to your growth, rather than to your detriment, as I believe was your experience in the past.”

“I'm sorry. Wait one second? You're saying you're into that stuff? Like when you say ‘submissive’ and ‘offering guidance,’ are you literally talking about domination and submission? Like, whips and chains?” Brooklyn was in so much disbelief that she was prepared to pinch herself to make sure she wasn't dreaming. Maybe she hadn't managed to make it out of her room and was suffering a horrible leftover trip from drugs she forgot she had taken.

“I understand you must find it shocking—”

Brooklyn smiled. “Oh no, not shocking. Satisfying. You church people always like to look down on everyone with your puritan eyes and judge and condemn. But,” she said with a laugh, “you're just as depraved as the rest of us.” This was way better than anything Brooklyn could have dreamed up. Just moments ago, she had been seeking validation from this man, as if he could finally convince her that she was good; convince her that she was worthy of kindness and an actual chance at life. Instead, he had granted her a real-life peek at evidence that “they” were not above human faults.

The priest looked at his door nervously. “I will admit that my beliefs don't line up with the general consensus of my peers, which is why I said these thoughts weren't worth mentioning.”

Brooklyn paused for a moment. Something wasn’t fully lining up. “And how would I trust that you're not one of these toxic personalities?”

“That's irrelevant, because as I said, I can't help you in that way. I only mentioned it so you would understand that my needing to regroup had nothing to do with you or your potential for healing.”

“I know. But, hypothetically, how would I know?”

He looked at her curiously. “By slowly building that trust,” he said. “I would never expect for you to just take my word for it.”

Brooklyn crossed her arms. “And what if I told you I’ve never done well with authority? Especially your kind.”

“Ah, now you're trying to disprove my observation.”

Brooklyn shrugged with indifference. She didn't like his apparent ability to read her. It meant she was more exposed than she cared to be.

He stood up and went to stand in front of Brooklyn and leaned against his desk. “Without a way to properly channel that precious gift within you, it’s no surprise you have issues with authority. Imagine having an innate urge to do something or to be a certain way, but it always gets you hurt, and you don't understand why that urge persists in spite of it. When the wrong people recognize what you can be or do for them, they exploit you. Much like your friend. Whereas the right people suffer your contempt.”

That struck a chord. Brooklyn sat back as her mind raced to refute what he had said, even though it made absolute sense. Suddenly, her focus shifted from needing to prove him wrong to her very real struggles. Father Mathias had answered this big question she hadn’t even known she was asking. Still, Brooklyn disliked the idea that she was meant to serve someone. Isn’t that what I’ve done my entire life? First with my mom? And now with Page? Brooklyn's bravado deflated so quickly it left her feeling disoriented with no other emotion to take its place.

“I hope I didn't offend you. And I do hope you'll consider coming back tomorrow. I'm sure we can find a way to work around your past.”

“How do you know I won’t say anything?”

Father Mathias paused before saying in an even tone, “I took a chance by being honest with you with the intention to earn enough trust for you to come back. What you do with that is your prerogative.”

Brave. “Hm, I guess no one would believe me over you anyway.” As nonjudgmental as Father Mathias seemed, her words rang true, and his expression confirmed it. 

“I need to go.” Brooklyn jumped up and left. She dashed through the church and managed to get out without a panic attack. 

Serve? I was born to serve? thought Brooklyn. She kicked at a small rock and shoved her hands in her pockets. She looked back at the church, wondering if his impression of her was true. It doesn't matter, she decided. She promised she wouldn't go back, and she’d do her best to forget the priest and everything that had happened.​
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“Brooklyn!” Page shouted through the phone.

“Hey, what’s up?” Brooklyn held her phone up to check the time, squinting from the glare of the screen. It was 1:00 in the afternoon.

“I tried calling you. Twice!”

“I was sleeping, Page.”

Page made a sound of disgust. “There’s a grand opening party this Saturday at that new lounge, Verona. I got us in. So, we need to go shopping. We need to look our best. And before you start crying about how poor you are, don’t worry, it’s on me. Like always.” She sang the last part, as if it could make up for the sting of her words.

Brooklyn chewed the inside of her cheek and took a deep, calming breath. She could just picture Page's eyes rolling as she said, “I don't know if I'm up for partying this weekend.”
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