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Chapter one



Nick: Diocese of Dixon, April 30, 2014

When my phone buzzed, I wanted it gone. I envisioned myself navigating through the room of priests, past the vicar general and the bishop’s secretary who introduced a man in a suit using a cane, all to reach the sole window. Instead, I slipped out into the hallway. Someone would explain what I missed later. 

“What is it?” Emily managed the parish as well as anyone in her mid-twenties could. Two hours into the meeting, I had now been interrupted four times.

“Three things and I’m sorry,” she sounded frantic.

“What’s wrong?” My school principal took medical leave and less than a week into her absence, everything had fallen to pieces.

“Joey Donovan.”

No idea what that meant. I closed my eyes and counted to five, and when no elaboration came, I moved on. “What are the other two?”

“Marie is sick. Should we cancel religious ed?”

“What’s she doing?”

“End-of-the-year celebration.”

Nope. I’d rather listen to Monsignor John for four hours than go to a party. “Cancel. What’s the third issue?” 

From the other room, the vicar general droned on. Who rated such a long preamble? These meetings were high-level admin ones to keep us from doing asinine things the diocese would have to fix after-the-fact, but they rarely featured guest appearances.

“Uh, well, you have a funeral scheduled tomorrow and, uhm, Jim Porterfield says if he gets locked out of the church this afternoon and can’t deliver the flowers, he’s going to, and I quote, ‘Kick your ass.” She paused. “Sorry, Father.”

A bluff. The fussy, and only, florist who delivered in our area claimed a strict schedule, but I’d seen him lounging in what passed for a downtown in our tiny village most afternoons. 

“Is the maintenance guy there today?” I clenched my jaw.

“Yeah, Tom’s here.”

“Have him deal with the flowers. Send the kid home if he can’t get it together.” Maybe that covered Joey Donovan.

“On it. I’ll call all the families to let them know religious ed is canceled.”

Waste of time. She could have figured all that out on her own, but for some reason, she wanted me to tell her what to do.  But now that I was out, maybe I could just drive home…

“Thanks, Emily.”

I almost tripped as I slipped my phone back into my pocket and the sound drew a few eyeballs.

Those eyes weren't just from the room full of priests.

I froze. For years, we had a carefully choreographed dance to avoid running into each other. At least, I had. Given this was the first time I’d laid eyes on my former principal, I assumed she was doing the same. She tried to disappear behind a protruding wall, and I considered creeping around the pillar as if we were playing hide and seek. Instead, I slid back into the anonymous sea of black and white and flopped back down in the Gen X region next to Jake Schneider.

“What’s happening?”

“Priest assignments this afternoon.” He gave me a superior look.

“You think you’re getting the hell out of St. Isidore?” His parish was broke, but bingo kept the place on life support.

He shook his head. “I’ll be stuck there until the day I die with my luck.”

That was statistically unlikely.

I stared at the guy on the stage. He spoke like a lawyer. Someone had fucked up recently, probably. The guy was a lay person who belonged in the Gen X corner. He wore glasses and walked with a cane. 

“Bailey from Chicago,” Jake whispered while simultanously texting someone.

“Was that a first name?”

He shrugged, thumbs moving, a grin on his face.

“If that’s your girlfriend, you’d better not talk to her on a parish phone.”

He glared at me. “Ex-fiancée. She’s a school expert, so it’s business.”

I doubted they were discussing his fine institution based on his expression. I tuned in on the speaker in case I'd be asked questions later.

“Be transparent. Don’t say or do anything you don’t want splashed all over the news.” The lawyer gripped the lectern.

“And definitely do not, and I cannot stress this enough, make alliances with local crime leaders thinking you’re helping. If you are even tempted to do that, call me, personally,” Monsignor John called from the table nearest the podium.

What kind of depraved person…

I whispered to Jake, “What am I missing?”

“Gang nun. Mill Grove. He represents her, I guess.” His face did not leave the screen.

Bailey solicited questions, but there were none. We all did everything perfectly, and if we screwed up, we expected the bishop would cover for us. It’s what we agreed to in exchange for living celibate lives and pledging obedience. 

I raised my hand.

“Yes?”

“Let’s say one of our employees does something so stupid it results in front-page news. What’s the best plan?”

The room got dead silent, and the lawyer peered at me strangely. 

Jake leaned over and said, “They went over that shit already.”

“I was busy dealing with my own crisis when that was discussed. I apologize.”

“Well, it bears repeating. Contact the vicar general or the bishop directly or call me. Do not talk to anyone else, especially the press, until you’ve connected with one of us.” The attorney paused. “And please phone or visit in person; don’t put anything in writing unless we ask you to, but you can handwrite notes if you need to recall the series of events before you forget the details.”

The vicar general circulated sliding index cards at each of us, indicating the conversation was now over. They listed a time for a meeting with Bishop. “Stay here.” He did not look happy.

“Yes, Monsignor.”

So, I sat, waiting to be yelled at, while Jake and the other Gen X priests abandoned me to compare time slots. I flipped my card over, and it said 3:15 and Nick Llewellyn, which was me. Without context, I didn’t know what that meant. I looked at my watch and estimated three conversations with my colleagues, maybe four, to figure out whether I’d be getting out of St. Jerome.

By the time Monsignor John returned to my table, we were alone, except for the lawyer, who walked over toward us, slowly. “Nick, do you want your school to close?”

Yes, I did. It was an impediment to me remaining in the rectory 24/7, only emerging for Mass times and to hear confessions. No babies were born in my town, and no one got married. I did a lot of funerals, I figured eventually everyone in town would be dead because no one moved in. “No, Monsignor.”

“You need help.” The vicar general stood rather than join me at the table making me feel like I had been called into the principal’s office. The effect was intensified when the guy with a cane got close enough to be within yelling distance, too.

“We?” My vow of obedience extended to this lawyer named Bailey?

“Bishop has given you the opportunity to host Sister Kate Schneider. She will assist you with your parish and do whatever tasks you assign her.”

“Town’s too small for apartments.”

“She’s moving into the rectory,” Monsignor John said. “And you will accommodate her with grace.”

“My place isn’t ADA compliant.” Maybe the nun couldn’t climb stairs.

“Sister Kate has no physical challenges,” the attorney said. “Obedience is difficult for her, but I’m sure you’ll figure out how to manage her.”

I looked at the lawyer’s cane and wondered if I’d offended him. “Why do I have this opportunity?”

“Because Bishop decided you needed a chance to prove you’re not incompetent.” Monsignor John and I got along well, but today, his voice had an edge as if he was demonstrating to the outsider that I needed to be kept on a short leash. 

Directing my next question to the lawyer, I asked, “Am I getting the gang nun or something?”

He slid a business card over to me and I at least knew the guy’s name now: Ken Bailey. He smiled. “She prefers to be called Sister Kate.”

Fuck me.

I spent my lengthy break plotting how I was going to convince the bishop he’d made a mistake, but when my appointment at 3:15 came, Bishop said, “You’re staying at St. Jerome.”

I’d figured that out an hour ago. “About this nun you want to stay with me…”

“I should just close the parish.”

Objectively, yes, but I was comfortable. “If you did, where would I go?”

“I’ve already banished you to the far reaches of the diocese.” The bishop used his “angry dad” voice. “Only thing left I can do with you is send you somewhere beyond hope.”

“Like St. Isidore?” When the bishop and vicar general stared at me, I realized I had said it out loud.

Bishop looked at Monsignor John. “Remind me where we landed on St. Isidore.”

“Jake Schneider is changing principals; he’s getting a consultant from Mill Grove.”

Consultant, ex-fiancée, potato, potatoh, “Is she moving in with him?”

“That wouldn’t be prudent, no.” Monsignor John leaned back in his chair. He looked perfectly happy to give me the rope to hang myself.

“But Sister Kate can live with me?” I attempted to sound curious.

The bishop saw through it. “You will be a good host and you will behave without reproach around her, and she will stay with you until I decide otherwise.”

“Bishop, I…”

“Unless you want to be released from your vow of obedience.” Monsignor John didn’t mean I would just get to do what I wanted; that meant I wouldn’t be a priest anymore.

I could ask for a transfer to another diocese, but the bishop was not in a forgiving mood. “I’d be happy to host Sister Kate, Bishop. Thank you for finding someone to help me with my school.”
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“West of Dixon” was a generous description of Father Nick’s remote parish. The journey took forever because Paul pulled over at every single oasis. By Portage, I asked him why we needed to stop AGAIN.

“How do you know I don’t need a break?” He edged into a space near the pathway to the combination bathroom and tourist information building.

“Your prostate is like a ninety-year-old man’s,” I snapped at him. But the truth was both of us worked in schools and therefore we’d trained our bladders to go whenever the opportunity presented. However, a priest and a nun couldn’t simply be in public on a restroom break like everyone else. People smiled at us and sometimes wanted to talk or ask us to pray with them. We were expected to be friendly and generous with our time. Of course, these days, Paul’s presence would cause some parents to pull their children away from him and when that happened outside Belvidere, I held his hand. Paul wasn’t physically affectionate, but he’d squeezed my fingers, and then we dropped hands and headed to our respective bathrooms. That woman was lucky her child was with her because if I’d have seen her alone in the bathroom, I would have torn into her.

I rushed out because the combination of bad country music and super loud hand dryers overwhelmed me. Paul was already under a shady tree talking with a woman. I waited until Paul blessed her and she disappeared to approach him. “Someone ought to tell Wisconsin some of us prefer silence when we’re taking care of biological needs.” Paul’s sensory overload issues had always been worse than mine.

“Well, the automatic sinks didn’t find me invisible.”

“Small victories.”

“You solve the woman’s crisis?” 

Paul moved over to a bench and sat down, and I joined him.

“I’d rather fix yours.”

We people watched because by now everyone had seen my Rolls-Royce. Grown men speeding toward the restroom building stopped dead to look at the iconic hood ornament and then they’d circle the vehicle, checking it out. It wasn’t the style to drive a sedan these days, but my Phantom was something special. “You going to take care of my car?”

He laughed. “I have to garage it, and you know it.” Paul taught at a Catholic high school in Chicago. “How did you keep it in such pristine condition?”

“You know how.” No one messed with my Phantom in Mill Grove.

“When Ken and Matt decide you’ve been punished enough, they’ll let you have it back.” Paul thought hiding me out in Western Wisconsin was overkill, too.

We got into the car, exited near the circus place, and wound our way down country roads, glad to be away from the Friday traffic. Here, the farm fields were ringed by ridges of trees instead of the wide-open spaces I was used to seeing. While I understood the area to be pleasant, houses were remote and towns, tiny.

When we arrived at Marsh Ridge, the sign said fewer than two hundred people lived here. I stared at Paul so hard he refused to turn his head. How did this place still have a functioning church, let alone a school of its own?

“It won’t be forever, Katie." Autistic people like us don’t need eye contact, but this wasn’t that; he couldn’t face me right now. “It’s peaceful.”

A huge redbrick building with tall stained-glass windows and a rose window dominated the end of the street. Next door was a three-story brick school. Adjacent stood a Queen Anne cottage style house, painted pink with white trim completed by a second story round room.

“Why didn’t they sell that?” I marveled at how the structure was both cute and sprawling.

Paul parked the car. “Nobody wants to live out here.”

I followed Paul to the front door of the house. A painted sign hung next to the door it indicating it was, in fact, the rectory. The porch had a swing. A second sign said we should just walk in. Paul knocked. I opened the door and a little bell chimed.

“Be down in a minute,” called a male voice from somewhere upstairs.

The room to the left had a desk with a computer and a pile of papers. Probably the secretary’s desk, if they had the money for one. A door separated the office from another room in the back. To the right, there was a closed set of French doors with curtains over the glass. In front of us, yet another door barred our passage. The barriers, painted a bright white and featuring old-fashioned doorknobs with modern fob-and-panel style locks, suggested the priest liked his privacy. It felt like a rat maze, though. From the other side, the door ahead of us unlocked. A tall priest with messy brown hair and glasses emerged, briefly revealing a staircase leading upstairs before he closed it.

“You have no idea how glad I am to see you.” His face didn’t match the message.

I said nothing, mostly to make Paul do the social labor, but also so I could read this guy.

“I’m Paul, and this is Katie, but she prefers to go by Kate. When you’re yelling at her, then she responds better to Katharine.” That’s what happens when you make Paul do the introductions.

Father Nick shifted his attention to me. “You use your title ever?”

“Doctor or Sister?” I grinned. “Or esquire?”

He arched an eyebrow. “How about I call you ‘Your Highness’?”

“Most of my people called me Hermana. Might take me a moment in English.”

His mouth twitched. I passed some sort of test. “Come on in.” Father Nick led us through the office, back into his kitchen, which appeared functional but desperately needed an update.

“I haven’t seen avocado green in a minute.” I stared at the stove, refrigerator, and inexplicably green dishwasher.

His mouth crinkled up at the corner. “Somehow, they keep it all working so I can’t get an upgrade.” 

He looked stymied. He wasn’t used to having houseguests, which suited me fine.

“What did you say to the bishop when he told you I was coming?”

Father Nick looked at me and lied. “I was thrilled to have the company.”

I informed him I’d had the same reaction.

“You’re both lying, aren’t you? She’s pissed, and you’re making the best of a bad situation, correct?” Paul didn't compute deception.

Father Nick and I regarded each other. He nodded. “We’re stuck together.”

“It’s customary to celebrate a détente with a drink.” I didn’t know if I liked the priest yet, but I respected him. His transparent lies told me he wasn’t practiced at deception, and his hesitance to have me here meant he was a private person. I could work with this.

“I can make tea.” Father Nick turned on the sink and filled an electric kettle. “It will have caffeine and bergamot, because I need to relax.”

“We take it sweet,” I said.

“It’ll be stevia,” Nick said.

Paul and I didn’t mind.

Father Nick gestured for us to sit at the small table in the kitchen. I presumed there was some ridiculous formal dining room somewhere because priests had to act regal.

“Why don’t you have a principal?” I asked as we waited for the water to boil. “Did she quit?”

“She’s having a hysterectomy, so she’s out until the summer sometime, at best.” 

Clearly, I qualified, as did Paul, as people requiring access to personal information. 

He had more to share. “She said something about retiring, but also signed her contract, so I don’t know.”

“How many students do you even have?” Even to my ears, that sounded judgmental, but he shrugged. Did the numbers change frequently or was he deliberately oblivious?

As he poured the tea, I watched him, gathering clues to create an understanding of how the man I would live with functioned. The priest treated me like I was a ticking time bomb, so I needed more information to calibrate. “Am I your first roommate?”

He nodded.

“You don’t want me here.”

He sat down at the table but didn’t answer.

“Bishop made you?”

“I’ve mastered obedience, so now I have the opportunity to tutor you.”

I grinned, finally understanding his game. This priest was, at best, a novice at obedience. “I assume I’ll have my own room and bathroom?”

“They had four priests and a live-in housekeeper once…”

I sipped my tea, and he looked at me curiously. “Are you wearing a Star of David and a Miraculous Medal?”

“My adopted grandfather was an observant Jew. I doubt I can get challah in this town.” I looked at the avocado double-doored monstrosity embedded in the wall. “Does the oven hold temperature?”

“Unfortunately, yes.”

“I can bake.” I had more tea. “Did anyone tell you I’m Autistic and I have ADHD?” Under optimal conditions, I could pretend to be normal, but not 24/7.

Father Nick nodded. “The lawyer mentioned it. You don’t like fluorescent lights or too many meetings. Is there anything else?”

“The lawyer and I have been known to break the seventh commandment.”

Paul rolled his eyes, but Father Nick looked confused. “What exactly do you steal?”

I’d switched to the Jewish order again. “Oh, the one about fucking.”

Paul stood up. “I need to get back to Chicago.”

Paul couldn’t just abandon me. “Traitor.”

“Does she have any luggage or am I expected to clothe her?” Father Nick asked.

Paul took him out to the car to get my things, and I sipped my tea.








  
  
Chapter two



Nick: St. Jerome Parish, May 5, 2014

She got out of bed on time and went to Sunday Mass without complaint, although she stuck to the back, as if she were studying my parish. Somehow her mass of greying black hair disappeared under a black veil, as if she was playing nun. I appreciated this gesture, as it would be easier to explain why she was living in my house if she was very obviously a sister. She came up for communion and held up her hands, as did all of my parishioners. She didn't introduce herself to anyone and disappeared back to the rectory before I disentangled myself, explained to each family that yes, she was the substitute principal, and declined offers of lunch at various homes. 

I envied her ability to turn invisible.

I hated how she forced me to explain her presence.

Sunday night, she emerged from her room and asked me if I had a sacristan. 

“I don’t like having anyone in the sacristy with me.”

She didn’t respond.

On Monday morning, she had risen before me, and she didn't seem to be in the house anywhere. After ceasing to ponder the fate of my houseguest, I discovered her standing in the sacristy, selecting one of my green chasubles.

Her hair was mussed, as if she'd rolled out of bed that way, but she was dressed in a perfectly acceptable basic dress, if a little more colorful than most nuns in my experience. She'd left the veil off today.

“Why are you back here?”

“Getting you ready, Father.”

I poked my head out and the altar was already set up and the candles were lit. She'd done it all.

I looked at her again. She barely had finished getting herself ready, but the altar was prepared. 

Had I only imagined telling her I didn’t want her to do this? “Sister Katharine, I recall mentioning that I don’t use a sacristan.” I used her formal name because I was serious, yet she showed no reaction.

“You do now, Father.”

So much for obedience. If I complained, I’d look like an overbearing creep. Well-played. So, I let her vest me, but out of the corner of my eye, I examined her as she probed for miniscule specks of dust on my person. “I think it’s fine, Sister.”

“We want to be certain, Father.”

“School has already begun, Sister.”

“We have time.”

I closed my eyes and counted to ten. By the time I reached seven, her hand was moving from my chest toward my stomach, smoothing the fabric, so I opened my eyes. I grabbed her wrist because I wasn’t sure she would stop at my beltline. “Go find a pew, Sister.”

“Yes, Father.” She headed for the door, knelt toward the tabernacle, and, upon finding a seat, knelt on the bare floor. From that uncomfortable-looking position, she scrambled to her feet as I entered to begin Mass.

After the three daily communicants departed, she tidied up while I lingered in the doorway. Whenever she approached the tabernacle, she knelt. Her movements fluctuated between practiced and sincerely heartfelt. Upon completing her task, she unexpectedly bumped into me, her surprise evident, as though my presence had gone unnoticed. “Sorry, Father.”

“Thank you for cleaning up after Mass, Sister.”

It seemed I would have a sacristan whether or not I wanted one, so I showed her where I put everything to prepare for the laundry and let her help me with my chasuble. When she’d hung it up, she asked me what I wanted her to do today.

If she needed to be micromanaged, I was going to lose my mind. “Run the school.”

“Yes, Father.” She remained in place, awaiting further instructions.

I rolled my eyes. “You’re dismissed, Sister.”

“Thank you, Father.”

She left the sacristy, bowed low, and then skipped down the aisle. I wondered if I’d bothered to give her keys.
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A teenager with long, dark hair and expressive blue eyes opened a side door. 

“It’s a bad idea to open the door to strangers.”

“You’re a nun.”

“Sister Kate. You are?”

“Jenny.”

“How old are you, Jenny?”

The question threw the girl. “How old are you?”

I never remembered. “Well, I was born in 1968. Do the math.”

She shrieked at me and went up the nearest staircase, leaving me alone on the stairs.

I wandered toward the office, and, finding it vacant, I realized I wouldn’t learn anything there. My next journey was to the first classroom I encountered. There were little kids, maybe kindergarteners. “Hello?”

“Hello.” The teacher looked to be in her early twenties. The children sat on a carpet, and she held up a book. I recognized Bea and Mr. Jones, an out-of-print title from Reading Rainbow. The library might need updates, but it was a charming story.

“Sorry to bother you. I’m Sister Kate.”

The woman’s expression did not change.

“Bishop gave me to Father Nick and Father Nick sent me here.” As soon as the words were out of my mouth, I realized they sounded wrong. “You’re lacking a principal, right?”

The woman nodded. “She’s on medical leave.”

“Is there a school secretary?”

She shook her head. “Not anymore.”

“Okay, so I’ll figure out what needs doing, and I’ll do it.” I smiled at the kids. “I love this story, by the way. Your teacher has excellent taste. Sorry to have interrupted.”

I counted six children. I walked down the hall and found another class with nine students. “Hello.”

“Hello?” The teacher regarded me similarly to the first one. I observed the children. “Excuse me, but is this a combined second and third grade classroom?”

The teacher gave a nod of approval, moving through the room while the children scribbled on manila paper, the traditional type lined at the bottom for handwriting and blank at the top for illustrations. She returned her attention to the students, and I stepped outside. Security posed an issue in this place. 

Sounds from a room holding older children reached my ears, and I followed the noise. “This is the fourth and fifth-grade class, correct?”

“And two sixth graders,” said the teacher. She appeared older than the other two. “And you are?”

“Sister Kate.”

“Please tell me you’re our principal.”

“I am.”

“Good. Can I ask you if you know what Father is doing about confession times this week?”

How would I? “Does he offer the children confession during the school day?” After my earlier blunders, I assumed the identity of a competent school principal and changed my register accordingly, although I'd left the veil in my room. I never wore that thing if I could avoid it, and now I regretted my error. Had I even brushed my hair today?

“We’re way overdue.”

Interesting. “When was the last school confession?”

She shook her head. “I think he’s done it twice, once before first confession and once before first Eucharist.”

Well, it couldn't go on like this. “I’ll schedule it. Any days that are bad?”

She shrugged. “We can move anything.”

While we discussed this, the kids peered back and forth between me and their teacher.

“I’d rather not have confession with Father Nick.” 

Despite spinning around the classroom moments earlier, the child spoke like a professor. I loved him already.

The teacher wasn’t having it. “Joey, that’s not very nice.”

“He’s not very nice.”

I walked closer to the spinning professor. “You are an astute boy, Joey. Can you tell me more about why you don’t like Father Nick?”

The teacher looked trapped.

“Well, he’s mean, and he hates us.” Joey’s eyes didn’t meet mine.

“But he’s never done anything that makes you scared of him, right?” I studied the faces of the children. “That’s correct?”

The students couldn’t give examples of why they didn’t like the priest.

“He hates us, though.” Joey wanted to be sure I understood.

“I will speak with Father about your concerns.”

The kid’s face changed to panic. “Don’t tell him it was me.”

I put on my most serious face. “I’m not a snitch.”

The students upstairs had the same opinion.

Jenny, the one who’d let me in, was more philosophical. “I think someone hurt him.”

I pulled her out of the classroom. “Why do you think someone hurt Father Nick?”

“Well,” Jenny twisted her face around, as if she was hunting for words, “he can’t hug.”

“He can’t hug?”

She nodded. “He loved a picture I made so much I gave it to him, and he got the school more money for art supplies and I wanted to hug him, but he won’t hug back.”

“So, on that basis, you think someone hurt him?”

She nodded. “And he hides in his house. That’s weird, isn’t it?”

Yeah, it was. 

I asked my new friend Jenny about the kids in her classroom. This was the only room without a teacher, and the students looked like teenagers.

“I’m a sophomore. We have two freshmen and two seniors. There are six middle school kids up here.” I remembered there were two sixth graders in the downstairs rooms, which meant coming up here must depend on trustworthiness. Jenny introduced me to Max and James, the freshmen, and Monica and Greg, who were seniors. A girl named Meg said she was in eighth grade and introduced me to Kelly, who was also in eighth grade. Alex and Casey were our seventh graders, and our trusted sixth graders were Felix and Beth.

Jenny started working at an easel in the corner. I pressed her for more information. “Why didn’t you go to the big high school in town?”

She carefully added a rose tint to the dress of the woman in her painting. “I get more time for art here.”

I tried to understand how a man who didn’t hug created a high school program for his kids who wanted one, but he had abandoned them to their own devices. He hadn’t even bothered to give them a teacher.
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Emily and I went over the finances using the official software provided by the diocese so they could audit our books and micromanage from the comfort of their offices in Dixon.

“Are we going to overdraw?”

Probably. “Depends. You put the bills on the card, right?”

She nodded. “Minimum payment is creeping up.”

The number one expense, other than paying to feed and house me and my houseguest, were salaries at the school, as well as maintenance costs on our aging structures. We used a Mennonite handyman for most of our tasks, and he didn’t charge much, but I’d started getting in the habit of paying the bills via the parish credit card in hopes the end-of-year donations would be enough to clear it, but last Christmas, we’d come up short. We’d gotten lucky last fall because the school’s heating system was failing, but Ezra had gotten it running again.

“Marie quit, by the way.” Emily hesitated, as if she’d been holding off on telling me. Well, that would save a few dollars.

“Tom decide if he’s done or not?” 

Tom was an institution, and he did the cleaning, lawn-mowing and decided when we needed Ezra for a complicated task. He was also pushing seventy, and if he retired, we could save on that, though we’d probably just be shifting the payment over to Ezra and I’d be mowing lawns and cleaning the school myself. We hadn’t yet cut Ezra’s wife, my own cleaning lady, but I wondered how much longer we could afford her. My stomach gnawed at itself. 

“I can ask. Father, if you need to cut my hours again, I’d understand.”

I’d rather mow lawns than answer phones. “How many can I cut before you have to look for another job?”

Emily didn’t respond, which meant she was looking again. When my stomach growled again, she smiled. “Father, did you forget breakfast?”

I wandered into the kitchen and got myself some cereal before I managed another ulcer. We were going under, and I was out of ideas.
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Sister Kate was not in the office, nor was she on the first floor. Upstairs, I discovered her seated at a table with our older students. I didn’t see the pretend obedient look on her face anymore. She’d settled in here, and I was the interloper.

“Hi,” I said.

“Hi.” 

She instructed the students to greet me, which they did, but they regarded me with suspicion.

“What’re you doing?”

“Teaching math. Your Algebra I students don’t understand slope in May.”

I assumed this was a bad thing. “They’re in an online school.” 

We outsourced; this wasn't our problem.

“That bitch who teaches us is a moron,” the girl who loved art said.

Rather than chide her, Kate offered context. “Jenny has objections to the instructor, so I took over.”

“And it’s good that she did because my mom will fucking kill me if I fail Algebra again.”

I looked at the others at the table. “You all in Algebra I this year?”

The two I thought were freshmen nodded.

“The boys had similar concerns about this teacher,” Kate said. “Do you interview the teachers as well as the company or do you register them and assume it’ll be fine?”

I got the impression Linda focused on cost for our primary provider, but I’d also found this classical-style curriculum which offered a more philosophical approach, and we used it for religion, history, and literature and some electives by request. “We could do better.” 

If we made it to next year.

“You sure as hell need to,” Jenny said.

I glanced at the nun. “Sister, can I talk to you for a minute?”

“Surely, Father.” The nun put her pencil down and followed me out to the hallway.

I closed the door. “Aren’t you going to correct her?”

“It’s about the message and not the way she’s expressing it.”

I counted to ten. “The other kids are going to start speaking like that.”

“Do the other children speak like that?”

I didn’t think so.

“Then they understand that language is not school appropriate. Did you notice neither of them reacted?”

Not one of the students in the room even blinked. “Maybe they were waiting for you to say something.”

“Father, when she said her mom would quote, unquote, ‘fucking kill her,’ do you know what she meant?”

I didn’t, actually. “Parents have high standards.”

“As an observation, she may be trying to tell us something. Maybe she has very high standards for herself, and it bothers her because she can’t meet them or her mother does, in fact, have high expectations. Either way, the underlying message was she struggled with the teacher and the boys agreed it was harder than they expected. They are picking up the idea fast when I’m teaching it. So, this suggests they’re not bad at math. She’s in pain and the best way to fix it is to help her feel better about the math, not to punish her for how she’s expressing her feelings.”

I stared at her. Talking with this woman was like taking a drink from a firehose. Once my brain caught up, she wasn't wrong. “I’ll let you return to your student.” 

I fled for the safety of my rectory.
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“Oh.” She looked perplexed. “I’m sorry.”

“Can I help you with something, Sister Katharine?”

“I’m sorry. My brother looks at me just like that when I open his office door.” She smiled. “He also calls me Katharine when he’s mad at me, but he doesn’t always say the Sister part. Only when he's really mad."

The nun had a brain thing that made it hard for her to stop and think. Glancing at my watch, I noticed the time. “I suppose I need to feed you.” 

I put down my book.

“You don’t,” she paused. “Can I talk to you about something?”

I shrugged. She was already here.

She examined my office. I kept it clean and organized, but I didn’t have anywhere for guests to sit. She grinned and disappeared and reappeared with a chair from a long-ago donated dining room set which featured five chairs and no table. I hoped it wasn't the one that was in my bedroom.

“Please have a seat, Sister.” For an impulsive woman, she was obsessed with obedience. I still couldn’t decide if she was toying with me, or she was sincere.

“Thank you, Father.” She sat. “One teacher mentioned it had been a while since you’d last done confession with the students.”

“Confession is at one tomorrow.” I didn’t invite the students over.

She thanked me. She waited.

“Is there anything else, Sister?”

“I think that’s all, Father. May I go?”

I rolled my eyes. She wasn't a child, and she looked to be about my age besides. But if she wanted to practice obedience, I could help with that.

“Take the chair with you, Sister.”
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Promptly at 12:45, all the students old enough to have made their first confessions lined up at the door with their teachers. The students who were not Catholic went into the classroom with the kindergarteners and first graders. The rest of them filed over to the church with their teachers and me and, when we arrived, I reminded them how confession worked.

“Do I have to tell Father everything?” one of the second graders said.

“If you forget, it counts, but if you deceive him, it doesn’t.” Part of the reason I didn’t do a normal confession myself was because I was good at lawyering them. This particular rule was hard for me to use to my advantage, however, because strategic forgetting doesn't count.

“I hope I forget the time I killed six ants with a magnifying glass,” one of the third graders said.

When Father Nick arrived, he stared at the children and then at me. The children went silent.

“I have to go to the bathroom!”

Molly, the one who taught second and third graders, took the little girl out.

I watched Father Nick’s face turn from pale to red as he looked at me.

“Father, the children are ready for confession.” I smiled at him.

He stalked into his side of the confessional. His voice carried out from the closed door: “Sister, you brought them, so you organize them.”

“Yes, Father,” I called back. 

He rammed the door to the confessional shut so hard its echo reverberated all around the church.
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“Bless me Father, for I have sinned.”

Not a child. I looked up. “Sister, I can't hear you. If I learn something affecting your ability to do your job at the parish, it will put us both in an awkward situation.”

“Father, wouldn’t being my boss imply you had the ability to rid yourself of me? I could tell you anything, and you wouldn’t be able to fire me, que no?”

Not if I didn’t want to explain myself. I wasn’t paying her anything other than room and board, and I needed someone to manage the school I’d had foisted upon me. “Are the children back at school, Kate?”

She dropped a level of formality on her side, too. “Yeah.”

I sighed. I couldn’t not hear her. “When was your last confession?”

“It’s been a while.”

“How long?”

“My confessor’s in and out of the hospital.”

“I’m sorry, Kate.” I was going to ask her if she would visit him soon, but she didn’t have a car. Someone had to guide the woman’s soul.

“I’m bad at confessing this way.”

“How do you normally do this?” I looked at her through the screen. It was shadowy, but I could make out her kneeling form. Most people used the chair. I offered confessions four times a week, and I was lucky if I had two takers, both of whom would be finished in minutes. Today, I’d listened to more confessions than I’d heard since the kids got ready for First Communion.

“I just talk to him, and he and I decide what is confession-worthy.”

I lit up my watch face. “Kate, I’m tired. It’s almost three. Can we do this at home later?” I wanted to give her my full attention, and I didn’t have it in me anymore.

She nodded. “Yes, Father.”

“Kate?”

“Hmm?”

“You eat spaghetti, right?”

“I don’t like red sauce, but I can have Parmesan if you have it.”

That was doable. “See you tonight.”
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“It’s pasta. It’s barely cooking.” The timer went off, and I pulled the garlic bread out of the oven with one potholder and set it on a trivet I’d already placed on the counter.

Sister Kate began setting the table. When we had plates and forks, she asked if we needed anything else.

“No, that’s fine.” 

I stirred the sauce.

She took two glasses down. 

“Do we have any wine, or…”

“I don’t drink anymore. I don’t mind if you do.”

She ran the tap, filled both of our glasses, and put them on the table. 

She’d left the water running. I turned it off. 

The spaghetti seemed done, so I drained it in the colander, leaving it in the sink. “Want to bring me the plates?”

She brought them over. I put pasta on her plate, and she nodded when she had enough. She opened the shredded Parmesan container on the counter.

“I made Alfredo, if it matters.”

She examined the pot on the stove and looked at me.

“Kate, it’s adult mac and cheese. It’s no big deal.”

She poured some sauce on her noodles and added the Parmesan over the top of it and took a piece of garlic bread and returned to the table. She waited for me and folded her hands. I crossed myself and she did the same. After I’d said the standard grace, she ate.

She looked tired.

“Hard day?”

“A lot of decisions to make.”

Decisions to… “You’re not making changes, are you, Sister?”

“Father, I will let you know if I’m doing anything that can be construed, even remotely, as a change.” 

She sipped her water.

I started eating, and we both stayed quiet. I had a vague recollection she’d called the priest who brought her by his first name. “Who is Paul to you?”

“He went to school with me. He’s one of my brother’s little brothers.”

That made little sense. Was it how she’d said it or how I was perceiving it? 

“Your brother?”

“He’s a priest, too. He wears a cassock.”

“Every day?”

She nodded. “Cardinal likes him to be handsome and to look conservative.”

“What do you call him?”

“Matt.”

We ate a little more. “At home, you can call me Nick.”

“Thank you.”

“If your brother has little brothers, aren’t they your brothers?”

She drank some more water. “Matt was the brother of my high school boyfriend, Joe, who died. Paul was one of Joe’s friends.”

“I’m sorry.” What else could I say?

“It was a long time ago.”

“So, about Ken Bailey…”

Her face changed, as if talking about him pained her. “He’s also Matt’s little brother the same way Paul is.”

I ate some of my garlic bread. 

“I have a sister. She’s younger.”

“Does she have a family?”

“Two boys and a girl.” I hadn’t seen them very much, but she sent pictures. “The oldest boy is named after me.”

She smiled. “Are you close?”

I shook my head.
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“Come in.”

She opened the door and brought her chair with her. 

“Can we do it in here?”

Do what? Oh, confession. I put my book down. “Sure, Kate. Let me get my stole.”

I went downstairs and pulled it out of my bag, which I kept near the door in case I needed to go out late. When I returned, she sat ramrod straight on the chair. 

“Is the living room better?”

“You feel comfortable here.”

I nodded, kissed my stole, and slid it around my neck. 

“Want me to face away from you?”

She shrugged. “I should get used to you, shouldn’t I?”

“I don’t have to hear your confessions, Kate.” She had a friend and a brother and another priest in her life. “Who’s your confessor?”

“Father Fred Daniels.”

Oh, right. He had some heart thing. “Do you call him Fred, or…”

“No, of course not.”

He was older, so the few times I spoke with him, I called him Father Fred, too. 

“Might he come out to visit you?”

She nodded. “Maybe. He said he was going to try once I got settled.” She frowned. “It’s hard because I don’t have a phone right now.”

I made a note. I should call her friend Paul or the lawyer. I barely used my cell, but in an emergency, my family could reach me. As I studied the nun who sat stiffly in the chair in front of my desk, I thought about my sister.

“Nick, I’m really bad at confession.”

The woman was leading my school, and she couldn’t do a simple confession? 

My school? I hadn’t thought of a parish school as my own since the one I ran with Bernie at St. Ben’s.

Subject change. 

“What do you do with Father Fred?”

“He talks to me and asks me questions, and I answer them, and we decide if I need to confess or not.”

Unorthodox. “Okay, well, do you have any sins that stand out?” She’d mentioned the sixth in passing, but I had to live with her. Maybe she said it to shock me.

“Depends on how broadly you interpret the commandments, I guess.”

I stood up and went over to my bookshelf and pulled out a pamphlet called A Brief Examination of Conscience and handed it to her. “Use this.”

She frowned and looked through the booklet. “It’s a checklist.”

“You think about the things on the list, confess them and I forgive you and give you a penance if I think it’s necessary. Normally people prepare in advance.” 

I just explained confession to a nun my age who led a school where everyone teaches religion. She had to teach it. And she was the nun so what she said would matter the most.

“Commandment one.”

This was going to take forever.

“Uhm…does it count if I practiced Judaism with my grandfather as a co-religion?”

I swallowed. All night. We’d be doing this all night. 

“Are you planning to convert?”

She considered. “Well, I like studying Talmud.”

“Did you attempt to formally leave the Catholic faith?”

“No.”

“Good. Next?”

“Blasphemy. Does that cover all profanity or simply anti-God, saint, church ones?”

I sighed. “It’s broad enough for all swear words, but let’s confine ourselves to the mortal sin stuff, if possible. When you’re confessing more often, we can discuss the broader profanities.”

I was still working on that one myself.

She accepted that. “If I did more resting on the Jewish Sabbath than the Christian one…”

“Move on, Kate.”

“Okay. Broken any just law…”

Shit. I’d promised Ken I wouldn’t discuss whatever happened in Mill Grove. 

“Uhm, maybe we skip past that one for now.”

She looked confused but shrugged. “Fifth commandment.”

I stood up. 

“Maybe this isn’t the right time…”

“Father, I didn’t kill a man simply to watch him perish.”

I sat back down.

Too long she stared at the questions under the fifth commandment.

“In Mill Grove, I operated a legal clinic specializing in…uhm, a subset of business law.”

And here we go.

“Out of my school. I ran a bilingual middle school, and we were ranked top in the city.”

I smiled.

“But in my legal work, I may have…” She frowned. “Wait. It says unjustly.” 

Her eyes lit up, as if she’d found the loophole she’d needed.

Oh, thank God. 

“Yes, it does.”

She closed her eyes. “Okay, we’re good on the fifth.”

The woman was lawyering her confession. I pretended to believe her.

She frowned. “Seventh and eighth are good. Ninth and tenth are fine.”

She skipped the sixth. “Sister, I’m not going to judge you if you did sins from the sixth commandment list.”

But it would be a first for me from a nun.

“Is it okay if I check things off, and hand it to you?”

“Fine.”

She took a pencil from my desk, selected several items, and then slid the booklet over to me.

I looked down at the list. 

“Can I ask a follow-up question?”

“You’re Jesus right now.”

That’s correct. 

“You engaged in prostitution, or paid for the services of a prostitute?”

“The clinic may have advised people who provided a specialty service allowing people to…uhm.”

What exactly did she do in Mill Grove? 

“Don’t do that anymore.”

“Of course not, Father.”

“Recently, or did you skip some of this with Father Fred on purpose?”

“I said my attorney and I were close.” She tugged the booklet back. “I checked lust, deliberately caused male climax outside of normal sexual intercourse (What type of sex is classified as normal?), and willfully entertained impure thoughts.” She paused. “Does it count as fornication if it’s not penetrative sex because something always interrupts us.”

I blinked.

“Oh, I forgot the foreplay. But is it foreplay if you don’t get to the act?”

This was why we used a confessional.

“Unnatural is confusing to me. In Judaism that which brings the wife pleasure is okay, but this seems unnecessarily limiting.” 

She handed the book back to me.

“You’re not Jewish and you’re not married.”

“I was asking from a big picture perspective.”

I put my head down on my desk. 

“Tell me again how you do this with Father Fred, please.”

“I told him stories, and we went from there.”

“Most people list the sins and how often. They don’t explain unless the priest asks for clarification.”

She frowned. “I like Father Fred’s way better. After all, it’s hard to count instances, isn’t it? Does each thing you do count as a separate act, or…”

“Kate?”

“Father?”

“Tell me a story next time. For now, don’t do things on the list. We’ll try again later.”

I absolved her.

She stood next to her chair, looking at me.

“That’s all, Kate.”

“I’m sorry. I was remembering what Father Fred does afterward.”

“What did he do?”

“Nevermind.” 

She took her chair out of the room. I heard a door close. 

As I sat there, I struggled to reconcile the nun’s mastery of the school with her complete inability to get through a simple confession. I hadn’t guided her very well at all. She had, in fact, brought the kids to me because she knew the sacrament was important and she’d tried to confess with me even though she usually did the sacrament differently when she confessed to Father Fred. I may not have wanted her here, but she did her job. As long as she was here, her soul was my responsibility. I needed to do my job, because she was doing hers.








  
  
Chapter three



Nick: St. Jerome Parish, May 7, 2014

After Mass, I greeted Emily and went back upstairs to my office and called Father Fred. “I need to know if Kate Schneider is crazy.” 

“Kate Schneider,” Father Fred said the name as if he was unfamiliar with it. “Oh, Katie Stanley. Paul told me she was using her grandfather’s last name now.”

Of course, the woman staying with me was also incognito. I told him how she he had come to stay with me, and while I couldn’t tell him the content of her confession, I described it as erratic. I ended with, “The lawyer didn’t tell me she’s crazy.”

“She’s not,” he paused. “Don’t let her catch you using that term, either. It offends her.”

“She does things to provoke me.”

Father Fred chuckled. “Like what?”

I told him Kate wouldn’t stay out of the sacristy and how she brought all the kids to confession. He made me slow down and explain it again. 

“Is it helpful to have someone to assist you in the sacristy?”

“Well, yes.”

“And was it useful for her to bring the kids over for confession?”

From a sacramental perspective, I guessed so.

“The woman’s Autistic. She shows you she cares about you by doing things for you.”

“I’m not qualified to help her.”

There was silence on the other end. 

“Why did you become a priest, Nick?”

The man wanted my vocation story now? “I heard a call.” The standard response.

“What did that call mean?”

Can’t fool another priest with a cut-and-paste response. My college philosophy studies weren’t enough, and I needed more. Next thing I knew, bedding girls with my mysterious observations about life and the universe paled compared to the ritual of the Mass. 

“I found more answers in the Catholic Church than I found outside of it.”

“Nick, there were two reasons I suggested Bishop send her to you. The first one was because I’d heard you were short a principal. She’s doing fine at your school, isn’t she?”

“Yes, Father.” 

I couldn’t complain. She was unique, but the kids seemed happy. I’d received no phone calls from parents demanding changes.

“The second thing was your background in philosophy. She’s an intellectual, but she’s gotten lazy. She’s got a doctorate and legal training and the shortcuts she takes these days…” he sighed. “I’ve been neglecting her lately and I don’t know if I’ll be around forever.”

What was he talking about? This was a short-term assignment. One month to get me through the school year and she was gone.

His voice changed. “Has she helped you?”

Well, I could focus better on my homily if she took care of the mundane stuff for me. “I guess so.”

He did that thing older priests do sometimes, as if he was talking to God, or maybe just talking to his own past, before he was ready to talk to me. As I listened to him breathe, I thought about how much easier it had been to get into the head space to be the priest if I wasn't also setting up for my own Mass and checking myself out in the mirror. So much about saying a Mass is getting into character, becoming Jesus, and sometimes in that space I would make changes to my homily, as if God Himself had edited my earlier work and told me what was most essential. A sacristan helped me to slide into the sacred better, and maybe if I hadn't fought her, I could have slipped into that liminal state naturally.

"I'm sure you remember your first school."

I started coughing so hard that I had to put the phone down and get a drink of water. When I recovered, he asked about my health.

"Just a dry throat."

"Anyway, my point is, that first year, I thought I knew everything, but those kids, Katie especially, they taught me all I didn't know. But I'm a much better priest today because I let the kids teach me what I didn't know." 

My principal was coming back, so I didn’t need to make friends. I wasn’t volunteering to counsel her long-term, much less directly operate my own school.

“She misses you.”

“Things got so hectic for her; we haven’t had time.”

But he could make the time now, couldn’t he?

He laughed. “Your hint-dropping could not possibly be more obvious, Nick. Is tomorrow soon enough for you?”

“She’s got school. You want to come to dinner? We’ve got extra bedrooms.” 

The more time he was there, the less time I needed to deal with her.
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“Sister, what were your last students like?” Jenny set down her paintbrush.

I moved from the table to examine her latest project. She had sketched out a woman in a veil helping students and was adding color. I smiled. “Is she me?”

I touched my head and realized I had remembered my veil. Small victories.

“Sort of. It’s a nun teacher.”

“She looks lost.”

“Well, you just got here. Maybe in a few weeks, I’ll paint something different. Answer the question, though, please.”

Meg and Kelly wandered over and I noticed Max and James doing the thing boys do when they’re listening, but pretending they aren’t. What to tell them?

“Well, I taught middle school, all girls.”

“So, you taught rich people,” Meg said.

I shook my head. “I taught in the central city of Mill Grove, near South Side.”

“Were your kids in gangs?” Max asked.

“Girls can’t be in gangs, moron,” James said.

If they only knew. “My girls were from families who didn’t have a lot of money. By the time they graduated, they scored above grade level on tests in English and in Spanish.”

“Doesn’t surprise me.” Jenny dabbed her brush in her oil paints and went back to her work. “You’re a good teacher.”

“I was the principal.”

“Didn’t you teach, too?” Meg said. “You can teach everything.”

I laughed. “I’m good at reading fast. In grad school, I learned you don’t have to know everything, but you do have to process a lot of material quickly.” 

I had a good staff at St. Ann’s, so I spent my time on other endeavors. I’d missed teaching, though.

Meg sat at a vacant computer. Moments later, she said, “Holy…Sister, look at this.” 

Please don’t be a news article about me. 

I stared at my own face on the screen. 

“You’re good at processing data, too, I see, Meg.”

“Sister, is this you? It says your name is Sister Kate Stanley. You were a lawyer and have a doctorate in education and used to run St. Ann’s school which has been closed down since…woah.”

Father was going to kill me.
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Father Fred arrived after lunch, and we had some time to sit down together in my office. He told me he was going into the hospital. “So, is she going to use Paul or her brother as a confessor?”

“I’m suggesting she use you. She won’t get up to too much while she’s with you. When Katie confesses, she’s entering a conversation. She wants your guidance, even when she sounds like she’s challenging you.”

“I’m her boss. If she’s got mortal sins to confess…” 

Of course she had. The nun was “close” with her attorney and something about Mill Grove.

“She doesn’t confess anything she doesn’t personally think is a sin, but she may tell you things you wish she wouldn’t. I’ll impress upon her the need to deal with anything major tomorrow with me unless she wants you to hear it. Don’t fire her. She’s not a bad influence on your kids, no matter what she does in her personal life.”

“Deciding if something is a sin isn’t up to her.”

“Nick, she needs to get there on her own. Let her talk to you, but don’t let her justify. She needs help to find the path. Lay the groundwork for her.”

Since entering my office, he’d been lugging around a thick, hardcover book. He put it on my desk and slid it over to me. It was a book called The Book of Jewish Values. “She’s Catholic.”

“Naptime.” He left the room. I heard him climbing up to the third floor, where our guest rooms were. I paged through the simplistic book, but that might save time. The first passage was about hearing sirens, and it reminded me of the old Catholic tradition of crossing oneself when hearing an ambulance. I tossed it in a drawer. Maybe I’d get something useful for a homily out of it.
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“I don’t think you understand the purpose of knocking, Kate." Her face was a study in anxiety. “What’s wrong?”

“Please tell me you won’t be angry first.”

“What did you do, Katharine?”

She gestured for me to move so she could use my keyboard and did a brief search and brought up a news article. “Kids found this today.” 

She rabbited away from my desk.

The picture on my screen was definitely Sister Kate, and it accompanied a feature about what she’d done in Mill Grove. You’d think I would have googled her, but I thought I had the highlights: there was a tragedy at her school, and she needed to be moved. The media had drooled over this story: was she a victim or the mastermind? I read the entire article. 

“Why the hell would you show them this?” My voice was loud, even to me.

“I didn’t. They wanted to hear about my old school, and they discovered that piece using very limited information. I’m sorry, Father.”

The families were going to demand I fire her, and I’d have to watch the damned school myself again. 

“What were you thinking, Katharine?”

Father Fred appeared at the door. 

“Nick, why are you screaming at her?” 

He looked at me as if I’d struck her and I sat back down at my desk. “She told the kids what she did. I didn’t even know.”

“No one told them anything. I said I was a principal, and my students spoke English and Spanish, and they googled and found the article.” 

By now, she was shrieking. She turned around and kicked my wall. Plaster rained down the walls and she ran down to her bedroom and slammed the door. More plaster.

“A few things about working with Katie,” Father Fred said to me calmly. “Don’t yell at her and find some physical exercise for her or your house will fall down. I’m going to go fix what you broke. Don’t do it again or I will call the bishop to complain.” He paused. “I suggest you read the sections on temper and on not making your family afraid of you.” He turned and walked out.

Even though I had felt justified in my reaction, I opened the volume and found the passages he suggested and immediately regretted my actions. I went downstairs to make tea.
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“Katie, honey, can I come in?” I was lying facedown on my bed, hoping my pillow caught most of the crying sounds. I swallowed and took some tissue from my nightstand. Well, Father Fred had seen me in worse shape, so I opened the door.

He pulled me into his arms and hugged me, hard. 

“You okay?”

“I’m sorry, Father.”

“Do you need a few minutes? Let’s talk in your office.”

“I guess not.”

After I got into the office, I approached the pile of books on the side chair. Father Fred closed the door. Seconds later, someone knocked. I froze.

Nick asked if he could come in, and Father Fred opened the door and gestured toward my desk where my host set a tray with a metal teapot and two mugs on it. 

“I’m sorry, Kate.” He turned around, closing the door behind him.

“You’ll apologize to him when we’re done talking.” 

Father Fred poured the tea.

Having cleared the chair by dumping my books on the floor, I dragged it over. 

“Yes, Father.”

“You haven’t murdered each other in the, what, six days, you’ve lived together. Seems I came just in time.”

“He’s okay.” 

I picked up my mug.

“Good. Straighten your veil, Katie.”

I set my mug back down, reached up, and tried to fix it, unsuccessfully. He gave up and adjusted my veil for me.

“Has it been difficult living with a man you don’t know?”

“You don’t have to worry about him getting into my room at night, Father.”

He rolled his eyes. “I’m more worried about you, Katie.”

Was he calling me a woman of loose morals? 

“Why? Chicago isn’t too far.” If I wanted male companionship, Ken would come to see me.

He sipped some of his tea while he figured out what I meant. 

“Is this something you want to discuss as confession, or did you simply wish to make me worry about the state of your immortal soul?”

“Just for informational purposes, and it’s been a while.” I thought again. “I think I got it taken care of with Nick, though. He made me use a checklist and it got weird.”

He rolled his eyes. “I imagine it did, for both of you.” He looked like he wanted to remind me of the consequences of mortal sin but instead changed the subject. “I’ll be leaving for Rome early next week. I’ll be back in June or July. As such, I suggest you have Nick help you in my absence.”

“Help me?”

He looked at me. “Confess to me now, to him, to another priest, I don’t care. Don’t you think you have something to discuss?”

I sipped my tea. 

“I don’t think anything I did in Mill Grove was a sin.”

“Did you ever facilitate sinful activities?”

Drugs were in an iffy area, but I had a vague awareness of sex workers being made available to hotel guests. Luis said we ran a “kinder, gentler” business and those doing the work were happy. I’d tried confess the prostitution with Nick, but I’d not explained it very well, so I wasn’t sure if the absolution would take. 

“I would like the seal before I discuss this.”

He pulled out his stole, kissed it, and transformed himself into Jesus. 

“Okay, proceed.”

“I was aware that, in addition to making drugs available for purchase for hotel guests, there may have been sex workers as well.” Sometimes, I was too naïve for my own good.

“Katie…”

“I’m not telling the police.”

“Was anyone doing this work involuntarily?”

“I don’t think so. Luis said…” He hadn’t been clear, and I’d drawn my own conclusions. “I don’t know, Father.”

“Don’t you think you ought to discuss this with authorities?”

I eyed the wall closest to the door, but I’d already broken some of the house today, so I sipped my tea instead.

“Katie, I’m not angry with you. Did you even know?”

“I should have.” I had cultivated a vocabulary steeped in business and legal terms. We spoke of products and clients but never drugs or prostitution.

“Father, it beat the alternative.” It’s not like we invented the sex trade.

“Did it?”

I turned to look at him, but he focused on his tea. 

“How’s your heart?”

He looked up.

“You’re not going to Rome, are you.” It wasn't a question because I knew he was lying.

“There’s a procedure they want to try at the Mayo Clinic.”

After moving back to my chair, I closed my eyes. “I can go with you.”

“Katie, my niece is coming with me. You have your own work to do.”

I ran through the possibilities. The Mayo clinic meant bad, and it was pretty far away. 

“Is it getting worse?”

He shook his head. “We’re going over some procedures to extend my life further. She’s accompanying me because this runs in the family.”

“But you said you might be gone until June or July.”

“Honey, there’s more.”

I headed for the wall, but stopped when I heard him stand. He put his arms around me, and I turned into his hug instead. He got me back to my chair and returned to his own. 

“I was on the fence about telling you at all. I still expect to live for some time.”

“What other things?”

He sighed. “I had a biopsy a couple of weeks ago, about the time you had to leave your school.”

“You have a heart condition, and you have cancer?”

“I have a heart condition. I may have cancer. My doctor is retiring and wants to err on the side of caution.”

“Why can’t I go with you?”

“Katie, I will call if I need you. I feel fine.”

Zayde had felt fine and died in his sleep, but he was in his nineties. Clara had felt fine, but her cancer had returned, and she died last Christmas. Frank died of a broken heart, they said, because he was gone a week later. Luis had died because I hadn’t insisted he move to Chicago and practice actual law there. They had all felt fine. And Joe, Joe had absolutely been fine, but I’d gotten him killed because I was where I shouldn’t be. 

“I don’t want to talk about this anymore.”

“For penance, I’d like you to go to confess with Father Nick.”

I scrambled to my feet. Absolutely not. 

“I can’t trust him.”

“Sit down, Katie.” 

I sat. 

“This is non-negotiable.”

Father Fred murmured the prayer of absolution and blessed me. He knew if he ordered me to do it, I’d carry out the penance, and I crossed myself as he stood up. I got to my feet and let him hug me. He kissed the top of my head after he did so, then he removed his stole, kissed it, and put it back into his bag and turned back into Father Fred.

“As it happens, you’re closer to Rochester now, so you’ll be up there much faster if I demand a visit.” 

He brought out a cellphone and put it on my desk. 

“Ken made sure everyone’s numbers are in it. You have a new number, though.” He frowned. “The case is coming today or maybe tomorrow. He sent it via Amazon so, I’m not sure.”

“I’ll destroy it without a case.” 

I wanted to fight a battle I had a chance of winning, even if it sounded like I was pouting.

“He’ll send another one.”

“Father, he should have been with me when it happened.” The words burst out of me.

He nodded. “But somehow, some way, he wasn’t.”

 Father Fred studied me for a moment. 

“The police told the archbishop you kept demanding they get him because you couldn’t speak. You were texting, but you couldn’t text him directly.”

Sometimes when I was stressed, my ability to speak left me and that night I couldn’t operate my phone.

“When did you last talk to him?”

“When he dropped my car off at the house.” 

He and Paul had picked it up while Matt stayed with me. “Maybe the day after it happened?” 

The days blended together. Easter had been involved and a whole lot of yelling.

He sighed. “Call him, honey. I’ll go talk to Father Nick.”

“I don’t know what to say.”

“Doesn’t matter. Call him.”

When he headed to the door, his kit in tow, I pushed the name of the man I loved, speakered it, and his voice filled the room. My face felt wet, and I must have sniffled because Father Fred turned back. 

“Ken, Katie’s here. I’m heading out of the room.”

When Father Fred closed the door, I said, “I’m here,” but my voice felt scratchy. “Can you come to visit?”

“You’ve been there less than a week, baby.” Ken sounded exhausted.

“When can you come?”

He hesitated only a moment. “I’ll be there tomorrow.” He paused. “I love you, Katie.”







OEBPS/images/e4e27a0c-aa17-4673-b7aa-58cea58872ad.png





OEBPS/images/f5f9dfb8-4ff4-47af-8b4a-994c49b5707c.jpeg
VICTORIA HARDY
CHILDERMASS







