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      This Christmas, peace on earth is optional—but chaos is guaranteed.

      

      When the well-meaning (and wildly unprepared) Sisters of Mercy have their van stolen by a man in bunny slippers, their quiet holiday plans skid straight into criminal mayhem. Suddenly, the sisters are tangled up with a crew of ex-cons, a rival gang with a grudge, and a dead body no one can quite explain—especially not the one in the basement.

      At the center of the storm is Hope House, run by the earnest Brother Ben, a safe haven for displaced Ukrainian children seeking refuge from war. As tensions rise and old vendettas reignite, the sisters find themselves doing the unthinkable: picking sides, dodging danger, and wielding faith with a surprisingly firm trigger finger.

      There is just enough Christmas spirit to remind everyone that mercy sometimes comes with backup. Equal parts heart, humor, and holy havoc, this is one yuletide you won’t soon forget.
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      The only thought swirling around in his head the week Bernardo Sanchez was released from his two-year stint in the clink was to see his daughter Amelia. She had been three when he was convicted of stealing an assault rifle from an FBI car. The thought of those irresistible dimples he liked to kiss, and soft curly brown hair he combed after her bath, made him smile. The thought of what he had missed during those two long years wiped the smile off his face.

      His wife wasn’t too happy about his jail time and didn’t come to visit him or let him see Amelia. Not that he blamed her. Marie hadn’t met him outside when he was released, and he wasn’t looking forward to seeing her reaction to him showing up at their door. Maybe he’d be able to convince her he'd changed. And he had, hadn’t he? He had gone through counseling and was going to start fresh. Get a job. An actual job with a real paycheck. Be able to support Marie and their daughter, Amelia. He could do this. She was a good woman and deserved his best. It was a worthy goal, for sure.

      He knocked, and through the door was surprised to hear little footsteps. His chest swelled at the thought of laying eyes on his daughter. The door slid open, and she stopped still, looking up at him, expressionless. Her deep chocolate eyes stared at him—her curly hair pulled into a long pony. She looked just like her mama. Marie came up behind her, wrapped her arm protectively around Amelia’s waist and pulled her in.

      “What are you doing here?” Marie’s eyes narrowed.

      “I’m out. I wanted to see you and Amelia.”

      Marie rolled her deep brown eyes, the same ones he used to gaze into before… It made him want to pull her in and kiss her.

      “Two excruciating years without a word. You left me to single parent and manage a full-time job to make up what income you didn’t bring in.” Her voice was rising. “And now you want to waltz in here and disrupt our lives? I don’t think that’s a good idea.” She released Amelia. “Go sit on the couch and finish watching your show, Baby.”

      Bernardo watched his daughter run to the worn couch, pause to look at him, and jump onto it.

      “I just want to talk to you. I don’t expect you to welcome me, but could you just hear me out?”

      Marie reluctantly moved aside and motioned with her head to the kitchen table. The kitchen was spotless. Dishes were put away, and the table was wiped. The floor was swept, and the shine reflected the overhead light.

      Bernardo sat on the wooden chair and placed his hands under his thighs. “You never came to visit me.”

      “I thought it would be better for Amelia not to see the inside of a jail.”

      “But you could have come.”

      She shook her head. She set the kettle on the stove and turned up the gas, so the flames licked the kettle.

      “Listen, I’m sorry.”  His hands started moving with his words. “What I did was really stupid. But that was two years ago. I’ve changed. I’m not the same man.”

      “And how am I supposed to know that? You’re gonna have to build some trust here, you know.”

      “I know.” He reached for her hand, and she pulled it away.

      “Tell me about Amelia. Is she in school?”

      “Yeah. Kindergarten.”

      “Does she like her teacher? Does she have friends?”

      “She does.” The teapot whistled, and she shut off the gas. “Tea?”

      “Sure.”

      “You still like that licorice flavor?” She opened a drawer that contained several boxes.

      “You remember that?” He watched her pour the water over the bag and hand him the cup, the one that said I love my dad. His eyes grew misty.

      “Babe, I’d do anything to repair the damage I’ve caused. Leaving you to manage alone and not helping with the bills.” He lowered his head.

      She set the tea before him and sat. He wrapped his hands around the mug and slowly breathed in the fragrant steam.

      She took a sip and said, “There’s something you need to know. Amelia has a medical condition. The doctors have done extensive tests. She needs expensive medication that I can’t afford, and state health insurance isn’t going to cover it.” A tear spilled down her cheek. Her eyes caught his. “She’s gonna die, Bernardo.”
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        * * *

      

      That had been two weeks ago. Marie had allowed him to spend some time with Amelia. He’d spent a day with her at school, taken her for ice cream, and a movie—not all on one day. She wore out easily. Marie hadn’t been ready to let him move back in, so he’d resorted to couch hopping. Not ideal, but better than living in his jeep, or worse yet, sleeping on the sidewalk.
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        * * *

      

      Joey Lagratto swiped a hand down his tattooed face, his eyes closed and let it rest there as he whooshed a long breath. Getting caught and landing in jail were risks of pulling a heist. It had put him back a spell. But now that he was out, he just had to figure out the next step. He reached for his phone and tapped in a few numbers.

      “Bernardo, I need you to take care of an item for me while we’re out of commission. Meet me at four.”

      “What’s in it for me?”

      “Don’t worry, you’ll get your fair share.”
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        * * *

      

      Bernardo’s shoulders tensed. He didn’t like being in a position of having to submit to Joey. But for now, he felt like he had no choice. He’d been spending more time couch surfing at his house than anywhere else, along with the five others who had been in jail with Joey. There was always a price to pay.

      Bernardo nervously tossed a Rubik’s cube up and down. What was so important about a silly little kid’s toy? When Joey had tossed it to him, he gave Bernardo  a look that said he better protect it with his life. Did it hold gold or something? Knowing Joey there was something more valuable than gold.

      Bernardo slid into his navy green jeep, the paint faded through to the base, and coughed the engine to life, leaving a trail of exhaust fumes in its wake. Weaving between cars on the D.C. highway, he thought of how his reward would be enough to get him on his feet. No more couch hopping or digging in the garbage cans for his next meal. His hands tightened on the steering wheel.

      A glance in the mirror showed someone tailing him. He tested it out, turning at the next exit and into an old neighborhood, swerving into the left lane, and passing a semi-truck. No doubt about it—he was being pursued.

      Bernardo parked the jeep in a one-way alley and jumped out. He slid the Rubik’s Cube into his sweatshirt pocket and exited on the other side. Walking nonchalantly along the sidewalk, he was not aware that he was wearing the bunny slippers he had run out of the house with. He slid a glance back. No one was going to keep him from this job. It had to end in success.
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      It was just your regular average day—get up at six, say morning prayers, eat breakfast. Breakfast was anything but ordinary since nuns only have what is donated to them. It breeds creativity for those on kitchen duty, for sure. Take this morning, for instance. They were out of cereal. Out of pancake mix. There was flour, but no baking powder or eggs. But there were leftover mashed potatoes and gravy, cheddar cheese and a box of prunes. They learned quickly to enjoy and be thankful for whatever blessings God sent their way.

      Breakfast was over, and Mother Joanna led the six nuns to daily mass in the little chapel attached to their convent. Fr. David had been their celebrant for as long as she could remember, and Mama J was pushing forty. He kept the homily short and to the point. They were encouraged to feed the hungry, give clothing to the poor, take care of orphans. The uszh.

      Mama J rounded up the crew to give directions for the day.

      “We’re headed to downtown D.C. to donate food to the Rescue Mission, and we’ll stay and serve meals. Sisters Ignacia and Irene will remain here to cook and clean. We should be home by dinner.”

      Following the others down the ten cement steps to the van, Mama J stopped to cross herself as she passed the statue of Jesus, their provider, protector, and director of their paths. Sister Edith had the van hood up, pouring a quart of oil into the engine. She twisted the cap. The hinges creaked as she shoved the hood into place. That girl kept them in excellent hands. There wasn’t anything she couldn’t fix.

      Sister Agnes used both chubby hands to shove the squeaky sliding door shut, and they were off. It was an uncharacteristically warm September day.

      Mama J wiped beads of sweat with a hanky and slid into the driver’s seat. She had been telling their general superior for years that they should have lighter-weight habits as options. She was told that they should humble themselves and learn to be happy in all circumstances. Perhaps that’s why they wore a coif—to soak up the droplets God so generously designed to cool them down.

      “Mother Mary Joanna, will we be visiting the orphans today as well?” Sister Edith cranked the handle to roll down the window where hot, humid air blew in, causing sweat to trickle under her armpits.

      “These kids are not orphans,” Sister Ignacia. “They still have parents. They’re displaced children.” Her voice was bold but not disparaging.

      “No, we won’t have enough time. We can schedule them in tomorrow.” Mama J turned on the blinker to take the exit.

      “Oh good! I just love being with the children. They’re so full of energy. I’ve been finding more games that we can play with them—cribbage and dominoes,” Sr. Irene said.

      Sr. Edith leaned against the front seat. “Mother, are we going to collect Christmas gifts for them? Maybe we could get them some Lego, or an Erector set.”

      “Yes, of course. In fact, Fr. David has a bag of toys from the rectory. I’ll stop by and pick them up.”

      Sister Agnes fanned herself with an accordion-pleated piece of paper, her round cheeks red, dripping with sweat.

      “It’s just so sad that they had to be removed from their parents. I know they’re safer here, away from the war, but still…”

      “It just gives us another opportunity to offer compassion, my dears. Hands and feet of Jesus.”

      Mother Joanna stopped at the rectory to pick up the bag of toys. She placed them in the front seat of the van and drove to the Mission, where she found a parking spot directly in front. A few haggard men leaned against the brick wall, one wearing a DARE t-shirt and a skirt, another with camo pants and a tank top. They jumped from their spots and ran to help unload crates of canned tomato soup, spaghetti-o’s, fresh salad fixings, and loaves of bread and butter.

      “How you doin’, Mama J?” Angelo’s black dreads bounced as he grabbed a box.

      “I’m well. And you Angelo? Were you able to get that sore tooth taken care of?”

      “Yeah, thank you for lining me up wi’ dat dentist van. You da best!” He slapped her on the shoulder—an action that had taken her some time getting used to.

      Mateo, wearing a backward baseball cap, grabbed another crate. Mama J shut the tailgate, and they followed him inside to the kitchen, where delicious smells of fried onions and garlic emanated.

      “There’s been a couple of guys hanging out here lately. New ones. Never seen them before. They seem a little shifty. Be careful.” Mateo lifted his cap and swiped the sweat off his forehead with the back of his hand.

      Mama J wasn’t worried about shifty. She’d been in a lot of shady neighborhoods. God always came through with the hand of mercy on her every time. She shrugged. God looks at the heart, not the appearance of men, right?
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        * * *

      

      “Is it okay if we wait in the van for you? Everything’s cleaned up.” Mother Joanna nodded at Sister Agnes.

      “I’ll be there soon. I just need to talk to someone.”

      Sr. Agnes climbed into the passenger side while Sisters Edith and Teresa took the back seats. She levered the seat back to accommodate her long legs. They left the doors open, hoping to let in a breeze.

      “Hey, look at this guy walking down the street. Does he look alright to you?” Edith said. They leaned forward and watched where she pointed.

      “He’s wearing bunny slippers. Perhaps we could find him some new shoes. It looks like he wears size eleven,” Sr. Teresa said.

      “He’s glancing behind him.” Edith wrung her hands.

      “And walking faster.” Teresa said.

      “There’s a cop following him. Should we be worried?” Edith scrunched up her shoulders.

      Irene put her hand on Edith’s shoulder. “Look–he ducked between the cars. I’m sure the cop will take care of him.”

      “He’s running towards us! Oh, no!” Edith screamed as Bunny Slippers jumped into the driver’s seat and reached for the keys. The police officer thrust his arm through the window and tried to wrestle the keys from him, without success.

      “Get out of the van. Everybody out. Now!” Sister Teresa took charge. They tumbled onto the sidewalk, one after the other, like piles of puppies.

      “Just let him go,” the officer said. “You’ll be better off.”

      They heard whoops and hollers as Bunny Slippers took off—his fist raised in triumph.

      Sister Teresa patted her pockets. “Oh no, we left the cell in the van. Officer, may I borrow your phone?”

      He handed his to Sr. Teresa who punched in the numbers.

      “Hello? This is Sr. Teresa. Who is this, please?”

      “Tony.”

      Her face scrunched into a puzzle. “Hi, um, Tony. Can I ask if you’re driving a grey van?”

      “Nope. Some guy just threw this phone outta the window of a van, so I picked it up.”

      “I see. Well, that guy stole our van, and we’re in front of the Rescue Mission, and we have no way to get home. Do you think you could return our phone so we can let the others know what happened?”

      “Well, aren’t you in luck, Lady? Six years ago, I would have sold it to buy drugs. Six months ago, I would have kept it. But today’s your lucky day. I’m gonna be nice and return it. I’ll take the bus and be there soon.”

      “Bless you!” She handed the phone back to Officer Bradley.

      Sr. Teresa rounded up the others in a circle where they spread their arms around each other and proceeded to pray. Obviously, this was a situation they would need to surrender.
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        * * *

      

      “Okay girls, I’m ready to go.” Mother A walked out of the mission, ready to return to the convent. She paused.

      “And please bless Mr. Bunny Slippers because I’m sure he doesn’t know what he’s doing,” Sr. Teresa finished.

      “Where’s the van? Did you move it?” It had been parked in front of the Mission. Mama J did a double take.

      “Ummm,” Sr. Teresa began.

      “So, there was this guy—” Sr. Edith.

      Size eleven, I think.” Sr. Irene.

      Sr. Edith spilled out the words. “He got in the van, we jumped out, the police officer tried to stop him, but he drove off.”

      Mama J lifted her eyes towards heaven. “Jesus, Mary and Joseph.”

      The officer jogged to them, stopped, and crossed his arms. “I’m afraid you won’t be getting your van back. He jumped the median, and the van landed on its side in some bushes with two flat tires. I’m sorry, Ladies. It’s totaled. I called a tow truck and pulled the insurance card, and they’ll take care of it. And here, take these bus tokens so you can get yourselves home where it’s safe.”

      “But what about Bunny Slippers? Is he okay?” Sr. Edith said.

      “A few cuts and bruises. We’ve hauled him to the station. He’ll be fine after three hots and a cot.”

      “Thank you, officer.”

      They adjusted their habits, settled onto the curb, and pulled out rosaries.

      They had only prayed through a decade before Tony arrived, good to his word. Thankfully, the phone was in one piece with only a few minor scratches. Mama J searched through her pocket for the prayer card of St. Maximillian, the saint of drug addicts and prisoners, to give him, then handed the phone to Sr. Teresa. She punched in the numbers and waited while it rang.

      “Hey Irene, so, we’re all okay, but, well, we had a minor incident, and we’ll be a tad late. Don’t worry. We’ll explain when we get home.”
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      Mother Joanna joined the Sisters of Mercy when she was twenty-two. She had been a pilot in the air force when she felt the call. Oh, how she loved being in the skies, looking down at the dotted landscape, seeing God’s wonders from above. And the sense of being near God in the heavens. There was nothing like it.

      That’s when she decided she wanted to serve Him. She hadn’t flown since, but who knew if God wouldn’t have a purpose in mind to use her skill.  She was after all, at His service.

      She stood in her simple bedroom, walls painted Mary blue, finished dressing, tucked her short hair under her coif and adjusted her veil.

      As promised, she would take her girls to Hope House today. The war overseas had been going on for nearly two years. Parents had thought it best to send their children to safety in the U.S. And if by some unimaginable chance the parents were killed, at least there would be a generation to take their place. Why Lord? There will be wars and rumors of wars.

      Mother Joanna walked down the hall, her sensible black shoes making a small padding sound on the wood floor. The doorbell rang, and she answered to find a man holding a large paper grocery bag. At first glance, she thought it might be a food donation. Then she read his shirt—Your Life’s a Wreck, We’re Here to Help.

      “Ma’am, here are items that were left in your van. We thought you might like to have them back.”

      She looked from the bag to his eyes. “We would indeed. Thank you. That was very thoughtful.”

      He touched his ball cap and left. She nearly backed over Sister Agnes who was peering over her shoulder.

      “What is it? Do you want me to take it for you?”

      Mama J nodded. “We don’t have time to fool with it now. We’ll be late to Hope House, and we don’t want to disappoint the kids. You know how excited they get when we come. It’s all Brother Ben can do to keep them from running out the front door to us.”

      The nuns lifted their tunics so as not to trip on the steps as they departed the city bus. The children were three deep at the window, their excited faces waiting, their squeals sifting through the thin panes of the large picture window. Sr. Teresa pulled open the squeaky iron gate, and they walked the cobblestone path to the open wooden door, carrying boxes of clothing with some sweets hidden at the bottom.

      “Settle down, children. Our friends will be here all day. You’ll each get a chance to enjoy them.”  Brother Ben’s deep voice was calming. He was a large man, broad shoulders, full beard, twinkly eyes and had a love for these children like no other.

      “Come. Come in.” He patted Mother Joanna’s shoulder. “We were just getting ready for lunch.”

      Sr. Ignacia leaned her tall dark body down and took the hands of Vova and Bohdan and led them to the stack of plates at the end of the table, counting them and asking them how many they should each take to have an even amount. They set the table along with Mykita and Olena who put out silverware while Liliya and Bohdan placed glasses at each spot.

      “What did you bring us?” The top of Mykyta’s brown head came up to Irene’s hip. Her whole body shook with excitement. Irene tussled her hair.

      “Some clothes. New shoes. And a surprise.”

      “A surprise? Olena—they brought a surprise!”

      Olena’s deep eyes grew wide.

      Brother Ben brought out a cart loaded with peanut butter and jelly sandwiches, sliced apples, and milk. Ivan reached for a sandwich as the sisters helped distribute them.

      “Ivan, you have to wait!” Olena grabbed his wrist. Ivan’s head sunk and his brow wrinkled.

      “Hold on there, Buddy. We want to invite Jesus to bless our food first. Jesus always comes first.” Sr. Ignacia began to pray.

      “Bless us O Lord and these thy gifts which we are about to receive through thy bounty, through Christ our Lord.”

      A chorus of amens sounded. The sisters crossed themselves and squeezed onto the benches between the children throughout the long tables.

      “What is your favorite thing to do here?” Irene handed the plate of sandwiches to the little blonde headed boy beside her.

      “I like Brother Ben. He’s so funny,” Vova’s tiny three-year-old voice answered.

      “What does he do that’s funny?”

      “Sometimes he does magic!” Vova’s eyes grew large. “He found a coin behind Ivan’s ear.”

      “Yeah,” Ivan said. “He even gave it to me so I could buy something.”

      “And one time we had boiled eggs, and he pulled one out of a scarf.” Bohdan talked around a big mouthful of peanut butter.

      “And sometimes he plays hide-and-seek with us.” Vova looked at Bohdan. “He always lets us win, though.” Vova’s eyes lit up and his shoulders raised and fell.

      “That does sound like fun. When you’re through eating, we’ll play games. I brought dominoes and cribbage for the older ones.” Irene liked anything she could construe as having a mathematical edge.

      Mother Joanna drifted to Brother Ben, who stood by the wall.

      “How are they adjusting? The kids?”

      “I’m worried about some of them. Especially that one.” He pointed his chin at Ivan. “He’s always stirring up trouble. He was caught starting a fire in the garbage can last week.”

      “That’s no good. Does he just need a friend?”

      “Maybe. We’re keeping an eye on him.”

      “And the others?”

      “Surprisingly, the younger ones are doing better than the older kids. In the sibling sets, the older ones are protective of their younger brother or sister. But we’ve had some fights break out among them. They are so desperate to survive that they become territorial. They guard what they have and worry that someone will snatch them away again. I’m working on making them feel safe and secure.”

      “And teaching them, I’m sure, that their heavenly Father will always be with them and protect them. We will pray to San Jerome Emiliani.”

      Brother Ben nodded. “The patron saint of orphans. Even though they’re not technically that. But I’m sure God knows our heart and what they need most.”
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        * * *

      

      When they returned to the convent, Mama J climbed the ten steps, head bent, watching for cracks in the cement. She didn’t need to trip again. Last time, that mistake landed her in the ER with a sprained ankle.

      When she nearly reached the top, she saw black boots and her eyes travelled past camouflaged pants and landed on a stern face. The man had to be close to seven feet tall, broad shoulders, wearing a skull cap, leather jacket and chains. He stood with his back to the wall, arms crossed, and feet spread. A second man turned from looking through the front window.

      “Good afternoon, Ladies. Name’s Joey. Joey Lagratto. And this here is Smols.”

      “Well, Joey, nice to meet you and your friend. To what do we owe the honor?”

      Mama J always thought it a good idea to approach things in a congenial way. Especially when the guests were covered in tattoos and questionable attire. She wasn’t trying to judge, but…

      “It seems you have something that belongs to us.” Joey’s mouth was full of gold teeth that glinted in the sunshine as he talked.

      “Really?” By this time, the rest of the sisters were gathered around Mama J. She pulled a hanky out of her pocket, dabbed it to her mouth and reached towards Joey’s cheek.

      “Here, let me wipe those lines off your face for you.”

      He shied back, shook his head and waved her hand away. She wasn’t sure why he didn’t want her help. She was just acting like any mom would.

      “Well, would you like to come in? We have a fresh batch of cookies.”

      Smols sent Joey a pleading look. Mama J unlocked the door, and the men followed her in. They stood looking at the floor to ceiling bookcases, then to the spiral stairs and to the walls lined with pictures of saints. Sister Agnes turned on the fan and opened some windows while Sister Edith set a plate of snickerdoodles on the long dining room table. Mama J motioned for them to sit. Edith returned with glasses and a pitcher of milk.

      “Now, tell me what you need?” Mama J closed her left hand around her right fist and met Joey’s eyes, unblinking.

      “It seems our friend Bernardo took a joy ride in your van.” Joey reached for a cookie.

      “We want to apologize for that,” Smols said. His voice was deep and growly. He chomped on the cookie and closed his eyes in delight.

      “It seems he left an item in the van. We just thought you might have it.” Joey leaned back on the chair, leaving the back two legs on the floor.

      Mama J searched the faces of each of the sisters. “Sister Agnes, I handed the bag they brought me to you, didn’t I?”

      “Yes, Mother. I emptied it—there was Sr. Irene’s deck of cards, Sr. Edith’s wrench and screwdriver, Sister Ignacia’s book. Just stuff like that. I returned their items to them.” She shrugged.

      Joey chugged down his glass of milk and locked eyes with each nun, one by one. Edith squirmed.

      “You don’t seem like the kind of ladies that would lie to us now, would you?” Joey narrowed his eyes. Sr. Agnes pulled herself in.

      “No sir, of course not,” Mama J said. “Gentlemen, can you be more specific? What exactly are you looking for?”

      Joey side eyed Smols.
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