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      STANDING AT THE ALTAR, GAZING down at a dwindled and lackadaisical congregation, Reverend Doctor Silas DeBassompierre of St. Aloysius Episcopal Church in Morehead City, NC, felt his gorge rise ominously. This forced him to pause at the end of his meticulously practiced but uninspired homily, close his eyes, and swallow hard to keep down his breakfast. Of course, this gastric distress was less the result of his indignation at the laxity of his members than it was the natural consequence of the six Bloody Marys he’d consumed the evening before at one of the seediest dives to be found on the waterfront. He knew that as a clergyperson it was unseemly for him to drink in public, but sometimes one simply has to break the rules.

      Gritting his teeth against the nausea, he asked himself if this, celebrating a Sunday service to a handful of geriatric parishioners, was what he’d gone through all the twists and turns and challenges of doctoral level theological education to arrive at? Hell no! No, by this point in his career—after all he was almost 35 years old—he should have been well placed in a tenure-track position in one of the Episcopal Seminaries.  But of course, in the church as in all other human institutions, it is usually the scum that forms at the top... how he’d ever imagined that it would be any different for him was still a mystery. He took a deep breath through his nostrils and exhaled slowly. Oh, God, he petitioned, just let me make it through this service and I’ll never touch another Bloody Mary...

      A tentative coughing sound, recognizable to him as coming from his administrative and pastoral care assistant Grace Holbach, who was seated in the front pew, prodded him out of his preoccupation with his own discomfort, and he opened his eyes and genuflected, as if to signal that he’d been praying. And in a sense, he consoled himself, he had been. Petition, he decided, was a perfectly appropriate form of silent prayer, and particularly appropriate for a priest about to proclaim the General Confession.

      Raising both hands in the obligatory gesture of blessing, he closed his eyes and opened his mouth.

      “Let us humbly confess our sins unto Almighty God...”
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        * * *

      

      “Let us humbly confess our sins unto Almighty God...” squeaked Clancy, addressing his own congregation. Clancy had observed countless services presided over by the young and handsome Reverend Silas DeBassompierre from a hiding place beneath the Hammond Organ in the sanctuary of St. Aloysius. He was obliged to stay hidden, for although he too was a member of the Christian clergy, he was not a human being, but rather a rat who had been raised by his not so recently departed and deeply mourned Great Aunt November in the cellar of that church. He had received, in a nocturnal vision not long after dear Aunt November’s demise, the call from God Almighty to spread the Gospel of Jesus Christ to the various creatures who inhabited or passed through the churchyard of St. Aloysius Episcopal Church and the surrounding environs. Since then, he’d managed to bring together various species to form a small but growing and vibrant congregation. They met for worship every Sunday morning at ten a.m., careful to begin and conclude while the human congregation was inside attending to the service presided over by the human Rector, the Reverend Silas DeBassompierre who, little did he know, was the Rat Reverend Clancy’s paradigm for ministry and inspiration.

      Thrilled beyond measure to provide his little flock with spiritual food, he gave them a moment to recall and repent, in the privacy of their own consciences, of their sins and transgressions. Then he consecrated the offerings that each had brought in accordance with their vastly varied dietary restrictions and offered them back as the Body of Christ. That done, he clambered back on top of the green plastic vermicomposter, which served as his lectern, and prepared to make a few announcements prior to pronouncing the dismissal.

      “Bless you all for coming!” His voice was high and keen with natural ebullience. “And this Sunday, I want to let ya’ll know that, just like Reverend DeBassompierre, I encourage any member of my church to come visit me at any time if there is something weighing heavy on you that you feel like you need to give up to God. I don’t want anyone to think that you have to tell me what you might be doing or have done that isn’t nice, but it does help, sometimes, to say out loud what you aren’t very proud of, and you can be real sure that I won’t tell a soul. That’s one of the rules of being a reverend.  I’m not allowed to gossip, especially about my members and whatever sins ya’ll might have committed...”

      The gathered members of St. Aloysius Jr. Church of the Urban Wildlife each regarded their reverend with varying degrees of affectionate puzzlement. Of course he had mentioned the General Confession at some point in every service, but none of them having any real concept of sin, none of them had taken that literally. The reverend himself was fond of saying, after all, that all they had to do to be a Christian was to love Jesus, an invisible but ever-present human figure whom he described as being very kind and helpful and possessing the valuable skill of resurrecting the dead. Wasn’t that enough? And tricky enough, too, given that He was one of those humans, and they only really knew anything about Him through the word of Clancy’s mouth.

      “Only thing weighing on me are all these young’uns!” vocalized Ometa, an opossum who was relatively new to the community. “You gonna take ‘em off my paws?!” And, jiggling with amusement at what she perceived as a witticism, she caused the nine baby opossums clinging to her sides to squeal in alarm. “Don’t you worry, babies. Mama’s just kidding.”

      Clancy was, as a matter of fact, prepared for some resistance to the idea of private confession. His parishioners, after all, were all relatively recent converts. They hadn’t had the advantage of being raised, as he had been, in the Church by a good Christian she-rat. “Well, Ometa... you do have a point, I guess. I know that it can be hard, when times are tough, the way they are for most of us, just living paw to mouth, to always do the right thing, and God understands. I don’t think God means for us to feel bad about anything we do just to get by... but sometimes we go too far, and we ought to feel bad about some things...”

      “Like what, Reverend?” said Bertram, a grotesque looking and strong smelling buzzard, who had become, over the course of a tumultuous catechumenate, one of the pillars of the church.

      “That’s a real good question too, Bertram. I think it depends, but most of the time if we do anything that hurts ourselves or anyone else, we’ve been sinful.”

      “What have you got to confess, O Holy Rodent...?” Came a faint, gravelly voice from within the bowels of the vermicomposter, as muffled by being surrounded by soil as a voice from a grave. “That's what I wanna know...”

      Clancy was taken aback. It was unusual to hear a peep from the earthworm Hertz during a service, for Hertz professed to find Clancy’s liturgies meaningless and boring. Nevertheless, Clancy loved the irascible invertebrate dearly for, not long after Aunt November went to be with the Lord, he’d encountered Hertz half dead on the cold wooden floor of the sanctuary of the human church, having been trodden in clinging to the toe of one of Reverend DeBassompierre’s wingtip shoes one muddy evening. Clancy had restored the worm back to health by depositing him in the soil of the potted fern that hung suspended above Grace’s desk in the administrative suite and checked on him every day. It was while Hertz was recuperating in the fern pot that Clancy, who had never ventured beyond the walls of St. Aloysius, discovered through his new friend that not all creatures knew of the love or even the existence of their Creator. Not yet feeling called to ordained ministry, Clancy nevertheless felt led to evangelize and eventually baptize his friend, even though the worm’s skepticism regarding the Gospel seemed to increase along with his health. When the steering committee of St. Aloysius purchased the materials needed to institute a community garden/vermicomposting program, Hertz convinced Clancy to move him to the composter so that he could take advantage of that career opportunity. Clancy knew he would miss his friend, but he knew as well that he mustn’t stand in the way of the worm following his own path. And so the bond between the rat and the worm was deep and abiding, while not without friction. At one point, for example, Clancy had become impatient with Hertz’s reluctance to make a profession of faith and had baptized him in the toilet of the men’s room of St. Aloysius in a fit of temper that he would never cease to regret. So he was generous to a fault when it came to Hertz’s occasional digs.

      “Hertz! You are absolutely, positively right! Before I start thinking I can forgive anyone else’s sins, I have to take responsibility my own...” and, as usual when he felt uneasy, Clancy reached for his tail and gnawed on a kink near the end of it, an unconscious self-soothing habit carried over from a sometimes lonely childhood.

      Clancy searched his soul as he gnawed his tail, and resolved to model the transparency he felt his parishioners should adopt. I’m supposed to set an example. “Now, let’s see... I wished this morning I could preach as good as Reverend DeBassompierre... that’s greed...or maybe it’s envy...or maybe it’s pride...oh, I always get them so mixed up...”

      “Oh, for Heaven’s sake!!” came a voice from above. Then, descending from the electrical line connected to the church building with a flutter of wings and a soft, chuckling vocalization, Ottoline, who was one of a pair of pigeons who had also been among Clancy’s earliest converts, intervened. “Reverend, don’t let this worm browbeat you. You don’t have to bare your soul in front of the whole congregation! It seems to me, given what you’ve told us about Jesus, anything that might come between ourselves and God has been washed off us in our Baptism...”

      “Ottoline’s right,” said Bertram the buzzard, who very much admired the matronly pigeon. “That’s what you said when we all got Baptized!”

      “I guess you’re right, Ottoline...” agreed Clancy. “But Reverend DeBassompierre says that Baptism doesn’t make us perfect, just forgiven... “

      Hertz the earthworm was not a little annoyed. Here the rat was on the edge of making himself predictably ridiculous, and these birds had to come along and ruin it. “Amen!” the worm said, not uncynically. “I think that human was right for once. After all, you baptized me, didn’t you, and I’m no angel...”

      Ottoline’s soft grey breast expanded, indicating she had more to say to this, but Clancy did not seem to notice, for Hertz’s words had hit their mark. “You’re right, Hertz,” he said. “You know, I believe you’re exactly right. I’m no better than any of the rest of you, but that doesn’t mean that as a Reverend I shouldn’t set a good example. And that means I must try to stay on top of my bad habits. I’ve been snacking too much, for one thing. And that’s not a good witness. Why, just this morning I had to squeeze harder than I ever have before to get out of the basement! I know I need a good breakfast to get through the day, but I could skip lunch, and I don’t have to take Little Debbie Cakes out of the food pantry just because they’ve been sitting there for months. And I should start exercising again too. Thank you, Hertz. I can always count on you to help me stop fooling myself. Well! It’s good to get that settled! I’m going to watch my diet.  And when I feel like eating something I don’t need... well then, I know I need to pray!” And with that, Clancy, in one of his characteristic bursts of spontaneous affection, leaned over and kissed Hertz right on the tip. “See ya’ll tomorrow!” He said, “I’m going to get me some steps in right now!” And he was off around the cornerstone of the church to the plywood crawlspace door, one corner of which was gnawed away just enough to admit him into the cellar where he and his great-aunt had once made their fusty lair. Ottoline, Bertram, and the others all turned to regard Hertz, who instantly disappeared into his own muck.

      “Come back here, sir,” warbled Ottoline sternly at the composter. “Not so fast. You should be utterly ashamed of yourself. Why must you constantly antagonize the Reverend! You always take advantage of his sweet nature and his regard for you, and I for one am sick and tired of it! What’s the matter with you?!”

      Hertz responded to this upbraiding with all the boldness that comes with being concealed, protected and out of the reach of someone who is in any event a basically nonaggressive opponent. “Nothing’s the matter with me! And what do you know?! Maybe I want what’s best for him just as much as you do, you ever think of that, featherbrain? And besides, he is getting too fat!”

      Ottoline gritted her beak. She wondered if she’d ever in her life known anyone as ill-natured as this worm seemed to be most of the time. “Now, just a minute, sir. While you may have a longer acquaintance with the Reverend than the rest of us, that certainly doesn’t mean you have a proper perception of his character or his intelligence or his appearance, for that matter. Your eyesight is quite rudimentary, like not a few other things about you. You may think that you’re more worldly-wise, but I can tell you one thing—the Reverend, while he may be very impressionable, has integrity. And what better example of that can there be than his kindness to you in spite of the fact that you belittle him and point out his shortcomings... which are very mild... every chance you get. And to what end? Why are you so critical? If you can’t find it in your heart... if you even have one... to appreciate the Reverend and all he does for you and the rest of us, why not simply let him be?!?”

      Ottoline, mild and maternal by nature, waited for a response, and when there was simply silence from within the composter, she wondered if perhaps she’d been too harsh. But then the image of the Reverend kicking himself for nothing came to her mind’s eye, and once again her pigeon breast swelled with indignation.

      Safe within the composter, Hertz fumed. He dared not respond to Ottoline, lest she perceive that her words had hit a nerve. Why didn’t he just leave the rat to his foolish notions? Why did he bother?

      Well, I won’t any more! he vowed. I give up trying to get that silly squeaking creature to look at how he comes off. I’m done!

      And with that he made his way to his chamber in the deep dark labyrinthine interior of the compost.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Well, I lost my temper. I’m so sorry you all had to witness that,” said Ottoline to the creatures that remained. “That worm certainly knows how to ruffle my feathers sometimes!”

      “That’s okay, Miss Ottoline,” said Bertram. “You just gave it to him straight. That old worm needs to be nicer, especially to the Reverend.”

      Ottoline blinked, taking this in. “Well, I do stand by what I said. I appreciate your support, Bertram. I just wish I had more patience.”

      “That worm would try the patience of Jesus Himself,” said a squirrel by the name of Elwood, who, like Ottoline, felt very protective of their Reverend. Following the tragic and untimely death of Elwood’s son Timmy as the result of a vehicular hit and run on the busy boulevard in front of the church, Clancy had ministered awkwardly but with sincere compassion to his grieving parents. “Don’t worry about him. He’ll get over it. Or he won’t. Who needs him, anyway?”
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        * * *

      

      “Who needs them anyway?” grumbled Hertz, tossing and turning and coiling and squirming, trying to get comfortable. He couldn’t get the pigeon’s words out of his mind. “I don’t. I have enough to worry about, running this colony, making sure every worm does their share, without wasting my time with a bunch of overgrounders. Let them have their Reverend, and their stupid church. I really don’t give a damn.” And he tossed and turned and stretched and coiled, but he still couldn’t settle his uneasy mind. “Damn it,” he said. “Now I can’t sleep.”

      For a while he contemplated leaving the chamber and going up to the lid to find something to munch on, but after having criticized the rodent’s appetite, he decided he wasn’t going to give in to that kind of indulgence. No, he knew how to get by on next to nothing, unlike that spoiled rotten rat, unlike that snooty pigeon, or any of the rest of those silly creatures. He knew what it was like to be on his own, without any help from anybody, ignored by his own parents, tricked by the elders of the colony he’d been born into, abandoned on the surface to dry up in the sun or get munched up by some stupid robin. No, he was a survivor... he was the one, after all, who had made both the composter and the garden what they were. Every single worm in the colony was descended from him; he had his figurative hands full. What did he need with any other animal! He was doing real work, he was helping the planet, by Ground! What were all those silly animals out there doing with their prayers besides deluding themselves that there was any justice in the universe! And of all of them, the most deluded was Clancy.

      That damn rat. Hertz wished he’d never met him, never mind that the rat had saved his life, or said so. “He doesn’t care about me any more than I care about him. Who needs him!” And, repeating this last phrase like a mantra, the malcontented worm eventually lapsed into an uneasy sleep.
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        * * *

      

      Over the next few days, the Rat Reverend Clancy threw himself heart and soul into his new diet and exercise regime. It seemed to him that even after skipping lunch for just one day, he was seeing... and more importantly, feeling... a significant difference. His pelt felt softer and smoother to his tongue, he had more vim and vigor. He wasn’t one hundred percent sure, but he thought he might be having a slightly easier time squeezing himself in and out of the gnawed-off corner of the crawlspace door of the cellar. “Lord,” he said to himself. “I praise Your Name, for giving me such a dear good friend in Hertz. Sometimes what he says hurts my feelings, but deep down inside, I know he cares a lot. Lord, I just ask that You bless him, and show him that You love him, because I’m not sure I do a good enough job of explaining Your ways to him. Because after all, he’s a whole lot smarter than me. And he had a real hard time growing up back in his old colony, and that can make it not so easy to trust. Help him find his way to You, Lord... In Jesus Name, I pray. I promise, I’ll help any way I can….”
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        * * *

      

      Ottoline continued to feel uneasy about the way she’d spoken to Hertz the worm. She shared the incident with her spouse, Steven, a pigeon like herself, though Steven possessed a far less outgoing, more placid character. “I'm afraid I may have caused a rift in the congregation, Steven...” she worried. “He can be so unpleasant, but I should keep in mind that he is the Reverend’s oldest friend. And like it or not, he’s a part of our community. If the Reverend doesn’t object to the way Hertz talks to him, who am I to criticize?”

      Steven, as was his way, didn’t answer. He simply sat alongside his wife within the ornamental belfry without a bell that topped the roof of St. Aloysius Sr. Church. That was where they made their home. He knew that his dear wife would answer her own concerns. He was, among other things, her sounding board. She burbled on:

      “I suppose that even if there is a rift, I shouldn’t feel overly responsible. If that worm is entitled to his opinion about the Reverend’s behavior or appearance, then at the very least I’m entitled to my concerns about how the Reverend is being treated. I just wish I could find some way to interact with that worm without letting him get under my feathers.” Ottoline fell silent, and wondered how it was that she had not, after all their years together, absorbed any of Steven’s natural placidity. She supposed that the two of them, as compatible as they were, were simply wired differently. “Perhaps...” she murmured to herself after some time, as much to herself as to Steven, “... perhaps that’s the discipline that I should adopt, now that we’re being encouraged to examine ourselves... maybe I should spend more time with the worm. Maybe that’s how I can become more patient of and understanding toward him. It certainly isn’t anything I really care to do... but apparently that’s the point of penitence.”
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        * * *

      

      Hertz could hear the pigeon calling his name. He could hear her beak tapping out a tattoo, at first tentatively, then more impatiently, against the forest green plastic casing of the composter.  He wasn’t deaf. Let her tap and gurgle till hell freezes over, he told himself. He wasn’t going to give her any satisfaction. He’d made his decision, and he was going to stick to it. He needed that rat and the rest of them like he needed a hole in his tip. He had his pride, by Ground!

      But when the tapping and the warbling of his name ceased abruptly and, to his mind, prematurely, moments later only to be replaced by that male pigeon’s voice sounding far more urgent than normal, Hertz’s curiosity won over his spite, and he burrowed his way to the ventilator slot in the green plastic composter casing to find out what was going on.
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        * * *

      

      “Poor Bertram,” Ottoline was saying. “He’s going to be torn. It’s terrible that his father should die without their having some... reconciliation.”

      “It’s too bad,” agreed Steven. Hertz thought about interjecting his observation that the young buzzard’s father had been a royal sonofabitch—he had shown up at Bertram's baptism ceremony with the sole intention of spoiling it by making a stink, just because he was unhappy with Bertram for taking up with Donna, an elegant, aloof and troubled vulture with a tragic past with whom the young buzzard had once been madly in love. Among the avian members of St. Aloysius Jr., Hertz found Bertram to be the least objectionable, so out of the slim degree of respect of which he was capable, the worm held his peace.

      “How did it happen, Steven?” asked Ottoline. “How did you find out?”

      Steven related the following: He had, as was his custom, flown off to Bertram’s roost in the woods to spend some time with him before they reported back to the churchyard for choir practice, and was a little surprised to find that the buzzard wasn’t home. Steven wondered if perhaps Bertram had gone to visit Donna, for whom he stilled harbored strong feelings, so he was just about to wing his way to the municipal water tower, underneath the tank where Donna had her own nest, when a familiar gargling salutation interrupted the pigeon’s reflections. It was the voice of Bertram himself, descending from high above the treetops. “I thought I smelled you down here!” Bertram landed with a flurry beside Steven on the limb and enveloped the smaller bird with his strong, acrid aroma, which was nauseating until you got to know him. “I bet you think I went to go see Donna...”

      Steven chuckled.

      “Well... I wish that’s where I was. But tell you what, I’ve been run ragged scavenging for my mama and granny and my sisters because... well, my daddy died yesterday, Steve.”

      Steven’s narrow beak fell open.

      Bertram went on. “Yep. I sure was surprised myself. My little sister Sudie Mae came by last night to let me know, said he just didn’t wake up from his nap after breakfast yesterday morning. Said he’d been just fine up till then; they think it must have been his heart. Anyway... course my mama and them need some help now, so that’s what I've been doing... matter of fact, I guess I’ve pretty much moved back to the old place for now. I bet Daddy’d be having a fit if he knew. But someone’s got to feed all those females...”

      The young buzzard inclined his long neck toward the smaller, older bird, as if to indicate exhaustion... a need to rest his head on some accepting and accommodating flesh. But then he contracted it back again. “I guess Daddy never thought about what might happen to them if he….” And here the full impact of what had happened finally hit the young buzzard. He gritted his powerful beak but could not hold in a swelling outburst of complicated grief. “Damn it, Daddy!” he cried. “Why’d you have to be so mean!”

      Steven the pigeon, whose own father, long dead, had been an important and positive presence in his life, felt helpless. He remained silent. The two birds, so dissimilar in size, features, diet, temperament, and experience simply sat together on the bough until Bertram, reluctant to subject his friend to another outburst, spread his wings. “I better check on the girls before practice. Tell Miss Ottoline for me, would you, Steve? And the Reverend? And tell them not to worry about me... Daddy’s been worse than dead to me for a long time now.”

      And with that Bertram took off to see to his family’s needs, and Steven returned to the church to inform Ottoline.

      “It’s very sad,” said Ottoline. “Bertram is going to have a hard time coming to terms with the end of a significant relationship that was so fraught with discord. You know, it’s all the more reason why I was hoping to patch up the quarrel between myself and Hertz. You never know when you might lose the opportunity to make peace with someone you’ve injured. But he doesn’t seem to want to reconcile... I’ve been calling and tapping, but he hasn’t answered...”

      Oh, for Ground’s sake, Hertz grumbled to himself deep within the compost. I suppose if I don’t let her apologize now, she’ll never leave me alone...

      And so, at last disposed to respond to his adversary with his grudging forgiveness, Hertz uncoiled and began to tunnel his way to the composter casing, but when he finally surfaced it was too late. “I suppose he just needs more time,” Ottoline had warbled, then she and Steven had taken off.
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        * * *

      

      As it turned out, choir practice was something of a balm to Bertram’s distressed spirit that evening, for it helped him to put the memory of the night before aside for a while! But as soon as practice was over and he made his way back to the family roost, it all came back to him. It was  as if, in order to face the future and all the changes it held in store, the recent past had to be put into a more sober perspective.

      He remembered how he had found out about his Daddy’s death. On that day, he had already been feeling a certain uneasiness even before returning from his evening scavenge to his solitary roost in the forestland between the church and the neighboring subdivision. But when he found his middle sister sitting in his nest with her usual air of guardedness, his apprehension turned into alarm. “Sudie Mae!” he croaked. “What’re you doing here? You know Daddy’ll raise hell if he finds out you’ve come to see me!”

      “Oh no he won’t,” said the young female buzzard with conviction. In the dim light of dusk, her dark, sharp, red-rimmed eyes gleamed, but whether with joy or sorrow, Bertram couldn’t discern. “Daddy’s done died, Bert. He died this morning.” And Sudie Mae watched her big brother closely for his own reaction.

      Bertram’s beak loosened and gaped. His father... dead? It had to be a mistake... or a trick. “Sudie Mae!” Bertram cried, but in a hushed rasp, as if he was terrified the subject of their conversation could somehow hear them. “Don’t say that!”

      Sudie Mae, while young, nevertheless had enough insight into the convoluted and unhealthy dynamics of her family to realize that her outcast brother was expressing reasonable fear. She knew well that her father wouldn’t have been above taking offense at the suggestion that he was dead, even though it was true.

      “He really is, Bert,” she said, and when she spoke next her voice was softer, less abrupt, and the strange gleam of excitement at sharing the news had left her eyes, which were now dark, dull and somber. “He just didn’t get out of his roost this morning. Mama tried calling him, she tried pecking at him, but he was just as stiff as week-old possum meat. Mama said it must have been his heart. He hadn’t been right all week. Granny’s real tore up. Won’t eat. She says there ain’t nothing left to live for when your only son is gone...”

      Bertram’s beak fell open. Sudie Mae went on. “Granny’s crazy, but Mama’s scared to death too. Mama said if you don’t come help us out, she doesn’t know what’ll happen to us. You know Daddy never let us do anything for ourselves, so now look at us...”

      Bertram felt a sudden cold course through him, as if he’d swallowed a shadow. “Did Mama send you to come get me?” he asked.

      “No,” said Sudie Mae. “But I know that’s what she wants. She wants you to come home, Bert, and help us. She never wanted Daddy to make you leave before. She tried to tell him he was just spiting himself and the rest of us, being so stubborn, but you know how he was. He never listened to nobody, except his own daddy. Now he’s gone and left us without anything. But he can’t have it all his way now, Bert. He can’t tell you what to do, not if he’s dead! So if you want to help us, you can. If you don’t, well... I guess I’ll have to figure it all out...” And Sudie Mae, regarding her brother now, could not help but see, from his stricken expression, that he was truly anguished. She had never felt emotionally safe within her family. She had never had the chance to develop the capacity to consider the feelings of others apart from how their feelings might affect her. So it was as if she were seeing her brother now for the very first time without the blinders of self-protection.

      “Bert, even if you don’t want to stay... I know you have your own friends now... but even if you just came back for a while, just to show us... or me, at least, how to get by... well, that would be a real big help. If you could just come back for a little while, Bert, I promise I’ll learn real quick. I know I can. Will you come home for just a while, Bert?”

      Bertram, still feeling the cold shock of death, how it denied any possibility of reconciliation with his father, heard his sister’s plea as if from a great distance. Let ‘em starve, a bitter, familiar voice within him said. But that voice sounded like a cheap imitation of his father, and he shook his head violently as if to shake the voice out of his skull. “Alright…” he said when the dizziness subsided. “Tell Mama I’ll be by after a while. I’m gonna go find ya’ll something to eat.”

      And for the rest of that night, which seemed to last a lifetime, Bertram was occupied with the practical contingencies of providing for the immediate needs of his suddenly helpless female relatives. Except for his thoroughly grief-stricken grandmother, they all welcomed Bertram’s return with raucous gratitude if not outright affection. Of all of them, only Sudie Mae—who had always been the most independent—seemed to remember why he’d been away in the first place. “Oh, if only you’d have come back sooner,” his mother said. “It would have made your daddy so happy.”

      Sudie Mae caught her brother’s weary eye and rolled her own in shared understanding.
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        * * *

      

      Clancy squeezed himself out of the gnawed-out corner of the crawlspace door of the cellar to listen in on the choir practice. While he too loved to lift his voice in praise, he’d discovered early on in his career as the pastor that both singing and preaching at every Sunday service put a real strain on his voice, so he stepped aside when Bertram joined the church. He watched from the ground in the pleasant, if strongly odorous shadow of the composter, while Ottoline, Steven and Bertram cooed and gurgled on the rim of the nearby birdbath that sometimes served as a baptismal font. The hymn that they had chosen, “I’ll Fly Away,” was among his favorites, though there was scarcely a sacred song that he knew of that he didn’t like, some more than others. He scampered over to the birdbath to let them know he approved.

      “Oh, I love that song! I believe I’ll try to work it into my sermon this Sunday... I’m not sure how, though, I’ll have to think about it. This week I’ll be preaching on the Prodigal Son...” Clancy was fortunate in that his unwitting mentor the Reverend DeBassompierre always rehearsed his own sermon every Friday morning in front of Grace, who would then unsparingly critique his delivery, though rarely his message. “Maybe I can say that the Prodigal Son tried to fly away too soon... Oh, I don’t know... “

      “Who’s the Prodigal Son?” asked Bertram, who possessed a refreshing curiosity about things of the spirit. “Someone in the Bible, I reckon?”

      “Yes!” proclaimed Clancy. “Well, sort of. He’s someone in a story that Jesus tells us about a young man who doesn’t respect his father’s wishes and who runs away from home and gets into trouble and when he comes home his father is so happy to see him—even though he was disobedient—that he throws a great big feast! Reverend DeBassompierre says that all the stories that Jesus tells in the Bible are to show us how much God loves us. So I think this story is saying that God loves us just the way a father loves his son, even when the son isn’t really doing what he’s supposed to. That’s why Jesus tells us that when we pray, we should pray to our Father in Heaven, because God is just like that Father in His story, who forgives us and always wants us to come home!” And with that Clancy stood and spread his forelimbs, as if he himself were welcoming back a Prodigal Son with open paws.

      The three birds were then peculiarly silent. Clancy, caught up in his own rapturous vision of a Heavenly Banquet, took a moment to realize this. Slowly he lowered himself back onto all fours and regarded his choir members. “Doesn’t that make sense? Or should I forget it and preach about something else?” he asked uncertainly.

      The three birds looked at one another.  Bertram’s odor seemed to thicken, as if to signal his discomfort. “I was going to tell you after practice anyway, Reverend,” he said. “But I might as well tell you now. My daddy died yesterday.”

      Clancy felt his tail, ears and whiskers stiffen... this was a shock. “He did what?” he cried, and to his own horror he almost didn’t stifle the impulse to follow up with “Praise the Lord.” For after all, he had had his own unpleasant run-ins with Bertram’s daddy. He reached for his tail, twisted it, then he dropped it and reached for Bertram’s tough feathered wing. “Bertram….I’m sorry.”

      “Thank you, Reverend,” said the young buzzard. “I know he wasn’t very nice to you, but he was my daddy. I still can’t believe he’s really gone.”

      Clancy, whose Great-Aunt November had been far from the tyrant that Bertram’s father was, but in her own way had still maintained a decided grip on Clancy’s sense of self, understood the young buzzard’s ambivalence more than he cared to admit. It was hard not to rejoice over the fact that the old buzzard had gone to meet his maker.

      “Perhaps...” Ottoline ventured tentatively, “We might somehow remember him in this Sunday’s service?”

      Bertram brightened. “Could we do that? Reverend? Maybe say a little prayer? Would that be all right? Even though he was kind of…” Bertram’s brightness dimmed a bit. “…Mean?”

      Clancy thought mean was a mild word for the old dead buzzard, who had forbidden his high-spirited son to have any friends outside the species, and who had banished him apparently without a scruple. Evil seemed to Clancy to be a more apt term. But of course, it wasn’t Clancy’s place to judge. “Of course we can,” he responded.

      “Oh, good,” said Bertram. “I’ll see if my mama and my sisters want to come. I hope they do!”
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        * * *

      

      Sudie Mae, having accompanied her brother to the St. Aloysius churchyard Sunday morning, was not a little discomfited by the presence of so many disparate creatures in one place. Once they arrived she stuck as close as she could to her brother’s side, and could only nod shyly in greeting when he introduced her first to the two pigeons, Ottoline and Steven.

      “It’s so nice to meet you, Sudie Mae,” said the ever-gracious Ottoline. “Bertram’s told us a lot about you. We were so sorry to hear about your father’s death.”

      At this Sudie Mae could only nod again. She was aware of, and ashamed of, her aloof manner, but she couldn’t help herself. She had never seen so many of these animals alive before, not so up close and personal. It was particularly strange to have so many squirrels scampering around. She’d always loved squirrel meat, and it made her feel funny to have real live squirrels just looking at her as if she was just like one of them.

      Ottoline, sensing Sudie Mae’s discomfiture, knew that she should stay close to support the poor thing. “Our Reverend should be out soon to begin the service. I know he’s looking forward to seeing you, Sudie Mae. If you like, you are more than welcome to just stay near us. Just stand with the choir, though I don’t know if you enjoy singing like your brother. Well, whether you want to join in or not, do feel free to stand with us. I remember the first time I attended one of Reverend Clancy’s services. I had no idea what to expect, and I don’t know what I would have done if I hadn’t had Steven with me, to help me feel not quite so out of place...”

      Sudie Mae felt her ruddy face warm with gratitude, and she managed to nod.

      “Oh, good,” said Ottoline. “Now, following the service, we will have a time for fellowship, a more informal gathering, so if you have time to stay for that, I’m sure Bertram would love to have you meet some of the other members... Oh! Here comes the Reverend now!  Right this way….”

      And Ottoline ushered Sudie Mae over to the side of the composter, where Bertram and Steven already stood at attention, as Clancy wriggled himself with more ease than ever through the chewed-out bottom corner of the crawlspace door. Looking neither to the right nor to the left, he proceeded with as much solemnity as a rat could muster towards the multilevel green plastic composter that served as his altar and lectern.

      “The Lord be with you.” He squeaked as he assumed his place above the gathering.

      “And also with you,” said a smattering of congregants, those regulars and members of long standing who knew the routine responses. Sudie Mae responded as well, a beat behind the rest, and blushed.

      “Amen!” proclaimed Clancy. “Thank you all for being here this beautiful Sunday morning that the Lord has made. Today is one of those days that is so pretty it’s hard to believe that anything could go wrong or that anyone could be sad. And we ought to be grateful for our own good fortune always. But it’s real important to remember that sometimes things aren’t so good for those around us. As Christians, we can’t let our happiness ever get in the way of helping someone who is sad. So I have to tell you, if you haven’t heard about it already, and maybe you have, that one of our members just the other day lost a parent. Our Bertram’s father passed away unexpectedly, and we were so sorry to hear that. Let us all take a minute and pray for the repose of his spirit, and for peace in the hearts of those he left behind. Those of us who can, please bow your heads….”

      Sudie Mae watched, wide-eyed, as the congregation of diverse creatures all responded as one body to the little rodent’s instruction.

      “Dear Lord,” Clancy began, “We ask your blessing for the soul of Bertram's Daddy, a buzzard created in your own image. And just like all the rest of us, he—Bertram’s daddy, that is, not you Lord—made some mistakes. Lord, have mercy on Bertram’s daddy and welcome him into the Heavenly Banquet. Send Your Holy Spirit to comfort his family, specially Bertram and his baby sister Sudie Mae, who has joined us here today to pay her respects to her daddy’s memory...”

      Sudie Mae had never felt so mixed up in her life. She knew that her brother was involved with a bunch of new friends of different species, and that they all got together once a week or so for something called Church, where they talked about someone called Jesus and his father, but she hadn’t realized that these figures were considered to be so important and powerful and able to—it sounded like—feed the dead. She looked at Bertram beside her and tried to see if she felt as uneasy as she did. But he looked, as far as a buzzard can look, perfectly content. Sudie Mae wanted to fly away. How could Bertram be so calm? The last thing she wanted was for their father to still be in some sense alive and thus presumably still able to impose his imperious will upon her. She couldn’t believe that Bertram wouldn’t feel just as horrified. Had her father been right about this rat reverend after all? Did it have Bertram under some sort of spell?

      “…and Lord,” Clancy continued, “We know that You know best. We know that You know our hearts and our minds—and even our bodies—better than we do ourselves. You know what was in Bertram's Daddy’s heart when he was here on earth, and You know that he just wanted to do what was best for his family. Even if he didn’t always do the right thing, and even if he didn’t want Bertram to know You as his Heavenly Father, I think his heart was in the right place. So Lord, comfort Bertram and Sudie Mae here, with the knowledge that their Daddy, with all of his good and bad parts, has been granted eternal life. All this we ask in Jesus’ Name, Amen.”

      “Amen” came the response, in a chorus of squeaks, chitters, coos, clicks and hisses. All but Sudie Mae, who felt as if a tide was rising within her, a slow swelling of a swirling emotion that was the point at which rage and fear become indistinguishable.

      “No!” she screamed, a wrenching, gurgling, keening buzzard banshee scream. "Don’t you dare bring him back to life! I’ll kill him!” And with that she spread her wings and opened her beak and craned her neck in the instinctive defensive posture of her species, inadvertently knocking Steven over. Steven righted himself and moved a safe distance from Sudie Mae, who now confronted her aghast older brother. “Don’t let him do it, Bert! Don’t! You don’t know how bad he got after he made you go! I can’t stand it, Bert! I can’t!”

      “Sudie Mae!” Bertram moved toward his sister, but in her distress, she seemed to perceive even this slight advance as an aggression and took to the sky. “Sudie Mae!” Bertram called. But if his sister heard, she did not heed. Soon she was above and beyond the forest, lost to even her brother’s sharp and concerned gaze.

      “I better go after her,” he said. “I’m sorry, Reverend. She’s real upset.”

      Atop the compost bin, gripping and twisting his tail as if to break it, Clancy couldn’t help but feel relief that Sudie Mae was gone.

      “Bertram,” said Ottoline. “Let me come with you. I may be able to... be of some use.”

      “If you want to, Miss Ottoline,” said Bertram. “But Sudie Mae’s pretty hard to talk to when she gets upset.”

      “Then I’ll just listen,” said Ottoline. “Let’s go.”

      And the buzzard and the pigeon were off.

      Clancy, still twisting his tail, regarded what remained of the gathering from his perch atop the composter. What in the world?! How had this happened!? He’d been in ministry long enough to know that the loss of a family member could easily give rise to erratic behavior at a memorial service, but this was something else. Sudie Mae had as much as said that she opposed her father’s very salvation! Surely that was not how a Christian ought to feel.

      “Hey Reverend.” A voice rose from the congregation, the irrepressibly plainspoken voice of Ometa the opossum. “We just gonna sit here forever?”

      “Oh, Lord, I’m sorry,” said the Reverend Rat. “Now I’ve gone and forgotten my whole entire sermon. Let’s just skip it and go on to Holy Communion, I guess.”
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        * * *

      

      Bertram and Ottoline found Sudie Mae in the very first place Bertram thought of to look—the makeshift roost that Bertram himself had inhabited throughout the time he’d spent banished by his father. He’d figured Sudie Mae would go there before she’d go home, as it was the only place away from the rest of the family that she knew she would be welcome. "Sudie Mae!” said Bertram as he landed on the branch just beside her. “What’s the matter with you? The Reverend was just praying for Daddy to rest in peace!”

      Sudie Mae, hunched and glowering and as motionless as if she were a gargoyle carved out of stone, did not respond. The only indication that she was even aware of her brother’s presence was in the subtle darkening of the crepey skin of her face, neck, and head.

      Ottoline, noting this, extended a wing to gently nudge Bertram. “Bertram, pardon me, but maybe you could dash back to the church and let the Reverend know that we’ve found Sudie Mae, and that she’s alright? I would appreciate that so much.”

      Bertram was surprised and relieved by Ottoline’s willingness to be alone with such an upset Sudie Mae. “You want me to go back, Miss Ottoline?”

      “Would you?” said Ottoline, as if the suggestion had been Bertram's and not her own. “Oh, I think that would be so helpful. I can stay here with Sudie Mae, and we’ll join you back at the church as soon as we’re ready. Thank you so much, dear.” And Bertram took off toward the churchyard, leaving the two female birds alone at his bachelor roost. From the lower branch that she’d lighted upon previously, Ottoline hopped up to perch beside Sudie Mae. “My dear.” She warbled after a few moments of silence, in which the distant chatter of a gathering of starlings could be heard in the distance, reassuringly inane. “I’m sure Bertram is just concerned. Of course you are perfectly right to be upset. The Reverend’s prayer didn’t really take your feelings into account, did it? But he was only trying to help... I can promise you that.”

      Sudie Mae did not stir a feather. She continued to perch and glower into space. But with Bertram gone back to the churchyard and the small, calm presence of Ottoline beside her, the turmoil within her, as well as the flushing warmth in her face and head and neck began to lessen. She didn’t understand much of what the pigeon was saying, but she was glad to hear that pretty low voice continuing to coo.

      “As far as I know, dear—and I have been around for a long, long time—no one who has died has ever managed to exert any power over the living. According to the Reverend, a human named Jesus did come back to life, but that was a very special and unique case that hasn’t been repeated. And it was only possible because this Jesus was so very nice. Now, in light of what I suspect about your father, I don’t think you need to be concerned about his exerting any control from the beyond. I can’t imagine that the God that the Reverend speaks of as being Our Heavenly Father would allow that.” Ottoline paused and seemed to listen for something in the cool breeze that for a moment was sweeping through and stirring the pine needles all around them. “He wasn’t very nice to you at all, was he?” the pigeon murmured sadly.

      Sudie Mae could only moan.

      “Oh dear,” said Ottoline. “I’m so sorry.”

      The two birds perched for some time in silence as the morning sun grew higher and stronger.

      “He’s dead, dear,” said Ottoline eventually. “If there’s any bright side to death, it’s that it brings an end to the worst as well as the best things in life.”

      “But what about when I die?” Sudie Mae cried. “I don’t want to be around him again!”

      “Well, that’s a reasonable concern,” said Ottoline. “But I’m sure there’s a way that everyone can be taken care of.”
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        * * *

      

      “Reverend,” said Ottoline later that week upon joining Clancy in his usual evening stroll around the garden area. “Is this a good time?”

      “Ottoline!” Clancy cried. “I don’t believe I’ve even seen you since Sunday!”

      “I know, Reverend, and I’m so sorry. I suppose I ought to have shared my concerns with you earlier. But at any rate, I’ve been spending a good bit of time with Sudie Mae. As I’m sure you’re aware, her father’s death and—I think—our remembering him in prayer during the service on Sunday has stirred up some... uncomfortable feelings. So I’ve just been trying to support her. She really is a lovely young bird, a little rough around the edges, perhaps, but so good-hearted.”

      Clancy, for better or for worse, had forgotten all about Sudie Mae’s outburst. It was, after all, not the first time a congregant had become upset during a memorial service. No doubt it wouldn’t be the last. “Oh, Ottoline, I’m so glad. I’ve been thinking about her, and I’ve been meaning to try and check in with her and Bertram, but I’ve just been so busy.”

      “Of course,” cooed Ottoline with perfect diplomacy.  She paused to preen a wing and put her thoughts in order. “Maybe that’s for the best, anyway. Sudie Mae is... I think very reasonably... wary of authority figures... particularly male ones... and so for that reason, I took the liberty of... counseling her. And at the risk of seeming boastful, I do think that my visiting with her has had some positive effect. She does seem less... volatile. And she’s even indicated that she would be interested in becoming more involved with our community.  She even... and this is what I wanted to speak with you about this evening, Reverend... she even mentioned the possibility of meeting with you, if you would be willing... to discuss some questions she has regarding... well, I suppose the simplest way to put it would be the afterlife. I just don’t feel qualified, as a laybird, you see, to help her with questions beyond my sphere of expertise. So I suggested...”

      “Oh!” Clancy was immediately delighted and excited, so much so that his whiskers stiffened. “Oh, of course! I’d be happy to, Ottoline! Well, I should have known that maybe poor Sudie Mae might be worried about her Daddy’s soul... especially since he was so... different. Does Bertram want to come?”

      “I don’t know,” said Ottoline. “I’m sure he would be interested. And Reverend, even though Sudie Mae is feeling less... fragile, I do think it would be best if we met all together— if I came along to lend a female perspective?”

      “Oh, sure!” Clancy said. “Why, I could see if everyone in the church can come! It could be... well, it could be like one of Reverend DeBassompierre’s Tuesday evening seminar series!”

      Ottoline felt a bit like she was being swept up in a strong prevailing wind. She took a deep breath. “Oh, that would be wonderful, Reverend, but for right now, I think we should keep the group rather small. Sudie Mae is new to us, after all, and some of her concerns, I think, may lead to some... delicate matters, that she might not want to discuss around too many strangers. You do understand?”

      Clancy did not understand, but he did have confidence in Ottoline, particularly when it came to understanding the ways and internal dynamics of other birds. “Oh, sure!” he said. “Oh, praise the Lord. You tell Sudie Mae that I can’t wait to talk to her about Christian eschatology!” And with that, delighted not only by the opportunity to lend comfort to a grieving parishioner, but also by the opportunity to pronounce a newly learned theological term that had just entered his vocabulary upon overhearing the Reverend DeBassompierre practice his most recent monograph, he threw his little forearms around Ottoline’s satiny neck.
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        * * *

      

      The Eschatology seminar was held, like just about everything to do with St. Aloysius Jr., at the composter. Clancy was very excited, though he felt not a little daunted—for, as he was unable to read, his knowledge of scripture and doctrine was limited to what he overheard and observed throughout a career spent in the cellar and the nooks and crannies of the senior St. Aloysius Church. Of course, his eschatology was informed in part by personal experience and intuition—it was inconceivable to him that, for example, the strong and indomitable spirit of his Great-Aunt November had been utterly snuffed out by the expiration and eventual decomposition of her flesh. After all, he was reminded of her presence daily, often through hearing, in his own thoughts, her familiar and often repeated exhortations to upright behavior.

      He was in fact recalling her frequent admonition to never forget that he was her precious angel, and to conduct himself angelically, when those members of the community who had expressed interest in having the discussion began to join him. The first to arrive were Ottoline and Steven, with Sudie Mae and Bertram descending shortly afterward. Then the two squirrels, Horace and Mildy—who had lost their only son Timmy in that tragic collision with an automobile on the boulevard that ran before the church some time before—were the last to arrive.

      “Welcome,” Clancy began. “I’m so glad to see you all. I've been looking forward to this all week. I think it’s real good for us to have time together where we can share our questions, especially about things that are so hard for creatures like us to understand. I’m not going to preach at you, or anything like that. No, whatever you want to ask, just ask me, and I’ll answer the best I can. And if I don’t know the answer, well, I guess I’ll have to just take it to the Lord in prayer. So. Who wants to go first?”

      “I just want to know—” blurted Sudie Mae without preamble, “—is my daddy dead and gone forever, or what? Because if he ain’t, I don’t think that’s right. He was mean and ugly, to me and to Bertram specially, and I don’t know about Bert, but I couldn’t wait for him to die. Nasty old thing.” And with that she snapped her beak shut and glowered.

      Clancy was visibly uncomfortable with such blunt antipathy, but he did his best to not respond out of judgement. “Well, Sudie Mae...” he said, “Let me just say, I understand how you feel. It can be hard, and we can have some mixed-up feelings when someone dies, especially if they haven’t always been nice to us. On the one paw, because we’re Christians, we never wish ill on anyone, of course, because God wants us to love our enemies. On the other paw, God doesn’t like nasty behavior any more than we do! So God knows He’s asking an awful lot of us, when he asks us to forgive. But don’t worry, Sudie Mae, God will help you.”

      “I don’t need help, if he’s dead,” said Sudie Mae. “But if he’s not, he’ll need help! ‘Cause I’ll kill him!”

      What followed that extraordinary statement was a very awkward silence. Clancy felt he couldn’t let a threat of violence, even one as fantastic as this one, pass without at least a mild reproof, but of course he was reluctant to put poor Sudie Mae on the spot. “I think,” Ottoline mercifully murmured, “and correct me if I’m mistaken, Sudie Mae, that what Sudie Mae is concerned about, Reverend, is the possibility of her having to... endure certain aspects of her father’s unacceptable behavior in the here and now as well as in any future state. I think she’d like to be reassured, that someone with... a history of inconsiderate behavior...can’t continue to cause problems for survivors after death. Sudie Mae feels—I think with ample justification, Reverend—that her father can’t be trusted.”

      “That's right,” said Sudie Mae. “He’s a liar on top of everything else.”

      Clancy wished he hadn’t suggested the seminar format for this discussion. He felt, not for the first nor last time in his career, that if he didn’t come up with a good answer, and quick, he was giving God a bad name. “Sudie Mae...” He spoke to, but found he couldn’t look at, his newest and most innocent parishioner. “I know it’s hard to imagine that God could forgive someone like your Daddy, who did not treat others how he wanted to be treated, but...”

      “Oh, cut the crap.” A low, gravelly, muffled yet discernible voice arose seemingly out of nowhere. It was only after Hertz extended himself through the ventilation slot in the green plastic casing of the composter that the other attendees of the seminar became aware of his presence. “You and your forgiveness. You just want to have your little Debbie Cake and eat it too.  All that lovey-dovey forgiveness is easy for you to preach! You’ve never had anyone really double-cross you the way I have. Listen, babe—" Hertz inclined his tip towards Sudie Mae, who was regarding him with such astonishment that it was as if the composter itself was speaking to her. “The rat’s a softie, don’t listen to him. He’s not telling you the whole story. Not that I believe anything those humans say about God and Jesus and all that garbage, but one thing they do talk about, that sounds pretty good to me, is that if you don’t watch out, you can always end up in Hell, and that’s the last place anyone wants to be. Fiery pits, and the worms eat your flesh... Ha! that’s what you get for being a bad daddy! And it goes on forever and ever, at least that’s what they say in that book of theirs. I’ve heard ‘em say it!” And with that Hertz laughed his gravelly little laugh, which sounded to the rest of the gathering as if something inside the worm was grinding against itself.

      “Is that where Daddy is?” cried Sudie Mae with evident relief. “Hell? Is he getting eaten up by worms?”

      That particular image of divine wrath had always made Clancy uneasy. He hated to think of his dear friend Hertz and Hertz’s kind as devourers. “Well,” he began, “I don’t think anyone here”—he looked pointedly at the gleeful worm—“Can say for sure. Because after all, the Bible says, we mustn’t judge. Jesus says that loud and clear. But the Bible does say too that when we die, God can tell if we belong up in Heaven with Him and everyone else who loves Him and loves one another, or if we belong in Hell, to be with the Devil and his demons and everyone else who is selfish and evil and doesn’t want to share the good things they have with their friends and neighbors. But you don’t have to worry about Hell, Sudie Mae, because I know you’re a Christian, and Jesus died to save you from your sins, and that means you do love God and love your neighbor... so...”

      “I ain’t worried,” said Sudie Mae. And indeed, Hertz’s vision of Hell had plainly lightened her heart. “As long as I don’t have to be around Daddy ever again, I’m gonna be happy. And I’m real glad to know there’s a Hell for him to go to. I hope it’s as bad as this here worm says it is!” And Sudie Mae spread her tailfeathers, bent her legs and rested on the ground, for the first time since the seminar began, assuming a relaxed posture.

      But this breezy relegation of another soul to the everlasting torments of hellfire and eternal separation from God, even a soul as besmirched with evil and unruliness as that of Bertram and Sudie Mae’s tyrannical daddy, was more than Clancy could bear. “Oh, Sudie Mae!” he cried. “You don’t know what you’re saying! Hell is so awful you wouldn’t want to wish it on anybody! It’s just full of terrible suffering, and the Devil loves to make everyone there wish they’d never even been born, he doesn’t want anyone to be happy.”

      “Then he sounds just like Daddy,” blurted Sudie Mae. “Don’t he, Bert? They’ll get along real good!”

      Clancy felt his tender heart not so much sink as shrivel like a slug doused with salt. What could he say about the mercies of Heaven that could compare to the justice of Hell? He wasn’t at all sure now even of his own anointing, as the pillars of his church gathered around the composter listening intently to Hertz’ fulminations as he poked through through the ventilation slot in the composter casing like a disproportionately tiny, slim, yet irrepressible phallus. This was not the first time that Hertz, with his incorrigible, mischievous penchant for playing the devil’s advocate, had undermined Clancy’s intent to bring hope and healing to a fraught relationship. And yet he had to admit, Sudie Mae now seemed at peace. Clancy couldn’t bear to listen anymore to Hertz’s description of crackling flesh and running sores, or to see any longer the expression of vindicated relief on Sudie Mae’s countenance. So he turned like Lot’s wife to the comforts of home. He made his way towards the crawlspace door. He was still a bit too stout to squeeze easily through, so before he was all the way in he heard the buzzard call his name and felt obligated to squeeze himself back out into the open again.

      “She just needs more time, Reverend,” said Bertram sotto voce. “We can’t all be as good as you...” And here Bertram spread his wings, as if to express in the flesh the expansive qualities he perceived in his pastor. So for a moment Clancy’s view of the gathering around the composter and the protruding worm was blotted out.

      “Oh, Bertram, I’m not any better than anyone else,” said Clancy with true modesty, but he was wonderfully flattered nonetheless. “You’re right. Sudie Mae just needs time.”

      “I don’t, though,” said Bertram. “I don’t mind if Daddy is in heaven, as long as he behaves. What’s heaven like, anyway?”

      “Oh, Bertram... no one really knows too much. But I do know, because I’ve heard Reverend DeBassompierre preach about it, that lions lay down with lambs, and we all help each other be the best we can be. No one gets eaten by anyone else, and everyone learns how to get along, because they have all the time they need to work out their issues.”
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redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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