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To my parents:


I like to imagine you are together again in the afterlife,


hanging out by some beautiful forever-ocean.


I hope you are. I miss you always.
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Author’s Note



Whenever I want to understand something really tricky, or if one of life’s biggest questions is plaguing me, or if I am grieving or heartbroken or all of the above, I put whatever it is to my writing. I use the confines of a book and all the space it offers to try and come up with an answer, to get over the thing that has me hurting and lost, or to bring a little light back in if my days have grown particularly dark. Writing helps me to be in a mystery, and it functions a bit like a therapist’s office at times—or as a confessional if the subject fits.


At the heart of this particular book is life’s biggest riddle of all for me:


In a house like the one where I grew up, with parents like mine, with a mother who I’ve come to imagine as a kind of saint up in heaven—and as someone who went and got her doctorate in religious studies and theology—how in the world did I end up as a person without faith?


People talk about the mystery of faith. Well, for me it’s pretty literal. Faith is an actual mystery, like in a novel where someone goes missing and we spend the next 300 pages trying to find out what happened, where they’ve gone, and if they’re still alive or dead. I always tell my writing students to use the books they’re working on to help solve something really important to them; that their book will take shape naturally if they write toward something they truly care about, even if that something is on the lighthearted side. Like, if you’re working on a rom-com, make the love interest that guy you crushed on so hard in high school who never looked your way. In the novel version of that story, he falls madly in love with you! Or in the book inspired by your high school years, you get to vanquish the bully who made your life difficult and right the wrongs of the past. I mean, how good does that feel? Or best of all, you can conjure the people in your life you miss the most and experience them as alive again in the span of a couple hundred miraculous pages.


Books are miracles, they are grace, if we allow them to be.


I actually say that to people. I believe it’s true. Reading books changes us, of course, stories open our minds and hearts and worlds. But writing them does, too—or it can, if we let ourselves be that open and vulnerable on the page. If we come to our books each day willing to lay our whole hearts out on the table, and bare our souls to ourselves. In my own life I’ve used the books I’ve written to do all sorts of important things—to ask for forgiveness, to engage in the conversations I missed out on with my mother when she was alive, to grieve painful losses, even to try and understand how I ended up an abuse victim at the hands of a Catholic priest. To ask, why did he pick me?


But throughout all my adult life, I’ve wanted to solve my mystery of faith. Why did I lose it? How did that happen? At what point did it go missing?


If I go back to the scene of the crime and go over all of my steps carefully enough, where I’ve been, exactly, first as a child, then as a teenager and college student, and eventually as a grad student and married person, will I be able to pinpoint the source of the disappearance and follow the trail of clues? If I interview enough witnesses on the page, and identify the relevant evidence over the course of my life that led me to the place I am now, still searching for what happened, will I finally figure it out? Will my faith be waiting there for me, after all this time?


I honestly don’t know. And because of this, I’ve always been afraid to put this mystery to a book. What if I finally let myself try and solve it, only to find out I’m too late? That what I’m searching for is over and done with and gone forever? Like a cold case that plagues a detective, but one who worries if she finally solves the crime, it will only lead to more pain for everyone involved? A kind of hollowness at the end of the road?


But now here I am, after so much resistance, and after trying to put this mystery to bed for a few decades without having solved it. I’m going to do what I always have and write toward an answer because I can’t seem to turn away from this file in the storage room of my brain. I don’t have to imagine my faith has gone missing like in a novel, either, because it’s been absent for decades in my very real life. And even though I’m a little afraid because the stakes couldn’t be higher and I’m not sure what I’m writing toward, I’m going to put my detective hat back on in this effort to find my answer once and for all: At the end of this road, will I find a faith with a still-beating heart, however faint, or something long gone and impossible to resuscitate?













Part I


Precocious Atheist
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I discover I’m alone.


The sun is out. I am six. It’s after school and I’m sitting cross-legged on my mother’s flowered bedspread, the same one she had for most of my childhood. It’s maroon and made of a sturdy, rough-feeling cotton, with swirls of blue and white flowers, laced with a mustard color, the green of stems and branches. The light filters through the windows on two sides of the room.


My mother is folding laundry.


I can see her moving in the long, horizontal mirror on the wall above the chest of drawers where she keeps her sweaters, socks, T-shirts. Jewelry boxes and little trays with earrings and necklaces are arranged neatly on top of it. She has short curly hair, a soft bosomy body. A smile on her face as she talks to me. I watch as she picks up one thing after the other from a giant mountain of clothing on the bed, white undershirts that my father wears each day, his boxer shorts, her nightgowns, my pajamas. She keeps reaching for the pile, plucking a garment from it, holding the piece of clothing up in the light to begin folding it, bending down to press it smooth against the bedspread, to make clear creases along the fabric. Then she stacks her finished work to the side. The cycle continues. The pile diminishes and the neatly folded stacks grow taller.


We talk. About my day at school. About life. We do this all the time. Me sitting on my mother’s bed, keeping her company while she folds.


I ask her questions. A lot.


It’s a joke between her and my father, how many questions I have, how I can’t help asking things constantly, how my questions usually aren’t of the easy variety. Not the When are we going to leave? kind, or even the What makes thunder happen? ones that have straightforward, scientific explanations. I ask those, too. I always want to know when this, and how that. But my questions are more often the sort that don’t have an obvious answer. How do you know when you go to bed at night that another day will be there when you wake up? Why do people die? Why do I exist? Why do you exist?


The question on the docket for my mother today is one of the biggest of all: about the nature of God. It swirls in my little brain as she folds and talks, and I get ready to lay it down between us, trying to find the right words to begin.
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I remember, vividly, another conversation I had with my dad about the mind and thoughts and what it means to be a person. It’s one of those memories that’s lasted a lifetime, that’s come back to me again and again over the years, one that has formed me. One that began to form me the moment it happened.


“I am always having thoughts,” I told my father one Saturday morning. He and I were sitting on the living room floor, on one of those oval braided rugs my parents had all over the house. The television was on and playing cartoons, though my father and I weren’t paying attention. My Legos were out, and we were building.


“Thoughts go through my head constantly, one after the other, when I’m awake. It’s like a voice inside my brain. Are you always having thoughts?” I asked him. “Do you have a voice inside your head that’s talking?”


“Yes,” my father answered. He seemed mountainous next to me, but the gentlest of mountains. “Our minds are always working and going. Even when we are asleep.”


“Can you hear my thoughts?”


I remember my dad stopping to look at me, putting down the Lego block in his hand. “No, I can’t hear what’s happening in your mind, sweetheart. No one can.”


“I can’t hear what’s happening in anyone else’s head,” I said, as though this was up for debate. “Only in mine.”


“Yes, that’s right.”


“Why can’t we hear each other’s thoughts?”


My father seemed to consider this. The light of the television shifted next to us, and shifted again, the swirl of cartoons constantly moving across the screen. The rug was littered with the primary colors of the plastic blocks. My father was a kind man, willing to listen to me no matter what, fielding my million questions with a patience that seemed endless. This willingness never waned, not as long as he was alive. “Well, we just can’t, sweetheart,” he said. “We’re not made that way.”


“But why? Why aren’t we made that way?”


“I don’t know,” my father said.


I remember pausing to calculate what all of this meant. I’ve always been someone who does the math, who goes from one idea to the next to try and figure out how everything adds up, to gain some understanding, conclude as much as I can from the information on hand. When I was ready to speak again, I said, “But that means you can never hear the voice in my head and my thoughts, and I can never hear the voice in your head and your thoughts. I can never be in someone else’s head to hear what they’re thinking. And no one can ever be in my head to hear what I’m thinking.”


“That is what it means, sweetheart, yes,” he confirmed.


“But doesn’t that also mean we’re all alone?”


My father watched me. For a while, he was silent.


I waited. I wanted him to tell me otherwise, that my conclusions were wrong. I didn’t want to be alone in my thoughts, alone in my head, for an entire lifetime. This idea was unbearable. I wanted to learn the method of reaching inside the mind of someone else to hear their constant stream of consciousness, I wanted to hand them the key to my own brain so they could do the same. I worried if I could never find a way to do this that some cataclysmic level of loneliness would always be mine. I wanted connection, not isolation. I wanted it even as a little girl.


What I wanted was God. At its root, that’s what this conversation with my father was about. I know this now, even if I couldn’t name it back then.


“In a way, it does mean we’re alone,” my father said eventually, and oh so carefully. “But you can tell me your thoughts, sweetheart, and I can tell you mine. That’s why we talk to each other like this. That’s why we have conversations. So we can share our thoughts and feelings. So we can connect and so we aren’t alone.”


I nodded. Yes. But then I shook my head. No.


“It still makes me feel alone,” I told him. “I think it’s strange I can never hear what’s in anyone’s head and they can never hear what’s in mine.”


I find it strange even now, decades later. I am in awe of this fact of our being. I both love and also hate it.


This awe of mine, this simultaneous love and hatred for how we are constructed as humans, and my awareness about this natural state of isolation, took me down a path that turned me into a philosophy major and eventually a PhD. I was built with a fundamental desire to be known and to know others, and this desire seemed constantly active in my DNA. I wanted a work-around for this stumbling block and I would soon begin searching for it everywhere. I wanted to tear down the walls between our minds, most of all my own, to make my brain porous, open, available.


I think what I’ve always wanted is to let God in.


“I suppose it is strange, sweetheart,” my father agreed.


We went back to our Legos.
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“Did you know there were other gods?” There I am on the bed again, with my mother folding laundry. My burning question finally out in the open.


My mother holds up one of my father’s undershirts, folds the short white sleeves inward and presses it to the bed, then looks at me. “What do you mean?”


I explain what happened in school that day. We were doing our phonics lesson, sounding out words and sentences and entire short excerpts of texts. As my classmates were struggling to articulate each syllable on the page, I was focused elsewhere, mind racing. I began to grasp not only the words we were uttering out loud, but also their meaning. Short excerpts about Greek gods. Apollo. Athena. Zeus and the gang. My six-year-old brain short-circuited.


“You never told me there were other gods,” I say to my mother. “I thought there was only one god.”


My mother keeps folding, thinking about how to answer my accusation.


Because it is an accusation. I feel tricked.


“There are lots of stories about other gods,” she says. “There are lots of religions, sweetheart. But we believe in the Catholic God.”


“But why this God and not one of the others?”


“Because we believe that this is the true God.”


“But how do you know?”


“Because we have faith.”


I am doing the math in my head again and it is not adding up the way I want it to. “But what if we picked the wrong God? What if one of the other gods is the real God? How can we know if we’re right?”


My mother stops folding to look at me. “Sweetheart, we can’t. That’s what faith is. Faith is believing in your heart that something is right and true even if you can’t know for sure. Not in a way you can see or touch. You just have to believe it.”


Here’s something you need to understand about my mother:


She was a champion believer. Like, an Olympic one. My grandmother was more of a believer of convenience. Everyone else was doing it, so she did it, too. Grandma would get all gussied up, stuff her pocketbook with money for the collection basket, a packet of tissues, and her rosary, preferably a nice sparkly one, and trot off to mass on Sundays. Grandma did love her saints, and I loved the opulent way in which she loved them. Baby Jesus under a great dome of glass. Framed, golden portraits of saints. But my mother was the real deal. She glowed with belief, and it surrounded her like a halo.


As I sit there on my parents’ bed, staring up at this Olympic gold medalist in the sport of faith, I consider my mother’s lobbying for my own belief, but it’s just not adding up in my head.


“That doesn’t make sense,” I tell her. Because I cannot make sense of what she is telling me. I am staring at the floral comforter, eyes blurring, my little young heart pounding. I am really and truly traumatized by this news, by this entire day, by the knowledge it has brought. “I’m worried that we picked the wrong God,” I go on, distraught. I look up at my mother, see the expression on her face, the curiosity in her eyes as she looks down at me, her daughter. The shadows there, the concern, but also the love. “Aren’t you worried, too?” I ask her.


“No, sweetheart,” she says, surely, calmly, gently, much like my father. Then she breaks our stare, reaches for the top of the laundry pile again. “Because I have faith.”
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I speak of that Legos conversation with my father as one of the memories that formed me—one of the memories that continues to form me. But that afternoon with my mother is, I think, the primary memory that made me who I am in terms of faith. The conversation that began my journey of faith formation, or maybe it’s better said, deformation. I don’t like that word applied to myself, but perhaps it is the truth and I need to own it. Or perhaps it’s something else and my task is to discover what. Regardless, that discussion about other gods and which God is the right God is the beginning of everything with faith and me. I know this in my gut, my heart, my brain, my soul.


But the beginning of what, exactly? A loss of faith? A planting of the seeds of so much doubt? A lifetime of it?


Sometimes I’m able to look at that faith talk with my mother another way, wonder if maybe instead of a loss, it is a gain. Instead of it beginning to unmake my faith, sending it awry, it started me on a path of my very own. That I should see it as the opening of a lifelong journey that will have me continually questioning what faith is, who God is, what it means to be a believer. People go entire lifetimes without ever thinking about their faith—I know this. They just have it without worry or complication, theirs to enjoy. (Or perhaps, theirs to ignore?) But not me. I don’t get to enjoy faith. I get to search for it. Wish for it. Long for it with every breath. Every single day of my existence.


Whereas people like my mother take leaps of faith like Olympian long jumpers, I am also an Olympian of sorts, yet not the good kind. I’m more like the athlete who keeps crumbling under pressure, walking right up to the edge of the high dive and choking, turning around and walking back, climbing down the ladder to the ground. All my life, I’ve gone back and forth, back and forth on the diving board of faith, standing there in my ugly swimsuit and bathing cap, funny goggles on my face, curling my bare toes over the edge of the rough, narrow plank, swinging my arms, trying to prepare myself to jump, then looking down. Seeing only cement. So I step away, retreat completely, until I find the courage to climb up the ladder again, walk out to the edge, and look down once more, hoping maybe this time I will see the water; that maybe this time I’ll find the courage to jump.


Maybe all this doubt of mine is God’s way of talking to me. Maybe God has been having a conversation with me ever since the day I opened my phonics book and began to read about Greek gods. I want it to be this. I want it to be God’s way of reaching for me. Through the voice, the words, the conversations I had with my mother while she was alive, with my father, too, and my most cherished teachers, and so many wonderful friends. On my best days, it is this notion that shines through all of my darkness, like sunlight.


That afternoon with my mother explaining to me about faith was the start of a back-and-forth between us about God, religion, my atheism, that continued as I grew up, as I left the house for college and eventually went to grad school. My atheism, like a possession, an affliction. My mother wanted faith for me while she was alive, more than anything. She’d throw it toward me like a lifeline because it was a lifeline for her, tossing it outward like she was on a boat and I was in the sea, drowning, even though I’d just sit there, treading water in the darkness and the swells. I always refused to take what she offered, refusing to swim toward the rope. She kept trying to reach me with it anyway. She never stopped. Then she died. More than twenty years ago.


Even after my mother’s death, I still talk to her about faith, God, all she believed. Because she gave me this, too, this notion that it is perfectly normal to talk to the dead. She did it all the time so why shouldn’t I? She talked to the saints, she talked to the people of her childhood, long gone. So now I tilt my head toward the sky and imagine her up there in all that blue. I conjure her in my head while I’m cooking in the kitchen, hear her voice giving me directions. Because I know my mother was right about this. She was right to keep trying to convince me what faith could offer a person, and sharing what it offered her during her time on this earth.


I want that lifeline, too.
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Angels in the backseat.


The world is dark. Snow is thick on the ground. It’s a few days before Christmas and I am in graduate school. The phone rings in my apartment and I reach for it.


“Your father was in an accident,” my mother says when I pick up.


My entire body tingles with cold, fear, panic. “Is he okay?” I ask, even though I can tell from her voice that he is not.


“He’s in the hospital. You need to come home.”


The sky outside my windows is black, the light in my apartment is gray and shadowy. I get up and start flipping switches, turning on lamps, trying to chase away the dread and the darkness. “What aren’t you saying, Mom? Tell me, please?”


“Just get in the car, sweetheart,” she says, sounding exhausted. In a little under a year, she will be diagnosed with late-stage ovarian cancer, but we don’t know this yet. “Drive safely.”


I hang up.


My heart is pounding, my blood is racing.


I gather my things, get dressed, grab my keys, and go.
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I’ve always loved my father. He was a beautiful person. Lonely and proud, in a way that makes my heart ache. Smart and kind and generous. Also, very funny, but with a subtle kind of humor.


He could be stubborn, though, and reckless. In ways that nearly killed him, killed my mother, killed me. He was prone to depression his whole life. When he was depressed, he did not take care of himself, and this affected others, especially us, his family. An existential despair swam within him, deep and endless. It cut him to his soul.


I am so much my mother, but I am also so much him. If I had to guess, my own propensity for darkness, my acute sense of the abyss, came from my father. If this propensity is something in my biological makeup, then he was the parent who passed it along. I don’t begrudge him this. However painful this darkness is inside me, this loneliness so deep and gaping that it sometimes frightens me, it’s also intrinsically tied to the best parts of who I am. When I’m in that darkness, really in it, this is when I most long for God to find me, to show me that God’s there. This darkness both keeps God from me and opens me to God. I know this to my soul.


When over the course of my life I saw my father struggling with the darkness that was his, it scared me. I know how deep it goes. I know how I feel when I am in it. I worried it would take my father from me, because it almost took him in the past, multiple times, from both of us when my mother was still alive. So I learned to watch for it within him, to search for its appearance, became acutely aware it might awaken at any moment. For the whole of my adult life, I trained myself to be there for my father to catch it, to try and prevent it from taking him from this earth.


Lucky for me, I have my writing and my pursuit of philosophy, the means I use for dragging myself out of the abyss and toward the light again, but my father never had these tools. He didn’t have books and creative outlets or even a college degree. He was the man at the bar, the one you see there every day, sitting alone, the working-class man who lives a hard life who might say hello to the people nearby and certainly to the bartender who knows him, but who mainly just sits on the barstool, quiet, in his thoughts. Alone with the voice in his head, the one I could never hear. What was that voice saying while my father drank his martini each night? I wish I could go back and access it, I wish I could have taken some of my father’s darkness away, or at least to have been there in it with him. Prove to him we were always in this together, he and I. Even if we were unable to heal each other’s darkness, as we both lived it side by side.


Then again, maybe he knew I was like him in this way. Maybe we did live side by side in this darkness we shared, even if we didn’t say it out loud. Maybe, maybe.
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“The angels saved your father!” My mother says this the second she comes through the door from the garage. She’s just been to the lot where the car was towed after my father’s accident, to see the damage, to retrieve his things.


The sun is out again. I am in the kitchen of the house where I grew up, standing in front of the long butcher block island at its center. A big sliding glass door is behind me, along with a set of windows above the sink, and the glare from the snow on the ground outside is bright against my mother’s tearstained face. I’ve been pacing the kitchen, waiting for her to come home, and stressed about my dad.


“What do you mean?” I ask my mother.


There is no Christmas in our house this year, no New Year’s. My father is lying in a hospital bed, lucky to be alive. He survived a head-on collision on his way home late the other night. The other woman was okay, but he was not. The accident was his fault, at least this is what I glean from my mother over the course of several days, but she never tells me this directly, we never discuss what’s going on with my father openly. This is how we are in my family, even though this accident comes after a series of other horrible tragedies, losses, all related to him. One after the other they befall us, and we break a little more each time, but we talk around them rather than about them. In the very near future, when my mother is diagnosed with cancer, my father will blame himself. He will believe my mother’s cancer is on account of these terrible years we lived because of his struggles, and this will bring about more pain and suffering that we do not discuss directly.


But right now, my mother is on the other side of the butcher block island, keys still gripped in her hand, bulky winter coat bundled around her body even though it’s warm in here from all that sun.


“Your father had angels in the backseat of his car,” she says, like this should tell me all I need to know. “My angels.”


And in a way, it does.
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My mother loved angels. She put them all over the house.


Big ones, small ones, felt ones, papier-mâché ones, ceramic angels, glass figurine angels that caught the sunlight, refracted it, sending rainbows all over the walls, the furniture. We made angels in the snow when I was little, and my mother made them with her nursery school students on all kinds of occasions. She always found reasons to be conjuring angels with construction paper and glue, with pipe cleaners, crayons and paints and markers. She would bring tiny statue angels home from the store. My mother believed in angels like she believed in the saints. She populated our lives with both. Saints and angels. They would dangle in a mobile in front of the windows or from the rearview mirror of the car. It was a normal part of my childhood to see them all around us.


But on Christmas? The angels really came out in our house.


I had favorites as a child. There were angels with long flowing hair that I thought were so beautiful, I would sit and stare at them, and wish I looked just like them. There were felt ones about two feet tall that she’d set by the door, their mouths open in song, wings wide and flying.


Our nativity scene was replete with them. Each year, after the Thanksgiving leftovers were put away in the fridge, I was allowed to set up our manger in the living room, right next to the place where we would put up the Christmas tree. Our family nativity scene had all the necessities: Joseph, Mary, Baby Jesus, the Wise Men, a whole bunch of animals. Lots of sheep, little lambs. There was a stable where everyone could hang out and some fake hay to scatter around. But along with our nativity we set up a giant chorus of angels. I’m talking two dozen little angel figurines, dressed in pink robes, lilac ones, pale-blue ones. I’m not even sure whose idea it was to have so many angels flanking Joseph and Mary and the Three Wise Men. The angels did not come with the nativity set. This was a Freitas family addition.


I would arrange and rearrange those angels. Like, on a daily basis. Sometimes in a V-formation, like birds flying south. Sometimes in a half circle. Sometimes I’d scatter them all over, as though they were a NYC holiday crowd waiting outside The Today Show windows, looking in on Baby Jesus. Sometimes I’d move them around hourly, unable to decide where they were best positioned. It was a Christmastime hobby of mine.


My mother dressed me up as an angel for school once when I was little. It must have been for some kind of Christmas pageant. There are photos of me, mouth open and singing in a white dress, with wings and a gold pipe cleaner halo. And how I loved that these beautiful winged beings were all over our house, in my room and Grandma’s, too, that they could be called up on a snow day with our bodies.


“They watch over us,” my mother always said. “They keep us safe.”


I enjoyed this idea for as long as it lasted.


For as long as I managed to believe it could be true.
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My mother is still in her coat and holding her keys, talking to me over the kitchen island.


“The angels I made for the teachers at school,” she is explaining. “They were in the backseat of your father’s car.”


My mother was creative with construction paper and other, similar tools of the nursery school teacher. Every year she would make cookies for everyone we knew on Christmas, and she’d make cookies and angels for her colleagues. She wanted angels for everybody. She’d cut out circles, halve them, take the half circle and staple it into a cone to make the angel’s body. Then she would attach wings to each side, another circle for the head, add halos, simple faces. They were delicate and lovely and very my mother. Like everything she made by hand, they would take forever to complete and sometimes she would rope us into helping her, conscript us into a kitchen table assembly line with scissors and paper and glue.


“The angels are why your father survived,” she says to me now.


I still don’t quite understand. “What are you talking about, Mom?”


She goes on to explain how, in her effort to get ready for school the last day before the Christmas holidays—which was also the day of my father’s accident—she put her homemade angels into the car that afternoon so she wouldn’t forget them the next morning. She had so many things she needed to bring for the various school celebrations and gift giving, she’d prepared ahead. Then my father took the car that night, with the angels sitting there, watching over him in the backseat.


“That’s why he’s still alive,” she said.


I nod. I don’t actually believe this, but I know enough not to say this to my mother.


She tells me that when she finally found the car in the tow lot, she threw up next to it onto the snow because she couldn’t believe my father survived a crash that resulted in so much damage. The crush of the metal was shocking to see, she says. The entire front of the car was destroyed all the way to the driver’s seat. And yet, sitting there, right behind my father, were the three dozen construction paper angels, their delicate wings out, halos floating over their heads. They hadn’t even fallen to the floor or tipped over at all.


Tears are running down her face as she tells me this story. “They were so perfect, Donna. Somehow they didn’t move during the accident. There were rows of them standing up in the backseat, untouched by the force of it. I know that’s why your father lived.”


I stand there, trying to think of how to respond. Unlike me, my mother sees evidence of God everywhere she turns. Belief is natural, as easy as breathing. This awe of God’s presence is so alive in my mother that her faith is always bubbling up in conversation, in the prayers she utters out loud while she is cooking or moving around the house, even while she is driving, and in the projects she makes with her kids at school. How can it be that I am the daughter of such a believer? Why is it my father could pass on his capacity for existential despair, but I failed to receive my mother’s capacity to experience God in every molecule of life, in all of existence, even in a family tragedy, like my father’s accident?


“The angels watched over him,” she insists.


Her voice is full of awe. Faith. Belief. Gratitude. To the angels, to God.


I want to feel this, too. I want to believe it. The truth is, I don’t. But I believe in my mother. I have faith in her. Totally and completely. This, at least, is a start.
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I want to believe.


Many years later, long after my father’s accident and decades beyond that afternoon with my mother when my struggle with God was born, my husband left me. One morning, he woke up and within forty-five minutes he had packed a bag and walked out the door, never to return.


I broke.


It wasn’t the first time I’d been broken. But it might be one of the worst ones. I couldn’t sleep, I lost my appetite. My friends came over to babysit me. Day and night, night and day. I fantasized about walking into traffic, falling from the roof of my building. I lost the will to live. I wept and sobbed and wept some more. Often on the wood floor of my living room. As I lay there, I wondered:


God, where are you?


If you’re really out there, now is the time to show yourself.


I need you.


Please.


I thought of my mother while I cried. I think of my mother often in general, but I especially thought of her then. How much I needed her. How much I wanted her to get on a train like she used to when she was alive and I was going through something difficult, and come down to see me wherever I was living at the time. She would show up at my apartment, roller bag and all, and start to clean everything. If I was low on supplies, she’d go out and buy them, then begin scrubbing and Windexing and dusting and organizing. Next would be the supermarket trip for groceries. Afterward she would cook a sauce, make meatballs, feed me. Make sure to stuff my fridge with food before she left.


During those months after my husband walked out, I wished for God, I wished for my mother, I wished for God again. I thought of my mother’s relationship with God. I remembered the “Footprints” poem on its little wooden stand in her bedroom. The card was laminated, the words on one side of it, the footprints in the sand winding their way up the other. I would read and reread it as a child while I sat on the rug or her bed, watching TV. I would sometimes stand up and stare at it closely, pondering those footprints and what the poem meant.


So as I lay on the floor of my now-empty apartment, empty of my husband, empty of hope, empty of all but me, an adult woman left and alone, I thought of those footprints. I wished for the poem to be true. I wished for the experience of being carried because I could no longer walk on my own. I was too broken to stand, to take a step by myself. This was supposed to be the time it would happen. If there was a moment I needed faith, when I needed God, this was it.


I waited and waited.


I waited to be lifted up off that floor and held and carried by God.


Please. Please, God. I need you. Help me.
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I have always wanted God.


I’ve set this book up as a mystery of faith, and God is at the heart of this mystery, this want of mine that never goes away. Even as I’ve rejected God, brushed off my hands and muttered, “I’m done with you, dude,” underneath all that rejection is desire. Lingering, unwavering, simmering below my denial. Like some kind of boyfriend you can’t make yourself get over, one you tell your friends you’re done with but inside you know you’re lying.


My want has taken different shapes over the years. At times, it has been stronger, more visible than at others, but it is always with me, like a secret born inside my heart that will never leave no matter how many times I try to dispel it. It is an ache, a longing, vast and unyielding. As real to me as my hands and feet.


The problem is that while the ache is unmistakable, God is not.


So I long and I wish and I wait.


And I try to solve for God.


I may have lost my faith as a child, misplaced it very young. But I have never stopped searching to find it again because if my mother taught me anything, she instilled the notion that our belief in God is precious. Like life or death and nothing less. The sun, the moon, all creatures great and small, the lives we live, and the deaths beyond them.
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