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    For the real Ruby


    (1927–2012)

  


  
    When lilacs last in the dooryard bloom’d,


    And the great star early droop’d


    in the western sky in the night,


    I mourn’d, and yet shall mourn with


    ever-returning spring.Ever-returning spring, trinity sure to me you bring,


    Lilac blooming perennial


    and drooping star in the west,


    And thought of him I love.


    —Walt Whitman
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    Joy, shipmate, joy!


    (Pleas’d to my soul at death I cry,)


    Our life is closed, our life begins,


    The long, long anchorage we leave,


    The ship is clear at last, she leaps!


    She swiftly courses from the shore,


    Joy, shipmate, joy.


    —Walt Whitman


    

  


  
    Prologue


    Calvin Harper pulled the nail from between his teeth and centered it on the penciled X. He gave the nail an experimental tap with his hammer and then drove it home with five sharp knocks. Bending down, he retrieved a frame from its resting place against the base of the wall. He slipped the wire onto the nail, eyeballed the levelness of the picture, and stood back to admire his work. The frame held a crisp and yellowed newspaper clipping: a grainy image of a damaged World War II–era cruiser beneath the headline, “News from the Pacific: Longest Ship in the World Stays Afloat, Makes Port.” A handwritten note in the margin read, “Calvin, here’s the ship Whit told you about.”


    Calvin studied the frame for another minute, then tilted it ever so slightly to make it more level. “Though there’s no need,” he said to the empty room. “I’m just going to shake it out of place when I hang the next one.” The clipping was the ninth piece he had hung that morning, and as he looked around the living room he realized just how many more were lying against the wall below pencil marks.


    “Time for a break,” he told the frame.


    Setting down the hammer, Calvin wove around half empty boxes and stacks of books, squeezed into the dining room, and spied his break time occupation, a glass of lemonade sweating in the late June heat. He gulped down the better part of the lemonade in one go and placed the cool wetness of the glass against his own sweating forehead.


    None of the dining room chairs was free of boxes, and the only unoccupied spot on the dining room table was the one that now bore a sweat ring from Calvin’s lemonade. Using his shirttail as a rag, he wiped the water off the dark, handcrafted tabletop. As he touched the table, the memory of how he came by it stole into his mind, and he smiled a faraway kind of smile. He shifted the boxes off one of the chairs and sat down.


    “What have we here?” he asked himself, as he unfolded the flaps of the topmost box. It was full of books for the most part, but slid into the space between one stack of books and the side of the box was a collection of envelopes held together by a rubber band. With the same eagerness and gentleness of an archaeologist excavating a piece of ancient pottery, Calvin drew the envelopes from the box, pulled off the rubber band, and placed the letters on his lap.


    The envelopes were the color of tea after a liberal helping of milk has been added. Calvin rubbed the top one between his fingers: the weight and craftsmanship of the paper was surely a relic from before the age of e-mail. He ran his fingers over the familiar postmark: “March 17, 2010, Victory, West Virginia,” it read.


    The flowing cursive script came from the same era as the stationery. Calvin read the return address under his breath: “Mrs. Ruby Redding, 817 Lilac Court, Victory.” His own name on the address line looked quite proper and official in the graceful hand. Even after three years of priesthood, seeing “The Reverend” affixed to the front of his name still made him wonder at the mysterious ways of God.


    Calvin pulled a single sheet of cream-colored paper from the envelope, and the faraway smile returned. “Dear Reverend Calvin,” read the salutation, which was written in the same flowing script as the envelope and the note on the framed newspaper clipping.


    “Dear, dear Ruby,” said Calvin as he began to read.
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    Dear Reverend Calvin,


    I hope you are settling nicely into your new home in Boston. I didn’t have your address, but I did have the lovely letter you sent to the whole congregation about taking your new position. Church of the Transfiguration. Now that’s a mouthful and no mistake. I could say “St. John’s” four times over before you get that name out! You remember Cooper, my grandson? Well, he got on the computer and found the address to the church before I could finish stirring the sugar into his tea. He even showed me a picture of the church building and took me on a “virtual” tour through the insides. It’s a lovely church.


    I hope you are enjoying Boston, though I expect it’s still cold there. I had a bit of a stay outside of Boston once, a long time ago. Once I rode the swan boats all day long, just round and round the pond, on the lookout for ducklings trying their hardest to stay afloat. (I think the driver was a little sweet on me, so he let me ride for free. No harm in that, right?) Have you been on the swan boats? No, I can’t imagine you have, it being winter, after all. Make sure you try them in the spring. There’s something so peaceful about that little circuit of the pond, like your worries aren’t allowed aboard. You can pick them up when you get off, but during those few minutes on the water, worry just doesn’t exist. You’ll see what I mean.


    It’s still quite cold here in Victory as well. You moved right after the blizzard, and a month later some of the snow is still here—mostly the remains of the huge piles in parking lots. The ladies and I haven’t been quite as regular at Morning Prayer as we usually are because of all the ice. Esther Rose slipped on it last week and broke her wrist. Thank God that’s all she broke. A hip would have been much worse. It’s a good thing she’s already had both of hers replaced. We visited her at home yesterday and prayed with her there. We brought over the red prayer book and everything.


    Today the MMs put on their yearly St. Patrick’s Day lunch for us old timers. They really do it up right in the parish hall. Everything was green, even the food. Avis made a great big gelatin mold in the shape of a shamrock that the lot of us barely put a dent in. And, of course, Josie came in full leprechaun costume, complete with a stringy yarn beard, oversized top hat, and buckles on her shoes. She was the life of the party, as always. We all had our picture taken with her. I’ll send one to you as soon as they are developed.


    We miss you here at St. John’s, but we are still plugging away. I hope your new start in Boston leads to so many wonderful things for you that you can’t keep track. I especially hope you meet that young woman who makes your toes curl. I imagine Boston’s a better place for that than Victory!


    



    


    Wishing you all good things,


    



    


    Ruby
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    Calvin traced the loops and lines of Ruby’s signature. It was graceful and beautiful without being ostentatious. Like its owner, thought Calvin. He ran his finger along the signature a second time. Wishing you all good things too. He looked at the stack of letters on his lap and then glanced into the living room where all those pictures still needed hanging. “They can wait.”


    He replaced Ruby’s letter in its envelope and moved it to the back of the stack. The next one was written only a few days after the first. As Calvin pulled out the second letter, he thought back to those days in Victory. “Dear, dear Ruby,” he said again. “All of them, dear to me.”


    He took the last sip of his lemonade, rocked the chair back on two legs, and waded out into the depths of memory.

  


  
    1


    Three years earlier


    Calvin Harper exchanged the highway for a two-lane county road that stumbled down into a valley between two Appalachian peaks, or what would have been peaks millions of years ago, but which were now more like exaggerated humps in the terrain. They were not imposing like the Rockies. They didn’t pierce the sky like mountains do in pictures from scenic calendars. Rather, they lay comfortably on the earth, like the lumps a sound sleeper makes under the covers. Evergreens and deciduous trees carpeted both squat mountains, and a hundred shades of high summer green painted on them a kind of contented, venerable majesty that the adolescent Rockies will not match until wind and time have scrubbed away their rough edges.


    Calvin followed the winding road down into the valley, which fell north to south between the two slopes. Calvin could see dozens of houses peeking out from the dense cover of trees on the opposite slope. As he descended, the density of houses on his side of the valley grew thicker until there were enough of them for a generous person to collect them with the word “neighborhood.”


    A weathered sign, which had skipped its last three or four repainting appointments, greeted Calvin at the spot in the county road where the slope gave way to level ground. He stopped for a traffic light, the first he had encountered since leaving the interstate, and read the sign. “Victory—Established 1781—B&O Railroad 1842—State Football Champions 1981, 1982, 1994.” Beneath the sign hung half a dozen plaques announcing the local societies: Rotarians, Elks, the VFW, and some he couldn’t read.


    Calvin’s eyes passed over the rest of the plaques and fell on a rusted metal sign hanging at the bottom. A shield dominated the sign: red cross on a white field, a patch of blue in the northwest corner. The once bold colors were now pastel, and the once bold writing was now faded nearly to illegibility. But Calvin knew what the sign said without reading it: “The Episcopal Church Welcomes You.”


    He smiled at the familiar words, knowing people all over the country were driving into towns and seeing similar signs. But the smile drooped as he strained to read the particulars below the message: “St. John’s—across the railroad tracks—two blocks—on right.” Calvin put the car in gear as the light turned green and ventured into Victory, wondering how true the cheerful message of welcome was in a small town nestled between two demoted mountains.


    The car bumped over the railroad tracks, and Calvin looked down the row of old buildings for a first glimpse of St. John’s. He could tell the downtown area of Victory, which straddled the tracks, had thrived in years past. There were too many buildings down the main drag and clustered near it along the side streets for Victory always to have been a small, tired town.


    But now many storefronts were shuttered and dark. Calvin couldn’t tell if they were out of business or simply closed, though it seemed strange local businesses would be closed in the middle of a weekday. Some locations were obviously vacant: windows hid behind hastily hammered plywood, upon which was spray-painted, “4 Sale,” and a phone number to contact someone named Wally.


    Three buildings on the block past the railroad tracks had names carved into the stone of their lintels: Town Hall, Firehouse #2, Williams Inn. But the building displaying the words “Town Hall” also sported a banner announcing it as the location for the summer semester of a local community college. Firehouse #2 was a Chinese restaurant named Year of the Dragon. Williams Inn had a collection of mailboxes tacked to its grimy brick wall and a small forest of satellite TV antennae sprouting from its patch of front lawn, and Calvin realized it was no longer a hotel, but what must be tiny apartments.


    By no means a ghost town, Victory bore all the hallmarks of being left to its own devices when the town’s main industry fled. Calvin didn’t know what that industry was exactly, but it was the same story all over the state—plants closing, mines cutting back, aging workforce, young people choosing to live anywhere but there. What saved Victory from falling off the map entirely, Calvin’s bishop had told him, was the elderly population. Fifteen years ago, there had been a single nursing home in the town. Now there were five, plus another half dozen assisted- and independent-living facilities for seniors.


    “And what comes along with elderly people?” the bishop had asked. Before Calvin could respond, the bishop answered his own question. “Doctors. Nurses. Orderlies. Lab techs. Paramedics. Janitors. Estate lawyers. People at the Y who teach water aerobics.” He ticked off each one on a finger. “And those folks have families.” The bishop picked up a magazine from his desk and tossed it to Calvin. “In that issue, the AARP rates Victory as one of the top ten retirement communities in the country. And you’re their new priest.”
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    Calvin parked his car on the street half a block past St. John’s. He was surprised and pleased to see the church stood out from the rest of the buildings on Washington Street. The steeple was easily the highest point this side of the railroad tracks, and the bricks of the church’s exterior seemed shinier than those of the surrounding buildings. The mortar in between bricks crumbled only here and there, and the bell, visible in the tower above, gleamed in the midafternoon sun. On first glance, the only things Calvin disliked about the exterior of St. John’s were the windows. A layer of Plexiglas protected each window, but the outside panels were so caked with the filth of years that Calvin had only a vague impression the church owned stained glass at all.


    He walked up the three steps to the front door and pulled. It was a massive, iron-studded oak thing that would look more at home on a castle keep. And it was locked. Calvin looked at his watch. It was only 2:30 in the afternoon. He looked left and right, hoping to see a sign with hours or directions to the church’s office. With no sign in sight, he circled the building and found the door to the office three-quarters of the way around, also up three steps. This door was locked too. He peered in the small window set in the door only to see a dark hallway and several more closed doors.


    Calvin continued his circuit of the grounds, and as he was about to turn back onto the sidewalk, he spied a small door set into the side of the church. He walked up to it and was surprised to find the door was much smaller than any door had a right to be. He couldn’t possibly understand what this door was designed to accomplish, but he tried it anyway. Locked, of course. Or was it? He tugged again and realized the door was locked only by a crossbar, like the kind you’d find on the door to the castle keep he had imagined earlier. He stood at the door for a few moments, thinking.


    Now, in the ensuing minutes, Calvin made three mistakes. First, he decided it was a perfectly good and normal idea to force open the small door. He cast around for something thin enough to slip through the gap between the door and frame and strong enough to lift the bar without breaking. There was nothing in the churchyard but sticks and twigs. Then he snapped his fingers and ran back to the car. As a going away present, his parents had given him a set of pots and pans along with various other cooking implements. Calvin had stored them in the passenger seat because he had already packed the rest of the car. He rummaged for a moment and then pulled out a brand new chef’s knife. He jogged back to the small door and began maneuvering his makeshift lever into place. This, of course, was his second mistake.


    “What in the world are you doing, boy?”


    Calvin froze at the sound of a clipped voice behind him. As the question hung in the air, he took a single moment to wonder the same thing. What was he doing?


    “Turn around slowly with your hands where I can see them.”


    Calvin turned around slowly with his hands where the police officer could see them. He looked up and was mildly surprised to see the knife clutched in his right hand. So too, it seemed, was the police officer, who took a step back and put his hand on his holster.


    “Drop the weapon.”


    Calvin dropped the weapon. It spun gracefully out of his hand and buried itself in the soft earth of an unkempt flowerbed bordering the church’s wall.


    “You must be some kind of stupid, boy, breaking into a church in broad daylight.”


    And this is when Calvin made his third mistake. He laughed. It began as a grin and then a chuckle escaped between his teeth and, before he could catch it and pull it back in, another followed and soon the absurdity of the situation was spilling from his lips in waves of unbridled hilarity.


    By the fact that Calvin ended up in the back of the police cruiser, he could tell the officer did not agree with his assessment of the situation.


    “So you weren’t breaking in, you say?” asked the officer after Calvin had calmed down.


    “No, sir,” said Calvin. “I mean, I was breaking in, but it’s not a crime.”


    “Oh, it’s not a crime. Perhaps I missed the day they taught ‘Breaking and Entering’ at Police Academy, then?”


    This time a chuckle escaped between the officer’s teeth, but it held no mirth.


    “I apologize. I’m not explaining this right, sir.”


    “Then. Try. Again.”


    “This is my church. I’m the priest. Well, I will be. Today’s my first day. I don’t have a key yet, and there’s no one here, even though the administrator is supposed to be in the office. I just wanted a look inside, and I guess I wasn’t thinking straight. I’ve been driving all day.”


    It all came out in one breath. Deflated, Calvin slumped forward and placed his forehead on the grill between the front and back seats of the police car.


    “Aren’t you a little too young and a little too stupid to be a priest?” asked the officer.


    “Well, sir, I’m not too young.”


    The officer chuckled again, and this time a hint of amusement crept in. Then he laughed a single time. It came out like a bark, and as he laughed, he toggled his radio. “Dispatch. This is 127. Got a kid here. Caught B&E in progress at St. Jack’s side door. Says he’s the new priest.”


    “Copy 127,” hissed the radio. “Hold on a sec, Carter.”


    Officer Carter eyed Calvin, who gave him a weak, defeated smile. Carter answered the smile with a look that said, “Wait till I tell my wife about this one.” A long moment passed. Then another voice spoke from the tinny radio.


    “Yeah, 127, this is the Chief. What’s his name?”


    Carter shot Calvin an inquisitive look.


    “The Reverend Calvin Harper,” said Calvin.


    Carter thumbed his radio again. “Says his name is Calvin Harper.”


    The Chief’s own laughter crackled over the radio. “He is the new priest at St. Jack’s, Carter. Cut him loose.”


    Carter put down the radio and stared at Calvin. Calvin’s smile widened, until the look of defeat turned into one of triumph.


    “Oh, and Carter,” said the Chief. “Help him get that door open.”
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    The sound of Officer Carter’s police cruiser roaring down the street faded as Calvin closed the small door behind him. He found himself on a square landing about a third of the way up a staircase, which made its curling ascent to the choir loft. The shadowy narthex below him looked uninviting, so Calvin took the stairs in the direction of a soft, purple light emanating from what he guessed was the circular stained glass window set high in the west wall of the church. As he took the first step up, his head brushed the ceiling, and he noticed just how narrow the staircase was. At a hair less than six feet tall, Calvin wasn’t used to stooping to go up stairs, but these stairs in particular seemed peculiarly shrunken.


    His steps echoed in the empty church until he reached the loft. An old oriental rug muffled his footfalls as he navigated a jumble of folding chairs that might have once been arranged in a semicircle around the organ’s console. The purple light was, indeed, coming from the rose window, which adorned the wall behind the loft. Seen from the street, this window was a dirty hole in an otherwise clean brick exterior. Seen from within, the window sparkled with story. The dove of the Holy Spirit stretched its wings from the central pane of the window. The spokes springing from this central pane displayed vines that twisted their way outward and bore fruit in a dozen different colors, all of which stood out gleefully against the soft, purple background. The vine of each spoke ended in a word: faith, meekness, temperance, love, joy, peace, longsuffering, gentleness, goodness.


    Calvin smiled at seeing the King James language and wondered how many people over the four hundred years since the translation’s birth had been told their gift of the Spirit was “longsuffering.” The modern translation, “patience,” just doesn’t have the same ring to it, he thought.


    He continued surveying the window until his eyes landed once again on the word that had first caught them: faith. What was it that Hebrews said about faith? Things hoped for. Something about “unseen.” Calvin scanned the patchy Bible in his mind and was surprised when he remembered the verse for which he was searching. “Faith is the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen.”


    He slumped down onto one of the folding chairs near the organ’s console. Assurance. Conviction. If there were two things Calvin had less of concerning his coming to Victory, he couldn’t think of them. He looked out from the loft to the darkened church below. The soft light from the rose window fell on his back, but it did not extend past the edge of the loft. He could see the edges of the pews outlined in the faint light of the other windows. He could make out the shapes of the lectern and pulpit and rail and altar. But everything was dim, leeched of color, as if Calvin were just waking up in the hour before dawn and couldn’t quite understand all the shapes of the perfectly ordinary things in his bedroom.


    The bishop had sent him to Victory as Priest-in-Charge. Calvin could have refused to take the assignment, but that was never really an option—not for a priest fresh from seminary, which was partially paid for by diocesan funds. The assignment. He turned the word over his tongue. When priests go to new churches, they are supposed to be called there, called by God and by the people of the church. Not assigned. Not tossed in the ring because no one more qualified would take the position.


    Calvin crossed his arms over his chest and allowed a wave of self-pity to wash over him. He was a stranger in a strange land. He was alone. No one had even come to the church to welcome him. He nursed the pity until it mutated into full-fledged self-satisfaction. He had taken one for the team. No one else wanted the job, but he had done his duty. He was Jonah if Jonah had gone straight to Nineveh like a good little prophet. A smug grin began at one ear and played across his face, but it turned sour before it reached the other side. The Ninevites listened to Jonah, but he still ended up alone on the hillside.


    The pity returned and mingled with the satisfaction, and Calvin sank into the depths of self-righteous lamentation. He didn’t deserve this. He had always done everything everyone had asked of him, and he still got banished to the radar station in Alaska? How was that fair? He should be on the staff at some big, suburban church, not the hospice chaplain at this backwoods church on life support. Calvin stopped for a moment and looked for more reasons to lament his situation. He remembered the small door and the shrunken staircase. And to top it off, I don’t even fit inside the building.


    And then he remembered more of his conversation with the bishop. “It’s one of the oldest churches in the diocese, son—both the people and the building. Built way before the railroad went through. You know, there wasn’t even a West Virginia yet.” And all at once Calvin realized why the door was so small and why the staircase was so shrunken. The side door was once the slaves’ entrance. The choir loft was once the slaves’ balcony. There must have been enough fertile ground in between the low mountains for some sort of farming operation. Tobacco, perhaps? Calvin didn’t know the history of the area, but he knew he was right about where he was sitting. When he looked around the loft and imagined dozens of enslaved people huddled close together listening to a white preacher using the Bible to justify the slaves’ dehumanizing servitude, the pity and satisfaction and self-righteous lamentation fled from him.


    He sat there, hollowed and ashamed. “What am I doing here?” he said aloud to no one in particular, except perhaps to God, though if he was praying, he didn’t realize it at the time.
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    March 22, 2010


    Dear Rev. Calvin,


    The snow is finally gone from Victory. I’ve been watching one last pile shrink by the day in the grocery store parking lot. A month ago it was an iceberg. Yesterday it was what someone would have emptied from a cooler after a picnic. And today it’s gone—just in time for spring. It has been a long winter, longer than any I can remember, and I can remember more than eighty of them. Perhaps next year I’ll go somewhere sunny and warm. I told myself the same thing this year, but I couldn’t bear the thought of leaving this old house, what with its fireplace and piano and all the pictures in the hallway. Imagine that! When I was young, I fancied myself the grand world traveler (though, to be honest, anything outside of Jericho, Pennsylvania, felt like “the world”), and now heading down to St. John’s for Morning Prayer is adventure enough. I know I sound wistful, but don’t you dare pity this old lady. My friends are there, waiting for me when I cross the tracks, and they are my joy, as were you when you were here.


    You think you have all the time in the world to get to know someone, but a year, two years, fifty years—it’s never enough. There is always something you never said out loud, although you always meant to. It hides somewhere in your heart waiting for the right moment to be said. Sometimes you miss the moment. Sometimes you don’t realize there was anything still hidden until it’s too late to uncover. I know I’ve told you many silly stories about my life—hiding under the house in the rain, receiving the rose in Hyde Park, Margaret’s first day of school—but, until you were gone, I never realized how much I wanted to tell you the whole story. This story would never make the news or be turned into a motion picture, but it’s ours—Whit’s and mine—and that makes it special.


    You are special young man, Calvin. I know you don’t like me saying so because you think I’m partial. But my partiality doesn’t make me wrong. You are a special young man, and you deserve a special young woman. That’s why I’m glad you left Victory, even though I’m sad you are gone. Victory’s not a place for—Lord, how young are you—a twenty-six-year-old? Even so, eighteen months is too short a time to get to know a person. Perhaps at twenty-six, a year and a half feels like forever. I know it did when I was that age, and it wasn’t even a year and a half. Korea is a long way from Pennsylvania. Now don’t get me wrong. I didn’t sit on the porch all day waiting for Whit to come walking up the driveway in his dress uniform with his duffel slung over his shoulder. But still, the days are long and the nights longer when your sweetheart is half a world away. The whole time he was in Korea, he kept a picture of me nearby. He used it as a bookmark, and his favorite book was never far from his side. As for me, I kept a photograph of him framed on my bedside table. I still do, of course.


    That reminds me: the pictures I promised in my last letter are in here. You can barely recognize Josie in that leprechaun costume, except for her infectious smile shining out from under that funny yarn beard. It has been a year since she met Donald Pennyworth. Those two, oh my. They are just now becoming a couple—and we’ve been waiting for a year for it to happen. The photo of Mary is my favorite. She couldn’t get over Josie’s costume, and the look on her face is just priceless.


    One more thing. Do you remember when you rearranged all the wires behind our television? I think you did it when you first moved to Victory. The TV hadn’t been working, but you unplugged something and plugged it back in somewhere else and voila! it was working again. Well, Pumpernickel—that’s Margaret’s cat, who’s living with me while Margaret and Cooper are away—she got behind the television and must have loosened a wire or two because I can’t seem to get more than PBS right now. Not that I’m complaining! That is the station I watch most often anyway. Ah well. If that’s the least of my worries, then I’m doing just fine. I really can’t complain. The sun is out, the snow is gone, and the air is fresh.


    



    


    Wishing you all good things,


    



    


    Ruby


    



    


    P.S. You be sure to be on the lookout for that young woman who makes your toes curl. It wouldn’t do to be wasting all this praying we ladies are doing for you if you don’t have your eyes open.

  


  
    2


    Calvin awoke the next morning in an unfamiliar room that smelled of old cigarettes. The room had probably been a non-smoking one for years, but the stale odor had lain low, hiding in the carpet’s fibers and resisting all forms of carpet care. It was an odor Calvin tasted more than he smelt, and he rose wondering if someone had made him swallow a pack of Camels in his sleep.


    He stumbled into the bathroom and surveyed the wall for a light switch. A confused minute later, he found the switch on the wall outside the bathroom and squinted his way through a teeth brushing he hoped would neutralize the taste of decades-old tobacco. When his eyes finally adjusted to the harsh light above the vanity, Calvin rummaged for his glasses, and inspected himself in the mirror. His dark hair was still too short in the aftermath of a disastrous haircut he received the day before his graduation from seminary. The usually limp hair now stood up in every direction following a night of tossing and turning. He tried in vain to push the wayward hair flat and settled instead for turning on the shower. While he waited for hot water, he gathered breath for a final slumber-filled yawn, exhaled, and tasted cigarettes in the back of his throat. Sighing, he reached once again for his toothbrush.


    Half an hour later, Calvin left the motel, a squat building with dirty siding and fake plants hanging from the eaves. He squeezed himself into his car and glanced around to make sure the pile of stuff that filled the backseat sat undisturbed following a night in a seedy parking lot. Nothing seemed to be missing. Well, he thought, if something had been stolen, at least I know a police officer in town.


    The motel was on the county road a few miles inland from the interstate, and Calvin retraced the path he had taken the day before. This time, however, he turned off the main road at the intersection next to the sign announcing the town of Victory (and a supposedly welcoming Episcopal Church). Taking a right at the traffic light, he followed a winding road until he came to the crest of a short rise. Another right took him back down the hill and past an abandoned construction site.


    Calvin parked the car on the street and surveyed the idle apartment complex. Seven buildings encircled what one day would be an oval parking lot, but was currently a mud pit the size of a football field. Several faded, yellow construction vehicles littered the pit, their sunken treads covered in caked mud. Pallets of bricks and two-by-fours sat in stacks adjacent to each building, and a trio of portable toilets lay on their sides at the edge of the lot. Calvin looked from building to building. Only one seemed close to completion, but he guessed the interior was still all plywood and exposed wiring. Down the line, each unit was less finished than the one before, as if Calvin were looking at the seven-step Darwinian evolution of the apartment building. The final unit was simply a slab with the beginnings of a skeletal structure protruding skyward.


    Calvin counted to the fourth building, which was wrapped halfway around with insulation, and looked to a square opening on the top floor, which was ready to receive its window. There’s my apartment, he thought.


    He was supposed to have moved into that top floor apartment yesterday. The model he had seen at a complex a few towns away had cathedral ceilings and a gas fireplace, and he had decided an extra hundred bucks a month was worth those amenities. But some time after Calvin signed the paperwork and paid his deposit, the housing market drove off a cliff. By all the empty new construction he had noticed just in the day he had been in town, Calvin could tell Victory had been hit badly. During the housing boom, the town was just barely close enough to Washington D.C. to qualify for commuter status. For some with jobs in the District, a big, cheap house was worth six soul-sucking hours in the car every day. But then gas prices skyrocketed, the housing market collapsed, and Victory’s renaissance was over before it began. Now the town had hundreds of brand new, single-family homes standing empty—ghost neighborhoods, which never had the opportunity to acquire any ghosts.


    Calvin gave one more regretful look at the top floor window, got back in his car, and, like the developers and contractors and construction workers before him, left the unfinished complex for good.
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    Ten minutes later, Calvin parked once again in front of St. John’s, and this time he was heartened to see a faint glow escaping through the grime-covered windows. He tossed the remains of a fast-food breakfast into a garbage can on the curb, skipped up the smooth, stone steps, and tried the massive door. It was either locked or too heavy to open for someone like Calvin, who had only a passing acquaintance with weight training. Frowning, he walked backwards down the steps and surveyed the door. And then he noticed something incongruous for a door that happened to be three stairs from the ground—a plate-sized silver button to the right of the door, upon which was drawn a blue stick figure in a wheelchair. Calvin pushed the button. For a moment, nothing happened. Then Calvin heard a motor wheeze to life, and the monstrosity creaked open, sweeping him back off the stairs as it swung outward.


    “Well, at least I know my church is safe from invading barbarians,” Calvin told the door as it closed again. “Just disconnect your motor and no one’s getting in.”


    He pressed the button again, and, prepared this time, jumped back off the steps before the door could swat him. As the door reached the zenith of its circuit, Calvin doffed it an imaginary cap and vaulted into the church. He found himself in the dark narthex, which is what church people call entryways in order to confuse newcomers, he thought, grinning to himself. The stairs to the choir loft ascended to his right. Another set of stairs, which he hadn’t noticed the day before, descended to his left. He turned around and saw a second silver button. So it’s just as hard to push as to pull, he thought. Recessed into the walls on both sides of the door were large, segmented brass cabinets. In the semidarkness of the narthex, they looked to Calvin like post office boxes, though he knew their beloved, powdery cargo was much more precious.


    “You must be Calvin,” came a voice from within the church. Calvin turned around and saw a foursome of cardiganed ladies smiling at him. The light from the nave backlit them and gave each a faint buttery aura. “Come on out of that dark narthex.”


    “We never use that door anyway.”


    “We’ve been expecting you, sonny. We’re about to start.”


    “Oh, and welcome to St. Jack’s-across-the-tracks.”


    Each lady spoke in turn, and each began speaking just as the one before finished. They stood arm in arm like a barbershop quartet who have just finished their encore. The two on the ends each had a purse over one forearm; one had a brooch the size of a baseball pinned to her chest; and one was wearing pearls with her cardigan sweater. Add a few grandchildren or an interesting shop window, and Norman Rockwell could have painted the scene. As he stepped into the light to greet the quartet, Calvin couldn’t help but reflect their smiles.


    He reached out his hand and was halfway through, “Hi. I’m Calvin Harper,” when the Brooch cut him off.


    “Prayer first. Introductions second,” she said. Then, looking at her watch, she sniffed and said, “It is, after all, 8:17.” And with that, she turned, processed up the aisle, and knelt in a pew in the snug side chapel.


    Purse One and Purse Two gave Calvin sheepish grins and followed the Brooch to the chapel. But the Pearls took Calvin by the arm, winked conspiratorially, and whispered, “Esther Rose is a sweetheart, but she can be a bit, shall we say, regimented. I think if Morning Prayer starts at 8:17 her whole day will be two minutes off schedule.” She patted Calvin on the hand as they walked arm in arm up the aisle. “Don’t tell her I told you before prayer was over, but I’m Ruby. Ruby Redding.”


    Calvin returned Ruby’s conspiratorial wink: “Calvin Harper. It’s very nice to meet you, Ms. Redding.”


    “Likewise. And ‘Ruby’ will do fine. None of this ‘Ms. Redding’ business.”


    “Yes, ma’am.”


    There were only four pews in the chapel, and they were configured in pairs facing each other on either side of the altar. The pews were the color of honey, a late spring vintage with a deep autumn grain tracing patterns over the wood. The fair-colored furniture partnered with a faded blue-gray carpet to give the chapel (and the rest of the church, for that matter) a light, airy quality, which was much more inviting than imposing. The chapel altar was set against the wall, and a short, silk frontal hung from it, proclaiming with its several brilliant shades of green the long season between Pentecost and Advent.


    The Brooch, whose name was evidently Esther Rose, and the two Purses had taken up residence in three of the four pews, so Calvin followed Ruby into the fourth. As they knelt, Calvin glanced at his watch—it still read 8:17. He thumbed through the red Book of Common Prayer, found the correct page, and waited. At 8:18, he checked his watch again, and wondered why no one had begun the opening sentences. At 8:19, Calvin looked up to find Esther Rose staring at him from the facing pew. Her expression was the special one a person wears when she is ready to leave the restaurant but the server has failed to bring the check.


    As 8:19 threatened to turn into 8:20, Ruby nudged Calvin with her elbow and pointed to a line on the open page of his prayer book. He leaned over and whispered in her ear: “I was hoping one of you would lead this morning, so I could, you know, learn the house rules.”


    “Oh, you’ll do fine, dear,” she whispered back. “God will be delighted either way, even if Esther Rose isn’t.” She tapped his book again. “Just go for it.”


    Calvin looked at the stony-faced woman across the aisle, cleared his throat, and read, “I was glad when they said to me, ‘Let us go to the house of the Lord.’ ”
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    “Let us bless the Lord,” said Calvin.


    “Thanks be to God,” responded Ruby, Esther Rose, and the two Purses.


    “May the God of hope fill us with all joy and peace in believing through the power of the Holy Spirit.”


    “Amen.”


    Calvin snapped his prayer book shut and slid it home in the pew rack. He checked his watch and was pleased to find the time was only 8:40.


    “He reads a bit too quickly, and I don’t think we’ve ever done that second canticle he chose.”


    Calvin looked up to see Esther Rose muttering to herself in what she apparently thought was a whisper only she could hear. Well, she’s not wrong, he thought. He had sped through the readings to try to make up those lost minutes, and how was he supposed to know there was an approved list of canticles?


    “Pay her no mind, dear,” Ruby said. “Esther Rose would find fault with a lilac that bloomed a day early.” She looked across the chapel toward her elder. “But there’s a real stalwart sweetheart underneath all that regimen and gruff critique. You just need to know where to look.”


    The ladies led Calvin through a door set in the east wall of the sanctuary, which opened onto a fluorescently lit hallway with cement walls and a flecked linoleum floor. The dark and empty church offices stood opposite the door to the sanctuary. Ruby once again took Calvin’s arm, and he allowed himself to be escorted down the hallway to the left and into the parish hall. The hall was about the size of a tennis court, with half a dozen fans hanging from cords of various lengths attached to a high, A-framed ceiling. Sturdy, hard-plastic tables covered the same flecked linoleum, and old metal folding chairs encircled each table. One of the Purses broke off from the group, weaved her way through the tables, and poured coffee, which Calvin accepted gratefully. When all had a beverage, they sat down around the table nearest the coffee machine, and Calvin recognized he had intruded upon a ritual several decades in the making.


    Esther Rose blew on her coffee, took an experimental sip, nodded, and then fixed Calvin with an appraising look. “The older I get the younger everyone else seems to be—my doctor looks like a high school cheerleader, and now my priest is barely out of diapers.”


    Calvin started to sputter an unintelligible rejoinder, but she waved a hand saying, “Ah well, we were all fresh-faced at one time or another.” The matriarch took another sip of her coffee and gestured to one of the Purses. “Even Avis here still seems like a pup to me, and she became a grandmother last year.” She rose heavily to her feet and adopted a formal air. “My name is Esther Rose Lincoln. It is a pleasure to make your acquaintance, Reverend Harper.”


    She held out her hand palm down, and Calvin, sensing this woman valued propriety, leapt to his feet. She curled her fingers into his hand, and he made a short bow. “Calvin Harper, the baby priest, at your service, Ms. Lincoln,” he said, deciding it was better to make light of her assessment of his age rather than retort. Unlike Ruby, she did not correct his usage of her surname.


    As Calvin straightened from his bow, he noticed the ghost of a smile flit across Esther Rose’s face, and he knew he had retrieved a few points he had lost earlier. She tapped the woman on her right, who stood and grabbed Calvin’s hand in a vigorous shake. “Avis Noon, Reverend Calvin, but you can call me Avis in the . . . ”


    “. . . morning and evening, as well,” the other three ladies finished for her.


    She looked around at them and grinned. “Well, anyway, it is so nice to finally meet you.”


    Esther Rose gestured to the other Purse, who remained seated. “Excuse me for not getting up, Father, but these old bones would rather stay put until I must needs rise,” she said.


    A trace of an ancient Irish brogue surfaced when she said the word “father,” and Calvin wondered how long she had been in the United States. Since childhood, probably, he thought. “That’s quite all right,” he said as he walked over to shake her hand.


    “Mary Williams. My husband Arthur was the sexton here for over thirty years. Knows every nook and cranny of these old halls.”


    “That’s great. If I can’t find something I’ll know just who to ask.”


    Mary chortled into her coffee cup. “Ah, sonny, he’s been retired for nigh on fifteen years. I expect nothing is in the same place anymore.”


    “Could be so,” said Calvin. “But churches have a way of not changing much over the years. At my church during seminary, they had a shelf of computer program manuals from the late eighties. No one ever thought to throw them away.”


    Avis piped up, “You could have brought them here. I think one of the computers in the office is about that old.”


    Esther Rose cleared her throat. “Yes, well, shall we continue,” she said, and she gestured to Ruby.


    “Oh, Calvin and I go way back. We’re old friends.”


    “You are?” said Esther Rose, taking the bait.


    “Oh yes,” said Ruby. “We met more than half an hour ago.”


    Mary, Avis, and Calvin laughed aloud, and after a short pause, Esther Rose seemed to make up her mind, and she chuckled briefly too. Ruby beamed.
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    Midway through his second cup of coffee, Calvin was still answering questions about himself as the four ladies took turns interrogating him. Where was he from? What did his parents do for a living? How many siblings did he have? When did he know he wanted to be a priest? How old was he again?


    “I’m twenty-five,” said Calvin, and he was surprised to find none of his usual defensiveness in his tone.


    “Oh my,” said Avis. “I’ve got forty years on you, and I’m the youngest gal here.”


    “Good Lord,” said Mary. “When I was twenty-five, I used to . . . ” She paused and for a moment her eyes were distant. Then she smiled. “Well, best not for mixed company.”


    Ruby patted Mary’s hand and said, “Come now, Arthur’s told us some of your old stories, and none is too sordid. Don’t hold out on us now.”


    Mary put her other hand atop Ruby’s. “Ah, but Arthur didn’t meet me until I was twenty-six.”


    And once again the group dissolved in a fit of laughter. When all had recovered, the grilling resumed in earnest. What did Calvin study in college? What was his favorite subject in seminary? Did he have a sweetheart?


    “I have had. But no, not right now,” he said.


    “Ah, sonny,” said Mary. “You’re young yet. No reason to be getting ahead of yourself.”


    Esther Rose had been silent for a while, but now she spoke: “My Ted and I were married a week after we met. We didn’t have much time because he was steaming for France the next day.” The same faraway look that had come over Mary appeared on Esther Rose’s face.


    “Go on, dear,” coaxed Ruby.


    “We were way ahead of ourselves,” said Esther Rose, returning to the present. “But I don’t think either of us really expected he’d come back to me. When he did, it was like we had done everything backward. We were already married when he finished courting me.”


    “But then you had, what, fifty-one good years?” asked Avis.


    “We had fifty-one years,” said Esther Rose. “I’d say forty-seven were good. The first two he was overseas, and our Eleanor was born with her daddy gone. She was toddling about when he first saw her. I remember the day he came home like it was yesterday. He limped into my parents’ house, and we squashed Eleanor between us as we embraced.”


    “And the other two years?” asked Calvin.


    The four ladies grew quiet, and Calvin realized he had brought up a forbidden topic. Finally, Ruby broke the heavy silence with a pat on Calvin’s hand. “He was very sick, dear.”


    The silence descended again, only to be broken by a soft sniffle from Avis Noon. Calvin looked at her, and saw tears tracing pathways down her lightly wrinkled cheeks.


    Ruby rose and walked around the table to Avis. Putting a hand on Avis’s shoulder, Ruby said, “Come, my love. Let’s go see him.”


    Avis, Mary, and Esther Rose stood up and followed Ruby back to the sanctuary. Calvin walked a few steps behind, trailing the ladies as they shuffled down the aisle of the nave and into the dark narthex. What had he said? How had he upset Avis when they had been talking about Esther Rose’s husband?


    Mary found the light switch, and the cabinets that had looked to Calvin like post office boxes gleamed in the soft light. With Ruby supporting her, Avis approached the columbarium and ran her fingers over the raised letters of a plaque affixed to one of the small doors. Then her hand went to her mouth, and she turned to bury her face in Ruby’s shoulder.


    “There, there, my love,” said Ruby. “There, there.”


    Calvin looked at the plaque Avis had been touching and read: “Alexander Noon.” Then Calvin shook his head in disbelief as he read the date of death—less than three months ago.


    Esther Rose and Mary encircled Ruby and Avis, and the four of them stood in a huddled embrace as Avis heaved and sobbed into Ruby’s cardigan. Calvin backed against the wall and watched them and only after several minutes remembered to pray.
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    Ruby and Calvin stood on the curb and waved as the car carrying Mary, Esther Rose, and a freshly grieving Avis turned the corner onto Washington Street. “I can’t believe I did that,” said Calvin, slumping against the warm brick of the church’s exterior.


    “Did what, dear?” said Ruby.


    “Was so insensitive to both Esther Rose and Avis. I just had no idea.”


    “Of course you didn’t. And you best not go taking credit for other people’s grief, especially in your line of work.” Ruby moved to Calvin’s side. “Ever since Alex passed, she’s been hit a couple times a week with a fresh wave. There’s no telling what will bring one on.” She reached up and squeezed Calvin’s shoulder. “You just be on the lookout for it from now on.”


    “Yes, ma’am,” said Calvin.


    “I already told you: none of that Ms. Redding nonsense. And you can keep your ma’ams too.”


    “Yes, ma’am,” said Calvin.


    Ruby seemed to be trying to frown at him, but she appeared unable to work her mouth into one, so she settled on a thin smile instead. “Ted’s there too. In that columbarium. But he’s been there near fifteen years. My husband and I already have our niches bought and paid for. There’s a peace that comes with knowing where your remains will be.”


    Ruby gave Calvin another of her signature conspiratorial winks. “And where are your remains staying since you’ve come to Victory?” she asked.


    “Oh, I signed a lease for an apartment out Plantation Drive, but it fell through because they halted construction. I’m at the Victory Arms Motel at the moment.”


    “Oh, dear, that won’t do at all,” said Ruby. And then without hesitating, she added, “All right, get in your car and follow me.”


    And with that, she marched down the street as fast as she could and eased into her car, leaving Calvin bewildered on the sidewalk. She put the car in gear and pulled into the street. Rolling down the window, she called out, “Can’t follow me on foot, son.”


    Calvin dashed to his car, and five minutes later they pulled onto Lilac Court. Ruby parked in front of a one-story home with a faded burnt sienna brick exterior and recently bloomed lilacs flanking the stoop. Calvin parked behind her and got out.


    “Welcome to my home,” said Ruby. “You’ll be staying here until you get your situation settled. Now come inside. I’d like you to meet my husband, Whit.”
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    March 25, 2010


    



    Dear Rev. Calvin,


    This morning, Mary reminded us today is a holy day on the church calendar called the Feast of the Annunciation. I’m sure that’s not news to you, but it was to me. At my church growing up, we didn’t talk about this or that feast. We sang songs and listened to sermons and that was that. But Mary grew up Roman Catholic, so she remembers all these holy days, and this one is special to her because of her namesake. Can you even begin to imagine what that Mary was thinking and feeling when Gabriel came to her in her little room? It’s a wonder she was able to get out any words at all. She must have been very sensible and very brave.


    We read her song—the Magnificat—as one of the canticles this morning. “My soul magnifies the Lord and my spirit rejoices in God my savior.” I can’t think of a better prayer than for my soul to magnify the Lord, because the Lord is there all the time, but sometimes I need something deep inside to make God clearer for me, to bring God into better focus. Do you know what I mean?


    Anyway, I think it’s funny how the church calendar puts the Annunciation exactly nine months before Christmas, as if Mary had a perfect gestation time. I imagine with all the stress of traveling to Bethlehem, she’d have gone into early labor.


    Speaking of that, my own parents were a bit like Mary and Joseph. (No, I’m not comparing myself to Jesus—how silly would that be!) My mother got pregnant before the wedding, and they tried to hide it. But it was one of those—what do you call them—open secrets? Everyone knew, but no one said anything. My brother was born just five months after the wedding. If you hadn’t heard the whisperings in our small town before then, you certainly could have put two and two together.


    My mother didn’t tell me any of this until Whit and I announced our wedding plans. We only had a month-long engagement, so you can see what my mother was thinking. But in our case, we had known each other for years, and there didn’t seem to be much point in putting it off for propriety’s sake. Besides, if I had gotten pregnant before our wedding, that would have been a whole other can of worms considering Whit was in Korea for an entire year before our engagement. He proposed the week he returned from the war, and I think he had been working on what he was going to say for his whole deployment. My poet. He wrote it all down and memorized it.


    What was I on about before? Oh yes, my mother’s secret forbidden pregnancy. My brother, Daniel, was born just five months after the wedding. Everyone in town called him “Early,” and I never knew why until my mother told me. Early Winslow they called him, and the name stuck. But I always called him Danny Boy or D.B. for short. He was only three years older than me, but he always seemed so grown up. I adored him, naturally. D.B. always included me, his kid sister, in the adventures he and his friends wove in the woods behind our little house. Sometimes I was the damsel-in-distress, though I didn’t fancy that too much. Most often I was the crew and had to swab the poop deck. But every once in a while, I was the hero in the story built by our collective imaginations. It’s amazing to me how much I can remember as I start to put it down on paper. Recalling these ancient memories is often easier than remembering if I went to the grocery store yesterday.
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