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    Chapter 1




    CLAWED FEET LANDED WITH A MUFFLED THUD atop the January snow. His balance was instantaneous. Surveying the still forest around him, he watched the pale morning sunlight filter through the bare branches, illuminating nothing but the trees, the forest floor, and him. All active life had vanished from the area moments before his arrival. To joggers along the perimeter of the preserve, the distant ruckus of fleeing animals had registered only as a minor disturbance to the music blasting through their earbuds. His entry point was good.




    He shook the white crystals from his talons and stepped through the snow. As he walked, his true form mutated, adapting to the world he had entered. By the time he reached the edge of the forest, he looked like any other man, complete with a pair of black dress shoes, a wool overcoat, cashmere scarf, and fedora. His power in this world had become such that all he had to do was think it, and it was his—for such minor details, anyhow. But acquiring what he truly desired would take more finesse.




    The streets along his short walk to the historic part of town were already alive with cars pushing through the slush, carrying their contents to work. It was a new year—time for humans to get back to the old routine and make more money. They had Christmas bills to pay off, after all. His mouth twisted into an unpleasant smirk. This time he wouldn’t fail. This time they’d practically beckoned him forth.




    He reached downtown Prairie Oaks, and as he traversed its sidewalks, a glass door swung open in front of him. Along with the earthy aroma of coffee drifted something else. He halted his steady gait and swiveled his head to peer inside. Shooting through the collection of people, his gaze landed on two women. Both of them were middle aged; one was modestly plump while the other was of a leaner build. The latter was the one he sensed. There was nothing in her appearance to set her apart from anyone else—thick waves of caramel-colored hair ending just below her shoulders, medium complexion with a dusting of makeup over straight, long features—but there was no mistaking that she could suit his purpose.




    While he watched her laugh and talk with her friend, the door swung shut and then open again. This time he detected something new amid the warm air seeping out from the shop, something exceedingly unwelcome. He shuddered and moved on. He had plenty of time; there was no need to jump on the first possibility to present itself…particularly if that possibility came mixed with complications.
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    “I saw an angel.”




    Sharon’s eyebrow shot up as she sipped her grande chai.




    “In my dream. Last night,” Maggie explained and then added, almost to herself, “I don’t know why I keep thinking of him as an angel.”




    “Him?” Sharon asked.




    “Yeah.” Maggie’s eyes narrowed as she strained her memory. “He was standing in my bedroom, across from the bed, next to the dresser. He was just…watching me.”




    “What did he look like?”




    “Tall, thin.”




    “Fluffy wings and no shirt on?” Sharon prodded hopefully.




    Maggie laughed. “No! He was fully clothed—sorry to disappoint you. And how do you possibly manage to turn talk of an angel into something perverted?”




    Sharon shrugged. “A gift, I guess. Besides, you’re the one who brought him into your bedroom.”




    “I didn’t bring him anywhere. It wasn’t real.”




    “Your subconscious brought him there. It wants a man, darlin’.”




    “It wanted rest. And it didn’t conjure a man. It conjured an angel.”




    “Male angel.”




    “Whatever.” Maggie lifted her coffee to her mouth and scanned the room. She was hardly going to engage in boy talk. Not at the age of thirty-eight. Not when divorced. And certainly not with two kids, including a thirteen-year-old daughter who was dangerously close to plunging into the world of dating herself.




    Sharon sneered at Maggie’s obvious closure of the subject. “Well this rots. You’re my single friend, you know? I’m supposed to get to live vicariously through you, but all you ever do is go to work at that church and run your kids around to practice and lessons and whatnot. Now you finally have a sex dream and you’re going to clam up on me.”




    “It wasn’t a sex dream! Honestly, Sharon, can’t those first weeks after the divorce last you for a while longer? I gave you plenty of vicarious action then.”




    Sharon smiled. “That you did, my friend. That you did. But those were just sleazy flings. I’m ready for some romance now. Let’s find you a nice, handsome bloke that’ll sweep you off your feet.”




    “Already happened. His name was Carl Brock, remember? And we all know how that turned out.” Maggie searched for a change of subject when Sharon frowned. “So how’s the Fun Fair coming along? Which committee did you get roped into this year?”




    Sharon rolled her eyes and plunged into a diatribe about the grade school PTA, the invariably overeager newbie mothers, and the impossibly small budget and limited time frame. “But I’ll tell you one thing,” she added, “we sure do miss your mad decorating skills.”




    “Oh please. Do you think the kids even care about the decorations? As long as there are fun games and prizes and popcorn, they’re happy.”




    “Well, I liked your decorations.”




    “Thanks.” Maggie stuck out a teasing tongue.




    “And I suppose you decked the hell out of those Catholic school hallways this Christmas, eh?”




    Maggie took a long sip of her coffee and shook her head before gulping it down. “Nope. I’m out of the PTA business.”




    “What? The PTA junkie has gone cold turkey?”




    Maggie laughed. “I guess it was sort of an addiction. Heaven forbid I simply join a committee—I had to run it. And I couldn’t just do the job. It had to be done better than it ever had been before. These days I still clip box tops and bake brownies for the classroom parties once in a while, but mostly I keep my focus on my job in the parish office and stay out of the school’s affairs. It’s healthier for all of us.” She glanced at her watch. “Oh gosh, I’d better get going.”




    “Yeah, me too.” The two women stood and pulled on their coats, and then Sharon gave Maggie a big hug. “It was great seeing you, kiddo. Let’s not let so much time go by again, huh?”




    Maggie returned the squeeze. “You’ve got a deal. Tell Reggie and the girls I said hi. I’m so glad Katie and Kirsten have kept in touch.” She turned to unsling her purse from the back of the chair and froze in place when she caught a glimpse of someone behind the coffee shop’s counter.




    “What’s wrong?” Sharon asked.




    “I…nothing.” Maggie slid her purse strap over her shoulder and headed to the door.




    Sharon got there first and positioned herself to block Maggie’s way out. “Bullshit nothing—what did you see?”




    Maggie knew her friend well enough to be sure she’d cause a public scene rather than miss out on the dirt. “Fine. But don’t you dare say one word to him.”




    Sharon’s mouth curled into a wicked grin at the word “him.”




    Keeping her back to the counter, Maggie jerked her head to gesture in that direction. “The tall, sandy-haired guy behind the counter looks just like the angel from my dream.”




    Sharon looked over her friend’s shoulder. “That’s a chick. And I wouldn’t call her tall. Or dream worthy.”




    “What?” Maggie turned but didn’t see the guy she’d spotted a few moments earlier. “He…he must’ve gone into the back room or something. Can we get out of here now? I’m going to be late.”




    “Holy crap. You’re fantasizing about a Starbucks barista!”




    “I’m not—Oh, forget it. We are so not meeting here next time.” Maggie pushed past her friend and waved a mittened hand as she made her way down the slushy sidewalk to her car.




    While she navigated her SUV through the morning traffic, she thought about how nice it had been to see Sharon. Maggie was still on friendly terms with a few other moms from Madison Elementary, but Sharon was the only one who’d stayed steadfastly by her side and never treated her any differently throughout the divorce. Most of the other women had avoided eye contact after the news first broke. As unpleasant as that reaction was, Maggie found she preferred it to the awkward pity hugs and well-intended condolences that had occasionally come her way. Even worse were the women who’d looked her directly in the eye while a sneer played underneath their false smiles, delighted that Maggie had finally proven herself less than perfect.




    She parked in the church lot and rushed into the buff-colored brick building, passing an oversized painting of the archangel Michael in the entryway to the parish office. Her lips twitched into a wry grin; perhaps she’d been unintentionally bringing work home with her.




    “There she is,” a thin, older woman with short but poufy blond hair called from behind her low cubicle walls.




    “Sorry, Brenda. I know I’m a few minutes late. Met a friend for coffee.”




    “Well, the monsignor from Rome is coming at any minute so you’ll need to reschedule all of Father Tom’s appointments for the day. Might want to do the same for Father Dominic, just in case.”




    “I didn’t think he was due in until next week,” Maggie said as she hung her coat in the cubby.




    “Neither did I, but we got word that he arrived in town this morning.”




    Maggie settled into her chair at the office’s front desk and shoved aside the project she’d planned to work on in favor of the church pastor’s spiral-bound appointment book.




    A couple hours into her day—and still no sign of the expected visitor—a third grade class marched past the glass office doors on their way to the church, as they did every Wednesday morning at that time. Maggie looked up and smiled, waiting for a particular mop of wavy brown hair to stroll past.




    Today the mop was accompanied by a huge grin decorated with peanut butter and cheese cracker crumbs. Maggie gave the boy a small wave and blew him a kiss. Liam was happy here, as was his older sister, Kirsten, and Maggie was relieved that the painful steps that had led them to St. John’s had at least come to something good.




    Throughout her marriage she’d maintained control over everything—her house, her garden, the neighborhood block parties, her former size-six figure. Even during the divorce proceedings, Maggie had been in command. A guilt-ridden Carl had willingly given her everything she asked for, including the house, and she’d expected that besides no longer having a husband around to leave his dirty socks on the floor or take out the garbage, the only change in her life would be having the kids gone Tuesday nights and every other weekend. She hadn’t taken the time to assess the impact of her husband’s infidelity on her ego until after the papers were signed. That’s when she began to imagine the other moms whispering behind her back about things like the thickness of her hips, her lackluster hair which was far too often pulled into a simple ponytail. No wonder he fell so easily into someone else’s bed, she was certain they’d concluded.




    She hadn’t realized she was in control of nothing until it suddenly felt like she was losing everything. After months of insecurity, less-than-satisfying sexual indiscretions, and borderline depression, she realized that she couldn’t continue living so close to her old life without constantly feeling like a failure. She needed change, and she convinced herself that the kids did too.




    When Maggie had approached Carl about sending Kirsten and Liam to a private school, he hadn’t balked, though she knew his finances must’ve been severely stretched by that point. She’d also known that he was motivated by more than guilt. The caution that wavered in the deep blue of his eyes and at the edges of his baritone voice had indicated his genuine concern for her stability—that’s what had given her the strength to stop spiraling downward. She didn’t want him thinking she’d disintegrate without him by her side.




    They’d looked at a few different schools, but Maggie liked the laid back feel of St. John’s, and when she saw the posting for a part-time office secretary position—which came with a fifty-percent break in tuition—she didn’t need any more signs that this was the right place for her and her children. The hunt for something away from Madison Elementary had begun as a quest to run away, but finding St. John’s had felt more like being called home.




    Liam’s class disappeared down the hall, and the side door from the rectory opened. Father Tom stepped into the office, followed by a slight man with ash-colored hair and pointed features. Behind the two of them towered Father Dominic, the parish’s junior priest, only one year out of seminary.




    “Good morning, ladies,” said Father Tom. The portly, gray-haired priest’s customary greeting was more clipped than usual, and there was something forced about the deep crinkles surrounding his mouth and eyes as he gestured toward the shorter man. “This is Monsignor Sarto.”




    Maggie stood and shook the monsignor’s outstretched hand. “Welcome.”




    He returned her greeting with a polite nod as his eyes scanned her desk. “What’s your role here?”




    “I’m the front desk secretary. I answer phones, coordinate use of church facilities, schedule Father Reardon and Dominic’s appointments—”




    “Keep the place running like a well-oiled machine,” the monsignor finished, his slightly accented English backing up Father Tom’s earlier explanation that the visitor was American but had been living in Italy for several years.




    “I try to.” Maggie let out a nervous laugh.




    “Monsignor, this is Brenda Drummond, the office manager,” said Father Tom.




    The two senior priests stepped over to Brenda’s desk, and before following, Father Dominic locked eyes briefly with Maggie, raising his eyebrows and shrugging to indicate that he still had no more clue than she did what they were all in for. Father Tom had told them that the Vatican representative’s visit was routine, but word in the pews was that it was anything but. The general assumption was that Father Tom and St. John’s were under some sort of review, but Maggie tried not to let her imagination wander on the issue. The pastor had never been anything but forthright with her in the past, so until she had any facts to the contrary, she’d take him at his word. Still, the stiffness of his expression as he made introductions gave the church gossip more than a touch of credence.




    “Watch out,” Father Tom warned after Brenda had listed off her many duties. “The moment you get settled in, Brenda here will be after you to write a weekly article for the bulletin.”




    The monsignor’s lips maintained a polite, half smile. “I’ll gladly contribute.” He turned to Father Tom. “I’d like to look around the school facilities now. May we visit a classroom?”




    Father Tom glanced at the clock. “I’m sure that’ll be fine, but we should check in with the school principal first. Father Dominic, please run ahead and find out from Mrs. Hawk which class might be the best one to drop in on. I’ll give the monsignor a quick tour of the gym and library on our way to meet you.”




    “You’ve got it.” Father Dominic exited into the school hallway, oblivious to the way Monsignor Sarto’s eyes had narrowed in response to the junior priest’s blatant informality.




    “It was a pleasure meeting you, ladies,” the monsignor said before gesturing for Father Tom to lead the way. In the doorway, the visitor paused, turning briefly toward Maggie. There was no emotion in his look, but it pricked the hair on her arms and filled her with the instinct to get back to work—immediately.
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    That night, Maggie’s consciousness clung to the wispy vapors of a dream even as her eyes opened under her satin sleep mask. She sensed his presence and pushed herself to sitting. Fumbling to pull the mask down, she looked immediately to where he stood in the corner of her bedroom, just as he had the night before. This time she noted that he didn’t glow; no halo or anything else illuminated his form. Yet somehow, while her dresser and armoire stood in shadow, she could inexplicably make out his every detail.




    He wore white, and she realized that was why she’d categorized this figment of her sleepy mind as an angel. But the garments weren’t flowing robes. Hugging his trim physique was a pair of linen-like drawstring pants and a T-shirt.




    His light brown hair had a golden cast and was neatly cropped around his ears and at his neck, but longer spikes fell across his forehead. Smooth skin stretched over his defined cheekbones and a thin, angular nose. In contrast to the straight lines of his other features was the curve of his full lips, currently pursed in concentration—or perhaps confusion. His pale eyes were earnest, and they opened wide when they landed on Maggie, as if surprised to see her looking at him.




    She chuckled. “It’s my dream. What did you expect?”


  




  

    Chapter 2




    MONSIGNOR SARTO’S FIRST MONTH IN TOWN brought more change to St. John’s than Maggie had seen at the place in the previous two years. He seemed to be getting his fingers into every aspect of the parish, and Maggie could hardly keep track of all the new initiatives swirling around the church, including the conversion of an alcove into an adoration chapel, extended hours for confession, and several revisions and additions to the parish website. She knew many people considered the parish to be lacking in its forward progress and recognized that these changes were probably a good thing, but she personally loved the church’s seeming imperviousness to the rapidly changing world around it. The steadiness of St. John’s had been an anchor for her in those tumultuous months following the divorce.




    While the monsignor’s overall purpose was still a bit vague, from all the extra work Maggie had been given, it appeared he was there to assure compliance with the bishop’s directives. The office staff had also learned that St. John’s was merely a home base for Sarto and that he’d soon begin visits to other parishes in the area.




    “Are you kidding me?” Maggie groaned one mid-February morning when she plopped herself into her office chair and read the Post-it stuck to her computer monitor. “Another new lecture?” The changes around St. John’s meant the “part” in Maggie’s part-time job wasn’t quite so meaningful anymore.




    Brenda chimed in. “I swear that man isn’t going to rest until he’s got every soul in the tri-cities area eating, living, and breathing their entire lives at church. Isn’t it enough he’s got the two of us chained here at all hours?”




    Maggie huffed out an ironic sigh. “God’s work, right?”




    “So he says.”




    The two parish priests walked into the office, and Father Tom headed straight to Maggie. “Did you get my note? Sorry I didn’t have many details for you. I just had the idea and got overly excited, I suppose.”




    Maggie looked back at the Post-it. “Oh, it’s from you. Biblical archeology sounds like an interesting topic.”




    “Thanks. Don’t worry, we won’t schedule it until after Easter, but it seems like a good way to appeal to the community, even those who haven’t been to church in a while. I’m considering hosting it at one of the park district meeting rooms to make it less intimidating.”




    “Will the monsignor allow that?” Father Dominic asked, not looking up from the papers he was rifling through at the filing cabinet.




    “I am still pastor, last time I checked,” Father Tom replied, a bit of the spark in his eyes dimming. “Though I suppose I should at least let him know my plans. Well, I’ll get back to you with potential dates and preferred location and then we can start setting everything up.”




    Maggie smiled. “Sounds great.”




    “I’m sorry to add more to your pile—I know you’ve already been putting in a lot of extra hours.”




    “It’s fine, really, Father. I’m happy to do my part.”




    Brenda tilted her head to look over the rim of her bifocals. “Me too. The sooner we satisfy Sir Stick-Up-His-Bum, the sooner we’ll get him on a plane back to Rome.”




    Father Tom placed his hands over his ears and stepped toward his office. “I didn’t hear a thing.”




    After Father Tom had closed his door, Father Dominic asked, “How are your families holding up with you two ladies spending so much more time here?”




    “My kids are all out of the house, and Joe’s used to it,” Brenda answered.




    “Kirstin and Liam are doing fine,” Maggie said. “Thank the Lord Carl’s current work schedule is flexible enough that he can step up and help with after-school duty though, or I don’t know what I’d do.”




    “Sheesh, he treats his ex-wife better than most men treat their wife-wives,” Brenda commented.




    Maggie laughed but couldn’t deny it. “I think we give each other more consideration and respect now than we ever did while married.” She smiled and returned to her work, feeling grateful that she and Carl had been able to get past the fighting and emerge at this friendlier place. For a long time she’d been convinced that the damage he’d done to the marriage was irreparable, but now that she actually liked him again, she’d begun to wonder if in time, given the second chance she’d refused him, he could’ve also regained her trust.




    When it was time for Liam’s class to head to church, Maggie’s eyes flicked toward the glass doors. She always missed her children on Wednesday mornings after they’d spent the night at their dad’s, but with time together so sparse over the last month, the ache was more pronounced. At the first sign of his teacher, Maggie made an impulsive move and broke protocol.




    She hopped up from her desk and ran through the door, pulling Liam out of line and giving him a big smooch. Liam wasn’t the kind of kid who was too cool for public kisses from his mother, and he threw his arms around her. Maggie squeezed him back and glanced over to the scowling teacher, who’d stopped the line.




    “Sorry, Miss Danner. I promise not to make a habit of this. Could Liam spend his lunch hour with me in the office?”




    “Sure. I’ll send him down. Now, back in line, Liam.”




    “Thanks.” Maggie waved at the line of third graders as they resumed their march. When she returned to her desk, she buzzed her daughter’s classroom and asked the teacher to send Kirsten down to the office during lunch hour as well.




    At twelve twenty-five, Liam strutted into the office and made himself comfortable in the conference room where he always ate when he joined his mom. Maggie heated her Lean Cuisine in the kitchenette microwave and watched for her daughter. She had to remind herself to look for the figure of a young woman rather than the skinny kid Kirsten had been when she’d first started school here.




    “Where’s your lunch?” Maggie asked when Kirsten arrived. “Want to grab another one of these from the freezer?”




    “Gross. I’m going to eat with my friends when they come in from hanging out.” Maggie hadn’t heard Kirsten utter the word “recess” since fifth grade.




    “Okay. Well, come join us in the meeting room and tell me what you’ve been up to since Monday night. Remember, your dad’s taking you to piano today.”




    “Uh huh.” Kirsten nodded, her long, straight hair dancing aside her face. “And then we’re meeting Missy over at the new burger place for dinner.” Her eyes went wide just before her smile disappeared.




    “Kirsten, we’ve talked about this. It’s okay. I know my initial reaction to the news of your father’s new girlfriend wasn’t the best, but that was four months ago. Now that I’ve had time to process, I’m good with it. Promise. And here’s an even bigger surprise—I like Melissa. She’s nice and seems to be good for your father. So can you please, please, please stop flinching every time her name gets mentioned around me?”




    “Yeah, Mom. I know. It’s just…weird.”




    “I know, sweetie. But it’ll all get less weird as time goes on. So tell me what you’ve been doing. How did that history test go yesterday?”




    Maggie let Kirsten do most of the talking—about school, about a friend’s birthday party coming up, about a new song she was going to ask to learn on piano—while Liam wolfed down his sandwich and Goldfish crackers. When it came time for Kirsten to join her classmates in the cafeteria, she seemed almost reluctant to go.




    Maggie pulled her into a hug and kissed the top of her head. “I’ll see you after dinner tonight. Tell your dad I said thanks and Melissa I said hello.”




    Liam took the stage for the next twenty minutes and spent it trying to explain why, in real life, the Mario Bros. would be able to defeat Donkey Kong Jr.
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    Maggie left work in time to get home before Carl dropped off the kids. After the financial realities of being a single parent had sunk in, near the end of the kids’ first school year at St. John’s, Maggie decided it would be best to move to a townhouse. What the new place lacked in comparative size, it made up for with convenience—the townhouse association took care of the yard work, and the smaller interior was easier to clean, thus freeing up time as well as money. After repainting a few rooms in warm, neutral tones and hanging her favorite pieces of artwork—mostly florals and landscapes, and wrought iron wall décor—the three-bedroom, two story unit had become a pleasant sanctuary.




    Upon arriving home that evening, Maggie immediately threw on her most cozy—if far from most flattering—sweats and waited for Carl to bring the kids home. She regretted her wardrobe choice the moment she heard car doors slam and looked out the window to see a perfectly coiffed Melissa get out of Carl’s Lexus sedan. The woman was only a couple of years younger than Maggie, but with no kids, she had more time and money to spend at the spa and gym, and it showed from her French-tipped fingernails to the ends of her highlighted blond hair. What made it worse was the way her polished beauty complemented Carl’s darker and more rugged good looks. Somehow his receding hairline and ever-more-apparent flecks of white only added to his magnetism.




    Maggie gulped back her pride and opened the door. “How were the burgers?”




    “Awesome!” Liam shouted.




    “Expensive,” Carl added.




    Maggie laughed. “It’s nice to see you again, Melissa. Thanks for taking the kids tonight. I really appreciate it.” She turned to her children. “You two better go drop your bags in your rooms and wash up. It’s getting late.”




    “Sorry about that,” Carl said as the kids ran up the stairs. “But I think you’ll forgive me when you find out what we did after dinner. I’ve been keeping an eye out for a good deal on a laptop for you, and Best Buy is running a special this week on a pretty decent model. So I went to check it out, and it looks good. I put one on hold for you, if you want it.”




    “That’s great!” Now Maggie would be able to do more of her work at home and the kids could have free reign over the desktop. “You know I have no idea about electronics, so if you think it looks good, I’m sure it is. I’ll go pick it up tomorrow, but…”




    “You’d like me to get it all set up for you.” Carl winked, and Maggie’s eyes inadvertently wandered toward Melissa, wondering if it was awkward for her to witness this kind of familiar interaction between her boyfriend and his ex-wife. Recollecting herself, Maggie jerked her head toward the stairwell. “Hey, guys! Come say goodbye.”




    Two heads appeared over the railing at the upstairs landing.




    “Bye, Dad. Bye, Missy!” Kirsten said.




    “Thanks for the chup chup!” Liam called.




    Carl and Melissa laughed, and Maggie turned to cock her eyebrow at them.




    “Inside joke,” Melissa explained. “’Night, Linus. ’Night, Lucy.”




    Maggie tried not to wince at the playful nicknames. She accepted that her husband had moved on romantically, and she had no right to expect him not to, but this sudden realization that her children would form relationships with this person…that was new. As Kirsten had so eloquently put it, it was just weird.
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    Later that night, Maggie fell into an exhausted sleep and dreamed. Melissa was with the kids at a park or a carnival, some place with swirling colors, and the three of them were having fun. Maggie watched them, and she had a choice to make: either let them be or stop them. Even her subconscious mind knew the right thing to do. But she couldn’t make herself look away, and the more she watched, the angrier she became. The fury consumed her and she grew and grew until she towered above them with her head perched on a serpentine neck and her mouth laden with razor-sharp teeth. She roared and watched as the three of them burst into flames.




    Her body jerked and she was instantly transported to her bed. Back to her normal size and coated in a layer of cool sweat, it seemed she was awake until the tendrils of an unearthly sensation poked at her. It was him. Pressing the palm of her hand over her sleep mask, she held it fast. She didn’t want to look. She just wanted to lie there and get swallowed up by her misery—the misery she’d brought on herself. The misery she hadn’t even known she’d felt during her waking hours.




    The tendrils didn’t let up. They poked and sank beneath the surface of her flesh. They pushed the sadness into a concentrated mass at her center so that it was no longer free to roam and spread throughout her. They asked her to open her eyes.




    She pushed the mask to her forehead and sat up. He stood in the same corner of her room, but this time he met her gaze straight on, showing more curiosity than surprise. Maggie wasn’t sure how long they stared at each other before she became overwhelmed with the need to get closer. But she was hesitant, wary of this man who stalked her within her dreams. She gradually leaned forward until she was on her hands and knees and crawled to the end of the king-sized bed, keeping her eyes fixed on him. Once there, she lowered to sit on her ankles, dipping her chin to indicate that it was his turn.




    He returned her slight nod and stepped gingerly forward. He was being cautious too, stopping half an arm’s length from her. He seemed much taller from this perspective and thinner. From this close she could see that his eyes were a pale gray, and there was something familiar in them. Something she automatically trusted.




    Her breath caught. It frightened her that she would trust anything so blindly. She had an instinct to race back to the head of her bed and crawl under the covers, but stiffened when he lifted his arm, as if to touch her. Her heart beat wildly, and she stayed in place, staring up at him with wide eyes. She wanted him to touch her. In that moment, she wanted it more than anything.




    He seemed to take her stationary position as permission, and his hand moved gradually but deliberately forward until his fingertips tickled Maggie’s jawline. She closed her eyes at the sensation. His fingers glided across her flesh, and he cupped the side of her face. The feeling was like no other. His skin seemed to seep into hers, yet it maintained its integrity, as if he had sunken into part of her, and she into part of him.




    His touch felt watery, yet solid, and it extended further into her in the form of a warm, soothing emotion. He was calming her, washing away her troubles and stabilizing her psyche. Everything was okay. She had no need to worry or be agitated. She had only to trust.




    A loud crack sounded, and Maggie whipped her head toward her bedroom doorway. Liam stood there, clutching his blanket. She wasn’t dreaming anymore. The overwhelming feeling of peace and safety receded, but remnants remained, successfully pushing out the hopelessness from her earlier dream. She was slightly disturbed, though, to discover that she was perched at the end of the bed. Apparently she’d gotten a little too into the angel portion of her dream. But she couldn’t worry about that—she had a little boy fresh off a nightmare to comfort.




    “Come here, baby,” she said and scooted back to the head of the bed, unfolding more covers for him.




    He crawled in beside her and seemed to fall immediately to sleep once secure in her embrace. Maggie nuzzled in close and kissed the top of his head. Keeping her arm wrapped around him, she tried to impart at least a fraction of the sanctuary she’d felt with the angel.


  




  

    Chapter 3




    APRIL BROUGHT BLANKETS OF COLOR to Midwest suburbia. Bright green lawns provided a fresh backdrop for bursts of color as various bulbs and shrubs blossomed in the opening act for three seasons of carefully orchestrated landscaping. Carl had set Maggie up with all the programs she’d need on her new laptop, and by the end of Lent, her new work duties were organized and running smoothly, allowing her to return to normal office hours. Her world fell into a steady, controllable pace.




    “Anything I buy now is just going to die in the pot waiting for me to plant it,” Sharon commented as she perused rows and rows of plastic containers filled with various annuals and perennials.




    The Easter lilies had been cleared off the altar at St. John’s, and Maggie was responsible for purchasing new spring flowers for the upcoming Sunday, so she’d called her friend for an afternoon of lunch and flower shopping. After munching down Mexican tapas, they’d driven a few towns over to Somme Park, which was hosting its annual flower show and fundraiser. Maggie had already selected several potted hostas and geraniums and asked the garden’s florist to make two large floral arrangements.




    “They said it would take about half an hour for the vases,” Maggie informed Sharon. “So do you want to go for a walk around the grounds while we wait?”




    “Sure, why not.”




    Maggie parked her trolley to the side of the checkout desk, and the two women stepped out of the greenhouse into the cool but sunny spring day. Somme Park was formerly the estate of a wealthy Chicago investor. Upon his death, the property had been turned over to the care of a board of directors to use as a public garden. He wanted to leave as his legacy a serene piece of Earth open to all, a place where people could come to admire God’s goodness and feel a sense of quiet and harmony. Satisfaction.




    The plants being sold in the greenhouse had been cultivated by the same horticulturists who designed and nurtured the extensive gardens. As Maggie and Sharon crunched through the pea gravel path around the circular pool, they took a moment to admire the elegant layout of the rose garden with its Greek statues and topiaries. The roses wouldn’t make their grand entrance for months, but even without them the plot had stature.




    Maggie continued to her favorite setting at the park—the prairie garden. Even though she was surrounded by pockets of prairie in her everyday life, she was fascinated by it. It wasn’t just tall grasses and weeds, as Carl had often teased her; it was a kaleidoscope of hidden treasures that changed every time she looked at it. The women veered onto a narrow trail that snaked among the fading stalks of last year’s prairie grasses, which were being swiftly replaced by new greenery and the beginnings of what would soon be a sea of yellow ragwort. Occasional dots of white and purple punctuated the scene as phlox and violets preened for attention. A wind whipped up, carrying sweet scents from the blooms and causing Maggie to close her cardigan and Sharon to zip up her hoodie.




    “Will you have to confess to playing hookie when you go back into the office tomorrow?” Sharon asked.




    Maggie shook her head. “Father Tom’s great, and he knows I’ve been working my tail off. He’s more than happy to let me have an easy day once in a while.”




    “Yeah, but didn’t you say there’s a new sheriff in town?”




    “The monsignor.”




    “Good God. Sounds like the name of a horror film—The Monsignor, mwahahahah!”




    “Stop it,” Maggie laughed. “Though I’ll admit that he’s sort of stiff, and there’s just something…I don’t know…cold about him, he’s nice enough. And efficient. He doesn’t mess around, gets things done. I admire that about him. As much as I adore Father Tom, it’s nice to have a bit more discipline around the place.”




    “Sounds like the two of you were made for each other.”




    Maggie’s only response was to scrunch her nose. She wished she’d get some credit for lightening up considerably over the last couple of years, but she also recognized that order and clarity would be something she always strived for. It was just how she was made.




    “Any more sexy guys come to visit you in your dreams?” Sharon asked. “Or better yet—in person?”




    Maggie shook her head. “Nothing new to report in that department.” It wasn’t a total lie. She truly did have nothing to report—but only because she didn’t want to talk about it. The angel hadn’t returned since the night she’d so vividly dreamed of him touching her and filling her with such sweet peace. But that didn’t mean she’d stopped thinking about him. In fact, he’d been entering her waking thoughts more prominently ever since that night. Whenever she felt her blood pressure rise from anxiety or irritation, she’d daydream about him standing with her, stroking the side of her face, and all other thought would vanish, restoring her equilibrium. But that wasn’t exactly something she could explain to someone else even if she’d wanted to.




    “So how about you? How’s Reggie?” Maggie asked.




    “He’s fine. We celebrate our twentieth next month.”




    “You do? Sharon, that’s great! Holy cow, twenty years.”




    “I know. Hard to believe I got married when I was only three, huh?”




    They’d taken the short loop and found themselves once again at the main artery of the connecting paths. Continuing around to the other side of the pool, Sharon told Maggie about her plans for an anniversary weekend in Galena while the rolling lawn of the English landscape garden emerged on their left, taking them from the familiarity of their everyday surroundings to a foreign, almost imaginary world. Bordered by groves of evergreens, the rich green carpet swept around an oblong pond, and pockets of forsythias punched their vibrant tint into the otherwise serene palette. Half hidden by a stand of cypress was a narrow, round structure encircled by stone columns. It was a replica of a classic Greek tholos. Maggie stopped and stared at it.




    “Thinking about getting one of those for your yard?” Sharon joked.




    “Looks more appropriate for my tombstone.” Maggie stepped off the gravel path and onto the lawn toward the structure.




    “What are you doing? Are we even allowed to walk on the grass?”




    “I think so. Yes. Look—there are people over there.” Maggie gestured toward a couple walking hand in hand near the opposite stand of trees.




    “Well…is it soggy? It rained last night and I just bought these shoes.”




    Maggie looked down and pressed the toe of her shoe into the grass. A small pool of water squished out of the dirt. “A little bit. You don’t have to come. I’ll just take a quick peek, and we can meet back at the greenhouse.”




    “Okay…but, why are you going?”




    Maggie had already turned and resumed her trek. “I don’t know.” There was nothing inside the structure from what Maggie could see, and she had no particular interest in getting a closer look at the trees or pond. Yet she was compelled forward. The bottom edges of her jeans were getting soaked, but she didn’t let that stop her from climbing the modest incline to where the tholos stood at the highest point of the garden. She stepped onto its dry surface and slipped between two pillars to discover that something actually was in there—a stone urn. It was partially filled with rain water and crumpled leaves that must’ve blown into the deep bowl during the past fall.




    She turned and peered between the pillars, down upon the expanse of earth spread before her. When she moved to the edge of the circle, she looked upon the rose garden, and to the right she caught a glimpse of the prairie. Between them, set back, were the formal Japanese gardens leading to the mansion. Her lips spread into a smile when she imagined the large house belonging to her, and all the gardens her personal playground.




    She pictured her children playing croquet on the lawn with their friends. Her parents would live with her and host tea parties in the rose garden. Everyone would be abundantly happy. There would be no more endless new projects at the church, no more jealousy or nagging sense of failure tickling the edges of her consciousness—just Maggie in her gardens. Anyone who visited her here would be free of the worries of this world.




    A cloud drifted through the April sky and temporarily blotted out the sun. As the grounds darkened, Maggie’s longing for the bright vision intensified. The urn. She had an urge to look into it again. She turned and went to the center of the structure to stare down at the murky water, searching for…something; she didn’t know what. Leaning to grip the edges of the urn, she felt a force coming from inside it. Calling to her. Her knees bent with the desire to kneel and ask for the sunny vision to become reality.




    The cloud passed and Maggie bolted up straight.




    “What the hell?” She shifted her eyes back and forth, checking to make sure no other park visitors were close enough to have witnessed her temporary hallucination. Or whatever it had been. She spotted someone standing in the trees, about fifteen feet away.




    Maggie gasped. It was him. The angel, or rather the guy she’d seen in the coffee shop who resembled the angel. He stared earnestly back at her with that same questioning eyebrow slanted just as it had been in her dream. No—at Starbucks. Except he hadn’t had a questioning look at Starbucks. It had definitely been in her dream. He turned and hurried away, and Maggie noticed that he was wearing all white.




    “Wait!” She hopped down from the circular pavilion and followed him. He picked up his pace, and she picked up hers, trailing him deeper into the trees and out the other side into the grove of fruit trees. Without even glancing back at her, he dashed into a long tunnel covered with thick, woody vines. Maggie didn’t want to look like a lunatic, so she didn’t scream for him to stop or run at full speed like she suddenly wanted to.




    Brushing past the fading blossoms of the cherry and apple trees, she entered the tunnel to find a handful of visitors dappled in spots of sunlight. He wasn’t among them. Figuring he must’ve sprinted through the tunnel, she too threw off decorum and ran the rest of the way, halting once outside to scan the grove. No sign of him. She rushed to go around the high boxwood hedge that blocked her view of the main path, but just before she cleared it, a diminutive figure in black stepped out from the other side of the hedge.




    “Monsignor Sarto,” Maggie said, stopping in time to avoid slamming into him.




    “Good afternoon, Magdelyn. Enjoying your…jog?”




    “Oh.” Maggie gave a dismissive chuckle and stopped her eyes from flicking around the path, where she didn’t see him anyhow. The chase was over. “I thought I saw an old friend and was trying to catch up. Instead I—literally—ran into a new one.”




    Sarto’s thin lips pressed into a small smile. “I’m glad you think of me as a friend. Has Father Reardon spoken to you about his upcoming presentation?”




    “Not in the last couple of weeks.” It struck Maggie how odd it was to be looking straight across at the monsignor. Typically she was seated at her desk with him hovering and intimidating above her, but somehow he was able to evoke a faint sense of unease even at equal level.




    “You should speak with him as soon as possible,” he said. “There are a few changes.”




    Sarto had already put the kibosh on hosting the Biblical archeology talk anywhere other than St. John’s, and now it sounded like he was making changes to the presentation itself. Maggie felt a wave of indignation on behalf of Father Tom. “I’ll stop in to see him tonight after I drop off the flowers,” she promised. “Enjoy the rest of your stroll—it’s the perfect day to be here.”




    The line of his mouth stretched into a wider smile. “That it is. Be sure to talk with Father Reardon.”




    Maggie headed in the opposite direction of the priest to meet Sharon in the greenhouse. After loading the potted plants into the back of her minivan, Maggie enlightened her friend. “You’re not going to believe who I ran into out there.”




    “Who?”




    “Mwahahahah!” She didn’t tell her about the other visitor or the odd occurrence at the urn.
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    After running Kirsten and Liam to their various appointments, fixing dinner, and getting the kids settled down to do their homework, Maggie drove to St. John’s to arrange the plants on the altar. Father Dominic helped her carry them in from her car.




    Inside the church, a couple of people prayed in the adoration chapel, and a few parishioners knelt at the regular pews, silently reciting their penance. It was the designated evening hour for the sacrament of reconciliation, so an additional four people stood along the far wall while waiting for their turn in the confessional. Both lights were on above the doors, so Maggie surmised that the monsignor and the pastor were each taking confessions.




    Up at the altar, Maggie kept her voice low and asked Father Dominic if he knew anything about changes to Father Tom’s presentation. “Monsignor told me to talk to him about it.”




    Father Dominic set the last plant down. “What’s that they say in Proverbs? Rushing into a quarrel that is not my own would be like grabbing a stray dog by the ears.”




    “Prefer chickens to dogs, do you?” Maggie asked with a teasing twist to her lips. “Probably a wise move though, in your position.”




    “Glad to hear you agree. Do you need any more help with anything?”




    “Nope. I’m all good here. Thanks for meeting me.”




    “You’re welcome—I’m always happy to help. Have a blessed evening.”




    “You too.” Maggie tended to her work as inconspicuously as she could, sheathing the plain plastic containers in clay pots and arranging them on the altar. When she finished, she stepped back and imprinted the precise layout into her memory. She wanted to be able to pinpoint exactly which aspects of her design Sarto had rejected when she’d undoubtedly find the plants rearranged within the next day or two. A peek at her watch told her Father Tom would be occupied with confessions for another fifteen minutes, so she went to one of the pews and prayed until the door of the confessionals opened for the last time and the lights above them went out.




    When the pastor exited the confessional from his side and stepped through the sacristy into the narthex, he found Maggie waiting for him. “Do you have a minute?” she asked.




    “Of course. Let’s go talk in the usher’s room.”




    She followed him to the side room, located just before the doors leading into the church. Although the lounge also served as a pre-ceremony gathering place for brides and their bridesmaids, the décor was distinctly masculine with rich brown carpeting and furniture. The room was situated in the center of the building and had no windows. Rather than flipping on florescent lighting to wash away the blackness, Father Tom turned on a single table lamp. He then pulled a key from his pocket and fitted it into a cabinet at the back of the room over a narrow counter and small sink.




    “I ran into Monsignor Sarto at the greenhouse today,” Maggie said. “He said I should talk to you about some changes to the archeology presentation.”




    Glass clinked as Father Tom pulled two tumblers and a decanter from the cabinet. “I’m afraid it’s no longer an archeology presentation.”




    “What? He changed the whole thing?”




    Father Tom filled one of the glasses half way with a tawny liquid. “Don’t get yourself worked up. We’ll reschedule my original presentation for the summer. And the new topic is not an unworthy one.”




    “But what about all the information we’ve put out there about an archeological talk? Aren’t people going to notice if the topic’s completely changed?”




    “Thus far no one outside the parish has registered, so a simple announcement of the change at the end of Masses and a blurb in the bulletin should be just fine.” He tilted the decanter toward the other glass.




    “None for me,” Maggie said, remembering how her throat had burned after the last time she’d accepted a drink from Father Tom. “But thank you. So what’s the new topic?”




    “The armor of God. Monsignor Sarto seems to think we could all use a refresher on steeling ourselves against Satan.” Father Tom sighed, and Maggie didn’t like the forlorn sound of it. He settled into the leather armchair with his glass not leaving his hand, but not touching his lips either. The drink took on a reddish cast directly under the dim blaze of the lamp. “You have something else you’d like to talk about,” he stated.




    “Yes. But it can wait.”




    “Sit down, Maggie.” He tilted his head toward the overstuffed leather chair on the opposite side of the coffee table. Maggie lowered herself into the seat, but stayed on the edge with her legs tensed. “What’s on your mind, dear?”




    “I’ve been thinking about an annulment again.”




    Father Tom nodded and tapped his finger on the edge of his glass. “What’s changed since last year when you decided against pursuing it?”




    “Nothing…and everything. I still can’t see ever getting remarried myself, but Carl’s been seeing someone, and it seems serious. I know he doesn’t buy into the Church’s position on divorce and adultery—he’s satisfied that a civil divorce was enough to free us both to remarry and doesn’t see the need for a decree of nullity. But I guess I buy into it enough to think I should reconsider setting him free in the eyes of the Church too, should that become important to him down the road.”
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