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    Chapter One




    “THIS IS THE THIRD TIME this century we’ve had this conversation, Remiel.”




    I watch as the Boss hits the golf ball with a perfect swing and aces the hole. He grins widely and does a fist pump into the air. The odds of an amateur acing that par three shot is probably twelve thousand, five hundred to one, a pro maybe twenty-five hundred to one. But when you’re Him it happens every time. And every damn—er—darn time He acts surprised.




    That’s my problem. Everything here is so predictably perfect.




    He turns to me and I gulp, knowing He’s just read my mind. The frown on His face is like witnessing an eclipse of the sun. “Thank you for correcting your language. Now, where were we?”




    I take a minute, trying to decide if He’s using the royal We, or if he means Him and me. Opting on us, I kick at a pebble and mumble, “This is the third time this century I’ve met with You in regard to my shenanigans.” Shenanigan is His word, not mine. I sigh and wait for the inevitable talk. I concentrate on the ground, gritting my teeth with frustration and trying my best not to roll my eyes. I don’t seek trouble on purpose. It’s drawn to me like a magnet.




    Okay, so maybe that’s a lie. I may occasionally try to shake things up around here just to break the monotony. The last time I was in trouble, He asked me if I’d changed my name to Legion. I didn’t think it was that funny, but everyone else did, especially that old windbag, Peter. Which is precisely why I played that innocent little prank on the old goat.




    The Boss nudges my wing with His golf club. “Ah, yes. You know how Peter cherishes those keys. There’s no need to test one’s free will in paradise. I don’t know why you like to torment him by hiding them. And there’s nothing wrong with the word shenanigan. It’s a lovely word. I like the way it rolls off the tongue. Nice catch on the eye rolling, by the way. You know I find it disrespectful.”




    “Yes, Sir.” He always knows.




    “Why, Remiel?” His voice is calm and even, not irritating and whiny like Peter’s.




    “Why what, Sir?” I wish He’d just get on with the punishment and skip the lecture. Oops, not punishment. They aren’t called punishments here. They’re learning lessons.




    “Why do you insist on going rook?” He leans on the golf club, waiting for my answer.




    “Excuse me?” What the fuck is going rook? “I’m not sure I understand what you mean, Sir.”




    “Watch your language, Remiel.”




    It sucks when your Boss is an om-omni…Dang, I never can keep those “omni” words straight. Know-it-all.




    He sighs and the trees rustle with the impact. “The word is omniscient, but know-it-all is fine as long as you say it, or think it with respect.” His face lights up and I blink from the brilliance, wishing I’d worn my sunglasses. “I need to brush up on modern slang. I’ll add it to My to-do-list.” Like a kid with a new toy, He whips out His phone and taps in the reminder. It’s not that He needs a phone or a reminder. He just loves gadgets. He’s often said the twenty-first century would be His favorite of all times if people would just set aside their petty quarrels and actually talk to one another. It’s His opinion there’s no reason not to, it’s the age of communication, after all.




    Putting the phone away, His gaze sweeps over the golf greens. The sigh this time is deeper, causing a rumble of thunder that lets me know He’s tired of my stall tactics. “Now back to the issue at hand. Why do you insist on bucking the system, Remiel?”




    Ah! He meant going rogue, not rook. I bite the inside of my lip to keep from laughing. “I’m bored,” I blurt out. He stares at me and one bushy eyebrow rises. I tag on a hasty, “Sir.”




    “You’re bored?”




    I nod, warming to the subject. “Everything is just too perfect around here. It’s monotonous. The humans have it made. They get to experience so much more with their free will. I think we should be allowed more than one weekend off every forty or fifty years—”




    He holds up His hand. “Enough. Need I remind you, that you get in trouble every time you’re away? Hell-raising is never productive, dear boy. Didn’t you learn anything from Lucifer?”




    I can’t contain my sigh of frustration. He just doesn’t get it.




    The Boss pulls on His lower lip and narrows His eyes. “I suppose you think it would be more fun putting out fires down below?”




    I swallow and back up a step. “Er, well, not too far below, Sir. Just say, on Earth.” I press my lips together determined to keep my mouth shut before I get in even more trouble. If I’m not careful, I’m liable to be stuck being Peter’s lackey forever. My last learning lesson occurred after my weekend of excess at Woodstock during the “Summer of Love.” I’ve been manning the registration desk at the Pearly Gates ever since. Talk about a mind-numbing, lobotomizing job. Giving the same old mundane welcome speech to the newcomers is like being a stewardess reviewing airline safety. No one listens or cares.




    He clears His throat pulling my attention back to Him. “Using the terms mind-numbing and lobotomizing together is redundant.” The twinkle in His eyes make my feathers stand on edge. “I think I have the perfect job for you. Maybe you won’t find it too boring…”




    Oh shi—shoot. This isn’t going to be good.
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    I land on my ass with a thud. I’m in Hell. No, it’s too humid to be Hell. Standing, I dust off my pants, careful not to rustle my feathers, which must be concealed when on Earth.




    My eyes damn near pop out of my head when I realize what I’m wearing. Dark pants, a clerical shirt, stiff uncomfortable white collar, a rosary in my pocket and a shiny cross on my chest. Aghast, I look toward heaven and glare. “Not funny, Sir.”




    A gentle breeze rustles the trees in answer. Other than the moon and a dim light from a bridge to my left, it’s eerily dark out here. A glance at my watch reveals it’s ten o’clock and I’m in the middle of nowhere dressed like a priest. He really should get over my weekend at Woodstock. “Ever hear of forgiveness, Sir?” I mutter under my breath.




    Again, a gust whips the trees, reminding me He’s aware of everything that’s going on and is not amused. My attitude is what always gets me in trouble. Confused, I try to figure out why I’m here in the guise of a priest. I’m sure He and Peter are enjoying a good laugh over this.




    Running a finger under the tight collar, I stomp toward the vehicle parked ten feet from me. Muttering one of Luc’s favorite words, I open the car door and find keys with a St. Christopher key chain dangling in the ignition. I kind of wish he’d given me back the VW camper I had at Woodstock—the one with peace signs on it. That van saw some good times. Rummaging through the glove box, I find the Florida registration for the car and insurance papers listing Remiel Blackson as the owner. Blackson? Really? I couldn’t be Remiel Goodson? A cell phone on the seat rings with the theme from Charlie’s Angels. It’s the Boss’s favorite television show from the seventies.




    It’s passcode protected and takes me three tries to figure out He’d programmed it with 6666. I get the not-so-subliminal message. I guess even He couldn’t get past the four-digit requirement. My tech-savvy Boss has texted my assignment which I read as I exit the car.




    You are Father Remiel Blackson,


    a Roman Catholic priest on sabbatical.


    Save Evangeline Lourdes Salvatore.


    PS: Smoking is bad for you,


    and don’t drink and drive.




    Roman Catholic? That means celibate, the spoilsport. I look around in disbelief. I’m on a deserted road in south Florida. How the heck am I supposed to find this Evangeline Salvatore? He hasn’t given me any info and I’m not omni—whatever. I’m not a know-it-all. “All due respect, Sir,” I add quickly.




    Google, of course, it’s the twenty-first century answer for everything. I’m excited to get to use the new technology I’ve been following from Boringville. Thunder rumbles in the distance. Heaven, I meant heaven. I type her name into the search engine on the phone and find a few sensationalist articles about her involvement in a tragic wreck that killed a man. It even has her address for home and work. She’s a hair stylist, and the name of her salon is The Curl Up ’n Dye. The Boss is right; modern technology is amazing.




    I’m about to leave when I notice a lone figure on the bridge. Dark, tangled hair spirals down her back, and her clothes hang loosely on her frame. As I watch, she marches back and forth talking to herself, looking like a wild, sleek panther ready to attack at any moment. Occasionally, she wipes her cheeks and then clenches her fists, but she continues pacing like a caged animal.




    The girl stops and peers over the side of the bridge. Swinging one leg over the railing, she freezes. A feeling of dread overcomes me. Holy shit! I race toward her in a full-blown panic. I know in my gut it’s her and it is my job to stop her.
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    “Don’t do it,” a deep male voice commands.




    A whisper of a breeze caresses my cheek. With a frustrated sigh, I lower my foot and drag my gaze from the murky, dark water that beckons me with its siren’s song. Glaring at the unwelcome intruder, I dash the tears from my cheeks. He stands in the shadow, and all I can make out is that he’s tall with broad shoulders. Striding toward me, hands in his pockets, he starts whistling. The thought occurs to me I should be scared and run, but it’s as if I’m glued to the spot. As he comes into the light, I see he’s a priest. But he doesn’t look like any priest I’ve ever known. This guy is Hollywood gorgeous. Under the dim light, he appears almost incandescent and his emerald eyes seem lit from within. Their intensity burns a hole into my paper-thin bravado, which slips away and disappears like ashes in the wind.




    Dammit, I’d just worked up the courage to follow through with my plan to leave this nightmare behind, and this stranger has interrupted, dragging me back to my personal hell on earth.




    Feeling naked and vulnerable under his steadfast scrutiny, I cross my arms in front of my chest, desperately trying to contain the welling anxiety building within me. A black mass flutters behind him, and I blink to clear my eyes. Please, not again, not now. My mother and the doctor’s dire warnings about not taking my medication taunt my tortured mind.




    Clutching my head with my hands, I scream to scare my demons away. Sometimes this technique worked when I was in the hospital. More times, than not, it just got me a nice mind-numbing cocktail of drugs, that would leave me nauseated and dizzy for days.




    “No, no, no.” I march away from the stranger, pacing back and forth, feeling trapped. These hallucinations are part of the reason why I’m here. Now my resolve to end them, once and for all, is shaken. With a trembling hand, I rake my fingers through my snarled hair. Yuck. When did I last bathe? My greasy hair feels like tangled string. I must look like a crazy woman.




    Laughter layered with a tinge of overwrought hysteria bubbles from deep within me at this last thought. Surely an out-of-control, wild woman will scare this guy away. It usually does. Most folks never look me in the eye. It’s like they’re afraid my insanity is either contagious or a superpower I can use to slay them.




    “Feel better?” His voice isn’t patronizing. I’m used to Father Asswipe handing out condescension like communion wafers. This priest asked a simple question, and strangely, I find I do feel a little better. He approaches me like I’m a rabid animal, his movements slow and deliberate.




    There was a time—not so long ago—when the white collar under his chin would have soothed me. I was raised a good Catholic girl, but we all know the road to hell is paved with good intentions. My descent to non-repentant sinner isn’t my mother’s fault. I accept full responsibility for fucking up my own life.




    Tonight, the sight of the starched white collar does the opposite. It pisses me off as lingering guilt from my upbringing hangs suspended between us like a bridge between saint and sinner. I pull my clenched hands to my waist, preparing for the lecture and platitudes on the sanctity of life. I’ve heard it over and over throughout the years from my mother, Father Ashton, Sunday school teachers, social workers, psychiatrists, and even the damn cop who arrested me the last time I tried to kill myself.




    I’d swallowed the entire damn medicine cabinet and somehow, thanks to my “hearty constitution,” made it to the street in front of our house where I was found staggering, oblivious to my surroundings and out of touch with reality. The shrink told me I’d been in the process of being arrested for disorderly conduct when my mom dashed out of the house screaming and crying about what I’d done. Instead, they rushed me to the hospital to have my stomach pumped. Lesson learned? Plan your suicide. Don’t do it on an impulse when your mom is home.




    He sighs. “I’m going to say it one more time. Don’t do it.”




    “Don’t do what?” I sneer. The nerve of this priest presuming—however correct his supposition is—to know my motives.




    “Don’t jump.” His warm baritone voice fills the air with something akin to the energy felt before a lightning storm. The hairs on my arms stand up.




    “What makes you think I’m going to jump, Father?” I make no attempt to hide my derision, hoping my rudeness will make him turn around and leave. It worked like a charm with my mother. I’ve managed to push her clear across the country.




    “Let me rephrase. Please don’t jump. I can’t swim,” he confesses with a small smile. “Do you want to have to explain my death as well as your own?” His eyes crinkle and seem to dance with amusement, which serves to light the match to my short fuse. The wind picks up and ruffles his hair, causing the natural highlights to dance against his dark brown hair. The ends curl appealingly on the back of his neck and one lock falls on his forehead. It’s a bit long for a priest, but the beautician and woman in me wouldn’t change a thing. He’s beautiful.




    “Since I don’t believe in God, or the hereafter, no explanations would be necessary. You’re boring me, so just leave me the hell alone, and go do your good deeds elsewhere.”




    His answering bark of laughter triggers my anxiety, and a wall of paranoia flies up around me. Is he laughing at me? I square my shoulders and utilize my menacing crazy stare. “What’s so funny?”




    “I haven’t been accused of doing good deeds in a long damn time.” A rumble of thunder rolls in the distance, and a strong blast of air shakes the trees, signaling a storm is brewing.




    “I would think that’s your business.” I raise one eyebrow, looking pointedly at his collar and the silver cross glinting on his chest. The cross and priest garb are incongruent with his drop-dead gorgeous looks and mild profanity. Of course, the only priest I know personally is old Father Ashton. The ancient priest has to be at least seventy-five and has disgusting nose hairs and bad breath.




    He runs a finger along the inside of the collar as if it’s too tight. My mind wonders what it would be like to have his fingers run along my body. I shake my head to rid it of the ridiculous image. Maybe I’m sicker than they say I am.




    He frowns. “Ah, yes…this. It is a bit ironic.” He cut his eyes toward the sky with what could only be described as a look of annoyance before settling his curious gaze back on me. His wide, easy smile adds to his attractiveness. “Come on, let’s go. You can buy me a drink.”




    “Excuse me?” My mouth falls open. Buy him a drink?




    “Vow of poverty, Crazy Girl.” His arms sweep out in a self-deprecating manner. “So to thank me, you can buy me a drink.”




    “I’m not crazy, and what do I have to thank you for?”




    He raises one eyebrow and smirks. I huff with annoyance.




    “Okay so I’m crazy, whatever. What do I have to thank you for?”




    “Why, for saving your miserable, worthless life, of course.” He throws an arm around my shoulders as if he’s my damn BFF and guides me toward the end of the bridge. Strangely, my anxiety—my constant companion for two years—begins to crumble under his casual embrace. This in itself is terrifying. I don’t know how to function anymore except in full-blown panic mode.




    “What makes you think my life is miserable and worthless?” I shrug away from him, annoyed he’s verbalized the obvious. My life is miserable and worthless. To be precise, it’s downright pathetic.




    “Why were you about to jump?” He pats his pockets and frowns. “Hey, you got a cigarette?”




    “Ew.” I wrinkle my nose with disgust. “No, I don’t smoke. It’s a nasty habit.”




    A grin spreads across his face. He’s much too handsome to be a cleric with those angular cheekbones and strong, clean-shaven jaw. I bet he has a huge cult following of unsatisfied, female parishioners who love to go into great detail about their non-existent, fantasy-filled sex lives in the confessional. Hell, I’d like to do him in the confessional…




    “Not nearly as nasty as Sister Winifred’s habit, but that’s another story. We all have our vices, don’t we? Tell me, Evangeline Lourdes Salvatore, what’s yours?”




    “I go by Evie—” I stop short and cross my arms in front of my chest, narrowing my eyes. “Wait—how do you know my name?”




    “It’s my business to know. So what are your vices? Tell me all about them, and if they’re really good and juicy, in minute detail, please.” Chuckling, he grabs my hand and leads me toward the end of the bridge. I sputter with indignation, sounding like the dying desk fan that sits on my station at the salon. Former station, I quit yesterday.




    “Your business? I’m none of your business! What kind of sick bastard are you?” I pull away from him again, and my pulse pounds in my ears as the bitter taste of fear floods my mouth. A shiver of apprehension creeps over my body. Trying to be discreet, I take a step back.




    It’s late and I’m alone on a deserted road in rural Florida with a handsome stranger who knows my name. This is the stuff of low-budget horror movies. They’re out to get me again. I squelch the thought as my survival instinct kicks into super-drive. Which is kind of bizarre, since just moments ago I wanted to die.




    “Leave me alone.” I’m not sure if I’m speaking to him or the voices in my head. Don’t panic, this isn’t a movie. Don’t turn your back to him. Trying to act nonchalant, I scan the ground searching for anything to use as a weapon. Dammit, I left my purse with pepper spray in it at the edge of the bridge.




    “Take the frightened gazelle look down a notch. I’m not going to hurt you.” He shoves his hands in his pockets and continues down the bridge—humming of all things—Led Zeppelin’s “Stairway to Heaven.”




    “So says every sociopath in every slasher movie ever made,” I grumble. But, for some strange reason, I believe him. Maybe it’s the collar. I’m following him like he’s the damn Pied Piper of Hamlin.




    “Evangeline, if I’d wanted to hurt you, I would have done so already. I’m here to save you.”




    My unladylike snort would make my mother twinge. “Seriously. Tell me how you know my name, Father…?” Please don’t say you’ve heard the gossip.




    “Blackson. Remiel Blackson. But, you can call me Remi. Like I said, it’s my business to know. Aren’t you a parishioner of Our Lady of Perpetual Chaos?”




    This time I laugh at his corruption of our parish church name and the absurdity of his statement. A parishioner? As if. “I haven’t been to church in a long time, Father. I attend St. Mattress on the Springs. Everyone knows I’m a sinner of the worst kind.” I’m not bragging. It’s a well-known fact. Ask anyone in the godforsaken town where I’ve lived my entire twenty-one years. If you can call it living; maybe existed would be a better word.




    “Oh, good!” He yanks his hands from his pockets and rubs them together in the worst over-acted imitation of a stage villain I’ve ever seen. I bite my lip to keep from smiling. “The worst kind of sinner is my favorite. You might even say it’s my specialty. So, come on, evil Evie, tell me the worst thing you’ve ever done. Consider the confessional booth open and in business. I promise to go light on penance and heavy on absolution.” He nudges my shoulder as we walk toward the end of the bridge.




    “I c-can’t.” For some peculiar reason, even though everyone in the entire damn county knows why I’m a horrible person, I don’t want this priest to know—not yet. He’ll find out soon enough if he listens to the gossip. I’m notorious, and my reputation is widespread.




    “Fine. But if it makes you feel better, I’ve probably done far worse myself.”




    I roll my eyes in a childish manner. “Yeah, right. Like what, drink a little too much of the sacramental wine? Trust me, whatever you’ve done can’t compare.” Laced with a mixture of shame and anger, my voice sounds bitter even to my own ears. Before I realize it, we’re standing next to his car, and I notice he’s picked up my purse on the way.




    “Evangeline, sins aren’t a game of one-upmanship. They’re mistakes, and I’ve made plenty of them. I haven’t always been a priest, you know.” He opens the car door for me. As I slip past him into the car, the nostalgic scent of fresh cut pine boughs and cinnamon assaults my senses. Damn if he doesn’t smell like Christmas in August. He shuts the door, and I reach over and switch the ignition so I can roll down the window and turn on the interior light.




    Turning back to face him I ask, “Now what?” My voice trembles a little, which pisses me off. Why is this priest affecting me so?




    Remi leans down and peers at me, his clasped hands resting on the open window. A hint of a smile flickers across his face. I like the laugh lines that crinkle by his mesmerizing eyes. He looks to be just a few years older than I am. I realize I haven’t been around anyone close to my age since Jack. Lately, it’s been my lot in life to attract older men. The worst was old Mr. Locke who couldn’t get it up and ended up crying on my chest all night. What’s wrong with me? I’m thinking about sex? This man is a priest.




    “Isn’t this where you’re supposed to scoot over and drive off in my car, continuously looking behind you while I crash in through the windshield or sunroof?” he teases.




    Stunned, I don’t know how to react. No one has teased me in a long time. Most people ignore me or walk around me on pins and needles, waiting for either my head to spin around, or for me to vomit pea soup. Or, like old Mr. Locke, men use me for their own pleasure, thinking my reputation gives them license to take advantage of me. What if he isn’t teasing?




    Jesus, what the hell? I bite my lip, realizing my foolishness. I’m sitting in a complete stranger’s car. Even if he does wear a priest’s collar, it’s no reason to blindly trust him. And yet, I don’t feel compelled to get out of the car and run. He just isn’t scary. Most sociopath murderers probably aren’t, you idiot. Ever hear of Ted Bundy? I look out the windshield into the dark nothingness of my surroundings. We’re miles from civilization.




    Who is this priest? I don’t remember hearing any town gossip about old Father Asswipe retiring. Where the hell is he from, and how did he get here? It took me hours to walk here. I chose this place because of its remoteness, and I never heard his car drive up. Maybe he flew here. I squeeze my eyes shut, shoving the ridiculous thought aside. Dumb ass, you were busy concentrating on ending it. He had to have driven up. My breathing saws erratically and blood pounds in my ears as my thoughts scatter like confetti in the wind.




    He reaches a hand in the window and strokes my hair, the way I used to pet our cat, Duchess. It’s soothing and comforting. “It’s okay. I know you’re scared,” he murmurs. My breathing eases, and my heart quits hammering. A sense of warmth and peace surrounds me. I give in to this strange new feeling, tired of my lifelong struggle to keep my thoughts coherent.




    Sucking in a shallow breath, I draw my gaze to his. Flames seem to spark and flare in the depths of his pupils. When I was a little girl I would lie in the backyard staring at the clouds in the blue sky and talk to the angels. At the time, my mother complained about my overactive imagination. I’ve always maintained it was real, despite the professionals labeling it as a symptom of my disease. The feeling of comfort from back then is the one that comes over me now. I blink and the flames disappear. I must be more exhausted than I realized. What do I have to lose by trusting him?




    As a matter of fact, he might be doing me a favor. I think suicide is a mortal sin, which would embarrass my mom. If I’m murdered, I could have a full Catholic funeral without the guilt, and she can accept any condolences without the humiliation. And dead is dead, after all.




    I swallow my fear and take a deep breath as I gaze at the cross dangling from his chest. It sways gently back and forth, and I wonder if a religious magician is hypnotizing me. “If you kill me, will you at least promise to make it quick and easy, with minimal pain?” My question is only half-kidding.




    He reaches in the car and tips my chin up so he can look into my eyes. “I don’t believe I could cause you any more pain than what you’re already dealing with, do you?” The scent of Christmas infiltrates the car, and again, I have the peaceful sensation of staring at the sky and talking to the celestial host. I attempt to swallow the lump in the back of my throat, but it won’t go away. All I can do is shrug my shoulders in a combination of pretend indifference and defeat. I realize it isn’t him I’m scared to trust. It’s me. I don’t know how to deal with kindness.




    “You’re overwrought and tired. I’m going to drive you home, okay?”




    “Okay,” I whisper.




    He’s right. My nerves are shot, my battery drained, and my limbs feel like lead. All I want to do is curl up and sleep. And yet, I’m afraid of the nightmares that have plagued me for two years. I never sleep until exhaustion sets in, and then only in two-hour stretches, at the most. The last time I slept was two nights ago.




    He walks around to the driver’s side and eases into the car, snapping off the interior light. With the darkness, a lost, empty feeling engulfs me. He’s taking me home. In my mind, I’m already dead. My house is my tomb. As if sensing my reluctance and fear, Remi turns and pulls me into his arms, holding me tight. Beneath the drab clerical shirt he’s all hard muscle and his presence is one of quiet strength. I feel safe for the first time in what seems forever—encompassed in his dark wings. I squeeze my eyes tighter and my finger traces the outline of the cross he wears. Arms, not wings. I pull away embarrassed by my whimsical musings.




    He smiles as he fastens his seatbelt. “Buckle up, Crazy Girl. If we have an accident, you don’t want to die because you weren’t wearing your seatbelt, do you?”




    My heart sinks into my stomach, and I clench my fists in my lap. He does know. Father Asswipe must have given him an earful, or it could have been anyone else for that matter. I’m more than famous. I’m infamous. I frown and search his face by the dim light on the dashboard, looking for condemnation, horror, or mocking cruelty, but find none. His lips curl in to a sly smirk. I smack his arm as his warm laughter fills the car. “Nobody likes a smart ass, Father.”




    “Sure they do. Everyone likes me. And please, call me Remi.”




    He pulls out to the main road and flips on the radio. Thank God, it isn’t a country station. Casting me a sideways glance and an easy grin, he opens the sunroof. I find myself smiling in return and feeling strangely carefree being in the company of someone who doesn’t seem to give a damn about my past. I can’t remember the last time I’ve felt this way. Feeling impulsive and reckless, I unbuckle my seatbelt and stand in my seat, squeezing through the sunroof to inhale the heavy, humid night air.




    Storm clouds are gathering in the distance, but overhead it’s clear and millions of stars twinkle like glitter on black velvet. There’s no traffic on the deserted back road, and I squeal with delight when Remi kicks the speed up and cuts off the headlights. We’re submerged in darkness, the road lit only by the illumination of the moon. For a brief moment I’m frightened. Is being scared shitless becoming some sort of warped addiction? On the radio, Pearl Jam wails “Given to Fly,” and Remi cranks it up full blast as we fly down the road at a breakneck speed.




    “Spread your wings and give in to the moment,” he shouts, followed by a loud rebel yell as he pumps the air with his fist, sounding like a teenager on a joyride instead of a priest saving a crazy girl. His laughter is like a bright light in a dark cavern and fills the empty hole where my soul should exist. I look down at him and find myself grinning. His hair is a disheveled mess, and his pure ecstasy at living in the moment is intoxicating. I want to drink in his bliss. My hair blows behind me in chaotic disarray and goose bumps appear on my arms, but whether from the cold air, or fear, I don’t know, or care. In this moment, I’m liberated from the nightmare that is now my life. I throw my head back, shut my eyes, and hold out my arms. It’s both terrifying and thrilling.




    I’m flying.




    I’m free.




    I’m alive.


  




  

    Chapter Two




    AS WE NEAR THE TOWN where I’ve lived all my life and hoped to never see again, Remi flips on the headlights and slows to the speed limit. My moment of freedom is gone. My shoulders sag as the harsh reality of my life settles back onto my shoulders. I lower myself into the car and buckle my seatbelt, my limbs heavy, making my movements clumsy. He’s taking me home. I swallow back my tears of frustration and clench my fists in my lap. He wouldn’t understand. No one does.




    He pulls in to the parking lot of a convenience store on the outskirts of town and parks the car. “Do you mind picking up a pack of smokes and maybe a six-pack of beer for me?”




    “Because you saved my life, right?”




    “You got it, Crazy Girl.” He winks at me as he pulls money out of his wallet and hands it to me.




    My mouth goes dry. No, he did not just wink at me; it’s my mind playing tricks again, dammit. He’s a priest, for God’s sake.




    “I thought you said you took a vow of poverty?”




    “Well, I may have told a little white lie on that one. I’m not a monk.” Thunder rolls in the distance and clouds have moved in, obscuring the moon and stars. “Please? People get weirded out by the collar. They forget priests are humans, too.”




    With a huff of annoyance, I slam out of the car to do his bidding, unable to explain this power he seems to have over me. Although, why am I surprised? Since Jack’s death I’ve allowed men to have power over me on any number of occasions, and this is the least of them.




    I throw open the door and storm into the store. The meth-head clerk behind the counter doesn’t bother to look up from his porn as I slam a six-pack of beer on the counter, grab a lighter, a chocolate bar, and a dashboard hula-girl. When he doesn’t acknowledge my presence, I hop on the counter and reach, snatching a pack of cigarettes.




    I catch a glimpse of my warped reflection in the mirror used to prevent shoplifting, and I’m glad Ms. Fake Tits of August has the guy’s undivided attention. I look like an escapee from a mental institute with my wide eyes and tangled mess of hair. I snicker over the irony. The clerk rings me up without looking up from his titty magazine. Grabbing my shit, I race out of there before he notices me.




    I toss Remi the cigarettes and lighter before sticking the hula girl on the dash next to Our Lady of Guadalupe.




    He smiles and flicks her hip so she sways. Giving the lighter a funny look, he tosses it in the console as he drives out of the parking lot. Without even asking for my address he pulls up to my home, confirming my suspicions. This time I’m not fucking crazy. He knows.




    Remi parks the car and opens the pack of cigarettes. “Do you mind? It’s been forever since I indulged.” He offers me one.




    I decline with a shake of my head, wrinkling my nose with distaste. “Oh no, go right ahead. I want to die, anyway, remember?”




    He shakes his head and chuckles as he rolls down the window. Cupping his hand around the cigarette, he stops and glances over at me, looking momentarily confused. I hand him the lighter.




    “Thanks.” He lights his cigarette, taking a slow draw. Leaning his head back, he closes his eyes and exhales a perfect smoke ring. His moan of pleasure, resonates like something a priest shouldn’t have experienced. Well, not recently anyway—after all, he said he hasn’t always been a priest. I squeeze my thighs together and try to think about something besides those perfect lips on my skin. If there is a hell, I’m pretty damn sure I just sealed my fate with my fucked up thoughts.




    “God, I’ve missed this,” he murmurs. Thunder rumbles over us and I look out the window. The air is heavy with the impending rain and the leaves on the giant palm trees sway back and forth, dancing in the wind. A typical summer storm in southern Florida, they’re common this time of year. He exits the car while I remain frozen in my seat, not wanting to enter my house. I don’t want to be here. I certainly don’t want him to be here. And yet, I don’t want to be alone. Maybe the crazy docs have misdiagnosed me. I must be fucking bipolar, not schizo.




    My car door opens. “Come on, Crazy Girl.” He holds his hand out to me, and I stare dumbly at it as if it’s a life raft in the ocean of my self-pity. Have I always been this pathetic? Yeah, probably so. It’s hard to remember life before Jack. I grab his hand and step out of the car. If he lets go I’ll fall into the abyss of my depression and slowly suffocate. It’s how I’ve been living for the past two years. Dying one minute at a time, a slow, painful death. I can’t go on like this. It hurts too damn much.




    “Well, thanks for saving my life. I guess it’s just another normal day in the exciting life of a clergyman,” I quip, not looking at him. He drops my hand, and I pick my disappointment up off the pavement and dust it off, shoving it back into the recess of my mind. I’ll handle it later, when I get the courage once again to end it all. I shuffle my way toward the house with slow, plodding steps. I never thought I’d be back here. I guess I’ll have to switch to plan B—after I come up with a plan B, that is.




    The strange sound of a large bird flapping its wings makes me spin on my heels to face Remi. He stands there smoking his cigarette, holding the beer, and looking at me with a thoughtful frown, his head cocked to the side. A soft breeze rustles the leaves of the trees behind us. It was just the wind in the trees.




    I suck in a steadying breath and throw open the front door. Remi moves behind me and I hear him clucking his tongue against his teeth behind me.




    Turning, I glare at him. “What?”




    The wind from the impending storm blows my hair into my face and he reaches out and tucks it behind my ear. At his touch, goose bumps pop out on my skin, and a burning fire of intense need courses through my veins. I cross my arms in front of my chest and glare at him, angered by my body’s response. Although I’ve had a lot of sex in the last two years, I haven’t felt a longing need like this since Jack. And for a priest? I guess I am the immoral woman Father Asswipe has always suspected me of being. Maybe I should go confess my wicked thoughts regarding Father Blackson, to prove him right. No, he’d probably suffer a stroke and his dying thought would be I knew it. I’ll be damned if I prove him right. Plus, I don’t need another death on my conscience, unless it’s my own.




    “What are you doing?” I’m not sure if I’m asking him or myself.




    “Making sure you get inside okay. You need to lock your doors, Evangeline. Leaving them unlocked is insanely stupid.”




    His uncanny knack for calling a spade a spade while still showing concern for my safety makes me snicker. “Yeah, it’d be a shame if some bad guy was inside waiting to kill me.”




    He chuckles and his eyes crinkle with amusement. “Exactly. I’d hate for all my hard work earlier to have been for nothing.” Remi places a warm, firm hand on my lower back and guides me through the door. Once again, his touch sends a jolt of electricity straight down to where it shouldn’t go. An image of those hands exploring my body as his lips taste mine makes me turn away with shame. I have to stop; the man is a priest, for fuck’s sake. Even I’m not that depraved. Or am I?




    He snaps on the light and I look around and sigh. It’s pretty damn depressing in its emptiness. Over the past two days, I’ve cleaned out a lot of what I own and either tossed it or dumped it at the local charity. Because I can’t stay focused and tend to do things half-assed, I didn’t quite finish getting rid of everything. Tonight’s suicide attempt is another poorly planned misstep. I’m still here. Note to self: Get fucking organized, and get rid of everything.




    At least the place is spotless, since I didn’t want my mom to have to clean after I’m gone. Mama’s been through enough just having me as her daughter. I’m an embarrassment to her, and she hasn’t been able to handle the shame I’ve brought upon the family name. She moved as far across the country as she could just to get away from the gossip.




    “Nice place, if a bit Spartan.” Remi closes the door behind us, placing the beer on the coffee table. Watching me, he sinks on to the couch.




    What the hell? “Okay, I’m in my house.” I do a twirl with my arms wide open like I’m Julie Fucking Andrews in The Sound of Music. “No bogeyman here. You can leave now.”




    “There’s no need to be rude, Evangeline. There’s a storm brewing outside. I’ll wait until it’s over. Sit down and relax. Want a beer?” He picks one up, twists the top, and holds it out to me.




    “I’m not supposed to drink with my medication,” I answer primly, sitting next to him.




    He raises a skeptical eyebrow and chuckles. “And I’m sure you take your medication just as prescribed.”




    Was that sarcasm in Father Blackson’s voice? Why, yes, it was. I grab the beer from him and mumble, “I thought we already established the fact no one likes a smart ass.”




    Laughing, he opens his own beer, and taps his bottle to mine. “Spoken like a true smart ass. It takes one to know one.” I hide my smile by chugging my beer as thunder rumbles through the air. My eyes narrow as he settles back on the couch, propping his long legs on the coffee table as if he plans to stay for a while. His nose wrinkles and he sniffs the air. “Do you need me to take out your garbage?” His eyes sparkle and his full lips curl into a winsome smile as his gaze slowly peruses me from head to toe, making me fidget. I realize I’m wrapping a tendril of my hair around my finger over and over, a sure sign of my nervousness.




    “No, there is no garbage.” I frown trying to figure out his motive. Is this some sort of trick question? The half a beer I just chugged has made my stomach queasy and my head spin. I haven’t eaten since…hell, I can’t remember when I last ate. I try to think as I look around at the sad, bare room. I took the garbage out when I hauled some of my stuff to the dump this morning…I look down at my filthy T-shirt and jeans and heat creeps up from my chest, making my cheeks flame with humiliation. It’s me. I refuse to look at him, not wanting to see him laughing at me. People are always whispering about me and laughing. My heart races so fast I feel like I’m running a marathon and my chest hurts.




    “You need to leave, Father.” Abruptly, I stand. That unsettling feeling of agitation looms over me, threatening to swing me back once again toward my paranoid psychosis.




    He stands, but instead of leaving, he marches into the kitchen. I follow, watching him with suspicion as he opens and closes my bare cupboards and the empty refrigerator. He finds one almost empty jar of mustard, a half a stick of margarine and a package of cheap brownie mix that’s probably out of date. Most of my dishes are at the thrift store.




    Fury marks his face when he spins around to face me. My eyes damn near pop out of my head, and I back up as dark wings expand behind him. I blink and they’re gone, making me question if this is real or not.




    “When did you last eat? Where is your shit? You really were serious about killing yourself, weren’t you?” Another crack of thunder rattles the windowpane, but it’s nothing compared to how his outburst has unnerved me.




    Did he just say “shit”? Is my mind playing tricks on me again? For a moment, all I can concentrate on his use of a mild profanity. The vision of those raven-like wings spreading is too damn scary to think about right now. I swallow, unsure of how to respond to this side of the priest. He looks like a dark, avenging angel. I squeeze my eyes shut and tremble, backing away, holding my hand out as if to hold him at bay.




    “Go away!” I beat the side of my head to make the unwanted apparition leave. This isn’t my typical hallucination, and for the first time, I regret quitting my meds cold turkey. Sinking to the floor, I hide my face in my knees as I cower at his feet, shivering with fear. I’m tired of fighting this inner turmoil, yet some primal instinct for survival makes me struggle to keep from succumbing to the relief total insanity would provide.




    Sucking in air like a drowning victim, I don’t resist when strong, supportive hands pull me to my feet. I curl into his chest, clutching the front of his shirt. My trembling ceases, and I trace my finger repeatedly over the cross on his chest. Calm, soothing energy flows through the hand stroking my hair.




    “It’s okay, Evangeline. Calm, down. You’re just overexcited and exhausted. I’m here to help you.” His soft-spoken voice acts better than any anti-anxiety pill I’ve ever been prescribed.




    His reassurance soothes like a gentle ocean wave floating me toward the shore. But, my neurosis acts like an undertow pulling me back toward the depth of my insanity, and the shore remains just out of my reach. Frustrated, I bury my face in his shirt and my knees buckle under the weight of my depression and the disappointment in my failed plan to end the inexhaustible pain. I’m so damn tired of this roller coaster of emotions. Maybe the doctors are right and it’s better to be numb and on an even keel with the powerful medications. Better to never feel again.




    He sweeps me off my feet and I’m too exhausted to protest as he carries me to the bathroom, plopping me on the counter. It’s almost like having an out of body experience as I watch him start the bathwater, adding a generous amount of my favorite bubble bath. When the tub is full and steam covers the mirror, he places a washcloth and towel on the closed seat of the commode and cuts off the water.




    Standing before me, he cups my cheek in his hand. I turn my face a fraction so that my lips brush his palm. “Evangeline.”




    I straighten and stare at the cross on his chest, afraid for him to see into my eyes. Eyes are the windows to the soul, and I don’t want this priest, who has offered me kindness, to see I don’t have one. I can’t take the rejection.
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