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      We learn from stories.

      To the greatest storyteller I know, my husband, Wally.
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            Saint Alberic’s Monastery

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Psalm 64: 3

        To you we pay our vows.

        You who hear our prayers.
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        * * *

      

      On a crisp March morning, in the darkness before sunrise when nature alone stirs, Father Joannicus Brookes rose after a fitful sleep. His black habit was chilly, waking his sleepy body as he quietly crept from the monastery to the church. He chose the connecting hall rather than suffer the wind with its hint of snow. Moving swiftly and silently, he prepared for the best hour of his day, where not even heavy thoughts of the night could reach him. Morning prayers would begin soon, with the ringing of the bells. He and his confreres would gather to recite the psalms. This Benedictine ritual would continue even after his death.

      As he stepped into the sanctuary, his nose filled with the scent of wax and incense, reminding him of the first day he entered the Catholic church. He had been a Baptist then. Peace embraced him like a lover. The flicker of candlelight guided his way from the atrium into the church proper. In the dimness, he glided to his assigned monastic seat, a haven away from the worldly woes that haunted him. He breathed deeply, releasing the rumbles of his mind. Although plain and sturdy, the cushioned chair was as comfortable as a feather bed. The large room caressed him in warmth. He tucked his hands under his scapular, the long piece of cloth hanging from his shoulders to the floor like a tapestry covering his chest and back. He closed his eyes and relaxed as if sinking into a hot tub. His heart and soul swelled with God’s touch.

      An earthshaking thud ripped Joannicus from his cocoon. He whipped around to see if the walls still surrounded him.

      Two novices ran into the church and skidded to a stop.

      “Oh my God, did you see that? I’m going down there.”

      Joannicus made a soft noise of displeasure. They were talking before the nightly silence officially broke.

      The shorter one took a step closer in the dim light.

      “Father Joannicus, the barn just collapsed. We’re going there to help.”

      The taller one elbowed and hissed, “May we?”

      Joannicus nodded as they hurried away. The taller one stopped and turned. “Aren’t you coming?”

      “Be right there,” Joannicus responded.

      He waited. The wind howled, causing him to shudder. Joannicus despised the cold, so he would stay and pray instead of running to help.

      The bells did not ring that morning, for the novices had forgotten their duty in their excitement. That word had haunted him all night. What was his duty? As a professor of theology, he had a teaching job, but his responsibility was to God. He marveled. How easy it was for some to forget why they gathered in the dark. He rose, made his way to the atrium, and stood at the large window, viewing the farm and graveyard—a blending of life and death. The pre-dawn snow blew sideways as he bit his lower lip.

      When he entered the monastery of Saint Alberic’s at age 18, he knew the will of God. He would dedicate his existence to prayer, and God would take care of the rest. From the window, he watched the glow of lights and the black dots of monks, moving like ants on ice cream. He worried that the world, like the weather, would refuse to keep its distance. He said softly, “Don’t concern yourself about money, what to eat, or where to sleep.”

      Worry would not step away. The college’s financial troubles had crept into his office on official letterhead, requesting him to teach without salary. The Dean of Theology teaching for free rankled him. He had no problem with doing charity or the work of God.

      What bothered him was the double standard, the presumption that monks didn’t need cash. That stung like the winter wind. Monks had expenses, too. They may follow a Rule written in the Middle Ages, but they had bills like everyone else. He didn’t take a vow of poverty, but he lived frugally. Benedictines took vows of obedience, conversion, and stability. The Catholic Church did not subsidize monasteries. They stood alone. The monks had to support themselves by earning money.

      Monks survived by teaching. One less paycheck put a chink in the monastic budget. Older monks needed hip replacements, ancient tractor parts broke, and now, apparently, a barn was without walls. There were no answers in the freshly fallen snow.

      Have faith; God will provide.

      He stared at his reflection in the window. The sound of footsteps alerted him that the other monks were arriving. The outside doors opened, and winter rushed in, bringing in two snow-haloed co-eds. The hike from the dorms put a rose color on their cheeks. They looked very alert for this early hour, a look they lacked in the afternoon during his class. As the monastery’s Guest Master, he knew it was his responsibility to sit with them. They would take this simple act of hospitality and turn it into favoritism. Why were they here? Joannicus consoled himself, knowing that next week, they would pursue a different activity.

      Hopefully, one that didn’t involve him.

      The girls glowed and giggled.

      They are not here to pray. These same students twittered during class about how handsome he was. Father Dimples with the curly hair. He frowned. If only he could not blush when he heard them outside his office discussing the curls on his head that refused to stay put, no matter how short he kept it. He couldn’t wait until he was gray and bald.

      “The barn collapsed,” spoke one girl.

      He reconsidered his choice to stay warm, thinking if I’d gone to help, I wouldn’t have to endure this.

      He couldn’t call them women. They were babies in a woman’s body.

      “It is time to pray. Please take a seat behind the left choir,” Joannicus said.

      “Where’s the choir?”

      He glanced at the monks sitting opposite each other in three rows. Wasn’t it obvious? Hadn’t they been listening in class when they talked about monastic life? Joannicus slipped his hand into his pocket and gripped his rosary. “Two rows behind the monks.”

      They stood smiling like sheep waiting for grain. He led the girls inside, knowing that the distraction of their presence would be a challenge. Prayer began with the acolyte’s voice speaking the first words of the day, “Oh Lord, open my lips.” The monks responded, “And my mouth shall sing your praise.” 

      Attendance was sparse. Joannicus surmised that the unusual events caused monks to skip morning prayers.

       Nothing is more important than praying. Thank God we are all alive.

      Midway through prayers, most of the community had arrived, some wet, others disheveled from sleep. Brother Ambrose lumbered into the church, last and late. His presence gave Father Joannicus hope. The farm was this man’s life and seeing him arriving at morning prayers spoke volumes about the importance of praying. The giant monk’s shoes squeaked loudly, adding a counterpoint to his heavy breathing. Snowflakes clung to his massive beard as he sat two chairs away from Joannicus and the girls, leaving his usual place empty.

      The smell of wet wool and tobacco drifted towards them. The girls covered their noses.

      Thank you, Lord, thought Joannicus. The odor of Ambrose as he unthawed would cause these hyper-hormonal women to think twice about coming tomorrow.

      After prayers, Joannicus left the students in the atrium, drawing his hood over his head. He hunched against the cold and hurried to catch the community as they walked from the church to the refectory. A small group of people stood bundled tightly together, watching the monks file past them as if counting train cars. Joannicus assumed they were lawyers or bankers from their formal attire and briefcases. He hoped they were just lost and missed the signs to the town. The business offices did not open for another hour. Worrying about the college’s financial future made his stomach squelch the hunger he had felt moments before. He did a reverse turn, jogged to his cell, gathered his leather satchel, and headed down the hill to his office. What could he do to produce money? The darkness of the question dulled his heart.

      His hands were too soft for farm work, his mind too active to tailor. They could open a hotel or a restaurant. Perhaps he could make beds and serve food.

      The sturdy brick building of the college glowed with brightness in the pre-spring morning. The wooden floors groaned and creaked as he walked to his office on the third floor. Soon, the halls would echo with student voices, reminding him of the other world, the one that he had successfully escaped.

      He had only two skills--teaching and praying. Who would pay him to pray professionally? Today, he did not want to be instructing the hungry youth. He wanted to wail like the wind into God’s ear.

      After teaching, he returned to his office, a long, narrow room much larger than his monastic cell. An oaken desk midway separated the space. He had placed a sturdy wooden chair in front of the desk for those times that students insisted on speaking with him. Unfortunately, the pupils were more like starfish than hummingbirds. They clung to him after class.

      I am only here to lead you to God, thought Joannicus. The hungry minds did not understand. That was how an old greenish sofa, worn-out chairs, and coffee-ringed end tables brought on the backs of healthy young men ended up in this space. The faded cushions begged ‘to come, relax,’ and yet, Joannicus knew no rest. The struggle for salvation required constant vigilance. As cliché as it was, the devil did not sleep. Therefore, he daily fretted over the souls of his pupils.

      Toward the back of the office stood two eight-foot bookshelves, sagging with volumes of words. They needed a good dusting and purging. Even uplifting phrases could block God’s soft, intimate voice that caressed his heart.

       The vast arched window complimented the tall ceiling and gave the room a sense of grandeur. Joannicus stood looking out at the snowy hilltop. He’d removed the blinds the day he moved in so nothing would obscure his view of the monastery.

       The clock inched as he glanced from his essays to the window. A frozen plant on the sill reminded him that his other plants needed water. He pulled his woolen sweater sleeve down to cover his icy fingers. The radiator hissed in protest as he fiddled with the knob. He climbed onto the arm of the sofa and stretched to turn on the fan that perched atop the bookshelf. That would move the air from the high ceiling to the earthly space where he sat. His hands refused to warm.

       Today, he wondered why he had picked a monastery in Montana when there were many Benedictine houses in southern climates. Next winter, he would ask for retreat work in the south. The papers on his desk fluttered, calling for his attention, insisting on his guidance to correct and give hope and insight. He admired the floral handwriting but could not bring himself to read the words. Something was lacking in him, making him hollower than hallow inside.      

      He needed to reconcile preaching and teaching. Nobody pays a man to preach. Maybe teaching could be the same as saving souls.

      His classes were the first to fill, and often, he had students in attendance who had neither paid nor registered.

      When three o’clock arrived, Joannicus hurried up the hill to the monastery. The walk didn’t take long, but he shivered with cold. He stopped in the community room for a moment to check his mailbox. He glanced at the chalkboard that had reminders of changes to the routine of monastic living, grateful that nothing had changed. He gathered his memos, hoping for a quick exit, his joy tangible as he thought about the upcoming hour of solitude.

      This place looked like any institutional gathering space, with several sofas and overstuffed chairs, tables with puzzles, and shelves with games, missing only a droning television. But today, the area was a labyrinth of distractions. As he walked through the room, the kitchenette, with its tiled counter and large coffee urn, beckoned him to have a cup of warmth on this dreary day. The stone fireplace blazed as a reminder that spring was still sleeping. He moved closer to it for a few minutes of comfort.

      “Oh, Father Joannicus,” Brother Mellitus called, eyes twinkling with excitement. “This is our Guest Master. He’s the one who’ll see to all your needs, wants, and desires. Even tuck you in and read you a bedtime story. The man is full of stories, a parable teller like his Savior.”

      Joannicus gave him a quizzical look. Besides Mellitus, only Brother Moses stood nearby.

      “Brother Mellitus, have you been sniffing the wine? Seriously, I’m sure Brother Moses knows who I am. Thank you for the compliment.” However, he knew it to be a slur.

      “I was talking to our guest. Apparently, you’ve been once again pretending you’re a hermit rather than taking hospitality to its fullest. The Abbot’s been looking for you all afternoon.”

      Joe’s patience waned, and the clock continued to tick. He took several steps toward the exit. “The Abbot knows my schedule. Since when is Brother Moses a guest?”

      Brother Moses lifted his scapular to reveal a curly-haired boy who looked as if he stepped out of the pages of Sears and Roebucks: polished shoes, pressed slacks, and a tie complete with a tie tack.

      “So, Holy One, what do you think, a miniature of you? I thought you were alone all those late nights in your office. Guess you’ve got some explaining to do.”

      Father Joannicus drew a sharp breath. The accusation of sin reddened his cheeks, though he was innocent of the crime. Brother Mellitus always liked to point out one’s humanity and the potential for failure as a monastic.

       Years of contemplative living curbed the defense forming on his lips. He frowned. The child stuck a thumb in his mouth and slid back under the scapular.

      “Come on. Even Brother Moses thinks there’s a familial resemblance. We were wondering who the mother was and don’t say, Mary. That story has already been told. Admit it, the boy looks like a little Joe.”

      The boy had curls and brown eyes. The comparison was a cruel joke. Mellitus would not ruin his day.

      “I’m not Joe. My name is Paul,” a muffled voice said from under the thick black cloth. “Paul Warner.”

      “Seriously,” Joannicus said. “Let’s go find your parents and get you settled in.”

      “I think you’re it,” Mellitus said, still amused by his observations.

      Father Joe’s shoulders dropped. Like a bear thwarted from nocturnal rest, he hugged the crumpled mass of papers in his arms.

      “Father,” Moses said. “Perhaps you need to read the Abbot’s memo about Paul.”

      “Memo?” Joannicus said, his heart pleading that he didn’t have time for this.

      Brother Moses pulled out the message from the notes that Father Joannicus held.

      “Alone? All week?” Joe’s voice dipped, and the child eyed him from the folds of black cloth.

      “I’m sure Abbot Gordon has a plan,” Moses said. Mellitus laughed.

      What was the Abbot thinking? Oh, dear God, it seemed too simple, too obvious.

      His mind whirled.

      “If you will come with me, please,” Joannicus said, wanting to run away. “I’ll show you to your room.”

      Joannicus picked up the small green suitcase and hurried out the door. Paul ran to keep up with him. The three-story guesthouse stood dark and empty across the courtyard.

      They entered, and Joannicus murmured a prayer, “I’m coming, God,” feeling the pain of a young lover missing the sight of his beloved between classes.

      “Who are you talking to?” Paul asked.

      “God.”

      “God is here? The man with the necklace is looking for him.”

      “That’s called a pectoral cross. The Abbot is not searching for God. He has found Him.”

      “Oh,” Paul said. “Is that why I am here? To find God? Does he like to play hide and seek?”  

      The child had misunderstood. Was there any point in explaining? Joannicus knew nothing about children, and this one would go soon enough. He unlocked a door with the plaque that read Saint Placid. “Here’s your room.” Placid, perhaps this space, would instill calmness into the boy.

      The modest space held two single beds, each with a handmade quilt, a sink, a writing desk, and an oversized reading chair with a colorful woolen wrap draped across the back. Father Joannicus placed the suitcase on the chair.

      The child lingered in the doorway and asked, “Is that your bed?”

      “No.”

      “Mama and I share a bed. She’s very sick. She sleeps a lot. I was very sad. Now she’s awake. The lady sometimes lets me see her, but not today. Today, she brought me here. She was very, very mad.” Paul ran to the window. “I like your house. How come you wear a dress?”

      The child was not Catholic-born. Not knowing how much to explain, Joannicus simply said, “This is my uniform. It’s called a habit.”

      “The lady said habits are bad, like picking your nose. Where are your toys?”

      “No toys, but here’s some paper,” Joannicus said, pulling the desk drawer open. “You can draw a picture.”

      Paul looked at the pencil. “Don’t you have colors?”

      Joannicus glanced at the clock, forty-five minutes until Mass. “Colors? What’s wrong with black and white?”

      “This is just gray,” Paul said.

      Joe’s jaw clenched as he felt a surge of anger. Remember, he is a child.

      The expectant big brown eyes stared at him.

      Joannicus searched for a pen. The memo on the top of his papers caught his attention again. He shook his head. ‘Everyone should spend time with Paul, for this may be the answer to our prayers…’

      “I want to play hide and seek.” Paul raced past Joannicus and tapped him. “You’re it.”

      “Hold on,” Joannicus said, finishing the memo. Paul’s mother, Sarah, was offering him to the monastery. People didn’t do that anymore. That happened in the Middle Ages when the nobles would send their children to become serious scholars. Now, only eastern monasteries took in minors, and not just one--hordes of them.

      Joannicus shook his head. She would give them $1.5 million for raising her son. The arrangement involved the monks alone, no nanny, and no boarding school.

      What a frightening concept.

      Why didn’t she make this offer to a convent? Women were better with children. They had a week to decide. The desperation of the deal frightened Joannicus.

      “Paul?” Joannicus called. His voice trailed down the silent hall. After checking both bathrooms, he headed down to the kitchen and refectory.

      The bells for Mass beckoned. Joannicus felt the tug to turn and dash to the church. His heart ached. His hour had evaporated. On the lower level, the smells of dinner filled the hallway. Although Lent meant meager and meatless meals, the aroma appeared sinful. His mouth watered. Is it a sacrifice to eat gourmet meals during Lent? He pondered this as he entered the kitchen.

      A balding man smiled, and his face wrinkled in pleasure in the nearly spotless space.  

      “Missing something, Father?”

      “Did you see our young guest?” Joannicus asked as his stomach growled in anticipation of a second meal.

      Brother Barnabas tossed his head and pointed to the end of the counter. There Paul sat, nibbling a slice of freshly baked bread.

      “Mark this day, the first time the Guest Master lost our visitor.”

      “I didn’t lose him. Technically, he didn’t stay put,” Joannicus said, attempting a harsh look at the child.

      “Children usually don’t, Father.”

      “I got hungry,” Paul said. “I came to what smells so good. Mama said mammasteries are closer to heaven, and we both agreed that heaven has the goodest food.”

      “This is a monastery, and we have the best food. Thank you, Brother Barnabas. Mr. Warner, it is time for Mass, please follow me.”

      Paul laughed. “Nobody calls me that. You’re silly.”

      After placing Paul in a chair inside the church, Joannicus hurried to the vestment room and glanced at the words over the door, ‘As for me and my house, I will serve the Lord.’

      Once vested for Mass, Father Joannicus peeked into the church and noticed that the seat assigned to Paul lacked his presence. Joannicus walked slowly to take his place in line as the community assembled for Mass, debating if he should search for the child.

      Serving wasn’t hard, just all the other stuff.
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            Guest Master

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Psalm 100: 6 

        I look to the faithful in the land,

        that they may dwell with me.
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        * * *

      

      “Son of a bitch,” Paul said.

      Father Joannicus felt his ears turning red. He feared the people waiting for Mass to begin would overhear the conversation. He took the child back to his seat twice with instructions to sit and stay. His childhood puppy was more obedient than Paul. Joannicus made his way through his confreres as they stood preparing to process into the church for Mass.

      “Child,” Brother Ambrose said, shaking a massive, calloused, stained finger. “We don’t talk like that.”

      Father Joannicus paused momentarily, wondering if he should pretend he missed what Paul said. He watched Brother Mellitus wipe a tear of laughter from his cheek with his sleeve and hand Paul a piece of candy.

      “Seriously, Brother Mellitus,” Joannicus scolded, suspicious of how much coaxing had gone on.

      “Don’t oppose the will of God, Father,” the white-haired monk said. “Remember what happened to those who did. Jonah, Pharaoh, and Saul, they all got theirs.”

      Joannicus placed a firm hand on Paul’s shoulder, herding him away. “How do you know this is God’s will?” 

      “How do you know it isn’t?”

      The organ music started. Father Joannicus waited as his confreres in liturgical robes filed past him in procession to begin Mass. Impatience trickled into his heart.

      “He wanted to know a bad word. I was…” Paul said.

      “Shush, you need to be quiet now. Behave and don’t leave the church.”

      Paul’s lower lip quivered as he melted onto the floor. Even Joannicus guessed what would happen next.

      Father Jacob Mackenzie Knows the Song stood behind Joannicus, giving him finger horns. Paul’s tears evaporated. Was Jacob losing his mind, or was this the man’s first miracle? Father Jacob stood out even in a crowd of black robes. He was tall, native, and the only monk with a braid. Paul rose from the floor and ran after him. The principal celebrant cleared his throat a few feet from the entrance to the sanctuary. Jacob stopped and tiptoed into the church. Mesmerized, Paul followed his lead.

      Dear God in heaven, give me patience, Father Joannicus prayed as he entered the church, slightly embarrassed but thankful that the child was not wailing in competition with the organ.

      They placed the child in a chair behind the community. Tuesday afternoons brought only a few devoted people to the church for services. Before the homily began, Paul had moved from the third row of chairs to the fifth. Joannicus watched the child making his way counterclockwise in the octagonal space.

      Normally, his focus was on the altar. Did all children misbehave at Mass? He was the guest master, not a babysitter.

      A novice returned to his seat as Joannicus realized he had missed the reading for the day. Paul moved from the seats to the windows framed in rich dark wood. In between the panes were rectangles of stained glass. The child giggled as he peered outside.

      Paul continued to tiptoe around the octagonal church. He stopped and looked at the child-size statue of Saint Alberic, which stood next to the tabernacle chapel. Father Joannicus held his breath as Paul fingered the wooden saint’s scroll, hoping the figure would not topple over.

      Finally, the action at the center of the room attracted the child’s attention. The principal celebrant stood before the wooden altar, and the priests co-celebrating with him formed a semi-circle around him.

       Why aren’t they distracted? He certainly was.

      The altar was so large that it took four monks to move it. Thankfully, they only did that with the change of each liturgical season. It was the season of Lent, and the church lacked flowers, but a blue cloth fell softly to the floor, covering the altar and making it the focal point of the room and season. Joannicus followed the movement of his confrere and struggled to find his place in the Eucharistic prayer. He scanned the room for Paul. His anxiety rose.

      He’s not my responsibility, Joannicus chanted to himself. The voices and rhythms of prayer drew him to concentrate on the consecration at the altar until he saw green socks peeking under the tablecloth. He glanced at Jacob, who instantly avoided his gaze. Someone needs to get the child. It should be Abbot Gordon, thought Joannicus, panic growing. He feared Paul would pull the cloth, sending Jesus tumbling to the floor.

      Paul crawled out from under the table and stood next to the celebrant. The boy’s eyes barely peeking over the top of the altar.

      “Whatcha doing?”

      “Celebrating,” the priest said. Amusement wrinkled his face as he poured the wine from the glass curette to the silver chalice.

      “Is that Kool-Aid?”

      Someone snickered. Father Jacob spoke part of the Eucharistic prayer, and Paul ran up to him.  

      “Who you talking to?”

      “God,” Jacob answered, but to Joe’s ears, it sounded like a question rather than a firm belief.

      “Which one is he?” Paul asked, looking at the semi-circle of robed priests.

      Father Jacob’s weight shifted from one foot to the other.

      Brother Mellitus laughed and spoke up in the silence. “He isn’t one of them.”

      At least nobody said He isn’t here.

      As the monks moved one by one to receive communion, Joannicus kept one eye on the wandering child and watched him crawl back under the altar. After receiving the body and blood, Father Joannicus quickly bent down and lifted the blue cloth. The child sat bathed in indigo light.

      “You found me. You’re good at playing hide and seek.”

      “Child, come with me, please.” His words clipped as he controlled his growing rage.

      “Are we done? Hey, I can do some karot - tee. Wanna see?” Paul jumped in the air and swung his arms in a chopping motion. “Hi ya.” Then he stood facing Joannicus and angelically poised. He bowed.

      Brother Mellitus clapped. “Jesus and a show, bravo.”

      Father Joannicus felt as if he was living in a circus tent. He frowned as he changed his robes, robbed of the invitation to love and serve the Lord, and miffed that someone hadn’t stopped the boy from interrupting Mass. Making a guest behave was not the Guest Master’s duty.

       If he stays, he will be someone else’s responsibility. No, he can’t stay. We have important things to do, like teaching and praying. A child would disrupt that.

       

      Father Joannicus left the church, walking across the courtyard to the refectory, as Paul darted past him. This child was a pagan and in constant motion. One problem was utterly treatable, but the other, slowing a child down, he knew nothing about.

      “You’re it,” Paul said, tagging a random black robe and disappearing into the building.

      Father Joannicus saw Father Jacob sitting on the bench outside the refectory’s hallway. The monks stood waiting for Abbot Gordon to lead them to dinner.

      “What are you doing this evening?”

      Father Jacob shook his head. His long black braid snaked its way out of his cowl.

      “You are the Guest Master. It is just a child.”

      “What do I do with him?”

      “Turn him loose in the community room after dinner. It is the will of God,” Jacob said, pointing upward.

      Father Joannicus watched Paul weave his way through the sea of black robes.

      “We gonna eat? I…” Paul stopped and looked up at Father Jacob. “You’re an Indian. You look different from other Indians. You got pretty blue eyes, but that’s not right.”

      It amazed Joannicus how much Paul learned, heard, recorded, and reported. The talent was remarkable but dangerous. This child among them could upset the balance of silence and discretion.

      “I am Apsáalooke. I like blue, so I stole them. Want them back?” Jacob said, opening his eyes wide.

      The child backed away. “Eww, no, thank you.”

      Father Joannicus whispered to Father Jacob as they entered the refectory. “Come to the guest dining room and eat with me, please?”   

      “It is Lent. I need the penance.” An impish smile appeared on his face.

      Father Joannicus shoved his hand into his habit pocket and fingered his rosary. Penance? As a parish monk, the man ate alone. Then it became clear. The penance came by eating with a group of monks who ate in silence.

      The guest dining room held two tables set for four people, with tablecloths and linen napkins. The dishes matched, and the silverware had 925 on the underside. Joannicus liked the little rose patterns that reminded him of the flatware he grew up with as a child. Joannicus lost his appetite as Paul fingered and played with his food.

      He doesn’t even know that the cloth napkin has a purpose. Six days, it’s only for six days. This is ridiculous. We shouldn’t be considering purchasing a child for our financial gain. It’s not even worth--he could not finish the thought because Christ’s words came to him. “Suffer the children to come to me.”

      After dinner, Joannicus took Paul to the community room. This space was like a large living room with comfortable sofas and chairs. A fireplace and kitchenette sat on opposite walls of the room, and several tables held jigsaw puzzles and shelves filled with books and games. Tonight, all the monks gathered to see the boy and assess the proposal. Paul seemed reluctant to leave his side and tried to disappear into the folds of his habit. Joannicus tried to extract Paul, but the child clung to the black cloth like a tether. Joannicus towed the boy towards a table.

      “Well, well, look who blesses us with his presence,” Brother Mellitus said from his wheelchair. “And he has brought little Joe.”

      “My name is Paul.” Quickly, the child tried to hide under Joe’s scapular. They wrestled for a moment with the length of the material, and Paul finally settled, peeking around the voluminous black skirt.

      “Shoo,” Mellitus said to Joannicus with a wave of his bony, pale hand. “Isn’t someone’s mortal soul in need of redemption?”

      “Want to play?” Brother Moses asked, his cherub face lighting up as he handed Paul a red checker.

      Paul shrugged his shoulders and put a thumb in his mouth. Joannicus moved away from the clinging child to an empty chair.

       “It’s easy. You distract Moses,” Mellitus said, pointing to the outside. “Whoa, is that a burning bush? Then you jump his pieces.” He moved two red pieces off the board.

      Moses turned back to the game, unaware of the cheating. “No, you don’t do that.” 

      Mellitus winked at Paul. “Do you want a cookie?” 

      Paul smiled and nodded. Jacob leaned over Moses and moved a red checker, ridding Mellitus of one of his newly crowned kings. Mellitus slapped Jacob’s hand.

      “Get the boy a cookie, Moses,” Mellitus ordered.

      Brother Moses frowned. “Oh, Brother Mellitus, it’s Lent. There are no cookies.”  

      “Lent, shment. Look in the big red pot. There is a complete box of Oreos. Besides, Lent doesn’t apply to children. The Rule says to let them eat.”

      “Before the regular meal,” Jacob said. “Not after. Besides, he just ate dinner.”

      “He’s our guest,” Mellitus said, taking two more pieces and crowning several of his black pieces. “You should read the part of the Rule on hospitality.”

      Joannicus sat at the table and pulled his briefcase in front of him. “And you, Brother, should re-read Chapter 4, The Instruments of Good Works.”

      “Oh, gang up on an old man. Thank you very much,” Mellitus said. “My day is complete. I’ve heard from the good and the bad. Now, where’s the ugly?”

      Joannicus scanned the room for Brother Ambrose, who usually played checkers with Moses. Perhaps with the barn trouble, he had more work. A tinge of guilt ran through him. Farm work sounded better than babysitting.

      Father Jacob came over to the table with the proposal. “Do you think the Abbot is serious?”

      “And why the hell not?” Mellitus said, banging his fist on the table.

      The sound caused Paul to jump and run over to Joannicus.

      Moses flushed pink. “The Abbot said to keep an open heart.”

      “We aren’t set up for children,” Jacob said gently, folding the paper into an airplane.

      Paul awkwardly tried to climb into Joe’s lap. Joannicus instantly became uncomfortable with the familiarity. This child could not stay with them. Who’d care for him? The Abbot? The Novice Master? He shot a quick prayer to God, not the Guest Master.

      “I’d enjoy a little brother to share my wisdom with,” Moses said.

      Mellitus shook his head and said, “If you had any wisdom to spare. Besides, we’re set up with a farm. It’s sufficient for most of our members.”

      Why was this man so caustic? And to Moses, of all people.

      Mellitus looked like a harmless old man, with soft white hair, but he was not. Joannicus winced as he recalled how Mellitus made his novitiate a living hell. The old monk apologized. “I was just preparing him for his afterlife.” The man’s wit had more barbs than a porcupine.

      Joannicus pulled a stack of student papers in need of grading from his leather satchel. “You seriously can’t all think this is a viable solution.”

       Paul sat perched on Joe’s knee and reached for the glass vase in the center of the table. His fingers barely touched the edge. Joannicus pulled him back and placed a blank sheet of paper in front of him.

      “I think we should suggest that the Abbot get a puppy. Shorter life span and more easily trained,” Father Jacob said, sailing the proposal transformed into a paper plane across the room.

      Brother Mellitus laughed.

      Paul rummaged through the satchel, pulled out a pair of scissors, and cut the papers in front of him.

      “Those are my papers, and that’s not safe,” Father Joannicus said, taking the scissors away.

      Paul reached for the sharp ends. “I know how to cut.” 

      “Not with those. You could cut your finger off, bleed all over the floor, and I lost my thread and needle, so I won’t be able to sew them back on,” Father Joannicus said, hearing his father come out of his mouth.

      Paul studied Joe’s face and then laughed. “No, I wouldn’t. Mama said I could.”

      Joannicus put the scissors away.

      “I suppose we could adjust. This isn’t right. We are Benedictine. God has to come first. Nobody is more important. This is all ridiculous.”

      “I find a child’s life far from ridiculous,” Moses said in almost a whisper as they watched Paul stamp’ property of Reverend J. Brookes’ on his forearm and hand.

      “His life is for sale,” Jacob said as Father Joannicus snatched the stamp from Paul. “What else do you call the offering of money?”

      Brother Moses looked at each of them. “They presented it well in the legal proposal. It’s not a sale.”

      The group stared at Brother Moses.

      “You read that?” Joannicus said, impressed that Moses even understood the lengthy document. For most of his monastic life, he came across as simple and uneducated.

      Paul slid off Joe’s lap and retrieved the paper airplane.

      “It’s her last will and testament. Doesn’t that account for something? You pay to adopt kids. It is sort of the same--only she is paying us. He’d be a dorm student, only long-term. We’re just guardians. The money’s secondary. Where will he go?” Tears glistened in the corner of Moses’ eyes.

      “Seriously, the same as any other child. There are Catholic couples who’d love to adopt a child.”

      Jacob shifted in his chair. “We don’t get to pick our childhoods. We just survive them.”

      Brother Mellitus snorted. “Can’t you see a miracle when it appears in the flesh?”

      Jacob grabbed the remaining cookie on the plate. “I see greed, not very damn miraculous.”

      Paul made a paper plane from one essay in front of him. Joannicus wrestled it from him, thinking this place was not a proper home for a child.

      Brother Mellitus flipped a checker into the air, catching it with one hand. “And at age five, what’s the likelihood of his finding a home? It’s all about the money. Who better to spend it than us? Think of the good we could do.”

      Brother Moses sighed. “Do I want to live the rest of my life knowing I sent him away?”

      Joannicus pushed the squirming child off his lap. “That’s not fair.”

      Brother Moses smiled. “We’re in his life, regardless of if we want to be. It’s true--he can spend a week with us, and we can send him on his way. He may never remember a single thing about it. But I will. That’s what I have to consider when I make my choice.”

      The bells rang, inviting them to prayer.

      “I miss my mama,” Paul blurted out.

      Joannicus rose. He had heard enough. A room of monks could take care of one child. Joannicus made his way down the dimly lit hallway, anticipating at least a half hour of solace and bliss.

      “Wait for me.” Paul’s wet hand slipped into his.

      “I think you should get ready for bed. I will see you after prayers.”

      “I want to go with you.” Paul’s hand tightened on his.

      “I’m going to prayers.”

      “I’m good, it’s okay. I want to pray.”

      Those big brown eyes bothered Joannicus. How could he deny a request to pray?

      Paul sat with his thumb in his mouth, leaning heavily against Joannicus for the length of the prayers. Joannicus sat frozen in time, his soul trapped.
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