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        * * *

      

      There is a lot of trauma in this story: trauma experienced by Father Jacob as a child and as an adult, trauma endured by the other Native Americans in his life, and trauma by Paul, the young ward of St. Alberic’s Abbey.

      None of us escape trauma, though some experience a deeply permeating, multi-generational trauma, while others of us experience individual, situational traumas. In writing this story, I felt compelled to showcase the physical abuse that is often ignored or downplayed in our society.

      I have heard it said that caring adults are needed to help a child overcome adversity. I believe there is truth in that. Being blessed with a neighbor who became my mother figure and a man who became my father figure helped me fill the gaps in my life. Without them, I could not have told this story.

      I hope that I have conveyed in these pages that the adverse childhood experiences, the substance abuse issues, the deep poverty faced by this land’s first peoples, and the multi-generational trauma that afflicts so many Native Americans results from the horrors inflicted upon their nations by the now-dominant society and its government over hundreds of years.
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        Psalm 31:8

        I will instruct you and teach you

        In the way you should go.

        I will give you counsel

        With my eye upon you.
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        * * *

      

      Father Jacob Mackenzie rode his motorbike through the darkness on Montana Highway 87 to Saint Alberic Monastery. His braid thumped like a whip on his back. He could see the faint shadow on the hilltop against the predawn sky. He pulled off the road and wound his way past the college and through the apple orchard. The dorms were quiet. In a few weeks, the young and eager would arrive. Jacob enjoyed the students. Their arrival always brought a buzz contrasting with his tranquil rhythms of monastic life.

      Father Jacob slowed as he came to the cemetery. He leaned his motorcycle against the enormous stone wall and pushed through the protesting iron gates. The graves looked cold in the predawn light. Jacob made his way to the hedges, setting the toppled urn of fresh yellow roses upright on Father Lucian’s grave. Hidden to the right was a smaller graveyard, hardly visible from the road. This was the secular burial ground for the monks’ widowed mothers and spinster sisters. Jacob’s wife, Faith, and his children lay there. Another lifetime, yet the emptiness lingered. Time had not erased his pain. Perhaps healing wasn’t possible. The birds chattered. Jacob stood and breathed in the cool morning air.

      “I love you and miss you all,” he said, pivoting away.

      Father Jacob avoided Brother Mellitus’s grave, for he felt that the old trickster would trip him in the dim light. Try as the monks might, they could not keep that headstone level.

      As he revved his bike, his thoughts turned to Paul Warner, who had loved the elderly monk. Two deaths for one so young. The community had buried Paul’s mother, Sarah, in the secular graveyard when they became his guardians four years ago.

      Father Jacob still couldn’t decide if the boy’s mother, Sarah, had been wise or foolish. The deal was “Raise my son, and you will have 1.5 million dollars.” The kicker was that the monks accepted, believing the child was the answer to their prayers for financial help from God.

      As far as Father Jacob could tell, nothing substantial came from the financial agreement. He didn’t drive a fancy car. The parish where he worked at Saint Clare still had heating issues. There wasn’t a hot tub in the monastery’s backyard or shiny new tractor in the barn. Not that it mattered. But, for all they had to endure raising Paul, where was the monetary reward? He sometimes pictured the Abbot locked in his office, counting the coins like Scrooge. The only change was that getting approval for expenditure took much more paperwork.

      At the brewery, he parked his bike. The smell of hops swirled on the breeze. The one benefit of Saint Alberic was that beer was abundant. They would never get rich from the three brews of Absolution Ale, nicknamed “Redemption in the bottle—an ale for every sin,” but it supplied a modest income. The wool from the sheep and the weave shop kept them one step away from living the true meaning of poverty—ale and weaving. There was not much to offer young Montanans, yet the institution had the best theologian in the state, Father Joannicus Brookes. That drew many scholars to the college. The man who lacked social skills had students flocking to him.

      Jacob sniffed the air, smelling the aroma of breakfast. Temptation spoke as a hot cup of coffee before morning prayers. Instead, he entered the monastery. Two angels on the iron gates, Michael and Gabriel, flanked the entrance. He greeted them with a slight bow. They allowed secular people past these two shadowy angels but not past the wooden doors that led to the monastery proper. Jacob slipped through into the dim light of the hallway. The first floor had a few cells reserved for visiting monks. They devoted the rest of the space to the Abbot’s office, the community room, and the Chapter Room.

      He took the stairs to the third floor and entered his cell. He tossed his small satchel on the bed before switching on the light. His room was ascetic compared to those of the other monks. A dream catcher hung in the window. On the nightstand stood burned candles sticking up from the multicolored puddle of wax on a tarnished silver tray. Half of a brightly colored geometric-patterned blanket covered the bed. It had been his wedding blanket, but when Faith died, he buried part of it with her.

      A coupstick stood silently in the corner, and three books on the otherwise empty shelf leaned against a vase with a flower long since expired. A shiny sculpture of a raven perched on the highest ledge, looming in its claws, was a beaded rosary. Tiny Stones in the River gave him two small rocks marking pivotal moments in his life. The traditional crucifix, along with the brilliant blue Apsáalooke nation flag, hung on the wall by his bed. This flag was old. The modern design of a pipe, a hat, a medicine bag, war bonnets, a tipi, and three mountains had replaced the Big Dipper that adorned his worn banner.

      Father Jacob ran his fingers through his long hair and re-braided it. Echoes from yesterday’s conversation rattled in his mind. The young couple’s plea, “We didn’t even get our three years. You’re the blue-eyed one. Heal us. Bless us so this doesn’t happen again.” They had just lost a child to SIDS. Jacob knew loss five times over. His family had died over the course of a weekend because of a drunk, Mitchell Davis, and twilight. His life irrevocably changed.

      They wanted answers, and they wanted hope. Sometimes the tasks of priesthood sucked.

      What could he tell them? Your child is in heaven with God, or she is with the Great Spirit. Which did he believe? He was neither a good Apsáalooke nor the blue-eyed anomaly they sought. There are no miracles for them, no magic tonic. He could tell them to set her spirit free, to move on. What a hypocrite. To be Apsáalooke means to say goodbye. He hadn’t done that.

      He rubbed the finger where his wedding ring had been and sighed. He wanted to tell the couple he had no gift, but they invoked matriarchy, saying, “Your grandmother, Taima Knows the Song, sent us.”

      He would talk to her; she needed to stop telling people he had the power. The comparison to Jesus was not a happy ending story. He was not a healer.

      He knew his history. He was a throwback. His white ancestor, a French trader, Cold Feet, gave him his blue eyes. He stayed with Sings in the Night and fathered several children, and many generations later, one had blue eyes.

      Jacob could hear his wife Faith scolding him as if she were in the room with him. “You can’t run away from what you are. We are Indian, and no amount of washing will change our brown skin.”

      The burden of the past clung to him as he changed into cutoffs and a tee shirt before putting on his black habit. The material rubbed against his bare legs as he zipped the cassock closed. He pulled the long cloth scapular over his head and straightened it between his shoulder blades.

      “Now I am official,” he chuckled. Who would have believed that, at age 35, he would end up being a monk? He was an odd mix of Apsáalooke and Catholic, never fully embracing either. He was happily married twelve years ago, expecting his fourth child while finishing seminary classes. God had a wicked sense of humor if he had one at all.

      Father Jacob walked down the hall from the monastery to the church, stopping to pick up his prayer books from the wall slots. With a Psalter in his hand, he paused, letting his eyes adjust to the dim candlelight as he made his way to his choir seat. Each monk had an assigned place according to when they entered. At other monasteries, they separated the monks and the congregation. He liked that the church had an open concept about it, not your traditional rows of pews facing to highlight an altar. He noticed that the first row was fuller than usual. Then he remembered. Discernment week. Oh joy, young hopefuls.

      Just as the bells rang, the lights illuminated the church one by one. Father Jacob noticed a few more monks were sitting early. Usually, Father Joannicus sat alone in the first hours before prayers. Jacob took his place in the choir. He reflected on the irony of life.

      He knew he had nothing to offer these men. There is no vocation story here. He was here because he never left, more realistically, because God dumped him. God ripped his loving family out of his arms, and these monks scooped up the empty shell of a man and waited. We are all waiting for that burning bush.

      Jacob smiled ruefully. This wasn’t the tale a young hopeful wanted to hear.

      Abbot Gordon had been wise enough to make Father Vincent the Vocation Director and Father Joannicus the Guest Master. They were the monks to emulate, not an Apsáalooke with freakish blue eyes.

      Brother Moses bobbed in like a cartoon character, complete with a grin. Never a negative word came from his mouth. His world had only cheerful faces and rainbows. Eager and ready, he did every job, and Jacob remembered sharing his three years of junior formation with him. Obedience and grateful service took on a new meaning. Brother Moses nodded in contentment as he passed the discerning ones, some of whom shifted in their chairs.

      The opening proclamation began. “Oh Lord, open my lips.”

      “And my mouth will proclaim your praise,” responded the community.

      A few seconds later, Paul appeared, somewhat disheveled, taking his seat behind the row of senior monks. Apparently, Paul needed more time than five minutes between the summons of the bells and the start of prayers.

      Praise ended. The monks bowed in pairs at the altar, silently heading to the building housing the refectory, kitchen, and guesthouse.

      They stood in the hallway waiting for the Abbot to lead them into breakfast, a practice that was more ritualistic than practical. Paul raced past the line of black robes to be in front.

      “What are you doing here?” Paul asked, stopping next to Jacob.

      “Discernment week. I am discerning.”

      “You’re a monk already,” laughed the eight-year-old boy.

      “Really? Damn, when did that happen?” Jacob said, turning and seeing the Abbot.

      “The Lord be with you, Father Jacob,” Abbot Gordon said.

      Abbot Gordon was a tall, thin man balding in a neat circle. If not for the black robe, he reminded Jacob of a Franciscan.

      “And with you, Father Abbot.”

      “I’m glad to see you with us. Let’s try to encourage our discerning guests this year.”

      Jacob smiled. He hadn’t discouraged last year’s eager men. He had let them see the soft underside of community living, a horde of men with lax manners and personal baggage. That reality often sent idealistic hopefuls running away.

      “I will remind Brother Ambrose not to lick the honey off the outside of his mug,” Jacob said with a wry smile.

      The Abbot shook his head as he entered the refectory.

      

      Mid-afternoon brought heat and humidity.

      “Where are the wannabes?” Father Jacob asked Brother Ambrose.

      “If they are smart, they are napping. I introduced them to farming.”

      The hairy hulk of a monk grinned, and Jacob understood he worked them hard. They sat in the shade on the patio.

      “So, how many are reconsidering their vocation?” Jacob asked.

      Droplets of water glistened on Brother Ambrose’s massive beard, yet Jacob still detected the faint odor of farm and tobacco.

      “The Rule says Ora et Labora. They need to realize that. I think two of them are hearing a second calling.”

      “Ah, the call of God versus the hand of man,” Jacob said, handing Brother Ambrose a glass of iced tea.

      “What the heck?” Ambrose grumbled as he smacked his lips at the sweetness in his glass. It lacked any tinge of alcohol.

      “You do not want them to get the wrong idea. They are not joining a boys’ club.”

      Brother Ambrose frowned, dug into his side pocket, pulled out a small flask, and poured the contents into his glass. “Yes, they are, but we have a higher purpose than any ordinary boy’s club.”

      “Are you complete dummies?” Paul’s not-so-quiet voice traveled to the backyard through the screened window. It had a small kitchenette stocked with coffee and snacks, a large fireplace, sofas, and tables. It opened out onto the patio and yard.

      “How rude. What’s a kid doing here, anyway?” a nasal voice asked.

      “I’m Paul Warner. I live here. For your information, monks don’t just wear habits. This is their home, where they wear other clothes. And do lots of things. You don’t know much about monks, do you?”

      “Look, kid, I’ve been Catholic all my life. I know all about religious orders.” Condescension punctuated each word.

      I am not voting him in, thought Jacob, drinking his tea, recalling the look of disdain he had received from this man; a look that said God only called white males to monastic life.

      Paul needed more lessons in manners, but then again, most kids did. Paul had the misfortune of living with intellectuals who were mostly socially stunted men. Their focus was not on the social graces; sometimes, that association was reflected in the child’s attitude.

      “No, you don’t. Brother Ambrose says you know nothing about cow poop until you step into it. You’re just standing at the barn door looking in,” Paul said.

      Father Jacob’s eyes widened as Brother Ambrose gave a thumbs-up. His fist pumped the air.

      A distinct voice surfaced. Jacob peeked through the kitchenette window and placed the voice with the pock-faced young man. “I expected a little more praying, silence, and fasting.”

      “We pray four times a day. Father Jonah says you can pray everywhere cuz God isn’t just sitting in the church waiting for you. Don’t you know about the deathly silence at night? You can pray a lot then,” Paul said with the monastic authority of an abbot.

      “Who’s Father Jonah?”

      “He’s called Father Joannicus, the Guest Master. Only I call him Father Jonah,” Paul said, exasperation filling his voice.

      Joannicus appeared, dressed in his light cotton habit. Jacob saw trousers peeking out from under the long, flowing, wrinkled cassock.

      “It’s ninety-eight degrees out. Why are you wearing that?” Ambrose asked, fanning himself with a meaty hand.

      “We have guests. It’s important to portray ourselves properly,” Joannicus explained, pushing his frameless glasses up his nose.

      “They will figure that out soon enough. Hiding in a habit does not change that,” Jacob said, wishing he had spiked his own tea.

      Father Joannicus headed toward the community room, but Brother Ambrose pulled him back.

      “There is a lot of togetherness time. I’m looking for more strictness, solitude.”

      Good, thought Jacob, the nasal man won’t stay.

      “Have you read the Rule?” Paul asked.

      Father Joannicus frowned and shot his eyes heavenward. Jacob could tell that he wanted to stop this conversation.

      “Yes. Have you?”

      Paul laughed. “Yes, every day. It says a lot about balance and modernation.”

      “Don’t you mean moderation?” came the deep voice of the oldest discerner.

      “Yeah, that’s the word. This is a community. We do things together, or you can become a Trappist,” Paul said.

      “Or a Jesuit.”

      Jacob decided he wanted that man to join.

      “No, they want power,” Paul said, obviously quoting something he had overheard.

      Ambrose smacked Father Jacob’s arm.

      “I did not say that. I would have said cardinals are power-hungry, one step away from Popeship. It was probably Brother Mellitus. He did not like the hierarchy. He believed Benedictines were the only true monastics in the world.”

      Paul continued, “If you want to be someone special, community isn’t for you.” The three men looked at each other. Had the child really said that? What an astute observation from someone so young. If Paul were in formation, he would be a junior monk. Ironically, some juniors were still unclear about what community life meant.

      “Maybe we should let Paul be the Vocation Director,” Ambrose whispered.

      “What do you think monks do? Walk on water, drink wine, and pray?”

      “I didn’t think they shoveled manure,” Nasal Man retorted.

      The screen door squeaked, and Paul said, “Well, they do, and they laugh, and they cry, and they fart, and they burp, and they pray… a lot.”

      “What’s wrong with that Moses guy?” the pock-faced man asked.

      Paul turned, half in the room and half outside.

      “Nothing is wrong with Brother Moses. Father Jonah said he’s the heart of the community.”

      “He’s a little retarded.”

      Joannicus moved to break up the conversation, stepping around the corner and revealing his presence to the group.

      “Paul, Brother Ambrose is looking for you,” Joannicus said, pulling Paul outside and pointing him toward the large man.

      Paul approached Ambrose, pleased with his ability to teach. “They can’t tell the difference between a father and brother.”

      “And you do?” Jacob asked, goading the boy.

      “Yes, a father is a priest. A brother is not. The Abbot is in charge, and everyone is a monk.”

      “Such a smart boy,” Ambrose said, ruffling Paul’s head of brown curls as the child beamed.

      “What’s retarded mean?”

      “Slow and kind,” Ambrose said with authority.

      “What’s wrong with that?” Paul asked as he tried to climb Ambrose.

      “Nothing at all. He’s jealous that Brother Moses is here, and he isn’t. God calls all kinds of men.”

      “I don’t understand what that means, calls. Is it like when Father Jonah tells me it’s bedtime, or is it like when the bells call us to prayer? Can you tell me what it is?”

      “Good luck,” Jacob said as he turned to exit the treacherous discussion.

      “Where do you think you’re going? This question involves you. You have a story,” Ambrose said, setting the monkey child on the table in front of him.

      “You go first,” Jacob said. “I would love to hear how you got here. Besides, my story has little to do with a call from God.”
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        Psalm 66: 7

        The earth has yielded its fruit,

        for God, our God, has blessed us.
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        * * *

      

      Father Pius Carrington sat in the abbey’s refectory, finishing his coffee and listening to the movement in the hall. This was harvest time. Every year, the community gathered, and those out on parish assignments arrived home. As the pastor of Saint George, the biggest Catholic parish in southeastern Montana, Pius felt blessed with the support of his confrères. If he had opted to be a diocesan priest, he would be alone in his vocation to serve. Father Pius looked forward to this time with a holy purpose. Father Joannicus appeared in the doorway.

      “Paul, let’s go.”

      “I’m not going.”

      “You’re not staying here. Brother Barnabas will not allow it,” Father Joannicus said.

      Father Pius smirked. After last year’s fiasco, when they had harvested peaches and Paul was packing, he left his mark on each peach by taking a bite. Nobody could believe the number of half-peaches the child consumed. Christmas peach preserves were a gift that anyone associated with the monastery received that year. It amazed Pius that Brother Barnabas could devise so many ways to disguise peaches.

      Father Joannicus Brookes was younger than Pius. Joannicus had arrived at the monastery at age eighteen with two suitcases lengthening his skinny arms, and he never left. Pius was a novice then, and he thought the newest arrival was too young. New to Catholicism and raised by a Baptist minister, Joannicus had become an expert in Church theology. He was a teacher, yet he opted to do physical labor.

      All parish-assigned monks were required to visit the monastery once a week. Sometimes, the task was a feat of juggling, but Father Pius understood the need to stay in contact with his fellow monks. The Abbot was wise to insist they come for a visit. Jacob had a parish, too, but his parish was Apsáalooke. Pius often worried that Jacob allowed too many Indian beliefs to trump the Church’s protocols.

      Jacob let sermons become discussions, which did not sit well with Father Pius. Saint Clare was small. The people claimed they were Catholic. Yet the few times Pius had visited, he was appalled. The statue of the Virgin Mary was adorned with feathers and hides, as if she were a doll dressed according to Apsáalooke beliefs. Father Jacob conducted Mass dressed as if he were going to a powwow. The sound of drums and the gibberish “hey yea” singing. Blackfoot, Cheyenne, or Crow—it all sounded the same. They all looked the same. Shiny black hair, tanned skin, and a funny aroma--if only they would embrace modern living instead of dwelling in tipis.

      Father Pius found the odd mix of Crow and Catholic disturbing. He also found Jacob’s appearance startling: dark complexion and high cheekbones contrasted with his blue eyes. Pius understood the recessive gene sequence that would have taken place, and he knew the whites and the natives intermingled.

      “I want to harvest. I don’t want to sort. That’s for old monks,” Paul said as he trailed after Ambrose.

      “And little boys,” Brother Ambrose said, his voice businesslike.

      “Aw, please, I want to help.”

      “Paul, you’re not strong enough to move the sacks,” Ambrose said, ruffling Paul’s curls.

      Paul batted his hand away. “I can do it. It’s not fair you never let me do anything important.”

      Brother Ambrose looked at Paul and then shrugged his shoulders. “Okay, you can try.”

      Father Pius shook his head. How could Brother Ambrose allow Paul to manipulate him?

      “You know, setting limits and sticking to them works better than giving in,” Pius told Joannicus. “He will never learn if you capitulate to his every whim.”

      Father Joannicus sighed. “Paul is strong-willed. Sometimes, it’s better to save the fight for more important things. Like silence at prayers.”

      Father Pius knew kids. Although he was not fond of them, he felt he had a handle on orderliness and discipline. He helped run the parish school at Saint George.

      Trucks took the monks down the hill to the farm and orchard. Father Pius watched as Paul ran to the trees with an empty sack.

      Paul’s efforts to move the apples to the truck proved fruitless. Still, Paul tried. He pulled and pushed the sack, but it did not move, and yet, he continued amazing the monks with his persistence.

      Stubbornness that borders on willfulness, thought Pius as he carried his full sacks to the packing station.

      Pius watched Brother Moses attempt to help Paul.

      “Let me help you with that,” Moses said, lifting the sack.

      Paul glowered at him, pushing his hands away and renewing his effort.

      “Please, Paul, let me help.”

      “Brother,” Joannicus said, approaching the two. “He’s not ready for help.”

      Moses stepped aside.

      “Child, really,” Pius said. “You’d have more success running one apple at a time than a sack full. Give it up. You’ll not succeed.”

      Paul growled and kicked clods of dirt toward him. Dust rose and settled.

      “Paul Warner,” Ambrose bellowed, his hairy arms bulging as he hauled two sacks. “Cut that out. I warned you, this work was not for you.”

      An apple flew past Brother Ambrose. How the child missed such a large target baffled Pius. Ambrose laid down his sacks. A struggle between the two ended with a sharp swat to the posterior and a threat.

      “If you ever throw fruit again, you’ll be on the hilltop, peeling fruit till you’re forty-five,” boomed Ambrose before continuing his trek to the truck.

      Paul wailed. Brother Moses skirted around Father Joannicus and attempted to pick up the scattered apples.

      “No,” Ambrose said. “He wanted to do this job. It’s for him to finish.”

      “But Ambrose,” Moses pleaded. “He can’t do it. You’re being mean-spirited.”

      Brother Ambrose stood, crossing his arms, blocking Moses. “One must learn one’s limits.”

      “Ambrose is right. He chose the work,” Pius said. “Failure isn’t all bad.”

      “But he’s a boy,” Moses said.

      “We are doing ourselves a disservice when we let him act like he’s in charge. It’s time for him to learn his place. He should be hilltop or packing, not underfoot distracting us from our work,” Pius said.

      Paul wiped his tears, streaking mud, like war paint, across his cheeks. Joannicus dropped a second bag next to Paul.

      “Try fewer apples in the sack,” Joannicus said, moving his load with ease.

      Father Pius shook his head. He disagreed with this lesson. He headed to the orchard, reflecting on the last three years since Paul’s arrival. He, like Joannicus, had found the child unsettling. He watched as Paul interrupted every routine in Father Joe’s day. Lately, Joannicus was more at peace with the burden. Paul lived a Benedictine life of balance, prayers, work, and silence. Father Pius couldn’t help but think monks had no business raising a young boy. The potential for disastrous results loomed clear. He knew the Church itself had many issues with children and women.

      Paul removed some fruit from the bag but still struggled as the load carved a gully in the soft dirt behind him.

      Paul sat down and moaned. “I need help.”

      Brother Moses moved to help.

      “No, Brother, this is the boy’s task,” Ambrose said.

      “But he’s asking for help,” Moses said, stomping his foot in a rare flare of temper.

      “That’s good, but he needs to finish the task on his own.”

      The large man stood with his arms crossed. Brother Moses grew red in the face before he stomped off. “You, Brother, are a mean, mean man.”

      Poor simple Moses—everyone knew when Brother Ambrose said “no,” the discussion was over.

      The heat rose as they worked. Town folk came helping and hauling. The community gave a lot of canned and fresh produce to anyone in need. Pius took a break and drank ice water from the cooler. Ambrose mopped his head with a sponge of cool water. He reeked of tobacco and sweat.

      “What a stubborn mule,” Pius said as he watched Paul roll the apple sack down the trail.

      “Brother Moses or Paul?” Ambrose asked, shaking his wet hair. “That boy is always tenacious. I would say there was hope for him, but Scholastica was easier to train.” Upon hearing her name, the shepherd dog resting in the shade raised her head, looked about, and then returned to her nap. “And I’m torn between natural consequences and saving him from himself. More times than not, I must prevent Moses from rescuing him. That man’s an enabler.”

      Pius nodded. “Natural consequences are well and good. But I wouldn’t wait until he fell in the river before cautioning him to stay away from the edge.”

      “That’s our job to save him from himself. He’s a kid with little experience,” Joannicus said, entering the shade and removing his glasses to wipe the sweat from his face. “Seriously, Moses was just trying to help.”

      “They will both survive,” Ambrose said.

      “I’m with Ambrose. Perhaps Paul won’t be so demanding next time,” Pius said, cracking the knuckles on his right hand. He watched Joe’s face turn sour as if he were responsible for every annoying behavior the child exhibited. “I don’t blame you. Children are challenging work. But Paul has been here three years. I would think him capable of learning discipline.”

      “Many of us believe if you spare the rod, you spoil the child,” Ambrose said, rubbing his sore, muscled arm. “Do you want me to end his struggle?”

      Father Pius noticed Joe’s hesitance. He hoped Father Joannicus would back off and not undermine Brother Ambrose.

      “Seriously,” Joannicus said, looking at Ambrose. “Paul is learning our ways. We give adults five years to become Benedictine.”

      “I’m not stubborn,” Ambrose said, turning and lumbering off to the orchard, the dust following his massive body.

      Could Pius put himself in that category? As Benedictines, they were obedient to an abbot, one elected by them to be their leader. Willful. Yes, he could admit that his will struggled sometimes. Still, Paul’s attitude was hard to tolerate.

      Paul let out a long, mournful sound and cried. Joannicus turned away from Pius and walked to where Paul sat, casting a shadow over him.

      Paul wailed, “I can’t do it.”

      “Seriously, are you sure?” Joannicus said. “Seems to me you’re almost there.”

      Tearfully, Paul pulled his bag of bruised apples up to the crate and dumped them in. Then he sat down, holding his knees.

      “Well done,” Joannicus said, bringing Paul water.

      Paul collapsed onto the soil. “I only did one bag, and everyone else did hundreds.”

      “It was your first try,” Joannicus said. “You’ll improve.”
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        Psalm 84:5-6

        Revive us now, God, our helper!

        Put an end to your grievance against us.

        Will you be angry with us forever?

        Will your anger never cease?

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Father Pius Carrington walked into the community room. The lights twinkled on the Christmas tree. The smell of pine and baked treats filled his nose. His parish duties were over, and now he could partake in the joyous atmosphere with his confrères. He looked for a new decoration on the large pine tree. It was a tradition that the newest members, who made solemn vows, contributed an angel to the tree. Pius spied the cherub among the green branches.

      The celebration brought everyone together in a relaxed mood. Pius heard Father Jacob laughing and turned to see him and Brother Ambrose toasting, their bottles of ale clinking. In Pius’s opinion, Father Jacob Mackenzie was a moody fellow. Even as a young man, before his official entry into monastic living, he flamed and embered.

      Paul ran around the room, handing out gifts. At the start of Advent, the monks selected names and shopped. Pius poured himself a glass of port as he remembered the year that Brother Mellitus, Merlin as Paul called him, drew Father Jacob’s name. The gift Father Jacob received was a box of coal and a note about getting used to the eternal fire early. Jacob’s reaction impressed Pius for the first time in their monastic years. Father Jacob thought the present was acceptable. Pius felt it was uncharitable. But then Brother Mellitus picked on everyone. If you dislike someone, you need a reason. Life within a community meant you learned to be charitable to others, even those you didn’t like.

      Jacob held a plate full of sugary treats and sat beside Pius. They watched Paul opening his many gifts.

      Paul’s godparents, Gracie and Patrick, fretted about Paul. The stack of wrapped packages told Pius they had worried needlessly. Monks found themselves showered with presents, ending up with more than what they wanted. Saint Benedict believed each man should receive what he needed. So, in that spirit, there was a community donation table.

      Paul opened and tossed another present aside as “Away in a Manger” played softly in the background.

      Pius cracked his knuckle as he watched the ungrateful child.

      “Ah, the joy of the season, wantonness, and good cheer,” Ambrose said, raising a bottle of Absolution Ale. “I wanted a new piece of machinery for the farm. I guess Santy Claus put me on the naughty list this year.”

      It wouldn’t take much to place Brother Ambrose on that list, Pius thought. Today, he stood in front of the fireplace, out of habit, clad in a plaid wool shirt, making him look like a man from the Ozarks. All that was missing was a hunting knife and rifle. The fire crackled and sparked.

      Father Joannicus glared at Brother Ambrose over the top of his round, frameless glasses. Pius knew the glorification of a man dressed in red handing out gifts irritated Joannicus. He glanced at all the pagan symbols displayed in the room, from the Christmas tree to the five-pointed star. He hoped Joannicus would let it rest. Catholics were good pagans. Father Joannicus couldn’t dispute that.

      “I asked Santa for something, and it’s not here,” Paul said as Father Pius flinched.

      “When did you communicate with Santa Claus?” Joannicus asked, tugging on his scapular, attempting to even it as it hung over his shoulders.

      “Gracie took me to see him. And I wrote him a letter in secret,” Paul said.

      Joe’s face reddened, and the vein in his neck pulsed as he removed his glasses. Brother Ambrose hurried to where Paul’s wrapped gifts were and handed the boy a large box while snatching a red-bowed package from the pile. Pius observed the gift slip behind his back as Jacob intercepted the package, tucking it under his scapular, the apron-like part of the habit. With the present concealed, Jacob headed toward the outside door.

      Pius realized Jacob and Ambrose were playing Santa Claus.

      Paul opened a large parcel from Martha Van Horn, the Abbot’s mother, and groaned out displeasure.

      “I didn’t want this. I wanted a skateboard, not dumb rollerblades. These are for babies. Didn’t anyone listen? Why didn’t I get what I asked for?”

      “Excuse me, but you had better not be complaining about your gifts. Do I need to remind you what we are celebrating today?” Joannicus said.

      Paul crumpled up the paper. “I wanted a skateboard.”

      With his jaw set, Joannicus stood, straightening his scapular with a sharp tug, and gathered up Paul’s gifts, wrapped and unwrapped.

      “Hey, what are you doing?” Paul asked in amazement. “Those are mine. You have no right.”

      “Ungrateful children do not deserve gifts,” Joannicus said, his voice quaking.

      Pius sat astonished at both Paul and Father Joannicus.

      Paul screamed and kicked the sofa. “You’re so unfair. Those are mine.”

      Arms full of presents, Joannicus stopped and looked at Paul as if seeing an apparition.

      “I want my presents.”

      Father Joannicus waited. Paul stomped out of the room. Joannicus placed the gifts in a cabinet with a lock and pocketed the key. Paul returned calm and composed as if someone had pushed the “off” button. He stood in front of Joannicus, looking angelic.

      “Can I please have my presents?”

      “May I, and the answer is still no.” Joannicus breathed, arms crossed under his front scapular. “When you can show me what it means to be thankful, we will talk.”

      “You’re wicked,” Paul yelled, pushing Joannicus away.

      “Oh, that is out of line,” Ambrose said, rising from his seat. Paul exited the community room.

      Smart kid. Pius listened as Paul’s cell door opened and slammed several times. It reverberated in the silent halls. Christmas had ended early.

      Brother Ambrose frowned. “Sorry, Joannicus, but I didn’t take him to see the jolly old elf. I only intercepted the request. Ah, he’s just disappointed. Kids get that way. Come on, Joannicus, don’t be like that. Be mad at me. I won’t give him the Santy present. I think you’re missing an opportunity. God’s gift to humanity, that’s what it’s about. Kids need an example to understand that kind of generosity. Good ol’ Saint Nick shows that.”

      Father Joannicus stood silently, trembling and gripping the back of the chair.

      “Seriously, he’s not being very Benedictine, wanting so much,” Joannicus said through clenched teeth as Mitch Miller and his gang sang “Must be Santa” in the background.

      “He’s a kid, and who ever heard of expecting too much from God?” Ambrose said as he headed out to the patio.

      Disappointed was one thing, but the attitude was what Pius found annoying.

      Was it the lack of consistency in expectations and control? These were men whose lifestyle was based on discipline and moderation.

      Teaching one child these values should be easy.

      Paul re-entered the community room with paper, a pen, and a poorly wrapped gift. He pulled up a chair and wrote.

      The sliding glass door opened. Father Jacob entered with Ambrose. Snowflakes whooshed in as if trying to escape the frigid temperatures. Brother Ambrose appeared more buffalo than a monk as he shook himself off.

      “Good comeback, Little One,” he said to Paul, snowflakes falling on the stack of envelopes.

      Paul finished writing his thank-you note. He took them to Father Joannicus.

      “I’m done,” Paul said, wiping his nose on his sleeve. “Are you going to open your present now?”

      “Thank you, but no thank you,” Joannicus said, glancing up momentarily from the newspaper he was reading. He slid the package toward the giver.

      Father Pius twisted the ring on his little finger. Jacob cringed. Although it looked harsh, Pius believed in Joannicus. The man seldom acted without reason, even when cornered. He must have a bigger plan than just making the child and us miserable.

      “What do you mean, no thank you? I made it for you,” Paul said; his voice squeaked with pain.

      “Yes, I know you did. Thank you, but I don’t need it.”

      Paul’s mouth hung open. No words came out. Joannicus left the present and the room. Paul fell to the floor, and a wail escaped his lips.

      Was the sadness real, or was Paul trying to manipulate him?

      “Holy Mother of God,” Ambrose said as he bent over and scooped the child up.

      Father Jacob gulped his sherry and shivered. “This is slow torture. At least with a beating, you know when it is over.”

      “True,” Pius said, recalling a young man with bruises. He knew with certainty that Jacob’s bruises were partly deserved punches. Like Paul, Jacob often spoke without forethought.

      “He hates me,” Paul sobbed from Ambrose’s massive shoulder.

      “No, Little One, he doesn’t hate you. He’s just trying to teach you something. What the hell it is, I don’t know,” Ambrose said, thumping Paul’s back.

      “I think the message is about being grateful,” Father Pius said. “Joannicus has a point, and I admire his fortitude.”

      “There is no lesson learned when the spirit is crushed,” Ambrose grumbled. “Bring that man back here. Paul is not in the novitiate. This instruction is over.”

      Father Pius walked down the hall to Joe’s cell.

      That’s the problem here. They expect Paul to act like a monastic candidate, someone eager to learn the ways of Benedictine living. That explains Paul’s meltdown.

      Ambrose was right. Paul was not a novice. He was a child who needed direction. The door to Joe’s cell was open, so Pius stuck his head in.

      “Rose wants you, and it wasn’t a request.”

      The bells rang, calling them to prayers.

      Father Joannicus rose and straightened his habit. “It’s time for prayers. I’ll deal with that later.”

      In silence, he and Joannicus headed toward the church. Father Pius was a little stunned that his confrères were critical of Joannicus.

      Dealing with the boy’s cheeky responses was a challenge. Paul often said things that bordered on insolence.

      Before they entered the church, Paul ran up to Joannicus and grabbed hold of his scapular, the part that hung down his back.

      “Why do you hate me?” Paul said, eyes puffy with sadness.

      Father Joannicus untangled himself from the boy. “I don’t hate
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