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CHAPTER ONE

The alarm bell chimed to the tune of “Silent Night,” softly, but loud enough for the Convent’s sound system. “Another drop-off,” Sister Anne sighed, whispering a prayer to the Blessed Mother for the one giving up the child.

It was perhaps ordained that Sister Anne of Our Lady, Mother of Jesus, Foundling Home should be the nun passing by the baby hatch door. 

Only three days ago, on Christmas Eve, a boy, barely a week old, was left inside the hatch, sleeping quietly, wrapped in a small striped blue and white blanket, like the ones often seen in maternity wards. A sticky pad note on his blue onesie held only four words. Saint Expeditus protect him. A wonder, Sister Anne pondered, that the newborn felt warm to the touch, despite the harsh wintry night, as though arms had carried him cuddled tightly in a warm embrace before lifting the flap giving way to the adjoining hatch on the inside of the door. The baby deposited into the insulated interior, the soft gently heated bed set off the sensors alerting the Convent that the infant within needed the Sisters’ help. 

“Only three days ago,” Sister Anne reiterated sadly. As she opened the hatch, the current infant within squealed hungrily. 

“Hold on, sweet child, hold on,” she encouraged. This infant, lay wrapped in a thick pink baby blanket inside a white wicker basket. Pinned to the blanket was a small envelope containing a note. Sister Anne lifted the basket with the child and placed it on top of the changing table affixed to the two-drawer chest beside the door. The drawers contained baby accessories, including blankets and diaper pads.

Little fists fought to escape the heavy blanket. One escaped and reach the small hungry mouth. Sister Anne gently cupped the small fingers. Despite the blanket, these fingers were cold. Sister Anne thought, no one had clutched this child to their breast in a warm embrace on its way to the foundling home.

“It’s okay, little one. You’re safe now. And very shortly we will ease your hunger. Let me see first what the note says.”

Mary, Mother of Jesus, Saints Elizabeth Seton, Saint Cecilia, and Saints Queen Elizabeth of Hungary and her granddaughter Saint Elizabeth of Portugal, protect our child. Infuse our Mary, Elizabeth Seton, Cecilia, Elizabeth the First of Hungary and Elizabeth the Third of Portugal, with wisdom, courage, strength, and joy and happiness in her life. Bring her peace of mind and spirit, and understanding.

Whoever will love her, please baptize her with the above-mentioned names.

God’s Blessings, dear child.

Sister Anne gazed wide-eyed at the infant. “Whoever they are, they must love you, and the Lord,” she spoke to the infant. “We will, of course, do as they ask, but that’s a heavy load of names to insert in all the forms you will probably need to fill out in your lifetime. Not to mention the ribbing of the insensitive.” Sister Anne hoped the soothing tone of her voice, and her arms cuddling the child against her black and white habited chest, would calm its frightened, hungry squeals.

“We are obliged morally,” she continued softly, “under the rules and regulations of our Order and this Foundling Home, to do as your parents ask. But to make it easier for you, so the other children as you grow won’t tease you, I’ll suggest to Mother Superior that we name you Mary Elizabeth Cecilia, and nickname you MaryBeth. And on your eighteenth birthday, you can legally change your name to your liking.”

Sister Anne would ponder as the years passed, the infant suddenly freeing her other small fist and clutching her hand with all its little might. With a tiny gurgle and what might pass for a smile if she were older, MaryBeth Cecilia had closed her eyes and fallen asleep. Sister Anne realized the infant could not possibly have understood her words. No doubt, she reasoned, the soothing and reassuring tone of her voice, and the warm embrace of her arms, had lulled the infant’s fears. She had no idea at that moment, that MaryBeth had bonded with her, accepted her as her mother, and would refuse all others.

CHAPTER TWO

(Twenty-two Years Later)

MaryBeth Cecilia sat at her computer outside Mother Superior’s office, transcribing dictated reports and letters, including the adoption acceptances and denials, onto the appropriate files, for saving and printout. The acceptance letters were gratifying, particularly during the Christmas season, MaryBeth contemplated as her fingers flew over the keys on the standard keyboard. She imagined the couples opening the long-awaited letters, their fingers shaky, their emotions taut and hesitant, dreading a refusal. And a moment later, as the words “We are happy to inform you that your application to adopt (the name of the child) has been accepted by us, conjunctly with and under the supervision of the Family Services social worker connected with our Foundling Home.”

The letter went on with further details and included additional forms to fill out and notarize, to finalize the adoption before the couples could take the child home to love and rear it as their own son or daughter. But what made the couples’ taut and hesitant emotions flare into voices crying out with unrestrained joy, was the word accepted. A confirmed affirmation for a chance at fulfillment of their dreams and hopes for a loving family of their own. 

MaryBeth’s smile as she prepared those letters of acceptance for Mother Superior’s signature, was as sincere as the sadness and tears misting her eyes, depending on the reasons listed, when the opening paragraph began with “We wholeheartedly regret....

She was grateful that from day one, she had not been the cause for any couple visiting the Foundling Home, choose her and risk receiving a letter of regret. An infant screaming with terror at the touch of anyone outside of Sister Anne and a couple of the other sisters, was not a likely candidate for adoption. Neither was a growing child who leered at any one who looked at her with a fond desire to adopt as she clung to Sister Anne for dear life.

By the time she had matured enough to possibly consider the potential adopters, she had grown too old and set in her ways, to entice them. All well and good, she thought on her eighteenth birthday, when the threat of adoption expired, and she was free to pursue her own life and choices.

No surprise to Mother Superior or Sister Anne, that she chose to remain at the Foundling Home the only way she knew to avoid expulsion, by applying for employment in the Foundling Home.

Years of moral behavior and strict observance of rules and regulations, aided by continuous exemplary grades, enabled Mother Superior with Sister Anne’s recommendations, to accept MaryBeth’s application for employment as clerk, stenographer and typist in her office. MaryBeth’s computer skills were above average. She did not ask for a salary that her skills commanded, but only what she knew the Foundling Home could afford. Nor did she ask for the Home to continue supporting her, but paid them rent for a large room converted into a studio apartment with its own separate entrance at the rear of the Convent. She was free to come and go providing she continued a moral existence, and observance of Jesus’s teachings. 

Yesterday, inside the assembly room hung with festive streamers and Happy Birthday banners, she had celebrated her twenty-second birthday with the Sisters and the younger unadopted orphans, along with Expeditus, nicknamed Max, her dearest friend, the fellow-orphan left in the baby hatch three days prior to herself.

Max had left the orphanage on his eighteenth birthday. He had gone to work as a teller in the town’s local bank, while attending college in the evening, advancing slowly, but steadily, to Assistant Manager, his goal to eventually rise to an executive position at the bank.

Last night, standing in the communal garden beside the small grotto and fountain of Our Lady of the Rosary outside the festive decorated assembly room, Max had proposed to her, explaining that now, gainfully employed with prospects for advancement, he felt he stood a chance to win her heart beyond the chaste friendship they had shared since childhood.

His words, “To be her friend in mind, body, and soul; to protect her, to love her, to share their lives together as father and mother, grandfather and grandmother, to love and guide what children they be granted,” had brought tears to her eyes.

Hearing no reply but her silence, he had swallowed nervously, and asked, “MaryBeth, do you think you could —–,” he had paused, voice trembling, adding, “love me that way?”

She had always thought him handsome. He was tall, at least compared to her humble five feet five, dark-haired and dark-eyed. As soon as he had left the orphanage, he’d done the home DNA testing, revealing that his ancestors hailed from northern and southern Europe, and North Africa and the West Indies. He had decided to keep the name Expeditus, the name written on the note attached to his newborn onesie by whoever had deposited him in the baby hatch that long ago Christmas. An appropriate name, Expeditus, the Gladiator saint. He had the build of a gladiator, a muscular, burly frame. The children had nicknamed him Max, after Maximus, from the movie The Gladiator. And the name had stuck as he grew tall and strong and broad-shouldered. 

“MaryBeth?” His voice mimicked her hesitation. 

CHAPTER THREE

If only he’d proposed sooner, MaryBeth thought, hurting along with him at her reply, “Dearest Max, dearest best friend, I- I’m sorry. I can’t accept.” 

He watched her quietly, waiting for her to say more. Finally, he asked, “May I inquire, in all humility, — Why? Have I done or said something—?”

“Oh no, Max. Nothing like that. You are and always will be, my dearest friend. There was a moment in my early teens that I fantasized our falling in love, and what it would be like. It was a time when I considered which vocation in life our Lord was calling me to. It took me time to realize that the religious life was not my calling. I wanted too much to be wife and mother with a family of my own. A family to give all my love to, the love I had missed receiving from the parents and family I never knew.”

She weighed her next words carefully. “Dearest Max, were you the last man on earth, I would accept your proposal gratefully. You have always been there for me. The Sisters have told me often enough how, surprisingly, even as a toddler, you followed me constantly everywhere, crying when I cried, and laughing when I laughed. And you always shared toys with me, while other toddlers fought over them.”

“Yes,” Max agreed, “The Sisters mentioned that to me as well. In fact, at the time I entered my teens, they took me aside and advised we should ease up on our togetherness, and frequent company with the other children, as they thought you and I might be siblings left in the baby hatch three days apart. He chuckled warmly, I believe they feared we were growing too close for comfort, until DNA and blood tests revealed otherwise. Thank God I was spared the suffering of distancing myself from your warmth of spirit and loveliness of beauty. Not to love you any less...."

“Dearest Max, please,” she interrupted. She had to tell him the whole truth. “You’re not the only one who has proposed to me.”

Max’s eyebrows narrowed. “Who? Where?”

Quickly she added, “I live and work here in the Convent, but I do have a life outside. I’ve made friends. Good friends, kind and wholesome, that the Lord and the Sisters would approve of. I’ve even dated. Yours is my third proposal. And I haven’t accepted the other two either.”

She sensed a mixture in his whispered “Oh,” of worry, learning he had rivals for her affection, but at the same time, relief that she hadn’t accepted their proposals either. MaryBeth ached to place her arms about him in solace. But she held back. It wouldn’t do to encourage him. In fact, she surmised, it might be best to distance herself from Max.

“I think you should make new friends, date, find your soulmate.”

“You’re my soulmate,” Max said. 

“No, I’m not, Max. She’s out there somewhere, searching for you. You pray for me, and I’ll pray for you. We will find them.”

He grew silent a moment, his features mirroring his discontent and sense of loss. “I stand no chance, then, of winning your love?”

“Max, I will always love you. You are my dearest friend. And I promise to be there for you whenever and wherever you should need my help. Forever, dear Max, best friends, always.”

Again he was silent. Collecting his thoughts, she supposed. Finally, he nodded. “Alright, MaryBeth. I’ll respect your decision. No hard feelings, but I choose to love you forever, my soulmate. I’ll do as you say. Make new friends, date, put my faith in the Lord and in His Holy Mother, and follow their lead. They’ll guide me in the right path. And I pray that you do the same.”

“Oh, yes, I will,” MaryBeth, affirmed. “You and I have always shared a deep love for, and faith in the Good Lord and His Holy Mother. Whatever the future holds for us, they will be there to give us the strength to endure.”

Max sighed, nodding. “That’s what I always admired most about you, MaryBeth. Your strength of character, your faith, your gentleness, and sensitivity to the feelings of others, including mine. You could have simply refused my proposal with a “I don’t love you,” and walked away. Instead, you remain, striving to find a way not to hurt my feelings despite your refusal, and assuring me of your continued friendship, and promise to always be there for me in time of need.” He sighed heavily, his mission and its failure complete. 

“I’ll leave you now. I promise not to propose again. God Bless you MaryBeth. And whenever or wherever you should need my help, I’ll be there for you as well. Goodnight dearest friend.”

Max turned and traversed the garden to the exit gate. He turned to look back and seeing her still standing by the fountain, watching him, he touched his forefinger to his brow, a private au revoir they had often exchanged as children when playing hero and heroine in their innocent fairy tale games. Noting she did not return the salute this time, he sent her a lonely smile and walked out the gate. 

MaryBeth looked away, heart aching. To cause him such suffering, the thought was unconsolable. Yet not preventing him from moving on and finding the right woman to share his life, was her only choice, for both their own good. Au revoir to them at the end of their imaginary adventures, meant “Bye for now, see you soon, or later,” to playact their next adventure.

Refusing his proposal had felt far more difficult than refusing Jasper and Brian’s offer. She had dated both with their knowledge and accord to — Let the better man win her heart. Sadly, neither of them had won her heart. She honestly felt no irresistible urge to spend her life with either of them. They were great company; fun to be with, honest, respectful. They shared her faith and her belief in the Lord. They would make excellent husbands for any good woman. But not for her, MaryBeth thought, resigned. They simply did not make her feel life without them desolate.

Cole had not yet proposed. But in all honesty, he had never expressed a desire for marriage or children. There had never been any talk of permanence or a future together. Hesitant at first to continue dating him, he had nonetheless won her friendship. Casual dates, no more than a friendly goodnight peck, she had to admit to herself a certain disappointment. No doubt, her ego balking at his lack of ardor compared to Jasper and Brian. Immediately, her conscience scolded her. A sin of pride and arrogance. 

Like Jasper and Brian, Cole was of her faith, a respectful, kind, God fearing man. Jasper was in his mid-twenties, Cole and Brian were thirty years old. Both handsome and wealthy. Cole, a CEO at a well-established medical firm. Brian, A CEO at the car insurance firm who carried her policy. Any one of her prospectives would have made a good catch, her mother would advise, if she had known her. 

MaryBeth shook her head. She didn’t like the tone of her reasoning. Where was the humility, the sensitivity, Jesus and Mary’s gentleness and goodness? “All the same,” MaryBeth thought, “equally wrong to accept a proposal as long as my ambiguity persists. I’m not in love with any of them. Perhaps because I don’t fully understand what I’m supposed to feel to accept a proposal. Where is the fire, the longing, the wanting, the irresistible desire, the confirmation of burgeoning love?”

She was glad Cole had not proposed. Just a friendly dater. With him she need not struggle with her thoughts. Just enjoy the dinners, the movies, the dancing; enjoy the company, the smiles, the exchange of ideas, the genial light-hearted conversations. The Lord would approve. Sister Anne and Mother Superior as well. And certainly, Max would understand and approve, if she had explained fully before his smile saddened. It bothered her to see him unhappy. 

CHAPTER FOUR

“Did you enjoy the movie?” Cole asked over dinner the next evening. 

MaryBeth nodded.

Cole studied her face. “Not that much, I think. No comments. No likes, no dislikes. Not at all like you,” he said, taking her free hand into his across the elegant linen-covered table for two. “What’s wrong, MaryBeth?” he asked. 

MaryBeth lowered her gaze, fixing it on the pale pink rose in the slender glass vase centered on the table. Cole’s taste in restaurants equaled his taste in clothes. Always the suit, the tie, the black leather loafers. Even in casual wear, the cashmere pullover or cardigan and slacks.

“Something is definitely troubling you? I’ve sensed it all evening. Come on, you know I’m a patient listener.” His hand felt warm and comforting as he squeezed her fingers gently. “Friend forever. Your own words. What are friends for, if not to confide in and share problems?”

MaryBeth raised her eyes, golden hazel in the light of the crystal chandeliers. “You are my friend,” she agreed wholeheartedly. “But I don’t think you can help solve what’s troubling me of late.”

“Of late?” he asked. Well-trimmed brown eyebrows, the color of his wavy hair neatly shortened to the nape of his neck, knitted with a frown. “I’m sorry I haven’t noticed. Please, don’t hold back. Tell me what’s wrong.” A thought crossing his mind, he added earnestly, “Is it something I’ve done or said?”

MaryBeth found it hard to hide the hint of a smile threatening, hearing the same question Max had asked last evening. Physically, both men were as different as night and day, with opposite backgrounds. Cole born to wealth, but not one to expect it. Rather a self-made man, believing in earning self-respect. A CEO at a prominent Medical facility. Spiritually and morally though, they were very much the same. Both good, kind men who had proven their worth from day one.

The only difference between them thus far was Max proposing and Cole not proposing. She had done her research before deciding to continue dating Cole. He was straight, single, and unattached. She was old enough and wise enough to recognize the yearning and desire for her love in his eyes and in the feel and warmth of his hand holding hers. He had not proposed yet, no doubt due to her words expressed in a moment of exchanging friendly confidences about her love life. 

Her sincere intention not to lead him on, she had admitted, “I’m not ready to marry, until I find the one I truly believe I can love for all my life. I haven’t found him yet. I may never find him. Though I do want to.”

She did have feelings for him, but not enough, at least not yet. Enough to frighten any man and spare him a rejection, she reflected, watching Cole, striving to find the right words to win her confidence. Cole, a man who could stand on a podium in an assembly at a conference meeting without the least trepidation, and address, instruct, and advise his employees confidently, but respectfully, with just the right amount of competent toughness essential to his position, his diction and pace superb.

She gave a small sigh, following it with, “Please Cole, can we change the subject, at least for this evening. Let’s enjoy finishing our dinner date. Good company, good food, pleasant conversation.”

Cole studied her face a moment longer. Then with an acquiescent smile, he nodded. “Of course, MaryBeth. Just remember I’m here for you, any time.”

“Thank you. That’s reassuring to know.”

So very reassuring also to know he didn’t take affront, MaryBeth thought, as she prepared for bed inside her rented room with its own separate entrance and garden at the rear of the Convent. Mother Superior had given her carte blanche to convert the large room into a makeshift studio, comprising a bedroom and living area, with a small kitchen nook, and countertop oven with a dual burner cooktop, for as long as she continued her employment and kept to the agreed-upon rules. Home by midnight, and no male-oriented company. And make sure she had locked the door and the two windows before retiring.

Ever grateful, she smiled with affection at Mother Superior’s description, male-oriented company. Out in the world now, she understood the saintly woman’s delicacy of speech and tactfulness.

Cole would have raised a knowing eyebrow. Jasper, the second of the three young men who had proposed to her, a neighbor, a young man, hickory brown eyes and hair cut short, a church parishioner, who lived near the Convent, would have chuckled warmly. While Brian, the young Insurance CEO she had met at the parish singles dance, tall and lean, light brown eyes and hair, who had delivered his proposal in his serious, sedate and composed manner, would have nodded his head in steadfast solidarity.

And Max, what might be his reaction, she mused. He was a fellow-orphan raised like herself under Mother Superior and Sister Anne’s tutelage. His respect and affection for both was as real and sincere as her own, especially for Sister Anne who had taken him out of the baby hatch three days earlier than MaryBeth herself, and been as loving and caring to her and Max as any loyal, faithful loving mother.

The morning Mother Superior had rented MaryBeth the room, she had requested Max and Sister Anne be present. “Home by midnight,” she ruled, and glancing at Max, added with emphasis, “and no male-oriented company.” 

Prudent and judicious, MaryBeth accorded Max’s silent nod, acknowledging Mother Superior’s warning.

Her tone softening with motherly care, “Oh, and one last thing, MaryBeth, make sure you lock the door and the
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