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Prologue



The moon hung high in the sky and lit the empty streets with a white, hazy glow. The radiance was painful to Father Prescott’s eyes, so brilliant that it cut through his senses and prevented focus on anything but the dirt of the street before him and a brighter light ahead.

He stumbled forward, though the sensation was of floating, not walking. The street was longer than he remembered, longer than it should be. He felt the weight of their eyes. They stood in doorways, between the homes, in the windows of stables and on the steps of the small adobe schoolhouse.

They followed him with their collective, accusing gaze. Every face was chiseled into a frown of disapproval, or of hatred. They stared at him like the liberated characters in an ancient painting of loss or damnation. They stared at him and he moved on, fighting to look away from their bitter faces, only to face them again in whatever direction he turned.

Ahead the light grew in intensity until it shone like a small sun, or a captured star. It sparked from the base of the chapel, leaped brightly to the sky and washed away the encroaching figures. Father Prescott wanted to hurry forward. He wanted to move into that brighter light, away from the eyes and the stares and the ancient pain that dogged his steps, but his progress was not his own to control.

As he drew nearer, he saw the statue. It pulsed like neon, or white-hot metal, molded into the form of a man. Rays of light slashed from a gash in the side of the figure’s skull. Something beautiful and overpowering poured from that small hole and Father Prescott wanted to drop to his knees before it, but he couldn’t. He was held, prevented from drawing too near to the statue itself; prevented from escaping those who closed in now on all sides.

Shadow forms, their features clear, but their bodies obscured, melted into the light. He had the impression that they were pressing their features into the exterior of that light, pressing inward but unable to penetrate the glow.

He tried to cry out, tried to call to them, but he had no voice. He tried to raise a hand to his lips, but found that he couldn’t move his limbs, except in that inexorable march forward.

He came at last to a point in the road parallel with the leading edge of the chapel. The light surrounded him on all sides, and there was a SNAP of energy. He stood within the light, firmly rooted on the ground and able to walk.

The statue gleamed and glittered, flickering now with multi-colored beams of light. The radiance still emanated from the gash in the figure’s head. Father Prescott drew closer, and knelt in the hard packed dirt of the street. The eyes of the statue glared at him in dead, unfeeling anguish.

He noticed, a leather thong had been hung about the throat beneath that glowing head, and from this a pouch dangled. There was no radiance where the pouch touched—it was the single shadowed thing, and Father Prescott recognized it with a gasp.

It was not possible, he knew. This pouch could not be hanging here, and it was so long ago that any of this had happened and yet…

He reached out gently and tried to cup the leather bag in his fingers. It was slick and rubbery, and where he touched it, it grew damp. Frowning, Father Prescott pulled the thing away from the throat of the beautiful, glowing statue, but as he did so, something dripped from the interior of the bag onto his fingers, and from there to the ground at his feet.

He jerked his hand back, but it was too late. The sack began to leak, slowly at first, and then in a steady stream that poured over the white figure, washed down the statue’s body and leaked into Father Prescott’s skin. It spread rapidly upward, like a coffee-stain on paper leaking from the center outward until the entire statue grew dark—all but that hole in the side of its head. Where the dagger should be. Where the light poured out.

Father Prescott cried out and reached toward that light, tried to catch it in the palm of his hand, and failed. The brilliant illumination filtered through his fingers and splintered, fragmenting in all directions and then—very suddenly—went dark.
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Father Prescott sat bolt upright on his cot. His skin was clammy and the sheets clung to him damply. His entire frame shook in the aftermath of the dream—vision?

It was still dark, hours before the sun would peek over the jungle and slip in his window. He drew the rough blanket at his feet back over himself, rolled into a ball, and pressed his back solidly into the stone wall of the room.

There was a rustle in the back of his mind. Something unfolded that was as familiar as his own voice, but spoken in another’s. It echoed through his mind, as he lay shivering and waiting for the dawn.

Just four words.

“I believe in God.”


Chapter One



The late afternoon sun filtered through the heavy blinds of Bishop Michaels’ office, striped the walls and angled just over the heads of the two men seated on either side of the ornate mahogany desk. Tapestries hung on the wall, and the deep pile carpet was thick and soft. The wooden furniture was polished to a high gloss and the sunlight gave each surface the aspect of mellow, glowing flame. Nothing in the office was new. It whispered of ancient times, and power.

Crystal goblets surrounded a carafe that rested on a sumptuous buffet along one wall. The leather of both chairs creaked with each slight motion, and the air hung thick with silence.

Bishop Anthony Michaels sat in his dark, comfortable chair, and regarded the young priest across the desk from him over steepled fingers. The Bishop was the epitome of decorum. He had light blue eyes and a ruggedly handsome face. His hair was dark, graying at the temples—a look that was very distinguished when taken in conjunction with the carefully pressed vestments and the manicured nails. No hair was out of place. No crease or fold of material was out of order. Ordered, in fact, was the word to describe it all, ordered and proper. Immaculate.

On the desk before him sat an array of documents. Some were clipped from newspapers, others were photocopies and faxes, and all were arrayed like a silent army readying itself for the attack. The Bishop didn’t look at them, but the tips of his fingers rested on the papers firmly.

Seated across from him, Father Quentin Thomas leaned in toward the Bishop’s desk. He had tousled brown hair, matching eyes, and a trim, athletic build. He was not as “immaculate” as the Bishop, but perhaps a bit more honest. His eyes had a dark, haunted aspect that spoke of weariness beyond his thirty-four years.

“So,” Bishop Michaels said at last, “what you are asking me to believe, in essence, is that you have experienced The Stigmata.”

It wasn’t a question, but a statement, as though the older man were gathering his thoughts.

Father Thomas replied, his voice quiet and strained.

“I’m not sure what I’m asking you to believe. I’m not even sure what I believe.”

“There is certainly no doubt what these—people—believe.” the Bishop replied, flipping the ordered papers into a jumbled mess with a quick slash of one hand. “People are easily manipulated, Quentin, as I’m sure you have come to know in your own right. The question is, to what are they being led?”

Father Thomas didn’t glance at the papers. He knew well enough what they were. Letters to the Editor. Headlines from “The Rooftop,” a local tabloid newspaper. Faxes from Quentin’s own parishioners, and from The Vatican, and a small paper clipped pile of requests from the local television station. All of them wanted the same thing. Answers.

Bishop Michaels slowly swiveled his chair and gazed out the large, curtained window into the blue sky beyond. He rubbed the fingers of his left hand along the bridge of his nose, and then curled them under his chin. He remained that way for a few moments, and then he spoke.

“I have been a part of the church since I was a young man, Quentin. I have seen a lot of things over those years, and borne witness to a great many—experiences—that I can neither explain, nor understand.”

Father Thomas sat forward expectantly, hanging on the Bishop’s words. His hands trembled.

Then, without warning, Bishop Michaels spun back to face Father Thomas, slammed his hands down onto the desk and scowled at the younger priest.

“I have never heard anything like this.”

He hesitated to let his words sink in. His expression slipped from its austere, almost fatherly aspect to an expression of deep disdain. He continued, biting off each sentence as if he was having a hard time passing the words.

“Your hands itched. You felt something trickle down your forehead in the heat of Easter Mass. You had a stitch in your side—and your feet hurt. Do I really need to tell you, Father Thomas, that these hardly constitute a miracle? You’d be hard pressed to find a priest in Mother Church who has not experienced each and every one of these symptoms during a Mass.”

Father Thomas sat back as if he’d been slapped. His eyes were wide in shock, and his mouth fell open, though it took him several attempts to form words.

“Surely,” he said at last, “you don’t believe I would make something like this up? I know you heard what I said. I did not have itchy palms; I bled in front of my congregation. It ran down my arms—my face.”

He fell silent for a few moments, and then he went on, the tone of his voice far away and bitter. He choked back anger—or tears—but when he spoke, it was controlled.

“I came to you for help.”

Bishop Michaels’ countenance remained icy, but he leaned forward over his desk. His hands gripped the edge of the wooden surface so tightly his knuckles were white spots of tension.

“Then I will grant you that help,” he replied. “Make no mistake; I will put this nonsense to rest.”

Father Thomas sat still as stone. His face was trapped halfway between confused anger and hope. He had never seen the Bishop so angry, never seen him lose his calm demeanor, even for a moment. He didn’t recognize the man facing him across the desk, but he very much wanted to be able to trust him.

Bishop Michaels caught that glimmer of hope, and stomped on it quickly and viciously.

“Don’t mistake me, Father Thomas, I see through you. I don’t know how you did what you did, or why. I don’t know what you think you saw or felt, or what you sold to those appointed to your care, nor does it concern me. If I had the slightest inkling that you had experienced a miracle that inkling died when you told me, not more than a few minutes ago, that you don’t even know what you believe.

“I know that there is something to this, but I know equally well that it is not a miracle from God. Miracles, in this day and age, are rare, and very precious. I will not have you making a mockery of them in a parish under my control.

“I also have no idea what we are going to do about these,” he swiped his hand through the pile of papers, and the frustration behind his anger shone through clearly.

Father Thomas remained rigid, as if all flexibility had been lost to his limbs, but he managed to respond, and he managed to do so in a clear, level voice.

“It is nearly Easter, Excellency,” he said simply. “All that I have asked of you is that you attend, and, if something like what occurred a year ago should return to me, that you should see, and advise me.”

The Bishop smiled then, but it was not a pleasant expression. He pushed off from his desk, fell back into the heavy leather of his chair, and laced his fingers together, holding them against his chest.

“And what is it that I will see, Quentin?” he asked smugly. “Will there be lots of blood? Will I hear angel choruses in the background? Will there be souvenir programs handed out at the door, do you think, or will I have to purchase that? What would be the price, I wonder? Will the walls tremble? Will I get to be on national television and cry ‘Praise Jesus’ like some white-suited flame-tongued televangelist?”

The sarcasm hung in the air like a bitter cloud.

Michaels hesitated, just for a second, and then said, “I will be there. Count on it.”

Father Thomas stared at the Bishop for a moment of unbelieving silence, and then lowered his head. He nodded slowly and turned, his shoulders bowed. He had come expecting something; he didn’t know what it had been, but not this. The Bishop’s reaction had shocked him to his core. He exited without reply, leaving the heavy wooden doors open behind him.

Bishop Michaels watched the doorway until all trace of Father Thomas disappeared, and the soft brush of robes and vestments ceased to echo. The afternoon had grown late, and the light that streamed in through the windows had fallen away. The shadows lengthened slowly, stretching out from all corners of the room and following the light.

On the edge of the old wooden desk, the Bishop’s grip tightened again. His nails threatened to dig into to the polished surface, and his hands trembled so powerfully that the shivers ran up his arm and shook him back to his senses. Almost absently, he reached out and gathered the scattered papers back into a neat stack.

He stared at the doorway where Father Thomas had disappeared and fought back the anger that threatened to boil out of control. He didn’t glance down at his desk, because there were loose objects on that surface, and he didn’t trust himself not to throw them. There were beautiful, ancient things surrounding him, on the desk, the shelves, hanging from the walls, and he was on the verge of devastating it all, rushing around the room to smash the Tiffany lamp into an ancient Sumerian vase, or to yank the hand-woven rug from beneath the table that held his cut-crystal.

When he had slowed his breathing enough to trust his hands, he released the desk and reached to the bottom right-hand drawer. There were two tumblers there, and a small flask. He pulled one tumbler and the flask free, and poured two fingers of amber liquid. He stared at it, frowned, and then tipped the flask again, doubling it.

When the heat of the brandy began to seep through his nerves and calm him, he poured again, and reached across the now shadowed surface of his desk for the ornate black phone.
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On a nightstand across the world, another phone rang. The shrill sound drove itself through the darkness and snatched the room’s occupant from the warm, comfortable arms of sleep.

Cardinal Sean O’Brien, thick, swarthy, and not at all happy at the prospect of being awakened before his appointed hour, rolled in his bed and pulled the pillow more closely over his head. It did no good. The phone was loud, insistent, and came with none of the amenities of American phones—like an answering machine.

Groaning, O’Brien rolled over and slapped ineffectually at the nightstand, nearly overturning the glass of water he kept by his side at night. As he came fully awake, his fingers regained their dexterity, and he managed to snag the receiver from its cradle with an irritated grunt.

“Yes?” he said.

The sound of someone breathing was the only answer for a long moment, then, Bishop Michaels’ voice crackled over the line.

“Sean?” he said. “It’s Tony. I … I’m sorry to call. It’s so late. I should just let you …”

O’Brien sat up and ran his hand back through what remained of his hair. He was alert now, and he detected something odd in his old friend’s voice. Something he knew he should recognize, but that did not come to him immediately.

“It’s fine, Tony,” he said. “You never were one for ceremony, in any case. What is it?”

“I’m not sure,” Bishop Michaels replied. There was a slight slur to his voice, and suddenly Sean knew what it was he’d heard. Tony was drinking. It had been a long time since he’d last helped his friend with that particular demon, but once the circuits connected in his mind, Sean knew.

“It’s San Marcos, and Father Thomas. You remember I told you about the—disturbance last Easter Mass? Since then things have gotten a little crazy here, Sean. The media is up in arms …”

Sean thought quickly. There were a number of ways this could be headed, and he didn’t like any of them, but if he chose wrong, he would be no help to his friend.

“So,” he said softly, “I take it you still think there’s nothing to it?”
“How could there be, Sean?” Bishop Michaels asked. He sounded as if he were pleading, as if he needed someone to either back up his opinion or set him straight quickly.

“This is California,” Michaels continued, “not the Holy Land, or even the Vatican. Oddballs and lunatics are regular citizens here—and the Church has had its fair share. I’m sure I’m on the speed dialer of every tabloid reporter and crackpot in the city.”

Cardinal O’Brien leaned back against his headboard and focused. He knew that Tony wanted something, something he could provide, but he wasn’t sure if it was help—or just a set of ears to listen, or a wall to bounce this off of. It was critical that he figure it out, because if the slur remained in the Bishop’s voice, they’d have to send someone in—and Cardinal O’Brien did not want to see his old friend in that position.

“What can I do,” he asked at last.

“I’m not sure,” Michaels replied, his voice weary. “I’m not sure if I can do anything, either, but I intend to try.”

“How,” Sean asked.

“I wanted to give you a heads up, Sean,” Michaels said wearily. “I intend to attend the Easter Mass at San Marcos this year. I’m going to film it—cameras directly on Father Thomas. The media will be excluded, of course. I’ve called in favors from the local police. They’ll be lined up in the parking lots and on the road, probably even bring in helicopters, but they won’t get into the church.”

“Is that wise,” Sean asked. “How will the parish react? Do they support him? Are they afraid? We wouldn’t want to seem intrusive or harsh.”

“I’ll keep it all as low key as I can,” Bishop Michaels said. “I will do everything in my power to make it seem routine, as if maybe we want to have the film for training or a documentary. I’ll even pretend to believe, if it can help us through this and on to normalcy. Something. I won’t come across as the ogre, but I have to set this to rest.”

The line went silent for a moment, and Cardinal O’Brien broke that silence.

“What if you can’t?”

“That’s what you’re there for, isn’t it Sean?” There was a light chuckle at the other end of the line, and Sean relaxed slightly.

He stared off into the shadows of his dark bedroom. His mind was drifting, and he was thinking about other churches, other places, and other times. He shook his head, realizing the line had remained silent for too long.

“Try to keep an open mind, Tony,” he said softly. “Call me, one way or the other, the minute the services have concluded.”

“Of course,” Bishop Michaels’ chuckled again. “That’s why I called you now, Sean. If this thing blows up in my face, I know you’ll be there to wipe it off—but if it doesn’t, I expect full credit for my good deeds.”

They both laughed for a moment, then O’Brien’s tone grew grave once again, and he asked.

“How have you been, Tony?” He hesitated, and then added, “You sound a little more tense than usual. Maybe you should pack up your things and pay a visit to Rome—unwind a little.”

There was silence, just for a second, and then Michaels chuckled again.

“When this all blows over,” he said, “I might just do that. It’s been a very long time.”

“That it has,” O’Brien agreed in mild relief.

“Get some sleep, Sean. I’m sorry to have woken you so late. I spoke with Father Thomas, the priest I mentioned, earlier this afternoon, and it just wouldn’t let me go, you know?”

“I do,” O’Brien replied. “More than you know, Tony. Sleep, now, that has never been a problem for me. May God be with you, old friend.”

“And also with you,” Bishop Michaels replied.

There was an audible click, and then the dial tone blared to life. Cardinal O’Brien sat for a while, holding the receiver in his hand as the tone buzzed angrily through the silence. Then, as if waking from a light doze, he stared at it and placed it back onto the cradle, returning the room to silence.

He thought briefly of another man, a younger man. The Cardinal reached up without thought and pressed against his nightshirt with the palm of one hand. He felt the familiar bulge of soft leather, and he stroked it as he thought. Father Prescott was in South America, but he would be returning soon. If things progressed… Still, that was something to think about only if necessary.

He lay back, stared at the intricate pattern of shadows on his ceiling, and off to sleep.


Chapter Two



Sunlight streamed through low-hanging, silver-gilded clouds and washed over the white stone walls of the Cathedral of San Marcos by the Sea. The view was overwhelming. Breakers crashed into the rocks below and sent huge pillars of white foam dancing skyward. The Cathedral, a throwback to earlier Spanish roots, sat perched on the brink of a vertical drop of nearly a hundred feet. From just the right angle, particularly coming at it from the North on a boat, the church seemed ready to topple into the ocean below, or the waves themselves to be giant talons that would wrap themselves about the gleaming stone and drag it into the depths. It was the perfect symbolic representation of man’s existence, hovering on the brink of destruction with the promise of beauty and light just out of reach.

The main doors of the Cathedral were open wide. They were huge, wooden and polished, and stood easily ten feet in height. Their monstrous brass handles gleamed in the morning light, winking at the birds overhead. The structure had been preserved with strict adherence to the original design; a wealthy parishioner living in nearby San Valencez donated the work and the funding. At one point, the building had been near ruin and the Church on the verge of closing it down. Now it was one of the gems of the Western seaboard.

Though they still called it a Cathedral, San Marcos now served a congregation of those willing to make the drive each week from San Valencez and Lavender California, rather than housing its own Diocese. The Bishop and his entourage had moved into more spacious and modern quarters in San Valencez proper, leaving the care of San Marcos, and those who attended services there, to Father Quentin Thomas.

More than one hundred and fifty of the faithful curled their backs into the smooth, polished pews of San Marcos when Father Thomas took to the altar for Mass. On a special occasion it would be closer to two hundred. They trickled in all morning, some hurrying to get “good seats,” others arriving later or lingering outside for gossip and fellowship.

Most of them came from the city and enjoyed the scenery and quiet, serene drive up the curving coast highway, but there were others. San Marcos had watched over the ocean and beyond, since the late 1700s. Some families drove down from the mountains and hills, Friendly California, and Kingdom Come, as well as Lavender, down closer to the city. These were families whose fathers and grandfathers had attended the Mass in San Marcos. Old families.

Father Thomas knew them all, old, young, those who were there every week, and those who rolled in for holidays and confession. He knew the ladies who brought pies and cookies to the rectory each Sabbath, piling his desk so high with sweets and casseroles that he would despair of finding room for them in his freezer, let alone his stomach. He knew who could be counted on for volunteer projects, and who showed up for the sake of appearance alone.

Father Thomas had been assigned to the parish four years earlier. Bishop Michaels himself handed over the keys to the rectory and introduced him to the congregation. The Bishop, of course, had been fully tuned in on San Valencez and the future of the Diocese, explaining his move to those gathered as if it were their concern—as if he were a politician, and not the man responsible for their spiritual nurturing. The congregation of San Marcos had not been particularly sorry to see Bishop Michaels depart.

Father Thomas had seen the resentment in their eyes. When he stepped forward, very young for such a responsibility, he felt the weight of years he had yet to live bearing down on his shoulders. Then the Bishop had stepped down, and it had been Father Thomas alone, pinned in place by all their eyes, hopes, dreams and problems, and it had suddenly felt—right. He spoke to them honestly that day, prior to performing his first Mass in San Marcos. In a few short words, he tried to make clear to them that he understood the faith they were placing in him, the responsibility that faith entailed, and the commitment required to make it work.

It worked, and it had continued to work wonderfully for both Father Thomas and the parish, right up to the preceding April. Right up until the moment that his world, and theirs, had canted over on one side and poured things over and around them that they could not understand.

Now Father Thomas stood, as he did every Sunday morning, evening, and at each Mass during the week, his feet planted firmly on the top step of the wide stone stair leading out and down toward the small courtyard below, greeting his parishioners as they arrived.

In the parking lot below, two black and white San Valencez Police cruisers sat, parked at forty-five-degree angles to one another. There were four uniformed officers lined up across the base of the stairs leading up to the cathedral, but on Thomas’ insistence, they were not accosting his parishioners. Their job was to insure that the press did not slip cameras or broadcasting equipment into the cathedral, and Thomas had promised to give the nod to any suspicious or unknown worshippers, making a search of each individual unnecessary.

This day was different from any in his memory, but he didn’t want to pass this presentiment on to those attending Mass, though he was aware that they felt it as well as he. He saw it in their eyes. Father Thomas knew those eyes, knew their expressions and their questions, and knew many of their hidden secrets and dreams. He stayed by the door as long as he could and still leave himself time to prepare. Of all days, he wanted this one to be as much like any morning Mass as possible, even more normal than normal. With the police guards and the other oddities he knew were to come, the task was very likely not possible.

The congregation knew it as well. They watched him, as they filed past. When they spoke, their voices were too polite or too concerned. None of it felt real. Many had brought friends and relatives who would not regularly have attended, even on Easter. It was going to be a large crowd—the largest he’d faced since coming to San Marcos. There were faces he’d never seen before, and as these passed, feeling as if he were somehow betraying a trust; he nodded toward the police below.

For one brief moment, Father Quentin Thomas considered not giving them a show to write home about. He could tell the Bishop he didn’t feel up to it, take the weight of that man’s accusations onto his shoulders, and turn away. Bishop Michaels could perform Easter Mass. It hadn’t been that long since the man had presided over this very parish.

The moment passed as quickly as it had come, and Father Thomas returned to shaking hands and smiling, asking after children and sick grandparents, ushering them in one and all to the Church. San Marcos swallowed them hungrily.

Down the coast road, a long black Cadillac wound its way upward. It slipped in and out of sight as it rounded curves, one moment glittering in the sun, the next obscured by the cliffs or overgrowths of small trees.

Father Thomas turned to watch it approach. He knew the car, knew who was leaning back into the leather of the back seat, eyes stern and mouth set in a grim line. Father Thomas knew what was in the trunk, as well, and what was planned.

He hadn’t fully recovered from the moments in the Bishop’s office. He hadn’t fully regained the composure and confidence he’d had when he believed that there was someone a step closer to God to turn to—someone with compassion and knowledge. He’d seen things in Bishop Michaels’ eyes, but compassion wasn’t among them. He’d seen confusion, fear—even a mild hatred. He’d seen disbelief and scorn. Now those eyes would be trained fully on the day’s worship and on Father Thomas himself. They would seek, and record, but Quentin was no longer certain that what they sought was the truth.

He snapped his attention back to the moment. All but the last stragglers had entered the church, and in moments he’d be too late to slip around the rear of the rectory and get into position in time. On this day, of all days, he wanted to be punctual. He wanted everything to play out like an old, familiar movie with no surprises, and no guest appearances.

Last to mount the steps was a formidable figure that brought the morning’s first genuine smile to Father Thomas’ lips.

Weighing in at 242 pounds, and seventy-four years, Gladys Multinerry hit the bottom step with the determined stride of a general getting ready to confront her troops. Her huge arms quivered, and Father Thomas saw her grimace with pain as she lifted herself up the first step.

Without a further thought about being late for the Mass, or the black Cadillac, which had just cruised down the drive and stopped not fifty yards away, Father Thomas hurried down the stairs and offered the woman his arm.

“Gladys,” he said, half-chiding, half-greeting the woman. “Here—let me help you up the stairs. Where is Norman?”

She glanced up at him. Relief flashed across her features, then gratitude, but they flickered across the broad expanse of her face so quickly that only one who knew her well would have noticed them at all. Her brow furrowed in pain and concentration, Gladys took his arm.

“You’d just better help me, young man.” She said querulously. “I haven’t missed an Easter Mass at San Marcos in the past fifty years, and I don’t aim to make this the first. Been coming here longer than you’ve been alive.

“Norman, now, he wouldn’t come here on Easter any more than any other Sunday. But you know that, Father.”

Father Thomas nodded. He’d heard the speech before, and he fought to suppress the grin that rose to greet it.

“I know, Gladys,” he replied, smiling. “I believe the Lord would send one of his Archangels to check on you if you didn’t make an appearance, and that’s a fact.” He didn’t ask after her son again. Norman Multinerry was not fond of Mass, or of Father Thomas, for that matter.

Gladys glanced at him sharply, and then grinned.

“I’ve seen priests come and go, Father,” she said, turning back to her laborious effort at climbing the stairs. “I was here when that one was young,” she nodded over at Bishop Michaels, who had exited his car and stood staring up at Father Thomas sternly while the Cadillac’s driver emptied equipment out of the trunk.

Father Thomas only nodded, helping her up another few steps. When they’d almost crested the top, she hesitated, and he turned to her, questioning.

“Never seen anything like last year,” she said softly. Father Thomas gazed thoughtfully into her eyes for a moment, reading the concern there—the compassion he’d thought he might find in Bishop Michaels, and, again, he smiled.

“Neither have I, Gladys. Neither have any of us.”

They reached the summit, and Gladys rested there for a moment, still searching Father Thomas’ face for something. He wondered if she was finding it.

“I mean it, Father,” she insisted. “I’ve never seen a thing like it.”

“Now Gladys,” Father Thomas replied, trying to keep the slightly annoyed, slightly pained expression off his face. He needed to get inside before Bishop Michaels had something else to hold against him, but somehow this moment needed completion.

“Let’s not make more of this than it actually is,” he said at last. “We’re here to celebrate the day our Lord arose from death into the light of a new day. A day, I sometimes think, was much like this one. Let’s keep ourselves focused on that, and see where the Lord leads us.”

It was Gladys’ turn to nod, but she wasn’t quite finished. She looked him up and down a last time; then she reached out and gripped his shoulder in one meaty palm, giving him an encouraging squeeze.

“I’ve seen a lot of things, Father. I’ve done a lot of things as well; make no mistake of that. Some I admire, some I regret, and you could get some tales if you could bring back all the priests I’ve confessed them to, but I’ll tell you one thing. I’m blessed to have attended your Mass, and that’s a fact.”

Father Thomas’ throat constricted very suddenly, and his eyes burned with the threat of tears. He tried to speak, but no words came, so he gently gripped Gladys Multinerry, eldest member of his Parish and speaker of truth by both her chubby shoulders and spun her toward the doors.

He shooed her with a wave of his hand, and turned away, slipping off around the wall and out of sight. Beneath him Bishop Michaels had mounted the stairs himself, a heavy case in one hand. With every passing moment the sun grew brighter and rose closer to the center of the sky.
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