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CHAPTER ONE

			It was raining again, and, as usual, Peter Connolly was in a hurry. His mother had kept him just a little too long to talk, and, well, like the good son Peter was, Peter had stayed and listened. But Peter knew the archbishop would not care about why he was late, only that he was. Walking, Peter quickened his pace and the morning Boston dampness chilled his face as the archdiocese came into view.

			Peter entered the two-story office building adjacent to St. Michael’s Cathedral and climbed the staircases two steps at a stride. A single man of fifty-two years, Peter had inherited his father’s genes, which kept him always looking a little underweight, regardless of the variety and volume of food he ate. On reaching the second floor, Peter opened the door to the General Office, a large warehouse-like room with wooden floors and solid oak desks, which stood unoccupied and more like sentries guarding a different time when the office had hummed with activity and employees.

			As Peter walked toward the front of the office, he removed his hat and overcoat, and silently said a prayer that his work would be God’s work today. Peter hung his coat and hat on the coat rack behind his desk, and took his seat at his desk facing three familiar faces, whose desks faced his. The three silver-haired ladies, ladies whom he had known for many years, were busily typing. God knew what they were typing, because they only reported to him, but they served the archbishop’s every whim. Glancing at his watch, and seeing the light was on in the archbishop’s private office, Peter felt his fear of the archbishop’s wrath grow. It was obvious the archbishop was up to something this morning and no doubt a commentary on timeliness would ensue. The archbishop was never in early and was typically not seen until after one of his leisurely lunches with influential parishioners.

			Mrs. Wilson, one of the stalwart, silver-haired ladies of some sixty years, approached Peter’s desk and quietly said, “Peter, did you remember that there is a 10 a.m. meeting with a new visiting priest? The archbishop told me this morning he thought you had forgotten about it, but I told him you had it marked in your day timer. I put it in for you a week ago and I showed him. But he almost growled at me, saying, We’ll see, as he walked away. Peter, I know you have a lot on your mind lately with your mother’s health and all, so I thought I would remind you.”

			Peter smiled and said, “Thank you, Mrs. Wilson. I had completely forgotten about it until you mentioned it just now. Yes, my mother seems to be almost a lost soul lately and I can see her deteriorating. I know she is so lonely, and, yes, that is dominating my thinking. I sure wish life could have been different for her and, for that matter, all of us. Thank you, Mrs. Wilson.”

			Peter muttered to himself while lowering and shaking his head, “Just what I need this morning. The bishop in fine form already.”

			Mrs. Wilson went back to her desk and Peter gathered himself, got up from his chair, and walked toward the bishop’s office, all the while thinking: Why is he in here so early?

			This is early for him. Thank God for Mrs. Wilson. I’ll just stick my head in the bishop’s office and ask if he needs anything.

			Peter knocked on the bishop’s office door and opened it slightly to ensure the bishop would know it was him who was knocking.

			“Good morning, Archbishop. Is there anything you require this morning?”

			Without looking up from some papers he was reading and marking with a pen, the archbishop said, “No, but nice of you to show up to work at your leisure. You may want to make a note that the rest of us have already accomplished things while you were, no doubt, only considering your thoughts for the day. But, nevertheless Peter, how is the budget coming along?”

			Peter fully opened the door and stepped inside the office.

			“I am continuing to work on it and I am making progress. I think in a couple more days I can . . .”

			But the archbishop raised his hand and motioned for Peter to stop.

			“Peter, not now. Can’t you see I’m busy? Perhaps you can find some time to figure it all out.”

			Peter interrupted the archbishop and, while stepping closer to the large oak desk, continued: “I just wanted to say that I should have the budget, but never mind. Is there anything I can help you with?”

			The archbishop raised his head and stared at Peter. With his eyes squinting and a look on his face that made Peter’s blood run cold, the archbishop raised his hand, and beckoned for Peter to come closer. As Peter drew closer, he could hear his own heart beating in his ears, and with an expectation of a wild tirade, Peter was completely surprised when the archbishop only smirked and whispered, “Close the door on your way out. I have work to do. So do you. Now, go to work.”

			Peter, feeling a sense of shock, but also relief, quickly turned and left the office, quietly closing the door behind him. As Peter returned to his desk, he realized he had just been vanquished by the master, and left to feel somewhat less of himself. Muttering under his breath, Peter shook his head and quietly said, “Just another day, I guess.”

			Mrs. Wilson looked up and Peter realized she had heard him. Peter pondered telling Mrs.

			Wilson for a second about his mother, but simply said to the three silver-haired ladies, “Perhaps we all need to say a quiet prayer today for some peace in the world and for the guidance of our lord in the work we are about to accomplish today.”

			Peter’s prayer was not for peace, but to survive the day.

			



	

CHAPTER TWO

			Rummaging through his basket of papers on his desk, Peter found the budget. With changes, assumptions, and estimates made, nothing seemed to make sense. Knowing full well the diocese was in financial trouble as there were fewer and fewer parishioners attending the masses at the church, he just could not make sense of the archbishop’s demand on a specific number in the budget before the budget was even started. Peter reviewed the budget expenses once again and they all seemed to be under control, at least those that were controllable. But the real confusion was coming from the bishop’s insisted budget number again.

			The bishop was insisting on almost a million dollars for sacramental wine expenses in the budget without question. Peter had pondered the number and brought it to the bishop’s attention several times without any change in the bishop reconsidering it. This was the starting point of the expenses for the budget. And all that wine for just thirty-three churches, Peter thought. Peter had researched and researched previous budget years, but the number the bishop insisted on just did not make sense. Who was drinking all the wine? Peter thought. Again, with a smile and a chuckle, Peter thought, the archbishop must have been drinking the sacramental wine when he came up with the million-dollar number. But over the last couple of weeks, every time Peter brought up the cost of the sacramental wine, the bishop would ignore his question. Finally, in one of his sermon-like voices several days ago, the bishop had told him he had personally signed a contract for the supply of wine. The contract was complete, and the number professed by the bishop were not to be changed for the sacramental wine.

			When Peter had persisted by wanting to see the contract, he had been summarily cast out of the archbishop’s office like Lucifer had been cast from heaven. And as the days since had passed, the temperature had continued to rise between the archbishop and Peter over the completion of the budget and the discomfort associated with the sacramental wine number. But still, Peter just could not make sense of it and the archbishop’s numbers drove the confusion more. Peter thought, how will the budget be accurate without seeing the whole picture? How does the archbishop expect me to do my job? If the budget is not correct or looks wrong, the cardinal’s office will descend on this place like the plague. Dear Lord, can you help me a little here?

			Peter continued his detailed budget review.

			Numbers. Numbers. They were never Peter’s strength. It was never in Peter’s wildest of dreams that, at fifty-two years of age, he would be serving his community and God by keeping track of numbers. Peter closed his eyes. His mind drifted . . . back . . . back to when he was an altar boy at the cathedral. To when he had served at midnight mass and the then-archbishop had asked Peter what he wanted to be when he grew up. Peter had told him, “a priest like my Uncle Robert.”

			Yes, his Uncle Robert always had a kind word for Peter, and he seemed to always be around helping people, so that is what he wanted to do as well. Yes, that was his choice, to help people. Peter smiled at the thought. But God had taken him in a different direction. It is God’s will, he thought. Then, remembering, Peter felt the loss of his uncle, who’d moved away so quickly and was never to be heard from again. He never understood his uncle’s leaving, but his father had told him Uncle Robert had been transferred to another archdiocese somewhere. God’s will, he guessed.

			“Peter . . . Peter . . . Peter . . .”

			The sound of his own name drew Peter back from his daydream to the reality of Archbishop O’Connor standing in front of him.

			“Peter . . . you have not been listening,” the archbishop said sternly. Apologizing, Peter said, “Archbishop, I was just in your office. You did not appear to need anything. Did I misunderstand you?”

			Once again the archbishop narrowed his brow and stared at Peter. Then in an almost whisper, he said, “come into my office now.” As Peter rose from his chair and followed the archbishop into his office, he could not see that the three ladies had stopped working and were staring at him. Peter nodded at them and motioned them to go back to work with a hand gesture.

			The archbishop’s office had not changed in the twenty-eight years Peter had been working in the General Office. It was dimly lit. The dark wood-grained oak walls, dark leather furniture, and worn dark hardwood floor had all captured the smell of cigar smoke. There were bookcases and books and only one window, which didn’t let much light in. It was certainly not a welcoming room, and Peter hated it.

			Bishop O’Connor asked Peter to close the door to the office behind them upon entering.

			“You know that I am still waiting on the final budget from you, Peter,” the bishop barked, as he took his seat in his chair behind his desk.

			As Peter proceeded to sit in a chair facing the bishop on the other side of the desk, he said, “Yes, I know you are, Bishop, but you see . . . the numbers just don’t add up. It looks like revenues are up, but not from the collection plate numbers from the thirty-three churches. Your number, which you have also insisted on, ‘Miscellaneous donations,’ is very odd as that number puts the total revenues way above last year’s revenues, and far above the five-year projections. Attendance in the churches is down, and yet . . .”

			The bishop raised his hand in a motion to interrupt Peter. “No excuses, Peter,” he said. “I need you to tell me what we have to cut back on. I know there are opportunities. I suspect we will continue in a deficit situation if we just continue what we have always done, but the miscellaneous revenue number I gave you for next year will end the losses. Miscellaneous revenues is my number and represents my efforts in the community, in addition to my priests’ efforts. I will deliver that number. I will make this archdiocese an example of success, something the cardinal will take note of. And with that, perhaps an opportunity for me to expand my influence. God willing, of course. We cannot count on plate donations anymore to float this archdiocese. We need to generate revenues in other ways. But, in addition, we will need to make some hard decisions as to what we can and cannot do in the upcoming fiscal year. I have prayed and sought the good Lord’s guidance and He has given me the answer. That stupid soup kitchen that this diocese keeps supporting is causing a drain on the finances. Your friend runs it, right?”

			Without allowing Peter to answer, the archbishop continued, “The Lord gave me the answer last night in a dream. We are withdrawing support of the soup kitchen. If I look at the numbers for the last five years, which is what I was doing while you slept this morning, I will deliver the archdiocese from red to green on the bottom line of the budget. I know the work of the church is to provide support to the communities, but, with the soup kitchen removed from the expense side of the budget, we are almost in the green. With my miscellaneous revenues, we will be in the green. We simply cannot afford the soup kitchen anymore. I know it is run by your friend, you know—what’s his name. It doesn’t matter, but we are done with it. He will have to get support elsewhere, not from this church. And I suspect your friend won’t want to be your friend anymore.”

			With a chuckle, the archbishop continued, “You will be the one to tell him that there are cuts to expenses to be made, and you’re going to tell him you’re recommending the cut of support to the soup kitchen. See, Peter, under my direction, my priests are doing their work in the community. Yes, I know you are seeing revenues declining slightly from the churches. The collection plate revenues on Sundays are down slightly. They are down because there are fewer people attending the masses, but despite all that, we are doing our job. We are serving the people. My priests are in the communities. They are delivering the word.

			“I also know the collection plate revenues would be worse if it had not been for my insisting my priests are out in their communities. I have compared this archdiocese to some others and they are in a complete panic and unable to make ends meet, so to speak. In addition, I have been personally meeting with influential people in the city, and they are committing financial support. You see, we are active. The word of God has permeated the dark and is saving souls. We, my priests and I—have been doing our job. The only one that is not doing their job is you, Peter.”

			The bishop continued in his sermon-like manner, “Expenses are out of control and you’re doing nothing about it. How can I go to the cardinal and tell him we need a loan to keep this diocese afloat? We have had to do that for the last five years. Well, no more. I need that budget with your recommendations to get our financials in order, to get our expenses in order. Do you understand me, Peter? I got a call this morning, early, from Cardinal McNeil. He was asking me when the budget for the archdiocese was going to arrive for his review. I assured him it would be within a couple of weeks. I promised him it would be an easy read for him and he would be quite satisfied. But Peter, I am not happy. I don’t like it when the big C calls me. Do you understand?

			I like to run my own show and I am not going to allow a bunch of monsignors from the cardinal’s office to come down here to look at our books. I don’t want them wandering around in my house, I mean in the Lord’s house. Do you understand the situation you are putting me in?”

			Peter stammered, “Yes, Bishop, I’ll try harder. . . . I’ve cancelled all of the computer purchases. I’m thinking that Mrs. Wilson may want to retire, so that will save, but, please, the soup kitchen . . .”

			The bishop’s eyes narrowed. Raising his hand, like Peter had seen him do so many times during his sermons, he whispered, “Enough, enough, Peter, we’ll keep these things to ourselves for now, but they will have to be dealt with. I want results from you, not your deer-in-headlights look and excuses. This is where you need to buckle down and complete the budget. I have complete confidence in you, Peter, as I always have had. You can do this, right?”

			Peter found himself choiceless and simply nodded his head in the affirmative as the archbishop continued, “Now, you did remember that there is a new priest arriving this morning from California to help us while some of the priests of our diocese take some much-deserved time off. You did remember, right?”

			But with one glance, Peter knew the archbishop recognized he had forgotten and with a touch of arrogance, smirked, and then dismissed Peter, like a teacher dismissing a student, with a wave of his hand. On Peter’s leaving the office, Bishop O’Connor made the usual cutting remark, smiling: “Peter, don’t let your past failure influence your effort with the budget. I told you I have confidence in you. But recognize I can’t keep fixing your mistakes. I’m here for you if you need help. Now just deliver me results. It’s God’s work, Peter, and He and I are counting on you.”

			



	

CHAPTER THREE

			Peter returned to his desk knowing full well that the silver-haired ladies would be watching his every move. He tried not to appear upset at the prospect of forcing Mrs. Wilson to retire or for that matter tipping his hand on any part of the conversation the bishop had just had with him. But he was worried.

			He had to get the budget finalized. He pondered the conversation he had just had with the archbishop about the soup kitchen. Could he save it somehow? He thought that, despite the cutting remarks and obvious lack of respect given, the archbishop was depending on him. As doubt crept into his mind, he thought, Am I indeed failing again? Peter’s mind drifted to that night at the house . . . he so had loved the prospect of becoming a priest, just like Uncle Robert. He remembered telling his mother and father he wanted to become a priest. They had been thrilled. His father, a deacon in the parish, said it was a calling that he knew one of his boys would answer. Afterward, in the quiet of the kitchen, Peter’s father said he knew his son was chosen for a certain destiny and Peter’s was to serve God. For weeks after Peter’s announcement, his parents’ satisfaction seemed to grow and never in his life could he remember his mother being so proud. What a life of service it would be. What satisfaction would he deliver to his parents.

			“Peter . . . Peter . . . Peter . . .”

			Smiling from his daydreaming thoughts, Peter once again was summoned back from his reflections by the sound of a lady’s voice calling his name. How long had he been daydreaming? It was Mrs. Wilson who had been calling him. “Peter, we have a visitor.”

			Standing next to Mrs. Wilson’s desk was a tall, thin young man, perhaps in his late twenties or early thirties. He had a gentle look about him, and it was evident on his face that he was enjoying the surprised look on Peter’s face. By the expression on this man’s face, Peter thought, Oh, God, does this man possess the same insights as the bishop? I simply cannot endure two of them reading my every thought every day.

			The young man stepped forward and extended his hand, saying, “My name is Simon. . . . I’m the priest that has been transferred here from St. Helena in California to help the diocese with some of the holiday staffing needs.”

			Mrs. Wilson, having heard the young priest’s name, returned to her desk.

			Peter stood, and, on shaking the young man’s hand, felt a certain calmness, and this relaxed Peter, at least for the moment. Peter welcomed the young priest to the diocese. Simon smiled and said, “Thank you.”

			Then there was a moment of awkwardness when neither man said anything . . . but both recognized some sort of comfort in knowing neither had to make small talk. The young man asked if the archbishop was in, but before Peter could respond, Archbishop O’Connor had entered the General Office, saying from across the room, “You must be Father Simon. We’ve been anticipating your arrival. God knows some of my priests have been praying for your early arrival so they can start some much-needed vacations. I presume your trip was without incident?”

			But before Father Simon could say anything, the archbishop continued, “I see you have met Peter. Please come into my office and I’ll get you up to speed with what the diocese needs of you for the next several months.”

			And as quickly as he had appeared, Father Simon was whisked away to the archbishop’s office, where the door was closed.

			Once again Peter was left alone with his thoughts. Seeing the new young priest, Peter closed his eyes and drifted off, once again, to a different time.

			The days at the archdiocese training to become a priest were long. Learning the scripture, the lessons of the church, the hard work of just listening—all required an immense amount of concentration. Peter was a priest in training, a proctor, and he was training with two young men as well. The other two men were not from the archdiocese of Boston, but were from small Midwestern communities. They had never been to a big city like Boston, and they felt lost and almost overwhelmed had it not been for Peter. Peter showed them around and revelled at the opportunity to show off his hometown.

			Despite Boston having grown to a large city, Peter always thought of it as his hometown. The two men also knew that Peter’s uncle was one of their teachers of scripture, so they had nothing to lose by befriending Peter. All three attended mass every morning and on Sunday served at all three masses.

			The congregation warmed to the prospect of having new priests training in their diocese. As time wore on, the congregation even dubbed the proctors as the three musketeers, because they were rarely seen apart. Peter knew that his life was particularly good and he felt at ease and somehow at home with the calling to become a priest. The other two proctors were equally enchanted with the prospect of priesthood. However, over time, Peter secretly felt they did not possess the devotion to the service of God and to the priesthood as much as he did. With that thought, Peter found himself constantly praying to Jesus for forgiveness for failure to humble himself before the Lord and his fellow proctors. Vanity was crowding his thoughts, his actions, and his mind.

			On Sunday evenings, it was the habit of the three musketeers to wander down to Flanagan’s, a small local Irish pub, where the three enjoyed a mug or two of draft and the shepherd’s pie. Those evenings were a necessary respite from the reality of the chosen path of life each was considering. The life chosen seemed to always be a topic of discussion and, with that, the thoughts of uncertainty. Of course, chastity would always worm its way into the conversation, but would disappear with the arrival of another beer and shepherd’s pie. But, nevertheless, truly, it never left the minds of the three virile young men.

			The beer always tasted cool and refreshing and the evening was always a check on reality when Maggie, the beautiful, red-haired bar maid, would remind the boys that, at 5:30 Monday morning mass, they needed to pray for the souls who had stayed too late at the pubs the night before. Smiling at remembering Maggie, Peter pondered what ever happened to her.

			The telephone rang and Peter was jarred back to reality. Enough with this daydreaming, he thought. Peter answered the telephone and immediately recognized the voice on the other end as his mother’s. He knew his mother would want him to come over for lunch. She was lonely, but Peter had work that had to be done. . . .

			“No, Mother. I don’t think I can make it there for lunch. I’ve a lot of work to do. Mom, are you OK?”

			But her pleadings always wore him down and once again her loneliness came through in her voice. He also knew she loved to tell the same stories and reminisce about old times. Finally, Peter agreed. “OK, Mom. I’ll see you about 12:20. Yes, just a bowl of soup and a grilled cheese sandwich will be fine.”

			He hung up the telephone, looked up, and realized the silver-haired ladies were listening to his conversation. They all were smiling. Mrs. Wilson then piped up, saying, “You are a good boy, Peter, a good son.”
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