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“So often it seems that preparation for Confirmation is reduced to little more than lessons to be memorized and lengthy catechism questions. While those aspects are essential, who says teens can't also be introduced to the Holy Ghost and His gifts through captivating fiction? After all, Our Lord taught His disciples through storytelling! Fire Starters is a fun yet realistic novel that every teen can relate to as they prepare for their Confirmation day. I guarantee it will give not only special insights into cooperating with grace but will inflame them with a greater desire to receive the gifts God wants to give them in this beautiful Sacrament!  

~Susan Peek, author of The King’s Prey

“Fire Starters is a coming of age story told through the unique lens of the Sacrament of Confirmation. Theresa Linden has an eye for story telling in a compelling and engaging fashion that speaks to young and old alike. From start to finish you are engaged with the characters’ stories and in their personal Catholic faith discoveries as well. This book brings the reality of the Catholic Sacraments of Initiation to life: that they are building blocks on the faith journey with the inspiration of the Holy Spirit carrying us through.” 


~Jackalyn Prosak, Director of Religious Education/Youth Minister   at St. Vincent de Paul Church, Elyria, OH 



“Fire Starters continues the story of a group of Catholic teenage friends trying their best to live out their faith as they encounter life's problems.  Each character has been so well developed you feel you know them.  Linden craftfully exhibits their personalities, with their strengths and weaknesses,  struggling to make the right choices.  Some of the characters even rediscover the fire within them as they help prepare a group of kids for their Confirmation. Theresa Linden has amazing insight and understanding of the Catholic faith that always gets portrayed so beautifully and accurately through her characters.  As a mom of six (4 of them teens) and a school librarian I not only enjoyed this book myself but highly recommend it for teens!”  

~Michele Cessna, Catholic school librarian

“Theresa Linden is a truly gifted writer who boldly tackles topics that aren’t often seen in YA literature. The strong Catholic viewpoint from which she writes fill her books with truth, knowledge, and faith. I’m also always impressed how her descriptions leave me feeling like I’m right there in the moment with the characters. No matter the genre, contemporary YA, dystopian teen novels, adult suspense, or children’s books, Linden’s ability to bring to life the characters and the worlds they live in, sets her novels apart. Fire Starters would make the perfect gift for the teen in your life.” 

~Leslea Wahl, author of  award-winning The Perfect Blindside






“... a great story for understanding the sacrament of Confirmation, what it means, and how it strengthens your Catholic faith. It's also a fantastic story about friendship, sacrifice, family, and community. I highly recommend this story but do urge that, while this is a stand-alone story, readers begin with Roland West, Loner and follow the series in order to really get to know the characters. Such a great series for teens to understand the Catholic faith, live it in a secular world, and remain strong with the help of the sacraments. All the books come with discussion questions so parents/homeschool parents/teachers can use them as part of a teaching curriculum!” 

~T.M. Gaouette, author of the Faith & Kung Fu series 

“The teenage characters in Theresa Linden's West Brothers series grapple with tough issues as they grow in faith. Fire Starters centers on the sacrament of Confirmation, the gifts and fruits of the Holy Spirit, and whether a person must feel ready before they can receive grace. A great read for teens in youth groups or sacrament prep.”

~Barb Szyszkiewicz, editor at CatholicMom.com 
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I am preparing this book for publication during the worldwide stay-at-home orders, and my thoughts turn often to those who have been preparing for Confirmation during these strange times. You’ve likely been learning from home instead of with a class. Have all your questions about this sacrament been answered? Will your Confirmation be delayed? Will your bishop Confirm you or will he need to grant permission for your priest to do it? Will you get to have family and friends present or will only a few be permitted for this amazing sacrament? You and every Confirmation candidate that comes after you are in my prayers. This book is dedicated to you. 

“Remember, then, 

that you received a spiritual seal, 

the spirit of wisdom and understanding, 

the spirit of knowledge and reverence, 

the spirit of holy fear. 

Keep safe what you received. 

God the Father sealed you, 

Christ the Lord strengthened you and 

sent the Spirit into your hearts 

as the pledge of what is to come.”

—St. Ambrose
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I am grateful for the encouragement and assistance I received from my editor, Carolyn Astfalk, and several talented authors, including Leslea Wahl, Susan Peek, and T. M. Gaouette.

My youngest son, Cisco, asked to be a character in this story. He really is involved in a sportsman’s club and has almost reached expert level in marksmanship. It was fun writing him into the story!

Last but not least, I will always be thankful for the love and support of my husband and my boys; I wouldn’t be able to write my stories without them.
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Well, Knock Me Down
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The silence in the church stretched out unbearably. Not even a cough or a whisper or the sound of a parishioner shifting in a pew. Kneeling with his head bowed and eyes closed, Peter Brandt squeezed his hands together as the silence surged through him, creating a drive to do something. Something important. Something pivotal. Something he alone was made to do. 

He’d just turned sixteen. Technically, living in South Dakota, he could’ve gotten his learner’s permit two years ago, but it hadn’t mattered to him then. Mom and Dad wouldn’t have let him drive anywhere anyway. Ever since Dad had helped him get the Dodge Durango, he’d needed his license, like, now. He could get a job and see his friends without having to ride his bike or bum a ride. He could go out into the world and do that something important. That something pivotal that he alone was made to do. Whatever that was. 

God, please convince Mom and Dad to let me take the test. You know I’m ready.

Finished with his prayers, Peter Brandt sat back in the pew and glimpsed movement out of the corner of his eye. 

An empty pew stretched out beside him. His ten-year-old brother, Toby, was gone.

Resigning himself to go find him, Peter groaned inwardly and stood up. As he shuffled out of the pew, his foot bumped something, and he stumbled into the aisle. Toby’s photo book. 

Not wanting to draw attention, Peter left it lie on the floor. Mom would find it as she got ready to go. She’d made the book two years ago, when Toby was eight years old. She’d compiled pictures of everything in the church—statues, stained-glass windows, altar, holy water font, kneeler, confessional doors, beat-up old hymnal . . . She’d thought the familiar images might help Toby focus during Mass, despite the way autism tangled and scattered his thoughts.

Before Peter took two steps down the aisle, Toby managed to reach the Saint Ann’s shrine at the back of the church. He sure could move quickly. They were lucky he didn’t try to escape during Mass the way he’d tried when he was younger. Maybe it was the autism, but that boy could not hold still unless he had something to obsess over. Like the candles at the back of the church.

As Peter closed the distance between him and Toby, someone in the church coughed. Shuffling sounds started at one side and traveled through the church as people crossed themselves and stood, done with their prayers of thanksgiving and ready to go forth. 

Toby stood on the padded step before the shrine, his height and chubby build making him appear older than ten. Entranced by the flames flickering in red votive holders under the Saint Ann and the child Mary statue, his wide eyes and innocent expression made him look younger than his age. Toby held a lighting taper—not yet lit.

Stopping behind the last row of pews, Peter stood as reverently as possible while Father Carston walked down the main aisle, past Peter. Golden sunlight spilled into the church from the foyer as someone propped open the doors. Some parishioners continued kneeling, while others gathered jackets and children and converged on the main aisle. 

God, let Toby be satisfied with lighting one candle, and don’t let him shriek when I drag him outta here. I’ve got things to do today, you know. Amen.

Peter stuffed two dollars into the candle donation slot. “One candle and we go, okay, buddy?” He tapped Toby’s elbow, bumping the hand with the lighting taper stick, a flame burning on the end of it now. The opening line of Fahrenheit 451 popped into Peter’s mind. “It was a pleasure to burn.” Yeah, Toby seemed to find pleasure in it.

Toby didn’t immediately light a candle. He just watched the flame burning and the ash forming on the end of the stick. Peter would have a minute or two to wait.

Oh, right. Father had said something in his homily about praying for the Confirmation candidates. Peter grabbed a flyer from the end of the last pew. The director of religious education always made up little prayer petition pledge cards for each candidate. When Peter had received the sacrament two years ago, in eighth grade, he’d gotten a ton of pledge cards from parishioners who’d prayed Rosaries and offered hours of Adoration and Masses for him. He hadn’t even known some of the people praying for him. So that was cool.

Before Peter could look over the flyer in his hand, something little landed on his shoulder, giving him goosebumps. The irrational fear of a spider leaping onto his body overcame him, and he let out a whispery scream. He brushed his shoulder with the flyer—fearing the thing would bite his hand—and danced to one side. Had he flung it off? He searched for a spider on the tiled floor at his feet but instead found a one-inch white scrap of who-knew-what.

Glancing up to see if anyone had witnessed his spider dance, he met the gaze of a tall man a bit older than Dad. 

The man wore a dark gray suit, a shade darker than his slicked-back short hair. A steady stream of parishioners moved behind him, exiting the church. The man may have wanted to light a candle at the Saint Ann’s shrine, but Toby still stood there with the lighting taper stick, a flame burning on the end of it. Or maybe he was just watching Toby, curious about his odd behavior or annoyed by something he’d done during Mass. Toby could be distracting.

Something tiny moved in the air above the man in the suit. He and Peter both looked up as a fleck of white fluttered downward like a white bird . . . like a little dove. 

The man’s bushy eyebrows scrunched and he stepped back, his gaze shooting higher now.

Peter laughed to himself, judging the man for his reaction to a little paper fluttering overhead. Feeling like a bit of a hypocrite—he’d just done a spider dance when something landed on him—he tried diverting his attention to the flyer he’d just picked up.

The road to Confirmation is not one we travel alone. Please pray for our Confirmation candidate— 

Peter jerked back and read the name again. Jarret West? The one-inch-square picture in the top right corner of the prayer-pledge card proved the name was no typo. Long hair worn in a ponytail, the hint of a goatee, some designer shirt, and a cocky look in his eyes . . . No way.

Before a second thought could enter his mind, something landed on Peter’s head. The same spider-dropping-on-you feeling overcame him and he wiped his hair, danced to the side, and shot a glance at the floor, but a second something scraped his cheek. Realizing more trouble came from above, he peered upward. Before he completely lifted his eyes, he glimpsed more falling objects. A lot more. And instinct kicked in. 

He was suddenly every superhero in every good movie, shoving Toby out of the way and shielding him with his own body. “Let’s go!” 

Toby shrieked—same as he always did when forced to quit something he liked. He looked back at the taper he’d dropped, extinguished now as it lay on the floor.

A soft thud, thud, thud sounded behind them as soggy ceiling plaster hit the tiles in front of the Saint Ann’s shrine. Voices and hurried footfalls registered before Peter turned back around. 

Focused on the shrine, Toby tugged to get away from Peter, but Peter gripped Toby’s arms tighter. 

“Go outside and find Mom and Dad,” Peter commanded. “And tell Father Carston we need him in here.”

Toby turned his big brown eyes to Peter, and the look in them said he understood the urgency. Who knew what his autistic mind actually grasped? But he repeated, “Go tell Father . . . in here.”

“Right, tell him to come inside,” Peter shouted after Toby, who galloped through the open vestibule doors. “Inside the church,” Peter added for clarity. If Toby just said, “In here,” and nothing else, Father might not realize he was needed inside.

A few adults stepped outside just as Toby did. They’d tell Father the grim situation. The man in the suit squinted at the ceiling. Then he took a deep breath and nodded, as if convinced of something. 

Peter turned back to the mess on the floor, a three-foot-wide pile now, more pieces raining down every few seconds. The remaining ceiling—he’d never noticed before—had a massive damp splotch that stretched from the back corner of the church to just above the last pew.

“Wow,” a middle-aged woman with a wobbly voice said over Peter’s shoulder. “Looks like we’ve got a leaky roof.”

“That’s gonna be expensive,” the middle-aged man next to her said.

Another guy—someone Mom had told him was on the parish council—started listing other repairs the church, school, and grounds needed. “We just don’t have the money.”

“If we had Bingo like some other parishes—”

“Father doesn’t want Bingo.”

“Maybe the diocese will just decide to close Saint Michael’s and have our parish merge with a neighboring parish. They’ve been doing that, you know, all across the country. And Saint Paul’s is newly . . .”

Heat climbed Peter’s neck at that comment. Close St. Michael’s and merge the parish? A series of events flashed in his mind: his Confirmation, Toby making his first Holy Communion, Toby at the Saint Ann’s shrine, his parents renewing their wedding vows last year, his youth group gathered for prayer before the Blessed Sacrament . . . Not to mention his own baptism and First Holy Communion. His parents had even been married here. 

Peter shook his head, returning to the present. “No,” he shouted, spinning toward the parishioners behind him. 

Curious faces stared back, some with pity, others with obvious concern, and one with the wide eyes of a startled cat—a wiry brown-haired boy about ten or eleven. His moon-sized eyes shifted from the ceiling to Peter a few times. 

“They can’t close Saint Michael’s.” Emotion locked Peter’s explanations in his head. Where would the Fire Starters, their parish youth group, meet? Half the kids walked or rode their bikes. They couldn’t do that if the group met at some other parish. He’d never see a lot of his friends. And what about his parents? They had so many memories in this place too. Everyone here did. All these men and women before him, even the ten-year-old boy with the moon-sized eyes. They’d all been going here for years.

No, the diocese couldn’t close Saint Michael’s. They’d sell the property to some four-square church on the rise. All the statues, stained-glass windows, and artwork would be shipped off to some museum. The place would be gutted, a sound system and monitors installed. No!

Father Carston appeared in the doorway, his attention sweeping the onlookers, the floor, and after a pause, the ceiling. “What happened here?”

“You can’t let our church close,” Peter wanted to shout, even though his fear was likely unfounded, but the parish council dude spoke first. The dude pointed out the obvious about the roof and then went on to list other repairs Saint Michael’s needed. 

A figure—the ten- or eleven-year-old boy—zipped from the group of bystanders and raced through the foyer and down the stairs, out to where parishioners mingled. As if someone pursued him. Maybe his family waited for him in the parking lot. But that wouldn’t explain the look on his face that Peter had vaguely noticed when he’d turned to the group behind him and first seen the boy. 

The look . . . big eyes gaping back and forth from the ceiling to Peter . . . was it guilt? Did the boy know something . . . do something to cause the damage?

Peter could no longer see the kid. Which way had he gone? Like a scent hound eager to follow the trail, Peter turned to go. He’d see if he could meet up with his family at the Summers’ house after he’d found out this kid’s story. 

Before he entered the vestibule, a woman came up beside Peter. “I found this under my kneeler.” A smile in her eyes, she held up Toby’s little picture book.

“Oh thanks.” Peter took the book and hurried out the door. Maybe someday all Mom’s hard work would pay off and Toby’s thoughts would go beyond the pictures in the book—the candles, the bells, the order of the Mass—and he would gain a glimmer of the truth that they symbolized. And he would settle down during Mass and appreciate the gifts of God. 

If they didn’t close the church, that is. 
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Maria von Trapp Wannabe

[image: ]


With a song in her heart but her ears perked for trouble, Maria von Trapp cut an egg salad sandwich diagonally . . . once, twice . . . There! Four little triangles. 

Wait. No . . . 

Fifteen-year-old Caitlyn Summer paused and tapped her chin. Maria’s last name was not von Trapp at the beginning of The Sound of Music. What was her last name? Well, whatever. Maria didn’t need one today. She just needed to keep the children happy while Mom and Dad had their private no-kids-allowed meeting. 

Maria placed the triangles on a silver tray—well, silver-coated plastic tray, anyway—along with other finger sandwiches: ham and leftover coleslaw, cream cheese and cucumber, Swiss cheese and bologna, and, of course, peanut butter and jelly. The kids would probably devour those and ignore the rest. 

Caitlyn—that is, Maria, shrugged. Peanut butter was a good source of protein. And besides, the adults could enjoy the rest.

She placed the next egg salad sandwich on the cutting board. What could Mom and Dad be discussing so secretly? Good news? Bad news? Life-changing news? Life-shattering news? 

Outside, a sunbeam pierced the clouds in the overcast sky and shot through the kitchen window. A song in Maria’s heart came to her lips, drowning out the bickering kids’ voices and LEGO sifting sounds coming from the living room . . . and kept stormy thoughts from her mind. “A home’s not a home when there’s nobody there, a song’s not a song without singing . . .” The clouds shifted again, cutting off the sunbeam and returning the kitchen to a sleepy yellow from the overhead light.

No need to worry about Mom and Dad’s conversation. Maria loved caring for the von Trapp children almost as much as she’d loved living in the convent. Okay, to be honest, she loved it more. Not that she didn’t enjoy praying and working and observing silence—oh, that had been hard—but she also liked caring for, teaching, and playing with children. She’d learned that about herself ever since becoming governess of Georg von Trapp’s children. In fact, she wanted to have a dozen of her own children one day. After getting married, of course.

The stacks of sandwiches complete, Maria lifted the tray and stepped around the kitchen counter to bring them to the dining room table—okay, eat-in kitchen table, but it was all the same. 

Halfway to the table, her bare toe rammed into something hard, and the pain of a thousand deaths shot through her foot. Caitlyn—no, Maria!—glanced down at the offending item. Stacey’s steel toy front loader.

“Ow! I told you guys to clean up. It’s almost lunch time, and the Brandts are coming over!” As the last word escaped her mouth, she regretted her harshness. Having lived with the nuns all that time, she should’ve had a bit more patience. But the nuns never had to worry about stubbing their toes on hard metal toys.

Caitlyn—no, no, still Maria—maneuvered, almost gracefully now, around the front loader and scattered plastic dinosaurs and Mr. Potato Head parts and placed the sandwich tray next to the vegetables and fruit salad. The song left her mind. Which one had she been singing?

“I hungry, Cait-win,” three-year-old David whined as he shuffled toward Maria, still in his church clothes. 

“Oh—” She glanced at the potato chips and Fritos she had yet to dump into bowls. And she wanted to fill a bowl with ice cubes and find tongs because their tap water was always lukewarm. What else did she need to do? 

It could wait. Children first. She stooped to eye level with David and smiled sweetly. “We need to get your play clothes on.” Mom usually helped him change but she’d been in such a hurry to have her private little conversation with Dad, and Caitlyn—uh, Maria—hadn’t thought about David’s clothes earlier. 

She grabbed his hand and led him toward the bedrooms, glancing at eighteen-month-old Andy as she passed the living room. He made car noises while pushing a metal bulldozer over a pile of Matchbox cars. Should he be playing with metal toys at his age? 

Eleven-year-old Priscilla tossed her drawing pad onto a box of markers and jumped up. “What’s Mom and Dad doing?” she whispered to Maria with force, standing with her hands on her hips. “They’ve been out there a long time.” Her eyes squinting with a look of suspicion, she peered toward the back of the house. If it were closer to Christmas, she wouldn’t likely question it, but Mom and Dad rarely held private, no-kids-allowed conferences. 

After returning home from Mass, Mom had asked Maria to prepare lunch because she and Dad needed to discuss something. Then Mom led Dad to the enclosed porch and slid the door shut behind him. Maria had already been worried about Mom’s uncharacteristic sullenness today. No, not Maria. Caitlyn. 

Caitlyn sighed.

It all started in the morning. While Priscilla and Stacey fought over the bathroom and Mom combed David’s flyaway hair and Caitlyn helped dress baby Andy in his cute little church outfit, the phone rang. Dad had shouted, “Hey, hun, you need to take this,” as he carried the phone from the kitchen to Mom in the hall. As the phone slid from his hand to hers, Caitlyn had glanced up from Andy’s puppy-print socks and wiggly toes and caught them exchanging a strange look. Then Mom had taken the phone into her bedroom and closed the door. 

Her phone call made them late for Mass. Okay, it was only one minute late, and it certainly wasn’t the first time they’d arrived late, but still. Mom had said nothing about the phone call, but her forced smiles ever since told Caitlyn something was wrong. Of the five kids, only Caitlyn and Priscilla were old enough to realize it. 

“I’m sure they’ll talk to us when they come out. Or maybe later, after the Brandts leave.” Caitlyn gave a reassuring smile and tugged on one of Priscilla’s long auburn curls that hung over her shoulder. “I’m sure it’s nothing to worry about.” She placed David’s chubby hand into Priscilla’s. “Let’s help David put on his play clothes.” 

Maria might’ve said the same thing, even if she knew in her heart that something was wrong. A word of encouragement could go a long way in helping someone to deal with uncertainty or disappointment. Caitlyn had learned that from Maria. Her new, secret game of pretending to be someone else made chores fun, but it also gave her a fresh outlook. And today it distracted her from worrying, even though her heart told her something was wrong.
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As Peter emerged from Saint Michael’s Church, from the shade of the vestibule to the sunlit steps, a shiver ran through him. They just couldn’t close Saint Michael’s Church. It was important. Not just to him but to everyone in town. Well, maybe not everyone, but . . . 

Growing up, he’d learned the history of their town and the church both at school and from Dad, who was super gung-ho about it. In the late 1800s, miners moved here. They’d heard rumors of gold in the Black Hills, so they built ramshackle cabins, none of which existed today. Then word spread of gold sixty miles north, so the miners took off and pioneers settled here, naming the town River Run. Businesses moved in, a hotel, grocer, and a general store. A physician and surgeon. Even a chocolate factory.

They celebrated the first Catholic Mass in the late 1800s, and within ten years Saint Michael’s Church was built. Founding members mined the dark granite stones used to build this church. Founding members made the steeple and the stained-glass windows—Peter glanced at Toby’s picture book in his hand, the sentimental feeling intensifying—the altar and the pews. The founders had built this church themselves, with their sweat and tears, hearts and souls. 

Mom and Dad stood talking with friends under a bright but cloudy sky, a tree with yellow and brown leaves serving as a backdrop behind them. Peter trundled down the steps out front. The steps came years later, sometime in the nineties, but the church was a historic site. And every bit of it was important. Saint Michael’s was worth fighting for.

Peter handed the picture book to Mom, asked permission to meet them at the Summers’ house later, and took off, passing the last of the parishioners who gathered on the lawn outside Saint Michael’s Church. A few people wore jackets due to the crisp autumn air, but most didn’t. Peter wore a polo shirt and dress pants and wished that he’d worn something other than stupid black dress shoes. Where was the ten- or eleven-year-old boy who’d given him that funny, almost guilty, look back in church?

Ah, there! 

A hundred yards ahead, the boy jogged across the street, heading for the park in the square. An old man sat alone on a bench. A couple watched two little children play by the large boulder that often drew Peter and his friends. The colorful fall foliage could serve as camouflage. The kid’s pants matched the dark evergreens, and his rust brown shirt could easily blend with the glowing aspens and cottonwoods with leaves in every shade of yellow and orange.  

Once the kid reached the sidewalk on the opposite side, he slowed and stuffed his hands into the pockets of his pants. In what seemed like an afterthought, he glanced over his shoulder. When his gaze landed on Peter, he did a doubletake.

“Yeah, I’m following you,” Peter mumbled as he jogged toward the street. So slow down. 

The boy took off again, not hearing Peter’s mumbled words and likely not interested in talking to Peter even if he had heard him from the distance.

Okay, that just makes you look guilty. After waiting for a gray car and a rusty pickup truck to pass by, Peter crossed the street. What could the boy feel guilty about? Could he have done something to Saint Michael’s roof? Or did he know who did? 

Rather than stick to the sidewalks that circled around and weaved through the park, the boy cut through the grassy parts. Still running. Maybe he was hurrying to meet up with his family somewhere in the park. He wasn’t necessarily trying to avoid Peter.

Heart racing now with the thrill of the chase, Peter plunged into the little park. It wasn’t more than sixty yards across and three times as long, so Peter should be able to find him easily. Not sure what direction the kid had taken, he headed for the center of the park. 

Not finding him, Peter stopped and turned in a slow circle, scanning his surroundings. Green lawns stretched out between clusters of trees and bushes. A few older kids hung out near the play equipment. A dog walker here. A dog walker there. Cars parked along the far side of the park. Where could the boy have gone?

A car honked, drawing Peter’s attention.

With one hand in the air as if to apologize to the driver, the boy jogged across another street. 

Wasting no time, Peter took off and kicked it into high gear. As he ran, he kept his eye on the boy, determined not to lose him. 

The boy slowed his pace as he crossed the parking lot of the burger joint on a corner. He didn’t look back and seemed in less of a hurry. Maybe he’d only been hurrying because he had to meet his family or friends at a certain time. Maybe he hadn’t even been looking at the ceiling back at the church but at a clock on the wall. 

Slowing as he neared the street, Peter tried to visualize the back interior of the church. Did they have a clock hanging on the wall? Something to help Father keep his homilies at a reasonable length? Nah. If they did, Father ignored it.

Peter caught a break between cars and sprinted across one street and then another to reach the burger joint on the corner. He didn’t see the boy anywhere. The windows and bright interior revealed a few patrons inside but only those seated in the booths closest to the windows.

Peter yanked open the door and a savory aroma greeted him. What would he say to the kid once he found him? 

He scanned the inside of the burger joint. A man stood at the counter, placing his order. Two men and a woman stood in line behind him. Another woman carried a tray to a booth where three children waited for her. A few others sat in the booths against the window, ones that he’d seen from the outside. But no ten-year-old boy. 

Not willing to give up yet, Peter strode across the gray tiled floor to the men’s bathroom on the far side. He yanked open the door but found only a man washing his hands and two empty stalls. 

Peter sighed, defeated. The boy hadn’t come into the restaurant. He could’ve headed to some other shop or even to the residential street a block away. Wherever he’d gone, Peter wouldn’t find him now. 
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Sweaters and Secrets
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A familiar rappity-rappity rap sounded on the front door, and little Andy burst into tears. He was either hungry or ready for a nap. Maybe both. 

With hair falling out of a ponytail and t-shirt half tucked into her solar system play skirt, Stacey yanked open the door. She greeted the Brandts with her typical mischievous grin, shuffling backwards out of the way as they crowded into the little area by the door.  

As Caitlyn neared Andy, who still sat on the living room floor, his arms went up and his crying lessened. Her heart warmed at his response to her. She picked him up, kissed his wet cheek, and smoothed his silky hair off his forehead. “What’s the matter, sleepy head?”

Peter’s younger brother, Toby, stopped a few feet inside the door and stood with his hands behind his back and his belly sticking out a bit as he gazed at sniffling Andy. Sad expressions and outright crying always made him curious and maybe even sad himself. 

“He’s okay,” Caitlyn assured Toby. 

Then she turned her attention to Mr. Brandt, who carried a grocery bag, and Mrs. Brandt, who held a covered dish. With a flannel shirt over his solid torso and wind-blown dark blond hair, Peter’s dad always looked like he’d just come inside from his work as a forest ranger. Peter’s mom, with a cute bob, ready smile, and flaring skirt, seemed a lot more put together. 

“Hi!” Caitlyn considered what excuse to give for her parents’ absence. “Mom and Dad are out on—” 

“Something smells good!” Mom bustled into the room, a rather convincing smile on her face as she greeted the Brandts with hugs, careful not to upset their items. Dad came up behind her, offering his own greetings and taking the bag from Mr. Brandt.

Mrs. Brandt carried the covered dish to the kitchen. “I made an extra apple crisp. Just out of the oven.” She set it on a metal trivet on the counter that overlooked the dinner table, and the two moms broke out into playful conversation.  

Caitlyn turned to greet Peter but realized he hadn’t come in with the others. Was he still outside? With Andy in her arms, she took two steps toward the door but then quick footfalls sounded on the porch and Peter, still in dress clothes, appeared in the doorway.

“Phew, that was a waste of time.” Panting and sweaty, his dirty blond hair sticking up in spots, he flopped down on the couch nearest Caitlyn and glanced toward the dads before he spoke. “I was just chasing down this kid—hey, did you see what happened at church?”

Caitlyn hugged Andy closer. Not entirely satisfied, he fidgeted in her arms. “I tried paying attention. Did I miss something?” A quick search of her memories for the Sunday readings and Father Carston’s homily brought up nothing. Thoughts of Mom and the phone call had distracted her. Could the phone call have been from a doctor? Maybe Mom was pregnant again. But wouldn’t they rejoice at that news and not need a lengthy private discussion? Caitlyn loved the thought of another baby in the house. Maybe there was bad news about an unexpected pregnancy. This thought had distracted her at Mass for several minutes, but she’d ruled it out. Maybe the call concerned something else entirely. A death in the family? A sick relative? Other bad news about a family member? A friend in a car accident?

After kicking off his dress shoes and popping open the button of his polo shirt, Peter stood up again. “I’m not talking about something that happened during Mass, but after. The ceiling caved in. Didn’t you see it?” He let out a laugh. “It was weird timing. I’d just picked up one of those Confirmation candidate flyers, and you’ll never guess whose face was on it.”

“Lunchtime!” Mom called from the kitchen.

“Hi, Peter,” Stacey said with a mischievous grin as she raced past. She always saw Peter as an older brother, the way Caitlyn did. Priscilla, on the other hand, went through a phase two summers ago where she thought he was cute with his hair bleached by the summer sun and ruddy cheeks that gave away his moods.

Caitlyn carried Andy to his highchair. “Whose face was on the flyer?” she said to Peter. “Ceiling caving in . . . Confirmation flyer . . . I don’t get what you’re talking about.”

An outdoorsy scent surrounding him, Peter walked glued to her side, leaning as he confided in her. “Jarret West. He’s a Confirmation candidate. Can you believe it? The second I discovered that, the ceiling fell in. Weird timing. But appropriate, if you know what I mean. And then I saw this kid—”

“I don’t know what you mean.” She squeezed Andy into his highchair. Almost too big for it, he resisted her efforts, his little feet kicking this way and that. “That can’t be right. He’s a senior in high school. Saint Michael’s does Confirmation in the eighth grade.”

“Yeah, that’s what I’m saying. For whatever reason, he wasn’t Confirmed. And for whatever reason now, he wants to be Confirmed.” Peter grinned, waving his eyebrows as if he’d discovered a big secret. “Maybe he has a Catholic girlfriend and she’s insisting he do it. Or maybe his dad told him to do it, withholding his allowance or privileges until he does. You know he’s going to Mass now, don’t you?”

“Who? Jarret? I’ve seen him once or twice.” Caitlyn grabbed the sippy cup from the counter and handed it to Andy, who then sucked on it like mad, his head tilting back and eyes closing. The little sleepyhead. 

Mom and Mrs. Brandt brought glasses of milk to the table, while the chattering kids seated themselves. Mr. Brandt made a plate for Toby, who stood talking to himself in the hallway. It typically took him ten minutes to warm up to the chaos and noise here.  

“No, I mean Mr. West,” Peter said, grabbing a potato chip bag from the counter. “He wasn’t going to Mass, but now he is.”

“You’re awfully gossipy,” she said, sensing Peter wanted to continue speculating the reasons for Mr. West’s return to the faith and Jarret’s Confirmation. She always felt the need to go to Confession after conversations like that, so she didn’t want to add anything, but her mind turned it over.

She’d gotten to know Jarret a bit through Zoe, her best friend last year. Zoe thought he was cool. Or maybe hot. But Caitlyn sensed trouble. His designer clothes and long hair—granted he pulled his curly locks into a neat little ponytail—suggested that his appearance meant a lot to him, maybe too much. His attitude and the way he carried himself made it seem like he thought he was better than others. Caitlyn’s attempts to warn Zoe had done no good. Zoe learned the hard way, and after placing their baby for adoption, she and her mom moved away. 

More than a few times this school year—since the day she’d crashed into him in the hall and knocked his books to the floor—she’d taken a different route to class to avoid walking past him. Who knew what he thought of her, but she always missed Zoe whenever she saw him.

Snatching the bag of potato chips from Peter, Caitlyn forced judgmental thoughts from her mind. Anyone could change and start down the right path. “Whatever the reason, it’s good Jarret’s pursuing Confirmation now.” She dumped potato chips into a bowl.

“Wait, leave some in the bag.” Peter snatched the bag back before she could empty it. “Let’s eat outside, go for a walk. I gotta talk to you.” He stepped around the counter and into the kitchen.

“Not about Mr. West and Jarret, I hope.” She glanced at Mom, who seated herself in the chair next to Andy. Mom wouldn’t talk about the phone call now, not with company over, so it didn’t really matter if Caitlyn hung around the house.

“No, who cares about them?” Peter opened a cabinet and pulled out an old plastic container.

“That one doesn’t have a lid.” Caitlyn came around to help.

“Then it’s perfect.” He handed it to her. “Grab a few sandwiches and let’s go.”
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CAITLYN AND PETER STROLLED side by side down a new section of sidewalk, walking in the direction of their little downtown. The sun peeked through and reflected off puffy clouds scattered across the sky, looking like the background of a holy card. No wind blew but the fifty-five-degree October day made Caitlyn thankful she’d thought to grab her jacket. Peter hadn’t bothered asking how her day had been, and she’d decided not to tell him. What could she say anyway? Her worry over the phone call could end up being for nothing.

Ten minutes into their walk, they neared the park in the city square. A pudgy white-and-gray bulldog on a leash sashayed toward them. Evergreens stood here and there between bare trees and a few trees that still clung to their leaves. Saint Michael’s Church stood across the street, the billowy clouds above it and sunlight shimmering on its steeple, again reminding Caitlyn of a holy card.

“Does that guy look familiar?” Peter said with his mouth full. With a tilt of his chin, he indicated the man walking the bulldog. The man’s height, neatly combed gray hair, and good posture gave him the air of a businessman, even though he wore jeans and a casual jacket. 

“I’ve never seen him before.”

After wiping his mouth with the sleeve of his yellow ochre work jacket, Peter grabbed another sandwich triangle and said, “I want to talk about our church.”

“What about it?” She bit into her fourth egg salad triangle. 

Peter dug through the remaining sandwiches. They’d eaten all but five triangles during the ten minutes they’d been walking. “Where’s the peanut butter and jelly?”

“Oh, I left those for the kids.”

“Hm.” He gave her a disapproving glare. “Anyway, I told you that after Mass the ceiling caved in.” 

“I thought that was a figure of speech.”

“What?” He screwed up his face at her, his blond brows scrunching up and one eye almost closing, emphasizing his pale but thick eye lashes. “No, it really caved in, back there by the Saint Ann’s shrine. I had to drag Toby out of the way, and it almost fell on some man in a suit.”

“Oh, wow. I hope there isn’t too much damage. Maybe that corner of the roof leaks. I guess they’ll need to hire a roofer or something to see what’s wrong.” Something was always falling apart at her house, but Dad always managed to fix it. She slowed her pace and gazed across the street at the church, soaking in its simple beauty, from the landscaping and wide steps out front to the steeple pointing to heaven. 

Moving ahead, Peter walked backwards a few steps and then stopped, making her stop too. “Right? That’s what I’d think, but a couple older dudes, maybe a lady too, started talking about closing the church.” He flung a hand out in the direction of the church. “Just because it needs some work? Can they do that?”

“They can’t, but I’m sure the bishop can. A lot of churches have closed in the past several years.” She’d heard that one diocese had “consolidated” over forty parishes.  

“But not in our diocese, right?”

Caitlyn shrugged. Most of the news about parish closings felt so remote that she’d hardly paid attention. 

“Well, how do they
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