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Dedication


For Angela






Chapter One

Still a Sunday in January


“Avery?” 
The man who was my father repeated my name as a question a second time, his voice wavering between a whisper and a cry. He stepped forward, his hand reaching tentatively towards me. He touched my arm and pulled his hand back, as though I’d shocked him.
Perhaps I had.
I didn’t flinch.
The crowd of parishioners behind us at the top of the stairs was breathlessly transfixed, looking almost as though they were posing for an Epiphany Sunday picture for some reason, lingering in their poses for so long that they looked unnatural, like those old TV shows where the people on the screen just seem to freeze in place as the credits roll.
“Is it really you?” He asked, his voice sounding warmer and more inviting. His hands were moving awkwardly, clearly having no more idea what to do than the rest of his body.
I searched my heart and mind for something to say. I stepped forward onto the same step he was on, noting for the first time that I was a little taller than him. We sized one another up, like boxers maybe, or perhaps more like people who’d never met. Our resemblance was uncanny and I thought of my mother in that moment, realizing that she’d spent the last nineteen years of her life looking at his face on her son. The same eyes, same hair.
What else did we have in common, I wondered.
The crowd behind us began to murmur. His eyes looked to me, pleadingly, for an answer to the question that still lie between us.
“How do you know who I am?” I answered, my voice cracking, as though I’d used too little air to deliver my response. I watched his face brighten and tears begin to form in his eyes as he gesticulated his hands back and forth, filling the space between us with seemingly unspoken meaning.
“How could I not?” He laughed. “I always held out hope that you’d find your way here, Avery. I have prayed for this moment for so many years, but—”
“You don’t know me,” I said, probably harsher than I meant to, but I was utterly overwhelmed. I felt the sudden rush of potential connection at the very same time I felt the inevitable pull of loyalty towards my mother. I also felt a surge of anger at her not being there to help me navigate this first meeting with my father. Then I realized that she’d had nineteen years to talk to me about him. She’d chosen not to.
“But I think we have a lot to talk about,” I finished, my insides churning in a way that made me feel like I’d never once stood on solid ground before.
He nodded and gently took my arm and led me into the church, smiling and nodding politely to the stunned parishioners before leading me briskly down a white marble corridor and into a small but cozy office. The window looked out upon a small graveyard, laden with white stone crosses and barren trees that had the look of things that were waiting for a signal to burst into flower.
He hurriedly shed his vestments and tossed them casually onto an armchair that sat facing a matching couch of purple velour. He reached to close the door when the usher from the steps appeared, his tie loosened and his expression one of concern. He eyed me, warily.
“Is everything alright, Father?”
“Yes, yes, of course, Joshua. Everything is fine. Avery is visiting us from the Philadelphia area,” he replied, emphasizing Philadelphia in a way that made it sound like a code word. The usher looked me over in a way that made me feel like a fugitive.
“Is he now?”
“He is, Joshua,” he replied, and what felt like an entire conversation seemed to pass silently between them. “Could you please ask Father Kramer if he would see to the youth group? Avery and I have a lot to catch up on.”
“I’ll take care of it, Father,” he replied as he left, closing the door behind him without another look at either of us.
As the door closed, the priest turned back towards me and took a tentative step forward before stopping and muttering to himself under his breath. He paced back and forth a few times before he exhaled mightily and walked over to a small refrigerator in the corner by the window.
“Have you ever had a Vernors, Avery?”
“A what?”
“Vernors Ginger Ale,” he continued. “It’s from Michigan and it’s really amazing. Do you like ginger ale?”
“Not really, but—”
“I’ll get you one. They’re really very nice. I’d never had anything like it until I moved out here.”
He crossed the room holding two dark green soda cans. His hand shook as he held it out towards me, his arm extended.
“Thanks,” I said, accepting it. He seemed to shrink away once I’d taken it and leaned up against his desk. I stood there stupidly for a moment until he gestured at the couch.
“Please, have a seat, if you want to,” he stammered a little too loudly. I sat down, feeling every bit of the awkwardness, nervousness, and anxiety that permeated the room. The silence between us was broken by the unexpectedly loud crack made by his can of soda, which exploded into the air and began running down the sides of the can and onto his black clerical shirt, pants, and shoes.
He looked over the can at me. “It’s not supposed do that.” I placed my can on the glass coffee table between us. “If you haven’t noticed, I’m a little nervous.”
There was a longing in his tone; an almost child-like innocence in the way that he seemed to be both afraid of me, yet reaching out to me. I felt anxious too, but I was completely thrown by the time and place that I’d found myself in.
“I noticed,” I said, not unkindly.
“I don’t really know where to start. Maybe you could—”
“How about we start with where you’ve been my whole life?”
He was still holding the dripping can, from which he took an awkward sip before setting it down next to mine on the coffee table and grabbing a handful of tissues from a box on his desk. He wiped off his hands and his forehead before balling up the tissues and leaning back against his desk, where he smiled at me.
“It’s been a long time,” he began, a look of wistfulness coloring his face, “but you really sounded like your mother just there.”
“Yeah, I’m hearing that a lot lately,” I replied, leaning back into the couch, resting my arm along the back. I was hoping to convey a sense of ‘I’m not going anywhere until I have answers,’ but I imagine that I just looked like a petulant teenager. “That’s not exactly an answer, though.”
He nodded, almost too energetically. “You’re right, you’re right, it’s just,” he stammered, “Um, perhaps you can tell me what your mother shared with you and I could try to fill in the blanks?”
“See, Father,” and now I was being petulant on purpose, using his honorific with no small amount of snark, “that’s the real problem here. My mother never told me anything about you.”
His face, which had been stuck in a seemingly-forced smile from the moment we’d met, dropped and turned ashen. He brought an unsteady hand up to his face which seemed to be trying to mold it into something different.
“Nothing?”
“Not a word. I asked so many times as a kid but she always just said, ‘I’m who you’ve got.’ Eventually, I stopped asking. I only learned you existed by snooping through her stuff with Angie during a half-day from school a few years ago.”
He walked deliberately around his desk and rolled his desk chair around so that he could sit in it directly across from me. It reminded me of the fine, high-backed chairs that Mr. Amos kept in his offices.
He leaned forward, elbows resting on his knees as he watched me intensely. “What did you find?”
I didn’t meet his gaze. “Pictures. Some letters. Enough to give me an idea of who you were and what happened,” I said bitterly. I had a lifetime of frustration built up towards him, not to mention my more recent feelings of betrayal towards my mother. I’d been looking for a fight for weeks. I had stuffed every fear deep down, every drop of anger, every frustration I’d had since my mother had died, and I could feel it all begin to bubble within me, ready to explode. I wanted to let it.
“And what do you think happened?”
“Seemed pretty obvious to me that you used your position as a priest to help you take advantage of her, got her pregnant on Christmas Eve, and then skipped town, never to be heard from again.”
He covered his face with his hands. “And your mother, she didn’t tell you anything at all?”
“I didn’t even know your real name until this week,” I answered, loudly. “And I only learned that by going through her things again and finding a bulletin from this church. All your letters were signed, ‘Pavla,’ which didn’t give a whole lot of helpful hits when I did a Google search.”
He ran his hands through his hair, which, once it was off his forehead revealed a more pronounced widow’s peak than I’d expected. For a moment, that one cosmetic difference illustrated the distance between us. He held his hair aloft, his head shaking back and forth before he leaned back in his chair, his arms spread out wide, his fingers flexing.
“Avery,” he began in a measured, almost professional tone. “Does your mother know that you’re here? It’s just that I—”
“She’s dead.”
The air in the room vanished. I was tired of playing around.
His hands, which had just been flailing above his head suddenly covered his mouth and nose, his eyes so full of shock that I couldn’t discern where they ended and the rest of him began. It was as though something inside him had snapped, just like it had in me.
He stood up and moved towards the windows, turning his back to me. He placed a hand on the glass and I watched, transfixed as his hand slid all the way up and his head landed lightly upon the surface of the window, a hollow thud resonating through the room. After a minute the glass began to shake and I didn’t understand why until I heard the sound emanating from my father.
It was a long and plaintive sound that he was trying to keep inside, until he no longer could. The sob that bellowed forth from him seemed to get caught up in the glass and bounce around the office uncomfortably.
“No…” he moaned, his fist pounding the glass, which wobbled precipitously. He choked off his sobbing and his voice became almost a growl. “How? When?” He asked, turning around and moving towards me, his face wet with tears, his fists balled at his sides. “Why?” He added finally, his voice cracking.
I studied him as he inched closer. I felt an instinctive sympathy for him, as upset as he was. Then I remembered that I didn’t know him and the woman he was so dramatically and abruptly mourning had been my mother.
“What makes you think I owe you any answers? I’ve gone nineteen years without having any of my own questions answered,” I sneered, remaining in what I thought was a casual position on the couch.
“Avery, I understand that—”
“You don’t know me!” I yelled, rising from my seat, the anger and fear within me leaping from my chest. “Don’t you DARE tell me what you understand about me! I just finished burying my mother yesterday. You, as I recall, weren’t there.”
“Avery, I didn’t—”
“No, Father, you sure didn’t!”
His eyes flashed a frustration that I understood all too well. I wanted him to argue with me. I needed some way to release everything that was building up inside of me. I wanted him to yell back, maybe even push me. I needed someone to fight. I took another step towards him.
He took a step back raised his hands up emphatically as he cried, “You’re right! I’m sorry! I’m so sorry, just please tell me what happened to her!” His voice reverberated powerfully throughout the room as he slunk by me and threw himself into his desk chair and cried.
As I looked at him, he seemed so miserable that despite my own feelings, I pitied him. I wanted to know what he knew, but beyond that I wasn’t really sure what I wanted from him, but seeing a grown man openly weep diffused my anger. I sat back down on the couch and waited for him to compose himself.
It was several minutes and many tissues before he spoke again.
“Avery, could you please, PLEASE tell me what happened to your mother? I’ll tell you anything you want to know.”
I didn’t hesitate. “I want to know everything.”
He nodded, wiping his face with another handful of tissues. Once he’d composed himself, he leaned forward.
“What happened?”
“She and Angie were on their way to pick me up from the train at Princeton Junction. I’d gone into Manhattan for an audition and they were on the way to pick me up when the other car slammed into the Tracer on the drivers’ side. Mom was driving. She died.”
My father listened and his nods seemed to fall into a rhythm that included his entire body. “When did this happen?”
I had to think about it. “Eight days ago.”
He rubbed his temples and took a breath so deep I thought he might pop from the exertion, until he released it in a tightly controlled exhale. He shook his hands and leaned forward with new-found energy, scooching his chair closer, working to bridge the gap between us.
“Avery, I’m so sorry.”
His voice was soft, yet firm; a definite contrast to the emotion he’d been gripped with only moments before. I thought he was going to say more but once again, a silence settled into the space between us. He looked at me with sympathy, his eyes a strange mirror of my own.
“What are you sorry for?” I asked, narrowing my own eyes back at him. I wanted the answer for sure, but also, I was still really mad at everything.
“Well, a lot of things, to be honest. You don’t get to be my age and not have some regrets,” he replied, leaning back into his chair.
“I’m sure,” I scoffed, “like me, right?”
“No, no, no, Avery, not that. Never that! Jesus Christ, why would she do this to you?”
I jumped off the couch, my rage boiling up in me again at his mention of my mother.
“Don’t you dare talk about her! She did the best she could!”
He stood up as well and raised his palms in a calming gesture.
“Calm down, Avery, please. There’s so much you need to know and it won’t be easy to hear, but it will be the truth, I promise you!”
My ears were ringing and my breath was coming in short, but intense bursts. I was seeing spots floating in the air between us, which disoriented me enough that I sat down in a huff. I think he must have figured that was evidence I was calm and ready to listen, but I wasn’t.
“There’s so much that you need to know, Avery,” he repeated, “I don’t really know where to start.”
His voice sounded like it was coming from somewhere very far away. I felt a buzzing in my leg and I felt for my phone before I remembered I’d left it in the car. When I looked up, he seemed to be studying me, waiting for me to do something. Not knowing what else to do, I shrugged, which he seemed to take as the signal to start.
“I don’t know why your mother didn’t tell you anything about me or us and we can’t ask her. I’d always hoped that…” he trailed off and shook his head vigorously and muttered something under his breath.
“I don’t understand why she kept everything from you.”
I nodded, not trusting myself to speak aloud as I worked to push everything back into its proper place inside me. The ringing in my ears had just started to decrease when I noticed that he was smiling. It was a sad smile, but it was a smile nevertheless.
“Why are you smiling?”
“Am I smiling?”
I rolled my eyes, “Please, don’t to that active listening and questioning stuff with me. I’ve already got a therapist.”
“Fair enough,” he replied. “You’re right. I’m sorry.”
He crossed his legs and ventured a tentative sip. I glared at my own can and made no attempt to open it, despite the fact that I was actually pretty thirsty.
“So, why were you smiling?”
“Seriously? Avery, meeting you in person is a dream come true for me. I’ve been praying for this moment since before you were born. I just never knew how or when it might happen.”
His voice still sounded too wistful and full of reflection for me.
“If you wanted to meet me so much, why did you leave?
He nodded. “That’s a fair question, and—”
“Why don’t you just answer it, instead of dancing around it while trying to make me drink some stupid ginger ale?”
“Well, it’s complicated, but—”
I stood up and started for the door. “Sorry Father, but I just don’t have any room left for nonsense. I don’t even know why I came.”
My hand touched the doorknob when he spoke.
“Avery, please don’t go. There’s so much—”
I turned and moved towards his chair, leaning over him as he spoke. “It’s really simple, Father. Why did you leave?”
He started to stand up, but had to roll his chair away from me to make room for himself. “It’s just—but, wait, it wasn’t like that—”
I turned back towards the door, pulling out my car keys as I reached again for the door. “I came here for answers. I came here to try and understand. This was obviously a mistake—”
“Avery, she MADE me leave! You don’t—”
I turned back from the door and drove into him with great irritation. “Oh, she made you leave? How’d she pull that off? You were the priest. You were the grown-up in the room. How did my teenage mom become the boss of you?”
He was stung by my comments but he stepped around the chair and stood directly in front of me.
“Avery, she gave me no choice! I either had to leave or—”
“Or what?!” I screamed. “Or WHAT!?”
“Or you wouldn’t have been born!”
His words echoed off of the walls of his office, his powerful voice making the room shake. There were voices in the hallway and within seconds I saw the suspicious face of the usher, Joshua. He was reaching for the doorknob when my father waved him away and pulled a dark jacket off of a coatrack I hadn’t noticed before.
“We can’t do this here, Avery,” he said, donning his coat. “My house is just down the street. Would you walk with me? There are too many ears here.”
My head was spinning at what he’d just said. I didn’t feel like I could speak at all so I nodded and followed him out the door, which he flung open.
Joshua met him as he burst out of the room with me trailing behind.
“Is everything OK, Father—”
“It’s fine Joshua,” my father interjected crankily, not stopping as he spoke. “I’m going home. Please let Father Kramer know.”
“Uh, yes sir, Father,” Joshua replied as we both half-ran past him down the hall which led into the entryway of the church. Within a moment, we were standing upon the same steps where we’d met less than an hour before.
My father took a deep breath once we were outside. As I looked up, it appeared to be a gorgeous day. Unseasonably warm for January, but the sun and the crisp air seemed to center him and calm me as we slowly took the steps downward. It wasn’t that many steps, but my legs felt sore as I followed in his wake.
I assumed that we’d be walking through the parking lot but the moment we arrived at the bottom of the steps, he turned to the left, towards the graveyard and a small gathering of trees. Everything was quiet, except for the still-raging tumult inside of me as we walked on.





Chapter Two


“My home is just through the trees. We can talk there. I have some things you should probably have too,” he rambled as we exited the graveyard and walked towards the tree line, my heart pounding and the ringing in my ears threatening to overwhelm me. 
I glanced at the Jeep over my shoulder as I followed him along a meandering path through the woods which opened up to a long gravel driveway leading to a cozy-looking ranch house. There was a large pile of firewood piled up next to a black pickup truck. He wiped his feet on the mat in front of the house as he opened the unlocked front door. I did the same and stepped inside, feeling slightly reluctant to be entering what amounted to a stranger’s home. I realized then that I’d left my phone in the car and no one knew where I was. I hesitated and was thinking of just backing out and regrouping when I heard a sudden clicking noise coming from deeper inside the house. I peered into the darkness when, out of nowhere, I was knocked back onto the porch and onto my back, a black flash zipping around. Something sat on my legs.
“Ach! What the—” I yelled as I flailed about trying to get my bearings after being knocked over.
Pavla came rushing through the door. “Gracie! No, get off of him right now!”
I looked down at my legs to find a black Labrador retriever cheerfully panting at me. When I made eye contact, she flattened herself and wagged her tail and smiled at me, if a dog can smile.
I flopped back down onto the porch and caught my breath. The dog somehow took this as a signal to climb up my body and lick my face, repeatedly.
“OK, OK, dog, let me up,” I grumbled. I didn’t have a lot of experience with dogs. Nana always had cats and my mom never cared for pets.
Anytime I asked her about a dog, or a cat, or even a fish, like kids all do, she’d always say: “Do I have the look of someone who needs one more thing to take care of?”
“I think Gracie likes you,” the priest said, tousling her hair and distracting her with a gigantic rawhide bone, which he threw out into the yard, causing her to leap over a low hedge in pursuit.
He reached out a hand to help me up. I hesitated until I heard the jingling of the dog’s collar and took his hand and scrambled to my feet. The dog ambled up to me and dropped the bone at my feet, eying me excitedly.
“Well, now I know she likes you,” he chuckled. “She won’t let just anyone put a hand on her Christmas bone.”
I looked from the bone to the dog to the priest, not sure what to do.
“She wants you to throw it for her,” he added, noting my confusion.
“Ah.” I said, picking it up and heaving it into the yard, purposefully farther than Pavla had thrown it. Gracie excitedly bounded off to collect it.
“Why don’t we walk around to the back? It’s nice out,” he said. I trailed him as he rounded a corner, disappearing behind a large holly bush. Gracie sauntered up next to me, carrying the giant bone in her mouth, blinking excitedly as we arrived in the back yard. Pavla was shaking the cushions from a pair of chairs on an elevated deck with a long stone table and a small fire brazier in the middle. It looked out onto a large lawn ending in a looping tree line that seemed to make the backyard feel like an amphitheater.
The dog dropped her bone and sprinted off into the yard.
“Should she be running around free like that?” I asked, accepting the cushion from his outstretched hand and placing it on a chair at the head of the near end of the long table.
“She’s fine. Trained her myself since she was a puppy. She knows to stay in the yard. She’s been cooped up this winter so this is good for her,” he replied, sighing as he eased himself into the chair adjacent to my own, looking out at the yard. “I don’t sit out here enough. It’s really something.”
I followed his gaze and looked at the sky above the trees, where a light breeze led the tops of the trees in a restrained but peaceful dance about the bright blue sky behind it.
“Uh, yeah, it’s—” I started before a wet tennis ball and equally damp dog’s head landed in my lap. “Eww, that’s really wet.” Gracie sat down and wagged her tail excitedly.
“Ah, there’s your ball, Gracie! Good girl!” Pavla exclaimed. “She’s been looking for that ball all winter. Must have become lost under the snow last month.” He opened a cabinet under the table and pulled out a hand towel, handing it to me. “She won’t stop staring at you until you throw it for her,” he chuckled.
Sure enough, as I looked at the dog, she was locked onto my eyes, unblinking for several seconds before she winked one eye at me as I dried off the ball and my hands.
“Never saw a dog wink before,” I said, a little under my breath.
“Oh, she must really like you then. That’s her way of including you in the joke.”
“What joke?”
“That, I haven’t figured out yet. But I’m pretty sure she thinks she’s hysterical.”
He laughed. I smiled uncomfortably. As I leaned back to throw the ball, Gracie flattened herself onto the deck, as though in prime sprinting position, which was actually pretty funny. When I threw it almost to the tree line, the dog took off so fast that her feet slipped at first on the damp laminate deck before they found purchase and she tore off into the grass like cannon.
“Quite a throw,” Pavla said.
I glanced at him quickly as I sat down. He seemed far more at ease on his deck than he had in his office. While I couldn’t say the same about myself, it was a much nicer location in which to feel outrageously awkward. I didn’t really know what to do next. I’d been so angry in his office and felt so justified in that anger but now, sitting in a real backyard with a goofy dog and a bright blue sky above me, I felt increasingly uncomfortable and drained, but less angry.
He leaned forward and placed his elbows on his knees. “So, I guess we should—”
“How did you learn to train a dog?” I interrupted.
“What?”
I don’t know why his dog training was interesting to me. Maybe I wasn’t ready to hear the rest of what he had to say about my mother. I’d swallowed so many new and hard truths and even more outright lies, I think I was full. I think that delaying the introduction of more of the same, despite my desperate need to know everything, was really what drove me off topic.
“You said you trained Gracie yourself. I didn’t think dog-training was part of the skill set of a priest.”
As though she knew she was being discussed, Gracie barked and began chasing a squirrel in circles around the back yard.
“Uh, no, it’s not generally” he replied.
“So, how did you learn?”
“Well, we always had dogs on the farm growing up. I suppose my father taught me most of what I know.” He leaned forward again. “Watch this,” he added, putting his fingers to his lips and blowing a powerful, rising whistle. Gracie immediately stopped chasing the squirrel and looked back at the deck, her ears perked up.
“That’s pretty—”
Pavla then blew two, short yet powerful whistles in succession, and Gracie immediately sprinted back towards the deck and sat at attention in front of him, tongue hanging from her mouth.
“Good girl, Gracie!” he beamed, scratching her behind the ears. “That’s a good girl!” The dog rolled over onto her back and the priest rubbed her belly. After a minute of affectionate attention, she got back up on her feet and looked at both of us in turn.
“OK, now,” he whispered behind his hand, “look her in the eyes and tell her, ‘go ahead, Gracie.’”
I sat forward a bit and caught her attention and repeated, feeling a little silly, “go ahead, Gracie.”
And with that, she was tearing through the yard again, looking for the squirrel she’d been forced to abandon.
“You’re a natural.”
Despite everything else going on, it felt pretty cool to watch the dog respond to me. I leaned back in my chair and watched her romp around. For a moment, it almost felt peaceful as I played back what he’d just said. I heard him take a breath in, as though to speak when I blurted out:
“You were farmers?”
“What’s that?”
“You said you grew up on a farm.”
“Oh, yes, we did. But my parents were not farmers, no,” he chuckled. “The farm belonged to my grandparents. They leased the land to a group of local farmers, we just lived in the house.”
“Where was this?”
His eyes flashed a moment of incredulity, at which I shrugged. “The only things I really know about you are limited to my snooping years ago, what’s on this leaflet,” I said, pulling the folded-up bulletin from his church and handing it to him, “and what I learned listening to one of your CD’s on the drive out here.”
He accepted the leaflet and scanned it until his eyes rose and met mine, a little sheepishly. “CD’s?”
“Yep.”
“Did you, um, wow,” he squirmed in his chair and ran his hands through his hair. “Did, you—”
“Listen to any of them?”
His neck grew red and he rubbed his fingers together on both hands a moment before clenching his fists briefly and releasing them.
“Yes, that’s what I am wondering, yes. Did you?”
“Yep. One of them, anyway.”
He cringed. “Oh, my. That’s, well, I suppose we’ll get to all that.”
I wasn’t sure how to respond to that so I nodded and was about to turn and look for the dog romping when I felt a sudden weight on my left foot. I looked down and the Labrador had simply flopped herself onto the deck, resting her head on my foot. Her tail thudded repeatedly on the deck until Pavla turned his own foot and used it to scratch her back.
“She’s got you now, Avery,” he sighed as Gracie nestled herself into my foot as though it were the most luxurious pillow in existence.
“What do I do?”
“Sit back and enjoy the completely unconditional love and affection of one of the finest souls I’ve ever known.”
As if on cue, Gracie let out a dramatic sigh and fell asleep on my foot. It was a strange sensation feeling both slightly obtrusive and oddly intimate. The moment represented the longest contact I’d ever had with a dog. I found that I liked it.
Pavla folded his hands and crossed his left leg over his right and tilted his head as a flock of geese flew overhead. Where he had seemed so frantic in his office, he seemed much more willing to let the conversation come to him, especially since I kept interrupting him.
“So, where was this farm you grew up on?”
“That’s where we were,” he replied, his tone sounding slightly like a man who’d known where we were but wanted to let me drive the discussion. “Yes, I grew up in Lille, which is in the north of France.”
“So, you’re French?” I asked, realizing that I was also learning about myself.
“My mother is French. My father was Belgian.”
The part of my brain that was angry and lost abruptly gave way to the amazing potential of new information, soaking it up like a mop on a spill that’s far too big for it to clean up.
“So, your father…”
“He died a few years ago. That’s the last time I was home, actually.”
“How did he die?” I asked. I found myself leaning forward in my chair, being careful not to move my foot, lest I disturb the dog, who’s connection to me I was finding increasingly comforting.
“He had cancer. He was almost ten years older than my mother, who’s doing very well,” he added, answering the question my eyes must have asked. She lives in Paris now, semi-retired she would say.”
“What did she do?”
“She trained as a museum curator. She worked at the cultural museum in Lille before she married my father and kept on at that until my sisters were born. Then she stayed home with them, and eventually, me.”
My head began to spin. All of these boxes that had remained unchecked in my life, my family tree, my identity, were being checked off one at a time, in rapid succession. It was as breathtaking as it was overwhelming.
“Sisters?”
“Yes,” he replied, his eyes growing wide. “Yes, my older sisters, Laura and Madeline are twins. They are four years older than me. Madeline lives with her family in the farmhouse we grew up in and Laura, she and her family live outside of London.”
A strange feeling began to wash over me. It reminded me of what it felt like to wake up cold in the middle of the night and pull a fallen blanket back over you. As though something that had been too small had unexpectedly grown larger than you could imagine.
“I have aunts,” I whispered.
“You have aunts, Avery, yes. And uncles, too. By my last count you’ve got six cousins as well, some of whom are your age. Here,” he said, reaching into his pocket and pulling out his phone, “I have pictures of them all here, somewhere.”
I leaned forward inadvertently shifting my foot which roused the dog. She shook her head and sat up, putting her head on my leg and blinking at me until I pat her head.
“Here we are. These are Madeline’s kids: this is Tristan,” he began, thumbing through photos in a Facebook album a little too quickly for me to really register who they were, although they all looked familiar. He’s seventeen now, getting ready for university. He’s a bit of a musician too, but just for fun. That’s his sister Margie, who’s fifteen, and then the twins, Victoria and Claude. They’re twelve, but are probably a little more mature than their older siblings.”
I blinked, absently scratching the dog behind her ears.
“This is your Uncle Luke and Aunt Madeline,” he continued, showing me a couple standing with a pair of horses in front of a rolling field. Where Pavla’s hair was light, hers was dark, almost jet black, and her husband was bald but powerfully built. “He’s Canadian,” he added, as though that explained something.
“And this is your Aunt Laura and her husband, Ross. Ross is American, actually, from Oregon, but his parents actually live in New Jersey now.”
The picture showed a beautiful woman with features much like mine and my fathers’, and her husband was red-haired and bearded, looking like what I imagined a lumberjack would look like. “They live outside of London with your cousin Ella. She just turned thirteen. Here she is,” he went on, flipping to a photo of a girl sitting on a bench swing reading a book with a cat in her lap. “She reads everything, unlike her younger sister, Patricia,” he laughed, showing a picture of a younger girl, hanging one-handed off of a rock-climbing wall, sticking her tongue out at the camera. “She’d rather climb everything.”
“Climb?” I asked, dazed by the sudden influx of information.
“Oh yes, last time she was here, she climbed almost every tree in the backyard, and jumped off of the top of my truck to get onto the roof and climb the chimney.”
I felt sweat beading on my brow and took off my jacket and placed it on the table. My breath felt heavy as it passed through me and while I didn’t want him to stop, I was beginning to feel the reality of what he was saying weigh on me.
“I apologize, Avery,” he said, putting his phone away. “I just threw a lot of new information at you all at once.”
“Yeah, I mean, well, yeah. I want to know all of that, I think, but—”
“It’s a lot all at once,” he interrupted. “I should have eased in with all of that, but honestly, I’m really excited you’re here.”
Gracie let out a mighty exhale and walked away from the table, heading over to a door that led into the house, I assumed. I found that I missed her leaning up against me.
“We’re in trouble now,” my father said, standing up and following the path of his dog and opening the door, which Gracie bounded through.
“What’s wrong with her?”
“She’s hungry,” he called as he walked into the house. “So am I for that matter. Do you like pierogis?”





Chapter Three


“What’s a pierogi?” I asked as I followed him through the back door. Lights popped on inside a spacious and immaculately clean kitchen. In tandem, both Pavla and Gracie turned slowly to glower at me. 
“What’s a pierogi? Did you hear that Grace? What is it the kids in youth group say? Shakin’ my head…”
Even the dog seemed to be disappointed in me, fixing me with a look that dripped with doggie-disappointment. She turned away and padded over to her bowl, which she sat down next to expectantly.
“Yes, it’s coming, girl,” he said, opening up a large stainless-steel fridge and pulling out a large Tupperware container and handing it to me as he popped open an aluminum can and fed the dog before turning back to me and collecting the container. “What’s a pierogi, he asks.”
The priest pulled a pan out from a cabinet in the modest kitchen island and flipped it around in his hand a few times before firing up one of the burners. After coating the pan with oil, he peeled the cover off the container revealing a pile of doughy, white circles and another, smaller container with diced onions.
I sat down on a tall chair on the other side of the island and watched as his practiced hand tossed the circles in the air until they were a light, golden brown before doing the same to the onions, the entire room beginning to percolate with smells that reminded me of the fact that I hadn’t eaten anything all day. The dog wandered over and sat next to me, sniffing the air.
“And done,” the priest said, dishing out a few of the ravioli-looking items onto a pair of dishes, tossing one into the dogs’ dish, to which she bolted. “Do you like onions?” he asked.
“Uh, sure, I guess?”
“Good! They’re not the same without them,” he added, spooning out a generous amount onto the plate before offering me a knife and fork.
I watched him as he sliced one of his own pierogis in half and skewered it with his fork along with a few onions and ate it. Having no better idea as to how to eat them, I copied him, cutting a much smaller piece and picked it up with a singular onion slice and tasting it.
“Wow,” I said, meaning it, not just because I was probably starving, but it was really good! The dough was warm and a little greasy, the mashed potato within, in contrast was fluffy and buttery, but I found the onion to be the star of the dish. It reminded me of the onions that would often accompany a cheesesteak back home. Within a minute, my plate was empty and I was looking longingly at the remaining pierogis in the pan, as was the dog.
“More?” the priest asked, grinning.
Still chewing, I nodded. It felt like clouds parted in my head and the ever-present pit in my stomach seemed to relax a bit as I dug into the rest, feeling a satisfaction settle over me. It only lasted a moment before I felt guilty for feeling good at all and consciously left a single pierogi on the plate.
“You sure you want to leave that last one? I’ve got more. Miss Sally in the church office makes them for me a few times a year.”
I pushed the plate away, watching with apprehension as he took the plate and held it out for Gracie, who took it off the plate in one gulp and padded over to her bowl to savor it in dog-centric privacy.
“I thought maybe it was some family recipe from the old country,” I said, immediately feeling like a dork.
“Well, it is. Just none of our old countries,” Pavla laughed, putting the dishes in the sink and wiping his hands on a thick green towel adorned with holly leaves. He walked around the island into the living room and sat upon a thick, leather chair next to an empty fireplace, placing his feet upon a matching ottoman. Gracie, her pierogi vanquished, circled the spot next to him for nearly a minute before flopping herself down in a heap, with a sigh.
“Sally is very sweet. Her great-grandmother was from Ukraine so this is her ‘old country’ recipe. You might meet her if you, um, well, if you are here to stay for a while?”
The tension I’d so briefly forgotten about began to inch its way back into the forefront of my mind and body. After some understandable awkwardness in his office when we’d first met and I’d told him about my mother, my father had been nothing but pleasant and gracious, but we’d danced around the reality of my presence long enough.
“I don’t know what I’m doing. I was supposed to be on the way back to school when I just turned left instead of right.”
He reached his hand down and scratched his snoring dog behind her ears. “I see. Did you tell anyone that you were taking a detour?”
I almost shook my head, but instead, I slid off the kitchen chair and moved into the living room, sitting down on a leather couch directly across from him. “Should we get back to what we were discussing earlier?” I asked, a semblance of my earlier petulance returning.
He frowned ever so slightly as he spoke, before forcing his face into a more welcoming visage. “Avery, you’re welcome to stay as long as you like, I just wouldn’t want your friends to worry about you. They seem like such nice—”
“How do you know about my friends?” I snapped. The hairs on the back of my neck began to stand on end.
He grimaced and shifted his body uncomfortably. “Well, I’ve been following that Poohbah YouTube channel you are all on for a month now.”
I rolled my eyes and felt a momentary revulsion. “You’re following me on YouTube? You don’t think that’s a little creepy?”
He raised his hands, like a surrender, “Well, it’s no creepier than following you on twitter and the other platforms too.”
My jaw dropped.
“What?” he asked, his voice incredulous. “I didn’t know if I’d ever get to meet you, and you certainly were late to the party in getting onto social media at all. It was a way for me to get to know you and see what you were like. You’re really talented, by the way. If that makes me creepy, I apologize.” His breath had quickened and he closed his eyes for the briefest of moments to collect himself. He exhaled slowly as he spoke.
“As I’ve said, Avery, it was not my choice to be absent from your life and—"
“This is the part where you tell me something else that changes everything I think about my life, isn’t it?” I asked as I stood up and walked towards the nearest window I could find, which happened to look out onto the front yard.
“Avery,” he pleaded, remaining in his chair, petting the dog, who softly snored. “Avery, I can’t imagine what you’re going through but I want to. I really want to. I—”
His voice choked up; his words catching within his throat in a way that seemed almost painful. The dog picked her head up and looked quizzically at her master. “I really wanted to be part of your life. But you know—”
“What she was like?” I spat, bitterly. “That’s what Nana said when she tried to talk to me about things at Mom’s funeral. She said, ‘you know what she was like’ as though that explains anything!”
Pavla leaned forward in his chair, looking as though he planned to jump out of it before he settled back into it with a thud. Gracie sat up and placed her head on his leg. He turned away from me and muttered under his breath for several seconds before he returned his gaze to me and sighed.
“Ask me anything. It’s right that you should have the answers you came for. I’ll try to help however I can.”
I continued to look out the window into his front yard. His truck loomed large in the window and while I could see the path back to the church where my car was, for the briefest of flashes I worried that I was somehow trapped. It didn’t help my overall feelings to say the least.
I turned around and leaned my back against the window behind me, making a note of my distance to the front door. As I looked at him, both my father and his dog were watching me with their heads similarly tilted towards me. I almost made a comment about that.
“How am I even here?”
My voice was eerily calm in my own ears as I heard it. There was nothing calm going on within me as I spoke, but I think a combination of exhaustion and resigned frustration had just left me with nothing left to give in that moment of asking. I ran my hands through my hair, which felt damp.
Pavla’s face scrunched in confusion. “What do you mean?”
“I mean, how did you, a Catholic priest, come to have sex with my mother on Christmas Eve, leading to my birth about nine months later?”
He blinked several times. “Well, OK, that’s what I thought you meant,” he coughed, uncomfortable. His discomfort somehow pleased me.
“Well, at least we’re clear now,” I replied.
The room was growing darker as the sun began to move away. He made no move to turn on a light or anything, so it was in that growing duskiness that we sat and bore a sudden rush of new things.
“Avery,” he began, sitting up and steeling himself for the impending reality that awaited us as I learned his version of our story. “It’s important that you understand that I loved your mother from the moment I met her.”
I glanced at the door again before I crossed back to the couch and sat down. I finally undid the tie I’d been wearing for over twenty-four hours and absently wrapped it around my left hand and unwrapped it, over and over. The silence between us lingered so long that despite my desire to let him just tell me stuff, it was clear I was going to have to engage if I wanted the information that I thought I needed.
“I don’t know what that even means. You’re going to have to explain it all to me. I mean, you were the priest, right? I know you have vows and stuff. What the—”
“I was barely twenty-five, the ink on my priestly orders not even dry when I came to Philadelphia to serve as an interim youth minister at Saint Ambrose. I was only supposed to be there for ten months or so, mostly to work on my English and learn how to run a parish. The Monsignor in Lille was friends with Father Dave at Saint Ambrose, so over I came.”
Each word he spoke about himself seemed to add color and detail to the portrait of him I’d always had in my mind, so although I was far more desperate to hear more about my mother, I found myself sucked into his story. I began threading my tie through my fingers, leaving spots of dampness on it from the sweat of my palms.
Pavla exhaled, as though the hard part of our conversation was over.
“Yes, so, I came to America and settled in at the church in late July, when there was really nothing going on, especially with the youth program. I was able to learn and plan and was excited to get my ministry started when the church year formally began in September.” He smiled at the memory. “I had such big plans! I was going to make those young people as excited about the love of God and the power of their faith as I was! It was an amazing time.”
His eyes sparkled as he reminisced, his hands gesturing energetically. Gracie, finding her head unscratched sauntered over to me with a look that seemed to say, “He’s useless to me right now. What have you got?” I scratched her head and she rested her chin on my leg. It was comforting.
“Everything was going just fine until late on a Friday afternoon in mid-August when I was walking through the church office, about to go back to my apartment in the rectory for the day. Father Dave’s office door, which was almost never closed, swung open and your grandmother and your mother stepped out, your mother literally running into me, knocking me to the floor.”
“My mom knocked you over?”
He nodded. “With authority,” he smiled.
“She was so little, though, you’re, like tall—”
“I know. We laughed about it later, but let’s just say, she was moving with purpose.”
“She was mad?”
“Oh yeah. Your grandmother, who I’d seen at services over the summer, but never really spoken to, had brought your mom to talk with Father Dave about…”
He hesitated, his eyes avoiding mine.
“About what?”
He squirmed in his seat, groaning a moment before laughing out loud.
“What?” I asked, confused.
“She’s not here and hasn’t been in my life for almost twenty years and she STILL has power over me. I was about to talk about her father, and I could hear her in my mind telling me to mind my own business.”
At first, I thought this was strange and was about to react in kind, before I found myself laughing along with him.
“You too?” he asked, slapping his knee. “Oh, thank God! It’s not just me!”
The laughter was welcome for the moment it lasted. Thinking back a few days to when I’d had my panic attack on Main Street in Hightstown and I’d heard Mom’s voice telling me to “get off the ground” was a little surreal in light of what my father had said, but I liked that it wasn’t just me, too. It was something we had in common that both included and excluded her. It was something, anyway.
“What about her father?” I asked.
“Yes,” he began, catching his breath. “Do you know about your grandfather?” He asked, looking around the room as though he might be caught.
“I literally learned the whole story about who he was and how he died just this week.”
“Wow, really?” he asked, sadly, shaking his head.
“I’ve learned a lot this week.”
He stood up from his chair and stepped away from his chair towards the fireplace and began to fiddle with it. “Avery, I’m sorry you’re going through all this. It must be hard to lose your mother and then have to deal with secrets.”
A series of clicks emanated from the fireplace before a roaring flame erupted, casting the room in a warm, orange glow.
“I know it’s not super cold,” he explained, “But this is my favorite feature of this house.”
The sudden brightness of the flame completely changed the feel of the room, illustrating how dark it had actually grown over the last few minutes. It was a welcome change, although it led the dog to leave my side and immediately go curl up in front of the fireplace. I watched her go, feeling her absence.
I wish I could say that the fireplace made me think about being with Angie, sitting on her couch together only a few days before all of this. I really do, but it didn’t.
“Listen, Avery, if this,” he replied, gesturing to the space between us, which had never been less distant, “Is too much, I’d understand if you need—"
“No, it’s—” I stammered, interrupting myself. “It’s not too much. I want it all. I need it now. It’s like I lived a lie my whole life so, yeah--I want the truth. All of it.”
I leaned forward as he sat back down in his chair and rested his feet on the ottoman. His dog snored softly as he began to tell me everything else.





Chapter Four


“She helped me up off of the floor. Despite how annoyed I could tell she was at everyone, she blushed and smiled at me briefly before she stormed past Sister Jane. Your grandmother paused as she moved to follow and looked me over. ‘You’re the first thing she’s smiled at in months, Father,’ she said. ‘She’ll be at your youth group meeting if I have to tie her up and put her in the trunk.’” 
He leaned back further into his chair, and his eyes, which had been focused on his wringing hands, turned toward the fireplace and I thought they looked damp for a moment. He blinked and his brow furrowed in thought.
“Did she?”
I’d clearly roused him from his thoughts. “Did she what?”
“Have to toss her in the trunk to get her to church?”
He cleared his throat and surreptitiously squeezed both of his eyes as he turned back towards me, the right side of his body brightly flickering with the light of the fire, his left side shrouded in a mild dimness.
“No, no, she came for the first meeting and was active and interested. She volunteered for a leadership role and seemed miles and miles away from the surly kid I’d seen over the summer. The truth is, Avery, from the moment your mother knocked me over in the office, I knew I might be in trouble.”
“What do you mean, trouble?”
“Honestly, it’s hard to explain, but




OEBPS/cover.jpeg
"J' - - .
- o P
r P - e o

AVERY & ANGELA, BOOKFOUR™ = =+

ROBERT KUGLER -
















