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Erin Donoho

To PK

I loved my old man so much.

You see it wasn’t even that he was my old man. I called him my old man, but he wasn’t really; he was a friend of my father’s from years ago, and my father had died and so this guy came around all the time. He’d never date Ma; there was something off-limits about that, like he respected her or saw her as family or something. He always called her “sister.” Anyway he’d come over and give Ma a kiss on the cheek and grin at me, and ask me what I’d been up to, and did I want to play some basketball.

I grew up in kind of a trashy neighborhood. Not the worst but not anything like where kids go to college and all that. And this guy, his name was Tom, had been coming around since I was a little kid, and after my father died when I was eight Tom kept coming. I don’t remember being sad when my father died. I hardly remember it honestly. He was a jackass, my father. But Tom, my old man, he was gold. He taught me everything.

We’d go out in the backyard and shoot hoops, and he’d take me in his old car, a forty-eight Ford, down to the market downtown with all the vendors and we’d wander and look at things, produce and old furniture and records in pawn shops, and sometimes we’d drive out to the racetrack. Tom always bet, just a little, not a lot. He was the most controlled man I’d ever seen. I admired that about him, and who wouldn’t. He’d bet say two dollars; sometimes win, sometimes lose. He seemed to just like looking at the horses. He taught me about conformation, harness racing and flat racing, the ponies and the jockeys and positions. I don’t remember half of it now but then it was the best thing I’d heard. Except basketball. 

I was crazy about basketball, and for a girl that was kind of strange. Not strange exactly—we had a girls’ basketball team at school—but most girls I knew didn’t just play basketball for fun. Tom and I did. Other times we’d listen to the radio together, or watch TV—his favorite were the Winston commercials, “Winstons taste good like a cigarette should.” They went off the air just a few years after. And yet he never smoked cigarettes. I never thought much about that until years later, years and years and years, and he was dying. After he died I realized I never had asked him, “Why don’t you smoke?” I just took it for granted. It was a rare man who didn’t smoke in those days, and my old man didn’t smoke.

Can I tell you something? My old man, when he died, that was the hardest moment of my life. Watching him go. It ain’t fun to talk about. He’d sit at the kitchen table on summer evenings, that same plastic blue table we had for years, with the back and front doors open for ventilation and a breeze, not that you get much of a breeze in Tennessee in the summertime. But he’d sit there, and smoke his pipe sometimes, or else play his harmonica, or else just lean back with his hands behind his head and say, “Hit me with one, Spike.”

He called me Spike. Something about how when I was a tiny kid I’d nearly gotten my arm bitten off by a wild dog but later, at the hospital, I hadn’t given the doctor any fuss. Or so Tom said. I didn’t remember. Anyway he called me Spike; no one else did. I never remembered my father doing it. Every so often I’d look down at those pale pink marks on my arm and think, Was that really where those dog’s teeth were? 

Only one time did Tom ever talk to me about that. It wasn’t even talking, really. It was one night, late at night—but let me go back to the kitchen table.

He’d say, “Hit me with one, Spike,” and I’d always say, even though I knew what he meant, “Hit you with what, Tom?”

He’d open one eye, squint at me, maybe take a drag on his pipe if he had it, then close his eye and say, “You know what. Hit me with one.”

So I would start up a song. Sometimes they were songs I knew; other times I’d make up something on the fly. Those usually didn’t turn out so good, naturally, but Tom wouldn’t say a word. He’d just let me stumble around for a while, and if I was really struggling he’d jump in and add a word or two, or a line. We’d scat, or make up nonsense words, if we ran out of lyric ideas. Living where we did you heard old blues all the time. In fact Tom was the one who took me to a black church for the first time. Boy you haven’t lived ‘til you’ve seen a black church singing gospel. 

Of course if it was a song we all knew he and I would get singing it, and sometimes Ma would sing along. Our favorites were Elvis tunes, old by that time but we didn’t care. More often she’d just be washing the dishes, turning every so often to wipe her hands on the towel and look at us and smile. She was always thankful for Tom. Before she passed she told me, “He’s been the best father I could have ever hoped for for you.” 

I always wished she had said “dad” rather than “father.” My father had been dead for years and he wasn’t my father. Tom was my old man, my dad, and he was still alive. Sometimes I thought Tom would outlive us all, the way he was. He just seemed to never age. He was tall and slender, so tall that sometimes he just seemed like his upper half drooped over, just a bit, like a plant with a flower too heavy on top of it. He walked around curved like a comma, but not all the time. Sometimes. He worked at the brick plant down the road. I can’t tell you where my father worked now—various places—but Tom always worked at the brick plant.

He had brown hair, always smooth and combed flat, always trimmed neat. He had a long face, light brown eyes, freckles. I never really noticed until I was grown, and then even when I did notice it would strike me as strange, to notice he had freckles. Something so personal as that. But he did, mostly across his nose. He was always clean-shaven; I never saw him grow a beard or mustache. I did see him shave all the time. I thought it was fascinating, as a kid. Watching him lather up his jaw, then guide the razor in smooth, clean strokes through the cream, leaving perfect tracks, like paths through snow. 

My old man at first lived out around behind a warehouse of a trucking company. His was one of only two houses on that street, the others having been torn down years ago. Somehow those two survived. Later on he moved to another house, smaller but on a nicer street, with better kept-up lawns. I always wanted him to move in with us. I remember asking Ma, “Why can’t Tom live with us, Ma? He’s over here all the time anyway.” And she would shake her head and smile and say, “He’s got his own house, Lula.”

I didn’t hate the name Lula but I loved when Tom called me Spike. Especially when he’d do it in front of my friends, or any old people out on the street or in the store. They’d sort of stop, and then they’d turn back and look closer, at him, at me, as if wondering if there was another kid around somewhere, a boy. There wasn’t, and I would stand proudly, thinking, That’s right, my old man calls me Spike, he thinks I’m tough, and they would look away, and I would try not to laugh. I think sometimes Tom tried not to, too.

But I was more often soft around him. Doesn’t really fit a girl with the nickname Spike I guess, but so be it. I never felt I had to be anybody but myself around Tom, and so I could be soft with him all I wanted. Once I had a headache—this was just about the time I was starting to get the monthly cycle, that little piece of hell in every woman’s life—leaning against his shoulder on the couch. The TV was on quiet, some nighttime show, and the room was dim, and the warm lifeless summer air was floating through the screen door. Ma was in the kitchen maybe, or in her bedroom; I don’t remember. But Tom was there, and he let me lean on him that whole time, never saying a word, just resting his hand flat on my shoulder. He only moved it when he asked, “You warm?” and I said, “Hm,” and then he took his hand away, but kept his arm behind my back. I think I fell asleep then, because later I woke up and I was halfway lying down against him, not quite but almost. I could hear him and Ma talking, real quietly—Tom always had a quiet voice—and it was hot, and then I felt something soft under my head and I just knew, I guess, I was lying with my head on his lap, and he’d put a pillow there to make it softer. And then I fell asleep again. When I woke up next I was in my bed and Tom was gone.

He just never seemed to age. He was younger than my father, I guess. I’m not sure by how much. He always seemed young to me, though, like an older brother in a way, and yet he knew everything. He always knew where he was going and what he was doing. I remembered my father swearing and cussing up a storm at something because he got lost or otherwise didn’t end up where he wanted to go. It’s a faded memory, like dust rising up from a dirt road when you’re stuck out in the middle of nowhere. I seem to remember we were one time. I don’t remember Ma being there. But my father was always on the edge—about to go somewhere, or trying to go somewhere, and never quite making it. Always swearing.

Tom never swore, or at least very rarely. The few times he did—well, honestly, I don’t remember those first few times. Logically I should have been scared, because it was always scary with my father. But those times I remember my old man swearing, he was quiet about it, and it was always about something that made sense to me—like a kid being hurt, or hearing about a store being robbed at gunpoint or something. We had a lot of that going on around our place, especially as I got older. I didn’t really think much of it until I left, and then I didn’t leave for very long. 

My old man, see, he always brought me back. He was home, and he stayed in the neighborhood. Ma was home too, but not as much as Tom. Tom, my old man, I loved to pieces. I would have done anything for him. I guess it’s good then he never asked me to rob a liquor store or anything like that. I would have, no questions asked. But he was a good man; he wouldn’t do that. It’s funny how you can tell that even when you’re a kid—this man is better than the one over there. You can just tell, by the way he holds himself, the way he talks, the way he acts. I couldn’t tell you how, but I could tell you without a doubt that Tom was ten times a better man than my father ever was. 

I said I don’t remember getting those scars from the dog’s teeth. Every so often, though, I’d have nightmares—even up until I was twelve, thirteen, even fourteen. Bad nightmares, the kind where you wake up screaming and you don’t feel awake but you see everything as if you are awake, and you don’t where you are and you can’t hear anything except your own heart and screaming and everything else is muffled. Like you’re underwater, in a way. I’d wake up screaming and Ma would come in. I always cried for Tom. I don’t know why. I couldn’t even remember what the dog had looked like. I asked Tom once, maybe I was eighteen, what the dog had looked like. He said it was a bull-headed dog, mean and treated mean, and the way Tom looked, I didn’t think he wanted to talk much about it anymore. Still I asked him again, and he said, “Just a brown, ugly dog. That’s all.” He was mad at that dog, though. And I got to say, what girl doesn’t love it when someone’s upset for her? Especially her old man. Other girls used to tease me as I got older, “You hang out with your dad all the time.” I would say, “What’s wrong with that?” They’d say, “Well, don’t you want to go out? Don’t you want to date?” And they’d list two or three or four guys who were cute. I agreed, but they didn’t hold a candle to my old man.

That one night, late at night, we talked about the marks. The teeth. Something had happened—I can hardly remember now. But I know what it was. I don’t like to remember. There was a boy I had thought maybe I would try to go out with; I think I was seventeen. He seemed nice enough, and handsome, so I thought I’d try. And he had—well, not quite. But he’d tried, and he’d succeeded in getting my underwear off before I scratched his face off or tried to, and kneed him and turned and ran like a bullet straight out of the car. I ran straight to Tom’s, and he was home, and I tried to tell him but I couldn’t. I couldn’t say anything, just kept crying like a lunatic. At some point he made me sit down, but I couldn’t sit still, and then we turned up leaning against a wall there in his living room, me in one spot, him a few inches away, quiet. 

I can’t tell you how scared I was then. Everywhere I turned I saw shadows, and potential people in them. I don’t know most of what I said, but I’m sure it was all about that—how I couldn’t tell where anybody was, where he was in particular, that boy, and how I was so scared and I didn’t want to live in this dark world anymore. There was more, probably. I don’t remember. 

At some point everything calmed: my heart, the room, the adrenaline in my limbs. There weren’t even any sirens going off, which wasn’t usual that time of night in our neighborhood. But it was quiet. No TV, no nothing; Tom nearly always had the TV on. It felt like it had been a long, long time. We owned a grandfather clock at home that chimed on the hour, but my old man didn’t have one, so I didn’t know what time it was. It was so dark I couldn’t see anything except right in front of me. My skin was pale; my arms looked like ghost’s arms, like they were floating, made of dust, not even real. 

I guess Tom was talking. Maybe he had been; I don’t know. I only know that at some point, he took my wrist in his hand. It was very gentle, because I didn’t jump; I was a jumpy thing most of the time. Friends teased me about it. But when he took my wrist I didn’t jump. He held my hand in his, rubbed his thumb over my knuckles I seem to recall. His hand was so large compared to mine, even though he wasn’t a large man. I mean he was tall, but not big. I don’t know what that has to do with his hands. I just remember thinking they were awfully large, and mine were awfully tiny.

He said something. I don’t remember what. He said, “You remember when you got these marks?” And traced over them, light as a feather, with his other hand.

I shook my head. The room around us was all quiet. My head hurt from crying.

He rubbed the marks gently. “You were terrified, but you know what? You were strong. You screamed and cried and fought with that dog, and once we got you out you were crying but you stayed strong. You let the doctor stitch that arm up, do all he had to do, and you didn’t say a word. You didn’t complain any. You went on just like nothing had happened.”

It seemed funny to me at the time, hearing that. I wasn’t going to go on after this like nothing had happened.

But I think Tom knew that. He said, “I don’t mean you didn’t feel anything, or weren’t changed by it. But you were brave, is what I’m saying. You could have panicked. What happened was, that dog f—ked around with Lula Harris and found out.”

I laughed. Tom never swore. But in this moment it seemed perfect; it showed he meant it. And he was serious. His eyes gleamed at me, dark and solid like rock, like marble, like the hills outside of the city, strong, holding me steady. 

I don’t remember what happened then. But it was all right after that. If anything we grew even closer. When Ma died he helped me arrange her funeral; helped me pay the hospital bills as much as I hated him to. He was too good. I told him that sometimes and he said, “Aw, I’m not that good, Lula,” and I’d say, “You doing things I don’t know about?” and he’d grin and say, “Just a little betting round the tracks,” and I’d shake my head as if I disapproved. 

Why are you so good? I want to ask him now. I should have asked him, before he passed. Why are you so good? Why were you so good to Ma and me and everyone? Why were you so good and others like my father were so bad?

Maybe there’s no answer. Maybe it was all wrong somehow. But he was the best dad I ever could have had, he was. My old man. I still cry thinking of him. I think of him all the time.

***
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Shadows 
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Catherine Mesick

Ellen Smith wasn’t sure why she’d come to this place.

She’d run from her downtown office, clutching her lunch in a brown paper bag. She was not yet thirty—but she was still too old to be running through the city streets like a child.

The panic had been building for weeks. And the bad feeling—the terrible feeling—had finally overwhelmed her—flooded through her—like a storm bursting through a dam.

She’d had no choice but to run.

Ellen stopped, breathing hard, her dark hair curling in the heat and humidity. She wore a white blouse, a black skirt, and sensible shoes. Her workday attire was as plain as her name.

The ruined church rose before her in the sunshine. A towering stone façade, till largely intact, reached toward a cloudless blue sky. Solid stone steps that could have been built yesterday—rather than a hundred and fifty years ago—led up to a wooden door that still bore red paint. The stone arch over the door showed no signs of cracks or crumbling.

But the Gothic-inspired circular window above the door had long ago lost its stained glass, and air moved freely through the empty mullions and tracery. The roof had caved in, and the south wall had lost half its original height. Rubble lay half hidden in the long green grass. A stone bench moldered by a ragged hedge.

Despite the decay, it was peaceful here. Overgrown trees leaned close to the church on both the south and north sides and created a wall behind it. The thick stand of greenery blotted out the noise of the city.

Ellen stirred. She could see no flowers, but the faint scent of lavender curled around her like a ghost.

Her fingers closed more tightly over the small paper bag that she held in one hand. The coarse brown paper crinkled audibly in the still air. The paper bag held her lunch: a cold bottle of water, a turkey-and-cheese sandwich, an apple, a cup of yogurt, and a plastic spoon. The sweating water bottle had probably soaked into the paper napkins she’d packed.

Ellen shifted the bag to the crook of her arm. She could feel the cold water bottle through the thin fabric of her blouse. A frisson ran through her.

Perhaps she’d thought coming here would make her feel better.

But the ruined church looked like a broken promise.

Then Ellen felt it. The terrible feeling. It was like a wild animal scratching and clawing to get out.

It wasn’t an actual, physical pain. Yet it made her clench her hands into fists. She squeezed her eyes shut.

Her heart hammered.

Her breath came in ragged gasps.

Hot tears stung her eyelids.

“Care to feed the birds?” said a man and Ellen spun around.

A man was walking up to her. He’d clearly emerged from the tree-lined dirt path that had originally led Ellen to the ruined church. He had a pleasant, weathered face and a mop of sandy hair liberally streaked with gray. He was thin with stooping shoulders, and he wore a tan jacket, khakis, and worn sneakers.

Despite the heat of the day, the man’s jacket was zipped shut.

He stopped beside her, and Ellen felt slightly self-conscious as he continued to stare at her. She wiped the moisture from her eyes.

The man held up a small paper bag like Ellen’s. “I have bird seed.” He smiled and the corners of his eyes crinkled. “I come here every day to visit my lovely, feathered friends. I’ll show you how to feed them if you like.”

He walked to the straggly, overgrown hedge. He held the small paper bag in one hand and cupped the other. He poured bird seed into his palm. “Come and see.”

Ellen turned her head toward him. But she didn’t move.

The man stretched out his hand with its heap of speckled seeds. He whistled softly. Soon a jewel-bright cardinal emerged from the stand of trees beyond the ruined church. It perched on his thumb and began to crack open a sunflower seed with its tiny, sharp beak.

The man beamed. “See? It’s easy as can be.” He chuckled as the bird pecked at another seed. “Eat up, my friend!”

The bird ate for a moment, then fluttered away, a streak of bright scarlet against the greenery.

Ellen’s heart constricted. What would it be like to fly away?

“Would you like to try?” The man’s blue eyes twinkled, and he held out his cupped hand full of bird seed.

“No.” Ellen took a step back. “I have to get back to work.”

She turned and ran, though she knew it was rude. She hurried along the dirt path between the trees—back toward her office—clutching her uneaten lunch. The scents of the little patch of forest rose up around her as if they would bid her stay—the tang of resin and bark, the sweetness of soil and moss.

Ellen ran faster, her sensible shoes slapping on the hard earth.

This was not her world. She couldn’t afford the luxury of spending the day with growing trees, foraging birds, and the light and heat of the sun.

The horrible scratching and clawing started again. It rasped at her throat, constricted her breath.

She ran, blind to everything except her need to escape.

Back to the place she had tried to escape from.

A shadow loomed in her path—a tall, lean man. Ellen tried to stop but cannoned into him. The world tipped upside down, and she found herself lying on the ground.

“Are you all right, miss?” The man helped her to her feet.

“Yes, thanks.” Ellen brushed the dirt off her skirt and looked up at him. The man had stark-white hair and a lean, lined face. He wore dark pants and a pale-blue, short-sleeved shirt with a clerical collar. There was a new church farther along the path—it had been built sometime after the old one had burned down—and she figured the man had come from there.

But she didn’t know what kind of church it was—nor did she know which denominations wore collars like his. Was he a priest? A minister? A pastor?

“I’m so sorry about the collision,” said the man Ellen decided to dub a pastor. “There isn’t usually anyone on this path but me on a weekday. And I’m not so quick to react as once I was.”

“No, it was my fault,” Ellen said. “I shouldn’t have been running.”

The pastor stooped to retrieve Ellen’s lunch bag and handed it to her. “You were at the old church?”

“Yes.”

“Oh. Well, I hope Pete didn’t scare you. He tends to pop out at people a bit.” The pastor smiled. “Pete’s not the most sophisticated person. But he means well. He just loves birds—and he loves to share that joy with others.”

The pastor tilted his head. “I don’t mean to pry, but are you all right? You look...troubled.”

Ellen didn’t reply.

“Was it a death?” His voice was quiet.

“No. At least—not in the way you mean.”

The pastor nodded. “Well, I hope my question wasn’t impertinent. I didn’t mean to intrude.” He looked down the path. “If you’re interested in the old church, you might want to come back sometime at night. That’s when it’s at its best.”

“Thanks,” Ellen said, shifting her weight.

The pastor nodded and gave her a small wave. He walked on.

Ellen turned and continued along the dirt path that wound between the trees. The scent of lavender rose up to greet her again. When she emerged from the trees, she saw the new church.

It was a modern building of no particular architectural style. It could have been mistaken for a warehouse. Behind it several flourishing lavender bushes scented the air. The purple blooms and gray-green foliage stood out against the drab beige of the church.

Ellen had been too preoccupied on her way in to notice the lavender. She hurried on.

She soon reached the main road and turned right to walk along the sidewalk. Six lanes of traffic—three going north, three going south—growled along beside her.

The heat of the day was more intense by the road. There were no trees here, and the pale concrete under her feet reflected the sun’s rays.

The smell of exhaust filled Ellen’s nose and made her cough. She soon turned right again and waded into a dense tangle of office buildings. Her own office building was tall, square, and gray—and largely indistinguishable from its neighbors on either side.

Ellen went into the cavernous lobby and was met by a blast of cold air. She rode up in the elevator with a group of strangers.

She shivered.

In the office, she sat down at her desk in her gray-walled cubicle and set out her lunch next to her keyboard. She still had twenty-five minutes left on her lunch hour.

But her plastic-wrapped sandwich looked so forlorn sitting on the pale tabletop that Ellen couldn’t bear to eat it. She took a few sips of her water—which tasted stale—and then pushed her lunch aside.

Ellen tried to focus on work. But emails swam before her eyes. The gray walls of her cubicle seemed to close in on her.

The scratching and clawing began again.

She gasped for breath. She jumped up from her ergonomic chair and hurried down the hall to the ladies’ room.

She leaned over the white porcelain sink and splashed cold water on her face. The running water was unnaturally loud in the tiled, echoing room. She shut off the tap and pulled a paper towel from the metal dispenser on the wall, blotted the moisture on her face, and looked up into the mirror.

Her eyes were rimmed red, and her face was ashen.

She wasn’t sure what she was doing in this place, either.

The door opened with a faint creak. In the mirror, a plump, pleasant-faced woman entered the restroom. The woman had short brown hair and glasses, and she wore a navy-blue, short-sleeved blouse with khakis and flats.

She was Renee from Accounting. Ellen and the older woman had struck up a friendship earlier.

Renee frowned. “You okay?” Her shoes clacked on the tiled floor as she approached.

Ellen turned. “Yes. I’m fine.” She attempted to smile.

“You don’t look fine.” Renee’s voice was quiet. “You know you can go home if you’re not feeling well. Your supervisor will understand.”

Ellen looked away, avoiding her own gaze in the mirror. “I’m not sick.”

Renee stepped closer. “Trouble at home?”

“No. It’s just—” Ellen ran her fingers through her hair. She squeezed her eyes shut to block out the bad feeling. Then she opened her eyes, and a soft sigh escaped her lips. “Did you always want to be an accountant?”

“Yes—sort of.” Renee chuckled.

“Sort of?”

“I always loved math.” Renee smiled. “I thought at first that I would become a math teacher. But I quickly realized I didn’t enjoy the people part of the equation. So instead, I became an accountant. And now I get to be immersed in numbers all day.”

“You don’t mind how gray the office is?”

“To be honest, I never even noticed it.”

Ellen’s shoulders sagged. “Then it’s just me.” Her words were little more than a whisper.

“Remind me what your position is again,” Renee said gently.

“I’m a market analyst. Most people don’t know what that means. Most of the time, I don’t even know what it means.”

“I see.” Renee pressed her lips together for a moment. “Ellen, I hope you don’t mind some advice from someone who’s old enough to be your mother—”

She hesitated. When Ellen didn’t object, she went on.

“We all have troubled times—uncertain times. But it’s my belief that we need them—in dark times, we can learn about ourselves. Don’t—be afraid of feeling bad.” She smiled a little. “It’s like the spreadsheets I work on—black numbers on a white screen. The data shows up clearly because of the contrast—we need the dark bits of life just as much as the light ones.”

She smiled again, more broadly.

“Even us accountants have a little poetry in us.”

Ellen returned to her desk, feeling calmer—though she wasn’t entirely certain that Renee’s advice applied to her.

She pulled her dark hair back into a ponytail and tried to concentrate on work.

She sifted through a stack of long-neglected papers, and put some of them in a folder. She opened a few emails and answered them. She scheduled a meeting. Then her eyes drifted to the clock in the lower right-hand corner of her computer monitor.

It was two o’clock on a Friday afternoon. Under ordinary circumstances, she would be fretting about her lack of plans for the evening. But the bad feeling was creeping over her again. It placed shadowy fingers on her shoulder and whispered into her ear.

Ellen jumped up to put her lunch in the refrigerator and get some caffeine. As she left the breakroom with a china mug filled with hot coffee, she decided to heed Renee’s advice. She spoke to the bad feeling.

All right. You can come. But let me work. It’s my duty.

She returned to her desk and sipped the dark brew. With renewed vigor, she read more emails, typed more emails, downloaded reports, compiled new reports.

In the back of her mind ran the commentary that had been battling to get out.

I am lonely. I am isolated. I am separated from all that is real. This office is a strange experimental place. Humans have lived with animals, with trees, with dirt and mud and grass for most of our existence. But now we’re cut off.

I’m cut off.

Sunlight, air, rain, stars should not be largely forbidden.

They should not be for special occasions only.

Ellen stayed late at work while darkness bubbled through her. She sat at her desk, her fingers clacking over the keys until the summer day disappeared in a sunset that was hidden by the tall buildings that surrounded her.

When the bad feeling finally left her, Ellen retrieved her uneaten lunch from the breakroom, placed it in her tote, and exited the building.

Her stomach growled as she walked. She paused in front of a restaurant that had tall potted trees standing guard over a menu in a glass case. She read the bill of fare by the light of a nearby streetlamp.

A slight breeze picked up, carrying with it the scent of hot food and exhaust fumes. The leaves of the potted trees rustled and cast their shadows on the restaurant’s brick façade.

Ellen closed her eyes. She didn’t want dinner here.

Her eyes popped open. Her feet turned, and she retraced her steps along the pale pavement. She walked by the side of the six-lane highway, past throngs of speeding cars with blazing headlights. Soon she turned down the quiet street that would lead her to the ruined church.

Here there were no streetlamps, no honking cars.

Ellen passed the new church. The large beige building was nearly invisible in the night. But at the back of the building in an open window a light still burned.

Inside, the pastor’s snowy head was bowed as he bent over his desk with a pen. Possibly he was working on a sermon.

Ellen paused. The pale purple blossoms and gray-green foliage of the lavender bushes were hidden in the dark, but their soothing scent still curled around her.

She’d come on the pastor’s recommendation. She would see the old ruined church by night.

She stepped onto the dirt path that wound between the trees. There were no electric lights here. But Ellen wasn’t afraid.

Her eyes soon adjusted to the dark. The vague outlines of curving tree branches and tapering leaves hovered over and around her as she walked, and beneath her feet was a solid block of dusty earth. Ahead of her loomed a formless black expanse that marked the end of the tree-lined path.

She stepped through the darkness.

On the other side was the old church. There were no lights here either. But a faint amber glow from the city gave her enough ambient light to see by.

She walked to the stone bench by the overgrown hedge, sat down, and: Drew in a sharp breath.

The ruined church rose before her, its outline transformed by the night. The collapsed roof appeared whole, its missing parts filled in by the darkness. The crumbling south wall had its height restored and its faults repaired by thick patches of blackness. And in the dark, the rubble that lay in the grass was invisible. The sheltering trees leaned close to the church, casting deep shadows, creating illusions.

And most miraculous of all was the circular window in the façade. The rusted-gold glow from the city filtered through the trees and filled the delicate, empty stone tracery.

The stained glass was remade in the night. The faint light gave it new life, like something from a vision or a dream.

Ellen’s thoughts rose like a hymn.

In darkness, we can rest.

In darkness, we are renewed.

In darkness, we can dream.

Ellen didn’t know who she was or where she was meant to be. But she would go home, and she would let herself dream on this night and on many nights to come. She would give herself the chance to find out.

And maybe, when the morning came, she would return to the old ruined church and feed the birds with Pete.

She took out her lunch, unwrapped her sandwich, and took a bite.

***
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