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        Marriage Survivors Club Prayer

        From the Ionian Church Community

      

      

      
        
        Dear Lord,

        Please give me a few friends who understand me 			and remain my friends.

      

      

      
        
        Addendum by the Marriage Survivors Club:

      

      

      
        
        And who will tell me when I'm full of bullshit.
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      Huffing and puffing, Francine 'Frankie' Carter raced up the front steps of St. Paul's Episcopal Church on the Green. Father Gabriel had asked her at the last minute to help with a funeral for someone she didn't know, and she didn't like letting him—or anyone else, for that matter—down.

      She would not be like her mother, no matter how hard she had to work.

      Frankie was fifty-something, with tiny black and silver braids, sienna skin, shoulders broadened from carrying carpentry tools, hands toughened by work, and a fierce, can-do disposition. Her signature plum-colored lipstick added a touch of glamour to her paint-spattered jeans and her scuffed bright red work boots. She reached the working sacristy, a small room filled with a jumble of ecclesiastic accouterments.

      Olivia Maxwell, already dressed for the Mass, was in the sacristy. Frankie figured they were about the same age, but she didn't know the other woman well. Olivia was about the size of a twelve-year-old, but she projected a kind of emotional radar that put Frankie on guard. On the other hand, Frankie prided herself on being direct and knew sometimes people thought she was a bit of a hard-ass.

      Frankie's parents had started going to this church at a time when interracial marriages were still considered odd. As an only child and the only biracial kid in school, she'd found St. Paul's to be a refuge. On Sunday mornings, the old ladies pinched her cheeks and slipped her hard candies. She sang in the children's chorus program, attended Sunday school, carried the incense boat, had been baptized as an infant, and confirmed as a teen. She'd seen priests come and go. And she had seen the church membership dwindle, now at its lowest ever. Father Gabriel, the new priest, had been sent to shut down the dying church. The possibility that this place might not be around for her two sons and their sons broke her heart.

      Raising her in this church was one of the few good things her mother had done for her.

      "Thanks for subbing for Darren," Olivia said to Frankie. "Father Gabriel said he had a migraine."

      Frankie removed her work jacket and stepped into the ankle-length black cassock. It would hide her work clothes but not her boots.

      "Last time, it was a kidney stone," Frankie said, buttoning up the floor-length outfit. "Personally, I don't think Darren likes funerals." She glanced in the mirror and checked her hair for sawdust.

      "Does anybody?" Olivia asked.

      "Yeah," Frankie said wryly. "Funeral directors."

      Olivia laughed right on cue. Frankie liked almost everyone who could laugh with as much gusto as Olivia.

      
      Olivia knew her diminutive height, blonde hair, which she wore pulled back in a blunt ponytail, china-doll face, and ice-blue eyes made her design clients underestimate her. That was useful when she announced her rates. Irate, demanding, dissatisfied, or flat-out crazy clients were about the only thing that didn't scare Olivia.

      Frankie stuck out one booted foot. "I didn't have time to change these, so they'll give the funeral attendees a little surprise."

      Olivia wore her usual staid black Ferragamo flats and a sedate designer black outfit under her child-sized cassock. "Don't worry. I'm just glad you could come. Father Gabriel thinks it will be a small funeral since the man wasn't from the parish."

      "Who's the funeral for?" Frankie asked as she finished the last button on the cassock. "I forgot to ask Father Gabriel."

      "I'll find the service leaflet,” Olivia said.

      As she looked, Olivia considered all the ways the deceased could have died. Perhaps he'd been bitten by a rat carrying bubonic plague. Or in a hail of terrorist gunfire. Maybe from tainted food, eaten past its best by date. Or he'd drowned when his car went over a bridge into the water, and he hadn't been carrying one of the window hammers like she had in the pocket of her car door. Maybe he'd fallen from the top of a building. Been stung by killer bees. Or perhaps he'd been scratched by… a kitten. The terrifying thoughts made the hair on the backs of her arms stand up.

      She shook herself free of the dreadful thoughts. "Here it is." Olivia read from the service leaflet, "Al Kolinsky." She gasped. "Al Kolinsky!"

      The way he'd died was much worse than anything she'd considered.

      "Who's that?" Frankie flipped her braids out of the collar of her cassock. "I can't get this last button."

      "You didn't see how he died in the Norwalk Hour?" Olivia wasn't ghoulish, but this was the first instance she'd ever heard of this happening.

      "No, what did the paper say killed him?" Frankie said.

      "His girlfriend," Olivia said.

      Frankie's eyes popped wide. "What?"

      Olivia lowered her voice. "Strangled him during sex."

      "I heard about that, but I didn't know his name. That's this guy?" Frankie put her hands to her neck in a choking gesture and rolled her eyes back in her head.

      Olivia laughed and nodded. Anyone who could make a joke at a funeral was worth knowing. She might just like Frankie.

      Frankie said, "If this guy, Al Kolinsky, isn't from St. Paul's, why are we doing his funeral here?"

      "I read that he was an Englishman, Anglican. And…St. Paul's takes everybody," Olivia said.

      Olivia had come to St. Paul's after her husband died in a fall, and the church had pretty much saved her. She'd had a toddler with Down syndrome and a six-month-old. After Derek died, she'd been so paralyzed with grief she could hardly get out of bed. But St. Paul's parishioners had kept her afloat emotionally and, in a way, financially. They babysat for free so she could finish getting her certificate in interior design. When she opened her Second Chance Designs shop, they donated furniture she rehabbed and sold. Eventually, she got on her feet and began selling upscale custom furniture. The church welcomed her daughter with open arms. Her son Taylor had been baptized and grown up here. At St. Paul's, Olivia had found the extended family and the courage she needed.

      There was a knock on the Sacristy door. A chunky woman with a big grin and wavy blonde hair that looked like she combed it with a wire whisk stood there.

      
      "Hi, I'm Bianca Treviso. Father Gabriel called me and asked me to usher for the funeral,” Bianca said.

      Frankie and Olivia introduced themselves. This was the first time they had worked together at any church service. Odd that it was a funeral that brought them together.

      Bianca's phone buzzed. She pulled the phone out of her dress pocket. She hated to turn it off during the funeral. She might miss something important.

      She stared at her phone screen and heaved a sigh of disappointment. "Ugh! Patriots just drafted Joey Farahula as a second-string running back. What are they thinking?"

      Olivia said, "Uh, what sport is that?"

      "Oh, sorry, football draft." Bianca slipped her phone back into her pocket and noticed for the first time that the thread on the pocket was unraveling. She flapped a few leaflets against her thigh. "Uh, so what exactly does an usher do?"

      "They didn't tell you?" Olivia asked. "Usually there's some kind of training for ushers."

      "There was, but," Bianca clawed a hand through her hair, "it was the fourth game of the World Series, and I was watching it on my phone, so I don't, uh…" She looked away and winced. "I don't really
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