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 1 – Mustard Seeds

 


“. . . but whoever causes
one of these little ones who believe in Me to stumble, it would be
better for him to have a heavy millstone hung around his neck, and
to be drowned in the depth of the sea.” The Gospel of Matthew
18:6.

 


 


Father Ray watched in astonishment as
fifteen-year-old Judas Trent’s fist flashed forward and crashed
into the squat, muscular boy’s chin. The sudden strike sent the
stunned youth to the blacktop.

“Not today, Judas,”
muttered Father Ray. Dashing past them in a burst of speed, Judas
evaded the late swings of the two other boys and then spun around
to face them as they charged. Their comrade moved very
little.

“Nigger lover!” yelled the
shortest of his assailants, both of whom were older than Judas.
Sidestepping the advance of the red-haired, freckled-faced
teenager, Judas accelerated forward, placed a hand on his chest and
wrapped his leg around his shin. A hard shove caused the boy to
immediately fall backward and careen into the pavement. The third
teenager, who was taller than his companions, turned to pursue
Judas but stumbled over his friend and fell to the ground next to
him.

Judas veered towards the line of cars
in the Summerfield High School parking lot. Deftly grabbing a long,
metal pipe from the back of a pickup truck, he returned to defend
his ward.

“We’re gonna kill you,”
snarled the tall boy, a handsome, dark-haired teenager with
squared-shoulders and a broad chin. His companions stood behind him
and scowled. Undaunted by the hyperbolic threat, Judas spun the
pipe like a bo staff and readied for the next wave of attacks. His
body remained inert but his eyes flickered with blue
flames.

“Then do it,” Judas said
hauntingly, the blue flames burning low and becoming embers. A
heightened awareness arose within Judas at that very moment and,
unlike before, it allowed him to perceive every living thing around
him. He acutely felt the boys’ life forces from the beating of
their hearts to the coursing of their blood to the electrical
impulses in their brains. Sensing the overwhelming hostility
emanating from the tall boy, he concentrated on him and thought of
blotting out his spiritual signature. The boy abruptly lost
consciousness and fell to the ground.

“All
right. That’s enough.”

The deep, raised voice of Father Ray
boomed and rolled over the parking lot. Judas’s remaining
assailants froze and looked to him with frightened faces while the
tall boy stirred and sat up as if awaking from a coma.

“What the hell’s going on
here, boys?” asked Father Ray, his voice returning to its normal
volume and tone. A brown-haired man of average height and weight,
he wore the traditional, black garb of a priest with a white
clerical collar.

“These three still think
it’s the 1960s, Father,” answered Judas, his angered attention
loosely attached to his opponents as he pondered his newfound
ability. Behind him, a black teenager sat on the ground and used
his shirt sleeve to wipe away the blood from his nose. Twirling the
pipe again but feeling as if he did not need it, Judas sneered, “So
I’m going to teach them what decade it is.”

“He, he attacked us with
the pipe,” insisted the redheaded boy anxiously as he and his
companions fearfully scowled at Judas. Returning their vitriolic
expressions without trepidation, he slammed the pipe to the ground
twice. The resultant clangs caused them to start, each boy taking
several steps backward. The tall boy did so by reverse
crab-walking.

“I said enough!” barked Father Ray, his
intimidating voice returning. He studied the tall boy and asked,
“Are you okay?”

“Y-y-yeah,” stuttered Ethan
Barnes as he cautiously rose to his feet and dusted himself off. He
kept his eyes glued to Judas.

“Good,” replied Father Ray.
Gesturing towards the black boy, he instructed the three white
teenagers, “Gentlemen, don’t just stand there. Help your classmate
up.”

All eyes save those of Judas darted to
the priest but the boys faltered and averted their gazes under the
brilliance of his sharp eyes. The youths hesitated, each one
wondering if Father Ray simply toyed with them for his
amusement.

“Let’s go, gentlemen.
Chop-chop,” Father Ray ordered them with two claps of his hands.
Slowly at first but then with increasing speed, the triumvirate
moved past Judas while giving him a wide berth. Father Ray folded
his arms and supervised them as they carefully lifted Mike Jarrett
from the ground and he, with wide, uncertain eyes, accepted their
assistance. Nodding in approval, Father Ray added, “Take him to the
office and get him patched up. And remember: ‘Truly I say to you,
to the extent you did it to one of these brothers of mine, even the
least of them, you did it to Me.’” (Matthew 25:40).

“Okay, Father,” said Ethan
to the puzzled looks of his companions. Judas seethed.

“And boys,” called out
Father Ray, “I want you to stay with him until he’s all
set.”

“Yes, Father,” said Ethan
while Mike Jarrett and the other two boys looked at Father Ray as
if he were insane. They paused, pondered his strange command and
then, urged forward by Ethan, walked off in silence. The priest
watched them depart into the building and then turned his attention
to Judas.

“Guys like that don’t take
verbal instruction well,” grumbled Judas, the teenager furious with
Mike’s attackers and disapproving of Father Ray’s methods. He felt
an elusive disappointment in the thirtysomething priest and it
angered him. Refusing to look at Father Ray, Judas restlessly
tapped the pipe on the ground and said with ire, “They needed a
different type of teaching. Now they won’t get it.”

“Perhaps, but you could’ve
killed one of those boys with that pipe,” Father Ray commented, his
words constituting more of a warning than a charge of
wrongdoing.

“I could’ve killed them
without the pipe,” Judas stated coldly. He took the abrupt
revelation of his new power in stride and without any fear. Father
Ray’s expression became grave.

“Judas, Judas, Judas,” said
Father Ray while shaking his head disapprovingly. Studying Judas as
he stood with the improvised weapon in his right hand, the cleric
added, “They suspended you for two days, ya’ know.”

“Yeah,” replied Judas
impatiently, “I know.”

“‘But I say to you, do not
resist an evil person; but whoever slaps you on your right cheek,
turn the other to him also,’” Father Ray recited with a shrewd look
of discernment. (Matthew 5:39). He held out his open
hand.

“What if it’s not my
cheek?” asked Judas pointedly and without delay. He turned to
Father Ray with a somber mien and prepared for a rebuke. He instead
received a wise smile.

“That, young man, is for
you to figure out,” Father Ray replied. Grasping the pipe, he held
it until Judas released it and added, “But in the meantime, no more
using weapons against your classmates. Understood?”

Sensing the Holy Spirit working within
Judas, Father Ray tapped the pipe on the ground. The troubled teen
reluctantly obeyed his command with simmering anger and nodded his
head in the affirmative.

“And Judas,” Father Ray
said.

“Yeah,” grumbled
Judas.

“Let’s keep the other thing
quiet for now, huh?” Father Ray suggested. Judas again nodded his
head though without any anger. Father Ray pointed in the direction
of his truck and said, “C’mon. Let’s get you home.”

******

The clear night sky sparkled with
thousands of stars and a multitude of frogs boisterously sang their
springtime tunes. Sitting on one of the wide steps leading to the
doors of St. Arnulf Catholic Church, Father Ray gripped Judas’s
metal pipe and occasionally tapped it on the stone.

“Another beautiful night
in Mon-roe
County,” Father Ray said quietly, the priest ruing the lack of
pizza delivery in his rural parish. He patiently waited for the
Wednesday evening Women’s Bible Study group to wind down so he
could lock up, head to the rectory and smoke his evening cigar.
Reckoning that two vehicles remained in the parking lot, he exhaled
and said, “Two to go.”

Father Ray pondered Ethan Barnes’s
strange fainting episode. He lifted the pipe and swung it downward
several times without striking the ground.

“Man, that was odd,” Father
Ray whispered, “that kid just dropping like that.”

An engine whined and then sputtered to
life, the noise chasing thoughts of Judas and Ethan from his mind.
One of its squeaky belts drowned out the frogs.

“That’ll be old Mrs.
Kuras,” Father Ray remarked with a smirk and a chuckle. He
recognized the familiar sounds of her old Ford Crown Victoria as it
trundled out of the parking lot. Its headlights soon flooded the
hayfield across the street and Mrs. Kuras and Father Ray exchanged
waves as he said happily, “That just leaves Vickie and Ursula and
then Father Ray can go meet with Brother Jack.”

 Vickie Taylor, at forty-five-years-old, was one of St.
Arnulf’s youngest adult parishioners and a ball of faith and
energy. Conservative in all aspects of manner and dress, the
bespectacled brunette constantly urged Father Ray to shepherd his
flock more actively. He knew that she would spend at least twenty
minutes meticulously cleaning up after the meeting so he engaged in
more stargazing and quiet thoughts. His mind turned to Vickie’s
niece, Ursula Baumé, whom she adopted after her mother’s
death.

“Speaking of odd,” Father
Ray said aloud as he shook his head. Mousey in personality and
build, the cute, fourteen-year-old wore glasses like her aunt. She
rarely spoke and often avoided eye contact. Sympathizing with
Ursula’s plight, Father Ray sighed and said, “I guess losing your
only remaining parent’ll do that to a kid.”

A chilling scream interrupted the
silent prayer that Father Ray said for the child. He leapt down the
church stairs and charged towards the parking lot with Judas’s pipe
in hand. Rounding the corner of the building, he saw a dark figure
wielding a knife. A body lay crumpled beside the front, driver-side
tire of Vickie’s blue Chevrolet Traverse.

“Oh, shit,” Father Ray
whispered amid competing surges of adrenaline and trepidation.
Paralyzed as his gaze fell on Ursula, he watched the whimpering
teen cower against the grill of her aunt’s car. Her attacker
taunted her by slicing at the air with a long knife. Unentangling
himself from webs of fear, Father Ray charged towards them and
bellowed, “Hey!”

His intervention came too late. The
man haphazardly sliced Ursula across her right cheek and, with a
second swipe, from her nose down to her chin. Her crying ceased as
she fell to the ground and the man whirled around to meet his
adversary.

Father Ray swung the pipe with all his
might and, with a sickening crack, he connected with the side of
the attacker’s head. The man immediately toppled over backwards and
lay motionless on the cement. Father Ray implored his Master for
help with a single utterance.

“God.”

Pulling free of his suit jacket,
Father Ray folded it and applied it to Ursula’s face to stanch the
bleeding. He glanced over his shoulder, confirmed the man’s
incapacitation and fumbled in his pocket for his mobile phone. A
bloody cough from Vickie distracted him, Ursula’s aunt bleeding
from a stab wound in her stomach.

“Vickie?
Vickie,” Father Ray
beckoned hoarsely. Ursula stirred and attempted to
speak.

“Auwnt Vic-kwie,” called
out Ursula despite her bloody wounds. She attempted to crawl past
Father Ray but he held her fast.

“Easy kid, don’t talk,”
Father Ray replied. He located his phone, swiped the screen and
quickly accessed his dialer. Punching in 9-1-1 and the speaker
button, he set the phone down on the ground and implored Ursula,
“Hold this on your face.”

“Auwnt
Vic-kwie,” demanded Ursula in a commanding
tone that send a chill down Father Ray’s spine. His phone rang
twice while she used her right hand to hold his jacket to her
bleeding face and crawled towards her aunt.

“9-1-1, what’s your
emergency?” asked the 9-1-1 operator. Stupefied by the youngster’s
composure, Father Ray gaped at Ursula. She placed her left hand on
Vickie’s knife wound and bowed her head to pray.

“What’re you doing?” Father
Ray inquired though, despite the absence of glowing light or
another supernatural sign, he knew what Ursula
attempted.

“Sir, what’s your
emergency?” queried the 9-1-1 operator again. Failing to heed
Father Ray or the operator, Ursula continued to pray.

“There’s . . . there’s been
a knife attack at St. Arnulf in Summerfield Township,” Father Ray
answered harshly despite his heavy breathing, “and we need an
ambulance and a Sheriff, yesterday!”

“Is the attacker still
there?” asked the operator. Glancing at the motionless assailant,
Father Ray confirmed his incapacity.

“Yeah, but he’s taking a
little nap,” Father Ray said as he collected himself. Uncertain as
to whether he should interrupt Ursula’s efforts, the priest
continued, “Two people have serious knife wounds.
We need that ambulance.”

Ursula lifted her head with difficulty
and exhaled. Tugging up her aunt’s blouse, she revealed the
blood-stained yet unblemished skin in the area where she was
stabbed. The operator continued speaking but Father Ray ignored
her.

“1508,” he uttered cryptically with wide eyes. A second chill not
only rippled down his spine but wracked his entire body. Vickie
began to stir. Father Ray, astounded by Ursula’s gift, quickly
removed his jacket from her face and pressed her right hand to her
lacerations. Her horrific wounds bled profusely as she wavered on
the edge of lucidity.

“Now it’s your turn, kid,”
Father Ray begged Ursula desperately. He implored her, “C’mon, do
it. Ya’ gotta do it.”

“Let no one seek his own
good, but that of his neighbor,” said Ursula in a strong, clear
voice despite her disfiguring injury. (1 Corinthians 10:24). She
gazed at Father Ray with blue eyes set beneath prominent eyebrows
before swaying and losing consciousness.

“Ursula!” called Father Ray
as a recovering Vickie screamed and reached out to her niece.
Wrapping her face in his jacket and applying pressure to it once
again, he yelled at the phone, “We need that ambulance!”

“Sir, what’s happening?”
asked the 9-1-1 operator with growing concern. A distraught and
frightened Vickie bawled and pawed at her niece while Father Ray
engulfed Ursula in his arms.

“Send the damn ambulance!”
Father Ray ordered. Locking eyes with his panicking parishioner, he
said in a calm, deep voice, “Vickie, get a
blanket. We gotta keep her warm.”

Vickie paused but, after regaining her
senses, nodded her head and scampered off with tears streaming down
her cheeks. Rocking Ursula back and forth like an infant, Father
Ray prayed and listened intently for sirens.

“I know you’re gonna spare
her,” he said earnestly to God. Sensing the strength of life within
her despite her injuries, he asked, “But
for what?”

******

A scattered herd of thunderstorms
roamed across the area, their passage bringing periodic downpours
and chain lightning that illuminated the entire sky. Flashes
rippled overhead, their white light exploding like colorless
fireworks, and thunder boomed all around them.

Tamara Parker tapped her metallic-blue
cane on the floor. Her thick, natural hair tumbled over her
shoulders, its rich, blonde tresses seemingly tinted with orange.
Short for an eighth grader, she wore no makeup on her pale skin and
sported dark circles under her blackish-brown eyes. Her cute,
rounded nose was prominent and overshadowed only by her uniquely
hued hair

“It’ll be a sparse crowd
tonight,” conceded Tammy’s mother as she alternated between
watching the road and watching the storms. The rain lessened as
they neared St. Arnulf amid nature’s light show. Her mother added
with a glance and a grin, “Seniors don’t do bad
weather.”

“It’s a sparse crowd
every night,” Tammy
replied with a dubious expression. She then returned her gaze to
the rain-soaked countryside. Far ahead on the left, she noticed an
orangish flash of lightning. Tammy straightened up.

“That was weird,” said
Tammy, the teenager puzzled by the bolt’s strange hue. The flash,
however, did not fade away but steadily grew into a scintillating
glow on the thick clouds. Tilting her head as she examined it, she
inquired, “What’s that over there?”

The rain slackened to a drizzle as the
vehicle sped forward and the glow on the clouds increased in size.
The light flickered but remained constant.

“It almost looks like
something’s on fire over there,” remarked Tammy’s mother, her
concern growing with each word she spoke. She inhaled as if to say
more but caught her breath and remained mute. Depressing the
accelerator, she grasped the steering wheel with white knuckles and
stared forward. The rain ceased.

“Oh, shit, it’s the
church,” Tammy said. Despite her vision being obscured by a thick
tree line, she detected glimpses of a large fire beyond
it.

“Tammy!” scolded her
mother. She drove quickly past the tree line and, across the
hayfields, they saw St. Arnulf burning. Tammy’s mother shrieked,
“Oh, no!”

She hung a harrowing right turn onto
Cornette Street, the abruptness and speed of her turn causing the
tires to slide. Regaining control of the vehicle, she drove past
the church and swung into the parking spaces in front of the
rectory. A quick stop threw both passengers forward against their
seatbelts.

Tammy noticed Father Ray standing
motionless in the parking lot between the church and the rectory.
Deftly unfastening her seatbelt, she disembarked and hobbled to the
priest. Her mother exited from the vehicle as well but froze when
her eyes fell on the immensity of the raging fire.

“A quarter mile that way,
it’s raining,” Father Ray said as Tammy halted next to him and he
pointed his thumb over his shoulder. He smoked his evening cigar,
the priest occasionally studying its burning end. Gesturing in
frustration, Father Ray complained bitterly, “That storm drifted
right by us, just a few hundred yards away. Ya’ know, the rain just
might’ve helped. Of course, the fact that there’s an apartment
building fire in progress and a ten-car pileup on 23 did
not help.”

“Sorry, Father,” Tammy said
with a disheartened look. Insinuating herself underneath Father
Ray’s right arm, she wrapped her left arm around his torso and
clung to him.

“Well, there are two ways
to look at this,” Father Ray said to Tammy while watching flames
engulf the church. A stained-glass window shattered and tongues of
fire extended out of it to lick the side of the building. Father
Ray expounded in a somber-yet-noble tone, “We can remember the
legend of our patron saint, St. Arnulf, who, as a raging fire
threatened the French town of Metz, stood before the flames and
declared, ‘If God wants me to be consumed, I am in His hands.’ He
then performed the sign of the cross and the fire immediately
receded.”

Tammy glanced at the eerie silhouette
of Father Ray against the backdrop of the stormy sky. Irked by his
inaction, she detached from him, performed the sign of the cross
and stepped forward to challenge the fire. Father Ray, however,
grasped her by the arm and yanked her back. Tammy struggled against
him but he held her firmly and, as part of the building collapsed,
she reversed course and clung to him again. Her mother clambered
back into her car and, fishing out her mobile phone, frantically
called 9-1-1.

“Or, in the alternative, we
can remember the immortal words of Janine Melnitz from
Ghostbusters,” replied
Father Ray with an expression of resignation. He paused for effect
as the steeple of the church gave way and then said, “‘Yeah, it's a
sign, all right: Going out of
business.’”

Tammy disapproved of Father Ray’s
apparent faithlessness in the face of adversity. She unentangled
herself from him and stepped away.

“Aren’t priests supposed to
have faith?” Tammy scolded him. Giving her a sidelong glance and a
smirk, he closed the distance between them.

“Let me give you a little
priestly advice, my dear,” Father Ray said, the cleric amused by
Tammy’s rebuke. Lowering himself to her level and gazing on her
gravely, he gripped her shoulders and continued, “Always remember
this verse. One, because it’s a little dose of reality for
all Christians. Two,
because if you accept it as truth, which it is, it’ll strengthen
you in times like these.”

Father Ray paused as he listened to
the thunderclaps rumble and viewed the brilliant displays of
lightning dance in the East. Standing up, he released Tammy’s
shoulders and looked back to her. Her calamitous surroundings faded
and she saw only Father Ray’s emotionless face.

“‘If anyone wishes to come
after Me,’” Father Ray said grimly as he puffed on his cigar, “‘he
must deny himself, and take up his cross daily and follow Me.’”
(Luke 9:23).

He pointed to the burning church with
his right hand. Tammy watched the thin trail of smoke rise from his
cigar and then turned her attention to the flames.

“My cross,” Father Ray
said. Taking his left index finger and pointing at her permanently
injured foot, he nodded at her and said, “Your cross.”

******

Father Ray sat on the open tailgate of
his truck, the priest eating an egg McMuffin and drinking
McDonald’s coffee while observing the aftermath of the fire. The
burned-out husk of the Church of St. Arnulf loomed silently in the
thick morning fog that covered the area in grayness and moisture.
He looked skyward.

“You couldn’t burn down the
rectory, too?” Father Ray complained after sipping from his coffee.
He bit into his sandwich, chewed and swallowed before adding, “That
place was more of a dump than the church.”

“And there’s nothing more
pathetic than a priest without a church,” said a distinctive female
voice. Father Ray, despite being surprised by his mysterious
visitor, failed to physically react to her presence. He was simply
too exhausted and too defeated for extraneous movement.

“To the contrary,” Father
Ray answered with a sigh. Taking another bite of his McMuffin, he
said through his food, “A priest without a congregation comes to mind. Ya’ know, the whole shepherd without any sheep
thing.”

“I don’t think that’s a
thing,” replied the voice. Father Ray looked over his left shoulder
and saw a woman – a tall, willowy and alluring woman - who oozed
charm, exuberance and, more than anything else, unwavering
confidence. Her emerald eyes and brilliant smile would have
entranced and overwhelmed even the most unabashed chauvinist. Given
that Father Ray was no chauvinist, she momentarily ensnared him
with her feminine wiles. She seemed like a vibrant flower standing
alone in a field of lifeless, gray vegetation.

“You the insurance
adjuster?” Father Ray inquired before tearing his gaze away from
his attractive guest. He tossed the remainder of his sandwich down
on the flattened McDonald’s bag, brushed off his hands and took a
quick swig of coffee. Hopping off the tailgate, Father Ray threw a
hasty finger towards the rectory and said, “I got everything you
need inside.”

Clad in a black blazer, expensive
jeans and a bright-red, low-cut blouse, the woman sauntered up to
him. Her rapt attention made Father Ray feel slimy.

“No, I’m not,” answered the
woman as she clacked forward on red pumps. Arriving in front of
Father Ray, she said playfully, “I’m even
better.”

Father Ray avoided her gaze by turning
his own to the corpse of the old church. The destruction pierced
his heart like the spear that pierced Jesus’s side.

“Ya’ ever think that maybe,
just maybe, you’re in the wrong line of work?” Father Ray inquired
as he stared emotionlessly at the ruins of St. Arnulf. The words he
spoke to Tammy the night before replayed in his mind: “. . .
it's a sign, all right: Going out of business.”

“Not at all,” answered
Aubrey without hesitation, “but I didn’t just get punched in the
balls like you did.”

“Eh, I guess I can’t
complain,” Father Ray continued while ignoring the woman’s comment,
“The Archdiocese’ll probably just move me to another parish with
more people, more responsibility . . . more problems. And the cosmic
tumblers tumble . . . .”

Glancing to the woman and then beyond
her, he noticed a black Jaguar F-type convertible parked on the
east side of Cornette Street. The woman indulged in Father Ray’s
confused countenance while folding her arms and waiting for his
mind to process her.

“Insurance adjustors don’t
drive Jags and wear jeans – stylish as they may be,” Father Ray
said as he examined the woman suspiciously, “so who the hell
are you?”

“Aubrey Stillerson,”
replied Aubrey with a muted smirk and a suggestive gaze. She held
out her hand but Father Ray hesitated to take it.

“And how may I help you
this fine morning, Ms. Stillerson?” Father Ray asked as he relented
and cautiously shook her hand. Her grip was unexpectedly
strong.

“Aubrey,” insisted the woman. Father Ray released her hand at which
point Aubrey’s smirk became a sly grin and she said, “I’m the woman
who’s going to build you a new church, Father.”

Father Ray’s expression became harshly
incredulous but, when Aubrey showed no signs of cracking, his
countenance softened and he laughed. He patted the side of his
truck.

“This truck’s gettin’
pretty old,” Father Ray said with a chuckle. Placing his hands on
his hips, he nodded to her vehicle and asked, “Can I have the Jag,
too?”

“Whatever you want, Father
Ray,” asked Aubrey in a tone of earnestness, the blonde delighting
in her continued besting of Father Ray. His mirth faded when she
mentioned his name and, placing his left hand on his truck, he
leaned against it.

“Look, Aubrey, whatever you’re up to here,
I’m not interested,” Father Ray stated. He returned to his seat on
the tailgate and resumed his meal, expounding, “I haven’t slept in
over twenty-four hours and my church just burned down, so, if ya’
don’t mind, I’d like to finish my breakfast in peace.”

Aubrey sneered and paused to ponder
her next move. Several seconds later, she marched up to Father Ray,
took his half-eaten sandwich from his hand and chucked it into the
parking lot.

“Hey! I wasn’t done with
that,” Father Ray growled as he grabbed his coffee and held it away
from her. Aubrey planted a hand on either side of Father Ray and
leaned into his personal space. He moved away from her but found
little room for retreat.

“My Daddy left me a helluva
lotta money through good, old-fashioned oil, and I made a helluva
lot more by being a market genius . . . and maybe a taking
few shortcuts here
and there,” explained Aubrey pridefully. Capturing Father Ray’s
attention and holding it hostage with her gravitas, she continued,
“By some odd twist of fate – or, maybe more to your liking, the
will of God – I just happened to be in metro Detroit this week, and
I saw you on the local news last night, talking about all those
poor seniors who lost their beloved church. And seeing those baby
blues of yours made me want to buy you a new one . . . and even
replace that dump of rectory if you want.”

Father Ray squirmed under Aubrey’s
assault of his senses as even her perfume proved enticing.
Extricating himself from between her arms, he slid onto his feet
and stepped back from her.

“How ‘bout we start with
you buying me breakfast?” Father Ray asked warily, the priest
wishing to further size-up the enigmatic Aubrey Stillerson and her
too-good-to-be-true offer. Despite the centripetal force of her
overwhelming presence, he sensed an elusive centrifugal force
within her and it worried him. He pointed and said, “Especially
given that you just threw mine away.”

“Who’s the blonde?” asked
Tammy as she approached along the driver side of the truck. Defying
Aubrey’s look of irritation, she stopped next to Father Ray and
surveyed her with suspicion.

“Tammy,” Father Ray admonished her. Tammy snuck underneath his right
arm and wrapped her own arm around his waist, the move appearing,
at least to the tired cleric, to be protective in nature. She
continued to examine Aubrey and, as she did, her countenance
hardened and her eyes narrowed. Father Ray gestured towards Aubrey
and said, “Uh, this is Ms. Stillerson. She saw our little disaster
on the news last night and offered to help us rebuild St.
Arnulf.”

Aubrey bent over and placed her hands
on her knees to bring herself to Tammy’s level. She grinned
haughtily.

“I’ve got a
lot of money, little
girl, so Father Ray can build a really big church,” Aubrey informed
her as she patted her on the head like a dog. Tammy pulled away
from her hand and scowled.

“‘It is easier for a camel
to go through the eye of a needle than for a rich person to enter
the kingdom of God,’” Tammy recited tersely while making no effort
to conceal her dislike for Aubrey. (Mark 10:25). Father Ray
cringed.

“Then why would anyone want
to go there?” replied Aubrey brusquely. An awkward silence arose as
Aubrey and Tammy traded glowers, the teen surprising Father Ray
with her hostility. A rooster crowed in the distance.

“Well, that was ominous
now, wasn’t it?” thought Father Ray. Plagued by the recent
convergence of powerful people and their destinies on his very
doorstep, he faked a smile and asked, “So, Ms. Stillerson, how
about that breakfast?”


 2 – Sister Mystery


Father Ray poured himself another
drink, slumped into his chair and set his glass on the desk with a
“thunk”. Exhaling in exhaustion, he closed and then rubbed his
eyes.

“A mass, Last Rites, a
wedding and a funeral all in one day,” Father Ray sighed. The
unexpected illness of a fellow priest thrust him into service on
what he had hoped would be an easy Saturday. The construction of
the new church also proceeded at a breakneck pace behind Aubrey’s
monetary might and business acumen, the project consuming much of
his time and requiring frequent travel to the site. He retrieved
his glass and griped, “Father Walt schedules too damn
much.”

“Hello, Reynald,” inquired
Sister Palladia in an Australian accent. Father Ray jumped when he
looked up and identified the visitor standing in his office
doorway. She looked much as he remembered her.

“Holy Hell, are you trying
to give me a heart attack?!” Father Ray exclaimed. His surprise
subsided as he studied his guest, his startled state becoming one
of utter defeat. Sliding further down in his chair, he exhaled and
said, “Not you.
Not today.”

“I see your feelings about
me have changed,” commented Sister Palladia with an offended grin.
Noticing the cigar and the glass of whiskey on Father Ray’s desk,
she let her smile fade and added with disapprobation, “As has your
view on the material pleasures of this world.”

Sister Palladia wore the full garb of
a nun with its white habit but her robes were maroon. A leather
necklace hung prominently from her neck, the adornment bearing a
small, wooden shield charm. The shield contained a large cross in
its center which divided it into four quadrants, each one of which
contained a smaller, carved cross.

“It’s a long flight from
Asia just to come here and break my balls about the booze and the
cigars,” grumbled Father Ray. He wished he had stayed at Divine
Grace’s rectory for the night as Father Walt suggested. A concerned
Sister Palladia narrowed her eyes and examined Father
Ray.

“The years hang heavily on
you, Reynald,” stated Sister Palladia sadly. She took a few
deliberate steps into his office and, with an expression of pity on
her face, added, “They’ve dulled your heart and your
spirit.”

“May I help you, Sister
Palladia?” Father Ray snapped before gulping from his glass.
Realizing that her concern only worsened his mood, Sister Palladia
returned to the door and closed it. He sneered and uttered with
disdain for his moniker, “And, by the way, it’s Father Ray.
Nobody calls me Reynald
anymore well, except, ah, never mind. Not even my own mother
called me Reynald so no one else needs to.”

“My apologies, Father Ray,”
said Sister Palladia politely as she returned her attention to him.
Father Ray lifted his drink to his lips and indulged in it. Folding
her hands in front of her, Sister Palladia walked to his desk and
advised, “I’m here to discuss Ursula Baumé.”

Father Ray’s attempt to drink his
whiskey failed and he choked on it. Setting the cocktail on his
desk, he slapped the front of his chest and coughed.

“Excuse me?” Father Ray
replied while sitting up straight in his chair and continuing to
cough. Retrieving his glass and gulping from it, he made a sour
face and asked in a strained voice, “You’re here to do
what?”

Sister Palladia observed Father Ray
closely. He met her gaze with the beginnings of a suspicious glare
but swiftly transformed it into a puzzled look.

“I’ve come to speak to you
about Ursula,” said Sister Palladia, her comely face hardened with
resolve. Her words sank into Father Ray’s mind and he wondered if
his labors to conceal his young charge’s gift had failed. Sister
Palladia seated herself and queried, “She’s one of your
parishioners, is she not?”

“Why aren’t you in the
Ukraine with the Sisters of the Holy Whatever?” Father Ray asked.
Sister Palladia stifled a smirk and raised her eyebrows.

 “Holy Family of Nazareth. But how would you know that?”
inquired Sister Palladia, her expression causing Father Ray
considerable consternation. He recovered quickly.

“So, what do you want with
Ursula?” Father Ray inquired while forcing a disinterested mien. He
smoked his cigar and awaited her answer.

“Well, as I’m sure you
know, the number of Catholic religious sisters in America has
plummeted since the 1960s,” answered Sister Palladia, “and the
dioceses around the country are looking for ways to encourage more
young women to consider the vocation. The Archdiocese of Detroit is
piloting a program where nuns with special skills or knowledge
teach courses to high school students in attempt to expose them to
the religious life without the pressure of open recruitment. It
helps them see that we’re real people who live fulfilling lives in
Christ.”

“Don’t you need a Michigan
teaching certificate to teach in high schools?” asked Father Ray as
he exhaled cigar smoke.

“We can teach under an
expert substitute permit,” replied Sister Palladia. She grimaced as
the smoke wafted over her.

“And, with your background,
you easily got one to teach your beloved French to high school
students,” Father Ray interjected while waving the smoke away from
Sister Palladia. Extinguishing the cigar in his desk ashtray, he
grinned and asked, “Tricking ‘em into Church service, huh? Always
schemin’.”

“I seek to bring them into
the service, and the love, of God,” countered Sister Palladia, the
nun taking umbrage with Father Ray’s characterization of her
efforts. She stood up, her height and the shadows of the office
giving her an intimidating aura as she said sharply, “Serving God
is the noblest of pursuits. Service to oneself is fruitless. Some
need to learn that fact . . . and others need to remember
it.”

“I serve God
and myself, sweetheart,”
said Father Ray. His comment, as intended, stoked Sister Palladia’s
anger.

“You know what Christ said
about serving two masters,” countered Sister Palladia with
blistering disapproval. Father Ray, prickled by her accusation,
picked up his cigar and re-lit it with a match.

“And He was right,” Father
Ray replied after a pause. He haughtily exhaled a plume of cigar
smoke that obscured his face and said in a haunting tone, “I love
God and hate myself.”

Sister Palladia’s countenance darkened
as she perceived the conflict in Father Ray’s soul. She squelched
her anger and composed herself.

“I’m sorry, Reynald,”
apologized Sister Palladia. She again folded her hands in front of
her and said, “I thought maybe time would have healed old wounds
but I see coming here only reopened them.”

“Well that’s arrogant,”
Father Ray growled. Sister Palladia’s lips showed the slightest of
quivers before she nodded at Father Ray.

“Goodbye, Reynald. I, as
always, will pray for you,” stated Sister Palladia. She headed for
the door.

“Ya’ tore me open, twisted
me all up inside and then bailed,” Father Ray jabbed as Sister
Palladia’s hand caressed the door handle. He asked, “What’s God
think of that?”

“I followed His will,” said
Sister Palladia while squeezing the door handle. Her stomach
churned and she wished to comfort Father Ray. Judging the possible
escalation of hostilities imprudent, however, she quickly exited as
a suspicious Father Ray watched her depart.

******

Tucked away behind a high iron fence
and encircled by a thicket of tall evergreens, an imposing statue
of The Virgin Mary stood like a holy sentinel watching over those
who sat beneath her. The twenty-foot-high, metal statue held out
her arms as if a general imploring her troops to fight bravely in
the face of overwhelming odds.

Her wise, beautiful face and feminine
hands retained the comforting curves of humanness but her flowing
robes were of a sharp, angular design. A heart rested upon her
breast and a vertical, three-quarter ring formed a halo over her
head. The Virgin’s sandaled feet stood upon a circular dais of gray
stone, the platform in turn encompassed by a basin containing
small, gurgling fountains.

Sitting beneath the cherished and
closely guarded feature of the new parish, Ursula prayed silently
on a wrought iron bench. Several equidistant and identical benches
surrounded the statue, each one placed on the outer edge of the
wide cobblestone walkway that formed a ring around the
basin.

“So much faith for one so
young,” thought Father Ray. He paused on the cobblestone path
leading from the gate to the circular walkway to observe Ursula. A
deep, horrid scar ran from her right jaw, underneath her cheekbone
and to the bottom right corner of her nose before plummeting across
her lips and down to her chin. Father Ray said to himself,
“Although she doesn’t seem so young anymore.”

Ursula was no longer the mousy child
he met months earlier. Becoming classically attractive and
long-limbed since their first meeting, her brown hair was now
flowing and wavy and her pelvis broadened with the curves of
womanhood. Emotionally she remained in her shell but even now
Father Ray perceived cracks in its façade.

“I’m not sure how I feel
about that statue,” commented Father Ray as he thrust his hands
into his pockets. Appraising the metal behemoth, he said, “It’s got
a little bit of a golden calf feel to it, but it is
beautiful.”

“How can it be wrong to
honor one who found favor with God,” Ursula countered while raising
her brown eyes to Mary’s face, “and gave birth to
Jesus?”

“‘Little children, guard
yourselves from idols,’” quoted Father Ray though he knew Ursula
understood the difference between honor and worship. (1 John 5:21).
He sat down next to her, crossed his legs and threw his right arm
over the back of the bench, inquiring, “Startin’ high school here
soon, huh?”

Ursula lowered her gaze to the ground,
the teenager abruptly going cold and silent. The breeze died just
as suddenly and the sun disappeared behind a puffy, white cloud.
Neither Father Ray nor Ursula said a word for twenty seconds. The
priest realized she no longer wore her glasses.

“Say it,” instructed Father
Ray gently. His fondness for Ursula grew each time he saw her and
witnessed her spiritual development.

“‘If anyone wishes to come
after Me,’” Ursula began in a sickly tone before her voice
strengthened, “‘he must deny himself, and take up his cross daily
and follow Me.’” (Luke 9:23).

“You know how it works,
Ursula, difficult as it may be to endure at times,” said Father Ray
while placing his hand on her shoulder. She indulged in his
comforting touch and shook her head in the affirmative while
warding off tears. Deeming the moment opportune, he said, “I
understand you were visited by a friend of mine
recently.”

“What?” Ursula asked. The
wells of her tears dried up and she looked to him with a wrinkled
nose. The sun reappeared.

“Sister Palladia,” answered
Father Ray, the sound of her name in his head stoking his inner
turmoil. He realized that his grip on Ursula’s shoulder tightened
in anticipation so he returned it to the back of the
bench.

“Oh, yeah.
Her,” Ursula said, her
irritation with Sister Palladia causing her to gloss over the
connection between the nun and Father Ray. Incredulousness on her
maimed face, she complained, “She wants me to take her French
class. She’s been bugging me for weeks. Aunt Vicki finally told her
to knock it off.”

“She didn’t happen to
say why she wants
you to take her French class, did she?” asked Father Ray as he sat
up with his gaze riveted to Ursula’s face. He rested his elbows on
his knees and clasped his hands in front of him.

“Something about me having
a French heritage. I don’t know. She researched it or something,”
Ursula said bitterly. She shrugged and sighed, saying, “She said
French is
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