
        
            
                
            
        

    
	They were two lost souls... until they found each other.

	 

	 

	A burned-out pop diva runs away from fame and falls for a handsome Roman Catholic priest, who allows her to hide inside a Church rectory in an idyllic small town known as the real-life Mayberry.

	Grace Stevens has it all. Beauty. Fame. Money. But, at only twenty-seven, all has become too much. Grace has become a prisoner to her own fame. She’s tired of the crazy tour schedule, the intrusive fans, the paparazzi hounding her, and her sleazy business manager controlling her. She yearns for a normal life. And she wants to find love, true love.

	Danny O’Connor is a thirty-one-year-old Roman Catholic priest and a combat veteran of the Afghan War. He suffers from severe PTSD. Danny made a battlefield promise to God that if He got him safely home from war, he’d become a priest.

	Reluctantly, Danny agrees to allow Grace to hide inside the St. Mary’s Church rectory, where she takes up residence with him. What he didn’t count on, though, was falling in love with her. Now, he’s confronted with the ultimate choice—will he choose God or the girl? Will he break his vow of celibacy in the heat of passion or abide by his commitment to the Church?

	Just Grace and Danny is a slow burn but steamy romance about the power of love to mend brokenness. It’s a triumph of small-town values over the bright lights of the big city. It will get into your laughter, your heart, your soul. And maybe even a little into your tears. And leave you craving penny candy from a small town five and dime store, and bubble gum kisses in the rain.
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	Dedication

	 

	 

	For the heroes. The real heroes. The ones who lived up to it. You know who you are. I hope this book helps others know you. 

	 


Chapter One: The Runaway

	 

	 

	Grace Stevens was literally sick and tired. And the rain was coming down so hard that she could barely see through the windshield of her silver Mitsubishi Mirage rental car. The GPS in her vehicle was malfunctioning. And she hadn’t been able to find her phone, so she had no access to any information or directions. All she knew was that she was headed northbound on Interstate 95, somewhere in Maryland. She had no particular destination in mind.

	Grace was one of the most popular and successful female entertainers in the world, and, now, at only twenty-seven, she was burned-out. She had it all—beauty, money, fame. But all had become too much.

	The final straw was her manager, Kip Darby, telling her she had to perform that night’s show at the Baltimore Arena, despite the fact that she felt lousy and was running a temperature of 101. “I’m not going to tell twelve thousand people that we have to cancel the goddamn show,” he’d warned her. So, she signed for a rental car at the hotel and took off. She ran away without telling anyone where she was going, just wanting to disappear from the face of the earth.

	Her throat was sore, and her head was pounding. She had the chills. And now she was driving through a torrential downpour. A good old-fashioned April thunderstorm.

	The guy behind her was driving a tractor-trailer and kept flashing his lights because she was only going forty miles per hour. “Screw you, asshole. I can’t see shit and I’m already in the slow lane,” she muttered. He kept riding her bumper, so she looked for a place to get off the highway.

	Finally, through the sheets of rain, she saw an exit ahead. It was raining hard enough that she couldn’t read the town’s name off the sign, but she took the exit anyway. This is only going to get me more lost—but what the hell? Maybe getting lost is what I need.

	Once off the interstate, she took a series of random roads that led her through a small town. She could make out some of the landmarks. A country store, some antique shops, a small pharmacy. Such a tiny little town. Where am I?

	She looked for a place to pull over, somewhere to ride out the storm. Somewhere to collect her thoughts. As she drove through Main Street, she squinted through the windshield to identify possible candidates.

	Then, at the south end of town, she saw it. A Civil War-era church. A large white sign with black lettering out front read—St. Mary’s Catholic Church, Established 1863. Church Open 24/7 For Prayer and Meditation. All Welcome. She talked to herself. “Well, I guess I’m part of the all.” She made a right turn into the church’s lot and parked. Tilting her head back, she closed her eyes and rubbed her temples. It was good to be off the road. She wasn’t accustomed to driving. It stressed her out. A chauffeur generally drove her.

	She rummaged through her purse, frantically looking for her phone. Like everyone, she felt naked without it. It has to be in here somewhere. But she couldn’t find it. Finally, she dumped the contents of her Louis Vuitton handbag on the passenger’s side front seat and sifted through everything. Some bubble gum, a small pack of tissues, a taser, a tube of coconut scented moisturizer, a pack of Virginia Slims, a couple of tampons, her wallet. But no cellphone. Shit. I must have left it in the hotel room. Aw, who cares? It’s probably blowing up with missed calls and messages by now. And I don’t want to deal with that stuff anyway. No biggie. Come to think of it—it’s actually better that I don’t have it. If I don’t have it, I can’t obsess over it. It’s actually kind of liberating. She opened the cigarette box and pulled out a smoke. After she cracked the front driver’s side window, she lit up. I know I shouldn’t be smoking while I’m sick, but I so need a cigarette right now. She took deep drags and held them in her lungs before blowing them out through her nose.

	After she finished her smoke, she tossed the butt out the window, grabbed her purse, and exited the car. It was still raining hard, though not as hard as it had been when she was on the highway. She had no umbrella, so she ran from the parking lot to the church’s front door. Turning the handle of the large white door, she peeked inside. On this Friday afternoon, it was vacant. Tentatively, she walked in and looked around. The ceiling was high and arched. Down the center aisle, a ruby red carpet led up to an altar that featured a life-sized crucifix and a Virgin Mary statue. The place smelled of incense and was quiet except for the building’s HVAC system’s constant humming. It’s been a long time since I’ve been in one of these.

	She hacked and sneezed as she walked up the red carpet towards the front of the church. When she reached the first row of wooden pews, she stopped, set down her purse, and moved a stack of Bibles. She sprawled out, closed her eyes, and put her right hand on her forehead to check for fever. The wet jeans and t-shirt she was wearing made her feel cold. She even shivered a little. But after ten minutes or so, she drifted off to sleep to the sound of the rain hitting the stained glass windows.

	She woke up when she felt someone jostle her arm. A deep male voice asked, “Miss, are you all right?”

	Grace opened one eye, looked up, and saw him. He had black hair, blue eyes, and was tall. She guessed about six-feet-four inches. And he looked to be about thirty. He had an athletic build and was handsome. Damn. He looks like JFK Jr.

	He wore a black clerical shirt with a white Roman collar, along with black pants and shoes. With a hoarse voice, Grace asked, “Who are you?” She quickly glanced down at her TAG Heuer watch. She’d only been asleep for a little over an hour.

	He smiled at her, revealing white teeth. “I’m Father O’Connor, Daniel O’Connor. I’m the priest here at Saint Mary’s. I was just checking the wine supply for Communion when I saw you lying on the pew. I wanted to make sure you’re okay.” She caught a whiff of his cologne. Green Irish Tweed. She’d recognize it anywhere. It was the cologne her father wore, and it never failed to conjure up the warm and fuzzies. She looked him up and down. He’s much too good-looking to be a Catholic priest. What a waste.

	She sat up. “I was just resting. See, I was on the highway, and between the storm and the fact that I’m not feeling too hot, I decided to take a break.” She sneezed and coughed.

	He nodded, smiled again, and wagged his index finger at her. “You know, I don’t know if anyone’s ever told you this, but you’re a dead ringer for Grace Stevens—you know, the singer.”

	She nodded. “That’s because I am Grace Stevens—you know, the singer.” Picking up her purse, she pulled out her driver’s license and handed it to him, telling him, “It has my Malibu address on it.”

	He looked down at it and stared at her with big eyes. He shook his head, smiled, and looked around. “Am I on some type of hidden camera show?”

	She swallowed hard. God, my throat is so sore. “No.”

	A perplexed look crossed his face. “What the heck is Grace Stevens doing here?”

	She shrugged. “I have to be somewhere, don’t I?”

	He chuckled. “Yeah, I guess you do. But here? Here in little old North East?”

	“Is that the actual name of the town? North East?”

	He nodded. “Yes. North East, Maryland. Our motto is—North East: It’s Not Just A Direction, It’s A Destination. Didn’t you know where you were?”

	She shook her head and coughed some more. “No.”

	“That’s a little hard to believe. I mean—unless you’re driving a seventy-eight Gremlin, every vehicle has GPS nowadays.”

	“Well, I’m driving a newer Mirage. But it’s a rental, see? And the GPS is screwed-up. It kept saying, recalculating, recalculating. It never did recalculate. It froze up, I guess. I smacked it to, you know, try to get it unclogged or whatever. I was trying to get it thinking again. But then the screen just went black. I even tried screaming at it. I was all like, come on, you son of a bitch. Work. Work, I said. But the bastard totally ignored me. It wouldn’t listen.”

	He again chuckled. “Yeah, well, inanimate objects can be very stubborn when it comes to listening. Even when you curse at them.”

	She sneezed four times in a row. When she finally stopped, she pulled a tissue from her purse, loudly blew her nose, and told him, “I know, right? I swear—it’s ignorant. Just plain ignorant. I hate being ignored.”

	“What about your phone? Don’t you have a GPS app on your phone?”

	“Yeah, but I left my phone at the hotel in Baltimore—at least I think I did. So, all I really knew was that I was in Maryland and headed northbound on the interstate. That’s it. And it was impossible to read any of the highway signs with the rain coming down so hard.”

	“Yeah, well, that’s too bad, about the GPS in the car and your lost phone and all. It sounds like you had a perfect storm of bad luck. A word of advice, though—when you turn the car in, let them know that the GPS was messed-up right from the get-go, when you picked up the vehicle. Otherwise, they may try to bill you for it. And it might be a good idea to just leave out the part about smacking it.”

	“Look, padre, the busted GPS is the least of my concerns right now. I could buy that whole freaking rental company if I wanted to. I don’t give a damn about that. I’m just glad I got away.”

	He put his hands on his hips and shook his head as if to clear the cobwebs. “I’m afraid I’m very confused.”

	She took a deep breath and exhaled loudly. “I ran away, Father. I. Ran. Away. Okay?”

	“You ran away? Ran away from what?”

	“From everything.” She patted the wooden seat of the pew and motioned for him to sit. “Sit down, and I’ll tell you all about it, but don’t get too close because I’m sick as hell.” She looked up and added, “Sorry for using that kind of language in Your house, Lord. I know I curse like a teamster. But I am working on it. I am.”

	He sat down next to her, and she explained. “I can’t take any more of it. It’s driving me batshit crazy. I’m tired. I’m tired of being Grace Stevens. I’m tired of fame. I’m tired of the insane tour schedule. I’m tired of people liking me because of my name instead of the kind of person I am. I’m tired of the phoniness of show business. I’m tired of dealing with my asshole manager. I’m tired of not being able to go out in public without being mobbed. I’m tired of signing autographs. I’m tired of being told that I have to cultivate my brand. Brands are for bread and potato chips, not people. And I am, after all, a person.” She looked him in the eye. “I’m just tired, Father. Tonight, I’m supposed to be performing in Baltimore. But I got sick, and they were still going to make me do the show. That’s when I decided to just take off. I just wanted to get away. Anywhere. So, here I am.” She smiled a big, cheesy, exaggerated smile, showing both her top and bottom set of teeth, and waited for him to respond.

	He nodded. “I see. And what made you stop at Saint Mary’s of all places?”

	She shrugged. “I’m Catholic. I’m not a very good Catholic, mind you. I haven’t been to Mass or Confession in years. But I am Catholic. I don’t know—I guess I just saw that sign saying all welcome and figured that this was as good a landing spot as any. I was desperate.”

	“Uh-huh. And what’s your plan?”

	“I don’t have one. I guess I need some time to think and get better.”

	He nodded approvingly. “I can understand that. Is there anything that I can do for you?”

	“Yes. For starters, you can keep our meeting confidential. Right now, you’re the only person on earth who knows where I am. And I want to keep it that way.”

	“I won’t say anything. But it still might be tough remaining undetected. For example, with that rental you’re driving—does it have an internal tracking system that lets them see where the car is? Some rental companies install those nowadays, you know.”

	“Nope. I thought of that. I tried to think of everything. That’s why I’m driving a Mirage, an economy car, instead of a Mercedes or BMW. They’ll spend the money to put those in on the luxury models, but not on the economy deals. I specifically asked for one that didn’t have an internal GPS. I just told them that a big star like me needs her privacy and doesn’t want to be tracked. That simple. It didn’t arouse an ounce of suspicion. And it wasn’t even a lie. I didn’t want to be tracked. Of course, they had no idea I was planning on disappearing. But that’s none of their damn business anyhow.”

	“Wow. Impressive. You thought of everything, huh? It was a well-planned and perfectly executed operation. Seal Team Six couldn’t have done it any better.”

	“Oh, I’m a good little schemer,” she assured him.

	“Indeed. But even if the world can’t locate you, it’ll still notice that you’re missing.”

	She looked down at her watch. It was four o’clock. “I’m sure it already has. I was supposed to be at the afternoon sound check a half-hour ago. I’m sure my people are already looking for me. But I don’t care if the world frets over my disappearance, so long as it can’t find me. At least not until I decide that I want to be found again.” She looked down and fiddled with her nails. An idea crossed her mind. Tentatively, she began to make her pitch, “Father—” She had to stop because of another coughing fit. After she regained her composure, she continued. “Father, I need a place to stay for a while. Someplace quiet and private. A place where no one would ever think to look for me.”

	He scratched his cheek and laughed. “Well, North East is definitely a place where no one would look for a big celebrity like yourself. But it’s going to be tough finding somewhere to stay within the town while maintaining your anonymity, too.” He paused, then added, “And you really should see a doctor for that cold.”

	“No. No doctors. I don’t want anyone else to know where I am. And I was kind of, sort of, thinking that maybe I could stay... here.”

	He raised his eyebrows. “Here? In the church?”

	“Not in the church per se. Just on the property. I mean—where do you live?”

	“I live in the rectory, the big brick Colonial right next to the church.”

	“You live alone?”

	He nodded. “Of course, I live alone. Well, I do have a dog. A little Sheltie. Her name’s Tippy.”

	“Can I stay with you? Just for a little while.”

	He shook his head. “Miss Stevens, I’m sorry, but that’s not possible.”

	“Doesn’t the Bible say that with God all things are possible?” Oh, that was such a good point. He has to give you that one. You go, girl.

	He nervously smiled. “Yes, it does. But it’s not that simple. There are rules governing who’s allowed to stay at the rectory. Besides, we don’t know one another. How do you know I’m not some creep?”

	She looked him in the eyes, his powder blue eyes. Those eyes. There’s passion and compassion in them. They’re haunting and haunted. Yes. This surely must have been what the eyes of The Carpenter Himself would have looked like. After a long pause, she finally answered, “Because I have faith. And isn’t faith a good thing? Like I said, I’m not the best Catholic in the world, but I do believe in God. Maybe He’s the one who guided me here.”

	He looked up at the ceiling and muttered, “Jesus, Mary, and Joseph. There’s nothing in the priest handbook that covers what you do when a pop superstar wanders into your church and essentially asks for asylum.”

	He’s softening but I still need a clincher. She bit her lower lip and again locked eyes with him. Flashing puppy dog eyes, she added, “All I’m asking of you is to stop looking at me as Grace Stevens—the big celebrity—and start seeing me as Grace Stevens, the human being who needs your help. Do you really think that Jesus would turn me away?” I know what buttons to push.

	He loudly exhaled, looked at her, and shook his head. “No. Jesus wouldn’t turn you away. And... neither will I. You can stay at the rectory. There’s plenty of room. I have two spare bedrooms. You can have one.”

	She smiled and felt relieved. “And you won’t tell anyone that I’m here, no matter what, right?”

	He nodded. “I promise you confidentiality.” He wagged his finger at her. “And I expect the same, by the way. You can never tell anyone that I let you stay here. I could lose my job.”

	“It’s a deal,” she promised.

	He laughed, shook his head, and looked upwards. “I sure hope I’m doing the right thing, Boss.”

	“You are,” she assured him.

	He checked to make sure the coast was clear, and they walked out of the church together. By now, it had stopped raining. She moved her car into the rectory’s garage so no one would see it. He opened the house’s front door, and a tan and white Sheltie immediately greeted them. The dog wagged her tail and barked excitedly. “Well, hello there, sweetie. Yes, Daddy’s home.”

	He picked the little dog up and rubbed her belly, telling Grace, “Miss Stevens, I’d like you to meet Tippy.” Grace sneezed, walked over to the dog, and shook her paw. “Pleased to meet you, Tippy.”

	He put the dog down and said, “And welcome to my home.”

	She looked around. It was a big house for only one person. The ceilings were high. There were a foyer and a staircase. On the walls hung paintings, old paintings, of important-looking men decked out in clothing from the nineteenth century. There were chairs upholstered in red and yellow velvet in the living room. Grace nodded her approval. “Not bad, Father.”

	“Thanks. It’s not a Malibu mansion, but I’m comfortable here. The thing I enjoy the most is that we’re right on the North East River. There’s a little beach on the property, in the backyard.” He smiled at her. They locked eyes, and she smiled back. Then she started hacking again.

	“Boy, you really feel miserable, don’t you?”

	She nodded. “Uh-huh.” She massaged her temples. “My head feels like it’s going to explode.”

	“The first thing we need to do is get you into some dry clothes.”

	“I didn’t bring a change of clothing with me. I have nothing except the clothes on my back and my purse.”

	“Okay. Well, I don’t think we’ve had any women’s clothes donated to the Outreach Office lately. But you’d be welcome to a pair of my sweatpants and a sweatshirt. Why don’t you follow me upstairs, and I’ll show you to your room?”

	They walked up the stairs, down a long hallway, stopping at the second door on the right. He opened the door, and they walked in. The room was painted light blue, and the furnishings were sparse. There was a small desk with a mirror on it and a bed. On the wall hung a crucifix and a picture of St. Francis of Assisi that had gathered some dust. That was it. “You’ll be the first person to stay in this room since I’ve been the priest here.”

	She patted the bed and sat on it. “I’ll be right back with your clothes,” he promised. She lay down on the bed, closed her eyes, and thought about the absolute panic that surely must have set in by now amongst the members of her entourage. Am I being selfish for just taking off? She wondered what the world would say about her, about her disappearance. What would the narrative be? Did it even matter to her? Hell, no. I don’t give a damn.

	After a few minutes, he returned with the clothing. An old, gray sweatshirt with a Snoopy picture on it and a pair of gray sweatpants. He excused himself, and she changed. She undressed and looked at herself in the mirror. She was short, too short, she thought. At only five-feet-two inches, she’d been turned down for jobs as a model because of her diminutive stature. They all said she looked like a young Audrey Hepburn. She had shoulder-length brown hair and big, honey-brown doe eyes. As she peeled off her wet t-shirt and white sports bra, she looked closely at her breasts. They were 34DD and looked even larger because of her small frame. She always considered them too big and once even considered having a reduction done. But her manager had told her, “There’s no such thing as tits being too big, honey.” Her legs were short but silky and shiny. They’d just been waxed. She knew that she was a good-looking woman, even beautiful. But where had her beauty, fame, and money gotten her? Sick as hell and alone, that’s where. She had no husband, no boyfriend. A relationship was tough with her schedule. Besides, she’d been burned way too many times. She shrugged it off and finished dressing. The outfit was way too big for her.

	She walked out of the bedroom, and he saw her. He smiled that gorgeous smile again and said, “A little too big, huh?”

	“Just a little,” she said as she flailed the sleeves of the sweatshirt around.

	He shrugged. “It’ll have to do, for now, I guess.”

	He paused, then asked, “How do you feel?”

	She moaned. “Like someone put my head in a vice. My throat feels raw, and I think there’s some cold on my chest.”

	“Here. Let me see if you have a fever.” He walked over to her and put his hand on her forehead. His hand was large but soft and warm. She closed her eyes and absorbed his touch. Even though she was sick, his touch felt good. So good that it put butterflies in her stomach. A soft sigh escaped her lips.

	“Oh, yes,” he told her, “You’re warm. Let me go get my digital thermometer so we can see exactly how high that temperature is. In the meantime, why don’t you get in bed?”

	Again, she looked at him with sad, puppy dog eyes and softly said, “Kay.”

	He smiled at her. “I’ll be right back, Miss Stevens.”

	“Grace. Call me Grace. Please.”

	He smiled and nodded. “Okay. Grace, it is. And you may as well call me Danny. That’s what my friends call me.”

	“So, we’re just Grace and Danny?” she asked.

	He laughed. “That’s right. Just Grace and Danny.”

	He walked downstairs, and she crawled into bed. He came back with a thermometer, some over-the-counter cold medications, and a glass of water.

	Her fever was 100.7.

	“That’s actually down a bit. It was a hundred and one,” she told him.

	“Yeah? Well, one-hundred-point-seven is still nothing to sneeze at, no pun intended.” He opened the bottle of Mucinex DM, shook out a pill, and handed it to her, along with the glass of water. “Here. I want you to take this. It’s good for congestion.”

	She took the pill and a sip of water, then handed the glass back to him. Looking at him thoughtfully, she tilted her head and asked, “Are you going to, like, take care of me?”

	He smiled and nodded. “Yes. I am. What else can I do?”

	“So, I’m pretty much your responsibility right now, aren’t I?”

	He chuckled. “In terms of your health and safety, yes, I guess you could say that.”

	She reached out and grabbed his left hand. On the finger where a wedding ring would be worn, he wore a gold ring with the face of Jesus on it. She caressed his hand for a moment, and they looked at one another. There was silence as they just stared into each other’s eyes. Finally, she squeezed his hand and said, “Thank you, Danny.”

	He nodded and winked at her. “You bet.”

	He left the room, and she slowly drifted off to sleep, still feeling sick. But, also, for the first time in a long, long time, feeling safe and protected.


Chapter Two: Twenty Questions

	 

	 

	Danny sat in a recliner in the living room with his laptop out. He looked up from the keyboard and rubbed his eyes. Looking back down, he saw by the computer’s time display that it was nearly midnight. He yawned and stretched out his arms. Tippy sat in her doggie bed in the corner of the room. He turned around, looked at her, and said, “Okay, girl, I think it’s time to call it a night. I’ll finish up this sermon tomorrow.”

	He sat there and thought about the events of the day. The incongruity of it all. Life is so unpredictable. If someone would have told me twenty-four hours ago that Grace Stevens would be living here in the rectory, I’d have called them crazy. He shook his head and laughed to himself. He walked up the stairs to Grace’s room.

	“Grace,” he called out as he knocked. “May I come in?”

	Through the door, he heard her say, “Sure. Come on in.”

	He walked in and saw her still in bed. “Hope I didn’t wake you.”

	“Oh, no. I’ve been awake for about a half-hour.”

	“How are you feeling?” He sat down on the edge of the bed.

	She sniffled. “About the same. What time is it anyway?”

	“Zero dark thirty.”

	“Huh?”

	“Late. Close to midnight.”

	She frowned. “That means I’ve officially missed the Baltimore show.”

	He nodded but told her, “Let the world turn without you tonight, okay?”

	She nodded and smiled at him. “Kay.”

	“Are you hungry?”

	She shook her head. “No. Not right now. Maybe in the morning I’ll have something to eat.”

	“Do you need anything else? Anything at all?”

	“Maybe an extra blanket if you have one. I’m cold.”

	“I think I should have one. Just give me a sec to find it.” He left the room, retrieved a baby blue blanket from the linen closet down the hall, and returned. Again, sitting on the edge of the bed, he unfolded the blanket and spread it out over her, essentially tucking her in.

	“There. How’s that?” he asked.

	“Much better. Thank you.”

	He smiled. “Well, goodnight.” He started to get up off the bed when she grabbed his hand and pulled him back towards her.

	“No. Don’t go just yet. I’m lonely. Please stay and talk to me for a while,” she begged.

	He sat back down. “What would you like to talk about?”

	“You. I’m staying in your house, and I know virtually nothing about you. I want to know who you are, Danny O’Connor.”

	“What would you like to know?”

	“For starters, why’d you become a priest?”

	Should I give her the yearbook answer about being called by God, or should I tell her the truth?

	He paused and took a deep breath. Finally, he spoke. “Before I became a priest, I was a soldier. I was in the Army. A combat radio operator with the One-hundred-seventy-third Airborne Brigade Combat Team. I was in Afghanistan, in a little acre of Hell known as the Korengal Valley. It was a pretty hot area, a lot of action. The fighting was tough up there, Grace. Very tough. We were the tip of the spear, as they say—the real-life Generation Kill. One night, my platoon walked into an ambush. It was what they call an L-shaped ambush. And we walked right into their kill box. We were taking fire from several directions. I thought for sure we were all going to die—the entire platoon. So, I made a bargain with God that night. I promised that if He got me out alive, I’d become a priest and serve Him for the rest of my days.”

	“And you kept your promise.”

	He nodded. “I kept my promise. I take promises seriously.”

	“You live in this big house all by yourself. Don’t you ever get lonely?”

	“There are a lot of lonely people in the world. My own loneliness helps me to better serve those who are most in need of help. And I do have Tippy. She’s a blessing. A big source of comfort.”

	“I don’t think God wants any of us to be lonely,” she countered. There was a period of silence, and they looked at one another.

	She’s gorgeous, even more gorgeous in person than she is on TV.

	Finally, she said, “So, tell me more. Where are you from?”

	“Right here in Maryland. A little town on the Eastern Shore called Warwick.”

	“Why’d you join the Army?”

	“To be all that I could be.”

	“Aw, come on now. No recruiting slogans allowed. Seriously, why’d you join?”

	“Well, my dad was a soldier. He was in the Gulf War. And my granddad was a Marine. He was in Vietnam. He was there for the Fall of Saigon. And before that, my great-granddad was in Korea, at a place called Heartbreak Ridge. It just seemed like I was carrying on a family tradition. And I certainly didn’t want to be a yuppie. I didn’t want to be one of those people who have great lives but nonetheless love to sit around and complain because they didn’t get an invite to so-and-sos cocktail party. Didn’t want to be one of those types. When I joined, my recruiter told me that I’d be stationed in Italy for my entire enlistment. Vicenza, Italy. He said I’d be doing desk work by day and chasing Italian women by night. Yeah. Well. Recruiters lie. Or at least have a knack for making manure smell like roses. But I digress. I was stationed in Italy. For, like, two months. Then, one day, they said, okay, boys, we’re going to send you all to a beautiful and exotic land. You’ll learn about a foreign culture. You’ll meet new and interesting people... and you’ll kill them.”

	“Wow. And, ah... wow. Just wow. I... I don’t know what else to say.” She shook her head as if to clear her mind.

	“You don’t have to say anything,” he assured her. “It is what it is.” He paused, cleared his voice, and added, “I was actually okay with going overseas. I kind of liked the idea. War. The ultimate reality show. That type of mentality, you know? I know better now.”

	They stared at each other in silence for a few seconds.

	Finally, she started asking questions again. “Anyway, what do you like to do in your spare time?”

	“Golf. I love to play golf.”

	She laughed and wheezed. “You mean you chase that little white ball around that huge course?”

	He nodded and laughed, too. “Yes. It teaches patience and humility, two qualities that are virtues in the eyes of God.”

	She shrugged. “I guess... what’s your favorite color?”

	“Baby blue.”

	“Is it okay to drink soda straight from the can?”

	“Of course. Why waste time pouring it into a glass when you have a perfectly good can to drink out of?”

	“Hey—that’s what I say, too. You’re one of the few people who agree with me on this. I always drink mine right from the can. I read an article once that said the average person spends the equivalent of a week’s time pouring soda from can to glass over the course of their life. I have much better things to do with my time. I mean—a whole week? I could watch the best episodes of The Jerry Springer Show in that time. My favorite was the one called Redneck Rumble. That was the one that showed the two women from the same trailer park who were fighting over the hillbilly dude who was missing all of his teeth. They actually got into a fistfight over him. A fistfight right there on the show. Can you believe that?”

	“I think you’re pretty much describing every episode of that show.”

	She laughed. “I know, right?”

	“My favorite episode was the one called Stripping For Jesus. It was about a female exotic dancer who passed out bible tracts and preached while she took her clothes off. She wasn’t a bad-looking woman, either. I think she had better attendance at her little strip club church than we have here at Saint Mary’s. Instead of putting money in the collection plate, you were expected to put dollar bills down her G-string.”

	“Oh my God. For real?”

	He laughed. “No. Not for real. I just made it up. I had to try to one-up you. I might actually send them that as an idea for a storyline, though. I mean, it sounds like the type of thing they’d really have on the show, you know?”

	“You should be a producer for one of those shows.”

	“Hey, I have my finger on the pulse of America. I know what garners ratings, what entertains people.”

	“And speaking of entertainment—who’s your favorite entertainer?”

	“I think this one’s a setup. Me thinks the only right answer is to say that my favorite entertainer is the one who just asked me who my favorite entertainer is. There. How’s that?”

	“Aw. Good answer. Yes, that was the response we were looking for.”

	He added, “But I’ve always admired Bob Hope, too. Consider all the hundreds and hundreds of shows that man put on for the troops throughout his life. And he never got paid for any of them. Just think, Grace—for some of those guys, the last time they ever laughed was when they saw Bob Hope. That’s some pretty heavy stuff, you know?” He had to fight back the tears.

	It got quiet for a moment. She looked down. “That’s an interesting perspective,” she said softly.

	“Yeah. Anyway, I don’t mean to be Danny Downer. So, ah, on to the next question.”

	She perked up and sneezed. “What’s the geekiest thing about you?”

	“I collect coins.”

	“Couples who use pet names for one another—sweet or sickening?”

	“Truth be told, it’s sickening. It’s like nails on a chalkboard.”

	“Yes. Thank you. I mean—honey, sweetheart, babe, darling. All fine. But I draw the line at pooh bear.”

	“Amen. Glad we’re in agreement on that issue.”

	“Okay. Next thing I want to know—tell me three things that you admire.” She hacked.

	He thought for a moment. “Purple sunsets, Special Olympians, and boxers who don’t quit, even when they’re hurt. No, wait. Check that. I’m going to slightly modify that last one—boxers who don’t quit, especially when they’re hurt.”

	“Ever buy anything from an infomercial?”

	“Yes.”

	“What?”

	“A food dehydrator, among many other items.”

	“How’d that work out for you?”

	“Good. Five easy payments of nineteen ninety-nine and I can make banana chips anytime I want.”

	“Ah, let’s see... what else do I want to know? What else? What else? Oh, I know—ever been in a fistfight?”

	“Yes.”

	“Tell me about it.”

	“I was seventeen years old. It was right before I joined the Army. Me and my buddy, Mark Millard, went to a bar on Russell Street in Baltimore called Garfield’s. We were playing Beyonce on the jukebox and a couple of redneck boys didn’t appreciate that too much. So, we got into it with them.”

	“Did you win?”

	“No. We got our butts kicked. Those redneck boys really know how to mix it up.”

	“How’d you manage to get into a bar when you were only seventeen?”

	“It’s called a fake ID.”

	“What photo and name did you use?”

	“The photo was a picture of me with a fake mustache glued on. The name I used was Phil Packer.”

	“Sounds like a porn name.”

	He laughed. “It kind of does, doesn’t it? Not that I would know anything about porn.”

	She giggled. “I’m going to look at the browsing history on your computer to verify that.”

	“I always delete it as I go along,” he joked.

	“Oh, good Gawd. Okay, enough talk about porn. On to the next question. What’s your pet peeve?”

	“Getting behind someone at a convenience store who’s buying two-hundred dollars in lottery tickets and doesn’t even know what numbers they want to play.”

	“Yes, that would piss me off, too. Okay, moving forward—favorite TV show?”

	“Gunsmoke. I like old Westerns. I like to imagine myself as Marshall Dillon or somebody like that. I’d have a trusty horse and a sidekick with a funny name. Maybe have a shootout in the town square with the bad guys. It’d have to be at high noon, of course. I guess I have a cowboy fantasy.”

	“So even priests have their fantasies, huh?”

	“We do.”

	“Speaking of fantasies, what’s your biggest turn-on when it comes to women?”

	“Let’s not go there.”

	“Aw, you’re no fun. Come on. You must have things that you like to see in the fairer sex.” She coughed.

	“Okay. Fine. Sneakers.”

	“Excuse me?”

	“Sneakers. I like women in sneakers.”

	“Have a foot fetish, do you, padre?”

	“Hardly. I just think they’re cute on a woman, that’s all.”

	“Okay. Sure. Whatever. Now, tell me something that makes you laugh.”

	“The bathroom scene in Dumb and Dumber.”

	She shook her head in disgust. “Juvenile. So juvenile.”

	“I’m sorry, but it’s funny.”

	“Okay. If you say so.” She paused to blow her nose before continuing. “Tell me something that makes you cry.”

	“Those ASPCA commercials. The ones that show the abused and neglected animals.”

	“Oh my God. Yes. Those get to me, too. Whenever I see one, I send them money.”

	“Me, too.”

	“Best advice anyone’s ever given you?”

	“Always split aces and eights.”

	“Say what?”

	“Blackjack. It’s a reference to blackjack.”

	“Sorry, but I don’t gamble. It’s a waste of money.”

	“I don’t either, actually. I just heard it in a Kenny Rogers song once and thought it sounded cool.”

	She raised her eyebrows. “Ever been to jail?”

	He chuckled. “No. Certainly not.”

	“I have.”

	“Oh, yeah? Do tell.”

	“When I was eighteen, me and my friends got caught walking around the mall smoking a little weed, went to jail for, like, two hours, got community service, had to clean bathrooms at the courthouse for a month. Public bathrooms are the worst.”

	He dismissively waved his hand at her. “Aw. That’s nothing.”

	“I know. And I don’t do that shit anymore. But, technically, I do have a criminal record.”

	“You’re a regular Bonnie Parker.”

	She giggled, then sneezed. “All right. Enough about my seedy past. Next question—favorite song?”

	“It varies, depending on my mood. Right now, I’m kind of digging Atomic Kitten’s version of Eternal Flame.”

	She laughed. “Oh. My. God. Atomic Kitten? That is so nineteen ninety-nine. Do you still have dial-up internet and an AOL account, too?”

	“I used to have a crush on Tash, okay? I thought she was, you know, sexy. But sweet, too. Sexy and sweet.”

	“Oh, so, you like your women sexy and sweet, huh?”

	He smiled a big smile. “Oh, yeah... I mean no. I mean, back before I became a... aw, skip it, will you?”

	“There’s nothing wrong with being attracted to a woman, especially if she’s both sexy and sweet. I mean, it would be tough for a man, any man, to resist a woman like that, right?” She wheezed a bit.

	“Let’s just move forward. Okay?”

	“Fine. You’re not comfortable talking about relationships and sex. Even though they make up the foundation of life.”

	“Let’s move on, Grace. Please. Move it on.”

	“Say no more. Won’t mention it again. Okay—favorite comedian?”

	“John Candy, God rest his soul.”

	“Aw. He seemed like such a sweet man. I loved him in Uncle Buck. Uncle Buck was a total sweetheart.”

	“He left this world way too soon, that’s for sure.”

	“Yep, way too soon. Anyway, what’s your guilty pleasure?”

	“Pro rasslin’. My favorite rassler is Captain Patriot. He leads the fans in the Pledge of Allegiance before each of his matches. But I can’t stand Boris Bolshevic. He’s a leftover communist from the nineteen-eighties. And he hates America. I don’t know how I’ll cope if he wins the title. I really don’t.”

	“You know that shit’s fake, don’t you?”

	He shook his head and corrected her. “We fans prefer the term choreographed.”

	She rolled her eyes. “Oh, Jesus. Seriously?”

	“I’ve been watching it since I was a kid.”

	“Okay. I’ll give you a pass on that one. But that’s your one pass.”

	“That’s awfully big of you.”

	“You’re welcome. So... any siblings?”

	“Only child.”

	“Hey, so am I. How about politics? Democrat or Republican?”

	“I never discuss politics.”

	“Me neither. I was just testing you. I hate politics. I’m not even registered to vote.”

	He chastised her. “Well, you really should vote. I don’t care who you vote for as long as you vote.”

	“Why? It’s a waste. It’s meaningless. Totally worthless.”

	He turned serious and spoke sharply. “Why? Because several of my friends died half a world away to guarantee you that right. That’s why. And do not sit there and say it’s meaningless. You don’t have the right to say that. Their lives were not meaningless. Just because most of them died before their twentieth birthday, it does not make their lives meaningless. You dishonor those men when you say that. And I won’t stand for it. Those kids gave up all of their tomorrows for your today. I mean—I hate to sound like a damn bumper sticker, but it’s true, Grace—freedom isn’t free. And those kids paid for yours, Little Miss Pop Princess. Now, don’t you give them anything less. Don’t you dare give them anything less.” He immediately regretted having said it. That wasn’t right. I overreacted. God. I feel like such a heel.

	She looked down and fiddled with the bedsheets. Then she looked up to the ceiling. Her lower lip quivered. A tear raced down her cheek. “God, I’m sorry. I’m so sorry, Danny. I didn’t mean any disrespect. I guess I’ve never thought of it that way. Forgive me. Please. Please forgive me. I am so, so sorry.”

	He broke the tension by smiling and telling her, “You’re forgiven. In fact, there’s really nothing that you need to be forgiven for. And don’t... don’t cry, okay? It’s not worth crying over. It was just a misunderstanding. That’s all. I didn’t mean to snap at you. I shouldn’t have done that. I overreacted. I did. I’m the one who was in the wrong, not you. I know you didn’t mean any disrespect. So, I’m sorry. It’s just a touchy subject for me. Let’s... let’s just move along and forget all about it, okay? Ask... ask me another question. Go ahead.”

	She wiped the tears from her eyes and sniffled. “Um, okay... okay... do you ah, do you believe in ghosts?”

	He threw up his hands. “Ghosts. UFOs. Bigfoot. The Bermuda Triangle. I think anything’s possible.”

	“How about love at first sight? Do you believe in that?”

	He chuckled. “The priest in me says that love is something that takes time to grow. But another side of me, the sentimental side, says that it can happen. For example, did you know that Lyndon Johnson asked Lady Bird to marry him after their first date? They married in nineteen thirty-four and it lasted until he died, in nineteen seventy-three.”

	“Lyndon Johnson... Lyndon Johnson. I think I might have heard that name before. Who was he?”

	“Lyndon Baines Johnson, the thirty-sixth president of the United States.”

	She shook her head. “I don’t remember him.”

	“You wouldn’t. He was in office in the sixties. He took over after Kennedy was assassinated. He’s the one who got us all deep into Vietnam.”

	“That was an eternity ago. Like, during my grandparents’ time.”

	“That’s why they call it history. Anyway, my point is that maybe some things are just meant to be.”

	“Yeah. That’s what I say, too. Somethings are just meant to be.”

	“Okay. Enough about me. It’s my turn to ask you some questions. All I know about you is based on the covers of supermarket tabloids.”

	She stuck her tongue out and said, “Oh, phooey. Don’t get me started on those damn tabloids. And pardon my language. I know I cuss a lot. I don’t want to offend you.”

	“No offense taken. Remember, I was in the Army. I’ve heard plenty of cursing in my day. I’ve even done some.” He winked at her and asked, “So, where are you originally from?”

	She pulled out a tissue from a box sitting on her bed and sneezed into it. “Long Island. Oyster Bay, to be exact.”

	“How’d you get from Long Island to Hollywood?”

	“I’ve always been a singer. When I was a little girl, five and six years old, I’d be singing along to the radio. After high school, I went to cosmetology school for a year. But I dropped out to pursue my music. Then, when I turned nineteen, I started playing clubs around New York state. One night, I was playing this little club, a real hole in the wall, in Schenectady called Ringo’s Star Lounge. Well, in walks Kip Darby. He sat down and listened to me. After my set, he came up to the stage, wagged his finger at me, and said, I’m going to make you a star, kid. And he did. That’s one promise that he kept.”

	“Sounds like a real fairytale. A dream come true.”

	“It was. Until the dream turned into a nightmare. Yeah, I followed the Yellow Brick Road, all right. I followed it all the way to the Emerald City. And when I got there, I eventually found out that the emeralds were as fake as those cubic zirconias that they hawk on the home shopping networks.”

	“Yeah. I guess that can sometimes happen in the entertainment business.” He changed the topic. “Anyway, what’s the most interesting item currently in your purse?”

	“A taser.”

	He laughed. “Beg your pardon?”

	“A taser. I carry a taser.”

	“Is that even legal?”

	“In all but thirty-four states and the District of Columbia.”

	“Ever had to use it?”

	“No, but it’s nice to know that it’s there. The world’s full of creeps and perverts. A girl can’t be too careful. Anybody messes with me, and I’ll go all medieval on them in a heartbeat. I might be tiny, but I’m not one to be messed with.”

	“I’d feel sorry for anyone who tried.”

	She nodded emphatically. “Damn straight.”

	“Do you believe in any conspiracy theories?”

	“Yes. Princess Diana. That was no accident. She was murdered.”

	“As long as you don’t think the moon landings were fake. Ah... favorite flower?”

	“Roses. I’m a traditionalist.”

	“Name one type of person whom you wouldn’t want to be stuck in an elevator with.”

	“A hippie. They stink.”

	“I always thought that was just kind of a myth.”

	“Nope. It’s true. They smell like a combination of dope, patchouli, and BO.”

	“Okay. Fair enough. I’ll take your word for it since I’ve never been around any of them. I mean, you really don’t see too many of them in this area. But I can understand—nobody wants to be close to someone who reeks.”

	“Well, you don’t see them around here because they already found their own little paradise in LA. But I do appreciate your being understanding. I was afraid you were going to be all like—oh, but, Grace, Jesus was a hippie.”

	“I don’t think he was a hippie so much as he just lived at a time when there really weren’t many barbershops.”

	She laughed. “Many, huh?”

	“Seriously, though, we so take things for granted today. Barbershops. Indoor plumbing. Toilet paper. Chia Pets. The comedy of Carrot Top. The world wasn’t always so fortunate. We should really count our blessings.”

	“Thank you for reminding me of that. That’s beautiful,” she said with mock sincerity.

	“What’s your secret talent?”

	“I can name the capitals of all fifty states,” she said with pride.

	“Huh. That’s cool.”

	“I think so.”

	He stared at her. “And... go. New York.”

	“Albany.”

	He nodded. “That was too easy. That’s your home state. Okay, how about... Wyoming?”

	“Cheyenne.”

	“The state you’re currently in—the great state of Maryland. The birthplace of yours truly, Babe Ruth, and David Hasselhoff.”

	“Annapolis. The capital’s Annapolis, but ah... David Hasselhoff? David Hasselhoff was born in Maryland?”

	“Yep. Baltimore.”

	“And you all tout that as one of your state’s crowning glories?”

	“Hey, come on now—don’t Hassle The Hoff. We’re proud of him. And, by the way, he’s still huge in Germany. Huge.”

	She laughed and shook her head. “You’re funny. You are. And women like men who make them laugh. You know that, don’t you? That’s not a myth. It’s true. Funny men are sexy.”

	“Now, if that were true, The Three Stooges would have each had their own harem.”

	“They were not funny, my dear. Moe plucking hairs from Larry’s nose isn’t funny. It’s disgusting.”

	“I guess it’s a guy thing. I think you must have to be a guy to get The Stooges.”

	“Yeah, I guess... okay, come on, padre—give me some more states. I’m on a roll here.” She coughed.

	“Minnesota.”

	“Oh, um... give me just a second—I always have to think about this one a little... just a second here... don’t tell me... Oh—I remember now. It’s Saint Paul. Definitely Saint Paul.”

	“Kansas.”

	“Topeka.”

	“Delaware.”

	“Dover.”

	“Oregon.”

	“Salem.”

	“North Dakota.”

	“Bismarck.”

	“All right. Let’s take a little trip down south. Mississippi.”

	“Jackson. Impressive, aren’t I?”

	“I can’t say whether you’re impressive or not because, other than Maryland, I don’t know any of them myself.” He laughed heartily.

	She playfully smacked him. “Jerk.”

	“Do you know how to drive a stick shift?”

	She made a face. “Ah, no. It’s not nineteen eighty-two, for God’s sake. I mean—who knows how to drive a stick these days?”

	“I do.”

	“Well, aren’t you special? Do you know how to program your VCR, too?”

	“What’s your favorite movie?”

	“Forrest Gump. It never fails to get me blubbering. Oh, Jesus—Forrest was nothing less than the kindest, sweetest, most decent man ever to walk the face of the earth. And—”

	He interrupted. Chuckling, he told her, “Well, he was a fictional character, so he never actually walked the face of the earth.”

	“I am trying to have a moment here. Please do not ruin it with facts.”

	“Sorry. Continue. Please.”

	“Okay. Now, as I was saying before I was interrupted—Forrest was a beautiful soul. But Jenny? Oh, that bitch, Jenny. He was way too good for her. Way too good. She actually had the balls to tell that man—right before he went to Vietnam, no less—that he didn’t know what love was? Ha. He loved with the purest of hearts. And if a man like Forrest Gump loved me, I’d marry him in a New York minute and have his babies. Yes, I would. And Jenny was a damn hippie, too. She probably smelled.”

	“You’re not being fair to Jenny. You don’t understand her. Not in the least. She had self-esteem issues going back to her childhood. She did love Forrest. She kept pushing him away because she, herself, didn’t think she was good enough for him. How sad is that? It’s the most poignant aspect of the story.”

	“Whatever.” She paused and then went on a rant about her distaste for hippies. “Why do the hippies always have to be protesting something? Huh? If it’s not the high price of recreational marijuana, it’s toilet paper that isn’t biodegradable. Most of them are communists, you know. They love nothing better than giving the red, white, and blue a black eye. Oh, and they push that free love of theirs. Sure, go ahead and screw anybody you want. You don’t have to be in love. Hell, have a damn orgy if you want. It doesn’t matter. Sorry, but I don’t believe in that shit. You should love someone before you screw them. I’m not the best Catholic in the world, but this Long Island girl has her values. Free love? It’s shit like that that brought down the Roman Empire. And it can bring down America, too.”

	“Well, that might be a little hyperbolic—to say that sexual immorality caused the fall of Rome. But be that as it may—I think you should cut the hippies some slack. You seem to really have an ax to grind against them. Now, I certainly don’t subscribe to a lot of their values. They’re not exactly my cup of tea, either. And I agree with you about the whole free love thing. I don’t approve of that. You and me—we’re old-fashioned that way, I guess. But part of what I fought for in Afghanistan was the hippies’ right to protest as they see fit. That’s freedom, Grace. It’s what makes us different from the Taliban, or Russia, or North Korea. Try going over to North Korea and protesting Dear Leader’s lavish lifestyle. You’ll never be heard from again. So, if the hair heads—that’s what we called them in the Army—hair heads—want to protest war, or strip mining, or the fact that they think Trump is polluting the environment with all that hair spray he uses, let them be. Okay? Plus, some of the things that they protest are good causes. For example, they protest the clubbing of baby seals in Canada. Did you know that?”

	“No... ah, I didn’t. I didn’t know that. I... I don’t want baby seals to be clubbed to death.”

	“Neither do I. So, let’s just let them do their thing, shall we? Live and let live. Fair enough? I mean, we don’t have to attend their orgies, right? But wouldn’t it be great if everyone tried to understand everyone else just a little? Huh?” He started singing The Youngbloods’ Get Together.

	She laughed. “Oh, good Gawd. That’s hippie music.”

	He stopped singing and told her, “Yeah, it is. But it’s still a beautiful song. And it cryptically alludes to The Second Coming, did you know that?”

	“No, I didn’t. Really?”

	“Yes, listen to the lyrics—the whole song, not just the chorus. Everyone just listens to the chorus. The message is in the whole song.”

	“If He came back, what do you think would happen?” she asked.

	“The same thing that happened before,” he matter-of-factly told her.

	“Really?”

	“Really.”

	“Do you think He would have a message for people? Do you think He’d have a message for you?”

	He chuckled. “I don’t know if He would have a message for little old me.”

	“Didn’t He specialize in Little Old Mes?”

	He smiled and chuckled. Out of the mouths of babes. Bless her heart. “Yeah, He did. He did, Grace. You’re exactly right. So, if He ever comes back, I’ll wait for His message. Okay?”

	“Okay.”

	“Now, Grace Stevens, tell me something that you can’t resist. Inquiring minds want to know.”

	“Jelly donuts. Every once in a while, I just have to have one. I end up paying for it at the gym, but, oh golly, is it ever worth it.”

	He laughed. “You and Elvis. Elvis liked jelly donuts, too. Only he didn’t pay for his at the gym.”

	She laughed and did her best Elvis impression. “Ah, thank ya, thankyaverymuch.”

	“Speaking of Elvis—what’s it like being famous?”

	She frowned. “At first it was great. I loved all the attention. But one thing you learn very quickly is that you can’t turn it on and off. It becomes a way of life. Everywhere you go, you have fans who hound you for a picture or autograph. You’ve got the paparazzi who won’t leave you alone. Constantly on the road. People are speculating about all aspects of your life, including very personal ones.”

	He nodded his understanding.

	“It’s lonely, Danny. You perform in front of a crowd of fifteen or twenty thousand people every night. And then go back to a hotel room and you’re all by yourself. You know, I love Ferris wheels. And there’s this amusement park near Malibu called Marty’s Fun Land. They have a huge Ferris wheel, one of the biggest on the West Coast. Well, sometimes, on those super rare occasions when I actually get a day off, I rent the whole park out. And I just ride the Ferris wheel. All by myself.”

	A tear raced down her cheek. “I’m tired of it all. I’m burned-the-hell out. I’ve been on and through stages. And I’ve come to the conclusion that you can either be famous or normal. But not both. Well, I want to be normal. Is that too much to ask?”

	“No. Not too much.”

	She looked down, fidgeted with her nails, and told him, “You know, I don’t even have a boyfriend.”

	“Is that right? I thought you were dating that one fellow... oh, what’s his name? The actor.”

	She interjected. “You mean Orion Taylor?”

	He snapped his fingers and pointed at her. “Right. That’s the one.”

	“That’s not his real name, by the way. He uses the stage name Orion Taylor because his real name’s Brad. Brad Douche. Oh, he tries to say it’s all fancy-schmancy and is pronounced Do-shay. But it’s not. It’s Douche. See, I went home with him once, to meet his folks. It was around Easter time, and they have this really weird tradition where every member of the family gets a bag of black jellybeans as an Easter present. His mom handed him his and said, here you go, Bradley. Big star or not—every Douche gets a bag.”

	“Wow. That’s quite a story. I didn’t realize anyone likes the black jellybeans. I thought they only make them to elevate the other jellybeans’ self-esteem. Anyway, sorry it didn’t work out for you all.”

	“It’s okay. He just wasn’t the person that I had hoped he was.”

	“It’s important to make sure that the person with whom you’re romantically involved meets all of your expectations. When I counsel couples, that’s one of the things that I stress.”

	She tilted her head and squinted her eyes. “But you don’t know what it’s like to be in love. That’s one of the bones I have to pick with the Catholic Church. How can a priest—who’s celibate—counsel people on romantic love and marriage?”

	She has a point. But I don’t feel like getting into that whole issue right now. He looked at his watch and announced, “It’s twenty after twelve. I really have to hit the sack. I’m getting up early tomorrow. Saturday is one of my days off, and I’m playing a round of golf.”

	She was indignant. “You mean you’re going to leave me here all by myself?”

	“I wouldn’t be gone that long, a few hours. Besides, Tippy can keep you company.”

	“Well, I was hoping that you could do some shopping for me tomorrow.”

	“Shopping?”

	“Yes, I need clothes. Wearing your old sweatshirts and sweatpants isn’t going to cut it. I need other stuff, too.”

	“What kind of clothes do you want?”

	“Lots of stuff. Jeans, t-shirts, shoes, socks, bras, panties, teddies, shorts, tank tops, sweatpants, a couple of hoodies, among other things.”

	“Wait a second. Did you say bras and panties?”

	“Uh-huh.”

	He pointed to himself. “You expect me to go into a store and buy your bras and panties for you?”

	She nodded. “Yeah. Sure.” Then added, “Now, for my bras, I’m 34DD. I have big boobs, in case you haven’t noticed. I call them my personal floatation devices. I’ll never drown with these puppies.” She briefly looked down at them and giggled.

	He blushed.

	She reached out and squeezed his hand. “Aw. How cute. You’re embarrassed. The mere mention of breasts caused you to blush. That’s sweet.”

	He shook his head. “You don’t understand. This is a small, rural area. Here in this county, everyone knows everyone else. In other words, everyone knows that I’m a Catholic priest. If I go into a store and buy a bunch of women’s clothing, it’ll arouse suspicion.”

	She shrugged her shoulders. “If anyone asks, tell them you’re buying for your sister. Your sister who’s visiting from out of town.”

	“So, I’m buying lingerie for my sister?”

	Without missing a beat, she built on the lie. “Sure. You’re buying lingerie for your sister because when she flew in, the airline lost all of her baggage.”

	“In other words, you want me to lie.”

	“Just a little white lie.” She held her thumb and forefinger close to one another.

	“Yeah, well, priests aren’t supposed to lie. It’s kind of against the rules, you know?”

	She shook her head. “I don’t think telling the truth is always an absolute moral imperative.”

	“Really?” He raised his eyebrows.

	She nodded. “Really. I mean, it’s a complex world, and sometimes you have to lie in order to serve the greater good. Think about it. Think about those people who lied to the Gestapo about hiding Jews in their attics or basements. I believe that God understands such things.”

	“Good point. You’re a good debater.” He chuckled and added, “You know, twenty-four hours ago, if someone would have told me that I’d be sitting here in the wee hours of the morning discussing moral imperatives with Grace Stevens, I
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