TE ABSOLVO
Bless me, Father, for I have sinned. It’s been thirty years since my last confession.

I am not who they think I am.
Lew Krozek pushed open the church’s ponderous oak door. Eyes still adjusting, he removed his hat and ambled along the dim narthex, giving a nod to the statue of Saint Jerome as he waited for a pause in the Ash Wednesday service under way. As he passed the parish bulletin board, the strata of yellowing flyers fluttered: ancient notices of rummage sales, Bible studies, ice cream socials, lost dogs and Bingo nights—even what looked like an old Wanted poster—all imparted the feel of an archaeological dig: the entire history of the parish, captured there and hidden from time. When the priest’s voice finally fell silent, Lew opened the interior door and took a seat in the last pew, setting his briefcase on the floor.
Though the church grounds and tiny graveyard had whispered to him of benign neglect, the interior fairly gleamed. Lew’s eyes followed the shining tiles down the center aisle to the steps of the apse. From the polished pews’ warm glow to the radiant gloss of the marble altar, from the elaborately carved confessionals to the richly embroidered cushion of the priest’s chair, every detail spoke of devotion and abiding love. 

And a lot of money, Lew thought.      

At the altar, the pot of ashes slipped from the bent old priest’s hand, puffing a grey cloud onto the hem of his spotless alb as it struck the floor. Murmurs rose from the pews while a young server of a size more common on a gridiron hastened to stop the rolling pot. As he returned the ashes to the visibly shaken priest, the boy glanced toward the front pew. Lew heard a faint, feminine echo of giggles and whispers and identified the source as two veiled heads, close together, right below the altar. He could see the boy flush all the way from the back of the church and grinned.
After the service, Lew waited for the priest in the narthex. The young server, even taller up close, trailed the old man like a loyal St. Bernard pup, both of their foreheads smeared with thick, ashy crosses.
“Good morning,” the old priest said, holding out a trembling hand. “Welcome to Saint Jerome’s. Can I be of some help?”
“Good morning, Father,” Lew said and held out his card. The priest studied it through his thick glasses. “I’m Lew Krozek. We spoke yesterday, I’m the accountant, from the diocese?” Lew took the old man’s hand, surprised by the grip. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, though I wish it were for a happier reason. Closing churches is always a sad business.”

“Yes, well. To everything a season,” Father Matthew murmured. He turned and drew his attentive shadow closer. “This is our Jonah. He’s served here so many years he’s practically a priest himself.” Jonah puffed up at the old priest’s proud smile. “He’s entering the seminary this year, aren’t you, Jonah?” The boy took Lew’s hand in one of his great, sweaty paws, bobbing his head eagerly and smiling. 
“Well, congratulations, I guess,” Lew offered and Jonah shifted his bulk awkwardly to the other foot. “The Church is lucky to have young men still interested in serving these days.”
“Yes, we are,” Father Matthew said. “Jonah, would you mind bringing some refreshments to my office before you start your count?” The priest turned to Lew. “Jonah helps me count the offering now that my eyes aren’t so good anymore.” 
“Sure, Father, I’ll bring it right back. Nice to meet you, Mr. Krozek,” Jonah said. The boy covered the aisle in five long strides, his white robe flapping against his legs. Lew watched him go, remembering his own days of serving. 
Father Matthew gestured to a closed door. “Shall we talk in my office?”

I don’t know what made me jump off the train that morning. I could’ve kept going, flown right on down the line with no one the wiser. But when I saw that spire stretching up out of the fields—God, those fields, the only thing I saw for miles and miles—well, it caught my eye, and I knew I had to come. I had to. 
Father Matthew ducked through the low doorway and waved Lew into the armchair facing his desk. He removed his alb and stole and hung them neatly on the hanger behind the door.
“So the diocese is closing us down,” he said, gingerly lowering himself into his own chair. “Is it too late to ask why?”

Lew set his hat on the desk corner. He ran a hand over his thinning hair before pulling a single sheet of paper from his briefcase and placing it on the desk. “I’m sure you understand, Father,” he began. “The Church has a responsibility to provide the best fiscal stewardship. Saint Jerome’s is a very small parish—”

“Forgive me for interrupting, Mr. Krozek, but we serve a number of small communities, not just Paxon,” Father Matthew pointed out.  

“Of course, Father, but frankly, the diocese thinks the numbers just aren’t big enough to offset the overhead on this property.”
“Overhead?” Father Matthew snapped. “What overhead?”

Lew blinked again.
Father Matthew cleared his throat. “Excuse me, Mr. Krozek,” he murmured. He unfastened his collar and laid it on the desk. He pulled a handkerchief from his pocket and pressed it to his pale forehead, wiping a bit of the ashes away. “I’ve been ill and that’s not helping my patience.” He leaned back in his chair and studied his smudged handkerchief for a moment, then frowned. “Are you Catholic, Mr. Krozek? I noticed you didn’t receive ashes.” 

“I’m what you might call a lapsed Catholic, Father,” Lew said. The faint smile stopped short of his dark eyes. “I was actually a server, too, once upon a time, but that was a long time ago. I’m too far gone for a thumbful of ashes to cure.” He didn’t add that a youth full of ruler-battered knuckles, forced hours of kneeling, and one memorably uncomfortable “counseling session” with a creepy deacon had cured him of any interest in that type of salvation.
“You don’t believe in penance, Mr. Krozek? In redemption?” the old priest asked, his expression somber.
Lew considered briefly, and then shook his head. “I do. It’s just not for me. 
“Redemption is for everyone, Mr. Krozek,” Father Matthew said softly. “‘For all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God.’”
Lew blinked.

“Okay, sure, Father,” he said. “Now, if we could get back to—”

“Yes, of course. Overhead.” Father Matthew coughed. “I only meant to say, Mr. Krozek, that we’re such a small parish here.” His eyes fixed shrewdly on Lew. “How could they possibly hope for any sort of profit by closing us down?” 
Lew set the sheet of paper—a real estate listing—on the desk. “This is the real profit, Father,” he said. “I’m sorry.”

Father Matthew studied the paper, its corners trembling. “Money,” he murmured. He slid the paper back to Lew. “It’s always about the money, isn’t it?”
Without warning, the old priest began to chuckle, building in intensity until he was short of breath, until the tears rolled down his cheeks, until he doubled over with a wracking spasm of a cough. Lew watched, looking nervously around the office for a phone in case he needed to call for help. 

When I first walked in, I was sunblind. Once my eyes finally cleared, the first thing that hit me was the way the windows glowed, like they’d been painted with light. I read each one as I walked down the aisle, guideposts left just for me, all the way to the confessional.
Lew grabbed a paper cup of water from the bathroom and held it to the old man’s lips. When the coughing finally subsided, Father Matthew waved him off and Lew noticed the bruises blackening his hands for the first time.
“I’m all right now, thank you, Mr. Krozek,” the old man said. He blotted his forehead again with his handkerchief; the ashes were nearly gone now, transferred to the well-worn cotton square he clenched. “Chemo, stage four lung cancer,” he explained, holding up his battered hands. “After a while, there’s no place for the IV to hide anymore.”
“I’m sorry to hear that, Father,” Lew said, meaning it. “This won’t take much longer. It’s really more of a courtesy call, frankly. The diocese doesn’t really have to ask for your permission,” Lew said, immediately disliking the way his words had come out. 
He sat back down, folding one hand tightly inside the other; this meeting wasn’t going at all as he had envisioned. After ten years with Hall Financial, he’d sort of made it his personal mission to ferret out and redeem the financial sins of overconfident parish priests and cocky bookkeepers all across the Midwest; he was not prepared to feel anything like sympathy.
“You’re absolutely right, Mr. Krozek,” Father Matthew said. “It’s just ironic that we should’ve taken so little from the diocese all these years and yet still wind up on the chopping block.” 
“About that, Father,” Lew hesitated. “The diocese has also asked me to inquire about what funding you have taken.”

Father Matthew’s eyes narrowed. “You can check my books any time you want,” the priest said. “We haven’t taken one penny more from the diocese than we were allowed.”  

“Well, that’s what they wanted me to check, Father,” Lew began. “Because it looks like, maybe from a clerical error somewhere along the line, you’ve actually been receiving no funding for years. How that happened, we’re not sure yet. But what the diocese needs to know, especially with the increased scrutiny from a property sale coming up now, is just how has Saint Jerome’s managed to continue operating all these years with virtually no assistance from the diocese? Where’s the money been coming from?” he asked.
I hadn’t been inside a confessional in a long time, since back when I used to fight my mother about it, but that day, I wasn’t fighting anyone anymore. 
I looked around first to make sure I was alone. Then I slipped inside. I shoved my satchel under the bench and leaned back. I closed my eyes and just breathed for a while.  God, I was tired. I can still smell the lemon polish today. I can still feel my fingers slipping over the roses carved into the privacy screen between my side and the priest’s. 
I didn’t think anyone was in there, but all of a sudden, the privacy screen opened, and I heard him, the priest. “Have you come to make confession?” I swear I thought I was alone, so his voice, it scared me. I jumped up and grabbed my satchel, ready to run again. But then he said, “Let us pray.” That’s all, just “Let us pray.” To this day, I don’t know why I did, but I sat back down.
Before Father Matthew could answer Lew’s question, Jonah knocked and came in bearing a coffee tray, with what looked like a zippered bank pouch tucked under his arm. The old priest smiled at the boy and thanked him. Lew recognized the genuine affection between the two, and only then did he realize how on edge the old priest’s coughing fit had left him; he forced himself to try to relax. Jonah set the pouch on Father Matthew’s desk, then poured two cups of coffee and handed one to Lew. “There’s cream and sugar here if you’d like, Mr. Krozek,” he said, giving Lew a shy smile. 
Lew returned Jonah’s smile. “Thank you, Jonah. So a priest, huh? Well, I’m sure you’ll make a fine one.” 
“He’ll be a better priest than I’ve ever been, I have no doubt of that.” Father Matthew said. He washed down a handful of pills from a medicine bottle on his desk, tucking the empty bottle carefully back into the top drawer. 
“That’s a lot of pills, Father,” Lew said, lightly alarmed. “Are you sure you’re all right?”

“This is a lot of pain, Mr. Krozek,” Father Matthew replied calmly. A flash of humor brightened his face. Lew looked to Jonah for confirmation, touched by the sadness clouding the boy’s face. 
“I can only hope to serve as well as Father Matthew has,” Jonah protested, all traces of shyness vanishing. “Look at all the good he’s done for our parish. If I can do half the job he’s done, I’ll consider myself very blessed, Mr. Krozek.” Visibly flustered, he picked up the bank pouch from the desk and held it out to Father Matthew. “Here’s the offering. It’s all counted, ready for the safe. Do you need anything else before I head home, Father?” Jonah asked.
“If you wouldn’t mind, Jonah, I think I left my new pills in the car,” the old priest said. “Would you mind getting them for me? Look all over; they might have fallen down in between the seats. I’m afraid I dropped them.” The priest smiled apologetically, then coughed again and pressed his handkerchief to his mouth.
“Sure, Father.” Jonah turned back at the door. “By the way, Mom said five is fine for dinner tomorrow. Is that okay with you?”

Father Matthew smiled again. “Yes, that’s fine. Please, tell her thank you. I’m looking forward to it.”

“Okay, be right back.” 
“Jonah’s mom is in the Women’s Auxiliary here at St. Jerome’s,” Father Matthew explained to Lew. “They take turns these days having me to dinner, now that it’s getting a bit more difficult for me to cook for myself. Still, I suppose it could be worse: at least most of them are good cooks.”  
A brief smile crossed Lew’s face and disappeared. “ I guess that is pretty good, Father.” He sat back in his chair with an abrupt sigh. “Now—what can you tell me about the money?” he asked. 

The truth is, I was tired. Too tired to run anymore. I peeked through the screen to see if the priest could make me through it. “My son? Do you wish to make a confession?”
The lemon scent rising from the rosewood smelled like heaven, and suddenly, I wanted to confess. No, I needed to confess. Needed it more than the job, more than the money, more than my freedom. I swallowed hard. “Yes, Father, I do. Give me a minute.” I rummaged frantically through my satchel, my fingers finally closing on the crystal rosary that had been my mother’s.
“Bless me, Father, for I have sinned,” I began.
Lew waited for the priest to answer. The room was growing warmer with the early spring sunshine, and he pulled his own handkerchief from his suit pocket and blotted his forehead. “Mind if I take off my jacket, Father?” he asked.
“Not at all,” Father Matthew said. He rose from the desk and closed the office door. Behind the priest’s chair, Lew saw the top of a large safe. When the door locked behind him, Lew jumped. His eyes followed the priest back to the desk.

“Can’t be too careful,” Father Matthew said, noticing Lew’s wary expression. He picked up the money pouch from the desk and turned to open the safe. “I’m surprised more churches aren’t robbed.” He gave Lew a wry little smile and bent over the safe.
He opened the safe door, shuffled around a few things to make room for the money pouch —an unremarkable cardboard box, a stack of file folders, a dark haversack or something, all Lew could make out from the short glimpse he was afforded—then Father Matthew closed the door again, carefully spinning the dial to set the lock. He sighed and rested in his chair for a moment before rising again to unlock the office door. The hanger holding his alb knocked loudly against the door as the priest swung it wide open. 
“If this is too much for you today—” Lew began, assessing the priest’s gaunt, graying face and the deep bags under his eyes, bags deep enough to hold the burden of a thousand sins.
The priest held up a hand and sank back into his chair. “It’s better if we finish this today. It’s not going to get any better.” He coughed again and began. “For many years now, Saint Jerome’s has had an anonymous benefactor. That’s why we haven’t taken any funds from the diocese. It was a condition of his generosity that it remain a secret.” 
Lew sat up straighter and pushed his glasses back up on his nose. “An anonymous benefactor?” Now we’re getting somewhere, he thought. “What, if anything can you tell me about him? Is this a regular thing? How long has it been going on? How do you receive the money?”

Father Matthew closed his eyes against Lew’s barrage. “It’s been going on as long as I’ve been here. It’s always cash,” he said. “Plain white envelopes, tucked in with the rest of the offering.”
Lew leaned forward, ignoring the belt digging across his belly, and placed his notepad on Father Matthew’s desk. “How many times? How much total, do you think?”
Father Matthew glanced at Lew, thought for a moment. “It always seems to be in response to a specific need. When we had the roof replaced, about five years ago, there was just enough cash to cover it. When one of our families lost their house in a fire, there was enough to get them back on their feet again. We’ve even used it for the mortgage payment a few times.”
Lew glanced up at the priest. “So how much do you think total?” 
The priest sighed and closed his eyes again.
Thou shalt not kill, Father, I know. But I have killed—and more than once.
That old priest, he drew it out of me, sucked it out of me like a poison: the bank counter, the money, my hand on the trigger, the way that woman crumpled down on top of her kid. Jesus, I swear I never meant for things to happen the way they did. 

He kept at me, the priest did, holding me there in that box with the tears and the snot running all down my face, kept me going until I was emptied out, until there was nothing left but silence on the other side. 
“Father? Are you still there?” I whispered and waited, waited for my penance.  I leaned closer to the screen; he was there, all right. 

“My son, I cannot give you absolution,” he finally ground out, like his collar was choking him.
He might as well have slapped me. “What do you mean?”
“You’ve committed a mortal sin. You must turn yourself in to the sheriff—” he said. “Or I will.” 
“You can’t do that,” I protested, my voice rising. “You’re a priest! Confessions are secret. They’ll send me back to prison, Father.” I could feel that emptiness he’d given me filling up again, with anger. I started crying again, the tears scorching my cheeks.
“If you turn yourself in, your soul can still be saved,” the priest urged. 
“To hell with my soul,” I drove my fist into the rosewood screen, cracking it. I flung open the confessional door and saw the priest trying to bolt. I hurled my body against him, knocking him back into the confessional and wedging the door closed behind me with my back. He was old and frail, but he had a lot of fight in him. 
Even so, I was surprised at how much it took to finish the old man off.
 “Father?” Lew asked. “Are you all right?” 

“Eighteen thousand, four hundred ninety-six dollars and eighty-two cents,” Father Matthew murmured without opening his eyes.
Lew’s bushy eyebrows lifted above the top rim of his glasses. He repeated the figure as he wrote it down on his notepad. “That’s a pretty specific number, Father, are you sure about that?”
“Yes, I’m sure, Mr. Krozek,” Father Matthew said. “Here, give me your notepad. I’ll write it down for you.” A faint smile played across the old priest’s pale lips and vanished, leaving him looking even more tired and gray than before. Lew wondered if he should come back another time, but he pressed on; after all, he had a job to do.
“So you don’t have any idea of who this person is?” he asked, gently pushing on.
The priest opened his eyes. “Known but to God, Mr. Krozek,” he said. He coughed again and spat up a wet mass into his handkerchief; the ashes he’d been wiping away with the cloth smeared around his mouth. 
Lew stood up. “Are you all right, Father?” he asked, alarmed.
“Water, please,” the old man managed.

I poked my head out of the confessional to make sure no one was around. I couldn’t believe no one had heard. But the church was empty, still and silent and heavy with the scent of incense, lemon oil, and death. 
Inside the confessional, I heaved the old priest’s body up onto the seat; I was strong back then. I leaned him against the wall, wiped his nose where it had bled, smoothed his hair, like maybe he was just taking a little nap. There wasn’t much I could do for the privacy screen—I’d cracked that but good. I pushed it back into place as best I could, picked up the rosewood fragments and stuffed them in my satchel. I listened for steps on the marble. Then I slipped out and shut the door behind me.

Lew hurried back with another cup of water, meeting Jonah coming back from the parking lot. As they opened the office door, they saw Father Matthew slide to the floor. 
“Father, I couldn’t find the—Father,” Jonah cried, and knelt beside the old man, dropping a full bottle of pills on the floor. He turned the priest gently onto his back. “Father, are you all right?” 

Lew moved to help, but Jonah easily lifted Father Matthew in his arms and gently set him back in his chair. The old man was still breathing, but clearly in great pain. Jonah fumbled with the medicine bottle he’d brought from the car and held the cup of water to the old priest’s lips, trying to get a pill past them. The old man refused, tightening his lips and pushing at Jonah. The boy took a step back and looked to Lew, a confused and lost expression on his face. Lew reached for the phone on the desk, but before he could dial, he felt the priest’s thin hand on his sleeve.
“What is it, Father? What do you need? Let me call for help,” Lew said, leaning down to hear the priest’s ragged whisper.

 “Too late. Too late now. Send the boy away.” 

Father Matthew held his hand out to Lew and opened it; a scrap of paper fell from his hand to the desk.
“Tell him, use basement phone,” he pleaded. 

Lew looked up at Jonah, saw the boy’s ruddy cheeks gone white, and sent the boy away.

I was halfway down the aisle when I remembered my mother’s rosary. I ran back to the confessional, work boots clattering on the tile. It was still there, on the floor of the confessional where I’d dropped it. The crucifix was cracked, a couple of the beads crushed to a powder. I scooped it off the floor and hopped right back out, but before I could get away, I heard a car door slam shut outside. 
So I ran, trying to find a place to hide. I ducked into the office and squatted down behind the desk. I held my breath, waiting for the inevitable screams when some old woman came to confess her sins and found the dead priest. My heart thumped like a chain gang.
I heard footsteps coming closer to the office. In a panic, I searched the office for a better hiding place, but there were no cupboards, no closets, not even a back to the cheap desk. Only the priest’s spare robe and collar, hanging neatly from a hanger on the back of the door.  
 “Please, let me call an ambulance, Father,” Lew begged, trying to feel for a pulse, but the old man shook his head and pulled his hand away to fumble for the scrap of paper. He pressed it into Lew’s hand. 
“Take. Please. Don’t tell Jonah,” he pleaded, his words slurring together. 
He swallowed hard and closed his eyes, his hand falling limp by his side.

“Tell Jonah what, Father?” Lew said, alarmed. 

Father Matthew’s eyes rolled back and he slumped over, a puppet suddenly stringless.

“Aw, hell.” Lew dragged the old priest back down onto the floor, knelt beside him. When he found no pulse, he began chest compressions. After just a couple, Jonah ran back in from the basement and took over from him, but long before there was any chance of the strong young man tiring, Lew already knew it was hopeless. 
He sat up on the floor behind the desk and leaned back, holding his head in his hands, the dial of the safe digging into his soft back. He loosened his tie and tried to catch his breath, watching Jonah work and work and work at the old priest’s chest. He could hear the ambulance screaming closer in the distance and rubbed hard at his eyes. 
“Redemption,” Lew muttered, shaking his head. “Hope he had time for some.” 
When the paramedics arrived, Lew and Jonah stepped aside, numbly watching them perform their own sacred rituals. After the paramedics strapped Father Matthew to the stretcher, hid his face behind an oxygen mask, collected the full and empty medicine bottles—Lew led them to the one in the drawer—then Lew and Jonah obediently followed them out to the parking lot. Lew helped a sweaty and stricken Jonah climb into the ambulance beside his beloved shepherd, and waited until the ambulance had pulled away, then he walked back to the priest’s office to retrieve his things. 
He picked his hat up from the floor—it must’ve been knocked down during the chaos—and swept the realtor sheet from Father Matthew’s worn desk back into his briefcase. He sat down in the priest’s chair and looked around the priest’s office, trying to make sense of the afternoon’s events. Nothing seemed amiss. The well-tended poinsettia on the window sill, the neatly folded alb and stole on the hanger, the tidy desk, bare of everything save a cup full of sharpened pencils, Lew’s notepad, the crumpled scrap of paper, the rosary in its little porcelain dish—everything seemed to be in order.
And yet, for Lew, something still didn’t fit. 

He leaned back in the chair, his eyes flicking back and forth between the scrap of paper, the notepad, and the safe. The more Lew thought, the more certain he felt that the answers Father Matthew hadn’t had time to give him must be inside that safe. But without the combination— 

He pursed his lips again and turned to look at the safe, but instead, slowly, his gaze returned to the scrap of paper. He picked it up and, cautiously, as if he were afraid what he might release, he smoothed the wrinkles out over the desktop.
“Bingo,” Lew whispered.
He bent down and began twisting the safe’s dial. When it clicked and the heavy door swung open, Lew’s pursed lips let loose a long, low whistle. “Holy smokes,” he muttered, comprehension illuminating his worn face as he began pulling out the safe’s contents. 
It would take Lew nearly half an hour to understand what he had found, to put the pieces together, then a bit more to reach a decision on what to do with it all. 

When at length he emerged from the priest’s office, he stood for a moment, holding his hat. He cast his eye around the span of the empty church, gleaming even now, in the growing shadows of the day’s end. 
“Redemption,” he murmured, nodding his head. He walked to the back of the church and dropped the plain white envelope in the collection plate on the table by the door. 
He popped his hat back onto his head, then Lew Krozek ambled back out the way he came, through the narthex of Saint Jerome’s, tipping his hat to the statue on his way out. The yellowing notices on the bulletin board fluttered on behind him, the secrets and sins of the past untouched and whole. 
