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| found the box of angelsin the attic when | went looking for the harvest wreathes. They were under the
Christmas tree stand and alongside a stack of old suitcases, in one of His cardboard bins marked "'Winter
Clothes, 1985

"Hdldujah! Haldujah!" they sang asthey swirled like cdestid hummingbirdsin the danting golden light.
| shoved the box away and wiped my dusty pams on the seat of my robe.
"Damnitdl."

Thetiny creatures disapproved and smote me with flaming swords the Size of toothpicks. | batted them
away and went downstairsto get the Raid.

Justine was supposed to be doing her homework at the kitchen counter, but her notebook was covered
with doodles of the Virgin Mary. This new bout of divinity was hitting her hard.

"I thought you were looking for the harvest decorations.”

"I was." | stood on tiptoe and reached unsuccessfully for the bright red can. Justine shook her head and
went back to her scribbles.

"It'sa heathen holiday anyway, Mum. We shouldn't even celebrate the cutting of the wheet, or whatever
itis"

"Spare me the pagan holiday lecture, Justine. Y ou sound just like—" | bit the words off and swallowed
them.

She gave me her Suffering Martyr look. "Just likewho? Just like my Father?"

The separation was too fresh, the wound too raw. | needed a distraction. Besides, my little
sant-in-training was never going to let me exterminate aholy infestation.

"Thereare sergphimin the attic. Y ou want to round them up?”
"How wonderful!" Justine dropped her pen and clasped her hands together to give thanks.
"Y ou have to the count of three, and then I'm setting off abug bomb.”

She ran, scattering beneficence and glory in her wake. | swept up thetrail and emptied the glittery mess
in the dustbin. The bits of slver and gold sparkled like starsand | swallowed. | should have ascended to
my place in the heavens eons ago. But | hadn't been ready then, and | certainly wasn't ready now.



"Where are you going with those?"

Justine dragged the battered canary cage across the kitchen and dumped it next to her backpack.

"To school. They'reavisud aid in my presentation.”

The angd srattled the bars and protested their captivity in dulcet tones. | wrinkled my nose at the smell.

"You haven't cleaned that lately." | put Sx wafers and a bottle of grapejuicein abrown paper bag for
her. "l seemto recdl alot of noble promises you made.”

"The bathroom font isempty. I'll stop at the chapel beforefirst period.” She sipped from a glass of water
while| puttered around the kitchen. "What are you doing?'

"Cooking breakfast.” | rediscovered the smell of honey and dmonds in the morning and smiled.
"Whatever for?"

"Because| can. Becauseit'sfun.”

"Y ou never aein themorning before.”

"Changeisn't dwaysabad thing,” | said, kegping my tonelight.

Shewrinkled her nose at me. "The smdll is nausegting. Like a buttered beehive in high summer.”
"Jugt have abite," | urged, my mouth full of flaky pastry and nuts. Y ou might likeit."

"Moth-er." Shegaveit along look, even went so far asto poke it with her finger. Then shefolded her
hands together and prayed for my immorta soul.

| shrugged and took another bite. "Even the dedicated eat, Justine.”

"Shush. I'm counting.”" Worn wooden beads clicked together. The angels smirked and stuck out their
tongues. | threatened the cage with a spatulaand they invoked the Almighty'swrath in pixie chirps.

"Oh, shut up,” | muttered.
Justine finished her prayer, rescued her charges and kissed my cheek.
"I'll see you tonight!" she called over her shoulder as sheran for the bus. "Love you!"

"Loveyou more!" | shouted back. Then silence descended and even the angels would have been
welcome company.

| dumped the dishesin the snk (who's here to see? | thought with acertain amount of grim glee)) Then |
paced through the house and stood before the hearth. My touchstone. | built up the fire and took comfort
inits seady warmth.

The doorbell rang and | started a the unfamiliar chime.
Amazing Grace? | need to change that.

| padded into the hall and unbolted the heavy oak door; ayoung woman stood on the stoop, heavy with



pregnancy and worries.
"Please. Please help me," she cried, and staggered into my arms.

Apparently my return to my "heathen’ roots had not gone unnoticed.

"Mother?" Justine hovered in the kitchen doorway as though she could sense the traces of dien worship.
She st the birdcage on the floor and took a hesitant step insde. The angels—which | expected to launch
into afull air raild—didn't make a peep.

"How did your presentation go?" | swiped afew crumbs off the counter then attacked the breakfast
disheswith gugto.

"Fine." She peeked over my shoulder. "Why are you doing those now?"

"Didn't fed like doing them thismorning. Isthat acrime?' Energy hummed through me; if | wasn't careful,
| was going to melt the plates.

"What'sfor dinner?' She set her backpack on abarstool as though it might explode.
"Dinner?' | blinked. "Um."
Both her eyebrows skidded up. "Um what? Y ou didn't make dinner?’

"Cadm down. It'snot asign of the apocalypse.” | jerked open the freezer door, scanned the contents and
gave up. "Why don't we order a pizza?'

"Pizza?' Her voice scaed two octaves. "Do you even know how to do that?'

"I'm not amoron, Justine. | know how to order apizza."

"But—" she sputtered. "We never ordered pizzabefore.”

| located the number in the directory and diaed before she could protest further.

"Changeis good. Especidly change covered in pepperoni and mushrooms.”

She crossed her arms. "Just tell me why you didn't make dinner. Something happened. | cantell.”
"Yes. Delivery please,” | told the bored, teenaged voice on the other end of theline.

"Moth-er!”

| covered thereceiver. "l had avigtor, dl right? Now behave yoursdf. I'm on the damn phone."



Justineg's mouth worked. Then she snapped it shut and stomped off to sprinkle holy water in every corner
of the ground floor. A miniature exorcism/protest, | imagine. Shefinished just asthe pizzaarrived. The
cardboard box sagged under the weight of crust and toppings; the aromawhen | opened thelid was
heavenly.

"Areyou going to est?"

Her stomach growled. She plopped down at the table and hel ped herself to adice. We chewed in
Slence and | thought the storm was over. But in the middle of her third piece, she burst into tears.

"Honey, it'sdl right." | stroked the top of her head and |eft asmear of saucein her hair. "Redlly.”
"Hell never come back if you gowild likethis."

"Oh, Jugtine. My sigh came from the very heart of me. "He wasn't going to come back anyway."
"He doesn't love me."

"Of course He does."

"Not any more than any of the other little children."

| grit my teeth. "Y ou musin't doubt. Have faith."

"I have. Morefaith than anyonel"

It wastrue. | couldn't argue.

"Maybe—maybe Hell come for Christmas.”

"Maybe"

She heard the doubt in my voice and there were more tears. The rest of the pizzafloated away on asea
of sdt water and grief.

After | tucked her into bed, | went downstairs and picked up the phone. Set it down. Up. Down. |
pounded the counter with the receiver, took a deep breath and dialed. Got His voicemail, of course.

"You fell out of lovewith me, and that wasfine. But your daughter needs you—"
"Hello?' He'd picked up the phone. | stuttered with surprise.
"Um, hi."

Neither of us spoke for amoment. | tried to set my resentment on the back burner. For Justine's sake.



"Y our daughter hasn't seen you for ages.”

He sighed. "Y ou got custody. | got visitations.”
" She misses you. Only you know why."

"Tel her | loveher."

"She doesn't need meto tell her." | dammed down the phone, but His voice followed meinto theliving
room.

"| told you along time ago that thisishow it would haveto be. That | have responsibilities. Y ou're being
unreasonable.”

"Thisisn't about me." | swept the hearth clean with alook.

"How many times do we have to go through this?' The lightsflickered.

| ood my ground. "Don't you get al High-And-Mighty with me."

"Y ou sound just likethe rest of your ilk."

| laughed. | couldn't help mysdf. ™Y ou met my family. Knew what you wereletting yoursef in for.”
"Y ou were supposed to be the quiet one," He answered.

"And | should never have married the Catholic God. All that incense... Ugh!" | flopped on the sofaand
plugged my fingers pointedly in my ears, but His voice wasin my head now.

"I've missed you."

"Oh, | don't believeinyou.”

"A likdly sory."

The angdls chattered and flapped in their gilded prison.

"I wondered where | |eft those," he said as he materidized. The bars dissolved and they were free. They
settled on the mantelpiece, unusudly quiet. He sat next to me, wearing the skin | dwaysliked the best. "It
amellsdifferent in here. Y ou had vistors.”

"Vidgtor angular. Just awoman in need of—" | trailed off, unable to complete the thought.

"Her goddess,” He finished for me. ™Y ou must have wanted the company, or she never would have been
ableto find the house."

"| suppose| did."
"Have you thought of ascending now that—"

"Givemeabresk. It wasonly onevistor." | stared at the hearth, into the blue twisting flames of thefire.
"It'sbeen along time. | thought | might have forgotten the way of it."

"It'swho you are." He gave me arueful smilefilled with athousand questions. " Just don't start spilling
goat entrailson therug, al right?'



Justine hovered around Him the next morning. She chattered about her schoolwork and her visonswhile
He nodded and looked wise. He ate toast and eggs, so she did too. They bent their heads together and
whispered in tongues.

He soon grew distracted, pausing mid-sentenceto listen very carefully to nothing | could hear. | scrubbed
afrying pan until | scoured ahole through the Teflon. It didn't take divine ingght to know He wouldn't
Stay much longer.

After aparticularly long silence, He got to hisfeet and hugged Justine to Him.
"l need to go."
Justine's face puckered. "But you just got here.”

He detached himsdlf very carefully from her grasp. "'I've neglected thingsto stay thislong. Y oull come
See me soon, though, baby girl."

Inthetimeit took meto turn around, He was hafway down the hall.
"Daddy!" Judtine chased after him. "Y ou forgot the angeldl™
But the door was gjar and He was gone.

A much-subdued Justine caught the angelswith infinite patience and love but had nowhere to put them.
She let them go in the backyard, her eyesfilled with tears. They followed her asfar asthe porch and
batted at the windows.

"Go on, get out of here!” sheyelled.

They hovered, fearful. I'd never seen her angry before and my skin prickled. | could protect the house,
but the sky was no redlm of mine. Clouds gathered overhead, asdark asmy little girl's eyes. Thunder
rattled the window and lightning bolts rained down. They squeaked with impotent wrath and | smelled
burning feathers through the glass.

Justine ssomped up the stairs and dammed her bedroom door. | could hear her kicking things.



The next morning, she dumped alarge box on the floor.

"I don't want these anymore." The expression behind her water glasswas sulky.

| picked through the plaid of her uniform. Her rosary beads. A bible worn thin with frequent readings.
"You sure?' | wiped the counter and tried not to dance.

"Yeeh. I'mtired of dl that sanctimonious bullshit.”

| met her gaze. "Oh come on. It wasn't dl bullshit.”

She flounced to the counter and stuck afork in aplate of ambrosia. She talked with her mouth full of
marshmalows.

"Whatever, Mother..."
The doorbell rang. She jumped up.
"Il getit.”

"It's probably another petitioner hereto see me.” No use sugarcoating it. They'd probably be queuing up
on the lawn by the end of the week.

"I figured as much.” The set of her jaw looked very familiar. "After | let her in, | want to you show me
how to set out the dtar. | saw it inthe attic.”

The angels batted madly at the window. She heaved her fork at the glass and turned her back on them.

"What in the name of dl that isHoly isgoing on?"

Wed shooed the last worshipper out of the living room temple a mere hour before and | was exhausted.
Thelast thing | needed was anirate call from Him. | cradled the phonein the crook of my neck while
Justine cooed and pecked crumbs off the counter.

"She'strying something new.”
"So | gathered. And you're encouraging this behavior?"

Snap! The dove was gone. Justine stood naked in the middle of thetiled floor for a split second. Then
shewas abirch tree, dim and whitein the pale sunrise.

"She's missed aweek of schoal,”" He thundered.



"Shelstaking alittle break."

Snap! The tree was gone, and wriggling golden puppy wasinits place. | laughed. Shed dwayswanted a
dog, but Hewas dlergic.

"l don't know what you're trying to pull—"

"I'm not pulling anything. | let her worship you for years without saying aword againgt it. Y ou could at
least show me the same courtesy.”

"She's one of the chosen—"

"Y ou forget shesaso my child. A child of two immortas. | know you thought that your half was
stronger, but that doesn't appear to be the case.” Justine squatted to pee on the floor and | yelped. "I've
gottogo!"

| whisked her outside. Thistime, the line stayed dead.

The angels circled Justine-the-puppy with concerned interest and disapproval. She leapt at them and
barked, then caught one between flashing white teeth and shook it vicioudly.

She chewed on it for abit then left it in the grass. It twitched back to life, sodden and disoriented, its
wings punctured with teeth holes.

Justine grew her hair long and plaited it with beads. Flowers bloomed in unexpected corners of the
house. Animals congregated on the porch and mingled with waiting petitioners. | watched her blossom,
and | hummed while listened to prayers. By the end of the week, she could sweep the hearth clean with a
look and grant smple appedls.

The pride of it nearly killed me. | knew that someday soon she'd be strong enough, old enough, that
maybe | could take my place in the sky without worry or guilt. Until then, | contented mysalf with her and
thetemple.

He sent gifts, hoping to resurrect her affections. She returned two or three and gleefully destroyed afew
others. But even | didn't gpprove when she broke the halo into pieces and constructed afabulous,
glittering swag to hang around her throat.

"He'sgoing to beangry,” | warned.
"Wel, duh."

But even indefatigable youth was disconcerted when she began to bleed from her hands and her feet. |
placed an angry phone call as she sobbed behind the locked bathroom door.



"Maybe you should cal Him, tell Him you're sorry—"
"If He wants an apology, He's got along wait coming.”

"Honey, you are double damned for stubbornness. Y ou got it from both of us." She didn't say anything. "I
think Hes more hurt than angry.”

"He can just get bent.”
"That'senough of that."
She jerked the door open and | took a step back.

"Stop defending him. I'm sick of listening to you defend him. He's not dwaysright. And neither areyou.”
She brushed past me and stormed down the hall.

"What's that supposed to mean?"' Prickles of unease snaked over me. She didn't answer, just grabbed
her jacket off the chair and dammed the door behind her.

"What's that supposed to mean?' | repeated to the empty room.

It was past midnight when she got home. | sat a the kitchen table, staring at food 1'd prepared but not
eaten. Wine I'd poured but not drunk.

"| think you're abit young to stay out so late,” | said after amoment.
"Why haven't you ascended?’ The words tumbled out of her.
"l wasn't aware that you even knew that word, Justine.” | took asip from my wine glass, hand shaking.

"I heard it a school. The kids were al asking me about the temple... why you haven't ascended. They
said it was because of Daddy. Because of me."

"That's partidly true, | guess. | didn't want to leave ether of you behind. | didn't want to forget, to go
whileyou are dill soyoung.”

"Don't use me as an excuse Mother." Her hands clenched over and over. "Y ou're afraid. Y ou hid behind
Daddy and now that he's gone you're hiding behind me."

"I'm happy herewith you, with the temple.”

"But you're not a priestess, you're a goddess. Y ou belong up there." She stabbed afinger a the sky. "It's
your destiny.”

"I can't." Thetears poured down my face now. "It'stoo late, Justine. | waited too long. I'm bound here,



to you, to thishouse. Y ou need me"

"Maybe till need you. But | don't need a mother that's acoward.” Justine put her chinintheair. "Just
let go of him, Mom. We haveto let go."

"Her anger isdisconcerting, isn't it?" Hisvoice did in my ear and | dmost welcomed His company. "How
long do you suppose shell be mad thistime?!

"Y ou're the omnipotent one. You tell me."

He shook Hishead. "I can't read her as| used to. What are we going to do about this?'
"Damned if | know. What are you doing here anyway? She doesn't want to speak to you either.”
Hedidn't answer.

"Y ou've been keeping tabs on me." | had no hope of reconciliation; part of me had died when He left.
But it was niceto know He cared, even alittle.

"Yeah. It'swhat | do." He faded around the edges and was gone.

| let him go.

| stood again in the attic. Moonlight danced over the detritus of a broken marriage and memoriesof a
child grown. | unlocked atrunk of leather and hammered gold and opened it with atwist of my hand.
Silver folds embroidered with brilliant threads of star shine glinted in the |ate afternoon light.

I'd left Olympusin this gown.

It dithered over my skin and settled on my curves, the fit perfect from memory. | added a parure of
flame. Curlstumbled free to the backs of my knees.

Then | tiptoed downstairs and opened her bedroom door.



"Honey?'

Sheraised her touded head from the pillow with an incoherent mumble. I knelt by the bed, stroked the
hair off her brow.

"You're dressed. Why are you dressed?’ she asked. | took her by the hand and offered her agown of
sunlight and dryad tears.

"Try thison. Were going on alittle vacation.”

Only afew minuteslater, we mounted the stairs to the widow's walk, accompanied only by the murmur
of slk on the floorboards. The door stuck—no one ever came up here—but | wrenched it open and
took my first step outside since I'd crossed the threshold as a bride. Justine took a deep bresth of cold
night air and laughed. And | held her hand, and lifted the other to the sky.

Stars tumbled from the sky in benediction as | willed the two of us upwards. The heavens rushed around
us and the house fell away. The space between Justine and | was an umbilicus, stretched but not

snapped.
My family cdled their gregtings. Zeus himsdf crowned me with sars.

"We come Hestia. We have waited along time for you.”

| wrapped mysdlf in blue velvet, wiped the glittering congtellations of my eyes. Justine stood at my side,
shining with her own specid light.

My grestest believer.

| hugged her close, and patted the pocket that held the last remaining angel. When the time came, he
could show her the way home.



