A Minor Exorcism

Bridget Patrick was in love. The object of her affection was David Flintoff, a fellow third-year graduate student at the Ivy League university where Bridget was working toward a Ph.D. in medieval history, and David toward a Ph.D. in economics. They had lived for the previous two years in separate rooms in the Graduate Complex, a dormitory and dining facility for graduate students.
David was handsome, funny, and quirky in a way that made him all the more attractive to her. He was fond of displaying the persona of an econ nerd, but he was her econ nerd. He was parsimonious in almost all things, especially with his time: he would often explain how the “marginal cost” of some thing or activity exceeded its “marginal benefit” or was “time-inefficient”—in human-speak, a waste of time.
But David always had time for Bridget, one of many things about him that she found endearing. He had even proposed near the end of their second year in the Graduate Complex that they share an apartment there in their third year.
But Bridget rejected that proposal; she was wary of cohabitation without commitment. She had never forgotten her mother’s injunction that it’s better to play hard to get: living with a man who is unwilling to give a commitment gives him a great deal in exchange for an uncertain return.  

Bridget’s concordance with that perspective may also have reflected her Catholic upbringing and her concern that her socially conservative parents would object to their daughter “living in sin,” as they would have put it. But her decision to refuse David’s offer did not result from excessive prudishness. Known only to her doctor, she had practiced birth control since her sophomore year of college, a precaution that had come in handy more than once in her undergraduate days and many times with David. And she certainly had a mind of her own: she considered herself a good Catholic, but reserved the right to question any aspect of Catholic doctrine. She thought the Virgin Birth unlikely and the doctrine of transubstantiation preposterous: a Communion wafer was a prop in a salubrious commemoration of the Last Supper, but a Communion wafer nonetheless. As for the Church’s prohibition of artificial birth control, well, we’ve already touched on that subject. And on abortion, she’d decided during her undergraduate years at Notre Dame that she would not have one herself but would not deny the right to other women.

That position reflected what Bridget most prized about her Christian heritage—its ethics and the obligation of its adherents to live ethically. She freely acknowledged that unbelievers and non-Christians could behave ethically; she knew many who did so. But her reading of history, philosophy, and theology in college had convinced her that for most humans, adherence to a religiously inspired code of charity and personal responsibility was a helpful guide to living a good life. She also desired that the father of her future children share her religious and ethical perspective so as not to send mixed messages to their children.
And thus there was one more thing she’d wanted from David before giving herself wholly to him: she wanted him to become Catholic. On the few occasions when she could prompt him to speak semi-seriously of religion, he’d called himself an agnostic—someone unsure whether there was, or was not, a god. Bridget viewed that stance—if one could even call it a stance—as the refuge of the intellectually lazy and another expression of David’s reluctance to commit, not to mention an aspect of his being that her devout parents would find objectionable. She’d stay with him anyway, even if he refused her request, but if she could keep her parents happy and prepare the way for their children’s moral education, so much the better.
At the start of their third year of graduate school, it did not take Bridget long to convince David to make the conversion. In truth, he didn’t care about religious labels and thought he’d never shed his religious skepticism, but he understood Bridget’s reasons for seeking his conversion and he respected them, and so he granted her request. 

In early September of that third academic year, he began his study of Catholicism. His period of preparation was to culminate in a special Mass on the third Sunday in November. There David would undergo the “Celebration of the Sacraments of Initiation,” where he would receive the sacraments of Baptism, Holy Communion, and Confirmation. To his econ student friends, he referred to these as the “Holy Trifecta” and bragged of his “time-efficiency” by receiving three sacraments in one day.

He also joked to his friends that he’d recently concluded that religious belief was perfectly rational. He said he agreed with the French philosopher Blaise Pascal, who calculated that religious belief was rational because belief in God costs little, while the potential benefit of belief is vast: even if the probability of God’s existence is small, a small probability multiplied by eternal paradise is infinitely valuable. Thus it was rational to believe in God. Or so he winked at his friends.

About a week before his conversion was to take place, David learned that the first act in the celebration of every Catholic Baptism—of adults and infants alike—is the performance of a “Minor Exorcism.” That was news even to Bridget, who thought she knew her Catholicism. One evening over supper, David shared with her a section of his catechism on this medieval procedure:
1238 Why will the priest perform an exorcism before the sacrament of Baptism?
When the Church asks in the name of Jesus Christ that a person or object be protected against the power of the Evil One and withdrawn from his dominion, it is called exorcism. Jesus performed exorcisms and from him the Church has received the office of exorcizing. 

Thus, at Baptism, a minor exorcism is performed in order to cast out the Devil so that the person is made ready to receive Christ's life. Since Baptism signifies liberation from sin and from its instigator the Devil, one or more exorcisms are pronounced over the candidate. The celebrant then anoints him (her) with oil and he (she) explicitly renounces Satan.

Bridget and David shared a good laugh over this. “I guess the priest has to unclog your pipes before doing anything else with you. I always said you were a devil,” she joked. David one-upped her, comparing the coming exorcism to a technician wiping clean a computer’s hard disk before installing new software—in his case, David 2.0.

Thinking she would find it witty, he then shared with her his calculation that belief in God is rational because the “marginal cost of belief” is low and the “marginal benefit of belief” is infinitely high even if the probability of God’s existence is slim. To his regret, she found that witticism a lot less funny than he and his friends did.

At the special Mass on November 20, Father Perrin, the University Catholic chaplain, gave a homily on how Jesus began his public ministry after his Baptism and how His followers do so as well. “Through Baptism, we are transformed,” he said, “and with Jesus as our brother, Jesus’ mission becomes our mission.”
Then he called David and Bridget to come before the congregation. He had David kneel on a padded kneeler before the altar. The priest began the ancient ritual by making the Sign of the Cross over David, uttering a whispered prayer, and anointing David’s forehead with holy oil and water. He then asked David to make a profession of faith:
“David Alan Flintoff, “Do you renounce Satan and all his works and empty promises?”


“I do.”

“Do you believe in God, the Father Almighty, Creator of heaven and earth?”


“I do.”


“Do you believe in Jesus Christ, His only Son, our Lord, who was born of the Virgin Mary, suffered death and was buried, rose from the dead and is seated at the right hand of the Father?”


“I do.”


“Do you believe in the Holy Spirit, the holy Catholic Church, the communion of saints, the forgiveness of sins, the resurrection of the body, and life everlasting?”


“I do.”
The Baptism concluded, Bridget and David returned to their seats after some applause from the congregation. The Mass then proceeded as Masses had proceeded for nearly two thousand years. After the distribution of Communion, the priest administered the sacrament of Confirmation to David, laying hands upon him and finishing with this prayer:

“Lord Jesus Christ, we pray for your servant David, who worships you as the true God. Look upon him and enlighten his heart, free him from the snares and malice of Satan, heal his weakness and blot out his sins. Give him discernment to know what pleases you and the courage to live by your Gospel, that he may become the dwelling place of your Spirit.”
To which Bridget, as David’s sponsor, responded “Amen.”
When the service ended, Bridget was elated. She embraced David and took him for a celebratory meal at Bobby’s Pancake House, across the street from the campus. It was one of the few off-campus restaurants they could afford, and even there they could afford only the pancakes with ham, not the steak and eggs. At her suggestion, they began the meal with the Catholic prayer for grace. She was pleasantly surprised that David knew the prayer word for word. After the meal, David surprised her again by insisting on taking the check.
“This was supposed to be my treat,” she protested mildly.

“Au contraire, I’m the one who is blessed today. It’s on me.”

“Doesn’t sound a bit like the calculating economic man I’ve known for the last two years,” she countered, “but if you insist…” and let him place the meal on his credit card.

David signed the receipt and stunned her by giving their server a $25 tip.

“David, what are you doing?” she almost screamed. “We can’t afford a tip like that! We’re impoverished graduate students, remember?”

“We can’t afford not to, dear. The minimum wage for restaurant servers in this state is less than half the substandard minimum wage that others get, and that isn’t much, either.”

“But they also get tips. And you forget that we’re poor ourselves,” she countered.

“But we’re rich in all that matters.”

She sat there incredulous. Presumably this newfound generosity would not last long—it couldn’t, at any rate, not at their income level.

Bridget noticed a new aspect to David over the following weeks. He smiled more often and seemed more considerate of others. At mealtime in the Graduate Complex, he frequently invited fellow students he hardly knew—or didn’t know at all—to eat with them. On other occasions, David would lead her into the dining hall and sit down next to a student eating alone and chat most amiably with that person. She regarded these behaviors with mixed feelings. On the one hand, he exhibited a newfound magnanimity that she admired. On the other hand, as he paid more attention to others, he paid a bit less attention to her.
On the last Sunday in November, they went to Mass together—an experience Bridget enjoyed immensely. At supper afterward, they decided they’d go window shopping in New York on the following Saturday, December 3. As Bridget imagined it, the scene would make a perfect Christmas card: light snow falling on cherry-faced, gift-bearing shoppers, “Silver Bells” emanating from somewhere, the Salvation Army manning kettles, the lights from store windows and the goodwill of the people lighting the sidewalks. Maybe they’d even have dinner in a restaurant—something other than pancakes.
On the great day, they took the train to Penn Station and walked arm-in-arm for the few hundred feet from there to the entrance to Macy’s on 7th Avenue. “Believe,” exhorted the giant electric sign on the front of the building. Entering the store for the first time, David was astonished to see foot-wide red ribbons leading to three-foot wide bows on the columns inside the block-long emporium. There were ten or more restaurants and dozens of departments including specialty shops for Burberry, Gucci, Louis Vuitton, and other high-end fashions. From floor to nearly ceiling in every department were piles of every consumer item human ingenuity could conceive: stainless steel coffee makers that could also turn out cappuccino, espresso, lattes, and tea—in just minutes; pasta machines for making every type of pasta; men’s and women’s “Collections” and “Better Collections”; hundreds of imported fragrances for men and women; designer handbags from every continent; men’s and women’s stress-detecting, smartphone-controlling, Doctor Who-inspired nano watches powered by a Cesium-133 atom. And that was just on the first two floors of the ten-story building.
Bridget, who had visited Macy’s at nearly every Christmas season of her life, found it dazzling as always.

David found it sickening. “Let’s go. I want to leave,” he told her after just fifteen minutes in the store.

“Why?” she asked. “What’s wrong?”

“What’s wrong? What’s wrong? There are millions of hungry people in this world—remember when your mother told you that? Some of them are in this city. And here we are in this carnival of uncontrolled consumerism where clueless people spend $8,000 on a stress-detecting Doctor Who watch. The wearer of that watch should feel stressed. It makes me want to vomit. It’s the Sodom and Gomorrah of capitalism. I’m leaving,” he declared, and headed for the 34th Street exit.
Bridget was stunned and speechless. After a few seconds, she followed him through the doors. There she found David standing on the sidewalk, motionless. Coming alongside him, she saw what he had seen: in the gutter just beyond the curb, a legless man sat on a skateboard. His hands, face, and clothing were as dirty as a coal miner’s. The man moved himself to the left and right along the gutter by pushing off the pavement with his bare hands. He was begging for money.

They stood there for a moment as passersby came and went. Then David did something that made this suddenly horrifying situation even worse: he got down in the gutter with the man.
“David! Get up! Get out of there!” she shouted. Terrified as she was at David’s behavior, she stole a glance to her right and left to check the reactions of the passersby. No one seemed to notice or care.
“But this man is my brother,” David replied.

The filthy man, for his part, looked at David with nearly as much wonderment as Bridget did.

David turned to the man and asked, “What can I do for you, my brother?”

“You can give me some bread, man, some money,” the legless beggar replied.

David rose, opened his wallet, and gave the man two twenty dollar bills.

“Hey, thanks, man,” the wretched beggar said as he pocketed the cash, “I never get nothin’ like this. God bless you, man. Merry Christmas!”
Bridget grabbed David by the arm and steered him in the direction of Penn Station. Trying not to attract the attention of the passersby, she told him, under her breath but fiercely, “We’re leaving, alright.”
They spoke not a word to one another until they exited the train station half a mile from the university. They again walked arm in arm, but this time it was more in the manner of an angry parent directing the movement of a wayward child.

“Alright, talk,” she ordered.
“About what?” he asked.

“You know what! About you—and that man! What’s gotten into you?”

“That store, and the whole sordid system behind it, repels me. I’ve already told you why.”

“And that man?”

“I just showed him Christian charity. I thought you’d like that.”

“Don’t throw this back on me! Who do you think you are, Saint Francis of Assisi? I never told you to act like that. No one did.”

“But the Lord—your Savior, Bridget—told us to ‘Sell everything you have and give to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven. Then come follow me.’”

Bridget wanted to exclaim “Jesus Christ!” or “Oh, God!” But she stopped herself.
“David, you’ve got to take care of yourself first! You have a responsibility to yourself and to those who love and care about you—and that includes me—to do that, to flourish. Then you help others. It’s just like on an airplane. When you’re traveling with a child, you put your own oxygen mask on first. Then you put one on the child. If you don’t do that, you and the child can both die.”
“That is not what He said now, is it? He said to take care of others and He would take care of you.”

“The Lord never flew on a plane! And that stuff was written a hundred years after Jesus walked the earth,” she blurted. “They were lionizing him in the Gospels. Who knows what he really said? You have to take care of yourself first.”

“But,” David retorted, “that sort of reasoning quickly becomes a rationalization for looking out for Number One. How rich do you have to be before you decide, ‘Oh, now I can give some fraction of my surplus to others?’ We both know how most people answer that question.’’

“David, if you’d gone to a Catholic college, you would have learned that ‘general moderation is necessary in all virtues.’”

“Who said that?”

“Saint Thomas Aquinas, a great Doctor of the Church. He’s more or less the official philosopher of the Catholic Church, to which you now belong.”

“I thought Jesus Christ was the official philosopher of the Catholic Church to which I now belong.”

At this point, Bridget was exasperated with him and could take no more. She thought he was deliberately provoking her. Fortunately, they had now reached the entrance to the Graduate Complex.

She ended the conversation with, “You think and pray on these things—that’s how you decide how much to give. But you take care of yourself first. Do you think you can find your way to your room?”
“Of course. I’m not a child.”

She just looked at him and said, “Good night,” then belatedly kissed him on the cheek. She went back to her room and went to bed but couldn’t sleep as she went over and over the day’s events. She got out of bed at 1 A.M. and picked through her copy of Aquinas’s Summa Theologica, in particular the sections on charity, where she noted these lines:
“[I]t belongs properly to moral virtue to moderate those passions which denote a pursuit of the good”

and the one she’d remembered when debating with David,

“[M]oderation is necessary in all things: modesty is to be taken there for the general moderation which is necessary in all virtues.”
That’s right, she thought. But then she read this:
“[C]harity can be in us neither naturally, nor through acquisition by the natural powers, but by the infusion of the Holy Spirit.”

That can’t be true, Bridget thought: I know many charitable people who did not get their charity from the Holy Spirit. Or so it would seem. Besides, I was an “A” student in theology at America’s most famous Catholic university, and even I’ve never understood what the Holy Spirit is.
Satisfied intellectually that she’d won the debate with David, she went back to bed but still didn’t sleep for another hour.
Over the next two weeks, which included the last week of classes and final exams, Bridget’s alarm over the changes in David only grew. He seemed quieter and more introspective. Withdrawn and lost in thought might be the best descriptors, she thought. He rejected her attempts to draw him out, and calmly insisted he’d “never been better.” She decided reluctantly that David was depressed and told him so, but he refused her suggestion to go to counseling. 
They departed for the Christmas-New Year’s break on December 21, she to her parents’ home in Connecticut, he to his parents’ near Chicago. They promised to call each other daily, but their parting kiss was oddly strained. 
When they returned to campus in January, their “relationship,” resumed. But David’s mind was elsewhere, even when they made love. He refused her repeated suggestions to go to counseling, saying that he just needed “time to think.” About what, he wouldn’t say. 

So Bridget went by herself. On January 17, she met with Dr. John Marcuse at the University Counseling Services, discreetly tucked behind the campus infirmary. He began the conversation by offering her some herbal tea.

“Thank you, no,” she responded.

“Then how can I help you?”

“Well, I’m a third-year graduate student here. I have a friend, a third-year grad student, too.”

The doctor didn’t quite suppress a smile: he’d spoken to many a student who had a troubled “friend” over the previous twenty years.
“No, really. It’s not me,” Bridget continued, ”it’s someone I care about.”

“A love interest?”

“Yes. It’s my boyfriend. Until a couple months ago, I thought we’d have a permanent relationship. But he’s changed.”

“Changed? How?”

“Well, he seems distracted. He’s more thoughtful and generous toward others than he used to be. But maybe less thoughtful of me. He’s drifted away from me—thoughtful but perpetually lost in thought might be the best way to put it.”

“I see. Well, people change, or what they want from life changes, or at least their relationships change. Sometimes our relationships with others are not meant to last, even when we think they are”—advice he’d offered to hundreds of students over the years. 

“But he’s changed in other ways. He shows little interest in anything anymore, his studies or anything at all. I think he’s depressed. And he thinks he’s God.”

“He thinks he’s God? Literally? He’s delusional?”

“No, not that. But now he’s obsessed with ‘Christian ethics.’ He gives servers $25 tips in restaurants. And he doesn’t have that kind of money. He gave a beggar $40 one day in New York. He actually got down in the gutter with the guy. He’s an economics student—he used to be rather tight with a buck and stingy with his time except for me. But now his mind is somewhere else. And he acts like he’s a candidate for sainthood. He’s like someone I don’t know anymore.”
“You say he seems depressed. Do you think there’s a risk he’ll harm himself?”

“I don’t think so, although I haven’t asked him directly.”

“Is he giving away other things, other than his money? His belongings? Mementos? Things of sentimental value?”
“No. But the only things he owns are a few books, his computer, his phone, and a twelve year-old Toyota. He still has them all.”

“How old is your boyfriend? Twenty-five or so?”

“Yes, twenty-five.”

“Did he ever tell you of any trauma he suffered as a child? Abuse? Neglect?”

“No, definitely not. I know his parents pretty well. I’ve stayed at their home on three occasions—but not over this recent break. I can’t imagine anything like abuse or neglect happening in that family. If it did, they certainly hide it well. And he has a brother and sister who seem fine.”

“Has he suffered any memory loss recently?”

“Yes! He doesn’t seem to remember us talking over the phone during the Christmas break.”
“Does he remember his past relationship with you? And things like over-tipping in restaurants and being generous with beggars?”

“Oh yes, he remembers all of that. But he defends the over-tipping and the incident with the beggar—he says our Christian ethics require us to do those things.”

“Has he undergone a religious experience lately?”

The question thrust a dagger in Bridget’s heart. She froze. That was the one thing she hadn’t wanted the psychologist to ask. But she realized from her prolonged silence and the look on Dr. Marcuse’s face—and probably from the expression on her face—that he knew the answer. And she knew she had to get it out in the open: keeping secrets from your shrink is folly. She proceeded to tell him about David’s religious conversion—the one he undertook at her request.

He looked at the wall beyond her for a moment and resumed.

“I can’t really say what if anything is troubling your boyfriend. I haven’t examined him, and it’s a cardinal rule in my profession that you don’t diagnose someone you haven’t seen. Do you think you can persuade him to talk to me?”

“I doubt it. I’ve been trying for weeks.”

“Well, I’m going out on a limb here. He may—I emphasize may—be suffering from some variety of dissociative disorder. It’s a disorder that can take different forms. One form of dissociative disorder is what we used to call multiple personality disorder. Does your boyfriend go back and forth from his old personality to his new one?”

“No.”

“Does it seem to bother him that he’s this new person?”

“I can’t say. He seems more introspective than before. But he doesn’t freak out about it. And like I said, he defends what he’s become, or is becoming.”
“Well, again, it’s hard to say anything without seeing him. He’s about ten years older than most people who are newly diagnosed with dissociative disorder. And most people with the disorder know that they’re disordered and they hate it. So he doesn’t exactly fit the pattern. But there are lots of variations. For now, three things. First, try to get him to come in here. Second, if he shows suicidal tendencies, call campus security. They’re trained. You live in the Graduate Complex, right?”

“Right.” 

“Call security if he shows any inclination to harm himself. Get him help right away. And third, if his recent religious conversion was part of some commonly accepted cultural or religious practice, it probably had nothing to do with his other recent changes. And that seems to be the case here. He’s not developing stigmata or levitating, is he?”

He realized at once that he hadn’t been funny.

“No,” she hissed through her teeth. 
“Then don’t trouble yourself. You had nothing to do with this. You did the right thing by coming in today. Is there anything else I can do for you now?”

“I doubt it,” she responded curtly.
“Okay, remember those three items. Try to get him in here. Watch for signs that he may hurt himself. And you had nothing to do with this. Stay in touch with me, will you?”

“Sure. Bye.”

And with that, Bridget left, far more troubled than when she came.
Bridget did not see David at dinner that evening: he was tutoring low-income students at the East Side Community Center. The next morning she made an appointment to see Father Perrin at three that afternoon. 
He offered her some herbal tea when she entered his private study.

Why does everyone offer me herbal tea to start a conversation, she wondered.

The priest answered that silent question for her:

“You look troubled, my dear.”

“Yes…I am, it’s about David. He’s changed.”

“Oh? Changed how?”

“First I’ll give you the good news. He’s kinder to others and less, well, less self-centered. He seems more concerned about ethics, obsessed with them, in fact. And he’s spending four evenings a week tutoring low-income and minority students at the Community Center on the East Side.”

“Bravo!” the priest exclaimed, “Those are the kind of changes we hope to see. The Holy Spirit will enter every open heart—I’ve seen it before.”
“But that’s not all,” she indicated darkly.
She went on to tell him about the over-tipping in restaurants (which had happened three times now) and the incident with the beggar in New York. “He’s acting like Saint Francis of Assisi,” she ended.

“Bridget, you know that the Doctors of the Church have taught for centuries that Christians need not live in destitution in order to help others.”
“I know that. I’ve told him that. But he says that Jesus is the Doctor of the Church, and He said to give everything to the poor.”

He paused a moment and asked, “When did all this begin?”

“Oh, that’s most interesting, Father. It all started on the night of his Sacraments of Initiation.”
“Well, Bridget, as I said, God moves people. But when an adult joins the Church, ninety-five percent of the time the change occurs before they’re baptized. Something has changed in them and prompted them to come to us. Now, our period of preparation before their conversion may certainly help to form them, but ninety-five percent of the change in them happens before the administration of Baptism.”
“So Baptism doesn’t ‘transform’ them, then?” she asked archly.

“It does transform them, but most of the change occurs before the formal ceremony of the Sacrament.”
“Father, he didn’t change a bit before that night. Just before the Sacraments he was joking about you installing new software in his brain and how it’s ‘profitable’ to believe in God only because it might get him to heaven.”
“Well, Bridget, I’ve often seen the Spirit move people. But sometimes people become Catholic for other reasons—because they’re marrying a Catholic or they have a Catholic girlfriend or…”

“Don’t blame this on me!”

“I’m not blaming anyone for anything. I’m just saying that whatever change occurs likely happens before the Sacrament. The same thing is true of Confirmation, where we ask God to give someone piety and the courage to live by the Gospels. In the vast majority of cases, the recipient of the Sacrament has already made those changes. That’s why we call it Confirmation; the change is already there.”
She sighed and looked about the room in despair before asking:

“Do you think the exorcism could have removed something or changed something or…”

“Bridget, for heaven’s sake! I know you’re distraught. But the so-called ‘exorcism’ is officially just an expression of one’s wish to avoid sin. Look, you’re a student of medieval history. And you’re a modern Catholic. You know why we still have ‘exorcisms.’ Because the Church can’t admit that it was wrong when it purported to cure people of demonic possession for all those centuries—before they knew what was really wrong with people.” He finished with, “You and I had nothing to do with any of this.”
“Nothing? Well, Father, I wish I could absolve myself as easily as you do, but I guess the forgiveness of sins is in your line of work.”
And with that parting shot, she left.

Two evenings later, David told Bridget in his room that he was leaving the study of economics and leaving the university. She was shocked but not surprised: she had seen it coming for weeks, but hoped it wouldn’t, at least not this soon. David began his explanation of his decisions with a critical analysis of the economics profession. Economists assume that humans are hedonistic, he explained. They build their theories on that assumption. And when they observe people behaving in conformity to their amoral theories, they pat themselves on the back and brag of their superiority to the other social sciences. They celebrate and perpetuate evil in the world.
Bridget was dumbfounded but not really interested in this exegesis of economics.

“What about us, David? Is there an us?”

“There can be,” he responded.

That answer devastated her. There can be. Not there is. Just, there can be. It’s a possibility.

“Our path will not be easy. But you can come with me,” he added.
I can go with him, she thought. Not, will you come with me. Just “you can come with me.” And he offered me that much only after I asked him.
“What is your path, David? Where will you go?”

“I don’t know. Wherever the spirit moves me. I have to do more than just live for myself.”

“You’re lost, David.”

“No, I’m found.”

“You’ve become a different person. I still love you, and I think I could love the person you’ve become. But I don’t know if I could live with you.” Maybe she could, and maybe she couldn’t. But there was no time to find out without an utter upheaval of her life. Bridget kissed him on the cheek and let him go. She returned to her room in tears and cried all evening. David was gone the next day.
For a long time after that, she Googled his name periodically, trying to find any public mention of his status or whereabouts. She called his parents once to ask about David. She found them minimally polite but neither warm nor helpful. They said briefly that they heard from David only occasionally and that it seemed he had written them from various places in the United States and Mexico. And they asked her whether she knew what had come over him: “He was so close to you for so long,” as his mother put it. Bridget told them she’d been pondering that question herself.

About two years after David left her, she Googled his name and found a photo of him and some information about him in an online newsletter of the Franciscan Order of Friars Minor: David Flintoff was a novice monk at a Franciscan friary near St. Louis. He had spent the previous two years helping migrants at the southern border and teaching disadvantaged youth. He hoped to become “Brother Jerome.” Bridget stared at her computer for a good ten minutes, then vowed never to look up Brother Jerome Flintoff again. Nor has she heard from him since then.
Fifteen years later, Bridget is a respected professor of medieval history at a major Catholic university on the East Coast. She’s married a nominally Catholic man and has two children with him. She does her best to teach them right from wrong. She has had neither of them baptized.
