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WATER
Seven Everson
Mrs Bonfiglio brought it to my attention first. It was early Sunday morning, before Mass, when she called me over to the Sacred Heart of Jesus statue on the west side of the Solea. A diminutive woman with a hair bun so tight it pulled her face back, Mrs Bonfiglio gestured angrily at the marble floor.
“Father, just look at this,” she muttered. “Water, spilt everywhere.”
Water was indeed everywhere, under the sandalled feet of Christ and across the floor.
“The wedding, yesterday?” I offered. I hadn’t officiated that wedding, but Mrs Bonfigilio had been there. She was always there. You don’t become a Sacristan without giving up almost all your free time.
For weddings, people generally placed their floor arrangements on either side of the Solea; one in front of Christ on the west side, the other in front of Mother and Child on the east. It was entirely possible that when the florists had come to move the flowers, they had clumsily moved the vase and spilt the water.
Mrs Bonfiglio snorted and I realised my mistake: it was her job to ensure the petals were swept up and water such as this had been wiped away before she closed the church after the wedding. Implying that she hadn’t done so was insulting.
 “A leak?” I suggested weakly. I was forty-seven, but this sixty-three-year-old woman was clearly my better. She afforded me the respect that she should show her parish priest, but she’d been here thirty years, and I’d only been here eight. St. Joseph’s was her church.
 I think we both knew that the leak theory wasn’t likely: the statue of our saviour stood in an inset in the wall, but separate from the wall. Christ stood, arms out, face turned to God, His holy beating heart emblazoned in His chest for all the world to witness. We could see there was no water behind the statue and even if there had been, where would it have come from? Behind the marble wall was only the flower room, a room lined with chairs and a small table, used more for grooms and their party to hide away from their guests than for actual flowers. There was no plumbing in that room, or in the walls around it.
I shrugged it off and left Mrs Bonfiglio to clear up the water.
Throughout that Mass, I noticed that some of the parishioners in the front row were whispering and pointing towards the statue of Christ. On that side of the church, the entire two front rows were taken up with the Rosario family, one of the oldest families in the parish. Their lineage went all the way back to when the church was first built. The current patriarch of the family, Nonno Rosario, sat in his wheelchair halfway along the front pew in front of his family. Dying of pancreatic cancer, he didn’t have long for this world.
When I came forward to administer the Communion, I glanced across to see what they were looking at. Annoyingly, it was more water, dripping from the ledge on which the statue sat. 
I didn’t have time to worry about it – I had a Mass to finish. 
When the Mass was over, I stood outside the church doorway to farewell the parishioners. Tony Rosiario, Nonno’s son, waited patiently until everyone had gone and then tapped my arm.
“The water,” Sacerdote,” he said. “Is it a sign?”
We walked back in the cool of the church to where Tony’s wife, Maria, had wheeled Nonno Rosario over to the water. 
Tony turned to me with a trembling desperation.
“Could it be a sign, Sacerdote?”
I winced. “We’re not sure what it is; it only began this morning.”
Maria Rosario made a rapid sign of the cross. She hissed: “This is holy water.”
“Mrs Rosairo, we haven’t—”
“Please, Sacerdote,” Nonno Rosario begged, weakly. “May I sip of it?”
I could hardly say yes. I knew enough about Occupation Health and Safety regulations to not allow a man under my care to drink water from only God knew what source. I was reminded, repulsed even, by the memory of the true story in which parishioners drank from a weeping statue, only for it to be discovered that the water had resulted from an overflowing toilet system on the other side of the wall.
While I knew beyond doubt that this was not the case (our bathroom block was located in a separate building next to the church), what if it were rainwater? Or some seepage from a months old collection, leaking from pipes high above?
“Nonno Rosario,” I began.
The old man held up a shaking hand. “Sacredote Biancini,” he said softly, “I am a dying man. If this water is not from God, what harm can it do me? Hasten a death that is already ordained?”
I paused, torn between telling him that I simply couldn’t allow it, or that I could let him have the comfort he sought.
In the end I said: “I need to remove my vestments. What takes place here will be out of my sight and knowing.”
I turned and walked away towards the sacristy. Even as I did, I could hear the excitement as the family helped Nonno Rosario from his wheelchair and held him close to the statue, that he might sip the water from the very feet of our saviour.
When I came out, they were gone.
Mrs Rosario, who had witnessed the entire scene, came over. 
“What shall we do about the water, Father?” Her tone implied that perhaps I should rethink the leak theory and embrace something a little more unique.
“Wipe it up,” I said. I wasn’t about to embrace anything.
The following morning, I arrived for Monday morning Mass to find Mrs Bonfiglio had laid down a small towel on the marble floor below the statue. I found her in the sacristy.
“Do you think that we should leave the towel there?” I asked. “It might draw attention to the water problem.”
Mrs Bonfiglio was curt. “More of a problem if someone slips and falls in the water, Father.”
I had to agree with that. 
The first people through the door that morning was the Rosario family. This surprised me, they usually only took Mass on Wednesday and Sundays. They wheeled in a surprisingly lively Nonno. He beamed at me as I came forward to greet them.
“We have come for more of the water, Saredote,” Nonno said eagerly. “It makes me feel so good.”
I knew it was probably only the placebo effect, but I was happy if the old man was happy. 
When Mass was over, I let them scoop up more water (while I was safely ensconced in the sacristy pretending it wasn’t happening.) They weren’t the only family to stay behind – clearly the Rosario family had mentioned their supposed success to other parishioners.
When I came out, it was to find Amelia Scritts at the foot of Christ, using her hand to channel the water into an empty pill container.
“Amelia,” I said gently, “I really can’t condone people drinking water from an unverified source. What if you get ill from it? The Church will be held to blame, and so will I.”
She smiled at me. “Father, no-one will blame you if this water does nothing or makes us ill. We drink of it with our own free will.”
“And who is this water for?” I asked, though I thought I already knew. Mr Scritts was blind.
“For my good husband.”
I wanted to tell her that pancreatic cancer was perhaps reversible, if the good Lord should see so fit, but blindness? Only our Lord Christ Himself could undo that affliction.
But I let her take the water.
The next Sunday, Nonno Rosario walked into Mass without support. No chair, no-one propping him up. I watched in astonishment, as he walked down the aisle toward me. His skin was a healthy tan, his step was light.
He hurried to shake my hand. “Sacredote, it is a miracle! My cancer has gone.”
My first thought was disbelief. I should have chastised myself for it, but we priests, despite living the Word of God, are loath to accept miracles of any kind. Not without sanction from the Vatican, at least.
Tony Rosario told me: “We had Nonno tested and it came back clear. It is indeed a miracle.”
Nonno Rosario went to kneel at the foot of Christ, on the sodden towel, earnestly praying while his knees grew damp.
The water was creating quite a buzz, now. Parishioners had witnessed the miraculous recovery and wanted their share of the miracle. When the Mass was over two dozen came forward with bottles and containers. I headed them off.
“Look,” I told them honestly, “we have no idea where this water comes from. It could come from the gutters. It could be infected with bacteria or parasites or mould. I cannot in all good conscience just let you drink it.”
“You let Nonno Rosario drink it,” someone grumbled.
“Technically, I didn’t.” I had to cover myself. “Before anyone can drink it, we need to have it tested.”
“So test it. In the meantime, let us have it. People are in need.”
I turned to look at the insistent parishioner, a lady of perhaps sixty. Blond, angry. I didn’t know her name – I hadn’t seen her all that often.
“What need?” I asked. “What need is so great that it cannot wait a few days?”
“My husband has taken gravely ill,” she said. “Just this last week. He has pancreatic cancer and they’ve not given him long to live.”
“It should have rung bells then, but it didn’t. Lots of people get cancer and some of them will have the same kind. I could hardly deny this woman the same water that had supposedly healed Nonno Rosario.
I rolled my eyes. “Take the water,” I said. “But I am very busy this week. I don’t have time to get it tested. Be it on your own head if any of you get ill. Or more ill.”
“I’ll take care of the testing,” someone volunteered.
I left them to it. After changing out of my vestments, I came back to find a man deep in discussion about setting up a receptable under the statue to gather the water, rather than soak it up and dispose of it. Mrs Bonfiglio was nodding in agreement.
I wanted to say no to the idea, but a frown from my Sacristan stopped me. I walked away.
What harm could it do? I supposed. If the power of suggestion or the power of God helped a few sick souls in my care, who was I to stop it?
 
Several things happened that week. One was that the man who had been recently diagnosed with Pancreatic cancer took the water and was now cured. Another was that a woman in her twenties had now been diagnosed with the same disease.
But the most amazing thing was that Mr Scritt was no longer blind.
I watched him walk down the aisle toward me, head held high. Amelia Scritt held his hand tightly and beamed at me as they approached. Mt Scritt strode right up to me and clasped my hand in his. His eyes were clear and bright.
“A true miracle, Father,” he breathed. “I am no longer blind. I took the water every day for three days, and today I awoke with sight. It is the work of God.”
He squeezed my hand as if to break it, while I stared at him in disbelief.
The water cured blindness? I could scarcely believe it. But it had seemingly cured pancreatic cancer twice, not to mention anecdotal stories about colds that had stopped overnight and warts that had mysteriously vanished. Those stories were easy to dismiss, and the cancers could be attributed to chance.
But blindness?
Mr Scritts had been blind for over ten years. Now, here he was, shaking my hand and beaming at me with bright blue eyes.
I conducted that Mass in some small shock. I doubted anyone noticed – they were too busy murmuring about the water and the miracles.
When Mass ended, almost half the congregation (which was larger than the usual Friday night), gathered around the basin below the foot of Christ. It was full of water. The people had bought containers.
I’d received the water test result from the volunteer parishioner and it had come back clear. In fact, the lab had informed us, it was practically distilled water, clean of all impurities, bacteria and chemicals. I could no longer justify why the people couldn’t drink it.
As I watched the line of parishioners wait for their portion (Mrs Bonfiglio had taken it upon herself to mete out dessert-spoon portions to each), John Galliano came up to me.
“Father,” he said breathlessly, “please will you give me an extra portion of the holy water. The most awful thing has happened.”
I asked him what that was.
“My twins have been struck blind, just last night,” he said, anguished. “They went to bed able to see and awoke with no sight. The doctors have no idea and no cure.”
I consoled him as best I could and made sure he had extra water. But how much hope could there be, after such a recent and sudden diagnosis?
It was only later, after the last of the devout and the fervent had left, with the basin drained dry, that I had time to think.
Blindness cured in one and created in two others? On the same night?
It made me uneasy. And it reminded me of the very first miracle of the water. Nonno Rosario, cured of his pancreatic cancer, only for it to resurface shortly after in another parishioner.
Who was then cured. For it to resurface in another.
I told Mrs Bonfiglio that I would lock up that night and after she was gone, I knelt before the Sacred Heart of Jesus and looked up at Him. He stood, as He always did, one hand upon His beating heart, the other raised in supplication to His Father. His eyes were turned to Heaven.
Water dripped from His feet into the basin.
I hadn’t prayed that day, and at least an hour was required as part of my duty. So I looked up at the Son of God and I prayed to Him, and to His Father, that the water was nothing more than it seemed: Holy water capable of miracles.
Not the devious water that it appeared it might be.
I asked blessed guidance.
The next day was pandemonium. Parishioners came early, armed with containers and jars. Mrs Bonfiglio had collected the overnight water in a large Tupperware container and apportioned a small serve to each. I was confronted by tales of cures, and of afflictions.
The father of the twins came to me in absolute joy: his daughters were sighted again.
But three other family members of parishioners had been struck blind overnight. Their relatives demanded water to cure them. I let them take water with growing unease.
There were other stories too, that I began to piece together. One man had cured his mother’s Alzheimer’s, but two people had, overnight, been struck down with memory loss and fragility.
One young boy who had broken his leg playing football had taken the water and was cured. But a man in my parish had woken with an unexplained broken leg.
That night on television, breaking news was that the lady who normally read the weather had been struck blind overnight. And, in sport, a tennis player had woken with a mysterious broken leg.
I went cold. Whatever this was, it was growing, and it wasn’t confined to just my congregation. The effects of the water were spreading out into the world.
I can’t sit here and do nothing about it.
 
The next morning, in Mass, I let the people take the water, but I addressed them after the service.
“We need to talk about the water,” I told them. “It appears that it does have healing properties, but it also appears that the healing comes at a cost. From what I have observed, for everything one ailment that is healed, two more cases arise.”
 I explained about the blindness, and the broken legs. The parents of the boy who had passed on his broken leg twitched uncomfortably and would not meet my gaze. The father of the twin girls folded his arms defiantly.
“I suggest that we do not use the water from this point on,” I said. “It appears more harm than good has come of it.”
The were murmurs of protest. “What about those of us who have been afflicted?” A woman four rows back asked. “My cousin has just this morning been taken blind. Am I not to cure him? He did not deserve this.”
“If you cure him,” I said gently, “you will condemn two others.”
“So let it stop with them,” the woman growled. “He did not ask for this.”
I was taken aback. It was an extraordinary act of selfishness. But in the faces of the other parishioners, I did not see condemnation. Instead, there were mutters of angry agreement. These people did not want their relatives left with their new ailments. Let the next people along bear the burden.
Others pointed out with compassion that if the burdens were passed on, there would be more of them to bear. And where would it stop? If indeed one case made two cases made four, did four make eight or sixteen? Would there be an exponential growth of ailments out into the world?
The church broke out into angry argument. I tried to intervene, but the parishioners were not interested in my opinion. For the first time ever, since becoming a priest, I found my opinion and guidance completely ignored.
The argument escalated. People gesticulated wildly. Someone threatened violence.
The woman with a blind relative screamed in the face of the man in the next pew, who was demanding that she not use the water.
“What if you cure him only to condemn two others?” the man growled.
The woman shrieked: “He did not ask for this! He is a victim.” 
A man grabbed the jacket of another man and shook him. Punches were thrown.
I watched it unfold in increasingly horror and dismay. This was a house of God. A place of worship. This was where people came to bathe in the love of God and the find hope in His great works.
Now, thanks to what had seemed like a miracle but had proved to be a curse, this congregation was tearing itself apart.
And it wouldn’t stop here, I knew. The curse of the cures was already outside the church, in the wider world. What would happen when the wider world realised this and came to the church for their own cure. How big would this become? With exponential growth, this could go on forever. 
It could consume the entire world.
And there would be nothing but anger from those who suffered, toward those who had passed it on. On and on until eight billion people raged at one another.
I backed away from the fray. One hundred and fifty people, shouting, punching, screaming abuse. A tiny fragment of what was to come.
There was only one path forward.
I walked back to the front of the church. Tucked away on the edge of the Solea, on the same side as the Sacred Heart of Jesus, were the two chairs used for wedding couples. Two matching wooden chairs with comfortable cushions, where most Saturday afternoons a bride and groom sat side by side, exchanging nervous smiles, as they listened to the readings and homily before their vows. The chairs were strong, but light.
Light enough for a man to pick one up.
I carried it over to the statue and looked up at Christ in resignation.
I would possibly be excommunicated over this. Or at the least, be transferred to a more remote parish.
But if I were honest with myself, I wasn’t sure that I could meet the eyes of anyone in this parish again. Not after seeing the worst that they could be.
I said, under my breath: “Forgive me Father, for I am about to sin.”
I swung the chair up.
It contacted hard. The statue crashed back against the wall and shattered. Pieces of our Saviour flew everywhere. His head crashed into the flower arrangement.
Christ’s heart, beating red, skidded across the Solea and came to rest in the centre of the aisle.
The congregation froze. As one, they turned to look at me.
I realized that on the plinth behind me, there was still a trace of water. Enough for a mouthful.
I turned and, with the sleeve of my robe, I wiped the water away.
I looked back to the church.
“Get out,” I growled. “And do not return unless you are prepared to attend Confession on Sunday. Because if you can’t confess, if you think you have nothing to atone for, you are not welcome in this church again.”
 
Well, I wasn’t transferred. I was hauled in front of a sombre-faced committee but, faced with the mountain of anecdotal and actual evidence (backed up by shame-faced parishioners and their medical reports), the committee were forced to accept that yes, there might have been good cause for my actions.
The remnants of the statue were placed in several different garbage bins in surrounding suburbs, and no single person knew where they all were, to make sure that no over-zealous party could glue the statue back together.
The empty plinth is now used to hold flower arrangements on non-wedding days. Sometimes, when Mrs Bonfiglio places the flowers on the plinth, she spills some of the water.
Whenever she does, she hastily wipes it away.
 
End.
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