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​One: Tom
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“Vote for Bill Brandt,” Anna says through only slightly gritted teeth. She manages to smile as she hands a ‘Brandt for Myerton’ bumper sticker to the woman stopping by her booth. 

“Thank you,” the woman, who is about Anna’s age, says. “I saw his interview on TV. He really made a lot of sense. A lot more than the mayor we have now.”

“Well, that’s Bill,” Anna says, still smiling. “Common sense for the common man. And woman, of course.”

“Not to mention,” the woman says with a gleam in her eye, “he’s so handsome, too. Do you know if he’s married?”

“Yes,” Anna says quickly. “To me.”

“Oh,” the woman says, with disappointment. “You are one lucky woman.”

“I thank the heavens above for him every day,” Anna says with a slight bite to her words. “And Myerton will, too. Remember, vote for Brandt!”

The woman moves on and I hear Anna say snidely under her breath, “And he’s so handsome, too.”

Trying to stave off another election-related rant, I say pleasantly, “You’re getting good at this, Anna.”

She looks at me with a grimace. “No, I’m not. Furthermore, I have no intention of getting good at it. If I somehow survive this election, I can promise you that I will not be participating in another one. I may even move to a communist country where they don’t have elections.”

“Now, Anna, I’m sure you don’t mean that.”

“Then you don’t know me as well as you think you do, Tom.” 

Before I can say anything else, another interested voter approaches the booth. Anna turns her–I wouldn’t say happy, but at least smiling–attention to the newcomer with a hearty, “Vote for Brandt, the Man for Myerton.”

“I bet Mayor Shelby loves that slogan,” I mutter as I turn away.

Wanting to make sure that I do nothing to lead anyone to think that I’m supporting one candidate over another, especially since I’m dressed in my clericals, I move on quickly. My next stop is the Myerton General Hospital booth, where a smiling Mae Maycord is passing out small packages of bandages to all and sundry.  Her three daughters are helping her while a nurse offers free blood pressure checks. 

When Mae sees me, she waves me over. “Hi, Father Tom,” she says.

“Hello, Mae,” I say. “I’m surprised to see you here without the babies.”

She rolls her eyes. “I was going to bring them, but Marty declared that it was too cold. I mean, I told him how the cold air was good for children, how it toughened them up. Mom always had us play outside in cold weather from the time we could crawl. But you know Marty. He insists there are still too many flu cases around, the cold will make MJ and Judy-Max susceptible to illness, blah, blah, blah.”

“Well, I do know there are some parishioners in the hospital with the flu,” I say, “so maybe he has a point.”

“Well,” Mae says, “it wouldn’t be an issue if he’d allow me to give them Mom’s immune booster. It’s a mixture of echinacea, elderberry, and orange peel that she makes herself. I grew up on it, we all did. But you know how he is.”

Martin Maycord and Doris Trent are both medical professionals, he the chief of trauma medicine at Myerton General, she with a doctorate in nursing and a concentration in midwifery. While he has great respect for her skills as a midwife, he’s not a fan of her natural remedies.

Another child comes running up to the table. “Hello,” Mae says with a grin. “And what is your name?”

“Betsy,” says the child with a giggle.

“Well, Betsy, do you like bears or stars?”

“Stars!”

Mae reaches under the table and pulls out a small bag containing bandages with stars on them. “Here you go,” she says. “Now you give these to your mom or dad so they’ll have them the next time you get a scraped knee.”

The little girl takes the bag, squeals “Thank you,” and runs off.

“She’s a satisfied customer,” I say.

“Oh, that reminds me,” Mae says. She pulls a zip-top bag from under her table. “Martin told me to give this to you. He put it together himself.”

In addition to a small pack of bandages, the zip-top bag contains an unopened package of what I recognize as high-tech bundles of gauze, treated with some space age substance that encourages blood to coagulate. “Thanks,” I say. “I should have a chat with Martin. Obviously, he has too much time on his hands, and I’m sure that the church could use his help in some way.”

We both laugh because we both know that Martin Maycord is one of the most generous members of our parish. At the same time, he never lets me forget my curiosity about criminal cases has landed me in his ER more than once. 

“I’m also supposed to tell you that you should carry it with you at all times since you never know when someone’s going to put a hole in you,” Mae says, laughing.

“Where is Martin, anyway?” I say, looking around. “I would’ve thought he’d want to be here with you, meeting people and handing out bandages to small, grimy children.”

Mae wags her finger. “Sarcasm is not an attractive quality in a priest, Father. As always, he got himself on the schedule at the hospital as soon as he heard the date for this event. I can’t confirm this, but I think he said he’d rather do an appendectomy than be here dealing with all these people.”

“That is serious,” I say. “Well, please give him my best and thank him for my lovely gift.” 

“I will,” Mae says. “See you at Mass tomorrow.”

A family I recognize from Saint Clare’s comes up to the table, and Mae turns her attention to them. I move on through the crowds back to the area where Myerton’s churches have been relegated. 

While our current mayor speaks often of tolerance and inclusion, she doesn’t generally believe that such concepts apply to organized religion, especially not that of a Christian nature. Saint Clare’s booth is at the far end of the street, just before the booth for the Elect Fellowship of the Saved. To get there, I have to pass the Unitarians, the Methodists, and the Baptists. 

Of course, I don’t pass the Methodists. Instead, I stop to talk to my good friend, the Reverend Clark Applegate.

“Tom, good to see you, brother,” Clark says, extending his hand. “How are things going on your side of the Tiber?” 

“Pretty well,” I say. “How about you and your congregation?”

“The congregation is good, and Vivian and I are doing OK.” He pauses and glances around before saying softly, “I think I told you Wade is living at home again?”

“I remember you mentioning that he was going to be staying with y'all.” I say, watching his eyes carefully. He’s trying to hide it, but there’s obviously a problem there.

“Yeah,” Clark sighs. “It looks like he’s gonna be here for a while. He may be transferring to Myer. He needs a few more credits to graduate.”

I’m curious about what’s going on but now is not the time or place to ask so I just say, “You and Vivian should come over sometime for dinner. I’ll have Helen call her.”

He brightens a little as he says, “Yeah, that would be great. In fact, it might even be nice if Helen and Viv went out for lunch or something. I have a feeling she’d enjoy having someone to talk to.”

“I’ll let her know that,” I say. “And Clark, if you need to talk . . .”

He smiles ruefully. “Yeah, I know where you are.”

We say goodbye and I move on toward the Catholic Student Union booth. I say a quiet prayer that Vivian wants to talk to Helen as a friend, and not as the Chief of Police.

But from the way Clark was talking about Wade, I’m concerned.

As always, the Catholic Student Union booth is well-manned with many wholesome-looking young ladies and Father Cam. Even better, this year there are a few guys in the booth, including one wearing a Myer College football jersey. I remember Father Cam mentioning a couple of players on the relatively new team are quite active at the Center. 

I walk up in time to hear Father Cam saying to one of the young people that stopped by, “No, you don’t have to be Catholic to come over. We always enjoy meeting new people of any faith. And on Wednesday nights, we have a home-cooked meal provided by Saint Clare’s parish.”

The young man takes a brochure and looks at it. “I might show up for that,” he says. “I’m tired of takeout, and my roommate and I can’t cook. I miss my mom’s meatloaf.”

“We have some really good cooks at Saint Clare’s,” he says with a smile. “I’m sure you’ll find something you like.”

The young man walks off. “How’s it going, Father Cam?” I ask.

“Very well, Father Tom,” he says, taking my outstretched hand. “We’ve had a number of young people stop by, haven’t we, guys?” 

There’s a certain amount of murmuring and laughing in agreement. “I’m glad to hear it,” I say. “A good turnout from the Center, I see.”

“Yes, everyone has really stepped up since . . .” Father Cam trails off. He looks at the students from the Center and, seeing them talking to several people, turns back to me. In a low voice, he asks, “Have you heard anything from her? Veronica, I mean?”

I shake my head. “Not directly. I did talk to Doris at coffee hour after Mass last Sunday. She was supposed to come home last week and start the spring term this coming Monday.”

“Oh, I see,” he says. He hesitates, then continues, “Sometimes I wonder if I did the right thing, Tom. You know, having Helen talk to her.”

I pat him on the shoulder. “Cam, Veronica had a serious crush on you, one that was getting increasingly problematic. She needed to hear the truth from someone. Doris told me she’d been worried about Veronica for a while and was thankful that Helen intervened.”

“Did Doris say how she’s doing?”

“Just that she was looking forward to starting classes again,” I say. “Said she was thinking about changing her major from English literature to creative writing.”

“Excuse me, Father Cam,” calls the guy wearing the football jersey, “he has a question about the volleyball team.”

“I’ll be right there, Taylor,” Father Cam says. “Excuse me, Tom.”

“Of course,” I say. “Go tend to your flock, son.”

He walks over to where Taylor is talking to a young man, and I make my way to the Saint Clare’s booth. Since Bill and Dan both have duties elsewhere, Steve Austin, our head of ushers, is manning the booth alone. 

Actually, I misspoke. He’s far from alone. There are a number of women of various ages crowding around the booth, each of them very interested in what a six-foot-four former Army Ranger might be able to tell them about the Catholic Church. 

Fortunately, Steve’s wife, Bridget, is here today. I can’t help but notice that she looks tired and is sitting in a lawn chair rather than standing and talking to those who stopped by. I slip past the table and take the other chair as Steve says, “Everyone’s welcome, ladies. No one cares about your past. You might be surprised to know about mine.”

I look at Bridget, who just rolls her eyes as the women giggle and walk off. Steve hurries back over to join us. He gives me a brief nod, then turns his attention to Bridget. “How are you feeling, honey?” he asks. “I'm sure Father Tom wouldn’t mind if I take a break now and take you home. I don’t want you to overdo it.”

Bridget’s eyes say she’s tired, but her mouth says, “Let’s stay a little while longer. I don’t think I can make it through the barbecue, but I’d like to stay out here in the spring weather a little longer. This is the first mild day we’ve had, and I want to enjoy it while I can.”

Steve pats her hand. “OK. You know I can’t say no to you.”

She smiles up at him. “Oh, you can. I just don’t always want to listen.”

Someone else comes up to the booth. Steve walks over, saying, “Hi, you have any questions?”

“Bridget,“ I say quietly, “have you been able to find out what’s going on with your health?”

Bridget sighs and smiles weakly. “Thanks to Martin’s connections, I’ve seen a bunch of specialists who have eliminated all the really scary stuff. I don’t have cancer or diabetes or heart problems. My doctor needs to eliminate a few more things, but she’s afraid it might be something called chronic fatigue syndrome.”

I’ve heard of this before. I remember that for many years doctors kind of wrote it off as a sort of laziness or a psychological issue. However, in the past five years, it’s shown up increasingly as a diagnosis coming on the heels of a serious respiratory illness, such as Covid or pneumonia. I know Bridget had pneumonia several months ago, so the diagnosis makes sense.

“So, if that’s what it is, how do they treat it?” I ask.

I’ve always admired Bridget's courage in the face of adversity, and she shows it now as she says, “Right now, they don’t have a cure for it, but they’re coming up with new ways to manage it every day. Steve is being amazing, as usual. We’re making adjustments and we’re looking forward to figuring this out together.”

We turn to Steve now as more women walk up, and he makes a point of placing his large left hand sporting a wide gold band on the table in front of a bleached blonde old enough to be his mother. “Thank you for your interest in the church, ma’am,” he says with a big smile. “We have a number of programs for older women, any of which I think you’d enjoy.”

I hear Bridget giggle quietly under her breath as I say, “Well, I don’t think we’ll be seeing her in Mass.”
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“Of course, ma’am,” I say with what I hope is a winning smile, “we’ll be glad to have our officers make an extra trip by your house while you’re gone on vacation.”

“Well, I appreciate it,” the elderly woman in front of me says with a slight sigh. “You know, with all these robberies going on around town, I’m almost afraid to even leave my house. But it is my granddaughter’s wedding, and she’s almost 36, so I feel like I have to go.”

“Yes, of course you do. Now, you have a good trip.” I say, hoping she’ll take the hint and move on. Fortunately, she does and I’m able to step back in our booth to get a sip of water.

“How much longer do we have to do this?” my best friend, Detective Dan Conway, asks while replenishing our table’s candy jar.

I glance at my phone and say, “Two hours.”

“Ugh,” he groans. “I don’t suppose there’s any chance someone might decide to steal something from the Brothers’ Barbeque truck or maybe The Muffin Man booth. I wouldn’t mind investigating something there.”

“Oh, go get something to eat if you’re hungry, Dan. I’ll hold the fort down here,” I say with exasperation. “You’re worse than Tom when you’re hungry.”

“Never mind,” he replies, obviously noticing my mood. “I’ll just wait.”

He dips his large hand into the candy jar and pulls out a handful of snack-size chocolate bars. Unwrapping one and popping it in his mouth, he says, “Sorry, Helen. I didn’t mean to be a pain in the backside.”

I sigh and shake my head. “No, it’s not you, Dan,” I admit, looking around at the milling crowd. “I was just thinking about what that last woman said. I just can’t believe that we still haven’t caught whoever’s been breaking into the houses at Falling Waters.”

Dan grimaces. “We really haven’t made much progress, have we? I mean, judging from the MO, it’s got to be either the same person or the same group of people. There’s no sign of forced entry, which means they go in through an unlocked door or window. Only high-end electronics, jewelry, and silverware are stolen. There’s no way that’s just a coincidence.”

“True,” I say, “but while they’re similar, there’s nothing to connect the houses involved, except that they’re all in Falling Waters. Some of the break-ins occur when people are away over the weekend. But one was robbed while a woman was in the hospital having her gallbladder out, another while the couple was away on vacation, another when the family was having dinner at a restaurant. A couple happened while people were in church, and another one happened during their daughter’s recital.”

“I still say it looks like an inside job.” Dan says. “Someone who lives or works at Falling Waters.”

“And I still agree with you. But we’ve checked and double-checked everyone who works there, and even a few of the people who live there. Nothing even remotely suspicious has turned up. I mean, I’d love nothing more than for there to be a new hire or someone in financial distress, but we just haven’t found anyone like that.”

“Yet,” Dan says. “We haven’t found anyone like that yet. We just need more time. And with the increased patrols and cooperation from their private security, it’s only a matter of time before we catch who’s doing this.”

“I agree,” I say. “But I don’t know how much longer we’re going to be able to keep up the increased patrols.”

“What makes you say that?”

“The Mayor is beginning to grumble about the overtime. She insists that I ‘not be seen as giving preferential treatment to those of the wealthiest one percent at the expense of our middle class citizens.’”

“The wealthiest one percent, huh?” Dan says. “Isn’t that basically Martin? He doesn’t even live in Falling Waters.”

“Well, yes,” I say. “But there are a few others who are nearly as wealthy who do live there. More importantly, many of them contribute significantly to Her Honor’s campaign. So while she talks about us not neglecting the middle classes, she also wants us to catch whoever’s terrorizing her wealthy supporters.”

Dan snorts. “I guess all politicians are hypocrites. Except for Bill, that is. Say, are you really not going to vote for him?”

“Dan, I’ve told you I’m not discussing this with you,” I say. “I need to be neutral. No matter who wins, they’re going to be my boss. And by extension, yours.”

Grinning, he says, “Yeah, but you have to admit, Bill will be a lot easier to deal with than Mayor Shelby’s been.”

“Can I quote you on that, Dan?”

We look up and see a smiling Bill Brandt standing next to a distinguished-looking gentleman with salt-and-pepper hair who reminds me of a skinnier Tony Jenkins.

Before Dan can answer, I smile and wag my finger playfully. “Now, now, Bill,” I say, “we’ve discussed this. I don’t want any of my officers or employees participating in this campaign.”

“I know, I know,” Bill says. “But I already have Nina Hallstead on record saying basically what I overheard Dan say.”

“That’s fine. Nina doesn’t work for me anymore. She can do and say whatever she wants to.”

“Now Bill,” the man with him says with a grin, “don’t give Helen a bad time about this. She has a hard enough job, what with all those break-ins going on.”

I steel myself and say, “Councilman Babcock, my people are working hard on that. That’s the major focus of the department right now.”

Babcock nods his head. “I know that, Chief. I have no criticisms of the work of you or your people, even though I was a victim myself. I just hope you’re getting the support you need from the current administration.”

“Cal, I can assure you,” Mayor Shelby, who appears out of nowhere, says, “that Chief Greer has my full backing. I have told her that myself, haven’t I, Chief?”

“You have,” I say.

“Then why am I hearing that you’ve told the Chief to cut back on overtime?” Babcock says.

Mayor Shelby cuts her eyes to me, then back to Babcock. “It’s my job as mayor to see that the city’s limited resources are used responsibly,” she says. “I just want to make sure taxpayers’ money is not wasted.”

“Hmm, interesting that you’re discovering your inner fiscal conservative now, three months before the election,” Babcock says. “If that’s true, then why don’t you cut back on spending in some of those diversity programs you’ve been pushing?”

“Those are vital to making sure that Myerton is an equitable place to live, Councilor Babcock,” Shelby says. “I have never understood why you, of all people, have opposed me on this. I mean, considering they’re meant to benefit the community you represent.”

“Now you listen, Abigail,” Babcock says, pointing his finger at the Mayor, “my family has lived in this town for almost a hundred and fifty years. My great-grandfather fought for the rights of our people back when doing so could get a man lynched. He stood toe-to-toe against the Klan in the 1920s, had a cross burned in his front yard and his office ransacked. I was eight years old when I stood with my family in the front yard of my house while we watched it burn after someone threw a Molotov cocktail through the living room window. I stood side-by-side with my father fighting for integration of local schools and public facilities. I think I have a better sense of what would benefit my community than you do.”

“Is that why you’re endorsing Mr. Brandt?” Shelby asks.

“I’m endorsing Bill because he’s a friend of mine, who I’ve known for years, and because I think he’d be better for this town than you have been.”

Shelby looks like she’s about to say something else, when Babcock breaks into a grin and says, “But today is not a day for arguing, is it, Abigail? Bill and I were just looking around. I assume you were doing the same?”

Mayor Shelby pulls herself up to her full height. “Yes. Exactly that. You have a nice day. Mr. Brandt, good luck with your campaign. Chief Greer, I’ll see you Tuesday morning for our weekly meeting.”

She turns on her heel and stomps off. “Cal,” Bill says, “I think we’d better be on our way, too. I’ll see you at Mass tomorrow, Helen.”

They leave, and I breathe a sigh of relief. “I’ll be so glad when this election is over,” I say. “It hovers over every meeting I have with the Mayor and every time I run into Bill and Anna.”

“It’s only a few more months,” Dan says. “Then you won’t have to worry about it for another four years.” 

We turn our attention to a few children crowding our booth. We hand them plastic police badges and coloring books about bicycle safety. They’re leaving when Dominic Trent and his fiancée, Heather, wander by. It's impossible to feel stressed in the face of two young people so obviously in love. 

“Hi, you two,” Dan says. “I’d ask how everything’s going, but from the look on your faces, I can see all is well, at least for the moment.”

Dominic smiles and says, “Yeah, Mr. Conway, right now things are pretty sweet.” 

“How are the wedding preparations going?” I ask.

“Oh, they’re going well,” Heather says. “Mom’s being . . . I mean, she has very definite ideas about what she wants.”

“And is it what you want?”

She hesitates. “More or less.”

I guess Dan picks up on things, because he says, “What are you doing in town? Just visiting Dominic?”

They look at each other and Dominic asks quietly, “So, can we tell them? I mean, all the papers are signed.”

She smiles back and blushes a little as she says, “Oh, go ahead. You’ve been dying to tell someone.”

“Now you have to tell us,” I say playfully, “or I’ll have to have Dan beat it out of you.”

Dominic takes her hand in his and announces proudly, “Heather and I have bought Noah’s Ark Farm.”

“Oh, Dominic, that’s wonderful,” I say, leaning across the table to give them both a brief hug. 

For his part, Dan shakes Dominic’s hand and says, “That’s great, Dominic. But what about AJ? I thought he had his eye on it.”

“Well,” Dominic says, a bit awkwardly, “AJ was interested for a while, but the owner decided that he’d had enough time to raise a down payment and she wanted to sell. She said she wanted to give me the right of first refusal. I talked to AJ about everything. I told him that I wouldn’t buy it out from under him if he wanted it. But, you know how his grandmother is. She didn’t want him to buy it, and he knew she’d make his life miserable if he did. So, he decided to break free of her, once and for all. He’s leaving town at the end of the month and going to Alaska to work on a fishing trawler. He swears he won’t come back to Myerton until she’s dead and in the ground.”

Now, some people might think that AJ is being unreasonably harsh. But those people have never met Gloria MacMillan. Not only is she a constant thorn in both my side and Tom’s, she is one of the meanest, most negative people I have ever met. And there’s no one who she has mistreated more over the past few years than the long-suffering AJ. So while I’m surprised that he’s leaving, I’m also happy for him.

I mean, the meanest polar bear can’t be worse than his grandmother.

“How did you come up with the down payment?” I ask.

“We each contributed half,” Dominic says. “I had some savings, and my grandfather left all his grandkids something in his will.”

Heather says, “I’ve been able to save most of the money I’ve made working on campus and for the church. Domi and I talked about buying a house, just a small one to get started, but this makes more sense. We’re going to live in Dominic’s apartment at the farm after we’re married. Mae, Veronica, and the other sisters say they’ll help me fix it up, to make it a really pretty little place for us.”

“That sounds lovely,” I say, basking in the glow of the happiness radiating off of this young woman who has spent so much of her life serving others. 

As usual, Dan is less romantic. “That’s a good idea. It’ll give you a chance to save up money for when you need a place big enough for kids.” 

Heather blushes more but Dominic just grins as he says, “Right now we’re more interested in saving up money for a tandem bike.”

“A tandem bike? Why do you want a tandem bike?” Dan asks incredulously.

“Oh, I’ve just always thought they were so romantic,” Heather says. “Anyway, it’ll be an easy way to get around town now, and then into town later.”

“I guess,” Dan says, obviously not convinced.

“How long are you here in Myerton, Heather?” I ask.

“My college’s spring break is this week,” she says, “so I’m up here until next Saturday. While I’m here, I’m going to get to know Domi’s family and friends better, begin work on our home, and begin to apply for jobs for after I graduate.”

“When are you moving here?”

“Early June. The plan is for me to move in with the Trents and live with them until the wedding in November.”

“How do your parents feel about that?” Dan asks,

Heather takes a deep breath. “They only agreed when I said we’d come back and have the wedding in my hometown.”

I raise my eyebrows. “Have you mentioned this to your family, Dominic?”

Dominic hesitates before shaking his head. “No. We’re going to tell Mom and Dad after family dinner tomorrow. Please don’t say anything to them.”

“Or Father Tom,” Heather says. “Dad’s insisting on performing the ceremony. I’ve told him Dominic and I want to be married in the Catholic Church and have Father Tom perform the ceremony, but he said if we were, he and Mom wouldn’t come to the wedding. Frankly, I don’t know what we’re going to do about that.”

I smile reassuringly. “I wouldn’t worry about that. Father Tom’s a pretty smart guy. He’ll come up with something.”

***
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I’m lying on the couch in the Rectory that night. Tom’s gently rubbing  my tired feet. My head is back and my eyes are closed.

“That. Feels. So. Good,” I say softly.

“You should have worn better shoes,” Tom says.

“I thought the normal flats I wear would be enough,” I say. “I didn’t expect to be on my feet the whole time. I’ll know better next year. What time is it, anyway?”

“A little before eight,” Tom says. “You want to go to bed?”

“In the worst possible way.”

I swing my feet off Tom’s lap and am about to get up when the doorbell rings. We look at each other. “It’s unlocked,” Tom yells.

The door opens, and Anna and Bill rush into the living room. “Oh, good, Tom, you’re not asleep yet,” Anna says.

“I’m sorry, you two,” Bill says, “but she insisted on coming over tonight.”

“It’s OK, Bill,” Tom says. “What’s wrong, Anna?”

“I’ve got a big problem, Tom, and only you can help me,” she says, clasping her hands together and walking to him. “There’s no one else I can turn to.”

“I’ll do anything I can for you,” Tom says, “you know that. What is it?”

She takes a deep breath. “You know the Myer County Historical Society monthly meeting is this Thursday?”

Tom frowns slightly. “Yes.”

“Well, Vicki Texorn was supposed to give a presentation about her collection of historical postcards showing different landmarks around the county, but she’s had to go out of town because her sister is having a hip replaced.”

“Thanks for letting me know,” Tom says. “I’ll add her to my prayer list.”

“That’s not why I’m here, Tom,” Anna says, sounding a little exasperated.

“So you don’t want me to pray for her,” Tom says.

“No, I mean yes, I mean . . . Dammit, Tom!” Anna yells.

“No cursing in the Rectory, Anna,” Tom says, “and the answer is no.”

I look at Tom with more than a little surprise. Anna slumps her shoulders and says, “Oh, come on, Tom. Please? You only have to speak for twenty to thirty minutes.”

“Twenty to thirty–Anna, I’ve told you my research isn’t finished yet.”

“You’ve been working on your Father Liam project for almost five years! Certainly you can give a little talk to the Historical Society about him.”

Tom looks at me, I guess for support. Father Liam O’Connor served as Saint Clare’s rector in the 1920s and early 1930s. Tom’s been working on a project to write his biography, using Father’s diary and letters in the holdings of the Myer College Library. I know this isn’t the first time Anna’s asked him to give a talk. 

I shake my head. “Don’t look at me. After all she’s done for us, I think you can help her out.”

“Thank you, Helen,” Anna says. “Tom, you’d really be helping me out.”

“Can’t you find anyone else?” Tom asks.

Anna signs exaggeratedly. “Well, I suppose I could ask Chip Roy to give a talk about the history of prostitution in Myerton. It’ll probably scandalize the entire society, and I’ll never be able to show my face there again, but since you won’t help . . .”

Tom holds up his hands. “OK, I surrender, Anna. I’ll do it. But you’re going to need to clear my schedule for this week.”

“I’ve already done that,” she says, “except for your counseling sessions with Dominic and Heather. Thank you so much, Tom. You won’t regret this.”

Anna and Bill leave, and Tom shakes his head. “Yeah, I seriously doubt that,” he mutters.
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​Three: Tom
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On Tuesday morning, I’m reading a letter from Father Liam’s sister–she was a nun in a convent back in Ireland–when there’s a knock on my office door. 

“What?” I ask, not looking up from the letter.

I hear the door open. “Tom?” Anna says quietly, “can I get you anything? Coffee? Water?”

I look up. “I’m fine. Just trying to put something together for Thursday. Hoping I don’t make a fool of myself.”

She slips in and closes the door behind her. She takes a seat in one of the chairs in front of my desk. “What’s wrong, Tom?” she asks.

I lay the letter on the desk and remove the white cotton gloves I was wearing. I take my reading glasses off–I don’t like wearing them, but lately I’ve had no choice–and rub my tired eyes. “It’s just been a long time since I’ve done anything like this,” I say. “I have to tell you I’m nervous.”

“You speak in front of a much larger crowd every Sunday,” she says.

“Yes, for seven to ten minutes.”

Anna shrugs. “So you’re speaking to us for three times that. And you get lunch afterwards.”

“There is that, I guess,” I say. “I just want to do my subject justice. I’ve spent a lot of time with Father Liam over the last few years and I’ve become really fond of him.”

“Well, I’d hope you wouldn’t spend that much time on someone you couldn’t stand.”

I laugh. “I suppose you’re right.”

Anna stands up. “You’ll do fine, Tom. And if you don’t, I promise no one will think any less of you.”

“Gee, thanks, Anna,” I say. 

“You’re welcome,” Anna says with a smile. “Don’t forget that Dominic and Heather are coming at two.”

“I won’t,” I say, turning my attention back to the letter.

After a full morning of research and saying Mass at noon, I grab a quick lunch and settle back into my desk to review some notes for my meeting with Dominic and Heather. I’ve done most of my premarital counseling of the couple virtually, since Heather is still living with her parents in Virginia, so I’m looking forward to meeting with them in my office for a change.

The doorbell rings promptly at two o’clock. Not long after, Anna shows Dominic and Heather in. Usually the happiness radiates off of them in waves. But today, they seem oddly uncomfortable.

After asking if we want anything to drink, Anna slips out of the office. I sit quietly for a moment before saying, “Well, I had planned on us discussing communication problems in marriage. But maybe you should tell me what’s bothering you.”

Heather looks at Dominic, her eyes wide. “Wow,” she says, “you weren’t kidding.”

“Told you,” he says.

I want to ask what they’re talking about, but instead, say, “Am I right, Heather, that whatever it is concerns you?”

She nods. “Father Tom,” she says, “here’s the problem. It’s my parents.”

“Your mother’s still being difficult about you marrying a Catholic?”

“Well, yes, but that’s not it. They’re insisting that I get married in my hometown instead of here in Myerton.”

I nod and say, “That’s not really surprising, considering you are their only daughter. Have you spoken to Father Eric at Saint Cuthbert’s? He’s doing your catechesis, right? I’m sure he’ll–”

“There’s more to it than that, Father,” Dominic says. “My parents are fine with having the wedding in Virginia. It’s . . .”

Dominic looks helplessly at Heather. Heather takes a deep breath and says, “My father is insisting that I be married in his church–our church, I guess it still is since I grew up there–and that he performs the ceremony.”

“Oh,” I say. “I assume you’ve explained that as Catholics, you and Dominic need to be married in a Catholic Church by a priest.”

“I’ve explained that to Mr. Crawford,” Dominic says. “Father Eric has explained that to him. But he says that unless he marries us in his church, he and Mrs. Crawford won’t attend the wedding. They won’t see us as married, and they won’t acknowledge any children we have as their grandchildren.”

I raise my eyebrows at this. “Heather, do you have any idea why your father would do this? From what you’ve told me, he was resigned to you converting and marrying in the Church.”

“But my mother’s never come around,” Heather says with just a hint of bitterness in her voice. “It wouldn’t surprise me if she’s been pressuring Daddy to say this, and he finally gave in. I love my father, but he’s never been able to stand up to Mom.”

I rock back and forth in my chair, thinking through the problem, trying to figure out the best approach. “Would he talk to me, Heather?” I ask.

“He might,” Heather says. “Like I’ve told you, he doesn’t have a problem with the Catholic Church or Catholics, per se. But I doubt you can get him to change his mind, especially if he’s doing it to please Mom.”

“Oh, I wouldn’t try to do that, Heather,” I say. “I’d just try to find out what his issue is, and see if we can come up with some kind of solution.”

“But Father Tom,” Dominic says, “what are we going to do if Mr. Crawford doesn’t change his mind? We want our marriage to be valid in the eyes of the Church, but Heather doesn’t want to lose her parents.”

I smile. “Dominic, let me give this some thought. I’m sure I can come up with a solution that will give everyone what they want.”

***
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Bright and early Thursday morning, I find myself pacing back and forth in the living room, practicing my talk one more time.

“Really, Tom,” Helen says as she walks by me toward the kitchen. “It’s not like you’ve never spoken in public before. I mean, you give a homily every Sunday and most other days of the week. How is this any different?”

“Well, for one thing,” I say, “my homilies are never more than ten minutes long. That’s how Catholics like it. This talk has to go on for at least 20 minutes. Also, I’m not at Mass to talk about my take on life, or even the reading for the day. I’m there to bring Jesus to the people. No one cares about the homily.”

“Now, I don’t know about that. Catherine seemed positively enraptured by your spin on Jonah and the Whale.”

“Maybe, but ten-year-olds are easily impressed. These people are not. Not only that, but most of them grew up here. They already know more about the town’s history than I ever will. And you know how people like that are.”

“No, Tom, how are they?”

“They’re just waiting for me to make a mistake so they can call me out on it. I’ll be humiliated.”

“Oh for heaven’s sake,” Helen says with exasperation. “I wear a gun to work and I’m not this nervous.”

I’m tempted to say that most criminals are nicer than history buffs, but she doesn’t give me a chance. Instead, she picks up her huge tote bag and gives me a quick kiss. “At least they have to feed you before your execution. Give me a call after it's over.” She adds a quick “I love you” before she walks out the door.

“I love you, too,” I call after her. Then, I mutter to myself, “I hope she  has a better day than I will.”

***
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As it turns out, my concerns about the Historical Society prove to be pretty unfounded. We’re at Falling Waters Country Club, meeting in one of its elegant ballrooms. Apparently, several of the members of the society live in the development. I’ve never been clear exactly how many members the society has, but there are about seventy-five people in the audience, which looks like it has an average age not much older than Anna. The people at the head table, where I get to sit, could not be more gracious. As the main speaker, I’m sitting between the president of the society, Cal Babcock, and the vice-president.

This year, that happens to be Anna.

“See,” she whispers, “we’re really a harmless bunch.”

“So far,” I whisper. “At least I don’t have to worry about anyone rushing the stage.”

We look out over the room. I count at least ten walkers and a couple of wheelchairs. “I think you could outrun them,” Anna says. “Though Lee Hunt did just get a new pair of knees.”

We laugh quietly. “I’m surprised Bill isn’t here,” I say.

“Oh, he’s not a member. Doesn’t like history.”

“If I’d known that, I’d never have approved of your marriage.”

Anna rolls her eyes. “He was supposed to come, mainly to give you moral support. But he needed to attend a meeting at campaign headquarters.”

We finish lunch and the servers clear the dishes. Anna looks at me and says, “Showtime. Good luck.”

She stands up and takes her place behind the podium. “Well,” she says, “I think we should give a round of applause for the kitchen staff here that provided us with a delicious lunch today.”

The crowd applauds. After it dies down, Anna says, “I would like to introduce our guest speaker for this month’s meeting. I guess he really needs no introduction. Father Thomas Greer is the rector of Saint Clare’s Parish here in town. Before he came here, he was the Chief Archivist for the Archdiocese of Baltimore. He has a Masters degree in History and Library Science from the University of Maryland at College Park. Many of you may know that before he was a priest, he worked at the Archives and Manuscript Section of the Myer College Library. He was also married to my late daughter Joan, which makes him my son-in-law. So you’d better be nice to him.”

The crowd laughs politely, and Anna continues, “In his limited spare time, when he’s not saving souls and, yes, helping the police department capture criminals. . .” She’s interrupted by more laughter, and I feel my face warming up. “He’s been working on a biography of one of his predecessors, Father Liam O’Connor, for the last few years and is going to share some of his research with us today. Tom, the floor is yours.”

Anna steps aside, and I stand up. The crowd begins to applaud. I smile and step behind the podium. “Thank you,” I say, “thank you very much.”

The applause dies down. I clear my throat and say, “As Anna mentioned, before I entered the priesthood, I was the deputy archivist of the Archives and Manuscript Collection at the Myer College Library. It was during that time that I learned about the collection’s holdings of the personal papers of Father Liam O’Connor, donated by Saint Clare’s Parish after his untimely death in 1931. But it was only after I became a priest and became the Archivist for the Archdiocese of Baltimore that I learned what a fascinating and important figure Father Liam was in the history of the Catholic Church in this state. So when I came here as rector of Saint Clare’s, I decided to learn more about my predecessor.”

I spend the first five minutes or so summarizing Father Liam’s early life, from his birth in County Cork, Ireland, to his seminary training in Rome, and to his coming to America to work as a diocesan priest in the Archdiocese of Baltimore, working primarily among the working class Irish, who labored in the bustling harbor during the late 1910s and early 1920s. I then move on to what I’m sure my audience finds more interesting.

“Father Liam came to Saint Clare’s Parish in October, 1924,” I say, “upon the death of the previous Rector, Father Peter Rossitti. At the time, Saint Clare’s was made up of a mix of middle and working class Catholics, most of Irish descent, with some upper class families who traced their roots to the early settlement of Maryland. One such family was the Myer family, after whom Myerton is named. They were major benefactors of the parish, and I found a news article in the Myerton Gazette describing a welcome dinner hosted by Aniston Myer at the Myer Mansion.

“Father Liam came to Myerton at a dark time for the Catholic community, indeed for the entire town. Just a few months earlier, on May 17, 1924, a rally and parade from the Odd Fellows Hall, which was at the corner of Mechanics and Main Street, to Franklin Park, announced the establishment of Myer County Klavern, No. 33, of the Maryland Realm of the Ku Klux Klan.”

There’s a murmur from the crowd, and I see several expressions of surprise on people’s faces. But not on everyone’s.

I give a brief outline of the history of the Ku Klux Klan in the United States, talking about the first Klan that emerged during Reconstruction in the South after the Civil War, then the re-emergence beginning in 1915. “This second Klan,” I say, “was not just anti-Black, but also virulently anti-Catholic, anti-Semetic, and anti-immigrant. The members of the Klan came from all walks of life, and included prominent men and women in local communities. In several states, most notably Indiana, the Klan controlled the governor’s mansion and the legislature. In August 1925, at its peak, with a total membership estimated at four million nationwide, thirty thousand Klansmen and women in full regalia marched down Pennsylvania Avenue in Washington. In my research, I found an article in the Gazette that talked about a group of three hundred members of the Myer County Klavern, who departed for Washington to participate in that parade.

“Within weeks of coming to Saint Clare’s, Father Liam was confronted with the Klan’s activities in the area. He wrote in his diary on November 9, 1924, ‘There was a cross burned in the negro quarter last night. One of my parishioners who lived nearby said there were about fifty Klansmen present. No one tried to stop them. No one seems to have the courage to confront these cowardly thugs who hide behind their mother’s bedsheets.’ The following Sunday, he devoted his entire homily to condemning the Klan, rallying his parish to stand up to bigotry. ‘There are those here, I’m sure,’ he said, ‘who think they’re safe because of the color of their skin. But if you are sitting here listening to my words, you are not safe! They hate you because of your faith! They think they can scare you into hiding, into denying the cross of Christ! But they are wrong! Yes, my brothers and sisters, they are wrong!’

“A reporter from the Gazette was in the audience that Sunday, and in the Monday edition, reprinted Father Liam’s homily practically word for word. ‘Myerton’s Fighting Irish Priest’ read the headline. According to his diary, a delegation from the black churches in the area visited Father Liam, asking for him to participate in an anti-Klan rally. He agreed, and a week later, gave a speech against the Klan at the rally.

“The next Sunday, a group of masked Klansmen marched up Main Street to the steps of Saint Clare’s parish. Their intent, apparently, was to invade the church and disrupt the Mass. Now, what exactly happened that day is a little unclear. Of the incident, Father Liam wrote in his diary, ‘A group of Klansmen tried to disrupt Mass, but their efforts were thwarted.’ The Myerton Gazette, in an article about the incident, said, ‘When informed that a hundred Klansmen were marching to the church with the intent of disrupting the proceedings and then burning the building to the ground, Father Liam continued with the sacred duties of his office, seemingly unperturbed. As soon as he gave the final blessing over the gathered congregation, he marched up the aisle, the men of Saint Clare’s behind him. The fighting Irishman threw open the doors of the church and stepped outside. On the sidewalk and spilling onto the street were the Klansmen, many of whom were holding bats or some other sort of weapon. Father Liam, completely unarmed, marched down the steps and confronted the leader of the group. It was quite a sight. The Klansman was a head taller than the diminutive priest and wielded a baseball bat. This reporter was not close enough to hear what Father Liam said, but was an eyewitness to its effect. The leader turned around and said in a loud and readily identifiable voice, ‘We’ve made our point. Let’s go home.’ The crowd of Klansmen slowly marched back down the street to the jeers of the crowd that had assembled to watch the spectacle.’ From that day forward, the Klan in Myer County was on the defensive. By 1927, the Klan chapter in Myerton was reduced to a handful of die-hards.

I look at the time on my phone. “Father Liam’s remaining years at Saint Clare’s were relatively quiet. His diary is full of mentions of the babies he baptized, the couples he married, and the individuals he buried. He was also very active in civic affairs in both the white and the black community. It was due to his efforts that the Myerton Ministerial Association accepted the ministers of the black churches as members. With the onset of the Great Depression, he established a daily soup kitchen in the basement of the church and worked with his fellow ministers to pool their resources to help the less fortunate.

“Tragically, Father Liam’s term as rector was cut short. He died in his sleep on September 11, 1931. Archbishop Curley led the funeral Mass before a packed church, and crowds lined the funeral procession as it made its way from Saint Clare’s to Myerton Cemetery. He’s buried there under a simple headstone.”

I look up from my notes. “I am proud to walk in the footsteps of Father Liam in my capacity as the current Rector of Saint Clare’s,” I say. “I only hope that I live up to the example he set. Thank you.”

The crowd begins to applaud, and I breathe an inward sigh of relief. Anna’s clapping at my side. After a few minutes, the applause dies down. “Thank you, Father Greer,” she says. “I think we have time for a few questions.”

A few hands go up. Anna says, “Yes, Edith?”

A woman who looks to be among the youngest members of the Society–she must be only in her late fifties–stands up. “Father Greer,” she says, “Father Liam was very young when he died. Based on your experience working with the police on different cases over the last few years, do you believe he was murdered?”
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