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​One: Tom
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I arrive at the police station around three o’clock on Wednesday afternoon so Helen and I can ride out to Taylor Mountain Estates to see Mom and Stu’s new home. 

I confess that when she and Stu started talking about moving to Myerton, I was more than a little concerned. I mean, ever since Mom got out of the clutches of that grifting gigolo Trevor Deveraux–may God have mercy on his soul–she’s been so much easier to deal with than she was when I was growing up, not to mention most of my adulthood. And Stu has continued to be a good influence on her. But she’s still Mom, and you never quite know what she’s going to say or do in a particular circumstance. 

Now that it’s happening, it’s not really as bad as I thought it might be. Rather than being right up under us, they keep to themselves most of the time. In January, when Mom had enough of the cold, she and Stu went south in their Winnebago for several weeks, arriving back just in time for Easter. We see them maybe once every couple of weeks.

Usually, it’s to show us something new about their house. I must admit, it has been pretty interesting to watch the place come together.

When she called to ask us to come out, Mom said, “It’s really beginning to look like a house now that it’s dried in.” Obviously proud of her newfound knowledge of construction, she added, “That means that the roof and outside walls are up and the windows are put in.”

“That sounds great, Mom,” I said.

“So when can you and Helen come see it?” she asked.

“I’ll have to check with Helen,” I said, “but how about Wednesday? The weather is supposed to be good that day.”

Since Helen is between major cases, she was able to take the time off. I pull up to the back entrance and text her that I’m here. I’m a little surprised when, not a moment after I press send, she bursts through the back door and practically runs to my car. She yanks the door open and hops in.

“Helen,” I say, “what’s–”

“Drive, Tom,” she says as she pulls her seatbelt on, “just drive. But don’t go past the front.”

Something in her tone tells me that further questioning might endanger my life, so I do what she says. Instead of turning left, which would take us past the front entrance, I turn right. She’s looking over her shoulder as we drive away from the station. Only when I turn right onto the street that will take us to the road out to Taylor Mountain does she breathe a sigh of relief.

“You couldn’t come at a better time,” she says.

“Helen, what was that all about?” I ask. “Were you avoiding someone?”

“Was I avoiding someone? You bet your sweet bippy I was avoiding someone.”

“‘You bet your sweet bippy?’ Have you been watching reruns of Laugh-In again?”

“That’s not important right now,” she says. “You want to know who I was avoiding?”

I think for a moment. “Let me guess,” I say. “Are they running for mayor?”

“Ding, ding, ding, you are a winner,” she says. “Bill showed up unannounced wanting to meet with me, as he told Lowry, ‘to discuss the needs of the police department.’ Fortunately, he arrived just a few minutes before you got here, so I was able to have Lowry tell him that I had a previous engagement and couldn’t meet with him.”

“That was fortunate,” I say, “but why did Bill show up unannounced? It’s not like him.”

“Probably because I haven’t returned any of his calls or emails requesting a meeting.”

“Oh,” I say. “So you’re avoiding Bill. Is that why we haven’t had dinner with him and Anna in the last couple of weeks?”

“Yes,” she says. “Tom, it’s bad enough I can’t avoid Mayor Shelby–I mean, she is my boss after all–but every time I meet with her, the election looms over us like some kind of hideous gargoyle.”

“To be fair, most gargoyles are hideous.”

“I’m in no mood for you to be pedantic, Tom!” she says. “I’ve bent over backwards for the last five months to be impartial. But I get the feeling Mayor Shelby’s expecting me to come out and support Bill sometime before the election, which I am absolutely not going to do. And now Bill wants to meet me in my office to discuss the police department. Tom, if I did and the Mayor found out, it could be bad for me.”

I shake my head. “Well, election day is July First, so you only have a little over a month left. But you’re not going to be able to avoid Bill forever.”

“Watch me, Tom,” she says, leaning her head back against the seat.

We drive along the scenic route leading to Taylor Mountain. It’s a beautiful drive no matter what the season, but late spring is particularly nice, with the dappled sunlight showing through the thick canopy of trees. Wildflowers line the road, with butterflies fluttering from bloom to bloom.

“What do you want to do about dinner?” Helen asks after a few minutes.

“Well, you know Mom will probably invite us back to the Winnebago," I say. “Fortunately, I have the Ministerial Association meeting tonight.”

“That’s a close shave,” she says. “So, you’re going to the meeting tonight?”

“I really need to,” I say. “I haven’t been for the last couple of months. I at least need to put in an appearance.”

“You were just afraid they’d elect you president this year,” she says with a grin. “Now that Clark’s back in, the coast is clear.”

“Ah, you know me so well.”

We turn off the main road onto the drive that serves as the main entrance to Taylor Mountain Estates. Mom’s new house is not hard to find, since it’s the first one on the left as you enter the subdivision. I have to say that, even though the yard is still little more than a messy construction site, I can tell that it will be a real beauty when it's done.

The house sits on a slight incline, which is always a good thing in a mountainous area. The builders wisely left several old growth trees on the property so it will be nicely shaded in the summer. I can’t see the back yard from where we are, but I remember it being pretty even. I know that there was a patio on the plans that Mom showed us.

Stu and Mom are already there, waiting for us by their car. We get out, and Mom hurries over to us. “Stu says I’m supposed to be on my best behavior,” she says. “He’s afraid that I’ve been driving y’all crazy and I guess I may have. So I’m gonna try extra hard today to be good.”

Giving her a hug, I say, “Oh, Mom, we always enjoy talking to you, especially about your new home.”

I glance at Helen, who says quickly, “Yes, Nola, we do.”

“Oh, you’re so sweet to say that,” Nola says. “Let’s go inside so I can show you everything.”

We follow Stu and Mom inside. I’m pleasantly surprised to see that the interior walls are up. Mom takes us through the living room and dining room. The kitchen is just off the dining room and is really spacious. “We decided not to have an island put in,” she says. “Stu thinks it’s a poor use of space, and we have plenty of countertops as it is.”

“I agree,” Helen says as we look around. “I love the cabinets and countertops you picked out. They really compliment each other.”

Mom gives Helen a funny look. “But Helen, these are what you picked out,” she says.

Before Helen can respond, I jump in and say, “Yes, don’t you remember, honey? You picked them out and I showed them to Mom.”

“Oh, yes,” Helen says, nodding her head. “Now I remember. It’s been a busy few months; I’d just forgotten.”

“Are you sure that’s all it is?” Mom says. “I was reading an article in my doctor’s waiting room a few months ago, and it said that studies have shown that women who are overweight have a twenty percent higher likelihood of developing early onset dementia. Maybe you should see a neurologist?”

I see Helen’s jaw clench. Stu must see it too, because he says, “The master bedroom’s this way. Come on, yous two.”

He takes Mom by the arm and takes her with him. As he passes us, I think I hear him say, “You promised you’d stop talking about Helen’s weight.”

I whisper to Helen, “Sorry.”

“Why can’t she read an article that says women who are overweight are ten times more likely to kill their mothers-in-law,” she says through gritted teeth.

I shake my head and we go to find Mom and Stu. They’re standing in a large room with a bathroom off of it and a large walk-in closet. “Here’s the master bedroom,” Mom says proudly. “Look at all this space.”

“It’s really nice, Mom,” I say.

“But here’s the best part.” Mom walks over to a door. “We had the builder put this in special.”

She pulls it open to reveal, not the walk-in closet I was expecting, but a smaller bedroom. “This,” she says proudly, “will be yours and Helen’s when you have to move in to take care of us.”

Helen and I look at each other, probably hoping the other knows what to say. Fortunately, Stu says, “Now Nola, we’ve talked about this. If we get to the point of needing care, we’re going to go into one of those nice retirement homes, like the one outside of town. There’s no need to burden Tom and Helen.”

Mom doesn’t quite stomp her foot, but she does pout as she says, “And I told you I don’t want to be taken care of by strangers. I want to spend my final days cared for by my family.”

Helen steps up to Mom and takes her hand. “Oh, Nola,” she says with a smile, “look on the bright side. Before you get too infirm, maybe you’ll die quietly in your sleep.”

Mom smiles and pats Helen’s hand. “Oh, dear, do you really think so?” she says. “I would so much prefer that.”

***
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After spending time with Mom and Stu, Helen and I stop by Brothers’ Barbeque for an early dinner. After that, I drop Helen by the station so she can pick up her Explorer. From there, I go to the Rectory for a shower and a change of clothes. I leave Helen in front of the TV, watching one of those cop reality shows that she insists on referring to as ‘studying law enforcement best practices,’ and head over to Clark and Vivian Applegate’s house.

I’m standing outside the Applegates’, preparing to knock. Glancing at my watch, I realize that I’m a few minutes late, something that rarely happens to me. Where Helen is, how should I put this, a bit too comfortable with tardiness, I tend to be just the opposite. In fact, it used to upset my southern mother that I would show up to parties early.

Of course, this is no party. This is a meeting of the Myerton Ministerial Association, whose monthly meetings I have been missing over the past few months. I have my excuse all prepared when the door opens.

“It’s good to see you, Tom,“ Clark says with a smile. In addition to being the pastor of the Myerton Methodist Church and one of my best friends in town, he is also the president of the association this year. I’m always thankful when anyone is president other than me.

So far, I’ve dodged that particular bullet. But I know I’m living on borrowed time.

“It’s good to be here, Clark,” I say, stepping inside his comfortable home. “I’m sorry I’ve missed so many meetings. It just seems like the last few months, something kept coming up.”

“Like the election for Association president?” Clark asks with a twinkle in his eye.

I feel my face getting warm. Clark laughs and claps me on the back. “Well, you’re here now and that’s what matters,” he says. “Besides, I assume that the Father Liam business is taking up much of your spare time now.”

He takes my coat. Even though Easter has come and gone, it can still get chilly in the evening this far up in the mountains. “I guess you read the article in the Myerton Gazette,” I say. 

“I did,” he says. “Pretty amazing story. I don’t pretend to understand the veneration of saints or the whole incorruptible body thing, but Father Liam’s a real hero in my book.”

“Mine, too,” I say. “It’s going to take years, but I hope to live long enough to see him named a saint. Nothing in the Church moves quickly, especially this.”

I follow Clark into the living room. I recognize almost everyone there. My fellow clergymen greet me with hearty handshakes and welcomes. There is one new face, a young man standing by Reverend Bob Franklin, pastor of the First Baptist Church of Myerton. He says something to Bob, then walks over to the refreshment table.

“I see we have a new member,“ I say to Clark, looking in the young man’s direction.

“Yes,” Clark says. “He’s been coming with Bob on and off for several months now. I don’t know if you heard or not, but First Baptist recently hired him as their Minister of Family Life.”

“I hadn’t heard that,“ I say. “But I’m glad to hear it, for Bob’s sake. I’m sure he really appreciates the help.”

Lowering his voice while continuing to smile, Clark says, “You may not think that way once you’ve met the man.”

He doesn’t say anything else, so I decide to find out for myself. Walking over to the young man, I put out my hand and say, “I don’t think we’ve met. I’m Father Tom Greer, pastor of Saint Claire’s Catholic Church.”

He smiles in a not quite friendly way as he shakes my hand and says, “I’m Brother Dave Rogers. I’ve been serving as Minister of Family Life at First Baptist for several months now.”

“That’s what I heard. I’m sure Bob has told you about the Saint Francis Center. If you haven’t already had a tour, please call Sister Maria. I’m sure she’ll be glad to show you around.”

“I have heard about the Catholic center,” Dale says hesitantly. “In fact, I was surprised to find so many Christian homeschooling families sending their children there. I’ll be frank, it’s something I’m trying to persuade our families at First Baptist to stop doing. We can’t have our impressionable young people come under any undue influence.”

I don’t know quite what to say. While Saint Claire’s sponsors the center, we’ve gone out of our way to make it available to all families in Myerton. In fact, we have several secular groups, including the Boy Scouts and Girl Scouts, that meet there in the afternoons.  Thankfully, I don’t have to think on my feet, because Clark calls the meeting to order.

After prayer and the reading of the minutes, we move onto announcements. Rogers immediately stands, and says proudly, “Instead of the traditional summer revival meetings that have been held at First Baptist in the past, we are excited to announce that we are going to have an “All Families Under God” conference. Doctor E. J. Hunter will be leading this conference himself, a rare privilege for us. Doctor Hunter has spoken in churches around the world, teaching families how they can shape their homes and children using the clear principles laid out in the Bible. We very much hope that we will see people from all the churches in the area, and of course, those who aren’t saved, at this conference.” 

As he sits back down, I have the uneasy feeling that he just shot me a look when he mentioned the unsaved. But I’m probably being too sensitive.

The meeting is over about half an hour later, and I make my way over to Bob. Shaking his hand, I say with a smile, “Sounds like you’ve got some big things going on over there at First Baptist.”

His smile spreads across his face, but doesn’t quite reach his eyes. “Yes. Dave has really been making some interesting changes. He’s mainly reaching out to younger people in the congregation, you know, college students and people with little children.”

“That’s always a good thing,“ I say. “It’s like I tell my congregation, if a church is not crying, it’s dying.“

Again, Bob’s smile doesn’t quite reach his eyes as he says, “That's pretty much what Dave keeps telling me, among other things.”

I decide to stay behind after everyone else leaves. Once we’re alone, Clark pours me another glass of sweet tea and we sit down across from each other in his study.

I’m trying to decide how to start the conversation when he says, “Look, I heard what Rogers said to you about the Saint Francis Center. I don’t know exactly where he’s coming from, but from what I’ve been able to gather from a few comments that Bob has made, Rogers is not a big fan of any  established church.”

“So he’s not just anti-Catholic,” I say with a grin.

“No, he’s pretty anti-Catholic. But he’s also part of that movement Hunter is running.”

“Yeah, what’s that about?” I ask. “I’ve never heard of All Families Under God before, and I usually try to be at least somewhat tuned in to religious matters on both sides of the Tiber.”

“Hunter’s older brother started it, golly, it must be nearly fifty years ago now. It was popular mostly in the Midwest, although the Bible Belt had a number of fans. It began as a sort of response to the liberal culture of the late 60s, early 70s. Hunter’s brother went around teaching his plan for the perfect family. I’ve read his book, and frankly, he cherry picks verses from scripture to create this hyper-conservative kind of 50s-era view of family life. Dad goes out and earns a living, mom teaches the children at home. I know that’s not the 50s, but it’s sort of the modern version of it. Children are in obedience to their parents until they marry. Then the girl becomes obedient to her husband, and the husband becomes the head of the new family, and the beat goes on until they take society back for God.”

Clark takes a deep swig of tea from his glass and then continues. “Everything in his teaching is home and father-centered. The families are encouraged, not just to home school, but to home church. Hunter makes a big deal out of saying that families should only interact with like-minded families. What he means, of course, are families that are following his teachings.”

“Interesting,“ I say. Clark’s description of Hunter’s teachings jiggles something loose in my memory. “Wait a minute, wasn’t there a family on TV some time back that made a big deal out of practicing these principles? I seem to remember seeing some episodes advertised and then something went wrong, I can’t remember exactly what.”

“Yeah, that’s what you’re thinking of. It seems that mom caught dad with the oldest sister‘s best friend and left him, taking the younger, I think there were eight, children with her. She has her own show now, about how she’s thrown off ‘slavery to the patriarchy,’ as she calls it.”

“What I don’t understand,“ I say, “is why Bob is bringing this guy to his church? I mean, if he doesn’t support local churches, isn’t that kind of undermining Bob’s leadership?”

“I certainly wouldn’t have them at Myerton Methodist, but then again, they probably wouldn’t come. As far as Bob’s concerned, I think he feels like he has a tiger by the tail with Rogers. The guy’s become very popular very fast, and I think Bob is hoping that if he gives him enough slack, he’ll settle down.”

“Or enough rope to hang himself?” I ask.

Clark takes a deep breath. “Maybe, brother. But let’s pray it doesn’t come to that.”
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​Two: Helen

[image: ]




“Don’t shoot, it’s me,” Tom calls out as he comes in the rectory door.

This has become his usual greeting to me when arriving back home, after I reminded him that he shouldn’t just burst through the door when I’m home alone. Since I’m sitting on the couch and he can see me as soon as he steps inside, I ask, “What makes you think I sit around the house armed when you’re not here?”

“I don’t know,” he says, giving me a quick kiss. “I guess it’s just how I imagine you when I’m away. Probably afraid someone might break their way in to maraud you when I’m not here.”

“The only person who would come into the rectory to maraud me is you,” I say, handing him a beer. 

“Hmm, all the more reason to announce myself, if you ever decide to have your backup at the ready when I’m not here,” he says with a grin. “And thanks for the beer.”

I shrug. “I figured you’d be home by now, so I got this out when I got mine a few minutes ago.”

He sits down by me on the couch. I snuggle down with my head on his shoulder. “So, how was the meeting?“

“Interesting,” he says. “I met First Baptist’s new minister of family life–not so new, I guess, since he’s been there a few months–Dave Rogers. You know that All Families Under God conference ad we saw a few weeks ago? According to Bob, Rogers is the one organizing it.” 

Tom goes on to tell me what Clark told him about the group and the founder. I think I surprise him when I say, “I know the group he’s talking about. I used to watch their show on TV – well, not the organization's show, but you know the show about that family.”

“You did?” I ask. “You’ve never been the type that goes in for reality TV.”

“Yeah, the family seemed so wholesome,” I say. “I guess it appealed to me after a day of dealing with crime. Anyway, I stopped watching after a couple of seasons. It kind of got redundant. Also, they’d take ten minutes of footage and just put in enough commercials and repetitive comments to stretch it to a thirty-minute show.”

“I never watched it,” Tom says, “but I remember seeing the commercials.”

Knowing how little TV he watches, I have to ask, “Oh, did they advertise during NASCAR races? Or was it Jeopardy?”

“OK, yes, they advertised during NASCAR races,” he says. “I can see why they appealed to the salt of the earth, all-American, truly wonderful people that all NASCAR fans are.”

I barely manage to keep my composure as I bat my eyes and say, “As that wife on the show always said, ‘whatever you say, dear.’”

Tom laughs. “Well, according to Clark, she doesn’t say that anymore, not after her divorce from her husband.”

“Oh, yeah,” I say, “I remember reading about that in People. She has her own show now or something, right?”

“Yes, apparently she’s turned her back on the teachings of that Hunter guy, but when do you read People?”

“My gynecologist has a limited number of magazines in her waiting room.”

“I guess she doesn’t subscribe to Guns and Ammo, huh?”

“Which is a shame, since they have an excellent recipe section,” I say. “Of course, wild game’s the main ingredient.”

“Of course,” Tom says. We drink some more of our beer. “So, have you finished moving all of your things into your new office?”

I nod. “And tomorrow is the ribbon cutting. Are you going to be there?”

“I told you I would,” Tom says. “Is the elevator working?”

I narrow my brow. “Yes, but it’s only two flights of stairs. You could use the exercise.”

“Oh, I’m not that lazy,” Tom says. “It’s just that I have an office-warming present for you, and it’s too big to take up the stairs.”

I grin. “You bought me a present? What is it?”

Tom wags his finger at me. “If I tell you, it wouldn’t be a surprise.”

I cross my arms and pout. “You know I could check our credit card statement.”

He smiles and says, “What made you think I used the credit card? Look, you can wheedle me all you want to, but you’ll just have to find out tomorrow.”

***
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“I officially open the new executive offices of the Myerton Police Department.”

Using a pair of black-handled scissors, I cut the ribbon pulled across the hallway. The assembled officers and other onlookers, including Tom, applaud. I smile and say, “OK, everyone. If you want to have a look at our new digs, come on. Now’s your chance.”

The crowd follows Dan and me down the hall, though the older Conway kids soon run past us to get to their father’s office. “Hey, you guys,” Dan yells, picking up his pace, “you’d better not mess up my new computer!”

Tom comes up next to me. “I’m excited to see it,” he says.

“I’m excited to see my present,” I say.

“You’re gonna love it, Chief,” Gladys says, appearing out of nowhere.

“So you know what it is?” I ask.

“Of course,” she says, “since Dad asked me to find it for him. I also snuck it into your office this morning.”

I look at Tom. “So it was too big to take up the stairs, huh?”

He just smiles. Gladys looks at us. “Not sure what’s going on, but it’s on your desk.”

We get to my office and I throw open the door. Tom follows me inside and stops. “Wow,” he says, looking around.

My new office is about twice the size of my old one. The two outside walls are floor-to-ceiling windows looking out over the woods that the station backs onto. My desk is in front of the corner. There’s a sitting area like in my old office, but with new furniture. The real addition to my office are the three plasma screens on one of the walls.

Tom points to those. “These look like the ones in Gladys’ office.”

“They’re actually better,” Gladys mutters. 

“But with these, you can come up here and show me anything you want to,” I say. “By the way, did you test the connection?"

“Oh yeah,” Gladys says. “It works great.”

I look around my office. “OK, Tom. Where’s my present?”

He smiles and says, “Look on your desk.”

Curious now, I go to my desk. There’s a box wrapped in silver paper with a yellow ribbon. Like a little girl on Christmas morning, I tear into the paper and open the box. My eyes almost pop out of my head when I see what’s inside.

“Tom,” I say, “where did you find this?”

Inside is what I recognize as a New York City Police Department badge from the era when Theodore Roosevelt was police commissioner.

“Oh, I can’t take credit for it,” I say. “Gladys found it.”

I look at Gladys. “Dad told me how much you admire Roosevelt,” she says, “and asked me to find something connected to his time as police commissioner. After a lot of online searching, I found this as part of an auction. Ironically, it was part of Abraham Asher’s collection. Mrs. Asher had consigned it to an auction house.”

“So you won the auction?” I say, looking at Tom. “How much?”

“Hold on,” Tom says. “When Gladys told me, I took a chance and went to Rachel Asher directly and explained that I wanted it as a gift for you. She gave it to me at a very reasonable price. Then I had it placed in that display case.”

I take it out of the box and place it on the edge of my desk. “It’s perfect, Tom,” I say. “Thank you. Both of you.”

My phone rings. I look at the number. “It’s the mayor,” I say.

“And on that note,” Tom says, “Gladys and I will let you get back to work.”

***
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In order to be able to eat what I want to when I want to and still maintain the level of fitness I demand for all my other officers, I work out at Freedom Fitness three times a week.

Today, I’m also working off the stress of my conversation with Mayor Shelby.

I’ve just finished up for the afternoon when Nina comes into the ladies lockers with a stack of towels. “I thought I saw you out there,” she says. Putting the towels down, she comes over and gives me a hug. “It’s so good to see you.”

“How’s everything going?” I ask, returning her hug.

“Great,” she says. “We’re picking up new members every week, and that’s really making our bottom line more secure.”

Smiling, I ask, “And your family‘s other big project?”

Patting her expanding midriff, she says with a grin, “That’s going great, too. In fact, we just learned that Nancy is going to have a little sister.“

“Oh, how fun.” I say. “I bet Nancy’s excited.”

“She is, but she’s not the only one. I’m just so excited about being able to dress them up in little matching dresses and take them to church and show them off.”  

I can’t help smiling at this, since these are hardly the comments you’d expect from a former MMA fighter turned police officer turned fitness trainer. But I happen to know that Nina has a softer, feminine side that very few people except her husband and close friends know about.

“Well, I can’t wait to meet her,” I say. “Have you decided on a name yet?”

“Nick and I are still trying to decide. Right now it’s between Nichole and Noel. I like that one. It sounds so Christmassy.”

“And I know how much you love Christmas,” I say.

“Nina, come to the front desk, please,” someone says over the intercom.

Sighing, she says, “I guess I’d better see what that’s about. Good to see you, Helen. We really need to get together for lunch.”

“I’ll call you,” I say.

Nina leaves. I take a quick shower and blow dry my hair. I’m carrying my tote bag, now with the additional weight of my gym clothes, when I see Nina talking to someone I don’t recognize. I remember I want to ask her about renewing the police department’s group membership, so I hang back. 

I’m trying not to eavesdrop, but I hear her say, “I’m sorry, Dave, but I will not put a flyer up here for that.”

“Sister Nina, I can’t imagine why not,” Dave says. “You and Nick have always been supportive of the church and everything we’ve done. I know we had a flyer up here just last week about the new kids club.”

Nina‘s voice is as hard as steel as she says, “And you’ll always be welcome to put up posters for anything the church is doing, except for something related to All Families Under God. You cannot put up any flyers about that here or at The Muffin Man.”

“Now, Sister Nina,” the man says with a grin, “it seems to me that would be something that Brother Nick would want to decide for himself.”

“Then go over there and talk to him yourself, Dave. I’m just trying to save you the embarrassment of what he will say to you when he hears the name of that group.”

Dave takes on a slightly condescending tone as he continues, “Sister Nina, if you have some root of bitterness towards Doctor Hunter, I exhort you to look in your heart and root it out. Rhonda and I will be glad to meet with you and Brother Nick and find out what has led you to this . . .”

“That will not be necessary, Dave,” she snaps. “I have no root of bitterness against anyone, but that doesn’t mean that I believe everything I’m told, not anymore.” 

Looking around, she sees me and says, “As you can see, I have other people waiting to talk to me. Have a good day.”

Nina turns her back to Dave and begins shuffling through some papers on the desk. As soon as Dave leaves, I move quickly to Nina's side. I’m shocked to see that she’s shaking. 

“Are you OK?” I ask.

Nina looks up and forces a smile. “I will be. Did you need something from me?”

“I just wanted to talk to you about renewing the group membership for the police department,” I say, “but it’ll wait.”

“No, we can take care of it now,” she says, gathering the papers in front of her. “Just come to my office. I want to get something to drink anyway. Gail, take the front, please?”

A young woman with a blond ponytail wearing a red polo with ‘Freedom Fitness’ embroidered on the left side and a pair of khaki shorts comes over and takes Nina’s place. I follow her back to her office where she grabs a bottle of water out of her minifridge. Sitting behind her desk, she takes a long drink before she looks at me and asks, with a more composed smile, “Now, what about the police memberships?”

Sensing that she wants to change the subject, I say, “There’s nothing new really. I’d like for us to keep the same arrangement we’ve had if that’s OK with you and Nick. At the same time, I don’t want to take advantage of you. If you need to raise the cost to the department, that’s fine.”

“Oh no, the arrangement is good. We’re actually able to use it as a write-off, a donation to the community. Besides, you know we’re glad to do it.”

She says all this with a smile, but I can tell that something is distracting her.

I lean forward and say, “Nina, is something wrong? You know I’m always glad to listen.”

She pauses for a minute before saying, “Yes, something's wrong, but it shouldn’t be. I should be past it by now, and I thought I was. I guess I’m just surprised at how much it rattled me.”

“Does this have something to do with what you were talking about when I walked up?”

She takes a deep breath and lets it out slowly. “Yes, as much as I hate it, it has everything to do with that.”

I say nothing. It’s interesting that both Tom and I do the same thing, he when dealing with someone he’s counseling, me when I’m interviewing a suspect. In this case, of course, I’m in Tom’s role.

Finally, Nina says, “Helen, you know some of my backstory, but you don’t know everything. I met my first husband when I was eighteen. It was at the 2004 summer Olympics. I was shooting and he was a coach for the boxing team. I won my first gold medal that year, and I was pretty full of myself. He started showing an interest in me and told me he could teach me to fight, since he thought I had the build for it. I fell for him. He trained me over the next several years and I began to get really good. I got involved in MMA and began to compete, pretty successfully. We were married and all seemed really good.

“Then he had an accident. He was never much of a drinker, but he had been drinking that night and I guess he had more than he should. I wasn’t with him, but his sister was. It was one of those cases we hear about. She was killed, but he walked away without a scratch. He was convicted of involuntary manslaughter and sentenced to six months in the county jail.”

“He was lucky,” I say.

“I know, but it was his first offence. Anyway, while he was in jail, he got involved with this prison ministry run by All Families Under God.  By the time he got out, he had decided that I needed to stop fighting and that we were going to model our lives after the teachings of this Hunter guy. We started going to church–well, it was not a church, really, but these prayer services in people’s homes where the sermon was a video of Hunter teaching. Because he had a certain amount of fame from being an Olympic coach, he became something of a poster child. You know, the Olympian who had lost it all through the evils of alcohol and found Jesus. But it wasn’t the Jesus I knew growing up, and it wasn’t the Jesus that you and I talk about. It was basically a Jesus who was obsessed with rules and regulations, who didn’t want us eating pork and was very concerned about the length of my skirts and hair.

“Over the next year, we spent most of our time on the road going to these conferences where he would give his testimony while I sat in the audience and smiled. At first it was . . . maybe not fun, but it was better than staying around the house all day, which is what he expected me to do when we weren’t on the road. But over time, I just found it exhausting. Finally, when I couldn’t take it anymore, I told him I wanted to stop going. He basically said that what I wanted didn’t matter, that he was the head of the house and I needed to do what he said for his ministry. I told him that I wasn’t going to be doing that anymore. We argued about it for a while, then suddenly he just said that we should talk about it in the morning.

“The next morning, when I woke up, he was gone and I was locked in my bedroom. I tried to kick the door down, but he had put a big dresser in front of it. I yelled and called out for him, thinking it was some kind of joke, but I didn’t hear anything. My cell phone was gone, so I decided to crawl out the window. I went over and pulled up the blinds and he was standing right there. He kept smiling and saying, ‘Nina, this is for your own good. You just need to stay there until you’ve learned to behave.’”

She stops and takes a drink of water. I say, “Nina, you don’t–”

“No, no, I really do,” she says. “I was trapped in that room for a day and a half. During that time, no one brought me anything to eat. Fortunately, we had a bathroom so I was able to use that and get water. My husband or another man from the group guarded the window the whole time. Finally, I told him I was sorry and that I was ready to repent. I got dressed and he let me out. I asked if we could go to the church to pray, but he said no, that I wasn’t allowed out of the house until he was sure I had learned my lesson. So I played along. That night, I made his favorite dinner and acted like everything was fine. But Helen, this was the last straw. I decided I couldn’t take it anymore.

“That night, as soon as he was asleep, I got the keys to the car and I drove to the nearest police station. I told them what had happened. They went to the house and arrested him, and I went to a divorce lawyer. A few months later, he and the men who helped him were all tried and convicted of false imprisonment. Around that time, the court granted my divorce and I moved from the area. 

“Over the next several years, I started fighting again and winning. I won several belts, then retired and went back to college to finish my degree in criminal justice. I’ve never told you this – I actually thought about going to law school, but decided I was better suited to police work. I met Nick, we fell in love and got married. I got my degree and went to the police academy. After I graduated, Chief Lowden hired me and we moved here. You know the rest.”

She takes a drink. “What about your ex-husband?” I say. “He’s out by now, isn’t he?”

“Yes. We were living in Colorado at the time. He was released after serving eighteen months. I’ve heard nothing from him in over ten years. As far as I know, he’s still on the All Families Under God circuit. I’ll admit, I haven’t even thought about them or him for a long time, but that conversation with Rogers brought it all back.”

Looking at me, she says firmly, her grief obviously turned to rage, “Helen, these people need to be stopped. We can’t let what happened to me happen to some unsuspecting woman in Myerton.”

Choosing my words carefully, I say, “Nina, I know you’re angry about this. I know you want to have nothing to do with that conference. But don’t do anything stupid.”

She laughs half-heartedly. “Oh, Helen, don’t worry. All I’m talking about doing is going to Pastor Bob and sharing my views. Trust me, I don’t have anything in mind that would get you involved.”

“I’m glad to hear that,” I say. “I am so sorry about what happened to you.”

“Well,” she says, “it was a long time ago, and until today, I’d put it behind me. I need to focus on the life I have now. And speaking of that, let me get the group membership forms for you.”
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​Three: Tom
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I come back from walking to The Muffin Man–it’s a beautiful day in mid-May, and the cafe isn’t that far from the church–and greet Anna in her office. “Your half-caf latte with a squirt of vanilla,” I say, handing her a cup.

She takes the cup. “Thank you so much, Tom,” she says. “Did you remember the . . .”

“One apple cinnamon muffin,” I say, handing her a bag.

“Oh, these are so good,” she says. “How much do I owe you?”

“Nothing,” I say. “You can pick up the next one. Did I miss anything while I was gone?”

“You had a package delivered,” Anna says. “I think it’s the one you’ve been waiting for.”

I grin. “Great. You want to look with me?”

“As long as you’re sure it’s not something embarrassing,” Anna says. “You know, some kind of present for Helen.”

“Oh, we have all the embarrassing packages shipped to the station,” I say.

We go into my office. In the middle of my desk is a box. From the middle drawer of my desk, I pull out a pair of scissors. Carefully, I slice through the tape, pull back the folds, and remove a shrink-wrapped stack of cards. I open the shrink-wrap and take a card off the top.

The card is three inches by five inches. On the front is a reproduction of a black and white photograph of a priest wearing a traditional Roman chasuble, nicknamed a fiddleback because it’s shaped somewhat like a fiddle. He’s in his early thirties with dark hair and a firm expression on his face. Underneath the photo is printed, ‘Father Liam O’Connor, Pray for Us.’ On the back is a prayer, asking for the good Father’s intercession with Our Lord as well as for his eventual canonization.

“What do you think?” I ask, handing the card to Anna.

She looks it over. “Perfect,” she says. “Walter will be pleased. How many did you have printed?”

“Two thousand,” I say. “We’ll keep a hundred. His Eminence will send someone from the Archdiocese to see that they’re distributed to the other parishes.”

Anna looks at the picture of Father Liam. “It’s been a while since the Archdiocese has had a saint canonized,” she says. “You have a big responsibility.”

“Don’t I know it,” I say. “I just hope I live long enough.”

“Oh, Servant of God and Venerable should only take a few years Tom,” she says. “You have the evidence of his holiness in his diary and letters, not to mention the other sources you found.”

“True,” I say. “But it’s the miracles that could take decades.”

Anna holds up the card. “Well, now people can start praying.”

I nod. “I need to text Father Cam. He wanted me to let him know when the cards came in so he could pick some up for the Student Center. Can you let Sister Maria know?”

“Of course,” Anna says. “I’ll call her when I get back to my office.”

The doorbell rings. I look at Anna. “Did I have an appointment?”

“You don’t have anyone on the schedule,” she says. “I’ll see who it is.”

Anna leaves. I pick up my phone and send Father Cam a quick text about the prayer cards. I hear Anna talking to someone at the front door. A moment later, she comes back. “Tom, it’s Bob Franklin from First Baptist,” she says. “He was wondering if you had a few minutes.”

“Of course,” I say.

“Pastor Bob, Father Tom can see you,” Anna says.

Bob comes into my office. I reach across my desk to take his hand. “Bob, always a pleasure,” I say. “Would you like something?”

“No, I’m fine,” he says. I nod to Anna and she slips out, closing the door  behind her.

Bob and I sit down. “So what can I do for you?” I ask. 

He seems almost embarrassed as he says, “Well, first, I hope you can forgive me.”

I raise my eyebrows in surprise. “Forgive you? My brother, I’m not aware of you doing anything to me that needs forgiveness.”

“That’s why I’m here,” he says. “You may remember that beginning two weeks from Sunday, First Baptist is sponsoring a conference. Kind of a revival, but not a revival.”

“I remember,” I say, nodding my head. “All Families Under God, right? Dave Rogers announced it at the last Ministerial Association meeting. I didn’t realize it was coming up that quickly.”

“It starts on Sunday night and runs through Saturday,” he says. “Two hour sessions every evening, with an afternoon session on Saturday.”

“That’s a pretty extensive conference,” I say.

“Oh, Tom, that’s just the beginning,” he says, looking less than thrilled. “There are the small group studies to help attendees delve further into the great Doctor Emory Hunter’s teachings and apply them to their everyday lives. It’s a whole system to help Christians ‘build better lives biblically,’ that’s a trademarked phrase, by the way.”

I sit back and cock my head to one side. “Do I detect a note of bitterness in that comment?”

Bob sighs and runs his fingers through his thinning hair. “Is it that obvious?” he says. “I thought I was doing a better job of hiding it.”

“If Frances is anything like Helen, I doubt she’s missed it.”

“Oh, she hasn’t. But then she doesn’t understand why I’m giving Hunter a forum.”

“I don’t understand either,” I say. “From the little you’ve told me today, you’re hardly a fan.”

He lets out a short laugh. “No, I’m not a fan. I guess he has some good points. Even a stopped clock is right twice a day.”

“Then why did you invite him to First Baptist?”

“That’s the thing, I didn’t. That’s all Dave Rogers. He’s a huge fan of Hunter’s. According to Rogers, his parents raised him on All Families Under God teachings.”

“But First Baptist is your church,” I say. “Rogers works for you. You could have told him no.”

Bob chuckles and shakes his head. “Oh, Tom, you really don’t understand how a Baptist church operates. You’re lucky, you know that? You have to answer to your Archbishop, who answers to the Pope. You have one boss. Me? I have four hundred and sixty three. At any one time, some group is unhappy with something I do. The only way I stay in my position is to make sure I make more people happy than unhappy.”

“But you’ve been at First Baptist for, what, fifteen years? Rogers has been there only a few months.”

“He’s young, charismatic, energetic,” Bob says. “He has a pretty big following already, mostly among the younger families, but a couple of older families like him as well. It’s not that they don’t like me, but maybe they think it’s time for some new blood. So when he came to me with the idea to host one of Hunter’s conferences, I said yes.”

“I guess I can’t blame you,” I say. “But why are you here, Bob? You said something about owing me an apology? An apology for what?”

Bob takes a deep breath. “A couple of weeks before the conferences start, Hunter meets with local clergy for breakfast. He outlines the purpose of the conference and asks for their support. Have you ever read how Billy Graham prepared a community for one of his crusades? Hunter runs his conferences the same way. Get the support of local churches, spend a few weeks before advertising in the community, enlisting members of local churches to serve as leaders of small groups after the conference is over.”

“I’m surprised he has anything to do with local churches,” I say. “Clark told me he doesn’t like churches.”

Bob shrugs. “He’s inconsistent, what can I say? Anyway, there’s a clergy breakfast at First Baptist on Saturday morning. When Dave showed me the list of who was invited, I saw that you weren’t on it. I asked Dave about it, and he said he hadn’t invited you because, as he put it, ‘Doctor Hunter isn’t interested in associating with heretical groups.’”

“Oh, I see,” I say.

“So I’m here,” Bob says, “to invite you as my guest. I know you’re probably not interested, but I would take it as a personal favor if you came.”

I nod. “OK, Bob, I’ll accept your invitation. I doubt anyone from Saint Clare’s would attend the conference, but we have a lot of young families who might go out of curiosity.”

Bob smiles. “Good. It starts at eight in the morning.”

He stands up and we shake hands. “Tom,” he says, “you and I will never see eye-to-eye on theology, I mean, beyond the basics. But I’ve always considered you my brother in Christ.”

“And I have always felt the same,” I say. “I’ll be praying for you, Bob.”

He smiles ruefully. “Thanks. I have a feeling I’m going to need a lot of prayer over the next few weeks.”

***
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I slip out of bed and get into the shower early Saturday morning without waking Helen. Since she’s covering the station tomorrow while Dan works today, she can sleep in a little bit.

Still, when I come out of the bathroom drying my hair, I find her sitting on the edge of the bed. “Sorry,” I say, “I tried not to wake you?”

She yawns and looks at me with blurry eyes. “You didn’t. I guess my body just wakes up naturally around seven in the morning, even when it doesn’t have to.”

I go to the closet and pull out by black suit and a crisply pressed clerical shirt. “So you’re not going incognito, I guess,” Helen says.

“No,” I say. “This is what I usually wear to a Ministerial Association meeting, and I don’t see why today should be any different. Do you think I should wear something different?”

“Oh, no,” she says. “I was just making an observation.”

I begin to dress. “The only reason I’m going is to support Bob,” I say. “This whole thing is really bothering him.”

“From the little bit that Frances said to me at the last Ministerial Wives’ meeting, it’s Dave Rogers that’s the problem. She thinks he’s trying to undermine Bob and eventually get the congregation to vote Bob out and make him Pastor.”

“Bob didn’t say anything like that to me,” I say. “But it’s true that Rogers has a sizable following.”

I finish getting dressed and give Helen a kiss. “I’ll be back as soon as I can. What do you want to do today?”

“How about we just hang around the house?” she says. “It’s supposed to be a beautiful day. We can work on the garden. It’s already beginning to need weeding.”

I groan inwardly, since working in dirt is something I really do not enjoy. But I put a smile on my face and say, “Sounds like a plan.” 

It only takes me about five minutes to drive to First Baptist. I will confess to being more than a little bit nervous as I walk towards the fellowship hall. I know that Bob himself invited me and wants me here, and that Clark and my fellow local clergymen are going to be here, but I’m still a little uncomfortable.
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