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        Catch us the foxes,

        The little foxes,

        That spoil the vineyards,

        for our vineyards are in blossom.

        —Song of Solomon 2:15

      

      

      

      
        
        This is a book of fiction.

        It mixes truth with lies.

        Which are which?

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Thanks

        

      

    

    
      Like the corned beef I cook slowly each St. Patrick’s Day in my electric crock pot, the story of Leona Foxx has been simmering for nearly four decades. After reading Stieg Larsson’s trilogy in preparation for a visit to Sweden in 2010, my resolve to write fiction finally took hold. A threshold had been crossed. I began this new and strange writing process. The writing took on a life of its own, and I began to live in Leona’s world. Leona’s world, of course, is partially my world and the world of selected individuals whom I have come to know and revere. It is time to serve the dinner while it’s piping hot.

      Without identifying exactly what advice or spice or ingredient came from whom, I wish to thank those who contributed to this book’s final recipe: Arthur Amos, Linden Berry, Juliet Bongfeldt, Kayla Carter, Erik Cederblom, Mary Anne Cooney, Matthew Crabb, Mark and Carmen Dankof, Arielle Eckstut, Mark Fischer, Kathryn Franzenburg, Elizabeth Peters Frase, Gabriel and Kristi Friekin, Stephanie Fuelling, Martinez and Gail Hewlett, Paul and Lucy Lange, Nina Lescher, Jean Mansen, Martin and Harriet Marty, Thelma Nauth, Anja Passananti, Riitta Passananti, Jenny Peters, Paul William Peters, Peg Pursell, Christin Quissell, David Henry Sterry, Alicia Vargas, Elisabeth Vergun, and the “Bookies” at Marin Lutheran Church. More. Without Karen Peters—who joined me in Leona’s world to provide silhouette design, inspiration, encouragement, and editorial criticism—this book could not have flowered as it has.

      
        
        Ted Peters

        Berkeley, CA

        Ash Wednesday 2013

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        “Purity of heart is to will one thing,”

        said Danish philosopher Søren Kierkegaard.

        Not two things. One thing.

        No double-mindedness.

        No waffling. No equivocation.

        No ambiguity. No nuance.

        Just one thing.

        Leona Foxx is about to discover

        that purity of heart is impossible.

        At least for her.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
1 Monday, Chicago, 6:24 pm


        

      

    

    
      Leona peered out the window as the Metra passed the South Shore Cultural Center, the once elegant South Shore Country Club. Flowing auburn hair draped around a slender unblemished face, partially covering one of her electric blue-green eyes. Wearing ear buds, Leona listened intently to the Cubs’ play-by-play on WGN. Even when the team was losing—which it had been for as long as she could remember—Leona was dedicated to her Cubbies. She proudly wore her oversized Cubs jacket that hid the otherwise head-turning figure of a thirty-five year old fan.

      It was the bottom of the eighth inning of a rain delayed game at Wrigley Field. Leona’s favorite player, Hank Greer, was stepping into the batter’s box with runners at second and third. Two outs. The physical world disappeared from Leona’s vision, replaced by a mental picture of the diamond surrounded by a roaring crowd at Wrigley. A swing and a miss for strike one. God! she whispered to herself. God had long been on Leona’s spiritual speed dial. I know you’ve got a giant universe to watch over. But could you send just one moment of grace to Hank Greer? All we need is a single!

      A called strike on the inside corner. Just a single, God!

      Greer swung. It was a pop fly headed toward right field. Leona sprang momentarily out of her seat. So did 24,000 people at Wrigley. The spinning blooper curved toward the foul line. Would it drop? No. The ball lodged itself securely in the glove webbing of a scurrying second baseman. Out number three.

      Damn. Even you’ve abandoned the Cubbies, God!

      The outcome of the game had been decided. Discouraging, but not unexpected.

      Leona turned her attention toward the intersection at 71st Street where the commuter train made one of its many stops. She glanced at the storefront signs: “Food Exchange” and “Party Mart” were perched slightly askew over doorways that were once white, but now shades of cream and brown. On the door of the photography studio in uneven, handwritten letters: “No Drop-In Customers! Call for an Appointment.” With a small jerk, the train was again in motion, making its way at twenty miles per hour through the neighborhoods on Chicago’s south side. She packed her listening paraphernalia into her purse.

      At the Windsor Park station Leona watched a handful of people exit. A young Hispanic woman pushing a baby carriage boarded. Leona pondered the expression on this mother’s face, showing both the strain of negotiating an awkward carriage and her devoted concern for how the baby was taking the bumps. Just as the doors on the next car were closing, a youthful African American man leaped aboard, barely pulling his back foot through the opening in time. Once on board, he paused, then entered the breezeway separating the cars. He cupped his hands around his eyes, pressing them against the smudged windows to inspect the passengers. Evidently finding what he was looking for, he pushed the doors open and stepped into the car where Leona was seated. He did not sit down.

      Perhaps in his early twenties, he stood about six foot two with even features. Clean shaven. The husky build suggested maybe 230 pounds. Recent tight taper haircut. The Nikes on his feet—Lebron X—were unscuffed. His faded blue sweatshirt did not match the generic gray sweat pants. Leona noted how nothing bulged in the pant pockets. No wallet. No keys. He leaned back against the doors with an arrogant demeanor that indicated a tough life on the streets.

      The Metra Electric again lurched forward. Leona continued to gaze out the window, observing the decay of an economically impoverished neighborhood. Empty lots were strewn with partially exposed bags of garbage, beer bottles, and plastic take-out containers. Passing the U-Haul livery signaled to her that it was time to stand up and head for the exit. The approaching station sign read: “Cheltenham / 79th Street.”

      Leona checked her watch. She shouldered her suit bag strap and situated herself at the door. When the stop came, she stepped onto the concrete platform between the northbound and southbound tracks. Out of the corner of her eye she observed that “Mister UnScuffed Nikes” had also disembarked and was standing still, about one train car distant. Leona turned to walk slowly toward the blue exit doors at the south end of the platform. Behind these doors would be the waiting room and the final exit door to the 79th Street ramp.

      Most of the commuters who had finished their workday in the Loop were disappearing through these exit doors, heading home. Home directly, or perhaps indirectly after a stop at the 24/7 Coffee Shop or one of the 79th Street bars.

      Leona made a mental note: one person was not exiting. A muscular black man, twenty-ish, in a lime-colored shirt with open collar and khakis, was standing still with his back to the exit doors. A medium fade haircut with a short top. Feet parallel, fifteen inches apart. New Nikes. His arms hung straight downward. Athlete? Former athlete? she asked herself. He was looking her way.

      Across Exchange Avenue she spotted a third young man. Black. Gangly in jeans and a baggy tee shirt, about the same age as the first two. He sported a red tam and leaned against a green dumpster next to a white panel truck. New Nikes just like the other two? A uniform? Sale at Big Five? A rusty car passed.

      Her iPhone vibrated. Leona paused on the platform to check a text from Bud Stevens: “Church council meeting tonight. Special guest.” The phone’s digital clock told Leona that being a little late was unavoidable.

      Leona pretended to be listening intently to a voicemail, but her actual attention was directed behind her. Her ears picked up the faint sound of small stones crunching under otherwise silent rubber-soled feet. She clicked off the phone. She let the suit bag drop from her left shoulder and the purse drop from her right hand.

      He struck. Powerful hands gripped the ribbed collar of her Cubs jacket. With a deftness and alacrity that caught the assailant by surprise, Leona withdrew her arms from the sleeves, leaving the attacker with an empty Cubs jacket in his clenched fists. Leona turned quickly, her black shirt and white clerical collar now fully visible. The stunned look on the attacker’s face didn't last long. A jump step. A spin. And then an axe kick. The ball of Leona’s right foot caught the thug under his chin. The blow lifted his 230-pound body first upwards, then backwards. He crashed down on the concrete platform, rolled off the deck and onto the southbound tracks five feet below.

      Leona had no time to regain her composure. Immediately, the muscular arms of the open-collared hoodlum wrapped around her torso. His knee kicked the underside of her left leg and she spun downward. Her right cheek slapped the pavement. Fragments of cement chips burrowed into her facial flesh like boll weevils. Blood spurted, spewing onto the concrete. Rushing adrenalin blocked her pain.

      The goon was now on top of her, their eyes meeting only inches apart. He expected to read fright. But Leona’s eyes were not those of a frightened victim. They spit fire, the fire of a voracious beast about to pounce on its prey. Though outweighed by more than fifty pounds, her right knee came up with the force of a horse’s kick right in the thug’s crotch. He winced, but only momentarily. Like snarling wolves in mortal combat, their clutching embrace seemed like a death contract for one or the other. He rolled to his right, hanging on to his prey. Leona rolled with him, over him, freed her arms, and then found herself flung toward the platform’s edge. Her torso reeled off the platform over the northbound tracks. The attacker still held on to her legs as her upper body wafted perilously in mid air.

      The engineer of the northbound train felt a wave of panic as he caught sight of the frightening activity ahead: the top half of a human form slung in the air above the tracks. Although the train was slowing, no amount of braking could possibly stop it before reaching the disastrous point of deadly impact.

      For a moment, Leona’s head turned southward and she counted in tenths of seconds the time remaining before her bloody and grotesque end. In less than one of those tenths, she prayed in a panic: God, into your hands I commend my spirit. Amen.

      Then, a tug on her legs.

      The engineer made a split-second decision. Too late for an emergency stop. Too late to prevent the loss of this poor woman's life. Even a normal stop could be a mistake. If there is gang trouble on the station’s platform, then a normal stop might invite this trouble aboard. The engineer thrust it to full throttle and gunned through the station without stopping at all.

      The train whizzed passed as Leona, now with her head back on the platform, stared at her assailant with an increasingly violent countenance. She had no time to ponder the mystery: Why am I alive and not dead?

      Leona caught sight of a gold neck chain nestled under his open collar. The assailant paused. This was his undoing. Leona grabbed the neck chain, clenching a medallion in the palm of her left hand. She jerked. She jerked again. The snorting bull suddenly became a docile calf.

      Keeping tension on the leash, she planted her feet. She rose slowly, holding the neck chain in a tight threat of strangulation. Her unexpected ferocity had partially unnerved the assaulter, but not enough to blunt his next move. Once the balls of his feet reestablished his equilibrium, his strong hands wrestled his chain and medallion free. He so twisted Leona’s left arm to his right side that she could not resist being thrown to the platform. Once again, the thug had established dominance.

      The voice from the previous attacker, at this point standing on the track bed, screamed: “She’s a priest!” Even louder. “Didja see the shirt? Nobody tol’ us she’d be a fuck’n priest. Let’s get outa here!”

      Leona on the ground froze. The aggressor on his feet froze. Then, shouting “Sheee-it!,” he released his grip and jumped from the platform down to track level. The two hunters left their prey and ran—one hobbling—across Exchange Avenue. The wheel man in the red tam had already started the engine of the white van. His two partners climbed in as the van engaged in gear and sped south. Leona stared at the van. “Evanston Cleaners,” on the van’s panels. What’s an Evanston truck doing down here on the south side?

      By this time the train passengers had exited the platform and were crossing the tracks on the 79th Street sidewalk. The commotion behind them drew their attention. “It’s a robbery,” shouted one woman. One man set his briefcase down on the sidewalk and jumped across the tracks toward the activity. Another followed. Then a third. By the time the three Good Samaritans arrived beneath the platform where Leona stood panting, the van had departed. They asked in shouting voices whether she was okay. Leona inhaled two deep breaths and told her would-be rescuers that she was just fine. Nothing had been taken. Numerous witnesses were dialing 911 on their mobiles.

      Leona collected herself, as well as her things. Once the suit bag strap was resting again on her shoulder and the purse in her hand, she exited and walked through the crowd of onlookers. They were concentrating on interrogating the three rescuers, so they hardly noticed Leona slip her way through the gathering to the other side. Stopping to talk to police—police who might not ever come—was something she wanted to avoid. She crossed the southbound tracks and headed west on 79th Street. Though disheveled and bleeding slightly from her cheek bone, no one would have thought from her gait that this young woman had only a moment prior escaped a potential mugging.

      Leona’s mind was running at full throttle. How many other innocents in the history of Chicago have felt the strong arm of crime crash down on their heads, heads which otherwise might be held high? This is the city of John Dillinger, Al Capone, and the Valentine’s Day Massacre. This is Upton Sinclair's jungle. This is Carl Sandburg’s “City of the Big Shoulders,” or more accurately the city that mercilessly hurls big shoulders to the ground and grinds them into gravel. These purse-snatching thugs on the Cheltenham platform are unknowingly extending a long tradition, she grumbled to herself.

      Leona walked past a currency exchange on her left and the 24/7 Coffee Shop on her right, both open for business. She walked past other storefronts with covered windows and wrought-iron gates with padlocks jailing the exhausted establishments. Even though the evening sun was still shining, she had the feeling of a gray day. The monotony of inner-city death seemed to be broken only by some noticeable activity at Good Samaritan Auto Repair on the corner of South Burnham Avenue. She turned left and headed south on Burnham.

      The harp ring on her iPhone drew her attention. Leona clicked. The name Angie Latham appeared on her screen. Even though Angie lived a time zone away in southern Michigan, she was still Leona’s closest friend. Leona hit “ignore” and walked briskly southward.
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      The rising sun colored the eastern horizon as the four door pickup truck rocked its way slowly up the stony road. In the crew cab of the Toyota Hilux rode four drowsy men, bobbling at each bump. The terrain did not look hospitable to the human race. Dry. Dusty. Foreboding. When the sun finally cleared the horizon and the temperature soared to a hundred degrees, the four riders closed the windows and continued their trek in air conditioning.

      The driver pulled off the road and parked the vehicle. Four doors opened. Four doors slammed shut. “I think this is the spot, Manuel,” said the driver squinting through his sunglasses, looking at a path that would take them up a hundred feet to a ridge. The driver was a tall, strapping and athletic looking man, perhaps in his early forties. Above his light-colored combat boots he wore khakis and a tan tee shirt. His garb along with his fair skin and short cropped blond hair with threads of gray made him nearly invisible in a background of sand-dusted shrubs and rocks.

      The stocky Mexican wore jeans and a neck scarf plus the leather cowboy boots he had specially made in Nogales. “Si, Gringo,” Manuel responded with a smile.

      “Grab your rifle, Manuel. We’ll see if you can bag your own prey.” Manuel pulled a M4 Carbine from the truck bed. Turning to the other two men, the driver barked, “Bring the backups.” Both reached into the truck bed and drew out finely stitched canvas carrying bags, long and shallow, zipped shut. The four began their hike up the trail toward the sky.

      Long before they reached the sky they stopped at the top of the ridge. What lay before them was a valley, and beyond the valley another ridge lower than theirs. This valley too was dry. Despite the bleakness of the landscape, they could see square dried mud houses with adjacent corrals and sheds holding wandering goats and chickens. Human activity seemed to be absent, giving the brightly lit and heated valley a ghostly feeling. The four were not tourists. They were looking for something specific. They did not see it. So, they waited.

      Each of the four took a turn surveying the landscape through binoculars. Later in the morning Abdullah Pashtun, the only Afghani in the group, reported that he could see some relevant activity.

      “Gimmie the binocs, Abby,” ordered the truck’s driver. After studying the dust wake of a pickup on the far ridge, a victorious smile grew on his face. “It’s almost showtime,” he announced. He continued to watch and report what he saw.

      An Afghan government issue pickup with two in the crew cab came to a stop on the ridge just above a small, apparently unoccupied, farm. Two men exited the vehicle. Both pulled out their binoculars and began to survey the same valley from the opposite direction. They stood side by side, in plain view, at an estimated distance of five hundred yards.

      “Okay, Manuel, there’s your target. The Kabul land inspector is the one on the left. I think he’s from the Afghan Eradication Force. No doubt he’s looking for poppy plants.”

      Manuel picked up his rifle and looked through the scope at the targeted person on the left. “Who es el otro man, Senor Jarrod?” Manuel asked in Spanglish to the foursome’s leader.

      “Parece un Americano,” said Jarrod in his desperate Spanish. “Probably Army.”

      “Si le tiro al Kabul officer, el Americano pedira’ Cobra helicopters. Nos buscara’n,” complained Manuel.

      “Well then, let’s take them both out. I’ll take care of the American,” said Jarrod.

      “Mi carabina no es accurate desde aqui,” whined Manuel.

      Jarrod turned to Abdullah and the fourth man in the crew, an American mesomorph with a shaved head dressed in fatigues. “Open those bags and prepare the special M14s.”

      Jarrod turned back to Manuel. “These 7.62 millimeter M14s have been modified for the U.S. Marine Corps Designated Marksmen.” Manuel did not understand exactly what Jarrod had said, but he got the idea that they were getting an upgrade.

      The two weapons were assembled and placed on stabilizing rocks in front of the shooters. “These babies are good up to six hundred and fifty yards,” remarked Jarrod as he looked through his scope. “Take aim, Manuel.” The other American helped Manuel position his hands and look through the scope.

      The two shooters positioned themselves. They took aim. The two distant targets were concentrating on what they were seeing through their glasses. They did not notice the flicker of lasers on their chests. Jarrod counted. “Uno. Dos. Fire!” Both squeezed their triggers. The two shots sounded almost like one. Watching through the binoculars, Abdullah saw both targets drop their hands, spin slightly, and fall to the dusty ground. It was over.

      “With the government inspector gone, the land is yours, Manuel,” announced Jarrod. “You owe me.”

      “Muchisimas gracias,” responded the Mexican, smiling and revealing his gold tooth.
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      Nearing the end of the block Leona arrived at Trinity Church. The building was a golden-bricked chapel with geometric stained-glass windows. Next to it sat an asphalt parking lot. Across the parking lot and opposite the church, yet on the same side of the street, stood a dirty brick house with a large windowless wall. The lower portion of the wall was covered with white painted graphite. In the back, behind the church and adjacent to the parking area, Leona caught sight of a second house, her house, the parsonage.

      I wonder if I still have time. Oh, well, it doesn’t matter. Gotta change quickly. She raced through the parking lot, hurried past the church, flew up the porch steps two at a time and, in her haste, fumbled unlocking the front door. Once inside she threw her purse and rumpled Cubs jacket on the couch in front of the picture window. This frowzled an otherwise tidy room, one that Leona had skillfully decorated within the budget confines of an inner city pastor.

      No time. No time. Leona zipped up the stairs as she unzipped her jeans. The suit bag slipped from her shoulder. As she reached the bedroom, the bag fell to floor while she made a 180 degree turn to hit the bed, bottom first, and hurriedly untied and removed her cross trainers, followed by socks and jeans. The black clerical shirt with white collar remained. She scrambled through the bag to find her new black A-line skirt and jacket, custom-tailored by a Hong Kong tailor in Chicago, a special gift to herself. They were made to fit her shapely, athletic physique as well as her professional role as the pastor of Trinity. The matching black pants remained in the suit bag, crumpled at the bottom, the second victim of the unfortunate incident at the train station.

      What a frazzled mess! No time to fix my hair. Hate being late. She slipped into her skirt, squeezed her moist feet into a pair of black pumps, and grabbed the new suit jacket.

      The doorbell rang. It rang again, impatiently repeating. She shot down the stairs, donning the coat as she descended. No time to look into the mirror; no time to admire her new purchase.

      Through the screen door she saw Hillar, the fourteen-year-old boy who served as her personal Quasimodo minus the hump, always volunteering to help her around the church. With his lanky teenage frame and loosely tousled blond hair, Hillar did not look like the Hunchback of Notre Dame. But Leona could not wash the association out of her mind. Sometimes she called him “Quaz,” a nickname that Hillar owned as badge marking his special relationship to Leona. She forced herself to appreciate the grotesque vulture tattoo on Hillar’s neck and the twenty gage stainless steel hoop protruding from the teenager’s nose, testimony to his being an early twenty-first century youth. “Hurry, Pastor Lee,” Hillar stammered. “The church council meeting is starting. They’re waiting for you.”

      “I’m coming!”

      Leona slipped past the young man. With a long reach Hillar closed the parsonage door behind her and felt it lock. The two marched down the cement stairwell into the church basement.

      Hillar and Leona wound their way through the kitchen, passed partially-covered trash cans and recycling bins, heading for Fellowship Hall. Leona’s nose caught a faint scent of rancid yogurt. Her gait slowed to an unexpected stop. Her mind carried her uncontrollably into another time and another place. A gruesome scene appeared on the stage of her mental theatre. As if in a dream, or more accurately a nightmare, she stared into the face of a man in a blood-soaked shirt lying lifeless on a gurney. She riveted her eyes intently on his, hoping in vain for acknowledgement, for contact. The dead man’s eyes were static and empty, his last gaze before three well-placed bullets robbed him of his being.

      The pungent odor had drawn Leona to the scraps basket in the kitchen. The pastor separated the flaps of the plastic bag, revealing globs of discarded yogurt.

      Hillar’s shouts brought her back to the moment. “Don’t stop, Pastor. Come on. They’re waiting.” Hillar grabbed Leona’s arm and guided her into the Fellowship Hall.
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      At the far end of the Fellowship Hall the tables were arranged in a large U. Next to the south wall sat a banquet table set lovingly with a pale yellow tablecloth, a flower arrangement of homegrown asters and snapdragons in the center,  and a coffee pot accompanied by a variety of mugs in all sizes and colors, donated by members of the congregation. Sugar, sweetener, and powdered creamer accompanied a generous spread of brownies, oatmeal with raisin cookies, and chocolates. Seeing this array reminded Leona of how little time she had anymore for such simple tasks like baking cookies.

      The council members were already seated, sipping coffee and nibbling on sweets. Bud Stevens, manning the obvious seat of authority, stood up and with commanding volume in his voice announced, “Welcome, Pastor Lee. We were just about to begin.”

      Leona found the only remaining empty chair—next to the one Hillar had taken—on the end of the left U arm. She wiggled into her chair. “Hi, everybody,” she said with a smile of greeting. Her eyes darted around the table acknowledging each person, a guilt reaction for being late.

      Multiple “Hi’s” echoed around the table. Eyes stared, expressing a bit of puzzlement.

      “Are you okay, Pastor?” asked Bud so that all could hear. Bud’s burly build testified to decades of physical labor in the steel mill. His deep voice sounded like falling gravel, exuding power while eliciting a sense of grandfatherly comfort.

      “Of course. Thanks.”

      “But you look like you may be bleeding. Are you sure you’re okay?” Heads swiveled back and forth, watching the dialogue between council chair and pastor.

      Leona felt her damp cheek. Her hand grabbed a napkin from a nibble plate and swabbed. She looked at the crimson blotch on the napkin. “Oh, it’s nothing,” she announced. “I had a little accident disembarking from the Metra. I’m gonna be fine. Thanks.”

      “It looks like a lot more than merely a little accident to me,” said Thora Stevens, Bud’s wife, sitting directly to her husband’s right. “Should you see a doctor?”

      “No, no,” replied Leona with an element of stress in her voice. “It’s just fine. Really.” Her inner voice chanted a litany of self-criticism. Why didn’t I take two minutes to look at myself in the mirror? My hair is probably a mess. How bad are those bruises? Worse than they feel? Blood must be visible if Bud mentioned it. So much for the new black suit. The professional dignity associated with this specially-tailored suit would be eclipsed by her disheveled appearance. Too late to do anything about it now. Leona wanted the attention turned away from her and back to the business of the council. “Please go ahead.”

      With a look of reluctance on his face, Bud called the meeting to order, shifting the focus to the agenda before them. “Let’s begin with a word of prayer. Thora?”

      Thora could be relied upon to oblige almost any impromptu request from her husband, or from anyone in the congregation for that matter.

      “Sure. Let us pray. Our Heavenly Father, thank you for the blessings you have showered like rain on our community of faith here at Trinity. Open our eyes to see the needs of the needy and our ears to hear the voices that cry out. Fill our little church with love, grace, and hope. In the name of Jesus Christ, we pray. Amen.”

      A cacophony of half-whispered “Amens” reverberated around the table. The next moment was given over to coughs and the sound of folding chairs scraping on the tile floor. Finally, everyone’s attention was directed to the council president.

      Bud spoke. “You can see we have guests for this evening—actually three guests. Maybe all of us should introduce ourselves first.”

      Leona had taken note of one particular guest, the one in the last seat on the U arm across from her. She fixed her gaze on an African American man with radiant skin, golden brown reminding her of cappuccino. Perhaps in his mid-to-late thirties, built like an athlete, perhaps a quarterback. Quite handsome, she thought. No. Hot! Damned hot! But Leona criticized herself silently again. She turned her attention to the council round robin.

      “Bud Stevens, president of the congregation and council chair. Former steel worker.” Bud smiled, nodded, and glanced to his left. Introductions continued: J. Carter Hansen, a wiry seventy-something retired steel worker, with frameless glasses and gray hair; Kathleen Mortensen, an attractive brunette in her forties who contributed her CPA skills as church treasurer; and Brad Kuhn, a young, blue-eyed Germanic who proudly announced he had just been accepted into service as a patrol officer with the Chicago Police Department.

      Leona scrutinized the debonair newcomer as he looked directly into the eyes of each speaker, making contact without being intrusive. Mmmm. Aplomb.

      The baton passed to a shy and fidgeting Hillar, the youth representative on council. He was the only one in the room under twenty-five and the only one showing body piercing. Hillar looked downward as if introducing himself to the worn linoleum tile, “I’m Hillar, and I help Pastor Lee with youth work and stuff.”

      Leona smiled affectionately at Hillar while he spoke. Then she turned to the group. “As you know, I am Leona Foxx, pastor of this faithful congregation and I am delighted to see new faces around the table.”

      Leona was followed by Thora, whose visage and soft voice conveyed the sensitivity one would hope to find in a nurse at bedside. Next was Harriet Bolstad, a plump, slightly graying woman in her sixties, giggling as she identified herself as baker of the evening’s goodies.

      To Harriet’s right were two of the evening’s visitors: two slender, poised African American women, both fifty-ish, professionally dressed, displaying a respect for tonight’s invitation. The first woman spoke in soft, deliberate words, “I’m Ruth Williams. This is my sister, Orpah Tinnen. We are joining Trinity this coming Sunday. Mr. Stevens invited us so we could meet you all, and get to know a little about how the church works. I’m a check-out clerk at the Jewel on 79th and I live on South Marquette just off 81st.”

      “Hi. I’m Orpah,” announced her sister. “And please don’t confuse me with Oprah!” Orpah’s strong voice and throaty laugh gave everyone permission to laugh along with her. Leona secretly chuckled inside as she reminded herself that these were the names of sisters, Naomi’s daughters-in-law. Straight out of the Book of Ruth.

      “As long as I have the floor,” Orpah began with a soothing authority in her voice. “My sister and I are grateful that we’ve found Trinity Church. We look forward to making Trinity our church home and making you our family in the Lord. Now, I’d like to take a moment to express my personal thanks to Pastor Lee. What Pastor Lee did for me and what remains of my family was so meaningful. She was by my side through everything.”

      “Would you tell us what ‘everything’ is?” asked Bud. “I know, of course, but it would be good for all of us on the council to hear.”

      “I mean the memorial service for my son. You see, he was a Navy Seal. We received news that he had died in Afghanistan. Somehow he was in a village house when a bomb fell and the roof caved in. His body was so dismembered, we were told in a letter that he could not be shipped home for a funeral. We received a military urn of ashes, which we were told were his cremated remains. I was shattered. So was Ruth. Pastor Lee held our hands. She prayed with us and walked us through the details of the memorial service. I’m so glad we could hold the service here at Trinity. It was two weeks ago Tuesday morning. It was nice to see Mr. Stevens there.” Turning to look at Leona, she added, “Thanks, Pastor.”

      “My son also died in Afghanistan,” Carter interjected. “We held his funeral here at the church too. Do you come from a military family, Mrs. Tinnen?”

      “I guess you could say that. My father was killed in the first Iraq war. My husband died in the second. They were both Marines. Now my son the Seal has followed his dad. Would you call that a military family?”

      A hush palled the room.

      Next came Anders Martinsen, a tall thirty-year-old blond. Any voice at this moment would have sounded like an interruption of the sacred quiet. Anders proceeded to tell the group he was a divinity student working on a doctorate at the University of Chicago. He turned his head to his left to address Orpah, “I’m sorry to hear of your grief, your triple grief.” Her glistening eyes thanked him.

      Another quiet moment followed. The stranger’s turn arrived. Finally, Leona thought, I get to find out who this guy is.

      The tall, well-built African American man coughed slightly into his fisted hand and addressed the group. Leona was intrigued with the way he had put himself together: a camel hair sport coat, a crisp chocolate brown shirt accompanied by a print tie with tiny flecks of deep teal. No box bulge in his shirt pocket. Not a smoker. No shine in his eyes; no contacts. So, either he sees twenty-twenty or he’s nearsighted with glasses in one of his inner pockets.

      “My name is Graham Washington. I come here representing the bishop. The bishop’s office has grafted on a new branch to its work. It’s called ‘Parish Listening’. I’m planning to spend a month or six weeks here with you at Trinity, listening, so to speak. I want to understand better your ministry both within the congregation and in your rapidly changing neighborhood.”

      “Welcome!” Bud greeted him. “And please extend our warm greetings to our good bishop when you communicate with him.”

      “Hold on!” snapped Leona with a scowl on her face. She turned her eyes toward the newcomer. “Why are you here without prior notice? Why was I not contacted about this in advance? I am the pastor here, after all.”

      “My apologies,” said Graham, looking with total composure at Leona. “I tried getting hold of you by phone this morning; and I left a voice message on both your office and cell. No answer. No response. So, I called Mr. Stevens, who graciously invited me to tonight’s council meeting.”

      “This morning?! Why not a month ago? Why not two months ago?”

      “Well, all I can say is that I’m sorry for the short notice. I do look forward very much to getting to know you. Your help will be invaluable to me.”

      Washington is just too suspiciously suave, Leona thought to herself. She offered a simple nodding smile and turned her official attention to the chair. The group’s eyes also turned toward Bud, and then Leona surreptitiously pulled out her cell phone. When she could get away without being noticed, she glanced down at the screen on her lap. Had someone been watching Leona, they would have noted frequent frowns on the face studying the cell phone screen.

      Bud took over. “Trinity Church was established by Norwegian immigrants at the beginning of the twentieth century. I’m saying this for Mr. Washington’s benefit, although Mrs. Williams and Mrs. Tinnen might find this interesting too. English did not become our official congregational language until 1927. If you look closely around our neighborhood, you’ll see some remnants of Scandinavian history. One block north of us is a red brick church. It has on it a hand painted sign, ‘Labor of Love Apostolic Church.’ But if you look at the concrete front door arch, you’ll also read, ‘Svenska E. Kyrkon.’ That’s Swedish for Swedish Evangelical Church. It was founded in 1906, right Thora?”

      “Yah, sure, you betcha,” she added jokingly as if she were a character in Fargo.

      Bud grinned, rolled his eyes, shook his head sideways. He was hearing an old joke, too often repeated. Bud continued, “So, a century ago this was a neighborhood where lefse and limpa were on our Christmas dinner tables.”

      Mrs. Bolstad laughed audibly. The newcomers had no clue why.

      “But our neighborhood is in rapid transition now,” said Bud to the group. “The steel company is closed. White families with children have moved to the suburbs. New people are moving here from Woodlawn to our north. Gang influence is growing. Businesses are moving out. We’ve got our challenges. This is only Pastor Lee's first year with us, but she is leading us bravely so that we can make a stable Christian witness in the middle of this social turbulence.” He nodded appreciatingly at Leona.

      “I applaud your courage,” said Graham Washington. “I want to learn much more about you. I’ll be listening.”

      A church council meeting is like a Ferris wheel. Some topics just go around and around. Momentary high points provide expanded vision. But such moments are followed by drops back into the minutiae. The meeting ended with the group reciting the Lord’s Prayer and Pastor Lee’s benediction. Immediately, Graham hastened to greet Leona. “Can we talk?” he said with a tone of urgency, not authority.
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      During the dispersal of the council meeting in the church basement, Harriet walked up to Leona and Graham. Graham stepped back in deference to allow a conversation between the two women.

      “We heard gun shots on 79th again last night, Pastor Lee,” said Harriet. “I’m worried. Lars has found a nice neighborhood out in Naperville. We’re…”

      “We need you here!” interrupted Leona. “We need you to stay in the neighborhood. This is our chance to stabilize South Shore, to make it into a model of a racially peaceful community. It’s a matter of faith. I’ll try to drop by and see you later this week to talk about this.”

      Harriet stood motionless. A full second passed before she whispered, “Thanks, Pastor.”
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      After the goodbyes, Leona toured the church building, switching off lights and checking to see that all the doors were locked. She and Graham exited the front door and descended the steps into the asphalt parking lot. Graham stopped to study the church marquee. “Trinity Lutheran Church. Rev. Lee Foxx, Pastor. Sunday School 9:00 am. Sunday Worship 10:30 am. Saturday Morning Club Begins September 19 at 9:00 am. All Are Welcome!”

      “Why do you call yourself ‘Lee’?” asked Graham. “Isn’t your name ‘Leona?’ By calling yourself ‘Lee’ one cannot tell whether you’re a man or a woman.”

      “This is no accident,” responded Leona. “I like the ambiguity. One day shortly after I arrived at Trinity, the office phone rang. I answered it. The man calling heard my female voice and assumed I was the secretary. He asked if he could speak directly to the pastor.” Leona lifted her right hand with the thumb pointing to the ear and the pinky toward her mouth. “‘Is anyone there besides you?’ he asked. I looked around. ‘No. I’m the only one here,’ I said. ‘Oh nuts!’ he muttered. ‘I wanted to talk to the pastor.’ So I heard myself saying, ‘Is there any way I can help you?’ From then on I told everybody I would be ‘Lee,’ not ‘Leona.’”

      They both laughed. “Okay, Lee!” Graham enunciated.

      “Actually, my long-time friends have called me ‘Lee’ as well.”

      “Then, I’ll immediately become your long-time friend, Lee. Now that we’re friends, let’s talk like friends. If you could offer me a cup of coffee, I would like to discuss some matters with you.”

      “My parsonage is right back here,” Leona said pointing. “Ordinarily I would not invite a strange man into my home for coffee. And, I might add, I do believe you’re a stranger, and not yet a friend. During the council meeting I went to the Illinois Synod website. Nowhere on that website does your name appear. There is no desk for Parish Listening. Now, I’m not afraid of you, because I’m not afraid of anyone. But…”

      Graham held up his right fist, thumb held high. Up and down went the thumb. “Not Illinois Synod Bishop Gerald Botwright. Higher.”

      “Do you mean Churchwide headquarters? You mean Hurley?”

      “That’s right: Presiding Bishop Justin Hurley himself. Want to check that website?”

      “I’m on that website almost daily. I’ve never…Let’s go in the house.” The two walked toward the rear of the parking area. They climbed up the porch stairs and entered the parsonage living room. “The lavatory is upstairs, if you need it” she said waving in that direction.

      “Yes. Thanks.” Graham climbed the stairs.

      Leona’s voice followed him up. “I’m going to check Mother ELCA’s website while you’re doing your business. This’ll determine whether you get coffee or the boot outa here.”

      Graham grinned confidently. As soon as the visitor was out of sight, she grabbed her wrinkled Cubs jacket and straightened the couch pillows. Then she turned toward her downstairs computer desk.

      Leona discovered why Graham was so confident once she had accessed the home page of the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America, initialed ELCA. Intermittently a variety of pictures would float up on the screen. One pictured Martin Luther sitting before a computer keyboard. The next showed the baptism of an African child. A third showed Bishop Justin Hurley all decked out in his bright red Eucharistic robe, complete with an oversized cross—could it be a five pounder?—hanging on a gold chain. Then, a new announcement: “Parish Listening Post Established by Presiding Bishop.” The announcement included the photo and name of Graham Washington. “He was right,” Leona muttered aloud.

      When Graham reached the bottom of the stairs, Leona turned. “You passed the recognition test. Now, which do you want: coffee, chardonnay or cabernet?”

      “I know you Norwegians like your coffee. But I prefer wine. Cab will be fine.”

      “I’m not Norwegian. I drink only two cups in the morning. Evenings are for a different libation,” said Leona, disappearing into the kitchen.

      Graham surveyed Leona’s living room and adjacent dining room, admiring the simple but tasteful décor. He knew about how much she must make in salary as a pastor, so he especially appreciated how she had cleverly transformed simple into tasteful.

      The downstairs rooms were a soft off-white, with accents of burgundy, gold, and a deep forest green. The mantel over the fireplace and the brick surrounding it were the same shade of white, and served as a central focus for the living room. Graham walked over to the mantel to gain a closer look at the framed photos: the pastor’s seminary graduation; her ordination with a man who was probably her bishop; Leona smiling, arm-in-arm with a blonde-haired woman about the same age; a photo of Leona with an attractive older woman; and Leona in liturgical garb holding an infant. Stories there, Graham thought.

      The couch was black leather, a bit worn, indicating it was probably a gift from a caring parishioner. Graham noticed a Cubs jacket casually draped across the arm of a burgundy corduroy La-Z-Boy that was angled in the corner of the living room, a floor lamp for reading snuggled close by. The large LED screen, positioned on the wall above and to the left of the La-Z-Boy, was best viewed when sitting on the couch. Two additional living room chairs were wood—Windsor style with wicker seats. Toss pillows on the sofa pulled the color scheme together.

      The hardwood floors throughout the first floor had been freshly sanded and varnished, a welcoming sign from a congregation that was eager for a young, energetic pastor. An area rug in the middle of the living room was modern, probably an Andy Warhol, with dramatic sweeps of black, burgundy, and gold. The coffee table resting on top of the rug was an obvious hand-me-down from the 70’s made of faded oak, with a shelf under the glass top filled with magazines on religion, science, and the wines of California and France. On top was a neat stack of books: Peter Jennings’ America, Garrison Keillor’s Lake Wobegon Days, and Dietrich Bonhoeffers’ Letters and Papers from Prison. A slightly wilting philodendron poked out of a white porcelain pot. Two half-burned green candles were stationed at one corner.
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