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			Author’s Note

			I am grateful to Duncan Stroik for his kind permission to invoke his name and to invent a student for him, and to Richard Brookhiser for reminding me that the work always gets done. I have based the imaginary town of this story very loosely on a real one in which I once lived, but there has never been a flying saucer in the real one. Credit or blame for the real flying saucer—there is indeed such a building—must lie with its builders.

			Only one character in the story is drawn from a real person, but since he appears in nearly as favorable a light as he deserves, I trust he will not object. Any resemblance of other persons to real ones, lay or ecclesiastical, living or dead, is the accidental product of my imagination, for “the novelist’s only country is Cloud Cuckoo-Land, where they do but jest, poison in jest.”

			The poetry of L. Marion Lockhart is copyrighted by Marion Elizabeth Olsen, 1962; copyright renewed by Elizabeth Olsen Altham, 2023.
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			An Old Man

			Every happy family is happy in much the same way; every unhappy family is unhappy in its own way.

			—Tolstoy

			Late on a Thursday morning, half a mile south of the Wisconsin border, the deeply sagging roof of an old farmhouse told Joyce Reynolds that the time for shoring up the foundation had come and gone. Usually she enjoyed this northern part of her mail route, for after four years she had at least a nodding acquaintance with most of the farm families, a hardworking independent lot, with houses and barns in good repair and sturdy children who showed off their 4H heifers and ewes when she had cause to drive into their yards. She had generally averted her eyes from this neglected farm and left the mail in the box at the side of the road, but now she had a package to deliver and a receipt to be signed, so she drove her new Jeep Wrangler carefully up the rutted lane—new meaning newly refurbished, since Jeep had unaccountably stopped making right-hand drives.

			She had worried a bit, at first, about that right-hand drive, very convenient for the rural carrier but so different from any other vehicle she had ever driven. The worry had been needless: the center of the hood lined up with the center of a road, just as it does with the margin for any other car, and after the second day she had stopped even thinking about it. Piece of cake, she thought, in the kind sunlight of mid-April, and probably better than the old car in a downpour and mud; no doubt it would be far better on ice and snow.

			On either side of the lane, ironweed and pigweed competed feebly with the dominant bull thistles. Someone must have sheltered from the noonday heat in that little grove of red oak in a field now overgrown with weeds, someone who had worked from sun to sun, long ago, to make this place work. Someone had planted those rows of spruce north and west of the house against the winter gales; now wild grape crowded their trunks and lower branches.

			Joyce parked near the porch steps. A television was blaring from inside. She knocked at the edge of the screen door.

			“Mail carrier,” she called, 

			“We don’t want none,” came the voice of an elderly man, “and we don’t vote. Get away!”

			At least three large dogs, Joyce thought, erupted from within in a chorus of wrath and ruin to emphasize the order, and Joyce loosened the can of Mace in the holster on her hip. When the dogs paused to draw breath, she took a deep one and yelled, “Package for you, sir, return receipt requested.”

			She heard a snarled oath, and when the howls resumed, two sharp thwacks that turned them to whines, and the scrape of a chair on a bare floor.

			“Argos! Cerberus! Shut it!”

			The TV went mute, and an old man opened the screen door. He was slight, and bent over his four-footed cane. A few long strands of white hair lay across the top of a scalp that did not look very clean. With his free hand he hitched ineffectually at the top of his stained trousers.

			“Come in if you’re coming,” he growled, “before the flies do.”

			Joyce edged past him, and held out her receipt book.

			“If you’ll just sign here, Mr. Ritter, I’ll get out of your way.”

			He ignored the book and regarded the package, eyes narrowed.

			“For Teddy, ain’t it? What’s he up to this time? He ain’t told me nothing; he ain’t never told me nothing, since he was little. What’s he do in the basement, huh? Why’s he keep that padlock on it? Says he don’t want me falling down the stairs. I ain’t never fallen, except that once, and that don’t count. Took a funny spell, and that don’t count.”

			“Mr. Ritter, if you’ll just sign for the package, please? I’m falling behind on my route.”

			“I’ll sign, I’ll sign. What’s he do with all that money he makes at that school? Dresses pretty good, but he won’t spend a nickel to fix the place. Wants me to move to the place in town, but I ain’t that feeble. You tell me, lady! What do you think of a boy like that, huh?”

			He was working himself into a fine state of belligerence.

			

			“I—”

			“But I’ll find out. I’ll find out. I’ll find out what he does in the basement. I ain’t so feeble I can’t figure out that padlock of his. I been working on it. You’ll see. You’ll see.

			“And why’s he keep my beer downstairs? Only brings me one a day. Says it ain’t good for my pressure. He don’t know nothing about my pressure. Beer eases it off. I’ll get that lock off one day, though; then we’ll see about beer.”

			The man’s voice was rising in pitch and volume, and bits of white foam appeared at the corners of his thin lips. From a dark corner of the old kitchen there arose a soft growl.

			“There, Mr. Ritter, I’m disturbing your fine dogs. What unusual names, by the way! How did you happen to name Argos and Cerberus?”

			To her relief, the diversion worked.

			“Name ’em? I didn’t name ’em. Teddy did. When he got ’em, Cerberus he wouldn’t shut up so Teddy threw him a honey bun and he shut right up. Teddy named him right then, and Argos too. Said they was the most famous dogs, and laughed and laughed. Smart, he is, maybe too smart for his own good.

			“You gimme that package. I’ll find out. Don’t worry; I ain’t gonna open it, but I’ll find out. You’ll see. You’ll see.”

			At last the man took Joyce’s proffered receipt book and scrawled something where she pointed.

			“Thank you, Mr. Ritter. Uh, have a good day.”

			“I always do. I don’t need nobody, but I’ll find out. That old priest come by last year, but I told him I don’t need to go to confession. I ain’t never done nothing wrong, but I’ll find out. You’ll see. You’ll see.”

			Joyce backed carefully out, and made an effort to walk calmly to her Jeep. The old voice followed her, until she started the engine.

			“I’ll find out. You’ll see. You’ll see.”

			“Phewsh,” muttered Joyce to the deserted lane, “Next time I have a package for this place, I’ll leave it for the relief carrier.”

			She was very glad to have a bulky parcel to deliver to a healthy farm a mile or so farther west. 
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			The Bishop Disposes

			The art of putting the right man in the right place is first in the science of government; but that of finding places for the discontented is the most difficult.

			—Talleyrand 

			Two weeks earlier, Bishop J. Donald Doherty was not chuckling at the fluent song of the robin that drifted through the window behind him, or at the shifting patterns of sun and shadow, leaf, twig, and even bird that the light breeze of early April sent dancing across the broad surface of his desk. He chuckled, rather, at the large map of his diocese that covered most of that surface, its parish churches marked by bright blue crosses, the parish boundaries by dotted blue lines, their schools and the diocesan high school by (of course) little red schoolhouses, the cemeteries by bright green crosses. Near the northern edge of his fief lay a lonely blue cross, circled by him, a moment ago, in heavy black ink.

			Doherty leaned well back in his ergonomic chair, lit a rare cigarette, and pressed the intercom button on his phone.

			In the outer office Father Edwin Stadtler, mid-way along Wednesday morning’s labor over the weekend collections of the parishes, winced.

			“Yes, Don?”

			Stadtler would have preferred to address his superior in a more formal way but then, as he automatically reminded himself for the thousandth time, he was not in charge. Disrespect, he thought, was a topsy-turvy way of expressing respect.

			“Ed, you remember that strange letter from those people calling themselves Saint—what was it? Ambrose? Aquinas?”

			“Athanasius, yes, Don. You said the circular file.”

			

			“Well, I’ve changed my mind. Better dig out that letter. You can dig it out, can’t you?”

			Stadtler, whose methodical personality precluded the leaving of loose ends, opened the bottom left drawer of his desk.

			“Got it right here.”

			“Good. I’m going to give them Forty Martyrs.”

			“Don, you can’t do that—er, sorry.”

			“Relax, Ed. Haven’t had so much fun in years. It’s perfect. Get me Matt Henry at the seminary.”

			Doherty pulled a pad of lined paper from his desk and began to scribble a letter. As do most men, he enjoyed doing what he was good at doing, and he excelled at putting things and especially people into the right places—administrative talent, the cardinal called it.

			“Gentlemen,

			“We have considered your—hm—your interesting letter, and have decided to offer your society the parish and church of Forty Martyrs in Wyandotte.”

			He wondered yet again how such a western name had arrived in his decidedly Midwestern diocese. Maybe these strange people with their antiquarian bent would find out.

			“Our conditions are as follows:

			“Your pastor or his associate will offer Sunday and daily Masses in the normative rite of the Church at such times as will be agreed to by the existing lay council of the parish;

			“We are appointing Father—leave a blank for the name—as pastor of Forty Martyrs, and Father—leave another blank—as associate pastor. They may offer Mass in the extraordinary rite ad libitum—” He would show those people he knew their little Latin game—“ad libitum, but in accordance with the provisions of the Holy Father’s motu proprio Summorum Pontificum there will of course be no mixing of rites;

			“You and the pastor will assume sole responsibility for the structures and finances of the parish. Permission is granted you herewith to examine the records of the aforesaid structures and finances; you are directed to create a plan leading to the eventual solvency of the parish—”

			“Matt Henry on line 2,” said his phone.

			“Matt, how goes it?”

			

			“Fine, Don. And you?”

			“Never better. Listen.” Doherty spaced his words for emphasis and pleasure. “I want the—most—behind-the-times—man—we—have, the one under some old rock. What do you have?”

			Henry didn’t have to think it over.

			“Hopkins,” he said. “You ordained him three years ago. Out in the boondocks somewhere now.”

			“How’d he get through? Not blaming you, Matt; just curious.”

			“His uncle’s Stateline Farm Implement.”

			“So?”

			“Bailed us out of the priest scandal.”

			“Hm. OK, give Ed his contact info, will you?”

			“Sure, Don. If you don’t mind my asking, what do you have in mind?”

			“Put all the fringe elements together in one place. We have some people asking for the old Mass, so I’m giving them Forty Martyrs.”

			Henry gave an unclerical guffaw. “Nice work, Don.”

			“Thanks.” Doherty preened. “Got another misfit? We’ll clean house while we’re at it—I mean we’ll give this Hopkins someone to help him with the pigs and the corn.”

			“Two men for a small parish?”

			“If one’s sick, the other can do it all. Don’t want a fuss; don’t want to send in another man and have him acquire a taste for this stuff; don’t want them bringing in some lunatic sedevacantist with a bunch of pamphlets proving that Paul VI wasn’t really Paul VI. These people talk to each other, pal. It’s like an underground.”

			“Makes sense. Take Houghton. Wild card. Young. Never knew what to make of him. The psych boys couldn’t find anything wrong, and they tried, believe me.”

			[image: ]

			A few days later Police Lieutenant Gregory Flanigan had sent no agenda with his call for a special meeting of the Saint Athanasius Society, for he loved good theater, but he had laid in two bottles of champagne. He arranged the chairs in the living room of his garden apartment in the city, garden being a term of courtesy on the flimsy ground of its front door opening directly onto a side street; his generally stoic nature fairly bubbled in anticipation. A gentle rain murmured outside his windows in the April dusk.

			Flanigan did not generally like people; investigating murders exposed him to their less admirable aspects. At thirty, he knew he was too young to be jaded, and he did like the society people, finding them a respite from his profession. Transparent, most of them, he considered: they knew what they were doing and what they wanted and why. First to arrive, he was betting, would be Martha Baris, somewhat stout, gray-haired, erect, a secretary at one of the city’s middle schools. “I don’t know why I don’t retire,” Martha often said, but Flanigan knew, and he suspected she did, too: she liked knowing she was necessary.

			He shied away from the thought of Anne Wolfe, and turned his mind to John Stewart, who owned a music store in the city, gave lessons in violin, viola, and cello, and played in the city orchestra. John and his wife, Marie, having no children of their own, had adopted a large family of Vietnamese boat people some years back, seven of them, and when the neighbors were startled, Marie said, “It’s OK; they’re small.” The arrangement had worked out well: the parents had improved their English rapidly and found positions teaching in one of the high schools, and the children had excelled in school, and gone off to good colleges. The parents had excelled in thrift and industry, and had recently bought a house in the Stewarts’ neighborhood. The armchair with the footstool for John, Flanigan decided; he would be worn out with music students who had not done their homework.

			Martha Baris knocked briefly, opened the door for herself, and shook and folded her umbrella under the porch roof.

			“Thank you,” she said, as Flanigan took the umbrella.

			“You look miffed,” he observed. “Coffee’s on the sideboard.”

			“One more coffee, and I’ll be putting footprints on your ceiling. Yet more rules from the state Board of Ed, and more training sessions for the teachers, as if they didn’t have enough to contend with. I don’t know why I don’t retire.”

			“Maybe we’ll have something new for you to do, this evening,” Flanigan suggested, feeling rather like the fisherman who delicately floats a fly above the nose of a trout. She narrowed her eyes suspiciously; Flanigan gave her an innocent smile.

			

			“You’re up to something.”

			“Me?”

			The Stewarts’ arrival diverted them; they were followed by Anne Wolfe, even prettier than usual, Flanigan observed. He bowed to her slightly, shook hands with the Stewarts, and admitted Paul Devon, spare and middle-aged, who mostly wasted his time teaching history at a nearby university that had once been one of the great Midwestern bastions of Calvinism, founded to train clergymen but long since no more than a degree-mill for the deracinated young who planned careers in they knew not what. In his rare spare moments he worked on a scholarly book about the finances of Henry VII.

			They began with a prayer as always, and Flanigan asked whether there was urgent new business.

			“Out with it, Greg,” said Marie Stewart. “You’re looking intolerably full of fun.”

			“Who, me? Oh, all right, Marie. Since you asked, you read this to everyone while I get something from the kitchen.”

			He handed her Doherty’s letter.

			The tray of champagne flutes stood ready on the kitchen counter. Flanigan grasped the first chilled bottle by the neck with one hand, got a grip on the tray with the other, and paused to time his entrance. He returned to the living room as Marie read the bishop’s signature.

			There was silence for a moment; then Devon murmured, “God is good.”

			Flanigan uncorked the champagne, and joy prevailed. John Stewart stood, glass upheld, and proposed, “Bishop Doherty!”

			“Hear, hear!” his wife appended, and all drank.

			“I do hate to be a wet blanket,” said Anne Wolfe. Since everyone else was looking at her, Flanigan thought he could, too, confirming the pale oval face accentuated by the widow’s peak, the eyes somewhere between brown and green. He felt gut shot, and looked away at Paul Devon.

			“Has anyone else actually seen Forty Martyrs?” Anne asked quietly, and heads were shaken all around. She sighed.

			“It’s a flying saucer,” she said, “a UFO.”

			In the stunned silence that ensued, Devon reached for the laptop that lay propped by his chair. Marie Stewart edged her chair closer to look.

			“Lord have mercy,” she breathed.

			

			“Which Forty Martyrs, I wonder,” Devon murmured.

			Marie was still reading the website.

			“Church erected in 1974, so probably the ones of England and Wales, canonized in 1970. How poetic.”

			“Insulting, I’d call it,” said Devon.

			“Father Gerard M. Hopkins,” Anne Wolfe repeated. “Anyone know what the M stands for?”

			The others looked at her as if she had inquired about the weather in Istanbul.
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			New Country

			You feel in the atmosphere the same tonic, puissant quality that is in the tilth, the same strength and resoluteness.

			—Cather

			Hopkins had been following the moving van through patchy fog since early morning, mostly along county highways, as the driver wanted to avoid construction zones. South of his former parish on the eastern edge of the diocese, the land remained quite level, except for a couple of shallow valleys following small rivers; but as another county road bent west it began to rise, gradually, each line of hills ascending a bit higher than the previous ones, until he followed the van northwest, then due west again, and they could reasonably be called rolling. Beyond his new parish they rose still higher, he knew, until they reached the cliffs above the eastern bank of the Father of Waters.

			He was just short of thirty, and just short of six feet, and fit, for he kept to a regime of bicycle riding, partly from duty and partly for pleasure. In his previous assignment he had fought disillusionment to an uneasy truce.

			From behind him the sun cleared the fog and began to create the shadows of a few cumulus clouds, shadows that drifted down hillsides toward him in the light westerly breeze.

			It was a Thursday morning in late April. There was little traffic: a few pickup trucks and slowly crawling farm vehicles which the driver of the van was disinclined to pass. Hopkins himself felt no need to hurry; he was enjoying this passage from one life to another, admiring the cropland and pastures in their various shades of green, and the tidy farm buildings. Through his car window came the scents of cattle and the early first cutting of hay; twice he caught the enticing odor of bacon, and he thought he might mark his arrival in his new home with a pound of it.

			

			Red oak and burr oak lined the feeder creeks and drainage ditches; here and there a spinney stood across a hillside, or a single oak spread wide boughs in the middle of a pasture, offering shade, he supposed, to the cattle at midday. Just now they were grazing in small groups, mostly particolored, but a few deep red or black. Hopkins thought the scene resembled the Kentish countryside or the Tuscan hills—not that he had ever seen either, but he thought in terms of oil paintings. No more petty suburban quarrels, he thought, or spoiled adolescents with no sense of direction beyond the nearest shopping mall.

			Hopkins entertained no romantic illusions about his new people, but he expected their difficulties to arise more from fractious weather or the illnesses of families or herds than from imaginary insults or tiresome half-grown children trying to prove how smart they were by being disaffected.

			He wondered again about his new associate. Bryan Houghton had been two years behind him at the seminary; Hopkins could not recall ever conversing with the younger man beyond a good morning; he could not recall seeing him conversing with anyone at all. Amid his garrulous peers—far too garrulous, Hopkins had often thought—, Houghton had kept his head down and his mouth shut. Introverted? Self-absorption would not be an asset in parish life. The diocesan website had reported Houghton as associate pastor at a remote parish in the southeast; somehow he had avoided having his portrait included on the otherwise chipper parish website. Hopkins groaned a bit at the realization that he would have to do some updating on the website for Forty Martyrs.

			The van topped one more rise and began a gradual descent into a wide shallow bowl with a small village at its base. “City of Wyandotte,” a small green sign reported, “Population 2,305.” City was overstating the case, Hopkins thought. There were still farms to the right, and then a shady cemetery, but to the left stood a few small houses, bungalow-style, with tricycles and swing sets in their tidy yards. A cross street gave Hopkins a brief view of similar homes.

			The county road fed directly into a boulevard running one long block, with the driveway for the Methodist church to the right, an unprepossessing structure of brick and small windows, though Hopkins was in no position to criticize, and thereafter parking for small businesses on either side: a grocery, a hardware store, a barber, a lawyer, Ref’s Bar and Grill (“Make the Right Call”), a small post office, the storefront office of the Wyandotte Country News, and, to Hopkins’ great delight, Dora’s Bait and Video. In the middle of the grassy island dividing the northbound lane from the southbound stood a granite war memorial topped by a fierce eagle.

			He spotted the school at the southern edge of the village, a single sprawling story with a playground and playing fields beyond it and, on the eastern side of the boulevard, most improbably, a small Ford dealership. Hopkins shook his head to clear it, but there the building stood, Dave Ford’s Ford, with great glass windows fronting a lot with a quite respectable showing of vehicles. Beyond the dealership stood a gas station announcing fresh hot coffee.

			He followed the van down a side street on the left with more small houses—and then, at last, his new church.

			Forty Martyrs was only a little worse than its photos on the internet; they had not shown the rusty underpinnings of the church building—the landing gear of the flying saucer, he thought irresistibly, or the squarish brick structure supporting the stairs and handicap ramp leading up to the front doors. The weeds that grew through the cracks in the parking lot had recently been trimmed, he observed, and a few fat sheep grazed under the saucer itself. Hopkins whistled a few bars of Schafe können sicher weiden to keep his spirits up and parked in the street behind his van; a smaller van stood ahead, its ramp already down in the street for unloading. Houghton, then, had arrived ahead of him.

			The rectory was a reassuringly conventional two stories of white clapboard with windows on either side of the front door and two gable windows overlooking the small yard. The driveway, occupied at the moment by a dusty black VW bug, led to a detached two-car garage. The front door stood propped open by a shabby armchair upholstered in dark green, so Hopkins exchanged a wave with his driver, who headed for the doors on the side of his van, stretching out some of the stiffness from the road, and walked past the chair into the house.

			Voices from the left drew him past an office to a bright kitchen, where stood a muscular young man in work clothes, clearly annoyed, and Bryan Houghton in modern clericals, clearly baffled, as lean as Hopkins remembered, but possibly with thicker rimless spectacles.

			“Morning, gentlemen,” said Hopkins, trying to sound competent and cheerful. The two turned to him in evident relief, but Houghton’s driver’s eyes narrowed at the sight of Hopkins’ cassock.

			

			“I got another job to pick up at two,” the driver said, evidently having decided Houghton was a halfwit, and hoping for some sense out of Hopkins.

			“He wants to know where to put things,” said Houghton. “I have a cassock in the car. Somewhere. I think.”

			“Do you have other furniture, besides the armchair?”

			Houghton shook his head apologetically.

			“Books? Clothes? Miscellaneous?”

			Houghton nodded. “Some tools.”

			“I understand the previous incumbent left a bed and a dresser, so we’ll call that room yours. Let’s start with the books and the armchair. What do we have for a study?”

			Hopkins led the way across the hall, which ran through to a back door.

			“Here! Look, a fireplace, how perfect. Sir—” he addressed the driver— “I’m Gerard Hopkins.”

			“Jim Doughty. You want all them boxes of books in here?”

			“Yes, please, along this wall, I think; we can sort later; the tools in the garage for now. Father, give me a hand with that chair; we’ll put it right by the fireplace, don’t you think?”

			The two drivers met on the front walk, shaking their heads at each other in sympathy, and between them walked Hopkins’ ancient dresser up the stairs. In less than half an hour, some order had developed; Hopkins and Houghton had signed shipping manifests; the vans had departed.

			“Let’s sit in the kitchen and catch our breath,” Hopkins suggested.

			The room confirmed his first impression of old-fashioned normalcy: the windows faced east, and sported plain white curtains; between them stood a plain white table and two white chairs with bright cushions. One windowsill held a small pot of scarlet geraniums. A door on the northern wall opened into the back yard.

			Houghton half-sat and then remembered something.

			“I’ll be right back.”

			Hopkins heard a brief moment of trouble with the front door, but before he could help, Houghton returned, bearing a carton of wine; balanced atop the carton was a garment bag labeled House of Hansen.

			“You went to Priests R Us,” Hopkins observed. “What’s the box?”

			

			“Half cabernet and half a dry white,” Houghton said apologetically, “unless you prefer sweet?”

			“Let me help you with that. Louie, I think this is the beginning of a beautiful friendship.”

			“Actually my name is—Oh! You’re quoting Casablanca. You like old films?”

			“Father, whatever else happens, I foresee peaceful autumn evenings by the fire with books, except for Saturday nights at the movies. Look! A coffee maker, all set to go.”

			Half way through their first mugs there came a knock at the kitchen door, followed by a freckled young man in jeans and T-shirt, carrying an oversized radio or digital clock under one arm.

			“Morning, Fathers.” He removed his baseball cap to reveal a shock of bleached hair, and plugged the thing in next to the coffee pot.

			“Todd Westfield,” he said. “Your tornado radio. Father Pete didn’t want one; he said what would be would be.”

			“Thanks,” Hopkins replied, “but tornado radio?”

			“Sings out if there’s a watch or warning. Takes four AA batteries for back-up; you check those once a month, OK? Here’s the owner’s manual. I gotta get back to work. My mom says welcome, and she’ll be bringing you some supper.”

			And he disappeared.

			Hopkins and Houghton looked over their new acquisition.

			“I didn’t know we’d be in Tornado Alley,” said the latter. “Did you?”

			“I had no idea. Let’s go think about that study.”

			Its windows looked west to a wide yard, then the church parking lot, a pole barn called Parish Hall, and the saucer.

			“This one little bookcase won’t do it, will it? I can build some shelves.”

			Hopkins regarded his new associate with a mixture of skepticism and respect.

			“You can? I certainly couldn’t.”

			“My father’s a finish carpenter, a perfectionist; I used to help him, Heaven help me. Now it comes in handy.”

			Hopkins wondered what story might lie behind the remark, but Houghton’s tone did not invite inquiry. He turned to look out towards the church. The sun was approaching noon, just clearing the house to pick out what might be called the highlights of the saucer.

			

			“Oh, no.”

			“Awful, isn’t it?”

			“I don’t mean the church. I mean the tree.”

			“Quite dead, isn’t it?”

			“Yes, it is quite dead,” Hopkins grimly replied, “and it is a good forty feet tall, and it is a mere twenty or so from the house. One good soaking rain for a few days, with a powerful westerly—”

			“Aren’t you borrowing trouble? Isn’t the church bad enough?”

			“Borrowing trouble’s congenital with me, like finish carpentry with you. Shall we go face the worst? Look in the church?”

			The saucer was not really round, but octagonal. The sheep had vacated the area underneath, leaving it closely cropped. They’ll save us on mowing, Hopkins reflected.

			The handicap ramp was somewhat steeper than spec, he thought, but it had skid-proof strips along its steel surface. They took the stairs.

			The narthex featured vinyl tile in pink and pale blue, and cheerful posters of cheerful children, cheerful flowers, and cheerful birds. “Welcome to our worship family!” they chirped. “We are church!” “God loves YOU just as you are!”

			“It looks like a nursery school,” Houghton murmured, “but something’s missing. There are no butterflies.”

			Hopkins glared at him.

			Double doors with glass windows led into the nave, which was carpeted in surgical green, with brown spots scattered about, some bearing fresh bits of ceiling tile. Just inside the doors stood a wide concrete birdbath, evidently a combination baptismal font and stoup, with two small birds of the same material perched on the rim.

			The free-standing altar directly ahead bore a festive drape of pale blue satin, richly ornamented with vines and flowers. The tabernacle of indeterminate metal with abstract dove stood on a narrow shelf beyond it, flanked by thirsty-looking ferns in green plastic trugs.

			“Fern bar,” Houghton commented brightly.

			Hopkins glared at him.

			To each side of the chancel were doors, presumably a sacristy and a confessional. Six sides of the octagon, framing rows of pews set at wide angles, carried abstract stained glass in deep purple and forest green, relieved here and there with an abstract dove of clear glass. Suspended from above several windows there hung banners of brown burlap with peace, love, and joy stitched on them in pink and lavender crewelwork.

			“You couldn’t make this up,” said Houghton. “Adducentur in templum Regis,” he added, and strode to the front and knelt in one of the pews; Hopkins took the other to beg for fortitude and wisdom, but someone cleared his throat behind them.

			It was a wiry man of middle height and middle age with a gray brush cut, a clipboard, and a pencil behind his right ear.

			“Figured I’d find you in here,” he said. “Larry Veblein; I’m checking the fire extinguishers.”

			Hopkins stood; with a glance at the tabernacle he said, “Glad to meet you, Mr. Veblein. Could we talk outside?”

			“Larry, but it’s OK. Father Pete took out the Sacrament when he left, couple of days ago.”

			“I thought so,” nodded Houghton. Hopkins shot him a glance of inquiry.

			“I can sometimes tell,” Houghton said, shrugging apologetically.

			Hopkins shook off the mystification.

			“Gerard Hopkins,” he said, “and this is Bryan Houghton. What else do you do, Mr. Veblein?”

			“Larry. I fix things and mow, and keep us in code with the fire, the electric, the kitchen, the water, the asbestos, the insurance.”

			“Water?”

			“Got to certify no backwash. You want to sign off on the extinguishers? I already checked the hall and the rectory.”

			He proffered the clipboard and Hopkins signed the form.

			“If you don’t mind my asking,” Hopkins inquired, “I infer from your explanation that you are Church of England?”

			“Who minds? My father was a vestryman at St. Hilary Martyr in Richmond forty years, but when the butterflies came in I came out.”

			He shot Houghton a lopsided grin.

			“You heard what I said,” Houghton asked, “about the nursery school and butterflies?”

			

			“Not eavesdropping on purpose. I was checking the extinguisher on the basement stairs. Here: you feed this into your phones; anything you need, you call. You call, we haul, like the man says in the movie.” He scribbled some numbers on a corner of the extinguisher form and tore it off for Hopkins.

			Houghton frowned, but Hopkins identified  it.

			“We Were Soldiers!”

			“You got it. 329-7362, but the easy way to remember is L-A-W-R-E-N-C.”

			“How did you do that?” Hopkins exclaimed, but Veblein just smiled.

			“Just dial O for O’Malley,” Houghton remarked.

			“Bells of St. Mary’s,” the others chorused.

			Hopkins glanced around the church.

			“Mr.—uh, Larry, what do you think of those banners?” He asked in a carefully neutral tone; for all he knew, Veblein’s wife or daughter might have created them.

			“Ugly, ain’t they?”

			“Well, perhaps not to everyone’s taste in liturgical décor.”

			Veblein snorted. “Like to see ’em gone?”

			“When you have time, that would be wonderful.”

			“Ladder’s in the parish hall. Anything else?”

			“The organ couldn’t be moved to the back of the church, could it?”

			“Sure it could. Doesn’t belong up there, does it? Anything else?”

			“Maybe the posters in the narthex?” Houghton suggested.

			“We got room in the dumpster,” said Veblein with satisfaction. “What do you want instead? You looked in your basement yet?”

			“The church basement?”

			“Nothing down there but the boiler, breaker box, and AC. Lots of stuff in the rectory basement, though.”

			He surveyed his new employers.

			“You better wait for me; it’s kind of messy down there and the stairs ain’t too good. Meet you in the rectory in ten, fifteen minutes?”

			“Sure. Thanks, Larry.”

			The priests smiled at each other, shaking their heads in wonderment.

			“How bad can the sacristy be?” Hopkins asked the peeling ceiling.

			“Let’s go see.”

			

			The sacristy floor reverted to the vinyl; its walls were of cinderblock in high-gloss beige. The single window, unstained, overlooked a pasture, whither the sheep had now wandered.  The room was mostly bare, with several feet of kitchen counter along the inner wall and a clothing rack on wheels that might have been a donation from Wal-Mart, bearing wire hangers with white bathrobes in many sizes, a chasuble in construction-zone green, and one in white with the ubiquitous dove and a cross, both gold. An altar missal and a few lectionaries sat on the counter.

			“Well,” said Houghton, “There’s not much to move out. There’s that electric organ in the chancel. Should we look over the music?”

			“Maybe later? We don’t want to keep the man waiting.”

			[image: ]

			Veblein met them at the door of the rectory basement, and surveyed them.

			“You got hats?”

			Hopkins fetched his round British clerical from the closet in the hall, but Houghton shook his head. Veblein pulled a baseball cap from his clipboard, slapped it against his own leg in case of dust, and handed it to Houghton.

			“Lots of spiders and cobwebs down there.”

			His own cap was in faded navy, embroidered in gold with two dolphins rampant on either side of an arching whale with one long tusk. “Narwhal,” the motto proclaimed, “SSN 671.”

			“A nuke?” Hopkins asked.

			“Three hitches, but when they retired her, I retired me. She was a good boat.”

			“Boat?” Houghton asked. “I thought dolphins were for the dauphin, the heir to the French throne.”

			“They’re also for submarines,” Hopkins explained. “No wonder you’re competent, Larry.”

			Veblein flipped the switch at the top of the stairs and the one on his long flashlight.

			“Skip the second step and the bottom one,” he advised.
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