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CHAPTER I

The Thing on the Wall
“The quicker we get rid of that priest, the better,” Mr. Charles Rutherford, President of Saint Timothy’s Parish Council, told his crony, Willie Overheimer. The monthly meeting of the council had not yet been called to order. Council members were arriving and staking out their places around the large rectangular table under the glaring fluorescent lights in the parish hall kitchen. The rest of the building was in darkness.

“Don’t see how that’s possible,” Willie protested. He was surprised at his own boldness in not agreeing with Charles. One just did not disagree with the council president. Willie continued: “We can’t just ask him to leave—”

“I’ve already arranged for his departure.”

“How could you do that?”

“I have ways,” Charles said, without adding what he was thinking, that Willie was too stupid to be on the council, but handy nonetheless. “I’ve got enough on that guy to have him thrown out of here. He’s been bad news since the first day he came here seven years ago with all kinds of crazy ideas. We never had any say in his coming here, you’ll remember.”

“That’s right,” Willie agreed with much nodding of his head. “I heard the bishop sent him here to close down this church. Wasn’t no need. We’ve been growing ever since Father Beckett got here.”

“That’s true, Willie, but it’s no thanks to him. People come here because they want to, not because Father Beckett is here. He’s done many things to keep people away. Who was it who decided—without the council’s approval, I might add—that this parish should start a food cupboard? Tell me that! He did. Now we have all kinds of characters looking for handouts, the dregs of humanity hanging around here every time you try to park your car behind the church. Just last week, when I came from mid-week service, I found one of them leaning against my Cadillac. And who was it who said that those kids who play on our basketball team don’t have to be members of this church? Ever hear of such a thing? When I was a teenager, you not only had to belong to this church to get on the team, you had to go to church every Sunday or you’d be thrown off, let me tell you.”

While speaking, Charles was drumming his fingers on the table. Without a cigar between his index and middle fingers on his right hand, he was unsure what else to do with his hands. From time to time, he found a use for them: to brush back his graying hair, which he knew from many hours spent before a mirror, complemented his deeply tanned face.

Willie felt it was now time to begin agreeing with Charles. (One could push that dangerous pastime—disagreeing with Charles—just so far.) He pulled his chair closer to the table, rested clasped hands in front of him, coughed, looked up into his idol’s face, and said, “Father Frank has made a lot of changes around here. Do you think those things are enough to get the bishop to remove him? From what I’ve seen over the years, Bishop Linfield can’t be moved easily. A bit of a stickler for keeping his priests where he wants them.”

“Now let me tell you something you don’t know.” Charles lowered his voice and leaned closer to his fellow council member. He looked around to make sure no one could overhear. “I’ve got some real good dirt on our dear, beloved parish priest. Concerns money. Money that’s disappeared.”

Willie pulled away a short distance. “You don’t mean… I mean… you’re not saying…”

“What I’m saying is simply this: several thousand dollars have disappeared. It was allocated for repairs to the roof on this building. Now, the money’s gone.”

“And you think Father Frank had something to do with it?”

“I know he did.” Charles nodded his head in a knowing manner.

By this time, the table was full. Father Frank Beckett had sent word earlier in the day that he would be out of town and did not expect to make this meeting. Charles stood up. The other council members followed his example.

“Heavenly Father, look down upon us this evening as we gather in this room,” the president began the prayer. “We have come here to do your work. Fill us with the wisdom to make the right decisions, the sincerity to put aside personal gains, the humility to know that all good things come from you, and the love for you shown best in our love for our fellow men. And women. Amen.”

There were mumbled amens drowned out for the most part by the jarring sound of metal chairs being dragged into place on the vinyl floor as the members resumed their seats.

“The Parish Council of Saint Timothy’s Church will now come to order,” Charles announced as he looked up and down the long table. He smiled inwardly when he realized that not only was their priest not present, but Jacqueline Woodward, another troublemaker, was working a late shift at the hospital.

“Old business” consisted of rehashing the petty points of the past two meetings revolving around the youth group’s need for funds and the salary for the newly appointed deacon.

Charles sat back and listened to what he considered the inane “New Business,” as Hildy Goodfellow, the oldest member of the parish, introduced in her shaky voice a motion to have special bookmarks printed for the hymnals. When she finished, and her motion passed, Charles brushed away an invisible piece of lint from his silk suit before addressing the council. 

“Now, if there is no other new business, I would like to bring to this council’s attention a matter of the gravest importance,” he announced in his most presidential of voices. This got the attention of everyone at the table. “It seems a sum of money has disappeared from the parish treasury. I consider stealing from the church one of the most serious sins anyone can commit. To me, it is stealing from God.”

This last remark evoked a number of head nods and unintelligible sounds that could only be interpreted as agreement.

“Fortunately, we know who the culprit is,” Charles went on. He deliberately paused and waited for his last remark to sink in. “It is a shame upon the church and a crime against all we hold sacred when one who has been chosen of God, called to a vocation to serve others, falls by the wayside. When you or I sin, it is a terrible thing, but when a priest sins, it cries out to the very heavens for punishment.”

There was the silence of the dead in the room. 

“I have here a copy of a letter I posted to Bishop Linfield only this afternoon,” Charles said as he unzipped his leather briefcase and withdrew a manila folder. “I shall give it to the Parish Council Secretary, and ask that it be copied into the minutes of this meeting, but first, I want to read it to you. It is addressed to Bishop Linfield, and the core of the letter reads as follows: 

“‘It is with the deepest regret that I must bring to your attention an action of our priest, Father Frank Beckett. A sum of money, in the thousands of dollars, which the Parish Council designated for church repairs, has been misappropriated by him. As President of Saint Timothy’s Parish Council, I am therefore asking that the appropriate canonical steps be taken: first, that you remove said priest from our church; and second, that suitable punishment be imposed.

“‘In the meantime, Bishop, I intend to take the necessary steps to begin proceedings in the civil court against Father Beckett in this matter.

“‘Sincerely yours in Christ, et cetera.’”

As he slid the paper across the table towards the recording secretary, one could hear breathing in the room. This lasted for about five seconds, then pandemonium broke out, everyone talking at the same time, with voices rapidly reaching crescendo volume. Charles let the steam escape for a while, then began banging his gavel. He finally brought the meeting to something like order. After a few last I-don’t-believe-its and It-doesn’t-surprise-me-one-bits, Charles got his desired silence and attention.

“I realize this comes as a shock to some of you. As for myself, I daresay it amounts to nothing short of what I might have expected. As you all know, I have more than once warned the members of this council to be careful, that Father Beckett was more than a maverick, he was actually a threat to this parish. Now, I trust, Bishop Linfield will do the right thing and replace him. With that in mind, I urge this council to proceed with that expectation. When Father Beckett returns tomorrow, I shall meet with him personally and explain to him what has been done so far. I intend to suggest to him that he resign immediately, and not wait until there is something approaching a scandal. If he is half as concerned about the welfare of this parish as he claims to be, I trust he will do the right thing and leave immediately. Now, if there is no further—”

“You’re the son of a bitch we should get rid of,” Marigold Wiggins spoke up. Every head at the table spun in her direction. “Father Frank is a good man. He does care. And any bastard who says he’s a thief ought to be strung up by his—”

“Please, Marigold!” Charles said with raised voice. “Please remember where you are.”

“I’m on church property,” Marigold snapped back at the council president. “And I’m angry, damned angry. The way Jesus was when he threw those crooks outta the Temple. This is the Lord’s House, and you have made it a place for squabbling.” Marigold was in her sixties, with a countenance as round as a full moon and as black as its far side. She supported herself by selling her homemade “Mari-Gold Cheese Pies.” Judging by her dimensions, Marigold had sampled one too many slices. She had been one of the dozen old timers who still attended St. Timothy’s when Father Frank arrived seven years earlier. 

“You’re all so damned concerned about your own importance,” she continued as her eyes passed from one to another of the council members. “Anyone would think we’re some kind of celebrities, the way we carry on here sometimes. And, the rest of you, use your heads. It’s Father Frank we’re talking about. He’s no thief. We all know that. He’s a good man, a little too good, sometimes, for his own good. But steal? Not on your brass bells, he wouldn’t. What’s more, there ain’t a one of us sitting at this table that Father Frank hasn’t helped one time or another. Now, if this bullshit is finished, I gotta get me outta here. Something on TV I don’t want to miss. A lot more worthwhile than all this garbage we’ve had to sit here and listen to.” With that final statement, Marigold pushed back her chair, picked up her pocketbook from the floor, and swept out of the hall.

When she was out of sight, Charles addressed the council. “If there is anyone else who would like to make a statement in defense of this… this priest, by all means do so now.” He slowly and sternly studied the faces up and down both sides of the table. Eyes were quickly averted. He had learned early in his tenure as council president that, although the members could loudly and strongly voice their opinions individually, collectively in a meeting such as this, he could, with the right voice and commanding visage, browbeat them into submission. Since there were no more defenses of Father Frank to be heard, he said, “Very well, then, this meeting is adjourned. I have much to do and shall leave immediately.” He pushed his chair back, gathered up his paperwork, and headed towards the door which led out to the rear parking lot.

Charles was about to learn, if he did not already know it, that the best laid plans, even those of parish council presidents, do not always go according to schedule. His egress was blocked by the other members of the council, all talking and asking questions at the same time. “How did you find out the money was missing?” “How do you know Father Frank was the one who took the money?” “What did he do with it?”

Charles attempted to answer their questions as he continued to walk towards the rear door of the parish hall, but not without considerable exasperation. “The bank statement showed the money was missing. The bank also confirmed that it was our dearly beloved priest who withdrew it. As for what he did with it, that’s anybody’s guess, but it would not surprise me to find out he did something outlandish with it.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” someone asked.

“Simply this,” Charles replied and stopped short of pushing open the door. “How many of you have ever been in that room he calls his study on the second floor of the rectory?”

With nods and bobs of their heads, they all admitted they had been in that room one time or another.

“Fine. Then you’ve all seen that… that thing he has there hanging on the wall over his desk, right? Right?”

More nods.

“It’s a disgrace, that is what I call it. No priest should have such a thing. How would it look if an outsider saw it? Suppose the bishop saw it. How would that reflect on St. Timothy’s, tell me that. For that… that thing alone you should all demand Father Frank Beckett’s immediate removal from this parish. Now, I simply must be leaving.” With this final statement, Charles succeeded in opening the door and stepping out into the night air.

 He walked over to his car in the back parking lot. Before he could unlock his car door and get inside, another car pulled up. Charles shaded his eyes as he stood in the blinding headlights. The driver got out. 

“Good evening, Charles.” It was Father Frank. “I hoped I’d make it back in time for at least part of the meeting, but I guess I’m too late.”

Charles unlocked his car door in silence. At that same moment as the two men stared at one another, the door of the parish hall opened and the balance of the council emerged: five men and four women. They stopped suddenly and formed a small, tight-knit group on the little wooden porch attached to the hall. Not a word was spoken. The silence, with only the sound of muffled traffic in the distance, was hanging over all of them. Frank was quick to notice there was something amiss. He looked away from Charles, and took in the sight of the remnants of his council standing like a huddled band of frightened children, unsure if they should stay or run, uncertain if they should even have been there. 

“Something’s wrong,” Frank finally said. “Someone care to tell me?” He raised his voice slightly. He stared at a defiant Charles Rutherford, whose hand was resting on his partially opened car door, his body language shouting that he had no intention of being questioned, not even by his priest. Frank took a few steps in the direction of the parish hall porch, then stopped. “Well?” he asked again. A pantomime of fidgeting told him what he wanted to know. He spun around and confronted Charles once more. “What is it?” he demanded as he came towards Charles, towering over him.

Frank was in his mid-thirties, slightly more than six feet tall, slender, with black hair in a brush cut. He had been sent to Saint Timothy’s by Bishop Fielding seven years earlier to be the spiritual shepherd of a small, almost nonexistent, parish. Tonight, he had the feeling someone or something had attacked his flock.

Charles opened the door wider, got in the driver’s seat, closed the door, then lowered the window. “You might as well know this evening. You’ll be summoned by the bishop in a day or two anyway. I informed the parish council about your taking the money from the parish funds. I have called for your removal. And, what’s more, I intend to instigate civil proceedings.” He started the engine and immediately drove out of the parking lot. Frank stood there, watching the long car disappear. Behind him, he heard footsteps. Many of the council members had walked to the meeting, and now made haste to be gone. Others had driven there. They averted their eyes and scurried to their cars. Only Willie Overheimer could not escape the priest who had this evening been accused of a crime.

“Do you have anything to say, Willie?” Willie’s head hung and his shoulders slumped. He nervously ran his fingers through the hair on his head, which was as thin as Willie was fat. He looked so uneasy Frank felt sorry for him. “Never mind. I’m sure tomorrow I’ll find out what really happened. Have a good night, Willie.”

Frank let himself into the rectory through the kitchen door and walked slowly up the stairs towards his bedroom on the second floor. He had had a long day. He was tired. He stopped in his second-floor study to drop off a few scribbled notes for next Sunday’s sermon. Before turning off the light in the study, he stopped with his hand on the switch, and looked back at his desk and at the thing hanging on the wall over it. He turned off the light, and went to his room, and so to bed.

