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The Buried Bride begins one day after the end of The Redemptive Return and contains spoilers for the earlier book.

This book takes place in a time and place very much like our own.  In  the book’s world, however, COVID-19 doesn’t exist; hence our characters wear no masks, shake hands, hug with abandon, and gather in groups of more than 10 people.

All the places and characters in this book are the product of the authors’ imagination and research. Any resemblance to actual places or persons is entirely coincidental.

TRIGGER WARNING: this book contains occasional profanity, reference to sexual situations, and a non-graphic discussion of an attempted date rape.
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“What, no cinnamon roll?” 

Helen and I are at The Perfect Cup on the Thursday after Ash Wednesday, the beginning of Lent, the most important season on the Church calendar.

For us, after our conversation with the Archbishop in my office yesterday, it could be the most important Lent of our lives.

Certainly, it’s going to be the longest.

Helen waggles her eyebrows at me and says, “Well, Father Tom, Lent began yesterday, or have you forgotten already?”

“No, I haven’t forgotten,” I say, displaying my right thumb. It is still gray from placing ashes on the foreheads of the men, women, and children of Saint Clare’s—including hers. “I’m just surprised to see you without a cinnamon roll.”

“I know,” she sighs, looking down at her cup of black coffee, “but I thought giving up sweets would be a good penance this year.”

I narrow my eyes. “This isn’t because of the things Mom said to you when we were there,” I say, “because she’s—”

“Oh, no,” she says, her eyes still fixed on her coffee. “This isn’t a weight thing. This is an ‘avoiding sources of temptation and exercising self-discipline’ thing.”

“Oh,” I nod. “I see.”

We look at each other across the table, not quite certain what to say next. Part of our agreed upon Lenten discipline was to avoid talks of intimate things—both emotional and physical.

“So, I told you. Now you tell me. What are you giving up?” Helen asks, breaking the tension with a much needed subject shift.

“You know, I haven’t completely decided yet,” I say, sitting back and throwing an arm over the back of my chair. “Traditionally, I give up eating in restaurants. But I’m certainly not doing that this year for obvious reasons. So, I’m thinking maybe television?”

“What?” Helen says in mock horror, “just as the NASCAR season starts again?”

“Well, you see,” I reply,  “one of the great things about being a NASCAR fan is that Catholics are never supposed to fast from anything on Sundays, not even during Lent. It's always a day of celebration because of the Resurrection.”

“I thought it was also supposed to be a day devoted to family and spiritual pursuits?”

I laugh. “Helen, I am a Cathoic priest in a small town in western Maryland. My parish is full of some of the most fertile couples I have ever known. Every day of my life is focused on family and spiritual pursuits. I don’t think a few hours a week devoted to men firing engines in anger is going to hurt my soul.”

I sip my coffee. “That reminds me,” I say, pulling out my phone and checking my email. “I need to add the Richards to the list of baptisms for the fall.”

“The list of baptisms?” Helen says. “How many baptisms do you have?”

I look at my calendar. “Twelve.”

Helen slams her cup down. “Twelve! There are going to be twelve more babies in the Church? Where do they all come from?”

I get a tight smile and lean forward. “Well, you see Helen, when a man and a woman—”

“Oh, stop it, you know what I mean!”

I chuckle. “You remember that blizzard just before Christmas? Closed everything down for three days? Well, some of them had a lot of time on their hands.”

I start to laugh at my own joke, but my laughter fades when I see the look on Helen’s face. 

I close my eyes. “Sorry, Helen,” I say. “I wasn’t thinking.”

She clears her throat. ‘It’s OK,” she whispers. “It just reminded me, you know?”

Looking directly at her, I put my fist to my chest. She smiles, then does the same thing.

It’s our secret signal, the one we agreed on. It lets the other person know that we’re sorry we broke one of our Lenten commitments.

“All right,” she says, changing the subject again, waving her hands in surrender. “Far be it from me, a lowly, though now Chief Detective, to argue theology and spiritual discipline with you.”

“Good,” I say “Now that we’ve got that out of the way, what’s on your calendar for today?”

“Not much.  I’ll go check in at the office when I leave here, but then I’ve got to go to Dulles to pick Gladys up.”

“Oh, she’s getting back in today? It hasn’t been that long since we left.”

“I know, but she said that she’s done all she can for the FBI and, since she got The Belvedere’s files unlocked, they can take it from here.” Pulling out her cell phone and tapping the screen, Helen adds, “She also said, and I quote: ‘I’ve gotta get out of here before Dad’s mother drives me completely crazy’.”

I roll my eyes. Mom has that effect on people.

“I can’t believe she stayed on with Mom after we left,” I say.

“I can’t either,” Helen says, shaking her head,  “but, as she pointed out, it was either there or at the brothel they were investigating.”

“Knowing Gladys, I’m still surprised.”

“Apparently she did ask, but the FBI said it was an active crime scene so they couldn’t let her.”

“Well that explains it then,” I say, nodding.  “Still, Mom seems happy to have had her there.  Well, at least as happy as Mom can ever be.”

“Oh yeah, according to Gladys, they’re having a fine old time. Nola keeps trying to give her your sister’s old clothes.”

I nearly choke on this. Sputtering, I say, “Wait a minute. Mom’s been trying to give Gladys the clothes that Sonya bought while she was working as a madam?”

“That’s right,” Helen says, nodding.  “Your mom has said to Gladys on more than one occasion,” she picks up her phone again, “and this is also a direct quote, ‘Most of them are really expensive and it's not like Helen would ever be able to fit into them.’”

“Oh, boy,” I say, trying to figure out how to tell Helen once again how lovely she is without breaking our Lenten promise for the second time today. 

And it’s not even 10 a.m. yet.

“Oh, Tom,” Helen laughs playfully, “if I was ever going to worry about my weight, it wouldn’t be because of something Nola Greer said.”

“Well, I’m glad to hear that. So is Gladys going to take any of them?”

“I doubt it.  You know she doesn’t like wearing anything made after 1968.”

This is certainly true. Gladys Finkelstein is known around Myerton for three things: her 186 IQ, her bright teal wheelchair, and her tendency to dress like Jackie Kennedy. In other places, her light blue hair might also make her stand out, but since this is a college town, that’s not really a big deal.

I am contemplating with horror the idea of Gladys wheeling around town in a gold lame business suit when Helen’s phone rings. 

She answers it and says, “Hello? Oh, yes, Chief, what—wait, today? But that’s awfully short notice.” She pauses and listens. “OK, I get it, Chief. So what time is our meeting with him.” When she gets this piece of news, her eyes get big. “But that’s in an hour! What does he—OK, OK, I’ll have something intelligent to say. Where shall I meet you?” She nods as her boss says something. “OK, I’ll come by your office and we can walk over together.” There’s a bit of loud talking on the other end, causing Helen to pull the phone away slightly. “Of course, sorry Chief, don’t know what came over me.” Hanging up, she tosses the phone lightly on the table.

“Well,” she huffs. “That’s. Just. Dandy!”

“What’s wrong?” I say.

“Oh, the new President of Myer College has requested a meeting to discuss the department’s role in campus security. Apparently, he’s concerned that  we’re not giving the College sufficient protection. He wants to meet with the Chief and me today at 11 a.m..”

I shrug. “So? You just go and act like your usual charming self,” I grin.

“Hah! Have you forgotten who this guy is?”

“Oh, Helen, some things are impossible to forget.”

Like the fact that Myer’s new president, who is forty-eight, “dated” Gladys when she was at MIT.

When she was eighteen. 

Gladys graduated with a Masters at twenty, and she’s only twenty-four now.

“Do everyone a favor,” I say. “Leave your gun in the car. And by gun, I mean both of them.”

“Oh, I’m not going to shoot him,” she says, as she takes another drink of coffee.

I extend my hand across the table. “And why don’t you just give me the knife?”

“You’re just asking because you still want to know where I keep it.”

I’m about to deny that when she stands and announces, “And anyway, I don’t have it with me.” 

“What?” I say. “No knife?”

“No, Tom, I only carry the knife when I’m undercover. I am very much hoping not to need it during a meeting in the office of the President of Myer College.”

“Is there anything I can do?” I say.

“Actually, there is one thing, if you feel up to it. Since I don’t know how long this guy’s gonna keep us, could you possibly pick Gladys up?” 

“Oh, sure.  I don’t have any appointments.  Just text me her flight info.”

“Are you sure you feel well enough?” she says, worry etched into her face.

I spread my hands. “The doctor said I could drive on Thursday. I’ll take it easy, avoiding the Beltway and driving the back route. If I feel funny, I’ll pull over. Promise.”

“OK,” she says with a smile. “Thanks so much, sweetie.” She stops suddenly and catches herself. Then she briefly brings her fist to her chest. I give her a smile and a small nod to let her know I saw.  Then she turns and is on her way.  

As she walks away, I find my eyes following after her. I force myself to look at something else, then briefly tap my own chest.

Yes, a very long Lent indeed.
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“But I just don’t get it, Dad!”

I’m about halfway between Dulles International Airport and Myerton, having picked Gladys up after her flight from Tallahassee. Even considering how crowded that airport usually is, it was easy for me to spot her when I pulled into the Arrivals pick-up lane. After all, there just are not that many young 24-year-old women with light blue hair in teal wheelchairs wearing a vintage, boxy, navy blue suit accessorized with a brand new fuchsia Hermes scarf.  I know it’s Hermes, and that this is a very expensive brand, because Helen had pointed it out to me when we were going through my sister’s closet.

We’d spent most of the time just chatting, and by chatting, I mean her talking and me listening. She spoke of her work with the FBI, made several observations about how bad the people who ran the human trafficking operation were, bemoaned the fate of some of the girls who either didn’t have families or whose families were not interested in having them back, and of course made several pointed observations about Mom. Particularly, observations about Mom’s comments concerning Helen’s weight. Which, apparently, she made quite often for some reason.

I had stopped her from saying more when she said, “Oh, then there’s the things she said about your injury.”

As if she needed a reset, she lapsed into a silence after that remark.  This lasted some thirty miles or so, when she blurted out, “I just don’t get it.”

I look at her out of the corner of my eye. “What don’t you get, Gladys?”

“What’s going on between you and Mom—or, I guess what isn’t going on?”

I can’t suppress a chuckle. Gladys insists on calling me Dad and Helen Mom. Having been orphaned at eight in the same car accident that left her in a wheelchair, she’s spent some time looking for substitutes, not always making the best decisions in the process. It’s an unspoken agreement between Helen and I that we let her, at least in private.

Besides, it’s not like people don’t call me Father all the time. And Dad’s just a variation of that.

“Oh, I see,” I say. “What about it?”

“You and Mom are obviously in love,” she says.

“True.”

“So you admit it?”

“Gladys, to deny that I love Helen would be like denying that the sky is blue and water is wet.”

“Well?” she says, her voice a mixture of confusion and irritation. “Couldn’t you just ditch this whole priest thing and go back to being an archivist? I mean, I know you’re old and all.” I shoot her a dirty look and she adds quickly, “But not that old. I’m sure you could get a job or Mom could support you.  You know she makes a lot more money than you do.”

“I know,” I say, a bit defensively, “but how do you know?” 

“Oh, well, that’s easy. I manage the personnel files for the police department, and one day I noticed a copy of Saint Clare’s annual financial statement on Mom’s desk.”

I am about to pursue this further when she interrupts me, dragging me back against my will to our previous, very uncomfortable topic.

“So wouldn’t being with her be worth giving up your job?”

This question hits me like a punch in the stomach. It's the question that I have faced again and again.

“Being with Helen, being married to Helen, would be worth giving up any job in the world, Gladys,” I say. “But being a priest is more than just a job, it's a calling. The Church calls it a vocation and compares it to being married. Furthermore, something special happens when a man is ordained. He gets special powers, I guess you could call them, that come from God himself. A man makes promises, lifelong vows to God and the Church, vows that are every bit as valuable and real as marriage vows. Gladys, would you ever ask a man to leave his wife and children for you?”

“No, of course not. That would be gross.”

“Not just gross, but wrong. So would my leaving the priesthood for Helen.  Even if I did decide to do so, I would be leaving my best self behind.”

“But she wouldn’t care as long as you were both happy,” Gladys pleads.

“Has she said that to you?” I ask.

“Well, no.”

“What has she said?” I ask, already knowing the answer.

Gladys, with arms crossed and a pout, says with the bored tone that only the very young can still manage, “She said that she wants you to stay a priest because she loves God and she loves the way you love God and she doesn’t want that to change.” 

She turns her head to look out the window at the passing scenery. After a few minutes, she turns back to me and says, with an angry tone that surprises me, “And by the way, I don’t get that, either.”

“Get what?” I ask.

“The whole God thing. You and Mom, you’re good people. She puts her life on the line everyday and you almost got killed trying to help some girls you’d never even met. So why do you need to make yourselves miserable?  Don’t you do enough? I mean, how much more can He want?”

“Hmmm,” I say, trying to buy some time to sort through my answer. I’m not quite sure what to say, especially since I’ve spent a good portion of the months since Father Leonard’s suicide asking the same questions.

I’m still not a hundred percent sure of the answers. But Gladys is a young soul asking me for guidance. I’m not about to taint that with my own still confused feelings.

“So, it sounds like you believe in God,” I begin. “I mean, we’ve never really talked about it or anything. I know you seem to enjoy Mass when you come.”

“Oh, yeah. I totally believe in God. I mean, obviously my Dad was Jewish but my Mom was raised Catholic and had me baptized. I even made my first Holy Communion the year before they died. Big, puffy white dress, veil, and everything.”

I have no trouble imagining Gladys wearing that now. “And then?”

“After my parents died, I lived with my grandparents. They were wonderful people but old. They wanted to send me to Catholic school but I was in the chair and there were stairs everywhere in that building. So they homeschooled through this online private school. I loved that and pretty much spent all my time online. That’s when I really started loving computers and how I ended up at MIT when I was still so young. 

“The thing was, though, I didn’t have many friends, any really, at least not my own age. My grandmother was a member of the Ladies of Charity, and they were really sweet, but they were pretty much the only people I ever saw other than my Grandma and Grandpa. We went to Mass on Sunday and I loved dressing up for that but the priest was old, too, and I think he was just too tired to really make the Mass special. Not like you do.”

“That’s not me, Gladys,” I point out. “The Mass is special because it's the Mass. It doesn’t matter who is celebrating it.”

“Maybe so,” she says. “Anyway, there weren’t really any other teenagers in the parish. By the time my grandmother began to bring up Confirmation, I was so caught up in other stuff that I just wasn’t interested. So we dropped it, I went off to college, and that was it.”

“But you said you do believe in God. I mean, a lot of kids stop believing after they’re in college.”

“Hey, I may not be a good Catholic, but I am smart enough to know that all the stuff I’ve studied couldn’t have happened by accident. And anyway, I like the idea of God and heaven and that my Mom and Dad are happy there.”

She pauses for a minute and then takes a deep breath. “What I don’t like is the idea of a God who makes rules that hurt people and cause them to be miserable.”

“Oh, I see.” I let this sit for a minute and then ask, “Do you think Helen and I are miserable?”

“Yeah, I do, at least some of the time. Though it's not as bad now as it was.”

“So we were more miserable before, in Bellamy?”

“Well, yeah. I know that you were upset about your sister and all but you were also miserable together.”

“But we’re better, now?”

“Definitely.  I mean, Mom still looks a little sad sometimes but everyone has their moments.”

“Good point. So,” and I pause here, not wanting to appear disrespectful, “what do you think has changed?”

“Well, Mom says that you both decided to back off and figure out what God wants you to do.”

“And that has made us happier,” I say, in something between a statement and a question.

“I guess.” 

I think that I’ve made my point but the young never give up that easily.

“But why do you have to?” she wails. “Why can’t you be happy together and get married or even just live together or at least steal away for a dirty weekend now and then?”

I know at this point I could quote Church teaching or something from Saint Pope John Paul II, but I decide to take a different tactic.

“Gladys,” I say, “You know a lot about computers, right?”

“You know I do.”

“And you know that they are designed to run a certain way. That what you get out depends on what you put in.”

“Yeah,” she says dubiously.

“OK. So if I want good information, I have to put in the correct codes and commands.” Out of the corner of my eye, I see her nod. “Do I do this because the person who did the original programming is mean or wants to make my life harder?”

“No, it's just the way it is.”

“Right, and I’m sure that you know that some systems and some programs run better than others.”

“Well, yeah, a lot of them are complete crap.”

“So you choose the good ones.”

“Yeah.”

“Even with their limitations? Even if the very best one still has some things it won’t let you do?”

“OK. I get it. You’re saying the Catholic Church has the best system.  But how do you know?”

“How do you know what computer system is the best?”

“I don’t know. I’ve tried some of them. Some of them I’ve just read about. Some, my friends recommended.”

“So you use what you’ve read, your experience and that of other people, and what people you trust have said.”

“More or less.” She’s silent for a minute, processing. Then she says, “But just because it works for you doesn’t mean it would work for anyone else, like me, for instance.”

“That, Gladys,” I say with a smile, “is something you’ll have to figure out for yourself.”
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“Anna,” I call as I come through the door, “I’m home. Any calls while I was out?” 

“No, Tom,” Anna says, emerging from the kitchen. “Is everything OK?”

“Sure, it is. Why do you ask?”

“Well, six hours is an awfully long time to spend drinking coffee, even for you and Helen,” she says, a look emphasizing her displeasure.

“But I wasn’t with Helen. I drove to Dulles to pick up Gladys and we just got back. I texted you and said that’s what I was doing.”

“You did not,” she says, looking at her phone. “Oh, wait, I guess you did. The service here has been spotty ever since the last snowfall.”

She takes a breath and looks at me evenly. I know what is coming and this time I feel ready, even grateful, to have to deal with it.

“Tom,” she says, looking me square in the eye, “I haven’t wanted to bring this up while you’re still recovering. In fact, after I heard everything that happened to you, and how close you came to losing your life, I decided that I’d just let everything else go and be thankful to have you back in one piece. But that is not realistic, not if we’re going to continue to work together as closely as we have.”

“Anna, you’re right. We do need to talk about this. Have you made lunch yet?”

“Of course.  Can’t you smell the soup?”

I realize now that I can.

“OK,” I say, “let’s chat over lunch.”

We go into the kitchen where Anna pours us both steaming mugs of her wonderful vegetable soup. 

“I was going to make cornbread . . .” she says, trailing off.

“This is great. In fact, it's so good that I’ll treat for dinner.”

“Well, if you’re sure.”

“I’m sure.” 

We eat in silence for a few bites as I try to think where to start, but before I can say anything, Anna jumps in.

“Before you say anything else, Tom, please tell me this. Are you leaving the priesthood?”

I look her squarely in the eye and say without hesitation, “Absolutely not.”

“So the situation we need to talk about has nothing to do with the Archbishop’s visit yesterday?”

“No, Anna, the situation has everything to do with the Archbishop’s visit yesterday.”

“Is he going to move you?”

“Not in the foreseeable future.”

“Oh, Tom,” she cries, bursting into tears, “I am so glad. You are the only living connection I have to Joan and I have been sure these last few months that you would either leave the priesthood and run off with Helen or that the Archbishop would force you to go to another place, you know, for your own good.”

I put my arms around Anna and say, “While no one can tell what the future holds, it seems that the Church has learned some valuable lessons in recent years about the folly of transferring their problems to other places. Here I am, and here I intend to stay.”

After a moment, Anna stops crying and I let go. I look at my mug, giving myself one more chance to leave it there. Anna would be satisfied to know that I wasn’t leaving either the priesthood or Saint Clare’s. But the time I just spent with my own Mom made me appreciate how important Anna is to me, not just as my secretary and housekeeper, but as a surrogate Mom.

She deserves to know the truth.

“Anna,” I whisper. “I . . . I owe you an apology.”

She says nothing. Instead, she looks at me, her chin on her hand, a slight smile on her face.

I take a deep breath. “When you talked to me that day, before I left. You . . . you said some things that I got angry about. About the way I’d been neglecting my duties. About how I’d been treating people. About . . .”

I’m too choked up to continue.

“About Helen,” Anna says softly.

I nod, not able to look at her. “You were right,” I whisper. “About all of it. After Leonard died, I just stopped caring. I didn’t want to do it anymore. As far as I was concerned, I was just biding my time until I had an excuse to leave the priesthood.”

“And Helen became your excuse.”

“She was the only thing that kept me around,” I say. “If she hadn’t been here—if she had taken that job in Nebraska, which I couldn’t stand the thought of—I would have left. Maybe not the priesthood, but Saint Clare’s certainly.

“But the more time I spent with her, the more I realized how much I love her, Anna.” I wipe my hand across my face. “So you were right when you said I was in love with Helen. Because I was. I am.”

“And Helen? How does she feel?”

“She loves me, too, Anna. We . . . we told each other in Bellamy.” I close my eyes. “We showed each other,” I whisper.

The silence is heavy in the room. “Tom,” Anna finally says, “did you and Helen . . . ?”

I shake my head. “No. We didn’t. Honestly, if I had my way . . . But it never went that far. Helen stopped us. Stopped me. Because she loves me. But she loves God more.”

Anna exhales a deep breath she’d been holding. “Oh,” she says with a smile.

“I owe her so much,” I say. “She talked me out of making a huge mistake. Her faith was so strong, Anna, it made me see how weak mine had become. It was like a light came on. I wasn’t a priest who was worthy of God anymore. 

“So I began again. I began praying again. I began focusing on God instead of what I wanted. I knew one thing with certainty: I wanted Helen. But I wanted God more.”

“So why was the Archbishop here yesterday?”

“To follow up on our meeting Monday night after we got back. Helen and I told him what we wanted—that I remain a priest, but that we stay in each other’s lives somehow. We had talked a lot on the way home, and laid out a whole new way of being together, one that eliminates the possibility of crossing boundaries that we shouldn’t cross, but keeps the parts that are important to us. The Archbishop came here to tell us he had basically decided to allow us to spend Lent seeing if it could work out.

“So that’s where we are,” I say.  “Helen is going to remain part of my life, a big part, a close friend and a companion. Do you understand that?”

“Yes, Tom,” Anna says, “and I’m glad, and I believe Joan would be, too.”

These words bring tears to my eyes and I continue.

“You know, Anna, that Helen was once married and that her husband was killed in a traffic accident.”

“Yes, I remember hearing something like that.”

“That is one of the things that makes her so comforting to me. She knows what it is like to lose someone you love suddenly and violently, without warning. It doesn’t surprise her that I wandered around for such a long time in a fog of grief. I know that, even if she knew of some of the things that I did in those first terrible months after I lost Joan, things that I regret so very much and have had a hard time forgiving myself for, she would understand.” 

In my mind, a guilty question rears its ugly head and I add silently, At least I hope she would.

Anna is sniffling, too, and I am once again reminded that while I lost a wife and could, theoretically at one time, have married again, she lost her only daughter. 

Before I can say anything else, though, she wipes her nose and says briskly. “So, what should we order tonight?”

“I don’t know,” I say, recognizing that she has discussed this topic enough. “Chinese? Barbeque? Pizza?”

“No, not pizza.  That’s not a suitable dinner for two adults.” Then she adds, a bit conspiratorially, “Look, Tom, if Helen is going to continue to be a part of your life, why don’t you call her and get her to pick up something and bring it over here?”

“Are you sure?” I ask, surprised.

“Yes, Tom, I’m sure. I’ve worked with enough youth groups in my time to have developed some excellent chaperoning skills. I’ll expect you both to sit in separate chairs in the living room and her to be out the door and on her way home by 10 p.m.  How does that sound?”

“That sounds great, I think,” I say, picking up my phone and dialing Helen’s number.
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Promptly at 6 p.m.—OK, it is ten after, Helen’s never on time—I open the Rectory door and find her standing on the stoop, holding a large carryout bag from my favorite barbeque joint.

“Hi,” I say, with a smile.

“Hi,” she replies.

And like that, we’re two shy teenagers.

“I was surprised to get your call,” Helen whispers as I help her off with her coat. “We agreed to see each other only once a day.”

“I was surprised to call you.”

“And this was really Anna’s idea? Why? She’s not exactly been friendly to me the last few months.”

I look her in the eyes. “I told her. Everything.”

Helen’s eyes get big. “How did she take it? What . . . what does she think of me?”

“Tom?” calls a chipper-sounding Anna from the kitchen. “Is that Helen?”

“Yes, Anna,” I reply, looking at Helen with a smile. For her part, all the blood drained from her face and she’s as white as a sheet.

She looked more composed when we saw the Archbishop.

Anna emerges from the kitchen, sees Helen, and opens her arms. She approaches her with a smile, saying, “Helen, I’m so glad to see you!” and gives her a big hug. It takes a bit for Helen, who’s gone from panicked to shocked, to hug her back. 

She looks at me over her shoulder, confusion still on her face. All I can do is smile to see the two most important women in my life like this. 

Maybe this can work out.

“Now,” Anna says, “I bet you two are hungry. We’ll eat in the kitchen, then spend some time together in the living room chatting. I’ll take this, Helen.” She takes the bag of barbeque from Helen and takes it. “You two just sit at the table, and I’ll get everything we need.”

Following her into the kitchen, Helen leans close to me. “What’s happening?” she whispers.

“Something good,” I reply.

A short while later, we’re sitting at the table, enjoying ribs and smoked chicken and regaling Anna with tales of our exploits down in Florida. She listens intently as we tell her about what we found out about Sonya, about The Belvedere, about the girls we were able to save.

We also talk about Mom, including the remarks she made about Helen’s weight. 

“You know, Helen,” Anna says when we finish, “I don’t want to speak ill of Tom’s mother, but that woman sounds like a real piece of work.  Saying something like that to such a pretty woman like you. Here, why don’t you take this last piece of cornbread.” 

“Oh, no, thanks, Anna, I’m stuffed,” Helen replies, grinning from ear to ear at the offer. 

Finally, our plates piled with the chicken and rib bones and the table littered with sauce-stained paper towels, Anna stands up and says to me, “Tom, why don’t you leave Helen and me to clean up?”

“Oh, no, Anna,” I say. “I’ll—”

“No, you’re still recovering from your concussion,” she insists. “Why don’t you go set up the card table and get the Monopoly set out?”

Now there are two things in this world I avoid like the plague—hard boiled eggs and board games. I get nauseous in the presence of both, but at least hard boiled eggs have the virtue of only having a short-term presence in my life. I have never liked playing board games, except for Risk when I was a kid.

And the game I like least is Monopoly. I mean, who actually enjoys a game where mortgaging properties and going bankrupt are part of the fun?

But as I open my mouth to protest that I am certain that would exacerbate my concussion, Helen claps her hands and says gleefully, “Oh, I love Monopoly and haven’t played in years. Tom, I think you and I played it in college, didn’t we?”

Her coquettish smile and slight blush reminds me. 

Yes. Yes, we did.

I swallow the memories and place my fist to my chest. Helen does the same thing, and nods slightly.

Anna looks at us and asks, “What was that?”

“Huh?” I say, standing. “Oh, nothing, nothing. I’ll get everything set up. Mind if I’m the banker?”

I drag the card table out of the hall closet, and grab the game off the shelf. Setting up the table and getting some chairs, I organize the board, then make myself comfortable in the recliner to wait.

After twenty minutes, I begin to wonder what exactly is going on in my kitchen. I’m just about to go find out when Anna and Helen walk in, not quite arm in arm, but close together.

They’ve both been crying.

“What’s wrong?” I ask, slightly worried.

“Oh,” Anna says, wiping a stray tear from her cheek. “Nothing. We were just talking. Right, dear?”

Helen smiles at me, then looks at Anna. “Right. We were talking.”

I look at them, trying to figure out what’s going on. Failing that, I stand and say, “OK, let’s get this over with.”

For the next two hours, the two of them laughed and bought and sold and thoroughly beat me out of every dime I had. Admittedly, I didn’t try very hard to win. I consider survival enough of a goal, and the easiest way for me to survive is to exit the game as quickly as possible. 

With relief, I leave the table and sit on the couch. I grab the remote and am about to turn on the TV.

From behind me, I hear Helen playfully scold, “Oh, Tom, don’t do that. It's not nice. Besides, I thought you were giving up TV for Lent?”

Before I can answer, Anna chimes in, “Good for you, Helen. He spends way too much time in front of that screen. And not always watching programs that you would think a priest ought to watch. He swears he's just doing research for his homilies, but he’s not fooling me.” 

They both laugh at this, so I decide to turn the tables. “By the way, Anna,” I say, “how is everyone on ‘From Dark to Dawn?’ Did they ever find out who fathered Cheryl’s baby? I know you were really worried about that when I left for Bellamy.” 

“Oh, Tom,” she says,  “I don’t pay any attention to that old soap opera.  It's just something I watch once in a while to pass the time.”

“‘From Dark to Dawn’? I used to love that show in college,” Helen says, “though I have to tell you that they did things on that show that I’ve never even seen undercover with the vice squad.”

“Isn’t it a disgrace?” Anna says.

“It is a total disgrace,” Helen replies.

I smile at the sight of them getting along so well. 

“Hey,” I call out, “You two know what else is a disgrace? Holding a private conversation when another person is nearby. Why don’t you both just call it a tie and come keep me company. It's already after nine o’clock.”

“Is it?” Anna says with a shocked tone. She stands up from the table as Helen leaves it and sits in an armchair opposite me. “Why, it's past my bedtime,” she adds. “ Just leave the board up, Tom, I’ll put it away tomorrow.” 

I prepare to tell her good night and to drive carefully, but instead of heading to the secretary’s office to get her things, she goes to the stairs. She’s halfway up when I snap out of my confusion long enough to ask, “Wait, I thought you were going home?”

“You mean you don’t know?” Anna asks.  “Hmm, I just assumed he had told you.”

“Who told me what?”

“The Archbishop. He called me a few days ago and asked if I would be able to start staying over at the Rectory at least a few nights a week.  He said he was concerned about you being alone after your head injury and, you know, losing your sister and everything. He asked if we could try it for Lent and then see how things were going.”

“Oh, I see,” I say, glancing at Helen. “And when did he ask you this?”

“I don’t know, Tuesday morning, I guess. He said I didn’t need to make any particular schedule, just stay over if the mood struck me.” She then looks at me and asks, “You don’t mind, do you?” 

“Oh, no, not at all,” I say, trying to keep a straight face. “Good night, Anna.”

“Good night, Tom, Good night, Helen.” 

“Good night, Anna.”

With that Waltons-like end to the evening, she disappears upstairs, even as Helen and I both fall over in a fit of silent giggles. 

“Well,” she finally says, “I guess His Eminence thinks we need adult supervision.”

Still chuckling quietly, I say, “I suppose so, though I myself take that as a compliment.”

“Come to think of it, so do I.”

We sit quietly for a minute, just basking in each other's presence. We’ve had a good amount of physical distance between us all evening, a combination of Anna’s presence and our own decisions. But I feel closer to Helen at this moment than I ever have.

Even that time in the cabin near Mom’s house.

“So,” I finally say quietly, “you and Anna took a long time in the kitchen.”

Helen nods. “Yes. We . . . talked.”

“Oh? I thought you two had been crying.”

“It was a rather intense conversation.” At my worried expression, she says, “Oh, no, Tom. Nothing like that. Anna apologized to me for how she’s treated me over the past few months. She told me all about her being afraid I was intent on taking you away from the priesthood, from Saint Clare’s.” She pauses. “From her.”

“I know, she told me the same thing earlier.”

“Remember in the hospital, you told me after your confession that you didn’t realize how much your behavior had hurt me? I didn’t realize how much my behavior had hurt Anna. That’s what I apologized to her for, after assuring her I had no intention of seducing you. That it had never been my intention.”

At that last sentence, I raise an eyebrow. One of the things we promised each other was total honesty about our feelings and our intentions, past, present, and future. 

Helen catches it and takes a deep breath. “OK, yes,” she says as she quietly blows it out. “I can’t say that it never crossed my mind.”

I choose not to pursue her statement further. Instead, I say, “I’ve hurt a lot of people over the last few months.” I look at my hands. “I’ve apologized to you. I’ve apologized to Anna. That just leaves one more apology.”

“The parish?” Helen asks. I nod and she continues, “How are you going to do that?”

I look at her. “There’s really only one thing I can do,” I say. “I’ll tell you because you have a right to a heads up.”

I go over with her what I have in mind, even though my plan is still not fully formed.

“So that’s it,” I say. “I don’t know what I’m going to say yet. I may not even know until the last minute. But I wanted to find out—I need to know you’re OK with this.”

She smiles. “Tom, not only am I OK with it—I’m just so proud of you. To do something this hard, I don’t know any other man who would make himself that vulnerable.”

I’m about to say more when the clock chimes ten. Shortly after the last chime, Anna calls from upstairs, “Don’t forget to lock up, Tom.”

“You have to go,” I whisper.

“What?” Helen says.

“New house rules. All female visitors must depart by 10 p.m.”

“Well, I certainly don’t want to get in trouble with matron,” Helen laughs.

I walk her to the door and help her with her coat. She turns to me. “Good night, Tom.”

“Good night, Helen,” I say, embracing for the three-second hug we have agreed to allow ourselves each time we part for the day.

She opens the door and slips out into the chilly, starlit night. 

It's still cold outside, but I feel more and more certain that spring is coming.
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I crawl out of bed about 7 a.m. and get dressed for the 8 a.m. Mass. One of the first things I did upon returning to Myerton was to let the congregation know that I would be saying the early morning mass again during Lent. It has been surprisingly well-attended. In another change—one that’s harder—I stand in the back after Mass, greeting the people as they leave. Most of them stop, saying with smiles how glad they are to see me back, hope I’m feeling better, expressing sorrow for Sonya’s death, and even some admiration for my role in breaking up the human trafficking ring.

One person who I notice hangs back is Miriam Conway. She holds the hand of her oldest daughter and carries her youngest in a carrier on her back. She stands looking at me, her expression at once open and unreadable. I look in her direction and flash her a smile. She doesn’t return the smile, but instead quickly calls her twins and hustles them out the side door.

By the time I get back to the Rectory, Anna has my breakfast ready. I am surprised and thrilled to see she has made her incredible homemade angel biscuits, something that has not happened in months. 

“Thank you so much,” I mumble between bites. “You know I love these.”

“I do know, and I am glad to make them,” she says as she works at the counter. “By the way, I really enjoyed the time with Helen last night, even if she was about to beat me.”

“I’m glad you did. I enjoyed it, too.”

“You know, Tom” she goes on, turning from the sink and clutching the dish towel, “you and Joan were only married for three years when she died. You never really got to settle into a normal married life. Drew and I were married for more than 15 years and I can tell you from experience, you spend a lot more time eating together and playing Monopoly than you do being physical in bed.”

She pauses as I look at her, my mouthful of biscuit frozen in mid-chew. Then she says, “It’s true that you and Helen can never have everything that a married couple has, but you can have a lot, and my prayer for both of you is that you find it to be enough.”

Finally swallowing, I say, “Me, too, Anna. And this morning, at this moment, I believe we will.”

“Now,” she says briskly, no doubt as anxious as I am to change the subject, “we need to talk about the matter of the DRE.”

I groan. Joyanna Martin had been the Director of Religious Education at Saint Clare’s for more than 30 years  before I arrived. She had loved Father Anthony and they had gotten along well, keeping the parish program well-established in the practices laid down when she was a teenager in the 1970s.  She is not a bad woman, but she was never very comfortable taking suggestions from me. For example, Joyanna rejected my suggestion that children could benefit more from learning some of the music sung in the Mass than they could “Michael Row the Boat Ashore,” a dated song completely devoid of any known theology. 

Since we had never gotten along well to begin with, I began avoiding her assiduously during the months following Father Leonard’s death. I dodged her at Mass and refused to take or return her calls. Apparently, my defection to Bellamy in the past few weeks proved to be the final straw and she quit while I was gone.

“Look,” I say, “before we try to hire someone else, let me give Joyanna a call. Maybe if I apologize profusely, beg her to return, and agree to put that banner where Jesus looks like Ringo Starr back up, she’ll come back.”

“It's too late, Tom,” Anna says. “She has sold her house and taken a job as a manager for a home for the aged somewhere in Washington state.”  

“Well, she ought to like that.”

“And anyway, Tom, you and I both know the parish is better off without her. These modern families want more than people did forty years ago, and they need more.”

“I know,” I sigh. “But I hate the idea of having to go through the hiring process.”

“I know,” she says with a smile, “and since I’ve been in a particularly charitable mood since your sister was killed, while you were gone I put out the word that we’re looking for someone. We’ve had several applicants, including one from outside the parish. You can go through the motions but she is the only one really worth interviewing.”

“Anna,” I say, toasting her with my coffee, “You’re an angel. Tell me all about her.” 

***
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I’ve been staring at the blank page on my laptop screen for almost half-an-hour, trying to begin what could be the most important Sunday homily of my life.

And my mind is completely blank.

I know what I want to do. I know what I need to say. But I have no idea where to begin, or even how to say it. I mean, I’ve never done anything like this before.

But then again, I’ve never needed to.

From Sonya’s multiple stents in rehab and failed attempts at AA—though the evidence shows that she was clean and sober in the last years of her life—I’m familiar with the Twelve Steps. Running through what I remember of them in my head, I realize that without knowing it that I’ve been through steps 1 through 8 and am now on step 9.

Making amends with the people I’ve hurt. I started with Helen. I made amends with Anna yesterday. Now, it’s the parish’s turn. 

Lacking anything else, I type one word on the screen in bold.

Amends.

I’m staring at the word when Anna buzzes me. 

“Yes,” I say, keeping my eyes on the screen.

“Tom, you have a visitor. Reverend Clark Applegate is here to see you.”

It takes me a minute to process who Clark is and then it hits me.  He’s the new pastor of the Myerton Methodist Church. I had been meaning to stop by and see him.

But then my road to hell has been paved with many good intentions over the past several months.

“Send him in,” I say as I come around my desk to greet him.

“Father Greer,” he says, extending his hand, “I’m Clark Applegate.”

“Reverend Applegate,” I say, shaking his hand, “It's nice to finally meet you. I have been meaning to stop by but . . . ”

“No need to apologize. I know how busy life in a church can be, and please, call me Clark.”

“I’m Tom. And yes, I have been busy but that really is no excuse.” I motion to the two armchairs I have and we sit.

“Oh,” Clark says,  “I’d say breaking up a gang of human traffickers is a great excuse for not performing every cultural nicety.”

I chuckle at that. “Well, you are certainly right, but I really didn’t have that much to do with it. I was just at the right place at the right time.”

“But I believe I read your sister died in the raid. I am so sorry.”

“Thank you,” I say,  “but she actually died a few days before.  She went missing first, which is why I was down in Bellamy to begin with.”

“That must have been very hard. How are you doing, coping with that loss?”

His question catches me completely off guard. No one has asked how I’m doing. I mean, Helen does, but with her, it's more of a check-in.  She generally knows how I’m doing so there’s not much to say. Everyone else says they’re sorry and other nice, polite phrases one uses when talking to someone who’s faced a loss. But I think most of them just assume that since I’m a priest, I must be so tied into God that I don’t feel anything but peace and rest. 

Little do they know how little I’ve had of either over the past several months.

I look into this man’s soft gray eyes and I sense that he really wants to know, actually cares about how I’m doing.  

Deciding to take a chance with this man I’ve just met, I say, “Not great. I lost a friend and fellow priest to suicide about six months ago. He killed himself because he had already killed two others, a woman he got involved with and their unborn child.”

Clark nods and says quietly, “I did hear something about that.”

“So that was bad enough, but then Sonya, well, she and I had been estranged for years. There wasn’t a lot of love lost between us for a number of reasons, but I still wish I could have done something to save her.”

I look up, waiting to hear what he’s going to say. I anticipate some sort of exhortation to trust in the Lord or have Jesus take the wheel or some similar platitude.  

Instead, Clark looks into my eyes and says gently, “That has to be so painful. People always think that we can save them. But you and I both know the truth.”

He leans forward and clasps a hand on my knee. “We can’t even save ourselves, Tom. I’m not just talking spiritually, but in every other way, too. I will pray for you, my brother, and please know that I am always available to chat.”

With that, he stands up and says, “Again, I’m sorry for your loss. I didn’t come here to pry. I just wanted to come by and let you know that my wife, Vivian, and I are praying for you. We both know how tough life in the church fish bowl can be. We’d love to have you over for dinner sometime. Vivian mentioned next Saturday night? I grill a mean steak.”

“Umm,” I say, “that sounds delicious.  

“Wonderful,” He says, and then adds, “Oh, and Vivian says that I am to be sure to ask Anna to come. Apparently, they have bumped into each other at the library several times and she wants to get to know her better.”

“I’m sure we’d both love that,” I say. “What time?”

“Vivian says around 6:30 p.m.?  She says we’ll make it an early night, since Sunday is a work day for both of us. She pretty much runs these things. I just show up and do as I’m told.”

I smile and thank him again as I walk him to the door, but something about his words sting. I wonder briefly what that must be like, to have someone to plan your life and you just have to show up. I remember what Anna said this morning and am reminded that Joan and I never reached that point. I allow my mind to wander to Helen, and spend more time than I should wondering. . . 

I shake my head to bring myself back to reality. I think of calling her, asking if she’d like to go to lunch. I have my phone in my hand and am about to call her when I remember.

It’s Friday during Lent. And we both agreed that we wouldn’t spend time with each other on Fridays.

“Why does it have to be this way?” I mutter to myself. “Why do we have to put ourselves through this?”

You know why. And isn’t He worth it?

Realizing I have embarked on a slippery slope of self-pity, I put my phone back in my pocket. I close my eyes and bring my fist to my chest, holding it there for a second as I say a quick prayer for perseverance.

Then,  I return to my desk and get back to work on my homily.  
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I’m standing in the sacristy on this, the First Sunday of Lent, my purple vestments on, my homily in my hands. 

I’m looking over it, ten pages double-spaced, eighteen-point font so it’s easy to read. The product of an entire afternoon’s work on Friday, and all day on Saturday except for the hour at lunch with Helen at The Bistro. Even with her, I was distracted. Which has not been unusual for several months, except this time I wasn’t distracted by her.

My eyes scan the words. “Apologize.” “Forgiveness.” “Mercy.” “Shepherd.” “Pastor.” “Vocation.” 

“Priest.”

After all that work, I was satisfied that the homily contained everything that needed to be said to the parish. An apology for my neglect of them in the months since Father Leonard’s suicide. A request for their forgiveness. A short discourse on mercy’s role in our lives. My promise to be their shepherd and pastor, living out my vocation as a priest.

It was all there. But it wasn’t enough. Something was missing, and I had no idea what.

“Father?” I look up into the face of Dominic Trent, the third oldest of ten and the head of Saint Clare’s group of altar servers, which ranged from the seven-year-old torchbearer to Dominic, who either carries the crucifix or attends to the thurible when I use incense during Mass. Today, I have  decided on incense.

And I have a special treat for Dominic.

“Ah, Dominic,” I say. “Can you please put this on the pulpit for me?”

“Certainly, sir,” he says, taking it from my outstretched hand. “And may I say, Father Greer, it is very nice to have you back.”

“Thank you, Dominic,” I smile. “I trust everything went well while I was gone.”

“Father Herbert was an adequate substitute, though he did have a tendency to not keep in time with the others when we were walking in.”

I almost burst out laughing. Dominic is a fine young man, and I have no doubt he may have a call to the priesthood. But he has a tendency to take his responsibilities a little too seriously. I’ve witnessed him reduce more than one torchbearer to tears for holding his candle an inch lower than the others.

“If I may also say, Father, that I am sorry about your sister’s death, and that I am impressed with your role in breaking up that human trafficking ring.”

“Thank you, Dominic,” I say.

He nods then, ramrod straight with his blond hair precisely trimmed, turns and starts out of the sacristy.

“Oh, Dominic,” I call after him.

He stops and turns, waiting expectantly for my instruction.

“I’ll be using incense today, so make sure the thurible is ready.”

“Certainly, Father.”

“And,” I say with a smile, “you better tell everyone to stand clear while we’re processing in.”

A crack forms in this all-too-serious young man’s expression. With a twinkle in his blue eyes and a slight grin, he says, “360s, Father?”

I nod. “Something special for the First Sunday of Lent.”

Dominic breaks into a full grin. “Thank you, Father,” he says before scurrying off to fulfill my requests.

I’m quite pleased with myself for making at least one member of the parish happy.

Now all I need to do is attend to the other 500 or so men, women, and children. 

***
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“The Gospel of the Lord,” I intone after I finish reading the Gospel passage for today.

The congregation responds, “Praise to You, Lord Jesus Christ.”

As they sit down, dads trying to corral squirming toddlers and moms trying to hush crying babies, I kiss the Gospel book and mutter, “Through the words of the Gospel, may our sins be wiped away.” I close the book and pull the sheets of my homily out from under it.

I look down at the pages, then up at the people assembled to hear me expound on today's readings and what they teach us about how to have a good and profitable Lent. Were this any other Sunday, that’s what they’d be getting—a clean, clear, ten-minute exposition of the words read so far this morning.

But this is not any other Sunday.

I look around for a moment. I see the Conways in the back row, Dan holding one of the twins in his lap, Miriam sitting with her youngest, her slight scowl noticeable even from where I am, and Catherine sitting between her parents. There’s Gladys of all people, sitting in the front row, wearing another one of her Jackie Kennedy hand-me-downs. The place where Helen used to sit is empty, and my heart drops a little. But I consciously force myself not to look for her.

I look back down at my notes. I clear my throat. I sense that people are beginning to get anxious for me to start speaking. There’s the sound of shifting in the pews, and one child asks, “Is he just going to stand there?”

I open my mouth to speak, then stop.

I know what’s wrong with the homily. It says everything that needs to be said. But not in the way I need to say it.

So, I do something I’ve never done before.

I take the sheets of paper and turn them over, face down, on the pulpit. Looking into the astonished faces of the people, I say, “No, that’s not what I want to say at all. And if you’ll indulge me, I think I won’t speak from here today.”

I walk out from behind the pulpit and, bowing to the altar, walk down the steps so I’m standing with the congregation.

I take a deep breath and say a quick prayer for the Holy Spirit to give me the right words.

“First, I want to say,” I begin, “it’s wonderful to be back at Saint Clare’s with you on this First Sunday of Lent. While Florida is certainly warmer, here I can take comfort in the knowledge that no one will be shooting at me.”

There’s a scattering of laughter as I go on.

“I want to thank you for the outpouring of sympathy concerning my sister’s death. Your cards, emails, and notes have touched my heart and have been a real comfort to me during this time. As far as the congratulations concerning my small role in breaking up an evil group of people intent on harming others, well, I was just a servant of the Lord in the right place at the right time.”

I don’t mention Helen’s name, though from the smattering of murmurs across the church, it’s clear most people saw the news reports and know she was there, too.

I take a deep breath before saying, “I have many things I want to say—that I need to say—and that’s why I’m here among you, not as your shepherd, but as your brother in Christ and your fellow-traveller on the way of salvation.” I pause. “Because when I’m up there,” I say, pointing to the altar behind me, “it’s too easy to forget that I’m a sinner just like each and every one of you.”

I fold my hands and look at a spot on the floor. I say a quick prayer for courage, then look back up.

That’s when I see Helen. She’s sitting in a far corner of the church, away from everyone except the few bored teenagers who gather back there during Mass. Our eyes meet. She smiles and nods, giving me the courage I need to go on.

“Today,” I say, “is the First Sunday of Lent. Today’s Gospel from Saint Mark reminds us that right after his baptism in the Jordan River, the Holy Spirit drove Jesus into the wilderness for forty days. There, he fasted and prayed and was tempted by Satan to give up his Sonship for more earthly things like power. But he persevered.

“Forty days in the wilderness. That’s why Lent is forty days. We’re accompanying Jesus in the wilderness, fasting and praying. But unlike our Lord, who was the sinless God-Man, Lent for us is a time of penance, of confessing our sins and, with the help of the Holy Spirit—because we can’t do it ourselves—striving, as we say in the Act of Contrition, ‘to sin no more, and to avoid the near occasions of sin’.”

I pause to look at the faces. There’s a mixture of boredom and interest. Gladys looks enraptured, I suppose a remnant of her crush on me. I don’t look for Helen, but I sense that the smile I saw earlier is still there.

I have one last chance to back out. The next thing I say will be the point of no return.

I take a deep breath.

“But before there can be penance,” I say, in a strong, clear voice. “There must be repentance. There must be confession. We must ask those we’ve transgressed against to forgive us. And we must resolve to do better.

“And that, my brothers and sisters, is why I stand before you today. I am a priest—a man—who has sinned, who must confess those sins to you now, and ask for your forgiveness.”

A wave of loud murmurs and gasps passes through the congregation. I glance at Miriam, whose scowl has been replaced by a self-satisfied smirk, the look of someone who’s about to be proven right. 

In the quiet chaos I unleashed, Helen’s still there. When I see her, her jaw is set in the firm determination I saw so many times in Bellamy. Even though we’re separated by a lot of space, I see the fire in her eyes. She’s fixed on me, not on the murmuring mass, not on the people who are saying her name as well as mine. A quick nod says volumes, giving me permission to continue.

The murmuring quiets down, and I say. “Yes, my brothers and sisters, I have sinned in many areas that I will get to in a minute. But I need to address the one that’s probably foremost in your minds.

“You have heard the rumors concerning me and a member of the parish. You’ve no doubt seen me with her at The Perfect Cup, or at The Bistro, or even just walking through Myerton together. Some of you may have seen her visiting me at the Rectory multiple times a week. And, in a couple of cases, some of you even saw us in physically close situations.”

I look at Miriam as I say the last. Her eyes cut away from me.

“I will not insult your intelligence by saying something like, ‘oh, she’s just a friend.’ Because,” I say, my voice faltering, “that would add lying to my sins. Because she is so much more than a friend to me.”

Louder gasps and murmurs rock the church, echoing off the vaulted ceiling. I see some moms gathering their younger children together and scurrying out of the sanctuary. They’re no doubt afraid of what I’m going to be saying next, and later having to answer some uncomfortable questions.

“Yes, yes,” I say, causing the congregation to quiet. “I confess to that. I’ve confessed that to my confessor and to the Archbishop. But I want to assure you now, as I assured my confessor and the Archbishop, that at no point have she and I behaved in such a way that broke my vows as a priest. And I can assure you now, standing here in the presence of the Lord, that will not happen.

“Having said that, however, my behavior has brought scandal to the parish and has caused you emotional and spiritual distress. I have broken your trust in behaving the way I have. My feelings for her are no excuse, nor will I try to offer any. For this, I ask your forgiveness. She and I have resolved to correct our ways and strive to act completely open and above board, in such a way as not to cause scandal.”

I see Miriam again. The smug smile has vanished. In fact, she’s not smiling at all. Her eyes are looking down, and I see her wipe a tear with what I hope is a clean tissue.

“But truth be told, this is the least of the sins I’ve committed against you. For several months, I have not been the priest for you that you deserve—that God calls me to be. I have been a shepherd who’s neglected my flock while wallowing in my own misery and self-pity, alternatingly angry at God for things that have happened and for keeping what I thought I wanted more from me. I have ignored my duties, I have neglected the spiritual welfare of my flock, and I have isolated myself from you. Oh, and let’s not forget the alpaca.”

There are laughs scattered throughout the church.

“Oh, yes, the alpaca,” I say smiling. “I need to say sorry, especially to the children. I was wrong to yell at you the way I did. It was awful, some of the bad words I used. I am so sorry, and I hope you can forgive me and we can be friends again.”

Getting serious, I continue. “Truth be told, after the events of last summer, I had a severe crisis of faith. I began to question everything, even the existence of God. I questioned my call to the priesthood, including the worth of being a priest. But recent events have clarified things in my mind. God does exist, and I do want to continue to serve him as a priest. As your priest, the priest you deserve. The priest you can come to at any time for a comforting word or a listening ear. The priest who gladly comes when you call in the middle of the night to the bedside of a dying relative to give last rites. The priest who rejoices with you at every new birth—and we have a lot coming up, don’t we?” 

I pause momentarily for the laughter to subside. “Yes, brothers and sisters, that’s the priest I want to be. Will I mess up? Yes, almost certainly. Will I do it perfectly? Well, that’s impossible. Will I, with the help of the Holy Spirit, strive every day to do my best? Absolutely. That you can count on.

“So, my brothers and sisters, during this Lenten season, I ask for your prayers as I work to overcome my own sins to prepare myself for the glorious coming of our Lord at Easter. On my part, I will pray the same for you. Lent is a time of preparation. Let us all use the time wisely.”

I pause a moment, then turn back to the altar and bow, saying a quiet prayer of thanksgiving for the Lord. I said what I needed to say. I did not justify myself. I was as open and honest as I could be.

Now, all I need to do is wait and see what the reaction is.

I take one step to my chair to the right of the altar when I hear an astonishing sound.

Someone is clapping.

The single clap is quickly joined by a smattering of others, then more, then still more. By the time I’m at my chair and turn to face them, the crescendo of clapping echoes throughout the church. 

Then, one person stands, then five, then fifty. Soon, every adult member is standing and applauding, joined by small children standing on pews alternately clapping and yelling. Gladys is frantically clapping, her white-gloved hands a blur. Even Miriam Conway is clapping.

I’ve done it far too much today already, but I need to see Helen. I look in her direction and see her. She’s standing and clapping, too. But her face doesn’t show happiness.

It radiates pride.

I motion for the crowd to quiet, which it gradually does. With a smile, I say, “Well, since you’re all standing . . .” More laughter. “Let us confess our faith.”

Together in one voice, we say, “I believe in one God . . .”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Seven

[image: image]


My hands are getting calloused from all the handshakes, and the hugs soon remind me that not all of my injuries from Bellamy are completely healed.

I momentarily regret standing outside to greet people on the way out. It’s still February in the mountains, which means it’s still chilly, and I’ve never been able to figure out how to wear an overcoat over my Mass vestments. But that regret vanishes with every handshake, with every hug, with every little person who grasps me around the knees and says, “I love you, Father.”

I’m talking to Bill Brandt, the head of the Knights of Columbus, who wants to make sure I’m at the Lenten Fish Fry on Friday night. Three weeks ago, I would have thought up an excuse or, at best, given a non-committal “I’ll have to check my schedule” before figuring out how best to hide in the Rectory. Today, I smile and tell him I’ll be there. 

I mean, it is Friday during Lent. And I like fried fish.

I’ve barely finished when I’m almost knocked over by a little girl with brown wavy hair and brown eyes, wearing a lavender dress. I look down and see Catherine Conway wrapped around my legs.

She looks up at me and smiles. “Hi, Father Tom!” she says in a chipper little voice.

“Hello, Catherine,” I say as I squat down to speak to her. “It’s good to see you.”

“I’m not having nightmares anymore!” She says proudly, her chin jutted out.

“Yeah,” says one of her twin brothers, Maximilian, I think.  “She doesn’t think you’re going to eat her anymore.”

I chuckle at that. Apparently, after my fit during the alpaca incident at the Living Nativity, little Catherine started having nightmares that I was some kind of child-eating monster. It was not my finest hour, and I’m glad that she’s one more person who’s no longer suffering because of me.

“Yeah,” John Paul says, joining his brother. “Dad told her you were just having a bad day that day, and she needed to be nice to you because someone did something bad to your sister.”

“And you did something nice to a bunch of older girls who some bad men were being mean to,” Maximilian chimes in, “that you really liked children and didn’t want to eat her at all.”

“Boys, Catherine,” I look up into the familiar face of Dan Conway. I stand and shake his hand. “Father,” he says, “it’s really good to have you back.”

“It’s good to be back. Anywhere is better than being beat up and shot at,” I laugh.

“Are you doing well?”

“Better. I’m still bruised, but everything else seems to be back to normal.”

Thank goodness for small favors.

Miriam is standing off a little bit, looking nervous and timid. I smile and say, “How are you Miriam?”

With a nervous little smile, she answers, “Fine, Father. Just fine. Just . . . fine.”

“Look, Father, I’d better corral these little saints before Max and JP try to steal someone’s hubcaps. Good to have you back.” He calls to the children and herds them off, them responding as well to commands as cats do. Miriam begins to walk in his direction, then turns back to me. 

“Ah, Father Tom,” she begins nervously. “Would you . . . can I come talk to you sometime this week? Even, maybe, tomorrow?”

Now, Monday is usually my day off. But one of the things I decided on for a Lenten penance was to forgo my day off. I’ve spent enough time neglecting my pastoral duties over the last six months, and I hardly deserve a day of rest.

“I’m interviewing someone for the DRE position at 10 a.m.,” I say. “And I have a lunch engagement tomorrow. Does 1:30 work for you?”

“That’s perfect,” she says. “I can get everyone down for naps and my mother can stop by for an hour or so and keep an eye on them.”

“OK, great.” I have a feeling I know why she wants to talk to me. And doing so is costing her dearly. “I’ll see you tomorrow at 1:30 p.m.”

She smiles and hurries off to meet Dan and the kids. I look around to make sure no one else is waiting for me, then I head inside.

Movement out of the corner of my eye catches my attention. I turn to see Gladys and Helen come out from behind a pillar. Gladys is rolling over to me fairly quickly. Helen’s staying back a little.

“Gladys? Helen? I thought—”

“It’s my fault, Dad,” Gladys says as she comes to a halt right before slamming into my shins. “I could tell she wanted to talk to you, but she told me about another of your stupid rules—”

“Gladys,” Helen admonishes, “it’s not a stupid rule. Tom and I agreed that during Lent—”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah,” she says, waving her gloved hand dismissively. “I just don’t see why you two should suffer.”

“Gladys, it’s Lent,” I say. “Suffering is kind of the point. It’s the way we prepare ourselves to receive Christ at Easter. Suffering now, joy later.”

When I say this, a dark cloud passes across this blue-haired pixie’s face. “Tom,” she says in an even tone. “I know a little bit about suffering. There’s no joy later.”

I open my mouth to apologize, but Gladys rolls past me. “I’ll be over here keeping an eye on you,” she mutters, “just to make sure you two don’t shake hands or something and wind up in Hell.”

“I’m sorry, Gladys!” I call after her.

“She’ll be OK,” Helen says. I turn to see her upturned face, and smile. “I think she’s taking this harder than we are.”

“Was she right?” I ask. “Did you want to talk to me today?”

She sighs. “Yes, but I wasn’t going to, until Gladys declared herself chaperone. I thought just a minute couldn’t hurt.” 

“No,” I say quietly, “A minute couldn’t.”

“I just had to tell you how very, very proud I am of you,” she says. “What you did in there—what you said—”

“I had to do it, Helen,” I say. “I need a fresh start with them as much as we need a fresh start.”

“Oh, I know, I was just so blown away by it, by how much courage it took.” She looks me in the eye. “And the way you said Mass today,” she whispers. “Just like you used to. That gleam in your eye, the love with which you said the prayers. I was glad to see it.”

“Did your insides turn to jelly?” I say before I can stop myself. I immediately put my fist to my chest.

She smiles and says, “I can neither confirm nor deny that, Father. It’s Lent, remember?”
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Eight
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I’m sitting at my desk, reviewing the resume of the applicant to be Saint Clare’s Director of Religious Education, when the doorbell rings.

I look at the time. 10 a.m.

Sitting back in the chair, I remember—I shouldn’t, but I do—when that sound at this time would cause my heart to skip a beat and butterflies to flutter in my stomach. I’d race Anna to the door to let in my visitor, the one person I’d drop everything to spend time with and go out of my way to see. 

God forgive me, she still is. Briefly speaking to her outside after Mass reminded me just how much that’s true. And how painful this discipline we’ve adopted for forty days actually is.

It’s not even that I can’t hold her in my arms like I did when we danced to Hallelujah at The Belvedere. It’s not that I can’t smell the intoxicating scent of vanilla from her hair—though my blood warmed yesterday when the breeze carried it to my nostrils as she walked past me to catch up with Gladys. And it’s certainly not that we can’t kiss the way we did in the cabin near Mom’s house—though that has replaced more horrifying images in my dreams. No, it’s none of that.

It’s just being with her. It’s just hearing her voice and that boisterous almost masculine laugh of hers. It’s talking to her about what’s going on at the parish, and her telling me about a case she’s working on or one of Gladys’ latest antics. It’s eating barbeque under Anna’s watchful eye then playing Monopoly—a game for which I’m gaining a greater appreciation. 

Anna was right. I want Helen in so many more ways than physically. If I was given the choice right now between being able to spend everyday talking to Helen for the rest of my life, or an hour in bed making love but I’d never see her again after it was over—well, there’s really no choice.

Oh, it hurts so much. 

What did I tell Gladys yesterday? Suffering now, joy later?

My eye catches Helen’s Christmas present to me, the painting of Jesus, The Divine Mercy, done by Bethany Grable. Barely visible at the bottom is the phrase our Lord told Saint Faustina to affix to every painting.

“Jesus, I trust in You,” I mutter quietly. 

Because for the next thirty-five days, that’s what I’m going to have to do.

“Tom?” Anna says, jolting me out of my thoughts.  Standing next to her is a woman of medium height and build who appears to be in her late 30s, though her clothes make her look much older. She’s wearing a long, tan tweed skirt with a matching blazer over a brown blouse. She wears no makeup or jewelry, and has her long, dishwater-blond hair pulled back in a low bun. Her hazel eyes peer at me from behind thick glasses, giving her an intimidating appearance.

I stand slowly, my injuries a little aggravated by so much standing and walking yesterday, and flash what I hope is a welcoming grin.

Her expression doesn’t change even a fraction of an inch.

“Father Greer,” Anna continues, as the young woman strides confidently into the room. “This is Leslie Williams. She’s an applicant for the DRE position. I believe you are expecting her.”

“Yes, Anna, thank you.” I extend my hand to Williams. She extends her hand and shakes mine firmly in one of the more awkward handshakes I’ve ever experienced.

“Thank you, Anna,” I say as I sit back down. Anna nods and leaves after casting a worried glance back at the candidate. Leslie sits in the chair I indicate, back straight and hands clasped tightly in her lap. There’s not a hint of a smile on her lips. 

“Thank you for meeting with me, Ms. Williams,” I say, opening the folder containing her resume.  “Why don’t you tell me a little bit about your background? I see here that you have been the DRE at Saint Gertrude’s in D.C. for the past five years?”

“Yes, Father,” she says with practiced authority. I sit, assuming she would go on.

But she doesn’t.

OK, then. 

“Before that, I see you were at several parishes around the country. San Antonio, Texas. Denver, Colorado. Your first position was in San Diego, California?”

“Yes,” she says. “My home parish. I started right after college.”

“Did you grow up in San Diego?”

She blinks. “Is that information important in evaluating my fitness for this position, Father?”

I open my mouth to speak, then close it again. “No,” I say slowly. “I just wanted to know more about you.”

“Oh,” she says, as if surprised by that. “Well, no. I was born near Parris Island, South Carolina. My father was a Marine Corps gunnery sergeant. We moved often when I was a kid, and after he retired, he joined NCIS as a special agent. He was based in San Diego when I started high school.”

“So,” I say with a smile, “You’re Gibbs’ daughter.”

She blinks again—does she suffer from dry eye or something? “My father’s name is Jordan, Father.”

I open my mouth to explain about the Mark Harmon character on the TV show “NCIS”, but think better of it.

“So at Saint Gertrude’s, how many children do you have in your program there?” I ask.

“There were 24 the year I started. More than 300 now.”

“Wow, that is some significant growth. To what do you attribute that?”

“I did several things when I first came to Saint Gertrude’s.” She seems to be relaxing now as she’s talking about something she’s comfortable with. As someone who’s naturally introverted, I can appreciate her position. 

“First,” she says, “I made an appointment with each family in the parish to visit them in their homes and ask them what kind of religious education they wanted for their children. After each visit, I made careful notes about what they said. When I had talked to everyone, I looked carefully into all the types of curricula that were available and chose the one that I felt would appeal to the most parents. Then I wrote a personal, handwritten letter to each family, explaining how our new program could meet the needs they had expressed. I used my notes to tailor each letter to each family.”

“Wow,” I say, “that must have taken a lot of time.”

“Father,” she replies with a condescending smile, “this is my job, my calling, my vocation. I could do no less than my best.”

“Of course, of course,” I say, taking the hint. “That is a wonderful way of approaching this.”

“It is the only way,” she says more firmly than anything she has said so far.

Anxious to get back on topic, I ask, “What did you do next?”

“Once I had registered as many children as I could for the Sunday morning classes, I went back to the parents who had not registered and asked if I could visit them monthly and instruct them on how to educate their children in the faith at home. I’m sure you know, Father, that homeschooling has boomed in the Catholic community in the past twenty years.”

“I do,” I assure her, anxious now to make a good impression on her. “We have quite a few homeschooling families in this parish.”

“Fourteen. I know. I checked.”

“Well, ahem, that was very thorough of you.”

“I pride myself on being thorough, Father.”

We stare at each other across my desk, each waiting for the other to carry this conversation forward.

After a moment, I realize the only one carrying anything forward is me. If it were up to Williams, I’m sure we’d just sit here staring at each other until she decided I had offered her the job and asked where her office was.

“One thing that Father George told me,” I say, breaking through the logjam, “was that you have a thriving Youth Group now. He gives you much of the credit for that.”

She neither thanks me nor demures but says instead. “Teenagers are followers by nature. I asked around for several months and found the most devout rising senior in the congregation and offered them an apprenticeship as my assistant. They would get volunteer hours toward their graduation and any scout badges that they were working on, and I would get an inroad into the teen culture of the area. When they graduated, each year I recruited someone new.”

“That is a very creative idea.”

“Thank you. One must be creative when working with young people.”

“Well, Ms. Williams, as I said a moment ago, Father George sings your praises and hates to see you go, but he understands, as do I, your situation with your aunt.”

“Aunt Polly only needs someone to be with her in the evenings.  She has a daytime companion. Her care will in no way interfere with my work.”

“Oh, I’m sure. So, I guess the only question that I have is, when would you like to start?” 

She betrays no emotion at this, but simply says, “What about the Monday after Easter? We always cancel classes during Eastertide so that will give me an excellent opportunity to make my transition.”

“That sounds fine to me,” I say. “I believe that Anna has emailed you the information on what kind of salary we can offer.”

“Yes, and it is quite adequate.”

Since there is nothing else to say, I stand and offer her my hand. She takes it like she’s trying to squeeze wet soap dry and then turns to leave.

“Thank you again for joining us.”

She stops, turns around and says quietly, “You’re welcome.”

And with that, she’s gone.

She’s probably not in her car yet when Anna pops in with two cups of hot cocoa, my favorite treat in cold weather. 

“So, what’d you think?” she asks.

“Well, I hired her,” I say with a sigh, “but based more on our need and her qualifications than anything she said in the interview.”

“What do you mean?”

“I don’t quite know.  I mean, she answered all my questions well but without enthusiasm, more like she was a robot than an actual human being.”

“But you said Father George loved her?”

“He does.” I pause to remember exactly what he said. “He said she is great with children and works well with their parents. At the same time, he did mention that while she does attend all parish functions, she tends to blend into the background and is not very outgoing.”

“Oh, well,” Anna says, “we’re hiring a Director of Religious Education, not a church hostess. That’s been my job since 2014.”

“Yes,” I say teasingly, “and where would we be without you?” I pause. “Frankly, Anna, I’m not sure where I’d be without you.”

“Honestly, Tom? Probably in a lot more trouble than you usually are,” she says with a smile. 

I laugh. “OK, you’re almost certainly right about that.”

***
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Miriam Conway arrives at the Rectory about 1:45 p.m., out of breath and slightly disheveled. I invite her into my office and we sit down. 

“I’m so sorry I’m late, Father. I had a hard time getting the kids down for a nap.  My mother doesn’t mind watching them but she prefers them to be settled first.”

“No problem at all,” I say, “So, what can I do for you?”

“I hope, forgive me,” she says, looking down at her hands. 

“Well, I am in that business.”

“No,” Miriam says, shaking her head vigorously. “I mean, I don’t want you to hear my confession. Of course, it's not that I don’t want you to. It's just that I’ve already confessed this week. On Ash Wednesday. At the Shrine of the Immaculate Conception in D.C. I always try to take the kids there on special days, even though it’s a trek, to, you know, to get things off to a good start.”

I nod. She clears her throat and continues, “This is about me needing you to forgive me, as a person, for all the things I’ve said about you behind your back.”

I had already heard about some of her remarks about me, and of course I knew firsthand what she had said to me about Father Leonard. But just as we are taught in seminary, I say nothing, letting her find the words for herself.

“Father, there is no excuse whatsoever for the comments I have made about you and Helen,” Miriam continues, “just as there was no excuse about what I said about poor Father Leonard, even if it turned out that it was true. It was never for me to judge and it certainly wasn’t for me to spread rumors.”

She pauses and takes a deep breath, looking at her hands as if what she wants to say is etched in her skin. “While there is no excuse, I would, if you don’t mind, like to offer an explanation, not so you will let me off the hook or anything but in the hopes that you may someday be able to trust me again. Would that be OK?”

“Sure,” I say, intrigued.

“I loved my Dad,” she begins, her voice full of sorrow,  “and we were very close when I was growing up.  He was a good and devout man and provided a wonderful life for my mom and all of us kids. When he died two years ago, I took it very hard. I had lost the man who, next to Dan, was the closest one in my life.”

She pauses for a moment, and when she talks again, her voice is choked with emotion. “Not very long after he died, we learned that since before he and Mom were married, Dad had sent money every month to this woman named Trudy Hughes. I only found out because I was going through his old bank statements and cancelled checks. There was no record of what the payments were for, so I got in touch with her. That’s when I found out that . . . that my Dad wasn’t who I thought he was.”

“What was it, Miriam?” I say quietly. 

She looks up, tears streaming down her face, and continues, “This Trudy Hughes and my Dad had a fling in college. She had become pregnant and he’d paid her child support until their child—his son—graduated from college. Me and my brothers and sisters  had a half brother we never knew about. Dad had kept it a secret from all of us, even Mom, for all that time.”

“I am so sorry to hear that, Miriam,” I say.  “That must have been a terrible blow.”

“It was,” she admits. “It still is. I lay awake at night reviewing everything my Dad ever said or did, looking for a clue to the truth that I didn’t pick up on. But he was so good at deceiving us that he had us—he had me—completely fooled. And I began to wonder if I was just someone who could be easily fooled. But Dan was wonderful and so supportive that I said to myself, ‘well, it's not like something like that could ever happen to us.’”

I’m getting the picture now. “But then, there was the incident with that old girlfriend of his.” 

The reporter, Katherine Shepp, had manipulated Dan into using his position to get her a copy of Joan’s unredacted police file. It had been bad for him when he admitted it, costing him a suspension and endangering his career.

The fact that he was initially a suspect in Shepp’s murder didn’t make things easier.

“Yeah,” she says, tears welling up in her eyes. “He said nothing physical actually happened between them and I believe him.  But still, he kept it a secret from me, just like Daddy did. I began to believe that’s what men do, you know, do what they want to and keep secrets from people. When I saw Father Leonard kissing Rachel that day, that seemed to confirm everything.”

“That was wrong of him, Miriam, and you were right to tell me.”

“But I wasn’t right to tell everybody else,” she says.  “Of course, at first I made it sound like I was just concerned about the situation.  I’d tell people that I had an ‘unspoken prayer request.’ Then they’d get all interested and ask if they could do anything to help, and then I didn’t want them thinking it was something between Dan and me, so I’d say ‘not for me, for Father Leonard.’ And people would nod, like they knew something, too, and I don’t know if they did or not but it just egged me on.

“And then it all came out that he’d been leading a secret life, too. I know you know, Father, that when everyone found out he had killed Rachel, that she had been pregnant with his child, and then he committed suicide, it tore the parish apart.”

I nodded, reminded once again that I had abandoned my flock at the hour of their need, just so I could nurse my own self-pity and forbidden desires. I force myself to listen, to really take in what she’s saying, as a reminder of why I’ve chosen to do what I’ve chosen to do this Lent.

“That was kinda the final straw for me,” Miriam continues,  “and I decided that no man could be trusted, especially any man in my life. I started putting pressure on Dan to get out of shift work.  I told him that if we were going to stay together, he either had to start working something that was mostly during the day time or he’d have to look for another job. I didn’t feel I could trust him if I didn’t know where he was at night.”

“So that’s how he became a detective?”

“Yeah, I mean the promotion is great and the money’s better and everything but the Police Chief wanted to wait to talk to Helen before he promoted him.”

“And you didn’t want to wait?”

“No, not for her. I mean, to me she was already the other wo—” She turns beet red here and quickly says, not meeting my eyes, “uhm, suspicious, to me.”

It is hard to hear these words said about Helen, but I know that in many ways I have no one to blame but myself for them. 

“So I went to the Chief myself and I told him all sorts of stuff about Helen, that she couldn’t be trusted and he didn’t need to wait for her approval for anything. I know he really likes and respects Helen, so I don’t know if he believed me or not, but he still caved. Dan’s been a good officer and he didn’t want to lose him.”

“And neither do you,” I say, looking at her now.

“No, Father, I don’t,” she cries, sobs now racking her body. I almost call Anna but decide to just give her a minute. When she calms down, I speak.

“Miriam,”  I say with as much compassion and authority as I can muster, “as I said on Sunday, I know that I have let you and everyone else down, though not necessarily in the way you thought.”

“But your personal life is none of my bus—”

“No, it's not. But then again, as a priest, I am not allowed much of a personal life, certainly not one that interferes with my ability to care for my parish. But here’s what's important, Miriam.  People are always going to let you down. That’s because we’re human. Dan is going to let you down sometimes and you’re going to let him down. That doesn’t mean that you two don’t have a good marriage or that your whole world is going to fall apart like it did after your dad died.

“But also, and I am not trying to make you feel any worse but to simply give you wise pastoral counsel, you are never going to make yourself feel better by tearing some else down. It just doesn’t work that way.”

“I know that now, Father.” Miriam takes a tissue from the box on my desk and wipes her eyes. “I am truly sorry and hope that you will forgive me.”

“I am delighted to do so, Miriam. I’m glad to have things straightened out between us.”

“Oh, me too, Father, me too.”

“Is there anything else?” I ask, preparing to offer her my blessing.

“No, Father, not at all,” she says with a smile.  “I’m just so grateful to have this weight off my conscience.”

I stand and say, “I am, too, Miriam.” I make the sign of the cross over her and she positively skips to the door.  

Then, just as I am about to return to my chair, she stops and turns around. “Oh, there is one thing, Father,” she says brightly.

I am a little taken aback by this, but it turns out to be so much worse than anything I could imagine. 

“I heard from the animal people, you know, the ones who provided the animals for last year’s Nativity?” 

With as much calm as I can muster, I say “Yes?”

“They feel really bad about what their alpaca did to you,” she says, “and they want to offer us an Easter Sunday petting zoo, with bunnies and chicks and lambs for half price. What do you think?”

Looking into her still tear-stained but glowing face, I say the only thing I can.

“That sounds wonderful to me. Book it.” 

Like so many other things I do from time to time, I’m pretty sure I’m going to regret this someday.

But right now, I don’t.
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“I know the men would love to have you, Father.”

Friday night is our first Lenten Fish Fry of the season.  I don’t particularly love parish gatherings—too many people, too much noise, too much chaos with all the children running around—but I do like fish, and the fish in Myerton are always good. 

Unlike some parishes that serve Mrs. John’s fish sticks or some other pre-battered and frozen substance that in and of itself is a Lenten penance, Saint Clare’s Knights of Columbus is different.  Many of the men are fishermen and spend the summer months at the lakes or in the streams surrounding Myerton casting lines and reeling in bass, catfish, and trout.  They gut and clean these, packing the freezer in Saint Clare’s kitchen until February or March. In case they run out of fresh-caught fish, they have a connection with the owner of a fishing boat in Annapolis, who hooks them up with the Chesapeake Bay’s offerings of sea bass and silver perch. 

These good men, many of whom are retired, spend the late afternoon and early evening breading and frying these delicious gifts of God, along with crispy hand-cut fries and their famous hush puppies. Since they do this outdoors on the lawn in front of the Rectory, the smells have been making my mouth water for hours and distracting me from my homily.  Meanwhile, their wives prepare sides of coleslaw and corn on the cob. There will be no desserts or alcohol served, since this is Lent, but no one misses them, especially while enjoying a glass of ice-cold sweet tea. 

Overall, it makes for a very pleasant evening. Of course, it wouldn’t really matter whether I find it pleasant or not. I am committed to being a good priest and a good priest, at least in Myerton, enjoys fish fries.

So here I am, sitting at a table with the head of the Knights of Columbus and his entourage, enjoying my fish while mothers and fathers try to balance multiple plates of food and herd small children to tables at the same time. The sight fills me with both wonder and terror. 

Over the Grand Knight’s shoulder, I see Helen come in but quickly turn my attention back to him. She and I agreed to have no contact during parish events during Lent, and it would just be easier to do that if I didn’t track her through the crowd the way I used to. 

“Well, Bill,” I say in response to his statement, “I mean to become more involved in all aspects of parish life, particularly those I’ve neglected since being assigned here permanently.”

“Father,” Bill Brant says, looking me earnestly in the eyes and clasping my shoulder. “I appreciated your homily. We all did. And I want you to know that it made us—at least me—think about some things. And it made me realize that I owe you an apology.”

“An apology?” I say, trying and failing to hide my confusion. “What for?”

“For not being more helpful,” he sighs. “For not reaching out to you. We could all see what was happening to you, Father. We should have known that you’d take Father Leonard’s . . . you know, hard, especially after you’d worked so hard to support him. I should have come to you and offered my help. That’s what we Knights are supposed to do—support our parish priest. So I just want you to know one thing, Father. I’m not asking you to join us because of all the things you can do for us, or because it’s part of your obligation as a priest, or some crap like that. I’m offering you our friendship and support.”

He leans closer and in a low voice, adds. “I don’t think any of us men, especially those who’re still married, understand how lonely it can be for you. And how you’d be tempted to—”

“Now, Bill,” I say firmly, “we did not—”

“And I believe you, Father,” Bill says. “And I’m not here to question or condemn you. She seems like a very nice woman. But she is a woman. And you’re a man. And some things are just the way God made them.”

I’m beginning to feel myself getting unjustifiably irritated with this man. But I force myself to listen to what he’s trying to say instead of what I’m hearing.

“I can’t help but think that if I or one of the other men had reached out,” Bill  continues, “offered our friendship, that maybe things wouldn’t have been so hard for you.” He pauses. “And then maybe things wouldn’t have gotten out of hand the way they did.”

I consider what he just said. On the one hand, he’s right. Maybe if I had a male friend or two in the parish, maybe I wouldn’t have developed the feelings for and obsession about Helen that I did. Maybe, instead of her, I would have found support with him.

But that assumes Helen was only a sedative for my pain, a band-aid for my wounds. And she is so much more than that.

My mind forces me—after not putting up much of a struggle—to look for her in the crowd. Helen sort of wanders around the room with her tray of Lenten deights, looking for a place to sit among all the families and elderly people. I fight the urge to get up and go to her, offering to sit with her or find a place for her. Fortunately, I’m distracted when one of the good women of the parish stops by to offer me another glass of sweet tea. I take her up on it and ask the church treasurer, sitting across the table from me, how the offerings were in my absence. I glance up once and see Helen’s found a seat with a young couple with two children. 

It's about 7:30 p.m. when I get up to leave. I work my way through the room, stopping at most of the tables to speak to people and have the occasional little kid hug my leg. I don’t see Helen but I figure she cut out early, having enough of this good Christian fellowship for one night. 

I walk over to the Rectory and let myself in quietly, assuming that Anna has already gone upstairs to her room for the evening. But as I step into the hall, I hear someone speaking tearfully in the living room. 

It's Helen.

“It's not that I really mind feeling like an outsider,” she’s saying.  “I have before in my life. It's just that I am realizing that in the months since I’ve started attending Saint Clare’s regularly, I’ve made no friends, except Tom of course. And now that we’ve agreed that we’re not going to sit together or even speak to each other at church events during Lent, I have no one to talk to.”

“Helen,” I say, walking in the living room, where she is sitting on the couch with a very sympathetic-looking Anna. “What happened? Was someone rude? Have there been more comments?” Anger‘s welling up inside, not just at any parishioner who might have been unkind to her, but once again at myself for letting her down.

“No, Tom, it's not that at all,” she sighs. “It's just that I don’t fit in here. I’m a forty-four year old childless widow surrounded by young families and elderly people. Not to mention that I’m also a woman who carries a gun for a living.”

“But I don’t see—”

“I know there are a few singles in the church but let's face facts. They’re already part of the parish, either through family or community ties.”

“People just have to get to know you,” I say, trying to sound comforting. “I’m sure we can come up with a solution.”

She turns on me now, not exactly with anger but with something akin to it. “Tom,” she says firmly, “I am not a problem for you to solve. I’m a grown woman who has to make a life for myself in the world that I have chosen, or at least would like the chance to choose.”

“But Helen,” I say, trying to figure out what’s going on. I mean, my parish is supposed to be friendly. That’s something that they drill into our heads in seminary. Good, healthy parishes are friendly and welcoming. If Saint Clare’s isn’t, then I need to make it so, not just for Helen but for everybody. 

I begin to think about how I can add an exhortation about hospitality to my Sunday homily when Anna interrupts my thoughts.

“Oh, hush, Tom!” she says sharply. “This is not something you can solve. Helen’s right. She has to find her place. We all do.” 

Then she turns to Helen. “Honey, I understand. After Joan’s dad died, everyone was really sweet and meant well. But I soon realized I no longer fit into the happy families template that I had once been a part of. Especially once everyone knew the truth about what had happened. I had to find a new place for myself and it was hard, especially as the congregation got younger and I got older.”

“But Anna, everyone loves you,” Helen points out. “People are always coming up to talk to you.”

“Yes, that’s true, now. But then again, I’m the church secretary and Tom's gatekeeper. Most of the time if they want to talk to me it is to try to schedule time with him,” she smiles wryly, “or to let me know that we need to order more toilet paper.

“But before that, I had to find a niche, a place where I could fit in. And you’re going to have to do that, too. And Helen, I’m so sorry to tell you this, but the rumors about you and Tom won’t help.”

“Now, wait just a minute,” I say, now truly angry, “Helen is not at fault there. I am. I was very clear about that in my homily on Sunday. I’ve had some very positive reactions, and I have definitely felt people thawing towards me.”

“Towards you, yes,” Anna says firmly. “You’re their priest and they want to believe in you. But they also want to lay blame somewhere and Helen is the obvious choice. In too many people’s eyes, she’s the woman who tried to take you away from them, no matter how many times you deny it from the pulpit.”

I open my mouth to deny this but Anna waves me off. “There’s no need to carry on about how that’s not fair. It is what it is, and if you’re going to remain here, Helen, you’re going to have to figure out a way to deal with it.”

Helen has dried her eyes by now and has her jaw set. Looking at Anna firmly, she asks, “Any suggestions?”

“A few.  You could try joining the Ladies of Charity.  We’re a pretty accepting bunch and many of our members are widows, though most of them are older than you. But ultimately, and I know this from personal experience, you’re going to have to find what works for you, and how that fits into what works for others. It will be hard work at first but I believe it can be done. Of course, I will help you but he,” at this she glances at me, “cannot. We all know that and there is no reason to worry ourselves with it.”

Helen nods at this and begins to gather her things. I am about to invite her to stay for a while but a look from Anna stops me. We all stand but she says, “I’ll walk Helen to the door.” I look at them both helplessly and say as nonchalantly as I can, “All right then. Well, good night, Helen.” 

She looks at me, her sadness still apparent. “Good night, Tom,” she says quietly, and walks with Anna out of the living room. 

Through the front window, I see Anna hug her as they stand on the front stoop and I wonder what’s going on. When Anna comes back in, I ask, “What was all that about?”

“Tom, there were still plenty of people leaving the fish fry and walking right by here. They did not need to see you and Helen saying good night to each other. I deliberately stood there talking to her so that anyone who did see us knew without a doubt that it was me she had been here with, and not you.”

“Anna, I appreciate that but I just don’t understand why it has to be so complicated.”

“It doesn’t, normally,” she replies, “but normally, a priest doesn’t fall in love with a member of his flock and normally, if he does, they both soon go their separate ways. You and Helen have been careless and too public and now you want to change your circumstances so you both can stay here. This is one of the many steps you need to take to change things.”

“But it doesn’t seem fair.”

“Oh, honestly Tom!” she cries with exasperation, “I wish you’d stop saying stuff like that. You have got to realize that while life is often good, it is rarely fair, at least not on the surface. You keep looking for fairness and you’ll drive yourself crazy. Now I’m tired and am going up to bed.”

She heads upstairs as I call behind her, “Well, good night, then!”

Anna stops and turns to me. Pointing a long bony finger at me, she says, “One more thing, Thomas Jude Greer. You need to remember that as hard as all this has been and will continue to be on you, it’s a thousand times harder on Helen. The sooner you get your head out of your butt, the better. Because if you don’t, you’re going to lose her. And I’d hate to see that happen, because I’ve never seen two people who need each other more. And I include you and Joan in that.”

With that, she stomps up the stairs, her final words ringing in my ears.
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Anna’s words are still echoing in my head when I wake up the next morning. She’s right. I’ve been so focused on my own feelings and my own struggles that I haven’t given enough thought to Helen. Last night was the first time I realized the uphill battle she faces if she is going to be part of my life—because the Church is the major part, she needs to find her place in it. 

And I can’t help her, as much as I want to.

Before descending into another fit of self-pity, I get up and quickly shower and dress. I have almost an hour before 8 a.m. Mass, but I decide to say Morning Prayer before the tabernacle this morning. I may even have a chance to say a Rosary before needing to get ready for Mass. Dominic will have already prepared the altar and everything I would need. He gets there about 6 a.m. and, as best I can tell, he spends more than an hour in prayer before Mass.  

I pull my coat on, since it’s still late February and I expect it to be chilly. But when I open the door, a bright blue sky and almost spring-like temperatures greet me. I have to smile.

Winter really is ending, and spring is coming.

I make the short walk to the church, suspecting that except for Dominic, I’ll be alone. I open the side door and stop in my tracks.

Helen’s here, kneeling in the front row.

I am not prepared for this. I knew she’d be attending Mass, sitting near the back and leaving right after the blessing as we’d agreed. But to find her praying in the church almost an hour before it started? This I didn’t expect.

Now I’m faced with the question of what to do. The default would be to stick to the letter of our Lenten discipline—we’d see each other in public places like The Perfect Cup or The Bistro, or in private if someone else was there, but otherwise limit our contact to avoid causing further scandal or giving rise to temptation.

I walk to the center and bow to the altar. I turn, my eyes fixed on the back doors of the church. Walking past Helen, not acknowledging that she’s even there, I sit in a pew about ten rows behind her. I pull my phone out of my pocket and begin to recite the prayers from the Breviary. 

After I finish, I silently contemplate the crucifix over the altar. Helen stands then walks back to where I am. I stand as she approaches.

“I’m sorry if I caught you off guard, Tom,” she whispers, breaking the silence. “I wanted to see you for a few minutes, and I knew you’d be here to pray before Mass. I didn’t want to stop by the Rectory, because I knew Anna wouldn’t be there and I didn’t want anyone to see me go in.”

“I understand,” I say, even though I’m not sure I do completely. “Look, about last night—”

“Oh, Tom, you don’t need to apologize for that. It’s I who wanted to apologize to you. Who needs to apologize to you.”

“What for?”

Helen sighs and looks at me. “For not realizing how hard this is going to be.”

I open my mouth to speak and she holds up her hand. “No, Tom, don’t worry. I haven’t changed my mind. If anything, just the few days we’ve been doing this makes me realize just how much I do want to stay a part of your life.”

“Helen,” I say slowly, “we shouldn’t be talking about this, not now.”

“I know, and I’m sorry.” She lowers her eyes and looks at her hands. “But I want there to be no mistake. It’s hard. It’s harder than I thought it would be. I didn’t realize until last night how much I’d have to do to overcome being the woman who tried to seduce their priest.”

“Oh, come on, Helen! No one thinks that!”

“Oh, yes, they do, Tom,” she smiles ruefully. “And since there’s at least a little bit of truth in it, I don’t hold it against them. All I can do is work to show I’m not that kind of woman—or at least, not anymore.”

She turns and looks to the cross. “So I’m going to follow Anna’s advice. I’m joining the Ladies of Charity, even though the thought makes me want to shoot myself in the foot.”

I chuckle. “If it makes you feel any better, I’m joining the Knights of Columbus. Part of my commitment to be a more involved pastor.”

“And I know how much you like joining anything,” she says with a smile.

“True, true,” I nod. “But you know, it’ll be good for me.” I look at her. “For both of us. Get to know a few people, maybe a friend or two. I’ve already made a new one.”

“Really?” She says with feigned shock. “Tom Greer, well known introvert, has made a friend?”

“Oh, stop,” I say.

“Well, who is it? I must know who this unicorn is.”

“He’s the minister of Myerton Methodist Church. In fact. Anna and I are going over to their house tonight for steaks.”

“Well, have a good time,” she says, though I detect a hint of regret in her eyes. “Gladys is coming over for movie night. Which reminds me,” she says, “I need to go shopping. And clean my apartment.”

“That time of year already?” I quip.

Helen glares at me before cracking into a laugh. The laugh soon dies on her lips. “God, I miss you,” she whispers.

“It’s not like we don’t see each other at all,” I say.

She shakes her head. “No. But it’s not the same. Not like it used to be.”

I sigh and lower my eyes. “After everything that happened in Bellamy,” I whisper. “It can’t be like it used to be.”

After a moment’s silence, I look into Helen’s eyes, those pools of azure blue I almost threw everything away for a few moments of passion. 

“No, it’s not like it used to be,” I say firmly, then smile. “But maybe we can make something better.”

***
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I’m finishing up my homily when I look at the time. It’s 5:30 p.m. and we’re supposed to be at the Applegates’ by 6 p.m..

I leave my office and start up the stairs to get ready. I realize I haven’t seen Anna in a couple of hours. As I’m passing her room, I hear coughing.

Knocking on the door, I say, “Anna?”

“Come in, Tom,” Anna says between coughs.

I open the door slowly.  “Anna, is everything OK?”

She’s laying in bed under the covers, with only the bedside light casting a warm glow in the room. “Oh, yes, but I have developed a nasty cold. I am afraid I’m not going to try to go tonight.”

“Oh, that’s a shame,” I say, meaning it. I had been looking forward to eating steaks with Clark and Vivian all week. “I’ll call and cancel.”

“Oh, don’t be silly. You don’t need to stay home with me. I’ve already talked to Vivian and explained things to her. I’m sending Helen in my place.”

“What?” I say, now thoroughly confused.

“Look, Tom, steaks are expensive.  If they’ve made enough for four people, we owe it to them to have four people show up. She’ll be here in a few minutes and you can walk over together.”

I’m still standing in front of her trying to process this sudden turn of events when it hits me.

I’m going to dinner with Helen.

I dash to my room and change clothes. I’m just putting my shoes on when the doorbell rings.

Bounding down the stairs, I’m aware of some all too familiar feelings. Rapid heartbeat. Butterflies in the stomach. Sweat beading on forehead. A warm feeling spreading through my face. Just like—

I stop. 

Oh, no.

It’s just like it used to be. But can’t be again.

“Tom,” I whisper to myself, “you need to get a hold of yourself. It’s Helen. You’re close friends. Nothing more. Remember that.”

I take a deep breath and open the door.

Helen’s standing on the stoop, wearing a lovely blue sweater that matches her eyes and a long denim skirt that just brushes her ankles.

She must notice me looking at the hem, because she says, “I usually don’t wear my backup to a cookout, Tom.”

“Oh, no, I was—” I stop when I realize what I’m about to say. With a stupid grin, I say, “OK, you caught me. Sorry.”

She rolls her eyes. “Are you just going to stand there or are we going to eat some steak? I’m starving.”

I grab my jacket—it’s a little cool, but not bad for late February—and make sure the door is locked before walking down the steps with Helen.

We’ve gone less than a block before I say, “I thought you had plans with Gladys?”

“I did,” Helen answers, a slight smile on her lips. “She’d only been there ten minutes when Anna called. As soon as she knew what she was calling about, she ran me out of my own apartment.”

“Well,” I say, “I’m very glad she did.”

We walk the remaining five blocks, talking and laughing as we go. I tell her about the new DRE and my impression of her. She tells me about her meeting with the new President of Myer College.

“I take it there was no bloodshed?” I ask.

“Not this time,” she muttered.

“So, what’s he like?”

“What’s he like?” Helen repeats. “Pleasant. Congenial. Ingratiating. God, it was so irritating he wasn’t a jackass or something so I could stoke my dislike of him.”

“Helen!”

“I know, I know—by the way, I guess you know one thing I’ll be confessing—but everytime I think of this man taking advantage of his position to . . . to . . . with Gladys when she was so young and vulnerable, it just makes my blood boil.”

“Helen,” I say, “she was eighteen. And from what she told me, she was a more than willing participant in . . . things.”

She shoots me a dirty look, and I decide a subject change is in order before I do one of my patented Tom Torpedoes on what’s looking to be a very nice evening.

“Any cases on your desk when you got back?”

“No,” she says, shaking her head. “All was quiet, other than a few B&Es and a couple of graffiti incidents behind The Painted Lotus. But then, you were out of town.”

“Are you saying I’m some kind of jinx?”

She smiles mischievously. “I don’t know, Tom. When you’re in town, the bodies do start to pile up.”

“Well,” I laugh, “hopefully that won’t happen this time.”
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At 7 p.m. sharp, Helen and I are standing on the Applegates’ porch. We’re about to knock when the door opens and we’re greeted by a striking woman in her late fifties, tall and almost painfully thin, her short brown hair streaked with silver strands, with hazel eyes flecked with green. Her expression is open and welcoming, as if seeing us is the best thing to happen to her all day. 

“Come on in,” she says with enthusiasm. “You must be Tom and Helen.”

“And you must be Vivian,” I say as we enter. I extend my hand, but she waves it off.

“Oh, Tom, don’t be so formal,” she says as she gives me a hug. “You shake Clark’s hand, not mine.”

“And Helen,” Vivian says, turning to her. Helen’s expression is guarded, uncertain.

Scared about what this woman, who is such a contrast to her, is going to say next.

“Come here,” Vivian says, hugging her tightly. “I am so happy to meet you! Anna has told me so much about you.”

Helen’s eyes get big, then she smiles nervously. “Ha, ha, all good, I hope.”

“Oh, she just raves about you,” Vivan says. “You know, I love that sweater. It really sets off your eyes.”

Helen relaxes and says, “Thank you, Vivian. Blue is one of my favorite colors.”

“Well, you look really nice in it.”

She also looks really, really good in red, I think.

We go into the living room, where a large church directory-style framed photo canvas hangs on the wall. “Your boys are in college now, right?” I say.

“Yes,” Vivian sighs. “They left just before we came here. The one on the left is Wade, on the right is Larry.” She peers closer at the photograph. “I think,” she mutters. “Let’s see—oh, yes, got it right this time! They look so much alike in this picture.”

“Where are they going to school?” Helen asks as we continue through the living room. Unlike some Catholic homes I’ve been in, decorated in a combination of Catholic kitsch, early modern Ikea, and thrift store rejects, Clark and Vivian’s home is modern and orderly, with some paintings on the wall and carefully arranged books on the shelves.

“Wade is going to the University of Nebraska,” Vivian says as she slides the glass door open. “Larry received an appointment to West Point.”

“They didn’t want to go to the same school?” Helen asks.

Vivian stops and looks at her with a grin, “Oh, you’re an only child, aren’t you, honey?”

We all laugh and join Clark on the brick patio. He’s bent over a gleaming stainless steel propane grill, looking at the steaks sizzle.

Vivian walks up to Clark and pats him on the back. “Sweetie,” she says, “our guests are here.”

Clark turns, brandishing a long pair of grilling tongs. “Tom! So glad you could make it. And you must be Helen. I’ve heard a lot about you.”

The smile freezes on Helen’s lips as fear creeps into her eyes. She laughs nervously. “All good, I hope.”

“Oh, nothing but good,” Clark says. “Especially after what you two got up to down in Florida.”

I begin to cough and the blood drains from Helen’s face.

“I know,” Vivian says. “It was in the news, but until Anna told me all that happened—I mean, Tom, you almost beaten to death, the two of you captured by that terrible woman.”

We both relax and exchange glances. So far, so good.

“Well we want to hear all about it,” Clark says. “Honey, why don’t you take Helen inside and finish getting set up. Tom, mind helping me?”

Vivian takes Helen’s arm and leads her back into the house, saying, “Now Helen, I’m very interested in your job.”

Clark’s attention is on the steaks when I turn back to him. “You have a lovely home here, Clark.”

“Thanks,” he says, still looking at the steaks. Unlike our initial meeting, he seems slightly distant. I’m becoming a little unnerved. Especially because I suspect I know why.

There’s nothing to be gained by avoiding it.

“Clark,” I say. “Is something troubling you? You seem a little distracted tonight.”

He puts the tongs down and turns around, not looking me in the eye. “I’m sorry, Tom,” he says. “I’m just trying to figure out how to bring something up, or even if I should. I mean, we’ve only just met, and it’s really none of my business, but I like you, and I think if we’re going to be colleagues and friends, then—”

“Clark,” I say, “are you trying to ask me about Helen?”

He looks at me and blinks. “Yes,” he says, exhaling. “Sorry, Tom, but Vivian and I have both heard the talk around town since we arrived. And then you were both in Florida together, and if it weren’t for your sister’s murder and the human trafficking ring, well, you can see how someone might get the wrong idea.”

“Clark,” I smile. “I’ll tell you the same thing I told my parish last Sunday. Yes, it’s true. Helen’s a very special person in my life, and I in hers. We’ve behaved inappropriately in the past, in ways that brought scandal to my parish and distressed a whole lot of people. We’re working on changing our relationship so we can stay in each other’s lives, but in ways fitting our callings. But,” I say firmly as I clasp his shoulder and lower my voice, “she and I have not had a sexual relationship. The closest it ever got was once, and she stopped things before they ever got that far. That’s what got through to us, and put us on the path we are now.”

Clark exhales. “Tom,” he says, “thank you for that.” He pauses, as if trying to decide if he should ask what he wants to. “You know, as a Protestant, I don’t understand your Church’s position on married clergy. I can’t imagine even doing what I do without Vivian. How do you?”

I smile ruefully. “Honestly, I don’t know sometimes. But I knew what I was getting into.”

“You also knew what you were giving up, right?” At my look, Clark explains, “Anna told Vivian about her daughter, your wife. I am so sorry.”

I nod. “Yes, I did know. And, I didn’t. Not until Helen came back into my life.”

Clark is about to open his mouth when the sliding glass door opens and Helen pops her head out. “Hey! Aren’t those steaks ready yet?” she calls. “Clark, Vivian asked me to tell you to get a move on. She doesn’t like eating a saddle.”

We laugh. Clark says, “We’ll be right there.” Helen goes in and Clark says, “Tom, listen, I can’t advise you on theology or anything like that—I’m hardly an expert on mine, much less yours—but I can listen. If you need a friend to talk to, to unburden yourself to, my door is always open.”

I look into the eyes of this man I’ve just met, who seems somehow to understand what I’m going through. “And mine to you. Ours is a lonely job, and we need to support each other—even if we’re on opposite sides of the Reformation.”

We clasp each other on the shoulder, then Clark begins to move the steaks from the grill to a large metal platter. That task done, he says, “Shall we join the ladies?”

***
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“You mean you never knew he had become a priest?”

Helen chuckles at Vivian’s astonishment. “No,” she shakes her head. “I hadn’t laid eyes on Tom, or even heard from him, in twenty years.”

“And Tom,” Vivian turns to me, “you didn’t know she’d become a police officer.”

“No clue at all,” I say. “When I left—” I pause as the words stick in my throat. “When I left her, she was on her way to Duke Law School.”

I glance at Helen, the tinge of sorrow I feel reflected in her face.

“Well, what did you both think?”

We stare at each other across the table. Helen’s told me some of her thoughts, and I’ve told her some of mine. But how much to reveal?

“Honestly?” Helen says. “I was shocked. But part of me was thrilled to see him again. We’d been together for over three years in school, and had become engaged. It’s hard to forget that.” She grins at me, then adds, “Of course, part of me wanted to shoot him for leaving me.”

“You said it didn’t cross your mind,” I say, laughing.

“I lied,” she laughs.

Out of the corner of my eye, I see Clark and Vivian look at each other across the table, exchanging knowing smiles.

“As it was, Helen, you practically kicked me out of your office,” I say.

“Tom, it was either that or—” Helen stops, a blush beginning to color her cheeks as she realizes what she almost said.

Clark jumps in. “Did the church secretary really hold you at gunpoint in the Rectory?”

“Huh? Oh, yeah. We’d figured out it was her nephew who’d killed Joan, who’d been briefly married to her years before we met.”

“No, you figured out it was the nephew,” Helen says, pointing a finger at me. “I figured out the nephew was her son, and that she’d killed the reporter.”

“Did you really burst through the door to save him?” Vivian asks. “That’s what Anna told me.”

“Technically,” I say, “I had the situation under control—”

“You did not,” Helen says with astonishment.

“—when Helen snuck in and got her to drop the gun.”

“Do you remember the look on Father Leonard’s face?” Helen says, laughing.

As tragic as his end, I laugh at the memory, too. “Oh, yes. Priceless!”

“Was his name really Leonard McCoy?” Clark asks.

“His Mom was a very disturbed individual,” I explain.

The steaks, baked potatoes, asparagus, and salad consumed, we move to the living room for pie and coffee, Helen graciously accepting a piece in spite of her Lenten decision. The conversation moves on to other, more pleasant topics than murder. Vivian is in the middle of telling the story about how she and Clark met—something about a fight with a college boyfriend at a party while Clark was hiding in the same room, studying for an exam—when Helen’s phone rings.

Looking at it, she says, “I’m sorry, I need to take this.” She stands up and walks to the patio door as she answers the phone and says, “Hi, Dan, what’s up?”

I look at her body language through the glass. Her shoulders tense, her spine stiffens, and even though I can’t hear, I know her voice has taken on an authoritative tone.

Something’s wrong.

We’re continuing our chit-chat when Helen rejoins us. “I am so sorry,” she says apologetically. “That was work. I need to go.”

I get up as Clark and Vivian rise. “Oh, that’s all right, Helen. We understand,” Vivian says.

“Anything wrong?” Clark asks.

Helen smiles. “Clark, when I get a call from my colleague at 10 p.m., he’s not telling me good night.”

I get our coats and help Helen with hers.

“Clark,” I say, extending my hand, “This has been great but I know both of us have early mornings tomorrow. Anna wants me to invite you two to come try some Maryland crabs with us Friday night, if you’re available.”

Clark smiles and looks at Vivian, who nearly squeals with delight. “Oh Tom, that would be lovely. I have been dying to try crabs since we moved here, but they look so complicated.”

“Don’t worry about that,” Helen interjects, “John taught me how to deal with them when we were first married. I’ll be glad to give everyone lessons, if, of course, I’m invited.”

I grin at her and say, “Of course you are. You know how dangerous I am with those things.”

By this time, Clark has opened the door and as we go out he calls.  “Vivian will give Anna a call this week and line things up.  It was so nice meeting you, Helen. Please be careful. You will be in our prayers.”

“Thanks again,” she says, and we walk out into the night.

We’re walking quickly back to Saint Clare’s where Helen’s car is parked. She dials her phone. “Ok, Dan, I’m on my way. I’ll be there in about fifteen minutes.” She pauses. “Yeah, sorry, I, ah, I have to help Gladys get back to her van. Is the team there yet? I want the entire area of that site cordoned off. They’ve got a long job tonight.” She pauses again as Dan says something. “Dan, I know it’s dark! I’m right out in it! Get the lights from Maryland DOT and set them up. I want it done now.” She hangs up.

“I take it you told Dan you were with Gladys,” I say.

Helen sighs. “Ok. Yes. I lied. But this is something we didn’t discuss. I had to make it up on the fly.”

“Exigent circumstances,” I say. “What’s going on?”

“I’m not sure yet. Some drunk college boys got into where they’re digging the foundations for that new building on campus. They were playing on a dirt mound when one of them found a skull.”

“A skull?”

“A skull and a couple of arm bones. So either there’s a Native American burial no one knew about, or someone’s little secret was just uncovered.”

She stops and looks at me. “You know, Tom,” she grins. “Maybe you are a jinx.”

“Well,” I laugh. “At least this dead body has nothing to do with me.”
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Twelve
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After our goodnight hug, Helen promises to text me in the morning. I watch her pull out of the church parking lot, then walk to the Rectory. I have a bounce in my step and I’m whistling a little tune.

I make my way up the stairs quietly, so as not to wake Anna. In my room, the first thing I do is pull out my phone to say Night Prayer. That done, I change for bed.

I’m tired, but I’m not sleepy.

It was such a wonderful night. More wonderful than the one where we danced and I held her in my arms. We never got closer than a foot, the only time I held her was for our three-second hug when we parted, not even her hand. But at Clark and Vivian’s, I felt closer to her than I have in a long time.

Even when we were in the cabin, coming so very close . . .

What was it? Her laugh? The little jesting barbs at each other? Or was it something else?

Was it the fact that, for an evening at least, with Clark and Vivian, we were like any other normal couple?

Well, almost normal couple, at least?

Was this another example of what Anna was trying to tell me, that the physical is only a small part of a marriage? That there were more nights like tonight than . . . the other kind?

I smile. Oh, I think I’d trade one of that kind for a thousand more like this.

As I close my eyes and nestle down under the warm covers, a short prayer comes to mind.

Oh, my Lord and my God, please grant me many more nights like this with her.

***
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Helen wasn't at 10:30 a.m. Mass.

When I woke up in the morning, refreshed in spite of going to bed around 11 p.m., I found a text she had sent at 5 a.m.

Just getting in from the crime scene. Need a shower and a couple hours of sleep. Sorry, darling, won’t be at Mass.

I’m jolted by her using darling in her text. But she was tired, probably not thinking clearly.

I text back, 

I understand. Get some rest. We’ll talk later.

Thinking she’s still asleep, I put my phone down and grab my robe for my trek to the bathroom for a shower. I’m surprised when I hear my message alert ding.

It’s Helen. 

Don’t scold me. Back at the office. There’s something very odd about this case. Talk later.

Helen’s a consummate professional. If she says there’s something odd about a case, then it’s a good bet something really bizarre’s happened.

The rest of the morning is pretty uneventful. Shower. Dress. Over to the church to find Dominic already has everything set up for the first Mass. Prayer. Vesting. Calm and sedate 8 a.m. Mass. Noisy and chaotic 10:30 a.m. Mass.

A very normal Sunday morning.

I’m tired after the Mass, as always, and am looking forward to lunch. I head to the kitchen where the delicious smells are coming from.

“Well, that just smells—” I stop when I see the look on Anna’s face.

“What’s wrong, Anna?” I ask.

She clears her throat. “Tom, Helen called while you were still at Mass. She needs to meet with you.”

“OK, I’ll give her a call,” I say, pulling out my cell phone. “Is it OK if I invite her to lunch?”

“No, Tom,” she says, grabbing a brown paper bag and a soda off the counter and handing it to me. “What I should have said was that she needs to see you in her office as soon as possible.” 

“OK,” I say, slowly. “Did she say what about?”

Pausing, she says, “She said it's about a case. But Tom, there was something about the way she said it that I didn’t like. I asked her if anything was wrong.”

“What did she say?”

Anna looks at me. “She said, for your sake, she hopes not.”

***
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Anna’s words echo in my mind as I walk into the police station, having consumed the sandwich and chips that Anna had packed me and hastily washed it down with the soda. Because I am now the police chaplain, no one stops me to ask me what I’m doing. So I make a beeline to Helen's office. The door is open a little and I call, “Knock, knock,” as I walk in. 

I honestly expect to find some distraught rookie that needs help working through seeing his first dead body, or maybe even the family of the victim.  Instead, Helen waves me in and says firmly, “Close the door, please, Tom, and have a seat.”

I see the look on her face and hear the tone in her voice. 

This isn’t Helen Parr, the woman I love.

This is Detective Helen Parr. And she’s talking to me as she would anyone else.

Taking a seat, I say, “What’s this all about, Helen?”

Helen leans forward and clasps her hands in front of her. “Tom,” she begins, slowly, “I’m about to show you something pretty gruesome. I know you’ve seen dead bodies before but this will be different. There’s a bottle of water right next to you. Go ahead and open it now so it will be handy. If at any time you feel faint, feel free to put your head down on the desk or even lie down on my couch.  No one wants you collapsing on the floor and getting hurt.”

“Helen, what the—?” 

She stops me. “Tom, don’t say anything yet.  Just tell me that you understand what I just said.”

I nod my head and she passes a 8 x 10 color photo to me. I look down at it as she says, “Do you recognize this dress?”

I don’t, at first.  For one thing, it's difficult to determine its original color, as it is stained all over with red clay, clumps of which still adhere to it. I squint a little, trying to determine what the top is made of. It appears to be some sort of heavy lace, kind of like my grandmother used to crochet. 

Then I know. In spite of the large brownish stain at the neck, I know what I’m looking at. 

Crocheted lace for the bodice. The dress was once white and made of this sheer tissuey fabric that you could almost see through—that I had once desperately tried to see through. 

To confirm my suspicion, I force my reluctant eyes to the waist.

Then I see it, and a cold chill goes down my spine.

A piece of now-faded, blue satin ribbon.

I look at Helen, who looks back at me, a mask of professional calm. pulled tightly down over her face.

“Tom,” she says quietly, “I recognized it from a picture in her case file. I’m right, aren’t I?”

“Yes,” I say. “You are. It's Joan’s wedding dress.” 

My mind flashes back to my beautiful bride coming up the aisle in this one-of-a-kind gown that she designed herself and her mother made.  There is no chance I’m mistaken. 

“This is what the girl was wearing when you found her.”

Helen’s shocked by my statement. I see her mask slip just a little.

“Yes, Tom,” she whispers. “How did you know that?”

“Helen,” I say regretfully, “that’s a long story.”

“Then you’d better get started,” she insists, not missing a beat.

I look at the ceiling and close my eyes. I take a deep breath.

“Her name,” I say, “is Donna Dupree . . .”
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Fourteen Years Ago.

I’d been back at work for about three months, having taken a month’s leave following Joan’s murder. I had successfully shut myself away from everyone and everything. I lived alone, worked alone, and slept alone.  I didn’t see this ever changing and didn’t want it to.  This was years before my vocation. On the rare occasions when I thought of God, it was only to cry out again at his injustice to me, to Joan, and to our unborn child, who died in her mother’s womb. 

I got to work early that morning, as usual.  It was easier to be at the archives with the College’s memories than at home with my own.  I put on my headphones and tuned into NPR, happy to lose myself in a bunch of political talk that I didn’t even agree with.  I had figured out by then that being mildly angry all the time kept the sadness at bay, at least temporarily. 

I smelled her before I saw her. I didn’t hear her slip in and only looked up from my work when I became aware of a haunting mixture of lavender and roses in my office. It was not the first time I had smelled this particular combination that day.  It was still on Joan’s pillow that I clutched to my chest each night. But I had never smelled that combination at work, not since the last time Joan had snuck in to pass me a forbidden chocolate donut. 

As I slowly raised my head, I was all too aware that this was probably yet another step down the path to insanity but, I thought, “What the hell? What’s one more bad turn?” I turned my head, and that’s when I first saw her.

She was not exactly beautiful but still very attractive. She had red hair and brown eyes, a very unusual combination, and she had what can only be described with any accuracy as an incredible figure, both soft and angular in all the right places. She wore a skirt and blouse obviously designed to emphasize this, for they were both a bit shorter and a bit tighter than they should have been for the office. I say that now, with the clarity of years of hindsight, but that was not what I was thinking then. 

Before I could think anything, she put out her hand. I snatched my headphones off, sending them clattering to the ground and immediately stood up. I shook her hand as she introduced herself. “Hi, Mr. Greer, I’m Donna Dupree, your new student assistant.” Before I could say anything, she turned to the small desk on the other side of the room.  Walking toward it, she called over her shoulder, “Is this mine?” I just nodded as she dropped her backpack on the chair. “Great,” she continued, “I’ll just get settled in here and then maybe you can show me around. How’s that sound?”

“Fine,” I finally managed to say.

So I showed her around that morning. A week later, she had moved her desk next to mine because she insisted that would make it easier for us to work together. 

I know now that I should have stopped her. I should have established clear boundaries from the start, but frankly, I had never been through anything like this before. As you know, I was far from a choir boy. But I had always done the pursuing, and never been pursued. I knew that Donna only had a student work permit for that term, so I figured she’d be gone on to something bigger and better in a few months and I’d be off the hook. 

I will admit now, though I am ashamed to, that I grew to enjoy having her around. She’d laugh at my jokes and pretend to be interested in NASCAR and Star Trek. She fussed over me and often picked up lunch for us.  I always insisted on paying and so she started calling them our dates. We’d eat out on the lawn and she would sit on a bench close to me. Much too close. But if I tried to move away, she’d just get closer. I finally decided I liked the attention. I could close my eyes and smell her and pretend she was Joan.

Looking back, I have no one to blame but myself for what happened next.

It was a Friday afternoon.  We were right in the middle of a project when I looked at the clock and saw it was after 5 p.m. I told her to go home and I would finish up on my own.  She said OK and told me to have a nice weekend.  I kept working until after 6 p.m., when there was a knock on the door. 

It was Donna. She was holding a small birthday cake with a lit sparkler on top. I knew I hadn’t mentioned it was my birthday, and I asked her how she knew. She said she had a friend who worked in Human Resources and had found out for her. She put the cake on her desk and then opened her backpack to reveal a large bottle of champagne. At that time in my life, I drank even less than I do now, but she had brought along two glasses and I didn’t want to hurt her feelings.

It was my first birthday without Joan and the memory of our last one together was too painful for words. So I drank, then some more, and then some more. I hadn’t had much lunch that day and the champagne hit me like a steamroller. 

When she started kissing me, I realized I was in too deep. By then, the combination of grief and champagne proved to be too much and I kissed her back. I gave in to the temptation to close my eyes and let my nose tell me that the woman who smelled so much like Joan actually was Joan.

When it was over, I knew I had made a terrible mistake. I felt sick and wanted to run from the room. Donna, on the other hand, was all over me, insisting that she had dreamed of this since the first moment we met. I tried to tell her how sorry I was, that it was all a big mistake. She just kept saying I was worrying over nothing, that she wanted me as much as I wanted her. 

But of course, I didn’t want her. 

To make matters worse, while it is true that she was a student in her early twenties, less than a decade younger than I was, I was also her supervisor. I could have easily lost my job for this, though the rules weren’t as strict back then as they are now.

Somehow, we both got our clothes back on and got out the door. I walked home, still too drunk to drive. She tried to go with me but I made up some story about having a cranky roommate or something like that.  By the time I got home to my apartment, I was completely wiped out. I fell into bed, promising myself that I would figure out what to do in the morning. 

The last thing I remember doing was throwing Joan’s pillow off the bed.

I was sound asleep the next morning when I heard someone pounding on my door.  Looking at my watch, I realized it was already after 10 a.m. My head felt like someone was using it for a soccer ball.  The knocking kept up as I pulled on my robe and slippers. I made it to the door as fast as I could, not interested at all in who was on the other side but desperate to make the racket stop. 

I pulled open the door to find Donna standing there with a picnic basket.

She smiled cheerfully and sailed inside. “Good morning, sleepy head,” she purred. “I got tired of waiting for you to call so I decided I’d just come on over and kidnap you for a picnic.  I guess your car is still at the office.  You know, I respect that so much. There is no excuse for driving under the influence, though doing other things is a different matter.”  She said the last bit so coquettishly that I thought for a minute I was in some sort of weird 1950s movie dream.

When I just stared at her, she came over to me and put both her hands on my chest, saying playfully, “What’s wrong, honey, cat got your tongue? Here, let me see if I can get it back.” Before I could stop her, she was doing just that, kissing me in the same way that got us in trouble last night. Anxious to escape to somewhere I could think, I pulled back from her and said with as much dignity as I could muster. “I better go get dressed.” I practically ran to my room as she called behind me, “Don’t do it on my account.”

Once inside my bedroom, I went into the bathroom and turned on the shower, thinking that showering would buy me some time to think of what to do next. Before I could even begin to get undressed, I heard her knocking at the door and shouting, “Hey, want some company in there? I can scrub your back!”

I quickly turned off the shower and ran back to my living room. She was lying on the couch in the shortest skirt I’d ever seen. I mean, I think I’ve had a belt or two that was wider. She sat up and patted the place beside her provocatively. I sat in a chair on the other side of the room.

“Donna,” I began.

“Call me DiDi,” she purred. “You did last night.”

“Donna,” I continued. “Last night was a mistake. I let things get out of hand and I am truly sorry.”

“Oh, don’t worry about anything, baby. I’m on the pill.”

“No, that’s not what I’m talking about, though I am glad to hear that. What I mean is that we never should have done what we did in the office.”

She sighed, “You’re probably right.” 

OK, I thought, this is going well. She’s probably a little embarrassed, too. 

Then she continued, “It's not very professional. Next time we should either come over here or go to my place.”

“No, Donna,” I insist. “We should not, we are not going to do anything like what we did last night again. It was a mistake that I regret and am determined not to repeat.”

At this, her mood changed from coquettish to dangerous. “Wait a minute!” she roared. “You think I’m some kind of one-night stand! That you can use me and then toss me aside like a rag doll!  Well, let me tell you something, mister. I am not that kind of girl. I only gave in because I felt sorry for you, what with your dead wife and all. I figured I could make you feel better, show you what you’re missing. But now,” she burst into tears, “Oh, Tom, I don’t know what to think.” 

At this point, I didn’t either. I said as directly as I could, “Donna, I think you should go home now. We can talk about this on Monday.”

“Talk?” she spat. “I guess that’s all you’re good for now that you’ve had your way with me. Yeah, we can talk, but it will be when I decide to, not when you want to!” 

With that, she stormed out of my apartment and down the sidewalk, lugging that picnic basket with her.

I collapsed on the couch and put my head in my hands. I had no idea what to do next. So I did what I always did in times of great stress, or what I used to do back then. 

I fell asleep.

When I woke up, I had a plan. I picked up the phone and called the president of the college. I gave him a brief description of what happened. He asked me to meet him in one hour at his office with the school’s legal team.

The meeting didn’t last very long. Basically, a bunch of men in suits listened to my story and then politely agreed to accept my two-week notice. Tragically, I could afford to make this move because prior to her death, Joan and I had been saving up for in-vitro fertilization.  The cost of just one round would allow me to travel inexpensively for months. They also granted me two weeks of administrative leave and offered to have someone pack up everything in my office and take it to my home by Monday evening.

I spent the rest of the weekend packing up as much stuff as I could carry in my minivan. It was only a year old, Joan having insisted that this is what we needed to replace my old clunker when it finally gave up the ghost. I contacted my landlord, Mr. Hooper, and asked if he could help me find someone to sublet my apartment. I would leave it furnished, not wanting to take with me anything Joan and I had owned together. He assured me it would be no problem and offered to manage everything for me until the lease was over, for a small fee, of course. 

It was around 9 p.m. on Sunday night. I was just about to lock up and go to bed when someone knocked. Thinking it might be a neighbor who had seen the light on and wanted to ask about something I had put out on the sidewalk, I opened the door.

And screamed. 

There before me was Donna, wearing Joan’s wedding dress.

I tried to slam the door, to lock out this horrific specter but she pushed her way in, saying over and over again, “It's me, darling, I’ve come back to you.” 

I grabbed her and tried to push her out of the apartment. This made her mad and she started hitting me, pulling my hair, scratching my face. I finally got her back out the door and locked it. I sat there on the floor while she tried to get me to let her in, alternating begging with furious demands. I finally threatened to call the police. 

That got her attention. I watched out the window as she ran away, back toward the college.

As soon as she was gone, I threw the rest of my stuff in the van, locked the door, and took off. The next morning, I stopped at the first post office I came to and mailed the key back to Mr. Hooper. I never saw or heard from Donna again.
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The Present

Helen does not make any notes while I tell my story.  As soon as I finish, she starts scribbling furiously on the yellow legal pad in front of her.  I wait quietly for her to finish, knowing better than to interrupt her. 

Finally, she puts her pen down and looks at me. I remember again how scary her cop face can be.

“OK, Tom,” she begins, “I have just a few questions. Who exactly hired Donna? You spoke as if her arrival was a complete surprise.”

“Well, it was and it wasn’t. From time to time, the archives would request a student assistant in the work study program be assigned to us. My superior did interview Donna but I had opted out of dealing with that, what with everything else.”

“That makes sense. Now, you said you felt sick afterward. Do you mean literally sick? Could she have put something in your drink?”

“I don’t know. I guess she could have but at the time, I thought it was just a combination of champagne on an empty stomach and overly sweet birthday cake.”

“OK, we’ll put that aside for now. The next question is, were there any cameras in your department, anyone who could have been watching or recording what happened?”

“No, absolutely not.”

“And you did have sexual intercourse with her?”

I look down and whisper, “Yes.”

“Did you wear a condom?”

For reasons I don’t fully understand, this makes me mad. “No, Helen, I didn’t! I hadn’t had a condom anywhere near me for more than a year. Joan and I had been trying to get pregnant and we had finally succeeded.” 

At that, my voice fails me and I break out in a furious sweat. I grab the water bottle she had so graciously provided and take a gulp. When our eyes meet again, there is a bit more Helen and a bit less cop.

“Tom,” she says gently, “I am not trying to hurt you or embarrass you. I’m just trying to get out ahead of this thing. It’s possible that you may have been the last one to see her alive.” She hesitates, then adds, “There might still be traces of your sexual activity on the dress.”

“Oh, my God! Oh, my God!” I say, loudly.

“Tom, Tom,” she says, “you need to calm down before someone hears you. I didn’t say we would find something. In fact, it is unlikely that we will, given the condition of the body after all this time. But I want to be ready, just in case. OK?”

She reaches out to pat my hand. Before she can withdraw it, I grab hers like a drowning man would a rope. She squeezes my hand and then slowly extricates her fingers. Her cop face comes back.

“OK,” she picks up her pen again. “About what time did you leave?”

I sit back and think. “Sometime around 10 p.m. Not long after.”

“Where did you drive?”

“I just started driving west. I kept driving, not really even knowing where I was going.”

“Where did you stop?”

I have to think some more. “I remember stopping in Columbus for gas, maybe around one?”

Helen looks up. “I guess you wouldn’t have the receipt still, huh?”

I shake my head. “No. And I happen to know that credit card companies only keep records for five years or so.” She looks at me. “A records management conference a few years ago. There was a workshop on corporate financial records.”

She throws the pen down. “So Columbus at one in the morning. And then?”

I sigh. “I stopped in Chicago around eight the next morning, checked into a hotel—no, I don’t remember the name—and slept. Then the next day, I drove north.”

She picks the pen up again and makes a note. Then, she looks at me with her brow furrowed.

“Tom,” she says. “If you headed west and then north, how did you wind up back at Our Lady of the Mount?”

I take a deep breath and blow it out. “That’s a story in itself,” I say. “I drove around the Midwest for a couple of months, then I just felt like coming home. I drove back to Maryland, met Brother Martin.” I shrug. “The rest is history.”

She makes another note, then puts her pen down and sits back, crossing her arms. 

“Just one more question, Tom,” she says. “How in the world did she get her hands on Joan’s wedding dress?”

“Hell if I know,” I confess sadly.

“All right, then,” she says briskly, a tight smile on her face, “I think I have all I need for right now. I know you’ve had a long day so I’ll let you get on your way.”

She starts to stand up, but I remain seated. Seeing this she asks, “Tom?”

“I’ve answered all your questions,” I say. “How about you answer some of mine?”

She shakes her head. “That’s not the way it works, Tom, you know that. This is an open murder investigation. I can’t discuss it with you.”

“I don’t see why not?”

“Don’t you? Look, I’m chief of detectives now and I plan to investigate this case to the best of my ability.  Anything less would betray both of us. And if I’m going to be able to do my job, I’ve got to start by talking to everyone who is connected in any way with what happened, beginning with you. That is the only reason you’re here. We are not on the same side right now. In fact, it might not be a bad idea for you to hire an attorney.”

“What for? I didn’t do anything wrong.” Her eyebrow goes up just a hair at this. “OK, I didn’t do anything criminal. You’re good at your job. I trust you completely to get to the bottom of this without me having to have a lawyer.”

She smiles at this and reaches for my hand again when the door flies open and Brian Dohrmann barges in.

“Detective Parr,” he says gruffly, “may I see you outside for a minute?”

Helen goes out and closes the door behind her.  Over the next several minutes, I hear angry voices coming from the other side but I cannot tell what they are saying. When they come back in, Helen is red-faced with fury. Brian is smiling smugly.

“Father Greer,” he says. “Due to the fact that you are connected with this case and Detectives Parr and Conway are both members of your parish, my office is taking over the investigation, effective immediately.”

With that, I stand up and say, “In that case, I want a lawyer.”

Brian eyes me warily and then smiles like a cobra pretending to be a kitten.  “There’s no real need for that, Father Greer. You're not under arrest. Helen here just invited you in for a little chat. After all, you are the police chaplain, one of our own, as it were.  And under normal circumstances, I wouldn’t object to Helen continuing the investigation.”

His grin widens and he becomes even more sinister. “But in light of your, shall we say, close relationship—.”

He looks at Helen out of the corner of his eye as she says angrily, “Brian, I just finished telling you. Tom and I are just friends.”

“Oh, of course you are,” he says in a slithering tone. “But some people might not believe that, especially considering you two were down in Florida together—and I don’t believe anyone knew about it. Until it was plastered all over the media, of course. I mean, we can’t allow people to think that an investigation was less than thorough because of the personal feelings of a detective.”

He takes a threatening step forward. “Now, I have no personal feelings about you, Father. I’m just doing my job. My job involves finding out who murdered Donna Dupree, and I intend to leave no stone unturned until I do.”

We both stand there for a minute, eyeing each other. For a moment, I think he might punch me, and then for another, I wish he would so that I would have an excuse to knock that smarmy smile off his face. Helen also says nothing but I can sense that she is alert, prepared to end any physical altercation we might start.

Finally, I ask, “Am I under arrest?”

Brian answers coldly, “No, Father Greer, not yet.”

“Then I’ll be on my way.”

“Let me get the door for you.”

He opens the door and waits for me to walk through. I do so, though it makes me uncomfortable to turn my back on him.

I get in my car and drive to the rectory, dreading the conversations I need to have.
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During my short drive to the rectory, I decide that the first person I need to talk to is Anna. 

I am so grateful that she has agreed to stay on as my housekeeper and secretary. 

I hope she will agree to remain after this conversation.

“Anna,” I say as nonchalantly as I can as I enter the rectory, “You here?”

“Of course I’m here,” Anna says, walking out of her office. “Did you think I was slacking off on my job?” 

“Of course not,” I say placatingly. “Have you started dinner yet?”

“You are demanding today,” she teases, “but to answer your question, no. Why do you ask?”

“Because I think it might be nice to order something in. Can you join me in the living room, please?”

“Tom, what’s wrong? Has something happened to someone? Your mother? Helen?”

“No, nothing like that, but we do need to talk about something and I think we’ll be more comfortable on the couch.”

“OK,” she says, joining me on the couch.

“Anna,” I say, as gently as I can. “I want to talk about Joan, or more specifically, Joan’s wedding dress.”

Her eyes are damp as she looks at me warily. “What about Joan’s dress?”

“I remember so well how beautiful it was, how much fun you two had designing it and making it together. But I’m just wondering, what happened to it after she died?”

“Oh, Tom, that was so long ago,” Anna says, not looking me in the eye. “Why dredge it up now?”

“Anna,” I say, touching her hand,  “it's important. I will explain why in just a few minutes.”

Anna takes a deep breath and stretches her fingers, as if that will give her the strength she needs to speak. 

Finally, she takes a deep breath and says, “It's gone, Tom, I gave it away. That may seem heartless to you, but I believe it is what she would have wanted. She gave it back to me after the wedding and asked me to pack it away for her daughter, she said.” 

At this, she breaks down and I pull her close in a comforting hug. She cries for a minute or two before pulling back from me and drying her eyes with the fancy handkerchief she always keeps tucked in the cuff of her sweater.

“Anna, I'm sure that you did the right thing in passing it along to someone else. Who did you pass it along to?”

“Well, Tom, it wasn’t exactly a person, it was a place,” she says. “You see, I had volunteered for years at the Myerton House of Hope Thrift Store.  I was going through my closets a couple of months after Joan’s death and I saw the dress and I thought, ‘She gave it to me, and there’s never going to be a daughter now, so someone else might as well have it.’ I took it to the store and they were just so touched. In fact, they did a little piece on me and Joan and her murder for the Myerton House Newsletter. Somehow the Myer College Mallard got a hold of it. They came and interviewed me, so I talked about Joan and how much she had enjoyed her students and how nice I thought it would be if one of them ended up with the dress.

“To tell you the truth, Tom, I didn’t really think anyone would ever buy it.  I mean, it was not at all fashionable and was really more like something my grandmother would have worn, but it was what Joan wanted. It hung on the rack for weeks until one day this red-haired girl came in. I was working that day and she asked particularly to see the dress that had belonged to the girl that got killed. I got the dress for her and offered to let her try it on but she just paid for it and walked out. It ran through my mind that she might want it for a play she was in or something. I remember it was spring because a number of high school girls were in and out at that time looking for prom dresses and the wedding dress was one of the few left on the rack.

“Now, Tom, I’ve told you everything I know. Will you please tell me what this is all about?”

I take another deep breath and say, “Anna, Helen was called to a crime scene late last night. They found the remains of a dead girl and she was wearing Joan’s dress. Helen recognized it from our wedding picture, which was included in Joan’s case file. She called me to her office and showed me a picture and I confirmed that it was indeed the dress.”

“Oh, my Lord, Tom, what are the chances? After all these years.”

“Here’s the thing, Anna. The girl wearing the dress has been dead for quite some time.”

“So you're saying that the body might belong to that sweet girl I sold the dress to?”

“Afraid so,” I admit, “though we can’t be sure yet.”

“When will Helen know, Tom?”

Now I face a decision. Do I go ahead and tell Anna everything when there is still the tiniest chance that she may never have to know? Or, do I keep my mouth shut and hope for the best? I quickly decide to go ahead and tell her before she has a chance to corner Helen.

“Helen’s not handling the case, Anna. Brian Dohrmann is.”

“Why, Tom?” Anna asked, confused. “I mean, if Helen’s too busy why don’t they let Dan handle it?”

I take a deep breath and look away from her. “Neither of them are considered properly impartial because . . . I am currently their number one suspect.”

With that, I begin my long tortured story, leaving out the part where we actually had sex, instead just describing Donna as a disturbed young woman who formed an unhealthy crush on me.

“And so,” I conclude, “that is why I left Myerton so suddenly.”

I look at Anna, who’s sitting back on the couch with her hands in her laps, staring at the fireplace. She sits like that for a while. The tension between us grows with every passing minute, as I wonder what she’s thinking and what she’s about to say.

“So, Tom,” Anna finally says quietly. “All these years you’ve told people—including me—that you left town because of the memories you had of Joan made staying more than you could stand, and instead you left because the College forced you to resign because of this girl?”

I nod, looking at my hands. “Yes,” I whisper, “though honestly, I would have probably left anyway.”

“Tom, what I don’t understand is, why didn’t you just tell me? I mean, nothing that girl did was your fault.” She stops and looks at me. “In fact, asking you to resign makes no sense to me. I mean, OK, this person had an unhealthy crush on you, and certainly you maybe didn’t maintain proper boundaries in letting her get a little too familiar with you, but . . .”

She trails off and leans closer to me. “What aren’t you telling me?”

“If I tell you,” I whisper, “you’ll hate me forever. And right now, I don’t think I can stand that, Anna. I need one person on my side. I’m scared. No, not scared. I’m terrified. Brian has me in his sights and he’s already decided, I know, to make my life a living hell.”

“Tom,” Anna says, putting her arm around me. “I think I already know. You and this girl . . . you slept with her, didn’t you?”

“She got me drunk!” I cry. “I swear, Anna! That’s what happened! She brought champagne and a cake on my birthday, which she had found out about from a friend in personnel, and she wore the same fragrance that Joan did, and by the time everything happened I was too drunk to stop and I was thinking about Joan the whole time.” I collapse on her shoulder in tears.

“I’m so sorry, Anna! I’m so very sorry!” I sob.

She holds me as I cry on her shoulder, patting me on the back and whispering, “It’s OK, son, it’s OK.”

After I don’t know how long, I’m all cried out. I pull myself out of her hug and look at her. To my utter astonishment, Anna has a look of sympathy.

“Oh, my poor boy!” Anna whispers.

“I don’t see how you can say that, Anna, after what I did.”

“Thomas Jude Greer, you listen to me and listen to me good!” she says, shaking her finger in my face but wearing a smile while she does it. “You didn’t do anything wrong—well, nothing that was entirely your fault. You were grieving and vulnerable and hurting and that girl took advantage of you. I’ve known a lot of women like her in my time, and I don’t want to speak ill of the dead, but I doubt you were the first man she did something like that to.” She pauses a moment before adding, “OK, the wedding dress thing was a bit strange, I admit. She’d probably not done that before.”

“I actually hadn’t thought of that,” I mutter.

“And besides, you have bigger problems than me being angry with you—which I am not, just so I’m clear.”

“You’re right about that. Right now, my biggest concern is Brian Dohrmann.”

“Tom,” Anna says slowly. “Why does he hate you so much?”

“Well, it could have something to do with the fact that he has been chasing Helen for some time and has gotten nowhere. She told me that it's because she couldn’t date Brian, feeling the way she felt about me, but I’ve wondered if there was something else.”

“Any idea what it could be?”

I shake my head. “No. I guess Helen will tell me when she’s ready.”
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Monday morning dawns uneventfully. 

Uneventfully, that is, in the sense that I am still a free man. 

I had briefly spoken to the Archbishop the night before and asked to meet with him. He proposed meeting at a retreat cabin set aside for his use at Our Lady of the Mount, since Emmitsburg is about halfway for the both of us. I told him I would leave after the Noon Mass and meet him in the early afternoon.

After 8 a.m. Mass, I head back to the sacristy to take off my vestments.  There's a soft knock and when I say come in, Helen cracks the door a little and says, “I need to see you out front for a minute if you have time.”

I want to say something charming like, “I always have time for you,” but instead I just say, “Sure. Do you want to grab some breakfast? I gave Anna the morning off.”

“OK, but we need to go somewhere quiet.”

Having a thought, I say, “Why don’t we go to Sprockets?  We can sit in the car and talk, and I know you love their breakfast burritos.” 

She agrees, saying she’ll meet me at her car in the Church parking lot. I finish hanging up my vestments and stop by the Rectory briefly to leave a note for Anna. Part of our agreement was to let her know when I’d be going somewhere alone with Helen. I wouldn’t have suggested it under normal circumstances, but something about her look and the tone of her voice tells me this one time we really do need to be alone.

I meet her at the car and we are soon on our way. She’s unusually quiet. I try to engage her in conversation about dinner with Clark and Vivian Saturday night, and how much I’m looking forward to having them over to the Rectory Friday night for crabs—there is no Fish Fry that night—but she hardly says a word until we are well out of town.

“Tom,” she finally says as we speed towards the drive-in, “we have a problem.”

“With Brian?”

“Yep,” she says with a tinge of bitterness.  “He’s gunning for you, and he’s used to getting what he wants.”

“But Helen,” I say. “I told you everything that happened. I didn’t kill her.  I was probably already in another state when she died.”

“I know that and I believe you, but there is no way we can pinpoint the time of death accurately after all this time. We’re not even a hundred percent sure it’s Dupree yet. The State Medical Examiner’s office has her dental records from her hometown, so we’ll know one way or another soon. But Tom, I’m trying to tell you that Brian doesn’t care about the truth. He only cares about hurting you.”

“Why? I mean, I’ll admit not liking the guy very much, but what did I ever do to him?”

“He’s under the impression that you are the reason I told him it would never work out between us. And just to be clear, Tom, you’re not. But us being in Bellamy together only added fuel to the fire. It’s jealousy, pure and simple.”

“But would Brian really be that vindictive? I mean, come on. He’s a grown man, a professional devoted to upholding the law.”

Helen takes a deep breath and lets it out slowly.  Under her breath, she says, “You don’t really know him, Tom. I do. Not only can he be vindictive, he will do anything to get what he wants.”

“Which is you?” I ask.

She’s gripping the steering wheel so tightly now that her knuckles are white. “No,” she says slowly. “Not me. You. Locked up for the rest of your life. He knows he’s never going to have me, especially not after what he did.”

At first, I think she’s talking about what she confessed to me in Bellamy—getting drunk and waking up in his bed the next morning. But when I turn to look at her, I realize it’s not that. 

There’s something she hasn’t told me. Something she’s trying to decide whether or not to tell me now.

“Helen,” I say cautiously, “What did he do?”

“It doesn’t matter now,” she says, as a single tear slides down one cheek. “I took care of it.”

“Helen,” I press, “you wouldn’t be crying if it didn’t matter. What did he do?”

“It really is partly my fault,” she whispers as more tears come. “We’re trained to tell victims that what happens to them is not their fault, but we all suspect differently. ‘Maybe if she hadn’t gone out by herself, he should have locked his car, they should never have gone there in the first place.’ I knew Brian. I should have never gone over to his apartment that night.”

I say nothing, allowing Helen to set the pace. After a few miles, she says, “He called me one evening, back in August. He said he had some questions about the case against Rebecca Myer and said he needed to discuss them with me. It was the night you’d invited me to dinner, remember?”

I nod. “You cancelled because of work.”

She takes a deep breath. “That—that was after what happened. I didn’t think it would take too long—I’d just run over there to answer his questions, then meet you like we’d planned.

“But when I got there, I realized Brian had no questions for me. It was all a ruse to get me over there. He had wine poured and the dining table all set with a meal for two. He asked me to forgive his ‘little fib,’ as he called it, but he wanted one more chance with me. I tried to let him down easily, saying I valued him as a colleague but that was all. I was sorry, but I had no romantic feelings for him. I then said I had to meet you for dinner.” She takes a deep breath and softly says, “That set him off.”

“What did he do, Helen?” I say more firmly.

“He . . . he flew into a rage. He accused me of sleeping with you, calling you all sorts of horrible names. That made me so mad, I started yelling at him, saying all sorts of things about how wonderful you were and that you were more of a man than he could ever hope to be and that he was just jealous and he said . . .”

I realized I’ve been holding my breath, but I’m afraid to let it out, so afraid of what I’m about to hear next.

At this point, she is crying hard and eases the car off the road and into the far end of a shopping center parking lot. I wait as she puts the car in park and turns the engine off. Then I ask, “What did he say, Helen?”

With a gulp, she continues, “He said something like, ‘Well, I bet he can’t do this.’ He grabbed me and started kissing me. Then—then he pushed me down onto the floor and started grabbing at my clothes.”

“Oh, my God!”

“No, it's OK. He didn’t . . . He’s never been a cop. He didn’t know about my backup.I got to it while he was trying to pull my clothes off and put the barrel right between his eyes.”

Gripping the steering wheel, she turns to me, revealing bloodshot eyes and cheeks streaked with tears.  “Tom, as God as my witness, in that moment I could have killed him. But I didn’t want to. I just wanted to get him off of me. 

“A soon as I pulled my gun, he backed down.  He kept saying he was sorry, that it would never happen again, and that he loved me. I told him if he ever tried to touch me again, I would kill him.”

“Why didn’t you report him?” I ask. “Isn’t that what you cops always say we’re supposed to do?”

“Because I had made my point,” she sighs. “I knew he wouldn’t hurt me again. I told him I would be writing up a report as soon as I got home, but that I would never turn it in unless I heard even so much as a whisper of him hurting another woman. He seemed properly chastised, properly scared, so I just walked out the door.”

“But, Helen—” 

“Don’t start, Tom. I know a lot more about how the system works than you do. Date rape is practically impossible to prove, and he didn’t even get close to completing his plan. I might have been able to get him for assault, but everything began and ended so quickly that I wasn’t even that banged up.  With his pull in this state, it’s more likely that I’d be in jail for pulling a gun on him. At the very least, I’d be out of a job.”

She starts the car again and heads toward Sprockets. We end up getting a couple of drinks and heading back to the Rectory. 

We drive along in silence again for several miles. Finally, Helen whispers. “Oh, Tom. I am so sorry.”

“Helen, what are you sorry about?”

“If I had just . . . if I had just done what Brian wanted that night, then—”

“Stop the car,” I say firmly.

“What? Tom, I—”

“Stop the car, Helen. Now!”

Confused, she quickly eases off the main highway onto a side road and pulls off. I reach over and turn her head so I can look her in the eye.

“Helen,” I say, “I know I’m about to break our Lenten agreement, but under the circumstances, I think it’s called for.”

“Tom,” she says breathlessly. From the color in her cheeks and dilated pupils, it’s evident she’s expecting something.

“No, darling, I’m not going to kiss you—though God help me I want to so much right now, because I think you need it. But you need to hear my words more. 

“Helen, you’ve spent the last nine months telling me that everything that happened with Father Leonard, and Rachel, and Win, and all that was not my fault. That I was not responsible for what happened. I didn’t listen to you, and the guilt almost destroyed everything I had, including our relationship. I know the damage that unearned guilt can cause. Please, my darling, for your own sake, do not give that bastard another thought. This—all of this—is not your fault. Brain Dohrmann is the only one responsible.”

Then I take her hands in mine and look into those deep blue pools of her eyes, now blackened by sorrow and guilt. “I love you, Helen. I will always love you, no matter what, and in any way you’ll have me. Remember that. Hold onto that. And let go of everything else.”

I raise her hands to my lips and kiss them gently. Then letting them go, I reach over and catch a tear with my thumb. She grabs my hand and nuzzles it with her cheek.

This is the most physical we’ve been with each other since the night we danced together in Bellamy. And I’m quickly becoming aware that we need to stop before things go much further.

I take a deep breath and say, “Now, Helen, I think we need to get back to town. You have to get to work, and I have things to do this morning.”

With a disappointment that appears to equal my own, she nods. A moment later we’re back on the road, and I tell her what I learned from Anna.

“So if Anna was correct about the description,” Helen nods, “then it was Donna Dupree in Joan’s wedding dress.”

“I never asked,” I say, “any idea where she was killed?”

“I have no clue, Tom,” Helen says. “Brian’s keeping all the information about the case tightly sealed off from the police. The Chief is not happy at all about that.”

“Didn’t you tell me the Chief didn’t like Brian?”

“Oh, not at all. He refers to Brian regularly as ‘that pencil-necked little piece of shit.’”

We both laugh at the Chief’s very apt description of the man.

“That’s one reason why he’s turning a blind eye to what I have Gladys doing.”

“Helen,” I say slowly, “what do you have Gladys doing?”

“Oh, nothing really. Just trying to hack into the State Attorney’s Office computers to track their case.”

“Ah, isn’t that—”

“Very, and she’d get into a lot of trouble if she were caught. But you know as well as I do, Gladys won’t get caught. Besides, she’s never liked Brian. If I really let her loose, he’d be in Gitmo before the day’s out.”

I smile mischievously and say, “Well . . .”

“No, Tom, this has to be done by the book.” At my raised eyebrow, she shrugs, “OK, maybe hacking into the computers is not by the book, but Brian is playing dirty. The only hope we have of foiling him is to uncover who really killed Donna Dupree, if that’s who that is.”

“We?”

“Yes, Tom, we. You and me, with Dan’s and Gladys’ help when necessary.”

“But Helen, you could lose your job.”

“Tom, you were ready to throw everything away to be with me. I want us to have a future together—maybe not everything we want, but something special and real. And I want it here, in Myerton, at Saint Clare’s. Not once a week at the State Prison in Jessup during visiting hours. And if that means losing my job, well, so be it.” 

I look at Helen, the firmness of her jaw, and see the determination in her eyes, and realize how lucky I am to be loved by such a woman. 

For the first time in hours, I believe everything is going to be OK.
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When we cross back into Myerton, I place another call.

“Jenkins,” says a firm feminine voice on the other end.

“Ms. Jenkins? This is Father Tom Greer.”

“Oh, good morning, Father,” she says, pleasantly. “How are you today? I don’t think we’ve spoken since Father Leonard’s—well, you know. You’ve been quite busy recently, if the news reports are even partly right. Have things settled down for you now that you’re home?”

“Actually,” I say, “not as much as you’d think.”

“Oh?” she says, more serious now.

“Yes. I was wondering if you’d have time to speak with me.”

She pauses. “Certainly, Father. When can you be here?”

I’m a little taken aback, but say, “Ah, I can be there in fifteen minutes.”

“Ten,” Helen whispers, pressing the accelerator more.

“Make that ten minutes,” I say.

“I’ll let my secretary know you’re coming.” With that, Jenkins hangs up.

“Good idea, Tom,” Helen says. 

“I just hope I won’t need her,” I say, looking at the phone.

She takes a deep breath and exhales, saying, “Oh, you will.  You will.”

***
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“Thanks so much for agreeing to see me on such short notice, Ms. Jenkins.”

The distinguished-looking woman smiles at me across her desk. Her office is almost spartan, simply decorated, with a shelf filled with law books lining one wall. Her desk is old—not an antique, just old, grey metal with a formica top like my third grade teacher had in her classroom. The chair I’m sitting in is adequate but not comfortable. There’s a picture of Jenkins with a man and a little boy who looks to be seven or eight on her desk. Other than that, there’s no personal touches, nothing that screams “Angela Jenkins, attorney at law.” She has just what she needs for her job.

In this case, defending an innocent man.

“Glad to do it, Father,” she smiles. “In my business, like in yours, when people need us they usually need us quickly. Now, what’s going on?”

I look at my hands, afraid to utter the words out loud, then back at her. Clearing my throat, I say, “I’m afraid that I’m about to be accused of murder.”

“Oh? I see,” she says, betraying no emotion but grabbing a yellow legal pad and a pen.  “Does this have something to do with what happened a few weeks ago down in Florida? Because I’m not licenced—”

“No,” I shake my head, “not at all.  This is a completely different matter.”

She lays the pen on her desk and leans back in her chair. “My, my, Father.  You do get up to a lot of trouble for a man of the cloth.”

“Now you sound like the Archbishop,” I say with a rueful smile.

“Great minds think alike. But why don’t you begin by telling me who’s dead?”

“Did you see the news yesterday about the remains they found on campus?”

“I did.”

“Well, it turns out the corpse was wearing my wife Joan’s wedding dress.”

Her mouth falls open at that tidbit. “You’ve got to be kidding.”

“I wish I were,” I say. “And to make matters worse, if I’m right, I know who it is. I know why she was wearing the dress. And it’s possible that I was the last person to see her alive.”

“Other than her killer, I hope,” she says, her brow furrowed.

“Oh, yes, other than her killer.” I look into her dark, nearly black eyes and say, “Ms. Jenkins, I did not kill that girl, or anyone else.”

She looks me in the eyes, her caramel-colored face breaking into a gentle smile. “Father Greer, I believe you, and I’m glad. Now, tell me the whole story.”

So, I do.

When I’m done, she rocks back in her chair and says, “Father Greer, the fact of the dress is worrisome but so far they have found no murder weapon or anything else, other than the dress, to tie you to the body. They haven’t officially identified her, nor have they even determined when this woman was killed. It may be that it was long after you’d left Myerton. So what makes you so concerned you’re in trouble?”

I hesitate, then say, “Well, you see, that brings me to a rather personal matter.”

“Father,” she says, leaning forward and resting her elbows on her desk, “most of what I hear in this office involves highly personal matters. I can assure you that you can trust me as much as any member of your congregation has ever trusted you.”

“I know that. It's just somewhat awkward.” I pause, but she says nothing, giving me the time and space I need to work up to what I need to say.

Finally, I say, “It concerns Brian Dohrmann.” 

Jenkins sits up. A steely glint enters her eyes and a tense smile plays on her lips. “Oh, really? And exactly how does this concern my erstwhile opponent for State Attorney?”

“Well,” I say slowly, “several months ago he briefly dated  a member of my parish, Helen Parr, now Chief Detective of the Myerton Police Department. She decided that things were not going to work out between them and broke off their relationship. This happened right before I returned to Myerton and she and I became friends. For some reason, Brian thinks I am responsible for her refusal to date him. This has led to him taking over the investigation of the case himself, pulling Detective Parr and Dan Conway, who is also a member of my parish.”

“So, you're saying he wants to use his position to get revenge?”

“Yes, that is what I, and I might add, Helen—I mean, Detective Parr, believe.”

At my use of Helen’s first name, one of Jenkins’ eyebrows shoots up, but she says nothing. Instead, she leans back in her chair quietly for a minute, rocking back and forth while staring at the ceiling, pondering what she’s heard. Then she sits up and leans across her desk to look me in the eyes.

“Father, we have a bit of a conundrum here,” she says, seriously. “I could intervene and demand that Brian recuse himself because of a conflict of interest and because he’s using his office for personal gain—in this case, revenge against you. But doing that involves a lot of risk.” She pauses. “Especially the risk that making such a demand would bring out certain information about the nature of your relationship with Detective Parr, information that I have a feeling you would prefer not come to light.”

“What do you mean?” I ask, startled.

“I don’t know exactly, Father,” she says, slowly, “but I have heard rumors around town, and I myself have witnessed a certain look in your eyes and hers. I’m sure that there is nothing sexual going on between the two of you, but in order to demonstrate that Brian is acting out of jealousy or revenge, I’d have to indicate that there is. Do you see what I’m saying?”

“I do,” I admit, reluctantly. “But Ms. Jenkins, I’ve publicly admitted to my parish that Helen and I behaved inappropriately, but that at no time have we had a sexual relationship. We’re very close friends who just . . . acted . . .”

She holds her hand up. “Father,” she says, “What you and Detective Parr do or don’t do behind closed doors is no concern to me. While I have no doubt that Brian—” she spits the word like she’s thinking of something particularly foul and unpleasant “—is targeting you because he’s jealous, we can’t rely on that for your defense. No, we just need to ignore that part of it and treat it like any normal murder case.

“So,” she says, pulling a form from her top desk drawer, “Let’s do this. I’ll take a $500 dollar retainer from you now. If nothing else happens, I’ll donate it to your church. If something does come up, I’ll already be your attorney of record and will get a proper retainer from you at that time. How does that sound?”

“Like you’re being very generous,” I say with a thankful smile.

“Well, yes and no. As you may recall, my Daddy was a preacher and I know first hand how tight money is for members of the clergy. On the other hand, that damn son-of-a-bitch—pardon me Father—made a fool out of me during the case involving Father Leonard, and then parlayed it into a win at the polls. I’d love nothing better than to catch him in a few judicial misdeeds.”

“Very few people have pure motives, Ms. Jenkins,” I say, “and I am afraid I am more than happy to take advantage of your mixed ones.”

“Hopefully, it won’t come to that but in case it does, put my number in your phone right now. And for heaven sake, Father, call me Angela.”

“Thanks, Angela,” I smile. “And I already have your number. I’m afraid I may be calling you quite soon.”

***
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I look at my watch and realize I have just enough time to check in at the rectory before I have to prepare for Noon Mass. It takes me about ten `                    

Daffodils are Helen’s favorite flower, and I make a note to . . . do what exactly? Have some sent to her office? No, I can’t do that. It’s not appropriate, especially considering our Lenten agreements. Maybe after Easter, but even then, dare I do something that could be misinterpreted by someone?

I walk along with a growing sense of frustration. I’m frustrated that we still have to worry about what people think. I’m frustrated that I can’t shout how much I love her from the rooftops. I’m frustrated that I can’t hold her in my arms for more than three seconds. I’m frustrated that I’ll never feel her lips against mine again. I’m frustrated that I’ll never again feel her body against mine in my bed—a desire I fight to suppress every single day. And now, to top it all off, I’m frustrated that her ex-boyfriend wants to throw me in jail.

“Why does it have to be so hard?” I mumble.

You could just walk away, you know.

I stop dead in my tracks. Where did that come from?

You could just walk away. You’re right. It’s hard. It’s a struggle, It’s causing you pain. And for what? Just so you can be friends? Just so you can play Monopoly, and eat lunch, and talk? What’s that about? Why bother? If you can’t do what you REALLY want, why are you jumping through all these hoops? Just so Helen can be your buddy? 

“No,” I whisper. “She’s worth the struggle. I don’t think . . . even though I can’t have her in my bed, I can still have her in my life.”

Oh, Tom, come on! You’ll never be satisfied with just being her friend. You know what kind of man you are—and you are a man. But maybe you’re just not man enough, hmmm? Maybe Brian had the right idea? He knew he wanted her, and was willing to do what it took. You know you want her, too. So what are you waiting for?

I close my eyes and grit my teeth against the horrifying words rattling around in my head. 

I know where they’re coming from, now.

And I know what I have to do.

“Hail Mary,” I whisper, “full of grace, the Lord is with thee. . .”

I stand on the sidewalk, saying three Hail Marys to drive the thoughts from my mind before they can do any real damage. I say the last amen when my phone vibrates.

I smile when I see Helen’s name.

“I’m sorry,” Helen says when I answer. “I know I’m not supposed to call, but I had to find out what happened with Angela?”

“She’s my lawyer,” I said. “I think it’s a combination of her belief in my innocence and her desire to stick it to Brian.”

“Well, whatever works,” she says. “How do you feel?”

I pause for a moment, then smile. “Better.”

***
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As I open the door to the Rectory, I hear Anna talking to someone whose voice sounds somewhat familiar.

“But it's such a shame,” the voice says.

“I know. I feel the same way,” Anna replies, “But he knew what he was getting into when he became a priest.”

“Still, they’re so obviously good together. Even Clark said so after dinner.”

I close the door and the voices suddenly stop. “In here,” Anna calls out and I find her and Vivian sitting in the living room with mugs of hot coffee. 

“Vivian,” I say, relishing her discomfort. “It's so nice to see you again.”

“Well,” she says, a little too brightly, “I just wanted to come over and check on Anna.”

“That is so kind,” I continue, a big grin breaking out on my face, “I’m sure she is glad for the company. But I can only stop for a minute. I need to get ready for Noon Mass. Anna, after Mass I’m leaving for a meeting with the Archbishop.”

Anna starts to get up, but I motion for her to stay seated. “I don’t need anything before I go, Anna, I just wanted to see if there have been any calls.”

“None at all, Tom, it's been real quiet.”

“Good, I am glad to hear that. Then I’ll leave you two to your chat. Vivian, when it comes to what’s going on in Myerton, you could not find a better source than Anna.”

“Oh, Tom, I don’t know what you mean,” Anna starts as I go back out.

As I walk to the church, their words reverberate in my head.

They’re so good together.

That is true.

He knew what he was getting into.

No. Not really. But I’m learning.
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Because of the distance between Myerton and Baltimore, the Archbishop suggested we meet at his private retreat, a small cabin located on the edge of the grounds of Our Lady of the Mount. When I get there, I see smoke coming out of the chimney and know that he must have called Brother Martin to have one of the younger monks get the place ready for us. 

I also see the Archbishop’s car.

At my knock, I hear a cheery “come in,” and walk in to find the head of our Archdiocese parked in a comfortable chair near the fire, wearing a Loyola College sweatshirt and jeans. It’s the most informal I’ve ever seen His Eminence, and in my clericals I feel overdressed.

Without getting up,  he waves me to the chair next to his. After leading us in a quick prayer, he says cheerfully, “I didn’t expect to hear from you so soon, Tom.  What’s going on?”

“Well, Your Eminence,” I begin, “Did you happen to see the news story about the body they found on the Myer College campus?”

“Actually, I did,” he says, shaking his head sadly,  “but it didn’t give much information, other than they thought that it was a young woman.”

“That’s why I’ve come here. To give you more information.”

He looks slightly confused but says warily, “Go on.”

“It was indeed a young woman, a  young woman wearing my wife Joan’s wedding dress.”

“But I don’t understand. You said Joan was buried in the Myerton cemetery, How did she—?”

“No, Your Eminence” I jump in when he pauses. “The girl was not Joan, she was just wearing Joan’s dress. It seems she bought it after Anna donated it to a local thrift store.”

It seems like he understands but is now a little exasperated. “Father Tom, I’m sure this is very upsetting for you but might you not have talked with another, more local priest instead of contacting me? I want to be helpful but I can’t come running every time you have a crisis.”

“Oh no. That is not why I called you. You see, I believe that I knew this woman and may have been the last one to see her alive.”

Now I have his full attention and launch into yet another telling of my tale, beginning with meeting Diane and going through Brian’s taking over of the case and why. 

When I’m done, he asks, “Have you contacted an attorney?”

“Yes, Your Eminence, Angela Jenkins.”

“She is good but expensive. Can you afford her?”

“Not really,” I admit. “She has agreed to cut me a break on her retainer since I am a member of the clergy.”

“Father Tom, I am sorry to say this but because the crime you may be accused of took place before you became a priest, the Archdiocese cannot offer you the same kind of financial assistance that it did Father Leonard. Hopefully it will not come to that, but you need to be informed just in case.”

“I understand, Your Eminence. I have some savings and my sister left a rather large sum of cash behind. If it’s determined that she earned it honestly, I might be able to draw on that.”

“Very good, then,” he nods.  “In that case, I guess I can only offer you my prayers. I will give the Archdiocese’s public relations officer a heads up about this. I’m pretty sure he already has information about you on file from the previous incidents.”

I lower my head and say, “Yes, Your Eminence. Thank you.”

With that he says cheerfully, “With that out of the way, why don’t you tell me how things are going between you and Helen?”

“I think we are on our way to establishing a good relationship within the confines that the Church has set for us and we have set for ourselves.” I pause, and then add, “Since Anna is now staying overnight at the rectory, she and Helen have had a better chance to get to know each other, which is important to me. Helen and I have even been to dinner together with another couple—at their house, of course.”

“Excellent. I’m glad to hear it.” He pauses. “I understand you gave a particularly well-received homily the First Sunday of Lent?”

At my expression, the Archbishop chuckles. “Remember, Tom, I have eyes and ears everywhere. This person told me what you said. I’m very proud of you. It took a lot of courage to say what you did—not just about your previous mistakes with Helen, but admitting to your failings as their shepherd.”

I shrug. “It’s something I needed to do. I’ve been a priest over eight years, but at a parish for less than one. Working at the Archdiocesan Archives, I was doing what I did before I became a priest, just with a Roman collar and in a black suit. I really had no interest in serving in a parish.”

“I do seem to recall a certain resistance to my placing you at Saint Clare’s the first time,” the Archbishop nods.

“You remember correctly,” I smile. “But I also remember your reasons. It’s only after everything that’s happened that I’ve come to realize what being a priest really means. It means serving others, even if it makes you uncomfortable. It means caring about and being with people, even if your first impulse is to avoid them. And,” I inhale, “it means sacrificing what you want for someone greater than yourself.”

He looks at me. “It’s hard, isn’t it?”

I look at my hands. “Harder than I thought it would be.”

I sense the Archbishop’s penetrating stare. His ability to look through the surface of a person into their very soul is talked about among priests in the Archdiocese. I feel him plumbing my very depths.

“You struggled recently, didn’t you?” he finally says, quietly.

“A thought, series of thoughts. Terrible thoughts. About giving up this struggle to build some relationship with Helen and just . . .  just take . . . “ I can’t even get the words out of my mouth.

“What did you do?” he asks quietly.

“Prayed. Asked Our Lady to intercede.”

“And the thoughts left, didn’t they?”

I nod.

“What does that tell you? Where did they come from?”

“The Deceiver. The Tempter,” I say.

The Archbishop nods. “Yes, Tom, that’s true. And I doubt it’ll be the last you hear from him, and the attacks will only get stronger. But don’t fall into the ‘the devil made me do it’ trap. He attacks us where we are the most vulnerable, and that’s your physical desire for Helen. For you, specifically, your main struggle this Lent is to overcome that, so you can be satisfied with a long-term, deep, loving, but platonic relationship with Helen.”

I sigh. “I wonder what Helen’s main struggle is?”

“Well,” the Archbishop smiles, “I haven’t known her very long, but she doesn’t strike me as the kind of person to suffer in silence.”

Then he stands, signalling that our meeting is at an end. I jump to my feet. Grasping my shoulder, he says firmly, “Tom, I’m staying here tonight but you have a long drive home and they’re predicting snow, so you should probably be on your way.”

***
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I beat the snow back to the Rectory. When I step inside the toasty-warm house, I’m hit by the smell of Anna's wonderful Brunswick stew. I head straight for the kitchen, suddenly remembering I hadn’t had lunch. 

“You’ve been out all day,” Anna comments.

I nod. “I’ve had a lot to do.” I fill in Anna on my drive with Helen—omitting the obvious of course—as well as my meetings with Angela Jenkins and the Archbishop.

“All in all,” I say, grabbing another piece of cornbread, “he took the news surprisingly well.”

“Tom, he’s probably used to you being involved in a murder,” she says with a grin. “They do seem to happen when you’re in town.”

“So you think I’m a jinx too?”

She shrugs. “Either that or the unluckiest priest in America.”

We both laugh when my phone beeps. Digging it out of my pocket, I look at it.

It’s a three-word text from Helen.

CHANNEL 8 NOW

I stand up. Anna looks at me and asks, “What is it?”

“I think it’s all going to come out,” I mutter. “Come on.”

We rush to the TV and click it on just as the evening news begins. Sitting down on the couch with Anna behind me, I look on in horror as a picture of a young and very pretty Donna Dupree flashes on the screen.

The news anchor solemnly intones. “Police sources have confirmed that the skeletal remains found on the campus of Myer College yesterday are those of Donna Dupree.” 

Anna’s hand grasps my shoulder. “Tom,” she whispers, “that’s the girl, the one who bought Joan’s dress.”

I nod as the anchor continues. “Only twenty-two years old when she disappeared more than a decade ago, Ms. Dupree was a senior majoring in history at the time. In a statement released this afternoon, the Vice-President of Myer College said, ‘Any loss of life is sad but that of one so young is especially tragic.’ Police report that as of now they have been unable to locate any family members of the victim.”

“To die so violently,” I mutter, “and apparently alone.”

“Sources inside the State Attorney’s office for Myer County,” the anchor says, “have confirmed that Brian Dohrmann has taken personal charge of the investigation, due to an unspecified conflict of interest between certain members of the Myerton Police Department and an unnamed person of interest.”

“Where did they get that from?” Anna asks, incredulously.

“Probably from Brian himself,” I say. “I’m just surprised he didn’t use my name.”

“I’m sorry, Tom,” she says, patting me on the shoulder before she leaves the room. 

Well, that’s it. It's her. There’s no doubt about it now. 

I feel Anna’s hand on my shoulder as she hands me a mug.  I take a sip from the mug, expecting more stew. Instead, it is hot buttered rum, heavy on the rum. “I am so sorry, Tom,” she says. “Sit here and finish your drink.”

I set the mug down on a coaster and stand up, saying, “I think I’d better have some more stew first.”

I’m in the hallway when the doorbell rings. I freeze. I’m not expecting anyone. Can it be Brian, already here to arrest me?

I take a deep breath and open the door.

It’s not Brian.

It’s Helen.

Surprised, all I can say is, “Hi.”

With worry etched into her face, she says, “Hi.”

I step back to let her in and quickly close the door.

“Anna’s here, isn’t she?” Helen asks. 

“Did someone—oh, Helen!” Anna says. “I didn’t know you were coming.”

“I didn’t, either,” Helen says. “I . . . I just needed to do something, and I’m glad Anna’s here, because maybe that will make it OK?”

Without waiting for me to ask what will be OK, Helen grabs me around the neck and buries her face in my chest. I return her embrace, not realizing until that moment how much I need this.

And for a lot more than three seconds.

Anna stands there, quietly chaperoning us, a hint of a smile on her face.

“Tom,” Helen says. “I’m scared.”

“It will be all right,” I say. 

“No, you don’t understand,” Helen says, breaking her embrace. “I mean, Gladys got into the records of the crime scene search. I never saw them before they were turned over to Brian.”

Noting her hesitation, I ask. “What is it?”

“Tom, they recovered a microspatula from where Dupree was found. There’s something they think is dried blood on the tip.”

My eyes get huge. “Oh, no!” I whisper.

“What’s a microspatula?” Anna asks.

Looking Helen in the eyes, I mutter. “It’s a tool archivists use to do things like remove staples from documents. There’s usually a flat round end and a slightly pointed end. In school, we used to joke around about the best ways to use a microspatula to kill someone. Helen, I didn’t—”

“Oh, Tom,” she says, cupping the side of my face with her hand. “I know. But don’t you see? This is all Brian needs.”

I open my mouth to answer when my phone rings. 

“It’s Angela Jenkins,” I say. “Hello?”

“Father Tom,” she says. “I just got a call from Brian. He wants to meet us for an interview on Wednesday in his office.”

“Wednesday? Why not tomorrow?”

“He wanted it to be tomorrow,” she says. “I told him you had just retained me and I hadn’t had the chance to talk to you. So Father, I know you’re a busy man, but clear your schedule and be in my office at 9:30 tomorrow morning. I need you to tell me everything about Donna Dupree and what happened.”

I nod, “Sure. Of course. I think I’m free all day. If not, I can reschedule some things.”

“Good.” She hesitates. “One more thing, Father, and I’m sorry about this. You also need to tell me the exact nature of your relationship with Detective Parr.”

I look at Helen. “Why?”

“Because if Brian is acting out of jealousy or revenge, I need to know what I’m up against.”
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“He’s late.”

We’re in the courthouse office of Brian Dohrmann, and have been since his administrative assistant showed us in with assurances that he was delayed and would be here shortly.

That was 9:55 a.m.

Our meeting was at 10 a.m.

It’s now 10:20 a.m.

“Father Tom,” Angela says, “he’s trying to make you nervous, throw you off. Stop pacing and sit down.”

“I’m not pacing,” I say. “I’m having a look around.”  I stop in the middle of the room and turn around to get a full perspective. “You know, for a public servant, this is some office.”

In stark contrast to Angela's spartan trappings, Brian’s office is an ornate projection of power and authority. Dominating one side of the room in front of the windows  is a large, almost Brobdingnagian mahogany desk that looks handcrafted. Probably, it’s one that Brian restored himself—Helen had mentioned to me his hobby is restoring antique furniture. The wood matches the dark wood of the shelves that line one wall, holding leather-bound volumes of the law, including the complete run of Maryland statutes from the colonial times to the present. 

The other wall is nothing less than Brian’s tribute to himself. Photograph after photograph of Brian Dohrmann. Brian Dohrmann giving a speech. Brian Dohrmann receiving an award. Brian Dohrmann with a group of men in suits and women in business attire. Even in that one, Brian stands out. First, he’s shorter than almost everyone in the picture. I know he’s bulky now, but when this one was taken he was somewhat skinny. His suit, however, looks impeccably tailored and fitted to him, the cut and cloth looking expensive even in the slightly faded photograph.

I look at the next picture, and my heart drops to my shoes.

It’s another picture of Brian Dohrmann receiving an award, this time from some kind of law enforcement organization. But I’m not looking at him. I’m looking at the woman next to him.

It’s Helen.

I turn quickly away, the anger over what he did to her rising in my belly. My jaw clenches at the thought.

“What is it?” Angela says, noticing my changed look.

“Just . . . just a picture of him and Helen together.”

I can call her Helen to Angela, because now, in addition to the Archbishop, my confessor, Gladys, and Anna, she knows the depth of my feelings for her and the nature of our relationship.

Including the incident in the cabin.

I can’t help but smile as I remember her reaction.  She had leaned back in her chair after I told that part of the story. 

“I just want to see if I understand you correctly,” Angela said. “You and she were alone in a cabin in the woods during a thunderstorm.”

“Yes,” I had said.

“You kissed her, and she kissed you back.”

“That’s right.”

“She started to unbutton your shirt.”

“Uh-huh.”

“Then she stopped things from going any further.”

I nodded.

“Mm, mm, mm,” she had said, shaking her head. “If I were alone in a cabin with a handsome man in a thunderstorm and he started kissing me, oh, boy!”

“Tom,” Angela says. “Please sit down.”

I take a look at the door. There’s a combination umbrella stand and hat rack with no umbrellas and no hats.

I nod and sit down. Looking at the desk, I realize another feature of this room.

His desk sits on a riser, elevating him about four or five inches so he can look down on whoever is sitting in front of him.

“I see why he wanted to meet here instead of a conference room,” I say.

“It’s a favorite tactic of his,” Angela says. “To intimidate the defense.”

“Has it ever worked on you?”

“Huh! Father, I grew up in Northeast D.C. After you’ve dealt with street gangs and dope peddlers and rats, you’re not going to be intimidated by some skinny-assed white guy who’s trying to overcompensate for his shortcomings.”

As if on cue, the door opens. “Ah, Angela! Father Greer! So sorry to keep you waiting.”

We stand and turn to greet Brian. He’s framed by the doorway, a young blond in her late twenties slightly behind him and to his right. She’s clutching a yellow legal pad against her chest. 

From her eyes, I can tell who’s intimidated in this room.

I watch him as he hangs his hat on the rack—a trilby, I mean, who the heck wears a trilby anymore?  I’ve never really evaluated Brian. The first thing that strikes me are his clothes. The hat is high quality. He’s wearing an expensive tailored suit, probably made to order in Europe somewhere. His hair is light brown, and he has a well-groomed mustache that would put Hercule Poirot to shame. His bearing is authoritative, like he’s trying to dominate the room. In almost every way, he looks like what he is, a lawyer and a politician.

He’s also a good eight-inches shorter than me. Which puts him about two or three inches shorter than Helen.

“Angela,” he says with a smile, extending his hand. “Good to see you.”

“Brian,” she says, inclining her head with a slight smile and fiery eyes.

When he turns to me, his smile is replaced by a slight sneer. “Father,” he says, without offering his hand.

He goes around behind his desk and sits in his leather office chair. The young blond woman sits in a chair to the left of the desk. She’s wearing a powder puff blue suit with a skirt that rides just above the knees. Her glasses are similar to Gladys’, only instead of light blue they’re red. Her hair is put up in a bun.

“You haven’t introduced your friend, Brian?” Angela says.

“Mmm? Oh, pardon my manners,” Brian says, his voice oily and vaguely menacing. “This is our newest attorney in the office, Brenda Eppings. She’ll be second chair for this.”

Angela raises her eyebrows. “Really?” To the young woman, she says, “Is this your first murder case, dear?”

“Um, ye—ahem—yes, Ms. Jenkins,” she says nervously. “Actually, it’s my first case ever.”

“I see,” Angela says. Settling back in her chair, she says to Brian, “throwing her into the deep end of the pool?”

“Oh, to the contrary, Angela,” he says, a smug smile on his face. “I see it as more or less giving her a slam dunk.”

“Brian,” Angela says, “let’s cut the crap and the posturing. You called us here, remember?”

“Yes. You don’t mind if I record our little interview.” Brian says. When Angela doesn’t object., he turns on a small digital recorder on his desk.

“Now, I know, Father Greer, that you already told your story to Detective Parr a few days ago,” he begins. “But her notes of that interview are  . . . incomplete, shall we say? So I would like you to tell the whole story from the beginning.”

Following her previous instructions, I look at Angela. She nods, so I begin.

“It was about six months after my wife, Joan died. . . “

For the next thirty minutes I tell the story again of how I met Donna Dupree. How she became more and more aggressive with me. How when drunk, I had sex with her. How she became enraged when I told her it was a mistake that would not happen again. How I met with Myer College’s president and legal team, who requested my resignation. How while I was packing to leave, Donna showed up in Helen’s wedding dress. How she fought and scratched my face as I tried to get her out of my apartement. How the last I saw of her was when she was running away from my apartment towards campus. How after that, I threw the last of my belongings into my minivan and drove west out of Myerton.

While I’m telling the story, Brian is peering at me through lidded eyes, his smug expression still on his face. Brenda makes occasional notes on her legal pad.

“So what time do you allege to have left your apartment?” he asks when I finish.

I look at Angela, who nods. “I don’t think it was later than 10 p.m. I can’t remember precisely. It was eleven years ago.”

“Yes, certainly,” Brian says. “A long time ago. And you were upset, you claim, because this young woman—this sweet innocent child, really—showed up at your apartment unannounced wearing, of all things, your late wife’s wedding dress. Do I have that right, Father?”

I set my jaw and am about to answer when Angela jumps in. “Your characterization of the victim as an innocent child is a bit much, don’t you think? I mean, Father Greer was very clear in his statement that this 22-year-old woman was the aggressor.”

“Oh, he would claim that, wouldn’t he,” Brian says. “But OK, say she was the aggressor. Where did she get the wedding dress?”

“We have a sworn affidavit from Anna Luckgold, Joan Luckgold Greer’s mother,” Angela says, producing a folder from her briefcase. “In here, she attests to the fact that she donated the dress to a thrift store about three months after her daughter’s death, that she did so without the knowledge of Father Greer, and that the dress was purchased by the victim around the time of the incident Father Greer describes.”

“And I’m sure she’ll tell Dan Conway the same thing when he interviews her.”

I look at Brian. “I thought Dan wasn’t working this case due to his being a member of the parish.”

“Yes,” he says, crossing his arms. “If I wasn’t so short-staffed, he wouldn’t be. But my investigator chose now to take his three-week vacation, so I have no choice.”

“Dan’s an honorable man,” I say. “He’ll do a good job.”

“Oh, spare me the pious talk, Father!” Brian spits. “You and I both know that coming from you, it’s just a bunch of hypocritical bullshit!”

Angela slams her hand down on the arm of her chair. “Brian, I will not have you abusing my client like that!” She begins to gather her things together. “I think we’re done here.”

“Fine,” Brian says, spreading his arms and sporting a benevolent smile. “If you don’t want to know the evidence against your client, then I guess we’re finished.”

Angela looks at him, then me, and nods. “OK, Brian,” she says. “What have you got?”

“Well, most obviously, the wedding dress.”

“Anna already explained—” I say before Angela can stop me.

“Oh, I have no doubt she’s telling the truth. I just doubt you’re telling the truth.”

“About what?” Angela asks.

“Oh, well, all of it,” he chuckles. “I mean, the very idea of a sweet young woman like Donna seducing a man some, what, thirteen years older than her? Plying a grown man with champagne? Really, Father.”

“That’s what happened,” I say.

“So you say, so you say. See, I think what happened is you took advantage of Donna Dupree’s youth and naivete, using your alleged grief over your wife’s tragic death into manipulating her into having sex with you—her supervisor.”

“No, Brian,” I say firmly, ignoring Angela’s hand on my arm.

“You forced her, you forced that innocent into acting out some kind of vile fantasy that she was your dead wife, probably even called her Joan, hmm?”

“Really, Brian, enough!” Angela says.

“But it went too far. What happened, Tom? You had her go to the store and buy the dress, come to your apartment dressed as your wife on her wedding day. You had sex with her in that wedding gown, didn’t you, you vile, sick, son-of-a—”

“That is enough, Brian!” Angela says, jumping out of her chair. “You have no evidence of any of this! Certainly, to claim that my client is some kind of homocidal sex pervert.”

“He’s a Catholic priest,” Brian spits. “Comes with the territory.”

Angela takes a deep breath. Through gritted teeth, she says. “Does the dress have any evidence of semen?”

Brian settles back in his chair, looking at his hands. “Not that we’ve been able to find yet. My guess is that he wore a condom.”

“Convenient,” Angela huffs. “Anything else?”

From a folder on his desk, he produces an 8 x 10 photograph of a very familiar object. It’s metal, about ten inches long, with a rounded flat surface on one end and another flat surface that feathers towards a slightly blunt tip.

“Recognize this, Father?” he asks.

I nod. “It’s a microspatula. Basic archival tool.”

“Yes, I believe you would have used one in your work at the Myer College Archives, am I correct?”

“Yes. I used one all the time. We bought them by the dozen.”

“This was found in the dirt alongside her remains,” Brian says. “This is a blow up of the pointed end,” he says, producing another figure.

The pointed section looks like it’s covered in rust, which is impossible since microspatulas are usually made from surgical steel.

“That’s blood,” Brian says. “It matches the blood on the dress. According to forensics, at least preliminarily, the microspatula was probably jammed into her neck, severing the artery and causing her to bleed to death in a short period of time.”

He tosses the photograph on the desk. “So tell me, Father? Did she have enough of playing the dead wife? Did she tell you she didn’t want to do it anymore? That she loved someone else, someone she could be happy with, someone who loved her for herself and not as some perverted sex fantasy? Hmm? Is that why you killed her?”

Before Angela can stop me, I jump up and lean across his desk. “I didn’t kill her, Brian!” I scream. “None of that happened. In the name of all that is Holy—”

Calmly, Brian says, “You decided that if you couldn’t have her, no one else could.” He stands up and looks me in the eye. “But that’s a pattern with you, isn’t it?”

“OK,” I hear Angela say. “We’re done here. Come on, Father.” 

With one last glare at Brian, I turn away and begin to walk to the door.

“Not so fast,” Brian says. “I want a DNA sample.”

“Get a warrant!” Angela says over her shoulder

“Got one,” he says. We turn to see him brandishing a folded sheet of paper. He picks up his desk phone and says, “send Conway in now.”

A moment later the door opens. A very embarrassed-looking Dan Conway comes in, holding a long cotton swab.

“Sorry about this, Father,” he whispers. “Can you open your mouth please?”

I do as he instructs. He swabs around the inside of his mouth, then pops the plastic cap over the cotton tip. “I’ll get this transported to the state lab,” Dan says quietly.

“Put a rush on it,” Brian orders. “And I don’t want to hear any excuses about backlogs of cases!”

Dan opens his mouth to say something, then closes it and nods. He takes one last look at me, then leaves.

“OK, that’s all. I’ll be in touch, Angela.” Brian says and sits down. 

Again, we turn to leave, when Brian says, “You won’t get away like Father Leonard did. Like you almost helped him do. How does it feel to know you helped a guilty man escape justice?”

I turn in the doorway. “He didn’t escape justice. He committed suicide. He’s facing justice right now.”

Brian leans back and looks at me. “Maybe. I don’t believe that shit, same shit in a different form that my parents forced down my throat. But I do know he took the easy way out.” He shrugs. “Something you might want to consider, Father.”
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The rest of Wednesday and Thursday passed uneventfully. Soon, Helen and I are in the kitchen at the Rectory on Friday evening.

“Can you go check the crabs?”

Helen looks at me as we’re putting more corn in a pot on the Rectory stove. Anna, Clark, and Vivian are on the back patio around the boiling pot of Maryland blue crabs, waiting for Helen's instructions on how to eat the creatures.

“Helen, “ I say, “you know I can barely eat those things, much less cook them.”

She looks at me. “Oh, yeah! I forgot that time when we had friends over for crabs.”

“Look, I’m just happy no one was injured when the pot turned over.”

“The pot turned over,” Helen pokes me, “when someone started screaming like a little girl.”

“Hey,” I say, “those little claws of theirs hurt!”

We laugh when Helen’s phone rings. “Oh! It’s Dan,” she says.

“What did you tell him you were doing tonight?”

“The truth,” she says. “Anna invited me to a crab boil at the Rectory with you and the Methodist minister and his wife. There was no need to lie.”

“Hi, Dan, what’s up,” she says, as she’s getting an ear of corn out of the pot. “What? Speak up, I can hardly hear you.” She pauses. “Yeah, he’s right next to me.” Again, a pause while Dan says something. “OK, sure.”

She puts her phone on the counter. ‘OK, Dan,” she says, “you’re on speaker.”

“Listen, I don’t have much time,” Dan says, whispering, “but I wanted to warn you what was happening.”

“What’s going on, Dan?” I ask,  my stomach twisting into knots. 

“Brian’s gone to a judge to get a warrant for your arrest, Father. It’s going to happen tonight.” 

Helen and I stare at each other at Dan’s news. I try to speak, but nothing comes out. Sweat breaks out on my brow, and I feel myself beginning to shake.

Arrested for murder. I’m about to be arrested for murder by a man who hates me.

Seeing my panic, Helen takes my hand and squeezes it.

“Chief?” Dan says. “Are you still there?”

Helen looks at the phone. “Yes—ahem—yes Dan, right here. Why now?”

“I don’t know,” Dan says. “Some new piece of evidence. He had the techs return and do another search of the crime scene this morning.”

“I thought they searched it thoroughly?” Helen says.

“So did I—I mean, I was right there until that ba—Brian pulled me off the case. But apparently it wasn’t enough for him. And they found something they missed the first time.”

“And you don’t know what it is,” she says.

“Sorry, Chief,” he says. “Even Gladys can’t find it in their systems. Hasn’t been entered yet, apparently.”

Helen sighs. “Which judge?”

“That’s the problem. It’s Judge Samuels.”

“Oh, damn!” she says, rolling her eyes.

“What’s the problem?” I ask, finally regaining my ability to speak.

“Judge Samuels is the only judge in the district who actually likes Brian. Dan, what time?”

“I don’t know, and I probably won’t be able to call you again.”

“OK, Dan, thanks for the heads up,” I say.

After Helen hangs up, we stand and look at each other. I fight the impulse to take her in my arms, knowing that Clark and Vivian are there and not wanting to put them in an uncomfortable situation.

Though my arrest will certainly do that.

“What are we going to do, Tom?” Helen asks.

I’m caught completely off guard by the question. Usually, it’s me asking her, not the other way around.

After a moment’s indecision, I grab the bowl of corn off the counter. “Helen,” I say as calmly as I can, “we’re going to go out there, eat crabs with our friends, then maybe even play a game of Monopoly. We’re going to act like nothing’s wrong. I refuse to give in anymore to panic. He’s going to arrest me. Fine. Let him. Now are you coming with me outside or not?”

With a grin, Helen nods and we both head out of the kitchen together.

***
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I’ve just gone bankrupt when the doorbell rings.

Clark looks at the door. Helen and I just look at each other.

“I wonder who that could be at this time of night,” he says.

Vivian says, tossing her dice, “Probably someone wanting a handout. We get them all the time.” 

Helen and I say nothing. The doorbell rings again.

“No,” I say quietly. “It’s not that. I’ll get it.” I stand up as Helen does.

We look at each other. “I’ll go with you,” she says.

“What’s going on?” Clark asks.

“Is something wrong?” Vivian says.

Helen looks at Vivian. “Very much so, Viv.”

Now, there’s a banging on the door. “Father Tom?”

“It’s Dan,” Helen says as she walks to the door. I follow her, beating her to the door. I have my hand on the doorknob when Helen touches my arm.

“Act like you weren’t expecting them,” she whispers. “We don’t want Dan to get in trouble.”

I nod, then open the door. Sure enough, Dan is standing on the front stoop, looking apologetic.

“Hey, Dan,” I say, trying to sound worried, “what’s wrong? Has something happened to Miriam or one of the kids? Is someone hurt?”

Before Dan can answer, I hear a familiar voice behind him say, almost under his breath but loud enough for me to hear, “Just you.”

As Brian Dohrmann steps around the corner, Dan says, “Father Tom, I am so sorry, but I’m here to place you under arrest for the murder of Donna Dupree.”

“What?” I say. “What are you talking about?”

“What’s going on here, Brian?” Helen says, coming to stand by me in the doorway.

“Well, good evening, Helen,” Brian says, a smirk spreading across his face. “If I had known that you were here tonight I would have had you make this arrest. But then, now that I think about it, I guess I should have known.”

Ignoring him, Helen speaks to Dan, “What’s going on here, Dan? I have heard nothing about this.”

“Helen, Brian came to my office right after you left and told me to be ready to arrest Father Tom in the Dupree case tonight. He wouldn’t let me give you a call, said he was heading up this case and I’d better take my orders from him.”

“Brian,” I manage to say calmly, “if this is based on the microspatula—”

“Oh, no, Father,” Brain says. “Not that. Tell me,” he says, pulling a photograph out of a folder, “do you recognize this?”

He hands me the picture. “Well obviously, it’s a Rosary.”

“Yes. A Rosary. It was found at Dupree’s burial site. I have here,” he says as he pulls another picture out of the same folder, “a blow up of an inscription on the back.”

I look at the inscription, then whisper, “Oh, my God!”

“What is it?” Helen asks, clearly worried.

“Look,” I say, pointing at the inscription. “‘To TJM.’ That’s me. The date is the date of my Confirmation.” I show her the photograph of the whole Rosary. “I recognize this now,” I say. “I got it as a Confirmation gift from my parish in Bellamy. Each of us got one. I used to keep it in a bowl on my dresser, I wasn’t in the habit of carrying one back then. After I left, I noticed it was missing. I assumed it got lost in the move.”

“Well, unfortunately for you,” Brian says, with an oily grin that makes my skin crawl, “we found it where you left it.”

“Is this all you have, Brian?” Helen asks.

“Hardly,” he says. “We got the DNA results. The skin under Dupree’s fingernails matches his.”

“I told you, Brian,” I say firmly, “she scratched me when I tried to get her out of my apartment.”

“That’s your story, Father. But . . .” he shrugs.

“Where’s your warrant, Brian?” Helen says, glaring at him.

“Why right here, signed by Judge Samuel,” he says, brandishing a folded piece of paper.

“Let me see it.” Helen extends her hand.

“No can do. You are not involved with this case, at least not professionally.” He grins sarcastically at her in a way that makes my blood boil.

At this point, I extend my hand. “But since it’s for my arrest,” I say firmly, “I demand to see it. Now.”

He gives a slight nod. “Certainly, Father, Here you go.”

I take it and unfold the paper. I pretend I’m trying to read it, then look at Helen.

“Helen,” I say, “I’m not very good at all this legal mumbo jumbo. Could you please look over this for me and tell me if everything is in order.”

“Now wait just a damn minute,” Brian shouts.

“Brian Dohrmann!” Anna pushes through into the doorway and shoves a finger in his face.  “You will not use that language on this property or I will be making a call to the state bar association tomorrow!”

While Anna is dressing Brian down for saying damn, Helen is glancing over the warrant. 

“Everything is in order, Tom,” she says softly, “I even recognize the judge’s signature.”

Then, she hands the warrant back to Dan and says, “I’ll bring him in. I’ll bring him in my car and meet you at the station.”

“Oh, I don’t think that’s a good idea, Helen,” Brian interjects, “you alone with a murder suspect. What if he tries to make a run for it?”

She glares at Brian. “Dan, you got your backup weapon?”

“Sure, Helen, why?”

“Can you let me borrow it for a few minutes, just until I get this desperado safely to the station?”

“Of course,” Dan says, grinning now.

“Thanks. Now, go ahead and Mirandize him while I get my bag.” Turning to Clark and Vivian, she says calmly, “I am so sorry about this. It was a really great evening. I’m just sorry we have to end it under these circumstances.”

“No problem at all Helen,” Clark says. “We’ll be praying. Please let us know if there’s anything we can do.”

“Yes, do,” adds Vivian, hugging her.

“Praying is always good. Thank you both, again.”

While all this is going on, Dan’s reading me my rights. Numerous watchings of Dragnet make up for the fact that I barely understand a word he says.

Helen returns with her purse as Dan asks me, “Do you understand the rights I have just read to you?”

“Yes,” I croak. 

“With these rights in mind, do you wish to speak to me?”

I look at Helen and she shakes her head.

“No,” I manage to squeak out. 

At this point, Helen sticks the snub-nosed revolver that Dan hands her into her right jacket pocket, grabs my elbow with her left hand, and says, quietly, “C’mon, Tom, let’s go.”
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Dan and Brian part to let us pass down the steps. As we’re walking to the car, Brian calls, “Straight to the station, Helen. I’d hate to file a complaint for misconduct with the chief.”

Helen stops in mid-stride. Her grip tightens around my arm and she starts to turn around. “Helen,” I whisper. “Don’t.” Her grip loosens and we continue to her car. 

I start trying to talk. Obviously, my mind at this point is a mix of jumbled thoughts and emotions. 

Before I can say anything, she hisses, “Not a word, not until we get in the car.” 

Once we're inside her car and on our way, I finally say, “Helen, I swear, that Rosary—”

“Tom, listen to me,” she says, holding up her hand to stop me talking. “We have very little time here. Whatever you do, keep your mouth shut and do as you're told. Before you say anything else, state to each person you see that you are waiting on your attorney. That way they cannot ask you any questions about the case. They will fingerprint you, take a mugshot, and put you in a cell. If there is an empty cell, you’ll be in that one. If not, you’ll have to share with someone else. I will talk to the guard on duty tonight, inform him who you are, and make sure he keeps an eye on you. I have a couch in my office and will sleep there tonight so I’ll be nearby. I’ll have Gladys get busy finding out everything Brian has on you and bring me a change of clothes.”

I am about to protest when she again stops me with a upheld hand. “Tom, you’re on my turf now. Brian is powerful and I am beginning to think nearly mad with jealousy. You have got to be extremely careful to give him no excuse to harm you.”

“What about Angela?” I ask, properly chastened.

“I’ll call her as soon as I hand you over to Dan. I’m sure he’ll want to process you himself and will stay with you until you’re in a cell. I’ll check in with you before I settle in for the night.”

I close my eyes and lay my head against the back of the seat. I’ve only been that way for a minute when Helen hits the steering wheel and screams, “Oh, shit! Brian, you bastard!”

I look up to see about half a dozen news vans lined up on the side of the street in front of the station. The sidewalk is crawling with reporters and camera operators. I catch a glimpse of Nate Rodriguez among them.

“They got here quickly,” I say, gawking through the window.

“That bastard probably called them a couple of hours ago so they’d be here. He wants to make this a public humiliation of you,” she says, turning to me. “And this is only the beginning.”

She pulls into the parking lot, hoping to pull around to the back entrance where Dan and Brian are no doubt waiting. Her car is soon surrounded by reporters shouting questions and cameramen trying to get shots of me. I hide my face like I’ve seen criminals do on TV.

Helen starts honking her horn. “Outta my way!” she yells through the window. She lays on the horn and inches forward, but no one moves. Finally, with her foot on the brake, she revs the engine in a way that would make a NASCAR driver proud.

That causes the crowd of reporters to move away from her car—except for Nate. He knocks on my window, shouting something. I roll it down just enough to hear him say, “Father Tom, can I get an exclusive?”

“You’re gonna get shot, Nate, if you don’t get away from my car right now!” Helen yells. Nate barely steps away before she guns the engine and shoots into the parking lot, tires squealing like she’s doing a post-victory burnout.

Helen pulls up to the back door, where Brian is waiting outside with a sheepish-looking Dan Conway. She gets out before I can, slamming the door behind her. 

“What the hell was that circus, Brian?” Helen says, getting right in his face.”

“Why, Helen,” he says with feigned innocence, “I hope you don’t think—”

“Listen, you son-of-a-bitch—”

“Ah, ah, ah,” he says, waggling his finger back and forth. “Temper, temper, Helen. I’d hate to file a complaint with your Chief.”

“I’d like to see what happens to him when he tries,” Dan mutters as he gets me out of the car. Walking me past Brian and Helen, he says, “Coming, Chief?”

She turns sharply from Brian and follows us inside. Dan walks me down the hallway, while Helen turns to go to her office.

“I’m sorry about this, Father,” Dan says.

“You’re just doing your job,” I say.

“My job does not involve railroading an innocent man,” he says bitterly. “That guy—he hates you for some reason. I can only guess why. But I don’t want you to worry about anything, Father. We’re going to fix this.”

Before I can ask who “we” are, Dan has me where they take fingerprints. Brian’s standing there, hands behind his back, a look of smug satisfaction on his face. The rest of  the booking process is a blur as Dan moves me from one station to the next, all the time under Brian’s watchful eye. 

When I’m finally in my cell, he has a guard let him in. Before he can say anything, I look him in the eye and say, “I will say nothing until my attorney gets here.” 

“Lawyered up, huh?”  Brian says gleefully. “The first act of a guilty man. Of course, I’m not surprised. I’m sure you’ve had ample legal advice from my former opponent as well as our mutual friend. But let me tell you one thing, Father, I’ve got you. There’ll be no running away.” 

He calls the guard to let him out. The guard comes and opens the door. As he steps through, I say, “This is all about Helen, isn’t it?”

He turns and scowls. “You took her away from me. No one does that to me and gets away with it.”

With that he leaves. I sit down on the cot, pleasantly surprised that it's not as bad as I thought it would be. I try to pray—for wisdom, for hope, for the repose of Donna’s soul, for them to find her killer so I can be exonerated. 

I am about to give up and try to get some sleep when Helen comes in. She has the guard open the door and she walks into my cell, sitting beside me on the cot.

“How’re you doing?” she asks, an expression of concern covering her face.

“Not as bad as you’d expect,” I reply. “You know Saint Paul spent a long time in a jail not nearly as nice as this one.” 

“Feel free to sing if you like, but I doubt there’ll be any earthquake tonight.” 

I look at her curiously and she says, “They taught me very well at St. Monica’s High School for Girls, you know.”

“Apparently,” I say. Seeing how tired she looks, I say, “Why don’t you go home? Nothing’s going to happen to me tonight.”

“No way, and before you say anything else, I’d feel the same way about any innocent suspect that Brian was gunning for. I’ll be in my office and Gladys will be here by the time you go to first appearances tomorrow morning. By the way, I spoke to Angela and she’ll be here, too. Your case will be the first one called.”

“Oh?” I ask. “How did that happen?”

“I have no idea,” Helen says, a mischievous smile playing on her lips. “I was on the phone with Gladys. She just happened to have the screen open to tomorrow’s docket. Suddenly, she mentioned that yours was the first case scheduled. You caught a real break there. You’ll be out in time to buy me breakfast.” 

“If they let me out.” Something hits me and I slump on the cot. “Oh no. I just thought of something. Someone needs to call the Archbishop and cancel 8 a.m. Mass.”

“No worries. I’ve taken care of the first and Anna is handling the second.”

Our eyes meet and I’m struck by how much I want to hold her, to have her hold me. As if reading my mind, Helen touches my arm gently and says softly, “Tom, Brian is watching every move we make. He would love nothing better than to get something he could give the press. Just be patient. It’ll be over in the morning.”

I clasp my hands and rest my elbows on my knees. Resting my forehead against my fist, I mutter, “From your mouth to God’s ear.”
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I’m already awake when the guard brings me breakfast at 6 a.m. I didn’t know what to expect for jail food, so I’m astonished when the tray he hands me is piled with eggs, bacon, sausage, a stack of three pancakes, coffee, and orange juice.

At my questioning look, the guard says in a low voice, “No, this isn’t normal. You don’t want what the other prisoners get, Father. Special request from Detective Parr. She asked me to hand you this.” He produces a note from his pocket.

I unfold the paper and can just make out what she wrote—her handwriting is terrible:

From Anna. Eat up. You need your strength today.

“I have a cousin who goes to your church, Father,” the guard says. “Baptist myself. He told me about your little sermon the other day. Takes a real man to do that. Not like that little jerk Dohrmann.”

As I watch him leave and begin to dig into my breakfast per Helen’s instruction, it occurs to me that I have yet to meet anyone who has anything nice to say about Brian. 

Makes me wonder who voted for him.

My mind turns from Brian to my circumstances. Regardless of Brian’s hatred for me, it doesn’t look good for me. The facts may be circumstantial, but they’re still pretty damning.

I’m the last person to see Donna alive.

I was enraged that she was wearing Joan’s wedding dress.

I lost my job and was forced to leave town because of what she enticed me to do.

A tool I used every day was found near her body.

My Rosary was found where she was buried.

I stop my mental list and focus on the last. My Rosary. I always kept in a little bowl on the dresser where I also kept cufflinks and a tie clip—just an indication of my attitude towards anything spiritual back then. I noticed it missing when I was packing. I guess I assumed that I’d put it somewhere else and would run across it eventually.

I had told Helen that I wasn’t in the habit of carrying a Rosary with me back then. Truth be told, I wasn’t in the habit of praying the Rosary. In fact, the only reason it was in that bowl is because I had dug it out and tried several times after Joan’s death to pray a Rosary for her soul. I consigned it to the bowl after I abandoned the attempt.

It didn’t leave the house with me. So, how did it wind up with Donna Dupree’s body?

Unless . . . 

“How are you doing this morning, darling?”

I’m jarred out of my thoughts to see Helen smiling at me through the bars.

At my look, she says quietly, “Don’t worry, we’re alone.”

“You shouldn’t call me darling,” I whisper.

“You don’t like hearing it?”

I shake my head. “No. I love hearing it. But we agreed—”

“I know what we agreed to, Tom,” she whispers sharply. “But we didn’t anticipate you being arrested for murder, did we? So I think I’m allowed a stray ‘darling’.”

“Once again, darling,” I say with a smile, “your logic is unassailable.”

She sighs. “Did you sleep?”

“Yes, fortunately. Thank Anna for breakfast. I don’t know how you managed that.”

“Oh, Father,” she says playfully. “I can’t reveal all my secrets.”

“No,” I say. “I guess you can’t.” I set the tray down and walk over to Helen, I catch a whiff of vanilla, and instantly wish I could bury my nose in her raven-black locks and stay there forever.

“What were you thinking about when I walked up?” she asks.

I lean against the bars. “The Rosary. I was trying to figure out how it got there. Like I said, I never carried it with me back then. It stayed in a small bowl on the dresser. So I was trying to figure out how it wound up with Donna Dupree’s body.”

“Since you didn’t drop it there.”

“Since I didn’t drop it there. And then it hit me. I know it’s been a long time, but I don’t remember seeing it after that day Donna came to my apartment and went into my bedroom.”

“So you think she stole your Rosary and was wearing it when she was killed?” Helen asks, considering the question. “Hmm, actually when you fit all the pieces together, that one makes the most sense. Certainly Angela can use it to cast reasonable doubt.”

I sigh. “Is that the best I can hope for? Being acquitted because the state couldn’t persuade twelve people?”

Helen crosses her arms. “What do you want exactly? Someone to break down on the stand and confess to killing Donna Dupree? Tracking her killer yourself—with my help, of course, and you know we’re going to do that—and bringing them to justice? Tom, I want to find her killer and remove this cloud from you. I know that’s what you want, too. But we can’t always get what we want.”

“We’ve learned that, haven’t we?” I say. At her blush, I add, “But as the song goes on to say, ‘but if you try sometimes, you get what you need.’”

***
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Sometimes, life is exactly like in the movies.

I look around Courtroom 3 in the Myer County Courthouse, the walls painted a bright eggshell above a dark cherry wainscotting that circles the room. The judge’s bench and witness box, also a dark cherry, rise above every other spot in the room, mute witness to the judge’s authority in this space. On the wall behind the judge’s chair is the Maryland state seal. Flanking either side are the American flag and the state flag of Maryland, its design based on the coat of arms of Cecil, Lord Baltimore, the founder of the colony as a refuge for Catholics in the seventeenth century.

I’m sitting at a table to the judge’s right, next to Angela Jenkins. I’m wearing a freshly-pressed black suit with a black shirt and Roman collar.

“Anna pressed it this morning,” Helen had said, handing it to me along with my shaving kit. “Sorry you can’t shower before.”

“It’s OK,” I had said. There was a small sink in the cell, so I managed to at least get the worst of my one-day beard growth off. Once done, I turn around to find Helen still standing there.

“Were you watching me shave?” I ask.

In response, she lowers her eyes and taps her chest with her fist. 

“Well,” I say with a smile, trying to lighten the mood, “I need to change now, so you need to either leave or turn around.”

She grins. “I’ll leave you to it, Father.”

In the courtroom, Brian is at a table to the judge’s left. Sitting next to him is Brenda, the young attorney assisting him in my case.

Brian is saying something to her I can’t hear. I can’t see his face either, because his back is to me. 

The young woman’s face speaks volumes. Her eyes are downcast, her jaw is set, and she has a slight frown on her face.

I can’t process any more because at that moment the bailiff calls out “All Rise,” and the judge enters. She is a stern-looking woman in her mid-fifties with short graying hair and large glasses.  

“Please be seated,” she says as she sits in her chair behind a plaque that says, “Judge Wentworth.” Behind me I can hear movement as people hurry to obey. I turn slightly. The courtroom behind me is packed with people I recognize. Helen’s there, of course, but so is Dan Conway, as well as Bill Brandt and about two dozen other people from the church. I assume those I don’t recognize are members of the press.

She gives out a number of boilerplate type comments about no demonstrations or use of cell phones. Putting on reading glasses, she takes the first folder off a stack to her right.

“Case number 21-056, Father Thomas J. Greer,” she calls. The bailiff repeats that.  I stand, as Angela instructed.

“Father Greer, you are charged with one count of murder in the second degree in the death of Donna Dupree.” Judge Wentworth peers at me over her glasses. “How do you plead?”

“Not guilty,” I say calmly but forcefully.

“So entered,” she says, making a note in my file.  “Now,” she continues, leaning forward and looking at Brian, “as to the matter of bail, what do the people say?”

Brian stands and begins, “Your Honor, this is a heinous crime and the defendant has nothing tying him to Myerton. The people ask that he remain in custody pending the meeting of the Grand Jury.”

“Ms. Jenkins?”

Angela stands and says, “Your Honor, the state’s characterization of my client is patently absurd. In fact, he has a spotless arrest record and strong ties to this community. He has family here, not to mention he serves as rector at one of the largest churches in the area. He is no flight risk, Your Honor, and we ask that a reasonable bail be set.”

“Your Honor,” Brian protests, “the defendant is a Roman Catholic priest, and therefore, he has the entire Catholic Church behind him. I remind you that the church has a long and dark history of aiding its priests in covering up their misdeeds, including transferring them out of the country if needed to help them avoid prosecution.”

“Objection, Your Honor!” Anglea says forcefully.  “Putting aside for a moment the undercurrent of religious bigotry in the state’s argument, such a concern does not even apply in this case. The crime in question took place years before my client became a priest. It has nothing to do with his current position.”

“Sustained,” Judge Wentworth says. “Mr. Dorhmann, I have no concern about Father Greer fleeing the area, much less the country.  Bail is set at $100,000.” Slamming her gavel down, she calls, “Next case.”

Behind me, I can hear people moving around as they leave. Angela leans to me and says, “Someone has already contacted me about arranging bail. We have the ball rolling and I should be able to have you out by lunchtime.”

Before I can ask who’s putting up my bail,  the guard takes me by the arm and escorts me back to my cell. There, Helen is waiting for me. The guard locks us in the cell together. We sit on my cot together, just looking into each other’s eyes, not with lust or desire, but love and concern.

Finally, she asks, “How are you holding up?”

“Surprisingly well,” I say. “Angela says that she can get me out by noon, although I don’t know anyone that has that kind of money for bond.”

“Well, if Angela says she’s on top of it, I’m sure she is,” Helen says quickly. “In the meanwhile, can I get you anything?”

“No, I’m fine. You go back to work.”

“Are you sure?”

“Positive. In fact, there are probably several parents of small children in my parish that would happily trade places with me for the next several hours. And I would not want to trade places with them.”

We both laugh and Helen goes back to her office. I spend the next several hours alternating between praying, worrying, and wondering who actually killed Donna.

The guard comes for me`about 11:30 a.m., saying that my bail has been posted and I am free to go.  I sign a few papers and after receiving my valuables back, I meet Anna and Helen outside.

“OK, Tom, here’s what I want you to do,” Helen says authoritatively as we walk toward the police department. “Anna and I have come up with a plan. She has discussed it with the Archbishop and received his approval.  More details about that later.”

I open my mouth to ask a question when Helen interrupts me with her raised hand and says, “Right now, Tom, you need to go back to the Rectory, take a shower, and change into a fresh shirt and collar. Then you and Anna are going to join me for lunch at The Bistro. The rumors are flying but this will help squelch most of them.  If someone you know asks what’s going on, tell them it was just a misunderstanding. If someone you don’t know asks, look them in the eyes and say firmly, ‘I don’t know you,’ and then walk off. You got that?”

I start to ask a question but her look silences me, so instead I just nod my head. She pats my arm then goes into the police station.

Anna and I walk back to the Rectory in silence for a few minutes. Then, I ask, “Anna, do you have any idea who posted my bail?”

Not looking at me, she says, “An anonymous parishioner who believes you’re innocent.” 

Something about the way she says that increases my curiosity. “The information is probably a public record,” I point out,  “and if it isn’t, I can always get Gladys to find out and tell me.”

She stops and looks at me for a moment, before saying with exasperation, “All right, Tom, you got me. I did it.” 

“Anna,” I cry, “where did you get that kind of money?” 

“I didn’t have to have money. I put up the house.”

“I can’t believe what I’m hearing,” I say, shaking my head. “Anna, you could lose everything!”

“No, not everything. And that only if you skip town, Tom, which I assume you’re not going to do. But hey, now that I think of it, maybe I’d better keep a closer eye on you until this is over. Hmmm. Yes, I think I’ll just move into the Rectory full time until you’re executed—oh, sorry, I meant exonerated.”

“Now, Anna, you don’t need to do that.”

“No, Tom,” she shakes her head, “I think I do. You look like a pretty desperate character. Unshaven. Rumpled.” She sniffs me and wrinkles her nose. “Smelly.”

“All right,” I say with a grin. “You win. I’ll give in now before you get even more choked up and sentimental.”
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Anna and I get to The Bistro about 45 minutes later, after a much needed shower and a proper shave. Dressed per Helen’s instructions in full clerical attire, I’m still wondering what she’s thinking. I’m sure I’ll find out soon, and she’ll explain it, and then it will make sense.

Right now, I’m a little irritable. After the last eighteen hours, the last thing I want to do is to be seen in public where I might have to interact with people. I need to be alone, to process everything that’s happened, and most of all, to pray.

But, at least for now, I’ll go along with Helen’s plan.

Whatever it is.

The lunchtime crowd is there and I notice that Helen has snagged the three of us a prominent seat in the window where we can easily be seen but not so easily heard. She stands when she sees us approach and gives Anna a big hug, but only pats me quickly on the back. She waves us to seats across from her, which I prefer anyway, since it allows me to look in her eyes. 

Smiling, she says quietly, “No matter what happens or what we talk about, keep calm, keep quiet, and keep smiling.” Then, she adds much louder, “Well Tom, you must be hungry,” followed by a laugh.

I laugh, too, picking up and thumbing through the menu. Other than small talk about what looks good on the menu, we don’t say much else until after the waiter has left with our order. 

Then, Helen leans forward and says seriously, but still with a smile, “Tom, until this thing is over, I want you out among the people as much as possible. This is like a political campaign, as distasteful as I know that is for you. But it’s important that you have the people on your side. Hug the women, shake the men’s hands, pat the children, and kiss the babies. Anna has spoken to the Archbishop, who Dan called last night before you were even arrested. He believes you’re being railroaded and said as much to the Archbishop. So you are to stay at Saint Clare’s and handle all masses until further notice. Anna will accompany you on sick calls and he will send another priest to hear confessions. That means no congregant can claim they feel unsafe around you. He will also be at the Fish Fry this Friday to show his personal support.”

“Helen, Anna, I appreciate all of this,” I say, smiling, “but I can’t see what good it will do.”

“If you’re guilty,” Helen says, “none. It will do nothing to suppress evidence or to stop you from going to jail. But if you are innocent, and if this is in fact some twisted vendetta on Brian’s part, then seeing an outpouring of public support could give him pause.  You know how political he is. Nothing will bother him more than the possibility that the public might turn on him.”

“But what about the evidence against me?”

“I’ll admit that your DNA under Diane’s fingernails is pretty damning, as are the Rosary and the microspatula. But there are big questions Brian didn’t even bother to answer before arresting you that could undermine his whole case against you. For one thing, there’s still no idea where she was murdered.”

Anna asks, “She wasn’t murdered where she was found?”

“Highly unlikely,” Helen says, shaking her head. “At that time, it was an undeveloped area of the campus. Also, someone took the time to bury her, which required preparation. If she was killed there, and it was a crime of passion, I seriously doubt the killer had a shovel already.”

“So,” I say, “what would be the most likely place?”

“Well,” Helen says slowly, “your old apartment for one. And Brian had it torn apart looking for any evidence—the poor people who live there now are not happy, according to Dan—and came up empty. But then the new owners had thoroughly renovated the place about five years ago, so that’s not surprising. Of course, other than the fact that you didn’t do it,” she smiles.

“Well,” I say, thinking. “I suppose her apartment would be a likely place.”

“Do you remember where she lived, Tom?” Anna asks.

“I remember that she mentioned she lived in the student housing cluster near Wilcox Hall on campus. But even if she was killed in her apartment, there wouldn’t be any evidence after fourteen years and who knows how many students, no matter how bad a job the campus does keeping those apartments up.”

Helen stops mid-bite and looks at me as if something has just struck her. 

“You’re right,” she says with the first sincere-looking smile she’s had all day, “The College is notorious for letting those places get run down. I bet, for instance, that they haven’t replaced the carpet in years.”

“Probably not, since they redecorated those apartments the year before Joan died,” Anna says wryly.

Surprised, Helen asks, “How do you know that?”

“At the time, I was serving on the board of directors for Campus Thrift Store. The College contacted us to see if we’d like the old carpet to sell to some recycling plant. We were interested at first until they informed us we’d have to send volunteers over to pull it up and haul it to the facility in Baltimore. We quickly lost interest after that. I remember it clearly because Betty Bronson—you never met her but she was this old spinster who had her finger in every pie in town—was on the board that year and she had this way of saying “Wellllllllll” with about eight syllables. Anyway, I remember her saying, ‘There’s no telling what we might catch from handling carpet that college students had been doing heaven knows what on.’”

“What are you thinking, Helen?” I ask.

She taps her fingers on the table then grabs her phone. “Dan,” she says, “quick question. Did Brian order a forensics team to Dupree’s old apartment on campus?” She pauses while Dan says something. “Oh, really? Well, that’s interesting. Thanks.”

She gets off the phone and lays it on the table. Looking at it, she mutters, “What are you playing at, Brian?”

“What is it?” I ask.

“According to Dan,” Helen says, “Brian not only didn’t order a forensics team to search her old apartment, he had a very negative reaction when Dan brought the idea up. Brian said it was a waste of resources, that you were lying anyway, and there was no need to look at her apartment when she was clearly killed at your old apartment.”

“But you just said—”

“I know,” she says, shaking her head. “That’s why this is so strange.”

We sit quietly for a moment, then I say, “So, Helen, when do we go?”

“Go where?”

“To Donna’s apartment?”

“We don’t,” Helen says firmly.  “Your face has been all over the Internet and everyone in town has heard about what happened. No one at the college is going to let you in to see anything. No. I’ll have to go by myself and hope that word doesn’t get back to Brian.”

I am disappointed but accept this fact with as good a grace as I can muster. 

“OK, Tom.” Anna pipes up, changing the subject. “Today is Saturday. Do you think you’ll be up to celebrating the Masses tomorrow?  The Archbishop will want to know ASAP if you’re not.”

“I’ll be up to it,” I say firmly. “After all I’ve done and more importantly haven’t done over the last six months, I owe it to everyone to be there.”

We talk a little more and finish our food. Then Anna and I head back to the Rectory.  Helen heads back to her office to do some work but also to pursue more information on Donna Dupree.

We’re almost to the Rectory when I realize for the first time just how much trouble I am actually in. Even though all the evidence is circumstantial, in the hands of a competent prosecutor—and Brian, while he’s a slimy and disgusting jerk, is a very competent prosecutor—it could persuade a jury to convict me and send me to jail for a very long time. It’s a prospect that fills me with dread.

But overall, I find the threat of a loss of my freedom much easier to bear than the threat of the loss of my soul that so recently dogged me. Being locked away in prison, deprived of my parish—separated from Helen—all of those are terrible prospects. But eternity separated from God, a prospect I’ve faced in the last few months? That’s the true horror, and the one I must guard against.

Because I know myself better than I did a few months ago. To escape facing  this dreadful prospect of prison, I might nurture the physical desire I know I still have for Helen and see love morph into animalistic lust. That’s what happened after Leonard’s suicide. That’s what led to the cabin, and my almost forsaking my vows and destroying my relationship with God as well as any relationship I could have with Helen.  

Because I know one thing about that incident more clearly now as the weeks have passed. And it terrifies me.

The only reason I stopped was because Helen stopped me, and I let her.

I can’t risk getting in that position again, because this time I might not let her stop me.

“You’re quiet,” Anna says.

“I’m just thinking,” I say. 

Anna doesn’t ask anything else. By the time we reach the Rectory, I decide that what I really need to do is to change into some comfortable clothes and catch the rest of the Saturday afternoon race. 

As I open the door, I am nearly knocked down by a bright teal wheelchair crashing into my knees.

“Dad!” Gladys squeals as she reaches up to hug me.  “I’ve been so worried!”

“Thank you, Gladys,” I say, trying to gently peel her off me. “I really am fine now.”

“Oh, good, because if that bastard Brian—”

“Gladys,” Anna says, “what did I tell you about language in the Rectory?”

“Yes, Anna. I’m sorry.” Gladys says. “Tom, can we go outside so I can cuss about Brian?”

“Gladys, the rule applies to all church property,” Anna says, by now sporting an amused smile

“OK, OK.  If that bad, bad man Brian had caused something to happen to you, Homeland Security would be busting down his door by now.”

“I appreciate that Gladys, but here,” I say, “let’s not stand in the hall. Why don’t we go sit down in the living room?”

She leads the way and I follow, only to see through the other doorway that our kitchen now looks like something out of Mission: Impossible.  Eyeing all the computer systems, I know who they belong to and look at Gladys, asking, “Why is all that here?”

“Oh that,” she says. “Well, while I was in Bellamy, I signed off to have my apartment painted. But then the landlord got behind because he had to make repairs after the snowstorm and so it's being painted sometime this week. He does all the work himself and is over 70 so it will take a while. Mom and I agreed that it was not a good idea for me to be working on stuff on your case with someone else around and obviously I can’t work at the police station. Mom’s place doesn’t have enough room, and so I decided to set up here.”

When she explains it that way, it makes perfect sense. But I’m still a little confused. “Where will you sleep?”

“Oh, Anna said she’d make up this couch for me.”

So that’s it. I may have my freedom but I don’t have my NASCAR. I sigh, thank her for all her help, and insist that I have to work on my homily. Then I grab my laptop and head upstairs to my bedroom, where I plan to stay until tomorrow morning. Anna doesn’t know it but I keep a secret stash of emergency stress snacks, as well as a couple of beers, in the back of my closet. If drinking them warm is good enough for the Brits, it's good enough for me.

I undress, slip into my pajamas, and settle into bed. But instead of working on my homily—which, in fact, I finished a couple of days ago—I crack open a beer and begin streaming the race.

My phone beeps just as the race comes on my screen. Growling, I pick it up to see it’s a message from Helen.

I smile. It’s just two words.

Fear not. 
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If I ever write a book for priests, one thing I must be sure to mention is how good being arrested for murder is for Mass attendance. 

8 a.m. Mass has more than 50 people present, an all-time high during my time at the parish, and I even recognize a few of them. 10:30 a.m. Mass is packed, as families with small children share pews with confused-looking men and women. Many of those present leave by side doors after Mass, but many more go out of their way to come through the main door, where I am shaking hands and speaking to people. The line moves slowly as many old ladies hug me and each and every member of the Knights of Columbus pat me hard on the back and assure me of their prayers. 

When everyone is gone, I go back inside to find the entire Conway family waiting for me. Before I can speak, Dan says, “Father, again, I just want to tell you how sorry I am about Friday night. I would have called in sick, heck, I would have left town if I’d had any idea what that son-of-a—uhm well, you know, had in mind. You’ve been so good to us and we’ve caused you so much trouble. I just want you to know that’s not how I was raised.”

I grab him firmly by the hand. “I completely understand, Dan,” I say. “There are no hard feelings. In fact, it's probably better for me that a friend handled it. I’m sure no one else would have been as nice.”

“I appreciate that, Father, I really do.”

Now Miriam grabs me in a big bear hug and whispers, “I think you’ll be in for a pleasant surprise when you next speak to your attorney, Father. Dan called me as soon as he heard what was going to happen and I made some phone calls, and got some others to do so, you know, so there was nothing in writing. My Mama always said never put anything in writing you didn’t want to see on the front page of the newspaper. Anyway, people have been calling and sending money to Ms. Jenkins, all for your defense.”

“Oh, Miriam,” I say, astonished. “You shouldn’t have done that.  People need their money. Times are tough.”

“Oh, but I did need to do it, after everything I did to you and Helen. Anyway, I told them not to give if they weren’t able, but I also reminded them that there’s no bingo during Lent so I know most of them have extra cash.”

“Still, Miriam, the poor, the homeless—”

“—will be a lot worse off without men like you to remind sheep like us to take care of them,” she says with a smile.

Before I can say anything else, little Catherine pulls on my vestments.  I squat down to look her in the eye.

“Father Tom,” she says, a gleam of determination in her wide brown eyes.  “I heard Daddy tell Mommy you need money, so Max and JP and I went through all the cushions in all the couches and chairs in the house and under the beds and even in the van and we brought you this money so that you won’t have to go away on that train.”

With this preamble, she hands me a plastic bag full of change, much of it covered with bits of fuzz. I give her a big hug and say with tears in my eyes, “Oh, Catherine, this is the nicest thing anyone has ever done for me, but I’m not going on a train.” 

“Are you sure?” she asks with big eyes. “ ‘cause I heard Daddy tell Mommy you are being railroaded.”

I have to laugh at that, even as Dan turns several shades of red. Much to my relief, Miriam picks this moment to announce that the chicken in the crock pot is going to overcook if they don’t leave immediately. The kids all scatter toward the van and I let them depart with more hugs and promises of mutual prayers.

I get back to the Rectory to find Helen and Gladys ensconced in the kitchen. 

“I missed you at Mass,” I say in my most clerical tone.

“That’s only because you didn’t pay close enough attention to your congregation,” Helen says with a smile. “I slipped in the back while you were processing and then left right after Communion.” 

I’m about to ask why I didn’t see her come up for Communion when she says, “Gladys thinks she found something.” 

“Oh?” I say optimistically. 

“Yeah,” says Gladys. “I hacked into the forensic report on the Rosary they found at the crime scene. It had no prints, which is not surprising. The murderer no doubt wiped it clean. But there were two interesting things about that Rosary.”

“What?” I ask, sitting down at the table.

“The design consists of painted wooden beads joined by a thin chain, including the medal in the middle and the crucifix—pretty standard design. Not an expensive object at all.”

“Not surprising,” I say. “They bought several at the same time. I think there were three or four of us being Confirmed that year.”

“The Rosary shows some signs of use, the paint has worn off some of the beads, but otherwise it’s in good shape.” Gladys pauses for effect. “Too good.”

“What do you mean?” I ask.

“I mean they found no evidence of dirt or anything else that would indicate it had spent any time buried underground with the body of Donna Dupree. There’s no degradation of the wood, no rusting of the chain, no particles of soil trapped in the links.”

“So, Gladys,” Helen says, “what you’re saying is that the Rosary wasn’t buried with the body. So how did it—?”

“I’m getting to that. So no, they didn’t find dirt or anything like that. But they did find something very surprising. A small shred of fiber, I mean tiny, behind the body of Jesus.”

“Where do they think it came from?” Helen asks.

“They don’t know,” Gladys says. “Tom, any ideas?” 

“Well,” I shrug, “many priests, in fact many Catholic men, carry Rosaries in their pants pockets in order to have one with them at all times. I do that now, although I didn’t back then. I’m always snagging my Rosary on a loose thread in my pocket.”

“That explains what they found then,” Gladys says, tapping some keys on her keyboard. “According to the report, the thread was from a kind of superstrong synthetic that they use in high end suits, typically ones made in Germany.”

“Then it obviously didn’t come from anything I’ve ever owned.”

“Well, at least not back then,” Gladys says. “Not unless you had a time machine.”

“What do you mean?” Helen asks.

“I have an uncle who works as an industrial chemist. I sent their findings to him and he recognized the make up. Apparently, it was developed three years ago and was not used in clothing until last year.”

“So then, this combined with the other results, proves the Rosary could not have been buried all this time.”

“That’s right. Whoever had it must have placed it there after the body was found and must like high-end suits.”

“Exactly what are we talking about here?” I ask.

“As much as ten grand, according to my uncle.”

“Ten thousand dollars?” I say incredulously, “That’s more than my car cost.”

Helen and Gladys look at each other and roll their eyes but say nothing.

“So let me see if I get this straight,” I say. “Someone went to where Donna was buried and dropped my Rosary where the police could find it.  That still begs the question where they got my Rosary.”

“I think I may be able to answer that,” Helen says. “Killers sometimes take a trophy from their victims. Since it’s likely Donna took your Rosary that day she was in your apartment, whoever killed her probably took it from her after they killed her.”

“But Donna wasn’t wearing a Rosary—I mean, you’re not supposed to, but some people do it anyway—when she came over in Joan’s wedding dress, at least not that I can remember.”

“Were there pockets in the wedding dress?” Gladys asks. At our looks, she throws up her hands and says, “Hey, I don’t know! Never actually worn one, ya know?”

“So if she didn’t have it on her,” Helen says, “then it could have come from only one place.”

“Her apartment,” I say.

The three of us exchange glances.

“We need to get inside that apartment,” Helen says.

“We? You said—?”

“I know what I said, Tom,” Helen sighs. “But I really can’t do this alone, and I can’t ask Dan to get involved. And Gladys is more behind the scenes—”

“That’s only because you won’t let me in the field,” Gladys grumbles.

“But people will recognize me from the news,” I say.

“Oh, Dad,” Gladys says, “most people don’t watch local news anymore. More likely they’ll get you from social media or a blog.”

“Hey,” I say, snapping my fingers. “What about Nate?”

“Ah, no, Tom. No.” Helen says, shaking her head.

“Oh, come on, Helen—”

“He’s an idiot and I’ll wind up shooting him.”

“Wait, Nate?” Gladys says. “Nate Rodriguez from the documentary about your wife’s death? Nate Rodriguez who works at The Perfect Cup sometimes?”

“Yeah,” I say. “His uncle owns the place.”

“Oh, yeah, I know Nate,” Gladys rolls her eyes. “Mom’s right. There’s something wrong with him. Every time he’s working and I go in to give him my order, he gets all slack-jawed or something.”

Helen and I exchange an amused glance and shake our heads.

“Look, Helen,” I say. “I’ll go. Heck, I want to go with you. I just don’t want to get you in trouble.”

She looks at me with those eyes that melt my heart everytime I look into them. “Tom,” she says softly, “I’ll get into any amount of trouble to get you out of yours.”

Gladys whispers, “Oh!” I smile at Helen, and say, “OK, then let’s go look at an apartment.”
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Gladys, being Gladys, had “borrowed” a crime scene evidence collection kit from the technician with the department. When I ask her how she got it, she shrugs and says, “I promised him something.” At my expression, she laughs and says, “Oh, Dad! He’s having problems leveling up in Age of Artemis, and I told him I’d show him a few tricks since I am a level 18 Wood Nymph.”  

When I look at her like she is speaking Klingon—a language I only know a smattering of myself—she says, “You know. Age of Artemis? The Greek mythology-based online game?”

I shake my head. “Gladys, my knowledge of computer games ended in the late 1990s.”

She also managed to obtain from somewhere fake glasses and a theater-grade beard and mustache. 

“A friend of mine is in the Myerton Players,” she explains. “He said I could borrow this.”

“I don’t see why I have to wear this stuff.”

“Because, Tom,” Helen says behind me while she studies Gladys transforming me from myself into something akin to a tall, slightly pudgy lumberjack, “the more I thought about it, the more likely it seemed to me that you’d be recognized. This way, you won’t be—at least not right away. Just let me do the talking and handle the introductions.”

“OK, done!” Gladys says, beaming. “Wow, Dad! You look really good in a beard.”

I look in the mirror. I have to admit, I have a hard time recognizing myself. And Gladys is right, I do look good with a beard.

“What do you think?” I say to Helen as I turn around. 

Helen looks up from her phone and sucks in a breath. Her mouth falls open slightly and even from where I’m standing, I can see her cheeks color.

“Ah, ahem, ah,” Helen says, “ah, great. Just great. Nice job, Gladys. OK, let’s go.”

She turns quickly and practically runs from the Rectory. I grab the kit and follow her while Gladys yells, “I’m gonna try to find more information about Dupree!”

I finally catch up with Helen by her car in the church parking lot. She’s pacing back and forth, beating her fist against her thigh. I smile slightly. She sees it and snaps, “What!”

“Sorry,” I say. “I know it’s not funny. I’m just glad to see it’s not just me.”

“No, it’s not,” she says with a sigh. “My gas bill may be down this month, but my water bill will be through the roof.”

“Would you rather I took the beard off?”

“No, no, it’s fine,” she says. “I’m better now. Just do me a favor, OK? Never, ever grow a beard. Just don’t do it.”

“Of course,” I say quietly.

“Now that that’s over,” she says, smoothing out her hair, “shall we go look at Dupree’s apartment?”

***
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“It took a little work, you know, to find where that Dupree girl lived. Our computer records don’t go that far, not that I trust the damn things. My memory and the cards, that’s the only thing I trust.”

We’re standing outside the door of what was Donna Dupree’s apartment in one of the four student housing clusters on Myer College’s campus. As I assumed, the apartments don’t seem to have been well cared for over the years. I mean, everything is clean and tidy, the lawn is well mowed, and the garden beds weeded with daffodils beginning to poke through the fresh mulch. But the place is hardly modern, with all the character of 1960s apartment construction, and there’s an overall seedy atmosphere to the place.

“So you’re working that case that they arrested that priest for, huh?” the superintendent of the module asks while he’s sorting through a big ring of keys.

“We’re following up on a couple of things,” Helen says. “So no one before us asked to see the apartment?”

“Naw,” he says. “I mean, when I heard the name, I said to myself ‘Sam, now that girl’s name sounds familiar.’ So I went to the cards and found her information. Only here for two semesters. Roommate, too, I have her card in my office.”

“We’ll want copies,” she says.

“Already have them for ya—OK, here ya go, 34B.” He holds up the key in triumph and inserts it in the lock. In a moment, we’re standing in an empty apartment that was the last residence of Donna Dupree. It’s small, not much room for one person, much less two people. Living room, dining area, small kitchen. No doubt two bedrooms and bathrooms at least. The walls looked recently painted, the standard eggshell that commercial painters prefer for large jobs because of its versatility and durability. 

The carpet, however, is another story. Old, stained, somewhat threadbare. It’s definitely showing its age.

“Why is no one here?” Helen asks.

“Can’t fill these up, not with those new student housing blocks going up on the other side of campus,” he says. “These will probably be torn down.”

“And you say this is the same carpet?” Helen asks.

“Yes, ma’am,” he says, nodding. “Used to be that the carpet was changed every five years. Well, the carpet was changed about, oh, I’d say a year or so before Dupree would have lived here. Should have been changed ten years ago, but that’s when the Board of Trustees decided to contract out for new, more modern housing on the other side of campus. Since then, I’ve been lucky to give them a fresh coat of paint. Forget about the carpet.”

“We may need to tear up the carpet as part of our investigation,” she says.

“Hey,” he shrugs. “No one else cares about this place. You do what you need to do.” He pauses. “Hey, do you think that priest did it?”

“I’m sorry,” Helen says stiffly, “we cannot talk about an ongoing investigation.”

“OK, just asking. I mean, it just doesn’t figure to me, you know? Guy’s wife dies then six months later kills a woman? Doesn’t make sense to me. No. No sense at all.”

With a salute, he leaves us, closing the door and leaving us alone. Helen looks at me. “You were uncharacteristically quiet.”

“This beard is itching the hell out of me!” I say through gritted teeth. “Any movement is agony. Can I please take it off?”

Helen sighs. “Oh, Tom,” she says breathlessly, “I really wish you would.”

Without a word, I start tearing the false hairs off my face. Fortunately, the spirit gum doesn’t put up too much of a fight, and soon I’m back to looking like myself instead of someone from the cover of a romance novel set in Northern Canada.

“Whew!” I say, rubbing my face. “Feels better already. OK,” I add, looking around, “where do we start?”

Helen stands in the middle of the room with her hands on her hips. With a critical eye, she surveys the room. “Fortunately, it’s not that big of a space. It shouldn’t take a long—wait, what’s that by the kitchen?”

I turn around and look in the direction she’s pointing. “The carpet ends at the edge of the kitchen,” I say with a shrug. “Pretty standard, carpet throughout, then linoleum or some other surface in the kitchen.”

“I know that. But there’s something—give me the flashlight out of there.” I hand her the flashlight out of the kit. She walks over to the edge of the kitchen and gets on her hands and knees, shining the light down at the carpet, then at an angle.

“Hey, Tom,” she says. “Come over here and tell me what you see.”

I do as she asks, kneeling opposite her and peering at the place illuminated by the flashlight. At first, it looks no different than any other part of the carpet. It’s a deep burgundy that’s obviously seen better days. But as I look at it, something about it does look different than the surrounding carpeting. 

I lean down to get a closer look. “Helen,” I say, “this part of the carpet is definitely lighter than the rest of the carpet.”

“That’s what I thought too,” she says. Laying her flashlight down, she looks at me. “Turn around and close your eyes.”

“What?” I ask, totally confused.

“You heard me,” she says. “Turn around and close your eyes.”

I look at her and realize she isn’t kidding. I shrug. “OK,” I say and do as she says.

I hear what sounds like the rustling of fabric, which really confuses me. After less than a minute, Helen says, “OK, you can turn around.”

“Helen,” I say as I start to turn around, “really, what—Oh! OK, then.”

In her hand is a small pocket knife with a two or three inch blade.

I guess she doesn’t just carry her knife with her undercover.

I open my mouth, but she stops me with a raised eyebrow. 

“No,” she says, shaking her head. “Now, get your phone out and record this.”

I do as I’m told. Like she did in my sister’s room in Bellamy only a couple of weeks ago, she gives her name, badge number, date, and the address where we are. With the knife, she probes the threshold that holds the carpet down right at the edge of the kitchen. Then, she shoves it down and under, forcing the carpet up and away from the strip holding it down. 

“Gloves,” she says, holding out her hand. I hand her a pair of purple latex gloves, which she pulls on over her wiggling fingers. With her gloved hands, she grasps the carpet and pulls. It’s so old, it actually rips easily as she does.

Pulling back the carpet, we look at the padding and gasp.

There’s a large brown stain in the padding and on the underside of the carpet. Helen pulls the padding back and we see that the plywood underneath is also stained. 

Without saying a word, she reaches into the kit and pulls out a cotton swab and four bottles that look like the ones that usually contain eye drops. She tears open the package and pulls out the swab. She puts a couple of drops from the first bottle, then rubs the swab on the plywood. She then proceeds to put two drops of the next bottle, then does the same with the next one. When she gets to the last bottle, she stops and looks at me. Then, taking a deep breath, she squeezes two drops onto the swab.

As soon as the second drop hits the swab, it turns from white to bright pink.

Helen holds the swab up. “Well, Tom,” she says, “we found where Donna Dupree was killed.”

I nod. “Now,” I say, “all we need to find out is who killed her.”
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“What do we do now, Helen?”

She’s already put the pink-tipped cotton swab in an evidence bag and labeled it with her initials, date, and time. “That, Tom, is a good question.” She sits on her haunches and looks around. Then her gaze settles on me.

“I have to report it.”

I nod. “Of course you do. I understand. You’ll get in trouble.”

“No,” she says, shaking her head, “not if this works. But I’ll be asking a friend to take a chance on getting in trouble himself.”

She pulls out her phone and dials, putting it on speaker so I can hear. “Helen?” Dan says on the third ring.

“Can you talk?”

“Hold on, let me call you back,” Dan says then hangs up. About a minute later, he calls back.

“OK, we can talk,” Dan says in a low voice. From the echo, he must be in the men’s room.

“I’ll make this quick, Dan. I’m here at Donna Dupree’s apartment with Father Tom—”

“—Oh, wow! Chief, you know you and he—”

“—I know that Dan, just listen. We found a large blood stain near the kitchen. It tested positive for blood. I know I need to report this, but would like to avoid being fired if at all possible.”

“None of us want that, Chief.” Dan pauses, then says, “Text me the address. I can be there in fifteen minutes with the evidence technician.”

Helen sighs. “You know I wouldn’t ask—”

“Listen, Helen,” Dan says, “First, you didn’t ask. In fact, you know nothing about this. I decided to search Donna’s department, I found the blood, I called the evidence technician. I’ll tell the Chief, who can let Brian know. Brian will be furious, but it’ll give the Chief an opportunity to unleash on him, so it’s a win-win.”

“Thanks, Dan,” Helen says with a smile. “I owe you one.”

“No, you don’t. None of us want to see this happening to Father Tom. We all love him. He’s a fine man and a fine priest.” He pauses then lowers his voice. “You’re very lucky to have him.”

She sucks in a breath. “I don’t know what you mean, Dan.”

“We all heard what he said in his homily, and I see the way you two look at each other,” Dan continues. “I can’t imagine being that much in love with someone and know it can only go so far. I knew when I met Miriam she was the one I wanted to spend the rest of my life with. But if I couldn’t . . . I don’t know what I would have done.”

Helen’s about to say something when Dan whispers, “Someone’s coming. I’ll let you know what else we find.” Then, the call ends.

Helen looks at me and says, “Come on, let’s get out of here before Dan arrives.”

We hastily put the carpet back in place, grab the evidence kit, and leave Donna’s apartment. I head to the car while Helen goes by the superintendent’s office and gets the copies of Donna and her roommate’s information. A stop by the Myer College alumni office gives us the roommate’s current contact information.

“Hopefully,” Helen says, “she can shed some light on who Donna Dupree was.”

“We still don’t know much about her,” I say.

“No, we don’t. And until we do, we have very little chance of finding who might have killed her.”

I look at her. “But I thought—”

“Tom,” Helen says. “Brian is so determined to see you in jail that unless we can find out who actually killed Donna and deliver them to Angela, so she can hand it to Brian on a silver platter, no matter how much evidence we find that exonerates you, you’re still in trouble.”

I slump against the window. “How are we going to do that? I mean, it happened over ten years ago. It’s not like when you solved Joan’s murder.”

“No, it’s not,” Helen says. “And we solved Joan’s murder. You had a part in it too, remember?”

I smile ruefully. “Yeah, the ‘being held at gunpoint by the parish secretary and have to be rescued by you’ part.”

She chuckles. “You are in a mood all of a sudden.”

I snap my head around. “Can you blame me, Helen! I’m accused of a murder I didn’t commit by a man who hates me because he thinks I took you away from him! I have go put on a stupid beard so people can’t recognize me! And to top it all off . . .”

I slump back against the window. “What, Tom?” she asks.

I shake my head. “Nothing we can talk about, remember.”

We drive in silence back to the Rectory. She pulls into the driveway and puts the car in park. “Tom,” Helen says. “It’s getting late in the day. I really need to check in at the office. The Chief’s giving me a lot of leeway right now. I think he may actually know what I’m doing but he’s looking the other way because he hates Brian so much, but I don’t want to push it. Donna’s old roommate’s in Portland, so why don’t I come over to the Rectory for lunch with you and Anna tomorrow and we can call her then.”

I nod. She looks at me, waiting for our normal parting ritual. 

I shake my head and sigh. “Not today. Sorry. I want a lot more than that right now, and I don’t trust myself.”

Not waiting for an answer, I get out of her car and walk towards the front door. I hear her pull out of the driveway behind me.

I stand and stare at the main church building. Resentment swells inside me. Resentment against God, the Church, the men who 800 years ago decided that priests had to live a life without female companionship in their homes or in their beds. Resentment against the gossips like Miriam Conway who made a difficult situation even worse.  Resentment against Brian Dohrmann who knew Helen in a way that I never will.

I don’t even know why we’re doing this. If I’m going to prison anyway, what does any of it matter? Why don’t we just forget about all of it and seize an opportunity to complete what we started in the cabin? Why don’t we just go somewhere far away from Myerton and just spend whatever time of freedom I still have revelling in the warmth of each other’s bodies?

I look at the front door. Inside is loneliness. Alone is the last thing I need to be right now.

***
[image: image]


“Tom,” Clark says when he opens the door to his office. “Good to see you.”

I shake his hand as I say, “I hope you don’t mind me stopping by unannounced. You don’t have a meeting or anything, do you?”

“Just finished my last for the day,” he says with a smile. “Young couple getting married in a few months. Lovely people, the kind a pastor dreams about.”

His talk of a happy couple looking to get married twists my gut, making the pain worse. I actually get wobbly. Clark notices and grabs my arm.

“Whoa, Tom! Are you OK?”

“Just the stress of everything,” I rasp as he gets me to a chair. He sits in the one next to it. “The doctor said I might get this way occasionally, because of the concussion, for several months.”

“I guess being falsely accused of murder will do that to you,” Clark says with a smile.

“Yeah, I guess so,” I say bitterly.

Clark looks at me quietly for a moment. “But this isn’t about that, is it Tom?” he asks quietly.

I chuckle. “Ah! I see you have that pastoral ability to see through crap.”

“Well honed over the years, my friend. So what’s up? You didn’t come over here today for chit-chat.”

I look at my hands. “Clark, what I’m about to tell you, I’ve only told my Archbishop, my confessor, my attorney, and Anna.”

“Does Helen know?” he asks.

I look up. “Yes. Because it’s about Helen.”

He smiles. “I thought as much.”

I nod. “What I told you the other night at your house . . . it was what I told my flock and it is one hundred percent true . . . but there are details that I didn’t share with them or you.”

Clark says nothing, just sits in his chair quietly waiting for me to say what I came to say. Apparently, some things in seminary cross theological lines.

“I love her, Clark.”

“Well, that’s obvious,” he says with a smile.

“She feels the same way about me.”

“Again, obvious.”

My eyes drop to my hands. “Apparently, we’re really bad at hiding that.”

“Well,” he says, stretching in his chair, “I’m not sure someone who just saw you two together in passing would pick up on it. But Vivian and I both said after dinner how it was obvious there was more than friendship between you two. I think she said the same thing to Anna a few days ago.”

I smile ruefully. “Yes, I walked in on the end of the conversation.”

“Can I ask a question? You told me, and your flock I assume, that you didn’t break your vows. I guess you mean that you two haven’t had a sexual relationship.”

I nod.

“But you’ve been physical in other ways, haven’t you?”

I look up and sigh. “Yes. Once. Briefly. In Florida. That’s when everything came out—how we felt about each other, my desire for her, my questioning my calling. I would have gone further—tried to go further, to persuade her to go further—but she stopped us. Stopped me from making the biggest mistake of my life.”

“Obviously, you decided to stay in the priesthood.”

“That was as important to her as it was to me, once I realized that’s what I wanted. She told me when I was in the hospital that she would not be the other woman, the one I cheated on the God she loved with.”

Clark exhales, “Wow, Tom, that’s something for her to say.”

“So we agreed to work on setting up better boundaries, to build a loving but non-physical relationship. The Archbishop gave me permission to do so, and gave us Lent to work through what this would look like. We have all these little rules in place to make sure anything we do doesn’t cause public scandal or private sin. And, I gotta tell you Clark, it was working. We were getting to something good, something we were both satisfied with. I mean, the physical attraction was still there, but we were working on disciplining ourselves.”

I sit back in the chair and wave my arms. “Then I’m accused of murder. I’m facing prison, maybe not for the rest of my life, but for a long time. I’ll be away from Helen, the woman I love, only able to see her through plexiglass once a week during visiting hours. And then what? Will I still be a priest when I get out? If I’m not going to be a priest anyway, then . . .”

“Then why put yourself through all this?” Clark says. “Why not just throw everything away now so you can have, what, one night of passion?”

“Well, hopefully more than just one night,” I smile, “but yes. That’s what I started to think about.”

Clark shakes his head. “Oh, Tom. Again, I can’t help you with the celibacy part. I mean, to me the solution would be for you to change sides,” he says with a grin.

That causes me to laugh. “No, I think I’ll stay over here. In spite of everything, the Catholic Church is my home.”

“I know, and I’d lose respect for you if you took me up on my offer. But let me ask you a question. How do you think Helen feels?”

I look at him. “I told you, she—”

He waves off my answer. “No, no, that’s not what I’m talking about. I mean, have you asked her how she feels about everything you just talked to me about?”

I sit back. Helen is always concerned about how I was doing. I’m sure I’ve asked her how she is doing. 

I’m positive I have.

“She’s fine with everything,” I say slowly. “I mean, she doesn’t want to see me in prison, but the other, she seems fine.”

Clark nods his head. “Tom, I don’t need to tell you what I’d say to a young man who came to me to talk about trouble controlling his physical desires for a young woman. It applies here. But in your case, Tom, I think you’re looking for a way to stop the pain you’re in.”

“That’s what I did after Leonard killed himself. Helen was that way.”

“Tom, you need to give up seeing Helen as some kind of emotional bandage or pain killer.”

“I don’t—”

“Tom! You just admitted to me as much. Now, don’t hear me wrong. I’m most definitely not saying you don’t really love Helen—what I saw at our dinner table the other night proves that. But it's not fair to her if every time something bad happens, you look to her to make everything better. That’s not a very loving thing to do, is it?”

I shake my head. “No, it’s not.”

“If you want to, as you say, have a loving, committed, but platonic relationship with Helen, you need to begin to look at her differently—not as someone to solve your problems or make your pain go away, but as an equal. She’s a remarkable woman, Tom, You know that. But she’s her own person. She’s not an object you can use to make yourself feel better.”

The force of Clark’s words strikes me between the eyes. It dislodges a memory of similar words said in much different circumstances.

It’s what I said to Rose at The Belvedere, when I was trying to save our lives and her soul.
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I’m still thinking about my conversation with Clark when Helen arrives at the Rectory for lunch the next day. She’s brought hamburgers and hand-cut fries from my favorite place, along with one of their fantastic chocolate milkshakes.

“I thought you could use a mood elevator after yesterday,” she says, handing the cup filled with creamy deliciousness to me. “Feeling better today?”

I nod as I suck on the straw. The shake is too thick, so I stir it to get it to melt a little bit. “Much, thanks.”

She nods. I watch her as she gets plates and sets the dining table—the kitchen table is still covered with Gladys’ computers. There seems to be a little sagging of the shoulders. Her hair doesn’t look like it’s been washed today. I’m getting no whiff of vanilla.

“Helen,” I ask. “Are you OK?”

She stops and looks at me. “What?”

“I asked if you are OK with everything.”

She shrugs. “I’m not OK with what Brian’s doing. I’m concerned about the case. I don’t want you to go to jail.”

I shake my head. “No, that’s—”

“Tom,” she says. “Let’s just eat so we can make that call.”

I open my mouth to say something else, but think better of it.

There’s no need to press.

This is Helen. If she says she’s OK, she’s OK.

***
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We sit in my office while Helen dials the phone.  There is an answer on the third ring. Helen puts it on speaker as Donna’s former roommate, Serena Bently answers, “Good morning. Hancock’s Realty, Serena speaking.”

“Hi, Serena.” Helen says, pleasantly. “My name is Helen Parr, and I am a detective with the Myerton Police Department in Maryland. How are you today?”

“I’m fine,” Serena says hesitantly, obviously concerned about getting a call from her college town. “Look, if this is about those library fines, I have told the college again and again that I can only pay them off $100 dollars a month.”

“No, Serena, this has nothing to do with the college library. I’m calling about Donna Dupree.”

“Donna? I haven’t thought of her in years. What’s going on with her?”

“Not much,” Helen says casually, “but I wanted to ask you a few questions about your term together as roommates.”

“OK, but first, I really need to know what happened to Donna.”

Helen takes a deep breath and says softly, “I am so sorry, Serena. We recently discovered that Donna was killed while you two were living together.”

“Oh, my God! Then she didn’t elope?” Serena asks.

We look at each other in surprise. “Elope?” I mouth.

“Is that what you thought happened?” Helen asks.

“Well, yeah,” Serena answers, her voice trembling from the news she just received. “She left me a note saying that she was running off with the man of her dreams. Are you sure it’s her?”

“Wait, when did you get this note?” Helen asks.

“When I came back to the room and found her gone.”

“OK, let’s start there. When did this happen?”

“Hmmm. Let me think. Donna was kinda weird and I usually tried to avoid her as much as possible. I stayed over at my boyfriend’s a lot but most of my stuff was still in the apartment. The only reason I was home in the middle of the day was to change clothes because I was meeting my mom for lunch.”

“Do you happen to remember what day that was?”

“Actually, I do. It was Mom’s birthday. I remember us talking about the fact that I would not miss her but that at least she had cleaned the kitchen before she left. So it was April 16th.”

“Great,” Helen says, rapidly writing down what Serena had told us so far. After a minute, she asked, “So, was it odd that she cleaned the kitchen?”

“Oh, yeah! Donna was an absolute slob. I mean, she never washed a dish if I didn’t ask her to but I appreciated that she at least cleaned the kitchen, even if she left the rest of the apartment a pigsty as usual. I mean, why bother bleaching the countertops and scrubbing the fronts of the cabinets if you’re not going to pick up the empty bowls you left on the coffee table?”

“Why do you say she used bleach?”

“Because she definitely did. The fumes were still strong. We didn’t even normally keep it in the house because I have asthma. I had to open all the windows to air things out. And I really didn’t appreciate her bleaching the carpet. It's not like we didn’t have perfectly good carpet cleaner in the cabinet. I always kept some on hand because she was such a slob with food.”

“What makes you think she bleached the carpet?”

“For one thing, it was still wet. For another, you could see where she had started the job and then quit.  When it dried, you could see the faded section near the kitchen. When I moved out, I was afraid they were going to make me pay for replacing it, but fortunately they didn’t seem to care.”

“And the note?”

“Yeah, it said that someone I didn’t know had swept her off her feet and he was taking her to his hometown to meet his parents. She said he wanted to leave that night because his parents’ anniversary was coming up and he wanted to be married on the same day they had been.”

“It did?” Helen asks.

“Yeah. I remember thinking, ‘What makes you think I care?’ but, as I said, she was weird.”

“But you said you never met this guy.”

“Apparently not, though there was a guy that stopped by looking for her a couple of times. She would always hide in her bedroom and tell me to tell him she wasn’t home. She said he was some professor who had been trying to get her to go out with him.”

“Do you remember what he looked like?”

“Not really. He was kinda short and pretty thin. He didn’t seem that old, you know, for a professor,  but then I’m not very good at that kind of thing and it's been a long time. He usually had a hat on but I think his hair was maybe blond or light brown. He seemed a little pushy, you know, not like the one she dated.”

“Wait, what was that?” Helen asks, scribbling more information down. “She was dating one of her professors?”

“Yeah. Now this one was hot. Tall, dark hair, athletic looking. Can’t tell you much about him since I only saw him a couple of times.”

Helen’s given up taking notes and is laying her head on her hands. “OK, when did you see him?”

“Well, like I say, I didn’t stay at the apartment too much because she was so weird. One morning, though, I stopped by the apartment early to grab something I needed before an 8 a.m. class. I let myself in with my key and practically ran into this guy wearing a towel. Looked like he had just stepped out of the shower. Kinda embarrassing.”

“I can imagine.”

“The next time was when he ran out of the apartment after she threw the plate at him.”

Helen sits up straight. “So they had a fight? Tell me about that.”

“Well, that night I went there because there were books I needed to return to the library—they were overdue, you may have picked up that I had a problem in that department. So, I get to the apartment and am about to open the door when I hear Donna and some guy fighting.”

“Do you know what they were fighting about?”

“Not really. I got there near the end. It’s been so long, but I remember her screaming, ‘You stole my idea! I deserve a piece.’ and the guy saying, 'if you think I’m jeopardizing my marriage, you are crazy,’ then Donna saying, ‘well, maybe I’ll just have to tell your fiancée about our little fling if you don’t give me what I deserve.’ They screamed a few more things at each other, I heard a plate hit the wall, then he barged out of the place. He almost ran into me.”

“When was this?” 

Serena says nothing for a moment, then says, “I don’t remember exactly, but it had to be a couple of days before she disappeared—or, I guess, was killed.” 

Helen writes this down, then asks, “Do you think you’d recognize him if you saw him again?”

“Hmm, probably,” Serena says. “I have a pretty good memory for faces.”

At that, Helen pops up. “Let me mute you for a minute, Serena.” Before she can answer she does that and points her phone at me. “Smile,” she says right before taking my picture.

“What are you—”

“Shush, Tom,” Helen whispers before unmuting the phone. “Serena, I'm texting you a picture.” A few taps of her phone later, she says, “OK, you should have it now. Did you ever see this man with Donna, or did he ever stop by the apartment?”

“Well, I wasn’t there all the time like I say, but I never saw her with a priest.”

I roll my eyes. “He wouldn’t have been a priest then,” Helen explains, calmly.

“Oh!” Serena’s quiet for a moment. “No. I never saw him around the apartment or with Donna.”

“OK, Serena. Thanks for all your help. May I call you again if I have more questions?”

“Sure, and listen, I mean I know I said she was weird and she was, but I’m still sorry that she died. Please tell her brother I said that.”

“Wait, her brother?” Helen looks at me. “I didn’t know she had a brother.”

“Oh, yeah, she did. I never met him but they talked on the phone once or twice. I don’t think they got along because she always said that the only time she heard from him was when he needed money. He’s the one that came and got her stuff after she disappeared.”

“OK. Thanks again for all your help.”

“Yeah, sure, I hope you find who did this to her.”

Helen and I look at each other over the phone. “So do we, Serena,” she says quietly. “So do we.”

Hanging up, Helen says, “This is good, Tom. Very good.”

“It definitely doesn’t sound bad for me,” I admit.

“No, far from it. If you were in Columbus as you claim around 1 a.m.—and I believe you, even if there’s no evidence you were—you would have had to leave Myerton around 10 p.m. The carpet would have been dry when Serena stopped by the apartment the next morning.”

“Not if I had really soaked it.”

“But we know that the killer didn’t. No, whoever cleaned this carpet did just enough to cover his tracks. He was in a hurry and wanted to get out of there before Serena came back.”

“But this hardly proves I didn’t do it,” I say, trying to stay balanced.

“No, but you don’t have to prove you didn’t do it.  The state has to prove that you did and, in this case, that you also found someone else to clean up after you, because if you were in Columbus, Ohio, at around 1 a.m. and then outside Chicago by 8 a.m.. there is no way you could have killed her, hid her body, and cleaned up and still got to Columbus by 1 a.m.”

“But Helen,” I say, “this doesn’t get us any closer to finding  out who did kill Donna.”

“Ah, but you’re forgetting the really important things we learned from Serena. First, there were apparently two other men she was involved with in some way that semester.”

“Funny,” I say. “Anna said something about me not being the only one she did something to, or something like that.”

“Sounds like Anna was right. We also know both were professors, and she had a violent argument with one of them. And that, my darling, is what we call in my business a prime suspect.”

“Don’t forget this brother we knew nothing about,” I point out. I pause for a moment and look out the window of my office. “Helen, does it bother you that we basically know nothing about Donna Dupree? I mean, has anyone looked into her background at all?”

Helen wrinkles her brow, then walks out of my office. I follow her into the kitchen where Gladys is tapping away at the computer wearing a headset.

“Get the amulet,” she says. “No, not that one, the other one. Get it! Get—damn!”

“Language, Gladys!” Anna calls from upstairs.

“Sorry, Anna!” Gladys says. “OK, now this time listen to—”

“Gladys, what—” Helen says, exasperated.

“Huh? Oh, sorry, Chief,” she smiles sheepishly. “I was just giving Johnny his lesson.”

“Well, stop playing your game and listen,” Helen says. “The case file Brian has on the Dupree case. Does it contain any background information on her?”

“No,” she answers.

Helen and I look at Gladys. “What?” she asks. “I read the whole file. There isn’t much—Brian’s investigation is full of holes, and this is a big one.”

“So we know nothing about Donna Dupree?” I say.

“Oh, Tom,” Gladys smiles condescendingly. “I hope you know me better than that by now. Observe.”

A few key-clicks later and the photo of an attractive redhead in her early twenties pops up on screen.

“Donna Dupree,” Gladys says triumphantly.

“Yes,” I say quietly. “That’s her.”

“This photo is from her DMV picture,” Gladys explains. “She put her address as her room on campus.”

“She never mentioned family to you?” Helen asks me.

“No,” I say. “I think I asked about home, where she was from and family. She was very evasive.”

“There may be a reason for that,” Gladys says. “I found obituaries for both Mary and Hector Dupree. Apparently, Hector died when Donna and Mark, that’s her brother, were still children. Mary passed away when Donna would have been twenty.”

“Maybe Mark Dupree can shed some light on that, and on his sister,” I say.

“Maybe,” Helen says. “Hopefully for us, he kept the things he got out of Donna’s apartment. Is there a current address for him?”

“It seems he lives in West Virginia,” Gladys answers. “Here’s his address.” She writes something down and hands it to Helen.

“Serena said something about her brother always being in trouble, and they were estranged,” I say.

“I don’t have any records before he was eighteen,” Gladys says, bringing up a mugshot of a young man with Donna’s same eyes and nose. “But Mark Dupree has a long record of mostly petty offences, mainly possession and theft. Nothing violent. He even robbed a liquor store one time, acting like he had a gun. Turned out to be a water pistol. I’ll tell you, his record’s been spotless for the last ten years or so. He’s even married with a couple of kids, it looks like.”

“Well, that gives us a place to look,” Helen says.

“What about the professors? Do we know what classes she was taking that semester?” I ask.

Gladys sighs. “I was able to get her transcript, but it only lists the four classes. Computers in Society, Japanese Literature, Introduction to Archaeology, and Intermediate Statistics.”

“That’s a rather eclectic range of classes for a senior,” I say.

“That was typical,” she answered. “It looks like she changed her major at least once a year, sometimes twice. Her coursework reads like someone looking for their career.

“So we have the classes, but not the professors.” Helen says.

“No,” Gladys says, shaking her head. “That information is not on any server I can get access to.”

“That’s because the personnel files are still paper,” I say. They look at me. “One of my jobs was looking at privacy in Myer College records. I made the recommendation that the personnel files for all staff and faculty continue to be maintained on paper in locked cabinets with limited access. I wasn’t satisfied that any computer security programs at the time would prevent a determined hacker.” I look at Gladys, who grins.

“Well,” Helen rubs the back of her neck. “Assuming they’re still on paper, or at least in a secure server Gladys can’t get to, then there’s no way short of a subpoena we can get access to the information we need. We’re sunk.”

“I did write a law enforcement provision in the privacy regulations for the College,” I say. “If they haven’t been changed, you can just show your badge and say it’s for an investigation.”

“If this were an official investigation I could, but it’s not. If they called to get verification of the request, it might not be good for us.”

I shake my head. “Then I can’t think of any way we can get those records.”

We’re quiet for a moment. Then Gladys asks tentatively, “Ah, Tom?”

“Yes, Gladys?”

“Um, could a member of the College administration get access?”

I think for a moment. “Yes, if they determined they needed it for official business.”

“And could they then provide the information to anyone they believe needed it?”

“Yes, within limits. Nothing personal, like their social security number.”

“But we don’t need that,” Gladys points out. “We just need the names of the professors and ideally their photographs.”

“That’s all well and good, Gladys,” Helen says, “but we don’t . . . Oh, no. No, no, no, no, no, no.”

I realize at the same time as Helen what Gladys is saying. “No, Gladys,” I say. “Absolutely—”

“Mom, Dad,” Gladys says. “Listen. I know you both don’t like him, but it’s the only way.”

“Oh, there has to be another one,” Helen says.

“In this case, Mom, there isn’t,” Gladys says. “The only person who can get us the information we need to help clear Dad of murder charges is President Richard Davenport.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Twenty-Eight

[image: image]


“Look, Helen, I don’t believe Gladys will do anything wrong.”

We just crossed the Maryland-West Virginia border on our way to a small town outside of Charlestown to visit Mark Dupree. When we called the previous evening and told him about his sister, he expressed a mixture of shock, surprise, and sadness. According to him, they hadn’t spoken in fifteen years. We arranged to meet him at his home the next day around noon.

Most of our conversation, however, did not concern our pending interview with Mark Dupree.

“I’m not saying she will, Tom,” Helen says, gripping the steering wheel. “But I don’t like the idea of her having anything to do with him.”

“Helen, she is a grown woman, not to mention a genius. I think she can take care of herself.”

“Oh, I have no doubt about that,” she says, shaking her head. “I just worry about her.”

“I know you do, but in this case, I don’t think we have anything to worry about. All she’s doing is asking if he can get us some information, that’s all.”

“I just hope he doesn’t expect something from her in return,” she mumbles.

“Gladys wouldn’t do that.”

“Two things, Tom. First, Gladys would do almost anything for you. Second, don’t you remember that not that long ago, she was sleeping with him?”

I sigh. Some things are hard to forget. “Let’s just see what happens, OK?”

“OK.” She checks her GPS. “We’re close.”

Helen is right. After another fifteen minutes, her GPS announces that we have arrived at our destination. She pulls her car into the packed dirt and gravel driveway leading up to a two-story white wood house. It’s old and a bit run down, but it and the surrounding yard are clean and tidy. There are some kids’ toys scattered around the yard, and a wood combination playhouse and swingset is set underneath a large oak tree, from which hangs a genuine tire swing. A couple of barefoot children are having an enthusiastic game of tag near the tree, but stop when we drive up. 

I’m wearing my clericals so when we get out of the car they run up to me. The oldest one, a girl with red hair like her aunt, says, “You a preacher?”

“Yes, you could say that,” I say.

“Is that your wife?” a boy asks, pointing at Helen. She walks up to stand beside me and says, “No, I’m just his friend. Your daddy’s expecting us.”

“Daddy don’t need no preacher,” the girl says. “He says there ain’t no need for preachers or churches. He says God speaks to him in the woods.”

I smile at that. A familiar refrain in the rural South. Although it’s called the Bible Belt, many men never darken the doors of a church after they cut the apron strings. They prefer the chapel of the deer stand and the altar of the bass boat. Not bad men as a rule, just misguided.

“Zoey, Charlie,” a man calls from the porch. “You leave them alone and get back to playing.”

The kids obey and run back to the tire swing, the boy climbing on so his sister can swing him. We walk up to the porch where a man in his mid-thirties with red hair waits for us. He’s wearing denim jeans and a flannel shirt, both stained with dirt and grass.

“Mark Dupree?” Helen says, pulling out her badge. “I’m Detective Parr of the Myerton Police Department.”

“How'd ya do,” he says nodding. When he looks at me, I say, “I’m Father Greer, the police chaplain.”

“Hmm,” Mark says. “Well, I guess y’all had better come in. More comfortable than standing on the porch.”

He shows us into a small but cozy living room.  We can hear a woman’s voice speaking softly to what sounds like a child in another room.  He pulls up a kitchen chair for himself and invites us to sit on the sagging couch.

“Thank you so much for meeting with us, Mark. And again, I am so sorry about your sister,” Helen begins.

“You know,” he says regretfully, “the last time we talked, she said never to call her again and so when I didn’t hear from her, I figured she meant it.”

“And when was that?”

“Let me think. I guess since you’re a cop you know all about my record.”

“I do,” she says kindly, “including that you haven’t been in trouble for more than a decade. That’s a good sign.”

“Thank you.  So, the last time I called Donna was from jail.  I had had petty scrapes with the law before but this time, I was locked up.  I wanted her to post bail for me but she refused, said the time behind bars would do me good. Obviously, I didn’t see it that way. I told her that she had no business thinking about being a lawyer if she thought good people ought to stay in jail. Of course, she pointed out, quite correctly I know now, that I was not a good person.”

“So she was thinking about law school at that time, but wouldn’t help you. That must have pissed you off,” Helen says, digging through her bag for her notebook and a pen.

“Oh, it did, in a big way,” Mark nods. “But her thinking about law school wasn’t a big surprise. She was always talking about something different. Anyway, it was only the one Criminal Justice class.”

Helen and I exchange a glance. To Mark, Helen asks, “Are you sure it was a Criminal Justice class? I’ve seen her transcript and there was nothing on there about it.”

“I’m sure it was Criminal Justice,” Mark says,  “because she said, real sarcastically, ‘You know, Mark, I’m taking Introduction to Criminal Justice this term. Maybe it's about time you got introduced to some criminal justice yourself.’ That was when I called her, well, you know, the B word, and she said never to contact her again. I tried to call her a few times, but I guess she blocked my number or something because the calls never went through. I figured she had either got a new phone or changed her number or something.”

“So how did you find out she was gone?” I ask.

“Someone from the college called me. Apparently, I was listed as her emergency contact, so when they couldn’t contact her, they asked me to come and take care of her stuff. I remember wondering why she hadn’t taken her clothes with her but figured maybe she didn’t have time. I dropped off most of the stuff at that Thrift Store near campus.”

“Did you keep anything?” Helen asks, jotting down something in her notebook.

“A few odds and ends, and that picture, there on the wall.”

On the wall, in a sharp metal frame, is a photo of two happy children sitting on Santa’s lap.

“Is that you two?” I ask.

“Yeah. We were seven or eight, something like that. Our parents took us to this big Christmas shop that had Santa and we had our pictures taken. Our parents didn’t leave us much, but Donna kept that picture. She always put it somewhere she could see it, usually by her bed to remind her of when our parents were alive.” Mark looks at it. “Always struck me as odd she didn’t take it with her. But it makes sense now.”

Helen stands and walks to it. “So,” she says, looking more closely at it. “This was among her things you took from her apartment.” 

“No,” Mark says. “Again, I thought she’d taken it wherever she went to elope with that guy Serena told me about, so I was surprised when she sent it to me months later. Said she had only found it when she was getting ready to move out herself. It had slid under the refrigerator.”

Helen’s taking particular notice of a corner of the frame. “Mark,” she says calmly, ”would you mind if we borrow this picture for a few days? I’ll take good care of it and get it back to you.”

“Sure, I’m glad to, if it will help find Donna’s killer,” he says. “Least I can do after everything.”

“And could you get me a clean plastic bag, if you have one?”

He goes off toward what I assume is the kitchen as I open my mouth to ask a question. Helen shakes her head to silence me. She pulls out her phone and takes several pictures. When Mark returns with the bag, Helen pulls a pair of latex gloves out of her bag and carefully picks the picture up and slips it inside.

“We won’t take up any more of your time, Mark,” Helen says. “I’ll be in touch.”

“Thank you.” Mark says. “Ma’am, after all this time, do you think you’ll find who killed my sister?”

Helen opens her mouth to speak, but I interject, “Mark, there are no guarantees. But if anyone can find out who killed Donna after all this time, it’s Detective Parr.”

Once we’re back in the car I say, “What’s with the picture?”

“Probably nothing but maybe something,” Helen says. “I’m pretty sure that there is a spot or two of blood in the corner of that frame.”

“If so, though, isn’t it probably Donna’s?”

“It very well might be, but there’s a possibility it’s the killer’s. Mark said it was found under the refrigerator. Now, we know from the blood stain on the rug near the kitchen and Serena’s story of the kitchen being cleaned with bleach that Donna was killed in or very near there. Suppose, and I know this is a long shot, but suppose the killer knocked it off during the struggle, possibly scraping himself on the corner and leaving a few drops of blood.”

“I don’t know, Helen,” I say. “It seems like you’re grasping at straws.”

“That’s only because straws are all we have right now.” She takes a deep breath. “And Tom, to keep them from taking you away from me, I’ll grasp at every straw I have until there are none left.”

***
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Helen calls Dan and arranges for him to meet us at the Rectory.  He’s in the driveway when we arrive. Helen explains briefly what she has, and what she needs done. Dan assures her that his friend, a forensic pathologist who works with the Innocent Until Proven Project, will get the DNA profile from the blood and see if it matches Donna’s.

“I also want him to match it to the sample Father Tom gave,” Helen says. Before I can ask why, she explains, “if it’s not hers and it’s not yours, then it has to be her killers.”

Anna greets us when we come in with lemonade and cookies, preparatory to a larger meal that she assures us will only be an hour. Gladys is still at her computer when we come in, but soon joins us in the living room.

“Hey,” she says. “Um, I have some good news and some news that’s not bad but you’re really not going to like it. Especially you, Mom.”

“OK,” I say calmly.

“The good news is I talked to Richard and he’s more than willing to give us the information we need.”

“And what is the news I’m not going to like?” Helen asks firmly.

“He wants to have lunch with me to discuss it?” she replies, uncomfortably.

“I knew it!” Helen explodes.

“Mom, just—”

“He’s just looking for any opportunity to get back into your—”

“Helen,” I say firmly. To Gladys, I say, “Where are you supposed to meet him for lunch?”

“At The Bistro tomorrow at 11:30 a.m.”

“OK. Well,” I say, sitting up and straightening my collar. “I think it’s about time the pastor of Saint Clare’s Parish met the President of Myer College, don’t you?”
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I get to The Bistro first and get us a table. The ladies arrive a few minutes later, Helen striding in behind a very unhappy looking Gladys. 

This is going to be a long lunch.

“I told you both I can handle this myself,” Gladys hisses.

Helen whispers, “And I told you that I wasn’t about to let you anywhere near that . . . that  . . . predator.”

“Richard is not a predator, Mom. I’ve tried to tell you time and time again that he never made me do anything—”

“—he took advantage of your youth and inexperience—”

“Helen, Gladys,” I whisper. “Can we please put this off for another time?”

They look at each other, then nod. “Here he comes anyway,” Gladys says, the smile on her face a sharp contrast to Helen’s barely concealed scowl. 

Richard Davenport is a tall man, still athletically built in spite of being well into middle age. He has salt and pepper close-cut hair and a thin graying mustache.  His suit is well-tailored and looks expensive but his manner is friendly enough.

“I didn’t realize we’d have company, Gladys,” he says jovially, bending over to give Gladys a kiss on her lips. I thought I detected a momentary look of surprise on her part, but I’m distracted by Helen’s stiffening and low growl. 

I hope for his sake that Helen did as I asked and left her service weapon at the office.

And her backup gun.

Not to mention her knife.

I’m not sure killing the new President of Myer College would be good for my case, her career, or business at The Bistro.

Things are tough enough as they are. But then maybe we can get adjoining cells.

“Detective Parr,” Richard says, “good to see you again. I trust that you’re working on the issues I raised at our meeting. The security of the campus, especially the young women alone and away from home for the first time, is important to me.”

“Oh, yes, I know how important young women on campus are to you,” she says. Gladys shoots her a glance and I roll my eyes.

Maybe prison wouldn’t be all that bad.

“President Davenport,” I say, extending my hand, “I’m Father Tom Greer of Saint Clare’s Catholic Church.”

“Please, call me Richard,” he says with an ingratiating smile as he takes my hand in a firm grip. We’re about the same height, but in his build and the way he carries himself, he’s one used to asserting authority and dominance over others.

He sits as the waitress hands us our menus. Perusing his, he asks “So tell me what’s good here.”

Before I can say anything, Helen says through gritted teeth. “They have a wonderful sandwich of aged cheese on fresh chicken breast that I bet you’d like. It comes with a lovely salad of spring greens topped with tiny brussel sprouts. I like bigger sprouts myself but I’ve heard Gladys say she likes small ones.”

Gladys glares at Helen again and clears her throat. Shielding us with my menu, I whisper, “Helen! Get a hold of yourself!”

“I don’t know what you mean,” she whispers. “I was just suggesting something he’s had in the past.” 

I put the menu down and we look at Richard with smiles on our faces—well, my face, for Helen is still looking at him with her dueling-pistol eyes. For his part, Richard looks confused. 

“Ah, yes,” he says hesitatingly, “that does sound interesting.” Then, turning to Gladys, he takes her hand affectionately and asks, “What do you like, my dear? You’ve always had good taste.”

Helen opens her mouth but I kick her under the table. “Actually,” I say, “everything here is good. But maybe we should start with an appetizer.”

“What about the cheesy balls, or maybe tiny sausages?” Helen asks before I can stop her. 

“Good. We’ll take one of each,” I say to the waitress before she can even get our drink orders.

She takes those, too, and heads back to the kitchen while I scramble to get a firm hold on this conversation. We make small talk until our appetizers arrive and the waitress takes our orders.  I nearly die when Richard orders the “Hell on Wheels.”  Things don’t get any better when Gladys orders the “Oldtimer’s Favorite.”

Before Helen can get started again, I decide to get to the point.

“Thanks again for meeting with us, Richard. I think Gladys has filled you in on our situation.”

“Yes, and I am very sorry for your trouble,” he says, nodding and sporting the same ingratiating smile.  “I am not a religious man myself but certainly appreciate the Catholic Church's long history of educational and philanthropic work around the world. And, of course, I’m always glad to do anything I can for someone as special as Gladys.”

He smiles and takes her hand posessively, bringing it up to his lips and looking into her eyes. Gladys looks momentarily uncomfortable, and Helen tenses up next to me. Before anything else can go wrong I say, “That is very kind of you. And she may have told you, what we really need are the names and, if possible, current information on the professors teaching the deceased student, Donna Dupree, in the spring term of 2006.”

“Gladys only told me that you needed some help tracking down some previous professors but now that I have the details, I should be able to help. Excuse me for just a moment, please.” Richard stands up and walks to the door while drawing his cell phone from his pocket. 

As soon as the door closes, Gladys hisses at Helen, “Aged cheese? Tiny sprouts? Really, Helen!” 

This is bad. She never calls her Helen.

“Don’t you say a thing, Gladys Louise Finkelstein,” Helen hisses back. “That creep kissed you right on the lips in public. I guess we know what he’d like to do if he could get you alone.”

“Oh, honestly, Helen. I’m a grown woman. I know what I’m doing.”

“You are and may now but you weren’t and couldn’t have then.”

“I was 18. That’s legal.”

“You were 18. That’s a teenager.”

By this time, they are no longer whispering and people are beginning to glance our way. Hoping to avoid being in the middle of yet another scandal I say quietly but firmly, “Both of you stop talking, now. Helen, I am not going to prison so that you can have the satisfaction of tearing this guy from limb to limb. Gladys, you do not need to make a scene in public in order to give Helen a piece of your mind. You both have offices for that. Anyway, here he comes.”

Richard returns to his seat and says with a big smile, “I just spoke to my Chief of Staff and he said he would get right on this. Father, I’ll give you his number if you like and you can text him with yours. Unless, of course,” he looks toward Helen but before she can say anything else, I say, “That’ll be fine. Thank you.”

The rest of the meal is uneventful and, thankfully, brief. At the end, Richard folds his napkin precisely and places it next to his plate.

“Well,” he says, standing. “I hate to eat and run, but I have meetings this afternoon. Still many things I need to get on top of.”

“Women’s studies?” Helen asks in wide-eyed innocence. I just roll my eyes, since by this time I’ve given up any hope of doing anything with her.

Richard shakes my hand as well as Helen‘s. He leans down and envelopes Gladys in a big hug, whispering something in her ear that makes her giggle uncomfortably. Gladys glances at Helen and, seeing her scowl, proceeds to put her arms around the older man’s neck and pulls him into a kiss that threatens to set the table on fire. Only my firm grip on Helen’s arm prevents her from leaping in and separating the two like a hockey referee breaking up a fight on the ice.

Gladys finally releases Richard, who is clearly flustered by her action. He clears his throat and adjusts his tie. “Ah,” he croaks out, “thank you again for lunch.”

After the door closes behind him, Helen turns to Gladys. “What the hell was that, Gladys?”

“A kiss. You may remember it Helen, though I know it’s been a long time—well, not that long,” Gladys spits bitterly.

I’m stunned by her tone. “Gladys, I don’t—”

“Don’t start with me, Tom,” Gladys hisses.

“He just cares about you, Gladys,” Helen says, calmer, “we both do.”

“I didn’t ask you to care about this!” Gladys says. “I’m an adult who can handle things myself. And I’m not going to bind myself to some rules made up a long time ago that you two are too scared to break.”

She pulls away from the table and heads to the door, then turns around and comes back.

“Helen,” she says in a low voice, “I know what this is about. This isn’t about Richard. This isn’t about me doing it with a man older than you. You’re jealous that I can do something you can’t. And don’t pretend it’s anything other than that.”

Helen opens her mouth to speak, but nothing comes out, I’m too shocked to think of anything. Without another word, Gladys turns around and leaves.

“What did I do, Tom?” Helen whispers, tears forming in her eyes. I grab a napkin and hand it to her.

“You’re just concerned about her,” I say, trying to reassure her.

“No,” she says, shaking her head. “Maybe she’s right. Maybe . . . maybe it is because I’m jealous.”

“Now, I’m sure you’re not.”

“I can’t believe I acted that way,” Helen says. “She’ll never forgive me.”

“Oh, she will. It’s that way in families. You fight, you forgive, you move on.”

Helen jerks her head around. “Doesn’t seem like it happened that way in your family.”

I start to say something, but what can I say to the truth?

We leave, Helen heading back to the station, I to the Rectory. I’m almost there when I receive a text message from Chad Hudson, President Davenport’s Chief of Staff.  

I have the information you requested. Can you stop by my office in the Registrar’s Building around 3?

I text back that I can. I don’t ask where his office is, because unless they moved it in the past eleven years, it’s right next to the President’s Office.

It was in that office that I was politely informed they accepted my two weeks’ notice.

When I get to the Rectory, Gladys’ van—which she nicknames The Mystery Machine—is in the driveway. This doesn’t surprise me, since she’s practically moved into the Rectory.

I am surprised to hear sobbing coming from the living room.

When I enter, Anna has her arms wrapped around a crying Gladys.

“I was just so mad!” Gladys is saying through her tears. “I . . . I didn’t mean to hurt her. Oh, she probably hates me.”

“Oh, no, dear,” Anna says, stroking her light blue hair, “Helen doesn’t hate you. Helen loves you.”

“She was just so . . . I felt like such a child. I’m not a child.”

“No, of course you’re not, Gladys.”

“Hey, Gladys,” I say softly, kneeling on the floor beside her.

She lets go of Anna and collapses on me, her sobs coming harder. “Dad, Dad, I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean it. Any of it.”

“We know that. It’s OK. Helen’s upset that she hurt you.”

“I know she meant well, but. . . but . . .I mean, aged cheese on young chicken breast!”

I try not to smile, and fail miserably.

“It’s not like I was really looking forward to seeing him that much anyway.”

Gladys is calmer now, and she pulls away. “I couldn’t tell Mom this, but I was really glad you two decided to come. Ever since he moved back here permanently—ever since I came back from Bellamy—he’s been after me to get together. I keep putting him off, because I know what he wants . . . it’s what he always wants. And that’s not something I’m interested in right now.”

“If that’s true, then why did you kiss him like that?”

She sighs. “I saw the look on Mom’s face and I wanted to make the point that I still could if I wanted to. All I succeeded in doing was hurting Mom and giving Richard the wrong idea.”

I move from the floor to the couch. “Listen,” I say quietly. “You need to talk to Helen. This will be fine. It happens in families.”

“Did it happen between you and Nola?”

I sigh. “It still does, Gladys. It still does.”
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Thirty
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Since she’s an old friend of Chad Hudson, Gladys offers to come with me to his office. We arrive a little before 3 p.m.

I start to knock on the door, but Gladys pushes in and calls, “Hey!”

The door to the inner office flies open. “Gladys,” says the man about my age who strides into the outer office. He gives her a hug, then extends his hand to me.

“Chad Hudson,” he says, introducing himself. His firm handshake and winning smile are those of a politician. This is not surprising since much of his work no doubt involves maneuvering in the highly political world of modern academia. 

“Father Tom Greer,” I say. “Thanks so much for helping out with this.”

“Well, Gladys is a dear old friend of Richard’s and mine,” he says with a smile. Looking at her, he says. “We had lots of good times, the three of us at MIT, didn’t we?”

Gladys smiles nervously and nods, her cheeks reddening at his comment.

“I’m sorry, but time is kind of the essence,” I say.

“Oh,” he laughs, “of course. I guess you’re really interested in getting this information, aren't you, Father? It’s in here.” 

He shows us into his office and points to a small conference table containing four folders. “Father, I know I do not need to lecture you on the importance of confidentiality,” Hudson says. “Were you not a priest, and such a good friend of Gladys, I would not be showing these to you.” 

“You can trust Father Tom, Chad,” Gladys says.

“I assure you, any information will be handled with the utmost discretion,” I say. 

Chad nods, then says, “According to college records, Donna Dupree took four courses in her last term at Myer. These are the personnel files for each of those professors.”

Opening the first folder, I see a photo of an elderly man with a stern look on his face. The name says “Stone, Albert,” and lists his retirement date as May 2010. At first I am intrigued but then I see a note that he was suffering from advanced Parkinson’s when he retired. Probably not able to move and bury a body.  The next two files are for two women, and since it was a man that Serena encountered barging out of Donna’s apartment after an argument, I discount them, too. That leaves Dr. David Markel, then 32, who taught Computers in Society.  According to the records, his last known address was in Baltimore.

“May I take a picture of his photo and address?” I ask.

“Certainly,” Hudson says. 

“Do you think this is the guy, Tom?”

I snap a couple of pictures. “We’ll find out in a minute,” I mutter. I attach the photograph to a text message addressed to Serena, typing,

Is this the man who came out of your apartment after arguing with Donna?

Not thirty seconds later comes a response. I smile and show it to Gladys, who squeals and claps her hands.

Yes, that’s him.

***
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Helen meets Gladys and me at the Rectory after I text her the good news.

“I’m surprised to see you,” I say to her, while Gladys rushes to her and clutches her  around her waist and cries.

“I wanted to see Gladys,” she says, tears forming in her eyes as well. “And I wanted to see what you found out.”

No ‘I wanted to see you again.’ My disappointment in that proves I have a way to go to get to where I need to be. 

After an extended and very tearful series of apologies between the two, we settle in at Gladys’ mission-control-style set up. Anna provides us with cookies and lemonade and settles in a chair to watch the proceedings.

“OK, David Markel,” Gladys says as she types, “let’s see who you are.” A press of the enter key brings up hundreds of articles and websites.

“So David Markel left Myer College over ten years ago and started his own Internet company, ‘BowWowMeowMeow.’”

“BowWowMeowMeow?” Helen asks.

“At the time, it was the first and only dating app especially for pet lovers. Subscriber numbers took off like a rocket, and three years later, Markel sold the company he started in his apartment with money he borrowed from his 401K for $1.7 billion.”

Anna whistles. “That’s a lot of crazy cat ladies.”

“OK, that was seven years ago,” I say. “What’s he been doing since?”

“As best I can tell from this, getting richer,” Gladys says, scrolling down the page. “He’s a venture capitalist, but is also involved in numerous charities. Has his own foundation and everything.”

“Does he still live in Baltimore?”” Helen asks.

“Lives and works,” Gladys says. “His office is on the entire top floor of the Poe Building near the Inner Harbor.”

Gladys pulls up an address and telephone number for Markel’s company and Helen writes it down. “OK,” she says. “I’ll call and see how soon I can get an appointment.”

She grabs her bag and walks to the door. I follow her, saying, “Hey, where are you going?”

Her hand on the doorknob, she turns to look at me. “Back to the office to follow up on this,” she says quietly.

“But, would you like to stay for dinner?” I ask, “I mean, Gladys and Anna will be here.”

She looks like she’s about to say yes, when instead she shakes her head. “No,” she whispers. “We’ve seen each other today already. Our agreement, remember.”

Helen starts to say something else, when she opens the door and leaves.

I’m overwhelmed by disappointment. It’s compounded by the sense that she didn’t even want to stay, that she couldn’t get away from here—from me—fast enough.

Maybe she’s decided it's too much after all.

I go back to the kitchen, where Gladys is trying to explain something computer related to Anna. “Ahem, Anna,” I say.

Anna looks up. She sees the expression on my face and asks, “Did Helen leave?”

“Yes,” I say with as much dignity as I can. “She wanted to follow up on the Markel information. If dinner was going to be a while, I thought I’d go into the church and say Evening Prayer.”

Anna smiles and nods. “I think that’s a good idea.”

I head out the door and walk to the side door of the church. Inside, instead of kneeling on the bottom step leading up to the altar, I drop down on the kneeler in front of the statue of Saint Joseph.

Another man who loved a woman he could never really have.

He’s portrayed in this sculpture as a man about my age, maybe a little younger. Most of what we know about the foster-father of Jesus is based on legend and teachings handed down through the church for almost two millennia. Some have thought he was an older man, possibly married before with other children, betrothed to the much younger Mary. Not an uncommon practice back then. But many believe Joseph wasn’t much older than Mary, maybe in his early to mid-twenties, still handsome, still strong, still virile.

Still a man. 

And that’s the thing. Saint Joseph was a man like me. Well, maybe not like me—I’ve never had an angel appear to me in a dream.

Only my late wife.

He spent probably close to thirty years—it’s thought he died just before Jesus began his public ministry—living with a woman he could never touch. Mary was a virgin when Jesus was born and, the Church teaches, was a virgin when she was taken up to heaven to be with her Son.

Which means Joseph never . . . 

I close my eyes and I’m in a carpenter’s shop with Joseph. Jesus, then a little boy, isn’t there, so I feel I can speak freely.  Through a window, I see Mary walk by. She's as depicted in so many paintings and sculptures—young, beautiful, with a smile and a laugh that can only spring from a heart without sin but one that also knows pain.

Sadness crosses her eyes as a boy, probably eight or nine runs up to her. They continue to walk, probably to the well in the center of Nazareth to draw water.

Joseph is working on something—I smile when I see it’s a child’s cradle—and I say. “Mary was so beautiful, the most perfect woman God ever made. How did you do it? How did you live your life with her, knowing every day what you couldn’t have?”

He puts his tool down and beckons me to walk outside. Standing by his side, he points at Mary and the boy, now on their way back.

“Yes,” he nods, a smile on his face. “She is all those things. I love and, yes, desire her. But when you get to hold the Son of God, everything else—even the body of the woman you love—pales in comparison.”

I open my eyes and look to the tabernacle, containing my first love, the one I love more than anything on this earth, even more than Helen.

And I know, in that moment, that if she’s decided it’s too much, I can live with that. I can live with her not being in my life, even as a friend. If she decides to go to Nebraska or Timbuktu, my heart would break at the idea of never seeing her again.

But in the end, I’ll survive. I’ll be happy.

Because ultimately, He is enough.

He has to be.
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Thirty-One
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A call right from Helen after the 8 a.m. Mass dispels my fears.

“Hey,” she says brightly. “I have some news. Want to meet me at The Perfect Cup for coffee?”

“Now?”

“Yes, now,” she says. “Is that a problem?”

“Oh, no,” I say. “My calendar is clear until this afternoon. I’m helping the Knights with the fish fry. Apparently, someone mentioned to them that I wasn’t a bad cook.”

She laughs. “Probably Anna.”

“My guess. Besides, I need to get ready for the Archbishop. Remember, he’s coming over to show his support for me.”

“I had forgotten that,” she says. “I must remember to be on my best behavior.”

I sigh. “Me, too. We just need to remember the rules.”

“Listen,” she says, “you want to talk on the phone or see me?”

I smile and say, “I’ll be there in ten minutes.”

A short while later, I’m nearing The Perfect Cup. Helen is sitting at one of the outside tables.

But, she’s not alone.

Sitting with her is Miriam Conway. They’re deep in conversation when I see her grab a napkin from the table and wipe her eyes. Helen, much to my surprise, gives her a hug and pats her back. Miriam pulls back after a moment, nods her head, gives Helen a hug, then stands up and walks away.

I see her leave and head in the opposite direction. I go into the Cup and walk through to the patio where Helen sits. 

She’s dabbing her eyes, red from crying.

“Helen,” I say, concerned. “Is everything OK?”

“Oh, Tom,” she smiles. “Yes. Yes, everything is fine. Miriam was here.”

“I know, I saw you talking,” I say warily. “What was she saying?”

“She came in to get a latte—apparently she had a doctor’s appointment, her mom was watching the other kids—when she saw me. She came out and asked if she could talk to me for a minute. I said sure. She sat down and . . . she apologized for the things she’s said about us. About me. She says she knows it was wrong, but she did it because she thought I was going to take you away from the Church.  She thought if there were enough rumors and gossip, I’d leave you alone. She said she knows now she was wrong, that knows I’m just your friend.” She takes a deep breath. “I’ve . . . I’ve never experienced anything like it. I said of course I forgave her, and I asked her to forgive me for the ways I’d acted.”

“But you didn’t—”

“Tom, of course I did,” Helen says. “Miriam didn’t make stuff up. She saw the way we acted—the way I acted—and assumed the worst. And that’s what I need to overcome if I’m going to stay in your life.”

I start to say it’s not fair, that she shouldn’t have to overcome anything, that people need to be more forgiving. But instead, I say, “I know. I’m sorry.”

We just look at each other, what we promised not to speak of during Lent floating between us. 

“Well,” I say, changing the subject. “You have some news?”

She sits up and smiles. “Yes, the first good news we’ve had. The DNA came back—Dan’s friend put a rush job on it—and it does not match Donna’s. Or yours. That’s a strong indication that you were not in her apartment the night she was murdered.”

“Whose DNA is it?” I ask. At that moment, the waitress comes to take our order.

When she leaves, Helen answers, “An unknown male. They ran it through CODIS and it does not match anyone in their system.”

“So we’re really no closer to finding out who killed Donna.”

Helen rolls her eyes. “Tom,” she says. “You always point out the bee in the bouquet. No, it’s not like on TV where the DNA happens to match someone in the national database. But the important thing is, it’s not you.”

“Have you told Brian?”

“No,” Helen says, “and we’re not going to. Not after his reaction to Dan about Donna’s apartment.”

“What happened?”

Helen sits back and crosses her arms. “He went ballistic. Dan said he was red-faced with anger and marched into the Chief’s office unannounced and demanded that Dan be suspended.”

I smile. “The Chief didn’t do that, I take it?”

“Oh, no,” Helen laughs. “The Chief threatened to have Brian thrown in a cell to cool off. Then he told Brian that he appreciated Dan’s initiative in following up on a lead that no doubt helped his case. Brian was forced to back down. I mean, after Brian left, the Chief ripped Dan a new one, but that’s just the Chief. No suspension, but Dan’s probably not doing any more work for Brian.”

I look at the expression on her face. “You look surprised about something.”

She shakes her head. “Brian is acting really strangely. I thought it was just because he was so determined that you’re guilty, but his not wanting Dan to look at her apartment still seems odd to me.”

“Well, you know Brian has a temper,” I said after thanking the waitress for bringing my coffee.

Helen looks at my coffee. “No donut?”

“You gave up sweets for Lent,” I say. “I didn’t want to throw temptation in your path.”

Helen looks like she’s about to say something, then stops. “So we’re not giving Brian anything until Angela can hand him the real killer gift-wrapped on a silver platter.”

“I think we need to bring her up to speed on everything, don’t you?”

Helen nods. “And the sooner the better.”

“By the way,” I say, “what about David Markel?”

“Out of town until Sunday,” she says. “His administrative assistant said he would contact me Monday with an appointment time.”

“Did you tell him what it was about?”

Nodding, she says, “I just told him I was investigating the murder of Donna Dupree. We were interviewing everyone who had any sort of contact with her during the last months of her life, and I was hoping Markel might be able to provide us with information about one of her classmates.”

“Which one?” I ask innocently.

“I don’t know yet. I’m waiting for him to give me some sort of clue.”

We sit quietly while we finish our coffee, then I say, “You want to wander over to Angela's office?”

Helen looks at me. “Together?”

I’m about to say yes, when I shake my head. “No, probably not a good idea. Someone might see us and tell Brian. I’ll go ahead and you come behind me.”

She sighs. “OK, I guess.”

I glance at her. “Something wrong?”

Helen starts to say something, then shakes her head instead. “No,” she says. “Nothing. Everything’s fine.”

***
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“Well, I’m glad someone’s doing something with this case.”

Helen’s just finished updating Angela on our progress up to this point. I sit back and ask, “What do you mean?”

“I mean that for a murder investigation,” Angela says, “there’s not a whole lot of investigating going on. I’ve got nothing from Brian in over a week, not since your arrest and the bail hearing. We have a preliminary hearing scheduled for late next week, and by this time, I ought to start getting the information the defense is entitled to. But his administrative assistant keeps putting me off.”

“Did she give you a reason?” Helen asks.

“None that makes any sense,” she says. “I mean, I hear things around the courthouse, but I don’t believe half of it because practically everyone there hates the man.”

“I keep hearing that,” I say. “What’s Brian done to alienate so many people?”

“You’ve met the man, Father,” Angela says. “He’s pompous. He’s arrogant. He’s opinionated. He treats the people under him like dirt. Frankly, Helen, I’m surprised you ever went out with him in the first place.”

Helen says nothing, but looks down at her hands.

“So what are you hearing?”

She looks to her left, then her right, then leans forward. “I hear he’s sleeping with one of the junior attorneys.”

Helen snaps her head up and goes completely white. “No,” she whispers.

“Um-hum. You know the one who was in his office and  at your bail hearing? Brenda Eppings.”

“But what could that have to do with my case?”

Angela shrugs. “Maybe he’s too distracted. Maybe he knows he doesn’t have enough to convict and is looking for an honorable way out.”

“Brian has no honor,” Helen mutters.

“Anyway,” Angela says. “You keep up the good work. Helen, I know this must be putting a strain on you.”

“Huh? Oh, no. I’m fine. Just fine,” Helen says quickly.

Outside Angela’s office, I ask, “Helen, why’d you react that way?”

“I know the young woman,” Helen whispers. “He hired her right after I broke it off with him. She’s a good lawyer, a nice person. And I know what Brian is like.” She starts to walk away.

“Helen,” I grab her arm. “Is there something you haven’t told me? Was there another incident besides the one you told me about?”

She opens her mouth to say something, but closes it and shakes her head. “No, there’s nothing else. I’m heading back to the office. I’ll see you later at the fish fry.” She takes a few steps, then turns. 

“Actually, I guess I won’t,” she whispers.
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Thirty-Two
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By 3 p.m., I’m in the kitchen in Saint Clare’s basement, mixing up a large bowl of the Knights’ famous (at least in this part of Maryland) hush puppies. Now, the hush puppy is a staple of fish fries where I’m from, but I’ve not really encountered them up here. Fortunately, hush puppies are a staple of Saint Clare’s; Joan and I always enjoyed them when we attended, which wasn’t very often. But I still remember the delicious, slightly-sweet balls of deep-fried cornmeal batter that perfectly complemented the fish, cole slaw, and hand cut fries. 

“How ya doing there, Father?” Bill says as he comes into the kitchen, wearing his traditional dark blue apron.

“Just fine,” I say. “I’ve made hush puppies before, but never for three hundred.”

“Just follow the recipe and you’ll be fine.” He assures me, placing a strong hand on my shoulder. “I understand the Archbishop is going to be here?”

I nod. “He said he wanted to come to show his support for my case.”

“I’ve gotta tell you, Father,” Bill says through gritted teeth. “When Dan told me what was going on, I got so mad I wanted to march down to the courthouse and tear that Dohrmann limb from limb. I’m really ashamed of myself for voting for him in the last election.”

“It’ll work out,” I say. “I’ve got a good attorney and she says he doesn’t have much of a case.”

“Be that as it may, if I ever run into him on the street, or he happens to step one foot on the church grounds when I’m nearby, well, I’ll be seeing you in confession, Father.”

With a hard slap on my back that almost knocks me off my feet, Bill leaves to check on the other men. I go back to my job, smiling, thankful to God that I have such people on my side and that He has given me a second chance to serve them.

***
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After dropping balls of cornmeal dough into hot peanut oil, watching them sizzle as they change from off-white and raw to golden brown and delicious, I enter the rectory about 5 p.m. to grab a sweet tea from Anna, shower, and change into my clericals. By the time the Archbishop arrives, I’m no longer the sweaty mess I was an hour earlier.

After shaking his hand, I start to relinquish my seat behind the desk but he waves me off. “Not necessary tonight, Tom,” the Archbishop says. “I don’t plan for us to be in here that long. I just want to check in and see how you’re doing?” 

“Well, Your Eminence,” I say. “Much better than I would have expected three months ago.  The parish has been wonderfully supportive and, of course, Mass attendance was way up last Sunday. Even the offerings seem to have benefited from an influx of visitors who think they should pay as much to attend Mass as they would to attend a movie.”

“My, wouldn’t it be wonderful if we could convince everyone of that, especially if they normally have popcorn and sodas, too.”

He laughs softly and I smile. He gets a serious look, then asks, “Is there anything new on the case?”

“We have learned a few things,” I say before filling him in on what little we’ve learned.

“Well, Tom, Dan Conway and Angela Jenkins have both assured me of your innocence, though as your lawyer, Ms. Jenkins obviously wouldn’t say otherwise. But she did tell me that you’ve given her permission to share with me anything she thinks might be relevant to the Archdiocese as a whole.”

“I did. It seems only right, since I have once more brought the Archdiocese under scrutiny.”

“Tom, assuming you are indeed as innocent as everyone involved believes you to be, this situation, unlike some others you’ve gotten yourself into, is not your fault.”

I smile and say, “I appreciate that, Your Eminence.”

Leaning forward, he says, “And the other? How are things going between you and Helen?”

I take a deep breath. I had been anticipating the question, and wondering about my answer.

But there is really nothing to say except the truth.

“Actually, sir,” I say, “as you have probably gleaned from my weekly and other updates, it has been outrageously difficult.”

“How so, specifically?”

“Specifically, I have wanted to throw in the towel on more than one occasion. Frankly, it seems unlikely that the Church will want a convicted murderer in the priesthood. So if I am convicted, I will be out on my ear anyway. I have thought on more than one occasion, why not just go ahead and quit and do what I want to.”

“So why haven’t you?”

“Because I am an ordained priest in the Roman Catholic Church. I told someone a few weeks ago that I would leave a job for Helen, but this is much more than a job. This is my very identity. I am committed to keeping it until I am forced to give it up.”

“Even if the Church did laicize you in the end?”

“Yes, because then leaving the priesthood would be the next, and most difficult, act of obedience of my spiritual life. I would still be doing what I vowed to do.”

The Archbishop sits back and folds his hands, resting them on his ample belly. “So you are saying that leaving the priesthood would be more difficult than remaining in a non-physical relationship with Helen?”

I take a moment to consider this, determined to be honest with both the Archbishop and myself. 

“Yes,” I nod. “Not having a physical relationship with Helen is like having a leg that aches everytime the weather changes. Leaving the priesthood would be like losing the leg altogether. It might not hurt anymore, but your body would no longer be whole.”

“I see.”

The Archbishop sits quietly, looking at a point in the distance. Then, without preamble, he stands up and clasps his hands together. “Now, I for one am getting hungry and that fish smells mighty good. Shall we go over?”

I’m somewhat startled that he doesn’t address what I just said. But I scramble to my feet, lead him out of the Rectory, and escort him across the lawn to the church basement. It takes us about 15 minutes to make our way across the small space, as everyone we meet, from Bill Brandt down to four-year-old Monica Dade, has to stop the Archbishop and get a handshake or at least a pat on the head. 

Once we’re finally inside, Anna escorts us to a table in the middle of the room, marked ‘reserved.’ She tells us to sit while she and the other ladies bring us our food. Since I usually have to fend for myself at these things, I wish the Archbishop would attend church functions more often. 

Before he sits down, the Archbishop cries out in his most booming voice, “The Lord be with you!” 

This brings about immediate silence except for the unison response, “And with your spirit.” After intoning, “Let us pray,” he leads everyone in the traditional grace before meals, always said by the Archbishop no matter when he arrives. 

The brief silence gives way to a flurry of activity as parents rush about to fix plates and children try to return to their games before being caught and corralled. I see Dan making a beeline for the serving line while Miriam sits at a table near the back with the youngest kids.

I continue to survey the room, trying very hard not to look for Helen and yet at the same time find out if she is here. Finally, I see her come in and hesitate near the door. For a moment, I think she’s going to turn around and leave, my heart falling at the thought. 

But then, I see her set her jaw and pull herself up straight. Squaring her shoulders and putting on a face not unlike I’ve seen her use when visiting a crime scene, she walks over to Dan. Patting him on the shoulder, she says something to him. The next thing I know, she’s carrying a tray piled with plates to their table and passing them out to the kids, while Miriam speaks to her with what seems to be a happy combination of gratitude and friendliness. 

I force myself to turn my attention back to the Archbishop, only to see that he is also watching Helen with a look of supreme contentment that I have rarely seen. We make eye contact and he immediately begins quizzing me about our new DRE, but when the ladies bring out food, I am able to steal another glance at the Conway table.

Helen is now sitting with the Conways and breaking off bits of bread to feed little Andrew. Catherine has perched herself on her lap and is apparently telling Helen an elaborate story, complete with hand motions. At that moment, John Paul blows the paper off his straw right into Helen’s hair. Dan reaches to snatch him up for what I am sure would be a less than pleasant conversation, but Helen just laughs and pulls the horrified little boy to her into a hug,

I’m amazed with what I see. I’ve never seen Helen like this. A smile comes to my lips as I see her talking to Catherine, seeming to ask her questions about the story. It’s such a contrast to the last fish fry that I have a hard time believing it’s the same person. She seems to want this life, wants to be part of the life I’ve chosen.

My concerns of the other day vanish in a moment when our eyes meet. She’s surprised to see me looking at her, but she can’t suppress a smile. A slight nod from her tells me everything.

After dinner, the Archbishop and I go to a small enclosed patio at the rear of the rectory. We take seats there and he produces from his pocket two excellent cigars. I never smoked before seminary, but while there, I did learn to appreciate the occasional cigar. 

As we puff away, he notes, “Helen seems to be settling into the parish well.” 

“Yes,” I reply, “There have been some difficulties, due primarily to my most recent failings, but we have made it a priority to go our separate ways at all Masses and church functions and that has given her more room to find her place. She's joined the Ladies of Charity, and you saw her tonight sitting with Dan Conway and his family, helping with the children.”

“I didn’t realize she liked children,” the Archbishop says.

I chuckle. “Frankly, until tonight, I wasn’t sure she did. I’m not sure she did it because she likes children so much as she was trying to reach out, make a connection in the parish. She really seems to be committing to the Church, to make it a part of her life.”

“This is good,” he says sagely, “That’s the way it has to be, the way it should be.”
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Thirty-Three
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I am at my desk Monday morning when the phone rings.

“Hey,” she says. “Fancy a trip to Baltimore? I have a 3 p.m. appointment with David Markel.”

Looking at my calendar, I say, “Sure! People still aren’t used to Monday not being my day off right now.  Pick me up from the Rectory right after the Noon Mass. I’ll tell Anna what’s going on.”

I pause a minute, then a thought occurs to me. “You know,” I say, “since we’re going to be in the city anyway, why don’t I see if the Archbishop is free afterwards? Lent’s almost half over, and a brief catch-up meeting with him together might be nice.”

She doesn’t say anything for a moment. “Tom,” she says, slowly, “I’m not sure . . . I mean, I don’t know what I’d say.”

I furrow my brow. “Is something wrong?”

“No, no. Everything is fine.” After another pause, she sighs. “You’re right. We need to talk to him. Go ahead and set it up.”

I place a call to the Archbishop’s secretary and learn that he is free and would be glad to see us at 5 p.m. I text Helen the news. When she doesn’t reply immediately, my concerns over her reluctance to meet with His Eminence increases. Finally, my phone beeps. Helen's response is one word. 

Fine

I stare at her response, not quite sure what to make of it. But my concerns about Helen vanish when I contemplate the fact that I’m going to be alone with her for the two-hour drive to Baltimore, and the two-hour drive back to Myerton.

I work at my desk the rest of the morning, more happy than I ought to be at the prospect.

***
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“How did you get an appointment so quickly?” I ask as we speed down the highway toward Baltimore. 

“His administrative assistant said he was more than happy to help the police,” Helen says. “I guess we’ll find out.”

“What are you going to ask him?

She shrugs. “I’ll just start with some simple questions and see where that leads.”

We drive along for a bit, then I ask Helen, “So how was your first meeting of the Ladies of Charity?”

“It was actually pretty good. You know, Tom, they really do a lot. I had no idea. I mean, did you know they’ve been sponsoring an unwed mother for the past two years? I mean really helping her, not just writing a check but babysitting her kids while she works, and having her over for family meals. She was there the other  night to thank them and to say that she had gotten a good job at a hospital in Baltimore so she was moving there.”

“That’s amazing,” I say.

“Yeah, so then they spent the rest of the meeting planning how to help another woman who is pregnant and has another young child. I’d hate to see them taken advantage of so I ran a background check on her when I got to the office this morning.”

“You didn’t.”

“I did. But don’t worry, it came back clean. Anyway, you know that the milk of human kindness doesn’t exactly course through my veins. I do believe abortion is wrong but I also hate the idea of kids growing up without any hope for a better life. So, I’ve given to a few charities in my time, especially around Christmas. But these women are different. They actually get their hands dirty, last night literally. One woman is apparently a pretty serious gardener, and they spent part of the meeting time potting little plants that they’re going to give to nursing home residents for Easter.”

I smile and say, “This is great, Helen. I’m so glad you had a good time. And they were welcoming?”

“Oh, yeah, very much so.” I see a mischievous smile play on her lips, then she says, “One little old lady even came up to me and said with a very kind smile, ‘You know, honey, I’m really glad that you and Father Tom never went all the way.’”

I nearly do a spit take with my soda. “You’re kidding!”

She shakes her head. “Oh, no. She was very nice about it.”

“What did you say?” I asked warily, prepared to ask as a follow up if the other women had helped her bury the body or if she wanted me to do it.

“What could I say?” she chuckled.  “I said, ‘Thank you, ma’am, I am, too.’”

“Oh, good grief.” I slump against the window and close my eyes. “I am so sorry that happened to you,” I say quietly. “I hate that you have to put up with comments like that.”

“Tom, have you forgotten that I was a beat cop for three years in DC before becoming a detective? I assure you I’ve heard a lot worse.”

“But still . . . ”

“But still,” she says,  “I had a good time and more importantly I think I can do some good here. The president came up to me afterward and asked if I would consider organizing a self-defense class for them. Apparently one of the members was recently mugged and the guy would have gotten away if she hadn’t tripped him with her cane.”

“It was probably the one that said that to you,” I say. “What did you say?” 

“I said I was rather busy now but that I might be able to put something together after Lent.”

“Good answer.”

We ride along for a while and then I say, “I noticed you with the Conways Friday night. That was kind of you to help.”

“Actually, I enjoyed it. They are cute kids. I don’t generally like children but those little boys are hilarious. And I love the way Catherine tries to keep them in line.”

“She is a force of nature, that one.” I pause, and look out the window at the passing scenery. “If Joan had lived, our child would be fifteen this year.” 

I can say it now to Helen without breaking down, without even tearing up. I remember the little girl in my dream and I am content that she and Joan are indeed happy where they are. 

Still, they’re not with me.

“I’m sorry, Tom.” Helen says, with a level of grief that I haven’t noticed before.

“So,” I say, turning back to her, “did you and John ever consider children?”

“We talked about it, often, but I was focused on my career and thought, maybe after I made partner.” She takes a deep breath, as if considering something, and then says slowly, “In fact, I thought I might be pregnant right after he was killed.”

I say nothing but hold my breath, waiting for her next words. 

“I took a test and it was negative, and then I took another and it was negative. So I waited, you know, for everything to get started again. It didn’t and so I thought it must be the stress from losing John. I threw myself into trying to get into the police academy, and that kept me busy and distracted. I suppose I must have known subconsciously that something was wrong, but I ignored it for the first year.”

She stops speaking, as if waiting to know if I want her to continue. I do and so I say, as gently as I can, “And then?”

She takes another deep breath and says, “And then, during my entrance physical, the doctor discovered I had uterine cancer.”

“Oh, Helen,” I cry out, but it emerges from my voice in a whisper.

“I’m fine now, Tom. It's been more than five years and I have a complete bill of health. However, the surgery to cure me eliminated any chances that I would ever have children.”

“I am so sorry. Why didn’t you ever tell me this?”

Helen breaths a deep sigh. “Because it's not a romantic story, and up until recently, that was what was in the forefront of my mind when I thought of you. But now that we’re trying to build something different, it seems like it doesn’t matter as much. Anyway, I don’t think of it very often myself, especially as I’ve gotten older. But sometimes, yeah, sometimes when I see families like the Conways, I wonder what might have been.”

I want to add, “With us,” but this conversation has gotten intense enough. So I sit in silence, desperately wanting to take her in my arms and mourn with her for what she’s lost. As it is, I allow myself to reach over and squeeze her hand, briefly, in keeping with our commitments. 

She glances at me for just a moment and then says firmly, “OK, lets go over how we’re going to handle Markel.”

“Wait a minute,” I say, “How do we know he won’t recognize me from the papers or one of the news sites?”

Helen slaps the steering wheel. “Oh, man, I hadn’t thought of that. Of course, he probably never looks at anything other than the financial reports.”

I shake my head. “I don’t know. If he heard it was Donna and he is involved somehow, he’s likely to be paying attention. Certainly after you told him why you were calling he’s going to look it up.”

“Good point. You’ll just have to wait in the car.”

“I’m not going to do that while you go in to interview a murder suspect.”

“Oh, Tom, I’ll be fine. It's not like I’ve never done this before.”

“Have you ever done it without backup nearby?”

“Well, no.” She pauses. “OK, here’s what we’ll do. When I get to his office, I’ll call you. I put my phone somewhere where he can’t see it but you’ll be able to hear.”

A warning look from her tells me not to ask where she’s putting the phone. 

“That works for me.”

“But Tom,” she adds, “if it sounds like anything’s going wrong, hang up and call 911. Don’t come rushing up there yourself or something stupid like that. Promise me.”

“I promise,” I say as we pull into the parking garage.
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Thirty-Four


[image: image]


My phone rings promptly at 3 p.m. I answer it and hear Helen say, “Thank you so much for agreeing to see me, Dr. Markel.”

“Call me David,” says a male voice who sounds about my age, maybe a little younger.  He sounds like a nice enough guy but who can really tell? In my experience, most murderers look and sound like nice, normal people.

“Please,” Markel continues, “have a seat and tell me how I can be of help.”

“Thank you,” Helen says. “I suppose you heard that the police recently found the body of Donna Dupree on the Myer College campus.”

“Yes, I saw that. Such a tragedy.”

“You had Ms. Dupree in your ‘Computers and Society’ class, I believe?”

“If you say so. I had a lot of students during my time at Myer.”

“This is a picture of Donna from around that time. Do you recognize her?”

There’s a pause then I hear Markel say with uncertainty, “Maybe. I seem to remember one young woman who was taking the class because she was considering changing her major. I met with her once in my office. I’m thinking this may be her.”

“Great. That’s very helpful. Now, do you remember if she had any friends that stand out in your memory? Did you ever see her with anyone around campus?”

“No, not that I recall. As I say, I only saw her in class and maybe once in my office.”

Helen doesn’t say anything for a moment. In my mind I can see her, sitting across from Markel, supremely confident in his surroundings, becoming more and more uncomfortable under her penetrating cop gaze.

Having experienced it myself, it’s most unnerving.

“Are you sure you saw her only that one time,” she finally says, “and that it was in your office? Because we have a witness who has put you at Donna’s apartment on at least two occasions.”

“Now wait just a damn minute,” he says, obviously agitated, “What witness? What is this about? Are you trying to tell me you think I had something to do with this?”

“Not at all,” Helen answers calmly. “I’m just trying to put together a timeline of her last week. Her roommate says that she ran into you at least once that term in the apartment, very early in the morning. Care to explain that?”

There’s the sound of a pen being tapped on the desk, then tossed down. “OK,” Markel says with an edge in his voice. “So Donna and I had a little fling. It was completely consensual and very casual. I didn’t mention it because I was also engaged to my wife at the time and I’ve never told her about Donna. As I say, it was just a little short-lived fling. I had gotten cold feet, I guess you’d say. I quickly realized that Laura was the one I really wanted to be with and told Donna that.”

“So how did she take it when the two of you broke up?”

“It wasn't exactly a breakup. We just had sex a couple of times. She was fine with it.”

“Well, I’m glad she didn’t mind losing you,” Helen says sarcastically. “But I am curious about what she was upset about when she threw that plate at you just a few days before her death?”

He’s obviously had enough. “If you must know, that was a business issue. Donna wrote a paper for class about an idea for a dating app for people who liked horses. It was a stupid idea but it got me to thinking. I began working on an app for people with pets. I mentioned it to her in passing that night and she started asking what ‘we’ were going to do next, like somehow she had a right to be part of the project. I had no plans to go into any sort of business with her and told her so. She started screaming and saying she was going to report me to the dean and stuff like that. So I turned to leave and as I got near the door, a plate flew right past my head and hit the wall.”

“You could have reported her for assault.”

“I could have, but I wasn’t hurt and I didn’t want to make trouble for her.”

“So did she ever report you to the dean?”

“Not that I know of. In fact, I never heard from her again after that night.”

“That was convenient, wasn’t it?”

Markel pounds his desk. “Now just hold on here! If you’re accusing me of—”

He stops talking. Clearing his throat, he says calmly, “You know, I think this interview is over.” I hear a desk drawer open and close. “Here is my lawyer’s card. Please call him if you need to talk to me again.”

“That won’t be necessary, Dr. Markel. I think I’ve got all I need.”

***
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A few minutes later, Helen is back in the car.

“So, what do you think?” I ask.

“Oh, he definitely feels guilty about something. I’m just not sure its a murder. I mean, on the one hand, her disappearance certainly cleaned up a mess for him. On the other hand, if there was no significant connection between her paper and his app, there would have been no need for him to resort to such extreme measures.”

“But this was over ten years ago,” I point out. “There are millions now, but then the app market was just taking off. If he thought he had a real winner, he might not want to share the profits with someone else, especially someone that he would have to explain to his future wife. Also, without the paper, we don’t know how significant the paper was.”

“We’ll call Donna’s brother. It's a long shot but maybe the paper ended up in some of the stuff he took from her apartment.”

I look at my watch. It's 3:30 p.m.

“Want to grab a snack before we see the Archbishop?”

“Sure,” she says. “Anything to take my mind off this case.”

Soon, we’re at Sprockets, our favorite chain drive-in, enjoying a couple of orders of tater tots and sodas. Helen is telling me the story Catherine told her—some really complex story about how she’s not really Dan and Miriam’s daughter but a long-lost princess stolen from her kingdom by gypsies and left on their doorstep. 

“Because gypsies are always leaving princesses on the doorsteps of families in Myerton,” I quip.

“She’s got an imagination, that one,” Helen says with a smile.

I look at her. “You really like her, don’t you?”

She cocks her head to one side. “I do. She’s different from the other kids. There’s something special about her. She’s only six, but she’s strong, opinionated, and a little bossy.”

“Hmm, that doesn’t remind me of anyone I know at all,” I say, bemused.

Helen slaps me playfully on the shoulder. “You know, if there was any justice, priests would have to take vows to refrain from sarcasm.”

I laugh, but the word ‘justice’ trips something in my mind. “Huh,” I say. “That wasn’t on there.”

“What wasn’t on where?”

I turn to her. “You remember what her brother said about their last conversation. He was in jail and had called to ask her to bail him out. She mentioned she was taking a criminal justice course that semester.”

Helen stops mid-chew. “There were no criminal justice courses listed on her transcript. Maybe she was lying, trying to get her brother’s attention.”

“Maybe,” I shrug. “Still, it’s very specific.”

She looks out the front windshield of her car and pops another tot in her mouth. Chewing, she says, “Tom, did any of her professors look like the other guy Serena mentioned? You know, a little short, skinny, and wore a hat.”

“She had four courses on her transcript,” I say. “Two of her professors were male. One was seventy years old, with Parkinson’s. The other was Markel.”

“I guess it could have been another professor from another term,” she sighs and shakes her head. “What time is it?”

I look at my watch. “About 4 p.m.,” I say. “With traffic downtown this time of day, it may take us an hour to get there. And we don’t want to keep the Archbishop waiting.”

Still looking out the windshield, she mutters, “No. Of course not.”
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Thirty-Five
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As Helen parks the car, I remember the last time we were at the Archbishop’s residence together. It was only three weeks ago but it seems like a lifetime. That night was filled with uncertainty. Neither of us had any idea how His Eminence would react to what I had to tell him, nor what would happen to me as a result. 

He gave us a chance to create a relationship built on love, not mere physical desire. One where I loved God first, then Helen. One where Helen loved God first, then me. One where we were committed to each other, but our commitments to God and the Church overrode our desires to have more than we could have.

So far, things seem to be working out OK.

But then why do I have an uneasy feeling about this meeting?

“Hey,” Helen says, jarring me out of my reverie. “You OK?”

“Huh? Fine. You?”

“Yeah, fine, fine,” she says quickly.

“Ready?”

“More than I was the last time we were here,” she says evenly. 

I ring the bell. Father Wayne opens the door, greeting us with the same warm scowl he greets everyone with.  Escorting us to the Archbishop’s office, he knocks then opens the door, showing us in.

Archbishop Knowland rises from his chair, a smile on his face. “Tom, Helen.”

He indicates the two chairs in front of his desk. “Now,” he says, clasping his hands together. “A lot has happened since we met here just before Ash Wednesday. Why don’t we start by bringing me up to speed on the investigation—I mean, as much as you can.”

Helen spends the next ten minutes summarizing what we’ve found so far. The Archbishop leans back in his chair with his hands folded on his ample stomach. He seems to be absorbing every word she says, nodding occasionally. But he also seems to be looking at her with the careful eye I’ve seen before.

He’s not just listening to what she’s saying. He’s watching how she’s saying it, observing the look in her eyes, the expression on her face, how she’s sitting, how her hands are folded.  As she continues, the Archbishop's own expression changes from interest to concern to dismay.

What is he seeing that I haven’t?

When Helen finishes, the Archbishop leans forward to look directly at her. 

“Thank you, Helen, for a very thorough and informative summary,” he says. “A question if I may?”

“Oh, certainly, Your Eminence. I’ll answer what questions I can.”

He takes a moment before asking, “How are you doing?”

She seems taken aback by the question. “Sir?”

He shrugs. “I think it’s a fairly straightforward question. I mean, investigating this murder ‘off the books’ has got to be taking its toll. I can imagine you’re risking quite a bit. I can’t imagine it being good for your career if your activities become known. So tell me, how are you holding up?”

“Oh, fine, Your Eminence. Just fine,” she says with a forced smile.

“I remind you, Helen,” he says playfully, “that it is a sin to lie, especially to me.”

She smiles at this and then surprises me by sighing. 

If the sigh is a surprise, what comes next is a shock.

“Well, since you put it that way,” she begins quietly, her hands twisting in her lap, “I will admit that things could be better. I mean, when we talked about how we would proceed back on Ash Wednesday, I had no idea that we would not just be fighting for our relationship but that we’d also be fighting for Tom’s life. Every morning, I wake up and think, ‘I’ve got to get this right. I’ve got to save him, not just for his sake but for my own.’ Then every night, I fall asleep realizing that we’re not getting any closer to finding the murderer.”

The Archbishop hands her a box of tissues, which Helen gladly accepts. As she wipes tears from her eyes, she says, “Sometimes I think, ‘What if today is his last day of freedom? What if he is convicted and can’t be a priest anymore anyway? Is this how I want to spend our last days together, in some kind of Mexican standoff with each of us obviously thinking things we dare not say? What are we doing this for anyway, if that’s going to happen? Why not just . . . ”

She dissolves into tears. I feel helpless and lost seeing her this way. I want to comfort her but I don’t know how short of taking her in my arms and holding her. 

For his part, the Archbishop remains calm, almost detached, which I suppose comes from years of practice. Then he looks at me.

“Father Greer?” he asks seriously, “What do you think of what Helen just said?”

“I don’t know,” I croak. “I didn’t know she felt this way, or at least this deeply.”

“How did you not?” he asks. “Haven’t you been checking in with her? She is, afterall, trying to keep you out of prison. What has she said when you’ve asked her how she’s doing?”

“Umm,” I hesitate, embarrassed, “She said she was fine every time I asked her, but I guess I haven’t actually pressed her to tell me more.” Now I’m defensive. “When could I? We’ve committed ourselves to not being alone together in private.”

“You could ask her in your office, with the door cracked open and with Anna home. You could ask her in her office, though I imagine the police station is probably not somewhere you feel welcome right now. You could ask Anna. I’m not saying she’s a gossip but she usually knows what’s going on. For that matter, I know how long the drive is from Myerton, and you were alone with her then, weren’t you?”

I look at my hands, “I should have asked her,” I whisper. “I had a feeling that there was something wrong. But I didn’t want to ask, I was afraid . . . I was afraid she’d say she’d changed her mind. That she’d decided this wasn’t what she wanted.”

“So you let your fear control you,” he says.

Leaning across the desk, the Archbishop looks in my eyes. “Tom, you have told me that you love this woman, that you want to build a warm relationship with her that can exist within the confines of your vows. That takes time and effort to create. They are much more complicated and often deeper than physical ones. If you want to make this work, you need to think of yourself less and Helen more. You need to put your own fears aside and find out how she’s feeling and why.”

I don’t know what to say to this. His words sting and I want to deny that they're true. Then I remember what Anna said and I wonder if he might be right.

Now he continues, more gently this time, to her. “Helen, the burden of exonerating Tom is not on you alone. You need to be willing to ask for help. I know from Anna that you’ve joined the Ladies of Charity. Ask them to pray for you. They don’t need any specifics. I’m sure they can read between the lines. And Tom here is not that fragile. You must learn to tell him how you’re feeling, to force him to listen if you have to.  You have a gun, don’t you?”

At this, we all laugh, breaking the tension for a moment. Then, he continues in earnest, “You two are pioneers in more ways than you know. Your ability to handle this situation could very well set the stage for how relationships between priests and members of the opposite sex play out for decades to come, at least in this diocese and possibly others. I want you to succeed, but I can only do so much. You two have to do the work. Distancing yourselves from each other physically may be hard, but it is nothing compared to developing a healthy platonic relationship that will allow both of you to grow and prosper in all areas of life.”

He drums his fingers on the desk, and says, “It seems to me that you’ve both made the mistake of putting emotional and spiritual distance between you as well as the physical distance. I realize it may be hard, but you need to work on being close emotionally and spiritually, because that’s the real foundation of any relationship—platonic, like yours, or one that has a physically intimate component like marriage. But I shouldn’t have to tell you two that. You were both married before. You know that already.”

I swallow and nod, ashamed that I had forgotten. “But how do we do that?”

Standing up to signal our meeting is over, the Archbishop gives us a fatherly smile. “Tom, you are both responsible adults who I believe are capable of figuring some things out. You can certainly find ways of being able to talk privately without being alone. And I urge you to get to it and do that. Lent is half over. You don’t have that much time left.”

***
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It’s warm for a March evening when Father Wayne opens the door and we step out of the Residence.

But the iciness coming from Helen chills me to the bone.

She says nothing to me as we walk to her car. She does not so much as look in my direction. Out of the corner of my eye I see her looking ahead, spine straight, jaw set.

It’s going to be a long drive back to Myerton.

In the car, I say nonchalantly, “Well, that was fun.” 

Helen shoots me a look that could freeze fire, but says nothing in reply.

“Look,” I say, “I know I’m in trouble. What can I do to make you not mad at me anymore?” 

Definitely not the right thing to say.

She doesn’t answer me but instead drives very sedately up the Archbishop’s driveway. Once she’s at the street, she guns the engine and peels out into rush hour traffic in Baltimore, weaving in and out, causing tires around us to squeal and horns to honk. 

I hang on for dear life as she turns sharply onto the on ramp for I-70 West. “Helen,” I say, “don’t think you ought to . . .” 

Again, a bad choice of words.

“You don’t think I ought to what, Father Greer? Drive so fast? Be seen going into the rectory? Be seen coming out? Join the Ladies of Charity? Not join the Ladies of Charity? Please, Tom, give me more of your sage opinions. I just live for them!”

“Helen, what have I done?” I ask, feeling helpless as the needle on the speedometer sails past 90.

“I’ll tell you what you’ve done!” she screams. “You’ve let me fall in love with you and then declared that we can’t be together!”

“Now, wait a minute,” I say. “We both decided that. If anything, you took the lead in stopping us.”

“Yes, to save you from yourself. I gave up what I wanted to save you and your priesthood.  But I didn’t know it would be this hard! I didn’t realize what it would be like to go back to being alone so much of the time. You, you son-of-a-bitch, are just going about your business like before. You’re getting your life back, Tom, and what do I have? Nothing!”

She’s sobbing now. The speedometer is right at 100. 

“Helen,” I say firmly, “you need to get control of yourself.” 

Now, I’m three for three in the bad remarks department.

She screams, “Oh yes, far be it from me to upset you with my petty problems! Like how to save your life and your reputation. Far be it for me, the hussy, to interfere in your perfect ministry! Obviously everything that has happened is my fault. You know what it’s like for me, Tom, to walk into the church and have everyone look at me the way they do? When I got to the Ladies of Charity meeting, they all looked at me like, ‘what is that whore doing here?’ I would have turned around and left if Anna hadn’t been so nice. It was better after that, but I still know they think it in the back of their minds.”

I’m looking at the needle on the speedometer creep over 105. “OK, Helen, I am not kidding now,” I say. “Either slow down or I’m calling the State Police.”

“Go ahead. If they stop me I’ll show them my badge and ask that they take you into custody. I’ll tell them that you’ve just confessed to murdering everyone from Donna Dupree to Jimmy Hoffa!”

“You wouldn’t!” I say.

“I might!” she declares, but begins to slow down. 

“Helen,” I ask, now anxious not to upset her anymore, “what do you want?”

“I don’t know,” she wails, but softly this time. I’m grateful she’s not yelling anymore. She’s driving at a more normal speed now, and eases off the Interstate into a convenience store parking lot. Putting the car in park, she slumps against the steering wheel.

“Sometimes,” she says softly, “I want you never to have come back into my life. Sometimes I want you to not have come back as a priest. Sometimes I want to run away by myself. Sometimes, more times than I ought, I want to run away with you.”

“Helen, I . . .” I start, my voice beginning to crack.

“Oh, Tom,” she says, sitting up now and looking at me, “I’m not asking you to change your mind. I’m not going to change mine. I heard someone say one time that if we could go back in time and change even one thing, we would only make things worse. I believe that is true. If anything about our situation were different, I believe that it would ultimately not be as good as what we have. But while my head believes it, my heart looks around and wonders if we’re just fooling ourselves. If this can work. If we can be friends without any benefits whatsoever.”

I sit with this for a minute and then I sigh. “Helen, I am so very, very sorry that I have let you down. I have been so caught up in my own struggles that I have ignored or at least minimized yours. I was wrong, and I would like you to forgive me and give me a chance to do better.”

“I do forgive you, Tom. After all, I am a big girl and have been taking care of myself for a while now.”

“But you shouldn’t have to anymore, at least not completely. You are busting your ass to try to keep me out of jail. The least I can do is try to make your other burdens less heavy. I just don’t know how to do that.”

“I’m not sure I know, either, though it does help to hear you at least acknowledge that I have them.”

She looks out the windshield. “One thing that would help is if we could talk like we did when we were coming up with this plan in the first place. That’s been the hardest part, not feeling I could talk to you. I know what we said about not having conversations about intimate, off-limits matters, like being lonely in my bed. But what about being lonely in my living room? Can we talk about that?”

“Yes, we can, and we should. We can do that at the Rectory with Anna nearby, like the Archbishop suggested.” I pause, then add, “And here’s another thing. It’s not fair to you for me to make all the rules. If we’re going to be friends, we have to be equals. I want you to remain a part of Saint Clare’s, but I think you ought to find someone else to look to for spiritual direction. That will allow me to speak to you as a friend, not as a priest. If you use that little direct line to the Archbishop that you have I’m sure he’ll hook you up with someone. This is a recommendation, a piece of advice from one friend to another, not a command.”

“OK,” she nods. “That’s a good idea.” She pauses and looks at her hands. “Can I tell you something else?”

“Sure,” I say, happy that she feels she can confide in me again.

She takes a deep breath. “I feel guilty for getting mixed up with Brian,” I start to protest, but she cuts me off. “No, just let me finish. I never should have gotten mixed up with him in the first place. I guess I thought that if you had the church, your job, and your personal life so intertwined, I could have something similar with Brian. If I had never gone down that path, you wouldn’t be in this mess now.”

She closes her eyes, and says, “And if I had just done what he wanted that night . . .”

“No!” I say so sharply her eyes pop open in surprise. “Listen to me, Helen Elizabeth Mason Parr! Never, ever say that again. Never, ever think that again. What he did was wrong. He should never have tried to rape you. If I wasn’t already facing murder charges, I’d tear him limb from limb for what he did—hell, in for a penny, in for a pound!”

That causes Helen to smile. “Oh, Tom, thank you. I don’t want you to do that, but just hearing you say that makes me happy.”

“And as far as the other,” I say. “Helen, it's useless to go down that path. But if you’re going to start on it, take it to its logical conclusion. None of this would have happened if I hadn’t left you in the first place. Oh, we might have married, had a houseful of children, lived happily ever after, but as you just said, the more likely answer is that we’d only make matters worse.”

“No Joan, no John.” Helen sighs. “You’re right. Our lives would have been worse.”

She starts the car and drives back to the interstate. We ride along in what authors of old novels used to call companionable silence for a while until Helen finally says, “Tom, if you have nothing else, I think we need to get our minds back on the case.”

“Sounds good to me,” I agree, realizing that I’d rather have Helen concerned about me than mad at me. “So, where are we?”

“As I said earlier, this guy is definitely hiding something. If we can get a DNA sample from him, we can compare it to what we found on the picture frame. I can try to get Brian to ask the judge to order a test but I have a feeling he won’t do it.”

“Is there another option?”

“Well, yes, if we could get a bag of his garbage.”

“You’ve got to be kidding.”

“No,” she says, shaking her head.  “Garbage put out on the street for pick up is considered abandoned. Anyone can take it and do what they want with it.”

“So how do we get his garbage?”

“Well, first we have to find out where he lives, then we have to find out when garbage day is there, then someone has to go get the garbage.”

I think for a minute, then smile.

“And I know just the right person to help with that.”
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“Sure, Father Tom! I’ll be glad to help with the case. Can I get an exclusive?”

At Nate Rodriguez’s comment, I hear a snort from Gladys in the kitchen.

I roll my eyes, but smile. “OK, Nate, I’ll give you an interview. Right after I’m exonerated. Or right before my execution, as the case may be.”

Nate looks at me and blinks. “Father, Maryland doesn’t have the death penalty anymore.”

I open my mouth to say something when I hear the Rectory door open and then slam shut. A rather irritated Helen bursts into the living room and plops down on the couch.

Nate and I look at her, then each other. Hearing the commotion, Anna and Gladys come in from the kitchen.

With everybody looking at me, I guess I’m the one drafted to find out what’s going on. So I take a deep breath, and I’m about to ask something like, “Problem?” when Helen saves me the trouble.

“Bastard!” she yells. “That damn . . . bastard.”

Anna’s about to admonish Helen against profanity in the Rectory, but I shake my head.

“What happened?” I ask.

“What happened? I’ll tell you what happened. The Chief put me on administrative leave, that’s what happened!”

“How did that—”

“Dohrmann, that rat bastard,” Helen says. “He went to the Chief and demanded that he suspend me for interfering in his investigation of the Dupree case. Apparently, Markel knows him. Met him when he worked at Myer and Brian was a new hire in the State Attorney’s office. They’ve kept in touch. He contributed to Brian’s campaign, and is a backer for his run as Attorney General of Maryland in a few years. So, yeah, Markel, called him after I met with him. Wasn’t too happy with our little meeting. Went to the Chief, who called me into his office. And that’s it.”

“So he suspended you!” Gladys says. “Oooo, wait until I’m finished with him! The DEA will be busting through his—”

“Gladys,” I say, shaking my head. “Helen, I’m sorry.”

She laughs. “Oh, Tom, I don’t think you understand. I’m pissed at Brian for being such a shitty bastard—oh, Anna, stop looking at me this way, I curse when I’m upset, I’m sorry—but the Chief actually did me a favor. And he didn’t suspend me, Gladys. He put me on administrative leave with pay.” She stretches and puts her hands behind her head. “Now, I can work on your case full time, Tom, and get paid for it.”

“Why would the Chief do that?” Nate asks.

“To stick it to Brian, right?” I say, with a grin.

“Precisely. He told me as much when he called me in his office. He said, ‘Helen, because Brian demanded you be suspended, I’m putting you on two weeks administrative leave with pay.’ By the way, Gladys, you’re on leave with pay, too.”

Gladys squeals and claps her hands. 

Nate asks, “So, are we stealing the rich guy’s trash?”

Gladys snorts and rolls her eyes.

“Yes, Nate,” Helen says. “We’re stealing the rich guy’s trash.”

***
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“OK, Father,” Nate says as we turn off the main road. “Just let me do the talking.”

“I didn’t think about the guard,” I whisper.

“Don’t worry,” he says as we pull to a stop at the entrance to the exclusive gated community where Dr. Markel lives. Rolling down his window, Nate shows the very serious looking guard his driver’s license. 

“Nate Rodriguez dropping off Father Thomas Greer for the Whitney baptism,” he says as calmly as someone ordering a number 3 meal large-sized, hold the onions. 

The guard goes back inside the guard house. Every nerve in my body is on edge, and I’m tapping the armrest with my fist. Nate, displaying a coolness I have never seen in him before now, is whistling a tune that’s vaguely familiar to me, but I can’t quite place. Looking at me, he says, “Isn’t there a saint or someone you can pray to?”

“I didn’t look up the patron saint of undercover work before we left,” I mutter.

Note to self: look up patron saint of undercover work.

The guard finally returns, shaking his head. “Sorry,” he says gruffly, handing Nate back his license, ”I have no record of a visitor by that name, and no mention at all of a baptism.”

“I’m sure you don’t,” Nate says with a grave tone. “The Whitneys’ son, little Jonathan, fell ill during the night. They just called Father Greer for an emergency baptism. His car was in the shop so I offered to drive him. I’m sure it was just an oversight on the Whitneys’ part, since they’re probably distraught over their child’s condition. Now, do you want to try to call and explain to the Whitneys why we’re not already there or do you want to let us in?”

“Hey, that’s bad. I’m really sorry for delaying you, Father.” he says. I smile at him with what I hope is mercy, but I’m pretty sure it is indigestion, as my stomach is doing somersaults.

The guard returns to the booth. Soon, the gates open and after saluting the guard, Nate drives us through. 

Once we’re in I look at Nate in wonder. “How did you do that?” 

“It's not that hard,” he says, looking at his GPS and the road,  “It was on social media last week that Mr. Jonathan Brandon Whitney and his lovely third wife Claire had just welcomed their first child, Jonathan, Jr.”

“Wow, you’re good.”

“When you’re an independent journalist, you’ve gotta learn some tricks to keep ahead of the corporate media types,” he shrugs. He looks at me out of the corner of his eye and smiles. “Not quite the same kid you met over a year ago, huh?”

“Nate, you’re not the same young man you were last summer,” I say. “What happened? I mean, don’t take this the wrong way, but you didn’t exactly inspire confidence.”

He laughs. “I know, but after everything happened, I don’t know, it was just a wake up call to me for some reason. I’m in my mid twenties and I still have to work at The Perfect Cup sometimes—stupid me, I didn’t get a lawyer to look at that contract I signed for the documentary on your wife’s murder—just to make ends meet. I decided that if I had any chance of becoming someone people took seriously as a journalist, I had to grow up, calm down, and be more serious. So, that’s what I’m trying to do.”

“That’s great, Nate, it really is,” I say.

“Thanks, Father.” He drives in silence past a couple of houses, when all of a sudden, he says, “Also, you know, finding the right person doesn’t hurt.”

I’m about to ask who he means when his GPS says, “Your destination is on the left.”

“We’re here,” Nate says as he pulls to the side of the road. “And there’s the motherlode.”

Outside the walls surrounding Markel’s three-story McMansion sit one garbage and one recycling container.

Nate and I hop out and start loading bags  of trash in the trunk of his car. We’ve only just started when I see a large older man in a security uniform driving our way on a golf cart.

I freeze. “Nate!” I whisper.

He looks over his shoulder, and says, “Just keep loading and leave it to me.”

The guard pulls up, but before he can ask us what we’re doing, Nate says, “Please tell Dr. Markel that we really appreciate this. The Little Sisters of the Very, Very Poor will be able to do wonders with this.”

“But it's garbage!” the guard says, confused.

“That’s what makes it so good,” he says. “Their clients make sculptures out of the trash that the sisters auction off for top dollar. Symbols of modern materialism and excess. Helps rich people feel better about themselves. You know how they are.” 

The guard shakes his head and says, “Do I ever,” before driving off.

“Have a nice day,” Nate says with a grin, waving after him. When the guard is out of sight, he says, “OK, Father, let’s get this stuff back home.”

***
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“I tell you, I’ve never seen anything like it.”

We’re back at the Rectory about two hours later. I finish regailing Helen and Gladys with the story of our quest, praising Nate for what I consider his heroic genius.

“Nate,” Helen says, shaking her head, “I guess you’re not quite the idiot I thought you were. Good job.”

“Thanks, Detective,” Nate grins. “So now I’m just a pain in your backside?”

Helen chuckles. “Always, Nate. Always.”

Nate smiles sheepishly. He looks at Gladys and says, “So, Gladys, what do you think?”

She shrugs. “Meh. Father Tom was in his collar. They’d have believed him anyway. The social media thing was clever. I would have just hacked into the community’s security system and added his visit to their list.”

“I tried to do that,” Nate says, helping me put a plastic table cover on the dining room table. “I couldn’t get past their—” At this point Nate descends into techno-speak.

Gladys pops up and looks at Nate. “Well did you try—?” Gladys says something that Nate seems to understand, because he shakes his head.

“Not enough time,” Nate says. “Their IT security’s impressive. Better than Beasttech’s was when I tried to get the alpha version of Age of Artemis II.”

Gladys’ eyes pop open, and I swear I see her pupils dilate. She smiles and says, “Oh, do you play Age of Artemis?”

Nate looks at her and smiles. “Every chance I get. I’m a 25th level Spartan Centaur.”

Gladys takes a sharp intake of breath and her cheeks redden. “25th!” she squeaks, then clears her throat. “That’s, ah, that’s . . . very impressive, Nate. I’m only an 18th level Wood Nymph myself.”

“Oh?” “Nate grins. “Really. Do you, ah, ever go to the Baltimore Comic Expo?”

“Uh-uh,” Gladys shakes her head. “They cancelled last summer. I’ve been to one in Boston.”

“Did you go in character?”

Gladys actually blushes at this. “Made my own costume.”

“Love to see it sometime. Maybe I can show you mine?”

“Oh, I think I’d like that,” she whispers.

They keep staring at each other, and I’m very tempted to start humming “Some Enchanted Evening,” when Helen startles me by whispering in my ear.

“What’s happening?”

“I’m not quite sure,” I say. “But I think this is what happens when one geek finds another geek.”

“At least he’s closer to her own age,” Helen mutters. “OK, you two,” she says, startling Nate and Gladys out of their daze. “Let’s glove up. Remember that we are looking for something that would have both fingerprints and DNA so we can tie it to him. A disposable razor would be ideal but a plastic cup, water bottle, anything he might have touched and drunk out of would be nearly as good.”

We start going through the trash as Gladys and Nate prattle on about online games  and comic-book conventions and the antics they’ve seen among the young and nerdy after a few too many jello shots. 

At one point, Gladys giggles. “I remember one time, I had a few too many, and there was this one barbarian—oh, he was hot—and we wound up—”. At that point, she appears to remember where she is and stops. “Ah, maybe another time,” she whispers to Nate.

Helen and I look at each other and barely suppress a giggle, then return to looking through Markel’s trash. Interestingly enough, the trash of the rich is not that different from everyone else’s. Same type of stuff, just more expensive. The absence of glass bottles, metal cans, and plastic containers shows the household recycles.

“You know,” I say, “I’m not seeing any bottles or cups he might have drunk out of. Those must be in the recycling bin we didn’t go through.”

“Keep looking,” Helen says, poking through another bag. “We’ll find something.”

The next bag I look in consists of feminine hygiene products that I quickly set aside. The next bag I open has adult diapers.

“His mother-in-law is visiting them,” Nate says, looking at the bag. “Wife’s social media account mentioned it about a month ago.”

I set the bag aside and grab the last one. Opening it, I yell, “Jackpot. We’ve got the kitchen garbage.”

I tear the bag open and dump it on the table. After only a couple of minutes, Helen says, “Got it!” She holds up what she found, smiling in triumph.

A disposable razor.

“It might be his wife’s,” Nate says.

“No,” I say. “I recognize the handle. I use the same brand.”

“Gladys,” she says, “Get me an evidence bag and a marker.” Helen carefully bags it and texts Dan to come pick it up.

I look at the evidence bag and rub my chin. “Helen,” I say, “I’m concerned about chain-of-custody.”

“Tom, I’m concerned about how you hear confessions,” she says sarcastically. I turn and am about to speak when she puts her hand up. “I know, I know, it’s questionable at best, especially since you’re involved. But if Markel’s DNA is on there and it matches the DNA found in the picture frame, that should be enough for Angela to force Brian to drop the charges or make a motion to dismiss.  After that, we can look for more evidence tying Markel to Donna’s murder.”

“How long until we know something?” I ask, my brow furrowed.

Helen says, “Dan’s friend promised to rush any tests we need,  so we should know something within 24 hours.”

“And what if it’s not a match?”

I can’t see her, but I feel her hand hover over my shoulder for a brief moment before she pulls it back. “If it’s not a match,” she whispers, “then I have no idea what we will do next.”
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It is almost 24 hours exactly when Helen comes by the Rectory.

The moment I see her face, I know.

“No match, huh?” I say.

She shakes her head, her eyes brimming with tears. She clears her throat before rasping, “I’m sorry, Tom. I failed you.”

Breaking down in sobs, she collapses on the couch. Throwing our Lenten agreement out the window—at least for the next few minutes—I sit and wrap my arms around her, pulling her head to my chest and stroking her hair while she wets my shirt with her tears.

“It’s OK, Helen,” I whisper in her ear.

“I don’t have anything left,” she whispers. “There’s nothing. I don’t have another lead to follow. No other suspects.”

“That’s not quite true,” I say, laying my cheek on her head. Vanilla instantly overwhelms my senses, and for the first time in weeks I allow myself to breathe her intoxicating scent deeply.

In the back of my mind, a warning bell begins to sound.

“What do you mean, that’s not quite true?” she rasps.

“There’s that other professor who showed up at the apartment a few times, that she hid from?”

“But we’ve accounted for all her professors.”

“Maybe the professor was from another term? You know, a previous class she took.”

“Serena’s description was so vague as to be useless. Kinda short, medium build, wore a hat.”

She’s stopped crying. Instead of burrowing into my chest, she’s nestling her head on my shoulder. Our arms are still around each other, so her lips are very near my neck.

In my mind, the warning bell grows louder.

I’m moving my hand in circles around her back, to comfort and calm her, I tell myself. Never mind the fact that she is calm.

Crisis over, I should move. We shouldn’t be so close. We can’t be this close. We agreed. We understood.

We’re hurting.

I close my eyes, just remembering what it was like to hold her like this while we danced in Bellamy. The feel of her in my arms, her body molded to mine as we moved around the dance floor, her head resting on my shoulder like it is now.

But we’re not on a dance floor in Bellamy. We’re in the living room in the Rectory in Myerton.

“Maybe we can get President Davenport to grant us access to the personnel files again,” I say, trying desperately to get back on track. “We can get the photographs and—”

“Tom,” she says as she sits up and looks me in the eyes. “Stop. Just stop. We could do that, but the chances of identifying the right one—”

“Then, we’ve never figured out why she told her brother she was taking Introduction to Criminal Justice when there was no such course on her transcript.”

“She lied, Tom,” she says. Now, Helen is looking deep into my eyes and stroking my cheek. “She lied to get her brother off her back.”

“There has to be something we can do!”

“Uh-huh. There is.” 

With that, she leans in and kisses me. I’m caught off guard, but my good sense and reason fail me and I return the kiss.

And in an instant, we’re back in Bellamy. In the cabin. Just like this.

Helen pulls away. The words “I’m sorry” are on my lips. I expect the same from her.

Instead, she whispers, “Is Anna here?”

“No,” I say. “She’s shopping. Why?”

Before she can answer, I know why she asked the question.

I sigh and shake my head. “No, Helen,” I say. “No. No, we can’t.”

“Why not?” she whispers, holding my hand. “What’s stopping us now? Tom, I love you. I want to have something with you. And I wanted to have the best relationship we could with you remaining a priest. But I can’t keep you out of jail. Angela is good, but Brian is determined. You've seen him. You’ve talked to him. You know what he’s like. He’ll take that small pile of circumstantial evidence and turn it into a mountain he’ll bury you under. He can get juries to eat out of the palm of his hand.

“And that’s why I say, why are we putting ourselves through all of it now? All this separation, and being careful, and not hugging for more than three seconds, and the Ladies of Charity, and having a chaperone. I mean, what does it matter now?”

I look into the eyes of the woman I love, deep pools of blue that I could so easily lose myself in, and prepare myself to tell her a hard truth.

“It matters, Helen, because we made a commitment to God,” I tell her steadily. “We both did. Before the altar, after the meeting with the Archbishop on Ash Wednesday, as we said the Rosary together, we committed to follow a different path. To build our relationship together—for life, I so hope, my love, for the rest of our lives—on the good and the true and the beautiful. Honoring God’s call in each of our lives—mine to the priesthood, yours to the single life. We can’t just throw that away now. We’ve come too far. What we have—what we’re growing together—that’s too special to toss it away for maybe thirty minutes of pleasure before Anna gets back here.”

“But Tom,” Helen whispers. “I know what we committed ourselves to. I wanted it too—still want it. I was—I am—content never to be in your bed, but I thought I was trading it for something better. Now all I can see is a future around visiting for one hour a week, seeing you behind a plexiglass screen.” She starts to cry again. “But if I could just have a memory of us together, it would make everything else bearable.”

“Oh, my darling,” I say, wrapping her in another hug. “It might for a moment. But someone once told me it’s equally possible that the guilt would eat at us and eventually destroy what we do have. So no, Helen. As much as I may want to—and make no mistake, I am very tempted—no, I will not take you to my bed today. Not ever. Because I love you. But I love God more. And I know you do too.”

Helen just collapses against me, exhausted. “You’re right,” she says, her voice muffled by my chest. “I’m sorry. I . . . I don’t know what came over me.” 

She sits up and sniffles. Wiping her eyes, she manages a smile. “Well, I guess I’ll have to go to confession, huh?”

“Me, too, I’m not guiltless. I’ll make an appointment with Father Wayne.”

“Good grief, Tom, you didn’t kill me! Do you need to do something that drastic?”

I laugh. “He’s tough but fair. He’s exactly who I need right now.”

“I’ll call the Archbishop, ask for the name of a priest he could recommend as a confessor. I don’t think confessing to you is necessarily the best idea.”

I nod. “So, are we good?”

She smiles. “Better than good. Thanks for saving me again, Tom.”

“I was saving both of us. Now,” I say, standing up, “about the case against me.”

“Tom, I really don’t know where else to go,” she says. “We’re at a dead end.”

“I still say it might be worth looking into those other professors.”

She sighs, “Maybe. I don’t know. I’ll ask Gladys to feel out that chief of staff of President Davenport, what’s his name?”

“Chad Hudson,” I say. “Apparently he was a friend of Gladys’ at MIT, too.” I furrow my brow when I remember meeting him for the first time. “Something he said struck me as odd.”

Helen looks about to ask me a question when my phone buzzes.

“It’s Angela,” I say. “Hello?”

“Father Tom,” she says, “I got a very interesting call late yesterday afternoon from Brian.”

“Oh,” I say, my stomach going through the floor. Helen mouths, “What?”

“Hold on, Angela. Helen is here. Let me put you on speaker.” 

After I do so, I say, “Brian called you yesterday?”

“Yes. He says that he wants to meet with us today concerning a plea deal.”

Helen and I look at each other. “But you said he doesn’t have enough evidence to convict me.”

“And he doesn’t, but he probably has enough to get an indictment. That will buy him more time to keep looking, and keep harassing you. He might be hoping that you’re willing to take the deal in order to save the Church embarrassment or out of some sort of misplaced guilt about how you treated Donna.”

There is some truth in what she says. I do feel guilty about Donna. But I don’t feel bad enough to throw my life away, especially knowing that would mean the person who actually killed her would remain free.

Helen says, “Well, Angela, we were going to call you. Our one real suspect wasn’t a DNA match. So, we’re back at square one.”

Angela takes a deep breath. “Well, damn,” she exhales.

“Pretty much,” Helen says.

“So what should we do?” I ask.

“I think we should hear him out,” Angela says, “not that I would ever allow you to take a deal, especially under these circumstances. But it would be a good way to try to get a feel for what kind of evidence he has.  The worse his hand, the better the deal. So yeah, I told him we’d be there at 11 a.m.”

“Well,” I say, “you’re the boss.”

“Yes, I am,” she says, “and the best boss you’ll likely ever have.” Angela pauses, then adds,“Well, second best.”

I hang up with Angela and look at Helen. She’s looking at a point in the distance, a thoughtful look on her face.

“What is it?”

“I’m not sure. This whole plea deal offer of Brian’s is totally out of character,” Helen says. “He doesn’t like plea deals. He has too much faith in his own ability as a lawyer. He likes going to trial. It’s his stage, where he performs. In your case, I’m surprised he’d even consider not going to trial. Even if he lost, he’d have the opportunity to humiliate you.”

“Well,” I shrug. “Maybe he had a change of heart.”

Helen scoffs. “Brian has no heart to change.”

“I guess I’ll find out at 11 a.m., then.”

She nods and stands up. Walking to me, she smiles sheepishly. “Three seconds?”

With a smile, I take her in my arms again.

But this time, for only three seconds.
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This time, he keeps us waiting in his outer office.

“Any idea how much longer Mr. Dohrmann will be?” Angela asks. “Our meeting was at 11 a.m.”

“I’m sorry, Ms. Jenkins,” the administrative assistant says, “but Mr. Dohrmann is in a meeting with our new Assistant State Attorney.”

“Brenda Eppings?”

“Yes, that’s her.” She looks at her clock. “They should be . . . finished soon, I would think.” 

Just then, the phone on the desk rings. “Sir? Yes, right away.” Hanging up, she says to us, “Mr. Dohrmann will see you now.”

Angela gets up and walks to the door. I stand more slowly, not nearly as anxious as she is to meet with Brian again.

To the left of the door is a photograph of Brian. I glance at it, then stop. Stepping back, I look at it more closely. In this photograph, he’s definitely younger. It’s a professional portrait, one that a lot of companies use as publicity photos to show their upper managers and CEOs.  I’d had similar photos taken after becoming Archidiocean Archivist.

But this Brian is more than younger. He’s slender, not bulky like he is now.

Still studying the picture, I ask, “When was this photograph taken?”

“That one?” the administrative assistant says. “That was when Mr. Dohrmann was newly hired in the office, so 2005, I think?”

2005. Fifteen years ago.

“Father Tom?” Angela calls from Brian’s office. I step in and close the door. “Sorry,” I say, “I got distracted.”

Just inside the door, I’m distracted again by the hat rack. Brian’s trilby hangs from it.

I stop and without thinking, take the hat. I look at it, turning it in my hands, looking at the brim, examining the inside.

“Something interests you about my hat, Father Greer?” I hear Brian say irritably.

I look at him and purse my lips. “No, no,” I say, returning the hat to the rack. “Just admiring, I don’t wear hats myself. Just another thing to keep up with. Though Helen’s been after me to start wearing one.”

Which is a lie. She’s never even mentioned it to me.

“I suppose she got the idea from you?” I smile.

With that, Brian also smiles and sits up a little bit straighter. Next to him sits Brenda Eppings. Her cheeks are red, and her hair looks a little disheveled.

Slimy bastard, I think.

But something else bursts into my brain.

Slender build. On the short side. Wore a hat.

Tom, you’re being ridiculous.

Brian is talking to me now. Unlike most people, he is even more intimidating when he smiles. 

But I’m beginning to be less intimidated by the minute as an impossible thought takes root in my mind.

Slender build. On the short side. Wore a hat.

“Tom,” he says, “you don’t mind if I call you Tom, do you? I’m not Catholic, as I’m sure Helen’s told you.” 

I feel every muscle in my body tense by the way he says her name, but I keep my composure. A plan is beginning to form in my head, but I need to be careful.

I’m about to poke the bear in his den.

Brian continues, “So I’m unaccustomed to calling anyone other than my own father ‘Father.’”

“That’s fine, Brian. I don’t mind.”

“Unfortunately, Brian, I do,” Angela says.  “As a religious leader in a public situation, Father Greer is entitled to be addressed by public servants such as yourself with his correct title. To do otherwise could compromise his civil rights.”

“Ms. Jenkins, I doubt that that would ever hold up in court.” he replies, losing some of his intimidating smile now.

“Maybe not,” she agrees, “but it would be a fascinating case and I know a number of lawyers from the Bible Belt who would love to find out. Would you care to help them?”

“No, I don’t think so,” Brian says, gravely. 

“Fine,” Angela says with a smile. “Then Father Greer, it is.”

“Very well.”  The smile has nearly disappeared now, along with many of his more intimidating qualities. 

“Father Greer,” Brian says. 

The way he says my name it sounds more like he’s cursing than showing respect. 

“There is significant evidence against you in this case,” he begins.  “But I have no desire to drag the name of the Catholic Church through the mud. After all, there’s been enough of that done recently.” 

His smile returns as he looks me in the eye. I meet his gaze squarely but without a smile. 

He continues, “So I would like to offer you a deal. You confess to murdering Donna Dupree, claim that it was a crime of passion, even some sort of mental breakdown brought on by the death of your wife, and I’ll knock the charges down to First-Degree Manslaughter. I’ll recommend a ten-year sentence, and you’ll be out in five with good behavior.”

I just look at him, not speaking. Angela can handle that. That deal isn’t something she’d accept on my behalf anyway.

No, I’m not going to say anything about the deal.

But I am looking at his suit.

“That is a generous offer,” Angela states, “and if my client were guilty, I’d insist that he take it. Of course, since he’s not guilty, we can’t possibly accept it.”

One of the things I’ve noticed since becoming a priest is that I’ve become more aware of the smallest details in other people’s clothing. I guess it comes from wearing the same thing all the time. 

Brian’s suit, for example, is well-tailored to his somewhat bulky frame. In fact, his suit is extremely well-tailored, much better than any I’ve seen on anyone else in my lifetime. Such tailoring costs a pretty penny, and this particular suit looks European to me.

Europe. Where Germany is.

Time to poke the bear a little.

“Look,” I say, “it's not that we wouldn’t like to be helpful. It's just that I did not kill Donna Dupree. I have told you the truth from the very beginning. Surely Helen’s told you what a good guy I am.” 

I say this with a smile but the arrow hits home.

Brian looks like he’s about to come across his desk.  Angela says, “That’s enough, Father,” in a warning tone. 

“I know,” I say, “but if I may just add one thing, Brian. Helen has always raved about your taste in clothes. Got me thinking maybe I need to up my game.  That is a very nice suit you’re wearing. I don’t think I’ve ever seen one cut quite like it before. I don’t suppose you could tell me where you got it?”

Preening like a peacock, Brian says smugly. “Of course, but you’ll never have a chance to own one. I picked this up in Germany a few months ago, and bought it straight from the designer. Made to my exact measurements.”

I manage not to gasp and just smile and nod, adding almost as an afterthought, “It must have cost a pretty penny.”

“Yeah,” he says, “more than $8,000 wholesale.”

“That’s a lot of money for a suit,” I say, “much more than I spend for my simple black suit. Is it a linen suit? A wool blend?”

“Oh, no. Believe it or not, it’s a brand new fabric they created in Germany just a couple of years ago. I doubt there’s another suit anywhere in America like it.”

Jackpot.

Slender build. On the short side. Wore a hat.

And a thread behind the body of Christ from a new fabric made in Germany.

“If you two are finished talking about clothes,” Angela says, looking at me like I’ve lost my mind, “my client and I will be going.”

We both stand and walk to the door. Behind us, Brian snarls, “Don’t think a few compliments will have any effect on me, Father. I’m still determined to see you behind bars.”

I bite my tongue, thinking, Right back at you, as Angela shoves me out the door. We walk through the outer office without a word to the elevators. When our car arrives, we get on and Angela presses the button for the ground floor.

When the doors close, she turns to me. “Father, with all due respect, but have you lost your damn mind!”

“Look, I’m sorry, Angela, but—”

“Don’t you ‘but’ me,” she says, shaking her finger. “The last thing you want to do is antagonize the son-of-a-bitch before we go to trial.”

“Angela,” I say slowly, “if I’m right, you won’t have to worry about a trial.”

She looks at me with her brow furrowed. “What do you mean?”

I look at her. “I mean, we’re not dead yet.”

***
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I close the Rectory door behind me. “Helen!” I call. “We need to talk!”

She comes out of the kitchen. “What is it?”

She follows me into the living room and we sit. “Did Brian ever teach at Myer College?”

“Not that I know of, Tom. If he did, he certainly never mentioned it to me. Why?”

“It may be nothing,” I say. “It may be a series of wild coincidences. It could be that I’m losing my mind.” Taking a deep breath, I say, “Or, it may keep me out of prison.”

Helen looks at me with confusion. The confusion is soon replaced by incredulity. “Oh, Tom! You can’t be serious!” she whispers. 

“How can we find out, Helen?” I say firmly.

She thinks for a moment. “As a public servant,” she says slowly, “he would have had to get permission to take on any outside work. There’s a form he’d have to fill out that goes in his personnel file.”

“Do those get scanned into the courthouse system?”

“Probably,” she says, picking up her phone even as she said that. 

Gladys picks up quickly and chirps, “Ahoy!” 

“Gladys, you can still access the courthouse system, right?”

“Sure,” she says. “What do you need?”

She looks at me. “I need you to check Brian’s personnel file.”

There’s silence on the other end of the phone. “OK,” Gladys finally says slowly. “What am I looking for?”

“I need to know if Brian ever taught at Myer College, specifically if he taught the same year Donna Dupree was killed.”

The usually voluble Gladys is silent again. When she finally speaks, she whispers, “Chief, are you saying you think—”

“Just do it, and get the information to me as quickly as possible. Text me, don’t call.” Helen hangs up and sits staring out the window.

“Are you all right?” I ask.

“No,” she whispers. “I don’t think I am. Oh, God! Oh, my dear God! Tom! I . . . I dated a murderer! Oh, my God!” She collapses against the back of the couch. “Boy, I can really pick them, can’t I?”

Trying not to be insulted, I say,  “But we don’t know anything yet, Helen.”

Just then, Helen’s phone buzzes. She pulls up the message, then looks at me. “Yes, we do,” she says and hands me her phone.

According to what Gladys found in Brian’s personnel file, he taught one class at Myer College for one semester. 

Introduction to Criminal Justice, the semester that Donna disappeared.
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Thirty-Nine
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“Helen, what you’re saying . . .  it’s just incredible.”

We’re all gathered in the living room of the rectory. I’m sitting in the recliner by the fireplace. Helen is standing with her back to the room. On the couch, Nate is sitting, Gladys to his left. I hear Anna in the kitchen doing what she does best—getting food ready. Dan Conway stands, his hands on his hips, shaking his head.

Helen doesn’t respond. Instead, she grasps the mantle and rests her head.

Still looking at her, I say, “I know how it sounds, Dan. It’s unfathomable. But he’s the only suspect that fits with what we know.”

“But he’s the State Attorney!” Dan pleads. “He’s a very powerful man in this part of the state! True, he’s an asshole—”

“No cursing in the Rectory!” Anna yells from the kitchen.

“He’s a jerk,” Dan corrects himself, “but I don’t see him as a murderer.”

“Come on, Dan,” I say. “You should know people don’t walk around with a sign that proclaims for all the world to see their deepest, darkest secrets. I mean, if we did, we’d all be in trouble.” 

“And it’d be really embarrassing,” Nate chimes in. Gladys, for her part, looks pale.

“You're not feeling well, Gladys?” I say.

She jumps when I speak to her. “Huh? Oh, no, no, I’m fine, just fine,” she squeaks.

I turn back to Dan. “Besides, it’s possible—in fact, I’d say highly likely—that Donna was the only person he’s ever killed.”

“I wouldn’t be so sure about that, Tom,” Helen whispers.

I’m about to ask Helen what she means, when Dan says, “OK. Tell me again.”

He spoke to Helen, but she’s not answering. She still lays her forehead against the mantle. Occasionally, I’ll see her shake her head, and mutter, “No, there has to be another way. Anything but that.”

“From the beginning,” I say, “we’ve assumed that Brian was going after me because he was jealous of Helen’s friendship with me. In fact, I confronted him about that in jail. He said something like, ‘You took her away from me. No one gets away with that.’”

“Okay,” Dan says. “So, he admitted that. I don’t—”

“That’s what I thought too. But what if it wasn’t Helen he was talking about? What if he was talking about Donna Dupree?”

“That’s a big leap, Tom.”

“Not if you add in the peculiar way he’s handled this case from the beginning. Not wanting her apartment searched for example. If he was determined to see me in prison, wouldn’t he have done that?

“Then, there was the way he kept referring to Donna in our initial interview as a sweet, innocent child. He even referred to me taking her away from a man who could really love her.”

“Hyperbole for a jury,” Dan says. “He was trying out an emotional argument.”

“I thought so too. But when I began to consider the possibility that Brian was the real murderer, his language took on a whole different meaning.”

I take a deep breath. “Then, there’s the evidence,” I continue. “There are three things in this case that never made sense. The first was the Rosary. Supposedly, it had been buried in the ground for thirteen years, but there was no sign of that. In fact, forensics found a small thread embedded behind the corpus on the crucifix.”

Dan nods. “The Rosary was carried in a pocket. I have mine with me right now. But I still—”

“The thread,” Gladys pipes up, “came from a fabric invented in Germany and used in men’s clothing for the first time last year.”

“When he offered me the plea deal, I noticed he was wearing an obviously expensive suit. Everyone knows what a clothes horse he is, but there was one thing about the suit that struck me the more I looked at it.”

“What?” Dan asks.

“The suit was the same color as the thread.”

Dan considers that for a moment. “Do we know when he bought the suit?”

“According to his credit card records,” Gladys says, “he bought a suit in Germany for $8,000 back in March. According to the records of the textile manufacturer, there was a bolt of that new fabric sold to a tailor in Munich, a special order for a client, apparently. It’s the same tailor Brian bought the suit from.”

“Then there was Serena’s story of a professor stopping by the apartment on several occasions. Donna told her he kept asking her out, and wouldn’t leave her alone.”

“That’s Brian to a ‘T’,” Helen mutters, her head still resting on the mantle.

“Her description was very vague—short, slight build, wore a hat.”

“Tom,” Dan shakes his head. “I’ll grant you, Brian is short, and I know he wears a hat—not that many men do anymore. But he’s a husky guy.”

“Now,” I say. “But eleven years ago, he wasn’t. What started this was a photograph I saw in his outer office, taken of Brian fifteen years ago. He's pretty skinny.”

“But none of that—”

“You’re forgetting the third piece—and this really is the most important. Donna’s brother told us she had mentioned in their last phone conversation taking Introduction to Criminal Justice that semester. The problem was her transcript didn’t show her taking the class. Serena clarified that, though, when we called her yesterday. She said she remembered Donna saying she’d flirted with the professor who taught Criminal Justice and persuaded him to let her unofficially audit the course. There was only one class of that course the semester Donna was killed. It was taught by an adjunct professor, the only time he ever taught the class.”

“Brian Dohrmann,” Dan says nodding.

Silence falls over the room as we absorb the impact of that. 

We’re accusing the State Attorney of Myer County of murder.

“So,” Nate finally breaks the silence. “Are you going to go arrest him now?”

“We don’t have enough,” Helen finally says. I turn and see her jaw is set, and her azure blue eyes have a steely glint of determination.

“Right, Chief,” Dan nods. “Not enough for an arrest. Hell, not even enough for a warrant to search his apartment. In fact, the only solid piece of evidence we have that says that someone other than Father Tom killed Donna Dupree is the DNA from the spot of blood on the picture frame. You know what that means.”

Gladys says, “We need to get Brian’s DNA.”

“How about stealing his trash?” Nate says excitedly.

“Won’t work,” Helen says, shaking her head. “His condominium is one of the penthouses in the old Myerton Hotel. Brian said he got a good deal on it because he was one of the early investors in the restoration and conversion to luxury apartments and condos.”

At that, Anna, who’s joined us, pops up. “Hey, I know I’m not a detective, or a priest, or a genius, or . . . whatever Nate is this week, but I do have a question as a taxpayer. Brain Dohrmann wears $8,000 suits and owns a condo in the most expensive residence in Myer County—heck, in all of western Maryland, right?”

“Yes,” I say.

“How is he able to afford that on his salary as State Attorney?”

“Well, how much does a State Attorney make?” Dan asks.

“A little over $125,000 per year,” Nate says. Everyone turns to look at him. “I did research for a story on the highest-paid elected officials in the area. Brian isn’t even the top one.”

“So where is he getting his money?” Gladys mutters.

I’m getting a little impatient with this little bunny trail, and decide to get everyone back on topic. “Listen, guys, this is all interesting, I’m sure, but it’s not going to keep me out of prison. Getting Brian’s DNA will. Now, does anyone have any ideas about how to do that?”

“Ahem,” Helen says, quietly. “I do. I know exactly how to get it. I just need to get into his condo.”

“Helen, we don’t—” Dan says.

“I’m not going to need a warrant. I just need to get him out of his condo for a little while.

Without asking anymore questions, Dan says quietly. “Chief, how much time will you need?”

“Hopefully, not more than thirty minutes,” Helen says. “We just need to make sure he’s somewhere we can keep an eye on him while Tom and I are doing the search.” She looks at me. “I didn’t ask, but I assumed—”

“Yes, of course,” I say.

“So we need a plan,” Nate says. “Any ideas?”

“I have one,” Anna says. Looking at Dan, she says with a smile, “You know Dan, I think Brian could use some good public relations right now among Myerton’s Catholic community, don’t you?”

***
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After everyone leaves, I finally get up the courage to talk to Helen. “So what is your plan? How are you going to do this without a warrant?

“I have an idea how to get in,” she says. “It’ll involve telling a lie. Are you OK with that?”

“To keep from going to prison, yes,” I say. “What exactly are you looking for?”

She takes a deep breath, then lets it out slowly.  “After that one incident, when he got me drunk, I left something behind. Something I didn’t realize until after I got home. Some time later, I asked around about Brian, some other women I’d heard he’d . . . dated. They told me he likes to keep particular trophies of his conquests. So, he probably still has what I left, and I’m certain they’ll contain his DNA.”

She has her arms wrapped around her. She’s closed her eyes and dropped her head so her chin is resting on her chest.

“Helen, what of yours would have—?” 

Suddenly, I get it. 

“Oh, no!” I yell,  jumping up. “Oh, no, no, no, no, no.”

“Tom,” Helen says, “I’m sorry, but there’s no other way.”

“You can’t go back there, not for that! We’ll think of something.”

“This IS the something!” Helen shouts. “This is what we need to nail that bastard to the wall for killing that girl! His ass will rot in Jessup, not yours. Don’t you think I’d do just about—no, screw that—I’d do anything I had to to keep you out of prison. And right now the only way of doing that is getting his DNA, and the only way we’re going to do that is to get into his condo and get the one thing I’m certain it will be on.” 
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Forty
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My phone buzzes a little before 6 p.m. A one word message from Dan.

Go.

“Ok,” Helen says. “Let’s do this. Remember, Tom, you do exactly what I say. We need to get in and out as quickly as possible. Understand.”

I nod. “Are you—”

“I’m fine, Tom,” she says. “Let’s go.”

We get out of the car and walk straight into the Myerton Hotel. Sitting at a horseshoe-shaped desk is a rather portly security guard.

“Why, Detective Parr,” he says. “What brings you here tonight?”

“Hi, Hank,” she says with a grin. “Oh, just a little secret mission.”

“Secret mission? Now, what would that be?”

She looks around furtively, then leans across the desk and whispers, “I need to get into Brian Dohrmann’s condo.”

Hank furrows his brow. “Excuse me?”

“Listen, this is kind of embarrassing,” she says, smiling sweetly. “You know he and I dated for a while, right?”

“I remember, yes. You used to come here sometimes.”

Inside I stiffen, but remain as calm and as pastoral-looking as possible. I’m not sure why Hank hasn’t asked why I’m here.

“Well, you see,” she says, “I’m marrying Brian tonight, in his apartment.”

Hank looks as surprised as I feel—and I know it’s all part of the plan. “Really? Well, that is a surprise. Congratulations!”

“Thank you, but I have a little problem. Brian asked me to get everything ready for the ceremony—we have a few guests coming, you know—and he gave me the key. But wouldn’t you know, I’ve misplaced it.”

“Oh, that’s a shame.”

“Yeah. I mean, I’ve torn my apartment looking for it, but it’s vanished into thin air.”

Considering how messy her apartment usually is, this sounds entirely possible.

“So I was wondering if you could let Father Greer and I in?”

“Father Greer?” Hank finally notices me and points. “What’s he doing here?”

“Why, he’s marrying us, of course,” Helen says sweetly.

“But—but I saw him on the news being arrested for murder?”

“Oh,” she says with a dismissive wave of her hand, “that was a huge misunderstanding. Now, how about it?”

Hank rubs his chin. “Gee, I dunno—”

“Oh, come on, Hank,” Helen says, covering his hand with hers and batting her eyelashes—I swear, she actually did that—”you can trust me. I mean, we’ve worked together, right?”

“Right, when you’d just arrived and I still had six months to retirement.”

“And you’ve seen me here with Brian, right?”

“Yeah, but not in a while.”

I’m getting nervous. We’re running out of time. 

“Mr. Dohrmann and Detective Parr decided to keep their relationship quiet,” I interject, “for professional reasons.”

“Exactly,” Helen says, shooting me a dirty look. 

Hank finally smiles and says, “Well, I guess I can trust you, Detective. Sure, I’ll let you in.”

***
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One elevator ride to the top floor and security guard passkey later, we’re standing in Brian Dohrmann’s apartment.

As soon as Hank closes the door, Helen hisses, “I thought I told you to stay quiet.”

“We were running out of time, so I decided to move things along,” I whisper.

“I had things under control!”

“I don’t know what you’re upset about, we’re here aren’t we? Now, let’s get what we came for and get the hell out of here.”

“Don’t turn on the light,” Helen whispers. She then pulls out a small but powerful flashlight and leads me directly to the bedroom. 

The bed is unmade. I’m determined not to look at it, not to give a setting to my most dreadful thoughts. But my eyes are drawn to it. I see the rumpled sheets, the pillows tossed carelessly about.

She was here, with him, not that very long ago. That bastard got her drunk—or worse—and took advantage of her. He held her and touched her in a way that I will never know. But he failed to cherish her. He failed to love and appreciate what I would give all but my soul to know. 

Helen seems to read my thoughts, for she suddenly says, “Tom, you should wait in the living room and watch the door just in case.”

I start to protest, then remember that she’s in charge. Besides, I am anxious to leave this place of spiritual and emotional torment. I go back into the foyer and stand, listening at the door for any approaching footsteps. 

It seems like we’ve been in Brian’s condo forever, but when my phone buzzes, I see we’ve only been here for a few minutes. 

It’s Dan.

My heart stops when I read his text.

Get out now!

I run to the bedroom to find Helen digging in the dresser drawer. “We have to go!” I say. “I just got a text from Dan.”

“What do you mean?” she says.  “Brian can’t have come and gone that quickly. Find out what’s going on.”

I dial Dan’s number. He answers and says, without preamble, “I had to take one of the boys to the bathroom. When I got back, Bill was escorting Brian to the door, telling him that he was not welcome at this or any other church function. He’s on his way there. You two need to leave right now!”

“Helen, we gotta go,” I say as I hang up.

“OK,” she says, dropping a filmy piece of pink silk into an evidence bag and shoving it in her pocket. Then, she bends down and raises her skirt up, revealing to me finally where she keeps her backup weapon—a holster on her lower thigh, just above the knee. Revolver in hand, she says, “Let’s go.”

We dash out of the bedroom. We are rushing through the living room for the door when it opens. 

Brian is in the doorway, blocking our only way out.

Pointing her gun at him, Helen steps in front of me. She says, “Brian, we’re just leaving. The only thing I have is a piece of my own property.”

“Oh,” he says, grinning with more passionate evil than I have ever seen anyone grin before. “I assume it’s the pretty little pink silk number. I like that one. So soft. Yes, your’s is my favorite of my little collection.”

“Brian, step out of the way. We’re leaving.”

“I assume you’ve figured it all out. Let me guess. The panties are for DNA, right?”

To my surprise, Helen answers, “Right.” 

“I see. I knew I had a problem when the good Father here asked about my suit. I didn’t know what the connection was but I began to suspect there was one.”

“A thread from the pocket of one of your suits. Some of it got trapped in the Rosary when you planted it at the crime scene.”

“Sure, I can see that now,” Brian sighs. “So, what happens next?”

Still keeping her gun trained on him, Helen says, “I’ll put a patrol officer in front of this building until I can have this tested. Then you’ll be arrested. Unless, of course, you want to turn yourself in now.”

“Oh, I don’t know. I need time to think.” 

He’s standing by the door to the small balcony and before we can react, he opens it and makes a beeline for the concrete ledge.

“Brian, stop!” Helen cries, rushing for the door. Then she freezes as he climbs on the patio table and sits down on the ledge. 

“Brian, please,” she says, lowering her gun. “Don’t do this. Just tell us what happened. We can work something out.”

Turning toward us, he snarls, “You’d like that, wouldn’t you, me confessing to your little boy toy over here! Is that why you came along, Father? To bring a rotten sinner like me home to God?”

“I wouldn’t mind trying,” I say, as calmly as I can.

“Well, guess what? You already had a chance to save someone and you blew it. Come to think of it, you do that a lot, don’t you? Was Donna the first time you screwed up or were there others before her?”

“There were plenty of others,” I say quietly.

“Oh, really? Did you seduce the others, lead them away from a man who could have made them happy, a man who really loved them? She told me about you, you know. Donna told me all about the two of you, your romantic picnics, your late night rendezvous, how she was just waiting for you to propose.”

“Brian,” I say, taking a step closer, “I had no interest in Donna. I know now that I should have been more cautious in dealing with her, but I was weaker than she was at the time. She came on to me.”

“No!” he screams. “She loved me. I could tell by the way she looked at me during class, the short little skirts she wore, the way she’d lean forward when I talked. We would have been perfect together. She could have been the wife that I always dreamed of, a beautiful woman with whom I could have risen to the highest office in the land. It was only when you lured her away that she changed. When I tried to talk to her about it, she insisted she had never been interested in me, that her heart belonged to you. She even stopped attending my class, forcing me to follow her around just to keep in touch.”

“Brian,” Helen asks, “what happened the night Donna died?”

He’s sobbing now. “She was so beautiful. Dressed like a bride. I saw her come out of her apartment. She walked across campus, past the fountain. She stopped there for a minute and I almost reached out to her. But before I could catch up with her, she moved on, off campus to his apartment,” he points an accusing finger at me. “I saw them argue and I knew she was upset, so when she got home, I slipped in the door behind her, just as she was going in. She was scared at first but I kissed her so hard it took her breath away so we didn’t disturb any of the neighbors. I told her that I was sorry this rotten bastard had hurt her, but I also explained how it was better this way because now her eyes were open and she would be able to see that I was the man for her.

“But she was stupid. She started pushing me away, telling me to leave, that she didn’t love me. That was the final straw, I had stood that bitch’s shenanigans long enough. I saw there was something sharp on the kitchen counter and I just grabbed it and stabbed her, right in the neck. I was sorry as soon as I did it but it was too late. I held her in my arms as she died, and I truly believe that in those very last moments she came to love me.”

“Brian,” I say, trying to keep him talking until help arrives, “Is that why you buried her so carefully?”

“Yes,” he says. “I wanted her to be at peace, so I took her into the woods, where no one would disturb her. There was not much moon that night but I can still remember how beautiful she looked, lying in that deep black hole in the soft white dress.” 

“But you knew there was a lot of blood,” Helen says.

“I went back and cleaned up,” he says. “There was so much blood. I knew I had to get as much up as I could. I went by my apartment for bleach and some towels. I scrubbed and sopped up the blood with my own towels—I burned them afterwards, there was no getting the blood out of them. I got some of the bleach on the carpet, but I thought no one would catch it.”

“You left a note for her roommate,” I say.

“I had to explain why she had disappeared. Running off to elope—it’s what I had wanted us to do. Her laptop wasn’t password protected—such a sweet, trusting soul. I typed it up, printed it out. Then, I went into her bedroom. I wanted something of hers—something to remember her by.”

“That’s when you saw my Rosary,” I say.

“I didn’t know it was yours—I didn’t realize it was yours until recently when I looked on the back. I don’t even know why I did it, in fifteen years I’d never looked at it. But when I saw the initials, I knew. And I knew I could use it to further my revenge against you, the man who’d turned not one but two women against me.”

Brian turns to Helen. “I loved you,” he says.

Helen says, “You love yourself. You don’t want to do this. Just come down from there.”

He smiles and turns to me. “I have a theological question for you, Father. When I killed Donna, where did she go?”

Before I can answer, he grins. 

“Well, wherever she is,” he says with a surprising amount of relief, “it's time for me to join her.” 
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Forty-One
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Brian swings his other leg over the wall as I lunge to stop him. I grab his leg just as he goes over.

I’m quickly pulled over the wall with him. I’m bent double and feel my feet leave the floor just as Helen grabs my belt. 

She sits down on the floor, bracing her feet against the wall. I feel her rising with me but still I hang on to Brian. 

I scream, “Help me grab him!” 

Helen groans, “I can’t. If I let go of you, you’ll both go over.” 

I feel my hands slipping. Then, Brian kicks my hands with his free leg. He breaks my grip. He falls to the concrete sidewalk seven stories below as Helen and I fall back onto the floor of the balcony.

We lay there for what seems like forever, just holding each other. “You OK?” I ask Helen.

“Yeah, yeah,” she pants. “You?”

I nod. “I think so. Damn. I had him.”

Then it hits me.

“Let me go, Helen,” I insist. “I have to go down there. Someone needs to give him last rites.” 

Helen lets me go and I leave her there on the patio floor, exhausted. I rush to the elevator, snatching my stole out of my pocket as I go. 

By the time I get down there, a crowd has gathered around what’s left of Brian’s body. I’m having a hard time getting through them, pressed as they are around him. I keep begging them to let me through, yelling that I’m a priest and need to get to him. But they ignore me, fascinated by the grotesque scene. 

Finally, Helen behind me shouts, “Myerton Police Department! Everyone step back!” The crowd complies, and I step to what remains of Brian Dohrmann. 

There’s not much left to pray over. I find what I think is his head. Then I begin with the ancient words designed to give even the most evil sinner some hope for heaven.

I am just finishing up when the paramedics arrive. The first officers at the scene try to move me but Helen, already in charge, keeps them in check. As I move away from Brian so that they can get to him, one of the firefighters stops me and says gently, “Father, I think you might be hurt.” 

I see that he’s looking at my hands, which have blood on them. Brian’s blood. Another person I couldn’t save. 

But even as these words enter my head, something Clark said when we first met comes to mind. 

They want us to save them, but in the end we can’t even save ourselves. 

Of course, in Brian’s case, the worst part is that he wouldn’t even let me try. 

I see Helen talking to one of the officers so I go sit on the steps to wait, knowing better than to get in her way. They’re loading Brian’s body in the ambulance but they leave quietly, no lights or sirens, no need to hurry. 

It’s all over.

In movies, the hero always seems so thrilled when he’s eliminated the bad guy, but that is the furthest thing from what I feel now. Instead, I am simply exhausted. I could easily put my head on my arms right now and sleep for a week. 

Of course, I won’t be sleeping much this week. Palm Sunday is just two days away, and then there’s all the grueling work of Holy Week, leading up to the longest Mass in the entire canon, Easter Vigil, when we go from darkness to light. In an instant, the lights of Saint Clare’s will go on, and we will sing Gloria once again as Dominic enthusiastically rings the Sanctus bells.

Our long Lent will be over.

***
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An hour later, Helen and I are on our way back to the rectory. We’re both quiet, not having said much to each other at the scene.

Helen breaks the silence. “Just so you know, there is nothing you could have done to save him. Even if he hadn’t kicked your hand, you couldn’t have kept that grip up for more than a few more seconds. Movies and TV shows lie.  A few incredibly strong and specially trained people might be able to do it, but no average person could.”

“What if you had tried to help me?” I say.

“I did help you. I kept you from going over with him.”

“But what if you had grabbed for him instead of me?”

“I don’t know, Tom, but I can tell you this. At that moment, it wasn’t about you or Brian. I did what my training told me to do. Secure the first person I could reach. That was you.”

She takes a deep breath. “But just to be clear, because we’ve agreed to keep our feelings honest. If I had had time to think, if I had been forced to choose, I would have done the same thing, because it was the right thing to do. You are innocent and he certainly was not.”

“You know, there are a number of saints out there who would disagree with you.”

“Fine,” she says, slapping the steering wheel.  “Let them come and do my job for a few years and then we’ll talk.”

I realize with shame that I have pushed her too far. 

“Hey,” I say sheepishly, “I’m sorry.”

“You ought to be!” she cries as we pull into the Rectory driveway and she shuts off the car. “What do you think it was like for me to see you hanging there, risking your life to save that bastard? Hasn’t he taken enough from me? And then, when I realize you're safe and all I want to do is stay there in your arms and hold you and make sure you’re fine, you run away and pray for the soul of the son-of-a-bitch. Then, to top it all off, you find fault with a life and death decision that I had only a split second to make. What is wrong with you, Thomas Jude Greer? Why can’t you just be grateful to be alive?”

“I am grateful,” I insist. “Very grateful to have more time on earth. More time to spend with you. Truth be told, if the roles had been reversed and he was putting you in danger, I would have shot him myself.”

“No, you wouldn’t have,” she cries sadly.

“Yes, I really would.”

“No, Tom. You might have shot at him but it's more likely that you would have hit me.”

With that, she flings her arms around my neck and we exchange a hug that badly breaks our three-second rule.

And at the moment, I’m really OK with that. 
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Forty-Two
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Easter Monday, we’re once again standing in the foyer of the Archbishop’s residence. His housekeeper asked us to wait here, assuring us that His Eminence would be along shortly.

We walk around, looking at the portraits of previous Archbishops of Baltimore, many of them Cardinals owing to the Archdiocese’s historic role as the first one established in the United States. If the rumors are true, Archbishop Knowland should be receiving a red cap from His Holiness in the next couple of years.

Soon, a door opens and the Archbishop enters to greet us.

“Father Tom, Helen,” His Eminence says with a smile and a warm handshake, “it is so nice to see you again. Father, would you excuse Helen and me for a few minutes.  We have a couple of things to discuss.  Father Wayne will keep you company and get you a drink.” 

Father Wayne appears out of nowhere and escorts me to another room, while Helen walks with the Archbishop into what I know to be the library.

“What would you like?” the grizzled ex-Marine chaplain asks.

I’m startled, because Father Wayne may have said two words to me in the past. “Ah, brandy, please.” 

He pours two snifters of brandy and hands me one. He takes a seat across from me, all the time remaining at attention. He stares at me over his glass for a moment, his face impassive.

“You had some excitement recently,” he says.

“Yes, Father. A little.”

“Tried to save a murderer from killing himself.”

I look at the glass. “I failed.”

“Huh,” he says. “Not sure I would have bothered myself.”

We continue in silence for a few more minutes. “Father,” he finally says, “I think you’ve seen more action recently than some Marines I know.” He raises his glass in a toast. “Good job.”

Dazed by a compliment uttered by the gruff Father, I return the toast.

We remain, drinking brandy, for somewhere between 20 minutes and 10 hours. Then Helen comes in and motions for me to go to see the Archbishop.

She has left her purse in the chair so I take a seat on the couch. The Archbishop takes a chair across from me and says, “So, Father Tom, it's been quite an eventful Lent for you. How are you feeling about everything?”

“Well,” I say with a slight smile, “I will admit that I am grateful to no longer be suspected of murder.”

He laughs heartily at that. “Yes, I suppose that is something you never get used to, no matter how often you are accused. But you also saw a man die, watched him fall to his death from your own hands. I have read both yours and Helen’s statements to the police—don’t ask how I got them please—and it seems to me you did everything you could to save him.”

He sits back in the chair and folds his hands over his large belly. “What gives me pause, frankly, is how you will handle this incident. You pretty much collapsed emotionally after Father Leonard’s death. Should I be concerned that it will happen again?”

I shake my head firmly and reply, “No, Your Eminence. While I am upset by what happened, and that I couldn’t save him, I also recognize that there was nothing else I could do.”

“I agree, but that was also true last time. What makes this time different?”

I need only a moment to consider before I say with certainty, “I have found a friend who drives me back toward my faith without expecting me to always have the answers.”

“Are you speaking of Helen?”

I laugh. “No, Your Eminence. She would never expect me to have any answers at all.” We both laugh briefly at this before I continue. “My friend is a married Methodist minister.  He is the one who reminds me how little about life I really know and how much about God I have yet to learn.”

“He sounds like a fine man,” the Archbishop says, a worried look on his face, “but I trust you’re not interested in converting.”

I laugh out loud at this. “Not at all. We are both very clear with each other that anytime the grass on the other lawn seems greener, it's time to water our own.”

“Good,” he says, breathing a sigh of relief.  “I’m glad to hear that. It would be a real shame to lose you to the Protestants, especially now.” 

Before I can ask what he means, he smiles wryly and then continues, “And how are things going with you and Helen?”

“Honestly, it has been so much better and so much worse than I could have ever imagined.” 

“In what way?” he asks. 

“Better because I have become more comfortable being around Helen, and worse because, while I am committed to the ways things have to be, I still find myself longing for more. You read my email to you recounting the one major incident where we stumbled, and I’ve told you about my temptations and struggles. I hope that those will not cause you to feel it necessary to separate us, because we are making it work, but I also want to be completely honest with you about my own weaknesses and limitations.”

“I appreciated that, Father,” he says somberly. “Had you told me anything different, I’m not sure I would have believed you. Now, I think we’ve kept her waiting for long enough. Would you go get her, please?”

Once Helen and I are back in our respective seats, the Archbishop leans forward and asks me, “Tom, do you know the story of God asking Abraham to sacrifice Isaac?” 

“I believe so, Your Eminence.”

“Why don’t you share it with Helen and me.”

“Well,” I say, trying to figure out where this is going. “God instructed Abraham to kill Isaac and offer him up as a burnt offering.”

The Archbishop interrupts me here and says to Helen, “You see. This is why we need remedial Bible classes for our priest. God never told Abraham to kill Isaac, whom he referred to, by the way, as ‘your only one, whom you love,’ but to ‘offer him up’ as a burnt offering.”

“But Your Eminence,” I say, “that would certainly have killed him.”

“Maybe, maybe not. But anyway, carry on with the story.”

I start again. “Abraham took Isaac to a mountain in Moriah, possibly where Jerusalem is now, and then he went up the mountain.”

“By himself, he and Isaac alone.”

“Right,” I agree, trying to keep things moving, “they went up the mountain—”

“With Isaac carrying the burden of the instrument of his death on his back.” 

“Yes, and they made it to the top of the mountain and—”

“Oh, never mind, Tom,” he says impatiently. “Let me tell the rest myself. Along the way, Isaac asked Abraham where the offering was and Abraham told him, ‘God himself will provide the sheep for the burnt offering.’ Then the Bible says, ‘Then the two continued going forward.’”

“You see, Abraham trusted God and Isaac trusted Abraham.  Both sets of trust were necessary for the miracle to take place. So anyway, they got to where they were supposed to be. Abraham built the altar and put the wood on. He then tied Issac up and put him on the wood. Then, he raised his knife.” At this point the Archbishop, always theatrical, raises both hands above his head and looks at me and asks, “What happened next?”

“God stopped him,” Helen interjects excitedly. When we both turn to look at her, she grins and says, “Hey, I went to Sunday School, too.”

Settling back in his seat, the Archbishop nods and says quietly, “God stopped him.” He pauses and then continues, “But if God was never going to make him do it anyway, why did he give him the order in the first place?”

“To see if Abraham would obey him?” I suggest.

“God knows everything.  He knew Abraham would obey him.”

“So Isaac would see Abraham obeying God?” I say, trying again.

“Maybe, but that boy saw his Daddy obey God everyday.”

“So Abraham would know what he would do,” Helen says.

The Archbishop looks at her with a twinkle in his eye and says, “Bingo. Abraham was going to face many more challenges in the years he had left, and he would now be able to face them knowing that, when the chips were down, there was nothing that God would ask of him that he would not do.”

We both just stare at him, trying to figure out what this had to do with us. 

“Tom,” he says, “As your Archbishop and in line with the wishes of the Holy See, I gave you an order on Ash Wednesday not unlike the order God gave Abraham in this story. I asked you to give up the person you love most on earth, to sacrifice her if you will on the altar of your calling. Helen, as Tom’s parishioner, you have been very much in the place of Isaac, having to trust instructions that were not given to you but to the man you love and trust most in the world.

“Now, we are here together and you tell me that, with the exception of a few completely human stumbles, you have been successful in following my instructions. I am thankful for that and thankful to once again be able to stand in the place of the Almighty and stay your hand, to tell you that God, through the Church you have both vowed to serve, has provided a different offering.” 

At this point, the Archbishop pauses and looks at us. “Not long after the Holy Father was chosen, he called a number of Cardinals and Archbishops together to form a committee to review the Church’s practice of priestly celibacy and recommend modifications. I have been part of the committee for years and a few months ago we reached a place where we felt like we could proceed with something of a test case. The problem, of course, is that we have been reluctant to announce the possibility of changes to the practice until we could test it out.

“So it was decided that each of us would be on the lookout for an opportunity in our own dioceses to try out the plan. I will admit, Tom, that I had heard rumors about you and Helen months before you ever came to me. In fact, when I heard that you had gone to Bellamy together, I fully expected you to return and tell me you were leaving the priesthood. I thought this was tragic, but you had been through so very much, so I felt that it was inevitable. Therefore, when you and Helen instead came to me together and expressed your commitment to remain a priest, in spite of your personal feelings for each other, I thought that you two just might be the ones we had been prayerfully waiting for. I set you the forty-day test, intending that it would be the first of several, but after getting to observe how you both navigated what could legitimately be described as a trial by fire, I have concluded that no further test is necessary. Obviously, both of you still have much progress to make, not only in your relationship, but also in your spiritual growth. But I am of the firm opinion, as are others with whom I have shared your struggles, that you will grow better together instead of apart.

“So it is with great joy that I can now offer you, Tom, as a priest under my direction, the opportunity to apply to the Holy Father for permission to marry Helen and remain in the priesthood.”

His words hit me full force, and I am too stunned to speak for a moment. “Oh, my God!” I finally manage to say, with complete reverence. “Are you serious, Your Eminence?”

“Of course I am,” he answers with a smile. “It would be a grave sin to play such a cruel joke on two such nice people. Helen, Tom looks a little pale to me. Why don’t you go sit on the couch with him and hold his hand while I explain what has happened and what is going to happen next.”

Helen is none too steady herself and when she takes my hand, hers is as cold as ice and shaking.

“There have been discussions for some time about allowing priests to marry. As you both know, the church has welcomed a number of married priests from the Anglican Churches.  They are men who are already married and their wives have thus far proven to be no hindrance to their ministry within the Church. Building on that success, the committee discussed allowing a very limited number of men, chosen and recommended by their bishops, to apply for a special dispensation from Rome to marry. I must be clear that there is no guarantee that such a dispensation will be granted, but the Vatican is very aware of your situation and seems inclined to look with favor on such an application. 

“That being said, there are still some hoops to jump through. Tom, if you wish to apply, you may do so before you leave. Father Wayne has all the paperwork ready and can send it off tonight. Future applicants will have to do the same things you and Helen have already done—that is, show a commitment to remaining in obedience if turned down, demonstrating Christian maturity, and so on. I have already drafted my official report on my observations of you both these past forty days, and I will include that with your application. You should receive preliminary permission within a week or two and official permission sometime afterward.”

We’re both still speechless as he pauses to catch his breath. Then he continues, shaking his finger at us, “This is important. You must not reveal a word of this until you receive word from me that permission has been granted. Tom, you may not propose, and Helen, if he does so, you may not accept until you have permission.  Do you both understand?

I look at Helen and she looks at me and together we nod our heads.

“I highly recommend that you use this time for some very serious talks about what marriage will mean to both of you. I have several books for each of you that I would like you to read and we will discuss over the next few weeks. You also need to talk among yourselves and consider if you would prefer the married state to what you have now.”

Much to my embarrassment, we both giggle slightly at this and the Archbishop smiles before going on. 

“You will be pioneers in this field,” he says. “You will face constant scrutiny and gossip. Many will disapprove and you will likely sometimes think they are right. I for one, however, believe that if anyone can make a success out of this, it is you two. 

“Now, I know that I have given you a lot to think about and to talk about. That’s why I suggested that you ride together. That long drive home will give you an excellent opportunity to talk before parting for the night.”

He says this last bit with no particular emphasis but we both hear it anyway. 

“Oh, and by the way, Tom,” he says, “please give Anna my best. She insists that she now feels quite at home in the rectory and will not mind staying there full time for the next phase of your journey together.”

He smiles again and then says, “Please rise for a blessing.” Then, in a gesture I have never seen him make before, he takes each of us by the hand.

“Tom, Helen,” he says, looking into our eyes, “I believe that, because of your faithfulness, as God told Abraham, ‘that because you acted as you did . . .He will bless you abundantly and make your spiritual descendants as countless as the stars of the sky and the sands of the seashore; your descendants shall take possession of the gates of their enemies,and in your descendants all the nations of the earth shall find blessing—all this because you obeyed His command.’ Good night, and may God richly bless you in the Name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, Amen.”

We manage to join him in a breathless “Amen” before Father Wayne shimmers into the room and escorts me to his office, where a stack of paperwork awaits me. I’m about to start signing when something hits me like a thunderbolt. 

“I’ll be right back,” I say, and rush out of his office.

Helen is standing outside on the front porch in the warm night, the moon catching her raven black hair and making it shimmer blue. She looks at me with a grin that fades quickly when she sees my face.

“Tom,” she begins, “this is so sudden. I completely understand if you need time—”

“I need only one thing,” I say. I take both her hands in mine and look into her azure blue eyes.  “I need to know if you want this as much as I do.”

Letting go of my hands, she places her arms around my neck and draws me down close to her.  

“Maybe even more,” she whispers in my ear.  Then she kisses me on the cheek in a way that is both completely chaste and full of promises of better things in the not so distant future. 

I meet her eyes with what I know is a ridiculous grin and say, “I’ll be right back.”

I turn from her and run back inside, toward a miraculous future we never expected.
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One
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The walk back to the car in the moonlight is surreal. 

The night is cool but not at all cold, not like the last time we were at the Archbishop’s residence. 

But then, nothing is like the last time we were here. 

That time, we were only hoping that he would let me remain in Myerton, that he would allow Helen and I to remain friends—close friends and companions, but nothing more than that. Now, with the miraculous news that I might be granted permission to marry the woman I love, well, everything has changed.

There is a new warmth in the air and in ourselves, a warmth that seems to come from both outside and in, creating a thick fog of joy around us where the two meet. 

I want to take Helen’s hand—hell, I want to grab her and hug her and swing her around in the air, though of course neither her voluptuous body nor my 46-year-old back is conducive to that. Still, the need to do something, to expend the pent-up energy that this newfound happiness has filled me with makes it hard to just keep walking. Instead, I want to skip and sing and dance for joy.

At the same time, I’m nervous she will change her mind. Nervous that, having worked so hard to get to where we are, she will think that this is where we should stay. What if she comes to believe that ultimately she just wants to be friends? What if she wakes up tomorrow and decides that is how she really feels? 

I want to say something suave. I want to say something romantic and memorable that will make her stay in love with me. Instead, noticing the daffodil shoots coming up through the mulch, I say, “It's warm for April tonight, isn’t it?”

Then, Helen does the most incredible thing imaginable. 

She laughs. A deep, throaty, joy-filled laugh that so fills my brain that there is no room for doubt. 

I stop. I take her hands and pull her to me. Our mouths meet in a kiss, deep and long, with a sense of passion unfulfilled and hope to come. I want it to last forever, but I stop because I want so much more. 

I want a future with her, not just in my bed, but in my kitchen, waiting for me to make coffee. I want her in my living room arguing with me over who owns Boardwalk or whether William Shatner can act. I want her on the first row in the church and at the back table at parish events. I want her to sit by my side at Archdiocesan functions and applaud no matter how many times the same guy makes the same speech. 

So I stop, but this time with the hope that it’s only temporary.

And that makes all the difference.

We manage to get in the car but I don’t crank it. I am suddenly seized with the fear that if I turn the key everything will disappear, that I will suddenly wake up in my bed back at the Rectory, alone. But even more alone because my greatest dream has once again been dashed. 

Then Helen asks, “What do we do now, Tom?”

I’m jolted back to reality. Oh, what a glorious reality, with all our dreams soon to be fulfilled. But every dream comes wrapped in a responsibility, and the bigger the dream, the bigger the responsibility.

And right now, I don’t think either of us fully understand what we’re potentially facing. 

“Well,” I say, finally cranking the car and pulling out of the Archbishop’s driveway, “that’s a good question. I honestly don’t know. I mean, this is a bit of a shock for me.”

“Not just for you, Tom,” she laughs. “I keep thinking I’m going to wake up in my apartment and find out this is all a dream.”

“Me, too. But look, the truth is I need time to process this, and I can only assume that you do, too. So, how about this? You come to the Rectory tomorrow for lunch and we can talk about everything then.”

She nods and says, “Yes, that’s a good idea. That makes the most sense.”  We drive for a while in silence, then return to small talk. 

I want to be wise. I want to be careful and do everything right this time. But when we get to her apartment, my heart trumps my head. Before she can open the door, I say, “Helen, I need to make something clear to you. I need for us to wait until tomorrow to talk because I love you. I am determined to woo you into becoming my wife. You deserve wooing, because you have given up so much in our relationship to make this all possible. I want to make a plan of attack, if you will, that gives me the very best shot at making you mine.”

She turns to me, her azure blue eyes catching the light of a street lamp and sparkling. In a low, throaty voice she says, “Tom, you can have me now.” 

Her words set my brain on fire. 

Again I stand with David, watching Bathsheba from that roof. How many times did he stand there? How many times did he return, again and again, to the source of his darkest hopes and deepest temptations? 

Obviously, one time too many. 

Even though God did mercifully redeem him, many paid the price, especially the gorgeous Bathsheba. I force myself not to make the same mistake.  

Looking in her eyes with all the love for her I have, I stroke her hair and say, “And I would take you now, my darling, without hesitation, if I were free to do so.  But, I am not yet free.  You deserve a free man, a man who is free to give you all that you deserve, with all the honor and dignity that comes from being a wife, not just a lover.”

The passion and desire still in her eyes, she smiles and caresses my cheek. “I’m sorry, Tom,” she says, taking a deep breath. “I don’t know what came over me. Thank you for saving me from myself.”

“Well, Helen,” I say with a smile, “it's not like you haven’t saved me a few times in the past.” I lean over and whisper in her ear, “And will probably have to save me a few times in the future before all is said and done.”

“Well, then,” she says, squaring her shoulders and raising her chin, “we’ll just have to save each other.”

With that, I go around and open her car door. I walk her to her door and then, as she looks at me expectantly, I raise my thumb to her forehead and make a small cross. I then kiss the place I marked and say, “God bless you, my darling. Good night.” 

Then, using every bit of self-discipline I’ve gained in the past ten years, I turn and walk back to my car, hoping that my very cold shower will not wake Anna.
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I wake up the next morning and wonder for a horrible moment if it was all a dream. 

I take another shower, hot this time, and stumble down to the kitchen for coffee, waiting for some sort of sign that I didn’t imagine everything. That sign comes in the form of Anna’s beaming face and big hug as she says, gleefully, “Oh, Tom, I am so happy for you both!” 

“So you know,” I say.  Kind of a dumb thing to say, I know, but then I haven’t had my coffee yet. “I thought it's supposed to be a big secret.” 

“Oh, it is,” she says conspiratorially. “In Myerton, only the three of us know. After all, someone’s gotta keep an eye on you two.” 

“What do you mean by that?” I ask, a little offended. 

I mean, after all, Helen and I are adults.

And we’ve exercised self-control in the past.

Sort of. 

“Don’t get mad,” she says, shoving me toward the table that is laden with a delightful bounty of eggs, bacon, biscuits, and, can it be? Can it really be? Grits! The comfort food of my homeland. Anna never makes grits because they take so long to cook. 

“Anna,” I say, overwhelmed, “you made grits.” 

“Yes, well, when the Archbishop called me last night and told me the good news, I went ahead and put them on in the slow cooker. I knew we’d have a lot to discuss.”

“The Archbishop called you last night?” I ask, incredulous. 

“Of course he did. He has been calling every week, just to check in and see how I thought you two were doing.”

“So you knew all during Lent what was going on and were reporting on Helen and me to the Archbishop?” 

She sits down and folds her hands. Clearing her throat, she says, “Tom. I think now you have the right to know something. And I hope you don’t hold it against me that I kept this from you. But Walter and I both agreed it was the best thing.”

Did Anna just call the Archbishop by his first name? “Walter? Anna, what do you need to tell me?”

She smiles. “Tom, Walter and I are old friends. We practically grew up together, even attended the same high school. Oh, don’t look at me that way—there was never anything romantic between us. I always thought of him as a brother. He knew he was becoming a priest, and I was very careful not to get my heart broken. But we’ve kept in touch over the years, and have remained friends.”

She hesitates. “Remember I told you he called me the Tuesday after you got back, asking me to stay at the Rectory because he was concerned about your concussion?”

“Yes?”

“Well, that’s not the only reason. After swearing me to secrecy, he told me what was going on—including the possible opportunity that lay before you. He asked me what I thought of you, of Helen, and your relationship. And I told him what I honestly believe, that you two will always be better together than apart, no matter what happens. That’s when he asked me to serve as his Mata Hari, his eyes and ears.”

I shake my head. “I have to tell you, Anna, I feel a little like my privacy has been violated. You should have told me!” 

“The Archbishop asked me not to.” I open my mouth to protest, when she puts her hand up to stop me. “Tom, it felt wrong to me at first, too. But this was the only way that you and Helen could have a chance to work things out. I wanted you to have that chance, and so I agreed.”

“It just doesn’t seem right,” I grouse, even as I spoon eggs and grits onto my plate.

“Doesn’t it, Tom? The Archbishop is giving you and Helen a chance, a real chance for happiness together and even marriage in the future. But he is also taking a tremendous risk. If this goes wrong, it could not only destroy your and Helen’s futures, but that of other men in your position who might want to marry someday.”

“Well,” I say, reluctant to give up my argument but really anxious to have the cup of coffee she’s holding, “I sorta see his point, and I think I could see it even better if I have some coffee.”

She hands it over, then joins me at the table.

“So how’s Helen?” she asks. “Is she excited?”

I remember the look in her eyes last night, but manage to say with some level of discretion, “Oh, sure, yeah, definitely.” Then I add, “The only question I have now is, what do we do next? I mean, I can’t just ask her to marry me, not after all the time we’ve spent avoiding that issue. And anyway, I’m not free to ask until the paperwork comes from the Vatican, and there’s no telling how long that will take. To make matters worse, we still can’t be seen in public together as more than friends. It's kind of a mess.”

“OK, Eeyore,” she says playfully. “Stop trying to snatch defeat out of the jaws of victory. If you ask me, or even if you don’t, I think you should ask her out on a date.”

“A date?” I ask, a bit surprised.

“Yes, Tom, a date. Surely you remember what that is. Dinner, a movie, putt putt golf?”

“But we can’t be seen doing anything like that here.”

“No, you can’t. You’ll have to sneak around, go out of town. But how fun will that be?” she says with a twinkle in her eye that reminds me she wasn’t always my dead wife’s mother.

Joan.  

Oh, my God. I forgot about her. 

I haven’t thought of her all night. I didn’t pray for her soul. I didn’t whisper goodnight to her before I fell asleep. What kind of man am I?
I look at Anna, who is staring at me curiously, no doubt wondering how I fell from the heights to this so quickly.
“What’s wrong, Tom?” she asks gently. 

“Joan,” I whisper. “I forgot about her last night.”

She pats my hand with tears in her eyes. “Tom, Joan is in heaven with Jesus. I very much hope that she thinks about you from time to time, but I also hope that she spends most of her time thinking about and praising Him. You are still here, on earth, and Jesus is not here with you in the flesh, except for those few sacred moments each day at the altar. It's not just OK that you don’t think about her all the time. It’s right and healthy that you don’t.”

I don’t disagree with Anna but I don’t really feel like talking anymore. I am suddenly overwhelmed again with everything that has happened in the last 12 hours. I finish my breakfast more or less silently, making small talk but not discussing anything important.

I plan to go upstairs and change, but before I can get there, Anna says, “Oh, I forgot to tell you. Leslie asked if she could come by at 8:00 a.m., since, as she said, she ‘would have completed her morning run by then.’” 

I glance at my watch. It's 7:55 a.m. I realize I don’t have time to change into my clericals so I decide to finish my coffee instead. It's not like I’m in pajamas. I had slipped on some old sweat pants and a t-shirt before I came down.  

At precisely 8:00 a.m., the front door bell rings.  I answer it to find Leslie standing there, dressed in a pair of crisply pressed black slacks and a pale gray sweater. 

“Good morning, Father,” she says, coming inside. “I am glad to see I’m not the only one who believes in the health benefits of morning exercise.” 

I’m confused by this until I catch a reflection of myself in a mirror. Yeah, I do look like I’ve been outside doing something. There are even some old grass stains from the last time I tried to mow the lawn. 

“‘Fraid not, Leslie. I just threw these on before coming down to breakfast. I’m almost done here. Would you care for some? There’s plenty left.” 

“No, thank you,” she says, glancing at the bacon and the biscuits still piled on platters in the center of the table. “I am a strict vegetarian and also avoid gluten as much as possible.”

“Coffee, then?” I ask, still trying to be friendly. 

“No, thank you. I don’t drink caffeine.”

“OK, then,” I say, giving up and escorting her into my office. For the next 30 minutes, she fills me in on the progress she is making in recruiting teachers for the coming school year’s religious education program. While she originally planned to arrive the Monday after Easter, things with her aunt took a sudden turn and required her to relocate to Myerton sooner. After a short, serious illness, her aunt died, leaving her home on the edge of town to Leslie.

Once here, she threw herself into overhauling Saint Clare’s religious education program which, she had commented, “was hardly up to date with the latest thought concerning the catechesis of children.” I had no argument with that, nor really with her. Leslie’s weird character traits drive me crazy, but I can’t find fault in the way she does her job. 

After being given a complete verbal report and a binder full of information, I thank Leslie and send her on her way.  

No doubt she’s busy calculating how many days my poor diet and exercise practices will allow me to continue to live.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Three
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After Leslie leaves, I open my email and find a missive from the Archbishop. It’s also addressed to Helen. 

“Well,” I mutter. “This ought to give us plenty to talk about.”

I text Helen.

What would you like for lunch?

About ten seconds later, she replies.

I’ll pick something up. Chinese?

I smile, because that’s exactly what I had in mind.

Sounds great. You know what I like.

When I see her next text, I can’t suppress a grin.

Will Anna be joining us?

Not anymore ;)

Oh, good. I’ll be there at 1:30

At first I wonder why she’s coming so late, but then it hits me. She’s read the Archbishop’s email and is allowing time for the Noon Mass crowd to clear out.

I spend the rest of the morning on typical post-Holy Week work. Before I know it, it is 11:30 a.m. and I head over to the church.

I celebrate Mass that day with a new sense of awe and wonder. I’m like the child who has been told by his parents that they just can’t afford a bike this year, only to wake up on Christmas morning and find one under the tree. How could it be, I wonder, that Christ, who has already given me so much, would also give me Helen? It’s almost too much to fathom.

I get back to the Rectory around 1 p.m. after spending some time after Mass in prayer, asking for wisdom for my talk with Helen. Anna is in the kitchen, making herself a sandwich. I had mentioned earlier that Helen was coming over for lunch, and she had told me that she would be too busy in her office “with the door closed” to join us. In my office, I print out a couple of copies of the email, figuring it might be handy to have them to go over together.

Helen arrives about 1:30 p.m. I answer the door, having carefully rehearsed my smooth moves in my mind several hundred times. 

Unfortunately, I forgot she would be carrying our food. So when, after carefully closing the door, I reach out for what I had planned to be a romantic hug, I nearly crush our food.

“Careful!” she cries, as the upended moo-shu threatens to spill out onto her blouse.

“Oh, sorry,” I say, jumping back like an awkward teenager who accidentally touched a girl’s breast. I try to take the food from her, only to miss one of the handles of the bag, nearly spilling everything. At this point, Helen slides past me and heads toward the kitchen before anything worse happens. 

That’s OK. I can still salvage this. 

I follow her into the kitchen. Coming up behind her at the counter, I wrap my arms around her, intending to whisper, “Hello, darling.”  Instead, my hand catches on the handle of her huge tote bag, knocking it to the ground. 

“Oh, Tom!” Helen says, with exasperation. “You are clumsy today.”

“Hey,” I say, a little defensive. “If you’d carry a purse like any other woman instead of this survivalist go-bag you insist on—”

“Don’t dis the tote bag, Tom. It has everything I need.”

I look down at the spilled contents. “Forget the C-4 today?” I quip.

She opens her mouth for another Helenesque retort when a laugh escapes her. We both start laughing uncontrollably.

“Come here,” I say through laughter. I pull her to me unselfconsciously for the first time and squeeze her tight. I bury my face in her hair and kiss the top of her head.

“I am really glad to see you,” I say softly.

“I’m really glad to see you, too,” she says. “I woke up this morning only half convinced it wasn’t all a dream. I’ve been in a fog all morning. Gladys asked me if I was feeling OK.”

“Are you?”

She pulls back to look in my eyes. “Oh, yes. Better than OK. Better than I have in a very long time.”

I want to kiss her. I need to kiss her, to once again assure myself that I’m not dreaming.

“May I kiss you, Helen?”

She smiles. “I wish you would—on the forehead, like a good brother,” she says in her worst Scarlett O’Hara.

“To heck with that,” I say with a smile. I pull her closer so our lips can meet.

Just then, Anna comes through the door, “I told Tom that I didn’t want to be underfoot but I just have to see . . .” She sees us in an embrace, surrounded by the contents of Helen’s bag and stops in her tracks. 

“Who fell and who’s helping the other up?” she asks with a knowing smile. 

I try to explain but just start laughing again. “Helen,” I say, “I think Anna wants to talk to you. You do that while I pick up.”

Helen turns away from me, Anna hugs her, and I once again marvel at how much stuff Helen carries around with her just to get through the day.

***
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A few minutes later we are seated in the kitchen, delightfully alone, containers of moo shu pork, General Tso’s chicken, fried rice, and egg rolls set before us. After helping our plates, Helen and I spend a few minutes catching up on our respective mornings. I tell her about my meeting with Leslie. More importantly, however, Helen fills me in on Gladys’ work trying to figure out how Brian Dohrmann was able to afford $8,000 dollar suits on his salary.

“I still have a hard time believing it’s true,” she says.

“But the evidence is there, right? And, I’m sorry, Helen, but based on what you’ve told me about, ahem, things, it makes perfect sense to me.”

“Tom,” she looks at me, “I should have picked up on something. I worked with him. Hell, I went out with him. I should have figured out he was on the payroll of some pretty bad people.”

“And Gladys is convinced he’s connected to the same sex trafficking operation as Rose?” As I say the name, the face of the woman who held Helen and me at gunpoint, who told me to go to hell when I asked to hear her confession, flashes through my mind.

“Several of the payments to his account in the Caymans are from the same shell companies that handled the payments to Gus, probably for the same reason—to get law enforcement to turn a blind eye.”

“Does that mean there’s sex trafficking going on here in Myerton?”

Helen shrugs. “Gladys did find evidence when she was in Bellamy that this operation has its tentacles in college and university campuses around the country.”

I sigh and shake my head. Changing the subject, Helen looks across the table at the papers near my elbow and says, “Are those copies of the Archbishop’s email?” 

“Yeah,” I reply, “I figured we ought to discuss it. I guess you read it?” 

“Oh, yes,” she says. 

“And?” 

“I thought for a minute I was back at St. Monica’s High School and we were getting the rules for the spring dance.”

“Oh, Helen,” I say, “it's not that bad.”

“Not for you,” Helen says, looking and sounding a little perturbed. “You’re used to being talked to this way. But I’m not, Tom, and it's going to take some adjustment.” Seeing the crushed look on my face, she smiles and adds, “But I do want to adjust, Tom. I really do.”

“I understand, Helen,” I say. “I’m used to the Church laying down the rules about how I’m to behave and expecting them to be followed. But look at it this way. Every organization has rules and policies, even police departments. And sometimes those policies can even apply to the personal lives of those involved. For instance, I bet the department has rules about how you store your gun, even at home, right?”

She nods, then leans forward as a wicked smile plays on her lips. “So if I understand,” she says mischievously, “these rules are about where you’re allowed to put your gun between now and when we’re officially engaged?”

My face turns beet red as I barely manage not to spit a mouthful of fried rice on her. I finally get myself back under control enough to say, “OK, I guess I deserved that. But look, can’t we just go over this together before you get any worse?”

“Sure,” she says, “now that I’ve made my point.”

I pass her a copy of the email and take one for myself. 

“Dear Tom and Helen, 

“I decided to send you this email to clarify what we discussed last night.  It seemed as if you were both still in shock when you left and I want to make sure that you know how I hope things proceed from here.

So far, so good, I think.

“Before we go any further, I need to share something with the two of you, something that I suppose I am reluctant to admit but that you still have the right to know. As much as I wish that everything concerning the Holy See’s decision to expedite your engagement depended only on your own worthiness or the value of the idea, there are still other factors at work. Factors of a primarily political nature.

“Tom, I am sure that you are aware, and Helen, you may have heard, that the Holy Father has been under pressure from more progressive forces in the Church to sanction giving Holy Communion to persons who have divorced and then remarried without the benefit of receiving a formal annulment. After much prayer and consideration, he has decided to maintain the Church’s policy against this.

“As you might expect, it will anger many when this decision is released. So, frankly, the decision was made to expedite your engagement in order to give the press something to talk about besides divorce and remarriage in the Church. 

“To be clear, this never would have happened had I not had absolute faith in your commitment to Tom’s vocation to the priesthood. Certainly this Lenten season has put the two of you through a trial of fire that any future couple is not likely to experience. You have tripped, as you have told me, but you have caught yourselves, and that is a critical lesson that we all spend our lives learning. Chances are no other couple will ever move through the process so quickly.” 

“That does explain a lot,” Helen admits. “I mean, as much as I am grateful for all that is happening, even I know that this is light speed, especially for an organization like the Catholic Church.”

I nod and continue reading.

“You are both mature adults and I will not insult either of you by trying to lay down rules about how you are to spend your private time. What I will say, however, based on years of experience as a parish priest long before I was a bishop, is that the best way you can use this time together is to work on communication. You both have very demanding jobs, and time will be at a premium. You will be tempted to spend it on surface matters and I realize even physical pursuits, but you do so at your peril. You two are laying the foundation for the rest of your lives together, lives that will be more challenging for you than they might be for others. Build on rock, no matter how easy sand  is to come by.”

“OK,” Helen admits, “he’s right about that.”

“Yeah, I know,” I agree with what I hope is good grace.

“Now we come to the matter of your public behavior, and for that, I must give you rules. As we discussed last night, I have forwarded your application for a dispensation to marry to the Vatican. They are expecting it and I have been laying the groundwork for this for weeks, so, barring something surprising, they should approve it in a few weeks. Once the approval gets back to me, I will inform you. There must be NO FORMAL ENGAGEMENT before I give you permission, Tom.”

“How do you feel about that, Helen?” I ask.

“Tom,” she says, “24 hours ago I believed that I would never marry again, not you or anyone else, so yeah, I’m fine with the idea of adjusting to our new reality.”

“Until such time as we can announce an engagement, you must continue to behave in public much as you have. You can loosen the reins a bit but take care, lest scandal break out. You will no doubt want to spend time together alone and I encourage this, but you must do so away from prying eyes. Please let me know if there is anything I can do to facilitate this.”

“I wonder what he has in mind?” Helen asks sarcastically. “Maybe let us use his car and driver to sneak out of town for the day?”

“Don’t worry,” I say. “I’m already on this.”

“Oh, yeah?”

“Oh, yeah, but you need to be patient.”

“Hmph.”

“If you do choose to go forward, we will need to work together to plan to announce your engagement as soon as possible after you become engaged, lest the word leak out. 

“I don’t want to seem overly dramatic, but this event will send ripples through the Catholic world akin to that of a royal wedding in a European country. You two will be under continuous scrutiny from to the moment of the announcement to the end of your lives. It will, of course, die down if our experiment proves successful and other priests follow in your footsteps, but you will always be the first, the Neil Armstrongs of priestly marriage.”

“How do you feel about that?” I ask.

“Tom,” she says, looking me squarely in the eyes, “no normal person enjoys being hounded by the press, but sometimes it's just part of the job.”

“Finally, I will remind you both of the church's policy of a minimum of six month’s wedding preparation before the big day. Since you are a priest, Tom, and since you are both widowed, some aspects of that preparation will be shorter, others longer. I would guess that you could probably marry by the end of this year. 

“So, my beloved children, pace yourselves. It's going to be a long, bumpy ride.”

“Wow,” I say.

“Yeah, wow,” Helen agrees.

The rest of the email is pretty standard, as he closes with blessings and best wishes. I lay my copy down and look at Helen. She looks back at me, both of us caught in some kind of weird standoff. 

Finally, I say, “So, what do you think?”

“Truthfully, Tom?” she says, leaning on her elbows. “I think we need to lay some ground rules.“

I furrow my brow. “Ground rules?”

“For what we can and cannot do together when no one else is around,” Helen explains. “I mean, he’s made it pretty clear how we’re to act in public, but essentially told us how we act together in private is for us to determine. I got caught off guard last night and could have caused us to make a big mistake. I regret that, but you’ve done the same, so it's not like either one of us is immune. So I think it’s a good idea if we came up with our own rules of engagement—or, I guess, pre-engagement.”

Suddenly, I have what I believe to be a stroke of genius. “Helen,” I say brightly, “we both know the only thing that is strictly forbidden to us, like any faithful Catholic couple. All the rest is a matter of discretion and honor, as well as avoiding the near occasion of sin. So let’s do this. I’ll write down a list of what I think is OK and what we shouldn’t do, and give it to you. You make your corrections and hand it back and we’ll work things out that way.”

“OK,” she says, “but only if the fireplace is working.”

“It is, but why do you ask?”

“Because we’re burning this list as soon as we finish it. The last thing we need is something like that falling in the wrong hands.”

“Good idea,” I admit. I turn over my copy of the email and write down ten things I think we can do and five things we shouldn’t. It takes me a few minutes, but I’m satisfied when I hand it to Helen. 

Helen says, “OK, Father Tom, let’s see what you’ve got.” She begins to read. “Uh-huh, yeah, yeah, I’m OK with that—oh, really, Tom!” She shakes her head and crosses through something.

“What?” I say, trying to read, but she pulls the paper away and shields it with her hand. “Hey!” she says. “It’s my turn, remember.” She returns to looking at the paper. Her eyes fall on one item in particular. “Hmm, I don’t know about that one,” she mutters, then crosses it out. She writes down a couple of things and hands the list back.

I examine her corrections. “Awwww,” I say with a smile. “I was looking forward to that.”

“Uh-uh, Father,” she says, waggling her finger. “Remember, near occasion of sin and all that.”

I sigh. “You’re right, of course. I just remembered—”

“—and I did, and I do, and we will, just not before we’re married.”

I nod and write down one more thing I thought of, crossing off something she wrote.

“Here,” I say, handing it back to her.

“Damn,” she says. “Thought I could get that one past you.”

“Same deal, Helen.” I cross my arms and lean back in my chair. “So, are we agreed?”

With one last look at our list, she nods. “Agreed. Now let’s get rid of the evidence.”

We both read over the list a few more times to make sure everything is placed squarely in our minds and then walk hand in hand to the fireplace, where we burn the written evidence of our decisions to choose rock over sand.

Helen looks at her watch. “Oh, darling, I’d love to stay but I’ve got to get back. I have a meeting with Brenda Epping at 3:30 p.m.”

“More Brian stuff?” I ask.

“Yeah, poor woman, they’ve put her in charge of going through his old cases and seeing if there’s any evidence of impropriety. She has some questions.”

“How’d she get tapped? I mean she’s awfully young. And there were those rumors about her and Brian.”

“First, Tom,” Helen says, “you and I both should know better than to listen to rumors. Second, unfortunately, the rumors were true. After Brian’s suicide, we found hundreds of texts he sent her.” She shakes her head. “Harassing, threatening, just horrible stuff.”

“So, he coerced her.”

“Oh, yeah,” Helen nods. “When I talked to her, she broke down and told the whole story. Anyway, her office is still looking into it, but it looks like she was a victim.”

The word victim jogs a memory. “Helen,” I say slowly. “I’ve been meaning to ask you. The day we had Dan over here, and I said Donna was probably the only person Brian killed, you said we shouldn’t be too sure. What did you mean by that?”

She purses her lips and looks at me. “My gut?” she says. “A sense I have? Brian may have killed her in a fit of passion, but everything else was very methodical—almost planned. No, I wouldn’t be surprised if he’d killed before.” She shudders, then smiles. “But honey, I don’t want to talk about this. I have to go.” 

I smile and nod. As she turns away, however, I say, “Oh, Helen?”

Turning back to me, she says, “Yes, Tom?”

I say, as casually as I can, “Would you like to go out Friday night?” 

She looks a little surprised. “You mean on a date?” 

“Yes,” I say. “I mean, if we’re seriously considering getting married it might be nice to go out on a few dates first. We’ve never done that, you know. Not recently anyway.”

“Ah,” she says nervously. “But what about . . .”

“Oh, don’t misunderstand me,” I say. “We’ll go someplace away from Myerton, ‘away from prying eyes’ as the Archbishop said.”

Helen smiles. “Sure. What time?” 

“Well, since we need to go all the way to Hagerstown, what about 6 p.m.?”

“OK,” she says, “I’ll see you then.” 

She turns toward the door again as I say, “But I’ll call you before then. We can have lunch at The Bistro.” 

“Sounds good.” She walks into the foyer then, much to my delight, she turns back one more time. Standing on tiptoe, she kisses me on the cheek.

“Goodbye, sweetie,” Helen says. “Call me tonight?” 

“Oh, yes,” I say.  “I’ll be sure to do that.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Four


[image: image]


By Friday night, I have mapped out what I consider to be the perfect date. 

We’ve agreed that, for the time being, I will pick Helen up behind the police department. Her office is near the back entrance, and since it will not involve her walking past other offices, it makes for a discreet meeting spot. 

I have to admit, my initial distaste for sneaking around has been replaced by a certain thrill. Anna knows what she is talking about. This is exciting.

Kind of makes up for the things Helen crossed off my list. Not completely, but almost.

I’m watching the back door with anticipation. When it finally opens, the sight takes my breath away.

Helen is stunning.  Her black hair is pinned up in the back and, as always, a few curls have gotten loose. She is wearing the dress that she bought for our undercover dinner in Bellamy. I am delighted that, unlike the last time she wore it, I am not investigating a murder and I am free to indulge in how beautiful she looks. 

The dress is red, bright and showy, with long sleeves that taper neatly at her wrists and a V neckline that tapers . . . maybe a little lower than it should, but who am I to judge? Anyway, the St. Michael the Archangel pendant that I got her last Christmas stands guard just above her cleavage, threatening me with his sword should I get any inappropriate ideas. 

Can saints read our thoughts? I’ve never wondered about that before, but now I’m hoping not.  

The dress buttons up the front with tiny red buttons, which give me ideas that I intend to add to my “as soon as we’re married” list. The nipped-in waist flares just enough to skim the curve of her hips, before ending just above her knees. Her legs are every bit as plump and shapely as I remember them and end in a pair of red high heels. 

Helen is walking quickly and drops her keys. She turns back and bends over to pick them up, causing my heart to stop.

“Oh, my!” I mutter. “Adam, my man, I see now how that apple brought you down.”

I jump out of the car as she approaches. She walks up to me, a smile on her face to match my own.

“Hi,” I say.

“Hi, yourself,” she says, stopping just inches from me. 

I look around to make sure we’re alone, then I lean down and kiss her. 

“I have looked forward to this all week,” I whisper.

“Kissing me?” She says, the smile on her upturned face broader now.

“That, too,” I sigh. “Does it still seem strange that we can do that—I mean, as long as no one is watching?”

“Yes,” she says, “and my darling, I hope I never get used to it. It’s also something I never want to share with another soul.”

We stand like that for about a minute, when I say, “We really should get going.”

“Uh-huh,” she says with a sigh, looking at me through half-closed eyelids. “I’m starving.”

“Me, too,” I grin.

Laughing at ourselves, I escort her around to her side of the car. Opening the door, I try not to gasp as she steps in and her skirt rises up her thigh. 

She notices me staring at her bare leg. “Looking for my backup?” she says with a wicked smile.

“Just seeing if you had it,” I say.

“Ha, ha, if I do you won’t find out—not tonight anyway.” I close the door and stand for a second, collecting myself. Then, I get into the car and drive out of the parking lot and head to the interstate toward Hagerstown.

Helen lets out a deep sigh. “I am so glad we’re doing this,” she says, turning to me. “I don’t even mind that you’re driving. It’s just that much more time alone.”

“Alone,” I say with a smile. “I do like the sound of that.”

“So do I,” she says. “Not to mention, it will get my mind off of Gladys.”

“What’s going on with Gladys?”

She shakes her head. “Just another discussion about Richard Davenport.”

“Oh, I see,” I say slowly. Richard Davenport, now President of Myer College, was once a professor at MIT.

To be specific, he was once one of Gladys’ professors at MIT.

Whom she dated. And by dated, I mean slept with.

When she was eighteen.

Which is bad enough without adding that he was in his early forties then. 

“I thought after that oh-so-memorable lunch at The Bistro a couple of weeks ago,” I say, “Gladys was finished with him.”

Helen rolls her eyes. “Apparently not. That kiss she laid on him seems to have given him the idea that she wants to rekindle their relationship. He’s been calling and texting, trying to get her to go out to dinner with him.”

“Has she agreed?”

“Not yet, but today she got some kind of text from that Chief of Staff of his.”

“Chad Hudson?”

“That’s him. I mean, he’s not a bad guy from my interactions with him, and he and Gladys were friends, too. Anyway, he texted and said Davenport really just wanted to have dinner, that he would be there and promised nothing would happen.”

“Well, what’s the problem?”

She glares at me. “Tom, really? Hudson was the one who ‘introduced’ Gladys to Davenport in the first place. I told Gladys he was probably setting her up and she shouldn’t go.”

I whistle. “I bet she didn’t like that.”

“That is a bet you would win.” Helen shakes her head. “I know she’s an adult, I know she’s a genius, but honestly sometimes she really does act like a child.”

“Helen,” I say, “she never had a childhood, remember?”

She sighs. “I know, but she really should know better.”

I reach out my hand to her headrest and rest it there caressing her neck. She stiffens at first, then relaxes.

“Darling, two things,” I say. “First, Gladys is a grown woman. She wants to do the right thing now, no matter what she did in the past. I don’t think you need to worry about her. But second, and at least equally important, I really don’t want to spend our first date driving an hour to an out-of-town restaurant for a romantic dinner talking about Gladys Finklestein. Or really, anyone else in Myerton.”

She smiles and reaches up to grasp my hand in hers. “You’re right. Gladys can wait. Tonight, it’s just us.”

“For the first time in a very long time, yes, it’s just us,” I say, pulling her hand to my lips and then placing it gently on the seat.

We drive like that in silence for a while. Then, I ask, “So how long have you lived in your apartment?” 

“Since I moved to Myerton, so I guess a little over two years.” 

“Do you like it?” 

“It's OK,” she says with a shrug, “but it's more or less just a place to eat, sleep, and relax. It's not like I have the time or inclination to make it homey. Why do you ask?” 

“Well,” I say, “I was just wondering if it would be big enough for two?” 

“Tom, I don’t think so. And even if it was, I don’t think that I’d like to live there with a husband. I mean, couples do more in their homes than just eat and sleep. They have people over and cook out and stuff like that. Besides, you have a perfectly good house. Why would you want to give that up for a tiny apartment?” 

“I don’t, necessarily, but I didn’t know how you’d feel about living in the Rectory.  I mean, it's right next to the church. We wouldn’t have a lot of privacy.” 

“True, but it's also just up the street from my office, so we could easily meet at home for lunch. Of course, I’m assuming that Anna will be moving out once we’re safely married.” 

“Yes, she’s made that abundantly clear. So, we’ll live at the Rectory. And then if we want to later, maybe we could buy a little weekend place nearby, up in the mountains.” 

“John and I talked about doing that.” She stops suddenly and says under her breath, “Sorry.”

“There’s nothing to be sorry for,” I say, reassuringly.  “Joan and John were big parts of our lives. I hope they always will be. With a few obvious exceptions, I am comfortable with you telling me anything you want to about him. You already know a lot about Joan.”

“I’m sure stuff will come up later but I don’t want to talk about John tonight. I would think I was being tacky,” Helen says.

“OK, so we’ve tackled the housing issue. Do you have anything to bring up?”

“Well, Tom, since you ask, I do and it's kind of delicate.” She hesitates, then says, “One thing I’ve learned working homicides is that the two things that get people in the most trouble in life are sex and money.” 

“Oh, I see,” I say. My cheeks are warm, and I think this cannot possibly be going in a good direction. 

“We both know how much you make and as I’ve told you, I make twice as much,” Helen says.  “That should allow us to live quite comfortably. But only if I keep working. Besides the money issue, I love what I do. If we were twenty years younger and looking forward to a house full of kids, it would be different, but I have worked hard to get where I am. I make a difference in people’s lives, even if it's not always a pleasant one, and I know that what I do makes people safer.”

“Helen,” I say, finally, “I have no intention of asking you to quit your job. Yes, I’m always going to worry when you’re out on a case but that is more about my lack of trust in God than your career.”

“OK, good,” she says, with an audible sigh of relief. “I mean, I know some men feel very strongly that they should be the sole breadwinner.”

“A, those men aren’t priests. Our salaries are carefully designed to barely support us. B, as you say, that is usually in anticipation of children who need care. C, the Catholic Church does not believe in going into people’s business that much.”

“Wonderful. Now that’s out of the way, we can talk about something else.”

“I admit I’m relieved. I thought you were going to question me about my money management skills.”

“Oh, no, my darling, I remember those from before. That’s why I think I should keep the books and pay the bills once we’re married.”

“Wait, why can’t we do it together?”

“Because, Tom, the last time we tried that, I considered shooting you and I didn’t have a gun. I do now.”

“Helen, that check to the water company should have cleared. It was just that I had more library fines that month than usual.”

“Small comfort when I was in the middle of washing my hair for our engagement party and we had 20 people arriving in less than two hours.”

“OK, OK, I surrender. You manage the money.”

“Thank you.” And she rewards me with a peck on the cheek.

“But if you’re controlling the money, doesn’t that mean that I should be in charge of the other?” I ask slyly.

Smiling coyly, she breathes a whispered, “I wouldn’t have it any other way.”

Anxious to change the subject before I get myself in trouble, I say, “I hope I am remembering right that you like fondue.”

“I do. In fact, I’ve heard they have one of those fondue restaurants in Hagerstown.”

“They do, and that’s where we’re going tonight.”

“Ooooh, that’s so much fun. It takes forever to work through the courses.”

“That’s why I chose it. I like the idea of forever.”

She smiles and takes my free hand. “Me, too.”

The meal turns out to be everything we hoped for and more: great cheese, a wonderful entree platter, and silky, smooth chocolate with just enough peanut butter to satisfy Helen. We spend the evening talking about everything from transubstantiation to why a Ford Flex is the most likely car to be driven by drug dealers. We finally leave when our incredibly tolerant waiter tells us they are closing out the cash register. 

It's nearly 11:00 p.m. when we start the long drive back to Myerton. I have been waiting for this moment all week and as we pull on to the interstate, I press the play button on my phone’s music app. The gravelly voice of Leonard Cohen fills the car. Helen leans over enough to rest her head on my shoulder as we both relive our dance of only a few short months ago. 

As the last “Hallelujah” fades, she says softly, “I heard you say my name that night.”

“You did?” I reply, still in something of a happy daze from the music. “I’ve always wondered. You’ve never mentioned it.”

“It didn’t seem right until now. What were you thinking about?”

“Everything. From God to King David to us. I wondered if it was worth it, the sacrifices he made, and forced others to make, for love, for lust.”

“What did you decide?”

“I decided that true love, as in my love for you, is worth any sacrifice, except that of a soul. Lust, on the other hand, is worth less than nothing at all. So I decided to sacrifice the latter, once and for all time, to gain the former.”

“And now?”

“And now, God willing and in his own good time, my sacrifice will be rewarded.”

We ride along in silence for a while, and then I ask, “So what were you thinking?”

She sighs and nuzzles closer to me. “I was thinking how wrong it was for Bathsheba to let David get that far, and then to turn on him the way she did. Don’t get me wrong, I’m not one to blame the victim, but she was a married woman and she had to know that he could see her.” 

She pauses, then says, “And then I contemplated the times that I had undone an extra button on my blouse when I knew you were stopping by the office, or when I had leaned in a little too close when we were talking. I saw Bathsheba in myself and realized that I was as guilty.

“At the same time you were holding me so tight and I felt what it was like to be so close to you. I understood, too, why she was willing to do what she did. But when you said my name, and I heard the love in your voice, I knew that I could never ask you to sell your soul, especially not for me. And I also felt, somehow, that that was OK, that we could indeed have something even better if we would just put as much effort into doing the right thing as we had into trying to get away with the wrong.”

This is the woman you have given me, Lord, I think, and she is marvelous in my eyes.
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I’m at my desk the next morning, still basking in the glow of my first date with Helen. 

When I dropped her off at her apartment, I walked her to the door and made the sign of the cross on her forehead again, then kissed the spot. “Good night, my darling,” I said. I started to turn away when she pulled me back to her. She looked around, then pulled me down into a kiss. After a few moments, she pulled away and looked up at me.

“Tom,” she said breathlessly. “I trust you enough to kiss me and not go too far.”

“I just don’t want to take any chances.”

Helen put her arms around my neck. “I know. And I want you to know something too. I’m committed. I got caught up in things that first night. I won’t allow myself to do that again. I love you too much. I love us too much.”

I smiled. “Well, I do think this was on the list,” I whispered.

“Oh, Father Greer, it most definitely was,” she breathed.

One last kiss, and I almost skipped back to the car.

That night, I lay in bed replaying the entire evening in my head. For the first time in a long time, I felt no guilt, no shame, no remorse over my feelings for Helen. I obeyed the God I love, and He in his mercy had given me the woman I love. I fell asleep and dreamed of my future life with her by my side.

I’m trying to focus on my homily for Sunday—tomorrow, the first Sunday of Easter. The first Sunday after the wondrous, glorious news delivered by the Archbishop. The first Sunday after the apostles received the wondrous, glorious news of Christ’s resurrection. The impulse to connect the two events separated by two millennia is tempting—but of course, no one can know.

Yet.

So I do what I usually do—focus on the readings, drawing something out of them that the people can apply to their own lives. Themes begin to form in my mind. I pull a couple of references off my shelves and take them back to the desk. I’m flipping through them when the Rectory phone rings.

After the second ring, I remember that Anna’s out shopping. Picking up the phone, I say, “Saint Clare’s Parish, Father Greer speaking.”

“Father Greer? My name is Frank Pomgrater. I’m a reporter with the Washington Gazette.”

“Yes?” I say cautiously.

“I was wondering if I could talk to you about the human trafficking operation you were involved in disrupting in Florida back in February.”

I sigh. I thought I’d had the last of these calls weeks ago. “Look,” I say, “I really have no comment about that. If you have any questions, you really should talk to the FBI. Have a nice day.”

I’m about to hang up when he quickly says, “Father Greer, are you aware of the rumors connecting the new President of Myer College with similar activities at his previous position?”

Before I can stop myself, I ask, “What are you talking about?” 

“I’d love to stop by sometime and tell you all about this if you’ll be willing to give me a comment afterward.”

I realize what I’ve done and say simply, “No, thanks,” before hanging up. 

I try to go back to my homily, but I find myself increasingly disturbed by what the reporter said.

Richard Davenport, the president of Myer College, is rumored to have been involved with sex trafficking at his previous college.

Gladys uncovered evidence that the trafficking ring we broke up had its tentacles in colleges and universities around the country.

Now, there’s evidence that Brian Dohrmann was receiving payments from this same ring.

“That’s an awful lot of coincidences,” I mutter, “and Davenport certainly does like young college women.”

I’m staring up at the ceiling when my phone rings. I smile when I see it’s Helen.

“I thought you’d be tired of me by now,” I say when I answer.

“Never, Father Greer,” she says. “I wondered if you’d like to take me to lunch at The Bistro.”

I look at the time. “Oh, I didn’t realize it was that late. I was going to call you anyway.” I pause. “You know, we . . .”

“I remember,” she sighs. “It’s not for that much longer. Though I have to admit, Tom, I like having you all to myself.”

I smile. “I feel the same way. Anna told me that sneaking around, having to go out of town for dates, would be exciting. I have to admit, she was not wrong.”

“Mmmm, Anna seems to have a few secrets of her own.”

“I’ve always thought so. But we can either continue talking like this or get something to eat. Which do you want?”

“Well, since I haven’t had anything since the cinnamon roll Gladys got me from The Perfect Cup, I think lunch.” She pauses, then chuckles. “We can always do this later, you know?”

“I’ll see you in a few minutes. Love you.”

She lowers her voice to a whisper and says. “I love you, too.”

I hang up, thinking how I will never tire of hearing those words.

***
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I arrive at The Bistro before Helen, just like I always arrive everywhere before Helen, and am surprised to see Gladys sitting alone at a table. I am about to walk over and ask if she’d like some company when Nate Rodriguez comes in and makes a beeline for her table. I am intrigued by this and can’t resist the temptation to watch them. He is obviously smitten and is constantly trying to look into her eyes, hold her gaze, reach out and touch her hand. She seems a bit resistant, though she does let him rest his hand lightly on hers for a moment.

I am processing this when Helen walks in and plops down opposite me. “What do you think of that?” I ask, pointing discreetly at Nate and Gladys. 

“Think of what?”

“Those two. Nate and Gladys.”

She glances their way and shrugs. “I don’t know that there’s anything to think. They’re just having lunch together. We’ve been known to do that when nothing was going on.”

“But we’re also having lunch when something is going on,” I whisper.

“But that was not inevitable.”

“Look, they’re holding hands.”

“No, they’re not. He’s touching her hand. It's not the same thing.”

“Yes, it is.”

“No, it's not.”

“I’ll bet you $20 they’re dating, or will be within a week.”

“I’ll take that bet.”

We consider shaking hands but are afraid someone might see us so we just nod our heads.

Deciding to change the subject, I tell her about my conversation with the reporter. It seems to reinforce her negative opinion of Davenport.

“So, do you know anything about that?” I ask when I’m done. 

Helen looks up from her double mushroom Swiss burger, “No, but I wouldn’t put anything past that guy.” 

“Helen, that’s not fair,” I reply.

“Oh, come on, Tom!” Helen exclaims. A few diners at nearby tables look in our direction, and Helen lowers her voice. “It’s obvious that he likes them young and vulnerable. I have no problem believing he’d branch out.”

“Look, Gladys has said on more than one occasion that he never coerced her. I hate that she got mixed up with him, too, but she was an adult.”

“She was 18, and he was in his 40s. That is not OK.”

“I agree, but it does not mean that he is a sexual predator.”

“I’m still going to look into it,” she says. Leaning over, she says quietly, “Besides, just because he didn’t coerce Gladys doesn’t mean he never did.”

I nod. “Of course. I was counting on you wanting to look into this. This is not something that anyone can afford to ignore. Now, can we talk about something else.”

“Sure, in fact, I want to.”

“Good.” I’m hoping that she wants to discuss our next date or perhaps an interesting case she’s working on.

Instead, she leans back and crosses her arms. “What’s the deal with Leslie?”

“What do you mean?” I ask, “She’s the Director of Religious Education. And she’s doing a great job.”

“She’s weird, and she hates me.”

“What in the world makes you say that?” I ask, incredulous.

“Everytime I speak to her, she just looks at me.”

“She doesn’t speak to you?”

“Well, yes,” she answers, “she says hello, but she never smiles.”

“OK, I’ll admit she doesn’t come across as particularly friendly but she is absolutely devoted to the children of the parish.”

“Then, there’s what she said to me at the Ladies of Charity bake sale last week,” she says with a grimace.

“What did she say?” I ask, leaning my elbows on the table.

Helen leans forward and lowers her voice. “I was working the table and Anna had told me to really push those little bags of frosted cookies that they always have. Apparently, they didn’t sell last time and the woman who made them got her feelings hurt. So Leslie came over and I said, ‘Hey, Leslie, how about a couple of bags of these cookies?’ And she said, and I am not exaggerating this, ‘It's too bad the Ladies of Charity don’t set a better example of healthy eating in the parish. Have you ever considered having an organic farm-fresh vegetable sale instead?’”

“Oh, no,” I say, having a bad feeling about where this is going, “what did you say then?”

“Nothing too bad,” she says, a smile playing on her lips. “I just told her that we had originally planned just that thing but then the farmer was arrested for fertilizing his garden with the ground-up bodies of dead joggers he had murdered and so we thought it might be a little tacky.”

“You didn’t!”

“Oh, of course I didn’t, but only because I’m supposed to be practicing to be a priest’s wife. I just told Leslie it was a wonderful idea and that she should go right then and tell Anna about it.”

“That’s almost as bad.”

“I know, but it serves Anna right for putting me out there with all the crazies while she and the other old women sat in the back drinking coffee.”

“OK, I’ll give you that one. But don’t be surprised if the next time you come over, she tries to poison you with an underdone piece of chicken.”

“Anna wouldn’t do that,” Helen says with a dismissive wave of her hand. She picks up her glass of tea and pauses. “Would she?”

“She’s a tough woman,” I shrug. “Who knows what she’s capable of when provoked? And being Leslied is a pretty big provocation.”

“Hmm, good point. I’ll have to do something for her.” Helen looks at her watch. “Oh, darn, I’ve gotta go.”

“Darn?” I say with an eyebrow raised.

“Another part of being a priest’s wife,” she whispers. “I’m trying to clean up my language. At least in public. But who knows what I’ll say in private when we’re married and alone.” 

I feel myself getting warm as my mind skips through the possibilities. Taking a deep breath, I exhale and say, “Can I call you tonight?”

She sighs. “Sorry. The chief has me doing some kind of public program for a group of teens on the dangers of drugs. I’ll probably throw in some warnings against health food for good measure.” She grimaces.

“What’s wrong?” I ask.

“I’m just thinking about Gladys and that Davenport.”

“Helen,” I say. “Gladys may be in a wheelchair, but she’s far from helpless. I think she can take care of herself.”
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After a quiet evening reading—in this case, one of the books on love and marriage recommended by the Archbishop—I am just turning out the lights when my phone rings. 

I smile and answer without looking at the caller ID. “Hey,” I say. “I didn’t think—”

“Dad!” says an out-of-breath chipmunk.

“Gladys?” I say, furrowing my brow.

“Are you still up?” Now I can hear the panic in her voice.

Something’s definitely wrong. Gladys is many things. Easily panicked isn’t one of them. 

As calmly as I can, I say, “Sure, honey, what’s up?”

“Can I talk to you?”

“Of course,” I say. “Where are you?”

“I’m right outside. Can I come in please?”

I rush to the door as I say “of course” and hang up. I open the door and Gladys rolls through, obviously distraught. 

“Dad,” she says, tears sliding down her cheeks. “I made a terrible mistake!”

OK, I think, time for the calm, pastoral face. Keep words like ‘you’re not pregnant, are you,’ to a minimum. 

“Let’s go to the living room,” I say calmly, “and we can talk.”

Gladys wheels herself through the entrance and I follow. She parks herself near the recliner, where I join her.

“Now,” I say with what I hope is a comforting smile, “Tell me what happened.”

Gladys takes a deep breath, then says, “It’s about Richard.”

“Richard Davenport?” I ask, though really there are not that many Richards in Myerton, and none of them would put Gladys in this state.

After what Helen told me on our first date, I’m pretty sure I know where this is going, and I’m not looking forward to hearing it.

“Yes,” Gladys continues. “He asked me to come to his house for dinner tonight and at first I said, ‘No,’ because, you know, I knew what he really wanted.”

“Uh-huh,” I say. “But you didn’t want that.”

She shook her head. “No. I told him that. I told him . . . I didn’t want to do the things we used to do. I wasn’t that kind of person anymore.”

Before I can ask what she meant by “the things we used to do,” she continues, “But then I got a text from Chad.”

“Chad? Why was Chad texting you?”

She closes her eyes and sighs. “That’s what Chad does. Anything Richard asks him to. He . . . they have a close relationship. He arranged our first date.” She looks down at her hands. “I know he did the same thing with other people.”

“So what did Chad say?”

“He said he understood and that Richard respected my position. Chad said he would be there too, that nothing was going to happen, and he just wanted to visit. Said it would be fun, getting together, for old times sake and all that. So I thought it would be fine.”

She looks at her hands, twisting them in her lap. “Well, I got there and Chad was there and we all had a nice dinner together. But then Chad said that he had a meeting to go to and left. As soon as the door closed, Richard changed. He came over to me and started getting all handsy. I told him I wasn’t interested and that he needed to back off, but he said I was just playing hard to get and crap like that. I started rolling backward toward the door, but he grabbed my chair and pulled it toward him. I started screaming, hoping someone could hear me.”

I am so frightened for her now that I can’t breathe. Fortunately, she continues, “Chad must have heard me, because he came back to the dining room. He looked at Richard and yelled, ‘You have got to stop doing stuff like this!’ Then he grabbed my chair and pushed me out the door. He got me to my van and tried to help me in, but I was too mad. I cussed him out good for getting me into this in the first place and then got in myself. I was going to go home but I was too upset. So I came over here.”

“Gladys,” I say, hugging her, “I’m so glad you did. And I am so, so sorry this happened to you. Can I get you something to drink? A cup of tea, maybe?”

“Could you lace it with a little rum?” she asks.

I smile and say, “I can, especially for medicinal purposes.”

By the time I get back in the living room with the tea, Gladys has calmed down significantly. I hand her the cup and sit down across from her.

I weigh my next words carefully, finally saying, “Gladys, I am so very glad that you're safe, and I am very proud of you for standing up to him. Given what happened, and the possibility that he may try something like that with other young women, don’t you think we ought to call Helen?”

“Oh, no, Dad,” she says, her eyes big and shaking her head, “you can’t do that! I mean, isn’t there some kinda confidentiality clause with priests, seal of the confessional and all that?”

“Gladys, I’m not hearing your confession right now, but you do have the right to expect a certain amount of confidentiality when you tell a priest something, even if he is your surrogate Dad.” I smile and say, “But why don’t you want Helen to know? It's not like she’ll be mad at you.” I look at her face and then say, “Or is it?”

“Well, you see,” Gladys grimaces, “Mom sorta told me that I shouldn’t go. Warned me may be a bit more accurate.”

“And you think that she’ll be upset about what happened?”

“Oh, yeah.”

“But surely she’ll just be so thankful that you’re fine that she won’t care that you ignored her warning.” We look at each other. “OK, I don’t believe that, either.”

I take a deep breath and say, “All right, I’m not going to tell Helen. But the question still arises as to what we can do to keep him from hurting someone in the future?”

“I don’t know, but I’ll think about it, OK? I really will.”

“You work on that, then, and I’ll keep your secret. Now, I’d like to ask you another question, which you certainly don’t have to answer.”

“OK,” she says, warily.

“You said you knew what he wanted, and that you weren’t interested. Is that because you’ve changed your mind about him or about some of your previous ideas?”

She sighs. “A little of both, I guess. I might as well tell you that I’ve been out with Nate a few times.”

“Oh, really?” I ask, realizing Helen owes me $20. “When did this start?”

“Don’t get excited. There is not any kind ‘this.’  We’re just sort of hanging out some. Dinner. Movies. He’s come over to my apartment to play Age of Artemis.” She looks at me. “And before you ask, no, we haven’t slept together. We’ve made out some, but that’s as far as it’s gone. I made it very clear to Nate that I wasn’t just going to jump into bed with him.”

“How’d he react?” I ask, genuinely curious.

“He seemed okay,” she says. “We’re still seeing each other. But there’s nothing serious going on.”

“Well,” I say,  “I’m glad you have a friend that you enjoy spending time with.”

I don’t add, who’s closer to your own age.

“But now look,” Gladys says,  “the fact that we haven’t done anything doesn’t mean that I’m now into the whole ‘have sex, go to hell’ mentality. It's just that I’m also beginning to realize that I have more to offer, and that I want more from a man than just what we do between the sheets.”

“That’s a very grown up and mature attitude to have,” I nod. “Lots of adults older than you don’t seem to get that.”

“But don’t get me wrong, I’m not saying that if I met the right guy and fell really in love with him, I’d embrace the whole ‘wait for the wedding night thing.’ I’m just saying that I’m beginning to wonder what it would be like to be in love like you and Mom are, and have to wait almost a year before you can do anything about it.”

I start to say, “I’m glad,” but what she just said jolts me. “Wait, what? Gladys, did Helen tell you something?”

“Not exactly,” she says with embarrassment.

“Did you snoop in her personal email?”

“Not exactly.”

“Gladys?”

“OK, OK,” she says, waving her hands. “One of my jobs is managing the calendar for all the staff, including Mom. I saw that she had a meeting scheduled with the Archbishop for the Monday after Easter. The next morning she was like a different person, all happy, and cheerful, and, and—Dad, she was humming that song you two danced to at The Belvedere. I mean, I caught her nearly dancing in the halls. Well, I know it was wrong but when I went into her office later that morning to drop off some papers, she had left her personal laptop open, and I just happen to need to put something down by it, and I just happen to see she was logged into her email, and I may have accidentally clicked on the email from the Archbishop.”

“Gladys,” I say sternly, “that is a serious invasion of privacy. You could lose your job over this!”

“That’s exactly what she said when she caught me.”

“She knows you know?”

“Yeah, but she explained to me how important it is that no one else finds out. I mean, I already knew that from the email, but then she reiterated it. Very forcefully.”

I collapse back in my chair, unsure what to say next, until Gladys rolls up beside me and gives me a big hug. “I’m so happy for you, and she’s already said I can be her maid of honor.”

At this point, I know I’m defeated and decide to try to return to our original subject.

“OK, Gladys. Well, while I’m not very pleased with your nosiness, I am very happy that you are giving more serious consideration to your life choices. I will try hard not to pry or ask you any more personal questions, but please know that I’m always around if you want to talk.”

“Oh, I know that already,” she says with a grin.

I look at my watch and say, “Look, it's after midnight, so if you’re feeling better, let’s talk again in a day or two. I really want you to come up with a way to stop Richard.”

“The problem, Dad,” she says,  “is that before we can do that, we’ll have to stop Chad.”
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Monday morning, I am in my office looking over a list of questions that the Church suggests couples answer together before getting engaged when my cell phone rings. 

When I see it’s Clark Applegate, I answer with a cheery, “Hello, my Protestant friend!”

“Hi, Tom,” he says. “I’m glad to see you survived Easter.”

“Well, since none of the animals in the petting zoo savaged me, and I’m no longer facing prison, overall things are looking up,” I say. 

In more ways than one.

“About that,” Clark says, turning serious. “How are you doing?”

I take a deep breath. “All things considered, pretty good. Much different than the last time someone I knew committed suicide.” I pause. “I just remind myself I couldn’t have saved him, even if he had wanted me to.”

“And Helen?”

“She’s still trying to come to grips with everything,” I say slowly. “It’s like every day they find out another level of corruption with Brian. She can’t believe he fooled her so completely.”

“From what you’ve said, and from what I’ve heard in the news, the guy was some kind of sociopath. And they are very adept at fooling people.”

He pauses. “But that’s not why I called. Viv mentioned to me last night that it’s been forever since we had you over for dinner. I know it’s a bit unusual, but how about Wednesday night? Nothing fancy, but Viv has a new recipe for chicken enchiladas she’s dying to try out.”

“That sounds great,” I say.

My next thought is how much I’d like to bring Helen. I’m trying to figure out a nonchalant way of broaching the subject when Clark says, “Oh, and Vivian would like to invite Helen, too, if that would be OK. You have her number, right?”

I break out into a grin. “That would be fine with me, Clark. I’ll text you the number right now.” 

***
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We’re on our way out of Myerton, heading to a little restaurant that’s off the beaten path. It’s quiet and secluded, ideal for priests secretly dating women they may be able to marry if given permission by the Holy Father. The food’s pretty good, too.

“Vivian called me this afternoon,” Helen says as she drives. “Invited me to dinner Wednesday night.” She looks at me out of the corner of her eye and smiles. “She went out of her way to mention you’d be there.”

I laugh. “Yeah, Clark said she wanted to invite you. I hope you said yes.”

“Oh, of course I did,” she says. “I like the Applegates. I want to get to know them better. I think having a ministerial couple as friends will be good for us.”

I nod. “That’s a good point.” 

Helen drives along in silence for a moment. “You know, Tom,” she says, “I would really like to be able to talk to Vivian about some things, woman to woman.” 

“Like what?” I ask.

“Like stuff that neither you nor the Archbishop can answer. What is it like to be a clergyman’s wife? What’s the best? What’s the worst?”

“Helen,” I say, “I’m sure that the Archbishop can put you in touch with some of the wives of Anglican priests who have come into the Church. They could probably answer questions like that.”

“Yes, I’m sure they could. But I don’t know them and they don’t know me. They don’t know up close and personal what we’ve been through. I’ll be glad to talk to them later, but I want someone to talk to now. To share how I’m feeling and what it's like to have to wait to even know if we can marry. You know that technically there’s no guarantee yet, right?”

“I do know that,” I say reassuringly. “But I’m sure the Archbishop would let us know if there were any obstacles.”

“That’s what he told me when I called him.”

“When did you call him?” I ask, surprised,

“This afternoon, after I got off the phone with Vivian.”

“Why?”

“Because I wanted to ask his permission to tell them what’s going on.”

“You didn’t!”

“I did.”

“What did he say?”

“First he hesitated, reminding me of the need for complete secrecy. Then I reminded him that Clark himself is a pastor and is accustomed to keeping confidences, as is his wife. He hemmed and hawed a little more while I reminded him that throughout this time, you had always had him to talk to but I had never had a confidant of my own. Then I threw in that thing that one of the saints wrote about how women need the friendships of other women. That did it and he agreed that we could tell Clark and Vivian, but only after being well assured of their discretion.”

“Wow,” I say, marveling at my hopefully-wife-to-be, reminded again of just how tough she can be. “I can’t believe he gave in. I never would have asked him.”

“He never would have said yes to you. He obviously likes me better.”

“So we’re going to tell them Wednesday night?”

“Yes.”

***
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“You know,” Helen whispers, “we haven’t discussed our next date.”

I stop in mid-chew and look at her. We’re in The Bistro on Wednesday, a place we usually avoid talking about our pre-engagement, but a quick look around reassures me that the place has few diners right now. 

“No, that’s right,” I whisper. “We haven’t. What would you like to do?”

“Honestly, I’d like to cook a meal for us.”

“Really?” I say, slightly amazed. I’m still not used to the idea that Helen can cook—and not just cook, but cook well.

“Yes,” she smiles. “I want to cook a meal for my possible future husband. I want to set a romantic table in the dining room at the Rectory—china, silverware, candlelight.”

I’m dazzled by the thought of looking across the table at her, bathed in candlelight, but a thought interferes.

“But, darling. I mean, the Rectory. The two of us, at night—”

“It’s all arranged,” she whispers. “Anna will be there—not with us, but in the Rectory—and I’ll make sure I get there long before the 4:30 p.m. Mass-goers arrive. If anyone asks, Anna will just tell them she was there while we had dinner—not a lie, because she will be.”

I sit back and smile at her. “I think that sounds wonderful. Any idea what you’ll serve?”

She smiles and trails her finger around the rim of her water glass. “I thought I’d fix lasagna.”

My smile widens into a grin. “I remember the last time you fixed me lasagna.”

“Hmmm, if I remember correctly we didn’t get a chance to eat it.”

“There was a lot going on that night.”

We blush and giggle at the memory, one of another night when I first asked her to become my wife and gave her an engagement ring. A blue sapphire that matched the color of her eyes.

“Helen,” I say slowly. “You told me you still have the ring I gave you?”

She nods. “I do. Still in the same box it came in. I have it in a box on top of my dresser, along with the rings John gave me.” Leaning her chin on her hand, she says, “Why do you ask?”

“Oh,” I shake my head, “no reason.”

OK, so I know where it is. Now, I just . . .

“Look, there’s Gladys,” Helen says, looking past me. Helen always insists on sitting facing the door in restaurants. “Situational awareness” she calls it.

I turn just in time to see Gladys roll up to a table. I can’t see who she’s with.

“I guess she’s meeting someone for a late lunch,” I say, turning back to Helen.

“She didn’t mention anyone to me,” Helen says. “I guess she has a last minute date with Nate.”

“Yeah, by the way, you owe me twenty bucks,” I say with a grin.

She rolls her eyes and reaches for her tote bag. “I can’t believe you’re holding me to that.”

“Hey, a bet’s a bet,” I say. “You’re the one who said Gladys would never—”

“You can’t keep treating people this way!” Gladys screams. Helen and I look at each other.

“What in the world?” Helen says and begins to get up.

I grab her arm. “Let me handle this,” I say quietly. I get up and turn before Helen can protest.

Gladys is yelling louder now, causing the few other diners to look in her direction. “Someone should have stopped you a long time ago. I may have been too young and weak to do it then but I’m not anymore.”

“Gladys!” a male voice says, “I didn’t know. I don’t know what text you’re talking about!”

“Dammit, Chad! Don’t lie to me! I know better! I’m not some weak kid anymore!” I hear a splash of water punctuate the last.

By the time I get to the table, I find a red-faced, blue-haired pixie has just thrown a glass of water on a very confused Chad Hudson.

“Gladys,” he sputters, “I swear, I don’t know what—”

“You’ll lie about anything for him, won’t you?” she spits. “You’ve kept his big secret for years, and how has he treated you?”

“Gladys!” he says. “Don’t! You know what it will do to him!”

“I. Don’t. Care!” she says. “You know, you’re worse than he is. You better watch out, Chad, because—”

“Gladys,” I say quietly behind her. She turns around and sees me. She opens her mouth, then shuts it. 

“I think we need to go now,” I say, gently taking the handles of her wheelchair. She turns back to Chad, then grabs the wheels, pulls away from the table, and heads to the door.

By this time, Helen joins me at Chad’s table. Looking at Chad mopping water off the front of his shirt, she says, “What the hell was that about?”

I look at Helen and say, “Let’s go check on Gladys.” I walk through the restaurant and out the door, Helen following behind me. Outside, Gladys is already up the sidewalk and we have to jog to catch her.

Helen stops alongside Gladys and says, “What’s wrong? What was all that about?”

“I don’t want to talk about it, Helen,” she mutters. “This is none of your business.”

“Gladys, don’t you think—,” I say.

“Don’t start, Tom. This isn’t your business either.”

“Oh, quite to the contrary,” I say. “You made it my business.”

“Tom, do you know what is going on here?” Helen asks me with her arms crossed.

“Helen,” I say, “the only thing I know for sure is that there is nothing to be gained by having this conversation on the street. I suggest you and Gladys return to your office while I go back to the Rectory, unless,” and now I look at Gladys, “you two need me to play referee?”

“No,” growls Gladys. “I’ll see you back at the department, Helen.” She wheels herself up the sidewalk, leaving both Helen and I looking at her.

“You do know, don’t you?” Helen says. 

“I can’t say, Helen,” I shake my head.

“What? The seal of confession? Tom, she’s not even Catholic.” 

“Actually, she is, Helen. She’s not Confirmed, but she received her First Communion and went through her First Confession. Besides, even if she wasn’t, she came to me in confidence as a clergyman. It’s not up to me to tell you what’s going on.”

“But—”

“I’ve encouraged her to talk to you,” I say, “but I can’t do any more than that.”

She crosses her arms and tilts her head. Then she sighs. “I just realized what the hardest part being your wife is going to be.”

“That there are things I can’t tell you,” I nod. “Sorry, Helen.”

“Don’t be sorry,” she shrugs. “There are things I can’t tell you about my work. I’ll make decisions you won’t agree with.”

I shake my head. “It’s just going to be something we’re going to work through. Now, can we stop talking about Gladys for a moment? I’d like to know something.”

“What’s that?”

I whisper, “Should we arrive at Clark and Vivian’s together or separately?”
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“Are you ready for this?”

Helen looks at me as we approach the Applegates’ front door. Looking around, she takes my hand and gives it a squeeze.

“Ready?” she whispers with a grin. “I’m excited. I’ve been wanting to tell people since we found out. It’s just about killed me having to keep it to ourselves.”

“I know how you feel,” I say. “Sunday morning during my homily, I almost burst out singing when I looked at you.”

“Oh, no!”

“What?”

“My darling, you have many fine qualities, but you can’t sing.”

“What do you mean?” I say, offended that she’d remember after all these years. “I chant the Mass just fine.”

“That’s the Holy Spirit,” she chuckles. “On your own, you’re hopeless.”

I open my mouth to protest, but Helen’s already rung the doorbell.

***
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After a delicious meal—the chicken enchiladas were fantastic, and I’m very glad Helen asked Vivian for the recipe—we sit down together in the living room with coffee and slices of pineapple upside-down cake.

“This is delicious,” Helen says.

“It’s Clark’s favorite,” Vivian says. “It’s an old recipe I found in one of my mom’s cookbooks.”

“Can you give Helen the recipe?” I say, then freeze in mid-chew.

Without missing a beat, Helen says, “Yes, I think it would be a big seller at the Ladies of Charity bake sale.”

After Clark finishes sharing about the goings on in their church in specific, and among Methodists in general, he leans back and asks, “So Tom, what’s new among the Catholics?”

Helen and I look at each other. I take her hand and say, “Shall we tell them?”

She smiles and says, “If you don’t, I will.”

“What’s going on?” Vivian asks, warily.

“Well, we do have some news to share,” I say. “We found out just after Easter that the Church has decided to consider granting certain priests special dispensations to marry.” 

They both freeze, staring at us like our faces have suddenly melted. Trying to help, Helen grins and nods her head. They still stare until finally Clark says, “Are you kidding?”

“Nope,” I assure him, “not at all.”

“So you two . . .” Vivian says.

“We certainly hope so,” Helen replies.

“Oh my goodness! This is so wonderful! I can’t believe Anna didn’t tell me!” Vivian cries, rushing over to hug Helen and then me and then Helen again. I’m finally able to get to my feet by the time Clark comes over and shakes my hand firmly while wrapping his other arm around my shoulders. He then hugs Helen, who is also standing by now.

“Please,” Vivian says as we all return to our seats, “tell us everything.”

Helen looks at me and so I begin, “The first thing you need to know is that you must keep this information in the strictest confidence for the next several weeks. For obvious reasons, it is important to the Vatican to carefully control the release of this information. So no one else must know. It was only because Helen was able to convince the Archbishop that you two could keep a secret that we were even able to tell you.”

“Got it,” Clark says as Vivian adds, “You have our word.”

“Things are probably going to get pretty crazy around here once the announcement is made,” Helen says. “The press will be all over this and will probably want your opinions on what’s happening. We’re sorry about that and hope it won’t be too disruptive.”

“Guys, I assure you that should be the least of your worries,” Clark insists. “Whatever they throw at us, we are more than happy to throw back. I mean, Vivian has been through all this before.”

“What do you mean?” Helen asks.

“Oh, didn’t I tell you?” Vivian says.  “I was the press secretary for former President Wright.  I started out working his campaign and then worked in the White House for the four years he was there. Afterward, I stayed on as his press secretary. In fact, I still do some consulting work for him from time to time, mainly when he’s coming to my part of the country.”

“That’s good to know,” I say. “We may have to hit you up for some help when the story breaks.”

“I’ll be glad to help in any way I can. What kind of timetable are we looking at here?”

“Well,” I say, “We’re still waiting on approval from the Vatican. Until that comes through, we have to keep everything hush-hush. We’ve been told to expect to be able to go public sometime around Pentecost. Then, we have to go through six months, more or less, of marriage prep. So I’d say,” here I look at Helen, suddenly feeling shy in front of these other people, “maybe a Christmas wedding?” 

She smiles back at me and says, “Yes. A Christmas wedding sounds wonderful.” A pink blush steals up her cheeks, turning her eyes purple. 

Clark and Vivian sit silently, letting us enjoy our moment. Finally, I come back to earth and say with as much normalcy as I can manage. “Yes, so that’s what we’re thinking.”

“Sounds lovely,” Vivian says.

A slightly embarrassing silence envelops the room until Vivian says cheerfully, “Well, I think this calls for a toast. There’s a nice little Riesling I’ve been wanting to try. Helen, can you help me get the glasses?” She and Helen slip off to the kitchen, leaving Clark and me alone.

“So, my brother,” Clark says, “the Lord has truly and richly rewarded your faithfulness, and I am so happy for you both. But I’m also curious. Do you think this will mark the end of priestly celibacy?”

“I really don’t think so,” I say, shaking my head, “at least not in our lifetime. The Holy Father is granting Helen and me a dispensation, special permission to marry. He is not changing the rules. We were just in the right place at the right time. Archbishop Knowland has been working on this project secretly since not long after the current Holy Father was elected. It just so happened that when I met with him and shared my feelings for Helen, they were at the point in the process where they were looking for something of a test case. I didn’t know this, but he had heard the rumors about us and was convinced when he found out we were in Bellamy together that I was preparing to leave the priesthood. 

“When we both reassured him of my commitment to stay a priest and of our commitment that our relationship remain platonic, he decided to test us during Lent. He had to make sure that, if I had to choose, I would choose my vocation, and that Helen and I were willing to put our duty ahead of our desires. Once he felt certain of that, he gave us the option of going forward with the request for the dispensation. Our case has certainly been streamlined because he did so much of the work behind the scenes before I ever knew what was going on. No doubt men in the future who want to apply will have a lot more hoops to jump through.”

“Well, it certainly is exciting, no matter what direction it takes,” he says as Vivian and Helen return with the wine. Helen hands me my glass, while Vivian hands Clark his.

Clark looks at me and says, “Tom, it’s my prayer for you that, should you receive the permission you two so richly deserve, that you will find Helen to be the strong right arm of your ministry that I have found in Vivian.”

“And Helen,” Vivian says, “my prayer for you is that you will find your place as a clergyman’s wife to be as rich and fulfilling as I have—though maybe not as exciting as catching crooks.”

We all laugh, and Clark finishes, saying. “And for both of you, we pray that you have a long and healthy life as you embark on this new and glorious adventure.”

The four of us clink glasses. Helen and I drink our wine, looking over the glasses into each other’s eyes. 
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I return from the Saturday Vigil Mass to the most delightful smell of garlic, tomato sauce, and Italian sausage. 

My mouth is watering by the time I get halfway across the entryway, even more so when Helen emerges from the kitchen wearing a white, slightly sauce-splattered apron. She has her hair pulled back in a ponytail, but a few curls have escaped and frame her damp, pink face. 

I try to resist the urge but can’t, and say, in my best 1950s sitcom husband voice, “Hi, honey, I’m home.” 

Without missing a beat she glides across the floor, kisses me chastely on the cheek, and says happily, “Oh, Tom, how was your day at the office? Did you talk to Mr. G about that raise?” 

“Yes, Helen, I did. But he said no.” 

“Oh, no,” she replies with exaggerated disappointment. “I just hope the girls at the country club don’t find out.” 

We might have gone on like that, but as I’m about to ask if my pipe and slippers are by my chair, my phone rings. 

I look at the caller ID. “That’s odd,” I say, “it’s Dan.” I answer, but instead of his voice, I hear Miriam. 

“Father,” she says, frantically. “I’m so sorry to bother you but there’s been an accident.  Catherine was climbing the tree in the front yard. I’ve warned her again and again about going too high but you know what an adventurer she is. She fell and appears to have hit her head. Father,” she’s crying now, “we can’t wake her up!”

“Miriam,” I ask as I walk to my office to grab my prayer book, “where are you now?” 

“We’re at the hospital. They are doing an MRI right now. Dan had to go with her since they made me take a test and told me I’m pregnant. He told me to call you.” 

“OK, I’ll be right there. Have you sent an email to the church group yet?”

“No,” she whispers. “I can’t seem to type.”

“That’s OK, I’ll take care of it.” The words are not out of my mouth when I see Helen pull out her phone and start typing. 

I smile, and tell Miriam, “I’ll be there as quickly as I can.” I hang up and head toward the door. 

“I’m so sorry, darling, but—” I stop when I see Helen pulling on her coat.

Before I can speak she says, “I turned off the oven and cracked the door. The salad and the tiaramisu are in the fridge. I’ll do the garlic bread when we get back.”

“You’re going with me?” We’ve never really discussed how we would handle situations like this. The only time I’ve gone out to a call with her is when I’ve somehow been involved in the crime itself. 

“Of course,” she says, her eyes damp but her chin set. “It's Catherine.” Then she pauses and adds, “And besides, Dan and I have worked together for years.”

After letting Anna know what’s going on, Helen and I hurry out of the Rectory. Instead of heading to the driveway and my car, Helen heads to the church parking lot. Her car is parked near the back, both of us having agreed that would be more discreet for the next few weeks. I follow and catch her in time to see her hop in and activate the red lights. I get into the passenger seat just as she pulls out of the parking space.

My overwhelming need to get to my people as soon as I can overrides my desire to be careful. The next thing I know, we’re speeding through Myerton, weaving in and out of traffic, red lights flashing and siren wailing. 

It nearly kills me to admit it, but Helen really can handle speed pretty well. She’s looking out the front window, her eyes flicking periodically between her rear view and side mirrors as she skillfully wends her way at twice the usual speed limit through downtown. For just a moment, I picture her clad like Danica Patrick in a racing firesuit that hugs and accentuates her curves, but then my concern for the Conways brings me back to the moment. I take out my Rosary and begin to pray, Helen making the responses without so much as breaking a sweat. 

We arrive at the hospital in record time and she parks in the spot reserved for police. I can’t help but notice that it's a better spot than the one set aside for the clergy. But then again, people don’t typically shoot at us.

Overwhelmed by concern and sensitive to how upset Helen is, I take a quick look around and, seeing no one, I take her hand as we hurry through the parking garage. We are moving so fast that we almost run into Leslie coming around the corner. I quickly let go of Helen’s hand but have an uneasy feeling that she saw us.

“Oh, hello,” I say, surprised to see her. “Are you here for Catherine?” 

“Yes,” she says kindly. “I happened to be driving by their house when she fell. I knew it was bad because she was so high up. I stopped my car and called 911 and then took the other children to their grandparents. Dan’s father wanted to come to the hospital but he was so shaken I told him I would drive him. I’m going back to help get the kids settled.”

“That is so kind of you,” I say.

“It is important that we care for our own,” she says, not so much encouragement as an order. I’m suddenly reminded that she once mentioned her father was a Marine.

Helen and I say quick goodbyes and head upstairs. Following the signs, we find the Emergency Department. I see Dan sitting in a chair, his face buried in his hands while his father sits by his side.

“Dan,” I say as we walk up. 

He looks up at us, a picture of anguish. “Father, Helen,” he rasps. “I . . . she . . .” He collapses back into himself, unable to say anything else for a moment. I sit beside him, and place a comforting arm around him. Helen sits next to me.

“Dan,” she says softly, leaning across me. “Do they know anything?”

Dan sits up and, wiping his bloodshot eyes, says, “A broken arm. Doctor said considering how high she was, it’s a miracle she didn’t have more broken bones. No internal injuries. But the MRI showed she suffered a significant concussion. They won’t know about permanent brain damage until she wakes up.” Slumping back and staring off into space, he whispers, “if she wakes up.” 

Helen  and I sit quietly with the stricken father for a few minutes. Then, Dan rouses himself. “Helen, ah, why don’t you go back and see Catherine. Miriam is with her, and only two people at a time can be there.”

“Dan” Helen says, “you need to go. Father Tom and I will—”

“No,” Dan says sharply. At our startled expressions, he relaxes and says, “I know how special Catherine is to you. Besides, I need to speak to Father for a few minutes.”

Helen nods and walks back to where Catherine is. Dan looks around the room then, focusing on two chairs in a secluded corner, says, “Can we go over there, Father?” Without waiting for a response, Dan gets up and walks over there.

“Dan,” I say, catching up to him, “what?—”

“Father,” he says without preamble, “I need you to hear my confession.”

“Dan, now is not necessarily that best—”

“No, Father,” he insists. “I’ve got to get some things out. I’ve done some bad stuff, I mean I’ve confessed most of it, but I need to get everything right. Now!”

“OK, OK,” I say, slipping my arm around him and leaning in, “but before we start, I need to know why this is so urgent?”

He looks at me with nearly crazed eyes. “Because it's my fault that Catherine’s in here,” he whispers.

“I don’t understand,” I say, “I thought she fell from a tree.”

“She did, because she was out there alone. Because I wasn’t watching her. Because I was propped up on the couch . . . looking at my phone.”

I have a bad feeling about this and say, “Maybe we should begin.” I kiss my stole and place it around my shoulders.

Before I can start, Dan says in a rush, “BlessmefatherforIhavesinned, I’ve become addicted to playing games on my phone.”

I breathe a sigh of relief, thankful it’s not—well, any number of things a man could get up to with his smartphone. “Dan,” I say gently, “there’s nothing wrong—”

“No, Father,” he shakes his head vigorously, “you don’t understand. I mean, I play all the time. I play in the office when I have a minute. I’ve started playing after work in my office, making up excuses to Miriam about having to work on case notes or having a late meeting.” He takes a deep ragged breath. “Today, I was supposed to be outside watching the kids play while Miriam took a nap—she’s been getting really tired lately, and we just found out she’s pregnant. Again.” Dan slumps in the chair and shakes his head. “But I was tired—no, that’s not true. I just didn’t want to do it. Max and JP and Andrew were down for naps, so it was just Catherine. I thought she’d be okay, I was on the couch by the window, I could see her. But I got so involved with the game on my phone I . . . I . . . I didn’t even know she was in a tree until I heard her scream when she fell out.” 

Dan collapses again, his hands covering his face, sobbing. I wrap my arm around him and hold him while he cries. After several minutes, he seems to calm down. Skipping the usual exhortation, I say, “Dan, for your penance, sit with your daughter and offer prayers for her recovery.” I absolve him and send him back to Miriam.

Helen comes out a moment later. Her eyes are bloodshot and she’s wiping her eyes.

I stand up and, thankful we’re alone for the moment, I take her in my arms in a big hug. 

Laying her forehead against my chest, she begins to sob. “I didn’t cry when I was in the room,” she manages to say. “I wouldn’t let myself. But oh, Tom, she’s so tiny and pale there in that big bed. I mean, I know people always say that but it's really true. I forced myself to be strong, to keep my game face on, but watching Miriam sitting there, holding her hand, speaking so calmly to her, telling her that I was there and that you’d be stopping by soon . . ., it was nearly too much to bear.”

I gently lead her to one of the small couches in the room. Helen is nearly bent double and I’m moving my hand in small circles on her back to calm her. She soon pulls herself together and we start up the Rosary again where we left off in the car. 

About thirty minutes pass when I hear approaching footsteps. It's Dan again, this time with his father. 

“Father,” Dan says, much more composed than when I saw him last, “Miriam would like you to go back. I’ve gotta take Dad home. I’ll be back shortly.”

Helen stands up and says firmly, “Dan, you stay here. I’ll take Mr. Conway home.” She gently hooks her arm through his and walks slowly down the hall.  The last words I hear are, “Do lights and sirens bother you, sir?”

I look at Dan and he motions me toward the room.  I go down the hall and find Miriam sitting in a chair, keeping vigil at the bedside. Little Catherine is exactly as Helen described—pale and small in the big hospital bed. The child who I’ve gotten used to seeing running through the church basement or across the lawn, usually leading several others, is quiet. The only sound in the room is the beep of the monitor tracking her heart rate, blood pressure, and respiration. Her little chest rises and falls as she breathes. Otherwise, she’s still.

Miriam stands. “Father Tom,” she whispers. “Thank you so much for being here.” 

I give her a hug and say, “Of course. I came as soon as I heard.”

Miriam smiles and turns to the unconscious Catherine. “Look who’s here to see you, sweetie,” she says. “Father Tom. He’s going to pray and ask Jesus to make you better.”

I pull out my prayer book and find the prayer for a sick child. "O God, to whom all things grow, and by whom they are strengthened when grown,” I say quietly, “stretch forth Thy hand upon Thy servant who is sick at a tender age: that recovering the vigor of health, she may arrive at the fullness of years, and always give unto Thee a faithful and grateful service all the days of her life.”

I continue reciting the prayer. At the last part of the prayer, I gently lay my head on Catherine’s forehead. "May Jesus, the Son of Mary, the salvation and Lord of the world, through the merits and intercession of His apostles Peter and Paul and of all His saints be merciful to you and full of tenderness. Amen." 

After making the sign of the cross, I turn to Miriam. “Thank you, Father,” she whispers, smiling for the first time since I came in the room.

“It was my pleasure, Miriam. Is there anything you need? Anything I can do?”

She looks at me with her huge brown eyes, just like her daughter’s, and says. “Sit with me a minute, please?”

“Of course,” I say, and take the chair beside her.

After a few moments of silence, Miriam says, “I need to tell you something, Father, something that I will never tell another soul. When Helen came in, she hugged me and then asked how I was doing—not how Catherine was, but about me. Of course, the first words out of my mouth were that I was fine. But she said she knew that was far from the case. So I began telling her the truth, that I felt scared and guilty and angry and hurt and lonely and crowded and probably twenty other things. And she nodded. I could see that she knew what I was talking about but I didn’t want to pry. When I was done, she said, ‘That’s exactly how I felt after Tom was attacked.’ And then she told me about what happened to you in Florida—I mean, we all heard you were beaten up, but I don’t think any of us knew how serious it was. She told me she knew what it was like to hope and pray and wonder and fear and dread. She said you were unconscious for almost 24 hours but when you woke up, you were fine. And Father, that’s the first real hope anyone’s given me.

“When she finished, she looked down at her hands and said quietly, ‘I probably shouldn’t have told you that,’ and I realized what it must have cost her to take such a chance to share that with me, after all I’ve said. So I told her what I’m going to tell you now, because I understand now in a way I didn’t before what you two mean to each other. Know from the bottom of my heart, that I will pray for the two of you everyday for the rest of my life, that God in his infinite goodness will grant you the joy and happiness you both so obviously deserve.”

I am searching for words to reply when from the bed, I hear a tiny voice say, “Mommy?” 

Miriam leaps from her chair, grabs Catherine’s hand and begins to cry, “Oh, baby, oh, my precious baby, I’m right here.” 

I dash from the room to get Dan, alerting a nurse as I go by that Catherine Conway’s awake and talking to her mother.

I spend the next 30 minutes in the waiting room, saying bead after bead thanking God for sparing this precious child. I’m halfway through my second Rosary when I hear Helen’s familiar steps. I stand up and smile as she walks up to me.

“She’s awake,” I say. “She’s talking.”

Helen clasps her hands together. “Oh, thank God!” she whispers, then throws her arms around me in a hug that I return. 

“I was so scared, Tom,” she whispers.

“We all were,” I say.

“Ahem,” says someone nearby. We quickly separate and find that Miriam has joined us. She’s smiling.

“Father told you the good news?” she says to Helen.

“Oh, Miriam,” Helen says, giving her a hug, “I am so happy for you.” 

“What did the doctor say?” I ask.

“So far, he says, there’s no sign of neurological deficit,” she says, wiping her eyes with a tissue. “They won't know for sure for a few days. But he said it was almost miraculous for her to wake up so quickly after such a serious fall.”

“Well, we’re just so thankful she has,” I say. “We’ll let the rest of the church know the good news, and I promise to stop by and check in tomorrow.”

With a twinkle in her eye, Miriam says, “Father, Sunday’s such a busy day for you, why don’t you let Helen drive you over? When I texted my father-in-law the good news, he assured me that she is both encouraging and exciting company.”

***
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It's nearly 11 p.m. by the time we get back to the rectory. Before I can let myself in, Anna opens the door and steps outside, still fully dressed. She pushes me inside and then hugs Helen and escorts her in. 

“That,” she says conspiratorially, “is in case anyone is watching. How’s Catherine?”

“She’s awake and talking,” I say. “The doctor says they won’t know for a few days if there’s any permanent damage, but they’re optimistic. He said it's a miracle that she woke up so quickly.”

“Well, it is,” Anna says matter-of-factly, “what with all the people in the church praying. You need to let them know.”

“I’ve already taken care of it, Anna,” Helen says.

Anna smiles at us. “See,” she says. “You already make a good team.” She looks at the time. “Okay, I’m way past my bedtime. Good night, you two.”

We tell her good night, and Anna heads back up the stairs and closes her bedroom door with a decided “click.” 

I suddenly realize I’m starving and that Helen must be, too. Reading my mind, she says, “Come on. Let’s get something to eat. I’m starving.” 

We decide to leave the beautifully set dining room table for tomorrow’s lunch and dive into the warmed up lasagna dinner at the kitchen table. 

I typically experience something of a physical collapse after such intense human interaction, but this time my landing is much softer, thanks no doubt to Helen’s presence and good cooking. We take our dessert into the living room and eat it on the couch.  By the time we’re finished, I am exhausted but don’t want to ask her to leave. Fortunately, I don’t have to. She disappears into the kitchen and by the time she returns, I am beginning to doze off. 

She kisses me lightly on the cheek and says, “Good night, darling. I can sleep in on Sunday but you can’t. The dishwasher’s loaded and I’ll stop by on my way to 10:30 a.m. Mass and unload it tomorrow. Don’t get up. It's better if no one sees us at the door.” She turns, but I say in what I had hoped would be a suave voice that comes out more like a whine, “come back here.” She turns and walks back as I stand. I make the sign of the cross on her forehead and then kiss the mark, saying quietly, “God bless you, my darling. Good night.”
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The next morning, I check my phone for any news from the hospital. It’s before 7 a.m., so I don’t text Dan, thinking he’s probably still asleep. Instead, I dress and go to the church to offer up prayers of thanksgiving for Catherine’s recovery.

Inside, I see the altar already prepared for 8 a.m. Mass. I smile and look around the church to see Dominic Trent kneeling in a pew, his hands together in prayer and his eyes closed. Dominic is always the first one here on Sunday and the last to leave, making sure everything is in readiness for the Masses. 

Usually he’s alone. Today, he has Sam Reynolds sitting with him. Sam’s another altar server who’s kind of Dominic's shadow, or right-hand man, depending on your perspective. His youngest brother was my first baptism at Saint Clare’s—really, my first ever. 

After bowing to the altar, I walk back to where they are. Dominic must have heard my footsteps, because he opens his eyes and jumps to his feet as I approach.

“Good morning, Dominic, Sam,” I say with a smile.

“Father,” Dominic replies with a slight nod. Sam is still seated. But instead of praying, he appears to be staring off into space.

“I’m sorry to interrupt your prayers. I just wanted to tell you I appreciate you getting everything set up this morning.”

“Of course, Father,” Dominic says. “How is Catherine Conway?”

“She’s awake and talking,” I say. “I haven’t heard how she’s doing this morning.”

“That’s good, that’s good,” he says, nodding.  He looks down at Sam and taps him on the shoulder. Sam jumps, appears to notice me for the first time, and scrambles to his feet.

“Oh! Sorry, Father Tom!” he says, nervously. “I didn’t notice you there.”

Sam is usually a composed young man—not as composed as Dominic, who on occasion can make the Archbishop’s assistant, ex-Marine Chaplain Father Wayne, look like a slacker—but usually he’s calm and quiet. Today, he’s broken out into a sweat, fidgeting with his hands and shifting nervously from foot to foot.

“Is something bothering you, Sam?”

“No,” he says quickly. 

“Sam,” Dominic says quietly, “you promised you’d talk to the Father.”

“It’s not that important,” Sam whispers.

“Yes, it’s important,” Dominic says. “Father Tom, Sam would like to speak to you. In private.”

He shoves Sam gently towards me. Sam, for his part, looks pale.

“Yes, ah, yes, that is—can I speak to you in private?” Sam asks.

“Of course,” I say. “Would you like to come—”

“Now, Father?” he says earnestly.

“Oh, ah, of course,” I say. “Let’s go to the sacristy.”

Once there, we sit down across from each other, Sam bent over with his elbows on his knees and his head in his hands..

“Now, what—”

“I think I’m in love!” Sam says. He looks stricken as he says the words.

I smile, “Well, Sam, that’s nice—”

“No,” he shakes his head frantically, “no, it’s not. It just—oh, Father, I’m so confused, I don’t know what to do!” He’s beginning to hyperventilate as if he’s having a panic attack.

“Sam,” I say gently. “Just calm down and tell me the whole story.”

He takes a deep breath. “OK, you may not know this, Father, but for some time now, I’ve thought I had a vocation to the priesthood.”

“You have not told me that, but I’m not surprised. I can see your love for the Mass, for prayer, for service. How long have you thought you had a call?”

“Since I was eight years old,” he says. “From that time, I’ve thought about nothing else. I couldn’t wait until I was old enough to enter seminary to begin training. I was going to talk to you anyway soon, I mean, I’ll be a senior this year and I wanted to get everything lined up.” He takes a deep breath. “And then I met her,” he sighs.

“Who?”

“Tina. Tina Morgan.”

“Oh, yes, I know the Morgans. Tina’s their oldest, isn’t she? She seems like a nice girl.”

“She’s an angel,” Sam says with stars in his eyes. “Her hair is so beautiful, blond and smells of rose petals. Hazel eyes with little flecks of yellow. Her smile, oh, it just melts me when she smiles at me. I love her laugh. I love everything about her. I think about her all the time. I used to think only about God and the Church. But now . . . I was trying to pray when you came in, but I couldn’t. All I could think about was her.”

I can’t help but smile. 

I know what he’s going to ask me. I take a deep breath. “How does she feel?”

“What?” he says, looking at me like I just asked him if he saw Bigfoot driving a convertible.

“How do you think Tina feels about you?”

“How should I know?”

“What I mean is, when you talk to each other . . .”

“I’ve never talked to her. I couldn’t do that. I mean, what would I say?”

“Wait. What?”

He sighs. “Father Tom, I can’t even get the courage to say hello.”

“So you’ve never even talked to this girl?”

Sam shakes his head. “No.”

I collapse back in my chair. “Sam, it sounds like all you have here is a crush. You’re not in love—at least, not yet. And the fact that you’re attracted to a young woman your age, even for someone discerning a vocation, isn’t that unusual. Most of the young men I went to seminary with had dated in high school. It’s part of growing up.”

“You were married before you became a priest,” Sam says.

“Yes, I was.”

“And you’re in love with Ms. Parr.”

That statement stops me cold. “What makes you say that?”

He shrugs. “What you told the church the first Sunday of Lent. The other guys are always talking about how you look like a couple.” He pauses. “By the way, no one thinks you and Ms. Parr have, well, you know. But it’s true, isn’t it?”

Do I lie to this young man, tell him to deny the evidence of his own eyes and my own words to the Church? He came to me for counsel about a serious issue. Anything less than the truth is doing him a disservice.

Besides, everyone will find out our secret in a matter of weeks.

“Sam,” I say slowly. “You heard what I told the Church. Ms. Parr and I have a special relationship that, yes, could be characterized as love. And you also heard me say I questioned my own vocation as recently as a few months ago. Part of it was my feelings for Ms. Parr. But we both agreed that my vocation was more important than our feelings for each other.”

“So you think I should ignore how I feel?”

I smile. “No, Sam, I’m not saying that at all. What I am saying is that, when a man becomes a priest, feelings and emotions aren’t turned off. They’re still there. It’s how you handle them that’s the important thing. But Sam, there is a big difference between you and me.”

“What’s that, Father?”

“I am a priest. You’re not. And until you receive the Sacrament of Holy Orders, the question of your vocation is still that—a question.”

Sam nods his head. “So what should I do?”

“The best advice I can give you is two-fold. First, you really need to talk to your parents, especially your father. I don’t know him very well, but he’s always struck me as being very strong in his faith as well as a good Dad. The second thing is to keep praying, keep discerning. God may have been calling you to the priesthood since you were eight years old. Or, maybe he gave you a desire for a deeper relationship with Him to prepare you for something else, like being a husband and father. Remember, the Sacrament of Holy Orders and the Sacrament of Marriage are equal in the Church’s eyes. One’s not a lesser choice.”

I look at the time. “I’d like to continue our conversation, but we need to get ready for Mass. Have I helped?”

Sam nods. “I think so. I am going to talk to my Dad. And . . . maybe I’ll say hi to Tina after Mass.”

I smile. “Both sound like fine plans to me, Sam.”

***
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I  know that everyone is anxious for information about Catherine, so I text Dan just before 10:30 a.m. Mass. Thus, I am able to begin my homily by thanking everyone for their prayers and assuring them that Catherine is awake and recovering nicely from both her concussion and her broken arm. They are keeping her in the hospital a few more days for observation but all the signs are positive. 

After Mass, Helen joins Anna and I at the Rectory for a delicious meal of leftover lasagna, eaten at the beautiful table Helen set the night before (sans candlelight). 

“This is really, really good, Helen,” Anna says. “Tom never told me you were such a good cook.”

“Well, that’s because Tom didn’t know until recently,” Helen laughs. “When we were together in college, I was a disaster in the kitchen.”

“Fortunately, I could cook,” Tom says. 

“Oh, I remember,” Anna says. “Now, just pile the dishes in the sink and let’s get going.”

The three of us drive over to the hospital together. This time, since it’s not an emergency, I drive my car. After dropping Anna off at the front door, Helen rides with me to park in the clergy parking space.

“Huh,” she says. “We’re further away than last night.”

“I noticed that, too,” I say with a smile. 

We enter the hospital and find Anna talking to a woman from the Ladies of Charity. She tells us she’ll catch up with us, and so Helen and I go up to Catherine’s room. There, we find her sitting up in bed holding court with her parents and younger siblings. She’s laughing and talking a mile a minute while Max and JP wrestle on the floor.

All in all, it reminds me of 10:30 a.m. Mass.

When Dan sees us, he announces, “OK, kids, tell Father Tom and Miss Helen goodbye. We need to head home.” They dutifully mumble goodbye or something similar and march and tumble their way out of the room. 

Helen goes to Miriam and hugs her, saying, “You look exhausted. Why don’t you go get a cup of coffee? We’ll keep Catherine company.” 

Miriam starts to say something, but Catherine says, “Mommy, Miss Helen is right. You need a break. Besides, I need to tell them about my dream.”

The word “dream” hits my ears. “You had a dream, Catherine?”

With her brown eyes as big as saucers, she nods and says, “Uh-huh, about you and Miss Helen.”

“She’s been going on and on all morning about this dream she had last night about the two of you,” Miriam says wearily. “Won’t tell me what it is. She says it’s a special dream and she has to tell you.”

“Oh,” Helen says, nervously. “OK.”

Miriam turns to Catherine. “I’ll be back in a few minutes. Now remember, don’t get too excited. The doctor said you need to stay calm.”

“I’ll remember, Mommy,” Catherine says.

After saying thank you to us. Miriam leaves. I turn to Catherine and open my mouth to ask her about her dream when she says, “Oh, Father Tom, Miss Helen! I’m just so happy for you!”

“Ah, what about, Catherine?” I ask.

“About you and Miss Helen getting married!”

I am so stunned I say nothing. Helen starts coughing, but manages to say, “No, honey, priests can’t get married.  Father Tom and I are friends like you and Sebastian are.” 

“But the lady said you’re going to get married right after Jesus’ birthday,” Catherine insists.

“What lady, honey?” I ask. But I think I know the answer already.

“The lady in the white dress with the blue ribbon.”

Helen and I look at each other. From the expression on her face, she knows too.

Joan.

I sit on the edge of the bed, Helen on the other side. “Tell me more about your dream, Catherine,” I say.

“Well, I was in a beautiful place—not a garden, but there were trees like a forest. There was grass, and a statue of Mary, and another statue of a girl praying to Mary. And first I was scared because I was alone and I wanted my Mommy and Daddy. Then the lady and a little girl came out of the woods.”

I gasp. Helen looks at me with her eyes wide. “You say, there was a little girl, too?” I manage to say.

“Uh-huh, she looked a little older than me. The lady told me not to be afraid, that I was only sleeping, and I’d see my Mommy and Daddy soon. Then she told me that she had a secret for me, that you and Miss Helen were going to get married right after Jesus’ birthday.”

Helen manages to whisper, “Did she say anything else?”

“Yes,” Catherine sits up straight and juts out her chin. “She said she had a message for me to give you.”

She pauses, I guess for dramatic effect, then says, “She wanted me to tell you that she’s happy for both of you. That this is a good thing. And not to worry about them, because they’re with Jesus.”

Tears well up in my eyes. “That’s some dream you had, Catherine,” I rasp. “That was right before you woke up?”

“Uh-uh,” she shakes her head, “I didn’t wake up until after the man came.”

Helen gasps, but can’t speak. “What man?” I ask.

“He was younger than you, with brown curly hair.”

Helen clutches her chest. “Did he say anything?” she whispers.

“He told me to tell you that he’s happy for you, and that he knows Father Tom will make you a good husband.” She pauses. “He said something about daffodils, too.”

Helen stands up, as white as a sheet. “Excuse me,” she whispers and hurries from the room.

“Is Miss Helen all right?” Catherine asks. “She looks like she was crying. I didn’t mean to make her cry.”

“No, of course you didn’t,” I say, reassuringly. “But Catherine, this was just a dream, you know that, right?”

“No, it’s going to happen,” Catherine says firmly. 

My mind is a jumble by the time Miriam comes back. “Well, did you have a nice visit?” she says.

“I told Father Tom and Miss Helen about my dream that they’re getting married,” Catherine says.

“That’s nice—what!” Miriam says, a shocked expression on her face. “Oh, Catherine, that’s—Father Tom, I’m so—”

I force myself to laugh. “It’s okay,” I say. “Probably just all the medication she is on.”

Miriam smiles weakly. “That’s probably it.”

***
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As soon as I leave the room, I look for Helen. I finally find her in a quiet corner. She’s bent over crying.

“Darling,” I whisper after looking around. I sit down and put my arm around her.

“Oh, Tom,” she says through her sobs. “Ever since I came back to the Church there’s been one question I’ve had. I always wondered . . . I wondered . . .”

“You’ve wondered if you’d see John again,” I whisper.

She sits up and looks at me. “Yes,” she says weakly. “He and I never went to church—I mean, we got married in the Church, and John was raised in the Church, received all his sacraments as a kid, but like me, didn’t really go as an adult. He was a good man, kind, sweet, but the Church really didn’t mean that much to him. After he died, I didn’t really give things much thought.”

“But it has recently.”

She nods. “More and more.” She takes a deep breath. “You’ve seen Joan like Catherine did before.”

I nod. “Yes,” I say. “Twice before. Once in the Grotto at Our Lady of the Mount—a vision, a dream, I swear I was awake. The second time was when I was in a coma after the attack in Bellamy.”

“She’s with your daughter.”

“Yes,” I whisper. “And where she is, John is, too.”

“But Tom,” she says. “That was just a crazy dream Catherine had. A pure coincidence.” She pauses. “Right?”

“I don’t know,” I say. “Honestly, I don’t think it was a coincidence. Somehow, someway, Catherine knows our secret. And the only explanation that makes any sense to me is that Joan told her.”

Helen sighs. “Wow.”

“Wow is right.” I sit back and look at the ceiling.

“What are you thinking?”

I chuckle. “I’m thinking I need to see if there are any books out there on being a priest to a little seer.”
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Humphrey Bogart and Claude Raines are walking off into the foggy night, Bogey uttering the iconic line, “Louis, I think this is the beginning of a beautiful friendship," when Helen’s phone rings.

I stretch. “Are you going to have to go out?” I say, yawning.

“Depends on who—Oh! It’s Gladys,” she says. 

“She knows we have a date, right?”

“I told her, so I doubt she’d call if it wasn’t important,” Helen says as she answers the phone.

“Hey, honey, what’s up?” Helen says lightly. I can’t hear what Gladys is saying, but she sounds like a hysterical chipmunk. 

“What? Gladys, honey, slow—just slow—honey, I can’t understand you. Take a deep breath.” She pauses. “OK, now tell me what happened.”

Whatever Gladys says causes Helen to slip into full-bore detective mode.

“Where are you right now?” She listens to her response, then asks, “Have you called 911?” Helen nods and says. “Good, good. Now listen, Gladys, I’m on my way right now. This is very important. Don’t talk to anyone until I get there.” She pauses and smiles. “It’s going to be OK, sweetie.”

I grab our coats and hand Helen hers. She says, “You don’t have to go.” 

“It's Gladys,” I say, “and besides, I’m the police chaplain, remember.”

Once we’re in her car and on our way, lights and sirens blaring, I ask, “What’s happened? Is Gladys OK?”. 

“Apparently she’s been involved in some sort of car accident. She’s fine but someone else is hurt, possibly dead. You need to be ready for the worst.”

“Got it” I say, putting on my best priest face. Knowing that when we get there, Helen will be completely in charge and will not have time to give me orders, I ask, “What do you want me to do?” 

Without hesitating, she says, “Take care of Gladys. Get her away from the scene but not too far away. Try to find out what happened but don’t let her talk to anyone else. If anyone tries to question her, tell them she is waiting on her lawyer.”

“Should I call Angela Jenkins?”

Helen shakes her head. “She’s been appointed State Attorney, remember?”

“Oh, yeah, in all the excitement I forgot. Should I find another lawyer for Gladys?”

“Not yet. I don’t want her to do that unless we have to. Let me get the lay of the land first.” 

In all the confusion, I forget to ask where we are headed and am shocked when we turn left onto the long driveway that I know leads to the home of the President of Myer College.  It is a long driveway, but by the time we crest the top of a small hill, we can see the rescue and police vehicles with their flashing lights. Helen pulls over and shows her badge as she approaches the scene. I stay on her heels until I see Gladys, then make a beeline for her. She is sobbing and shaking all over. I squat down and wrap my arms around her, looking for a place we can move to. Fortunately, there is an old-fashioned wrought iron bench a bit off the driveway, on the edge of the woods surrounding the mansion.

“Gladys,” I whisper,  “let's go over to that bench so we can talk, OK?” She nods yes and I slowly push her chair just outside the ring of confusion that is surrounding someone lying on the driveway. 

I position her chair so she is across from me when I sit down, with her back to the accident scene. I sit there with her, holding both her hands until she catches her breath. 

When she is finally able to look up, she looks to me like she’s going into shock. “Gladys, let me get one of the paramedics to check you out.” 

Gladys shakes her head. “No, I’ll be fine, Dad. He needs all the help he can get.” 

“Can you tell me what happened?” I ask as gently as I can.

“I don’t know,” she wails, starting to cry again. “I came over the hill and there was this blinding light, and I felt a thump and by the time I could stop, the light was gone. I got out of the van and went back to look for what I hit, but I didn’t see anything. It was only when I got back in and started forward again that I realized I was dragging something. I got out again but I couldn’t get low enough to see under the van, so I went around back again and that's when I saw the blood. I just started screaming for help and managed to dial 911. It took forever for me to explain where I was. I don’t know the address for this place. I mean, everyone in town knows where the President’s Mansion is, but the dispatcher isn’t from around here and she kept saying she had to have an address, and I kept saying that I didn’t know, and finally she called her supervisor over and he had gone to Myer, and he knew what I was talking about.

“They wanted to know if I could do first aid, and I tried to explain that he was trapped under my car, but they wanted me to check to see if he was breathing, and so I wheeled as close to the van as I could and I sort of did a controlled fall onto the driveway, and I lay down and looked under with my flashlight, and that’s when I saw him.”

“Who?” I ask.

She looks at me with a pained expression. “Chad Hudson,” she whispers.

“Chad Hudson? Are you sure?”

“Dad, I've known him for years. I know what he looks like. It’s Chad. He was staring straight at me, but his eyes weren’t moving. I think he may be dead.” 

As she says this, I look over her shoulder. The paramedics are gone now, the person they were working to save now consigned to the role of body in a crime scene. I see Richard Davenport standing on the other side of the police tape, his hands in his pockets.

I know that I only have a short time to do what I need to do, so I hand Gladys my phone. 

“Gladys, I need you to do something for me right now. Just sit here and wait for a call from Helen. Don’t move. I’ll be back in just a moment.” She nods her head. I walk quickly to Chad’s body, donning my purple stole as I go. I don’t know if he’s Catholic or even if he believes in God, but I want to give his soul the best send-off I can to the afterlife.

When I get back, Gladys is still sitting there, still staring at the phone. I take it from her gently and ask, “Gladys, what were you doing out here at this time of night?”

“Chad asked me to come, to meet with him and Richard. He said it was important, that it had to do with something bad.”

“What do you mean, bad?”

“Something bad he and Richard had done.”

“OK, honey,” I say patiently. “I think you need to start at the beginning.”

She sighs, as if the very thought of telling this story is more than she can handle. “I got a call this afternoon from Chad. He said that he needed to talk to me in private and would I meet him at the little bar outside town, you know, the one with the dice on the roof. First, I told him to go to hell, but he kept pushing and said that there was something he just had to get off his chest, that he couldn’t live with anymore. I figured it had something to do with Richard, and Chad’s role in securing romantic conquests for him through the years. I thought about it for a minute and remembered what I uncovered after you and Mom left Bellamy. I think I told you, some of those girls were recruited for men on campuses around America. I asked why he needed to speak to me about it, and he said something about newspapers and uncovering the truth. He was pretty upset and I had a hard time understanding him, so I thought he must have read about what we did.

“Anyway, I finally agreed to meet him at the bar but only if we sat in the front, where there were plenty of people around to witness any bad behavior on his part. I got there a little after eight, as we had planned. He had a table out in front and there were plenty of people around, so I wheeled up and we started talking. He was nursing one drink and ordered another while we were sitting there. I just had a cola, because I was driving. I asked him what he wanted to tell me, and he started on about how it didn’t just involve him but it also had to do with Richard. He said that he had talked to Richard after he called me and that Richard had also realized how wrong they had been. He wanted to talk to me, too, but not in public. 

“I told Chad straight up that there was no way I was going anywhere with him and that I knew when I was being set up. But then he showed me a letter of resignation, signed by Richard himself. It was on his personal stationary and said that he had done something terrible in the past and that he intended to confess it to the world. So he was resigning from his position at the college effectively immediately. 

“Dad, I looked at the letter. It was Richard’s signature. Chad tucked it in his breast pocket. They’ll find it when they go through his clothes at the hospital. If he makes it there.”

This last comment catches me off guard and the look on my face betrays the truth. Gladys looks at me and then begins to cry, “Oh, my God! I killed him! I killed him!”

“Sshh,” I say firmly. “We don’t know for sure what happened yet. Now what happened after Chad showed you the letter?”

But before she could say anything else, a Myerton police officer I don’t recognize approaches us. “Ms. Finkelstein,” she asks, “were you driving this vehicle tonight?” I remember what Helen said about not letting Gladys answer any questions, but it seems so harmless that I don’t try to stop her.

“Yes, ma’am,” she whispers.

“Ma’am, I need you to take a breathalyzer test.”

“Of course,” she says, sounding more confident than she has up to now.

The officer administers the test and is obviously satisfied with the results. She thanks Gladys and returns to the scene. 

“OK,” I say, “so after Chad showed you the letter, what happened?” 

“Chad said that Richard wanted to confess to me before he went to the police. He said he was going to the President’s Mansion, and if I wanted to find out the truth, I should come over. If not, I could wait until tomorrow, when Richard would hold the press conference. All he asked, he said, was for me to let him know one way or another so he could open the driveway gate for me. He paid for our drinks and left. I sat there for a while and finished my drink. I guess my curiosity got the best of me, because I texted him that I was on my way.”

“When was that?” I ask. 

She pulls out her phone and says, “9:15 p.m.” 

I check my watch. It's 10:30 p.m. now.

“So you came straight over from the bar?”

“Yeah.”

“And the gate was open?”

“Yeah.”

By this time her shoulders are sagging, and I can see she’s exhausted. “OK, honey, I think that’s enough for now. Would you like to go sit in Helen’s car until she’s done?”

Gladys shakes her head. “I’d rather just stay here, if that’s OK.”

“Of course,” I say. We sit together in silence until the last squad car pulls away and an exhausted Helen joins us.
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It takes Gladys about an hour to tell Helen the story she just told me. By this time, it's midnight and the three of us load up in Helen’s car, since Gladys’ van has been impounded. They drop me off at the rectory and, after saying Night Prayer, I fall into bed, both physically and mentally exhausted. 

I text Helen the next morning.

How’s it going?

She replies,

As well as can be expected. Stayed with Gladys last night.

Did you two get any sleep?

Not much. She’s still pretty upset.

I can imagine. Did she say anything else?

No, not much more than in her original story.

Is there anything I can do?

I’ll let you know.

Pls do.

I grab my robe and start to the shower when my message chime dings. I pick up my phone and smile.

Love you.

Love you too.

After showering and getting dressed, I go downstairs to enjoy the pancake breakfast prepared by Anna, filling her in on last night’s events. Breakfast finished, I take a cup of coffee into my office, where I sit down and check my email. 

There’s nothing from the Archbishop. Which I really don’t expect for several weeks yet. Even finding out an answer from the Vatican in several weeks is lightning speed for the Catholic Church. Days is just too much to hope for.

But miracles can happen. One already has.

I get to work on my homily, trying hard to stay focused in light of everything that is going on. I’ve only been working about 30 minutes when the Rectory phone rings. Anna answers, but a moment later the phone on my desk rings.

“Yes, Anna,” I say.

“President Richard Davenport for you.”

I look away from the screen with a jerk. Why would he be calling me? I suppose there is only one way to find out.

“Thank you, Anna,” I say, then press the blinking button. “Dr. Davenport,” I say, “Good morning.”

Davenport answers with a mixture of sadness and dignity. “Good morning, Father Greer. I hope I’m not interrupting.” 

“Not at all,” I say, “I am so sorry for the loss of your friend. How may I help you?”

“Thank you, Father. Chad was a very special person to me. You may not know this, but we grew up together, played ball in high school, attended University together. He was my oldest and dearest friend, and I still can't believe he’s gone. His loss leaves a big void in my life.”

“Of course,” I murmur. 

“Father, Chad was raised Catholic and, though he had not practiced his faith in years, he often spoke of how he missed the beauty and ritual surrounding the Mass. So I think he would have wanted a Catholic funeral. I am hoping you can help me arrange that?”

“Certainly.  Would you like to have it here at Saint Clare’s or did he have a home parish somewhere?”

“I think Saint Clare’s would be best. He has no family left so I’ll be making all the arrangements. May I stop by your office sometime this afternoon?”

“Of course. I have Noon Mass but am free after that.”

“1:00 p.m.?”

“I’ll see you then.”

I hang up and return to my homily. After staring at the screen for a few minutes, I decide I need another cup of coffee and go to the kitchen. After preparing a cup—this one with extra sugar, I need the pick-me-up—I wander to Anna’s office, where she’s tapping away on her keyboard. I lean up against the door and just watch her work for a moment.

She notices me and stops her work. “Something wrong, Tom?”

“How did Davenport seem to you?”

Anna thinks for a moment, then shrugs. “About what you’d expect. Sad over the loss of his friend.”

“He told me they had a special relationship and Chad was his oldest and dearest friend,” I say. “I would have thought he’d be more upset.”

“Grief is a strange thing, Tom. You know that yourself. He could have been more upset earlier and calmed down by the time he called you. Besides, Chad was his friend. It’s not like he was his spouse.”

I’m about to say I see Anna’s point when I remember what Gladys screamed at Chad in The Bistro.

You’ve kept his big secret for years, and how has he treated you?

That could be anything. Certainly, it has nothing to do with the case. 

But . . . 

I start back to my office and pull my phone out of my pocket, dialing Helen’s number.

“Hi,” she answers, slightly confused. “It’s not really a good time to chat.”

“Just a quick question. Did Gladys say anything about Richard Davenport and Chad Hudson’s relationship?”

Helen pauses on the other end. “Gladys hasn’t said much more about anything than she told us last night.”

“So she hasn’t mentioned anything about them being  . . . more than friends?”

The pause is longer this time. “Tom?” Helen asks slowly. “Why would you ask me that question?”

“There are just a couple of things,” I say. “First, I just got off the phone with Richard. He said Chad was a very special person in his life, and that his death has left a great void.”

“I don’t see how—”

“And then, during that incident at The Bistro, Gladys screamed something about Chad keeping Richard’s big secret for years.”

There’s more silence on the other end of the phone, then Helen says, “Tom, I know the Church’s teaching on same-sex relationships, but I can’t believe you of all people are being so judgmental.”

“Oh, Helen! I hope you know me better than that. I’m not judging them. I just find the possibility curious, to say the least, considering what we do know about Richard Davenport’s  . . . activities.”

She sighs. “Ok, sorry, Tom. But to answer your question, no, Gladys has never said a word to me. Besides, if it’s true, it’d have nothing to do with Chad’s death.”

Something in the tone of her voice alarms me. “Helen,” I ask warily, “what’s wrong?”

She lowers her voice. “Tom, I don’t know. But there’s something about this case that’s bothering me.”

“Like what?”

“Mmmm, nothing I can put my finger on, but the more I look, the more things are not adding up the way they should if this was only an accident.”

***
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I get back to the Rectory a few minutes before 1 p.m. to find Davenport waiting there. Anna has fixed him coffee and we move into my office to talk.

“Before we begin, President Davenport,” I say, “Tell me how you’re doing? I saw you at the accident but I was unable to get over to talk to you.”

Davenport smiles weakly and sighs. “Please, call me Richard. No, you were with Gladys, as you certainly should have been. Poor thing. I know she’s devastated.”

I say nothing to this and he continues. “Well, of course, it was a shock. I knew that Gladys was coming over. There was a bit of a misunderstanding between her and me the other night and Chad wanted us to patch things up. He was like that, you know, quite the peacemaker.”

I’m getting angry at his characterization of his behavior as a “misunderstanding,” but I keep my tongue.

For now.

“Anyway,” Richard continues, “he had walked down to open the gate for Gladys and I guess he was walking back when it happened. I thought it was taking him a rather long time but then, he sometimes liked to have a cigarette in the evenings. I don’t allow smoking in or near the house, so I thought he must have decided to pause nearer the road for a smoke. It wasn’t until I heard the sirens that I ran out to see what had happened. They were trying to get him out from under the van and Gladys was in her chair, sobbing. I tried to go to her but the police stopped me and told me to stay away. You and Detective Parr arrived a little later.”

The fact that his story and Gladys’ are somewhat different is not lost on me. I make a mental note of the discrepancies to discuss with Helen later. 

“Again,” I say, “I’m very sorry for your loss. Now, you wanted to discuss funeral arrangements?”

“I believe,” he says, his voice cracking with emotion, “that he would prefer to be cremated. The Church allows that now, right?”

“Yes, and I can put you in touch with several interment locations.  We can either inter the ashes immediately after the funeral or I can meet you at the location you select at a later time,” I say.

“Would it be terribly wrong for me to hold on to his ashes in my home for a few days after the funeral? I would,” and here his voice cracks, “like to have him with me for a little while longer, just until I get used to him being gone.”

“The Church teaches that his ashes must ultimately be placed in a sacred space, but given his sudden death, I think it is not unreasonable for you to take a few extra days to grieve.” I pause and then continue, as gently as I can, “I assume that his body is with the coroner now.”

“Oh, yes, they have to do a complete investigation,” Richard nods,  “though I am sure this was nothing more than just a tragic accident. ‘Wrong place at the wrong time’ sort of thing.”

“I’m sure. Now, what about hymns? Do you know if he had any specific ones or types of church music he enjoyed?”

***
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“Anything new?” I ask. “How’s Gladys?”

Helen yawns in the seat beside me. I picked her up after work and we’re heading out of town. My plan, such as it is, is that we drive until we’re hungry and eat at the first restaurant we come across before driving back.

“About as well as can be expected,” Helen says. “Neither of us got much sleep last night. I told her to go home and rest.”

“How about you?” I ask.

“I’m fine,” she yawns. “I was able to grab a nap on the couch in my office so I’ll be OK as long as you don’t keep me out too late.”

“I promise to have you safely home by 8 p.m., as long as you promise to go straight to bed as soon as I drop you off.”

“Fair enough.” She pauses. “Because she was involved in the accident, I can’t let her anywhere near any of the evidence.”

“I bet she doesn’t like that.”

“I’m not happy about it either,” Helen growls. “She’s the best I’ve got. Dan’s great, but he’s no Gladys when it comes to—well, just about everything.”

“Has she said anything else about last night, or Chad or Richard?”

“If you’re asking me if she’s said Chad and Richard were lovers, no. But that may be because I haven’t asked her, since I don’t think it matters to the case.”

I nod. “OK, fair enough.”

“She did mention that when she got to the bar, Chad was having an argument with another guy. Turns out it was the bartender.”

“What were they arguing about?”

“Gladys doesn’t know. The bartender left before she could get close enough to hear.”

We drive in silence for a few minutes, then she says, “Tom, I’m worried about this case.”

“You mentioned things weren’t adding up.”

“No,” she says, “it’s not just that. This isn’t my gut this time.”

“What is it?”

She takes a deep breath. “I think—dammit, no, it’s not possible—Tom, I think Gladys is lying.”

“What!” I yell, more out of surprise than anything else. “What in the world would make you say that?”

“Tom, I can’t believe it myself—shit, I’m not sure I do believe it—but there are a couple of huge problems with her story.”

“What are they?”

“First,” Helen says, holding up one finger, “Gladys claims to have been blinded by a bright light just as she crested the hill. I asked Richard about that, but he claims to have seen nothing himself. He did admit that he was in the back of the house, so he most likely wouldn’t have seen it anyway. Gladys didn’t know where it came from, other than in front of her. I had a search done of the area around the accident scene, but no one came across a light of any kind.

“Second, when Chad’s clothing and car were searched, there was no sign of the letter of resignation that Gladys claims he showed her.”

“Could he have dropped it somewhere?” I ask.

“Sure, and I had men out there all morning searching up and down the driveway and the woods on either side, but they found nothing.”

“And from that, you think Gladys is lying? Why would she lie?”

She crosses her arms. “I don’t know Tom. You tell me. I mean, until that little incident at The Bistro, I thought she, Chad, and Richard were very close and all got along great. But Gladys was pretty angry at Chad over something—angry enough to yell at him in public and throw a glass of water on him.”

“Helen,” I say slowly, “it’s not my story to tell.”

“I know you know, Tom,” Helen says. “I know you think you have to keep it from me, to protect Gladys’ confidentiality. But a man is dead now. A man Gladys had a very public argument with just a few days ago. I need to know, Tom.”

“Helen, you know I—”

“Darling,” she says softly. “I know. But Gladys trusts you. Please, can you talk to her about talking to me?”

“She’s afraid you’ll get mad,” I say.

“Tom, she just killed a man,” Helen points out. “My anger should be the least of her worries.”

I sigh. “I’ll talk to her tomorrow. Now, can we please talk about something else?”

“I have a better idea,” she says breathlessly, a hint of a smile on her face. “Take this next exit.”

“Yes?” I say slowly.

“Turn to the left.”

“Uh-huh?”

“Then turn right at the first light.”

“OK.”

She leans over to whisper to me. “Because, Tom, my darling, the thing I want to do more than anything else in the world right now . . .”

“Yes?” I whisper nervously.

“. . . is to eat some fajitas,” she says. “There’s a great little Mexican restaurant not far from here.”

I laugh. “Helen, you are a wicked woman sometimes.”

“Mmmm, yes, I know,” she says with a twinkle in her eyes.

We spend what turns out to be a delightful evening eating really good Mexican food—something you don’t expect in the mountains of western Maryland—before driving back to Myerton. As promised, I pull into the police station parking lot at 8 p.m.  I drop Helen back at her car, hugging her tightly to me in the shadow of the police station. It's hardly romantic, but it will have to do for now. 

Before she walks to her car, I say, “Don’t forget I’m cooking dinner for us Friday night.” 

“I can hardly wait,” she says, not quite stumbling to the car.
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I wake up the next morning to find a text from Helen.

Don’t forget to get Gladys to tell me.

I note the time. She sent it at 4:45 a.m.

I’ll try, but I can’t promise she will, BTW, what were you doing up at 4:45?

She replies back almost immediately.

Tom, you have GOT to get her to tell me! It’s important.

I note the vehemence of her text.

Has something else happened?

Her response this time takes a few moments. I almost text her to see if she’s still there, when her response comes through.

Yes, and it doesn’t look good. Don’t ask me what it is, because I can’t tell you yet. Just get her to tell me ASAP.

I sigh, then reply.

OK. I’ll ask her to meet me at The Perfect Cup this morning.

She responds.

Thank you, darling.

I smile. Whatever the problem, at least she’s not mad at me.

I check the time and dial Gladys.

“Hi, Dad,” she says, rather sullenly.

“Gladys? Are you OK?”

She sighs. “No, not really. But I’m here at work. They won’t let me touch Chad’s accident, so I don’t know what’s going on, if that’s what you’re calling about.”

“No, honey, I just called to check up on you,” I say, fully aware that I’m only telling her a half-truth.

“Well, I’m pretty shitty—oh, sorry!”

“It’s OK. I’ve heard Helen say worse. Listen, why don’t you meet me at The Perfect Cup around 9 a.m.? My treat. I’m sure she’ll give you the time.”

“Oh, she won’t care as long as I bring her back a cinnamon roll and coffee,” Gladys says, a little brighter now. “I’d like that. See you then.”

***
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I get to The Perfect Cup not long after 9 a.m. to find Gladys and Nate seated at one of the outdoor tables. They’re in what looks like an intense conversation. They’re sitting close together, whispering to each other, and Nate is holding her hand. I smile until I see Gladys pull her hand back and shake her head. She says something that I can’t hear, but whatever it is, Nate doesn’t seem too happy. He stands up and looks down at Gladys, who isn’t looking at him. 

I enter the cafe and go to the counter, ordering my usual large coffee with extra cream and extra sugar, and a chocolate donut. Order in hand, I head to the patio. I pass Nate on the way back in.

“Nate,” I say, “is everything OK? I saw you talking to Gladys.”

“Huh?” Nate says, confused. “Oh, yeah, hi, Father. Um, yeah, we were just talking about . . . things. Excuse me.” He hurries off to the counter.

Outside, Gladys is dabbing her eyes with a napkin. I sit in the chair next to her.

“Gladys?” I say, slowly. “What’s going on?”

“Oh, nothing, Dad,” she says, letting out a deep breath. “I just told Nate I couldn’t see him anymore.”

I sit up straight. “Why would you do that? I mean, I thought you liked him.” 

“I do. A lot actually. But . . . I’ve been thinking and decided it would be best for him.”

“Best for him?”

She nods. “He’s not going to want to go out with me anyway when everyone finds out about me and Richard.”

I look at her. “You haven’t told him.”

“No,” she says. “I just couldn’t figure out how. I mean, it’s really none of his business. It happened before he and I even started dating—ah, hanging out. But I got to thinking about how Nate would feel when everyone found out his girlfriend had done it with a man over twenty years older than him. I mean, he’s so sweet, a really good guy. He doesn’t deserve that.”

“Gladys, Nate is a grown man—OK, I know he’s a bit like Peter Pan, a boy in a man’s body—but it’s not like he’d be shocked. I mean, he knows about your past.” When she doesn’t respond, I say, “Unless you haven’t told him.”

“Dad, please,” she sighs.

“What have you told him?”

“I told him what he needed to know,” she says defensively. “We were making out and it was clear he wanted to go further—I mean, we’ve been out a few times, so it’s not like he wanted to hop in bed on our first date—and he asked me if I ever had. I told him yes, I wasn’t a virgin, I’d had a couple of partners. He said the same thing.” She takes a deep breath. “But I told him I wasn’t interested in that anymore until I’m married. He seemed to take it fine. So, I told him part of the truth. I just didn’t tell him the whole truth.”

“And you’re afraid of what might happen when he finds out that one of the men you’ve been with is Richard.”

She nods. “But look, do we have to talk about this? What did you want to see me for?”

I take a deep breath. “Gladys, I hate to add to your troubles today—”

“If you’re going to tell me I need to tell Helen about that incident with Richard and Chad, the answer is no!”

“You need to, Gladys. Helen already knows something happened. And before you ask me, no, I didn’t tell her. You did, young lady.”

“Me?”

“She’s a detective for crying out loud,” I exclaim. “She knew something was wrong the minute she heard you yelling at Chad at The Bistro. Not the most adult thing to do, by the way.”

“I know. I was angry. I had gone there to get a take-out order and saw him there. I just got so mad.”

“I don’t blame you. But don’t you see? The man you had a very public argument with is now dead. Because you ran him over.”

“It was an accident,” she whispers, her eyes big.

“I know that, sweetie,” I say, covering her hand with mine. “But you work in investigations. You’re also a genius. Can’t you see how this might look.”

She shakes her head. “I just don’t—”

I slam my hand on the table, causing our cups to clatter and Gladys to jump. “Listen, Gladys! I promised you I would respect your privacy because you asked me to keep it confidential. But things have changed. Helen needs to know. Let me remind you, you did not tell this to me in confession. I’m under no canonical prohibition. I could have told Helen when she first asked me. Instead, I kept my promise. But here we are. Either you tell her as soon as you get back to the station, or I’m telling her tonight.”

She’s startled, not only by my actions but my statement. She swallows, then nods. “OK, OK. I’ll tell her,” she says quietly. She looks at her hands. “Sorry, Dad.”

“Gladys, it’s OK. But you know, you keep telling us you’re a grown woman who’s made her own choices. Well, part of being a grown-up includes stuff like this. Tell her, face the music, and move on. It won’t be nearly as bad as you think.”

“Oh? Because I think it’s going to be pretty bad.”

***
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The only indication I have that Gladys actually told Helen about the incident with Richard is when my fiancee-to-be comes to the Rectory for lunch about 1:30 p.m.

OK, maybe I should clarify. I know Gladys hads told her when Helen comes in unannounced, slams the front door, marches into my office, and just stands there with a glare that could freeze fire.

I open my mouth to speak, but Helen speaks first. 

“Pray tell me, Father Greer,” she says with a voice as cold as ice, “when were you going to tell me that Gladys was nearly sexually assaulted by the creep Richard Davenport?”

“Now, Helen,” I say as I stand up, trying to calm her down, “I have been trying to get her to tell you ever since she told me. In fact—”

She walks to my desk and leans across it. “Tom,” she says through gritted teeth,  “if you want someone to do something, you make them do it. You charm, cajole, or threaten if it's important enough, and this certainly is.”

“I know that, Helen, that’s why I told Gladys this morning—”

“This morning! Dammit, Tom, I needed to know days ago, especially now with the case taking the direction it has.”

“Wait, what do you mean?” I ask, now concerned.

She stands at her full five feet, six inches of intimidating cophood, crossing her arms. “I mean that the Chief has placed Gladys on administrative leave pending a full investigation. It seems he is getting pressure from somewhere to arrest someone for what happened. And they seem to have their eye on Gladys. He’s only letting me continue to run it because he trusts my objectivity.”

“But I don’t understand,” I say, thoroughly shaken by this turn of events.  “It was so obviously just a tragic accident. I mean, there’s no indication of foul play.”

She sighs. “Apparently, there is. The ME found something in the preliminary autopsy. I don’t know what it is exactly, but he indicated that it points to foul play. Dan, the Chief, and I are supposed to have a video meeting with him this afternoon to find out. But now, I have to process all this new crap from Gladys and figure out what it has to do with Chad Hudson’s death, in addition to wondering about what he found.”

“Helen,” I say gently, “Gladys needs our support and understanding at a time like this.”

She turns on me like a tiger. “That’s your department, Tom, not mine,” she shouts. “If this wasn’t an accident, then Gladys is the prime suspect. She had a very public argument with the victim less than a week before his death—an argument that I now know, no thanks to you, has to do with his role in luring her into that damn pervert’s lair. That gives her motive. So, no, Tom, she doesn’t need my understanding. Gladys needs one thing from me, to keep her out of prison. To find the bastard who did this, who set her up, and if I can’t do that, if I can’t save the one who is the closest thing to a daughter that I will ever have, then what is the use? If she goes to prison because I just couldn’t crack this, then nothing else I have ever done or will ever do in my life matters. But in fact, it doesn’t matter now. All that matters is that I figure out a way to help her. And you, Father Greer, hindered my ability to do that!”

“Wait one minute, Helen!” I shout. “I want to help her, too. That’s what I was doing the night she came here to see me—not you, Helen, me. And do you know why she came here? Because she knew I wouldn’t blow up. She knew I wouldn’t get angry with her. That’s why she begged me not to tell you. Because she knew—hell, we both knew that you’d react this way. I want him stopped just as much as you do.”

“Oh, really?” she hisses. “So tell me this, oh great and wise Father.  Why did you think that keeping her dirty little secret from the big bad wolf that might actually have stopped the creep in his tracks was such a good idea? Did you think that there was anything in your background or life experience that even remotely prepared you to deal with a predator like that?”

It doesn’t happen very often, but when I get angry, I can say things I don't mean. That’s why I’m working very hard to control myself at this point. “Helen,” I say as calmly as I can, even as my temper is rising, “what I thought was that I was keeping my promise to keep what she told me confidential. When you told me how important it was, I pressed Gladys to tell you. In fact, Detective, I told her if she didn’t tell you I would tell you myself tonight.”

My statement clearly takes the wind out of Helen’s sails. “What?” she says, calmer now. “You were? Why didn’t—”

“Why didn’t I tell you?” I yell. “I tried! From the moment you stormed in here, I tried to tell you. But you wouldn’t listen. You’d already decided that you were right and I was wrong. You’d already decided that since you couldn’t be mad at Gladys, you’d get mad at me. Well, I’m glad I was here for you to beat up on a little.”

“Tom! Oh, Tom,” she says, shaking her head. “I’m—”

“And as far as my background and life experience goes, Helen, surely you remember our little foray to Bellamy. I mean, you of all people should know that I did not grow up with the Waltons. You’ve met my mother. You know what I went through after my Dad died.”

“I know that. I didn’t—”

“I may not be the great professional detective you are, but in the last four months, I’ve been beaten unconscious, held at gunpoint, had my head slammed into a wall, and let’s not forget almost framed by your sociopath of an ex-fiance! For the love of God, Helen! After all of that I think I've earned a little credit!”

She’s quiet now, not looking at me. I’ve said enough.

But I’m not done yet.

With less vehemence and more concern, I say, “Darling, you’re making the same mistake with Gladys you did with me. You think it’s all on your shoulders. It’s not. You’re not alone anymore. Dan’s a detective now—and by your own admission, a good one.” I take a deep breath. “And, you have me.”

We both stand there as our mutual anger, now broken, begins to cool off. Helen looks up, her eyes darkened with sadness, her face red, her cheeks streaked with tears.

Taking a deep breath, she says. “You’re right, Tom. I . . . I should have had more faith in you. You’ve more than earned that.”

“And I should have pressed Gladys earlier and harder to tell you what happened,” I say as I walk around the desk. She turns to me and our arms encircle each other. She lays her head on my chest. “Maybe I shouldn’t have said I wouldn’t tell you. But at the time, I thought I was doing the right thing. Darling, Gladys is a hurting soul. She doesn’t know it yet, but she will soon, I’m afraid.”

“Her soul’s your concern.  My concern is her life,” Helen says.

“I know. I’m trained in the care of souls. You’re trained in all that cool detective stuff,” I smile. “But it’s not one or the other, you know. I believe that both of us working together can save Gladys’ life and her soul.”

“Do you, Tom? Do you really believe there’s a way out of this?”

Still holding her, I say with a conviction that can only come from grace, “I do. I really do. I don’t know how yet, but I do believe there is a way out of this. For Gladys and everyone who loves her.”
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Our—whatever it was, argument, fight, discussion, debate—doesn’t leave us time to go to The Bistro for lunch. And since Helen was too angry at me to remember to pick something up on her way—a point she admits freely when I ask where our food is—we opt for leftovers in the kitchen.

We’ve just sat down when Anna tiptoes in. “So,” she says. “Have you two kissed and made up?”

We both stop chewing and stare at her. In the heat of the moment, I had forgotten she was in the Rectory.

Helen is the first to speak. “You heard all that?”

Anna nods. “Oh yes, every word. And it’s not like I was eavesdropping. I’m pretty sure there are people near East Hall on campus who could hear you.”

East Hall is on the far side of Myer College.

“Sorry about that, Anna,” I say sheepishly. “There was a misunderstanding—”

“From what I could hear, it was more than a misunderstanding. But enough about that,” she says, sitting at the table. “How are we going to help Gladys?”

“We?” I say.

“Yes, we,” Anna says. “I grew quite fond of her while she was here working on clearing your name, Tom. Oh, I don’t understand the blue hair, or her fondness for the Camelot years, or half the things that come out of her mouth, but I have a soft place in my heart for her. Is she really in trouble, Helen?”

“It’s looking more and more that way,” Helen says. “I won’t know—damn, what time is it?”

I look at the kitchen clock. “Quarter till three.”

“Yikes!” she stands up. “That video meeting with the ME from Baltimore is at three. I’ll have to hurry.”

“I’ll drive you,” I say standing up.

“No,” Anna says. “I’ll drive Helen.” I open my mouth to object when she puts her hand up to stop me. “No, it’s not because of that. While you two were having your fight—”

“—discussion—” I interject.

“—debate—” Helen says.

“Fight,” Anna says firmly, “the creep Richard Davenport called.”

Helen asks, “Why was he calling the Rectory?”

“Because he asked me a couple of days ago to do Chad Hudson’s funeral,” I explain. Helen opens her mouth. “No, this is not a point of debate, darling. Chad was Catholic—fallen away, but still Catholic. Davenport said he thought Chad would want a Funeral Mass. Trust me, I want as little to do with the guy as possible, but it is my job.” To Anna I say, “What did he want?”

“You had mentioned to him about pictures in the Narthex during the funeral, he said, and he was going to bring an album to go through. I told him three o’clock.”

I nod and look at Helen. “I guess you’d better clear out.”

“Come on, Anna,” she says. Helen grabs her tote bag as Anna takes her keys off the hook she always keeps them on. She’s following Anna out the back door when she turns around and walks back to me.

“Come here, you,” she says breathlessly, wraps her arms around my neck, and pulls me down into a kiss. It’s brief, but forceful.

Pulling away, she whispers. “That will have to do for making up for now.”

“Shall I keep a tally for after we’re married?” I whisper with a grin.

“Oh, I’m counting on it, Father,” she says with a smile.

*** 
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Richard Davenport arrives promptly at 3 p.m., carrying a large photograph album.

“I know it's unusual anymore to have hard copies of photos,” he says as we sit in the living room. Placing the album on the coffee table, he opens it. “Many of these are pre-digital, however. The more recent ones, well, I wanted to put in here. There’s something about a real photograph that is more meaningful, somehow.”

We flip through the pages. “You two did grow up together.”

“From the moment we met, we were inseparable,” he says with a smile. “Spent hours together. Graduated from the same high school—I was valedictorian, he was salutatorian. We went to the same university for undergraduate and graduate school, roommates the entire time.”

The album pages document their lives together. There are photos of them together with lacrosse sticks in the ready; the standard graduation cap and gown photos; fraternity hijinks; a few family Christmases; even a couple of the two of them in various tropical locales. In each one, their arms are thrown around each other’s shoulders, their faces open and happy with the carefreeness of youth. 

“Oh, my!” I say as I turn the page. “That is a great looking car.”

Look, I know I drive a car that could reasonably be said to have only a few, if any, good years left on it. In fact, I’m pretty sure only the grace of God is keeping it together. But because of my love of NASCAR and, really, any form of sport that involves four wheels, I do have a fondness for sports cars. I’m not a car guy—I don’t know one end of a wrench from another—but I know what I like.

The picture that catches my eye is one of Richard and Chad. They’re standing on either end of a 2005 red Ford Mustang, complete with a wide white stripe running from the rear quarter panel across the doors, ending on the front quarter panel.

“That was the first new car I bought after I got tenure,” Richard says. “That was a big year for us. Chad had just been hired in the provost’s office at Quimby College, where I was an associate professor. I loved that car.”

“There’s a lot to love about it,” I say, trying hard not to drool. “Three-hundred horsepower, twenty-four valve 4.6 litre single overhead cam V-8 engine, 0-50 in 3.8 seconds.”

“I never expected a priest to know about sports cars.”

I grin. “I wasn’t always a priest, Richard. I’ve always loved cars. Don’t know much about them. But this car was a dream of mine when it came out. I read so much about it I memorized the specs. Do you still have it?”

He hesitates before saying, “No, no. Sadly enough, I traded it only a couple of years later for something else—something more conservative, less flashy. Thought it more appropriate for my career path.”

I nod. “I understand that. Not sure how my parish would feel about their priest driving up for sick calls in a sports car.”

I turn a couple more pages and stop. A chill goes down my spine. The photograph I land on is one of three people, obviously on a cruise ship somewhere. Chad and Richard are there, but they don’t hold my attention.

Between them, sitting in her wheelchair, is Gladys.

Trying to keep my voice even, I ask, “Where was this taken?”

Leaning over to better see the photo I’m pointing to, he says, “Oh, yes. That was a little cruise we took to the Caribbean.” He looks at me. “You don’t approve, Father, do you? I mean, it’s been obvious for a while Gladys told you about our little thing. And certainly Detective Parr knows, if her death-stares are any indication.”

“Yes, Gladys told us,” I say. “When you were here getting ready to move to Myerton, she told us. As for whether I approve,” I shrug. “I’ve expressed my opinion to Gladys about sex and relationships, based on Church teachings, of course. But as she’s pointed out, she was and is a legal adult who can make her own decisions.” I pause for effect. “She also said you didn’t coerce her.”

“Coerce? Oh, no, my dear Father,” he says, his voice silky smooth. “There was no need with Gladys. She was interested in me, and I in her.”

“She told me Chad introduced you two?” I ask carefully.

Richard nods. “Oh, yes. Dear Chad acted as the go-between between her and me. I noticed her in class and sensed an interest when she talked to me—a man can always tell, you know—so I asked him to locate her and invite her to dinner with me.”

I’m trying to process this detail without grabbing him around the neck and strangling him. “So,” I say, looking at the photo again. “You three went on a cruise together.”

“Oh, yes,” he says with a smile. “We did lots of things together.”

I struggle to keep my face passive as the impact of his last sentence hits me. 

Things are beginning to come together now in my mind, making me increasingly nauseous.

I remember Chad’s statement when we first met. The three of us had some fun together, didn’t we, Gladys?

I remember her discomfort when he said that.

I remember her reaction to my off-hand comment to Dan when we were gathered in this very room, discussing how to get Brian Dohrmann’s DNA. 

You should know people don’t walk around with a sign that proclaims for all the world to see their deepest, darkest secrets. 

My stomach twists and I can feel the bile rising in my throat as I realize one of Gladys’. 

“But,” Richard says, with an ingratiating smile, “I think in spite of that, you and I can still be friends. What do you think?”

The question jars me back to the present. What do I think? I think I should have let Helen shoot you, you sick son-of-a-bitch!

“I think,” I say, standing, “I should have gotten some sticky notes. I’ll run get some for you to mark which photos you want to use. I just need a minute.”

I rush out of the living room and into my office. I shut the door and lean against it with my eyes closed, trying to maintain my self control.

This is definitely one thing I’m going to tell Helen. 
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Richard Davenport, having indicated the photographs he wanted displayed and been promised that the album would be well taken care of, leaves the Rectory about 4 p.m.

I walk into Anna’s office. “Here,” I say, handing her the album. “Can you scan the photos marked with the stickys and send them to be printed?”

“Of course,” she says. She begins to flip through the album. “When’s the funeral?”

“Next Wednesday. I know that’s not a lot of time—”

“Oh, I’ll make sure Jeremy gets it done. I went to school with his mother. That’s why he gives us such a good rate.”

I’m about to make a comment about not knowing what I’d do without her when she turns the page and gasps. “Tom, this is Gladys,” she says with surprise.

“Yes. She and Richard had a . . . relationship. But you knew that already, since that was what Helen and I were fighting about.”

“No, I heard he made unwanted advances. I didn’t pick up that there was more to it. How old was she in this picture?”

“Hard to say, since Gladys pretty much never ages. But she said she first went out with Richard—”

“—slept with him, Tom. I’m a grown woman many times over. I know about things.”

I snort. “Fine. She slept with him when she was eighteen. So maybe, twenty? I’ll tell you, Anna, Gladys has always maintained everything was consensual.”

Anna’s looking at the photograph intently. “Tom,” she says slowly. “There’s something wrong with this.”

“Anna, trust me, there are a lot of things wrong with the whole thing.”

“No, I’m not talking about the relationship. I’m talking about Gladys in this picture.” She lays the album on the desk and turns it so I can see the photograph. “This is a tropical cruise, I assume?”

“Yes, the Carribean.”

“Notice anything odd?”

I look at the photo.  It looks like a pretty standard cruise picture. The three are on the deck, the sea stretching behind them. Richard and Chad are standing together just behind Gladys in her chair. The two men are wearing short-sleeved polo shirts and khaki shorts. Gladys is—

“Wait,” I mutter. “Why is Gladys wearing a sweater?”

Anna nods. “That’s right. Why is Gladys wearing a sweater in the daytime in a tropical climate?”

“Anna,” I look at her. “Can you scan—”

“I’ll send it to your phone.” She begins to carefully remove the photograph from the album. She looks up and stops. “What’s wrong?”

I shake my head. “Anna, I don’t know if this will help save Gladys, or drive another nail in her coffin.”

While Anna is placing the photograph on the scanner, my phone beeps, I pull it out of my pocket and look at the message.

“Oh, no!” I whisper.

“What is it?” Anna asks.

“I’ve gotta go,” I say as I walk out of her office.

“Go? Go where?”

“To the police station to keep them from arresting Gladys.”

***
[image: image]


I walk into Helen’s office unannounced. She’s there having an animated conversation with Dan.

“You got my text,” she says, seeing me.

“I came as soon as I got it,” I say breathlessly. “I can’t believe you’re thinking about arresting her!”

“It’s not us, Father,” Dan says. “It’s Chief Lowden.”

“I don’t understand.”

“Tom,” Helen says. “The fact of the matter is, this is no longer an accident investigation. This is officially a murder investigation. We just got off the video meet with the ME from Baltimore. He’s nowhere near finished, but the preliminary tox screen is enough for him to rule this a homicide.”

“What did he find?” I ask, sitting next to Dan.

“The tox screen showed that Chad’s blood alcohol was under the legal limit, so he wasn’t intoxicated. However,” Dan says, “he had a significant amount of ketamine in his system.”

“What’s ketamine?”

“It’s legal use is as an anesthetic,” Helen says. “The street name for it is Special K. It is often slipped in alcoholic drinks to set the stage for date rape, rendering its victims unable to resist any command. They have no will of their own and will do anything they are told to do without question.”

I sit with this for a moment. “So, what I hear you telling me is that someone deliberately gave Chad Hudson a drug that rendered him unable to resist being persuaded to walk out in front of Gladys' van.”

“That’s right,” Helen says.

“And,” I say slowly, “Gladys met Chad at a bar. Oh, boy!”

“That, with her very public argument with Chad at The Bistro over an incident involving him and Davenport,” Helen sighs, “gives her motive and opportunity.”

“Look,” Dan says, “no one in this room believes Gladys did this. Someone is setting her up. But the Chief thinks there’s enough to arrest her. It doesn’t help that he doesn’t like her much anyway.”

“What does he have against Gladys?”

“Lowden’s very old school, you know, not terribly comfortable with someone who’s in a wheelchair,” Helen says. “He didn’t want to hire Gladys in the first place. He didn’t like the hair or the crazy vintage outfits, and he was frankly creeped out by how smart she is. I pushed for her and got her because she’s so good at what she does and even more so because she is always working on new ideas. I love this but he can’t stand it.”

“Then,” Dan chimes in, “there’s the matter of his relationship with the college president.”

“Davenport?”

“Any of them,” Helen says. “He sees them as Myerton royalty and always goes out of his way to make sure they’re happy. Apparently, it's become common knowledge among the faculty of the college that the president’s wish is Chief Lowden’s command.”

“So, do you think Davenport is somehow mixed up in this?”

“Not directly, but I think that he is more than willing to pull some strings to have the investigation take the direction he wants it to take.”

“And you think he wants it to go against Gladys?”

“It doesn’t make much sense, Helen,” Dan says. “I know there was that recent incident, but from what you’ve told me, Gladys maintains their relationship in college was consensual. And that she was friends with Chad also. She’s been really upset by all of this.”

“I know,” Helen says. “Her motive seems clear on the surface. But friends—even very close friends—can have heated arguments. It doesn’t lead to murder.”

At this point, I decide to wait to discuss my concerns with Helen. Unfortunately, she turns her detective gaze on me and picks up on something.

“What is it, Tom?” Helen says. She’s looking at me with the cool, steady gaze she reserves for suspects. I remember it from a few weeks ago.

“I’m not sure Gladys has been totally honest with us about her relationship with Richard . . . and Chad.”

“Oh?” I hold Helen’s gaze, hoping she’ll understand what I’m saying without having to speak my suspicions aloud. 

A slight gasp and her eyes getting big lets me know she got it.

“Tom,” she says, leaning across her desk. “Are you suggesting—”

“Oh, shit!” Dan exclaims as he understands. “Sorry, Father!”

“Oh, Dan, he’s heard worse from me,” Helen says with a wave of her hand. “How did you come up with this?”

I summarize my talk with Richard, noting the things he said in our conversation as well as Chad’s statement and Gladys’ reactions. 

“OK, say you’re right. What difference does it make? I mean, other than the obvious yuck factor.”

“In and of itself, it doesn’t,” I say. “But it does lend credence to what we talked about the other day—which I’m convinced is true, by the way—and it calls into question Gladys’ characterization of their relationship.”

“But Father,” Dan says, “I mean, I know this breaks I don’t know how many commandments and goes against Church teaching and all of that. But it doesn’t give anyone a motive for murder.”

“No,” I say slowly. “It doesn’t.” I pull out my phone and pull up the cruise photo. Handing it to Helen, I say. “But this might.”

Helen takes my phone and looks at the photo. “What am I looking at, Tom?”

“They went on a Carribean cruise together, the three of them—that was a big piece of the puzzle, frankly. Look at what Gladys is wearing.”

Helen moves her fingers on my screen to enlarge the photo. “A sweater.”

“I didn’t notice until Anna pointed it out,” I say. “She’s wearing a sweater on a Caribbean cruise, while Richard and Chad are in shortsleeves and shorts. Now why would she be wearing a sweater?”

“She’s hiding something,” Helen says, grimly, turning my phone so I can see the photo. “You realize this doesn’t help Gladys? In fact, if you’re right, it makes her look guilty.”

“What do we do with it? Let the Chief know?” Dan says.

“No,” Helen shakes her head. “Not yet. Maybe not at all. Let’s just see how it goes with Tom.”

“What are you talking about?” I ask. “By the way, why am I here anyway?”

Helen takes a deep breath. “Tom, Gladys is in the interview room. In light of this new evidence, the Chief wanted her re-interviewed to try to poke holes in her story. He also wants her arrested and charged.”

“Has she requested an attorney?”

“She waived her right to counsel,” Dan says. “Says she doesn’t need a lawyer because she didn’t do anything wrong.”

“I still don’t understand why I’m here.”

“Because, Tom,” Helen says grimly. “The only person she’ll talk to is you.”
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“Me? Why me?”

“Tom,” Helen says, “all I know is that she’s emphatic she won’t talk to anyone but you.”

“But as you are always pointing out to me, I’m not a trained detective.”

“But you are a trained listener,” Dan says. “You know how to ask questions to help people get to the truth of what’s going on.”

“And the Chief is OK with it?”

“No, he’s madder than I’ve ever seen him before,” Helen smiles. “But I’ve managed to get him to agree to it. Also, he’s given us until Monday to find evidence that someone other than Gladys did it.”

“Today’s Thursday, Helen,” I point out. “That’s not a lot of time to solve a murder.”

“No, but I don’t have to. All I need to do is find evidence that indicates Gladys didn’t put ketamine in Chad’s drink.”

I look down at my twiddling thumbs. “Will you two be behind the glass?”

“I will,” Helen says. “Dan’s going home.”

“They’re releasing Catherine today,” he smiles. “I want to be there.”

“That’s fantastic news!” I say. “I’ll try stopping by tomorrow.”

“So,” Helen spreads her hands, “it will just be me.”

I look at her. “You know that if she asks me to hear her confession—”

“I’ll knock on the glass to tell you I’m leaving,” Helen nods. “And I also understand you won’t be able to tell me what she says.”

I sigh. “Okay, what do you want me to do?”

“Just listen,” she says. “Let her talk. Ask questions based on what she says. You know, the stuff you’re good at.”

I just hope for Gladys’ sake I’m good enough.

***
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I pause at the door to the interview room and close my eyes, saying a quick prayer to the Holy Spirit for guidance and wisdom—and that he’ll work in Gladys’ heart. I whisper “amen” and open my eyes to find Helen standing next to me. 

She looks around and, seeing no one coming, reaches up and gives me a kiss on the cheek. “Good luck, darling,” she whispers. “You’ll do fine.”

I nod and she goes into the viewing room. I take a deep breath and open the door.

Gladys is sitting on the side of the table reserved for the interviewee. The room is just like you see on TV cop shows—gray paint on the walls, two chairs, a metal table bolted to the floor. She doesn’t look up from her phone when I come in.

I take the seat across from her. “Hi, Gladys.”

“Hi, Dad,” she says sullenly, her eyes still on the phone.

“Reading something?”

“Yeah, a paper I’m writing.” At this point Gladys starts speaking computerease. “I’m submitting it to a panel for next year’s American Association of Forensics Professionals.”

“I bet that’s exciting,” I say.

She shrugs. “It was the first convention I ever went to, when I was seventeen. It was in Boston that year.” She pauses. “I went with Richard and Chad.”

The admission hangs in the air between us.

“Separate rooms,” Gladys says in answer to my unspoken question. “Richard didn’t touch me. Not until I was eighteen. One room for me. One room for him and Chad.”

I nod. “Tell me about Richard and Chad.”

“You know. I can tell by your tone you’ve already figured it out.”

“They were lovers, weren’t they?”

She shrugs. “More or less.”

“What do you mean?”

“It’s complicated,” she says. “And you won’t approve.”

“Does my approval matter so much to you?”

She looks at me for the first time and opens her mouth to say something. Closing it quickly, she shakes her head. “No, I guess not. Yes, Tom. Richard and Chad had been lovers since high school. I guess I should say they’d been sleeping with each other since high school. Chad was in love with Richard since then, completely devoted to him.”

“And Richard?”

“Richard, not so much. But Richard doesn’t commit to anyone.” She takes a deep breath. “His motto is ‘variety is the spice of life.’ He is into men, women, black, white, tall, short, whatever. He once told me that he collects lovers the way other men collect stamps. He wanted as many different experiences as possible.” She pauses, looks at her hands, then back to me.  “He even said he liked me because he had never done it with someone confined to a wheelchair.”

I suppress a grimace and choke back my horror as I say, “How did you feel about that?”

“Look,” she says, squaring her shoulders and fixing me with a steady look,  “it was college. I had obeyed all the rules. I waited until I was an adult, got a birth control patch, read the literature about sexual pleasure. I even asked my doctor if there was anything I should know because of my condition. I figured I was ready. He wanted me, I wanted him. Nothing else really mattered.”

“You still haven’t answered my question.”

“And let me just remind you, Tom, that I don’t have to. But, just so you know, I felt fine. Grown up and cool and adventurous. Just like you’re supposed to feel.” She tries to hide the defensiveness in her voice but fails miserably. 

“So you were fine with everything,” I say.

“I just said that, didn’t I? I’m really not sure what this has to do with anything.”

“Hey, you brought it up, remember?”

She’s about to retort when she snaps her mouth shut. “Yeah, I guess you’re right. Anything else you want to ask me?”

“Anything you want to tell me?”

“I didn’t put ketamine in Chad’s drink.”

“Glad to hear it.”

“I didn’t mean to run him over.”

“I’ve never thought you did.”

“I had no reason to kill him.”

“No,” I say, resting my arms on the table. “But you had plenty of reasons to be angry with him.”

“If you’re talking about the incident with Richard, I—”

“No, sweetie, not just that,” I say softly. I pull out my phone, bring the cruise photo up, and slide it across the table to her. She crosses her arms in front of her and looks at it, then back up to me.

“Richard took me on a cruise,” Gladys says. “I was twenty. A graduation present.”

I say nothing. I just look at her.

“The Caribbean,” she says with a slight smile. “I’d never been. It was warm, sunny. I loved the beaches. Oh, the food was great, too. There was dancing. Richard actually took me out on the dance floor, pushed my chair in time to the music.” Her eyes twinkle. “It was so romantic. Just like a Jane Austin novel. There I was, dancing with the man I—”

She stops. Tears are welling up in her eyes. 

They have the same look in the photo.

“You fell in love with Richard, didn’t you, Gladys?”

“Ha, no, no . . . no,” she says weakly. “He was very clear from the beginning. No commitment. No strings.”

“But he took you on a cruise,” I point out. “How did that make you feel? Had he ever done that with anyone else?”

She swallows, then shakes her head. “Not that I ever knew. He’d never mentioned it before.” With pleading eyes, she says. “It made me feel like I was special.”

“You thought he loved you.”

“God!” she says, covering her face with her hands. “I was so stupid! I was a stupid child pretending to be an adult. He was right! That’s what he told me when I found him and Chad together!”

“You didn’t know about their relationship up until then?”

“I knew they were close,” Gladys says. “Chad had confessed to me that he was gay and that he loved Richard. I thought they had been intimate when they were younger. But I had no idea they were still lovers until I happened to enter their stateroom.”

I point to the picture. “The sweater. It’s covering up bruises, isn’t it?”

She bites her lower lip and nods. “When I walked in on them in the middle of . . . I freaked out. I started yelling at both of them. Richard grabbed my arms and shook me, trying to get me to calm down. He’s a strong guy. He left marks—they didn’t hurt, but I didn’t want anyone else to see them. I yelled at Richard that I loved him. That’s when he told me I was a child. And all that other stuff about variety and experiences and . . . he asked me if I’d like to . . .” She drops her head to her chest.

“Did you?” I ask, gently.

She looks up, then back at the two-way glass. “I screamed ‘hell, no’ and tried to slap his face,” she whispers, “then I ran out of there and back to my stateroom.” She collapses in tears. “I loved him—I guess part of me still does—but when we got back, I said I didn’t want to see him any more.”

“How did he take that?”

She looks at me and grits her teeth. “Fine. Just fine. Like it was nothing. Like I was nothing. Three years I’d been with him. Two years I’d slept with him and done everything he asked, tried everything he wanted to, and it was just nothing to him.”

We sit quietly for a while, Gladys crying softly, me just watching her, waiting for her to calm down.

“I hated Richard for a long time,” Gladys whispers. “I hated Chad, too. But not enough to kill him. In time, I got over it. Then Chad contacted me a few months ago and said they were moving to Myerton, that Myer College had hired Richard as the new President and he was going to be Chief of Staff. It’s what they always wanted—Richard to be a college president, Chad to be working for him. I was happy for them.”

“Richard visited,” I say.

“Yes, while you were in Bellamy—and you know what happened. Before you ask, no, I don’t know why I agreed to sleep with him. I guess I was just lonely. I mean, other than you, there hadn’t been anyone else I’d been attracted to since moving here.”

I have to chuckle. It’s still hard to believe that Gladys once had a crush on me. 

“So I just forgot about everything and decided it didn’t mean anything—just like I had with everybody else after Richard.” She pauses. “That’s what I did, you know. I decided there was no such thing as love. Life wasn’t a Jane Austin novel.  Sex was just something fun people did when they felt like it. So I had one man after another—not always a man, but I’ve already told you that. I’d sleep with them a few times, then move on. I didn’t think anything of it, until I saw you and Mom together.”

“Gladys, it is absolutely true that what Helen and I have is special. But it’s the same kind of special that millions of people around the world enjoy when they come to understand that love is something you share in every room of the house, not just the bedroom, and in every place in the world, not just between the sheets.”

Noticing the exhaustion in her eyes, I say, “I think I’ve put you through enough. But I do have a couple of questions.”

“OK.”

“You said Chad showed you a letter of resignation that Richard signed.”

“Yeah,” she says. “He tucked it back in his suit jacket.”

“Sweetie, they didn’t find it on him.”

She gasps. “What? But . . . but . . . he had it! I swear, Dad! I’m not lying!”

“OK, OK, I believe you,” I say reassuringly. “We just haven’t found it yet. One last question. Can you think of anyone who might want to see Chad Hudson dead?”

She takes a deep breath. “Not that I can think of. No one here in Myerton, anyway.”

***
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Helen meets us in the hallway outside the interview room. Gladys starts crying again and grabs her around the waist. Helen strokes her blue hair soothingly, telling her “It’s going to be OK, sweetie. We’ll figure it out.”

Once calmer, Gladys says, “I’ll wait in your office for you.” Looking at us, she asks, “Am I messing up some plans you have?”

Helen and I look at each other. “No, Gladys,” I say. “Of course not. Helen will take you home and stay as long as you need her to. Won’t you?”

“Absolutely,” she says. “Tom and I need to talk a minute, then I’ll be along.”

We watch Gladys wheel herself down the hallway. When she turns a corner, Helen turns to me. “Tom,” she whispers. “I don’t know if that helped her or not.”

I sigh. “I know. What they put her through, if she let that fester, that would have been enough for anyone to kill over.  But if Gladys did do it—and I still don’t believe for a minute she killed anyone—why not Richard?”

“Because she once loved him,” Helen smiles. “He broke her heart, but even a broken heart can still carry feelings for the person. I do know a little about that, you know.”

I nod. “Yes, I guess you would.”

“Chad, on the other hand, was Richard’s go-between. He procured lovers for Richard—one of whom was Gladys. The latest incident may have triggered something in her.”

I fix her with a look. “You sound like you believe she did it.”

“Oh, no, Tom. Don’t misunderstand me. In fact, I think in spite of all the evidence, she’s the least likely suspect.”

“I’m gratified, but curious why you’d say that.”

Helen shrugs. “Simple. She’s a genius who works in forensics. With her knowledge and skills, if she ever does decide to kill someone, she’ll never get caught.”

“I find that disturbing somehow. Anyway, I agree.”

“But we still have a problem,” Helen says.

“If Gladys didn’t give Chad the ketamine,” I say. “Who did? And why?”

“And I have until Monday to find anything that points away from Gladys.”

I put my hands on her shoulders. “Look, if you need to cancel tomorrow night—”

“No way!” she says emphatically. “I’ve been looking forward to this all week. Besides, Gladys wouldn’t want me to cancel.”

I give her a quick good night peck and she goes to take Gladys back to her apartment. I drive home. I’m about to enter the Rectory when I decide to go into the church.

Flicking a switch, the interior is bathed in bright light. I walk to the center and bow to the altar, but instead of kneeling, I walk to the far side of the church. 

The stained glass windows in Saint Clare’s are each dedicated to a great saint of the church. On one side are all male saints. The side I’m on are all female saints. There, ten rows from the front, I find who I’m looking for.

Saint Mary Magdalene. 

I kneel in the pew closest to her and ask this great saint who was once a great sinner to pray for Gladys’ soul, and for all the young women like her.

Because after talking to her, I realize I’m more right about her than I thought.
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I wake up Friday morning with the happy knowledge that, with the exception of Noon Mass, I have no other meetings or other obligations all day. Especially after last night, I’m looking forward to a more-or-less quiet day.

As quiet, that is, as a day in a parish can be.

Especially when someone I care about is accused of murder.

To find out where things stand, I call Helen a little after 8 a.m. She answers on the first ring. “Hey,” she yawns.

“Did I wake you?” I ask.

“Are you kidding?” she says, the weariness clear in her voice. “I stayed with Gladys and didn’t get to sleep until 4 a.m.  Then Nate woke us up at 6 a.m., knocking on the door.”

“What was Nate doing there at six in the morning?”

“He wanted to talk to me about joining the police department, Tom,” she says sarcastically. “Why do you think? That love-sick idiot wanted to see Gladys. To hear him tell it, he hasn’t slept a wink since she said she couldn’t see him anymore. She hasn’t answered his calls and has ignored his texts. So, he thought o-dark-thirty would be the perfect time to plight his troth.”

“‘Plight his troth’?”

“Oh, don’t give me a hard time, Tom. I’d already spent hours talking with Gladys—nothing about the case, per-se, mostly girl stuff, including how much she really liked Nate and regretted telling him she couldn’t see him anymore. I told her that if Nate really cared about her, he wouldn’t care about Richard or Chad or any of that.”

“That was good. Think it worked?”

She yawns. “All I know is I snuck out of the apartment while they collapsed on each other in tearful declarations of regret and devotion.”

“My, you are poetic this morning.”

“Yeah, I’m a regular Emily-freakin’-Dickinson.”

“Helen!”

“Sorry, Tom, I’m just so tired.”

“Go home and get some sleep. Let Dan handle the case today.”

“No-can-do,” she yawns again. “I gave him the day off, since Catherine is coming home from the hospital today.”

I smile. “So, has Dan mentioned any other visions from our little saint?”

“No, though he apologized again to me for Catherine saying you and I were getting married.” She chuckles. “Miriam and Dan are going to be in for a surprise in a few weeks—by the way, any word?”

“None, but it hasn’t been that long.”

“I know, I know,” she sighs. “I’m just about to burst having to keep this secret.”

“I know the feeling. But listen, seriously, let’s just postpone tonight. You can go home, get some—”

“Hell, no! I’ve really been looking forward to this. You haven’t cooked for me in twenty years and you’re making my favorites. I’ll make it. Don’t worry.”

“I’ll always worry about you, darling. You’ll just have to put up with it.”

“Gladly, my dear. Gladly.”

***
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I sit down at my desk a little after 9 a.m. and pull up the readings for the coming Sunday. It’s both the Second Sunday after Easter and Divine Mercy Sunday. There’s a lot that could be said about both, so I’m not at a loss for homily possibilities. I’m feeling more than a little pressure, however, because I’m starting to prepare so late in the week. It’s a good thing I’ll be able to work most of the day uninterrupted, unless there’s an emergency.

I’m really only getting into looking at the passages when Anna knocks on my door.

“Tom, I’m sorry to bother you, but Olivia Reynolds is here to see you.”

I glance at my calendar. “I don’t have an appointment I forgot about, do I?”

“Oh, no. It’s unscheduled. But she said it was urgent.”

“OK, well, in that case, send her in.”

Anna opens the door and Olivia Reynolds sweeps into the room. It’s clear from the beginning that she’s Sam’s mother. Same red hair, same hazel eyes.

“Mrs. Reynolds, how may I—”

“Father Greer,” she says breathlessly, “I’m very upset with you. How . . . how dare you corrupt my son!”

I open my mouth to speak, but she continues. “I mean, to parade your own shameful behavior with that woman for the entire parish to see was bad enough, but trying to persuade my boy, whose heart’s been set on the priesthood since he was eight, to follow in your footsteps—it’s just intolerable!”

“Now, Mrs. Reynolds,” I say, “I did—”

“Did you or did you not tell Sam that there was nothing wrong with a priest being in love with a woman?”

“No, Mrs. Reynolds,” I say as calmly as possible. “I did not. I did say that a priest cannot simply turn his emotions off. That it was how a priest handled them that counted.”

“And you told him you knew seminarians who . . . who had dated in high school?”

“Yes, I did, because that is true. In fact, most of the young men I knew had at least one serious relationship prior to entering seminary. Now, I’d like to have a civil discussion with you about this, so wouldn’t you prefer to sit down?”

She looks at the chair. “Yes. Yes, I would. Thank you very much.” She plops in the chair, her chin jutted in the air.

“Now,” I say slowly, folding my hands in front of me. “I take it Sam told you about our conversation.”

“No, he didn’t tell me. He spoke to his father, who told me. Just told me this morning over breakfast. I was so stunned I grabbed my purse and my keys and drove straight over here.”

“And what is Mr. Reynolds’s opinion?”

“Oh, him!” she says with a dismissive wave. “He’s actually happy, said Sam’s been too focused on becoming a priest for too long and it would be good for him to date. You know, typical man!”

“So I guess he told you about Sam’s feelings for a young lady?”

“Oh, yes! I know the girl, and her family. They’re fine people, and I’m sure this young lady is perfectly nice, but she’s not for Sam. No, no, he’s to be a priest. I mean, I promised him to God.”

I get a sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach. “What do you mean?”

She sighs and looks at her hands. “The truth, Father, is that I haven’t always lived the best way. When I was a teen, I was rebellious. I ran away from home, lived on the streets for a couple of years. I got into heavy drugs, even . . . even prostituted myself a couple of times.”

“I am so sorry.”

“One day I had taken something—to this day I don’t know what—and I was really sick. I felt like I was going to die. I stumbled into a church and staggered down the center aisle and collapsed in front of the altar. I knew that was the end. I remember looking up at Jesus on the cross and promising him that if he saved my life, I’d change my ways and if I ever had a son, he’d spend his life in His service.”

“I see,” I say slowly. “But, Mrs Reynolds—”

“The next thing I know, I’m waking up in a hospital. Apparently, the priest found me and called 911. So you see, Father, God answered my prayer. I need to hold up my end of the bargain.”

“But, Mrs. Reynolds, God doesn’t work like that. As you may know, my wife was shot and died in my arms. I begged and pleaded for God to save her, and He didn’t. That didn’t mean that God ignored my prayers. It just meant he had a different plan.”

“Well, I hate to say this, Father, but maybe he knew how things would turn out.”

I clench my teeth at this, and feel my temper rising. “My point, Mrs. Reynolds,” I say evenly, “is that you can’t decide for Sam that he has a vocation, or tell him that it’s his  responsibility to become a priest because you made a promise to God at a desperate moment. If Sam really has a vocation—and I for one believe he might, or I did until this conversation—then it’s going to be up to him to determine. Now, he told me he’s been to vocation weekends, and that will definitely help with discernment. I’d be more than happy to talk to him and pray with him some more about this.”

“Thank you, Father Greer,” she says, standing. “But I’d rather Sam not receive spiritual direction from a man whose attitude toward his own vows could charitably be described as cavalier at best.”

“Excuse me, Mrs. Reynolds,” I say, “but I’ve been as transparent—”

“I am still shocked the Archbishop let you remain here after everything,” she continues. “I told him as much in my email.”

“You emailed the Archbishop?”

“Oh, yes,” she says, nodding. “I told him that I thought it was inappropriate for you to remain, you were a bad influence on our young men, and if he didn’t remove you, I and several other families were prepared to leave the parish. I would have left months ago, but Arthur insisted that we stay because of Sam’s role in the church. But now, we may have no choice.”

She turns to leave, then turns back. “It goes without saying that Sam will no longer serve as an altar server. I may not be able to overcome my husband’s resistance to moving, but I can and will protect my boy from your negative influence. I will pray for you, Father Greer, that you will repent of your sins. And that Ms. Parr will repent of hers as well.”

With that, she walks out of the office, leaving me speechless. As soon as the Rectory door slams, Anna shimmers in with a mug.

“Here,” she says, handing me a steaming mug of hot cocoa. “I know it’s the wrong time of year, but I thought you could use this after that.”

“You didn’t hear that, did you?” I say, sipping the cocoa.

“No, your voices were too low. But I had a good idea what she was here about. She’s not a fan of yours.”

“So I gathered,” I grimace. “She says I’m a bad influence on Sam because he’s developed romantic feelings for a young lady.”

Shaking her head, she says, “Olivia’s had that boy measured for a seminarian’s cassock since the day he was born.”

“So you know the story. It’s Father Leonard all over again.”

“Oh, I don’t think Olivia is as disturbed as his mother was, but yes, there is the danger of that.”

“She emailed the Archbishop, saying that if he didn’t move me, her family and several other families were ready to leave the parish.” I look at Anna. “Tell me the truth, Anna. Is what she said correct?”

She hesitates before saying, “It’s at most three or four families. They don’t like the fact that you’re still here. They really don’t like the fact that you’re continuing to see and be seen with Helen around town. And before you say anything, I know you and Helen are behaving yourselves better. But they’d only be pleased if you were no longer around.” She pauses. “You know they’ll probably leave when your engagement to Helen is announced.”

“The Archbishop said people would object when they found out,” I say. “I thought it’d be people on the Internet with blogs and social media accounts. You know, the ones who claim the current Pope isn’t the real Pope, that sort of thing. But I honestly never thought anyone in the parish would object.”

“Then, son, you were a fool,” Anna says. “Remember what Jesus said. ‘A prophet is not without honor, except in his own town, and among his own kinsmen.’”

“But I’m no prophet, Anna.”
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Anna leaves me to finish my hot cocoa. I look at the time. My little meeting with Olivia Reynolds burned an entire hour of homily preparation. I try to relax and focus on the texts in front of me. After about fifteen minutes of this, ideas and themes are beginning to form in my head.

I am beginning to type up some possible bullet points when I hear Anna say, “Wait, I need to see if he’s available.” Before she can say anything else, the door bursts open and Nate rushes in.

“Father,” he says, without preamble, “you’ve got to help me save Gladys! They’re saying she murdered that Chad guy! And you know Gladys, she’s wonderful. She’d never hurt anyone.”

Oh, Lord, I think to myself. He’s got it bad.

Aloud, I say, “Nate, try to calm down. Why don’t you take a seat and tell me what you heard? It is my understanding that they are investigating Gladys but they aren’t anywhere close to charging her.”

“But Father,” he says with a condescending air. “You’re a priest. You don’t understand the ways of the world. When a powerful man like Chad is killed, they always want  a scapegoat. And poor, sweet Gladys is just the type of naive innocent that they pick on.”

So obviously Gladys has still not felt the need to fill Nate in on the finer points of her past. Well, clearly that’s up to her. I’m not going to say anything.

“Who exactly do you mean by ‘they?’” I ask.

“You know, the powers-that-be, the head honchos, the freaking Illuminati!” Nate shouts, causing Anna to look inside my office. She shakes her head and goes about her business.

“Nate,” I say, trying to calm him down,  “I really doubt the Illuminati are involved in this.”

“You don’t know, Father. There are some really bad people in this world and now they’re after dear, precious Gladys. They probably want to shut her up about what she knows about Richard Davenport.”

I raise an eyebrow. “What has she told you about him?”

“Oh, you know, Father,” he says, suddenly embarrassed. “She told me that he and she, well, you know, had a relationship. The biblical kind, if you catch my meaning.”

“Yes, Nate, I understand what you mean. So Gladys told you about that?”

“You knew?”

“Oh, yes, Helen and I have known about her past relationship with Richard Davenport for a few months.”

“Then don’t you see!” he exclaims. “It’s so obvious! The real power that controls the world is after poor, helpless Gladys.”

“OK, Nate,” I say, holding my hands up. “I think you need to get a few things straight.  First, there is nothing helpless about Gladys. The fact that you think there is just shows that you haven’t crossed her yet. Second, I really don’t think anyone out there is trying to frame her.  There have been a few things that have shown up in the case that the police need to look into. Third, remember that Helen is on the case and I’m sure that she’s looking out for Gladys’ best interests.”

“But Father,” he wails, “what if she’s convicted? What if they send her to prison? What if I never see her again? No, that will never happen. I won’t let it. I’ll stand by her, no matter what happens. I’ll wait for her no matter how long it takes to exonerate her. You know, Father, I know people on the Dark Web. They can make things happen, you know what I mean?”

I’m trying desperately to think of a way to calm this hyperactive lothario. But this isn’t something they cover in seminary.

Trying to buy some time, I say, “OK, Nate, just calm down. It sounds like you really want to help Gladys.”

“Oh, I do, Father, I do,” he says, nodding his head.

“So let's sit here and try to think of something constructive that you can do to help out.” I’m hoping to restore some sort of calm to the situation. I think for a minute and something comes to me.

“Nate,” I say calmly, “there is something that you could look into, though I’m not sure if it has anything to do with Gladys’ accident.”

“Great, Father, great! I’ll do anything I can for her!”

“I know that, Nate, but now try to listen.”

“Should I write this down?”

“Yes, Nate, you probably should.”

“OK, let me get my notebook out.”

“Yes, Nate, get your notebook out.”

He rummages around in his beaten-up messenger bag and finally pulls out a stenographer’s pad and a pen. “OK, I’m ready.”

“I have heard a rumor, and that’s all it is right now, that Richard Davenport has had some nefarious dealings involving women in his previous positions,” I say.

Nate is scribbling frantically in his notebook, then stops. He looks up at me, then explodes out of his chair and starts for my door.

“Nate, where—”

“I’m marching to the President’s Mansion and beating the shit out of that bastard Davenport!” he yells.

“No cursing in the Rectory!” Anna yells from her office.

“Nate, for heaven’s sake, calm—”

“I mean, that son-of-a-bitch—”

“Nate, I’m not telling you again!” Anna yells again.

“Nate, just—”

“Taking advantage of my sweet, innocent Gladys when she had no knowledge of the ways of the world, or of men, or—”

“Dammit, Nate, sit the hell back down!” I explode, shocking the young man into a blissful silence. Clearly stunned by my outburst, Nate complies.

Hearing nothing from Anna, I assume she’s given me a pass as having been sufficiently provoked.

“Before we go any further, Nate,” I say, now trying to calm myself down. “I think we need to get a few things straight here. You just told me that Gladys told you about her relationship with Richard. I’m sure she also told you that she was consenting, that he never coerced her. I believe Gladys, and I think you should too.”

I pause for a moment, then continue. “Nate, son, it’s clear you have some strong feelings for Gladys. But you need to see Gladys for who she really is. She is a woman, a genius who is extremely capable. Yes, she has blue hair and is in a wheelchair and has, shall we say, a unique fashion sense. But she’s not this blushing innocent you have in your mind. Do you see what I’m saying?”

Nate nods, so I say. “Now, I don’t exactly know what to tell you to look for. You’re the reporter after all. But I think a good place to start would be any reports from young women of unwanted advances, allegations they were drugged or coerced into sexual activity by him or someone close to him.”

“Like Chad Hudson,” he says.

“Yes, like Chad Hudson.”

Nate finishes making some notes, then looks at what he wrote. “OK,” he says. “I’ll start with the local papers, see if anything caught their attention. Then I’ll contact the university and ask if they have any records of complaints filed against Davenport. I’ll also check the local police.”

I smile. “Sounds like a very reasonable plan.”

“I’ll get right on it, Father.”

“Good, Nate, good.” I stand to walk him to the door, but he doesn’t get up so I sit back down. 

“Is there something else?” I ask with a bit of trepidation.

“Umm, yeah, sorta.” he answers.

I wait, trying to look expectant. Nate says, “Father, ah, you were married once, right?”

“Yes, Nate, I was married once. But you knew that. You helped find Joan’s killer, remember.”

He smiles sheepishly. “Oh, yeah, I knew that. But I’m . . . well, I . . . you know what it's like to be in love.”

“Yes, Nate, I do,” I say with a smile.

“And you know what it's like, you know, to be a man.”

“Yes, I do.”

“And, you know, Father, it's hard—I mean, difficult—for a man to be in love, especially with someone as attractive and fascinating as Gladys, and not do anything about it.”

“Yes, Nate, I know,” I say, my smile fading.

“See, the thing is,” Nate says, “Gladys has told me that she doesn’t believe in doing that type of thing anymore, not unless we are, you know, married. And, you know, I know that’s what Catholics believe and all, and I’m all for it, especially since it's what she wants and all, but you, I mean . . .”

“You want a more physical relationship than Gladys believes is right. And you’re concerned about how you can love her so much and still not act on it.”

“Yeah,” he says with relief.

“Nate,” I say,  “the best advice I can give you is to keep how much you love her, not just how much you want her physically, in the forefront of your mind, especially when the two of you are alone together. I can give you other tips, cold showers and stuff like that, but the biggest thing is to focus on her and honor her as a person created in God’s image.”

“I can try that, Father. I will.”

“I believe you, Nate, and please remember that I am always here if you need to talk about this or anything else.”

He leaves, and I collapse back in my own chair, facing for the first time in our relationship a desperate desire to tell Helen something that, as a priest, I can never share with her. 
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Thankfully, after 12 p.m. Mass, I’m able to work uninterrupted the rest of the afternoon on my homily. I finally stop at 4 p.m. to begin preparing dinner, all of Helen’s favorites: pot roast, mashed potatoes, brussel sprouts with bacon.

Because bacon just makes everything better.

I’m puttering around the kitchen when my phone rings. I’m surprised—and a bit concerned—when I see it’s Helen.

“Hey,” I say, “I wasn’t expecting to hear from you before you came over. Anything new on the case?”

“No,” she grumbles. “Not really. We’re trying to interview people from the Hoot-n-Holler, the bar where Gladys and Chad met, who were there Monday night. We’ve found a couple of witnesses. But that’s not why I called. I just wanted to make sure we were still on for tonight.” I hear the exhaustion in her voice in spite of her attempts to remain cheerful.

“Are you OK?”

“I’m fine, Tom.”

Dubious about the truthfulness of her last statement, I say, “Yeah, we’re still on. The pot roast is cooking on low, I’m cutting the potatoes, and I’ll do the brussels sprouts in a bit.”

Helen yawns again. “Sounds delicious.”

After I hear her yawn for a third time. “Darling, you know, why don’t we—”

“If you mention cancelling our date one more time, Thomas Jude Greer, I’ll shoot you.”

“OK, well, since you put it that way . . . still going to be here around 6 p.m.? The movie in Hagerstown starts at 9:30 p.m., and it takes an hour to get there, so—”

“Yes, yes, I’ll be there on time.” She pauses. “I’ve missed you today.”

I smile. “Me, too. More than you could know.”

***
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At 6:05 p.m., the Rectory doorbell rings. I smile and rush to the door. As I open it, Helen stumbles in.  She’s wearing the soft black skirt that she wore to our meeting with the Archbishop, but this time she’s topped it with a pale blue silk blouse that accents her eyes in a most delightful way. 

When I hug her, she leans in so hard I almost fall over. “Are you OK?” I ask, concerned. 

“Yeah, fine,” she says distractedly. “Just a little tired. It's been a long day, a long week.” 

“Helen, we could have put this off.” 

“No, I’ve been looking forward to us spending the evening together. I’ll be fine as soon as I have a drink.” 

We walk together to the couch. I notice she’s a little unsteady on her feet, and a couple of times I can swear I hear a sharp intake of breath like she’s in pain. On the coffee table are two wine glasses and a bottle of wine I’ve already opened. I pour her a glass of wine and she snuggles up against me on the couch, putting her feet up.

I catch sight of her shoes.  They are sexy, black, spiked heels, very different from what she usually wears. “Cute shoes,” I say.

“Oh, thank you,” she replies. “I bought them last week and am trying to break them in. I broke the heel on my pumps yesterday and I had to wear these to work.”

“Wait,” I say, looking at her obviously swollen feet, “You mean you’ve worn these all day?”

“Sure have, but rest assured I won’t make that mistake again.”

We sit for a minute as I revel in the feel of her against me, my arm around her, her head resting on my shoulder, the sound of her breathing beside me.  Then I realize that her breathing has become more relaxed and even . . . snuffly.  Her head’s become heavy and she is sound asleep. 

I love this and am perfectly content to remain like this for, I don’t know,  the rest of my life. But I smell the potatoes and know I need to check on them. I try to ease my way out from under her.

Helen wakes with a start. “I’m so, so sorry, Tom. Did I fall asleep?” She tries to stand up quickly, only to wince and totter as her feet hit the floor. 

“That’s it,” I say, firmly. I stand up, an idea forming in my mind.

I know what she needs, and I want to give it to her.

“No, Tom,” she whines, tears beginning to well up in her eyes. “I don’t want to go home. I’ve looked forward to this all week.”

“Helen,” I say gently, taking her by the arm, “you’re not going anywhere, except right over here.” 

I lead her to the recliner, which I know from experience is the most comfortable chair in the house. Once I have her safely ensconced there, I make a couple of quick Internet searches to determine what I need. I return to the kitchen and find what I need. I then make a quick foray into the downstairs bathroom to get a couple of more things. 

Through all of this, Helen watches quietly from the chair. She eyes me curiously, not unlike a potential suspect in a robbery.

When I finally return to the living room, I place a wash pan of cold water on the floor in front of her. Then, folding the towel over my arm the way they taught us to do in seminary when we wash the feet of the faithful on Holy Thursday, I kneel down in front of her. I carefully remove those demonic-looking shoes and make a note to throw them away the first chance I get. 

I then realize I have a problem. Looking at her stocking feet, I have no idea where the stretched nylon ends. 

Nervously, I say, “Um, Helen, these, um, hose, um, how far up, um, I mean, ah . . . ”

She suppresses a giggle, then seems to contemplate what she could say to further embarrass me.  She seems to think better of it, and says, “Oh, Tom, if you must know, only to my knees, like old ladies wear.”

I am so relieved at this that I want to shout for joy. Instead I gently and as appropriately as I can reach under her skirt until I find the edge of the first stocking  just below her knees. I slowly roll it down her calves, my fingers brushing the soft skin of her legs. and off her foot.  She drives all my embarrassment away with such a deep sigh of heartfelt relief that I want to find the maker of nylon hose and have them shot. I lower the now liberated foot into the water and repeat the process with the second. 

When both her feet are completely submerged in the cool water, I stand and walk behind her. When I get there, I lean over her, carefully but reluctantly averting my eyes to avoid her cleavage. 

“Helen,” I say softly, “please unbutton one of the buttons on your blouse.” 

She looks up at me, questioning my intentions with her eyes.

I smile. “Trust me,” I whisper.

She hesitates for just a moment, then unbuttons her top button. Remembering how much the woman I love needs what I am about to do—that this is about her needs, not mine—I carefully tuck her collar under her blouse, exposing her creamy white shoulders. The flesh of her neck, left bare because she has pinned up her hair, rises like a marble column above the midnight sea of her blouse. 

From my pocket, I pull out the little bottle of sesame seed oil that Anna keeps on hand for her occasional attempts at Asian cooking. I put a little on my hands and begin to massage her neck. I feel her pulse first quicken at my touch, then slow down. I sense her entire body relaxing as I gently rub and knead her tense neck and shoulders.

“Ooohhh,” she sighs, a slight smile forming on her lips. “Ahhh. Mmmm. Oh, Tom, that feels so good.”

“I’m glad you like it,” I say quietly.

As I continue, she lets out little sighs and occasional purrs of pleasure. She arches in the chair, leaning against my hands as they continue to minister to her tension. 

It takes everything in me to remember that my hands belong on her neck and my eyes belong on the top of her head. The temptation for both to stray is strong. But I keep telling myself, this is about her tonight, Tom, not you. As it is, I don’t dare stand any closer to the chair lest the feel of the soft, worn leather make bad matters worse.

I rub her shoulders until her head begins to bob forward, then I slowly lower the back of the chair and deploy the foot rest. I use the towel to pat her feet dry. Helen stirs only a little and murmurs something that sounds like, “thank you, darling.” I take the old afghan Anna keeps over the back of the couch and spread it over her, stealing a kiss on her forehead as my cherished reward for being such a good boy. I return to the kitchen and set the hot food in the still warm oven. Then I return to the living room, the silence only disturbed by Helen’s breathing and occasional snuffles.

Two hours later, I’m just finishing up saying Evening Prayer silently to myself when I hear her stir. I look up and see her, still looking tired but less haggard. She has a slight smile on her face, her eyes slightly closed, their blue irises only enhanced by the red rims around them. 

“How long have you been awake?” I ask. 

“Long enough,” she replies dreamily, “to realize how blessed I am to be the most beloved lamb of such a good shepherd.”

I smile, thinking only briefly of so much more I want to do before I say, “Are you hungry?”

“Starving,” she says, beginning to sit up. 

“Just stay put,” I order and slip into the kitchen just long enough to make our plates. I place hers on a tray and bring it to her, holding my own in my lap. I say a thankful grace, and we dig into one of the best meals I have ever had in my life: overcooked pot roast, runny mashed potatoes and toasted more than roasted brussel sprouts. Fortunately, the cheesecake I had ordered from the local bakery more than makes up for any shortcomings in the meal. 

I pull out my phone and cancel our movie tickets. “That movie,” I say when Helen protests, “will still be there in a couple of weeks. Besides, we’d never make it now anyway.”

“I’m just sorry I ruined your plans,” Helen sighs.

“My darling,” I say with a grin, “in my book, this is the best evening I’ve had in a long time.”

As the clock strikes 10 p.m., I help Helen out of the recliner. Looking down at her feet, she says, “Tom, I don’t have any shoes.”

“Do you want the heels back?”

“Oh, hell, no! It’s just been forever since I’ve been outside barefoot.”

“Well, it’s a pretty mild night, so frostbite’s not a danger.” I look upstairs. “Want to try my slippers?”

“Tom, darling, unless things have changed that much in 20 years, your feet are smaller than mine.” She chuckles. “I’ll be fine.”

I look down at her and smile. “Straight to bed, young lady,” I say firmly. “Do not set your alarm. Do not check your email until morning.”

With a smile on her upturned face, she whispers, “Yes, sir.” 

I bend down to kiss her gently, very much aware of her tiredness and my own awakened desire for her.

“Thank you, my darling, for taking such good care of me,” she says against my lips.

“Helen, this is only the beginning,” I say softly as my lips brush hers again. “Only the beginning.”
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Helen, being a woman of her word, doesn’t call me until almost 10 a.m. the following morning. By this time, I’ve finished my homily for Sunday and am thinking about visiting the Conways to check on Catherine.

“I was a good girl, Tom,” Helen says. “I didn’t even wake up until almost 9 a.m. I’m just getting ready to leave for the office.”

“How do you feel?”

“Much better, thanks to you,” she says. “I really appreciate what you did.”

“Hey,” I say, “I can’t have you dropping dead from exhaustion or breaking your neck wearing uncomfortable shoes.”

“By the way, where are those medieval torture devices?”

“In the trash.”

“Good. Now, all I need to do is buy a new pair of pumps. I’ll wear my tennis shoes for the next couple of days.”

“If you like,” I say, “I can drive you to Hagerstown to the outlets, make a day of it.”

“As tempting as that is, my darling,” she sighs, “I have only 48 hours to clear Gladys.”

“Anything new on that?”

“Well, the bartender at the Hoot-n-Holler has been out of town the last couple of days but he’s supposed to be there tonight. We’re still waiting on the ME to finish up his report. Other than that, nothing new.”

“Hmmm,” I say. “Helen, could I interest you in some watered-down drinks and greasy bar food?”

“Why, yes, Tom, that does sound good. Shall we make it a date?”

“A little undercover date, perhaps?”

“Interesting idea,” she says.

I grin. “Would you like me to wear the beard?”

“I thought you hated that thing?”

“I do, but I know how much you like it.”

“As tempting as it sounds,” she says with a low, throaty voice, “I don’t think I can be distracted tonight.”

“Good point. By the way, have you heard from Gladys?”

“Strangely enough, I have not since yesterday,” she says. “I should go over and check on her.”

“No, I’ll do that,” I say. “I was going to check on Catherine anyway. I’ll pop in and make sure she’s OK.”

***
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After ringing her doorbell three times and knocking twice, a rather flustered Gladys answers her door. She’s still wearing Hello Kitty pajamas, even though it’s almost noon by the time I get there.

“Dad!” she says, startled. “Hi!”

“Hello, Gladys,” I say. “I just thought I’d stop by and—”

“Gladys, do you have any shampoo?” calls a man’s voice from the back of her apartment.

“Gladys?” I say. “Is—is that Nate?”

“Yes?” she squeaks.

“Did he—did he spend the night?”

“Sort of?”

“Can I come in?”

“Are you going to start yelling?”

“Do I look like Helen to you?” I come in as she moves out of the doorway and closes the door.

I turn to Gladys. “What exactly—”

“OK, Dad, before you freak out,” Gladys says. “There is a very reasonable and non-breaking-of-any-commandments explanation for this.”

“Really?” I say, crossing my arms. “I’m all ears.”

Gladys indicates a chair, and she places herself across from me. 

“Well, Gladys?” I ask.

“OK, so, here’s what happened,” she says. “Last night I was feeling really lonely, scared, upset, depressed. I didn’t want to be alone. I knew you and Mom had a date, so . . .”

“You called Nate,” I say.

As if summoned, Nate himself walks into the living room, clad only in a towel.

“Sweetie,” he says, clearly oblivious to my presence, “did you hear me? I asked—”

“Good afternoon, Nate,” I say with a furrowed brow and a frown on my face. 

He spins around, fortunately hanging onto his towel in the process. “Father Tom!” he shrieks. “I . . . you . . . we . . . I swear on my mother’s grave that nothing happened last night! I mean, I swear on everyone’s mother’s grave, that we most definitely did not do anything last night! I’ve never even seen her bedroom! I slept here, on this couch, and she had the door to her bedroom locked, so even if I wanted to—which I didn’t—that is, I mean, I did, but she didn’t, so we didn’t—”

“Bae,” Gladys says, “go take your shower. I’ll explain to Father Tom. It’s fine. The shampoo is in a little caddy. You can’t miss it.”

Nate looks at her, then me, then slinks out of the room.

“Well,” I say, “is Nate right?”

“Yes, Dad,” she sighs. “I just asked him to come over and keep me company, like he has in the past. It’s just this time, instead of playing Age of Artemis and making out, we talked.” She pauses. “I didn’t tell him everything about me, you know, the relationship stuff. But I shared with him things I hadn’t shared with anyone else except you and Mom. About my parents. About the accident that put me in this chair. About my loneliness in college.” She swallows. “More about Richard. And Chad.”

“How’d he take that?”

“Actually, surprisingly well,” she smiled. “He held me and said it was OK, that he understood loneliness, how that could lead someone to do things. It was nice, just to have someone understand, you know?”

I nod.

“Anyway,” she says, “before we knew it it was almost 4 a.m. I told him he could sleep on the couch, and I went into my bedroom, and locked the door.”

I sit back in the chair. “And that’s all?”

“Well, we did make out some, but that’s it, I promise.”

“OK. I believe you.” I smile. “Just . . . I’m not sure Nate saying over is such a good idea. Near occasion of sin and all that. You know, Helen and I don’t do that.”

“I know, I know. It won’t happen again. No matter how late it is, I’ll send him on his way.” Gladys pauses. “Are you going to tell Mom?”

“Oh, yes,” I say. “I’m not keeping things about you from Helen anymore—not unless it’s clearly under the seal of confession.”

“She’ll be mad.”

“No she won’t, not when I explain it to her,” I say. “Give Helen some credit. She’s not as unreasonable as you think.”

***
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I’m still trying to erase the image of Nate in a towel from my memory when I knock on the Conways’ door.

I’m surprised when Dan answers. He seems equally surprised to see me. “Father Tom, hi! Were . . . were we expecting you? Miriam didn’t tell me before she left.”

“No, and I’m sorry for not calling, Dan,” I say, “but I was out anyway and I thought I’d stop by and check on the little patient for a few minutes.”

Dan smiles. “Helen was nice to give me the day off. Frankly, I think she thinks she can clear Gladys single-handedly. But I won’t complain.”

“Well, if this is a bad time—”

“Father, when you have four kids five and under at home, there’s no such thing as a good time,” he laughs. “Come on in.”

I step inside a well-lived in and well-loved home. The living room is a minefield of toys, books, and other objects scattered about. Catherine is propped up on the couch like the Queen of Sheba with her arm in a sling, while her twin brothers run back and forth across the room bringing her items she requests. 

Dan pushes some apparently clean laundry off a chair and into a basket. “Here, Father,” he says with only a slight tinge of embarrassment, “have a seat. I brought these clothes out here to fold but I haven’t been able to get to them yet.”

“Well, here,” I say, “let me help you.”

“Oh, no, Father, you don’t need to do that.”

“It's not a problem at all. You may remember that I spent some time with the monks at Our Lady of the Mount. In addition to praying, they also tasked me with doing the laundry for the entire monastery. I got very good folding sheets and towels, though I may pass little things off to you.” 

I grab the basket that I have already determined contains mostly bedding and begin to fold. “So, Miriam’s out?”

“Yes, she really needed  a break. And, it gives me a chance to spend time with this little monster,” he says, tickling Catherine’s feet.

“I’m not a monster, Daddy, I’m a patient,” she says with a slight pout. “This is my hospital room, and the boys are my nurses.”

“I see,” I say. “So Catherine, what do your nurses do?”

“They mostly bring me stuff I need from other places. I have to rest,” she says with an exaggerated sigh that would make Gloria Swanson blush.

Working hard to keep a straight face, I say, “Well, I am certainly glad that you feel well enough to see me.”

“I always feel well enough to see you, Father Tom. But where is Miss Helen? She was supposed to come, too.”

“And she will, later on today or tomorrow perhaps, but she needs to stay at the police station and keep an eye on the bad people so your Daddy can be home with you.”

“All right then,” she says, mollified for the moment, “as long as she comes over later.”

“And I’ll be sure to tell her you’re feeling better, Catherine.”

“OK, everyone,” Dan says, “time for naps.”

A general murmur of protest accompanies Max and JP as they trudge unwillingly from the living room. Catherine looks at her Daddy. “Do I have to go to my room? I mean, I’ve been resting.”

“You know the rules, Catherine,” Dan says. “You may look at books, but you need to be quiet.”

“I will, Daddy.”

“May I give you a blessing before you go?” I say.

“Yes, please,” she says piously.  “Max! JP! Come back here and get a blessing from Father Tom!” I say a brief prayer and make the sign of the cross before they go to their rooms. Dan listens for the sound of closing doors and, apparently satisfied that his little darlings are safely ensconced, turns his attention back to me.

“Well, Dan, thanks for letting me stop by,” I say as I head to the door.

“Father, wait,” Dan says. “If you’re not busy this afternoon, could you . . . could I talk to you about a few things? Kind of following up on my confession.”

Truthfully, my afternoon plans consisted only of watching the Saturday race. “Of course, Dan.” I say. We sit back down in the living room with our baskets of laundry. 

I pick up a pillow case and say, “Now, what’s on your mind?”

Dan takes a deep breath. “I told you about my addiction, I guess you’d call it, to games on my phone. Because of what was going on, I didn’t tell you the whole story.”

“What is the whole story?”

He looks at his hands. “Father, I have a problem. I find myself trying more and more to avoid my family. It's not their fault; Miriam is great and the kids are precious, but lately it just seems like it's too much. After I was promoted to detective, Miriam and I planned to try to take a little break from having kids. We thought we were being careful, you know, but apparently we weren’t and now there’s another one on the way.

“Please don’t get me wrong. We love the kids, hope to have more, but it gets pretty overwhelming sometimes. I mean, we need a bigger house and we can probably afford one now, but it's just too much to get my mind around, trying to find something and then move. Miriam wants to homeschool Catherine beginning in the fall. but I wonder how she can do that with all the others under her feet. I know that there are other big families in the church and the moms here do a great job helping each other out, but no one else has this many this young.”

We sit quietly together for a few moments. I’ve folded a few pillow cases and am starting on a twin sheet when Dan says, “As I said, I really love the idea of a big family. I was an only child, but Miriam has nine brothers and sisters. That’s one of the first things that attracted me to her. She and her siblings were all so close. Going to her house for Sunday dinner was like going to a circus. Someone was always either getting married or having a baby or a birthday or something. I wanted that. I still do. But I feel like I’m failing at getting it. Because, you know, I really don’t want to be with the kids all the time. I want to hide in my bedroom and play games on my phone. That’s what I was doing when Catherine got hurt. 

“That was a wake-up call for me, Father, and I am mending my ways. I have removed all gaming apps from my phone and try to keep it out of my reach as much as I can. But beyond that I don’t know what else to do.”

I take a deep breath and offer a quick prayer to the Holy Spirit for wisdom. 

“First, Dan, let me assure you of one thing. The types of problems you are talking about are part and parcel of trying to be a good dad. I have never spoken yet to a sincerely godly man who didn’t express the same concerns. Chances are you’re doing a much better job than you give yourself credit for.”

“Yeah, but hiding out. The games—”

“—Were a mistake, one you’re correcting. So let's stop talking about that and move on to the future. If you could have anything you wanted to help your family, what would it be?” 

“No question,” Dan says, “some sort of pre-school program for the kids. A place where we could drop at least a few of them off a couple of mornings a week so Miriam could have a break and catch her breath. Two of her sisters send their preschoolers to something run by their parishes called a Mother’s Morning Out two mornings a week. One of them uses the time they’re gone to focus on teaching the older ones; the other does her grocery shopping and catches up on housework. We could even afford something like that now but there’s nothing like it here in Myerton.”

“Obviously, Dan, I’d love that, too,” I say with a smile. “A number of parents have mentioned something like that to the parish counsel in recent years, but you’ve seen the financial report. We just don’t have the money. I mean, we had to use Win Myer’s big bequest to put on a new roof and that didn’t even cover everything. We had to dip into our savings to make up the difference. 

“Still, there are always possibilities,” I say, standing. “I will pray and be on the lookout for other options. You pray, too, and we’ll see what God provides. In the meantime, please know that you and your family are in my prayers.”

“Father,” he says, standing, “Thanks so much for stopping by. I feel a lot better just getting this off my chest.”

“Anytime, Dan. That's what I’m here for, not just as your pastor but also as the police chaplain.”

“Oh, yeah, I forget that sometimes. Well, I appreciate you in both ways. Please give our love to Anna and Helen.” 

Dan stops suddenly, obviously embarrassed. “Father,” he says, reddening, “I am so sorry. I don’t know why I said that. What I meant was, um, have a good rest of your day.”

“You, too, Dan,” I say, smiling, “and please give our love to Miriam. I hope she had a nice day with her mom.”
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I told Gladys I was done hiding things from Helen about her, unless she told me in confession. Which, considering she’d never come to me for the sacrament, meant that anything she told me would be reported to Helen.

I also told her Helen wouldn’t be mad about Nate spending the night at her apartment on the couch with her bedroom door locked.

Why did I say that?

“I’m going to shoot that boy, Tom!” Helen declares as we speed out of Myerton heading to the Hoot-n-Holler.

“Oh, Helen, you are not.”

“No? Give me one good reason why I shouldn’t.”

“Because Gladys likes Nate and it would break her heart if you shot him,” I say firmly.

She glares at me, then sighs. “I was afraid of that. And you really believe nothing happened, other than them making out?”

“I really believe that,” I say. We ride along for a moment, then I add. “Something’s happening with Gladys.”

“What do you mean?”

I shake my head. “I don’t know. She’s changing. The whole thing about telling Nate she doesn’t want to sleep with anyone until she’s married to them—I mean, that’s a radical change for her.”

“I’ll grant you that,” Helen says. 

“Also, I notice her coming to Mass more often. Have you been inviting her?”

“Actually, I haven’t,” Helen says. “She just shows up dressed like Jackie Kennedy. What do you think it means?”

I shrug. “With Gladys, who knows?”

“Well, one thing I do know is we’re here,” Helen says as she pulls into a parking lot filled with pickup trucks and muscle cars in various stages of restoration.

I look out the window. “I don’t recognize any of the cars.”

“Tom, I sincerely doubt anyone from the parish is a regular patron of this particular establishment.”

“Shady?”

“Shady-ish,” she says. “Just a few drunk and disorderlies, fights in the parking lot, one small-time drug bust. Nothing more than that.”

I look at her dress, trying to discern any bulges.

“I’m wearing it, Tom,” she says with a smile. “This is one place I’m not going into unarmed.”

I sigh. “I have to say I’m relieved. Usually my collar provides some protection. I feel a little exposed in regular clothes.”

She laughs and says. “Come on, Tom. Let’s get some food and interview a suspect.”

Since I’m reasonably certain we won’t be seen by anyone who knows us, we walk across the parking lot arm-in-arm, Helen resting her head against my shoulder, giving me a good whiff of her hair.

“Helen,” I say, “I know I gave you vanilla-scented shampoo as a birthday present when we were together. Did you keep using it?”

She sighs, a look of sadness passing over her eyes. “No,” she says. “After you left, I threw the bottle I had away. I couldn’t stand the smell of vanilla for years.”

“When did you start using it again?”

She smiles and strokes my cheek. “The day you came back into my life. I started using it, I don’t know, to hurt you maybe, remind you what you gave up. Then I kept wearing it because I could tell you liked it, that maybe—oh, I’ve confessed this to you—that maybe I could get you to fall back in love with me.”

I hold her hand. “Helen, I’m so—”

“It doesn’t matter now,” she whispers. “It hasn’t for a long time.”

We stare at each other for a moment, then we’re jarred out of our fog by a loud “Yeehaw!” as a man wearing a cowboy hat staggers out of the bar.

“I’m really glad you brought your back-up,” I mutter.

“Just hide under the table if there’s any trouble.”

“If there’s any trouble, you’ll find me back at the Rectory.”

Once inside, we manage to find a table that gives Helen a good view of the entire place. It’s crowded and a little noisy, with most of the tables occupied, country music playing on a jukebox somewhere, and people sitting around the bar. 

“Is that him?” I say to Helen, indicating the bartender. He’s in his late thirties, short-cut hair, close-cut beard. A white t-shirt is stretched over a muscular arms and chest.

“He matches the description Gladys gave of the guy arguing with Chad when she got here,” Helen says.

“So, what now?”

“Now,” she says, “we order.”

I turn just as our waitress gets to our table. She’s probably in her early twenties, though with the makeup, it’s hard to tell. Brown hair in a ponytail, a Myer College t-shirt cut off to expose most of her stomach—and the belly-button ring she has—and what can only be charitably described as shorts. She’s balancing on heels that make the horrible things Helen wore last night look like loafers.

Apparently, I’m looking at her a bit too long because I hear Helen clear her throat. I quickly shift my attention to the menu.

“Hey, ya’ll,” the waitress, Candi according to her nametag, drawls, “what’ll it be?”

“I’ll have a Rum and Coke,” Helen says.

“I’ll have a Coke,” I say. “And I think we’ll have an order of the cheese fries, some of the fried mushrooms, annnnd—oh, the fritters sound good.”

She writes down our order and saunters to the bar to get our drinks. Looking at Helen, I say, “She seems nice.”

“You sure thought so,” she says. I’m about to protest that I was merely making notes for a potential homily on modesty when I notice she’s looking over my shoulder.

“Hey, Helen, your hypocrisy is showing,” I say with a smile.

“What? Oh, the bartender? Don’t be ridiculous. I’m just keeping my eye on the suspect.”

“Uh-huh. Maybe I should work out some,” I say, though the possibility makes me nauseous.

“No, Tom,” she smiles. Then, leaning across the table, she whispers, “I’m really anxious to see what all that black you wear is hiding.”

I blush and cough just as our waitress returns with our drinks. Helen drawls, “Hey, Candi, were you working here last Monday night?”

I wince. I love her, but Helen has the worst southern accent I’ve ever heard.

Candi stops and looks at Helen. “Yeah?”

“Did you serve that poor man that got runned over at the President’s Mansion on campus?”

Candi puts the tray on the table, crosses her arms, and cocks her head to one side. “You a cop?”

I begin to panic, but Helen remains cool. “Do I look like a cop?”

“Actually, lady, you do,” she says. “Not that many women come in here dressed like that.” Candi’s eyes narrow and she snaps her fingers. “I know you. I saw you on TV a couple of weeks ago. That guy that jumped from his balcony in town before he could be arrested for murdering that girl. You are a cop.”

Candi turns and looks at me. “Oh, yeah, and you’re that priest,” she says smiling and nodding. “Well, well, well, don’t you two make an attractive couple.”

My panic has morphed into sheer terror. I glance at Helen, who, somehow, some way, is still cool and calm—and suddenly holding a fifty dollar bill. 

“Candi,” she says with her cop voice, “listen very carefully. I need you to answer my questions. I also need you to get the bartender over here. And most importantly, I need you to keep your mouth shut about seeing the two of us here together. If it gets out, you may not like what happens. I’m sure if I look, you’ll have a record?”

The young woman’s confidence wilts under Helen’s intimidating tone. She nods and takes the fifty. “Listen, I don’t want no trouble. I don’t care what you two are doing here. Hell, half the people here aren’t married to the person they’re with. Makes no difference to me.”

Helen smiles and nods. “Good. Now, about Monday night?”

“Yeah, well, that guy who was killed got here about 7:30 p.m., I think. The place was a lot less crowded than it is tonight—Monday night’s our slowest night. Good looking guy. I usually flirt with the men if they’re here by themselves, but since he was Steve’s friend, I just knew there was no reason to.”

“Oh? And why is that?”

“Because, Steve’s gay. He and that guy that was killed, they had a thing a few months ago.”  
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“So,” Helen says. “You’re saying Steve and Chad Hudson were lovers?”

“Hmm, I wouldn’t exactly call them that,” Candi says. “I’m not sure where they met, but Chad would come over here a couple of times a week, wait until Steve’s shift was over or closing time, then they’d go to Steve’s place—he has a small apartment upstairs.”

I look at Helen. So, it appears Chad wasn’t as devoted to Richard as Gladys thought.

“Tell me about Monday night,” Helen says.

“Chad came in, like I say, and sat at a table—ah, over at that one, I think. He hadn’t been here in a while, so I pointed him out to Steve. I started to go over to get his order, but Steve said he’d take care of it.”

“What did he do then?” Helen asked. “Did he pour a drink?”

“Uh-huh,” Candi says. “Chad’s usual, a single-malt scotch, no ice.”

“That seems a little pricey for a place like this,” I comment.

“Oh, Steve kept it just for Chad. He was the only one who ever ordered it.”

Helen and I exchange glances. “What happened when he went over to the table?”

“Things seemed fine at first, then they got loud. Steve said something like, ‘You can’t just ghost me and then show up here.’ Chad said, ‘Look, I told you when we started, it was just casual, no strings.’ Then Steve shouted, ‘How long are you going to keep letting that guy fuck you and get nothing from it? You know he doesn’t really care about you!’”

“What happened then?”

“About that time, this blue-haired chick in weird clothes with the wheelchair came in. They said a few other things—I think Steve said, ‘Fuck you, Chad,’ then went back to the bar.”

Helen sits back. “Thanks, Candi. You’ve been really helpful. Just a couple of more questions. When did the young woman get here?”

Candi looks off to the side, then says, “Not real sure. Not long after Chad, I think.”

“When did Chad leave?”

“About 8 p.m. The girl stayed until about 9:00. She had some fries and another soda, then left.”

“OK, one last question. How did Chad seem when he left? Disoriented or anything?”

“You mean, like drunk or something? No, but he only had two scotches.”

Helen nods. “OK. Wait a few minutes, then ask Steve to come over here. Tell him we were friends of Chad and wanted to offer our condolences. And don’t mention I’m a cop.”

“Hey, no problem. Ah, y’all still want your food?”

“Yes,” I pipe up. “Thanks.”

Candi walks to the bar to tell Steve and, hopefully, get our appetizers.

“Well, that was interesting,” Helen says.

“Very,” I say. “Gladys never mentioned Chad having any other, ah, relationships.”

“Well, he was here for about a month before Davenport relocated,” she says. “Maybe they met, hit it off . . .”

“Looks like we’ll be able to ask him,” I comment as I look over my shoulder and see Steve the bartender walking towards our table with a tray of our appetizers. He is a good-looking guy, a little younger than I am but with the coloring and athletic build of someone who obviously enjoys the outdoors. 

“Hi, folks,” he says, looking sad and forlorn, “Candi tells me you’re friends of Chad’s?”

“Yes,” Helen  says with a tight smile. “Why don’t you have a seat?”

Steve begins to look nervous. “Well, I’d, ah, I’d better—”

She pushes her blazer back enough for him to see her badge. “Here or at the station.”

Steve sees the badge and sighs. He glances back at a young woman who has taken over making drinks and she gives him a pleasant thumbs up. So he sits.

Without preamble, Helen says, “So, how well did you know Chad Hudson?” 

He sort of snorts at this, but then looks a bit sad. “Not nearly as well as I would have liked.” 

“How did you two meet?” Helen asks.

Steve slumps in the chair. “It was back in early February. I was checking out the profiles on Hunk.”

“Hunk?” I ask.

“Yeah. It’s an app for gays, bi’s, and queers to meet for . . .”

“Sex,” Helen says.

“Yeah,” Steve says, “but also to just make connections, especially in a place like this. Not exactly a hopping community out here.”

“So Chad had set up a profile when he moved to Myerton?”

“Oh, no,” he says, shaking his head. “From what I could tell, he’s had a profile on Hunk for years. You can check it yourself.”

“How many times did you see Chad?” Helen says.

I see tears beginning to well up in his eyes. “Oh, I don’t know. A lot. Chad was . . . you know, special. He was close to my own age, which was nice. You get tired of fucking self-absorbed twenty-somethings. We actually had things in common, you know.” He wipes his eyes. “For all the good that did.”

“So you were interested in him romantically, but he did not share your feelings?”

“He never had a chance,” Steve says bitterly, “not as soon as Davenport got here. After that, poof, he was gone.” 

“So he chose someone else over you,” Helen says, leaning forward. “Surely that’s happened to you before in your life.”

He wipes the tears beginning to form in his eyes. “Yeah, but this was different,” Steve says quietly. “I thought we might have a future together. We really hit it off, you know. Then President Asshole gets into town and it's all over. Chad had no time for me, dodged my calls, wouldn’t return my texts. When he finally did answer one of my calls, he insisted that what we had was just a fling. That he really belonged to Davenport. Well, that made me mad. I remember saying, ‘what about all that shit you told me about him?’ He wouldn’t answer me, just hung up.”

“So Chad talked to you about Davenport?” Helen presses. “What did he say?”

“That they weren’t exclusive, or at least Davenport wasn’t exclusive with him. But little Chad boy could never give up on his big hunk of presidential ass.”

At this point, I’m struck again about how wearing my collar limits my exposure to the wide varieties of the English language. I ask, “So Chad admitted to you that Davenport had other lovers.”

“Exactly. Only I wouldn’t call them lovers. They were just people he fucked. According to Chad, Old Daddy Davenport would fuck anything that moved, and made little secret of it to people.  Except of course among the elite old families that might stop giving money to the college if they found out the President was queer or bi or whatever the fuck he is.”

I’m not sure why, but something prompts me to ask Steve, “Did you ever meet Davenport?”

Steve rolls his eyes. “Oh, yeah! Now that’s a whole other story.”

“Why don’t you tell us about it?” Helen asks.

“I’m still pissed off about it. It was not long after he got to Myer and Chad started ditching me. Like I said, I kept calling and texting, you know, to see what was up. One night I get a text back from Chad saying he was sorry, he’d been busy, but he wanted to get together. He asked me to have dinner with him the next evening at the President’s Mansion.”

“He asked you to the President’s Mansion? Didn’t you think that odd?” I ask.

Steve shrugs. “Not really, since he lived there. There’s a guest house on the grounds. Nice cozy place. Chad had good taste. I guess Daddy Davenport wanted him close by.”

“So it sounds like Chad wanted to part on good terms with you, at least,” Helen says. “Why are you pissed off?”

“Because, lady, I get there and who do you think answers the door? Davenport. Chad wasn’t even there. He’d used Chad’s phone to trick me into coming over.”

Helen and I look at each other. A couple of things finally make sense.

Chad hadn’t texted Gladys about dinner. Davenport had.

“What did he say?”

“Huh! He told me to leave Chad alone. That Chad was his, and always had been. I argued with him, asking if Chad was his, why had he been fucking me. That son-of-a-bitch laughed and said he allowed Chad his little bits of fun, but that’s all they were. He warned me not to try and contact Chad again, or he’d have the police come out and look at my place, even close it down. Listen, it isn’t much to look at, but this is all I’ve got. I can’t lose it. So, I backed down.”

“Did he explain how he’d get the police to shut you down?”

“He said he’s big buddies with the Chief of Police in Myerton—I don’t mean like that or anything.”

So apparently Helen was right about Chief Lowden and the Myer College presidents.

Helen continues, “So what happened Monday night?”

“What do you mean, what happened? Chad came in and I went over to talk to him, you know, trying to be friendly. But he acted like we had barely met. Well, that pissed me off, so I started yelling at him, called him a fucking bastard, I think. I feel really bad about that now. If I had known . . . Oh, that poor guy.  I mean to go like that, trapped underneath a car.” He wipes more tears from his eyes.  

Hoping to offer some comfort, I say “Steve, for what it’s worth, it seems that he was killed instantly. The autopsy says he did not suffer.” Helen shoots me a look, and then I ask Steve, “What did you do then?”

“I went back to the bar and did my job.”

“Did you fix his drink?”

“Yeah. Single malt scotch, really expensive shit I ordered just for him. Only thing he drank except for that German beer he liked. Why?”

Not answering the question, Helen asks, “You still have that bottle of scotch?”

“Yeah, it’s about a quarter full. Listen, why all the questions? I mean, Chad was hit by a car, right? So what does that have to do with me?”

“Because,” Helen says, sitting back in her chair and folding her arms,  “someone slipped him something, something that might have been designed as a bit of payback for being mistreated, someone who might have wanted to set him up to be embarrassed . . . or worse.”

Steve gets agitated at this point. “Now . . . now wait a minute, that wasn’t me. You’re barking up the wrong tree, lady!”

“Am I? You seemed pretty mad a few minutes ago.”

“Mad, yeah, but not crazy. Look, Chad was a fine piece of ass, but he was not worth killing, or even trying to hurt. I’m mad now. I’m hurt. But that’s not my game.”

Helen pauses a minute before saying, “OK, get back to work, but don’t plan any major vacations in the next few days.”

Steve stands up, but Helen says, “I just texted an officer who’ll be here in five minutes to have a look around your room.” Fixing him with her most intimidating detective look, she adds, “Do they need to bring a warrant?”

Sam looks at her, and for a moment I think he’s going to tell her what she could do with a warrant. But instead, he shakes his head. “No. They can search all they want. They won’t find anything.”

“Oh,” Helen smiles. “I sincerely doubt that. You have a nice evening.”

***
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Back in the car, I say, “So if Steve did drug Chad, would he have been able to safely drive all the way back to the Mansion before it hit his system?”

Helen is pulling out her phone. “That’s another thing I need to ask the ME.” She scrolls through her contacts, and taps the one she stops on.

“Who are you calling?” I ask.

“State Medical Examiner,” she whispers.

“At this hour? Helen, he won’t be at the office.”

“I’m not calling his office, I’m calling his house.”

“His house?” I say with amazement. “Why do you have—”

“Sshhh—Hello, Daniel? Hi, it’s Helen.” She glances over at me and notices my look of displeasure—I mean, why is she so comfortable calling the State Medical Examiner at his home at 10 p.m. on a Saturday night?—and says, “hold on, Daniel, let me put you on speaker. I’m driving.”

She presses the speaker button and the voice of an older man, probably in his late sixties, comes through the phone. “Helen, you shouldn’t be driving and talking on your phone. You know that’s illegal.”

Helen laughs. “I’m pulling over now. Sorry to call you so late, but it’s important.”

“Oh, you know me, I’m a night-owl. Just getting my second wind.”

“Good, listen, I won’t keep you. I’ve got a question. The Chad Hudson autopsy—”

“—is not done yet,” he interjects. “I gave you my preliminary report ruling it a homicide because of the ketamine in his system.”

“And I have a question about that. Would Hudson have been able to drive himself home with that amount of ketamine in his system?”

“Absolutely not,” he says emphatically. “Even mixed in alcohol, with as much ketamine as he had in his system, he wouldn’t have been able to drive a car after five minutes.”

Helen looks at me and smiles. “Thanks, Daniel, you have a good night.”

After she hangs up, I say. “Well, sounds like that rules Steve out.”

“And Gladys,” she says. “Unless she’s lying about everything—that she slipped Chad ketamine in his drink, got him into her van, drove him to the President’s Mansion, got him to stand in front of her van, then ran him over—then we’ve just proven she couldn’t have done it.” Helen lets out a sigh of relief. “Oh, I am so glad. I was so worried. But now I can stop worrying and get her to work on the case with me.”

I nod.. “Because while Gladys and Steve may not have given Chad the ketamine, someone did.”

“That’s right. Now, we just need to figure out who.”
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Twenty-Three
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Sunday morning dawned and I awoke with a great sense of thanksgiving and peace.

Unless there was an unfortunate turn of events, the cloud of suspicion over Gladys had blown away. If her story was true—and Helen had found nothing to dispute it—then she did not give Chad the ketamine which  ultimately led to his death. What happened to him, at least as far as Gladys’ role, was a tragic accident.

My sense of peace began to disappear in the shower as I pondered the questions that were left.

Who gave Chad the ketamine, and why?

Why did whoever was responsible arrange for Gladys to be the instrument of his death?

Where did the bright light come from that blinded Gladys?

What happened to the letter of resignation that Gladys said Chad had?

And what was the terrible thing that Chad and Richard Davenport had been involved in that prompted Chad to want to meet with Gladys, and apparently Richard Davenport to resign his position—before turning himself into the police?

Turning the water off and drying my hair, it occurred to me that somehow that last question was the key to the whole. Answer that, and we find the person responsible.

I look at myself in the mirror. “We?” I say. “Tom, remember. You’re not the detective. I’m sure Helen and Dan can take care of it without you.”

Looking at the time, I see my musings have almost made me late getting ready for 8 a.m. Mass. I quickly finish, dress, and am going down the stairs when my cell phone beeps.

I smile when I see it’s Helen. It’s the same message she sent me last Sunday.

Go get ‘em, tiger.

Oh, that the day will come when I can look in her eyes when she says that.

***
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Helen stops by for breakfast at 9 a.m.—greeted at the door by Anna, lest anyone spy her coming to the Rectory.

“It won’t be that much longer, you two,” she tells us. I give Helen a quick kiss then walk with her into the kitchen, where Anna has laden the table with a breakfast of pancakes and sausages.

“How are you this morning?” I ask.

“Mmm, better now that I don’t have to worry about Gladys,” she says. “But it’s not like the investigation is over. There are still a lot of questions, namely who slipped Chad the ketamine and why?”

“I was thinking about the case in the shower,” I say.

Helen leans on the table. “The  shower, you say?”

“Yes, I often think in the shower.”

“At least you don’t sing.”

Ignoring the uncalled-for jab at my singing, I say, “It occurred to me that two things in this really don’t make sense. First, there’s the missing letter of resignation. Have you found it?”

Helen shakes her head. “No, we scoured the area around the accident scene. He must have taken it out of his pocket and left it somewhere.”

“Did you search his apartment?”

“See, there is the problem,” Helen says slowly. “Since this became a murder investigation, the Chief’s been reluctant to allow us to do all the things we’d normally do, like search the victim’s home, get their cell phone and computer, you know. Too afraid of angering Davenport.” She pauses. “At least, I hope that’s all it is.”

“Well, if he was doing that based on the idea Gladys was guilty, then that made sense. But it doesn’t anymore.”

“Exactly. Which is why I’m going to ask him first thing in the morning about making the request to Davenport. I also need to question Davenport.”

“About the letter of resignation?”

“Yes, that, and also if he can think of anyone who might want to harm Chad.”

“In Myerton, you mean,” I say, thinking about what Gladys said.

“We have to start somewhere.”

I grab one more sausage from the plate. “There’s also that thing that Chad said about how he and Richard did something bad in the past. Something he wanted to tell Gladys about before holding  a press conference.” I put my fork down and look at Helen. “Interesting how that just vanished like the letter of resignation.”

Helen looks at me. “Tom,” she says, “if you’re thinking that Richard Davenport—”

“He would have a motive, if he thought Chad was going to reveal some deep dark secret.”

“Look, I don’t like the guy at all, but there is absolutely nothing to point to him. No, Tom, I think you’re barking up the wrong tree this time.”

I shrug. “I guess we’ll see. I mean, you and Dan are the professionals. It’s not like a lowly priest like me could ever solve a murder.”

Helen rolled her eyes. “OK, OK, listen. I know you’ve got some kind of weirdly good instincts about this stuff. Drives me crazy. Look, I’m not saying Davenport’s not a suspect. At this point, though, we have no evidence.”

I nod. “You’re right about that. Anyway, let’s change the subject.”

Helen smiles. “Let’s. Ah, darling, did we have any plans this afternoon?”

“I don’t think we did. You want to watch the race with me? And by watch the race, I mean you do something else while I watch?”

“Actually, I was thinking I really need to go shopping and get a new pair of shoes.”

“Oh, yeah,” I say slowly. “I forgot I said I’d take you. Sure, sure, I’ll drive you to Hagerstown. Probably won’t be that good of a race anyway.”

Helen chuckles. “Actually, I thought I’d go with Gladys. She could use the cheering up, and I know there’s a vintage clothing store in Hagerstown she likes. I thought maybe a new pair of gloves or a pillbox hat would help.”

I smile, relieved that at least right now, I don’t have to sacrifice my one vice for the woman I love. 

***
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When I arrive at the Sacristy about 10 a.m., I find a very apologetic-looking Dominic.

“Dominic,” I say. “Is anything wrong?”

“Father Tom,” he says, “I am very sorry, but Sam Reynolds will no longer be serving with us at the altar.”

I nod. “I suspected that would happen.”

“Apparently his mother does not believe altar service to be appropriate for him under . . . I mean, that is . . . she is of the opinion—”

I hold up my hand. “Dominic, it’s all right,” I say. “I already know.”

Dominic nods and I turn my attention to my Mass vestments. I’ve just put on my alb and cincture when I notice that the young man is still there.

“Is there something else, Dominic?”

He takes a deep breath. “Father,” he says quietly, “I just want to say something.”

“OK, Dominic. From my experience being at a loss for words has never been a problem for you.”

“Father, like Sam, I believe I have a vocation to the priesthood, and I just want you to know that seeing you these last few months, with all your struggles and questions, your openness in admitting your sins, your desire to be a better priest, well, I’ve found it inspiring. I just wanted you to know that.”

I look into the young man’s earnest face and feel myself getting a little emotional. “Thank you, Dominic,” I say quietly. “I appreciate that.”

“I mean it, sir. And for what it’s worth, a lot of the other guys admire you for what you’ve done, too. We all talk about it.”

I really am at a loss for words now. After the meeting with Olivia Reynolds, I wondered how many people shared her views. It relieves me to hear what Dominic says.

“And, as I believe I told you, we all believe you when you say you and Ms. Parr have done nothing that broke your vows.” He pauses. “But I have a question, if you don’t think it impertinent?”

“Go ahead,” I say warily.

Dominic looks at me, and shaking his head he says, “How?”

The question catches me off guard. “How, what?”

“I mean . . . she’s a woman . . . you’re a man . . . everyone sees you together. I mean, it’s so obvious you two care about each other. She’s close to your own age and, I guess for a woman her age, she’s attractive, I don’t know about these things. How didn’t you?”

“You mean, how was I able to avoid breaking my vows with Ms. Parr?”

Dominic nods. I consider his question for a moment. There are so many possible answers I could give the young man. But there’s really only one.

“Because, Dominic,” I say, “whatever our feelings for each other, we both love God more. We both love His Church. And we’re both bound to obey certain rules—rules that don’t just cover me, but her and everyone else as well.”

“I’m well aware of the Church’s teachings on chastity, Father Tom. But I guess what I want to know—is it worth it?”

Clasping my hand on the young man’s shoulder, I smile. “Dominic,” I say, “loving God first is always worth it.”
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Twenty-Four
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The Rectory phone rings at 8:30 a.m. It’s unusual for someone to call this early on a Monday. Concerned that it’s an emergency, I answer it with some gravity in my voice. “Saint Clare’s, Father Greer speaking.”

“Good morning, Father Greer,” Richard Davenport says, “I hope I’m not calling too early.”

“No, no,” I say, trying to sound as friendly as possible under the circumstances. “A priest is really on call twenty-four hours a day. Are you calling about the funeral Wednesday? I believe everything is ready. We’ll be getting the photos back from our printer today or tomorrow.”

“I’m sure everything is in your capable hands, Father,” he says, his voice oozing with gratitude mixed with a hint of condescension. “I wanted to talk to you about the fee for the Funeral Mass.”

“Yes, I believe Anna emailed you that information.”

“I received it, and it’s a very reasonable sum. But I would also like to make an additional donation in Chad’s name, perhaps for the church education program. Chad always spoke so highly of his Catholic education.”

“That would be fine, and very generous, I’m sure. Thank you. You can just give it to me on Wednesday, if you like.”

“Father,” he says with what sounds like genuine grief, “I think that day’s going to be very hard for me, saying goodbye for the last time. Can you come by the Mansion today and pick it up? I’ll also give you a check for the funeral.”

“That would be fine,” I say. “I don’t have anything on my calendar until this afternoon. I can come by around 10 a.m.?”

“Good, good,” he says. He’s about to say something else when I distinctly hear a woman’s voice in the background say, “Hey, baby, are you coming to breakfast?”

“I’ll be right there, darling, just finishing up,” he says. “Father, I need to go. I’ll see you here at 10 a.m.” With that, he hangs up.

Gripping the receiver in my hand harder than I should, I mutter, “Yes, I bet you needed to go.”

***
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I’m digging into a plate of scrambled eggs with cheese, bacon, and toast when Helen calls.

“Good morning,” I say cheerfully.  “How’d shopping go?”

“Great,” she says. “I bought three pairs of shoes, all low pumps, all incredibly comfortable.” She lowers her voice to a whisper. “One of them in red.”

“Ooo, you know how much I like you in red.”

“Why do you think I bought them?”

I chuckle, and say, “Did Gladys enjoy herself?”

“Well, from the three outfits, two hats and pocketbook she bought, I’d say yes.” Helen pauses. “She bought one dress for the funeral, in black of course, complete with a black mantilla. It looked familiar to me, but I couldn’t place it.”

I shrug. “Well, sounds like she’s better. Is she working on the case?”

“Started first thing this morning. Right now, I have her digging into Chad Hudson’s social media, including his Hunk profile.”

“What, do you think someone else Chad found may have done it?”

“It’s a possibility,” she says. “I’ll take whatever I can get at this point. I really need to get into Chad’s place at the President’s Mansion. Hopefully, Davenport will give me permission this morning.”

“Did the Chief finally give you the go-ahead to interview Davenport?”

“Yes, but he really didn’t have much choice,” she says. “Not after our only suspect was cleared. So now, I need to do what I should have been doing—gathering evidence, interviewing witnesses. And except for Gladys, the last person to see Chad Hudson alive was Davenport.”

“So have you scheduled it yet?”

“This morning at 10 a.m.” She hesitates, then says, “That’s actually why I’m calling.”

“You want me to go with you,” I say with a smile, “so you don’t say or do something you might regret.”

“Oh, I wouldn’t regret it, Tom. The son-of-a-bitch has it coming to him. But I think I stand a better chance of behaving myself if you’re there.”

“At it turns out, Helen, it's actually in the church’s best interest if I’m there with you.”

“What do you mean by that?” 

“I mean, darling, that Richard Davenport called me this morning. I’m supposed to go over at 10 a.m. anyway to pick up a sizable donation that he’s making to the church in Chad’s memory. And frankly, my dear, I don’t want you doing anything that would keep that check from clearing.”

***
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“Now remember Tom.  I do the talking. I ask the questions. You just sit there.”

We’re standing in front of the door to the President’s Mansion having just rung the doorbell. I cock my head to one side and smile. “Come on, Helen. How often have we done this?”

She sighs and shakes her head. “I know, Tom, but hope springs eternal.”

I am about to make what I hope comes across as a witty retort when the door opens. Instead of being greeted by Richard Davenport, or perhaps a housekeeper, Helen and I find ourselves face-to-face with a perky slip of a girl clad only in a long, pink Care Bears t-shirt. 

“Hi,” she says in a voice too chipper for even 10 a.m. in the morning. “Can I help you?” 

I consider this question for a moment, but Helen says, “Absolutely not—ahem, I mean, yes. I’m Delective Helen Parr and this is Father Tom Greer. Is Richard in?” 

“Oh, yeah, he’s in,” she says but doesn’t otherwise move. 

“So, can we come in?” I ask, trying to be helpful. 

“Oh, sure,” she says, turning and wiggling off toward what turns out to be a well-appointed living room. I start to follow her but Helen steps in front of me, reminding me again of who’s in charge here.

“Have a seat,” the young woman says in the tone of someone trained in the social niceties without ever having experienced them herself. “I’ll go get Richard.” 

Then, before she can get out the door, Helen says, “Excuse me, but who are you?”

“Oh, me? I’m Joanna Pine, Richard’s . . . um . . . assistant.”

Having apparently lost my mind, I ask, “How exactly do you assist him?”

She tosses her blond hair and says, “Oh, whatever he needs me to do. I’m just so lucky that Chad,” looking at me and then adding piously, “God rest his soul, found my qualifications to be just what Richard was looking for.”

“Uh-huh,” Helen says dubiously. “If you can get Richard for us, please?”

“OK, sure.” She turns and bounces out of the room, as Helen and I stare after her.

Helen then turns and looks at me, saying with a snarl, “‘How do you assist him?’ Really, Tom?”

“I’m sorry. It's the first thing that popped in my head.”

“Uh-huh. I doubt it was the first thing.”

“Oh, stop.” I pause, then add, “He seems to have lowered his standards since Gladys.”

“Yeah, I bet this girl’s IQ could be measured with a six-inch ruler.”

“I’m not too sure he cares about her brain,” I mutter.

“He probably just looks to her for comfort in his time of grief,” Helen whispers.

“Helen, not even I believe that!”

We giggle quietly, but stop when we hear voices in the hallway.

“I’m sorry, honey,” Joanna says.

“I’ve told you not to answer the door,” Richard says with a low growl.

“It won’t happen again,” she says, pleadingly. “I promise.”

It's silent for a moment, then Richard says, “That’s a good girl. Now, why don’t you go get dressed?” There’s a kissing sound and then bare feet padding on the floor away from the living room.

Helen and I sit down quickly right before Richard enters. 

“Ah, Father, Detective,” he says. “Did you arrive together?”

Before I can speak, Helen says, “Yes, as a matter of fact. Father Tom is our chaplain, and he often accompanies me when I interview grieving family members.”

“And since I was coming over here anyway,” I say, “it only seemed like the right thing to do.”

“Of course, of course,” Richard says, sitting in a leather armchair across from where we sit. “Though, Father, as I have no particular belief in—well, anything, really—you won’t find me particularly amenable to spiritual counsel. I have other ways of seeking solace for my grief over Chad’s death.”

“Yes, we noticed,” Helen says.

Richard folds his hands and smiles ingratiatingly. “Oh, Detective Parr, do I detect a note of disapproval?”

I look at Helen, begging her mentally not to carry this any further, even though he seems to be goading her. Fortunately, Helen responds by digging in her tote bag and pulling out a pen and notebook. “Really, President Davenport, it’s not my place to approve or disapprove. I’m here to try to find out who may have been responsible for Chad’s death.”

“Of course, and please call me Richard.” He breaths a deep sigh, and adds, “I am just so thankful Gladys is no longer under suspicion. I was so troubled when it looked like she had run Chad over on purpose.”

“Yes, Gladys’ part in it was an accident,” Helen says. “But clearly someone wanted Chad to die that night. Now, I need to find out who.”

“Anything I can do to help, I’ll be glad to do, as I told Chief Lowden this morning.”

Helen stops and looks up. “You spoke to Chief Lowden?”

“I speak to him quite frequently, about this and other matters of mutual interest. Particularly, the security of the campus and the rampant drug problem.”

I’m about to make a comment, but Helen rushes on and says, “I see. Very interesting. Then I’m sure he told you we need access to Chad’s living quarters.”

“But of course,” Richard says, spreading his hands. “Frankly, Detective, I’m surprised you haven’t already done so. If you don’t mind my opinion, a bit of an oversight on your part. You know, I am a forensic scientist myself, though it’s been years since I’ve worked in the field. I’ve mainly been devoted to teaching and administration. In fact, I met Gladys when she took my Introduction to Forensics class.”

“When she was sixteen,” I comment, earning myself a warning side glance from Helen.

“Ah, yes,” Richard says. “Special girl. A real talent you have there, detective.”

I can see Helen’s jaw clench and sense the anger boiling up within. So it’s with great surprise I hear her say, “I agree. Thank you for allowing us to look at Chad’s quarters. I’ll send another detective and a couple of evidence techs over this afternoon. I’ll also need your permission to access his Myer College computer and email accounts.”

“Of course, of course.” He pauses. “Will Gladys be doing the forensic analysis of Chad’s computers?”

“Yes, she is the only computer expert we have.”

“I see. Don’t you think that would be distressing to the poor girl? I mean, she and Chad were so close at one time.”

“I have no one else to assign.”

“Well, I have connections all over—”

“So, when did you last see Chad?” Helen asks, changing the subject.

“Hmm,” Richard says, stroking his chin. “It was after he arrived back from his meeting with Gladys, so maybe around 8:30 p.m.?”

“Why was Chad meeting with her?”

He sighs and says, “Well, detective, I’m afraid it was my fault. I’m sure Gladys has told you her side of the story, but the last time she was over here for dinner, there was a misunderstanding—a case of mixed signals, I suppose. I thought Gladys wanted, ah, well, let’s just say to have some fun. Clearly, I was wrong. Gladys got upset and has refused to speak to me since then. Well, Chad just couldn’t stand to have anyone upset with him or me, so he met with Gladys to persuade her to meet me here—in his presence, of course.”

“What did he tell you she said?”

“Chad told me he was still waiting to hear from her, because he needed to open the gate if she was coming.”

“The gate isn’t controlled from the house?” I ask. “That seems odd. Wasn’t it replaced recently?”

“Three years ago, actually. And you’re correct, usually it is. But the remote capability has been acting up and was not working on Monday. Someone came out on Wednesday to fix it . . . too late for poor Chad, of course.”

“So were you with him until Gladys texted that she decided to come?” Helen asked.

“No, no,” Richard shakes his head. “A little before 9 p.m, Chad got a text from the mansion gardener—I guess I should say ex-gardener, Chad had just fired him a few days before.”

“Really?” I say, earning yet another glance from Helen. “Why did Chad fire him? Was he incompetent or something?”

“No, nothing like that. He was quite capable, quite a talented gardener actually, having been employed by the college for about fifteen years from what I understand.”

“So why was he fired?” Helen asks.

Richard furrows his brow and scowls, “He expressed some noxious, bigoted opinions to Chad, particularly against members of the LGBTQ+ community.”

“I take it the gardener didn’t realize Chad was gay,” I say. Helen shakes her head and mutters, “OK, I give up.”

“Gladys told you that too,” Richard says with a smile.

“Oh, she’s told me a lot of things,” I say evenly. In my mind, I can hear the sound of a check being torn up.

He nods and says, “I’m sure she has. Anyway, yes, Chad was gay. Didn’t make a big secret of it, but didn’t make a big deal out of it either. From what Chad told me, the man started with gays and just went on to disparage women, blacks. I mean, we just can’t have that kind of bigotry here at Myer. You understand Father, don’t you?”

“It’s wrong to objectify and disparage any group, or anyone,” I say cooly. 

“Exactly my point. Chad was right to fire him.”

“So,” Helen says, “why was the gardener contacting him?”

“He’d been calling and texting, begging for his job back. Chad was such a soft-hearted person. The man texted, asking if he could meet with Chad so he could apologize and ask for his job back. I guess Chad wanted to be charitable to the man, so went to meet him.” Richard swallows and closes his eyes. “That was the last time I saw him alive.”

Helen continues writing, then looks up. Allowing Richard a few moments to collect himself, she says quietly, “I know this is a hard time for you. Just a few more questions.”

Richard exhales raggedly and nods.

“So, Chad wasn’t behaving erratically or abnormally when he arrived back at the mansion.”

“No,” Richard says. “Not at all. He was his normal self.”

“Did he have anything to eat or drink?”

“No, I don’t believe so, at least not that I saw.”

“Tell me again why he was on the driveway in the first place?”

“Well, like I’ve said, I suppose he must have gone up to open the gate for Gladys, then stopped at the bench on the way back—you know the one I mean, Father, you were sitting on it talking to Gladys—to smoke a cigarette.”

“Chad was a smoker?” Helen asks.

“Yes, since high school. I’ve tried to get him to quit completely over the years, but the best he could get down to was one or two in the evening. I wouldn’t allow it in or near the Mansion or his cottage but did away from the house. He’d often walk to the bench in the evening for that purpose.”

“How often?”

“Hmm, several times a week.”

“I see, I see,” Helen says. She pauses, tapping her pen on her notebook for a moment. When she looks up, I expect her to continue with the questioning. She still hasn’t asked about the letter of resignation, nor about the bad thing that Chad mentioned to Gladys that prompted it.

Instead, she puts her notebook and pen in her tote bag. “Well, Richard,” she says with a smile. “Thank you for your time. Before we go, may I get a key to Chad’s cottage? I’d like to have a quick look around before I send my team over.”

“Of course,” Richard says. “I’ll go get that—and Father, I’ll get you your check.”

As soon as he leaves, I look at Helen. “That’s it? I mean, no questions about the letter?”

“No,” she mutters. “Not yet.”

“Why not?”

She looks at me and I realize my mistake. “I’m sorry, Helen. You’re right. You don’t come into my office and question how I structure my homilies.” I then add, “I have to get back to the church for Noon Mass. Can you drop me off? If not, I can ask Anna to come get me.”

“I need about five minutes in Chad’s cottage. Can you spare that?”

I look at the time again. “I think I can spare that. I mean, after all, you are driving.”

She laughs just as Richard returns. “Here’s the key for you, detective,” he says, “and here, Father, is your check. There are actually two—the check for the funeral fee and the check for the donation in Chad’s memory.”

“Thank you, Richard,” I say, smiling and shaking his hand. “I’m sure we’ll put this to good use.”

Behind Richard, I see Joanna quietly walk in. She’s changed into a rather smart light green suit with white blouse.

“Helen and I met your assistant,” I say. Richard turns as Joanna sidles up beside him, her hands folded demurely.

“Yes,” Richard says with a tad of discomfort. “Joanna started a couple of weeks after I got here. Chad recommended her.” 

“Yes, she told us. Do you like working for President Davenport?”

She seems startled by the question, but gathers herself and says. “Yes, Father, very much so. I’ve learned a lot already from Rich—President Davenport.”

“Yes,” I say. “I’m sure you have.”
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“Do you think I should run the check to the bank before he changes his mind?”

Helen stops and looks at me as we’re walking to the small cottage behind the Mansion. “Tom, sometimes you just surprise me. And you were concerned about me blowing the donation. Dammit, you had the check in your hand and you just couldn’t help digging at the guy.”

“I know, Helen,” I sigh. “I shouldn’t have.”

“I am soooo glad we agreed that I handle the money.”

“What does that have to do with this?”

“Nothing really, it just shows you really don’t have good sense when it comes to money.”

Helen unlocks the door of Chad’s cottage and we step in. It’s cozy and functional, tastefully decorated in soft teal, tan, and ivory. There’s a small living room, bathroom, and bedroom. The whole place is neat and orderly. The bed’s made, and everything in the bathroom is carefully in place.

“What are you looking for?” I ask.

“Nothing in particular,” she says. “I just wanted to see the place, get a feel for it. I’ve found I can learn a lot about a victim just by seeing where they live.”

“Learned anything about Chad?” I ask.

“Mmm, very orderly. Neat. A place for everything, and everything in its place. Doesn’t like conflict.”

“Richard told me that about Chad when we first met about the funeral,” I say. Looking at the time. “Listen, darling, I hate to cut into your cop mojo, but I’ve really got to get back.”

She smiles. “OK, I guess I’m going to have to become more conscious of time.”

“We all need to make sacrifices for love,” I say, returning her smile.

On the way back to her car, Helen pulls out her phone. “Hey, Dan. I need you to come out to the President’s Mansion with a couple of techs to conduct a search of Chad Hudson’s bungalow.” I can’t hear what Dan says, but Helen replies, “Yeah, everything. I want to see everything except the furniture. Oh, I need Gladys to find out about the groundskeeper at the Mansion—I didn’t get his name from Davenport, but she should be able to find it in the campus directory online. Chad just fired him.” Dan says something else, causing Helen to grin. “Let Miriam know I’ll stop by to see the little monster after work.”

After she hangs up, I say, “By the way, just out of curiosity, what do you tell Dan when we’re going to be on a date?”

She shakes her head. “Nothing. I tell him if he needs me, he can call me, but he never asks where I’m going to be.”

“Do you think he suspects?”

“Sort of,” she says, sheepishly.

“What do you mean?” I ask, both hopeful and nervous about her reply.

“Look, Tom,” Helen says. “He’s a good detective. He figured out how we feel about each other. I had a hard time believing he didn’t suspect something, especially after we showed up at the hospital together. So the other day, I met with him in my office and told him I figured he might know something is going on. Then I asked him, as a colleague, to keep anything he observed or figured out to himself, even from Miriam, for three weeks. I told him that after that he could tell anyone he wanted to.”

“What did he say?” I ask, now just nervous.

“He assured me he would say nothing but said he had a question.”

“What was that?” 

“He asked if you would still be available to baptize the new baby in a few months, and I assured him you would be.”

We walk in silence the rest of the way to her car as I marvel at both Dan’s loyalty and his faith in us. It serves as a reminder of just how important it is that we get this right.

Helen obviously has other things on her mind since she peels out of the gate at the President’s Mansion with her usual squeal of the tires.

“Aren’t you curious about the check, Tom?”

“Oh, I thought I’d open it when I get to the Rectory,” I say, looking out the window.

“Oh,” she says. She drives along for a few moments, then says. “Are you sure you’re not the least bit curious?”

“We’re not that far. I’ll find out soon enough.”

We drive in silence for a bit longer. I’m looking out the window, so Helen can’t see the smile forming on my lips.

Finally, she exclaims, “Dammit, Tom!”

I laugh and take the envelope out of my coat. “OK, OK, just to satisfy your curiosity,” I say as I open it. “It’s probably not—what the? Oh, my God!”

“Tom?”

“The check, I . . . I can’t believe it!”

“What is it?”

I’m unable to speak, so when she gets to a stop light, I show her the check, pointing to the amount.

Richard Davenport’s check to Saint Clare’s is for $50,000.
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After Helen drops me off, I dash into the Rectory long enough to give the check to Anna, explain why she must go to the bank right then and deposit it into the church’s account, and ask that she find the document outlining the terms of Win Myer’s bequest to Saint Clare’s. I hurry into the church with just enough time to throw my vestments on.

After Mass, I hurry back to the Rectory.

“Before you rush off into your office, Tom,” Anna says, “come in here and eat. Is Helen joining you?”

“Huh, she didn’t mention it when we saw each other,” I say, pulling out my phone to text her.

Rectory for lunch?

A few moments later she responds.

Sorry sweetie, I’m at Chad’s place overseeing the search.

“That’s odd,” I mutter.

I thought Dan was doing that?

A couple of minutes later she writes:

He is. I’m just here supervising him.

I’ll admit to being baffled by her response. Helen’s the first one to admit that Dan is already a good detective. I don’t know why she feels the need to be at the search when there’s already a detective there.

I shake my head. I’m sure Helen has a good reason for doing it. I’m just jealous that she’s there and not with me. I’d better get over that. It’s not like I’ll be able to tag along with her to every crime scene after we’re married.

“So are you going to tell me the story about the creep Richard Davenport and that check?”

I detect a tone of disapproval in her voice. “Do you think I shouldn’t have accepted it from him?”

“Oh, no, Tom, you did the right thing. When I was younger, during a homily on stewardship our priest told the story about a man who came to him—outside of confession, of course—and said he had won a bunch of money betting the horses at the Pimlico and wanted to make a donation to the church. When asked by the man if he could accept money earned from gambling, the priest told us he said, ‘Give your money to God. The devil’s had it long enough.’”

I make the mistake of swallowing when she tells me the punch line. I practically choke to death laughing.

Once I make sure I’m not going to die a tragic death by chicken crepe and force the Vatican to look for another couple to be their test subjects, I tell Anna the story about our visit to the President’s Mansion, leaving out the details concerning the investigation but mentioning the check, my unfortunate behavior—and Joanna Pine.

“So he’s snagged another young innocent,” Anna says, shaking her head. “Tom, that man’s—”

“I know, I know,” I sigh. “It sounds like exactly what happened with Gladys—though this girl is nothing like her.”

She sits down. “You didn’t let me finish,” Anna says. “I was going to make the observation that the man’s a troubled soul. Have you thought about talking to him?”

I scoff at this. “Anna, I can barely stand to be in the same room with him, especially after I found out all he did with Gladys.”

Anna sits up straight, and slams her hand on the table, causing the dishes and myself to jump. “Tom, I know you care for Gladys, and I know you’re angry about what he put her through—I don’t refer to him as the creep for nothing—and I know it’s not my place to question how you do your job, but it seems to me that you’re letting your personal feelings interfere. I mean, if you can try to save the soul of the woman responsible for murdering your sister, certainly you can try to help this troubled man. Is his soul worth less?”

“No, of course not,” I protest. “I just . . . with the case and the funeral and everything—”

“The case,” Anna says, emphasizing her point by jabbing the table with her index finger, “is Helen’s responsibility, not yours. Her job is to bring criminals to justice. Your job is to bring souls to God’s mercy. I know running around to crime scenes with Helen is exciting, and you enjoy playing Father Brown, and it’s a good excuse to spend time with her, but it’s not your job.”

I sigh. “I need to fix that. Maybe I can talk to him after the funeral. Not that day, but next week. It’ll probably do no good, but it’s worth a try.”

Anna smiles and pats my hand before returning to cleaning up. I finish the crepes and go to my office. Sitting at my desk, I flip through the document that outlines the terms of Win Myer’s bequest to the church. In addition to a sizable sum of cash, he donated the entire Myer Estate—the house and the grounds—to the church with the provision that it never be sold. Instead, he wanted the house restored and put to some use by the church.

Win Myer had already begun to restore the house when he died, but we’ve had no money to complete the restoration. The money he donated replaced the church roof. Besides, I had no idea what such a large house and grounds could be used for by the church.

Until now. An idea is taking form in my head for something that would answer a growing need in the parish. Richard Davenport’s donation will give us a start, but we’ll need more than $50,000. 

I get to the page outlining the terms surrounding the bequest of the Estate. I read through the paragraph, then find the sentence I thought was there.

“That’s it,” I say with a smile.

I pick up the phone and dial Leslie’s number.  She answers precisely on the second ring with a forceful, “Hello, Leslie speaking.” 

“Good afternoon, Leslie,” I say.

“Father Tom, what may I do for you?” she asks abruptly. 

Even after working with her for a couple of months, I’m still taken aback by her absolute lack of social skills. I manage to say brightly. “Can you stop by the Rectory in the next little while? I have some exciting news to share.”

“Oh,” she says, as if the possibility of excitement has never occurred to her in her life. “Certainly Father. I can walk over now if it’s a good time?”

“Fine, Leslie, fine. I’ll see you in a little while.”

She arrives about ten minutes later, Anna answering the door and showing her to my office.

“Thanks for coming over so quickly. Please, sit down.”

“I detected a note of urgency in your tone of voice,” she says as she sits. “I hope nothing is wrong.”

“Oh, no, absolutely nothing,” I say with a smile. “In fact, something very good has happened that I couldn’t wait to share with you.”

Leslie stares at me with the same lack of expression she always does. When she doesn’t ask me what’s going on, I say, “Leslie, I’m sure that by now you have heard about the unfortunate death of the Chief of Staff at Myer College.”

She nods and says, “Yes. If I understand correctly, he was hit by a van driven by the young woman in the wheelchair that I often see at Mass with Detective Parr.”

“Ah, yes, that’s right. Well, anyway,” I continue, “the President has made a rather substantial donation to the church, expressing the hope that it would be used for our educational program.  This comes at a wonderful time, as I have had several requests over the past several months to start some sort of Mothers’ Morning Out type program. I believe that this donation will give us the money we need to make a start in that direction. What do you think?”

“This is very exciting, Father,” she says with a face and voice completely devoid of such an emotion. “It would be a wonderful opportunity to serve both children and parents alike. My only concern is that I’m not sure that the small classrooms and play area that we currently use for Religious Education would provide adequate space for an all-morning program. We would have to charge for it and that would mean meeting all sorts of codes for day care facilities.”

“I think I have a solution for that. You know that Win Myer left his mansion and the surrounding land to the church.”

“Yes, but it's been my understanding that we can sell neither.”

“Yes, and no. We can never sell the house or the land it sits on, but we can sell the surrounding land as long as any money made for the sale was used to improve the house. Therefore, we could sell the land, perhaps even to a developer who would enjoy having an excellent educational facility so close by and would be willing to help fund it in order to attract young families. We could then use the money we make to make the changes necessary to bring the house up to snuff.”

“But it would never be big enough for a full-sized school.”

“Right, but I’m thinking of something better, a sort of educational hub where we could offer CCD classes, but also provide meeting spaces for local homeschoolers to hold group classes, as well as a Mothers Morning Out program.”

“If we are able to keep enough of the land, we could also offer outdoor sporting classes for both children and adults. You know what I always say, ‘Healthy Body, Healthy Soul.’” 

“Yes, I do remember that, Leslie. So, may I task you with looking into this?”

“Certainly, Father,” she says. “I should be able to have a preliminary report to you by the end of next week.”

“There’s really no hurry, Leslie,” I say.

“Oh, yes, there is,” she nods emphatically. “Especially if we want to open this fall.”

“This fall? Isn’t that a little ambitious?”

“It's very ambitious, Father.  But then again, why not? ‘Dream great things for God, do great things for God.’” 

Again, her words are enthusiastic but her face betrays no excitement at all. I’m beginning to get accustomed to this from her but it still feels weird.

With no other word, she stands to leave, signalling that for her our meeting was at an end. “Leslie,” I say, “one other thing.”

She turns to me and says, “Yes, Father?”

“I haven’t had a chance to visit you and see how you were doing after your aunt’s death,” I say.

“I understand, Father,” she says. When she pauses before saying more, I detect a crack in her impassive expression, along with a hint of a tear. “Fine. Quite fine. I pray for her every day. It provides me with solace.”

I nod. “You and your aunt were quite close, I remember you mentioning after her funeral.”

“We were,” she says, her voice trembling and barely audible. She clears her throat, and with confidence, she adds, “But, I have my work. I have God. I’m not sure what else a person needs.”

“Other people, perhaps,” I say with a smile. 

Leslie gets a look that I’ve not seen from her before. It’s a mixture of sadness and anger, tinged with guilt and regret. Slowly, she shakes her head. “No, Father Tom,” she says softly. “Not from my experience.”
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I’m walking down the hall to Helen’s office at the police station the next day, carrying a bag from The Bistro containing our lunch—broccoli cheddar soup for her, tomato bisque for me, complete with crusty baguettes and bottles of soda. We weren’t able to meet for our evening drive out of town last night because she was still busy at Chad’s bungalow.

As I get closer, I hear Gladys’ excited voice. “Chief, it’s just impossible! It doesn’t just happen!”

“OK, so what are you saying?” Helen asks.

“Look, I don’t know what’s going on, but Chad’s entire cyber footprint at the college is gone! It’s like he never worked there!”

I knock on the open door. “Hey,” I say, “did I come at a bad time?”

“Gladys, Tom used to work there,” Helen says, “maybe he has an answer.”

“You actually think I have an answer about something?” I say with a smile. “Can you wait a minute while I issue a press release?”

“Tom,” Gladys says, “this is serious. There’s a problem.”

“So I gathered. How can I help?”

“Well,” Helen says, “we requested access to all of Chad’s Myer College computer accounts—shared server drives, email accounts, the whole nine yards.”

“We also asked for his physical computers—he used a laptop for official business at work as well as home,” Gladys adds.

“Access was granted, no problem. But then Gladys actually tried to get into the accounts.”

“And they were gone?” At their looks, I say, “Your door was open, and your voices travel.”

“Yes,” Gladys says. “Chad had no email. He had no files on the server. I haven’t looked at his hard drive, but if I had to guess, it’s been reformatted.”

“No,” I say, shaking my head. “That’s not normal. College regs are clear that when any senior college administration officials—and the Chief of Staff falls in that category—their accounts are archived, their records preserved, and any hardware they used turned over to the college’s IT department to transfer any files off the hard drive. Are you sure they gave you access to the right accounts?”

Gladys shrugs. “I think so. We requested access to his files.”

“Can you show me what you’re looking at?”

“Sure. Follow me,” she says, then wheels herself out of the office.

“Do you even know what you’re looking for, Tom?” Helen asks as we follow Gladys.

“You forget, I wrote the regulations. Unless they’ve been rewritten substantially in the last ten years, I should be able to tell if she’s looking at what she should be.”

I’ve never been in Gladys’ office, but it far surpasses my expectations. She rolls up to a desk holding a half-dozen monitors. Cables snake across the floor. There’s a steady hum from the rack of servers on one wall. Dominating the room is one of the largest flat screen monitors I have ever seen.

“How much did this cost the city?” I whisper.

“Not a penny,” Helen replies. “Gladys applied for and won a Federal grant for all of it. Though, frankly, that’s after the city attorney told her she couldn’t buy it herself.”

“Wait, Gladys wanted to buy all of this herself?” I say with amazement. “What is she, rich?”

“Actually, she’s quite comfortable. Her parents were wealthy, and between the trust fund she came into when she was 21 and the insurance money she received from the accident that her grandparents invested for her, Gladys doesn’t have to work another day in her life.”

“Then why does she?” I say.

“Because this is my calling, Tom,” Gladys says as her fingers fly over the keys. “I know I’m not a good Catholic, really, but I do believe God made me a genius and gifted me with the computer skills he did to do this work—help Helen and Dan catch the bad guys.” She pauses, then adds in a low voice, “I do it for my parents, killed by someone no one’s ever caught.” 

Helen and I look at each other, then turn our attention to the big flatscreen as Gladys says, “OK, Tom, this is what the college gave us access to.”

I walk up to the screen and stand as close as I can and still make out the directory names. “No, this is wrong,” I say after only a minute. “They gave you access to Chad Hudson’s accounts all right, but not the archived files, which is what you need.”

“So,” Helen says, “this is because we didn’t ask for the right thing?”

“No,” I say, shaking my head. “They should have given you what you needed, even if you didn’t ask specifically for the archived files.”

“Great!” Helen says. “We’ve just wasted more time in a murder investigation that’s already had a lot of time wasted.”

I’m only half listening to Helen, because something has grabbed my attention. “Gladys,” I say slowly. “Can you pull up the last time these accounts were accessed?”

A few keystrokes and a small window pops up on the screen. I take one look and say, “Damn.”

“What?”

Pointing at the window, I say, “Look at the timestamp. Chad Hudson’s accounts were last accessed less than three hours after he was killed.”

“You’re kidding,” Helen says. “Why would the college archive his files so quickly?”

Pulling out my phone, I dial a number which, even after more than ten years, I still remember. “They wouldn’t, not normally.”

My call is answered after three rings. “Myer College IT Department, Stuart speaking.”

“Hey, Stu,” I say jovially, “It’s Tom Greer.”

“Why, Tom Greer,” Stuart says. “Man, I’ve been meaning to come by and see you, but you know as an atheist, I’d feel pretty funny walking into a church.”

I laugh. “Well, you need to stop by for coffee. Listen, did you receive a request from Myerton PD about Chad Hudson’s computer files?”

Stuart is silent on the other end. “Why would you ask me that?”

“Because I’m standing here with the detective in charge of the investigation.”

“Oh! Yeah, I heard some rumors about you and her. Didn’t believe them, always knew you as a straight arrow—by the way, never believed those rumors about you and that Dupree girl, either, after you left.”

“Stuart,” Helen says testily, “Father Greer tells us that you gave us access to the wrong files.”

“No, no, I didn’t, Detective. I gave you exactly what you asked for.”

“Now, come on, Stu,” I say. “You’d already archived those files. You knew the original accounts were empty. What gives?”

Lowering his voice to a whisper, he says, “Tom, listen. I don’t want to lose my job.”

“Stuart,” I say, furrowing my brow. “What’s going on?”

Stuart’s sigh comes over the speaker of my phone. “The files were ordered sealed by President Davenport. All according to the regs—regs you wrote, my friend.”

“When did he do that?” I say, looking at Helen.

“When he woke me up the night of Hudson’s death and told me to archive all the files in his college accounts and on his hard drive immediately.”
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“Now, Matt, I really don’t know what you expect me to do?”

We’re gathered in Chief Lowden’s office, with Helen and Dan seated across from the Chief, and Richard Davenport’s voice oozing from the speakerphone on the desk. I’ve only met Lowden a couple of times, but he’s a big guy—ex-Marine from what I understand—towering several inches above me. Helen’s told me he’s tough but fair, given to profanity, and a temper that’s been directed against her only one time.

That time happened to be when a reporter started asking questions about Joan’s unsolved murder.

The fact that I had talked to the reporter didn’t help matters.

Apparently, Helen wanted to kick my ass. But she’s calmed down since then.

Obviously.

I’m not quite sure why I’m here, but when Helen burst out of Gladys’ office and hollered for Dan to join her in the Chief’s office, I just followed her. I managed to sneak into the office just on Dan’s heels, and seated myself on the couch near a potted palm.

It’s been quite a show. 

“We expect,” Helen says calmly, “to receive access to Chad Hudson’s work files and email.”

“Ah, Detective, but you didn’t ask for that. You asked to receive access to Chad’s email and server accounts, which we gave you.”

“Richard,” the Chief says ingratiatingly, “I think what Detective Parr is saying is—”

“You gave us access knowing that the files and email had already been archived, at your order,” Helen says. “I’m curious why it was done only hours after his death?”

Richard pauses on the other end of the line. “I’m not sure how you got that information, but yes, I told IT to archive Chad’s files. As far as the why, Chad worked on sensitive college matters. I didn’t want his files falling into the wrong hands.”

“But why are they sealed?” Dan says.

“It’s my prerogative as President, under college regulations, to place a seal on the records of any member of the administration.”

Helen turns to look at me. I nod. He’s right. I know. I wrote the regulations myself.

“But,” the Chief says, “this is a murder investigation, Richard.”

“I understand, Matt. I’m as interested as anyone in finding out who killed dear Chad. But I do not see how the files could be of any help to your investigation.”

“It may help us find his killer,” Helen says, her voice tight with anger.

“It may help you, Detective?” Richard chuckles. “You don’t seem very sure of yourself. Matt, you know, I have some experience in these matters. If you would like me to assist Detective Parr in her inquiries, I’d be more than happy to.”

From across the room, I can feel the rage radiating in waves from my darling. Dan actually scoots his chair away from her.

I’m not going anywhere near her right now.

“No, Richard,” the Chief laughs, “that won’t be necessary. Detectives Parr and Conway are quite capable of finding out who murdered Chad Hudson.”

“Hmmm, if you say so, Matt. But I get the feeling they’ve lost interest since clearing Gladys.”

“That’s!—President Davenport,” Helen says slowly, “I’m very interested in finding out who killed him. Myerton is my home. When someone—anyone—is killed, I take it very personally. Which is why I need access to anything that might help me find out who killed Chad.”

“I am glad to hear that, Detective, and I’ll be all the help I can. But I must protect the interests of the college. And in my opinion, you haven’t shown me anything that would persuade me to grant you access. Now, should that change, I’ll reconsider my position. But I suggest you exhaust other avenues of inquiry first, hmm?”

“And we will, Richard,” the Chief says, “you have my word. Thanks for your time.”

“Of course, Matt. Detectives. Oh, and Detective Parr?”

“Yes?” Helen asks.

“Give Gladys my love, will you?” With that, Richard hangs up.

“Chief!” Helen erupts, “why are you kowtowing to that arrogant son-of-a bitch!”

“Now you just watch out, Helen!” the Chief says, glaring at her. I feel myself stiffen, wanting to leap to her defense, but remind myself that she can handle herself pretty well.

I mean, she carries a knife, for crying out loud.

“He’s doing his job—watching out for the college’s interest,” the Chief continues. “I suggest you and Conway here do your fucking jobs!”

“I’m trying to, Chief!” Helen yells, “but he’s keeping me from doing it!”

“I don’t see how,” the Chief says.

“You don’t—I’m trying to figure out who may have had a motive to kill Chad! Did he receive any threats, was it someone he was disciplining for an infraction of College rules—you know, trying to find a suspect or two.”

“You don’t need access to his files to do that,” the Chief says. “What about this. . . this gardener he fired.”

“We’re trying to locate him,” Dan says, “and get more information about him. Gladys is conducting a search of NCIC as we speak.”

“Good. Glad Finklestein’s of some use around here. Well, that’s all, Helen, Dan.” The Chief returns to some paperwork on his desk.

“I’ll get a warrant,” Helen says.

“The hell you will, Detective. You know full well I approve any requests for warrants, and I’m not about to do that.”

“I’ll go to the State Attorney.”

“You go to her and I’ll fire your ass! Now get out of my office!”

Helen stands up so quickly she almost knocks her chair over. She spins around and stomps out of the office. I scramble to my feet and hurry after her.

She’s marching so quickly I have to jog after her. I only manage to catch up to her when she turns into her office.

I stand in her doorway as she grabs her cell phone and her tote bag. Marching to the door, she brushes past me without a word.

“Where are you going?” I call.

Over her shoulder, she shouts. “For a drive! Are you coming with me?”

I consider the question as Helen strides down the hallway.

Helen is going for a drive.

When she’s angry.

It takes me a minute to decide before I trot off after her.

Oh, well. At least we’ll die together. 
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About fifteen minutes later, we’re hurtling down the highway at almost 100 miles per hour, a stream of profanity and invective pouring from Helen’s mouth.

Oh, I pray that she never gets this angry at a Ladies of Charity meeting.

“What is that rat-bastard pervert Davenport up to, anyway?” Helen yells.

I take that as a rhetorical question and don’t answer.

“Does he want Chad’s killer caught or not? Because if he does, he has a funny way of showing it.”

“Darling,” I say in a vain attempt to calm her down so she’ll slow down, “I’m sure he wants whoever was responsible for Chad’s death caught.”

“Then why isn’t he being more helpful?”

“That, I don’t know.”

Helen lets out a big sigh and lets her foot of the gas. I notice the needle on the speedometer drop below 90, then 80.

“Feeling better,” I ask, patting her shoulder.

“Much,” she says. “At least not furious at Davenport and the Chief. Thanks for coming with me.”

“Well, I couldn’t resist your charming invitation.”

She laughs, and says, “Now I'm hungry.”

“That’s because we didn’t eat lunch. Which is currently sitting on the desk in your office.”

“Let’s rectify that right now.”

She takes the next exit and pulls into a Sprockets, our favorite chain drive-in. She orders a hamburger meal, I order a footlong chili dog and large chocolate milkshake—to calm my nerves.

“We’re going to have to have a talk, Tom, about your eating habits,” Helen says. “And when was the last time you had a physical?”

“I don’t remember—maybe three years ago, four?” I say as I chomp down on my chili dog. “When was yours?”

“I have a department physical every year, and I see my lady doctor and my oncologist in D.C. as follow-ups for my cancer. Just to let you know, I’m in perfect health.”

“Well, that’s great news,” I say. One of the things in the back of my mind ever since Helen told me about her bout of uterine cancer after John’s death was the possibility that it could come back.

“I feel fine,” I say. “I’m sure nothing’s wrong.”

She shakes her head. “I’d still feel better if you had a check-up before the wedding—I mean, assuming the Holy Father grants your dispensation.”

“But why? I just told you—”

“Because it’s a safe, responsible thing to do for someone who’s getting married. And also, what about your flock? Shouldn’t they be able to trust that you’re in good health?”

“Helen, I hate going to the doctor. And really, it’s kind of a waste of time when I know that I’m in good health.”

I see a look in her eyes that leads me to believe that she is deciding on a different tactic. Then she leans closer and whispers in my ear, her voice low and throaty, dripping with seduction, “But Father Greer, what if  I want to be able to do a couple of things I have in mind without worrying about you dropping dead of a heart attack?”

I cough as my milkshake goes down the wrong way, and I’m suddenly aware that it’s hot inside her car.

“I’ll make an appointment as soon as we get back,” I rasp.

She kisses me on the cheek. “Thank you!” she says brightly and goes back to her hamburger.

I look at her with wonder. “Wait,” I say. “Did . . . did you just use sex to get me to do what you want?”

Helen shrugs. “It worked, didn’t it?”

On that, she was right. I melted like an ice cream cone at Disney World in the middle of July. I should have resented her manipulating me like that. I even should have told her so.

Instead, I ask, “So, do you really have a couple of things . . . ?”

She giggles. “You’ll just have to wait until after the wedding to know for sure, now won’t you, Father Greer?”

I grin and open my mouth to say something when Helen’s phone rings.

“It’s Dan,” she says as she answers. “Hey.” She pauses as Dan says something that makes her laugh. “I’m fine. I just had to blow off some steam. What’s up?” Dan begins to speak when Helen interrupts and says, “Hold on, Dan. Are you alone?” Dan answers. “But it’s just the two of you? OK, I’m putting you on speaker.”

She presses the speaker button, takes a deep breath, and says, “Dan, Gladys, I’m here. With Tom.”

“Hi, Tom,” Gladys says. Dan says nothing for a moment, then says slowly, “Helen, I take it Gladys knows that something’s going on, too?”

“Yeah,” she says. “I found out the good news the day after they found out.”

Helen’s eyes get big, along with mine. “Gladys!” she says.

“What?” Gladys asks.

“Good news? What good news? Did you tell Gladys more than you told me, Helen?” Dan asks.

Helen opens her mouth to speak but Gladys says, “She didn’t tell me anything until after I read the Archbishop’s email to her and Tom.”

“Gladys, no!” I say.

“Dammit, Gladys!” Helen yells.

There’s silence on the other end. “Sorry, Chief,” Gladys says quietly.

“Helen, why was the Archbishop . . . wait.” Dan’s quiet for a moment. “Uh, does this have anything to do with Catherine’s dream?”

“One second, Dan,” I say and press the mute button. I look at Helen and say, “He’s almost there. You might as well tell him. But he can’t tell Miriam.”

Helen nods and unmutes the call. “OK, Dan,” she says slowly. “What I’m about to tell you, you can’t tell anybody, not even Miriam. I’m only telling you because of Gladys’ lack of a filter.”

She opens her mouth to continue, when Dan’s voice, filled with amazement, comes through the speaker. “I mean, I know what she said, but it can’t happen, can it? Helen pretty much assured me you're not leaving the priesthood.”

“OK, Dan, take a breath and I’ll try to explain,” I say. “The Holy Father has approved a scheme that would allow priests, under certain conditions, to receive dispensations to marry and stay in the priesthood. Helen and I found this out from the Archbishop on Easter Monday. The Vatican has all the paperwork. And we’re just waiting for their decision.”

“Oh, my, God!” Dan whispers. “This is . . . this is just incredible! I’m so happy for you two. I mean, I’ve known for a while how you two felt about each other, and frankly it made me a little sad knowing there’d never . . . but now this. It’s just fantastic!”

“And not certain, Dan,” Helen says. “This is why, and I’m sorry to ask more of you, you can’t tell Miriam.”

“That’s going to be hard,” Dan says. “How have you two kept it secret for the last few weeks?”

“Look, we can talk more about this later,” Helen says. “Why did you call?”

“Why did I—oh, right!” Dan says. “Gladys?”

“So we got a full preliminary report from the ME,” she says. “The tox screen showed ketamine in his system, a rather large amount. But we already knew that. Here’s where it gets interesting. The analysis of stomach contents showed he drank beer not long before he died.”

“Why is that interesting?” I ask.

“Because Chad didn’t drink beer at the bar, remember?” Helen says. “Which means he had a beer somewhere before he was killed.”

“Not just somewhere, Chief,” Gladys says. “There’s only one place he could have had it. The President’s Mansion.”

“How do you know this?” Helen asks.

“Simple. Chad only drank a high end brand called Old Erminedorf. After I found out about the stomach contents, I called every bar and restaurant in Myer County. None of them serve Old Erminedorf. But I know that Richard ordered it special from a place in Baltimore and kept it on hand for Chad.”

“There was a six-pack of bottles of Old Erminedorf in Hudson’s fridge,” Dan says. “Two of the bottles were gone, and there were no bottles in the recycling bin. Which means he had the beer somewhere. And according to your notes, Davenport said he didn’t eat or drink anything.”

Helen says, “So he had a beer with someone, someone who knows what he likes, between the time he left here and the time he died. The question is, who?”

“Which brings us to the second piece of information,” Dan says. “Henry Lewis is the gardener Chad Hudson fired. Worked there for almost fifteen years.”

“And according to President Davenport,” I say. “Lewis had been calling and texting him asking for his job back. In fact, Chad received a text from him, asking for a meeting right before 9 p.m.”

“Which makes Lewis the last person to see him alive,” Helen says.

“More than that, Helen,” Dan says. “It also makes him our prime suspect. Interesting detail in Lewis’s background. Gladys’ NCIC search came up clean but we have a file on him.”

“Not surprising,” Helen says. “We do the fingerprinting and background investigations for new hires at Myer.”

“That’s not what I’m talking about, Helen. About 15 years ago, right after he came to Myerton, a young woman at the college filed a complaint against him, saying that he drugged and raped her at a party one night. As so often happened back then, she changed her mind and decided not to press charges. The possibility of me digging into that incident again should be enough to get him to talk to us.”

Helen and I look at each other. “Bring him in, Dan. We’re heading back.”

“I already have a couple of uniforms going to pick him up. He’ll be in the interview room when you get here.”

She smiles. “Thanks, Dan. Good job. See you in a bit.”

“See you then. And Helen, Father Tom? Congratulations. I’m very happy for you.”
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I’ve never been on this side of one-way glass before. I’ve been on the other side, of course. The first time was right after coming back to Myerton, when Helen almost had me arrested for pissing her off. The second time was when I sat with Father Leonard, defending him against charges he turned out to be guilty of. Somehow I was never in there when I was accused of murdering Donna Dupree. 

I much prefer this side.  And I have to admit, it's pretty exciting, although not in a particularly enjoyable way. I’m here providing moral support for Gladys while she watches the proceedings. Helen hopes that she will pick up on something that Lewis says that may lead to some other connection to Chad’s murder.

I look down at her. She’s dressed more conservatively than usual, in a vintage 1960s black dress. Her eyes are fixed on the small man in the other room. Henry Lewis wears thick, black-rimmed glasses that sit on an angular nose, and his ears are just slightly too large for his head. His face is puffy, and he wears an altogether confused look in his face. 

He’s a very unlikely-looking murder suspect. But from my experience, few murders look like they’re capable of taking a human life. It’s entirely possible that this simple-looking man orchestrated the death of Chad Hudson.

But there’s something about him that just doesn’t look right.

“Here they come,” Gladys says quietly when Helen and Dan enter the room.

“How are you doing?” I ask Gladys gently, laying my hand softly on her shoulder.

“I’m fine, Tom,” she says firmly.

“Good afternoon, Mr. Lewis,” Helen begins. “I’m Detective Parr, this is Detective Conway. Thanks for being willing to talk to us.”

“Hey,” Lewis says with a nervous laugh, “when cops come to your door and ask you to come down to the station with them, you don’t argue. What’s this all about, anyway? Am I in some kind of trouble?”

“Why would you ask that?” Helen asks.

Lewis shrugs. “I dunno, maybe because I’m sitting here across from you two?”

Ignoring his original question, Dan asks, “Did the officers who brought you in read you your rights?”

“Yeah, yeah, they did. Hey, I’ll talk to you about anything. I mean, mostly what I know is flowers and trees and shrubs, but I’m guessing that’s not what I’m here for.” 

“No, no. We really just have a few questions,” Helen says. She pauses and leans forward.  “Mr. Lewis, how long have you been a gardener at the Myer College President’s Mansion?”

“You mean before I was fired?” Lewis says. “More than 15 years.”

“Did you like your work there?” Dan asks.

“I did. It was a pretty easy gig. I mean, I had my own office in the greenhouse and there were always horticultural students wanting to volunteer to do the heavy lifting for class credit, so I acted primarily in a supervisory role.” With that, he sits up and stretches.

“So,” Helen says, “you have connections in the student body.”

He shrugs. “I guess.”

Dan asks, “How did you get along with the new president?”

“Fine,” Lewis says. “He’d stop by once in a while to order flowers for the house or to ask about some tree that he had noticed. Honestly, it was kinda weird dealing with a guy, since usually it's the president’s wife who manages all the flower stuff. But you know, since he wasn’t married, I guess he had to do it himself. Not that I’m saying there’s anything wrong with him, I mean, he had women in and out of that place on several occasions, if you know what I mean.”

“Yes,” Helen says noncommittally, “we know what you mean.” Then she continues, “So how did you get along with his Chief of Staff, Chad Hudson?”

“Oh, that guy?” Lewis says, shaking his head. “Now, he was something else. I mean at first he was a fine, pleasant guy to work with, would stop by once in a while to give me some directions but mostly communicated by email.  But then he up and fired me, for no good reason.”

Dan opens a folder and takes out a piece of paper. “According to your personnel record,” he says,  “Hudson fired you for violating the college’s policy against hate speech.”

“Yeah, that’s what he said,” Lewis says, spreading his arms wide, “but I never said anything hateful to anybody. I just said to him that when I first heard Davenport wasn’t married, I was afraid he’d be down here all the time wanting me to plant more pansies.”

“Pansies,” Helen says. “What did Hudson say to that?”

“He got kinda mad like and asked what did I mean and I said, you know, pansies, like fags like.”

“Ahhh,” Helen says, nodding her head.

“What happened next?” Dan asks.

“And then he got real mad and asked if I had had the mandatory training on diversity and sensitivity and hate speech and stuff like that and I said sure, but I figured that was mainly to keep the broads and queers happy, not for stuff said guy to guy.”

“I see,” Helen says. Even through the glass, I can see her shoulders stiffen.

“So that’s when he said I was fired and I had a week to get my stuff out of here and I’m like, what, and he’s like, ‘I won’t put up with this kind of bigotry among anyone associated with this college’ and I’m like, ‘Bigotry? I never said anything about the blacks.’ And he just grumbled something and left.”

“And then what happened,” Dan asked.

“Nothing. I just started packing up my stuff.”

Both Helen and Dan are quiet for a moment. Then Helen says, “So what did you think when you heard he’d been killed?”

“Honestly, my first thought was maybe I should try to hang around and see if the next guy is more reasonable. I mean, what do you think? Someone’s got to take care of those grounds.”

“Mr. Lewis,” Helen says acidly, “I am sure that when it comes to shovelling manure, you are among the best.”

“Thanks, lady,” he replies, “I appreciate that.”

Gladys snorts, and I’m hard-pressed to stifle a laugh myself. Inside the room, Dan continues, “Mr. Lewis, where were you the Monday night Hudson was killed?”

“Me? Why do you want to know? I thought that crippled girl ran him over.”

Before I can stop her, Gladys bangs on the glass with her fist. I grab her arm and pull it away. Helen and Dan both turn, but somehow Helen manages to lock her eyes on me with a warning stare.

“Don’t do that again, Gladys, or you’ll get us both in trouble.”

“He called me crippled!” Gladys says. “I mean, your mom did, but since she’s got a screw loose anyway, I let it go. But I’m not going to sit here—”

“If you can’t sit here quietly like an adult, Gladys Finklestein,” I whisper, “then maybe you should go back to your office.”

She glares at me, then turns back to the window and crosses her arms.

In the room, Helen says, “So did you or did you not send Hudson a text message around 9 p.m. asking him to meet with you?”

“Look, like I just told you, lady,” Lewis says, poking the table for emphasis. “I didn’t send a text message. He sent me one earlier that evening, around 5 p.m. asking him to meet me at 9 p.m. to discuss getting my job back. Since that’s what I want, I said I’d meet him. But the guy never showed up.”

“Where were you supposed to meet him again?”

“At my office at the greenhouse.”

“Wait,” Dan says, “I’m confused. If Hudson had fired you, why were you still working there?”

“Oh, didn’t I mention that? Yeah, a couple of days after Hudson fired me, President Davenport comes to the greenhouse out of the blue. He says Hudson told him what happened. Davenport explained about Hudson—hey, if I had known he was queer, I’d have never said what I said, you know?—and he thought the guy just needed some time to calm down. Then, he asked me if I could continue working through the end of the following week while he tried to talk some sense into Hudson. But it doesn’t look like that amounted to a hill of beans.”

Helen and Dan look at each other.

“And when did you hear about Hudson being killed?” Dan asks.

“I didn’t know anything happened until I wandered to the front of the house and saw all the flashing lights.”

“You didn’t hear anything?” Helen says.

“No, when Hudson didn’t show up, I turned on my music and did some work in the greenhouse. I like death metal real loud.”

Helen leans over and whispers to Dan, who nods. Helen sits up then says to Lewis, “OK, that’s all for now. I’d like your permission to have police search your house. President Davenport has already approved a search of the greenhouse and your office.”

“What do you need to search my house for?” Lewis asks, the confusion written all over his face.

“Frankly, Mr. Lewis, evidence that you were involved in the death of Chad Hudson.”

Lewis’ eyes get as big as saucers behind his thick glasses. “Wait, what? Involved? He . . . he was hit by a van! I had nothing to do with that!”

“Can we search your house,” Helen says firmly, “or do I need to get a search warrant?”

Lewis’ is speechless at first, then manages to say a weak, “Yeah, go ahead and search. I have nothing to hide.”

Standing up, Helen says, “I guess we’ll find out, won’t we?”
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Chad’s funeral is well attended, though I do not recognize many of those present. Gladys is there, dressed in a tailored black suit with two black pom- poms on the jacket. It looks vaguely familiar but I can’t place it. She is wearing a black lace mantilla and looks absolutely devastated. Helen is sitting with her and holding her hand. At Richard’s request, I am doing a High Mass featuring incense, me chanting the Mass including come parts in Latin, a full choir, and every altar server Dominic can round up. We walk in procession with full pomp and glory while the congregation sings “All Creatures of Our God and King.” I consider it a little bright for a funeral, but Richard insists it was one of Chad’s favorites.

The Mass goes well, with Richard doing the readings. He chose the moving passage in Revelation where St. John assures his readers that “God shall wipe away all their tears.” Notably absent is his “assistant,” Joanna. After he finishes the readings, he goes back to his pew, where he sits alone. My heart goes out to this man who apparently has spent so much of his life in the pursuit of pleasure, only to wind up alone in his hour of grief. I remember Anna’s admonition, and remind myself that in the midst of everything else, I must try to care for this lost soul, as well.  We process out of the church to the haunting refrain of “May the angels . . . ”

The reception is held back at the President’s Mansion. The college caterers handle the food and do an excellent job, providing a buffet consisting of a wide range of hors d'oeuvres and finger foods. I follow Gladys and Helen through the line.

“Looks good,” Helen whispers as she spoons meatballs on her plate.

“If memory serves, the college caterers aren’t bad,” I reply.

“Do you know if they do private catering?” She pauses and smiles. “Like weddings?”

I smile back. “I’m sure we can find out.”

Helen turns and runs into Gladys’ chair. I look to see if she’s OK, and notice she’s staring at one person, clad in a cocktail-length black dress.

Joanna Pine.

Helen bends over and whispers, “Sweetie, you’re—”

“Who’s that?” Gladys whispers.

“That’s Joanna Pine,” Helen answers. “She’s Richard’s new assistant.”

Gladys jerks her head around to look at Helen. “Mom, you mean the new girl he’s screwing,” she says bitterly. “I know what assistant means. I was Richard’s assistant once.”

With that, she wheels herself quickly away from the table. Helen starts to go after her, but I take her gently by the arm and lead her in another direction.

“Leave her alone,” I whisper. “She has a lot to process.”

“Was it a good idea for her to even come here, after everything?” Helen asks.

“I asked her that after Mass. She insisted she wanted to come, that she’d be fine. By the way, any idea why Nate wasn’t with her at the funeral?”

“I did ask her that. She said she told him not to be there,” she says, shaking her head. “I think she’s afraid of what he’d do if he got within six feet of Richard—well, speak of Satan himself.”

I turn just in time to see Richard walking up, an ingratiating smile plastered on his face, accompanied by a man of medium height and build, sporting a well-groomed hipster beard, who’s obviously already had one too many.

“Ah, Father, Detective,” Richard says. “I wanted to introduce you to one of Chad’s closest friends, Jason Preston.”

After exchanging pleasantries, Preston looks at me with a leer and asks, “Well, Father, so how well did you know darling Chad?”

I’ve dealt with this kind of thing before, and say with as pleasant a smile as I can muster, “Not very well. We only met once but he seemed like a very nice guy.”

“Oh, he was, Father, he was,” Preston slurs. “Chad was nice to everyone, but especially to those new on campus, right, Richard? But of course, he was never as nice to anyone as he was to you. I mean, he’d bend over backwards to give you what you wanted, and probably regularly did.”

Preston’s unpleasant laugh at his own comment is cut off by Richard  grabbing him by the arm and saying, “That’s enough, Jason. You’ve had too much to drink. I suggest you find a nice quiet place to sit and sober up.”

Preston shakes his arm loose from Richard, then notices Helen standing next to me. Adjusting his tie and the cuffs of his sleeves, he says. “My apologies, Father. I can see now that you bat for the other team.” With a scowl at Richard, he stalks off.

“I apologize for that, Father,” Richard says politely. “You must meet Delta Hayes. She’s the head of our department of theology. I’m sure you two will have plenty to talk about.” 

I look at Helen. “You go talk shop,” she says. “I’ll go find Gladys.”

As we move away from Preston, he says, “Jason can be a bit of a jerk at times, especially after he’s been drinking.”

“It's quite all right,” I assure him, “grief does funny things to people.”

After a fascinating discussion with Dr. Hayes about the role of Mary in medieval literature, I finally make my way back to Helen and Gladys. I find them outside on the front portico. Helen’s sitting next to Gladys, who’s sitting looking at her hands.

Helen looks up. “Have you fulfilled your obligation yet?”

I nod. “I think my presence is no longer necessary. Are you ready to leave?”

“Uh-huh,” Helen says. To Gladys. “Are you ready?”

Wordlessly, Gladys nods. Helen stands and says to me. “I’ll take her back to her apartment, then I’ve got to go back to the office. Want to take a drive later?”

“I’d like that,” I say. “I’ve got to get to work on my homily, and I’ve got a stack—”

Through the window, I see Richard step into another room and close the door. What strikes me is the slump of his shoulders, much different from the erect and confident man he’s been all day. Anna’s words come back to me again, and in a moment I decide what to do.

“Actually,” I say, turning back to Helen, “I think I’ll stay, talk to Richard for a few minutes. I’ll text you when I’m back at the Rectory.”

“What do you want to talk to him about?” Helen asks.

I look her in the eyes. “My job,” I say quietly.

She opens her mouth to say something, then shuts it and nods. Gladys, on the other hand, snorts. “Don’t waste your time, Tom,” she says. “Richard doesn’t believe in God. Doesn’t believe in heaven or hell or sin or evil or any of that. All he believes in is himself and all the pleasure he can get.”

“Maybe Chad’s death has given him something to think about,” I say.

“Huh, look in the window,” she says, nodding in that direction. I turn and see Joanna chatting with a professor or someone.

“I need to try, Gladys. He’s a lost soul, a man created in God’s image. Yes, he’s lived a less than wholesome life, but—”

“You mean like me,” she says, bitterly.

“No, Gladys, I—”

“Save it,” she whispers. “I know what you see everytime you look at me from that altar. I know what goes through your mind. I’m a sinner. I’m a slut. I’m damaged goods. Well, let me tell you something, Father Greer, I have nothing to be ashamed of. No,” she says weakly, tears flowing down her cheeks, “nothing at all.”

I look at this young woman I care about as a dad, but know I need to speak to her as a priest. 

“If that’s true, Gladys,” I say slowly, “then why are you so defensive?”

I can feel Helen’s glare as Gladys gives me a fiery look. She opens her mouth to speak, then abruptly turns around and wheels herself away.

Helen turns to me with her arms crossed. “Why, Tom? Why would you say that to her when you know how she’s feeling?”

“Helen,” I say firmly, “the problem is that she doesn’t know what she’s feeling, not really. I was just trying to get her to see that. Remember, the care of souls is my job?”

“Well, Father, in my completely lay opinion, your bedside manner needs a lot of work.” With that, she stalks off after Gladys.

I try to force feelings of hurt and sadness—sadness that I hurt Gladys, hurt that Helen disapproves—from my mind, and focus on what I need to do next.

“Dear Lord,” I mutter, “please don’t let me screw this up.”

***
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I slowly open the door to the room I saw Richard enter. It turns out to be the library, the walls lined with a mix of old leather-bound and newer hardcover books with dust jackets. There’s a variety of titles, covering everything from history to literature to biography. There’s some fiction, mostly 19th century English works. My eye is drawn to some of the titles, however. Books about murderers, serial killers. They’re alongside other volumes on criminal investigation and forensic science—all authored by Dr. Richard Davenport.

“I thought you might find me in here.” I turn to see Richard standing at the window, his body in silhouette against the daylight streaming through the sheers.

“Oh? Why did you think that?”

“Two reasons. I saw Detective Parr and dear Gladys leave without you. Since I’ve noticed the special . . . friendship, shall we say, between you and the attractive detective, I thought you’d stayed behind for a specific reason. Second, since you’re a priest, I naturally assumed you wanted to take the opportunity to offer me consolation about Chad’s death. Or perhaps counsel me about the state of my soul.”

“Very perceptive of you,” I say with a slight smile.

“A trait inherited from my mother,” he says as he walks to a leather armchair, offering me the one opposite, “that and the eye color.”

“And your father?”

“Hah,” he laughs bitterly. “Only his sperm. I never knew my father, and frankly my mother didn’t even know his name.” He leans forward. “You see, Father, my mother . . . was a whore.”

I try to remain impassive at this, though apparently he picked up on a slight flinch. “Ah, I see you’re shocked, Father. Care to hear the story?”

I nod, and he says, “Maybe whore is too strong a word. She didn’t walk the streets or do it in filthy allys or the backseats of cars. She worked for an escort agency. You know the type. They cater to a high class clientele who just want to have a little naughty fun and are willing to pay for it. Businessmen, politicians.” Richard grins, “Priests. For all I know, Daddy was a Father.”

Letting the subtle jab pass, I say, “Do you know how she got started?”

He shrugs. “Not really. I’ve pieced together a few things over the years. I believe she started in college, earning some extra money, then found she could earn more doing that than a more conventional job.”

“Is that what she told you?”

“Oh, no, Father. My mother never told me anything before she died.”

“I’m so sorry,” I say. “How did she die?”

“Murdered,” he says grimly. “Stabbed to death by one of her clients. Housekeeper found her body in the hotel room. I was twelve.”

“I’m sorry.” I say, then add, “How’d you find out, then?”

“The man she worked for told me. In fact, he was the closest thing to a father I ever knew. After my mother died, he took me in, sent me to the best schools, hired tutors to make sure I kept up, the works. George taught me a lot. Much of what I am I owe to him.” 

I’m startled and grieved by this admission, and look at Richard through new eyes. Orphaned so young—just like Gladys.

“Both being orphans must have given you a bond with Gladys when you two were . . . together.”

Richard shifts in his chair. “Yes, yes, it did,” he says. “She, ah, she told me our second date—I suppose she told you we were together when she just turned 17, but I never touched her until she turned 18. I mean, I’m not completely bereft of morals, Father. I’m not a pervert.”

“Just a hedonist,” I say.

He grins at this. “Yes, very much so. Pleasure and the pursuit of pleasure—in all it’s sexual forms—has been my raison d’etre since high school.”

“You met Chad in high school, didn’t you?”

A shadow of grief passes over his face. “Yes. He was my only friend—I should say, my most devoted friend.”

I fold my hands. “When did you find out he was gay?”

“The day he kissed me,” he says with a smile. “I’d never kissed a guy before—or a girl for that matter. He told me he loved me, then kissed me. He was with me ever since. We were roommates in college, while I got my Ph.D., got a job in the administration at Quimby College in Massachusetts when I got my first professorship, then to MIT, then here.”

“And he did that even though you didn’t love him?”

“Ah, that’s overstating it, Father. I loved Chad very much. But I was never going to choose just one relationship for life—again, pleasure in all its forms was what I wanted. I tried almost everything, rejected most of them, then settled on what gave me the most fun.”

Unable to help myself, I say, “Girls like Gladys and Joanna. Young, vulnerable, away from home for the first time.”

He shrugs his shoulders. “I provide them what they need, they give me what I need. It’s just a transaction, no strings, no commitment.”

“Gladys fell in love with you, you know,” I say quietly.

“She told you that,” he sighs. “I felt bad about that. Apparently I didn’t make myself clear enough, or maybe it was because we’d been together for so long. Never made that mistake again.”

I’m beginning to wonder what I’m doing here. My anger at this man is rising, his cavalier attitude toward relationships and women—not to mention his long-time companion—is reaching a boiling point. But I take a deep breath and utter a quiet prayer for perseverance. “Have you ever considered, Richard, the effect of all of this on your soul, and on the souls of those young people? On Gladys?”

“Ahh, now we come to the crux of the matter,” Richard smiles. “No, Father, since I don’t believe in a soul. Just like I don’t believe in God, heaven, hell, sin, or anything like that. Sin, especially. I’ll be honest, I find the whole concept personally offensive. Rules made up to scare people, to keep them from following their perfectly natural impulses.”

“Your mother was murdered,” I say with astonishment. “Was the man just following their perfectly natural impulses?”

“I’m sure at the time, he was, or at least he thought he was. Doesn’t mean I don’t believe he deserved to be punished. I mean, society does have to have some rules just to maintain order.”

“But it doesn’t need God.”

“I’ve never found a reason to need Him.”

I pause for a moment and lean forward in the chair. “Richard, you’ve read Dostoyevsky, haven’t you?”

“Yes, yes,” he says with a dismissive wave of his hands. “And I know what you’re going to say. Crime and Punishment. Raskolnikov was an atheist who killed his landlord because he believed he was beyond conventional definitions of good and evil.”

“But in the end,” I say, “Raskolnikov repents, confesses his crimes, and finds God.”

“That’s fiction, Father. This is real life. And in my life, I’ve never found the need to repent of anything.”
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Thirty
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I hear from Helen that evening.

“Sorry, darling,” she says. “I can’t go out on our drive.  We’re still processing Lewis’ house.”

“I understand,” I say. “So, are we OK?”

“Of course,” she says. “And I’m sorry. Frankly, I see you so much as the man I love and my future husband, Lord willing, that I sometimes forget you’re a priest. I know you didn’t mean to hurt Gladys.”

“Do I need to call and apologize?”

“I don’t know. I gave her the rest of the day off. So, how did it go with Richard?”

I take a deep breath. “At least I can say I tried. What do you do with someone who doesn’t believe he’s ever done anything to be sorry for?”

“Well, in my line of work, they usually wind up in jail,” she says with a laugh.

“I see that. Richard—I mean, I’ve never met someone completely amoral. It’s just heart-wrenching, to be honest.” I pause as I review our conversation. One thing he said jumps to my mind. “Sweetie, isn’t Gladys originally from Massachusetts?” 

“Yes, she was born there, raised there by her grandparents after her parents were killed.”

“Where did they live, do you remember?”

“I think she said they lived in  . . . Quimby. Yeah, that’s it, Quimby. Why do you ask?”

“Richard mentioned that he and Chad worked at Quimby College. It was his first professorship.”

“Huh, well, that’s a coincidence.”

“Yeah,” I say quietly. “Yeah.”

“Listen I gotta get back. And I should tell you, Thursday’s probably off the table, too. We’re conducting a search of the greenhouse, and I gave Dan the day off. Miriam has another doctor’s appointment about the new baby.”

“I understand. But Friday night—”

“Oh, yes,” she says. “Friday night. What do you have in mind?”

I smile. “You’ll just have to see.”

***
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The look on Helen’s face when we walk into the restaurant Friday evening tells me that I hit the jackpot.

“Tom!” she gasps. “This place looks incredible. And they have a live band and dancing.”

“Why do you think I chose it?” I whisper in her ear. “It’s been months since I held you in my arms on a dance floor.”

“Let’s just hope this evening ends better than that one did,” she grins.

The maitre‘d shows us to our table and presents us with menus and the wine list. My eyes manage not to bug out when I see the prices.

“Tom!” Helen whispers. “This place is pricey. Are you sure it’s all right?”

“It’s fine,” I say. “You remember the reward money that I received for my involvement in Bellamy?”

“Yes, and I understood that you were going to invest it for your retirement.”

“And I have. But one of the companies I invested in just received some kind of major contract or something and the stock price tripled, so I am enjoying a bit of good fortune, and I am in turn sharing it with the woman I love.”

When our waiter comes, we order our appetizers—escargot for Helen, stuffed mushrooms for myself—and I choose a reasonably priced cabernet off the wine list. He goes off and soon returns with the bottle. After uncorking and filling our glasses, he sets the bottle down and says he’ll take our entree order when he returns with the appetizers.

When he leaves, I reach for Helen’s hand across the table. “Well, darling,” I say in my most romantic voice, “I think we’ve covered most things that I have ever heard couples should discuss before they get engaged. So, what should we talk about tonight?” 

She gets a serious look on her face and asks, “Tom, if we marry, what do you see my role in the parish being?”

My heart nearly stops. Of all the things I’ve thought about, of everything I’ve considered, how have I missed this? I mean, obviously it is tremendously important, but I’ve just never considered it. 

“Gee, Helen,” I say stupidly, “I don’t know. What do you want to do?”

“See, that’s the problem. I was talking to Gladys the other night and—you know how her mind works—and she brought up that whatever we do once we go public is going to set the precedent for any priest that is allowed to marry in the future, as well as for his wife. And she’s right. I hadn’t thought of that because, honestly, I’ve been pretty caught up with us finally being able to plan a future together.” 

She smiles at this and looks me in the eyes, causing me to nearly lose track of what we’re supposed to be talking about. But before I have a chance to change the subject, she continues. “Part of the problem is that my career is not one that most women would embrace, and it is also not one that most men would accept for a woman they wanted to marry. If I was going to quit everything and just help you run the parish, maybe that would work, but it is much more likely that I’ll miss more than one Ladies of Charity meeting because I’m working a case.”

“Actually, Helen, I think you’re wrong there. You have to remember that Catholic Churches are not accustomed to their priests having wives, and chances are that they never will be, at least not in our lifetime. You might be better off to remain on the periphery of the parish, to make your vocation being my wife and my right hand person rather than trying to run church committees.”

“So, what exactly would that look like, I mean, if I agreed to that?”

“I guess you’d kinda tag along with me when you can, making hospital visits and sick calls, attending archdiocesan functions when invited. There is a pretty good chance that we’re going to be very busy at first just answering questions about what our lives together look like. I would suspect that we will also be involved in more marriage and family activities than most priests, since we will have more perspective in that area. Beyond that, I just don’t know.”

“Well,” she says with a smile, “I guess we’re just going to have to figure it out as we go along.”

“It’s going to take some getting used to,” I say. “For everyone.”

When I don’t say anything else, Helen says, “Tom, is there a problem in the parish I don’t know about?”

I sigh just as the waiter places our appetizers in front of us. We give him our entree order and he leaves.

“Yes, now that you mention it,” I say. “I’d been meaning to tell you about it, but there was Gladys being suspected of murder, then there was the funeral.”

“What is it?”

“I mean, I hate to bring it up, but since we’re talking about the parish—”

“Tom,” she says, taking my hand. “Does this have anything to do with Sam Reynolds not serving at the altar on Sunday?”

I nod. “Yes. Olivia Reynolds came to me after Sam had asked me for some advice, and—”

“—and told you that she didn’t believe you were a good example for the young men of the parish because of your relationship with me.”

I’m dumbfounded by her statement. “How did you know?”

Picking up her wine glass, she says, “Because, my darling Father Greer, that’s what she told me when she paid me a visit at the station last week.”

I slam my fork down on the table. “She did what?” I say loud enough for the party at the next table to turn and look at us.

“Sshh, Tom,” she whispers. “Calm down. We’re supposed to be discreet, remember?”

“I can’t believe it!” I whisper.

“Oh, frankly, I could. I knew the moment I walked into the Ladies of Charity that she didn’t like my presence there one little bit. I admit I was surprised she came to my place of work.”

“I am so sorry, Helen,” I say, shaking my head. “This is—”

“Not your fault, Tom—not entirely. Besides, I handled it.”

I quickly try to remember if I had seen Olivia Renyolds in Mass the previous Sunday. “What do you mean, you handled it?”

“After she said her piece—which basically consisted of her gently suggesting that for the good of your priesthood in particular and the parish as a whole I should move to another state—I thanked her very much for her concern, reassured her that you and I were not breaking any vows or commandments, and that I would be staying in Myerton and continuing to attend Saint Clare’s.”

“How did she take that?”

“She told me she would be praying for us to repent of our sins.”

“Ah,” I say. “Told me the same thing.” I pause before saying. “She told me she wasn’t the only one who had a problem with me being there. That there were four or five families that were prepared to leave.”

“Oh, Tom,” Helen says, taking my hand. “I’m so sorry.”

“Well, it’s not like the Archbishop didn’t warn us.”

“No, he told us to expect opposition if the Holy Father gives you the dispensation.”   

If. The word hangs in the air between us as I ask, “Are you nervous that it might not come through?”

“Aren’t you?” she asks in reply.

“I suppose I am, although I truly don’t believe the Archbishop would have told us if it weren’t pretty perfunctory by now.”

“Tom, I have done a terrible, foolish thing. I have let my guard down. I have taken the chance of trusting that everything will be OK, that we will be together. If it all falls through now, I don’t know what I’ll do.”

“Nor do I,” I admit, softly, “But I do know that we have this moment, and for right now, I am choosing hope over dread.”

Grasping my hand tightly, she smiles and says, “And whatever happens in the future, we’ll face it together.”

I smile just as the band starts playing “The Way You Look Tonight.” I smile at Helen and say, “Care to dance?”

“I’d love to,” she says, giving me her hand.

I guide her to the dance floor and take her in my arms. I have looked forward to this all week, really all month, perhaps even for a big chunk of my entire life. I’ve embraced her frequently over the last few weeks, but holding her like this, our bodies pressed close, moving to the rhythm of the music, is different. We’re one with each other, and for these few minutes I allow myself to imagine that we are already married. She’s with me at the breakfast table. I’m holding her hand as we walk to The Perfect Cup. We’re playing Monopoly in the living room. I inhale deeply the aroma of vanilla from her hair. 

I am in heaven . . . until all hell breaks loose in the form of a text alert. I ignore it and tighten my grip on her a little, when I feel a sudden vibration go through my body. At first, I hope against all hope that it's just Helen shuddering with pleasure, but I soon realize it’s her cell phone vibrating. 

“I wonder who that could be?” Helen whispers, her head laying against my chest as we move around the dance floor.

Kissing the top of her head, I say, “You want me to check?”

“Hell, no!”

I laugh softly and kiss her on top of her head again. Then, a question occurs to me.

“Helen, where are you carrying your phone?”

“Well, I’m not carrying my backup tonight,” she says.

I consider that for a moment. “That dress is kind of short. Where exactly—”

She shifts and puts her arms around my neck and pulls me down. “I also have a thigh holster,” she whispers slowly.

All of a sudden, I’m feeling very warm on the dance floor. I start to ask another question when Helen’s phone vibrates again.

We stop our movements. “Damn,” she whispers. “Tom, I’d better—”

“Sure,” I say with a smile. “I’ll check mine as well. The song’s ending anyway.”

We make our way back to the table. After a few discrete shifts of fabric, Helen’s phone appears in her hands. I have mine by this time too.

“I’ve got two from Gladys, both saying ‘call me!’” Helen says. “What do you have?”

“I’ve got a ‘Father Tom, I need you to call me!’” from Nate. I look up from my phone. “You don’t suppose they had a fight, do you?”

“Gladys knows we’re on a date; it has to be something more important than that,” she says as she dials.

“What’s going on, Gladys? . . . as a matter of fact, you did . . .  dancing, Gladys . . . The Way You Look Tonight. Would you like to know what we ordered? . . . Wait, can you repeat that? . . . He didn’t touch it, did he? . . . Good, good, so he has it now? . . . OK. I want the two of you in my office tomorrow morning at 9—no, make that 10 a.m. sharp . . . Because I don’t know when I’m getting in and Tom is insisting I get enough sleep. Now, is there anything else, sweetie, because my food’s getting cold . . . OK, see you tomorrow morning. And tell Nate . . . good job.”

When she hangs up, she stares at her phone for a moment. “Huh,” she says. “I may have to reconsider my opinion of the boy.”

“What’s up?”

Looking at me with amazement, she says, “It looks like Nate solved the mystery of the light that blinded Gladys.”
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Thirty-One
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I arrive at Helen’s office a little before 10 a.m. the next morning, having stopped by The Perfect Cup first. I have two large coffees—my usual double cream, double sugar, and Helen’s black with two sugars—and a bag with one chocolate donut and one cinnamon roll.

“Good morning,” I say cheerfully. Helen looks up at me with eyes still heavy from sleep. I stop and say, “You didn’t have coffee this morning?”

She shakes her head and reaches out to me. I hand her one of the coffees and she takes it eagerly. After downing a gulp, she manages a smile. “Thanks, sweetie. You’re a lifesaver.”

“We’ll have to put a coffee maker in our bedroom,” I whisper.

“Not a bad idea. But no, I slept in, so I didn’t have too much time to get ready. Someone kept me out late.”

I smile. We lingered over our entrees, then danced again until we felt like dessert. Then, we danced until closing time. I finally dropped her back at her apartment around 2 a.m. 

I hand her the cinnamon roll, sitting down and taking the donut out of the bag. “Well, I guess I’ll have to remember to have you home at a decent hour next time.”

“Mmm,” she stretches. “I just wish we knew one way or another.”

“It shouldn’t be too much longer. I did email the Archbishop our weekly report and asked if he had heard anything,” I say, taking a bite of donut. Around a mouthful, I say, “He wrote back, ‘pray, hope, and don’t worry.’”

“Saint Padre Pio, right?” To my surprised look, she says, “I saw it on a coffee mug at the Conways when I went to see Catherine.”

“And how is Saint Clare’s little seer?” I say, just before taking a drink of coffee.

“Fine. She showed me a picture she drew of you in your vestments and me in a wedding dress.”

I cough on the coffee. “What,” I sputter, “what did you say?”

She shrugs. “I said it was a very nice picture.”

“What did Miriam say?”

“Oh, she told Catherine to stop being such a silly girl,” Helen says, averting her gaze.

Something in her manner strikes me as odd. “Wait—you told Miriam, didn’t you?”

“Look,” she says, “I got to thinking that it wasn’t right to ask Dan to keep a secret from his wife—not one like this. So after she sent Catherine off to take a nap, we sat in the living room drinking coffee and chatting. Finally, I said, ‘Miriam, I need to tell you something that you have to keep a secret for two or three weeks.’ Before I could say anything, she blurts out, ‘Catherine’s dream was right, wasn’t it?’ I said yes, and managed to explain our situation while she squealed and hugged the breath out of me.”

I roll my eyes. “What are we up to now, six people who know our secret?”

“That’s not that many. Myerton’s population is just north of 15,000. Besides, we can trust Miriam—as amazing as it sounds, I think I trust her as much as I do Anna or Vivian.”

“Still, the more people who know, the greater the likelihood our secret will get out.”

“What secret, Father Tom?” Nate says as he and Gladys enter Helen’s office.

“Bae,” Gladys says, looking up at him, “you don’t need to know.”

Nate nods his assent, and I’m impressed with how well Gladys has already trained the young man in the main requirement of boyfriend or husband—instant acquiescence.

I look at Gladys. We haven’t spoken since Chad’s funeral, and at the moment she’s looking at her hands. Tentatively, she looks up at me.

“Hi, Dad,” she says nervously.

“Hi, sweetie,” I smile.

She sighs. “I’m . . . sorry. I just . . . I don’t know what—”

I put my hand up. “It’s fine, Gladys. We’re good.”

Gladys finally smiles at me. Helen says, “OK, you two, tell me the story.”

Nate takes a deep breath. “The more I thought about it, the more it seemed obvious to me that the bright light was the missing link. So when Gladys and I were having lunch yesterday, I asked her about it again.”

“Yeah,” Gladys says, “he wanted to know if I’d ever had epilepsy or hallucinations or gotten high on psychedelic mushrooms.”

“I did not. I just wanted to know if she’d ever experienced anything like that before.”

“Which, just so everyone is clear, I hadn’t.”

“When she told me that,” Nate continues, “we decided to drive back out to the mansion yesterday evening and have another look for something that could have given off such a bright light. I knew Davenport wasn’t home because he was on social media from the college fundraiser he was at.”

“But what about the locked gate?” I ask.

“What about it?” Nate asks. “It's a simple remote-controlled lock. It only took Gladys about a minute to open it.”

“Less than that,” Gladys says. “More like 35 seconds.”

“Are you sure, because I think it was longer.”

Thankfully, Helen interrupts them here. “So then what?”

“So we parked as close to possible to where Gladys was when she was blinded. She sat and closed her eyes and—”

“—And I tried to visualize the direction the light came from. I pointed where I thought, and Nate went to look.”

“That’s right. I established the direction and then fanned out back and forth. The thing is, it wasn’t until I was on the edge of the president’s lawn that I finally found it. One of those powerful flashlights, you know, the one that can shoot a beam of bright light pretty far. It appeared to have rolled under the edge of a large log.”

“Please tell me you didn’t pick it up?” Helen groans.

“No way, I know better,” Nate says. “Gladys called Joe Hilgan and he came right out, took photographs, and collected everything in an evidence bag. I gave him a statement telling him when and how I came to find it. Davenport arrived about the time that we were finishing up and of course he wanted to know what we were doing there. Joe showed him the flashlight and asked him if he recognized it.”

Nate pauses here for obvious dramatic effect.

“And did he?” I prod.

“Yes, he did. He said he had seen Henry Lewis with it the night before Chad was killed. Davenport had told him he thought a branch was in danger of damaging the roof, so he was checking for damage.”

“So,” Helen says thankfully, “It looks like we’ve got our guy. Nice work, Nate.”

“Well,” he grins sheepishly, “I mean, Gladys was there too. And she’s the professional. I’m just a blogger/podcaster/journalist.”

Gladys smiles up at him. “You’re too modest, Nate,” she says, grasping his hand. “It was your idea to look again. I mean, without you, we’d never have found the flashlight.”

“Oh, I’m sure it would have been found.”

“But the point is,” Gladys says, a dreamy look in her eyes, “you did it.”

He looks in her eyes and says, “I did it for you. Because . . . because . . . “

“Yes?”

Nate swallows, then stammers, “It’s because I . . . I . . .”

Leaning forward, her eyes huge behind her glasses, a look of breathless anticipation on her face, Gladys whispers, “Yes, Nate?”

Nate’s cheeks are red and his breathing’s become labored. “Gladys, it’s because I—”

“Hey, Chief,” Dan says when he materializes at the office door. Everyone is so transfixed by the—whatever it was—unfolding before us that we’re startled by his sudden appearance. Nate’s so surprised, he yelps.

“Sorry,” Dan says, a little confused, “am I interrupting something?”

“Yes, thank God,” Helen says. “What is it, Dan?”

He holds up a folder. “Fingerprints on the flashlight match Lewis.”

Helen smiles and nods. “Good, good.”

“But,” he says with a smile, “that’s not the exciting thing. The search of the greenhouse turned up two empty bottles of Old Erminedorf.”

“Chad’s brand of beer,” Gladys says. 

“And there were two bottles missing from the six-pack in Chad’s refrigerator,” I say.

“OK, there were beer bottles, so?” Helen says.

“So,” Dan says as he opens the folder. “There were only two sets of fingerprints on the bottles. Hudson’s—and Lewis’. One bottle only had Lewis’s prints, the other had both sets.”

“So, Lewis lied. He and Chad did meet,” Helen muses. “Chad brought beers for what he thought was going to be an apology from Lewis, or something similar.”

“And,” Dan says, “Lewis mixed ketamine in Chad’s beer. Tox analysis of both bottles shows only one has residue—the one with Chad’s prints.”

Helen smiles and bangs her fist on her desk. “We’ve got him. Bring him in.”

Dan nods and leaves. Nate and Gladys follow him, probably to go off somewhere so they can exchange the mutual declarations of love that were thankfully interrupted.

I sit in Helen’s office, staring at the window while she makes some notes. After a few minutes, she looks at me, sets her pen down, and folds her hands.

“OK, what’s bothering you?” she asks.

“Huh? Oh, nothing really,” I say.

“Come on, Tom. You have that look you get when you’re about to point out a hole in my theory.”

“I haven’t even heard your theory yet.”

“OK, it’s actually pretty simple. I honestly don’t believe Lewis meant to harm Chad—certainly didn’t mean for him to die. Maybe he wanted him to do something embarrassing out of revenge, maybe to blackmail him so he could keep his job.”

“So, what happened?”

“Things got out of hand. Chad ran off, out of his mind because of the drug, ran into the woods. Lewis ran after him, taking his flashlight with him and using it to find him. He almost catches him when Chad runs in front of Gladys’ van. Gladys is blinded by the flashlight, hits Chad, and kills him.” Helen pauses. “Manslaughter at most, maybe just a tragic accident, that’ll be up to a grand jury.”

I sigh. “Well, it does make sense. But there are a couple of things that it doesn’t address.”

“What, Tom?” Helen says wearily.

“First, there’s never been an explanation for the letter of resignation signed by Richard that Gladys says Chad showed her but apparently went missing. Second, we still don’t know what terrible thing Chad and Richard did that he wanted Gladys to come to the President’s Mansion to hear.”

Helen shrugs. “OK, I see your point. The evidence I have shows those had nothing to do with Chad’s death.”

“And why did Chad specifically give Gladys the chance to hear it first, before the announcement was made to the press? Plus, whatever it was must have been pretty serious, because Chad mentioned them turning themselves in.”

“Tom,” Helen sighs, “darling, I love you. And those are questions that should be answered, I agree. But I don’t think they have anything to do with his death.”

She stands up. “It looks like Chad’s death was a tragic accident, like it always was, just not in the way we thought. Now, I just have to get Lewis to confess. Are you going back to the Rectory?”

“Actually, I’d like to stay and watch. He might want to give his confession—my kind, not your kind.”

Helen smiles. “God willing, Tom, both.”
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Thirty-Two
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I’m alone in the viewing room when they bring Lewis in. I sit there, not knowing if he knows if anyone is watching him or not. I’m watching his body language, and it's obvious that he is afraid. The question that keeps coming into the back of my mind, though is, “Does he look guilty?”

If so, it’s not obvious. And it adds to my disquiet about the case. Helen’s theory makes perfect sense and fits with the evidence they have. But I still have a sense of disquiet, a vague sense that there’s a vital missing piece to this puzzle out there.

I know that Helen and Dan are the professionals. I know they know how to interpret the evidence, and the evidence points to the small man sitting in the room, waiting nervously to be questioned. 

But as I’ve told Helen, I’m trained in the care of souls. I’m hardly even an expert in that, but looking at Lewis, I have a hard time believing he’s guilty.

We are all missing something. I just don’t know what.

Helen and Dan come in and remind Lewis of his Miranda rights. Dan begins the questioning, saying, “Mr. Lewis, the last time you were here, you claimed that Mr. Hudson texted you on the evening he was killed, asking you to meet him at 9 p.m. at the greenhouse. Is that correct?”

“Yeah, it’s like I told you before, he texted me about 5 p.m.,” Lewis says.

“We weren’t able to find a cell phone in your apartment or your office at the Mansion,” Helen says. “Can you explain that?”

“I lost my phone last week sometime,” he says. “I had to get a new one.”

“Can you explain why we haven’t been able to locate Mr. Hudson’s phone either?”

I sit up at that. Helen hadn’t mentioned Chad’s phone missing. 

“No, why would I?”

“Because other than your word, we have no evidence that Mr. Hudson texted you,” Dan says.

“Well, why does it matter?” Lewis says nervously. “He never showed up.”

“One reason it matters, Mr. Lewis, is because President Davenport says he was with Mr. Hudson when he received a text message about 9 p.m.” Helen pauses and crosses her arms. “From you.”

“Hey, listen, I don’t care what he told you. I didn’t send Hudson any text. He texted me. I was there at 9 p.m. He never showed up!”

“So he wasn’t with you the hour before he died?” Helen asks.

“No, I waited in the greenhouse but he never showed.”

“Mr. Lewis, if Mr. Hudson never showed up that night, who did you have the beers with?” Dan asks.

“What beers?”

“We found two empty bottles of Old Erminedorf in your greenhouse. Do you know anything about them?” Helen asks.

“Only that someone from the house left them by the back door. I use beer bottles to root roses in so I ask the maids to save them out of the recycling.”

“But one of these bottles only had your fingerprints on it and the other had yours and Mr. Hudson’s prints. How do you explain that?”

“I have no idea. I mean, I found them by the back door and brought them inside. I don’t know how Hudson’s prints got on one of them, unless he was the one that had that bottle before.”

“So you want us to believe that one bottle came from the house with the prints still on it and the other didn’t have any prints on it when it came into your possession?”

“I don’t know what I want you to believe, except that I didn’t hurt anyone.”

“OK, let’s move on. Do you remember this woman?”

I see Dan slide a photo of a young woman across the table toward Hudson.

“Hey,” he says, obviously defensive, “that bitch made up that story. I didn’t do anything to her.”

“So you didn’t mix ketamine into her drink and then force her to have sex with you?” Helen asks.

“No. Like I told the cops back then, she came on to me the moment I walked in the party, was all over me, begging me for it. I thought we were having a good time until she passed out right in the middle. That’s when I got out of there.”

“So you’re claiming someone else drugged her and then just left her behind?” Dan says.

“I guess. All I know for sure is that I didn’t put nothing in her drink.”

“So you say. And I guess you didn’t put anything in Chad Hudson’s beer, either,” says Helen with a hint of sarcasm.

“What are you talking about?”

Helen leans across the table, and pokes the table for emphasis. “The bottle that we just told you about, the one with both yours and Mr. Hudson’s prints on it? We found traces of ketamine in the residue in the bottom.”

“Oh, my God, and you think what?” Lewis says, waving his arms. “We shared a friendly beer together while I thanked him for firing me? He never even bothered to show up!” He’s shouting now and I’m trying not to be concerned for Helen’s safety. 

“What do I think?” she says calmly. “I think you drugged him, hoping that he’d do something humiliating like waking up in the middle of campus, or even blackmailing him into giving you your job back. Killing him? No, Mr. Lewis, I don’t think you meant that to happen, did you?”

“I didn’t even see him!” Lewis says, crying now. “Lady, all I wanted was my job back!”

“But he didn’t give it to you, did he?”

“He didn’t show up!” he pleads.

At this point, Dan pulls out the flashlight and places it in front of Lewis. “Do you recognize this?” he asks.

“Of course, it's my flashlight,” Lewis says, warily. “Where did you find it?”

“On the edge of the woods, near the lawn.”

“Well, I’m glad to have it back, though I can’t help but think that I’m not going to be needing it in a few minutes.”

“Are you saying you lost your flashlight?” Helen asks.

“Not exactly. It's just that the other night, I couldn’t find it.”

“The night Chad Hudson was killed?”

“Yeah. I wasn’t too worried, I mean I figured I’d come across it. I didn’t want to lose it though. It's a good one.”

“Yeah, I noticed,” Helen says. “One of the brightest on the market. Bet you don’t want anyone shining it in your eyes.”

“No, you sure don’t. It’ll blind you, even from 20, 30 feet away.”

“And you hadn’t seen this light for a while?” Dan says.

“Nope. Not in a week or more.”

“So you didn’t use it the night of Mr. Hudson’s accident,” Helen says.

“No, why would I? I had parked right next to the greenhouse. I didn’t need it to find my truck.”

“Here’s what I think happened,” Helen says with a softer tone than she’s used up to this point. “You and Hudson met in the greenhouse. He brought beers, probably wanting it to be a nice, civil discussion. Maybe you took the beers to open them, and you put the ketamine in then. Or maybe you distracted Hudson and did it then. No matter. You just wanted to humiliate or blackmail him.” 

Lewis says nothing, but has an incredulous look on his face. Helen continues, “But something went wrong. Maybe the dose was too strong, or maybe Hudson panicked when the ketamine began to take effect. But he ran off into the woods. You grabbed your flashlight and went to look for him, because you didn’t want him to wander on the highway and get killed.” She pauses for effect. “But that’s what happened, anyway, didn’t it Henry?” she says gently. “You caught up to him but he ran away from you, to the driveway. You had the light on him, but the light blinded the driver of the van. Hudson ran out in front of the van, the van hit him, killing him instantly. Panicking, you ran back through the woods, back to the greenhouse. But, you dropped the flashlight.”

Helen sits back with her arms folded and looks at Lewis. Lewis is just looking at her with the same dull look he’s had the whole time.

“An accident,” Helen says. “A tragic accident that you caused, Mr. Lewis. But you didn’t mean for him to die, did you?”

Lewis places his hands over his face and begins to sob. I exhale. That’s it. He’s broken. Faced with the truth, he’s now going to admit to everything, and Helen and Dan will have the person responsible for Chad Hudson’s death. And the people who loved him will have closure.

Helen slides a pen and a legal pad across the table—just like on TV—and says to Lewis, “Just write down what happened. Tell us now, and we’ll be able to help you.”

Slowly, Lewis takes his hands from his tear-streaked face.

“Detective,” he says hoarsely. “That didn’t happen. Nothing that you said—I didn’t do any of it. I didn’t give Hudson ketamine. I didn’t even see Hudson that night. I have no idea what happened to him, but I do know I had nothing to do with it.” 

At this point, Helen catches Dan’s eye and says, “Let’s take a break.” Then, speaking to Lewis, she adds, “We’ll be back in a minute.”

Helen and Dan join me in the viewing room. Helen asks, “So, what did you think?”

“Hey,” I say, “It's not my job to try to wheedle confessions out of the guilty. By the time people come my way, they’ve usually decided to confess, I don’t have to persuade them.” I pause and look at the pathetic figure. “But I will say this, Helen. He’s adamant he had nothing to do with Chad’s death, even after you told him you didn’t think he meant to kill him.”

“Yeah,” Helen says, nodding her head. “That bothers me, too. Maybe he just can’t come to grips with it yet.”

“And,” I point out, “isn’t it a little odd that both his and Chad’s cell phones have gone missing?”

“It’s odd,” Helen sighs. “But a lot about this case is odd. Doesn’t mean it’s connected to the case.”

At this point, Dan chimes in and says, “Ultimately, Helen, we have enough evidence against him to turn him over to the State Attorney. Then we can let her worry about it.”

“I guess,” she says a little doubtfully. “I’m just not sure.”

“We’ve got his fingerprints on the flashlight,” Dan says. “His fingerprints on the bottles of beer. The bottle of beer with both Lewis’ and Hudson’s fingerprints had ketamine residue.”

“But we found no trace of ketamine during our search,” she says, still staring at Lewis.

“He used it all!” Dan exclaims. “Got rid of what it came in.”

“Then why didn’t he get rid of the bottles?” Helen asks Dan.

“Look, you know, even the smartest criminal makes mistakes. That’s how we catch them most of the time. He just didn’t do it.” Dan pauses. “Helen, we’ve got him!”

As if looking for reassurance, she looks at me. “Tom? What do you think?”

I look at her, then at Dan. He looks perturbed at Helen’s asking me the question. I have an opinion, but given the circumstances, I decide to keep it to myself.

“Helen, you and Dan are the professionals,” I say. “You have the evidence. You have a theory. You need to do what you need to do.”

Helen nods and looks at Dan. “OK,” she says, “let’s hold him. You’re right. Someone else can certainly step in if there’s not enough to convict him.”
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Thirty-Three
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After Mass on Sunday, Helen joins Anna and me for lunch. The conversation over Anna’s chicken pot pie sticks to observations about the morning, what the Ladies of Charity are up to—planning for the Christmas in July Bazaar, one of their biggest fundraisers—and of course speculation as to what’s taking the Vatican so long to decide on my request.

“Listen,” I point out, “you’re talking about an organization that took 1,200 years to mandate priestly celibacy in the first place. Trust me, this is warp speed for the Church.”

“It just doesn’t seem fair to keep you two on pins and needles this whole time,” Anna says.

“First, you’ve told me recently that while life is often good, it is rarely fair,” I say. “Two, it’s not going to be that much longer.”

Anna is quiet for a moment, then asks, “Have you two talked about what you’ll do if the answer is no?”

Helen and I look at each other. “Not really,” she says. Reaching for my hand, she says, “But if Tom isn’t given permission, we’ll figure out together how to go forward.”

Anna turns to me. “Will you leave the priesthood?”

“No,” I say, without hesitation. “No, that will not happen.”

To Helen, she asks, “Will you leave Myerton?”

Looking me in the eye, Helen says, “No. I’ll stay. Even if I can’t be his wife, I’ll be whatever I can be to him.”

Anna sighs and nods. We all sit quietly, letting the emotions in the room dissipate.

Finally, Helen says, “OK, changing the subject. I need a favor from you both.”

“Both of us? Not just Tom?” Anna asks, a bit surprised.

“Yes, Anna, I need your help with this, too. I’m meeting with Angela tomorrow to talk to her about the Chad Hudson case.”

I shrug. “Well, that’s normal, isn’t it? You’re going to tell her the evidence you have, and she’s going to take it to the grand jury.”

“That’s the problem,” Helen says. “Lewis is sticking to his story, and I’m concerned Angela won’t think we have enough. That’s why I need your help.”

“How can we help?” Anna says.

“First, Anna,” Helen says with a smile, “I need you to bake some cookies.”

***
[image: image]


“Angela, I’m sure you remember Father Tom Greer,” Helen says warmly as I walk into the office of the newest State Attorney, the first woman of color to fill the position in Myer County’s history.

Helen’s seated across from Angela, who breaks out into a smile when she sees me.

“Now, how could I forget a priest accused of murder?” she says warmly. “How are you? I do hope you’re not in trouble again, Father Tom?”

“Oh no,” I laugh. “Helen just mentioned that you two were meeting over lunch. Since I am the police chaplain and in charge of the spiritual welfare and morale of the members of law enforcement in Myerton—by the way, congratulations on your much deserved appointment—I offered to bring you ladies lunch from The Bistro. Am I correct that you like their clam chowder, Angela?” I hold up a bag.

“There’d better be a baguette in there,” she says.

“Of course.”

She reaches for it. “Very kind of you, Father Tom.”

I hand Helen her broccoli cheddar soup. “Oh,” I say, “I also remember that you really like those peanut butter cookies that Anna makes.”

“The ones with actual peanuts in them?” Angela says, her eyes lighting up.

“Those are the ones. She made some this morning and brought them into work, so I brought you some.”

“Oh, be still my heart,” she says, taking the cookies from me. “Helen, I hope this isn’t a bribe, because if it is, we’re both going to jail,”

“Not a bribe. Just lunch,” I assure her, moving toward the door.

“There’s no need to run off,” Angela says, “unless, of course, Helen’s got something to talk to me about that you shouldn’t hear about?”

I look at Helen as she says, “Not at all. He knows all about this, and has actually worked with me to uncover much of it.”

“Why am I not surprised?” Angela comments to no one in particular.

Helen ignores this and continues, “OK, so to summarize, this is what we’ve got on Henry Lewis. Chad Hudson fired him, and Lewis asked to meet with him the night he died. There was beer in Chad’s stomach, as well as ketamine. We found two beer bottles, Hudson’s preferred brand, in the greenhouse on the grounds of the President’s Mansion.”

“And what did Lewis say?”

“He says he found the bottles on his steps, that he uses them to root plants in. According to Lewis, Hudson asked to meet with him, but Hudson never showed up.”

“Cell phones show text messages between them?”

Helen hesitates. “We’ve been unable to locate either man’s phone. Lewis says his went missing after Hudson’s death, and we cannot account for Hudson’s phone.”

“Lewis could have taken Chad’s phone,” I offer. All that does is earn a look from both Angela and Helen.

To Helen, Angela asks, “Witnesses?”

Helen shakes her head, “None.”

“Any evidence of ketamine in his home or workspace?”

“No.”

“And he’s adamantly denying everything.”

“That’s correct,” Helen says. “But you know, Angela, most people do, at least a first.”

The State Attorney shakes her head sadly, saying, “Helen, I appreciate lunch, and these cookies are delicious. But look, this is not nearly enough for me to take to the grand jury.”

Helen sits back, her shoulder sagging. “I was afraid you might say that. What do you need?”

“You need at least some way to tie him to the ketamine itself. Ideally, a witness to him purchasing it. Otherwise, even if he and Hudson had a drink together, and there was ketamine in it, you have no way of proving that Lewis knew about it. If I were still a defense attorney, that’s what I’d say.”

“Come on, Angela. Throw me a bone,” Helen pleads.

“Now look, girl. You know as well as I do that there’s no use in trying to prove something that you can’t prove yet. In addition to making both of us look foolish, you’ll tip your hand and potentially scare someone off. Tie Lewis to the ketamine. Show me he bought it and that it then turned up in a beer bottle with his prints on it. And you need to do it quickly. You only have thirty-six hours before you either charge him or cut him loose.”

She now turns to me, and asks, “Do I have to return the rest of these cookies, Tom?“ 

I look at Helen and smile and she says, “No, we better let her keep them. She’s right, I need to bring her more. Besides, I have a feeling she may be picking up on our little secret so, Angela, do you think the cookies could keep your mouth closed for a couple of weeks?”

“I’ll treat them as a retainer,” she laughs, and then adds, with more seriousness, “I’ll keep you in my prayers.”

Later, outside the courthouse, I ask Helen, “Are you OK?”

“Of course, Tom,” she says. “It’s not the first time I’ve been told I needed more evidence. Frankly, she’s right. As good as the evidence against Lewis is, the ketamine is a missing piece.”

“How are you going to find out what you need?”

“Fortunately, Dan has a confidential informant tied into the campus drug scene. He can probably point us in the right direction.”

“Wait—Dan has a snitch?” I say somewhat excitedly. “Like on TV? Is he . .  . is he a member of a gang?”

Helen laughs. “Oh, Tom,” she says playfully, “you are cute.”

***
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Dan stops by the Rectory about 2 p.m., carrying a bag from The Perfect Cup.

“I was getting some coffee,” Dan says with a smile. “And I remembered that you like the Cup’s chocolate donuts, so I brought you a couple.”

I take the bag from Dan. “Thank you, Dan. That’s very nice of you.”

“Oh, it’s nothing. Just a little token of my appreciation of you as my priest. I know you’ve had a hard time over the last year, but I want you to know that I really do appreciate the job you do.”

“I’m just doing my job,” I say, growing wary of the string of complements.

“Even so, I appreciate it, and the wonderful job you do as police chaplain. You really are one man in a million.”

Someone once said good cops are bad liars and I have a funny feeling I’m being set up for something. “Well,” I say slowly, “I wouldn’t go that far but . . . “

“Oh, you are Father,” he says with a grin. “You really are.”

I put the bag to one side and fold my hands in front of me. “OK, Dan, what’s up? Are you and Miriam having twins again and you’re trying to negotiate a two-for-one baptism special or what?”

He laughs as he says, “Nope, Father, just one this time so far as we know right now. But I do want something from you. It's not a big thing, and it doesn’t need to even concern you at all.”

“Uh-huh,” I say, dubiously.

“Yeah, so there’s nothing going on in the church this afternoon, right?”

“Right.”

“And so, the church will be empty around, say, 4 p.m.?”

“Yessss,” I say slowly.

“Great. I just want to stop by with a friend at that time to have a little private conversation.”

“Why don’t you have this conversation at your office, or better yet, your house?”

“Aw, come on Father, you know how crazy my house can be, and anyway, Miriam wouldn’t like it.”

“She doesn’t like your friend?” I ask, growing more confused and disquieted.

“Technically, she doesn’t know him. She just doesn’t care for our relationship and doesn’t want him in our home.”

“Dan, can you please either come to the point, or can we move to the confessional, because this conversation is beginning to make me nervous.”

Dan sighs. “OK, Father. He’s my confidential informant, and I need to meet with him about the ketamine. I need somewhere where no one will think it odd if they see him going in or see us talking.”

“No, Dan, I can’t allow that,” I say, shaking my head. “This is God’s house, not a police station. You cannot grill a man on these premises.”

“It's not like that, Father,” Dan says. “He and I have a great relationship. He knows people on campus that are involved in drugs but he himself is not—well, not in any serious way. He sticks to pot, ecstasy, a few other party drugs, occasionally mushrooms. Steers way clear of anything heavy, no heroin, no meth, no coke. He provides me information to help me keep the bad guys in check.”

“But Dan, why do you want to meet with him here?”

“Because he’s going to be here anyway, at least later.”

“What do you mean?” I ask, becoming more confused by the minute.

“I mean he’s taking his second degree in the Knights of Columbus this evening,” Dan says matter-of-factly.

“Wait, what?” I exclaim. “A drug dealer is joining the K of C?”

“Father, lower your voice,” Dan whispers. “I don’t want to get him in trouble.”

“But Dan, this . . . this isn’t right.”

“Father, the K of C never asks questions about personal habits when someone joins. You know that. And furthermore, with so many older guys dying, they really need some younger blood to keep the organization alive. Rex is a good kid and will make a great Catholic husband and father in a few years. He just needs to do this now to make ends meet.”

“Rex? Rex Thompson? Roy Thompson’s son? Roy Thompson, the chair of the Parish Council?” I collapse back in my chair. “Oh, dear Lord, this is terrible.”

“No, it's not, Father It's just the way things are.” Dan pauses, then leans forward. “Look,” he says softly. “I don’t want to bring up anything insulting, but you of all people should know that there are many fine people who serve God faithfully but have something in their lives that isn’t exactly kosher.”

I look at Dan, my jaw clenching. Then, I relax. Exhaling, I say, “Well, Dan, you’ve got me there. OK, you can use the church to meet with Rex. I don’t have a leg to stand on.”

***
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As it happens, I have some tidying up that I need to do in the sacristy, so I am in the church when Rex comes in. Dan joins him a few minutes later. Thanks to Saint Clare’s excellent acoustics, I can hear what they’re saying from the sacristy.

Also, standing in the doorway helps.

Dan wastes no time getting to the point, saying, “Rex, I need to know. Has anyone come to you recently looking for Special K?”

“Dan, you know me better than that,” Rex says. He’s a friendly-sounding young man, frequently at church with his family. The last couple of times, I’ve seen him with a young lady I don’t recognize, probably a coed from Myer.

Rex continues, “I won’t touch that stuff. A friend of mine had a girlfriend once who’d been roofied at a party. That crap nearly killed her.”

“All the more reason to help me,” Dan says. “Someone used it to drug a guy who ended up dead. We have evidence that indicates who did it, but we can’t tie them to the Special K. Now, has someone asked about buying some recently?”

There’s silence for a moment until Rex responds. “OK, yeah, someone came to me asking about Special K. I told them I didn’t sell it, and I told them in no uncertain terms they should stay away from that stuff.”

“But then you did tell them where they could get it?”

“Yeah, OK, I did. But look, I didn’t want to. It's just that I'm a senior now. I can’t afford to mess up.”

“That makes no sense, Rex,” Dan says. “What could get you in more trouble than drugs?”

“Pissing off the college president. I mean, if he wants the drugs for a little fun, I’m not going to stop him.”

“Wait, are you saying Richard Davenport came to you to buy Special K?”

“No, of course not. It was his assistant, Joanna. She wanted it.”

“For the president?”

“She didn’t say that. She just said she wanted to get some for a friend. But everyone on campus knows she’s the president's girlfriend.”

“And when did she come to you?”

Rex pauses for a moment, then says. “A couple of weeks ago. Tuesday—yeah, it was the Tuesday before that chief of staff of his was killed.”
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Thirty-Four
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“Are you telling me, Dan, that Richard Davenport’s . . . assistant tried to purchase ketamine from your source the Tuesday before Chad Hudson was killed?”

Helen’s sitting behind her desk an hour after Dan’s meeting with Rex, an incredulous look on her face. Dan’s just told her what Rex told him. I’m sitting in her office, frankly, because I’m curious to see what happens next.

“Look, I know it sounds fantastic, but that’s what he told me,” Dan says.

“And you trust him.”

“He’s never lied to me before, Helen. I believe him. Davenport’s assistant—what’s her name?”

“Joanna Pine,” I say.

“Joanna Pine,” Dan repeats, “asked where she could buy Special K for a friend.”

“And your source said she said Davenport.”

“No, apparently she didn’t give a name. But my source assumed, since he said it’s common knowledge that Pine is Davenport’s girlfriend.” Dan pauses. “She’s like Gladys was to him, isn’t she?” he says quietly.

“It looks that way,” I say. “Helen and I met her when she questioned Davenport.”

“Anyway,” Helen interjects, “your source didn’t know if she actually bought the ketamine.”

“No,” Dan says, shaking his head.

Sighing, Helen says, “I guess we need to talk to her. Dan, take a uniform and go to the President’s Mansion and pick her up.”

“What do I tell Davenport if he asks?”

Helen thinks for a moment. “Tell him we have reports she’s involved with the campus drug trade. Mention ketamine in particular. See how he reacts.”

Dan looks at Helen. “Chief, are you—”

“Just do it, please, Dan? Oh, and have them start processing Lewis’ release.”

Dan nods and leaves. Helen looks at me. “I need to talk to Gladys,” she says quietly. “Can you stay?”

“I’ve got nothing else better to do at the moment, since it looks like our evening drive and dinner’s off.”

Helen smiles. “I’m sorry, darling.”

“Helen,” I say, “it’s not the last time our plans will be disrupted by one of our jobs.”

She nods and picks up her phone. “Gladys,” she says, “can I see you for a moment?”

A little bit later, Gladys rolls in. “Yes, Chief?”

“Close the door,” Helen says. Gladys complies, then asks, “What’s wrong? Am I in trouble?”

“No,” Helen says solemnly, “nothing like that. I do need to ask you some questions.”

“From the discomfort on your face, and the fact that Tom’s here, I’m guessing it’s about Richard.”

Helen nods. “Sweetie, I know you’ve said he never coerced you into sex—”

“No, never,” she shakes her head emphatically. 

“Did he ever give you drugs to make you more, shall we say, compliant or relaxed?”

At that, Gladys hesitates. She drops her head and looks at her hands. “No drugs. Our first time . . . my first time, I was nervous. He . . . he gave me some wine so I could relax.”

“He got you drunk?” I say. “You were eighteen!”

“He didn’t get me drunk, Tom,” Gladys snaps. “It just relaxed me. It was wine. It was his house.”

Helen puts her hand up. “OK, Gladys. Now this is very important. Did he ever ask you to get him drugs?”

Gladys bursts out laughing. “Drugs? Richard? Oh, that’s funny. No, Richard never took drugs. He said sex was a better high anyway.”

“Mmmm,” Helen says. “Did you ever hear of him using drugs on any other young women? Drugs like Special K?”

This question hits Gladys like a thunderbolt. “Why would you ask me, unless—oh, God! You . . . you think Richard was responsible for Chad’s death, and he tried to set me up?” She begins to hyperventilate.

“Now, Gladys,” Helen says, “we have no evidence—”

“No, no, but it makes sense,” Gladys says, talking rapidly. “Chad wanted to tell me something, wanted Richard to tell me something, something bad that they’d done. Richard changed his mind and drugged Chad, pushed him in front of my van.” She starts sobbing, covers her face in her hands.

I kneel down by her chair and put my arm around her. “Gladys,” I say quietly, “Helen doesn’t know that. She just has something that she needs to follow up.”

“You don’t understand, Dad,” Gladys says through her tears. “In order to get what he wants, Richard’s capable of anything. Including murder.”

“But why would he want to kill Chad? They’d been friends, and more, for years?” Helen asks.

“Maybe the thing Chad wanted to tell Gladys? Whatever it was, it was serious enough for Richard to write a letter of resignation and say he was going to turn himself in,” I say. To Gladys, I say, “And you have no idea what it was?”

Gladys shakes her head. Just then, Helen’s phone rings.

“Parr,” she says. “Dan? What is it? . . . Good, bring her in—wait, what? . . . Well, that’s very interesting. What did Davenport have to say? . . . Uh-huh . . . uh-huh. Okay, I’ll see you in a few moments.”

Helen hangs up and says, “Dan has Joanna Pine and he’s bringing her in now. He was talking to Davenport when she came in, carrying a backpack. Dan asked if he could look in her backpack. She refused at first, but Davenport persuaded her to let him. Guess what he found?”

“Ketamine,” I say.

“It will have to be tested, but she had some kind of drug on her. She immediately said it wasn’t hers.”

“What was Richard’s reaction?” Gladys asks.

Helen takes a deep breath. “He said, ‘Oh, darling. I am disappointed. But don’t worry about anything.’”

***
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Joanna is seated in the interview room, legs crossed, her ponytail and make-up perfectly done, looking more like she was interviewing for a beauty pageant than a drug possession charge. 

At Helen’s request, Gladys and I are in the observation room. She’s been uncharacteristically quiet since Dan called, spending most of the time in thought. Her expression is impenetrable.

I have no idea what’s going on in that brilliant head of hers. And it concerns me.

When Helen comes in,  Joanna looks up with a bored expression and says, “How long is this going to take? I have an engagement this evening.”

“With President Davenport?” Helen asks.

She tosses her ponytail and says with a smirk, “I don’t really think that’s any of your business, is it?”

Helen sits and rests her elbows on the table. “No, no,” she says. “But concerning your first question, if you confess to purchasing the ketamine, you can be out of here in about an hour. But of course, you won’t be going back to campus.”

“I’m not going to confess,” Joanna says airily.

“Good. I don’t want you to,” Helen responds.

This catches Joanna off guard and she says with something akin to sincerity, “You don’t?”

“Nope. I don’t. I just want you to answer a few questions and then I want to share a little information with you and then you can be on your way. In fact, you might even be able to make that . . . engagement.”

Joanna obviously doesn’t know what to make of this and says warily, “OK?”

“So, you’re a freshman, right?” Helen asks.

“Yes. How’d you know?”

“Just a guess. First time living away from home?”

“Yeah . . . ” Joanna obviously has no idea what’s going on now.

“What are you majoring in?”

“Well, I don’t have a major yet but I’m thinking about law, or maybe something medical.”

“Oh, that’s too bad,” Helen says. “Have you thought about anything else, like architecture, or maybe gender studies?”

“No, why?” Joanna asks, clearly confused.

“I’m just saying, you may want to move toward something less professional.  Maybe something in academia?”

“No,” she says, shaking her head. “I don’t want to teach. I need more money than that. That’s why I’m considering law or medicine.

“Joanna, you really need to reconsider that.”

“Why are you saying all this? Are you some kind of college counselor or something?”

“Oh, no,” Helen says. “I’m just a cop, and I don’t know everything but I know a few things. And one of those things is that once you have a felony drug charge on your record, you will not be getting a medical license anywhere, and it may cause a problem getting into law school. So you need to rethink your goals.”

“I’m not going to get convicted,” Joanna says with a smirk.

“Good. So you’re going to tell me who you bought the Special K for?”

Joanna looks confused at this and insists, “No, I didn’t buy it for anyone else.”

“So you bought it for your own use?”

“No. I didn’t buy it at all.”

“Someone gave it to you? That was generous.”

“No, he didn’t give it to me.”

“You stole it?”

“No.”

“Then how did you get the Special K, Joanna?”

“I didn’t get it. It's not mine.”

“So, whose is it?”

“I don’t know.”

“OK. Well let’s think about this then. You’re living with Richard Davenport. Could it be his?”

“No, absolutely not.”

“How do you know? You just said you don’t know who it belongs to.”

“It can’t be his.”

“Why not?”

“He doesn’t use drugs.” Joanna leans forward and says in a low, throaty voice, “Richard says sex is a better high than any drug.”

I hear Gladys grunt quietly. Looking down, I see she’s transfixed on the girl in the other room.  So very unlike her, and yet so much like her. At least, her a few years ago.

“Oh, come on,” Helen’s saying. “You don’t know that? You’ve only known him for, what, a few months?”

“He told me. He doesn’t want to be with someone who’s into drugs.”

“Really? Because when we asked him about you and the Special K, he said that he was sad but not surprised to hear you were using. He told us about all his efforts to try to get you away from the stuff.”

“Wait, what?” Joanna says, sincerely surprised. “That’s not true. He . . . he didn’t say that. You’re lying. I don’t do drugs. That’s one of the things he loves about me.”

Gladys makes a sharp intake of breath. Her hands are gripping the arms of her chair so tightly that her knuckles are white.

“Then why do you have the Special K?” Helen asks Joanna.

“I don’t know. It's not mine.”

“Then whose is it?”

“I. Don’t. Know.”

“OK,” Helen says, standing up,  “then I’ll have to charge you, and since it was found in your backpack, you will be convicted and likely go to jail. So if you’re covering for someone, I sure as hell hope he’s worth it.” 

She pauses and then says, “Someone will be in here in a few minutes to book you.“ She walks out the door, not quite slamming it behind her but close enough, and joins Gladys and me in the viewing room. 

“I can’t crack her,“ she says defeatedly. “She’s determined to protect him, even if it means sacrificing her own life and future.“ 

“What will happen to her now?“ Gladys asks, her eyes big behind her glasses. 

“I’ve got no choice,“ Helen says. “She did have the Special K on her and I have to charge her for it. If she had implicated Richard, I could make her some sort of deal. Angela Jenkins really has no stomach for prosecuting a first-time drug user. But that girl’s determined to go down for this, or maybe she thinks he’s going to show up like a knight in shining armor and bail her out. She obviously didn’t believe me when I told her what he said. So yeah, she’s going to spend the next few months on probation, maybe even in jail, and she’ll probably have a drug conviction on her record for the rest of her life.“

“I can’t take anymore of this,“ Gladys declares, wheeling herself towards the door. Helen starts to go after her but I place my hand on her arm. “Darling,” I say softly, “give her some space. She’ll be fine.“ 

“I just can’t stand the idea of Davenport ruining another girl’s life,“ Helen says vehemently. “There’s got to be something I can do to fix this!”

I’m reaching towards her intending to give her a quick hug when the door to the interview room opens and Gladys rolls in. 

“Oh, dear Lord!“ Helen says, heading towards the door. “What does she think she’s doing?“ 

Something in Gladys‘s eyes catches my attention. I grab Helen by the arm and say, “Wait a minute. Give her a chance. You said yourself there’s nothing else you can do. She can’t make matters any worse.” 

“Tom,” Helen says with an angry look in her eyes, “I told you about interfering with investigations. This is my business, not yours.” 

“Gladys is a member of this force and I am the chaplain,” I say firmly. “She needs this and it won’t do any harm to let her have it.“ 

Helen steps back and looks at the glass, saying softly, “OK, but if this shows any signs of getting out of hand I’m taking her out of there.”

“And if you feel that you need to do that, I’ll help you.“ I assure her. “Just give her a chance first.” 

Turning to the window, we see Gladys quietly looking at Joanna for a few minutes. “I’m Gladys Finkelstein,” she finally says.  “And you’re Joanna, Richard Davenport’s darling lamb. That’s what he calls you when you’re alone, right? But when you’re out in public, he refers to you as his assistant. That’s very important, he told you, because no one would understand the relationship between a man in his position and such a—let me guess, smart, fascinating young woman. Have you been to the beach house yet, or is that still on the agenda? Oh, and I like that T-shirt. Bet you got it at Cloverdale, right? You went there on your third date and he insisted on buying it for you. After that, he took you to that new Italian place just outside of town—perfect for a cozy little dinner for two, not too many prying eyes. Then a movie, probably Bergman, back at his place.”

At this point, Gladys pauses. Joanna looks surprised and bewildered.  “But you didn’t finish the movie, did you?” Gladys continues. “What did he tell you, that he was just overwhelmed by your charm and passion? That’s how you ended up in bed that night, right? The funny thing was, he wanted you to wear the T-shirt during. What was that about, huh?“ 

Joanna‘s eyes are as big as saucers now as she looks at Gladys. “How do you know all this? I mean, have you been stalking us? Because that’s against the law, and pretty sick too.“ 

“My dear,” Gladys says calmly, “I don’t need to stalk you. Seven years ago, I was you. I know at least three other women older than you but younger than me who he did the same thing to. We all have the same story. He may tell you that variety is the spice of life—if he hasn’t yet, he certainly will—but when it comes to seducing young girls away from home for the first time, he has a playbook that he uses every time, probably so he doesn’t have to actually get emotionally invested in any of them.”

“No,” Joanna says, shaking her head. “You’re wrong! You’re wrong! He loves me! He said I was special!”

Gladys sighs. “Joanna, he told me the same thing—and more. I was with Richard a long time, and I thought he loved me, too.” She pauses. “I fell in love with him, the same way you’re in love with him. But I learned the hard way—Richard Davenport only loves himself. You? You’re nothing to him, not really, just another pretty young girl he can screw and, eventually, introduce to some of his kinkier practices—which if he hasn’t already done so, I can assure you he will. Is there a locked room in the Mansion he won’t let you go in? You’ll be in there soon enough. But no, he doesn’t love you. And don’t think you’re any different from me. Because you’re not. Not to him.”

Gladys pauses, then says, “So go ahead, throw away your life for him. Maybe you can stay friends on social media, and when the fall semester rolls around and you’re in jail, you can see someone named Elaine, or Sharon, or Lauren online, saying she has just found the true love of her life in an older man.” 

Joanna just looks at Gladys in stunned silence for what seems like forever before she finally says, “Did he ask you to buy drugs for him, too?“

“No,” Gladys says. “That’s one thing he did not do to me, or to any of the other girls that I’ve spoken to.” 

“Then why did he ask me to?” 

Gladys wheels herself around to the same side of the table as Joanna. Taking Joanna’s hands in hers, she says. “You tell me what happened, and I promise that you will find out why.”

Beside me in the interview room, Helen says, “Thanks for stopping me. She did it. She got Joanna to talk.”

Placing my hand on her shoulder, I say, “She was able to when you couldn’t for one simple reason. She knew Joanna had fallen in love with Richard, because she had. All Gladys had to do was show her the truth about him. And that was something you couldn’t do.”

“A couple of weeks ago,” Joanna says to Gladys through tears and sniffles, “We were in bed. We’d just finished . . . well, you know, and he said he needed me to do a special favor for him. At first, I thought he wanted to try something new, you know, but that wasn’t it. That wasn’t it at all. He asked me to find someone who sold ketamine on campus. I was shocked. I mean, you know yourself that Richard doesn’t use drugs. Then he explained that he needed me to do that, and bring him what I bought, so he could take it to the Chief of Police.”

“Did he say why he wanted to do that?” Gladys asks.

“Good question, Gladys,” Helen murmurs.

“He said he was trying to convince the chief detective—I guess the woman who was just here before you came in—that Myer College had a rampant drug problem. For some reason, he said, she was telling him there wasn’t one. He was going to use the Special K to prove to the Chief of Police that she was wrong. He even said, ‘Maybe he’ll fire the bitch.’”

Gladys’ head snaps toward the window. Beside me, Helen stiffens and I can see her jaw clench. I have to admit, I had to resist the urge to run and find Davenport so I could exhort him to righteousness with a baseball bat.

“So you bought it and gave it to him, right?” Gladys asks. 

“Yes.”

“When was this?”

Joanna thinks for a moment, and says. “It was a Thursday. The Thursday before Chad was killed.”

“Has the Chief called you into his office to discuss the campus drug problem Davenport brought to his attention?” I ask.

“Nope, not at all,” Helen says.

A thought strikes me, “Wait, Helen. If she bought the Special K for Davenport the Thursday before Chad’s death, then why did she have some in her backpack today?”

The words aren’t out of my mouth when Gladys asks Joanna, “Why was there Special K in your backpack when the police brought you in?”

“I had just bought it,” she whispers. “Richard said the chief needed more than I had gotten, so he asked me to go back to the guy and buy some more. I was going to give it to him, but the police got it first.”

Gladys reaches out and wraps her arms around the young woman. Joanna returns the hug, and rests her head on Gladys’ shoulder.

Weakly, Joanna says, “Everything he said to me. All the dinners. All the gifts. It was all a lie, wasn’t it?”

Patting her back, Gladys whispers to Joanna, “Yes, sweetie. It was all a beautiful lie.”
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Thirty-Five
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A few minutes later Gladys joins us in the observation room. Joanna, no longer the confident young woman brought in earlier, is writing on a yellow legal pad Gladys gave her before she left.

“She’s writing her statement now, Chief,” Gladys says.

Helen towers over her, hands on her hips. “Gladys Louise Finklestein, I have two things to say to you. First, don’t you ever go off and interview a suspect or witness without running it by me first. Do something like that again, and I’ll fire you myself. Second,” at this point she breaks out in a smile, “great job.”

Gladys grins. “Thanks, Chief. When you couldn’t crack her, I decided I had to try. The more I looked at her, the more I saw myself a few years ago—maybe I still am her, I don’t know. I knew I could get her to open up if I broke the spell Richard has over her. Even when I was rolling in there, I knew I should have asked you first.”

“Why didn’t you?”

“I was afraid you’d say no.”

Helen chuckles. “And I might have. But,” she looks at me, “I’m learning that I may not always know best.”

I’m about to say something sarcastic when Dan comes in with a folder. “Did you get her to talk? Did she implicate Richard?”

“Gladys finally got her to admit purchasing ketamine the Thursday before Chad’s murder. But he told her it was to give to Chief Lowden. I’m sure if we ask the Chief, he’ll back up the story.”

“I still don’t understand why she bought ketamine for him a second time?” I say.

Gladys takes a deep breath. “I think I do. I think he meant it for her,” she says, nodding to Joanna.

Helen nods. “A loose end.”

“And when you’ve already committed one murder,” I mutter, “what’s one more?”

“Hold on,” Helen says, “let’s just back up a minute. Other than the Special K and our speculation, we don’t have anything else that ties Davenport to Chad’s death.”

“Actually, we might have something,” Dan says. “It’s not much, but it’s something. After you started questioning Joanna, I had a hunch I wanted to follow up on. So I went back to the tech who dusted the flashlight to double check on something. He’s a rookie and is still getting the hang of everything. Anyway, he did a good job of dusting the outside of the flashlight but he didn’t think to print the inside. Like the outside, which only had one set of prints, there was only one set of prints on the batteries inside the flashlight. And those prints were Davenport’s.”

“Wait,” Helen says, “Are you trying to tell me that Davenport put the batteries in Lewis’ flashlight?”

“Yep, and he did it recently, too. I had the lab test them and they were brand new, still fully charged. The tech said that if they had been used at all, it could not have been for more than a few seconds.”

“Just long enough to blind someone,” I say, under my breath, but they both hear me. 

“Yeah, just about that long,” Dan says.

I let out a slow breath as Helen says, “So is Davenport the killer?”

Dan says, “It sure looks that way, but why would he kill Chad? I mean, from everything I’ve heard, they were very close. Nothing we’re uncovered has suggested any problem between them.”

“Well,” I begin, “there is the matter of Chad’s apparently strong but largely unrequited feelings for Richard. But it seems that that’s been going on for years.”

“Unless his fling with the bartender changed him. Made him want more,” Helen interjects. “Chad could have been threatening to tell all.”

“He could have,” I say, “but he’d be risking his own reputation if he did that, wouldn’t he, since he helped Richard get what he wanted. And besides, unless there was something we don’t know concerning consent, would it be such a big issue?”

“It could be at a place like Myer,” Dan muses. “Sure, this is the twenty-first century, but a lot of the major families that donate to the college are still firmly rooted in the values of the 1950s, especially in areas concerning sexual promiscuity. They might not mind it going on, but they wouldn’t want to have to know about it.”

“That’s true, Dan,” Gladys says. “But Chad was unerringly loyal to Richard right up to the end. He wouldn’t tell me himself this bad thing he and Richard had done. That’s the whole reason I was at the Mansion—Richard wanted to tell me himself.”

“And you have no idea what it could  be?” Helen asks.

“No,” Gladys says, shaking her head. “Considering all the things I do know about them, I can’t imagine what would be so bad that Chad all of a sudden would have a crisis of conscience.”

“Which brings us back to the question,” I say. “Why did he want Chad dead?”

***
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Helen tells Dan to let Joanna go when she’s finished with her statement. Gladys says she can stay at her apartment that night until she figures something else out. She can’t go back to the President’s Mansion, for obvious reasons. 

Seeing it’s only 7:30 p.m., I ask Helen if she’d like to come to the Rectory for pizza. She says she’d like that, and promises she’ll be there around 8 p.m. It’s a pleasant evening, so I decide to walk back to Saint Clare’s by way of Tony’s Pizzeria and pick up a large meat pizza with mushrooms. Back at the Rectory, I get out plates, a bottle of wine, and two glasses. I’ve finished setting them up on the coffee table in the living room when she arrives.

“Is Gladys OK?” I say as we walk into the living room.

“She seems to be,” Helen says. “But Tom, for a couple of hours, I don’t want to talk about Gladys, or Richard Davenport, or this case. I just want to spend a couple of quiet hours with the man I love.” With that, she reaches up and kisses me.

Grinning, I say, “Now that sounds like a plan.”

We curl up on the couch and eat pizza and drink wine. Helen talks about how Anna’s trying to drag her into helping plan the Christmas in July Bazaar. “You need to help me get out of it, darling,” she says.

“Honey, I’m sorry. But my first day of seminary we were told the number one rule of being a successful parish priest—don’t mess with the Ladies of Charity.”

Helen sighs, then says. “Another reason I wish we were married. Then I could use my feminine wiles on you.”

Looking at her over my wine glass, I smile mischievously and say, “Who’s stopping you—though there is a line you couldn’t cross.”

“Mmmm, I’ll just wait,” she leans forward and whispers in my ear, “Because remember, I play to win.”

Realizing a subject change is needed, I say, “Helen, from what little information I’ve been able to get, it seems that I don’t have much time left to court you. So I have to ask, how am I doing?”

“Assuming this question is not your idea of a wedding proposal,” she laughs, “you’re doing fine. I would love to say something dreamily romantic like I wish we could be married tonight but the truth is, having some time to transition from the idea that it was never going to happen to the idea that it is has been good for me, and for you, too, I think. I mean, two years ago I never expected to see you again. Two months ago, I didn’t expect us to ever be more than friends. Now we’re on the brink of committing to spend the rest of our lives together. That’s a lot of change in a pretty small amount of time.”

“I just want us to make as much of this time as we can,” I say, “because, as the Archbishop pointed out, once we go public there’s going to be precious little time to talk and think. So, anything else you’d like to talk about?”

Helen sits back on the couch, finishes her wine, and places the empty glass on the coffee table. Clearing her throat, she says, “Technically, yes. I’ve been reluctant to bring it up because, well, we are committed to certain boundaries. I’ve been thinking more and more about it, however, and I feel like we need to talk about it now, before we get the word on your dispensation.”

“OK,” I say, nervous now about what she’s going to say. “Go ahead.”

She takes a deep breath, her cheeks reddening. She looks at her hands, avoiding my gaze.  “Tom,” she says quietly, “twenty years ago we had a very romantic relationship. We didn’t have sex, true, but we were engaged and had every hope of a satisfying physical relationship after our marriage. But that was twenty years ago. I am not the woman I was then. In addition to the normal ravages of time, I’ve gained weight and basically gone through menopause because of my hysterectomy.”

“Darling, I—”

“Just . . . just let me finish,” she says.  “Truth is, things were never very good in that area between John and me. He was always very kind and patient, but I always had the feeling he was disappointed in me. I just never—I don’t know, I never really felt comfortable with him in bed. And now, considering everything I’ve gone through since then,  I . . . I don’t want that to be a problem for us.”

I lift her chin and turn her face to me. “Oh, my darling,” I say to her, tracing her jawline with my finger. “If you could read my mind now, you would know how very, very little you have to worry about.”

She smiles. “You’re very sweet to say that, Tom, but—”

“Sshhh,” I put my finger on her lips. “The only reason I am not taking you in my arms at this moment is because we are alone and I don’t trust myself to behave. Helen, I want you with a burning passion that I could not have begun to feel twenty years ago. I freely admit, Joan and I were very happy together in all aspects of our marriage. But that was then and this is now. I’m also not the man I used to be, certainly not physically.”

I take her hands in mine, and raise them to my lips. “But oh, Helen, I am so much more in every other aspect of my life, as I know that you are in yours. I know, beyond a shadow of a doubt, that we will be happy together in bed because we are already so happy together in church and your office and the kitchen and The Bistro. And if we have to take our time to figure some things out, then how much fun is that going to be? What a great excuse for a long and luxurious honeymoon. What a wonderful opportunity to try things that would make a pagan blush.”

By this time, Helen is beaming. Her eyes are sparkling, and I see she’s about to speak. But I can’t stay with her another minute. Before she can say anything, I drop her hands and stand up. “My darling, I hope that you find what I am about to do reassuring. I am going to go out now and take a walk around the block. Maybe several. Why don’t you set up the Monopoly game so we can play when I get back? But, I cannot continue this conversation anymore tonight and still uphold the Church’s teachings on chastity.”

I cannot afford to wait for her answer, looking down at her beautiful, upturned face in the soft lamplight. I walk quickly and go out into the thankfully cool spring night.

I actually need five laps around the block before I feel safe to return to the rectory. 

By that time, Helen has set up the game, and as we roll to see who goes first, she says casually, “So, I’ve told you what is still bothering me. Is there anything still bothering you?”

I pause with the dice in my hand and say, “In fact, there is.”

I roll a two and she goes first as I continue, “Helen, I so desperately want to marry you, to have you as my wife, for all the reasons mentioned before my walk and a thousand others. Because of my own almost frightening love for you, I have been reluctant to bring this up, but I feel I must now, especially after you so courageously bared your soul to me.” I put down the dice and look into her sparkling, expectant eyes. 

“My darling, I am concerned about the impact being the first woman to marry a Catholic priest is going to have on your life. We will always be in a fishbowl. A priest is anyway, and we will be more so. And unlike other clergy couples, the whole world will be curious about us, at least for a while. There will no doubt be loons who will stalk us and reporters who will try to see in our windows. For the first few months of our engagement and then our marriage, every public move we make will be scrutinized. And, as we’ve already seen, not just by strangers. People we know here, in the parish, will be watching our every move. So my question is, and my heart nearly fails me to ask it, do you think you’re up for this challenge?”

She smiles gently at me, her mouth slightly upturned at the edges. 

“Tom,” she says, “have I ever told you about the Blushing Bride Murders?”

“Is this some kind of weird mystery series on that cable channel?”

“No, sadly not. It is an all too true story. Not long before I left D.C., there were a series of murders in the greater Metro area. The only thing they had in common was that all the victims were female and recently engaged to be married. There was nothing else tying them together. There were at least five women killed, and there may have been more that we never knew about.

“Anyway, I was the lead detective for that case for over a year and every time a new body was found, the press made me their poster cop. They camped out in front of my house, they shouted questions at me when I left work each day, they even ambushed me a couple times in the grocery store and once in the ladies room at Save Mart. While we never did find the killer and I’m sure the case is still open somewhere, the guy did finally stop murdering and my life went back to normal.

“So, what I know from personal experience is that I can handle the press just fine. I would much rather have questions shouted at me about what I’m wearing and what you’re like to live with than the murder weapon. I would much rather sacrifice my privacy on the altar of being your wife than that of solving a crime any day of the week.”

With that she comes around the table and pecks me lightly on the cheek, while trying to discreetly move my piece off Boardwalk before I can buy it. I let her stand briefly with her arms around my neck, relishing the feel, before I say in my most alluring voice, “My darling, I am so glad to hear you say that. It makes it so much easier to know that you are at least somewhat prepared for what is to come. Now, since you are the banker, please give me my deed.”
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Thirty-Six
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The ringing of my phone jars me awake. I look and notice it’s still dark outside. I grab my phone and see the time.

6 a.m. And it’s Helen calling me.

“What’s wrong,” I say as I sit up in bed.

“I got a call from Gladys,” Helen answers. “She says she needs both of us to come to her office right now. She’s found something and it has really upset her.” 

“I’ll meet you there in ten minutes.” I quickly get dressed and I grab my wallet and keys and head downstairs.

Amazingly enough, Anna is already up. She turns as I pass the kitchen. “Is something wrong?” she asks.

“Yes,” I say. “But I don’t know what.”

*** 
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By the time I get there, Helen is in Gladys office. I join her looking over Gladys’ shoulder at a police report from 2005. It is detailing a hit and run in which a man and woman were killed and their only child badly injured. 

Helen whispers, “I haven’t been able to get her to tell me what’s going on, but she’s looking at information concerning the accident that killed her parents.”

“Why is she doing that?”

Helen simply shakes her head. I turn to Gladys and place my hand on her shoulder.

“Gladys,” I start to say as she opens a different tab, this one with a pdf image of a newspaper account of what appears to be the same accident. The words ‘Finklestein’ and ‘daughter’ leap off the page at me. I also notice the town mentioned.

Quimby.

Gladys continues opening other tabs featuring more information, including witness accounts of the crime and periodic police reports. I say, as gently as I can, “Gladys, honey, I know you’ve had a very difficult couple of weeks, but going over all this is not going to help you feel any better. Why don’t you just close your computer down for the rest of the day and come back to the Rectory with Helen and me? We can talk there.”

“This isn’t my computer, Dad,” she says grimly. “It's Chad’s.”

“Wait, Chad’s computer?” Helen says. “I don’t understand. What did he want with information about your accident?”

“I don’t know,” she admits, “but he must have wanted it pretty badly. Some of this stuff was supposed to be redacted because I was a minor, but here it is, my name, blazoned across the page: Gladys Finkelstein, eight years old.”

She rolls herself away from the keyboard. I sit in a chair and continue scrolling. “But why would Chad be looking at my accident? He didn’t even know about it until a month or two ago.”

“How did he find out?” Helen asks.

“I told him. He and Richard and I were having dinner together one night right after Richard moved back full time. Something came up about it almost being Easter and I realized that it was the sixteenth anniversary of my being in the chair. I mentioned this and Chad got really curious and started asking questions. I thought at the time he was just being polite, but it was obviously more than that.”

“Wait,” I say. “So you’re telling me that the first time Chad knew about your accident was this year. But, you told Richard earlier, right? Like, right after you met?”

“Oh, no,” Gladys says, shaking her head. “Richard never asked me why I was in a wheelchair. I guess he thought I had some type of congenital condition. And I never mentioned the accident.”

“So Chad has been researching your accident. But he never mentioned that to you, and Richard never said anything about it?” Helen says.

“No, never.”

While they’re talking, I’m looking at the police report. In clinical detail the officer who wrote it recorded the ripping apart of a family. It’s all here. How Gladys’ parents died in spite of the seatbelts and airbags working. Gladys, safe in the back seat, but pinned in, crying, unable to move her feet or toes. Estimate is that the driver of the other car was going around 100 miles per hour, the lack of tire marks on the pavement a sign that they didn’t slow down, didn’t stop.

There was one witness, a woman driving by just as the accident happened. She tried to help the little girl, but there was too much damage to the car. She called 911. She didn’t get the license plate of the car that sped off after running Gladys and her parents off the road.

But she gave a description.

“Holy Mother of God,” I whisper. I stand up and turn to Helen. “We need to go back to the Rectory right now!”

I dart out of Gladys’ office and start walking quickly down the hallway. “Tom! Tom!” Helen calls, “What is it?”

I spin around. “Richard Davenport killed Chad Hudson. And I know why.”
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Thirty-Seven
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“Tom, can you please slow down!” Helen calls as she rushes to catch up with me on the sidewalk.

“No,” I call over my shoulder, “You catch up.”

“I can’t run in these heels.”

“That’s why I’ve told you to wear flats.” I keep up my pace as I hear the frantic tapping of her shoes beginning to fade. Finally, they stop. Curious, I slow my pace.

“Stop! Police!” Helen commands in her most authoritative voice.

I freeze at this and she is soon by my side. 

“Now,” she says. “What is this about?” 

“I don’t want to say more than I have to until I’m absolutely sure,” I tell her, walking slowly enough now for her to keep up, “but we will know as soon as we get to the Rectory.”

“And will anyone suffer if we walk at a normal pace?” she asks, still nearly trotting alongside me.

“No, I guess not,” I admit, slowing even more. “I’m just anxious to know beyond a shadow of a doubt.”

She keeps peppering me with questions and I keep dodging them until we finally arrive at the Rectory. I charge through the door and into Anna’s office, saying without preamble, “Anna, where is that photo album from Richard Davenport?”

“Tom, what in the world?” she asks as a breathless Helen jumps in behind me.

“Anna, I need that photo album and I need it now.”

“Tom, what you need is to say please,” she starts but then, seeing the look on my face, turns her chair around and pulls it out of the credenza behind her. I grab it and begin to thumb through, quickly reaching the page I’m looking for. 

“There,” I say, showing Helen the picture of Richard and Chad in front of Richard's red 2005 Mustang. The one with the wide white stripe on the side.

“It matches what the witness saw. That’s the car that ran Glady’s parents off the road.”

Helen studies the photo, then says, “Tom, I’ll admit that it does have the features the witness described, but the police scoured the area for it after the accident and never found it. Something that distinctive would have stood out.”

“That’s because he had the stripes removed,” I say. “This is an after-market feature that a car enthusiast would add to give their car a little pizazz. They can be peeled off.” I flip through until I find the picture I’m looking for.  “Which is what Richard did. Look, this is from spring graduation a few weeks later.” 

There is another photo, this time of a proud Richard posing with a group of students under a banner that reads “Class of 2005.” The car is in the background, this time with no stripes. 

Helen studies it and says, “If this is the same car, that is pretty damning. But how can we prove it?”

“Look carefully,” I say, pointing at a small feature on the car. “That looks like a parking sticker on the bumper. You can see the same one here, on this car. If you can enhance the image enough to match the numbers, that’ll prove it.”

“Good point,” Helen says. “The only problem is, I need Gladys to scan it, enhance the image and match the numbers. She’s going to want to know what it's all about.”

“Or, you could use this,” Anna says, handing me a magnifying glass. “I mean, I know it's primitive but I believe it worked for Sherlock Holmes.”

I smile sheepishly and hand the magnifying glass to Helen. “You’re the professional.” She bends close to the photograph, peering through the glass, “The number on the striped car is 782697.” She flips the page and looks at the car without stripes. After staring for a moment, she stands up and exhales.

“782697,” she says. “It’s the same car. That’s it. Davenport certainly looks guilty. The problem is, I doubt it is enough to convince Angela to take it to the grand jury, and once we arrest him, he’ll lawyer up so fast we’ll never catch him.”

“There’s a bigger problem, Helen,” I add. “Someone has got to tell Gladys about this.”

“Tell me about what?” a chipmunk voice says from the doorway. We turn to see Gladys wheeling herself in the door I had absent-mindedly left open.

“Gladys . . . ” Helen begins.

Laying my hand on Helen’s shoulder, I say softly, “Gladys, Helen and I have something we need to tell you. Let’s go sit down in the living room first.”

We go in, Anna slipping out of the room to the kitchen, no doubt to make a pot of tea. Helen and I sit together on the couch and Gladys wheels her chair close to us. Taking her hand, I say gently, “Gladys, Helen and I have found a photo of a car that is very likely the one that ran your parents off the road the night they were killed.”

“How could you? It's been sixteen years,” she asks, confused.

“I came across it in a photo album. It fits the description to a tee, and there is another photo that was taken shortly after the accident that shows the same car with the stripes removed.”

“Oh, my God! Is that what Chad found out? Did he figure out who killed my mom and dad?”

“Sweetie,” Helen says, taking Gladys’ other hand, “Chad didn’t figure it out. He had always known. It's just that he only recently learned that it was you and your family in the car that night.”

“I’m still not getting this. How could he have known about the accident unless . . .”  Then, a light bulb seems to come on in Gladys’ mind. 

“Mom,” she says weakly, “did Chad kill my parents?”

“No Gladys,” I say, “the car was not his but it is likely he was a passenger that night.”

“Then whose car is it?” she yells. “Who was driving? Do you know?”

“Yes, we know, honey,” I say softly, opening the album to the first picture of the smiling friends. Gladys stares at it for a minute as her overdeveloped brain wrestles with her still-learning heart for domination. The brain finally wins and she whispers, “Richard!”

“It certainly looks like it,” Helen says.

She looks up at us in shock. “Richard killed my parents?” she asks.

We nod. I say quietly, “I’m so sor—”

Gladys erupts and screams, “That bastard killed my parents! Oh, my God! Oh, my God!”

She shakes off our hands and begins to pound the handles of her wheelchair so hard that I’m afraid she’ll hurt herself. She’s screaming and crying, uttering streams of profanity and other words that are almost gibberish. Helen and I try to hug her, to grab her arms, to do something but she is flailing about so much that we are helpless to stop her. 

Then, Anna appears. She quietly approaches the hysterical young lady from behind and wraps her arms around her. “There, there, honey,” she coos. “It’s going to be all right. You’ll see. This is so terrible right now, but you’ll see, everything is going to be fine.” 

Gradually, Gladys begins to calm down. Anna holds her until she stops flailing and starts sobbing, then retreats to the kitchen. Helen and I slip off the sofa and wrap our arms around Gladys while she sobs.  By the time Anna has returned with a mug of hot, sweet tea, most likely laced with something alcoholic, she’s crying softly. She takes the mug from Anna,  takes a sip, and continues to calm down.

Helen and I sit on the couch quietly while Gladys drinks her tea. I’m offering silent prayers for her, and believe Helen is doing the same. Finally, Gladys takes a deep breath.

“Feel any better?” I ask.

“A little,” she says. “I didn’t think I had any more tears to shed for my parents. Oh, Richard!” she whispers, his name on her lips a strange mixture of love, pity, and anger.

“Is there anything we can do?” Helen says.

She shakes her head. “No,” Gladys says. “I just want to go back to the office so we can figure out how to nail that bastard.”

“You’re not doing anything of the sort today, sweetie,” Helen says. “I’m giving you the rest of the day off. You’ve had a terrible shock. Go home and rest. See how you’re doing tomorrow.”

She nods. “In that case, there is something you can do for me.”

“What is it?” Helen asks.

“I know you don’t like him, Mom,” she whispers. “But could you call Nate and ask him to come over to take me home? I don’t want to be by myself. I . . . I want to be with a man who actually cares about me. Who actually loves me.”

I place my hand on Helen’s shoulder and say, “I’ll call him right now.”

***
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Nate arrives about ten minutes after I call him. I only give him a brief explanation of what has happened, telling him that Gladys will fill him in when and if she feels like it.

Before showing him into the living room so he can take her home, I usher him quickly into the kitchen.

“Listen to me, and listen to me good, Nate,” I say firmly in a low voice. “That girl is very vulnerable right now. She needs someone who is going to care for her, and listen to her, and hold her when she sobs. She needs you to be that someone.”

“I understand, Father,” Nate says.

“Just so we’re clear, if she gives Helen and I any indication that you took advantage of her state—and don’t pretend you don’t know what I’m talking about—you won’t have to worry about Helen shooting you. I’ll beat the living hell out of you with my bare hands. Understand?”

“Absolutely,” Nate says, looking me in the eye.

I smile. “You love her, don’t you?”

He nods. “More than my own life,” he whispers.

“Then tell her,” I say. “And then, having told her, never leave her. Never betray her.” I take a deep breath and add, “Don’t make the same mistakes I’ve made. You may never get a chance to fix them.”
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Thirty-Eight
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“OK, what do we have on him?” Dan asks.

We’re gathered in Helen’s office the next day. Nate took Gladys home and, given her fragile, emotional state, stayed in her apartment during the night—on the couch, after he called to ask me if it would be all right. She’s there, still looking desolate, but determined. Nate is seated next to her, holding her hand. Dan and Helen spent the previous day going over all the evidence they had, while I stayed at the Rectory alternating between working on parish business and praying Rosaries for everyone involved—Gladys, Richard, and Chad.

“That’s the problem,” Helen says, looking exhausted. “We’ve been over everything, checked everything. We’re all sure that he did it, but there’s nothing solid to tie him to either the accident that killed Gladys’ parents or Chad’s death. There’s no sign the two are connected. What we need is more evidence. We need to search his house.”

“Yeah,” Dan says, “about that. I tried to get the Chief to sign off on one but he insists we don’t have enough evidence to accuse ‘someone like the president of Myer College of murder, especially on the word of some silly young coed and an amateur.’ I guess he meant you, Father.”

“Well, we’re dead in the water then,” Helen says, throwing her hands up in disgust.

“He’s going to get away with it,” Nate says.

“Not necessarily,” Gladys says quietly. 

Every eye turns to her as Helen asks, “What are you thinking, Gladys?”

“I’m thinking that we need to get him to confess,” she says, “to admit not just what he did to Chad but also what he did to my parents.”

“That’s a nice idea, honey, but I don’t really think he’s the confessing type,” Nate comments.

“He might confess if someone caught him off guard,” she continues. “Someone he trusts. Someone who was wearing a wire.”

I see where she’s going and jump in. “No way, Gladys. No way are you going in that house with him alone.”

“I wouldn’t be alone if y’all were nearby listening in.”

“No, it's out of the question. He’s already killed Chad. It looks like he planned on killing Joanna Pine. He’d have no problem hurting you. I won’t allow it.”

“Tom,” Helen says firmly, “Gladys doesn’t work for you. She works for me. This is my case and my job and I will decide what we do.”

“You have got to be kidding me!” I exclaim. I stand up and lean across her desk, glaring at her. “You’d let her risk her life like that?”

Anger flashes in Helen’s expression as she returns my glare with her dueling-pistol eyes. “Father Greer, yes, absolutely. I would let her take a calculated risk in order to catch a murderer if I think it is the best way to proceed. That’s what I do everyday.”

“But Helen,” I say firmly, “this is Gladys we're talking about. She’s family.”

“Everyone on the force is like family to me, Tom! You need to remember that part of my job is sending or more often leading them into harm's way. That's what we’re sworn to do!”

“And you’re not my family!” Gladys suddenly interjects vehemently. Helen and I look at her. “Yes, I call you two Mom and Dad, but that’s because this guy stole my parents. I don’t have a real family because of what he did. And I want to get him for it.”

“To what end, Gladys?” I ask. “Revenge? Is that really worth risking your life for?”

“No, but justice is,” she says resolutely. “Not just for me and my parents, but for Chad and who knows who else out there that he’s hurt. Not to mention all the other college freshmen that he seduced when they were legal adults but mentally, still scared kids looking for love and acceptance.”

She takes a deep breath. “I’ve talked a big game about how I knew what I was doing, and I suppose I did, intellectually. But until recently, I had no idea the impact my relationship with him had on my emotions and, yes, Tom, even my soul. Other eighteen-year-olds might, but I have a feeling they wouldn’t have gotten mixed up with him in the first place. The ones he preyed on, the ones like me, had no idea what we were getting into. Those are the ones who need justice.”

I am taken aback by her outburst and for a moment don’t have anything else to say. Helen is also silent, so Dan takes over the lead and says, “So, Gladys, you’re the tech whiz. How would this work?”

“Simple,” she says, with perhaps more than a touch of youthful bravado. “I call Richard and tell him I want to come out and see him, maybe drink a toast to Chad and talk about old times. I get him sort of relaxed and comfortable and then confront him with the evidence we’ve put together about my parent’s wreck. Hopefully he’ll admit what he did and then I can get him to admit the thing with Chad, too.”

“And if he doesn’t?” I ask, still not convinced.

“Then it's just another nasty argument that we’ve had and I leave.”

“Gladys,” I say, “you’re going in there and accusing him of murder in his own home. You really think he’s just going to let you leave like nothing happened?”

“Well, if he doesn’t, you guys will just have to bust in and rescue me.”

“What if he has a gun?”

“He doesn’t. Ironically for a murderer, Richard hates guns. He lost a cousin to an accidental shooting when they were in their early teens. He had nothing to do with it, wasn’t even there, but it affected him and he has been an anti-gun zealot ever since.”

“OK, so he doesn’t have a gun but, he could have another weapon in the house.”

“Dad,” she says, more persuasively now, “I’m not an idiot. I plan to have something up my sleeve, too, and you guys will be just outside in my van. You won’t need more than a few seconds to get in.”

“I still don’t know,” I say.

“Tom,” Helen says, “you don’t have to know. In fact, it doesn’t matter whether you know or not. This is a police matter. Gladys is a member of the Myerton Police force and she has come up with a good plan to catch a murderer. The risk level is acceptable and we will proceed on my authority.” She pauses briefly and adds, “Do you understand?”

Before I can speak, I hear Dan say under his breath, “Just let it go, Father, you don’t stand a chance.” So I say, “OK, but can I at least be in the van?”

“Yes,” Helen replies, her face softening into a smile, “but stay out of the way.”

At that point I hear Dan mutter to Nate, “Seeing them like this it's hard to believe they aren’t married.”
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Thirty-Nine
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We arrive at the President’s Mansion just before 8 p.m. that night. The gate is open and we drive through. Gladys is driving, while Dan, Helen, Nate and I are crowded in the back. Nate and Gladys did a wonderful job outfitting The Mystery Machine as a mobile outpost to monitor and record what happens inside. There are six monitors and all other sorts of equipment—somehow, Nate and Gladys figured out how to hack into the Mansion’s surveillance cameras, so Helen will have full coverage of what’s going on inside. 

I have my Rosary out and begin praying silently as Gladys parks her van near the portico. She switches out her regular glasses for an identical pair that are fitted with a camera and microphone. She gets out of the van seat and into her chair as usual and uses the lift to lower herself to the driveway.

She’s making her way up to the door as Nate turns on the equipment. One monitor shows us what Gladys is seeing. On the other monitors, we can see the entry foyer, the library, and the living room—showing a pacing Richard Davenport.

“He looks nervous,” I say. “Do you think he knows what’s going on?”

“We’ll find out in a few minutes,” Dan says. Helen turns to me and smiles, mouthing, “It’ll be OK.”

“Can you hear me?” Gladys asks as she reaches the door.

“Loud and clear, baby,” Nate says. “Good luck.” He hesitates, then says, “I love you” quickly.

“Love you, too,” she says.

“Remember, Gladys,” Helen says, “if you think this thing’s going sideways, just say the codeword.”

“Gazpacho, got it.” Gladys rings the doorbell. After a moment, Richard opens the door, his smiling face almost filling the screen.

“Showtime,” Helen murmurs.

“I hope this works,” Dan says.

“Well, if it doesn’t,” Helen says, “Tom and I may need to figure out how to live on his salary.”

My eyes get big and I shoot a glance at Nate. Fortunately, Nate’s fixed on Gladys’ feed. 

Richard lets her in and escorts her to the living room. She parks her chair near the couch and they make small talk while he fixes them a couple of drinks. Unbeknownst to Richard, Gladys is carrying a small test strip on her keychain that she discreetly dips into the glass to make sure there’s nothing more than rum and cola in her drink. After clearing it, she takes a sip.

“Good to see you, Gladys,” he grins like a snake.

“I appreciate you seeing me,” she says.

“I admit I was surprised when I got your phone call.”

“I wouldn’t have, but I’ve been thinking about a lot of things lately. I know that we’ve had some difficult moments, but Chad’s death has really reminded me of how much fun the three of us used to have together.”

“Me, too, Gladys,” he says in a voice that makes my skin crawl, “I’m glad you called. I would hate for us to lose what we’ve had over a silly misunderstanding.” I growl softly under my breath and Helen shoots me a warning look. 

Gladys continues, “The first thing I want you to know, Richard, is how very sorry I am for your loss. I certainly know better than most how close you and Chad were. His death must leave a terrible hole in your life. And, of course, I feel terribly guilty about my role in his death. I just keep replaying the scene over and over in my head, wondering if there was anything I could have done differently.”

“Don’t do that to yourself, my dear,” he says, taking her hand. “From what I understand, that gardener drugged Chad. He had no idea where he was or what he was doing and probably stepped out right in front of you.”

“Oh, I know that in my head. It's just my heart that hurts.” I wonder now how much of what she is saying is acting and how much is true about her struggles with taking another life, even accidentally. I have a feeling that the weight lies with the latter.

“By the way, you’ll be pleased to know that Lewis has taken a plea deal. He’ll admit to drugging Chad in return for a lesser sentence. He’ll serve some time but probably not as much as he deserves.”

“There’s no use being bitter, Gladys,” he says with such fatherly care that it makes me feel sick. “He probably didn’t mean to hurt Chad, things just got out of hand.”

“Maybe you’re right. But then, what are the chances that I of all people would kill someone in a car accident?”

“I don’t see what you mean?”

“Remember? When you and Chad and I had dinner, right after you moved permanently to Myerton, I told you both my parents were killed in a hit and run crash when I was eight. I survived but wound up in this chair.”

“Of course, my dear. How did that slip my mind?”

“Well, it's not something I like to talk about,” Gladys says. I’m admiring her calmness while she talks about it. “They never found who did it but Chad got me to thinking about it later, asking me questions, like when it happened and where and stuff. I told him that one witness said she saw a red sports car with a white stripe down the side speeding away right afterward. They looked and looked for a car like that but never found one that they could link to the accident.”

“How awful for you,” Richard says grimly. He’s clearly getting agitated, shifting in his chair and tapping his foot on the floor.

“He’s seeing where she’s going,” I say to Helen.

“She’s got this,” Helen says, not taking her eyes off the screen.

“Yeah, well, life has to go on.” She sighs briefly and then continues, “By the way, I mentioned to Father Tom that I was coming out here tonight and he asked me to drop off this photo album you left with him. He said his secretary, Anna, had made copies of the pictures you wanted to use for Chad’s funeral.”

“He has been so kind and helpful throughout this ordeal.”

“Oh, he’s a wonderful man, a bit overbearing at times, but wonderful.” 

I see Helen smile at this last comment but say nothing, having learned to keep my peace during police operations.

“I hope you don’t mind,” Gladys continues, “but I took a moment to look through the album.”

“Here we go,” Dan says.

I begin another decade of the Rosary, my eyes glued to the screen showing Gladys’ feed.

“Oh, Gladys,” Richard says, warily. “Why’d you want to do that? There’s nothing in there but a bunch of old pictures from before your time.”

“Yeah, but you were a real stud back then, Richard. I mean look at this one.” She holds up the album. From the look on his face, I know she’s showing him the picture of his Mustang with the white stripe.

“You look like a young Steve McQueen next to this sporty car. And Chad’s right there with you, where he always was. Ever loyal Chad. Tell me, did someone take a picture for you that day you got it, because the date on the corner says February, 2005.”

“Yeah, that was the day I got it,” he says. “Brand new off the showroom floor.”

“But you still couldn’t resist tinkering with it, could you? I mean, here’s a picture with one of your classes, I guess. You can see the car in the background. The stripe is gone. Why’d you get rid of it, Richard?”

He says nothing, then puts his glass on the side table and folds his hands.

“So you finally figured it out, did you?” he says, in a tone so menacing that I can’t understand how Helen can remain so calm. “Well, damn, Gladys, I hate that. I have tried so hard to keep you from finding out, to spare you from having to know. For what it's worth, I really do regret what happened that night. Chad and I had both been drinking and we didn’t even notice your parents’ car until it was too late. I was driving and knew it would be the end of both our careers if anyone found out about what we had done. I mean, I had just gotten tenure and Chad had an excellent admin position at Quimby College. We were going places, and giving up our lives would not help whoever was in that car. I saw that car stop as we drove off so I knew someone would call 911 right away.”

“But you left me alone there to die,” Gladys says. “How could you do that?” 

“I told you. We were both drunk. There was nothing we could do. Had we stayed, I would probably have been arrested, charged with a felony that would have ended my prospects.”

“And what about my prospects?” Gladys is yelling now.

“Gladys,” Helen says quietly, “you need to calm down.”

“I was taking ballet before the accident,” she says in a controlled tone. “My teacher thought I had real talent. What about that?”

“I didn’t even know you were in the car. For all I knew, it might have been a bum as drunk as we were. It just wasn’t worth sacrificing everything that I had worked so hard for.”

“And Chad? He went along with this?”

“Chad was drunker than I was. He was passed out when I ran your parents off the road. When he finally came to, I told him we needed to get out of town for a while, that I needed to get the stripe removed. He kept asking questions so I finally told him. He didn’t like it, thought we ought to go to the police, but I talked him out of it. He was always so loyal.”

“Until he wasn’t, right Richard?”

“Yes, until he wasn’t. After you told us about your accident and he figured out that you were the one we hit, he got all wrapped up in this idea that we had to tell you, come clean. I reminded him that it was my career that would be torn to shreds, that I was the one who would go to jail. He insisted that he would stand by me, that we’d get good attorneys and the like. But I couldn’t take that chance.”

“So you killed him,” she says.

“OK, Dan,” Helen says, pulling out her gun and chambering a round. “Get ready. At my signal, we go in that front door.”

“No, my precious dear,” Richard says. “You did.”

“That’s not fair. You yourself just said that he was drugged out of his mind. What did you use?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about. You just said that Lewis confessed to putting the ketamine in his beer.”

“Get ready,” Helen says as Dan grasps the handle to the back door.

Coolly, Gladys says, “Neither I nor anyone else has told you what the drug was, or how it got in Chad’s system. Only the one who put it in there could know that.”

“Why, you little bitch!” Richard roars as he lunges toward her. 

“Go! Go!” Helen yells and in a flash she and Dan are out of the van with guns drawn, followed closely by Nate. I’m right behind them but catch one last look at the screen as Davenport screams and throws his hands over his eyes, writhing in pain as he falls to the floor. 

I step through the splintered front door and make a beeline for Gladys, only to find her being very well looked after by Nate. On the floor by her chair is a can of pepper spray that she had concealed. I then scan the room and see Davenport in handcuffs, his eyes red and watering. Helen is reading him his Miranda rights while Dan helps him to his feet. 

At about this time, I hear a siren approaching. Dan escorts Davenport outside as he says, “I want a lawyer. I will say nothing without my attorney present.” 

Dan’s reply is simple and to the point. “Fine with me, Buddy, we got all we need without you saying another word.”

Dan and the uniformed officer put him in the back of a squad car and they drive off into the night as I return to the living room. Other officers are coming in now and Helen is in full cop mode, so I text her briefly telling her I’m going to call Anna to come and get me. Anna picks me up and I spend the next hour or so filling her in on what happened. 

A little after midnight, Helen calls.

“How’s it going?” I ask.

“Oh, Tom,” she says, the weariness in her voice. “We’ve only scratched the surface. I’m going to be here all night.”

“Bad?”

“Davenport has lots of skeletons in his closets—no actual ones. Not yet anyway. His computer has pictures, Tom—pictures of girls like Joanna, all from college records. It’s like he was ordering from a take out menu.”

“Damn.”

“That’s not all, or the worst part. Remember the locked room Gladys mentioned?”

“Yes,” I say.

She sighs. “A fully equipped dungeon, complete with—well, everything you can imagine.” She paused. “I asked Gladys about it. She nodded.”

I close my eyes. “So that’s what Chad meant.”

“Probably,” Helen says. “I sent her home with Nate. I told him to stay with her.” She pauses. “I think I’ve underestimated him. He’s good for her.”

“I agree.” I say. “Everyone needs someone, from my experience.”  

“Tom,” she says. “I don’t know when I’ll be able to see you over the next few days. I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be,” I say. “I’ll be thinking of you. And praying for you. And for Gladys, and all the other girls like her.”

I lay down in bed after hanging up, exhausted and wired at the same time. I take my Rosary and begin another set of mysteries. Finally, somewhere around the third or fourth one, I drop off, my Rosary clutched in my hand.

***
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I don’t see Helen much over the next several days but when I do, we mainly talk about the case. It seems that Gladys’ undercover work has paid off in large and lasting dividends. 

Unfortunately, it turns out that Gladys was not entirely correct about Davenport never being coercive. Nate uncovered a string of complaints filed and then withdrawn from various young men and women on campuses where he had previously taught. The complaints range from his “being fresh” to making suggestive comments to a few actual physical attacks. Because he was careful enough never to leave bruises, the latter were hard to prove and easy to cover up, especially with the help of some less than stellar local law enforcement units.

Because of Gladys’ involvement in the case, she is having to rely on a tech person from the college to search Davenport’s files. So far, he’s found searches on his computer for “date rape drugs” and “effects of ketamine.” He has also found some wire transfers that indicate he was getting some significant money from somewhere. He is still trying to trace exactly where the funds are coming from, since most are from offshore companies.

Perhaps most disturbing of all, after contacting the college towns where Davenport worked, Helen found instances of a number of young female students who had suddenly dropped out of college. Most left at the end of the first year, and each told their friends similar stories: they had been hired to work in the coming term at a resort.  They had been promised good money and excellent tips. They planned to return to college the following term. But none ever did. 

Helen is afraid that this may be just the tip of the iceberg, as all the young women were still in their teens, had little to no family ties, and were said by their roommates to have been strapped for money. It also seems that many had private chats with either Chad or Richard in the weeks before they left. She feels that we are looking at a long-term problem that will likely take as many years to clean up as it has to get established.

At my insistence, Helen agrees to leave the case behind long enough for a long drive up into the mountains on Saturday. The trees are now full of leaves and the spring flowers are finally blooming. I pack a picnic lunch because she says there’s a place that she wants me to see. I insist on driving so she can just relax, but she sets the GPS and I follow it. About an hour and a half after leaving Myerton, we are in a national forest. She confides to me that it backs up to Camp David, so it’s very well guarded. We spend the morning, not exactly hiking (neither of us are into that) but sort of wandering around, enjoying the beauty of spring. We are ravenous by the time we get back to the car, and I am thankful that we are able to quickly find a picnic table near a flowing stream. We spread the cheerful tablecloth Anna threw in before I left and I unpack the hamper. Not being inclined to put something together myself, I have cheated and gone by The Bistro. I think we’re both grateful for this when I pull out two ham, pear, and brie sandwiches on baguettes, a delicious-smelling broccoli salad, and a bottle of wine. But when I pull out one of their fantastic lemon and raspberry tortes, Helen’s squeal of delight makes me know that I have scored big.

We’re driving back, Helen leaning her head on my shoulder. “Honey,” she says. “I have something to tell you.”

“What is it?”

She sits up and looks at me. “Chief Lowden resigned. Was asked to resign is more like it.”

“Because of the Chad Hudson case?”

“Not just that” she says. “One of the things we found on Davenport’s computer were records of wire transfers from his overseas accounts into Lowden’s account here in Myerton. They began right after he started at Myer.”

“So Lowden was on the take,” I say. 

“Uh-huh,” Helen says. “That explains why he was so reluctant to look too closely at Davenport. But it also means that Lowden was in all likelihood getting involved with the same people Davenport and Brian were.”

“Damn,” I say, shaking my head. “What’s going to happen to him?”

“There’ll be an investigation, but he’s already disgraced, and for a cop, that’s a worse punishment than prison.”

“So, who’s going to become the new Chief?” I ask.

“Well,” she says quietly, “at least in the short term, I am.”

“What!” I exclaim. “Oh, darling, that’s fabulous! You so deserve it. I am so proud of you.”

Helen leans over and pecks me on the cheek. “Thank you. I was hoping you’d say that.”
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The Monday before Pentecost, as I’m sitting down to another fabulous Anna breakfast—this time, french toast—my phone rings. I pull it out, thinking Helen’s calling for our usual morning conversation.

I gasp when I see the caller ID.

“What is it?” Anna asks.

Still looking at the phone, I whisper, “The Archbishop.”

Now it’s Anna’s turn to gasp. “Tom! Do you think?”

I shake my head. “He said we should hear by Pentecost, and that’s next Sunday,” I say as the phone continues ringing.

“Are you going to go to your office to answer?”

I look at her. “No. Can you stay here with me?” I say.

When she nods, my trembling finger answers the call. “Go—good morning, Your Eminence.”

Through the phone, I can hear him smile. “Yes, my son, it certainly is.”

I breathe a sigh of relief and break out into a grin. At that, Anna smiles. “I take it all’s well?”

“Certainly. The Holy Father approved the dispensation for you to marry Helen.”

“Thank you, sir. I . . . I don’t know what to say.” I swallow the lump in my throat and reach for a napkin to wipe my eyes. “I can’t tell you what this means to Helen and me.”

“Tom,” the Archbishop says, “all I did was facilitate this. It was your and Helen’s commitment to stay faithful to your vows, and your mutual love for the Church, that carried the day. When the Holy Father spoke—”

“The Holy Father told you personally?” I say with amazement.

The Archbishop chuckles. “Tom, some things are too momentous to send in an email. In any event, there are only about six or seven people in the entire Church who know this. Anyway, he very frankly told me that several of his advisors had recommended that your application be denied, on account of your relative newness to the priesthood. But he was persuaded by my arguments, along with the first-hand observations of a member of your parish, that your marriage to Helen would facilitate your growth in your ministry. Also, he mentioned that your, shall we say, adventures, impressed him and showed that you were a priest who truly cares about the souls he encounters.” The Archbishop pauses at this, and then adds. “When we were about to end the call, he expressed his eagerness to meet you and Helen as soon as possible after your marriage so he could impart his apostolic blessing on your union.”

I almost drop my phone. “His Holiness . . . wants to meet us?” I see Anna’s knees buckle at this news.

The Archbishop chuckles. “Don’t be surprised, Tom. You two are the Church’s grand experiment. You’ll be part of the legacy of his papacy. But enough of that for now. First things first. When do you want to propose?”

“As soon as possible,” I say quickly.

“I thought as much,” he says. “May I ask one more sacrifice of you, my son?”

My heart stops. “Certainly,” I say.

“The Vatican wants to release the news on Pentecost Sunday. I believe I have a visit scheduled?”

“Yes, the parish was informed a couple of weeks ago. A reception in your honor is being prepared.”

“I contacted Anna around that time to be on standby to turn that reception into an engagement party,” the Archbishop says. “I’ll make the announcement in Myerton after 10:30 a.m. Mass. The announcement will be made in Rome at the same time in the form of a press release. The Vatican is insistent that word not leak out before then.” He takes a deep breath, “So, my son, I must ask you to wait until Friday.”

Friday. Another four days. But the Archbishop’s request is reasonable. Besides, it will give me the time to come up with a plan for my proposal.

“Certainly, Your Eminence,” I say.

“Good. I will need to meet with you and Helen both that evening to discuss the plans for Sunday. The Vatican is sending someone from their press office to handle the publicity. Can you make yourselves available?”

“I’m sure. I’ll check with Helen to make sure, but Friday’s become our usual date night so I’m pretty certain she’s free.”

“Good, good.” The Archbishop pauses, then says, “I must tell you that I’ve been pleased with your discretion. I’ve received no complaints about your behavior.”

“With all due respect, Your Eminence,” I say slowly, “I know that’s not completely accurate.”

There’s silence on the other end. “Ah,” he says. “You heard about the email.”

“Olivia Reynolds told me herself. I recognize that I have no one to blame but myself—”

“Tom, that’s true. But she was questioning my decision to keep you there—which has to do with my authority. I think you should anticipate some pushback from her and a few others after the announcement is made. I doubt it will be more than a handful, but this is a huge change in the Church. Some people are not going to like it. Just be prepared.”

“Understood, Your Eminence.”

“Until Friday evening then. Unless I hear otherwise, I’ll have champagne on ice. If I do hear from you, come to the Residence anyway and I’ll provide brandy.”

After hanging up, I sit for a moment, trying to absorb what I just heard.

It’s really going to happen.

Helen’s going to become my wife.

My impossible dream is going to come true.

I lose all sense of reason and propriety and jump out of my chair. I start dancing around the kitchen and sing at the top of my lungs, “Hallelujah, Hallelujah, Hallelujah, Hallelujah!” I run up to Anna and grasp her in a hug. “Oh, my God, Anna, can you believe it!”

“Oh, Tom! I’m just so thrilled for you two!” she says. 

“I need to make sure Helen is free on Friday,” I say, dashing back to my phone. I don’t dare call her. I send a text instead.

The Archbishop would like to meet with us Friday evening about 7. You’re free I assume?

A moment later she replies,

Of course. Does he know anything?

I try to figure out how to answer her without telling her an out-and-out lie.

He mentioned someone from the Vatican would be there.

She replies,

Sounds promising. What time shall we leave?

My mind races to come up with a plan—believe it or not, I’ve not spent too much time thinking about how I would actually propose to Helen. I guess I was superstitious. 

Something comes to me, and I type,

Come by the Rectory around 3. We’ll have an early dinner at Captain Pettit’s.

Almost instantly, she replies,

Perfect.

I sigh and text the Archbishop that we’re definitely on for Friday evening around 7 p.m.

“So,” Anna says, “what are you going to do now?”

I laugh. “Right now,” I say with a grin, “I’m going to the church to pray and thank God for his goodness.”

As I exit the Rectory, I am nearly walking on air, calling to mind every Psalm of praise I know by heart. I open the door to the church, and stop in the doorway.

A small figure sitting in a wheelchair is in front of the crucifix. 

I slip in the pew nearest the door, not wanting to interfere with her own time with the Lord. Kneeling, I pull out my Rosary and begin my prayers, offering every bead on behalf of the suffering spirit so near and yet so far away. 

I continue praying until I hear her wheels approaching where I am kneeling. She doesn’t interrupt me, either, so I take the time to finish the decade before returning to my seat. 

“Hi, Gladys,” I say.

“Hi, Dad,” she says softly.

“How’s it going?”

“Not good.”

“You want to talk about it?”

“No, but you know me, I’m going to anyway.”

I smile at that and she smiles back. So I say, “Well, you know I’m a trained listener.”

She takes a deep breath and says, “I hate Richard. And Chad, too, but mainly Richard.”

“OK.”

“And sometimes I hate God.”

“Sure.”

“But not very often.”

“That’s good.”

“I don’t hate Him now, but I am afraid of Him.”

“Why?”

“Because I’m pretty sure He’s mad at me.”

“For what?”

“For hating Richard.”

“Oh.”

Gladys looks at me, teary eyes framed by her teal glasses. “Don’t you think He’s mad?”

“I know He loves you,” I say. “I know He wants what’s best for you. I know that He feels pity on you, that you are going through so much, that you’ve carried so much hurt inside you for so many years.”

“So is He mad at me?”

“Probably not. But He does want you to forgive Richard, not because Richard needs your forgiveness, though he does, but because forgiving Richard would be good for you.”

Wrinkling her brow, Gladys asks, “How?”

“Sweetie, it's obvious you're feeling pretty miserable right now. But that’s not just because you’re angry. I think it's probably because you’re also grieving for all that you lost. There’s always going to be an ache for your parents, and now added to that is the loss of two other older adults in your life that you have, at least at times, loved and trusted. That’s rough.

“The ironic thing, and here I’m speaking from personal experience, is that if you could just stay angry all the time it probably wouldn’t hurt as much. The adrenaline in the anger would keep you feeling good. But anger’s also exhausting and when you finally have to give up feeling angry, you’re left with the misery that comes with holding a grudge. You think that might be where you are now?”

“Maybe. Probably. I don’t know.” She begins to cry now. “Everything just hurts all over and it feels like it may never stop.”

“I know, honey,” I say, slipping my arm around her. “But I promise, it will. Not today and not tomorrow but you will find that each day gets a little bit easier, and as the hurt fades, you’ll find it will get easier to forgive.”

“But what do I do in the meanwhile?”

“Admit that Richard is your enemy. Certainly he has wished you harm and may still.”

“But doesn’t the Bible say we’re not supposed to have an enemy?”

“No, just the opposite. Jesus himself said that we will have enemies and even tells us how to deal with them.”

“By forgiving them?”

“Hopefully,” I say with a smile. “Someday. But for now, you can start by praying for Richard.”

“I don’t know about that,” she whispers, looking at her hands.

“Did your parents pray with you when you were little?”

“Yes.”

“‘God bless Mommy?’ ‘God bless Daddy?’ That kind of thing?”

“Yeah, pretty much.”

“Did you really mean it everytime?”

Gladys shrugs and says, “No, probably not.”

“OK, so try that. Just say ‘God bless Richard’ everytime you think of him. Eventually you may start to mean it.”

“Do I have to do it now?”

“Not if you don’t want to.”

“Could you say it for me?” she asks, her voice barely audible.

“Sure thing,” I bow my head, take her hand with my left hand and make the sign of the cross with the right. Then I say with as much sincerity as I can muster, “God bless Richard.” I say “Amen”, and Gladys manages to squeak out the same. I look at her and ask, “Feeling any better?”

“A little,” she nods

“Is there anything else I can do?”

She looks at me with more tears in her eyes. “Dad—Father,” she whispers, “can you hear my confession?”

I grin. “I’d be honored to.”

I get up and we go to the confessional.

“This is going to take a while,” she says.

“I’ve nothing else better to do.”

“And pretty embarrassing.” She stops and looks up at me. “Some of it’s pretty bad. I don’t—I don’t want you to hate me afterwards.”

“Gladys,” I say, putting my hand on her shoulder. “I promise you, I won’t. God won’t either.”

We get into the face-to-face portion of the booth and close the door. I sit in my chair and get my stole out of my pocket.

“Let us begin this sacrament of God’s mercy in the name of the Father, of the Son, and the Holy Spirit, Amen.”

Gladys lets out a big sigh, and looking at her hands, says quietly, “Bless me Father, for I have sinned . . .”

About thirty minutes later, I listened, given her penance, and absolved her. She looks up at me for the first time, tears streaming down her face.

“How do you feel?” I ask.

She exhales slowly. “Like . . . like a giant weight’s been lifted off of me. A weight I didn’t even know was there. I feel . . . happy for the first time in weeks. Is it always like this?”

“Not always, but often,” I smile. “I’m glad you feel better. Now, I need your help.”

“Sure, Dad. Anything.”

“Feel up to a little petty larceny?”

Her eyes light up at this, and I tell her my plan.
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Helen is surprisingly punctual on Friday afternoon, arriving at the rectory at 3:00 sharp. When I open the door, I’m ecstatic to see she’s wearing her red dress, along with the comfortable looking red pumps she bought to replace her high heels.

The first part of my plan is complete.

“Darling,” I say to her as I let her into the Rectory, “you look more beautiful to me at this moment than you ever have before.”

“Don’t tell me,” she complains, ”tell Gladys.  She came into my office about an hour ago and asked what I was wearing to dinner. I told her what I had on, and she pitched an absolute hissy fit, saying that my nice black suit with a long skirt was not fit to wear out to a nice dinner in Baltimore. I started to tell her to mind her own business, but this is the first day that she has seemed happy for a long time. So I let her drag me back to my apartment and talk me into wearing this. I hope you don’t mind. I know you've seen me in it a few times by now.”

“No,” I say softly, “I will never mind seeing you in this dress.” I stare at her for a long moment, allowing myself a brief trip back to that night at The Belvedere when she wore it for the first time.

“Well, I’m certainly not wearing it to see the Archbishop. Gladys came up with this cockamamie idea that I could change in the restaurant before we leave.”

“I don’t see why not,” I say. “Superman changes in a phonebooth all the time. I change in the sacristy at least once a week. Doesn’t seem like a big deal to me.”

“That’s only because you’re a man and don’t have to worry about messing up your hair pulling clothes on and off,” she says with a huff.

“OK. Let’s not argue about it now. If you don’t want to change in the ladies’ room you can always change in the car. I promise I won’t look.”

“Oh, no. With our luck, we’d get pulled over and arrested by someone from the vice squad. I’ll take my chances in the ladies’ room.”

“Good. I’m glad that’s settled. So, shall we go?”

We head out the door and toward my car when I say casually, “Oh man, it looks like I left the light on in the sacristy. If Anna sees it she’ll fuss at me for wasting electricity. Walk with me over there and I’ll turn in off.” 

We walk up the sidewalk to the side entrance. Helen does not realize that this is the only door to the church that is unlocked, the others bearing signs that say, “Church closed from 3 to 4 today. Please come back later.” She follows me in and I go to the center aisle. I bow to the altar while she genuflects, but when she stands back up, I turn to face her. 

In the soft darkness of this most hallowed place, the light from the stained glass window behind her catches her hair. As I drop to one knee, I realize suddenly that her face from this angle is framed by the angels hovering over the Holy Family in Bethlehem. 

I take a deep breath. “Helen, my darling, I once thought I would try to come up with some dramatic way in which to ask this all-important question. But I have come to see that our lives are already dramatic enough, and are likely to become more so in the future. So, my dearest love, I ask you simply, will you marry me?”

By this time, tears are running down her cheeks as I remove the worn velvet box from my pocket. She holds out her left hand, saying as she does, “Oh, yes, my darling, I will.” I take the sapphire ring I bought so long ago as a very different Thomas J. Greer and slip it on her finger.

I stand and give her a long and passionate kiss, one made more sweet and holy because of what we have been waiting for until this moment and what we can now anticipate in the future. When I finally have to come up for air, I hold her to me, relishing the soft warmth of her body against mine and drinking in the fragrance of her hair with an abandon that I have not allowed myself before and will not allow myself again until in the sight of God and our friends and family, we are declared husband and wife. 

Finally,  I push her back from myself so that I can stare into her eyes and lose myself in the wonder of their beauty. I want to pray for this moment to last forever but am unwilling to sacrifice the thousands of moments we still have ahead of us to get that. So instead I draw her to myself one more time and say, “I suppose we should be going.” 

“There is one more thing we must do before we go,” she says, and I assume she wants to take a photo. But instead, she kneels back down in front of the altar and motions for me to join her. 

Then, her eyes gazing on our crucified Savior, Helen says, tears streaming down her face,  “My soul doth magnify the Lord. And my spirit hath rejoiced in God my Saviour.”

I join her and together we continue, our voices and spirits entwined and rising to the great vault of the church, “For he hath regarded: the lowliness of his handmaiden: For behold, from henceforth: all generations shall call me blessed. For he that is mighty hath magnified me: and holy is his Name. And his mercy is on them that fear him: throughout all generations.”

We continue through the rest of the Magnificat, our hearts joined in praise to God. When we say the final words of the prayer, I turn to Helen as she turns to me. We clasp our hands together, and gazing into each other’s tear-filled eyes, we conclude Mary’s great prayer of thanksgiving to the God who gave her the impossible.

“Glory be to the Father, and to the Son: and to the Holy Ghost; As it was in the beginning, is now, and ever shall be: world without end. 

“Amen.”
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She said yes.

Standing in Saint Clare’s before the altar, I had asked her the question I’d never expected to ask.

And she said yes. Helen Mason Parr is going to be my wife.

A priest’s wife.

Driving to the restaurant, she delights me by continually admiring her ring, the same blue sapphire ring I’d given her before and told her to keep when I left. With Gladys’ help, I retrieved it from her apartment.

“So you’re not disappointed that I didn’t get you a new one?” I ask.

“Of course not!” she says, her eyes still fixed on the sparkling gem. “This is the only ring I’ve ever wanted from you. My only question is, how did you get it?”

“Yeah,” I say sheepishly, “funny story. You remember how Gladys dragged you to your apartment to help you get dressed?”

“Yes?”

“Well, that was for two reasons. First, I really wanted you to be wearing this dress when I proposed. And second, it was so that she could steal the ring at the last minute and get it over here to me.”

“So that’s why she had to leave so suddenly, right before I was ready to go. I thought she had a hot date with Nate.”

“Maybe she does, but if so, she dropped by the Rectory on her way and handed the ring off to me first.”

“You scoundrel,” she says, slapping me playfully on the shoulder.

“Yes,” I say, taking her hand and pulling it to my lips. “But seriously, I didn’t want to get it too soon, because I didn’t want you to think it had been stolen and start roughing up perps.”

“Like I would do something like that. Sweet little me?”

“My darling, you are the most beautiful woman I know, my long-awaited dream come true, but you are neither of those two things.”

“Watch out,” she laughs, “or I’ll get mad and hit you with my shoe.”

“Which is one of the many reasons why I now insist that you wear soft flats. In case you do give in to your more violent tendencies, I don’t want to find myself impaled by a spiked heel.”

“Fair enough. So, where are we having dinner?”

“Sadly, nowhere nearly nice enough to honor this momentous occasion. Just Captain Pettit’s, that seafood restaurant near the Archbishop’s residence.”

“I love that place. It's one of the few buffets in the area that includes crab legs.”

“Exactly, which is why I chose it,” I smile. “I know how much you like them. I thought I’d take you somewhere nice in Myerton on Monday night. Maybe that new Italian place just outside town.”

Helen hesitates. “But, is that a good idea, Tom?  I mean, someone might see us.”

“Need I remind you that by Monday our big secret will be out?” I say with a grin.

“Oh, my gosh,” she laughs. “I forgot. Tom, do you have any idea what exactly the Archbishop has planned for the announcement?”

“Not a lot, but here’s what I know so far. You know that His Eminence sent word several weeks ago that he would be visiting the parish on Sunday?”

“Oh, yes, I know. I have no less than a dozen emails in my inbox concerning the food for the visit, as well as seating arrangements, serving, etc. I’ve barely seen or spoken to Anna this week, she’s been in such a tizzy getting everything ready.”

“Well, you see my darling, Anna may have been avoiding you because she knew that he was coming here for us.”

“Wait, how long have you known?”

“Only since Monday. I wanted to propose to you right away, but he asked me to hold off lest word leak out. He’ll tell us more tonight. There’s someone from the Vatican Press Office who’s going to be there to coordinate everything.”

“So this is it. We’ll make the formal announcement on Sunday?”

I hear a certain hesitation in her voice that gives me pause. “Helen,” I say, “if you’re not ready for this, I will tell him no.”

“No, you won’t, nor will I,” she says with determination. “Remember, I am not some blushing twenty-something. You and I know full well, or at least as well as anyone can, what we’re getting ourselves into. We’ve talked it to death. Yes, I wish we could have a little more time for just us, but on the other hand, once the word is out, it will be wonderful not to have to sneak around anymore and be constantly afraid that someone will say something.”

“So, you’re OK with everything?”

“Tom, I’m an adult woman with good sense. I doubt I’ll ever be OK with everything. Only imbeciles are ever OK with everything.”

“Stop being difficult and tell me if you’re OK making this public on Sunday!”

“Yes, Tom, I am ready,” she says, slipping her hand under my arm. “Ready to let the whole world know that I’m going to be your wife.”

We ride along in joyful contentment for a while, then I say, “There is one thing I should tell you, before you find out from the Archbishop.”

“What?” Helen asks, a little concerned.

“When His Holiness called the Archbishop to tell him the news—”

“Wait!” she exclaims. “The Pope called the Archbishop to tell him personally?”

“That was my reaction,” I chuckle. “Anyway, the Holy Father said he was looking forward to meeting us after we are married.”

Even out of the corner of my eye, I can see Helen’s shocked expression. “The Holy Father—the Pope—the Pope—he—he—he wants to meet us?” she sputters. “Wha—what—what the hell!”

I can’t help laughing. “Not exactly the most appropriate reaction, I think. But yes, a private audience to impart his apostolic blessing on our marriage. We’re part of his legacy, my darling, and a big part of how his papacy is judged will depend on us.”

Helen blows out a big breath. “Huh, no pressure!”

“Oh, no, none at all!”

We both laugh and I say, “But you’re ready, Helen? For whatever happens.”

She leans across and kisses me on the cheek. “Tom,” she whispers, “I’ve been ready since the day you walked back into my life. All I want now is what I wanted then—for us to be together. And God has given us that. I’m ready, no matter what happens.”

Helen lays her head on my shoulder as we approach the skyline of Baltimore, and she stays that way until I park the car at the restaurant.

As I have observed on more than one occasion, I love Helen’s voluptuous curves, and I love taking her out for dinner or eating with her on any occasion. That being said, watching Helen eat snow crab legs is a slightly scary experience. She seems to lose all her normal inhibitions when she gets them in front of her, and she has a method that should be patented for getting the entire leg out without breaking it. 

When she dips it in butter and places the whole thing in her mouth, I have to avert my eyes. 

When she has finally eaten all the crab legs she wants, she daintily wipes her mouth and then whispers, “OK, I’m going to slip into the ladies’ room and change into what I brought to wear to see the Archbishop.” I want to say something like, “You really don’t need to bother,” but we both know that the red dress she’s wearing is in no way suitable for a meeting with His Eminence.

I pay the check and run out to the car to get the huge tote bag she always has with her. As usual, it weighs a ton and I wonder again why she needs so much stuff just to make it through a day. I bring it back to her and she slips into the restroom. I wander around aimlessly for a few minutes and then decide to go pull the car around. I text her where I am and she joins me in a surprisingly short amount of time.

When she gets in the car, I ask, “Helen, do you have your backup with you?”

“Yes, Tom, I do,” she says, “and it is safely tucked away where it always is. We are going through some sketchy parts of Baltimore and I thought it was a good idea.”

“OK, just checking,” I say, pulling out into evening traffic. “Thigh holster tonight?”

“Hmm, I’ll let you speculate, Father,” she says breathlessly.

I chuckle even as I feel my face grow warm. “I meant to ask, how’s life as Acting Chief?”

She sighs. “Fine, I guess.”

“You guess? You don’t sound too enthusiastic.”

“Well, basically it’s a lot of paperwork and saying, ‘we can’t decide that until we get a permanent chief,’” she says. “I can’t make any real changes, or big decisions. Plus, it’s never pleasant when we have to investigate a fellow police officer, even one who looks as corrupt as Lowden does. From what they’ve found, it goes far beyond favoritism in the Richard Davenport case.”

“Who are you getting?”

“Well, since the city counsel wanted an independent investigation to see if Lowden’s corruption affected the Police Department as a whole, they asked the State Attorney to assign an investigator.”

“Who did Angela assign?”

I see her look at me out of the corner of her eye. “Brenda Epping.”

“Oh? She’s getting a higher profile.”

“Well, Angela’s impressed with her. I am, too. I’ve ordered the entire department to cooperate with her.” She pauses. “She’s interviewing me next week.”

“Why you?”

She turns and looks out the window. “I was one of the last people Lowden hired,” she says. “And you know the only reason I got this job.”

“Because you were the best detective to apply?”

“I’d like to think so, but really Lowden owed the D.C. chief a favor. Remember, I was pretty much considered damaged goods back then.”

“But you’re not in any trouble?” I say, concerned.

“No,” she says, still looking out the window. She turns to me. “But darling, I don’t want to let this cast a cloud over us. Tonight, I want to bask in the glow of God’s miracle.”

I smile. “Me too, my dearest love, me too.”
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Two
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We arrive at the Archbishop’s home, a stately Georgian mansion situated on ten acres of well-manicured grounds. I pull in the driveway and stop in front of the front door.

Looking at Helen, I grasp her hand. “Ready?” I ask.

With her chin up and a twinkle in her eyes, she says with a smile, “I’ve been ready, Tom.”

The door opens almost immediately after I ring the bell, revealing a jovial Archbishop Walter Knowland, flanked by his assistant Father Wayne wearing his usual scowl—only this time I detect a slight smile on the ex-Marine chaplain’s lips.

“Tom,” His Eminence says with a smile. “Helen, my dear. Please, come in.”

We walk into the entry hall of the residence. The Archbishop grasps my hand in a firm and vigorous handshake. He pulls Helen into a big bear hug and kisses her on the cheek. Father Wayne gives me a firm handshake and a quick, “Congratulations.” To Helen, he does the same, except he adds, “Hope you can do something with him.”

“Oh, I think I can whip him into shape,” Helen replies with a grin. Father Wayne nods his head, then turns quickly and ushers the three of us down the hallway into the Archbishop’s library. There is champagne on ice, and a steward quickly appears to pour us glasses. 

Looking at us with unbridled joy, the Archbishop raises his glass and says, “To Tom and Helen. May you find that your love for each other brings you ever closer to Christ and His Church.” We toast to this, the first acknowledgement from anyone other than ourselves of our happy news. 

“Please,” Archbishop Knowland says, indicating two armchairs side by side in front of his own. Behind us, I hear the door open. “Ah, Angelo, there you are,” he says. A young man in his late twenties with a David Niven moustache appears by his side, dressed in a nicely tailored suit. 

“Father Tom Greer, Mrs. Helen Parr, this is Angelo Risetti from the Vatican Press Office. He’s here to see you two through the next several weeks.”

“Father Greer,” Risetti says in perfect though accented English, shaking my hand. “Ah, Ms. Parr,” he says with a smile, taking her hand and raising it to his lips. “So very nice to meet you both,” he continues. “I bring you greetings from the Holy Father, and may I also extend my congratulations to you both. You’re embarking on a truly exciting adventure, a new chapter in the history of the Church.”

“And that’s why I wanted to meet with you tonight,” the Archbishop says. “You’re making history, and the whole Church will be watching you. Your unique situation calls for us to make some plans. As you both know, I will be at Saint Clare’s on Sunday. Following the Mass, I will ask everyone to be seated and make the announcement. At the same time, in Rome, a press release will go out to the international media announcing the new policy and your selection as the first couple to be granted a dispensation. After I finish my remarks, I will ask as many of the faithful as possible to either join us in the basement for a celebratory meal or depart by the back door. While they do this, the three of us will go out on the front steps where I will make a public announcement to certain members of the press. This is all being coordinated by Mr. Risetti here. They will no doubt want pictures of the two of you and some of the three of us together. You will not speak. I will do all the talking and inform them that the two of you will be available for interviews at a later time.

“We will remain with the press for about 10 minutes and then go back into the church and take the inside stairs down to the basement. Any questions?”

Before I can say anything, Helen asks, “What should I wear?”

Without missing a beat, Risetti jumps in, “Ms. Parr, since Sunday is the feast of Pentecost and the good Father will obviously be wearing black, I would suggest something red. It will photograph well and should be very attractive with your coloring.”

“You don’t think it will make me look . . .”

“Large? No, not at all.”

I see Helen’s jaw clench. “I was going to say ‘like a bad woman’ but, OK,” she says evenly.

Noticing her irritation, Risetti quickly says, “Oh, Ms. Parr! No, no, no, I apologize. I meant no offense at all. You are a very attractive woman. But understand, I so often work with silly European women who equate beauty with being skin and bones. I forget that there are members of the gentler sex who are able to recognize why the painter Rubens remains so popular. Myself, I believe that the bone is for the dog and the meat is for the man.”

She melts at this and I see now that she is putty in his hands. “Oh . . . oh, that’s all right, Mr. Risetti. Just a simple misunderstanding,” she says with a slight giggle.

Risetti flashes a set of perfectly white teeth and says something in Italian, followed by, “Yes, and please, call me Angelo.”

“Angelo,” she says, a flush creeping up her cheeks. “You must call me Helen.”

“Very good, Helen, then,” he says, still smiling. “To answer your question, I would recommend that this dress, and everything you wear to future public engagements between now and the wedding, follow the guidelines we recommend for women visiting the Vatican. No mini-skirts, short shorts, sleeveless or low-cut tops. Basically, you want to make sure your knees and shoulders are covered at all times, as well as everything in between. Obviously, what you wear on your own time is your own business, but never forget that people are likely watching, at least in these early days.”

“Speaking of which,” Archbishop Knowland says, “now that you are engaged, you may of course go out together in public and even display the type of affection one would expect an engaged couple to display IN CHURCH. That is to say, don’t do anything in public that you would not do in front of your congregation, Tom, and do not do anything in private that you would not do in front of Jesus. Anna has agreed to stay on through the wedding to keep everything above board and avoid creating scandal. I have every reason to believe that you two will continue to show the respect for each other, God, and the Church that you have up to now. The only difference is that from now on, every move you make will be under scrutiny. No matter what you do, you will be criticized, so strive to honor God and let them wag their tongues. And, if you fail privately, get yourselves to confession. If you fail publicly, get yourselves to me, because I will probably know about it before you can pick up the phone. Any questions?”

Before I can ask what’s on my mind, Angelo speaks up. “I’m sorry, Your Eminence, but we need to talk about their first public interview.”

“Oh, yes, of course,” the Archbishop says with a smile. “I almost forgot about that.”

“Interview?” I say. “The news hasn’t been made public yet. How could we have an interview already?”

“We offered Heather Andrews an exclusive interview,” Angelo says. “She’s currently traveling the country as part of a series of shows on NBS called ‘The Summer of Love,’ and your interview will kick it off!”

“OK,” Helen says. “So, we’re going to Baltimore, or . . . “

“Oh, no. She’s coming to you. Her advance crew will arrive Wednesday to set up a stage near Saint Clare’s. It will be a week from Monday in front of a live audience.”

We look at each other. That’s a hell of a way to make our first public appearance.

“You can always say no,” Angelo says. “I mean, I know it’s a lot to ask—”

“What do you think, Helen?” I ask.

“Tom,” she says, “if we’re going to start, we might as well start with a bang.”

I smile. “OK, then, Angelo, we’ll do it.”

“Fantastico,” he says as he pulls out his phone. “If you will excuse me, I will call her and let her know the good news.”

After Angelo leaves, the Archbishop asks, “Any other questions?”

“Your Eminence,” I say, “I know that we must go through the six months of marriage preparation prescribed by the Church. Given that, do you have any idea how soon we might set the date?”

“Of course you are anxious to begin your new life together, and frankly, I am anxious not to have to keep tabs on you as much.” He smiles and his eyes twinkle. “That being said, Sunday is May 23. Six months after that would be November 23. That brings us right up to the edge of Advent. I very much want you two to have a long honeymoon, because by then, you’ll have earned a well-deserved break from the spotlight. That being said, Tom, I don’t really want to take you away from your parish during Advent. So, what about Sunday, December 26, the Feast of the Holy Family? We would have to have the readings from that day because it is in Christmastide, but I think it would have some lovely symbolism.”

I look at Helen and say, “This is your day. What do you think.”

Taking my hand firmly in hers, she looks in my eyes and says, “This is OUR day.” Turning to the Archbishop, she amazes me by saying, “All of ours. Tom is already married to the Church. If I am marrying him, I am marrying the Church, too. The Feast of the Holy Family sounds wonderful.”

I am shocked to see tears well up in the Archbishop’s eyes. “I knew you’d say that, Helen,” he says. “I just knew it.”
	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Three
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As we walk back to the car, hand in hand for all the world—well, at least the Archbishop if he is looking out his window—to see, my mind wanders back to the other two times that we have strolled up this walk. The first time was just before Ash Wednesday, when the world was buried in the cold and decay of winter. The second time was just after Easter, when we could see the first signs of spring as flowers put forth buds and daffodils began to burst forth through the now-warmed soil. Now May is here, and the earth and air are becoming warmer. Everything is in full bloom as spring begins to give way to summer. 

As we get in the car for the long drive back to Myerton, I say to Helen, “You know, you really are one woman in a million.”

Looking confused, she replies, “How so?”

“Only one woman in a million would sacrifice control of her own wedding to a male-dominated bureaucracy, even one that does represent Christ on earth.”

“Or,” she says with a smile, “maybe a woman who wants to marry the man she loves would see that she is joining his world as much as he is joining hers, and would be willing to make any sacrifice necessary to be with him.”

I smile but she continues, “Tom, I meant what I said. I am marrying the Church, but you are marrying the Myerton Police Department, and that also comes with certain limitations, especially while I am Acting Chief.”

“I know that, of course. It would be the same even if you were still Chief Detective.”

“No, I don’t think you’re hearing me, Tom,” she says. “You’re not going to be able to tag along on investigations like you used to, at least not as much. And I’m going to make decisions you won’t agree with, and I can’t let that influence me.”

“You mean like when you decided to send Gladys into Richard Davenport’s with a wire to get him to confess to murder?”

“Yes, just like that. Tom, I love you. I’m so thankful you’re going to be my husband,” Helen says, “but you can’t have a say in decisions I make for the police department, any more than I can about decisions you make for Saint Clare’s.”

“Fair enough,” I say, nodding.  I’m really wondering why we’re even having this conversation, and want to change the subject back to us and our plans. I ask, “So, what do you want to do tomorrow?”

“I’m going to the Hagerstown Outlet Mall to try to find something decent to wear on Sunday. You can do what you like.”

“Fortunately, I cleared my schedule for tomorrow in the hopes of spending it with you. If that means going dress shopping, I say, let’s go dress shopping.”

Helen leans over and kisses me on the cheek. “I was hoping you’d say that. We’re going to have so much fun!”

*** 
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I’m not entirely sure how much fun I’m having, but I do enjoy the sight of Helen emerging from the dressing room at the high-end women’s clothing outlet store to model one dress after another for my approval.

Ah, it’s a tough job, but someone has to do it.

Her first task, she told me on the drive over, is to find just the right red dress to wear to Saint Clare’s tomorrow for the announcement.

“But you already have a red dress I love you in,” I had said.

“Yes, Tom, I know you love it. I know why you love it,” she grins. “But it’s too low up top and too short down below. I need to find something appropriate, like Angelo suggested.”

Unfortunately, the selection of red dresses is somewhat limited. Fortunately, the third one she comes out in is a real show-stopper. It has elbow-length sleeves that end in a deep ruffle. The V-neck is high enough to satisfy anyone. The wrap-type skirt falls well below her knees and is sewn up the side to prevent any embarrassing accidents. 

When I finally find my voice, I say, “Beautiful!”

Looking at herself in the mirror, Helen says, “You like it?”

“Like it? It’s perfect!” 

Helen rewards me with a beaming smile. A store clerk comes up to her and asks, “Find what you were looking for, ma’am?”

“Yes, this is just the one,” she answers. 

“Great choice. It looks so good with your coloring. And, at 40 percent off—”

“Wait,” Helen says excitedly. “It’s on sale?”

She nods “Everything in the store is at least forty percent off.”

“Wonderful,” she says. “Tom, you know, I’m going to need several new outfits, with everything going on. Might as well get them now.”

In spite of the fact that we’ve already been here an hour, it’s getting near lunchtime, and I’m beginning to get hungry, I yield to the impeccable logic of my bride. So, I spend the next hour and a half looking at Helen in one dress after another.

Again, not a bad way to spend a Saturday morning. And it’s my own fault for not eating more at breakfast.

Finally, she brings her selections to the counter to check out. When the final total flashes on the small register screen, I manage not to gasp or pass out. 

Helen’s spending more on dresses than I earn in a week. 

Sensing my discomfort, she whispers, “Tom, I haven’t bought anything new in a while—except for that red dress. I need these to give people a good impression.”

“I guess I’m just not used to spending so much on clothes.”

“You only wear black, darling, and unfortunately I don’t have that option unless you want me to look like a nun.” She leans closer and says in a low voice, “Is that what you want me to look like?”

“No, no, no,” I say quickly. “This is just fine.”

The store clerk hands Helen her purchases in a dress bag and we’re soon on our way, again hand in hand. We both know there’s a slight chance that someone might see us, but since it soon won’t matter, neither of us are in the mood to be too cautious.

We’re just too happy together.

I have done my research and know that one of Helen’s favorite chain restaurants is nearby, one best known for the wide variety of cheesecake that it offers. We make our selections—traditional New York-style with strawberry sauce for her, turtle for me—and I ask our waiter to bring us a bottle of wine. He soon returns with the wine and our cheesecakes, uncorks the bottle and pours the burgundy into our glasses.

I raise my glass and say, “To our one-day secret engagement.”

Helen responds, “To the start of our public life together.” 

Then, I take advantage of the fact that we are over an hour from home and do something I would not normally do. I lean across the table to kiss her right in front of God and everyone in that restaurant. 

***
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As we’re driving back to Myerton, Helen suddenly says, “Tom, we need to tell Clark and Vivian before tomorrow.”

“You’re right,” I say, “we really do. Call them and see if we can stop by for a few minutes this evening.” 

Vivian assures Helen that we are not only welcome but that she already has a pineapple pound cake in the oven that will be just cool enough to eat by around 7 p.m. I look at my watch and realize we’ll have about an hour to kill once we get back to Myerton so we decide to pull off at one of the overlooks and watch the sunset over the mountains. I park the car and Helen unfastens her seatbelt, scooting over by me so I can put my arm around her shoulder.

“Happy?” I ask.

She nods her head, adding, “And content. A rare combination for me.”

I nod and settle back to watch the mountains go from a patchwork of light greens to darker greens on their way to purple as late afternoon transitions to twilight.

“You know, I can’t believe there was a time I thought I’d never see you again,” I say.

“Me neither,” she says. “Then one day, you show up in my office.”

“I think we were both shocked that day,” I chuckle.

When Helen doesn’t say anything, I say, “Everything all right?”

She sits up and looks at her hands. “Tom,” she says, “there’s something I haven’t told you. Something you deserve to know, especially now that we’re getting married. And I don’t want there to be any secrets.”

“OK,” I say, my stomach beginning to twist in knots.

She sighs. “Oh, I am not proud of this at all, Tom. But . . . it wasn’t entirely a surprise to me that you were a priest.”

I furrow my brow. “You knew I’d become a priest? How?”

Helen sighs and won’t look at me, “A few years ago—while I was still in D.C.—I sort of conducted a background check on you.”

I snort. “You’ve got to be kidding me!”

“Oh, I wish I were. I mean, John had been dead for years, and I wasn’t dating anyone, and I got to wondering what happened to you. I thought maybe we could . . . reconnect?”

“I see,” I say, and I think I really do.

“I had your full name and your date of birth, so it wasn’t that difficult.” She swallows. “I . . . I found out you’d been married. I found out about Joan. And, I found out you’d entered the priesthood.”

“So you knew about Joan being murdered before I visited you?” I say.

She nods. “Not everything. I knew she’d been killed in Myerton, but frankly, I never looked at her case after I moved here.”

I sit back, staring out the window. “Why tell me this now?”

“Because, Tom, I can’t start our marriage with a secret.” Helen looks at me. “Are you mad?”

I sigh and smile. “No, I’m really not. Frankly, if I’d had the resources you had, I might have tried to track you down.”

“Thank you,” she says, breathing a big sigh of relief.

“Any other big secrets?” I say with a wry grin.

She gets an embarrassed grimace on her face. “Welllll, actually, there is one more. I know how much you love my black hair.”

“Yes,” I say. “It’s just as black as it was when we were together.”

“Ah, no, it’s not. I, ah, I’ve been dying my hair for years.”

I laugh. “Oh, Helen, come here!” I pull her into my arms and give her a kiss. The kiss deepens, and I pull her even closer to me, running my fingers through her hair, her hands rubbing my chest through my shirt.

After a while, she pulls back. Breathlessly, she whispers, “Oh, it’s such a long time until Christmas.”

***
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We’re almost to Myerton when Helen asks, “Tom, you say the Liturgy of Hours every day, right?”

“Most of the time,” I answer. “I mean, it is always a goal to say all the hours, and I did, faithfully, when I was Archdiocesan Archivist. But since becoming a parish priest, I am a lot busier and so while I usually say Morning and Evening Prayer, as well as Night Prayer right before I go to sleep, I don’t always get around to the Daytime Prayers. Why do you ask?”

“Because I believe it’s important for us to try to be roughly equal in as many areas of our life as we can. You’re always going to have an advantage over me in the spiritual department, but I want to try to even the playing ground.”

“Well, it would not be hard to say Evening Prayer together after dinner now that we’re engaged. Morning Prayer might be a bit trickier since we’re not typically together in the early mornings.”

“At least not yet,” she says playfully.

“Seven months, three days and an odd number of hours, my darling.”

“I know. But we talked about being part of each other’s world and you have done a wonderful—some in the department might even say excessive—job becoming part of my world. I want to become more of a part of yours.”

“OK, well, let's start tomorrow night. That will give me a chance to get my mind around how we should proceed.”

I pull into the driveway at the Applegates and we walk to the door hand in hand. I ring the doorbell, and soon Vivian greets us with a cheerful smile.

“Tom,” she says, giving me a hug. “Hel—” she stops when she spies the sapphire ring on Helen’s left hand. 

“Is that what I think it is?” Vivian squeals. Helen nods, and Vivian throws her arms around her. “Oh, I am so happy for you! Tom, you too,” she says as she turns to me and wraps me in a hug. “Clark! Get out here! And bring the champagne!”

From the kitchen, Clark yells, “Is it what we thought it was?”

“If you thought we’re here to tell you the Vatican said yes,” I shout with a laugh, “then you’re right!”

Clark comes from the kitchen and places the champagne on the coffee table before hugging Helen and then me. Once we’re all in the living room, Clark deftly uncorks the champagne with a resounding pop and pours the glasses, handing them around.

“Tom, Helen,” Clark says, “you have both been in our prayers since you shared with us the possibility that you might marry. The Lord has answered your prayers, and ours. Vivian and I are so happy for you, and we want you to know you have our love, support and continued prayers as you embark on this new chapter in your lives.”

We drink, then sit down. For the next hour, we tell Clark and Vivian everything that has happened and is going to happen in the coming days and weeks.

“I would expect, Clark, that as a local pastor, the press will want to talk to you,” I say.

“I’ll just let Viv handle that,” he says, patting his wife on her shoulder. “She’s the professional, after all.”

“Speaking of the press,” Vivian says, “need any help with that?”

Helen says, “Not right now. The Vatican Press Office sent someone, Angelo Risetti, to coordinate our press contacts until things begin to settle down.”

I say, “I know that you have your own obligations Sunday morning, Clark, but we’d love to have you and Vivian at the reception afterwards.”

“We’ll try to be there,” Clark says, “probably well after it starts, you understand.”

“Oh, we’re not going to be there at first anyway,” Helen laughs. “The Archbishop is announcing the engagement to the press right after Mass ends. We have to pose for pictures, you know, look like the happy engaged couple we are.”

“But,” I say, “we won’t have to answer questions.”

“Not yet, anyway,” Helen says. “The first performance of the Father Tom Greer and Detective Helen Parr Dog-and-Pony Show is next Monday morning, live from beautiful downtown Myerton.”

“What?” Clark asks, looking a little startled.

“Oh, yeah,” I say. “Heather Andrews is interviewing us in front of a live audience. They’re going to be erecting a stage on the church lawn.”

“Well, we’ll be there,” Clark nods.

“I wouldn’t miss it,” Vivian says, “But remember, the press is just doing their job, even when they ask questions you may find intrusive. Just be prepared for them.”

“How can we prepare for them when we don’t know what they’ll be?” I ask.

“Oh, use your imagination. What do you think people will want to know about the most?”

“Sex,” Helen and I say at the same time. We quickly look at each other and blush.

Clark laughs. “You’re probably right about that one. In this day and age, especially, people will want to know about your mutual commitment to chastity until you’re married—especially you, Helen.”

She nods thoughtfully. “They’ll probably want to know about how I fell in love with a priest,” she says.

“How I reacted,” I say. “About any conflicts, thoughts about leaving.”

Vivian nods. “I think you’re going to be more than ready. And if there’s a question out of left field you don’t want to answer, just brush it aside and change the subject.”

“That’s good advice,” I say. “Thanks.”

We chat for a few minutes about the goings-on in Clark’s church and their boys, as well as Anna and my Mom.

Looking at the time, Clark says, “You know, I hate to push you out, but you both have a long day tomorrow. You two better be getting home.”

Helen and I stand, as does Vivian. “But before you leave,” Clark says, “I’d like to do something that, frankly, I’ve never done before. Let’s kneel together so I can pray for the two of you.”

“That would be wonderful,” I say. 

“Yes,” Helen adds, “that would be lovely.”

After helping Clark move the coffee table, we all kneel together in their living room while he prays for Helen and me and the beginning of our new life together. Helen and I hold hands during it, and I’m thankful that she and I have such friends to love us and pray for us during the months ahead. 

***
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We don’t get back to Helen’s apartment until after dark. As I walk her to the door, I kiss her and say, “Sweet dreams, my love. The next time we get to talk alone, the whole world will know.” 

With eyes fired with determination, Helen smiles and says, “Bring it on.”

I am humming softly to myself when I get to the Rectory. Anna and I have already gone over everything for tomorrow, but I pop my head in the living room on my way up to bed and ask, “Are we still all set?” 

“Everything’s in order, Tom,” Anna says reassuringly. “Just enjoy these last few hours of freedom. You’ll belong to the world tomorrow.” Then she pauses and adds, “I don’t want to pry, but what did your Mom say?”

“Oh, no,” I moan. “I forgot all about her. I’ve got to call her, right? I mean, I don’t have a choice, do I?”

“Of course you have to call her, and tonight. You can’t let her hear about it on the news tomorrow.”

I groan inwardly as I head up the stairs, pulling out my cell phone as I go. She answers on the second ring and I say, “Hi, Mom. How are you?”

“Oh, hi, Tommy,” she says in a voice that’s like fingernails on a chalkboard. “I guess I’m OK. I haven’t been feeling well lately. You know, my life seems so empty without Sonya. Of course, it's nice to be able to buy stuff with all that money she left me, now that they finally agreed it couldn’t be tied to what those terrible people had her doing.”

“Right, Mom,” I say, “I’m sorry for your suffering, but I have some news that I hope you’ll like.”

“Are you finally moving back to Bellamy?” she asks with just the tiniest ray of hope in her voice.

“No, Mom, I’m not moving back to Bellamy. You see, the Church has granted special permission for me to get married.”

“What?” she asks. “You’re leaving the priesthood and getting married?”

“No, Mom, I’m not leaving the priesthood, but I am marrying Helen. The Vatican has given me a special dispensation.”

“Why would they do that? Is it because of your injury when you were here? Are you like some kind of eunuch now and she’s going to be like a nurse to you?”

“No, Mom,” I say as calmly as I can. “Everything healed up very nicely after the attack. We were initially committed to never being together as a married couple and thought we would have to remain just friends. But things have changed.”

“So why are they letting you get married? I thought you promised you wouldn’t do anything like that?”

“Because they decided that I could, Mom.”

“Well, why did they do that?”

“Because, Mom, it's a new program that they’re trying out. My Archbishop was involved in it, and so they’re using Helen and me as something of a test case.”

“So if it doesn’t work out with you, no other priest will be allowed to get married?”

I sigh. “That’s right, Mom, it’s all up to us.”

“Well, I hope that it works out then.  I’m not sure it’s a good idea for the Church in general, though I’m sure it’s hard to get young men willing to commit these days to really love God as much as the priests did when I was young.”

“I see what you mean, Mom, and I appreciate you taking time to talk to me. But listen, I have to be up early tomorrow. It’s going to be a busy day.”

“Well, are you two going to come see me? It would be nice to be able to tell people you are finally able to marry. A lot of them have really wondered what went wrong with you that you decided to become a priest after, you know, everything with Joan and all.”

“We’ll get down there as soon as we can, Mom. It’s gonna be pretty busy here for a while but I’ll see what I can do. OK, you have a good night now, I love you, bye-bye.” 

I hang up as the guilt rises in my conscience. “Honor your parents,” I tell my parishioners and I try, I really do. But the truth is that my mother drives me crazy. Before Helen came back into my life, my feelings about Mom took up most of my time with my confessor. Since then, my feelings about Helen have dominated. But hopefully that will be changing, if not now, then sometime after Christmas.

With Mom duly informed, I take a long shower and try to relax. I pray Night Prayer and then I don’t know how many decades of the Rosary before finally drifting off.
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I wake up the next morning with a start. I take another shower, get dressed, and make it downstairs only to discover that I still have a full hour before 8 a.m. Mass. I try to pray, I pace, I take a walk around the block a few times, but nothing calms me down. Finally, I go over to the sacristy and start getting ready for the Mass.

Attendance at 8 a.m. is low, since everyone’s looking forward to having the Archbishop celebrate at 10:30 a.m. I finish up Mass and get back to the Rectory, opening the door to the wonderful aroma of all the delights Anna is capable of cooking. She’s gone all out this morning, not just regular grits but cheese grits, eggs, bacon, and biscuits. 

“Anna,” I say, “you shouldn’t have gone to this much trouble. You’re going to be too busy today as it is.”

“It’s not a problem Tom,” Anna says. “Elizabeth Goody and the rest of the Ladies of Charity have everything under control, and I told them that I was not going to be available until after I made your breakfast.”

“And you’re sure everything is set?” I know that she knows what she’s doing but I’m still nervous, so much so that I jump when there’s a knock at the door. I nearly knock over my chair rushing to get it, only to find the Archbishop standing there, smiling broadly. 

“Your Eminence,” I say without thinking. “You’re early.”

“And good morning to you, Tom,” he laughs. I step aside so he can come in. “I thought you might need some moral support, so I came on over. Truth be told, it's a pretty exciting day for me, too.”

“Of course. Yes, sir,” I say, making less and less sense. “Would you like to go to my office or over to the church?”

“Actually, I’d like a cup of that delicious smelling coffee,” he says, walking past me into the kitchen. “Anna, how ‘bout a cup?”

“Of course, Your Eminence,” she says. “Would you also like something to eat?”

“What time is it?” He looks at the kitchen clock. “Yes, I think I have just enough time to have a biscuit and jelly.”

He sits at the table, grabs a biscuit off the platter, and butters it while Anna takes a plate from the cabinet. I just stand and stare at this surreal sight. 

Helen and I are about to invite the world into our personal lives, and the Archbishop of Baltimore is in my kitchen eating a biscuit.

It’s insane, or maybe I am. I don’t know anymore.

But before I can figure things out, His Eminence insists, “Sit down, Tom, before you fall down. I hope you’re not this nervous on the day of the wedding.”

“No, sir,” I hear myself saying as I manage to lower myself into a chair, “I know about weddings. I’ve been married before. This—this is something completely different.”

“That it is,” he agrees, “but it is a marvelous thing, too, now isn’t it?”

“Yes, sir, it is,” I say, smiling and relaxing a bit.

His Eminence finishes his coffee and biscuit and we walk over to the sacristy. Dominic, God bless him, is already there, getting everything set up. I introduce him to the Archbishop, whom he assures that everything is in order. 

“I can see that, Dominic,” the Archbishop says with a grin. “It is very gratifying to walk into such a well-oiled machine.”

“Thank you, sir,” Dominic replies, “but Father Greer does his part, too.”

“Yes, I’m sure he does,” the Archbishop replies, winking at me. “Now, you know that I will make an announcement at the end of Mass before we recess. If the younger boys need to return to their parents, that will be fine.”

“Thank you for your gracious consideration, Your Eminence, but that will not be necessary. I scheduled an extra rehearsal this week so they could practice sitting still.”

“Excellent, excellent. Well, I guess there’s nothing more to do now but suit up, Tom,” the Archbishop says, slapping me on the back jovially. We get our vestments on, Dominic standing by with the Archbishop’s mitre and crozier, the shepherd’s crook that symbolizes his office.

After what seems like an eternity, we are in the back of the church, beginning the procession. I don’t want to be distracted, but I still allow one glance at the back of Helen’s head. Instead of sitting on the right, in front of where I sit, she’s on the left in front of the lectern. I glance over and see that Gladys is here and, much to my surprise, so is Nate. After everything she’s gone through in the last few weeks, learning that the man she was once in love with was responsible for both her parents’ deaths and her paralysis, I’m glad to see them together. 

The music begins, the choir bursting forth led by the booming bass voice of our choir director, Meschach Jackson. At my request, they’re singing “O God, Beyond All Praising,” a song so full of joy and triumph that it perfectly symbolizes the day. Part of me wanted to have “Hallelujah” sung, but I decided it wasn’t entirely appropriate for Mass.

Besides, Helen and I will need something for our first dance as husband and wife.

Dominic’s brother Vincent goes first, swinging the thurible, sending fragrant smoke rising up to the great vault of the church. Behind him is Dominic carrying the Crucifix, flanked by two boys holding long candlesticks. I’m behind Dominic, carrying the Gospel book aloft for all to see. Finally is the Archbishop, looking from side to side, blessing the crowd.

My eyes are fixed in front of me, focused on Dominic’s straight back. But as I pass the front row, I steal a glance at Helen. She’s wearing the red dress purchased yesterday, her sapphire ring a sparking blue spot on her hand. She’s put her hair up, but as usual a couple of curls frame her radiant face. I catch a glimpse of her eyes, sparkling with a mixture of joy and anticipation that no doubt reflects my own. I see her smile, and give her a slight smile in return.

Once I’m at the altar, the magnitude and glory of the Mass itself takes hold of me and I find that I am consumed by it, by the joy of the day, and by gratitude to God for bringing us to this moment. 

Mass is beautiful as always, and the Archbishop's homily is particularly good. The reading, of course, is from Acts 2, which tells the story of how the Holy Spirit came upon the disciples “like a strong wind,” and how what happened that day swept through the entire world. He talks about change, how the Church is cautious and wisely resistant to change, avoiding it until it is clearly called for. Then he speaks about the confusion the coming of the Holy Spirit brought to Jerusalem and the importance of keeping the faith, especially in times of upheaval. 

I know what he is setting up and pray fervently that he has done his job well.

Mass continues without incident, and the choir breaks into “Come, Holy Ghost, Our Souls Inspire.” This nearly takes my breath away, for while I should have known Meshach would choose this hymn for Pentecost, it was also sung at my ordination. 

“Come Holy Ghost, please,” I pray silently as the Archbishop prepares the altar, “and do inspire our souls, mine and Helen’s, to love and serve you better together than we ever could have apart.”

And then it's time for Communion. From her place on the front row, Helen is the first in my line. I place the Eucharist on her outstretched tongue, as the holiest of all acts occurs between her and God—the reception of his own body. It is a sacred moment for every communicant, and her beautiful azure blue eyes do not sparkle but instead radiate joy and peace. I want to smile, to make some sort of special recognition of her. But Helen knows as well as I do that during the Mass, I belong to all the people, not just her. There are plenty of times during the rest of the week when it is just us, but now can never be one of those times, not even today.

As soon as I am finished distributing Communion, I slip into the sacristy and hang up my vestments, returning to the Church and taking a seat beside Helen on the front row.  Most of the people are in silent prayer, so probably there are only a few who saw me. Realizing that the cat is about to be out of the bag, I take her hand firmly in my own, still lowering them so that they are discreetly between us.

After the Archbishop says the prayer after Communion, he adds in his booming voice, “Before we conclude, may I ask you to be seated for a moment.”

Out of the corner of my eye,  I can see looks of confusion, curiosity, and even concern cross the faces in the congregation as the parents shift their kids to different positions and sit. 

“Beloved,” he begins in his most authoritative voice, “not long after the Holy Father was elected, I was called to Rome to serve as part of a committee to explore possible modifications to priestly celibacy. We have spent years on this project, and at this moment in Rome, the Holy Father is issuing a Motu Proprio, establishing a system by which dispensations to marry may be granted, on the application of a priest in good standing in the Church, after investigation by his local Ordinary and with his recommendation.”

There is a general murmur in the church as people discuss this news in whispers. The Archbishop waits for the sanctuary to quiet, then continues. “Today is also the day when the Holy Father is granting the first dispensation in almost 800 years for a priest in the Western part of the Catholic Church to marry. That, my brothers and sisters, is the reason I am here at Saint Clare’s today.”

There’s a gasp or two behind us as His Eminence goes on to say, “It is with great joy that I announce that on Sunday, December 26 of this year, on The Feast of the Holy Family, I will return to this place to join you in witnessing the marriage of Father Thomas Jude Greer, Widower and Rector of this Parish, to Mrs. Helen Parr, Widow, also of this parish.” 

There is complete, even stunned silence, followed by whispers and then, thankfully, clapping. I look at Helen, whose face is nearly the color of her dress. I’m suddenly aware that there are people in the pew behind us when I feel people clapping me on the back and see them hugging Helen, who looks as surprised as I do. All around us, the clapping has grown into a crescendo of applause, joined by the yells and shouts of an assortment of small children.

Thankfully, the Archbishop soon raises his hand for silence and says, “Now my brothers and sisters, His Holiness is quite aware that this is a very controversial decision on his part. But as you probably know by now, he has not shied away from dealing with difficult issues in his pontificate. Let me be clear that this does not do away with priestly celibacy. The discipline of celibacy for priests in the Western church remains. This is an exception to that, one that has been granted only after Father Greer’s application was carefully considered. There may be other priests in the future who are granted such a dispensation, but it will still be a rare occurrence.

“Many of you will not agree with it, and that is your prerogative. However, I remind you that as Catholics, we are called to obedience. Father Greer has, in obedience, asked for and received a valid dispensation to marry. You may disagree with his decision but that in no way invalidates it or calls his own virtue, or that of Mrs. Parr, into question.

“This is both an honor and a burden for this couple and the entire parish. You will be inundated with attention from around the world for the next several months, likely until after the wedding. I ask only that in all your comments, you follow our Lord’s command to exercise charity. You are also welcome to email me with your questions and concerns. Now, while I have been speaking over the last few minutes, some members of the press have been gathering in front of the church. For that reason, I ask that you depart through the back doors, or preferably, go downstairs to the basement and enjoy a meal with me and the happy couple. We will now have the recessional.”

I suddenly realize that I don’t know what to do with Helen. Do I leave her here? She can’t process with us, can she? Do I stay? Then, I’m aware the Archbishop is in front of us. 

“Tom,” he says quietly, “take Helen and go to the sacristy. I’ll give you two a few minutes to collect yourselves and for the congregation to clear out. Then we’ll face the press.”
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Helen and I move quickly to the sacristy as the final hymn begins. Once inside, I close the door and take my beaming bride-to-be in my arms.

Squeezing her tight, I say, “You OK?”

“Uh-huh,” she says. “You?”

“Just fine.” Pulling away just enough to see her smiling face look up at me, my arms still around her waist, hers around my neck, I say, “I think that went well.”

“I really didn’t know what to expect, Tom,” she laughs. “I mean, I didn’t think people with pitchforks and torches would run up front, but I didn’t expect all the applause. I swear I heard Catherine screaming, ‘I knew it!’”

“I thought I heard that too,” I laugh. Looking her in the eyes, I brush a curl behind her ear. “I love you, Helen Parr,” I whisper.

“I love you, Tom Greer,” she says. I lean down and kiss her.

Just then, the sacristy door opens. “Ahem.” We break apart to see the Archbishop standing in the doorway, a smile on his face.

Flustered, I say, “Your Eminence! Sorry, we, ah . . . “

Holding up a hand, he says, “Tom, it’s fine. Today’s a truly joyous day. Just, ah, a bit more discretion in the future, hmm?”

“Certainly, Your Eminence,” I say as I hear Helen stifle a laugh. “It won’t happen again.”

“Now, Tom,” he says, “do you really want to lie to me?”

Helen snorts, and I grin sheepishly.

I mean, when he’s right, he’s right.

“So,” he says, clasping his hands together, “are you ready for your close-up?”

Taking Helen’s hand, I look at her and say, “Shall we?”

With a quick nod, she says, “Let’s do this thing.”

For the first time, we walk hand in hand up the aisle to the front doors of the church, the Archbishop leading the way. There, at full attention, stands Dominic in front of the locked door. 

“Good job, son.” Archbishop Knowland says as Dominic unlocks the door and steps aside. First the Archbishop, then Helen and I, step out into the bright, warm late-spring day. At the bottom of the steps, TV cameramen, reporters, and photographers are lined up along the sidewalk in front of satellite trucks. On either side, some of Myerton’s finest are engaged in crowd control. They, along with the curious onlookers, turn to look at us as the Archbishop stands behind a microphone. 

“Thank you for coming today,” he says as cameras snap. “I’ll be reading a brief statement, after which you may take photographs. We will be taking no questions. After I finish, Mr. Angelo Risetti from the Vatican Press Office will be available to answer your questions and to give information about scheduling interviews.”

He then reads a brief statement, similar to the one that he gave to the congregation, as cameras flash. Afterwards, he steps to one side as reporters shout questions at us and photographers take our picture. I hear clapping and shouts from the sidewalk, and notice that the officers are applauding, yelling, “Congrats, Chief!” Helen, smiling, waves at them and yells back, “OK, get back to work!” After a few minutes of this, the Archbishop taps me on the shoulder. We follow him back through the front door, which Dominic closes and locks behind us. 

“Well, that’s over,” he says cheerfully. “Let’s go get some lunch.”

***
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As soon as we’re downstairs, the crowd immediately bursts into applause again. We try to make our way through the sea of well wishers. People shout congratulations, shower us with hugs, and grab our hands to shake.  

Dan claps me on the back hard and grabs Helen in a bear hug that only ends when Catherine pulls on his leg. She jumps into Helen’s arms and says knowingly, “I knew this would happen. Now, can I be your flower girl?”

Helen gives her a big hug and whispers, “We’ll have to see.” Miriam disentangles Catherine and passes her off to Dan so she can hug us, too.

Miriam rushes off to chase down Andrew, who is getting precariously close to the dessert table, as Tim and Amy Cooper approach us, carrying their two-year-old, Daniel.

“Father Tom, Mrs. Parr,” Tim says. “We’re just so happy for both of you.” To Helen, he says, “I know that we haven’t really met formally, but we’ve seen you around the parish.” 

“Well,” I say, “let me fix that right now. Helen, this is Tim Cooper and his wife Amy. Tim is an architect here in Myerton. You probably noticed his work in the renovations of some of the older houses here in town. Amy teaches at Myerton Elementary, kindergarten, right, Amy?“ 

“That’s right, Father Tom.” she says. Extending her hand, she adds, “And it is a real pleasure to meet you, Helen.“

“So nice to meet you, too,” Helen says.  “Tim, is that your work on the old Reynolds place?” 

“Why yes, it is,” Tim says with pride. “Are you interested in architecture?“ 

“Not really, but I do know beauty when I see it. When I first arrived in town, that place was an eyesore, not to mention a place for criminal activity. Since it was bought and the renovations started, you’ve done a wonderful job on that building. I’ve really enjoyed watching the progress.”

“It’s been a great project to work on,” he says. “A lot of challenges, I had to practically gut the interior, but I managed to save some of the original woodwork. That’s with a restorationist in Baltimore right now. It’s going to take another six months to finish.”

“You’re a detective, right?” Amy asks Helen. 

“And Acting Chief right now,” I say with pride. 

“Would it be too much to ask if you could help me schedule a tour of the police station for my class in the fall?” Amy asks shyly. 

“It will be my pleasure,“ Helen assures her. “Call my office this week and I will set it up. I’ll also try to get the canine unit to do a demonstration for you.“ 

“That would be wonderful,“ Amy gushes. Suddenly, she stops and looks around. “Tim? Where’s Daniel?”

“Got him,” Tim says as he hurries off after their toddler, who’s making his way across the crowded basement.

“Oh! Excuse me! Nice to meet you,” she says over her shoulder as she trots after Tim.

As they’re walking off, I hear someone yell, “Tom! Helen!” behind us. We turn just in time to see Gladys wheeling up to us with such speed and enthusiasm that I think that she’s going to take my toe out. But as always she’s in perfect control of her wheelchair, and stops just in time.

Throwing her arms around both of us, she squeals, “I’m so happy for you! Helen, we’re going to have so much fun!”

Helen hugs her and says, “Oh, sweetie. It is going to be fun. But you know, the wedding’s not for seven months.”

Gladys jerks her head back to look at Helen. “Seven months! Helen! That’s nothing! This—this is the wedding of the century! We need to make plans! Find your dress! Find my dress! Pick your colors! The decor! The cake! The food! But don’t you worry, I’m on top of this. I’ve already been doing research and compiling a database of everything we need.”

“Oh, OK,” Helen says, somewhat confused. “When exactly did you start on this?”

“Oh, that,” she waves her hand dismissively. “I created the database as soon as I saw the two of you together for the first time.”

“Wait,” I say, now confused myself. “I had just come back to Myerton. Helen and I—we had just met again. There was nothing—”

“Tom,” Gladys says, fixing me with a determined look. “I know you didn’t really know me then. But as soon as I saw you, and saw how Helen reacted when you were around, I just knew this would happen someday. I mean, I thought you’d no longer be a priest or something, but this is just so much better!”

I don’t know what to say to this, so I just look at Helen, who rolls her eyes. Just then I notice Nate is standing next to Gladys. He looks confused, and at first I think that he’s taken aback by everything. 

Then I remember. This is Nate. He always looks confused.

Nate shakes my hand firmly. “Congratulations, Father Tom. This is very exciting.”

He turns to Helen, and puts his hand out. “Helen,” he says, “I hope you two will be very happy.”

Instead of shaking his hand, Helen shocks me by giving him a big hug. “Thank you, Nate,” she says with genuine warmth.

“So, you’re gonna be allowed to get married, right?“ Nate asks with his well-known gift for stating the obvious. 

“That’s what they tell me,” I reply. 

“Well,I’ve been thinking about trying to become a DJ for weddings—you know, provide music and, you know, a commentary. I was wondering if I could maybe do that for your wedding. I mean, since it will probably be my first gig and all I could give you a big discount and then you could write me up a glowing recommendation that I could put in my portfolio.”

I look at Helen, she looks at me, and I realize we have one of those conundrums that we will no doubt often face. On the one hand, it is our wedding so she should make the final decision. On the other hand, he asked us at the church, so I have to make the decision.

“Nate,” I say with a benevolent smile, “why don’t you stop by the police department tomorrow and we’ll talk about it then.”

I can feel Helen glaring at me as Nate says, “Oh, that would be great because then I can see Gladys.” 

“Yeah, Nate, that’s where she works,'' Helen says. 

Fortunately, Anna comes to our rescue, taking each of us by the arm and dragging us to our table, saying above the din, “There’ll be time for all this later. Give them a chance to eat.”

We seat ourselves next to the Archbishop. There’s a fourth chair, as yet unoccupied, and I wonder for a minute who our other lunch guest is going to be. Helen and I have barely sat down when Elizabeth Goody brings us glasses of cold, sweet iced tea and Anna drops off plates piled with food for Helen and me. Fried chicken, ham, green beans, macaroni and cheese, and creamy potato pie fill both our plates. Helen digs in with relish. I’m about to do the same when Leslie approaches.

“They told me members of the church staff are supposed to sit here,” she announces with her usual lack of enthusiasm, and plops in the chair on the other side of the Archbishop. 

“Of course, Leslie,” I say, smiling, as I feel the muscles in Helen’s leg tighten next to mine. “Your Eminence, may I present Leslie Williams, our Director of Religious Education. Leslie, this is Archbishop Walter Knowland.

As the Archbishop takes her hand, she says, “We’ve met before, at the Conference for the Renewal of the Faith in 2017.” 

“Of course,” he says, obviously caught off guard, “how could I forget?”

“I would think it would be rather easy, given how many people you meet each year.”

“Well, yes, I suppose.” Then, obviously wanting to change the subject, he adds, “So what do you think about our big announcement?” 

“It is certainly interesting. I’m sure it will make a big impact on the Church.”

“Certainly,” the Archbishop says. Helen and I look expectantly in Leslie’s direction. She’s taken a bite of food when she notices us looking at her. 

Swallowing, she says, “I suppose congratulations are in order, Father, Detective.” Then, she returns to her plate. Helen and I look at each other and shrug.

Obviously still hoping to restore the previous tone at the table, the Archbishop calls out to the head of Saint Clare’s Knights of Columbus, “Come join us, Bill. I want to hear about what you’re doing at that Home for Unwed Mothers.” 

Fortunately, I want to hear about this too, and Bill Brant is gracious as always, going out of his way to involve Helen by asking about the impact of crime on poverty in Myerton. She promises to get him some statistics. We are searching for another topic when Anna gets us to show us the cake she has ordered before they cut it. It is quite attractive, with the standard “Best Wishes Helen and Tom” in blue icing. Fortunately, she doesn’t expect us to cut it, just have our picture taken with it. Afterward, we try to mingle through the room, stopping at as many tables as possible to speak to parishioners.  

We receive polite and enthusiastic congratulations from Dominic Trent, who takes this opportunity to formally introduce Helen to his parents, Doris and Alan. Alan teaches theology at Myer College, and Doris runs an online homeschooling business that I’m secretly hoping to tap into when we have our much hoped-for new education facility. They both shake our hands, offering their own congratulations, and then introduce Helen in turn to Dominic’s younger siblings—all six of them. I realize there’s little to no hope of me remembering all their names, but I am gratified as each child stands and makes a respectful comment. 

We wander around a little bit more and meet a group of older teens and twenty-somethings, including Gladys and Nate. They’re all engaged in a very intense conversation when we come up.

“Well,” I say, “Y’all look like you’re debating the future of the world.”

“Huh?” says Nate. “Oh, no, Father Tom. We’re just comparing different strategies for getting past the Pillars of Hercules and into the realm of Atlantis.”

I look at Helen, who whispers, “Age of Artemis.”

“How do you know that?”

She shrugs. “Gladys insists on talking to me about it.”

My amusement turns to amazement when Dominc hurries over. “Sorry,” he says. “Did I miss anything important?”

“Dominic,” I say, amused. “Do you play?”

“Yes, Father,” he says. “My older sister Mae got me into it a couple of years ago, and I find it a very relaxing diversion.”

“Oh, of course,” I nod.

“We all met online,” Gladys says, “and figured out we were somehow connected to Saint Clare’s. It’s fun to meet people in person you meet online.”

“Especially if they don’t turn out to be creeps,” says a young woman sitting next to Dominic, who I recognize as his sister, Mae.

The group gives us their congratulations and best wishes, and we head back to our table.

By then, Bill is gone and the Archbishop is talking to Leslie. I hear her say, “Oh yes, I’ve lived all over the country. Before I moved to the D.C., I spent several years at a parish in Toledo, and before that, one in Idaho. Of course, I started out in California, where my father worked for NCIS after he retired from the Marines.”

“So you were a Marine brat?” the Archbishop says. “It can be quite a trying lifestyle, all that moving around.”

“My father always taught me that my home was wherever the Marine Corp sent us. When I began working in the church, I found my home wherever God sends me. It is a hard but meaningful life.” She says these lovely words with such a complete lack of joy that I wonder if she really means them.

“Miss Leslie! Miss Leslie!” I turn just in time to see little Mary Mallory dash up to Leslie and throw her arms around her.

“Oh, Mary,” Leslie says with a smile—the first actual smile I’ve ever seen from her—as she returns the child’s hug. “And how are you today?”

“I’m just great,” Mary says with a grin. “I wanted to show you the picture I drew. See? It’s Our Lady at Fatima!”

“This is a wonderful picture, Mary,” Leslie says, admiring the drawing. “I can see Mary and the three shepherd children—now, what were their names?”

“Lucia, Jacinta, and Francisco,” Mary rattles off.

“Oh, very good, Mary!” Leslie says, and claps. Mary grins and then runs back off to her parents, Leslie smiling after her.

“What a sweet, and very bright, little girl,” Helen says. “You’ve done a good job.”

Leslie turns to Helen, and the smile vanishes. “Thank you,” she says, “but compliments are not necessary. It’s my calling, something I’m sure Father Tom has talked to you about—extensively.” She then turns to the Archbishop. I see a fire ignite in Helen’s eyes, and I quietly pray that she doesn’t stab her in the back with the knife I’m quite sure she’s carrying.

“Father Greer tells me that you and he are working on establishing a new educational facility for the younger children in the parish?” the Archbishop says to Leslie.

“Yes,” she replies. “We received a number of large donations from people following the death of Chad Hudson. Most were not members of the parish but apparently the man who murdered him praised Father Greer and the parish extensively before he was arrested. Of course, after the murder charges were filed, the donations quickly dried up.” She looks at Helen as she says this, as if somehow her poor judgment in putting a killer in jail has harmed the Kingdom of God. She then continues, “Still, we have enough to make a good start and hope to raise even more if we are able to sell some of the land Win Myer left the parish.”

“It all sounds very exciting, and I would love to hear more about it, but it is my turn to make the rounds now. It was a pleasure to talk to you, Leslie.” He stands up and walks behind us, placing a big hand on each of our shoulders. “Tom, Helen, I’ll be in touch this week. Try to get some rest this afternoon. I know it's been a stressful day, and I’m sure there will be more to come.”
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As the last small parishioner runs out the basement door, followed by a frazzled but relieved-looking mom, I turn to Helen and ask, “Shall we follow the Archbishop’s advice and get some rest?”

“Tom,” she says, “I can’t leave yet. There is all the cleaning up to do.”

“There are plenty of people in the kitchen,” I say. “Just let them do it.”

“Look, if I’m going to be your wife in a few months, I should start pulling my own weight around here. And I’m going to start by taking this stack of dirty dishes into the kitchen.” She then grabs some dirty plates off a table as I stand there watching, a little bewildered and immensely proud.

Almost immediately after she disappears into the kitchen, I hear a multitude of shooing noises and walk over to find out what’s going on. 

The sight makes me smile.

Clara Benton has taken the dishes out of Helen’s hands and placed them on the counter before giving her a big hug. “Honey,“ she says, her strong arms squeezing Helen hard enough to make her face turn red, “you’ve got a lifetime of dishes to help wash up in this kitchen. Today’s your day, a special gift that God has given you. You go enjoy it with that good-looking man over there. We’ll take care of everything here.” 

Priests are not supposed to have favorites, but Clara is one of mine. A large woman with dark brown eyes and long gray hair she wears in a bun, she’s one of the best cooks I’ve ever known in my life. She rules the church kitchen with an iron fist while going out of her way to make sure that she feeds not just the bodies, but also the souls, of those who come here. 

“Clara,” I say teasingly, “I never knew you thought I was good looking?”

“Now, Father, don’t let that go to your head,” she says, popping me lightly with a dish towel. “I think most men are good looking, you’re just among them.” She gives me a big hug and adds, “I’m so happy for you Father. You’ve been a man who’s suffered a lot, but remained faithful to God. And He’s rewarded you with this beautiful woman right here.”

Anna comes up and says, “OK, Clara, let him go. He’s doubly taken now.”

Clara laughs boisterously then goes over to instruct one of the younger women in the finer points of cleaning a chafing dish. 

Anna turns her attention to us, saying, “You two go over to the Rectory and watch the race, Tom.  I’ll be home in a few minutes, Helen, to keep you company.” 

Helen looks up at me. “We might as well, Tom. It looks like I’ve been banned from the kitchen—at least for now.”

As we walk out, Anna says, “I told you, they are committed to behaving, and I am equally committed to helping them.” Helen and I stop and look at each other for a second before breaking out into silent laughter.

We walk arm and arm back to the Rectory in full view of everyone for the first time. Once there, we take our shoes off and collapse on the couch together with our feet propped on the coffee table, at least until Anna catches us. I place my arm around Helen, who snuggles next to me.

“Well, how do you think it went?” I ask.

“Actually, better than I expected,” she says, yawning. “Of course, I don’t know exactly what I expected so I guess it's hard to say.”

“I don’t think anyone could know what to expect, not even the Archbishop.”

“So it went well, right?”

“Right.”

“And you want to watch NASCAR now, right?”

“Yes, but there’s something I need to do first,” I say, a smile on my lips, my fingers playing with her hair.

“Oh?” she says, smiling now. “And, ah, what could be more important than NASCAR?”

“Kissing the woman I’ve been wanting to kiss all afternoon.”

“Hmm,” she says with a grin. “Well, as the woman in question, I’m on board with that.”

I place my hand at the back of her neck and gently pull her to me, our mouths meeting in a kiss. In keeping with our list, it is brief and Helen soon whispers, “Now NASCAR, right?”

“Yeah, if that’s OK?” I say.

“Not a problem. I brought a book.”

And that is how we are when Anna returns, sitting together comfortably on the couch, our feet on the coffee table and behaving in a perfectly appropriate manner. At one point, Helen wanders into the kitchen and comes back bearing two pieces of cake.

She sits down and hands me one of the plates, saying, “Anna brought us home some cake from the reception because she thought we probably didn’t get a piece.”

“Yeah,” I say, distracted by a six-car wreck on the screen. Thankfully, Helen is accustomed to my obsession and sits quietly while we enjoy our cake. I have almost forgotten she’s in the room when she gives me a quick peck on the cheek and says. “This is fun, darling, but it’s been a long day, and tomorrow’ll probably be just as crazy, so—”

I sigh. “I know. You need to go.” I reach over and stroke her cheek. “But it won’t be much longer.”

“Seven months, two days, and an odd number of hours,” she says. She rubs her cheek against my hand and takes my other hand in hers.

I look at her in the eyes for a few minutes, oblivious to what’s going on on the screen. “Anna?” I call.

“Yes, Tom?” comes a voice from the kitchen.

“Just checking,” I say right before pulling Helen down so her head’s resting on my lap. I lean down and kiss her again before sending her on her way.
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I’m awakened a little after 6 a.m. on Monday by a call from Helen. “Morning, darling,” she says.

“Morning, yourself,” I yawn. “You’re surprisingly chipper for this time of the morning.”

“Well, the fact that the world knows about us is part of the reason.”

“Only a part?”

“Well, there’s the two cups of coffee I’ve already had. But I wanted to get to the office early today. I have that interview with Brenda this morning at 10 a.m., and I wanted to make sure I’m up on my game.”

“Oh, I forgot about that. Are you OK?”

She laughs. “Tom, We’re getting married! You and I! And the whole world knows it now so the Pope can’t change his mind. I don’t care what else happens to me.”

I smile. “I’ll pray for you around the time of the interview.”

“Thanks,” she says. “And you can buy me lunch afterwards. But that’s not why I called you. You need to turn on WNN.”

“Why?” I say, genuinely confused.

“Because, Father Greer, we are their top story.”

Startled, I run downstairs in my black pajamas with white piping and into the living room. Grabbing the remote, I click on the TV and find the news channel. 

There, in 45 inches of high-definition glory, are Helen and me on the steps of Saint Clare’s next to the Archbishop.

“Dear Lord,” I whisper.

“That’s an understatement,” she says. “It’s been positive so far. I guess Angelo provided the media with our bios.”

I turn on the sound just in time to hear the morning anchor say, “It’s like a fairy tale or a Hollywood movie, the romance between a Catholic priest and a female police detective. But it’s not fiction. It’s real. For the first time in 800 years, a Catholic priest has been given permission by the Pope to marry. And the happy couple are as unusual a pair as you can imagine.”

I mute it as they cut to a story about us. “She just called us unusual,” I say.

“That’s pretty apt,” Helen replies.

I sigh. “Well, darling. This is the end of our quiet, normal life.”

This elicits a loud and boisterous laugh from Helen. “Darling, our life together has been many things, but quiet and normal hardly describe it.”

“Eh,” I say with a shrug. “Normal’s overrated.”

***
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After I shower and change into my uniform—black pants, black short-sleeved shirt, white tab collar—I settle into my office and log into the Church email account.

I almost fall out of my chair.

There are over five hundred unopened emails in the Inbox.

Because I knew we might receive some emails, on Friday afternoon I spent some time diligently cleaning out the inbox, categorizing the important ones and deleting the unimportant. The last time I checked on Sunday morning, the inbox was empty.

I take a deep breath and decide what I need to do right now is get some coffee. I’m walking to the kitchen when Anna comes down the stairs.

“Sorry I slept in, Tom,” Anna says. “Yesterday really took it out of me.”

I’m about to say something when the phone rings. “Who could that be at this hour?” Anna says, looking in the direction of her office.

“Well,” I say, glancing at the kitchen clock. “It’s just after 2 p.m. in London, so my guess is either the BBC or Sky News.”

Her head jerks around. “What are you talking about?”

“Just the press,” I say. “We’ve got five hundred or so emails, a lot of them from the media, it looks like, and Helen and I are the lead story on WNN and,” I say, pulling out my phone and scrolling through the messages, “all the morning shows, the other cable news channels, Catholic TV, Catholic Radio—oh, this is interesting, apparently someone talked about us on the sports talk station out of Baltimore.”

Anna shakes her head as the phone rings again. “Well,” she says, “I guess Walt—the Archbishop was right. Good thing Risetti gave me those instructions.”

I nod. “So you know what to do. Press calls and requests for interviews go to him. Requests for comments go to the Archbishop. Any personal calls you can put through to me.”

“No, you’ll have your hands full with those emails,” Anna says firmly. “You can call them back later.”

And that’s how, fortified with a cup of coffee and some toast, Anna and I dive into the media maelstrom caused by my simple desire to marry Helen.

Throughout the morning, the phone rings almost continuously. Bless her heart, Anna remains unflappable, raising her voice only once to some tabloid reporter who wanted to give her six figures for an exclusive on our story.

“You should have taken the money,” I say later when we sit down for coffee around 10 a.m. “We could use it for the education building.”

“Tom, she wasn’t interested in your real story,” Anna says, disgusted. “She wanted something scandalous and lurid.”

I chuckle, “Like what, the cabin in Florida? We hardly went that far, thanks to Helen.”

“Nooo, she wanted to know if I’d ever caught you two having sex in the church.”

I spit my coffee out. “Wha—what? What did you say?”

“Nothing. I just hung up.”

I spend most of the morning going through the emails. All basically fall into three categories. The vast majority are supportive notes promising prayers and wishing us well. There’s an email from Hank Malloy, one of the officers in Myerton. Helen has mentioned that he was one of the first to welcome her to town with some real sincerity and that they have always hit it off. He congratulates me and says that he has already congratulated her and wishes us both well. He also thanks me for my service as a police chaplain, and I remember that I visited his son in the hospital when he had his appendix out. He also says with what I hope is humor that I should be aware that if I in any way betray her, my life will not be worth, as he says, “a plug nickel.” Not knowing what else to do, I thank him for his kind words and assure him of my continued support for the entire force in general and Helen in particular.

There are several emails from priests around the Archdiocese, including some who attended seminary with me. Each in their own way expresses their congratulations and best wishes for Helen and I. To a man, they say they will offer prayers for our marriage, and a couple even say they will say Masses for us. I’m touched by these words of support from my fellow priests. Part of me has been worried about how the news would be received by them. Would they see me as betraying my vows, no matter that the dispensation was granted by the Pope himself? At least initially, the priests I know do not.

Other emails are from various bloggers and news agencies, asking for interviews. There is one in particular from Jack Wright, of the Catholic radio station out of Emmitsburg. He wants an interview with us and, as instructed, I refer him and all the other requests to Risetti. However, I add a note that I would like to speak with Jack in particular because he has always been very supportive of the work of local churches, including Saint Clare’s.

The third group, and thankfully there are only a few of these, reflect various levels of disapproval, ranging from gently and respectfully asking us to reconsider to a couple of vile, threatening missives. I forward the worst of these on to Helen, so the police department can deal with them. 

Except for one.

I recognize the name immediately. Father Xavier Winston. He’s a legend in the Archdiocese, known for his defense of orthodoxy against some of the worst excesses of the 1970s. Those were difficult years for the Church, in which reforms and adjustments that were absolutely necessary were distorted by those with their own agendas. It was the era of the guitar Mass, when many churches replaced the great hymns of the Church with bad imitations of Protestant church music. Worse than that, many Catholic churches and schools abandoned Catechesis, ao that an entire generation grew up with little real grounding in their faith. Helen and I were both born as the worst excesses were just beginning to ebb, thanks to men like Father Xavier.

I’ve met him a few times, first in seminary and then in the Archdiocese. He should have been a bishop himself, but he’d rubbed too many of the hierarchy the wrong way in his defense of the traditions of the Church. So he remained a priest in a medium-sized parish near Baltimore, one known for its beautiful liturgy and young congregation. In all, not unlike Saint Clare’s.

In recent years, however, he’s strayed to the fringes of the Church. He has a wide following on social media through a website and a podcast. I’ve heard second-hand of some of his more outlandish statements, such as advocating prophecies of questionable provenance aimed at the current Pontiff, repeating various political conspiracy theories, and proclaiming every innovation—even the most controlled and innocuous—as heralding the fall of the True Church. I also understand he’s developed a near-obsession with sexual immorality.

So I’m not entirely surprised when I read his email. It’s actually fairly temperate and respectful. He counsels me to reconsider accepting the dispensation, and exhorts me to renew my commitment to chastity and celibacy. He has some things to say about Helen, respectful on the surface but with an undercurrent of disdain. He also has a couple of harsh things to say about Archbishop Knowland. But, there’s nothing threatening, or even particularly strident, about Father Xavier’s email.

Yet, I still find it disquieting.

I forward the email to the Archbishop, with the message, I thought you’d want to see this.

Within seconds, it seems, the Archbishop replies. I’ll see to this. Don’t be concerned.

I look at the terse message. The Archbishop was very quick to respond, and let me know he’s taking care of it. 

What’s going on here that I don’t know about?

Before I can speculate further, the front door opens and I hear the familiar sound of Helen’s footsteps. She appears in the doorway to my office, wearing a grin.

“Hi, handsome!” she says. “How about lunch?”

I smile. “After this morning, that sounds great. The Bistro?”

“Sounds good to me. Are you still taking me out tonight?”

“I have reservations for two at that new Italian place,” I say. “7 p.m.?”

“Sounds wonderful.”

“Great,” I say. “I’ve got a few things I need to finish before we go.”

“Oh, no problem,” Helen says, coming in and sitting herself in front of me, placing her large tote bag in the other chair.

“I take it the interview with Brenda Epping went well?”

“She’s tough, direct, and tenacious,” Helen says. “She put me through the wringer—including some questions about how you became police chaplain—but I had all the documentation about everything she asked me about.” Sitting back, she adds, “I like that young woman!”

“She sounds like she was rough on you.”

“She was doing her job,” Helen says. “OK, maybe she feels she has a lot to prove after her involvement with Brian, but every question she asked was completely fair. Nothing she asked was out of bounds. Even the questions about you.” She smiles. “She also congratulated me on the engagement.”

“I’m glad it went well.”

“So that was my morning,” Helen says. “How were things around here?”

Before I can answer, Anna appears in the doorway. “Tom!” she says sharply. “I’m putting all incoming calls through to voicemail. I have a message that says if someone’s calling about you two—oh, hello, Helen—they can call Risetti. If it’s someone from the parish, they can leave a message and I’ll call them back.”

“Does that give you some idea?” I say to Helen. “How many calls?”

“I lost count at 75,” Anna replies. “From as far away as Poland—apparently, you two are hot stuff over there already.”

Helen looks at me. “That many this morning?”

“Oh, that’s nothing compared to the emails. I only got through half—oh, Officer Malloy sent me an email congratulating me and warning me to treat you right.”

Helen laughs. “Good old Hank. Listen, can we continue this over lunch? I’ve got a senior staff meeting at 1:30 p.m.”

I get up and come around my desk. Reaching for her hand, I say, “Come on, darling. Let’s make our first public appearance.”

“Think people will mob us for photographs?” Helen laughs as she stands up.

Kissing her quickly, I say, “Only if they get me on my good side.”
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It arrives in Tuesday’s mail.

Along with cards and letters from well-wishers, is a missive typed on computer and printed out on a laser printer.

I look at the words on the page, and they chill me to the bone.

Picking up my phone, I call Helen. She answers on the third ring.

“Darling,” she says in a hushed tone, “I can’t talk right now.”

“You need to come to the Rectory,” I say without preamble. “Something came in today’s mail that you need to see.”

There’s a long pause on the other end. “I’ll be there in twenty minutes.” 

***
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Helen sweeps into my office, plops her tote bag in a chair, leans across my desk, and kisses me. “Good morning!” she says with a cheery tone in her voice.

I look at her. She’s smiling, all right. Her tone of voice is light and airy.

One look in her eyes, and I know it’s an act.

“What’s wrong?” I say.

“Wrong? Nothing,” she says evenly.

“Is there a problem at work?”

“Oh, Tom. When you’re supervising a group of men and women, there are always problems. I’m sorry I was so abrupt. I was handling a disciplinary issue, it was my first one, and I was a little out of my depth.”

“But everything is OK?”

She nods. “Right as rain!”

I look at Helen and can tell there’s something she’s not telling me. “Anything I can help with as police chaplain? Maybe I can talk to the off—”

“No, no, I handled it. It won’t be a problem. Now, what did you call me about?”

I decide to let it go. “This came in the mail today,” I say, handing her the letter.

As she reads it, I notice a subtle change in her demeanor. She stiffens. Her jaw clenches. Her eyes take on a dark hue.

Given what’s written on that piece of paper, I’m not surprised.

“Ahem,” she says, still looking at the letter, “it’s certainly direct and to the point. ‘Dear Father Greer, I am directed to write this warning to you. By marrying that impure woman, that Whore of Babylon that Satan has unleashed against a pure man of God, you are putting your soul in danger! The gates of hell will open up, Satan will ascend, and occupy the house of Saint Peter. Repent and separate yourself from the impure. The impure must be vanquished from the earth. Should you choose to ignore these warnings, Saint Michael will act to vanquish the impure and destroy the whore. The impure must be vanquished. The whore must be destroyed. S. S. M.’” She then adds, “It’s been a long time since I’ve read something this unhinged.” 

“Just so you know, there’s nothing about Saint Michael destroying pretty Whores of Babylon,” I quip.

“Thanks. I know I feel better knowing this guy lacks your theological training,” she chuckles.

“What are you going to do with it?”

“We’ll check it out, like we do with all the other wackadoodle mail we get. You have the envelope, right?”

“Ah, yeah, it’s right here.” I hand her the white business-size envelope. “There’s no return address.”

“An Ellicott City postmark,” she mutters. 

I stare at her as she studies the envelope. “Helen,” I say, “given the tone of the letter, don’t you think we ought to cancel the whole interview thing on Monday?”

“Tom, we receive I don’t know how many letters a day like this down at the station. Never amounts to anything.”

“But he threatens you,” I point out.

“I’ve received plenty of threats in my years as a cop,” she says. “And I’m still here, sitting across from you.”

“But I just—”

“Tom,” she says firmly. “My turf. I’ve got this. We’re going to have officers there for crowd control anyway. If there are any problems, my people can take care of them.”

She carefully slips the letter and envelope into her tote bag. Standing up, she says, “Now, I’m hungry. Where shall you take me to lunch?”

I laugh. “Hey, why do I always pay?”

“What can I say, Tom. I’m an old-fashioned girl.”

“An old-fashioned girl who carries two guns and a knife.”

“Mmm, true,” she smiles. “Think of it as paying protection money. I’m in the mood for The Bistro. Come on!” 

I watch her sweep out of the room, so she doesn’t see my smile turn to a frown.

Protection money? Does Helen see herself as my protector?

But, I’m supposed to protect her. I want to protect her.

How can you protect her when you couldn’t protect Joan?

“Tom! Are you coming?” Helen calls from the front door.

I shake my head to clear the thoughts. “Coming right now, darling.”

***
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After lunch, I return to the Rectory, where Dan is waiting for me. 

“Dan,” I say. “Did we have a meeting I forgot about?”

“Oh, no, no, Father,” Dan says. “I just stopped by. Do you have some time to talk now?”

I have more emails to go through, and the Archbishop wanted to speak to me about a schedule of pre-marital counseling, but I can tell Dan has something on his mind so I say, “I have nothing scheduled. Why don’t you go to my office? I’ll get us some coffee”

Fortunately, Anna made a fresh pot to get her through the afternoon. I pour two mugs, add cream and sugar to mine—I recall that Dan likes his black—and join the burly detective in my office.

Burly is the best way to describe Dan. He’s about my height with short-cut sandy blond hair and hazel eyes, but where I’m hardly what anyone would describe as athletic, he’s muscular, no doubt from time spent in the department workout room. It’s a perk available to all department employees—including, as Helen has pointed out on several occasions, me. And I know Helen goes. I’ve actually watched her pumping iron. The sight left me a little breathless. But not enough to join her.

You’d expect a guy as built as Dan is to be intimidating. And you’d be right. I’ve seen him in action, and he’s one no-nonsense cop. But I’ve seen him be loving and gentle with all four—soon to be five—of his children, especially his oldest daughter. And he and Miriam obviously have a very loving marriage. 

“Now,” I say, sitting behind my desk, “what can I do for you?”

Dan hesitates and looks at his hands. “I don’t even know how to bring this up.”

“Dan,” I say slowly. “Has your old problem returned?” He’d confessed to me a while back an addiction to games on his phone.

“Oh, no, Father,” Dan says, shaking his head. “This isn’t about me. It’s Catherine.”

“Catherine? Is she all right?”

He sighs. “Father Tom, I honestly don’t know.”

Now I’m really concerned. “What’s going on?” I ask softly.

“You remember when Catherine fell out of that tree a few weeks ago? She predicted you and Helen would be getting married.”

I remember the incident very well. She told Helen and me that a lady in a white dress with a blue ribbon and a little girl told her that we’d be married right around Christmas.

What he doesn’t know—what Helen and I haven’t told anyone—is that we believe the woman and little girl in question were my late wife Joan and the daughter she was carrying when she was killed. And apparently, Helen’s late husband John was with them.

I smile. “Yes, I remember that very clearly.”

“Well, I don’t know exactly how to say this, but there have been a couple of similar incidents since then.”

My eyebrows go up. “What do you mean?”

“A couple of weeks ago, Andrew was sound asleep in his crib. He had been fine all day, playing, doing great. But during his nap, Catherine came to Miriam and insisted that Andrew was sick and she needed to check on him. Miriam didn’t hear him crying so she told Catherine to go play. But Catherine kept at it, and finally Miriam went in to check on him. She noticed his cheeks were red, and when she touched his forehead he was burning up. She rushed him to the doctor, and it turned out he had scarlet fever. He was over it in a few days, but there was no way Catherine could have known something was wrong.”

“She could have gone to the nursery,” I say. “Maybe she touched his forehead and felt him hot?”

“I thought that too, but Miriam insisted that Catherine was playing in the living room, then came into the kitchen to talk to her. To go to the nursery, Catherine would have walked right past her.”

I consider this for a moment. “You said there were a couple of incidents?”

“Yes,” Dan says. “Just last week, we drove by the old Myer Estate and she looked out the window and said excitedly, ‘I’m going to like going to school there.’ We told her that it was not a school, just a big house and she said ‘Right now, but it's going to be a school soon.’ This was before the announcement about the plans for the church to turn the Myer Estate into an education center. Again, unless Leslie said something to her, which I can’t imagine her doing, how could she have known?”

I sit back in my chair and consider my words carefully before answering. “It's hard to say, Dan. I’ve given this some thought and done some research since Catherine’s—dream, vision, whatever you want to call it—about Helen and me. Some people are just super observant and pick up on signals that we’re not even aware we’re giving. I mean, Catherine, like everyone else has seen Helen and me together. You picked up on how we felt about each other. She could have picked up on it too, and the combination of her little girl mind and the medication she was on produced her dream.”

Dan looks me in the eye. “But, you don’t believe that, do you, Father?”

I weigh what to say next. “Dan, there are things she told Helen and me that I have a hard time figuring out how she could know. I don’t want to say more, because I don’t want to spook you or anything like that. But it is true that some people—even children—are actual mystics. I don’t have to tell you that there are many examples throughout the history of the Church.”

“So, are you telling me that Miriam and I have a future saint on our hands?”

I laugh. “Oh, Dan, since we’re all called to be saints, the answer is yes. Is Catherine a mystic? It’s really hard to say. And in the end, it doesn’t really matter, especially when she’s so young. I would advise you not to make a big deal out of it, just treat it like anything else she does. Just out of curiosity, have you noticed her becoming more spiritually-minded?”

“Yes, and no. She’s been asking a lot more questions about God and Mary but she also pitches a fit when it's time to go to CCD, so I don’t know.”

“Well, I know Leslie is making some changes and some kids don’t like change. I wouldn’t worry too much. Just keep loving her and encouraging her. I’m sure she’ll be fine.”
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After thirty minutes, I’m reminded why I hate numbers so much.

I’m looking over Saint Clare’s monthly financial report, along with the records of donations made in Chad Hudson’s name. Unfortunately, Leslie is correct—those donations dried up after Helen arrested Richard Davenport. Regrettable, but to be expected. There’s a substantial sum listed, but I doubt it’s anywhere near what we need to even begin renovating the old Myer Estate.

I’m meeting with Leslie to look at the building and get her impressions of what we need to do to turn the old home into an educational center along the lines I imagine. I want to have the numbers in mind before I do that.

I believe there’s enough to hire an architect to do some initial plans. From what I’ve been able to gather through my own research, that’s the first step. We’ll just have to go from there.

I’m getting a headache from looking at the numbers—I’ve been getting more of them lately after reading for a long time—and I need to stretch my legs, so I get up and walk to Anna’s office.

“Anna,” I say from the doorway. “That young architect in the Church, Tim Cooper. Can you see if he’s available sometime next week?”

She picks up a pen and makes a note. “The Myer Estate?”

“Uh-huh. I was just looking at the numbers and I think we should at least hire an architect to get a real idea of what we can do with the building, and how much it’ll cost us.”

“Well, Tim’s a good choice, considering he knows his way around historical restorations.” Anna pauses and gets an enigmatic look on her face. “Yes,” she mumbles. “Yes, he does, doesn’t he?”

“What?” I ask.

“Oh,” she says with a wave of her hand. “Nothing, nothing. I’ll check your calendar and schedule a meeting with him. Here?”

“I think the Estate would be better.”

“Oh, but I think the first meeting should be here at the Rectory,” she says quickly. “You’ll have easier access to information that way. Then if you want, you two can drive to the Estate.”

“OK, that makes sense, I guess. Thanks.”

“Aren’t you supposed to meet Clark for coffee now?”

I look at the time. “Oh! I almost forgot that. Thanks for reminding me. I’m leaving right now.”

I open the door just in time to see our mail carrier hoisting a container filled to the brim on the porch.

“Morning, Alice,” I say.

“Morning, Father,” she says. “I’ve got one more this full on the truck.”

I bend down and pick up a handful. It’s a selection of letters and what appear to be cards from all over the county.

“I’m sorry about this,” I say, sheepishly.

“Ack, Father, it’s my job, delivering mail,” she says with a smile. “And trust me, this is a whole lot better than delivering packages or junk mail. All these people, congratulating you and Ms. Parr. By the way, congratulations from me, too.”

I shuffle through the pile in my hand—then freeze.

A business-size envelope, postmarked Ellicott City.

“Anything wrong, Father?” Alice asks.

“Huh—oh, no, nothing. It’s just overwhelming.” I pick up the container, saying, “Just leave the other one on the porch. I’ll get it in a minute.”

I go back to the Rectory and drop the box on the kitchen table. I pick up the envelope and call Helen.

“Hey, is it a bad time?” I say when she picks up.

“No, I’m just discussing something with Gladys,” Helen answers. “Work related.”

“We got another letter.”

Helen doesn’t say anything. “Have you opened it?”

“No,” I say. “I figure you’d want to yourself.”

“That’s good, that’s really good,” she says. “Can you bring it over?”

“I’m already late for coffee with Clark at The Perfect Cup. I can bring it over later. We’re having lunch, right?”

“Sure. Sure,” she says, sounding a little distracted. “Um, listen, I’ll pick it up from the Rectory. Is Anna there?”

“Yeah, she’s here, but you don’t really need to come all the way over here for that.”

“Oh, Tom, it’s fine. I need to talk to her about Ladies of Charity business.”

“OK, I’ll leave it with her. Love you.”

“Love you, too.”

After ending the call, I go to Anna’s office. “I thought you’d left?” she says to me.

“Mail came in,” I say. “Helen’s coming by to pick this one up. The other containers are on the kitchen table.”

She shakes your head. “You two are getting a lot of attention, aren’t you?”

I look at her and say, “Unfortunately, a little too much.”

***
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Clark’s already at a table when I arrive. Much to my surprise, he’s wearing his collar.

“Dressed a little formally for coffee, aren’t you?” I say, pointing at the white band around his neck.

“Well, I have to visit an old and rather cantankerous member of my flock,” Clark says with a grimace. “She expects all her ministers to dress like this.” He tugs at his collar. “I swear, Tom, I don’t know how you wear one of these all day. Just about to drive me crazy.”

I shrug. “You get used to it.” 

Clark looks at me, “You look like a man with the weight of the world on his shoulders.”

I smile wryly. “Not the whole world, Clark. Just the entire Catholic Church.”

Clark chuckles and shakes his head. “Vivian ran into Anna at the store yesterday. She said it had been pretty crazy.”

“I mean, the emails, the calls, the letters—I just can’t believe all the interest in us!”

“Really? I mean, Tom, you and Helen are a big deal. People were talking about it after our service when the news came out. And let me tell you this, when you do your first interview and more of the story comes out, it’s only going to get worse.”

I nod just as Nate comes to our table. “What can I get you, Father, other Father?” he says in his typical confused way.

“Nate, I’m surprised to see you working here,” I say.

“Yeah, well Father, other Father,” he says, “I recently completed an exposé on gambling addiction in Maryland, and in order to meet people who had problems, I had to spend a good bit of time gambling myself, and, yeah, I found out I’m not very good at it. So, I need to make some extra money and my uncle offered to help me out by giving me some hours back here.”

Nothing Nate tells me comes as a surprise. I’ve grown quite fond of this young man, and he’s very bright, but sometimes he acts like he doesn’t have enough sense to come in out of the rain. “I’m sorry to hear about your troubles,” I say, “but I am glad you’re able to work things out.”

“This is just temporary, you know,” Nate says. “I’ve got an idea for my own business that I really think has potential.”

“Oh,” I say, trying to imagine Nate running his own business. The thought gives me chills.

“Of course,” he continues, “Gladys has been a big help, showing me how to set up a budget and helping me see how much I was actually spending on online games. She’s even put a program on my computer so that every time I spend anything, she gets a notice. That way she’s able to help me even better.”

“That’s wonderful, Nate. She sounds like a good friend.”

“Oh Father, she’s so much more. I mean, not maybe as much as I’d like her to be, not right now, but more.”

“Good, Nate. So, can you take our orders now? I’ll have my usual.”

“Large coffee, double cream, double sugar, with a chocolate donut. OK.” Nate says. Turning to Clark, he says,  “And you, other Father?”

“Umm, Nate,” Clark says, “I’m not a father. I mean actually I am to my two boys, but I’m just a minister. You can call me Clark.” He puts out his hand and Nate shakes it enthusiastically. 

“OK, Clark, what will you drink? Not coffee or tea, right? We’ve got some good flavored waters.”

“Coffee will be fine, Nate, black.”

“Right. Great. I won’t tell anyone.” Nate hurries off to turn in our orders.

“It's really fine, Nate,” Clark calls after him.

I wave him off, saying, “Don’t bother. You’ll just confuse him more.”

“Is he all right?” Clark asks.

“Nate? Oh, he’s a fine young man, really bright actually. He did a documentary on my wife’s death—that’s actually what got Helen to reopen the case.”

“That’s a documentary filmmaker?”

“Hmm, well, not really. He sold the rights to the documentary—all of them, apparently—for a pittance. He’s got some kind of investigative reporting blog and podcast. Nate’s actually quite good when he focuses. He found some evidence that led to Richard Davenport’s arrest and uncovered details about his previous activities.”

“I just find all that hard to believe,” Clark says, shaking his head. “He just seems so . . . so . . .”

“Goofy?” I chuckle. “Yeah, that’s Nate.”

“And he has a girlfriend?”

“Yes, Gladys Finklestein.”

“Wait, didn’t you tell me she was some kind of genius?”

I shrug. “What can I say, Clark? The heart wants what the heart wants.”

***
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After the Noon Mass, I drive over to the Myer Estate to meet with Leslie. Ever punctual, she’s already there when I arrive, carrying a small notebook and a pen. I don’t see a car, but I assume the bicycle leaning up against the side of the house is hers.

“Leslie,” I say as I walk up, “did you bike here? It’s quite a haul.”

“Yes,” she says in her usual expressionless manner. “Because I’ve been so busy with this and other things, I haven’t been able to get my runs in. I thought cycling would get me back on track.”

“Well,” I see, “are you ready to glimpse the future?” My chuckle at my own cleverness is met with the same expressionless stare she reserves for everyone over the age of ten. She stands aside and I unlock the door into the Myer Mansion.

We walk into the large foyer, dominated by a chandelier and a large staircase that sweeps to the right to the second floor. I pause for a moment, remembering the last time I stood here.

It was the middle of the night, and I had come here to confront Win Myer with what I thought was evidence of his guilt in the murder of his sister-in-law. Instead, he overpowered me and left me in the Edison powerhouse.

Of course, he wasn’t guilty. Father Leonard, whose innocence I’d steadfastly proclaimed, was.

And that’s what started everything.

“It’s pretty run-down, isn’t it?” Leslie says, jarring out of my reverie.

“Yes,” I say. “It’s been empty for almost a year. The men of the church have worked hard to maintain the grounds but no one has been inside since . . .”

“Show me around,” she says.  

“Right this way,” I say. We pass through the entryway into the large living room. The church has kept the electricity on and enough heat and air to keep away mold but other than that everything is still in the half-finished state in which it was when Win Myer died.  

Leslie looks around the living room with a practiced eye and says seriously, “This would make a very adequate classroom. We would need to have it brought up to code, of course, but once it is, it could easily house 12-15 children at a time.”

We go through the living room into another large room, the dining room, I believe. “We could also use this room,” she says, “again, once it is brought up to code.”

“I’m setting up a meeting with an architect—Tim Cooper, he and his wife are in the parish—so we’ll have an idea what we need to do. Can you be there?” 

Just then there is a scuffling noise in the corner. I look over and jump a little as one of the largest rats I’ve ever seen dashes from behind one of the tattered drapes. True to form, Leslie remains undisturbed and says simply, “Nasty creatures. We were stationed on a little island in the Pacific when I was in my early teens. It was paradise in many ways but we were always fighting off rats. I was a good shot back then and my father helped me hone my skills by taking me out to shoot at rats in the evenings after he got home.”

“Not much call for that in Myerton.”

“No, there’s not.,” she says, almost sadly. “What’s this room over here?” She wanders in the direction of Win Myer’s study, leaving me staring at her in wonder.

“She’s good at her job,” I mutter. “And the children love her.”
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The rest of the week is surprisingly normal—more or less—and brings forth no more letters from SSM. In fact, Sunday morning seems blessedly routine until I enter the church. 

Apparently being a celebrity of sorts does have an impact on Mass attendance. I look out over my congregation as Dominic’s mother does the first two readings for the day. There are quite a few new faces and I offer a silent prayer for them, that they find here more than whatever they came looking for.

But what catches my eye is who’s missing. There are empty spaces in the pews. The Reynolds, the Sawyers, the Bakers, and the McLeashes are absent. It’s possible that everyone in the family is sick, but I suspect the real reason. They’ve left the parish. Anna warned me that might happen.

I fold my hands and close my eyes. In spite of myself, a tear slides down my cheek. We’re still getting letters and emails to the church opposing our plans to marry, but I’ve gotten used to them. But these families were part of my family, and it hurts more to be rejected by them.

The deep bass voice of Meshach Jackson singing the Alleluia is my cue to stand. When I do, everyone else does, a sign of respect not for me, but for the gospel I’m about to proclaim. I look and see Helen, on the same pew as always with Gladys, Nate sitting between them. She must have noticed me, because when I see her, I see a pain similar to my own. I am shocked at how much this brief look between us strengthens and encourages me as I step forward and begin the Gospel of the Lord. 

***
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I notice Helen slip out of the pew after Communion and walk to the back.  I am concerned that something work-related has come up, so I’m a little surprised to see her standing near the door when I finish recessing.

“Hi,” I say. “I saw you leave. Is there a problem?”

“If there is, I won’t hear about it. Dan’s on call today,” she says with a smile. Nodding towards the door with her head, she says, “Shall we?”

“Shall we, what?”

“Shall we greet your parishioners?”

I stare at her, dumbfounded for a moment. “You mean, the both of us? I mean, yes, I’d love that. I’ve thought about asking, you know, so people can get to know you better, but I wasn’t sure how you’d feel about it.”

“Tom,” she says, a serious expression on her face. “Remember what I told the Archbishop. I’m marrying you, but I’m marrying your family as well—and I don’t mean Nola. These people are your family, and they’re about to become my family.”

Only the words of the Archbishop ringing in my ears keeps me from kissing her. Instead, I say with wonder, “You really are a marvel, you know that?”

“Hmm, yes,” she says with a smile. “They’re coming.”

I look over my shoulder, and, seeing that the prayer to Saint Michael the Archangel is completed, quickly usher Helen onto the front steps of the church.

People file past us, thanking me for the Mass, introducing themselves to Helen if they’ve never met, and wishing us both blessings and happiness. Weaving her way through the crowd, a blur in light blue cotton, is Catherine Conway, followed closely by her twin brothers (and obedient servants) Max and JP.

“Hi, Father! Hi, Miss Helen!” Catherine says with enthusiasm. “I’ve been practicing, Miss Helen!”

“Practicing?” Helen asks.

“To be your flower girl,” Catherine says proudly.

“Yeah,” says Max—or JP, I still have a problem telling them apart sometimes. “She’s been walking around throwing flower petals on the floor.”

“Mommy didn’t like it when she found out she’s taken the blooms off her favorite rose bush,” JP—or Max—adds.

“Oh, sweetie,” Helen says. “You shouldn’t have done that.”

“But I need to practice if I’m going to be your flower girl,” Catherine says with a pout.

“Well, sweetie, you see—”

“Good afternoon, Father, Helen,” Leslie says when she walks up.

“Good afternoon, Leslie,” I say.

“Good afternoon,” Helen says coolly.

“Nice Mass, Father,” Leslie continues. “Good homily. Very well done.”

“Well, I’m glad you enjoyed it,” I say with a smile. Out of the corner of my eye, I see Catherine staring at Leslie, a frown on her face, and notice she’s moved closer to Helen.

Leslie, for her part, blinks. “I did not enjoy it, Father,” she says blandly. “I derived spiritual nourishment from the Word and from the Eucharist. As one is supposed to.”

“Oh, of course,” I say, my smile vanishing. “I merely meant—”

“The Holy Mass is not for our enjoyment, Father.” Noticing the Conway children for the first time, Leslie says, “Hello, Max, JP, Catherine,” she says with a smile, her tone of voice cheerful.

“Hello, Miss Leslie,” Max and JP say.

Leslie looks at Catherine. Catherine steps closer to Helen. “Catherine,” she says, “I missed you at CCD last week. Were you sick?”

Catherine doesn’t speak. Instead, one of her brothers says, “No, she just pitched a fit and wouldn’t go.”

“Yeah,” her other brother says. “Daddy said she didn’t have to go.”

“I see,” Leslie says, her smile disappearing as she looks at Catherine. Catherine responds by standing even closer to Helen. Helen puts her arm around the child.

To me, Leslie says, “I’ll need to talk to the Conways. It’s important that Catherine not miss CCD. She’ll be preparing to take her first sacraments next year. Also, a child needs to learn that she can’t just get her way when she pitches a fit.”

“Oh, Leslie,” Helen says with a smile. “Catherine’s just a little girl. I’m sure it’s just a phase.”

Turning to her, Leslie says, “Helen, you do not have children. Nor, at your age, are you likely to have children. You are not a professional at working with children. From what I’ve observed, you don’t care for children very much, except for Catherine here, of course. I don’t think you are in any position to express an opinion on this.”

I see a flame light in Helen’s eyes, and I just pray she doesn’t start yelling profanities in front of the Conway kids.

She’s already promised me not to wear her backup weapon to Mass.

But before Helen can say anything, Leslie says to me, “Have you set up the meeting with the architect?”

“No, not yet,” I say. “Anna’s going to contact Tim Cooper tomorrow to schedule it. He’s been out of town.”

“Please let me know,” Leslie says. “Good afternoon, Father, Helen.” She starts to walk off, then turns. “Oh, Helen?”

“Yes, Leslie?”

“Sometimes I speak before I think,” Leslie says. “I should not have been so abrupt. I meant no offense. Please accept my apologies.” 

I’m as shocked as Helen looks. In all this time, Leslie has never admitted a flaw, much less apologized for something she said.

“Leslie,” Helen says with a gracious smile, “I understand. Sometimes I do the same thing, as Tom can attest. Of course I accept your apology. And I apologize if I came across as questioning your knowledge of children.”

Wow. Now an apology from Helen. I must be suffering some long term effects from my concussion.

“I accept. Thank you,” Leslie says. With a quick nod, she turns on her heels and walks away.

We look after her. I say, “Ahem, well, that was  . . .”

“Totally,” Helen says.

Miriam calls for Catherine, Max, and JP to come on, and after saying goodbye they run down the steps.

“How about lunch? Anna’s making her teriyaki-marinated pork loin with that potato casserole you liked at Sonya’s funeral.”

“Oooh, that was good. How did you get the recipe?”

I shrug. “There is no recipe. I gave Anna the list of ingredients and told her to use her best judgement.”

We are walking towards the rectory when I hear Miriam say loudly, “Oh, no. Not again.“ Helen and I walk over to see what’s wrong and Miriam says with more aggravation than I’ve ever heard her use, “The van won’t start. I guess one of the kids must have left the door cracked because the battery’s dead.”

“I have jumper cables,” I say helpfully. “Let me go pull my car around and see if we can get you started.” I take a look at her, now obviously pregnant, and add, “Miriam, it’s pretty warm out here. Would you like to go sit in the rectory and have some iced tea while I do this?“

“Oh, no, Father, I’m really fine. Just aggravated.”

“Miriam, the only reason you’re here by yourself is that Dan is working so I could be here with Tom,” Helen says, placing a comforting hand on Miriam’s. “Let me do this for you. You go in and have some tea and I’ll keep an eye on the kids until Tom gets the van started.”

She looks like she really wants to take us up on the offer, even as she opens her mouth to protest again. Tired of the arguing, I take her gently by the arm and say, “Helen is right. Dan is doing us a big favor. The least we can do is help you out.”

It takes a little while for me to locate the jumper cables once I pull my car around. I don’t see Helen, but figure that she’s found a way to entertain the children elsewhere. I get the van started and return to the Rectory to tell Miriam it’s ready to go. By the time I get back, Helen has the kids loaded up and Miriam drives off with a wave and effusive thank you’s.

It’s only after she’s gone that I see the blood running down Helen’s leg.

“What in the world happened to you?“ I ask. 

“Oh, nothing really,“ she says looking down at her leg with more aggravation than pain. “I just scraped my knee badly when I fell chasing Catherine. I don’t know that I’ve ever mentioned this, but I’m kind of a free bleeder. I’ll just go inside and wash it off. It'll be fine.” 

“It doesn’t look very fine to me,” I say. “In fact, you’re leaving kind of a trail of blood on the sidewalk.”

“Well, that’s not very nice,” she says with exasperation.

Shaking my head, I say, “Come on. Let’s get you cleaned up and that boo-boo attended to. Helen, you really need to be more careful when you’re playing with your little friends.”

She wallops me on the arm with her fist. “Ass!” she says.

Rubbing my now sore shoulder, I say, “OK. I deserved that.”

I help her back to the Rectory, once again reminded that my darling is the world's worst patient. She continues to grouse about how it’s fine and I don’t need to fuss over her, even as she winces from the pain as she walks.

Once inside, I seat her on the recliner and deploy the footrest.

“I’ll go in the kitchen to get the first aid kit,” I say.

Just then, Anna walks in the living room before I can stop her. The next thing I know, she is sitting in a chair with her head between her knees, and I’ve got an ice pack on the back of her neck. 

Meanwhile Helen has cleaned up her injury in the bathroom and has a large bandage on it by the time she comes out. 

Seeing what’s going on, she asks, “Anna, are you OK?“ 

“I’m fine,” Anna says, turning red. “It’s just that I don’t do blood very well.“ 

“That is an understatement,” I murmur. In truth, Anna cannot stand the sight of blood or any sort of blood-related injury. 

“Tom, I don’t feel like revisiting that issue right now. I’m strong enough to go back to the kitchen where I plan to remain until you or Helen have cleaned up the evidence of whatever happened to her.”

I look on the floor and see what she means. Helen’s wound dripped blood in the hallway, on the living room carpet, and on the throw rug under the coffee table. I go the the bathroom to get some peroxide and find what can only be described as a scene from the operating room on M*A*S*H*. There’s blood on the floor here, too, and there’s a bloody towel Helen used to clean herself up with.

“I hope you never really get hurt,” I mutter.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Eleven
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Our interview with Heather Andrews isn’t until 10 a.m., but a mix of excitement and terror settles into my stomach around 6 a.m. Needing to hear her voice, I call Helen.

Maybe not my best decision.

“What? Hello? Hello?” Helen yawns into the phone.

“Good morning, darling,” I say.

“Good morning? Tom, dammit, it’s the middle of the night. It’s still dark outside.”

I’m sort of taken aback, despite the fact that I know full well that Helen is more like Godzilla than my sweet bride before her coffee.

“It’s just a little before 6 a.m.”

I hear her plop back on the bed. “What do you want, Tom?”

“I just wanted to see how you were.”

“I was asleep,” she growls.

“So I gather,” I say. “You’re not nervous about the interview?”

She sighs. “Listen Tom, I love you so much. In order to marry you, I’m willing to be paraded in front of the entire world like a two-headed goat. But right now, I don’t like you, or anyone else. Let me get a shower, get some coffee, and maybe a bite to eat, and I’ll see you at the Rectory around 8 a.m. when Angelo told me to be there.”

“Fair enough,” I say, trying to hide the mix of aggravation and disappointment in my voice.

After I end the call, I decide the best thing to do is take a shower, get dressed, and get some coffee myself. This I do, and soon I’m standing on the front porch drinking my coffee and looking at what the people from NBS have done to God’s lawn.

What had been an expanse of grass dominated by two large maple trees had been transformed over the course of the past four days to an outdoor amphitheater. It took a crew three days to set up the stage, complete with lights, with the church as the background. It faces row after row of white chairs set up to accommodate between 100 and 200 people. There’s ample standing room between the last row of chairs and the sidewalk. Even though it’s still four hours until airtime, people are already beginning to stake out places. Along the far sidewalk are a few of Myerton’s finest, directing the crowd to go through one of two portable metal detectors and checking bags—a reasonable and, I suppose, necessary measure.

“Tom,” Anna says as she walks up the sidewalk. Standing by me and looking around, she says, “It looks good.”

“I guess,” I say.

Anna looks at me with her brow furrowed. “What’s wrong?”

“Oh, nothing, I suppose,” I say, shaking my head. “I’m just nervous. I mean, I’ve never stood in front of all these people before.”

“That’s not true,” she says. “You do it every Sunday.”

I laugh. “Yes, but no one is asking me questions about my personal life. I mean, after today our story will be known. I just wonder how people are going to react.”

“Not all of it will be known,” Anna points out. “There will still be some things only you and Helen will ever know about. There are things I don’t know and don’t need to know. All that matters to me is that you two are happy.”

I look up at the slowly brightening sky. 

“She’s happy, too, Tom.”

I nod. “I know she is.”

“Father Greer, ciao! It is such a beautiful morning!”

I look and see Angelo Risetti walking up the sidewalk. “Good morning, Angelo,” I say.

“Ciao, Mrs. Luckgold! You look beautiful this morning!”

“Oh, isn’t he charming?” Anna gushes.

I’m amused that yet another woman in my life is so easily swayed by good looks and an accent.

Angelo bounces up the steps and shakes my hand before planting a kiss on Anna’s cheeks, causing my sixty-something mother-in-law to giggle and blush like a teenager.

“Ah!” he says, clapping his hands together. “Perfect! Marvelous! Just perfect!” Looking around, he says, “Where is the beautiful bride-to-be?”

“Still at her apartment, no doubt just getting her first cup of coffee.”

“Oh, I see,” Angelo says. Spotting someone on the stage, he says, “Excuse me, I should speak with the producer.” He trots off, Anna smiling behind him.

“Such a nice young man,” she says.

“He seems very good at his job,” I say noncommittally, looking at him speaking to a man about my age on the stage.

“Tom?”

“Hmm?”

“What is it?”

“Oh, nothing, I suppose,” I yawn. “Something about him strikes me as off, I guess.”

“Angelo? Tom, are you jealous of him?”

“What? Oh, no, not at all. I can’t put my finger on it. There’s just . . . something.”

Anna opens her mouth to speak when a cluster of people come up and ask if they can take their picture with me. I agree, and this is followed by several more requests before I decide to go back into the Rectory.

I’m trying to get some work done—which lately consists primarily of checking the email—when I hear a loud commotion outside. I rush to the door and find Helen standing on the porch, waving to a crowd of cheering people. 

I step out beside her, and the crowd goes wild—a cliché, I know, but there’s no other way to describe it. Everyone it seems has their phone out, snapping pictures.

“This is insane,” I shout over the din.

“Tom, just smile and wave,” Helen says to me.

Which is exactly what I do. After a moment, I’m comfortable enough to actually place my arm around her waist and pull her closer. Just feeling her next to me, in full view of the world, gives me a warm feeling inside.

“Kiss her, Father Tom!” I turn to see a crowd of young people including Dominic, his sister Mae, and a couple of others from their gaming group. They wave, and Mae shouts, “Kiss her!”

“What do you think?” I whisper in Helen’s ear.

“The Archbishop said we should behave in public the way we would in church,” she replies.

“Well,” I say, “we can always apologize.”

With a laugh, she turns to me. Taking her hands, I lean down and place as chaste a kiss as I can on her lips. It’s brief, but it causes the onlookers to cheer and clap.

“All right, all right, everyone,” says Angelo, who is suddenly standing by us. “You’ll get to see the happy couple in a while. Now, they must go and get ready.”

As the crowd slowly disperses, Angelo takes each of us by the arm and says, “OK, you two, let’s get you ready for your closeup.”

He walks us behind the stage and across the lawn to a large motorcoach parked in front of the church. Inside is a flurry of activity. A young woman in Coke-bottle glasses comes up and says, “Oh, Father Greer, Ms. Parr, it’s so delightful to meet you! I’m Renee Stout, the associate producer. Come this way.”

We manage to weave our way through the vehicle to a back area with two chairs, each in front of well-lit mirrors. “Daphne and Roger will do your makeup and make sure your hair is just right,” Renee says, indicating that we should sit in the chairs.

“Oh, Ms. Parr!” Roger says. “You do have beautiful hair! And this dress soooo complements your eyes.”

“Thank you, Roger,” Helen says. She gives me a sidelong glance that tells me, at least someone noticed what I’m wearing.

“He’s right, darling,” I say quickly. “You look gorgeous in that outfit.”

“Good save,” she whispers. And truth be told, she does look beautiful in a navy blue and gray tweed dress that she bought on our original shopping trip to Hagerstown.

“What do you think, Daphne?” Roger says. Daphne wanders over to Helen’s seat and sizes her up.

“Mmm, yes, definitely brings out her eyes. But it’s a little too blah. It needs something—oh, wait!” She leans back to her makeup table and grabs a pink scarf from a small rack of accessories. Daphne stands in front of Helen and ties it around her neck.

“I think—yes, that makes it pop!” Daphne says. “What do you think?”

“Oh, I see what you mean,” Helen says.

“OK, now let’s make sure those lovely features of yours stand out on TV,” Roger says. “Oh, such gorgeous cheek-bones!” In my mirror, I see him grab something from his table and begin to work on Helen.

“All right, Father,” Daphne says, standing in front of me. She looks at me with a practiced eye and shakes her head. “Huh, not much I can do with black. I assume adding a touch of color’s not allowed? Maybe a pocket square to match her scarf?”

I shake my head. “OK, then,” Daphne says with a tone of defeat. “I’ll just have to do what I can. I do need to give you some color in your cheeks.” She grabs a makeup brush and approaches me with some beige powder.

“Is that really necessary?” I say.

“Father,” she says. “You’re very-fair skinned for someone with your hair color. On screen in all that black, I’m afraid you’re going to give off a real mortician vibe. Not exactly what we’re looking for.”

I sigh. I certainly don’t want to look funereal next to my beautiful fiancée. I nod and she gets to work.

After a few minutes, she has me look in the mirror. “What do you think?”

“Well, at least I still look like me instead of a clown,” I say with a smile.

“Trust me, this is the way you should look for the camera.”

“OK, Father,” Roger says as he turns Helen’s chair around. “What do you think?”

I take one look at Helen and my heart skips a beat. “Oh, my! Helen, you look beautiful!”

“You look pretty good yourself,” she says with a smile.

“Let me see, let me see,” Risetti says, coming into the makeup area. “Oh, yes! Perfection!”

“Angelo, aren’t you going to introduce me?” says a woman in her mid-thirties with shoulder-length blond hair. I recognize her from the TV.

“Of course, my dear,” Angelo says. “Father, Helen, this is Heather Andrews.”

“I am so excited to meet you,” she says as she shakes both our hands. “I’ve been looking forward to this interview ever since Angelo told me about you two.”

“I still can’t believe there’s this much interest in us,” I say. “We’re not that extraordinary.”

“Father! This is the biggest love story around right now. I mean, it has everything! Two people, separated for years, reunited and drawn to each other but forced to remain apart until fate steps in to bring them together!”

“Well, not so much fate—”

“Or God, or providence, whatever you want to call it. And you two—you’re both older, which tells people love has no age limit.”

Helen says, “Ah.”

“Also,” Heather says, “the fact that you’ve not had sex yet, that’s something people want to know more about.”

We look at each other and shrug. “Well,” I say, “we have nothing to hide.”

“Good. Now I have to go over some last minute things with our director. I’ll see you on stage in a little bit.”

After she leaves, Renee returns and escorts us to a small area with comfortable chairs, coffee, bottled water, tea, and an assortment of pastries. I pour some coffee and hand a cup to Helen, sitting down next to her.

“Nervous?” I say.

“A little,” she says. “Sorry I was so surly when you called. I  . . . didn’t sleep much last night.”

I stop and look at her over my cup. “Everything OK?”

She opens her mouth to say something, then shuts it and nods. “Yeah, just nerves.”

“Any more on those letters?”

“No,” she says, shaking her head. “Nothing. Like I say, probably it will amount to nothing.”

“You never told me what the last letter said.”

She shrugs. “No different from the other.” She drinks her coffee and says nothing.

I settle back and drink mine, looking over to her. She’s staring at a point in the wall, her brow furrowed, lost in thought.

After what seems like an eternity, Renee comes and says, “OK, let’s go!”

“Is it time?” I say, standing up.

“Fifteen minutes to airtime!”

It’s then I notice that Helen hasn’t moved from her chair. “Helen?” I say. When she doesn’t answer, I touch her shoulder. She jumps.

“You OK?” I say.

“What? Yes. Fine,” she says, standing up and smoothing her skirt.

Rene leads us out. Helen starts to follow, but I grab her arm. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing, Tom,” she whispers.

“You seem really out of sorts,” I whisper.

“I’m fine, darling,” she says with a smile that looks forced. “Everything is fine. Now, let’s go.”

As she walks off, I hear a red alert going off in the back of my mind.

In spite of what she says, things are not fine.
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When we emerge onto the stage, the crowd begins to applaud again. We wave and take our seats. Renee tells us to always look at the camera with the red light on and to try to relax. Neither proves very easy to remember. Andrews joins us and thanks us again for being on the show. 

Before we know it, the producer is counting us down, the red light comes on, and we’re live. Andrews, looking at the camera, says over rather raucous applause, “Good morning from beautiful Myerton, Maryland, as we kick off NBS’ Summer of Love!” At that, the applause grows louder, accompanied by cheers and hoots. I squirm a little bit, not used to all of the attention. Looking over at Helen, I see she’s smiling and waving at the crowd, taking it all in stride. But even as she does, she’s scanning the crowd, her azure blue eyes sharp and alert. 

To my right, Andrews is continuing. “We’re here on the grounds of historic Saint Clare’s Catholic Church to talk to a truly remarkable couple about their extraordinary love story.”

As she says this, I look over the crowd, our assembled friends, members of the parish, and the curious. In the back are a small group of young women probably from Myer College holding handmade signs saying “Congrats!” and “We (Heart) Tomlen!”

Tomlen. Tom and Helen. I shake my head at the fuss.

Andrews says, “The Catholic Church was rocked ten days ago when the Vatican announced that, for the first time in over 800 years, a priest would be allowed to marry. That priest and his bride-to-be are with me today for their first interview since the news was announced. Father Thomas Greer, pastor of Saint Clare’s Catholic Church in Myerton, and Detective Helen Parr of the Myerton Police Department, welcome.

I’m sitting next to Helen, holding her hand.  We both say, “Thank you, glad to be here,” in our own way as the crowd cheers again. Then, we steel ourselves for the first question.

“So, if I may begin with you, Father,” Andrews says. “Priestly celibacy has been the norm in the Catholic Church for over 800 years, since the Second Lateran Council. Why is an exception being made for you?”

I’m impressed with her research, and say, “Honestly, I was in the right place at the right time. I went to Archbishop Knowland with my concerns about the feelings I had developed for Helen. She and I both knew that I could not remain in the priesthood and be married, so we were prepared to discipline ourselves to just be friends. What we didn’t know was that Archbishop Knowland had been working for several years on a committee considering the possibility of granting dispensations to certain priests to allow them to marry. When I came to him, he offered us a chance to begin the process.”

“And what did that process entail?”

“Basically, we had to first demonstrate that we were committed to obedience by agreeing to remain simply friends. Then we had to file a ton of paperwork with the Vatican, much of which the Archbishop had drawn up before we even knew we might be allowed to apply. Then we waited, and during that time we went out on a few very discreet dates and spent more of our time getting to know each other better and discussing issues that might arise once we were married. Finally, we got the go ahead to become engaged.”

“But doesn’t this decision represent a major change in church doctrine?”

“Not at all. The Catholic Church does not change its doctrine. This is, in fact, merely a change in practice. It’s not even a complete change. It’s a modification, if you will.”

“But does this indicate the Church may do away with priestly celibacy entirely?”

“I have no idea. That is a question way above my pay grade.”

“Do you think priests should be allowed to marry in general?”

“All I can say is that I am very grateful to be allowed to marry Helen. But we are just two people. The Church may or may not pursue this line of thinking further.”

“So, Helen,” Andrews says, turning to her, “what did it feel like, at first, to be in love with a man you couldn’t be with? I mean, as a priest, Father Tom wasn’t in a position to date you, and certainly intimacy was off the table. What was that like?”

“Difficult,” Helen says. This causes a few laughs from the crowd as she continues, “But Heather, I think most women my age have experienced being attracted to someone they couldn’t be with at some point in their lives. Maybe it's a difference over careers, or location, or even one of the parties is married. Like everyone else, I had to choose what I really valued. I won’t lie to you, it was a struggle. But eventually I realized that what I really valued was Tom’s integrity, as well as my own. I did not want to be with a man who would leave God for me.”

“Father Tom?” Heather says. “What about you? Were you aware of Helen’s feelings for you?”

I look at Helen, then turn to look at the crowd, while I consider how to answer. “At first, I wasn’t,” I say slowly. “We’d developed a friendship after I came to Myerton, one that I really valued. But over time I became aware of my own feelings for her. As that happened, I began to pick up on little things. But in my position, I didn’t know what to do with them. All I knew was, I loved Helen.”

“But, Helen, surely it seemed unjust to be governed by rules made up by an almost entirely male led institution?”

“It did not to me,” Helen replies, “but then, I’m a cop. I expect people to obey the laws whether they agree with them or not. I expect the same from myself.”

“What about you, Father Tom? Did you ever consider leaving the priesthood?”

I again look at Helen, who gives my hand a reassuring squeeze. “Yes,” I say simply. There are gasps and ooos from the crowd. “Yes. In fact, I even asked her at one point to run away with me. But obviously, she said no. She also said something that helped me get my head on straight, and helped me recommit to my priesthood.”

“What did she say?”

Turning to Helen, I ask, “Can I tell her?”

“After that, I think you’d better,” she says with a grin.

Turning to the crowd, I say, “She told me that she would not be the woman I cheated on the God she loved with.”

The crowd applauds as Heather says, “Wow. That’s some statement, Helen.”

“It was a very true statement,” Helen says. “It’s no secret here in the parish that Tom went through a very difficult time in his vocation for about six months, beginning last summer. He was weak, vulnerable, uncertain. I wasn’t going to take advantage of that, even to be with the man I loved.”

There’s more applause when Heather says, “If I may change the subject, Helen. You spoke earlier of being a cop. It true that you recently investigated Father Greer here for murder?”

We had been told to expect this question, and Helen meets it head on.

“Actually, I did not head the investigation myself. It was led, ironically, by the killer, Brian Dohrmann.”

“A man you had dated,” Heather says.

I’m surprised she would have known that, but Helen is unruffled. “Yes, that is true. I dated Mr. Dohrman briefly.”

“So, Father, why was Mr. Dohrmann pursuing you? Could it have been out of jealousy?”

“Tragically,” I say solemnly, “Mr. Dohrmann took his own life before anyone could determine his thought processes with any accuracy. I pray for his soul and will not malign his memory.”

“Spoken like a good priest,” Heather says with a smile.

“And a good man, I hope. I strive to be both.”

“So Helen, you are a woman in a non-traditional career, law enforcement. You've been a detective, and now I understand you’re acting chief of police. I’m curious, how do you think being married to a priest will impact your career?”

“It's hard to say, but Tom is already the chaplain for our police department,” Helen answers. “He has been involved in several cases that I have worked on in the past year, so he knows a lot about my world. Likewise, I have become increasingly active in his parish, so I know a good bit about his. I think we have a pretty good idea about what we’re getting into.”

“If I may add, Heather,” I interject, “the fact that Helen is a police officer makes it easier for her to understand that when people need me, I have to go, no matter what other plans we may have made. Likewise, I understand that’s true about her job.”

Andrews gets a coy smile on her face and sits up. “Now, the big question for both of you. What about sex?”

Without missing a beat, I quip, “Well, Heather, if you need some sort of instructions we’ll be glad to speak to you, but it should probably be off camera.”

My comment catches Andrews off guard,  because she starts laughing so hard she doubles over. The audience roars with laughter accompanied by cheers and applause. I look at Helen, who’s laughing along with everyone else.

Just as the laughter is dying down, I hear what sounds like a car backfire or a loud firecracker coming from the street. In the same moment, something whizes between Helen and I. Then, a second backfire. Something grazes my shoulder.

Then I realize what’s happening.

We’re being shot at.

Helen drops to the floor, reaching her hand toward her knee. Before she can do anything else, I jump on top of her, pushing her down onto the platform and shielding her with my body. I raise my head slightly, trying to see what’s going on. People are screaming and running in all directions. Uniformed officers I hadn’t noticed before, some in State Police uniforms, run toward the stage while yelling at the crowd to stay down and remain calm. Beside me, Heather is also lying on the stage, frozen in fear but seemingly unhurt.

It’s then I notice that Helen is struggling underneath me. “Tom!” she shouts. “Get off me!”

“Stay down!” I shout back. “Someone is shooting at us!” 

“I know that, dammit! Now get the hell off me so I can stop them!” 

With a few more choice epithets that again remind me how expansive her vocabulary can be at times, the incredible upper body strength that she is always bragging about gets the best of me and she flips me off of her. Pulling her backup gun from its calf holster, she comes to a half-kneeling shooter stance and starts searching the crowd. She makes a 360 degree sweep of the area before standing to her feet. 

By this time, sirens are approaching. She jumps off the stage and holds her weapon up, saying to other officers as they reach the stage. “Two shots fired, sounds like they came from over there,” pointing to a small shed across the street that is used during the summer to sell fresh vegetables. 

I stand up and help Andrews to her feet. She is obviously badly shaken and I turn her over to her producer. Remembering something grazed my shoulder, I look and am relieved to see that the only injury I sustained was to my best black suit jacket.

I make my way over to where Helen is standing and come up behind her, laying my hand on her shoulder. 

Helen swings around and says before I can say anything, “You need to go inside right now, Tom!”

Astonished, I say, “But I—”

“Now!” she growls, before turning attention to an officer who’s walked up.

I want to argue but think better of it, going into the Rectory. The phone is already ringing off the hook. I start answering calls, most of them from frantic parishioners watching the broadcast and wanting to make sure Helen and I are OK.

I assure each of them that we’re uninjured, and that I don’t know about anyone else.

Whether Helen and I are OK remains to be seen. 

Anna comes inside after a bit. “Tom,” she says, “are you hurt?”

“Only my black jacket,” I say, showing her the rip caused by a bullet. At her gasp I say, “I probably should get a new one anyway.”

“I saw Helen out there,” she says. “She seems unhurt.”

I snort. “Oh, yeah, supercop is just fine,” I say sarcastically.

Crossing her arms, Anna fixes one of her patented “now Tom” looks on her face. Before she can say anything to me—because right now I’m in absolutely no mood for it—I stand and say, “Can you take over answering the phone? I want to go outside and see what’s going on.”

Before she can say anything, I breeze past her and go outside on the porch.

The scene looks like the aftermath of a windstorm. Most of the crowd has dispersed, except for the few who are being attended to by EMTs. It looks like mostly twisted ankles, bumps and bruises, nothing more serious than that. Chairs are laying on their sides, and trash is scattered around the area. It’s going to take some time to clean up.

Along the sidewalk, police are questioning remaining members of the crowd, no doubt asking what they saw or heard. Several people look like they're showing the video they shot on their phones to the officers.  A few officers are surrounding the church lawn in crime scene tape, and I see Dan talking to an officer within the perimeter set up around the vegetable stand.

I’m surprised to see Clark talking to Helen, and I walk over to join them. As soon as I get nearby, I hear them talking about where the shots most likely came from. As I approach, they turn and walk toward me. I pause to say something but before I can, they walk right past me, eyes scanning something that I can’t see in front of them.

Feeling quite left out now, I go back to the Rectory, where Anna is making a pot of tea. I don’t want to talk to her, so I go to my office and keep answering the phone.

I’ve never felt more useless in my life.
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About an hour later, the door to the Rectory opens.

I don’t even look up from my desk. I don’t have to. I know who it is.

I recognize her footsteps.

Usually, after what almost happened to us, I’d run out of my office and grab her in my arms in a huge hug, thankful that she’s still with me and we’re both ok.

Not today. Not yet, anyway.

“Ahem.” I look up. Helen’s standing in the doorway of my office. From her crossed arms, firm jaw, and blue eyes ablaze, I know what’s going to happen.

We’re about to have our first major fight.

Bring it on.

She steps inside and closes the door behind her.  “Before I say anything,” she begins, “are you OK?”

“Yes I am, and you?”

“Yes.” She takes a deep breath and then explodes, “Thomas Jude Greer! Don’t you ever pull a stunt like that again! You could have gotten yourself killed!”

“Me!” I shout back, leaping out of my chair with such force I knock it over. “Helen, I wasn’t the one acting like Bruce Willis out there!” 

“I was doing my job, Tom!”

I stab my desk with my finger. “Your job was supposed to be giving an interview as my future wife!”

“That stopped being my job the moment someone shot at us!”

“There were other officers there, Helen! Why did you have to do anything!”

“Because, Tom, I’m the acting chief! They look to me to provide them leadership in situations like this!”

“Why? Why did it have to be you!”

“Because I’m the one who had all those officers there to keep someone from trying to kill us! I’m the one with the training, Tom! I was the one with the gun! You put us both in greater danger by trying to play some sort of macho hero!”

“So, what?” I say with my hands out to my side. “I should have hidden behind you like a coward?”

“You should have let me do my job and have listened to me when I told you to get off me!”

“So I’m wrong for trying to protect you? For not wanting you to get killed! For not wanting to hold another woman I love in my arms as she bleeds out from gunshot wounds!”

“Didn’t that teach you that you’re just not the person to prevent something like that!”

As soon as the words are out of her mouth, the room falls silent. Helen gasps and puts her hand over her mouth, suddenly aware of what she just said. “Oh, Tom,” she whispers. “I . . . I . . . I’m so sorry! I . . . I didn’t—”

“Excuse me, Helen,” I say, my voice cold and unfeeling. I sweep past her, yank the door to my office open, walk through the kitchen, and out the back, slamming the door behind me.

*** 
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I’m thankful Helen doesn’t try to follow me out of the Rectory. The crime scene on the church yard is clear except for officers and technicians sweeping the area for clues. I don’t know if they recovered the bullets or not, if they buried themselves in the soft ground, hit the brick facing of the church itself, or lodged themselves in the door.

At this moment, I really don’t care.

I get in my car and pull out of the driveway. I head away from the area where the shots were fired and drive out of town. I don’t know where I’m going. All I know is I need some time alone.

For the first time since I don’t know when, I don’t want to see Helen.

I replay the scene over and over again in my head. The sound. The bullets bisecting the space between us. The first bullet was meant for Helen. Then, there would really have been nothing I could have done.

But she wasn’t hit. The second bullet came closer to me than her. I wasn’t hit either.

When all hell broke loose, one thought drove all others from my brain.

Protect.

That’s all I wanted to do. I know in my mind that everything she said is true. She has the training. She has the gun. She’s the acting chief of police. She’s more than capable of taking care of herself and everyone else there.

But she’s also the woman I love, and that’s who I saw on that stage. The instinctual need to protect took over and I threw myself on top of her, more than willing to take a bullet so she couldn’t.

And if I had been hit? What then? For that, I have no answer. 

Then she said what she said. I hear her words, half accusation, half a mere statement of fact.

Didn’t that teach you that you’re just not the person to prevent something like that!

I know she didn’t mean to say what she said. She was angry. She was upset. When she gets really riled up, she says things she doesn’t mean. I know Helen would never intentionally hurt me like that.

But that’s what she did. She opened a wound that had finally scabbed over after ten years. In one sentence, she brought all of my guilt back to the surface. Every night for years, I replayed Joan’s shooting in my dreams. Every night, I tried to save her.

Every night, I failed.

Tears are coming to my eyes as I think that I could have failed Helen as I failed Joan. 

I’ve lost all track of time. I don’t know how long I’ve been gone, or really even where I am. All I know is I’m very thirsty.

Around a curve I spy the Hoot-n-Holler, a bar of questionable reputation. But beggars can’t be choosers, and certainly this is someplace Helen would not think to look for me. The parking lot is empty, but the open light is on. 

I suppose most of the bar’s usual patrons either haven’t got off work or haven’t woken up yet.

Once inside, I see the bar is empty, except for the bartender, Steve. He has his back to me, but turns when he hears the tinkling of the door.

He seems taken aback to see me. “Father Greer, isn’t it?”

“Hello, Steve,” I say with a weak smile as I sit on a bar stool. “Good to see  you again.”

“I hardly recognize you as the same guy who was here a few weeks ago,” he chuckles. “The collar really is good camouflage, you know.”

“I suppose it is.”

It’s then I notice that the TV is on, tuned to one of the cable news channels. The chyron reads, “Attempted assassination of Priest and Bride-to-Be.”

“You had some excitement today,” Steve says. Without my saying anything, he fills a glass with some ice and pours a cola over it. “Here. I assume no alcohol, right?”

“Oh, I can drink. But I did drive myself, and I’ve never had much tolerance for alcohol anyway. Though tonight I may test my limits with a six pack.”

Steve laughs at that. “Can’t say I blame you.” Looking at the screen, he points and says, “I’d figure you’d be with her.”

I look in time to see a brief shot of Helen, talking to some uniformed officers.

“Huh,” I say. “You’d think that, wouldn’t you?”

He stops wiping the counter. “You two have a fight or something?”

“How can you tell?”

“Father, men come into a bar for one of a handful of reasons. One of them is that they just had a fight with their wife, girlfriend, boyfriend, or husband—I do cater to all kinds, you know—and you look exactly like them.”

“And what do they look like, exactly?”

Leaning on the counter, he looks at me and says, “Hurt. Angry. Sad. And trying to figure out how to put the pieces back together.”

I raise my eyebrows. “Pretty perceptive, Steve.”

He shrugs. “It’s kind of a requirement for bartenders. So, what was the fight about?”

Just then, the TV replays the second after the second shot, when I throw myself on top of Helen, trying to protect her.

“That,” I say, pointing at the screen.

“Ah,” he nods.

“I was trying to protect her, and she gets all mad and everything, telling me I’m not qualified, that I don’t have the training, yada-yada-yada.”

“I see. And that hurt your male ego?”

“No. Oh, no. Nothing like that. She just didn’t appreciate what I was trying to do.”

“Well,” he says, wiping the counter. “Maybe it’s because it was a singularly stupid thing for you to do.”

“Oh, come on!”

“No, I’m serious, Father. She’s right. You don’t have the training. You don’t have the skills. Not in a situation like that, when people are being shot at.”

“So you think I should have cowered, too?”

“No, I think you should have gotten down and let her do her job. I mean, I only met her that one time, but she impressed me as someone who could take care of herself.”

“Well, she can, but—”

“Father, you know what I was before I bought this bar?”

I shake my head, and he says, “I was an Army Ranger. Being gay, I took my share of shit from people, but mostly it didn’t matter to anyone as long as I did my job. Now, my training was highly specialized—I can’t tell you because it’s kind of classified. But it was essential for the success of the mission. Another guy had training in something else, another guy had another specialization, and so on. The point is, everyone in my unit had their job to do. If someone in a crisis decided to do someone else’s job, they could have gotten everyone killed. Do you understand?”

“I think so, but—”

“Look, I’m not a particular fan of religion or clergy. I mean, I like you. You seem like an OK guy. But I do know that trying to protect people’s bodies isn’t your job. It’s helping them in other ways, right?”

Steve’s words are beginning to penetrate the crust of anger around my heart. “Right,” I say. “I should have done what I’m trained to do—comfort people, people who were scared and panicked, help them calm down.”

“See, there you go,” Steve says. “Did you do any of that?”

I sigh and shake my head. “No. Instead, I got angry and wound up here.”

He chuckles. “Men. Straight, gay, or celibate, we’re all the same. By the way, why did you stop here?”

“Because I wanted to go somewhere I wouldn’t be found.”

At that moment the door opens behind me. Steve looks over my shoulder. “Then maybe you should have gone a little further.”

I turn around to see Helen standing just inside the door.

“I turned my phone off,” I say.

“Gladys turned it on remotely and pinged you,” she says as she walks toward me. “Hello, Steve.”

“Detective,” he says with a slight bow of his head. “Can I get you something?”

“A shot of rum,” she says as she sits on the stool next to me.

“Did you drive?” I ask.

“Gladys dropped me off,” she said. “I told her I’d get a ride back with you.”

“Hmm, a little presumptuous, don’t you think?”

“Tom,” Helen sighs. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said that.”

“Oh, darling,” I say, turning to her. “I know you’re sorry. I know you didn’t mean to say that. And I forgive you.”

“Thank you,” she says. “So, are we OK?”

“We will be, as soon as you forgive me for keeping you from doing your job.”

“Tom, I know you were just trying to protect me, and it’s really sweet. I mean, I know you just did it because you love me.”

“And that was the only reason I did it.”

She nods. “So, Father Greer, I forgive you for doing something so stupid out of love.”

“I can’t promise it will  be the last time,” I grin.

She laughs. “Listen, I’ve got to get back.”

“Do you want something to eat first? Neither of us have eaten.”

“Sounds good,” Helen says. “Steve, can you get us a couple of menus?”

Steve smiles sheepishly and says, “Ah, listen. I’m really glad you two’ve kissed and made up—frankly we don’t see that much here—but, see, it’s like this. The people who come here, they’re usually here because they’re with someone they’re not supposed to be with, or because they’ve done something they’re not supposed to do. So, they might not really be comfortable—”

“Would you like us to leave, Steve?” I ask, with a smile.

Steve sighs. “Yes, if you would. You’re welcome anytime—well, anytime no one else is here.”
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After dropping Helen off at the station and promising to pick her up for dinner around 6 p.m., I go back to the Rectory, arriving there a little before 3 p.m. The activity on the church lawn has died down, but the area is still ringed with yellow crime scene tape. Most of the attention of the technicians in their blue jumpsuits is focused on the vegetable stand. I’m guessing that’s where the shooter hid.

Even to my untrained eye, it’s a good spot for a sniper. The elevation changes between it and the church—there’s a slight incline which means the stand is above where we were on the stage. Also, the sniper would have had a clear view of Helen and me, unobstructed by one of the two large maples. 

Whoever shot at us knew what they were doing.

It’s a chilling thought.

Once inside, I’m greeted with silence. I close my eyes and smile. Peace and calm wash over me. I think I may go into the church and celebrate a private Mass of thanksgiving.

“Finally!” Anna says, the exasperation clear in her voice. My eyes snap open to find her standing four feet from me, her arms crossed and her head moving back and forth.

“I just needed to get away for a while,” I say.

“You couldn’t leave your phone on?”

“I didn’t want to talk to anybody, and I didn’t want Helen to be able to track me down.”

“Did she track you down?”

“Of course she did. She’s Helen. She always finds me. Also somehow Gladys turned my phone on.”

“Well, she is Gladys,” Anna says, the hint of a smile on her lips. “The blue hair must give her superpowers or something.”

“Anyway, I am sorry for leaving so suddenly, and without telling you.”

“Tom, you could have stayed around for five minutes and saved yourself a couple of hours.”

“What happened after I left?” I ask, going into the kitchen for a glass of lemonade.

“After I heard the door slam—which isn’t the only thing I heard, by the way—I came into your office. Helen was there, slumped in a chair, bawling like a baby.”

I sigh. “Oh.”

“Uh-huh. Once I got her calmed down, she told me what happened—I mean, I already knew, of course—and how horrified and sorry she was for what she said to you. That’s when she started to try to call you. When she couldn’t get a hold of you, she started crying again. So, I got her a cup of tea with a little rum in it. That really calmed her nerves, and she called Gladys and asked her to do that voodoo that she does.” Anna says. “You two kiss and make up?”

I nod. “I was just so hurt by what she said to me.”

“Oh, the male ego,” Anna says bitterly.

“You’re the second person today to make that observation to me.”

“Well, in any event Tom, this is over. You’ve got a lot more pressing issues.”

“Such as?”

She takes a deep breath. “Returning the Archbishop’s call.”

I groan. “How did he sound?”

“Worried more than anything else, but you’d better call him back before he forgets to be worried. And Walt—I mean, His Eminence has a lot riding on all of this.”

I give a wry smile. “Anna, that’s the third or fourth time you’ve almost referred to the Archbishop by his first name.”

“Well, I didn’t always call him Your Eminence. It would have gone to his head.”

“OK, but tell me, are you quite sure you were only friends in high school?”

A wistful look passes over her face. “Tom,” she says quietly, “some secrets are better left untold.”

I hug her and say, “Yes, I guess they are.”

***
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“Tom, are you all right? How’s Helen? Was anyone hurt? I can’t get a straight answer from anyone, and the news is as helpful as it always is, spinning theories and talking nonsense when they don’t know anything.”

“Yes, Your Eminence,” I say. “I’m fine. Helen’s fine. As best as I can tell, the only injuries were some twisted ankles and some bumps and scrapes. But I’m curious why you didn’t know. Did Angelo call you?”

“Yes he called me—speaking in Italian, a language I never even picked up when I was at seminary in Rome, beyond being able to order in a restaurant. Once I got him to calm down, he didn’t know much. He had no idea how you and Helen were, beyond something about hearing yelling coming from the Rectory.”

I close my eyes and grit my teeth. “Helen and I had a little . . . discussion after the shooting over my actions.”

“Tom, I saw what happened,” the Archbishop says, “and while I understand why you did it, I can’t blame her for being angry. She is the police officer after all.”

“Yes, you are not the first person today to tell me that, including a gay bartender.”

There’s a long pause on the other end. “I don’t think I’ll ask about that,” the Archbishop says. “Does Helen have any idea who it could be?”

“As far as I know, they don’t have anyone in custody. She hasn’t told me this, but I think whoever did it wrote the letters.”

As soon as the words are out of my mouth, I realize I made a mistake.

The Archbishop doesn’t know about the letters, because I never told him.

“Letters, Tom? What letters?”

“We received two letters, threatening letters, that warned me against marrying Helen. Calling her the Whore of Babylon, that she was impure, that Saint Michael would be God’s instrument to vanquish the impure—”

“Wait, Tom, can you repeat that?” he interjects.

“Sir?”

“Say that last part again,” he says excitedly.

“The letters said Saint Michael would be God’s instrument—”

“Hold on,” he says, right before putting our call on hold. A minute passes, when he says, “Tom, I need to see you and Helen tomorrow morning.”

“Oh! Well, I don’t think Helen can get away—”

“I’ll come to you. I’ll be there around 8 a.m. And I want to see those letters.”

“The letters?” I’m really confused now. “Why do you want to see—”

“I cannot explain over the phone, especially when I’m not sure. But I need to see them.”

“Oh . . . OK,” I say. “I’ll let Helen know.”

“Tell her she’s in my prayers tonight,” he says. “Goodbye Tom”

“Goodbye, Your Eminence.”

I hang the phone up and shake my head. “Anna?” I call.

She pokes her head in my office. “Yes, Tom?”

“For reasons known only to him, the Archbishop will be here around 8 a.m. tommorrow.”

“Why is he coming all the way here from Baltimore at that hour?”

I slowly shake my head. “I really don’t know. But I have a bad feeling about it.”

Just then, the phone rings again. “Hello?”

“Tom—or, Father Tom, sorry—it’s Bethany Grable.”

I break out into a grin. “Bethany,” I say. “It’s been a while.”

“Well, you know the small town art gallery biz. Never a dull moment. I heard what happened and wanted to make sure you were OK?”

“I’m fine. No one got seriously hurt.”

“Oh, I am so glad to hear that! And right after your good news—by the way, congratulations! I can’t wait to meet the lucky bride.”

“I think you met her once, maybe, but we’ll stop by The Painted Lotus and I’ll formally introduce you.”

“Actually, that’s why I’m calling. I have a gallery exhibition Wednesday night. Some new artists, some older ones, a few of my own pieces. I’d like you and Detective Parr to come.”

I hesitate. Bethany was one of Joan’s closest friends, a mentor of sorts, and I’ve always liked her. But she’s a bit of a bohemian, and you never know what’s going to be on the walls.

“Well, Bethany, that’s very gracious of you, but Helen’s so busy with this shooting—”

“Tom,” she says quietly. “One of the pieces is Joan’s.”

My heart stops for a second. “I forgot you still had a few of her canvases.”

“Yes,” she says. “I don’t want people to forget what a talent she was. I hope you don’t mind.”

“No, no, of course not,” I say, even as my mind is trying to process this news. It’s been so long since I even looked at one of Joan’s sketchbooks, much less seen one of her paintings.

“I’d really like you to come,” she continues.

I swallow. “OK. Certainly. At least I’ll be there.”

“Good. It starts at 7 p.m. Just stop by when you can. You don’t have to stay the entire time.”

“See you then,” I say. Hanging up the phone, I settle back in my chair. Closing my eyes, I lay my head back, desiring just a few moments of peace and quiet before going on to the next thing.

“Good afternoon, Father Greer,” someone says. Startled, I open my eyes and sit up suddenly, my heart pounding with fright.

Leslie Williams is standing in my office, peering at me through those glasses of hers, with her usual lack of expression.

“Leslie,” I say, “you startled me!”

“My apologies, Father,” she says with what appears to be sincerity. “I should have knocked.”

“Yes, you should have,” I say gruffly. I pass my fingers through my hair and shake my head. “Sorry, Leslie,” I mutter. “It’s been a long day.”

“Yes, I suppose it has,” she says softly—again, with a tinge of sincerity. “That’s why I stopped by. I wanted to check and see if you and Helen were OK. Is she around?”

“No, she’s at the station.”

“Oh, of course, she would be. But she wasn’t hurt, was she?”

“No, no. The bullet missed us, barely. Did you see anything?”

“I have to say I wasn’t here, Father. I’m not a huge fan of crowds, and I don’t have a television. I took a hike in the mountains this morning and had no cell service. I didn’t know about the shooting until a little while ago, then I drove right over. I am so very sorry this happened. I’m just so glad you and she weren’t hurt or . . . or . . .”

Leslie begins to cry, something that quite frankly stuns me. “Leslie, Leslie,” I say, “It’s OK.” I hand her a box of tissues. She grabs a couple and wipes her eyes.

“I’m so sorry Father,” she says, clearing her throat. “This is not like me.”

“So I’ve noticed,” I say. This is the same woman who did not cry at her own Aunt’s funeral. 

“It’s just . . . I still feel very badly about the things I said to Helen. It was very rude and inappropriate. I think it’s important that I try to cultivate a good relationship with her. After all, I am going to be working as the Director of Religious Education for a long time, I hope, and she is going to be your wife. It only makes sense that we should get to know each other better.”

“I think that’s a great idea, Leslie,” I say, my mind trying to fathom what Helen’s reaction would be.

“Well,” she says, “I must be going. Give my best to Helen. I assume her number at the police station is online? I thought I’d invite her to tea.”

“Oh, here,” I say. “I’ll send you her cell phone number.” Bringing up my text messages, I find Helen’s number and forward it to Leslie. “I’ll warn—tell her that you’ll be calling.” 

“Thank you, Father,” Leslie says. “I thought I’d go into the church to pray for a while, say a Rosary for you and Helen.”

“Very thoughtful,” I say. “I was thinking of saying a private Mass of Thanksgiving. Would you care to join me?”

“Oh, I’d be honored,” Leslie says.

We walk into the church through the side door. A chalk circle around a gouge in the door shows where one of the bullets meant for us lodged. I assume it’s on it’s way to the state crime lab. 

“I guess we can go in this way,” I say.

“The door isn’t marked with crime scene tape, or a sticker on the door jamb,” Leslie says. “My father worked for NCIS, remember?”

I nod, opening the door for Leslie. I follow her in and turn on one of the lights. She walks to the center aisle, genuflects, then takes a seat in the same pew Helen sat the Sunday our engagement was announced. When I reach the center, I bow to the altar and walk up the steps on my way to the sacristy. 

Something unusual catches my eye. I stop and slowly walk towards the linen covered marble surface.

I gasp.

“Leslie!” I shout. “Call 911!”

“Father, what is it?”

“Just call them now!” I yell. I walk around to the other side of the altar, my eyes fixed on the profane object defiling the most sacred place in Saint Clares.

A rifle with a scope attached.

There’s a note laying on it.

Next time, I won’t miss.
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“That bastard was here, Helen! He was here in my church!”

Helen pats my shoulder. Around us, cops and crime scene techs are swarming the interior and crime scene tape encircles the entire altar area.

“Be careful!” Dan barks. “This is holy ground you’re standing on!”

Fortunately, Helen allowed me to remove the Blessed Sacrament from the tabernacle. It’s safe in the sacristy. But everything else is being examined with a fine tooth comb for evidence.

“Is it the same gun?” I ask Helen.

“Probably, Tom,” she says. “The round we recovered from the door was a .308, and it looks like it shoots .308 rounds. I’ve shot one just like it. It’s light, has a minimum recoil. Great choice.”

“I’m so glad you approve of our shooter’s choice of weapon,” I say, sarcastically. 

“And you didn’t see anything strange or out of the ordinary?”

“You mean before I found a rifle laying on the altar? No, nothing.”

“And there are no cameras in here, right?”

“Helen, it’s a church!”

“Yes, and churches can be robbed, or defiled by mad psychopaths,” she says. “It may be something you want to consider.”

“No,” I say, shaking my head. “Not while I’m rector.”

“You know, you can be so stubborn sometimes!”

“Look who’s talking! You’re as hard-headed as they come!”

“Hard-headed! Who are you—”

“Ah, Helen, Father,” Dan says quietly. “You’re yelling, and the men are staring at you.”

We stop and look around. Everyone’s frozen in place, no longer focused on their tasks.

“OK, back to work!” Helen barks.

With that, everyone jumps and resumes what they were doing.

“Sorry, Dan,” I say.

“Yeah, sorry,” Helen agrees.

“Look, you two have been through hell—sorry, Father—today. You’re stressed, you’re tired. Go. Get one of those blue drinks you like, Helen, and one of those milkshakes she’s always complaining about, Father. We’ve got this.”

“Dan, no, this is my—”

“Helen, go. I’ll keep you posted.”

She’s about to argue, when I gently take her arm. “Thanks Dan. Helen, he’s right. Let’s take a break.”

Helen nods. “You’re right,” she says with a slight smile. “Dan, I want a report as soon as you’re finished. I’m authorizing any overtime necessary.”

“You got it, Chief.” Dan begins to walk away, then turns back. “Oh, I almost forgot. Before I left the station, Gladys told me she had that information from D.C. you’ve been waiting for.”

“Thanks, Dan,” Helen says quickly. “Come on, Tom. I’ll get you a chili dog.” She walks quickly to the door, causing me to have to jog to catch up.

“What information?”

“Hmm?”

“The information from D.C. Does it have something to do with the shooting?”

“What—oh, no, it’s about another case,” Helen says. “You want to drive?”

***
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“Let me see if I have this straight, darling,” Helen says as we pull into the police station parking lot a little after 6 p.m. “Archbishop Knowland is driving all the way here from Baltimore first thing tomorrow morning, and he wants to see the letters we received.”

“That’s exactly it,” I nod.

“And he didn’t say why?”

“No. But something about what I said spooked him. Do you have a problem showing him the letters?”

“None at all,” Helen says. “I can use all the help I can get.”

Pulling into a space behind the station, I put the car in park and turn to her. “Nothing so far?”

“Not unless they found something at Saint Clare’s.” She sighs. “The shot clearly came from the produce stand—the trajectory of the bullet we recovered lines up right—and someone was definitely in there. The door was not forced, and the lock shows signs of being picked. But no shoe prints, no handprints, no fingerprints. The shooter picked up the spent cartridges. We don’t even have a single witness who can say they saw someone enter or leave. Everyone was looking at the stage, and after the shots were fired, it was just bedlam.”

“I can’t believe no one saw a man walking around carrying a big-ass rifle.”

“Tom, what was I wearing today?” Helen says abruptly.

I look at her and blink. “Ah, what you’re wearing now?”

“Noooo, I ran home and changed on my way to the Hoot-n-Holler,” she says.

I search my brain. I mean, I saw her numerous times this morning, hell, I sat right next to her. But I can’t remember a single detail about her clothes.

“It’s all right if you don’t remember, Tom,” she laughs. “My point is, everyone was panicking. And, adrenaline wreaks havoc on a person’s short-term memory. Anyway, Gladys has all the videos. Hopefully she can clean them up enough so we can see something.”

“Well, there’s always fingerprints on the rifle,” I say as we get out.

“We won’t find any,” she says.

I freeze. “How do you know that?”

“Huh? I said we may not find any.”

“No, Helen, you said you wouldn’t find any prints.” 

“No, I didn’t.”

“Yes, you did.” I slam the car door and walk around to her. Taking her by the shoulders. I try to look her in the eye, but she won’t meet my gaze.

“You’re keeping something from me, Helen,” I say seriously.

“And if I am Tom, that shouldn’t surprise you,” she replies evenly. “You know there are going to be things I can’t tell you about an ongoing investigation, which is what this is. Just like you can’t tell me what someone tells you in confession. I’ve understood that. It’s time you start understanding that, too.”

She shakes my hands loose then starts walking to the rear entrance. Over her shoulder, she says, “Coming?”

I shake my head and walk quickly to catch up with her. I wrestle over what to say next, if I should probe further. But she’s right. There are things in her job she can’t tell me, just like there are things in my job I can’t tell her.

I decide to let it go.

For now.

“Changing the subject,” I say as she pulls the door open. “Did Leslie talk to you at the church?”

She turns to me. “Leslie? No, I had Dan question her. You know I can’t stand the woman.”

“Well, darling, you may have to learn to.”

That stops her in her tracks. “What the hell are you talking about?” she whispers sharply.

“Before we found the rifle, she had stopped by the Rectory. She said she was glad we weren’t hurt, but more importantly, she said she really regretted what she said to you on Sunday. She said it was rude and inappropriate.”

“You got that right!”

“Anyway, she said that since she was the DRE and you were going to be my wife, she wants to develop a better rapport with you. She wants to invite you to tea.”

Helen rolls her eyes. “That just sounds awful,” she says. “She’ll probably serve cups of steeped grass clippings and some kind of gluten-free, sugar-free, vegan rice cake. What did you say?”

“I gave her your number,” I say firmly. “She’ll be calling you soon.”

“Oh, really,” she says, crossing her arms, a look of defiance on her face. “And pray tell me, Father Greer, do you think I ought to go?”

“Yes, I do, Helen. And before you kick my ass down the hallway, I’ll tell you why. As my wife, I want you to be someone I can depend on to give me a kick in the ass or a shoulder to cry on, depending on the circumstances. But you can’t be that if I’m constantly having to run interference between you and the Director of Religious Education. Leslie isn’t going anywhere, because in spite of her very poor social skills and overall unpleasant manner, she’s damn good at what she does.”

“No cursing in the police station, Tom,” Helen says, a wry smile on her lips now.

“Pot, meet kettle,” I say, returning the smile. “I’m not asking you to become her BFF. I’m just asking you to please, when she extends her olive branch and invites you to tea, don’t yank it out of her hand and stomp on it. For me?”

Helen looks at me and grins. “Oh, Tom, how can I say no to those sad puppy-dog eyes? All right. I’ll go. But afterward, you pick me up and we go get a decent meal. Agreed?”

“Agreed,” I say.

“Now that this lovely domestic moment is out of the way,” Helen says, “let’s see if Dan found anything.”

Getting to her office—she’s moved from her old office into the much larger one reserved for the Chief of Police—she drops her big tote bag with a resounding thud on her desk. She takes off the grey jacket she’s wearing and drapes it over her chair, revealing her shoulder holster and gun.

As I look at her, for the first time I realize something’s different about her. Now, Helen is rather blessed in the bosom—full and curvy like the rest of her. But she looks extra bulky tonight.

“Helen,” I say, slowly, “are you wearing a vest?”

She picks up the phone and holds it in her hand. “I always do when I’m on a case,” she says, then dials.

“No, no, you don’t,” I say, my brow furrowed. “Why—”

She puts her hand up to cut me off. “Dan, anything?” She listens for a minute, then says. “OK, are you heading here?” Another pause. “See you in a few minutes.” Hanging up she says. “They didn’t find anything.”

“Really?” I say, crossing my arms. “But you’re not surprised by that at all, are you? You knew they wouldn’t.”

We stare at each other across her desk, the four feet of separation feeling at that moment like the Grand Canyon. I can’t remember a time when I’ve felt so at odds with Helen.

Actually, I do. It was twenty years ago.

But then, I knew what the problem was.

Now, I have no idea.

“What is going on, Helen?” I say slowly, my voice deep and vaguely threatening.

For the first time I can ever remember, I see Helen wilt a little bit under my gaze. She looks like she’s on the verge of saying something to me, of giving me an honest answer to my question, when I see her square her shoulders and set her jaw.

“Nothing’s going on, Tom,” she says, her eyes falling on some papers on her desk. “I’m just trying to do my job and find the person who shot at us.”

I’m about to press the point when there’s a knock at the open door. “Hey Chief!” Gladys says. Pushing herself into the room, I see she has a folder on her lap. “Tom!” she says before almost hitting my toe, throwing her arms around me. “I’m so glad you’re safe, Dad,” she whispers, and I hear her sniffle. 

Patting her blue head, I say, “I’m glad, too, Gladys.”

She pulls back to look at me. “But I don’t want you to worry,” she says seriously. “My computers are working at top speed, sifting through all the information we just got from D.C.”

“Is that for me, Gladys?” Helen says, a hint of nervousness in her voice.

“Mom didn’t get that son-of-a-bitch the last time, but he’s not going to get away with this.”

I’m too shocked to speak. I’m trying to absorb what I just heard.

“Gladys!” Helen says sharply.

“Here you go, Chief,” she says, handing the folder to her. “He’s still working on them, but my friend at MIT says it looks like you were right.”

“What was she right about, Gladys?” I manage to ask.

“Gladys, that’ll be all,” Helen says firmly. “You can go now.”

“What was she right about, Gladys?” I ask again, a little louder this time.

She looks at me, then at Helen. Wheeling closer to Helen, she says, “You didn’t tell him, did you Mom?”

“Tell. Me. What!” I say through gritted teeth.

“Now, Tom, I—” Helen starts to say.

“NO!” I growl. “Don’t you dare say another word about this being an ongoing investigation. Don’t you dare pull out the confession card. I want to know what’s going on. Everything. The truth. Dammit, Helen, I came closer to getting hit than you did on that stage. Care to see the rip in the shoulder of my suit jacket? I deserve to know the truth.”

Gladys looks up at Helen. “He’s right, Mom,” she whispers. “Chief.”

Helen looks from Gladys, then at me. Her shoulders sag with defeat and she drops into her chair. Nodding, she says, “OK. OK. Gladys, can you excuse us? Close the door on the way out.”

Gladys nods, then turns around and starts to the door. Stopping by me, she looks up and says, “Don’t be too hard on her, Dad. This is tearing her apart.” With one last look back at Helen, she wheels herself out and closes the door.

Sitting down in a chair, my anger is beginning to abate. Helen’s sitting with her head buried in her hands. Neither of us say anything for what seems like an hour, but is in reality only a few moments.

“Oh, Tom,” Helen whispers, her hands covering her face. “I am so sorry for keeping this from you. Maybe I should have told you right away. Gladys tried to get me to tell you, tell everybody. But it seemed like the right thing at the time. If I had known . . . oh, God! My decision put you in danger and I am so sorry!” She collapses, sobbing.

“Hey,” I say, going around her desk. Kneeling down, I wrap my arms around her. She sits up and collapses against my shoulder, her body racked with sobs.

“I am so sorry,” she says again through sobs.

“Helen,” I say, trying to calm her down. “I know that you’d never do anything deliberately to hurt me. But whatever’s going on, I need to know, don’t you think?”

She sniffles and sits back. “Excuse me a moment,” she says, gets up and walks into the washroom adjoining her office. She turns on the tap and splashes water on her face. After a few moments, she comes out, crying stopped but still looking miserable.

Taking a deep breath, she says, “OK, Tom. I’ll tell you everything now. After this, I’m going to need to tell everyone.”

“So, this is something that even Dan doesn’t know,” I say.

“No. The only other person who knows is Gladys, and I needed to tell her because I needed her unique set of skills.”

“And her friend at MIT,” I say.

“Yes, him too,” she says. “He’s an expert at content analysis of documents—you know, seeing if something is written by the same author or not.”

A light bulb goes off. “The letters.”

“Yes, the letters.” She takes a deep breath. “The two you received at the Rectory, and . . . the two I got here.”

“What?”

“I received them the same days you did at the Rectory. By the time I saw the first one you got, I had already seen mine.”

“But you recognized something about the letter that day, didn’t you? I thought you acted a little weird.”

She doesn’t answer right away. Instead, she stands up and turns to look out the window over the town, now bathed in the glow of the early summer evening sun. It’s almost like she’s looking to the town to give her the strength to take the next step, to finally share the burden she’s been carrying for almost a week.

“At first I thought I was wrong,” she says softly. “It had been so long. I thought my mind was seeing something that wasn’t there. But I was just kidding myself, trying to reassure myself that I wasn’t looking at a ghost.”

She needs the space to speak what’s in her heart, so as I do with a penitent in confession, I just listen.

She finally turns from the window. “But I was. And apparently Gladys’ friend confirmed that.”

Still, I say nothing.

“You remember me telling you about the serial killer case I worked in D.C.? The Blushing Bride Murders?”

I nod, and she continues. “Five deaths, all young women engaged to be married. There was nothing connecting them—they were all different races, had different hair color, eye color, ethnicity. Even different sexual orientations. The press coined the term, calling the bastard the Blushing Bride Killer. In early 2018, the murders just stopped. No apparent reason. But that happens sometimes with serials.”

I still say nothing. She swallows, then says, “There were several important details never released to the press. In these high-profile cases, every loon in the area will come in or call claiming to be the killer. It’s how we filter out the frauds or the delusional from those who may actually be the murderer, or at least have information that might be important.” 

She stops, takes a deep breath, then plunges forward. “After each murder, he sent us a letter, claiming to be an instrument of God used by Saint Michael to vanquish the impure, and signed SSM. Each letter was mailed from a different zip code. He never left a fingerprint on either the envelopes or the letters themselves. We couldn’t even pull DNA from the flap. So we had no idea who he was, and no way to even start.”

She sits down and folds her hands on the desk. Looking at me steadily, she says firmly, “The letters you and I received, Tom, were written by the same person who wrote those letters in D.C. four years ago.”

“So,” I say slowly, trying to put everything together, “the person who shot at us, you think it’s the Blushing Bride Killer?”

“I don’t think. I know it, Tom,” Helen says. “And he’s come for me.”
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He’s come for me.

The words hang in the air of her office, suspended between us on invisible strands of fear. My heart is pounding in my head as I repeat them in my mind over and over again, trying to comprehend their full meaning.

A serial killer is in Myerton.

And he’s here to get Helen.

“The letter I got here,” she says, opening her desk drawer and pulling out a sheet of white paper, “says it explicitly.” Helen hands it to me.

Against the stark white of the paper the large black letters stand out ominously.

You are an impure woman, the whore of Babylon, sent to destroy a man of God. Unless you give up your evil plans, you will be vanquished by Saint Michael’s mighty sword. SSM

“The next letter was more of the same,” she says, behind her desk.

Looking at her, I say. “Darling, why didn’t you tell me?”

“Because if I had, Tom, you’d have insisted we cancel the interview.”

“For your safety, Helen,” I say firmly. “I just don’t understand why you didn’t? We could have rescheduled it, or moved it indoors somewhere, limiting the crowd. You’re usually more sensible—”

I stop. Something about this is finally coming together. The State Police already there. Helen wearing her backup gun.

“You wanted to draw him out,” I whisper.

“Tom, I never thought he’d try what he did. You have to believe me. If I thought for one second that would happen—”

“But you wanted to be a target, didn’t you?”

“I wanted to show him he couldn’t scare me. I wanted to show him that I was not going to be threatened into not marrying you, or not even appearing with you in public.”

“And I’ve been accused of having an ego,” I say, rolling my eyes at the ceiling.

“This is not about my ego, Tom!”

“No, it’s about your pride,” I say. “It’s always about your pride.”

“What the hell do you—”

“Why didn’t you tell Dan about the connection between these letters and the Blushing Bride Killer’s letters?” I ask bluntly.

She looks down at her desk. “I decided he didn’t need to know.”

“Why? He’s your colleague. He’s your friend.”

“This has nothing to do with him!” she says, pounding her desk. “This is my case! Mine! It was my case in D.C. He’s here now, because I couldn’t catch him then. The only thing that matters to me now is catching this guy before he kills someone else.”

“Before he kills you,” I say calmly.

“Yes, before he kills me,” Helen says.

“So this is personal.”

“I suppose it is.”

“And only you, the great Detective Helen Parr, can catch him. Singlehanded. Without help from anyone.”

“Now, I never said—”

“No, you didn’t say that,” I say sitting back. “But that’s what you meant. You’re trying to lone ranger another case, and you’re putting the lives of your men, myself, and the citizens of this town in danger.” 

“Now look, Father Greer,” she says, seething. “I’ll not have you question my professional decisions as Acting Chief. This is none of your business.”

“Oh, you are so very wrong, Acting Chief Parr,” I say firmly. I remove my Police Chaplain badge from my pocket and hold it up for her to see. 

“As their chaplain, it is my responsibility to care for the welfare of the men and women of this department,” I say firmly. “It’s a job I take very seriously. Chief, in my opinion, your actions have endangered the welfare of your officers. By not giving them all the information you were privy to, by not sharing with Dan your concerns, you have given them a job with one hand tied behind their back.”

“Be all that as it may, Chaplain,” Helen says bitterly, “that’s clearly my prerogative as Acting Chief.”

“I suppose it is, Helen,” I say. “But it’s my responsibility as a citizen to report abuses of power to the proper authorities.”

Her face grows red with fury, and I know I’m coming dangerously close to seeing our relationship torn to shreds. “What do you mean by that?” she says menacingly.

I lean on her desk. “Exactly this. Either you sit down and tell Dan everything when he gets here, and then inform the entire department, or I’m going back to the Rectory and place a call to Angela Jenkins to report you for obstruction of justice.”

She seems more shocked than anything else. The blood drains from her face and she sits back in her chair. A slight laugh escapes her. “Blackmail, Tom?”

“No.”

“You’re bluffing.”

With a wry smile, I say, “Vulcans never bluff. And neither do priests.”

“You’d really do that to me, Tom? The woman you love? The woman who loves you so much it frightens her sometimes?” she says, the last with a catch in her throat.

“I’d do it,” I say gently as I walk around her desk, “because I love you too much to see you destroy your career and risk your life in a one-woman campaign against a psychopath.” 

Kneeling down by her, I say, “My darling, your problem time and time again is that you think it’s all on your shoulders. That only you can solve this case or that case. But it’s never been true. You have other officers, you have Dan, you have Gladys, you have the state crime lab and medical examiner’s office. You have got to realize it’s not a sign of weakness to ask for help.”

She sighs and wraps her arms around my neck. “You always point out the things I’m too stubborn to see. Damn you for being right.”

I grin. “Well, I have to be, occasionally. Helen, you know what you need to do.”

She nods and lets go of my neck. “I’ll tell Dan as soon as he gets back.” She closes her eyes and pinches the bridge of her nose. “Dammit Tom, it’s exactly like last time.”

I stand up and walk back to my chair. Looking at the door, I say, “Is it?”

“What do you—oh, no, you’re doing that thing again, aren’t you?”

“Maybe,” I say, turning to her. “Helen, did SSM send letters to his victims in the previous murders?”

“No,” she says, shaking her head. “They always were mailed to the police, after each murder.”

“And did he ever kill anyone with a rifle from a distance?”

“No,” she says, her eyes brightening with recognition. “They were shot at close range. One of the things that drove us crazy was that a different weapon appeared to be used every time—the bullets never matched. If it weren’t for the letters, we’d have never connected the crimes.”

“Did he ever leave a weapon with a taunting note?”

“Never.”

“So this really isn’t like last time,” I say. 

“No,” she says, standing up. Pacing behind her desk, she says, “He’s changed his M.O.”

“This is not just about you, Helen. This is about us. This is about us getting married. Did he ever call any of his other victims the Whore of Babylon?”

“No, he never used that phrase. He described his victims as impure, and he was Saint Michael’s instrument to rid the earth of the impure. The victims were all brides, but several of them had small children with their future spouse. One was a former porn star. The other was a lesbian marrying her partner.”

“But you’re marrying a priest,” I say. “That makes you doubly impure. That makes you a threat to Christ’s Church. You threaten my very soul.”

“Gee, what a way to make a girl feel good, Tom.”

“You're the Whore of Babylon,” I continue, “who threatens the Church with destruction.”

“Only if there’s not enough dessert at church dinners.”

“I’m serious, Helen!”

“I know, Tom. I don’t see what the point is. I already told you he’s after me.”

“But you’re wrong about why he’s after you—at least partially wrong. He’s not targeting you solely out of vengeance, or because of something that you did in D.C. years ago. He’s come back for you because of what you’re doing now.”

I place my hand on her shoulders and look her full in the face. A glance down reveals to me she’s wearing the Saint Michael’s medal I got for her at Christmas. 

“Helen,” I say slowly. “This guy really believes he’s an instrument of God’s wrath, of his judgement. And that makes him especially dangerous. He’s a fanatic, and fanatics never stop.”

There’s a knock at her office door. “Come in,” Helen calls, still looking at me. 

“Ahem, you wanted to see me, Chief?” Dan says.

“I’ll leave you to it,” I say. I kiss the top of her head and whisper. “I love you.”

She nods. “I love you, too. Thank you, Tom,” she whispers.

I smile and take my hands off her shoulders.

As I walk past Dan, he mutters, “I’m never getting used to seeing them do that.”
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Helen calls me later.

“How’d it go?” I ask.

“Dan was almost as mad as you were when I told him everything, but he accepted my apology and my promise never to hold information back from him. I briefed my officers on the overall threat to me. They gave me a standing ovation,” she says.

I grin. “See, they love you.”

“I guess you’re right. Second time tonight. Don’t let it go to your head.”

“I won’t.” I pause. “Listen, Helen, I think—”

“No, Tom. Absolutely not.”

“You don’t even know what I was going to say!”

“Yes, I do, and the answer is no. I’m not going to hide out at the Rectory.”

“But—”

“Oh, darling,” Helen says. “I know you’re worried. But there’s no reason for me to stay there.”

“But you live alone.”

“I have a gun—two guns, if you recall. I’m wearing my vest when I’m out, And I’m not about to open my door to a strange man. So there’s really no danger.”

I sigh. “You’re not going to do it, are you?”

“No, I’m not.”

“Well, I tried,” I say with a sigh.

“And I love that you worry about me. It’s been a long time since I’ve had that. But Tom, I’ve been a cop for a long time, and I’ve never been seriously hurt. I can take care of myself.”

“I know, I know,” I reply. “Don’t forget about the Archbishop.”

“I’ll be there at 8 a.m. sharp.”

“OK. I’ll see you at about 8:10 a.m.”

“Ass,” she laughs.

“That’s what it says on my business card,” I laugh. “Oh! I almost forgot. Any chance you can be free Wednesday night?”

“Probably, as long as we don’t leave town. What do you have in mind?”

“Bethany Grable called with an invitation to a private opening of a new exhibit at The Painted Lotus.”

“Oh really? Do they often invite priests to things like this?” Helen asks.

“Almost never, especially when it's modern stuff. You never know what you’re going to find. But Bethany and Joan were good friends and we’ve stayed in touch.  She called earlier to check that we were OK and invited us. Apparently, she’s showing one of Joan’s paintings.”

“Oh, Tom. Of course we’ll go. Just let me know the time.” 

Yawning she says, “Darling, I’m so sorry. I am just exhausted. It’s been such a long day.”

“I’ll say. We had our world television debut, someone tried to kill us, and we’ve had two major fights. All in all, a very full day.” I sigh. “Good night, darling. I love you. Please be careful.”

“I love you too. And I will. Please don’t worry.”
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Helen told me not to worry. 

She told me she could take care of herself.

So, what am I doing in my car outside of her apartment? 

Well, since Helen wouldn’t listen to reason and stay at the Rectory for her own protection, I decided to just keep an eye on her.

All night.

Hey, it’s better than laying in bed not sleeping.

But I’m prepared. I have a large double shot from The Perfect Cup and my phone has a full charge. I loaded the latest Louise Penny novel before I left the Rectory. I should be good for the entire evening.

I also brought a weapon.

OK, so it’s not so much a weapon as a long stick. Specifically, a shepherd’s staff from the great Nativity disaster of last Christmas. 

I used it to fend off the alpaca. 

I hope it will do better against a psychotic serial killer. 

After a couple of hours, I’m shifting in my seat. It’s almost midnight,  I’ve been sitting here for almost three hours, and nothing has happened. Helen turned the light off right before 10 p.m., and I haven’t seen any movement in her first floor apartment nor in the surrounding area, except for what looks like a possum or racoon skulking near the building.

I decide it’s safe to get a little shut-eye, confident that I’ll wake up if there’s any commotion. Just in case, I set the alarm on my phone for an hour. I lean my seat back, nestle down as best I can, and close my eyes.

I haven’t been this way for five minutes when a violent pounding on my window causes me to sit up with a start. Someone is shining a flashlight in my eyes.

“Keep your hands where I can see them!” shouts a deep, authoritative, but distinctly female voice.

Blinking my eyes at the bright light, I see the distinct outline of a gun pointed at me. Knowing that Helen wouldn’t pull a gun on me—at least, I hope she wouldn’t—I immediately conclude two things.

One, Helen isn't without protection tonight.

And two, I’d better do as the officer says before the Archbishop comes here for a funeral instead of a wedding.

As I’ve seen on countless TV police dramas, I place my hands on the steering wheel so the officer can see them.

“Keep still or I’ll blow your head off.” She doesn’t add “maggot,” but her tone implies it.

She first yanks my car door open, then grabs me in a powerful grip and yanks me from the car. Whoever she is, she must be a wrestler or something. I’ve teased Helen about having man-hands. This officer, whoever she is, must be huge.

“Hands on the hood, spread your legs,” she says, forcing me to bend over and kicking my legs apart.

“Look, officer,” I protest, trying to turn around. “You’re making a mistake. I’m—”

“Shut up!” she barks, forcing me back to face the hood of my car.

Then she starts to frisk me.

Helen’s never frisked me. She’s never even touched me like this. I feel like I’m cheating on her somehow.

“All right,” the officer says when she’s convinced I’m not packing heat or carrying a knife. “Stand up. Put your hands on top of your head.”

A slight chill goes through me. On TV, putting hands on top of the head is always right before . . . 

She takes one of my arms and brings it behind my back. I feel cold steel against my wrist and then a distinct click. She does the same with the other arm.

She put me in handcuffs.

Helen’s never put me in handcuffs before.

“Officer, I’m telling you, you’re making a terrible mistake.”

“Listen, buddy,” she barks again, “you’re the one who’s made the mistake.”

“Officer Hallstead!” I look up to see Helen walking across the street. I smile with relief. She’ll straighten out this terrible misunderstanding.

“Helen, thank goodness,” I say. “Tell this officer who I am.”

“Chief Parr, I caught this person stalking you from his car outside your apartment. I’ve been observing him for the last three hours, and finally decided I needed to take action,” Officer Hallstead says. “Do you know this man?”

Helen looks at me. Then, much to my horror, I see it.

The twinkle in her eye. The ends of her mouth squaring.

Damn!

“Officer, I’ve never seen this man in my life,” she says.

“Oh, come on, Helen!” I yell.

“Watch your tone, this is the chief of police!” Hallstead says.

“She’s my fiancée!”

“Oh, he seems delusional, probably dangerous,” Helen says, the smile on her lips widening.

At the word fiancée, Hallstead’s grip on me slackens a little. She turns me around and shines the light in my face one more time. A look of recognition, then horror, then embarrassment passes over her face.

“Oh, shit!” she says. “I mean . . . oh, damn . . . you didn’t look like yourself, Father . . . I mean, the collar makes all the difference. You’re wearing normal clothes. I’ve never seen you out of your priest clothes like the chief has.”

At my smirk, her eyes get huge. “I mean, I didn’t mean that she’s seen you . . . I mean, I’ve heard that you two aren’t . . .”

Trying very desperately to maintain her professionalism, Helen says, “Officer Hallstead, I think you can let Father Greer out of those handcuffs.”

She looks at Helen, then at me, then back at Helen. “Oh! Of course, ma’am. Right away, ma’am.” She spins me around and unlocks the cuffs.

Rubbing my wrists, I turn around. “Thank you, officer. I appreciate you looking after the chief.”

“Father, sir, it is my honor to, sir,” Hallstead says, nervously. 

I finally get a good look at her. My initial impression of her was correct. She’s tall and powerfully built, every inch of her is muscle. Her hair is back in a ponytail, and she still maintains an intensity even in the midst of her embarrassment.

She also looks vaguely familiar.

“Wait,” I say, pointing my finger at her. “Hallstead. Are you Nina Hallstead?”

She smiles. “Yes, I am, Father.”

“Of course! Nina Hallstead. You gave the command to start engines at the Richmond race a couple of years ago!”

“Huh?” Helen says, her turn to be confused.

“Three years, actually,” she says. “Right before my last fight.”

“Oh, yeah, I remember that.”

“I’m surprised by that, Father. I didn’t think priests would watch MMA fighting.”

“Well, I’m not a fan per se. I did see your last match because of all the promo they did during the race. I was intrigued.”

“What did you think?”

“Oh, you were phenomenal. MMA’s just not my jam.”

“Tom, what are you blabbering about?” Helen says.

“MMA. Mixed Martial Arts fighting?” I say.

“I know what MMA is, but what does it have to do with this?”

I look at her. “Helen, this is Nina Hallstead.” At her continued confusion, I explain, “She had the world middleweight MMA title for a couple of years until she retired.” Turning back to Hallstead, I say, “I didn’t know you went into law enforcement?”

“Yes Father. I actually have a masters in criminal justice. MMA was just a way to pay off my student loans. When I retired, I married my college sweetheart, went to the police academy, got the job here in Myerton, and he and I moved here.”

“How wonderful,” I say. “Children?”

“Not yet.”

“If I could break up this  . . . whatever the hell this is,” Helen says, “I’d like to speak to Father Greer. Get back to your post, Hallstead. And, good job.”

“Thank you ma’am. Have a good evening, ma’am, Father,” Hallstead says before turning and walking off into the darkness.

I turn to Helen and say, “Now, before you get mad—”

“Dammit Tom, what exactly do you think you are doing outside my apartment at midnight?” Helen yells.

“I was just, ah, well, you see, I couldn’t sleep, so I thought I’d take a drive.”

“Uh-huh. You’ve been out here since 9:30 p.m.”

“How do you know that?”

“I’ve been watching you the whole time from that window,” she says, pointing to where I think her bedroom is—I’ve never been there myself, obviously.

I roll my eyes. “Look Helen, I just—”

“Tom, I know you’re worried about me,” she says with a smile. “And I appreciate it. But as you can see, I do have my apartment under surveillance. I do want to catch this guy, but I’d like to avoid being a martyr.”

I breathe a sigh of relief. “I do feel better hearing you say that.”

She puts her arms around my neck. “Tom, do you seriously think that after all we’ve been through together, that I would go out of my way to put myself in danger?”

“You already did by going through with the interview.”

“That was a calculated risk based on assumptions that proved not to be true,” Helen says. “If the assumptions were different—if SSM had killed at a distance before—I would have taken additional precautions. Really.”

I nod. “I see that now. You’re not psychic. You can’t see the future.”

“No, that’s Catherine’s department,” she says with a laugh. “Look, it’s late, it’s been an exhausting day, and we both need our sleep if we’re going to be ready to talk to the Archbishop tomorrow.”

“Ok, I’ll leave you in the capable hands of—”

“Yaahhhh!” Helen and I jump and turn in the direction of the blood- curdling scream. 

“Over there!” I say, running towards a large bush outside Helen’s apartment.  Out of the dark behind me, Hallstead rushes past me. Helen’s running too, her gun drawn.

“Get off of me! Ow! Shit! Stop that, you animal!” the unknown voice screams with panic.

I get to the bush just as a racoon scurries out from under it—and a flustered and panicked Nate Rodriguez tumbles out.

“Nate!” Helen yells. “What the—”

“Get down on the ground!” Hallstead barks.

“That thing bit me!” Nate’s screaming, holding up his finger. Even in the dim light, I can see there’s a little blood.  “Oh! Oh! I’ve been bitten by a racoon! Oh, shit! Oh, God! Oh, Lord!” he’s rambling.

“Hallstead, it’s okay, we know him,” Helen says. In response, Hallstead holsters her weapon.

“Nate,” I say, grabbing him by the shoulders. “Calm down! Let me see it!”

“Racoons have rabies! I can’t get rabies! Plague! Plague! I’ll get the plague! Or rabies! Or both!” Nate falls to his knees and looks to the sky. “Oh Lord, I’m so sorry! I’m so sorry for all those impure thoughts about Gladys! All the times I’ve thought about her—”

Helen screams, “Nate! Shut up! What the hell are you doing here?”

Thankfully, Nate does as he’s told, shifting to wimpers. “Gladys told me about the killer out there who’s trying to kill you.”

“And you agreed to hide out in front of Helen’s apartment at night because Gladys asked you to?” I say.

He shakes his head. “Oh, no! She doesn’t even know I’m here.”

“Then why in the hell are you here, Nate?” Helen asks, more confused than angry at this point.

“Because you’re like her mom,” he answers. “Gladys loves you so much, and I could tell how worried she was. If anything happened to you, I don’t know what she’d do. So I thought I could, you know, keep an eye on you, so if anything did happen, I’d be able to call for help, or something.”

I can see Helen’s anger cooling. “Nate,” she says, a gentle smile replacing her scowl. “Thanks. But I’m really able to take care of myself.”

“I kind of figured that when I saw you with the gun.” Turning to Hallstead. “And her with the gun.”

“Chief, who is this?” Hallstead asks.

“I’m Nate Rodriguez.”

“He’s Gladys’ boyfriend.” Helen says.

Hallstead looks at Nate, then shakes her head and mumbles, “Unbelievable.”

I finally manage to look at his finger. “Nate,” I say, peering at the wound, “I don’t think the racoon bit you. It looks like a scratch. But you may need a tetanus shot. Do you remember when you had one last?”

“Huh?” Nate asks.

“There’s your answer, Tom,” Helen says, rolling her eyes.

“OK, I’ll take you to the ER to have it checked out. Go to my car. I need to talk to Helen for a minute.”

Thanking me for helping him and Helen for not shooting him, Nate trudges across the street.

“Well, this has been a fun evening,” I quip with a smile.

“One for the books,” Helen sighs. “You know, I’m getting a little fond of that idiot. I’m beginning to see what Gladys sees in him.”

“We all care about you Helen,” I say. “That’s why we did this. And we all came up with it on our own.” I take her hand. “I know in my head you can take care of yourself. But in my heart? I just worry so much about you.”

“And I appreciate it so much, Tom, I really do,” Helen says, stroking my cheek. “But I’m not about to let myself be taken down by a serial killer.”
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Helen manages to make it by 8 a.m. for our meeting with the Archbishop.

When she greets me at the door with a kiss, I know I’m completely forgiven for my ill-conceived attempt at playing the alpha protector of my woman.

“Anything new?” I say as she forks a waffle off the platter in front of her.

“No serial killer showed up last night at my door,” she says, her voice dripping with sarcasm. “But I did have a problem going to sleep with all the commotion caused by everyone who decided all of a sudden that I’m some poor, defenseless, little flower.”

OK, so maybe not completely forgiven.

“Helen,” Anna says, “now Tom was just trying to make sure you were all right.”

“Thank you, Anna,” I say with a nod.

“I mean, the fact that he’d be no help to you whatsoever in a crisis like that is completely beside the point.”

I open my mouth to protest, but Helen’s laugh stops me. “Oh, Anna,” Helen says as she grabs my hand, “I know, but it was a sweet idea.”

Sweet. A sweet idea. No help whatsoever in a crisis.

Yeah, every man wants to hear those words.

“Well, I guess you didn’t need me, not with Officer Hallstead there,” I say as nonchalantly as possible.

I don’t want her to detect that I’m about to have a little fun.

“Hallstead?” Anna asks. “I don’t think I’ve ever met him.”

“She’s a newer officer,” Helen says. “Joined last year. Really capable.”

“Yes, and thorough,” I say before shoving another fork full of eggs in my mouth.

Helen’s fork stops its passage from plate to mouth about halfway. “What do you mean, thorough?”

“Oh, I mean, you know, she was just doing her job,” I say around a mouthful of bacon. “Anna, pass the biscuits please. I’m sure she treats all suspects the same.”

“How did she treat you? She didn’t rough you up or anything?”

I shake my head, barely able to hold myself together enough to deliver the coup de gras. “Oh, no. She was very . . . gentle. I mean, I didn’t feel any pain. I did feel guilty, though. I mean, we’d only just met and I hadn’t even taken her out to dinner or anything.”

Helen, red faced, slams her fork down and grabs her enormous tote bag. “Gentle! Really!” she scowls. “Where is my damn phone?” She takes out a magnifying glass, a pair of binoculars, a box of rubber gloves, evidence bags, a half-eaten sub sandwich, a blouse, a skirt, a box of the booties she uses at crime scenes, and an assortment of other things. 

“Ah, darling?” I say. She stops her frantic search and notices me tapping her phone.

Grabbing it off the table. “Ooooh, just wait until I . . .”

At this point, I can’t hold it in anymore and burst out in laughter, practically doubling over, tears streaming down my face. Helen stops dialing, slams her phone down and yells. “Thomas Jude Greer! You know what you are! You are a—”

“No cursing in the Rectory, Helen,” Anna says calmly, the hint of a smile on her face.

“—Very, very, very, bad, bad, bad priest!” Helen continues to glare at me, then starts laughing herself.

“OK, I’m sorry,” I say, finally pulling myself together. “But that’s what you get for keeping me in handcuffs all evening.”

Anna spits out her coffee. “What?”

“Oh, come on Tom, you were only in handcuffs for a few minutes, ten at the most,” Helen says.

“Why did you handcuff him, Helen?” Anna says, a hint of accusation in her voice.

“Oh, she didn’t. The other officer did. She just watched,” I say.

Anna rolls her eyes and says, “You two are going to be the death of me, I swear.”

Just then, the doorbell rings. “Probably His Eminence,” I say, beginning to stand up.

“Just stay there, Tom,” Anna says, jumping—no, really, jumping—to her feet. “I’ll greet the Archbishop.”

“Oh, thanks Anna,” I say. “We can’t keep Walter waiting, can we?”

Anna slaps me on the back of my head, causing me to spill some of my coffee.

“Sorry!” I say.

“What was that all about?” Helen whispers.

Looking over my shoulder, I say, “Remember I told you Anna knew the Archbishop growing up?”

“Yeah, you said Anna told you they were just friends.”

“Hmm, I think there’s more to that story than she’s let on.”

“Tom, Helen,” the Archbishop says, his booming voice lacking it’s usual gaiety. Instead, he sounds as grave as he looks.

We both stand and greet him, and he takes a seat at a place already set for him by Anna.

“Your Eminence,” Anna says, “Coffee?”

“Ah, yes, perfect. After that drive, I need a cup.”

She takes a mug out of the cabinet, fills it with the black elixir of life, and places it in front of him.

“Thank you, Anna,” he says. “I apologize for being late. Four car pile-up on the Baltimore Beltway. But, I’m here now. Do you have those letters?”

“Right here,” Helen says, fishing a folder—which I swear wasn’t in there a few minutes ago when she was searching for her phone—out of her tote bag and handing it to His Eminence. Putting on his reading glasses, he opens the folder and begins to read.

“These are all of them?” he says, shuffling through.

“Yes, in the order we got them, from the first right after the first murder in D.C. to the last one, which I received the Thursday before we were shot at.”

He nods and begins to read. The kitchen is quiet except for the sound of Anna cleaning up from making breakfast. Occasionally, the Archbishop will put the papers down and stare off to one side before continuing.

Finally, after I don’t know how long, he puts the letters down and closes the folder. Folding his hands, he sits quietly for a few minutes, as if he’s asking the Holy Spirit for guidance before he speaks.

“Thank you, Helen,” he says slowly. 

“Do they make any sense to you?” she asks.

“They’re obviously the ramblings of a madman,” he says. “A religious zealot who believes he’s God’s instrument, that he’s commanded to kill.”

“Yes, Your Eminence,” I say. “That’s clear to everyone. But something I said spooked you yesterday.”

He nods. “Yes, yes, it did.” Looking at Helen, the Archbishop says, “What I’m about to tell you I must ask to stay between us. I’m only telling you because of its possible connection to the earlier murders and the attempt on your life.”

“I’ll do my best, Your Eminence,” Helen says. “I can guarantee it will not wind up in the press.”

“Good, because that could prove devastating for the Archdiocese.” He takes a deep breath. “This has to do with Father Xavier Winston.”

I stiffen at the name. Helen says, “Who?”

“He’s a priest in the Archdiocese,” I explained. “He wrote me an email asking me to reconsider marrying you. I don’t understand, Your Eminence. There was none of this language in his email to me.”

“Tom,” Helen says slowly, “you never told me about this email.”

“Consider us even,” I say quickly. She opens her mouth to say something, then shuts it and nods.

“No, there wasn’t,” the Archbishop says. “But as soon as you told me about these letters,” he taps the folder, “and some of the words they contained, I knew they were connected to Father Xavier.”

“Can you please, Archbishop, enlighten me?” Helen asks, in full cop mode now.

He hesitates before saying, “Tom here can give you the background, but Father Xavier was one of the leading lights of this Archdiocese for decades. He was one of the handful of priests who stood against some of the more progressive forces in the Church during the 1970s and early 1980s. He’s rector of a small parish in Ellicott City and has been for a couple of decades now. His personality is blunt, some would call abrasive, and no-nonsense, but his teachings were entirely orthodox. That’s why I didn’t object when he approached me and asked permission to do a weekly podcast. I thought it would just be catechesis and Bible study and the like. And at first, it was.

“Then, I began to get disturbing reports from members of his parish. They complained that his homilies were getting more strident, not to mention longer. Practically every Sunday he spoke against impurity, primarily sexual impurity, and primarily the threat that immodest and impure women posed to men.”

“So, he’s a misogynist,” Helen says.

“That’s not overstating it at all. He’d harangue women for the way they dressed, saying they were enticing men away from God by making them think impure thoughts. He started to teach a version of Jansenism—”

“Excuse me, Archbishop,” Helen says, raising her hand, “for the rest of the class, what’s Jansenism?”

The Archbishop looks at me, so I explain, “Jansenism is basically a Catholic version of Calvinism. The movement started in France and was based on the teachings of Dutch theologian Cornelius Jansen. They taught the doctrines of absolute depravity and irresistible grace, along with the idea that only a handful would be saved. They preached asceticism and emphasized the importance of moral purity.”

“That’s it in a nutshell, Helen,” the Archbishop says. “Several teachings were condemned as heresy by Pope Innocent X in 1563.”

“So Father Xavier was teaching heresy?” Helen asks with amazement.

“No, not explicitly. He stayed within the bounds of orthodoxy, but his homilies on moral purity became even more strident—including discouraging people from receiving Communion unless they were certain they were in a state of grace. Then, however, he started to deny Communion for those whom he accused of being engaged in immoral behavior—most of them women. The final straw was when he singled out a young woman during a Mass who was unmarried and pregnant, saying she was an example of the impurity that must be vanquished from the earth.”

Helen and I look at each other. “That’s the same phrase as in the letters,” I say.

“Yes, that’s a favorite of his.”

“Your Eminence,” Helen says grimly, “you speak as if he’s still teaching it.”

“He is, and if anything he’s gotten worse. But instead of his homilies, he’s saying this on his podcast. After that incident I told you about, I removed him temporarily from his parish and sent him on retreat. When he returned, he apologized and promised to refrain from such teachings during Masses or at official parish events. But—and this was a mistake on my part—I didn’t demand that he do the same on his podcast.”

“So he continued to rail against sexual immorality and impurity, along with talking about different conspiracy theories and questioning the current Pope’s authority. And, he sent that email. But it was very temperate in its language,” I say.

“Which is why I contacted him the day you forwarded the email to me,” the Archbishop says. “I wanted to admonish him against questioning either my authority or that of the Holy Father in making the change giving priests the option of marrying. Instead of agreeing to this, he said that while he would refrain from saying anything in his homilies, he would say whatever the Holy Spirit led him to say on his podcast.” Settling back in the chair and shaking his head, he adds, “So, I let that go on, but yesterday’s was the last straw and I’ve ordered him to pull the plug and relieved him of his parish duties.”

“What was the podcast about?” I ask.

Instead of answering, he pulls out his phone. Tapping the screen a couple of times, he hands it to me. “See for yourself.”

I gasp when I see the title of the program, and hand the phone to Helen. She takes one look, her head jerks up, and she says, “I need to speak to him. Today.”

The title of the podcast is, “Striking at the Whore of Babylon.”

“I have ordered him to make himself available this morning,” he says, returning the phone to his pocket. “If you like, we can use my car. But there is one other thing you need to know.”

“What’s that?” I ask.

“In addition to his podcast, he has an apostolate for men. It’s primarily online, but he also sends out a monthly newsletter and has held retreats with members in the past.” He takes a deep breath. “The name of the apostolate is the Soldiers of Saint Michael.”

I gasp. Helen looks stunned.

Soldiers of Saint Michael.

SSM.
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“It can’t be a coincidence, can it, Helen?”

We’re in the Archbishop’s car, speeding down I-70 towards Baltimore. Ellicott City is only about 30 minutes from downtown, but it’s still a good hour and a half drive from Myerton. 

The entire drive, Helen and I have been scrolling through the website for the Soldiers of Saint Michael. It’s not a slick production by any means; it looks antiquated, put together by someone whose knowledge of website design is rooted in the late 1990s or early 2000s. It doesn’t look like it’s been updated for a while—at least, until recently.

Highlighted under the banner on the home page is a headline in bright red, “Married Priests=Triumph of Satan,” followed by a rambling attack on me and Helen, as well as the Archbishop and the Holy Father.

The article is signed SSM.

“I don’t believe in coincidences, Tom,” Helen says. “Neither do you.”

“Do you think Father Xavier is the SSM?”

Before Helen can answer, the Archbishop says sternly, “Helen, I do not for a minute believe that Father Xavier tried to kill you and Tom. Nor do I believe he’s a deranged serial killer.”

“Just deranged,” I mutter.

“Father Greer, I will not have you speaking that way about another priest,” the Archbishop admonishes me. “He’s extreme in his rhetoric and opinions, but that does not make him mentally unstable.”

“With all due respect, Your Eminence, neither you nor I have the qualifications to decide that. Helen is the professional in these matters.”

“But I’m not a psychiatrist, Tom,” Helen reminds me. “I’m a cop, and I’ll be questioning him as a cop.”

“So you do view him as a suspect?” the Archbishop asks.

“He sent Tom an email opposing our marriage,” she says, counting on her fingers. “There’s this posting on his website that he made last week. And finally, there’s the podcast he recorded soon after the shooting. That makes him the closest thing to a suspect that I have right now.”

Grim-faced,  the Archbishop nods. “You’ll be reading him his rights, I assume?”

“Absolutely, and if he refuses to talk to me without a lawyer present, that’s his right under the law. He can retain one, then come to Myerton for a formal interview.”

The Archbishop purses his lips. “I could order him to talk to you,” he says.

“You could, but please don’t. If he is the shooter, and if he is charged, nothing he says could be used in court.”

“So, how can I help?”

Helen smiles. “By doing what Tom’s already taught me y’all do best. Pray that I get this right.”

“There’s something I don’t understand, Your Eminence. Father Xavier. I heard him speak in seminary a couple of times about the Second Vatican Council and moral theology. He was orthodox and very critical of the more progressive elements in the church. But his arguments were well thought out, rational, and even welcoming of criticism. A couple of the students in his class questioned the Church’s position on same-sex relationships and he dealt with them very humbly, very pastorally, and very patiently. This,” I say, holding up my phone still open to the website, “doesn’t sound like the same man at all.”

The Archbishop sighs. “Yes, what you say about Father Xavier is true. He was one of the men in the Church in the late 1960s and through the 1970s who urged caution in implementing reform, and argued for the preservation of such things as beauty and order in liturgical celebrations. He pushed for a return to catechesis of our young people to stem the tide of heterodoxy and people falling away from the Church.”

I nod and say, “We owe a lot to men like him in those days. So, what happened?”

“That’s one of the great tragedies, Tom. Helen,” the Archbishop says, “before I tell you, I want to assure you that, unlike in the past, the Archdiocese did notify the relevant authorities. The State Attorney who had jurisdiction over the allegations I’m about to discuss decided there was no evidence of actual crimes. It was rendered moot, anyway, for reasons that will become clear in a moment.”

He takes a deep breath, and it’s clear from the slump of his shoulders that this is a burden he still carries. “Several years ago,” he says, “there was an incident that hit Father Xavier very hard. It hit several of us hard, but Xavier took it hardest of all. It was then that he started his podcast and website, the railing against sexual immorality and impure women, as well as pushing conspiracy theories and questioning the current Holy Father’s authority.”

“What was the incident?” Helen asks.

He hesitates. “I will tell you with the understanding that it does not leave this car.” We nod and he says, “Tom, have you ever heard of Monsignor Scott Shepherd?”

“No, I don’t believe so.”

“There’s no reason you should. The matter was dealt with quietly in accordance with canon law. Shepherd was a master of spiritual direction, almost having the ability at times to read another man’s thoughts. When he looked at you, you just knew he was boring down into the depths of your heart and looking at all the sin and corruption that was there. He was Xavier’s spiritual director for decades, and he was mine for several years.

“In 2015, a woman then in her early thirties came forward and accused Shepherd of seducing her during a counseling session when she was eighteen. This went on for several months before she ended it, but she claimed that Shepherd kept sending her harassing texts and emails. She had proof—the said texts and emails. Vile, disgusting things. He denied it, saying at first she was making the story up, then claiming that she was the aggressor, that she kept propositioning him and trying to seduce him. Even when confronted with the texts and emails, he claimed it was part of a conspiracy against him.

“Well, as the Church investigated, dozens of other women came forward with the same story as the first—that when they were in their late teens, they went to Shepherd for spiritual direction, and after a few sessions, he persuaded them to have sexual relations with him. He continued to deny it, but the evidence was overwhelming. He was eventually laicized, and as I said, the Archdiocese turned all its evidence and reports over to the proper authorities. Soon afterwards, he committed suicide.”

We sit quietly for a moment. “Where does Father Xavier come in?” I ask.

“At first, a handful of priests and bishops aware of the situation defended Shepherd, most of whom were directees of his. But as the accusations grew and the evidence mounted, all abandoned him. Except Father Xavier. He bought Shepherd’s story that he was the real victim. After his suicide, Xavier started his one-priest crusade against sexual immorality in general and impure women in particular, among other threats to the Church, and how they must be eliminated.”

“I just hope, Your Eminence,” Helen says, “that no one took him literally.”

***
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I’d like to claim that I devote the drive time to the meeting to prayer, but I do not. I try several times, but I can’t seem to concentrate. My mind is a whirlwind of thoughts, images, snatches of memory, and sounds, all a mixed up jumble that I cannot slow down long enough to grasp. All the adrenaline that’s surged through my body over the last twenty-four hours—has it really only been one day since all this started?—is backed up in my system.  I am trapped in some sort of perpetual fight or flight mode. Helen and the Archbishop talk, but I concentrate on trying to calm my mind. 

It refuses to cooperate. Instead, I only get more agitated as time passes. I’m a coiled spring waiting to explode at the slightest provocation

After being relieved of his parish duties, Father Xavier was evicted from the Rectory of his church. Instead of driving to the small brick house on the grounds of Saint Giles’ in Ellicott City, we arrive at a rather run-down, almost ramshackle farmhouse on the edge of town.

“It was donated to the Archdiocese several years ago,” the Archbishop explains. “We had no idea what to do with the property, but we maintained the house, kept the water, heat, and electricity on. So when we needed a place to put Father Xavier, this was a natural choice.”

“Seems a bit spartan,” I say.

“You haven’t met Xavier. Spartan suits him.”

The door opens as we approach. On the front porch walks a man in a cassock, tall and imposing, with unruly white hair and a longish white beard. His eyes are a deep, piercing blue, bluer even than Helen’s. He looks for all the world like an Old Testament prophet.

“Good morning, Father,” the Archbishop says.

Father Xavier makes a slight bow but says nothing. He sees me beside the Archbishop. “Father Greer,” he says, his voice cold but inviting at the same time. His lips curl into a sneer when he notices Helen.

“What is that woman doing here?” he says, a wary tone in his voice.

“Detective Parr is here to ask you some questions,” the Archbishop says.

“Questions for me?” Father Xavier scoffs. “I have nothing to say to this shameless hussy.”

My hands curl into fists and I take one step towards him. I have never been given to physical altercations but the past few days have pushed every button I have and then some. Helen touches me on the shoulder. “Father Xavier,” she says evenly, “I don’t care what you think of me personally. I don’t care what you think of my marrying Father Greer—”

“—which shows the depths of your depravity,” he sneers, “not to care that you’re corrupting a man of God, endangering his soul, allowing the smoke of Satan to enter Holy Mother Church. How many men have you corrupted with your animalistic passions?”

I lunge at Xavier, getting right in his face. “You are talking about a person created in the image of God!” I yell in his face. “You will treat her with respect!”

Father Xavier breaks into a smile, unphased. Nodding his head, he says, “Yes, yes! See! This is exactly what I mean about corruption. You so hunger for her flesh that you’ve abandoned your vows. You’ve become no better than an animal, unworthy of serving your true love, Holy Mother Church.” 

“Father Greer!” I hear the Archbishop bellow through the pounding in my ears.

“But of course, what would you expect?” Father Xavier continues. “You’ve already tasted the flesh of a woman before, haven’t you, hmm? You were doomed from the start.”

He’s talking about Joan. 

I’m about to hurl myself on him to tear him limb from limb when powerful hands restrain me.

“Father Greer! That is enough!” the Archbishop bellows. 

My heart’s pounding, my chest is heaving, and every fiber of my body is screaming. 

Attack. Hurt. Maim.

I’m struggling against my Ordinary’s grip, wanting to break free when I hear, “Tom.”

I stop and look at Helen. She’s smiling at me.

“Enough, Tom,” she says quietly. “It’s OK.”

My body becomes slack. The Archbishop lets go of me. “Go to the car, son,” he says gently but firmly. 

“I’m fine, sir,” I rasp.

“Go to the car,” the Archbishop says quietly. “There’s a bottle of scotch in the back. Take a shot. Collect yourself. Then you can join us.”

I nod and stalk off the porch towards the Archbishop’s car. His driver, a trained security guard, looks at me and nods.

“You’re pretty badass for a priest,” he says as I walk past. 

“No,” I say quietly. “Just very angry.”

“Remind me not to piss you off, Father.”

Inside the car, I quickly find a bottle of scotch and a glass. Per the Archbishop’s instructions, I pour myself a good stiff shot and down it in one gulp. I cough and sputter as it burns going down my throat. Soon, however, a calming warmth begins to spread through my body.

This is one time my low tolerance for alcohol is a benefit. Within a couple of minutes, my mood is much better.

I realize I need to apologize to Father Xavier for attacking him. But I don’t have the inclination to do that. He deserved what he got, what he said about Helen. And Joan.

They’re still standing on the porch in some kind of stand-off. Father Xavier has an imperious air about him that’s evident from the way he’s standing. The Archbishop is talking to him, no doubt trying to persuade him to talk to Helen. Helen is standing back, her arms crossed, no doubt seething over Father Xavier’s obvious contempt for her—not just because she’s marrying me, but because of the very fact she’s a woman.

Underneath everything from his podcasts and the Soldiers of Saint Michael to the homilies that earned him a stern lecture from the Archbishop is an almost violent hatred of women.

All women, or a certain type of woman?

I quickly pull my phone out of my pocket and return to the Soldiers of Saint Michael website. I click on the link to the page of transcripts of his podcast.

A few moments reading through a few of the broadcasts gives me an idea of how I can get Xavier to talk to Helen.

I just hope she realizes what I’m doing before she decides to shoot me.

One more shot of scotch—this time as Dutch courage—and I get out of the car.

As I get near the porch, the Archbishop says to Father Xavier, “You are not under any suspicion. Detective Parr just needs to ask you a few questions. We’ll be on our way as soon as she gets the answers she needs.”

“I am disappointed, Your Eminence, to see that you too have fallen under her spell.” Father Xavier turns to Helen, “Are you happy that you’ve corrupted yet another one of God’s men?”

Helen’s about to speak when I say firmly, “Helen, as your future spiritual head, I must insist that you let me speak first.” She looks surprised at this, but says nothing.

“Father Xavier,” I say. “I have had time to consider my attitude toward you and I would like to apologize. It is true that I am in love with this woman and I plan to marry her, in accordance with the permission granted to me by the Holy See. That being said, the Archbishop and I have had many conversations where he has reminded me that my first allegiance must be to the Church.  I have had time to think about this, and where my true loyalty must lie. I have to tell you, Father, that you’re right to be wary of her. She is smart, not to mention well-educated and trained to deal with men smarter than you. I don’t blame you for not wanting to talk to her. In fact, out of fraternal concern for the future of a fellow priest, I should warn you that you are most likely no match for her. I would strongly recommend that you contact a lawyer.”

“Lawyers!” He nearly spits the word. “The only people who are more corrupting in this society than impure women are lawyers.”

I smile and say pleasantly, “You sound like my mother, now.”

“You should have listened to your mother,” Father Xavier says.

“Oh, my mother’s a wonderful woman,” I say. “She and I are extremely close, or at least we were.” I shoot Helen an accusatory glance and she hangs her head. 

She’s got my message.

“Yes, my mother was wonderful,” Father Xavier says. “A truly Godly woman, not like Mrs. Parr. She taught me the faith, taught me to love the Church.”

“She sounds a lot like my mother,” I say.

“Stayed home with us—I’m the oldest of ten, you know—never tried to do anything outside the home.”

“Yes,” I say, nodding. “I keep trying to talk to Helen about that, but she will not listen to me.”

“Yes, yes,” he says. “A woman should not try to imitate a man. They have their proper place.”

“Absolutely. It's just that in Helen’s case she is so good at her job that they haven’t found a man smart enough to replace her, especially when it comes to questioning people.”

“Oh, I doubt that.”

I grin at him and say, “Don’t believe me? Try yourself. I would be thankful to finally be able to convince her to devote herself fully to being my wife once we’re married.”

He seems taken aback by this but then his ego gets the best of him and he says, “Very well, then. I’ll answer her questions.”

“Well, then, in that case, Father Xavier, shall we?” the Archbishop says with a smile, opening the door.

With a last glare at me, the fiery priest spins around and goes into the house.

Looking at me, the Archbishop says, “Impressive, Tom. Very impressive. I’ll leave you two to patch things up. Again.”

Once His Eminence disappears into the house, I turn and walk back to Helen. Instead of being angry, she looks amused.

“That was an impressive performance,” she says with a grin.

“Sorry about the things I said about you,” I say.

“I have to admit, you really threw me at first. But then you talked about what a wonderful woman your mother was and I knew you had something up your sleeve.”

“Thanks for not shooting me before I got there.”

“It was tempting, but I have to ask, how did you figure it all out?”

We walk together towards the house. “Father Xavier regails against impurity and sexual immorality, but he places the blame on women. Not just women in general, but a certain type of woman—strong, intelligent, independent, working outside the home, especially in a traditionally male-dominated career.”

“Like law enforcement.”

“Exactly. So, I had to impress upon him that you were particularly good at your job, that they’ve never found a man as good. Once I had him persuaded of that, then it was just a matter of feeding his ego.” I shrug. “He’ll answer your questions, because he said he would in front of the Archbishop.”

“You really are good at this stuff, you know?” she says, a hint of admiration in her voice.

“Well, you’re not too bad yourself.”
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“I see you’ve adopted the feminine traits of deception and manipulation, Father Greer.”

We’re sitting in the living room of Father Xavier’s house. It looks no different than it does from the outside. The only furnishings are the threadbear sofa where Helen and I are sitting, a leather chair with cracked upholstery holding the Archbishop, and an armchair with a faded floral print where Father Xavier is preparing to hold court.

“Please accept my apologies, Father,” I say solemnly.

“In order to not waste your time,” Helen says, “shall we get right to the questions?" 

“Certainly, Mrs. Parr," Father Xavier says, inclining his head with only a slightly sarcastic smile. “Ask me anything you want." 

She then continues, “I believe that you have a rather popular podcast that airs daily, right?”

“That is correct,” he replies stiffly.

“And how long have you been broadcasting?”

“Since the summer of 2016.”

“How many followers do you have?”

“The companies that have approached me about advertising claim I have around 7,500 downloads a month. I don’t care about such things.”

“Do you hear from your listeners?”

“Oh, yes. All the time. People who support my message or are asking for spiritual direction of some kind.”

“How do they contact you?”

“I give them my email address at the end of each podcast, and there’s also a way they can send me comments through the website.”

“I see. So you don’t keep any kind of list of people who contact you?”

“No.”

“Do you keep their correspondence?”

“Yes.”

“Written and emails.”

“Yes.”

“Would you be willing to show that to me?”

“No, not without a warrant.”

“Fair enough. I know that you’re a man of integrity, so I’m sure that I can trust you to answer my questions honestly.”

“If I answer, I will tell you the truth,” Xavier says. “But I will only answer questions I deem appropriate.”

“Again, fair enough,” Helen says. “Can you tell me if you have received any messages that would indicate that someone wished to harm either Father Greer or me?”

“I will not answer that,” Xavier says firmly.

“You will if you wish to continue to live here,” the Archbishop interjects with quiet force. 

Father Xavier looks at him and seems to contemplate his options before saying carefully, “A few people have expressed justified rage at what you two are doing to the Church and may have gone as far as speculating on how best to stop you.”

I am incredulous at this, not so much that some nut job out there would write something like that but that a priest in the Catholic Church, a man I once admired for his leadership of the church during some of its darkest days, could sit here and report these terrible facts with such calm resignation.

“And have you responded to these individuals?” Helen says.

“Yes.”

“How would you characterize the tone of your response?”

“Would you like to see a copy?”

Helen is obviously surprised by this and says, “Absolutely.”

Father Xavier goes to his desk and picks up a typewritten sheet of paper. With a shaky hand, he takes a marker and carefully blacks out the name of the person it was addressed to and then brings it over. “Shall I read it to you?” he asks, pleasantly.

“Sure,” she replies, relaxing in her chair. 

Father Xavier clears his throat and begins, “My dear brother and fellow warrior for Christ.  I feel your pain, I know you're hurt. Our Church is being stolen from us. We are on the side of the right and everyone knows it, especially the other side. But you have to think of the future. We have to have peace. We have to work within the system, as corrupt as it has become. We have to respect our great Church. We don't want anybody hurt. It's a very tough period of time. There's never been a time like this where such a thing happened where they could take it away from all of us — from me, from you, from our Church. The current Pope is no man of God, but we can't play into the hands of his powerful followers. We have to have peace. God loves you. You're very special. You've seen what happens. You see the way others are treated that are so bad and so evil. I know how you feel, but you should continue to work for Truth in peace.”

“Hardly pastoral, Father,” the Archbishop remarks. 

For my part, it sounds like the ramblings of a crazy man but I don’t say that. 

Helen remains quiet for a moment before saying, “Thank you for sharing that. May I take this with me?”

“No. Not without a warrant.”

“As I’ve said, that’s perfectly understandable. Now, I just have one more question. Where were you this past Monday morning?” 

“Where I always am every morning, Madam. In my oratory, praying for the souls of the likes of you.”

“I appreciate that. I can certainly use all the prayers I can get. And was anyone with you?”

“No, not on Monday morning.”

“I see. Thank you very much for answering my questions. Now, your Eminence,” Helen says, turning to the Archbishop. “I would like your permission to search these premises.”

“Of course, Detective, go right ahead.”

“Wait,” Father Xavier cries out, jumping to his feet, “you have to have a warrant.”

“No, she doesn’t, Father,” the Archbishop says calmly, “This house and everything in it belong to the Archdiocese. All she needs is my permission. Search all you like, Helen.”

“Tom, care to help me?” she asks cheerfully.

“Of course, darling,” I say with a smile and catch a scolding glance from the Archbishop. He’s right and I hang my head briefly to let him know that I get his message. 

No need to rub salt in the wound.

Father Xavier follows behind us as we go through his office. I reach for a box of papers and he explodes, yelling, “No, those are my personal papers. I have written them as part of my vocation as a priest. There is material of a confidential nature there that the police have no right to take.”

“Father Greer will review the papers under my authority and make available to the police anything they need,” the Archbishop says.

“What gives him the right to do that?” Father Xavier sneers. “The fact that he’s screwing the detective here?”

I swing around, by fist already balled, only to have Helen catch it in midair. She slides her hand down my arm and takes my hand, unfolding my clenched fingers and squeezing my hand. 

The Archbishop obviously chooses to ignore this incident and says calmly, “The fact that he is technically still the Archivist for this Archdiocese gives him the right, in addition to the fact that I am his superior and am ordering him to do so.”

“But this is my personal correspondence,” Father Xavier says again.

“What return address did you use?” I ask.

“My address here, my home.”

“And how did you sign your letters?”

“With my name, Father Xavier, of course.”

“Then that makes it official Archdiocesan correspondence.”

“According to what?”

“According to the Manual of Records Management for the Archdiocese of Baltimore, 2015.”

“How do you know?”

“I wrote the manual.”

He scowls at this but says nothing else. I load the boxes of correspondence into Helen’s car and return to the house. She’s looking at the laptop on his desk.

“You can’t have that,” Xavier says with less force than before. “Not without a warrant.”

Helen looks at the Archbishop, who takes a sheet of paper out of his pocket. “Wrong again, Father,” he says. “Father Wayne drew up a list of everything purchased by the Archdiocese for your use. On this list is 1 laptop, with inventory barcode 47328. Is there such a barcode, Detective?”

“Why, yes, there is, Your Eminence. With your permission, I would like to take this with me as evidence.”

“Of course,” he says.

While Helen continues to search his office, I wander into his bedroom. It’s as spartan as the rest of the house. His bed consists of a mat on the floor with a thin sheet. There’s a kneeler with a crucifix on the wall over it, as well as photographs of Pope Leo XIII and Pope Pius X. By his bed on the floor is a breviary. A simple four-drawer dresser is the only other furnishings in the room. I walk over and open the top drawer.

“Helen!” I yell. “You better come see this!”

Footsteps hurry down the hallway in response. Helen enters the small room first, followed closely by the Archbishop and Father Xavier.

“No!” Father Xavier says. “This is too much, Your Eminence!”

“What is it, Tom?” Helen asks.

“Something a priest definitely shouldn’t have,” I say as I point to the object I found.

A shiny and very ominous-looking pistol.

“Tom,” she says as she takes her phone out and begins taking pictures of the gun. “In my tote bag are—”

“Gloves and an evidence bag, gotcha.” I brush past Father Xavier and the Archbishop, who is glaring at Father Xavier as the older man looks with contempt at Helen. Surprisingly enough, I’m able to find both very quickly and I return with them in enough time to hear Xavier say, “I have the right to self-defense.”

“Do you have a permit for this weapon?” Helen asks.

“No,” he says.

“When and where did you buy it?”

“I didn’t.”

“Where,” the Archbishop says, his patience clearly at an end, “did you get it? I am ordering you as your Archbishop to answer my question.”

Father Xavier glares at the Archbishop, but nods. “It was sent to me several years ago by an admirer,” he says. “He wrote that he appreciated my work against heresy and immorality in the Church, that he had been a victim of an impure woman, and that my podcast and website had revealed the truth to him. He sent me the gun as a token of his esteem, also saying to me he wanted me to be protected.”

I see Helen’s jaw twitch. “Was there anything with this gun?” she asks.

Father Xavier looks at her, then the Archbishop and nods.

“Where is it now?”

“What are you talking about?” I whisper to Helen, who shakes her head.

“It’s in the next drawer down, underneath my undershirts.”

Helen pulls out the drawer and looks under a stack of neatly folded white t-shirts. She reaches inside and slowly lifts out a black cylindrical object about eight inches long.

Even I, knowing nothing about guns, know a silencer when I see one.

“I’ll go get another evidence bag,” I say quietly. I return a moment later and hand it to her. She places it carefully in the bag.

“Did you keep the letter?” she asks Xavier.

“I keep everything,” he says. “It’s probably in one of the boxes. Good luck finding it.”

“For your sake,” the Archbishop says, “she’d better. Tom, Helen, if you’re finished here, I have a few words to say to Father in private.” 

We nod and leave the room. On the way out, I pick up the laptop while Helen grabs her tote bag. At the Archbishop’s car, I place the laptop in the trunk alongside the boxes of papers while Helen places the gun and silencer near them. She closes the lid and stands, staring at the house.

I place my hand on her shoulder. “You think the gun’s from SSM, don’t you? You think it was used four years ago.”

“I don’t think it, Tom. I know it.”

“What makes you so sure?”

She takes a deep breath. “One detail we never released to the press. No one in the vicinity of the murders ever heard a shot. We developed the theory that he used a silencer. The press called him The Blushing Bride Killer. The team I led trying to catch him? We called him The Silent Shooter.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Twenty-One

[image: image]


Helen’s in a meeting when I arrive at the station the next day, so I decide to wander down to Gladys’ office. I haven't seen her since Nate was savaged by a racoon and I want to check on him.

More to the point, I want to see how she’s doing. Hearing her confession was heart-wrenching. Many of the things she told me were difficult for me to hear, but not nearly as difficult as they were for her to say aloud. I know, because she told me, and because I’ve also felt it, that she felt like a great weight had been lifted from her shoulders. It’s a feeling of joy and freedom that is divine but often fleeting. 

Her door is slightly open. I’m about to knock when I hear, over the hum of the computer equipment, what sounds like quiet sobs.

I push the door open and see Gladys at her desk, in front of her computer like she always is. Only this time there’s no flurrying keystrokes, no flicking blue hair as she looks from one screen to another. Instead, she stares at the screen in front of her, crying.

“Gladys?” I say, walking to her and kneeling on the floor beside her. “What’s wrong, honey?”

“Hi, Dad,” she says, sniffling and wiping her eyes. “I’m sorry . . . I was just reading . . .”

I look at the screen, then sigh.

She’s looking at the Soldiers of Saint Michael website and is in what looks to be the discussion forums.

“Mom asked me to do what I do—you know, look at the website, try to find metadata that could help her track SSM down. There was really nothing on the main pages—those just consist of the rantings of Father Asshole—”

“Gladys,” I say, shaking my head. “He’s still a priest, just like me.”

“He may be a priest, but he’s nothing like you. Anyway, it was just his writings. Nothing from anyone else, beyond some reprints of old books and articles. But there’s a discussion forum that’s pretty active. That’s what I was reading when you came in.”

I look closer at the screen to see what’s got her so upset. On the surface, the discussion forum looks like others I’ve seen, divided into different subject categories. Some are fairly normal for a Catholic website—Mary, Theology, Liturgy, Sacred Scripture and the like. But there’s one in particular that catches my eye,

And I understand instantly why Gladys is so upset.

“This one, right?” I say quietly as I point to the subject.

Whores and Hussies.

“Yes,” she whispers. “I mean, Dad, this is Catholic, right?”

“No, sweetie,” I say, shaking my head. “This has nothing to do with the Church. This website and Father Xavier’s podcast are not sponsored by or connected in any way to the Church. And this,” I say, jabbing my finger at the screen for emphasis, “certainly isn’t.”

“But I went into it and looked through. They’re men, all of them complaining about how impure the women they loved turned out to be. Like, they’re spoiled forever because they slept with someone they weren’t married to.” Clicking on the screen, she enters the forum. “Someone posted this just yesterday. ‘I thought she was the one. She’s very active in our parish. We have a lot in common. Then we were talking about the future and she told me she had slept with a guy in high school. What a slut!’ Someone commented, ‘It’s a good thing you found out now, before you married her. She . . . she’s damaged. An impure woman can never be a Godly wife and mother.’ There are others like that.” 

She slumps in her chair. “It just made me think about things. About me. You know, I really love going to Mass, and I’m making lots of friends now. I mean, Mae Trent and I have become really close, you know. And then there’s Nate.” She looks at me, tears flowing down her cheeks.

“What are you concerned about?”

She takes a deep breath. “Look, I know God’s forgiven me, but these people on the website also talk about how much they love the Mass and praying the Rosary and how active they are in their Parish. Just like the people I’m getting to know at Saint Clare’s. You know, I’m not planning on broadcasting my past to everyone—I mean, I know I should level with Nate sometime—but I’m smart enough about computers and the Internet and social media to know someone’s past doesn’t stay secret for long. I mean, when they find out about my past, about not just the fact I’m not as good as they are—-”

“You’re afraid they’ll think of you the same way those men on the website think about women, the way Father Xavier and SSM talk about Helen.”

“Yeah,” Gladys says. “I was alone for so long, and now I have friends for the first time in my life. With Nate, I have a guy I really, really care about, even love. I’m just so scared about what will happen when they find out I have a past.”

“Gladys,” I say, moving to a chair because my knees are about to give out, “I’ve got news for you. Everyone in Saint Clare’s has a past. I know about a lot of it—of course I can’t tell you—and there’s probably a lot I don’t know. I have a past, much of it you know. Helen has a past. I dare say Dan has a past and even Miriam has a past.”

“Did someone mention my name?” Dan says, popping his head in Gladys’ office. He looks at her. “Hey, Gladys, have you been crying? What’s wrong?”

“Nothing, Dan, nothing,” she says. 

“Look, I’m walking by your door, hear Father say my name, and find you crying. My first thought is, ‘Huh, Dan, you lunkhead, did you upset our resident genius?’ So, tell me. What have I done? I’m a big boy. I can take it,” he says with a grin.

Gladys sighs and smiles at that. “You really didn’t do anything, Dan. Some of this crap I’m reading on this website’s just getting to me.”

“Well, let’s see what we have here,” he says, leaning over her shoulder and reading what Gladys just read to me. “Wow. That’s . . . what a bunch of asses. Sorry, Father.

“That’s what I told her, just not quite that way,” I say with a smile.

Dan looks at Gladys. “This has something to do with you, Chad Hudson, and Richard Davenport, doesn’t it?”

She looks at her hands and nods. “Yes. That, and more that you don’t know about. That no one except Helen and well . . .”

“Ah, I see.”

“She’s worried that when people in the Church find out about her past,” I say, “they’ll think of her this way and judge her.”

Dan rubs the back of his neck. “I’m sure, Father, you told her that everyone has a past, right?”

I nod. “Your name came up just as an example.”

“Well, Father, you couldn’t have chosen a better one,” he mutters. Dragging another chair over he sits down so he can look our resident pixie in the face. 

“Gladys,” Dan says, “tell me. What do you think I was like growing up? In college?”

“Um, well,” Gladys begins. “You’re at Mass all the time and I see how great you are with Miriam and the kids. I’m assuming you were pretty much a model Catholic kid?”

At that, Dan throws his head back and laughs. “Oh, my friend,” he says, shaking his head. “I was far from that. I mean, my parents took me to Mass, made sure I had my sacraments and everything. But the older I got, the more hell I raised every Sunday. I didn’t want to go. I just wanted to sleep in because by the time I was in high school, I was staying out late, getting into all sorts of trouble, and needed to sleep it off.”

“You?” Gladys laughs.

“Oh, yeah. I was a real bad boy—you know, the one the girls wanted to be with as long as their mothers never found out. I started early. I don’t know what your number is, Gladys, but I’ll stack mine up against yours every day and twice on Sundays.

“I played around so much in high school, I barely graduated. I couldn’t get into college, so I joined the Marines, spent four years there, saw action in Iraq, and managed not to get my ass blown off. Because I was so sure I deserved it, I added one woman after another to my total.

“When I got out, I moved back home and entered Myer College. I was a twenty-two-year-old ex-Marine fresh back from a war zone—and the girls just flocked to me. I went to class during the day, partied at night—often providing the booze, I’m ashamed to say—and usually took a different woman to my bed afterwards. Then, I’d wake up and do it all over again.

“Well, I couldn’t keep up that pace. My grades began to drop, and I was in danger after my first semester of going on academic probation. So, I started my second semester determined to do better. I was going to cut back on partying and women and concentrate on my studies.” He chuckles and shakes his head. “That lasted about a month. Then, I got right back into it. And I started failing my classes. My counselor suggested I get a tutor to help me catch up. So, I decided to try it.”

He smiles. “The tutoring center was at the library. The counselor said the tutor was a junior majoring in Fine Arts with a concentration in Dance, but she was strong in math and English—my two worst subjects. I was expecting some nerd, maybe—no offense, Gladys. I remember going into the room and seeing all the tables occupied with tutors and their students. I was the oldest guy there, not to mention the biggest. There was one table where a girl with brown hair sat, her head down in her book. I walked over and said, “Excuse me, I’m looking for—”. That’s as far as I got. She looked up and I found myself staring into the smiling face of the most beautiful brown-eyed goddess I’d ever seen in my life.”

“Miriam,” I say with a smile.

“Oh, yes, Father,” he nods. “I think I just stood there slack-jawed for a few moments. She finally asked me if I was ok. I blurted out that I wasn’t sure. We both laughed at that. The next thing I know, we’re drinking coffee and she’s explaining differential equations to me at The Perfect Cup.”

“So it was love at first sight,” Gladys sighs.

“Yeah, I guess,” he shrugs.

“What do you mean?”

“Well, it wasn’t so much love for me—I mean, I’d never loved the women I’d slept with. It was just sex. I didn’t really feel anything. With Miriam at first, it was pretty much the same. I spent most of our tutoring sessions trying to figure out how to get her into bed. She was just another potential notch on my headboard.”

“Did you and she . . .”

Dan shakes his head. “No, and it wasn’t for lack of trying. I tried everything that had ever worked with every other woman. But it didn’t work with her. I found myself getting more and more frustrated. Finally, we were walking home from a movie and I just blurted out something like, ‘why don’t you want to sleep with me?’”

“What did she do?” Gladys asks wide eyed.

“She just looked at me and said, ‘Dan, I want to sleep with you very much but I can’t, because we’re not married and it wouldn’t be right.’ Then, she just kept walking. I just stood there, not knowing what to say. I’d never met anyone like her. I think that’s when I fell head over heels in love with her. I also knew there was no way I could ever marry her.”

“What? Why?”

“Because before that, I’d met her parents. I’d been to her house. She was a good Catholic girl who came from a large Catholic family. I was a manwhore ex-Marine who hadn’t been to Mass in years. I just knew when she found out about my past, about all the women I’d slept with, she’d want to have nothing else to do with me.” Dan takes a deep breath. “So I decided to tell her, before things went any further with us. Once she knew, we’d make a clean break, maybe stay friends, but she could find a decent guy.

“A few days after that, we were walking across campus. I told her I had something important to say to her. We sat on a bench not far from East Hall. I spent the next hour telling her my story, all the gory details, all the women, all the numbers. I didn’t look at her the entire time, just looked at my shoes. She didn’t speak. Finally, I said, ‘Miriam, I really like you. I think I may even be in love with you. But I can’t be the man for you. Not with the past I have.’ She placed her hand on my back and said, ‘But your past doesn’t have to define your future. You say you’re this bad man who could never be the man for me. But I’ve already decided you are the man for me, because in who you are now, I can see who you can become.’”

Gladys is crying again—and I have to admit to shedding a few tears myself—and she asks, “What did you say?”

Dan shakes his head. “Nothing. I just started crying. And since that day, we’ve never spoken of anything I told her.”

“And the rest is history,” I say.

“No, Father, not quite. I’d already been to confession but I still had some stuff to work through. I needed to know for myself, and more important for Miriam, that that part of my life was behind me. Obviously, it was.” Dan says. 

Turning back to Gladys, he says, “The point of this long and drawn out story—I don’t have Father’s gift for brevity—is that everyone has a past, Gladys. Some of those pasts are pretty ordinary. Some like ours are pretty shocking in many ways. And I don’t need to tell you that it does take a while to get free of it. But if a person loves you, if a person likes you and considers you a friend, if they really follow Christ’s teachings about love and mercy instead of pushing some kind of crap they claim is Christian, it won’t matter to them. And Gladys, if you tell him, it won’t matter to Nate.”

Gladys wipes her eyes again. “I’m a mess,” she says. “I need to go to the Ladies.” She wheels to the door then turns. “Thanks, you guys,” she says. 

I look at Dan. “Thanks for that,” I say. “It took a lot of courage.”

“She needs to know she’s not the only one,” Dan says. “She needs to know you can turn around. I’ve seen her at Mass more, and I’ve seen her around Nate. I know what she wants. Sometimes, you just need a little encouragement.”

“Gladys, I—hey, what are you two doing in here? Where’s Gladys?” a very confused Helen asks.

“We were just talking, right, Father?” Dan says,

“Yeah,” I say, “Just talking.”

“Well, while you two were just talking,” Helen says, “ballistics came back on the rifle. It’s definitely the gun. But that’s not the interesting part.”

“What is it, Chief?” Dan asks. 

“That gun was last reported as part of the stock of a small seed and feed store about twenty miles from here.”

“When was it sold?”

She smiles. “Never. According to records, it should still be at the store.”
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Twenty-Two
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Helen decides to go see about the mysterious stolen rifle that isn’t stolen. Since we haven’t eaten breakfast, I decide to go with her, stopping by Sprockets on the way.

“That reminds me, darling,” she says as she hands me my coffee and chicken biscuit. “Did you ever make that appointment?”

I groan inwardly. “No, not yet,” I say. “I thought you’d forget about it.”

“Well, you thought wrong. I knew you hadn’t—I asked Anna if it was on your calendar—oh, don’t look at me that way—so I made you an appointment with the Department physician for a physical. It’s in two weeks.”

“Oh, Helen, I’d rather see my own doctor.”

“Your own doctor is an 80-year-old ex-missionary, Tom. I have to question how good he is.”

“He’s a Dominican,” I say plaintively.

“Anyway, don’t even think of missing this appointment.”

“I know. I know. You’ll be disappointed.”

“It’s not that. As Acting Chief, I’m responsible to make sure everyone in my employ is in top physical health. That includes the police chaplain.”

I look at her. For the first time, I realize that as a police chaplain, she’s my boss.

I need to remember that.

“OK, Chief,” I say, saluting. “Just send me the details.”

Helen smiles. “Anna already has them.”

***
[image: image]


“Look, Detective, I really don’t know nothin’ about no rifle being stolen from here.”

Helen and I are in Harvey’s Feed and Seed, a small mom-and-pop establishment about a thirty minute drive from Myerton. The clerk is a pimple-faced sixteen- or seventeen-year-old named Clay, if his nametag is to be trusted.

It’s written with a Sharpie, so I’m dubious.

“Take a look again,” Helen says, showing the dull-looking young man a photo of the rifle. “Does this weapon look familiar to you?”

“Oh, yeah,” he says with a crooked smile.

“So it was here?”

“What? Oh, you mean did I see it here? Naw, I told you, I don’t know anything about a stolen rifle.”

“But you just said you saw this weapon!” Helen says loudly. I place my hand on her shoulder—I don’t happen to be wearing my clericals, so the clerk doesn’t look at me funny.

“Son,” I say quietly. “Detective Parr asked you if this rifle looked familiar to you. You said yes. What did you mean by that?”

“I mean that my Dad and Uncle have ones just like that,” he says. “Use it for deer hunting. I don’t hunt. They took me once, but when I tried to kill one, I shook so hard it threw my aim off. Then I lost my breakfast. They haven’t taken me since.”

Helen takes a deep breath. “OK, Clay, let’s try something else. How long have you worked here?”

“Here? Oh, let’s see, what day is it?”

“Wednesday,” Helen says through clenched teeth.

“Wednesday? OK, then three weeks.”

“You’ve only worked here three weeks?” I ask. Unlike in the past, Helen didn’t tell me not to say anything. I guess she just gave up.

Makes it easier for all of us.

“Yeah, Vic hired me a couple of days after the other guy left.”

“What other guy?”

“I dunno his name.”

“Why did he leave?” Helen asks.

The door opens behind us. “Why don’t you ask Vic? Hey Vic, these two cops have some questions about a stolen rifle?”

We turn in time to see a rather portly man with a bald head wearing jeans and a golf shirt leave as quickly as he entered. Through the glass door I see him—well, not running so much as waddling quickly—across the parking lot and seeming to fumble for his car keys.

“What the . . .?” Helen says, then takes off in a sprint after the guy. For a curvy woman, she’s a fast runner and soon overtakes Vic. Which isn’t hard, considering he’s doubled over, hands on his knees, huffing and puffing to catch his breath.

“Listen . . . I’m . . . I was . . . Oh, God, I shouldn’t have done that,” he sputters.

“Why did you run, Vic?” Helen asks. By this time, I’m standing by her.

“Look, I was going to file paperwork to report it stolen, but I just never go around to it, you know? Besides, he was a good kid, and I didn’t want him to get in trouble.”

“Who’s a good kid?” Helen yells.

“Look, I’ll do it, I’ll do whatever you want, just don’t take my license!”

“Your license?” I ask.

“He’s talking about his Federal Firearms License,” Helen explains. “Mr. Harvey, I don’t give a damn about your license.”

He stands up, looking relieved. “So you’re not ATF?”

“No,” she says, pulling out her badge. “Acting Chief Helen Parr, Myerton Police. And I’m here about this rifle.” She shows him the photograph, which he yanks out of her hand.

“What? Why are you interested in this?” he says.

“Because this rifle was used in the attempted murder of two people, one of them a police officer. Me.” Helen says, crossing her arms.

“Attempted murder? A police—oh, no, oh, no, oh, no!” Vic says, beginning to shake his head and gesticulating wildly. “You’re that police officer, the one who’s marrying—him,” he says pointing to me. “The TV the other day. This . . . this was the rifle? Did you catch him with it? What . . . what’s he saying? I don’t know anything about this. I always thought he had a screw loose, but I never thought he’d go all Lee Harvey Oswald!”

“Mr. Harvey, please calm down,” she says quietly. “Look, no one is accusing you of doing anything wrong—except not reporting a stolen firearm. But I’m willing to overlook that. I just need you to answer my questions. OK? Is there a place we can talk privately?”

Vic looks at us and nods. “Yeah, yeah. I’ll answer any questions you have. We can use my office.”

Soon we’re in a cramped room in the back of the store. There’s barely enough room for the three of us, between stacks and stacks of old feed and seed catalogs against the wall, Vic’s desk piled with papers, and two filing cabinets stuffed to overflowing.

It’s enough to make the archivist in me cry.

“Now, let’s start at the beginning,” Helen says. “You mentioned ‘he was a good kid’ and you didn’t want him to get in trouble. Who were you talking about?”

Vic sighs. “Kid’s name is Trey. Trey Grant. At least that’s what he said his name was.”

“You’re not sure?” I ask.

“No,” he says. “He had an ID, but it looked fake to me. I didn’t call him on it because he was the only person to come in for the job and I was getting pretty desperate.” Vic drums his fingers on his desk and looks around the room.

“Let me guess,” Helen says. “You paid him under the table.”

“Do you know what a hassle it is to hire anyone anymore?” Vic exclaims. “I mean, you’ve got your background checks, your W-4s, making sure they’re here legally, social security, not to mention the withholdings and the paperwork for the quarterly payments. I mean, the kid was only getting $8.00 an hour.”

“Minimum wage in Maryland is $11.60,” I say flatly.

“Well, well, Mr. Harvey,” Helen says with a smile. “You do seem to have an affinity for skirting the law.”

“Now look, I run a respectable feed and seed—”

“I highly doubt that, Mr. Harvey,” she says. “Tell me more about this Trey Grant.”

“Well, not much to say about him. I call him kid, but he’s twenty-five, twenty-six. His hair’s too long, and he’s got this beard that could really use a trim. But like I said, a good kid and a hard worker.”

“Where did he come from?”

“I don’t know. He didn’t talk much about his background. I know the last job he said he worked at was construction near Ellicott City.”

At that, Helen and I look at each other. “How long was he in Ellicott City, did he ever say?”

“Nope. Like I say, he didn’t talk much about his past.”

“I’m curious,” I say. “Was Trey religious? Did he talk much about going to church?”

“No, he never mentioned it. Never went while he was here, I don’t think.”

“What about women?” Helen asks. “Did he have a girlfriend that you know of?”

Vic laughs. “Girlfriend? No, I mean, he’d flirt with anything in a skirt, but looking the way he did, no one ever gave him the time of day.”

“Did he resent that? Did he ever say anything negative or hostile about women?”

“Not that he ever told me. Listen, what does any of this have to do about that rifle?”

“Background,” Helen says. “Did he ever get any visitors while here? Anyone . . . like an older priest?”

“No, never any visitors, certainly no priests. We’re mostly Baptists around here—no offense, Father.”

I nod. “Some of my family is Baptist.”

“Anyway, so tell me about the rifle,” Helen says.

Vic sighs deeply and rubs the back of his neck. “OK, here’s the truth. So about three weeks ago, I got to the store and found one of our .308 hunting rifles and a scope gone.”

Holding up the photo, Helen asks, “This rifle.”

He nods. “I knew we hadn’t sold it, because it was in the gun rack with the others when I left the previous afternoon.”

“Why did you suspect Trey, if he was the good kid you say he was?”

“Because he locked up,” Vic says. “He was the only one here all night.”

“Wait, what was he doing here at night?”

“He slept on a cot in the storeroom. Kid didn’t have a place to live, so I let him crash here.”

“I see. What did he say when you confronted him?”

“I didn’t really confront him, Detective. I just asked him if he knew anything about it. I honestly thought he borrowed it to go hunting or something. I wouldn’t have been happy, but I’d have just told him not to do it again and make sure he cleaned it real good.”

“So, what did he say?”

“See, this is when it got weird. Now Trey, like I say, was a nice kid, polite, pretty soft spoken. But when I asked him about the gun, he just exploded. He started yelling and cussing, saying he didn’t do anything wrong, that I was an ass for accusing him, that he didn’t steal that rifle.”

“What did you do?”

“I tried to get him to calm down, told him that I wasn’t going to call the police or anything, that I knew he’d just taken it for hunting and all he had to do was give it back. That just made him worse. He stalked back to his room, grabbed his stuff, and walked out yelling at me that he wasn’t going to work for someone who thought he was a thief.”

I lean forward. “So after that, Vic, you still didn’t report the gun as stolen?”

Vic sighs and shakes his head. “I thought he’d calm down and come back with the rifle. When that didn’t happen, well, it’s pretty much what I told y’all in the parking lot. Look, you have to believe me, if I thought for one minute that he’d use it to try to kill someone, I’d have called the police.”

Digging through her tote bag, she pulls out a pen and notepad. Helen spends the next few minutes scribbling frantically—she almost never takes notes during an interview, but instead waits until afterwards to make her notes in her almost illegible scrawl. I just sit quietly while she does this.

“May I use your men’s room?” I say after a few minutes of this.

“Sure, sure, just ask Clay for the key,” Vic says, pointing to the front. “Sorry, you’ll have to go all the way to the front, then back here.”

“Oh, it’s quite all right,” I say as humbly as I can muster. “Is it near the storeroom?”

Helen stops her writing for just a second and glances up at me, then resumes writing.

“Yeah, we passed it on the way back here.”

I flash a serene smile and incline my head. I walk out of the office and down the narrow hall to the front.

But instead of going to get the key, I duck into the storeroom that doubled as Trey’s abode.

Vic wasn’t kidding when he said Trey slept on a cot in the storeroom. That’s basically what his accommodations were—a cot. There was a small table that had a variety of empty soda and sports drink bottles, but that was it. The cot had no sheets or pillows—I assume Vic had removed those when Trey left. Other than that, there was a variety of office and cleaning supplies stacked on the floor and on the metal shelves.

I look through the shelves in search of—well, I don’t know what exactly. A clue to where Trey was, or really any indication at all that he could have been driven to take two shots at a police officer and a Catholic priest. But, I find nothing.

I’m about to leave when I spy a cardboard box shoved under the cot. I pull it out and place it on the cot. The lid is closed, so I can’t see what’s inside.

I look over my shoulder, considering what I should do. Now, what I should do is wait until Helen can get here. She’ll dig gloves out from that Mary Poppins bag of hers and open the box. But curiosity is getting the best of me.

Looking around the room, I see a pair of yellow gloves like Mom used to wear when washing dishes. Donning them, I open the box and look inside.

Porn. Either Trey’s or Vic’s stash. The magazines are well worn from multiple readings or viewings, whatever word you want to use. Digging through the box, I find more of the same. I’m about to give up when I find something underneath the magazines.

There’s a small stack of papers and a couple of what look like pamphlets. I remove them and see what’s on top.

“Helen!” I yell, “You need to come see this!”

A flurry of footsteps comes down the hall. Turning into the doorway, Helen asks, “What is it?”

“This,” I say, holding up the items that caught my attention.

Helen takes one look and says, “Oh, shit!”

A bulletin from Saint Giles’s Catholic Church in Ellicott City and a booklet about overcoming attachment to pornography written by Father Xavier. 

“You need to find this kid, Helen. Now.”
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After Helen calls Dan, telling him to send a uniform to take Vic Harvey’s statement and to find a sketch artist—Myerton Police is too small to employ one full time, but they contract with an instructor from the Myer College Fine Arts Department—we take the box I found and start back to town.

“We don’t have to go tonight,” I say as I look through Trey’s papers. “I’m sure Bethany would understand.”

“Ha! From what I’ve heard, Bethany would probably be glad I’m not there,” Helen replies.

“What do you mean?”

“Oh, nothing. Just that it’s pretty well known in the department that Bethany likes to indulge in the use of some mind-altering substances.”

I lay the papers I’m looking at in my lap. “Bethany’s an addict?” I say, genuinely shocked.

“Oh, nothing like that. She doesn’t use heroin or meth, nothing hard like that. She smokes pot—she has a medical marijuana card, so it’s legal—but she also likes hallucinogens, mainly magic mushrooms.”

“And you know this how?” I say, getting a little defensive. I mean, Bethany is a friend.

“Dan’s snitch.”

“Oh,” I say. Dan’s informant is Rex Thompson, who keeps him updated on the Myer College drug scene while dealing in some low-level substances himself. Dan calls it the cost of doing business.

But Rex also happens to be a member of the parish, the son of Roy Thompson, chair of the Parish Council. And that makes me uncomfortable.

“Chief Louden overlooked it for years since we’ve never had any indication that she was a dealer. I see no reason to change. I mean, she’s a pretty harmless old lady.”

I scoff, “I don’t know about old, Helen. I mean, she’s Anna’s age. And Anna’s neither old nor harmless. But anyway, I know you probably need to work, so—”

“No, Dan’s already set to cover tonight—apparently a couple of Miriam’s sisters are coming over to go through some clothes for the newest little Conway, and he wanted to clear out, so he doesn’t mind in the least. So there’s no reason not to go.”

“I just know how you are when—”

“I know, when I’m in the middle of a case, I hate to be away from it. But I’m trying to change that.” She reaches down and grabs my hand. “I’m Acting Chief. I’m not a detective right now, technically. I have a good crew and I’m trying to learn to let them do their jobs without my interference. So dinner first at El Toro, then the gallery. What would you like me to wear?”

I flash her a sly grin. “You know what I’ll always say.”

“Yes, I know, but that dress is hardly appropriate for a gallery opening. How about I pick something from our shopping trip and surprise you?”

“You know I don’t like surprises,” I pout.

Helen sighs. “Oh, dear, I forgot that,” she says, shaking her head. “Well I guess I’m just going to have to give up on my plans for our honeymoon.”

“Ah, wait. You know, I think I like surprises after all.”

***
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Helen and I arrive at The Painted Lotus a little after 8 p.m. There are already a number of people here, milling about, and we wander around awhile, looking at various works. Many of them are beautiful, but some are a bit scary. I try to remember some of the things Joan taught me about light and texture but most of it escapes me, so I just read off the names of the artists and try to remember if I’ve ever heard of them. Generally, I have not.

We stop in front of a particularly interesting work. It looks like someone cut some pictures out of magazines, glued them to the canvas, then painted over them, then blew what look like jelly beans onto the surface before the paint dried.

“What is this?” Helen asks.

Looking at the exhibit card, I say, “The title is ‘Summer at the Beach’.”

“You’re kidding!”

“Read it yourself,” I say.

She shakes her head and moves to the next one. She does a double take.

“Tom,” she says, “that’s a hand.”

And she’s right—my fiance, the ever-observant detective. It is indeed a hand, attached to what looks for all the world like wood from an old barn door.

“What’s this one called,” she says. “Children Playing in a Park?”

“Mmm, no,” I say, reading the card. “‘Hand Shellacked to Old Barn Wood.’”

“Well, it makes more sense than the other one,” Helen says. She reaches out to touch it, but I grab her hand.

“You can’t touch it!” I whisper.

“I need to see if it’s real,” she says, struggling to get out of my grip.

“Of course it’s not real, Helen. It’s some kind of plastic hand made to look real.”

Helen finally pulls herself free, glares at me, then looks more closely at the art enriching our lives. “You may be right. But I think I’m going to get a warrant for it.”

I roll my eyes. “You’re such a supporter of the arts, you know that?”

“Tom!” A loud, almost shrill, voice calls me from the other side of the room. I turn just in time to see Bethany Grable walking to me with her arms outstretched. Flamboyant as always, she’s wearing a long, flowing paisley dress that looks like it has a hundred yards of fabric. Her long gray hair is pulled back and in a bun that’s piled somewhat precariously on the back of her head.

“Bethany,” I say with a smile as she reaches us. She immediately envelopes me in a hug.

“So good to see you, Tom,” Bethany says. She steps back and gives me the once over. “You look a lot better than the last time I saw you. You look . . . happy.”

I smile. “I am. And here’s the reason,” I say, turning to Helen. “Bethany Grable, Helen Parr. My fiancée.”

Helen smiles somewhat nervously, but that vanishes when Bethany throws her arms around her in an even bigger hug than she gave me.

“Oh, I am just so happy to meet you!” she squeals. “When I heard what you two were going to be able to do—well, Tom, you know I don’t believe in miracles or anything like that—but I thought to myself what a wonderful thing the universe is doing, bringing these two people together.”

“Thank you, Ms. Grable,” Helen says, some of the nervousness gone from her smile. 

“Oh, honey, please! Call me Bethany.” She looks at us. “You must let me paint your wedding portrait. I’d be so honored.”

“Oh, well—” I start, looking around the room.

“That’s really generous, but—” Helen says, the nervousness returning.

Looking around her, Bethany says, “What, you’re afraid I’m going to paint you like one of these freaks? Oh, no, no. I’ll do right by you.”

She takes me by the arm. “Do you want to see Joan’s painting?” she says quietly.

I look at Helen, who smiles and nods. “Yes, I would. Thank you.”

She leads us around the gallery, stopping occasionally to show particular pieces by artists she knows. “It’s right over here, dear,” she says as we arrive at the far corner of the gallery. “I know it's not a very prominent spot but I still think she’d be pleased.”

I have not seen this piece before. It is a jumble of black and royal blue with pinpoints of yellow peaking through. There seems to be an order to it, but I can’t quite understand what it is. In the corner, in her familiar handwriting, is her signature and the date.

Joan L. Greer. 3/19/2009.

A tear wells up in my eye when I see the date. She completed this about a month after she lost yet another baby. That one had really devastated her. She lay in bed for days. I couldn’t get her to eat. I was really getting worried about her. Finally, she recovered. I guess she painted this as her way of coping.

I stare at the painting, trying to remember the girl I married. I know she was not a girl. She was a grown woman with both incredible talent and more personal demons than I ever knew of when she was alive. But now she is frozen in time while I have aged, so each year the woman I knew seems younger and younger. 

I know she’s happy where she is now, with the daughter I never had a chance to meet in this life. I feel no guilt about moving on. It has been over ten years.  

But at this moment, I miss her. 

That seems unjust to Helen somehow, and I am trying to think of something to say to distract myself when I feel her arm snake through mine and pull me closer to her. I feel her warmth, and the vanilla that’s ever present and that I so associate with her comforts me.

“This is beautiful, Tom,” she says quietly. “Did she often paint in these colors?”

I nearly choke as I say, “Sometimes. She often played with dark and bright colors. She tried to explain it to me but I didn’t really understand.”

“I’m so sorry you didn’t have more time together, darling. She was obviously very talented. Seeing this makes me think that I know her better. I would have liked her.”

I smile. “She told me she likes you.” At her puzzled look, I say, “In my  dream—if you want to call it that—when I was in the coma in Bellamy.”

She nods. Looking at the painting again, she asks, “What was her favorite color?”

“She loved pale blue, the color of the afternoon sky, she used to say. She actually dyed that ribbon for her wedding dress herself. It took her forever to get the color just like she wanted it.” 

I’m smiling now, and it doesn’t feel weird at all anymore to talk about my late wife with my future wife. I ask Helen, “That begs the question. Have you thought about what you want for our wedding?” 

“Not really, though Gladys keeps shoving bridal magazines in my hand every day, it seems. I’ve done the big, poofy wedding dress once and that was enough. I’ll probably go with something pretty basic this time.”

“Do you still have your wedding dress?”

She sighs. “I do. I should take a page out of Anna’s book and get rid of it, but, I don’t know . . . ”

“You don’t want to let go of a memory from your life with John.”

“I guess I don’t. Does that bother you?”

“Of course not. I’m glad we still have other people to love.”

Thankfully, Bethany interrupts us. “Tom, Helen,” she says, a distinguished-looking man with her. “I’d like for you to meet Dr. Martin Maycord. In addition to being the head of the Emergency Department at Myerton General Hospital, he is a patron of the arts. His generous donations have helped finance this exhibition.” 

We shake hands and I ask, “So how long have you been in Myerton?” 

“Just over a year now,” he replies. “Myerton General hired me to create a new trauma center, and that has taken up most of my time. But I do love art and find participating in events like this very relaxing.”

“So you’re a trauma surgeon,” Helen says. “Where were you before here?”

Maycord says grimly. “I was at a hospital in Baltimore.”

“Wow, so I guess you’ve seen your share of trauma.”

“More than my share of young bodies violated by bullets,” he shakes his head. “That’s one reason I jumped at the chance to come here. Myerton’s a lot quieter. Fewer murders, at least.”

“Well, we do have some,” Helen says, “otherwise I wouldn’t have a job. I’m Acting Chief of the Myerton Police.”

“Oh, I see,” Maycord says.  “So Tom, what do you do?”

Well, here we go, I think. “I’m the rector at Saint Clare’s Catholic Church.”

Maycord looks confused for a minute and then says, “Oh, you’re that priest.” Then, turning to Helen, he adds, “And you’re his fiancée.”

“That’s right,” she says.

“I saw what happened the other day. I’m just so thankful to be meeting you this way instead of in my operating room,” he says. “I have to admit, I want to ask you all sorts of questions. The problem is, I have a feeling you’ve heard them all before.”

“You’re welcome to try, but I promise we’re not that interesting,” I say. “I will say that I often have parishioners in Myerton General and the hospital seems to do a great job across the board.”

“And while we’ve never had a cop seriously injured on duty,” Helen adds, “I’m glad that Myerton is upgrading it’s trauma unit. It’s a dangerous world, you know.”

“Thank you for that, Chief, Father.” 

“Tom’s fine,” I say.

“And please call me Helen, Doctor Maycord.”

“Then call me Martin. Listen, I need to go schmooze some people but please take my card, Tom. Here you go, Helen. My cell phone number is on the back. Give me a call sometime when you’re going to be at the hospital and I’ll buy you a bad lunch in the cafeteria.”

“Sounds like fun. I’ll do that sometime,” I say, slipping the card in my wallet with about a dozen other similar offers.

He and Bethany walk off arm in arm. Maycord whispers something in her ear causing her to laugh, then lay her head on his shoulder. He sneaks a kiss on the top of her head.

“Well, they make an interesting couple,” Helen observes.

“Yeah,” I agree. “But you know, they have art as a common interest.”

She looks at me with a bemused grin. “Tom, you know, you can be so clueless sometimes,” she says.

“Oh, Helen, I saw that. I know there’s something going on there. I’m not a complete idiot.”

She laughs and puts her arm in mine. “Listen, how much longer do we have to stay?”

“Oh, I think we can go,” I say. “It’s not that late. What do you want to do?”

“Dessert at The Bistro?”

“Sounds like a plan. Lead the way, Detective.”

***
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It’s almost 11 p.m. by the time we walk back to the Rectory for my car.

“I’d invite you in,” I say, “but even though Anna’s there, someone seeing you come inside might get the wrong idea.”

“Hmm, and what idea might that be, Father?” she says, the huskiness of her voice sending sparks through me.

“Any number of things I have in mind for after we’re safely married.”

“Oooh, really,” she says, leaning her head on my shoulder. “I still can’t believe it sometimes. That we’re actually going to be married.”

“I am so looking forward to filing a joint tax return,” I quip.

“Your income includes the use of the Rectory, which complicates things, so we’re better off filing separately. I checked with an accountant.”

“Darn,” I grin. “There go my plans for the honeymoon. I was so looking forward to itemizing deductions with you.”

We laugh, then Helen says, “Tom, what about the honeymoon? I mean, after all this waiting, you know, I kind of want us to get away and, well, you know, really get to know each other . . . again.” Even in the dark I can see her blushing.

“Well,” I say, “I do have a couple of ideas about that. For our first night as husband and wife, I thought of a hotel room in Baltimore, maybe one overlooking the Inner Harbor?”

“I really like the sound of that,” she says with a shy smile.

“And for the rest, well, I assume the Archbishop will give me a week at least. I assume you can get a week off, too, especially if you’re Chief by then.”

“Let’s not get ahead of ourselves, I’ve just been appointed Acting Chief.”

“Anyway, if we can get a week off, I have a cousin with a beach house near Panama City.”

“Florida! Tom, you want to spend our honeymoon in Florida!” Helen exclaims.

“What’s wrong with that?” I say.

“Tom, darling, if we’re in Florida, we’ll have to visit YOUR MOTHER, and frankly, Nola Greer is the very last person I want to see during our honeymoon.”

I groan. “Oh, I didn’t even think of that,” I say. “Well, I don’t have any idea, then.”

“Oh, we’ll think of something. Hey, how about a cruise to the Bahamas? Ships sail out of Baltimore. It's just after Christmas, so the rates may be pretty good.”

I kiss her on the forehead. “You know, you really are smart.”

“Thank you.”

Just then, Helen’s phone rings. “Chief Parr,” she says. Whatever she’s told, it puts her in serious cop mode. “Got it. Don’t move in until I get there.” Ending the call she says. “We need to go!”

“What’s wrong?” I ask.

“That was Hallstead,” Helen says, a tinge of panic in her voice. “Someone is outside my apartment.”
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Since it’s my car, Helen lets me drive.

“Besides,” she says, “you drive slowly enough he won’t get spooked.”

“Thanks, honey.”

As I round the corner onto Helen’s street, someone runs in front of my car. I manage to slam on breaks just as a young woman in camouflage gear dashes across the street in front of me. 

“What the hell!” I exclaim as Helen jumps out of the car.

“Stay here. Call 911. Identify yourself. Officer needs assistance,” she shouts, pulling her weapon from her calf holster and joining the pursuit. 

I fumble for my phone and press the emergency call button.

“911, what is your emergency?” the efficient female voice on the other end says.

“This is Police Chaplain Greer,” I shout into my phone. “Officer needs assistance at 411 Elm Street, the Royal Apartment complex.” As she types in the information, I add, “Acting Chief Parr in pursuit of suspected sniper.”

The typing on the other end pauses. “Copy that, Chaplain,” the operator says solemnly.

I end the call and step out of my car in time to hear Officer Tina Hallstead call out, “Clear!” I look for Helen and see her alongside Hallstead, who’s wrestled someone to the ground and appears to be putting them in cuffs. Pulling the suspect off the ground, Helen and Officer Hallstead walk them back towards my car.

Suddenly, I’m aware of the approach of other cars, lights and sirens blaring. I remove my badge from my pocket and place it around my neck.

Helen and Hallstead are soon at my car with a gangly, bearded young man. As the first patrol cars pull up, I decide to get out of everyone’s way. I step around a bicycle lying on the sidewalk. Hallstead throws the suspect against a patrol car and proceeds to frisk him.  A few minutes later, an obviously suddenly awoken Dan arrives, wearing plaid pajama pants and a T-shirt with the words “Muffin Man” emblazoned on the front. 

Everyone gathers around Hallstead and I join the crowd as she explains, “I was at my post watching the front door when this guy showed up. He spent a lot of time pacing back and forth, like he was casing the place. Finally, I observed him placing a flat box outside of  the Chief’s apartment. When he walked back to his bike, I approached him and identified myself. He ran, I gave chase, the Chief arrived and assisted, and we tackled the suspect.”

Dan, who’s intimidating even in pajamas,  grabs the guy in question. “So what’s in the package, Buddy? Do we need the bomb squad?”

“I don't know what's in it,” he replies belligerently. “Someone gave me a hundred bucks to bring it here and leave it outside that apartment.” 

Dan looks at Helen, who says, “OK, everyone, let’s get back. Call the fire department and start evacuating the building. Set up a perimeter.” 

Before I know it, I’m back in the car, this time with several of Helen’s neighbors. Fortunately, we don’t have to stay there long. The fire department has x-ray style equipment that confirms there is no bomb so Hallstead picks up the package and Dan sends everyone back inside. 

Helen and Dan are looking at the box as I walk back. “Well, any idea what’s in it?” I ask.

“There’s no clue on the outside,” Dan says, “and he claims he has no idea.”

“Give me some gloves, Dan,” Helen says, holding out her hand.

“Helen, don’t you think—” I start to say.

“Tom, my turf, remember? Dan, gloves please?”

Dan goes to one of the patrol cars and returns with a pair of latex gloves. Helen pulls them on. “Hold your light over here, Dan,” she mutters as she gingerly removes first the brown paper wrapping, then uses her knife to slit the tape holding down the top flaps. Opening the box, she gasps. 

“What is it?” I say. 

“It’s  . . . a sword,” she says. Helen reaches into the box and pulls it out carefully. It’s about two feet long and is obviously sharp, with a golden hilt carved with a number of scenes. 

“Let me see that,” I say, straining to get a closer look. 

“What is it, Tom?”

“Look at the top of the hilt,” I say. “That’s Saint Michael the Archangel.”

“Are you sure?”

“It’s one of the ways he’s portrayed. A sword in one hand, scales in another. It’s definitely Saint Michael.”

Dan moves his light to the blade. “Uh, Chief? Are you seeing this?”

I follow the beam to what Dan’s talking about. The steel blade is not shiny. Instead, it’s streaked with something.

“That looks like blood to me,” Helen says. “Dan, get in touch with your friend at the Innocent Till Proven project, the same one who rushed the DNA analysis in Tom’s case. I want to know two things ASAP: is this human blood, and if so, whose blood is it?”

With those words, Helen marches to the handcuffed suspect. Grabbing him by the shirt, she yells, “Whose blood is that? Start talking?”

“Blood? Wha . . . what are you talking about,” the guy says, appearing confused.

“The blood on the sword that you left in front of my door.”

“Huh?”

Helen starts shaking him. “Who are you?! Who sent you?! Dammit, start talking, you son-of-a-bitch!”

“Helen,” I say, touching her on the shoulder.

“You better start talking, you piece of shit, or I’ll—”

“Chief Parr!” I say as loudly as possible.

Helen stops and lets go of the suspect. She turns without a word and walks to my car. She leans against it and puts her head in her hands.

Dan’s joined me by this time. “Is she OK?”

“Oh, hell, no,” I say. “But it’s Helen. She will be.” Turning to the suspect, I say quietly, “I’m the police chaplain, Father Tom Greer,”

There’s a flash of recognition, but he says, “OK.”

“What’s your name, son?”

“My name? I’m Trey. Trey Grant. And I’m telling you, I have no idea what was in that box. I don’t know anything.” 
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Hallstead leaves with Trey Grant in her patrol car to take him to the station for booking. Dan’s on the phone with his friend about doing a rush analysis of the sword.

“I know what time it is, Ed,” he says, “and I know you’re not my personal forensic scientist.” He pauses. “Look, I wouldn’t ask if it wasn’t important. It’s Detective Parr.” He listens, then smiles. “Thanks, Ed. I’ll drive it over tonight. I need to go home and change first. . . See ya in about an hour.” 

“He’ll do it?” I ask.

“He’s not happy about it, but he’ll do it,” Dan says. “Do you think she’s ready to talk?”

I look at Helen. She’s still leaning against my car, but is staring across the street instead of covering her face with her hands.

“I guess we’ll find out,” I mutter. We walk over to her. As we approach, she looks at us.

“Well? Who is he?” Helen asks. Her voice is calm, professional as she always is when on a case. 

But even in the dim light, I see the fear in her eyes.

Helen Parr is afraid. This has to be a first.

“You’re not going to believe this,” Dan says. “He says his name is Trey Grant.”

“Trey—oh, this can’t be a coincidence,” Helen says, shaking her head. “What else has he said?”

“Nothing,” I say. “He says he doesn’t know anything about what was in the box.”

“Is he sticking to his story? Someone paid him a hundred bucks to deliver that to my apartment?”

“He hasn’t said anything different. Hallstead is taking him to the station to book him.”

“I don’t want him talking to anybody,” she says firmly. “Throw him in a cell. Let him sweat for a while.”

Dan looks at me, then Helen. “Chief, he has the right to a phone call.”

“Detective Conway,” Helen snaps, “are you questioning me?”

Dan is obviously shocked by Helen’s outburst. Drawing himself up, he says, “Actually, Chief, I am. I do not believe you’re thinking clearly right now.”

She takes a step forward. “Watch it, Detective!”

“Chief—Helen—listen to me,” Dan says calmly. “This whole situation has you on edge. I’ve never seen you manhandle a suspect like you just did. And now, you’re trying to take away his rights under the Constitution. If he turns out to be the SOB who shot at you and Tom, or if he knows who did, those two things in the hands of a good lawyer will have the entire case thrown out.”

“Dan, I’m—”

“The Acting Chief,” he says. “You’re also the victim. You need to take a step back.”

“Darling,” I say quietly. “Dan’s right. You need to take a breath.”

She looks at me, and the fire of anger and fear begins to dissipate. Her shoulders sag. “All right. He can call anyone he wants to, but I want his calls monitored. We won’t question him tonight. We’ll do it first thing in the morning. What about your friend?”

“I’m on my way, after I go home and change,” Dan says. With a nod of the head, he starts walking to his car.

“By the way, Dan,” I say. “Nice shirt.”

He smiles sheepishly. “Thanks. Miriam got it for me. It was one of those giveaways for Muffin Man English Muffins.” He shrugs and walks away.

I turn to Helen. “I’m fine now, Tom,” she says quietly. Shaking her head, she adds, “I can’t believe I did that.”

“It’s understandable. You were shot at.”

“So were you,” she says.

“But Helen, you’re the target. SSM explicitly threatened you. Father Xavier, who we’re both certain is involved somehow, clearly despises you and sees you as a threat to the Church. That’s a lot for one person to carry.”

“I have broad shoulders, Tom.”

“But you don’t have to carry this alone,” I say. “How many times, Helen, do I need to remind you of that?”

“How long have you known me?” she grins.

I roll my eyes. “Helen, I’m serious.”

“And darling,” she says, stroking my cheek. “I’m tired. I just want to go inside my apartment, slip out of these clothes, and into my bed.” She kisses me. “I suggest you go home and get some sleep, too.”

“Are you going to be OK?” I ask.

She smiles ruefully. “I’ll let you know.”

***
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“What?” Helen says when she opens her door the next morning to my knocks. “Tom? What the hell?”

I hold up a cup carrier with four large coffees. “Two for you, two for me.”

“But, what are you doing here?” 

“You usually come to the Rectory for breakfast, so I thought today I’d come to you.”

“But . . . but, you can’t come into my apartment alone, can you? I mean, someone might see us.”

“Oh, Helen,” I say with a leer. “I’m not about to let myself be alone in a beautiful woman’s apartment without a chaperone.”

“Who’s—”

Just then, Gladys rolls up. “Hi, Mom! I have your cinnamon roll!”

Helen chuckles. “OK, well now that we’ll be properly chaperoned, come in, darling.”

A few minutes later, we’re safely ensconced in Helen’s apartment. The last time I was here was a year ago, when she invited me to show me some evidence in the Rachel Watson murder case. It reminded me what a terrible housekeeper she was.

The situation hasn’t improved.

When we were together before—and living together—this was a constant point of contention. I’m no neat freak by any stretch of the imagination. Joan was, which is why our place was always as neat as a pin. But Helen’s idea of cleaning was that it would somehow take care of itself. Which usually meant I did it. I always thought without someone to clean for her, she’d eventually wind up smothered under a pile of unfolded laundry or Chinese take-out containers.

Well, somehow she’s managed to survive . . . this. I’m pretty sure the pile of folders in one chair is the same one that was there when I was here last time.

“You’ve been cleaning,” Gladys remarks.

“You have got to be kidding me,” I say before I think.

Helen turns and glares at me. “Really? Do you really want to criticize the housekeeping skills of the woman you’re going to marry in a little under seven months?”

“No, but obviously I will be available to help more then,” I say.

She looks around and nods. “OK, even I can concede that. After I’ve caught this guy, we’ll talk about my questionable skills as a homemaker.”

“Not so questionable anymore,” I point out. “You can cook.”

I notice Gladys typing into her phone. “What are you doing?”

“Huh? Oh, sending a text to Nate. Not important. Here. One cinnamon roll. One chocolate donut. One bear claw.”

“You didn’t order a bear claw,” I say.

“Oh, I know,” Gladys says around a mouth full of pastry. “When Nate’s working he always slips me a bear claw. He calls me his little teddy bear.”

Helen groans quietly at that, causing me to shoot her a glance. “Anything new?” she asks.

“I called Dan before I came over,” I say. “Trey, if that is his name, still isn’t saying anything.”

“And that could be his real name,” Gladys says. “His fingerprints hit on a Trey Grant. He’s been arrested numerous times, mainly for fighting and vagrancy, all petty stuff. He even spent time in the Howard County Jail.”

Helen and I look at Gladys. Ellicott City is in Howard County.

“What for?” I ask.

“This one’s interesting. Arrested for disorderly conduct. He got into a fight outside a strip club in Ellicott City. According to the report, which I had them go ahead and send me, the owner didn’t like Grant harassing his employees.” She looks up from her file. “He kept screaming that they were whores and harlots, that they were impure and that Saint Michael the Archangel would take care of them.”

Helen sits down next to me on the couch. I take her hand. “What was the disposition of the case?” she asks.

“The judge placed him on a year’s probation. When he was released, he gave his address as Saint Giles’ Catholic Church in Ellicott City.”

“Father Xavier’s church,” I say quietly.

“Nice work as always, Gladys,” Helen says, standing up. “I need ten minutes to shower and get dressed. Then, I’m going to go down to the station and start questioning this guy. Tom, you’d better let the Archbishop know what’s going on.”

She walks out of the room, leaving Gladys and me with our breakfast of champions—by this time, just coffee. As soon as Helen’s bedroom door closes, Gladys whispers, “I need to talk to you, Dad.”

“What’s wrong, sweetie?”

“Oh, nothing,” Gladys says, a grin emerging on her face. “Nothing at all. I just wanted to tell you I really appreciated what you and Dan said to me yesterday. Especially Dan. I mean, you were great and everything, but what Dan said, I mean, he and I kinda have the same experiences in a way, if you know what I mean, and you, well, even before you were a priest you were still almost celibate, so—”

I put my hand up. “I get the picture,” I say.

“So I really thought about what you both said—about how everyone has a past, and people who really love and care about you will see who you are now and not that person and not stop being your friend or think less of you.” She takes a deep breath. “So, I decided to put it to the test.”

I smile. “You talked to Nate.”

“What? Oh, no, no, no, no, Dad! I’m . . . I’m not ready for that yet. I talked to Mae Trent. I told you we’ve become friends. She’s about the best Catholic my age that I know—I mean, the Trents are like the holiest family in Myerton.”

“I wouldn’t go quite that far,” I say, “but they are a good, faithful family.”

“I figured if anyone would get all judgy over my past, it would be Mae, and if she didn’t, well, I’d see you and Dan were right.”

“And?”

She takes a deep breath. “So we drove out to Sprockets for milkshakes. It took me a little bit to summon up the courage, but I started by asking her about her boyfriend, how that was going. She talked about him, about how they were beginning to talk about marriage and family, just to see if they were on the same page about things—he’s Catholic, so there’s not really much of a problem. She asked me about Nate, and I told her things were good—which they are. Then, I said to her, ‘Mae, you’ve become my best friend in the parish. I really like hanging around with you and playing Age of Artemis online and everything. But there are things about me you don’t know, that if you knew you’d probably not want to have anything to do with me anymore.’ She asked me what I was talking about. I deflected, and asked her if she’s ever slept with anyone. Mae seemed a little shocked at first—she’s not used to me not having a filter yet—but then she said no, she’d decided to wait until she’s married. That’s when I said, ‘Well, I can’t say the same thing. Not by a long shot.’ Then I started telling her, beginning with Richard. I told her about the men, the women, the one night stands, the  . . . other stuff I’ve experimented with. I told her I was not that person anymore, that I had decided that I want what she wants. But I wanted to tell her so she’d know who I really was, or  at least had been.”

I nod. “What did she say to all that?”

“Nothing while I was talking. When I finished, she just sat quietly for a long time. Finally, she said, ‘Gladys, thank you for sharing this. I know it must have been hard for you. I just have one question.’ I was afraid of what she wanted to ask, like ‘How can you even think of coming to Mass, you whore?’ I said, ‘OK,’ and she asked, ‘Have you been to confession?’ And I told her I had. Then she said, ‘Then it doesn’t matter anymore, does it?’ When she said that, I just started bawling. Then she started bawling. We hugged each other in my van there at the Sprockets. She said that she loved me, that she was so happy I was her friend and that I thought I could trust her with such a heavy thing as this, and that nothing I said changed anything between us, and we didn’t need to talk about it anymore unless I wanted to talk about something.” Even as she’s saying this, a tear falls from her eyes.

“Oh, Gladys,” I say with a smile. “I’m glad it worked out so well. Now, Nate—”

“No, Dad,” she shakes her head. “I’m not ready for that yet. Someday, I know I’ll need to tell him. But that day’s not here yet.”

Coming out of the living room, Helen, now dressed in a sharp-looking green skirt and matching short-sleeved blouse, says. “OK, let’s go see what this guy knows.”
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“What’s he doing here?” Trey Grant says, looking at me.

I’m wearing my clericals, sitting in the interview room with Helen at her request. Why I’m here, I’m not exactly sure. It’s one of the few times she’s asked me to be in an interview with her.

“Father Greer is our police chaplain,” Helen explains.

“He’s not a real priest.”

“Trey,” I say, “I assure you I am.”

“No, no,” he says, shaking his head. “Father Xavier says any priest who abandons his calling like you have is not a real priest.”

“Oh, I see,” Helen says. “So what else has Father Xavier said?”

“That a woman like you is a whore,” he says.

I stiffen, but somehow Helen remains calm. “A whore?”

“Yeah, yeah,” he nods. “A whore of babble, or something like that.”

“Babylon,” I offer.

Trey snaps his fingers. “Yeah, yeah. That’s it. Babylon.”

“Uh-huh. So you know Father Xavier?”

“Oh, yeah. He’s a great man.”

Helen just looks at Trey for a moment. “OK, let’s go back. So is your name really Trey Grant?”

“Yes, ma’am,” he answers.

Ma’am. Very polite young man. Even when he was talking about Helen and me, he was the picture of calm and said the words like he was simply repeating what he had heard.

It appears Grant did not enjoy a good night’s sleep, and I have heard rumors among the officers that last night might’ve been the night for their occasional very loud musical dance party that lasts until just before sunrise. In spite of what he is suspected of, I feel a slight—and I do mean very slight—sympathy for him. 

This is such a cliché, but he really doesn’t look like a murderer. 

He’s a young guy, I think Helen said he was 28, with shaggy brown hair that could use a good trim and somewhat sullen gray eyes. His clothes are clean but neither expensive nor well-fitted. They appear to be baggy, as if he’s lost weight recently. He seems afraid to be where he is, not at all exuding the confidence I would expect in a serial killer. 

“According to your probation records from Howard County, your address is Saint Giles’ Catholic Church in Ellicott City, is that right?” Helen continues.

“No, ma’am, not anymore. I haven’t lived there in several months.” 

“So where do you live now?” 

“Not really much of anywhere. I was staying with some friends but we had a bit of a falling out and so I had to move out of there, so I’ve kind of been sleeping out in the woods. It’s not bad this time of year. The weather is nice and it don’t rain too much.” 

“So, you’re homeless?“ Helen asks.

Grant hangs his head at this and says, “Yes, ma’am, I guess I am.”

I lean forward. “Trent, when was the last time you had a job?”

“I had one until about three weeks ago. Also had a place to stay.”

“And that was Harvey’s Feed and Seed over in Concord,” Helen asks.

“Yeah. It was a pretty good job, not that hard, not that busy.”

“Why’d you leave?”

He shrugs. “Well, you know, I just got bored. Saw something about working in Alaska on fishing boats. Decided to go there.”

“To Alaska,” I say.

“Yeah, see, I had a plan. I’d work on a fishing boat, then I’d buy my own, and I’d have a place to stay and I’d be able to earn money from fishing.”

“Trey, do you have any experience with fishing?” I ask.

“No, but how hard could it be? I figure I’ll learn everything I need to know when I get there.”

“So, what do they sell over at the Feed and Seed?” Helen asks.

Trey smiles, a crooked smile that puts me in mind of a young Harrison Ford, and says, “Well, ma’am, mainly feed and seed and farm tools.”

“Hmm, is that all they sell?”

“Yeah, I mean, it’s right there over the door.”

“You see, I was there just yesterday morning, and I happened to notice they also sell firearms. You know, revolvers, pistols. Rifles. Scopes. Ammunition.” Helen says these last three with emphasis.

Trey slumps down, avoiding eye contact with Helen. He shrugs his shoulders and says, “I guess,” 

“Are you trying to tell me that you don’t know for sure whether they sell firearms or not? How long did you say you worked there?”

“About six months. I started right after Christmas.”

“And in that time, did you or did you not see them selling firearms?” 

It’s obvious that Trey would prefer to dodge this question. He looks down as he mumbles, “I guess I knew they sold them.”

“So you knew they sold them,” Helen says.

“Yeah, yeah, OK, yeah, I knew they sold them. But I never did. That was always Vic. He handled all the sales. I don’t know anything about them.”

Helen opens a folder and places a photograph of the rifle in front of Trey. “Tell me about this rifle.”

“I don’t know nuthin about that!” Trey says loudly. He’s gone from sullen to agitated in a matter of seconds. 

“According to your former boss, he found this rifle missing one morning.”

“I didn’t take it! I told him that! But he said I was lying. I don’t know anything about it! He said I did. That’s why I grabbed my stuff and left. I don’t work for no one who calls me a liar.”

Helen says, “Are you aware, Trey, that this rifle was used by someone to shoot at a police officer and a civilian?”

“Wha—no!” Trey’s eyes get big and he breaks out into a sweat. “Nnnn-n-no, ma’am.”

“I see. So, why don’t you tell me now how you came to put a box on my doorstep?” 

He seems to relax a little. “Well, ma’am, it was like this. I was just kind of wandering around trying to find a job, when I got this text message.” 

“Wait a minute,” I say. “You’re homeless but you have a cell phone?” 

“Well, yes, sir. I mean, I can’t find a job without a cell phone, so my brother pays the bill for me, as long as I keep looking for work.”

“OK,” Helen says, “so you got a text message. Did you recognize the number?”

“It was a blocked number. The message asked if I wanted to make $100 dollars. I texted back and asked who it was. All the reply was that there was a package that would be in the park just off of Maple Avenue near the fountain at 9:15. If I delivered it to the address in the message, there would be a $100 dollar bill under the mat.”

Helen and I look at each other. “Sit tight, Trey. We’ll be back in a few minutes.” Gesturing for me to follow, we leave the young man in the room.

“Hallstead!” Helen calls as she marches down the hallway. 

The officer appears from one of the offices. “Yes, Chief?”

“Did you log a cell phone and a $100 bill from Grant into evidence when you booked him?”

“Yes, Chief. His personal effects are in the evidence locker.”

“Come on, Tom,” she says as she makes a quick u-turn. I follow her into a large store room. It looks a lot like the Archdiocesan Archives in many ways, with floor to ceiling shelves lining the walls, holding cubic foot white boxes carefully labeled in thick black marker, with identifiers such as a person’s last name and case number. 

There’s a box on the table that hasn’t been shelved yet. Helen sees it, then stops short. I hear a sharp intake of breath. When I see what’s written on the box, I place a comforting hand on her shoulder, which she covers with her own.

The box is labeled, Parr, Helen M. Victim.

With purpose she opens the box and retrieves Trey’s cell phone and a $100 bill in a clear evidence bag. Helen turns the phone on.

“Damn,” she whispers. “Fingerprint protected.”

“Trey will unlock it for you.”

“He damn well better or I’ll cut his damn finger off,” she growls. She turns sharply and brushes past me out of the room. She takes a sharp turn and practically runs into Officer Hallstead.

“Anything I can do, Chief?”

“I want this bill checked for fingerprints, epithelials, anything. I want to know who handled it,” Helen says.

Hallstead takes the evidence bag and stares at the hundred. “Chief, that’s going to be a tall order,” she says slowly. “I mean, I read that the average hundred—”

“Officer, I don’t give a damn what you read, I want that bill dusted for prints now!” Without another word Helen marches back down the hallway.

I catch up with her and grab her by the arm. “Helen,” I say.

She turns on me. “What, Tom?!”

“Stop,” I say quietly. “Just stop. Take a breath.”

“I can’t, Tom!” she snaps. “There’s a killer out there responsible for the deaths of five women we know of, who tried to kill us, and sent that numbskull in there to place a bloody sword in front of my door. We need to start getting answers before he tries again. Now are you coming or not?” 

Without waiting for an answer, she spins around and marches to the interview room. I make it inside just as she slams the door. She marches to the table, slams the phone in front of Trey, and says, “Unlock your phone. Now.” 

“Don’t you need a warrant for that?” he says with a grin.

Helen makes a grab for him across the table. I pull her back and whisper, “Enough!”

She looks at me with her dueling-pistol eyes and shakes herself free. Without a word, she leaves the room, slamming the door behind her.

I look at Trey, and I can’t believe my eyes.

He’s unlocked his phone and appears to be playing a game.

“Trey,” I say slowly, extending my hand. “Why don’t you give me your phone?”

“No, it’s my phone, fake priest. You can’t have it. Neither can your whore.”

In a manner of minutes, his personality has changed. He’s no longer cooperative and polite. He’s agitated and belligerent.

Then I realize where I’ve seen this before.

Joan used to get this way sometimes.

“How long have you been off your meds?” I ask quietly.

“Huh? Meds? I don’t need meds.” Trey says, not taking his eyes off the screen.

“But you have in the past, right?”

“Only when my brother made me. That’s why I left. Too many rules. Clean up your mess. Ask before you get food from the refrigerator. Time to take your meds. Time to see your therapist.”

“So when did you leave?”

“A year ago, maybe. Don’t remember.”

“Where does your brother live?”

“Reston, with that stupid wife of his and his stupid kids.”

“Long way from Virginia, aren’t you, Trey?”

“Had to get away, had to get away.”

“Your brother—what’s his name?”

“Andy.”

“Andy seems like a good guy.”

“Huh, he’s a jerk.”

“I don’t know. Didn’t you say he got you your phone?”

Trey stops and looks at me. “Yeah. Yeah, he did. Pays the bill and everything.”

“Hmm, I see,” I say. “So, in a way, it’s his phone.”

“He gave it to me.”

“But he still pays the bill, right?”

“Well, yeah, but—”

“So it’s really his phone.”

Trey looks like he’s considering this. “Yeah, I guess it is.”

I lean forward. “Tell me, Trey, if Andy was here and Chief Parr had asked him to unlock his phone, what would he do?”

“He’d do it,” Trey says without hesitation.

“Then what do you think Andy would want you to do?”

He stares at me for a moment. “I . . . I didn’t know what was in the box, I swear. It happened exactly like I said. I really needed the money.”

I extend my hand. “Then help the police prove it.”

He clutches the phone to his chest, then nods. Placing it in my hand, he says, “I’ll get it back? I mean, Andy will be really upset if I don’t get it back.”

Standing up, I say, “It’s not up to me, Trey, but I’ll do what I can.”

I leave Trey in the interview room and immediately enter the observation room. Just as I expected, Helen is there.

“Here you go,” I say.

“Thanks,” she says.

“You needed the phone.”

She shakes her head. “That’s not what I’m talking about.” She walks up to me and places her head against my chest, nuzzling me while I wrap my arms around her

“Hold me,” she whispers.

“I am.”

We stand like that for several minutes. Then, there’s a quiet knock at the door.

We separate, Helen wipes a stray tear from her face, and says, “Come.”

“Chief,” Hallstead says. “There’s someone at the front desk who wants to see you.”

“Oh, if it’s a reporter—”

“No, Chief. It’s someone who thinks they may have seen the shooter.”

Helen and I look at each other, then she says, “Let’s go.”

***
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Soon we’re at the station’s reception desk near the main entrance talking to a thirty-something gentleman in a grey suit with a blue tie.

“As I was telling the officer here,” he nods to a young rookie I don’t recognize, “I was with my kids at the park a couple of blocks from the church. They were playing on the jungle gym and I was shooting video with my phone. When I noticed everyone starting to run in the direction of the church, I walked to the edge of the park and tried to see what was going on. I couldn’t see anything but I kept shooting video—I don’t know why, I mean, I really couldn’t see anything. I didn’t think anymore of it until I was looking at the video this morning and saw this.”

He lays the phone on the desk and taps the play button. On the small screen are people looking in the direction of Saint Clare’s, which you can see in the background. The image swings around to the vegetable stand.

“Stop,” Helen says. She enlarges the image and peers down at the screen. 

There’s a person coming out of the vegetable stand, with a backpack slung over their shoulder.

“Keep going, please,” she asks. The gentleman taps his phone. On screen, the person hops on a bicycle and rides away.

“It’s not clear enough to see what he looks like,” I point out.

“No,” she says slowly. “But we’ve got the guy who shot at us on camera.” 

“Chief, may I see you for a moment?” I see Dan standing quietly, worry pressed into every corner of his face.

Helen notices this, too, and nods. We walk over to Dan together, and he leads us further down the hallway.

“What is it?” Helen says.

Dan looks around, then says in a soft voice, “Chief, Ed already has the results of the analysis of the blood on the blade. Including the DNA.”

“That was fast,” I say. “How’d he do it so quickly?”

“It’s an experimental process he’s working on, supposed to deliver accurate results in half the time. Anyway, it’s definitely human blood.”

Helen asks, “Was he able to figure out whose blood it is?”

Dan hesitates. “He ran the results through CODIS,” he nods.

“Well, did he get a hit?” Helen’s growing irritation is clear in her voice.

The ex-Marine is sweating by now. He swallows. “Ahem, yes. Yes, he did.”

“Well?”

Dan looks down at his feet. “Ed kept telling me that his technique is still experimental and may not be 100 percent foolproof. He only used it because he knew how important this was.”

“Dan, tell me, what did he find! Whose blood is it?” Helen yells.

The burly man looks up at her, fear and confusion in his eyes. 

“Helen,” he whispers. “It’s yours.”
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“What?” Helen whispers. She sways and her knees buckle. I catch her and hold her steady, leading her into a vacant office where she can sit down.

“Dan, this has to be a mistake,” I say.

“He ran it twice. Both times, it was a match to Helen Mason Parr.”

“What is she doing in CODIS anyway? I mean, I thought that was just for criminals?” I ask.

“There’s a separate database in Maryland for police officers,” Helen says. “Helps with elimination at a crime scene. Kind of like elimination prints.”

“But how did her blood get on that sword? I mean, it’s impossible!”

Dan sighs and shakes his head. “I know, Tom. But somehow, SSM got Helen’s blood and smeared it on. Helen, have you given blood recently?”

She shakes her head and looks down. “No. My . . . my oncologist told me I shouldn’t.”

Dan’s clearly shaken by this news and looks at me. “Uterine cancer several years ago,” I explain, “after her first husband died.”

He nods. “Helen,” he says quietly, “I’m so—”

“I have blood draws every six months or so,” she says, rallying herself.  “By the way, I’ve been cancer-free for years.”

Dan pulls out a notebook. “When’s the last time you had a blood test?”

“Last month. I have it done at the hospital, and they send the results to my oncologist in D.C.”

He makes some notes. “OK, I’m going over there and see if I can get some answers.”

“So we’re thinking that this SSM is so powerful and has such a long reach that he has someone in the lab that does Helen’s blood work and he persuaded them to steal her blood and give it to him so he could smear it on a sword, place it in a box, and hire that guy in there to place it on her doorstep?” I say, shaking my head. “This sounds like something Nate would come up with.”

“Do you have a better idea?” Dan snaps, then collects himself. “Sorry, Tom. I didn’t—”

“It’s OK, Dan. We’re all on edge.”

“Tom,” Helen says quietly. “I need you to take me for a drive. I need to get my head clear.”

I nod and take her by the arm, helping her up. “Let’s go back to your office and get that massive tote bag of yours. We’ll stop by The Bistro and pick up a picnic, then Sprockets to get you that blue stuff you drink.”

She nods. “Dan, have Grant put back in his cell. We’re not done with him yet. I just need to figure things out.”

“Sure thing, Chief.”

“And get that cell phone to Gladys,” Helen adds. “Right now, that’s our only chance of finding out who shot at us.”

“She’s doing a lot right now, Chief,” Dan says. “She could use some help.”

“Tell her she can get Nate,” she says. “He’s better than nothing.”

***
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We wind up at the overlook an hour outside Myerton where we stopped on our way to tell Clark and Vivian about our engagement.

That wasn’t even two weeks ago. It seems like a lifetime.

“Have you talked to the Archbishop?” she asks after a while.

“Yes,” I say. “He called yesterday to see how things were, how you were doing.”

“He’s a good man,” she nods. “Remind me to thank him for everything he’s done for us.” She sits back and closes her eyes. “Damn, damn, damn,” she mutters.

“Helen,” I say, “it’s going to be OK. You’ll catch this guy.”

“Humph,” she says. “I couldn’t catch him three years ago. What makes this time any different?”

“You said he’s changed his MO.”

“Yes, and that’s not a good thing. It just makes him more unpredictable.”

Looking out my window, I say, “So you think Trey Grant is SSM?”

“No,” Helen says. “He’s not smart enough to pull something like this off. He’d have been a little young, anyway.”

“Only what, 25? That’s not that young.”

“Still, SSM is methodical and meticulous. We never caught him because he never gave us anything. The scenes were all pristine, never any physical evidence that could be traced to someone other than the victim. Even the gun was no help. He used multiple weapons, never the same gun twice, and we could never link any to any other murders in the area.”

“But he knows something more than he’s said.”

“Oh, yeah. We know he knows Father Xavier. He spouted the same rhetoric, so he’s obviously a disciple.”

“A disciple of a man who preaches against the dangers of impurity, while having a porn stash in his room? Something doesn’t make sense.”

Helen shrugs. “We can ask him about that when we go after him again about the rifle. I don’t know. I just need to relax a bit. This case is really getting to me.”

I nod as she leans her head back and closes her eyes. Soon, her head’s lolling to one side. I gently put my arm around her and pulled her close.

“Mmmm, you feel good,” she whispers, laying her head on my shoulder.

“Rest, my darling.” I reach over and put her phone on vibrate, holding it so I can get it if someone calls. Soon, her head is heavy and I hear little snuffles coming from her as she falls asleep.

Taking out my phone, I start to say Midday Prayer. I’m interrupted when Helen’s phone vibrates. 

It’s a message from Gladys.

Come back now.

Trying to not wake Helen up, I start the car and pull out of the overlook and down the road to the interstate to head back to Myerton. The movement of the car wakes her up.

“What’s going on?” she yawns.

“Gladys says we need to come back,” I say as I hand her the phone.

“Why didn’t you wake me?” she asks as she dials the phone. “Yeah, Gladys, what’s going on?”

She’s on speaker so her voice fills the car. “We got back the ballistics on the 9-mil you found at Father Xavier’s,” she says excitedly. “Mom, it’s a match to the last Blushing Bride murder.”

Helen grins. “Good work, Gladys. Tell Dan—”

“Wait, there’s more. Ballistics also linked the gun to another murder.”

Helen looks at me. “Wait, what are you talking about? There were no other murders in the area linked to that gun.”

“Not in D.C. Metro. This one was in San Antonio, around 2016. A Regina Birdsong.”

“Gladys,” Helen says slowly. “Are you telling me there was a murder before the five in D.C. in 2017?”

“Yes, Chief. Whoever he is, SSM didn’t start then.”

***
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Three hours later, I’m in the large conference room at the police station, having flashbacks to my very first assignment as a budding young archivist.

Father Xavier’s papers cover every available surface, organized into stacks by whatever common identifier I could determine. Most are by date, but others are by name or initial. I haven’t taken the time to read any of them yet. I just needed to get some kind of order out of, as best I can tell, twenty years of correspondence.

“This can’t be all of it,” I mutter. Father Xavier is in his mid-seventies, and his career in the Church goes all the way back to the Second Vatican Council that he attended as a young seminarian, one of the assistants to a predecessor of Archbishop Knowland. But everything here dates from the early-2000s.

I can ponder where the rest of his papers are later. Right now, I’m only looking for one thing.

The letter from the person who sent Father Xavier that gun.

A needle in a haystack.

I’m surveying the piles when the door opens.

“Hi, Father Tom,” Nate says when he bounces into the room.

“Oh, hi, Nate,” I say. “I thought you were helping Gladys?”

“I was. I still am. She said the best way I could help her right now was to help you.”

I open my mouth to question that, but then realize what Gladys really meant.

She needed a break from him for a while.

Ah, love!

“So, paper, huh?” he says, looking around.

“Yes, Nate, exactly right.”

“I didn’t know anyone actually used paper anymore.”

I smile. “A lot of people do. I do, though I’d be lost without my computer, I’ll admit.”

“OK, so what are we looking for?”

I shake my head. “I wish I knew, Nate. We’re looking for a letter written in 2018 enclosed with a gun.”

Nate nods. “These are organized by date?” he says, pointing to the piles.

“By year. I thought I’d keep it simple. The earliest date starts here,” I say, picking a stack of papers up off the table.

Nate gets a serious look on his face and puts his hands on his hips. “I know you’re the professional, Father, but it seems to me that if we ignore all the piles before 2017 and all the ones after 2019, that’s not too much to go through.” 

I nod. “I was thinking the same thing. That just leaves those three dated piles and the piles on that table. Those are undated, but arranged alphabetically by the correspondent. That is a lot to go through. I’ll start there, you start with the dated piles, OK?”

“Sure thing, Father.”

We spend the next hour working in silence, methodically going through each page, each of us concentrating on our own piles of papers. It’s gruelling and eyestraining work, because most of it is in handwriting that’s barely legible. Most of the letters are what you’d expect—fans of Xavier’s podcast telling him what a positive impact he’s had on them spiritually. A good number specifically mention Xavier’s tirades against impurity and the sexually immoral. Some of those just thank him for standing up against the culture of filth, but others are more personal, men talking about how they’ve been used and abused by impure women and thanking him for showing them how to deal with them.

Some of those are downright ominous. In particular,  this one:

Dear Father Xavier,

Thank you for your words of encouragement. I wish you’d been around before I got married. I married an impure woman, and even though she had my daughter, she did not change as she had told me she had. She slept around, one man right after another. Every time she said she was sorry, that she’d change, but then go right back into another man’s bed. After listening to you, I realized an impure woman could never change. So I did the only thing you can do to the impure. I will raise my daughter to be pure, thanks to you.

LW

I’m reading the letter again when Nate yells, “Father Tom! I think I’ve got it!”

I hurry over to where he is. “Look,” he says, handing me a sheet of paper, with only three lines scrawled across it:

Father Xavier,

Here’s my gun. I don’t need it anymore.

LW
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“Wait until Archbishop Knowland hears about this latest stunt of yours, Mrs. Parr!”

A very angry Father Xavier sits in the interview room, sitting stiffly in the chair, his blue eyes flashing with rage over his long white beard.

“Oh, I called him first thing this morning,” Helen says.

“And he approved of you hauling me from my home by a couple of jackbooted Gestapo and driving me here?”

“Officers Thompson and Hallstead do not wear jackboots, and as someone with an uncle who died on Omaha Beach fighting the Nazis, I am deeply offended by your characterizing them as Gestapo.” Helen folds her hands in front of her and puts on a pleasant smile. “Did they read you your rights?”

“Yes, yes,” he says with irritation.

“Did you understand your rights?”

“Of course I did! Am I under arrest?”

“No, no, you’re just here to answer some questions.”

“And for questions you had me ride for two hours in a car? I’m an old man, Mrs. Parr.”

“I apologize for any inconvenience,” Helen says. “I actually only have one question for you.”

In one motion, she removes a stack of papers from a folder and thrusts them in front of him. Pointing at the signature, she asks simply, “Who is LW?”

He doesn’t even look at the papers. Instead, he narrows his brow and smiles tightly, almost malevolently.

“I don’t know,” he says. 

“I’ll ask you again, Father Xavier. Who is LW?”

“You can ask me a hundred times, Mrs. Parr. The answer is still the same. I. Don’t. Know.” He says this last with a strangely flamboyant wave of his hands.

She pulls one letter from the bottom and places it in front of them. “‘Father Xavier,’” she reads. “‘Here’s my gun. I don’t need it anymore.’ Was this the letter that came with the gun we found in your possession?”

He seems to lose some of his swagger and swallows. “Yes,” he says simply.

Pulling the stack back, she flips through the pages. “There are almost three dozen letters here from LW to you, all written between 2016 and 2018. And you say you don’t remember these?” 

“Oh, on the contrary, Mrs. Parr. I remember the letters quite well. My memory, even at my age, is still quite phenomenal.”

“But you just sat there and told me—”

“You asked me if I knew LW. I said no. That is the truth. I do not know who LW is. I do not know his real name. But I do remember my correspondence with him.”

From my vantage point in the viewing room, I wince. He’s right. Helen didn’t ask him about the letters, just the author.

She’s off her game.

“You are right,” Helen says. “So, tell me about this correspondence.”

Xavier sighs. “His first letter was a fan letter, I guess you’d call it. I sent him a usual form letter thanking him and enclosing one of my pamphlets—which one, I don’t remember, but I probably signed it as was my usual practice at that time. I don’t do that anymore.”

Why, I wonder.

Helen ignores that. “He wrote to you again?”

“Obviously,” he says, pointing at the stack. “Very sad case. His wife was impure, a harlot who left him alone. Fortunately, he had a daughter in her mid-twenties who was very much unlike her mother. Apparently, it was a mixed marriage to begin with.”

“His wife was of another race?”

“No. Another faith. Not Catholic. From what he wrote, not much of anything. Completely worldly. Those unions almost never work out. But LW, whoever he is, raised a very godly and pure daughter. He was very proud of her, and spoke often of her work at the parish.”

Helen nods. “Did you ever meet him?”

“No, our only interaction was by letter.”

“I see. Father Xavier, do you remember some murders in D.C. a few years ago of young women?”

I’m studying Xavier very closely to see his reaction, and am somewhat surprised to see none. He’s still as calm and cool as he has been through the entire interview.

“I don’t really follow such things, Mrs. Parr. Isn’t that more your line of work?”

“Let me refresh your memory,” Helen says. From another folder she pulls five photographs and places them down one by one in front of Xavier. He does not look down at them, but instead continues to stare at Helen.

“Each of these five women was killed between early 2017 and early 2018 in and around D.C. Each was shot at point blank range with a different gun. There was nothing tying these murders together. Except these.”

From yet another folder, she pulls copies of the original SSM letters. “Five letters, each received by the police after each murder, all signed by SSM. We ran a computer analysis of the rhetoric in these against the material published on your website and against the transcripts of your podcast. Care to guess what it found?”

“I don’t trust computers,” he says. “Garbage in, garbage out, they used to say, I think.”

Ignoring his statement, Helen continues, “Whoever wrote these was very familiar with your work, Father Xavier.” She sits back and folds her arms.

The silence is heavy in the room, Helen and Father Xavier locked in a standoff, just staring at each other. 

Finally, he says, “I have never advocated violence. I am pro-life, from conception to natural death. I abhor violence of any kind. Look at my website. Listen to my podcasts. Never once do I advocate the killing of anyone.”

“Oh, I know that. But you have to admit, your rhetoric against impure women is pretty intemperate.”

“Sin must be called out in no uncertain terms! Sinners must be called to account! They must be exhorted to change their ways!” He says this last, slamming his fist on the table for emphasis.

Picking up one of the SSM letters, she reads, “‘the impure must be vanquished.’ Sounds pretty violent to me.”

“I am not responsible for what some unhinged person might do, or how they might interpret what I say! Just what do some four-year-old murders have to do with why I’m here?”

“Oh, didn’t I tell you that? I’m so sorry,” Helen smiles. “You see, that gun and silencer we found in your home, the one sent to you by LW?” Leaning forward and looking him in the eye, she points to the last photograph in the row. “That was the one that murdered this girl. So, I ask you again, who is LW?”

Father Xavier is visibly shaken by this. “I . . . I tell you . . . I really don’t know. He just wrote me and . . . and interacted with people on the discussion forums on my webpage. I never met him. I promise you, Detective.”

Helen sits back. “He interacted with others on the discussion forums?”

“Yes, yes,” he nods. “I always monitor the discussions just to make sure someone doesn’t come in and try to sabotage the site. You know, by posting pornography or other filth. He was on there quite a lot.”

Helen gathers the papers and the photographs into the folders and goes to the door. “Hallstead!” she calls down the hallway. The officer arrives and Helen says, “Book Father Xavier. Place him in a cell.”

“On what charge?” Hallstead says.

She looks back at the old priest, who’s looking at her incredulously. “No charges. Yet.”

He stands up as quickly as his old frame lets him. “You can’t just hold me here!”

“I can for 72 hours,” Helen says. “Maybe then you’ll cooperate. Or by that time, I’ll have a charge against you that will stick.”

She turns her back on Father Xavier, who screams at her, “Whore! Whore of Babylon! I was right about you! You hate the Church and you want to destroy it!”

Slowly, she turns to face him again. Shaking her head, she says, “No. I love the Church. I love it so much I gave up a chance to run away with the man I love, because his remaining a priest, faithful to God, was so important to me. I was willing to spend the rest of my life in a platonic relationship with a man who would never really be mine, because I love the Church so much. That’s what I was willing to sacrifice for my love of the Church. Tell me Father, what have you sacrificed for the Church lately?”

***
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I find Helen outside the interview room, leaning against the wall, her head down, her arms crossed. I approach and reach my hand out to touch her shoulder.

“I’m fine, Tom,” she whispers.

“You were brilliant,” I say quietly. “That last bit you said, absolutely beautiful.”

She nods. “At least I got some good information. Whoever LW is, he was active on those discussion forums. I’m going to check with Gladys, see if she’s found anything. Coming?”

Hallstead is helping Father Xavier to the door. He’s in handcuffs, standard procedure I know, but it’s still a little disturbing to see a fellow priest like this.

“I’ll catch up with you,” I say. “I think I’ll stay with Father Xavier until he’s in a cell. The whole booking process can be intimidating.”

Helen nods. “I’ll be ready for lunch in a little while.”

“I’ll definitely come find you.” I give her a hug and a quick kiss on the forehead as Hallstead comes out with Father Xavier.

“This way, Father,” Hallstead says.

“Huh,” he sneers, “another woman doing a man’s job.”

“She’s tougher than most men. Packs a mean roundhouse kick if I recall.”

Hallstead grins. “Thanks, Father. Took me a while to perfect that.”

“Do you always flirt with women, Father? Disgusting. How easily you succumb to their wiles.”

“Oh, Father,” I smile ruefully. “I’ve hardly succumbed to any woman’s wiles.”

We walk in silence through the hall to the first stop, where he empties his pockets.

“May I keep my Rosary?” Father Xavier asks.

“No, I’m sorry,” I say quietly. “That’s not allowed. He may keep his prayer book, correct?”

The booking sergeant says, “Yes Father, just like when you were here.”

I grimace at the memory, but say, “I’m sure Father appreciates that.”

The sergeant places his rosary, a set of keys, a pen, and a couple of lapel pins in an envelope. Handing the older priest a pen, he says, “Father Xavier, if you would sign here, please, to acknowledge your  surrender of your personal property?”

He takes the pen tentatively, and with a shaky hand, signs his name on the line the sergeant indicates. Wordlessly, he hands the pen back.

After mugshots and fingerprints, Hallstead, Father Xavier, and I walk down the too-narrow hallway to where I know the three holding cells are located. Longer-term prisoners are housed in the county jail next door.

When we enter the jail area, Trey is lying on the cot in my old cell. When he sees Father Xavier, he jumps up, the surprise evident on his face. 

“Father Xavier, what are you doing here?” he says excitedly.

“Hello, Trey, my son,” he says benevolently. “A misunderstanding, I assure you.”

“Oh,” he says. “Well, don’t worry. I haven’t said a word. I haven’t told them anything.”

The three of us freeze. I look at Father Xavier, who’s panic-stricken. Turning back to Trey, I say, “What is it? What haven’t you said a word about?”

“He knows,” Trey says, pointing to Father Xavier. “I mean, it was all his idea, you know?”

“I don’t know what he’s talking about! Trey, for the love of God, be quiet!” Father Xavier screams.

“I didn’t want to, but he explained all about how it was necessary to purge me of my lusts.”

“He’s lying! He’s part of the conspiracy against me! He’s trying to ruin me!” Father Xavier takes a threatening step towards Trey, but the elderly priest is no match for the former MMA fighter and Hallstead holds him back.

“Stay still!” she barks.

“He is a tool of Satan! He was sent to tempt me!”

“No, I wasn’t,” Trey says. “It was your idea. All of it.”

I’m processing everything that’s happening in front of me, looking first at Father Xavier, his face full of sheer terror, then back at Trey.

I step up to the young man. “Trey,” I say in a low voice. “Tell me what Father Xavier made you do.”

“No, no, I won’t betray the Church like you have.” Trey says, shaking his head violently. “He’s God’s messenger. He speaks for God. I won’t betray him.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Twenty-Nine
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“So what the hell was he talking about, Tom?” Helen asks me.

I sigh and shake my head. “I tried to get Trey to tell me, but he’s convinced that Father Xavier is God’s messenger.”

“Do you think it has anything to do with the rifle?”

I look at Helen. “I don’t think so. But there is one way you can find out. You need to get Trey to talk.”

She looks through the glass. Trey is not the confident young man he was a little while ago. He’s definitely nervous about something.

“Yeah, it’s time for me to stop screwing around,” Helen says. “Come on.” She strides out of the observation room with me on her heels. Throwing open the door to the interview room, she commands, “Stand up.”

The lanky young man jumps to his feet as Helen takes her handcuffs out of her pocket. “Trey Grant,” she says as she slaps the cuff on him, “you’re under arrest for theft of a rifle from Harvey’s Feed and Seed. Furthermore, you are under arrest for attempted murder, the attempted murder of a police officer, as well as harassment, stalking, and several other charges that I’ll be adding as I look them up. You have the right to remain silent. Anything you say can and will be—”

“No, stop!” Trey says, clearly panicked by the sudden turn of events. “I told you I didn’t steal that rifle! And I certainly didn’t shoot it at anyone!”

“Trey, you act like no one else has sat in this room and denied being guilty of something they’re obviously guilty of. You stole the rifle, either at the direction or under the influence of Father Xavier,  and then you took a shot at me and Father Greer. Now, as I was saying, anything you say can and will be used against you—”

“Listen, just listen to me,” Trey pleads, by now on the verge of tears. “I didn’t shoot at anyone.” 

“So you say, but then again you also say you didn’t steal the rifle when it’s pretty obvious you did.”

At this last statement, Trey slumps and drops his head, his long unkempt hair completely covering his face. “OK, OK. I stole the rifle. That is true. But I didn’t shoot at anyone.“ 

“So what are you telling me? You stole the rifle and put it under your cot  and somebody else came and stole it and took a shot at me?”

“No, I stole the rifle and I sold it to someone.” 

Helen seems surprised by this. “OK, Trey, I’m listening. Let me take these cuffs off of you. Father Greer, can you get Trey a bottle of water, please?”

I locate a water bottle in the break room down the hall and soon return to the interview room. I give it to Trey, who unscrews the cap and takes a couple of gulps.

“OK, Trey, go on. You say you stole the gun to sell. Who did you sell it to?” Helen asks.

Trey wipes his mouth with his sleeve and shakes his head. “I really don’t know. I was browsing through the discussion forums on Father Xavier’s website—there are a lot of guys like me who struggle with lust. Porn specifically. But you know that already, right?”

“We found your stash,” I say.

“There’s a whole section for that, and it’s good to go in and read about others struggling like me. Anyway, I was on there one day and someone posted that they needed someone to do them a favor. They said they were offering $1,000 for a task vital to the future of the Church and our country, and that if someone was interested, they should text their number.”

“Do you remember the number?” Helen asks.

“No, but it’s probably in my phone. Anyway, that was a lot of money. I thought I could use it, you know, being homeless and everything. I thought it would be a good way to help out somebody I knew was a good Catholic and to make some money.”

I desperately want to roll my eyes at this, but Helen catches me and I get control of myself. 

“So you texted the number. What did you say?”

“Nothing, I just sent him my phone number.”

“You say him. How do you know it was a man?” I ask.

“I don’t, I guess, but men are the only ones who ever get on that particular page.” 

“So then what happened?“ Helen asks. 

Trey twists his neck back and forth like he’s stiff. “The next day,” he continues, “I got a text message from a blocked number. The person said that he needed me to purchase a rifle and get it to him without anyone knowing. The message said it had to be a .308, be relatively lightweight and easy to disassemble, and have a scope. Said he would pay me $1,000 for it.” 

I can’t control myself anymore and, risking aggravating Helen, I say, “And nothing about this struck you as odd, or maybe illegal?” 

Trey says nothing to this and Helen takes back the interview, asking, “So why did you steal a rifle instead of buying one?” 

“Well,“ he says uncomfortably, “I really didn’t know what he was going to do with it, and so I didn’t want it in my name, and I was living at the Feed and Seed, so . . .” 

I have had it and know that Helen will kick me out for this, but I can’t help it. “So,” I say, “you suspected that this rifle was going to be used to do something illegal, in which case it would almost certainly hurt someone, and you stole it and gave it to that person anyway. Helen, doesn’t that make him an accessory before the fact or something?” 

“Father Greer, I would appreciate it if you would allow me to continue this interview without your further input,” Helen says through gritted teeth. Turning to Trey, she adds, “He’s right of course. Even a priest knows that what you were doing was wrong.”

“But when I talked to Father Xavier—” Trey shuts his mouth quickly.

Helen and I are stunned by this. “Wait, you spoke to Father Xavier about this?”

“After I got the message, I was really confused about what to do. So I bummed a ride to Ellicott City to talk to him. He’d been really helpful to me with my porn addiction, showing me that it wasn’t my fault, it was those whores and hussies in the magazines and in the videos and the strip clubs that manipulated me into doing all the impure things I’d done. He even helped me after I was arrested for trying to warn the men at that strip club. He’s a wonderful man. He showed me what a man was supposed to do if he was overcome by lust and temptations.”

“And what was that?” I ask.

Trey looks furtive. “He said his teaching wasn’t for everyone, and I shouldn’t share it.”

I sigh and shake my head. Helen says. “So what did you say to Father Xavier?”

“I told Father Xavier about the message and the job. I told him it made me nervous because I knew stealing was wrong, and I was worried that it would be used to kill someone.”

“And what did he say?” Helen asks.

“He said that I shouldn’t be concerned because if it was someone on his website, they no doubt needed it for a holy and righteous purpose,” Trey says. “He told me a story about King David and some bread—didn’t make much sense to me, but he said it taught that people engaged in a righteous cause could steal and kill in the service of God without being worried. That sometimes one had to kill or commit another sin to accomplish God’s purposes.”

My mind is reeling. This needs to be reported to the Archbishop. Not only is Father Xavier unstable, he’s teaching heresy. Ironic, considering his attitude towards Helen and me.

Helen says, “So you stole the gun. How did you get it to him?” 

“When I texted that I had what he wanted, he texted me back and told me to leave it on the grave of Bartram Kroger in the cemetery outside of Saint Jude’s in Concord and that there would be $1,000 in cash stuffed down in the vase attached to the headstone.” 

“So, you went there and you picked up the money. Did you hang around to see who was going to pick up the gun?” 

“No way! I just wanted to get my money, and go. The only way I even know that he picked up the gun was that it wasn’t there the next time I went to Church.” 

Helen sits back and drums her fingers on the table. “So, Trey, you’re telling me you were paid $1,000 dollars in cash. You didn’t have that on you when we arrested you. What did you do with the money?”

“Oh, I gave it to Father Xavier like he told me.”

I jump in at this point. “Father Xavier told you to give him the money. Why?”

“He told me that if I was still feeling guilty, that if I was afraid about my soul, I could give him the money. He’d see it was used for a good purpose. And that would free me from my sins.”

Yes, I’ll definitely be calling the Archbishop.

“OK,“ Helen says, “let’s move on to the issue of the package and the sword. How did that come about?” 

“The same way as the rifle, except this time I was picking up a package from the park in your neighborhood, I guess. I’ve already told you this.”

“So someone messaged you and what?”

“And told me that if I would deliver the package there would be $100 in it for me.” 

“And that was the hundred we found on you when you were arrested?”

“Yeah, it was right under your doormat. But listen, lady, you could charge me for stealing that rifle and I’ll plead guilty to it because I did it and I’m ready to sign a confession right now to that. But I did not shoot that rifle, not one time, not ever. To be honest, I couldn’t have if I wanted to.” 

“Oh, why is that?” Helen asks.

“Because I’m nearsighted, and I broke my glasses six months ago right after I left my brother’s house.and I’ve never been able to get them repaired. If you don’t believe me, I can give you the name of my doctor and I’ll sign off all the paperwork so you can get my records.”

Helen sighs. “OK, Trey. We’re still holding you for the theft of the rifle. Since it was used in the commission of a felony, you’re in a lot of trouble. Officer Hallstead will take you back to your cell.”

Helen and I stand and go to the door. Something occurs to me that Helen didn’t ask.

“Trey,” I say. “You said someone first contacted you on the discussion group.”

“Yeah?”

“What was his name?”

“I dunno his real name. Everyone goes by a username or their initials. This guy was LW.”

Helen turns quickly. “What?”

“LW. It was strange, though.”

“What was strange about it?”

“Well, you know, it always shows when everyone joined. LW joined way back in 2016. But that was the first day I’d ever seen LW in that group.”

***
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Back in her office, Helen drops into her  chair and lays her head on her desk.

“What time is it? Midnight?” she asks.

“Sorry, it’s 3 p.m.”

“Oh, OK,” she says, sitting up. “What day is it?”

“Saturday.”

“Saturday. Good, good, gotcha. So, we’re not married yet, right?”

“No, not yet.”

“Oh, good. I’d hate to miss my own wedding.” She leans back in her office chair and spins around. “God! Tom, this case!”

“You’re at a dead end, aren’t you?” I say grimly.

“Not exactly,” Helen says. “We were able to find out who stole the rifle—Trey. He sold the rifle, he claims, to LW. Trey’s also got some kind of connection to Father Xavier—to the point that he willingly gave him the $1,000 dollars he claims LW gave him for the rifle. We also know that SSM, who it looks like is also LW, was in contact with Father Xavier by letter and sent him the gun he used to kill his last known victim. Oh, and we also know that the gun was first used to kill a woman in San Antonio, Texas, in 2016. Am I forgetting anything?”

“You have a cell phone video of someone coming out of the vegetable stand after the shooting and riding away on a bicycle.”

“Gladys is still working on getting that cleared up enough so we can try to run facial recognition on it.”

“OK,” I say. “There’s also the fact that your blood was on that sword that Trey left on your doorstep.”

“And that is the weirdest part about this whole thing. How in the world did SSM or LW get my blood?”

“Is Dan back from the hospital yet?”

“Not yet. So we know a lot. It’s just that none of it makes any sense or gets us any closer to catching SSM,” Helen says. 

“So, what do we do now?” I ask.

Helen shakes her head. “I don’t know. Shall we go to The Perfect Cup?”

“Oh, I would really like to, darling. But I have to run to hear confessions and then say Vigil Mass. You want to come over after? We’ll order pizza, open a couple of beers, and play some Monopoly.”

She smiles. “That sounds perfect. I could use a break tonight. I mean, it’s not like SSM or LW or whoever the hell he is is going to just pop up and say ‘here I am.’” 

***
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I get back to the Rectory after 4:30 p.m. Mass. I’m confused to see Anna waiting for me in the entrance hallway.

“Anna—,” I start to say, but she puts her finger to her lips and motions me into the dining room.

“What is it?” I whisper. “What’s wrong?”

“Tom, there’s a very strange man in the living room,” Anna said. “He knocked on the door about fifteen minutes ago, saying he needed to talk to you right away. I told him to come back on Monday, but he said it was important and he had to tell you tonight. It was a message that couldn’t wait.”

“Did you call Helen?”

“Just before you got here.”

“Is that him? Is that the Father?” I hear a voice call from the living room.

“I’d better go talk to him,” I say quietly and walk to the entrance. 

“Tom, don’t you think you should wait for Helen?”

I look over my shoulder. “Why?”

“Well, what if he’s dangerous? What if he has a gun?”

“Did he look like he had a gun?”

“Well, no, but—”

“Then I’m going to talk to him. This is my turf.” With that, I leave Anna and go to the living room. I stop briefly to collect myself, then I walk in.

“Hello,” I say as pleasantly as possible. “You wanted—”

“Oh, Father Greer,” says my unknown visitor. He’s a little taller than me, but thin, painfully so, like he hasn’t had a decent meal in a while. His clothes are clean but threadbare, and his shoes look like they’re just about worn out. “Thank goodness you’re here. I just came to warn you.”

“Warn me, Mr. . . ?”

“Wright. Lester Wright. And Saint Michael the Archangel sent me here to warn you against marrying that Whore of Babylon.”
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For just a moment, I can’t believe my own ears.

Lester Wright.

LW.

Maybe I should have waited for Helen. How to talk to a possible serial killer is not something they covered in Seminary.

Someday, I really should offer a workshop for priests. I have enough material.

“Lester—may I call you Lester?” At his nod, I say, “Fine, Lester, why don’t you have a seat and we can talk about it.”

He looks at the chair I offer, apparently decides it’s OK, then sits on the edge like he wants to be ready for a quick getaway.

I sit in the recliner—I’m going to need to be as comfortable as possible for this, I think—and say, “So, Lester, you claim that Saint Michael sent you to warn me against marrying Mrs. Parr.”

“She’s not who she appears to be, Father. She’s not a real woman. She’s the Whore of Babylon, sent to tempt you away from the Church and from your calling.”

“I see. And Saint Michael told you this?”

“Yes, but I’ve been after her since the beginning of time, practically.”

“So, you’re immortal?”

“No, not immortal. I die. But then I come back to life. Each time as someone different. Now, I’m Lester Wright. And I’m Saint Michael’s messenger. I’m his instrument.”

“His instrument?”

“His instrument to kill the Whore of Babylon.”

I inwardly stiffen at this, but retain my composure. “Did you shoot at her?” I say as calmly as possible.

“I killed her but she doesn’t know she’s dead. She has to eat the sweet bread of death and then she’ll know.”

“Lester, what do you mean, sweet bread of death?”

“You should know this, Father. If you did, she could not have fooled you. I didn’t know until Saint Michael explained it to me one day. He appeared to me and showed me.”

“I see. And what did he show you?”

“The Eucharist, the bread of life, is plain and not sweet. We want it for what it is, not how it tastes. But the sweet bread of death is different. It is beautiful, pleasing to the eye. But when you eat it, you die.”

“Is it poisonous?”

“No, it's sweet and tastes good but when you eat it, Saint Michael comes for you and you die. That's what happened to Gina.”

“Who is Gina?”

“Gina ate the sweet bread of death and then Saint Michael took her.”

“Did you shoot Gina?”

“No, but Saint Michael guided the bullet.”

“When was this?” I ask.

“I don’t know,” Lester says. “A long time ago. Maybe a hundred years.”

“So you never knew Gina?” As I ask the question, Helen is quietly approaching through the kitchen, her weapon drawn.

“No, not Biblically,” Lester says. “I would have. We would have. But she ate the sweet bread of death.”

Helen is just about through the entry hallway. I catch her eye and try to signal with a slight shake of the head. She hesitates, but nods and stays where she is, her gun still drawn.

“Tell me more about Gina. Did she have a last name?”

“Her name would be my name. We both wanted that. The birds would sing one final song and then she would have my name.”

“When would the birds sing?”

“On our wedding day. The bells would ring, the birds would sing, it would have been beautiful, but then she ate the sweet bread of death and Saint Michael guided the bullet.”

He becomes less lucid now and begins to chant, “The bells would ring, the birds would sing, but instead she ate the sweet bread of death. The bells would ring, the birds would sing, but instead she ate the sweet bread of death.”

I slowly rise from the chair and walk quietly from the room. Helen reholsters her gun and follows me into the kitchen, where Anna has already made a pot of coffee.

“What was that all about? Who is he?” Helen asks.

“He claims his name is Lester Wright, and Saint Michael sent him to warn me against marrying the Whore of Babylon. Which doesn’t make much sense because he claims you’re dead, you just don’t realize it yet because you haven’t eaten the sweet bread of death.”

“What the hell?” Anna says. At our shocked faces, she says, “OK, I broke my own rule. Sue me.”

“Lester Wright. LW.” Helen ponders this for a moment. “Coincidence?”

“We don’t believe in coincidences, remember? No, I think Lester’s connected to this somehow.”

“Tom, there’s no way he could be the same person who sent those letters to us, or four years ago, and killed five women and took a shot at us.”

“Maybe not now,” I point out. “But maybe he has lucid moments. Or, maybe four years ago he was capable of carrying out those murders. In any event, Helen, it looks like you were wrong when you said LW wasn’t just going to pop up and say, ‘here I am.’ Because LW is sitting in the living room.”

“OK, I need to question him, but obviously not tonight. I’ll call Myerton General, say I have someone I need to put in their psych unit on seventy-two hour hold. With a police guard.”

From the living room, Lester’s chant about the birds singing floats into the kitchen.

“The birds will sing,” I mumble. “Gina. The birds will sing. Birds sing. Gina birds sing. Her name would become my name.” I put my coffee cup down. “Oh, Holy Mother of God,” I say.

“What is it, Tom?” Helen says as she’s about to use her phone.

“Lester said he was going to marry a girl named Gina. But she ate the sweet bread of death and Saint Michael guided the bullet that killed her. He keeps saying “the birds will sing,” talking about their wedding day.”

“So? Tom, he’s hardly rational.”

“Helen, even within irrationality there are elements of reason. What was the name of that woman killed in San Antonio?”

Helen thinks for a moment, then her eyes get really big. “Regina Birdsong,” she says.

“Gina birds sing. Regina Birdsong. Killed with the same gun LW sent Father Xavier.” I grin. “Darling, I think you’ve got him.”
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Thirty-One
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The seventy-two hours or so after Lester Wright quietly went with the EMTs into an ambulance that took him to Myerton General for admittance to their psych ward—complete with his own private room and police guard—are relatively calm.

Calm in the sense that no one takes a shot at us. And in the sense that no one leaves a bloody sword on Helen’s front steps.

I spend the time actually trying to be the pastor of Saint Clare’s. At the forefront of my mind is trying to get something going with the project to renovate the Myer Mansion into our new educational facility. I’ve had to put Tim Cooper off from meeting with him to walk through the building and get a professional architect’s eye. But with Lester tucked away and Helen occupied with reviewing what evidence Gladys has been able to extract from Father Xavier’s website and laptop—precious little from what I understand, except the detail that whoever LW is was absent from the discussion groups from early 2018 until just a few weeks ago—I’ve arranged to meet with Tim and Leslie at the Rectory around 3 p.m.

But first, I have a sick call to make out in the country.

***
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“Father, it’s the same every year!” Gloria McMillan whines in her most intimidating voice.

“Now, Mrs. McMillan,” I say, “the winner of the raffle is drawn at random from a fishtank. The ticket stubs are all in there, and whoever’s tasked with announcing the winner just takes whichever one they grab.”

“I have been going to that Christmas in July Bazaar for forty years, best I can figure,” she says, shaking a bony finger at me. “Every year I buy ten raffle tickets. Every year for forty years, nothing. Seems the prize goes to one of the Ladies of Charity’s favorites. I’m telling you, Father, it’s rigged!”

“Mrs. McMillan,” I try to reassure her, “it’s not rigged.”

“Then how do you explain that of the four hundred tickets I bought, there was not one winner? I should have won something in all this time. It just makes sense.”

I managed to pass Elementary Statistics in college with a C, thanks to tutoring from a certain black-haired, blue-eyed angel who was constantly late for class. I could try to explain the laws of probability to this ornery seventy-something. But I’d probably get it wrong and just make her madder.

“I tell you what,” I say, pasting on my best pastoral smile and placing my hand over hers. “Just so you know everything is above board, I’ll pull the winning ticket for the raffle myself.”

“Do you think they’ll let you? Those biddies are a crafty bunch.”

“Oh, I’ll make it clear that they have no choice,” I say firmly.

What I don’t tell her is that Anna’s already asked me to do the honors.

OK, she didn’t so much ask me as tell me I was going to do it.

The news reassures Gloria. She relaxes against her pillows and actually smiles—I’m not sure I’ve ever seen her smile—before saying, “Thank you, Father. You’ve comforted an old woman’s heart.”

“Well, I am glad. Now, shall I give you communion?” I say as I take out my pix containing four consecrated hosts.

“One more question,” she says imperiously.

I already know what she’s going to ask. It’s the same one she’s asked for weeks. “Certainly,” I say.

“Have you kept it in your pants this week?”

I nod. “Yes, ma’am.”

“Good,” she says. “I saw you and your fiancée—seems strange to talk about a priest’s fiancée—on the news. Pretty girl. Couldn’t blame you if you hadn’t. Now, are you going to give me communion or not?”

***
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My visit with Gloria McMillan being blessedly short, I manage to get back to the Rectory a little before 3 p.m. The absence of Leslie’s bicycle tells me she hasn’t arrived yet, which is in and of itself a blessing. It’s a very warm day, and since we’re going to look at the Myer place eventually, I decide to change out of my clericals into something more comfortable. I go up the stairs, but stop halfway.

I hear voices, and they seem to be coming from my room.

Who is in my room?

“Anna?” I call, just to make sure it’s not robbers trying to steal my—what? Collection of snacks?

The voices stop. I can barely make out whispers before Anna answers, “Yes, Tom? I didn’t expect you back yet.”

The whispers I thought I heard must have been the radio, or something. “Well, it was a short one,” I say as I continue up the stairs. “She just wanted to warn me about the Ladies of Charity. Apparently, y’all run a rigged raffle.”

“Oh, yes, that’s funny,” she says. For some reason, Anna sounds nervous. “Well,” she continues, “I’ll see you downstairs in a minute.”

I place my hand on the doorknob and push it open. “I had a few minutes and I wanted—”

Standing in my bedroom is Anna. Not all that surprising. One of her jobs is housekeeper.

With her, holding a tape measure and a notebook, is Tim Cooper.

“Hi,” I say, my hand still on the doorknob.

“Tom,” Anna says.

“Father,” Tim says.

“Ah, why . . . why are you in my bedroom?”

“Well, you see Tom,” Anna says, “Tim is an architect.”

“I know that, Anna, which is why I’m meeting with him. But I thought it would be in my office.”

“Oh, of course it is.”

“But why is he here, in my bedroom?”

“Settling,” Anna says forcefully. Tim glances at her, then nods.

“That’s right, Father,” he says. “Old buildings like this—the Rectory was constructed about 150 years ago, right after the Civil War, and renovated extensively through the years—well, over time, they settle.”

I look at him. “I haven’t noticed any settling.”

“Well, Tom, sometimes you don’t notice what day it is,” Anna says. Before I can protest, she continues, “I’ve noticed my door not shutting properly, and so since Tim was here to meet with you, I asked him what could cause that.”

“Settling,” I say.

“Among other possible causes,” Tim says, nodding.

“Did you find any settling?”

“Yes,” Tim says. “But nothing out of the ordinary. The Rectory isn’t about to fall down around your head, if that’s what you’re worried about.”

“I wasn’t worried about anything until this conversation,” I say, looking around. “Well, I guess it was a good thing you were here anyway, and I’d like to discuss the Myer Mansion, but downstairs in my office. After I change my clothes.”

“Oh, of course, Tom,” Anna says with a smile. “I’ll take Tim down and get him some coffee. Just take your time.”

They leave and I close the door behind me. I stare at the wall for a moment, then shake my head.

“I guess it’s a good thing I don’t know everything going on around here,” I mumble. “I’d start talking to myself.”

***
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“Settling?” Helen asks.

“That’s what they said,” I say.

Helen shakes her head and laughs. We’re on our way to our favorite cozy little steakhouse that we used to go to because it was off the beaten path. 

“Tim said only a slight amount,” I add. “But they were acting really odd. Nervous, like they’d been caught doing something wrong.”

“Really?” Helen says, that wicked smile of hers beginning to play on her lips.

“Now, Helen, I don’t mean—”

“I don’t know, Tom,” she says, shaking her head. “I mean, Anna’s still an attractive woman for her age—”

“—Good grief, Helen—”

“—And Tim’s an attractive young man.”

“He’s young enough to be her grandson! And he’s married! With a child and everything!”

“Anna’s always struck me as having a bit of the cougar in her,” Helen says, not even trying to hide her amusement.

“Oh, just stop it!” I say, crossing my arms and looking out the window. We drive like that for a minute, then Helen says, “Tom, you know I was just having a little fun, right?”

“It’s not funny, Helen,” I say.

“Why are you—wait,” she says. “You don’t like the idea of Anna—”

“Oh, don’t be ridiculous.”

“Tom, she’s been a widow for a long time, you know. Don’t you think she gets lonely sometimes?”

“She has her work at the church,” I say. “She has friends. She has the Ladies of Charity. She has—”

“—you, but not for much longer,” she says gently. “Tom, let me point out something. You and I have been widows for a long time. I had my work. You had God and the Church. But it didn’t keep out the loneliness, did it?”

“What are you saying, Helen? That Anna’s on the prowl for a young boy toy or something? That she was in my room trying to seduce Tim?”

“Oh, of course not, Tom, don’t be stupid. I mean, she has her own room for that.”

I snap my head around and open my mouth to say something when she puts her hand up. “OK, OK, too far, sorry. But I am saying that she might just want something more than charity bazaars and keeping track of your calendar and fixing your breakfast.”

“I don’t know,” I say, shaking my head. “I mean, I guess I can see Anna dating someone at this point. It’s certainly not as ridiculous as my Mom taking up with a man.”

“I cannot imagine any man wanting to spend five minutes with Nola Greer,” Helen chuckles.

“Hey, that’s my Mom you’re talking about.”

“Oh, don’t tell me you think it’s even possible.”

“Of course not. I just felt a moral obligation to defend her.”

We both laugh. “OK, now that that extremely weird conversation is out of the way,” Helen says, “what did Tim say about the project?”

“Oh, he’s really excited about it,” I say. “As an architect, he says he looks forward to the challenge. It’s going to require time and money to get everything up to code. But it can be done.”

“How much time and how much money?”

“More of the latter than we have right now, and he said this fall is impossible.”

“I bet Leslie didn’t like that,” Helen mumbles.

“I have no way of knowing, since she didn’t show up. I called and she said she thought she was coming down with a cold. I saw you two talking on Sunday. Did she seem sick to you?”

“No, she was just inviting me to tea, like she threatened she would.”

“Helen!”

“Sorry, sorry. I said I’d love to come, and we arranged for Saturday afternoon.”

“I promise it won’t be bad, and I’ll take you to dinner afterwards.”

“Ooooh, I’ll look forward to that,” Helen says as her phone rings. “See who that is, sweetie.”

I pick it up. “Oh, it’s Gladys.”

“She wouldn’t call unless it was important. Put it on speaker.”

I do just that, and Helen says, “Hi, honey, what’s—”

“Mom, I know you’re going out with Dad, but you need to get back here.”

“Did you find something? Did you get that footage cleaned up?”

“No, I’ve sent it off to a friend of mine in Tokyo. They have a new program that might help. This is something Nate found in Father Xavier’s papers that you’ve gotta see.”
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Thirty-Two
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After swinging by Sprockets to grab dinner—I opt for the Triple-Triple-Triple, three hamburger patties, each with cheese and bacon, ignoring Helen’s dirty look when I do so—we go back to the station. Soon, we’re in her office, eating our dinner, waiting for Nate and Gladys.

“I wonder where they are?” I say, taking a bite.

“Gladys certainly sounded like it was important, though important and Nate rarely go hand-in-hand,” Helen says.

“Helen, you have really got to lighten up on the guy. He drives me crazy, too, but he really does a good job when he focuses. And, he loves Gladys. That says a lot about his good taste.”

“We’ll just see how long that lasts,” she says.

“Helen Parr, you are a cynic.”

“It’s a well-earned cynicism, Tom. Police work will do that to you. I’m actually surprised you’re not more cynical.”

“Oh, I am. I just wear it better.”

She throws a french fry at me and we start laughing. Just then, there's a soft knock on the door.

“Uh, Chief? Tom? You in there?” Gladys says.

“Yeah, we’re here,” Helen says.

“OK, we’re not interrupting something, are we?”

“Nothing at all, Gladys. Come on in.”

Helen’s door opens slowly, and Nate and Gladys peek around the door. They both smile and sigh when they see the only thing we’re into is finishing our dinner.

“Where did you two go?” Helen says.

“I wanted to check something I ran across on the website first,” Gladys says. “Bae?”

“So, Father Tom,” Nate says, “after the other day, when we found the LW letters, I decided to continue looking through the papers. Really interesting work. Mostly the letters were one offs, but there were some other correspondents like LW who wrote numerous letters. Of course, we don’t know what Father Xavier wrote back.”

“Though I’ve started trying to locate copies of return letters on his laptop,” Gladys interjects. “It’s going to take time.”

“So I found out there were six other people who wrote Father Xavier a lot. One we only know as LW. The others signed their full names.”

“Who are they?”

Nate consults the tablet computer he’s carrying. “They are Robert Cunningham, Oscar Unger, Ralph Walton, and Lawrence Williams.”

“Wait, what’s the last one?” I say.

“Lawrence Williams.”

I look at Helen. “Lawrence Williams.”

“LW. Another one. Find anything on these men, Gladys?”

“It’s hard to do anything with just a name,” Gladys says, “but Nate’s not finished.”

“Among the miscellaneous papers, I found an agenda and other materials from a conference Father Xavier threw in October 2016. It was called “Militant Catholic Manhood in the 21st Century.” Among the list of speakers was Lawrence Williams, who spoke on ’Fathers Raising Pure Daughters.’”

“So this Williams was associated with Xavier,” Helen says.

“Oh, yeah. His correspondence was the largest by far. But I’ve got more.”

“More, Nate?” Helen asks, somewhat amazed.

“Yeah. Photographs. I had Gladys scan them. Here’s one in particular showing Father Xavier with the other speakers. The names were written on the back of the original.” He hands the tablet to Helen. “The man standing next to Father Xavier? That’s Lawrence Williams.”

Lawrence Williams looks to be in his mid-forties when this picture was taken. Tall with thinning brown hair and glasses that give him an air of an intellectual. He’s erect, almost standing at attention, like he’s ex-military.

“There’s a bio included for each speaker,” Nate continues. “Lawrence Williams is described as a widower who raised a daughter alone, so knows a lot about the subject.”

I stare at the photograph. There’s something about the face that strikes me, especially with the glasses.

“There are other photographs showing him talking to different people,” Nate says.

Helen swipes through several photographs, all showing different scenes from the conference, including what looks like a mixer or cocktail party. She stops on one in particular. Enlarging a portion of the photograph, she peers at it intensely. 

“Tom,” she says. “Look at this.”

I take the tablet from her and look. The portion of the photograph she’s focusing on shows three men talking together.  From their easy manner and smiles, it seems they know each other.

“Damn,” I whisper.

The three men are Father Xavier, Lawrence Williams, and Lester Wright.
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Thirty-Three
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By Wednesday, the psychiatrist assigned to Lester Wright’s case tells Helen that, in his professional opinion, Lester is lucid and rational enough to be questioned.

Apparently, lucid and rational have different meanings to a psychiatrist than to other people.

I’m behind the glass, again—I really need to bring a chair, maybe a small refrigerator for sodas—when they bring Lester in. He’s calmer than I remember him at the Rectory. Whether that’s because his mind is clear or because he’s heavily medicated, it’s hard to tell at this point.

It’s not long before Helen comes into the room.

“Good morning, Lester,” she says pleasantly. “I’m Detective Helen Parr.”

“I know who you are,” he spits. “You’re the Whore of Babylon, come to take good priests away from their rightful calling.”

“So much for being rational,” I mutter.

“I understand from Father Greer that Saint Michael the Archangel sent you to kill me? Am I right?”

“Yes,” he says.

“So you admit to shooting at me.”

“Of course. And now you’re dead.”

“Are you sure?” Helen says. “Because I don’t feel particularly dead.”

“Oh, you’re dead all right,” Lester says. “Saint Michael always guides my shots.”

“So you’ve shot other women, other than me?” 

“Other whores, other impure women, out to tempt and ruin good men.”

“How many other women?”

“How should I know? I just do what Saint Michael tells me to do. I pull the trigger and he guides the bullet.”

“Speaking of triggers, do you recognize this rifle?” Helen says, showing him a photograph of the rifle.

He studies it for a moment. “Yes.”

“Is this the rifle you used to shoot me?”

“Yes.”

“And where did you get it?”

“Saint Michael gave it to me. He told me to shoot you.”

“Did you contact a man named Trey Grant and ask him to steal it for you?”

“No. Saint Michael gave it to me.”

“Did you pay Trey Grant $1,000 for the rifle?”

“No. I told you. Saint Michael gave it to me.”

“Did he say anything else?”

“Only that I was to pull the trigger and he would guide the bullet.”

“So you did shoot at me.”

“I killed you. I pulled the trigger and Saint Michael guided the bullet and I killed you.”

“So why don’t I feel dead?”

“Maybe because you haven’t yet eaten the bread?”

“What bread?”

“The sweet bread of death. It's the opposite of the Eucharist, the bread of life. The bread of death is sweet and beautiful, all fancy, but it leads to death.”

“So I’m not dead?”

“Yes, you are, you just don’t know it yet. You must eat the sweet bread of death so you can know you’re dead.”

Helen pauses before saying, “The other women you shot, they ate the bread of death?”

“Yes, but I didn’t shoot them. I just killed them.”

“But you just said you shot them.”

“I may have, some of them, but some I just threw the bullet at, or even spit it. Saint Michael doesn’t care. He makes sure it hits its mark.”

“And those women are dead now, like me?”

“No, not like you. They know they’re dead. You need to eat the bread of death and then you’ll know, too.”

Helen opens another folder and takes out the photographs of SSM’s victims in D.C. She places them, one by one, in a row in front of Lester. If the sight startles him, he doesn’t show it. His bland expression remains unchanged.

She points at the first photograph. “So, did you kill this woman?” 

Lester doesn’t even look at it, but says, “I shot her. But Saint Michael guided the bullet.”

Helen stares at him for a moment. “Take a look at the photo, Lester,” she says with a bit of an edge in her voice.

“I don’t need to. I told you. I shot her.” 

Lester points to the second, “And her.”

Pointing to the third, he says, “And her.”

At the fourth photo, he says, “And her.”

At the fifth, “And her.”

Helen sits back. “So Lester, you are admitting you killed these five women, and you shot at me.”

“I shot at each of them, including you, you whore. Saint Michael killed them. He guided the bullet. They ate the sweet bread of death and now they’re dead.”

Helen nods then leans forward. “Tell me, Lester. Does Saint Michael tell you to only shoot women?”

“Not all women. Only whores. Only the impure. Like you.”

“Then I’m curious. Did you just decide to shoot Father Greer all by yourself?”

For the first time in the entire interview, Lester’s placid expression changes. He swallows and shakes his head.

“I wouldn’t shoot a priest,” he says. “He’s a man of God. Misguided and under your spell, but a man of God.”

“But you did, Lester,” she says gently. She takes out a photograph of the coat I was wearing that day, showing the tear caused by the bullet. “See that tear? That was caused by a bullet you fired grazing his shoulder.”

“That was for you, not him!” he says frantically. “I . . . I’d never shoot a priest!”

“But you said Saint Michael guides all your shots?”

“He does! He does! I fire the shot but Saint Michael guides the bullets!”

“So it looks to me like Saint Michael wanted Father Greer dead. Am I right?”

He’s wild-eyed by this time. “No! No!” Lester yells. “I don’t kill priests!”

“According to you, Lester, you don’t kill anyone. Saint Michael does.”

Gathering the photographs back into their folders, she tells the officer near the door, “Take Mr. Wright to a cell. He’s going back to the hospital.” 

She looks at me through the mirror and raises her eyebrows before joining me in the viewing room.

“That was interesting,” I say when she comes in.

“Sure was. I’ve never seen anything like it.”

“Helen, do you really believe he shot at us? Do you really believe he killed those women?”

“Honestly, Tom, I don’t know. He did confess.”

“Confess? Helen, Lester’s clearly unbalanced, which is the understatement of the year. He’d have confessed to killing William McKinley if you asked him about it.”

“I doubt that, since McKinley’s a man.” Helen folds her arms and looks through the glass at Lester. “What do you make of the whole “bread of death” thing?”

“I have no idea,” I shake my head. “And I’ve been trying to figure it out.”

“I may have an answer.” Helen and I turn as Gladys comes into the viewing room. 

“What is it?” Helen says.

“Well, based on the fact that everything else he spouts resembles something Father Xavier teaches either on his podcast or in writing, I decided to search for any references to cake or sweet bread.” Gladys hands Helen a folder. “This is what I found.”

I peer over Helen’s shoulder as she looks at the printout of an article, written by Father Xavier, “Cheesecake Photographs: Sweet Deception.”

“It’s basically a tirade against boudoir photography,” Gladys says. “You know, those sexy photos wives or girlfriends have done for their husbands or boyfriends. Anyway, he says they’re yet another example of how impure women lead men away from God. He says the women who allow themselves to be photographed this way are as different from pure, godly women as cheesecake is from the bread of life.”

“Which makes it the sweet bread of death,” I nod.

“It’s still nuts,” Helen says, “but now we know where he got it from.”

“And,” I say, “we have yet another connection to Father Xavier.”

“But there’s more,” Gladys says. “We got the file on Regina Birdsong from San Antonio. Dan’s going through it now, but here’s a picture of her bedroom. Look at what's on the wall.”

Hanging near the bed was an attractive brunette, obviously nude but with her back to the camera, looking over her shoulder at the camera.

“The sweet bread of death,” I mutter.

“Yeah,” Helen says. “She was his first victim, it looks like.”

“Oh, before I forget,” Gladys says. “My friend in Tokyo is almost done enhancing that cell phone footage. We might even get it later today—which is already tomorrow over there, since they’re—”

Helen holds up her hand. “Just let me know when you get it.” Looking at the article, she says, “It’s time for another conversation with the good Father. Tom, shall we take a drive?”
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“Is another interview with him really necessary, Helen?”

The Archbishop’s irritation is palpable through the phone. Helen tenses up at his questioning of her professional judgement. She takes a deep breath. “Sir, we have found a direct connection between Father Xavier and two men we have in custody. One of the men appears to have known at least one other person who had close ties to Father Xavier. We need to explore this.”

“Answer me this. Is Father Xavier connected to the attempt on your life, or the shootings in D.C.?”

Helen hesitates. “Your Eminence, I can’t say he is. But I also can’t say he isn’t. At the very least, he’s a common point of contact. Certainly, his rhetoric’s reflected in the letters we received and in what we have from our most recent interview.”

There’s a long pause. “Fine, Helen. I trust your judgement. But try to make this the last one. I have to deal with Father Xavier myself, and I can’t do that as long as he’s suspected of something.”

“What do you mean, deal with Father Xavier?” I ask.

“Never mind, Father Tom,” he says. “That’s my business, not yours. But he’s gone on long enough. I need to reel him in. Keep me informed.”

After ending the call, I say to Helen, “That is not a happy man.”

“Making him happy is not my job, Tom,” she snaps.

“I know, I know, I’m on your side, remember?” I pause. “So what would you have done if he didn’t give permission?”

“I’d have done it anyway, since we’re here,” Helen says.

The fact of the matter is, we’ve been outside Father Xavier’s house for about twenty minutes.

As we approach the front door, it swings open to reveal Father Xavier.

“I was wondering when you were going to come in,” he says calmly. “Father, Detective, this way.”

His demeanor is completely different than it has been before. Gone is the antipathy towards Helen, even to the point of calling her detective instead of Mrs. He’s not so much a fiery Old Testament prophet as he is a gentle grandfatherly type. It’s like he’s a completely different person.

Very odd.

“Now, what can I do for you, Detective?” he says, a benevolent smile on his face.

“I just have a few questions for you, Father. I won’t take up too much of your time.”

“Quite a drive for just a few questions. Oh, pardon my manners. Can I get you something? Coffee? Tea? Ice water? I don’t actually entertain very much, you know?”

“No, we’re fine,” Helen says. “Father, do you recognize the man in this photograph, the one who’s circled?”

She hands him an enlargement of the photograph showing him, Lester, and Lawrence Williams. He takes out his reading glasses and holds the picture close, examining it carefully.

“Yes,” he says with a slight sigh. “That’s Lester Wright. This was at a conference I held about five years ago, not long after I started the podcast.”

“How do you know him?”

“Just through correspondence, mainly. I’m sure you ran across some in my papers.”

“What did he write to you about?”

“Oh, so sad. Apparently he was in the Army, did a couple of tours in Iraq. When he came back, he learned that his fiancée had cheated on him and was pregnant with another man’s child. Soon after he came back, they found her dead, murdered by her lover, he said.”

“That’s the story he told you?” I say.

“Yes,” he says. “He still seemed grief-stricken, upset, any number of confused emotions. He was trying to process what happened to her, what led her to cheat on him. He found my podcast and he said it was like a revelation. He apparently lived in the area, so when I announced the conference, he was one of the attendees.”

“How did he seem? Did he seem rational?”

“Rational? I mean, I believe so. It has been a long time since I talked to him.”

I point to the photograph. “What about him?”

“Larry? Oh, he was a dear friend of mine. Great supporter of the apostolate. Good speaker, too. He suffered so much at the hands of an impure wife. Left him to raise his daughter alone. I was glad to introduce Lester to Larry.”

“Wait, you introduced them?” Helen says.

“Oh, yes,” Father Xavier says. “In fact, that’s probably what I’m doing in the picture. I thought Lester would benefit from talking to a man who had a similar experience—the woman he loved betraying him, cheating on him with another man—so I introduced him to Larry. Larry actually became a mentor to Lester for a time.”

Helen grabs her tote bag and digs through, finally pulling out her notebook and a pen. “Do you know how we can contact Williams?”

“Sadly, he died of a heart attack in 2018—February, if I remember correctly. His daughter asked me to do his funeral. I was happy to oblige.”

“Do you know where his daughter lives?” I ask.

“Why, Father Greer, I’m surprised you’re asking me that question,” Father Xavier says, a confused look on his face.

“Why?”

“Because his daughter works for you. She’s your Director of Religious Education.”
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“I did not see this coming.”

Helen laughs. “You mean the part where Leslie turns out to be the daughter of someone associated with a suspected serial killer?”

“Yes, that part,” I say. “So, what do you want to do?”

“I need to go talk to her, Tom. I know her father’s dead, but maybe she met Lester. Maybe she remembers something her father said about Lester. Wasn’t he in NCIS?”

“Yeah, she told me that when I interviewed her. But I didn’t think his name was Lawrence. I think she said his name was Jordan. And she never mentioned them living in the area, nor her mother not being around.”

“That’s odd.”

I stare out the window at the passing Maryland countryside and think about Lester, and Father Xavier, and SSM, and the mysterious LW and the letters he wrote, one of which included a gun used to kill two innocent women.

LW’s letters.

No, it’s impossible.

“You’re doing it again, Tom,” I mumble.

“You’re doing what again?” Helen says. Apparently she heard me.

“Just another one of my crazy ideas.”

“Tell me, Tom,” she says. “I could use anything.”

“It’s just . . . remember LW’s first letter? He described himself as raising a daughter alone after his impure wife left him, or something like that.”

“Yeah?”

“Helen, Lester’s never been married, and doesn’t have a daughter. But Lawrence Williams does.”

“So what? Are you trying to say Leslie’s father was LW?”

“No, I’m not,” I say, shaking my head. “It just strikes me as odd that if Lester is LW, that his first letter would be a complete fabrication of his life, but match Lawrence Williams’ story.”

She sighs. “You’re right. It is odd. We need to talk to Leslie. Hopefully we can begin to get some answers.”

***
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“Father,” Leslie says when she opens the door, “Helen, please, come in.”

We follow her into what would be traditionally called the parlor. It is nicely decorated, obviously with a number of items belonging to her late aunt. The furniture is slightly worn but obviously very well cared for and comfortable. Unusually, there is nothing over the fireplace, though something appears to have hung there at some time. 

“Please, have a seat,” she says, indicating two wing chairs. She sits across from us on a small, obviously antique, dark wood loveseat with a green velveteen cushion. 

Without preamble, she says, “You said you wanted to talk to me about something concerning my father?”

“Yes, Leslie,” Helen says. “Do you remember ever meeting a man named Lester Wright?”

Over the last couple of months I’ve gotten used to Leslie’s expressionless face and unflappable manner. 

Which is why the little tremor of her upper lip is so unusual.

“I don’t think so, though I may have,” she says slowly. “Why do you ask? Did he know my father?”

“There is evidence he did. Do you remember your father ever mentioning him?”

“He may have, I don’t know. My father was an amazing man, and he made many friends all over the world. I could never keep track of them all. Was this man in the military? Could they have served together?”

“He was in the military for a short time but it is doubtful that they served together.”

“Then what makes you think he knew my father?”

“We understand that your father was a close associate of Father Xavier Winston?”

She pauses at this and a look of concern passes across her face. “I’m not sure associate would be the right word. Father Xavier has provided spiritual guidance for many people, especially men. My father was always impressed with his clarity and vision for the future of the church.”

“Your father spoke at a conference Father Xavier sponsored several years ago,” Helen says. “We’ve spoken to him, and he called your father a dear friend and great supporter of his apostolate.”

“Yes, all that’s true. It’s just . . . it’s been several years,” Leslie says. I notice her twisting her hands. “Memories fade some, you know. But yes. My father and Father Xavier were friends.”

“He shared with us that he had introduced him to Lester Wright, hoping that your father could serve as something of a mentor to him.”

“I see,” she says carefully and then pauses briefly before continuing, “But I do not understand. What is your interest in Mr. Wright or, for that matter, my father?”

“We have reason to believe that Wright may have been involved in the murder of several women in Washington D.C. area between 2017 and 2018,” Helen says, “as well as the attempt on Father Tom and myself.”

“Wait, are you talking about The Blushing Bride Murders?” Leslie says incredulously.

“You’ve heard of them?”

“Well, yes, of course, everyone living here knew about them. My father was with NCIS and, although none of the women killed had Navy connections, all the members of the law enforcement community were on high alert. My father worked many late nights during that time.”

“I see. Do you know if he ever discussed the incidents with Wright, maybe casually over dinner or something like that?”

“As I’ve already said, I was unaware of my father’s association with Mr. Wright. I certainly don’t recall meeting him. But Detective, I can assure you that my father was the very soul of discretion about this case and all the others he worked on.” 

Leslie is becoming defensive and I step in to try to calm her.

“Oh, yes, I’m sure, Leslie,” I say, soothingly, “I’ve certainly seen your care for confidences concerning the people of the church. You obviously learned that somewhere.”

She seems somewhat mollified by this but continues to eye Helen warily. Helen has obviously picked up on this and continues carefully.

“Leslie, I am in no way questioning your father’s integrity. But at the same time, I am hoping that you might be able to share something with us, either that you heard your father say, or from his papers, that might help us in determining if Lester did indeed kill these women.”

“Let me think a minute,” she says, and then sits silently while Helen and I wait uncomfortably. 

Finally, she says, “Actually, I do have some of his correspondence in the basement. I’m afraid it's quite a mess but you’re welcome to look through it.”

“Sounds like a job for me,” I say. “I don’t know if I ever told you this or not but I was an archivist before I entered the priesthood, actually for most of my career before I came to Saint Clare’s.”

“Well then, let me show you,” she says pleasantly. 

We stand and I follow her to the basement door with Helen right behind me. Leslie unlocks the door and turns on the light, saying, “You two go on down. I need to stop by the powder room first.”  

I am about halfway down the stairs, with Helen behind me, when Leslie calls out, “Oh, Helen, I’ve got something up here you might find interesting.”

I turn and say to Helen, “You go on, this is my territory.”

“OK, I’ll be back down in a bit.” She turns and heads back up the stairs to Leslie.

I reach the bottom and am about to turn the corner when there’s an explosion above my head. 

Helen screams violently before tumbling down the stairs. She hits the bottom with a resounding thud and a gasp. I rush to her and see blood already soaking her blouse over her right shoulder.

I look up the stairs and see Leslie standing in the open doorway, holding a pistol down by her side. Her face is cold, expressionless.

Before I can think, I am running up the stairs, my hands reaching out to grab the woman who just shot Helen. Before I reach her, Leslie steps back and shuts the door. I throw my body against the heavy wood as I hear her engage the deadbolt.

We’re trapped.
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Before I can even begin to process what has happened, Helen cries out, “My God, Tom! She shot me! That crazy bitch shot me! Oh, damn, damn, damn!”

I rush back down the staircase. Helen’s lying on her left side, blood soaking the entire right side of her blouse now. 

“Don’t move,” I command. I grab the tear in her blouse and rip it open. There’s a hole about the size of a dime in her right shoulder. It's bleeding a lot but thankfully the blood is oozing, not spurting as it would if the bullet hit an artery. I gently turn her over and am thankful to see a slightly larger hole in her back. It's also bleeding but not gushing. 

I reach in my pocket and grab the handkerchief Anna always insists I carry and cover the wound, applying pressure, causing Helen to scream and curse in a way that is outrageous even for her. 

“Helen,” I say firmly, “The bullet went through and there is a fair chance that it did not hit anything critical. I just need to control the bleeding until someone gets here to help us.” 

I pull out my phone to call 911 but I have no signal. Cell service out here is always sketchy and being underground doesn’t help.

“OK, Tom,” I say to myself, biting down the panic in my throat, “It’s up to you. You can do this.”  I take my hand away from the wound long enough to remove my Roman Collar and toss it on the ground. My fingers are shaking as I work the buttons of my shirt, trying to get it off. I finally give up and manage to pull it over my head. I pull and pull at the right sleeve until the seam gives way, then do the same to the left one. I then fold them together.

“Darling,” I say, “this is going to hurt like hell but you’re just going to have to stand it.” With one sleeve on the entry wound and the other on the exit wound, I apply as much pressure as I can. Helen screams even more loudly than before, her wails and curses echoing off the walls around us. I pray that someone passing by hears her, but know it’s unlikely given how far away from the road we are. And even then, Leslie’s road isn’t well-travelled.

Eventually, the pressure deadens the pain somewhat and Helen seems calmer. I check the exit wound. Blood is still oozing, but not as quickly as clotting seems to be beginning.

Wanting to make sure she’s still breathing OK, I ask, “What happened?”

“She . . . shot . . . me,” she gasps, like she’s struggling for air. “Leslie . . .”

“Honey, are you having trouble breathing?”

She nods her head and I remove the top dressing. Small bubbles are forming in the blood.

Damn. 

“OK, sweetie, I can fix that. Just give me a minute.” I rush over to the debris field created when Helen’s giant tote bag tumbled down with her and find what I need: a couple of plastic bags and a roll of duct tape. 

Thankfully, I don’t have to move her in order to seal up the holes that are letting air into her chest cavity and threatening to collapse her lungs. Grateful that the blood is beginning to clot, I carefully tape the bag over the back hole first before saying, “Helen, air is accumulating in your chest. That’s why it's hard for you to breathe. When I say go, I want you to blow out as much breath as you can and hold it as long as you can. Do you understand?” 

She nods, her eyes wide but thankfully still alert. 

I tear off tape and apply it to the three edges of the bag, leaving the bottom edge open. I then position it over her chest and say, “Now.” She’s obviously blowing with all she’s got and as soon as she stops, I press the bag down sealing it on the three sides with the tape.

“How does that feel?” I ask, hoping for good news. 

“Better,” she sighs. Her lips, which were taking on a bluish tint, are becoming pink again. 

“Good. Now, can you tell me what else hurts?” 

I look at Helen’s face and am surprised to see that she’s looking past me. Her face is a mixture of shock and horror.

“What is it?” I say.

“Look, Tom. It was her!”

I turn to see what she's looking at.

“Holy Mother of God!” I whisper.  

On the far wall of the basement is a huge bulletin board, even bigger than the one in the conference room at the police station. 

The board is covered with pictures and newspaper clippings, all of Helen. 

“What the hell?” I say, losing interest for a few moments in my patient. I stand and walk to the macabre display. There are articles showing a younger Helen, talking about her work as a detective in D.C., several concerning her role in the Grace Foley controversy. There are a large number of articles, printed out from online newspaper archives, about her role as lead detective in the Blushing Bride Murders.

There are also more recent articles, talking about us in relation to stopping the sex trafficking operation in Bellamy, not to mention a couple from the last two weeks about our engagement. 

“She’s been stalking me, Tom.” Helen says weakly. “Look, over there, it's a picture of us together at The Bistro. What is written below it? I can’t see from here.” 

“It says, “The Bistro restaurant, June 3, 11:47-13:05, table for two, NW corner window.” 

On the table in front of the bulletin board are other photographs, these showing different angles of the stage set up for the interview.

“She planned everything, Helen,” I say. “She’s the one who tried to kill you.”

“What are the newspaper clippings, the old ones?”

I am too confused by what I’m seeing to realize that Helen’s voice has taken on a strange tone, as if her mind and body are becoming disconnected. “They appear to be from when you were working the Blushing Bride cases. There are ones reporting new bodies found and others talking about the suspects.” 

“Oh, oh, my God!” she cries out. I turn and run back to her. She’s begun to shake and so I lie down beside her on the floor and wrap my arms around her, trying to get her to calm her.

“Honey, honey,” I insist, “it's OK. We’re going to catch her, but you’ve got to get a hold of yourself.” 

Her face has gone ashen now and there’s blood running down her arm. I press down on the wound again, causing her to groan. 

The blood is sticky on my hands and I absentmindedly wipe it on my T-Shirt.

“How are you doing, honey?” I ask when I’m done. 

When she doesn’t answer, my heart goes to my throat. 

“Helen,” I say, shaking her gently, “Wake up, honey. I know your shoulder hurts, but help will be here soon.”

She groans and moves around a little, saying, “Tom, my side really hurts, too.” 

“Let me see, sweetie,” I say, moving her blouse up a little. There’s a big bruise forming, which is not surprising, but when I press on it, the flesh doesn’t give. Instead, it feels like an overstuffed pillow, hard and unyielding. 

Internal bleeding. 

I look at her again and realize that she’s going into shock. I look around, but there’s nothing in here to cover her with. I lie down beside her with my arms around her, hoping I can keep her warm. 

“You’re going to be OK. We’ll be out of here soon,” I assure her. 

It’s obvious that she is still in a lot of pain and so I am surprised to hear her speak. “Tom,” she says softly, too softly and weakly for my comfort, “I just want to know. How do you know all this?” 

Hoping to both reassure her and distract her, I smile and say,  “So you remember when we were in college and we had to have a health and fitness credit and you got mad because I chose advanced first aid instead of yoga with you?”

“Yeah?”

“Aren’t you glad I did?”

“I am, but I’m surprised you remember so much.”

“Oh, I kept my certifications up, just in case, and then the brothers at Our Lady of the Mount sent me on a Red Cross First Responder course because I was the youngest and so many of them were in bad health.”

She doesn’t answer me and I see her eyes shut. This is not good. I grab her wrist. Her pulse is weak and fast. 

Dammit. 

Shock. 

“Helen,” I say, firmly, “Wake up. Stay with me.” 

I check her breathing and I’m thankful that I can still see her chest rise and fall. 

She seems to drift off again, and wanting to keep her talking, I ask, “Was Leslie’s father the serial killer? Do you think Leslie actually helped him kill those women?”

“I don’t know,” she whispers. “I think we can agree that she’d like to see me dead.”

“Yeah, I think that’s a fair assumption.” 

She’s quiet for a few moments. I think she has lost consciousness when I hear her whisper. “Tom, I went to confession Saturday morning. With Father Baez. So I’m all caught up.”

“That’s always a good thing, Helen.”

“I mean, I don’t want you to worry or anything. I know you’ll take care of me.”

“The only thing I plan to take care of is getting you to a hospital.”

“But you need to promise me, you’ve got to find her. Don’t let her hurt anyone else.”

“Of course, honey. Dan will be all over this as soon as he finds us.” 

“Can you please hold me closer? I’m so cold.”

“I’ve got you, honey, just hang on.”

We lay there, together, for what seems like forever as I pray harder than I ever have before and listen to her breathing. Is it slowing? Is she panting? Is she in pain? It takes everything in me just to stay calm, just to keep praying. I don’t know how much longer she can last when I hear something. 

What is it? 

It’s a knock on the front door. 

Someone’s here. 
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I pull myself away from Helen as quickly as I can and run up the stairs. I start banging on the basement door, screaming, “We’re down here! Help! Help!” 

I’m still banging on the door when I hear the front door fly open and Dan’s booming voice scream, “Put the gun down, Leslie!” 

I freeze. 

Is she on the other side of the door? Is she about to open it, to try to finish what she started? 

I press myself against the door hard, determined not to let her in. 

“Now, Leslie!” I hear Dan growl.

Then, I hear a slight movement on the other side and Leslie screams, “Saint Michael, protect me!” 

There’s an explosion and a thud against the door. Before I can react, I feel more than hear quick, heavy footsteps crossing the floor and a dragging sound on the other side. 

Then I hear Dan’s voice again, saying, “Stand back, Father, I’m going to have to break it down.” 

I scurry back down the stairs to Helen, yelling, “Call 911!” over my shoulder. 

I feel her pulse. She’s still alive. 

Seconds later, Dan is beside me, saying, “They’re on their way,” and assessing Helen’s condition. He takes a quick look at the plastic bag and duct tape and nods his head, saying, “Good job.” Other officers begin streaming in and Dan yells, “Get me some blankets down here.” 

It seems like forever until the paramedics finally arrive and push me away. They’re working on her now. They’re speaking in hushed tones, but I hear things like, “65 over 40,” “Pulse 120 and thready,” “We need to go now.” They place Helen on a gurney and move her up the stairs and out the door.

As I pass through behind her, Dan takes my arm and leads me to the side, helping me step over and around Leslie’s lifeless body. They’ve covered her with a sheet but I can see the top of her head. 

I am frozen in the moment as an incredible choice presents itself. 

I’ve done everything I can for Helen. As her priest. As the first on the scene.  As the man who loves her. 

But I have another obligation now. 

I step up to the gurney and give her a quick kiss on the forehead. “I love you,” I say, “and I’ll be right behind you.”

They are loading her into the ambulance as I kneel beside Leslie and reach into my pocket for my purple scapular. As I pull it out, it becomes stained with the blood on my hands. 

Helen’s blood. 

I shake this image from my mind and begin the rite. I have nothing to anoint her with and look around helplessly until Dan steps into the kitchen and returns with a bottle of olive oil. I take it from him wordlessly and then give it a quick blessing before completing the rite. 

As soon as I say the final Amen, Dan takes me firmly by the arm and raises me to my feet. Looking me in the eye intently, he says, “Tom, I have to stay here but I have ordered Officer Thompson here to get you to the hospital in record time.”

The next thing I know I am in the front seat of a Myerton police car as lights flash and sirens blare around me. 

I am praying, begging God to spare Helen’s life. I’m not sure of everything I promise, but missionary work with a leper colony and being nicer to my mother are high on the list. 

We finally get to the hospital and Thompson drops me at the Trauma Center entrance. I rush in and try to find someone to answer my questions but no one seems to know anything. I am asking my third nurse when Thompson comes up behind me. 

Stepping in front of me he says to the nurse, “Sheila, 15 just brought in a female GSW. Where is she now?” 

“Hi, Jack,” she says, checking her computer screen. “She’s in Bay 8.”

“Come on, Father,” he says, charging up the hall. I follow on his heels but he stops me outside a curtained-off area. 

He puts his hands on my chest. “Now, Father,” Thompson says quietly, “the people on the other side of this curtain are doing everything they can to save the Chief, and we’re not going to interrupt or distract them. We’re just going to sit right here until someone comes out who I can talk to.” 

I nod my head and we take two chairs not far from the area. Dr. Martin Maycord rushes in, asking questions, and they repeat all the details again. Every number, every comment is like a dagger. 

Suddenly, the curtain flies back and a small crowd of people rush out, pushing Helen on a gurney. They don’t say anything to me, but just run down the hall toward the elevator.  I catch a brief glimpse of her and see she’s on oxygen and that they have an IV running. There also seems to be some sort of tube running out of her chest. 

I try to follow but a large, kind nurse stops me and says, “Sir, we need to get you checked out. She’s in good hands. But try to tell me what happened to you.” 

I look down, seeing myself for the first time in hours. My hands and clothes are covered in blood. 

I look at the nurse and say, just before I collapse, “It's not my blood. It’s hers.”
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Thompson catches me before I hit the floor and along with the nurse gets me back to the chair. He speaks with her briefly, then says to me, “Father, I’m not going to sugar coat it for you. She’s far from out of the woods but they seem to think they can pull her through. Now you and I are going up to the surgical waiting room.” I let him lead me to another elevator and then out into a large area with chairs scattered around. 

I settle in one and pull out my Rosary. “Our Lady’s Lifeline,” some call it, and it certainly proves to be that for me. Thompson goes to update Dan so I am alone as I begin with the Sorrowful Mysteries. 

Our Lord in the Garden. 

Being Scourged. 

Crowned with Thorns. 

Carrying his Cross. 

Hanging on the Cross. 

Then, as I begin them again, Anna joins me, her voice strong where mine is weak. 

Before we finish, we are joined by other voices. 

I hear Bill Brant and other mens’ voices, the Knights, my Knights, my brothers. The Ladies of Charity begin to arrive, bringing sustaining coffee and small muffins. 

Others arrive, their voices joining with those already here. I hear a squeaky voice that is obviously Gladys’ whispering to someone I assume is Nate, “Just hush and say whatever everyone else says. Remember, we’re doing this for Mom.”

The Lifeline stretches through the waiting room and down the hall, spiritually into the operating room, surrounding Helen and her doctors, forming a net to keep her with us.

We go on, all of us, on and on. Miriam comes by with little Catherine in tow. Before her mother can stop her, she runs up to me and puts her soft, little hand on my big, shaking one. 

“Don’t worry, Father Tom,” she says, her brown eyes radiating a wisdom no six-year-old should have. “I saw the woman who talked to me when I was sick, and she says for you not to be afraid. Miss Helen is going to be fine. They are all with her.” 

I hug her tight so she won’t see me crying, until her mother takes her gently away.

I hear other voices, a little further away, joining in all the prayers except the Hail Marys. I see Clark and Vivian out of the corner of my eye. I want to go to them but I find myself having a bit of a problem standing up. 

Finally, after what seems like forever, I hear a strong, authoritative voice say, “Family of Helen Parr?” I start to stand up and might have fallen if Bill hadn’t caught me by the arm as Dr. Maycord approaches me. 

“Father,” he says, “she’s still alive, but I need to talk to you privately.” 

He escorts me into a small room painted the same nondescript color as the rest of the hospital. We sit across from each other in two comfortable wing chairs. 

Taking a deep breath, Dr. Maycord says, “Father, she has more broken ribs than intact ones. One of the lower ones punctured her spleen so we had to remove it. This is not a huge deal; she can easily live without her spleen. The bigger issue is the gunshot wound. First, let me say you did a great job with first aid in the field. The fact that she is still alive is due largely to what you did in that first hour. 

“That being said, our biggest concern is muscle and nerve damage. She definitely sustained some, but we won’t know how much until some of the swelling goes down. I know she’s in law enforcement and I assume she’s right-handed.”

I nod and he continues, “Father, I can’t promise that she will ever regain full use of that arm.” 

I freeze at this, as I contemplate what this will mean to Helen. He sees my face and says, “I’ve seen dozens of similar injuries in Baltimore. I could do the surgery I just performed in my sleep. And I can tell you this, the ones who make the best recoveries are the ones with the best support systems, so I believe that Helen has an excellent chance of a full recovery, in time. I just want to give you a complete picture of what’s going on. I’ll do the same with her when she wakes up.”

“When can I see her?” I ask, desperate to hold back my tears.

“Not for a while. A nurse will come get you as soon as possible.”

“Thank you, doctor, and bless you.”

“You too, Father. She’s a strong woman.”

I want to say, “Yes, she is,” but I can’t get the words out. Instead, it takes all my strength to make it to the door. Anna is waiting there, and says firmly, “Tom, come sit down and tell us what the doctor said.” 

She leads me to a chair. I look around and see that I am surrounded by expectant faces, people I love, who love Helen and are worried about her. I pull myself together and plaster a smile on my face. 

“She came through the surgery fine, but she still has a long road ahead of her. I don’t know much more than that right now.” 

Anna comes and sits beside me. “Tom, you need to go get cleaned up so you’re fit to see Helen when she wakes up.  I’ve sent Bill to the Rectory to get you some clean clothes and a razor. There’s a room at the end of the hall with a shower in it. Oh, good, here’s Officer Thompson back. He’ll take you down there and help you get cleaned up. Thank you, Officer.”

“My sick call kit,” I say to Anna. “I need that, too. It's on my dresser.”

“I have it right here, Father,” Bill says, holding it in his hands. “It’ll be here when you’re ready.”

Before I know what’s happening, I am getting undressed while Thompson stands discreetly on the other side of the shower door. Helen’s blood on my hands is dry but becomes sticky when the water hits it. I look at my hands and remember them anointing Leslie. 

“Did you see Dan shoot her?” I ask Thompson.

“No, Father, I didn’t,” he says quietly.

“Was this your first dead body, son?” I ask gently.

“Oh, no, sir. I asked Dan to send me with you and Chief Parr because I know my way around here. I worked my way through college and the police academy as an orderly. So, I’ve seen plenty of dead people, including ones who were shot.”

“I see.” Then, much to my embarrassment, I begin to sob. “I am so very sorry that you men have to deal with this. I should have been able to see through her. I should have known there was something not right about her. Helen knew. She was always reminding me how strange Leslie was, but I just wouldn’t listen. I just wouldn’t listen.”

“Father, listen to me,” Thompson says. “You need to turn off the water and get dried off. You’re getting dangerously close to going into shock yourself.” 

I pause for a moment to pull myself together. Then I turn off the water and he throws a towel over the door. I wrap it around me and step out. Thompson obviously knows what he’s doing as he takes me by the arm and guides me to a nearby bench.

“Father, let me explain something to you,” he says. “Police officers are trained to notice details, gather evidence, and catch bad guys. That takes up a lot of our brains, often to the point where we suspect everyone of everything. And yet Dan, who’s a really good detective, not to mention an ex-Marine, missed this. Gladys, who’s as weird as the day is long but an absolute genius, missed this. Hallstead, who is a serious badass—sorry Father, serious officer—missed this. Every officer in the department, who together have hundreds of years of police experience, missed this. I don’t think you can feel guilty that a priest missed it, too.” 

Thompson stands and says, “Now, Father, I’m leaving so you can get dressed. I may decide to visit your church one day and it won’t be easy if I have a vision of you like this in my head.”

Before I can say anything, he’s out the door. I sit there for a moment, thinking about what he said.

I know in my mind Thompson is right. I’m not a trained police officer, something I’ve been reminded of a lot in the last few weeks. I’m a Catholic priest with more flaws than I can count and more baggage than a trans-Atlantic airplane flight. The list of things I don’t know is longer than the list of things I do know, and I probably still get things wrong more often than I get right. There’s no way I could have picked up on what everyone missed.

Everyone except Helen, that is. But even she only thought Leslie was weird and irritating. She never saw her as a dangerous psychopath.

“You didn’t know, did you?” I mutter to myself. “You didn’t go into her house with your gun. You didn’t have your backup with you. You had no clue either.”

The realization allows me to stamp down the guilt that’s risen to the surface—guilt being my go-to position in situations like this—and I manage to get dressed. On the way out, I catch a glimpse of myself in the mirror. I’m no longer covered in her blood, but my hair’s wet and standing everywhere, my eyes are bloodshot, and I’m ashen.

“Well, you look like you’ve been through hell,” I say. “I guess that’s because you have.”

I emerge from the shower room, only to have Anna shove a cup of hot, sweet coffee in my hand. I taste it and look at her quizzically. 

Under her breath, she says, “Bill carries a flask of brandy, for shock.”
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I return to my precious flock, a tired shepherd, anxious to be back with his sheep. I am stunned at how close I came to trading the love of all these wonderful people for the love of one, even if it was Helen. I want to tell her that, when she’s awake, when she’s recovered, maybe when we’re on our honeymoon. 

I am smiling softly when Clark and Vivian approach. They sit on either side of me, wrapping me in a figurative and literal blanket of humanity. Before they can say anything, the nurse comes out. 

“Father Greer?” she calls.

“Go,” they both say in unison. I follow the nurse down the hall, until we stop before a closed door. “Now Father,” she says softly, “Have you ever visited an ICU before?” 

“No,” I whisper. “Why?”

“Because things are different here. You’re going to see some scary stuff. There are a lot of tubes. We’re still replacing the blood she lost and there’s also a regular IV for nutrition and medication. There is still a chest tube in her side, though that will hopefully be removed soon. There is also a catheter, and obviously a whole host of monitors. She’s heavily sedated, so there’s a tube to help her breathe. She is in no pain, and we’re not going to let her be. Do not disturb her or try to wake her. She needs her rest. You can, of course, speak softly to her. She may or may not know you’re here. Prayer is always good.”

“So I’ve been told,” I say with a smile as she shows me into the room.

In spite of the warning, I am shocked by what I see. Helen’s face is so white, it is hard to distinguish from the sheets. Her raven hair is the only color, as her eyes are closed and even her lips are barely pink. Things are beeping and humming as I lean down to gently kiss her on the forehead.

“Hello, my darling,” I whisper. “I’m right here. I love you so much. Please, just keep fighting.”

I place my sick call kit on the small table by her bed. Opening it, I remove the purple stole, this one not stained with blood. I pull out my breviary and begin the prayers for the anointing of the sick. Then I take the small vial of holy oil from the kit and place a little on my finger.

“Through this holy anointing,” I say quietly as I make the sign of the cross on her forehead, “may the Lord in his love and mercy help you with the grace of the Holy Spirit.”

Placing more oil on my finger, I make the sign of the cross carefully on her right hand and say, “May the Lord who frees you from sin save you and raise you up.”

Replacing the bottle of oil on the table, I say the remaining prayers and a final blessing, making the sign of the cross over my beloved. 

I take a chair beside the bed and rest my hand gently on her fingers. I stay there with her, holding her hand, praying the Rosary, sometimes drifting off, until 6 a.m., when the nurse shoos me out with orders to go get something to eat while they run their checks. I can return, I’m told, at 7 a.m.

I stumble to the waiting room to find Anna. She hugs me as I say, “Please tell me you haven’t been here all night.” 

“No, I left and got some sleep and came back to make sure you had some breakfast. Now come on, we’re going to the cafeteria.”

We get back to Helen’s room just before 7 a.m. and the nurse lets me in. Her color is already better and the bag of blood is gone along with the breathing tube. She is even stirring a little. I go to her bedside and take her left hand, and am rewarded by very tired but still beautifully blue eyes. 

“Tom,” she whispers, and then winces. The nurse had told me that her throat would be sore from the tube and to try to discourage her from talking.

“Helen,” I say with careful control and a reassuring smile, “you’ve been in an accident but you are going to be fine. You’re in the hospital and have had surgery. You’re in the ICU right now. Oh, and I love you very much.”

“OK,” and she drifts back off, still holding my hand. 

Content now that I’ve seen her awake, I find myself able to sleep, at least a little.

Helen drifts in and out for the next several hours, as do I. By the time Martin stops by at 11 a.m., she is much more alert. He examines her shoulder and says that she can be moved to a regular room tomorrow. Once he’s gone, I go sit back down after giving her a light peck on the cheek.

“Man, you look great,” I say.

“Only compared to what I looked like before.” she says with a weak smile. “The  same could be said for you.”

“How are you feeling?”

“Not as good as when I was unconscious but better than I was, thanks to this stuff.” She waves toward her morphine drip. 

I smile. “Modern pain management is a wonderful thing,” I say, sitting down beside her.

“Tom,” she says, “what happened?”

“What do you remember?” I reply, recalling my seminary training on dealing with victims of trauma. 

“I know that Leslie shot me and I fell down the stairs. I remember you bandaging my shoulder and my side hurting. But after that, not much.”

“There’s not really much to remember. Dan found us, the ambulance came and brought you to the hospital, you had surgery, and they fixed you up. Now we’re here.”

“How bad is my shoulder?” 

“Not as bad as it could be. The bullet did not damage any organs or serious arteries.”

“Thanks for telling me. But now what I really want is a nap.”

“Of course. I’ll be here when you wake up.”

“One more thing. Did they get Leslie?“ 

I pause briefly before saying, as Dan and I had decided I would, “Yes, they got her. You don’t need to worry about her hurting anyone else.”

“Good,” she says. “I’m going to sleep now and I will see you when I wake up, but only if it's before 6 p.m. Anna’s going to spend the night. That way you can get a good night’s sleep.”

“Honey, I’m fine.”

“Maybe fine enough to take care of me, but you have a rather large family to look after, too.”

“Helen, they’re . . . ”

“Tom, please just give me this one. I’ll probably feel well enough to argue with you tomorrow, but not right now.”

With that, my beloved closes her eyes, and soon her breathing is steady and snuffly.

***
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I leave her room at 6 p.m. and am met by Anna, who is with Clark and Vivian. 

“Now listen, Tom,” Anna says. “Clark and Vivian are going to drive you back to the Rectory, and you are going to get some sleep.”

“I’m fine, Anna,” I say. “I can just stay here, get some sleep in the waiting room.”

“No, no, no,” she says. “Helen made me promise that you’d sleep in your bed tonight. Now, are you going to go home and get in your bed, or does Clark here need to tuck you in?”

“I’ll do it, too, buddy,” Clark says with a grin.

I roll my eyes. “Fine. I’ll sleep until 4 a.m., and relieve you about 6 a.m. Satisfied?”

“Very,” she says. “Now shoo! I’ll keep an eye on Helen.”
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I wake up the next morning, still tired but better than I was, at 4 a.m. I grab a shower and then text Anna to check on Helen. She replies that she is still asleep and that she will call me as soon as she stirs.  I go to my office and say Morning Prayer before checking my email. 

I am not surprised that my inbox is overflowing. I’ve become accustomed to that. What does surprise me is the large number of emails from members of the parish, asking about Helen, assuring us of their prayers, offering to help. I can’t begin to answer them all and decide to send out a group email updating everyone. I thank them for their concern, give them a brief update, and then ask that they refrain from trying to visit her at the hospital, reminding everyone of the always present danger of infection, as well as Helen’s need to rest.

I am finishing up this note when something else hits me. I pick up my phone and text Dan. Taking a human life is never easy, even when it is completely justified, and much of what I learned at the course I took when I became police chaplain covered the importance of providing support for an officer who is forced into such a dreadful situation. He texts back, letting me know he’s awake, so I call him.

“How are you doing?” I ask, not wasting my time explaining what I mean.

“I’m OK, Father,” Dan replies. “How’s Helen?”

“She’s doing well. She was awake for a little while yesterday and was as bossy as ever. You got any time to chat for a few minutes?”

“Sure, Father,” he says with only the smallest sigh. “I’m already at the office. You can stop by here.”

***
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I arrive at the police station about 7 a.m., having checked in with Anna and learned that Vivian had arrived a little earlier to relieve her. Anna also says that Helen is awake but has asked that I wait to come to the hospital until she has “had a chance to freshen up.” 

I hope for her sake that Helen looks better than Dan by now. I don’t know how much worse she could look. 

I set a cup of coffee from The Perfect Cup on his desk and ask, “Dan, when was the last time you slept?” 

He takes a sip of the coffee and assures me, “Father, I was asleep just two hours ago.” 

“After getting to bed when?” 

“I don’t know and I really hope that’s not why you’re here with me instead of at the hospital. Just to interview me about my sleep habits.”

“It is not,” I say with a smile. “I just wanted to check in and see how you were handling what happened yesterday? You know I cannot tell anyone what you tell me as chaplain, not even Helen.”

Dan leans back in his chair. “I know that, Tom, and you’ve already kept a few of my secrets so I trust you. But to answer your question, I really don’t know how I feel. I mean, I was a Marine for four years and we have a lot more training for situations like that than most cops get, but still, it's different when you actually kill someone.”

I don’t say anything but just listen. “At the moment I pulled that trigger,” he says, “I wasn’t looking at Leslie Williams, Director of Religious Education, or even at Leslie Williams, potential murderer. Frankly, all I saw was someone who wanted to make Miriam a widow and my kids fatherless. So, when she pointed that gun at me, it really didn’t take much effort to decide what to do.”

“I’m glad to hear that,” I say. “But you also know better than I do that you’ve still got a lot of stuff to process. So I’ll just remind you that I’m always available to listen, and as soon as she learns what happens, Helen is going to order you to get counseling. You may as well go ahead and schedule it.”

He smiles, knowing he is defeated before he ever starts, and says, “OK then, I’ll add that to my To-Do list.” He pauses and then says, “So Helen doesn’t know yet?”

“No, she was so out of it, I didn’t want to try to tell her. I will have to today, though, before someone else does. Anna knew not to say anything and I’m sure she told Vivian not to. I’m not going to give her any details, though, other than what I personally heard. The rest you can tell her when you’re ready.”

He sighs and rubs his eyes tiredly as he says, “Angela is sending Brenda Eppings over this morning to investigate what happened. Hallstead was right behind me when I fired and saw everything so I can’t imagine any problems coming up. But I can’t talk to Helen, or anyone else in the department, until she clears me.” 

“I understand, and you know Helen will, too.”

“I know.”

***
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I arrive just before they move Helen to a private room. She does look better, though still much too pale. At Helen’s request, the nurse makes a “NO VISITORS” note in her chart for the remainder of the day. I’m secretly thankful for this since the truth is that I need the time alone with her as much as she needs the time alone. 

Of course, as soon as she is settled into her new room, she has her own ideas. 

“Tom,” she says, “where’s my cell phone?”

“Honey, I gave it to Gladys to hold on to. Why?”

“You have Dan’s number in your phone, don’t you?”

“Yes. Again, why?”

“Because I want to call him and check in about the case.”

“No, you don’t.”

“Yes, I do.”

“Helen, you need to take it easy. You had major surgery less than 48 hours ago.” 

“And I am going to take it easy. I am going to lie right here in this bed and listen quietly while Dan tells me how the case is going.”

“Helen,” I say patiently, ”you have no idea what you’ve been through. They had to replace most of your blood supply. They removed your spleen. You have several broken ribs. Not to mention the damage done by the bullet. You need to rest.”

“And I will rest a lot easier knowing what Dan’s found out from Leslie. I need to know. Did her father kill those women? Did she? Did they do it together? And why did she decide to kill me?”

When I don’t say anything, Helen’s eyes narrow. “What aren’t you telling me, Tom?”

“Honey,” I say gently, taking her hand. “Leslie’s dead. Dan cannot talk to you about what happened at this time.”

She looks startled, then says quietly, “I see.” She sits with this news for a few minutes, then says, “Tom, tell me what you know.”

I take a deep breath and say, “All I know is that Dan came looking for us, and as he was coming in the house, I heard what sounded like Leslie approaching the door to the basement. The next thing I heard was Dan yell, ‘Drop the gun, Leslie.’ A moment passed and then I heard him repeat the order. Then she yelled what sounded like, “Saint Michael, protect me,” and I heard a gunshot. Later, when they took you upstairs, she was dead and her body was covered with a sheet.”

Helen closes her eyes and nods. “So, that’s why you weren’t in the ambulance with me.”

I stroke her hand and say, “You remember that?” 

“Not really. It's more of a sense than anything else. I knew you kissed me and then I knew that you were here when they rushed me to surgery.” She pauses and a smile plays on the edge of her still pale lips, “You stayed to give her Last Rites.”

“Yes, I did,” I say quietly.

“I’m glad,” she says with surprising contentment. “She certainly needs all the help she can get.”

I smile, too, before adding, “Don’t we all.”
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Fortunately, Dan was correct in his assessment of his situation. Eppings’ report cleared him of any wrongdoing by the end of the day. Helen also received a call from the Mayor’s office letting her know that she was being placed on sick leave until she was ready to return, and Dan would take over the role as acting chief until she did. The Mayor also made it very clear that she would not be filling the position until Helen was well enough to apply.

Dan stops by the hospital the next morning, looking better than the last time I saw him.

“Helen, you look a damn sight better than you did when they carried you out of that basement,” he says.

She smiles. “Tom tells me you’re the reason I even got out of that basement alive.”

“I don’t know about that,” he says. “If the Father hadn’t been able to give you first aid . . .”

“Please,” she says quietly. “I know that I’m going to have to learn all the gory details of what happened to me eventually, but I don’t want to talk about that right now. How did you know to go there in the first place? I only know what Tom told me, and that’s precious little.”

“Well, that’s why I’m here,” he says, rubbing the back of his neck. “Some of it’s pretty straightforward. Some of it . . . frankly I’m still trying to get my mind around it.”

“What do you mean?” I say.

“I’d better start at the beginning,” Dan says.  “I was in my office, looking at the lab report on the rifle when I heard Gladys scream, ‘Oh, no! Oh, no! Oh, no!’ I jumped up and ran down the hall, but by that time she was already yelling my name. I tried to calm her down but she pointed at her large flatscreen. She had finally gotten the enhanced footage from her friend in Tokyo. There, as clear as day, was Leslie coming out of the vegetable stand with a backpack on, then getting on her bicycle and riding away. At the same moment, I remembered something that had happened earlier that same day, and I picked up my phone to call you, Helen. There was no answer and so I tried Tom. Again, no answer. By this time, Gladys had reached Anna and found out where you were. I broke and ran for my car, grabbing Hallstead on the way.

“As soon as we got there, I bailed out and knocked on the door. It was locked but I could see Leslie through the lace curtains. I saw she had a gun and looked like she was heading for the cellar when I busted the front door down. I told her to drop it and she seemed to consider this option for a moment. She turned and looked at me and then seemed to stare over my shoulder. I don’t know what she thought she saw there, but I told her to drop it again. That was when she yelled, ‘Saint Michael, protect me!’ and swung the pistol up. So I fired. I told Hallstead to call an ambulance but I knew she was dead as soon as I got to her. That’s when I broke down the cellar door, Father.”

The three of us sit in silence for a moment or two before Helen asks, “So did she kill those other women?”

“No,” Dan says, “not that we can tell. Her father, however, most likely did. There was a ton of evidence in that basement, as well as what appears to be a long suicide note in which he detailed his crimes. I can’t say he confessed, because there is nothing regretful about it. It is pretty much what you’d expect. His wife was not ‘pure’ when they married and she later cheated on him with a number of men before he ‘got rid of her.’ She seems to have been his first victim, though they never found a body. He never reported her missing and neither did anyone else, probably because they assumed she ran off.

“After that, Leslie became his whole world, and he, hers, it seems. There really is no telling how many women he actually killed, since the only thing tying them together were his letters castigating them for their impurity. As best we can make out, her father is likely responsible for the death of five women in Texas.”

“Including Regina Birdsong?” I ask.

“Ironically, no,” Dan says. “According to the case records from San Antonio, she was killed by her lover but with Lester’s weapon. Later, if we can believe what Lester is telling us, he gave the gun to Williams in some sort of bizarre hope that it could be used to do the work of Saint Michael the Archangel. Which is what Williams,, in his twisted mind, did. But there’s no indication Lester had any knowledge of or role in the murders.”  

“But how did he decide who to target?” I ask, my curiosity giving my horror a run for its money.

“Haven’t figured that out for all of them yet, but Williams seems to have picked some of them out using wedding announcements. We found clippings of a few of the victims. All were featured with at least one child they had with their fiancé.”

“So he killed them for having a child out of wedlock and then getting married?” Helen says.

“That’s what it looks like.”

“So where does Leslie come in?” she asks.

“Seems she came home one night, after having lied to the police in an interview concerning the deaths in D.C., and found her father dead. Chief, from the records of the murders, her father was looked at as a suspect.”

“I thought he looked familiar,” Helen says. “I didn’t make the connection when I saw the photos from Father Xavier. But now I remember him. And I remember he had a daughter that provided an alibi. The detective who interviewed her said she was very credible.”

“It’s possible she had no idea at the time,” I say.

“Well, it appears that she read, then hid, his suicide note and managed to convince the ME that he had taken an accidental overdose of his heart medication. That is indeed how he died so it wasn’t hard. She claimed his mind had been slipping and he was increasingly confused.

“In his note, Helen, he said that he was convinced you were closing in on him and he wanted to die rather than put Leslie through a messy trial, especially since it would almost certainly come out that she had lied and therefore could be implicated in the murders.

“Leslie was working at Saint Gertrude’s in D.C. at the time, and the priest there said that she definitely changed after her father died. That was one reason, he admitted, that he gave her such a glowing recommendation when she applied here, though he insisted that her work did remain excellent, as we can all attest. But still, he wanted to get rid of her.”

“So she came to Saint Clare’s to kill Helen, and I hired her,” I say. I turn to Helen. “I hired the woman who tried to kill you.”

“No, Tom,” Helen says, grabbing my hand. “You hired an excellent Director of Religious Education. No one could have suspected any differently.”

“So she shot at Helen and thankfully missed?” I ask Dan.

“Yes.” Dan says, before pausing. “But there’s something else I want to tell you, something I don’t quite know what to do with myself.”

“What’s that?” I ask.

“Among the things we found in Leslie’s house were multiple blue ribbons for shooting. Apparently, she was an excellent shot. It appears that she had been practicing with the rifle that she used to shoot at you. The barn behind the house was full of targets that had bullseyes consistent with shots from a rifle of that caliber.” 

“So why did she miss?” Helen asks warily.

He takes a deep breath. “On the morning of the shooting, I was walking Catherine over to my parents. I was off that day and she was going to stay with them while I went to your TV interview. Helen had warned us to be on alert, so I didn’t want her with me, though she begged to go.

“Anyway, we were on our way there when we saw Leslie riding her bike toward us. Before I could stop her, Catherine stepped out in front of the bike. Leslie had to slam on brakes and when she did, the backpack in her basket went flying off and hit the ground hard. Catherine then stepped back and said sweetly, ‘Sorry, Miss Leslie. I hope nothing in there got bent.’ I remember that’s what she said because I thought it was an odd thing for a child to worry about. 

“Of course, I apologized and tried to pick up the pack, but Leslie beat me to it and insisted everything was fine. She got back on her bike and just rode off without saying anything else. I scolded Catherine but then, with the shooting, I didn’t give it any other thought.”

“That is interesting,” I say, trying to figure out what he is getting at. 

“Like I said, Father, Leslie was a crack shot with a rifle, so I could not figure out how she missed that day until now. When Gladys yelled, I had just got the report on the rifle back. The sight was bent and the scope shifted, just enough to throw off her shot.”

Helen and I both freeze at this, and the three of us stare at each other silently, no one seeming to know what to say. 

“Oh, Dan,” I say, breaking the silence. “What about the sword?”

“Oh, yes,” he says. “The sword. That was one of the curious things about this case. It looks like Father Xavier awarded Williams the sword for everything he did to educate Catholic men on the importance of sexual purity and the dangers of impure women. Seems Leslie had it on display over the fireplace in the parlor.”

“There was a blank spot on the wall that looked unusual to me,” Helen says. “But how in the hell did she get my blood?”

The answer hits me. “Your accident in the church parking lot, remember? You were chasing Dan’s kids and you scraped your knee. I mean, you were a bloody mess.”

“Well, that answers that question,” Dan says, putting his hands on his hips. “My friend did more analysis of the blood and found there were particles of dirt and other organic matter in it. In Leslie’s trash, we found a plastic kitchen bag with blood and dirt.”

“So that crazy bitch saw me bleeding on the lawn near Saint Clare’s and, when we left to go get cleaned up, she snuck back and collected my blood? Damn!” Helen says with a mixture of amazement and disgust. 

I’m watching Helen carefully and she already looks tired, so I decide to wind this up quickly.

“Honey, do you have any more questions for Dan? I’m sure he wants to get home to his family.”

“What have you done with Lester?” Helen asks.

“Well, even though we found letters back and forth between Lester and Lawrence Williams, and Lester gave Williams one of the guns he used, there’s really nothing to tie him to the murders. His brother picked Lester up yesterday and is going to get him into a mental facility down in Virginia, so he at least has a chance.”

“OK, good,” Helen says, collapsing on the pillows. She is reaching for her morphine drip and I know it's time for Dan to leave.

“Thanks so much for updating us, Dan,” I say, “and please thank the rest of the force for the cards and flowers.”

“You’re welcome, Father, and please let us know if there’s anything else we can do.”

“Of course,” I say, as he walks out the door. I look at Helen, whose eyes are beginning to close, the drugs obviously doing their job. “Feel better now?” I ask softly, taking her hand.

“Yeah,” she whispers, drifting off.

I raise her hand to my lips. “Pleasant dreams, my darling.”
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As promised, Gladys shows up to relieve me at 9 p.m. I kiss Helen good-bye and promise not to return until I have met with Father Wayne, whom the Archbishop has graciously detailed to assist me until Helen is out of the hospital. That is why it is nearly 11 a.m. by the time I get back to her room. 

Helen is sitting up in bed now, looking the best she has since this whole nightmare started.

“Hello, darling,” I say as I lean down to kiss her. “You look great.”

“I feel great,” she says. “I’ve had a sponge bath and my hair washed. Martin’s already has been in.  After looking at the shoulder, he says there is no significant nerve damage, so I should make a full recovery, including being able to shoot again.”

“Wonderful,” I say, “Annie Oakley rides again.” At the same time, I don’t want her getting ahead of herself, so I start telling her horror stories of the boxes and bags of donations to the Ladies of Charity’s annual Christmas in July bazaar that are piling up in the rectory. 

“Before long,” I declare, “the only place left for me to work will be in my bedroom. I keep that locked lest I come home and find my bed piled up with old clothes.” I realize she’s not really paying attention and ask, “What’s bothering you, honey?”

“Nothing serious,” she says, shaking her head. “Well, I guess it is serious. I don’t want you to think I’m being morbid, but there’s nothing like being shot to make you think about life. For one thing, I need to designate someone to make medical decisions for me.”

“Of course, sweetie, that’s probably something we both need to do. I mean, it won’t matter in a few months. But is there something we can fill out now?”

“There is, and I have it all done. We just need to get a couple of people in here to witness it.”

“OK. But something else is bothering you. What is it?”

“Oh, Tom,” she says, tears welling up in her eyes, “when I was lying on the basement floor, I realized something. I have never been as grateful to God as I ought to have been for being able to be your wife. So I promised him that, if he did indeed let me live, I would take my duties as a wife seriously, beginning with being more involved in the church and in taking good care of you and everything else that goes along with being married.”

I realize what I’m up against but also know how fragile she is right now so I pray for guidance before saying, “Sweetie, that is a lovely idea. We have talked about how I want you to be as involved in parish life as you feel like you can, given the demands of your career. But what you’re talking about right now sounds a lot like what we in the ministry call a foxhole conversion.”

“What do you mean?” she asks, eyeing me suspiciously.

“Just this. Under times of stress, people often strike bargains with God, ones that He in no way expects them to keep, or at least not to keep as fully as they claim they will. We hear about it all the time from parishioners who were in a car wreck and trapped temporarily or had a family member near death. Hell, I think I even made a few promises when we were lying on the floor, including being nicer to my mother.”

“Are you saying I should lie to God?”

“No, of course not, but I am saying that any decision as important as how you’re going to best live out your calling should be made when you’re clear-headed, not bleeding and afraid you’re going to die.”

I think I’ve gotten through to her on some level but she’s pouting a little as she says, “Well, I am no liar and when I make a promise, I keep it.”

I know better than to provoke her anymore so I say, “That’s good, honey, and as soon as you’re feeling better, I will be glad to provide you with a lengthy list of ways you can help me and the Church.”

I say this lightly and she’s obviously offended, as she insists, “Don’t patronize me, Thomas Greer. I mean it.”

“OK, I’m sorry. Let’s talk about something else for a while now, something that won’t get you so stressed out.”

*** 
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These words remain in my ears the next morning when Martin stops by on rounds. He insists that while Helen’s still got a long road ahead of her, and he wants to follow her case personally, everything looks good going forward. After hearing this good news, I leave for a few hours. When I return, she informs me that the doctor has been in and removed her drain and her catheter, so she wants to get out of the room for a while. With some help from two burly orderlies, she gets in a wheelchair and insists on being pushed up and down the corridor. As we walk, I bring her up to date on all the calls and get well cards that are piling up for her at the Rectory, her apartment, and the police station. She doesn’t last long and tires easily, so we return to the room, where she insists on continuing to sit up in a chair.

“Tom,” she begins when she is settled in, “Martin says that I’ll likely have my arm in a sling for at least a month, possibly more. I most likely will not be able to lift anything for at least 8-10 weeks. Then there’s the whole issue of personal stuff, like taking showers. He also wants me to begin physical therapy right away and I don’t know how long it will be before I can drive.”

“OK, makes sense,” I say. I notice she can’t look me in the eye when she says this.

“So,” Helen continues, “I’m thinking it might be best for me to go to a rehab facility for the time in question. There is no local one, but there is one in southern Virginia that has an opening. I hate to be away from you, and obviously everyone else here, but I can’t see another way.”

There are tears in her eyes now and I kneel down beside her, taking her gently in my arms.

“This is far from what I want either, darling, but if it's the best thing for you, that’s what we’ve got to focus on.” 

I am still over-tired and keep holding her until I am sure I have my emotions firmly in check. Then I put a smile on my face and say, as cheerfully as I can, “It's only a couple of months, and I’m sure I can get down there to see you at least a few times.”

“Exactly,” she says, setting her jaw.

***
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Gladys arrives for the night and I go back to the Rectory. Anna’s waiting for me with hot cocoa. We sit together in the living room, and I tell her about Helen’s decision to go to the rehab facility in southern Virginia.

“Tom,” she says thoughtfully, “do you think this is what she wants to do?”

“Not at all,” I say, shaking my head. “She had tears in her eyes when she was talking about it but, we can’t see another way.”

“I see,” Anna says. “Well, if there’s no other way, I guess there’s no other way.”

***
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Knowing that I am now facing weeks without seeing her, I get to Helen’s room early the next day. 

“So,” I say after handing her a coffee and a cinnamon roll from The Perfect Cup, “any more thoughts on the rehab center?”

She nods. “Martin is looking at setting something up so I can go straight there as soon as I leave the hospital.”

“OK,” I say. “That’s good. That’s good.”

“Yeah,” she says.

“I’m sure it’s very nice down there this time of year.”

“Oh, I’m sure. It’s near Roanoke, so the mountains are right there.”

“I’ve been to Roanoke,” I say. “It’s a nice city.”

“The facility is newer,” she says. “Nationally known.”

“You should get really good care then,” I say.

“Yup, yup.”

After this scintillating conversation, we lapse into silence. I have no idea what to say. I mean, there are plenty of things I want to say. Like this is awful, I don’t want you to go, there have to be other options. But Helen’s been through so much, and I don’t want to add to her stress.

We engage in some small talk for a while, then get quiet again. I am about ready to give up and look for something to watch on TV when there is a soft knock at the door. 

Helen says, “Come in,” and Anna enters, carrying a small, blue spiral notebook.

Without preamble, she says, “Helen, I know you must be tired by this time of day but I wanted to get this information to you before you put any more effort into finding a rehab facility.

“Now, according to my research, you will need someone to stay with you at all times for at least two months. Obviously, you cannot spend nights at the Rectory, but I can spend nights at your apartment, if you’ll have me. For the first few days, until you feel well enough to go out, I or one of the other women from the church will come over and stay with you during the day. Once you feel up to getting out, you can go with me to the Rectory in the morning and then we’ll go back to your place at the end of the day. That way Tom or I can plan to be nearby at all times. We can all have dinner together before we head back to your apartment. 

“Speaking of meals, I spoke to Miriam and she’s going to start a sign up among the mom’s group to bring a meal to the Rectory every other day for the first few weeks while we get organized. After that, I’m pretty sure Tom and I can handle the cooking.

“Now, as for you, Tom, I am assuming that you will want to take Helen to as many of her doctor’s appointments as you can. I would think that once she’s well on the mend, it should be pretty easy for you to combine them with your sick calls. 

“Have I forgotten anything? I don’t think so. As far as personal care goes, I can probably handle that, but we can always tap someone else if we need to. So, what do you think?”

Helen and I just stare at her, slack-jawed. Finally, Helen says, “Anna, this is not right. People should not be going to this much trouble just for one person.”

“Why not?” she asks without emotion.

“I don’t know,” Helen says. “I mean, I’m not even that involved in the Church. Sure, I am more now than I have been but that’s nothing compared to what you do.”

“And what I do is nothing compared to what Tom does, every single day, bringing Christ to us. You helped him keep doing that. You pushed him in the right direction when the wrong one was grabbing for him. You sacrificed what you wanted in order to do that. That is far from a small thing. In fact, it is a remarkably large thing, especially in this day and age. Besides that, you are one of us, and we take care of our own. If the Church is not doing that, then what does it really have to offer in this life beyond some pretty music and some wise teachings?”

Finally, I say, “Anna, I’m speechless. I can’t believe you have been able to put all this together so quickly.”

“It really wasn’t that hard. The phone has been ringing off the hook with offers to help, not to mention all the emails we’ve been getting. People are thrilled to be able to give back to those who already give so much.”

“So, what do you think?” I ask Helen.

“I think that I’d better cancel the search for a rehab center, if you’re sure, Anna?”

“I’m sure, the Ladies of Charity are sure, the moms are sure, the Knights are sure, all God’s children are sure.”

And, thankfully, so are we.
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Forty-Two
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I stay for a while after Anna leaves, Helen and I discussing in wonder how our parish family has rallied around her.

Looking out the window, I can see Myerton Cemetery, specifically a hill with a large maple tree. 

Turning to Helen, I say, “Darling, I hate to leave you, but I need to see someone. To thank them.”

She smiles and takes my hand. “Tell her I said hello.”

***
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The hardest question for most priests to deal with is, “Why did God let this happen?” 

Certainly, before and during my priesthood, I have had many opportunities to both ask and answer—or fail to answer, more precisely—that question.  Why did Joan and our daughter have to die? Why did I have to give up a job that I loved at Myer College? Why did I end up in a monastery? Why couldn’t I stay? 

I don’t pretend to have all the answers, but for this one precious moment in time, things at least make sense. A little bit.

If my darling Joan had not died, I would never have left my job. If I hadn’t ended up at Our Lady of the Mount, I would never have had the opportunity for the training that saved Helen’s life. If Joan hadn’t died of a gunshot wound, I would never have signed up on my own time and at my own expense for the extra training to deal with gunshot wounds. Certainly, the brothers were not about to see that as something I needed to know. 

After I leave the hospital, I stop by a florist and pick up a dozen peppermint carnations. I drive to the Myerton Cemetery and park at the base of the hill. In the growing twilight, I walk towards the simple marble headstone marking the grave of my beloved—my still-beloved—first wife.

I stand there for a moment before placing the carnations lovingly on her grave. 

“Joan,” I whisper. “I love you still. I always will, and look forward to the day when I can reunite with you and our daughter. But I owe you Helen’s life. I’ll always be grateful to you for that. Thank you.”

I pray quietly for a few moments, then look up. 

In my mind's eye, underneath the maple stands a young woman in a white dress with a blue ribbon, holding the hand of a little girl.

I smile, blow them a kiss, and wave. 

They wave, then slowly fade from my sight.

***
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