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One: Helen

[image: image]


I’m standing at the altar at Saint Clare’s Catholic Church, dressed in the same sapphire-blue dress I wore to marry my husband, Father Tom Greer. It’s a two-piece ensemble that I chose so I could mix and match the top and bottom with the other items in the future. In my hands, I hold a gigantic bouquet of fall flowers that provide my only shelter against the proceedings. Tom is here, only a few feet away from me, dressed in his priestly vestments. 

Now, some of you might think that I’m overwhelmed by some sort of sense of déjà vu. Others might assume that I’m dreaming, reliving my own wedding day under the cover of a sleeping, rested mind. 

Nothing, and I do mean nothing, could be further from the truth.

Not by a long shot.

Standing to my right is my mother-in-law, Nola Greer, who is about to become Nola Landry. Tom, his life having already been strange enough when he became the first priest in 800 years to be allowed to marry, now finds himself in the even stranger position of celebrating the marriage of his own mother to the former owner of an extremely successful strip joint in Tom’s hometown of Bellamy, Florida. 

Now, don’t get me wrong. We love Stu. He has always shown the utmost respect for Nola, as well as the rest of us. After our experience with Nola’s past boyfriend, a grifter named Trevor Deveraux, I ran an extensive background check on Stu, which he passed with flying colors, his career in the adult entertainment industry notwithstanding. In fact, while we’d never admit it outside our cozy second floor-bedroom suite, we often prefer Stu to Nola herself. 

So, before me is the scene of a married priest marrying his own mother to a man he and his wife both think well of. In a perfect world, it would be charming, sort of Norman Rockwellesque.

Unfortunately, we live in a far-from-perfect world, a fact that the woman standing next to me reminds me of constantly.

For one thing, while my career path in law enforcement is admittedly non-traditional for a woman, when it comes to most other things, I am a traditionalist. More than twenty years ago, I had a big white wedding, complete with puffy dress, when I married my first husband, John. It never occurred to me to go that route again when I married Tom, hence the sapphire-blue dress. 

Nola on the other hand?

Well, what can I say?

She’s decked out like Scarlett O’Hara trying to win a Miss America pageant. Her dress is white and big.

And by big, I mean REALLY big. It’s big everywhere except, of course, at what she insists on constantly reminding me, is her “really small waist for a woman my age.“

Then there's Stu. Now, as I’ve just said, Tom and I really like him. He’s been such a good influence on Nola, softening some of her more irritating personality quirks. Not only that, he insists on respecting us and pressuring Nola to do likewise. He’s usually a very calm and stable presence. But on this occasion, he is so overwhelmed by emotion that he can’t stop crying. Tom has had to stop the ceremony twice to give him a chance to blow his nose and compose himself. 

Of course, it’s not that big a deal since the only people here are the four of us. But still, the cake that Nola picked out from The Muffin Man is not going to eat itself. And I for one am getting peckish.

Thankfully, they finally say their vows and Tom pronounces them husband and wife, opening the door for one of the most passionate, elaborate, and creepy kisses I’ve ever witnessed at any wedding. When they finally come up for air, I shove Nola’s bouquet at her and Tom pushes them back up the aisle and out onto the church steps. I give him a handful of birdseed that I was carrying in my pocket (yes, my wedding dress has pockets and I think it was a great idea), and we scatter it over them as they make their way down the stairs and over to the Rectory.

Once there, the four of us enjoy a meal that Anna has graciously cooked for the event, in spite of the fact that she and Nola have never been what anyone could remotely term ‘close.’ After the meal, which I savor in spite of Nola saying, “Helen, it must be wonderful to be a big girl and not ever worry about what you eat,” the happy couple cut the cake. This is the moment I have been waiting for and Nick does not disappoint. 

Then they’re out the door again, this time climbing up the steps to the Winnebago that Stu purchased for their hopefully months-long honeymoon. They pull out of the driveway, honking and waving as we throw more birdseed. 

As soon as they make the turn around the corner and are safely out of sight–I’ve given orders to all my officers that they are to ignore any moving violations they see–I kick my shoes off, pick them up, and walk barefoot back into the Rectory, Tom close on my heels. 

Together, we walk into the living room where I collapse in a heap on the couch and prop my tired, achy feet on the coffee table. Tom wastes no time in joining me, having removed his collar and kicked off his shoes.

“Thank God that’s over,” he says with as much reverence as he can muster.

“I couldn’t agree more,” I say, leaning my head back against the back of the couch. “If your mother giggled just one more time . . .”

“I know, I know,” he sighs. “Frankly, I’ve heard Veronica Trent giggle less when she’s around Deacon Cam.”

“Veronica’s sixteen. It’s normal, even cute. But it’s just awkward and creepy coming from a seventy-year-old in a white wedding dress.”

Tom turns his head to look at me. “Yeah. What was that all about?”

“She’s your mother, Tom,” I say.

“I know, but she looked like–”

“Scarlett O’Hara trying to win the Miss America pageant?”

Tom pauses for a moment before saying, “I was going to say she looked like an explosion at the cotton candy vendor at the Myer County Fair, but yours works, too.”

I laugh. “At least she’s married and off to her new life with Stu.”

“That’s true, thank goodness. You know, I really do believe Stu will make her happy. And strangely enough, it seems that she somehow makes him happy, too.”

“Well, I suppose some men like a project, you know, someone needy that they’ll have to take care of. Of course,” I say, looking at him out of the corner of my eye, “I’m happy to be married to a man who likes a strong, independent woman who does everything for herself.” 

I stare at him for a moment until he asks, “Would you like me to get us a couple of beers?”

I grin as I say, “I thought you’d never ask.”

When Tom returns with the beers, I take a deep breath and ask, “OK, ready to talk about the next thing on the schedule?“

“Sure,“ he says as he takes a deep draw on the bottle. “Shall I go first?” 

I nod and he continues, “Cardinal Knowland is coming to Myerton next week for his annual parish visit. He will arrive on Friday night.”

“How could I forget that?” I say. “Between coordinating security with the Cardinal’s people and the parish luncheon with the Ladies of Charity, my plate is full.”

“I assume the Ladies have the lunch well in hand,” Tom asks.

“You assume right,” I say. “But Anna is threatening to taste his food herself before she gives him his plate.”

Tom’s beer stops halfway to his lips. “I hope she’s being overly cautious,” he says guardedly.

I pause for a moment, reluctant to bring up the truth but knowing there’s no good reason not to tell him. “I wish I was sure she is,” I say, pausing to take another swallow of beer. “But the hard truth is that since the release of the special grand jury’s report about the Archdiocese’s past sins, Father Wayne tells me he’s been getting more than three times the usual amount of threatening mail.”

Tom sinks into the couch and shakes his head. When the 300-page report was released to all the usual sensationalism in the press, Tom and I spent a harrowing evening curled up on the loveseat in our bedroom, going through every page. We gasped and cried as we read offense after offense committed by priests, deacons, monks, nuns, and lay people against the vulnerable and innocent. The names of both offenders and victims were redacted unless they were long dead. But the names of the parishes and schools were released, so anyone interested could potentially find out the offenders. 

By the end of the evening, we were both emotionally and physically exhausted. There were only two bright spots in the report.

First, the report praised Cardinal Knowland for his cooperation with the investigation and made clear that there have been no allegations of misconduct during his tenure as Archbishop of Baltimore.

Second, and most important, Saint Clare’s wasn’t mentioned once. It was one of only a handful of parishes with that distinction. 

“But the report noted that the Cardinal wasn’t part of the hierarchy when those things happened,” Tom says, “and there’s never even been a whisper of impropriety on his part.” 

I raise my eyebrow slightly at Tom and he clarifies, “Since he became a priest. And no one could ever say there wasn’t mutual consent.”

The hard truth is that, the night before he left for seminary, Cardinal Knowland shared an evening of youthful passion with the one love of his life, Anna Luckgold, now parish secretary. He only learned years later that she bore their child out of wedlock and placed her for adoption with a good Catholic family. Anna then went on to marry another man, with whom she had another daughter, Tom’s first wife, Joan.

Anxious to move on to a less painful subject, I say, “An officer will accompany the Cardinal from the moment he arrives at the church on Friday to when he leaves after Mass on Sunday.” 

“Gwen?” Tom asks.

Gwen Tolson is my newest recruit and the only rookie in the department. Following dignitaries around is part and parcel of a rookie’s life, but there’s more going on here than meets the eye. Gwen is actually the Cardinal’s granddaughter, the only child of the sweet baby turned troubled woman that Anna gave life to all those years ago. They only learned about the existence of each other a year or so ago, and since then, Tom and I have gone out of our way to make sure that they can spend as much time together as possible, without attracting attention.

“During the day,” I say. “Once he’s settled in in the Rectory, Gwen will go home and get some rest. I’ll have someone in a squad car out front through the night, and I’ll probably sleep on the couch in the living room with my service weapon close to hand.”

“Ah, the sacrifices I make for a prince of the church,” Tom sighs. “Now, what about Saturday morning?”

“He’s scheduled to tour the thrift store, have lunch at the Catholic Student Center, visit the site of the Home for Parenting Students, and that evening, attend a barbeque thrown by the Knights of Columbus.”

“Then there’s the 10:30 Mass Sunday morning, followed by the luncheon with the Ladies of Charity in the basement,” Tom says. “He’ll probably leave no later than three to make the drive back to Baltimore.”

“So he’ll only be here a little more than forty-eight hours,” I say. “I should be able to keep anything from happening to him during that time.”

“So, what do you need me to do?” Tom asks, stifling a yawn.

“Just be sure to touch base with Cardinal Knowland this week. I don’t want him to forget about anything.”

“I think that that would be extremely unlikely, since he and I have discussed these details several times over the past month. But to satisfy you, my love, I will still give him a call.” 

Tom finishes his beer and looks at the bottle for a moment, not saying anything. “When is Dan off suspension?”

Ah, the elephant in the room. Since I suspended him for a month without pay for undertaking an off-the-books investigation into possible steroid use by the Myerton Mules football team, Tom hasn’t mentioned Dan much in my presence. I haven’t even seen my detective and friend. He’s been working during the week for his sisters-in-law and building a playground for orphans in Baltimore on the weekends. His wife Miriam has spoken to me after Mass and let me know she doesn’t hate me for what I had to do.

Still, it hurts every time I think about that day.

“The thirty days ends Monday,” I say quietly. “So he’ll be back on the job Tuesday morning.”

“Have you heard from him?”

I shake my head. “Not a word since he walked out of my office.”

***
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Even a month later, I remember every detail.]

He’d laid his badge, his identification, his sidearm, and his handcuffs on my desk. I remember the look in his eyes as he said, “I am sorry, Helen. I never should have agreed to help my cousin.”

“I know,” I had said. “And I hope you realize that things could have been resolved more quickly if you’d followed procedure instead of trying to do things on your own.”

He nodded. “And that’s something I’ll have to live with for the rest of my career.”

“I hope you never forget it.”

He  stood up and offered me his hand. “Thank you, Helen.”

I stood up and shook it. “Good luck, Dan,” I’d said. “Take care of yourself. I’ll see you around.”

He turned and walked to the door. “Don’t put me in this position again, Daniel Boone Conway,” I said after him. 

He looked over his shoulder and smiled. “Helen,” he says quietly, “if I do, you and I both know I won’t be coming back.”

***
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Tom stands up and offers me his hand to help me up off the couch. I take it thankfully.

“Anything else?” he asks as he begins to shut off the downstairs lights.

“Just take me upstairs for a mad night of restful sleep,” I say. 

“It's like you read my mind.”

He slips his arm around my waist and we slowly make our way upstairs, each supporting the other until we finally manage to collapse into bed.
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Two: Tom
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Deacon Cam and I take our seats to the left of the altar, having cleansed the chalice and paten and placed the left-over hosts in the tabernacle. Except for the usual sounds made by babies and small children, the interior of Saint Clare’s is quiet. The Mass is over, and there are only a couple of things I have left to do.

After spending a few moments in quiet meditation, I stand up, Deacon Cam following suit. As the congregation stands for the final prayer and blessing, I intone, “Let us pray.”

Deacon Cam holds the book as I read, “Grant us, almighty God, that we may be refreshed and nourished by the Sacrament which we have received, so as to be transformed into what we consume. Through Christ our Lord.”

The congregation says a hearty, “Amen.” I say, “Please be seated for a few announcements.”

People shuffle back into the pews, many wrestling with children who were assured just moments ago that church was almost over. “Next weekend,” I say, “Saint Clare’s will be blessed with a visit by Walter Knowland, Cardinal Archbishop of Baltimore. There will be a barbeque on Saturday evening hosted by the Knights of Columbus, and a luncheon hosted by the Ladies of Charity after the 10:30 Mass on Sunday. Please make every effort to attend. His Eminence always enjoys his visits to Saint Clare’s, since it was his parish for many years when he was younger.

“A reminder that the Blessed Carlo Acutis Society’s annual Fairy Tales and Frights begins in two weeks. They’re working really hard to transform the Saint Francis Center to the most family-friendly Halloween attraction in this part of the state. There are still opportunities to help with the program, and you don’t have to be a member of the society to participate. If you are interested, please contact Gladys Rodriguez. A reminder that, due to their work, classes at the Saint Francis Center are canceled until the end of the month.”

I look at the pew right in front of me, Gladys’ usual spot. She’s home on bed rest, recommended by her obstetrician and ordered by Helen as her boss, to ensure the healthy birth of her triplets. While she’s not here, her husband Nate is. Sitting with him is his sister Tonya, wearing a vintage sixties dress, long gloves, and a pillbox hat that she must have borrowed from her sister-in-law. I know the only reason they’re both here is because Anna’s at their house, keeping Gladys company.

Nate does not look happy, and I know why. Gladys insisted that she could still oversee Fairy Tales and Frights, in spite of the fact that she couldn’t be at the actual site. Nate was adamant that she could not and tried to persuade her to let someone else handle things this year. Gladys won, as she usually does. So she’s coordinating everything from the chaise lounge set up in a spare room at her house, using Nate and her best friend Mae Maycord as her eyes and ears on the ground. In spite of that, Nate still thinks it’s putting his wife under too much stress at a critical time.

Having delivered the announcements, I spread my hands and say, “The Lord be with you.”

“And with your spirit,” the crowd responds as they stand.

“May Almighty God bless you,” I say, making the sign of the cross as I say, “the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit.”

“The Mass has ended, go in peace to love and to serve the Lord,” Deacon Cam says.

The crowd responds with a hearty, “thanks be to God,” a phrase delivered with particular gusto by the parents.

The organ begins to play and the choir, led by Meshach Jackson, begins to sing the final hymn, joined by the congregation. The crucifer, the thurifer, and the candle bearers take their positions in front of the altar. Cam and I stand before the altar, looking up at our crucified Lord. As the second verse begins, Cam and I genuflect, turn, and proceed to follow the crucifer and thurifer down the steps, up the center aisle, and through the back doors.

“Thank you, everyone,” I say to the servers. “Fine work as always.”

“Thank you, Father,” Donald Rule, the thurifer, says. 

Cam adds, “Don’t forget we’re meeting next Saturday morning to go over some things for the Cardinal’s visit.”

“Is there anything really that different?” Alex Newton, the crucifer, asks. “I mean, it’s just a regular Mass.”

Cam glances at me. I try to smile reassuringly and say, “Mostly. But whenever the Cardinal celebrates Mass, there are a few things that are different. But don’t worry. Deacon Cam will go over everything.”

The servers go back to the sacristy to get out of their vestments. “They’ll be ready, right?” I ask.

“Oh, yes,” Cam says. “They’re good. Eager. Willing to learn.”

I look at them as they walk up the side aisle. “But they’re not . . .” I say, trailing off.

Cam sighs. “No, they’re not.”

Cam goes outside to greet parishioners. Helen walks up to me and says, “Shall we?”

I look over her shoulder. “Are you ready for this?” I ask.

She takes a deep breath. “It would have to happen sooner or later.”

We walk outside together and take our places on the portico at the front of the Church.  A dozen or so people pass by, saying hello to Helen and complimenting me on my homily this morning.

We’ve just said goodbye to Nora Street, a widow in her late seventies who recounted her latest doctor’s appointment in excruciating detail, when eight-year-old Catherine Conway runs up to us.

“Hi, Aunt Helen,” she says, throwing her arms around Helen’s waist. “Hi, Father Tom.”

“Good morning, sweetie,” Helen says, patting her on the head. “How’s it going?”

“It’s going great,” she says. “Did you hear about Danny and me?”

Helen and I look at each other. Daniel Wright is a boy in the parish, also eight years old. Once her sworn enemy, she now proudly declares that he is her boyfriend, much to the chagrin of her father, Dan.

Just then, Daniel himself runs up. “Cathy, you wanna go to the playground?” he asks breathlessly.

“I need to ask my parents, and they’re still inside,” she says. “You’ll need to be patient. I was just about to tell Father Tom and Aunt Helen about what we’re doing.”

“Oh, OK, I’ll wait at the playground for you,” he says before running off.

“Danny, wait for me!” she calls after him. But it’s too late. He’s already down the steps and around the corner.

“Boys,” she mutters. “Why don’t they ever do what you want them to do?”

Helen stifles a laugh as I ask “What about you and Danny?”

“We’re going to be part of Fairy Tales and Frights!” she says excitedly.

“Really,” Helen says with a smile. “You mean one of the actors?”

“Uh-huh,” she says. “We’re going to be Hansel and Gretal. We’ve already had a practice. It’s going to be a lot of fun.”

“Well, that does sound fun,” Helen says.

“Hey Catherine,” one of her twin brothers – I think it’s Max – says as he runs up. “Mom says we can go to the playground. Come on.”

“Oh, great. Bye, Aunt Helen. Bye, Father Tom,” Catherine says over her shoulder as she runs off, followed by her other brothers, JP and Andrew.

Miriam Conway walks up, holding our now-walking goddaughter Helen Joan firmly by the hand. Dan is with her, carrying little Pippa.

“Hi, you two,” Miriam says.

“Hi, Miriam, Dan,” I say. “And how is my little goddaughter this morning?”

“You mean you didn’t hear her during Mass? She was an active one this morning.”

I squat down. “Oh, I can’t believe that. She’s a good girl. Aren’t you, Helen Joan?”

In response, she throws her little arms around my neck. “Uv oo Fat Tom,” she says.

A tear comes to my eyes as I whisper, “I love you, too.”

“Hey,” Helen says, “don’t be a baby hog. She’s my goddaughter, too!”

“You want to go to Aunt Helen?” I ask Helen Joan, who nods. I pick her up and hand her to Helen.

“Dan,” I say, “good to have you back.”

“Good to be back, Father,” he says. 

“Father Wayne’s had good things to say about your work on that playground at the orphanage.”

“I have to say, I’m pretty proud of that one,” he says. “It was hard work, but I had a lot of fun doing it.”

“My sisters love the work he did for them, too,” Miriam says. 

“They don’t like me any better, though,” Dan huffs.

“Oh, that’s not true. One of them said to me just the other day that you weren’t quite as bad as she’d thought all these years.”

He smiles and puffs out his chest. “Well, coming from your sisters, that’s high praise.”

I notice during this whole conversation that Helen’s been quiet. I glance at her. She’s looking at Dan, a strange mixture of happiness and sadness in her eyes.

Finally, she says, “Dan.”

Dan smiles slightly. “Helen.”

There’s a long and uncomfortable silence, only broken when Pippa lets out a cry.

“Oh, what’s wrong, Pippa,” Dan says, bouncing the baby gently. He pats her bottom and grimaces. “Ah, I see.”

“You want me to take her?” Miriam says, reaching for the baby.

“No, no, I’ll take her to the van and change her,” he says. “I’ll wait for you there. Good to see you, Father, Helen.”

He begins to walk away. Helen says, “See you Tuesday morning.”

Dan stops and says over his shoulder, “9 am in your office, Chief.”

He walks away, and Helen hands Helen Joan back to Miriam. “Tom, I need to check on the food we’re taking to Gladys’,” she says. “I’ll see you back home. Miriam, good to see you.”

She hurries off before Miriam can reply. “It hurts to see them like this,” I say.

“For the past month,” Miriam says, “he hasn’t said her name once.”

“Is he mad at her? I mean, I’m sorry to say this, Miriam, but he didn’t really leave her with much choice. In fact, it could have been a lot worse for him.”

“I know that, Father, and so does Dan. And no, he’s not mad at Helen. I don’t think he could be even if he tried really hard. I think he’s more upset with himself over what he did. He feels like he betrayed her, and he feels guilty about it.”

“He needs to come to me about that,” I say.

“I think he saw Father Wayne,” Miriam says, a hint of a smile on her lips.

“Oh,” I say. Having had Father Wayne as my confessor, I can imagine he didn’t go easy on Dan.

“So he goes back to work on Tuesday,” Miriam says.

Something in her tone concerns me. “What’s wrong?” I ask.

Helen Joan is pulling on her hand, saying, “mama, mama,” probably wanting to either go home or to the playground. Miriam picks her up and coaxes her to lay her head on her shoulder. “I don’t know what it’s going to be like,” she says quietly.

“I’m sure it’ll be pretty much the same as before he went on leave,” I say.

“Oh, I’m sure it will be the same for the kids and me,” she says. “For Dan and Helen? I don’t know. Their relationship was more than a work relationship, you know?”

I nod. “They were more like brother and sister than just colleagues.”

“For a long time, I was jealous. I think that’s what made me less than charitable towards Helen in the past. It took me a long time to realize how much Dan needs Helen in his life. She saved his career more than once, this time included. Without her, I don’t know where we’d be.”

“Well, Dan saved Helen more than once, too,” I say. “If he hadn’t found us in Lesley Williams’ basement, she might have . . .”

I get a lump in my throat as I remember that horrible day. Helen bleeding in my arms, shot by a demented Director of Religious Education. Locked in a basement, I had no cell phone service. No way to call for help. All I could do was pray that someone would find us.

Then I heard Dan come through the front door.

“He still has nightmares about that day sometimes,” she says quietly.

“I know he had a really hard time after he killed Lesley.”

“Oh, that’s not what the nightmares are about. In them, he gets there too late to save her.”

A tear comes to my eye. I have the same nightmare.

“They’ve always leaned on each other,” Miriam says. “She’s the sister he never had growing up, he’s the brother she never had. That’s what has me worried. After everything that’s happened, can they get back to where they were?”

I pat Miriam on the shoulder and say, “Oh, you shouldn’t worry about that.”

She looks at me. “You didn’t answer my question, Father,” she says, smiling ruefully.

Sighing, I shake my head. “No, I didn’t, did I?”

***
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“It was good to see Dan, wasn’t it?”

We’re on our way to Nate and Gladys. Nestled safely in the back seat is a basket containing Helen’s shepherd’s pie and a salad, along with yeast rolls and dessert from The Muffin Man, which we’re taking for lunch to provide for their physical health. In my inside coat pocket is a pyx containing the body of Christ, which I’m taking to Gladys for her spiritual health.

It’s a relatively short distance from the Rectory to their home. So far, it’s been a quiet ride. We usually take opportunities like this to talk. But today, Helen just stares out the window.

She doesn’t respond immediately to my statement. Finally, she says, “Yes. He looks good. Slimmer, I think.”

“Probably all the physical activity,” I say. “You know, building playspaces for Miriam’s sisters and a group of nuns is bound to help shed a few pounds.”

When she doesn’t say anything, I say, “Maybe I ought to do something like that.”

Helen laughs. “Tom, what are you saying? Anything you tried to build would fall down and hurt the children.”

I laugh and say, “I wasn’t serious. I was just trying to get some kind of reaction from you. You’ve been in another world for hours now.”

She sighs. “I know, and I’m sorry. I’ve just got a lot on my mind.”

“And by a lot on your mind, you mean Dan, right?”

Helen nods. “I’ve been thinking about what it’s going to be like to have him back.”

Choosing my next words carefully, I say, “Well, he’ll just pick up where he left off, right?”

“It’s not that simple, Tom. You know things have changed in the department.”

I take a deep breath. “I’d forgotten about that. And Dan doesn’t know, does he?”

“Unless he heard from Miriam or someone else, he doesn’t,” Helen says. “You know how long and hard I thought about the changes I put in place. But after what happened, I mean, he left me no choice. I can’t take a chance on something like that happening again.”

“But Dan promised you it wouldn’t.”

“I know. And I want to trust him. But . . . but right now, I’m not sure I can or when I’ll be able to. Besides, he conducted an off-the-books investigation right under my nose. The fact that I didn’t even notice? That’s on me. That’s an organizational problem. What’s to prevent, say, I don’t know, Lowry from doing the same thing?”

“Well, for one thing, it’s Lowry and not Dan.”

Helen rolls her eyes. “You know what I mean, Tom. The bottom line is ultimately that Dan got away with his rogue investigation for as long as he did because I didn’t catch it. The new structure and procedures I’ve put in place should prevent it from happening again.”

We pull into Nate and Gladys’ driveway. “What do you think Dan will say when you tell him?”

“If he’s smart, nothing,” Helen says as she climbs out. Reaching in the back seat for the food, she adds, “He lost the right to have an opinion the moment he decided to go rogue.”

She closes the door and begins to walk up the drive. I take a deep breath and say, “Lord, please fix their relationship before it’s damaged beyond repair.”
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Three: Helen
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I wasn’t prepared to see Dan at Saint Clare’s today.

He’d spent every weekend in Baltimore, attending Mass at a parish Father Wayne had recommended. I hadn’t seen him in a month, and that was fine with me. It gave me distance and the time I needed to prepare myself for when he came back.

Apparently, a month wasn’t enough.

I certainly didn’t want to have the conversation I had with Tom on the way here. Maybe I should have shut it down when he mentioned Dan’s name. All I needed to say was, ‘I don’t feel like talking about him,’ and Tom would have dropped it. 

He’s the only one who knows the toll this whole situation has taken on me. I’ve lost count of the sleepless nights I’ve had since I suspended Dan. Tom knows how I’ve struggled with every decision I’ve made over the last month. 

I didn’t want to do what I did, but Dan left me with no choice. When I told Mayor Shelby, she was livid and demanded I fire Dan. After I calmly explained to her the agreement I’d made with my wayward detective, she backed down. But she insisted that I make some changes in the department so nothing like this would happen again.

Which is exactly what I did.

And Tuesday, I have to tell Dan.

But for right now, all I want to do is see my surrogate daughter and talk about my grandchildren.

“Hey,” Tom says behind me. I turn to see him jogging up the driveway.

“Sorry I left you behind,” I say with an embarrassed smile.

“Did I touch a nerve? If I did, I’m sorry.”

I open my mouth to say ‘It’s fine” or something equally dismissive. Instead I say, “I just didn’t want to talk about Dan today. Seeing him was hard enough.”

Tom puts his hand on my shoulder. “I should have thought about that. I am sorry.”

“It’s OK. But for the rest of the day, can we just talk about anything else other than the situation with Dan?”

“Of course. I mean, as soon as we walk through the door it’s either going to be Fairy Tales and Frights or the triplets.”

“And right now,” I say with a smile, “I’d much rather talk about either.”

My hands are full, so Tom reaches for the doorbell. Before he can press it, the door flies open to reveal a panicked-looking Nate.

Tom says, “Nate, what’s wrong?”

“The dragon!” he cries. “The dragon won’t be ready!”

I breathe a sigh of relief. It’s a Fairy Tales and Frights crisis, not a triplet crisis.

“Nate,” I say, trying to be pleasant but really not in the mood for this, “the food’s getting cold out here.”

“Huh? Oh, yeah. Lunch. Great. Thanks for bringing it. Come on in,” he says, stepping aside to allow Tom and me to actually step inside.

“Now Nate, I told you it’s going to be OK,” Tonya says as she walks out of the downstairs study. Seeing us, she smiles and says, “Good to see you again, Helen, Father Tom. Let me take that from you.”

I hand over the basket of food. “Just pop the shepherd’s pie in for about fifteen minutes, just to warm it back up. 400 should be good.”

“Gotcha. Nate, I’ll handle this. You take Helen and Father Tom back to see Gladys.”

She goes off to the kitchen, and we follow Nate down the hallway. We step through the doorway into what was once a charming Victorian study, complete with highly polished hardwood floors, wainscoting, a chair rail, and crown molding with robin's egg blue walls. It’s all still here, but for a moment, I think I’ve stepped into Gladys’ office at the station. Monitors cover almost every surface of a horseshoe-shaped table. There’s a very comfortable-looking chaise lounge in the middle of the horseshoe. 

On the chaise is the mother-to-be herself, resplendent in a vintage canary yellow bed jacket. She’s wearing a headset and microphone. Her eyes are fixed on the screen, on which is what appears to be . . . I actually have no idea.

“So tell me what happened again,” she’s saying to someone. She listens for a moment, then says, “Well, you’ll just have to start over . . . No, we cannot have FTF without the dragon! The knight slaying the dragon is the climax of the Fairy Tales’ tour! The kids love it! They’ll be expecting a dragon! . . . Get some more people to help, but it has to be done in time for the dress rehearsal. You have ten days.”

Gladys taps a key and the screen goes blank. She throws her headset down and utters an expletive.

“Bae,” Nate says, “Mom and Dad are here.”

She looks over to where we are. “Oh,” she says, “sorry, Dad, though I know you hear worse from Mom all the time.”

“Not all the time,” Tom says. “She’s better than she used to be.”

“Only when I’m under a lot of stress,” I say, “which it sounds like you’re under.”

“Which she wouldn’t be under in the first place if she’d just listened to me,” Nate mutters, earning a warning glare from Tonya.

“Don’t go there, Nate,” Gladys says. “After lunch, I want you to go to the Center and see how everything else is. Then talk to the dragon guys.”

“Sure, Bae.”

Gladys looks at us. “Can you stay for lunch?”

“I made plenty,” I say, “so yeah.”

Tonya says, “I’ll go set the table.”

“I’ll help,” Tom says.

They leave, and Nate says, “You want me to bring you a plate, Bae?”

She shakes her head firmly. “No, I want to eat at the table with you, Tonya, Mom, and Dad.”

Nate opens his mouth to protest, but Gladys says, “Nate, I’ll be doing nothing more strenuous than eating.  Now, will you go get my chair, please?”

Knowing he’s defeated, he says, “OK, I’ll be right back with it.”

After he leaves, I say to Gladys, “He’s worried about you.”

“I know, Mom,” she sighs. “He’s so sweet and caring and attentive. He won’t let me pick up so much as a pin.”

We look at each other. “He’s driving you crazy, right?”

“I hate myself so much,” she whispers, “but yeah. I mean, he treats me like I’m a ticking time bomb.”

“He just doesn’t want anything to happen to you or the triplets.”

“I know that, Mom, but sometimes it seems like he doesn’t trust me to take care of myself, like I don’t care if anything happens.”

“Oh, Gladys, I’m sure–”

A low whirring sound comes from the hallway. I turn and see Gladys’ high-tech electric wheelchair come through the door. Nate has a small box that looks like the remote I’ve seen kids at the playground use for radio controlled cars.

“Switch to voice mode, Bae,” Gladys says.

Nate pushes a button on the box. “All yours, Bae.”

She nods. “Gladys, come here.”

In response, her wheelchair rolls across the floor, stopping just short of the chaise lounge.

To Nate, I whisper, “The chair is called Gladys?”

“The Gladys Model One, actually,” he says. “Her friend Addison’s idea.”

Nate walks over to Gladys and leans over her. She locks her arms around his neck. He carefully places his arms under her, and gently lifts her off the chaise lounge and into the chair.

I’ve seen him do that dozens of times, and I still think it’s one of the most loving things I’ve ever seen.

Nate helps her get settled. Gladys looks up and says, “Well, let’s eat. I’m starving, and so are the little ones.”

Soon, we’re in the dining room, where Tonya and Tom have set the table and placed the shepherd's pie, salad, and rolls. Tom says grace, and we dig in. Gladys goes first, and she heaps a huge portion of food on her plate.

I’m glad I doubled the recipe.

“So Tonya,” Tom says, “how are classes going?”

“Great, Father,” she says, taking a roll from the basket. 

“What are you taking this term?” I ask.

“College Algebra, Intro to English Literature, Beginning French, and Intro to Philosophy,” Tonya says.

“Doesn’t Alan Trent teach that?” Tom asks.

“Yes, and he is such a great teacher. It’s my favorite class so far. I’m even thinking of majoring in philosophy.”

Nate stops spooning shepherd’s pie onto his plate. “Philosophy, sis? Really?”

“Yeah, thinking about it,” she says before she shoves a forkful of pie into her mouth.

“But don’t you think you should major in something a little more . . . “

“More what?” Tonya asks, putting her fork down.

“Bae,” Gladys says, a tone of warning in her voice.

Ignoring his wife, Nate continues, “More marketable. You know, something you can actually use to get a job and earn money.”

“Professor Trent is a philosopher, has a job, and earns enough money to support a family of eight.”

“Nine,” I correct.

“Ten, actually,” Tom says. “At least, I think so.”

“But you are not Mr. Trent, you are–”

“Really wanting to get this recipe from you, Helen,” Tonya says. “This is the second time I’ve had it, and I just love it.”

Nate tries to reenter the conversation, but before he can utter a word, I say to Tonya, “Oh, I’ll be glad to send it to you. I got the recipe from the woman who taught me to cook.”

“So, it’s your Mom’s?” Tonya asks.

I feel a little pang as I say, “No. She was sick through my teenage years, so she never had the energy to teach me. My granny tried to teach me, not to mention the nuns at my school, but I was pretty hopeless. I didn’t learn to cook until I started law school. My landlady took pity on me and decided it was her mission in life to teach me.”

“And we’re all thankful,” Tom says. “I remember in college one time you tried to make pancakes.”

“Oh, don’t remind me,” I say, rolling my eyes.

“Pretty bad?” Nate asks.

“Have you ever seen that episode of Star Trek with those pancake creatures that infected Spock? They sort of looked like those.”

I’m tempted to throw a forkful of mashed potatoes at my beloved husband’s head, but decide that’s just too immature.

I’ll get him back later.

“Nate’s a great teacher,” Gladys says, grinning at her Bae. “I can make pretty good scrambled eggs now. But that’s as far as we got before I went on bed rest.”

“After the babies are born, we’ll get back to our lessons,” Nate says.

“If I have time,” Gladys says. “Between working full time and taking care of the triplets, I’m going to have my hands full.”

“Remind me your due date is?” Tom asks.

“Thanksgiving,” she says, “though Doctor Pearson says I probably won’t go full term. Multiples are often born early.”

I admire Gladys’ determination to take care of her babies and continue to work from home. But I’ll admit to being a little concerned. 

Now, don’t get me wrong. I know plenty of women who have full time careers and are mothers. But Gladys, for all of her desire to become a mother, has never mentioned being around children much growing up. After her parents were killed, she was raised by her grandparents. She didn’t have brothers or sisters or cousins. As far as I know, the first baby she ever held was Nancy Hallstead.

I just wonder if she knows what she’s getting into.

“You’re still planning on taking maternity leave after they’re born, right?” I say, easing my way into a subject I’ve brought up more than once.

“Six weeks, then back to work full-time, though from home,” Gladys says. “That’s still OK with you, right Mom?”

“Of course,” I say slowly, “but you know, you don’t have to start back full time right away. I mean, you can ease . . .”

“Mom,” Gladys says firmly, “we’ve talked about this.”

“I know, but . . .”

“There’s no reason I can’t do my job full time from home and take care of the triplets.”

I see Tonya look quickly at the two of us. “And besides,” she says, “I’ll be helping with the babies.”

“And me, too,” Nate says.

If Tonya and Nate thought Gladys would welcome their input, they were mistaken. “Yes, helping,” Gladys snaps. “But don’t forget, you two, they’re my babies and I’ll be the main one taking care of them.”

Tonya’s taken aback by Gladys’ vehemence. “Oh, of course,” she says. “I . . . I didn’t mean to make you mad.”

“I’m not mad,” Gladys says. “I’m just tired of everybody assuming I can’t take care of my own children.”

“Bae, that’s not it at all,” Nate says.

“I mean,” Gladys continues, “if Mae can do it, why can’t I?”

I must have heard her say that a dozen times in the last few months, defending her decision to work full time from home and take care of the triplets.

But today, it sounds to me like she’s trying to convince herself.

***
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Tuesday morning, I hear him before I see him.

I slow my steps down the hallway. There’s laughter coming from the break room. I don’t know everyone who’s inside, but there’s no mistaking the laugh that sounds like a box of wooden blocks being shaken by an excited boy on Christmas morning.

Dan’s back.

My heart beats a little faster knowing he’s just behind the door, not in the way it does when I hear Tom’s voice or smell the mixture of sandalwood cologne and incense I so associate with him. It’s more the feeling I had as a kid when my favorite uncle, Dad’s brother, visited us. He was an airline pilot, and he always brought me, his favorite niece, the best presents from the different cities around the world that he flew to. I always got so excited when I’d come home from school and hear his voice coming from the living room. Uncle Brent meant something new and exciting.

What does Dan mean? Before everything happened, he meant stability, trust, dependability.

Now, I don’t know.

I grab the doorknob. I want to go in. I want to see him. I need to see him.

But not now. Not yet.

When I see him, it’s not going to be an easy conversation.

I let go of the knob and walk down the hall to my office. I pause and look at the nameplate on my door.

Helen Parr Greer

Chief of Police

Chief of Police. My title, one I take a lot of pride in. It tells people I am the leader of a group of thirty men and women, officers and civilians, who have the job of protecting and serving the men, women, and children of this town and the surrounding county. In my two years as chief, I’ve never lost an officer in the line of duty. Until last month, I’ve never been forced to suspend an officer for misconduct. Frankly, I always thought I’d have to fire at least one, but fortunately, that hasn’t happened.

But being chief is a hard job. It means being ultimately responsible for every mistake everyone under me makes. It means putting out a thousand little fires before they become raging infernos that threaten to engulf the endure department. It means putting up with unreasonable demands from citizens and the intense scrutiny of politicians who have no real knowledge of police work.

And occasionally, it means looking a friend in the eye and saying the words that no cop ever wants to hear: “I need your badge, your identification, and your gun.”

That’s what I said to Dan thirty days ago. Today, I give them back to him. But things have changed, and one of the things I need to do is tell him what those changes are.

I open my door and walk into my office, ready now to face my day. I sit behind my desk and open my laptop. I look at the time.

8:55.

My meeting with Dan is at 9.

There’s a knock. My heart stops.

He’s early.

I clear my throat and say, “Come in?”

The door opens to reveal, not Dan, but Nina Hallstead. She’s my chief of staff and public affairs officer.

And as of last week, a lieutenant.

“I just wanted to check with you,” she says, not coming in. “Are you ready?”

“I wasn’t,” I say ruefully, “now I am. Check with me after it’s over.”

Nina tilts her head to one side. “You haven’t told him, have you?”

I shake my head. “No. I haven’t seen him, except for the five minutes after Mass yesterday.”

“I thought you were friends? You didn’t see him at all in the thirty days he was out?”

“He was busy.”

Nina shakes her head. “You were avoiding him, weren’t you?”

“No,” I say, sitting up straight. “He was busy working different jobs to make up for the loss of salary. He wasn’t in town on the weekends, so I didn’t see him at church. That’s all.”

Nina studies me carefully, trying to decide if I’m telling the full truth.

I’m not, but she doesn’t need to know that.

“OK, well,” she says, “let me know how it goes. I assume you’re going to want me to meet with him?”

I nod. “You’ll need to bring him up to speed on the new procedures we put into place. You put the binder on his desk, right?”

“Yeah, sure did. If he’s been in his office, he’s probably seen it by now.”

“I don’t know if he has or not. I heard him in the breakroom.”

“Did you go in?”

I hesitate, and before I can answer, she says, “It’s almost nine. I’ll clear out.”

She closes the door, and I close my eyes for a quick prayer for wisdom and a spirit of peace to come on Dan and me and that the relationship we once had can be restored.

There’s a knock. I jump a little. I stand up, smooth out my skirt, and tug on my jacket. “Come in?”

The door opens, and Dan walks in. He closes the door behind him.

Neither of us says anything. It’s strange, this silence between us. It used to be that Dan would breeze in with a hearty, ‘hey, Chief,’ or ‘Helen, we need to talk.’ There wasn’t a moment of silence.

One of us needs to say something, to break the suffocating quiet that’s settled into every corner of my office. 

I point to the chair in front of my desk. “Dan, please have a seat,” I say.

Dan walks to the chair and sits, his heavy but still athletic frame filling it. He seems as tense as I am.

I sit down. We stare at each other across my desk.

Why is this so hard? It’s just Dan.

“I’m glad to have you back,” I say.

Dan smiles, a mixture of Tom Selleck and Harrison Ford, reminding me why in his younger days he was so popular with the ladies. “I’m really glad to be back, Helen. I’ve felt so out of place out of the office.”

I return his smile. “Oh, you’re just glad you don’t have to put up with Miriam’s sisters or Father Wayne.”

He laughs a little. “I won’t deny that.”

I’m beginning to relax. I think, this is going to be ok. “I heard from Miriam that her sisters were really pleased with the work you did for them. I bet it raised their estimation of you in their eyes.”

He shrugs. “I don’t know if I’m now their favorite brother-in-law, but I may dodge the whole vasectomy gift certificate this Christmas.”

“Father Wayne was very complimentary about the work you did for the sisters, too.”

He takes a deep breath. “I’m glad to hear it. I wasn’t sure from the odd grunt that he’d give me when he’d come and inspect my work.”

I
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