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  Prologue


The day after Matt Marduke returned home as Pope Joseph, he went to consult with the grands in their suite. 
“I’m not kissing your ring,” Michael said from his place at the breakfast table. He was a former religious brother who’d married the love of his life to retire in the former wing that served students who needed to be quarantined due to illness. These days, it was the grands’ suite where Michael and his wife Dorothy had one room and the former archbishop Will and his wife, Eliza stayed in another. Cardinal Nick Llewellyn’s dad had his own room, too, and there was a fourth room currently occupied by a live-in nurse. They also had one large sitting room with a small kitchen where they spent most of their time together.
“No one asked you to, Dad.” Matt was just glad to be back at Marduke Manor in Wisconsin and not at the Vatican. 
“How long until Italy convinces you to go back, or they’ll bankrupt with the lack of tourism dollars?” Will said from his seat next to his wife on the sofa.
“I pretend I can’t understand them and force them to talk to Giorgio.” 
The man had asked to retire as the Dean of the College of Cardinals, but Matt kept pretending he hadn’t heard him. It would take a while to get good people in place, and Giorgio was a friend of his sister’s so he could be trusted. 
“That’ll only work so long. You should already have had a list of people you could trust in place in case this happened. There was always a chance of it."
The former archbishop glanced at his wife. “Let him run his church, Lizzy.”
From her seat near her husband at the table, Dorothy looked at her friend. It had been a long time since Eliza had strategized. Once upon a time, she’d tried to get her now husband named pope, and it might have worked, but once Pope John XXIII died, her house of cards fell over, and things started moving too quickly for her to get it stacked again. 
Michael grabbed Dorothy’s hand.
“Will one of you be so good as to get the nurse?” Dorothy used her calm voice cultivated through many real and perceived crises when she used to run the girls’ school that used to operate out of the Marduke Manor building. “And Matthew, if you could get your sick call kit, or use Will’s, we might need that, too.”
“Am I calling Leslie?” Eliza put her teacup down. 
Dr. Leslie Schneider was the family doctor. The Schneiders lived on the grounds, and she could easily beat an ambulance.
“Please,” Dorothy said, and she helped her husband to stand and to grip his walker. She helped him back to their room as he began wheezing and coughing. 
After Eliza called the doctor, she brought some water into the room and the nurse, who liked to sleep in, had been wakened and was checking Michael. They’d had too many scares with him lately, but that meant they had a practiced routine. 
By the time Leslie arrived, she waved Matt over. “Anoint him.”
“Nothing else to be done?” He glanced at Dorothy.
“Not anymore,” she said. 
And so, Matt performed his first sacrament as Pope Joseph. His sister, Kate, arrived and she held Michael’s hand while he gripped hers tightly during the sacrament. Then, he took communion and, fifteen minutes later with his wife next to him and the child they’d started calling their own holding his hand, he died.
Everyone looked at Kate, expecting her to be dramatic, but she was strangely calm. 
“Mom?” she asked Dorothy.
“Well, he lived to see your brother made Pope. I’d like to believe that was worth it.” 
He’d been nearly dying for so many years; she was amazed he’d lived long enough to marry her, and they were able to spend the last six years as husband and wife. 
They didn’t know it yet, but it was the beginning of the end for the four friends. Dorothy lasted until October, just after Kate’s triplets turned seven and made their First Eucharist. But during the last months of her life, she filled Kate with stories of the four of them: she, Michael, Will, and Eliza, and told her to hold onto them.
“Eleanor isn’t ready,” Dorothy insisted. “But when she is ready, you need to know everything so you can be the one to tell her.”
Kate never considered herself much of a writer, but she took notes and collected the letters they gave her and the only time she protested was when Will begged her not to open them until after he and Eliza were gone.
“I’d like to see what I’m handing over.”
But Will insisted, and Kate no longer enjoyed getting into big, loud shouting matches with him, so she agreed. “You know there’s a risk Eleanor will write a tell-all novel, right?” For Eleanor was, in fact, a writer.
He laughed. “I honestly hope she does. It would be good for Matt’s cause. They need to know what it was really like back then.”
Kate understood his comment to mean the Catholic Church before the Second Vatican Council, the time when it was considerably more magical and mysterious, but the four friends, some of the most prayerful Catholics she had never known, never wanted to go back to that time. 
“You really do hate the Latin Mass, don’t you?”
But he surprised her. “Not really. It’s beautiful and prayerful and reverent…it just isn’t for everyone and it’s not inherently any more magical than any other Mass.”
Kate herself hated any Mass she couldn’t participate in, from the pews like a good Catholic woman. She’d argue theology with the priest during his homily but knelt readily to receive the Eucharist on her tongue and wouldn’t dream of consecrating the host herself. 
But Eleanor was always quiet and patient and obedient. No one ever noticed Eleanor, and that was how Eleanor liked it. 






  
  Chapter one

“Same view we had, isn’t it?” Eleanor asked Kate. 
The two women, who had known each other since they were twelve years old, sat in the dorm room at St. Elizabeth’s College where both had spent their undergraduate years. They had just supervised Eleanor’s daughter, Charlotte’s, move-in. As neither of them enjoyed hefting boxes themselves, they’d leveraged the talents of a couple of the single seminarians who’d hoped to make points with Kate’s brother, Pope Joseph. When they had arrived at the Catholic women's college, the young men realized they could also find some Catholic beauty to marry and so the three young men disappeared, offering their assistance to other families while Kate, Eleanor, and Charlotte unpacked.
“Maybe?” Kate didn’t remember. She’d lived on the campus in the convent for years back when she used to be a sister and sometimes the memories blurred. “I want to say we were in 312 most of the time.” They’d had a suite with Gloria, who’d gone to high school with them. Kate and Eleanor shared a room and shared a bathroom with Gloria whose family paid for a single. Back then, Kate didn’t feel comfortable spending money and Eleanor never touched the money from the people she believed to be her parents' estate.
“Mom? Can we talk about the move-in crew?” Charlotte said after putting her books onto the bookshelf they’d brought. 
Charlotte had a single room because she had a lot of stuff and her Aunt Kate had arranged the room without asking, the way she did.
Eleanor was putting away Charlotte’s toiletries in her private bathroom. “Did they break something?” 
“No, it’s just…” Charlotte frowned. “Can they not wear the priest suits if they’re hunting for women? It’s weird.”
Kate laughed. The Dixon Archdiocese, where they lived, had the only seminary that was ordaining married Catholic priests who started out that way. There were a couple of other seminaries that would ordain converts to the faith who were already married pastors from another denomination, but people were still getting used to the concept. “It was the only way we could get volunteers.”
Charlotte rolled her eyes. “It’s not bad enough that I’m on the official Papal portrait as a miscellaneous Marduke cousin, you have to send me with a flock of priests? A gaggle of priests?”
“A murder of priests?” Kate suggested.
Charlotte tossed a pillow shaped like an elephant at her mom’s friend. “A legion of priests?”
“Demons come in legions,” Eleanor said. “Rookery or colony, because they dress like penguins?”
Charlotte considered this. “They like shiny objects, like magpies…”
“Or counting things, like vampires.” Kate shook her head. “They’re not that bad on the whole, but they’re so young. The older ones had the sense to be busy.”
“I’m surprised they’re letting in ones straight out of college,” Eleanor said.  “This last class has to have the youngest priests yet.”
“The problem is,” Charlotte said, “two of them are very easy on the eyes, especially the one with blue eyes and dark hair. He’s like six foot three, too. Just a tall hunky guy who can talk for more than five minutes on something other than Tik-Tok.” She sighed. “But alas, for me it’s like incestuous.”
Eleanor had returned from the bathroom to organize Charlotte’s desk for her. “And your grandfather would go crazy if you married one of them.”
“Kind of hypocritical, isn’t it?”
 Having retrieved her elephant pillow, Charlotte leaned back on her bed and stroked its velvety trunk. Her late father had given her the elephant and now it went everywhere with her.
“You know it wasn’t an option for him to marry Grandma back then,” Eleanor said.
“Well, they could have gotten married straight out of high school and saved time,” Charlotte said.
“If they had, then none of us would have met and you’d probably have sixteen aunts and uncles, good Catholics that they’d have been,” Kate said from the side chair. “Did they replace these chairs since we were in school?”
Eleanor shrugged. “It’s best if you don’t talk about Grandma and Grandpa here,” she said to her daughter.
“The whole campus knows who we are, Mom. Everyone here knows your mom used to be a nun on this very campus, and he was the flipping archbishop and the only reason we don’t hide any of it now is because Uncle Matt is in charge of the whole freaking church.” 
That and the family portrait which included them all hung in every Catholic church in the world because Uncle Matt wanted his family with him in every official picture. He'd taken the name Pope Joseph not only to honor his late brother, but to emphasize the familial nature of the Catholic church.
“That and the nuns here never much cared what Eliza got up to with him. It was an open secret for years,” Kate said.
“Don’t tell her that,” Eleanor said. “I’m raising a respectable daughter here.”
“They got married,” Kate said. “It all worked itself out in the fullness of time.”
Charlotte looked around her new dorm room. It felt lonely after growing up in a house with three older siblings and two younger ones. It seemed even lonelier than Marduke Manor where she’d grown up with Kate’s much younger sons and the youngest children of their friends Veronica and Ben. But the older kids like her had grown up and were out in college or having families. 
“Maybe when you get back you can find yourself a seminarian of your own, Mom. It’s been long enough.”
“That’s what I’ve been saying,” Kate agreed. “I’ll tell Paul to find you one.”
Now it was Eleanor who rolled her eyes. “Do not tell Paul to find me a husband.” 
Paul, now an auxiliary bishop, was married and had grown up with them, too and Eleanor may or may not have had a crush on him for most of their adolescence.
“You kicking us out?” Kate asked.
Charlotte shrugged. “I’ve gotta figure this out sooner or later. It can’t be that bad.”
But Eleanor and Kate had had each other, and the nuns Eleanor had grown up with, and Gloria, their high school friend. Charlotte was all alone. 
“You can call us if you need anything," Eleanor told her daughter.
“What could I possibly need?” Charlotte asked.

      [image: ]On the way back, the seminarians drove themselves on the Marduke small bus which allowed Eleanor and Kate to decompress in Kate’s Rolls-Royce. She grumbled about having to drive herself in her own vehicle, but Eleanor wasn’t interested.
“You’re a perfectly adequate driver,” she said. “Besides, it’s your car.”
It was her pride and joy, but she preferred to make someone else drive and to curl up in the huge back seat by herself, especially after such a taxing day. Normally, she had no interest in going anywhere, but St. Elizabeth’s College had been home, so it was different. 
“I keep trying to interest you in the letters Mom and Dad left.”
Mom referred to the former Sister Dorothy, who used to be their school principal and Dad was the boys’ school principal, the former Brother Michael. They’d been best friends for years and then decided to leave their orders to retire together. 
“I’m not interested in hearing drama about my parents.”
“It’s not drama,” Kate insisted. “A lot of it is Mom trying to get your mother to come to her senses.”
At least the parts she'd seen. So far, she'd left the sealed letters closed.
Eleanor closed her eyes as they drove past the shopping areas down the freeway. There was a time she’d suggest pulling over to shop, but these days everyone ordered delivery anyway, and it was never fun to shop with Kate even on the best of days. 
Kate changed lanes to go past a slow-moving truck. This caused the truck driver to wave at them because the Rolls-Royce Phantom caused commotion. 
“Charlotte’s right about looking for someone else," Kate said.
“I’m not interested in getting married again.” 
This was not the first time they’d had this discussion.
“You don’t miss sex?”
She stared at her friend. “Unlike you, I’m not a rabbit in heat.”
Kate cocked her head and squinted as she tried to parse what Eleanor meant exactly. 
“Matt says a healthy sex life is important for husbands and wives to stay connected.”
She would quote her brother. “And what does he know about it?”
Kate’s eyes stayed on the road now. “He had a life before the seminary.”
“And after?” 
Eleanor wasn’t usually so pointed, but she could be bitchy to Kate, and it would be okay. Kate knew everything about her, and she knew everything about Kate. They knew how to hurt each other, and they also knew, deep down, if anyone came after the other, they’d defend each other. They weren’t biological sisters, but they were family.
“Are you referring to something in particular?”
The fact that he came out of Kate’s room some mornings, well after Ken had left for work? The fact that she came out of her brother’s room at all hours? But no one ever asked the question. Maybe it was time. 
"Is it normal to sleep with your brother?”
“Given all we do is sleep, sure,” Kate said. “Ken’s there most of the time and he used to sleep with him when they were younger.”
“That’s different.”
“How?” Kate asked. “We were talking about sex. What Matt does is more of an intimacy thing.”
But Eleanor had seen them dance together. They moved like they were one person and sometimes when she watched them, she felt…something. It’s not like Matt and Kate grew up together, and until recently they hadn’t known they were biologically related. Eleanor understood all that to be weird, but neither she nor Kate had grown up with brothers, so they didn’t know what was normal. 
“And when you dance?”
Kate sighed. He'd been too busy lately. “Stop changing the subject.”
“Kate, I don’t like sex like you do.”
“Was Charles the only one?” 
They turned off to the nearest exit. They were still about fifteen minutes away from Marduke Manor, and Kate opened the windows to get some fresh air as they headed home.
“Of course.” Eleanor stared at Kate expectantly.
“Believe it or not, yes, Ken was the only one.”
“Hmm.” She was a little surprised. Kate had broken up with Ken in high school because he cheated on her, but she’d never really expressed interest in sex and everyone knew she and Ken had plenty of that in their little hideaway in the campus theatre, but she’d lived with Matt for years before she had known he was her brother. Then again, he’d been a priest that whole time. Without meaning to, she asked, “You ever wonder what it would be like with someone else?”
Kate slowed down for the four-way stop near their house. They’d had to install more stop signs to reduce traffic speed closer the Manor when it became the archdiocesan headquarters, and there was even more traffic when her brother was named Pope. “I think everyone does.”
“But anyone in particular?” Eleanor asked.
But Kate could cut Eleanor as adeptly as Eleanor cut Kate. “Like Paul?”
“I don’t anymore.”
“But you did.”
“And you did with Matt.”
Kate had, of course. Anyone who looked at Matt for more than a few minutes was curious. Her brother resembled Harrison Ford and had a charisma that was hard to explain. When he grew a beard after the pandemic, the internet was split on whether it made him more handsome or less. “Well, he is really amazing at kissing.”
“So, you’ve kissed him.”
“He kissed me. I left.” She’d had to, and, in retrospect it sure as hell was the right thing. “You kissed Paul when you rehearsed for The Sound of Music.”
That was true. It was meant to be their senior year musical with Eleanor playing Maria and Paul was the Captain, but then the fire that destroyed the orphanage killed Joe, Matt’s little brother, and Sister Clara, the theatre director, and so they’d never actually done the performance. “I wonder what it would have been like to actually stage that.”
“I’ve thought about it,” Kate said. “I mean, we have the theatre.”
“But Joe’s dead.”
He was, in fact, dead. “And Ann Kennedy is in the wind.” 
The girl who’d been trapped in the theatre with Kate and, like her, had escaped, had never come back to the school. She’d only been there for the year anyway, but sometimes they all wondered what happened to her.
“Just as well,” Eleanor said. “Paul had that crush on her.”
He did. The man had a thing for redheads. 

      [image: ]“Should I be getting complaints about how few churches you have open?”
Cardinal Nick Llewellyn, Archdiocese head, looked up. “They shouldn’t be end-running around me, no.”
“Is there a breakdown in communication somewhere?” Matt sat down in Nick’s office chair. 
It was nearly dinner time, and the Pope had just flown back to Wisconsin, where he spent a lot of his time, or his family would freak out at him. Rome hated how much time the American Pope spent with his family, but when given a choice between pissing off Rome or his sister, Matt figured the tourists would appreciate more access to the Papal sites than they’d get if he was in residence.
Nick sighed. “I was siphoning them to Eleanor, but she’s been busier at school.” 
Eleanor ran the diocesan communications, but she also taught in the parish school on the property.
“I’ll talk to her at dinner,” Matt said. “Let’s go.”
Nick wanted to object, but Matt was the head of the family and what he said went. The cardinal locked his computer and followed Matt down the hall to the large dining room. Marduke Manor used to be two boarding schools connected by a central rotunda and over the years it had been renovated first to be a family home, then to be the headquarters of a diocese, and then a combination archdiocese and Vatican headquarters. The Mardukes still lived in the building, too, and even though Nick wasn’t officially family, he was Matt’s sister’s confessor and best friend, so he was treated as if he was.
“I’m not dissatisfied with her work,” Nick said.
“Never said you were.”
There was a time Matt investigated first and waited for his family to present him with a menu of solutions. These days, he just swooped in and made decisions, growing into the job as Pope. As they turned into what used to be the dining room for the girls’ school, they went straight to their places at the table they preferred, next to Ken, Kate’s husband. Kate usually ate with them, but she was known to move around as she wanted to be part of all conversations. Then, Matt led the family in prayer. When he was absent, Nick was supposed to do this as the senior official, but half the time Kate just did the job herself. Nick didn’t bother objecting to this anymore because it wasn’t worth fighting with Kate Marduke.
After they got through the serving line, Matt went over to Eleanor’s table, where she sat with her children. Nick stood there, next to his wife, Bernadette, unsure if he should sit down.
“What’s going on?” Kate asked. She’d already gotten her meal and was seated next to her husband, across from Bernadette.
She’d find out sooner or later. “He’s getting complaints about not having enough churches open.”
“Is he complaining about the number of Masses or the number of churches?” Kate asked.
“He said churches, but it’s probably about Masses. Everyone thinks they only have to do one a day because that’s what they promised,” Nick said, and then sat down next to his wife. “He’s going to ask Eleanor if she’s overworked.”
“That’s your job, not his,” Ken pointed out. Ken was head of legal services for the Wisconsin branch of the Vatican and also the archdiocese.
“You know how he is,” Nick said. He paused eating long enough to land a kiss on his wife’s cheek. “How was your day, honey?”
Bernadette was the head of Catholic Education for the entire State of Wisconsin. “Annoying,” she said. “I’m going to have to go back into the office soon.”
“You need more people,” he said.
“Probably,” she said. “But I need more teachers and principals. I can’t take anyone from the schools right now.”
Nick glanced at Kate. She’d been a school principal and a lawyer and a former nun. She helped with education, but his wife had been made the superintendent for a reason. “You know what kind of help you need?”
“Everything,” she said. “But again, I can’t take…”
“Problem is,” Kate cut in, “No one wants to teach anymore, or administrate at the school level. She’d have so many applicants it would take forever to sort through them all.”
Well, they were working on that. Their seminary was the only one training Catholic priests to be married priests and the wives typically were interested in education, as teachers or principals. They’d eventually graduate the first class, who were now beginning their full Master of Divinity, having completed the philosophy courses, when their wives would join in for some of the training. Bernadette was taking courses so she could officially serve as a deaconess, which she wasn’t too thrilled about, but Matt made it a requirement for the wives of priests, so she drove up the hill to the seminary for her classes while continuing to serve as superintendent.  
“Does he even realize how many hours you have to sit in classes and do homework?” Kate asked, cutting her eyes over to her brother.
“Stop, Katie,” Bernie said. “It’s not that bad, and I have how many priests available to help me?”
Nick smiled at his wife. She was strong, theologically, and he hadn’t seen her have any trouble with her classes. But Kate was right about the time it took.  Matt came back over to the table. “Eleanor says I need a new communications director.”
“You made her choose?” Kate asked.
Nick sighed. “Katie, let it go.” 
She was overdue for a fight. Matt had been away for over two weeks, which was unusual. No one expected the Pope to be in residence at the Vatican in August, but he’d had too many meetings and said it would be easier if he’d just stay there instead of flying back and forth.
“No, she told me she couldn’t do both,” Matt said. Then, he glanced at Bernie. “You need help, too?”
Did the man have bat hearing? Nick continued to eat his dinner.
Bernie explained the teacher and administrator shortage problem. “At this point, I’m about to order busses to help move teachers to other dioceses to work. Mill Grove has a lot, and we don’t have any problem in Dixon, proper, but everywhere else we're running short.”
Matt seemed to seriously consider that. “Can we do housing allowance and help them move?”
“Maybe?” Bernadette considered that. “Might help with our priest problem, too. We don’t have enough still and over half of the ones in that first class in the seminary are going back to their home dioceses.”
Matt closed his eyes as if he was praying. He probably was. Since being named Pope he’d grown more pensive and would take a break to think before answering more often. The practice made him seem more like his nephew, Father Evan, who was a mystic and would regularly disappear into his own thoughts. 
“Can we get some from the public schools?”
“Teachers or priests?” Nick asked. 
“Either,” Matt said. “Does anyone like teaching public school?”
Kate and Ken shrugged. Bernadette and Nick had both gone to public school themselves, though. 
“Not like they did,” Bernie said, finally. “We’re struggling to stay at 85% though.”
She was referring to the successful pay rate at Catholic schools: 85% of the public school salary. Anything lower was not going to attract quality staff or was a sign the school was in trouble.
“Mill Grove can,” Matt said.
“Mill Grove takes vouchers.”
Matt nodded. “And we don’t do that in the rest of the state because…”
“We have a few slots,” Bernie said. “But most of the priests don’t want to have to take everyone who applies.”
For once, Kate shut her mouth about this. She had taken voucher students in her school, exclusively, toward the end. She’d never had a problem, and she assumed no one else would, but not every priest was as socially liberal as the ones in her family.
“Doesn’t Bill Schneider still teach at the public high school?” Matt asked.
“He’s semi-retired,” Kate said, after looking around. 
Bill Schneider was Father Jake’s brother who helped administrate the seminary with his wife, Maggie. Bill was married to their doctor, Leslie, and they lived on the property, but in their own house. Sometimes they came to dinner, but apparently this was not one such night.
“Well, get him to work for us.”
“He’s not going to retire from public school just to teach for us. He doesn’t even teach full-time now,” Kate said. But she seemed to think about it before saying, “Eleanor has a friend there, some English teacher. Maybe we work on him?”
“Is he Catholic?” Matt asked.
“If not, would he like to be?” Nick finished Matt’s joke.
Without a word, Matt wandered over to the table where Eleanor was finishing her own meal.
“Guess she’s got a new assignment,” Nick said.
“I wonder when he decided he could be the Pope without our telling him what to do,” Kate mused.
“He had to run his own church sometime.” Nick finished his chicken only to have it replaced by the serving his wife didn’t want to finish.

      [image: ]“Matt, we need to talk about the whole communications thing.”
After dinner, Ken suggested Bernie and Kate discuss education while he took care of the issue with Matt. If Kate approached Matt, they would end up fighting, and Nick never felt comfortable contradicting Matt. Nick was strong at administrating his archdiocese and could hold his own with the other cardinals, but he respected authority, and Matt was head of the Marduke family as well as the entire Catholic Church. As the Pope’s closest friend, Ken knew he had to take care of this, and so he’d followed Matt to his office.
Matt looked up from the computer where he’d been intending to check for more messages. Not many people had his direct email, but those who did tended to have actual problems for him to solve. “What’s to discuss? Eleanor seems happy to drop it.”
“Eleanor is managing communications and teaching just fine.” Ken sat down in the chair that used to be Frank Marduke’s. Matt hadn’t kept a lot of his father’s furniture, but inexplicably, he’d chosen to keep pieces from his office.
“She’s okay with a change.”
“The issue isn’t the lack of communication; the problem is the lack of priests to say Mass.” 
The secondary issue was Dixon had already been running short, like every other diocese.
“What is the issue, as you see it?” 
Matt wanted to point out that Ken wasn’t even a priest, but he was still jet-lagged. Best to listen now, and react later.
“When we opened the seminary, we all wanted to move slowly and be careful about transfers into the diocese without thorough background checking.”
Matt nodded. They’d all been in agreement on that.
“Now that you’re the Holy Father, every bishop who sends us a candidate for the seminary wants him back.”
That was true. When they heard the priests training at St. Joseph’s Seminary would be allowed to marry, initially bishops were suspicious and the first class had several priests that a bishop sent knowing that they would not return to ministry in their own diocese, but with Matt’s elevation to the papacy, suddenly bishops were more open to having married priests in their territories. 
“So, you’re saying the issue is not in communication.”
“I don’t think so.”
“Why didn’t Nick…”
“Nick isn’t going to contradict you, once you get started. Did you even ask him?”
Matt sighed as he replayed the conversation. “I was in Rome too long.”
“If Eleanor really wants to stop doing communications, I can look for someone else, but I think you should talk to Nick and let him smooth that out.”
Ken was right, as usual. 
“I’ll go talk to him.”
“Kate wants to know if we should expect you tonight,” Ken asked, before he headed out of the office.
Matt considered the question. “You don’t mind?”
Ken shook his head. He didn’t care when Matt slept with them. He didn’t do it often, and half the time, he just wanted to talk about something, to strategize, and then he’d fall asleep. They couldn’t sleep like that at the Vatican without gossip flying, but at home, no one much cared.
After apologizing to Nick for intervening, when he got into bed with Kate and Ken that night, Matt said, “Next time, someone’s got to come with me.”
“Can’t Giorgio keep you distracted?” Kate asked, naming the Dean of the College of Cardinals. 
“He wants to retire,” Matt said. 
“That’s nothing new,” Kate replied. He’d wanted to retire before the last pontiff died, but he stayed on because he had become a family friend.
“I think he means it,” Matt said. “Part of me wants to promote Nick.”
“Do not,” Ken said. “If he has to move to Rome…” 
Kate would not handle that well.
“I wouldn’t make him leave.”
“He’s got too much going on here,” Kate said, and then yawned. She hadn’t slept too well while Matt was away.
“Did you and Bernie come up with any ideas, baby?” Ken asked his wife who’d slid closer to him. He put his arm around her. Matt slept on the other side of the bed, over the covers, under what his wife called his “scratchy blanket” and what he himself referred to as “the only thing keeping Matt on his own side of the bed.”
“She talked to Bill tonight, about staffing at the high school. He says they’ve got more openings than usual. They tried to talk him into going full-time again, but he’s not going to.”
Matt wondered aloud why they even cared what the public-school situation was.
Kate smacked her brother on the arm. “Because we live in a community?” 
Matt ignored her, but Ken wanted to know why the teacher shortage necessarily meant they couldn’t get more help at the Catholic Schools’ Office.
“Bernie feels guilty about taking from the teaching pool,” Kate explained.
“Unless she wants to go back to the classroom, she needs to focus on our schools,” Matt said. 
“Says the man who regularly weighs in on world politics,” Kate retorted.
That was different, Matt thought. Wasn’t it?






  
  Chapter two

Noelle was not going to make it through the meeting. 
Neil Bannerman, the high school principal’s voice kept droning on and on. The kids respected him, the parents liked him, and the superintendent liked that Neil Bannerman never surprised him. However, his dry presentations were his weak spot, and when he was only giving reminders and updates, even the teachers who generally got along with him would rather endure a root canal than listen to his beginning-of-the-year extravaganza.
“My GOD, are you almost finished?”
Everyone turned to the grey-haired guy with a crew cut and sports build. Bill Schneider retired two years ago, but he came back to coach football and baseball and, for a few weeks, sit in on basketball. He taught one class. One class. And he got to decide when it would be scheduled and also, he took all of January off, so his semester grades were done by Christmas, and his new term didn’t really start until February.
“Coaches don’t have to listen to these announcements, Bill,” Neil said. He gave him a murderous look, but the staff knew he didn’t mean it. For some reason, their leader could act, or he could present district announcements, but he couldn’t do both at the same time.
“Yeah, Bill. Turn loose that values course so one of us can teach it." Marty, the Social Studies Department chair balled up a piece of paper and whipped it at Bill's head, and Bill caught it without looking. Bill had never been department chair because, well, he wasn’t manageable, so he surely couldn’t be trusted to manage others.
From across the room escaped a loud sigh. “Can we finish this meeting? Some of us have work to do.”
Now, everyone turned to the stick-in-the-mud, Wally Michaels. The guy never laughed. The kids hated him, the parents hated him, the teachers hated him, and he’d have been gone except he was so damned effective. His kids had the highest scores on the ACT, and when Noelle argued that it was because only the top students would dare take his classes, he spent two years on a study proving that he could improve any student’s scores. When he’d proven he could take any kid and teach them to improve their reading, writing, and critical thinking, parents started begging for their kids to be in his classes even though Noelle continued to argue that the trauma he inflicted on them was not good in the long run.
But Noelle and Wally had reached a stalemate, though, after they’d both been made department chair, he of English and she of Special Education, and they had to work together on committees. So, for the past five years, they existed near each other, each pissing the other off, but both of them were too polite to say anything lest they lose their status as chair. Neither was too great at social cues, so they didn’t realize that they could scream at each other and, so long as there was no blood and neither the superintendent nor the parents complained, they could lead their departments forever. No one else wanted that thankless job.
Neil rubbed his neck but glanced at the clock. “Okay, guys, just do the damned mandatory training today so Dawna in HR doesn’t start up with me, and I’ll let you work in your classrooms.”
The room erupted in a cheer and even Wally didn’t seem to mind the change of plans. The best thing about Neil was his willingness to let his staff just go work in their rooms and everyone, including Wally Michaels, knew that time in one’s classroom was a gift.
“Oh, wait, special ed, I need you guys to decide what you’re doing this term. I’ve got a few notes based on scheduling.”
Bill shot Noelle a look of sympathy as he headed out. He gave up his classroom, under duress, but he would have to share otherwise. He taught in the auditorium now, which he found fun because he showed a lot of movies and did a lot of roleplays anyway. If the weather was nice, they’d go outside, or if they were hyper, he’d take them to the gym to run off steam and somehow teach his entire course while shooting hoops. Noelle had no doubt he’d spend the day wandering around and talking to everyone or running sprints in the air-conditioned gym. Outside, it was ninety-eight and humid because August in Wisconsin is no joke.
“I want Bill’s class,” three of the special education teachers, including Noelle, said. There were a lot of special education students in his class generally, enough to justify a co-teacher. As department chair, Noelle assigned caseloads and only had to support one or maybe two classes per term. The rest of the time, she supported kids directly as well as department teachers. 
Neil glanced at Noelle. “I need you to work with Wally.”
Everyone got quiet.
“Wally never has enough kids in his room to justify a teacher,” she said. 
Walter Michaels didn’t believe in following IEPs, and they’d just given up encouraging kids to take his classes.
“Well, the board finally approved that class about classic literature on the page and stage or whatever he called it, so we’re running it. First hour, opposite Bill’s class.”
Shit. Wally had been trying to get that course greenlit for years, but board members kept telling him to focus on college-prep courses. It was, however, the exact kind of course students with IEPs would love because they were often better at reading a film than text on the page. 
“Won’t the reading load be too heavy?” Noelle asked.
Jolene, one of the youngest teachers in the department, leaped in, though. “Classic literature will be easy to find on audio.”
Wally would say that kids were cheating if they used them and dock points. “Neil, you know…”
This was not a conversation for the entire department because Noelle couldn’t throw another teacher under the bus, so she shut up. 
Neil handed her a list of students. “We sent out an email about the course and asked if anyone wanted to switch to it given it was first hour, and these are the special education students who want in.”
Noelle scanned the list and then handed it to Jolene, who held onto it for a few moments before passing it to Paula. As the list made its way around the table, Noelle reflected on Marena who was at the top of the list. She was a great kid but struggled to read text. Get her interested, though, and she’d argue passionately about anything. Of course, she had a short fuse and was comfortable with her fists. The kids didn’t mess with her, but someone like Wally might set her off. She wouldn’t hit him, probably, but she would most definitely get in his face, if he had it coming.
“Can we table this?” Noelle asked Neil. “I’ll talk to you after we get everyone else scheduled.”
“You can,” he said, “but you’re supporting that class.”
Noelle looked at her colleagues, who waited for her response. When Greta or Christopher Dowd had been department chair, they used to argue more. Since Chris retired, and then Greta, and then the pandemic happened, no one seemed to care about anything. Noelle had no plans to actually support Wally’s class, though. 
“Of course,” she said to the principal, because that was what she was expected to say.

      [image: ]NOELLE: Marena, did you know film was taught by Mr. Michaels?

MARENA: Yah. It’s English credit, tho


Marena only texted that fast when she wasn’t at work, so Noelle called her.
“Hey, Ms. Barton.”
“You had Mr. Michaels freshman year, and you wanted out of his class.”
“Yeah, but back then I couldn't handle his bullshit. And it was English 9 so there were more teachers. This is the only one with movies.”
Noelle sighed, and hoped Marena didn’t hear her. She was the teacher who pushed kids to do whatever they wanted and then she’d help them advocate for their needs, but Wally Michaels was not like most teachers. 
“You’ll have to read the novels, too, Marena.”
But she’d taught her too well. “You put audiobooks into my IEP, though.”
She had done that. 
“Yes, but…”
“So, if he doesn’t let me, we just tell Dr. Bannerman and if HE won’t make him do it, we talk to that lady, the superintendent or we call the state or whoever. You said it’s like a legal document.”
Noelle had said that.
“It’s your senior year, Marena. I just thought…”
“Look, Ms. Barton, I really want this class. A bunch of us do. If you can’t get me in this term, I want it next term.”
Could Noelle punt it?
“But next term I want to start that work program with DVR you told me about.”
Well, that was also true. Marena was almost done, credit-wise, but there was a great work program she could do if she hadn’t graduated yet that would set her up with a real career that could be flexible enough to let her take college classes, too, if she wanted. She’d learn how to make oil changes while deciding if training to be a mechanic would be right for her and get paid for it, and she really, really wanted to make better money. Her dead-end job in fast food was sucking the life out of her.
“Okay, I’ll make it happen.”

      [image: ]Noelle knew that the principal would want her to follow up, so she knocked on Neil’s open door. “You have a minute?”
He looked up from his desk. “You can have as long as you need.” He smiled at her.
Noelle liked the guy a lot. Some of the previous principals had been hard for her to get along with, either finding her students cost too much or the protections afforded them too great, but Neil had been a math teacher who had gotten along well with his special education students, so when he was made principal, Noelle had found an ally. She sat down at one of the chairs at the table he used for meetings. 
“You trapped me," she said.
“Couldn’t get the kids to transfer out?” 
She admitted she’d called Marena. “She didn’t change her mind, so I may as well accept that my kids are taking it.”
“Glad to hear it,” he said. “So, shouldn’t you be in your office or talking to Wally?”
Well, yeah. But Noelle didn’t believe this was all Neil had to say to her. He had a way of leading with a student problem and just assuming she’d visit him for follow-up, and then he’d tell her the administrative nightmares. "Just wanted to be sure this was the only thing I needed to know.”
He laughed. “We’ve been working together too long.”
It was probably something new the Director of Pupil Services wanted to try. The guy came up with all kinds of new initiatives and just made the special education staff figure out how they were going to work. “Am I going to yell at you about it?”
He considered that. “You want to start yelling now or wait until you hear why?”
In a deadpan voice, Noelle said, “I hate you, Neil. I’m going to quit, and you’ll never replace me, especially not this late in the year.”
“If you don’t stop complaining, I’ll demote you and tell the state to take your license,” he responded, with a little more enthusiasm. “Just got back from a meeting. The Department of Public Instruction says we’ve got to change how we’re dealing with para support.”
“By which you mean…” 
This could be a problem or an actual crisis.
“You know how the school board let us have those four extra paras so you could have an extra prep to support that new special ed teacher and do program management duties?”
Program Manager and Department Chair were typically two separate jobs, but the school was small enough that the two positions could be one job, but to do the work justice, Noelle needed three preparation periods: one for her own caseload, one for department chair, and one for actual teaching. The other four periods she’d be in classrooms or doing specialized instruction minutes. The other special education teachers taught six with one prep. By having floating paraprofessionals, though, Noelle could provide support when she or one of her teachers needed to be in a meeting or to support another class for a test or something. 
“Are you taking one?”
He sighed. “Elementary is taking all four, plus two more.”
What the actual fuck. “They have their own paras.” 
“They wrote the para time into the IEP. You didn’t because I told you we could use them more generally.”
This was a game. Sure, they should have justified the minutes in the IEP documents, but that was all DPI likely had said. It was the district deciding not to hire more paras for some mysterious reason and then taking her staff because the state wouldn’t stop them. 
“So, hire six more for the little kids, but leave me my paras.” Noelle had trained those paras and she sure as hell wasn’t going to share them. Elementary para jobs were harder than secondary; elementary kids couldn’t always be reasoned with.
“Can’t,” he said. 
“Am I losing that extra prep then?”
“I’m working on that,” he said. 
So, probably. 
“When will I get my work done?” 
He looked at Noelle sheepishly. “Can you get some volunteers?”
“So, you’re giving me Wally’s class, taking one prep away and reassigning six paras requiring me to figure out how to use the ones we have left. Is that all?”
It was not. “Don’t kill me.”
Noelle put her head down on the table. “What now?”
“Two of the new hires quit already. They got more money in another district.”
Noelle’s brain felt like it was twitching, but it was probably just her right eye. “Excuse me?”
“We’ll try to get a sub or something.”
But they both knew they weren’t getting a long-term special education sub, and they’d probably not get a new hire. 
“Maybe I am going to quit this year.”
Noelle didn’t realize she’d said that out loud. Neil got up and closed his office door and then did something he rarely did around the other staff: he groveled. “Please don’t leave. I’ll do anything.”
Noelle burst out laughing. This was not the first time he’d begged her to stay, but she liked the routine: she’d say she was leaving; he’d pretend to beg her to stay, and she’d unfreeze herself enough that she could go back to administrative mode. By the time he got back to his desk, she was able to say, “If I give up the extra prep, it won’t be enough time. Neil. I need more staff.”
He nodded. “I know, Noelle. Since the pandemic there aren’t enough people around.”
The wages were too low and the expectations too high. They were better off than some districts, but no one was going into teaching anymore, much less special education which burned most teachers out after a few years. 
“Sucks to be Gen X, doesn’t it, Neil? We’re too far off from retirement, but too old to change careers.”
He nodded. “But the kids need us.”
That was true. And the community needed their babysitting services. No one wanted to see teenagers in public. 
“You want me to tell the rest of my department, don’t you.” She didn’t phrase it as a question because it wasn’t one.
“They’ll be nicer to you.”
Before she responded, she thought about how they could make this work. 
“We’ll have to pull back on co-teaching and pull kids from class for specialized instruction.” 
It wasn’t ideal because it took them away from their peers, but it was the only way if they couldn’t keep a special education teacher in the classroom. But to do that, she’d have to have review and revise meetings to change their IEPs. Parents could push back, but they almost never did because the district had taught them to be glad for any support their kids received.
“Well, on the bright side, Wally’s first hour kids won’t need reading or writing minutes,” he said, ensuring she was still going to co-teach that.
Noelle didn’t respond and headed into her office where she could have a few minutes alone and decide if she was going to have a temper tantrum before telling the staff how it would all be perfectly fine. When she was a younger teacher, she’d get upset in front of people, letting her emotions ooze out of her, but these days she was better at hiding her ups and downs that come from having ADHD. Lately, though, she’d had to hide so much, she was worried that burnout was coming for her, but if she did, what would the kids do without her?

      [image: ]Wally looked around his classroom. Everything was neatly organized. The bulletin board he’d convinced a colleague to put up for him while he got all of her copies set for the first month in exchange, welcomed the kids to English. She’d chosen a theme that relied on puns, which he appreciated: “Get thee to a library!” Only the Brit Lit students were doing Hamlet, but the others would learn to appreciate the joke. She’d found book covers of some new YA titles to include along with some classics like The Catcher in the Rye and Animal Farm.
His work finished, he realized he still had several hours left to kill, and that meant he could work on his own writing. He had been writing a novel about an English teacher who means something like Dead Poet’s Society or Goodbye, Mr. Chips, or The Prime of Miss Jean Brodie, but these days, neither movies nor books meant anything to teens. Since the pandemic, the kids wouldn’t put down their damned phones, and few of them read. And the writing? It had already been on the decline since they’d all got social media, and now it was abysmal. So lately, he’d been trying out a short story about a teacher who murders his students’ social media accounts because he sure as hell wasn’t going to write one about taking out the kids.
The head of his writing group, Eleanor Montgomery, called, as if she knew he was thinking about writing. 
“Don’t you have a school year to prepare for?” he asked her. 
“I’m good,” she said, “and I assume you are, too.”
They’d known each other for years, since they’d been in graduate school writing courses together. “We’d better be meeting this week,” he said. “Next week, I don’t know how I’ll do.”
“You know full well you’ll be at every meeting.”
He probably would. He didn’t do anything during the school year, but he tried to make time for his writing group. He’d decided the women there kept him sane as his world kept feeling like it was falling apart. “So, tomorrow?”
“Yeah. Let’s do early…like four?”
He could definitely do that. Once school started, Eleanor would bring dinner from the family’s cafeteria line and they’d eat around six and talk about their writing, but during the summers, they preferred to meet during the day, but the end of August, when teachers had to start returning to classrooms, got difficult. 
“Anything exciting going on this week?” he asked her. He asked this almost every week, since she’d lost her husband.
“Well, not since the bear invasion got quelled by the army of alligators.” Sometimes she’d answer sincerely, but she must not have been in the mood.
“Is that a deflection?”
Eleanor thought maybe it was. “We can talk tomorrow,” she decided. “I’m feeling…I don’t know.”
Wally had noticed Eleanor changing again. When her husband had first died and she’d sold her house to move into the Manor with her friends and parents, she’d been resolute, but last summer she started sounding wistful, too. Her writing had changed, and she’d stare into space more, as if she was thinking about something, but she hadn’t volunteered too much. Wally ended the call after wishing her a peaceful day.
He moved over to the table to organize his copies. He kept a side table near the front of the room with an organizer on it when school started, but this time of year, he’d often just stack the copies directly on the surface and then use some of the adjacent desks to get organized. Once he knew what he had, he’d bring the sorter over and begin organizing the work in thick folders by class period. Inside, there would be binder clips sorting one day’s work from the next. He’d perfected the system and even though the folders were beginning to fray, he didn’t see a point in changing.
He'd almost got everything ready to be sorted into the folders when Vanessa entered the room. 
“Can we talk?”
“Of course,” he said. “But I’m sorting, too.” He did better when he had a project to focus some of his attention.
“Noted,” she replied and sat down on a chair he kept at the front of the room for days his legs didn’t want him to stand as long.
As he kept organizing, she started with her typical complaint: “I’m tired of Bill showboating.”
She’d been married to Bill’s older brother, Mark, for years and had grown children with him. She was now married to Larry Masters, one of the math teachers, after several dalliances with some of their colleagues. Wally liked Vanessa, but he didn’t like her personal life. 
“Well, it’s Bill,” he said, realizing he needed to say something. “How’re things going with Larry?”
At this, she sighed. “I want to retire, but he doesn’t.”
That was the common complaint teachers their age were having. Most of the Gen X teachers were too young, but a few of them were getting close enough to have the discussion, and some, like Bill and Vanessa, were old enough, but hadn’t yet. 
“You can retire without him.” But not now. If she did, they’d have to reshuffle the kids, and he’d end up with overloaded classes. 
“Our sex life is non-existent, Wally. It’s summer. We’re not stressed. No kids at home, but he’s out playing golf or fishing and I’m sitting at home like a war widow. I’m about ready to find someone to just fuck me so I can get off the ceiling.”
There was a sudden sound in the room, and both of them turned and as they did so, they realized Noelle Barton had entered the classroom. Her face was bright red and she turned to leave, but her hip caught the side of one desk, then another, and as the desks fell, the copies went with them.
Even though Noelle dove for the copies, her actions make it all worse somehow. As Wally’s face grew redder, Noelle felt tears coming to her eyes and she was dysregulated enough she knew she needed out of that room, but first she had to clean up the mess she created. She flailed randomly, trying to pick up the copies, but her actions didn’t seem to help.
“I’m out of fucking copies!” Wally screamed at her, wondering how the hell he was going to come up with more. 
“I’ll fix it,” she said. “Please, just…send me the originals and I’ll remake all of them under my account.”
He moved over to his desk quickly, before he could say more, and emailed her every copy along with an instruction about how many he needed of each: one per student plus ten percent more to cover new arrivals and unexpected incidents. Then, email sent, he told Noelle to get out of his room, and she fled, throwing handfuls of paper in the recycling bin as she went.
Vanessa watched all of this unfold with a peculiar look on her face, unsure how to respond. When Noelle left, she wondered, aloud, if he’d looked at his class lists.
“Why?”
“You have a lot of special ed kids?”
He didn’t know; he’d only been looking for numbers, but when he looked at the list for his new class, his pride and joy, he found half of the students received special education services. He glanced up at Vanessa, his face pale.
“What do you want to bet she was coming to tell you she’s your co-teacher?”

      [image: ]Noelle went to the special copier stored in the specialized instruction room. They’d received another machine in their work area because teachers usually forgot to provide extra copies, and at times, the kids would get upset when they made a single error and wanted a new copy. Unlike the teachers in other departments, Noelle had unlimited copies because she was not only a department chair, but special education teachers also had to copy long IEPs and many of their students needed print copies of virtual work, so it became unwieldy to set a number on that. When Noelle was in a good mood, she shared her copies generously with everyone but today was not about that.
After she’d cried through the first set, Jolene Hamilton entered the office. A young teacher, Jolene was unusually good with Neurodivergent kids, and so she wasn’t too surprised to see Noelle worked up. 
“What did Wally do to you?”
“I did it to myself,” Noelle said as she got ready to send the next set. As she put a binder clip around the first set of documents, she explained what had happened.
“I’m more interested in what you heard that freaked you out.”
She’d left out the part about Vanessa’s sex life, or the lack thereof, in the first version of the story, now offering up that tidbit, realizing confidentiality wasn't involved when two teachers were talking to each other and a third teacher happened to overhear. 
Jolene laughed. “Bill needs to hear this story.”
“He’d find the part about Vanessa hilarious.” For years, he’d said she’d get what was coming to her. He’d watched his sister-in-law flirt with every new guy who showed up on that campus and when she finally divorced his brother, he didn’t blame Mark. 
Jolene asked how many copies she was making.
“He’s got me redoing them all.”
“In white? Everything’s white?” she asked. When she looked at the samples she’d printed, all on white paper all with Times New Roman text, the papers seemed indistinguishable. “No wonder they got mixed up.”
“Well, it’s how he made his copies,” Noelle said.
“He didn’t have access to the colored paper,” she said, and opened the paper storage cabinet where more than a dozen shades of copy paper were stocked. “You should help him out.”
Noelle hesitated for only a moment before coming up with a color coding scheme for each class and each type of paper. Each period got a different color, and then there were three different shades to help distinguish writing assignments from reading reflection journals from the other document types that were less common. As she finished the copies, she had to admit, this was going to be much faster for Wally to sort.
“I hope he appreciates this,” Jolene said.
Noelle hoped so, too. Maybe if he’d let her help, this would be the year he
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