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One: Helen
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“Damn,” Dan Conway groans, lifting yet another large box from the desk of our now six months pregnant resident genius, Gladys Rodriguez. “What do you have in here? Bricks?”

“No, Dan, I have a small part of what I need to keep this office running from home while I’m on bed rest,” Gladys says, running toward my chief detective in her new, automated wheelchair at alarming speed. She stops just short of my shins and I can’t help but jump a little as she says, “Sorry, Chief, I’m still trying to get the hang of this thing.”

“Not a problem,” I say. As chief of police in the small town of Myerton, Maryland, I am thankful enough to have someone with Gladys’ skill working for me to lose a toe or two on her behalf. The fact that she is the closest thing I will ever have to a daughter of my own and is now carrying my three, count them, three, grandchildren just sweetens the deal.

“Bae,” Gladys’ husband, Nate, says, coming back in her office with a dolly, “what goes next?”

“Take that box from Dan before he gets a hernia,” Gladys says.

Nate rushes over to Dan. “Let me take that from you,” he says.

“It’s OK, Nate,” he says, struggling with the box, “I’ve got it.”

Without another word, Nate takes the box with surprising ease from Dan’s muscular arms and carefully places it on the dolly. 

“Er, ah, thanks, Nate,” Dan says, obviously stunned. Compared to Dan, Nate is tall, lanky, and as far from muscle-bound as a  man can be. But I happen to know that since they got engaged, one of the things they enjoy is going for hikes in the surrounding area. Gladys has a wheelchair specially designed for off-road use, but on these hikes, Nate has gotten plenty of practice carrying Gladys over fallen logs and other hazards, not to mention the chair itself. Though she’s by no means heavy, Gladys is still a grown woman, so over time, he’s become quite strong.

“I wasn’t going to get a hernia,” Dan says even as he grimaces and rubs his shoulders.

“I don’t know, Dan,” I say. “You’re not as young as you used to be.”

“I’m younger than you,” he says in retort.

“Careful, Conway. You’re treading on thin ice.”

“Sorry. But just because I’m getting older doesn’t mean I can’t still carry my share of any load.” Turning to Gladys, he asks, “Now, what’s next?”

Gladys looks around. “I think that’s everything I’m taking,” she says. “We’re leaving the big screens and these two computers for when you need an interview recorded or something like that.”

“You’ve given Thompson the logins for everything, right?” I ask.

“He’s had his own logins for a while, and he knows the systems I’ve set up for everything almost as well as I do.”

I look around Mission Control, confident that she’s leaving things in good hands. “Well, I think I’m done here. Gladys, I’m going to head over to your house. Dan, can you grab my tote bag?” I say with a grin. I’m setting myself up, I know, but it's hard to resist.

“Oh, no,” he cries, “Not that thing. I’d rather carry that box of bricks labeled ‘computer monitors' from here to Nate and Gladys’.”  

Dan teases me constantly about my rather sizable tote bag. I will admit, it is rather heavy. Still, as I keep reminding him, I always have everything I need with me when I need it, so it’s worth the effort.

“Fine with me,” I say, slinging it over my shoulder. “I’ll see you at Gladys’ then.”

“Everything’s on the truck, Bae,” Nate says, “so I’ll head over. Dan, you want to come with me?”

“That’s probably a good idea,” Dan says, “since I’m obviously too feeble to drive myself.”

I roll my eyes as they leave. I expect Gladys to be right behind them, but she doesn’t move. Instead, she looks sadly around the almost-empty office.

“Something wrong, sweetie?” I ask.

She shakes her head, even as she wipes away a tear. “No, not really. It’s . . . it’s just that I’m going to miss this place.”

I place my hand on her shoulder. “It’s only for a few months. You’ll be back here before you know it.”

“Mom, we’ve talked about this,” she says. “I’m going to work from home as much as I can once the triplets are born.”

“I know, we talked about that a few months ago. But I thought Nate’s sister was coming to help with the babies?”

“She is; in fact, she’ll be here in a couple of weeks. But Tonya’s also going to Myer College full time starting in September. She’s going to be a great help, but she can’t be a full-time nanny.”

“I guess not,” I say, “not with classes and studying.”

“Besides,  it’s not like I want to turn the care of my babies over to someone full-time. I mean, Mae takes care of MJ all on her own. I don’t see why I can’t do the same.”

I want to point out that Gladys isn’t Mae, and taking care of one baby is not the same as taking care of three. But considering I’ve never had children myself, I’m in no position to point that out.

“So, while I’ll come in when I need to,” Gladys says, “I’m going to work from home and take care of the babies.”

I nod and say, “Well, I’m confident that if anyone can do this, you can.”

Gladys smiles. “Thanks, Mom. That makes one of us.”

***
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It only takes me about fifteen minutes to drive from the station to the large Victorian home that Nate and Gladys purchased when they got married. At the time, we all teased them about how they were going to fill it up. Now it turns out that we were wrong, since if all goes well, they’ll have three screaming babies raising a ruckus not long after their first anniversary. 

As much as I try not to think about it, the words ‘if all goes well’ still ring in my mind. That’s why we’re here today, to help all to go well. Gladys is doing fine, the bouts of morning sickness that could last all day having passed. But given that she’s in a wheelchair, her obstetrician is more than a little anxious about her delivery and wants to put it off as long as possible, so he suggested that Gladys go on bed rest for the final three months. When I learned this, I made it an order, one she is willingly obeying. But she insisted, and her doctor agreed, that there’s no reason why she couldn’t do much of her job at home from the comfort of the chaise lounge that she now has ensconced in a downstairs room. 

Which is why most of her office is relocating to the Rodriguez home.

Nate and Dan are already there, having backed the small rental truck up to the front door. I park on the curb, while Gladys maneuvers the Mystery Machine into the driveway. I get out and walk over to the van as Gladys descends to the ground in her chair lift.

“Is Nate setting everything up?” I ask as we walk to the front.

“Not by himself,” she says. “Addison’s going to hook everything together manually to make sure the link to the station is secure and working.”

“Addison’s your friend from your MIT days, right? He’s the one who built your new chair.”

“Yeah,” she says. “It was terrific of him to do that. I mean, I just mentioned in one of our chats that I’d need to start using an electric wheelchair to keep my hands free for the babies. He said he was working on some tech that might really help. Next thing I know, he’s here with this, not to mention some other things.”

“He’s really talented, it sounds like.”

“Oh, he is. He owns his own robotics company and everything. One of the smartest guys in our class. A real sweetheart. Still hasn’t married, which is a shame, because he’s going to make a terrific husband someday.”

We’re at the open door, and while I can’t see what’s going on, I can definitely hear it.

“Nate,” the usually laid back Father Tom Greer says loudly and firmly, “you cannot store police files in an unlocked closet. It's bad enough they’re even here at all but you have an obligation to keep them safe from prying eyes.”

“Oh, boy,” I mutter. “I knew he’d have something to say about that.”

“What’s Dad upset about?” Gladys asks.

“But Father Tom,” Nate says in a loud whine, “Gladys says she has to have them where she can easily reach them, especially if she’s ever here alone.”

“I don’t care, Nate,” Tom says, “proper records management requires that any documents containing personal information have to be stored in a secured space.”

“Well she’s going to keep the door locked when she’s here alone.”

“And what about when you’re here?”

“What about it?”

“Well, you’re not authorized to see the records. What if you happen to wander through the room, I don’t know, looking for a sandwich, and she has something out to work on, and you see something you shouldn’t?”

“Then I’ll come over and shoot him,” I say from the doorway. “Gladys and I have already agreed.”

“Huh?” Nate and Tom say in unison.

I come into the living room and give Tom a quick peck on the cheek. “Stand down, Father Archivist. I’m one step ahead of you. I’ve put in all the paperwork to have Nate made a temporary office manager for the department. Assuming that his clearances come back clean, and I have no doubt they will, he’ll be authorized to see anything we allow Gladys to bring home. Not that he should go out of his way to snoop, but if he happens to come across something, it won’t be a big deal.”

This doesn’t seem to satisfy my dear husband. Instead, he points to the closet. “That’s fine, Helen, in one respect. But the records really need to be in a locked room. There’s no lock on this door.”

“Dad, don’t worry about it,” Gladys says. “Addison’s installing a state of the art lock with two-factor authorization. Retinal scan and numeric code.”

Knowing how Tom is about anything having to do with his eyes–he really needs glasses, but keeps putting off a visit to the optometrist–I see him shudder a little. Nate mutters, “Of course he is,” under his breath.

Crossing my arms, I say to Tom, “Is that secure enough for you?”

“OK, I’ll shut up now,” he says as he raises his hands in surrender. "and go see if there’s anything light I can bring in.”

I guess I can’t really blame Tom for his concerns. Before taking on the role of a parish priest, he spent years as an archivist, first in the secular world and later for the Church. Old habits do die hard, especially in those given to focusing their energy on specific problems such as document security.

“I’m going out, too,” Nate says.

“If you see Addy,” Gladys says, “can you tell him I need to talk to him for a minute?”

“Sure,” Nate says. I’m not sure Gladys picks up on it, but I detect a decided lack of enthusiasm in his voice.

He leaves, and I say to Gladys, “I’m a bit peckish, and Tom’s probably hungry too. Your invite mentioned food?”

“Catered by Nick Hallstead,” she says. “It’s all in the kitchen. Down the hall, then to your right.”

“Thanks, I think I remember where it is from the last time we were here.”

I make my way to the kitchen. On the long granite counter is a veritable feast. I recognize the sandwiches from The Muffin Man, including my favorite, The Chief Greer. Named by Nick after me, it’s a tribute to my Nebraska roots, piled high with finely shaved prime rib and served with a spicy mustard spread that’s just fantastic. I grab one along with a bag of chips and a soda, sit down at the kitchen table and take a bite.

I’m savoring my lunch when I hear Dan come in, saying, “Where do you want this?” Knowing that I’ve already pushed his buttons a bit today, I decide to take him a peace offering in the form of his favorite beer. I grab one from the cooler and head out into the hallway when I see him drop his load and go back outside. I decide to follow him.

I’m just about to step outside when Nate comes in. “Helen,” he asks, “have you heard anything about my clearance?”

“No,” I say, keeping an eye on Dan, “not since yesterday when you asked me.”

“It’s already been a month. What could be taking so long?”

“Look, as I’ve explained, background checks take time. And before you ask me again, no, your arrest for Ashley Becket’s murder will not keep you from being approved.”

“How can you be sure?”

“Because, Nate, I’m the one who approves it. Trust me, I’d sign off on it now, but unfortunately, I can’t do anything until all the checks come through.”

“Oh. Right. OK. I won’t ask anymore.”

That’s what you said yesterday, I think. I say, “It’s all right, Nate. Don’t worry about it.”

“Bae?” Gladys calls from the living room, “did you see Addy? I really need to talk to him.”

“I’ll go look for him,” he replies. He turns to go back outside, muttering something under his breath.

I walk out on the porch and look around  for Dan until I finally spot him standing near the front of the truck. 

I walk up to him and am about to say, “Beware Romulans bearing gifts,” when I realize he’s on the phone. I turn to go back inside, but not before I hear him say with more than a little irritation, “C’mon, Lewis, you’ve got to tell me more than that. Especially if you want my help.” 

In spite of myself, I linger a split second more until Dan says, “No, not Monday morning. Maybe that night.” 

My conscience gets the best of me and I slip back inside, lingering near the door for the few moments that it takes him to hang up and come back in.  When he does, I hand him the beer and ask, “Is everything OK?”

“Oh, yeah, sure,” he says. “Thanks for this. I’m thirsty.” 

I realize that he doesn’t know what I heard and decide that it doesn’t really matter, since whatever it is, it’s unlikely any of my business.
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Two: Tom
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I’m putting a box of what appear to be spare parts from Star Trek in Gladys’ home office when I see what looks for all the world like three 23rd century sidecars for a jetpack in one corner. I am staring at them when someone behind me asks, “Do you like my invention, Father?”

I turn quickly and see Addison Stanley, an old friend of Gladys’ from MIT, standing in the doorway.

“I suspect I would,” I say with a chuckle, “if I knew what it was.”

He laughs and comes into the room. “Behold the baby sidecars that will attach to Gladys’ motorized wheelchair and allow her to take her little darlings around the house and down the block,” he says proudly.

Looking more closely, I realize that I’m looking at two highly modified double strollers, sans their bedding and canopies. “I see what they are now,” I say. “I’ve seen quite a few in the parish, but none quite this high tech.”

“I’ll admit I’m pleased with the design.” Addison reaches out to grasp a couple of sizable locking rings. “See, Father, these clamp on to Gladys’ wheelchair. The seats adjust so she can easily reach the babies when they're little and then later lower them so they can’t fall out when they’re bigger.”

“Very impressive,” I say, “and a very generous gift.”

“Oh, I don’t know about that,” he says with a shrug. “Gladys is special and several of us worked on it together as a baby present, you know. But we also hold the patent and hope to be able to market it to anyone who has children and uses a wheelchair to get around.”

“Gladys mentioned that you built her new wheelchair.”

He nods. “That’s right. Another present we hope to market. We have a patent pending on both the voice command and sensor technology.”

“Voice command? You mean she can just tell it to go where she wants to?”

“Oh, yes. I mean, there have been chairs that are voice-operated for years, but this uses artificial intelligence along with sensors that look for obstacles and maneuver the chair to avoid them. It’s like a self-driving car, only miniaturized. We really hope it’s a boon to quadriplegics."

“So, it's a generous gift not only to Gladys but hopefully to many others.”

“I can assure you, Father, that it is not so much a gift as a tribute to one of the smartest, most interesting, most delightful women any of us have ever known.” 

Addison traces his finger along one of the supports. “Some of us, I know, just wish we’d realized sooner just how great she is,” he says with just a hint of wistfulness.

I’m trying to think of an appropriate response when Nate comes in, “Father Tom, Helen says . . . ” 

He sees me talking with Addison and suddenly clams up. “Says what, Nate?” I ask.

This seems to startle him and he jumps a little. “Uh, what? Oh, yeah. She says that she thinks we’re almost done and wants to know if you're ready to leave?”

“I will be in a minute,” I say, “just as soon as I finish admiring this contraption. It's really something, Addison.”

“Oh, yeah, it's something all right,” Nate mutters under his breath.

If Addison hears it, he doesn’t let on. “Thank you, Father,” he says, “but now I’d better get back to work. Gladys wants everything at the Mission Control Annex, as she’s taken to calling this place, up and running before I leave tomorrow.”

“You’re flying back to California, right?”

“That’s right. I’d love to stay longer, but I have a demo of the Gladys Model One for some potential investors on Monday, and I need to make sure everything is ready to go.”

“The Gladys Model One?”

“Yeah,” he says a little sheepishly. “That’s what we call the chair.”

“I see. Well, have a safe trip.”

Addison turns to a piece of computer equipment and I head down to the living room. Helen’s not here, but Nate is sitting in an armchair staring at his hands.

Now, I’ll admit that I sometimes have a hard time figuring out why someone’s upset. I mean, I’ve gotten better since becoming a priest, but it still doesn’t come easy to me.

If you don’t believe me, you can ask Helen. 

But it doesn’t take a genius to figure out what’s bothering my surrogate son-in-law. 

“Nate?” I say from the doorway.

He slowly lifts his head. “Yes, Father Tom?”

“Gladys keeps telling me about the work you’ve been doing in the backyard. Care to show me?”

“Sure,” he says, not quite smiling but definitely brightening a little.

We go through the kitchen and out the back door into a small but charming vegetable garden with a tall wood fence around it. I say small but I suppose in this part of the country, it would be considered quite average or maybe a little large. Even after living in Maryland for almost thirty years, I still think of the vast expanses of several acres that many houses in north Florida are situated on as the standard. 

There are several rows of carefully tended vegetables. I recognize several types of tomatoes and lettuces, as well as zucchini, watermelon, corn with green beans growing entertwined with fat, healthy ears, and cantaloupes. Growing up a trellis along the back fence are cucumbers, snow peas and summer squash.

“This is amazing, Nate,” I say with sincere admiration. “And you did all of this yourself?”

“Well, yeah,” he says, standing with his hands in his pockets and a glum expression on his face. “I wanted Gladys to have fresh, organic vegetables to eat and this is the only way I could know for sure what she was having. I’m hoping to get some chickens next year. They’re good for eating bugs and, you know, laying eggs.”

“This is all very impressive, Nate” I say, spreading my arms to take in everything. I look at him and see he’s still not smiling, so I ask, “So why don’t you think so?”

“Oh, I did, Father Tom, and so did Gladys. She even took pictures of everything I was doing along and along and posted them online. I thought it was great and was really proud of my work. Until a few days ago.”

“When Addison came to town, am I right?” 

Nate confirms my suspicions with a nod. “Yeah. He came with the new chair, and the sidecars for the babies, and all sorts of ideas for setting up The Annex.”

“So I’m thinking you’re feeling, what, jealous, or a little left out, or both.”

“I guess,” he says, bending over to pinch a caterpillar off a tomato plant. I have to admit that I blanche a little when he drops it on the ground and grinds it into the dirt with the heel of his shoe. “I don’t want to, Father, I really don’t. But let’s face it, I’m no match for him, not in looks or brains or how much money I make. Addison acts all nice, but when he and Gladys start talking about things they did in college, and what all their friends are doing, I don’t have anything to say that will compare.”

I stand there a moment, trying to think of what to say next. Then I see something that inspires me. 

“Nate,” I say, looking over his shoulder, “all that you say may be true. But you have something Addison never will.”

“What’s that?” he asks sullenly.

“Her,” I say, taking him by the shoulders and turning him around as Gladys rolls down the ramp that I know he built for her. Behind her is an entourage including Dan, Helen, and Addison. 

“This may be my last day back here for a while,” she says, “so I want to show you the amazing garden Nate made. All the vegetables I put out today came from right back here. He picked them this morning.” 

Then, looking at Nate, she says, “Bae, come show them what you did with the corn and the beans. It really is so cool.”

“I’ll be right there, Bae,” Nate says, grinning from ear to ear now. Turning to me, he says, “Thanks, Father.”

I pat him on the shoulder. “Any time, son.”

As Nate goes off to his Bae, I look up on the porch to see a glum-looking Addison Stewart, Ph.D., taking in the scene.

***
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Early Sunday afternoon, I’m in Saint Clare’s basement having a small slice of a white frosted cake garnished with pink roses. I can’t say for certain, but I’m beginning to suspect that Nick Hallstead, owner of The Muffin Man Bakery, stays in business at least in part because of these beautiful and delicious white cakes with appropriately colored – that is pink or blue – roses that he produces on a nearly weekly basis for the baptism celebrations here at Saint Clare's. 

Suffice it to say that when God said to be fruitful and multiply, most of the couples in this parish understood the assignment.

Today, we are celebrating the baptism of Perpetua Joy Conway, the newborn daughter of Dan and Miriam Conway. She joins oldest sister, Catherine, twin brothers John Paul and Maximilian, third brother Andrew, and 20-month-old Helen Joan, my goddaughter and favorite of the bunch.  I stroll over to where Miriam is holding the guest of honor and talking to her godparents, Martin and Mae Maycord. Martin, in turn, is holding his son, 8-month-old Martin Joseph, Jr. 

“I guess it would’ve made more sense to ask you to be Helen Joan’s godparents, since you delivered her,” Miriam says to Martin and Mae, “but we were already committed to the good Father here and Helen. So we decided to ask you to be Perpetua Joy’s instead.“

“Suits me fine,“ Martin says. “I much prefer the role of godfather to that of midwife.“

“So no chance that you’re going to give up being a trauma surgeon to take on delivering babies on a full-time basis?“ Mae asks with a grin. “I mean, I can testify how well you did when MJ was born, even if it was in a stable.“

“No, thank you. Childbirth is messy, and there’s a lot of yelling on the part of both patients. Give me a good surgery where everyone’s knocked out before I meet them any day of the week.“

We all laugh at this. I ask Miriam, “Where’s Dan? I would think that he’d want to weigh in on this topic.“

She looks around the room briefly before pointing to the corner. “He’s over there with his cousin, Lewis. He and his wife came for the baptism, though I don’t see her now.”

“I don’t believe I’ve ever met Lewis,” I say. “Is he a member of the parish?”

“He’s Easter and Christmas, Father,” Miriam explains, “just like my sisters. And sometimes not even then. But he and Dan are close, almost like brothers, so he wasn’t about to miss this.”

“He wasn’t at Helen Joan’s, was he?”

“Unfortunately, he and Jill both had the flu. Remember Helen Joan was early.”

“I know I’ll never forget it,” Martin mutters, earning a gentle elbow in the ribs from his demure wife.

“I’ll go over and say hi,” I say. Excusing myself, I walk over to where the two men look like they’re having a pretty intense conversation. When I get closer, I hear Lewis say, “I tell you, Dan, I don’t know what I’m going to do. If I don’t fix this, my career is over. Hell, I’m not sure but what it could be . . . ”

He sees me approaching and stops in mid-sentence. Dan has his back to me and, before his cousin can stop him, says, “I told you, I’ll help you. We’ll figure something out. But not here, not today.”

“Father Greer,” Lewis says a little too loudly, obviously wanting Dan to shut up. “It's nice to finally meet you. My name’s Lewis Conway.”

Dan collects himself and says, “You mean you two have never met? Oh, that’s right, Lewis, you missed Helen Joan’s baptism because of that rotten flu. Well,” he adds, slapping me on the back, “since you’ve already introduced yourself, Lewis, allowed me to introduce Father Tom Greer, an excellent priest and a fairly good detective.”

Lewis arches his eyebrow as I say, “Really, Dan? Fairly good? That feels like high praise coming from you.”

“I’d like to say you’ve earned it, but I’m more inclined to believe that I’m just in a good mood because of the baptism,” he says with a laugh. 

I turn to Lewis and ask, “You’re the vice-principal at Myerton High, aren’t you?”

“I am,” he says, not quite as proudly as I’d expect.

“We have several of your students in our parish, including a couple of football players. From what I’ve heard, they had a great season last year. Can we hope for similar success in the coming season?”

I expect to hear optimistic bragging, since I recall that Lewis is the one who brought in the new coach who turned the team around. Instead, he says with surprising humility, “Well, that’s always what we hope for, right, Dan?”

Dan grins as he says, “It sure is, but you know, the important thing is that the kids have a good time and learn teamwork.”

This shocks me. Dan Conway is one of the most competitive people I’ve ever known, almost edging out my dear wife in aggression on the police department’s softball team. 

Before I can comment on this, Helen walks up. “Tom, I’m sorry but I need to run. Apparently there’s a cow loose out on Archer Road and the owner’s trying to claim that Lowry can’t remove it because of some 1873 law about animals on public streets.”

“I’m sorry about that,” I say. “Be careful.”

“Tom, it’s not like it’s the first time I’ve been around cows,” she says. “I grew up on a ranch, remember? Dan, I’m sorry I have to cut out. Give Miriam my love.”

“I understand,” he says with a grin, “and know that I’d love to take the call for you, but you know, family comes first.” 

“Yeah, Dan,” she says, “I’ll remember that next time Miriam’s sisters are in town.”

“Before you go, you remember my cousin Lewis,” Dan says.

“Of course,” Helen says. “We’ve met a couple of times to talk about security and other issues at the high school. Good to see you again.”

“Good to see you, too, Chief Greer,” Lewis says.

“Well, gentlemen, I’d love to stay and chat, but I have a cow to take care of,” she says, “so if you’ll excuse me.”

Helen heads to the exit. Lewis says, “I need to be going too, Dan. We’ll talk soon, right?”

“Right,” Dan says.

“Father Greer,” Lewis says, “very nice to finally meet you.”

“Nice to meet you, too,” I say. “I hope to see you again soon. Maybe at Mass on Sunday?”

Dan coughs and Lewis says, “Ah, sure, Father. Absolutely. Now, where’d Jill run off too?”

He leaves quickly, obviously concerned I was going to grab him by the collar and drag him to the confessional. Dan says, “I admire your guts, Tom.”

I shrug. “Hey, herding wayward sheep is my job, you know? But let me ask you, is Lewis in some kind of trouble?”

Dan stiffens. “Why would you ask that?”

“It’s just when I walked up I overheard you two talking. I didn’t mean to, I just . . . ”

“It’s nothing, Father,” Dan says quickly. “Just Lewis being Lewis. He’s always been a worrier. If you’ll excuse me, I need to say hi to some of our other guests.”

“Sure, Dan. I’ll talk to you later.”

Dan walks over to speak to Officer Cecil Potter and his wife. I spend another half hour or so wandering around the basement, talking to people and admiring the baby one more time. I even get to play with Helen Joan who, for reasons no one can explain, actually likes me. Then I go back to the Rectory and start lunch. Helen usually cooks on Sundays but I figure she’s got her hands full playing cowgirl out on Archer Road. 

I’m glad I did when she gets back a little before three, somewhat worse for wear. Apparently, she did not bother to change before going out because she comes in the back door carrying her shoes, her navy blue dress spattered with something I prefer not to contemplate, and having a distinct air about her.

“No one’s here, are they?” she growls.

“No,” I say.

“Good,” she grumbles and proceeds to shimmy out of the dress while walking into the laundry room. 

She comes back out a few minutes later wrapped in what I recognize as a recently washed sheet and carrying a handful of other clean clothes. Without a word, she heads straight for the downstairs bathroom. 

“Dare I ask?” I call after her. Her only response is a few select expletives and what I believe is “Lowry’s scared of cows!”

By the time she emerges from the shower, dressed now in the clothes she was carrying from the laundry room, dinner is done and I hand her a cold beer.

“So you want to tell me about it?” I ask in my best pastoral voice.

“There’s nothing to talk about, really. The cow had to be moved. The farmer wouldn’t do it. Lowry wouldn’t do it. So I did it.”

“You couldn’t make Lowry do it? I mean, order him or something?” 

“Oh, I probably could have, but not before running it past the city attorney to make sure that bovine phobia isn’t a protected condition. By that time, a truck would have come along and hit the cow, making an even bigger mess and potentially leaving me open to a lawsuit from either the owner of the truck, or the cow, or both, so it was just easier to move the cow. Or at least, that’s what it seemed like at the time. After what she did to my dress, I’m not so sure.”

“You think it can be saved?” I ask.

“Only if it's washable. I’m not about to send a dress covered with cow sh–dung to the dry cleaner.”

“I’m sure she appreciates that.”

After what she’s been through, I decide that we should break with our practice of eating Sunday dinner at the dining room table. We set ourselves up in the living room with tray tables in front of the TV. 

Being the good husband that I am, I even refrain from checking the NASCAR schedule.
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Three: Helen
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I’m just getting out of the shower Monday morning when my phone begins playing the Marine Corps Hymn.

“Tom, can you see what Dan wants,” I say as I begin toweling my hair.

“Sure.”

I can hear Tom’s voice through the door as he talks to Dan. I can’t make out what he’s saying, but it’s a brief conversation.

I blow dry my hair, brush it out, then open the door. “What did Dan want?” I ask as I walk into our bedroom.

“He didn’t tell me, but he wants you to call him back as soon as you can.”

“Hmm, must be important,” I say as I take the phone from Tom. “Can you get me another cup of coffee, Bae?”

We both freeze and look at each other. “We’re spending too much time around Nate and Gladys,” Tom says.

“Apparently,” I say as I hit redial

“Helen,”  Dan says when he answers, “I know it’s Father’s day off, but were you planning on going into the office at all today?”

“No, Tom and I were going up to the cabin for the day and staying over until morning. I thought I told you this on Friday.”

“Oh, yeah, that’s right,” he says. “I forgot.”

“Is something wrong? Do you need to talk to me about something?”

“No . . . no, it’s not that big of a deal. Really, you and Father have a good day.”

“Wait, Dan,” I say. “What’s going on?”

He pauses for a moment. “Look, the fact of the matter is, Miriam had a rough night with Pippa. I thought I’d take the day off and give her a chance to sleep in while I took care of the kids.”

“Why didn’t you just say that, Dan? You know I’ll give you any time you need, especially when there’s a new baby.”

“But I don’t want to cut into your time with the Father.”

I look at Tom. “Just hold on a minute, Dan.”

I mute the phone and say, “Dan wants to take the day off. Apparently Miriam had a rough night with Pippa. I know we had plans, but we can reschedule.”

“Of course,” Tom says. “We can go next Sunday after Mass. I’ll just get a head start on my homily, maybe work on my project.”

Smiling, I say, “Thank you.” I unmute the phone and say, “I just checked with Tom. Go take care of your family. I’ll cover you at the office today.”

“And I’ll take this weekend,” Dan says. “Thanks, Helen. This means a lot to me.”

I hang up. “Well, I guess I need to change what I was going to wear. Are you sure you don’t mind?”

“Of course I don’t, Helen,” Tom says. “After everything Dan’s done for us, giving up one day off is the least we can do. But I do have a question. Can you take a long lunch?”

I smile mischievously. “What did you have in mind, Father Greer?”

He returns my smile. “Nothing like that, unfortunately. I just thought you could take a long lunch.”

“Now that does sound tempting. Where do you want to go?”

“How about that Mexican place off the interstate? We haven’t been there in a while, and I’ve had a hankering for fajitas.”

“You know how much I love fajitas. Pick me up around noon?”

“Since I’m not saying Mass today, noon it is.”

***
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I’m almost to the station when my radio beeps, signaling an incoming call.

“Police response required to Hamilton Park,” the 911 dispatcher says. “Caller reports a fight among a group of juveniles, approximately twenty in number.”

I usually don’t answer radio calls, but since I wasn’t expected in the office today anyway, I decide to do something different. I key my mic and say, “This is Chief Greer. I’ll respond to the disturbance at Hamilton Park.”

“10-4, Chief,” the dispatcher says.

“Chief, Thompson here,” another voice says. “Tolson and I will respond to assist.”

“10-4, Thompson.”

It’s been a while, so I decide to run lights and sirens. I pull through the entrance to the park and immediately see the group of teenagers. There are more than twenty, most of them boys but a few girls. They’re in a circle, yelling and cheering.

As soon as they hear my siren, the group scatters in all directions like a bunch of ants. I switch to my loudspeaker and say into my mic, “Everyone stay where you are.”

The few that haven’t made it to the woods stop in their tracks. Where the group was standing, someone’s lying on the ground, moving slowly. 

“Must be the loser,” I say to myself.

I get out of my car just as Officers Thompson and Tolson roll up. He leaps out of the car and says, “What’s going on, Chief?”

“I’m not sure yet,” I say. Pointing to the remains of the crowd, I say, “You and Gwen talk to them and try to figure that out. I’m going to check out this guy.”

“Should I call for an ambulance, Chief?” Gwen asks.

“Let me see how bad he is.”

Thompson and Gwen walk to the group, Thompson saying, “Hey, come here and let’s have a chat.” I walk over to where the figure is now sitting up.

I’m about ten feet away when I realize who it is.

“Terry?” I say. 

Terry Davis, Bridget Austin’s son by her first marriage, looks up and shakes his head. “Chief Greer, you gonna tell Mom?”

I squat down next to him. He has a busted lip, his nose is bloody but probably not broken, and a black eye. “I don’t think I’m going to need to tell her anything, do you?”

“No,” he sighs, “I guess not.”

“What happened here, Terry?”

He begins to try to get to his feet, then sits back down with a grimace. “It was no big deal,” he says. “Mac and me, we were just horsing around.”

“Who’s Mac?”

“We’re on the football team together.”

“What did you say to make him mad?”

“Nothin’,” he says. “Like I say, we were messing around and things got a little out of hand.”

He tries to get up, then sits back down again. I look over and yell, “Thompson! Get the EMTs out here to check this kid out.”

Thompson nods, then walks back to his car, leaving Gwen talking to the others. “I’m no kid,” Terry growls.

“You’re what? Fourteen? You’re a kid.”

“I’m starting high school in a couple of weeks.”

“You’re still a kid, Terry.”

“Are they going to take me to the hospital?”

“It all depends on what they say.”

Terry shakes his head. “Oh, man. Mom’s gonna kill me.”

Ignoring the statement, I ask, “So you want to tell me what really happened?”

“I told you, we were just messing around. One thing led to another, you know . . . Look, Chief, it’s really nothing. Mac’s a friend of mine.”

“I’d hate to see what one of your enemies would do to you.” I stand up. “You sit tight. I’m going to see what your friends have to say about all this.”

I begin to walk away when Terry says, “Are you going to arrest me?”

I look back at him. “Fighting in public is a misdemeanor, but the jails would be full if we arrested every teenager who got into a scuffle with a friend.”

I walk up to Thompson and say, “So, what’d you get from them?”

“They were pretty tight-lipped until Gwen started talking to them,” he says. 

From the look on his face, I know what happened. “She turned on the charm a little, huh?”

“They were putty in her hands, frankly. Anyway, it was some kind of pre-first-day-of-school get-together. Some members of the football team, the cheer squad, and friends. Now the details are kind of murky, but apparently, members of the team started mouthing off at each other. One thing led to another, and the fight started.”

“The kid over there is Terry Davis,” I say. “He said the other kid’s name is Mac?”

“Yeah,” Thompson nods. “MacDonald A. Johnson. First string linebacker. He’s big. At least six-five and 225, all muscle. Terry picked the wrong guy to piss off.”

“So Terry started the fight?”

“According to the witnesses, yeah. Terry kept pushing and pushing Mac, saying he wasn’t as tough as he looked, you know, trash talk like that. Well, Mac finally had enough and clobbered him. Terry didn’t back down, though, and they kept at it until Mac had Terry on the ground. If you hadn’t come along, that kid would be in a world of hurt. How is he?”

The ambulance turns into the park. “Busted lip, bloody nose, black eye. I’ll leave it to the EMTs to say for certain.”

I wave to the ambulance and it pulls over to where we are. David Asher hops out. “Hi, Helen,” he says, “What ya got?”

Before I can answer, Gwen comes up and says, “Chief, what . . . Oh, hello.”

She’s looking at David. “Have you two not met yet?” I say. “Officer Gwen Tolson, this is–”

“David Asher,” he says, extending his head. “Nice to meet you.”

“Nice to meet you, too,” she says with a slight smile.

They’re just looking at each other, not saying anything. I glance at Thompson, who shrugs. “Officer Tolson?”

“Yes, Chief” she says, jumping a little. “I finished talking to the witnesses. I have their contact info. What do you want me to do with them?”

“Tell them to go home,” I say. “Thompson, you and Tolson here get back on patrol."

Turning to David, I say, “He’s over here. Come on.”

I walk with him to Terry. David squats down and gives the young man a thorough examination. Finally, he stands up and says to me, “He’s pretty beat up, but he doesn’t need to go in.”

“OK, thanks, David.”

David walks back to the ambulance. I look down at Terry. “OK, you can go home. You want a ride?”

Terry grimaces as he gets to his feet. “No, that’s OK. One of my friends will give me a lift.”

I look around. “There’s no one here, Terry.”

Terry looks around and mutters something under his breath. “In that case, Chief, can you drop me off at the house?”

“Sure, Terry.”

Walking to the car, Terry says, “I don’t know how I’m going to explain this to Mom.”

“Maybe you could talk to Steve, tell your mom together.”

Terry snorts. “Nah, he’s the last person I want to talk to about this or anything.”

Tom’s shared, and I’ve heard myself, Steve and Bridget’s concern about Terry. I’ve witnessed Terry’s negative attitude to his stepfather, which is surprising, considering how well they used to get along. I decide to step out of my role as police chief for a minute and ask, “Terry, what’s wrong between you and Steve? I mean, you used to get along.”

“Used to,” he mumbles. “Past tense. Things change. I don’t want to talk about it.”

Terry lapses back into silence, a silence that lasts the entire ride to his house. “Thanks, Chief,” he says as he gets out. “Tell Father Tom I said hi.”

“You’re welcome, Terry,” I say. “And just remember, Father Tom’s there any time you need to talk.”

“I know,” he says, “but there’s nothing he can do to help me.”

He turns from my car and walks to the front door of his home.

***
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“So it sounds like things are getting worse,” Tom says as we drive to El Toro for lunch.

“Maybe,” I say, “but not necessarily. Teenage boys have all that testosterone that makes them naturally aggressive. I remember back in high school, my guy friends were always getting into fights with each other.”

“You went to an all-girls Catholic high school,” Tom says. “How did you have guy friends?”

“It wasn’t cloistered, Tom,” I say with a laugh. “I mean, I did go home at the end of the day. I had guy friends.”

“You’ve never mentioned that before,” Tom says.

“I’m sure I did.”

“Then I must have forgotten.”

“You must have.”

We drive in silence for a minute. “So, these guy friends,” Tom says. “Anyone a special friend?”

I can’t believe what my forty-nine-year-old husband is asking me. “Really, Tom? That was over thirty years ago.”

“You’re right, you’re right,” he says quickly. “I’m sorry. Anyway, maybe I should check in with Steve and Bridget, see how things are going.”

“That might not be a bad idea.”

We pull into the parking lot at El Toro. It’s usually not busy on Monday for lunch, and today’s no different. There aren’t that many cars.

But one catches my attention.

“It can’t be,” I mutter as I get out of the car.

“What is it?” Tom asks as he comes around to my side.

I point to a silver sedan. “That looks just like Dan’s car.”

Tom looks. “It does. But why would he be here? He’s supposed to be taking care of Miriam.”

“I know that,” I say. “You’re right. It must be someone else’s.”

We walk into the restaurant and are shown to our table. I’m sitting down when I glance at a table in a corner across the room. Two men are seated, engaged in a deep conversation.

One of them is facing me. It’s Lewis Conway, Dan’s cousin.

Even though I can’t see the face, from the back, I know who Lewis’s lunch companion is.

“What the hell,” I mutter.

“What?” Tom says, looking up from his menu.

I nod towards the corner. “Dan’s here with his cousin, Lewis.”

Tom turns around. “I see Lewis, and that definitely looks like Dan from the back.”

“But what is he doing here? He’s supposed to be at home with Miriam.”

Tom looks back at me. “I overheard Lewis talking to Dan yesterday. He seemed really upset about something, and was asking Dan for help. Maybe Lewis wanted to talk over lunch?”

“But he’s supposed to be with Miriam,” I say. “That’s what he told me when he called this morning. Did he lie to me?”

“Oh, come on, Helen,” Tom says, closing his menu and leaning on his arms. “Dan wouldn’t lie to you, you know that. Miriam was probably feeling better, so Dan decided to have lunch with his cousin to
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