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One: Tom
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“How about chicken wings, meatballs, the rest of that seven layer salad, and a dozen Christmas cookies?“

I manage not to groan out loud as I contemplate this final feast in our cozy little cabin. Helen and I left Myerton after the Living Nativity on Epiphany and have been here for a week now. It has been an idyllic respite after the joy-filled chaos of Advent and Christmas. But our vacation is over, and now we have to go home. That means, at least to Helen, that we eat up all the food we brought with us. Hence, the, shall I say, unique menu idea for tonight‘s dinner.

“It sounds fine to me. Is there anything else in there that you think we must consume before we depart tomorrow morning, my darling?” I ask with as little sarcasm as I can manage.

“Well, since you asked,” she says, sticking her head further into the refrigerator and affording me the pleasure of the view as she does so, “there are a few eggs and the remains of the charcuterie board that the Bensons gave us. But I figure we can make omelets tomorrow morning and use that up.“

“Well,” I say, stretching out on the couch and placing the book I’ve been reading decidedly over my face, “it sounds like you have everything well in hand. I trust your judgment completely. Feel free to make all other decisions on your own and just call me when dinner is ready.”

I hear her walking over to me and I fully expect her to whack my book with the palm of her hand, or in some other way express her displeasure at me in a violent manner. Instead, she walks past me. I hear her sit and then stretch out in the reclining rocker near the fireplace. 

I peek out from under my copy of The Unpleasantness at the Belladonna Club and see that she has closed her eyes. 

I smile contentedly and settle in for a short winter’s nap.

It’s the perfect ending to a perfect trip.

***
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It’s dark by the time I open my eyes and I hear Helen still snuffling. I glance at my phone. Since it’s after six and I’m feeling a bit peckish, I decide to go ahead and begin to get dinner warmed up in the microwave. 

I slowly rise from the couch, each pop and crack a reminder that I’ll be turning fifty this year. Slipping my feet into the fleece-lined slippers Helen got me for Christmas, I get up and walk into the kitchen. I open the door and pull the meatballs and chicken wings out of the fridge.

Setting them on the counter, I look out the window. We’ve had light snow on and off all day, but it’s beginning to pick up. The wind’s blowing flakes against the glass, where they melt on contact.

I’ve just put the meatballs in the microwave when I hear the reclining chair snap closed. It’s not long before Helen comes up behind me, smelling softly of vanilla and slipping her arms around me. 

“I thought I was going to make dinner,” she says sleepily.

“It really doesn’t matter, does it?” I ask. “It’s not like it requires any real work on either of our parts. I figure I’ll warm everything up and we can just eat on the couch in front of the fireplace.”

She stretches her back like a cat and then nearly purrs, “That works for me.”

The microwave dings. I remove the meatballs and hand them to Helen. “Why don’t you take these and the salad. I’ll bring the wings. What do you want to drink?”

“Hmm, any of that hard cider Dan gave us left?”

“I think I saw a couple of bottles.”

“I’ll have one of those.”

She walks out and I stick the wings in the microwave. While the time’s counting down, I get the last two bottles of cider from the fridge. I grab the now warm wings from the microwave and join Helen in front of the fireplace.

We have just said grace over our leftovers when Helen asks, “So how’s Anastasia today? I know you texted Gladys.” 

I grin sheepishly. We both agreed when we came here for the week that we would leave all our troubles at home. However, the now five-pound Anastasia has been the exception to the rule. We’ve texted Gladys every day since we left to find out how our little miracle is progressing.

“Still eating well,” I say. “Not as well as her bruiser brothers, but she’s gaining all the time.”

“And the training program?“ Helen asks.

“Gladys is still hard at work on that. I don’t know how good it is for Anastasia, but I know it’s doing her mom a world of good to feel like she’s able to help her.” 

The ‘training program’ is something Gladys and Nate have started using with their daughter to maximize Anastasia‘s brain growth and recovery from whatever damage she may have suffered at birth. Developed by a pediatrician who specialized in infants with special needs, it comes highly recommended, and I have seen some glowing articles about it. Gladys has taken to it with the typical level of determination that has marked her as the terror of criminals and any group of people that she’s leading in a project.

“According to Mae–and by extension Martin, I’m sure–the doctor who created the program has an excellent reputation in the field.“ Helen pauses, and then continues, “Speaking of Mae, it was good to see all the Trents together in Midnight Mass on Christmas Eve.”

“Yes it was,“ I agree. “I will admit that it was strange seeing Dominic sitting in a pew instead of serving beside me, but just having him at Mass is a minor miracle.“

“I was hoping that having to dress as an angel while he was herding the sheep through the Christmas pageant would have a positive impact on him. To be fair, it takes a lot of courage for a guy his age to dress like that.”

“I don’t think he had a lot of choice. It’s my understanding that Miriam insisted that anyone working with the animals be in costume. Since AJ is Dominic’s  boss, he grabbed the role of shepherd for himself.”

“Do you think Dominic is ready to return to the fold?” Helen asks, eyeing me with a mixture of sympathy and hope.

I shake my head.  “I don’t know. When someone wanders away from the Church, they don’t typically have a ‘road to Damascus’ experience and come back overnight. Hopefully he’s ready to make some better choices with his life, but I think it’s going to take time.”

We sit for a few minutes, quietly eating and looking into the fire. Helen finally says brightly, “Vincent looked good. I think military life agrees with him.”

“I’m not sure I would go as far as to say that serving as a medic in a war zone would agree with anyone, but he at least seems more content than he was before he left for Ukraine.”

“Did you talk to him?” she asks.

“For a few minutes after Mass,” I say. “He’s going back to college in the spring to get the credits he needs to graduate by the end of summer.”

“I thought he had another year to go before he left?”

I drain the last of the cider from my bottle. “Apparently, the college is going to credit Vincent’s time in Ukraine, including all the training he had to take, towards what he needs to graduate.”

Helen smiles. “Sounds like something Martin had a hand in.”

“According to Vincent, the college accepts life experience on a case by case basis. But you’re probably right about that.”

Helen stretches again, and then looks out the window. “That snow is really coming down. I hope the plows are out and the roads are well-salted. Otherwise, we may be stuck here for another day or two.” 

She grins as she says this. I almost feel guilty as I say, “Oh, I think the whole point of you having that new four-wheel-drive Ford Explorer as your official vehicle is so that you can get anywhere in any kind of weather if duty calls.”

“If duty calls, yes. But if I’m just going to go back to start on my post- Christmas paperwork, we could stand to be snowed in for another day or two, couldn’t we?”

I wrap my arms around her and say, “Actually, I suppose we could. Although, knowing Father Wayne, he might just command me to strap on some snowshoes and hike back to town.”

“But if he did, I could persuade him that I needed you to stay here to take care of delicate little me.” 

I shoot her a glance that acknowledges that I realize that her remark is dripping with sarcasm. “I know he’d probably let me stay if you asked,” I say, “but I suggest you come up with a better excuse than that.”

Looking at her watch, Helen says, “It’s almost 7:30. Do you want to watch Jeopardy?”

“Sure,“ I say, reaching for the remote. It’s still on the same channel we left it on the last time we watched TV, which was 7:30 last night. The music is playing as I walk into the kitchen and load our plates in the dishwasher. I start it running and then rejoin Helen on the couch, this time with two glasses containing the last of the eggnog.

We are at Final Jeopardy when something starts scrolling across the bottom of the screen. I’m not paying very close attention, but Helen sits up and stares. 

I look and see the words: 

There has been a major crash on I-70 just west of Myerton. Both eastbound lanes of the interstate are closed and drivers are asked to avoid the area.

“That sounds bad,“ I say.

“It does,” Helen says as she reaches for her phone. 

“Do you think . . .”

She holds a finger up as she says, “Nina, this is Helen. What’s going on?”

Her phone is on speaker. I hear Nina say, “Helen, I am not on the scene, but it is my understanding that a pickup truck crossed the median and hit a bus full of teenagers returning from a skiing trip head-on. It was snowing, the bus turned over, and a number of other cars are piled up behind it. I’ve activated our mass casualty plan in conjunction with the fire department and Myerton General. The Mobile Emergency Command post is being set up.”

“Are you on your way there?”

“As soon as I get Nancy fed. Dan should be in-route. State Police are rerouting traffic off the interstate. Traffic in town’s already beginning to back up, so I’m posting officers at the major intersections to handle the extra cars.”

“How many officers have you sent to the scene?”

“About half the force.” Nina pauses. “I’m also calling in the auxiliary. It sounds really bad, Helen.”

Helen and I look at each other. “Understood,” Helen says. “We’re on our way. Keep me posted.”

“Right, Chief.”

Helen hangs up and says, “So much for one last peaceful evening.”

“Let’s get packed,” I say, heading to the stairs. “It sounds like it’s going to be a long night for everyone.”
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Two: Helen
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Fifteen minutes later, we’re in the Explorer on our way to Myerton.

“What do you need me to do?” Tom asks.

“Try to reach Martin,” I say. “I need to know what the hospital needs first to care for the injured.“

Tom speed dials Dr. Martin Maycord, a good friend and the head of trauma surgery at Myerton General Hospital. According to the emergency operations plan, he’s also the liaison between the hospital and the city. Knowing Martin like I do, I expect that he’s on his way to the scene if he’s not already there.

We listen anxiously as it rings once, then twice. Halfway through the third ring, a voice that I don’t immediately recognize answers and says, “Father Tom, this is Vincent Trent. I’m on Martin’s phone. He’s right here and you’re on speaker. Do you know what’s going on?“

“Vincent, this is Helen,” I say. “Martin, Tom and I are on our way to the accident scene. Fill me in on what you know so far. All I know is that there’s been a bad accident.”

Martin can be brusque in the best of circumstances. Tonight his voice is sharp and clipped as he says, “I’m at the scene, Helen. The exact details are a little unclear, but here’s what we know. A charter bus was returning from a ski trip to Pennsylvania when it was hit head-on by a pickup truck. The roads are slick, so the bus skidded and turned over. We’ve got in the neighborhood of 40 injured, at least half of them teenagers, some of them still trapped in the bus. We’re trying to locate the official list of who was there so we can make sure no one‘s missing. Also, there are at least a dozen other vehicles involved. We’re triaging right now. I’ll know more by the time you get here.” 

“Any fatalities?” I ask.

“So far, only the bus driver. But I’d be surprised if he’s the only one. It’s really bad out here.”

Martin pauses for a minute, and I hear him barking out some orders before he says back into the phone, “Helen, call Tony. I’ve got to go. But we need every hand on deck that you can beg, borrow, or steal.“

He hangs up and Tom wastes no time in dialing Tony Jenkins, Myerton’s fire chief and his NASCAR buddy. He answers without preamble, “Tom, wherever you are, get out to I-70. Big accident just west of the exit to downtown. We need every hand we can get.”

Before he can hang up, I say, “Tony, we’re on our way. Do you have enough police support?”

“The state police are managing the eastbound traffic, directing cars off the interstate and detouring them through town. I’m sure you have all the officers out here who can be, but it’s still not enough.”

“Nina sent who she could,” I say. “We’ve got officers dealing with the traffic jam caused by the detour around the accident.”

“I understand,” he says. Tony hesitates for a moment, and then says, “Look, I know it’s dangerous and they’re only teenagers, but do you think you could get the police auxiliary out here to hand out blankets and just help me in the warming station, if we actually get it set up?”

“Nina’s contacting Jerry Holiday. You should have some help in a bit.”

“Fantastic. But I’ll tell you, the weather’s getting worse. We’ve got to get the ones who aren’t injured someplace warm.”

Before I can answer, Tom says, “I’ll call Anna and have her get the church basement opened. Bill Brandt can get as many Knights as he can to go out and get the heat going and make some pots of coffee. The uninjured can go there while they wait for their families to come get them.”

“Great idea, Tom,” Tony says. “I’ll work on getting transport from here.”

“I’ll let you know when everything’s set up,” Tom says.

“We’re about ten minutes out, Tony,” I say. “How are things at the command post?”

Tony sighs. “Lex is there, and in spite of that, things are running according to the plan.”

“Understood.”

I hang up and Tom asks, “What’s Lex doing at the accident scene?”

“According to the emergency operations plan, he represents the Mayor’s office. Which would be fine, but he tends to be very hands on, if his behavior during the exercises was any indication.”

Tom nods. “I’m calling Anna.”

I think for a moment. “Martin may have already thought of this, but in case he hasn’t, why don’t you give Mae a call, too. If she’s available, it would be handy to have someone there who has training in trauma counseling.”

“Martin may have been too busy to think of that,” Tom says. “It’s a good idea.”

The phone is on speaker, and I hear Anna say as soon as she answers, “I’m glad you’re on your way back.”

Tom and I look at each other. “How did you know?”

“Because other than texting Gladys every day–yes, she told me–you made it very clear you were not going to  contact me at all until you were on your way home. I’m also glad Helen has that SUV. I’d hate the idea of you trying to drive through this mess in your fancy little sports car.”

“We’re both glad about Helen’s new vehicle,” Tom says. “I just wanted to make sure that you knew what was going on and why we left the cabin early.”

“I do, and as soon as I heard that there was a bus full of kids involved, I called the Cardinal and asked him to activate the Archdiocesan emergency response team. They should be out here in another hour or so with cots, food, bedding, and anything else that people might need while they’re waiting. I called the Ladies of Charity in and they’re working on getting coffee started. Bill has the Knights setting up tables and chairs.”

Once again, I marvel at Anna’s efficiency. “That sounds great, Anna,” I say. “Just what the doctor ordered.”

“It’s the least we can do here at a time like this,” she says. “I just hope and pray that we have a lot more people at the church than at the hospital.”

Or the morgue, I think to myself. 

I don’t say it out loud. I have never been part of a mass casualty situation myself but I have participated in multiple drills for situations just like this. I’m running through what I learned in my mind. I decide to call Dan.

He answers, “You’re on your way here, right?”

“Tom and I both are,” I say. “We’re not that far out.”

“When you get to the scene, I need you at the mobile command center. There’s a situation only you can handle.”

“And what’s that?”

He takes a deep breath. “You’re needed to prevent a homicide.”

Tom and I look at each other. “Lex?” I say.

“Who else,” Dan says. “I want to know whose bright idea it was to have him be the liaison with the mayor’s office?”

“That was Mayor Shelby’s decision. I mean, he is Deputy Mayor. You know, second-in-command of the city?”

“Ok, I can see that. But isn’t part of his job to be seen and not heard? Except when the first responders need something?”

“Yes, and I know he has a tendency to micromanage, but he’ll back down if you stand up to him. What’s he doing right now?”

There’s silence on the other end of the phone. “Just sitting at his station, on the phone” he says. “Tony asked him to check with other municipalities about getting more resources. I think that was just to get him out of the way. He’s also been on the phone with the National Transportation Safety Board. They have a team on their way from DC.”

“OK, it sounds like he’s out of the way,” I say.

“How long until you get here?”

Out my front window is a kaleidoscope of red and blue lights reflecting off the wet pavement. Men and women clad in firefighter turnout gear, paramedics bundled against the cold, state police manning a checkpoint, and my own officers are scurrying around dark lumps that were once automobiles. A short way off, turned over on its side and perched precariously on the side of the road, is the bus.

“We’re here,” I say grimly. “I’ll see you in a minute.”

***
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The state trooper waves us through the checkpoint and directs us to where the mobile command center is set up. The center is a relatively recent acquisition by the city, purchased with a grant from the Department of Homeland Security the previous year–a similar grant to the one that purchased my new official vehicle. While deployed as part of a couple of exercises, this is the first time it’s being used for an actual emergency.

I park as close as I can. “Come on, Tom,” I say as I unbuckle. 

“Right behind you,” Tom says.

We walk quickly from the car to the door to the center. Inside is a beehive of activity, with about as much room. The central communications console takes up much of the front. I’m not surprised to see it manned.

I am surprised by who’s manning it.

“Gladys,” I say, “what are you doing here?”

Gladys Rodriguez, my department computer expert and mother of two-month-old triplets turns her wheelchair to me. “Well, if I remember correctly, my job. If you recall, I’m part of the communications team.”

“But what about the kids?”

“They’re safe at home with Nate and Tonya.”

I take a deep breath. I look into her face and see the bags under her eyes, a testament to the sleepless nights I know she’s had since giving birth to two healthy boys and a little girl who we almost lost. She’s only twenty-six, but she looks like she’s aged ten years.

She moves closer to me. In a low voice she says, “Mom, I know you and Dad have been worried about me. But I’m fine. I’m where I need to be right now. With what happened, you need me here.”

I hesitate, then nod. “OK but–”

“Understood, Chief,” she says. “I’ve got to get back to trying to get into these phones.

She turns back to her station. It’s then I see more than a dozen phones, some with their screens smashed, some not. “What are these?”

“Phones recovered from the bus,” Gladys says. “They were scattered when the bus tipped over. There are so many unconscious, and we haven’t been able to locate the trip roster with the emergency contact info. We don’t even have ID for some of the kids.”

“You’re trying to get the contact lists in the phones so we can call their parents,” I say, nodding. “Good idea.”

I turn and am about to say something to Tom when Deputy Mayor Lex Luther walks up, looking more stressed than usual.

“Terrible,” he sputters. “It’s just a terrible situation, Helen. I’m glad you were able to make it. I’m just surprised you weren’t here earlier.”

“We were at our vacation cabin,” I say. “We saw the accident on the news and got here as fast as we could.”

“Well . . . OK, then,” he says. “I’ve called Frostburg, Cumberland, and Hagerstown. They’re all sending additional resources. Chief Jenkins has all available firefighters and paramedics on site. What about your officers?”

“Those who aren’t needed to handle the traffic jam caused by the detour around the accident are here aiding in rescue efforts. We’re also calling out the auxiliary to help.”

“Good, good,” he says. “What we really need is a plan to handle the uninjured. We have them in a tent right now, but we really need to get them someplace warmer. Also we need a place where families of victims can go for more information.”

“That’s already handled, Lex,” Tom says. “Even as we speak the basement at Saint Clare’s is being readied to receive anyone who needs help with hot coffee, food, blankets, and information.”

Lex gets a concerned look. “The basement of Saint Clare’s, you say?”

Tom’s brow narrows. “Is there a problem?”

“Not a problem, per se,” Lex says slowly. “But I think it would be better to have a more . . . more secular location. Maybe the high school gymnasium. We don’t want to risk offending anyone, now, do we, Father Tom?”

I can see Tom’s jaw tighten. Before he can respond, I say, “While I’d normally say the gymnasium is a good idea, the basement at Saint Clare’s is already set up. Isn’t it, Tom?”

Tom waits a second before saying, “Yes, that’s right. Our Ladies of Charity and Knights of Columbus have worked very hard in a short period of time. The Archdiocesan Response Team is on its way with hot food, cots, blankets, and anything else they might need. Besides, I doubt very much if these people really care what’s hanging over the door. They just want someplace warm.”

Like I knew he would, Lex quickly backs down, saying, “Oh, yes, yes, of course Father. And I didn’t mean to imply–”

Before he can say more, Dominic Trent bursts through the door. “Is Father–oh, Father Tom.”

“What is it, Dominic?” Tom asks.

“Martin needs you right now at the north end of the scene. You need to come as quickly as you can.”

“Let’s go,” Tom says. He glances back at me, the look in his eyes speaking volumes.

Tom is trained in advanced first aid, but if Martin needs him urgently, it’s not for his skills in that area.

Someone needs the last rites.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Three: Tom
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Like most Americans, I have seen news reports of mass casualty incidents, including large scale vehicular accidents.

Nothing has prepared me for what I see as I follow Dominic away from the command center.

The flashing lights from the police cars, fire trucks, and other emergency vehicles make an almost strobe-like effect that is only softened by the still shining headlights of crumpled cars. Trying to keep up with Dominic, I dive headfirst into the chaos, running a few steps before I realize that the scene is too crowded and chaotic to allow me to move that fast. Instead, I walk as fast as I can, weaving my way around stretchers and first responders and injured people sitting in shock. 

Somewhere in the back of my head, I remember the principles of triage, and I know that as much as I want to pause now and kneel by the woman who is lying on the cold ground with a gash in her head and offer comfort, she is alive and alert and wearing a yellow tag that tells me that someone with more knowledge and experience than I have has assessed her and judged that she will be OK for the moment. 

She can wait, but someone out there can’t. 

Still following Dominic, I manage to skirt around the edge of the bus laying on its side, and keep moving. I want to turn. I want to look. I can hear the cries of the young people still inside. I want to stop and help, but this is not what I was told to do. I was told to go where I am headed and so I keep moving, balling my fists in my pockets with frustration that I can’t do more.

I manage to get a few feet past the bus and I’m now in what looks like a macabre field of bumper cars. Except this is no children’s game. These cars have no rubber bumpers, and they have done real damage to each other and to the people inside.

“Father Tom! This way!”

I look and see Dominic waiving for me to follow him. He doesn’t pause for long after getting my attention. Again, I  try to catch up with him, but can only manage to keep him in sight until we finally get to the end of the chaos.

I hear Dominic call, “He’s here, Martin.”

A silhouetted figure steps away from where one car has obviously rear ended another, the last two cars in a train created by an almost demonic chain reaction.

The figure turns and says to someone, “Father Tom is here. I’m going to speak to him for just a minute, and then he’ll be with you.

He steps away from the car and from the victim that I still cannot see and walks toward me. As the figure gets closer, I recognize Martin Maycord. Even in the dim light, I see the grim look on his face and something akin to anguish. 

“Martin, what’s wrong?” I ask.

He gestures with his head. “Tom, there is a young man back there who’s dying. It’s Jesse Truford.”

I recognize the name. He’s been an altar server at Saint Claire’s since not long after I arrived. Before I can react, Dominic says, “Oh my God, Martin! Why didn’t you tell me who it was?”

Martin looks at him with a strange combination of compassion and sternness as he says calmly, “Because I needed you to go get Father Tom, and now I need you to stay with him. I don’t know exactly what happened, but he’s pinned between two cars, his body basically cut in half. He’s awake and alert and is not suffering, but there is nothing I can do to save him.”

“There has to be something!” Dominic yells. “We . . . we need to get him out so you can get him to the hospital. You need to call the fire department, get the jaws of life.”

“Don’t you think I would have done that if I thought there was even the slightest possibility of saving his life?” Martin says, the anguish now in his voice. “The only reason he’s still alive is because he’s pinned.”

“I don’t understand,” I say.

“He has severe internal injuries. The only reason he hasn’t bled out is because the cars are acting like a tourniquet. If we move him, he’ll die instantly. At least this way, there’s a chance he’ll be able to say goodbye to his family.”

“Are they on their way?” I ask.

“I called them and told them what happened,” Martin says. “The state police know to bring them when they arrive.”

“What about the driver of the other car?”

“She was lucky. Got away with bruising and scrapes from the airbag deploying. A combination of poor visibility and slick roads, so she couldn’t get stopped in time. A paramedic took her back to the aid station.”

Martin takes a step forward and lowers his voice. “Tom, like I say, I can’t do anything else for him. He’s in your hands now. I need to get to the hospital. There are other people I can help.”

I want to ask more questions, but the tell-tale sounds of a helicopter makes further conversation impossible. The copter–I should say, Martin’s copter–lands about fifty yards from where we’re standing. Martin gives Dominic and me a gentle shove towards the cars before turning and walking briskly towards his waiting ride. He climbs aboard, and the copter takes off. 

I take a deep breath, pray for help to every saint who might be listening, and take Dominic by the arm.

“Father,” Dominic says weakly, “I can’t.”

“Come on,” I say gently, “let’s go see Jesse.”

“But . . .”

“He shouldn’t be alone in his final moments. He needs a friend.”

Dominic takes a deep breath and nods. 

We walk to where the trunk once was on the second-to-the-last car. When I first see Jesse, I think there must’ve been some sort of mistake. His eyes are open and he is smiling gently. As I get closer and realize that there is almost no space between the bumpers of the cars, I understand what Martin was saying. 

When Jesse sees me, he smiles and says, “Father Tom, I didn’t expect to see you out here tonight.”

Doing my best to put on a positive face, I say, “I came to check on you son. Sounds like you could use some prayers.”

“I believe I could, Father,” he says, his smile fading a bit. “Doctor Maycord . . . well, he told me, so I’d appreciate . . .”

Jesse trails off, then sees Dominic standing behind me. “Dominic,“ he says, with as much of a grin as he can muster. “Long time no see.” 

Dominic swallows. “Hi, Jesse,” he says.

Jesse turns to me and says, “Do you remember, Father, when my family first came to Saint Claire’s? I didn’t know anybody. All my siblings were married. I felt so lost. Then I met this guy. He took me under his wing and got me involved serving at the altar. I’d never done it before then. He . . . he taught me everything I know about it.”

Dominic is struggling to keep his emotions under control, but he reaches out and takes Jesse’s free hand. “You were a natural,” he says softly. “I’d show you something one time and you’d do it.”

“You were a great teacher,” Jesse says, his voice cracking a little. “We all looked up to you. We all wanted to be you. And then one day . . . where did you go, Dominic?”

“Jesse,” I say quietly, “save your strength. Your parents will be here soon.”

“No one would tell us,” Jesse continues. “We all heard rumors about you, but none of us believed them. I knew whatever happened, you’d be back. I just never thought . . .”

“I’m sorry, Jesse,” Dominic rasps. “I’m . . . I’m so sorry.”

Jesse smiles. “You’re here with me now, Dominic. That’s what matters.”

His breathing’s becoming labored. I know there’s not much time left. Anxious to do all I can to ease his way on to his next home, I pull out my purple stole, anoint him with oil, and begin the prayers for the dying. 

I hesitate when I get to the words, “Go forth, Christian soul, from this world.” Jesse says quietly, “It’s OK, Father Tom. Go ahead. I want to be ready.”

As I continue the prayers and anoint Jesse, Dominic makes the responses out of years of training and habit, even as I can detect a stifled sob in his throat. When I finish, I ask, “Is there anything else that you’d like us to do, Jesse?”

He seems to want to shake his head but is unable to do so, and instead says, “No, sir. I went to confession just a couple of days ago, so I’m all caught up. I just need to hold on now for my parents.”

We sit in silence for a moment, and then Jesse asks, “Dominic, what’s that song that we always sing at funerals? The one about the angels?” 

Dominic looks at me and I say, “Let’s not think about that right now, son. You need to just rest and save your strength for when your parents get here.”

Jesse hesitates, and I can see that he’s having more trouble breathing as he says softly, “Then you sing it, Father. You and Dominic. I want to hear it.”

Now, anyone will tell you that I cannot sing under the best of circumstances. Years of practice have enabled me to chant as needed and to carry a tune with plenty of support from others. So I am both shocked and grateful when I hear Dominic begin, almost in a whisper, to sing. His young baritone grows stronger, and I manage to join him as we pray in song,

“May the angels lead you into paradise; 

may the martyrs receive you at your arrival 

and lead you to the holy city Jerusalem. 

May choirs of angels receive you 

and with Lazarus, once poor, 

may you have eternal rest."

Jesse closes his eyes in contentment as we finish, and I’m afraid that we’re losing him until he says with surprising firmness, “That’s what I want.“

I honestly don’t know what I might have said next, or what I might’ve done. But at this moment, a Maryland State Police car pulls up. A couple jump out from the back seat and rush up. In the dim light cast by the patrol car’s headlights, I recognize Jesse’s parents, Marion and Norman. 

“Jesse!” Marion says. “We’re here!”

“Hi, Mom, Dad,” Jesse says weakly.

“What happened?” Norman said. “Doctor Maycord said you’d been pinned between cars. 

“I was trying to get the flares out,” Jesse says. “I . . . I didn’t want . . . Car came up . . . couldn’t stop . . . “

His breathing’s labored and he slumps forward, exhausted by the effort. Marion begins to cry and reaches for her son. “You’re going to be OK, Jesse,” she says. “Just hang on. We’ll get someone to help get you out of here.”

“Oh Mom,” Jesse says with a weak smile, “Doctor Maycord was here. He’s the best. But he told me . . . he got Father Tom . . . I’m ready.”

It’s then that they realize I’m here. Norman looks at me and says, “Thank you for coming, Father.”

I say quietly. “I’ve given him last rites. According to Martin, he’s not in any pain.”

Norman nods and turns his attention back to his son. Jesse says, “I’ll say hi to Grandma and Grandpa for you.”

I take Dominic by the arm and lead him away from the family. I slip my arm around his shoulder as I say, “Thank you for everything, Dominic. I could not have done it without you.”

He doesn’t answer me at first, and I’m afraid that the gravity of the situation may be getting to him, but then, he surprises me once again by giving me a quick hug and saying, “Father Tom, I have a lot I want to talk to you about, but now is not the time.  You’re the one they need now, not me. I’m gonna go back to the command center and see what else I can do.”

He walks off. Behind me, I hear a cry of anguish from Marion.

“Eternal rest grant unto him, O Lord,” I say, making the sign of the cross. “And let perpetual light shine upon him.”

I turn and walk back to the grieving parents, preparing myself to offer them comfort amidst the chaos.

Even as I do, I cannot get one thought out of my mind.

How did all this happen in the first place?
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Four: Helen
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Tom leaves on his mission of mercy. I offer a silent prayer for whoever he’s going to care for. Then, I turn my attention back to Lex. “With Saint Clare’s ready to receive people,” I say, “the only issue is getting them there.”

“I’ll request a couple of buses from the transit authority,” Lex says. “Not the big ones, the smaller ones.”

“Good idea. Those should be able to navigate the road conditions better.”

Lex goes back to his station to make the necessary call. I look around the center for Dan. I’m a little surprised he’s not here. Tony’s at the station designated for the fire department, barking orders into his radio. He sees me and says, “I thought I saw you come in.”

“Do you know where Dan is?” I ask.

Tony looks around. “He was here a few minutes ago.”

“Chief Greer,” says a young woman clad in a police auxiliary uniform, “Detective Conway went to the accident scene. I mean, where the accident started.”

“Thanks, um . . .”

“Katie Stockton, Chief,” she says. “I just joined about a month ago.”

“Welcome aboard,” I say. I zip my coat back up and put up my fur-lined hood. “I’m going to find Detective Conway.”

I leave the warmth of the center and plunge back into the cold, snow, and darkness. I see Officer George Bailey helping a paramedic. “Bailey, I need to find Conway. He’s where the accident started, apparently?”

“He came by here about fifteen minutes ago,” Bailey says. “I’ll take you to where he is.”

I follow Bailey through the maze of damaged cars, emergency vehicles, and first responders attending to victims. There are also a few bodies covered in yellow tarps, waiting for transportation to the hospital morgue. We walk past the bus, tipped on its side. Firefighters and paramedics, assisted by some of my officers and troopers from the state police, are carefully helping the less-injured victims out. On the ground near the bus, paramedics attend to the more injured, with a few of my auxiliaries holding IV bags while the professionals quickly work to get them stable and ready for transport to the hospital in one of the waiting ambulances I recognize David Asher attending to one young woman who appears unconscious.

We get to what was the front of the bus, now a mangled mess of metal. In the front, where the driver’s seat would be, is what remains of a red pickup truck, one of the large ones like a Ford F150 or a Chevy Silverado, though it’s hard to tell the make and model. The area is roped off with crime scene tape. Just inside the tape stands Dan, his hands in the pockets of his wool Marine Corps overcoat.

“Thanks, George,” I say as Bailey lifts the tape enough for me to get under. “Go and see where you can help.”

He nods and leaves. Dan turns to me and says, “Awful, isn’t it?”

“The worst I’ve ever seen,” I say, “though I haven’t really seen too many accidents like this.”

“I worked one worse than this when I was a trooper,” he says quietly. “I remember searching for survivors. Came across one kid who’d been ejected from his car and thrown about a hundred yards. Injuries so severe he wasn’t even identified for a week. The day after working that wreck, I applied here. Miriam was pregnant with Catherine, and wanted to be near her mom anyway,  . . .”

On the other side of the truck I see a flash. “Is that someone from the state police?” I ask.

“No. That’s Edwards. He’s documenting the scene,” he says.

This confuses me. “Why? State Police has primary jurisdiction over accidents on the interstate.”

“Accidents, yes,” Dan says. “But this was more than just an accident.”

“What do you mean?”

“Come on, I’ll show you.”

Dan and I walk around the back of the truck. On the other side is Edwards, photographing something on the road. When we get to where the cab was, I see what my detective means.

There is the remains of a bottle of vodka on the pavement. Since the cap is nowhere to be found, it’s clear that it was open at the time of the accident.

“That’s what puts this in our laps,” Dan says.

I nod. “So what do we know about the driver?”

“He was still alive last I heard. They airlifted him to the hospital. Probably in surgery now.”

“Do we have an ID?”

Dan nods and pulls out his notebook. “Name’s Casey Carlin. His license is out of Pennsylvania. According to his date of birth, he’s nineteen.”

“So what we have here is youth, bad weather, and alcohol,” I say. “A deadly combination.”

“That, plus speed,” Dan says. “We’ll have to get the data from the truck’s black box, but it wouldn’t surprise me if he was going over 100 at the time of the crash.”

I look around. “I’ve heard bits and pieces about what happened. Can you walk me through it?”

Dan walks to the edge of the road. “According to the state police, Carlin was driving east. For some reason–probably hit a patch of untreated pavement–he lost control, left the road, plowed through the median, and slammed into the bus. The bus tipped over and slid to a stop against the guardrail.”

I’m looking at the bus now. Firefighters are still getting the injured out, helping some who are able to get out under their own power, lifting others out on stretchers through what were once windows.

“Tell me about the bus,” I say.

Consulting his notebook, Dan says, “It’s a charter out of Virginia. From what we’ve been able to find out, it was carrying forty-two middle and high school kids from a Christian school on a ski trip to Pennsylvania. They were on their way home.”

I take a deep breath and ask the question I’ve been dreading the answer to since I arrived. “How many fatalities?” I ask.

“In addition to the bus driver,” Dan says quietly, “six kids killed instantly. They were at the front of the bus. Another twenty or so a little further back had serious injuries, six of whom the paramedics told me were critical. The rest nearer the back of the bus had cuts, bruises, a few broken bones. It could have been so much worse, Helen.”

“It’s bad enough, Dan,” I say bitterly. “Where are we with contacting the victims’ families?”

“We’re working on it. The uninjured kids have probably already called their parents. The head of the group was in the back of the bus and wasn’t injured. What documentation she had, she took with her. I tried to get it from her, but she said it was her responsibility.”

“Well, Tom’s opened the basement at Saint Clare’s for anyone involved in the accident. We’re moving the uninjured and anyone who doesn’t need the hospital to the church. I’ll have Nina go over to gather all the information she can from the group leader.”

“That’s a good idea,” Dan says, “but I’d send Gwen, too. She’s the one officer we have who is the closest in age to the victims. Also, the group leader’s young, about Gwen’s age, I think. She might be more comfortable talking to Gwen.”

I nod, even as I wonder why someone so young was put in charge of such a large group of people not much younger than she is. “Contact the suspect’s hometown department,” I say. “I want everything they have on this guy. They also need to notify next-of-kin.”

“I will, but he was living in the area,” Dan says. “The truck’s registered to Noah’s Ark Farm. I called AJ MacMillan as soon as I found out. He didn’t even know the guy had taken the truck.”

“He worked for AJ?” I ask.

Dan nods. “He hired him mid-November to help with the animals for the living nativities–you know, Saint Clare’s wasn’t the only one this time of year. Doesn’t really know much about him, except for a couple of things.”

“What’s that?”

“He doesn’t get along with Dominic Trent,” Dan says. “And he likes to drink. A lot.”

“Wonderful,” I say. “We’ll need a blood alcohol level, but even if he was stone cold sober, he’s looking at several counts of vehicular manslaughter. You’re right. He had to have been going like a bat out of hell to do what he did. Also, someone in my county or one nearby sold it to him. Any indication in the truck where he got it from? A receipt maybe?”

“Not that we’ve found yet,” he says. “But we’ll keep looking.”

Walking to Edwards, who is still taking photographs, I say, “We’ll have the truck taken to the department garage. I want the black box pulled and the data downloaded ASAP. Give it to Gladys.”

“Of course, Chief,” Edwards says. “But you might be interested in what I found in the glovebox.”

I furrow my brow as he shines his flashlight on an evidence bag. My furrow turns to a scowl when I see what it contains.

Three rolled marijuana cigarettes.

“My guess it’s the legal amount,” Edwards says.

“Legal or not,” I say, “if he was smoking and drinking, that just makes bad matters worse.”

Spinning around, I find Dan’s on his phone. I wait until he hangs up and says, “I want this guy. I want all of our I’s dotted and T’s crossed. I don’t want to chance this being thrown out on a technicality.”

“It doesn’t matter, Helen,” Dan says quietly. “That was the hospital. They pronounced him dead fifteen minutes ago.”

***
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Dan and I have been back at the mobile command center about thirty minutes when Tom returns. 

“Hey,” I say. “What happened?”

Tom takes a deep breath. “Martin needed me to give last rites to someone,” he says quietly. “Said there was nothing he could do to save him.”

He doesn’t say the rest, but the anguish on his face speaks volumes. “He was from the parish, wasn’t he?” I ask.
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