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One: Tom
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“Tom, wake up!”

Helen’s voice cuts through my foggy brain like a searchlight.

A very loud searchlight. 

“Stop yelling!” I demand, pulling my pillow over my head. “And for heaven’s sake, stop banging on the walls!”

“I am not yelling, I am whispering, and I am not banging on the walls, someone is banging on our door.”

Our door. We have a mutual door now. If my head didn’t hurt so badly, this would make me smile, but it does not.

“Tell them to go away,” I groan from under the pillow.

“I can’t do that,” she hisses. “I’m not dressed.”

“Neither am I.”

“Yes, but you're the man and you're supposed to protect me.”

I poke my head out from under the pillow. “By checking a door?”

“Yes.”

“Of a stateroom on a cruise ship?”

“Yes—Oh, damn!” she exclaims.

“You really have given up trying to give up cursing,” I say, rubbing my head.

“Tom,” she says, “we’re not supposed to be here!”

Helen rolls over to look at the clock as I grab my robe and rush toward the door. “What time?” I call back over my shoulder.

“9:30 a.m.”

“Oh, no! We were supposed to be off the ship a half hour ago!” I whisper back in the false hope that my head will not explode.

I reach the door and open it slightly to see a very determined-looking steward standing outside. 

“Mr. Greer,” he says without preamble, “you and your wife have exactly 30 minutes to disembark or I will have to report you to the authorities.”

“No, no,” I insist. “That won’t be necessary. We just overslept.”

“Yes,” he says. “I’m not surprised.” He then leaves before I can say anything else. 

By the time I turn around, Helen has her robe on and is flinging clothing into an overnight bag. I grab a shirt from her hands and put it on while I begin walking around looking for my pants. I don’t see them right away but finally find them under a chair.

“Helen,” I ask, “what did we do last night?”

“Hell if I know,” she says, grabbing a sweater, sniffing it, and then slipping it on. She’s now on her hands and knees looking under the bed, from where she pulls a number of garments, including a pair of black slacks. “I think we ordered some champagne.”

“Yes, I do remember finishing a bottle.” I’m in the bathroom now, sweeping our toiletries across the counter into Helen’s substantial make-up case. “But really, that shouldn’t have been such a big deal.”

“It wouldn’t have been,” she says, brushing her raven hair quickly, “if we hadn’t ordered a second bottle.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes.”

“Then what happened?” I ask, picking up our bags and heading for the door while she grabs our coats from the closet.

She joins me, stopping to pick up the bill slid under our door. Glancing at it she says, “Apparently, we ordered a third bottle of champagne and various snacks, including escargot and cheese puffs.”

“That would be you,” I say.

“As well as chocolate mousse, chocolate cake, and a tray of chocolate petits fours.”

I suppose that explains why my stomach feels nearly as bad as my head.

“Well,” I say, yanking the door open, “all that matters is that we get off this ship before we are arrested and tomorrow's headline reads, ‘Newly married priest and wife arrested after a night of drunken debauchery.’”

“You know what the real shame is?” she says, slipping on her sunglasses against the winter glare and giving me a kiss.

“What’s that?”

“I don’t remember the debauchery.”

***
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The good thing about running late is that the nice people from the cruise line are more than happy to expedite our way off the ship. 

They are even nicer when Helen and I both tip them generously.

Once we are in the port, though, we are on our own. I realize for the first time how much luggage Helen actually brought on our honeymoon. The thing is, everything that stands out in my mind was pretty flimsy, so I don’t really know . . .  

We get to the port lounge. I learn the shuttle for our hotel just left, so we have about an hour to wait. This suits us fine, since we are both anxious to catch our breaths. 

As soon as I sit down, I reflexively pull my phone from my pocket. Before I can turn it on, though, Helen says with a smile that grows dearer to me each day, “Oh, no, you don’t, Tom. We agreed, no phones on our honeymoon.” 

I grin back as I put it away. Since my hands are now free, I slip my arm around her and we turn our eyes to the local station playing on the muted TV. There’s nothing much to see and we begin talking, whispering quietly about our first week of married life, when something on the screen catches my eye. 

The chyron reads, “Man found dead near St. Clare's Catholic Church in Myerton.”

“Helen,” I say, pointing to the set as none other than Gladys Finkelstein comes on screen. I look around quickly and find the remote just in time to hear her say “withheld pending family notification.”

“What the hell?” Helen whispers. Digging through her tote bag, she says, “Where’s Dan? Why was Gladys on there? What’s going on?”

“I’m sure everything is fine, Helen,” I say, not really believing it myself.

“No,” she says as she pulls out her phone. “Something’s wrong.”

She’s calling Dan Conway, her Chief Detective and the man she left in charge while we were gone. There’s no one else in the room so she puts her phone on speaker as I hear, “Daniel Boone Conway’s phone. Catherine Elizabeth Conway speaking. Who may I say is calling?” 

Apparently, her mother Miriam has been working with 7-year-old Catherine on her phone manners. “Hi, Catherine,” Helen says calmly, “it's Miss Helen. Why are you answering Daddy’s phone?”

“Because he fell and broke his leg and he won’t rest, and so Mommy had to take it away from him so she could have a few moments’ peace. Then Helen Joan threw up on her so she had to go change shirts.”

“I see. Well, can I speak to your Daddy, please?”

“Sure,” she says before we hear her running down the hall yelling, “Daadddy! Miss Helen’s on the phone.” I hear grumbling before Dan says brightly, “Helen, I didn’t expect to hear from you. Is everything OK?”

“With us, yes. With you and the rest of the department, not so much. What the hell is going on?”

“Now calm down, Helen, I can explain. I’m just running a little late. That's the only reason I’m still at home.”

“Oh, so it doesn’t have anything to do with your broken leg?”

There’s a pause on the other end. “Who told you about that?” Dan finally says quickly. “We all agreed that you didn’t need to know anything until you got home.”

“Your little secretary told me, and I learned about the murder from Gladys.” 

As always, I am impressed with Helen’s ability to get the truth without quite telling a lie. 

“Gladys? Why did she call you? I mean, I have everything under control. I’ve got calls out all over the state to get a temporary chief in. It's just that a lot of guys are still out of town for the holidays.”

“And until then, Gladys is in charge?” Helen asks incredulously.

“She and Hallstead. They’re going to work together and run everything past me before they do anything.”

“Like talk to the press?”

“Well, Helen, someone had to do it, and Gladys is the ranking person in the office after us.”

“No, Dan. Gladys is a civilian with no police training.”

“You're kidding? You mean she lied to me? She said that she took a crash course in police procedure online last year and made a perfect score.”

“She did, because she’s a genius. But she is not suited to leadership.” Helen pauses.  Dan, being as familiar with this tactic as I am, volunteers nothing. Finally, she says, “I’ll text you in a few minutes.” 

She hangs up and calls Gladys. “Mom,” she says in a voice faster and higher-pitched than usual, “before you say anything, there is no need for you to come home. We have everything under control.” 

“I just got off the phone with Dan,” Helen says calmly. “What I want to know from you is why you still haven’t notified the family?”

“I’ve tried, Mom. I got his file from Anna, but the only next of kin listed is his wife, and she's not answering her phone.”

“I see,” Helen says. “Well, just keep trying. I’ll get back with you.”

I’m already dialing my phone when Helen finishes. Anna answers tersely, “Tom, you’re supposed to be on your honeymoon. Why in the world are you calling me?”

“Helen and I just learned what happened and I wanted to know if there is anything I can do.”

Anna sighs at this and says, “We all agreed to keep this from you two. As Dan pointed out, he was probably mugged because he had the offering bag with him, though why he did, I’ll never know. I always take care of that.”

I feel panic well up in my throat as I ask, “Who had the offering bag with him?”

“Deacon Roderick. That’s what we think they killed him for.”

“Wait, Deacon Roderick’s been murdered?”

“Yes, who did you think I was talking about?”

Helen takes the phone as I slump down. Speaking to Anna firmly, she says, “Anna, Tom and I will be home in a few hours. I would really appreciate it if you'd turn on the heat in the Rectory.”

“Where?” Anna asks, seeming startled.

“The Rectory. Tom’s home, and mine now, too. Could you please have someone stop by and turn on the heat?”

“Umm. I can’t.”

“Why not?”

“Because the heat is out,” Anna says quickly. “There was a problem with the flue last night and the fire department had to seal it off.  No one is allowed in there until the carbon monoxide dissipates, and then they’ll have to send someone in to repair it, and then the inspector will have to come out and certify that it is habitable. I told them to not rush, since you two weren’t supposed to be back until a week from today.”

There’s something funny about the way she says this. It’s almost like she’s trying to figure it out herself. But I’m too upset to give it much thought.

Deacon Derek Roderick, well-loved servant of God and one of the kindest, gentlest men I have ever met, is dead. As soon as Helen is off the phone, we both cross ourselves and pray for the happy repose of his soul. 

Then we pick up our phones again, and start making plans to find the one who killed his body.
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Two: Helen
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“Tom,” I say, “would you please stop pressing the floorboard with your foot. I’m not going that fast.”

Instead of taking a shuttle to our hotel, we canceled the room—receiving a credit because, as the hotel receptionist pointed out, “Mrs. Greer, you’re canceling the day of your check-in”—and took an Uber to Baltimore-Washington International Airport to rent a car.

The day after New Year’s, the pickings were slim. We had to take what was left.

Much to Tom’s chagrin.

“I just can’t believe this is the only car they had,” he says, a tinge of panic in his voice.

“Well, it was,” I reply, keeping my eyes fixed on the highway in front of me. “Think about it. No one wants to rent a Mustang convertible in Maryland to drive in early January.”

“I know. But honey, just because you can go fast doesn’t mean you have to.”

“In this case, Tom, it sorta does. I mean, we need to get home to our people, right?”

Our people. When did they become that to me? Obviously, there was a moment, some point in time when I stopped thinking of the people of Saint Clare’s parish in Myerton as just fellow Catholics and citizens and started thinking of them as my people, as my extended family. I suppose it began when Tom and I learned we could marry and he could remain a priest. 

“Your people shall be my people, and your God my God.” Ruth’s words to Naomi—words not of love between a man and a woman, but the commitment to care for someone, to love someone, and all those they loved or even just encountered—ring in my ears. 

Well, someone has killed one of our people and I am determined to find out who did it and bring them to justice.

“Helen,” Tom says, drawing me away from my reverie, “we need to go to Mass.”

“Oh, you're right,” I say. “With everything going on, I totally forgot.” 

While we were on our honeymoon, Tom said a private Mass each day for just the two of us. In fact, he used the time to practice celebrating in the Extraordinary Form, the Latin Mass of the Roman Rite of the Church for over 400 years. He’s had several members of the Blessed Carlo Acutis Gaming Society approach him about adding it to St. Clare’s Mass schedule, but he has to master it first. 

My first thought is that he could celebrate the Mass for us tonight.  But as soon as we cross into Myerton, we’re going to be inundated with distractions, so I begin to slow down and look around where we are. That’s when it hits me.

“Tom,” I say, “There’s a church not far off the interstate near Frederick that has an 11:00 a.m. Mass on Sundays. I believe we can make it if I speed up a little.”

I catch his look out of the corner of my eye as he says under his breath, “Remember, Oh Lord, should I meet thee soon, it was because I was trying to get to Mass.” Then I hear him mumbling something.

“What are you doing?”

“Hearing my own confession,” he replies matter-of-factly.

“You know you can’t do that.”

“I might be able to in extremis, which this certainly is.”

I reach out to slap him lightly with my right hand when he yells, “Ten and two, Helen! Ten and two!”

***
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Thanks to my efficient driving, we arrive at St. Matthew’s Catholic Church just in time to get to our places for Mass.

“See,” I whisper. “I got us here on time and in one piece.”

“Not quite,” Tom whispers hoarsely. “I’m sure my stomach is somewhere near Mount Airy.”

“Shush, Tom,” I say as the organ plays, signaling the beginning of Mass. 

I recognize the celebrant and a number of parishioners from times I attended when returning from Baltimore on police business. The Mass is reverent and the music beautiful, but I really feel at home when I hear an infant let loose with an ear-piercing wail in the middle of the homily. 

I’ve gotten so used to the constant murmuring of babies, toddlers, small children, and their parents, that it actually makes me uncomfortable to be in a church that’s too quiet. I remember when I found the cacophony at Saint Clare’s jarring, if not off-putting. Now, I appreciate it for what it is—a sign of a living, breathing, and growing parish.

And I love every minute of it.

When we stand for the Sign of Peace, I am thrilled by Tom’s chaste kiss on my forehead, for it is the first time he’s kissed me in a church since our wedding. He then adds to my joy by whispering, “Peace be with you, my darling.” 

Out of habit, I respond, “And with your Spirit.” 

He touches his neck, where his Roman collar is obviously absent, and shakes his head. “Not today.” 

“Peace be with you, too,” I whisper while grinning from ear to ear.

My next big thrill is kneeling beside him to receive Communion—another experience that I have only ever enjoyed on our wedding day and am not likely to experience again very often. I think I see a flash of recognition from the priest when he sees Tom and me together, but other than that, he treats us as just two of Christ’s children wanting to receive Him in the Blessed Sacrament.

We somehow managed to avoid being recognized on our cruise. To everyone, we were simply ‘Tom and Helen’ or ‘Mr. and Mrs. Greer.’ Our dinner companions the first night asked us the normal questions, which we handled deftly.

Well, more or less.

***
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“So, you two,” Lyle, a man in his mid-twenties on the cruise with his wife, Bonnie, asked, “what anniversary is this for you?”

We looked at each other and broke out in giggles. “Well, actually,” Tom says, “we’re on our honeymoon.”

Bonnie’s mouth dropped open. “Honeymoon? At—at your age? Wow!” she squealed.

“Oh, we’re not that old,” I said with a smile. “We’re nowhere nearly old enough to be your parents.”

“Seriously, though,” Lyle pressed, “how did you two meet?”

“Well,” Tom said.

“We met in college twenty years ago or so,” I said.

“We were engaged then,” Tom added.

“But we broke up,” I said.

“Because I was an idiot,” Tom explained.

“Yes, he was a complete idiot,” I nodded.

“And we didn’t see each other for twenty years until the day I walked into her office and asked for a favor,” Tom said, taking a drink.

“What favor?” Bonnie asked, obviously captivated by the story.

“He wanted me to find the man who killed his wife fifteen years earlier,” I say with a shrug.

Lyle’s eyes popped out of his head, not unlike a cartoon character. “What? Are you a detective or something?”

“At the time, I was. Now I’m the chief of police in a small town in Maryland.”

Bonnie looked at Tom. “So, did she?”

Tom took a deep breath and nodded. “She most certainly did,” he said quietly.

“Wow,” Lyle and Bonnie said in unison.

We made more small talk. Lyle turned out to be in web design, Bonnie was the owner of her own social media consulting firm. I shared a few tales of life as a woman in law enforcement, which Bonnie in particular found interesting.

“So Tom,” Lyle said near the end of dinner. “I don’t think you’ve said what you do?”

Tom and I had looked at each other. We’d agreed that if asked a direct question, he’d tell the truth.

“Well,” Tom said slowly, “you may not believe this, but I’m actually a Catholic priest.”

Lyle and Bonnie froze, then broke out in laughter. “Oh, that’s a funny one, Tom!” Lyle managed to say. “Really, what do you do?”

“I’m quite serious,” Tom said with a friendly smile. “I received special permission to marry this beautiful woman from the Pope himself.”

With the mention of the Pope, Bonnie’s hand flew to her mouth and her eyes got big. “Lyle, stop laughing,” she said to her husband. She pointed at us and stammered, “I—I saw you on one of the morning shows a few months ago, didn’t I? You’re—you’re them!”

Tom and I just smiled and nodded. “Yes, we are,” I said.

***
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After the recessional, we’re gathering our coats when Tom says, “I need to say hello to Father Bentley. I met him a few times when I worked in the Archdiocesan Office.

“Of course,” I say. “But don’t take too long. I’m really anxious to get home.”

“You and me both, darling,” Tom says. 

We slip into the line of people filling out the front door past the priest. Tom stops and extends his hand. “Very nice, Father Bentley.”

He’s an older priest, in his late fifties with salt-and-pepper hair, both shorter and thinner than Tom. “Father Greer,” he says with a smile. “I thought that was you. And this must be your lovely bride.”

“Father, may I introduce my wife, Helen Greer.”

My wife, Helen Greer. It may be old-fashioned, but I’ll never tire of Tom calling me his wife. It’s something I’ve wanted for so long, and fought so hard for, that I consider it a badge of honor.

Besides, I’m secure in who I am as a woman.

“Nice to meet you, Father Bentley,” I say, extending my hand.

“Likewise,” he says with kind eyes. “I take it you are both on your way back to Myerton from your honeymoon?”

Tom sighs. “Yes, we cut our honeymoon short because there’s been some . . . police business that demands Helen’s attention.”

“Well, I trust that real life is as enjoyable for you two as your honeymoon was.”

So do I, I think, feeling myself blush.

Exchanging our goodbyes, we hurry towards the car.

“Helen?” someone behind us calls.

I turn to see a man in his late 50s rushing toward us, his arms outstretched. 

“Sam!” I say happily. “I thought I’d see you here.”

“Helen Parr,” he says, giving me a big hug. “Wait, it's Greer now, isn’t it?” 

“It is,” I say happily, waving my ring finger. “This is my husband, Father Tom Greer.”

“Just Tom right now,” he says, looking around. We’re hoping to get back to Myerton without being recognized, since we’re already concerned about what the press will try to make of us returning early from our honeymoon.

“Tom, this is Samuel Peterson. He is with the State Medical Examiner’s Office in Baltimore. We first met professionally and then later here,” I say.

“Nice to meet you, Tom,” he says pleasantly. “This is a mighty fine woman you’ve got here.”

“I know that,” Tom says, slipping his arm around my waist.

“Why don’t you two come over to the house for lunch? Helen will tell you Natasha is a mighty good cook.”

“She is,” I agree, “and we’d love to, sometime. But we’re on our way back to Myerton in a bit of a hurry. You may have seen we had a spot of trouble there yesterday?”

“I did,” Sam says, nodding his head. “I hate that you had to come home early just for that, but I know how it is. Be sure to let me know if I can be of any help.”

“I will,” I assure him, giving him a quick peck on the cheek. “But we really need to go. Please give Natasha my love and tell her we’d like to get together sometime soon.”

With that, we make our way through the milling crowd to the car.

***
[image: image]


About an hour and a half later, I walk into my office and am immediately attacked by a blue-haired pixie in a teal wheelchair.

“Mom!” Gladys says as she throws herself at my waist in a big hug. “Dad!” she exclaims, turning her attention to Tom.

Gladys Finklestein is more than just another employee. She’s the closest thing Tom or I will ever have to a daughter. Orphaned in a hit-and-run accident when she was eight years old, she adopted the habit of calling me Mom—usually in private—not long after she came to Myerton. Calling Tom Dad took more time, but she settled on it as simpler than Father.

“I am so sorry you had to come back early,” she babbles, her alto chipmunk-like voice faster than usual, “but I am so glad that you’re here. This police thing is a lot different in real life than it is in the books.”

“You’re right about that,” I say, trying to reassure her. “Which is why I had more than fifteen years in the field before anyone put me in charge. Dan’s had nearly that much, and you know that we still make plenty of mistakes. So don’t be sorry, just be efficient and tell me what’s going on.”

I walk around my desk and settle into my chair, while Tom takes his traditional seat on the couch off to the side. 

He’s been in more than one of these conversations, and he knows the rules.

No talking. No asking questions. No offering theories.

Fortunately for me, he usually breaks them.

“Where should I start?” Gladys asks with a sigh.

“Start with the last time anyone saw Deacon Roderick alive.” 

I see Tom wince a little at this and could kick myself for being so unfeeling. “Honey,” I say gently, “you don’t have to stay for this if there’s something else you need to take care of.”

“No,” he says firmly. “I want to know what happened.”

“That’s the problem, Dad,” Gladys says, shaking her head. “We all do. You remember that he had volunteered to hold a New Year’s Eve Rosary at 11:30 p.m. The Acutis Society decided that that would be a great excuse to have an all-night gaming session, beginning right after the Rosary. Ring in the New Year right, you know?”

“We know,” Tom says, catching my eye and smiling.

Unfortunately, Gladys sees it. “What did you two get up to, Mom?” she asks with a grin.

Shaking my head, I say, “Never mind about that. Go on.”

With obvious disappointment, Gladys continues, “Well, after the Rosary ended, a few people saw Deacon Roderick go back into the sacristy. Most people left right away. There were a few parents with older kids, and the gamers wanted to get over to Martin’s to play—he’s got this awesome gaming room setup, you know?  But a few of the older people stayed behind to pray. No one that we talked to said anything about seeing the Deacon come back out of the sacristy.”

“Really?” Tom says. “That’s unusual.” 

I ask, “Why?”

“Derek almost always stayed to pray after Mass. He said he liked to be around in case anyone needed anything. In fact, I never once saw him leave by the back door of the sacristy.”

I file this away in my mind but really, a man of his age, up that late when he’s unaccustomed to it, was probably just tired. Turning my attention back to Gladys, I ask, “So then what happened?”

“According to Nina,” Gladys says, “she was out on patrol about 1 a.m. and found Deacon Derek on the edge of the sidewalk behind the church. She radioed it in and an ambulance arrived pretty quickly. We were at Martin’s when they called him in, but that happens all the time. No one thought anything about it until he texted Mae and asked her to wake Anna and try to find Mrs. Roderick. Apparently, the deacon regained consciousness long enough to ask Martin to pray. He also nodded his head when Martin asked if he could have the church pray. By that time, Father Wayne was at the hospital. From what we’ve been able to piece together without asking, Martin must have worked on him for hours, but he finally sent a nurse out to the waiting room to get Father Wayne. The time of death was 4 a.m.”

“So no one’s talked to Martin yet?”

“No, Chief,” Gladys replies. Her panic ebbing, she’s reverting to her usual way of addressing me when we’re in the office.

“Where’s the body?” Tom asks from the couch.

“In Baltimore, at the ME’s office,” Gladys answers. “They’ll get to it as soon as they can, but there was some sort of gang-related shooting Friday night so they’re not sure how long it will take.”

I roll my eyes. I don’t tell Tom stuff like this, at least not yet, but I get really pissed off when low-lifes killing themselves take precedence over a good man who died while in the service of others. Father Wayne and I sometimes discuss this, and he admits that he struggles with the same thing. But I don’t think he feels compelled to work on it as hard as I do.

“Where’s Hallstead?” I ask.

“She’s off today, but I can call her in.” I give Gladys a look that I hope reminds her who’s in charge, and she quickly adds, “If you want me to.”

“No, sounds like she’s had a rough couple of days. I’ll catch up with her tomorrow.”

“Speaking of which,” Tom says, “we had a bit of a rough night. You look like you could use a shower, honey. Why don’t we go check in to the hotel and at least unpack?”

My first instinct is to insist that he go on without me. But one of the things we discussed on the cruise was how important it was for each of us to let the other be supportive, not just to keep us strong, but to keep us humble and tied closer together. 

“You’re right,” I say, picking up my tote bag. “Gladys, please let Hallstead know that I want to see her first thing tomorrow morning.”

“Right, Chief,” she says. “Anything else?”

I stop and think for a moment. “Yes. Where do we stand on notifying Linda Roderick?”

Gladys shakes her head. “I still can’t reach her, Chief. I’ve even tried to ping her phone. but she must have turned it off and taken the sim card out.” 

“That’s weird,” Tom observes, his confusion written all over his face.

He’s right about that. 

Why would a nice woman like Linda Roderick go to that kind of trouble to avoid being found?
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Three: Tom
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I have never stayed in the Myerton Inn myself, having always been in the Rectory, either as a guest or as Saint Clare’s rector. In fact, the last time I was inside was when I accompanied Helen to a crime scene—our first one.

Of course, things were much different then, and I really didn’t notice what the room was like. 

Probably because of the dead body on the floor.

It’s actually nicer than I thought it would be. Apparently, someone intervened on our behalf—I have no idea who—and the manager goes out of his way to say that he’s given us a room overlooking the retention pond instead of the parking lot. 

Helen, for her part, is thrilled that our stay includes an all-you-can-eat breakfast buffet. 

As soon as we get to the room, we throw our bags on the floor and jump into bed. 

Now, before you read too much into this, it would be more correct to say we fall into bed, fully clothed. We intended to discuss the rest of the week, but as soon as she snuggles up against me, her warm cheek under mine, I lose all interest in planning and we’re soon both asleep.

We wake up about 4:00 p.m. and slowly begin to unpack. 

“How long did Anna say we’d be here?” Helen asks, hanging up the black velvet dinner dress she had worn when we were invited to the Captain’s table. 

“About a week,” I reply. “She insists that the heat would have been back on by the time we got back.”

“I don’t really know how she thinks she could control that,” Helen grumbles, closing one of the drawers with a resounding bang, causing me to jump.

“Helen,” I say, shaking my head. “I don’t like it anymore than you do, but it is what it is.”

“I know, and I’m sorry,” she says with her hands on her hips. “It’s just—I’ve been waiting so long to move into the Rectory. I’ve told you, my heart already lives there.”

I smile and take her in my arms. “I know, darling. But it’s only a few more days. We just need to make the best of it.”

She puts her arms around my neck and gives me a kiss. “You’re right,” she sighs. “I think I just exhausted all my stores of patience over the past six months.”

“Hey, that I can understand,” I grin. “But what we really need to be thinking about now is where to go for dinner. There’s no room service here, anymore than there’s a way to order champagne in the middle of the night.”

“That’s probably for the best,” she admits, “given that we have obviously lost all sense of self-control.”

I pull her close and whisper quietly in her ear, “Oh, I do hope so.” 

She purrs softly. “We’ll see. But in the meantime, can you try to figure something out? I need to call Martin and see when I can talk to him.”

She picks up her phone as I try to think what I’m in the mood for. One of the things about a cruise is there’s always food somewhere, in great variety and seemingly limitless quantities. Myerton has some good restaurants, but I’m hard-pressed to decide between—

“Oh, you don’t need to do that,” Helen says into her phone. After a pause, she says, “Well, if you’re sure. Let me ask Tom.” 

“Ask Tom what?” I say.

Helen says, “Martin wants to know if we want to come eat with them. Apparently, Aunt Louise is cooking up a big Polish dinner and there’s plenty.”

“That’s fine with me,” I say. 

“Tom says that’s great,” Helen says. “What time?  . . .  Great, we’ll see you then.” Hanging up, she says, “Martin says dinner’s at six.”

“Great,” I say. “We’ll have plenty of time for a shower.”

Walking to the bathroom, I hear Helen say, “Want some company?”

I turn and give her a sly smile. “I did say we, didn’t I?”

***
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We’re in the dining room of the mansion—there’s really no other word for it—of Dr. Martin Maycord, Chief of Trauma Surgery at Myerton General Hospital, being quizzed on the particulars of our honeymoon.

“Did you see dolphins?”

Helen looks up from her plate of kielbasa, cabbage, and pierogies and smiles at Martin’s niece Lucy, the middle child of the three. “Oh, yes,” she says. “When the ship pulled out of the harbor, the dolphins followed us for a long time.”

“Really?” Therese, the youngest, squeals.

“Really,” Helen nods. “They were jumping out of the water, racing to keep up with us. They looked like they were having the time of their lives!”

Martin’s nieces, along with a few of the younger siblings of his fiancée, Mae Trent, ‘oh’ and ‘ah’ with delight.

Mae says, “I’ve heard so many things about the market in Nassau. What was it like?”

Helen and I glance at each other across the table. She’s a light crimson as she says, “Well, to be honest, we didn’t get off the ship in Nassau.”

“Why was that, Mrs. Greer?” Sophie, Martin’s oldest niece, asks.

Mae and Martin’s Aunt Louise shake their heads quickly at the child, but Helen says cheerfully, “Well, you see, Sophie—there—there was just always so much to do. You know, classes in towel-folding and cooking and that kind of thing.” 

Mae nods and says, “Well, does everyone have room for dessert?”

Her attempt to change the subject proves futile. Martin looks at me and, with a twinkle in his eye, asks, “And how were the classes?”

“Oh, great!” I say a little too enthusiastically. “We really learned a lot.” 

Helen coughs, and I realize I’ve failed to make things better. I feel my ears getting hot as Martin says, “Oh, I’m sure you did. But Tom, you know that real mastery of any skill depends on frequent and focused practice. I’m sure that Helen—Mae, stop kicking me!” 

At this point, Louise stands and says, “Marty, why don’t you show Father Tom and Helen into the sitting room. The girls and I will clear, and I’ll bring dessert.”

Martin opens his mouth, but Mae jumps up. “Great idea. Marty, will you show the way?”

“I think you bruised my shin,” he grumbles.

Mae leans over and whispers something in his ear, causing the surgeon to stand up suddenly. “Excellent idea, my love. Tom, Helen, this way, please?”

We follow Martin and Mae into a pleasant little sitting room just off the dining room.

“Oh, I love the way this is decorated, Martin,” Helen says.

“Well, I’m about to have some work done on it,” Martin says.

“Oh?” I say.

“Yes, Tom,” Mae says with a smile. “Marty’s going to turn this into an office for me.”

“So, you’re going to run your therapy practice out of here?”

Mae nods. “I cleared it with the group I’m a part of.  That’s the wonderful thing about the new way of doing things. More people are working from home, so people will think nothing of coming here to see me.  Marty’s going to have a builder come in and put in a separate entrance, along with a waiting room and bathroom for my patients.”

“It sounds wonderful,” I say as I watch the two of them, her talking and him just basking in their shared dream.

Helen asks, “Are you going to keep working at the hospital?”

“Well, at least until I’m pregnant,” Mae says. “Then, Marty and I agree they’ll just have to find another clinical social worker.”

“You’ll be hard to replace, Mae,” I say.

“I agree,” Martin says. “I’ve told Mae that she doesn’t have to quit when we have children, that we can afford a nanny—”

“And I’ve told you, Marty,” Mae says, “that no one is going to take care of our children for us. I’ve wanted to be a mother all my life, and I’m not going to turn that responsibility over to someone else.”

“Now, Mae,” Martin says with a strained smile, “that’s not what I’m proposing—”

“—One of my older sisters or Sophie can keep an eye on the younger children while I see patients—”

“—I just think you’re underestimating how much work—”

Helen looks at Martin and says, “Martin, I hate to bring up work, but I understand you worked on Deacon Derek.”

That stops Martin and Mae’s conversation cold, and I breathe an inward sigh of relief.

Another topic to cover in our pre-marital counseling sessions, I guess.

“Yes, Helen,” Martin says. “I was on call that night.”

“What can you tell me about his injuries?”

Mae takes Martin’s hand as he sighs and shakes his head. “He got to the hospital about fifteen minutes before I did. They called me as soon as the ambulance arrived on scene. He had been stabbed three times by what was most likely a very sharp, possibly even new knife.”

“Why do you say new?”

“It's just a hunch. The cuts were very clean, almost like they’d been made with a scalpel, though they were too wide for that. Very few store bought knives remain that sharp for long. Also, there was no debris in the cuts, at least none that I saw. Most knives, even clean ones, leave something somewhere.” He looks at me. “I have recent experience with knife wounds, you know.”

I nod. Not only did he save Helen’s life after she was shot weeks after our engagement, he sewed me up after I was stabbed in the back and he saved Mae’s life after she was stabbed in the abdomen.

“How deep were the cuts?” Helen asks.

He looks at Mae, who gives him a slow nod of support. “See, Helen, that’s the thing,” he says. “The cuts weren’t that deep. They were bad, yes, but not much worse than Tom’s. His kidney and his spleen were both lacerated and he had lost a lot of blood, but we were replacing that. The worst wound was to his lung, but again, we had him intubated and I should have been able to repair it. He just kept crashing, almost like he just didn’t want to live. Like he was trying to die.” 

Martin hangs his head and takes more than a sip of his brandy as Mae pats his hand. “Martin,” I say quietly, “I can’t imagine how hard it is for you to lose a patient. But you have to know—” 

“—No, Tom, it's not that. I don’t feel guilty or think I made a mistake. He really did not want to live. I know that makes no sense to someone who hasn’t seen it, but there have been several studies that have borne it out. For some reason, Deacon Derek didn’t put up a fight. He had no interest in even trying to survive.”

We all sit with this for a minute until Helen asks, “Did he say anything to you?”

“He wanted a priest, and I assured him Father Wayne was on his way. Then he asked me to pray and I did. I asked him if he wanted me to ask the church to pray and he nodded his head. Then he lost consciousness for the last time.”

“Martin,” Helen says firmly, “I hope you know that I will work just as hard to find his killer as you did to save his life. One possibility is that it was a mugging gone bad. Have you seen anyone else with similar injuries come through the E.R. lately?”

Martin shakes his head. “No, Helen. You know as well as I do, the thieves in Myerton don’t hurt people. They snatch purses and run but they don’t stab old men. If I saw this in Baltimore, I’d say mugging. Here? No, I don’t think so.”

We sit with this observation for a few moments before I realize how wrung out both Martin and Helen are by this conversation. Standing, I say, “Martin, Mae, thank you for a lovely evening. Helen, darling, if you want to stay, you’ll have to find your own way back to the hotel, because I am worn out.” 

Helen gives me a sly smile and says, “Hardly the best proposition I’ve gotten all week.”

Martin nearly falls to the floor laughing as I drag my giggling bride out the door to the car.
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Four: Helen
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Still on Caribbean time or whatever, Tom and I sleep late on Monday and don’t make it downstairs to the breakfast buffet until around 8 a.m. Tom is in his clericals now, and our walking into the hotel restaurant together does turn more than a few heads. 

“We seem to be attracting attention,” I whisper.

“They probably can’t believe a guy like me has such a beautiful woman on his arm,” Tom says, then kisses me on the cheek.

“Well,” a gruff voice says behind us, “I am glad to see the bloom isn’t quite yet off the rose.”

We turn to see an older man who resembles a pit bull, also wearing a Roman collar.

“Father Wayne,” I exclaim, happy as always to see my spiritual director and occasional shooting partner. 

“Helen, Father Tom,” he says pleasantly, embracing me and shaking Tom’s hand. “I’m surprised to see you both. You’re not due back here until Sunday afternoon.”

“I know that, sir,” Tom says, always intimidated by the former Marine Corps chaplain. “But after Deacon Roderick’s murder, we though it best that we come home early.”

“So, no marital discord then,” he asks, looking at me as if to let me know that he’ll deal personally and violently with Tom if needed.

“Oh, no, not at all,” I rush to assure him. “No, we had a wonderful cruise and still hope to get away for another week at some point in time. It's just that, with Dan having broken his leg, the department needed me back to work this case.”

“Dan Conway broke his leg?” Father Wayne says, his eyebrows going up. “No one told me. I must stop by and encourage him to use this time for the improvement of his soul.”

That’s probably why no one told you, I think. Dan has been terrified of Father Wayne since they both served in Iraq. Father Wayne, for his part, enjoys picking at Dan just enough to keep him on his toes. 

“So, Tom, are you ready to resume your duties at St. Clare’s?” Father Wayne asks. “If so, I will check out of here and return to Baltimore. Needless to say, His Eminence is very upset about another murder in your parish and all that. He’s also very concerned that no one has been able to get in touch with Mrs. Roderick.” 

Before Tom can defend himself against the ongoing charge that he is some kind of murder magnet, I say, “Father Wayne, I have my very best people on this and I am sure that we will find her soon, hopefully before the day is out.”

“And to answer your question, Father Wayne,” Tom says quickly. “Yes, I am ready to resume my duties.”

“Fine, fine,” Father Wayne says, clapping Tom firmly on the back. “I’ll tell His Eminence that you’re back in command here in Myerton. As for you, Helen,” he says with a smile, “try to keep him in line for us, will you?”

I laugh even as Tom looks chagrined. “I’ll try, but you know what a handful he is.”

Father Wayne nods. “You have your work cut out for you, my dear.”

“I believe you’re right,” I say, smiling at Tom. “Please tell the Archbishop that I’ll keep him posted, and as soon as I find out anything I’ll let him know.”

“And as always,” Father Wayne says, “the Archdiocese will offer any assistance necessary. Just give me a call.”

I give Father Wayne a hug and Tom shakes his hand again. After he leaves, Tom turns to me. “So, you think I’m a handful, huh?”

I rub his shoulder. “Yes, but you always have been.”

“Well, I’ll try to be less of a problem for you in the future,” he pouts.

I kiss him and say, “Now stop that. We need to eat and get to work. You have a parish to take care of, and I have a murder to solve.”

He sighs. “Yes, I guess the honeymoon is over.”

“Oh, darling, it’s not over,” I say with a smile. “It’s just entering a new phase.”

***
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Tom drops me off at the office on his way to the Church. He texts me a photo of the Rectory wrapped in yellow tape with several fire department warning labels on the door. The caption reads: 

Home Sweet Home 

I smile and shake my head. “Nothing says homey like yellow tape,” I mutter. I tap out:

Our home is wherever we are together.

Putting my phone down, I survey the folders stacked on my desk. I will say, between Dan and Gladys, my workspace is a lot more orderly than it usually is. I have no problem finding things, but Dan in particular has chastised me for keeping a messy desk.

“It’s not messy,” I told him one day. “Things are just arranged organically.”

“Sure, Chief,” he said with a tinge of sarcasm. “I fully expect weeds to start growing any day now.”

Fortunately, Dan’s never been in my apartment. The only people who know what a terrible housekeeper I am are Tom, Gladys, and Anna. Now, I have promised Tom that I’ll work really, really hard to reform. But frankly, I’m not terribly optimistic.

Opening the first folder on my desk, I’m beginning to review Hallstead’s report on finding Deacon Derek’s body when my desk phone rings. It’s the front desk.

“Yes, Bailey,” I say as I flip through the folder.

Officer Bailey says, “Excuse me, Chief, there’s a Mrs. Roderick here asking to see you.” 

I look up from the folder. “Who did you say?” I ask, not even trying to hide my surprise.

“Roderick,” Bailey says. “Linda Roderick.”

“Bring her to my office, please,” I say, then hang up. I grab my phone and call Tom.

“Miss me already?” Tom says when he answers.

“You need to get back here right now, Tom,” I say. “Linda Roderick just walked into the station.”

There’s a short pause, then Tom says, “I’ll be there as quick as I can.”

I’m not off the phone for two minutes when Bailey arrives with an obviously concerned Linda Roderick.

“Linda,” I say, coming around my desk and giving her a quick hug, “what brings you here?”

“Well, I hope you can help me, Helen,” she says as she takes a seat with me on my couch. “I’ve been trying to reach Derek and I get no answer. I went by the church and his apartment but no one was at either place. I didn't know you and Father Tom were even back until I came here and asked to speak to the person in charge.” 

I need to buy some time until Tom gets here. I also need to get some information from her. “When did you last talk to Derek?” I ask.

“Saturday evening, about 9 p.m.,” she says. “He called to wish me a Happy New Year. I was in Atlantic City with some friends from college. It's kind of an annual thing for us to pick one holiday each year to spend together there, and this year, it was New Year’s Eve. When I got back home last night and checked my phone, I saw there were a number of calls from Gladys Finkekstein asking me to get in
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