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One: Tom
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Monday is typically my day off. I rarely take the entire day, but I do relish sleeping in, especially since Helen either takes the day off herself or at least goes in late. 

Yesterday was an unusually grueling Sunday. After the 10:30 Mass and a quick lunch at Sprockets, Helen and I drove to the other side of Baltimore to visit Steve Austin. After four weeks in the hospital recovering from his injuries, Martin released him to a rehabilitation facility specializing in wounded warriors. He’s been there a week, and this was the first chance we’d had to visit him.

For our trip to Baltimore, we had a passenger. When I mentioned we were going to visit Steve, Gwen Tolson asked if she could ride with us to visit Cardinal Knowland–or, as she calls her biological grandfather in private, Walter. He’d invited her to a late lunch at the residence, and we were more than happy to drop her off.

We arrived at the rehabilitation facility not long after 3 p.m., carrying a care package of casseroles and baked goods from the Ladies of Charity. When we got to Steve’s room–more like a hotel suite than a hospital room, with a separate sitting area and small kitchen–we were greeted by Bridget and her children. I guess I should say their children, since their marriage a few weeks ago. We spent several hours visiting, and I was even able to have a few minutes alone with Steve and Bridget to discuss the process to validate their civil marriage in the eyes of the Church. Steve seemed stronger than he’d been since he got back, and Bridget was happier than I’ve seen her in a very long time.

I’m glad they’re back together. They’re good for each other.

When we left around 6 p.m., we stopped by the Cardinal’s residence to pick up Gwen. Of course, His Eminence invited us in for a few minutes, which grew into a few hours when he insisted we enjoy a light supper with him. We didn’t leave there until 9:30 p.m, and finally made it to bed very early Monday morning. 

“I’m so glad I decided to take today off,” Helen says as she takes a sip of coffee. “I’d be no good anyway.”

“I feel the same way,” I say, digging into the pancakes we made together. “I say we just hang around the Rectory relaxing.”

“Sounds good to me,” she says. “It’s going to be in the mid-80s today, so it will be too hot to do anything outside.”

“Well, you can do some sewing, and I–”

Just then, my phone rings.

Oh, damn, I think in a very unecclesiastical manner, it can’t be. 

But it is. 

The ominous tones of the Darth Vader March let me know that my mother is calling. 

I consider not answering it, but Helen growls, “Answer it, Tom, before she gives up and calls me.”

Still a newlywed and wanting my very special marriage to last at least a year, I answer the phone.

Before I can even get some sort of less than surly greeting out, my mom cries in her high-pitched, nasally tone, “Tommy, Trevor’s dead!.” 

I’m still tired from yesterday, so I’m not sure I’ve heard her right. Switching to speaker, I ask, “Wait, Mom, what?”

“Trevor’s dead, Tommy. Oh, it's so terrible. I don’t know what to do.”

Helen’s alert now. While under normal circumstances, she typically remains uncommunicative until she’s had at least two cups of coffee, her cop instincts take over and she says firmly in the phone, “Nola, where are you?”

“I’m at home, but Trevor’s dead.”

“How do you know this?”

“Because–oh dear Lord, Helen, I think I’m going to be sick. There’s blood everywhere and his eyes, oh my God, Helen, his eyes. They’re just staring straight ahead.”

I suddenly flash back to finding my own father dead in that same house and how his eyes stared at me but did not see. I push that image to the back of my mind as Helen asks, “Nola, have you called the police yet?”

“No, I called you. I need help, Helen, someone’s got to help me. I didn’t mean for this to happen.”

I shoot a look at Helen that she returns as she says, “Nola, we will do what we can, but right now you have to get out of that house. Walk as fast as you can to the road and as soon as you get there, call 911 and tell them what’s happened. Do you understand me?”

“But Helen, I’m not sure I can.”

“Nola, the person who hurt Trevor may still be in the house. You have to do as I say. Stay on the phone until you get to the road. Now GO!”

This final command sends my mother scurrying and I hear the screen door slam beside her. I’m praying now for her safety as I hear her panting up the driveway. Finally she says, “I’m here, Helen.”

“Good, Nola. Now, hang up and call 911. Do exactly what they say and then call us back as soon as you can.”

“OK.”

Before Mom’s off the phone, Helen is rushing out of the kitchen and heading up the stairs with me only a few steps behind her. Once in our room, she begins dragging a suitcase from the closet. 

“What are you doing?” I ask, reaching out to help her swing the case onto the bed.

“I’m packing,” she says quickly, “and you should be, too. No, wait, I’ll pack. You start looking for the next flight to Florida.”

I pull out my phone and start looking for flights even while saying, “Helen, I think you may be overreacting a little. You know what a drama queen Mom is. She may be exaggerating this, you know, to get us down there?”

While still pulling clothes from the drawers, Helen says, “Give me a little credit, will you Tom? I have heard plenty of false reports and plenty of real ones and I can tell the difference. I can’t explain how I know, but your mom was deadly serious on the phone. Heaven help us, but Trevor’s either dead or she certainly believes he is.”

I go back to looking at my phone, trying to find a flight going out before this evening, as I say, “What about what she said about not wanting this to happen?”

“We’re not going to talk or think about that right now, Tom. As soon as you’ve found a flight, we’re going to head to the airport. We need to get down there ASAP.”

Knowing that I tend to panic and freeze in the face of sudden change, while Helen finds it exhilarating, I decide to follow her instructions. I find a flight out of Dulles at 3 p.m. and book it, trusting in Helen’s aggressive driving, not to mention her lights and siren, to get us there on time. 

“Don’t forget my–” I start to say, but Helen interrupts me by pulling out a cleaned and pressed set of clericals.

“If there’s a funeral, I assume your mom will want you to do it,” she says.

“I wouldn’t assume that,” I say. I pull out a smaller suitcase and pack my sick call kit and my travel Mass kit.

“What’s going on up there?” It’s only then that I remember Anna’s working today.

I open the door and call down, “Nothing you can’t see. Just come on up.”

I’ve just thrown some clean collars in the suitcase when Anna appears in the doorway.

“Finally decided to run away and start a new life?” she says, a look of amusement on her face.

“Nothing like that.” I bring Anna up to speed with what we know. “I don’t know how long I’ll be gone,” I conclude. “Can you handle everything?”

“Don’t worry about anything,” she says with her usual business-like efficiency. “I’ll call Father Wayne. I’m sure he’ll be glad to pitch in. And I’m sorry about Trevor.”

“Well,” I sigh, “I wish I were. I mean, if he really is dead.”

“Tom!” Helen admonishes.

“Remember, son,” Anna says gently, “you may not have liked him, but he meant something to your mother. I know things with her aren’t good, but no matter what she’s done in the past, you need to be prepared to support her in her grief.”

“I know, I know,” I say.

“Well, I have calls to make. I’ll let you finish packing,” she says and leaves.

“Thanks, Dan,” Helen says as she walks out of the bathroom with a by-now full bag. “Yeah, me too . . . OK, if you need anything just call . . . Yeah, I will. Give my best to Miriam and the kids.”

She hangs up and I ask, “What did Dan say?”

“He said he’d keep everything running while I was gone. He also said he was sorry about Trevor but glad he died in Florida instead of here.”

“Because I’d be his number one suspect?”

“Right.”

I shrug and zip up my smaller bag while Helen pulls out another suitcase. “How much are you packing?” I ask, amazed.

“We don’t know how long we’re going to be down there.”

Darth Vader’s March plays on my phone. “Mom, are the deputies there?” I ask when I answer.

“Yes, Tommy,” she whimpers. “They are poking around in everything. Aunt Diane is here–what?—oh, Tommy, she wants to talk to you.”

Diane Lumpkin is not my mother’s sister, but her best friend since elementary school. She’s the mother of Charlie Lumpkin, my childhood friend who is serving time at a federal prison near Marianna for his role in the human trafficking ring Helen and I helped break up last year.

As soon as she comes on she says, “Tom, I’m here with your Mom and I’m going to stay with her until they let her leave. Then I’m going to take her to my house and tuck her into the downstairs bedroom with some brandy.”

“What in the world happened?” I ask.

“I don’t really know, shug. I heard a whole bunch of police going by and stepped out on the porch to see where they were going. When I saw them turn into your Mama’s drive, I just jumped in the car and drove down there. Your Mama was sitting out on the porch and a policeman was trying to talk to her, but she just kept screaming ‘Trevor’s dead! Trevor’s dead! Oh Lord, what have I done?’ Well, I tried to go in to see what was going on, but of course the police wouldn’t let me. So I ran around to the side of the house and started looking in the windows to see what I could. You know, Tom, when this is all over, you need to tell your Mama to put up some blinds. It just ain’t decent that way people can see into her windows, especially at night when the lights are on. I don’t care how far off the road she lives.”

“Yes, ma’am, I will,” I assure her in the hopes of moving the story along.

“Well, I didn’t see anything in the kitchen but when I got to her bedroom, I could see right in and Tom, I will admit, it was the gruesomest thing I’ve ever seen, and I grew up helping my Daddy slaughter cows. Trevor, or I guess it was him, most of his face was gone, was laying there in the bed, dead as a doornail. The police were all milling about and I didn’t want to get into trouble so I went back to the porch and sat with your Mama. They first tried to question her but she kept jumping up and trying to run into the house, screaming, ‘My Trevor, my Trevor! Oh dear Lord, take me, too!’ until I threatened to slap her face if she didn’t get a hold of herself. She calmed down a little then and they asked her some questions. I’ve already talked to the sheriff, who knows me, and got permission to take her to my house. So that’s where we are now.”

“Thanks, Aunt Diane,” I sigh. “Helen and I are on our way. We’re flying into Tallahassee about 5 p.m., so we’ll be in Bellamy around 6 p.m.”

“Just come to my house, shug,” she says. “I’ll have some food for you.”

I hang up, amazed again that Southerners' go-to in times of grief is eating. Helen’s zipping up the last suitcase and looks at me. “Are you ready?” she asks.

“No,” I say, shaking my head, “but we need to go anyway.”
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Two: Helen
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I don’t exactly know why, but I love to fly. 

I think it's because I like the idea of someone other than me being responsible for what happens for a few hours. I love settling into my seat with a good book and a few snacks while the pilot does his job of getting me from point A to point B. 

This is my third flight with Tom in a little over a year, and none have been under anything close to ideal circumstances. 

The first time, we were on our way down to Florida to try to find his missing sister. We wound up investigating her murder, being held captive by the human traffickers responsible for her death, and finally admitting our love for each other.

The second time, we were on our way back to Maryland after breaking up the human trafficking ring, solving Tom’s sister’s murder, and deciding that no matter how much we loved each other, it was not worth Tom turning his back on his vows to God, so we would only be friends for the remainder of our lives.

Now? 

Well, what can I say? 

It is always tragic when anyone dies. But Trevor Deveraux was one of the most awful people it has ever been my misfortune to meet–and I am including several murderers in that group. 

True, Nola is upset. Under normal circumstances, Nola Greer’s a handful and a headache. I’ve never seen her in a situation like this, but I can only imagine she’s going to be difficult. 

And by difficult, I mean she’ll do her best to make Tom’s life miserable. 

One of the things I’ve never been able to figure out is why his mom’s so hard on him. Tom Greer’s far from perfect, Roman collar notwithstanding, but Nola’s list of grievances against her son is long. I’ve heard her blame him for his father’s death of a heart attack when he was twelve, hold him responsible for his sister Sonya’s addictions, and mention on numerous occasions his abandonment of her when he left home for college in Maryland. I’ve seen the toll her treatment’s taken on Tom, and I’ve told him to just not let it get to him, to no avail. 

So, I’m bracing myself for a very hard visit with Nola. 

But, we’re not there yet. So, I take this opportunity of being alone on a plane with my husband–who is not wearing his clericals, but instead shorts and a golf shirt–to snuggle up next to him and whisper sweet nothings like, “Tom, please stop gripping my hand so tight, that was just a little turbulence,” and “Honey, are you sure you don’t want a Bloody Mary or something? It might take the edge off.”

Because as much as I love flying, Tom hates it.

“How much longer?” he says about halfway through the flight.

I check the time. “About an hour,” I say. “Why don’t you read something, or take a nap?”

“I can’t concentrate,” he says. “I can’t get what Mom said on the phone about ‘not wanting things to turn out this way.’ What do you think she meant by that?”

I take a moment before answering. I’ve been wondering the same thing, but haven’t wanted to say anything. “Tom, from my experience,” I say, “a murder victim’s relatives and friends say all sorts of things right after they find out. They’re in shock, so much of the time, they don’t even know what they’re saying. I’m sure that’s what happened with your mom. I mean, Nola’s not the clearest thinker under normal circumstances.”

“And these circumstances are far from normal.” He breathes a sigh, smiles at me, and takes my hand. “Thanks. That’s probably all it was. The shock of finding Trevor like that, you know?”

Giving his hand a squeeze, I say, “Exactly. Now try to relax some, Tom.”

He settles back in his seat and closes his eyes. “Yeah. I’d better now, because nothing relaxing is going to happen once we land.”

***
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“Ladies and gentlemen,” the pilot says after we land, “welcome to Tallahassee. The local time is 4:55 p.m., and the temperature is 95 degrees. Enjoy your visit to the Sunshine State.”

“95 degrees,” I mutter.

“Yeah,” Tom says. “A cold front must have pushed through.”

“Why do people live here? I mean, it got hot in Nebraska, but this is just too much.”

“You get used to it after a while,” Tom says. “You also stay inside a lot and run the air conditioner. Listen, I’ll go get the luggage. You take care of the rental car. I’ll meet you outside in arrivals.”

We go our separate ways. The pickings at the rental counter are slim, but I manage to rent a sedan that’s roomy enough for Tom’s height and my width. When we were here the last time, I put the car in my name. Since we’re married now, I decide to put it in both our names. I assume he’s going to want to drive, since he grew up here.

I pull into the arrivals area and spot Tom, surrounded by our luggage. I roll down the window and ask, “Need some help?”

“No, just pop the trunk,” he says. I turn the engine off and step out, ostensibly to go around to the passenger side. But apparently, Tom is too stressed out about the situation with his mother to notice, because as soon as he throws the last of the cases in the trunk, he climbs right into the passenger seat. 

As we head through the miles and miles of pine forest punctuated by the occasional dead armadillo, which is all there is between Tallahassee and Bellamy, Tom calls his mother. When she answers, he puts it on speaker so we can both hear. 

“Oh, Tommy!” she cries. “How can this have happened? Trevor and I were so happy together. We were planning a wedding and had just set a new date later in the year so that we could use the VFW hall for the reception, and now I’ll never see him again!” 

“Now, Mom,” Tom says with as much sincerity as he can muster, “you don’t know that for sure. None of us will ever know in this world just how deep and wide the mercy of God can be.”

“Oh, Tommy, that’s such a comfort to me. So you think that even though he was an atheist and said just yesterday that his only God was pleasure, he could still be in heaven?”

Now, I’m not a theologian, but even I know Nola’s really pushing the limits here. Tom rolls his eyes, repeating, “God’s mercy is beyond anything we can understand.”

“Oh, Tommy, that is so sweet. Now, when will you and Helen get here? Your Aunt Diane said I could stay with her tonight but I’d rather go back to my own house. There’s really nothing to eat here that isn’t just full of fat and sugar. I swear, it's no wonder she’s so heavy, the way she eats.” 

I scowl and say, “Nola, this is Helen. I am so sorry but I don’t think you’ll be able to go home anytime soon. The police will likely need a day or two to process the scene, and then you’ll want to have someone come in and clean the room where Trevor was killed.”

“Oh, no,” she begins wailing again, “I didn’t think about that. All my clothes are in there, and it's not like I can wear anything of yours or Diane’s. Why, they’d just swallow me.”

“Yes, Nola,” I say through gritted teeth as Tom shakes his head. “I tell you what. Tom and I will pick up a few things on our way into town and then we can take you shopping for anything else you need tomorrow.”

“OK, Helen, I guess that will work. But you need to go to that place out on 39th Street. I always shop there. Ask for Debi. She's the heavy-set girl who works in women’s apparel. She knows me and will know what I like.”

“OK,” I say, looking at Tom, who nods his head with a grimace. “We’ll do that.”

Tom hangs up the phone and I ask, “Do you know the place she’s talking about?”

“Oh, yes,” he says, “It's the former K-Mart. When it closed, a local bought it and renamed it J-Mart, after himself. She’s talking about his oldest daughter, Debi.”

***
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Tom is correct. J-Mart is indeed a former K-Mart. We park in the large–and mostly empty–parking lot, walk in past the signs saying, “BOGO Beef Jerky Today Only,” and head toward a sign that says, “LAD  S APP  EL.” A young woman with a name tag that says Debi is sitting behind the counter. I can’t help but think, in spite of myself, “She’s not really that big.” Then I realize what’s happening to me and say with a smile, “Hi, Debi, my name is Helen Greer and this is my husband, Tom. I understand that you have helped his mother, Nola Greer, find some clothes she likes in the past and I hope that you can help us out today.”

Taking out her gum and sticking it under the bottom of her chair, Debi says, “Of course, ma’am. I understand and I’ll be glad to. Please, come with me.” 

I am surprised at how solicitous she is as she leads us to a rack of solid colored rayon shifts. “These button down the back and I think would be just perfect for what you need,” Debi says. 

Again, I’m impressed and ask, “What color do you recommend?” 

“I’d go with the purple, Ma’am. That’s a good color. I think she’d like that.”

“OK. That sounds good. Now, we’ll need some underclothes too.”

I can feel Tom beginning to blush and am about to tell him to go pick up some beef jerky when she says, “Oh, you don’t need to worry about that, ma’am. That’s just a waste of money for someone like her.”

I nearly choke as I insist, “Well, be that as it may, Debi, I’d still like to buy some.”

“OK, then,” she says resignedly. “It's your money, but the guys aren’t going to let her keep them on, I can tell you that for a fact.” 

I look around to see what Tom has to say about this but he’s walking briskly down another aisle marked “BEER AND INE.”

“Debi,” I say firmly, “how Mrs. Greer is going to wear or not wear these clothes is really none of your business.”

“Look, lady, I’m just trying to help. Mrs. Greer wasn’t always the nicest person in the world but she wasn’t horrible, either. I mean, she was the first person to comment that time I was out sick for three weeks and lost 20 pounds. When I first came back to work, everyone else kept saying I looked pale, but Mrs. Greer just looked me over and said, real nice like, ‘You're off to a good start, Debi. Just keep up the good work.’”

Realizing that whatever problems this girl most likely stem from frequent encounters with Nola, I manage to say, “That’s nice, Debi; now, if we can find a nightgown, I think we’ll have everything we need.”

“Oh, ma’am, do you really think you want to do that? I mean, I’d just stick with the dress. Ain’t no kind of nightgowns she ever bought here fit to bury somebody in.”

“Wait,” I say, “Nola’s not dead.”

“Are you sure, ‘cause my cousin told me this morning that he was driving his chicken truck past her house and the hearse pulled out right in front of him. He had to slam on brakes so hard that he said if his rig’d been full, he would be dining with Colonel by now.”

I sigh and say patiently, “No, Debi. Nola is not dead. I just talked to her right before we came in here. But she does need a new nightgown.”

“Well, I’ll say she does,” Debi says, walking toward the department marked SLEEP EAR. “She’s liable to catch her death in that stuff she’s been buying.”
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Three: Tom
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As we pull into Aunt Diane’s driveway, I am seized with a sense of dread. 

My mother and I have never had what you’d call a close relationship, and time has not improved it. Her relationship with Trevor only made bad matters worse. Still, she has suffered a great loss and it is my responsibility as her son to comfort her. 

With this internal pep talk firmly planted in my mind, I get out of the car with Helen. Aunt Diane’s house looks remarkably like the one I grew up in, a cracker-style farmhouse with a screened-in front porch on about five acres of land. Like Mom’s family, the Lumpkins have been in Bellamy for generations. But the home I grew up in wasn’t the family homestead. My Dad had bought the house not long after I was born. My grandparents on my mother’s side lived in the home she grew up in until the day they died about twenty years ago. Last I heard, the land had been bought for a new development, the house torn down. When I asked Mom about that, she said, “Tommy, that old place needed a match put to it years ago. It had nothing but bad memories.”

Frankly, I feel that way sometimes about my own childhood home. But my Dad bought it. I don’t know what I’ll do when I inherit it, but selling the property and tearing it down is not on the list.

I knock on the blue-painted wood door that I remember so well from my childhood. Aunt Diane answers and immediately envelops me in a hug. As long as I can remember, she has been a hugger. Not like my mom, who would hug you in a sort of obligatory fashion, but like someone who wanted to hold you close and keep you safe from anyone or anything that might try to hurt you. 

Many a hug from Aunt Diane got me through those horrible years after my Dad died. Even at the funeral, while Mom only wanted Sonya near her, Aunt Diane sat with her arm around me, holding me close.

“Shug,” she says, letting go of me and turning to hug Helen. “It’s so good to see you again, although I wish it were under different circumstances.”

“It's good to see you, too, Mrs. Lumpkin,” Helen says with a smile.

“Now honey, I told you last time, you must call me Aunt Diane. Everyone else in town does.”

That’s true. From the Mayor to the man who owns the only septic tank cleaning business in the county, they all call her Aunt Diane.

She’s leading us into the home’s cool interior as she says, “Your mama is in the den. She’s still in a pretty sorry state but I have told her that she has to try to get a hold of herself for your sake.”

“Did that do any good?” I ask.

Aunt Diane sighs and shakes her head. “Well, not much. But maybe a little. You know how she is.”

“Yeah, I know,” I mutter.

Just then I hear a wail from the back of the house, “Tommy, is that you?”

“Yes, Mom,” I say in the kindest voice I can muster, “we’re here.”

Helen and I walk into the den to find my mother propped up on pillows on the couch, a glass of some amber-colored liquor on the table nearby. I walk over and bend down to hug her as she grabs me around that neck and howls, “Oh, Tommy, what am I gonna do? There’s nothing left for me now, no one to love, no one to make a life with. Oh, I just want to die!”

“I know, Mom,” I say, patting her hand. “But things will look better in time.”

“Oh Tommy, you can’t possibly know what it's like to love someone so much and then lose them. I just don’t think I can stand it.”

A sharp pain shoots through my stomach as I flashback to holding my dying wife in my arms. My hands curl into fists. My head throbs, no doubt because my blood pressure’s climbing. 

I want to scream. I want to tell my mother that her boytoy is in hell and I don’t care if she goes there, too. But as soon as that thought occurs to me I banish it with a prayer. I’ve been dealing with her for years, usually without endangering my soul. I don’t intend to endanger it now.

Fortunately, Helen steps forward at this time and surprises me by saying firmly, “Nola, you know that’s not true. Everyone in this room has lost someone they love, often violently, always tragically. We have all gone on and so will you. Now, I need you to tell me what happened.”

Mom is obviously startled by Helen’s firmness but it seems to get her attention. She plops back on her pillows and looks out the window, saying with a sigh, “I don’t even know where to begin.”

“Just start by telling us about the last time you talked to Trevor.”

“Oh, Helen, it was so awful,” Mom whimpers. “He’d been out all night and I kept calling him but he never answered his phone or my texts. He finally got in around 7 in the morning. He tried to go straight to bed but I lit into him. I asked him where he’d been and he said it was none of my business and then he started saying I was suffocating him and that I had to back off. Well, that really made me mad, but I had my eight o’clock hair appointment, and if you’re late, Belinda will give it to someone else, so I had to go. But by the time I got to her house, I had my mind made up. It was time to teach him a lesson.”

I groan under my breath. Helen, now in full cop mode, asks calmly, “What did you decide to do, Nola?”

“I decided to call a locksmith and have all the locks changed on the doors. Then, if he wasn’t in by the time he said he would be, I could just lock him out,” she says with an almost diabolical grin.

Helen continues, “Nola, did you mention your plan to anyone else?”

“No, not really,” Mom replies with a shrug. “You know, Helen, I’m not one to air my dirty laundry in public. But Belinda could see I was upset, and she asked what was going on. So, I told her about Trevor and how mad I was about him staying out late and that I was going to deal with him once and for all.”

“Mama, did you tell her about changing the locks?” I ask, already wearying of the conversation.

“No, Tommy, of course not,” she replies tersely. “That’s my personal business. Why would I tell her that?”

Helen and I look at each other, then she asks, “So what did you do after getting your hair done?”

“I went home, of course. I’d gotten a perm so it was almost ten. I went in the house and the first thing I saw was Trevor’s gun. He’d left it on the hall table like he always does when he’s been out late. I don’t like it right there where anyone can get to it, so I picked it up and put it up on top of the china cabinet where it belongs. Then I decided to go wake him up and tell him how things were going to be from now on. But when I opened the door . . .” 

She starts sobbing again and Diane comes and puts her arm around her, saying, “There, there, Nola. We know what you saw and I think you need a break now. Helen, can this wait until tomorrow?”

Helen nods. “Yes, Aunt Diane. But Nola, the sheriff will probably be wanting to ask more questions.”

“Oh, questions, questions! Always more questions! It’s just so terrible having to relive it all. Oh, Trevor!” Mom wails.

“Nola,” Diane says gently, “have another sip of this brandy and then take the glass on up to bed. It's late and you’ve had a terrible day.”

“OK,” Mom says, sniffling a little. She then downs the remaining brandy in one gulp. “Helen, did you find me anything to wear?”

“Yes, I did,” my long-suffering wife says as she hands Mom the bag from J-Mart. 

Mom looks inside and says with a sigh, “That’s not a very pretty color, but I guess it’ll have to do.”

With that word of thanks, she makes her way up the stairs and out of sight.

“Aunt Diane,” I say after Mom is gone, “thank you so much for taking Mom in like this. I know that she can sometimes be a little difficult.”

“No, Tom, she is often very difficult, sometimes downright insufferable,” Diane says, shaking her head.  “But it's nothing I haven’t dealt with before. Hell, she’s not carrying on a whole lot worse now than she did when her first boyfriend broke up with her right before junior prom. She’ll get over it, and you know as well as I do that she’s better off without that scoundrel.”

I’m about to say something when she waves her hand and says, “Now don’t look at me that way. You may be a priest now, but I’ve changed your diapers. You don’t need to pretend to be pious with me. I know it's not nice to speak ill of the dead, but that Trevor was no good. If your mama still has a cent of that money Sonya left her, it's only because he’s dead today and not next week.”

I stare at her, uncomfortable with her mentioning my diapers but thankful in a way to have someone confirm what Helen and I have long suspected. I am about to reply when Helen says, “I’m sure you’re right, Aunt Diane, and we need to sit down and discuss all this. But right now, I am in desperate need of a hot shower and a soft bed.”

“Oh, that’s right,” I say, “we need to find somewhere to stay.”

“No need, honey. I took care of it when I rented the car. They had one of those ‘add a hotel and save’ deals where they pick one for you and you save a lot of money. So we’re all set.”

“That sounds great,” I say, squeezing her hand. Then turning to Aunt Diane, I say, “You know the only reason they let me get married is that I can’t really take care of myself.”

“I’m sure there were better reasons than that,” Diane says with a smile, “but you know what they say, ‘any port in a storm.’”

We laugh, hug, and say goodbye with promises that we’ll pick Mom up first thing in the morning. “Don’t you two rush,” Diane calls as we’re getting in the car. “Sleep in. You haven’t been married long enough to have to be anywhere first thing in the morning.”
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We’re not in the car long before Tom asks, “So what do you think of Mom’s story? I mean, I’m not accusing her of anything but if it were anyone else in the world, it would sound pretty fishy.”

“I’m afraid you’re right, honey,” I say, turning onto the main road leading out of town. “I mean, do you think your mother is capable of murder?”

“Well, she’s certainly did a great job killing my Dad’s spirit, but I guess that’s not what you mean.”

“No, it's not,” I say without smiling. “Tom, you need to understand that to anyone in law enforcement, she will be the prime suspect.”

Tom doesn’t reply to this but is instead looking at the road. In a moment he asks, “Helen, you never told me where we’re staying.”

“That’s because I wanted it to be a surprise. It sure was to me. I mean to be able to get a suite at a four-star hotel for the price we paid? It just blew me away, and you know I can’t resist a good bargain.”

“Four-star?” Tom says. “That’s amazing. I didn’t even know there was a four-star hotel in this area.”

“Apparently, there is,” I say, slowing my speed to put off the inevitable. “It's under new management, and I suspect they’re really anxious to get off to a good start. You know, put the past behind them and move forward.”

I’m turning off the road now, our destination clearly in view. When he sees where we’re heading, Tom nearly screams, “No, Helen. You have got to be kidding me. No way. Uh-uh.”

“Now listen,” I say as we pull into the drive of the Beautiful View Plantation Inn–formerly known as the Belvedere. “We got a great price and I never dreamed what it was myself when I booked the room. Anyway, I’ve checked it out and it's gotten several very positive reviews.”

“From where?” he asks, beginning to thaw. “AAA? Southern Living?”

“Not yet, but Law Enforcement Today had a wonderful article and Florida Law Enforcement gave it four out of five stars.” 

We pull up to the front entrance, which admittedly still looks the same as it did the last time we were here. The valet approaches as a bellman comes out with a luggage trolly.

“Welcome to the Beautiful View Plantation Inn,” the valet says. I hand him the key, and turn around–only to find that Tom’s still in the car.

I lean in and whisper, “Tom! Get out of the car!”

“No. I absolutely refuse,” he says, shaking his head. “We’ll find another place. There are perfectly good hotels out by the interstate.”

Knowing the pressure he’s under, I say calmly, “Look, Tom, let’s try it for just one night and then if it's too awful, I’ll find something else. OK?”

He glares at me, then gives me a curt nod. “OK,” he says, climbing out of the car. “But if we’re held at gunpoint again, I’ll never let you hear the end of it.”

“Fair enough,” I say, taking his hand as we head inside with a very solicitous bellman right on our heels.

Through doors held open by a doorman in full livery, we walk into the lobby. It doesn’t look much different from when we were here the last time, but I notice they moved the restaurant and the dance floor. 

I’m struck with a tinge of sadness at this, as I remember the night we were here. Before everything went to hell, we danced together to the strains of ‘Hallelujah’. I smile slightly at the thought of it.

I turn to say something to Tom, but he’s looking at me with eyes that tell me he’s remembering that time, too.

We approach the front desk and a young man wearing formals says, “Welcome to the Beautiful View Plantation Inn. Is this your first time staying with us?”

Tom coughs, and I manage to say, “Yes, it is. We have a reservation under the name Greer.”

“Greer? Let me look,” he says, tapping a few keys. “Ah, yes. Here we are. The Twelve Oaks Suite. Excellent choice.”

He hands us our key cards and we follow the bellman to the elevator. Up two flights and down the hallway, he throws open the doors to our suite.
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