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Preview of The Mountain Monster

There’s so much more to the story . . .

Do you want to know what’s coming next?
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One: Tom
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I’m standing in a corner of the church basement at Saint Clare’s after the 10:30 a.m. Mass. I'd already spent some time outside in my traditional spot on the portico, greeting parishioners as they left. Fortunately, I didn’t have to stay too long in the February cold. After ten minutes or so, Deacon Cam and I were able to go back inside and, after a quick stop by the sacristy to take off our vestments, join everyone downstairs for hot coffee and warm fellowship.

“Good morning, Father Tom,” Alan Trent says enthusiastically when he walks up to me. “Certainly a good turnout for the first Sunday in Lent, isn’t it?”

I look around at the crowd. It’s not unusual for people who haven’t been to Mass in a while to decide to start attending again at the beginning of Lent. After the number of people who attended the three Masses we had on Ash Wednesday, I was expecting an uptick in attendance today, but I was still surprised at the crowd. The 10:30 a.m. Mass has the most people of the three Sunday Masses, but today, the church was packed. It was easily the largest crowd we’ve had in a while. There were faces in the pews that I didn’t recognize, and many of them are now in the basement for the after-Mass fellowship time. It’s really crowded in here, and I confess that I’m a little uncomfortable with the claustrophobic feeling of having so many people nearby.

The crowd is also surprising, considering there are no donuts.

The adults seem content enough with just cups of coffee and juice. But I can see a few sad faces among the children. I tried to convince Anna that since children do not have to participate in Lenten disciplines, we should have donuts for them after Sunday morning Mass. She said it would be too big a temptation for the adults. 

“Anyway,“ she said tartly, “I’ve never really agreed with us having donuts after church. It just gets kids all hyped up on sugar. Then their poor parents have to deal with them the rest of the day.”

“Yes, I am aware of that,” I said. “I remember quite well how you bring it up at least once a year at a Parish Council meeting. And every year, we remind you that it’s the parents' choice whether or not to let the children have donuts, and it’s not fair to punish the adults.”

Especially the priest, I thought to myself.

“Oh, really, Tom. Have we now become such a delicate society that not having a donut on a Sunday morning is a punishment? I swear, I don’t know what the world is coming to.” she said as she left my office before I could give her my opinion about the world.

“Apparently, one where you can’t have donuts on Sundays during Lent,” I muttered to myself. 

Looking at Alan, I say, “I’m sure that some people are adding a return to Mass to their Lenten disciplines. I guess the rest of them consider listening to one of my homilies a form of penance.”

I say that last with a grin, and Alan joins me. Just so he doesn’t think that I’m fishing for compliments, I ask, “Have you heard anything from Dominic? I saw him at 8 a.m. Mass on Ash Wednesday but didn’t get a chance to talk to him. I guess he left for Our Lady of the Mount right afterwards?”

“That’s right,” he says, “No, we haven’t heard from him. We agreed that he wouldn’t contact anyone while he’s gone. He needs the time there to be as distraction-free as possible.”

After spending most of his young life as a very devout Catholic, Dominic Trent lost his faith for more than a year. Following a harrowing time in jail after being arrested for murder, he returned to the Church just a few weeks ago.  Then, still feeling the need to get his head on straight, he decided to spend the six weeks of Lent with the semi-cloistered brothers at Our Lady of the Mount Monastery just outside of Emmitsburg.

“That’s probably a good idea,” I say, speaking from experience. “How is Doris taking things?”

“Pretty well, actually. Frankly, Father, I’m a little surprised. When Dominic told us about his plan, Doris’ first reaction was that he’d just come home and now he was leaving again. After Dominic explained why he was going, she accepted it. I guess Mae being pregnant again is providing a distraction.”

I notice Mae and Doris standing together in a corner while Mae’s husband, trauma surgeon Martin Maycord, chases their one-year-old son around the room. The little boy never wants for attention since he’s also doted on by three older sisters, Martin’s adopted nieces. Right now, though, they are caught up in a gaggle of girls chasing each other near the basement door. Martin’s aunt, Louise Harold, is watching them in a way that tells me they are about thirty seconds from being told to settle down.

From behind me, a soft voice says, “Father Greer?”

I turn around. A young woman who I know I’ve met in the past but whose name escapes me extends her hand. “Gina Sprague. We met at Gladys Rodriguez’s home a few weeks ago.”

“Of course,” I say, recognition dawning on me. “You’re Anastasia’s physical therapist.”
“That’s right,” she says. “I’ve been to Mass here a few times and now that I’m married, I wanted Malcolm to try it out.” 
Next to her, a good-looking man who appears to be in his early forties offers his hand. 

“Malcolm Whitaker, Father Greer. It's nice to meet you.” he says with a firm handshake.

“It's nice to meet you, too, Malcolm,” I say in my best clerical voice. “Welcome to Saint Clare’s. And everyone calls me Father Tom.”

“Thank you, Father Tom,” he says, looking around a little sheepishly before adding, “It was good to be back in Mass. It's, um, been awhile.”

“Then I’m even happier to see you here. How long have you two been married?”

“One month today,” Gina says happily. “We got back from our honeymoon a week ago.”

“Well, congratulations to you both,” I say,  just as my own wife walks over to join us.

“Helen,” I say, “you remember Gina, don’t you?”

“Of course,” Helen says. “Anastasia’s therapist. Gladys mentioned you’d gotten married and were on your honeymoon.”

“Yes, that’s right,” Gina says, still grinning. “This is Malcolm Whitaker, my new husband–oh, it still sounds strange to say that.”

“It’s nice to meet you, Mr. Whitaker,” Helen says.

“Oh, please, Mrs. Greer, call me Malcolm,“ he says with a charming smile.

“Then you must call me, Helen.”

“Well,” I say, “now that we have all that out of the way, why don’t you two tell us how you met and all that good stuff.”

Gina smiles and blushes a little as she says, “Well, Father Tom, it’s a little awkward. I mean, I’m sure my grandmother is turning in her grave, but we met on one of those online dating sites, FindYourMatch.com.”

I manage to not arch my eyebrow and hope that Helen is doing the same. Obviously, I’ve known several couples by now who met through dating apps and are very happy together. Still, I’m old fashioned enough to be just a little uncomfortable with it.

Malcolm must sense her discomfort, because he rushes to say, “That’s just the way we met, Father. I mean we went out on a lot of regular dates and everything before I proposed.” 

I remember now Gladys teasing Gina about that possibility not that long ago, but I don’t want to appear judgmental, so all I say is, “Oh, I’m sure. And you say that you’ve been married for about a month?”

This time it’s Malcolm's turn to look a little embarrassed. “Yes, that’s right. We would really have liked to have had a church wedding, Father. But you see,  we’re both kind of older, and we’re really anxious to start our new life together. So, we went to the courthouse and got married.”

“I see,” I say evenly. “Of course, it’s never too late to have your marriage recognized sacramentally. I’ll be glad to talk to you about that anytime you’re interested.”

Gina breaks into a big smile as Malcolm nods his head, “Yes, Father Tom,” she says. “We do want to do that. Just as soon as we have a chance. But right now, we’re right in the middle of buying a home together.“

“That’s exciting,“ Helen says. “Here in Myerton?“

Malcolm says, “Probably not. I work in Baltimore, and while we certainly don’t want to live there, we’re thinking about looking for something a little bit closer to the city. Right now we’re living in Gina‘s apartment while she finishes her contract with Physical Rehab Services.”

“That makes a lot of sense, though I know we’d love to have you two stay around locally,” I say. “Myerton is a great community for young families, and you may have noticed that the parish is full of them.”

“I’ve certainly noticed that,” Gina says, “Malcolm and I have talked about it since we hope to start a family soon. But since I want to stay home with any kids we have, it makes more sense to live near where he works.”

“And where is that?” I ask.

“Teletron. We work with businesses all over Maryland and Pennsylvania, producing commercials for television and the internet.”

“Sounds interesting,” Helen says. 

Malcolm shrugs. “It pays the bills. I mean, when I went to film school twenty years ago, things were nothing like they are now. The internet was still in its infancy, and so was I. I thought I’d end up in Hollywood, working with Speilburg, not in Maryland working with the Lobster King.”
“Wait, that’s your work?” Helen asks enthusiastically. “I love that commercial! But then, I also love lobster so that may have something to do with it.”
“That’s mine. I have to say, the owner was a great guy to work with. Most of the clients are, so I guess I have a lot to be thankful for.” Malcolm looks at Gina and grins. “Much more than I deserve.”

“Well, we wish you both the best of luck and hope to see you again as long as you're in the area,” I say. I see Nate approaching. He seems intent on talking to us until he sees who we’re talking to. He quickly turns and heads to the coffee urn.

I wonder what that’s about.

“Thank you, Father,” Gina says. “We’re going to be here for a while yet. There’s another six months on my contract. Besides, I do like the patients I work with.”

“Well, I know Gladys appreciates everything you’re doing with Anastasia,” I say.

The grin Gina’s had during our entire conversation falters. I’m still trying to figure out what’s happened when Malcolm takes Gina by the hand. “Darling, we need to go,” he says. “We’re meeting your uncle for lunch, remember?”

“Oh! What time is it?” She checks her watch. “Oh my goodness! We’re supposed to be at his house at one. Excuse us, Father, Helen.”

“Of course. Really nice to meet you, Malcolm,” I say.

“Nice to meet you too, Father,” Malcolm says as Gina drags him towards the door.

As soon as they’re gone, Nate makes a beeline for us.

“Man, that was close,” he says.

“What do you mean?” Helen asks.

Nodding his head towards the door, Nate says, “That was Gina Sprague. She was Anastasia’s physical therapist.”

“Was?” I ask, a bad feeling forming in the pit of my stomach.

“Yeah,” Nate says, obviously embarrassed. “Gladys fired her last week.”

“What? Why in the world did she do that?” Helen asks.

Nate shakes his head. “Oh, Gladys wanted her to see Anastasia three times a week and Gina said that was too much, that she didn’t need that level of help, and besides, she did not have room in her schedule. So Gladys blew up and said that if Gina wouldn’t help our baby, she’d find someone who would.”

“Oh, no,” I groan.

“Oh, Father Tom, it gets worse. She called the company Gina works for and complained about her, saying terrible things.”

“What kind of things?” Helen asks. “She didn’t accuse Gina of hurting Anastasia or anything like that?”

“No, nothing like that,” Nate says. “Gladys said that Gina didn’t pay enough attention to Anastasia during their sessions, that she was very unprofessional and incompetent. I mean, I was standing there listening to her rant and rave and couldn’t believe what Gladys was saying. I just hope it didn’t cost her her job.”

“Well, for what it's worth, neither Gina nor her husband mentioned anything about her being fired, so hopefully she was able to explain what was going on.”

Nate groans as he says, “I wish I’d been there for that. Then we’d both know.”

Helen and I look at each other. I put my hand on the desperate young man’s shoulder. “Look, Nate,” I say quietly. “There are too many people around for us to talk freely. Why don’t the three of us go over to the Rectory.  Then you can fill us in on what’s been going on.”

“I’d like to Tom,” Nate says quietly. “But I need to get back. Tonya has a study group this afternoon, and I need to look after the boys.”

“We haven’t seen the triplets in a while” I say. “We’ve kept our distance because we wanted to give Gladys time to adjust. But it sounds like that hasn’t happened.”

Nate looks at me, then at Helen. Sighing he says, “No, it hasn’t. She’s gotten worse. And I . . . I don’t know what to do.”

Helen reaches out and gives him a hug. “We’ll figure it out together. Everything will be fine. Now go and take care of your wife and babies.”

Nate hugs Helen. “Thank you.”

“Call us if you need us,” I say.

“I will. You’d better text Tonya if you decide to stop by. There have been some changes to the protocol,” Nate says, practically spitting the last word.

“What changes?” I say with a slight groan.

“You’ll just have to see for yourself,” he says. “Then you tell me if you still think everything will be fine.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Two: Helen
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After Nate leaves, I say to Tom, “I’m going to get lunch together. I assume you’re staying a little longer?”

He looks around the room. “Yeah. I see some people I haven’t spoken to in a while. I’ll be along soon.”

I take his hand and squeeze it, the only display of affection we allow ourselves when either of us are on duty, and leave. I always leave before he does on Sunday. Tom is very committed to staying until everyone who wants to talk to him has had a chance to. This often means that he doesn’t get home until an hour or more after Mass ends. By that time, he is completely exhausted, so I always make lunch on Sundays. 

Well, that’s not entirely true. We usually eat with Anna once a month. And,  of course, we’re frequently asked to eat lunch with parishioners and their families. Still when all is said and done, I end up cooking on more Sundays than I don’t. Today is no exception.

I’m trying a new recipe today, a baked rice dish made with beef and onion soup. I’m serving it with London broil and a tossed salad. But the real star of the show, or so I hope, are homemade rolls fresh from the oven. I take a peek at them, rising on the counter where the sun comes through and makes a warm spot, even in mid-February. They look puffy and perfect as I turn the oven on to pre-heat. As soon as I hear the front door open, I’ll pop them in the oven. By the time Tom has slipped into something more comfortable (sweatpants and a t-shirt), everything should be on the table.

Now I’m sure that there are women out there who wonder why I am so excited about something as common as Sunday dinner, but the truth is that I don’t have nearly as many opportunities to indulge my domestic side as I like. I work all week and spend many weekends dealing with the fallout of the ongoing breakdown in the homes and families in our area. When I can, I like to spend a little time rebuilding what we’re in danger of losing. Sometimes that means making Tom a new set of vestments for Christmas, and others, it means making homemade rolls. It may not be much, but since I still maintain that his work is always more emotionally draining than mine, I’m grateful to have a chance to create a few hours of peace for both of us.

I don’t get to muse about this for long before I do hear the door open. Sliding the rolls into the oven on cue, I call out. “You’ve got just enough time to change before lunch is ready.”

“Change into what?” he asks, coming in the kitchen and catching me around the waist.

“Anything you like,” I say, realizing that my voice has changed in an instant from shouting to whispering. 

He kisses the back of my neck, and I suddenly wonder what would happen if I pulled the rolls out of the oven for another half-hour or so.

Nothing good, I know.

I holster my emotions and say, “Darling, I know this is the last Sunday before NASCAR starts again so I’ve made us a special Sunday dinner. Why don’t you change clothes and then, once we’ve eaten, we can retire upstairs for a nice, relaxing nap.”

His sigh is almost a growl but he lets me go as he says, “If those rolls didn’t smell so good, I’d probably push you to nap first and eat later. But out of respect for your baking efforts, I’ll be a good boy and finish my dinner before asking for dessert.” 

With this, he disappears back through the door and I step outside to cool my own jets with a blast of cold winter air. By the time I come back in, I’m ready to get the rest of the meal on the table. Tom is back downstairs in time to open the bottle of wine I bought for the occasion.

Dinner and the following “nap” prove to be quite relaxing. Since neither of us wanted cake right after lunch, I brought it upstairs to enjoy in front of our gas fireplace. I’m putting some slices on a couple of plates while Tom makes coffee. 

“You know, Gladys always liked this cake,” I say, thinking of what Nate told us earlier today.

“She does,” Tom agrees, taking a bite before adding, “and this is certainly a good one.”

“Thank you,” I say before returning to my train of thought. “So I’m thinking maybe we could take half of it to her and Nate  tomorrow. You know we don’t need to eat it all ourselves.”

“You know how much I love this cake, so I’m sure you’ll know that I’m just as worried about Gladys as you are when I say that that’s a good idea. It’ll give us a chance to check on her. I’ll even make them dinner.”

“OK, then, I’ll text her and let her know we’d like to stop by. Hopefully, the cake will prove to be enough of an incentive for her to let us in.” 

Not wanting to start another hour-long discussion on what might be wrong with Gladys, I change the subject. “Did you get to talk to Steve and Bridget today?” I ask, taking one last bite of cake.

“No,” he says, taking my plate and his and putting them in the small sink in our breakfast bar. “I wanted to, but they were gone before I had a chance. Did you?”

“Yes, for more than a little while. It seems that Steve has gotten several calls from people he’s worked with in the past. They want to recruit him to help out with a new mission.”

“Wait, what?” Tom asks, turning so quickly he almost knocks over a coffee cup I left on the counter this morning. “I thought Martin said his fighting days were done after all the injuries he sustained the last time.”

I nod my head as I continue, “He did, and he would not be fighting. He’d be training soldiers, most likely special forces, given his background.”

“Oh, well that doesn’t sound too bad. Where would he be? Some army base?”

“It’d be an army base, but not here. In Israel.”

“Oh,” Tom says quietly, sinking into the love seat. “I see. Is he going to do it?”

“I don’t know. Of course, Bridget’s against him going, but he feels pretty strongly about the cause, not to mention the chance to work with what he considers to be the best trained army in the world.”

“I can certainly see where he’s coming from, especially with all that’s going on over there. But I’d hate to see him put himself in harm’s way again, just when he and Bridget are finally settled into their new life together. Not to mention that Dorothy Marie is only a little over a year old.”

“Yep, and that’s what Bridget pointed out. And then there are the older kids. Terry’s doing better than he was, but he’s still a teenage boy. I think Bridget feels he needs a man around the house more than Israel needs Steve’s skills.”

“She’s probably right about that. But I guess I’m prejudiced because I hate the idea of him getting hurt again, or worse. When does he need to decide?”

“According to Steve, his contact says to take all the time he needs. But he said he’d decide within the next couple of weeks. He said he might come over to talk things over with you. He’ll provide the brandy and cigars.”

Tom grins. “He’s a good man, you know?”

“One of the best in the parish.”

I yawn and stretch. “So what time is it anyway?”

Tom looks at his phone. “It’s just a little after three.”

I groan softly. “I suppose it would be wrong to suggest we just go to bed.”

With an evil grin, he says, “Again?”

“To sleep, Tom,” I say. “For some reason, I just feel exhausted all of a sudden. I feel like I could sleep for a week.”

“You know, I feel the same way,” Tom says. “I wonder if we’re coming down with something.”

“No, I don’t think it’s that,” I say. “We’ve both been working hard lately, not to mention worrying about Gladys. It was bound to catch up with us sooner or later.”

“Also, we’re not as young as we used to be,” Tom sighs. “At least I’m not.”

Sighing, I say, “Oh, you’re not talking about turning fifty again, are you?”

“What do you mean ‘again’?” Tom says. “I haven’t talked about it that much.”

“If by ‘that much,’ you mean at least once a week since your last birthday.”

“See, only once a week. That’s not that much.”

Trying to sound as sympathetic as I can, I say, “It’s just a number. It doesn’t mean anything.”

“It means I’m a little closer to . . .” He trails off, not finishing the sentence.

“It means that half your life is over,” I say, “and we get to spend the second half of your life together.”

With a bemused smile, he says, “You plan on me living to be a hundred? That’ll be a first in my family.”

“You have to start somewhere,” I say. “I intend on you–on both of us–living a long life together. We’re going to grow old together to see the triplets and the Conway kids and the Maycord kids and the Austin kids and every family in the parish grow up and have children of their own.”

He strokes my cheek. “Then I guess I’d better get back to exercising.”

“And eating better,” I say. “You were doing so well since the incident, but I’ve noticed you slipping into some bad habits recently.”

I lower my voice and say, “When it’s our time, we’re going together. I don’t want to live a moment without you.”

“And I, you,” Tom says. “But how are you going to manage that?”

Dropping my voice to a whisper, I say, “Oh, I have a couple of ideas.”

“And what might those be?”

Then, I proceed to show him.

***
[image: image]


I’m sitting in my office the next day, looking over a report from Nina about a talk she gave to the Chamber of Commerce on reducing crime during the summer tourist season, when there’s a knock on my door.

A quick check of my calendar doesn’t show any appointments, so I’m curious who it might be. Dan and Nina usually knock, then open the door and poke their head in to see if I’m busy. Since this hasn’t happened, it must be one of my officers.

“Come in,” I call.

The door opens and Gwen Tolson walks in. She marches up to my desk and, standing at attention, says, “Chief, may I have a moment of your time?”

I try very hard not to smile. No matter how much I’ve told her she doesn’t have to be so formal in the office, she insists on practically saluting me when speaking to me. I guess it’s because she doesn’t want to give any indication that we have a more personal relationship outside the office.

I sit back and look at her. “As I’ve said before in staff meetings, my door is always open. So yes, I have time. What’s on your mind, Officer?”

Two can play this game.

“Ma’am, it’s come–”

I put my hand up. “But first, at ease.”

She relaxes, if standing with her arms behind her back could be considered relaxing.

“Now why don’t you close the door so we can talk in private, hmm?”

Her eyes get big. “Oh, Chief,” she sputters. “No, it’s nothing personal. Nothing like that. I mean–”

“Still, there’s no reason everyone needs to know why you’re in here, is there?”

“Well,” she says with hesitation, “actually, everyone knows why I’m here. They kind of  . . . sent me to talk to you?”

I look at her, as it slowly dawns on me why my officers would send her to talk to me. “Why don’t you close the door anyway.”

Obedient as always, she marches back to the door and closes it. When she turns around, I say, “Now Gwen, have a seat and tell me why you're here.”

When I use her first name, she visibly relaxes. She comes back to my desk and takes a seat. “Helen,” she says, “it’s like this. Some of us were in the fitness center earlier today. You know I come in to work out before going on shift.”

“I did not know that, but I know a lot of the guys do.”

“Well I was there along with Thompson, Potter, Bailey, Higgenbotham, and Lowry when this civilian came in. He had a notebook and a measuring tape and started walking around making notes, measuring the windows, asking different questions about the room. This went on for a few minutes. Finally, Thompson asked him who he was and what he was doing there. He said his name was Tim Cooper and he’d been hired by you to draw up plans to renovate the fitness center.”

“Yes, that’s correct,” I say. “Tim’s an architect. He handled the renovations of the Myer Mansion into the Saint Francis Center. I think he also worked on the building you live in.”

Gwen thinks for a moment. “I think I’ve seen him at church. He’s married with two kids? Well, anyway, I mean, this got our attention. So the guys started talking and we decided to ask you about it. The fitness center is where we exercise, you know? I mean, it’s convenient. We can get our workouts in without taking the time to go somewhere else.”

“I see. So is that why they drafted you to come talk to me?”

Gwen hesitates. “Well, Thompson may have mentioned that it might seem less . . . well, not as bad coming from me.”  

“I see.” I sit up and dial my phone. “Lowry,” I say when he answers, “please put an announcement out over the PA that there’s a staff meeting in the conference room in five minutes.”

Before he can say anything, I hang up. Gwen looks pale as she says, “Now Helen, I . . . I don’t think anyone–”

“No, I’m actually thankful to you for bringing this to my attention.”

“But,” she sputters, “but no one, I mean, they shouldn’t, you know, get in trouble.”

I laugh a little. “Oh, Gwen, no one’s in trouble. I’m just going to explain what’s going on. Now why don’t you go to the conference room and I’ll see you in a moment.”

Gwen practically jumps out of the chair and all but dashes out of my office, closing the door behind her with what I’m sure is an inadvertent slam. 

As soon as she’s gone, I burst out laughing.

That poor girl.

***
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“At ease,” I say as I walk to the podium. The officers not on patrol take their seats. I notice that Gwen is sitting away from Thomspon, Potter, and Higgenbotham. Those three look worried and angry at the same time.

“This will be brief,” I say. “I’d intended on going into detail at next week’s meeting once I had more information to share, but I think it’s best if I speak to you about it now.

“It’s come to my attention that some of you learned today that I have asked an architect to draw up plans to renovate the fitness center.”

The room erupts in a combination of murmuring, exclamations, and protests. I see Lowry, Thompson, Potter, and Higgenbotham look in Gwen’s direction. Gwen sinks back into her chair.

I raise my hand and say, “All right, quiet down.” The talking subsides. “But where are we supposed to work out?” Garrett asks from the back of the room.

“That’s what I was going to share at the next meeting. I have approval from the city council to begin renovating the department. This building is almost fifty years old. If I had it my way, we’d put up an entirely new building, but the city can’t afford that. So we’re going to renovate what we have. We’re going to start with a new fitness center, break area, and office spaces on this floor, with my office moving upstairs to the now-unused second floor, along with Detective Conway and Lieutenant Hallstead. We’re also going to move Edwards’ office to a larger space in the basement.”

The quiet is broken when Edwards, my crime scene technician, jumps from his chair, pumps his fist in the air, and yells, “Yes!” The officers laugh at this, a few applauding. Edwards looks around and slinks back into his seat.

I wait for everyone to settle down before continuing. “Now this will take time, of course. We’ll be without an on-site fitness center for about six months. In the meantime, I’ve arranged with Mountain Fitness for everyone in the department to have memberships, paid for by the city.”

There’s more murmuring, this time of approval. “I also got them to agree to discounted memberships for families,” I say, “so your spouses or significant others can enjoy their facilities. I have to say, I’ve only been there a couple of times, but it’s pretty impressive.”

I look around. “Any questions?” People are looking at each other and shaking their heads. “I’ll keep you posted on the renovations. I’m afraid we’re in for some disruptions over the next few months, but I think it’s really going to be worth it.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Three: Tom
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I pick up Helen from the police station around 4:30. I’ll drop her  off to grab her SUV on our way home from Chez Rodriguez.

“Oh, that smells good,” Helen says when she climbs in.

“I decided to go all out and make my pot roast.”

“With mashed potatoes?” she says with expectation.

“Of course. I used Yukon Golds. Lots of sour cream and butter. They’re really good if I do say so myself.

“Oooooh, I hope you left some for lunch tomorrow. You know how much I love your pot roast.”

“Now, Helen,” I say, “I made this for Gladys, Nate, Tonya, and us to share tonight.”

“I know, but–”

“Would you take food out of the mouth of the mother of our grandchildren?”

She doesn’t answer right away. “Helen?”

“I’m thinking, I’m thinking.” Sighing, she says, “No, I suppose not. Not now anyway. You’ve made me a better person.”

We drive along in silence for a bit. “How was your day?” I ask finally.

“Ugh,” Helen says, shaking her head.

“That bad, huh? The Mayor giving you problems again?”

“Oh, no. She’s been so focused on her re-election campaign that she’s left me alone. And Lex is so busy actually running the city that he’s not bothering me, not right now at least.”

“I meant to say, I saw Lex the other day at The Bistro.”

Helen turns to me. “What were you doing at The Bistro without me?”

“I was having lunch with Cam and Father Wayne. I told you about it.”

“Oh, right,” Helen says. “You and Father Wayne were giving him a going away lunch.”

“He’s at the Chancery for a month before his ordination,” I say. “You have the date on your calendar, right?”

“It’s been there for months. Nina’s going to be ranking officer that day since Dan wants to go.”

“Anna mentioned there’s probably going to be quite a contingent from Saint Clare’s,” I say. “Cam’s very popular. From what I heard from Mae, the party the Acutis Society threw him was one for the books.”

“Yes, I know,” Helen says. “Someone called in a noise complaint. Lowry had the misfortune of answering the call.”

“Oh, no,” I groan. “What did he do this time?”

“Actually, he handled it very well, didn’t try to arrest Martin or anything. But I did hear from Martin about it. I explained to him that we got a call and we had to send a car. It came in from one of Martin’s more curmudgeonly neighbors.”

“Oh, yeah, Martin’s mentioned something about that to me. She moved in a few months ago. Apparently, she complains about the girls making too much noise and trespassing on her property.”

“The woman’s name is Stella Agnew. She’s called us three times about that.”

“I hate to ask this, but did the girls trespass?”

“We found no evidence, and all three denied stepping so much as a foot on Agnew’s property.”

I shake my head. “Anyway, like I was saying, I saw Lex. You want to take a guess what he was doing?”

“Eating lunch?” Helen says with a wry smile.

I glance at her. “Yes. But there were two things interesting about it. First, he was eating a steak.”

Helen raises her eyebrows. “I guess he was serious about only becoming a vegan because of Clarice. What’s the second thing?”

I grin. “He wasn’t alone.”

“Oh, really?” Helen says. “Man or woman?”

“Woman. I didn’t recognize her.”

She shrugs. “Probably just business.”

“Hmm, I don’t think so. They were sitting at that table in the back corner. Like they wanted their privacy.”

Helen nods. “Well, hopefully whoever she is doesn’t turn out to be anything like Clarice.”

“Hopefully,” I say. “So, if the Mayor’s not giving you problems, and Lex is staying out of your way, then what’s the problem?”

She tells me about the kerfuffle surrounding the department’s fitness center “I’d have preferred to wait until Tim had some sketches I could show,” she says, “but his visit today forced my hand.”

“I hope you weren’t too hard on your officers,” I say.

“I don’t really blame them, I guess. I mean, if I was them, I’d have wondered what was going on. Not sure I’d have gotten Gwen to ask about it.”

“Well, it sounds like you came up with a great solution,” I say.

“My officers are happy. Mountain Fitness is happy with the new business–even with the discount they’re offering us. Everyone’s happy.”

She pauses a moment and looks out the window. “You know, I also got the owner to throw in a twenty percent discount for families,” Helen says.

There’s something vaguely ominous about that statement. “I bet your officers liked that,” I say.

“Oh, they did. You know, a lot of couples exercise. Bridget was telling me just the other day that she and Steve had started working out together.”

“Uh-huh,” I say, turning onto Nate and Gladys’ street.

Out of the corner of my eye I see Helen glare at me. “Oh, Tom, really!” she finally says, crossing her arms.

“What did I say?” I ask, even though I know very well.

She takes a deep breath. “Oh, nothing. Never mind. Just forget it.”

I can see Nate and Gladys’ house up the street. I know what she wants me to say, so to head off an argument I say, “You know, with the weather being the way it’s been, I haven’t been able to get outside in a while.”

Helen’s still quiet, just staring out the window. “It’s going to be too cold for me to get on the bike for another couple of months, don’t you think?”

Still nothing. I take a deep breath and say, “What I’m trying to say is I’ll go with you. I know I need the exercise. I just hate it so much.”

Helen turns to me and pats me on the leg. “I know, darling,” she says with what sounds like genuine sympathy, “but you know it’s good for you.”

“I hate sweating,” I say, “and I ache after I’m done.”

“Just do what you do when we’re riding,” she says. “Offer it up for the souls in purgatory.”

I’m tempted to say that they’re not suffering as much as I do when I exercise, but since that would be wrong and borderline blasphemous, I don’t. Instead I say, “You’re right, of course. So I’ll go with you on the condition that I’m only going to get on the stationary bikes. I’m not lifting or pressing anything.”

For some reason, this makes Helen laugh. “Oh, Tom,” she manages to say, “no one wants to see that.”

I’m about to ask her what she means by that when I realize we’re at Nate and Gladys’ place. I turn into the driveway of the restored Victorian, an impressive two-story structure complete with a turret. The house is painted royal blue with black shutters and trim, and has a large porch that goes across the front and wraps around the side. For the last few months, it’s been sheathed in thick plastic, transforming what’s meant to be an inviting place for people to sit and visit with one another into a decontamination facility.

It’s just one of the many things that Gladys has insisted on since returning home with Anastasia, our granddaughter and the youngest of their triplets. Helen and I have been understanding because of the circumstances surrounding the little girl’s birth. The amniotic sac protecting her ruptured early for reasons no one’s ever been able to figure out. Deprived of oxygen for a time, smaller than her brothers, she spent her first weeks of life in the NICU at Myerton General. Since coming home, she’s consistently gained weight and seems to be doing better.

But Gladys has become very protective, even obsessed with her. She’s so afraid of something happening to Anastasia that anyone coming into the house has to spray themselves with disinfectant and wear a mask and gloves. Even Nate has to shower and change clothes at the Rectory after he finishes cleaning a crime scene.

She also won't let anyone from outside hold Anastasia. Helen and I have held her brothers Alexander and Anthony quite a bit, but we have yet to hold her.

“Are you ready?” I ask.

“Yeah,” Helen says. “I'm kind of used to it by now.”

I pull out my phone. “He did say for us to call Tonya when we got here,” I say as I dial.

Tonya answers on the second ring. “Father Tom,” she says, sounding a little panicked. “Are you and Helen here?”

“We’re in the driveway. Is everything OK? What’s going on?” Helen says,.

“You need to come in and see for yourself,” Tonya says.

In the background, I hear what sounds like shouting.  “Who’s that yelling?”

“Gladys. You just need to get in here. I . . . I think she's really lost it.”

Helen opens her door. “We’re coming in, Tonya.”

“Wait!” Tonya says. “Before you do, there have been some changes since the last time you were here. When you come inside the outer membrane, you’ll see two white hazmat suits, clear face shields, N95 masks, and gloves. When you’re done putting those on, just press the doorbell like normal.”

I'm listening to all of this, my concerns growing by the second, when a horrible thought occurs to me.

“Um, Tonya,” I say slowly. “Helen and I . . . we . . . we don’t have to undress, do we?”

“No, absolutely not. Just slip the suit over your clothes. But please, for all of our sakes, remember not to take your gloves off. Or your mask. Or your face shield. Especially around Anastasia.”

Helen and I look at each other. “We understand,” Helen says. “We’re coming up now.”

I hang up. We jump out of the car and practically dash up the path to the porch. We walk up the steps and the membrane closes behind Helen. To our right hangs the hazmat suits. On a table to our left are the other things we need to put on.

“Looks like she got our sizes right,” I say.

“She must have remembered mine from the wedding,” Helen mutters.

It takes us a few minutes and a couple of false starts with the hazmat suits, but we finally look like medical extras in a zombie apocalypse movie.

“Can you hear me?” Helen says.

“Yeah. What about you?” I say. 

“I can hear you fine.” 

I ring the doorbell. The door opens immediately.

Just like last time, Tonya’s wearing a mask, gloves, and face shield. But she’s in normal clothes. “Hi, Father Tom, Helen. Come on in.”

We step inside and I hear the low hum of what I now know are the air purifiers Gladys had installed in every room.

“It’s good to see you again,” Tonya says. “I’ll take the food to the kitchen.

We hand Tonya the box containing dinner. Looking around, I ask under my breath, “Is it just me or are things worse now?”

Tonya looks around to make sure that Gladys is nowhere nearby and then says, “Yeah, they’re worse. Anastasia spiked a low fever a few days ago and Gladys completely flipped out. She called the pediatrician and probably half the staff at the Children’s Hospital in D.C. and everyone assured her it was probably nothing more than early teething. Her fever went down a few hours later, but Gladys has been putting in more measures ever since. I want you to see what Nate and I are living with. I don’t mind for us, but I don’t know how much longer Gladys can go on like this. Especially with what’s been going on since this morning.” 

I’m about to ask her what she means when I hear Gladys’ voice-operated electric wheelchair coming up the hall. I turn, my smile freezing on my face as I see a stack of closed laptops on her lap.  

Barely looking our way, she says quickly, “Mom, Dad, I’m so glad you’re here. You’ve got to help me get this stuff out of here.  Go find Nate. He’ll tell you what to do.”

Not knowing what else to do, Helen and I head down the hall towards Gladys‘s office. Nate is standing there holding a large computer monitor that he’s obviously just unplugged. 

“What in the hell is going on“ Helen asks

Nate's voice chokes as he says, “I don’t know, Helen. This morning, she woke up and said that she’d had a dream, and in it, God told her to get rid of all the computers, that they were making Anastasia sick.”

My stomach does a flip flop. Now I believe that God can still speak to us in prayer, and that the Virgin Mary and even Our Lord have appeared to a few select individuals through the history of the Church.

But I don’t believe God has anything to do with what we’re seeing. 

“Did you try to talk to her,” Helen says, “to reason with her?“

“Of course I did,” Nate says. “I told her that dreams didn’t mean anything and it was probably just stress. But she insisted it was God‘s way of telling her something. So now we have to take all the screens out of the house, everything from the computers to TVs even our cell phones. She says we’re going to have to get a landline and that we can only use our cell phones when we absolutely have to.”

I look at Helen. She says  through gritted teeth, “This has gone far enough.” She strides back through the house, nearly running into Gladys in the hallway.

“Gladys,“ she says evenly, “we need to talk.“

“I don’t have time, Mom. I’ve got to get this stuff out of here,” she says frantically.  “Dad, did you find Nate? He may need your help with the server stack.”

“Gladys,” Helen says firmly, “Tom is not going to help Nate take these computers out of the house. I’m not going to help Nate do it. In fact, Nate is not going to take these items out of your home. You need them to do your work.”

“My work?” Gladys screams. “What is wrong with you? How can you even think about my work when my baby is in danger? She is my work, the only work that matters. Where’s Nate? Wait till I get a hold of him.”

“I’m right here, Gladys,“ a surprisingly calm Nate says from behind me. I turn to look at him as he walks into the room, his shoulder squared and his pace determined. Squatting down in front of her, he says, “Honey, you’ve got to stop this. You’re not making any sense.”

She hits her husband with her fist. “Dammit, Nate! I knew something like this would happen. I knew you didn’t have the balls to really deal with something important like a sick baby. All you care about are those two bratty boys. Just like all men.”

Nate’s obviously about to say something, but Helen, who is now standing behind Gladys’ back, motions for him to be quiet. Then coming back around where Gladys can see her, she asks calmly, “Why do you say the boys are bratty, Gladys? They’re not even three months old yet.“

“Oh, Mom, you don’t understand kids,” she says impatiently. “Whenever I go in to pick up Anastasia, one of them always starts crying, too. It’s because they’re jealous of her. I think that’s why they did it. They knew she was supposed to be special and that’s why they hurt her.”

I take a step forward, wanting to say something. Helen puts up her hand to stop me. She remains calm as she asks, “How did they hurt her, Gladys?”

She’s taken on an almost maniacal expression as she says, “I don’t know, but they must’ve done something to her. Maybe one of them kicked her sac. Maybe that’s why it ruptured early. But it’s their fault, and now I have to protect her from them. I have to make sure they can never hurt her again.”

Helen takes a deep breath and lets it out very slowly. She looks up and meets Nate’s eyes. Then she glances at me. There’s a mixture of pain and determination in her eyes.

I have no idea what she’s about to do, but whatever it is is tearing her up inside.
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Four: Helen

[image: image]


One question cops get asked a lot, usually by slightly intoxicated strangers at crowded cocktail parties, is, “Would you arrest your–fill in the blank, spouse, child, parent–if you caught him breaking the law?” And we always say the same thing, at least if it’s a stranger we’re talking to and we have no idea where they’re coming from: “Of course I would. I took an oath to uphold the law.”

But the truth is much more complicated.  

Would I arrest Tom if I caught him stealing from the church? Probably not. Instead, I would sell all that I had to help him pay the money back.

What about if he murdered someone? Yeah, I’d probably arrest him for that. I mean, you can’t give someone back their life. Besides, statistically, the person he’d be most likely to murder would be me. So self-preservation would sort of demand that if he’s killed once, he might do it again, and I have no desire to be anyone’s victim, not even his.

The good news is that the issue rarely arises for most of us in law enforcement. Oh, sure, cops have plenty of relatives who’ve been arrested. But the arresting officer is usually someone else.

Take me, for example. I have a cousin in Nebraska who’s been arrested more times than I can count. But she’s another story.

When the rare exception does come up and a cop has to arrest someone they love, it is almost always for that person’s good. I’ve heard of fathers arresting teens who were drinking and driving or doing drugs. I had an instructor at the Academy who said she had arrested her own sister once because she caught her with meth.

But no one, and I do mean no one, ever said it was easy.

All these instances are running through my mind as I turn to the closest thing I will ever have to a daughter, and say in my most professional tone, “Gladys Rodriguez, as an officer of the law, I have reason to believe that you are suffering from postpartum psychosis or some similar illness and are therefore a danger to yourself or others. As a result, I am placing you under a 72-hour psychiatric hold. This will give the physicians at Myerton General a chance to evaluate your condition and get you the help you need. If you’re willing to come with me now, I will transport you in my personal car. Otherwise, I will call an ambulance.”

I lean closer to Gladys and in a low voice say, “This is not an option, sweetie. You’re not well. You need help before you hurt yourself or one of the babies.”

It seems to take an eternity for Gladys to process what I’m saying. Suddenly, she lunges at me, screaming, “You bitch! You’re not taking me anywhere! How dare you say I’m
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