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Preview of The Detective’s Dilemma

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

Do you want to know what’s coming next?
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One: Helen
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I’m sitting in the dark living room of the home of Martin and Mae Maycord, one of about a dozen women. The screen in front of me is ablaze with bright scenes of women in an impoverished village somewhere in Peru, dyeing and spinning what seems to be miles of colorful yarn. 

That’s why we’re here tonight. Yarn.

No, really.

The short video ends. “Bridget,” Mae says, “since you’re closest to the switch, can you get the lights?”

The lights come up, and I blink as my eyes adjust to the sudden brightness. “As you can see from this short video,” the woman who earlier introduced herself as Maddie Todd, says, “Crafty Friends is very proud to empower women by sourcing our yarn from some of the poorest parts of South America to be able to support their families by creating most of the yarns and threads you see before you. We pay these women and their families a living wage that has already raised many out of poverty. We look for and mentor leaders who can organize their neighbors to run the small enterprises we rely on. Our goal is to help women live their best lives, no matter what that looks like.

“We are able to achieve these goals not just because of the wonderful women that we work with, but also because of the quality of the products they produce. Not only do we use all-organic dyes, most people agree that our yarn is softer and warmer than the kind that you can buy at your local crafts store.”

“If you can get there,” Miriam Conway interjects.

There’s a murmur of agreement in the room. “Exactly,” Maddie says, “One of the reasons I joined this company more than ten years ago now was to meet other women. I was OK after my first son was born, but when Jimmy came along just 23 months later, I felt like I would never get out of the house again.”

There are more murmurs of agreement. It’s obvious Mae filled her in on her audience for this evening.

I finger the small ball of sapphire blue yarn in my lap. I will admit, it is soft and not at all scratchy, especially for wool. Oh, Lord, I think to myself, I’m getting sucked in, after I swore to Tom I wouldn’t. OK, Helen, pay attention to the spiel, order something, and get out of here and back to the world of murder and mayhem.

“So did you jump right into sales, or did you just go to the parties?” Mae’s sister Veronica asks, and I can see the wheels in her head turning.

“Classes, honey,” Maddie says with a smile. “These aren’t parties, they’re classes. I want everyone to plan to be back here in a month when I’m going to share with you a brand new stitch that has been developed just for our Crafty Friends. In fact, I am traveling to one of our production sites in South America to hand-pick the materials for this new project myself. But, to answer your question, I didn’t know a crochet hook from a knitting needle when I went to my first class. Now I do it all–sewing, crocheting, knitting, the whole nine yards. Speaking of which, if all of your fabric orders total at least nine yards, Mae here will get a free kit of her choice. And you will, too, when you host your own class.”

I hear the ‘oohs’ and ‘ahhs’ going around the room and I am increasingly impressed with this woman’s sales skill. 

“But I have a confession to make,” Maddie says, obviously trying to look contrite. 

“Oh, Helen,” Mae exclaims as she turns in my direction, “you ought to be ready for this!”

“Oh,” Maddie says, eyeing me with the look of a wolf who has just come across an injured rabbit, “Do you often hear confessions?”

“Um, well,” I say with a little laugh, “Typically, that falls more within my husband's line of work. He’s the priest at Saint Clare's Catholic Church. But I guess I have heard more than most people.”

“Helen’s the Chief of Police here in town,” Amy Cooper says before I can explain further.

“Well,” Maddie says gleefully, “You’re the first Police Chief I’ve ever had come to a class. I’ll just have to give you a special gift. What do you like to make?”

“Oh, I guess I sew a little,” I say as humbly as I can manage.

“A little!” Anna Luckgold cries. “She’s handmade not one but two sets of vestments for her husband, Father Tom Greer, and they have some of the most exquisite embroidery I’ve ever seen.”

“They really are gorgeous, Helen,” Bridget says.

“The word on the street is that she’s working on a third,” Anna adds.

“Now, Anna,” I say coyly, “what makes you think that?”

“Nothing, actually. It’s just that he needs a white set for Christmas and Easter, and he really could use a red one for feast days. You’ve never been one to leave anything half done.”

“Well, I . . .” I start to say. 

Thankfully, Maddie cuts me off by saying, “Oh, then I have just the thing for you and the good Father. But first, my confession. I asked Mae specifically to host this class because we have a new product that we’re releasing this week and I have heard enough about the Myerton Catholic community to know that it would be something she and her friends would be particularly interested in.“ She reaches into a large tote bag, the first one I’ve ever seen that’s bigger than mine, and pulls out a small box. “These are our brand new rosary-making kits.” 

She opens it to reveal all the pieces one typically needs to make a rosary, including a small bag of some of the most beautiful beads I’ve ever seen. “We are so proud to be partnering with the Saint Juan Diego Mission in Perú to produce these particularly exquisite beads.” 

She now pulls out a stack of brochures, each of which has a couple of beads in a small baggie taped to it. I manage to resist the temptation to mention that these are the same bags that drug dealers use to package pills. She continues, “In this brochure, you will read the testimony of Father Jorge Espana, explaining how shared profits from this endeavor have allowed his church to add a school, a food pantry, and a healthcare center for the people in his area.”

I look at the smiling priest on the cover and cannot help but be impressed with the figures that he quotes for the amount of money the women in his area are making. Inside the brochure are color photographs of women working with pieces of what appears to be some sort of quartz, using very modern-looking but small machinery to shape and polish the individual beads.

“Now, I and my immediate family are all Baptist, but I have cousins who are Catholic and I know how much they enjoy having a beautiful rosary. So, I am proud to make these kits available at the special deal of buy one, get one for 50 percent off at this class tonight.  And I will be especially grateful for any feedback you can give us on the quality of the beads. As you can see in the brochure, they are produced from locally-mined rock and polished by hand to the high gloss finish you see.”

It’s obvious that she has hit the jackpot when it comes to enthusiasm, as several women rush forward to look at the samples of different colors and styles of beads that are available to order with the kits. Personally, I can’t think of anyone that I would need to make a rosary for. Tom has had his since he was ordained, and it is carved from rosewood from the holy land. Mine belonged to my grandmother and, while the beads are worn, it is her hands that used it and that means more to me than having something newer and more stylish.

I’m just sitting in my chair when Maddie approaches and says, “Don’t think I forgot you, Helen. These extra sharp needles are just the thing for sewing on silks and brocades. Not only will they never rust, but they also have extra large eyes which I know I appreciate as I get older.”

Some women might be insulted by this but it doesn't bother me. Frankly, while I enjoy sewing, I’m more concerned about being able to shoot straight.

“Thank you,“ I say, taking the box from her. I open it and pick up one of the needles. I can tell from the feel of them that they’re much higher quality than the ones I’ve been using. “Does your company happen to sell silk thread, specifically silk embroidery thread? So far I’ve been ordering it online, but I would love to have a source where I can see it before I buy it.”

Maddie is obviously delighted at the question and beams as she says, “In fact, Helen, we do. We just added a new line that we’re very proud of. I have some samples here if you’d like to see them.”

“I don’t want to interrupt your presentation,” I say. “Perhaps I could see them afterwards?”  

“I’m actually almost finished,” Maddie says, adding to the group, “Before I turn you over to your catalogs, does anyone have any questions for me?”

Bridget raises her hand and asks, “Any ideas about how to keep my yarn from getting tangled when I’m working with a bunch of different colors? I’m knitting a camo sweater for Steve to wear hunting, and I’m having a terrible time keeping the yarn straight.” 

Groans spread around the room as women commiserate with her. I don’t often knit. I mean, I can, and do it very well, if I say so myself. But I don’t enjoy it, primarily because I hate how my yarn keeps getting knotted up. 

Maddie smiles as she shakes her head sadly, “While the internet is full of ideas, I’ve never really found a solution that works consistently. And unfortunately, Crafty Friends doesn’t sell anything.”

“Bridget, you need something like what Martin made for Mae,” Veronica announces proudly.

“Veronica!” Mae scolds. “You’re not supposed to talk about that!”

“Why not?” Veronica says. “It’s so cool.”

“Yes,” Mae says through gritted teeth as all eyes turn to her, “but he doesn’t want to talk about it outside the family yet.”

“Oh, all right,” Veronica says as her mother grabs her arm lightly. “Sorry.”

Maddie, who is obviously not familiar with dealing with sibling rivalry, is still staring at the two sisters. I’m not good with sibling squabbles either, technically, as an only child with no children of my own. 

But I have diffused a domestic disturbance or two.

“Maddie,” I say, “if everyone else is going to be looking at catalogs now, can you please show me that thread?”

Obviously grateful for the change of subject, she says, “Yes, of course, Helen,” and opens her sales case to a new drawer.

I have to admit that the colors she shows me are amazing. Anna’s right. I am working on a new set of vestments for Tom, ones in white for Christmas and Easter. Because they are solid white, I was hoping to do something special with the stole and am still searching for new ideas. 

I’m fingering some gorgeous ivory-colored silk thread with a subtle fleck of gold. “I like this,“ I say. “I think it will go really well with the fabric I’m using.”

Maddie replies with a big smile, “I brought that home myself, a year ago.“ A cloud crosses her face as she adds, “Of course, if I had known then what I know now . . .”

One of the biggest challenges about being in law enforcement – and I’m going to add, even though it sounds sexist, a woman in law enforcement – is that we are trained to be curious. I really want to ask her what she means, but at the same time I don’t want to appear to pry. I decide to take a neutral course and say, “Is there something wrong with the thread?”

This seems to bring her back to the present, and she says with a now somewhat forced smile, “Oh, no. The thread’s fine. It’s . . . it’s just that I was actually on a shopping trip for that thread when my husband died.”

“Oh, I am so sorry,“ I say, my own grief over my first husband John’s death bubbling back to the surface. “That is a terrible blow. Was it unexpected?”

“Completely,” she says, wiping a stray tear from her eye. “He hadn’t been sick at all. That’s one of the reasons it was such a shock. He’d always been as healthy as a horse. He was with me on that trip – I mean not actually with me at the moment. He was playing golf with some other guys from the company while I was out visiting some of the outlying farms. Apparently, he died suddenly, near the end of the game. Just dropped dead right there on the green.”

I choose my words carefully as I say, “I know it doesn’t help, but I lost my first husband suddenly, too, so I know the impact that can make on a woman, especially if you’re still young and looking forward to life together for decades to come.”

She takes my hand as she says, now hiding behind her salesperson face, “Helen, I can say with complete honesty that I don’t know what I would’ve done if it hadn’t been for Crafty Friends. They helped me with everything, from getting the death certificate and arranging the cremation to flying us home on a private company jet. My youngest had just started his junior year in high school, which was why Jason felt he could go with me. The company sends their most successful managers out to the headquarters each year so that we can see the newest products and visit with the people producing them. So, while I had lost my husband, I knew better than ever that I had a large, worldwide family supporting me.”

Tom is always after me to listen with my heart, rather than my head, at least when dealing with the people in our church family. I try very hard to put this into practice now as I force myself to accept what she’s saying at face value and not see it as an offensive attempt to use her personal tragedy to sell pins and needles. “I think it’s wonderful that you’ve found a way to go on,” I say.

“Not just go on, Helen,” she says with a grin. “I’ve thrived. I miss Jason terribly, but being involved in Crafty Friends and doing these parties gives me a reason to get out of bed in the morning and get out of the house.”

She crosses her arms and cocks her head to one side. “You know, Helen, I can spot potential talent from a mile away. I think you would be perfect for Crafty Friends.”

I laugh, thinking she’s joking at first. When I realize she’s being serious, I shake my head and say, “Oh, no, not me. I’ve got my hands full being a police chief and a priest’s wife – that’s two full-time jobs.”

“Are you sure? Reps get first crack at all new products, a 40-percent discount, and all sorts of prizes for meeting sales goals. Not to mention a . . .”

“Maddie,” I say, putting my hand up, “I appreciate what you're saying, but it’s not for me. I’m sure any of the other women here would be much more suited.”

“Oh, trust me, I’m talking to a couple about joining my downline. But I really think you’ll be a real asset to Crafty Friends.”

“Look, Maddie, I love the product and I’ll definitely be a customer going forward. But you’ll have to look to someone else.”

Maddie sighs and says, “Well, you can’t blame me for trying. So, let me total up what you owe for those needles and that thread.”
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Two: Tom
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I go into the church at 7:30 Sunday morning. The lights are on in the sanctuary, and I’m gratified that the altar is set up as always.

I walk up the steps to the altar, bow, then go to the sacristy.

“Good morning, Dominic,” I say as I enter. “How are–”

I stop when I realize I’m not talking to Dominic Trent, but Deacon Cam Stone.

“Good morning, Father Tom,” he says.

“Cam? Were you scheduled to assist at 8?” I ask, trying to remember.

“I wasn’t,” he says slowly. “But late last night I got a call from Dominic, saying he wouldn’t be able to serve this morning. I know you have other servers for 10:30, but I didn’t want to leave you short-handed this morning.”

“I see,” I say, confused at this turn of events. “Did he say why he couldn’t serve?”

He shook his head. “No, he didn’t. Just that he wouldn’t be available.”

“He must be sick. I can’t imagine another reason why he wouldn’t serve.”

Cam turns back to what he was doing when I came in. “I’m sure it’s just something like that.”

There’s something about his tone that arouses my suspicions. “Cam,” I say slowly, “is there something you aren’t telling me?”

He looks up, sighs, and turns around. “Yes,” he says, “there is. Looking back I guess I should have mentioned it to you.”

Crossing my arms, I say, “I’m listening.”

“Well, he’s skipped the last couple of server training sessions. Each time, he called me at the last minute, saying a family obligation came up.”

“That’s quite possible,” I say. “There are a lot of Trents, he’s the oldest still living at home, and I know his parents rely on him to help out.

“Oh, I know that, Father Tom, and it made perfect sense. But after the last training, I happened to run into Doris Trent at the grocery store – I was picking up the ingredients for dinner, since it was my turn to cook – and I asked if everything was OK. She said everything was fine. I mentioned that Dominic had told me there was a problem. She said she didn’t know what I was talking about.”

I raise my eyebrow. “I see. So you’re saying Dominic lied?”

He hesitates before saying, “I don’t want to accuse anyone unjustly, but it doesn’t look like he was entirely truthful.”

“I see,” I say. “I appreciate you telling me this.”

“Like I said, I guess I should have mentioned something sooner. But I like Dominic. I didn’t want him to get into any trouble.”

Cam picks up the Gospel book. “I’m going to go ahead and place it on the altar, if that’s all right.”

I nod. “Of course. I’m going to begin to get vested. We’ll just enter from the sacristy this morning.”

Cam leaves, and I’m left alone, wondering once again what’s going on with Dominic Trent.

***
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My concern over Dominic deepens when I look out over the congregation and don’t see him sitting with his family. 

He must be sick. That’s the only reason he wouldn’t be in Mass today. And even then, he must be deathly ill.

I’m momentarily distracted from my concerns about Dominic by the sight that greets me in the front row. There, Helen is sitting as she usually does with Nate and Gladys. Today, however, they’re joined by a tiny red-haired visitor. Nate is wearing little Dorothy Marie Austin in a front carrier. I wonder for a moment how exactly this happened, but soon put my focus back to where it belongs.

Mass is uneventful, with Cam delivering the homily. I have to say I’m impressed with his delivery, not to mention the conciseness and focus of the message. With communion distributed and the final blessing delivered, we process out behind the servers. Outside, Cam takes his place on one part of the portico, while Helen joins me at our traditional spot right outside the doors to greet our parishioners as they file out.

“You had a little visitor in your row,” I say. “How did that happen?”

“I’m not exactly sure,” Helen says as the first people come out. “I didn’t get the chance to ask Gladys before Mass started.”

People file by, telling Helen it’s good to see her and asking after my health – it’s still of great interest to people after all these months – and commenting on Deacon Cam’s homily. Soon, Steve and Bridget come out, followed by her children.

But no Dorothy Marie.

“Good morning, Father Tom,” Steve says. “Helen, good to see you.”

“Hi, Father, Helen,” Bridget says.

“Steve, Bridget,” I say. “Hi, kids.”

“Hi, Father,” Terry, Bridget’s oldest son, says. “Mom, I’m going to go hang out with the guys at the playground.”

“Can we go!” her younger kids say in unison.

“Stay together,” Steve says. “Terry, keep an eye on them.”

Terry looks at Steve, then turns and says, “Come on, let’s go.”

As the fourteen-year-old walks off with his brother and sister trailing behind him, Steve and Bridget look at each other. He has a sadness in his eyes I’ve never seen before.

“Things are still rocky with Terry?” I ask.

“Yeah,” Bridget says. “I’ve talked to him, but . . .”

“Bridge, it’s OK,” Steve says. “He’ll come around. I mean, we always got along before. I’m sure we will again.”

“The teen years are rough,” Helen says. “But Terry’s a good kid.”

We lapse into an awkward silence. I know everyone is hoping I’ll have some sage words that will make everything better. Unfortunately, I don’t have anything. 

So, I decide to change the subject.

“Did I see Dorothy with Nate and Gladys this morning?” I ask.

Steve looks at Bridget. “It was her idea,” he says.

“How did it happen?” Helen asks.

“Gladys called me yesterday,” Bridget says. “You know they’re having triplets, right?”

“I think we were the first people they told,” I say.

“Well, Gladys asked if she and Nate could borrow Dorothy for Mass, just to have the practice. They thought they could start with one, then gradually build up.”

“How are they going to do that?” Helen asks. “Are they just going to borrow babies from people?”

“I did get the impression that’s her plan.”

I look at Steve. “I’m surprised you agreed to that, considering how you are about Dorothy.”

“Well,” he says with a smile, “I do sympathize with Nate. I mean, I remember how I was when I found out I was going to be a father.”

“You were in the hospital under the influence of painkillers,” Bridget says with a grin.

“I’ll admit, that did soften the blow a bit,” Steve says, returning her grin, “but when those wore off, I was scared to death. So I was more than happy to help. I just made a couple of things clear to him.”

Bridget rolls her eyes as Helen asks, “What?”

“I just told him in no uncertain terms that he’d better return Dorothy in the same condition he received her, or he and I would have a problem.”

I take a deep breath. “How did he react when you said that?”

Before Steve could answer, Bridget says, “The blood rushed from his face, he broke out in a cold sweat, and he had to sit down with his head between his legs.”

“I like to think I got my message across,”Steve says.

Just then, Nate and Gladys break through the crowd, little Dorothy asleep in her carrier. “Thanks for lending us your baby,” Gladys says. “She was a little angel.”

“No problem, Gladys,” Bridget says.

“Steve,” Nate says, “I was really careful with her.”

The ex-Army Ranger looks down at his sleeping daughter and lightly pats her on the head. The little bundle stirs, her eyes opening slightly before she falls back asleep. “Yeah, I’d say you’re returning her in the same condition you received her,” he says. “Good job, Nate.”

“Thanks – ahem, thanks, Steve,” Nate squeaks. 

Steve helps Nate off with the carrier, somehow managing to move the baby without waking her up. With the baby now firmly attached to Steve, he and Bridget say goodbye and go off to gather up their other kids.

“So are you going to be doing this every Sunday?” I ask Nate and Gladys.

“We need the practice, Father Tom,” Nate says. “I mean, it was different when we thought it was going to be one. Three – I mean, we can’t just start out with that many.”

“We’ve talked to Amy and Miriam,” Gladys says, “and they’re going to let us add their babies every few Sundays until we’re used to handling three at a time.”

I question whether anyone ever gets used to handling three babies at one time, but I don’t say anything. Instead, I say, “Well, it sounds like you’ve come up with a plan.”

“What are you doing this afternoon?” Helen says. “You want to come over for lunch?”

The mention of lunch seems to make Gladys a little green around the gills. “No, thanks, Mom,” she says weakly. “Food and I . . .oh, Bae, we need to go.”

Nate grabs the handles of her chair and says, “We’ll talk to you later,” before hurrying her away.

“You’re sure she’s OK?” I ask.

“According to Gladys, her doctor says it’s not unusual with multiples for morning sickness to last all day.”

“She’s getting enough to eat though, right? I mean, she and the babies . . .”

Helen pats my arm. “They’re fine, Tom. This is Gladys we’re talking about. She’s read everything there is to read about the topic, plus she’s been talking to Doris. Besides, you know how Nate dotes on her. He’s not going to let anything happen to Gladys or their babies.”

I take a deep breath. “I’d just hate for anything to happen, you know?”

“Which is why she's going on extended maternity leave in a month. Her doctor wants her on bed rest.”

“So you’re going to lose her for a few months?”

“Well, she won’t be in the office,” Helen says, “but she insists she can work from home. I guess we’ll see.”

“Father Tom, Helen,” Alan Trent says as he and Doris come up, followed by their daughter Veronica and five of their children, all girls.

“Alan,” I say, shaking his hand. “Good to see you this morning.”

“Deacon Cam’s doing a fine job, isn’t he?” Doris says.

“He is,” I say, nodding. “We’re very glad to have him.”

“I’m just glad Tom has someone capable to help,” Helen says.

“And he’s so handsome!” Veronica blurts.

The four of us look at the young lady, who instantly blushes. “Er, ah,” she stammers, “that is, I mean, I . . . I think I’ll go talk to Pam and Stacy.”

She scurries down the steps to where a couple of her friends are standing. “Sounds like someone has a crush on the good deacon,” Helen says with a smile.

“From what I’ve heard,” Doris says, shaking her head, “she’s not the only one. I think half the teen girls in the parish do.”

Thinking a subject change is in order, I say, “Is Dominic all right? I was concerned when he didn’t show up to serve this morning.”

Alan and Doris glance at each other. “He’s going to Mass at the Student Center later,” Alan says, “then out to a late lunch with some friends of his from Myer.”

“I see. Well, I’m glad he’s making new friends.”

“Yes,” Doris says. “That’s a good thing, I suppose.”

“Have you heard from Vincent?” Helen asks.

“We video chatted with him last week when he was in Kiev,” Alan says. “He says they’ve been really busy, with the summer offensive starting. He’s stationed at a field hospital near the front – couldn’t tell us exactly where, of course.”

“Please let him know he’s in our prayers,” Helen says, placing her hand reassuringly on Doris’ arm.

Doris covers Helen’s hand with hers and gives a weak smile. “That means so much to us,” she says quietly.

They say their goodbyes and leave. A few other people come from the church, but within moments, Helen and I are alone on the steps. She puts her arm through mine and says, “Well, let’s get you changed and to the Rectory for lunch. You look like you’re hungry.”

“I am,” I say.

Something in my tone must catch Helen’s attention. “What’s wrong, Tom?”

Sighing, I say, “I’m concerned about Dominic. Something’s wrong with him, and has been for a while. According to Cam, he’s missed the last couple of servers’ trainings, and today he’s not here to serve at the altar. Helen, I can count on the fingers of one hand the times Dominic has missed serving.”

“Well, you heard what Alan said. He’s going to Mass at the Student Center.”

“He didn’t mention that to Cam when he called him last night.”

We walk in silence back through the church into the Sacristy. “Tom,” Helen says as I’m pulling my chasuble over my head, “I think you’re worrying for nothing. I mean, this is Dominic we’re talking about.”

“I know, and a few months ago, I would have agreed, but he hasn’t been himself recently, not since everything happened with Vincent and Sally.”

Helen furrows her brow. “And there’s the less-than-friendly way he’s treated Cam since he came here. OK, I see your point. But what do you think’s wrong?”

I shake my head. “I don’t know. But I’m just afraid things will get worse before they get better.”

She pats me on the back and with a grin says, “That’s my optimistic husband.”

I laugh. “Sorry, I guess my inner Eeyore is rearing its ugly head again. Probably just because I’m hungry.”

I finish hanging everything up, close the doors to the wardrobe, and say, “Let’s go before I decide to start walking up and down Main Street in sackcloth, screaming that the end is near.” 

***
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After lunch, Helen goes into the guest room/sewing room to work on her latest project while I settle onto the couch to watch NASCAR.

About halfway through the race, a red flag halts everything. Considering the number of cars involved in the accident, it’s going to take a while to clean up. I pick up my phone and make a call.

It’s a call I’ve been wanting to make all afternoon, but have frankly been afraid to.

“Father Tom,” the deep gravelly voice of Father Wayne says through my phone. “How are you this fine Sunday afternoon?”

“Quite well, Father,” I say. “I just wanted to find out how Mass at the Student Center went today?”

There’s a pause on the other end before he answers, “Quite well. We had about thirty young men and women. There was a little fellowship time afterwards.”

“I see. That sounds quite nice. Did Dominic assist you at the altar, by any chance?”

There’s a longer pause now. “Excuse me, Father?”

“Did Dominic assist you at the altar? Alan told me he was attending Mass at the Student Center, and I thought . . .”

“Tom,” Father Wayne says slowly, “I don’t know what’s going on, but Dominic did not attend Mass here today. In fact, I haven’t seen him at the Student Center in a while.”
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Three: Helen
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Tuesday morning, I’m in my office bright and early. Across from me are my chief detective, Dan Conway, and my public information officer and chief of staff, Nina Hallstead. We’re going over the items for the weekly staff meeting, held every Tuesday morning since I took over as Chief of Police.

“And I’ll be meeting with President Connor next week,” Dan says.

“Good,” I say. “Let’s get on top of any concerns he has now before the fall term starts. If it’s all right with you, I want Nina to go with you.”

Dan shrugs. “Hey, she can handle the entire meeting as far as I’m concerned. You know I hate that kind of stuff.”

“I know,” I say, “but you’ve been our liaison with the College for a couple of years now and I don’t want to change just yet.”

“So why do you want me there, Helen?” Nina asks.

“I’m thinking of making some changes, and adding college liaison to your list of duties is one of them. I want President Connor to know who you are.”

Looking at Dan, I ask, “By the way, has he chosen a new Chief of Security yet?”

Dan hesitates and starts rubbing the back of his neck. “No, no, not yet,” he says.

I narrow my eyes and peer at my detective, who is not looking at me. “Do you have something to tell me?”

He doesn’t say anything at first. Finally, he says, “Look, Helen, he offered me the job out of the blue a couple of weeks ago. I turned him down flat, making it very clear that I’m not the person he’s looking for. I told him I’m not an administrator. I’m a cop.”

“Do I hear a ‘but?’”

“But,” Dan says slowly, “he’s kept up the pressure. He’s offering me twice what I’m making here.”

“Twice?” Nina says, her eyes getting big. “That’s crazy!”

Dan stares at her. “What? You don’t think I’m worth it?”

“Oh, no, Dan. Of course you are. I just didn’t know Myer College had such deep pockets.”

“It still gets regular infusions from the Myer Trust,” I say. I look at my detective – my friend – then say to Nina, “If we’re done here, can I have a few minutes with Dan?”

“Sure,” she says, standing up. “I’ll see you in the conference room at 10.”

She leaves, and I look at Dan. “Listen, I don’t want to lose you,” I say. “Frankly, you’re just about irreplaceable.”

“Oh, come on, Helen,” Dan says, “no one’s irreplaceable.”

“Maybe not, but you come about as close as anyone else around here.”

“Except for Gladys.”

“Well, Gladys, of course,” I say with a slight smile.

“Helen, you don’t need to worry,” Dan says. “I’m not going anywhere. I love my job. I love the people I work with. And I most definitely do not want to be stuck behind a desk, dealing with drunken frat boys and dilettante professors convinced that Chinese spies are trying to steal their life’s work.”

“But Dan, the money,” I say. “I know how much you earn. Your family’s getting bigger. And kids only get more expensive the older they get. I mean, there’s college to consider.”

“Well, right now, I think that’s only a possibility for Catherine. The boys will probably follow in my footsteps and spend some time in the Corps, either there or state prison.”

I sit back and say, “I just want you to know, if you ever decide–”

“I won’t, Helen,” he says firmly. “You’re stuck with me. Though I wouldn’t turn down a raise.”

“I’d love to pay you more,” I say. “Let me see what I can do.”

“Oh, wait a minute, Helen, I wasn’t . . .–”

I hold my hand up. “I didn’t think you were. I told you I was thinking about some changes? They don’t just involve Nina.”

I close the folder in front of me and fold my hands. “Now, since we’re done, I’ll see you in the conference room at 10.”

***
[image: image]


“OK, ladies and gentlemen, there’s just one more thing I want to mention.”

I’m at the front of the squad room, facing nearly all my officers. The few who are still out on patrol have had their radios open throughout the staff meeting. In the back of the room, I see Dan and Nina look at each other. Nina seems to ask a question, and Dan shrugs in answer.

They don’t know what I’m about to say, because I’ve kept it close to my vest. I mean, they’re my closest advisors and I trust them completely. But that doesn’t mean I don’t have a few secrets even from them.

“A few months ago,” I begin, “I met with the head of the Myerton Business Owners Association. During that meeting, she informed me that her organization had voted unanimously to fund an all-expense-paid ten-day-long vacation at an all-inclusive resort in Jamaica for a member of the Myerton Police Department and their significant other. Their caveats were only that the winner had to be a first responder and that I should choose the lucky officer. It has taken a few months of running this through the city attorney’s office, but I finally have the go ahead to award this prize.”

There’s a murmur of excitement in the room. Officer Mike Thompson raises his hand and asks, “So Chief, who exactly is eligible?”

“It’s easier to tell you who isn’t. Anyone who is a civilian employee of the department is not eligible. I have already told them this, and they understand – they’re not thrilled, but they understand.”

“Just out of curiosity,” Officer Cecil Potter pipes up, “what does the fire department think about this?”

“That was one of my first questions. The prize will be awarded yearly, with fire and police alternating. As I understand it, it was a random draw that determined who would go first this year. By the way, Chief Jenkins extends his congratulations to whoever the lucky winner is.”

There are a few laughs in the room as I continue, “As I thought about the daunting task of choosing the winner, I realized that there was no way for me to make that decision, no matter what criteria I might base it on, without someone being unduly helped or harmed. So, I have opted for random chance.

“On the table at the front of the room is a stack of my business cards. I want each of you to come up, write the name of the person you think is most deserving of the prize, whether it’s you or someone else, and fold it in half. Then place it in this bag.” 

There’s a moment of stunned silence as I add, “Yes, I know this comes out of nowhere, and I want your answer to come out of nowhere. The first person who comes to mind, no politicking, no reviews of past helps and insults, just your gut as a cop.”

The men and women begin moving forward, taking the cards and pulling out pens to write with. “Gladys Rodriguez has been waiting outside this room,” I say, “and will not come in until I have all the cards in the bag. Since she’s not eligible, she will draw the name.” 

When the last officer drops the last card in the bag, I signal Nina to get Gladys from the hallway. Gladys comes in and wheels herself to the front as her fellow members of the department applaud. When she gets to the front, she turns and says, “I just want to let everyone know how proud I am to work with such great people. I’ve known for a long time how dedicated each of you is to protecting the men and women of this town, and I am so glad that you’re finally getting the recognition you deserve.”

She hadn’t told me she was going to say anything, so frankly, I’m caught off guard. The officers in the room applaud and give hoots of approval, which I join in on.

Gladys turns to me and says, “Chief? Shall I?”

I smile as I pick up the bag and hold it above Gladys’ head. She reaches in and pulls out a card. Handing it to me, she says, “Here you go, Chief.”

“Thank you, Gladys,” I say, taking the card from her. Turning to face my people, some of whom I can see are crossing their fingers, I say as I unfold the card, “And the lucky winner is Detective Dan Conway.” 

There’s a round of applause along with a bit of good-natured ribbing from his fellow officers as Dan turns fifty shades of red. “Detective,” I say, “report to me for the details. The rest of you are dismissed. Let’s do some good today and be safe out there.”

The officers file out, each of them congratulating a still stunned-looking Dan on the way out. I gather up my papers and walk up to Dan. “Congratulations,” I say with a smile. “Let’s go have a chat.”

I walk down the hallway to my office, Dan close on my heels. He doesn’t say anything, which frankly strikes me as odd. Considering the prize he just won, I would have thought he’d be more excited.

We go into my office and he closes the door behind us. Once I’m behind my desk, I look at him  and immediately know there’s a problem. 

“What’s wrong, Dan?” I ask, more than a little disappointed that he’s not as excited as I am.

He doesn’t answer right away. Instead, he sits there, rubbing the back of his neck and looking at his shoes. 

“Dan, what is it?”

He looks up at me and sighs. “Helen, I’ve never won anything in my life. Now that I have, I can’t accept it.”

I collapse back in my chair. “Why in the world not?” I ask, incredulous.

“Look, it’s not like I don’t want to accept the trip. I would love to take Miriam, and this might have been a great time since she’s not nursing anyone. But she’s also pregnant.”

“But she’s not due for another, what, three months?”

“I know, but by the time we could line up people to watch the kids, and time off for me, and everything else that goes into managing a family this size, she’ll be too far along to go. And, of course, there’s no chance of us going with a new baby in the house. Helen, I’m sorry, I just don’t see how we can do it.”

I am not about to let the closest person I have to a brother give up so easily. He’s done so much for me, not to mention the entire department, over the last few months. He’s earned this – no, he deserves this. Both he and Miriam do.

“Now wait a minute, Dan,” I say. “Let’s think about this. What about Miriam’s mother? Couldn’t she help?”

Shrugging, he says, “Sure. Mom can handle the kids for a few hours at a time, but her days of watching all of them for a week on her own have passed, I’m afraid. I mean, those boys of mine . . .”

“But don’t they go to classes at the Saint Francis Center most days?”

“Yes, but they have to be taken there and then picked up. Not to mention Catherine’s soccer practice and games. Then there’s dinner and bath time and getting the whole brood settled down at the end of the day. I mean, she’s still energetic for her age, but I’m not sure she could handle that.”

I rock back and forth in my chair, searching my mind for a solution.

Then it hits me.

“Dan,” I say slowly, “what if Mrs. Rumstead had help?”

“From who? Miriam’s sisters all work full time.”

“From me, and Tom, and the other families in the parish. Not to mention your colleagues here in the department.”

He shakes his head firmly. “”No, Helen. I don’t want my kids cast to the four winds just so Miriam and I can have a vacation.”

“No, no, Dan. It wouldn’t be like that. We would all get together and come up with a plan.” 

Dan rubs the back of his neck and says, “Helen, I don’t know. It – it just sounds like too much for everyone.”

“Listen,” I say, handing him a folder, “here’s the information on booking the trip.  Why don’t you take an early lunch and go home and discuss it with Miriam. In the meantime, let Tom and I put our heads together. We’ll talk to a few people and see what we can begin to put together.”

He takes the folder from me and opens it. “Sandy beaches,” he says quietly. “Blue waters. Damn. Miriam . . . she deserves this. OK, Helen, I’ll talk to her.”

He gets up and begins to leave. “Dan,” I say, talking now not to my subordinate but to my best friend, “it looks amazing. Please, let us try to make this happen for you two.”

As soon as he closes my door, I pick up my phone and call Tom.

After all, he is a priest. And we’re in need of a miracle.

***
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When Tom and I get to the Conways at about eight that night, I can’t help but be surprised at how quiet it is. 

“Are the kids here?” I say as we sit down.

“Oh, yeah,” Miriam says, laughing softly. “The one thing we’re good at in this house is getting the kids to bed. I’m sure Catherine is still awake, but she’s allowed to read until she falls asleep. The other kids are out like lights.”

Looking at Dan, Tom asks, “How do you manage that with the boys?”

“They play outside all afternoon after schooling’s finished,” Dan says. “By bedtime, they’re practically begging to fall asleep. Sometimes, Andrew falls asleep in the middle of evening prayers.”

Dan goes into the kitchen, returning a moment later with three beers and a bottle of juice for Miriam. “So, Dan, Miriam,” I say, “what have you found out?”

Miriam sighs and takes her husband’s hand. “Helen, I cannot think of anything I’d love to do more at this point in my life than spend time alone with Dan anywhere, but especially being pampered at an all-inclusive beach resort. I mean, the place looks just spectacular.”

“Snorkeling, parasailing, sunset sailing,” Dan says. “You can even swim with dolphins.”

“Sounds incredible,” Tom says. 

“Yes, it does,” Miriam says. “But, I just don’t see how we can make it happen. Not with five kids.”

“But Miriam,” Tom says, “suppose for a moment that we could? Have you mentioned this to your mother?”

She blushes a little as she says, “Yes, I admit I did. I was just so excited. She insists that she can handle them for a week, though I just don’t think she’s really up to it. If we had just one or two kids, maybe, but five?”

“OK,” I say, “but suppose we could line up people to help her? For example, Tom and I could give them dinner and baths every night, then drop them off with your Mom, ready for bed. We could also pick them up in the morning and get them to their classes. For that matter, Nina insists that she’s been planning on doing more outreach to the Saint Francis Center and could easily take them back and forth to classes in the process. As far as  Catherine is concerned, I’ve been meaning to start a Chief for the Day Program, and she’d make an excellent guinea pig to shadow me some.”

“Be careful, Helen,” Dan says with a grin, “she might start gunning for your job.”

Tom chimes in now and says, “I’m betting that there are a number of families that would be more than happy to have the boys over some in the afternoons. That would just leave your mom with Helen Joan during the day.”

“And you know Gladys has been chomping at the bit for some baby practice,” I add, “so she’s already on board to spend as much time with her as she can. Dan, Miriam, I really think we can make this work, if you’ll let us.”

Tom looks at them and says, “So, what do you think?”

“Oh, Helen, Father Tom, I just don’t know,” Miriam says hesitantly, “I mean, Dan, what do you think?”

I have worked with Dan Conway for more than five years. Most people believe that he’s something of a hardass. Now to be fair, he is, especially when dealing with a criminal or anyone who appears to be even slightly incompetent. But with Miriam, he is the kindest, gentlest individual I have ever met. Even so, I am still surprised when he takes her hand, looks into her eyes and says, “Honey, from the day we said ‘I do,’ you have devoted what seems like every minute of every day to making life for me and the kids better than it could ever otherwise be. I don’t know where I would be without you. If Father Tom and Helen can help me, I will do everything in my power to make this happen for you.”

Miriam grins and pats his cheek, a tear snaking its way down her face. “Oh, Dan,” she whispers, “can we do it? I mean, do you think we really can?”

“I do, Miriam,” he says. “I really do.”

They say nothing else. The silence in the room is finally broken by Tom, who says, “Dan, why don’t you go make those reservations. Miriam, what do we need to know?”
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Four: Tom
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The next few weeks are a whirlwind. Dan spends his time at the office, making sure everything is in as good a shape as possible while he’s gone. Miriam, Helen, and Mae Maycord go to Hagerstown to buy Miriam some new clothes for the trip, courtesy of Martin Maycord’s credit card. 

“He did what?” I ask Helen when she comes back from shopping.

“He told Mae to make sure that all of Miriam’s purchases went on his card,” Helen says. “Miriam tried to tell Mae that wasn’t necessary, that she could afford what she needed. But Mae said Martin insisted, for two reasons.”

“And those reasons were?”

“First, to thank Miriam for all her hard work getting the Saint Francis Center off the ground. And second, he still feels really bad about pulling a gun on Dan and locking him in our basement a couple of years ago.”

I almost point out that Martin pulled a gun on me and locked me in the same basement, but considering he saved my life last September, I think he’s more than made up for things.

Dan and Miriam rush around packing and getting everything together they need to travel overseas, including passports, in record time, again thanks to Martin and connections he has in the State Department.  Meanwhile, Helen, Anna, and I put together a plan for the care and feeding of the five Conway children that makes Eisenhower’s plans for D-Day look simple.

At one
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