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One: Tom
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“The Lord be with you,” I solemnly intone at the end of the Saturday morning Mass. 

Expecting nothing more than the usual, “And with your Spirit,” I am startled to hear a sudden loud beeping cutting through the air of the otherwise silent church. 

Fortunately, habit leads the no-doubt equally disturbed congregants to reply appropriately, even as the beeping gets louder and sounds like it's coming through the side door of the church. 

“May Almighty God bless you,” I shout, “the Father, and the Son, and the Holy Spirit.”

“Amen,” the congregation says loudly. Several people are looking in the direction of the noise, no doubt making sure the wall is not about to be knocked down by whatever massive vehicle is making that racket.

“The Mass has ended, go in peace,” I shout, laughing inwardly at the irony of the statement.

Since there is no recessional, I quickly retire to the sacristy to remove my vestments so I can find out what’s going on in Saint Clare’s normally quiet churchyard. Finishing this, I hurry out the side door to track down the source of the cacophony.

This proves to be a mistake. I open the door right into the rear of a large truck loaded with sound equipment and what appear to be potted palms. I step back into the doorway as I hear Gladys Finkelstein – who I notice off to the side of the truck, armed with a teal-colored megaphone that matches both her glasses and wheelchair – yell, “Attention! Everyone report to the basement door to unload the palms and equipment!” 

There is something of a slow-motion stampede in my direction–the way the church is constructed, the steps leading to the basement are only a few feet from the side entrance to the church–and I decide to check in with Gladys on the preparations for the Valentine’s Banquet. I squeeze around the truck, still unclear how they maneuvered it between the Rectory and the church without taking out the playground, and walk to where she is looking at a clipboard resting on her lap. 

“Hi, Gladys,” I say cheerfully, “how are things going?”

She glances up at me, looking irritated that I interrupted her with such a stupid question.  “Not now, Father. I’ve got too much going on,” she says tersely. “Can we talk later?”

Noting that she called me ‘Father’ instead of ‘Dad,’ I nod and say, “Of course, Gladys.”

Without answering me, she picks up the megaphone. “Nate! I told you that the sound equipment needs to go in first!” 

Taking this as evidence that I have properly dispatched my ecclesiastical duties, I walk to the Rectory. As soon as I enter my warm abode, I’m lured to the kitchen by the smell of blueberry pancakes. 

But far more alluring than the pancakes is my beautiful wife of less than two months. 

Helen has her back to me. As I slip up behind her to wrap my arms around her waist, she says softly, “You know how dangerous it is to sneak up on a woman armed with a spatula, don’t you?” 

“I guess I’m feeling dangerous,” I reply, kissing the back of her neck. 

She turns, and I see a soft streak of white flour in her dark hair. “That’s probably a good thing, because I’ll be surprised if you’re not called out to put down a rebellion among Gladys’ troops before the day is out.”

“Oh?” I say, backing away and grabbing a slice of bacon off the table.

“I’m just saying,” she says as she adds two more pancakes to the platter. “When I came out of the church, Mae Trent looked like she was about to cry and Nate was as white as a ghost. I think the power may have gone to her head.”

“Well, Gladys is pretty level-headed. I’m sure she’ll settle down as the day goes on.”

“Tom, have you forgotten the Acutis Society’s haunted house? She just about drove everyone crazy!”

“I’m sure everything will be fine.”

“OK, Father Tom,” Helen says, placing the plate of pancakes on the table and taking her seat, “I just hope no one decides to take that bullhorn of hers and shove it–” 

“Helen!”

“—under a car.”

We say grace and then dig into breakfast, thankful for this little island of peace before the rest of the day kicks in. Saturday tends to be a long day anyway, and this one promises to be longer than most. 

To be fair, when Gladys mentioned having a Valentine’s Day Banquet for the parish back in early January, I liked the idea. We have so many young families in the parish that a family celebration of love and friendship seemed perfect. Later, when she proposed that we add a talent show to the evening, I thought, “Sure, why not.” But in the last few days, as she has imported more and more equipment and decorations, I’m beginning to wonder what I got myself into. I know I need to go down to the basement to have a look but am honestly reluctant to find out. 

Still, Helen’s going to be at the office for at least part of the day, so I may as well face the music, and dancing, and whatever else is down there.

“So, tell me,” I say, wanting to change the subject, “when is Dan back on full duty?”

“Hopefully, he’ll get the cast off at the end of next week,” she sighs. “I for one will be glad to have him back. Doing his job and mine’s really taking its toll on me.”

“Fortunately, there hasn’t been a crime wave,” I say, “the murder of Deacon Derek notwithstanding.”

“Oh, yes,” she says, rolling her eyes, “that’s still not over.”

“Isn’t Angela handling that now? I mean, your job’s pretty much finished, isn’t it?”

“Well, yes. But she’s still calling me with questions. The two who ran Shady Meadows are trying to negotiate deals. Now, the director may be able to avoid jail time. The head psychiatrist is another story, since there’s clear evidence she provided the Haldol to someone not trained to use it.”

I chew thoughtfully. “Well,” I say, “it can’t last much longer.” Seeing the time, I add, “You need to get a move on, darling.”

As per our standing agreement, Helen cooked so I clean the kitchen while she goes upstairs and gets dressed. By the time she’s back down, we’re both ready for the day and I decide to walk her to the car before going back over to the church. 

“Sure you don’t want to go downstairs with me?” I ask cheerfully.

“Look, Tom,” she says with a deceptively sweet smile, “I have thieves and drunks to deal with. You have Gladys and Anna. I think that’s a pretty fair division. Now, please tell them I have a banana split cake in the fridge ready to go. I’ll be home early to change.”

“Ooooh,” I say with a grin. “And what did you decide to wear?”

“I’m wearing the red dress from our engagement photos, not the one from Bellamy. You and I both know that’s not appropriate for a church event. If you want to see me in it, you’ll have to take me out.”

“Alas, you’re right,” I sigh. “But you still look irresistible in your engagement dress.”

“Now, now, Father,” she says, waggling her finger at me. “I’ll see you tonight.” Kissing me, she adds, “Love you.”

“Love you, too.” 

She leaves and I make my way carefully down the basement stairs, dodging potted plant-covered humans and several large pieces of sound equipment. I see Gladys at the corner of the stage, pointing and saying something that I can’t quite understand and decide to not poke that particular bear at this moment. Instead, I slip into the kitchen, where Anna and the Ladies of Charity obviously have everything well in hand.

“Ladies,” I say in my best pastoral voice, “everything looks and smells delicious.”

“Thank you, Father,” Hazel Cartwright says, beaming, “but I’m afraid that most of what you smell is coming from the smoker outside. There are about a dozen briskets in there, just slow cooking, being tended to by the Knights.”

“Sounds heavenly,” I say. “Oh, Helen wanted me to let you know that she has a banana split cake in the fridge at the Rectory and will bring it when we come over tonight.”

“Father Tom, I’ve always thought you were a good man, but I tell you the truth, I never thought you were good enough to have a wife like Helen.”

I laugh at this, mainly because it’s hardly the first time I’ve heard something like this. “Ah, but you see, that’s the point. The Vatican didn’t allow us to marry because I was so great, but because I so needed her help.”

“In that case, I see the wisdom of their decision,” she nods. “Now, stop hiding here in the kitchen and get back out there before that little Hell on Wheels has those kids pick the entire church up and move it to the left by eight inches.”

“Yes, Tom,” Anna says in a huff. “You need to go out there and get a handle on Gladys. Now, I love that girl, but if I hear her on that bullhorn one more time, I won’t be responsible for my actions!”

Shaking my head, I say, “I’ll talk to her. You know she just wants to do a good job.”

“And as someone who thinks we should always put our best foot forward, I appreciate that. But there’s a line between wanting things to be nice and being an irrational tyrant!”

“I said I’d talk to her, Anna. Whether she listens to me or not?” I shrug. 

I walk out of the kitchen, taking one last deep breath and savoring the delicious smells I’m leaving behind. In the basement, Gladys is enthusiastically overseeing the placement of the tables and chairs. Walking up behind her, I say, “Gladys, can I have a word?”

“In a minute, Father,” she says quickly. Raising her bullhorn to her mouth, she calls, “Mae, you need to double check the decoration layout. I think the cupids go on either side of the door, not the stage.”

“Yes, Gladys,” Mae says with a sigh. She walks across the floor and rather violently yanks a cupid off the wall. She stomps away from the stage, appearing to mutter something under her breath. 

Now, Mae Trent’s one of the nicest, kindest, and sweetest young women I’ve ever met. I also believe that the phrase “still waters run deep” probably describes her very well. If she’s this upset by Gladys, things are worse than I thought. 

Fred Giles walks past with what appears to be the backdrop of a fairytale. “Put that in the corner, Fred,” Gladys shouts, pointing. “You’ll see the note, ‘Photo Booth’ on the wall. Make sure you attach it firmly. I don’t want it falling on any little children.”

“Gladys, I spent a week building this,” Fred says, exasperated. “You know, I work with my dad in his construction business. I know what I’m doing.”

“Just make sure it’s done right, Fred!” Gladys snaps.

“OK, sweetie, we need to have a little talk.” I say, grabbing the handles of her wheelchair and taking her to one of the few quiet places in the basement.

“What about, Dad?” she says, glaring at me. “I don’t have much time, you know. The banquet’s tonight!”

“I know the banquet’s tonight,” I say firmly. “I can see how hard you’re working, and I know you want everything to be just right. Everyone is working hard. But you’re being a little tyrannical.”

“I just want everyone to do things the right way, Dad!”

“No, you want everyone to do things your way, right?”

She opens her mouth to say something, then closes it. “Well–yes. I planned this whole thing, down to the smallest detail. I want everything to be perfect for everyone.”

I raise my eyebrow and say, “For everyone? Or for you?”

“What do you mean?”

“Gladys, I’m not stupid. This is your first Valentine’s Day engaged to Nate. It’s probably very special for you.”

She looks at me and sighs. “Yes, you’re right. But it’s more than that.” She waves her arm at the slowly emerging fairy-tale setting. “This is how I always imagined Valentine’s Day being,” she says quietly. “Last year was nothing special. I had no one in my life. Before then–well, let’s just say love didn’t mean much to me, you know? I’m just so happy now. I want everyone to be, too.”

“And I’m sure they will be,” I say. “I’m sure everyone tonight will love what you and the Acutis society have done. But you’re being too hard on everyone. Haven’t you noticed they’re avoiding you? Look at the expressions on their faces. Do they look happy to you?”

Gladys looks past me at the members of the Acutis society, working to turn the very plain basement into her vision. “Oh, Dad!” She whispers. “You’re right! Did–did I do that? I didn’t mean to. You have to believe me.”

I pat her on the shoulder. “I believe you, Gladys.”

Looking up at me with sadness in her eyes, she says, “I need to apologize to everyone, don’t I?”

I nod. “That would be a good place to begin. Once you’ve done that, just relax. It’ll come together.”

She gives me a hug, then wheels herself away. “Hey, everyone!” she calls, “Can I talk to you for a minute?”

Satisfied that Gladys has everything well in hand, I return to the Rectory. After pouring a cup of coffee, I go to my office to check the church’s email and look over tomorrow’s homily one more time. I then go upstairs and pack my overnight bag. Helen and I are leaving after tomorrow’s 10:30 a.m. Mass for an overnight stay at a cabin up in the mountains.

From my nightstand, I take a well-worn copy of Murder on the Orient Express. Most of the books I read for fun are on my eReader. Reference books that I use for my homilies and teaching are hardcopy, simply because I still find it easier to flip through pages to find the piece of information I’m looking for.

This is one of the few novels I have in print. I smile when I feel it in my hands. It’s a hardcover, the dust jacket lost years ago, but the binding’s held up through numerous readings.

Opening the cover, I see the familiar handwriting:

Property of Jude David Greer

Christie was one of my dad’s favorite authors, and this was his favorite of all of her books.

I consider adding it to the overnight bag, then decide against it. I began reading it last night and, and at the very least, will probably read a few pages before bed tonight. 

I look in the overnight bag and zip it up. I am reluctant to be out of town but the Archbishop insisted, pointing out that we had had to cut our honeymoon short because of Deacon Derick’s murder. Anyway, now that Father Wayne has been assigned to the Catholic Student Center at Myer College, it's easy enough for him to celebrate Mass Monday morning. 

Still, I promise myself I won’t make a habit of it.
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Two: Helen
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Tom and I have both understood since becoming engaged that our careers might sometimes interfere with plans we’ve made. For my part, Tom knows that it’s possible that my work could prevent me from being at church functions. But I’ve promised myself that I’d make every one I was able to go to.

And that I’d be on time.

Now, I know Tom’s observed that I’m often late. I’ve always been that way. Even as a kid, I’d sleep through my alarm and then have to run through the house like a wildcat to get to the bus stop in time. As an adult, I’d get so focused on work that I’d be late for different appointments. It’s one of the flaws that I’m determined to fix.

Hopefully, I’ll have more success with that than I did giving up swearing.

Tonight, I actually leave the station in plenty of time to get to the Rectory. Tom’s already in the basement, but I don’t have to rush to get over there. I’m able to take a shower and do my hair before I open the closet and pull out what I’m wearing tonight.

It’s the relatively modest red dress I wore when Archbishop Knowland announced our engagement to Tom’s stunned parish. There are news photographs and videotape of me in it, standing with Tom next to the Archbishop on the front steps as we meet the press for the first time. I’m certain there are photos of me on social media, wearing the dress at the reception afterward. Plenty of people have seen me in this dress.

The red dress next to it? I can’t say the same thing.

I lay the dress I’m wearing tonight down over the loveseat and take out the one still hanging in the closet. I can’t help but sway back and forth slightly, the tune of ‘Hallelujah’ playing in my head, remembering the first time I wore this.

The dance floor at The Belvedere in Bellamy. Tom’s arms around me. We were supposed to be there undercover. We were supposed to be looking for evidence that would help solve his sister’s murder.

But for a few minutes, it was only us.

Oh, in those moments, I had all I wanted in the world. I didn’t care about my job–or Tom’s vocation. He’d asked me only days earlier to run away with him. I’d said no then, saying I wouldn’t be the woman he betrayed his calling with. But that night, as he held me close, my head laid on his shoulder, I would have said yes if he’d asked me again.

Then, he said my name. So gently. So lovingly. And I knew he’d never ask me.

I think that’s the moment I decided, no matter what happened, I’d love Thomas Jude Greer for the rest of my life.

“Thank you, Lord,” I whisper as I look at the dress. 

Hanging it back up, I take the one I’m wearing and pull it on. A light coat of makeup, lipstick to match the dress, along with red flats–Tom doesn’t like me to wear high heels–and I’m ready to join the party.

***
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I have to give Gladys credit, when she does something, she goes all out. Under her direction, the Blessed Carlos Acutis Society transformed the basement into a red and pink fairy land. The stage is flanked by potted palms that give the entire place a sort of jazz era feel and the tables are decorated with beautiful arrangements of red, white and pink carnations. Red and pink hearts cover the walls, and streamers of red and pink crepe paper hang down from the ceiling. There are red tablecloths and pink bows on the backs of the chairs.

“Hi, Helen,” Mae Trent says when I come in. She’s seated at a table right inside the door and hands me a program.

“Good evening, Mae,” I say. “I’m surprised to see you here. I thought you’d be with Martin.”

“Marty had to run the ER,” she says. “He texted me a few minutes ago and said he is on his way.” She leans forward and says quietly, “In truth, I think he volunteered so he wouldn’t have to work under Gladys today.”

“Oh, I don’t think–”

“I’m just upset it didn’t occur to me to trade shifts with the on-call social worker,” she says with a quiet laugh. 

“By the way,” I say, “are preparations for the wedding still going well?”

She takes a deep breath. “Yes, everything’s coming together,” she says. “We still need to finish the dresses–can you help with that?”

I’m about to say I’d be glad to, but before I can say anything, Steve Austin comes in. He shucks his coat and hangs it with several others on a rack on the wall. Steve’s usual attire is a white t-shirt and jeans, at least when he’s working at the Hoot-n-Holler. Tonight, he’s wearing jeans, but also sports a dress shirt and tie with a blue sportcoat.

“Hello, Helen,” he says. “Ms. Trent.”

“Please, call me Mae, Mr. Austin,” she says.

“Then you must call me Steve,” he says.

I notice him looking around the room. “Are you meeting Bridget here?” I ask.

The question seems to startle him. “Ah, well, yes–her and the kids. She invited me.”

Nodding at the bag he’s carrying, I say, “You came with presents.”

“Just a little something for the kids,” he says nervously. “Oh, there they are. Excuse me.”

Steve makes a beeline to a table on the far side of the basement where Bridget Davia sits with her three children. Terry, the oldest, jumps out of his chair and gives him a hug. Terry’s soon joined by his two younger siblings. Steve proceeds to pull some red, heart-shaped boxes from the bag and gives one to each child.

Then he pulls out a larger heart-shaped box and hands it to Bridget. Even at this distance, I see her face light up.

“Uh-huh,” I hear behind me. Turning, I see Mae nodding and smiling. Seeing me look at her, she says, “I’ve been wondering for a few weeks now.”

“Wondering about what?”

“Those two,” she says with a nod of her head. 

“They’re just friends, Mae,” I say.

“Maybe that’s how Steve sees it,” she says, “but I’m not too sure about Bridget.” 

Before I can say anything else, someone comes in and Mae turns her attention to them. I walk further into the room, taking a look at the program. Dinner is provided by the Ladies of Charity and the Knights of Columbus.  The talent show–I thought Tom was kidding me when he mentioned there’d be one–includes a wide variety of acts, from Nate and Gladys playing a string duet to Fred Giles juggling. I am charmed–and somewhat surprised–to see that Catherine Conway and Daniel Wright will be dancing to “My Favorite Things.”

I see Miriam and Dan at a table, so I walk over. “Hey, you two,” I say cheerfully.

“Hi, Helen,” Miriam says, brightly.

“Hi,” Dan says, gloomily.

“What’s wrong with him?” I ask Miriam.

“Look behind you,” she says with a sigh.

I turn and am astonished by what I see. Catherine’s actually playing with her former nemesis, Daniel. For several months the boy constantly teased and borderline bullied the girl, primarily by calling her “spooky” based on rumors swirling around. The last I heard, he pushed her down at the skating rink on New Years Eve, an act which led to my chief detective’s broken leg.

Evidently, things have changed.

“Well, that’s something I never thought I’d see,” I say. “What happened?”

“I’ll tell you what happened,” Dan growls. “After that little–”

“—Dan!” Miriam says.

“Daniel,” Dan mumbles, “pushed Catherine down, leading to my broken leg, his mother Lily brought him over to the house to apologize to her. Catherine forgave him, and he promised never to be mean to her again. After that, the kid started hanging around her like some kind of lost puppy. Brought her a bunch of daffodils the other day and asked if she could come out to play. Then Miriam thought it’d be cute if they did something for this stupid talent show!”

“Helen, here’s what happened,” Miriam says patiently. “Lily teaches piano. She wanted Daniel to learn how to dance–she thought it would improve his social skills–and offered to trade teaching Catherine piano. So once a week, Daniel comes over for dance lessons, and Catherine goes over to his house for piano.”

“I bet he sits there just staring at her,” Dan mutters.

“Well, after some initial resistance on both their parts, Catherine and Daniel began to hit it off. Then, yes, I’m afraid the boy developed a huge case of puppy love.”

I laugh, in spite of Dan’s obvious discomfort. “How does Catherine feel about the whole thing?”

“Mommy! Daddy!” Catherine says, running up to us with a heart made from pink and red construction paper. “Look at what Daniel gave me!”

She gives it to Miriam. Looking over her shoulder, it says, “Be My Valentine” in the handwriting typical of a seven-year-old.

Dan utters a low growl and tries to stand up. Miriam snatches his cane away from him and says to Catherine, “Oh, how nice. Did you thank him?”

“Yes, Mommy. Hi, Miss Helen. Did you see what Daniel gave me?”

“Yes, sweetie, it’s very nice,” I say with a smile. “I’m glad to see that you and Daniel are friends now.”

“We’re not just friends, Miss Helen. He’s my boyfriend.”

“What!” Dan yells, and lurches forward. “Wait until I get my hands–”

“You and Daniel go over there and practice, OK,” Miriam says. “I’ll be over in a minute.”

Catherine runs back to Daniel as her father grimaces in pain. “Damn, I think I pulled something.”

“Serves you right, Daniel Boone Conway,” Miriam says. “It’s all perfectly innocent.”

“Yeah, now,” Dan grumbles. “But you just wait. He’ll show up one day, riding a motorcycle, tattoos all up and down his arms, wanting to make our daughter his old lady!”

Miriam and I look at him like he’s lost his mind. Once again, I wonder if he’s still on painkillers.

Leaving Miriam to try to reason with her husband, I decide to find my table. It doesn’t take too long for me to locate it, front and center as it is with a big “Reserved for Father and Mrs. Greer” sign. I’m just sitting down when Tom comes to our table with Sister Maria Angelica in tow and goes out of his way to make sure she is seated comfortably next to me. 

Really, I’m going to have to talk to him about fussing over her. I know he’s thrilled to have her, but the poor girl’s been here less than a week and she’s beginning to get a deer in the headlights look. 

“So, how are you liking living with Anna, Sister?” I ask while Tom rushes off to get our drinks.

“I’m loving it,” she says with an enthusiastic smile. “She is so kind and generous, I’m afraid I’m getting spoiled.”

“Just between us,” I say, lowering my voice, “It's probably good for her to have someone to take care of now that Father Tom and I are married. She’s given most of the last couple of years of her life to caring for him and I have been concerned about how she would adjust to being on her own.”

“Well, I am more than glad to provide that comfort for her,” she says, again with an easy smile.

“So tell me,” I ask, trying hard to sound like a priest’s wife and not like I’m interviewing a suspect, “did you grow up in a Catholic family?”

“Oh, yes, but not like the ones at Saint Clare’s. We always went to Mass and church events as a family and I attended the parish school, but we weren’t immersed in the community the way the families around here seem to be. My parents married later in life and so there was just my brother and me. We participated in a lot of community groups and sports leagues, so there were a lot of different pulls on our time and attention.”

“So you have a brother?”

“Yes,” she sighs. “When they got married, my parents were told they could never have children, so they adopted a little boy. Imagine their surprise when I came along. He was thirteen when I was born, so he left home when I was still little. We don’t hear from him that often.” 

A shadow passes over her face and I rush to say, “I’m so sorry. I’m an only child, but Father Tom had a similar situation in his family. I know the toll it can take.”

“Yes, well, I still pray for him everyday. God can do anything, so there’s still hope,” Sister Maria says, managing a smile that distracts from her sad eyes.

Tom is back with our drinks by now and so we visit together until our turn comes to get our plates. The Ladies and the Knights, once again, have outdone themselves. Wonderfully tender smoked beef brisket, a potato casserole that I’m sure is Tom’s grandmother’s recipe, green beans almondine, a couple of other vegetable dishes–apparently, some members of the Acutis society are vegetarians or vegans or something like that–and wonderfully buttery yeast rolls from The Muffin Man. I eye the dessert table, looking at the variety of homemade cakes, pies, and other desserts, making my selection for later.

We sit back down, and Tom, Sister Maria, and I talk about the parish, how the work on the classroom spaces at the Saint Francis Learning Center–the former Myer Mansion–is proceeding, and my headaches as police chief.

“Did you grow up in a law enforcement family?” Sister Maria asks me.

“Oh, no,” I say. “I come from generations of Nebraska cattle ranchers. But I wanted to do something different. So, when I graduated high school, I moved to Maryland and started at the University of Maryland in College Park.”

“You wanted to become a police officer?”

I laugh. “No, I wanted to become a lawyer, to go to law school. Which I did, attending Duke.”

When I say that, there’s a momentary look of pain in Tom’s eyes. It passes quickly, but it reminds me of the guilt he still carries from our earlier relationship and breakup.

“So,” I say to Sister Maria, “I practiced law for a few years–I was actually an associate in my first husband’s firm in D.C. Then, my husband was killed on 9/11.”

A look of horror passes over the young nun’s face and I hasten to add, “No, he wasn’t killed in one of the attacks. He was trying to get to our home in Georgetown from the law office near the Capitol when he was hit by a car. Because traffic was gridlocked, an ambulance couldn’t reach him in time.”

She touches my hand. “I am so sorry, Helen.”

I wipe a stray tear, glancing at Tom. He still understands that, while John had flaws I only learned after his death, he still has a place in my heart, just as his first wife Joan has in his.

“A few months later,” I say, “I resigned from the firm and entered the police academy. I thought that if there had been one more officer available for traffic control, John might not have died. So, I decided I could be that one more officer for someone else.” Shrugging, I add, “the rest is history.”

“And has your career ever conflicted with your marriage to Father Tom?”

Tom and I look at each other and smile. “Not yet,” I say. “But there’s still time.”

We’re laughing when Martin Maycord walks up, with Mae on his arm. Not for the first time I am struck with the contrast between the two. Martin’s tall and athletically built, while Mae is the dictionary definition of petite. Next to her fiancé, she looks like a porcelain doll.

“Hello,” he says, as he and Mae sit down. “Sorry I’m late, but I had the day shift at the ER today so I could be here tonight. One of the benefits of being Chief of Trauma is that I can set the schedule.”

“Well, I am glad you could make it,” Tom says. 

“Oh,” he says, “Mae loves stuff like this. I’m learning to like it, even though I’m afraid it's making me homesick for Atlanta.”

“Oh really,” Tom asks, “How?”

“We used to have something like this every year in the church I grew up in. The first time I ever asked a girl out was for the Valentine’s Day Banquet. The thing is, though, ours was always catered by this place called Brothers Barbeque.”

Tom’s eyes light up and he nearly jumps out of his seat as he says, “Brothers Barbeque! I didn’t even realize there was one in Atlanta.”

“There are three, actually, and one of them was owned by a man in our church. Did they have a Brothers where you lived in Florida?”

“Yes,” Tom says, with what I believe is a rather excessive amount of enthusiasm. “The original one. In fact, my dad went to high school with Floyd and Luke, the twins who founded the chain. He used to tell the story of how he saw them one day digging the foundation for their first restaurant. I was weaned on the original sauce.”

“We went a couple of times when we were there last year,” I say. “It was pretty good.”

“Tom, you are a man after my own heart,” Martin laughs. “I wish I’d known you felt this way about the place. I have about twenty pounds of their sliced pork shipped in every month. From now on, I’ll get you some, too.”

I think Tom’s going to cry. “Martin,” he says, “you do that, and I’ll say a monthly Mass for your intentions.”

Fortunately, the conversation turns to Martin and Mae’s wedding the Saturday after Easter. When we’ve all finished dessert, Tom takes the opportunity to walk around introducing Sister to many of the families in the church and I grab my chance to hold Helen Joan, my one and only goddaughter, while her mother eats. 

After about thirty minutes or so, Gladys wheels forward on the stage, takes the microphone, and announces that the Talent Show will begin in five minutes. I return Helen Joan to Miriam and return to our table, where Tom and Sister Maria soon join me. The program begins as promised and we are enjoying acts of various levels of talent when I hear something of a ruckus at the door.

I look up to see a somewhat disheveled man talking loudly to the door hosts. Since Dan’s family is here and he’s still in a cast, I walk over to find out what’s going on. 

“Sir,” I say firmly, “let’s step outside so you can tell me what’s going on.”

He eyes me like he’s trying to decide if I’m trying to placate him or help him, so I discreetly let him get a look at my badge. This seems to help him make up his mind and we step out into the cold night. “Now,” I say pleasantly, “I’m Helen Greer. How can I help you?”

“I need to find Steve,” he says anxiously. “Steve Austin. I stopped by his place and they said he’d be here. He knows me. We’re close. He’ll want to see me. I just need to find him.”

I size the visitor up quickly. His clothes are surprisingly clean, not what I’d expect for someone who’s been living on the streets. He’s wearing a flannel shirt, jeans, a leather jacket and work boots that look worn but are otherwise in good condition. Most telling, he doesn’t smell like someone who hasn’t bathed in weeks. His hair’s a mess, and he has several days’ growth of stubble, but maybe he just decided to grow a beard.

At least at the moment, he doesn’t trigger any alarms in my mind.

“OK,” I nod. “Mr. Austin is in the basement. Let me see if I can find him.” I open the door and catch Nate’s eye. “Can you ask Steve Austin to step out here, please.”

“Sure,” he whispers, glances at our visitor, then is off in a flash. 

I turn back to the gentleman and say, “OK, I told you my name. Now, how about you tell me yours?”

He doesn’t make eye contact with me, just shifts from foot to foot, looking at the door like he desperately wants to run back in. Finally, he says, “Gary. Gary Stevens. Steve and I are . . . close. He’ll want to see me. I know he would.”

Just at that moment, Steve pushes through the doorway. “Helen,” he starts to say, “someone is here–”

“Steve!” Gary says.

“Gary?” Steve replies. “I just got your letter today.”

“I couldn’t wait to . . . to . . .” Gary rushes into Steve’s arms, hugging him like a drowning man does a life preserver. Steve holds him tight until Gary lets go.

Turning to me, Gary says, “Thanks, Ms. Greer. You’ll never know how happy I am to see this guy.”

With nothing else left to do, I go back to the basement. I stand by the door for a few minutes, waiting for the current act to finish. Steve rushes back in past me, hurrying over to the table where he had been sitting just moments before with Bridget. He says something quietly to her and leaves. 

I am about to rejoin Tom at our table when I see Bridget rush into the ladies’ room. I hesitate for a minute before following her. 

The truth is, I’m more comfortable sweating a suspect than I am offering comfort. But my heart goes out to her, and it doesn’t seem right to just leave her in there alone. So, I slip inside and find her wiping her eyes. I stand there quietly, and after a moment, Bridget sees me in the mirror.

“You saw that, I guess?” she says with a pained look. 

“Bridget,” I say softly, “I’m so sorry. Is there anything I can do to help?”

“Only make me less stupid,” she says, shaking her head. “Make me less gullible, less trusting, less self-destructive.”

I put my hand on her shoulder. “Bridget, I don’t think you are any of those things, at least not to any greater extent than anyone else.”

“Oh, yeah?” she says, wheeling on me. “How many women do you know fall in love with an openly gay man?”

I smile. “Not many, but then half the women in this room made the mistake of falling in love with a priest.”

This elicits a little smile. “But you got a happy ending,” she whispers, “and I’m not going to.”

“Yes,” I sigh, “I got a happy ending. But most women in my position, or yours, have not and will not. So we have to come up with a way to go on.”

She turns back and turns the tap on. “Any ideas?” she asks, splashing some cold water on her face. 

“Distance might be good, at least emotional distance. One of the things Father Tom and I did was to try to become involved with other people, make friends so that neither of us felt so alone. Have you thought about that?”

“I’ve tried, a little, but its not easy when you’re the widow of a murderer.”

I want to deny that this is true, to tell her no one thinks of her that way, but I owe her better than that. “Everyone has baggage, Bridget,” I say, gently placing my hand on her shoulder. “Some of it is more private than yours. But take it from someone in law enforcement–there are very few people out there with spotless records.” I pause, trying to think of something else to say when I hear loud applause and chairs scraping the floor.

“Look, it sounds like everyone is getting up to leave,” I say, grabbing paper towels out of the dispenser and handing them to Bridget. “One thing that helped me get to know people was just helping out. If you feel like it, I’ll show you how it's done.”

I see hesitation in her eyes, but also a slight glimmer of hope. “OK,” she says, squaring her shoulders, “what do I have to lose?”

“That’s the spirit,” I say, patting her on the back as we go back into the emptying basement. “Now, just follow my lead.” 

For the next thirty minutes or so, we work our way around the room, taking bows off chairs and flowers off tables. Someone will drop off some of the table arrangements at the nursing home tomorrow, but I get Bridget and a couple of Knights to help me carry a number of arrangements upstairs to the sanctuary. I must say, Bridget does a great job placing them around the altar and the statues of Our Lady and Saint Joseph. 

We stand back to look at her work. “Very nice,” I say.

Bridget takes a deep breath and lets it out slowly. “Considering I’ve never done this before, it’s not half-bad.”

“Not half-bad? As soon as Anna finds out, she’ll draft you to help with flowers every week.”

She grins and turns to me. “Thank you, Helen,” she says, giving me a hug.

“Oh, Bridget, I understand what you’re going through better than most women would,” I say, returning her hug. “It was the least I could do.”

We let go of each other and walk back down to the basement. The place is mostly empty, a few members of the Acutis Society taking down the last of the decorations with some help from Bridget’s children.

“It looks like everything’s done,” I say. “Go home, Bridget, and get some sleep. Things will look better tomorrow.” I give her a quick hug. “I’ll call you in a few days and see how you’re doing.”

“Thanks again, Helen,” she says as Tom walks up. “Father Tom, you have a great wife here.” She gathers up her kids, grabs her coat, and quickly walks through the doors into the night.

“What was all that about?” Tom asks as he grabs his coat off the coat rack.

“I’ll tell you in bed,” I say, yawning. “Maybe by then I’ll have figured it out myself.”
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Three: Tom
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“Helen, need I remind you that we are only going to be gone overnight?” I ask as I load another box of food into the trunk of my car. “I mean, when are we going to eat all this stuff?”

It’s not even 1 p.m. yet. We’ve discharged all of our pastoral duties, grabbed our overnight bags, and thrown them in the trunk. I was all ready to close the lid when Helen announced she had “some food” to load.

“We’re not going to eat it all,” Helen says patiently, “but I want us to have plenty to choose from so that we don’t need to take time away from relaxing to drive into town for provisions.”

“OK, I guess I see your point, especially if this is the last box.”

“It is,” she says, and I gently close the trunk, conscious always to take good care of my baby–that is, my Mustang.

“And with that,” I say, escorting my wife to the passenger side and opening the door, “we are off for our romantic getaway.”

Helen gets in, I jog around to the driver’s side, and we’re off, holding hands like two teenagers skipping school. I’ve settled into the leather seat–oh, my, it does feel good–and Helen’s leaned her head back.

“Are you watching your speed?” she asks dreamily.

“Yes, as I promised,” I say. After more than one discussion, I assured Helen that I would observe the speed limits–at least while we were within her jurisdiction. After Helen informed me that the speeding ticket I earned on the Baltimore Beltway would come out of my book budget, I decided that watching my speed was really in my best interest.

“So,” I say, “you never told me what was up with Bridget last night?”

“No, I didn’t,” she says with a sigh. “I was asleep almost as soon as my head hit the pillow.”

“Well?”

Helen’s quiet for a moment. “She was upset,” she finally says. “Someone came asking for Steve. A man. When Steve saw him, they hugged each other.”

“That doesn’t mean anything,” I say with a shrug.

“Then he came back in, said something to Bridget, and left.”

“With the guy?”

She nods. “After that, I found Bridget in the ladies room crying.”

I take a deep breath. “Oh.”

“She loves him, Tom. Just like I thought.”

“Did she tell you that?”

“Yes.”

Now Helen knows something Bridget told me in confidence weeks ago. “I’m not surprised.”

I see her looking at me out of the corner of my eye. “So she did tell you,” she says. I open my mouth, but she holds her hand up. “No, don’t tell me. But now that I know–”

“What did you tell her?” I ask.

“Basically, I passed on the same advice Anna gave me months ago,” she says. “To make friends, make yourself useful. That’s why I had her
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