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Dedication

To the students I taught in alternative education and special education. 

You knew the emperor had no clothes, but you showed up anyway.








  
  Chapter one

“What I’d like to know is how can you teach together without it being weird?” Bill asked as he set the platter of steaks on the table. “If I worked with my wife, nothing would get done.” 
He’d invited Wally and Noelle over to the home he shared with his wife, Leslie on the grounds of Marduke Manor, a perk included in his wife’s salary as the Marduke family physician.
Wally glanced across the table at Noelle. They’d spent the last two months trying to decide if they were a couple. Both taught at the high school with Bill—who was nearly retired now, down to a single social studies course. She led Special Education, Wally led English, and when the pair were placed together in a co-teaching situation, Bill forced them to go out to dinner together, and the ice finally broke. Now, they had become something almost domestic. Couple-friends, maybe, with Bill and his wife Leslie. The kind that traded exhausted glances over steak and school gossip.
“Utter exhaustion helps,” Noelle said.
"Teaching will do that." Bill cut into his steak, nodding at his own grilling prowess.
Wally glanced at Noelle, who was eating, but slowly enough that she was either practicing mindful eating for the first time or something was actually wrong. 
Wally knew better than to comment on a woman’s eating. Rule one.  
Unless another woman gave permission. Rule two.  
Unless the comment was negative—then revert to rule one.  
Social navigation, for him, was a set of nesting dolls he was constantly rearranging.
Mid-bite, Leslie noticed Wally watching Noelle and followed his gaze. Her physician’s instinct kicked in instantly. And then, she looked her over more closely. Noelle had always been pale, but tonight was different. So many of her male colleagues dismissed women who complained of tiredness as depression. She didn't see that in Noelle, and she knew her well enough this did not look like a dragging teacher. 
“After dinner, let’s go over to the clinic."
“I’m fine.” In truth, Noelle was struggling to keep her eyes open. She’d accepted the invitation against her body’s strong desire for her to decline.
Now that he had permission to talk about it, Wally was quick to comment. “She’s not fine." He, too, got tired, but not the way Noelle had. “She comes in, she helps the kids, and she leaves. By the time she gets home, she’s right in bed.”
Bill found it interesting Wally had insider knowledge of Noelle's sleeping habits.
“We text,” he said, reading the Schneiders' minds. They had, briefly, talked about living in the same place to help save the cost of her apartment, but neither of them was ready, and they’d kissed too many times to be mere friends.
Noelle glanced up long enough to catch Wally crossing himself. Bill and Leslie’s eyes met, and they also did the same. Wally hadn’t noticed this and continued praying to himself. Bill’s younger brother, Jake, was a priest at the seminary up the road from Marduke Manor so they could feign piety when they wanted. For Wally, returning to religion was a new thing and he was still trying it out. Noelle wasn’t particularly religious, but she had started going to Mass with Wally on Sundays although it meant getting out of bed. Fortunately, he was willing to drive.
After they began eating, Wally asked if Eleanor and Peter had returned yet. The pair had taken a honeymoon in Italy, which both of them had protested, but as Matt Marduke, Pope Joseph, was the brother of Eleanor’s high school best friend, and he had unbelievable access.
“Was Matt in residence?” Bill asked Leslie, who served as the Marduke family physician, so if anyone knew his comings and goings, it was she.
“Once or twice,” she said.
“Please say he got them a hotel or something.” Bill began eating his corn, which he frowned at. It had come from a can because the peak for fresh corn had passed.
Neither Noelle nor Wally spoke much. They were both tired, sure, but they were also still getting used to regularly hanging out at the Pope’s Wisconsin residence. The Holy Father spent more time there than most places, including the Vatican.
“No comment.” Leslie glanced at Noelle and frowned. Would Noelle make it until Thanksgiving? “Did they hire any more teachers?”
“Neil said he’s got some candidates, but he might have to go through a temp agency,” Noelle said. The Special Education department had been two people short since the school year had begun. There had been a brief window when the superintendent had threatened Neil Bannerman, the principal, when he “saved money” by not filling those positions, but nothing had come of it. Noelle served as both department chair and program manager for special education and they had too many vacancies. 
“I keep telling her to resign,” Wally said. “She’s too loyal.”
Speaking of herself in third-person, Noelle offered a protest. “She has bills to pay.” 
Noelle’s ADHD also made saving difficult. The general “disability tax” besides where she ended up having to pay for grocery delivery or get drive-through because it was all she could manage when she was exhausted. She’d forget where she put her bills or messed up due dates, too, when she was stressed and could no longer manage her teaching systems and her real-life systems simultaneously.
“She would have fewer if she moved in with me.” Wally liked his life orderly, and she could be chaotic, but his comfort wasn't as important as her health.
“Again, our relationship…” Noelle trailed off, surprised to remember she had food in front of her and began eating.
Leslie glanced at Bill. “We could probably get you a place over at the Manor, too.” They paid no rent or utilities. “Not sure if Eleanor’s going to come back to her teaching job, or if Peter’s going to stay as principal at the school, either.”
“I’m not Catholic.” Noelle put down her fork having tried some of the corn. 
“Yet,” Wally said. “You go to Mass every Sunday.”
She missed how it felt when she first went and could focus on the words. She’d had questions and Nick, who apparently was the cardinal, was welcoming. Now, she went with Wally and focused on remembering when to stand up and sit down and Wally dragged her down the aisle with him when he got communion and she stood there, numbly, for a blessing. 
“Nominally,” she said.
After dinner, Leslie ran some initial bloodwork in the lab. At first, the clinic offered the basics plus a ventilator, which the mystic priest, Father Evan, had predicted they’d need, and they had, in fact, needed it during Covid. As Leslie read the tests, she noted Noelle’s iron was low.
“Oh, right,” Noelle said. “That’s normal. I should have eaten the steak.”
“I’m sure that’s part of why you’re so tired,” Leslie said, “but should you be doing two jobs at once?”
Arguably three jobs. She had a larger case load than any of the other teachers plus two different administrative jobs simultaneously. “There’s not much choice, though. Special education is legally mandated and if we screw it up, the parents can sue.”
“If you were my patient…” Dr. Leslie began. But she was her patient now, wasn’t she? “You have short-term disability?”
“Probably?” Noelle never remembered the benefits.
“You need medical leave. At least a month. You’re exhausted. We can do an iron transfusion, but you have legitimate reasons to be so tired on top of it.”
But the students needed her. She protested.
“Alternately, would it be terrible to either move here or in with Wally? He can make sure you’re eating…take over a little of the executive function…” 
Marduke Manor had Autistics and people with ADHD living there, not to mention absent-minded priests and the mystic lived with his family on the property, too. People living there understood executive challenges better than average.
“I can’t be a burden to him and the Mardukes don’t know me.”
“I don’t think Wally would see you as a burden,” she said. “Besides, he’s got room. It’s not like you have to push your relationship forward.”
But Wally couldn’t move her in. He was religious and they were unmarried.
Leslie smiled. “Noelle, is your union rep aware of how much you’re doing?”
She was, and she’d been nagging Noelle, but what was there to be done? Neil kept telling her she was his strongest teacher, and what would he do without her?

      [image: ]Ken, the Marduke family attorney was finishing his own dinner out with his father and the woman who was currently living with his dad.
“Tell me about how the boys are doing,” Stu Bailey asked, as he did constantly. He’d never met his eight-year-old grandsons: triplets, technically, a pair of identical twins and a fraternal twin who’d come along for the ride.
“Freddy’s ready for college,” Ken recited. The fraternal twin was academically advanced, somehow much older than his age would indicate. His brothers, Dovi and Joey, were kind sons, but somewhat clumsy. They were normal kids, which meant one day they would probably have to defend Freddy who sometimes spoke without thinking. “Dovi and Joey are happy.”
Stu didn’t respond and finished his wine. He’d run out of ways to ask to see his grandsons.
Wendy knew what he wanted to say, though. “The children’s museum in Dixon is having a special play day next weekend. I wondered if you’d like us to take them.”
Ken pretended to think about the idea. “No, thank you.”
“If you’re worried about them being in public, we can probably get the place for a few hours,” Stu suggested.
Being part of the Pope’s family was problematic. Pope Joseph had insisted on having his entire family photographed with him. Ken was like a brother to Matt Marduke, and his wife, Kate, was the Pope’s half-sister, so they and the boys were definitely in the photo. However, Ken had his own reasons. “Absolutely not.”
When the waiter brought the check, Stu picked it up, but the Marduke family paid for Stu’s rent and utilities. Ken’s father and Wendy had lost their law firm and were saving what little money they had left, supposedly, in a trust for the boys’ future. “I have it, Dad.”
“I’m your dad.”
Sperm donor. But in the important ways, Matt Marduke, a decade older than Ken, was both his big brother and the patriarch of the family. Ken had legally changed his last name to Marduke before he married Kate, who readily changed her own last name and their sons were Mardukes, too, not Baileys. 
“Let me.” Ken held his Amex Black card up for the waiter to take, not bothering to look at the bill. He couldn’t wait to get home. Stu and Wendy weren’t welcome there, and while these visits had gotten easier, they always ended the same: Stu asked to see the boys, Ken said no, and subsequently spent the entire evening revisiting his childhood with his father. 
His wife intuited his impending arrival, and she met him at the door and put her arms around him.
“Boys in bed already?”
She nodded. “Freddy wondered if you’d stop up, though.”
On the way past their room, on the first floor of the former boarding school campus, he went into the room he shared with his wife and picked up the cane he hadn’t been using as often lately.
“He’d understand if you didn’t tonight,” Kate said.
“It’s fine.” 
But his leg was killing him.
She followed him knowing the long walk down the former girls’ campus hallway, up the elevator and down into the former boys’ school side, where the nursery wing was located, was going to be hard for him, and she wanted to be there to support him if he needed it.
When Ken reached the boys’ room, he left the door cracked open and Kate stayed outside. The boys didn’t mind having a dark room, and the safety lights from the hall gave him enough lighting to find his way to Freddy’s bed.
“Did you see Grandpa, Daddy?”
“Yeah, Freddy.” 
He sat down on his son’s bed. The twins seemed to be asleep. Freddy was a lot like their nephew, Evan, who was a priest known for his prophecies, and while no one knew if the child was a mystic or not, he did know things he shouldn’t, and not only because he started reading early.
“He wants to see us, right?”
“Right.”
“And you still don’t want that?”
“Not yet, honey.”
Freddy noticed his father’s cane. “Your leg hurts again?”
“Little bit.”
Freddy suggested his father see one of the priests. “Did they ever anoint your knee?”
Ken chuckled. “The oil’s not magic, Freddy.” 
He’d been anointed when he was in the hospital when the car accident almost killed him well before he’d married Kate. He’d been drinking and he’d gotten lucky.
Freddy yawned. “I love you, Daddy.”
Ken smiled, hugged his son, and wished him goodnight. Then, he kissed each of his sleeping twins and went back out into the hallway and closed the door behind him.
“You want to sit in the lounge up here before we head down?” His wife had already checked it out, and the nannies were in bed. In addition to their kids, Nick and Bernie’s toddler slept up there and Nick’s niece Leila’s baby also used the nursery wing. Staffing the wing meant parents had time to be together, and the children preferred each other's company. In addition to the little kids, Adam, Ken’s attorney protégé, was raising his brother’s children, and Eleanor’s youngest kids from her first marriage still lived there, too.
“I’m good. Let’s go to bed.”
Kate walked with him, slowly, carefully, and when he took a break to rest, she rested with him. 
“No one says you have to see him at all,” she said, as they went back down the elevator to their floor.
He knew she meant his dad. “I know, baby.”
The elevator opened, and Kate matched Ken’s pace as they started the slow walk to their room. 
“Matt’s in Rome, right?”
Normally, being reminded her brother was away would frustrate Kate, but not when her husband was in pain. “Want me to see if Paul can come down?” Paul had grown up with Ken and Matt. “Maybe Ronnie?” Veronica and her husband Ben grew up with them, too. And while Kate knew about how Ken grew up, she never knew as much as they did.
But he didn’t respond. When they got back to their room, she asked if he wanted her to draw him a bath.
“I’m good.” He dropped onto the side of the bed, and she put his cane on the chair closer to the bed. Normally, he kept it closer to the door.
“What’s wrong?”
He didn’t know how to explain it. “They wanted to buy out the children’s museum.”
Kate changed into her nightgown. “The one in Dixon or Mill Grove?”
“Does it matter?”
She laid out his pajama pants while he pushed off his shoes. He let her help with his socks, then braced a hand on her shoulder as he unbuckled his belt and stepped out of his dress pants. Sitting again, he lifted his hips for her to tug the pajama pants into place. He loosened his tie, unbuttoned his shirt. “They’ve never been to a children’s museum," he said.
“Freddy would be bored.”
Probably he would. “But Dovi and Joey would like it, and Freddy is a good sport.”
“We can take them.”
But it wasn’t great to take them anywhere as a small family. People recognized them. She didn’t know what he was concerned about, though.
He stood up again, tentatively, and got under the covers while his wife turned off the lights. It was at this point, Ken realized he hadn’t brushed his teeth. Grabbing his cane, he stalked into the bathroom and nearly fell over when he reached the sink.
Kate opened the medicine cabinet. “You’re on Naproxen, right?”
“Yeah.”
She took out one pill. Ken didn’t say anything, but his eyebrows lifted—just enough to ask. She handed him the single tablet anyway.
She returned with water and handed him one pill. His expression flickered, the silent question obvious. She said nothing.
One pill. She passed it to him like a verdict. He didn’t argue.
But still she explained. “We’re going to bed, honey.”
He reluctantly accepted the lower dose. He hadn’t been using his cane at all lately, so she probably wasn’t wrong to give him just the one.
When they got into bed finally, he told her he loved her.
“Hypothetically, if we bought out the museum…”
Over his dead body.
So, she let it go. It was his weird nepotism thing again. They had stacks of money, but he never wanted to act like it. When they lived in Chicago, Matt and his dad regularly bought out a restaurant seating so they wouldn’t have to have lots of people there when they ate, but they preferred small Mexican and Italian restaurants and Chicago was always busy and Kate didn’t like crowds. For their children, though, Ken wouldn’t consider having a private event, and so their kids simply stayed home most of the time. Kate didn’t much care, but once in a while, she wondered what experiences their children were missing.

      [image: ]Elsewhere at Marduke Manor, the cardinal’s cell phone rang. He was watching television with his daughter in their family lounge, the one nearest the room he shared with his wife, Bernadette. But Bernie was traveling again, this time to the Twin Cities where she was meeting with the archdiocese there about joining with the Wisconsin dioceses who had unified under one education department to maximize efficiency, and she was the superintendent.
As a rule, the cardinal didn’t pick up his phone when he was with his daughter, but it was a former student.
“Hi, Jenny,” he said. “How’s art school?”
She was sobbing. “Father. It’s just. It’s just the worst.”
His daughter was staring at the little ponies on the screen, and he didn't want to interrupt her stories, so he lowered his voice. “What happened, honey?” 
The women in his life responded better when he was gentle with them.
Jenny explained how the head of her program had given her a critique of her latest art, and it hadn’t been positive.
But she had been known to overreact. “What exactly did she say?” 
He was also used to Neurodivergent women in his life, and Jenny was very…mercurial.
“I’m not growing anymore because I keep doing Catholic themes.”
Interesting. 
“She said that?”
Jenny sent him a text with a painting. It was, in fact, a Catholic painting, depicting the Virgin Mary and, as was Jenny’s custom, Mary was depicted as a young woman. Jesus’ mother had bright, expressive eyes, and her face showed relief as she found her son in the temple in Jerusalem. Jesus, clearly younger than his mother, seemed older, somehow, and wiser. Nick had seen Jenny’s art develop over the years, but when he saw this piece, he didn’t know what to say.
“Father?”
“I’m sorry, Jenny. It’s beautiful. It’s unbelievable. I’d love to have it for the cathedral.”
Her voice changed. “You really like it?”
“It’s amazing. What did your professor say exactly?” 
He couldn’t understand how anyone would not like the piece. Admittedly, he was biased about the content, but he’d seen some amazing art at the Vatican and could get a lot closer than the average guy, but Jenny’s still took his breath away.
She sent him an email, and he read it, slowly.
Jenny, your art will no longer develop if you keep using stale subject matter. You came to us with Catholic school art in a portfolio full of Catholic art, and we liked your work well enough to admit you to the program, but you are no longer growing. If you want to be ready for your final show, we need to see some growth, or you’re not going to graduate.
Jenny had earned her B.F.A. from a solid Midwestern program, and Nick had watched her craft evolve from a gifted teenager to a serious artist. Now she was deep into her elite M.F.A. program in Boston, and the calls had become more frequent. Teary. Unraveling.
He breathed in, slow and steady, offering a short prayer. He didn't address the email. Not yet. “You’re close to graduating, honey.”
“I’m never going to graduate unless I change what I do.”
“Did you talk to her?”
“What’s the point?”
Normally, he’d push back, offer another way to see it, but Jenny’s troubles with her new department chair were nothing new. The one who’d accepted her into the program had seen her promise, but he’d retired.
On paper, it had been a simple shift--a routine bureaucratic reset. But it reminded him of Maggie. Father Jake Schneider’s wife had walked away from her university job after a tenure clash turned hostile. She couldn’t stay, so she’d moved closer to Jake and eventually became his principal. 
Nick softened his voice. “What are your options?”
“Maybe I’m not growing, but at this point, I just want to make my art.”
If she wasn’t in school, she’d have to find a place to live, and Boston wasn’t a cheap city. “What will you do if you quit your program?”
“Mom sold the house, and I don’t want to live with her anyway.”
Nick glanced at his daughter who was falling asleep, eyes still gazing at the ponies she loved. As Jenny was calmer, he decided now would be a good time to pick Allie up from the rug on the floor where she was lying and snuggle with her. She was much easier to move when he already had her in his arms anyway. She didn’t protest when he moved her, and once they were resettled, he asked Jenny if she had any other ideas.
“I was hoping…” she paused, as if she wanted to get her nerve up to ask. “Remember when I visited last summer?”
She’d stayed at the Manor and redone the entire Stations of the Cross for the cathedral. The originals were weird fifties-style brass images Matt had always hated, and Nick didn’t care for either. Now, they had beautiful images and she’d done the work for free, content with room and board and the occasional outing with the family. 
“Yeah?”
“Can I move back in? Father Matt said he wanted me to do rosary images, and he thought there might be some work in restoring some of the churches.”
She had done some courses in art restoration after the original department chair suggested them to her given her interest in religious art. It would be useful to have an artist in residence, but Jenny was also a young woman, and they had a seminary up the hill full of young men, some of whom were single and wished they weren’t and all of them felt sad when she left for her final year last August. She might be a distraction, or she might find someone to settle down with. 
“I’ll talk to Matt, but it’s up to him.” 
Everything was. It wasn’t because he was the literal Pope. It was because he headed the Marduke family, and Nick had been pulled into the family and the next thing he knew, he was a cardinal heading the archdiocese, the one vacated by Matt when he became Pope.
Jenny accepted this, but she had already packed her room. They had to let her move back in. They just had to.

      [image: ]Back at the high school, Noelle met with Neil Monday morning. Wally said he was the last person she should speak with.
Neil Bannerman, the school principal, had been a close ally and friend, or so she thought, but he’d been lying to her about the special education shortage. Still, he’d been pleasant to her since he got smacked down for messing with the special education staffing, and she had seen the special education teacher and paraprofessional jobs posted, so she had hoped things were going to get better.
Wally told her she was delusional.
She ignored him. The man was Autistic. There was no way he could read the situation as well as she could, even with her ADHD.
“We don’t have any interviews lined up?” she asked after he closed the door.
He shook his head sadly. “Teaching shortage and people don’t want to work for what we’ll pay to be a para.”
She wasn’t sure if she believed him or not. After the head of the union had told the superintendent and the Director of Special Education how much responsibility Noelle had without appropriate compensation, Neil argued he was saving money, and it was good for everyone. This argument had not gone over well, so now the principal was on thin ice. Now he was supposedly scrambling for people able to teach or become a para in November. 
Or so he claimed.
So, she tried honesty, hoping for candor in exchange. “Neil, I’m not doing so well.”
Neil’s gaze flicked down, then stalled a beat too long on her chest before drifting back up like nothing had happened. Had he always done that? Maybe Wally was right: there was a rumor. About her. About Neil. She couldn’t remember who started it, only that no one ever denied it outright. Not even Neil.
“What’s wrong with you?” he finally asked. He changed his tone. “Is it cancer?”
Why would it be cancer? 
“No, it’s just a low iron thing.”
He perked up. She wasn’t going to lose her hair. She had long blonde hair and when she put it up, he did enjoy the shape of her neck. Admittedly, it was usually down and messy, but he also found her tousled look sexy. He heard she and Wally were together now, former mortal enemies. 
“Is Wally not taking care of you?” He lowered his voice as he said it, a hint.
But she never picked up on vague hints. “It’s always low for me, but it’s worse than usual.” He seemed concerned, so she decided to explain further. “My doctor is thinking about a medical leave.”
She couldn’t or he’d have to figure out that special ed shit on his own, or, worse, the district would know he had no idea what he was doing despite the fancy certificate framed on the wall behind him proclaiming Neil an inclusive principal.“You not able to handle the workload?”
She blinked hard, twice and glanced up at the lights. He still had the old fluorescents, and she suddenly felt like she was being interrogated. 
“I…” What was she trying to tell him anyway? They were talking about her health. But she knew what he wanted to hear. “I don’t want to go on leave, Neil.”
She sure as hell better not. “We rely on you. The students need you. The parents only trust you.”
She’d heard this, or variations on this, for her whole career. You sacrificed for the children, and you weren’t supposed to complain, even when it was hard. Teachers were superheroes in capes, didn’t you know? Neil had used this line to talk her into being a special education teacher with a full caseload plus the program manager and department chair for the entire high school. He'd done it slowly and carefully, pulling her closer to him as he shielded her from the rest of the teaching staff. But Wally was worried about her, and she didn’t like making him worried. 
“Neil, I…”
“Didn't I assign you to teach with Wally this morning?” He spat out his name as if he was distasteful.
She tugged her sleeves down, the tension needing something to do. The lights buzzed like insects behind her eyes. Oh, he’d implied she wasn’t doing her job. She defended herself, as best she could.
 “I told him I’d be a few minutes late.”
He remembered something she told him once when he was trying to get her to come down to the office to help him explain more about inclusivity for the superintendent. “Every minute you’re not co-teaching is a minute where your students’ specially-designed minutes do not count.” And then he added on his own admin-speak. “Do you have a plan for making up the time?”
His voice sounded patronizing, as if she were incompetent and suddenly Noelle felt like she was a first-year teacher who hadn’t prepared her lessons. The fact was, she had no plan to make up the time, not yet, and while she could easily float a few minutes here or there, her absence would mean none of her students’ IEPs would be appropriately followed, and impossibility wasn’t a valid argument for noncompliance with the document. 
“I’d better get to class,” she mumbled.
He wanted to call after her, another suggestion of incompetence followed by kind, gentle words about how he needed her. She responded best to negging, and while she hadn’t picked up on his interest in her, she hadn’t shot him down, either. They were playing a long game, and he’d move on, but he’d invested so much time on this.
He’d barely registered she’d left until the damned noise reached his office. Well, he'd have to go deal with that himself because there was no way his useless secretary was going to move away from her sacred desk. In the morning, students had two modes: delay or urgency, but this was outright confusion. Dammit. He pushed open the office door, squinting into the commons—and there she was, collapsed in a halo of backpack straps and half-turned faces. For a split second, he froze. Then came the secondhand surge of administrative reflex. Protocol. Optics. And beneath it all, a bitter curl of resentment: She hadn’t even given him a chance to fix it first.






  
  Chapter two

“Idon’t mind if Jenny moves in,” Matt said upon returning from Rome. He’d been bouncing back and forth again, Vatican to Marduke Manor, then back, though the latter was home. Rome wasn’t thrilled that the Pope preferred Wisconsin, but his absence gave tourists better access to the Vatican, and with money tight, that mattered. Art students loved the freedom. The Church grumbled. 
And Matt was in charge.
Nick had expected at least a little pushback. “I don’t think she has a plan.”
“Of course she doesn’t.” Matt was looking through his desk with a blank look on his face. “She’s an artist.”
“What’re you looking for?”
He didn’t know. “I left something in here.” He had a nagging sense whatever-it-was, was important. He closed a desk drawer and leaned back on his chair. “Tell me there’s something more interesting going on.”
Nick shrugged. “Bernie’s due back from the Twin Cities tomorrow and she said they’re leaning toward connecting. Their superintendent is retiring, and they don’t want to get another.” Kate had said something. “I think you have to talk to Ken about his dad.”
Matt didn’t want to. “Why now?”
“She didn’t say.”
He didn’t need to explain who ‘she’ was. “Surprised she’s not in here already.”
“Think she went over to the seminary with Rosie.” Rosie was Paul, the auxiliary bishop’s wife. “Something about helping Maggie with spring courses.” Maggie Schneider was the administrative head of the seminary because of her extensive university background. They hadn’t wanted to hire a lot of administrators, so when she needed help, family members got repurposed. Kate had been a former school principal and Rosie was a whiz with data, so off to the seminary they went.
“Good.” If Matt’s sister was busy, he could figure out what he was trying to do before she came to him with the rest of the family problems. Wait. The superintendent for the Twin Cities was retiring. “I think that’s how it’s going to go from now on. Someone retires and then Bernie’s in charge there, too.” But Bernie wasn’t as willing to pull people from other assignments. “She needs more staff. Any luck working on the pair from Bill’s school?”
Nick shook his head. “Wally and Noelle aren’t ready yet.”
“Would she rather they staffed a high school?”
Nick shrugged. He was the head of an archdiocese, but the superintendent did all the school work so he didn’t have to know much. His wife needed help and they’d had good vibes about the public schoolteachers, so they cultivated the relationship.
Matt’s face suddenly changed. “Did you ask Bernie about Jenny moving in?”
“She hasn’t been home.”
Matt spied the paperwork he’d originally come into the office to get. It was a draft of an encyclical he’d been trying to write for over a year marked up with his sister's handwritten suggestions. “Talk to your wife first.”
But Bernie wouldn’t care. Why would she?

      [image: ]The first student to rush to Noelle’s side was Marena, who should have already been in Wally’s class. 
“Miss Barton!” she called. When Noelle didn’t respond, Marena called 9-1-1. “I’m at the high school, main entrance, and our teacher collapsed,” she said calmly. She pointed to one of the other students in the line. “Gio, go get Mr. Schneider.” As a coach, he knew CPR, and had trained many of them in it, but she knew full well they were all too freaked out to actually do it. 
Gio, a senior, left the line and headed to the auditorium where Bill Schneider taught his values course. 
While Marena kept answering questions on the phone, she turned to Quinn, one of the juniors who was in Mr. Michels’ class with her. “Go get Mr. Michels.”
“Why?” Q wasn’t used to following orders from anyone, let alone someone who was his peer.
“He’s her boyfriend,” Marena said.
Now, the line started to move. Students had cameras out, at the ready, hoping to catch Mr. Schneider rendering aid or Mr. Michels sprinting down the stairs from his classroom. One of the kids with a huge following on Tik-Tok kept calling Mr. Schneider a genuine hero as he began administering CPR, only stopping when the ambulance crew came to take over.
When Noelle opened her eyes, she didn’t understand if she was awake or asleep.
“Thank Christ,” Wally said.
Somehow, the kids had let him get close, and he and Bill were the only teachers around, the kids having encircled them as if to provide a wall of privacy. As Noelle sat up, with the paramedics attempting to check her vitals, the wall of students broke for a moment, and she could see the secretary and principal staring out the glassed-in walled office at her.
Remembering her meeting, she wanted to get right up. “We need to get back to class, Wally, or the minutes don’t count.”
Bill Schneider smacked his forehead. “Leslie will meet you at the ER. You’re taking her in,” he told the paramedic.
The paramedic had been in Bill’s class, a local boy named Kris, in his late twenties, and he also knew Wally Michels as he’d failed his class. Twice. “Yes, Mr. Schneider.”
Wally headed to the ambulance, which freaked Kris out. “I think you have to be family, Mr. Michels.” 
Wally was direct. “Just drive, Hansen.”
It all felt like a dream to Noelle. Finally, she heard Marena’s voice. “Don’t worry, Ms. Barton and Mr. Michels. I’ll tell everyone to go to the auditorium with Mr. Schneider. He’s got us.”
At this, Bill nodded. “Good plan, Marena.” And he welcomed Wally and Noelle’s class into the gym while the ambulance sped away with their teachers. No one was going to do any sort of class work this morning, and all Noelle could do was think about how to make up the minutes she’d lose.

      [image: ]“So, remind me why we hate Ken’s dad?” Rosie asked. The three women had been staring at print spreadsheets in the seminary office for hours. Maggie and Kate worked better on paper and when they made changes, Rosie brought up the master on her computer to make the change. By this point, the copies were so marked up they were taking a break while the system printed a new report to work off.
Kate glanced at Maggie for a second before she looked down. “So many reasons. Easiest one was he used to drink and hit his mom and was too free with his belt on Ken, too.”
“So, basically like Matt, right?” Rosie asked. She avoided looking at Maggie, too.
Kate shook her head. “They insist Frank wasn’t so bad.” Frank was Matt’s dad, at least, his father on the birth certificate. “Frank almost called the cops on Stu a few times.”
“You can all stop trying not to look at me,” Maggie said. Everyone in the building knew her sex life. “What she’s talking about is not the same thing as what we do, as she well knows.” Maggie glanced at Kate, whose face turned red. She and Ken also enjoyed spanking as a precursor to sex.
“Regardless, Matt won’t have him around the kids or in the house and Ken historically hasn’t wanted him to be around, either, but since he moved to Dixon with Wendy, Ken’s been trying to build a new relationship with him.”
“Have you met him yet?” Rosie asked. Everyone also knew Kate and Wendy had history.
“Not officially.” Kate knew too many stories about him to be too interested. “But supposedly he didn’t do anything to Ken his own dad didn’t do to him, but Ken adored his grandpa, so maybe it’s just a father and son thing.”
“But Stu also stole all that money from the law firm,” Maggie said. “Ken’s grandpa wasn’t a thief.” She handed them the new copies.
Probably he wasn’t. He had been dead a long time.
“Anyway, if I meet him, I’m not going to be nice.” Kate had a filter, but it was work to use it, and she wasn’t going to waste energy censoring herself for that man.
Rosie's phone buzzed. “Matt’s home.” She groaned. They had so much more to do.
Kate stood up. “See you later.”
“We have work to do, lady,” Maggie called after her.
“Make the seminarians help. This is good training for them because being a priest is 90% administration, and they all think it’s completely pastoring.” Kate called back as she headed down the hallway.
Rosie and Maggie glanced at each other. She wasn’t wrong. “Does Jake ever actually do pastoral work anymore?” Rosie asked.
“Does Paul?”
So rarely. Rosie brought up the list of seminarians and Maggie shopped from the list, focusing on the ones who might not be incompetent at numbers, data, and spreadsheets.

      [image: ]Noelle fell asleep on the way to the hospital, waking only when she heard Leslie’s voice.  “Well, I did try to warn you.”
“She’s okay, right?” Wally asked.
“I just need some sleep,” Noelle murmured, eyes still heavy.
“Noelle, your heart stopped—or you had a lack of oxygen,” Leslie said, direct as always. “You can pass out from severe anemia, but we need more tests to see if there’s heart damage. You’re taking time off. Now.”
But she couldn’t.  “Wally, explain how the IEP works…”
Wally winced, glancing at Leslie.  “She’s not easy to convince.”
“We can revisit your return after we figure out why you passed out,” Leslie said.
After a battery of tests and an iron transfusion, Noelle felt almost human. She thought about resting, really resting, but during the entire transfusion, her brain ran IEP minutes and attendance reports on loop. December was always messy. Thanksgiving was coming, a rare five-day weekend. If she went to bed early, maybe she could limp to break. Maybe.
“I can go back tomorrow and rest at Thanksgiving,” she said, like voicing the plan might make it viable.
Leslie and Wally didn’t answer. Just stared.
Sure, it wasn’t ideal. But it was the best she could do. If she didn’t show up, they’d be out of compliance. IEP meetings were booked. Deadlines didn’t wait. And she wasn’t going to dump her load on another teacher—their caseloads were overflowing too.
At some point, she must’ve started explaining aloud again. Wally gave Leslie a flat look.  “Are we tying her up somewhere? Because she’s not listening to me.”
After a pause, he tried again. Calm. Rational.  “Compliance is on the school, not on you.”
Noelle snorted. “Do you even know how many teachers end up on performance plans for IEP delays?”
Leslie’s lips thinned. She remembered this game. Back when she was ER chief, married to Bill, before the job nearly broke her… and did break their marriage. Only after she found balance with the Mardukes did she and Bill find their way back. 
They'd actually divorced. And then, slowly, they rebuilt. They learned to make time for each other. They understood more than anyone that couples need to recommit to each other, constantly. She understood the pull of being needed by someone who paid your expenses. But she'd chosen Bill, and chose him again every day, and the hospital had simply replaced her. Bill never had. 
She understood, but no way would she go back.
But Noelle’s heart had checked out. She probably was fine except for the part where she stopped breathing and her heartbeat slowed. Neither of which, Leslie reminded Noelle, were routine. Physically, she could return. But mentally? Leslie knew better.
“I still advise…” she began, before stopping. Noelle would have to see it for herself.
“You need to stay with me,” Wally said at the same time.
Moving in with Wally had possibilities. He could drive to and from school and use the short commute to figure out how she was going to make up for the missing minutes. 
“If I stay with him, can I go back to work?” Noelle asked. She didn’t work that hard. She was a teacher, not a construction worker.
Leslie rolled her eyes. The woman was worse than Matt Marduke. “Against doctor’s orders.”
“I’ll think about it, Leslie." If she was at school, she could figure out how to divide up her responsibilities or maybe she could work remotely and do everyone’s paperwork for them in exchange for their presence at meeting. Maybe she could be virtual!

      [image: ]“Jenny’s moving back in,” Nick told Kate. They were in the old women’s lounge but now was more-or-less the family living room, watching television together, or pretending to. Neither of them cared much for anything currently streaming, but once in a while they’d rewatch something they’d both seen before or watch Judge Judy and argue about it. Tonight, it was Star Wars, and Kate kept comparing Han Solo to young Matt because he looked so much like him.
It was a boring part early on when they were on Tatooine anyway, so Kate looked over at Nick who sat next to her on the sofa. “Did she graduate early?”
He explained the problem. “Matt says she can move back in.”
Kate had taught at Nick’s school back when she was a nun and Jenny was a high school sophomore. “Pity she doesn’t want to stick it out.”
Nick agreed, but he brought up the image of Jenny’s latest project on his phone and passed the device to his friend. “Apparently this wasn’t good enough.”
Kate studied the image. “She’s improved since this summer.”
Nick nodded. “Think it was all those stations she did.” 
Her images had de-emphasized the brutality and focused on the people who loved Jesus suffering alongside Him. The images were tragic, but not because of what was happening to Jesus. That was a given. Watching each person realize they were saying goodbye to a human man they loved, powerless to save him, was heart-rending. Even the soldiers seemed uncomfortable at their job. She’d asked if Matt only wanted the traditional stations, or if he minded if she kept going through the resurrection, the fifteen-stations version, and he told her to go ahead. When the Holy Father saw Jesus with the women he cared about at the final station, he asked her if she could get prints made as he wanted them to be available at the Vatican.
“What did Bernie say?”
Why was that the second time someone had asked him? “I didn’t talk to her about it.”
It was at that moment his wife arrived home and poked her head in the lounge. “Didn’t talk to me about what?”
Kate disappeared and Nick was perplexed. “Jenny’s moving back in.”
His wife left the room.

      [image: ]Having checked out of the hospital, Dr. Leslie dropped them off at the school where Wally followed Noelle as she moved her car to his house and he stood there while she reluctantly put her car into his two-car garage that, unlike normal humans' storage areas, wasn't full of stuff. 
“If I had a garage and only one car,” she protested, “I would have so much stuff…”
“Quiet, you,” he said, grinning at her. “Now, am I going to get you stuff from your house or are you coming along?” 
He wanted her to go up to the guest room to rest, but he wasn’t at all sure he could root through her apartment to get what she needed. He’d been to her place a few times, but only she understood her organization system.
“I’ll come,” she said. “But only because…” 
“It’s okay, honey,” he said. “I get it.” 
She had ADHD, and he was Autistic, but he’d found a cleaning service who came weekly, but they used to come twice a week. As he thought about it, if Noelle was going to be there, maybe he should see if they could come two times a week again.
On the way to Noelle’s apartment, she found herself explaining again. “If I can’t see things, I can't find anything.”
But Wally understood. He also had a visual system for a lot of his own things, but with a less cluttered home, he felt calmer. “I’m not judging you.”
“Everyone else…” 
There was a reason she hadn’t seen her family for years.
Wally turned into the apartment complex. He’d dropped her off frequently enough he knew the way, and she pointed to her space.
Already winded from climbing to the second floor, Noelle paused at the door to not only rest, but to remind him he said he wasn’t judging.
He steeled himself, kissed her, and hoped his lips would distract her. On TV, that worked.
She accepted his kiss, but then forgot why they were there. Wally stood there, like some vampire, wondering if he could open the door for her. Eventually, she stood there, in her hallway, smiling at him and realized they were at her place. She fumbled with her keys, got the door open,and then Wally entered after her. She automatically closed and locked the door behind him, and then turned on the lights.
Noelle’s apartment wasn’t so much dirty as it was cluttered. She had paperwork everywhere in the living room slash dining room area and even, possibly, some cumulative files, which he walked over to, stacked on the table, hoping he was wrong.
She sighed. “We need to get those back to school.” She’d forgotten they were there. She’d pulled them during the summer to get a head start on renewal IEPs, but…
Wally wondered if he could legally touch them. After considering the matter, he reasoned, as a colleague at the school, he had access to the files and began stuffing them in a tote bag she’d abandoned next to the table. It was mostly empty except for two notebooks. “Do we need these files?”
She shrugged. Maybe. As she looked around, she had no idea what she was looking for.
So, he put the files into the bag and told her to sit down somewhere. She had a chair near the table, but she’d stacked books on it, and the living room sofa seemed to have a few dozen books there, too. Did she sit on the floor?
She edged herself in between the books and tried to figure out what she needed. Lists sometimes helped. “Clothes?”
Wally handed her the tote bag. “Stay there.”
He went into the kitchen and checked the food in the fridge and began pulling out anything expired and dumped her milk in the sink. Then, he took the kitchen garbage out to the dumpster. She tried to help a couple of times, but every time she got up, she felt lightheaded, so gave up and let Wally do it all. Finally, he asked her what she would need for about a week or so.
“I have a suitcase in the closet,” she said. Or she thought she did.
He quested, but it turned out the object of his search was under her bed. Moving it onto the unmade bed, he was surprised that this surface was surprisingly orderly, for Noelle at least. While half the bed had books on it, it was suited to purpose as she could clearly sleep in it. Most of the free walls had bookshelves on them and they were, at least, neatly filled with books. She simply needed more shelves, and she had run out of space. 
Clothes. Right.
He opened her closet and pulled out the outfits she normally wore. He confronted the dresser and found socks. He knew what to do with socks, so he packed those. He kept opening drawers and bras and underwear were…needed, but what did she normally wear? He found himself fascinated by the variety she had and wondered, not for the first time, what she typically wore.
Because Wally had taken so long, Noelle entered the room and found him examining her underwear. “Wally?”
“I don’t know what to pack.”
She wondered what Neil would do, confronted with her undergarments. Wally wanted to get the job done. “Well, do you want to know what I usually wear, or do you want to let me do it without you seeing?”
He wanted the second part, now that she mentioned it. “And what do you sleep in?” He asked this, as if it was an experiment and he had questions about the procedure.
“Depends,” she said, truthfully.
“On?” His voice came out closer to a whisper.
Truthfully, whether she had her period or not. She opened her pajama drawer and pulled out a couple of knee-length nightgowns and a couple of sleep pants and t-shirts. She preferred the nightgowns when she had her period because it was easier to get them up and out of the way, but after she packed them, Wally reached out and fingered the lace on one.
“You like the texture?” She was tempted to tease him, but she hadn’t yet figured out if he had sensory issues or not.
He moved his hand. “I wondered if the lace was scratchy.”
Her bed was half full of books. Any other guy would have tried to convince her to let him check out the bra and panties she had on, but he hadn’t, and now she desperately wanted him to ask her. But she was tired anyway. So, she turned to the dresser and took out the boring underwear and bras and then, a few she rarely wore, trimmed with lace mostly, but also a few slinky satiny ones.
Wally watched this without comment and then picked up a smaller suitcase he'd actually found on the far side of the bed, on the floor, and went into the bathroom and leaned into the shower and retrieved and carefully closed up her shampoo and conditioner bottles and body wash. Finally, he looked around until he found her period stuff…pads, apparently. He put those into the suitcase and returned to the kitchen to find a baggie to put over the top of the toothbrush and a plastic bag to put over the hair products and body wash, in case they leaked. “We use the same toothpaste,” he noted. “We can share.”
She’d been watching him, surprised at his ability to accept she had a period. She packed her hairbrush and comb into the smaller suitcase. What else did she bring on trips? Books? But Wally was an English teacher, and he had a lot to read there. But she found her e-reader and found her phone charger and the charger for the reader and put them into the tote bag in the living room.
“That good for now?” Wally asked.
She nodded and yawned.
“Let’s get you back home.”






  
  Chapter three

When Nick got up to their bedroom, Bernie was in the shower. This was not unusual after she traveled, but now he was concerned. “Honey?” he called into the bathroom. 
“Don’t, Nick.”
“Don’t what?”
“Please leave.”
He closed the door and sat on the edge of the bed. He was clearly missing something, and he was unaccustomed to be the lost one. Nick was the one who explained things to all the Neurodivergent women in his life: his wife, Katie, and, probably, Jenny. Matt knew what was wrong. Katie knew why Bernie was upset, but Nick had no clue.
Bernie stayed in the shower much longer than usual. When eventually she appeared, she retrieved her nightgown and put it on, her back to him. 
“Honey?”
Finally, she turned to face the man she loved. “Why didn’t you ask me?”
“I asked Matt.”
“She was here all summer, Nick.”
It was then he knew: she was jealous. Younger Nick would have called her crazy, but he knew better. “Bernie, what do you think Jenny means to me?”
Bernie didn’t respond.
“Come here, honey.”
She didn’t at first, but she was tired. Sitting next to him on the bed, damp in her nightgown, she realized he hadn't changed yet. He hadn't even taken off his collar.
“Did you talk to Matt or Katie about Jenny?” 
He put out his hand, hoping to ground her.
She admitted she’d talked to both of them but didn't want to touch him.
“And what did you say?”
She'd left his hand, palm up, resting on her thigh for too long, and, wanting completion, she put her hand in his. “Whenever I wanted to spend time with you this summer, you were busy with her.”
She'd been traveling; he'd been in administrative hell. Fearing his cardinal and his wife were going to grow apart, Matt insisted on a couple's getaway, and so, the Llewelyns had gone away to a hotel, spending their days interviewing priests who might be good bishops and their nights reacquainting each other with the feel of each other's bodies. But there was that one day last summer he'd vacationed without her. “The day we all went to Six Flags?”
He was going to work on paperwork that day, a rare Thursday with no meetings. Veronica and Eleanor were taking the kids out, and he didn't like the idea of his daughter being in Gurnee without him by her side. At the last minute, Jenny got stuck on her sketch for the sixth station, so he invited her along, too, so she could clear her head. It was only after they were headed out the door that he realized his wife was at home. He went back to ask her to come along, but Bernie had been tired. 
He was a fool. “You wanted me to stay home.”
She had. 
He tried to explain. “But Jenny needed the break and…” 
She didn't respond, so he shut his mouth and started listening.
Carefully forming her words, Bernie said, “I know logically there’s nothing between you two, but sometimes I remember some teachers have inappropriate relationships."
He closed his eyes and focused his attention on her hand in his. She hadn't pulled away, and they were still connected. Nick had never seen Jenny as anything other than his former student. Though, if he thought about it, he probably thought of her more like Leila, his niece. She’d come to him for advice so many times they got close and stayed close. 
“Honey…”
“I know she’s fine and I’ll be glad to welcome her back, but I wish you’d have talked to me first.”
His heart sank. “Do you want me to tell her she can’t stay here? We can figure out another plan, either one of the hermitages or…”
But she shook her head. “I’m being ridiculous.”
But she wasn’t. Nick had no interest in Jenny, but since becoming a cardinal, he’d been privy to a lot of not-so-innocent situations. He didn’t care what the public said, though. He cared about what his wife said. “What do you want me to do?”
She was too tired to talk. "Ask next time." She kissed her husband and got up so she could reenter the bed on her own side.
He stood up and tugged his collar off and unbuttoned his shirt. “I missed you, by the way.”
Bernie found her eyes traveling down her husband's chest as he removed his undershirt. She was tired, but she wasn't dead. “You have a morning meeting?”
“I can cancel it,” he said as he unbuckled his belt.
He would do anything for her, this man. Anything.
“What time?” she asked, suddenly very interested in their schedule alignment.
He hoped he didn't misread her. "Paul. Nine. I'll reschedule." He tugged off his boxers.
“Text him and turn off the alarm.”
Standing there, stark naked, he reached for the pajama drawer, just in case he misread her.
She smiled at him. "You'll be too warm."
He cut the lights out and dove toward the bed having long ago learned she focused far better in the dark. While he kissed her, he helped her tug her nightgown off. Thank God she'd forgiven him.

      [image: ]Noelle was not ready to get out of Wally’s guest bed on Tuesday morning. He’d checked on her and once she’d assured him she was staying home, he headed to work alone. Five minutes later, she realized she hadn't put in a sub request and even if she had... Where the hell was her laptop? School.
She frantically brushed her teeth and grabbed the first thing she laid hands on in the suitcase.
She arrived before the bell, but after the official teacher report time. Somehow Neil had time to wait by the staff entrance, like a ranger who couldn't wait to watch his trap break her neck.
“My office,” he said.
Noelle now regretted her decision to come to work. 
He took her straight there, like she was there to be lectured and given a detention, past the secretary, who wouldn’t look at either of them. The woman was probably already on the phone to tell everyone about her disgrace.
Neil shut the door behind them, pointed to a chair and told her to sit.
She did so, unsure what was about to happen. How the heck did he make it so bright? She looked around his institutional office, white cinderblock walls bouncing the fluorescent light everywhere. He kept his blinds closed, as if he were hiding, a fugitive from common sense.
“Mr. Michels told me you weren’t coming today, but I know you better than he does.” Neil’s voice got quieter, more careful. “And so, I asked myself, why would he know your schedule, so early in the morning?”
She adjusted her seat without thinking, centering herself in the chair like she was bracing for an impending fall. The chair under her felt wrong. Too small, or too low. Had she gone down the rabbit hole? She closed her eyes and tried to do a breathing thing that Leslie had mentioned, trying to think of Neil as the white rabbit. 
“He left with you in the ambulance, too.”
Her eyes snapped back open and the first thing she saw was the certificate behind his desk. The one to recognize him for their special education program’s
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