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One: Tom
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Ten months ago, I stood before the altar of Saint Clare’s laughing with the rest of the congregation as Martin Maycord kissed and swung around his new bride, Mae, so hard that one of her shoes flew off. 

Today, I can barely control my laughter as their newborn son, Martin Joseph, Jr.—MJ to his adoring family–kicks his foot hard enough to send his little white satin shoe flying to the floor. I can’t resist saying under my breath, “I wonder where he learned that from.” His godfather, Dominic, discreetly retrieves the shoe and smoothly slips it in his pocket as he eyes a young altar server who appears about to crack a smile. 

Dominic, as the head server, tolerates no mirth among the younger members of his team, in spite of my pleas with him to lighten up.

With the shoe issue resolved, I wait for Mae to pass her young son off to her brother, who holds him with the confidence of a young man with many younger siblings. I then baptize this newest member of my congregation, welcoming him into God’s family and promising, on behalf of the whole Church, to love and pray for him for the rest of his life and, if all goes well, that God will receive him someday into heaven.

Following these festivities, held at his parents’ request on a Saturday morning instead of during a Sunday Mass, we take many pictures and then repair to the Maycords’ home where caterers have an amazing brunch spread waiting for us. Unfortunately, Helen’s not able to join me there since she’s working today. 

Alan and Doris Trent have a total of ten children, so Martin and Mae’s spacious home is crowded with MJ’s aunts and uncles. Counting Martin’s adopted daughters–his late sisters’ children–plus his Aunt Louise and some of Alan and Doris’ brothers and sisters, space is really at a premium today. 

I’ve filled my plate with a delicious-looking assortment of foods and am looking around for somewhere to sit when Vincent, Mae’s oldest brother, waves me over to join him and his fiancée, Sally. I decide to take advantage of their kind offer.

“So, how are you two doing?” I ask, trying my very best not to sound like I’m prying. Vincent told me a few weeks ago that Sally is pregnant, but I don’t want to put either one of them on the spot. 

Fortunately, he takes the lead, saying pleasantly, “We’re fine, Father Tom. How are you?”

“Fine,” I say. “Are you in school this term or off?”

I should explain something. Unlike colleges and universities in warmer areas of the country, in places where snow can often wreak havoc on school schedules, there’s such a thing called Winter Term. It starts after New Year’s Day and can run four to six weeks depending on the school. It’s entirely optional. When Helen and I were at the University of Maryland together, I’d always stay for Winter Term while she would sometimes take the term off.

But then, I was avoiding my mother and sister.

Vincent and Sally look at each other and I can see that they’re trying hard not to roll their eyes. “Um, we’re off. But we decided to audit one class here at Myer during their Winter Term,” Vincent says slowly.

Sally laughs as she says, “We decided, Vin? Are you sure, because I could have sworn that my mother decided for us.”

“Now, Sally, it won’t do either of us any harm to sit through a few lectures.”

“Said like someone who hasn’t been treated to Mom’s lectures for all his life,” Sally says with a grin. Then, turning to me, she adds, “My mom is teaching a class here this term on entrepreneurship, and she–um, ‘invited’ is not nearly a strong enough word, maybe ‘ordered’—us to attend.” 

Vincent is obviously about to say something else when Mae stops by and says, “Sally, we’re doing some pictures with all the women in the family. C’mon.”

“Are you sure?” Sally says hesitantly, “I mean, Vin and I aren’t–”

“Of course I’m sure,” Mae insists, grabbing Sally by the hand and pulling her along. 

After they’re gone, I look at Vincent and ask, “So, what did Dominic do to beat you out for the role of godfather?” 

I immediately regret my words as Vincent says ruefully, “Not get a girl pregnant.”

I shake my head. “Vincent, I’m sorry. I wasn’t thinking. I just remember both of you joking around about the godfather competition.”

“It's OK, Father Tom,” he sighs. “In fact, I guess I technically won. Martin and Mae asked me, but I turned them down. I didn’t give them the real reason, just told them that Domi would be around more, that kind of thing. Mae bought it, but Martin cornered me later at the hospital and I told him the real reason.”

“So Martin knows?”

Vincent nods. “Yeah. Mae does, too. I asked him not to tell anyone. He promised he wouldn’t tell my parents but said he wouldn’t keep non-medical secrets from Mae.”

I’m not surprised by this. Martin and Mae have had some rocky spots in their early marriage because of things he kept from her.

“He insisted it didn’t matter to him,” he continues, “and I’m sure it didn’t. But it matters to me and I know it matters to Mae–”

“Has she told you that?”

“Not in so many words,” he says. “But while she’s been great to Sally, she’s been . . . different to me. Anyway, I still said no.”

“But you have told your parents, right?”

“Oh, yeah. We told them Christmas night when we visited.”

“And how did they react?”

He takes a deep breath. “They were great. At least they said all the right things. But I know they’re disappointed in me.”

Before I can say anything else, he adds, “So MJ will have the good Trent uncle as godfather. After all, Domi still has a chance to get it right.”

The look on his face breaks my heart as I say, “And so do you, Vincent. Look, one mistake, or even a thousand, does not have to ruin your future. Will it shape it? Of course. Everything we do shapes us and our lives. But Vincent, please remember, nothing has happened to you or Sally without the approval of the God who loves you.”

“I appreciate that, Father Tom, I really do,” he says solemnly. “But the thing is, there’s something worse going on now. Sally’s mom’s in town. Ever since we told her about the baby, she’s been hounding Sally to have an abortion.”

I can’t help but suck in my breath a bit at this. I mean, it's one thing to give a homily about how precious life is in the abstract. It's another to be looking into the eyes of someone who’s facing danger to their own child. 

I guess Vincent catches my look because he insists, “Obviously, I don’t consider that an option, and neither does Sally. I’ll admit, I was concerned when we first found out. In some ways, though, she’s happier about the baby than I am. But she’s always been close to her mom, at least until around the time she and I started seeing each other. I mean, let’s face it, I don’t get a say in this one way or another. It's all up to Sally, and if somehow her mom convinces her, well . . . “

I search my mind for some new platitude that will help him, something I can say that might give him comfort, but at this moment I’ve got nothing. Fortunately for me, Sally gets back to the table.

“He is just so cute!” she gushes. “I mean, he looks just like Martin, though he has Mae’s eyes.  We each got a picture taken holding him. When Mae went to hand him over to me, I realized that I’d never even held a baby before. Pretty ironic, huh, considering?” 

She brushes her hand lightly over her still flat abdomen in a gesture I’ve seen again and again in my time at Saint Clare’s. She’s obviously excited about being a mother, and I feel pretty optimistic on her child’s behalf. But still, as I stand to say goodbye, I remember to assure them, “I’ll be praying for you both.”

Sally just smiles but as Vincent shakes my outstretched hand, he looks me squarely in the eye and declares, “Thanks, Father. We’ll need it.”

My plate empty, I decide to look over the dessert selection. I excuse myself and walk over to the table. I remember Martin mentioning that while the caterer is out of Baltimore, he went with The Muffin Man for desserts. My mouth begins to water as soon as I see one of Nick Hallstead’s chocolate cakes. I have a particular fondness for it, especially since it was the base for my groom’s cake.

I’m putting a slice on my plate when Alan Trent sidles up to me. “So, you’re a fan of The Muffin Man’s chocolate cake, too, Father Tom?”

I grin. “I love it as much as Helen dislikes it. She’s not a fan of chocolate.”

Alan looks puzzled. “I’ve never heard of a woman who hated chocolate. Doris loves it.”

“All I can say is, it’s one of the things that makes our marriage work.”

“Ah,” he says, nodding his head with a smile. Looking over his shoulder at the table I just left, he adds, “I saw you talking to Vin and Sally.”

“Yes,” I say.

“So you know about their news, I take it?”

I nod. “Vincent came to me in early December.”

“He told us a few weeks ago, but we haven’t told the other children yet.”

“Vincent told me he told Martin, who probably told Mae.”

Alan sucks in a breath. “He told us that, too.”

“And how are you and Doris handling everything?”

He looks around, then leans in to me and says, “Can we speak privately, Father?”

He doesn’t add ‘right now,’ but the tone doesn’t leave me with any doubt. “Of course.”

“Let’s go into Martin’s study. I asked him if I could use it for a few minutes.”

I follow him down the hallway to a spacious, dark-wood-paneled room furnished with a large desk, comfortable-looking chairs, and shelves lining one wall. What tells me this is a doctor’s study are the precise anatomical drawings that serve as artwork, scattered throughout the room. Over the fireplace is a portrait of Mae.

Alan closes the door and I comment, “That painting is new,” pointing to it.

“He gave it to her on the anniversary of their meeting. I remember Mae telling me you and Helen were there?”

“Yes, I remember. It was on the steps of Saint Clare’s after Mass.”

“I didn’t know it at the time, of course, but I thought she seemed unusually flustered that day when she came home for lunch. You know, she doesn’t fluster easily.”

We sit in two of the chairs and I say, “What’s on your mind, Alan?”

He doesn’t say anything at first. “Frankly, Father,” he finally says, “I’m worried about Vincent.”

I raise an eyebrow. “Because of Sally’s pregnancy?”

He nods. “The two of them told Doris and me, though Vincent did most of the talking. He couldn’t look me in the eye when he did, though Sally . . . well, she was happy.”

“Do you hold that against her?”

“No,” he says quickly. “No, not really. I mean, Sally wasn’t raised in any kind of religious background. Doris and I were actually both surprised that she went out of her way to assure us that she intended to keep the child. I guess we always just assumed she’d have no problem with an abortion. Vincent told us they were both committed to raising the child together, and they were going to get married as soon as the Church would allow.”

“I’ve explained to him that the timeline can’t be moved up just because of the baby,” I say. “But you mentioned being worried about Vincent?”

“He hasn’t seemed the same since he told us,” he says. “Doris and I were as calm and understanding and supportive as we could have been. We told them both that, while we weren’t thrilled with the circumstances, we were happy to be looking forward to our second grandchild in the coming year. Doris even told Sally she’d be her midwife if she wanted. But in spite of all that, Vincent’s been distant, like he’s been avoiding us. Other than the engagement dinner we threw when Sally’s mother arrived in town, today’s the first I’ve seen him since he told us.”

There’s something in Alan’s tone when he mentions the engagement dinner that makes me say, “Just out of curiosity, how did the dinner go?”

A cloud passes over Alan’s face. “Samantha Mayfield,” he says slowly, “has to be the single most insufferable person I have ever met in my entire life.”

I’ll admit, I’m shocked by the force behind the normally laid-back college professor’s words. “So, not well?”

“Look, I knew from what Vincent and Sally told us that her mother had very strong opinions about . . . well, everything, and those opinions ran counter to ours. So I was expecting a few comments, maybe even a little debate. But nothing I wouldn’t expect in one of my classes. You know I encourage my students to argue with me, as long as they’re respectful.”

“I didn’t know that, but it doesn’t surprise me.”

“So I asked Samantha what she thought of our two kids getting together. She said, ‘I’m just very disappointed in my daughter. I thought I raised her better than to join herself to such an outdated patriarchal institution.’”

“Wow,” I sigh. “That’s some introduction.”

“Poor Sally looked like she wanted the floor to swallow her up. The rest of the dinner went downhill from there, with her criticizing the Catholic Church, grilling Doris on why she had so many children, and basically accusing me of keeping my wife and daughters in some kind of medieval bondage.”

I shake my head, remembering times I’ve encountered people like her. “Well, what can I do for you, Alan?” I ask.

He sighs and says, “I just want to know how I can help my boy?”

I fold my hands and say, “Other than doing what I know you and Doris have done for years–pray for him–if you haven’t already started, you should pray for Sally and their unborn child. Beyond that, just let Vincent know that you love him and will always be there for him. Right now, he’s punishing himself because he thinks he let you and Doris down. But that will pass. When it does, he’s going to need you more than he ever has in his life.” 
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Two: Helen
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I really regret not being at the Maycords’ for the reception after the baptism. But I’d promised Dan Conway, my chief detective and close friend, that I’d cover for him so he could spend the day with his family. He’ll cover for me tomorrow so I can attend the 10:30 Mass and afterwards stand with Tom to greet his parishioners as they leave. 

After a few hours at the station, I leave to return home. I promised to pick up dinner, since after such a long day, neither of us really feel like cooking. Before getting back to the Rectory, I swing by Brothers’ Barbeque to grab the take-out order I’d called in earlier in the day. The entire drive from the restaurant, I’m tempted to dig into the bag, pull out a rib, and dig into it like some kind of cavewoman.

Fortunately, I’m able to control myself.

When I walk in, I find Tom already home and in the living room, his feet up and a ginger ale in his hand–since beer is still a rare treat for him for at least another couple of months. I hear him inhale deeply and say, “Ah, you know what I like.”

“Chicken for you, ribs for me,” I say. “Let me get a beer and some plates. Shall we just eat in the living room?”

“Works for me,” he says.

I grab plates, utensils, and a roll of paper towels–barbeque is terrific, but messy–and a beer for myself. “So,” I say, plopping on the couch and kicking my shoes off, “how was the reception?”

“Pretty much as you’d expect from something involving Martin and Mae,” he says. “Great food, a little chaotic, and fun.”

“Chaotic?”

“Well, while it was at the Maycords’, it was dominated by Trents. You couldn’t turn around without running into one.”

I’m passing Tom a plate laden with chicken, baked beans, cole slaw, and a slab of garlic bread when I ask, “Did you talk to anyone?”

He looks at me and says, “Of course. What? Did you expect me to sit in the corner avoiding people?”

I smile sweetly and say, “Well, not exactly. But I do remember a party in college–”

“Hey, that was a long time ago. I’m not that big of an introvert anymore.”

“Maybe not, but I know how much you dislike things like that.”

He shrugs. “Like I say, I’m not bad about things like that now.”

“So,” I say, just before biting into a rib, “who did you talk to?”

Strangely enough, he doesn’t answer right away. Instead, he looks at his plate for a moment before saying, “Oh, you know. Martin and Mae. A few other people.”

I look at him closely. He’s not telling me everything. For that to happen means only one thing.

He spoke to someone–maybe several people–about things he can’t tell me. Inwardly, my heart aches because of the burdens he carries as a priest. But I also know he’ll tell me what he can. That’s what he’s trying to figure out now.

“Vincent and Sally were there,” he says casually. “I spoke to them for a few minutes.”

“And how are they doing?” I ask.

He pauses again before saying, “Fine. Excited about getting married.”

“I saw Doris a couple of days after the Nativity,” I say as I grab another rib. “She was at the store shopping for an engagement party.”

“Yeah. Alan told me about that. They met Sally’s mother.”

Something about his tone makes me say, “I take it it didn’t go well?”

“According to Alan, Samantha Mayfield’s the most insufferable woman he’s ever met.”

My eyebrows go up. “Alan said that? I’ve never known him to have a bad word to say about anybody. What did she do?”

Tom proceeds to tell me what Alan told him, prompting me to say things like, “No, she didn’t” and “You have got to be kidding me” and “Who says something like that in someone else’s house?”

“So needless to say,” he concludes, “Alan was less than impressed.”

I sigh and shake my head. “Well, it doesn’t seem like Sally takes after her mother. She seems like such a nice young woman.”

“Oh, she is. She’s going to be in town for the next few weeks, actually. Her mother’s teaching a seminar at Myer for the Winter Term and staying in the visiting faculty housing.”  

We continue eating for a few minutes, then I say, “Changing the subject, Tom, “do you realize that Valentine’s Day is on Monday this year?“

“I guess if I thought about it,” he says, “I would know that. Steve and Bridget’s convalidation and the parish’s big Valentine’s Day banquet is on the 12th, and that’s a Saturday. So that would make the 14th a Monday. What’s your point?“

“My point, darling,” I say, turning to look at him, “is we could leave after mass on Sunday and have a little overnight getaway, maybe somewhere up in the mountains?”

I realize I have his attention now, as snuggles up to me saying, “I like the idea of that. We could spend the night in some little out-of-the-way place . . .”

“And spend Monday looking at cabins for sale,” I say enthusiastically.

“Yeah, I guess we could,” he says with a palpable lack of enthusiasm. 

Now, I love Tom, but he is a status quo kind of guy. Even though we now have the means, thanks to his mother’s amazing generosity, to buy any reasonably priced cabin in the western Maryland area, I know that he’ll drag his feet unless I do something. I don’t hold that against him. It’s just the way he is.

That’s why I say, “Come on, Tom, think about it. We can spend the next few days dreaming and considering what we like, poring over ads, and looking at our options. Then we can get Amy Cooper to take us around to see a few places and really get the ball rolling. Doesn’t that sound like fun?”

“Yeah, I suppose,” he says with a weak smile. “Frankly, anything that gets us off by ourselves for more than a few hours at a time sounds like fun to me. So yeah, get in touch with Amy and plan whatever you like. You have carte blanche.”

Trying to imitate Gomez Addams, I grab his arm and say seductively, “Oh, mon cheri. You know what French does to me.” 

I am hoping to appear playful but soon realize that I sound more insane than charming. Still, he gives me the courtesy of laughing politely before taking advantage of my obviously good mood.

***
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One of the nice things about Myerton is that, because it's a college town, the city itself tends to run on something of an academic schedule. So, for instance, I don’t have to endure my monthly meeting with Mayor Abigail Shelby until a few weeks into January. 

Still, I can’t put it off forever. So here I am, determined to keep my New Year’s resolution to be pleasant and kind, no matter what asinine thing she says. 

She wastes no time in putting that to the test, saying to me as soon as I sit down, “I hope that you had an enjoyable winter holiday season, Chief Greer.”

I smile as pleasantly as I can, saying, “Thank you, Madam Mayor. It was quite enjoyable. And how was yours?”

“Quite nice,” she says. “I went on a ski trip with an old friend.”

I’m about to say something pleasant when she continues, “I was, of course, disappointed at your choice of holiday greeting card.” 

She holds up the card Tom and I sent out. It features a portrait of the Blessed Mother holding the Christ Child and says inside, ‘May the gift of faith, the blessings of hope and the comfort of charity be yours this Christmas and throughout the years to come.’

The first reaction that comes to my mind is, Well, at least it didn’t have a crime scene photo of a dead body on the front, but I am not about to relieve my own situation by throwing Dan under the bus. 

Long story short, he accidentally sent out Christmas cards with a photo of a dead body instead of his adorable, and very alive, children.

Before I can say anything, she continues, “Chief Greer, we’ve talked about this. I was elected on a platform of tolerance and inclusion, and I expect those holding positions of authority in this town to support that.”

I feel my hackles rising, but manage not to remind her of the truth. Abigail Shelby was only elected the first woman mayor of Myerton because  the incumbent she was running against–and trailing badly–pulled out of the race at the last minute because he was caught embezzling city funds.

Instead, I try to keep the growing edge out of my voice as I say, “Madam Mayor, I fail to see how this card undermines that. Certainly the world can always use more hope and charitable attitudes.” 

I know what’s stuck in her craw but I want to make her admit it, which she quickly does. “That’s true, but the ‘gift of faith’ is not something that most people either need or want.”

I’m ready for this and my comeback is probably quicker than it ought to be as I say firmly, “I disagree. Everyone needs faith in something, whether it's God, or themselves, or even this government.”

I can tell that she’s about to say something else so I cut her off by saying, “And I will also remind you that I signed that card, ‘Father Tom and Helen Greer.’ I made no reference whatsoever to my position as police chief.”

I can tell that I have taken the wind out of her sails but I can’t resist launching one more salvo. “Also,” I say with a smile, “surely you noticed that the artwork on the card pays homage to the most famous woman in world history.”

I don’t for a minute think that she’ll admit to being beaten. Still, she changes the subject, saying, “Speaking of women, I understand that you have added a new female officer?”

“That is correct,” I say, glad to be back on solid ground with her. “Gwen Tolsen is already on our payroll while she attends the police academy. When she graduates in March, she’ll be assigned to Officer Mike Thompson for street training during her six months of probation.”

Mayor Shelby barely hides her disappointment as she says, “Well, of course, I’d rather she have a chance to train with Sergeant Hallstead, but since she’s serving as your public affairs officer and chief of staff, I guess that won’t be possible. The important thing is that she makes it successfully through her probationary period. I trust you will see to that.”

I manage not to raise my hand to massage my tightening temple muscles as I say, “Madam Mayor, I would never have considered making the financial investment in Cadet Tolson if I didn’t believe that she has what it takes to be an excellent officer. Therefore, I fully expect her to make it through her probationary period with flying colors. But the important thing is that, at the end of six months, she is an officer that I and those around her can trust to handle any situation she’s faced with safely and professionally.”

Again, if she has anything to add, she thinks better of it, and we move on to a discussion of the crime rate in December. I’m happy to report to her that most categories saw a drop in reported offenses compared to the previous December.

The one exception, of course, is murder. We were able to close it, but at a cost. 

“And how is the poor woman doing?” she asks.

“Joanne Monroe is still in Myerton General,” I say. “As soon as her doctors approve, she’ll be transferred to the state correctional institution’s hospital near Hagerstown.”

“And when will she stand trial?”

I shake my head. “Out of my hands. That’s up to Angela Jenkins as State Attorney. My job’s done.”

Shelby nods. “Well, Chief Greer,” she says, “I think that’s all for this month.”

I stand up and grab my tote bag. “A pleasure as always,” I lie, extending my hand.

She shakes it and I turn to leave. “Oh,” she says, “there is one more thing.”

Looking back at her, I ask, “Yes?”

“I’m hosting a reception Friday night for visiting instructors at Myer College,” she says. “One of them is an old friend–the one I mentioned earlier. The heads of various city departments are going to be there. I’d like you to attend.”

She pauses and adds, “And, since partners are invited, your husband is welcome as well.”

From her tone, it’s clear that anything other than an acceptance won’t be tolerated. I smile and say, “Tom and I will be there. What time?”
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Three: Tom
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“Tell me again why I have to go to this thing?” I ask Helen, as I slip my coat over my clerical shirt.

To her credit, there’s only a touch of irritation in her voice as she says, “Tom, I’ve told you this several times. Because Mayor Shelby is hosting a reception for the visiting professors at Myer–one of whom is apparently an old friend of hers–and she asked all the heads of departments in the city to come.”

As she says this, Helen is slipping her feet into the low pumps that she’s wearing for the evening. I have to admit that she looks even more beautiful than usual, with her hair piled up on top of her head and a ‘shorter than typical for a church event’ navy blue dress of some silky fabric with a sequined belt. 

She looks so good, in fact, that I can think of a number of things we could do at home on a Friday night if we just didn’t have to go to this damn event.

And no, I’m not talking about renewing our Monopoly rivalry.

“No,” I say, “that tells me why you have to go. My question is, why do I have to go?”

She turns to me and puts her hands on her hips. “You have to go for the same reason I go every time the Cardinal asks you to show up for a fundraiser for his latest pet project.”

“Because Mayor Shelby thinks that I will attach beauty to an otherwise somber and unattractive group of people?” I say with a grin.

I mean, it is no secret that Walter, Cardinal Knowland, thinks the whole world of Helen, and in many ways probably prefers her to me. 

But I’m not jealous. 

At least, not very.

“No,” she says, cracking a smile, “you have to go because I have to go, we are married, and this is the kind of event that spouses go to together.”

“Oh,” I say, finally defeated. Then, turning around for inspection, I ask, “So how do I look?“

“Good enough to be seen with me and holy enough to drive the mayor crazy.”

It never occurred to me that my attire might put Helen in an awkward position. “Look, if it’s going to be a problem, I won’t wear my clericals.“

“Oh, it will only be a problem with me if you don’t wear them, Tom. You know how she is about political correctness and whatever the latest liberal fad of the day is. Seeing you will remind her that a few of us at least still believe in unchanging truth, and that won’t do her any harm.”

I’m not sure whether I’m standing up for truth or caving into Helen’s desire to tweak her boss’ nose, but I decide to let the matter lie.

“Well,” I say, offering her my arm, “shall we?”

She puts her arm through mine and pats it. “Yes, let’s. And trust me, Tom, I’m sure it won’t be as bad as you think it is.”

“Really?”

“Really.”

We walk together down the steps and out the door. We’re halfway down the sidewalk to my car when she quips, “I mean, it will probably be worse.”

***
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For all my mostly half-hearted grousing about attending the mayor’s reception tonight, I can’t help but be a little excited. Her home is one of the biggest and best-appointed in the county, and she has a reputation for hosting well-catered events with delicious food and wine.

After being greeted by Mayor Shelby–who frankly looks me up and down like I’m an unwanted relative at Thanksgiving dinner–we make our way over to the hors d'oeuvres table, saying hello to various other city department heads along the way.

I look at the spread and whisper, “What the hell is this?”

“Shh, Tom,” Helen says, looking around.

“But . . . but . . . Helen, ‘The Vegan Vagabond?’ The reception is catered by a vegan company?”

She sighs. “Apparently.”

“You know what that means, right?”

“Yes, Tom,” she hisses, “I know what that means. Just . . . just find something to eat or just get something to drink.”

Someone calls her and she goes to speak to them–I think they work in the parks department, so it’s probably something to do with this year’s softball schedule.  After looking over the selection, I decide I’ve already spent my time in dietary purgatory after The Incident.

“Maybe we can run by Sprockets after this thing is over,” I mumble.

I’m about to discreetly move on when the deputy mayor, Lex Luther–yes, that’s his real name–sidles up to me and announces heartily, “Great spread, isn’t it, Father? Clarice has decided to try her hand at catering and opened her own little restaurant. You know, it's been very difficult for her since we moved here. It's almost impossible for her to find anything vegan on the menu at local restaurants. So, she decided, as she put it to me, ‘if the mountain won’t go to Miranda, then Miranda will go to the mountain’.” 

I suppose my puzzlement shows on my face, because Luther explains, “One of Clarice’s many callings lies in feminizing the vernacular. Therefore, she has replaced the name Muhammad in the old text with the name Miranda.”

“I see,” I say, as the wordsmith herself, Lex’s ‘life partner’ Clarice Dryer, rushes past us with a pained expression and a tray of what she has optimistically labeled ‘Tofu Triumph.’

With a concerned look, Lex says, “Excuse me, Father,” and takes a step in her direction. 

“Clarice,” he says, “can I help?”

She waves him away. “No, no. Just go!” she snaps.

“But–”

“I can handle this, Lex!” she says through gritted teeth. “Now go and do . . . whatever it is you’re supposed to be doing.”

She marches in the direction of the kitchen, leaving Lex looking confused.  I take advantage of the distraction to slip away. I look around for Helen and find her in conversation with the Mayor herself. 

As I approach, I hear a rather loud voice behind me say, “Damn. Who invited the Inquisition?”  

I turn to see a very thin woman with short blond hair and an oddly familiar face staring at me. I decide to meet my fate cheerfully and walk toward her, saying as I do, “Father Tom Greer.” 

After a brief pause, she extends her bony but well-manicured hand and, with a tilt of her head, says, “Samantha Mayfield”

Taking her outstretched hand, I tell my first lie of the week when I say, “It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

Her blood-red lips form into something resembling a smile. “I doubt that, Father. But really, why are you here?”

“I’m here with my wife, Helen Greer, the chief of police.”

The woman looks hard  at me and says without preamble, “I don’t understand. You appear to be a Catholic priest. You people have to be celibate in order to serve your God, am I right?”

I am accustomed to people being surprised that I’m married, though a bit less accustomed to this type of less than slightly veiled criticism to my face. “Actually,” I say pleasantly, “Helen and I received a special dispensation to be married just over a year ago. We celebrated our first anniversary just after Christmas.”

“How did you pull that off?” she asks in an almost accusing tone, as if Helen and I had somehow tricked the Vatican. “Did you have to say that you were tempted to molest little boys if you didn’t have an outlet for your sexual needs?”

Trying to maintain a friendly demeanor and avoid engaging her further, I say, “Since you seem very interested in the topic, may I refer you to any number of articles that were done on the subject when we first became engaged? I’m sure an academic like yourself prefers to have written information before drawing conclusions.”

Meeting me tone for tone, Samantha replies, “I am no academic–at least, I haven’t been one for a long time. I am an entrepreneur. I can assure you that I could never afford the car I drive nor the home I live in on a professor’s salary. I am here as a visiting instructor at the invitation of the Myer College president.”

Something strikes me now and I say, “Your last name is Mayfield. You must be Sally Mayfield’s mother.”

“I gave birth to her so I suppose I must be.” She pauses before asking, “How do you know Sally?”

“Her fiancé, Vincent Trent, is a member of my parish.”

Her already disdainful look takes a step closer to disgust as she says, “I suppose it would be too much to hope for to think that you would try to talk them out of that foolish mistake. I mean, really,  in this day and age, the idea that they need to get married at all is ludicrous. I’ve read the statistics, and know that even among you rosary rattlers, fewer and fewer couples are giving into pressure to commit themselves for life to someone that they may not even like a year from now.“

I decide that I’ve had enough of being a nice guy. “You strike me as someone who worked very hard to raise Sally to think for herself,” I say as pleasantly as I can. “Would that be correct?“

“Yes, I’ve always prided myself on her independence. That makes this mess that she’s getting herself into all the worse.“

“Well, then, it wouldn’t do me any good to try to change her mind if she’s already made the decision independently. Indeed, it would be inappropriate for me to try to influence her to do something different than what she wants to do.”

She nearly spits as she says, “Don’t start that with me, Father Pious. She’s just got the hots for some good-looking boy that she can only have if she’s willing to surrender herself to his way of thinking. It’s the same thing that’s gotten women in trouble throughout the centuries. Some dominant alpha male decides that she’s easy prey and hones in on her. I’d say that seeing it happen to my daughter is heartbreaking but honestly, it’s much worse than that. It’s infuriating.” 

Before I can say anything else, Lex approaches and says pleasantly,  “Sam, it’s good to see you again. It’s been a long time.”

She looks at him as if he is some kind of particularly strange bacteria that she’s studying under a microscope before saying, “Do I know you?“

“Lex Luther,” he says, obviously disappointed at not having been recognized.

Things don’t get any better for him when she laughs and asks, “You mean like in that promo for male domination, Superman?”

“N–no,” he says, stuttering, “Well, yes, I guess, in a way. My mother was a big fan. She was an atheist who married a supposed descendant of Martin Luther, not that there was ever any proof. I’ve always thought she was mainly trying to stick it to my father.” 

Samantha is staring at him now with a look that seems to be trying to combine curiosity with compassion but failing. Trying to help, I add, “Mr. Luther is our deputy mayor.”

“I see,” she says with only a small sigh. “But I still don’t understand why I should know you?”

“I was in your class back at Middleton.”

“Mr. Luther,“ she says as if speaking to a less than intelligent child, “I taught several hundred students in that class during my time there. I’m sure that you don’t expect me to remember one in particular.”

His face is beginning to color with embarrassment as he says, “But I wasn’t just in your class. We dated. Remember, we went to Barbados?”

One thing I’ve noticed in my years in the priesthood is that some people never stop being the naughty toddler who tries to say shocking things to get attention. Priests are prime targets for such people, as I am reminded as she glances my way and laughs. “Please don’t get your male ego bruised,” she says. “I dated many men during that era of my life, and I also made a good many trips out of the country, usually with one, sometimes two, lovers. While I don’t mind it now, I hated traveling alone back then so I always made sure that I had fun company.” 

She pauses for a moment, obviously hoping for some kind of reaction from me. But I do what most wise adults do when confronted with this situation–I just ignore her remark. 

“So, tell me,” Samantha says to Lex, “did we have a good time? Was there anyone else with us? Maybe if you give me some particularly juicy details, it’ll jog my memory.”

I decide that it’s time for me to slip away from this conversation and find Helen. I turn and nearly walk right into Clarice. 

She glares at me even as I say, “Oh, I’m so sorry.”

She only seems interested when I say, telling my second lie of the evening, “I understand that you’re doing the catering. Everything certainly looks delicious.“

This seems to mollify her and she says, “It’s all very healthy, Father Greer, and made without harming any living creature.“ 

I can’t help but notice the way she’s staring at Lex and think to myself, Well, at least none with more than two legs.

She walks past me and slides in beside Lex. “Ms. Mayfield,” Clarice says as she extends her hand. “Clarice Dryer. I can’t tell you what a thrill it is to meet you. I’ve followed your career for years.”

Samantha cocks an eyebrow and smiles as she takes the offered hand. “Nice to meet you too, Clarice,” she says. “You say you’ve followed my career?”

“Oh, yes,” Clarice says. “Beginning with $100,000 of your own money, you built one of the largest woman-owned companies in the country. You’re an inspiration to all of us woman business owners.”

“Oh? You own your own business?”

“Clarice owns The Vegan Vagabond,” Lex pipes up. “She’s catering tonight.”

“Oh, I see,” Samantha says. “And how are you related to her?”

“She’s my life partner,” Lex replies.

“Huh. Well, I guess there’s someone for everyone.”

“I understand you knew Lex at Middleton when you were a professor there?” Clarice says.

“That’s what he claims,” Samantha says with a laugh. “But that was so long ago, and I had so many students. Did you attend Middleton?”

“Oh, no. But I’m close to someone who did. She was even one of your students. Tessa Durling?”

“Durling? Durling?” Samantha purses her lips and shakes her head. “No, it doesn’t ring a bell.”

“Well,” Clarice says, “you had a tremendous impact on her life, as you have on so many young women over the years. You know, if you have time while you’re in town, I’d love for us to have lunch together. I’d really appreciate your insights as an entrepreneur.”

“That actually sounds quite nice, Clarice,” Samantha says. “Before I leave I’ll give you one of my cards.”

“Splendid,” Clarice says. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I need to check on everything.”

Clarice goes off towards the buffet table. Helen and the Mayor come up. “Father Greer,” Mayor Shelby says, “thank you for coming.”

“Always a pleasure, Madam Mayor,” I say, inclining my head.

Looking past me, she says, “I see you’ve met Samantha.”

I look back at where Samantha’s now talking to someone I don’t recognize. “Yes, we had an interesting conversation.”

“I’m sure. She’s an old friend of mine. Such an outstanding example to young women. Samantha?” she calls, motioning to the woman.

Samantha approaches and puts her arm around the Mayor. “Sam” she says, “I wanted to introduce you to our Chief of Police, Helen Parr Greer. Helen, Samantha Mayfield.”

Helen smiles and extends her hand. “Mayfield. Any relation to Sally Mayfield?” she says.

Samantha rolls
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