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CHAPTER ONE
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Liz Maguire wasn’t sure whether she should laugh or cry as she ruefully examined the detritus on her rumpled sheets and brand-new cashmere throw. Her boys had tried so hard to make her Mother’s Day special. Breakfast in bed consisting of lukewarm instant coffee, burnt toast, runny marmalade (she hated marmalade), and partially defrosted orange juice. The hand-made cards, one a perfect symphony complete with cutout silhouettes of both boys, the second a rather less successful offering of handprints done in what she hoped was washable fingerpaint. The piece de resistance on the tray was the droopy dandelion in a leaky paper cup.

Liz turned her head away from their eager faces, and asked them to find her purse. She told them she needed her iPhone so she could take a picture of this feast before she ate it. Francesco raced out to do her bidding. Juan Diego, always more subdued, stopped and asked for assurances that she had liked her surprise. “Quick, quick,” Liz said, feeling the nausea rise in her throat. “I want a photo of this before it gets too cold to eat.”

As she battled with her stomach and hoped that it would take some time before the boys found her purse, Liz began to relax. Another holiday without her husband Luis, another time when she and the boys made do while Luis fought the bad guys somewhere in the world. For a few moments she wished they were all back in the hacienda near Cartagena with Luis playing at running the family business instead of off fighting the cartels. It was bad enough, she mused, when he was only chasing Colombian drug dealers. Dangerous though that was, it was nothing compared to his current interests: international drug smugglers, money laundering, sexual exploitation of children, human trafficking world-wide. He may enjoy playing Superman, she thought, but with two kids and a third on the way, I make a lousy Lois Lane.

Hearing the boys return, she sat up, grabbed a hairbrush from her night-table, straightened her nightgown and the cashmere throw, and made places for them in the bed on either side of her. “Come here, you two. We need to take a selfie to send to Papi.”

Ever cooperative, her beautiful eight-year-old Juan Diego slid next to her and held out the iPhone. Her equally gorgeous nearly five-year-old Francesco danced away, and insisted that their dog needed to be in the picture as well. Hearing Liz’s shriek at that suggestion, their gray-haired smiling nanny Josefina, who, while approaching late middle age seemed to have the energy of a teenager, strode into Liz’s bedroom, picked up Francesco, deposited him next to his mother, straightened the bedcovers and grabbed for the iPhone. Before Liz knew what hit her, the picture was taken and emailed, the tray and the boys removed, and Liz tucked back under the covers complete with a murmured offer of saltine crackers to help her cope with morning sickness.

The woman’s a witch, Liz ruminated. She hadn’t told her or anyone about the new baby. Luis was to be the first to know and Liz was determined to tell him in person, face-to-face, and soon. Josefina was technically HER employee, but she was convinced that Josefina shared with Liz’s Colombian mother-in-law everything that went on in her large and stately Queen Anne Victorian house on Paddington Terrace, a cul-de-sac near Charles Street in Baltimore City.

Liz smiled wearily at Josefina and thanked her for her kindness. “A saltine cracker would be very good.” She paused, looked around the room and started to get out of bed. Josefina began picking up some scattered items of clothing that Liz had tried on last night. “No, no. You don’t need to do that. I’ll get to it in a few minutes.”

Josefina ignored her and continued straightening the bed. “I am sorry I was not here to supervise your breakfast. The boys wanted to surprise you. I asked them to wait until I got back from early Mass but I was late. The police came and there was an ambulance. I think somebody died. They wouldn’t let anyone leave the church. I got here as soon as I could.”

“De nada. The boys enjoyed themselves and so did I, as long as I don’t have to eat what they made!”

Josefina grinned widely and glanced meaningfully at Liz’s mid-section. She said in Spanish that Liz should not be bending over in her condition.

“What condition would that be?” Liz asked coyly also in Spanish.

Josefina rolled her eyes, shook her head and continued hanging up the discarded clothes. “Senora, stay in bed this morning. It is ‘Mother’s Day’. You need to rest.”

“Can I trust you not to give me away? It’s not really a secret, but I want the Senor to know first. It is his right.”

Josefina laughed out loud. “I promise I not tell no one – especially not abuela.”

“Not just the boys’ Colombian grandmother,” Liz cautioned. “Don’t tell my mother either. Juan Diego, Francesco and I are going to see her later today. There’s a party celebrating Mother’s Day at Judge Murphy’s house, and she’s going to be there. She’s over there a lot. I guess she’s doing some work for him.” Liz glanced up at Josefina and saw her trying hard not to laugh. “You know something about this party that I don’t know. Come clean.”

“I say nothing to no one about nothing.” Josefina covered her mouth with both hands and left the room, laughing loudly as she went.

“Is it just a hormonal rush from my pregnancy or is the whole world crazy?” Liz muttered as she snuggled back under the covers, retreating from the cold air blasting from the air duct over her bed. The house was wonderful, but its air handling systems for both heat and cooling were spotty. When they bought the house she and Luis had been warned that the furnace would need replacing in the near future, and that the water-cooled air conditioning system was obsolete. Money, money, money – so much going out, not so much coming in.

The new baby due a couple of weeks before Christmas would bring additional challenges. Liz couldn’t afford to stop working. The Oberto-Maguire family needed every penny of her salary at the Bethsaida Medical Center and her clinical revenue from her substantial roster of private clients if they were to survive in the part of Baltimore city that seemed to get more expensive every day. Still, she loved the house and the neighborhood. She’d just have to work harder to keep it. It would help if Luis would accept one of the many lucrative offers he was receiving from firms interested in his international background and contacts, but for now he was wedded to the Colombian Embassy.

Party at the Judge’s house. The guest list was sure to be enormous. While she wasn’t really in the mood for a social occasion, being seen would help to keep her patient contact list healthy. She hoped the party was an inside gathering. The temperature outside was predicted to hit an unseasonable 93 degrees, way too hot for Baltimore in May. The area was also under a thunderstorm watch. If her stomach continued to act up, maybe she could show up, shake a few hands and leave early. She wasn’t a party person in any event and she would feel especially awkward with Luis not around. Where was that man? Why wasn’t he with her? All she had heard was a vague message last Friday that he was currently in Paris,  expected to head for Amsterdam or maybe it was Antwerp, and hoped to be back home in the near future.

Liz hunted for her iPhone and checked the Messages App. The photo they’d sent to Luis had been delivered, but not opened. Should she try calling? What time was it in Paris or Antwerp or wherever he was? For that matter what time was it in Baltimore? EEK! 10:30. already, and they were expected in Guilford by 2:00. So much to do, and so little time to do it.

There would be no help for it. Juan Diego was going to have to miss his favorite Sunday morning activity: Solemn High Mass at the Cathedral of Mary Our Queen. As if he could read her mind, her older son arrived at her bedroom door, hair neatly brushed and dressed like a miniature banking executive with white shirt, perfectly knotted tie, dark socks and black shoes shined to a fare-the-well. “Mama, hurry. You need to get up and get dressed. We’re going to be late for Mass!”

Liz shook her head. “I’m so sorry. We’ve missed that Mass. We’re already too late.” At his resentful glare Liz continued, “Josefina took you and Francesco to the Children’s Mass at St. Ignatius yesterday afternoon. That Mass counts for Sunday, so there’s no problem for you missing today.” She crossed her fingers. She herself hadn’t been to Mass, so in her son’s eyes, she was not meeting her Sunday Obligation. Before he could open his mouth to chide her about that Liz continued, “I want you to do me a favor. You look so handsome, so grown up in that suit. I want you to wear it when you escort me to the party at Judge Murphy’s house this afternoon. Will you do that for me? For now, please change into your play clothes so you won’t spoil your handsome outfit.”

As Juan Diego left somewhat mollified, Liz scratched her upper lip. She couldn’t remember whether the children were invited, but there was no hope for it now. She’d bring both boys and Josefina. If the kids were out of place they could say “hello,” kiss Jill, their Irish grandmother, and Josefina could take them home. Thank God (and Luis) for Josefina.

Juan Diego was something else. It was weird he was so complacent, so grown-up, so different from Francesco her rambunctious younger son. Liz began to worry that maybe she didn’t worry enough about Juan Diego. His behavior couldn’t be normal for an eight-year-old boy. He was so unlike his brother who never saw a mud puddle that he could resist wading through or a slide that he didn’t try to climb up the wrong way. Francesco lived his life covered in bruises and scabs. If he were dressed and ready ten minutes before they were to leave the house for something or other, she could count on the fact that five minutes before they absolutely had to leave, he’d manage to get dirty, disheveled and needing a complete change of outfit if he were to look remotely respectable.

She thought about that crazy time two years ago after Anna Murphy’s murder, when Liz, Luis and the boys spent much of the summer at Luis’s family’s hacienda in Cartagena. Juan Diego had been born at the hacienda and Josefina had been his nanny for the first three years of his life. Within thirty seconds of spotting him at the entrance to the villa, Josefina reclaimed Juan Diego as “her” baby.

Unlike his older brother, Francesco had been born in Baltimore and that trip to Colombia was the first time that he had ever been in his father’s home country. A nearly three-year-old roughneck when Francesco first met Josefina, there was love at first sight. Whether it was Frankie’s tousled red hair or the crooked grin or the eagerness with which he ran and climbed into the fountain in the hacienda’s courtyard, Josefina was sold. Before his embarrassed parents could say a word, Josefina had jumped into the fountain after him, and gathering up the dripping toddler and the well-behaved older son, she’d swept both children up to the nursery where they remained for the rest of the day. Liz’s mother-in-law was charmed. Although she couldn’t have appreciated having her quiet, well-ordered household invaded, her response was to sit both parents down, order tea and other refreshments, and begin to speak to her son in a torrent of Colombian Spanish.

Luis had kissed his Mami, grabbed hold of her hands and made a big show of reintroducing her to her daughter-in-law. Liz had smiled and offered an appropriate greeting in a formal Spanish that was more Castilian than Colombian. (She was somewhat fluent in that dialect, but nothing like a native speaker.) She excused herself, saying that she knew that mother and son would have a lot to catch up on.

The formality of the greeting was overkill to say the least. Senora Oberto-Rodriguez had been in Baltimore a few weeks earlier to attend the funeral of Anna Murphy. Mock funeral, Liz mentally corrected. Stage-managed by her husband Luis, and courtesy of the Colombian Ambassador, the US State Department, the FBI and the CIA, Anna’s murder case was closed in the US and her body whisked away to Bogota for further examination by the Colombian authorities before the first hymn was sung or prayer offered at the grotesquely elaborate service.​[1]

Liz thought that if she gave them privacy her always well-informed mother-in-law would share with Luis whatever the Bogota investigation of Anna’s murder had turned up. In fact, despite her contacts, the Senora had not been able to learn anything about the case, and for that she was berating her son. Luis had professed ignorance, and had convinced his mother that especially in this case, ignorance was truly bliss. The less one examined the situation, the better.
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Since she knew the truth, Liz, a social worker at heart and a law-abiding citizen whose father had been a Lieutenant in the Baltimore City Police Department was uncomfortable with the way Anna’s murder had been swept under the rug. Anna was a dreadful person, no doubt, but to have no one care? She’d said to her husband that she must have family somewhere in Colombia – maybe people who’d loved her – didn’t they deserve closure?

Luis had snorted at that. What closure did Anna give anyone? He’d tried to soothe his wife. He reminded her that Anna’s body had not been discovered until several days after her death, and the body was in no shape to be viewed by any family members that might still exist. Better for all concerned that the case was closed in Bogota as well as Baltimore. Drug dealers didn’t deserve much sympathy.

While Liz thought to herself that A woman convinced against her will is of the same opinion still, she decided that she’d said enough about it. Anna was dead. Luis was spending his time fighting drug dealers (although maybe not the ones Anna had been involved with). Life moved on.

And life had moved on with a vengeance. Time was flying. She’d stolen an extra hour of rest, but it was nearing noon time, she had to get up to vomit—the penance the gods continued to inflict on her for getting pregnant when it really wasn’t a good time. Then she needed to brush her teeth, take a shower, wash and blow-dry her hair, and figure out what outfit she had that 1) was suitable for a garden party in Guilford in May, and 2) would still fit her expanding waistline and modest tummy bulge.

Outfit first. Her absolutely favorite dress, the silk Von Furstenberg wrap that Luis had bought her two years ago, the one that matched both her eyes and her emerald rings, barely fit. She could get into it, but when she tried to tie the sash, the dress didn’t hang the way that it should now that her bosom was expanding and her waistline was fast disappearing. Damn. She had nothing else that was remotely appropriate. It would have to do.

She’d wasted enough time. A quick shower, brief mousse and blow dry, some slapped on lipstick and mascara and, as far as she was concerned, this working mother was ready to leave.

Josefina had other ideas. “No, no senora. I have strict orders from your Mami that you are to look your best.”

“MY MOTHER called you?”

“No, Maria called me. She sent the message. There will be an announcement at the party. Your madre wants you to look your best. I am to fix your hair and see to your makeup, or I am to call Senor Will and he will do it for you.”

“You mean the Will who is married to Tom Roberts, my boss?”

“I don’t know about married. Two men? But yes, that Will. Senora Patsy said she would send him over after he finished with your madre if I could not manage.”

“Patsy is now concerned about what I look like. No, we will not involve Senor Will. I think I look OK, but if you want to fix me up, have at it.” As she spoke Liz was twisting her still damp mane of red hair into a messy bun.

“What means ‘have at it?’”

“Do your worst.”

“I don’t know ‘worst,’ but I can do better than what you have done.” Josefina picked up a hairbrush with one hand and a make-up wipe with the other. Faster than Liz would have seemed possible, her hair was expertly styled, make-up beautifully applied, and nails buffed. Adorned with the Oberto-Rodriguez emerald necklace, bracelets, rings (Liz had absolutely rejected wearing the tiara), Josefina called to the two boys to come and admire their mother.

They were just in time. Pulling up in the driveway was Judge Murphy’s antique Cadillac with Carlos at the wheel. He held the door and ushered the newly elegant Liz, her handsome children and their nanny into the automobile, settled them in their seats and made the very short drive to the Murphy Mansion where the garden party was just getting underway.

“Carlos. How nice to see you. I thought you’d left the Judge’s employ.”

“I have, but I still live in the apartment over his garage, so I guess you could say I’m on call when he needs me.”

“What are you actually doing for a living now?”

“This and that. I have my own limousine business – two new cars better than this antique, although this one is fun to drive. I also still work for the Colombian Embassy when I’m needed.”

Liz reflected on that last comment. Carlos was a well-trained body guard as she had reason to know. If he were working at this party the Judge probably expected trouble.”

“Are you actually working at the party?”

“No, today I’m a guest. I’m very fond of the Judge. And your mother.”

“So the rumors are right. There’s going to be an announcement.”

“Of course. You must have guessed that’s what the party is about.”

“I know they are fond of one another and have spent a great deal of time together recently. I just didn’t think she’d finally agree to marry him. My father...”

“Liz. Your father died five years ago. Don’t you think there’s been enough time?”

“Is the Judge expecting trouble from anyone about ‘the announcement?’ Anyone other than me, that is?” Liz grinned at her last comment.

“I think you’re neutralized, and he already neutralized Senora Patsy. He doesn’t expect trouble about the announcement from anyone else. But as for trouble – you didn’t hear that there’s been a murder?”

“A murder? NO. In Guilford? When?”

“In that huge church over on Charles Street. This morning. It’s been all over the news. Fox 45 has been running it non-stop.”  Carlos scratched his chin. “I should have said that a body has been found. Fox News has proclaimed it to be a murder. The police haven’t said anything.”

“You mean the Catholic Cathedral of Mary Our Queen.” She turned to Josefina who was disentangling Francesco from his seatbelt. “Carlos says there was a body. That must have been what held you up.”

“Si senora. That’s what I told you about why I was late. There was a body so we could not leave the church.”

Liz grew very quiet. Finding a dead body in Baltimore was not unusual. The city had some 300 murders a year. Although not in Guilford or Roland Park. And there was no proof that this was a murder. Lots of older folks go to early Mass. One of them could have suffered a heart attack or something. Not enough information for her to start worrying. She had a garden party to suffer through.
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CHAPTER TWO
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Liz stopped worrying about bringing her boys to the party once she saw who was there. Although childless himself, Judge Murphy’s eleven (and counting) grandnephews and nieces were out in force, as were what on first glance seemed to be hundreds of other toddlers and older children. Josefina joined the other nannies and baby-sitters who were corralling the kids, keeping them from climbing the stately oaks that lined the property and from jumping into the koi pond.

Claire Murphy, the Judge’s sister-in-law and grandmother to all eleven of the Judge’s grandnephews and nieces was standing to one side and also watching the kids. Catching sight of Liz, she called to her. “What do you think of your mom and the Judge?”

“What am I supposed to think?”

“You’re supposed to be happy for them.”

“I am, I guess, but it’s all so surprising. I never thought my mother would remarry. Not after what my father...” She stopped in mid-sentence.

“Your mother has been my friend since we were in high school. She’s a very strong woman and she knows her own mind. If she wants to marry Judge Frederick Murphy and he wants to marry her, who are you to object?”

“I’m not objecting. I’m just surprised.”

“Surprised? When they’ve been dating for years. Even snobby Guilford recognized that they’re a couple. How come you didn’t?”

“I knew they’d been dating, if you want to call it that. I just didn’t think that she’d give up her freedom. Lots of divorced and widowed women her age have partners, but they don’t remarry.”

“If they weren’t ‘dating’ I don’t know what else you’d call it, and your mother is far too conventional – too Catholic—to live with a man without being married to him.”

“I get it. I get it. I’m fine. Let’s change the subject. Have you heard about The Murder in the Cathedral? Sounds so Shakespearean.

“Lord, lord, lord. Did Sister Patricia Marie, who’s over there by the way, not teach you anything? The Murder in the Cathedral was Henry II and Thomas a Becket, centuries before Shakespeare’s time, and the play was written by T. S. Eliot.”

“OKAY English teacher. I majored in Spanish. To get back to the body in the Cathedral...”

“Heard about it? A resident of Guilford getting herself murdered? The guests are talking about nothing else. Except the Judge and your mother of course. It’s really amusing in a sick sort of way. Brendan and I live in Waverly. Your mother lives in Remington. She really lives here, but we’ll pretend she lives in her old house in Remington. Murders happen in both of those places several times a year, but does anyone care? All this conversation about this body, just because of where it was found. And it wasn’t even found IN the Cathedral. It was on the Cathedral grounds, back near the Cardinal’s residence. And, other than Fox News, no one is confirming that it’s a murder. Or that the woman lived in Guilford. Could have been a visitor attending services at the Cathedral. She could have died of natural causes. Or committed suicide.” Claire shook her head in disgust. “I’ve had you to myself long enough. I see Dr. Patricia Murphy Howard AKA Patsy is beckoning to me. I better go find out what She-Who-Must-Be-Obeyed wants.”

“Before you go, tell me one thing. This is Patsy’s doing, isn’t it? The garden party, I mean. I can’t imagine my mother organizing it. Not that she couldn’t have. She ran the ER at the Bethsaida Medical Center, one of the busiest in town. She can do anything she sets her mind to.”

“Of course it’s all Patsy’s doing. You should have guessed that from the calligraphy on the invitations. Patsy co-opted Bruce’s secretary Mildred into handling those. I need to go see what’s wrong. Patsy’s looking daggers at me.” Claire rolled her eyes. “Perhaps the champagne’s not cold enough.”

––––––––
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As Liz watched Claire leave, she spied a man who looked old enough to be the Judge’s father sprawled on a lounge chair watching the children and their minders. When he saw Liz he struggled to rise to his feet, but the chair defeated him and he waved to them instead. “Liz, I haven’t seen you since I don’t know how long ago. Those boys over here watching us must be your two sons. Waggling his fingers at the younger boy who promptly came over and hid in his mother’s skirt, he gestured to the older boy. I know you. You’re one of Brother Gabriel’s prize soccer players. Let me see if I can remember your name.”

As the older child hesitated, his younger brother came out from hiding and yelled, “his name is Juan Diego, but my mother calls him Jackie.”

“No I don’t. Not since your father wants both of you to be called by your proper names.” Liz smiled as she corrected the child.

“Well then Senor Juan Diego. Give me a hand with this dad-blasted chair, so I can greet your mother properly.”

Embarrassed that she hadn’t a clue as to the man’s identity, Liz wondered if she should also lend a hand, but her son seemed to be more than adequate to the task. After a considerable amount of grunting, pushing and Catholic ejaculations of the “Jesus, Mary and Joseph” type, the despised chair had disgorged its contents and the two stood triumphantly before her. The man was younger than he first appeared, more her mother’s age than the ninety plus she’d originally thought him to be. Judging from his black suit, vest and Roman collar, he must be a priest. That outfit had to be murder, she thought on a day as hot as this. Based on the beads of sweat on his bald head and dripping down his face, she needed to get him out of the full sun and back under the magnolias. But not in that lounge chair.

“Juan Diego, could you find Father a different chair and bring it over here. Perhaps that one.” Liz pointed to a large sturdy upholstered number that had to have been brought out of the house.

“You’re doing the Lord’s work, Liz,” the priest said as he sank gratefully into the chair so handily provided.

“Thanks, Father,” Liz stammered, then hesitated unsure how to proceed. Might as well admit that she hadn’t a clue as to the priest’s identity, but it galled her. She was proud of her ability to remember people, to put names to faces, and to recognize individuals even years after she’d first met them. She’d racked her brain, but nothing was forthcoming. Time to ‘fess up. “Father, I am dreadfully sorry, but I can’t remember your name.” She waited, but the priest only smiled.

“I’m sure it will come to me, but can you give me a hint?”

“It was some years ago. I’ll give you that much. Think back and tell me what you were doing.”

“How far back? High School? I was at Mercy when Sister Patricia Marie taught there.” The priest shook his head, but made no other response.

“Georgetown? Were you on the faculty?”

“Not Georgetown, but you’re getting closer.”

“When I first went to South America? I was a Jesuit Volunteer in Cartagena, but you don’t look South American.”

“How do I look?”

“Northern European. Maybe Irish? But I never spent time there.”

“Do you give up? Too bad, because you were almost there. My family is Belgian in origin, my mother was a Dutch-speaking Fleming and my father a French-speaking Walloon. My name is Rene Albertine. My father was a guerilla fighter in the war and barely escaped the camps. After the war my family moved to South America and settled in Bogota, Colombia where I was born. I became a Capuchin priest in the US, then worked at the Louvain in Belgium. My parents were in ill-health so I returned to Colombia to care for them. I met you when you were a young, beautiful, red-haired volunteer eager to do good. You visited my aged parents and I never forgot you.”

Father Albertine seemed over the top and a little creepy to Liz. That was way too detailed a description of his life story for a casual conversation at a garden party. But then she reflected that the priest was a foreigner, didn’t know very many people at the party, and Baltimore has always been a difficult place for newcomers to fit in. But he hadn’t needed to make her go through a guessing game to figure out how he knew her. He could just have told her straight out. She’d always prided herself on her ability to remember people she’d met. She couldn’t fault the priest for having that same talent. “How did you come to be at today’s party? Is Judge Murphy a friend of yours?”

“Hardly. I’m just a poor friar getting a look at how the other half—or should I say the top five percent live. I’m here as what I think you Americans call a plus one. Archbishop Curley was invited and he never travels without an entourage. Today I’m it.”

Liz batted away an insect as she tried to hide her dislike of the archbishop. He’d been her dad’s crony and drinking buddy. He’d been treated as one of the family dating from the time many years earlier when he’d been their parish priest. Liz found him to be overbearing and a bit creepy in the way he had stared at her when she was a child. However, her mother liked him and had kept the welcome mat out for him even after her father’s death.

“You’re serving as Archbishop Curley’s companion today? I thought he usually brought seminarians with him as his entourage.“

“Considering the recent scandals just south of here, I guess I’m a safer companion.” (Father Albertine was referring to a certain Catholic Cardinal in Washington DC who had been brought up on charges for sexually assaulting seminarians.) “When his secretary called and told me that the famous Sister Patricia Marie was going to be here, I couldn’t resist. I met her some time ago in Colombia in my work with refugees, and wanted to renew our acquaintance.”

“How wonderful.” Liz spied Sister Patricia Marie in the far distance where she looked to be in her element speaking with several admirers. If the priest had come to renew their acquaintance, he didn’t seem to be working at it. He had planted himself about as far away from the nun as he could be.

She looked around for her boys. Francesco was in his element, joyously whooping it up with a bunch of kids, but Juan Diego stood near his mother, listening to every word. Turning to her older son, she said, “I think Father Albertine must be very thirsty in all this heat. I know I am. Could you find a waiter to bring us some cold drinks?”

Her obedient son nodded and ran off to do her bidding. Taking advantage of his absence she said to the priest, “Since you’ve seen Juan Diego at school, you probably know how reserved he is around other children. He’s also becoming very religious, almost too much for such a young child. I know how much he values his time with Brother Gabriel. I think it’s because he misses his father.”

“I understand. The handsome and charismatic Brother Gabriel. Is Juan Diego one of Gabriel’s twelve apostles? We tease Gabriel about that. The boys who hang on his every word. And their mothers. Several of them have lost their hearts to that dark eyed Belgian. I think it’s that Hercule Poirot accent that gets them. I gather that you’re not a member of the Brother Gabriel fan club?”

“Now that you mention it, I do recall meeting an exceptionally good-looking young man when I came over to the school for Parents’ Day. He seemed quite simpatico.”

“You didn’t fall for his charm, I take it.”

“I am married to my own dark-eyed charmer. He keeps me quite occupied. That is, when he isn’t out of the country working for the Colombian Embassy. I miss Luis, and the boys do as well – especially Juan Diego. I expect that contributes to Juan’s fascination with Brother Gabriel. That and the fact that he’s a terrific soccer coach. I gather they pray before every practice.”

“I’ll keep an eye on your son. It’s probably just a phase. Lots of kids go through it. I bet you wanted to be a nun at the same age.”

“No. I wanted to be a priest!” They both laughed, accepted the cold drinks the waiter offered, and Liz and Jackie started off to join the other guests, with Liz deep in thought. If Luis would only respond to her messages and return her calls maybe she could get a Facetime appointment for Jackie and his dad.
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What looked to be a reception line was forming near the sliding doors to the house. Jill called to her and asked her to come forward with the two boys. As she rounded up her sons she couldn’t help marveling at her mother. Where was the late middle-aged and fairly dowdy nurse?  Not at the garden party, that’s for sure. Jill looked like she must have spent the last week at Elizabeth Arden. Her normally iron-gray hair had been touched up with a light frosting, her make-up brought out her beautiful eyes, her skin looked dewy and unwrinkled, and as for her nails – Liz had never seen them so polished.

Her clothes must have come from a pricy boutique that specialized in dressing the upper classes. Patsy herself couldn’t have looked more elegant. Liz was glad that Maria had tipped off Josefina about the dress code. Left to herself Liz would have shown up in a baggy dark suit or an ill-fitting five-year old skirt and blouse ensemble.

The happy couple held hands at the center of the line; Patsy, Patsy’s husband Bruce, Claire and her husband Brendan joined the Judge on his left side leaving Liz and her two children to stand next to Jill’s right side. A limousine bearing Colombian flags on its two front bumpers pulled up with a flourish. Luis stepped out, smiled at his wife and leaned back in to help his mother out. Mamacita was joining the party.

As if responding to a signal, Claire and Brendan walked down to the street to greet the newcomers. Liz made a move to follow, and Jill stopped her. “Wait here a minute. Patsy invited your mother-in-law and her escort the Colombian Ambassador. She’s up set the scene to force Luis, his mother Isobel and the Ambassador to make this grand entrance.”

Liz caught on to what was happening and she bet Isobel didn’t know about the plan in advance. Her aristocratic mother-in-law would have never gone along with it. Patsy was making Isobel look like she was second fiddle to Jill.  Liz wouldn’t have been surprised to hear the musicians play the Coronation March.

Planned or not, Francesco would not be restrained. Unlike his sedate older brother who remained at his mother’s side, Francesco raced down the driveway and grabbed his father’s leg. “Papi, I haven’t seen you in so long.”

Luis smiled at his impetuous son, and swept him up into a bear hug. Then holding the child, he, his mother, the Ambassador, Claire and Brendan walked up the driveway. In full view of what had to be most of Guilford and Roland Park, and virtually every important business leader and politician in Maryland, Senora Oberto-Rodriguez walked up to Jill and kissed her. Down-to-earth, couldn’t-be-more-middle-class Jill was being anointed as a celebrity, a person of major importance, fully deserving of admission to the Murphy clan. Foreign dignitaries in impressive limousines bowed to her. Patsy Murphy Howard, her sister-in-law-to-be had made that happen.

Liz thought she ought to be pleased that her mother was being shown such homage. In fact, she was annoyed. How dare the Murphy clan think that Liz wasn’t good enough for them – that Jill needed to be put through this silly folderol to show the world that the fabulous Murphy’s considered her worthy.

With his younger son now climbing on his back and his left arm around his older son, Luis used his right arm to envelop his wife in a bear hug. He spun his wife out to arm’s length, pointedly stared at her stomach, and gave her a quizzical look. Liz responded by patting her mid-section and giving him a big smile. “Why do you think I’ve been frantically trying to reach you, you big idiot. It’s too late to do anything about this now. God-willing, there will be a third in our nest sometime before next Christmas.”

“Too late to do anything about this? What do you mean? A new baby is wonderful. Is something wrong? Don’t you want it?”

Liz laughed. “Of course, I want it – and it’s not an it – it’s a baby, and I’m delighted. I hope you are, too.”

At that, Luis released Juan Diego and Francesco, lifted Liz off the ground and gave out a most undiplomatic war whoop. “Just what our new home needs most. I hope the baby is a girl. Do you know, yet?”

“I hope the baby is healthy, boy or girl, but a girl would be wonderful. Almost as wonderful as having you here. It’s been such a long time since St. Patrick’s Day when you were in Baltimore. Nearly two months.”

“Do you think we can ditch this party and head home? I have heard that there was a murder near here. Are we safe?” Luis asked.

“Some lady dropped dead. They don’t know it was a murder. The Judge isn’t taking any chances anyway. Have you seen how many police there are? They’re not all here to direct traffic. Carlos – you remember him? The Judge sent him to drive me and the kids to the party.”

Liz leaned up and kissed him on the cheek. “We can’t leave yet. We have to wait for the announcement. I haven’t even congratulated my mother and my step-father to be. See that woman with my mother. She’s Sister Patricia Marie. She was my twelfth grade English teacher. I have to talk to her before we leave. I haven’t seen her in ages.  We have to thank Patsy for making this all happen. There are so many others here we should speak to: my boss Dave Meyers, Bruce Howard, Tom Roberts, and there’s Kate and Ricky Johnson. The woman next to them must be Josie, Ricky’s sister. She’s been in Baltimore for some time, but I haven’t met her yet.”

Luis grumbled, but gave in and as events transpired, it was a good thing that he did. First order of business was Liz’s mother Jill. As Liz and Luis drew close to her they saw that Patsy, Claire and Sister Patricia Marie were admiring an enormous diamond ring on the fourth finger of Jill’s left hand.

“Holy cow,” Liz muttered to Luis. She was still amazed by all that was occurring.  “The nurse with a purse is actually marrying one of her admirers. I never thought I’d see that happen.”

“Nurse with a purse? What does that mean? Do not all women carry purses, whether they are nurses or not?” Luis was genuinely confused as Liz explained that nurses with good pensions and other financial resources were hot properties on the marriage market for elderly gentlemen who sought companions who could care for them in their old age. 

Liz’s mother hadn’t been a widow for six months when marriage-minded gentlemen came calling. What had been something of a joke was now a reality. While Liz was trying to be pleased that her mother had found a companion, she was also feeling some regret that her mother might not be around much when the new baby arrived. Liz put on her brightest smile, waltzed up to her mother and said, “I’m so happy for you.”

Jill reached over, grabbed her daughter in a hug and motioned to the man standing a few feet away. “Liz, may I formally introduce you to a man you’ve known for some time. Judge Frederick Murphy has asked me to marry him and I have accepted.”

As the Judge turned to Liz and he and Jill asked for her blessing, Liz didn’t know how to respond. Part of her wanted to beam with happiness for them; part of her wanted to cry, since she would have to share her mother with this man. She chose to beam, pulled both of them up to the deck and said loudly. “Quiet everyone, I have an announcement to make.”

“SHE has an announcement to make,” the Judge muttered to his bride who just laughed. That was Liz being Liz. The Judge would have to get used to her impetuous daughter and her complicated Colombian household, since Jill wouldn’t marry him otherwise.

Luis shook his head. He wondered if Jill knew exactly whom she was marrying and what a complicated life the Judge had led, especially in the recent past. He caught his mother-in-law’s eye, and she nodded as if to say that she did indeed know and she approved of all that the Judge had done.

Jill tried to signal Liz that she was being a bit presumptuous, and fortunately Liz got her message. Instead of calling for congratulations, she turned to the Judge and said, “Our host Judge Frederick Murphy, whom you all know well, has something he would like to share with you.”

The Judge wittily and gracefully introduced his bride-to-be. Patsy Murphy, sister of the groom-to-be took it upon herself to raise a toast to the happy couple, and not to be undone, a fairly boozy Brendan Murphy, the Judge’s younger brother led a cheer. Whether the cheer was for the couple or for the Orioles (who were having a spectacular early season) wasn’t quite clear.

Brendan seemed to be having some difficulty in figuring out how to stop talking. Bruce Howard, Patsy Murphy’s husband looked around the audience in some dismay. He wasn’t fond of ceremonial speeches, and he hoped he wouldn’t have to be the one to shut Brendan up. Liz made a move in that direction when a tiny figure, who had been standing behind the couple moved to the forefront.

Sister Patricia Marie reached up, patted Brendan on the shoulder and directed him toward his wife Claire who was in the front row of the audience. In a rather stentorian voice that belied her size and her age, the nun offered an anecdote about knowing Jill Maguire since she was a wee one (not quite editorialized Liz mentally), praised the Judge for his good sense in capturing this prize, and went on speaking about the good work that the Murphy’s and the Maguire’s had always done for the people of Baltimore.

Liz would have been happy if she’d left it at that, but Sister Patricia couldn’t help herself. She expanded on her good works theme to include the projects that she herself was now involved in – drug abuse, prostitution, human trafficking, gun violence in Baltimore and worldwide, and how helpful the happy couple had been and was now being to her new mission. Sister then offered any one in the audience the opportunity to discuss this further at a more appropriate time.

Jill looked at Claire and they both started laughing. More appropriate time. HAH. They’d have to remember to be careful about the events they invited the nun to. At age ninety-two, any and all times were appropriate. Today with Archbishop Curley in attendance – he who had encouraged the sister’s forced retirement from Mercy High School eighteen years earlier – the nun would not have been human if she hadn’t taken the chance to tell him just what she’d been doing since that retirement.

Archbishop Curley himself was also retired. He had an audience gathered around him and was telling them how happy he was not to have to manage boring episcopal duties like dealing with obscure changes in liturgy mandated by Vatican bureaucrats, and that he was delighted to leave to his successor controversial issues like celibacy, women’s ordination and especially priestly pedophilia. He imagined that chasing international drug dealers like Sister Patricia Marie would be exciting, but that wasn’t God’s plan for him.

Sister Patricia Marie was an amazing woman, but “The Lord works in mysterious ways.” He himself supported programs for the poor of the diocese, and for refugees like the ones Father Albertine oversaw, the Capuchin priest who had been his companion today. This was a different kind of service, perhaps, but no less important. The refugees needed his help, and he was grateful that God had put him in a position where he could supply it.  “You should see how delighted the little children are,” he said, “when I go over to the archdiocesan shelter and play with them, listen to their stories and take care of them. They are so innocent. So grateful. It’s like being with the angels in heaven.”

Standing near the edge of his audience and eavesdropping on what the archbishop was saying, Liz shook her head. She wanted to like the guy. Her mother certainly did. But all she could see was a fatuous old fool. Did he really think that children who had been through incredible privation to get to the United States wanted to spend time with him? Maybe they’d sit on his lap and let him play with their hair if he brought them candy. That’s what she’d done.
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Luis had been enjoying playing with his sons and so had not paid much attention to the remarks coming from the deck. The marriage was an interesting development and he was happy for his mother-in-law Jill and her intended, but what difference did it really make when two old people get together in the winter of their lives? His wife was graceful as always, and Brendan was Brendan, so Luis had tuned out until he heard the little nun speaking. Madre de Dios what was she up to? What did she know and how did she know it?

Luis felt bone weary from his two-month stint working with Interpol in Paris, Amsterdam and Antwerp. He desperately needed some rest, relaxation and time with his family, especially now with Liz’s pregnancy. He’d hoped to delay for a few days reporting in to the Colombian Embassy in Washington DC. That was not going to happen. He’d have directed a stream of curses at the old nun except for two things: 1) They were supposed to be enjoying this lovely garden party; and 2) Liz would kill him if he did.

––––––––
[image: ]


Liz glanced with satisfaction around the master bedroom in their Queen Anne Victorian, and stretched out full length in their comfortable king-sized bed. Earlier that evening the marvelous Josefina had managed to extricate two very excited young boys who had to be pried loose from their dad and coaxed into their bath. Hair washed and brushed, teeth cleaned and neatly attired in pajamas, the boys had demanded bedtime stories from Luis who had laughingly complied. Josefina had retrieved her charges and, like magic, they had disappeared.

As she prepared for bed Liz mentally reviewed the day. Her mother and the Judge? Who’d a thunk? What a riot. My God. Would their marriage make DR. PATSY MURPHY HOWARD her aunt? She giggled uncontrollably at the thought, then she winced. She’d damn well better finish her doctoral degree ASAP. Patsy had difficulty treating her as a professional as it was.  She’d be impossible once she became her aunt-by-marriage. If it weren’t so hilarious, she’d be terrified.

Liz adjusted the handmade lace on her prettiest negligee, and waited impatiently for her husband. She could barely hear him softly speaking in the study downstairs. He was talking to someone in authority about the body that had been found that morning. “I shouldn’t have let him turn on Fox News,” Liz muttered to herself. “He’s gotten all worked up about it again.”

Then Liz heard him call the Colombian Embassy. Liz couldn’t make out exactly what he was saying but it seemed to be about Sister Patricia Marie. Luis was not a fan. Liz climbed out of bed and went to the head of the stairs. “Aren’t you ever going to put down that phone and come to bed?”

Liz barely had time to snuggle back under that cashmere throw that had borne the remnants of her Mother’s Day surprise breakfast, when Luis bounded up the stairs, ripped off his clothes and jumped into bed beside her. Liz affected a maidenly pose and slowly undid her buttons. Luis impetuously cast her negligee aside and kissed her deeply. “I’ve been wanting you all day.”
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CHAPTER THREE
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Liz looked up at her handsome husband, showered, shaved and dressed like a banker in his navy pinstripe suit. He stood in the doorway to the kitchen, put down his briefcase and overnight bag, and leaned over to kiss his wife. “Adios, mi amor. The Embassy car is here.”

“Do you have to leave so soon? Not even time for a cup of coffee?” Liz stood up, leaned into his kiss and twisted the tie on her bathrobe. “Will you be back tonight?”

“I don’t know for sure, but I doubt it. I have to report in. The situation in Europe is not good. Drugs are everywhere and the Colombian cartels are being blamed. Interpol is involved.” Luis hugged Liz, then stepped back and picked up his bag and briefcase. “Sister Patricia Marie is not making things easier.” He muttered something that sounded like a curse about amateurs getting in the way and not letting the professionals do their jobs.”

“Be kind to her. She’s ninety-two, arthritic and a cancer survivor. How much trouble can she cause?”

“I know she’s your mother’s friend, but she’s irresponsible. That wild talk of hers about taking down drug cartels and child pornographers and sex traffickers – she has no idea about how dangerous the cartels and those who make money from them are. Some of these gangsters would shoot you without a second’s remorse. I don’t want you to have anything to do with her.”

“Luis, you’re making a mountain out of a molehill. Sister Patricia Marie may be sounding a clarion call, but do you see a lot of people actually supporting her? As for influence, she has people who will give her financial support, especially for that girl’s school she started. But they’re not going to take up arms and follow her into battle.”

Liz scratched her nose and reached up to caress her husband’s face. “The only person I saw her with is that very tall, very hefty woman she lives with: I think her name is Sister Winifred. You probably noticed her. She was wearing a long brown dress that looked like an old-style Carmelite or Franciscan habit. She had something on her head that was hard to describe – maybe a headband made of the same dress material. She stood off to one side, said nothing to anyone, but didn’t let Patricia Marie out of her sight. As for the Catholic Church authorities, they don’t know what to do with her. Archbishop Curley thought he had silenced her years ago, but she fooled him.”

Her husband smoothed his hair, not that it needed it. “I’m not worried about the people at the garden party. Her advanced age, while she can raise some funds, she’s not going to raise an army, especially not at a party in Guilford.” He chuckled a bit ruefully. “I’m not even worried about the Body in the Cathedral now that
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