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​One: Tom
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I’m just coming out of the bathroom when I hear Helen say, “Oh, that is good news.” 

This strikes me as odd, for two reasons. First, it’s not yet seven o’clock and I’ve rarely known Helen to consider anything to be good news before seven. In fact, she rarely finds anything good about anything before she’s had her first cup of coffee.

Second, it’s strange because instead of telling me what’s going on and why it is good news, she’s typing furiously into her phone. 

“What’s going on?” I ask.

“Shhh,” she says, continuing to type.

Shrugging inwardly, I decide it must have something to do with a case. I’m not sure what it could be, since she hasn’t mentioned anything to me over the last few weeks. In fact, it’s been pretty quiet in town since she and I got back from our post-New Year’s trip to Florida. So quiet, in fact, that Helen’s been home every night by five o’clock and taken most weekends off.

I cross the bedroom and pour her a cup of coffee, adding the one sugar she takes it with. By this time, she’s finished with her lengthy missive and put her phone down.  

Handing her the mug, I ask, “What’s good news?”

She takes a sip and looks up at me with a grin. “Dan’s not coming in today, or for the next two months.”

I immediately understand her happiness, which I’m sure rivals my own. “That is good news.”

Now let me be clear, it’s not that Dan Conway is not a fine officer and a dear friend to both of us. It’s that he and his wife have been expecting their seventh child for some time, well, I guess technically, for nine months. This is the first baby they’ve had since Miriam suffered some pretty significant injuries almost two years ago. Everyone’s been a little on the edge, just hoping and praying that everything would be OK. So Dan announcing that he will be taking his paternity leave is welcome news.

“Everyone OK?” I ask.

“Yeah. According to Dan, mother and baby are doing fine and hope to be home this evening.”

“Really?“ I ask. “Isn’t that a little soon? I mean, you know, given everything Miriam’s been through.”

“I don’t know,” Helen says. “But you know as well as I do that Martin will make sure that everyone dots their I’s and crosses their T’s before they let her out the door.”

It’s largely because of trauma surgeon Martin Maycord that Dan and I both have our wives today. He saved Helen’s life after she was shot not long after our engagement was announced and Miriam’s after she was viciously attacked by a serial killer. In fact, he’s responsible for saving the life of his own sweet wife, Mae, just months before they were married.

“Remind me again what they decided to name the baby?” I ask.

“Michael Carlo,” Helen says. “After Saint Michael the Archangel and Saint Carlo Acutis.”

I can’t help but grinning. “I bet the Acutis Society is going to love that.”

“I think the middle name has more to do with the choice of godparents than any newfound love of gaming on the parent’s part.”

I’m trying to figure out what she could mean when it dawns on me. “You’re kidding,” I say. “Nate and Gladys?”

She shakes her head. “Oh, I wouldn’t kid about something like this. Dan told me a couple of weeks ago.”

“Why is this the first I’m hearing of this?” I ask.

“I don’t know, Tom. Maybe because Dan’s had other things on his mind?”

“I suppose,” I say. “I’m just a little surprised. I mean, I’ve always had the impression that Dan thought Nate was an idiot.”

“I think the way Nate is with his kids has caused Dan to see him in a new light,” Helen says. “You have to admit that Nate’s matured a lot over the last few years. Also, you know how Gladys is. She’ll take her responsibilities as godmother very seriously.”

“Oh, I have no doubt about that,” I say. “But I will not perform a Jedi-themed baptism.”

“Oh, good grief, Tom. You know Dan and Miriam would never allow that.” 

Helen’s out of bed now and joins me in front of our bedroom fireplace. Yesterday was Easter Sunday, but Easter came early this year and there’s still a chill in the air. “I’m surprised you’re up this early,” Helen says. “Between Easter Vigil and the 10:30 mass yesterday, not to mention dinner at Bill and Anna’s, I expected you to sleep in.”

I shrug. “We were lights out at nine last night. I guess I just wake up after eight hours no matter what. Besides, it’s our day off.”

Helen drinks some more coffee. After a moment she says, “Tom, about that. We don’t have anything particular planned for today. I was just wondering . . .”

I smile. “Of course you need to go in. That’s no problem for me. I’ll spend a couple hours working on Father Liam’s papers, and then we can do something after you finish getting Thompson up to speed.”

She gives me a quick kiss on the cheek and says, “Thanks for that. I know he can handle the only case Dan was working on. Dan’s given him all the information, but I just want to make sure he gets started off on the right foot.”

“I told you I understand,” I say. “And as good an officer as he is, Thompson’s probably a little nervous about being on his own. Besides, you know very well that I won’t mind a few hours on my own. I’d say don’t tell anyone I’m here, but it won’t matter. If anyone tries to talk to me when Anna’s here, she’ll lock them out.”

“Oh no,” Helen moans, closing her eyes and leaning her head back. “I forgot about Bill.”

“What about Bill?”

“It’s just that with Dan gone, and that assault case still open, I’m probably going to want Thompson to put in some overtime. And you know how Bill feels about overtime.”

Anna‘s husband, Bill, was elected mayor of Myerton a few months ago and prides himself on being fiscally responsible. Some might say extremely fiscally responsible. Since taking office, he’s cut the budget of some city offices and even eliminated some programs. He’s left the police department alone for the most part, but he seems to watch every penny Helen spends. It’s led to professional tension between them, in spite of the best efforts of her friend and Deputy Mayor Vivian Applegate to mediate the disputes. Add to that the fact that Anna is the mother of my late first wife, Joan, and the fine line between business and family can easily get blurred.

Things between Helen and Bill have been simmering for months. I just hope they don’t boil over.

“Keep a good thought,” I try to say cheerfully. “Maybe you'll catch the guy today, or maybe there won’t be any more attacks. Did Dan have any good leads?”

“Not really,” Helen says, going into the bathroom herself now to take a shower. While the water is warming up, she sticks her head back out the door, and says, “All we know is that the guy was found in the park, unconscious. No ID, so right now, he’s a John Doe. Until he wakes up, we can’t really know anything else. There wasn’t any evidence to speak of at the scene.”

“So you really don’t have much, do you?”

I don’t think Helen hears the last thing I say because she doesn’t respond. Supposing that she stepped in the shower, I decide to go downstairs and start breakfast. Just because she needs to go to the station doesn’t mean we can’t still enjoy a good meal together.

By the time Helen’s come downstairs, showered and dressed and ready for the day, I’ve whipped together a couple of hearty omelets and poured us tall glasses of orange juice, along with coffee and buttered wheat toast. “You didn’t have to do this,” she says.

“I know I didn’t,” I say. “But I wanted to.”

After grace, Helen digs in. “Delicious,” she says.

We eat together for a few minutes, then I ask, “Do you think you’ll be all day at the office? I mean, it’s fine if you are.”

She hesitates a moment before saying, “I should probably be there most of the day. I don’t want to throw Thompson into the deep end by having him be in charge of everything right out of the box. Sorry.”

“Like I said, it’s fine,” I say. “I’ll just be here. I’ll even handle dinner.”

“Is there any of that Brunswick stew left over? I thought I’d take it for lunch.”

“I already packaged it up for you,” I say, “along with a big piece of corn bread.”

She grins. “You know, I may go by Freedom Fitness for a workout,” she says. “I need to stay healthy. If something happens to me, you’ll have a line of eligible women outside the Rectory before I’m even cold.”

“It wouldn’t matter,” I say. “Cardinal Knowland has mentioned to me more than once that the Holy Father will only give out one dispensation per priest in his lifetime.”

“Good,” she says. 

Helen’s phone beeps with an incoming text message. She picks up her phone and groans. “It’s Bill, wanting an update,” she says.

“An update on what? The assault victim?”

“Yeah,” she says, tossing her phone on the table. “He insists on being kept apprised of our progress on every open investigation. In this case, he’s upset that the guy was assaulted in Franklin Park. No one’s supposed to be there since it’s closed for another few weeks.”

“But people have been going in and out of Franklin Park all winter,” I say. “It’s not like there’s a fence around the place.”

“I know that, and I’ve told Bill that it’s been impossible to keep people out,” Helen says. “But he just insists my officers need to do a better job enforcing the closure.”

Helen finishes up her omelet and drains the last of her coffee. “Well,” she says, “I’d better get going.” She bends down and gives me a kiss. “I’ll see you later. Love you.”

“Love you, too,” I say. “Don’t forget your lunch.”

She opens the fridge and grabs the sealed container of Brunswick stew. Giving me one last kiss, she leaves the kitchen. A few minutes later, I hear the door close.

I finish my own omelet and then clear the table. I’m just beginning to wash up when I hear the door open and Anna say behind me, “I’m surprised to see you downstairs and dressed and Helen’s car gone. Isn’t today supposed to be your day off?”

I turn around in time to see her set down her large purse and unbutton her coat. “It is our day off,” I say, “but Miriam had her baby last night, so Dan is starting his paternity leave today. She wanted to go in and make sure Thompson was up to speed on everything.”

“You mean everything, including that guy who got beaten up on Friday night?” Anna says as she walks to the counter to get a cup of coffee.

“Yeah,” I say. “Apparently, Bill heard about it too because he texted Helen for an update.”

Anna rolls her eyes. “I told Bill he shouldn’t bother her, but ever since he’s become mayor, he doesn’t listen to me.”

“I didn’t ask Helen how Bill even heard about it,” I say. “I mean, it hasn’t even been mentioned on the Myerton Gazette’s website yet or any of the local stations. And I know Helen didn’t tell him.”

“I’ll tell you how Bill heard about it,” Anna says. “We had been at the church keeping vigil in the basement. We were headed home about 2 o’clock in the morning when he saw the police lights. He’s always been nosy, but now that he’s mayor, he believes that he needs to be in the middle of everything that goes on in this town. So we had to stop and find out what was going on.”

“I see,“ I say before changing the subject. “Well, anyway, she has to go get Thompson up to speed, and I plan to spend the time that she’s gone in my office working on Father Liam‘s papers. So, if you don’t mind, don’t let anyone know I’m here.”

“Now you know I won’t lie,” Anna says, “and if anyone sees that fancy car of yours out front, they’ll know you’re here. But if anyone asks me directly, I’ll tell the truth, that you’re in the middle of important church business and can’t be interrupted. Unless it’s someone with a dire emergency, of course.”

“You’re an angel,” I say, giving her a quick hug before going into my office and locking the door.
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​Two: Helen
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I see Anna pulling into the Rectory driveway in my rearview mirror and breathe a sigh of relief.

Good. Just missed her.

Now I want to be clear about something. I love Anna. She’s been like a mother to me since Tom and I first learned we might be able to marry. She’s one of the most important people in my life.

She’s also Bill’s wife. And my feelings about him right now are . . . complex, let’s just say.

When he first announced that he was running for mayor, I made it very clear to him and to then-Mayor Shelby that I would not voice support for anyone. I stuck with that, in spite of both candidates’ best efforts to sway me to their side. When election day rolled around, I didn’t even vote.

Secretly, however, I was hoping that Bill would win. Mayor Shelby was not the easiest person to deal with. She and I did not see eye to eye very often, her views on almost everything being the very opposite of mine. I learned to manage her, but it took a lot of time and energy. I thought Bill would be easier to deal with, that the two of us would work well together and with mutual respect. I knew he wanted to trim the city budget, so I was prepared for some differences of opinion concerning funding for the department.

But I wasn’t prepared for the micromanagement. Mayor Shelby pretty much left me to run the department, with some notable exceptions. Bill is perfectly comfortable telling me when he thinks I’m not doing something I should be. He must have a police scanner, because he’s shown up at crime scenes a couple of times and demands to be kept up to date on our progress on cases.

Then, there’s the matter of Franklin Park . . .

My phone starts playing Eye of the Tiger. “Answer call,” I say, my Explorer being equipped with the latest in hands-free cellular technology. “Hello?”

“Good morning, Helen,” Vivian Applegate, my friend and the deputy mayor, says. “I know this is your day off, but . . .”

“Actually, you caught me on the way into the office,” I say. “Miriam Conway had her baby last night, so Dan’s started his eight weeks of paternity leave. I’m just going in to touch base with Officer Thompson, who’s going to be my acting chief detective while Dan’s out.”

“When you see them, give Dan and Miriam my and Clark’s best wishes,” she says. “Since it turns out you’re working today, I don’t feel as bad calling you.”

“Feel free to call me anytime,” I say. “What can I do for you?”

She doesn’t answer right away. Finally, Vivan says, “Bill wanted me to call you for information about the assault in Franklin Park Friday night.”

“You have got to be kidding me!” I say before I can stop myself. I take a deep breath to calm myself. “Sorry, Viv. I got a text from Bill less than an hour ago, asking for an update.”

“Yes, he mentioned that to me,” Vivian says slowly. “He seemed a little irritated that you hadn’t answered. He asked me to call you. Which I have.”

“Viv,” I say, trying not to take my frustration with Bill out on my friend, “he has got to understand that I cannot keep him updated on every single case that crosses my desk.”

“I’ve told him that,” she says, “several times.”

“In this case, even if I were inclined to share details about the investigation, which I am not, I don’t have anything. The last I heard, the victim was still unconscious. It looks like he was cutting through the park on his way home from work when he was attacked. Since his wallet is missing, we’re considering it a robbery right now. If there have been any other developments, I don’t know about them yet.”

“It’s OK, Helen,” Vivian says. “I am on your side, as much as I can be in my position.” She pauses for a moment. “I’ll talk to Bill again, and tell him that you can either do your job or talk to him, but not both.”

“Thanks,” I say. “I really appreciate that.”

“But I would also ask, Helen, that when you do find out something new, can you just let Bill know?” Vivian says. “Throw him a bone.”

“Ok, that, I can do,” I say. “But Vivian, he has to stop showing up at crime scenes. It just throws everyone off, and he’s driving poor Charlotte crazy trying to keep any press that shows up away from him. I don’t even know why he does that. Do you know?”

“I have an idea,” Vivian says slowly. “If it helps, it’s not just your department. He’s shown up at fires and accidents. When there was a water main break in January, he was at the site most of the day watching the repair.”

“Does he think we don’t know how to do our jobs?” I ask.

“No, I’m sure it’s not that,” Vivian says. “I think . . . Wait a minute. Oh, speak of the devil. I’m being summoned for our morning meeting. I’ve gotta go.”

“Good luck,” I say. “Tom and I need to have you and Clark over for dinner soon.”

“Well, not this week, unfortunately,” she says. “Ministerial Association for Clark and Tom, and the Ministerial Wives meeting for you and me.”

“Hopefully, I’ll see you there,” I say.

We say goodbye and hang up. By this time, I’m pulling into the parking lot at the police station. I pull into my space marked by the sign, ‘Reserved, Chief of Police.’ Next to mine is a space marked, ‘Reserved, Chief Detective.’

It’s empty. 

I have to admit, knowing that I’m not going to have Dan to rely on for the next two months leaves me a little sad. It’s not that I don’t think Thompson’s perfectly capable of filling Dan’s shoes. But it just won’t be the same.

I pull myself up and say, “OK, Helen. Enough with the sentimentality. You have a job to do.” 

I grab my tote bag and get out of my Explorer. Instead of going into the back employee entrance, I walk around to the main entrance. When I go in, Lowry looks up from the desk. “Good morning, Chief. I didn’t expect to see you today.”

“That makes two of us,” I say. “I didn’t expect to be here. But Miriam had her baby last night, so Dan started his paternity leave a little early. I wanted to come in and let Thompson know.”

“That’s good news, Chief,” Lowry says. “I mean, it is, isn’t it? I mean, is everyone OK? I’d heard that the Conways were concerned because of what happened a couple of years ago.”

I smile inside as the always socially awkward Lowry tries his best to say the right thing. Of course, it pleases me to be able to say, “Everyone’s fine, Lowry. And I’m sure Dan will have this latest bundle of joy in here by the end of the week to show him off to everyone.”

“The guys have a surprise for the baby,” Lowry says. “You know, in honor of Detective Conway having another son.”

“I’m sure Dan and Miriam will like that, very much,” I say. “Now, are things quiet?”

“So far, so good,” Lowry says, “but it’s still early.”

“Keep a good thought, Quentin,” I say.

I walk down the hall and head to the bullpen, planning to stop at Thompson’s desk . Much to my surprise, he’s not there. For such a typically responsible and punctual officer, he’s picked a bad day to be late. I continue on my way, deciding to stop by Gladys’ office before heading upstairs to mine.

The door to Mission Control is ajar, so I push it open and poke my head in. Gladys doesn’t look up from the book she’s reading.

“Ahem.”

Gladys jerks her head up and closes the book. “Morning, Chief,” she says. “What are you doing here? It’s your day off.”

“It was my day off until I found out that Michael Carlo Conway decided to make an appearance two weeks early.” Nodding at the book, I ask, “What are you reading?”

She holds it up to show me the cover. I furrow my brow. “‘The Catechism of the Catholic Church.’ I would have thought you’d already read that.”

“Oh, I did, back before I was confirmed,” she said. “I’m re-reading it, you know, as a refresher.”

“But you have an eidetic memory,” I say. “You’ve always told me you never forget anything you’ve read.”

Gladys sighs deeply. “Yeah, that was true. But I think having kids killed some brain cells. I mean, my memory’s still better than most people’s. But it’s not what it used to be.”

“I am sorry to hear that,” I say. “I guess the other question I have is, why are you re-reading the catechism?”

She sits up and looks at me in the way she does when she’s surprised that I don’t know something so obvious. “Mom, I’m going to be a godmother,” she says. “That means I’m going to promise to help Dan and Miriam raise little Michael in the Catholic faith. It’s a big responsibility.”

“I know that,” I say, “but it’s not just you. Nate’s the boy’s godfather.”

“Oh, don’t worry about Nate,” she says. “I put together a reading list for him.”

I’m about to say that’s not quite what I was talking about, but change my mind. “I was going to talk to Thompson, see if there’s anything new about the assault in Franklin Park,” I say. “But he’s not here yet.”

“Oh, he’s here,” Gladys says. “I think he got here at six. And to answer your question, no new developments.”

I furrow my brow. “Are you sure he’s here? He’s not at his desk.”

“Apparently Dan told him he could use his office while he was acting detective,” Gladys says. “I’d look up there.” 

I leave her and head upstairs. As soon as I open the door off the stairwell, I hear Thompson’s somewhat exasperated-sounding voice. I walk down the hall, where the open door to Dan’s office reveals Thompson sitting behind the desk, on the phone. He sees me and stands, still on his phone, holding up one finger in the universal symbol of ‘give me a minute.’

“Right, Dan,” he says, “I’ve got it right here . . . Yes, I see your notes about the nature of the injuries . . . I’ll certainly follow up on that . . . Yes, I have her number right here. I will call her today . . . Right, I’ll call her this morning.”

I see what’s going on and motion for Thompson to hand me the phone. As soon as Dan takes his next breath, Thompson says quickly, “Dan, the chief’s here and she wants to say something to you.”

He shoves the phone at me. Taking it from Thompson’s hand, I say firmly, “Dan, as of today, you are on paternity leave.  The only file you should be interested in is the one with that baby‘s footprints. The only people you should be calling are your family members to tell them how Miriam and your son are. OK, and I guess you need to call Tom to set up the baptism. But I do not want to hear from you again until Tom and I come to see the new baby. And I don’t want you calling this office or Thompson at all. Do you understand me?”

“Now, Helen,” Dan says. “Miriam‘s taking a shower, and the baby’s asleep. There’s no reason . . .”

“Dan, if Miriam’s taking a shower after what she’s gone through to give you another son, you ought to be in there washing her back.”

I can hear Dan turning red as I say this, but it has its desired effect. “OK, fine. There’s no need to get personal. I’m getting off the phone now. Goodbye.”

I hand the phone back to Thompson and say, “I guess I didn’t need to come into the office to let you know that Miriam had the baby or to get you up to speed.”

“No, ma’am,” he says, rubbing his eyes. “Dan actually called me about four o’clock this morning. He told me he wouldn’t be in today and gave me three different numbers where he could be reached over the next few weeks. He also told me to come to his office as soon as I got in today and to call him so that he could go over the John Doe file with me.”

“I was going to tell you to feel free to use his office while you’re acting detective, but I guess I don’t need to now.”

“Oh, no, Chief. He was very clear that he had cleaned all his personal items out in anticipation of being gone. He told me to make myself at home, but to remember, and this is exactly what he said, ‘with more power comes more responsibility.’”

That’s the final straw and I burst out laughing. “Thompson, please don’t take anything Dan said as reflecting poorly on you. He was the one who recommended that you take over for him while he’s gone. He and I both agreed that you’re going to do a great job.”

“Thank you, Chief,” Thompson says. “I really am grateful for the opportunity and plan to do my best.”

“I’m sure you will, and that will be enough,” I say. I take a moment to study Thompson. He’s a good officer and a solid young man, but right now he seems a little rattled. So I decide this is a good opportunity for me to boost his confidence.

“You know,” I say, walking to the door, “since Dan’s already briefed you, there's no need for me to hang around here. I think I’ll go grab a quick workout and then get Tom to take me to lunch.”

I can tell he’s still a little nervous, but he rises to the occasion and says, “That sounds like a good idea to me, Chief. Please give the Father my best.“

As soon as I’m back in the car, I call Tom. “Miss me already?” he says when he answers.

“Always,” I say. “But I was calling to let you know there’s been a change of plans. If you don’t mind, I’m going to go grab a workout before coming home.”

“No, I don’t mind,” Tom says. “But what happened to you being at the office all day? Is everything OK?

“Better than OK,” I say with a smile. “Thompson has the situation firmly in hand and I’m not needed there right now.”

“Any new developments?” Tom asks.

“Unfortunately not,” I say. “We still have no idea who the victim is. His fingerprints are not in the system. So until he wakes up . . .”

“No one’s reported someone missing who matches his description?” Tom asks. “That seems odd.”

“Not if he was from out of town, or didn’t have any family in the area,” I say. The mention of family jiggles something in my mind. “There might be a way of figuring out who he is, but it’s a long shot. Anyway, do you want to meet me at Freedom Fitness? You did make that Easter resolution, remember? We could race on the stationary bikes.”

As always, when I suggest he go to the gym or really get exercise of any form, Tom has a ready excuse. “I’d love to, Helen,” he says, “but I just got started on these papers, and I hate to lose my train of thought. But you have a good time and I’ll see you when you get here. And give my best to Nina if you see her.”

“OK, I will,” I say. “Hey, don’t forget you have the Ministerial Association tomorrow night.”

Tom groans. “Do I have to go?” he says.

“Yes, Tom, you have to go.”

“Why? Give me one good reason.”

“I’ll give you three,” I say. “First, you haven’t been since the Association holiday party,” I say. “Second, I told Vivian you’d be there. Third, you’re hosting.”

Tom says nothing for a moment. “Are you making Nibbles?” he asks finally.

Smiling, I say, “They’re already made and in the freezer. I have other food ordered to be picked up tomorrow afternoon. Now I have to go. I love you.”

“Love you,” he says.  

I hang up and call Thompson. “Yes, Chief?” he answers.

“Something occurred to me,” I say. “Our John Doe. Was he wearing a wedding ring?”

“A wedding ring?” Thompson says. I hear him typing for a moment before he says, “He’s not wearing one in the photographs Edwards took to document his injuries. But they’d have removed any jewelry in the emergency room. I can check with the hospital to see if it’s in his personal effects.”

“Do that, then . . .”

“See if there’s an inscription,” Thompson says. “Maybe we can get initials or a first name, or date of marriage. Great idea, Chief.”

“I can’t really take credit,” I say. “Tom sort of gave me the idea.”

“Ah,” Thompson says, “I see. I’ll get on it.”

We hang up, and I pull away from the station, confident that at least for today, I’m leaving it in good hands.

***
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As always, I’m pleased to see that Freedom Fitness is busy. While the parking lot was full and there was a wait for every piece of equipment in January, business has fallen off since then as people shelved their New Year’s resolutions. Still, I have to park near the rear of the lot and the inside is a beehive of activity.

I’m surprised when I come in and see Nina at the front desk. “I was afraid you’d have to take over all of Miriam’s classes while she’s gone,” I say as I sign in.

“That was the plan,” Nina says, “and I had to for a couple of days back in February. But we were able to hire someone else. Are you doing Zumba today? If so, you’ll meet her.”

“No, I’m just going to lift some weights. I’m sure I’ll have a chance to meet her another time.”

One of the trainers comes up and whispers something in Nina’s ear. She looks towards the door and I see her turn pale. She whispers, “Thanks,” and begins to gather some papers. “Helen,” she says quickly, “I need to take care of something in my office. I’ll see you later.”

She turns and hurries off before I can say anything. I look at the trainer, who I recognize. “What was that about, Stacy?” I ask.

Stacy nods towards the door. “Him.”

I turn and look. Walking towards the front desk is a stocky looking man in his early forties, wearing a dark blue jogging suit. He has a shock of black hair and a black mustache. He looks vaguely familiar, but I cannot quite place him.

He signs in and asks, “Is Nina in today?”

“No,” Stacy says. “She’s out today.”

“Huh,” he says, “she’s out every time I come in. That’s too bad.”

He heads to the treadmills. It’s then that I realize where I remember him from.

It was last summer. He was in town as part of the All Families Under God conference at First Baptist. His photo was on one of the posters I saw around town.

His name is Oscar Murray.

Nina’s ex-husband.

“How long has he been coming here?” I ask.

“Only about a month, maybe two,” Stacy says. “You know that crazy cult outside of town? Apparently, he’s their minister now.”

“He hasn’t caused any trouble?” I ask.

“No, no,” Stacy says. “He comes in a couple of times a week, asks for Nina, then goes to work out. I tell you, Chief Greer, I feel really bad. Nina wasn’t here when he came in for a membership. I registered him. If I’d known, I’d have refused.”

“You couldn’t have done that legally,” I say. 

“Yeah, Nina tried to tell me the same thing.”

Another customer comes up, and I head to the locker room. There I change into my workout gear and head to the free weights.

After thirty minutes, I’ve had enough. Usually, I head straight for the showers.  Since it’s supposed to be my day off, I decide to indulge myself with a little time in the sauna. Trading my sweaty workout clothes for one of the large bath towels Nina provides, I head in.

There’s a woman with short cropped blond hair in there that I don’t recognize. I never think of myself as socially awkward, but meeting someone for the first time while both of you are only wearing large bath towels is kind of awkward. 

Fortunately, the woman in front of me puts me at ease. “Good morning,“ she says with a smile. “Today’s weather is perfect for steam.”

“It is,“ I say, taking a seat across from her. “I don’t think I’ve seen you here before.”

“I’m usually just here in the late evenings. My name is Marge Kelly, and I’ve taken over the Zumba classes for Miriam Conway.”

“Oh, yes, Nina mentioned she had found someone. I’m Helen Greer. Nina used to work for me.”

“Oh, the police chief. Yeah, Nina told me about you.” 

If she’s uneasy at all to be around someone in law enforcement, it doesn’t show. We spend the rest of our short time together mostly in silence, and she leaves a few minutes before I do.
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​Three: Tom
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Helen gets home from the station at about noon. I look up from Father Liam’s diary and see her standing in the doorway. “How was your workout?” I ask.

“Good,” she says. “Thirty minutes of free weights, then some time in the sauna.”

“That sounds . . . warm,” I say, because I’m not sure what else to say.

“Oh, it was great,” Helen says. “The steam opens your pores, helps release toxins. I feel like a new woman.”

I grin. “Funny, you look just like the old one.”

“Hah, hah, hah,” she says sarcastically. “Anyway, I’m home now. Would you like to salvage the rest of your day off, or would you like to spend the afternoon with Father Liam?”

I close the diary and put it carefully back into the archival box, then close my laptop. “What do you think?”

After changing clothes, we decide to treat ourselves to a ride up into the mountains for lunch. During the short period in which we were discreetly dating, we found an Italian place about an hour outside Myerton that has the best chicken parmesan I have ever tasted. Because of the distance, we don’t get there very often, and frankly, the winter weather hasn’t made the idea of driving out that way as fun as it is in the fall. But now it’s spring, even if it is only early spring, and the trees are beginning to bud. The route that has so often blessed us with golds and oranges, reds and yellows is now slowly turning again, like an old movie, from black-and-white to a burst of new, life-giving color.

After a delicious lunch, we stop by a dairy and treat ourselves to homemade ice cream, scoops for the road and a quart to bring home. We finish up the day where we began it, back upstairs in front of the fire, this time with books instead of cups of coffee.

***
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By midday Tuesday, I’m thankful that we had the post Easter Sunday rest. I spend the morning catching up on the emails and other things that the liturgies of Holy Week didn’t give me the time to deal with. Helen goes into the office, but she’s home at noon so we can get ready for the Ministerial Association meeting tonight. This is the first time that I’ve hosted and, while I’m not exactly nervous, Helen and I both want to make a good impression on my fellow clergymen.

“You know, they never asked me to host when I was single,” I say, as I diligently polish the woodwork around the door. “If I hadn’t married you, I wouldn’t be doing this.”

“If you hadn’t married me, my dear, you wouldn’t be doing a lot of things you do now, would you?” she says from the living room, where she’s polishing the mantle.

“You mean, like this,“ I say, slipping up behind her and kissing her on the back of the neck.

“Now, Father,” she says playfully, “You need to stay focused. Your fellow ministers will be here in a couple of hours.”

“They’ve got their own wives. Let them stay home with them,” I say, even as I return to polishing.

“They can stay home another time,” she says. “Tonight, I want them here so that they can see how blessed you are to have me as a wife.”

“Oh, they already know that,” I say. “I mention it to them all the time. Besides, I’m pretty sure the only reason anyone’s coming is because of your Nibbles. They were really popular at the holiday party.”

“Oh, I’m sure it’s not just that, Tom,” Helen says. “I’m sure it’s because they enjoy your company.” She pauses. “Well, pretty sure.”

I toss my polishing cloth, trying to reach the back of her head. Of course I throw like a girl, so I barely get it into the living room. I retrieve it as I say, “I hadn’t asked you. Any progress on the assault case?”

“No,” Helen says, hitting the mantle with her cloth. “Thompson checked about the wedding ring; I told you about that, right? Turns out the victim wasn’t wearing one. So we still have no idea who our John Doe is. I’m about to go to the media with his photograph and appeal to the public for information.”

“And I know how much you like to do that,” I say. “But at this point, I’m not sure you have much choice.”

Helen nods, even as she looks around. “OK, I’m running to the store to get the platters I ordered. Can you vacuum?”

I salute and say, “Yes, ma’am.”

She rolls her eyes and grabs her coat and purse. “I won’t be thirty minutes. When you’re finished with the vacuuming, put the table cloth on the dining room table and get the dessert plates out. You know which ones those are, right?”

“Helen, I did take home ec in high school. They taught us how to set a table.”

“I just never thought people in Bellamy knew the difference between a dessert plate and a luncheon plate.”

“Well, I did.”

She kisses me on the cheek. “That’s what makes you a great husband. Oh, and the forks and glassware.”

“I’ve got it, now go,” I say, practically shoving her out the door.

“And don’t worry,” she says over her shoulder, “I can fix anything you get wrong.”

I close the door behind her and mutter, “I have got to attend more meetings, so I can avoid ever having to do this again.”

***
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By the time seven o’clock rolls around, it's clear that Helen has  succeeded in her desire to look good in front of the other ministers. 

I’m pretty sure that I’ve never been to any association meeting where coffee, hot chocolate, beer, and mulled cider were all served. Our dining room table is laid out with a variety of snacks, including her famous Nibbles, a flourless chocolate cake she got from the Muffin Man, and, for reasons that escape me, attractively arranged vegetable and cheese platters.

Clark Applegate is holding a plate which looks like it’s mostly Nibbles. “Hey, Tom,” he says, “Helen has more of these Nibbles in the kitchen, right?”

“She knew you were going to be here, Clark,” I say, “so don’t worry.”

Caleb Blau looks at the little balls of bacon and swiss cheese on the platter and sighs. “Sometimes I regret keeping kosher,” he says, crunching a carrot stick. “Not that Betsy would let me have them anyway. My blood pressure.”

Clark and I nod sympathetically. High blood pressure is an occupational hazard that’s no respecter of denominational lines.

“My brothers,” Luther Jackson, pastor of the Second AME Church and this year’s Association president, calls, “let’s get down to business.”

We file into the living room where folding chairs have been set up among the couch and armchairs. I’d hoped to settle into my recliner, but Bob Franklin of First Baptist has beaten me to it. Knowing he’s continuing to recover from the automobile accident that almost cost him his life, I don’t begrudge him taking the most comfortable chair in the room.

Once we’ve settled in, Luther says, “I want to thank you all for coming this evening. Thanks to Father Tom for hosting this month.”

There’s polite applause. I smile slightly and nod. “We also want to thank Sister Helen,” he says, “for the delicious refreshments.”

“Especially the Nibbles,” Clark says.

The applause for Helen and her Nibbles is loud and joined with some cries of, “Here, here.” I try not to be hurt by this. After all, if it weren’t for me, there wouldn’t be Nibbles in the first place.

“Now that we’ve socialized and snacked and have had something to drink, it’s time to take up our business for the evening. First . . .”

The Rectory doorbell rings. This is not surprising, since the nature of ministry means that we’re often late for meetings. I get up and slip out of the room. I’m trying to figure out who it might be when I open the door.

Standing on the porch is a man with dark hair and a mustache who appears to be in his early forties. He has an athletic build, even though he’s shorter than I am, and flashes me a winning smile as he offers his hand.

“Brother Greer,“ he says in a friendly tone. “I’m Pastor Oscar Murray of the Sound Doctrine Bible Fellowship. May I come in?”

When I hear his name, I know immediately who he is. He was a speaker at the All Families Under God conference last summer hosted by First Baptist. The conference opened a can of worms that included the attempted murder of Bob Franklin, the arrest of the minister of family life Dave Rogers, and from what I understand the exodus of almost a dozen families who formed their own congregation. Apparently, they called this Murray as their pastor.

But more than that, I know from Helen that this man standing before me  is the ex-husband of Nina Hallstead, one of my favorite people in the world. During their marriage, he spent years tormenting her and nearly destroyed her, mentally and spiritually. 

My instinct is to answer his question in the negative and then slam the door in his face. But I quickly realize I can’t do that under the circumstances.

I take his hand firmly and match his smile. “Yes, of course,” I say. “Come in.”

Murray steps into the doorway. I take his coat and hang it on the hall tree with the others. “We’re in the living room,” I say. “Just in through here.”

When we join the others, Jackson stops in mid-sentence. Everyone’s attention turns towards us. I see the look on Bob Franklin’s face. I glance at him, hopefully trying to convey a silent apology. From the other looks, it’s obvious now that most of the men here don’t know who this person is, and I quickly realize that it’s probably best to let it stay that way, at least for now.

Murray takes a seat by River Smith, the leader of the Unitarian Universalist Church. As he always is, Smith is very friendly and welcoming, shaking Murray’s hand when he sits down. Brother Jackson says, “As I was saying, our second item of business is our support for the Unclaimed Blessings Thrift Store.”

As the discussion begins, I glance over at Bob. His face is pale with splotches of angry red. I decide to grab a chair near him and stay quietly, “I don’t know what he’s doing here. I certainly didn’t have anything to do with inviting him.”

Bob gives a quick nod that lets me know he believes me. 

Like most of the men here, Reverend Jackson has been in the ministry long enough to pick up on very subtle signals. He does a very good job of moving quickly through the night’s business. As the meeting continues, I can’t help but run through the list of men present in my mind, trying to remember who does and does not know about this guy‘s background.

The business portion of the meeting is coming to an end. “I believe we have a new member present,” Jackson says with a grin in his booming voice. “Brother, won’t you stand up and tell us your name and the name of your church.”

With a grin that looks more suitable for selling toothpaste than preaching the Gospel, Murray stands and says cordially, “Brothers in Christ, I am thrilled to be with you tonight. My name is Doctor Oscar Murray, and I recently answered the call to pastor Sound Doctrine Bible Fellowship, just outside of town. We are a small but growing group of followers of our Lord Jesus Christ, who are committed to living our lives according to the teachings of His one infallible word, the Holy Bible. King James Version, of course.”

He takes a breath. I immediately realize that Brother Jackson has Murray’s number as he says, “Welcome, Brother, and thank you for that introduction. Now, do we have any other new members here?”

There are none, and the rest of the meeting proceeds without incident. As soon as it ends, Bob stands up and says quietly to me, “I think I need to be going.”

Before I can reply, Clark comes up beside him and says quietly, “I wouldn’t do that if I were you, Bob. You’re a member here, and have been for years. Any conflict you have with Murray is squarely on him. I suggest you and Tom and I go over to the refreshment table and have some more of Helen’s famous Nibbles. That and another piece of chocolate cake should improve all our frames of mind.”

I don’t know for sure if Bob agrees or not, because before he can answer, Clark, with a little help from me, steers him over to the refreshment table. Murray acts like he’s going to come over and say something, but Clark shoots him a look that makes it clear he needs to think twice about that. Once again, I’m thankful that not only is Clark Applegate one of my best friends, but also a take-charge sort of guy who never lets anyone, including me, get away with anything.

Jackson comes up to the three of us, shakes our hands and says loudly, “Thanks for letting us meet here, Tom.” Before I can reply, he looks at Bob and asks quietly, “Is that the guy you had the problem with last year?”

Bob nods his head slightly. “I told Elroy that’s who it was,” Jackson says, “but he didn’t believe me.“ He pauses thoughtfully for a minute, and then says, “We’ve got your back, brother. We’ll be praying for you, and more than that if you need anything.”

A few other men stop by to say good night before leaving, but Clark and I make sure that Bob stays until after Murray leaves. Fortunately, I guess he decided he didn’t need to tell the host good night. Instead, he goes out of his way to talk to Jackson. I don’t know what they said to each other, but I do know he left rather quickly after their conversation.

The rest of the members of the association leave, Jackson stopping by to say, “Tom, thanks again for hosting. And please see if you can get Helen to give my wife the recipe for those Nibbles. They are something else.”

“She won’t even give Vivian the recipe,” Clark laughs, “and they’re best friends.”

Jackson says good night. As soon as the front door closes, I say, “Bob, I’m so sorry about Murray showing up. I had no idea he was coming.”

“Tom,” Bob says with a smile, “don’t worry about it. Ever since I heard that group had called him as their pastor, I knew this day would come.”

He picks up a Nibble and pops it in his mouth. “You know, I’d like to say I’ve worked through my feelings about everything that’s happened. But I haven’t. I’ve tried to forgive Dave Rogers for trying to kill me. I’ve tried to forgive the families who left, and for the lies they’ve told about me. But I . . . I’m not there yet, I guess.”

I pat Bob on the back. “Forgiveness is something we all struggle with, my friend,” I say. “It’s easy when we’re preaching about it from the pulpit. But putting it into practice? That’s not so easy.”

“No, it’s not,” Clark says. “But as one of my seminary professors once said, if it were easy, Jesus wouldn’t have had to command us to do it.”

We laugh, and Bob says, “Thanks, brothers. I really appreciate the support.”

“Anytime,” I say. “You’re in my prayers.”

“And mine,” Clark says. “Come on Bob, I know you’re tired. Let's go. I’m sure Tom had a long day before anyone got here. No need to drag it out anymore.”

They leave together, and I stand at the door, noting that Clark walks Bob to his car before going to his own.

I close the door and call up the stairs to Helen, “All clear down here. Do you want to come down for a beer and a few of the remaining Nibbles?”

“Sure,” she calls down. A moment later, she walks down the stairs in her terrycloth robe and fluffy slippers. I hand her a bottle of beer, and she collapses on the sofa. I join her, setting the almost empty bowl of Nibbles between us.

“So how did it go,“ she asks, taking a sip from the sweating bottle.

“It was interesting,” I say, taking a deeper swig from mine.

“That makes for a change, doesn’t it?” She says with a laugh.

“I guess so, in a way,” I say, not smiling.

The laugh dies on her lips. “That doesn’t sound ominous at all,” she says. “What happened?”

I take another drink and pop a Nibble in my mouth. “We had a new member. The pastor of Sound Doctrine Bible Fellowship.”

Helen raises her eyebrows. “Oscar Murray?” she says. “He was here?”

“Yes,” I say, furrowing my brow. “But how did you know Murray was their pastor?”

“I didn’t mention this yesterday,” she says, “but he was at Freedom Fitness when I was working out.”

“You’re kidding me,” I say. “What was he doing there?”

“Apparently, he has a membership,” Helen says. “He was working out on one of the treadmills when I left. As soon as he got there, Nina went into her office.”

“I don’t blame her,” I say. “Has he been a problem?”

“I didn’t talk to Nina,” she says. “She was still in her office when I was leaving. But the trainer I spoke to didn’t mention anything. But considering what All Families Under God believes about local churches, I’m surprised he was at the meeting tonight.”

“I was surprised, too,” I say. “He didn’t really say anything, just came, listened, had some snacks, then left.”

“What do you think he’s up to?” she asks.

“I don’t know,” I reply honestly. “But I doubt it’s anything good.”
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​Four: Helen
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“Are you making hospital visits today?”

Tom looks up from breakfast. “It’s Wednesday,” he says, “so yes, I’m going to the hospital this morning.”

“Mind if I tag along?” I ask.

“Of course not,” he says with a smile. “I always love your company. But I figure you’d be too busy at the office with Dan out. Why today?”

“It’s been a while since I’ve gone with you,” I say. “Plus, I want to see how John Doe is doing.”

Tom smiles slightly. “Hoping to get a chance to question him?”

“Oh, no,” I say. “I’m trying really hard to leave things with this case to Thompson. I know he’ll interview him as soon as he’s conscious, and I trust him to do a good job. I just want to see how his recovery is progressing.”

I take a sip of coffee. “So? Who do we have this morning?”

Tom pulls out his phone. “According to my notes, I have Mr. Shanks and Mrs. Burnside recovering from minor surgery, and Elizabeth Wyatt gave birth last night. I’ll be giving them all communion, and talking to the Wyatts about arrangements for the baptism.”

“Now remind me who the Wyatts are?” I ask. I’d like to say that I know every member of the parish by sight, but that’s far from the case, especially with so many new people moving into the area because of the relatively low cost of living and the job opportunities in the industrial park outside of town.

“Sheldon and Elizabeth Wyatt,” Tom says. “They just moved to Myerton a few months ago. He works for Gamma, and she’s going to be a stay-at-home mom. They’ve been married about two years.”

“Gamma?” I say. “They’re that AI company, right? I remember Gladys gushing about them when they opened an office here.”

“Yeah,” Tom says. “Martin’s told me about them. Apparently he’s working with Gamma on developing AI-driven medical applications.”

I shake my head. “Between his work at the hospital, his inventions, not to mention being a husband and father, I wonder when he sleeps.”

“I’ve asked him about that,” Tom says. “He just shrugs and says he gets plenty.”

We finish breakfast and I pull out my phone. “Let me let Thompson know where I’ll be this morning,” I say, “then we’ll go.”

While Tom clears the table, I call the station. “Good morning, Chief,” Thompson says.

“How are things?” I ask.

“Pretty quiet,” he says. “Unfortunately, our John Doe is still unconscious. I checked as soon as I got in this morning.”

“I see,” I say. “I just wanted to let you know I’ll be in around noon. Today’s the day Father Tom makes hospital visits, and I wanted to accompany him.”

“Of course,” Thompson says. “We’ll hold down the fort here. By the way, Charlotte was asking about whether you wanted to release information about our John Doe to the media yet.”

I think for a moment. “Tell her to hold off for a few more days,” I say. “If he doesn’t wake up by Friday, we’ll release his photo and activate the tip line.”

Thompson and I hang up, and Tom and I leave the Rectory. We arrive at the hospital about twenty minutes later and head upstairs. We visit the Wyatts, fussing over their new daughter and Tom praying with the very new and very exhausted-looking parents. After giving them communion, we go visit Mr. Shanks. His daughter is there with him, and whispers an apology as we leave for her father spending the ten minutes we were with him describing in excruciating, not to say nauseating, detail the reason for the procedure he’d undergone yesterday. Tom assured her it was all right, and we leave and go see Mrs. Burnside. Our time with her is much more pleasant, and we give her communion without incident.

As is our usual practice, Tom and I go up to the surgical waiting room. There we find a family, their faces showing the mix of worry and hope I know from experience they’re feeling inside. They were visiting family in the area over Easter when the father took a bad fall and broke his leg, requiring surgery. It turns out they’re Catholic, and readily accepted our offer to pray a rosary with them. When we finish, Tom gives them one of his cards and promises to visit their father while he’s recuperating in the hospital.

We leave the waiting room. “Shall we go up to the chapel?” Tom asks. “We can pray together for a few . . .”

Tom’s phone dings, indicating an incoming text message. Looking at his phone, he says, “This is from Betsy. She says that there’s a man upstairs in the ICU who’s asked to see a priest. Sorry, but . . .”

“Oh, Tom, never apologize for something like that,” I say. “You go ahead. I wanted to go check with Martin on that John Doe we brought in the other night. I’ll just meet you at the car.”

“OK,” Tom says. “Let’s grab lunch before you have to go to the station.”

“I like that plan,” I say. 

The elevator door opens to take Tom down to the ICU floor. After the doors close, I press to go down to the floor where Martin’s office is. The elevator car arrives and the doors open, revealing Martin Maycord himself.

“I was just coming down to see you,” I say, stepping on.

“Funny,” he says as the doors close. “I was going to give you a call this afternoon.“

“Do you have something new on the John Doe?“ I ask hopefully

“No, unfortunately, not yet,” Martin says. “I was just up there checking on another assault victim, and . . .”

“Wait, what are you talking about?” I ask, not sure I heard him right. “There’s another victim? What’s going on?”

“That’s what I wanted to talk to you about. Do you have a few minutes now?”

“Sure," I say slowly. 

We get to his floor and I follow him to his office. As soon as we’re seated, I ask, “So tell me about this latest victim.”

He opens his laptop and says, “I’ll get to him in a moment. But I want to talk about this first. Now, I know that you have a case open on the John Doe who came in early Saturday morning.” I nod, and he continues, “That’s what I wanted to talk to you about. Well, not him, but something else.”

I’m a little impatient, wanting to find out about this assault victim Martin mentioned in the elevator, as the doctor taps some keys on his laptop.  “As director of the Emergency Department, I have to review and report on every case that comes through the ER each month. When I started looking at this month's activity, something struck me. I went back and looked again at last month. It’s then that I found something of a disturbing pattern.”

I sit up. “OK, you have my attention,” I say. “What kind of pattern?”

“To put it bluntly, our John Doe is not the first person who’s been beaten up to come in here this month,” Martin says grimly. “Now, obviously, we get people all the time who’ve gotten into some fisticuffs with a relative or in a bar fight. And of course every term, we get several frat boys from Myer College who thought they were tougher than they actually were. But in looking at these, there’s a pattern that I didn’t notice until I saw them all together.”

He sits back and folds his hands. “Each victim was a white male in his early forties. All were married. All of them had alcohol in their systems, but not above the legal limit. All their injuries were consistent with a beating by someone who knew what they were doing. There were two broken jaws and one broken nose.  And while I can’t be sure, without seeing them myself, and I didn’t treat any of them personally, the type of injuries they sustained would be typical of someone who was overpowered by someone larger than himself, or maybe more than one person.”
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