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​One: Helen
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“So help me God.”

I put my hand down and smile. “Congratulations, Mr. Mayor,” I say.

The small audience applauds as I shake hands with Bill Brandt, the new mayor of Myerton, as well as my new boss.

“Thank you, Helen,” he says with a smile. He turns to Anna and kisses her on the cheek. For her part, she’s the very image of a proud wife.

Either she’s finally accepted the fact that Bill won the election and will be mayor for the next four years, or she’s a very good actress.

Frankly, my money’s on the second.

The applause dies down and Bill steps to the podium. “Thank you everyone for being here today,” he says. “I have a list of people I’d like to thank, because without them I wouldn’t be standing here today as your mayor. First, I’d like to thank my wife, Anna.”

There’s applause, and Anna smiles politely. “Now many of you know that Anna wasn’t thrilled with my decision to run for mayor, and I’m not sure she’s really reconciled to my winning. But a man couldn’t ask for a better wife or partner. Honey, I promise you, that I will never put the needs of the city ahead of you. The people of Myerton elected me mayor, but you chose me to be your husband, and that will always come first.”

More applause, and I see Anna wipe a tear away. “I also want to thank the other woman in my life,” Bill says, “my campaign manager, Vivian Applegate. If it wasn’t for her experience and deep understanding of the world of politics, well, I wouldn’t have won. I owe her a tremendous debt, one I am glad to repay by appointing her to the position of Deputy Mayor, an appointment she has accepted.”

I look at Vivian, one of my closest friends in town. She must see the surprise on my face, because she just smiles and shrugs.

Bill goes on to thank some others for their support, including a mention of Tom, whom he describes as “a wonderful priest and dear friend.” Once he’s finished with the words of thanks, he says, “It is a new day for Myerton. As I said in my campaign, I intend to bring common sense back to the Mayor’s office after four years of ill-conceived policies that have divided instead of uniting our town. Over the next few days, my office will issue directives to roll some of those back. For those that require city council action, I will introduce amendments to local ordinances for their consideration.”

There’s a smattering of polite applause. “One of the things I intend to address is the bloat in our town budget,” he says. “As part of that, I am ordering most offices and departments to submit proposals to reduce expenditures in the next fiscal year by ten percent.”

I glance over at Tony Jenkins, resplendent in his fire department dress uniform. Even from here, I can see his jaw tighten. I look at Vivian, who mouths, “Just wait,” at me.

“The only exceptions will be those departments responsible for public safety,” Bill says. “I will be meeting with the police and fire chiefs to discuss possible increases in their funding to meet the needs of our growing town and surrounding area.”

I breathe an inward sigh of relief. At least one of my fears of having Bill as mayor is put to rest.

For now, at least.

He finishes his remarks and Vivian steps to the microphone. “Thank you for coming. We have some refreshments for you, and you’ll have an opportunity to speak to Mayor Brandt personally.”

The audience breaks up, and I step off the podium and go to Tom. “You looked great up there,” he says.

“You always say that when I wear my dress uniform,” I say quietly.

He bends down and whispers in my ear, “What can I say, it’s one of the sexiest outfits you own.”

I feel my ears get hot and pray that no one notices. “I’m still not clear how you got to swear Bill in?” he asks.

“The incoming mayor can request that any city official swear them in,” I say. “Abigail had the city treasurer officiate at hers. Bill asked me, and I said yes.”

“Well, you did a great job.”

I shrug. “Its probably the easiest thing I’ll do with Bill as mayor.”

Tom furrows his brow. “Yeah, I heard that about the ten percent cuts. But he said your department wouldn’t be affected. In fact, he wants to increase your budget.”

“That’s not quite what he said,” I say. “He wants to talk to Tony and me about possible increases. That word ‘possible’ worries me. He may not cut my budget, but he may keep me at my current level.”

Tom nods. “Still, having Vivian as deputy mayor has to make you feel better about everything.”

“It does, it does,” I say, “but I don’t want to presume on our friendship.”

“Oh, Helen,” Vivian says behind me, “I know you wouldn’t do that.”

I turn and give her a hug. “Congratulations,” I say. “I was surprised you hadn’t told me.”

“I didn’t know until a couple of hours ago,” Vivian says as Clark comes up beside her and shakes Tom’s hand. “Bill didn’t give me much time to decide.”

“When she asked me what she should do,” Clark says, “I pointed out that she worked well with Bill during the campaign, our son Wade is doing much better, and if she didn’t like it, she could always quit.”

“I can’t think of a better choice,” Tom says. “At least you’ll be an improvement over the last one.”

“Yeah, I’m not going to take bribes and kill anyone,” Vivian laughs. “I mean, it’s a pretty low bar to clear.”

Bill and Anna join us. “Finally,” Bill says, “that’s over with. Helen, thanks for doing that.”

“Oh, I wasn’t going to say no,” I say. “Anna, you actually looked happy.”

Anna sighs. “That’s because I decided the night of the election just to accept the inevitable and put my best foot forward.”

Bill puts her arm around her and smiles. “I also promised her that I’d only serve one term, and she’d only have to attend two political functions a month.”

“That’s political functions,” Anna says. “Any civic functions, I’ll gladly attend.”

“Bill, I mean, Mr. Mayor,” Vivian says, looking around the room, “you’d better make the rounds. There are some heads of offices who look a little nervous after your announcement about budget cuts.”

“I should go talk to them,” Bill says. 

Vivian and Bill wander off. Anna looks at us and says quietly, “I cannot wait to get out of here.”

“It won’t be much longer,” Tom says.

Anna looks around. “I don’t know,” she says. “Every city official is here. He’s going to want to talk to each of them.”

Tom puts his arm around Anna. “How about we take the first lady of Myerton out to lunch at The Bistro?”

“That’s a great idea,” I say.

“But I was going to ask you two over for dinner tonight,” Anna says.

“Oh, Anna,” Tom says, “unfortunately, we’re booked; we’re having dinner at the Maycords’ tonight.”

She nods. “OK, then lunch, it is. On one condition, Tom.”

“And what would that be?” Tom asks.

She pokes her finger in his chest. “Don’t you ever call me ‘the first lady of Myerton’ again.”

***
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“It’ll be nice to have dinner with the Maycords,” Tom says as we pull into the large driveway leading to Martin and Mae’s mansion.

“Yeah, it’s been a while,” I say. “Did Martin say whether or not it was a special occasion?”

“No, but he acted like he was up to something. He said it would just be us, Martin, Mae, the adult Trents, and Dominic and Heather.”

“That’s unusual. No kids?”

“Apparently not. He said something about the girls and MJ sleeping over at the Trents under Veronica’s watchful eye.”

“And he gave you no idea why he invited us?” I ask.

“No, he just said Mae wanted to have a dinner party and put us on the guest list. Still, I had the feeling he wanted us there for a particular reason.”

“Well, I guess we’re about to find out what’s going on,” I say.

Getting out of the priestmobile, I’m glad I wore one of my short-sleeved dresses. Even though we’re in the mountains, it’s still August, the nights warm and muggy. We walk up to the front door and ring the doorbell. After a moment, Martin opens the door.

“Father Tom, Helen, come on in, dinner is almost ready. We’re just waiting on the guests of honor,” he says happily.

“So this does have something to do with Dominic and Heather,” I say.

Martin gets an uncharacteristic twinkle in his eye. “You’ll just have to wait and see.”

We follow him into the living room where Alan Trent is sitting holding a glass of what looks to my untrained eye like good brandy. I’m just assuming it’s good because, well, the Maycords always have good liquor. “Can I get you a drink?” Martin asks, walking over to the bar.

“I’ll have a white wine,” I say.

“Is that brandy?” Tom asks, pointing to Alan.

“Yes,” Alan says, “and a very good one.”

I hear the ladies talking in the kitchen, so I say, “I think I’ll go see Mae and Doris.”

“I’ll be here talking with these two fine gentlemen,” Tom says.

I go to the kitchen. Mae is tossing a salad and Doris is slicing what looks like a loaf of her signature sourdough bread. Mae looks up and smiles. “Helen, I’m so glad you and Father Tom could make it.”

“I’m glad to see you, too,“ Doris Trent says, giving me a quick hug. “You’re just the person we need to solve this mystery.”

“Oh?” I say curiously, “I wasn’t aware there’s a mystery.“

“Oh, there is, all right,” Doris says, cutting her eyes to her eldest daughter, “and Mae knows what it is. She just won’t tell me. So, can you rough her up or something to get her to talk?” 

She laughs, and Mae makes a face. “Mom, I told you Marty will explain everything as soon as Domi and Heather get here.”

“And that’s another thing,” Doris says. “Domi won’t tell me anything, either. I tried to get it out of Heather, but that girl’s a lot tougher than she looks.”

“From what she’s told me,” Mae says, “I’m not surprised.”

I want to ask her what she means when we hear Dominic call out, “Sorry we’re late. I had to finish feeding up.”

“And I told him we weren’t leaving until we hung the new curtains,” Heather chimes in, not to be outdone.

Doris wastes no time practically dragging Mae and me into the living room. There, after greetings and hugs all around, Martin pours his wife and mother-in-law generous glasses of white wine to match mine. I notice Mae drinking hers with pleasure. 

OK, I guess she’s not pregnant again.

Lifting his glass in the air, Martin says mysteriously, “I suppose you’re wondering why I’ve called you here today.” 

There are general murmurs of ‘yes’ from everyone except Heather and Domi. Alan looks at Tom and says, “Actually, I haven’t given it much thought.  I’m just looking forward to a good meal.”

Not to be out done, Tom says, “I’m hoping he’s going to reveal a murderer.”

This is too much for me, so I have to say, “Look, Martin, if somebody’s been murdered and you know about it, can we eat first and then you just call the office? This is supposed to be my day off.”

Martin is obviously becoming aggravated with those of us who are holding up his big announcement so he says, “Dominic, why don’t you tell everyone why they’re here?”

Dominic stands and says with a smile, “After much consideration, I have asked Martin to be my best man.” 

Before anyone can say anything, Heather says, “And I’ve asked Mae to be my matron of honor.” Now everyone has a chance to smile and applaud. When everything dies down, she adds, “Of course, Domi’s sisters and Mae’s girls will be my bridesmaids.” 

“And I’m going to ask some guys from the Acutis Society to act as ushers,” Dominic says.

Everyone smiles, and again kind remarks fly around the room. I assume that this is the big announcement, but I soon learn I’m wrong.

Martin waves his hand for attention and then announces, “Of course, Mae and I are very honored by this, and we are excited to perform those important duties. We are also excited to invite all of you to week-long bachelor and bachelorette parties in Charleston and Hilton Head, South Carolina.”

This statement, unlike the first, is met with silence. We all just stare at him, trying to process what he just said. Finally, Tom asks, “Martin, I don’t want to be the one to rain on your parade, and it’s a generous offer, but when are you planning this for?”

Martin laughs. “No worries, Father. We won’t be going until the second week in November. I figure that’ll give you plenty of time to arrange with Father Cam and Father Wayne to celebrate Mass while you’re gone and see to your other responsibilities, though I don’t plan on actually being gone on any Sundays.” Turning to Alan, he says, “And I’ve already spoken to your TA, and he says he’ll be more than happy to have the opportunity to teach a couple of classes.”

Alan says, “Well, Martin, for something like this, I would have just canceled classes. But thank you for doing that.”

Doris looks at Mae and asks knowingly, “Is that why you were asking me the other day about how many mothers I had due and when?” 

Mae says with a smile, “Yes, Mom, that was why.”

“And Helen,” Martin says, “I’ve talked to Dan, and he says he will be more than happy to hold down the fort while you’re gone. So I think everyone’s taken care of. Are there any questions?”

I guess we’re all still stunned, because no one can think of any. After a moment, Mae says, “OK then, since that’s out of the way, and the famous mystery solved, why don’t we go in the dining room and eat.”

We follow her to a beautifully laid table where plated salads are waiting for us. Martin goes around and refills everyone’s wine glasses and Tom says grace.

“Martin, may I tell them about the plans?” Dominic asks excitedly.

“Sure,” Martin says, spearing a piece of lettuce. “Its your party.”

“OK, thanks.” Turning to the rest of us, he says, “We guys, along with Heather’s dad, are going to stay at this golf resort in Hilton Head. Martin figures it’ll give Mr. Crawford and me a chance to bond. He likes to play golf and Martin’s been teaching me and dad. We’ve also had some lessons with the club pro at Falling Waters.”

“I didn’t know you played golf, Martin,” Tom says, popping a cherry tomato in his mouth.

“I’m a doctor. I learned in medical school.” We all look at him and he anticipates the next question by saying, “No, it was not a required course. But I started out working as a caddy for some of the professors and sort of picked the game up. After I graduated, I played at least once a week for a while.” He grins at Mae. “Not that I’ve played much lately, since this one has given me better things to do with my time, but I’m still pretty decent.”

This seems to meet with everyone’s approval and Mae asks, “Heather, you want to tell them about what we’ll be doing, or should I?”

“Oh, Mae, I wish you would,” Heather says, blushing a little. “It all sounds so wonderful, I can’t seem to get my mind around it.” 

Dominic reaches out to squeeze his fiancee’s hand as Mae says, “I hope it’s wonderful. I mainly hope that everyone has as much fun as I’ve had planning it.” She pauses and then says, “We’ll be staying in Charleston at Chez Vous, this beautiful spa that Marty and I stayed at on our last anniversary. We’ll lay around the pool when we’re tired and get spa treatments when we’re bored. I’ve also booked a few tours of the city with a guide that took Marty and I around. We’ll have breakfast at the spa every morning and then lunch or dinner in the city. I’ve also got us tickets to a couple of local shows, so it should be a blast.”

We spend the rest of dinner talking about the trip. Afterwards, the men go out on the back patio for cigars and more brandy while the women gather in the living room and discuss the plans for the wedding.

By the end of the evening, I confess to being more than a little overwhelmed and curious. I mean, it is typical of Martin that he has decided to do something amazing for those he loves, but I don’t really know where Tom and I fit it. I say as much when we get home.

“The same thing has been puzzling me,” Tom says. “Fortunately, I have a check-up with Martin this week so I’m hoping I can find out then.”
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I’ve never liked going to the doctor. I think it goes back to my mother’s choice of pediatricians. Bellamy only had two pediatricians to choose from. One was a relatively young doctor who, because of his resemblance to a famous television actor, was a favorite of most of the young mothers in town. The other had been my mother’s pediatrician, and in spite of the fact that he was already in his seventies when I came along, she insisted on taking me and Sonya to see him for our annual physicals. If I remember correctly, his bedside manner left a lot to be desired. Every physical ended with an injection of some kind, whether I actually needed one or not. Fortunately, the trips to see Doctor Semensky ended after Mom and I showed up for a sports physical–it was my ill-fated attempt to play baseball when I was eight years old–only to find him collapsed on the floor of his office, dead.

Somehow, I’ve always had the feeling that my mother blamed me. But then over the years, she’s blamed me for a lot of things, only some of which were actually my fault.

Anyway, that experience of seeing my first dead body put me off seeing doctors for a long time. Joan never understood why I resisted going, even when I was sick. I only resumed regularly seeing a doctor when I became a priest, since the Archdiocese required all of us to have yearly physicals. The archdiocesan physician was an elderly Dominican who had been a missionary doctor in Africa for forty years. He had a very good bedside manner, but, well, let’s just say he was well past his prime as a physician.

Martin Maycord, on the other hand, is another story. He literally saved my life a couple of years ago when I failed to go to him about a combination of stomach problems and high blood pressure that turned a perforated ulcer into a life-threatening health crisis. While officially head of emergency medicine and chief of trauma surgery at Myerton General Hospital, he insists on being my personal physician so he can, as he’s told me on more than one occasion, “Make sure you don’t undo the work I did saving your life.”

Today, having endured the poking and prodding of my every-six-months checkup, I’m sitting in Martin’s spacious office as he looks over the results.  

“Everything looks pretty good, Father,” he says to me from across his large desk. “Your blood work came back fine and your blood pressure numbers look good. I know how you feel about exercise, so I won’t even go there. How’s your stress? And remember I’m your doctor today, not a parishioner, so don’t try to palm me off with ‘oh, everything’s fine.’ Keep in mind, I can always ask Helen.”

I think carefully before answering, “Thanks to Father Cam, my stress is better than it has been. I’m also enjoying working on Father Liam’s papers. I find that very relaxing, and frankly, far more interesting now that we know how and why he died.”

“Good.” Martin pauses for a moment and makes a few notes on his tablet. “So, I’m going to leave your blood pressure meds the same. Your vitamin D is on the low end of normal. I could tell you to take a supplement, but getting out into the sunshine will do you more good. As we’re moving into fall, I’m hoping you’ll take advantage of God’s creation by biking more. The countryside is really beautiful this time of year.” 

“You have been talking to Helen,” I say with a grin.

“I will neither confirm nor deny that,” Martin says with a slight smile. “But honestly, Father Tom, you really do need to get outside.”

Sighing, I say, “OK, OK, I can’t fight the both of you. I’ll get more exercise.”

“Good man.” He makes a few more notes and then asks, “Any questions for me?”

“One,” I say, “but it’s not related to my health.”

Martin looks up from his tablet. He places it on his desk and leans back in his chair. “OK, I’ve got some time. What is it?”

Now I sit back. “Look Martin, while Helen and I both really appreciate your generous offer to have us join everyone on the bachelors and bachelorette trip, we’re both wondering why? I mean, while we love y’all and the Trents, we’re not part of the family.”

He chuckles softly. Rocking back and forth in his chair, Martin says, “Tom, I don’t need to tell you all the resistance Dominic and Heather have run into from her parents, not just about her becoming Catholic, but also her getting married and moving away.”

“Remember who you’re talking to,” I say with a smile. “I’ve heard quite a bit from Heather over the last few months.”

“And I know you know a lot more than I do,” Martin says. “I’m speculating here, but from what I’ve been able to piece together, I think they had visions of her staying single and serving in the church with them for the rest of her life. Or maybe of her marrying a young minister who could then inherit her father’s church.”

I nod at this but do not comment. I’ve had similar suspicions based on what Heather has said in our premarital counseling sessions.

“So,” Martin says, “Mae and I are hoping that in a relaxed, comfortable atmosphere, everyone will be able to let their hair down and really get to know each other. That in the end, the Crawfords will come around.”

“I appreciate that, Martin,” I say, “and I think the idea has some merit.  But that still doesn’t tell me why Helen and I are included.”

“Frankly, that idea came from Dominic and Heather,” Martin says. “When I proposed the trip to them, they were reluctant at first. Actually, I should say Heather was reluctant. She said she wasn’t sure her parents would come, and if they did, she didn’t know what they’d do. But they discussed it and came back with the idea that we needed some kind of referees, you know, to sort of smooth the waters. That’s when they proposed bringing you and Helen along. As soon as they mentioned it, I saw it was a good idea. Like you said, you two are not family, and so we’re hoping that y’all can function as ambassadors between the two families, helping each discover what is best about the other and about this union.” 

I consider what he’s said before saying. “Well, Martin, if you think we can be of help, we’re more than happy to take advantage of your very generous offer. But there is one problem. I don’t play golf.”

Martin laughs. “Oh, that’s OK, Tom. I know you. I suspect you’ll be just as happy to have some time on your own during the day to hang out at the club and read. I know you’ll have your own books, but they have a rather good library. There’s also plenty of other things to do in the area, so I don’t think you’ll be bored. Besides, from what I understand, the food is awesome.”

“And probably expensive,” I say.

“Oh, don’t worry about that,” Martin says, waving his hand dismissively. “It’s all included. All you’d have to pay for is any alcohol you wanted at the bar, but with Heather’s father along, I don’t think we should be drinking anything harder than sweet tea.”

I laugh at this and say, “I don’t think we should, either. OK, Martin, you’ve convinced me. I’ll be happy to come, and I’m sure Helen will be, too.”

***
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Usually, I can predict how Helen’s going to react to something. I honestly thought that when I explained the reasons we were invited to join the Trents and Maycords on Heather and Dominic’s celebrations, she’d be enthusiastic.

So she surprises me when her response is not what I was expecting.

“I don’t understand, Helen,” I say. “I thought you’d want to go after I told you what Martin said. I mean, you like both Heather and Dominic, and the spa really does sound great.”

“Don’t get me wrong, Tom,” she says across the Monopoly board. “I adore Dominic and am quite fond of Heather. I hate that her parents are giving her so much trouble. And I am very grateful for a week at a spa, I mean, who wouldn’t be?”

“Then what’s the problem?” I ask.

She throws her dice and moves her car. “I’m just not crazy about running interference between a group of squabbling women.”

I roll and move my little hat. “But you’re the Chief of Police over twenty officers. How much harder can dealing with a few Christian ladies be? Especially two like Mae and Doris.”

“You owe me $1,000.” she says as, once again, I land on Boardwalk. 

Oh well, at least at this rate the game will be over soon. 

“And to answer your question,” Helen says as I pay her filthy lucre, “a lot harder. For one thing, those twenty officers work for me and they know it. I’m in charge, and they know that if they don’t act the way I want them to, I can fire them. These women are, at best, my equals, and at worst, depending on Celia Crawford’s attitude, my superior. I mean, Heather is her daughter, after all, and I wouldn’t be surprised if she sees me as an interfering outsider.”

“But you're not. Martin and Mae invited you, and Heather, and I’m sure Doris, want you there.”

“Also, Tom,” she says as she picks up the dice, “all but one of my officers are men. Gwen, like the other women I’ve known in law enforcement, thinks like a man. Nina’s the same way. Now, I don’t mean that this is a problem, necessarily, but Doris and Mae and Heather and her mother are women, and they’re different.”

I cock my head to one side and raise an eyebrow. “You know you’re sounding like Gladys,” I say. 

“I’m serious,” she insists. “When men argue or disagree, they typically can stick to the facts. Women tend to be more emotional. Once a woman is mad, it's hard for her to let go of it.”

“So I’ve noticed,” I say with a sardonic grin.

“Oh, stop,” she says playfully. “You know what I mean.”

“I do,” I say. “But look at it this way, at least you’ll have a week off from trying to prevent crimes.”

“I wouldn’t count on it,” she says grimly, but then breaks out in a smile. “You landed on my railroad. Pay up.”

I am thankful to see that once again I am bankrupt and happily concede, “My dear, you have beaten me again.”

“And you know what that means.” 

“Yes, I do,” I say, beginning to put away the game.

She stands up and stretches. “Are you ready to go upstairs?”

“Oh, yeah,” I say, “I was ready an hour ago. But you know, I had to at least try to win.”

“Yes, and I appreciate that,” disappearing into the kitchen to turn out the lights. “It makes beating you so much more fun.”

“Ha, ha, ha,” I say. I put the Monopoly game in the closet and close the door. “So, how about the bacholette trip?”

She comes out of the kitchen. “Bacholette?”

I shrug. “It’s a word of my own creation. Bachelor’s and bachelorette’s trip is a bit of a mouthful.”

“Oh, I don’t know,” Helen sighs. “I’m surprised you want to go. I mean, you’re not the most social person in the world, and you don’t play golf.”

“True, true,” I say. “But I’m Dominic and Heather’s priest. I’ve seen those two come a long way together. I feel kind of obligated to go.”

Helen thinks for a moment, then nods. “OK, I’ll go. I mean, it is an all expense paid trip to a spa in one of the prettiest cities in America.”

“And if it’s anything like the place the men are going, all meals are included.”

Helen’s eyes light up and she smiles. “Oooh, you should have led with that.”
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​Three: Helen
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I don’t know if this is unusual or not, but I’ve never flown first class. I flew business class a few times back when I was a corporate attorney, but never first class. I could never really see a reason for it, and my first husband, John Parr, was at least as cheap as I am, so we never considered it. 

But now, all that has changed. Because when you travel with Martin Maycord, it’s first class all the way.

***
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“Now you’re sure you’re OK with me going away?”

It’s the second Saturday in November. I’m in my office with my friend and chief detective, Dan Conway. We’ve just been going over a few things to prepare for my being away from the department for a week.

“Helen,” Dan says with a smile, “you have asked me that question at least a dozen times over the past couple of months. Yes, I’m more than OK with it. Besides, it’s not like I’ve never been in charge while you were gone.”

“But it’s been a while,” I say, “and I’m usually not that far away.”

“Ah, do you forget that you spent a couple of weeks down in Florida when Father Tom’s crazy mother was arrested for killing that gigolo?”

“No, but I remember you almost had a nervous breakdown.”

“That was Nate’s fault,” Dan says. “He and Gladys were acting weird. We’ve talked. Nate’s promised me he won’t come within a hundred yards of the station while I’m acting chief. Also, I was acting chief for a whole month when you lost your mind and resigned after Father Tom wound up in the hospital. I think I can handle things for a week while you’re being pampered at a fancy spa in Charleston.”

I nod. “And Miriam understands that you may have some late nights.”

“Helen,” Dan says, “Miriam’s a cop’s wife. She’s always understood.”

“But with everything,” I say, “I mean, her pregnancy . . .”

“She had a check-up last week,” Dan says. “According to her doctor, both she and the baby are doing just fine. She may decide to put Miriam on bedrest for the last month, but that won’t be until January.”

“I’m glad to hear that,” I say. “But if something happens, don’t worry about this place. Miriam’s your first priority.”

“Oh, Helen,” Dan says, “if something goes wrong with Miriam or my son, this place can burn to the ground for all I care.”

I sit back and grin. “So you’re having a boy,” I say.

Dan rubs the back of his neck. “Yeah. We’re kind of keeping it quiet, you know, just in case. The kids don’t even know yet.”

We sit quietly for a moment. I open a folder on my desk. “I read your report on Thompson,” I say. “He seems to be progressing well.”

“Yeah,” he says. “He has good instincts already, but he’s open to learning more. The couple of burglaries I assigned him, he’s already solved. Gladys says he’s asked her to recommend some online forensic science courses he can take. By the time I go on paternity leave, he’ll be ready to step in.”

“He knows I’ll be lending a hand if anything serious happens.”

“Yes, he knows,” Dan says with a wry smile. “He did ask me what it was like working with you and Father Tom on cases.”

I raise an eyebrow. “He asked about Tom? What did you say?”

“The truth. That Father has great instincts and has been right more than wrong.”

He must see the incredulous look on my face, because he says, “I also told him not to tell Father Tom I said that.”

I nod. “Of course. It’ll go to his head otherwise.”

“Exactly,” Dan says. “So, you’re leaving tomorrow?”

“Right after the 8 am Mass,” I say. “Martin’s picking us up.”

Dan stands up and says, “Well, have a nice, restful, and relaxing trip.”

He leaves and I sit back in my chair. “I hope it is,” I mutter, “but I doubt it will be.”

***
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I’ll admit, being picked up Sunday morning by a luxury Ford Expedition made me feel more optimistic about the week.

Leaving the driver to handle our luggage, Tom and I climb into the middle seat next to Mae. She grins and says, “Hi, Father, Helen. Isn’t this great?”

I’m about to agree with her when Tom says, “Yes, but Mae, where’s Judy Max?”

“Oh, she’s staying at the house with MJ and the girls, under the watchful eye of Aunt Louise,” Mae says. “I’ve been weaning her anyway, and I thought this would be the perfect time to finish transitioning her to a cup.”

“Isn’t that a bit much for Louise to handle?” I ask.

“Helen,” Martin says from the front seat, “there’s very little Aunt Louise can’t handle when it comes to kids.”

I look into the back seat, where Heather and Dominic are with Doris and Alan. The young lady seems overwhelmed by her surroundings. “Are you looking forward to the trip?” I ask her.

She grins and says, “Oh, yes, Mrs. Greer. Mae’s told me what she has planned, and it all sounds so wonderful.”

“We’re going to have so much fun!” Mae squeals.

“Well,” Dominic says, “the men are going to have fun too.”

“But not too much fun, I hope,” Tom says.

“Don’t worry, Father,” Martin says. “We aren’t going to do anything that you’ll have to hear our confessions for.”

“Or get us in trouble with our wives,” Alan says with a laugh.

We spend the two-hour drive to Dulles International Airport enjoying each other’s company, talking about this and that. At one point I ask Heather, “Are your parents looking forward to the week?”

She hesitates for a moment before saying, “Dad is looking forward to golfing and the chance to get to know Alan and Dominic better.”

She doesn’t say anything else. “And your mother?” I ask.

Heather looks almost embarrassed as she says, “Mom is . . . happy to have the chance to see me.”

I glance at Mae, who has a slight frown on her face. “I never asked, Heather, but how are your parents getting to Charleston?”

“Oh, Martin’s flying them from Richmond,” Heather says, then lapses back into silence.

When we get to the airport, the driver hands our bags over to a skycap who Martin tips handsomely–I see him pass the guy a hundred dollar bill.  Then, after going through security, he escorts us through an unmarked door into an elegant dining room.  As soon as he sees us, a maitre d’ rushes over and says with a big smile, “Doctor Maycord, Mrs. Maycord, it’s so good to see you again. Your table is ready.”

Dominic’s and Heather’s eyes are as big as saucers, and I know I’m having to control my urge to stare. Tom has the same look he gets when Martin drives up in his Porsche. I can’t really tell what Doris and Alan are thinking, but they’re probably as overawed as the rest of us. 

For her part, Mae takes it all in stride. “Thank you, Philip,” she says as she sweeps into the room behind Martin. “You got the menu I sent you?”

Philip nods. “Yes, Mrs. Maycord. Everything is as you requested.”

Mae looks at us and says, “Well, don’t just stand there. Sit, sit.”

The table is laid with white charger plates rimmed with gold, what looks like real silverware, and crisp linen napkins. As soon as we sit, servers slip in with pitchers of orange juice and carafes of coffee. 

I sip probably the finest cup of coffee I’ve ever tasted. “Martin,” I say, “how did you arrange all of this?”

Martin smiles slightly and says, “Well, you know Helen, being a trauma surgeon allows you to meet the most interesting people.” 

Suddenly, I remember something about the chairman of the board of directors for the airport being badly injured a few years ago when his corporate jet had to make a not entirely successful emergency landing. I know better than to ask, but make a note to mention it to Tom later.

We’ve finished brunch and are enjoying mimosas–except for Mae, who I notice sticks to plain orange juice–when Philip comes over to the table and says, “Doctor Maycord, your flight is on time and will begin boarding first class in 15 minutes. 

“Thank you, Philip,” Martin says. “OK everyone, we’d better get going.”

Twenty minutes later, the eight of us are seated in the most comfortable airline seats I’ve ever known while people pass by us to the deep parts of the plane where I normally sit. As soon as the doors close, a flight attendant brings us each a glass of champagne–except for Mae, I notice–and we take off. 

I can’t really say that the flight was any smoother in first class than it would have been in business or coach, because there were so many amenities, I didn’t notice one way or another. At one point, I look over and see Tom leaning back taking a nap, which is amazing because usually, he’s gripping the armrests or my arm for dear life. It is a relatively short flight, and by the time we land in Charleston, I am finally in a vacation mood.

As soon as we clear the ramp from the plane, Martin says, “We’ll go downstairs to arrivals and meet our car.”

“What about our luggage?” Doris asks.

He doesn’t quite wink but does smile as he says, “I’ve been trying to tell you that everything is taken care of.”

We follow him through the airport and down to the arrivals area. Walking past the luggage carousels, we go outside. There, we spot a gentleman wearing a driver’s cap and holding a sign saying, ‘Welcome, Dominic and Heather.’

Martin walks up to him and shakes his hand. “Tony, good to see you again,” he says.

“And you too, Doctor Maycord,” he says. “If you’ll follow me, please?”

He leads us to a black stretch SUV. A man about Tony’s age and build is standing by it. “Mr. and Mrs. Crawford are inside and their luggage is in the back,” Tony says. “Brett here will wait for your luggage and then bring it to the resort.”

“Thank you, Tony,” Martin says. He reaches into his pocket and pulls out a bill that looks like another hundred. He hands it to Brett, saying, “Thank you.”

Brett grins and says, “Of course, Doctor Maycord. And it’s good to see you again.”

“How’s your little girl?” Martin asks. “She’s what, eight now?”

“That’s right,” Brett says. “She’s in second grade and plays soccer, thanks to you.”

We all look at Martin. He sticks his hands in his pockets and, looking at his shoes, says, “Oh, I was just doing my job.”

Before Brett can say anything else, Martin says, “We’d better get a move on. We shouldn’t leave the Crawfords in there by themselves.”

Tony nods and begins opening the doors. Heather gets in first and I hear her say happily, “Mom, Daddy, isn’t this great?” I can’t hear what they say as Dominic climbs in behind her. 

“Father, please, you and Helen go next,” Martin says. Tom helps me in and then joins me across from the Crawfords. Heather wastes no time in saying, “Mom, Daddy, this is Father Tom Greer and his wife, Helen. Father Tom, Helen, these are my parents, Jake and Celia Crawford.” 

Knowing from a recent conversation that Heather’s parents do not believe in calling priests ‘father,’ I’m not surprised when Tom extends his hand and says, “Please, call me Tom.” 

Jake takes his hand cordially and says, "It's nice to finally meet you. We’ve heard so many nice things about you from Heather and Dominic.” 

“Well, they’re a fine young couple and I know Dominic is lucky to have her,” Tom agrees.

“We think the same thing about Dominic, don’t we, Celia?” Jake says, turning to his wife.

The woman’s thin red lips form a polite smile. “Oh, yes,” Celia says.

Everyone’s in by now. Tony closes the door and soon we’re pulling away from the curb. “How far is it to Hilton Head?” Dominic asks. 

Martin replies, “About two hours. We’ll drop the ladies off first and then drive down there.”

“Doctor Maycord,” Jake says, “Celia and I can’t thank you enough for putting this together. Such a great idea for everyone to get to know each other better before the wedding.”

“Thank you, and it’s Martin,” the good doctor says.

“Though I don’t quite understand why Mr. and Mrs. Greer are here,” Celia says, looking at me and Tom pointedly. “They are not family, after all.”

There’s an uncomfortable silence for a few moments before Tom says, “Well, Celia, Helen and I have been close to Dominic for several years and have become quite fond of Heather.”

“I see,” she says. “Now Helen, was this before or after you arrested Dominic a few years ago?”

“Mom!” Heather says sharply, glancing at Dominic and me.

“What?” Celia says. “Did I say something wrong?”

I take a deep breath and say, “To answer your question, Celia, I’ve known Dominic for, oh, about five years now. He’s a fine young man. His arrest was an unfortunate part of my job.”

“His arrest, his brother’s arrest,” Celia says. “You do seem to arrest members of his family frequently.”

“Mom, please,” Heather says, a look of panic on her face. Her eyes dart to her father. “Daddy?”

“Celia,” Jake says, “I really don’t think this needs to be talked about. You’re making everyone uncomfortable.”

She looks at Alan and Doris. “I guess I did something wrong,” she sighs. “I didn’t mean to.”

Doris reaches across and takes Celia’s hand. “Of course you didn’t,” she says. “It’s OK. You don’t know us. That’s what this entire week is all about.”

We all lapse into silence. I turn to Tom and whisper in his ear, “This is going to be a very long week.”

***
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Fortunately, the spa is not that far from the airport. After about thirty minutes, we turn off the main road onto a magnolia-lined drive. We pull up to the front of a large antebellum-looking mansion, all white with a column-lined portico. “What a beautiful old place,” Alan says.

“It is beautiful,” Mae says. “But it’s not old, actually. The original home was burned toward the end of the Civil War. The land sat empty for decades until it was bought and Chez Vous was built. There’s a lot more than just what you see here.”

“Pool, tennis courts, and of course the spa,” Martin says. “Y’all are in for a treat.”

Heather grins and says to her mom, “Isn’t this something else?”
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