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      Bethany carefully grabbed the handles on the steaming pot of boiled new red potatoes, lifting it from the burner and placing it on the butcher block countertop of the kitchen island to cool for a few minutes before draining them. She turned off the burner, and opened the oven door to get a glimpse of the roast lamb which was browning nicely. She had the cherry glaze ready for basting set aside. She would baste the roast after finishing the garnishments for the boiled potatoes.

      The asparagus quiche was already cooling, and she breathed a sigh of relief that everything would be done at the same time, cooked, baked, and roasted to perfection just the way her husband, Thomas, liked it.

      She glanced at the clock. He would be home precisely at seven, and dinner would be served at seven-fifteen, which reminded her, she needed to get his martini mixed and refrigerated so it would be waiting, cool and crisp once he crossed the threshold.

      She drained the potatoes, mashed them with butter, cream, and fresh garlic pieces and then spooned them into a buttered casserole dish, topped with sprinkled goat cheese and placed it in the oven. She pulled the roast lamb out, brushed on the cherry glaze and returned it to the oven with the rest.

      His martini was in the fridge; the dining room, which had a glassed-in alcove that faced the St. John's River, had been prepared. She'd set the table with a clean and freshly-ironed white linen tablecloth, matching linen napkins, crystal stemware, and polished silverware.

      Everything was perfect. Bethany released a calming breath and again glanced at the clock. She had seven minutes to spare so she hurriedly went into the downstairs guest bathroom to rinse her face, apply fresh lipstick, and re-do her long brown locks up into the tight bun she wore at the nape of her neck. That was the way Thomas liked her to wear it, especially when preparing, serving, and eating dinner. It wouldn't do for a stray hair to find its way onto a dinner plate, or heaven forbid, one of the entrees.

      She rubbed her forearm and glanced at the bruise which had now faded to a pale yellow.

      Yes, she remembered well how upsetting that was for Thomas. She didn't want a repeat of that, she was sure.

      Thomas was a well-respected, high-profile member of their community. He was president of the Jacksonville-Onslow Chamber of Commerce, sat on the board of the Jacksonville Country Club, and was Vice-President of the local chapter of Rotary International.

      As a prudent and successful businessman, he strived for perfection and Bethany understood that about him. He had come from money and privilege, raised by older parents who lavished him with the very best things in life. He had grown up on a palatial rural estate, attended private schools, and then an Ivy League college.

      As an only child, Thomas lacked for nothing with the possible exception of childhood companionship, and possibly more one-on-one attention from his parents. With no siblings, or neighborhood pals to grow up with, his life had been sadly lonely and isolated. Bethany ached when she thought of him as a boy. The pictures in the family album showed him as a very handsome, well-mannered youth, but the loneliness in his eyes could not be missed in each one of them. It made her sad each time she leafed through the album in hopes of getting a full understanding of her husband.

      His father, along with a long-deceased partner, had started an international shipping business, which was and continued to be a very lucrative and successful East Coast port, contracting with some of the largest global conglomerates in importing precious metals, diamonds, and other mined goods.

      Based in Wilmington, North Carolina, a mere sixty miles from their home, Thomas had inherited sole ownership of Barberton-Frankel Shipping Lines when his father passed away seven years prior.

      Thomas's mother had re-married only a year after his father's passing, and Bethany knew that had not set well with her husband. She attributed that as a primary factor in Thomas's need for perfection with her. He wasn't at all happy that his mother had seemed to move on with no afterthought as to how it tarnished his father's good name - in his opinion, of course. He accused her of squandering his father's fortune, and had no use for the 'globe-trotting' lifestyle she and her new husband now enjoyed. The mere mention of her often brought a dark mood to her husband.

      Thomas claimed that his mother had not been bred as properly as he or his father had been. After his father's passing, he mentioned repeatedly that his mother's roots were clearly showing.  She knew that in a way, that was a parallel to her own upbringing, even though Thomas was understanding enough to not make that obvious, or flaunt it in her face.

      Bethany had been raised in foster care from the time she was six years-old. She had no real memory of her birth parent, or parents, whatever the case might have been even though the psychologist who had counseled her through the foster care system thought she might have been repressing those memories. When she had inquired as to what reason would she have to repress memories, he'd casually responded that they were potentially ‘horrific,' and her mind was protecting her from that knowledge.

      All Bethany knew, or cared to remember about growing up was that she'd been raised in a host of foster homes, and most of them had been nice, if only temporary. Halifax, North Carolina had been a nice place to grow up from her perspective.

      Halifax was small town America at its best. Comprised of friendly and sociable people, brimming with community pride, and sprinkled with southern hospitality, Halifax, North Carolina had been an ideal place to grow up, with or without real parents.

      She'd done well in high school, earning good marks, and when she turned eighteen and graduated, she had worked part-time as a shampoo girl in a local beauty salon, attending beauty college on her days off. Her foster family at that time had supported her efforts, and helped with the tuition as best they could.  However, once she'd graduated from beauty college, they had moved to Montreal, Canada to be closer to their biological children and Bethany found herself on her own.

      She'd rented a small apartment above the beauty salon where she worked, and found life in the small town where she'd grown up comfortable, but not exactly where she wanted to spend the rest of her life. She knew there were more exciting places to see and new people to meet.

      Two years later Bethany knew she had met her future when a tall, well-muscled dark-haired businessman had strolled into the salon, asking if they could fit him in for a trim. He explained he was on his way to a conference in Raleigh, and hadn't had time for a trim before he'd left Wilmington.

      Bethany had wasted no time in speaking up right away that her next appointment wasn't due in for fifteen minutes and that she'd be happy to trim his hair.

      She had immediately been drawn to this handsome man. He looked to be a bit older than her, but his brooding good looks were ageless.

      That was the first time she'd laid eyes on Thomas Frankel, and she couldn't help but notice that he appeared to have taken an interest in her.

      For the next fifteen minutes he'd charmed her not only with his striking good looks, but with his deep, baritone voice, his impeccable manners, and his ability to charm her with his quick wit. That was all it had taken for her to wish he lived in Halifax.

      After she'd finished, Thomas Frankel had told her she'd done such a superb job with his trim, he'd like to schedule his next appointment with her six weeks later.

      That was how it had gone for the next six months. Thomas was a repeat customer who drove over two hours every six weeks so that Bethany, and only Bethany, could trim his hair just the way he liked it. He always tipped her a fifty-dollar bill. And yes, she had taken her share of teasing from the other stylists in the salon, but that hadn't bothered her one bit. She found herself wishing the weeks would pass more quickly in anticipation of seeing Thomas Frankel again.

      Just then, she was drawn back to the present as she heard her pet name being called out as the door to the kitchen swung open, and he stepped over the threshold.

      “There's my Sweet Button,” he said, a smile forming on his lips. “I smell something delicious. What has my girl surprised me with this evening?”

      His strong arms closed around her slim waist, as he pulled her up against him, planting soft kisses on the top of her head. “God, I've missed you,” he breathed huskily. “We have two days to ourselves and I don't want to waste a minute of it.”

      “Me either,” Bethany said, melting into his strong arms, and tilting her head upward so that her lips could meet his in the impending kiss she received every night when her husband arrived home.  She knew what to expect, just as she knew what was expected of her. “I've missed you, Thomas. I want this weekend to be perfect.”

      “And so, it shall, my love. So, it shall,” he whispered hoarsely against her cheek, as his fingertips caressed the back of her neck, sending a chill up her spine.
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      Bethany was at the market shopping for that evening's supper, trying to decide what would be on the menu. She considered the fact they hadn't dined on grilled swordfish for a while, and it was another favorite of Thomas's, in particular when the weather was warming up as was the case in Jacksonville.

      Late April was a gorgeous month on the Crystal Coast; and the lush green trees and shrubs, along with the colorful blooming azaleas agreed. She pushed her cart over to the Fresh Seafood section of the market, and requested a pound and a half of skinned swordfish. That was the only part of preparing fish she declined doing. Skinning fish was simply not her thing. It just seemed so inhumane to her. Bethany knew that was ridiculous, but it was one of her quirks and Thomas found it endearing.

      “You know my love, if you forced yourself to skin the fish a few times, it really would become second nature to you. Then you could take full credit for the delicacies you concoct,” he'd teased her. To which she had playfully replied, “Thank you, but no, Thomas. I'm willing to give that portion of the credit to Manny at the market. He seems to genuinely enjoy the process, which makes me a bit suspicious.”  They had both laughed because Thomas too was familiar with Manny's love of the knives and chopping block at his station.

      She went through the market, picking up the rest of the ingredients she knew she didn't have at home. She always made a pineapple-peach salsa to go with the swordfish. She got fresh peaches, a pineapple, red onions and cilantro, and a lime from the Fresh Produce section, and then headed over to the bakery and picked up a freshly baked brioche. With a tossed green salad their supper would be complete.

      She was headed to the checkout when a familiar female voice called out to her from behind.  “Bethany?”

      She turned and caught the wide smile of Eleanor Dawson, one of the ladies from St. Agnes Parish. Eleanor was in her fifties, plump, with bright green eyes and always wore a smile on her face. “I thought that was you. I was going to give you a call, but since we're here I might as well make my pitch now,” she said with a laugh.

      “Now Eleanor, why do I get the impression that this is going to be a pitch for me to bake something for some good cause St. Agnes is hosting?” Bethany asked the woman, returning her warm smile.

      Eleanor giggled and waved a hand in the air. “Oh, you know me so well, don't you? But truthfully, nobody can hold a stick to those mouth-watering pies you bake. But hun, it's more than that. We uh … well we haven't seen you at Mass lately, so you probably don't know there's a big fundraiser for the O'Brien family. You see, Chet O'Brien was in a horrible accident last month. He was mugged and seriously injured. And you know, they have four little ones still at home so they definitely need some assistance from our community.”

      Bethany interrupted her, the shock evident in her voice. “Oh my gosh, Eleanor, I had no idea. I hate that I'm just now finding this out. You see Thomas has been spending some of his weekends traveling for his job, and well, since I'm not officially Catholic, I guess I felt funny about going to services without him--”

      “Now sweet girl, don't you worry a thing about that, nobody's judging you for heaven's sake. It's just that I wasn't sure you knew about the O'Brien family, and well, next Saturday evening the church is hosting a sit-down, four course, champagne dinner with live soft jazz entertainment. It's open to the community and we've sold out all of our tickets,” she announced proudly. “I was wondering whether you might bake some desserts and help out with serving coffee and desserts after the dinner dishes have been cleared. I mean, Lent is over and I figure everyone's ready to kick up their heels a bit, right?”

      Eleanor waited for Bethany's response, which wasn't immediately forthcoming. She watched as Bethany bit her lower lip appearing to contemplate her answer. Eleanor found that strange, because it had been her experience that Bethany was an extremely giving and caring person. She was always sweet and friendly; always ready and willing to help with all of the various fundraisers throughout the year at St. Agnes.

      Eleanor realized that Bethany was a bit younger than her husband, Thomas, but there was no lack of doting going on back and forth between the two of them, that was evident. Thomas though was not nearly as open and welcoming as his wife. He was always polite and well-mannered, but he had more of a businesslike demeanor. Probably went with the territory, Eleanor mused.

      “Oh I'm sorry for hesitating like this, Eleanor. You know I'm happy to do anything I can to help out the O'Brien family. I'm just beside myself with the horrible news. But, can you let me check first with Thomas? I just need to make sure that he doesn't have anything planned for next weekend. How about if I call you this evening so that I can let you know for sure?”

      Eleanor nodded, “That is perfectly fine, dear. I totally understand. I'll be home all evening, so just call and let me know.”

      “Perfect,” Bethany replied, “I'll let you know after supper.”

      As Bethany walked towards the checkout line, Eleanor called after her, “I'm thinking a few of your mixed berry pies would make a great dessert!”
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      Later, at home in her kitchen, Bethany started prepping the swordfish, rubbing it with numerous blended spices when a sudden wave of nausea caused her to abruptly stop. She wasn't sure if it was the smell of the fish, or something she'd eaten for lunch wasn't agreeing with her. She wasn't sure how risky peanut butter on rye toast could be, but she suddenly felt dizzy, and clammy. Her hands gripped the edge of the counter-top to brace herself from the spinning. She closed her eyes, waiting for the nausea to stop, but soon realized as the bile rose in her throat that she was going to lose this round.

      She had no time to make it to the bathroom as quickly as this had overtaken her. She had no choice but to step over to the kitchen sink where she vomited her lunch. Several times. Finally, her retching stopped, and she quickly turned on the water, splashing some onto her cheeks, and rinsing her mouth out to rid the sour taste left.

      She leaned against the sink, thankfully the spinning had ceased. She closed her eyes for a moment as the water continued to wash down the vomit. Then Bethany grabbed the sink cleanser and scrubbed the sink until it sparkled once again.

      Once finished, she stepped back over to the kitchen island, and picked up the swordfish, holding it as far away from her as possible before dumping it into the pull-out trash bin. Maybe the fish was spoiled. At any rate, it had totally lost its appeal to her as this evening's entrée. She'd come up with something else for their dinner.
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      “So, what did you do today, Sweet Button?” Thomas asked as his fork speared one of the cherry tomatoes in his salad. “You look tired.”

      Bethany sighed, taking a sip of her ice water. “Well not a lot. I went to the market for swordfish, unfortunately, I think it was spoiled or something. It literally made me sick while I was preparing it earlier. Oh, and I ran into Eleanor Dawson while I was there. She filled me in on a fundraiser St. Agnes is having to help the O'Brien family. Apparently, Chet was in a rather serious accident. She wanted to know if I could participate. That is, if you've no plans for us this weekend.”

      Thomas set down his fork, and raised the linen napkin to his lips to wipe any remnants from his mustache. “Ah, yes, I heard something about Chet's accident,” he said, his brow furrowing. “A damn shame about his broken arm and ribs. I even heard he suffered some major head trauma. There are some despicable people in this world, Bethany, but I sure didn't think evil would take up residence here. I understand he'll be laid up for a bit. I suppose it would be difficult to operate a fishing boat with those kinds of injuries. What type of fundraiser is Eleanor planning?”

      Bethany filled him in on the particulars, including the specifics of what Eleanor requested of her. She waited for Thomas's response.

      “I don't see how we couldn't help out,” he said, pushing his salad plate aside, and taking a sip of his red wine. “We're all family in this community, aren't we? How about if we both volunteer for dessert duty? I can pour coffee while you deliver the dessert plates, will that work?”

      Bethany's heart warmed as she gazed over at her husband. She was so grateful he was on board with this, especially since it was relatively short notice. “I think that would be wonderful, Thomas. I'll spend Friday baking pies so they'll be fairly fresh for Saturday evening.”

      “And I will bring dinner home after work, how's that? No sense in you having to bake all day and then cook on top of it. Will that work?”

      Bethany got up to clear their salad plates to make room for the baked pork chops she had warming in the oven. She stooped down to give Thomas a kiss. “That is perfect,” she whispered against her husband's lips, “Thank you, Thomas. I'll call Eleanor after supper to let her know.”
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      Eleanor was more than thrilled when Bethany called her and shared Thomas's proposal for the champagne dinner. “Oh, that is wonderful,” she chirped, “Thomas is such a doll. You make sure to tell him how much we appreciate it, will you?”

      “Of course.”

      “Oh, and Bethany, I figured if you make three mixed berry pies, three rhubarb pies, and maybe two peach pies that should do it. I figured that at eight slices per pie. Is that doable?”

      “It will be no problem, Eleanor. I'm baking Friday so they'll be plenty fresh.”

      “Wonderful,” Eleanor replied, “and let me tell you, this fundraiser is going to bring in around three thousand dollars for the O'Brien's. I know Pamela will be so grateful to everyone.”

      “I meant to ask you,” Bethany replied, “Thomas didn't know all the specifics on Chet's injuries other than he was mugged. Was it something to do with his fishing business?”

      There was a moment of silence before the usually chatty Eleanor responded. “Well, you didn't hear this from me … but, rumor has it that it may not have been simply a random mugging. I guess due to the extent of his injuries, it's just possible he was targeted by someone down by the waterfront as he was cleaning out his fishing boat one evening. Nobody knows exactly what the motive could have possibly been though since he wasn't robbed or anything. It's the strangest thing. I mean, stuff like that just doesn't happen as a rule around here.”

      Bethany felt a cold chill sweep over her. Thomas had pretty much expressed the same earlier, and she knew they both were correct about that. Random muggings, shootings or assaults were not even remotely common in their town. “Do they have any idea who the perpetrator or perpetrators were?”

      She heard Eleanor sigh.  “Nope. No idea. Chet couldn't remember anything about his attacker. No wonder I guess what with how badly as he was beaten. It's a shame. A real shame. Nobody in this community ever expected such a thing to happen to one of the nicest guys in town. Why, Chet works so darn hard providing for his family. How are they supposed to get along without him bringing in the money? I'm just beside myself with worry.  It's things like this which unfortunately bring our community together, but for the wrong reasons, do you know what I mean?”

      “Yes. Yes, I do. So tragic. Well, I'll see you at the church hall on Saturday, Eleanor. You take care.”

      After ending the call, she went to find Thomas to provide him with the details. He was smoking his pipe outside on their balcony, enjoying the warm evening breeze coming off the water. He smiled as she walked out and sat in the chair next to him.

      “It's a beautiful evening, isn't it, Button?” he remarked. “I can smell the azaleas even up here.”

      “Did you hear how Chet got injured?” she asked her husband. “They're saying it might not have been random at all. The authorities think it's possible Chet was targeted. I can't imagine how that would be the case. Especially with somebody like Chet O'Brien. I guess they have no clue who did this to him. He wasn't robbed. So why?”

      Thomas peered over at her; his forehead creased in concern. “I don't want you worrying about that sort of thing, Bethany,” he said, his tone serious. “You are always safe with me. I'm your protector and nothing like that will happen to you, okay?”

      Bethany nodded. “Yes, I know and it's not that I'm worried about something like that happening to me, it's just that for some reason a man gets brutally attacked for no apparent reason. No robbery—no motive and no idea who did it. That's the puzzling part of it.”

      Thomas glanced over at her. “Sometimes there are reasons beyond what those involved wish to make known. Perhaps there are underlying circumstances none of us could fathom.”

      She was confused by her husband's words. They seemed almost … effectual. “What are you saying?” she asked tentatively.

      He smiled at his wife. “Oh, don't mind me, Button. I'm just giving it practical consideration. There are very few things in life I deem to be random. But I'm showing my age, aren't I?” he teased.

      “Oh Thomas,” his wife answered with a soft laugh. “You're forty. Hardly an old sage … yet,” she replied playfully.

      He looked at her with adoring eyes. “It's getting chilly out here, love. Give me a few minutes and I'll join you inside. Are you in the mood for a foot massage?”

      Bethany was always in the mood for one of her husband's foot massages. They were one of her favorite things, but she also knew it was Thomas's method of foreplay. For some odd reason she was just unusually tired this evening. The day had drained her and she wasn't sure why. But there was no way she'd ruin their perfect evening by begging off.

      “You already know the answer to that my love,” she replied softly. “I'll be waiting.”
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      It was Friday morning. It was officially “pie” day for Bethany. She'd gone to the market yesterday afternoon to gather all the ingredients she'd need to make the pies, plus she'd bought some disposable pie pans so as not to be concerned with hunting down her good ones once the event had concluded.

      She had the pie dough resting on the door of the oven to rise. It was the perfect time to use something else she had purchased yesterday while shopping.

      Thomas had left early for Wilmington and she had gotten up with him to get an early start on the baking.

      She went into the guest bathroom where she'd hidden the pregnancy test in the bottom drawer of the sink vanity the day before. Her symptoms were there, and even though she and her husband had planned no children, she couldn't help the fluttering of butterflies in her tummy secretly hoping she was indeed pregnant.

      Oh, she knew Thomas wouldn't be thrilled, and she certainly had been vigilant in keeping up with her method of birth control, but nothing was a hundred percent and Thomas could be persuaded to look at it as a blessing and not some mistake or manipulation on her part. He knew she wasn't one to play tricks or manipulate him in that way. She wanted what he wanted, but she so hoped if she was pregnant, he would want this as much as she did.

      What better proof of their love and commitment was there but to bring their own child into the world?

      Her fingers were shaking as she unpackaged the test kit, quickly reading over the simple instructions and pulling the test stick out, peeling off the protective cellophane and getting down to business.

      Five minutes later Bethany squealed with delight as her suspicions were verified by the results showing in the test window clearly stating:  PREGNANT.

      Bethany danced in circles in the bathroom, her face already glowing with pregnancy hormones - at least they felt as if they were glowing. She turned around quickly to inspect herself in the bathroom mirror.

      She was wearing red yoga pants, a gray tee shirt, and her long dark hair was pulled up into a messy bun. No make-up, yet there was a glow and she wasn't sure if it was hormonal, or just pure happiness.

      She was twenty-four years old, and although this baby wasn't planned, it was certainly a most welcome surprise. Fate had served her a blessing and she knew that once Thomas got past the shock and surprise, he would see it that way as well.

      They had discussed starting a family before - well it was always Bethany who broached the subject with him. Thomas was a kind person, although sometimes overly serious, but she couldn't understand his reluctance to start a family.

      “Children are a huge responsibility,” he'd said, “I just don't think it's in the cards for me to be a father. Not at this stage in my life. Besides, Button, they're so messy and quite demanding. I'd feel horrible with as much time as I spend at work and traveling to have you saddled with all of that responsibility by yourself.”

      “But Thomas,” Bethany had argued, “I don't work outside of the home, so it isn't as if I couldn't devote my full-time to it.”

      He'd gotten a bit stern with her after that. “I'd hate to have you skimp on your responsibilities at home. You do the shopping, cooking, cleaning, run errands for me, not to mention all the time you donate to charities and church functions. You enjoy spending time on your garden and taking yoga classes - aren't you happy with the way things are?”

      She assured Thomas she was content with her responsibilities, but said she still felt as if a family would totally fulfill her life. He'd simply replied that they'd discuss it at another time, and that had been that.
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      She got back into the kitchen to work on the pies, but there was now an energetic skip in her step, and she spent the rest of the morning and early afternoon devising the perfect time, place, and method of breaking this wonderful news to her husband. She decided it would be best to give him the news this coming Sunday. They'd go to church together since he was home all weekend, and then afterwards, she'd cook him his favorite breakfast:  poached eggs with crisp, lean bacon, rye toast, and some of her homemade strawberry preserves that he adored.

      Afterwards, while he was having his second cup of coffee, Bethany would tell him she had some unexpected but wonderful news nonetheless. And then she would present him with the pregnancy stick that she had carefully wiped off and placed in a plastic sandwich bag so that he could read the results for himself.

      Then she would wait for his reaction, and play the rest by ear. He might be a bit prickly at first, mainly because he thought at forty that made him too old to approach fatherhood, or at least that is what he'd said previously, but she would convince him that was not the case. She would assure him the additional responsibility would be a blessing for her.

      This would cement their marriage and prove that they were in fact committed to one another in every way possible by their love, and the child who was created from that love.

      She knew her husband would be tender throughout her pregnancy, and that his moods would be elevated beyond anything she'd ever seen. He had a lot of pressure with his business, but she had more than enough time and energy to devote to this child, and she would prove that to him.

      The only problem she had between now and Sunday was trying to hide her bubbly happiness from Thomas. He could read her like nobody else, and this would be her toughest feat over the next couple of days.

      That evening when he arrived home his martini was waiting. The aroma of freshly baked pies greeted him as he came through the door. His wife looked dazzling in her new blue-flowered sun dress, her shiny dark brown hair pulled up in a bouncy ponytail, and her lips curled up in a happy smile as he placed the pepperoni and mushroom pizza on the counter-top.

      “What a day,” he said, his fingers now pressing circles against his temples. “I've such a headache, Button. Can you please fetch me some ibuprofen?”

      “Certainly Thomas,” she replied, heading towards the bathroom. “You just rest and we can eat once your headache is gone.”

      An hour and a half later, Bethany and Thomas sat down to cold pizza and he relayed to her just how awful his day had been.

      “I'm sorry, Button. I've been going on so much about my horrid day, I forgot to ask you how your day was aside from all the baking you did. You look a bit tired,” he said, brushing his fingertips underneath her chin softly.

      “Oh, it was the usual,” she said, giving him a smile. “I am a bit tired. Thank you so much for taking care of dinner tonight.”

      “No thanks is necessary, my love, you certainly outdid yourself in the baking today. I hope the church appreciates all that you do for them, what with the baking, and the hours you put in at the Saint Vincent DePaul thrift store, and volunteering at the shelter. I'm surprised Father Mulcahey hasn't encouraged you to convert to Catholicism,” he said with a smile. “It would please me very much if you would consider it.”

      She returned his smile. “You know I think it would please me as well. I'll see when classes start up again.” She liked the idea of converting to Catholicism. After all, their doctrine encouraged procreation almost obsessively, she'd come to learn. It would be perfect.
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