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Saturday, November 12th, 1966

The scent of fried catfish lingered faintly in the living room. Robert sat with his feet kicked up in his well-worn tan recliner, its arms smooth from years of use. With his belly full and an afghan spread across his lap, he felt both content and comfortable as The Jackie Gleason Show flickered in black and white on the television screen. 

The steady tick of the mantle clock competed with the rhythmic hum of Patty’s sewing machine in the dining room, where she was busy mending. Robert glanced over at James and Jessie, curled up on the davenport. They were half-watching the show, half-whispering to each other. Carrie was upstairs taking her bath. Lydia, no doubt, was tucked in her room with her nose buried in a book, same as always.

As the show faded into a commercial break, Robert cleared his throat, more signal than sound. “I’ve been thinking about it,” he said. “Ya can’t get married on Saturday, June 4th.”

Their heads snapped toward him, Jessie’s stomach tightening, heart lurching. “What do you mean?” she asked, her voice uncertain. 

“Ya can’t get married on Saturday, June 4th,” he repeated, his tone unchanged.

A wave of heat swept over her. Her pulse quickened. The walls seemed to inch closer. Her daddy had always been a protective papa bear. But this? It felt out of character, even for him. Why would he backtrack after giving James his blessing? Did he think they were rushing things? 

The sewing machine in the next room hummed on, steady and indifferent, but somehow in sync with her spinning thoughts. Jessie took a breath and tried again. “Daddy, I don’t understand.” Her voice caught. “Why can’t we get married?”

“That’s not what I mean,” Robert replied. “I’m just sayin’, ya can’t get married on Saturday, June 4th.”

Jessie blinked, confused. “But...why?” 

Robert leaned back, a chuckle escaping. “Because June 4th is a Sunday!” 

For a moment, silence filled the room. Then realization. Robert bit back a grin as he watched their expressions shift from confusion to disbelief. 

“It’s on a Sunday?” James asked, turning to Jessie. “How’d we mess that up?”

Jessie stared at him, then groaned. “I swear the calendar said Saturday.” She turned back to her father, hand to her chest. “Landsakes, Daddy! Ya had me as nervous as a long-tailed cat in a room full o’ rockin’ chairs.”

Robert laughed. “When yer mama, who can hardly go a couple days without plannin’ somethin’, looked at the calendar this mornin’, we realized y’all made a little mistake. Figured I better tell ya before Pastor Mark thinks yer tryin’ to hijack his Sunday sermons.” 

Jessie exhaled. “It really is a Sunday? I can’t believe we missed that.” 

“Sure is. So, you’ve got two options: change the date or start sweet-talkin’ Pastor Mark.” He gave them a wink. “And between you and me, I’d change the date.”

Jessie smiled but then nudged James. “Actually, Daddy, we’ve been talkin’. When we were picnickin’ out at Eden’s Pathway this afternoon, we decided we don’t wanna wait that long anymore.” Her grin widened. “We wanna move the weddin’ up...to December 31st. New Year’s Eve. And that, I do know, is a Saturday.”

Robert stared at her. “This December? As in seven weeks from now?”

Jessie nodded, her eyes shining with excitement.

“Well, darlin’,” Robert said, shaking his head slowly, “then I guess y’all got two people ya need to sweet-talk. Better catch Pastor Mark tomorrow after church, make sure it works with him. And...” He tipped his head toward the dining room. “Ya might wanna call yer mama in here.” 

He leaned back in his recliner with a laugh. “Lord, have mercy on ya both.”
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Saturday, December 3rd, 1966

The joyful spirit of Christmas hung in the crisp air. A smile spread across Jessie’s face as she busied herself. There was so much to get ready for, but more than the magic of Christmas permeated the air this December. Not only was she busy with all the preparations for Christmas just around the corner, she was also planning a wedding. Their wedding. She still couldn’t believe that her mother had agreed to moving up the date from June to December so they could marry sooner. As Jessie pictured marrying James, her smile grew wider. It wouldn’t just be a day marking their union as man and wife; it would be a celebration of love triumphing over the trials they had endured.

The separation from James while he was in Vietnam had been tough, almost unbearable, but they had proven tougher. It certainly hadn’t been easy. Jessie’s smile faded as her difficult memories of the past clashed with her joyful anticipation of the future. Their time apart had been more challenging than anything Jessie had ever endured. There were days she didn’t think she could keep going, let alone get out of bed. But they had done it. I have fought the good fight, I have finished the race, I have kept the faith. Her smile returned. She and James had come out stronger for it, ready to take on the rest of life together as man and wife.

Before James even went to Vietnam, when they first started talking about marriage, he had tossed around the idea of a fall wedding in Eden’s Pathway. But with just returning from Vietnam the end of October, Jessie knew there was no way they could pull off planning a wedding that quickly. As it was, her mother nearly had a heart attack when she and James told her they wanted to move it from June to December. 

She put her hand to her mouth to stifle her giggle, as if her mother were standing next to her. 

What a way to celebrate the New Year’s Eve holiday together. And, amidst the Christmas season with all its splendor, the timing would be the perfect backdrop for their wedding. It also felt fitting, since James had given her a promise ring in December two years ago.

Two years ago already. How could that be? Her smile softened and spread, reaching her eyes as the memory surfaced. It had been their senior year, and that Christmas James had given Jessie his mother Rita’s wedding ring from his parents’ marriage. James’s father, Bennett, had passed away from cancer when James was only seven years old, so the ring was very special to him. 

Reliving the moment, Jessie sucked in her breath. It had taken her breath away then and now. She would never forget her astonishment upon opening the tiny, worn box. First confusion, then anticipation, and finally awe as she removed the lid to reveal the ornate ring she now wore. Jessie glanced down at her hand. The beautiful ring shimmered back at her. 

Jessie’s parents had known about the promise ring, because James asked her father Robert’s permission to give it to her. Robert never let on, but she knew that this small gesture meant a great deal to her daddy. Jessie let out the breath she didn’t realized she was holding. In many ways, that all seemed like a lifetime ago. James had been to Vietnam and back, and she...she had been on her own journey in the process. She had run the race set before them. Shaking her head, she silently prayed. Thank you, Lord, for keepin’ James and me in yer lovin’ care.

Vietnam had given them a new perspective. Live life now. Don’t wait on the future as it may not come. Her expression sobered as her thoughts turned to James’s good friend, Jim Beau, who had lost his life in battle. Jessie closed her eyes and tilted her head up. Death. The end of life. She took in a deep breath. Jim’s short life had harshly reminded James and her to live for the present. She swallowed the lump in her throat. Jessie knew James thought often of Jim. A quote she read earlier that week came to mind by Emily Dickinson: “That it will never come again is what makes life so sweet.”

Yes, death, in its finality, had taught them to embrace the present. Hence, their desire not to wait for a June wedding. She had merely traded her summer vision of a reception under the sun in the church courtyard with buckets of his mama’s caramels adorning blue gingham-lined tables for a winter reception indoors, where those caramels would sit atop red and green holiday-trimmed tables in the church basement. Jessie hadn’t minded the trade at all. In fact, it was the best way she could think to celebrate New Year’s Eve.

So now, in just under four weeks, their wedding would take place at First Baptist with Pastor Mark officiating. They were almost finished with their premarital counseling with him. Butterflies of excitement fluttered in Jessie’s stomach. Their last session would be this Wednesday. They also planned to meet with his wife, Arlette, who was the church’s wedding planner. They’d meet with her just before their session with Pastor Mark. Arlette had been a wonderful help in overseeing the details, and one suggestion from her had been for Jessie to make her own bouquet. Everything seemed to be coming together.

Suddenly, Jessie shook her head, as if awakening from a daze. She looked down at an unfinished bouquet in her hands. Arlette’s idea had inspired Jessie to pick up supplies at Fancy’s Mercantile on Thursday morning before work. She worked Tuesday and Thursday afternoons at the high school, relieving the school secretary, Mrs. Penderlyn. Jessie had started working there while James was in Vietnam, encouraged by her father to get out of the house and find purpose in her days. At the time, Mrs. Penderlyn was looking to reduce her hours to help her daughter, Clara Sue, with newborn twins. The timing had been serendipitous. 

While at Fancy’s, Jessie had browsed through catalogs, marveling at the latest trends. Artificial flowers were growing popular. Jessie had chosen a simple teardrop shape for her bouquet and selected three floral stems of red ranunculus so her bouquet, though small, would be dense. She also bought some green floral tape and a few sprigs of Maidenhair fern for some greenery. The fern brought to mind the lush beds in Eden’s Pathway where she and James had spent many moments daydreaming of their future together. Although they couldn’t marry there as James had once suggested, she could still weave its presence into their wedding.

Jessie glanced at the unfinished bouquet in her lap again. With a quick breath, she resolved to focus. Her mother had plans for her sisters and her to bake Christmas goodies later, and she needed to finish this project. As she picked up the bouquet, her heart swelled. Soon, she would become Mrs. James Theodore Patterson. And, she couldn’t wait.

* * *
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James pushed open the door as a familiar twinge of pain flared in his shoulder, a sharp reminder of Vietnam. The ache always brought a vivid image with it—Jim Beau’s face. Not a day had passed since James last saw his battle buddy that he didn’t think of him. Jim had been more than a friend. He was James’s backup gunner, his brother in the nightmare of war. Together, they’d saved 31 men in their platoon from a deadly ambush. But in James’s eyes, the true hero had always been Jim Beau. Without him, none of those lives would have been spared.

And yet, six were lost. The stab of pain in his shoulder deepened, a physical echo of his grief. Among those lost that fateful day was Jim. The thought haunted him. Precious lives were saved, but precious lives were lost. Jim’s death especially served as a constant reminder of how fleeting life is and how priceless.

James’s thoughts were interrupted by Linny’s voice. The bartender, and owner, of the tavern popped his head up from behind the bar as the sound of the door creaked shut. Squinting, Linny called out, “Jacob, that you?” He was waiting for his daytime help to show up and start mopping.

The smell of stale cigarettes clung stubbornly to the air, the haze of smoke lingering in the dimly lit pub. James inhaled deeply, resisting the familiar urge to light up. The scent, once unnoticed, now seemed to draw him in. He took another deep breath, pausing, letting the air fill his nostrils before he continued walking. His shoes stuck slightly with each step. The red oak hardwood floor, dulled with sticky evidence of last night’s revelry, needed Jacob to arrive soon.

“Nope, it’s me—James,” he called out, moving toward the bar. “James Patterson.”

“Well, I’ll be darned,” Linny said, his tone flat but his eyes betraying a hint of recognition.

“I told y’all I’d be back for another gig,” James exclaimed, though his usual enthusiasm evaded him slightly. “Me and the boys are itchin’ to get back to ol’ times. How ‘bout a little holiday hoedown with The Beau Brothers?” He raised his hands theatrically, showcasing the band’s name. A faint, wistful smile twitched at one corner of his mouth, the memory of Jim Beau still fresh in his mind. He was touched that Nathaniel, RJ, and Bobby Ray suggested the name in Jim’s honor.

When they first met, Jim had shared with James that he was in a family band back in his hometown in Long Prairie, Minnesota, where he played bass guitar. James relentlessly teased him, trying to convince him to move to Cordova and join his band and be his backup because they needed a bass player. The name The Beau Brothers felt like a fitting tribute. Jim’s final act as James’s “backup” had been lifesaving. For others, not for Jim.

“I could use a little more holiday spirit in here,” Linny said, interrupting James’s thoughts. “I like the idea.”

“Well, that was easy. Ya mean I don’t even have to grovel this time?” James teased. His grin wavered as Linny raised an eyebrow. James held up his hands in surrender. “Alright, alright, when would ya like us?”

“How ‘bout next Friday night?” Linny suggested. “With the Light up Cordova event, there will be lots of people in town. I reckon we could draw quite the crowd this way.”

“Ya have yerself a deal,” James said, extending his hand.

“Now hold yer horses,” Linny replied, not moving. “We haven’t settled on the details yet.”

James chuckled. Linny always kept his cards close, but that was also one of the things James appreciated most about him. If he made it easy, the win wouldn’t be as gratifying. “Alright, Linny. I best hush up and listen to yer terms.”

And with that, they hammered out the details for The Beau Brothers’ first gig.

* * *
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“Lydia Ruth, can ya please start makin’ the frostin’ for the Sally Ann cookies? They’ve cooled enough to frost,” Patty instructed, while pulling the Christmas bark out of the oven. She inhaled deeply, “Mmm, I can’t wait to try this new recipe.”

“Me too!” Robert chimed in from his spot at the small table in the corner of the kitchen. A newspaper lay splayed in front of him, but he wasn’t really reading it with much interest. He was more focused on soaking in the holiday merriment of his girls as they filled the kitchen with the comforting fragrances of Christmas. 
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