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To the families of the Catholic community in Hyattsville, Maryland, including the parishes of Saint Jerome and Saint Francis de Sales, whose annual Columbus Day Weekend camping trip provided the background for this story.
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​One: Tom
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It’s the first Saturday in May. Winter is a distant memory in western Maryland, with the bare tree limbs now fully dressed with bright green leaves and the cold ground bringing forth green grasses and a kaleidoscope of wildflowers. Birds fly from tree to tree, bringing food to their hatchlings. The sun is warm, a warmth magnified by the black uniform of my calling.

I am standing in the midst of a newly-tilled field on the edge of Noah’s Ark Farm, a grinning Dominic and Heather Trent beside me. Gathered in a circle around us are the members of their extensive extended family, along with my own wife, Helen. Everyone is talking quietly among themselves as I say loudly, “The Lord be with you.” 

As always, this does the trick, and the response comes back, “And with your Spirit.”

The very pregnant Mae Trent scurries around, trying to corral MJ, Judy Max, Lucy, and Therese, who are running around playing in the dirt. Mae manages to grab Judy Max, since she’s the slowest, and picks her up. She walks over to Sophie, who’s standing off to one side looking at her smartphone. From the look on the thirteen-year-old’s face, she’d rather be anywhere else than here. I can’t hear what Mae says to her, but Sophie shakes her head and stalks off. Mae just stares at her for a moment before turning around and walking back to the crowd. 

“Our help is in the name of the Lord,” I say loudly.

This time, as we practiced, Dominic and Heather reply, “Who made heaven and earth.”

“A reading from  Psalm 84.” I look at my book of blessings and read, “‘You have favored, O Lord, Your land; you have restored the well-being of Jacob. A truth shall spring up from the earth, and justice shall look down from heaven. Indeed the Lord will give what is good, and our land will yield its increase.’”

I continue with the traditional Blessing of the Land, praying, “O God, in Whom we live and move and have our being, pour down Your mercy upon us; and so rule and guide us that we may walk through the midst of dangers to fulfill our duties. After You have given us days of peace and tranquility, grant us to arrive at the haven of eternal salvation. Through Christ our Lord.”

The small crowd says a hearty, “Amen,” with MJ yelling “Amen” at the top of his little lungs. Dominic raises the holy water bucket just enough so I can reach it. I take the sprinkler from the bucket and shake it, sending drops onto the earth. As I do this, I say, “Bless, O Lord, these fields, and grant that the cultivated fruits may be preserved from all harm, that the ground may be enriched and the harvest increased through the working of Your mercy. May Your people who trust in Your goodness always thank You for Your gifts, and ever remain under Your protection. Through Christ our Lord.”

“Amen,” the crowd says again in response. The young couple stoops to the ground. Dominic uses a trowel to dig a small hole in the earth. Heather gently places a healthy looking pumpkin seed into the hole, and Dominic covers it with some of the thick black soil. This is met with loud applause and hugs and hand shakes all around.

Doris and Mae slip away toward the picnic tables set up under a nearby tree, laden with sandwiches and other snacks. People are walking toward the food, and Helen walks to me with a smile. “That was beautiful,” she says. “Where did you find that blessing?”

“It took some research,” I say. “It’s an old prayer.” I look up at the sun. “Come on. It’s warm out here, and I could use something cool to drink.”

She slips her arm in mine. “You’re only warm because you’re all in black.”

Sighing, I say, “It is the only thing I don’t like about this time of year. I’m usually hot.”

“Tom,” Helen says, “in the winter, you complain that you’re cold. In the summer, you complain that you’re hot. Are you ever happy?”

“Only when I’m with you,” I say with a grin.

Helen laughs. “I guess I’ll take that,” she says.

Behind us, Dominic says loudly, “If I can have your attention for just one more minute.” Helen and I stop and turn around. Everyone turns their attention away from the food. 

Dominic takes Heather’s hand, “I need to make one more announcement.” He pauses and grins at his wife of six months. “Heather and I are thrilled to let you know that we will be welcoming a little pumpkin of our own in the coming New Year.” 

There’s a burst of applause and shouts of joy. Food forgotten for a moment, the family rushes to the new parents and attacks them with hugs and handshakes. 

Over the din, I hear Mae ask her mother, “Did you know?”

“No,” Doris insists. “I had no idea. I guess my instincts only work with you.”

Mae’s hugging her younger brother now and says joyfully, “I’m not going to say that having a baby is a miracle, but Domi keeping it a secret certainly is. When did you find out?”

“Early last month, actually,” Heather says. “I didn’t want to tell anyone until a few weeks had passed.”

“So you kept this a secret for a month?” Mae says incredulously. “I don’t believe it. How did you do that?”

Dominic glances at his wife. “She made it very clear that if I spilled the beans, she’d insist on naming the child Aloysius if it’s a boy and Clementine if it’s a girl. At first, I thought she was kidding.”

“But, I wasn’t,” Heather says.

“I’ve spent the last month afraid I’d say something without meaning to,” Dominic says. 

This leads to more laughter as everyone turns back towards the tables. Helen and I make our way to the happy couple. I give Dominic a hearty handshake and Helen gives Heather a warm hug.

“Congratulations,” I say. “We are so happy for both of you.”

“Thanks, Father,” Dominic says. “We’re pretty happy for ourselves.”

Helen asks Heather, “Have you told your parents yet?”

Heather and Dominic glance at each other. “Not yet,” she says. “We wanted to tell Domi’s family first. We’ll call Dad tonight. He can tell my mother.”

“Well, I’m sure they’ll be happy with the news,” I say.

“I’m sure Dad will be,” Heather says. “He’ll be excited to be a grandfather. I’m not so sure about Mom.”

“You don’t think she’ll be happy she’s going to be a grandmother?” Helen asks.

“She’ll say she’s happy to her friends, because it’s what everyone will expect her to say,” Heather says. “But to me? I’m sure she’ll say something like she’s too young to be a grandmother.”

Helen and I look at each other, neither of us sure what to say. “It’s OK, Father,” Heather says. “You don’t have to say anything.”

“Come on, honey,” Dominic says, “let’s get you out of this sun and off your feet. You thirsty? I’d better get you something to drink. And some food.”

“Domi, I’m fine,” Heather says.

“You’re carrying our baby,” Dominic says. “Now come on.”

He takes her gently by the arm and leads her toward the food. Helen and I follow. Once we have our plates, we find places near Doris and Alan. We’ve just sat down when Dominic comes over. “I almost forgot about this, for doing the blessing, Father.” 

Before I can take the envelope from his hand, Helen waves it away. “Oh no, he will not take a stipend for this, at least not in cash. I want a pumpkin, a big one, that I can hollow out and put potted mums in this fall. You promise me one, and we’ll be square.”

Dominic looks a little uncomfortable. “But that’s not nearly enough,” he says. “I mean, a pumpkin is only . . .”

“You heard the lady, Dominic,” I say. “By now, you’ve been married long enough to know that I’m not going to argue with her. Just keep the money and give us a pumpkin in the fall.”

“A big one,” Helen says, using her arms to show the size she wants.

Always quick on his feet, Dominic says, “Look, Helen, all I can do is plant them. If you want a big pumpkin, you better have Father Tom talk to his boss.”

This gets the laugh he hopes for. “But if that’s what you want, Helen, then OK. I’ll just put this away until the baptism. It’ll be too cold in January to give you a pumpkin for that, and I doubt our cold frame will produce enough kale to cover it.”

“Sounds like a good idea to me,” I say. “What about you, Helen?”

She gets a familiar twinkle in her eye as she says, “Hmm, I don’t know. I really like kale.”

“Oh, stop,” I say to her. “Dominic, go before she says anything else.”

Dominic nods and hurries back to Heather, who is insisting on standing up, something that, gauging by the young man’s reaction, she’s not supposed to do.

“He needs to learn to relax,” Alan Trent says. “He’ll wear himself to a frazzle before the kid’s even born.”

“Alan, I remember you were like that when I was pregnant with Vincent,” Doris says. “I’ve never known a first-time father not to act like his wife had suddenly transformed into a fragile china doll that would turn to dust in a slight gust of wind. Frankly, second-time fathers are not much better.”

“When do they relax?”

“For me, it was number nine,” Alan says.

We all laugh at this. “So,” Helen says, turning to Doris, “this will make four grandchildren for you.” 

“Yes,” she replies happily. “Mae’s next one is due this summer, so there'll be plenty of hand-me-downs.”

“You know, Alan,” I say, “families like yours keep men in my line of work in business, if nothing else, just with the weddings and baptisms alone.”

Alan just smiles gently and cuts his eyes at Doris. “We do our best,” he says pleasantly, “but it's really the kids who’ll be giving you the work, Lord willing.”

There’s something about the way he says this that makes me curious about whether there’s something going on that I don’t know about. On our way home, I say to Helen, “What Alan said about their kids giving me the work. What do you think he meant by that?” 

“Oh, I think they are beginning to have hopes for Veronica,” she says casually.

“Really? I’m glad to hear that. I was worried after what she went through last year.” I pause and then ask, “Wait a minute, how do you know about this? The Trents are notoriously discrete when it comes to the children’s lives. Did Doris say something to you? I know you two have become closer since the trip in November.”

“She hasn’t said anything specific to me,” Helen says. “But she’s mentioned a few times that Veronica was happier than she’s seen her in a long time. She wouldn’t tell me why, and I didn’t press her. But the other day, I happened to see Veronica and Taylor Watson walking out of The Bistro. The way they were holding hands, it’s pretty clear they’re more than friends.”

“Taylor Watson?” I say. “Isn’t he the football player who found Father Cam after he’d been assaulted? I’ve seen him a few times at Mass at the Catholic Student Center.”

“Yeah, that’s him,” Helen says. “I have to say, they make a good-looking couple.”

I reach over and rub the back of her neck as I say, “Look at you, being all romantic. No one would believe that you’re a hard-boiled Chief of Police.”

“Why, thank you, darling,” she says, smiling. “I like to think that I have a softer side.”

We drive along for a bit before Helen asks, “So, are you excited about the camping trip?”

Somehow, I manage not to groan. For years, before I became the pastor, Saint Claire’s Catholic Church had an annual parish-wide camping trip. The year before I arrived, it was canceled because of my predecessor’s increasingly frail health. Once I became the Rector, I confess I never did anything to try to get it started again, in spite of several attempts by members of the parish to persuade me. 

The great outdoors, in my opinion, are not that great.

But earlier this year, someone–and even though she’s never admitted it to me, it was probably Anna–told Father Cam about it. He got it in his head that we should revive the tradition. After getting the entire Catholic Student Center to back it, he went to Steve Austin, who went to Dan Conway, and together they got the backing of the Parish Council. From what I understand, most of the young families in the church have signed up. So that’s where it looks like I’m spending my Memorial Day weekend this year.

“Not particularly,” I say. “You know, Anna told me that Father Anthony never actually stayed at the campground with everyone. He just drove up on Sunday morning to celebrate Mass. I don’t know why I can’t do that.”

Now it’s her turn to pat my shoulder as she says with mock sweetness, “Because you’re married to a woman who likes the outdoors, and it would be strange for me to go by myself.“

“I don’t know, it might not be that strange,” I say. She shoots me a dirty look. “OK, I’m sorry. I take it back. But what about you? Aren’t you concerned about you and Dan both being away from the office? Especially on a holiday weekend? It is the beginning of the summer tourist season.”

“Dan and I had a long conversation before the camping committee decided on the dates, and he and I both agree that it’s because it’s a holiday weekend, we feel like we can be gone. Most of the students will have already gone home for the summer, and the ones that are left will probably spend their day out at the lake. True, it’s the beginning of the summer tourist season, but the summer is not nearly as busy as the fall. We both agree that Thompson can handle things. And we’ll only be a couple hours away if something serious happens.”

Having knocked down my big picture argument, I decide to go at it from a more practical standpoint. “OK, so here’s another question,” I say. “What are we going to do for camping gear? I mean, we’ve never really discussed it, but I’ve never been camping in my life.”

“Really, Tom, never? How did you grow up and never go camping? I mean, I can see your parents not being into it, but no one ever invited you to go with their family or something?”

“Oh, Aunt Diane would invite me to go with their family every year. But I didn’t want to go, so I didn’t.”

Helen looks at me in that way that she has that tells me that she is both mystified and sorrowful about my childhood. Unfortunately, this does not make her feel sorry enough for me that she decides that we shouldn’t go camping. Instead, she says with a smile, “Then it’s about time you did, don’t you think?”

“I really don’t, Helen,” I say. “I mean, there are plenty of things I haven’t done in my life. Skydiving, for example. Should I go skydiving just because I haven’t before?”

“Oh, good grief, Tom,” she says exasperatedly. “No, you shouldn’t go skydiving. Skydiving is dangerous. You could die. You’re not going to die going camping.”

“You don’t know that. I could.”

She looks at me and says, “Oh, I’m bound to hear this. How, pray tell me, Father Greer, could you die camping.”

From her tone, Helen thinks I can’t come up with an answer to her question. She’s apparently forgotten my ability to think of the worst possible outcomes to any situation. “I could fall off a cliff,” I say.

“Not likely, since you’d have to get close enough to one, which, unless you suddenly decide to take up hiking, is never going to happen,” she says. “What else ya got?”

“Ok, bitten by a poisonous snake.”

“That’s why I’m bringing my gun,” she says. “Next?”

“I could get a cut and develop tetanus.”

“Hmm, that is a possibility. We’d better get tetanus boosters before we go.”

“A tree could fall on me.”

“You’d see the tree falling and get out of the way,” she says. “Anything else?”

“I could be mauled by a bear,” I say, “or bit by a rabid animal.”

“Tom,” she says, “the last time someone was mauled by a bear in this state was 2016. As far as rabid animals, again, I’m bringing my gun.”

I sigh and say, “OK, I give up. I guess I’m going. But we’re going to have to buy all the gear.”

“I don’t think that’ll be necessary,” Helen says. “I’m sure if we put the word out, the people of the parish will be glad to loan us a few things. All we really need is a tent and some sleeping bags, plus some cooking stuff. On the other hand, if this is going to be an annual event, we might want to go ahead and invest in some gear.”

“Helen, listen to yourself,” I say. “A tent and a couple of sleeping bags? That implies we will sleep on the ground. We’re too old to sleep on the ground. I’m not sure I was ever young enough, but I know I’m not anymore.”

I’m both thankful and hopeful when she says, “You’re right, of course.“

Unfortunately, her next words are not the ones I’ve hoped for. 

Instead, she says, “We’ll need to buy cots and a couple of air mattresses, too.”

This time, I groan out loud. “Oh, Tom, stop,” Helen says. “This will be fun. You’ll see. It’ll be a break from our normal routine.”

“You mean sleeping in a nice soft bed?” I grumble.

“Honestly, Tom!” she says in that tone that tells me she’s had enough. “What am I going to do with you?”

I grin and say, “Well, I have some suggestions for when we get home.”

For my perfectly reasonable statement, she punches me hard in the arm.
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The following Monday is our day off. Actually, I should say it’s Tom’s day off. When I can, meaning when there’s been no major crimes that demand my attention, I take the day off, too. Today is one of those days.

Since the Murray homicide back in March, there have been no murders or serious assaults. Thompson’s been investigating a couple of car thefts, a few break-ins, and evidence of a drug ring on campus. But there’s nothing that’s demanded my attention. So I’ve been able to focus on my actual duties as chief of police, which consists of administrative paperwork and planning for next year’s budget.

After a week of that, I need–no, deserve–a day off with my husband.

We sleep in later than usual and, after praying Morning Prayer together, we head downstairs for breakfast. Since it’s a little after nine, Anna’s already in her office. She’s very good about making herself scarce at times like this, so after we fix breakfast together, Tom and I sit down to eat alone. 

But the fact of the matter is that I have something I want to discuss with her, something I don’t want Tom to know about.

Frankly, if he knew what it was, I’d never hear the end of it.

And he’d be right.

I mean, I’m being a little bit of a hypocrite about something, and I’m hoping Anna can help in such a way that Tom doesn’t find out.

Oh, I’ll tell him the truth soon. That is, if he doesn’t figure things out for himself.

He is one of the best detectives I’ve ever worked with.

That, I’ll never tell him.

When we’re finished with breakfast, I say to Tom, “Why don’t you think about someplace for us to go today? I’ll take Anna another cup of coffee.”

I stand up and walk to the coffee pot. “I’ll wash the dishes,” he says.

“I’ll do that,” I say. “You figure out what we’re doing.”

“Then I’ll go get my shower and think,” he says. “I actually have a couple of ideas.”

He disappears back upstairs and I pour the cup of coffee for Anna. I walk from the kitchen to her office. Her door is open, and I knock gently. She looks up from her laptop. As soon as soon as she sees what I’m carrying, she gives me a big smile and says, “It’s like you read my mind. I’ve been wanting another cup, but I didn’t want to interrupt you and Tom over breakfast. Thank you so much.”

I hand her the cup and sit down across from her. “I can’t say that my motives were purely altruistic,” I say casually. “I need to talk to you about something. Technically, I need to ask for your advice.”

“OK, I’m all ears,” Anna says, closing her laptop and staring across her desk at me. “How can I help?”

“Did you ever go on the parish camping trips back when Father Anthony was here?” I ask, hoping to ease into the reason I’m here.

“Oh, yeah. I went several times,” she says. “You didn’t know her, she left before you came into the parish, but Muriel Haversack was a lifelong Girl Scout. She’d always invite me to go with her and I usually did. It was always a lot of fun. Muriel knew everything there was to know about camping and cooking outdoors and the whole nine yards. All I did was follow her instructions and enjoy the ride.” She looks at me seriously over her glasses. “Why do you ask?”

I lean across her desk and lower my voice as I say, “Because I am really looking forward to this camping trip, but the fact of the matter is, I’ve never camped before. Neither has Tom. Now, he doesn’t know that I haven’t camped. I haven’t lied to him, but I haven’t told him either. If he finds out I’ve never been, he is sure to decide that we shouldn’t go. He’s already looking for any excuse. So I need your help.”

Anna looks confused. “Back up a minute, Helen. You’re telling me you’ve never been camping? But you’re always talking about how much you love the outdoors. You go out on trail rides on Maverick all the time, and I know you’ve been hiking with Nina.”

“All that’s true,” I say. 

I pause for a moment. I’d hope I’d be able to lay my problem out to Anna without her asking questions.  But she’s asked, and deserves an answer.

“I guess I exaggerated a bit,” I say finally. “I used to go camping all the time as a kid. Mom and Dad both loved it. They’re some of my happiest memories of childhood. But after she got sick, the camping trips stopped.”

I pause, the sadness over my mother’s health struggles washing over me. Anna asks quietly, “How old were you when she got sick? I’ve never asked.”

I take a deep breath. “I was ten when she was diagnosed the first time. So for me, camping was playing in the woods or hiking with my dad. He and mom always did everything. I was too young, and by the time I was old enough to learn, we’d stopped going. I did 4-H instead of Girl Scouts, and when I went to college and law school, I was too busy. Frankly, John liked the outdoors even less than Tom. So, while I spent time in the outdoors and loved it, camping was just not something I did.”

“And Tom doesn’t know,” Anna says.

I shake my head. “The parish camping trip is the chance to do something I’ve been wanting to do for years.” 

“Hmmm,” Anna says thoughtfully. “I’m glad to help you, but I don’t know exactly what you need.”

“I need you to help me figure out what we need to take and what I can cook out over a fire that will feed us without poisoning us,” I say. “I need to know if it’s going to be cold or hot and, I don’t know what else. I mean, do we need bear repellent?”

Anna laughs at this as she says, “No, I remember Muriel saying that bears like to avoid humans as much as possible.”

“Are you sure, because I seem to remember one roaming around downtown a few years ago,” I say. “Officers were out all day looking for it, but they never found it. The Department of Natural Resources finally got it and I think rehomed it somewhere, maybe Kentucky.”

“Yeah, I remember when that happened. But it seems like the bear came from somewhere else, I don’t remember. I just know that Muriel said we didn’t have to worry about bears.” She thinks for a moment and then says, “The problem is, Helen, I always just did whatever Muriel said. I mean, I could try to remember what we took, but I don’t have a list or anything. I pretty much just showed up and followed her lead.”

“What about Bill? He was in the army. He’s got to know about camping out.“

“He does, but he’s no more excited about this trip than Tom is. He says he’s too busy being mayor, and he had enough of camping out in the Army.”

“Well, Dan, Steve, and Gary are coming,” I say, “and they’re all ex-military.”

“They’re also thirty or more years younger than Bill.” She thinks again and says, “What we need is a Scout Master. Someone who really enjoys this kind of thing but would also be discreet enough to keep your secret.”

I snap my fingers. “I’ve got it,” I say. “Amy Cooper. She’s the American Heritage Girls leader, and I know that she’s taken them camping a number of times. Once, Miriam went and Helen Joan stayed with Tom and me. I bet she can help me out.”

“Oh, you’re right. I bet she can,” Anna says. “OK, that problem is solved. But the camping trip’s coming up soon. You better get in touch with her before too much time passes.”

“That’s fine. I’ll call her tomorrow, as soon as I get to work.” I stand and bend over the desk to give Anna a big hug. “Thank you so much. You always know what to do.”

“I wish someone would tell Bill,” Anna says. “Ever since we actually got married, he seems to have forgotten just how wonderful I am.”

“I hear you, sister,” I say. “The same thing has happened to me since he became mayor.”

“I thought he’d stopped micromanaging you since he lost the Battle of Franklin Park?”

“For the most part,” I say. “But let’s just say he likes to keep a hand in every city department, including mine. I’m just thankful Myerton doesn’t have a zoo. If he treated it like he treats the rest of us, he might find himself missing a hand.”

Anna is laughing when I leave her office and go upstairs. Tom is nestled comfortably in front of our fireplace. I slip into the seat next to him and give him a kiss on the cheek.

“What was that for?” he asks with a grin.

“Oh, that’s just to reward you for being so flexible about the camping trip.” He makes a face, and I say, “Come on, honey, I really believe we’re going to have fun once we get there. And I guess if it’s really terrible, we can just come back home.”

“Oh, but that’s where you’re wrong,” he sighs. “I’m their priest. their leader. I can’t just leave. That would make everybody else want to leave, or worse, doubt my commitment to parish events. No, if we want to leave early you’d have to shoot me in the foot. You’ll need to take careful aim, though, just graze me, you know.”

“I’ll have to do at least some damage, Tom,” I say with a wicked grin. “Martin will be there. If it’s just a scratch, he’ll throw a Band-Aid on it and you’ll be stuck there for the rest of the weekend. But don’t worry, I’ll pack some low caliber ammo just in case.”

He blanches and shakes his head. “Never mind. I’ll just have to make the best of it.”

Having diffused what I hope is our last argument over the camping trip, I ask, “Have you had any thoughts about today?”

“Actually, I have,” he says. “What about a ride up to Hagerstown? There’s a new movie out that sounds good, and that theater is the closest one with reclining seats.”

“It does sound intriguing. What time does the movie start?“

“There’s a showing at one, and another at three-thirty. I’m assuming you’re going to want to go to the fabric store up there either before or after, so it’s your choice.”

“And by the fabric store,” I say with a grin, “do you mean the one next to the bookstore? Or the one on the other side of town?”

A grin spreads across his face, too, as he says, “Well, all things being equal . . .”

Laughing, I say, “It’s a date. Let me get a shower and we can head up that way. Popcorn for lunch?”

“That sounds perfect,” he says.
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​Three: Tom
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Having decided to go shopping first, we go to the three-thirty showing of the newest Jason Statham movie. Since popcorn didn’t sate our appetites, Helen and I have dinner at a restaurant known for its wide selections of cheesecakes and extensive menu. We don’t leave Hagerstown until eight-thirty, so we don’t get to bed until almost eleven.

Unusually, Helen’s up and dressed before I am at eight o’clock Tuesday morning. “I made coffee already,” she says, pulling her blazer on. 

“Why are you up so early?” I say, sitting up and stretching. Every morning, getting out of bed is more of a challenge. My muscles ache and my joints snap, crackle, and pop more than a bowl of Rice Crispies.

OK, maybe I exaggerate a little.

Very little.

She hands me a cup of coffee prepared just the way I like, with sugar and cream. “Weekly department heads meeting with the mayor, remember?” she says.

“Oh, yeah,” I say. “When is he going to stop having those? Mayor Shelby never did. You had monthly meetings with her, right?”

“Right,” she says. “I asked Vivian. She says she’s working on him. But I guess it beats him showing up at every traffic stop, house fire, and pothole.”

“Well, good luck,” I say. “Lunch?”

She hesitates. “Let me let you know. I’m going to give Amy Cooper a call about borrowing some camping equipment.”

“Oh, yeah,” I say. “She’s the American Heritage Girls leader. She probably has extras of everything we need. You have a list of some kind, right? I mean, I have no idea.”

For some reason, she doesn’t answer right away. There’s a weird hesitation in her voice as she finally says, “I’m sure we’ll have everything.”

I guess meeting with Bill is more stressful than she’ll admit. I get up and give her a kiss. “Have a good day,” I say.

“I’ll try,” she says. “I should be home on time, unless there’s an outbreak of violence somewhere in town.”

“Hopefully not at the department heads meeting,” I say with a grin.

“Don’t worry, I’m leaving my gun in the Explorer,” she says. “But I’m afraid Marjorie is on the edge. Fortunately everyone has to go through a metal detector on the way into city hall.”

I’m about to ask what Marjorie Fortson is on the edge about, but considering she’s the head of the Parks and Recreation Department, I can guess.

She leaves, and I grab a shower and get dressed. Anna has already settled into her office by the time I get downstairs. I’m in the kitchen getting the cereal out for breakfast when she comes in.

“Good morning, Tom,” she says. “I hate to hit you with something right off.”

“What’s up?” I ask, trying hard to focus since I haven’t had a second cup of coffee.

“When I got in this morning, there was a message on the phone from Mae Trent,” she says. “She was asking if she and Martin could stop by to see you this morning. It sounded pretty important, and you don’t have anything on your calendar. So I called her and let her know they could come at ten.”

I glance at my watch and realize that it’s not even nine yet. “That’s fine,” she says. “Did she say what it was about?”

“She didn’t, but she sounded upset.”

After what I saw on Saturday, I have a pretty good idea.

***
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Fortunately, I don’t have to wait long to find out. Martin and Mae arrive at ten o’clock sharp. Anna shows them into my office and, after asking if they’d like something to drink, she slips out and closes my door.

After praying for the Holy Spirit's direction, I ask them, “So, what’s going on?”

Martin and Mae look at each other. “We’re here because of you,” Martin says to his wife. “You want to talk?”

“I think you should talk first,” Mae says, taking his hand.

Martin turns to me and says, “Father Tom, we’re having some problems with Sophie.”

“You’ve mentioned that before,” I say. “I take it things are no better.”

Mae shakes her head. “No, Father. If anything, they’ve gotten worse.”

“She seems to be really struggling with her faith,” Martin says. “To tell you the truth, I think she’s struggling with everything.”

I am tempted to say that this is something that comes up with most 13-year-olds, but think better of it as I see the earnest look on Martin’s face. He adopted Sophie and her two younger sisters just a few years ago after his sister died and her husband ended up in prison. I know that he and Mae know challenges greater than those faced by most parents. 

At the same time, teenage rebellion seems to be something of a rite of passage in this country and so I don’t want to overdramatize the situation.

“So, if she’s thirteen, she’s beginning classes for Confirmation, right?” I ask, wanting to gather more information before I make any comments.

Mae says, “Yes. Dad‘s been meeting with her, Catherine Conway, and my sister Dolores. But the other day, Sophie came home and said she didn’t want to go back anymore. She said that she wasn’t sure she wanted to be Catholic. I tried to talk with her, to find out what the problem was, but she just kept saying that she didn’t want to go to class anymore.”

“Did you ask Alan about what might be bothering her?”

“I did,” Martin says. “Alan said that they were dealing with the issue of purgatory, and she asked if her mother was still in purgatory. Alan told her honestly that he had no way of knowing. Then, trying to be helpful, he said that if a priest had been with her to give her final blessings when she died, that could shorten her time there. For some reason, this really set Sophie off, and she said that it wasn’t fair for her mother to be in purgatory. That she’d been a good mom, and it was just mean of God to make her suffer more than she already had. Alan tried to explain that the purpose of purgatory is to get us ready for heaven, but he said he got the impression that she had just stopped listening.”

“Do you know why she reacted so strongly to this, other than the obvious?” I ask.

“I do,” Mae says, “and Martin does now. When I was counseling her right after her father was arrested, Sophie shared with me that she was alone with her mother the day she died. I know that she was and is still dealing with undeserved guilt that she wasn’t able to do something to help her. I suspect that being told that she should’ve called a priest has just made bad matters worse.”

For a moment, I’m taken back to when I found my own father dead of a heart attack when I was fourteen. I was much older than Sophie had been when her mother died, and yet the guilt has continued to haunt me to this day. My heart goes out to this young woman, standing on the borderline between girlhood and maturity, who is struggling with things that confound grown adults.

“But it’s not just the Confirmation issue,” Martin says. “She spends way too much time alone in her room. It seems like all she wants to do lately is listen to music or play video games. Now, you know that both Mae and I are avid gamers, but we also know the problems someone can get into if they become addicted. That’s why we’ve always limited Sophie’s screen time. But recently every time we tell her it’s time to stop, she pouts and throws increasingly serious tantrums.”
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