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“Myerton Celebrates America’s 250th Anniversary.”

I look up at the words emblazoned in red, white, and blue on a banner stretched over Main Street. Lining either side of the thoroughfare are cheering onlookers waving small flags distributed to the crowd by volunteers wearing hats that look like Uncle Sam’s. They’re men and women, boys and girls, all gathered on this July 4th for the traditional Myerton Independence Day Parade, this year the centerpiece of a day-long celebration of our nation’s founding.

Now I’m as patriotic as the next American, and I absolutely approve of celebrating the beginning of our nation. But as I find myself once again standing in the boiling July sun wearing black clericals more suited for cold European winters than hot Maryland summers, I wonder why our Founders couldn’t have declared independence in a cooler month, like March or November. In spite of this, I’m smiling, not because I particularly enjoy riding down the street on top of a flatbed trailer bearing a sign, “Myerton’s Faith Communities Welcome You,” but because I was told to by the man standing on the float next to me. 

So I smile, I wave, and I throw candy badly, like I throw everything else. The kids don’t seem to mind, since they seem to have a grand time scrambling around to beat each other to the tiny treats.

“Come on, Tom, you can do better than that.”

I look  at my friend, Clark Applegate, pastor of Myerton Methodist Church, who is smiling and waving at the crowd, throwing candy so the kids can actually catch it. He points to the crowd and says, “Just look at that family over there. See how happy the kids are.” He tosses another handful of candy with the precision of a major league baseball pitcher, laughing as multiple hands reach for the sweets. 

At the end of last year‘s parade, I asked him point blank, “Clark, do you actually enjoy this?”

“Sure I do, Tom, don’t you?” he said at the time. “I mean, it’s an opportunity to literally feed God’s sheep, even if it is just little packages of gummy bears. Most of the time, we have to be satisfied with spiritually feeding them. And they don’t always enjoy that.”

Today, he says, “Look at all the people here. They’re almost all happy. I even saw that woman from your church . . . what’s her name, Gloria MacMillan . . . crack a smile. I had to look a second time to see if it was actually her, but it was.”

I throw another handful of candy, sending it over the heads of the kids I was aiming for. “Oh,” I say, “she was probably only smiling because she knew I was sweating like a pig under this suit.”

“Now Tom, you don’t mean that,” he says. “I’m sure she likes you.”

My arm stops in mid-throw and I look at him. Clark shrugs. “OK, technically, I’m not sure she likes you. But I don’t think she dislikes you more than she does anyone else in town.”

“And what do you know about her?” I ask with a grin. “Has she shown an interest in leaving the Catholic Church and becoming Methodist? Because if so, how can I help facilitate that?”

“Sorry, friend, you’re not that lucky,” Clark says with a laugh. “I know all about her because she’s been a thorn in Vivian’s side ever since the election. She seems to believe that her one vote for Bill Brandt was the one that gave him his victory, and therefore, gives her the right to have a vote on every decision he makes in office.”

“I can relate to that,” I say, trying a gentle underhand lob that somehow manages to not even get the candy on the sidewalk. “There’s not a decision I’ve made since I came here that she’s liked, up to and including ending weekly bingo.”

“I bet she didn’t like that,” Clark says, managing to toss a bag of gummy bears right into the hands of an eight-year-old. “The latest thing Bill did that she’s still calling to complain about is that he opened the parks back up. I mean, he didn’t have much choice after the Franklin Park sit-in, or play-in as they called it, but she says children don’t need to be out there running around having fun. They need to be home working, like she did when she was their age.”

“Or in a sweat shop,” I grumble, though continuing to smile and wave even. “Speaking of which, I bet it’s over a hundred out here today.”

Clark, who is wearing a yellow golf shirt and navy blue shorts, looks at me and says, “I don’t think it’s that hot. I just think it’s what you’re wearing. Has the Vatican ever thought about coming up with, I don’t know, priest casual wear?”

“The Vatican has thought of everything, my friend, and there are circumstances in which priests are allowed to wear shorts. Unfortunately, riding on a float in front of a large crowd is not one of them. Not to mention, if I’m honest, my knees are nothing to write home about. It’s probably better if I keep them covered.”

Before Clark can reply, I hear a chorus of young voices squealing, “Father Tom! Throw us some candy!”

I grab a big handful and do my best to lob it to the younger Conway children, especially my goddaughter, Helen Joan. Miriam scrambles into the street to pick it up before any nearby children get it.

The Maycords are next to the Conways. I hesitate to throw some candy their way, since Mae has very strict rules about her children eating sugar. However, she seems busy donning what I have come to know is a universally popular nursing cover. One-month-old Rita Angelica appears less than patient with this process. With Mae distracted, I manage to get a few pieces over to MJ and Judy Max, who add to a collection their father is holding for them. Obviously not every organization in the parade is as familiar with Mae Trent Maycord’s rules about candy as I am.

There’s a roar and loud clapping, along with some whistling, from the sidewalk in front of us. It’s not the first time I noticed something similar happening as we’ve made our way down Main Street. I turn to Clark and say, “Is it just me, or is the crowd particularly enthusiastic this year? I mean, I can hear them clapping and cheering before we even get to them.”

Clark keeps smiling and waving, but cuts his eyes to me. “I guess before meeting Helen, you really did have that celibacy thing down pat, huh?”

This catches me completely off guard. I stop smiling and waving. I just stand there with my mouth open holding a handful of candy, not quite sure how to reply to my friend’s comment. Finally, I manage to say, “What do you mean by that?”

He leans over and says in my ear, “What I mean, Tom, is that we’re right behind the Miss Myer County Scholarship Pageant float. Now call me crazy, but I’m pretty sure that everyone’s cheering for them, not us.”

That’s when I realize that I’ve been so busy looking out at the crowd lining the sidewalk that I haven’t really noticed what’s in front of me. I look now and see what Clark’s talking about.

I’m not sure who on the parade planning committee thought it was a good idea, but the Myerton Ministerial Association float is behind a beautifully decorated float carrying twenty-four young ladies, all decked out in matching red shorts and blue crop tops. They’re all waving to the crowd, and some are blowing kisses. I can’t see their faces, but I imagine they’re all flashing toothy smiles and sporting makeup that somehow doesn’t melt underneath the hot sun. I know a few of the young ladies, and at least one is a member of my parish, so I have more than a passing interest in the pageant.

As soon as I realize what I’m looking at, I remember that not only am I a priest, I’m also a married man. It occurs to me that in this particular case that’s not twice as good, but in fact, it’s twice as bad. Anyway, I refocus on the crowd lining the sidewalk and go back to smiling, waving, and throwing candy. 

But I decide not to throw candy to any man who seems unduly enthusiastic or happy. Maybe that’s unfair, but part of my job is to discourage the lust of the eyes. If it takes depriving a middle-age man who knows better of gummy bears, then so be it.

Fortunately, I’m soon distracted by the beaming faces of Dominic and Heather Trent, both looking happy and healthy. I know she’s expecting in January, but she’s not showing yet. The way the expectant father’s been, I’m surprised he’s allowing her out in this heat. Dominic waves his hand enthusiastically and calls out, “Father Tom, over here!” He cups his hands for some candy. I throw some of his direction.  Of course, I miss him by a mile, but he seems happy enough to scramble around, picking up a gumball and handing it over to Heather. She laughs and takes it gratefully from his fingers.

Next to them are the Rodriguez clan. My three grandkids, wearing the matching blue seersucker outfits with small American flags on the front that Helen got a few months ago on one of our shopping trips to Hagerstown, are jumping up and down, waving and screaming, “Papa! Papa!” I laugh as I throw them candy, and am touched to see Anthony and Alexander making sure Anastasia gets her candy.

I look from my grandchildren to the three adults standing behind them. Now, most of the parents I’ve seen are laughing and cheering, having as much fun as their kids. The adult Rodriguezes, however, look . . . well, different. Nate is showing little interest in the kids or what’s going on around him; he’s writing something in what looks like a reporter’s notebook. Tonya, his sister, has her arms crossed and is scowling at something. As for Gladys, she looks irritated at someone even as she’s trying to keep the triplets from running into the street.

I’m sure there’s a story, and I’m bound to find out what it is eventually. I always do.

Steve Austin is not far away, keeping a close eye on Dorothy Marie, Nichole, and Ricky with some help from Terry as they scramble into the street for candy. The kids are cute, dressed in matching khaki pants and white T-shirts with American flags. It takes me a moment to realize that the entire family is wearing matching T-shirts and shorts, as are Felicity and Gary Stevens and their kids. I guess this makes sense since Steve and Gary served together in special operations not that long ago. Bridget’s not with them today, and I feel a brief pain of sadness that her illness is once again keeping her from joining her family for fun.

I toss a handful of candy towards the family. This time, I actually nail the throw, the candy landing right in the middle of the two families. The kids scramble to pick up their treats, yelling, “Thanks, Father Tom!” Steve must see the look of shock on my face because he starts laughing.

We’re turning off of Main onto Elm, nearing the end of the parade route. The crowds have thinned and I breathe a sigh of relief that my annual ordeal is almost over. “Hey, Tom,” Clark asks, “I forgot to ask. Where’s Helen and the rest of the police department?”

“The city departments are actually bringing up the rear this year,” I say, “so they should be starting right about now.”
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“Now Helen, you’re sure–you're absolutely sure–that you don’t want to drive the car, or just ride and throw out candy?” Dan asks me for the fourth time today and about the twelfth time since we came up with the department’s plan for the parade.

We’re standing next to a midnight blue 1961 Lincoln Continental convertible. On both doors is a magnet applique of the Myerton Police Department emblem. I’m not exactly sure how she found it, but Gladys, an aficionado of all things vintage, insisted it would be perfect for the us to use in the parade. After a few months, and saying she’d pay the rental fee, she wore me down as she usually does.

After we got the car came the discussion of who would drive it. Tom volunteered, but I pointed out he was committed to riding on the Myerton Ministerial Association float. I insisted that Dan drive, and Dan was equally insistent that I drive. Like I said, we’ve gone back and forth over the issue, and I thought we’d settled the matter.

Apparently, I was wrong.

“Yes, Dan, I’m sure,” I say, adjusting the cuffs of my dress uniform. “As the chief of police, I always march in the parade.”

Dan looks like he wants to say something else to continue the discussion. He knows that every year since I became chief, I've marched at the front of my officers in every Myerton Christmas and July Fourth parade. There’s always a car of some kind, usually driven by Dan or one of the other officers. This is the first time Dan's suggested I drive.

I haven't asked him why he's been pushing the idea. I suspect I know, just like I know why he's gently suggested that I don't need to go out to crime scenes since we decided to make Thompson a full-time detective.

I do know why. And I find it both touching and infuriating.

“I know,” Dan says. “But it's pretty warm today. Don't you think you'll be more comfortable riding today?”

Looking up at the sun, shielding my eyes with my hand, I say, “I don’t think it'll matter much today. Dan, I want to march. I want to be seen out in front. I want to see the looks on people's faces when we walk by. I want to see how they feel towards us. With everything that’s going on in the world, law enforcement is under more scrutiny than ever before and I need to stay ahead of that. But even more than that, I want to be there with my people, so they can see me leading them.”

I'm closer to Dan than I am with any other man except for Tom. He hears my tone, the one that says we're done talking about this. 

He shrugs and smiles crookedly. “OK, but I feel bad with you out there walking and me driving the car.”

He looks at the officer coming up to us carrying two huge bags of assorted treats. “And I really don’t know why Lowry gets to be the one to throw the candy,” Dan grumbles.

Thankful for the subject change, I say, “Look Dan, you and I both know this is all about PR. Driving in the car, you are like a poster boy for traditional police pride and stability. Lowry, on the other hand, is youthful and points to the future.”

“Then why don’t you have Gwen in the car? If this is about PR, wouldn’t it be good to have a female officer to highlight, I don’t know, our commitment to diversity or something?”

I find Dan’s  comment odd, and I’m beginning to think that I misjudged his reasons for wanting me to drive. “Maybe,” I say slowly, “but I want her out marching, not riding or driving. I don’t want to give anyone the impression that she is less capable physically than any of the men in the department.”

Dan says nothing. I step closer and look around to make sure no one can hear us. “What’s going on, Dan? Why are you pushing back on driving? Is it something with Miriam? Does she need your help with the kids today? Because if that’s it, I can . . .”

“No, Helen,” Dan says, shaking his head. “We have it all figured out. Catherine and the boys will be on the Saint Francis Center float. Miriam will have Helen Joan and Peppa in the stroller and she’ll be wearing Michael. I know, it must seem like a lot, but for her, it’s another day in her life. For what it’s worth, she is very grateful for your and Tom’s offer to help with Helen Joan so she can take Peppa and Michael home for naps after the parade.”

“Dan, as I’ve told you many times, spending time with Helen Joan is a privilege, not a burden. We’ve been looking forward to taking her around the festival all week,” I say. “But you still haven’t told me what’s going on?”

He hesitates, then starts rubbing the back of his neck. “Look, Helen,” he says, “Gladys told me how much it cost her to rent that thing. Ever since I found that out, I’ve been worried to death about getting behind the wheel. I just know I’m going to get a scratch on it or something, or worse, run into the back of the public works float.”

I almost burst out laughing, but the serious look on Dan’s face stops me. “Dan,” I say, “you have a perfect driving record. You’ve never gotten into an accident that I’m aware of.”

“Well, that’s not exactly true,” Dan says slowly. “Have you ever wondered why I only buy used vehicles?”

I shrug. “I’ve never thought about it. I guess you’re just thrifty?”

“There’s that, but it’s also superstition. When I was on the state police, our barracks got a brand new patrol car. I was trooper of the month, so our commander assigned it to me. Thirty minutes after I pulled out, I was t-boned by a pickup truck. I was fine, but the car was a total loss. Now I know this isn’t a new car, but . . .”

“Dan,” I say firmly, “you know what Tom would say about superstition. Pull yourself together and get behind that wheel.”

Dan nods. “Yes, Chief,” he says.

At this point, a middle-aged man with a bullhorn comes by and yells, “Public services, line up in your assigned order. You’ll be getting started in three minutes.“

“Who is that guy?” Dan asks as he opens the door of the convertible.

“I have no idea. He just showed up with that megaphone and started yelling. People started doing what he said. For all I know, he could be an escapee from a mental hospital. But he does have a megaphone, and that seems to give him some sort of authority,” I say with a laugh.

“Maybe I need to get one,” Dan grumbles. When I look at him, he says, “Oh, not for the office. There’s plenty of respect for my authority there. I was thinking about using it with the kids. The older they get, the less they listen to me. Even Catherine.”

He gets in the car and carefully closes the door. Lowry stands at attention and asks me, “How do I look, Chief?”

I look the officer up and down. “Very good, Quentin,” I say. “By the way, I’ve noticed you looking particularly well put together lately.”

Lowry grins. “Thank you, Chief. It’s my girlfriend. She insists we take my uniforms to the dry cleaners and have my shirts pressed and starched.”

“You have a girlfriend?” Dan asks.

“Oh, yes sir,” he says. “She’s a nurse at Myerton General. Thompson and his fiancée introduced us. We’ve been dating for a few months now.”

“I guess there really is someone for everyone,” Dan mutters. 

Lowry climbs in the back. Dan cranks the car and turns to Lowry. “Now remember, son, that candy is for throwing, not eating. I don’t want us to run out like we did last year.“

“But Detective Conway,” Lowry says, “weren’t you throwing the candy last year?”

I don’t hear what Dan says, if he says anything, because he puts the car into gear and slowly moves to take his place in line.

What officers I’m able to spare for the parade are already in place behind the car. I take my place at their front and yell, “Ten hut!”

All my officers, looking resplendent in their dress blue uniforms, come to attention. “OK, people,” I say, “let’s do this. Remember, today you’re representing your brothers and sisters in blue, not just here, but across the country. The eyes of the citizens of Myerton are on you. Do nothing to disgrace your uniform. Understood?”

“Ma’am, yes, ma’am!” they all say in unison.

There’s a whistle, and I turn around. We’re right behind the fire department’s ladder truck–it’s their turn to go first–and as soon as it pulls away, Dan follows. Then, we step off.

We’d practiced marching in formation several times last week at the Myerton High School football field. Somehow, we manage to march in lock step down Main Street. I instructed my officers to smile in a pleasant but serious way. I’m trying to do the same, even as I wonder exactly what I meant by that when I said it. The crowds on either side are cheering and applauding as we march by, with children reaching up and laughing as Lowry expertly tosses candy from the back seat of the car. I already knew he had a good throwing arm as the shortstop of the department’s softball team.

As requested, or I should say, ordered, we pause in front of the grandstand where Mayor Bill Brandt and his wife, Anna, are sitting. Upon seeing us, Bill stands. At my command, my officers turn in lockstep and salute. He returns the salute, while Anna does everything she can to stifle a laugh.

That duty done, we march on to  the end of the parade route. Dan eases the Lincoln to a stop and puts it in park. Lowry hops out, and I turn to my officers. “Great job, everyone,” I say. “Now those of you on detail at the picnic and fireworks, go change and be at your assigned posts no later than fourteen hundred. The rest of you, enjoy the rest of your day. Dismissed.”

My officers break up, and Dan walks over and hands me the keys. “I’m glad to turn these over to you,” he says. “I’m going to find Catherine and the boys. Miriam walked, so I’m meeting her at the house.”

“Let me go find Tom,” I say. “We’ll swing by for Helen Joan on our way to the picnic.”
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In spite of my deepest fears, the parade finally ends. One of the parade volunteers pushes a step up to the float and Clark and I climb down. As always, we turn and help the older ministers off, beginning with the brothers who are the pastors of First and Second AME, respectively.  It seems that this year, there aren’t as many older ministers as in previous years. I’m trying to figure out if they’re dying, retiring, or if I’m just becoming one of them. 

We help the last minister, Rabbi Caleb Blau, off the float. He brushes his coat and takes his hat off, waving it like a fan. “I don’t know if I can do this next year,” he says. “It’s too hot, and I’m getting too old.”

“You’re not that much older than Tom and I are, Caleb,” Clark says.

Caleb shrugs. “Eh, you know what they say, Clark. It’s not the years, it’s the miles. I’m going to go home, get a shower and a nap, then take Bessie and our grandkids to the fireworks.”

“We’ll see you there,” I say. 

Clark and I watch our friend leave. “I think,” Clark says, “that I’m going to follow the good rabbi’s example. What about you?”

“I’m going to wait for Helen,” I say, “then we’ll go back to the Rectory long enough to change.”

Clark and I shake hands, then he makes his way through the crowd of parade participants. I’m on my way to the refreshment tent to wait for Helen when I hear a voice I recognize nearby. I turn to see Nate Rodriguez, having a rather intense conversation with one of the young ladies from the Miss Myer County float.

Several thoughts go through my mind. I wonder what he’s doing, talking to a young woman about ten years his junior. I also can’t help wondering what Gladys would think if she saw him doing this. As I’ve told different people in my congregation in the past, I am not the sex police. However, Gladys is like a daughter to me, and so I have more than the usual interest in what’s going on. I decide to sidle over and see if I can hear what they’re talking about.

Fortunately, I don’t have to put any effort into eavesdropping. As soon as I walk up, the young woman he’s speaking to looks at me over Nate’s shoulder. He turns around, I guess to see who’s behind him. When he does, I see he’s holding the notebook I saw him writing in on the parade route. 

“Thanks, Ms. Spring, for talking to me,” Nate says. “Father Tom, do you mind if I ask you some questions?”

Assuming that he wants some sort of quote about the ministerial association, or this year‘s parade, I say, “Sure, Nate.”

With his pen poised over his pad, ready to take down my every utterance, he asks, “Where does the Catholic Church stand on things like beauty pageants?”

I just stare at him for a moment, certain I didn’t hear him right. “What?” 

“I’m just wondering, would you like to comment on behalf of the Catholic Church about whether or not such programs are appropriate?” Nate asks. “When Mayor Brandt announced the return of the Miss Myer County Pageant, he emphasized that it was a scholarship pageant and that there was not going to be a swimsuit competition as there had been in the past. Given the mayor’s ties to your parish, did you have anything to do with getting that canceled? Or do you see competitions like this as a welcome antidote for the purity culture that’s become popular among some more conservative religious groups?”

“Nate,” I say, trying to collect my thoughts. “Before I answer your question, do you mind answering one of mine?”

He shrugs. “Um, I guess not. What do you want to know?”

I put my hands on my hips. “What are you doing out here asking these questions? I thought you gave up your freelance writing?” 

As I ask this question, my mind is running through all the problems that Nate’s writing has caused in the past, and I struggle to suppress a shudder.

“Oh,” Nate says with a grin. “Oh, yeah, Father, I can explain that. See, between running my own business and being a husband and father, I’ve been really busy. I really haven’t done anything, I don’t know, what you’d call fun in a long time. I mean, I still try to play Age of Artemis when I can, but that’s something Gladys and I do together. The other night, Gwen and Mae came over for wine. I was just trying to be helpful, but I guess I got in their way too much. Finally, Gwen said to Gladys, ‘I think Nate needs a hobby.’ Mae agreed, saying that even Martin had a hobby, you know, inventing things. So after they left, Gladys sat me down and told me that I needed to find a hobby.

“I tried to explain to her that gaming was my hobby, but she said that I really needed to find something to do that didn’t involve her. She pointed out that she does a lot of things that don’t involve me, and that she was afraid that I was becoming antisocial. So finally I agreed that I’d look for something to do.”

“And going back to freelancing is what you settled on?” I ask.

“Yeah. Well, not right away. I mean, I thought about a lot of things. I considered stamp collecting, but my dad does that, and I have some bad childhood memories related to it.”

“Uh-huh,” I say, wondering what could be traumatizing about stamp collecting.

“I considered bird watching. I like birds. But you know almost everything in the outdoors makes me sneeze, and I’d just scare them off. I thought about painting or drawing, but I can’t draw a straight line. Finally, I settled on writing. It’s something I went to school for and was pretty good at, if I say so myself.”

I nod. Even though I question some of the subjects he chose to write on, I have to admit he was a talented writer.

“So anyway,” he says, “I called the Myerton Gazette and asked if they had any stories they were looking for someone to write. That was about the time that Jerry Rogers got in trouble with the school board for plagiarizing. I don’t know if you know Jerry or not, but he’s a senior in high school and he’s been covering the pageant.”

“They had a high schooler covering the pageant?”

“Budget cuts,” Nate says. “Anyway, they said they need to get someone else in and they gave me the job. So now I’m covering the pageant and writing stories about the participants and what they hope to gain and what people around the town think about it and stuff like that.”

“And what does Gladys think about your new hobby?” I ask.

He gets a confused look on his face. “You know, Father Tom, she’s not really crazy about it, which is weird since it was her idea. But you know women.”

I manage not to shake my head, but under my breath, I say, “Better, I think, than you do.” I clap him on the shoulder and say with a smile, “Well, Nate, I wish you luck with your project. I look forward to reading it in the Gazette.”

I try to slip away now, but Nate is nothing if not persistent as he asks, “So, Father, what does the Catholic Church think about pageants like this?”

Now, considering my past encounters with members of the press–including, actually I should say especially, Nate–my first impulse is to say ‘No comment’ and refer him to the Vatican Press Office. But I’m pretty sure if I did that, they’d call the Cardinal, and he’d call me. So I bite the bullet and say, “Nate, to the best of my knowledge, the Church has no official stand on events like this. But let me do some research, and I will try to get back to you.” 

Nate writes something down. “For now, I’ll quote what you said about the best of your knowledge, the Church has no official stand,” he says. “Is that all right with you?”

“Yeah, fine,” I say.

He nods. “Good. Father, I know I’ve written some pretty boneheaded things in the past. But I promised Gladys I wouldn’t do that this time, that I’d take this seriously and make sure all the ‘i’s are dotted and the ‘t’s are crossed. Trust me, no one’s going to be upset by what I write.”

“Nate,” I say, “if you’re doing your job right, someone’s going to be upset. Just don’t go out of your way to do it.”

We promise to meet up later at the fireworks, and I start moving away from the float. Before I get very far, I see Veronica Trent being helped down by Taylor Watson, a Myer College football player. They’ve been dating for a number of months now.

“Hi, Father Tom,” they say in unison as I walk by.

“Hi, you two,” I say. “So Veronica, you’re participating in the pageant?”

“Yeah, the Catholic Student Center is sponsoring me,” Veronica says. “Father Cam wasn’t really crazy about the idea at first, but then I convinced him by saying that I would sing Ave Maria as my talent. You know, I’ve been singing that in church for years and it’s kind of my thing. So I thought that would make a good talent entry for me. Do you think that’s OK, Father Tom?”

I really hate it when people ask me important questions with no warning. I mean, do I think it’s a good idea for the Catholic Student Center to sponsor someone in a beauty pageant? Probably not, but then again, maybe it’s OK. I would have liked it if Father Cam had talked to me first, but maybe he sought advice from the Cardinal or Father Wayne or someone. But even if he decided on his own, it was Father Cam’s decision to make.

Wanting to remain noncommittal, at least for the moment, I decide to fall back on a statement of fact rather than give Veronica my opinion. “I believe that at least several winners of the Miss America pageant through the decades have been Catholic.”

OK, technically I don’t know that, but I’m banking on the law of averages here.

“Exactly, and nobody thought anything about it,” she says. 

I’m about to point out that a good many people did think a good bit about it, but before I can, she says, “I wish you would talk to Mom and Dad. They’re all up in arms. They say it’s just a meat market, that it exploits young women and glorifies all the wrong things. But I think it’s a chance to give a witness, don’t you?”

I know that I must not answer this question, and so I wonder if I could develop sudden heat stroke and just pass out. Then I remember that I’ve been careful to hydrate all day. 

Damn. Taking care of my body is about to damn my soul. 

Fortunately, while I’m trying to figure out what to say, there’s a scream. I turn quickly, just in time to see Felicity Stevens’ niece, Grace Michaels, jump down from the float, yelling, “There’s a giant frog in my water bottle! Oh, gross! I think I’m gonna be sick!”

Her scream attracts the attention of the other contestants and people from other floats. I grab the water bottle that she threw on the ground and pick it up to take a look,

Sure enough, there’s a frog inside. It’s just floating on top, looking . . . not like a frog, if I’m honest.

I open the lid and pull the floating object out. “Look, Grace,” I say. “It’s not real. It’s just a toy. Someone was playing a harmless prank on you.”

The girls on the float start to laugh. Grace is not amused. Her eyes flash with anger as she spits, “Oh yeah, I’m sure it was a prank. But not a harmless one. Everyone’s been out to get me ever since we started. No one likes me because I’m not from around here. They hate that I’ve been in pageants before and know what I’m doing, unlike these bumbling hayseeds.”

The laughter dies down, and the girls start looking at each other. But one girl with blond hair just laughs louder and hops off the float. She starts clapping. “Gotcha!” she yells.

“Madison!” Grace screams. “I’m gonna kill you, you  . . .”

She lunges at Madison. Instead of backing off, the other girl bows up and says, “Come on, let’s do this, right here, right now. I’ve been wanting to knock that smug look off your face for weeks now.”

I decide someone needs to step in, so I get between the two girls. “Now that’s enough,” I say with as much force as I can muster. I look at both of them. “I don’t know what’s going on between you two, and I don’t really care. But I do know that getting into a street brawl in front of everyone will probably get you kicked out of the pageant. Neither of you want that, right?”

The girls look at me, then each other. Madison backs away and puts her hands up. “Right, Father,” she says. “That bitch isn’t worth it.”

Madison turns and walks away. Grace yells after her, “You better watch your back! This isn’t over!”

Without looking back, Madison raises a middle-finger salute as she walks off.

Felicity comes rushing up now, obviously drawn in by the screams. “Grace, what is it?” she asks, obviously concerned.

Grace begins to cry now as she says, “Oh, Aunt Felicity, Madison put this gross toy frog in my water bottle. I didn’t see it till I took a drink. It’s just the kind of thing people are always doing to me because they’re jealous. Especially this bunch of hicks. Well, if they think that’s going to keep me from winning, they’re wrong. I entered this thing to get some money so I can get the hell out of here, and I’m not gonna stop until I have it. I don’t care what I have to do to win. No one is going to stand in my way.”

She stalks off with Felicity on her heels. I turn back to Veronica and ask, “Do you know anything about what just happened?”

Veronica rolls her eyes as she says, “She’s been saying crap . . . sorry, Father, stuff like that since she joined the pageant. Apparently, she competed some back home and may have even won a few small competitions. But to hear her talk, none of us stand a chance. I don’t know, maybe she’s right, but we’d all like to have a little fun, at least.”

“And who’s Madison?” I ask. “I don’t recognize her.”

“She’s captain of the Myerton High School cheer squad,” Veronica says. “She just graduated and is attending Myer College next year. She’s the only one who’s not intimidated at all by Grace. She’s made it her life’s mission to knock Grace down a peg or two.”

“This isn’t the first prank someone played on Grace,” Taylor says. “There’ve been other things. Small things. It’s really no different than what we do to each other on the football team.”

I’m startled to see Donna Macoan, a member of the parish, walk up to the float carrying a clipboard. “Great job, girls,” she says. “Now get your things together and get on the bus. We’re heading out in five minutes.”

Donna walks off. Grace breaks away from Felicity and rushes to her, engaging Donna in a very animated conversation.

“What’s Donna Macoan doing here?” I ask.

“Ms. Macon is the pageant coordinator,” Veronica says. “Apparently when she was younger, she was third runner up in the Miss Maryland pageant.”

“Really,” I mutter, trying to visualize the sixty-odd-year-old thorn in my side in an evening gown.

“We’d better get going, Veronica,” Taylor says. “We don’t want you to get in trouble. Where are your bags?”

Veronica looks around then stops. “They’re coming,” she says with a sigh.

I turn around in time to see Catherine Conway and Sophie Maycord running up. They’re carrying what look like makeup and gym bags. “Here’re your things, Veronica,” Sophie says.

“Catherine, Sophie,” I say, furrowing my brow, “what’s all this?”

“Hi, Father Tom,” Catherine says. “Soph and I are Veronica’s entourage.”

“Veronica’s . . . entourage,” I say.

“Uh-huh. Sorry, Father, we need to go.”

Catherine and Sophie run towards the bus, followed by Veronica and Taylor, and I’m left wondering if the entire town has lost its mind.
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​Four: Helen
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It takes me some time for me to find Tom at the end of the parade route. I finally find him, for reasons I’m sure to hear about, standing by the Miss Myer County float with a confused look on his face.

To be fair, Tom often looks confused, but usually only after talking to his mother.

I take a quick look around to see if Nola is lurking somewhere, then approach him with a hearty, “There you are.”

He smiles when he sees me and says, “I was about to go find you. Are you done?”

“So done,” I say. I look at his face closely. “You’ve been hydrating, right?”

“Yeah, all during the parade. But I’m anxious to get out of these clothes.”

“Me, too,” I say. “Let’s go home.”

***

[image: ]


It takes us an hour to get back to the Rectory, freshen up, change clothes, and pick up Helen Joan from the Conways. We get to Hamilton Park about two o’clock.

Myerton is blessed with excellent parks, and that’s not just my opinion. A couple of years ago, the Northeast Parks and Recreation Association gave Myerton an award for having the best parks in the region. The two main parks are Franklin Park, which is near the main downtown area, and Hamilton Park, a much larger space on the outskirts of town. Major town celebrations, especially those featuring fireworks, are always held in Hamilton Park. 

We get out and manage to get Helen Joan out of her carseat after a few minutes. I look around at the rapidly-filling parking lot. “We’d better get some seats before they fill up,” I say. “I assume you want to sit under the tent.”

“Yeah, I do,” Tom says. “I’ve had enough sun today. Listen, if you’re OK with this, why don’t I go ahead and get us some food. Is Brothers’ OK? Their food truck is here.”

I smile slightly. “If I said no, would you be OK with it?”

He sighs. “I’d be OK, but I wouldn’t like it.”

Helen Joan laughs at Tom. “Of course Brothers’ is fine. You know what I like. We can feed her off our plates,” I say.

“Father Tom, can I have ice cream, please?” Helen Joan asks.

“After you eat your lunch,” I say. “Then you can have ice cream.”

Tom heads over to where the food trucks are lined up, and I head to the picnic area. At first glance, it looks like all the seats under the large event tent are occupied. I turn around to look for a table outside when I hear a familiar voice say, “Helen, come sit with us.” 

I look around and see Bridget Austin waving to me. I hope my face doesn’t show it, but it’s a little startling to see her using a mobility scooter. She’s about a decade younger than I am, but has developed chronic fatigue syndrome as a result of a bad case of pneumonia a little over a year ago. I know that it’s been harder and harder for her to get out of the house, and I’m glad to see that she’s come up with a way to make herself more mobile.

“Thanks for this,” I say, taking the seat beside her. Helen Joan climbs into the one next to me. “Where are the kids?”

“Terry and the girls are off wandering around,” Bridget says. “It’s so amazing that they’re old enough to do that now on their own. Of course, we still have this one to keep an eye on.” She smiles across the table at Dorothy Marie, who’s happily sitting in her father’s lap, gnawing on a rib bone.

“It’s great to see you here,” I say, squeezing Bridget’s hand briefly.

She lets out a small sigh. “I guess I’m thankful to be here, though it’s hard to admit that I need this thing,” she says, waving dismissively at the scooter.

I’m ashamed to say that I’m a little lost for words. Fortunately, Steve’s just walked up and says, “I keep telling you, Bridge, I don’t see what the big deal is. I’ve never gone on a mission without every piece of equipment I needed to make it successful. Your mission today was to come to this picnic. My mission was to see that you got here. Since you rejected my idea about letting me carry you on my back, the scooter was the next logical choice. Don’t you agree, Helen?”

I manage to get the vision of being carried to the picnic on the back of this muscular former Army Ranger out of my mind and say with sincere conviction, “I agree completely. We all have tools we use at different times in our life. This is a good one for you now, Bridget.”

Before she can reply, Tom comes up carrying two Styrofoam containers. He takes a seat beside Steve and says, “I was afraid you weren’t going to find a seat, Helen. I think this is the biggest crowd we’ve ever had.“

Looking around, I say, “I agree, though the parade crowd seemed a little subdued to me.”

Tom laughs as he says, “That’s because you weren’t where we were. For reasons best known to the organizers, the Myerton Ministerial Association float was right behind the one for the Miss Myer County pageant. There was plenty of applause, cheers, and a few cat calls when we came by. At first I thought it was because of me, but . . .”

I roll my eyes in spite of myself as I say, “I still can’t believe Bill reinstated that thing. I mean, honestly, a beauty pageant, in this day and age.”

“Now, Helen,” Steve says, “it’s not a beauty pageant. It’s a scholarship competition. Each contestant had to submit an essay stating why she wanted to represent Myer County at the Miss Maryland pageant.”

I eye him carefully as I ask, “And how do you know this, Steve?”

“Yeah, Steve,“ Bridget says with a slight grin. “Tell Helen and Father Tom how you know so much about the Miss Myer County pageant.”

Steve looks just a little uncomfortable as he says, “I know about the pageant because the Hoot-n-Holler is sponsoring a contestant. Sally Brown is a lovely young lady who is hoping to use the scholarship money to attend community college next year. She’s been working at the Hoot-n-Holler since she graduated from high school and she’s always done a great job. So when she asked me to sponsor her, I said I’d be glad to.”

“And how was her essay?” I ask, unable to resist the temptation.

Steve looks even more uncomfortable as he says, “Well, ah, I didn’t actually read it. But I’m sure the judges did. After all, she got in.”

Bridget and I look at each other and nod our heads as we say, “Uh-huh.”

“Well, it’s not like they still have the swimsuit competition,” Steve says defensively.

“Oh yeah,” I say. “They cut out the swimsuit competition and added a sports and leisure category. I believe this involves the girls modeling tennis shorts or gymnastics apparel.”

I could tell Steve is trying his best as he says, “That’s what I’m talking about. No swimsuit. No bikinis. Just things that any young woman might wear while participating in a sport.”

“Steve, I had a peek at the rules,” I say. “I couldn’t help but notice that there was no recommendation to wear a softball uniform, or perhaps soccer gear.”

“Well, no, but I would suspect a girl could if she wanted to. She would just need to get it past the committee.” Steve’s obviously had enough of this now and turns to Tom. “I walked by the Knights of Columbus booth a little while ago. There seemed to be a lot of interest.”

“Good. I haven’t been over there myself yet, but plan to stop by this afternoon,“ Tom says, obviously also anxious to change the subject. I ask Bridget about her latest craft project, and we began to talk about various things we’re working on.

Tom and I have almost finished lunch, and Helen Joan is jumping up and down in her chair asking about ice cream, when I hear a rumble in the distance. I instantly realize that it’s not thunder, but loud, angry voices. 

Tom sees the look on my face. “What is it?”

I hold my hand up to hush him. I stand up, as does Steve. “Where is it coming from?” I ask him.

He looks around and stops. “There,” he says.

I look in the direction he’s pointing. What I see both relieves and concerns me. 

Coming across the park is a small group of what appear to be older women and college students chanting, “Down with the patriarchy.” Two of them are carrying a large banner reading, “Stop the Miss Myer County Pageant.” They stop nearby, as parents rush forward to grab their children playing on the playground. A young woman steps forward with a bullhorn, and I realize that I recognize her. 

“Oh, great,” I mutter under my breath in spite of myself. 

Tom’s standing by me now. “Helen,” he says slowly, “isn’t that . . .”

“Uh-huh,” I say. “I need to go check this out. Get on the phone and call Gwen. Tell her what’s going on and not to put it out over the radio. But I need her to come back me up. And keep an eye on Helen Joan.”
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