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IT'S A BEAUTIFUL LATE November morning. Helen and I are on our way out of Myerton for one last trip to Hagerstown before the wedding.  We’ve made this trip monthly, at least, ever since the announcement of our engagement. Helen would spend a few hours shopping for our honeymoon, then we’d have a nice, long lunch together.

But today, we’re not going shopping.  As Helen pointed out, “It's the Saturday after Thanksgiving, there are only twenty-seven shopping days until Christmas, and everyone will be acting crazy.” 

“Well,” I had said, “what do you want to do?”

“Let’s just drive up into the mountains to that state park, have a picnic, then take a nice, quiet walk in the woods. One last day together before the craziness starts.”

Our day trip is such a relaxing ritual for us, I am thinking about putting it on our calendar

With just a little something added.

After we’re married, we can spend the night. Maybe in some little out-of-the-way cabin?

I am pondering this happy thought when Helen knocks on my window, jarring me out of my reverie. 

“Hey!” she says through the glass. “Are you going to let me in? It’s a bit nippy out here.”

I unlock the door and she slides into her seat, leaning across the center console to kiss me. “You were lost in thought,” she comments as she buckles her seatbelt.

“Oh,” I grin, “I was just thinking about what these trips will be like after the wedding.”

She leans back against her seat and smiles. “Oh, yes,” she whispers. “I’ve thought about that myself. Care to share with the rest of the class?”

“Probably not a good idea right now,” I say, certain that she can see me blushing.

Helen nods and I shift my car into gear. I press the accelerator gently to move away from the curb—when my engine cuts off.

“Darn it!” I curse as I turn the key and the car comes back to life. “I just got you out of the shop a couple of weeks ago!”

“Did they say what was wrong with it?” Helen asks as I turn onto a main street.

“Jake said this time it was . . . something, I didn’t really understand,” I say sheepishly. “But he also said—or rather implied—that the main reason my car’s been in the shop three times in the last two months is simply a matter of its age.”

“Well, Tom,” Helen says, “the car is over fifteen years old. How many miles does it have on it?”

“It’s pushing 175K,” I say. “But most of those I’ve racked up since coming to Saint Clare’s. I do a lot more driving than I used to. When I worked at the Archdiocese, it just sat most of the time.”

“That’s not good for cars. As much as you love them, I’m surprised you don’t know that.”

“I love cars, true. I love how they look. I love the speed, even if I don’t drive like you do—”

“—have I ever had an accident?—”

“—but I don’t know a whole lot about them otherwise.”

Helen opens her mouth to say something else, but she’s cut off by a staticky squawk from her police radio. 

“How can you understand anything?” I say, shaking my head. “Most of the time it sounds like a frog croaking in a downpour.”

“Sshh,” she says, straining to listen. After a minute, she says, “There was a robbery earlier today. That was Nina Hallstead leaving the scene.”

“A robbery? What’d they get?”

“I don’t know, Tom, and I don’t care. I’ll find out Monday. Right now, I’m looking forward to just spending the day with you.” 

As always, we stop by The Muffin Man for coffee and muffins. Since opening earlier this year, Nick Hallstead’s bakery has become so popular that the line this morning is to the door. There’s a steady murmur as people talk and wait patiently to purchase some of Nick’s spectacular baked goods. Since we’re not in a hurry, I take my place at the back of the line just as my phone starts playing ‘Ave Maria.’ The talking stops as every head turns. Seeing it’s me—even though I’m in a sweater and jeans, they all know I’m a priest—they return to their conversations or own phones.

Inwardly, I groan, hoping it’s yet another offer for an extended warranty on my car. But when I see the number, my groan becomes audible. I answer in what I hope is a pleasant tone, “Good morning, Father Tom Greer.”

“Father Tom, it's Serenity MacMillan,” says the tired voice on the other end of the call. “I am so sorry to bother you on a Saturday morning, but I was wondering if you could stop by sometime today.”

“Of course, Serenity,” I say. “Is Mrs. MacMillan not well?”

“No, Father,” she says, “It's much worse than that. She’s mad.”

I shudder and groan. Gloria MacMillan is an eighty-something-year-old widow in my parish and a constant thorn in my side. Worse than that, she is a continuing source of angst for her long-suffering granddaughter-in-law, Serenity. 

“Oh? Has something happened to upset her?” I ask, knowing all too well it doesn’t take much. In the time I’ve known her, she’s subjected me to tirades on everything from rigged bingo games to the portion sizes at Knights of Columbus fish fries.

“Well, yes,” she sighs. “This time, it is kind of a big thing, I’ll admit. We’ve been robbed.”

“Robbed?” I say, upset myself now. “Serenity, I assume you’ve called the police?”

“Oh yes, Father, as soon as we found out. The officer just left. She was very nice, but I’m afraid Grandma was pretty hard on her.”

I manage to keep from saying, “I’m sure.” Instead, in what I hope is my best comforting pastor voice I say, “I’m sure the officer thought nothing of it.” I look at the time and say, “I’m on my way out of town right now but I can stop by for a few minutes.”

“Oh, Father, I don’t want to put you to any trouble.”

“None at all. I’ll be out there as soon as I can.”

“Thank you so much. I’ll let Grandma know you’re coming.”

I hang up just as the customer in front of me leaves. Nick Hallstead, the tall, beefy owner of the shop, looks harried—and with good reason. In the past few months, he’s lost a partner and gained a devoted clientele. I know Nick both personally, since I love his baked goods, and professionally, since his wife, Nina, nearly as tall and muscular as he is, is one of Helen’s best officers.

“How’s it going, Nick?” I ask.

“I’d love to tell you, Father, but I just don’t have time. What’ll it be?”

“One Bavarian cream, one blueberry, two coffees,” I say as concisely as I can. “You really need to get some help, Nick.”

“Oh, don’t I know it,” he says as he takes a delicious-looking blueberry muffin out of the case. “I’ve managed OK the last couple of months since they arrested my former partner, but with the holidays, it’s only going to get worse. Fortunately, I’ve hired a girl from the college to take over the counter through New Years. She starts Monday.”

“I know that’s a relief.”

“Yeah, maybe I’ll actually get more than three hours of sleep a night.” As he’s bagging my order he says, “At least I’m having a better day than Nina. I just got a text from her. She’s already been called out to a robbery at some crazy woman’s house a few miles out of town.” 

I nod, a bad feeling forming in the pit of my stomach.

I get back to the car and tell Helen about the call and what Nick said. 

“Oh, boy,” she says, “That’s not good.”

“Why?” I ask.

“Let’s just say that Nina is not someone with an excessive amount of patience. Knowing Gloria, I should probably go ahead and begin work on the citizen’s complaint report.”

“Against Nina Hallstead? You’re kidding. She’s delightful and one of the nicest people I know.”

“She is, and very professional. But she does not take well to being told by civilians how she ought to be doing her job. I’m not saying that she actually told Gloria to shut up, but it’s likely Nina pretty firmly suggested that she should stop talking.”

I pull out onto Main Street. “Robbery isn’t all that common around here, is it?”

“It’s more common than murder,” Helen says. “Even though this year we’ve had four of those, we’ve had about thirty robberies. Mostly petty stuff, a couple of grand thefts. We always see a bit of an uptick in the weeks leading up to Christmas.”

“So it’s not that big of a deal?”

“Not really. But since it’s my first holiday season as Chief, I’d like to try to get out ahead of this if I can.  So, my darling, I am going to make the incredible sacrifice of riding out there with you instead of insisting you drop me off at my apartment.”

“Do you think we’ll still have time to get up into the mountains?”

“Well, we can always drive that way when we’re done and if we don’t have time for a hike, I’ll spring for lunch at that nice Greek place you like.” 

“Hey, big spender,” I say playfully, “if I’d known you had that kind of money, I’d have married you a long time ago.” 

I immediately regret my words as a shadow passes over Helen’s face onto my own. I could have married her twenty years ago, had I not walked out in a jealous rage and then been too proud to come back and make up. We might have had children, an entire life together.

“Or we might have killed each other,” Helen says, saying what she always says when we lapse into “what might have beens.” 

She’s right, of course. And we’ve had good lives without each other, loved and lost other spouses and, in my case, even a child. 

Now we have each other, and that is plenty. “Good point,” I reply as we head out of town. I am about to add that I have never contemplated killing anyone.

Then I remember where we’re headed, and decide not to jinx it with such a bold statement. 



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​Two

[image: ]




AS SOON AS WE PULL up to the MacMillan homestead, a hundred-year-old or so farmhouse about twenty minutes from town, I groan.

“There she is,” I say. Rather than propped up in her bed as she usually is when not out visiting friends or playing bingo, Gloria MacMillan sits on the porch in an ancient rocking chair that looks worse than she does. 

“I don’t see the kids,” Helen observes. “I guess they’re not home.”

“They’re probably hiding,” I snort. “That’s what I’d be doing.”

“Now, Tom,” Helen chides. “She’s a harmless old woman.”

“Helen, you’ve met her,” I say. “What about her is harmless?”

“Just remember, she’s been through a shock. Being robbed is very traumatic for people.”

I’m about to say that visiting her is very traumatic for me, but that would sound like whining, so I don’t.

Characteristically, Gloria starts in on us before I can close the car door. “‘Bout time you got here,” she bellows. “I called more than two hours ago.” 

“Mrs. MacMillan,” I say gently, “I came as soon as Serenity—”

“I’m not talking to you,” she says with a dismissive wave of her hand. “I’m talking to your little girlfriend.”

Now, most women in her position—one of the few female police chiefs in the state—would be infuriated by such a statement. But Helen takes it in stride. “Fiancée, Mrs. MacMillan,” she says with a smile, “but I do appreciate being called little.”

“Ha, ha, ha,” Gloria says, fuming. “You like making fun of a frail old lady who has been viciously wronged, do you? Well, go ahead. Have your fun.”

“Now, Mrs. MacMillan, you’re about as frail as I am small,” my voluptuous bride-to-be says with a laugh. “I believe an officer has been out here, hasn’t she?”

“Bah, that smart aleck chit of a girl. Acted like she knew everything, like it’s no big deal that a poor old lady like myself was robbed of precious family possessions.” 

I’m beginning to wonder if dementia has a firm grip on Gloria, because no one who knows Officer Nina Hallstead, over six feet tall  and a former Mixed Martial Arts champion to boot, would ever describe her as a ‘chit of a girl.’

Trying to mollify the old parishioner, Helen says gently, “I am sorry to hear that, Mrs. MacMillan. I haven’t seen the report yet, so why don’t you tell me what they got.”

“My big screen TV with the surround-sound speakers and built-in DVD player,” she whimpers. “Went into MY bedroom. I’ve never felt so violated.”

Hardly family heirlooms, I think, as Helen continues, “Anything else?”

“Isn’t that enough? How am I supposed to watch my stories? I just bought that TV a few months ago after I sold that gosh-awful painting.”

“Wait a minute,” I say, forgetting myself. “You sold the Our Lady, Queen of Peace? But you were so thrilled when you won it.”

“I was, because it was the first time in my life I actually won anything, but I didn’t like the painting that much. Too big and modern looking. Mary looked like some kind of Arab or something.” 

Before I can jump in to point out Mary was born in the Middle East, she continues, “As soon as I got it home, I got my grandson, Jack, to list it on that Internet store thing and I sold it for more than I’d have ever thought it was worth, probably because I had Jack write down all about how this was one of that artist woman’s last works and how she was murdered in such a grisly way. Stuff like that sells, you know?”

“Yes, ma’am, I know,” I say, too stunned by what I’m hearing to process my friend’s murder being used to line this old lady’s pockets. 

Oh, wait. She's talking again.

“But what I want to know, missy, is what you’re going to do to get my TV back. I need to have it in time to watch my stories this afternoon.”

“First, Mrs. MacMillan,” Helen says patiently, “we’re going to do everything we can to find the person who stole your TV. Second, you’re not going to be getting it back today or tomorrow or the next day, no matter what. Things don’t work that fast.”

“That’s what you told me when you kept my prize from me all those weeks, but as soon as I threatened to sue, you got busy pretty fast!”

“That’s because you threatened to sue us just a few days before the culprit took a deal and the case was closed.”

“You know what I think I’ll do?” Gloria says with a distinct gleam of malice in her eye. “I think I’ll call Dan Conway. Now there’s a man who knows how to get things done. You know, back in my day, Dan would be the Chief of Police and you’d be home baking brownies. And,” she continues, staring pointedly at me, “not for no priest, either. He’d be too busy caring for the sick to have any thoughts about getting married.”

“If it makes you feel any better, Mrs. MacMillan, the first time Father Greer comes out to see you after we’re married, I’ll send a nice plate of brownies with him.”

“Can’t eat 'em if they have nuts in ‘em,” she says in the tone of a woman placing an order with a bakery that is about to go out of business. 

“I’ll keep that in mind,” Helen says.

Serenity joins us on the porch, arms crossed and glaring at her grandmother-in-law. “Thank you for coming, Father Tom, Chief Parr,” she says. “I’m sorry we interrupted your plans.”

“Oh, not at all, Serenity,” I say.

“I was just explaining to Mrs. MacMillan that, while we’ll do everything we can, we can’t guarantee we’ll get her television back anytime soon,” Helen says.

“We understand,” Serenity says.

“Huh!” Gloria snorts. “That’s only because you didn’t have your precious possessions stolen!”

Helen glances at me, then back at Serenity. “I haven’t read the report yet, but nothing else was stolen?”

Serenity’s about to answer when Gloria snarls, “Of course not! She don’t have anything worth stealing. Besides, it’s her fault my TV was stolen anyway!”

“How is it my fault?” Serenity asks.

“You left the door unlocked.”

“That door was locked, Gloria! Bob was the last person out and he locked it himself.”

“Bob’s an idiot and you know it!”

“I am sick to death of you running down Bob every chance you get!”

Helen holds up her hand and says, “Excuse me.” The two women stop arguing and turn their attention to her. “Serenity, I know you told Officer Hallstead what happened, but why don’t you tell me?”

I look at Helen, wondering why we’re still here and not on our way out of town. “Helen, can’t this—”

A quick side glance from her cuts me off. Serenity says, “Yesterday morning, at the crack of dawn—at Grandma’s insistence, I might add—we all loaded up and left to drive to the annual MacMillan family reunion.”

“The day after Thanksgiving?” I say.

“It’s always held the weekend after Thanksgiving, for reasons no one can figure out.”

“Always been that way,” Gloria says. “Forty years, always been the weekend after Thanksgiving.”

“Anyway,” Serenity says, shooting Gloria daggers with her eyes, “we drove all the way to Quarryville, which you know, Father, is a three-hour drive from here. Of course, it took five hours because someone insisted on stopping for breakfast, then at an outlet mall.”

“I had Christmas shopping to do,” Gloria spits.

“So we finally got there about noon. We checked into our hotel, then went over to see family. Well, everything was going fine until the talent show—”

“—The family reunion has a talent show?” I ask, incredulous.

“Yes, every year,” Serenity says. “It’s usually painful—especially when cousin Emma reads her gosh-awful poetry.”

“It is pretty bad,” Gloria nods her head in agreement.

“Well, everything was going as it usually does. Uncle Greg had just finished his harmonica medley of songs from Hamilton when Bob’s third cousin Virgil came on stage. Now, Virgil’s in college, a theater major, so usually, he does some kind of dramatic reading from a play.” Serenity takes a deep breath. “This year, he decided to come out.”

“Oh, I see,” I say.

“Yes, and he introduced his friend Colin as his fiancé to boot.”

“I wouldn’t have it,” Gloria says with a sharp shake of her head. “No, no queers in my family. It ain’t natural. Couldn’t stay after that.”

“Mrs. MacMillan,” Helen says with her brow furrowed, “do you mean to tell me that you left the reunion because of that?”

“Oh, yes,” Serenity sighs. “We had to pack everything up and leave because she demanded it. I mean, it’s not like we could stay after the scene she made.”

“I didn’t do anything wrong!” Gloria insists. “I wasn’t the one bringing disgrace to the family.”

Serenity rolls her eyes. “So, we left about 11 p.m. and finally pulled in about 2 a.m. We were all exhausted, and all we wanted to do was sleep. But as soon as Grandma walked into her room, all hell broke loose.”

Helen nods. “The door was locked when you came back?”

“Both front and back,” Serenity nods.

“Bah!” Gloria says dismissively.

“Did it look like the locks had been tampered with?”

“Officer Hallstead looked at them and didn’t say anything like that.”

“Chit of a girl,” Gloria mutters.

“Ok, Serenity. Thank you. Detective Conway may be around with more questions. In the meantime, Mrs. MacMillan,” Helen says to Gloria, “is there anything else Father Greer or I can do for you before we leave?”

“Yes, you can go in there and tell Serenity how to clean off that gosh-awful fingerprinting stuff your girl officer spread all over the house. She’s having the devil of a time with it,” Gloria replies.

“I’ll do that,” Helen says, “while Father Greer here has a word of prayer with you.” 

I want to insist that I know all about removing fingerprint powder, but instead I say, as Helen and Serenity go inside, “Shall we bow our heads?”

“No,” Gloria says sharply, causing me to jump. “I want to tell you something while we’re alone.”

I reach for my stole, saying, “If you want me to hear your confession, perhaps we should go somewhere more private.”

“No, I don’t want to talk about me, Father. I want to talk about you.” Shaking her bony finger at me, she hisses, “Now, when you get to that hotel, don’t you just jump on that poor woman. Young girls may like that these days, but grown women don’t. You take your time, I don’t care how long you’ve been without a woman. You understand me?”

I manage to choke out, “Yes, ma’am,” even as I hear the weird buzzing in my ears that signals that I may be about to have a panic attack. 

But that’s always over something simple, like the fear of death. 

This is so much worse. 

Fortunately, having said her piece, Gloria MacMillan stands up suddenly and goes into the house, slamming the door behind her. 

Alone now, I manage to breathe again and grope my way to the car, where I take a seat and rummage through Helen’s giant tote bag for the bottle of water I know she always keeps in there. She comes out a few minutes later and says pleasantly, “Well, did you manage to straighten Gloria out?”

I nearly choke as I croak out, “Not nearly as much as she straightened me.”
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MUCH TO MY DELIGHT, instead of going on a hike, we have an early lunch about an hour outside of Myerton. The foliage is far past its prime by now, but that just means that more light can get through the branches. We are seated by a window overlooking the increasingly bare mountains, but I only have eyes for the sunlight playing on Helen’s raven hair. 

The main reason that we come to out-of-the way places like this is so that we can indulge ourselves by acting like two people in love, instead of two pillars of a small-town community that is always on the watch for anything that someone somewhere might consider inappropriate. So, we indulge ourselves in ways we wouldn’t at home.

Holding hands. 

Whispering.

Discussing topics of a very secret nature. 

“So,” I whisper, “who do you think stole the TV?”

“No idea,” Helen admits, rubbing her thumb over my hand and looking deeply into my eyes, “but I’m going to guess it was an amateur. I mean, there were a number of lighter, more valuable things they could have taken. When I went inside with Serenity, I peeked into Mrs. MacMillan’s room. Her jewelry box was open and I noticed that there were a couple of what were obviously wedding and engagement rings. With the price of gold right now, those would have been much easier to take and to sell.”

“And it happened when they were on their trip,” I mutter. “Hmm, so whoever it was knew they were out of town?”

“Hold it right there, Father Brown,” Helen says with a playful smile. “This is not a case for you. In fact, it's not even a case for me. Hallstead is a good officer and Dan is a great detective. Besides, someone at this table is always after me to delegate more, so I plan to do just that so I can concentrate on other things.”

“Like what?” I ask with what I hope is a sly grin but probably looks more like nausea.

She leans forward and says seductively, “Like getting ready for our wedding and our new life as man and wife.”

“Ooooh,” I say, “I like the sound of that. Care to share any details with me?”

“Only if you’ll lean in close so I can whisper it in your ear. You see, it involves matters of the bedroom.”

I think my heart is going to stop and I am thankful that we are in a very public place as I lean forward and she whispers, “I have about 15 years worth of—”

Pent up passion, I think. 

Lust and desire, I hope.

“—junk cluttering up my closet that I have to go through and pack up, not to mention all the stuff under my bed and in my storage room.”

I deflate in a very obvious way and sit back in my chair, scowling at her. For her part, she feigns innocence and says, “Why, Father Greer, what ever did you think I was going to say?”

***

[image: ]


WITH NOTHING ELSE TO do after lunch, Helen and I drive back to Saint Clare’s, where preparations for the first Sunday in Advent are in high gear. Marion Glass is putting the final touches on the Advent wreath and I must admit, she’s outdone herself this time. Made as always from trimmings from the church’s own box hedges, it measures nearly two feet across and, with the candles, more than 18 inches high. Satin ribbons, three purple and one pink, hang down below their respective candles, each taper standing ready to be lit, a new one each week as we, Christ’s people, countdown the days to the anniversary of his incarnation.

I admit that Advent is my favorite season of the Church year, this year more than ever, as I have not one but two countdowns to celebrate. Helen and I are admiring the arrangement when someone calls Helen over to discuss some details concerning the decorations. The altar has no flowers on it, and will not until we welcome Christmas with banks of poinsettias.

I notice that the Book of Remembrances from All Souls month—November—is still lying on the altar, so I take this opportunity to gently close it and carry it reverently back to the sacristy. There, I lock it away, but not before I kneel for one last time to offer prayers for all the names of departed saints and sinners that it contains. “God, grant me the grace to escape being the latter and to become the former,” I conclude before making the Sign of the Cross and rejoining the men and women working out front. I look at my watch and realize it is after 3 p.m., so I leave Helen there and return to the Rectory to relax a little before the 5 p.m. Vigil Mass.

During Advent, in order to take advantage of the shorter days to lower the lights in the church and thus draw more attention to the candles, I have moved the Mass time back to 5 p.m. This seems to be a popular idea, since it is better attended than usual. This doesn’t surprise me, since the First Sunday in Advent is also the first day of the new church year and, just like those wanting to get in better physical shape often start going to the gym on January 1, so those who want to get in better spiritual shape will start coming to church during Advent. 

Deacon Roderick does his usual excellent job with the Gospel, proclaiming with a firm but loving voice, “And then they will see the Son of Man coming in a cloud with power and great glory. But when these signs begin to happen, stand erect and raise your heads because your redemption is at hand.”

Since I know that most of the folks present are parents with children, I tailor the length of my homily accordingly and, with the Deacon Roderick helping to distribute Communion, we are out of church in record time.

This works for me, since I have a surprise for Helen.

*** 
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“OK, TOM,” HELEN SAYS later that evening at the Rectory. “You’ve been acting mysterious long enough. What do you have up your sleeve?”

“Trust me, it’s something you’ll like. Just make yourself comfortable, honey,” I say, disappearing into the kitchen. 

Now, Helen is a mature, serious woman with a job that regularly puts her in contact with the worst side of our community. Because of her position as Chief of Police, she likes to present herself as the consummate professional. Perhaps because of that, when she lets herself go, she does so with complete abandon. That’s why she’s sitting on the couch now, clapping her hands and saying, “You know how much I love surprises, Tom.” 

“Well, I hope so, because I have been planning this one for a while.” It is then that I come back to the living room and set a covered tray down in front of her. 

“But first,” I say dramatically, “you have to guess what it is.”

“Ooooh. Even better. You know how much I love solving mysteries.”

I remove the first napkin to reveal a bowl of popcorn.

“We are going to see a movie,” she says with excitement.

“Correct,” I say, removing the second napkin to reveal a plate of Christmas cookies.

“It’s a Christmas movie.”

“Very good,” I nod. I pull back another napkin to uncover a bowl of teriyaki shrimp. 

She looks confused and says, “A Japanese Christmas movie?”

“Sorta,” I say, before removing the final napkin to uncover a box of powdered donuts.

She just stares at this for a moment, muttering, “A Japanese Christmas movie with powdered donuts . . . ” Her eyes get big and she grins, “Oh, Tom, really?”

“Yes. I thought it would be a great way to get our first Advent together off to the right start.” And with that, I hit ‘play’ on the remote and ‘Jingle Bell Rock’ begins to play as an unsuspecting John McClane lands in L.A. 

John and Holly are walking off into the sunset, more or less, and the credits are beginning to play with a reprise of ‘Jingle Bell Rock’ in the background when Anna gets home. Even though it's nearly 9 p.m., she comes into the living room and asks us, without preamble, “Did you two finish the seating chart?”

Helen looks at me and I admit, “Anna, I am sorry. I completely forgot.”

“That’s OK, Tom,” Anna says testily, turning a glare on Helen. “It's usually the bride’s job.”

“Now, wait a minute, Anna,” I say, beginning to get aggravated. 

Helen stops me by saying, “Anna, I am going to be gone for two weeks. I need to get as much done at the station as I can between now and then. Not to mention I need to pack up my apartment and get things moved over here. I don’t have a lot of extra time. So please, tell me again why people can’t just sit anywhere they want to?”

“Because there will be a lot of young families there, and they’ll need to sit near the dance floor so they can dance and keep an eye on the kids,” Anna says with precision. “There are also going to be a lot of old people, so they need to sit in the back, away from the band and near the restrooms. The gamers are going to be there, and they need to sit together because no one else can understand what they’re talking about. Your officers will be there, and cops make people nervous, so we need to keep them together, and—”

Helen raises her hand. “You’re right, Anna. I was a fool to ask. I'll tell you what, just give me the names of everyone who’s RSVP’d and the diagram of the table set-up, and I’ll take care of it at work on Monday.”

“Thank you, dear,” Anna says with a smile.

“No, Anna, thank you for keeping us on track.”

Anna leaves and I ask Helen, “So who’re you going to get to do it?”

“Well, I obviously can’t assign it to anyone in the department, but Miriam has been insisting that she wants to do something, so I thought I’d ask her.”

“Perfect,” I say, popping the last donut in my mouth.

Helen turns and looks at the screen as the last credit rolls past. She snuggles closer to me, resting her head on my chest. “Tom,” she says quietly. “Does it bother you?”

“Does what bother me?” I say, kissing the top of her head and inhaling deeply of the vanilla scent of her hair.

“That I haven’t done more of the planning for the wedding,” she sighs. “I mean, other than my dress and the cake, I’ve let Anna and Gladys do the heavy lifting.”

“Don’t forget the Archbishop providing the caterer.”

“Oh, I won't forget that, Tom. Especially not after all he’s done for us.”

“Why are you asking this now? I mean, do you regret not doing it?”

“See, that’s the thing,” she says. “I really don’t. I planned one wedding in my life down to the smallest detail. I thought I’d never have another one, and I wanted it to be the perfect start to our lives together. And my wedding to John was perfect. My dress, the flowers, the setting, the reception, the food—everything was exactly like I wanted.”

She falls silent as a cloud crosses her face. I pull her closer and whisper, “But?”

“But,” she says softly, “I now know something was missing. I was so intent on being the center of attention that I forgot completely about God. I guess that’s why I’m so hands off. I don’t want to make that mistake again, not after all He’s done for us.”

Kissing the top of her head again, I say, “I understand that, and I don’t think anyone minds—certainly not Gladys, you know how much she loves this stuff.”

“Ultimately, I just want to marry the man I love, in front of our family and friends, with God at the center. I don’t care about flowers, or seating charts, or anything like that.”

“Well, in that case,” I say, holding her tight, “let others handle those things. Whether you do the seating chart or Miriam does it, we’re still going to be married in twenty-eight days.”
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​Four
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I GET INTO MY OFFICE about 8:00 a.m. on Monday, figuring I might as well get some extra work done since Helen is working. As I’ve often mentioned, Monday is a parish priest’s traditional day off to rest and recharge after a weekend of celebrating three Masses plus hearing confessions. But since I’m going away for two weeks for my honeymoon—a very non-traditional thing for a Catholic priest—I think I need to be in my office as much as possible in the little time remaining before the wedding.
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