
Chapter 3 !
The sun shone brightly in my eyes as I sat on the couch.  I wiped the drool from my chin and the 
sleep from my eyes.  My back and neck had seized up during the night and I slowly began the 
process of  easing the cricks of  aging out of  my sore muscles.  I got up from the couch and made 
my way to the kitchen to see if  I could track down a cup of  coffee. !
Before going to the seminary, I was never a big fan of  coffee, I tolerated it but didn’t love it.  I 
could never get over the acidity and bitter taste that came in every cup. A few all night writing 
sessions changed my view of  it.  I often say that my time in the seminary left me with in an 
indelible mark on my soul and a new found affection for coffee. !
Located on the corner of  the kitchen counter sat an old white coffee maker complete with a 
package of  filters and a small can of  coffee.  I rinsed the dust off  the glass coffee pot and filled 
the maker with water and stale grounds.  Within moments the machine started coughing and 
spitting and the smell of  coffee started to fill the air. !
I searched the cupboards for a coffee mug and found only a couple of  juice glasses tucked in a far 
corner.  I reached in, removed one of  the juice glasses, rinsed it out and filled it with coffee.  I 
picked up the full glass from the counter top and the scalding heat from the coffee began to 
radiate through my hand forcing me to drop the glass on the counter.  Coffee and broken glass 
rained down upon the black and white tiled kitchen floor and came to rest in large puddles on the 
floor. !
I knelt down and started picking up the large pieces of  glass up off  the floor, being careful not to 
cut my hand on the sharp edges.  I pulled open the under sink cabinet hoping to find a roll of  
paper towels but only found metal drain pipes and the dusty skeleton of  a mouse.  I made my 
way to the bathroom in search of  a towel and grabbed the only paper I could find off  the holder 
in the bathroom and headed to clean up my mess.  The paper dissolved at the the first sign of  the 
coffee and instead of  cleaning up the mess only added to it.  I was about ready to use my socks to 
soak up the this mess when I heard a knock at the door. !
I got up off  the floor and wiped the mess off  my knees off, ran a palm through my hair and 
headed to see who was on the other side of  the knock. I opened the wooden front door to see 
Joan standing on the other side holding a paper grocery bag. !
“Good morning Joan,” I said. !
“Good morning Father.  Did you sleep well?” Joan asked. !
“Very well thank you,” I said. “Here let me take that from you.” I reached out and took the bag 
from Joan.   !
“It’s just some last minute house essentials, you know paper products and the like.”  Joan’s eyes 
focused on the mess in the kitchen. “Which by the looks of  the mess you have in the kitchen there 
you’re in need of.” 



“Coffee accident,” I said sheepishly. !
“Here let me help you clean that up.” Joan said heading towards the kitchen. !
“Careful, there are a few bits of  broken glass in there.” I knelt down next to Joan and the two of  
us quickly had the spilled coffee and glass cleaned up. !
Joan took the soiled paper towels and tossed them in the garbage can.  “Well Father, I suppose I 
should be heading over to the office,” she said dusting off  her hands. !
“I’ll walk over with you. I was thinking of  heading there myself,” I said. !
The wind from the previous night had been reduced to a gentle breeze and the sun was casting 
early morning shadows across the parking lot.  Two cars ambled by on the road next to the 
church. Rush hour in a small town I chuckled to myself.   !
“Still can’t believe Joe thought that was an art statue and not a saint.” Joan said shaking her head 
as we passed the statue of  St. Roch. “I love that man to death, but sometimes I wonder if  he’s 
firing on all cylinders.  Did you know that one time when were first married he tried to clean the 
floor with 409 out of  the bottle?  I came home from work to find him on all fours spraying the 
floor with 409 and wiping it up with a paper towel.” !
“I’m probably not one to comment on that.  I tried to clean up a coffee spill with toilet paper,”  I 
replied. !
“Honestly a paper towel and 409.  That man has a very thick skull but a heart of  gold,” Joan said 
placing her key in the office door.  The door let out a loud squeal in protest of  being opened this 
early in the morning.“You know you are still on the hook to come out and drive his tractor.  It 
was all he talked about after you left last night, you got him a bit riled up.” !
I nodded in acknowledgement and stepped into musty paper filled office.  The sun struggled to 
illuminate an office full of  half  finished business and stacks of  yellowing tattered papers. !
Joan reached for the light switch and the overhead florescent lights buzzed to life.  “I’ll get a pot 
of  coffee started.” !
“I’d appreciate that very much.”  !
I started down the short hall towards the office door with the word Father written on it.  It was 
still hard to me to believe that I was an actual priest. In my youth I had always imagined taking 
over my dad’s dental business in the cities and part of  me still refused to give up on that dream.  
The dream of  having you own children be the only who call you Father is a hard one to let go of.  
I reached the door, paused for a moment and turned the knob to open the door.  The knob didn’t 
yield to my attempt at turning it.  I tried again and again and each time it wouldn’t turn. Must be 
broken I thought. 



 
“Say Joan. Is this door broken?” I yelled down towards the main office. !
“Did you unlock it?” she yelled back. !
“Nope, I’ll try that.” I reached into my pocket to fish out the keys that I had placed in there 
yesterday.  I checked the left pocket and then the right, no keys.  They must have fallen out when 
I was sleeping on the couch last night. I was about to yell back for Joan to see if  she had an extra 
key when she appeared next to me holding a spare office key. !
“Need a little help?” Joan said. 
 
“Are you always this well prepared?” I pointed to the keys in her hand. !
Joan smiled as she slid the key into the lock and opened the door.  “There you go Father. I’ll bring 
you coffee when its ready.” !
“Thanks.” I entered into my new office.  It had a moderately sized wooden desk in the middle of  
it breaking the room into two sections the tan wall were barren save for a crucifix hanging on the 
wall in front of  the desk.  An old tan computer monitor took up half  the desk with the mouse and 
a keyboard taking up the other half.  There was an oak bookshelf  on the far wall with a few dusty 
titles strewn about the shelves. I shut the door behind me and walked slowly towards the dusty 
black office chair sitting behind the desk. !
I started opening and closing desk drawers and found the desk mainly empty, only a few 
remnants of  the previous owner remained.  There were few pens advertising crop insurance 
companies in one drawer and a couple of  legal pads in another.  I pulled a pen and legal pad out 
of  the drawer and began to doodle.   !
I had nearly filled a page of  doodles when Joan entered the office with a cup of  coffee. “Father 
your coffee is ready,” Joan said placing the coffee on my desk. “I like the doodle of  the duck” !
“Thanks,” I turned the notebook over. “Say Joan do you have a calendar of  daily events for the 
parish.  I’d like to view the mass times and the like.” !
“The only masses are on Sunday other than that there aren’t many events here at the church. I 
don’t think we have a formal calendar in years mostly people know when to show up, but I’ll see 
about trying to get you something to work off  of.” Joan said. !
“I’d appreciate any information you could get me.” I returned to my doodles and my cup of  
coffee.  I started scheduling what my weeks would look like for the foreseeable future.  Mass 
times, reconciliation times all started to fill the lines under the days of  the week.  Joan returned a 
while later with a scrap of  paper with a few activities penciled on it. I added these to the paper I 
was working on.  It wasn’t long before my schedule appeared and as I scanned the vastness of  
time between the events listed, I realized this parish would be quite different from the parish I 
trained at where every day seemed to be jam packed full of  events and goings on.  



!
The rest of  the morning was spent in silence.  Joan worked silently out in the main office filing 
her nails and papers and I studied the weeks gospel reading in hopes a meaningful homily would 
jump of  the page for me.  I was nearly asleep at my desk when I was startled back to life by the 
blaring of  a warning siren coming from outside my office. !
I jumped out of  my chair and ran to the main office. “Is there a tornado or something?” I yelled 
worried that we were about to be level by an F5 tornado.  !
Joan looked up from her filing with a confused look on her face. “What on earth are you fussin 
about Father?” !
“I just heard a siren blast outside, doesn’t that usually mean a tornado is close behind.  Shouldn’t 
we seek cover or something?” !
“Calm down Father.  There’s no tornado.  That’s just the noon whistle, happens every day at 
noon to let the farmer know to come in for lunch.” Joan said. !
“Really are you sure there no tornado.” I said looked at my watch and confirmed it was noon. !
“I’ve lived hear all my life and yes that it is the noon whistle.” Joan returned to her filing. 
“Nothing to worry about.” !
“Well in that case I’m off  to find some lunch. I’ll see you in a little bit. You want me to bring you 
anything?” !
Joan shook her head no and pointed to her brown paper bag lunch sack.  “I’ll hold all your calls.” 
she said with a smile. !
I stepped in to my car and started the search for a place to eat.  Harding wasn’t exactly a large 
small town, it was a small small town.  Main Street contained five open business, a diner, gas 
station, bar, auto repair garage, and  a bank. There were also about 20 boarded up buildings in 
various states of  decay.  !
Harding’s diner was a perfectly square brick building that in the middle of  main street and was 
surrounded by plenty of  parking  It had a line of  windows that went around the entire building 
and a large sign on the roof  that said SUZE’S.  !
I opened the door to Suze’s and found the decor to be as worn as Harding.  Faded turquoise 
booths sat on the perimeter and the tables between them had well worn formica tops and silver 
trim.  There was a handful of  tables and chairs in the middle of  the dining room, which must 
have been collected throughout the years as none of  them matched the others.  A long counter 
sat in front of  the kitchen window with round topped red stool screwed to the floor in front. !
A handful of  grizzled customers sat in the booths drinking coffee from tan cups and refilling 
them from the brown pots on the table.  I stepped in and looked for a seat the looks the diners 



gave me told me that all of  the booths were reserved for them.  I found an open seat at the 
counter and was approached by the waitress. !
“So what’s good at Suzes.” I said. !
“Nobody calls this place Suze’s anymore. Well at least not for the past 20 years or so.” !
“Why not that’s the name on the building?” !
“Yeah, but years and years ago my mom, Suze, decided to have one of  those flashy neon signs 
installed.  She had taken some bad advice from a sign salesman about how it would increase 
business 10% or some other made up number.  She bought the story hook line and sinker and 
had a flashy new neon sign installed on the roof.” !
“I take it the sign didn’t deliver like the salesman promised,” I said. !
“Hell no it didn’t deliver.  The sign salesman road out of  here with a big fat paycheck and left my 
mom with a neon sign.  It looked pretty at first, neon pink and yellow flashing it’s hypnotic glow 
onto the highway out front.  About a month after the sign got put up there, we had a bad storm 
roll through town.  You know the kind that shakes the ground and put the fear of  the Lord back 
in ya.” !
Sue put the dirty wash rag in her hand back into a bucket of  even dirtier water. 
 
“So after the storm passes we run to diner to see if  everything’s okay and turns out everything 
looks fine, but the next night when we turn the new sign on the Z won’t light up.  Guess lightning 
hit it and blew the Z out.  The sign lit out that night and said Sues.  My mom didn’t have the 
money to fix the sign, hell she didn’t have the money to buy the sign, but you know slick salesman 
are a hard thing to say no to.  She ended up leaving the sign the way it was and all the local  
started calling the place Sues.  Now what can I get ya?” Sue said dropping a menu in front of  me. !
I grabbed the greasy menu and quickly scanned the various choices all seemingly simple diner 
fare.  “I’ll take the BLT with fries and cup of  coffee.” !
Sue scratched my order on her note pad and stuck in on the twirly thing and spun it so the cook 
could read it.  After placing the order she walked over to the cribbage guys and refilled their 
coffee pot.  “Which one of  you boys is winning?” Sue said. !
The man on the left looked at Sue from behind his mug and pointed to the man on the right. 
“He is, but I’m convinced he’s cheating.  No way someone gets the damn cards he’s getting with 
out cheating.” !
“I ain’t cheating, I’m telling ya God’s bending the laws of  probability for me.” the man on the 
right protested. !
“You keep your cheating ways up and I’m done playing with you.” 



!
“Fine stop playing with me.  I’ll start playing with myself  if  you stop.” !
“Gentlemen, gentlemen lets try and keep it civil shall we?” Sue said with the empty coffee pot 
clutched in her well worked hands. “Don’t make me kick you boys out of  here?” !
“If  you kick us out who’s going to drink this shitty coffee you make?” the left side man said 
smiling. “15 two and a pair is 8” the game resumed. !
Sue returned to her station behind the counter and put the coffee pot on the ledge behind her. 
“They do that everyday one says the other is cheating and threatens to leave and then you know 
they kiss and make and keep playing.  Been going on like that for years and years.” Sue said. !
“Not much changes in this place does it.” I said. !
“Naw you can pretty much tell what time of  day it is just by who’s in here.  The man sitting by 
himself  over there comes in everyday at 11:30, orders a club sandwich with extra pickle slices and 
a water, sits here until 12:45 eating and reading the paper and then leaves.  Everyday he gives a 
dollar tip.  Don’t even need to wear a watch anymore.” !
“You must get some outside traffic from the highway.” The sound of  something sizzling on a hot 
griddle came out from the kitchen window. !
“Used to get some, but that’s all but dried up.  People don’t drive through small towns like they 
used to and every since the migrants stopped coming up here we barely have enough business to 
keep our doors open.” Sue said. !
“Order up.” the cook yelled from behind the counter and my plate of  food appeared on the 
ledge. !
“Here ya go sweetheart” Sue dropped the plate in front of  me. “Need anything else?” !
“Everything looks fine to me.”  I made a quick sign of  the cross, gave thanks for my food, another 
sign of  the cross and I began to eat. !
I sat quietly eating my BLT and drowning french fries in ketchup.  The cribbage players in then 
corner finished their last game and headed towards the door.  !
My empty coffee cup sat on the counter before me next to my empty plate.  “Can I top that off  
for you sweetheart?” Sue offered as she placed a recent order on the order wheel. 
 
“No thanks, I gotta be getting back to the office.” I stood up from the counter and made my way 
to pay my bill.  
 
“God I hate special requests.” a gruff  voice said from the kitchen. “Tell people they can’t order 
this crap.” 



!
“Just so you know Ernie, that CRAP pays your bills, so best shut up and cook,” Sue said.   !
I handed Sue a bill from my billfold, she handed back to me a wad of  wrinkled bills, the kind that 
had spent the better part of  their lives wadded up in the front pockets of  overalls.  I left a couple 
of  the wrinkled bills on the counter. !
“Say I never did catch your name,” Sue said shoving the bills in her apron. !
“Just call me Father,” I said. !
“But you ain’t my dad.  Ain’t that wrong for me to call you that.” !
“It’s what people call priests.  It a reference to the fact that I’m supposed to be your spiritual 
Father.” !
“Still don’t know about that.  Kind of  weird if  you ask me.” Sue grabbed the dirty wash rag out 
of  the dirty bucket and started wiping the down spot were I had been moments before. !
“See around Sue.” I said opening the door.  !
“See you around Father.”


