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Prologue                        

I watched a calf sniffing a trail of cow patties leading from his pen to a narrow alley or chute.  The alley, 50-feet long and bordered by steel rails, curved slowly to the right and ended in a solid head gate that would catch and hold the calf.  Once we released the calf, another alley would return him to his pen.  

We’d been trying to turn a group of calves into the chute, and they’d been working hard to avoid it.  I stood quietly, hoping “Sniffer” would decide he’d found a trail used by other cattle and follow it.  Two calves watched their companion and lunged to get ahead of him.  They weren’t sure about the alley, but they’d be damned if they’d let Sniffer go there, or anywhere else, ahead of them. 

Sniffer bolted toward the alley entrance to stay in the lead.  Now we had three calves stuck in an opening two calves wide.  All we wanted to do was vaccinate them and send them back to their pen, which should have taken ten seconds per calf, but we’d been working for half and hour and hadn’t vaccinated one.  This is why cattlemen learn to weave towering tapestries of profanity.  

It took a few minutes of prodding and profanity before Sniffer pushed ahead of his mates and raced down the alley, pursued by the others.  He’d gone barely five yards before he skidded to a halt and desperately tried to back up, possibly remembering that the last time he went this way was the day he became a steer.  His brethren, still determined to get ahead of him, pushed him forward. 

I gritted my teeth and cursed under my breath.  They were wasting my time and expending all this effort to go in a circle, from and to their pen.

It occurred to me that we’d see this differently if the calves were people.  We’d call the calf trying to back up the “Leader,” and those pushing his sorry butt forward “Followers.”  English and life are funny that way.  Especially in election years.

Or maybe people really are the only species dumber than cattle.  An historian might be forgiven if he sometimes thought Homo sapiens preternaturally talented when it comes to stupid.  I have to admit that I’ve been among the truly gifted in this area.  My life has been a sequence of virtuoso performances in this genre, ranging from garden variety dense to flaming-fruitcake nuts.  

I should have guessed I was getting help in this department, but I have two doctorates, so you wouldn’t expect me to see the obvious.

Chapter 1



The Codicil

It wasn’t so much a town, really, as a hamlet with pretensions.  It was quiet to the point of somnolence on most days, but today promised to be different.  What’s normal to the locals often seemed eccentric to outsiders, and five of them were due at the bank in an hour.   

The old man finished tying his tie on the other side of town, about eight blocks from the bank.  He reached for his suit coat, hesitated, and left it where it was.  “Too damned hot today,” he grumbled.  “Wouldn’t even bother with a tie if I knew these kids better.”

His wife finished brushing her teeth and spat into the sink.  “How do you think it will go?” 

She’d listened to him whine about this meeting for a week.  It was getting hard to feign sympathy.

“I do not know.  You can’t play games with bank stock and not expect some consequences, even if you are dead.”  He scanned his dresser and the bed.  “Where the hell are my socks?  I had ‘em in my hand a second ago.” 

“On your left shoulder, Al,” she called to him, “where you put them while you tied your tie.”  She bit her tongue and stopped there.  Sarcasm wouldn’t improve his mood, and the meeting would be over in a couple hours, if he got going.  

Small town, small bank, yet they’ve got a board room big enough for JP Morgan, Seth thought.  He looked down the length of the maple table at the elderly attorney in tie and shirtsleeves at the end. Too cheap to turn on the lights or air conditioner; must be one of Dad’s high school buddies. 

Seth scanned the room, the wainscoting, wide moldings around the doors, windows, and ceiling, and the old-fashioned wood flooring that creaked and groaned as he paced the room.  Only the flooring wasn’t darkened with age.  Cripes, built in 1880 and I’ll bet these are the original furnishings.

The other heirs, his sister Julie, brother Jed, and cousin Mark, sat at the table, fanning themselves with whatever was at hand.  Yellowed curtains behind the attorney fluttered in the light breeze from the open windows.  It wasn’t enough for a generation raised with air conditioning.

Al glanced at his watch and the door.  Late, he thought.  Doc warned me.  

The light from the windows was enough for Al.  He’d drafted the will years ago and reread it last week, after the funeral.   Nearly 70, wizened and bald, he’d agreed to do this as a favor for Doc.  That was before the codicil.  Crazy bastard, I told him not to do this.  Just like him though, the stubborn S-O-B.

He looked at Seth and Jed, the oldest sons.  Both appeared to be in their early forties, Seth slightly older than Jed.  He recognized the family resemblance, especially when they smiled.  Ah, hell, I owe it to him.  We had some great times – but for Christ’s sake, squirrel-fishing?

The pendulum clock on the wall struck ten.  The old man looked over his glasses at it, then toward the heirs lining the table.  “Julie, Jed, Seth, thank you for coming.  Do any of you know if Joe plans to be here? 

“He’s coming,” Julie said.  “At least he said so yesterday.”

Seth took a chair, sprawling more than sitting in it.  “Joe hasn’t been on time in twenty years.  Let’s get started.  We can fill him in when he gets here.”

Al, elbows resting on the table, pressed his fingers tips together in front of him.  It was an old habit, a pose he struck to make it clear he was in charge. “That’s what your father said.  He also left instructions I was not to begin until all of his children were present, barring accident or catastrophe.”

He turned his attention to Mark.  “Mark, as…”

Mark looked up from his newspaper.  “I still go by Mark, Jr., for legal purposes.” 
At 29, he was the youngest in the room and the only one wearing a suit.

“I’ll make a note of that.  As you know, there is not a financial settlement for you and your family in the will, at least not directly, but you and your brothers are mentioned in a codicil.  Are you expecting other members of your family to join us?”

  “Nope.  Mom isn’t well enough​-“

The door opened and Joe, a harried looking man in his late 30’s peeked into the room.  He caught site of Julie and grinned. “Guess I’m in the right room.  Sorry I’m late.” 

Al introduced himself and explained they had three items on the agenda: the will, the safety deposit box, and the codicil.  Copies of the will were distributed to each of Doc’s children.  The terms were straightforward; all assets except the farm and those covered by the codicil were to be divided equally, share and share alike.  

The bank president, another old friend of Doc’s, brought in the safety deposit box, accompanied by his secretary with her lap top.   They sat on either side of Al.  The president opened the box as his secretary opened her computer.

Al went through the contents, naming each item aloud, accompanied by the soft clicks of the secretary’s key board as she prepared the inventory.  The routine was broken when Al came to four sealed envelopes.  

Al thought a moment.  This was unexpected.  “These envelopes have your names on them.  I will assume they are yours and are not part of the estate.  I suggest you open them later,” and he passed them out to Julie, Seth, Jed, and Joe.

Only a brown envelope remained in front of Al.  He’d put it aside earlier, hoping to get the bulk of his work completed before the fireworks, just as he’d turned off the air conditioning to encourage people to leave rather than argue.  Al planned ahead.

Doc had given Al the envelope five years earlier.  It still mystified him.  It resembled a standard business envelope, but was heavier– made of card stock, rather than paper.  “Buy War Bonds” was printed in large blue letters across the front, and in the upper corners were an eagle to the left and an American flag on the right.  It was an antique in its own right, a holdover from World War II.  Doc insisted the codicil be stored and delivered to his children and nephews only in it.

Al didn’t recognize the name written on the front.  Maybe it had something to do with the final request in the codicil.  Al glanced at each of the heirs and hoped Doc had passed on his sense of humor.  Guess this is when I find out.

“Doc and his sister Linda inherited two properties.  One is the family farm, now being managed by the grandson of your grandmother Elspeth’s, ah, grandmother’s,…”  Al was a bit prudish and finding the right words with the lady’s granddaughter in the room came hard for him.  “Ahem, ah… your grandmother’s companion.”

“You mean Gramma’s boy toy,” Julie said.  The heirs giggled.

Al turned red.  At least they had a sense of humor.  “Whatever.  This is a document, signed by Doc and your mother, Mark, stating that, as none of their issue has expressed interest in farming, the farm will be put in trust until it is sold. The current manager has the right of first refusal and may take up to five years to make an offer.”

“Why the five year delay?” Seth asked.

Al remembered Doc had warned him about Seth.  “The five years is meant to give the manager time to arrange financing.  I gather Doc and Linda have, or had, great respect and affection for the young man.”

“There’s a property other than the farm?” Mark asked.

“Bank stock. Stock in this bank.  It was purchased by your grandfather in 1950 when he served on the board.”

“Grampa was on the Board of Directors? Here?” Julie asked. 

“Yes.  There were two factions on the board, and the only person in town who could get along with both of them was your grandfather.  He left the stock to your grandmother, and she put it in trust until Linda was fifty.  Apparently neither of your grandparents thought people under fifty should be trusted with money.  Doc and Linda agreed to set the stock aside for the next generation.  They saw it as means to bring you together, bring you back to their home town, and teach all of you a lesson.”

Al knew he’d made a mistake as soon as he finished the sentence.

Seth came out of his chair “What? Teach us a…”

Al tried putting his fingertips together again and looked over his glasses at Seth.  This was not going well, and he hadn’t even gotten to the hard part.  “Doc was one of my best friends.  Mark, your mother is another.  Your mother and Doc prepared this codicil together, against my advice and over my objections.”

Two crazy bastards, Al thought, but immediately regretted it.  Men of his generation and background didn’t use words like that to describe women, even in their thoughts.  He looked at the heirs again.  They were staring back at him.   He took a deep breath and forged ahead. 

“Doc, with the approval of Linda, requested I read the following: ‘Linda and Mark, and I and Mary, are proud of all of you.  You are honest, hardworking, and bright.  That’s a good start in life, but we are asking for more.   

“We would like you to laugh and sing, loudly and often.  Jed, you’re tone deaf, but don’t let that stop you.  Be kind to others, help your fellow man, love those close to you, study for the love of learning, seek out difficult tasks and go at them.  Do not fear failure; it happens.  

“Your checking accounts will be empty before the end of the month from the time your kids are in high school until they’re out of college, maybe even a little longer.  Buck up; it will pass.  Enjoy them while they’re with you.  

“Be honest, be truthful, and always, always remember to take Doofus squirrel-fishing.’”

Al quickly moved on to an explanation of the finances.  At least he knew what that meant, sort of.

“The terms of the codicil are that the stock is to be sold within five years to allow the estate to get a good price.  The proceeds will be used to purchase three sets of certificates of deposit in this bank.  The certificates will be held in Doc’s safety deposit box in trust.  The initial set of CDs will be given to you when one of you answers the first question.  

“What’s the question?” asked Jed.  A puzzle fan, he was enjoying this.

Al swallowed hard. He’d be lucky if he wasn’t committed for psychiatric evaluation after this meeting.  “The first question is, ‘Would you like to go squirrel-fishing?’”

Silence.  Al had never seen five people so clueless.  Make that six, counting himself.  He had no idea what the answer was.  That was in a smaller envelope.

Al continued reading the codicil.  “The second set of CDs will be given to those of you who take Doofus squirrel-fishing, and…”

Seth snorted, got up and resumed pacing the floor.  The squeaking floor was the only sound in the room until Al resumed reading.

“A bonus CD will be given to the person who returns this envelope to its rightful owner.  If any of you do not earn your CD, the proceeds will be given to your issue upon your death.”

Seth glared at Al, Joe looked at Mark and shrugged his shoulders, and Jed dropped his pen.  The soft clatter sounded like an overturned garbage can to Al.    

 “Who is Doofus, and where does he fish?” Mark asked.

“I do not know.  I suspect it is allegorical.  The answer for each question is in a sealed envelope.  There are three.  Each is to be opened only when necessary,” Al said.

 “How much is the bank stock worth?” Mark asked.  

This was a question with an answer they should all understand.  The heirs nodded in agreement.  

“Ya, what’s the payout on this dizzy game?” Seth asked.  

This is where it gets worse, Al thought.  Maybe even nasty.

“My guess, which is only a guess, as shares in the bank are sold infrequently, is somewhere between $75 and $85 K.”

“Dad expected us to jump through hoops for seventy dollars?” Seth asked.

Al fidgeted.  Even with the breeze from the window behind him, he was sweating.  “You misunderstood me.  Seventy-five to eighty K is seventy-five to eighty-five thousand dollars.  It could be about ten thousand for each of you, with a five thousand dollar bonus CD.”

Joe whistled.  The rest of the heirs looked, in turn, incredulous, happy, and upset.

Al broke the silence.  “I didn’t mention it before, as the value is uncertain, but your father’s book is due to be published in November.  Proceeds from the publisher’s contract will add two thousand dollars per heir to the CDs.  If the book sells well, that figure could be increased substantially.”

Mark was the only heir to look surprised.  “Unk wrote a book?”

“It was a fantasy; something about a guy named Doofus.  He talked about it all the time, but I never paid attention,” Joe said.

Julie thought for a minute.  “I did.  So did your kids.  All our kids did.  Dad told those stories every Thanksgiving - silly stories, stories about the family and his work.  The kids ate it up.  Kids love to hear the same story, over and over.”

Seth nodded.  “That’s where Marcie learned a bunch of new words.  Martha was furious.  That’s why we cut back on family holiday dinners.” 

“Ya, Dad’s language…,” Jed added.

Seth stopped his pacing and glared at Al.  “I’ll be damned if I’m going to …"

Al interrupted him.  “One of the reasons I brought this up was that your father - and your mother, Mark - signed the codicil before he wrote the book and negotiated with the publisher.   Were it not for that, I’d suggest you contest the codicil, as the sums involved and the bizarre requests bring Doc’s sanity into question.  I don’t think that’s open to you now.”

Seth wasn’t mollified. “Well, I’m not going to give up that kind of money.  He wanted an answer?  Okay, I’ll go squirrel-fishing.”

Al already had the appropriate envelope in his hand.  He’d hoped someone would answer the question today.  It gave him a chance to look at the response Doc wanted.  It might give him an idea what the hell the old fool had been up to.  

A small piece of paper fell from the envelope.  Handwritten.  Great.  Doc’s handwriting was terrible.  Al read the answer, straightened a crease in the paper to see if that would help, and finally pulled out his handkerchief and wiped his glasses.  The answer remained the same.

Al re-evaluated his friendship with Doc, trying to remember if there was a reason Doc would deliberately torture him.  The last time he’d seen Doc was after Doc’s retirement.  They’d been having a beer on the deck at Doc’s.  A couple squirrels were in a tree above…

Al remembered.  He tried not to, but he started to laugh.  He gave up any pretense of self-control and let loose, howling with laughter.  Tears were running down his face by the time he regained his composure.  God, I loved being around that guy, he thought.  

Laughter under control, Al turned to Seth.  “No.  That is not the correct answer.” 

Seth’s face was dark.  The other heirs were silent; the men, other than Jed, were sullen.  

Al decided he’d better do something quickly.  “Doc didn’t say I couldn’t give you a hint.  Remember the back yard of your parent’s home.  They were inveterate gardeners.   One structure was unusual.  That structure is the key to this question.”

Silence, again.  Al felt a trickle of sweat running down his back.  He held his breath as the trickle became a stream. 

Julie started to laugh.  “Dad, you crazy….”  Grinning broadly, she turned and looked at Seth.  “Will I go squirrel-fishing?  Freshwater or marine?” 

Al exhaled. “I believe we are done for today.  With your permission, I’ll sell thirty percent of the bank stock and have the CDs mailed to you.”  

He began to gather the papers before him.  “There aren’t limits on the number of answers you submit or on the time you require to take Doofus fishing.  You are to discuss this amongst yourselves, as Doc and Linda did this, in part, to assure continued communication between the branches of the family.  Contact me if -.”

“What the hell.” Seth slammed a fist on the table.  “That was the answer?  What​​ is-” 

“That is correct.  Congratulations, Julie.  You read your father’s mind.”  Al stood, put the brown envelope in his brief case, and moved around the table, shaking hands.  Seth’s handshake was uncomfortably firm.

As they left, the heirs passed the door to a cloak room.  It was a long, narrow room of a type common in public buildings from that era.  Seth caught the attention of the others and held a finger to his lips when he was level with the door.   With exaggerated care, he turned the door knob, moved to the side, and jerked the door open.

A smell, a veritable miasma to the noses of city dwellers, rolled from the little room. 

Joe slapped a handkerchief over his nose. “Wheeuww.  For God’s sake, close it.  Smells as bad as Grandma’s barn.”  

“What possessed you to open that?” Julie asked.

Seth didn’t answer.  He took a gulp of air, flipped the old fashioned light switch next to the door and quickly explored the windowless room.  “I heard somebody in here,” he said as he came out.  “Somebody was listening to our meeting.  I heard him laughing.”

The little room behind Seth was empty, and he was standing in the only exit.

Happiness and Beauty are by-products.   Folly is the direct pursuit of Happiness and Beauty. GBS, The Revolutionaries Handbook, Man and Superman.1913

30 years earlier - 29 November, on the Gulf-Coast

Chapter 3



Elspeth

“Would you ladies like to order something to drink now, or wait for your meal?”

“Is the bar open?” asked the older of the two.

“Yes.”

“Good.  I don’t know about you Linda, but it’s the season, and I’m going to be jolly if it kills me.  Brandy Manhattan, straight up, with just a dash of cherry juice, please.”

“Mother, it’s barely noon.“

The waiter jotted down the order and asked, “And what is someone from Wisconsin doing so far south?  Visiting family for Thanksgiving or fleeing the cold?”

“How’d you know I’m from Wisconsin?”

 “Wisconsinites are the only people who ask for brandy in drinks civilized people take with whiskey.”  The waiter smiled and looked to Linda for her order.

The older woman turned on the waiter, saw the smile and relaxed.  “Cheese-head yourself, eh?”

“Born and raised in Eau Claire.  And what will the young lady have?”

“Hot tea.”

Elspeth, the older woman, made herself comfortable and looked around the restaurant.  She liked it here. “Your father and I ate here often on our honeymoon.  Food and drink were good and the staff impertinent.  We loved it, but I hate to think how long ago that was.”

The ladies ordered lunch.  Linda talked about the children and plans for Christmas as Elspeth surveyed the old restaurant.  She listened half-heartedly at first, more interested in memories than her daughter’s chatter.   Something began to nag at her, like a shred of pot roast wedged between her teeth.   She didn’t place it until the food arrived.  

Linda’s chatter was superficial, skipping from topic to topic, circling something, but never getting to the point.  It reminded her of people she saw wandering the aisles in stores, cell phones to their ears, blathering endlessly, saying nothing.  Elspeth detested that when she was the victim on the other end of the conversation, and it was happening now, without the phone.

“Let’s get down to business.  Why did you turn cold when Mark came home yesterday, and why did you ask me to meet you here instead of at the house?”

“I don’t know what you mean.”

“Bull.  I’m your mother, remember?  You hardly spoke a word after he came home.  Even the kids noticed.”

Linda looked at the place setting in front of her, sighed and faced her mother.  “I don’t know how to start.  It’s just a feeling.  Mark isn’t paying as much attention to me as he used to.  Maybe it’s the kids, age, his work.  I don’t know, but I’m not happy.”

“Honey, happiness is something you’ll never find by looking for it.  It’s what you discover when you’re doing things, working on a project, or helping someone.  Searching for happiness is like a dog chasing its tail.” 

“But, I’m…I’m afraid Mark might be looking around.”

Elspeth thought a moment.  “Have you seen anything, anything to make you suspicious?”

“No.”

“I thought so.  I'd say you don't have anything to worry about from what I saw yesterday.” 

“How can you say that? “

“The way Mark rushed into the house, his expression, his body language, how he greeted you and the kids.”

“But it’s easy for you to say. You and Dad were married 40 years.”

“And we were in marriage counseling four times.  Neither of us are…were… shy about speaking our mind.  It wasn’t easy, but we’d be married yet if the old goat hadn’t died on me.”  Elspeth turned away and pretended to examine a portrait hanging on the restaurant wall.  “God, how I miss him.”  

The drinks arrived and Elspeth sampled her Manhattan.  “Ahh. They always made wonderful drinks here.  Did I ever tell you what your father did on our honeymoon?”

“Mom, I don’t need–“

“It was at a table in that corner, over there.”  Elspeth pointed to a secluded table.  “It was our regular table that week.  He’d ordered a drink with an orange rind in it; brandy old fashioned, I think.  Several old fashions, actually.  He was tipsy, bored and punching little holes in the orange rind with a cocktail straw.  Made a mess–orange rind and shreds of wet cocktail napkin all over the table.  Worse than a toddler.  The barmaid looked at the mess and told him he should have better things to do on his honeymoon.  Without missing a beat, he held up the straw and said, ‘Ya, but this stays stiff.’  I could have killed him, and the poor girl never came back to our table.”

“Mother!”

“Knock off the Southern Belle delicacy, dear.  We were both raised in Wisconsin on a farm and know too much about biology for that.  And you've got a Masters in genetics, for gosh sakes.”  Elspeth sipped her drink and looked at Linda. “If you and Mark have a problem, and I don't think you do, it probably stems from what I call ‘Dick’s law of Biology’.”

“What is–”

"Give a male of any species too much food, wealth, power, or free time at any age between puberty and death, and the damned fool will do something stupid with his dick.   Poor devils can’t help themselves.  You’re Mark’s wife and it’s your job to make sure that doesn’t happen.”

“How?”

“The same way women have done it for the last 10,000 years.  Keep him busy.  If you can’t do that, use your credit cards to make sure you look good and there isn’t any money around to fund such nonsense.”

“But…but, how do I keep him busy?”

“Paint the living room, paper the bedrooms, landscape, re-arrange furniture.  You belong to a church, don’t you?”

“Yes.  A large one.  It’s–”

“There you go.  Every church I’ve known has programs during the Christmas season and they can never find enough volunteers to run them.  Volunteer him.  There’s no way he’ll be able to back out gracefully, and he’ll know it.”  Elspeth tapped her fingers on the table thoughtfully.  “Look for something with high school kids and men, though.  Men work better with teenagers and you don't want to throw him in with a gaggle of women.”

“There’s the ‘Living Nativity’.  They need a director.”

“What’s that?”

“The church has a living nativity program every year before Christmas.  They rent the amphitheater in the park, dress kids in costumes and have them walk through the nativity story.  It was cute and the kids didn’t get stage fright because there weren’t any speaking parts.  They’ve changed it this year, though.”

“How?”
“They’ve put adults in all the roles and contracted with an animal park to provide calves, donkeys, and lambs.  The Magi will ride camels.”

Elspeth scowled.  “Bad move.  Christmas pageants are for kids.”

“A lot of parents agree.  They aren’t happy about the way the kids were excluded.”

“Sounds like a complex project with a good chance of crashing, and half the church is already unhappy about it. It’s the perfect job to keep Mark busy.  He’ll have his hands full, and you’ll have a chance to work with him: hem costumes or help coordinate.   Spend time with him.  Sweeten up though.  Honey catches more flies than vinegar.”

“Mother, you can’t fix problems with old aphorisms.”

“Those aphorisms lasted for a reason.  Your troubles with Mark are over, although you’d better start looking for another church.”

“Why?”

“Honey, fights in churches are the nastiest fights you’ll see.  Now, where’s that cute waiter?  I could use another Manhattan.”

Lunch lived up to the restaurant's reputation and Elspeth’s memories.  She turned serious for a moment as the valet brought Linda's car around.  "Before you do anything to rope Mark into this fiasco, think about why you got married and reread 1 Corinthians 13."

“Doesn't ring a bell, Mom.  And I thought you were agnostic?”

Elspeth paused and her shoulders sagged.  “I thought you had a better education.  A story doesn’t have to be true to be instructive, and I'm a skeptic, not a fool.  My eyes aren’t what they used to be, but I still recognize beauty and wisdom when I find them.  That’s a problem with life – we don’t recognize wisdom until it’s too damned late to do us any good.  You’re still young enough, though.  Look it up.  Read it.  Read it aloud, as you would the sonnets, and don't ever forget that passage.
 It was your father's favorite.” She looked away, fumbled for a handkerchief and blew her nose. “Lord, he read it beautifully.”  

Over dinner that night, Elspeth pulled out the brochure for the cruise she was booked on.  Passed around, it didn’t make it past the boys, ages five and seven.  The adults chatted about the holidays while the boys poured over pictures of the cruise ship.

Mark got a rise out of Elspeth when he asked how Doc was doing.  

“He’s finally given up trying to get a research position at a vet school and settled back into practice. He’s found a way to do some studies in his practice, collecting data on the cattle he sees every day.  He is so fixated on bovine medicine and immunology he can’t talk about much else.  And Lord, he will talk about it, long after your eyes glaze.  He’s my oldest child, and I love him dearly, but I think he’s the most stupendously obtuse man on the planet when it comes to reading people.  He couldn’t be more at sea if he were an engineer.  I don’t know how Mary puts up with him.”

“It can’t be that bad.  I’m an engineer, and Linda and I understand each other perfectly,” Mark objected.  

Elspeth was bent double by a spasm of coughing, apparently choking on a piece of chicken or celery.  Between hacks, she sputtered something that sounded like, “My God, two in the same family.”

Mark thumped her on the back until she recovered.  “What was that you said?” he asked, as her coughing subsided.

“I said… ah, I said ‘Oh, but you haven’t spent an extra five years in graduate school.’  Linda, don’t let him even think about going back to school like your brother did.”  

The ladies laughed nervously and, as people were finished with the entrees, began to clear the table.  Over desert, Linda asked her mother if she was taking the cruise to get away from the snow and cold.  
“No.  It’s working in an empty house all day and eating alone every night I’m escaping. The days are long and lonely and the nights are worse.   I still have a hand in running the farm and managing the herd, but my farm manager only meets with me twice a week and I know he’d like to cut it back to once a month.”  She paused and absently shoved a piece of pie around her plate.  “I need to talk to people, play cards, flirt, and maybe even dance again.”

Mark said he thought the cruise was a grand idea.  Linda was less sure about it.  The conversation turned to the kids and how they were doing in school.  The boys joined in with their views on that until Elspeth clanged a fork on her water glass and said she had an announcement.  “I’ll be back about the time the boys get out of school for Christmas.  As my Christmas present to you, I’ll watch the kids during the day and for two nights before Christmas.  I don’t get to spend much time with them, and it will give you two a chance to get away by yourselves for a weekend.” 

“Why, that’s…that’s very nice,” Linda stammered.  “Are you sure you can––“ 

Mark put down his fork and looked at his mother-in-law.  “That’s a lovely idea, Elspeth.  You’re on, if you can handle the kids.”

Elspeth smiled, reached over to Mark and patted the top of his hand.  “Oh, I can handle the kids.  But we have a lot to do between now and Christmas, a lot of work to do.”

Mark liked Elspeth, but there was something in her smile tonight.  It played at the corners of her lips and eyes. She knew something he didn’t, and it wasn’t something she was going to share. 

� Though I speak with the tongues of men and of angels, but have not love, I am become as sounding brass or a tinkling cymbal.   And though I have the gift of prophecy, and understand all mysteries, and all knowledge, and though I have all faith, so that I could move mountains, but have not love, I am nothing... Love is patient, love is kind.  It does not envy, it does not boast, it is not proud.  It does not dishonor others, it is not self-seeking, it is not easily angered, it keeps no record of wrongs.  Love does not delight in evil but rejoices in the truth.  Love bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things, endures all things…  And now abideth faith, hope, love, these three; but the greatest of these is love.








