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Part I: As Normal as It Gets
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2002-01-21, Mon​

Naked Ladies don’t usually come out in January, but at the 2002 Martin Luther King Jr. Day event in Malvern, they were well represented. 

Merida hesitated to call the rapidly filling room a sanctuary or even a worship space. The Light of Life Fellowship advertising claimed it was a new way of doing church for the new century. Different maybe, but Merida seriously doubted that it was all that new. “Dr. Tanner,” a man’s voice said behind her. She turned, already knowing who had spoken and knowing it would do no good to remind him again that she didn’t have a doctorate. Cody Marcus had the role of campus pastor at Epworth College where she taught.

“It’s good to have you here today,” Cody said with nothing remotely approaching sincerity. “Let me show you to your seat.”

Merida continued to hope no one would ask her to speak. However, it was rather disconcerting to have someone so blatantly tell her to sit down and shut up. As she followed him, she was reminded why her husband Duncan referred to Cody as a little pipsqueak. Even with his high-heeled boots, Cody was at least four inches shorter than her. The college president had asked Merida to represent the college, or she would have been able to choose her own place to sit with friends or relatives. She had already spotted several other Naked Ladies in the gathering crowd. So far as she knew, only one of the Naked Ladies was a member of the Light of Life Fellowship.

The choir loft crossed the entire back of the stage, big enough to seat several times more than the loft at St. Andrew’s United Methodist, Merida’s church. Her mother Peg had just come through the main doors with Daisy Lee, wife of the St. Andy’s pastor. Merida smiled. For over twenty years, Daisy’s father had been working with Merida’s father on sustainable farming practices and switching from traditional crops to apples and grapes.

Peg and Daisy, both Naked Ladies, turned to speak with Barbara Rogers, another Naked Lady. The smile slipped from Merida’s face. Of course, Barbara would be at the Light of Life Fellowship, even if it was for an MLK event. This was Barbara’s church, as she was fond of telling them. Way back when Merida was home with a new baby, she had wondered why Barbara was in the Naked Ladies. The fact that her mother was one of the founders didn’t seem enough. Merida’s mother and grandmother were founders, but that wasn’t her reason for being a Naked Lady.

Steve Burley, the county sheriff, came to the choir loft and asked if he could sit beside Merida. They chatted about things only slightly more consequential than the weather. Steve was a graduate of the Catholic high school in town and seemed to be keeping the county mostly calm and mostly peaceful. He was part of the Burley clan that had been on the quarter section next to the Ross home place. That was where his father had opened Burley’s Cue Ball, much to the Ross family’s dismay. Merida’s brother Kieran had bought the Cue Ball in the nineties and had converted it into the Applecross​​ Public House or the Pub. It was generally recognized as the best eating place in the area, even if the kilts the staff wore were rather short. Steve’s cousin, Kate Shannon, was a Naked Lady and Kieran’s main assistant. Merida tried not to be pushy about hoping her son and Kate would become more than friends.

Joan Saunders, mayor of Malvern, came to the choir loft to ask if anyone there needed anything. The mayor’s office had been the official sponsor and organizer of the day’s activities since before Joan became mayor.

“Do you need to sit down for a minute?” Merida asked.

“I’ll be o...” Joan’s reply was cut short by another person taking everyone’s attention. J. Victor Munro, a former state senator, was waving at the crowd. He had married into the Burley clan and was Steve and Kate’s uncle. He wasn’t scheduled to speak, but he couldn’t be kept out of the spotlight. Merida’s dad had supported Munro in the state senate because of his work for alternative agriculture but disagreed with most of his other stances. Some people said Munro was the reason lawyers have such a bad reputation. Merida doubted he or any other individual had that much influence, just as she and her mother weren’t the reason for people’s attitudes about English teachers. Before sitting, Munro greeted each person in the choir loft, though he didn’t know or remember everyone’s name. Merida wished she were in the latter group, but as a tall redhead, she had always been someone people knew.

The combined band from Malvern Public and St. Christopher’s Catholic started playing the National Anthem, and the color guard marched in with the flags. Merida didn’t try to suppress her smile. Her dad Angus was carrying the U.S. flag, and her husband Duncan was carrying the state flag. She had always enjoyed looking at Duncan. They had grown up across the road from each other and didn’t remember not knowing each other. Kieran was commander of the V.F.W. post, but he wouldn’t take time off from the Pub.

After the color guard placed their flags and returned to the back, Rev. Evelyn Drake,​ retired clergy and current president of the Naked Ladies, offered a rather lengthy prayer. Merida thought the prayer was too long but was glad Evelyn was there. As vice-president of the Naked Ladies, Merida might have been asked to speak. Evelyn in her prayer didn’t say anything about the reaction to the World Trade Center attack or anything else controversial. Merida might not have exercised that much restraint.

The speaker for the morning was a retired Religion professor from the college. His wife had managed the college bookstore and had been a founder of the Naked Ladies. It was good to see them again. With the September eleventh attack so fresh, the topic was the Muslim religion and its similarities to Christianity and Judaism. The crowd was well-behaved, but their faces showed an unsurprising variety of reactions. For Merida, there was nothing particularly new. She and the other Naked Ladies had read about those three religions and many others, and her sister was married to a Muslim. J.V. Munro had opened an expensive leather portfolio and appeared to be taking careful notes. That seemed uncharacteristic of him, so she tried to watch him without being obvious about it. The color guard was standing at the back of the auditorium. Her husband and father both winked at close to the same time. Merida didn’t try to keep from smiling. She glanced at her mother sitting with Daisy and Aaron, who seemed to be taking notes, too.

When the speaker finished, a small ensemble from the LoL Fellowship choir came onto the stage to sing “God Bless the USA.” Barbara Rogers and Cody Marcus were both part of the ensemble. Merida did her best to keep her expression blank. The song seemed to have been chosen as a rebuttal to what the speaker had just said. When the crowd stood to applaud as the song ended, Merida stood, too. Too many were watching for her not to join in. J.V. Munro was enthusiastically joining in the applause. He had set his portfolio on the chair beside him with a newspaper on top of it, opened to the crossword puzzle. Was that his notes? As the event was ending, Merida noticed that the paper was left on one of the choir chairs. She picked it up rather than leaving it for a janitor and glanced at the puzzle. It was all filled in... with random letters. She looked to where Munro was working the crowd and crumpled the paper before carrying it to the trash.

***
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2002-02-16, Saturday​

On the Saturday morning in the middle of February, there wasn’t much to block the wind once the pickup got out of the protection of the orchard. Grapevines, low-growth of winter wheat, and corn stubble blocked nothing. Fortunately, the intermittent flurries in the past few days hadn’t dropped enough snow to make noticeable drifts. Even without much snow, the morning reminded Merida of two scenes in Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein; or, The Modern Prometheus. In the first, the daemon is striding across a glacier, and in the second, the boat carrying Dr. Frankenstein is trapped in Arctic ice. If Duncan or Angus were with her, either one would accuse her of having a literary reference or maybe half a dozen for anything and everything. Why was that so wrong? She had followed in her mother’s footsteps in becoming an English teacher. There were worse fates.

Merida was glad the pickup had a good heater and that Duncan and Malcolm always kept all their equipment in good repair. She shook her head when she saw Angus driving toward the farm and waved as they passed each other. He had supposedly turned the operation over when Duncan finished twenty years in the Marine Corps. That didn’t stop Angus from coming out to the farm nearly every day. Why couldn’t he spend as much time with Kieran? Even with her daughter Ivy living two hundred miles away, Merida was unable to imagine anything that would cause her to quit talking to either of her children. With a grand-baby due any day, there would be even more reason to stay close with Ivy.

The morning’s bright sunshine wasn’t enough to lure many residents of Malvern out into the wind. Smoke from chimneys, a few vehicles on the streets, and lights in windows of stores and homes kept it from looking like a Twilight Zone setting. When Merida was on her route to or from Epworth College, she usually passed her parents’ home, but she wasn’t going to the college. The Friends of Dorcas second-chance shop was on the square across from the courthouse, between El Toro authentic Mexican and Baumgartner’s Pharmacy – which was no longer owned by a Baumgartner. Rather than making a U-turn, Merida parked facing the courthouse and hurried across to the shop. The Naked Ladies opened Friends of Dorcas after reading a book about the biblical figure. Cindy Burley, the manager and wife of the county sheriff, had called a few volunteers to sort through some recent, large donations. As soon as she opened the pickup door, Merida was glad she had decided to wear her Ross tartan wool slacks. Her father had good-naturedly grumbled that tartans were supposed to be kilts, not slacks, but Merida didn’t like wearing a kilt or skirt in a cold wind.

Ruth Rickstein came out of the back room while Merida was still unbundling. Ruth was a Naked Lady and daughter of a former member. She had been in high school when the shop opened and now volunteered on Saturday mornings. She had a thriving practice as a physical therapist and masseuse, and her husband was one of the town’s family doctors. She immediately asked about Ivy and the baby.

“Nothing new,” Merida said. “The due date is next Thursday. The baby has better sense than to come out into weather like this.”

Ruth chuckled. “I’m sure her grandmother would keep her warm. My babies were born in the spring, so my mother helped keep them cool during the summer.”

“We do what we can.”

Ruth led the way into the back room which was already crowded with Cindy, three volunteers, and several racks and piles of clothing. Cindy and two of the volunteers were not Naked Ladies, so the conversation focused on other matters. In the thirty years that the Naked Ladies had been together, they had gradually become more open, but they seldom discussed book group matters with non-members. Barbara Rogers, the volunteer manager of the shop for the first ten years, was directing the sorting operation. The initial inventory for the shop had been mostly from the estate of Barbara’s mother Lydia. After more than twenty years, only two pieces of jewelry remained from that beginning. As Merida looked around, she didn’t see any volunteers who hadn’t sorted several previous donations.

“So good you could make it,” Barbara said to Merida. “I know how busy you are with teaching and all your reading.”

“All work and no play is just as bad for Jill as for Jack.”

“Oh, we can’t be playing here, or our customers won’t know where to find what they want.”

Merida smiled and nodded, an expression that got plenty of practice with students making comments that didn’t quite connect. Everyone in the little group wanted to know any baby news, so Merida told them the little she knew while they continued working. Several others had their own stories to tell about their babies or their loved ones’ babies.

“Barbara,” one of the new volunteers asked, “were you ever blessed with a baby?”

Barbara looked down at the jacket she had just pulled from a grocery bag.

Merida touched Barbara’s arm and spoke to the volunteer. “Not everyone is lucky.”

“It’s not about luck,” Barbara said forcefully, straightening her back and looking up again. “It’s about the awesome grace of God. I don’t know why He needed another angel, but...” She shook her head and swallowed. The crowded room fell into awkward silence. “I suppose next you’ll want to talk about the blessings of marriage.”

“No. We don’t want to remind you,” Cindy said. Barbara had been married for just a few years and, after the divorce, had gone back to her maiden name. Barbara and Ruth’s mother had been married to brothers and had both divorced them.

“Okay,” one of the volunteers said, breaking the tension. “Here’s something you might be interested in, Merida.” She held up a kilt that had obviously been made for someone who hadn’t born two children.

“Thanks. That’s a Royal Stewart tartan, and I only wear Clan Ross tartans. Who donated it?”

“Mavis McManigal. Isn’t a plaid a plaid? I choose plaids to go with whatever else I’m wearing.”

Merida shook her head. She didn’t want to get into the history of tartans and kilts. “Mavis was nearly a foot shorter than me and skinny.”

“You still look good, and you could fit in with your brother’s staff at the Pub. Maybe one of them would be interested. A kilt for Mavis would be about the right length.”

“The pub kilts are the Ross modern hunting tartan, and that’s still Royal Stewart.”

“If I worked out there, I’d insist on choosing my own plaid until Kieran put on a kilt. He’d look good.”

“If you didn’t wear the uniform,” Barbara said, “you’d get fired. I don’t pretend to know what’s what with the Scotch plaids, but I know about obeying orders. I also know the green plaid they wear at the Pub looks better with Merida’s red hair than that red one would.”

Merida thanked her for the compliment and chose not to correct her on the use of the term Scotch. She was surprised that Barbara would know what the Pub staff wore. She had been quite vocal about her dislike for Burley’s Cue Ball. More than once, she had implied there was little difference between the Cue Ball and the Pub. Few others shared that opinion. Maybe Barbara knew about the staff kilts because they matched the ones Merida and Angus often wore. The Bonnie Lads​ Marching Corps wore a full dress Royal Stewart outfit. If Merida’s memory served, Mavis McManigal’s late husband had marched with them for a short time. Maybe that was why she had a Royal Stewart kilt.

Two of the volunteers had left, and they were getting close to the end of their sorting when Cindy asked if Merida would like to have a look at some books to put on the Naked Ladies book sale in the spring. Merida was always up for looking at books or anything else she might read.

“Are the books Christian?” Barbara asked. “We don’t want to be a bad influence on the community.”

The bad influence, Merida thought, is censoring what people can read, but she didn’t respond aloud. There was no real point in looking for arguments like her brother did.

***
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2002-02-22, Friday

Just under a week later, the baby was born shortly before midnight on the day after her due date. Her parents named her Iris Merida after her Running grandmother and her Tanner grandmother. Duncan might have gone back to sleep after the call, but Merida was too excited for sleep. She was even too excited to read. Talk about extreme! Duncan sat up in bed to keep her company but nodded off again long before Merida turned off the light. They had agreed to drive with her parents to Coventry as soon as Merida was done at the college. Duncan didn’t have anything to keep him from going.

When they arrived at the hospital in Coventry, Tony’s parents were getting ready to leave, fortunately for Merida. Grandma Iris handed baby Iris Merida to Grandma Merida, and everyone was happy. Duncan, Peg, and Angus had their turns holding the baby, but she was in Merida’s arms longest. Merida read a book to Iris Merida about the day she was born. Angus teased Merida about indoctrinating the baby into the Naked Ladies.

“Getting her started right,” Merida responded simply. “I’ll start sending her the book lists as soon as she’s old enough.”

“If you read to her,” Duncan said, “she’s old enough already, like my mother.”

“She likes reading,” Ivy offered. “For the past couple months, if she was restless, she would calm right down when I started reading aloud. I can’t always do that, but it worked when I could.”

Merida lifted the baby and gently kissed the top of her head. Her hair was pale blonde without even the trace of red Ivy had when she was first born.

***
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2002-03-13, Wednesday

On a cold day near the middle of March, Merida stopped at her parents’ house in town after she finished at the college. She had never lived in this house, but where her parents lived would always be home. That day it smelled like fresh snickerdoodle cookies.

“How’s my favorite, red-haired daughter?” Angus asked as he came out of the library. He was wearing an old kilt in the Ross weathered hunting tartan, a thick wool sweater of indeterminate color, and heavy boots.

“Proud as a peacock,” she said with her best imitation of a Scots brogue, “and plump as a pigeon. Ivy sent some new pictures of Iris Merida.” She handed them pictures from one of the color printers at the college. There wasn’t much change from the pictures Merida had passed around at the monthly Naked Ladies meeting the week before.

After abundant exclamations of delight, Merida asked, “And how would my skirt-wearing, tight-fisted father be on this fine day?”

“Here, now, lass!” he growled. “‘Tis a kilt, not a skirt! Trim your tongue, or I’ll turn you over my knee.”

“That’ll be the day,” she said with a smile, dropping the pretense of a Scots accent. “What have you been up to today? Scaring the neighbor children?”

He shifted to his normal accent, too. “I helped put in some new shelves in the pastor’s study at the church, and then your mother thought I should do the same for her, too.”

“You knew she was a reader before you married her.”

“I didn’t know she was an over-enthusiastic book collector. She’s trying to outdo the Library of Congress. She’s already passed the college and city libraries combined.”

“I continue to hope you’ll take up reading, you old goat,” Peg said as she came in from the kitchen and set a plate of snickerdoodles on the dining table at one side of the living room. The previous owners had used the side room as a dining room, not a library. “That would be quieter than the infernal racket of your bagpipes.”

“If I wasn’t making a racket, you’d wonder where I was and what I was up to.”

“So, how were things at the college today?” Peg asked.

“Totally new and exactly the same as always,” Merida said as she sat at the table. They continued talking about the differences between teaching high school as Peg had done and teaching college as Merida was doing. Angus had never taught, but he had served several terms on the local school board.

The cookie plate was empty when Peg said, “I’m glad you’ll be heading up the reading list committee this year.”

“Naked Lady business,” Angus said. “Do I need to leave the room?”

“No,” Merida said. “You need to convince Mom I’m not intimidated by her the way the other high school kids were.”

Peg snorted and shook her head. “You need to convince your daughter that it’s high time she crawled out of her cocoon and took charge.”

Angus stood. “I’m not fool enough to get between you two.” He took the cookie plate into the kitchen.

“Mom, it’s time to listen to reason. We all know you have strong opinions about what we should be reading. That’s why we need you on the committee. As vice-president, I can recruit anyone to be on it. I don’t have strong opinions. I’ll read anything. Therefore...” She shrugged.

“It’s not strong opinions. It’s the courage of my convictions. But you aren’t a high school girl anymore, and I won’t go on forever. When I’m no longer around...”

“Don’t say that,” Merida interrupted. “You’re stronger than six teams of horses.”

“Be that as it may, George Washington’s greatest presidential action was stepping aside when he could have continued, as Alice is fond of reminding anyone who will listen.” Alice Easterday had been teaching History at Malvern High when Peg began teaching English. “I do have strong opinions, but I’d prefer to turn things over to someone who can do a good job rather than hang on until I’m a cranky old crone.”

“Any of the Naked Ladies could do a good job, and it’s a committee, not a solo act.”

“How many others are English teachers?”

“That’s unfair. We’re talking about a reading list, not a syllabus or... or a curriculum guide or whatever.”

“One of the proudest moments in my life was when you decided to become an English major. Another was when you decided to become an English teacher. Don’t sell yourself short.”

“I always wished,” Angus said from the kitchen, “that we could find someone like you when your mother retired.”

“I thought you were staying out of this,” Merida snapped.

He stepped into the doorway and said, “It’s like this. If I had a question about farming or wine-making, I’d ask your husband. If it were about brewing beer or running a pub, I’d ask your brother. If it were about cancer or doctoring, I’d ask your sister. If it’s about books or teaching, should I ask them?”

“No, you should ask your wife.”

“I always do, and for a second opinion I ask my charmingly brilliant daughter.”

“Sandy is too busy reading medical books to read the ones on our lists.”

“I was referring to her older sister.”

“Even when you were in college,” Peg said, “and then when you and Duncan were in the Marines, you read every book on our lists. I’m slowing down and don’t get all the way through all of them anymore. You’re about the only one who did and does.”

Merida countered, “Janelle does.” Janelle Lawrence had worked in the school lunch room and never graduated from high school, but she was a still-active member of the Naked Ladies.

“We all love Janelle,” Peg said, “but a committee member has to speak up.”

“Isn’t that rather judgmental?”

“Perhaps. I prefer to see it as being observant. You and Janelle read more than anyone else I know, but she almost never speaks up and was never an English teacher.”

Angus returned to the table with a carafe to refill their coffee mugs. “Sometimes I wish the apples had fallen a little farther from the tree. Do you know the biggest difference I see between you and Kieran?”

“He’s male, and I’m female?” Merida offered.

He raised his hand and tipped his head to acknowledge that. “He refuses to admit that another person’s opinion is worth even as much as the manure we put around grapevines and fruit trees. Sometimes I wish he didn’t take after his father quite so much.”

Merida smiled. “I’ve always been proud to take after you and Mom both.”

“Have you ever known either of us to refuse to lead when it was needed?”

She studied him for a few seconds before shaking her head. “You’re both magnets for leadership opportunities. I talked to Aaron today, too.”

“Oh?” Peg said.

Angus pulled back. “I hope he didn’t ask you to straighten up the bookshelves I built.”

Merida closed her eyes and shook her head. “My father doesn’t do shoddy work.”

“What was it?” Peg asked. “You make it sound more important than a few old boards.”

“I don’t use old boards for bookshelves,” Angus insisted.

“Shut up, you old goat, and let your daughter tell us what the preacher wanted.”

“You two are a bad example for the coming generation,” Merida said. “He asked me to go back onto the Spiritual Life Committee.”

Angus frowned. “After you resigned because of that hothead upstart?” He was referring to Cody Marcus.

“I resigned because I couldn’t lead the committee to a better decision. The college deserves somebody who’s a better leader.”

A few minutes later, Merida went home to the farm and immediately found Duncan to show him the baby pictures. He and his older brother Junior were loading corn to take into town. “That child,” Duncan declared, “will have more pictures than the National Portrait Gallery.”

“She’s a cutie,” Junior said and put his glasses back into his pocket. Though he was only three years older than Duncan and five years older than Merida, he looked old enough to be in a different generation. Duncan still fit into his Marine uniform. Junior carried the weight of too many years of too much drinking and too many late nights. He did his best with the farm work, but Duncan made most of the decisions on the Tanner ground.

Merida rode along with Duncan to take the loaded truck to town and told him about her conversation with Aaron. “All those books the Naked Ladies have read are no help in making a resignation stick.”

He chuckled. “He knows a good thing when he sees it. What did your parents say?”

She cleared her throat. “Everybody but me thinks I’m such a great leader.”

“Six billion against one. I’m with the majority.”

“You’re incorrigible.”

“Hopelessly devoted to you.”

“That’s my line. You know Jenny Turani, don’t you?”

“Your friend Zana’s wife? I don’t know her well. We’ve talked a little at some of your faculty parties. From what I’ve seen at games, the players look to her more than Rich or any of the other coaches.”

“Cody Marcus is on a toot about her. Have you seen her do anything ever that any good Christian might find objectionable?”

“Some Christians find all kinds of things objectionable.”

“Like you and Aaron?”

“I don’t know if he finds me objectionable. I like the guy, but somebody has to stand up to him.”

“Daisy stands up to him.”

“In her own way, Daisy’s a force of nature like your mother.”

“And we love ‘em both.” Merida sighed. “You didn’t answer my question about Jenny.”

“You noticed.”

“I always notice you.”

Duncan frowned. “Let me put it this way. If Coach Turani wore any of the things we both object to, the things that seem like advertisements for how Christian you are, if she didn’t change anything else, no one would ever guess she’s anything but one of the nicest people around. She’s definitely not a terrorist.”

“I didn’t call her that.”

“I know. She’s no more a terrorist than Gerard. We both know he and Sandy are all about saving lives, not taking them. By the way, I talked to Mom this morning. She had a nice visit with Sandy while Dad was at his appointment.” His parents and her sister and brother-in-law lived in the same Florida city.

Merida smiled. “Too bad Sandy and Gerard don’t specialize in what your dad needs. No, I don’t want to say it that way. I wish he didn’t have any reason to go to a cancer clinic. With your mom’s eyes...”

“I know. She told me about calling Ivy last night and hearing baby Iris cooing and gurgling. She hasn’t been that excited since we got her hooked up with Books on Tape. She wants Dad to check into the cost of flights so she can have her turn with Iris.”

“Iris Merida,” Merida corrected him for the too-many-eth time. “I may be the only one, but I think her middle name is important.”

“I do, too. And her other gramma probably thinks her first name is important. So, if I can shift the topic away from our darling granddaughter, are you going to go back on the Spiritual Life Committee?”

“Duncan,” she said with a frown, “I already failed at that and resigned. I’m not a glutton for punishment.”

“I would say the committee failed. Besides, if we all gave up after one failure, we’d never get anywhere.”

“You, Major Tanner, sir, can be totally exasperating. If you weren’t so good to me, I’d throw you out with the trash.” Merida waved at one of their friends who was just driving away from the grain elevator as she and Duncan arrived. 

“And if you weren’t so good to me, I would have given up long, long ago.”

She sighed and rubbed her palms on the fabric of her slacks over her knees.

Duncan eased their truck into the back of the line. “Do you know what we called Marines who always declined promotions?”

“No. You probably told me sometime. This wouldn’t be a promotion.”

“What about that putz Marcus?” Duncan asked.

“Whether we like it or not, he’s the campus pastor. You sometimes served with people who didn’t deserve their rank.”

“And somebody needed to stand up to them. Who’s gonna stand up to Marcus?”

“I’m not the only one on campus who doesn’t appreciate his attempts to make it a conservative training camp.”

“I don’t know about that. I asked who’s going to stand up to him.”

***
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2002-03-21, Thursday

On Thursday of the next week, baby Iris Merida was one month old. It was spring break at the college, and any faculty who weren’t traveling kept a more flexible schedule, so Merida stopped by the Pub on her way to campus. Kieran had transformed the Pub into a modern restaurant and brewery with Scottish decor. Most of the staff – both male and female – wore short kilts, and Scottish music played over the sound system. While he was still trying to establish his own clientele, Kieran opened a side room for morning coffee. After six years, more people came in for coffee than most other times of the day.

“Good morning, Ms. Tanner,” a young woman said just inside the door. Willow Madison was a student at the college but hadn’t yet been in any of Merida’s classes. Like most of the young wait staff, she looked good in her kilt and black T-shirt. The kilt was longer than most of the mini-skirts Merida had in college.

“Hi, Willow. Is Kate in?”

Willow glanced around the room. “She must be in the office. I’ll get her.”

Several of the morning coffee regulars nodded to Merida, and one waved her over to his table. All the men greeted her. “So,” said the one who had signaled her, “you or Duncan gonna run for state senate?”

“Maybe one of ‘em’s gonna run for Malvern mayor,” another man said before she could reply.

“Gotta live in town for that,” the signaler said. “Kieran’s goin’ for that.”

“Hope he’s better’n he was on the city council.”

Merida raised her hand as she would in a classroom with too many students trying to speak at once. “What does my brother running for mayor have to do with the state senate?”

“If enough people remember how he did on the council, he won’t have a chance at mayor.”

“That was ten years ago. He’s learned a thing or two since then.”

“Okay,” Merida said raising both hands. “We don’t have any plans about the state senate. Kieran didn’t ask me about running for mayor, and I doubt he asked Duncan.” She turned away from the table and went to meet Kate, who was coming from the office with Willow.

Kate Shannon had been working at the Pub for the entire six years since it opened. She had been a leader among the staff from the start and, in the three years since graduating from Epworth College, she had been Kieran’s second-in-charge. “How’s my favorite teacher?” she asked with a big smile.

“Frustrated at the moment by people asking questions when I don’t have enough context to answer.”

Kate glanced at the table behind Merida. “What were they asking?”

“They wanted to know if either Duncan or I planned to run for state senate.”

“Oh, that. You know Mayor Saunders is running, don’t you? Aren’t she and Duncan cousins?”

“I heard she’s considering it.”

“The word on the grapevine is that she filed the papers. Between you and her, I’d definitely vote for you.”

Merida shook her head with a smile. “Just because I gave you an A in every class you took from me? Not enough people would vote for that.”

“Yeah, right! You’d be surprised. So, did you come in just to talk politics?”

“Maybe Naked Ladies politics. You know I’m vice-president this year, right? I want you to think about being on the reading list committee.” Kate was the youngest member of the book group, though not the most recent to join. She had joined the week of her college graduation.

“Will you be on it?”

“Not necessarily. The VP’s in charge of making sure it happens.”

“I know, and sometimes they serve on it, too. If you’re on it, I’ll do it, too. Do you have anyone else yet?”

“You’re the first I’ve asked. I’m hoping to have three people to announce at our next meeting.”

“You, me, and who else?”

Merida shook her head with a smile. “I’m hoping for you and two others. We need an older member. If Janelle or Alice won’t do it, I’ll ask Phyllis.”

“Not your mother?”

“She wants me to do it.”

“You’d be good. At our last meeting, I heard either you or your mother has been in on making the list since the group started.”

“That’s probably true. I know it is since Duncan and I came home from the Corps. Doesn’t that make it about time for someone else?”

“Merida,” Kate steepled two fingers in front of her mouth for a moment, “you don’t seem to realize how much your leadership means to our group, you and your mother both. If you two weren’t in it, I wouldn’t be. Without you two, the group would probably have fallen apart before I was born.”

Merida took a slow breath and let it out through her nose. “Maybe. You were in first grade when I joined. Ivy was in second grade, and Malcolm was in kindergarten.” Though Kate went through the Catholic schools in town, she had been in the same circle of friends with Merida’s children. “You know, I came in to ask you to be on the committee, but it feels like you’re trying to convince me.”

“I am.”

Merida glanced at the table where she had been asked about the state senate. “Just don’t ask me to run against Joan.”

“You don’t have to worry about that. I wouldn’t want to risk you turning into someone like Uncle Jay,” she said, referring to JV Munro.

“Okay. Maybe we can put a book on the list to irritate him, and don’t you be telling anyone I said that.” They both laughed.

***
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2002-03-22, Friday

Merida had signed up to work at the Friends of Dorcas shop on the Friday of Spring Break. Responsibilities on campus didn’t allow her to volunteer often. The shop was the group’s steadiest fund-raiser. The other big fund-raiser was the April book sale held concurrently at the city and college libraries. Merida would have been working on the book sale, but all of the volunteer slots were filled when she was available.

It was a slow afternoon at the shop, and Merida was glad she had brought along the project she was making for Iris Merida, a Clan Ross ancient hunting tartan blanket. The project was fairly simple, putting a binding around the edges of a piece of fabric, but Merida had done very little sewing since she was in 4-H. She was exercising enough care and attention to detail that she couldn’t read at the same time. Running, Tony’s family name, was English, but Merida wanted Iris Merida to appreciate her Scots heritage.

The bell on the door tinkled, and Merida took off her glasses to rub her eyes before looking to see Daisy Lee coming in. They greeted each other warmly.

“I’m surprised you’re here instead of at the book sale,” Daisy said. “That’s where I went looking for you.”

Merida bent her head from side to side to ease some of the tension from sewing. “I don’t want to be too predictable.”

“Come on over to the Meadows for coffee on your next day off.”

“Maybe I’ll tell Duncan I want to make the next trip over to the winery and take a little extra time to sit in the hot tub. With the weather we’ve been having, that sounds even better than coffee.”

“Just tell me when. I’ll be there.”

“You’re on. So, you were looking for me?”

“Here.” She offered a small book to Merida. “Have you seen this? Aaron’s sister wrote it. Some of our members are going to suggest the Quran for the next reading list. This is a guide for people reading without the help of a halaqa or ummah, especially Christians. I want to suggest reading it alongside. Since you’ve read the Quran so many times, I thought you could tell me if it’s any good.”

They talked briefly about the book.

“Mom said you asked her to be on the book list committee with you,” Daisy said.

“I asked her to be on the committee. I might not be on it.”

“I can give her a copy, too. She’s been a big help with Jonathan, but if she needs more time to look at all the books, I can make it work. He’s with her over at the Meadows right now. I’m taking Sophie over as soon as she gets out of school. Aaron has a wedding rehearsal tonight, so that’s where we’ll be. Oh, I should have asked. How are Ivy and the baby doing?”

“Everyone’s healthy. Ivy and Tony are wishing for a little more sleep. I’m not close enough to help like your mom does. Tony’s mom helps some.”

“When Sophie has kids, I hope we’ll be close.”

“Yeah. This looks like a good book.” She held it up. “I’ll make sure the committee sees it.”

“Go ahead and keep that one if you want. I can give the committee their own copies. It hasn’t sold as much as Miriam hoped, and we have a whole box full. Nobody will have to buy them from somewhere else.”

“If it hasn’t sold as well as she hoped, maybe you shouldn’t be giving away copies.”

“Maybe. She says she’ll just be happy to have readers.” Daisy tapped her fingers on the counter. “Can I tell you one more thing? Aaron isn’t all that sure we should read the Quran right now. He thinks we should let the anger about the September eleventh attacks settle a little more first.”

“Really?” Merida said with raised eyebrows. “He always seems like such a charge-ahead kind of guy.”

“For himself, he is. He’s worried about us, the Naked Ladies. He always worries a lot more about other people than himself.” Daisy looked at the counter top. “He doesn’t want to do any more Naked Lady funerals. Do you think it’s that bad?”

“I hope not,” Merida said with a sigh. “I sincerely hope not.”

***
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2002-03-27, Wednesday

Merida and her sister had talked frequently on the phone since Merida started college and Sandy started high school. By the time Sandy started college, the calls were nearly every Wednesday evening. With both established in their careers and Sandy living and working in Florida, the calls were after Merida and Duncan got home from choir. Peg was still leading the St. Andy’s choir, even though three music teachers were among the singers.

“Is Mom making you sing the Hallelujah Chorus again?” Sandy asked. The choir had been preparing for Easter for some time.

Merida chuckled. “Not exactly. It’s such a strong tradition here that she can’t get out of it. I’m glad not to be on the soprano part anymore.”

“Suppose so. I never could do the soprano. We have tickets on Friday night for Bach’s ‘Mass in B minor.’ Gerard loves hearing the oboes.”

“Your Muslim husband certainly enjoys a lot of Christian music. How are you doing on convincing him about Scottish music?”

“He tolerates it. That’s about all.”

“I used to think the same of Duncan until I caught him listening to music from Scotland while driving the tractor.”

“Maybe he was doing it just to impress you. Besides, his ancestry is as much from Scotland as ours is.”

“Only half of it. He isn’t as stubborn as Dad and Kieran and doesn’t keep up a miserly image like Dad.”

“If you’re going to talk about stubborn Scots, we ought to include ourselves. How are you doing? When I talked to Mom the other day, she said you’re slipping.”

Merida sat up straight and frowned. “Slipping? Me? What in the world?”

“She said you’re heading up the Spiritual Life committee at your college again so you can support your Muslim friends.”

“If she said that, she’s the one that’s slipping. Aaron asked me to serve on it again, but after the way I messed up last time...”

“I don’t think I heard about that. My big sister doesn’t mess up.” The air quotes around the last two words were loud and clear over the phone.

Merida looked up at the ceiling and whispered, “I did that time.”

“You remind me of physicians who feel like failures when a single patient dies. We all die.”

“For me, it’s feeling like I’ve failed in teaching when a student fails. Part of teaching is motivating the students to learn... and to turn in all their assignments.”

“I suppose that’s similar. Are you still holding on to what happened to your cheerleading squad?”

“Of course not! And if we don’t change the subject damn quick, I’m going to hang up and go... and go... I don’t know... clean toilets or something more fun.”

“Sorry to be such a pain of a little blister.”

“Yeah. Is there anything I can ever do to make up for calling you that?”

“Not as long as I can keep using it to make you talk to me every week.”

“Most of the time, the only requirement is willingness on your part.”

“Yeah. You know, one of the things I’ve noticed in the families I work with is how the people we love the most are the same ones who push our buttons at the worst possible times. Why do we do that to each other?”

“You and me or the world in general? Speaking of pushing buttons, Kieran has been pretty calm lately. I can’t help but wonder what he’s plotting. Have you heard he’s running for mayor of Malvern?”

“I hope he does better than when he was on the city council.”

“I’m afraid too many people around here remember that mess.”

“Small towns, long memories. Will they be willing to have a Ross mayor?”

“Who knows? Sometimes, when we were in the Corps, I was glad nobody knew about Clan Ross. When we came home... I don’t know.”

After a pause, Sandy said, “I miss it. Whenever we visit Gerard’s home in Kashmir, I feel the tremendous weight of being part of the Rivers family. Not only that, I’m Doctor Rivers, Gerard and I both. Here in Florida, it’s like, ‘Ho hum. Another doctor? Take a number.’”

Merida gave a mild chuckle. “We’ve certainly been thankful for the care Duncan’s dad gets at your clinic.”

“I’m always glad to see them. George and Rachel are my connection to home. I’m glad, too, that they aren’t among my pediatric patients. By the way, Rachel’s eager to see what you put on the reading list for next year. She loves your book group.”

“We all do. Did you know Belle Custer, John’s mother?”

“John that works so much with Dad?”

“Yeah, his mother. When she died two years ago, I cried as much at the funeral as I did at Gramma’s.”

Sandy sighed heavily. “Gramma almost convinced me to be in your group. If I did it over the phone, I could be one of the Naked Ladies without being embarrassed.”

“Nobody has to be...” Merida began to protest.

“I know,” Sandy interrupted. “That’s one of your buttons.”

***
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2002-04-02, Tuesday

On the first Tuesday of April, two days after Easter, Merida walked with Taylor Jordan and Willow Madison from her Business Writing class to her office. Taylor was taking the class, and Willow had met them outside the classroom. Both young women were on the basketball team, and Merida guessed that they wanted to talk with her about the women’s basketball coach situation.

“Did you ever play basketball?” Taylor asked as Merida was unlocking her office door.

“No, I was a cheerleader. I was in high school before Title IX, when girls’ sports weren’t as big as they are now.”

“My little sister is on the cheer squad,” Willow said. “It’s considered a sport for her. They work as hard as any other athletes.”

“Probably harder than some in my school,” Taylor said. “You’re in charge of hiring our new basketball coach, aren’t you?” She and Willow sat in the upholstered chairs, and Merida sat behind her desk.

“Not in charge. Coach Stevens asked me to serve on the committee.”

“Oh.” Taylor glanced at Willow and again at Merida. “I don’t know if this will make any difference, but... well... maybe I should ask. I haven’t talked to all the girls on the team, but some of us – Willow and me and some others – we want Coach Turani to be the new head coach. Is that even possible?”

“It’s possible. I don’t know if she’s applied. You surely have applied for a job sometime. I know Willow has. She wouldn’t be working at the Applecross Pub if she didn’t apply.”

“Can I say something about that?” Willow asked and turned to Taylor. “You know Professor Tanner’s brother owns the Pub, right?”

Taylor nodded. “And I know... well... I’ve never been there, but I know about... well, about what he makes you wear and... and not.”

Willow pulled the corners of her mouth tight. “Do you mean underwear? When I first went out there for a job, I didn’t know it before he was telling about the uniform. Do you know he pays us above minimum not counting tips? That wasn’t true anywhere else I waited tables. And that’s before the uniform bonus. When he told me about the bonus for no underwear, the traditional way to wear a kilt, I almost ran out.”

“Only almost? I’d be gone in a heartbeat. I’d never work for a perv like that.” She turned to Merida. “Sorry. I know he’s your brother, but the thing is, Coach Turani never pulls any stupid shit like that. That’s part of why all the girls on the team like her. That’s part of why she should be our next head coach.”

“Wait a minute!” Willow said. “You’re completely misunderstanding. If Kieran’s a perv, he completely keeps it away from the Pub. Do you know about bloomer checks?” She looked at Merida. “Did you have to do those when you were cheering?”

Merida nodded. “When I got to be head of the squad, that was one of my responsibilities, making sure everyone was wearing their school-color bloomers under their skirts.”

“One of the girls on my little sister’s squad... Yeah.” She turned again to Taylor. “Nobody does a bloomer check or whatever you wanna call it at the Pub. There’s just a box to mark on our time sheet. That’s all. It’s the same for guys and girls. Anybody could mark it or not. I really don’t know who marks it or doesn’t or if they’re telling the truth.”

“Do you?” Taylor asked.

“Yes, I tell the truth. But the reason I brought it up was that some kids won’t ever go out there because they’re afraid of the rumors. Coach Turani might be afraid to apply for the head job.”

“Have you been told how people get on the no-entry list at the Pub?” Merida asked.

“No. There aren’t many people on it.”

“I don’t know,” Taylor said.

“The kilts for the staff are shorter than traditional kilts in Scotland. Some people try to flip them up. The last time I talked with my brother about the list, that was the reason for all but one who wrote bad checks.”

“I think the kilts are traditional for Kieran’s clan,” Willow said.

Merida smiled and pointed at her framed samples of all six Clan Ross tartans. “The pattern is traditional. The length and the material for the summer ones aren’t. Of course, they aren’t traditionally worn with a black T-shirt.”

“I like them,” Willow said with a tilt of her head. “I didn’t think I would, but I do.”

“Okay,” Taylor said. “I got us off track. We wanted to ask if you can encourage Coach Turani to apply or interview or whatever. My reaction to Willow going commando at work...”

“She didn’t say one way or the other,” Merida interrupted.

“I know. If it was me and I didn’t, I’d be all over making sure you both understood that very clearly. But let’s not go there. Some of the girls on the team are all over making sure everybody everywhere knows they’re Christian. They... some of ‘em... some...”

“I’ll say it,” Willow offered. “Some on the team don’t want a non-Christian coach.”

“Coach Turani’s Muslim,” Taylor added. “I doubt she goes commando much.”

“That’s not a question any of the coach candidates will be asked,” Merida said with a smile.

Willow sighed. “That’s the way it should be. Nobody at the Pub ever asks me, but I get asked way too much when kids on campus find out where I work.”

“Sorry I asked and got us sidetracked,” Taylor said.

That evening was the regular monthly meeting of the Naked Ladies, the first Tuesday of the month. Evelyn Drake led the opening business portion with firm efficiency. She had served as pastor of St. Andy’s in the early eighties when Merida and Duncan were in the Corps, though Merida had been home enough to get to know her then. Evelyn had retired to Malvern in 1992 and rejoined the book group. Her daughter Laura had graduated from high school while Evelyn was serving St. Andy’s and had never moved away. Laura was working at the Pub and living with Kieran. Evelyn’s older daughter Carol had moved to Malvern in 1996 to be a pharmacist at one of the drug stores and had joined the Naked Ladies.

Merida adopted her usual strategy during business meetings of quietly observing. Her mother and some others were quite vocal. Peg had been president of the group more times and for more total years than anyone else. As the current vice president, Merida did her best to support Evelyn and, when Evelyn was absent, to lead the business with equal efficiency but less firmness. Away from the group when they had talked, Evelyn had said that she had to be firm to live up to Peg’s legacy. Merida knew that feeling quite well. At the time for her report, Merida said that the reading list committee would be collecting suggestions for the coming year at their May meeting.

“Who’s going to be on the committee this year?” Evelyn asked.

“It’s not complete yet, but I’ve asked Kate as one of our newer members and Phyllis as one of our longer term members. I want one more from among those who joined in the nineties.”

Phyllis Custer raised her hand and spoke without being called upon. “I’m afraid I need to back out for this year. I have too many things going on to do it the justice it deserves.”

“It doesn’t take that long,” Peg responded. “You don’t have to read the books ahead of time. You only have to read the blurbs and make sure they’re available for sale or in the libraries.”

“You could do it,” Phyllis said to Peg. “Every year, the committee has included you or Merida.”

“That might be the best reason to have someone else,” Barbara Rogers said.

“So,” Kate said to Merida, “are you going to be on the committee? I agreed to do it only if you do, too. You joined officially in the nineties, didn’t you?”

“I could take Phyllis’s place,” Barbara said. “I’ve only been on the selection committee once in almost thirty years.”

“Merida, Barbara, and Kate will make a good committee,” Evelyn said. “Shall we vote?”

Merida wanted to say that she hadn’t agreed yet, but the vote was recorded as unanimous though she abstained.

***

[image: ]


2002-04-04, Thursday

When Merida got to campus on Thursday of that week, a message was waiting on her office phone. It was from Kieran, asking her to stop by the Pub when she had a chance. The message was from the evening before. She wondered why he couldn’t have just called at home. He knew the number. It was the same one they had when they were growing up. She made herself a reminder note to put with her car keys and tried – without success – not to think about the message for the rest of the day. Without a strong ulterior motive, Kieran simply didn’t invite interaction.

It was late afternoon when Merida got to the Pub. Most of the cars in the parking area belonged to staff getting ready for the evening crowd. A tractor was pulling a fertilizer applicator in the field across the road, but it was too far away to see if Duncan or Junior was driving, maybe Malcolm. On the cropland she and Duncan owned, he used mainly natural fertilizers and soil management strategies to build it up rather than to increase short-term profits. Around the vines and fruit trees, they used only natural fertilizers. Kieran called it horse shit, but most of it didn’t come from horses.

OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
The

Naked Ladies
Read

e Q)///'(///

o g
; s ’ - - 4.‘ ‘ ‘ I - o~
X : AN Z ¥ . I
Uiy al/s ) n g -
" ; 3 . - L
./ e

T —
a—

Lew-Kaye-Skinner

e





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/image000.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





