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I.   
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Elton is born and raised an American, but his folks, Jacob and Naomi Watts, are old country folks. Elton’s parents were among the immigrants who traveled by boat across the broad Atlantic Ocean. And the quickest way to penetrate the continent of this Land of Opportunity was to travel down the St. Lawrence River.  Yes, there were a few obstacles, but eventually they made it past Ontario and Erie ...to Huron, all part of a chain of the five Great Lakes. But, they went no further than Huron. Their plan was to reach Detroit, Michigan ...their final destination.  

Elton has heard this story many times from his parents. They had not liked the city ...not just Detroit, but any city. They moved extensively inland the very first chance they got, to property surrounded by miniature lakes. They needed irrigation for crops and a water supply for their animals, if they were going to be successful farmers. So they decided to try their hand at farming, in Waterford Township, southwest of Drayton Plains.  

The first year they had a rough go of it, but kept their hopes alive with the birth of their son, Elton. Things just seemed to get brighter after that. 

The Watts family carried on with their old country traditions. They were content with farming and quite successful at it, so why change? Moving to this country was change enough.

Pa looked forward to the day when he could teach his son how to milk the cows, shear the sheep, care for the animals at birthing time, saw and chop wood, rake hay, and harness the horses and direct the wagon to the barn ...just to name a few. Pa would enjoy teaching his son these tasks.

Ma was sort of hoping for another child, perhaps a girl. She wanted to teach a daughter all the fun things like canning goods, making preserves, cooking, sewing clothes and quilting bees.

Another child doesn't come, but as Ma says, “I am content. I cannot imagine a child bringing more joy than this child has brought us. I guess the good Lord knows that if we had another child, it would be double the joy and we would just burst.”

As Elton turns six years old, he begins to help with some of the chores. But that's the same year the dog dies, so he doesn’t remember much about the dog. He just recalls how Pa would tell him the story. 

According to Pa, there wasn't a dog around as smart as Lindy. Pa says that nowadays they try too hard to breed a dog for looks, and they bred the brains out of them. 

Lindy was a large black, brown, and white Collie.  As Pa would tell it, he would tell Lindy to get the cows and Lindy would hurry off across the field, over a hill of hardwood trees and into fields covering two-thousand acres. The cows had a tendency to go further and further as they grazed, but a string of connecting lakes bordered up their wanderings. Pa would do his other chores and just about the time he’d finish, Lindy could be seen coming over the hill with the cows. 

Lindy was always very consistent, until one day it all changed. Two weeks marked themselves with good ol' Lindy returning substantially later. Pa got curious and one day decided to follow after Lindy, to see what was suddenly taking so long. He was thoroughly amazed by what he saw. Lindy was herding in old lady Salzeider’s cows. 

Old lady Salzeider was five years a widow and not getting around too well. The neighbors wanted to chip in and help her, but she had politely refused their help, stating she could make it on her own. But she didn’t refuse the help of Pa's dog. Lindy was happily herding all the cows together, then separating old lady Salzeider’s cows and herding them into her barn, before bringing the Watts cows home. 

Pa just smiles. His dog had achieved what no one else had been able to, in helping the widow Salzeider.

Elton likes that story, but what occupies his thoughts the most is not actually a story in itself, but a brief mention of his parents' stop in Detroit as they arrived in this country. They did not describe much about the city, but maybe that’s why Elton has it so much in his dreams.

––––––––
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Elton has always been a hardworking country boy. Yet, since he has become a young man, he dreams of the city and what it would be like. Finally, Pa tells Elton he can go to Detroit. They had done well and it is past harvest time. Jacob and Naomi had just bought their first motor vehicle, a Model-T Ford. Elton’s eyes really get big when Pa says he can take the car.

Ma remains silent. She waits until the late evening. It is part of the old country tradition. She sits up in bed as she has been taught to do, and waits for her husband.

Jacob anticipates all this, “I take it that you are not all for the idea of letting Elton travel to Detroit.” 

Naomi speaks simply, but with honesty, “I have to admit I was a bit surprised, but I’m also thankful he didn’t ask if he could go to some place like New York.”

Jacob raises an eyebrow, “I would never have let him go to New York.”

Naomi still does not look him in the eye, “You do know, how anytime someone visits the city, there are countless temptations.”

Jacob reaches for and clasps Naomi’s hand, “Our son will be making his own decisions. He’s old enough. At some point we have to trust our upbringing has been enough. We have to put our trust in him. I trust he’ll be able to resist the temptations of the city. I just want the dreams to stop. If we don’t let him go, he’ll keep on dreaming and I fear that will be worse. Discontentment does bad things to a person.”

Naomi finally raises her head and looks directly into her husband's eyes, “I suppose you’re right.  It’s just so hard to let go!”

––––––––
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And Elton does travel to Detroit. Pa is right, though ...about not much liking it here. But he purposes to find some good out of this adventure.

Elton feels he’s seen just about enough when he comes upon a country store. It is quite interesting that the city would try to savor part of the country. Soon the country will probably do the same and add city stores to the country. He hopes not, but he has a feeling they probably will some day.

Elton is curious.  Ma had warned him to be careful about ‘curious’, but Elton has good sense about what Ma had meant.  She certainly was not talking about a country store. 

Elton walks into the store and sees a young lady adorned in a very proper country dress. Elton inquires, “Could you please show me where you keep the dress material?  Ma would be more than pleased if I could get her a new Sunday dress as beautiful as yours.”

“Sorry, I don’t work here.” The young lady is polite, yet more so, she has a soft smile and kind eyes.

“I’m sorry, everyone else is dressed like city folk, and I just thought that you—-you’d like to join me for lunch, since you don’t work here and ...."

“And I’m fairly much starved myself right about now, so yes, I’d love to.” Seeing right through his false confidence and forced bravado, nonetheless deciding to lessen his load, “By the way, my name is Ann. And how about you joining me for lunch? My parents are expecting me back within the hour.” 

Ann had been raised here in Detroit and has never left the city, though she had always dreamed of going to the country. 

Lunch brings out much conversation. Ann’s parents quickly take a liking to Elton, agreeing to an invite to the Watts farm one day.

––––––––
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One day comes very soon. Before the end of the month, Ann and her parents visit the Watts farm. They are to stay two nights, then leave on Sunday after the church banquet. The large guest room undoubtedly would make any guest comfortable. But Ann feels more comfortable doing things that most people will not.

Saturday is enough to observe all the routines. Ann gets up early Sunday morning, milks the cows, and has breakfast ready as the others are just arising.

Pa laughs, “We usually get our breakfast afterwards. We truly appreciate your intentions. And I'll look forward to eating that breakfast after chores ...it smells great!” 

Ma smiles, “Our guest has already completed the milking.” Her smile broadens upon seeing Pa’s embarrassment, “I’m sure your parents find you a continual blessing, Ann.”

––––––––
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And the blessing does grow and grow, as proper relationships do, with a slow but very appreciative progression. It is no chore for Ann to get accepted into the family.

Then the day finally draws near. Elton and Ann will soon exchange wedding vows, and be living together as husband and wife. 

It is two days before the wedding when the traditional 'big talk' is to take place. Pa is expected to talk with his son about tradition, and the role of being a husband. And it is also tradition for the wife-to-be to get together with her soon-to-be future mother-in-law, to learn all the details on how to be a good wife.

Ann feels she is a part of the country.  And she feels the country is a part of her, but she isn’t so sure about all these traditions. It is clear that the man’s household guides everything when it comes to bringing a new family into the fold, but nothing to really fear. They are just traditions, rather harmless, no real sacrifice.  Just a part of a culture, a part of the heritage.  She can live with that.  After all, she knows Elton loves her, more than all those things.  She can commit to that ...and dedicate it in the name of love.

Each day she will have a chance to live that commitment. That’s where the blessing will come from. She understands well what she is to do. And in a couple days she will learn it in a deeper sense ...by living it.

––––––––
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The big day begins with a crispness to the cool air, but the sun shines brightly and warms up this special day. And everyone warms up to it. The day eventually ends, glistened by a large harvest moon and leaving everyone with a cozy feeling inside ...especially Ann.

Ann is sure to find being married to Elton rather easy. And she'll adjust well to the ways of tradition—-so she imagines.

Soon both will discover how truly difficult it is to separate the city from the city and the country from the country. There are feelings that run deep and are a part of who we are. Only through honesty and a mutual acceptance of each other can they be useful instruments to bring us from who we are to who we should be.

* * * * * * * *
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This lesson was preceded by the events of the very first Valentine’s Day of their marriage. Elton and his family had never paid any recognition to any such day filled with stories of cupids shooting arrows. Ann understood it to be something else. Her family had always looked upon this day, as on many other occasions, to advance the opportunity of sincere and shared affections. And she had her parents order for her out of a city catalogue ...a pair of red under-short briefs with white hearts.

Elton had been working in the barn, but takes a break for dinner.  Ann had prepared one of his favorite meals.  She waits until he is full and satisfied, then hands him the gift.

Elton is so surprised when he opens the gift-wrapped present that he doesn’t know what to say. But he doesn’t have to ...his face says it all! She had anticipated a hug, but now she doesn’t even suspect a thank you to be forthcoming.

Elton knows he has to say something, “Thank you for the dinner. I’d better finish up in the barn.”

It is that look of disappointment that injures Ann the most. Elton gets up from the table and returns to the barn. Ann is hurt, but she has learned the traditions. She knows she is to remain silent when men or family are around; or in this case, where there is controversy, disagreement or misunderstood feelings. It is not proper to confront her husband during the day, as it may affect his work. She has to wait until the evening bedtime hour. And she is to do it in humble silence. She has to make sure she is the first one in bed. And she has to sit up in bed, waiting for her husband. 

––––––––
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Elton has been taught well by his dad. And he knows what it means when she is sitting up in bed. He knows he has to face it. It is his place to speak first, “Okay, I’ll wear the shorts.”

Ann knows she is to accept his apology whether she feels it is adequate or not. She still feels hurt though. And the only recourse she has is to recline in bed and go to sleep. But her sleep will not be 'comfortable sleep'. She is restless and certain she will be unable to sleep through the night. 

––––––––

[image: ]


Ann pretends to be still asleep in the morning when Elton gets dressed to go to the barn. She pretends to have her eyes shut as he puts on the Valentine shorts. Elton walks from the bedroom, leaving the door slightly ajar. She can see him near the basement door as he puts on his bib-overalls over the Valentine shorts. 

As soon as Elton leaves the house for the barn, Ann busies herself with making the bed, tidying up the house, and getting breakfast ready. She has to be careful in her watch, as to be able to time breakfast just right. But it seems Elton is taking extra long this morning. Is this intentional? 

As time drags on, Ann's uneasy anticipation doesn't lessen her torment. Finally she sees him emerge from the barn. She wipes her tears away. He'd deemed her gift only fit for the barn, yet his apology was to be accepted without tears. Any display of emotion is unacceptable. 

She notices he is walking with a slight limp, and as he nears, she notices the straps dangling from his bib-overalls. But she won’t say anything. If she's to remain silent over other things, she's not going to hold common conversation or even show consideration. She's supposed to show her strength by sitting up in bed. She'll show her strength now too ...in her own way.

Ann serves breakfast and remains silent. She remains silent through the whole meal. She wants to be strong, but she doesn’t feel strong. She wants to cry! But tears are considered a weakness in situations like this. A wife’s tears are supposed to be reserved for special occasions only.

Elton finishes his breakfast, wipes his mouth with the large napkin, and slides his chair back as he stands up. That’s when their eyes meet. 

Ann bursts into tears. She knows she isn’t supposed to cry in front of him like this. It's weak to cry over such things, ...but she continues to cry.

Tears flood her vision. She cannot tell whether Elton is still there or whether he has left for the barn again. She is crying too hard to tell. 

Suddenly she feels his strong arms embrace her. At this moment she realizes something else.  He is crying too.

Elton’s words are choked off where he can’t speak at first, “I was considering my feelings more than yours. I put the standard of tradition and the forbiddance of opposing it, above the true standard.”

Elton gets choked up on his confession. Ann feels she knows what he means and she has a feeling she'll not have to sit up in bed anymore. Waiting too long to talk just festers unhealthy feelings. And talking about problems at bedtime often just disturbs the sleep more and starts out the next day on the wrong foot. Many of these thoughts run through her head at this moment. She also becomes suddenly very interested in why he's been limping. But she holds off her words. Elton is struggling through the tears to say something and this is a real apology. And she doesn’t just respectfully want to hear it ...she is really pleased to hear it.

Elton feels accepted and forgiven. His words come easier now. The tears subside, but his sincerity does not, “My parents raised me to be good and proper. When we’d go to church, we’d always focus on the good and proper, in fear that allowing anything aside from tradition to slip in, would allow sin to get a foot in the door. But in the attempt to slam the door to keep sin out, I didn’t realize that I was actually preventing the sin that was already there, from coming out."

Ann wonders if that is how he got the limp. Did he literally try to slam the door on sin, so it couldn’t get a foot in ...while his foot was in it? 

She smiles, “You thought about all that while you were doing the chores this morning?”

Elton confesses, “I have to say, I wasn’t thinking at all about it.”

Ann strokes the back of his rough unshaven neck with her hand and kisses him on the cheek, “I’m sorry, you were beginning to make sense to me, but now you’ve kind of lost me again.”

Elton looks into Ann’s soft eyes, “Tradition is not all bad, but it’s often all about us doing. I had an experience in the barn that had nothing to do with my doing. If nothing else, it showed me how really bullheaded I am.”

This is what Ann wants to hear. She listens as Elton takes a deep breath. “I should have been attentive to you, yet it took that bull we have in the barn to get my attention. But I’m going to remedy that right now.”

Ann suddenly fears what could have happened. That prize bull from the County Fair had always bothered her. Her husband is obviously hurt, but it could have been worse. She is so thankful it is not.

Elton sweeps her up in his arms, “Remember our wedding night?” He carries her up the stairs, every painful step. He laughs to help cover the pain, “I suppose on our wedding night you didn't feel hurt and unloved. And hopefully I didn’t smell like barn.”

Elton carries her to the bedroom and pulls back the sheets. He first fluffs her pillow, gently resting her head upon it, then lovingly pulls the sheet up, tucking it under her chin. Then to her surprise ...he sits up in bed. 

Ann laughs. Elton has a look of joy and contentment. This moment will be frozen in time and cherished, like no other. Ann’s soft eyes soften even more, “Now if you are ready ...I’m ready to hear your story.” 

“Well, I was cleaning out one of those narrow stalls. The work is not easy and I was beginning to breathe heavily, but mine was overshadowed by much heavier breathing. I turned around in barely enough time. Our prize bull was charging and almost upon me. I didn’t have time for any masterful moves, let alone any thoughts. I dropped to the ground. The bull’s horn caught under my bib-overalls, scraping his horn right down my spine and ripping the straps. He lifted me right off the ground by the seat of my pants, toying with me as he prepared for one mighty toss with that powerful neck of his. He scared the pants off me, or ripped them off, however you can imagine, but I was relieved to be temporarily free from his grip. I could hardly gather the realization of it as I almost blacked out, but must not have. I don’t think the bull would have waited for me to come to again. As I raised up, I could feel the riveting pain down my spine. My arms and legs ached worse than a thousand barnwood slivers. What are you laughing at, Ann?” 

“I’m sorry. I’m not laughing, I was just smiling.  I just don’t know anyone who can tell a story like you.  I know it’s always true, you just have the most unique way of telling it.  I don’t want you to stop.  I was admiring you.  Go on with the story.”

“Where was I? Oh yes, my barnwood slivering pain. As I attempted to raise my head, I almost passed out, and my vision went black ...then red, with white spots. I was lying face down in my Valentine shorts! That's when I began to fully realize what I had to do. But first I had to get out of this predicament. As I raised my head again, I found myself looking into the eyes of the bull, not wanting to be a bull’s eye to him. You know the expression about an angry bull. It was as if the bull had been harboring this feeling inside all this time and now was letting me in on its secret. Looking into the bull’s eyes, I felt like I was now in on that secret, but I’d be taking it to the grave with me. I knew that in a moment or two the bull would charge and there was no escaping that. I’ve heard men tell stories of how fighting mad they got and some incredible strength came over them in circumstances like this.  Now you are laughing!”

Ann continues to laugh as she points out the window. The bull is running around in the back pasture, bucking furiously, with the Valentine shorts on his horns.

Elton laughs, “No, I didn’t get any incredible strength. I was incredibly afraid. I certainly wasn't a graceful matador, but the bull’s strength hitting those shorts against the barn wall tore an opening for my escape route.” 

Elton and Ann mix their laughter with tears ...and a long embrace. 

Elton’s words are loving, as he continues their embrace, “The true standard I should have accepted was your love, Ann. You bought me those shorts out of love. And it was love that saved me. God sent us His Son to save us and the standard is His love, not our traditions. His pure and guiding love sets precedence over all else. We’ve read the Bible over and over again. Clearly, I should have seen what Jesus taught.” 

Ann hugs him close, “I love you, Elton.” As she squeezes him, she can feel him flinch and she pushes away, “Oh, I’m sorry. I forgot about your bullfight.”

Elton pulls her back close, “I’m okay; it was through my own bullheadedness that this happened. In my own feeble attempt to keep sin out, I’ve actually kept Jesus out. I don’t want to throw out all tradition as a necessity to avoid all evil. But from now on, I’d like us to be wholly given over to loving each other, guided by the Holy Spirit of God.”

––––––––
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That evening Fernye is conceived. And the Spirit of God—-with the love He brings—-is the main thing Elton and Ann will both commit to as they grow their child in their love.

They'll bring up their only child, their precious little Fernye, in a way they feel can only be directed by God. That is the focus in their life. 

And above their bed, Elton decides to mount that cherished remembrance of that special day. 

––––––––
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Everyone has stories ...yet, Ann feels Elton's are the best.

––––––––
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Everyone has news ...but none can top his news briefs. 

––––––––
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"This just in—-Framed in barnwood ...the Valentine shorts!"  
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II. 
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They live in a world of their own, but it is difficult to ignore what is going on in the world around them. Like many young men called to duty, Elton ships out to Europe.

The war devastates many families. There are many widows left with the heavy task of keeping the farm in working condition, while keeping some form of sanity at the same time. 

Fernye prays aloud every night for her dad. Ann seldom prays aloud. After listening to Fernye pray each time, she is too choked with tears, so she just holds Fernye in her arms and falls asleep. 

It's amazing how a couple of years will transform many girls into young ladies. Living at home without Daddy and with the grim possibilities of war, that he may possibly never return home, forever changes Fernye. And forever looming on the distant horizon, this inescapable reality brings both Mom and daughter to their knees, where all their hopes reside. 

The war changes many men too, but it doesn't seem to affect Elton any.  He returns after the war, and their family life is fully restored again. 

Fernye is a young lady now, a very mature eight years old. There is none like her. Everyone says you can tell she is Elton and Ann’s girl. She has this special sensitivity to others’ needs. 

She is compassionate, and her boldness only draws emphasis to her kindness. You’d think she’d offend some people by what she says, but they are more touched by the sincerity of her boldness than anything else. And everyone comments on how mature she is for such a young age. 

Though Fernye considers herself grown at eight, the next years will prove themselves. And during those years she continues to develop the character God has instilled in her ...and eventually she has the full credentials of being an adult.

Fernye decides she wants to become a school teacher, but she puts that dream on hold as the Great Depression hits. She helps on the farm as dad works two jobs.

* * * * * * * * * *
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Several years pass and some stability returns to the country. Fernye does become a school teacher. Naturally, all the students love her ...as do the students' parents. But Feryne struggles with certain aspects of teaching. She's just beginning her second year when faced with teaching certain current events which she wishes were not again part of everyone's daily lives—-world war.

*   *   *   *   *   *   *   *   *   *
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It is Christmas break of her eleventh year of teaching. School is going to resume next week. Fernye gets a letter through the mail. It is an announcement. There is to be a surprise birthday party for January 1st.

Fernye attends Community Bible Church in Waterford. The surprise birthday party is for a gentleman who also attends the church. His name is Samuel Grow, but they call him 'Red' because of his red hair.

They are having a 40th, over the hill birthday party for him. One of the banners reads: ‘Hopelessly Single, Careful How You Mingle’. 

Fernye doesn’t think it's funny. She's happy with her age of 39, and her singleness. But she doesn’t think everyone is necessarily as comfortable with it as she is.

Fernye is happy she’d decided to attend. That way, she can be supportive of him. As she enters, she chides in, “The reason I'm here is to see what kind of parties these are, so I'm prepared when I turn the big ‘Four—0’ this year.”

* * * * * * *
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Before the year is through, 'Red' has his turn to tease everyone. He says turning forty is the best year of his life. 'Red' proposes to Fernye on Valentine’s Day, but she doesn’t accept until Memorial Day. They get married on Thanksgiving weekend. Then, the first week of December, he discovers he has leukemia. But he still considers it the best year of his life.

The next year begins well. He's more than thrilled when Fernye announces to him, on his birthday, that she is pregnant ...with their very own son or daughter. He focuses on that and the joy he and Fernye have together. The leukemia is gripping him hard, but he never talks about it. He only talks about plans for their child; and together they set up their only bedroom as a baby room.

'Red' is strong and Fernye is filled with prayer, yet Samuel passes away two months before their child is to be born. 

* * * * * * *
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He'd asked if it were a girl, could she name her after his mom who’d passed away only three years prior.

It is a girl, and Fernye names her Marilyn, honoring Samuel’s last request. 

Fernye had quit teaching school to be with Samuel, helping him cope with terminal cancer. She now decides that she will not return to teaching. She'll spend these precious years nurturing her sweet little Marilyn.

Marilyn is certainly a sweet girl, at each age she adds such an experience of joy. And Fernye loves every minute of it, every day and every year.

When Marilyn turns eighteen, Fernye tells a wonderful young man who is courting Marilyn, “She is such a wonderful bundle of joy that I find it unfair to keep her all to myself.”

Ken Bauer and Marilyn marry the next year. 

On the evening of the day they get married, there is a harvest moon. That evening holds a special moment for them both. And nine months later, when she is born, she has a beautiful full head of hair as bright as the harvest moon on the day she'd been conceived. Marilyn says she is a reflection of the beauty of God’s creation, and names her Cindy.

* * * * * * *
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The first six years are a full and happy life for Cindy—-Mom and Grandma make certain of that. Then Marilyn gets sick. It is one thing after another. 

Marilyn is not the same after that. Every year for the next fifteen years something grabs onto her and she gets really sick.

The final blow is 'the cancer'. It takes a firm hold on her. Ken quits work to be with her for those last three extremely painful years. Fernye is always there by her side too. It is the worst experience she can imagine, seeing her daughter die. The Doctors try everything, but it isn't enough. It will take a while before either of them can recover from this. Fernye isn’t certain she ever will.

Meanwhile, no one really has time to see Cindy’s pain. She has been there with Mom through all those years, but then when Mom had gotten really sick, no one had seemed to notice that Cindy had grown up.

Cindy hadn’t really been equipped with a full set of coping mechanisms. She had set goals in life, like becoming a school teacher, like Grandma had been, but then dropped out of college when Mom got really sick. Suddenly her view of the future was not very bright. She too had been at Mom’s side, but no one had a clue as to the extent of the struggle going on inside her. Her feelings of isolation were more intense than anyone could imagine.

For all of her teen years, Cindy had to cope with seeing her dear Mom, her best friend, slipping away.

Grandma Grow had told her about God, and was always mindful to ask her if she attended church each Sunday. But after attending each church service, the pain within Cindy would not subside.

* * * * * * *
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After Mom had died, Dad and Grandma were both so totally exhausted and their emotions spent ...Cindy didn’t really know where to turn. But the world always has a place where you can cry and console. And on one such day, Cindy conceives a child. 

Cindy doesn’t want to tell Dad at a time like this. And she somehow fears Grandma would condemn her, even though there is nothing to support that fear. Grandma has nothing but love and encouragement for everyone. And that certainly would go double for Cindy. But Cindy is not thinking straight. She has lost her best friend in her Mom.

Cindy would not have burdened Dad so quickly if it had not been for an abusive episode from that once consoling person who had professed to remain by her side, while getting ever so more closely to it.

Cindy is altogether surprised how quickly Dad gathers his strength, amidst coping with the loss of his wife, to pool all his emotions towards helping his daughter through her difficult time.

And Grandma is also very helpful. She teaches Cindy much about relationships. But foremost, Fernye teaches Cindy about a relationship with God ...something she had taught her before, but this time she feels Cindy is really listening.  

* * * * * * * *
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Cindy stays home to take care of Shannon for the first two years, creating a deep emotional bond with her adorable little girl. She is convinced Shannon is undoubtedly the most beautiful baby in the whole world ...she is truly a delight. 

Both Dad and Grandma then encourage Cindy to finish up her teaching degree. And they both contribute their time with Shannon. Fernye especially enjoys teaching Shannon to read at a very young age. She knows her granddaughter is extremely bright and she encourages her by telling her that the name Shannon means 'small, but wise'.

Grandma doesn’t just emphasize teaching Shannon reading though. She teaches her how to have fun also ...something Fernye feels Cindy was deprived of, especially in those latter years with Mom battling cancer. She certainly doesn’t want Shannon to lose focus on how to have good clean fun. But she is careful not to go overboard with the fun either, swinging the pendulum too much in that direction. Fernye believes in keeping a handle on learning. And that includes learning responsibility and at times ...grief. Avoiding those things would be a grievous error.

Grief is the most difficult to handle, especially when a good part of the world is wrapped up in planning a celebration. But the best way to appreciate life is in those moments when death becomes very vivid and real. By looking at death, and how Jesus freed us from the eternal grip of it, the meaning of the celebration of His birth brings on new life. It's important for Shannon to be well-rounded and well-grounded; and Cindy can also continue to learn a thing or two in that area.

Perspective has much to do with life. And a trip to the funeral home usually has a way of marking that perspective. Cancer, a car accident, or a death in the family—-all rip us out of our preconceived daily events and cut us quick to reality.

––––––––
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As Fernye, Cindy and Shannon enter Coats Funeral Home, a man greets them at the door, “Are you here for Patrick Maroney or for Jason Phillips?”

Fernye politely replies, “Patrick Maroney.”

As they enter, in the back, Patrick’s adult daughter announces that she is going to sing a song, a favorite her dad used to sing to her. A song he had begun to sing from the time she was a small child.

Shannon is looking all around, but politely sits still between Grandma and Mom. Fernye whispers to Cindy, “Did you know that Patrick taught at an all Black school?”

Cindy had been distracted in her thoughts, “Taught where?” 

Fernye leans closer to whisper, “I can’t remember the name of the school, but it wasn’t too far from where I once taught in Bloomfield.”

A little black boy stands up next. He isn’t much taller than the podium he approaches. He reads a very touching poem entitled, 'Patrick Maroney, the Irishman ’. 

Some smile quietly, some laugh, some cry. 

Then a taller black girl stands up with the boy. They stand there together as the girl shares her loving experience about the teacher she will miss so much, “Hi ...my name is Makayla. Mr. Maroney was a very nice man. He would stop his lesson just to walk down the class aisle and gently wake me up. He said he would have let me sleep but when I lowered my head just so, the angle reflected light from the sunshine coming through the window off the bald spot at the back of my head. He said my bald spot was reflecting the sun like a mirror, and was shining throughout the classroom and in their eyes, distracting the other students. He said he didn’t mind my snoring so much, but the reflection from my bald spot was blinding.”

Laughter fills the room. Some laugh through tears, but they all seem to understand. They understand how much he meant to his family. But they also can see how much he meant to his students. Everyone knew that Patrick was balding. The students must have teased him about it. Maybe they had asked him if baldness was an Irish trait. And how funny it must have been to see the young girl feeling for the bald spot that really didn’t exist at the back of her head!

It is obvious that they loved their teacher. And it is obvious that Patrick had shown them the same sort of love that he had blessed his family with throughout the years. 

The young girl concludes with, "Mr. Maroney taught us a lot. But the greatest thing he taught us is to like ourselves. He teased me in a kind way, when I fell asleep in his class, but he also made me feel extra special. He said I had a good Irish name, and if he had another girl, he would be sure to name her ...McKayla. He knew I didn't spell my name the Irish way, but I knew he loved me not by name, but as a person, the way that God loves me.”

Everyone applauds as the two students leave the podium. 

Fernye leans over to whisper to Cindy, “This is the way it should be. Appreciating life and cutting across racial lines, understanding who our brothers and sisters are in the Lord.”

Shannon points, “Pastor Tom!”, as her family's own pastor takes to the platform.

Pastor Tom receives the usual attentiveness from the group, “Pat used to attend the church I pastor, but he considered how much it would mean to his students if he actually worshiped with them ...and prayed with them too. So he joined the church in the Black neighborhood. As he got to know the parents, they shared their intimate concerns in prayer. And they saw growth in God’s answers. That wholesome atmosphere carried over into his classroom also. His students would recall how he always talked about being Irish, and how proud he was of it. But what he was really saying had a much deeper meaning. He understood the deep lines of division and even hatred that are in many parts of our society.”  

Pastor Tom paused, before continuing, “ He often met with me in prayer. He wanted each of you to be able to be happy with who you are. He wanted the same for his students ...for them to be happy with their culture and their heritage. But most of all, he wanted to show them how beautifully it works into their Christian heritage.”

As Doris plays ‘Amazing Grace’ to organ bagpipe music, the people begin to file out. Some go forward to hug the family members. Fernye desires to sit awhile and listen to the beautiful organ music. 

Cindy takes Shannon forward to look at the bulletin board put together by the students. It is a memorial to their teacher, and will be placed in their school lobby.

Fernye doesn’t stay seated long. As she enters the hallway, many of the students are gathering there with their families. The young boys are somber, quiet and polite. The girls hug each other and cry. Fernye blows her nose, and the tears are evident. She had never seen anything so beautiful.

Fernye looks across to where the funeral service for Jason Phillips is being held. Just as she looks up, the doors open and a young white man finds his way through the crowded hallway. There are also tears in his eyes. He exits to the parking lot.

Fernye is quite certain she recognizes the young man from church, but she isn’t sure. It doesn’t really matter. In either case, she finds herself in the parking lot.

Cindy can’t find Grandma. She is not sitting where she had been. Cindy takes Shannon by the hand and walks her to the restroom, but Fernye isn’t there either. Maybe she decided to get some fresh air. Cindy and Shannon walk hand-in-hand down the stairs as Fernye returns from the parking lot with a young man.

Shannon announces, “Look Mom, there’s Grandma! She’s with that young man from church!” 

Cindy doesn’t recognize the young man, but holds the door as they enter back into the building. Cindy and Shannon remain silent. They follow ...and listen as the young man offers his arm to assist Grandma in walking up the stairs. 

Cindy observes Grandma is being her usual self. Fernye sympathizes, “Why didn’t you say something, Stephen?”

The young man is fighting back tears, “I can’t allow my hurts to override those of the family.”

Fernye insists, “Everyone in here is coping with someone else’s death other than their own. I’m going to go in there before the real tragedy happens. If the lid shuts on each of their coffins, sealing it 'without' the seal of redemption, then that will be a tragedy of enormous proportion. I can’t see standing here, and letting that happen without a fight.”

Fernye walks into the room where they’re mourning for Jason Phillips. Cindy, Shannon, and the young man follow. A beautiful song is being sung. Fernye and the young man sit in the back, with Cindy and Shannon beside them.

As the song concludes, Grandma suddenly stands up! 

Cindy is rather shocked by Grandma’s abruptness. But she is even more surprised when Grandma sits back down. Cindy had half expected her to walk down the middle aisle and deliver a word or two on the subject of death. But Grandma sits deathly still and listens.

Cindy looks around. If she thought there were a lot of kids at the Maroney funeral, this is really unbelievable. It is almost entirely kids.

The Pastor approaches the podium next. Taking a deep breath, filling his lungs, “We have had several testimonies so far about how well-liked Jason was. How a young man—-who gave us so much joy—-was truly a gift from God, touching our lives with his fun-loving ways. That is certainly true. I too believe that Jason was a gift to us from God, but I want to tell you a story that perhaps only Jason and I know about.”

The Pastor takes another deep breath, “I remember when Jason was just a little boy. The church bus would go around the neighborhood and I remember one particular time Jason got on the bus. I remember asking Jason, 'Do you like to go to church Jason?' And Jason said, 'Yeah.' Then I asked Jason, 'Jason, do you love Jesus?' And he said, 'Yeah.'  Well, I’m not saying that maybe Jason didn’t go astray on a few occasions over the years, but I remember that one time when Jason said, 'Yeah.'  Now let me see a raise of hands from those of you who’d like to be with Jason right now. There we go. Let’s see those hands. Uh-huh. Uh-huh. Yes. Praise the Lord! Now let’s pray together ....Dear Lord, you saw those thirty hands go up. I pray that you would comfort them today, and until the day they get to be with Jason. I pray for the family and all those who have come here today, to mourn the loss of a loved one and a friend.”

While the pastor is praying, Cindy, as always, has her eyes shut; and she is holding Grandma’s hand and Shannon’s. When the pastor had asked for a raise of hands, she felt Grandma rise up. She probably would have raised the roof, but instead she'd sat back down. Now she is leaning over and whispering something in the young man’s ear. He nods as tears flow down his face. 

Grandma leans forward to meet Cindy’s eyes, “We are going to follow Stephen to the cemetery.”

––––––––
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It's a warm winter for Michigan ...raining a slight drizzle, though still quite cold and damp. 

Fernye thinks aloud, “The rain can attempt to wash the tears away for today, but many days will follow, and without the rain there'll still be rivers of tears. These kids will have to face the neighborhood streets, the gymnasium, and all the places where they used to hang out with Jason. They may feel his spirit is still there, but what will it do for theirs?"
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