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			Foreword

			I am not sure when I met the good Reverend William Billow—I hope he forgives me if I call him Will henceforth. At age ninety-three (likely ninety-four by the time you read this), I really can’t remember when I met anyone anymore, except of course for Barbara. But I do know that Will is one of those special people who have drifted in and out of our lives for a very long time. And thankfully so.

			Over the years, through his pastorship at various churches attended by the Bush clan, he has brought us great comfort, inspiration, and more than a few smiles. Like all of our pastors, he’s played an important part of our spiritual journey.

			But it’s his journey, not mine, that you will take through the pages of this delightful book. When at age four he stole the Baby Jesus from the church Nativity scene, you might say he knew he had a calling. It took him a few more years to figure out exactly what that calling was, but lucky for those of us whose paths crossed with his, he did.

			I must say I learned a lot from this book, including some incidents involving me. I didn’t know, for example, the Secret Service momentarily feared one Christmas Eve that Mary and Joseph might be terrorists. Or that one of my relatives drove into an open grave on the day of Uncle Lou’s funeral. 

			But enough of revealing what is in the pages ahead. I will leave to you the joy of reading the ups and downs of the story of one very special priest.

			One last note to our friend Will: I’ve had the privilege of writing numerous forewords over the years. The title of this book is, with very little competition, my favorite. You will have fun figuring out what it means.

			—George H. W. Bush

		

	
		
			Introduction

			I was talked into writing this book by its publisher, Jed Lyons. He is a great friend. His sons were my students at St. Albans, and he and his wife, Blythe, have probably sat through as many of my homilies at weddings, baptisms, and funerals as anyone. Hence Hatch, Match, and Dispatch. It is an expression I once heard that describes the job of being a minister or priest or whatever you want to call what I am. Jed told me this book would be a labor of love, and that it has been. 

			For those of you who might not know, the Episcopal Church is big on titles. The late, great Bishop of Washington, John Thomas Walker, once said he thought I would one day be a bishop. Bishops are known as right reverends, cathedral deans as very reverends, and archbishops as most reverends. People are always asking me about the proper way to refer to me. I actually just prefer “Will.” I never made it to the exalted position of bishop, but if we have to ascribe a title, I think “The Almost Reverend” suits me just fine.

		

	
		
			I Know My Own and My Own Know Me

			If I am to think of a Bible passage that would sum up my ministry, I hope it would be the passage above from the tenth chapter of the Gospel of John. It is the passage where Jesus is describing the Good Shepherd’s relationship to the sheep. Being a priest is likened to being a shepherd. People do, from time to time, need a poke here or a prod there. But mostly, they need to know someone is watching out for them.

			Since ordination to the priesthood, I must confess I have never been much interested in books that talk about the “study and practice” of ministry. The most effective advice for me was just do it. Just show up. Just be there. Just listen. Some theologian coined it “the ministry of presence.”

			I remember a professor and advisor in seminary who taught pastoral theology. Mostly, he talked about creating “boundaries.” He was confrontational. He actually had all of us scared to call him about anything. You’re never to just drop in. Always make appointments. Not exactly the way you want your parishioners, particularly students, to feel about you. I did not follow his advice. My office at St. Albans operated like a drop-in center.

			That particular professor had a lousy relationship with the students. Later, I heard he actually went into parish ministry and I wondered about those poor parishioners. 

			I have to confess creating “boundaries” has never been my strong suit—my parishioners, colleagues, and students have become my friends. I, of course, have grown to understand boundaries and appropriate behavior because I had sage advice from my mentors along the way. But friendship goes both ways. My students and parishioners befriended me in spite of my shortcomings. For example, I recently read back over some of my sermons and thought, “Oh no, those poor people actually had to listen to that!”

			A little later in the fifteenth chapter of John’s Gospel, Jesus actually says, “But I have called you friends.” Though for me, being a “friend” has meant many missed dinners, phone calls in the middle of the night, and interrupted vacations; more importantly, it has meant the privilege of being with people I love during the most meaningful moments of their lives.

			I wouldn’t have had it any other way.

			That’s what “friends” are for, and this one just happens to also be a priest. 

		

	
		
			A Midwestern Boyhood

			The following childhood stories did much to prepare me for the life situations in which my parishioners, students, and friends have found themselves. I used to think my experiences were unique to me, and for a time I was embarrassed by some of them, but over the years I have found there isn’t much we all don’t have in common. And now most of the things that once embarrassed me make me laugh.

			Stealing the Baby Jesus

			My journey to the priesthood began at St. Phillip’s Episcopal Church in Palatine, Illinois. 

			Father Foote was the rector, and he couldn’t preach very well. Everyone in the congregation remembered when I, as a little boy, clapped when his sermon was over. But he was loving and kind, and that seemed to be the most important thing.

			When I was four, we were having our usual Christmas pageant and Father Foote neglected to choose me to place the figure of baby Jesus in the manger, as he had the year before. I raced up, grabbed the baby Jesus, and ran back to the pew. Not missing a beat, Father Foote said, “Will, would you like to place baby Jesus in the manger?” I nodded yes, and walked back up the aisle and placed him gently in the manger. I assume the service went on without any more major incidents. 

			I guess that was a harbinger of things to come.

			As soon as I was old enough, I became an acolyte and would serve Father Foote at the eight and ten o’clock services. The problem was, I had to kneel for very long stretches of time and would often faint, so I didn’t last very long. But at least I didn’t throw up during the service like my friend and co-acolyte LeMoine D. Stitt III, also known as “Three,” did.

			St. Phillip’s was what is considered “high” church. The liturgy was chanted, and there was often incense. The services were always Communion services.

			In later years, I took a hiatus from church, as do many teenagers. But I think during my years as an acolyte, I was deeply affected by the words we hear over and over again in the liturgy, “on the night before He died for us.” At a critical moment in my young adult life, those words led to the discovery of an imperfect jewel. After finding it, I became a priest.

			Boyhood in the Midwest

			My midwestern boyhood began in a small community forty miles outside of Chicago in a place called Inverness.

			Inverness had once been a farm owned by Arthur T. MacIntosh, a Chicago real estate developer and family friend, who subdivided it into beautiful home sites surrounding a golf course. There was also a stable with riding trails. Our house at 307 Inverway Road was a pretty Cape Cod and looked out on the 14th hole on one of the highest points of Inverness. Because of our four dogs, Sassy, Bingo, Peg, and Maggie, Dad would describe our house as being “on the corner of Turd Street and Inverway.”

			Along with the Arthur T. and Gilbert MacIntoshes, our friends and neighbors included original residents of Inverness, all of whom lived along Inverway Road: Stanley and Gracie Pepper, Moine and Mimi Stitt, Emory and Ruthie Moore, Hardy and Jane Hodgson, Mike and Ethel Garry, Carl and Joanie Buehler, Bud and Peppi Grosse, Bob and Peggy Cantwell, Jean and Tom Hicks, Ted and Marian Miller, and Fritz and Peg Rueckert. 

			The local newspaper had a column called Items from Inverness. The following stories never made it into it . . .

			When we were little, someone in the neighborhood had a kidnapping threat. When Mom asked Dad if we needed to worry, Dad said, “If someone took our kids, they would soon be paying us to take them back.” 
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					My first role. “I Am the Captain of the Pinafore!”

					Author’s Personal Collection

				

			

			Our dog Sassy would steal golf balls from the green behind our house and bring them home. Mom had to hide in the bushes and throw them back.

			My sister Kim had a lemonade stand on the golf course. When Dad and his foursome came along, he sent her in to get some vodka, until Mom intervened.

			The Rueckerts’ dog, Bongo, would steal steaks off the grill at the Inverness Country Club, and Fritz Rueckert would have to reimburse the club.

			Dad drove our new Jaguar to the club for a round of golf. Without Dad knowing, the teenage valet drove it into Palatine to show his girlfriend, who worked at the lumber yard. He parked it on some railroad tracks in the yard that he assumed were dormant. A train hit it. 

			My “Uncle Hardy” Hodgson was the golf club champ, and when he died, his kids buried his ashes in the sand trap behind our house because while he was alive, “he spent a lot of time in it.”

			The following story can be found in an old pamphlet I found entitled “The History of Inverness Golf Club.”

			Dad and a few of our neighbors had a regular Saturday afternoon poker group at the Inverness Golf Club. Regular attendees included Dad and several friends.

			The club was closed in February, and not wanting to miss four sessions, they had arranged to meet at the Cow Palace on Route 14. On the third Saturday, they were raided by deputies from the sheriff’s department. One of them escaped, but got home without his shoes. Hence, he acquired the nickname “Sneakers.” An article that appeared in the Sunday Chicago Tribune referred to the group as “a number of prominent Palatine businessmen.” Mom hid the newspaper from us and didn’t let us watch TV for several days.

			The Horse in the Kitchen

			While in Inverness we had a housekeeper, Louise, known as “Wheetee”; a nanny, Betty; a yardman, Vasilly, known as “Be a Silly”; and his wife, Anna, also a housekeeper—all of whom we loved. 

			Mom had a lot of help. Turns out she would need it.

			My two cousins, Elizabeth and Charles, came to live with us for a time after the death of my aunt, Ann Billow, in a car accident on the Pennsylvania Turnpike on May 30, 1952. And then on August 2, 1955, my uncle, John Faller Jr., an attorney, was killed in a shooting in the Cumberland County Courthouse in Carlisle, Pennsylvania. The husband in a divorce case, after being ordered to pay fifty dollars a month in support, shot his estranged wife, Uncle John, the judge, and another lawyer. Uncle John was the only one who died. His son, “young John,” came to live with us for a time too.
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					Kim riding Missy

				

			

			So did my grandparents when they were widowed.

			Oh, and did I mention that we also had four dogs and a horse, and that one day my sister Kim brought her horse, Missy, through the breezeway into the kitchen?

			I think that was just too much for Wheetee, who had a nervous breakdown. She would sit in the rocking chair in the nursery and repeat over and over, “Poor, poor Louise . . .”

			Dad put her on the train to go back to her family in Chicago.

			That might have been when my sister Sally, who was five, told Mom she wanted to run away.

			So Mom said, “OK, honey, but you’ll need a few things.” So Mom brought a suitcase down from the attic and she and Sally packed it with the things she would need for her journey, complete with a lunch for her trip down Inverway Road. 

			Mom called all the neighbors to tell them Sally was running away, and they all said they would keep an eye out for her. Sally was well known in the neighborhood. 

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			
				
					Sally, about the time she ran away

				

			

			Joan Buehler, who we called “Boodie,” loved to tell the story of Sally appearing at the back door, asking if she had a head of lettuce because Mom needed it for dinner. Boodie, who was having a dinner party herself that night, watched as Sally ate it while walking across the golf course toward our house.

			When she got to Mimi Stitt’s house, she sat down and Mimi watched her eat her lunch. When she was finished, Sally closed up her suitcase and came home. Mom helped her unpack her bag, and she put it back in the attic . . . until the next time.
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					The Inverness gang

				

			

			Halloween

			On my desk at home, I have a picture of my friends and me at my friend Stevie’s birthday party. We’re all surrounding his golden retriever, Rex. There in the picture are Stevie, Randy, “Three,” Ricky, Charlie, and Rory. Someone behind Charlie is making “rabbit ears” over Ricky’s head. I think it’s Jaybo.

			Everyone is in jeans except for yours truly, who is dressed up like Little Lord Fauntleroy.

			It’s a sweet picture of little boys who grew up in the country. We played army, built tree forts, and went on “safaris” in the woods behind the houses until our moms called us and it was time to go home.

			One of our favorite times was Halloween.

			Now before I tell this Halloween story, I want you to know there is a lot wrong with it. It involves many things we are now taught not to do. 

			Halloween was a big deal in Inverness. We’d start at one end of Inverway Road. There were seventeen houses, and we’d hit them all. One of our parents would have to drive because it was too far to walk. We would always end up at Marian Miller’s house. She always dressed up like a witch. She also had a life-size wolf in sheep’s clothing on her exercise machine, and when you flipped the switch, it would look like the wolf was exercising!

			One particular year it was “Aunt” Peg’s turn to drive us. She had an enormous station wagon with a “way-back.” We would all pile in. There were no such things as seat belts then, and at every stop Aunt Peg would have a cocktail with the neighbors while we were getting our candy.

			Anyway, we arrived safely at Marian’s and we all flew inside to see the wolf—except for someone Aunt Peg could see in the rearview mirror.

			She asked, “What’s the matter, honey? Aren’t you going on to get some candy?”

			No answer. She turned around. It was her black Lab.

			These are the things I “prefer” to remember: the fun and the laughter.

			Lest I romanticize, as the Chinese proverb states, “If I accept the sunshine and warmth, I must also accept the thunder and lightning.”

			Aunt Peg died of cancer not long after that Halloween.

			As I gaze at that picture on my desk—at each individual life—it will not surprise you that in it, along with the joy of that particular moment in time, I can also see heartbreak that, too, can come with the years. 

			In that photograph, I see alcoholism, suicide, depression, divorce—but I also see people who loved and were loved, and parents who tried their best.

			Revising Your Map

			In recent years I became reacquainted with a daughter of my dad’s best friend.

			Her father was a top executive with a major company in Chicago. He was an extraordinarily talented painter and an avid sportsman. During the course of our childhood, alcoholism overtook him: He was passed over for a promotion. He would disappear for days on end. He shot out the windows of their home with a shotgun. At one point my dad found him passed out in a flophouse in downtown Chicago with several hundred thousand dollars’ worth of stock certificates strewn across the floor. At that same time, this particular daughter was diagnosed with cancer, from which she recovered. 

			Things ended badly with her family. Her parents divorced, and she had very little to do with her father after that. He died soon after. Her mother moved away, and we saw very little of the family. She did not have happy memories of her father, and when she did speak of him, she was very critical.

			Years later while I was visiting my dad and his wife, Dorane, in Seattle, she came for dinner and very pointedly asked them about her father, and what they thought brought about his downfall. Their response was simply, “You! It was out of worry for you.” Clearly shocked, she fell silent. It was her reaction that most surprised me: It appeared that thought had never occurred to her that her illness might have affected her father in such a way. Of course, the reasons for a person’s falling into alcoholism are many and varied, genetics having a great deal to do with it. After he became sober in his later years, my own father warned me to “watch out.” There can be a slow and steady decline with no apparent tipping point, but some alcoholics I have known have spoken of a singular event that pushed them over the edge.

			Whether or not that was the case in this situation, I have wondered how the response to her question might have altered her opinion of her father. Children and adults are often surprised when they are confronted with new information. The late author and psychologist Scott Peck, a friend of mine and author of the best-selling books The Road Less Traveled and People of the Lie, would say, “We are given a map with which we negotiate the terrain of life, and from time to time the map needs to be revised.”

			I wonder if she revised hers.

			Strip Poker

			Dee Dee Weeks was my best girl “friend.” The Weekses were neighbors in Inverness. They lived in the original MacIntosh farmhouse, and as kids we spent a lot of time there. My sister Kim had a crush on Dee Dee’s brother Cappy, so she’d ride her horse over there every chance she got.

			Charlotte Weeks, Dee Dee’s mother, was a Lunken. The Lunkens had donated the land that became Lunken Airfield in Cincinnati, which at that time was the largest airfield in the United States. When the airfield was dedicated, attendees included Howard Hughes and Jean Harlow. Charles Lindbergh would refuel his plane there when flying to and from New York. I remember meeting the Hollywood director Sid Luft at their house. At the time, he was married to Judy Garland, who played Dorothy in The Wizard of Oz. 

			One day in the late afternoon, while our mothers were having cocktails, we were playing cards with Candy, Dee Dee’s best friend, and someone suggested we play strip poker. 

			If you’ve never played, everyone lays a card down and low card loses. If you have the low card, you have to take off an article of clothing. I was at a definite disadvantage because the girls had figured out that if they were wearing curlers (which they were), they could take one out every time they lost.

			For whatever reason, the mothers got suspicious and our game was interrupted. After that there were no more “sleepovers” at our houses with girls.

			Meet Stupid

			When I was ten years old, I learned I had a half brother and sister. I’m not sure when Mom and Dad intended to tell us. 

			My sister Sally learned quite by accident when she was out visiting Dad and his fourth wife, Dorane. The phone rang and Sally answered it, and a young male voice asked to speak to his dad. Sally told him he had the wrong number, and he clarified, “Mr. Billow.” The cat was out of the bag.

			Mom once told me when they married for the second time that she knew about a marriage in between and the one child. She said she didn’t know about the other.

			Dad was a Phi Beta Kappa graduate of Dickinson College, and he could be clever and charming. He became a very successful businessman whose employees loved him, but he was an alcoholic with a mercurial temper when drinking. He also had a wandering eye. 
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					“Nancy, why in the world did you marry Bill Billow again?”

				

			

			When he met Mom, he was a manager of the Statler Hotel in Cleveland. Mom was twenty, beautiful, bright, and living at home in Painesville, Ohio. She was an honors graduate of the King-Smith finishing school in Washington, DC, where she had studied dance with Martha Graham.

			They married, the war came along, and Dad went to Officer Candidate School. He graduated a “ninety-day wonder” in the navy and was posted to San Diego. There they had my sister Kim. A couple of years later, they were posted to Seattle, where he was the chief commissary officer at Sand Point. My sister Sally was born. Soon after came the first divorce.

			Mom moved back to Ohio with the girls. They lived in a cottage on my grandparents’ property on Lake Erie, where Mom had a stint as cohost of a television show. A story my grandmother told was that Sally, as a little girl, would hit the TV because she couldn’t understand why Mom wouldn’t answer her. 

			Much to the dismay of my grandparents, Mom and Dad married again, and shortly thereafter I was born and we moved to Inverness, where Dad took a job selling lumber at a company owned by Jack Fiddes and my godfather, Emory Moore.

			For a time those were happy years on Inverway Road, until the drinking and womanizing took their toll. One evening Mom was walking through the den and heard Dad whispering into the phone, “I’ll meet you tomorrow night.” When he put the phone down, Mom said, “Why don’t you just go tonight.” 

			Many years later at dinner one evening, Betty Martin, a great friend of Mom’s, asked, “Why in the world did you marry Bill Billow again? That was stupid.” Mom pointed at me and said, “Meet stupid.”

			Charlie and Kelly

			After the initial shock of learning I had a half brother and sister, my curiosity about them was satisfied when on my next trip out to Seattle, I met them. At some point their home life became difficult, and Dad found it necessary to intervene in their upbringing. For a time Charlie went to live with Dad and Dorane, and Kelly went to live in Canada with close friends. I am unaware of the circumstances that led to Dad’s intervention. I only know that during a speech he gave several years ago in Seattle, Charlie spoke of relying on food stamps to live. Whatever it was that occurred in their childhood, they had and continue to have very loving and supportive relationships with their half siblings.

			I think we had little to do with them when we were young because of reluctance on my mother’s part. As we grew older and care of Dad and Dorane became more complicated, we grew to be good friends.

			Having started selling produce from a truck on the side of the road, Charlie is now the largest produce distributor on the West Coast, with delivery trucks bearing the name “Charlie’s Produce” from Alaska to California. Because of his experience as a child, Charlie and his wife, Courtni, are ardent supporters of Food Lifeline in Seattle and Charlie’s trucks deliver his produce to over 275 food banks.

			Kelly remained in Canada, where she and her husband, Edward, became social workers. I officiated at the baptisms of Kelly’s three sons and at the wedding of Charlie’s daughter Brittany—and sadly, also at Kelly’s funeral. She passed away in 2016 after having been diagnosed with a rare form of brain cancer.

			If It Hadn’t Been for Your Mother

			Dorane was Dad’s secretary and the woman to whom he was whispering on the phone. She moved with him to Seattle after Mom and Dad’s second and final divorce. 

			Dad had pleaded with Mom not to divorce again. Mom said she felt she had no choice, with him behaving as he did. She once said, “It wasn’t the other women, it was the drinking. Your father had an explosive temper, and I couldn’t raise you kids in an environment like that.” She did, however, let my sisters and me fly out to Seattle every year in the summer to spend a month with Dad and Dorane, where we witnessed that sort of behavior firsthand. It was only bad in the evenings after cocktail hour and during dinner.
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					Dad and Dorane

				

			

			We did have some great times. Living on Lake Washington, we learned to sail and water-ski, and we would take trips together exploring the Pacific Northwest. However, on one particular camping trip, my sister Sally heard Dorane crying in the middle of the night in the tent next door. Having a tearful conversation with Dad, she kept repeating, “You promised you’d marry me.”

			Sally, being twelve years old, immediately recounted what she overheard when we got back home to Illinois. Mom called Dad and said that this was unacceptable, and we would not be coming back out unless he resolved the situation. A few days later Dad called back and said to Mom, “Well, it’s your fault! I married her.” 

			Dorane, devoted to Dad, found herself in a role as stepmother to five children, from Dad’s two previous marriages. I loved Dorane, although she could be direct and difficult. With all due respect, she tried hard to make us into some semblance of a family—her family—and was devoted to us. When we would visit, she took off work and spent all her time with us. She would arrange dinners with Charlie and Kelly so we could get to know them.

			When we were young, Dad would spend every Christmas with us in Illinois, and Dorane would go to her parents’ farm in South Dakota. While in Seattle, Dad had a very different social life than the life he led in Inverness. The drinking made him reclusive. Never wanting to have a house again, Dad bought a condo in Madison Park on Lake Washington in Seattle, and he and Dorane spent most of their time together—their shared interests being work, hunting, and golf. They had few close friends. As the years went by, they grew more and more isolated and dependent on one another. At about age seventy, Dad did quit drinking, although Dorane did not. 

			When I transferred to the University of Washington my third year of college, I would have dinner with them once a week (watching Lawrence Welk!), and we remained in close touch. When Dad became ill, he asked me if I would please watch out for Dorane. I kept that promise, although after Dad died she began losing what “filter” she had, and what she said could be hurtful. 

			Upon her death, she divided her trust equally among all of us kids. Not long before she died, she confessed, “I’m not sure your father ever really loved me.” I think she believed as I do—Mom was the love of his life. I never told her of something I was aware Dad had said to Mom many years earlier: “Sweetie, if it’s Dorane, I’ll get rid of her tomorrow.”

			Mom and Dorane had a respectful relationship. I think they each taught me how to make the best out of relationships in a divorce. Mom once said, “I’m fond of Dorane, and I think we would have been good friends if circumstances had been different.” In a similar generous moment, Dorane said to me, “This never would have worked if it had not been for your mother.”

			When the Roof Falls In

			I want to be fair about my dad. He loved me and I loved him. Even though he was a self-professed atheist, he was very proud of me and the success I had achieved. It was well known in his family that as a young man, he had an interest in theology and even taught Sunday school. My grandmother held out hope that he would someday become a minister. That calling would fall to her grandson. 

			Dad’s alcoholism caused a lot of problems for our family. Once while driving drunk on Christmas Eve, he crashed into a car being driven by the Palatine fire chief, who was delivering fruit baskets. Pineapples, apples, and oranges ended up all over Route 14. Luckily no one was seriously hurt. On a humorous note, every year following he got a Christmas card from the chief.

			He always had the best interests of his children at heart. As a little girl, my sister Kim had two make-believe friends named Ghee and Gerr. They were twins. Mom would even set places at the table for them at Kim’s insistence. Once while on a family trip to Seattle, we were in a hurry to get to the airport and raced to get into a cab outside the Olympic Hotel. When we got to the end of the block, Kim started to scream, “We left Ghee on the steps!” Not wanting to do irreparable psychological damage to his child, Dad insisted the driver go around the block and let Ghee in the car. The driver totally understood and said “I have kids too.” My make-believe friend was Mrs. Heehaw. To the best of my knowledge, Sally never had one.

			In spite of his alcoholism, Dad became very successful in the lumber business, becoming chairman of Brady International Lumber Company, a Seattle wholesaler for whom he began to work after he and Dorane moved to Seattle. After his divorce from Mom, he never again drank during the day, only after work, so as not to affect the business, though this was not so great for his family life. He would usually stop at Broadmoor Golf Club on the way home from work and have a “couple of pops” with friends. 

			The evening would deteriorate from there. Dinners were difficult. He could be demeaning and critical. There was no sense in arguing a point because you could never win.

			When he was sober, he was great. He was dependable, trustworthy, honest, and kind. He was generous with his children, and believing strongly in education, put us through college and graduate school. After he died, his business associates and friends told me of loans he had made, many of which he had forgiven. There is a company story told of a contract he made with simply a handshake. When the agreement wasn’t honored by the other party, Dad did take it to court, but when he learned the defendant would have to go into bankruptcy, Dad forgave the loan.

			Dad was clever and quick-witted. One funny story is told by Casey Knowles, a Vietnam veteran and close family friend, who Dad hired after his tour of duty. After a while, unhappy with his salary, Casey went in to see Dad and said, “Bill, garbage men in Seattle make more money than I do.” Dad replied, “Casey, do you want to be a garbage man?”

			Casey ended up owning the company. 

			Dad was very private about his personal life. Perhaps he was embarrassed or he really believed it wasn’t anyone’s business but his own. As an adult, I had become aware he had been married in college to a woman whose family owned the Molly Pitcher Hotel in Carlisle, Pennsylvania. A friend of mine had read of the marriage in a Dickinson College alumni bulletin and asked if it was my dad. A few years later, on the way to play golf at Broadmoor, I asked him about it. He slammed on the brakes and looking straight ahead said, “That is none of your goddamn business!” Nothing more was said, and we continued on to the club.

			The sober Dad is the one I now wish to remember—the scratch golfer who taught me to play golf, fish, and hunt. The Dad who got up every morning at four and, smoking cigarette after cigarette, read the Atlantic Monthly and the New Yorker from cover to cover. The Dad who could quote Shakespeare and E. E. Cummings, and the Bible. The Dad who loved Louis Armstrong and whose favorite song was the Beatles’ “Let It Be.” The Dad who purposely left a Playboy in the backseat of the car so I would find it. The Dad who hunted in Idaho with Ernest Hemingway, whom he thought was a “horse’s kertoodle” (rear end). The Dad who brought Bing Crosby home for breakfast during a golf tournament and didn’t wake my sister Sally up to meet him. (Sally’s never gotten over it.) The Dad who left his children original sculptures by Henry Moore and Jean Arp and paintings by Mark Tobey and Milton Avery.

			Dad mellowed a lot with age, particularly after he quit drinking. In a reflective moment late in life, he once said to me, “Your mother and I should never have gotten divorced.” When I told Mom what he had said, she replied, “Well maybe he didn’t think so.”

			I sometimes wonder if Dad might really have been an agnostic. After I was ordained, he flew me home to give Communion to a family friend who was dying of cancer. He also had me to lunch with several of his Broadmoor golf buddies, who told me they’d invest in me if I’d become a TV evangelist because “there’s big money in it!” 

			A lifelong Republican, he voted his conscience. He was a firm believer in civil rights, and while we were watching a basketball game at Broadmoor with several club members, he asked me to be excused for a moment and then excoriated them for using racial slurs with me in the room. He also hired our nanny Betty Nomura immediately following the Japanese internment during World War II.

			After coming home from church one Sunday morning, I sat down to have lunch with Dad, and he looked at me and said, “I thought of going to church with you this morning, but I didn’t think it would be fair to the rest of the people when I walked in the door and the roof fell in.”

			That is a risk I would have happily taken.

			Family Secrets

			While growing up, I didn’t know much about the Billows. After some research I discovered they were from Carlisle, Pennsylvania. Peter Casper von Bulow, my first Billow ancestor in America, was a Hessian soldier who fought for the British during the Revolutionary War. He married a woman who was Cherokee. He was imprisoned in Carlisle, and after his release he became a farmer in Perry County. There was a historic covered bridge in Dellville known as “Billow’s Bridge.” Sadly, an arsonist burned it down several years ago.

			Mom’s side of the family, the Kimballs, are from Madison, Ohio. I have more stuff from them, including my great-great-grandfather’s campaign chest and sword and my great-grandmother’s silver. We have a coat of arms. Through Richard Kimball and his offspring, I qualify to be a Son of the American Revolution. But there was a bit of a mystery surrounding one ancestor in particular. 

			Last year I learned my great-grandfather had been murdered. His name was George Mayo.

			I knew that my grandmother Helen, whom we called Nana, had been raised by her grandparents, of whom she was very proud. Her grandfather, Judge Henry Mayo, became postmaster of Ottawa, Illinois. He married Isabella Kistler, whose family had a farm just outside of Ottawa. Judge Mayo’s portrait hangs in the courthouse, and he is often referred to in histories of Ottawa. Mayo’s Island in the middle of the Illinois River in downtown Ottawa is named for him.

			I still don’t know why Nana was raised by her grandparents. When I asked Mom, she was rather vague. I’m not sure she knew. Mom was an only child and thought she was the only grandchild on both sides of the family. As it turns out, she was not.

			If I am to believe the research I’ve gleaned from newspaper accounts, Henry and Isabella Mayo had six children, one of whom was named George. He grew up in Ottawa and married a woman named Maude Jerome. They had five children, one of whom was Nana. George was what was known as a “springtime farmer” and was murdered in a fight in an onion field in Lee Township, Michigan, in 1932. The stepson of Harry Blauvelt, the owner of the onion field, reportedly hit George in the head with a club because he was threatening him with a knife. According to the paper, the case was dismissed by the judge and all charges were dropped.

			At the time of the murder, Nana was already married to my grandfather, Park Kimball, and had an eleven-year-old daughter, my mom, Nancy. To the best of my knowledge, they never spoke of it, or if they did, they kept the information vaulted from the children and grandchildren.

			It remains one of the many things I will now never know that give me pause. But I guess theirs was a generation that didn’t speak of such things.

			Father Foote

			I think the retelling of this story in the family gave me a wide-eyed perspective on clergy, church doctrine, and having one’s own mind about it all. Like several stories in this book, it shouldn’t be told from the pulpit. It is written with thanks to Dottie Kimball, my step-grandmother.

			As a kid, I went to St. Phillips Church in Palatine, Illinois. Fiddes and Moore, the company for whom Dad worked, donated the lumber for the church, so to many of the folks in Inverness, it was also referred to as St. Fiddes and Moore.

			Father Foote was the rector. He had a dog named Nebuchadnezzar, or “Nebbie” for short, named for the biblical king in the Old Testament. When my folks divorced, Father Foote spent a lot of time with our family and we all loved him. Well, almost all of us.

			Enter Dottie Kimball. Dottie had married Mom’s father, Park Kimball, after Nana’s death. Nana and Park, whom we called Parkie, lived in Painesville, Ohio, for many years before they retired to their home in Madison-on-the-Lake. Nana’s death was totally unexpected. When Parkie married Dottie relatively soon after, it was a bit of a shock. Dottie was very different from my grandmother. Nana Kimball was very refined, but Dottie was a diamond in the rough. And she loved her cocktails, which probably led to the incident I’m about to tell.         
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					Kim, Jaybo Buehler, and me. Can you find Jaybo?
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					Parkie, Dottie, Sally, Kim, and me at Mom and George’s wedding

				

			

			A couple of years after my folks’ divorce, Mom met George Heppe, the man who would become her next husband. When they decided to marry, they asked Father Foote to officiate. However, at that time divorced Episcopalians were not allowed to be remarried in the church, and Father Foote was not able to officiate at the ceremony. Well, let’s just say this did not sit well with Dottie Kimball. Never mind church doctrine. She was furious with Father Foote.

			She was visiting us when he came to dinner one evening. She was perfectly charming during dinner, but when Father Foote left, Dottie put down her drink, looked at Mom, and said, “Well, if you want to know what I think, I think Father Prick . . . is a foot!”

			To give you a little more of an idea about Dottie Kimball, the night she met my brother-in-law Larry, she was sitting on a green velvet settee in the living room. When he walked in the door, Dottie, with a drink in one hand and a cigarette in the other, said, “Hey, honey! I didn’t think I was going to like you because you’re Italian and Roman Catholic, but just come over here and sit on grandma’s lap.”

			I Found You Just in Time

			George C. Heppe was known as the bachelor on the Gold Coast of Chicago until at forty-seven he married Mom. His father, George H. Heppe, was in the meat-packing business, had a seat on the Chicago Board of Trade, and owned the Seneca Hotel. The family had a home on Lake Geneva, Wisconsin. George worked at the hotel during summers and called it the “Sneaka Hotel” because businessmen would sneak in at lunchtime with women other than their wives.

			Mom and George met at a party in Inverness given by John and Betty Kellogg Goodwillie. Someone smashed in the door of Mom’s car parked on the side of Baldwin Road, and George drove her home. She said she thought at first that he was a gigolo.         
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					I found you “just in time.”
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					Mom, George, Sally, and me at Brookfield Zoo, Chicago

				

			

			We moved to Palatine, the closest town to Inverness, after Mom and George married. Now that we were older, only Anna and “Be a Silly” came with us, and we lived in a pretty white colonial house on Smith Street. Mom was angry with Roy LaLonde, the Realtor, because he brought her in “the other way” and neglected to tell her the dump was at the end of our street. Hence, it was known by all as “444 North Smith Street, between the cemetery and the dump.” When they came to see us, the Buehlers used to hold their breath when they drove by the cemetery.

			George was a kind and loving stepfather. He was a steadying influence compared to my dad’s issues with alcoholism and how that affected our family. He helped me with my homework. He taught me to ride a bike. He also bought me a car for graduation from high school because his father had done the same for him. His was a Packard. Mine was a blue 1968 Camaro 327 convertible I wish I still had. 
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					George with me in my very favorite Halloween costume

				

			

			I never heard him say a bad word about anyone. His favorite song was “Just in Time” because that’s the way he felt about meeting Mom.

			His mother lived with us for a time. She was extremely difficult and very jealous of Mom, as she had lived with George until his marriage. Mom said, “She thought I stole her husband.” One day Mom came home and found my sisters crying on the front steps of the house because of something “Grandma” Heppe had said or done. That was the last straw. Mom said to George, “It’s either your mother or me.” The next week Grandma Heppe was on a train to go live with George’s sister in Arizona.

			George introduced us “hicks from the sticks” to Chicago society. His best friend from childhood was C. D. “Chuck” Peacock III. The Peacocks owned a jewelry store on Michigan Avenue, and George would bring me with him when he went down to “Chuck’s store.” Their pals were the Val Christmans, the Henry Iserts, the Carl Wittbolts, and the Lee Jacobses. The Jacobses’ daughter, Jamee, married Marshall Field V. As a young boy, I remember going to the Ringlings’ estate in Sarasota, and George told me about the acrobats that performed at their parties when he was a boy.

			He was a member of two exclusive clubs in Chicago—exclusive because no one except the members has ever heard of them: the Sittin’, Starin’, and Rockin’ Club started by “Uncle” Tom Saxe, founder of White Castle Hamburgers, and the Noname Club, which is how we get to the story about the bird.

			Here Owl, Here Owl

			Mom and George had been to a party in the city with members of the Noname Club. They got home to Smith Street about 3:00 a.m., and at 5:00 a.m., her regular time to start work, Anna ran excitedly into their bedroom and woke them up. “Mrs. Heppe!” she cried. “Why you have bird in basement?!”

			Mom and George looked at each other, then George got up and went down into the basement. There on the clothesline sat a snow-white owl.

			George went back up the stairs and put on his boots, gloves, and hat. He then went back into the basement with Anna behind him and got a broom. Speaking softly, he said, “Here owl, here owl,” at which point he put the broom handle under the owl’s feet. The owl got on the handle, and George let it out the basement door.

			He then went back to bed. No one ever knew how the owl got into the basement. Mom suspected one of the girls’ boyfriends. 

			When we were kids, we dreaded going down into the basement of the house on Smith Street. It was dark and creepy. It had several rooms, including a coal room and a wine cellar. The washer and dryer were down there along with an enormous soft-water tank, which was about six feet deep and just as big around. You needed to climb a ladder to put the salt in the tank. That job was reserved for “Be a Silly,” except for the day Mom thought the water was too hard. Anna and “Be a Silly” were on vacation, and Mom thought she would do it herself. She hoisted the heavy bag of salt under her arm and climbed the ladder. As she poured the salt into the tank, she lost her balance and fell head first into the tank along with the bag of salt. Luckily she didn’t drown. 

			This One’s for George

			After Palatine, we moved just outside Cary, Illinois, to a place called Trout Valley. It was the former estate of John D. Hertz, founder of the Yellow Cab Company of Chicago. The estate was in the Fox River Valley and had been subdivided into beautiful home sites amid trout ponds and riding trails. It was a fun and friendly place to live and had a lot of characters. Many of our neighbors were executives and pilots with various airlines, because they knew Trout Valley wasn’t under the flight path to O’Hare airport. Neighbors and friends included Chicago big-band leader Frank Masters and his wife, Phyllis, along with Richard Trentlage, who wrote the “Oscar Mayer Wiener Song.” 

			Everyone remembers George well because when we moved in, several neighbors saw him mowing the grass while wearing a three-piece suit. Another thing they remember is one Fourth of July George fell out of the tree in the front yard. He was sawing the branch he was sitting on. Upon hearing him yell, Mom found him lying on the ground, holding his side. She ran to the neighbors’ house to get help, and luckily Andre Job was home. They put George in the car and headed to the emergency room at Sherman Hospital in Elgin. While going through Algonquin, they somehow found themselves driving between the bands and floats in the Fourth of July parade, with people waving at them assuming they were participants. 

			Sadly, George died while we lived in Trout Valley. I was a sophomore in college. He got in the car one morning to go to work. Mom heard the car racing in the garage, and that was that. He’d had a massive heart attack, as had his father many years earlier at about the same age. 

			When the rescue squad arrived, Nick Warren, a dentist and neighbor, stopped to see what was going on. He reassured Mom that George was in fact dead, and would she please excuse him, as he had ice cream in the car and had to get home to get it in the icebox. 

			Another neighbor, Ricky Phelps, never heard the ambulance because she had been vacuuming. When Mom called to tell her George was dead, Ricky said, “Are you sure?” 

			When she got to the house, Ricky asked her if she would like a light scotch. Mom said, “I don’t think so. It’s eight in the morning.” They then proceeded to try to put on Mom’s eyelashes, but both sets of hands were shaking so much, they abandoned that. 

			Word spread quickly through Trout Valley, and by evening there were twenty-five cars on the road outside the house. Big Jim Liautaud, chairman of the Capsonic Group and father of Jimmy John of fast-food fame, was our neighbor and a great friend of Mom and George. 

			Jim stopped his car on his way home, walked into the house, and said, “Hey, Nance! What’s the idea of having a party and not inviting me?” 

			Mom said, “Oh dear, honey, sit down here for a minute. I have to tell you something.” After he learned what had happened, an ashen-faced Jim went home and came back with several cases of booze. 

			Jim Liautaud and Jack Phelps had been the two prime suspects in a caper involving George’s prize tomato plant, which had grown to the size of a pumpkin. Someone put a jockstrap on it.

			Marian Smith Miller

			Marian Smith Miller was Mom’s best friend. Marian had moved from Inverness back to Iowa, where she had grown up, after divorcing her husband, Ted. Marian and her siblings were heirs to the Iowa Electric Light and Power Company, founded by their grandfather, Isaac Smith. He also invented how to charge for kilowatt hours.

			When George died, Marian flew back and stayed with us in Trout Valley. The house was so full, I had to sleep on the couch in the living room. As I was waking up the morning after George died, I heard someone in the bar, and then heard the tinkling of a drink being poured. I heard Marian say, “This one’s for me.” Then I heard another drink being poured, and I heard her say, “This one’s for George.”

			After George died, Mom and Marian would travel together. Their adventures delighted my sisters and me. They would get in Marian’s big Lincoln Mark VI and travel the country. One trip took them out west, where Marian had a ranch. They stayed at the Brown Palace Hotel in Denver. The Young Republicans had just finished up a convention at the hotel, and Marian told Mom she heard the young people put pornographic magazines under the mattresses. She lifted up the mattress and voila! When the two of them finished looking at the magazine, Marian put it in her suitcase.
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					Mom and Marian: “Deal me in.”

				

			

			After they left Denver, on the way to Marian’s ranch in Montana, they were forced off the road down into the median strip on the interstate. Avid gin rummy players, Marian looked at Mom and said, “Deal me in.” They played a game while they waited for the state police to arrive. Marian was grateful they didn’t get killed, as she didn’t know what people would have thought when they found the magazine while going through her luggage.

			While making their way to the ranch, they lost their way and were relieved when a line of cars appeared, which they assumed would take them to a highway. However, the line of cars happened to be a funeral procession and led them into a cemetery. After that a UPS truck came along and saved the day.

			On that same trip as they were driving along, Mom said, “I keep seeing signs that say RV. What does RV mean?” Marian answered, “River view, stupid.”

			Marian died just a few years before Mom. Her ashes were interred in Oak Hill Cemetery in Cedar Rapids. At her request, the inscription on the box containing her ashes reads, “This doesn’t suit me.”

			Shortly before Mom died, she said she could hear Marian’s voice asking, “What’s taking you so long?”
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