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Prologue

________
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Now that John is seeking help with his fears, things are returning to the status quo.  Janet’s focus  turns to the decisions and changes that are always considered at the formal mill end-of-year meeting.  Specifically, John’s possible promotion to Supervisor.  Becoming a Supervisor would bring John to the point of being more assertive concerning their relationship, thus making the Steve letters of much more serious concern.  All this adds to the excitement of the Christmas season.  —  Diane
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Chapter One

Sunday, December 4, 1966
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John awoke before the alarm.  December forth, he thought.  He had a picture of the calendar in his mind.  Two weeks from today I'll possibly be a Supervisor at the mill.  The thought both excited and frightened him.  He had asked Robert how George Berkins decided about who he thought would be a good Super.  Robert had told him George thinks the only way to know is to make a man Super and see if he can grow into it.  John wondered if he could grow into it.  He decided to believe that he could and let the chips fall where they may.

If he made Super there was the matter of Janet Berkins.  He was fine with a long courtship.  He wasn't fine sharing her with others.  He trusted her, but emotionally he didn't like the feel of her being out with other men.  He got up, dressed for church, and went to The Gossip for breakfast.  He found nothing of interest on the boards.  Back in his apartment, he looked through the cards he had purchased to put into Janet's hymnal.  Annoyed loneliness, he thought.  He found one saying he longed for her presence and prepared the envelope.

He arrived early at church and placed the card in the hymnal where she sat.  Then he went outside and walked to the area behind the church where he could see the river.  He knew this year could be the cornerstone of his life.  If he made Super.  If Janet's appreciation for him held.  If her complications cleared before she drove him crazy.  Then he thought of her being free of complications.  That was scary, too.  He knew what he wanted, but it was a road almost too good to be true.

What was it Pastor Hodge had said?  'Sometimes we limit the wonders God would shower on us.'  He tried to imagine what his best hopes for the future would be.  In the movies it was the road off into the sunset.  For him, it seemed a sunlit road so bright, so colorful, and so wonderful he felt hesitant to begin the trip.  'What are you afraid of?', Pastor Hodge had asked.  At last, he had answered through his tears, unfettered joy.  Now he realized it was more than that.  It was accepting the feelings that joy would release  —  all the old disappointments  —  all the old hurts.  They would flow through his consciousness as they fled away.  He thought, releasing them might require more courage than I can muster.

The soft, pleasant chimes from the church tower began.  As was his custom now, he would wait until the last moment to enter the church and seat himself in the last row of the congregation.  He thought, the joy in that is seeing the whole interior of the chapel, in all its glory, saluting God!

––––––––
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Janet got out of her parents’ car and waved to Diane's parents, wishing Diane was here.  We have spent so little time together this year.  She looked around for John.  She had spotted his car on the edge of the parking lot where he usually parked.  But, as was his custom now, he was not to be seen before the service.  She knew he was there.  She remembered his cards in the hymnal and smiled.  What would it be this time?  More pining loneliness because of her Privateer date?  As they entered their pew her mother smiled at her and tapped on the envelope in the pages of her hymnal.  Janet sat down, opened the envelope, and read the card.  Tasteful, she thought.  She showed it to her mother.

Molly read the card and then tapped on the word 'love' where he signed the card.

Janet whispered to her, "It took a lot of courage for him to write that word."

Molly whispered, "Can he say it?"

Janet, "Occasionally it kind of pops out.  I don't encourage it yet."

Molly, "And what do you say to him?"

Janet smiled blocking her, then whispered, "Informally, until we're past Steve, I'm using sign language.  He seems to get the message."

Molly wanted to ask questions and probe, but she relented, yielding to the idea church was not the time and place.

Janet smiled and put the card in her purse.  Her mother gave up and studied the church bulletin.

After the service, John fell into step with Janet as she exited the church.  She waved bye to her parents.  John took her hand and led her to his car.

When they were inside his car, Janet said, "Thank you for the beautiful card."

John, "Selected with profound unrelenting patience."

Janet smiled.  "When we have lived our lives and get to heaven, assuming I am forgiven my transgressions, I hope you have the ability to go back and watch last night's Privateer date.  I hope you can see it as you would see a movie.  You will be highly amused."

John, "I thought that might be private, since you don't talk about your other dates."

Janet, "You have my permission to watch that one, rules permitting."

John, "Why don't you just tell me?"

Janet, "Oh no!  You would have to see it unbiased by my description.  But I'll tell you this: the good part about a Privateer date is how much more I appreciate you after I have one."

John, "Why don't you just cut to the chase and go out with me?"

Janet, "And start taking you for granted?  You wouldn't want that now, would you?"

John, "I could live with it."

Janet laughed.  "We have the whole day.  I'll work on it."  She caught a fleeting smile on John's face as he tried to hide it.

––––––––
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At dinner George said, "I talked with my old buddy Nathan after church this morning.  He said my daughter stopped by for a short visit last night."

Janet gave her father an annoyed look.  "There was a business matter that needed clarification."

George, "So he said.  He seemed quite amused about how that matter became confused."

Janet gave her father another look.  "It was easy to set right once he was clear on the facts of the matter."

George smiled, "So he said.  So he said."

Janet looked at John.  "I'm being razzed.  Don't waste your time on it."

John smiled and said nothing.

––––––––
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After dinner, Janet and John sat in the living room to map out the afternoon.  John said, "That was different.  Formal, polite, happy, and a little distant."

Janet, "I told you something's up."

John, "Who's your father's old friend Nathan?"

Janet smiled, "You've met him at the bank, Nathan Hankins, bank president.  He set up our savings accounts last Christmas."

John, "Mr. Hankins, a Privateer father."

Janet, "Like I said, watch the movie."

John studied her.

Janet tried not to laugh.

John, "It must not have been too serious?"

Janet, "Not for me."

John, "You made a fool of his son."

Janet smiled.  "He didn't need any help."

John laughed.  "Glad to hear it."

Janet, "And how about our holiday plans?  How are you coming along with that?"

John gave her a look of extreme confidence.  "Very well.  You WILL be pleased."

Janet, imitating him, "Glad to hear it."

John, "I will bring you in on it at the appropriate time."

Janet, "Looking forward to it."

John, "It seems too blustery to go hiking.  How about we finish off the second movie?"

Janet, "Sounds like a plan."

––––––––
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After a very pleasant day with John, Janet called Diane that evening, forgetting the time difference.  Security said, "It's late."

Janet, "We need to talk.  It's important."

Security, "She just finished another call.  I'll put you through."

The phone gave the ringing sound.  Diane answered immediately.

Janet, "When are you coming home?  I miss you."

Diane, "Come home so you and John can spend all your time together?"

Janet, "I could work you in."

Diane, "I'm trying for all the brownie points I can get right up to Christmas.  I'm filling all of scheduling's local problems here in south Florida."  Don't tell Dad, but I'm even doing a couple of bathing suits, local stuff that won't go national."

Janet, "Woo woo!  I need some brainstorming.  You're not going to be home in time to do it."

Diane, "We can do it on the phone."

Janet, "I can't throw pillows at you through the phone."

Diane, "Just tell me when and I'll swat myself for you."

Janet laughed, "All right.  My parents are upstairs.  John barely tolerates my dating the Privateers now.  He's becoming very outspoken about it.  There's a good chance he'll make Super at the end-of-year meeting on December sixteenth.  I need something to distract him, something to keep him busy and get him focused off me until March.  Otherwise, Supervisor Richards is going to be unmanageable once he feels qualified to pursue the boss’s daughter."

Diane, "Well, you've come to the right person,  I've managed to keep every man on earth distracted and focused on things other than me for years now."

Janet, "Just a moment.  I need to get a pillow and swat myself a dozen times."

Diane, "Never mind.  You ask a fair question.  I'm just being surly."

Janet, "Please, I need your help here."

Diane, "How about a new car?"

Janet, "Not a chance.  He loves the one he has."

Diane, "Work?  Can your father keep him busy at the mill?"

Janet, "Father's offered.  That would keep him busy, but not keep his mind off me."

Diane, "A trip to Antarctica; it's spring there now and there would be no other girls to worry about."

Janet, "Creative, but what would be the motivation?"

Diane, "I'll work on that one.  Motive could be tough."

Janet, "Your brain is starting to work.  Has he ever said anything to you that would be a clue?  A hobby perhaps."

Diane, "I'm afraid, indirectly, all paths have led to you."

Janet, "Except the one time all paths led away from me.  Not that again."

Diane, "You're a victim of your success...  and Steve's extensions."

Janet, "He looks me right in the eyes and says, 'I don't like you dating other men.'"

Diane, "You might find a couple of girls down in Paramount City you could date.  That would give him pause."

Janet laughed.  "That one gives me pause.  E for effort.  But I'm not going down that road at all, no way.  Let's focus on him."

Diane, "You wanted to brainstorm."

Janet, "But not brain foose."

Diane laughed.  "Swatting self with a pillow."

Janet, "Thank you."

Diane, "Have you considered visiting Antarctica?  That might cool things off."

Janet, "Clever!"

Diane, "How about a new apartment?  I assume he'll be receiving a good raise if he gets promoted."

Janet, "Now there's an idea.  He likes where he is now, but that idea has possibilities.  And that could lead down a road he wants to go.  Perhaps that could be worked into a big distraction.  Needs work, but a real possibility."

Diane, "Other than that, I don't have an answer.  Let me think about it and ask some of the other girls."

Janet, "Would you?  I've got to find something."

Diane, "I'd come back sooner but my contract renewal is coming up.  All the people I've learned to trust are telling me to take control.  I've kept everyone happy.  Well, scheduling might have mixed feelings, but I've gone out of my way to help them, too.  This is the year I can call the shots and get what I want.  Dad's already writing it up for me."

Janet, "Good luck on all that.  I'm sure you've earned it."

Diane, "If I get half of what I'm asking, we'll have much more time together this coming year, John permitting."

Janet laughed.  "Father can busy John and clear space for you."

Diane, "Thanks for calling."

Janet said goodbye and focused on the new apartment idea.  Now just how could I work that? she thought.

––––––––
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On Monday word spread throughout the yard that all inventories were back to normal.  The coming holiday spirit was beginning to creep into operations.  The Supers warned everyone to be extra careful.  There were still nine days of safe operation to earn the accident-free bonus.  Things began to slow in the office, fewer calls, scheduling was less hectic with fewer changes.

At the end of day John had his meeting with Janet and then they were on their way in his car.  Janet said, "If you make Super you'll get a nice raise.  Had any thoughts about spicing up your style a bit?"

John, "Nothing really.  There's the normal replacement of work clothes.  My dress clothes don't get used enough to show wear.  We men resist style changes, so that's not a problem."

Janet, "How old is your car now?"

John, "I don't need any new car depreciation, thank you.  I think I should speak to your mother about a better investment of my savings.  If I make Super, that raise would start me building a pretty good nest egg for whatever."

Janet smiled.  "How about a better apartment?  A Super shouldn't be living in an efficiency."

John looked at her.  "It's not an efficiency.  It's a one-bedroom apartment."

Janet, "Still, it doesn't even have a kitchen."

John, "I don't want to cook."  He gave her another look, being careful of traffic.  "MY only other reason for upgrading wants to maintain the status quo and enjoy a long courtship."

Janet, "But what if Supervisor Richards needed to entertain?"

John, "I would arrange for a party room at the Green Meadows Inn and have it catered with the money I'm saving on rent."

Janet grimaced.  "I see.  Still, wouldn't it be fun to look for a new place with thoughts to the future?"

John, "I suspect my future would want a strong say in that matter.  Until my future has obtained that future status, I'm content where I am.  The rent is low.  I can walk to The Gossip, the drug store, the barbershop and any place I need to go in town.  It's a short drive to work.  It's a short drive to your house.  I have even walked it in winter snow.  It's close to the church and Pastor Hodge's home.  AND, since you hired all the new families into town, everything is filled up.  There used to be rental notices on The Gossip boards.  I haven't seen one since the new hires arrived.  And I really like my current digs."

Janet sighed.  "Well, it was just a thought."

John, "Think on something else.  I like my apartment."

Janet thought, he can be quite adamant about some things.

John thought, Christmas must bring out the nesting instinct.  If this persists, I may have to humor her a little, but only a little.

Janet, "Isn't it great the warehouse inventory is back to normal?"

John, "We all worked hard for it.  It's something to take pride in and thank God for."

Janet, "Isn't it though."

John stopped in front of her house.  He walked around and opened her door.  She gave him a smile and a nod.  He watched her safely inside then drove away to his cherished apartment.

––––––––
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In their bedroom after supper George asked, "What are you reading from Darling Daughter?  She seemed pensive at supper."

Molly, "She's concerned if John makes Super she won't be able to keep things under control until Steve returns in March.  She's trying to create some sort of distraction.  Her attempt to get him interested in a new apartment fell flat.  That was what she was brooding about at supper."

George, "She's letting you read all that without blocking you?"

Molly, "I already knew.  She asked for my help to think something up.  I wouldn't touch that with a ten-foot pole.  Anything goes wrong, I'd be the one who screwed up her guy thing."

George, "It's good she's thinking proactive on her problem."

Molly, "That's the trouble with a rock-solid guy.  They're hard to move." She grinned at George.  "I know that from experience."

George, "That so?"

––––––––
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A little before noon on Wednesday George said he had business in town and would get the mail.  He drove to the Johnson Apartments rental office.  Mrs. Johnson greeted him.

George, "Joe around?"

Mrs. Johnson, "Should be here in a couple of minutes."

George, "You two have lunch together?"

Mrs. Johnson, "Heavens no.  We gave up on trying to do that years ago."

George, "Would it cause a problem if I took him to lunch?"

Mrs. Johnson, "Be better if he finished up this office work while you took me to lunch."

George grinned.  "I'll ask him."

She went back to work and George waited a few minutes until Mr. Johnson arrived.  "Hi, Joe."

Joe Johnson, "Hey, George!  What are you up to?"

George, "Would you rather stay here and finish office work or let me take you to lunch?"

Joe, "Silly man!  Let's go."

Mrs. Johnson, "Thanks a LOT!"

George whispered in Joe's ear, then Joe said to his wife, "Serious business here.  We're going to that restaurant in Perkins.  Keep all this off the GOG network."

Mrs. Johnson, "OK, you two going out together wouldn't be worth much anyway."

In the car George asked, "How's the rental business?"

Joe, "Thanks to you, it's great this year.  The only problem is we've never run at full capacity before.  Every worn faucet washer, every loose nail, every appliance at end of life, has shown up in the last few months.  Keeps me hopping."

George, "What's the prognosis?"

Joe, "Pretty good.  Now that we have the money to buy in bigger lots, I'm upgrading everything as fast as I can.  Keeps the tenants happier, too."

George, "Where are the nearest available units?"

Joe, "There are a few odds and ends in the surrounding towns.  You'd have to really search to find something desirable.  Lake Charlotte, they can build you anything you want to purchase.  But that's pretty expensive for the normal working family man, although some of your salesmen seem to handle that ok."

George, "Sales have been good.  I have to pay them what they are worth or they leave knowing too much.  We have good loyalty."

Joe, "These new guys came in here a little spooked.  Then you had all the bad weather and long hours catching up.  I kept telling the wife, we're going to lose some.  She'd say, 'Wives are handling it.  Don't worry.'  Then you sent them off to school.  When they got back you could feel the change.  There was this, 'We got to make this work!' attitude.  Now they believe.  When those wives are handed your end-of-year bonuses, they may carry you through town on their shoulders."

George grinned.  "I try to avoid that sort of thing."

Joe laughed.  "I can't wait to see how they handle all that."

George, "We've tried to keep the bonus thing quiet.  They know about the safety bonus.  But that's all.  No one wants to jinx the sales bonus by talking about it."

Joe, "I know.  Even those of us in town feel the same way."

George, "So, what are your plans next year?"

Joe, "I want to get on top of what I have.  I planned to wait for the GOGs to report on your end-of-year meeting.  Want to give me a preview?"

George, "Unofficially, just between you and me, we are going for stability and production next year.  Let everyone settle in.  Orders are up.  I expect profits to be better and better."

Joe, "So no new influx of people?"

George, "Probably not through summer.  We have tentative planning for some serious expansion beginning the end of next year if all goes well."

Joe, "When will you know for sure?"

George, "Unless you hear differently, as long as things are running normally, take it as a given.  But don't quote me."

Joe, "Fair enough."

George, "We may have some outsiders staying here as we plan and start the expansion.  It's a long daily drive from the Green Meadows.  What would be the possibility of having a few nice units available say about fall?"

Joe, "We've been discussing what we should do next along those lines.  I guess the end-of-year meeting just happened for us.  I can discuss it with the missus and get back to you."

George, "Keep this off the GOG line until after our meeting."

Joe, "Of course.  Off the top of my head, without building from scratch, all we have is the second story of the old stone block building on the southeast corner of town."  Joe laughed.  "You know, where your future son-in-law lives.  Counting his, that would make seven."

George laughed, "So six units.  It would help me some if I could say they were in the works, you know, building permits issued.  You wouldn't actually have to rush completion.  Would you need any help with financing?"

Joe, "The bank thinks we are gold right now.  Thanks anyway.  We had all the permits approved when we stopped.  I think I could just resubmit everything.  Not much has changed since then."

George, "If there were changes, perhaps, could building and zoning approve them again with the understanding you would make any update changes they required?"

Joe, "They're always fair with us.  That could probably work.  I'd have to discuss all this with my wife."

George, "It would help me some if these approvals were completed before our end-of-year meeting on the sixteenth.”

Joe, "You know Building and Planning.  They do their thing when they do their thing."

George, "If you're comfortable with this, talk it over and let me know."

Joe, "I appreciate the heads up.  And we know how to keep something like this quiet.  We can make it look like the normal flow of things."

George, "This restaurant in Perkins, you know anything about it?"

Joe, "I hear it's good.  Never been there."

George, "My daughter talks about it.  I want to see what it looks like."

Joe, "She's in and out of Richards' apartment like the wind.  Even does his laundry for him sometimes.  They leave the door open though.  The missus is always on the verge of saying something about it but she never does."

George laughed.  "If they wanted to do anything, no one could stop them."

Joe, "You know, if we do those apartments, we have to do all the kitchens together.  We'd have to boot him out of there."

George smiled.  "Can't you work around him?"

Joe, "We could, but Building and Zoning will pull the Certificate of Occupancy.  He'd have to be out of there thirty days after the permits are approved."

George, "I wouldn't worry about that.  We have a spare room.  I'm sure my Darling Daughter would be glad to put him up there for awhile if he gets in a bind."

Joe laughed.  "I'll bet she would.  Believing Molly would let her get away with that is something else again."

George laughed.  "Well, that would be an interesting discussion.  Don't worry about Mr. Richards.  I'm sure he'll land on his feet."

George drove into Perkins and found the restaurant.  "Looks like we have to park on the street."

––––––––
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At 3:30 Wednesday Janet realized she was running out of work.  The phones were quiet.  She told Molly to ring her in the Training office if she needed help with anything.  She closed the office door and called Diane, remembering it was 6:30 there.  Security grumbled her through and Diane answered.

Janet, "I thought I'd try calling at a decent hour."

Diane, "Aren't you at work?"

Janet, "It's quiet.  Dad's still in town.  Mom is answering the phones which haven't been ringing."

Diane, "How did the new apartment idea go?"

Janet, "That's why I'm calling.  So far he's got about ten good reasons for staying put to my one for moving."

Diane, "I thought your dad said you were good at sales?!"

Janet, "This is a real challenge.  I was hoping for new ideas."

Diane laughed.  "It spawned some fun discussions but nothing practical."

Janet, "Tell me something impractical."

Diane, "Various pets, a horse, for example."

Janet laughed. "Don't tempt me.  This could get me in serious trouble."

Diane, "Various new sports.  Like sky diving.  Or maybe becoming a glider pilot."

Janet, "That IS seriously ugly."

Diane, "I told you we didn't come up with anything useful."

Janet, "Well thanks for trying."

Diane, "I'm going down to see my old Army buddies tonight.  I'll ask them.  They have a completely different slant on things."

Janet, "There's an idea.  Say, maybe I could get John interested in palliative work."

Diane, "John's an engineer at heart.  Palliative work can't be engineered.  I think it's on the opposite end of a good scale.  It takes patience and empathy.  Developing him along those lines might be a poor fit for a young engineering-type male."

Janet, "I see your point.  And I respect your experience with it.  Maybe I need a little help from heaven on this one.  I'll try prayer until I think of something else."

––––––––
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Thursday afternoon Molly said, "Joe Johnson on the phone for you, George."

George picked up the phone and listened.  Then he said, "I'll have to go to the warehouse and check.  Call you back at the office?"

George got up and left to drive over to the warehouse.

Janet, "What's that all about?"

Molly, "Haven't a clue.  I'm up to my ears in final payroll and bonuses."

––––––––
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At the warehouse George found an empty sales office to return Mr. Johnson’s call.  "OK, Joe, now I can talk."

Joe, "It's a go.  We've reviewed everything.  Even talked to B and Z.  They said to submit the plans.  I plan to do that as soon as I finish talking with you."

George, "That's great.  You need anything to make this work, let me know.  I sure appreciate your help with this."

Joe, "Remember, just because B and Z have the plans, doesn't mean B and Z will actually look at the plans."

George, "I understand.  Thanks for taking the time to move this forward."

They hung up and George looked up the number for Building and Zoning.  Aric answered with a German accent.

George, "Hey Aric, George Berkins here."

Aric, "Well, well, well.  I heard a rumor you installed one of those new Jacuzzi things on your back porch.  Been meaning to get over there and check that out."

George, "We don't have a back porch.  Check your files."

Aric, "I'll do that.  I'm busy; what do you want?"

George, "To make you less busy, help you clear your office for the holidays."

Aric, "Send two of your best Supers over here.  That should do it."

George, "Joe Johnson is coming over ...

Aric interrupted, "I know all about that.  He's hung us up on that project for years; now he wants it approved again overnight."

George, "It was all approved once.  Is it so hard to push it through in a few days, get the building permit out of your office?"

Aric, "I'm busy.  Cut to the chase."

George, "I asked Joe to try to get the plans approved again by the sixteenth.  He agreed to make any updates you request afterward.  I'm backing him on that."

Aric, "He jumps in and starts remodeling right away, if there's a problem, I get hung out to dry because he has approved plans."

George, "You have thirty days from when you approve them.  He has a renter upstairs.  He can't start ...

Aric interrupted.  "I know that.  If no other problems show up, I'll push them through.  Now I get stuck with a big problem on this, consider every nail in your house condemned!"

George laughed.  "Thanks, Aric."  They hung up.  George thought, now if I can just stay unfocused about this, Molly won't catch on to what I've engineered here.  Ward, the secret to living with your sister is not to keep secrets.  The other way is to forget the secret so she doesn't notice.  George remembered playing games with Janet when she was a young child.  When her luck was bad she wanted to cheat.  He would explain to her that she had to play the bad luck.  She would say, 'Sometimes luck needs a little push.'  All right, Darling Daughter.  I've just given luck a little push.
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Chapter Two

December 9, 1966
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Friday afternoon at the office Janet realized things were slowing down.  Her father was out in the mill yard and the phones were quiet.  Janet said to Molly, "Nothing's doing.  I'd like to call Diane."

Molly, "Go ahead.  If the phones get busy just pick up back in the Training office."

Janet went to the office and closed the door.  She dialed Diane and security wanted a new code.  "I gave you the old code.  Make it work."

There was a long pause then Diane answered.  "Security wonders why my mother's voice changes so much.  They insisted I give you the new code."

Janet teased, "The old one works just fine."

Diane, "After they hassle me about it."

Janet, "What did your Army guys come up with for John?"

Diane laughed.  "You probably don't really want to know."

Janet, "I'm desperate.  I'll consider anything."

Diane, "They suggested a new car of course.  I explained how much he loves his current car.  Now for the hard part.  They suggested you hire someone with an old rattletrap to smash into it.  Mess it up real good.  They suggested the side with the driver's door.  That's more complicated to repair.  Especially if it messes up the dash panel."

Janet thought, oh my God!  There was a long silence.  Finally she said, "I love his car, too."

Diane laughed.  "I told you you actually didn't want to know."

Janet was hesitant.  "Did they suggest anything else?"

Diane's voice was full of smiles.  "It gets much much worse.  I don't think you would want him in jail during the holidays."

Janet, "Never mind."

Diane, "They had a good time with it anyway."

Janet, "How about you?  Any more thoughts on how to distract him?"

Diane, "Nothing you would want to hear.  Suspended animation is such an awkward science fiction thing."

Janet, "HYPNOSIS!  Why didn't I think of that?  I'll bet Ward knows someone who could do it.  John, you will not notice any other girl but Janet.  John, you will become totally interested in the works of Shakespeare, memorizing all the sonnets.  You will read all his works at one-tenth normal speed when not with Janet or doing something essential to life."

Diane was laughing.

Janet, "John, you will hold off your pursuit of Janet until her complications are resolved."

Diane, "You're dreaming.  If that isn't full of unintended consequences, nothing is."

Janet, "You're probably right.  Oh well."

Diane, "Why not be straight with him?  Tell him you need to hold off for awhile."

Janet, "Then he would focus on why.  We plan to spend seventeen wonderful Christmas holiday days together.  How would you like to have John looking WHY at you twelve hours a day for seventeen days?"

Diane, "If you're proposing this as a solution to your problem, I accept!"

Janet laughed, "Very clever, my very best friend.  Always willing to help out."

Diane, "OK.  I'll just watch and learn as you master this horrible problem."

Janet, "Now you're trying to make me feel guilty."

Diane, "That's right, oh master of men on strings."

Janet, "Right about now I'm feeling I could get strung up.  I've got to find something to distract him or I could be in big trouble."

Diane, "Seriously, I'll try to come up with something."

Janet, "Thanks.  I know you're trying to help."

Diane, "Now help me by writing down the new security code."

Janet, "Oh, that!  Go ahead."

When they hung up Janet started to put the code in her desk.  She laughed thinking, sure and next time I'll call from home.  She put it in her purse instead.

Later John came in before closing.  Grumpy Boss was on the prowl so they were strictly business with the training records.  When her parents left, Janet put her arms around his neck and said, "One more week and VOILA!  Christmas break with my beau!"

John smiled.  "I know that, but emotionally I can't get past the end-of-year meeting, and the annoying fact you have one more Privateer date this week."

Janet, "Concentrate on the positive:  dinner tonight, Saturday playtime, and all day Sunday."

John glared at her.  "I really don't like you going out with other men."

Janet, "Patience and jealousy, both are refreshing qualities in a man.  Consider this."  She performed a long passionate remembered kiss sequence.  "You were saying?"

John smiled at her.  "I still don't like you going out with other men even if you don't kiss them."

Janet, "Oh, I kiss them.  But not like that!"  John glared at her until she said, "I kiss them on the cheek."  She gave him a perky smile.

John, "Thank you."

Janet, "Now take me home.  I have to get ready for a hot dinner date tonight with my very best beau."

In the car John relaxed and said, "I am ready to reveal the grand plan for our Christmas vacation."

Janet, "Great!  Go ahead."

John, "At dinner tonight."

Janet took a deep breath.  "I'm beginning to appreciate more what it takes to be patient, sir John."

John, "Good for you."

At the No Gossip John requested Pierre seat them in a better lit booth than their favorite one.  Pierre led John aside and whispered in his ear.  John smiled and pulled some folded papers out of his jacket pocket.  John said, "We only need a little reading light."

Pierre, "Certainly."  He gave a little bow.  "But remember for the future."

Pierre took them in the opposite direction of the long darkening hallway leading them away from their favorite booth.  Booths in the opposite direction were better lit.  Pierre indicated the booth next to the last one and they were seated.  He took their drink orders and left them with the menus.

Janet, "What was that all about?"

John grinned, considering whether to tell her.

Janet, "If you don't tell me, I'll ask him."

John laughed.  "The last booth is called the engagement booth.  It has special lights in the ceiling like they have in jewelry shops.  According to Pierre it produces, quote, sparkling magic, unquote, when the ring is presented."

Janet, "It is truly amazing what service a gentleman's generous tipping can yield."

John laughed.  "Truly amazing."

Janet laughed.  "Those papers you showed him, is that the plan for our vacation?"

John, "That's right.  Ready for an overview?  We can go over the details after dinner."

Janet, "Tell me."  Pierre arrived and took their order.

John, "One of our main goals is to better understand the economics of this area.  I propose that we spend a day in each of the surrounding communities to visit with businessmen who support the mill.  We can also learn about how each town functions in the overall economics of the area.  I have arranged them in order of their importance.  If we don't get all twelve done we will have visited the most important in the area."

Janet thought about it.  "No set schedule.  We work that around the other things we must do."

John, "That's right.  Christmas and New Year’s Day, take a day for Christmas shopping, and weekends make seventeen."

Janet, "We could do our Christmas shopping as a part of it.  This sounds great.  You always do more than I expect."

John, "Thank you.  I have a question you can help with about the county.  What is it called anyway?"

Janet, "Monroe County, named after one of my great-grandfather’s political allies."

John, "Where is the county structure?  I never hear anything about it.  Is there a county seat and a courthouse?"

Janet laughed.  "Of course.  It's here, across the street from Green Meadows Inn.  Didn't you get your driver's license there?"

John, "That's an office in an old house converted for business use."

Janet, "You didn't notice the backside where a small courtroom was added on?  In other rooms of the house are the property tax office and a secretary who answers the county phone."

John, "That's it?"

Janet, "Let me explain Monroe County.  Berkins Enterprises has always dominated here.  Dad makes sure there are always a majority of Berkins family on the County Commission.  That commission hires a Business Manager who contracts out all county work to local businesses:  roads, schools, everything.  All the tax money stays right here in the county.  Webb Law offices handle all the legal stuff.  Commission meetings, when they need a good lunch together, are held here at the Inn.  There is one judge to hear legal cases.  The state has a program of rotating judges through the smaller counties.  We get a different judge every year.  That judge also hears the city cases, too.  The county hires a city police officer as a bailiff when the court is in session.  The county pays the state to have their Highway Patrol enforce county traffic laws.  The county contracts with the local towns and Paramount City for jail space.  No county jail.  Neat, huh?"

John, "What if there is a fire or someone commits a crime in the county area?"

Janet, "Towns are paid to provide fire services.  It gives them extra money for equipment.  The nearest town responds to fire calls.  We have a figurehead sheriff  —  one of the attorneys in Webb's law offices who doesn't work on criminal law cases.  He deputizes all the town police as county deputies and they respond to crime calls.  Voila!  No Sheriff’s Department, no patrol cars, no expense.  Fees paid to the towns stay in the county."

John, "The man who processed my driver’s license asked if I wanted to take the driving test.  I didn't know how to answer that.  When I hesitated he said, ‘Looks like an interesting car.  Take me for a drive.’  We got in and he had me drive around town a bit and parallel park.  He seemed far more interested in my car than my ability to drive.  When we stopped he said I got a 97.  I asked what I lost points on.  He said no one ever gets a perfect score.  You didn't turn your head to look behind you before you pulled out.  I told him I used the mirrors.  He said I was supposed to turn my head and look."

Janet laughed, "He rotates through all the high schools teaching Driver's Education.  Gives the kids A's, then when they come to take the test for their licenses he gives them a hard time.  He made Diane take the test three times.  Diane protested he had given her A's in Driver's Ed.  He told her that was for being a good student.  Now she had to take driving seriously and be a good driver."

John laughed.  "How many times did you have to take the test?"

Janet laughed.  "Twice.  When he failed me I asked why.  He said because I was George Berkins' daughter.  He made me wait while everyone else passed before he would test me again.  The second time he wrote something on his clipboard before we started the second test.  When we finished the test he showed me the clipboard without writing anything more on it.  I passed with a 97.  I asked him what I got wrong.  He said he deducted 3 points for having to take the test twice."

John laughed, "Afterwards I thought about what he had me do on the drive.  He actually did check me out."

Janet, "We have one of the lowest teenage accident rates in the state."

John, "How do you know all this county stuff?"

Janet, "In high school, I noticed our county had the lowest per capita tax rate of all our state's counties.  I did a comprehensive study paper on our county.  I got most of the logic from my father, then filled it out with the actual documents."

Pierre served their dinner.  They continued the conversation slowly between bites.

John, "Don't the locals resent the Berkins family dominating the County Commission?"

Janet, "I guess not.  Things work pretty well.  Only the Commissioners are elected.  Everything else is managed by the county Business Manager.  The locals, as you call them, could take over the Commission if they set about doing it.  There's an election every two years.  It's really fun when two Berkins family members get serious about taking the same Commission seat.  Remember the tension last Christmas when we had family day?"

John, "Oh yes.  Your mother cut some lady off very short.  Am I expected to take part in that again this year?"

Janet, "I doubt Mom will let us duck it, especially if you make Super."  Janet thought, and surely Steve will come up again.  There's a fun thought.  And he still remembers Mom blocking the Steve question.

John, "Why the dark cloud?  It wasn't that bad last year."

Janet, "Formal family fencing is not my forte.  One wrong word leads to no end of misfortune."

John, "You don't like anything you can't control."

Janet, "You got that right."

John laughed.  "You don't like keeping quiet while others prod and poke."

Janet, "Right again."

John, "You don't like your mother running interference for you."

Janet thought, for a handsome hunk, he doesn't miss much.  She said, "You read me pretty well.  What am I thinking right now?"

John laughed.  "We should move on to a new subject."

Janet grinned.  "Right again."

They ate in silence and neared clearing their plates.  Janet said, "I'm excited about your Christmas plan."

John, "I talked to Sam about having the night shift bake cookies for us.  Each day we go to the different towns we could deliver holiday cookies and greetings.  That should get us in the doors where we want to go."

Janet, "That sounds a bit expensive.  You going to pay for that?"

John, "If I need to.  Since this is company goodwill, perhaps we could approach your parents about some funding."

Janet smiled.  "It might work.  I'll be interested in watching how you go about this."

John, "‘We’ just got changed into ‘me’."

Janet, "Didn't it though!"

John, "I might need some guidance."

Janet, "The head of the Board of Directors and Sales Manager handle all public relations for the company.  I think they send out Christmas cards to all our suppliers of materials and services.  I was thinking I might be able to get that list for the local towns.  I suggest you feel my parents out at Sunday dinner.  The Sales Manager is focused on customers, not suppliers.  It should be an easy sell.  Just realize you are intruding into another department's kingdom.  Tread softly and carefully."

John, "Got it.  Sort of like dealing with patience and jealousy."

Janet, "From a slightly different perspective.  It could be a valuable learning experience."

John, "Seems to me valuable learning experiences tend to be painful."

Janet, "Not from my perspective.  I expect this to be fun."

John laughed.  "OK, you're along for the ride.  Got it."

Janet, "You're bound and determined to lead.  Lead on!"

Pierre cleared their empty dinner plates.  They declined dessert and asked for a pot of hot tea.

Janet, "Ok, let's see the detailed plans.  This is going to be great."

John spread out his list of towns in order of importance.  Together they started through them, adding notes.  Pierre delivered the hot tea and a generous plate of sweets.  “Leftovers,” he explained.

They spent two hours expanding and making notes on how they could carry out the plan.  At last Janet said, "This will more than fill all available time during the break.  It will greatly enhance our knowledge of the economics of this area.  I'm very impressed, sir John.  Lead on."

John, very pleased with her reaction, "Thank you."

Janet, "I wonder how the good ole gals will deal with this.  They are sure to be on alert after last year."

John, "Do we need to start a pre-emptive rumor?"

Janet, "There's a thought.  How about we are apartment shopping?"

John, "That again.  You wanted to maintain the status quo.  That seems to be pushing the envelope."

Janet, "Sorry, you're right.  I wasn't thinking in that frame of mind.  I think Pierre's sweet cakes have gone to my head.  Perhaps we should call it a night."

John, "God knows what they put in those things.  Did you taste rum?"

Janet, "Come to think of it, I think so."

John, "Chores tomorrow morning?  First one finished calls?"

Janet, "Sounds like a plan."

They caught Pierre's attention on his next pass-through.  John asked for the check and, "What were in those appetizers?"

Pierre grinned.  "The safe answer, I think, is everything."

Janet, "Rum?"

Pierre, "You are past your ttwenty-first birthday.  I assure you, you are not legally intoxicated.  We are very careful about that."

John, "Tea and rum crumpets.  You should put that on the menu."

Pierre offended, "Oh, no sir, it is only for special guests."  And he was off, leaving the check on the table.

John pulled out his wallet and laid money on the table.  Janet said, "What sort of multiplier do you use for his tip?"

John, "I tend to round up.  Make it even money."

Janet, "That's probably what he calls it every time we come in here:  'the roundup.'"

John laughed.  "Good service should be well rewarded."

Janet, "You’re the least extravagant man I know except tipping Pierre."

John, "Nobody's perfect."

They rode home in a content mellow mood.  In the dark spot, they enjoyed a long goodnight kiss and embrace.  John walked her to the brightly-lit porch.  Janet asked, "Do you own a BB gun?"

John, "Not since I left home.  Even there on the farm, I tended to use a .22."

Janet, "Pity."

John made the connection with the porch floodlight and laughed as she unlocked the door.  She squeezed his hands and they said good night.  He returned to his car basking in the success of his Christmas plan and the evening.  He looked up at the almost winter sky now clear enough of moisture to make the stars spectacular, even with the town lights.  He took a deep breath and opened his car door.  Life is very very good, he thought.

Upstairs Janet wrote the Steve letter, sad with thoughts of him spending another Christmas in danger so far away.  'Be very careful, my eternal friend.' she wrote.  After preparing for bed, she entered very special prayers, then she crawled into bed and let wonderful thoughts of John lead her off into a deep sleep.

––––––––
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Saturday morning she awoke with a slight headache.  Rum crumpets, she thought.  The headache cleared as she dressed for chores.  John's Christmas plan shimmered warmly in the back of her mind.  Four-and-a-half workdays plus the end-of-year meeting, she thought.  It was all invigorating and she put the energy into her chores.

At breakfast her mother said, "You came in late."

Janet, "Long dinner at the No Gossip.  We explored Christmas plans."

Grumpy Father, "Want to share?"

Janet, "Tomorrow at Sunday dinner when John's here.  The focus will be on NON-romantic activities."  Molly laughed.

Grumpy Father, "That's interesting  —  and unbelievable."

Molly, "Two weeks of non-romantic activities.  That'll be the day."

Janet, "Actually it's seventeen days, Mom."

Her parents laughed.

––––––––
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John awoke with nervous excitement.  All was going so well.  Emotionally he was focused on the end-of-year meeting.  Christmas break with Janet was in a wonderful future haze.  As he went about his chores he thought about broaching his plan to her parents at Sunday dinner.  He imagined they would be amused, although she was right about the public relations aspects being a bit touchy.  The last thing he wanted to do was step on someone's toes before the end-of-year meeting.

At 10:30 his phone rang and Diane said, "10:30 there and you're still home.  Must have had a late night."

John, "Actually we did, discussing Christmas break plans at dinner."

Diane, "It's 1:30 here.  I had a morning call out.  I'm making more points with scheduling, filling in for a sick model."

John, "How is Florida this time of the year?"

Diane, "Turning perfect and filling up with people the locals call snowbirds.  When the first snow flies up north they fly south."

John, "And you're leaving all that for Berkinsville?"

Diane, "It's been a long year.  I've pushed very hard taking everything decent they offered.  I'm really looking forward to some relaxed hometown time.  I've been to some wonderful places but there's no place like home.  Speaking of wonderful, how IS wonderful woman?"

John laughed.  "On pins and needles about my possible promotion.  She wants it so badly and yet sometimes she seems fearful I might actually get it."

Diane, "Women are like that, John.  Pay attention to that fearful thing.  It means tread softly."

John felt like he was being given tactful advice and said, "I'll take that to heart.  A promotion like this seems so soon.  There are times when I think it couldn't possibly happen and other times when I feel it’s a certainty."

Diane, "Whatever happens, you have Janet by your side.  You couldn't find a person who would be more loyal."

Again John felt like there was an underlying message and said, "She's complicated but I'll take your word for loyalty being at her foundation."

Diane, "Don't let her complications throw you.  In some ways, I think I might understand her better than you.  She can use up a lot of patience, but she's worth it."

John was becoming cautious.  "I appreciate you sharing your thoughts about her.  You haven't done much of that since the beginning."

Diane, "I trust you, John.  As I understand it, you are about to spend a second Christmas break with her.  That's a lot of time together.  If you make Super, that's a big deal to her.  It will take some time for her to come to terms with that.  Give her some space to adjust.  It's not easy for her to look up to anyone.  Be sensitive to that fear thing and give her space to adjust."

John, "You're very concerned about this, aren't you?"

Diane, "It's not often I'm in a position to be helpful in these matters.  I may be getting a little carried away."

John, "Thank you for taking that risk.  I’ll carefully consider all that you’ve said.  I never considered that she might be intimidated by my promotion."

Diane, "She wouldn't be intimidated by you but by the title and all it represents.  She grew up with all that.  It might be so deeply ingrained she isn't totally aware of it."

John, "You make a very good point."

Diane, "Just go slow and don't press her for anything right away.  Watch for that fear thing."

John, "You're an excellent friend to both of us.  Thank you for all you’ve said."

Diane, "Well, I better get going.  Snowbirds impede traffic.  I have another shoot this afternoon.  I don't want to be late."

John, "Thanks again."

Diane hung up, sighed, and fell over on her bed.  I did it! she thought.  He bought it all.  Janet Berkins isn't intimidated by anything, cautious maybe, but never intimidated.  Just frightened about writing letters to Steve.  If he senses that fear, maybe he'll back off and give her space.  Ok, my friend, I thought of something but you don't need to know about it.

––––––––
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Janet dialed John for the third time.  When he answered she said, "Must’ve knocked the phone off the hook while cleaning."

John tried not to laugh.  "Well, actually I had a call from a friend in Florida."

Janet, "How nice for you.  Anyone I know?"

John, "I told her to call back tonight; I wouldn't be going out."

Janet grimaced.  "Oh, that."

John, "She said the snowbirds were clogging up the Florida roads.  I told her to come home."

Janet, "I wish she would.  Chores all done?"

John, "Just need to get things from the dryer and put them away."

Janet, "Fine, I'll come over and cover the phone so it doesn't distract you."

John laughed.  "Thanks."

They spent the morning at the
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Book Ten: Christmas 1966
By

Diane Williams Doyle

This is the the story of my friend like a
sister, Janet

John awoke before the alarm. December 4th, he thought.
He had a picture of the calendar in his mind. Two weeks
from today I'll possibly be a Supervisor at the mill. The
thought both excited and frightened him. He had asked
Robert how George Berkins decided about who he
thought would be a good Super. Robert had told him
George thinks the only way to know is to make a man
Super and see if he can grow into it. John wondered if he
could grow into it. He decided to believe that he could
and let the chips fall where they may.

If he made Super there was the matter of Janet Berkins.
He was fine with a long courtship. He wasn't fine
sharing her with others. He trusted her, but emotionally
he didn’t like the feel of her being out with other men.
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