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			A Note from the Author

			This is a fictional story inspired by the recollections of James Brown Godwin.

			My father, Francis Edward Foley, shared the tale “The Man in the Moon.” A version was first published in The Fordham Monthly, November 1941.

		

	
		
			Prologue 

			This is not the first story to offer lessons using manure. My Russian professor, Dr. George Byrnes, offered this tale attributed to Leo Tolstoi, the famous Russian author, about a young bird caught in an early frost. He chirped in misery until a kind farmer came along, gently picked him up, and placed him in a fresh, warm cow pie. At first, the bird was relieved and enjoyed the warm comfort of the steamy plop of manure, but before long, the smell became quite disagreeable and once again, he began to chirp loudly his discontent. This time, a mangy, lean wolf came prowling down the road. Hearing the distressful cries, he quickly found the bird and gobbled him up. The lessons of this tale are: 

			1. The one who put you there may not be your enemy.

			2. The one who takes you out may not be your friend.

			3. Finally, while there, keep your mouth shut. There may be something important to discover.

			A second tale is one that was shared by President Ronald Reagan while visiting Fort Leavenworth, Kansas, the school house of the army. It is the story of two brothers; one is an eternal optimist while the other is a pessimist. Their parents sought the help of an imminent psychologist to help bring the boys into balance. Undaunted, the psychologist placed the pessimist in a room filled with every toy a young boy could desire. Then, he quietly stole away, leaving the boy to enjoy the pleasures of this wonderland. He placed the second brother, the optimist, in a room filled with stinking, slimy manure, and closed the door. After an hour, he returned to the first room. Shocked, he found the little boy huddled in misery in the corner of the room. He asked him what was wrong. The little fellow began a litany: 1) This toy was broken, and another needed a battery; 2) This game required a friend to play; and 3) He wasn’t interested in geography. Besides, he really was hungry. The doctor sadly shook his head. His treatment had failed. But then, he smiled and picked up his step; for surely his next patient must be in absolute misery by now! Opening the door wide, he stood in astonishment. There, in the steaming piles, the boy was singing and shoveling the manure. 

			“What are you doing?” he exclaimed.

			“Well,” replied the boy. “With all this dung, I figured there had to be a pony somewhere!”

			It’s all a matter of perspective.

			Well, now I’m offering you a third story about manure that an amazing man, born and raised in Florida, shared with me. I hope the lessons he learned are lessons you can share. Like the stories above, beware of strangers; it’s all in perspective; friends come in all sizes, all ages, and all colors; and finally, know who you are, and stand for what you believe in!

		

	
		
			If

			By Rudyard Kipling, 1910

			Brother Square-Toes – Rewards and Fairies

			If you can keep your head when all about you

			Are losing theirs and blaming it on you;

			If you can trust yourself when all men doubt you,

			But make allowance for their doubting too;

			If you can wait and not be tired by waiting,

			Or, being lied about, don’t deal in lies,

			Or, being hated, don’t give way to hating,

			And yet don’t look too good, nor talk too wise;

			[image: ]

			If you can dream – and not make dreams your master;

			If you can think – and not make thoughts your aim;

			If you can meet with Triumph and Disaster

			And treat those two imposters just the same;

			If you can bear to hear the truth you’ve spoken

			Twisted by knaves to make a trap for fools,

			Or watch the things you gave your life to, broken,

			And stoop and build ‘em up with worn-out tools;
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			If you can talk with crowds and keep your virtue,

			Or walk with kings―and not lose the common touch;

			If neither foes nor loving friends can hurt you;

			If all men count with you, but none too much;

			If you can fill the unforgiving minute

			With sixty seconds’ worth of distance run―

			Yours is the Earth and everything that’s in it,

			And―which is more―you’ll be a Man my son!

			[image: ]

			Ah, but a man’s reach should exceed his grasp.	

			Or what’s a heaven for?

			“Andrea del Sarro” called “The Faultless Painter” by Robert Browning

		

	
		
			I

			Suddenly, his face was plummeting toward the plate, and there was nothing he could do about it! His whole life―all twelve years of it―started to flash before his eyes! Plop! His head hit the warm, soft mound of lumpy, mashed potatoes. Who would have thought, he smiled, that mashed potatoes could make such a heavenly pillow? He didn’t even remember closing his eyes.
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			For many, it was the last stop on the road to Nowhere―found by those who had lost their way. For others, it was just a place for time to pass. It became a harsh reality they would never forget, no matter how hard they tried. The concrete buildings and barbed wire fences were not the ingredients for fashioning blissful dreams and cherished memories; it was a place to regret and repent. The state legislature talked of reform, but without the money to back their words, Florida State Prison remained a workhouse purposefully overlooked in polite conversation.

			But for Jim Brown Godwin, it was home―and spell that with a capital “H.” Jim Brown lived on the prison grounds, recognizing many of the convicts and knowing all the trustees by name. There wasn’t anything unique about this. His father was the assistant superintendent at Raiford, also known as “The Rock” by the inmates or “The State Farm” by the locals. The house and prison came with the job. For Jim Brown, the guards, fences, and occasional sirens were all ordinary, a part of his life―and he liked it that way. The State Farm was his territory, his private kingdom. There were fields to throw a football with his older brother, Bill, and lots to play baseball with his friends. He knew every deer run and the best fishing holes. State Farm was his heaven on earth, but things were about to change―drastically and soon.

			The year 1941 was ending on an ominous note. Europe was entering its third year of war, and President Franklin D. Roosevelt providentially signed an order moving Thanksgiving from the third to the fourth Thursday in November. You would think that wouldn’t be a big deal, but calendars had been printed years ago with Thanksgiving marked for November 20. Plans had been made, and chaos reigned. Jim Brown and his friends debated which day was appropriate and wondered which day the school would recognize as Thanksgiving. Wow! What if they got both days off!? It was a headache for Jim’s father, though, as he had to decide which day the prison would observe. Finally, he marked November 27 on the calendar, rationalizing it would be best to go with the President’s ruling; and the other institutions agreed. The meals were planned and family members notified.

			As usual, Jim Brown’s mom took everything in stride. Taking control, she would turn lemons into lemonade. They would go to Big Mama’s, as originally planned, on the twentieth. The day would begin with a Southern breakfast: flakey biscuits slathered in butter, over-easy eggs with extra thick bacon, and creamy grits with more butter. Then the boys would gather around the radio and listen to the broadcast of the Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade, which had been designated to proceed as originally planned. 

			On Thanksgiving morning, Bill and Jim Brown tried to bring the parade commentary to life for Harold, their younger brother, but their antics were more frightening for the little fella than wonder-filled. Harold loved it. He giggled non-stop when Bill towered over him, arms extended like a prehistoric monster, and scooped him up as he enacted the arrival of Santa Claus. Little did they realize, it would be the last Macy’s parade broadcasted for years to come.

			On cue, they loaded up the car and drove to Big Mama’s for their traditional celebration with family and friends―complete with turkey, dressing, and a dessert bar that stretched from the dining room through the living room and out to the backyard, where an ice cream churn waited for the kids to take their stand turning the wooden handle. Laughter and music filled the air. When twilight arrived, the families began to depart. Everyone would be stuffed like turkeys themselves and ready to return to their homes and blissful dreams.

			While driving home, Jim Brown’s mother took the opportunity to announce that, in keeping with the President’s decree, they would celebrate a second Thanksgiving the following Thursday. Bill moaned, and his father groaned, “Eve, have you lost your mind?” 

			Jim Brown just smiled―dinner at Big Mama’s went as tradition held, but to have a turkey dinner at home with all the southern trimmings and leftovers, who could complain? To top the day off, his dad would keep an eye on the turkey, making sure it would be roasted to perfection. Jim Brown would be in charge of the greens, cornbread, and mac n’ cheese―he loved to cook. His mother would concentrate on dessert, her specialty. Bill would keep an eye on Harold, who, at three years old, could be a handful, though Bill never left any doubt who was in charge. Yeah, they were stuffed now, but in a week, Jim would be ready to dig in again. Life was GREAT!

			As decreed by his mother, the house buzzed as the second Thanksgiving came to life on November 27. She asked the family the traditional question of what should she do with the giblets―should they be fried separately as a tasty treat, or should they be chopped up finely and added to the gravy? 

			His father replied, “Whatever you want,” a very politically correct answer. Jim Brown cocked his head and simply repeated, “Whatever,” which said it all. He really didn’t care. Since Bill was in the living room with Harold and unable to voice an opinion, the decision was left to his mother. As the boys would have predicted, she began chopping the giblets finely to toss them into the gravy. She knew, even if the boys didn’t, giblet gravy was everyone’s first choice―and she was right. While the turkey rested on the carving platter, his mother poured the broth from the simmering vegetables and neck bones into the roasting pan. She stirred until all the turkey juices were blended and the roasted tidbits that stuck to the pan were loosened. Then, she added a slurry of cornstarch and cold water and stirred the mixture until it thickened. 

			Humming, she tossed in the minced giblets and chopped hard-boiled eggs and grabbed a spoon for one last test for seasonings. It was perfect: perfect on the turkey, the dressing, the potatoes, and anything else that made it to their plates. Jim Brown even wondered if it might not help the pumpkin pie, but he never tried; he was a pecan pie man anyway. The family gorged on the feast. However, it would be the last time they would gather around a table overloaded with festive foods and filled with laughter for years to come.

			After Jim Brown cleared the dinner table, he joined his brothers and dad in the living room. Loosening the buckle on his belt, he collapsed on the couch. He then looked around and thought, It just doesn’t get any better than this. His dad was bent over the radio, searching for a station his mom might enjoy―she deserved it for all her hard work. Why, if there were a dance band, he might even twirl her around the living room floor, as she was light on her feet. The boys would always pretend to hide their eyes, but eventually their parents would glide over first to Bill. His dad would graciously offer her hand to his son, and Bill bowed before accepting. Then, Bill would spin his mother once or twice before handing her to Jim Brown, who was becoming quite an expert at the Fox Trot.

			But for the moment, Bill was sitting in a wingback chair, legs crossed and reading the newspaper. Jim Brown silently chuckled as he thought how much Bill was beginning to look like their dad. Harold was curled up in a ball, snoring peacefully, at the other end of the couch. 

			In the kitchen, a trustee was licking the last crumbs from the Thanksgiving plate Eve had prepared. She finished putting away the leftovers and picked up a plate of divinity to take to the boys―Thanksgiving was never complete without her specialty sweet. She smiled at the trustee as she left and knew when she returned in the morning, everything would be spotless. There were indeed a few nice benefits that came with being married to the assistant superintendent of a state prison! Yes, life was perfect, in the moment. Soon, they all were ready to retire to peaceful thoughts and simple dreams.

			The following week, decorations for Christmas sprang up everywhere. Unlike the neighbors’ red and green garlands, Eve insisted on pink and gold. Mr. Godwin felt it was his concession to her for living in a house filled with men, but Eve would have told him―if he’d asked―that pink was her signature color. It was important to stand out, to show originality, to be unique where they were located. But secretly, she knew it made people smile. Even her friends remarked, “A pink Santa Claus, Eve, really?” or “Where did you ever find your pink poinsettias?” It was her special contribution to the season. 

			Jim Brown couldn’t remember a time when pink didn’t reign. If Santa could handle it, it wasn’t his problem. Bill, on the other hand, did his best to ignore his mother’s idiosyncrasy. It was a good word, and his mother had many―or so he thought. Other than this slight disagreement about the colors, life sparkled. Christmas was in the air.

		

	
		
			II

			BOOM!

			The shock―and it was a shock that shook all Americans to their very core―began with President Franklin Delano Roosevelt speaking these solemn words over the radio:

			Yesterday, December 7, 1941, a date which will live in infamy, the United States of America was suddenly and deliberately attacked by the air forces of the Empire of Japan.

			An hour after the radio announcement, Congress was in session, and in less than five minutes, they voted 470 to 1 to declare war against Japan. Jeannette Rankin, a Republican pacifist from Montana, cast the lone dissenting vote.

			Jeanette Rankin was a curiosity, even in the Big Sky Country of Montana. She tried to be conventional, but with her feisty spirit and desperate need to question everything, she begged to go to college. She majored in biology and then returned home to teach. Her family hoped she might finally settle down; however, once again, her restless spirit took control. She felt confined by the daily routine. Her creativity compelled her to investigate furniture design, but she abandoned that and moved on to social work, which led her into politics, her true calling. She was driven to make the world a better place.

			Her brother, Winston, understood and backed her political campaign financially, as well as personally. He drove her all over the state to drum up support and votes. Some felt she was just a novelty―the first woman to run for Congress from one of only ten states that even allowed women to vote. But, if they thought she would remain a joke, were they in for a big surprise. On April 2, 1917, she reported to Washington, D.C., to be sworn into the 65th Congress. Three days later, she found herself in the midst of a battle she would never forget―the vote on a resolution to enter the First World War!

			Though she had never found herself at a loss for words, she was speechless. She was astounded at the lightning speed that Congress moved, especially on matters so monumental.

			On the day of the vote, she was still in a quandary. Here in the great hall, where voices were heard, no one was listening. The Speaker called for the vote, and before Jeannette realized it, her name was announced. She remained seated; she remained silent. Her name was called a second time. Never one to shirk her duty, she quietly stood and in a firm voice, ignoring House Rules, she proclaimed, “I want to stand for my country, but I cannot vote for war. I vote no.”

			She returned to her seat. The final vote was 374 for entry into the war, 50 against. Though she felt hurt and misunderstood, she was comfortable with her decision. Most importantly, she felt she had represented her constituents from Montana. Nationally, she lost the support of many suffragettes who claimed she displayed female fragility. She continued to follow her convictions and gladly served on committees encouraging women’s rights and miners’ rights―making her unpopular with the mining interests that controlled Montana politics. With her district redrawn, she decided not to run for re-election to the House, but set her aims higher, running for the Senate. 

			Unsuccessful, Jeannette continued to strive for social causes and peace―nationally as well as throughout the world. Those efforts likewise proved futile. In 1940, the world again found itself teetering on the brink of war. Jeannette again stepped forward and ran for a seat in the House of Representatives; this time, she won.

			From the beginning, she worked to keep the United States out of the developing conflicts. She voted against supplies to the British, for fear it would lead to involving our soldiers as well. In May, she proposed a resolution that restricted sending soldiers into conflicts outside the Western Hemisphere or the insular possessions of the United States, but nothing could stop the oncoming storm of World War II. 

			After President Roosevelt addressed the Joint Session of Congress, they retired to debate the resolution to go to war. The debate in the House was short and sweet. The Speaker, Sam Rayburn, a Democrat from Texas, painfully remembered Jeannette’s debut in 1917. He even stood, applauding her arrival that fateful day, only to be outraged when, three days later, she voted against the declaration of war with Germany. Then, he felt, she had the audacity to use the Great War for her own political ends―women’s rights. Surely, she understood the situation was different today; this was a clear-cut, moral response. This time, the price to stay on the sidelines was too costly. He could not risk giving her the floor, refusing to recognize her and continually calling her out of order.

			Contrary to her own point of view―that no one would notice her; that finally there was nothing unusual about women serving in the House―she was indeed duly noticed. Her colleagues gathered around her. One by one, they pleaded that she support the declaration for war. It was important to show solidarity, but she blankly stared ahead.

			“Jeannette, the Japanese are already at war with us. This is just a formality. Unprovoked, unannounced, they bombed Pearl Harbor. Have you not seen the intelligence reports? They massacred our boys!” 

			She bit her lip, dropped her eyes, and shook her head. Despite the tragedy, she wondered if war were the only answer. Had Congress exhausted every political option? Was Congress to fail once more and send our boys to war? She wracked her brain, struggling to find a different solution. Then, she slowly raised her head and said one word, “Oil.” 

			“What! Jeannette, don’t be so naïve! We halted shipments of oil because our reserves were running low, and we wanted to send the message that the Japanese should not be contemplating expanding their empire into the Dutch East Indies and Philippines while the world was in this chaotic state. You have heard of the effects of supply and demand? They just didn’t get the message! We hoped they would remain neutral and concentrate on improving the lots of their own people. Furthermore, haven’t you read the reports from China? The Japanese are barbaric!” Sam sneered. 

			Jeannette frowned.

			Another voice added, “My God, open your eyes! They think Hirohito is a God and that they are a superior race!” 

			Another congressman across the aisle couldn’t be still any longer. He boisterously chimed in, “The United Kingdom has already declared war. They’re convinced that Malaysia, Hong Kong, and Singapore are at risk!”

			In desperation, her colleague continued, “Congresswoman Rankin, what do you want our boys to do when the next assault comes, and you know there will be one? What are you going to say to their parents, their wives, their children? What about the boys who have already sacrificed their lives on your altar of peace?” 

			In final exasperation, he added in a measured, staccato voice, “Peace comes with a price. You do not seem to appreciate the cost. You stand alone.”

			With that, her head snapped, and their eyes locked. Until then, she had harbored a small inkling of doubt, but now she had her decision. For there was no doubt in her mind; she did not stand alone. There were others who shared her view; there had to be!

			Just then the bell rang to call for the vote. The men returned to their seats crestfallen. Why didn’t she understand? No one wanted war, but if ever a war was justified…

			One after the other, their names were called. Each representative stood and solemnly, in a firm voice, registered his vote. “Yea… Yea… Yea… Yea… Yea…”

			The words rang like a bell clapper in her brain. 

			No… No… No… her conscience silently replied. We just can’t be returning to war! This time when her name was called, she did not hesitate. She stood erect and confidently, in a loud, clear voice, voted, “Nay.”

			The House gasped and filled with hisses and boos. 

			After all the votes were duly recorded, the members began to descend upon her as she made her way to the door. The media joined in, as well as spectators, all screaming threats and obscenities. Congresswoman Rankin tried to state her position.

			“As a woman, I can’t go to war, and I refuse to send anyone else.” Whether she could be heard above the roar was questionable, but it became clear everything was rapidly getting out of control. She dashed to the telephone booth in the House cloak room and called for security to escort her back to her office. She continued to crouch low, seeking refuge. Her thoughts tumbled nonstop, careening about her brain like popcorn popping. She waited and waited for security to come. She was convinced she was right, but she could not comprehend the anger, the hatred, the violence aimed at her. She was voting for their best interests. 

			And what about the other congressmen―what if they were voting to send themselves to the front line, would they be so quick to say yes? What about their sons to whom the burden would fall? Why did people always dream there was a pot of gold at the end of a rainbow? All she wanted to find was peace. As she pondered these thoughts, the officers finally arrived.

			When Jeannette returned to her office, she collapsed. As she composed herself, her eyes spied a telegram propped against a book in the center of her desk. It was from her brother. A smile unconsciously spread across her face. Winston understood; she could always count on his support. She tore open the message, and her face fell. The words were concise:

			Montana is 100% against you.

			She did stand alone. Those words struck her heart like a dagger.

			The next day, when Jeannette’s name was called to cast her vote on the resolution to wage war on Germany and Italy, with swollen eyes, she quietly registered, “Present.”

			That was the best she could do.
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			Meanwhile, back in Starke, Florida, the Godwins listened intently to the radio. When Congresswoman Jeannette Rankin registered her vote, Jim’s dad began to rant and rave at the radio. Bill, in his deep voice, added, “She’s got to be the most ignorant or the craziest person in the world!”

			Yeah, thought Jim Brown. She may be crazy, but boy, you have to admit, she does have guts! Still, what was she thinking?

			Jim’s mom was holding Harold in the rocking chair. She gave a loud gasp, hid her face in Harold’s hair, and began to rock faster and faster.

			Word of war spread like wildfire, and the streets began to fill with the townsmen pouring out to confirm what they heard and to exchange their views. Barney Sission, who sold popcorn in the movie theater, announced to everyone, “If I’d been in Washington, D.C., I’d have taken that woman by the neck and thrown her out the window!” Then, he confidently added, “Even if I went to jail!” And just about everyone agreed. The Bradford Times ran his quote in their next edition to capture the spirit of the town.

			That evening, Jim Brown and his father huddled around the radio to listen to the latest news from Pearl Harbor and commentaries on America’s entry into the war. If his mother had her wish, she would have switched stations to a talk show or music, but every channel was focused on world events. Sullenly, she settled into her favorite pink chair and tried to concentrate on the needlepoint project she had begun months ago. 

			Harold had gone to bed early. Tension in the house was thick as pea soup, and the young boy was agreeable when the suggestion was made that he hit the sack. Bill stood brooding in the corner. He studied his mom, dad, and Jim Brown. He knew he would step up to fight, but there was someone he needed to talk to―not tomorrow, but now; not by phone, but face to face. He casually made excuses and slipped upstairs to his bedroom to make his escape through his secret passage. Bill didn’t realize his mother was watching his every move and could read his mind. In her heart, she said a prayer that tomorrow would be different and then turned back to her stitching.

			Every able-bodied male worth his salt rushed down to the army recruiting office to enlist, which included Bill. Even Owen Tilley, just seventeen, dragged his stepmother with him because he needed her approval to enlist. Some of the townsfolk thought the Godwin boys would sign up together as Jim Brown, like his brother, was athletic and just shy of six feet tall―but Jim Brown was also only eleven years old. Sometimes it can be tough when you are young, yet so big and strong! Everyone had expectations and expected him to pull his weight. Sadly, even his trusted friends sometimes forgot he looked like an adult and was held to those higher values, which cause a whole different set of problems. 

			There was no way his father, let alone his mother, would have given permission for him to fight. Why, even the army, once informed of his age, would have turned him away! But the townsfolk talked, and the recruiting officer eyed him each time he walked down the street. One of the older men took a swing at him and called him a coward for not enlisting, but Jim Brown caught his arm and gave him a solid punch in the stomach. He left the man doubled over and wheezing to his friends, “See! I told you that boy could fight!” 

			Wednesday morning, Bill marched into his school’s principal’s office and asked if there was any way he could graduate early so that he could report for duty with his diploma. The principal was surprised but not shocked. He knew Bill and his brother Jim Brown. With a gentle smile, he replied, “Let me consider this; it is a serious request. Come back this afternoon, and I will have an answer.”

			That afternoon when Bill returned, the secretary told him to go in. He was caught off guard when he found not just the principal, but all his teachers gathered in the room. “Sit down, Bill,” the principal directed and pointed to the one empty chair. “As you can see, I’ve sought advice from those who are most concerned with your request. The bottom line…”

			Bill’s eyes bulged as he held his breath.

			“We’ve decided to grant your request, but there are some provisions.” 

			The first to stand was Mrs. Raley, his English teacher. “Bill, you know we are all proud of your decision…”

			Here it comes, thought Bill,the big BUT…

			“But you know what an important step this is. Before you leave Bradford High, we want you prepared for life. I have high hopes for you. As you know, I believe you must not just read, but interpret, not just write, but compose; therefore, I must insist that you take a final exam. I will have the study guide prepared by Friday. You may take the exam whenever you feel ready.” 

			She immediately sat down. There would be no discussion. 

			The room was silent. Mrs. Raley nudged Coach, his PE instructor, whose thoughts had wandered. “Oh, uh, yeah, uh, it’s fine with me. You’ll probably get more exercise at basic training than you’d get here. And if anyone has any questions,” he paused and looked at Mrs. Raley, “I’ll calculate the hours you’ve spent on the football field, and I’m sure that will cover the semester.” Then, he smiled at Bill and sat down.

			His history teacher did not need any prompting. “Bill, I know you’ve given this much thought. Now, rather than reading history, you will be making history. You’ve been an attentive student. I hope the lessons you’ve learned in my class will serve you well. I just have one request.” He stood up and gave him a small volume, The Art of War, by Sun Tzu. “Read as much as you can.” With that, he gave Bill a slap on the back and returned to his seat.

			One by one, the rest of the teachers rose and spoke. Then, they all stood and applauded. Bill was dumbfounded. He thanked each one for their support and confidence, and he promised to keep in touch. When he left the room, he had a smile on his face as wide as a hippo’s behind. He would graduate by Christmas, but his smile began to melt away as he realized he still had the biggest test ahead―he had to tell his parents.

			Eve said her prayers daily, hoping this war thing would be over soon. Her thoughts had easily returned to Christmas, which meant it was time to cut down a Christmas tree. Every morning, as her husband left for work, she’d give him a kiss and say, “It’s time to get the tree!” 

			Mr. Godwin knew she was right, and he had already spied a tree one afternoon when he was quail hunting on state property surrounding the prison that would be perfect―not too tall, not too short, and green, not dried. To be on the safe side, he marked a second tree as well, just in case someone beat him to the first. But the week had been busy, and the days flew by. He realized he’d better return with a tree this evening and decided to leave a note for Bill, asking him to come to the prison when he got home.

			When Bill returned home from driving the school bus that day, he was glad to see the note hanging on the icebox door. Normally, he would have growled, but this time, he thought it would be the perfect opportunity to break the news to his father. He had a solid plan, and, if he could sell it to his father, his mother would have to agree.

			The tree-hunting went as planned. His father realized he and Bill were more quiet than usual, but then again, they were both quiet by nature. As they carried the tree back to the car, Bill broke the awkward silence as he tried to start the conversation through the green branches. 

			“Gee, Dad, you really found a great tree! Mom will love it!”

			“That’s what makes a great tree,” he agreed.

			After a short pause, Bill dove in. He explained that he had gone to the recruiting office that afternoon and would report for a physical next week. For insurance, he included that his teachers were on his side, and he even would earn his diploma by Christmas―though he casually left out there would be the final exams to pass. The nation needed him, and he was ready to answer the call. When Bill finally stopped, he tried to peer through the branches to see his father’s reaction.

			Not surprised, his dad simply replied, “All right.”

			Bill was stunned. 

			After a few moments, his dad stifled a choke with a cough and added. “I’m proud of you.” Then, even though Bill couldn’t see, he smiled and added, “You know, you still have to tell your mom.”

			Bill gave an audible groan. He had no idea how his mother would take the news. “Uh, couldn’t you…?”

			“No,” he cut his son off. But, reading his son’s mind, his dad responded, “Just tell her straight like you told me, but … wait ‘til after dinner.”

			When they got home, Eve was thrilled to see the tree. Jim Brown and Harold came running to add their cries of approval. They immediately put the tree in a stand and filled it with water. Ideas were voiced where to put the tree, but they soon agreed to place it in front of a window in the living room―where a tree had stood every Christmas as far back as Bill and Jim Brown could remember. 

			After dinner, Eve brought out a plate of cookies ready to nibble on as they decorated the tree. Mr. Godwin kept staring at Bill, anxiously waiting for the announcement. Bill realized he was on his own and wondered if he should talk to his mother alone on the porch, but then he reckoned he would need to tell Jim Brown and Harold as well. This one was not a hard decision; it would be better to get it over in a single declaration.

			As Eve was focused on placing the tinsel on the tree, one strand at a time, and Jim Brown and Harold were eyeing the last cookie on the plate, Bill announced, “I’m going to war.” All heads swirled in his direction. His mother almost fell over in a faint. Luckily, his dad was there to catch her. 

			When she gained her composure, she cried, “You can’t! You’re too young! I need you here!”

			Summoning his most authoritative, adult voice, Bill replied, “I’m ready, and I’m needed there.” To soften the blow, he added. “The principal and teachers have it all set that you can see me graduate before Christmas.” 

			Now that caught Jim Brown by surprise! “You mean you can finish school early?” Bill gave a nod. “Well, gee, sign me up!” His mother swooned again, as she had yet to recover from the initial shock. Their parents left the room as their father tried to comfort their mother and support Bill as best he could―which he discovered was more difficult than he had imagined.

			To divert attention, and since Jim Brown had been looking for the right moment all evening, he slipped an ornament from the tree and snuck up behind Harold. Gently placing it on his shoulder, he casually remarked, “Hey, Harold, what’s that spider doing on your shoulder?”

			Harold turned and began to say, “There’s no…” when he let out a blood-curdling scream.

			As he jumped up, the spider fell. Laughing, Jim Brown caught the ornament and began to chase Harold.

			“You know I don’t like spiders! Keep away! Keep away!”

			The ruckus caught Eve’s attention in the dining room, and she immediately returned to intervene. Instantly, sizing up the situation, she calmly said, “Now Harold, it’s only a spider Jim Brown made in Sunday School.”

			Harold eyed him suspiciously. Jim Brown pulled out the silver spider to reassure him that his mother was telling the truth. Then, as his mother was still in control, she suggested, “Why don’t you read him the story, Jim Brown?” 

			Though not quite what he had in mind, he agreed to make peace for his mother’s sake. He obediently slipped out to get the Bible.

			No one noticed that as he returned to the living room, he slipped two papers inside the Bible. Unperturbed, he sat down. 

			“Does it got any pictures?” asked Harold, as he approached and began to climb onto Jim Brown’s lap.

			“Nope,” he replied, randomly opening the Bible, displaying large pages with nothing but words. Disappointed, Harold slipped onto the floor and sat down cross-legged―in case he needed to dart away―and looked at his brother, waiting for the story to begin. 

			“Do you want to hold the spider?”

			Harold gave a resounding, “Nope.”

			“OK, then let’s begin.” Jim Brown carefully found the pages he inserted and read:

			The Christmas Spider

			“Once upon a time, when camels flew over the desert sands and a promise of the Messiah floated on the wind―”

			“What’s a Messiah?” interrupted Harold.

			“He’s our Savior, the Baby Jesus,” Jim Brown replied, trying to sound confident and knowledgeable. Looking down at Harold, whose eyebrows were scrunched and lips pursed, he realized this undertaking was not going to be short and sweet. 

			“A baby?” Harold blurted.

			“Harold! Stop interrupting!” Jim Brown said, then he looked to Heaven for strength.

			Harold’s eyes popped. He sat up straight and stuck out his lower lip in a pout. He glared at his brother, leaving no doubt that he was quickly losing interest in the story and the spider.

			Jim Brown refocused and changed his tone. “Just listen. You’ll catch on.” Then, with true confidence, he added, “I promise,” and smiled. 

			Harold relaxed, and Jim Brown resumed. “As I was saying … Mary and Joseph had set out on a long journey from their home in Nazareth to the City of David, Bethlehem. The King had decreed that a census be taken. All his people would be counted in the towns of their families’ origin.”

			“Why?” asked Harold, tilting his head in a quizzical way.

			Jim Brown rolled his eyes again. “Because kings do that!”

			“Oh,” replied Harold, satisfied.

			Surprised, Jim Brown gave a nod and happily continued. “When they arrived, it was very late, and all the inns were full. Joseph had travelled slower than other groups making the journey because Mary was soon to give birth. Joseph was very concerned for her welfare. Finally, he found an innkeeper with a soft-hearted wife. Though their inn was indeed full, as all could see, she offered to create comfortable lodgings in the stable. Joseph was doubtful, but Mary gave an encouraging smile. Somehow, she felt secure in this woman’s care. Leading the way, the woman dropped her head as she spoke in an apologetic tone, ‘It’s not much, but…’ and her voice quickly transformed to a cheerful cadence, ‘it’s quiet and warm―and in a jiffy, we’ll have it fit for a king!’ 

			“When they arrived, she immediately picked up a worn broom from the corner and, with an unexpected burst of energy, set to work. In her first gusty sweep, she caught a sleeping family of spiders and sent them flying through the air!”

			“Oooo!” cried Harold, adding a shiver for emphasis. “Now come the spiders!” 

			Jim Brown shot a harsh look in Harold’s direction. 

			“Sorry,” cowered Harold, and he truly was sorry, as he felt the story was finally getting to the interesting part.

			Jim Brown conceded and continued. “The innkeeper’s wife was lost in her whirlwind cleaning. Unintentionally, she woke the cows and donkeys, the hens and other barnyard animals, who began to bellow and squawk to protest these
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