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Man of the House

If you have made it to this envelope, I thank you sincerely.


"Kip! Oh good, you made it." Sandra reached down onto her front step and gave Kip an informal hug. "Come in." She held the front door wide open for him.

Tentatively, he stepped over the threshold and placed his small duffle bag on the floor. "I came as soon as I could. The email from Earl sounded urgent."

"Everything with Earl is urgent," she said, rolling her eyes as she took his coat. "I think he was pushing you because he didn't want me to be alone while he is away at that seminar, conference thing of his, even though I told him I can get along fine by myself. Here, come in, properly," She took him by the arm, guiding him into the kitchen where she sat him on a stool before busying herself making coffee. "And it happened to be perfect timing for his experiment he wanted to try. Did he tell you?" 

Kip watched her plump body, made all the more accentuated by the apron tied tightly, efficiently bustling around the kitchen. The heavy smell of coffee reminded him he had only had one cup before rushing out of his house this morning. He could really use another. 

"He mentioned something about it in his email, but it was vague,” Kip said. “A few words about a theory he was working on and that he needed volunteers for a prelim. It wasn't his normal ultra detailed prose. It was written almost like he was desperate, or something was off. Definitely not like him. So, when he asked me to come, I just got in the car and drove."

Over the sound of pouring coffee, Sandra asked, "are you sure you’re okay to just up and leave like that? What about work?"

"The term is over, and I don’t have anything pressing for a few weeks. Nothing that can't be taken care of by email or a quick Zoom call."

Sandra slid a cup of steaming coffee across the island to him while she settled onto a stool on the opposite side, a coffee perched in her pudgy fingers. "I can tell you, Earl was rushed, getting ready for that last minute seminar in Kansas City. Maybe that's why he sounded so out of sorts? Retirement has been great for him, but you know Earl, he was too young to truly retire and has so many theories he’s constantly working on. It's so nice to see you by the way, it's been too long."

"I've been trying to keep in touch after his early retirement, but life, right?" Kip sipped his coffee, "I'm excited to hear he is still working on projects. He has such a great brain. You know, he was the inspiration for me to keep on the path to teaching and researching psychology. Which is why I'm here, if Earl needs help, I'll do whatever I can."

Sandra's wide face beamed. "That is so great of you Kip. You know, he talks about you often. He reminisces about former students, and your name always comes up. I'm not surprised one bit that you are the first person he asked to help him with his study." She smiled warmly at him, looking up through her lashes as she drank from her floral-printed mug. “He thought very highly of you.”

Blushing off the compliment, he continued, "he really kept his cards close on this project. I really have no idea what it's about."

Sandra nodded. "He kept me in the dark too. All I really know is that he submitted a proposal recently to the College and they shot it right down. He was adamant that they were being too conservative. He argued that great ideas always seem a bit controversial when they are first broached. But they denied his submission. He finally came to the conclusion that if he had some solid preliminary data, he could convince a few of the brighter, more open-minded, board members to start the process of grants and a full-fledged experiment."

"I know that feeling. I'm in the trenches right now trying to convince them to back some research I had in mind." He shook his head slightly. "It's a shame because I'll bet Earl's theories are cutting edge - world changing maybe - and those old, fuddy-duddy board members are constantly holding us back." He could feel his blood pressure rising just thinking about it.

Sandra reached out and placed her hand over Kip's. "It's always been this way. For years, Earl battled with them, complaining that they were always so risk-averse. Saying the only thing they'll listen to is fact, not theory.  Which is why he feels his only option is to run someone through the experiment and hold the results up for them to see."

"If I have to be Earl's guinea pig, I will."

She gave his hand a tight squeeze. "He told me that he thought you'd be the ideal candidate. But he was very adamant that you follow his direction down to the last letter. He is up against a board that will challenge everything, and if the results are not perfect, they will be useless." She sat back sipping her coffee, the steam veiling the crow’s feet around her eyes.

Kip pulled out his phone. "I'll be sure to follow everything Earl says. I'll call him right now and find out what I need to do."

Sandra smiled, gently laughing to herself. "You can try to get a hold of him, but when he's at those seminars, it's like he disappears off the face of the earth."

Kip's phone reached a voicemail. He hung up. "Maybe I'll try later?"

Sandra was rinsing her mug out, loading a few items in the dishwasher. Over her shoulder she said, "He told me if you were interested, that you were to start right away. Like I said, he's impossible to reach when he's at these conference things. I know his time is packed full, and you know Earl, he's a chatterbox, especially with old colleagues. He rarely even has time to call his wife." She made a face, one part humour, one part resentment. "The instructions he left are in envelopes on the coffee table in the living room. Go on out, read them, and make yourself at home. I'll send him a text too; remind him to call me, and you, when he gets a few minutes." 

She was wiping down the already sparkling clean countertop with a wet cloth.

"I'm really interested to see what this experiment is all about,” Kip said, draining his mug and standing up. “I know he's been working on synaptic nerve inversion therapy related to gambling, but I don't know how I'd fit into that?" 

Sandra wiped down the island and pulled out a mixing bowl. "I have no clue. Go and read his instructions and then come back and tell me. I'm dying to know." She measured out some flour as he left the kitchen.

He made his way to the living room, a tidy bright room just off the kitchen. A commonplace couch, centred in front of a big TV, and draped with a 1970s-era crocheted chevron afghan, anchored the room. A large lazy-boy chair dominated the far side, flanked by heavy bookshelves chock-full of academic textbooks. 

Kip saw the small pile of envelopes on the dated black coffee table. They stood out as the only thing that seemed out of place in the room. The top envelope had his name written in bold black sharpie. With a quick rip he was in, unfolding a small stack of typed pages. His eyes scanned the words as he flopped down heavily on the couch. He made quick work of the first page, flipped to the second page, then a third - his eyebrows rising. He was so engrossed that he didn't even notice Sandra enter the room.

"What does it say?"

He jolted back to reality. He placed the pages down on the couch beside him, his face contorted as if searching for the answer to Sandra's question. "He's worried about young men, like me, who are just starting life. He's seen so many of us young guys seemingly lost in life, depressed, and giving up. He believes it comes back to our caveman roots, and he thinks men are not going to be satisfied unless they are more...” He seemed uncomfortable with the phrase he was about to say, “manly."

Sandra eased down on the couch beside him, "manly, eh? Oh boy, I can see why he was having a hard time convincing the politically correct board members to take a serious look at his theory. Earl was not the best at choosing words sometimes."

“That’s for sure. In one of the first classes I had with him, he was lecturing about Freud and he used the phrase...I won’t repeat it...but I’m surprised he wasn’t fired. He was using the right words in the historical context, but..." Kip tried to hide an uncomfortable grin.

Sandra chuckled. “So, what else does he say in his note?”

“He lays out a familiar theory about early humans; how the sexes evolved to perform different roles, and how modern society is erasing those traditional roles, leaving, at least in his theory, men without purpose. Get this, he is calling the experiment 'The Man of the House'."

Sandra shuffled across the couch toward the pile of papers and curiously looked through them. "Man of the house. Oh, Earl." She laughed to herself.

"He wants me to follow a list of activities that are traditional man of the house duties. The goal of this project is to show that giving young men back these roles will build a solid foundation, a direction, a purpose, for the rest of their lives." He sat back, rolling the idea over in his mind. "This role of the sexes argument has been rehashed so many times, it's not a new thing, but it seems he's taken a hands-on approach. Look at this, he’s set down specific actions, timelines, expected results..." Kip's hand rubbed his chin. He picked up a sheet of paper and continued reading, pausing every now and then, pondering the theory, pondering the directions, pondering life.

Sandra sat quietly, watching him wrestle with this experiment that had just been sprung on him. In her mild-mannered voice she offered, "Earl has been worried about a nephew of ours. A younger man, like yourself, who has been having a rough go of it the last few years. He seems lost; no job, no direction in life. Lives in his parents’ basement where they do everything for him. He has no responsibilities in life. It's like he has faded away from society. It's very sad. Maybe this is Earl's misguided attempt at saving this kid? Or others like him."

"I know it's becoming more common for sure. I’ve seen it with some of my old high school buddies.” A look of genuine concern washed over Kip’s face. “It's definitely not misguided."

"Earl is always going on about wanting to pass along deep life lessons he's learned, things like empathy, responsibility, civic mindedness. Big topics like that, too big for me. I'd help out by sitting here knitting a pair of slippers and letting him talk it out. It's all kind of making sense now." She paused, put a hand on Kip's shoulder grabbing his attention. "But, I think he'll understand if you are not interested in taking part in this project of his. He seems to be asking a lot from you."

Kip flipped through the remaining envelopes. Each had a label Day One, Day Two. There were weeks’ worth. "I'd really like to help Earl out. I wouldn't be where I am today if it wasn't for Professor Guilford's mentoring and guidance. But you are right, he just dropped this huge commitment on me. It
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