THE MERINO PROBLEM
By Paula Goodlett


“It’s ironic,” thought Flo, as she sipped the last of her coffee, “I may just be the only person in Grantville who actually gained time, instead of losing it.”

J.D. had gone to work and Flo had the house to herself for a few more hours, until the Sprugs arrived.  She and J.D. had me them yesterday and agreed that they should move in.  The house was certainly big enough, and with four girls gone it was sort of lonesome.  Johan, Anna, and all six children would barely make a dent in the space.  It would be nice to have company.


Flo intended to enjoy the quiet time.  She hadn’t had much of it over the years.  Four daughters, the farm, J.D., all these had used up the time she wanted to spend on her own project.  Now, it looked like she just might have the time to do some things she had always wanted to do.


“Who would have thought,” she mused, “that J.D.’s membership in the Seed Savers Exchange would turn out to be so important.”

Flo agreed with the aim of the Exchange, to preserve genetic diversity in crops, by growing and exchanging the seeds of endangered crops.  What she had disagreed with was the fact that she had done most of the growing, saving and exchanging of those seeds.  J.D. was busy teaching during the week and the girls had been busy with school and their own activities, so Flo had done the greater part of the work.  J.D. had helped, of course, when he’d had time.  “Otherwise, he’d have wound up wearing those heirloom veggies,” Flo thought.

Now, the organization people were beginning to call “The Grange” was in charge of those same heirloom plants.  The members of the Grange had recently realized that the seeds from the hybrid plants common on farms and in gardens up-time wouldn’t produce the same plants in the next generation.  Flo and J.D.’s stock of non-hybrid seeds had gained hugely in value.  “J.D. tried for years to convince them,” Flo smirked, “but very few up-timers would listen.  I know it was easier to go to the store and buy seed every year.  There were times I’d have liked to do it myself.”

It was nice that J.D. had been vindicated.  It had raised his status in the eyes of the local farmers and led to his being appointed as one of Willie Ray’s assistants.  Who knew where that could lead?


Flo had been thrilled to turn the stock of seeds over to the Grange.  Let someone else take charge of that project.  She wouldn’t be stuck in the kitchen, canning all the produce this year, either.  The lack of new canning lids in town was worrying, but other methods of preservation were out there.  Flo was sure they’d make it through the winter.  Her crops, planted before the Ring of Fire, would be dedicated to seed for next years crops.


“I do think Willie Ray is getting a bit high-handed, though.”  Flo thought.  “I suppose he has a lot on his platter and I’m just as glad I don’t have his responsibilities.  I do resent him treating me like ‘Little Bo Peep’ when I tried to talk to him about a better ram.”


The Grange, Willie Ray and J.D. were all focused on food production.  Flo understood that this and the war were certainly priorities.  She hadn’t been able to get any of them to listen to her concerns about the sheep, though.  “I need an ally.  Maybe Johan will listen.  He seemed to be interested when we spoke yesterday.”


Flo stood up, and rinsed the coffee cup before placing it in the dishwasher.  “I don’t think I’ll mention that last few cans of Folgers to anyone.  J.D. can be a little over-generous on occasion.  I think I’ll just keep that guilty little secret to myself.”

                             ***


It had been about 2 pm before Johan, Anna and the kids had arrived.  Flo had shown them to their rooms.  She had been pretty surprised when the entire family had seemed prepared to move into the single room she had intended for Johan and Anna alone.  It had taken some effort, but she’d finally convinced them to take two more bedrooms, one for the boys and one for the girls.  There were two bathrooms up there, and two more bedrooms.  Flo had originally intended for the family to use all the rooms, but they seemed dead set against it.


“I guess Melissa Mailey was right.  The privacy standards of 17th century Germany are certainly different from the up-timers.” Flo thought, as she and Johan walked toward the sheep pasture.  “I’m glad our bedroom is on the first floor.  They can deal with the kids’ squabbles and I won’t even need to know about it.” 


Johan was leading the ram.  Flo looked at it again and sighed.  “I’m sure it’s a good enough ram for this time and place.  I’m also sure I don’t want the scraggly thing anywhere near my Merinos.  I sure don’t want to use him for breeding.  Time for a small demonstration, I think.”

Johan had some English, but Flo still hadn’t been able to clearly explain the problem.  Her own German was limited, but she was trying to improve it.  Calling over Daisy, the ewe that had given birth to the young twin rams, Flo undid the ties of the coat that protected the precious (to her anyway) wool.  She watched as Johan’s face changed from confusion over the sheep coat to curiosity and then to sheer pleasure as he buried his hands in the luxurious wool.

“Do you see what I mean now, Johan?  These are the only type “C” Delaine Merinos in the world.  I’m not going to breed them to just any ram that’s available.  I know Spain already has around three million Merino sheep.  I know this is a small start.  Even so, there’s no reason we can’t improve the sheep of Germany.  My research before the Ring of Fire indicated that Merino sheep had substantially improved the wool of nearly every breed of sheep in the world.  We need to improve the wool in the here-and-now, but my rams are too young to breed.  We need a better ram, one with some Merino blood.  Do you understand now?


Johan was smiling as he stood up.  “Yes, Flo, I understand better now.  Ve need a better ram, ve must find a vay to make dem understand.  Ve must not vaste this chance.  I vill help, und ve vill convince Villie Ray.  Ve must haf a better ram, ve must.


Flo smiled.  Finally, an ally.  With Johan’s help and experience, maybe she could finally get a breeding program to improve the wool breeds, as well as the meat breeds.


“Fine, Johan, fine.  We’ll work on it together.  With your help and support, maybe Willie Ray and J.D. will listen, at last.”

                            ***


“Flo,” said Anna, “I haf qvestion.”


“Sure, Anna, what’s up?” asked Flo as she watched Anna sit down.  It was the first time Anna had ever sat in her presence without an invitation.


Flo had begun to wonder if Anna would ever get over the tendency to treat her as “the lady of the manor”.  The constant deference had made Flo really uncomfortable for the first week or so.  Finally, in desperation, she’d let Anna in on her secret vice, the hidden stash of Folgers coffee.  That had sent Anna into fits of giggles and had seemed to even the ground between them.  Anna had relaxed around Flo and had been opening up ever since.

“I haf sister, Flo.  Ist married to Wilhelm Schmidt, vit five kinder.  Zey are in camp still.  Is hard, vit zo many kinder.  Maybe zey com here vit us?  All vil vork, und boys be help vit sheep.  Johan not vant to ask, but Ilsa vants home again.  Ve all vork, Flo, und, und . . . . “


Anna’s English had failed her, but Flo had the gist of it now.


“You don’t think five more kids will be too crowded, Anna?”  Flo asked.  


“Nein, nein.  Is big beds, much, much room.  Ve be fine.  I vant Ilsa close, und you and Johan vil keep boys busy.  Truly, Flo, is goot.”  Anna seems very concerned that Flo might object, but as long as Anna was happy, Flo could be happy.


“Anna, it’s fine.  As long as you don’t mind the crowding, I don’t mind them moving in.  You already have the house in wonderful shape.  I can’t imagine what the two of you will accomplish when Ilsa get here.”  Flo hastened to reassure Anna.


Anna was a wonder, as far as Flo was concerned.  Six kid, ages ranging from about fourteen to the two year old, and all the kids toed the line far, far better than the average up-time child.  Anna and Johan’s discipline seemed a bit harsh to Flo, but she wasn’t going to interfere.  The kids would be starting school when it resumed, time enough for the up-time kids to try and ruin them then.


“How is search for ram goink, Flo?”  Anna was concerned because Johan was concerned.  Flo knew that Johan and Anna had discussed the sheep project in detail.  Anna, after a demonstration of the difference in wool softness, followed by a visit to Flo’s Angora bunnies, had joined in enthusiastically.  “Vill ve haf to use Brillo, after all?”


Flo grinned at that question.  Her diplomacy had failed her yet again, and she’d let slip a reference to a “brillo pad with legs” to J.D.  Johan had overheard and asked what a brillo pad was.  Flo really didn’t want to offend Johan, especially since she’d been talking about his ram.  Johan had proved to be a good-humored sort.  After a demonstration of a brillo pad, he’d laughed uproariously.  They’d all been calling the poor ram ‘Brillo’ ever since.


Even J.D. had joined in the search for a ram, although with some reluctance.  Flo had caught him giving her some thoughtful looks lately.  Johan’s support had made a difference in J.D. attitude toward the sheep.


“Flo, Flo, are you in dere?”  Anna asked, grinning herself.


Flo jerked back to reality and smiled over at Anna.  “Sorry, Anna, I got lost in my thoughts again.”  She laughed, “We’ll use Brillo if we have to.  He’s certainly a strong, hardy critter.  If the Ring of Fire has thrown the sheep out of cycle, it will be good to have him around.  Whatever we can do to spread the Merino strain will help.  I’d still rather have a ram with some Merino blood in him, just for the wool quality.  We still have some time before fall.  Maybe someone will make it through the armies, yet.”


“Vell, ve all haf thinks to do,”  Anna said,  “I’m goink to clean the atticks today, zo I vill leaf you to your own vork.  You vill use the telephone, und call for Ilsa und Wilhelm?  Today, Flo?”


“Yes, Anna, I’ll call right now.  They’ll probably be here in a few hours.  Do you need any help?”  Flo always asked, and Anna always refused, just as she did today.  Flo had begun to think that she just got in Anna’s way.  She’d decided to stand aside and let Anna go at it.  The woman was amazing.


Flo called the administrators of the refugee camp and arranged for Wilhelm, Ilsa and their kids to be given the news and started on their way out to the farm.  The administrators were very careful to get the right relations these days.  A few mix-ups had caused them to be very careful to get the original village name, before they asked for people by name.  The names Johan and Anna were as common here as the names John and Ann had been up-time.  No one wanted any more confusion.


“If those bozos down at the Club 250 had any idea what they’re missing,” Flo mused, “they’d be standing in line, begging for German houseguests.  It’s just as well, they’d probably manage to mess it up, just like they’ve messed up their own lives.”


The German population had amazing resilience.  The war rolled over them, they grabbed what they could and started over.  The war rolled over them again, and they started over again.  When they reached Grantville, and were convinced of their relative safety, they dug in with a vengeance, determined to succeed and prosper.  While many families had arrived with little more than the clothes on their backs, others had saved the most astounding things.  A few chickens here, a ram or an ox there, a few family heirlooms, a few coins sewn into a child’s frock, they’d saved anything they could.


“It’s almost as amazing as the weird things that have value here,” Flo thought.  “Who would have thought that things like jelly jars, coffee cans with plastic lids, even old mayo jars, could be so valuable?”

Flo shook her head in wonder.  She’d heard her parents rhyme: 



“Use it up, wear it out



 Make it do or do without”

so many times as a child that frugality was ingrained in her nature.  She had washed and saved any container with a lid just from force of habit.  There was a shelved area of the basement where she’d stored box after box of jelly glasses, mayo jars, canning jars, coffee cans, and whatever else she felt might be useful someday.  J.D. had teased her about her ‘saving ways’ for years.  Flo hadn’t listened.  She’d continued to save things.  Old clothes, diapers, plastic pants, baby bottles, sheets, towels, if it wasn’t in the basement, it was in a cedar chest or a box in the attic.


Anna’s excitement when she’d started cleaning the basement was contagious.  Knowing her own limitations in the art of bargaining, Flo let Johan or Anna handle that part.  If a noble of Germany wanted a set of Flintstone jelly glassed to serve wine in, that was fine with Flo.  Johan and Anna would make sure he paid very well for the privilege.

                           ***


Johan had been a bit insulted when Flo had suggested watching the shearing video.  “I know how to shear a sheep, Flo,” he’d objected.  “Do you zink I know nothink?”


“Johan, I’m sure you’ve sheared plenty of sheep in your lifetime.  Have you ever done it with electric shears?”  Flo had asked.


The mention of electric anything was a conversation stopper.  Interest piqued, Johan had joined Flo in front of the TV to view the video of New Zealand shepherds and shearers at work.  They’d viewed it three times before he was confident of his ability to adapt.


Flo and Johan had arrived at the shearing shed together.  Johan checked the shears, turning them on and off until he was comfortable with the sound.


None of Flo’s ewes was especially rambunctious.  They’d been sheared before, after all.  Even so, Flo had chosen an especially mellow ewe for Johan’s first attempt at electric shearing.

Johan had paid serious attention to the video, Flo noticed.  After a couple of nervous false starts, he’d begun rolling the fleece off the ewe as though he’d been doing it all his life.  “Which he has, come to think of it,” Flo thought.  “The electric shears just make it go faster.”

A couple of small nicks, easily treated, a check for foot rot, hoof trimming and worming and the ewe bounced away.  Johan had very few problems, even with the unfamiliar shears and they were finished very soon.  Flo had sorted the fleeces as Johan had sheared.  Even in coats, there was some dirt involved in the process and the heavy lanolin in the fleece made Flo feel greasy.


“Johan, we’ve both got things to do.  If I don’t get a shower, I won’t be responsible for my temper.” Flo told Johan.


“Ja, Flo.  I vill check that mein kinder haf finished their vork.  Ve vill clean up, und begin again later.  Ze sheep, zey seem vell.”  Johan seemed eager to get on with his other work.


“We’ll have to come up with a way to clean all that fleece.  I’ll think about it.  Maybe the old wash boiler.  My grandmother used to use it, along with that old wringer Anna found in the basement.  I’ll need to check the rollers.  I don’t remember if they were rubber or wood.  It may come in handy.  Never thought I’d have to use it.  I just kept it, like that old glass churn my mother used to use.  Sentimental value, then.  Much more practical value now.”  Flo grinned as she walked away.  “Anyway, I can’t think when I feel like an oil slick.  See you in a while.”

                          ***


Standing in the shower, under the pounding hot water, Flo gave into the depression she’d been feeling all day.  The delay in shearing the sheep had been caused by her last few weeks with Jennifer, before Jen had returned to school for the summer semester.


“I know I’m lucky to have kept three of my children,”  Flo sobbed to herself.  “But I miss Jen so much.  She was my youngest, and the closest to me.  The other girls have their own families and their own lives.  Jen was still mine.  She encouraged me to buy the sheep, because she knew I’d need something to care for.  I miss her so much.”


Flo forced herself to turn her thoughts away.  Jen had always been self sufficient.  She would manage and succeed, even without Flo and J.D.  Flo held that thought as she began drying off.


As she dressed, Flo noticed how soft her skin felt.  She still had shampoo, bought on sale and stored, but there hadn’t been a good sale on bath soap.  Her stock was low on that commodity.  They were saving the gentle soaps for the babies, to keep them from skin irritations.  The Ring of Fire had put paid to her usual practice of stocking up on soap.


“Wait a minute, soft skin, lye soap, lanolin – that’s the difference.  The lanolin in the sheep fleece.  We can’t just destroy it.  There has to be a way to recover it and use it.  Soap, lotion, didn’t I read something somewhere about surgery?  I’ve got to do some research.  Soap making, lotions, what else?”  Flo threw her clothes on, ready to start another project.


She stopped, buttoning her shirt.  “I’d better not go running out of here half dressed.  The Schmidts could be here any minute.  Coffee.  I need coffee.  I always think better with coffee.”
                            ***


“Naturally, they would get here while I was in the shower, in the middle of the day, yet.”  Flo thought as she extended her hand to greet Wilhelm and Ilsa Schmidt.  “That’s a little embarrassing.”

“Ve are pleased to be here,” said Wilhelm.  “I know Johan und Anna vell.  Ve vill vork vell together.  You vill be pleased.”


“I’m happy to have all of you,” said Flo.  “It may get a bit crowded, but we’ll manage.  Wilhelm, Johan, I know you have things to talk about.  Wilhelm, Johan and I discussed our plans earlier, so I’ll let him explain.  Ilsa, Anna, let’s go up and get the rooms arranged to suit you.”


As the three women and the children went upstairs, Flo heard Anna and Ilsa speaking rapid-fire German.  Too rapid for her to understand, but apparently the room arrangement was settled before they hit the top step.  Anna began directing traffic and Flo noticed that the boys were at one end of the hall and the girls at the other.  Both sets of parents were in the middle.  “We’re going to have to have a talk about what can and cannot go down a toilet.”  Flo thought.  “Two bathrooms and fifteen people.  This could be a nightmare on the septic system.  I don’t even want to think about what could happen when the toilet tissue runs out.”

“Fifteen people, eleven of them children, me and J.D.  Feeding this crew isn’t going to be a picnic either.  It’s a good thing I did all that canning last year.  And that sale on hamburger.  Boy, am I glad I took advantage of that one.  We need to do an inventory and some planning.  Tonight, though, I wonder if this crew has ever had spaghetti?  It’s easy for a crowd.”  Wrapped up in thoughts, plans and concerns, Flo left Anna and Ilsa to their arrangements and went down to the freezer.  Spaghetti sauce for seventeen people would still take a lot of hamburger.

                              ***


The spaghetti, salad and bred had seemed to be a hit.  At any rate, there wasn’t going to be a leftover problem in the Richards-Sprug-Schmidt household.


For once, being a pack-rat had paid off.  Everyone had a few changes of clothes, although underwear was limited.  The females had at least one pair of jeans or overalls for heavy work, although Anna and Ilsa appeared to prefer skirts.  “They’ll get over that eventually,” Flo thought.  “You couldn’t get me back into skirts with an act of Congress.”

Clean-up had proceeded rapidly.  Older children helped the younger, everyone had washed their own dishes and placed them in the drying racks.  Flo had cooked, so she cleaned the pots and pans, and wiped down the counter and table.  It looked like a system that would work.


The children, after a long, exciting day, were drooping in their chairs.  All but the four oldest were sent up to bed, with orders to wash up and brush their teeth.  The adults and near-adults sat up to dicuss their plans for the following days.


“J.D., tomorrow is Sunday.  I’ll be going to church.  What are your plans?”  Flo asked.  It was an old arrangement.  Flo attended the Methodist church when she could, averaging once or twice a month.  J.D. did what J.D did.  They’d found that arguing was not productive.


“Well, Flo, I’m driving in around 10 a.m. to see Mike and Willie Ray.  If we’re careful, there’s no reason that everyone can’t fit into the truck and the truck bed.  I know you don’t like kids in the truck bed, but Johan and Wilhelm can keep them in line.  I’ll go slow.  Will that suit everyone?  We can meet around 4 p.m. and ride back home together.”


“Sounds like a pretty good plan to me, J.D.  It’ll get everyone into town in time for the various services.  Is it okay with the rest of you?” Flo asked the Sprugs and Schmidts.


With everyone in agreement, and everyone tired and yawning, they all retired to their rooms and slept.

                              ***


“How does anybody wake up that energetic without coffee, especially at the crack of dark?” Flo wondered, trying to hide a yawn.


The Sprugs and Schmidts were up, dressed, breakfasted and had the chores done before she had her eyes open good.  “I sometimes think we up-times are soft, especially on a morning like this.”

Flo had decided that it was time to introduce Anna and Ilsa to crock pots.  Deciding on chili and corn bread for supper, she’d thawed more hamburger and was showing them how to set up the crock pots when Anna handed her a cup.


Taking a sip, her eyes widened.  Coffee.  Blessed, life reviving coffee.  Anna had apparently decided that Flo would need a cup or two and had made a pot for her.


Anna grinned, “I don’t know vhy you like dat stuff, but I know you do.  You vill need to be avake.  Zo, I made you a pot.  Ve vill not tell.  Ist our secret.”


“Not much of one, Flo.  Do you think I could scrounge a cup?”  asked J.D. from behind her.


Jumping, Flo turned around.  “You devil, you knew all along, didn’t you?” she asked.


“The way you pack-rat?  Of course I knew.” He said, “I just figured it made you happy to have that stash, so I let it alone.  Don’t worry.  I’m not going to give it away.  I have enough to handle without you going through caffeine withdrawal on top of it.  Besides, I need a cup now and then, myself.”  J.D. moved over to the coffee pot and poured himself a cup.  “More people than you know have a little stash of this or that.  It makes them feel better and does no real harm.  If it were antibiotics, it would be a different story.”


                       ***


They’d arrived in town in good time for services.  Everyone dispersed to their preferred church or meeting place, after making plans to meet that afternoon.


Flo felt peaceful as she sat through the service.  It was so quiet and clam.  Flo gazed around her and saw Irene Washaw and her son, Mac, with his family.  “I thought Mac was in Charleston.  How did they wind up on this side of the Ring of Fire?”

After services, Flo approached Irene.  “Irene, how wonderful that you have Mac and his family with you.”


“Oh, I know, Flo.  I feel so lucky,” Irene bubbled.  “They’d come in for Starr’s birthday and were planning to leave that day.  It’s just wonderful for me that the Ring of Fire didn’t happen an hour later.”


Choking up and trying to hide it, Flo agreed and greeted Mac and his wife.  Excusing herself, she headed for the restroom.


“Oh, Flo, I’m glad I caught you.  I wanted to ask you about some yarn . . . Why, Flo, what’s wrong?”  Mary Ellen said, as she guided Flo to a private area.  “What’s happened, and why are you crying?”


“I’m sorry, Mary Ellen.  Seeing Irene and Mac and hearing how happy she is to have him with her.  If the damn Ring of Fire had just happened one week earlier, I still have Jen.  I miss her so much.  The other girls are busy with their families, and I don’t even see them at church.  They’ve moved to their husbands churches.  I could just kick myself sometimes.  If I’d just been more insistent that the family come to church, maybe they’d be here today.  I married J.D. knowing I couldn’t change his mind, but maybe if I’d just tried harder . . . I miss all the kids, but Jen . . .”  Flo shuddered to a stop.  “Sorry, Mary Ellen, you have your own set of problems.  Didn’t mean to go to pieces on you.”


Mary Ellen smiled, “Flo, regrets are a part of life and we can’t un-do the past, however much we’d like to.  You did your best.  You have most of your family, J.D., your health, and I even hear that Willie Ray speaks well of your sheep project.  The past is the past.  Leave it there and move forward.  I know you’ve done your best, and so do you.  You just have to keep going.”


Flo had gotten herself under control by now.  “I know, Mary Ellen, I really do.  Things aren’t as bad as they could be.  I’ll be okay.  You go minister to someone who needs it more than I do.  Temporary weakness.  I can overcome it.”


“I know, Flo.  You’re a strong, vital woman with years ahead of you.  Who’s going to make the yarn for Simon’s socks if you don’t?  Let me know when you have a few skeins ready.  I need it, his socks are wearing out.”  Mary Ellen began to move away.  “Oh, Flo, if anyone has an extra can of coffee, let them know I’m in the market for it, will you?”


                      ***


“No, Mr Canaro, I’m not going to sell any of my sheep.  I’m in the market to buy more, not to sell what I have.  When you have some to sell me, please call again.”  Flo hung up the phone, a bit bemused.


Relieved of domestic and farm responsibility by the Sprug and Schmidt clans, she had turned her energies toward acquiring more sheep and trying to find the ram she needed.  Some of the local 4H club member had been willing to sell their project sheep.


“I just wish they’d take money,” Flo thought.  “That little Rambouillet ewe cost me a whole three pound can.  And J.D. just snickered, then told me I should have expected a small town to know what I had stashed away.  Smart aleck.”

Johan came in, grinning.  “Flo, ve haf another sheep comink up ze drive.  I zink it is another werther.”


“You know the policy, Johan.  We’ll buy it for its’ wool, but it’s no good for breeding.  Not more than one pound of coffee for a werther, and only if we can use the wool.  If it’s another Suffolk or Hampshire, we don’t need it.  When I think for the wool genes going to waste in the werthers we’ve bought, I could just bang my head against a wall.”


“Ja, ist yust easier for ze kinder to raise dem. But, ve haf some ewes, you know.  Zey vill vork in ze program.  Ze rams, zey put on weight.  Maybe only one and a haf years to breed.  Maybe only one year vit Brillo.”  Johan went out again to deal with whatever teenager had shown up.


Flo was happy to leave the bargaining to Johan.  She knew she was too soft-hearted with the kids.  They were all tired from the walk and Flo hated to disappoint them.  She bought any ewe, regardless of breed, intending to improve the wool quality in the coming generations.  “Those Suffolks and Hampshires were always intended for meat.  The kids knew they shouldn’t make pets of them and get too attached.”  Flo held herself firmly in place.  “If I go out there, the teary eyes will get to me again.  I’ll just stay here til it’s over.”

 Flo hadn’t been very successful at becoming a hear-hearted business woman.  It took a lot of effort to turn someone down.  She was learning, though, and the coffee stash had come in handy.  As supplies had dwindled, coffee was more and more in demand.  Flo saw no reason not to use it as a trade item.  These days a bag of chocolate chips was worth its’ weight in gold.  It was small things, like chocolate chips, candy bars and cheese puffs that were in demand.  Everyone missed their own favorites.

“It’s a good thing that J.D. wasn’t along on the trip to pick up the sheep.”  Flo thought, “No one from Grantville knows about that stop at the Super Center and that really good sale.  Not even J.D.”




          ***


Herr Oswald Ulman had risen to new heights in his shouting.  Farley Utt thought “I’m trying to do the right thing here.  I knew this wasn’t going to be easy, but Maggie is twenty and I love her.  It’s not the end of the world to marry a little sooner than we planned. If the old man would just stop the hollering, maybe we could get this settled.”

With a last, thundering shout, Herr Ulman slammed out the door.  Maggie, in tears, turned to Farley.  “What’s wrong, Maggie?  He didn’t call you any bad names, did he?” Farley asked, worried sick.  “Did you make him understand?

I don’t understand why he kept calling me an Arminian.  I’ve told him a dozen times that I’m an American and a Methodist.  It’s not like I’m an atheist or something.”


“Papa says that all Americans are too easy vit religion.  Zey do not belief as he does.  He does not like zis.  He vil not listen und he vil not understand.  He says I must leaf, now and never come back.  He says you vill be killed in the war and I must not be a beggar.  I am allowed to pack my zings.  We must leaf, soon.”

“Do you mean he’d disowned you?”  Farley was outraged at what he felt was an over-reaction.  “Why, the old jerk, I ought to . . .”


“No, mein Farlee, it vill do no goot.  Ve will go.  Do you still vant me, now I am not a voman of vealth?”  Maggie looked up a Farley, concern in her eyes.


“Of course, I still want you.  I’ll always want you.  No matter what, I’ll always want you.  We’ll go to Grantville and find our own place.  Mom and Dad will be happy for us, you’ll see.  We’ll get by, and when the war is over I’ll find another way to make a living.  We don’t need your father or his property.”  Farley hastened to reassure Maggie.  “Let’s get busy.  I’m anxious to start our life together.”


“Goot,” said Margreth Ulman, soon to be Maggie Utt.  “Ve must hurry. Papa will be back with the sheep zoon.”


As Maggie turned away, Farley thought, panicked, “Sheep . . . what sheep!”

An hour or so later, as he tried to keep the stubborn, stupid, ornery sheep headed in the right direction, Farley thought, “I bet the old man did this just so he could laugh at me.  We’re gonna show him.  Somehow, all seven of these rotten animals are going to make it to Grantville.  Maggie and I are going to get married, and someday that old coot is going to regret this.  I just really dread what the ell-T is going to say when he sees these sheep.

                      ***




“Sure, Mary Ellen, I’ll see you then.”  Flo hung up the phone and went to find Anna or Ilsa.


“Anna, Mary Ellen is coming out with J.D. when he comes home, along with two other folks.  I don’t know who, but we’ll need three extra plates at the table tonight, if we can manage.”  She said, as she found Anna checking on one of the crock pots.


“Sure, Flo, ve just add another jar of potatoes to ze stew.”  Anna answered.  She and Ilsa started giggling again.


“I wonder why the two of them are forever giggling about those new potatoes I canned,” Flo wondered as she headed for the pantry.  “When I told her that J.D. loves new potatoes and green beans, I thought she’d bust.  You’d think I had said something dirty.  I do have to admit that the two of them can stretch supplies better than anyone I’ve ever seen.”

Flo cooked, now and then, whenever she and J.D. felt the need for a roast or some other meat dish.  Most of the time, though, the meals were soup, soup and more soup.  “And don’t forget, bread, bread and more bread,” Flo thought.  They’d taken to baking their own bread, as it meant fewer trips to town and the ovens were already here.  “Still,” Flo continued musing, “That ‘duenne suppe’ stuff and a slice of bread just isn’t a substitute for a pot of coffee with bacon, eggs and toast.  Guess we’ll all have to get used to it, though.”
                           ***


Chores were done and everyone had cleaned up from the days work.  They were all waiting or J.D. and Mary Ellen to arrive.  Some of the younger children had already been fed and were being prepared for bed by Anna and Ilsa.


Johan and Wilhelm were taking this opportunity to discuss possibilities for expansion.  “Ve vill need more space someday, Flo.  Even vit Brillo, zere vill be a goot increase in ze sheep next year.  Ve should prepare for zis.” Wilhelm was an ambitious man.

“I know, Wilhelm, I know.  We’ll look into it.  Right now, I’d like to know what’s keeping J.D. and Mary Ellen . . . Never mind, I think I hear the truck now.”  Flo said.


J.D. pulled the truck up in front of the garage.  “What’s he doing with a stock trailer?” Flo wondered.  “And, isn’t that Farley Utt?  What’s he doing here?  I thought he was off with the Army.”

Mary Ellen brought forward a pretty brunette.  “Flo, I’d like you to meet Margretha . . .”


“Maggie.  I vill be Maggie in my new life, pliss,” the young woman interrupted.


Mary Ellen smiled.  “Very well.  Flo, I’d like you to meet Maggie Utt.  She and Farley were married this afternoon.  Gary and Maylene have a full house already, and I thought of you when Maggie told me her story.”


“I have a fairly full house, myself, Mary Ellen.  We haven’t put anyone in the attic yet, but it’s there.  Why would you think of me?  I know Farley, of course, from church, but . . .”


Flo turned as J.D. shouted her name.


“Because of these, Flo.  They’re Maggie’s dowry and she’s been disinherited over Farley.  I thing you’ve just acquired a business partner.”  Mary Ellen was grinning from ear to ear.


The ewes, at least three-quarters Merino, weren’t interested in trying the ramp yet.  But the ram, the beautiful, heavily fleeced, mature ram, stalked down the ramp as though he knew exactly why he was here.
