	                            Get A Life!   Blog # 12
I've written about a variety of moments in my life that have surprised me.                     But this time?                                                                                                                              How about a LOVE STORY?
By 1992, I'd taken enough fireplace cooking classes at Greenfield Village in order to understand what one needs to do, in order to cook or bake over the open fire. Plus we'd built a 1700's reproduction New England saltbox house in the historic district in Rochester Hills that had two cook-over fireplaces. The one in our Keeping Room (great room) was a "walk-in fireplace", where I cooked WHEN I had the time to cook that way. The fireplace had a long crane for suspending iron pots of soup or stew over the fire. That fireplace  definitely deviated from the norm: It was an... ANOMOLY!
Well, word spread fast about my new hobby: fireplace cooking! And our friends and co-workers strongly hinted that they'd love to have a meal that had been cooked over the fireplace. That led to a seemingly never-ending trail of entertaining folks for dinner on Friday, Saturday and/or Sunday evenings. We were booked for months in advance! (It's a good thing that I had a pretty good repertoire of recipes so my husband and I didn't have to have the same meal for three evenings in a row.) 
Turns out that one particular individual in my husband's office was ALSO quite the "history buff", so he and his wife were scheduled for dinner one fall evening. Corporate America had relaxed Friday's dress code, SO-O-O in order to fuel enthusiasm to other "history buffs", he wore to work a (Northern) Civil War officer's uniform, which he'd had made by a professional costumer. That was because his vision was to start his own Civil War Reenacting unit, and he was "fishing" for potential recruits! 
It was a cool, clear, crisp fall evening. Overhead there was a canopy of twinkling stars in a deep blue cloudless sky. Our grayed cedar clapboard house with its stone foundation sat in the middle of a meadow that was surrounded by woods. The couple, Barry and Sandy, arrived. In the dooryard outside of our Keeping Room, the aroma of woodsmoke wafted from our huge 4-foot square stone chimney. You know, one thing has remained the same throughout all of history: the smell of woodsmoke. George Washington and Abe Lincoln, plus our ancestors had the same experience that we can still have today, by smelling it. Woodsmoke: It transports you back into the past better than anything else I know of. Barry and Sandy, knocked and were welcomed in through the Keeping Room door. Why weren't we surprised that they both came wearing Civil War attire? 
Upon removing their "wraps", they were offered proper historic libations.  The stew gently bubbled in the iron pot hanging over the fire, filling the room with a delicious aroma. Homemade bread had been baked on the hearth, and it was just out of the Dutch oven. Civil War period music (for their liking) was playing very quietly in the background. Our 8-candle candle chandelier that hung over our 8-foot-long antique sawbuck table, threw a golden glow over the room. The room was totally filled to its heavy beams overhead with the sound of laughter from congenial chatting, the subtle music, the aroma of the woodsmoke, the delicious stew, the freshly-baked bread, the clinking of wine glasses, and the glow of the candlelight. Meanwhile, I'd slipped away for a moment to assemble a new pile of glowing embers on the hearth inside the fireplace that I'd put both under and on top of my iron Dutch oven, in which I baked a favorite fall apple dessert. In a matter of minutes, the aroma of baking apples and cinnamon added even more to the coziness of the atmosphere. A dollop of freshly whipped cream and a dusting of cinnamon topped everyone's dessert. It was truly like a congenial evening that had taken place back in history. When the evening was over, Barry's and Sandy's eyes were kind of glazed over from their "historical experience". As they stepped out into the cool night air, they said they didn't want to return to 1992, although their "wagon" with "many horse power" had obediently waited to take them safely back home. 
A year passed, and one day my phone rang. It was Barry, announcing that he'd finally rounded up enough serious Civil War Reenacting recruits to make a unit, plus most of them came with wives and children. It was late May. He told me that he and Sandy had some acreage outside of Mount Pleasant, on which they wanted to have a "learning weekend" for all. The men would be off practicing their parts of being in the unit. So Barry wanted to know if I could come for the weekend and teach the ladies the basics of cooking over an open fire, plus share some of my recipes. He asked me to purchase the food and bring whatever I thought we'd need in an outdoor setting to cook and dine. He said they'd pay me for the food and my services. Long story short, looking like a modern-day gypsy, I showed up with a pick up truck heaped with a sawbuck table I'd built for a picnic table, the benches to go with it, iron pots and skillets, shovels, fireplace tools, cutting boards, a generous stack of potholders, fresh meats, fruits, vegetables, spices, handmade redware dishes, silverware and cooking utensils, gallons of water, a load of wood, antique linen tablecloths and napkins, handmade beeswax candles in antique brass candleholders...and to top it off, a bouquet of fresh daisies in a stoneware jar for our centerpiece. I rolled into the campsite about 8:00 A.M., YEP! ...Looking like a gypsy, handmade tin candle lantern dangling, and all!
(I'd already reserved myself a room at the Holiday Inn in Mt. Pleasant, which I'd pay for myself, because, unlike the others, I didn't own a tent.There! I'd covered my bases.)
As I drove the grassy road into the campsite, campers were slowly arising and emerging from their tents. The most memorable sight, though, that was before my eyes, was a tall handsome man sitting on the tailgate of his light blue and cream-colored Ford Ranger pickup truck, his long legs dangling. He was brushing his teeth. There was a glass of water and a tube of toothpaste resting beside him on the tailgate. I'd never seen him before. I thought, "Yeah! I guess that's what campers in this situation do." Later I learned that that man was Bruce Andes.
Anyway, appreciation for my assistance and "expertise" was quickly shown as every available individual helped to unload my truck. Quickly, I asked that fallen wood be foraged from the stand of woods on the property, but not damp or rotting wood because it doesn't burn well. The men and older boys went to work to accomplish that. We were off and running as soon as we dug a couple firepits and lined them with stones that the children found and brought to us. 
Meanwhile, the women and girls began to chop vegetables for our first recipe. We were making a beef vegetable soup, and to save time, I'd made a pot roast at home that was pre-diced for the soup. With many hands working, in very little time, the soup went together to bubble over the fire. I showed the ladies  that the further from the flames or coals, the cooler the temperature you'll be cooking at. Open fire cooking is nothing but good sense, plus we couldn't afford to burn the only food we had to feed the unit with. Then, a cole slaw and a fresh, crisp lettuce salad went together...dressings to be added later....to be stowed away in a cooler. On and on...throughout the day, I taught the ladies how to create dishes over the open fire. It was a cloudless hot day, and a number of the men, women and children took an afternoon nap. As they napped, I needed to keep the fire going at a steady pace for the sake of making embers for the baking of cornbread, dinner rolls and dessert, because I knew that was necessary. 
Eventually, the nappers arose from their naps, and we were ready to learn to bake. While they'd napped, I'd mixed the bread ingredients and the dough had risen. The bread dough was formed into dinner rolls, which were tucked close together in tin baking pans, covered with a clean cotton floursack towel and set aside to rise one more time.These rolls would be a wonderful accompaniment to dinner. The next job for the (then) preheating Dutch ovens would be a couple pans of dessert. The apple dessert that I'd  served to Barry and Sandy that special evening at our New England saltbox house would make them reminisce, so I chose that recipe for dessert...topped with cinnamon-dusted whipped cream, of course.
By 6:00, the ladies had created a couple of each: salads, main dishes, breads and desserts. Ice cold lemonade was the very welcome refreshing drink accompanying our dinner. We all sat down to eat, with some of us holding our plates on our laps because I had only brought one table, which could seat only eight.  Everyone seemed surprised that such a sophistocated meal over an open fire was at all possible. 
THEN...AFTER DINNER...I stood up to gather and wash my prized iron pots because some of them are from the 1800's. (Believe it or not, iron pots are actually delicate, and can crack or break if dropped, due to the fact that they're as brittle as china. During our cooking lessons, I told the ladies that. And to this day, I'm very protective of them for that reason.) BUT... as I stood up, Sandy announced that she and her teenage daughters would lovingly wash and dry my pots, and that it was time for me to sit and rest. THEN...She turned to Bruce Andes and assigned him the task of sitting at the table with me and entertaining me there so that I WOULD rest. 
Well...I found out what a wholesome, hardworking and kind man Bruce was through things he told me. I didn't talk much, but found him to be an interesting conversationalist. He told me he had a son and a daughter, who were both in college at the time. He said he and his neighborhood (and workplace) friend had been Boy Scout leaders, as they had sons that were the same age. He told amusing little stories about experiences on Boy Scout outings. Kids do some unexpected things, you know! He'd also been a Little League baseball coach. He'd cooked in the soup kitchens of inner city Detroit for a number of years. He told me that he had voluntered his services as a way to give back to society in a place where it was badly needed and overwhelmingly appreciated. He enjoyed tending to his lawn, flowers and bushes, as well as trying his hand at raising a few vegetables. He said the mother of his children was a former Catholic nun, who'd left that life to join a corporate job in computer programming, where they'd met, later marrying. He told me stories of his living and growing up in the Boston area. I allowed him to talk on and on because I didn't want him to know about my current life. (I'd whispered it to Sandy earlier in the day when no one was around. I'd recently divorced and I was a mashed up mess, trying to get my head on straight, as well as to get level-headed direction in place for my private life.) 
Later I found  out that Sandy knew things about the both of us. She didn't tell me that she knew that Bruce's wife, who was nowhere in the camp, had decided to divorce and resume a solitary life. That day, Sandy wasn't sharing any of this information, whatsoever. But she WAS putting two people together in a place where they had to sit and converse...not that I did much talking. I only said that I was exhausted after an entire day of standing over the open fire. Bruce said, "Understandable." 
After my pots were clean and safely covered with a tarp for the night, I thanked the pot-cleaning crew and, of course, Bruce, for their kindnesses. Then I excused myself and motored off to my hotel for a refreshing shower and a good night's sleep...only to arrive at the campsite early the next morning in order to teach the cooking of breakfast foods. By the time fires were built and foods were cooked, the meal was more like BRUNCH! 
We cleaned up the breakfast dishes, pots and pans, and the campers broke camp in the early afternoon. Everyone seemed confident that they could handle whatever phase of Civil War Reenacting they were involved in. My truckload was somewhat lightened as I drove toward home.  I didn't actually think anything about Bruce, except what a nice man he was. He went from my thoughts because I had a ton of papers to check that evening, as well as lesson plans for the next week to do. My job was my livelihood and I had to take good care of it. 
A few days later, I got a call from Sandy encouraging me to come and be a member of their Reenacting group. I had no social life because I was "in hiding" from both myself and others. She begged that they needed me to teach the ladies even more and to supervise the cooking of meals. In that weak moment I agreed to get onboard with that.    
Throughout the summer, we took turns having Friday evening meetings at different members' homes. We had guest speakers from other Civil War Reenactment units. They shared helpful hints and information so we could do things properly when were finally involved in a real reenactment. We discussed our strategies for looking professional and classy when we came out of our "practicing" period. We set our goals high. I was "all ears" with a bare minimum of talking about myself. In every meeting I noticed that Bruce had many level-headed suggestions. 
There came a time when Barry announced that he and Bruce had found a "home base" where we could do encampments so the men could have plenty of room to practice marching and the ladies could practice open fire cooking: Multi-lakes Conservation Club in Commerce Township. I had no idea where that was, so mid-week before the first meeting there, I called Bruce for directions. He said, why didn't I go to his house, and he'd drive us there? Bruce lived in Farmington Hills, not far from I-696. So that Friday, I arrived at Bruce's in my teacher's attire, parked my car off to the side in his driveway, and instantly we were headed for the meeting in his truck. 
It was fall, and night had fallen before we embarked on our journey to the meeting. We were on two-lane roads going through the black of night, out in the middle of NOWHERE, stopping at stop signs and turning where the road ended more than once. Always-chatty Bruce was quiet that night. We rode through that black night silently for what seemed like a long time...maybe 45 minutes. I thought, "He said he lived relatively close to the Conservation Club." Trying to hide my genuine concern, in a perky voice I asked,"Are we there yet?" All he said was, "No".  A little later, I repeated the question in my perkiest voice. He answered in the same way. I found myself in genuine unrest with this situation. Then I asked how soon did he think we'd be there? I was horrified with his answer: He said, "We're not going to the meeting." IMMEDIATELY I hated myself for being so stupid! I thought, "OH MY GOD! How many times have we seen women in horror movies who had miraculously  escaped from a man who was NOT the person she thought he was?" They'd said things like, "But he "seemed" like such a nice man!" I didn't know WHAT I was headed for. IMMEDIATELY my hand was on the door handle as I tucked my purse in close to my body. My plan was to open the door and jump out at the next stop sign. He evidently saw my maneuvers, because the next thing he said was ALSO startling. In a calm, reassuring voice he said, "I've decided that we're on a date, and so I'm taking you out to dinner tonight." That made me feel somewhat, but not totally, relaxed.
We soon arrived at Carrie Lee Lake Gardens Chinese Restaurant at M-59 and Williams Lake Road. (Since I lived in Rochester Hills, I still had NO IDEA yet where we were.) Anyway, Bruce had worn a suit and tie, and I was in a dress and high heels. We had trench coats on. We went in and the hostess seated us. Approaching our table, the waitress asked us if we'd like to order something to drink while we looked at the menu. Bruce ordered hot tea. Then the waitress asked, "And what would YOUR WIFE like to drink?" INSTANTLY I was embarrassed and shy! (Yeah! ME!...BEING SHY!!!)  ...Even MORE discomfort on top of the drive just getting there! Not looking up from the menu, I affirmed that I'd like the same. I looked, looked and looked at that menu. Finally I decided I'd have make eye contact with Bruce sooner or later. When I looked up at him, he had a look of total amusement on his face, as he'd studied my reaction. I had to pull myself out of this one, so I  lightly chuckled and said, "She doesn't know us." He silently smiled.    
 In the weeks that followed, he invited me to his home on Saturdays. (As I said before, Bruce could cook!) A man of surprises, the first time I was invited to his twinkling clean home for dinner, he super-impressed me with a standing rib roast that looked like a crown...complete with those little white paper "booties", loaded baked potatoes and a caesar salad. In the weeks that followed, he kept inviting me back. It was clear that we both enjoyed cooking. We'd plan the next Saturday night's menu, with each of us contributing a dish or two. But our rule was that we'd both have to shop for our own ingredients and show up in his kitchen, ready to cook together. We'd pour glasses of wine to sip on as we cooked. It was a great way to end a busy, and often, hectic week. Plus sharing in the prep took the strain off of cooking dinner. As we prepped, we'd share the high points and low points of our weeks at work. There was a lot to laugh about as we worked. Eventually, we'd done a lot of what I call, "heart talk" (Your own personal memories, opinions, reasons for what you do and feelings about what happens.) so each of us understood where the other was "coming from". We'd sometimes sit at the table talking for HOURS about our childhoods, our families, our neighborhoods, memorable moments in our lives...whatever! I was finally coming out of hiding in my shell. In fact, we discovered that we had so many likenesses, and that we were, without actually saying it, genuinely "therapy" for each other. In casual conversation one "cooking evening", he'd asked if I planned to continue with apartment living. I shared that, on Sunday afternoons, I'd been driving around in the Romeo area, in hopes of finding a small house to buy: one that had both age and great character. I said that if the foundation was strong, the roof didn't leak and the windows weren't broken, I'd put up a picket fence for my dog, and we'd be as happy as clams! He said that his house was now too big for one person, but that he didn't have a plan. 
Well...Do you believe that 7 is a lucky number?                                                                     I never believed in stuff like that until...                                                                                                             The seventh Saturday we cooked and dined together seemed like "life as usual". Yeah. We'd met up in his kitchen with grocery bags filled with ingredients for our own dishes we'd be cooking. The usual "wine while prepping" scenario took place. OK. We cooked. We dined.  
THEN...                                                                                                                      He suggested that we sit on the family room sofa, which was NOT part of our USUAL routine. I thought, "What's THIS about?" OK.  I "guess" I was playing the game. We had our usual scenario of "heart talk" while sitting on  the sofa. (Secretly, I was still "guarding my heart", out of suspicion, because of what I'd been through with an ended-not-too-long-ago marriage, which I'd myself chosen. Heartbreak and all!) Again, he brought up the subject of MY future housing. Like my decision about that was any of HIS business, he rather blurted out,"Well, I don't think you should buy a small house!"                     What nerve!                                                                                                             I felt indignant!                                                                                                            My eyes had been looking at the bookshelf across the room, but when he said that, I blinked, then made eye contact with him.                                                           I started to speak...                                                                                                but gently,                                                                                                                   he laid his fingers on my lips.                                                                                         He said, "Please. Let ME talk."                                                       Then ...in one motion, he kind of turned more towards me and slipped down off of the sofa onto one knee. That's when he said,                                                              " I don't want you to buy a house of YOUR OWN, and I don't want to buy a house of MY OWN. I want to marry you and we can buy a house together. What do YOU think?"                                                                                  I was once again startled.                                                                                          My eyes filled with tears.                                                                                              I never saw this coming!                                                                                                    I was both blindsided and flabbergasted at the same time,                                  because he hadn't told me that he loved me!                                                  (Of course both of us had been kind and congenial to each other, but romantically, I'd been keeping my distance. My heart still had a bit of an open wound.)                                                                     
Anyway, he produced a clean cloth handkerchief from his back pocket and dabbed my eyes. I couldn't help but think, "How chivalrous!"      
He waited silently and patiently for an answer.                                                             I looked off in the distance again.                                                                             My mind raced through all of my observations of him during the time I'd known him.                                                                                                                    I honestly couldn't find even ONE negative thing about him!                                                                                         Finally speaking, I asked him if I could have just a moment to absorb all of this.                                                                                                                         He nodded.                                                                                                                                  I closed my eyes and consulted My Lord.                                                                          Miraculously, a great sense of calm affirmation came over me.                                                          I opened my eyes,                                                                                                                   and looking directly into his,                                                                                                          I smiled                                                                                                                and quietly said,                                                                                          "I'd love to."                               
                                                                                                                                                                                                  
                                                                                                            




    
    
           


              

