
Chapter 27 

By the summer of 1984, all of the Sykowski’s were finally out of school, well almost. 

Paul was teaching at a high school in a Chicago suburb and was engaged to Maureen Ryan. I had 

graduated from Loyola School of Law and was studying for the Illinois Bar Exam. Mary had 

graduated magna cum laude form Harvard in three years and was planning to obtain her MBA at 

night, while she had landed a spot in the executive training program for a major retail clothing 

manufacturer. 

Maddie and I traveled to the lake at the usual appointed date, the third Saturday in July.  

We met Mom and Dad there. Dad had invited Pastor Crandale and Sandy Farber for dinner that 

evening to celebrate Sandy’s 40
th

 Birthday. It was Mom’s idea. She had learned that Sandy’s 

father had passed away earlier in the year and thought a birthday dinner might cheer him up. 

Where’s Paul?” I said to Mom when we arrived. I knew Mary wasn’t coming, but Paul 

had never missed a summer at the lake. 

“Oh, he and Maureen have been so busy planning the wedding that they just couldn’t get 

away. It’s in less than three weeks and there’s so much they need to do. He said they might come 

up for a couple of days this week.” 

“We’ll just have to have the party without him.” 

 

As was our custom, we joined our picnic table with the Crandale’s picnic table to 

accommodate the two families. After we sat down, I noticed there was no need for two picnic 

tables. When we came to Lake Potawatomi in 1969, there were nine people there from the two 

families. In 1984, it was down to four: Mom and Dad and me, and Pastor Crandale. It was five, if 

you counted Maddie, but we were not yet engaged. We had decided to wait until we had passed 



the Bar and were established in our careers. It was Maddie’s decision and, as usual, it was far-

sighted and prudent. 

Sandy brought a bottle of Cabernet Sauvignon, which caused my Mom to fuss. “Sandy, 

you shouldn’t have done that! You’re the guest of honor here. Besides, Big Paul bought a bottle 

of Champagne for the occasion.” 

Knowing my Dad, it was probably the cheapest bottle of Champagne he could get. And 

I’m sure Sandy didn’t buy a cheap bottle of wine. 

 

Mom had bought Dad a white Chef’s hat several years ago. The Chef’s hat over the years 

had gotten pretty ratty with grease, grime and sweat. In spite of Mom’s not-so-subtle hints to 

Dad that it was time to retire the filthy Chef’s hat, Dad insisted on wearing it while he worked 

the grill.  

“Take that thing off and throw it in the trash!” Mom said when she saw him flipping 

burgers.  

“But it’s broken in. It’s too comfortable.” 

Mom just rolled her eyes. 

Maddie fit right in from the moment she met my parents. She was almost like an adopted 

daughter. I hate to say it, but sometime I believed my parents felt closer to her than to their own 

daughter. Earlier in the kitchen, Maddie helped Mom to prepare the salad and bake a birthday 

cake for Sandy, even though Mom insisted she sit down because she was a guest. I watched them 

work together, Maddie checking on the cake, while Mom tossed the salad. “It still needs to pass 

the toothpick test,” Maddie said, showing Mom the brown liquid on the tip of the toothpick.  

 



Pastor Crandale arrived shortly after Sandy. “I just got off the phone with Rebekka. She 

sends her love to everybody,” he said. 

Dad pulled Pastor Crandale to the side and I overhead him ask about Ben. Pastor 

Crandale said Ben was scheduled to be released from prison to a halfway house by the end of the 

year. “He got time off his sentence for good behavior,” he said. I couldn’t imagine that. 

“You know if there’s anything I can do,” Dad said. 

“I appreciate that more than you can know,” Pastor Crandale said. 

 

I introduced Maddie to Pastor Crandale. “John’s a fine young man,” Pastor Crandale said. 

“I’ve known him since he was a boy and I have a very high opinion of him.” 

“He obviously doesn’t know you as well as he thinks,” Maddie said to me later. 

I could tell Sandy was impressed with Maddie. After I introduced her to Sandy, he turned 

to me and raised his eyebrows jauntily in approval. 

As we passed the food around, the conversation turned to politics. Mom couldn’t stand it 

when we talked about politics at the dinner table, especially with company. Naturally, it was Dad 

who brought up the subject.  

“I saw that ridiculous ad today for Ronald Reagan. You know the one. It’s morning in 

America,” Dad said. He rolled his eyes. “What a joke! It’s more like the middle of a cold 

blustery night in Chicago if you happen to be homeless or worried about your job.” Dad was 

always worried about losing his job, even though he was entrenched as the Manager of the 

shipping department at his company.   

“Actually, I’ve been thinking seriously about voting for Reagan,” Sandy Farber said. A 

look of shock registered on Dad’s face. Sandy Farber was the quintessential liberal Democrat. I 



was sure he had never voted for a Republican in his life, let alone the father of the new 

conservative movement, Ronald Reagan. 

“Face it. He’s turned around the economy. I don’t know anyone who’s not doing well. 

I’ve invested a lot in Democratic policies and they haven’t performed very well in recent years. 

Reagan has gotten the country on a better footing than where we were under Carter.” 

“With all due respect, Sandy, your father would turn over in his grave if he heard you 

saying these things.” 

“Fair enough, but if I polled everyone at this lake, they would tell me they’re doing better 

today than they were four years ago. You remember how things were, Paul, during the recession 

in 1981. You told me you thought the plant would close and you’d lose your job. How’s business 

doing now?” 

“We’re doing great, but some people in this country aren’t doing so well.” 

Maddie tried to change the subject, taking on the role Mom always played so well. 

“So how about those Cubbies! Don’t you think this will be the year we break the curse?” 

Dad paused, then let out a belly laugh. “The Cubs will choke once again.” 

“Now there’s something we can all agree on,” Sandy said. 

 

Mom served the cake and we all sang, “Happy Birthday” to Sandy. 

 

“Mazel tov,” Sandy said, and we all raised a glass in his honor. I thought long and hard 

about an appropriate gift for Sandy. Finally, Maddie helped me out. “You said he’s always 

asking you what time it is. How about getting him a watch?” She picked out an expensive watch 



that I really couldn’t afford. She said she would chip in but I couldn’t let her do that. “Don’t 

worry. My Dad’s loaded.” 

“John, you shouldn’t have,” Sandy said when he saw the watch.  

“I didn’t. It was Maddie’s idea.” 

“Now make sure you wear it!” she said. 

At the end of the evening, Pastor Crandale gave a Benediction. “Dear Lord, we give you 

thanks for bringing together close friends to break bread in your honor and share fellowship. We 

pray to you, Heavenly Father, to keep us safe and to strengthen these bonds that hold us 

together.” 

“Amen!” we said in unison. 

  



 


