Chapter 25: Better than Expected— John and Brandy's Courtship
“Mom, I’'m bringing my friend, Brandy Middleton, home to meet you. We have mutual
friends and spend a lot of time together. I want to show her around Belleville and maybe Ann

Arbor.”

“That’s wonderful, John. I’d love to meet her. What’s she like? How did you two meet?”

“She’s pretty special, Mom. Remember my high school friend, Ami Woods? She

introduced me to Brandy. They both went to Hope College and live near me in Chicago.”

“Of course I remember Ami. Her mom absolutely adored you.”

John chuckled. “So funny. She’s loved me ever since the first-grade Christmas pageant—

when I threw in a hip thrust while hula dancing.”

I laughed, recalling the moment. “You sure entertained everyone. Hula dancing in a

Christmas pageant? It’s amazing you weren’t suspended!”

While I genuinely looked forward to meeting Brandy, I also felt that tug of maternal
protectiveness. John had always been a caring, intelligent, and ambitious young man, yet his past
girlfriends had not always matched the qualities I hoped for him. I often wondered — Was [

being too critical? Or was it simply that no one would ever be good enough for my son?

When the weekend arrived, my hesitation began to fade the moment Brandy walked
through the door. Tall and poised, with long straight blond hair framing her beautiful face, she

greeted me warmly, her blue eyes sparkling as she hugged me. Her charm was effortless, her
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smile genuine. What was not to like? A quiet thought crossed my mind — Handsome, beautiful

blue-eyed grandchildren might be in my future.

We began the visit with a round of golf at a local course. My significant other, Randy,
joined us. He noted Brandy’s athletic grace — how her long, lean frame coiled and uncoiled with

each powerful drive. She was as skillful as she was lovely.

Later, we went shopping at Briarwood Mall in Ann Arbor. John needed to update his
business wardrobe for his Chicago job, and Brandy guided him with an ease and confidence that
caught me off guard. Shopping for John had always been my domain—selecting shirts,
coordinating ties, offering my opinion. Now I found myself stepping back, watching him trust
someone else’s advice. It was a small but telling moment, and I quietly began adjusting to my

changing role in his life.

The next visit arrived and Brandy and John joined Randy and me for the festive
Christmas season. We went to a Messiah Concert at the University of Michigan Arts Center.
Music was lovely, but there were far too many "Amens" to suit us. We exited before the final
encore, earning a few glares from enthusiastic audience members. Our night continued with a
stroll through snow-dusted streets in downtown Ann Arbor, where costumed carolers sang under

glowing streetlamps, a Norman Rockwell moment.

We ended our evening with a visit to view dazzling Christmas lights at Domino Farms.

As I watched John and Brandy walking side by side, laughter mixing with the frosty air, I felt a
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growing sense of peace. They were finding their way as a couple, and I could see how well they

fit together.

As their relationship deepened, I was invited to Brandy’s parents’ lake home in Newaygo.
Wanting to bring a personal touch, I filled a basket with my homegrown tomatoes and made the

drive from Belleville.

Jeff, her father, welcomed me warmly, his resemblance to Brandy unmistakable — those
same blue eyes and easy smile. Her mother, Sherry, was a whirlwind of kindness and
conversation, her laughter filled their spacious home. We shared a day of relaxed meals, warm
conversation, and an evening movie in our pajamas. It was simple comfort and the beginning of

our extended family.

The next morning, Jeff thanked me for the tomatoes. “Perfectly ripe,” he said. “They’ll be

great for B.L.T.s at lunch.”

After John and Brandy got engaged, Sherry jumped right in to expertly guide the
wedding plans. She came to visit me in Belleville, and together we made the guest lists for both
the September wedding and for the bridal shower I hosted in the summer. It was wonderful to
bring our families together. At the shower, I served a variety of family recipes and each guest

took home a recipe booklet with the dishes served.

One thoughtful suggestion from Brandy and Sherry touched me deeply— they suggested

John and I have an afternoon together before the wedding. The day before the rehearsal, John
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and I picked up the marriage license and shared dinner, a quiet moment just for the two of us

before the excitement ahead.

The rehearsal dinner was held at the B.O.B. (Big Old Building) across from the Amway
Grand Plaza in Grand Rapids. Food stations lined the room with a variety of tempting dishes.
The following day, September 19, 1998, John and Brandy exchanged vows in a lovely church
ceremony, followed by a magical reception in the Amway Grand Ballroom. Each table glowed
with unique centerpieces designed by a friend of Sherry’s—works of art I wish I had

photographed.

The Elegant Amway Grand Ballroom
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That day, surrounded by beauty, family, and the warmth of two lives joining, I knew for

certain — Brandy was not just “good enough” for my son. She was exactly right for him.

The Happy Couple, September 8, 1998
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