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Editor’s Notes
For a second year, I am honored to be Editor of Story Circle Network’s

annual True Words Anthology. Once again, the power and beauty of the stories
and poems submitted by our women writers have humbled me. Once again, I have
cried and laughed and felt my heart melt as I read the memories, the joys, the
hurts, the hopes and dreams of real women. Again, I have been awed by the
courage and strength of the women in this network of storytellers.

Maya Angelou said, “The idea is to write…so that people hear it and it slides
through the brain and goes straight to the heart.”

The stories and poems in this issue slide to the heart of our universal
experiences as women. They are funny, tearful, and honest. They are sometimes
difficult to read, sometimes easy and familiar. They are all true stories by real
women living real lives with real pasts, presents, and futures.

In this issue, you will read about the way we see life as children, and how, as
we grow up, we become aware of ourselves as individuals and understand that our
families are not perfect. Through these stories and poems, we remember our
family traditions with fondness and humor; we express the joy and wonder of what
it is to be a mother and to nurture other lives into being; we laugh and appreciate
the gifts animals bring to our lives; and we talk about what the act of writing really
means to us. We write about the hard times, about abuse and loss, surviving illness
and the cruelty of others. And we express profound gratitude for all the wonderful
things, small and large, that life has given us.

My sincere hope is that you, as readers, will take these stories to heart, and
that you will laugh and cry along with me as we share the lives of these women
through their writing.
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A Child’s Eyes
Report From a Visitor to Heaven

Elizabeth Westmark
Cantonment, FL

“This is Heaven, pure Heaven,”
Julia breathed. She walked slowly
from the shallow end of the pool
until her words became bubbles and
her dark blond head was submerged.

Julia’s right index finger popped
into view first. I knew a pronounce-
ment was coming, and watched as she
grasped for the side of the pool, bright
eyes fixed on me. She started talking
with the certitude of bright ten-year-olds everywhere.

“Actually, it’s not anything like Heaven. At least, not
anything like it was the last time I was there.” Hello. That
got my attention.

“You’ve been to Heaven?” I asked.
“Oh, yes. I’ve been there…” she positioned her feet

underwater on the side of the pool so she could let go of the
side and count on her fingers, “…uh, three times. Yep!
Three times.”

“Really!” I had to bite on this. “What was it like?”
“Do you remember when I broke my arm? I was about

three.” Her pulsating brown eyes made me think of those
whirly pinwheels that kids hold up in the wind.

“Yes,” I said. “I remember.”
“Well, when it happened, I kind of blacked out for a

minute, and that’s the first time I went to Heaven.”
I listened for what came next, wondering if Julia had

heard the old, near-death-experience story about going
through a tunnel and seeing a white light.

“I didn’t really get in the first time. I was on a cloud,
and I saw a big gate. It was only open a little bit. When I
tried to walk through it, somebody pushed me off the
cloud, and I woke up.”

“The second time I visited Heaven was when I fell out
of bed and almost died. That’s when I went up,” she said,
raising both arms above her head in a touchdown gesture.
“It was so pretty! Everything was pink! It wasn’t anything
like I heard about in Sunday school. There weren’t any
gold streets.” Julia moved closer to me and leaned forward.
“There were people everywhere. And they had wings.”

She laughed. “But then, I fell off the cloud again.”
Julia swam underwater back to the shallow end, where

she did a handstand. “Ta-da! Did you see that?”
I thought her Heaven story was over, but I was wrong.
She fishtailed back to the deep end, attached her feet

onto the side as though they had little suckers on the soles,
and resumed.

 (Continued on page 2)

CONTENTS

A CHILD’S EYES
Report From a Visitor to Heaven,

Elizabeth Westmark ................................................................1
The Sleepover, Judith Johnson ..................................................2
Plucking Whiskers, Susanna Lea Schuerman ...........................2
Table Manners, Joyce Boatright ................................................2
Things My Mother Told Me, Kathy Waller...............................3
Two Weeks of Torture, Carol Walkner .....................................3
The Purple Gown, Kira Holt ......................................................3

TRADITIONS
Baking Up Memories, Barbara Miller ......................................4
Sweepstakes, Susan C. Williams ................................................5
The Mixmaster Team, Lanie Tankard .......................................6
The Shop, Victoria McNabb Wheeler ........................................7

MOTHERING
Between Us, Judy M. Miller.......................................................8
Daughter, Not Yet Born, Laura Girardeau ...............................9
Trusting My Children, Trusting Myself,

Margaret Stephenson..............................................................9
PETS

Our Bear of a Dog, Peggy Simkins ..........................................10
The Greatest Tiny Protector, Lori Swanson ............................10
Diamonds • Cats, Marcy Meffert..............................................11

THE WRITING LIFE
The Great Equalizer (Why I Write),

Debra Sanders ......................................................................11
True North, Stephanie Barko ...................................................12
My Secret, Shawn Essed...........................................................13
Making Connections, Linda Austin..........................................13
Writing Fireflies, Amy Greenspan ...........................................14
The Water Muse and the Naked Poet,

Cory Raymond ......................................................................14
COMING OF AGE

Playing With Dolls, Johnett Scogin .........................................14
I Have Too Many Corners In My House,

Jean Lechner.........................................................................15
LOSS

Fawn, Linda Sievers..................................................................16
My Mother Hated Her Feet, Tracy Kauffman

Wood......................................................................................17
It’s Much Too Late, Judy Whelley ...........................................18
The Unveiling, Sandra Simon ..................................................18
My Sweet Patricia, Helen Leatherwood ..................................19
Motherly Love, Nancilynn Saylor............................................20

SURVIVING
Sawdust, Barbara Bingham .....................................................20
The Year of the Weeds, Teresa Werth.....................................21
Abuse Past, Abuse Present, Leslie Reeves...............................21
Oh, But for the Love of JoJo, Pat LaPointe ............................22

GRATITUDE
Gratitude, Shawn Essed ............................................................23
Lucky, Tracy Kauffman Wood .................................................24
Childbirth 1977, Karen Buley ..................................................24
Confederation Farm, Kathi Kouguell.......................................24
Mosaics, Carolyn Donnell........................................................25
The Power of Mind, Jamuna Advani .......................................26

PHOTOGRAPHY
Jane Parsons .........................................................................8, 10
Teresa Werth ..............................................................................4
Amber Starfire ...........................................................................1



Page 2 True Words Anthology

“The third time was the best so far. This Heaven was a
tropical island. There were mountains, and an ocean, and
plants everywhere. And waterfalls!” She sighed. “It was
beautiful.”

“I found out that Heaven is whatever you want it to be.
Everybody can have a different Heaven. You can make
your own path using clouds. You can design them however
you want, with one leading to another. And you can link up
to other people’s cloud path if you are both interested in
going the same direction and it’s okay with them. And
nobody can change anything about your cloud path or
come on it unless you say it’s okay.”

“I want to go back, but not yet, ‘cause if I went up and
stayed, I wouldn’t ever get to be a fashion designer in
Paris!”

We giggled, swam some more, then went back into the
house to make fresh peach, orange juice, frozen banana,
and yogurt smoothies.   

The Sleepover
Judith Johnson
Riverview, FL

My grandparents, Elmer and Mary Baird, lived just
down the road from us on the corner of Twelfth Street and
Terrace Road, in the outskirts of Canton, Ohio. Back in the
’40s, this area near Meyers Lake was “country.” Twelfth
Street was a blacktopped, narrow, two-lane street, and
Terrace Road was a dusty, dirt road leading up a hill to the
bungalows of my parents, aunts, uncles, and cousins. It was
a family place.

My brother, Ted, and I spent most of our free time
playing back and forth between my grandparents’ house
and my cousins’ across the road. There were about 15 of
us, not counting a few unrelated kids from close by. Most
of the time we all got along quite well, playing outdoor
games, swimming in the cool waters of Meyers Lake, and
hanging out on Grandma’s front porch.

One of my special things to do was spend the night at
Grandpa and Grandma’s house. My favorite bedroom was
upstairs, just down the hall past the bathroom. It was my
father’s room when he was young and had a sunny, fresh
air, cozy feeling to it. Occasionally, I would sleep in the
room at the top of the stairs across from the bathroom—my
aunt’s room as a child. As much as I loved my Aunt Mary,
I did not like her bedroom. I did not even like to go into it;
there was an uneasy feeling about it. Behind a closed door,
near the foot of the bed, stairs led to the attic. This stairway
was lined with bookshelves full of National Geographic
magazines. My brother, cousins, and I loved to sit on the
steps and look at the magazines. I always chose the bottom
step.

One sleepover night, I had to sleep in that room
because my brother was using the small room, and he
would not trade. I took a long time to fall asleep. I kept
hearing strange noises. Awakening in the pitch-black room

in the middle of the night, I was certain I heard footsteps on
the attic stairs as the door creaked open. I buried my head
under the covers, hands over my ears, eyes tightly closed,
hoping the sounds would go away.

Awakening to morning sunshine streaming through the
window, I wondered if what I heard in the night really
happened or if it was only a dream.

I never slept in that room again.
In 1965, at the age of 73, my grandmother was found

dead at the foot of the attic stairs. They said she had a
stroke, fell down the steps, and died—or was she pushed?



Plucking Whiskers
Susanna Lea Schuerman

Cedar Falls, IA

Just picture it: me, a teenager,
about 13. Well, I’ll be honest, I never
plucked an eyebrow before. Not until
Grandma sat me on the couch, laid
her head on my lap, and handed me
the tweezers.

So, what was I supposed to do? I
mean plucking eyebrows is such a
personal thing (not to mention gross).
Besides, I heard that removing facial hair just makes you
hairier—like a bear. Well, of course, I obeyed. She was my
Grandma after all. Gingerly, I pulled a single brown hair
from her left eyebrow. I said, “Ouch!”

And she said, “Pluck like you mean it. You can’t hurt
me.”

A few more yanks and her eyebrows were Glamour
Magazine perfect. Thank goodness, that was done.

“Now my mustache,” Grandma said. Okay. I was
getting the hang of it. Most of her mustache was soft as
peach fuzz. Then I spotted it—one wiry, white corkscrew
protruding from her chin. I thought, “Oh, my gosh. Grandma
has a whisker! Only old people have whiskers. How can this
be?”   

Table Manners
Joyce Boatright

Conroe TX

In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit,
No singing at the table.
Say “please.” Please.
Bless us, O Lord, for these Thy gifts,
Did you wash your hands?
Did you use soap?
No elbows on the table.
Which we are about to receive from Thy bounty.
Ask, “May I serve myself first?”
Use your fork.
Use your napkin.
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Don’t talk with your mouth full.
Through Christ our Lord we pray.
Just try one bite; children in China are starving.
No feeding the dog from the table.
Don’t just get up. Ask,
“May I be excused from the table, please?”
Yes, you may be excused.
Amen. 

Things My Mother Told Me
Kathy Waller

Austin, TX

Don’t run with a lollipop in your mouth. ~ Carry the
scissors with the points down. ~ When you don’t get your
nap, you’re grouchy. ~ Psst! Pull down your bathing suit. ~
I’m cold. Put on a sweater. ~ If a milk cow runs, she’ll give
buttermilk. ~ Find a bobby pin and get that hair out of your
eyes. It’s driving me crazy. ~ You mean you told your
teacher what I said about the cow and the buttermilk? ~
Bring me a rubber band and we’ll get your hair up off your
neck. It’s making my neck hot. ~ Christmas won’t be much
fun if you find where the presents are hidden. ~ When
someone asks you to play the piano, smile and get up and
play the piano. ~ You’re not required to clean your plate. ~
When you’re at someone else’s table, don’t ever say, “I
don’t like that.” If I find out you did, something bad will
happen. ~ A Kitchen Aid mixer will mix putty. ~ Stand up
straight. ~ Smile. ~ If you bring one more stray dog into
this house...oh, isn’t he cute. ~ You’re fair. You need to
wear makeup. ~ You look good in black. ~ You should
wear red. ~ That looks nice on you. Buy it. ~ Quit worrying
about your cleavage. ~ You are not fat. ~ Don’t skimp on
shoes. Selby’s have a good steel shank. ~ Don’t date
someone you can’t imagine yourself marrying. ~ It’s a
shame Aunt Sue was so narrow-minded about her daughter
being a lesbian. ~ Never complain about income tax. Some
people don’t earn enough to pay it. ~ It’s your body. What
you do with it is nobody else’s business. ~ Go to college.
Live in a dorm. ~ Don’t get married right out of high
school. ~ If you want to get married, don’t let anybody talk
you out of it. ~ Learn to be a wife before you become a
mother. ~ I love you.   

Two Weeks of Torture
Girl Scout Summer Camp

Carol Walkner
Pt. Pleasant, NJ

Shoot me right now and put me
immediately out of my misery.
If one more spider hides in my
shoe, if one more mosquito bites
my body, if one more rain drop

leaks through the tent, I may not
make it out of here alive. I
didn’t know my parents hated
me this much.
Shoot me now so that I don’t
have to listen to the other girls
whispering, laughing at me
since I’m the new kid at camp,
and so I don’t have to jump into
the lake of ice water and swim to
the raft that is at least 20 miles away.
I won’t make it, my arms are too
scrawny. I’ll be a red cap forever,
stuck with the kids half my age.
Shoot me now so I can get out
of today’s adventure in the woods,
so I can go back home to the
familiar concrete neighborhood
where I’m outgoing and fun. Here
my feet get tangled up, my
tongue gets tied in knots, my
stomach is constantly lurching.
I would hide under my cot
and never come out, but it’s
too scary under there.
Shoot me now so that I can go
up to heaven with Nana since
being here has given me a taste
of hell. I promise to be a very
good girl for the rest of my

life,
if I live through the next

nine days.
I’ve only been here four

days, six hours
and 29 minutes?

Shoot me now!


The Purple Gown
Kira Holt

Wimberley, TX

I’ve never wanted for much, been homeless, or
starving. I’ve had parents and friends whose love I’ve felt,
and the tribulations I’ve faced are of my own making. I’ve
cried over men but rarely possessions. One of the times I
did cry, it was over a satin, purple gown.

Mother and I shopped one Saturday in Corpus at an
upscale clothing store in a then vital downtown. The
elevators stood etched in gold. A man turned the lever to take
us to the women’s floor. We must have been looking for

 (Continued on page 4)



Page 4 True Words Anthology

something special for Mother, because my dresses came
from Sears.

As Mom shopped, I lingered through pajamas, robes,
and other apparel. That’s when I spied it. The purple gown
hung on a circular rack of sleepwear: a soft, lavender satin,
with sheer voile of the same hue cut to cover the cloth. A
matching voile robe completed the outfit. At its neck, two
pompoms hung from cords that closed the robe and
complimented short, puffed sleeves. The fabric draped
luxuriously below the knees and I imagined the gown fit
for a princess. I’d never been drawn to an article of clothing
before but that gown called my heart.

I stared at the gown, eventually working up the
courage to touch the softness of the fabric. I stroked it like I
would a cat, or the mink my great aunt wore. I looked at the
price tag: $20.00. An outrageous amount to pay for
something a twelve-year-old girl would sleep in.

We weren’t poor. Daddy drilled oil wells in the gulf
and around South Texas while Mother worked as an oil and
gas secretary. Daddy made Mother put her paychecks into
their savings account for retirement, but every so often
she’d take one and spend it on what she wanted—the
house, herself, my brother, or me—and Daddy was wise
enough to let her do it.

A saleswoman came and asked if I’d like to try on the
gown. I’d been caught. At what, I’m not sure, but I shook
my head in nervous embarrassment. She’d intruded into a
private moment between me and the gown. When she left, I
climbed between the gowns, into the middle of the circle of
clothes, where nobody could see me. I continued petting
the robe, gently moving its pompoms.

I didn’t think to ask Mother to buy the robe. Buying it
would have been silly, impractical, and a waste of money. I
don’t recall feeling unworthy of wearing something so
lush—more that I didn’t have the right to ask for what I
didn’t need.

I stayed with the gown until I heard Mother calling. I
touched the fabric to my cheek and inhaled its new-clothes
smell before stepping out of hiding.

Sadness for leaving the gown and shame for
desperately wanting it enveloped me. New, powerful, and
raw, I didn’t know how to hide the feelings, and tears came.
I wept silently and wiped the tears away before I joined
Mother at the cashier’s stand.

The silent tears wouldn’t stop, hard as I tried to make
them. The woman at the counter, the one who asked if I
wanted to try on the gown noticed, as did Mother. She
asked what was wrong. It took me a moment to find my
voice. I took her to the gown, pointed to it, and whispered,
“It’s so pretty.” The tears spilled out.

My mother grabbed the ensemble off the rack. She
looked at the price tag. She looked at me, handed me the
hanger, and instructed me to go try it on. She didn’t follow.

I stood in the dressing room with the gown on, tying
and untying the pompoms. While not transformed into a

princess as imagined, I loved the coolness of the fabric
against my skin. Mom asked from the other side of the
curtain if it fit. I told her it did. She asked me to hand it to
her, which I did, and by the time I finished putting on my
real clothes, she’d purchased it. I felt conflicted—loving
the gown but ashamed that I had cried. I thanked her for
buying it for me, and she smiled.

I rarely wore the gown. I would bring it out when my
bedroom door was shut, hold it against me, and dance
around the room. It was too pretty to wear, and I was afraid
I’d rip its sheerness. That gown could lift most any pre-
adolescent funk. It and the robe—long since outgrown—
hung in my closet until I left for college.

I must have been 40 when I asked Mother if she
remembered the gown. She did. I told her how much I had
loved it. She knew. I asked her why she bought it. She told
me I’d never asked for anything. She could see how much
it meant, and she wanted me to have it.

As I approach 50, that gown still touches me. I can feel
the satin against my skin, and flick imaginary pompoms,
sending each flying to the end of its cord. I wish I still had
the outfit, if only to see if it’s still as beautiful as it is in my
mind. Tears still come when I think about it. Now the tears
are for the unending love of a mother who bought her
daughter something beautiful—a princess outfit—when she
didn’t have to. In that kind gesture, without lecture, a
mother silently honored the dignity of a daughter at the
start of an awkward path to adulthood.   

Traditions
Baking Up Memories

Barbara Miller
Austin, TX

“We’d better make one
more batch. Everybody will
be here for Christmas Day.”
The weariness of Grandma
Thulin’s eighty-year-old
voice gave witness to many
days in the kitchen making
Swedish treats for her large
Swedish-American family.
All this near the end of a life
devoted to seven children
and seven recently immigrated Swedish carpenters who lived
in the house to learn English.

The last time I was with her, the Christmas of 1946
when I was almost seven years’ old, she gifted me with her
dedication to tradition, her love of baking, and the spell of
magic which comes out of a kitchen filled with love.
Walking in the door on Christmas Eve, having driven into St.
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Paul from western Minnesota with a light snow blinking in
the headlights, we were enveloped with the smells and
images of Swedish Christmas. The lutefisk, Swedish
sausage, Swedish meatballs, the vast array of cookies, the
fruit soup and Julekage have had varying success making
their way into the next four generations of this energetic and
dedicated immigrant woman.

Gladys, my mother and the youngest of seven siblings,
carried on the traditions with my sister and me. Each Day
After Thanksgiving brought out both the excitement and the
anxiety of getting ready for Christmas. She carried on with
the sense of duty often found in second-generation
immigrants. “We better make one more batch,” was a direct
echo from her growing-up years. I learned to cook and bake
at her elbow. The feel of the sticky Julekage (Swedish
Christmas bread) dough on my little hands still brings back
both a sense of joy and a sense of repulsion. The smell and
taste of cardamom puts me back in that kitchen. When I
close my eyes and think “Christmas,” I automatically hear
Mother’s voice as I learned to wield the Spritz cookie press.
“Barbara, not so fast! The dough is tender! You’re breaking
the designs.” Patting the almond-flavored sandbakkelse
dough into tiny tart pans was second in difficulty only to
getting the baked treats released from the tins in one piece. In
the midst of the hard work, I waited for Mom to say, “Oh, go
ahead! You can eat the broken pieces.” My lifelong sugar
craving had an early start.

Two of the traditional foods never made it onto my
indispensable list. The lutefisk, always purchased at St.
Paul’s Westland Meat Market as dried cod, soaked in a
bucket in the basement for 48 hours before Christmas Eve. I
can still see Mom tenderly wrapping the reconstituted fish in
cheesecloth and dropping it into the boiling water. The
tension about how long to cook this Swedish delight arose
almost as fast as the unbelievable stink that escaped the kettle
into the very air we were expected to breathe. Once the
gelatinous mass was heaved onto a platter, we all were
hastened to the table. My many aunts and uncles rallied
around in delight as my sister and I held our noses and
reached for the Swedish meatballs, a concession to our third
generation status. The traditional fruit soup, which Mom
made for a few years, faired no better with us kids. She
finally gave up. Oh, what we sacrifice for our children!

In 1961, it was time for me to pick up the baton for
Christmas. I left my 100% Swedish-American family when I
married Kent, who comes from a German-Danish heritage.
My first solo Julekage emerged from a tiny kitchen in a
walk-up apartment in San Anselmo, California. “Yes, I can
do this thing!” The following Christmas, when Mom and
Dad arrived from Minnesota, the “let’s make another batch”
motto had been followed to the extreme. We reveled in
Julekage, mountains of cookies, and Swedish meatballs with
lingonberries. It was their first Christmas without lutefisk.
Swedish Christmas magic had found a new home. Over the

years, the collection of Swedish Christmas decorations added
another layer to our immersion in heritage.

Sonja, my daughter, learned the tricks of the baking
trade early. She cussed those sandbakkelse tins with just as
much gusto as her great-grandmother had mustered. She and
her girls finally discovered that PAM is the solution to
generations of frustration. Unfortunately there are fewer
broken pieces for the bakers to consume. Whitney, my
granddaughter, will be the one to continue the Julekage
baking. She loves it and quickly consumes the first loaf
Sonja takes out of the oven.

A few years ago I broke with tradition to add another
piece of magic to our Christmas habits. Sonja, Alexis and
Whitney joined me as we produced a mountain of lefse.
What a scandal! It is a Norwegian dish, after all. Ricing the
cooked potatoes, rolling the dough paper thin and baking the
large rounds on a gigantic griddle soon became second
nature. A new treat! Just smear with butter, sprinkle with
cinnamon sugar and roll it up. Add hot coffee and another
tradition goes into the family Christmas treasure chest. My
grandmother and mother would be disgraced to know about
our endeavor and to hear this Texas woman call lefse a large,
Swedish tortilla.

As a third generation Swedish-American woman, I
honor my heritage in many ways. I carry the sights, sounds,
smells and tastes of a particular culture. As that mix has
moved beyond me to my children and grandchildren, they
continue to find magic in the special treats that come from
kitchens influenced by the Swedes.   

Sweepstakes
Susan C. Williams

Chapel Hill, NC

Back in the 1980s, my dad was caught up in the annual
television-generated excitement of entering publishing
company sweepstakes. Every year, he was absolutely
convinced he was going to win. He was never discouraged
when someone else was surprised at their front door with
the giant check and flowers and balloons, as shown on TV
commercials to prime him for the next year’s contest.
Once, he got a computer-generated letter saying, “A limo
could be pulling up to your front door on January 28.” He
told my mom they had to be sure and stay home that day.
“But it has my name on it!” he’d say when we teased him
for falling for these ploys. My young daughter, caught up in
her granddad’s enthusiasm, began retrieving the
sweepstakes mailings from our trash can at home, carefully
affixing the stickers and proudly mailing her entries by the
deadline. The selection of magazines available in both our
houses grew.

Daddy, who ran his own business, was always open to
a new way of building his bank account. Like the year he

(Continued on page 6)
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bought 2,000 baseball caps from a friendly entrepreneur on
a street corner in Louisville, Kentucky, several hours and
drinks after the Kentucky Derby. Under the embroidered
“1982 Kentucky Derby” on the hat was a pocket with a tiny
transistor radio so you could listen to the broadcast of the
horse race while “watching” it from the infamous infield.
Mom and I voiced astonishment and exasperation when the
caps were delivered. But he had a plan: take the hats to
Knoxville, Tennessee, and set up street stand near the 1982
World’s Fair. My argument that no one wanted to spend
their souvenir money on a Kentucky Derby hat at the
World’s Fair was brushed aside. He was outraged when
local street vendor laws killed the plan. In 1993, when he
and Mom sold the house they’d lived in for 42 years and
moved to a retirement community, we found 1,953 of the
caps still in boxes in the garage.

After sending in various entry forms each year, Daddy
then became obsessed with his projected sweepstakes
winnings. He spent hours at the kitchen table writing notes
on a yellow legal pad about ways to spend his five million
dollars. When the grand prizes reached figures like twenty
million dollars, he was nearly beside himself. He bought
more legal pads. Sound sleep eluded him as he tossed and
turned, trying to think of enough ways to spend all the
money. “I always have some left over,” he’d report with
frustration the next day, and then he’d pull out his legal pad
to adjust figures.

A couple of years before Daddy died, I asked to see his
yellow legal pad for the current sweepstakes season. I’m
glad I did; it changed the way I saw him. That day a man
with a generous spirit and nature was revealed to me, one
who—if he’d had the financial resources—would have
been a philanthropist.

That day, I saw columns of figures and interest
calculations, timelines and project descriptions, all in his
flowing Palmer Method cursive writing. So sure was he of
winning that he’d consulted his attorney to find out how to
establish a charitable foundation. My sister and I were to be
the foundation’s officers and draw a salary (“so you won’t be
a bag lady,” he said to me). There was something for Mom
of course, and for my daughter’s college education, and gifts
for his sisters and their kids, and a few other things I no
longer remember. But the majority of funds and earnings
would give rural kids a leg up when it came to college.

My dad’s formal education ended with the eighth
grade, not uncommon in rural Tennessee in the 1920s. He
was expected to help provide for their large family. Daddy
told me once that when the family of 10 moved after losing
their farm, he and his brother constructed a shelter of heavy
cardboard and slept on the streets of downtown Louisville,
Kentucky, so they’d hear the newspaper bundles being
dropped on the sidewalks at 4:00 a.m. and could hit the
streets first and make the most sales. For the rest of his life,
Daddy was up early and trying to beat the competition by
getting there first.

Daddy became a successful businessman, but he never
got over the fact that he’d left school so young. I think it
embarrassed him, but he tried to hide that by cracking jokes
about graduating from The School of Hard Knocks and
saying he’d married my mom because, “…she had a
college education and a fur coat.” The plan to use his
sweepstakes prize to help other rural children go to college
and avoid his experience was touching. And though he
never won twenty million dollars, he did eventually make a
generous gift to the scholarship fund of a nearby university.

A few months after Daddy died, my mom opened an
envelope addressed to him. Inside was a letter that said,
“You’ve won,” along with a $200 check.   

The Mixmaster Team
Lanie Tankard

Austin, TX

Cakes were the hallmark of
festivities when I was growing up in
Cleveland. If there was a family event
to celebrate, my mother whipped out
her big Mixmaster and began
measuring flour.

As her appointed helper, I would
push a chair over to the kitchen

counter and hop up so she could tie an apron around my
waist. Elbows propped on the counter and chin resting in
my hands, I’d watch the powdery mix take form. Usually I
sifted while my mother cracked the eggs.

My favorite part of the process was when all
ingredients were in the bowl and we were ready to let that
Mixmaster rip. I’d stand, mesmerized, watching the bowl
rotate while those metal blades made metaphorical
mincemeat out of the flour and eggs.

One year, my father created a bit of a stir for his
upcoming birthday celebration in March. Mom always
elicited a cake preference from the honoree a few days
before. This decision was exciting for me, but the zest had
apparently worn off for Dad.

“Oh, I don’t care. Whatever you want to make,” he
replied, probably thinking he was helping by letting her
decide. I could sense, though, that she really wanted him to
declare a favorite.

So I was deputized to see if I could wheedle the
selection out of him. On down the kitchen steps I trundled
in striped t-shirt, corduroy pants, and saddle oxfords. I
descended into the dark basement depths, where the huge
round coal-burning furnace was roaring away in the center.

I headed to my play area in a corner by the laundry.
My father was in another corner at his workbench.

“Hey, Daddy!” I called, sitting down at my big old
clunky mechanical typewriter to pound the keys.
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“Hey there,” he replied. “Type me up a letter, will
you?”

“Sure,” I said. I loved to write pretend business letters,
even though most of my time was spent unsticking the
typewriter keys from the platen when they became wedged
together.

“This letter is to the bakery,” I said. “What kind of
cake should I order for your birthday tomorrow?”

“Oh, whatever you want,” he answered, his head bent
over the bookcase he was building.

“Daddy, you have to tell me!” I cried.
“I like ‘em all!” he declared.
Frustrated, I stomped up the steps to report in. Later

that evening, my mother delved into the cake choice with
my father again. I strained my ears to hear his reply.

“Oh for gosh sakes,” he laughed, waving his hand.
“Red, white, and blue!”

“Okay,” she laughed back.
I ran in just in time to see “that look” on my mother’s

face. She thought he thought she couldn’t do it. I knew he
was in for it.

That night, I fell asleep with a row of stuffed animals
tucked in on either side of me, trying my best to figure out
how she was going to bake that cake.

The next afternoon, I raced home from school a few
blocks away, being careful not to trip over sections of the
sidewalk where tree roots had pushed it up. My mother was
humming away, getting ready to bake.

“Just in time to help!” she called.
“But...how are you going to do it?” I asked,

clambering up on a chair to wash my hands in the sink.
“Oh, you’ll see,” she smiled.
She had two small bowls by the Mixmaster. We

whirled up a big bowl of white cake batter and put a third
into each of the smaller bowls. Then she pulled a box from
her apron pocket, opened it, and handed me a tiny bottle
full of red liquid. I’d never seen food coloring before.

“Now put five drops into this bowl,” she instructed.
My mouth opened in a big O as I saw her pull a second

bottle of blue liquid from the box. I caught my breath. She
was going to pull this caper off! We colored two bowls of
batter and poured them into round cake pans. The
remaining white batter went into a third pan.

I wandered off, coonskin cap on my head, to watch
“Davy Crockett” on television as the cake baked. When the
program was over, I zipped back into the kitchen to find
three layers cooling on racks. Mom was whipping up white
frosting. I helped her ice the cake, making sure we hid
every trace of color that might peek out and give the
surprise away. We chuckled conspiratorially.

“I can’t wait to see his face,” she whispered.
“Me either!” I whispered back, wondering if I could

stand the suspense of going through the main course.
After Dad opened his presents, it was finally time for

dessert. I turned out the lights, trying to hide my snickers,

as Mom went into the kitchen to light the candles. Soon,
she bumped the door open with her hip, emerging with a
tall white masterpiece crowned with a ring of fire. She and
I belted out the birthday song. When my father blew out the
candles, I could hardly stand it anymore.

“Time to cut the cake, Dad!” I cried.
“Why?” he winked, “it’s not going anywhere!”
I went over to take my mother’s hand. The anticipation

was simply too much for me. We held our breath as he
lifted the cake cutter and deposited the first slice on a plate.
When he saw the red, white, and blue layers, his face burst
into delighted amazement.

“I can’t believe you did it!” he cried, as Mom and I
doubled over in laughter. I can still see that look on his
face. But the look on my mother’s face was even better. It
showed me that love comes in many forms, even one-ounce
bottles of colored liquid.   

The Shop
Victoria McNabb Wheeler

Stockton, NJ

My visits to Dad’s shop were infrequent, but I can still
visualize the place. I was a little girl in the 1940s when Mom
and I rode the bus to his shop. She would wait in the office,
chatting with the secretaries, while Dad ushered me into his
wonderland of artists and characters. His hand covered mine,
and I knew I would follow where he led.

I’d first scan right and left in the cavernous shop in
search of one of my favorite workers, Dinks. The colored
man, as we called black people then, was scarcely bigger
than I. He swept his ratty broom across what seemed like
acres of cement floor, endlessly raising a cloud of dust. His
job was to push pieces of metal, sawdust, and broken glass
into a neat pile and then funnel it into a deep receptacle.
Always dressed in denim overalls and wearing a grin from
ear to ear, his jaunty demeanor was brightened even more by
his teeth. They glistened with rays of sunlight, just as I had
seen on television toothpaste ads. Dink’s eyes mooned his
face like bright beams on a Buick. The company respected
him as a good man, and everyone’s day was better with his
contagious laughter. I was always happy to see him and
considered his importance to the business on equal ground
with the artists who worked in the sign shop. I knew them
personally from visits to their homes, and they to ours.

They teased me about my Shirley Temple screw curls,
pretending to snip at them with their sticky, rusty scissors. I
knew they enjoyed seeing a child in this unusual workplace,
which was a landmine for anyone with tender skin.

The shop—The Haire Sign Company—was located on
the edge of downtown Columbus, Ohio. Like most
warehouses, it was whitewashed cinder block and austere,
except for the front offices. The main workspace was strewn

(Continued on page 8)
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with steel and neon tubing, trucks to customize, drawing
boards and painting supplies. Under its metal roof no walled
off areas existed; it was just one huge anthill of activity. The
odors of fresh turpentine and heated, molded plastic singed
our nostrils, and fans hummed in the cinder block wall
carrying away some of the smell out into the alley.

After rubbing my head with his hand, Joe Jacobs would
pick up his prongs and work meticulously with his neon
tubing, stepping amid scraps of broken glass. His domain
was a long table where he sashayed right and left, wearing a
heavy padded apron and asbestos gloves. He torched the
neon into perfect shape while espousing his political views
and quoting classical poetry. Joe was an intellectual with a
jovial disposition who reminded me of the diminutive, Mr.
Peepers. I peered cautiously around his slight frame to watch
his hands bend glass with a fire torch, his face hidden by the
safety glass mask.

Dad worked at the shop for many years before I became
a regular visitor. My brother, 15 years my senior, had
worked here in the summers while in high school. My sister
had been paraded through the shop as a youngster too, 13
years before me. I could see by the look on his co-workers’
faces that they admired my dad, a proud man, who was fair
and even-tempered. His education had been cut off at 10th
grade, but his artwork earned him respect. Pride pervaded the
spirits of these ten men or so who worked daily alongside
him; I felt privileged to visit the shop and to be at his side.
Here, his nickname was Mac, for his surname of McNabb.
Because he was Ad at home, for Addison, it seemed strange
to me to hear him respond to Mac at work. This union of
sign painters, during a time when men dedicated their lives to
just one company, was a second family.

Earlier in his assignments, Dad had worked on
billboards in the field. He drew his layout on a grid in the
shop. He took his design to the roadside, or country field,
and laid it out by placing the grid (relative to the sign’s size)
on the face of the behemoth billboard, then he’d paint
directly onto the board. A tall, slim, Jimmy Stewart look-
alike, his sweet-natured smiles welcomed me, even when he
was working. Mom made picnic lunches for us to share with
him when he worked nearby. We watched him on the sky-
high scaffold as he entertained us. Like an actor on stage, he
was more interesting to watch than the creation of the
billboard. Design work went slowly in his perfectionist
hands, and the painting would remain mysterious for hours
as it was being laid out.

Later, Dad shared photos with us of his finished work,
or Mom and I drove by it, so I could see the final creation.
He signed his name in the bottom right hand corner, just like
a painting hanging in the Louvre. I felt pride in the immense
proportions of his billboard work. My dad was famous, I
mused. The ads for Mail Pouch and Coca-Cola, which stood
in fields and on the sides of barns, were our family’s legacy,
because my dad had been the artist. We left the art in the
field, or on the barn, but I believed we had ownership rights.

Dad’s shop grounded our family to one home, one town,
one job. That reality shaped the life of our family by
determining the breadth of our experience. Mac asked
nothing more than to do his part in the shop alongside the
others, where he determined to be content. Paint-covered
clothes, hardened hands from turpentine dousing, and a
satisfied face, entered our side door everyday at 5:30 p.m. It
was Mac, home from the shop, locked in that same pattern
for 45 years.   

Mothering
Between Us
Judy M. Miller
Zionsville, IN

She connects you and me,
two strangers, through the
sacred bond of motherhood.
We stand on either side of loss
and grief. We stand on either
side of her life’s journey.

I respect you. I empathize
with you. I will forever be
thankful for the difficult
decision you made. Without it,
she would not be with me.

I love my child and so it is
I love you as well, because
you are part of her. You exist within every cell of her
physical being. You exist deep within her memory stores.
I’m sure of it. Some day she may want to know more, but for
now she feels secure in her ingrained knowledge.

She has some of your characteristics and some of mine.
She is western and she is eastern. She is poise, wit, and
grace. She is ethical, committed to goals, and thoughtful. She
is physically and emotionally strong. She is wise beyond her
years, an old soul who knows who she is and is comfortable
with herself.

You gave her life and overcame great obstacles to bring
her into this world. You ushered her to safety, risking yours,
so that she would end up within my loving arms.

I give her a home, unconditional love, and guidance. I
laugh with her. Cry with her. And now, I hold her hand as
she steps over the threshold to discover the mysteries of
herself as she embarks on womanhood.

I wonder how you feel, as the years speed by, about the
decision you had to make. I know, as a mother, you think of
her continuously. I wish I could convey to you that she is
fine—content, balanced, joyous, and beautiful. She is deeply
loved and cherished by her family.

Every time I look at the moon and stars, in the deep
quiet of the night, I send prayers and thoughts your way,
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believing you can feel my intentions and that they will find
you healthy and happy. At peace.

She is our blessing. She is my heart and your soul. Born
of you, adopted by me. Our daughter.   

Daughter, Not Yet Born
Laura Girardeau

Pullman, WA

You are a sleeping bud
Curled close in deep-water think.
You are a spiral galaxy
Swirling in heartbeat hiccups.
Your kicks birth stars.
Head down, you’re
Slicked and ready
To rend the firmament
Between my legs
So I am finally,
Gratefully,
Broken open.   

Trusting My Children, Trusting Myself
Margaret Stephenson

Austin, TX

Snuggling with my nine-year-old daughter, Kaley, early
in the morning during winter break from school, she
announces, “I want to homeschool!” I have savored these
three weeks of rare, uninterrupted time together building
fires, playing games, taking warm baths, and talking late into
the night with my husband and our three young children.

“You love school. Do you really want to homeschool?”
I ask Kaley.

“I don’t love school. You love my school. It’s so
crowded I can’t even think, I already know everything
they’re teaching, and it’s boring. I don’t have any time to do
what I want to do, like read Harry Potter and learn
Greek,” she blurts out like she’s prepared this
speech.

 “Well, what about Samantha and Victoria
and art and violin?” I ask.

“I’ll make new friends and have play dates. I
could do all kinds of art on my own and I could
take music lessons,” she says.

“But you love Mrs. Woods,” I say without
much conviction as my daughter’s words begin to
seep through my defenses. I am flooded with
recent memories of her sitting at home reading on the couch
after school, not wanting to talk or do anything but relax into
her book for hours. I see the stiffening of her body and the
hardening of her eyes as she slowly steps out of the van and
walks to her classroom. And what about the daily
stomachaches that I’ve come to accept as part of her? I try to
believe it when her teacher says these things are normal.

“I like Mrs. Woods, but I like you more,” she says.
“Why don’t we do some research and if we all think it’s

a good idea, maybe we can homeschool, but we need to
think about it some more,” I say. I’m excited by her idea and,
at the same time, I wonder if by opening this door I am
harming her.

I have to make a decision. My oldest wants to leave
school and I suspect my two younger ones will follow her
lead. Do I assume my daughter knows her own mind and is
making a wise decision? Do I listen to her teacher, who
thinks my daughter is doing well in school, even though she
admits she looks “frail” in the classroom? Do I listen to the
public school administrator, the one that whispers the word
“homeschool” with pinched lips? What about my school
nurse friend who says kids who have been homeschooled are
behind, academically and socially? Do I listen to my
husband who supports the idea, my friends who say if
anyone can do it I can, and my several homeschooling
friends who ask why I waited so long? Do I listen to my own
thoughts that have hastily fast-forwarded to the fun and
freedom we could have as homeschoolers?

I collect opinions. I ask the cashier at Starbucks who
says she homeschooled, my neighbor, my best friend, the old
high school friend I’ve reconnected with on Facebook. Then
I stir in every book on homeschooling I can find and add a
pinch of information from education and curriculum e-mail
lists. It’s like I’m playing a game of Twister, left hand on
green, right foot on blue, and hoping I won’t tumble. I spend
countless hours on the Internet in the wee hours of the
morning trying to figure this out, until the information starts
repeating itself and I can breathe. I let it marinate for a few
months, until I become comfortable with what my daughter
knew was right for her and homeschooling becomes a
reality.

When my daughter cried as a baby, I carried her, fed
her, or slept by her side. I held her hands and talked with her
as she learned to walk and speak. She intuitively learned to

trust herself and know that her needs were
important as I listened and responded. Why do I
question whether she knows what she needs at
age nine?

Almost three years have passed since my
daughter declared she wanted to homeschool
and we embarked on this winding journey with
all three kids through homeschooling groups,
theater companies, children’s choirs, horse
shows, dance classes, and writing groups.
We’ve explored and discarded countless

curricula, and I’ve found the courage to mostly let them
follow their interests, against a wall of constant internal
questioning about whether I’m doing the right thing.

My anxiety comes out in bursts of control; I have them
try yet another math curriculum, take a writing class they

(Continued on page 10)
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don’t really want to take, or have them stick with violin
because they made a commitment.

I want my kids to know how to think and make good
decisions, but mostly, I want them to trust themselves. I will
perform an experiment; I’m going to see what happens if I
trust my children without doubting myself. I’m going to
grant myself permission to let go of the background noise
that sabotages my efforts to respect my children’s needs and
let them think and make their own decisions. I want them to
see me trusting myself. I’ll start my experiment now,
document my progress, and know that I can always bring
back the angst if I decide life works better that way.   

Pets
Our Bear of a Dog

Peggy Simkins
Elmer, NJ

A boy should have a dog. Or so
the story goes. It seemed an
appropriate gift for our son
Mark’s eighth birthday. Our
friends had a Newfoundland

mama dog (think huge, black and furry) and the puppies
were, of course, adorable. So, we bought one of those cute
puppies for Mark. We named him Wooley Bear because of
the obvious resemblance. He didn’t stay little for long,
however. He was a great dog in every way—almost. He
had one vice: he loved to chase the calves in their pen,
which would terrify them as he nipped at their heels, often
resulting in one of the calves jumping out of the pen, which
they could only do under duress. This trait did not endear
the dog to my husband Oscar.

One summer day Oscar and the four boys were out
working, or maybe fishing—at any rate, they were absent,
leaving only Becky, our nine-year-old daughter, and I at
home. We were preparing to go visit my sister-in-law
Linda, who lived a couple of miles away, so we headed out
the door. We got into the car and were about to pull out of
the drive, when barking and commotion in the calf pen
caught our attention. Leaving the car doors wide open, we
quickly dashed to the scene of the crime, our goal being to
capture Wooley Bear before he’d managed to force a calf
to jump the rails. But we were too late. The terrified calf
came running towards the car, and, interpreting the open
car doors as some kind of enticing refuge from the crazed
beast, she leaped into the floor of the passenger side. I
ignored that problem for the moment; my first priority was
to catch Wooley Bear before he freed up any additional
calves. I was able to grab him by his collar, and he, mission

accomplished, willingly walked along with me to the barn,
where I closed him inside.

There remained the problem of the calf in the car. By
now, she had continued to advance her position by pushing
with her back feet until she was entirely under the dash in
the front passenger area where your feet belong. The calf,
not knowing her nemesis was safely removed, kept inching
forward until her head was stuck under the steering wheel
and her rear end was far enough inside to do with
disastrous consequences what animals often do when
upset—she pooped! Inside the car! There stood Becky and
I, wondering how to extricate this creature (she may have
been a small calf, but her proportions were never intended
to fit under the dashboard of a small station wagon). She
was wedged too tightly to move any farther forward, so the
only thing to do was to try and pull her out by her back
feet. And pull we did, as she resisted and pulled the other
way. Somehow, we managed together to extract the calf,
and she was happy to return to the safety of her pen. My
daughter and I were a bit the worse for wear and returned to
the house to repair the damages—after we’d cleaned up the
mess in the car as best we could. We were a little late
arriving at Linda’s house, but this story, that Becky loves to
tell whenever memories are being shared, remains.   

The Greatest Tiny Protector
Lori Swanson

Fountain Hills, AZ

The most accurate description of him is a “bat on stilts.”
His tiny black head is perfectly round, larger than a ping-
pong ball yet smaller than a racquetball. His jet-black fur is
turning white around his chin and eyes, as he has just passed
the ripe old age of three. If ever there was a dog with a type-
A personality, it is Juno—he stresses over just about
anything, his dark eyes bugging out of their sockets with
wide-eyed terror (or wonder?) at the slightest provocation.
The first time we took him for a ride in the car, we thought
he’d have a tiny stroke before our very eyes. He
hyperventilated so badly we had to turn around and take him
back home.

His velvety ears are as big as the rest of his head,
causing him to look like a tiny hang-glider; one would
believe he could jump from one branch to the next alongside
a flying squirrel. His black-turning-white snout, along with
those characteristic pointy ears, makes him truly resemble a
tiny bat. He is a “deer Chihuahua,” so he also looks like a
tiny, long-legged, ebony, newborn fawn. When he walks he
doesn’t merely walk, he boings, as if motoring on four, tiny,
spring-loaded pogo sticks. When he runs, he gallops with the
smoothness of a thoroughbred. And, with those endless legs
and no body weight to speak of, he can eat up the ground
effortlessly, to release pent-up energy or show his unlimited
enthusiasm for life. He is also the terror of the dog park.
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We cannot let him off his leash if he is around other
dogs, for his boundless energy and personality lead to him
yipping and snapping fearlessly at even the greatest-sized
canines. Other dog owners have urged us to have him trained
to not be so aggressive, but I truly believe aggression is not
his problem. He is tiny, and he appears to be fearless, but
more than anything, he is highly protective of those he loves.
And it is that protectiveness that led him to take on the pit
bull just two days ago.

He was outside early, exploring the cul-de-sac as usual,
unaware that an intruder would soon turn the corner. But as
he sniffed, watered, and fertilized the lawn across the street, a
stray pit bull wandered just a bit too close for comfort.
Threatened by an unknown and undesired four-legged
adversary, all of Juno’s instincts kicked into high gear.

He took off after the pit bull like a bullet from a gun.
Just that quickly he could have been eaten alive by a dog
known for its ferocity, aggressiveness, and inherent
meanness. One bite from those powerful jaws and Juno
would have been a mere appetizer. But the pit bull turned
and raced away as if chased by the devil himself.

Down one block, around a corner, across a sizable
grassy wash, and Juno was still the pursuer. I could only
chase behind and watch helplessly, as my baby dog played
out his own version of David vs. Goliath and took on the
seemingly impossible opponent. Finally, the intruder cleared
a wall and disappeared down a side street, crossing some
invisible fence line and therefore assuring Juno that the
danger was past.

If a dog could “strut its stuff,” Juno strutted following
his adventure that morning. The springs on the pogo-like legs
gained a little more bounce, the head a little more cockiness,
the ears a little more perk, the tail a little greater wag. It took
a long time for the hair on the ruff of his neck to settle back
down—he was on a powerful pit-bull-induced endorphin
high. No triumphant athlete has ever celebrated his
superiority like Juno did that January morning. Had he been
able to make the sign of the cross and send it skyward in
honor of his creator I truly believe he would have done so.

The pit bull hasn’t been seen since. In dog circles, it is
now warning anyone who will listen that a tiny black devil
dog lives in the house on the cul-de-sac.

At the moment, Juno is curled up peacefully on my lap,
those big eyes closed in make-believe slumber. He is the
epitome of calm. He is yawning at the boring life he leads,
looking forward only to his next chicken strip or to the
leftovers he may enjoy later. No unwanted presences
threaten his safety, so he is quiet. He curls into a ball so tiny
he could be easily overlooked by an outside observer.

Just wait, though. The devil dog is always alert, and
there is no threat too large for his nuclear energy. There is a
phrase in French: “Je suis prêt, I am ready.”

We need to find room on Juno’s tiny body for this
tattoo.



Diamonds • Cats
Marcy Meffert
Leon Valley, TX

Do
Cats know
Their royal

Egyptian past?
Do they care?

I think
Not.
Toes

Curling
Claws hooking

They “make bread” on
Our clothing

And snag
Hearts.
Dish

Of fish,
Place to perch,

Human servants,
Catnap days
Make them

Purr.
Don’t

You wish
That we could
Be copy cats?

Snooze and play,
Purr all

Day.
Nice work if you can get it!   

The Writing Life
The Great Equalizer

(Why I Write)
Debra Sanders

Colorado Springs, CO

Since I was a child, I have used words to sift through
the thoughts, events and confusions that have peppered
every phase of my life. I began by scribbling misspelled
words and malapropisms in small, teal-colored
diaries—treasured books that came with a lock and a key,
along with the guarantee of one private place in the
universe where the right combination of letters and
syllables could render me powerful.

It was in these early, autobiographical primers that I

(Continued on page 12)



Page 12 True Words Anthology

learned to love words, to love the roll of them on my
tongue and the sounds of them in my head as I sought the
precise arrangement that would fine-tune the cadence of
my thoughts and allow me to morph into a formidable
opponent against whomever, or whatever, felt threatening.
Words on a page had the power to transform me from an
insecure child into a three-foot soldier brandishing a
weapon capable of equalizing life’s inequities. Little kid by
day, word warrior by night.

During my adolescence, as the effects of a chaotic
childhood intersected with teenage hormones, writing
proved to be the tether that secured me to the planet, a
harness that kept my own energy and intensity from
catapulting me into some surreal world of my own making.
The words of those years—mostly dolorous, angry,
plaintive, and despairing words scripted into poetry, prose,
and song—are relentless and revealing. Regardless of form,
they archive the vestiges of an adolescent in possession of
old-soul wisdom, and they supplied necessary grounding
until I was old enough to act upon the wisdom I somehow
seemed to have had.

Beginning in my early 30s and continuing for 20 years,
nearly my entire relationship with the written word was
defined by the psychological reports I wrote that brought
children alive on paper. Though I didn’t know it then, I was
practicing the genre of creative nonfiction, writing each
report in a way that showed as much as told, that engaged
readers through vibrant and visual storytelling while
maintaining the ethics of representing a child honestly,
objectively, analytically, and passionately. My writing
throughout those years reflects words carefully chosen to
conform to the parameters of a professional world, but they
were still the powerful tool I bandied about to level the
playing field—if no longer for myself, then for children
whose hearts and spirits had been battered and bruised far
too early in life.

Written words have always acted as my confessional
and my confidant, the shriving-pew from which I square
off and stare down my own reflection. My privately written
words are what disarm my defenses and lead me through an
honest evaluation of my own behavior so that I can learn
and grow, rather than hide or crumble, from an experience.

Life’s realities, whether involving children, animals or
a planet being destroyed by the carelessness of our race,
have always had the potential to overpower me with such
visceral feelings of despair that I would find myself
wanting to strip naked and lie upon the damp earth, my
face mashed into the roots of something created long before
me and likely to survive long after I am mere ashes spread
over a mountain. But lying naked in the woods is not
always practical (or advisable). Instead, it’s words that
serve as the steadfast companions that wrap around and
provide me with comfort no less tangible than a down quilt
on a frigid, arctic night.

I figure there are two types of people in the world:
those who live behind Door Number One and those who
live behind Door Number Two. Behind Door Number One,
the magic and power of words seduce. Words tease and
tantalize, heckle and coax, until just the right words and the
precise rhythmic cadence of syllables collide to transform
letters of an alphabet into ideas, sensations, and story.
Words are hypnotic to those behind Door Number
One—opium for an irrepressible urge to understand,
express, and create.

People behind Door Number Two do not spend their
lives fixated upon the taste and texture of words. They do
not spend hours rolling words over their tongues until the
exact combinations can be found to express the nuances of
thoughts and emotion. There is something to be said for not
living with such obsessions.

On the other hand, it’s in living behind Door Number
One that I discovered the great equalizer. And while the
company I keep might be (at least) a tad neurotic, I know I
shall never be bored by my neighbors. A good thing, since I
doubt I will ever find myself living behind a different door.


True North
Stephanie Barko

Austin, TX

After 11 years in the semiconductor industry, my
employer offered an exit package for which I was qualified.
Knowing I could sustain myself financially for a while, I
decided to take a sabbatical year, my quest for true north.
During this year, my goal was to slow down and simply
observe what naturally bubbled up for me to do next. Each
day I trusted that whatever organically arose would
eventually lead me to new work and that this new work
would be coming from a deeper place than anything I had
previously accomplished.

Since letting go is the best way I know to move
forward, the first thing I did to uncover my new self was to
shred, recycle or file 900 pounds of paper out of my study.
Lightened up, I then embarked on an 18-week Artist’s Way
series, based on the book by Julia Cameron. During this
series, the facilitator suggested that I join a writers’ group
she was attending, led by an MFA poet. Writing and
reading my compositions in this group was such a
breakthrough experience that I joined several other writing
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groups over the next year, returning to an activity I had
discovered when I was 12.

The following spring, a book editor in one of these
writing groups approached me about helping her authors
garner publicity for their titles. From observing my
interactions with the writers in her group, she was confident
that my experience marketing semiconductors was directly
transferable to book marketing.

Somehow I always knew that my life mission had to
do with getting the word out. Since college, my avocation
had been connecting people. All that networking and event
planning I had done for fun and not profit, long before
social media existed, was about to make me some money.

By invitation, I had entered a dynamic industry in the
midst of a sea change over how information was being
delivered. Barriers to entry were low for those willing to
work smart and navigate the changing publishing tide.
Even in my first year of business, my book publicity
agency was profitable. By year two, I was searching for
talent to help me, and in year three, I had hired this talent
and was pleased with their results. Working as a paid
communicator today feels so natural. In many ways, it
crystallizes everything I’ve ever been and done.   

My Secret
Shawn Essed

Taneytown, MD

He goes to work.
They go to bed.
And I go into one long exhale
scrawling my naked soul into my notebook.
Bare and raw,
I dance along the lines and into the margins.
I watch myself.
Sometimes laughter bursts from my throat.
Sometimes tears smear the ink.
I scribble on
drawing dips and curls, curves and triumphant points.
Mom always said my handwriting looked like hieroglyphics.
I say it looks like freedom.   

Making Connections
Linda Austin
St. Louis, MO

My sister and I grew up listening to our Japanese mother
tell us stories about her childhood spent growing up in a
small town outside Tokyo. My mother was born in 1925 and,
like many others of her era, endured the Depression during
her formative years. She belongs in the ranks of parents who
scrape the mayonnaise jars clean, who save every scrap of
leftovers, and who demand their children eat everything on
their plates so as not to waste food.

Our mother’s stories, though, did not dwell on the
poverty she experienced. She told of childhood adventures
and mishaps that, while from a different culture, we could
relate to, as children worldwide play hide-and-seek, catch
bugs, and occasionally get lost. On the other hand, the
cultural difference made the stories even more fascinating to
us, as we learned about the many festivals celebrated in
Japan and listened with wide eyes to her mysterious “Old
Fox” tales.

For the most part, my sister and I spent our time trying
to fit into small-town American life despite our acorn-
colored skin, the strange food we sometimes ate, and the silk
kimonos hidden in footlockers. Somewhere in my teenage
years, though, a seed was planted to someday, somehow,
record those stories of my mother’s youth. I realized that
they were indeed unusual and unique in our American world,
which contained little other diversity at the time.

It wasn’t until many years later, after I had married,
moved several times, and had children, that I finally began
work on writing down the stories of my mother’s youth. My
mother’s friend, Frankie, started the project while my life
was still busy and unsettled. One day Frankie handed me a
computer disk containing whatever stories she had coaxed
my mother to write in her broken English and that Frankie
could manage to understand and type up. Thus began a
beautiful journey.

The stories were gathered in spurts and bits and pieces
over ten years. My mother was full of happy reminiscences
and I collected her scraps of writing as well as the little
drawings she would create to help me understand her stories.
Mostly, though, since my mother never mastered the English
language, I would quiz her, reminding her of the tales she
told me as a child, asking her about the circumstances and
her feelings about what happened. I would scribble down the
answers and later type them up, often to think of even more
questions to ask. Sometimes I had to beg her to tell me
simple details of her life that she felt were insignificant and
unimportant.

“Who cares about that?” she would say, annoyed.
“I do, and your grandchildren will,” I would answer.
As I listened to my mother and pried my way into the

hidden corners of her life, I began to understand more fully
who she was. As a child, and especially as a teenager, I could
not understand why she behaved in ways that seemed either
irrational to me or, at least, unlike what I was used to from
other adults in my life. I began to see how her early cultural
learning affected her life in America, and how certain painful
experiences had made their marks upon her. I remember
sitting in the car with her, crying together, and I wish that I
had known these things about her so much earlier, so that I
would have been more patient and understanding with her.

A few years ago, my mother began losing her short-term
memory. In the spring of 2005, I realized that I needed to

(Continued on page 14)
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work hard to finish the book before she was unable to help
me anymore. I also saw reminders everywhere on television,
on radio, and in the newspapers of the approaching 60th
anniversary of the end of World War II, a significant event in
my mother’s life. Those reminders nagged at me to hurry,
because time was flying by and my mother was in her
twilight years.

I worked with my mother almost daily for three months.
By the time the book was finished, a month before my
mother’s 80th birthday, I felt a deep bond between us.
Laughing and crying, questioning and learning, the little gulf
that used to be between us had disappeared.

My mother was astonished to see how well our project
together had turned out. She was thrilled to hold the beautiful
book of her life in her timeworn hands. She is surprised and
proud when people tell her how much they enjoyed and
learned from her story. Most of all, she loves to turn the
pages and relive precious moments over and over—treasures
that will now never be lost.   

Writing Fireflies
Amy Greenspan

Austin, TX

Catch a moment.
Feel it glow.
Stash it in a jelly jar
of words.

Watch a burst of birds, a
Dancer’s fan snapped open,
rising, dipping, turning
on an agile wrist of wind.

Take the trashcan to the street.
Smell the fertile power
of honeysuckle bursting
into flower by the curb.

Walk among the winter pines.
Stop in startled silence.

Sunburst raining silver dust
on silhouetted deer.

Wake from napping to a muffled
lullaby of purring.

Orange tabby furriness
burrowed deep beneath the sheets.

Lightening bugs of life.
Trap them in your jelly jar
so you’ll know where they are
in the night.    

The Water Muse and the Naked Poet
Cory Raymond

McAllen, TX

My blondish hair, normally much more fluid, now lies
plastered against my head, its color made a few shades
darker by the cascading water of my nighttime shower.

My aching bones sigh, as the muscles holding my
altogether all together relax and become more playful, the
irritations of the day streaming away down the drain,
mixing with my cast-off skin and just the stress of being 60.

The pounding water baptizes me a born-again girl,
pristine, but somehow wise.

The water pounds on and I feel the fetal life begin to
stir within my being, timidly at first, but evolving
quickly—kicking, kicking, kicking, inside my half-washed
head.

I feel the water break and run in torrents down my
legs, and I know that another birth is near.

Newly born myself, I must hastily prepare to welcome
the new little one into my ever-growing family.

I dry off hurriedly, the essence of water now the
essence of time, insert myself into the handiest
garment—my husband’s old flannel shirt—and head for the
delivery room, also known as office.

I sit, with no one in attendance, and write and write,
my nice clean hand flying across the page, eager to finish
the delivery, until my final period is put upon the page, and
another new creation, so beautifully biracial, there in black
and white, smiles up into my adoring eyes.   

Coming of Age
Playing with Dolls

Johnett Scogin
Austin, TX

The last year I believed in Santa Claus, I asked for, and
got, my favorite baby doll ever—Baby Tender Love. Baby
Tender Love was the flight simulator for mommies in
training. She came with little pink and yellow clothes and
adorable pink booties. Her hair was the blond color that I
later came to associate with former high school
cheerleaders. She had blue eyes, a cute button nose, and a
little pink bow of a mouth with a hole in it just big enough
to accept the “drink and wet” bottle (patent pending). But
my favorite thing about Baby Tender Love was that her
skin was not made of hard vinyl or stuffed cotton but some
sort of foam polymer that was soft and yielding. That, and
her skin was infused with the scent of baby powder, so it
made you want to hold her close, stroking her chubby little
arms, inhaling the perfume of motherhood.
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As I grew a bit older, Baby Tender Love gave way to
Barbie fashion dolls, though I usually preferred Skipper or
Midge to the buxom star of the show. Along with my sister
and friends, I whiled away entire rainy afternoons making
up dramas about parties and dates and Barbie’s inevitable
marriage to Ken. I could imagine the white dress, the
flowers, and Ken with his perfect smile, smart, blue velvet
tuxedo, and molded-in-place Rick Perry hairstyle.

One year, my sister asked for a board game for her
birthday called “The Bride Game.” The goal was to move
around the board, collecting cards for all the necessary
pieces of the wedding. First stop was the bridal gown (even
before the groom). You never knew which dress would be
the one you drew, but all of us wanted the gorgeous
“formal evening” wedding with the most ornate gown,
flowing veil, beautiful bouquet of flowers, bridesmaids’
dresses, and the handsomest groom.

I bet I played that game a hundred times that year. I
knew every bridal gown and her mate. I listened to my
sister and friends go into great detail describing their ideal
wedding day, and the criteria they currently had for Mr.
Right. I could see each girl in turn parading down the aisle
arm-in-arm with her father, Mendelssohn blaring on the
pipe organ. In every wedding, I was a bridesmaid or the
maid of honor, but even in my imagination, I was never the
girl getting married.

Somehow, I knew from a very young age that I wasn’t
cut out for this marriage-and-kids thing. The whole idea of
it just seemed farcical when applied to me. My sisters and
girlfriends never questioned their roles as wife and mother,
even if they also wanted to become doctors or lawyers, or
high-powered businesswomen. For them the mold seemed
to fit. But somewhere on a cellular level, I just knew: I
would never marry or become a mother.

At first, that lack of desire for motherhood was neutral,
but by adolescence, the idea took on a decidedly more
negative tone. Of course I wasn’t getting married. Who in
their right mind would want me? In elementary school, I
was the smart, fat kid. By middle school I was the pimply,
fat girl, the one that might know all the answers in class,
but who was destined never to be more than a sidekick to
her friends’ romantic adventures.

By high school, my fate was sealed. I was a brain. My
best friends were the head majorette and a semi-closeted
gay boy every bit as shy as I was. It made for an odd
triangle, but it sort of worked for me. I got to watch my
girlfriend’s romantic milestones and missteps and live
vicariously through her dates, her loves, and her breakups.
And my gay friend and I were comfortable being together.
We were soul mates, and helped each other out by going to
proms and banquets together. He was my beard—or I was
his. We never quite figured that out, even after he came out
of the closet to me after he spent two years in the Army.
(Don’t ask, don’t tell.)

So, the one man I had ever truly loved was not going
to be my husband either, though one Saturday he did
propose to me, saying we could get away from both of our
families and make a life of our own. We knew it wouldn’t
have worked, but now that he’s been gone for almost eight
years, dead from AIDS, it is a particularly bittersweet
memory.

My lack of romantic involvement was rarely
something I dwelled on. It wasn’t going to happen for me.
Why should it? And since most of my married friends
(including both of my sisters) had been through at least one
divorce, remaining single seemed to have been a smart, if
unintentional, decision.

But then, the impossible happened. I fell in love with
someone who was in love with me. It didn’t matter that my
love was another woman. The feeling was still the same,
and still as miraculous. That we have been living together
as a couple, married in our eyes if not those of the State, for
almost five years is something I celebrate daily and thank
all the powers of the Universe for allowing me to
experience.

Maybe, all those years ago, if I could have envisioned
Skipper and Midge all grown up and married to each other,
living in Massachusetts with a Subaru station wagon and
three adopted kids, it might have occurred to me sooner
that I could have a lasting love that didn’t look like other
partnerships I had seen. But then again, maybe not. And
maybe my own marriage is all the more special for it.   

I Have Too Many Corners in My House
Jean Lechner

Garden Grove, CA

1954—spring-cleaning. I follow a routine I’ve used for
years. First, I strip the beds and take the sheets to the
washing machine. Next, I remove the curtains and drapes,
pick up the rugs, and take them to the basement for washing.

I’m amazed and delighted how bright the bedroom is
with the curtains down. I’m enthused and eager to get
started. I take clothes from the closet and arrange them in
order on the bed, then take them outside to hang on the
clothesline to air out. It won’t take long to hang them
tonight, since I already have them lined up.

 My first load of sheets is ready to hang on the lines. I
put the next load of clothes in the washing machine.

Back to the cleaning, I
take out dresser drawers and
put them in the front room. I’ll
sort and re-line the bottoms of
the drawers later.

As usual, I start at a
corner and scrub my way
around the room. I have my

(Continued on page 16)
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bucket of hot water, Spick and Span, and Pine-Sol. I am
ready to go. I start by the door doing the woodwork along the
way. I move to the next corner, to the two corner windows
and rolling shades, wash and re-hang them right away. I
move down to the next corner. I wash down the metal rails of
the bed, and on to the next corner and closet. I take out
everything, shoes and all, and wash the inside of the closet,
the shelves, and replace the shoes neatly in a row. I am back
to the beginning. I turn the mattress while I’m here. I’m
ready to scrub the floor on my hands and knees. I wax the
floor on my way out. I’m done with this room, return to the
clotheslines, and take down the sheets. Next in the washer
are the curtains and drapes, and then the rugs.

Now it’s time to tackle my room. It’ll take a little
longer, as my furniture is bigger and harder to move. I flip
the mattress. I take my dresser drawers to the front room to
sort later. I start down the first corner cleaning as I go.
Everything in my path gets washed including windows and
shades, not forgetting the bed rails. I move the furniture to
clean under and polish furniture as I go. I’m back to the
doorway, and finished except for the middle. I sweep,
scrub, and wax the floor.

I put in the last rugs to wash and take the washed
curtains to the line outside for drying. I bring in the newly
dried sheets, smelling of fresh ozone, and make the beds. I
think of climbing into this welcome freshness tonight. I
bring in curtains from the clotheslines, quickly iron them,
breathe in the ironed smell, and hang them over glistening,
clean windows. I am so pleased. I bring in the drapes that
have been airing out. I press and hang them up. I hang the
clothes in the closet. What a beautiful, fragrant aroma.

I make dinner and the boys do the dishes. This gives
me time to sort the drawers and get rid of things no longer
useful. We put the drawers away. The rugs are washed and
dried and ready for the floor. Day one is done and I am
satisfied.

On day two, the front room and bath room are cleaned
in the same order, corner to corner Today is an easy day.

Day three is kitchen-cleaning day. I start at a corner
and work around. Clean everything in my path. I have three
cabinets and they’re cleaned. I keep my stove in clean
condition so it’s no chore. The basement will get cleaned
next week.

1965—spring is here again. I’ve moved to California
into a four-bedroom home, living room, kitchen, den, and
two baths. Thank heavens there are no outside clotheslines.
The boys can help now. They clean their own dresser
drawers and sort and pass down clothes. I make a mental
note of what needs to be replaced for school. I’ll watch the
sales.

I clean the rooms again from corner to corner; the boys
help wash woodwork, and the windows. When the boys
decide to squabble, I decide it’s time to wash windows (the
windows get washed often), Jim outside, facing Jesse
inside. They’re allowed to make all the faces they want at

each other. Soon the giggles start and the windows get
cleaned. When the windows are clean, the hallway is next. I
have the cleanest hallway in town.

In five days, we’ve gone from corner to corner in
every room. The pride the boys have in their clean rooms is
an inspiration.

1974—spring again. Jim’s now in the service and Joel
has Jim’s room. Again, we start at the corner and work
around the room. They do their own rooms now and not
always such a good job is done. I’m working and it’s
harder to get the cleaning done. I still go corner to corner in
my room, bath, front room, kitchen, and den with the boys
help. Joel cleans his room.

1984—spring came awfully fast this year. Jesse and
Jim are married. Jeffrey moved and is working. Joel is still
home. Jeff’s room is the spare room. I can’t seem to get too
much cleaning done anymore. It takes three or four days to
clean one room from corner to corner.

1994—spring again? I’m tired just thinking about
cleaning, and every year it seems to take longer to do just
one room.

2005—spring again! At 75 years old I no longer look
at a room and know I can get it cleaned—this week. Which
corner can I clean today? To heck with the whole room;
one corner today. One corner at a time, I say!

2008—I have too many corners in my house.   

Loss
Fawn

Linda Sievers
Arcata, CA

Standing on my deck, I admired the warm, September
evening. The sun, a flaming ball behind a haze of smoke
blowing up the coast from recent L.A. fires, radiated amber
rose over the bay. Soft tree shadows trailed the lawn as
though saluting day’s end. The air felt motionless, quiet.

“Come on Gray Kitty, let’s stroll through the yard.” I
stepped onto the lawn as the cat ran to his lookout perch on
the fence. While Gray Kitty scanned the field watching
anything that moved, his yellow eyes locked in deep
concentration, I noticed the buds on the rhododendrons were
profuse. Next March, if the coastal rains did not destroy the
blossoms, there would be a dazzling bloom.

Gray Kitty leapt off his perch, rapidly treaded his paws,
and then slinked close-bellied along the grass. As he
slithered, I realized the doe and her fawn had not come round
that day. They had been coming nightly to feed on the corn,
oats, and barley I set out for them. In these autumn weeks, I
liked to fatten the deer before winter, so they had a fighting
chance against predators or disease.
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I continued along the fence picking at weeds, fussing
with plants. Then, I saw Gray Kitty fixated on the deer
grounded between the fence and a large rhododendron. Her
eyes became terror stricken as I moved closer. I stopped
when she struggled unsuccessfully to stand. Gray Kitty
hissed then scampered away. I looked for the fawn, which I
saw kneeling in the grass not 12 feet from the mother, its
eyes riveted on her.

“Easy. You go easy now, Mama.” I carefully edged
closer.

The deer’s head, slung over her shoulder, revealed her
vulnerable neck. The large, dark pools of her eyes glazed as
she panted. Then I remembered she had been limping badly
the last two days. A car, speeding around curves headed to
the golf course, must have nicked her hip or leg. Rarely did
anyone adhere to the speed limit along these foothills.

With each shallow breath, the doe’s breathing slowed;
her spirit receded further from her eyes. I began stroking her
neck as a chill surrounded us and evening darkened. The
fawn had not moved. At last, the doe became silent.

I rose at daylight, the cool morning air hinted decay. I
did not see the fawn. Managing to hoist the doe’s body,
heavy in death, into the wheelbarrow, I wondered where to
bury the carcass. As I headed to the lower field, I hoped my
back could take the digging. Suddenly, I remembered a place
near a large rock by the willows where I would always be
able to find her.

The radiant morning betrayed the gravity of my task.
Shoveling, I began thinking how tenderly this deer had
treated her baby. I never saw her refuse it. Other does
aggressively chased their fawns from the feed so they could
eat first. I watched these helpless babies sneak back to their
mothers who clobbered them with their hooves. But this
animal had behaved affectionately toward her fawn.

Out of the corner of my eye, I glimpsed movement in
the brush nearby. I looked through the ivy branches and saw
the fawn, head down, peering at its mother lying motionless
in the wheelbarrow. I continued digging as the fawn timidly
edged closer. Soon, standing no more than six feet from me,
unmoving, its nose swollen with mucus, I saw tears
streaming from its eyes.

I knew if I moved toward the fawn it would run off.
Rolling the doe into her grave, I covered the body with
newly dug earth, as the fawn stood weeping. I wheeled the
empty barrow to the house and watched from a distance,
choking back my sorrow as the orphaned fawn stood
helpless by its mother’s grave.

For two weeks, the fawn came to sit near the gravesite,
never eating any feed I left beside the mound. Its spots were
beginning to fade. Slowly, its visits became intermittent, and
then I did not see it anymore. I hoped some other doe had
taken the fawn to herself.

Years have passed since this incident. Many times, I have
wondered if that fawn grew to be one of the does that, with her
fawn, came for the feed. Perhaps, the fawn became one of the

magnificent antlered bucks that watched me from afar, coming
to feed only when I had gone inside the house. I will never
know. I only know my heart ached the day I saw that fawn
mourn its mother, tears streaming from its eyes.   

My Mother Hated Her Feet
Tracy Kauffman Wood

Ardmore, PA

My mother hated her feet. They were size 10, widened
and flattened by four pregnancies, with toes curved around
each other, enlarged at the joints. In the ’60s, when everyone
wore sandals, she searched for a style that hid her toes. At the
beach or by the pool, she wore plastic bathing slippers.

“Bubbe bought secondhand shoes from a pushcart for
my older sisters and me,” she’d remark during every trip to
the shoe store when I was a child. “By the time I got them,
they were hand-me-down, hand-me-downs. Our shoes gave
us bunions, and ruined our toes. I swore if nothing else, my
kids would have new shoes and pretty toes, just like yours.”

In the beginning of her dementia, when we thought she
was just depressed, I took her shopping at the wide shoe
store. “Nothing’s right, nothing’s right,” she muttered over
and over, her head oscillating in despair. We squandered half
a day until finally settling on a mauve, leather, flat shoe with
Velcro strap. Laces and buckles were no longer an option.
They were too confusing. With these shoes, we trudged
through the mud of depression, and tiptoed the quicksand at
its demented foundation. Her shoes fell through the cracks
when she did. They were always getting lost. But on the days
when her mind returned, so did her shoes, and she demanded
the help she needed to put them on. Shoes were her dignity.

When she moved into an assisted-living facility, I
packed up her beloved home of 52 years. I counted 37 pairs
of shoes and assorted singles in her bedroom closet—shoes
that looked cozy and comfortable, just like her house. I found
the ones she’d worn to my wedding, the muddied shoes
she’d worn to visit her mother’s grave, her running shoes,
her swimming shoes, and her Sunday morning slippers.
Right up front, sat the black patent pumps she’d worn the
previous fall at grandson Joey’s wedding. Those shoes
looked ready and waiting for their next dance. For a few
minutes, I basked in her presence, captured in shoes.
Toward the back of her closet, I discovered shoes that
smelled new. Purchased on a whim, with rigid straps and
narrow toes, they were unrealistic for the shape of her feet,
but classy and adored anyway. I’m sure she couldn’t bear to
wear or discard them. These shoes were life’s
disappointments, with gaping holes between what was
desired, and what was delivered. Like a disintegrating brain
in the middle of an exuberant and well-deserved retirement,
they betrayed a painful discontent. I threw these shoes out.

(Continued on page 18)
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So, when it was time to give the funeral director some
clothes for her service, I found the blue dress with white trim
around the Nehru collar, the dress she’d bought for my
brother Myles’s Bar Mitzvah 30 years previous. The
neckline would look nice in a half-body, open casket, and
Myles would be pleased. Since the top half of her body was
all that would show, I figured that was all she would need. I
was wrong.

A few weeks after her death, she visited my dreams as
she had been in her prime: energetic, high-spirited, bursting
with love and gratitude. She came back to thank me for
taking care of her when she could no longer take care of
herself. I was grateful for this gift from her spirit.

A few months after her funeral, she visited again. This
time she came back steeped in demented hysteria. She came
back demanding her shoes. In the dream, I searched the
house for her shoes, every string in my body’s fiber tight
with the familiar angst, trying to make things right by her.
She waited in the car, fraught with anxiety that never let up. I
knew it well. For two sick years, I took up the slack when it
seemed as if she’d explode. In the dream, I never found the
shoes. I woke up and realized that I had buried her without
them. I knew the ones she wanted: the black patent pumps
she had danced in with my brother Lanse at his son Joey’s
wedding, just before she got sick.

What a glorious day that had been for her. She was
already concerned about her state of mind. She confided to
me weeks before the wedding, “I wish it was here already.”
She knew she was just holding on. She knew what was
coming. She held on long enough to make a speech, dance
with her son in her new black patent shoes and be the elegant
grandmother she wanted to be.

Those shoes, boxed in the attic, complete with shoe
stretchers to keep them wide, still wait for their next affair.
But this never occurred to me the day before her funeral, and
there are some things you can’t do over again. So, she went
out barefoot the way she came in, but worn from living.

A pebble of guilt remains in my shoe, although it
diminishes as the years pass and the stain of her dementia
wears off. My mother’s black patent shoes remain in my attic,
a testament to a life in full. And, “if nothing else,” my daughter
will have new shoes and pretty toes, just like mine.   

It’s Much Too Late
Judy Whelley
Dayton, OH

There are so many things I don’t know.
How do I make Hungarian goulash?
Isn’t there tomato soup in it?
Or is it tomato sauce?
I don’t know why I am thinking about this.
It is not necessarily something I want now.
It is just that I couldn’t make it if I did want it.
I don’t have the recipe.
And it is not in your recipe box.
Although you are here,
I cannot ask.
Your eyes are empty,
Your breath slow,
Your voice still.
It’s much too late.   

The Unveiling
Sandra Simon

Austin, TX

My mother died in March. The day we buried her was
miserable—brutally cold, unseasonable Houston weather,
with harsh, pelting rain, sharp lightning, and ferocious
thunder. Despite coat and boots, I shivered close beside
Taylor, my daughter, who sat white-faced and silent. She
rested one arm around my shoulders, and I held her other
hand, trying to warm it with my own.

I remember my mother encircling my hands with hers,
her fingertips against the backs of my wrists, blowing on
my hands to warm them. During the last winter of her life,
she was always cold. “Whew!” she would exclaim in the
too-warm apartment, “Even in Poland it was never this
cold!” I brought sweaters and throws. She found an old
white sweater of Grandma’s and wore that. Nothing helped.
Now, her hands were folded inside the linen shroud; she
was no longer cold.

The coffin was lowered into a concrete container in the
ground. More than the wood coffin or the mound of wet,
heavy, dark earth that we shoveled onto it, that concrete box
terrified me.

I remembered her in her garden, growing pansies and
azaleas, a fig tree, roses. Folded into a crouch beside the
flowerbed, she dug and turned the soil, feeding and nurturing
her plants, as she nurtured us. Her garden was a refuge from
work and pressures, and a connection to her own childhood.
I shared her love for the earth.

“My grandfather, your grandpa’s father, had a long stick
with a sort of hook at the end. He would reach up, and, with
a twist, he would pluck a ripe pear from the tree. He cut it
into slices for us—five slices—and we said the blessing and
ate the warm, sweet fruit. Delicious pears.”
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I could see my daughters, small again, playing in the
park with Mom, laughing and running to her with their arms
full of pinecones. That gray rectangular concrete box
haunted my dreams, separating my mother from the seasons
of the soil.

Late in January, almost a full year after the funeral, we
unveiled Mother’s headstone. I had dreaded the unveiling.
Arranging it was like preparing for the funeral all over again.
When the cloth was pulled away from the headstone, I
gasped. Another proof: this is real. There it lay, beside the
stone for Dad. Anna Mark Waldman / Jacob Waldman /
Loving memory.

As we stood there, family and friends in a ragged arc
around the gravesites, the sun shone down, warming my
head, my shoulders, my arms, and my hands. The ground
had healed over. We cried and talked, prayed and even
laughed, sharing memories of Mom. I realized that the horrid
concrete box was irrelevant. My mother’s soul and spirit
were never in it. They are elsewhere in the universe, and in
our hearts. I knelt in the soft grass to leave a pebble on the
headstone, and deeply breathed in the pine-scented air.   

My Sweet Patricia
Helen Leatherwood

Beverly Hills, CA

My friend Patricia died yesterday. She was 49 years’
old and had been dying slowly for 15 years, more rapidly in
the past six. First, there was the diagnosis of brain cancer,
then chemotherapy and radiation, and finally the gradual
eating away of her brain from radiation poisoning—the
cure that killed.

The brain tumors were no longer there. Instead, all the
healthy brain tissue turned to mush, millimeter by millimeter.
It has been one of the saddest realities of my life to be an
ongoing witness to the slow dissolution of a personality, a
spirit, a brain so quick it could make you marvel. My best
friend, staring blankly at an endless array of TV programs,
unable to walk or talk, reduced to tube feeding and diapers.

“You have to promise me, Len, you’ll never let
modern medicine just keep me alive,” Patricia said not long
after her diagnosis with malignant melanoma and the
discovery of the walnut-size brain tumor. “You have to
promise you’ll put a pillow over my head if I won’t die.
Promise to let me live only as long as I have dignity.”

I did promise, knowing full well it might come down
to the pillow—praying it would not, but knowing it
might—and we sealed that oath with a sisterly kiss
followed by nuzzling cheek to cheek.

I knew the feel of Patricia’s smooth, thin cheek
intimately, and the texture of her thick, blonde hair against
my face. My beloved friend: the yellow flecks in her bright
blue eyes; the fine hair on her slender arms; the beauty of
her long fingers as they kneaded clay before throwing a pot
on her foot-propelled potter’s wheel.

I knew every curve of her slight body, the upward lift
of her small breasts, the arch in her back. I have seen her
naked many times, her beautiful sister body standing next
to mine in a shared shower, or side-by-side after bathing,
smoothing cream on our faces, looking in the same mirror.

Someone took a picture of us once, cheeks pressed
close. Patricia’s long, straight hair, light next to my short
brown curls, her blue eyes round in contrast to my dark
almond-shaped ones. Different on the outside, the two of
us, and yet inside, so much the same. The one physical trait
we had in common was face-crinkling smiles.

“Promise me you’ll take care of me when I’m sick.”
“I promise,” I said.
When she was diagnosed, my husband and I dropped

everything to come live near her. We stayed for six months
until she was stable and in remission. Then we went home,
but were in constant touch.

Then she met a man. A man she might have passed by
under normal circumstances, but things were far from
normal, and he wanted to love her.

“The only thing I’ve ever really wanted was to get
married,” she said.

“Of course,” I said, “you could still do that.”
But they couldn’t marry. He would be responsible for

her medical bills if he were her husband. She refused to put
him in that position. They agreed instead to live together.
He moved in—longhaired, tattooed, Harley-driving John,
several years younger than Patricia, and the cousin of her
second-best friend. They began a life together. Had just
started.

Then Patricia had a stroke. I was called in California.
“Not going to live.” I flew to Texas.

She was completely conscious and alert when I got to
the hospital. We talked—all of us.

“I love John. I want him to have the power of
attorney.”

“Yes,” I said. “That’s how it should be.”
She signed it over. John was loving, kind, devoted, a

caregiver by nature, not a person capable of a pillow in bad
times.

Then the deterioration started. The doctors told John
that she wouldn’t die of the cancer; it would be the effects
of the radiation instead. “Take her home and don’t treat
her,” they said. “Let her die of a cold that moves into
pneumonia. This will be merciful.”

I nodded and said, “Yes, John, this is what she wants.”
He looked down and was quiet, then took her home.

But he didn’t understand, didn’t know my sweet friend
really would’ve said to let her die. Instead, he treated every
sniffle, every cold. Emergency room visits for a slight
temperature. Doctors called in the middle of the night for
an upset stomach.

Slowly, I watched my beloved, vibrant, smart, articulate

 (Continued on page 20)
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friend reduced to dull eyes in a bloated face. “Please, John,” I
begged. “Please, this is not what she wanted.” He would sigh
over the phone. “I love her. I can’t do anything to hurt her.”

My compassion turned to anger. “Please, John,
please.” It didn’t matter what I said. It made no difference.
He couldn’t, wouldn’t, do what only a beloved friend might
do: let the sniffle move to a cold, move to death.

I don’t fault John. It was too much to ask of him, this
gentle man who’d come looking for the love of his life.

Finally, yesterday, six and a half years after that first
major stroke, Patricia’s brain began to hemorrhage. I
rushed to be there with her on her deathbed, but arrived two
hours too late. By the time I walked into her hospital room,
she was lying cold on the bed, her blue eyes dull and dead,
staring at a point on the far wall. I leaned over and kissed
the smooth, thin cheeks I knew so well.

“Good-bye, sweet one,” I said. “Now it’s time for
dignity.”

And now, it’s time for my tears.   

Motherly Love
Nancilynn Saylor

Austin, TX

How is it
that Providence
can sift through
women of the Earth
of this time
and shake out the ones
who have grieved likewise,
who have felt the pain
of motherhood
and the joy
and the loss,
some with sons named
Michael—
my A-student,
my beloved Mama’s Boy,
lost to me at 17.
No school could hold him,
only a jail cell could contain him.
His mind, while brilliant,
did not have the power
to say no to anything that tempted him;
a mother’s love,
a brother’s heartache,
and even the memory of his babies’ faces
could not keep him with us.
Now, 19 years later neither a mother’s love nor
the faces of his children’s children
can keep him here.
Bi-polar
manic-depressive—
phrases I know,

but will never understand.
Here it is Michael,
another Thanksgiving.
Momma goes to the bedroom
and cries.   

Surviving
Sawdust

Barbara Bingham
Sarasota, FL

Papa took me out to his workshop every evening after
our early dinner. My grandmother never came with us.
Maybe her knees were so bad with arthritis that the five-
minute walk was too much for her. Or maybe she didn’t
want to face her suspicion of what was going on out there.

Papa’s shop was a grey, cement block building, which
stood alone near the sidewalk’s end, past the water tanks.
Inside the shop were gray walls, brown wood, black tool
handles. The smell of varnish hung in the hot sticky air. A
black rubber mat on the gray cement floor was the only
decor. A centered, plywood table supported a lathe, its cold,
metal, machine voice steely silent. Sometimes the tabletop
was covered with wood pieces and wide-jawed clamps, two-
clawed hammers, jagged-tooth saws. Sometimes a freshly
varnished captain’s chair perched on the table like it had
jumped up there off the floor.

One hot, humid, July day, Papa was working on one of
his famous teacarts. My big brother and I were together in
Papa’s shop, a rare event. My brother picked up a power tool
off the worktable and examined it, turning it slowly in his
hands. A stop sign flashed in my mind as if I had reached for
the tool myself. I, of course, wasn’t allowed to touch a power
tool. “You got no business with that, little girl,” I heard a
scolding replay in my mind. I reached out and snatched the
yardstick that was leaning against the workbench and
clenched my hand as tight as my teeth.

“My new jigsaw,” Papa explained to my brother. I held
the yardstick, the worn wooden flat stick almost too big
around for my grip. Tap, tap, tap. I tapped the edge on the
cement floor next to the faded cane-back chair. Scrape,
scrape, scrape. I dragged the stick through the shavings and
sawdust and pushed up spoonfuls of it to make a tidy hill. I
knew the shavings by heart. Each was a variation of blondish
brown, each with a hundred edges. I knew the edges of the
shavings, some sliced smooth, some rough torn. I knew the
dust that covered the edges of the shavings, some fine and
powder light, some coarse and as big as a splinter. Studying
the sawdust was what I did, standing by the old cane-back
chair for endless amounts of time—yesterday, the day before
that, as long as I can remember. Only the creaking cane-back
chair my grandfather sat in broke my keen concentration on
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the saw-dusty floor. My eyes, my mind, my soul, had been
on that floor many, many times, so I knew it well.

In a slightly delayed reaction, I heard my brother’s
words, and was startled to realize they were directed at me.
“Aunt Martha was lovin’ her tea cart when we were there,
Sunday, wasn’t she?” I looked up into his handsome face,
noticing like always his beautiful, smooth skin—not your
typical teen-ager skin, no blemishes, clean-shaven. His soft
blue eyes connected with mine and held my look.

I nodded the expected response and said “Uh-huh.” He
unlocked our eyes and went back to his friendly conversation
with the diseased man he was immune to.

My eyes drifted and stopped on Papa’s straw hat
hanging on the wall. I put one bended knee on the chair’s
seat and pressed it down hard to lift myself to reach the edge
of the hat. With the hat in my hand, I walked away from the
chair and sat down on the floor. I scraped the edge of my
small, cupped hand along the cold, rough floor. I closed it
around one tiny mound and then the next, and filled the
bottom of the upside down hat with sawdust, wood chips,
and dusty shavings off the floor.

“Papa,” I interrupted my brother. I held the hat out to
Papa. “Put on your hat, Papa,” I said. With no hesitation, he
took the hat from my hands and turned it over while putting
it on top of his big, sweaty head. The insides dumped out.
Fine dust, coarse shavings, and dirty scrapings rained down
over his sweaty brow and nose. A cloud of sawdust covered
his entire face, and the tiny chips stuck there, or fell to his
shoulders. He squinted and blinked his eyes, his eyelashes
now covered in coarse, yellow dust.

My brother screamed at me, “I’ve never seen anyone do
anything so mean!” His face was red and his voice shook
with anger.

I looked at the shavings and dust covering Papa’s tightly
closed eyes. He sputtered to blow the sticky shavings off his
lips and mouth. He reached up with one large, mottled-skin
hand and removed the hat from his head. More dust rained
from his mouse-grey hair onto his shoulders, which had
started to slump forward.

Shame burned my eyes and made them water. I hated
what had just happened, but I hated Papa more. I stared at
Papa. He looked pathetic. Instead of feeling sorry, I started
feeling a rush. I felt triumphant and, finally, in control.

Papa never said a word.   

The Year of the Weeds
Teresa Werth

Spencerport, NY

In May, when we should have been
Raking the crisp, brown remnants of autumn
From under the first green sprouts of hosta,
When the pink/white/yellow primroses
Poked their cheerful heads up through a dusting of snow,
We traded rakes for swords, took up a different battle.

As white, double bloodroot puffed up with pride
Awaiting red trillium’s coming,
I am infused with Adriamycin and Cytoxan.
No Round Up for us. No 2-4-D
To tame the noxious growth of spring.
This is the Year of the Weeds.
Quackgrass, crabgrass thrive in the morning sun.
Pitchforks, Beggarlice, Spanish nettles flourish
In beds left unattended, unchallenged by crystalline Preen.
Ragweed, plantains, prickly teasel claim the settled soil
Fighting for space while we are busy praising
Ginger root and Compazine, Kytril and Emend.
The only toxic chemicals this season
Are for me.
As mulleins grow to seven feet,
Their felt-like, hairy leaves lay slender, smooth
And seem to mock our helplessness.
How sturdy, tall they stand, firm fence not of our making.
We have no time, no strength to fight the weeds.
The hemlock-brew, genetically engineered Taxol
is for me.
Bright goldenrod, blue chickory, wild yarrow
Grow hearty, strong! Be robust in this season!
Soon the killing frost will come and
when you try to sprout again in spring,
The Year of the Weeds will be over.
Just like my deadly guest, you will be dealt with
Bravely, swiftly, sternly,
Attacked with every saber in our scabbard,
And you, like it, will perish,
So there can be beauty, order and life renewed
In next year’s gardens.   

Abuse Past, Abuse Present
Leslie Reeves
Phoenix, AZ

“Waaaait! Pleeeease,
I have to . . .
Goooooooo.”
But the “go” is slapped from my mouth,
And my plea becomes a wail of horror, humiliation, pain

and rage.
And, like always,
I go.
Unable to “Hold it.”
Unable to hold out against the Murderous Fury holding

my trembling weakness captive,
My small and powerless presence, the basic fact of my

living an insult in the hateful face of
the Terrifying, Big and Powerful,
I turn loose of what might have developed into self-

respect (what is that?)
in a calmer time and place.

 (Continued on page 22)
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I make the required payment; begging, pleading, I cry out,
whimpering and wet. Yet
unable to resist, I yield my flesh and spirit
to the cord, or the spatula, or the belt,
or whatever else can be snatched up to beat, to brutalize,

to pummel, to break, to despise a child
who is not a child—in the usual sense,
but an animal; a caged dog endlessly goaded with a stick
snarling, striking against even weaker victims of her blind

fury.
Bitter wounds now scabbed over are nowhere near as bad
as the shame that festers, oozes, erupts from my beaten,

battered soul.
Again and again, each scene plays out like the one before
with scarcely a second for her to catch her breath.
I am face down in a blanket, meant to muffle my noisy

pain,
which is, I think, the object of this brutal game.
“Don’t you cry! Don’t you cry!”
I hold my breath against what comes next,
strong hands made murderous by roiling rage,
forcing me against the bed. I can’t catch a breath!
Struggling to turn my head to breathe, my ears are
filled with shrieks from above, blows, blood, a struggle to

survive.
My chest is crushed under her terrible weight,
and I will myself to be still, to suffocate once, a small

price,
to never endure this torture again.
But my body betrays me, gulping in air
when my hair is yanked back, exposing my face to flying

fists.
Blood flung against the bedroom wall remains long after I

am gone.
Then it happens again. Again and again.
Never sure which of my sins provoked the attack, I retreat
back, back into a country lane of my imagination,
repeating a mantra that keeps me sane:
“If I live through this, I’ll be a good mom.
I’ll love my kids,” I swear.
“I’ll treat them well. They’ll never know the hell
that I endured so long.”
April 5, 1967 the terror ended. I fled with a quickly

packed sack,
determined to leave the hate behind, determined never to

look back.
But the past stowed away in my heart, made me fear
being close, being known,
popping out when the stress got too much.
I was shamed and confused, drawing stares, no excuse
to recoil from an innocent touch.
Knowing how? Not a clue, but I vowed nonetheless
to devise a new model, a new way

to relearn how to love, how to care, how to be
wholly freed from that inflicted on me.
I’ll love my kids.
I’ll make it stop! It has to stop for them.
Heartfelt words, lofty goals. Just a whisper, just a breath.
I’ll never wildly strike in rage or make them wish for

death.
But cycles turn upon themselves, the past we oft’ repeat;
Good intentions, resolutions, with no substance face

defeat.
Now I hear her, and I wonder, is it possible, can it be,
that the hated hand of torment screaming, swinging—is

that me?
Looming large, intimidating, over children cowering low,
spewing hated words that destroyed my own childhood

long ago.
“Don’t you cry! Don’t you cry!”
Grabbing, pulling, tearing screaming, I strike out with belt

or spoon.
Wildly, swearing, swinging, pacing, I rage around this

room that holds my fury—
holds my children! They’re so precious, so small.
I resolve again to stop this. I’ll do anything at all
to prevent this generation from becoming who I am,
the abused now the abuser. A new cycle starts with them.
Acting with determination, desperation born of fear,
I grab up a shear for sewing, send it speeding through the

air,
and with great deliberation I nail down the past—for

good,
driving scissors through this weapon, I impale it on door-

trim wood.
Startled speechless, tears still rolling, kids stand with

mouth agape;
Shocked to silence we bear witness to the promise I now

make:
From this moment ‘till forever, I will not again abuse.   

Oh, But for the Love of JoJo
Pat LaPointe

Prospect Heights, IL

I was abused; I didn’t abuse my children. Humiliation
was often the goal of my mother’s words and actions; I
showed respect and pride for my children. I never heard the
words “I love you” from either Mom or Dad; I ended every
day when my girls were young, and still end every
conversation with my beautiful, intelligent adult daughters,
with those words. Best of all, I hear them doing the same
with their children.

So how was the cycle of abuse and humiliation broken?
What or who created a world in which I could learn about
unconditional love? Her name was JoJo.
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JoJo (Aunt Josephine) was my father’s eldest, spinster
sister. Although there was tension between her and my
mother, JoJo spent most of her life in an apartment above
ours. From her place in our building, she could hear the
abuse. Often, even though it would increase Mom’s rage,
after an abusive incident I would seek JoJo out. More often,
however, she would call down to me to “come help her” with
something.

When I reached the top of the stairs, she’d have thrown
the door open, her arms extended toward me, with a sincere
and sympathetic smile. This was almost always followed by
her words, “Lets make cookies.” Sometimes I would see her
glance at a new bruise on some uncovered part of my body.
She’d shift her gaze quickly, thinking I hadn’t noticed, and
again that smile would appear.

While the cookies were baking, she’d ask if I wanted to
try her new bubble bath or special “bath salts.” I can still
remember how it felt to slide down in the warm, foamy
water. She’d sit with me in the bathroom. Usually we would
sing along with whatever song was on her radio. More often
she’d simply say, “Your mom had a hard life.” So you see,
from her I also learned empathy and forgiveness.

Some of my fondest memories of JoJo are when she’d
take me to downtown Chicago. We’d pick out a pretty dress
and lacy anklets for me to wear on our trip. And of course,
patent leather shoes, white gloves, and purse completed the
outfit.

We’d leave early on a Saturday morning so as to be
downtown when the stores opened. We had our own routine.
JoJo liked to eat, and she wouldn’t think of starting to shop
before stopping for coffee and donuts. And being a religious
woman, she made sure we had time to visit the cathedral and
light a candle for those who were suffering.

All this was accomplished by 9:30 a.m. By 11:15 a.m.,
we would be waiting for the fancy restaurant in the
department store to open for lunch. JoJo, being a bit devilish,
would show me how to wrap some dinner rolls in our
napkins and stuff them into our purses, “just in case we get
hungry later.” The rolls were usually forgotten as we boarded
the bus for our trip home with bags of Swedish Fish, which
JoJo swore would keep us from getting motion sickness.

Our shopping trips always required going to the dress
and ladies’ “undies” departments. I waited as she told the
saleswoman where to send her dresses. I waited outside the
fitting room as she tried on her new girdles. When I was 10, I
found myself in one of those fitting rooms when JoJo bought
me my first bra. JoJo said that occasion called for a
celebration—vanilla malts for the two of us at the dime store
soda fountain.

When I left home, JoJo was still a significant force in
my life. When I found out I was pregnant before my
wedding, Mom told me I was a whore. JoJo reached into her
knitting bag and pulled out a few rows of knitting
proclaiming, “Now I know what this will be—a baby

blanket.” When I miscarried two days after the wedding, I
again saw that sympathetic smile from my childhood.

Shortly after I married, JoJo had a stroke and moved in
with her sister Yolanda or, as my children called her, “Aunty
LoLo.” When I entered that home, I experienced even
greater love. In the hot summers, after having two children,
and with another on the way, we had many sleepovers in
LoLo’s air-conditioned house. Now there were two who
surrounded us with unconditional love and an incredible
amount of food to eat and to take home.

After her stroke, JoJo could not go downtown alone and
our roles reversed. LoLo watched my three children so I
could take JoJo downtown for those much-needed
undergarments and dresses. It was my turn to suggest we
stop for donuts, coffee, and candle lighting. And I paid close
attention to the time so that we’d be in line when the
restaurant opened. Now it was I who stuffed the extra rolls
into our purses.

For the last few years of her life, JoJo lived in a nursing
home. She began to suffer from dementia. When I would
visit her she’d say, “What a surprise. If I knew you were
coming I’d have baked some cookies.”

I was living out of state when JoJo died. I never had the
chance to tell her how far reaching her love for me had been,
or how, in showing me that there is good in the world, she
was a gift to my children as well. When life gets tough, I
remember her smile, the comforting feeling of sliding down
into the warm, foaming bath, and the taste of her cookies,
and I know I’ll get through it. The good will prevail.   

Gratitude
Gratitude

Shawn Essed
Taneytown, MD

Quietly I pass through my darkened bedroom. My
husband works nights at the bakery, so he’s sleeping now.
The kids have just ridden away on the school bus. The house
is silent. Briefly I stop at my dresser for clean underwear,
then go to the closet for jeans and a t-shirt. I can’t see, so I
grab the clothes on top.

I pad into the bathroom, click the door closed, press the
lock. I reach my hand into the shower and turn the tap to hot.
The sound of rushing water fills the small space. I slip my
nightshirt over my head, fold it sloppily, and place it on top
of the wicker hamper. Night shorts and undies come off as
one. Undies go into the basket, shorts on top.

I reach my right hand past the shower curtain to test the
water. Hot water prickles my palm and I turn the heat back a
little. As I step my body into the shower, my skin responds to
the water’s touch with immediate softening. With eyes

(Continued on page 24)
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closed I turn my face upward and let the spray massage away
the lines in my forehead, around my eyes and mouth. I turn
around and the water caresses my scalp. My shoulders melt
downward. My back muscles, neck muscles unclench.
Yesterday’s fatigue and last night’s insomnia wash down the
drain with the runoff.

I take the showerhead into my hand. Close to my skin
the spray is harder, the water hotter. First I guide it over my
face, jaw line, and throat. Then I hold the nozzle so the water
pelts the back of my neck, between my shoulder blades then
down to my low back where I linger. Next I direct the warm
massage to my chest, breasts, sides, belly, hips. The water
sluices down my thighs and calves. Steam rises, making my
nose run a little.

Finally, I return the showerhead to its post and once
again the water prickles my scalp. It runs onto the sides of
my face and down my long hair. I’m ready for shampoo.

Besides the people that I love, the thing that I’m most
grateful for is water.   

Lucky
Tracy Kauffman Wood

Ardmore, PA

Saigon, 1998
She who carries the heat and the sea, is handed to me in a

heartbeat, proud and strong—where tiny lungs labor through
time’s phlegmy chest.

Rattled breath sacrificing ying, ying of the ancients, for
the comfort that ah, da da brings. She sings, past the clutter and
our ancestral emphysema.

She brings the heat and the sea, and the promise of
continuance.

“Sit up child! Soon you will be a Barbie.”
They prop her up, wipe her nose.
“She, Vietnam?” they ask us.
“Yes,” we submit.
“She’s lucky!”
“We’re lucky!” It’s plain to see, on our first unbridled

cyclo ride, grappling iron fingers grappling with new life.

Ardmore, 2008
She who carries the heat and the sea, slender ‘tween sings

and sways to a beat proud and strong. No trace of labor or
sense of lack, as she casts a line toward adolescence. Deep
within her form, like so many flecks of rice, polished by the
ages, her first unbridled cycle speaks the promise of
continuance.

She, who carries the heat and the sea, seasons her
language with salty shards of youth, melts chocolate hearts in
her palm. Her blood remembers the heat and the sea, where
generations of fish spawned generations of family under
thatched roofs, saluting the heat of dawn, swaying with the
tide at dusk.

She carries their blood, but her memory is free.
She, who carries the heat and the sea, beholden to no one,

breathes confidence, speaks her mind, grapples with new
emotions.

She will be, what she will be.
But the blood that flows from her heart to the sea,

carries me.
Lucky. Lucky.   

Childbirth 1977
Karen Buley
Missoula, MT

I am about to witness my first birth. I am 20; my patient
and her husband are 18.

I am a third-year nursing student, no stranger to Saint
James Community Hospital. At 14, I’d begun volunteering as
a Candy Striper. My days then had been limited to the
postpartum area, filling water pitchers and delivering flowers
to new mothers. The doors to the Labor and Delivery unit had
remained closed. I fantasized about being allowed in there
some day.

That day has arrived.
I am in a tiny labor room, helping the young couple

through the throes of labor. I know the Lamaze breathing
method. We nursing students assisted in childbirth education
classes. I devoured the books I borrowed from the RN
instructor—my mother. But this is different; this is not
reading, or teaching couples on the floor of the county health
building.

I stand beside my patient’s bed, stroking her legs and
saying, “Breathe like this,” demonstrating the “in-two-three-
four, out-two-three-four” breaths we’d taught in the childbirth
classes. Her husband sits on the opposite side of the bed in a
straight-backed chair, a terrified look on his face.

When it is time to transfer my patient to the delivery
room, her husband stays behind. Hospital rules in 1977. He
hasn’t attended childbirth classes, so hasn’t earned his ticket in.

As my patient pushes, I cradle her head. And when her
newborn son emerges—blue, wet and slippery—I cry. For the
beauty. For the miracle. And for her husband.   

Confederation Farm
Kathi Kouguell

Exeter, NH

We took two weeks and drove many miles through
Canada: New Brunswick, Nova Scotia, Prince Edward Island,
Cape Breton, adventure and wonderful views around every
corner. At the Bay of Fundy, we stood, waiting for the water to
rise dramatically. We watched and waited until we finally
understood that it would happen slowly over many hours. We
laughed at ourselves for years.

One late afternoon in Nova Scotia, we decided to stop at a
Bed and Breakfast for the night. That was how we first came
across Confederation Farm—a simple farmhouse with a large
barn to the right of it and land in back.
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As we went upstairs to our room, we passed a small
bookcase with some framed photographs on it. I peeked and
saw a soldier in a Canadian uniform wearing a beret. I said to
M, “Perhaps one day I will meet one of the soldiers who
liberated my parents and me in Holland in 1945 and thank him
face to face.” We had an enjoyable stay there, leaving after
two days without having had an opportunity to speak to the
owner.

The following year we decided to return to Canada. One
late afternoon, we found ourselves in the area of Confederation
Farm. We decided to phone them and see if they had a room
for the night. When Julia, the owner, answered, I gave her my
last name, told her that we had been there the summer before,
and that we were looking for a room. She immediately
remembered us. She told me that they had no guests at the
moment and we certainly could come.

When we arrived, she asked if we would like to join her
and her husband for dinner after we had freshened up. We
agreed. We passed the bookcase with the photos on the way to
our room and I said to M, “Tonight, I am going to find out
about that Canadian soldier.”

Downstairs at the dinner table we met her husband, Bob,
and sat down to a simple but delicious dinner. I said to Bob
that I had noticed the photograph upstairs and asked if that was
a photo of him in the uniform.

He replied, “Yep.” A man of few words.
I asked if he had been in the army during WWII. He

replied, “Yep.”
I asked if he had been in Europe. He replied, “Yep.” By

this time, M had turned on his little pocket recorder.
I asked Bob where he had been. He said, “Italy.”
Something made me ask, “Anywhere else?”
He said, “Holland.”
The hair on my arms rose. I asked him if he had been to

Amsterdam in May of 1945. He replied, “Yep.”
“Then you liberated the city,” I said. I asked what he saw

when they came in on their tanks and trucks.
“Well,” he said slowly, “the sidewalks were full of people

holding flowers and crying, and all the children were standing
in the front.”

I looked at him, tears streaming down my face. “I was
one of those children. I have always wanted to meet one of
you to thank you personally.” We were all crying. Bob kept
patting my arm. Julia left the table and we heard her banging
pots and pans in the kitchen. Clearly, it had become too much
for her.

After dinner she asked if I would sit in the living room
with her. She sat in her armchair and picked up her knitting. I
was watching her when Bob came into the room. He said,
“Thought you’d like to see this,” and handed me a small piece
of paper.

Julia said, “What’s that, Bob?”
“This is my pass for R-and-R in a hotel in Amsterdam a

few weeks after the liberation.” She asked him where he had
kept this and he said, “Strangest thing happened. This morning

I was passing the bookcase upstairs, and my foot hit one of the
books. This hotel pass fell out.”

All the events of the past hours came rushing back to
me: the sudden decision to stay at Confederation Farm; Julia
remembering our name one year and many guests later; the
vacancy; the photo; the dinner invitation; the conversation;
the hotel pass falling out of a book, where it might have been
for over forty years.

When we left the next morning, Bob insisted on
showing us his barn where he had tables full of old tools
and collectibles. As we said goodbye, we lingered some
more, and then hugged and cried one last time.   

Mosaics
Carolyn Donnell

San Jose, CA

I hear your sweet tales of family life
and think of ours with all its strife.
Does everyone else have a rosy past?
Or is it seen through a cloud or behind a mask?
Well, I'm sorry if my stories are sad,
if good guys don't win or some outcomes are bad.
But that's the truth, so what should I do
with our broken lives, the pieces askew?
I could sweep them all under a rug,
pretend they don't exist or take a drug.
Or grovel on them 'til I'm black and blue.
I know a lot of people who do.
Or, I can gather the bits of glass
and make a mosaic of our pasts.
Find beauty somewhere in each cracked old vase.
And value. I think that choice is the best.
Ruby reds for those valiant hearts,
deflecting harm with fiery darts.
Rich emerald green for all of those
whose souls held on throughout nights of woes.
Brown, like the earth for all who stayed true.
Add shimmering shards of topaz blue.
The color of sky over our heads
gives hope for life we won't have to dread.
Please don't forget yellow, not by half.
That light-hearted color reminds us to laugh.
To bind it together we use even black,
dark side, the color of tar or thatch.
With these pieces both broken and torn
we come together and cause to form
a stained glass window so that all might find
beauty in even the least of light.   



The Power of Mind
Jamuna Advani
San Ramon, CA

Let me swing high,
up in the sky, beyond the galaxies.

Let me ruffle my feathers and
fly through the cosmic glaze.

Let me encounter
storms of the vibrating air,

pass through the whirling galaxies,
and land in Mars.

In the stillness of the night,
when my restless mind is calm,
I can preen back to my original
and acknowledge that it is just
evanescent taste of freedom.
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