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Chapter 1: Books by Michael E. Davis
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I have several print, digital, and audiobooks (P, D, & A) available on Amazon and at various bookstores for those interested. Go to my website, www.irishmikedavis.com and click on the books page.

From Coconut Trees to Cults: This book is available in print, digital, and audiobook formats. It offers a critical examination of the evolution of religion from a skeptical perspective. The audiobook is currently in beta format on www.ihave.spoke.press and will be monetized soon.

Fault Lines in Time: This Kindle edition features a collection of compelling short stories that explore the supernatural and the mystical. Each tale delves into the profound connections between the living and the departed, the ordinary and the extraordinary.

Row, Row, Your Boat: Navigating Life and Your Career - This book is available in both print and digital formats. It offers practical guidance on navigating life's and career's challenges.

The genesis of this book began with a conversation after a few glasses of wine, as many of our discussions tend to do. My wife, Gale, and I were watching a program on NHK, the Japanese television network in English, which I highly recommend to everyone. One episode showcased a group of older Japanese men and a few women who had retired and were avid birdwatchers. As the interviewer engaged these older gentlemen about their hobbies and pre-retirement work life, it was enlightening—if that's the right word—to hear many of them express disdain for their jobs or admit to feeling bored to death every day at work. Some confessed to disliking the people they worked with, or even people in general.

Yes You Can - Small Business Process Improvement

Toyota led the way. By hiring high-priced consultants, Boeing, Microsoft, and other major U.S. companies adopted Lean and process improvement. Small business owners can get into the game without spending a lot of money! Yes You Can! —opens the doors to improved operations without breaking the bank.

Facts, Myths, Folklore, & Fables - P

This is a simple How-To book on writing your family history. If you can still find it, it’s probably free.
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Chapter 2: Introduction
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I’m inclined to apologize for the length of this book, but then I realize that if you have lived for over eighty years and haven’t been comatose all that time, you probably have a few tales to tell. I do. Whether anyone, including my immediate family, will take the time to read my life story is highly questionable. I’ve had adventures that I suspect might be unique, but not noteworthy.

For all the billions of people who have made this planet their home, few have accomplished anything of note. At the same time, everyone has had experiences. Some are interesting, while many more are mundane.

I know for a fact that I have done nothing of note. There will be no statues of me anywhere, nor will any historical tome mention me or anything I have done. With that, let us proceed with my story.

My Story

Who am I? I’m the sum of what I’ve inherited genetically and all my experiences to date, as we all are. I’ve spent much of my life trying to understand who I am and the people I have interacted with might be. Indulging in self-assessment or psychoanalysis, I’ve concluded, through observation, listening to others (often overhearing their comments), and self-analysis, that I am, in no particular order:


•  A pretty nice guy

•  A pain in the ass

•  Talkative

•  Imaginative

•  Lacking emotion

•  A know-it-all all

•  Humorous

•  Have a broad bandwidth in many areas

•  Self-indulgent

•  A problem solver

•  A procrastinator

•  Standoffish

•  Possibly have a little ADD & OCD

•  Day dreamer



The list could be much longer, but this book is already ridiculously long. I also suspect we all have many of these characteristics and more. That makes us human, and as far as we know, unique to the animal and insect kingdoms.

Let me explain the title of this book before we begin. Missing Connections refers to emotional connections formed between a child and their parent or guardian, which will be discussed later.

My father left home when I was an infant. My one memory of him? My fourth birthday was at the house of his grandmother, Minnie, his mother. He brought me a fuzzy chicken toy, picked me up, stayed for a while, and was gone, never to surface again. My mother would emerge from some hibernation when I was thirteen. She did not exist in my memory before that point.

I was on my own for the first fifteen years of my life. I wasn’t abandoned; I had adults supervising me, but not necessarily loving adults.

I also wasn’t a vagabond in the way that term typically projects an image in one’s mind, possibly a ragtag person living and begging on the streets.

The definition of a vagabond, according to Merriam-Webster, is:

1. moving from place to place without a fixed home

2.  a: of, relating to, or characteristic of a wanderer

b: leading an unsettled, irresponsible, or disreputable life

Titling any book is a challenge. At this point in time, there must be millions of books that have been written, perhaps even billions. Trying to find a title that is unique, but also relevant to your story, is no simple undertaking. I think I’ve come up with one that is both unusual and apropos.

The supervising adults in my life had a job to do, and that was to herd upwards of eighty boys from broken homes toward what would hopefully be a life of contribution to society. I was carefully taught right from wrong, as prescribed by the white Anglo-Saxon Protestant formula of the time.

While I had adequate supervision, was never abused, and always had plenty to eat, I was still responsible for myself. I had no real guidance regarding navigating life as most people experience it. Growing up in what might be considered an orphanage, the life lessons, especially those about love and emotional connections that one learns in a family, were absent from your childhood.

You learned to make good decisions if given the moral and emotional training and counseling needed to survive and thrive in a society. Adults, usually parents, teachers, and mentors, assist you over life’s bumps when you are young. They guide you through happy, unhappy, and frightening experiences, soothing your emotions and reassuring you that everything will be okay, offering a hug where appropriate, letting you know you are loved and wanted, or perhaps teaching you how to react to everyday emotional events. Hopefully, by the time you are fifteen or sixteen, you will have developed an emotional toolbox filled with effective coping methods.

When you encounter one of life’s pivot points that requires a decision, depending on how much control you have over the situation, and with the benefit of good coaching in decision-making, your chances of a good outcome improve.

I had no such guidance. Yes, I was taught right from wrong, the proper way to hold my dinnerware, not to curse, but not how to react emotionally. At the age of fifteen, I was cast adrift in a world of emotional events without a compass, GPS, or even a damn roadmap. I knew right from wrong, but I didn’t know how to love or relate to people.

Let me state up front that this is not a pity party. I was not suffering in the least as a child. Yes, I dealt with situations that perhaps most boys don’t confront, but I never felt like a prisoner or an orphan. My life was my own, and I lived it to the best of my ability.

Pivot points are a popular term for adjusting to unexpected changes in commerce, politics, and strategy. I’m using the term to indicate life-altering events and the need for change as you navigate life. Pivot points are inevitable, forcing you to take a new direction. For that reason, in addition to traditional chapters, I’ve indicated what I feel were significant pivot points in my life.

As a child, it wasn’t apparent to me that my life was an aberration. I think that is true of most children, regardless of their circumstances. While sometimes surrounded by other boys and adults, I felt alone and needed a survival plan. While there were adults to tell me when I screwed up, there was no one to hold me when I was sad or confused.

Few of us navigate life instinctively. We react to our circumstances. Like most living things, we are programmed to survive. Our instincts kick in as we careen from one experience to another, like a steel ball bouncing off those bumpers in a pinball game.

A child growing up in the slums of India or on the plains of Mongolia isn’t aware of how different their life is until later, when they become aware of the larger world around them. They learn skills and react to their environment in a way that ensures their survival.

So it was with me. From being almost an orphan through my teen years to my final maturation and understanding of life outside an institution, my journey, while not typical of the American story, was about adjusting to change and making the best of the mess I found myself in - sometimes by chance and sometimes messes of my own making.

The first fifteen years of my life were a series of events devoid of emotion and human bonding. Children develop critical emotional links in their brains at a young age. These links are generated by one or more adults who care for them, touch them, and utter phrases of love.

Science has proven that positive and negative events physically change a child’s mind mapping. The following statement comes from the National Library of Medicine.

“Emotion understanding facilitates the development of healthy social interactions. To develop emotional knowledge, infants and young children must learn to make inferences about people’s dynamically changing facial and vocal expressions in the context of their everyday lives.”

In conversation, I often say to people that life is like an English sentence. To be a proper , it must begin with a capital letter and end with a period. Life is like that. It must start with birth and end with death. Without those two events, you don’t have a life. Of course, the rest of the nouns, verbs, and adjectives between those two events are the story of your life.

Some life stories are longer than others. Some are tragic, funny, happy, or sad. Usually, they combine all these emotions; hopefully, happiness dominates your life, but there are no guarantees.

I originally wrote this autobiography a few years back, constructing it chronologically by decade. I wanted to write about my life so that it would read more like a story. The original version is longer than this one because it has photos. Another version is in story form, but I wasn’t happy with the result.

If you want to read all the seedy details, including pictures, you might still find the print version at Amazon Books, Almost An Orphan: My Life: Step by Misstep.

I have not added any fictional characters or incidents to this narrative account. I have related the events as accurately as I can recall, while trying to condense some of the exhaustive text from that first effort. Deciding which stories I should add has been a difficult decision. My wife, Gale, has advised me on that; she has heard them all, ad nauseam.

I will mention working in various jobs, but the detailed story of my career navigating efforts is documented in another book I wrote, Row, Row Your Boat: Navigating Life and Your Career by Mike Davis. It is available on Amazon, Barnes & Noble, and other online retailers that sell ebooks. Adding Mike Davis to the search should find my book among others with similar titles. Again, I did that to try to shorten this book, and with the knowledge that damn few people, short of my immediate family, are likely ever to read that.

In some instances, I may use only a first name and initial when I don’t know if the person is still alive, and I don’t want to cause anyone emotional pain or be sued.

You can’t condense an eighty-plus-year story into a short one. I hope to make this literary journey somewhat enjoyable for those who wish to read it or listen to it in audiobook form.

Before I begin my story, I want to encourage anyone inclined toward charity and with the means to do so to consider donating to The Omaha Home for Boys, where I spent my childhood. During my tenure there from 1947 to 1957, it was a boys-only, rather austere upbringing.

Today, it has evolved into a robust operation housing boys and girls of all nationalities, races, and religions in an atmosphere designed to prepare them for adulthood. Here is their contact information, or you can use the search engine of your choice to find The Omaha Home for Boys in Omaha, NE.

The Omaha Home for Boys

4343 N 52nd Street

Omaha, NE 68104

(402) 457-7000  |  (800) 408-4663

Let the story begin.
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Chapter 3: 1942 - My Childhood - Day 1
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It’s story time. A word about stories. You’ll find that I tend to philosophize about a myriad of things; this is one of them.

Human storytelling is an integral part of our social dance, helping us establish our place within the clan. Whether it’s about an adventure, an illness, or a near-death experience, or how and where we grew up, it’s about having people accept and perhaps admire us.

Standup comedians tell stories that make people laugh. Laughing is one of the surest forms of acceptance. Sometimes we embellish stories, or even make them up to be accepted, admired, or pseudo-worshipped.

I want to assure you that none of my stories are fabrications, nor have I embellished them. They are as I remember them. If anything, I’ve left a few out that I thought were mundane, and this book is long enough as it is.

Earlier, I said life is like an English sentence, beginning with a capital letter and ending with a period. The capital letter of my personal life sentence began on September 21, 1942, in Omaha, Nebraska. According to my birth certificate, I was born at Saint Catherine’s Hospital, located at 4519 North 17th Street, at 4:40 AM. The certificate also claims that I was born alive. The attendant (I assume that was the doctor) was J.J. Grier.

I have no memory of that event, and according to the few sources available at the time, no one else found it out of the ordinary.

My father was Clarence Edward Davis, and my mother was Goldie Cecelia Davis (nee Connolly). According to census records, my father was typically listed as a laborer, and my mother was a homemaker.

I am confident I was the perfect baby; even my shit didn’t stink.

My parents split up shortly after my birth. Presumably, I was not to blame for that decision, but that question will remain unanswered since all who could explain the details are dead.
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Chapter 4: The Rest Of My Childhood Starting At Aunt Bert’s House
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How long is childhood? On a physical or chronological scale, I would say seventeen years. So, I will focus on that period first.

As an adult, I have often wondered how abnormal my life was. I do not doubt that other kids went through more hardships than I did. I was never physically abused. I never was hungry or cold. I always had a roof over my head, but a sense of love and belonging was absent in my early life.

My life was decidedly abnormal when held up to the template for the typical American family. Most of my early life was devoid of emotion, the type of emotion you might expect between parents and their children. There were no hugs. No one told me they loved me. I adjusted to that and more.

Whether it was due to my coping skills or simply my personality, I dealt with whatever life threw my way. I’ll let you read my story and decide where I fit into what might be called the American dream.

Cognitive maturation can vary widely across society, as those of us who suffered the infantile antics of an elderly Donald Trump in the first quarter of the 21st century have painfully witnessed.

I find memories to be fascinating. Psychologytoday.com states, “Research has indicated that most people’s earliest memories, on average, date back to when they were 3 1/2 years old. Recent studies of children, however, suggest that our earliest memories may extend even further back (Wang & Peterson, 2014). By contrast, research with adults suggests that people can recall early childhood memories back only to about age 6 to 6 1/2 (Wells, Morrison, & Conway, 2014). Researchers agree that few experiences before age 6 become lifelong memories. I beg to differ, at least in my case.

1943 - Pivot Point One

Since I have no memories of being with my birth mother, father, or brothers, this was my first pivot point in life.

With that in mind, my earliest memory is of living with my Aunt Bert and Uncle Ed Riley and their three children: a set of twins and one other child. I must have been between one and two years old.

I recall the names Gary and Pat—the twins, I think—but the other child is a blank face without a name in my memory. These were my cousins, but we lost touch after I left their parents’ house.

I was waddling around but still in diapers. The house was much too small for two adults and four children. It was a wee cottage with two bedrooms, a small kitchen and dining room, and a living room.

To illustrate my point about my memory at such a young age, I have a quick story. It must have been around 1944 when I lived with my Aunt and Uncle, which would have made me around two years old. I left my aunt’s home to live with my grandmother, somewhere between the ages of two and three. In 1967, when I talked with my older brothers about my childhood, I told them I remembered Aunt Bert’s house.

They said that wasn’t possible since I was so small. I had never returned to that house, which was torn down sometime after I left to make way for a hospital parking lot. This conversation led me to draw a floor plan for that home, as I remember it. My brothers were shocked at the accuracy of my drawing; back to my story.

There must have been a bathroom somewhere in my aunt’s house, but since I was still carrying my bathroom around as diapers, I have no recollection of where the commode might have been.

I have only a few memories of that time, which may have lasted only about a year. The general layout of the house was close to square. As you entered the back door, you were in the kitchen. Next came the small dining area, which had one bedroom off of it, and then the living room, which had another bedroom off of it. To my knowledge, I recall a front door, but it was never used.

The house was not located in one of Omaha’s upscale neighborhoods, if such existed in the post-World War II era. Some years later, I would return to that neighborhood and learn that the little cottage had given way to the expansion of a nearby hospital, and it was now a parking lot.

Uncle Ed and Aunt Bert slept in the front bedroom off the living room, and their kids slept in the bedroom off the dining room. My bedroom was in the living room.

My “crib” consisted of four chairs, two on each side facing each other and tied together with a piece of rope. Some blankets and a pillow served as my mattress, which had to be set up and taken down daily.

I have no idea why I remember this much detail at such a young age, other than having so few family memories that perhaps my brain clung to these.

The rest of my memory of that short stay is of waking up in the morning in my chair-bed to a lot of noise, anger, and screaming kids. The air was thick with cigarette smoke, chaos, and anger; even I could sense that at my young age.

I don’t think I was one of the screamers, but I may have been. I don’t recall anything that might be termed a loving atmosphere.

I remember that both Uncle Ed and Aunt Bert were smokers. Bert smoked cigarettes, and Ed smoked a pipe. I recall his pipe stand, which had a humidor in the center and several pipes in their holes around the outside. There were bits and strands of tobacco here and there, and the smoke smelled sweet.

My final memory at that house was of me snatching a smoldering cigarette butt from an ashtray and trying to smoke. I assumed I wanted to be like the adults. Aunt Bert found me out very quickly, took away the butt, and I recall hollered at me a good deal.

Memories

I want to discuss my thoughts on memories and how they are stored, both physically and conceptually. On the physical side, scientists continue to unravel the mysteries of memory, both in humans and other animals.

Across the animal kingdom, elephants are famous for their impressive memories. Elephants rely on their memory to navigate vast landscapes, locate water sources, and remember social bonds using a region of their brain that is particularly well-developed and associated with memory.

Biologists at Tufts University have removed the head and brain of a worm by decapitation, and then watched as it regenerated both its head and brain—and, somewhat miraculously, the memories stored inside. At first glance, this finding would seem to confirm cellular memory—the theory that data can be stored by cells outside the brain. More research is obviously needed.

That’s a little off base from my story, but I find it fascinating that such a possibility exists. I accept that we likely store memories in our brains, but I also like to think of memories in a somewhat romantic light.

I like to think we hold special memories in our hearts, an imaginative notion, I know, but one I find enjoyable. I like to think of my heart as a memory box, or almost like an Advent calendar used to count the days of Advent in anticipation of Christmas. That’s interesting given that I’m an atheist, but it works for me.

I visualize my heart as having little doors that can be opened to either store new memories or revisit old ones. For instance, perhaps the largest door in my heart holds all the special memories of my life with Gale, as well as our many adventures together.

I have doors for my children, grandchildren, and now great-grandchildren. There are other doors holding memories of my childhood, both good and bad, as well as notable people who have crossed my path in life.

This is a fanciful notion, I know, but one that has evolved over time as I've experienced life and accumulated memories I wanted to hold and revisit at times.
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Chapter 5: The Back Story And Assumptions
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I’ve come to believe that my Aunt Bert originally acquired me after the breakup of my family because she was my father’s sister.

Whatever happened between my mother and father remains a mystery. I don’t know why my brothers and I weren’t in her care following my father's separation. I’ve come to believe that my father’s family likely ganged up on my mother when the marriage foundered, and they took control of me and my two older brothers, Bill and Bob.

I would learn later in life that my mother had few family members to support her in whatever troubles she might have faced. Her father, my grandfather Patrick Connolly, died in the flu pandemic of 1918. He was a fireman and a captain when he died. Her mother, my grandmother, typically referred to as Grandma Smith, also died sometime before our family disintegrated; as I recall, my mother was only sixteen when her mother died. They were both dead before I was born.

My mother only had one brother, my Uncle Frank, who I suspect was a recovering alcoholic when I met him and was living with his second wife in a walk-up apartment in a poor part of downtown Omaha, where his rent was subsidized by him being the apartment house handyman.

I have concluded that my mother had little or no family to aid her, and perhaps take us boys. My father’s family, whom I also assume had little use for my mother, no doubt defended my father in whatever preceded the breakup of the marriage and took control of us brothers.

What is now apparent, but wasn’t then, is that we were the working poor emerging from the Great Depression.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 6: 1945 - Grandma Minnie’s House- Pivot Point Two
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Why pivot point two? Probably because this is the only memory I have of being in a family.

My next memory - I believe I was about three -  is of living with Grandma Minnie, my father’s mother.

Suddenly, my two older brothers are in the picture. While I had no previous memory of them, I don’t recall being surprised by their presence and believe I knew who they were. If I am correct, that memory must have been when we were still together with our parents.

There was also a man who lived in Grandma’s house. Everyone called him Duck. I have no idea why, but that was his nickname. Later in life, I would learn his name was Clarence Spencer.

Later, I also realized that Duck and Grandma were probably in their seventies, an advanced age for being responsible for three young boys. One, age three; that would be me, my brother Bob, age nine, and my brother Bill, age thirteen.

Regardless, I was now part of my first family, and the only blood family I would have for many years. I never felt like I was part of Aunt Bert’s family.

The only emotional memory I have from my childhood is of being with Grandma. I recall her holding me and rocking me to sleep. I also slept in her bed, using a chamber pot to pee during the cold Nebraska winters.

Grandma’s house, a rental, I’m sure, was a sad affair, but that was not how I saw it back then. It was another relatively small place. It sat on the corner of two roads that met at a slight bend, the names of which are long gone if I ever knew them. The front of the house faced west toward a steep hillside leading up to some railroad tracks.

A road ran along the south side of the house, and a bit further south, beyond that road, another steep road took you to the top of the hill behind the house. This was around 1945, and I recall some older automobiles and trucks straining to climb that hill.

While it meant nothing to me then, I later learned that this area was part of what they called Carter Lake, a shallow oxbow lake in Nebraska and Iowa located next to Omaha. It marks one of the only spots on the Iowa-Nebraska border not on the Missouri River.

Grandma’s house was a weathered, gray shamble of a place, but it didn’t seem like that to me then. It sat on a decent amount of property. On the south side of the house was an area I’d guess was at least twenty feet by forty feet. There were walnut trees, perhaps three or four planted in a row, and some peony bushes on that side of the house.

I remember fuzzy caterpillars that used to live on walnut trees. I thought they were terrific. I know now that the Walnut Caterpillar is a major pest and threat to various nuts and other trees.

Another road on the east side of the property led north into a collection of poor, run-down homes similar to ours. Between the house and the east road was Duck’s tool shed, a leaning barn on its way to collapse, and an outhouse.

We didn’t have indoor plumbing. We did have a pump in the kitchen that drew water from a well under the house, so we didn’t have to go outside in the winter for freshwater, but that was it. There was only electricity in the kitchen, where the lone clear glass light bulb glared with a blinding intensity when it was dark outside.

There was a front porch and door on the west side of the house that was rarely used. The back door and screened-in porch were off the kitchen. There was a large galvanized tub on the back porch where Grandma did the laundry before getting an electric washer. She would boil water, scrub the laundry on a scrub board with a bar of Fels-Naptha soap, rinse it, and hang it out to dry.

There was a swing on the back porch where I would sit and watch the world go by. I remember summer storms when the sky turned almost green, the wind dropped to a whisper, and you knew it would get noisy very soon. I loved those summer storms and would sit on the porch as the ground shook from thunder and the lightning flashed like a giant camera flash cube.

Duck’s tiny bedroom was off the kitchen, and Grandma’s bedroom, also small, was off the living room; that was where I slept. The living room might have been ten feet square.

As for furnishings, the kitchen had a decent-sized dining table for the five of us, a stove, and an icebox. Initially, it was a true icebox; there was no electricity. A man came around frequently to put a large block of ice in the bottom to keep the contents chilled.

The ice man drove a flatbed truck stacked with canvas-covered ice blocks. He had a set of giant tongs, which he would clasp onto a block of ice, hoist it to his leather-protected shoulder, and march into the house to put it in the icebox.

I was frightened to death of that guy, and to this day, I’m confident that one or both of my brothers must have warned me that he would use those tongs on me and cart me off to some horrible place.

Our stove was called a Blau Gas stove, similar to butane stoves today. A large bottle of this gas stood outside the kitchen window against the side of the house, and a copper tube snaked through the window to the stove. Ah, the wonders of technology.

The living room had an old sofa, two rocking chairs—one for Duck next to his spittoon and one for whomever by a window—a console radio, and a coal-burning potbelly stove for heat. That and the kitchen stove provided the only heat in Nebraska’s decidedly cold winters.

Both bedrooms were sparse. Duck had a bed and a dresser in his room, and Grandma had the same, plus a White treadle sewing machine.

There was an enameled pan under the bed in Grandma’s room for me to pee in during the cold winter months rather than trundling through knee-deep snow to the outhouse.

The rest of the men made that trip, although they mostly stepped off the porch in the dark and peed in the snow. I’m not sure what Grandma did. I assume she made the trip to the outhouse.

As a child, I did not realize how poor we were or our circumstances, but even then, I could tell the difference when we climbed that hill. Suddenly, the houses seemed cleaner. They had well-kept yards and fresh paint on houses.

People at the top of the mountain didn’t have free-range chickens running around the yard and weeds growing as tall as I was. The significance of this made little sense until I was much older. To me, that hollow where we lived was paradise.

That is as clear a memory as I have of my first five years, and, for many years, my only real home. As I tell the rest of my story, other details will likely be revealed.
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Chapter 7: My First Family Memories Starting With Food
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So, here I was with my first real family: Grandma, Duck, and my two brothers. While not what one might call a traditional family, it was all I’d ever known and would know for many years.

I will now relate, probably in random order, my memories from my time with my Grandma’s family, which I estimate lasted approximately two years, from the age of three to almost five.

As I mentioned, my brothers were Bill and Bob. William John and Robert Clarence Davis. Bill was ten years older than I, and Bob was six years older. I have but a few clear memories of us together at Grandma’s.

Several memories happened around the dinner table. In no particular order, here are some of those memories.

Fried chicken

We had fried chicken nearly every Sunday: fried chicken, mashed potatoes, and milk gravy with cracklings. There must have been vegetables, but I can’t recall what those were.

A favorite memory of mine is eating raw onions. Looking back, I suspect my love for wild, raw onions came from gathering them by the railroad tracks. To this day, onions are a huge favorite.

I don’t think I knew it then, but the wild onions are often called ramps. Ramps are a species of wild onion native to the woodlands of North America. They have a slightly similar taste to both scallions and garlic.

Ramps are among the first plants to emerge in the spring. The word ramps comes from "rams" or "ramson," the name of the wild garlic plant in an Elizabethan dialect. Ramps are also known as cowleekes, cows' leek, cowleek, buckrams, broad-leaved garlic, wood garlic, and bear leek. They resemble the green onions you can find in the market today.

Duck would take me up that big hill behind the house to pick ramps along the railroad tracks. I dearly loved them, eating them like candy whenever they were available. That is where my love of onions and garlic came from.

When ramps weren’t in season, Grandma often peeled and cut a white onion into quarters, putting one quarter on my high chair table to crunch with my dinner.

Grandma’s fried chicken, fried in lard, naturally, was fantastic, but the milk gravy with cracklings made the meal. We poured that on everything on the damn plate. And it wasn’t unusual, at the end of the meal, to slap a slice of white bread on a plate and drown that in gravy; that was often dessert.

Rice Pudding

Grandma is long gone, and since I don’t believe in an afterlife, she can’t turn over in her grave, but if she could, she would when I make the following statement.

I detest rice pudding with raisins. Grandma seemed to make this over and over for dessert. It was probably cheap, and maybe she even thought it was good for us, although I’m not sure people thought about food that way back then; it was about filling your belly. I have vague memories of her trying to encourage me to eat the rice, and I think I tried, but it nearly brought on a gag reflex.

While I can tolerate it with enough cinnamon today, I do not like the taste of this concoction. Tapioca is a close second to the desserts I abhor, and I can go a lifetime without seeing either of them in front of me. I do, however, like rice in most other Asian dishes.

As long as I’m obsessing about food, I’ll add more food memories.

Thanksgiving and Christmas Stuffing

This is truly one of my favorite memories. I don’t recall any religious or historical elements, but we did the turkey and dressing ritual.

Earlier, I mentioned that we had a potbelly stove for heat - more on that later. Before Thanksgiving and Christmas, Grandma would begin the tradition of making stuffing.

The first step in that process was drying the bread. Grandma would get bread somewhere—I never knew where she got groceries. She would break the bread into small pieces, put it in a white linen bag—probably an old flour sack—and hang it in the archway between the kitchen and the living room, quite close to the hot potbelly stove.

By the second day, the smell of yeast and bread would leak through the linen bag and make me drool. By about the third day, if I could have reached that bag, I would have sat on the floor eating bread cubes.

The dinners, while always great, and even the stuffing paled by comparison to the aroma of those damn bread cubes drying by the stove.

Tea & Coffee

I was allowed a little tea and coffee after the evening meal. I must have developed my love of coffee at a very young age, and I’m almost addicted to the stuff today. I drink a double espresso most mornings and sometimes in the afternoon. As I’ve aged, that PM espresso is usually decaf; it seems your body loses the ability to fight the caffeine when you want to sleep.

I drank tea, but never fell in love with it. Today, I enjoy drinking tea in Asian restaurants, primarily Chinese and Japanese, but I don’t bother with it the rest of the time. It’s just not as satisfying as coffee for me. My drink with dinner these days is an excellent red wine, even with fish, much of the time.

Dinner Conflicts

Another burning memory is the conflicts between my older brothers and Duck, the man who lived with Grandma. There will be more about Duck later, but for now, accept that he was the male figure and disciplinarian in the home.

No specific incidents come to mind, but Bob and Bill, being a bit older, were more likely to rebel against Duck’s authority and more prone to getting into trouble. A few years later, I would develop those Irish traits.

I mentioned that Duck’s bedroom was just off the kitchen. Above the door to his bedroom hung a switch he had harvested from a tree nearby. I assume I don’t need to explain what that was for.

The conflicts seemed to occur at the dinner table; I don’t recall anything happening during breakfast. Whichever brother was being scolded or interrogated, the decibel level would increase exponentially until Duck lost it and leaped from his chair to grab that switch.

The second he made a move for the switch, either Bob or Bill, the intended switchee, would leap from their chair and keep the table between themselves and Duck.

Round and round, they’d go like something from a Tom & Jerry cartoon. Duck would be hollering for them to stop, and the target of his anger would be dodging one way and the next.

This always seemed to happen after or near the end of the meal. Everyone was too busy filling their bellies to engage in meaningful conversations during the meal.

I would be in my high chair with my coffee or tea. As they raced around the table, they’d either bump into my chair or grab it for leverage to change direction, spilling my coffee one way and the next as it sloshed over the edge of the cup.

There was always a lot of noise and cursing from Duck, who Grandma would then scold about his language, and I found the entire experience delightful. It was like living in one of those cartoons.

Eventually, Grandma stopped all the nonsense and insisted everyone sit down and stop acting like fools. Everyone returned to their chairs, and the combatants glared at each other.

This remains one of my favorite memories of family life.

Christmas

I mentioned a rocking chair by Grandma’s bedroom door in the living room. That was Duck’s chair, across the doorway from the stove in winter, and next to which sat his brass spittoon.

He would rock and spit on the chair’s forward arc. His aim was pretty damn good, probably in the range of eighty percent accurate. The other twenty percent missed and hit the wallpaper, pissing Grandma off.

Grandma also raised hell about Duck farting in the house. Her rule was that farters had to go out on the back porch to expel gas. That didn’t always happen, and Grandma would raise a fuss about that while Duck guffawed with delight.

I mentioned Christmas a little while back regarding turkey and dressing. We did have Christmas, although I don’t recall any religious rituals around that holiday. For that matter, I don’t remember the usual Midwest Christian saying of grace before a meal, but perhaps we did that.

I don’t recall any religious symbols around the house, although Grandma may have had a picture of the Sacred Heart of Jesus in her bedroom, but I can’t swear to that.

I have vague memories of Christmas at Grandma’s, one of which, probably the last one before I moved on, was better than the first one. In both years, we had a small tree with a single string of lights plugged into an extension cord that ran into the kitchen, the only place electricity was available.

There were presents, but not many. There was no pile of them under the tree. Grandma spread a white sheet under the tree to hide the base and display the few presents there. We were pretty damned poor.

I’m sure it was my second Christmas, and what would be my last one with Grandma, that I got a tricycle. I would have been four years old. I do not doubt that the tricycle was used, but it seemed new and shiny to me.

I jumped on that sucker and began pedaling around the living room in circles for all I was worth. I would come close to the Christmas tree, and Grandma would caution me not to get too close.

On one pass, the back tire of the tricycle closest to the tree managed to pick up the sheet and wrap it around as I sped past. This pulled the tree, ornaments, and lights to the floor, breaking several light bulbs.

I recall considerable fuss over my safety—I was fine—and the tree was righted, but we went the rest of the holiday without lights. I doubt that we had many, if any, replacement bulbs.

School

I vaguely remember starting school in September, before my fifth birthday. My brother, Bob, would walk me to school, which involved climbing the mountain behind Grandma’s house to Ames Avenue.

We walked some distance. It seems like miles, but it may have only been a few blocks. I don’t remember a damn thing about kindergarten, but I remember a large house that sat back from the street on the way to school. There was a large cast-iron pot suspended from a couple of supports, which I now know was probably a planter.

My brother Bob must have planted the notion in my mind that a witch lived in that house and that a pot like that was used to boil little children. It was yet another strange memory that has never left me. I recall keeping Bob between me and that house as we passed by.

The Camera

One last memory. I had an old box camera that I don’t think worked. You could initiate the shutter and hear a clicking sound, but I’m sure it was broken.

For all I know, it may have been a Christmas gift. Regardless, I would sit on the other rocker by the living room window for hours, pretending to take pictures. I’d frame a picture outside, click the shutter, and repeat the process.

That’s about it for now as far as meals and other memories are concerned. If I think of anything later, as I discuss different aspects of life with or without Grandma, I’ll circle back and add it.
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Chapter 8: My First Family Members & Friends
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As I mentioned earlier, this was my first and what would be my only family experience.

I’ll go through my family members and one or two other people who were significant in my life at this time, trying to give a sense of who they were and a little about my relationship with them, starting with Grandma.

Others will appear later, but this chapter encompasses my first five years, more accurately, from age three to almost five.

I’ll also provide as much background information about them as I have been able to gather over the years.

In addition, I’ll relate any stories I heard later in life, but that I can’t substantiate since they were family lore.

Minnie Mae Davis - nee Meadows - Grandma

As I recall, Grandma was a tiny, grey-haired woman who seemed very calm. She was possibly divorced from my grandfather, Grandpa Jack, whose full name was John Hampton Davis.

Surprisingly, my memories of Grandma are vague, but I recall her as a loving person who would hold and rock me in a chair. She would be the only person who showed me love for many years.

She cooked and took care of the house. Looking back, she was herding four strong-willed males and trying to referee what seemed to be frequent problems between them.

I don’t recall her losing her temper. Her superpower was her patience. She constantly tried to corral my two older brothers, look after me, and chastise Duck, primarily for chewing tobacco and missing the spittoon.

I slept in Grandma’s bed, and I recall her holding me as I fell asleep. She would sometimes rock me in Duck’s rocker. I don’t remember if there were any stories, singing, or anything like that, but I recall the warmth of her emotions.

All these years later, I understand that she could see I was the victim of a broken home. The loss of a mother and father, I was then passed off to my aunt, her daughter, and finally to her. She likely knew it was harder for me to understand than for my two older brothers.

I suspect she was doing her best to comfort me and help me through the trauma of all this, although I have no memory of trauma or feeling of loss, since I had no memory of either my mother or father.

I remember Grandma’s cooking and working around the kitchen. I remember her scrubbing clothes in the tub out on the porch and her joy when she got a new (used) electric clothes washer with a power ringer. That sat on the back porch with an extension cord running back into the kitchen.

I remember her being excited when the old icebox was replaced by a true refrigerator that ran on electricity. The freezer on the damn thing was about the size of a glove box in a car.

I wouldn’t realize until years later just how much I was attached to Grandma, or how ill she must have been, and the weight that trying to look after the three of us must have been for her.

Duck - a.k.a Clarence Spencer

Duck was the other adult in the room, so to speak. Physically, I have difficulty recalling what he or Grandma looked like. I suppose that’s normal for most people once someone has been gone from your life for an extended period.

I never knew Duck’s purpose in my or Grandma’s life. I don’t know his history or where he came from. Duck and Grandma slept in separate bedrooms, and I’m unsure how they met or came to live together.

In later years, I recall my mother and brothers talking about Uncle Red, my father's brother, I think, whom I never met or saw in a picture. I recall my brother, Bill, or someone else saying he lived in Utah. I later discovered a man named Ivan Connolly in my genealogy searches, who may have been Uncle Red. According to family lore, he may have been the love child of an illicit affair between my paternal grandmother, Minnie, and Duck. However, all that is lost to history, so who can ever know?

I remember Duck as a large man, but since I barely escaped dwarfism at five and a half feet tall, and was three or four years old, he may have been of average size.

I recall a stern man who never hesitated to use a switch on any of us if we got into trouble. He worked at a large stone-cutting factory where gravestones were made. I remember him taking me to work several times and showing me the big wire saw used to cut the granite.

There was an enormous hole in the ground, and they would lower giant granite blocks into the hole and start cutting slabs from them. There was a catwalk around the top of the hole. He seemed to get a kick out of taking me up there and scaring the hell out of me about falling into the hole. I loved going there and was fascinated by what was going on. I knew Duck would let nothing happen to me.

Duck loved fishing and wanted to take me fishing, which he did. He made a fishing pole for me out of a car antenna. He attached eyes to the rod, installed a reel, and fashioned a cork handle for the pole. We went to Carter Lake to fish for crappie, bluegill, channel catfish, common carp, and green sunfish.

Other than that, Duck was a quiet man who didn’t interact with me that much unless he was mad at me. I’ll tell you about a particular caper a little further on.

My Brothers

I was unaware that I had brothers, at least I think so. At the same time, when I went to live with Grandma and Duck, my two older brothers were there. I don’t recall what emotions I might have exhibited when I got to Grandma’s. I also don’t remember that move. One minute, I was at Aunt Bert’s; the next, I was at Grandma’s.

I’m sure I knew my brothers when I arrived, but I have no memory of the reunion or life with them before Grandma’s. We just started interacting as brothers would do.

Brother Bill

Bill would have been thirteen if I were between three and four when I moved to Grandma’s. That’s a sizable spread in age for siblings. Most of my memories of Bill at Grandma’s involved two things - him getting chased around the dinner table by Duck, and him, Bob, and me playing outside.

We used to play hide and seek. When it was my turn to do the seeking, I’d hide my eyes and count to ten, at least as well as I could. Bill almost always hid in the hayloft of the dilapidated old barn, and I don’t recall where Bob would hide, but I found them both quite easily.

When it was my turn to hide, I always hid under Grandma’s peony bushes. They knew it. They would fuss and walk around close to me, saying, “I wonder where Mickey is hiding.” Yes, I was called Mickey since I can remember. Around age ten or eleven, I decided that sounded too juvenile and demanded that everyone call me Mike.

Another adventure was using the outhouse. I should share a few details about that. Like most of the buildings in our neighborhood, it was made of old and weathered wood. The vertical boards were not planed or straight, so a fair amount of light and cold wind leaked through them.

It was a two-seater, meaning there were two holes in the lateral board you sat on to take a dump. I’ve never been sure why two holes or how many people wanted to go to the outhouse simultaneously and sit there together, expelling their last meal or two.

However, that was the design. A roll of toilet paper was on what looked like an old coat hanger fashioned into a paper holder, and a copy of the Sears catalog was usually lying on the bench.

The holes on the bench were rather large, and my bottom was relatively small. To prevent me from falling in, someone, Duck, I presume, had fashioned a kind of high chair for me from wood. It was about six or eight inches high, with four legs that straddled the large hole and a smaller hole cut in the chair seat that supported me while I did my thing.

I referred to the big adventure, when Bill and Bob would most likely accompany me to the outhouse at Grandma’s direction, observe me passing waste, and ensure I didn’t fall in.

As the little logs exited my bottom, they took great delight in yelling, “Bombs away!” They would laugh like mad and never seemed to tire of that game. At my age, I had no idea what bombs away meant.

One day, not too long after I arrived - I’d guess six to ten months - Bill disappeared. I don’t remember if I was offered any explanation of where he’d gone. One day, he was there, and the next, he was gone, and it was just me and Bob playing together.

Bill would play a role in my life several times later. You’ll hear those stories later in my life.

One of the stories I heard from my brothers later involved me, and although it's humorous now, it might not have been at the time. I expect Bill was the instigator in this one, as well as in many others, being the oldest brother.

The story is that our mother had to go to the store for some items. I assume she walked to a local market not far from the house we lived in. I was less than one year old, as the story goes, and our mother instructed Bill and Bob to look after me for the few minutes she would be gone; Bill would have been almost eleven at this point.

For whatever reason, Bill and Bob wanted to climb onto the roof of our house, but couldn’t leave me alone in the house, so they decided to take infant Mickey up on the roof with them, and they did.

They did whatever it was they wanted to do, and then saw our mother returning from the store. I don’t know if it was unexpected or if they had lost track of time. I also have no idea how they managed to access the roof. Regardless, there was not enough time to scramble off the roof with infant Mickey, so Bill told Bob that he would clamber down to the ground and that Bob was to drop me from the roof for Bill to catch. That is what they did, successfully, I’m happy to report.

My brothers indicated it was many years before they revealed this episode to our mother, and she was not amused.

Another event that involved me involved pain that I have no memory of. Some distance from our house, in an open field, stood a faucet at the end of a vertical pipe that led to an underground water supply of some kind. Please remember that we’re living in Omaha, Nebraska, where the winters can be quite cold.

One winter day, when I was about two years old and ambulatory, the three of us were playing in the field. Bill and Bob are looking at the frost-covered faucet. They talked young Mickey into putting his tongue on the frosted faucet. I was stuck tight for a few seconds, and immediately pulled back, leaving a patch of my tongue stuck to the pipe.

As you can imagine, I was screaming in pain, and our mother immediately responded. She took me into the house and did what she could for my raw and presumably bleeding tongue. I don’t recall whether it was our mother or father who dealt out the punishment for tormenting their little brother, but I recall it was pretty severe.

This last story does not involve abusing me. The house we lived in, a rental, I’m sure, sat on a hillside. The backyard overlooked the next neighbor’s backyard down the hillside. A block or cement retaining wall held the hillside and our house in place. The neighbors below had chickens, as did many people during and after World War II and the depression.

Somewhere nearby was a pile of rubble, composed of concrete and or asphalt from street repairs. Bill, or Bob, or both decided it would be great fun to lean over this wall above the neighbor’s backyard and bombard their chickens with blocks of broken concrete. They did, and they were successful in killing a couple of the neighbor’s chickens.

Punishment, and apparently, reparations for this particular stunt were left to our father. I recall Bill saying that he and Bob received a severe whipping and had to personally apologize to the neighbors for the death of their chickens.

Brother Bob

Bob was six years older than I, so I was about four when Bill left, meaning Bob was ten. I have several fond memories of Bob at Grandma’s. He, too, was often chased around the table by Duck. The following are my only “family” memories from this time.

There was a fair not too far from the house. Bob convinced Grandma to let him take me to the fair, and she agreed. I don't remember that discussion, but I recall her telling Bob to look after me.

We went in the evening, and it got dark before we left. I don’t recall many details about the fair; it was just a lot of noise, bright lights, and people laughing and screaming. I vividly remember the Tilt-a-Whirl ride.

If you’re not familiar with that ride, at least back then, it was a collection of seats that looked like wing-back chairs made from steel, not wicker. They were anchored to a spinning platform, and the chairs themselves were mounted on a kingpin, allowing them to spin around. The spinning platform raised and lowered like a saucer emerging from a spin before laying flat on the table.
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