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“These are my memories...as I remember them.”

~
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Winter. Spring. Summer. Fall. The seasons of a writer’s life.

At the end of our days, we live with many memories...and ghosts.

~
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This autobiography of a writer’s life is dedicated to my family; my late husband, whom I loved; and my talented late musician brother 

(his website is here: http://tinyurl.com/pytftzc) –

and all my friends that are now on the other side.
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Near the end of your life, ghosts begin to haunt you,

those you loved, or those you hated, those you aided, or harmed

...they come for you.

~
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I hope when my time comes, I die in the fall

...I have always loved the fall best of all the seasons.

~
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A person’s life memories are a strange thing...they come and go like shadows in the night. If you are lucky, you can catch them.
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Chapter 1

Winter
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I stare out at the white world beyond the kitchen windows, and shiver. Outside it has been snowing for days now. The fierce wind swirls in forceful vortexes across the yard. If I stare hard enough, I can see whimsical things flying around in the churning patterns of snowflakes. A mouse with a very long tail. A sailing ship with flapping canvases. A man reaching out with open arms. A tiny monster with an open mouth. I have always been able to see objects in patterns. Don’t get me started on fluffy clouds. Once in my bathroom floor in the timeworn tiles I was able to see a cat’s face and a dinosaur’s head. Really.

It was unusual to see this much ice and snow in mid-December. It wasn’t even Christmas yet. Crazy weather. First it had pelted down a thick layer of ice as an undercoat; the snow was still piling on top of it. The white stuff had to be at least ten inches deep out there now, ice and all. Twilight was falling, and for fleeting moments a soft golden radiance kissed everything. It made the world so hauntingly beautiful; made it look like another land, an enchanted one.

I touched the frozen window with my fingers, my eyes taking in the garage and the patio in the rear of the yard, covered and hidden now by the snow. The skeleton-fingered apricot tree next to the garage was coated in ice, and the branches glittered as if they were covered in diamonds. The garage’s roof was two sheets of shining ice. I bet the squirrels that lived in the apricot tree wouldn’t be able to scurry across the roof without their furry little butts sliding right down and off the edge into the snow. The thought made me giggle.

I felt my husband, Herbert, come up behind me. He put his arms around my waist, hugged me close against him.

“The snow is still coming down, huh?” He laid his chin on top of my head. He was so much taller than me. Six foot four. I had always liked that about him. He always made me feel small.

“I’m afraid so, husband.” I sighed, wrapping my arms around myself, feeling chilly. So close to the windows, it was colder than the rest of the kitchen. Old houses were like that. Full of drafts.

We’d been locked in the house now for four days. I was already weary of it. Herbert had promised he’d go out, and shovel the driveway as soon as the snow stopped. Whenever that would be.

“It won’t be hard to shovel the snow,” he told her. “But that ice will be the devil to get up. And unless I do get it up, you still won’t be able to get the car out of the garage and down the driveway to the road. We know that the town will clear the main roads.”

“Well, we can’t wait for that ice to melt. We’d be waiting a long time. The temperature is supposed to plummet tonight to below zero; remain that low for the rest of the week.”

“So, I’ve heard.” My husband shrugged. “We might be stuck in here for a bit longer. Possibly...decades.” He chuckled.

“That’s not funny. We’d most likely be long dead before that. We definitely will have run out of milk and bread. There should be something we can do. We’re being held hostage by frozen water! Can we scatter low temperature salt around on the ice to help melt it quicker?”

“We could do that. It might help some, Winnie.” Herbert always called me Winnie, though only those close to me ever did. My full name was Winifred. I didn’t mind. Winnie was a nickname said with love.

Herbert and I had been married for forty-three years. We knew each other so well, we could almost read each other’s minds. We had virtually the same likes and dislikes. We both loved to eat steaks; disliked hot dogs. Both didn’t care much for spinach.

I liked to read. He didn’t. Oh, unless it was military or gun magazines. He was an ex-Marine after all.

He liked to hunt and fish. I didn’t.

Herbert was the gregarious, outgoing one. I was more the introverted one, didn’t always care for crowds. But I was the writer, he wasn’t. Solitude was necessary to write novels. I tended to push people away, and usually did, and Herbert brought them to us like a human Piped Piper. People all liked Herbert. We balanced each other out.

Oh, I hated the ice and snow.

I hated that the frigid weather could lock us in the house longer. Herbert, I could tell, already had cabin fever. He was a runner, he was. Always going here and there. Aimlessly driving in his truck down the country roads, smoking a cigarette or a joint, or visiting family or friends. He needed other people, like air to breathe, or he became melancholy. He hated wearing masks everywhere; being couped up in the house, even worse than me.

I had my writing. It kept me occupied. He had his traveling ways. His visiting. We’d just gone through the pandemic, and that had been extremely difficult for Herbert. Being locked down and all. No family or friend visits or visiting friends. He’d been so depressed during that time. I was thankful the lockdown was over.

Peeking out at the cascading snow, I had decided I’d have to call someone, my usual yard guy maybe, or my old yard guy who had advanced to being a landscaper, to come out and blade the driveway of its ice and snow. Then I could get out to shop before I ran out of food. I couldn’t count on my husband to do it. Lately, he wasn’t dependable at all. He’d say he would do something, yet somehow never got around to doing it. Getting old, like me, I guess. We were now closer to eighty than seventy. An old guy shouldn’t be shoveling ice and snow off a long driveway. Too strenuous on an old man’s heart.

I stretched, bent my back, my hands on my waist. Yes, I was getting old. No, I was old. Three-quarters of a century was practically an antique. Old. My bones felt it. My muscles ached feeling it. My hair had become thinner, grayer; my mind slower. My body didn’t always want to do what I wanted it to do. Oh well, old was better than dead. I frowned. Yes, old was better than dead.

“Herbert, what would you like for dinner tonight?”

“Oh, anything will be fine, sweetheart. Anything you’d like to make. Toasted cheese sandwiches, tomato soup, would be okay with me. It’s a hot soup kind of day. You know me. Easy to please.”

Yes, he was easy to please. Though he didn’t eat much these days. No matter what I placed in front of him, he rarely ate it. Said he had no appetite.

I spun around to say something else to him, but he was gone. He must have slipped into the living room. I could hear the television droning on. Some kind of National Geographic program. I could hear lions roaring. The sounds of the jungle. Herbert did so like shows about the animal kingdom. And he was also fond of that one outlandish show about people being dropped in the woods naked to see how long they could survive. Oh, and any show about the military or guns.

I could no longer hear the TV in the other room. Merely silence. No one was in the living room watching television. The house was silent.

Then, catching my breath, I remembered. Herbert wasn’t in the living room watching TV. Herbert was dead. I’ve been a widow now for four years. It isn’t easy being a widow. Sometimes you feel so alone. Does it hurt sometimes to believe a dead husband is still alive? Maybe.

So, I’m a widow? I tell myself all the time. Could be worse. I could be really sick. Or deep in debt. Or homeless even; living in a cardboard box under a bridge somewhere. Or have a bunch of kids to support, and no job. When there are wind-whipping, hail-dropping, storms, or tornadoes, destroying things around me, I’m quaking in the basement, terrified, praying my old house doesn’t get hit, or gets blown away. Then after the all-clear signal comes, I tell myself how lucky I was. Everything is all right. I’m all right. It doesn’t change a thing. It’s still hard to be alone.

But, regardless of everything, time does move along. My beloved Grandma Agnes, who lived to be ninety-five, God bless her, used to say to me when I was a kid: “Just wait, honey. The older you get the faster time will go.” I didn’t believe her when I was young...now I do. Since my husband, Herbert, died, time has flown faster than a hummingbird. Four years. Poof.

And...I’ve been a writer for over fifty-four years. Fifty-four years. Poof.

Before I drifted away from the windows, my eyes wandered to the lilac bush, or a snow-coated version of the lilac bush. Herbert had planted it some years ago. My sister-in-law had given me a cutting from their lilac bush when my brother, her husband, had died over a decade past. Every year the bush hid during the winter, huddling beneath the snow and ice, until the spring when it would explode with its sweet-smelling flowers–and restart an avalanche of my childhood memories.

I seemed to be doing a lot of reminiscing these days. In fact, I don’t know why, I was spending more time in the past than in the present. Because I was happier then? Or perhaps because it was safer? The past was past, and couldn’t hurt me any longer? Who knows.

In my mind, I could see my mother’s beautiful lilac bushes. They’d been a sturdy line of sentinels along the side of our old house. When my brother, Paul, and I were children we lived, with our large family, in a rambling two-story home surrounded in fragrant lilac bushes. Every spring they’d bloom, protecting us from the outside world. Their perfume would drift into our upstairs windows day and night. Heavenly. From an early age, I had to sleep by an open window, any season. I still do. To this day, I can close my eyes and still smell my mother’s lilac bushes–and see that old house on the hill surrounded in gullies and thickets.

My mother also had a unique rock garden on one side of that house. Full of the most gorgeous stones. Paul and I used to search the neighborhood, when we weren’t doing chores that is, down the gravel and dirt roads, for any rocks that caught our fancy, strange shaped, ragged or smooth as glass, or colored stones, or rocks that shone with streaks of silver, or sparkled with quartz, to add to that rock garden. It made our mother happy when we found rare new additions for her special garden. Many a hot summer’s day Paul, in a stiped T-shirt and shorts, and I, in my pigtails, T-shirt, and shorts, would stroll barefoot down the dusty roads and through the fields searching for shiny rocks.

If we weren’t looking for wild strawberries, or blackberries. We were forever hungry. With five other siblings, there never seemed to be enough food. That’s because when it came to food we were like a swarm of locusts. Consuming everything edible in sight. Except bugs. We never ate bugs. Ech.

As I said, during the summer months Paul and I roamed the woods hunting for anything we could devour. This one neighbor’s house had these dark purple grapes, the bitter kind, climbing a wire fence along their property. We’d sneak in, and gobble down handfuls of them. Sometimes they’d give us stomach aches. But, at least, we’d have full tummies. I know this sounds ridiculous, rummaging around the neighborhood for things to eat. But, heck, we were hungry kids. Hungry kids do weird things.

It’s strange the things you recollect from your childhood, and those things you don’t. When I was very young, under ten I think, the ice man would come down our street in his truck. Clanging his bell. Yeah, the ice man. I told you I was old. During the hot summers we’d trail the truck, begging to have cold hunks of ice from the ice man to suck on.

There was also a milkman who would bring us milk, butter, cottage cheese, and other cold items our mother would order. Feels like that was centuries ago. Only people as old, or older, than me would remember ice trucks and mobile milkmen.

Then there was the ice cream truck, with that obnoxious tune playing over and over again, that wound its way around our neighborhood streets every summer afternoon. I was particularly fond of any kind of chocolate ice cream on a stick, a fudgesicle, or a banana popsicle. They don’t make the banana, and cherry popsicles, like they did back then. The flavors were so true to the fruit represented, so sharp. Now popsicles are fairly tasteless. Oh, well. Times change.

When I was in grade school, perhaps second or third grade, and at that time we lived in a decrepit subdivision house on a gravel road. It was all we could afford. We walked to school, Paul, Jemma, and I, past a private apple orchard. We weren’t supposed to go in there, or pick the apples, but we did anyway. We’d eat one or two as we made our way to the school building; stuffed a few in our pockets for later. They weren’t really sweet apples, not big shiny and red, but dappled orange and brown. In the fall, as the apples died, there was a decaying odor hovering over the orchard. I can still smell those rotting apples to this day. As well as the way the apple trees looked in the morning and afternoon light, cloaked in morning mist or afternoon fog. I used to think it was a mystical place. Maybe monsters were hiding behind the trees. Monsters that ate apples.

I’m glad we didn’t live in that run-down subdivision house long. Just a year or two. One day I came home from school to find the ceiling in Jemma’s and my bedroom had collapsed...all over my bed. What a mess. Dad and my Grandpa Ralph fixed it, but the smell of wet plasterboard hung around until we left the house. I hadn’t liked that house at all. I liked the next one much better. Loved it, in fact.

The house on the hill. Our sanctuary from the heartless world.

When I was between fifth and eighth grade my three brothers, three sisters, mother, and father, moved into this really enormous–or it was to us anyway–house, off by itself at the top of a hill, surrounded by woods, and next to overgrown fields riddled with narrow ravines that filled with water during a rainstorm, and cold white stuff when it snowed.

Two elderly sisters, the Moore sisters, two spinsters, we rented the house from lived at the bottom of the road in a newer house. They could see our place easily from their rear porch, or any of their rear windows. Those two liked to spy on us. Tattling to our parents if they saw us acting like...well, kids. If they caught us climbing the cherry tree behind the house, or scooting around outside on the lower level of the roof, they’d call mom or dad. Get us in trouble. The old biddies. Now that I’m as old as they were then, I understand their snooping much better. They weren’t merely tattling on us; they’d only been worried we’d fall and break our necks. Possibly sue them. Thank goodness we never plummeted off that roof, or flew out of that cherry tree.

There was also a kid who lived down the hill on the right of us. His name was Franklin. He was a fairly wealthy kid with two doting parents, an expensive, large house; all the toys he wanted, and a swimming pool in his backyard. The kid, very spoiled, was given anything he wanted. But he was a lonely boy without many friends. Paul and Patrick, though, quickly, when we moved in next door, became friends with Franklin. And every once in a great while Franklin’s mother, a small energetic woman of Mexican descent who, we were told, used to be a nightclub performer of some kind in her heyday, would, when Franklin begged her, allow Paul and Patrick to swim in their pool. The rest of us, no. She thought of us as a bunch of unruly, perhaps unclean, poor ragamuffins who lived in the run-down house on the hill. Most people in the neighborhood though of us that way.

I only dealt with Franklin’s mother twice. For a while, she offered to give me a dime for every Monarch butterfly I could catch for her. I thought it’d be an easy way to make some money, which my family always seemed to desperately need. But I stopped catching butterflies for her when I discovered she only wanted them for her butterfly collection. Heartlessly sticking a needle through them; tacking them on a large piece of cardboard. I was disgusted she would kill the beautiful creatures, and stick them on a board. I immediately stopped doing it. I didn’t need dimes that much. I wouldn’t supply anymore innocent tiny creatures for her merely to snuff out.

Then another time, when I was about twelve or so, Franklin’s mother asked Paul to see if I would come over, and clean her house for her. I was so excited. I could make some much needed money for my family. We really needed milk, bread, and a few other basics.

So, I went over to Franklin’s house early one morning and, following Franklin’s mother’s persnickety orders where she shadowed me around all day making sure I did a thorough job, worked very hard cleaning her house from top to bottom. I spent all day scrubbing, mopping, and dusting; eagerly looking forward to the money she would give me at the end of the day. Mom would be so proud of me when I presented her with cash to buy groceries.

Instead, at the end of the day, exhausted, sweaty, and grimy, when I accepted my pay from her, imagine my anger, my utter disappointment, when she presented me with this tiny pearl necklace (which she boasted was a real cultured pearl worth a great deal, and I should be honored she was giving it to me) hanging on a silver chain. She gave it to me instead of money. I thought: we can’t eat a necklace! I was so flabbergasted, when I had expected, needed, money, I didn’t know what to say. I had remained mute. In those days, at that age, I was too timid to question my supposedly betters.

I reluctantly accepted the necklace. Thanked her. Dejectedly went home. Mom was furious Franklin’s mother had made me work so hard, so long...for a silly cultured pearl necklace. I learned my lesson, though. I never cleaned Franklin’s mother’s house again, or did anything else for her, even though I was asked to. Fool me once....

Anyway, overly privileged rich neighbors aside, that old house on the hill was a wonderland to us kids. Lots of land, and wide spaces to run and play. Deep snow filling the gullies, and blanketing the hills, in the winter. The land around us blooming in pastel-colored flowers in the spring. The woods around us exploding with orange, red, and golden colors in the fall. Fields of twinkling fireflies in the summer. We used to catch them, then let them go. As with the butterflies, I couldn’t bear to hurt the fireflies. They were so beautiful twinkling their tiny lights over the forest.

I loved that house.

*****
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AND IN THE SUMMER MY brothers would make these narrow miniature roads in the gravel driveway with their hands. Play with these small metal cars, pretending they were grownups, and the cars were real. I got so angry at Paul because, suddenly when I was about thirteen, he wouldn’t let me play with my tiny cars on their roads. They said I was a girl, and girls couldn’t play cars with them.

Ha, I showed them. I scooted down to the other end of the driveway, and dug out my own roads in the gravel; played with my own little silver car on them by myself. It hurt, though. Being left out. A trait that followed me the rest of my life. Feeling left out, left behind, where and when I had once belonged. The hurt never got any less.

Anyway, our new house was so old it still had an ancient coal furnace, and a coal bin with a window to the outside so the coal truck could dump the coal right into the bin. Many a freezing winter morning, Paul and I would go down into the basement and, with these metal pinchers, dig out the clinkers (which were melted hunks of coal that hadn’t turned to ashes) before we shoveled more coal from the coal bin into the hungry furnace. It was like living in the nineteen thirties.

Paul once told me that someone, some old man, had hung himself down in that basement. I never knew if it was true. But I imagined the dead man’s ghost haunting us when we were shoveling coal into the furnace. I never saw his ghost, though.

We also liked to hunker in front of the floor heat registers on a cold day and melt the peanut butter on our slices of bread, licking the warm stuff off with our fingers, and into our mouths; or peeling the shells off our M&Ms one by one. We thought if we ate them slowly like that they’d last longer. We were silly kids.

Ooh, that house could be so nippy on winter mornings, its wooden-framed windows rimmed in ice patterns inside and out. Like the house could be so hot in the heat of the summer. But I treasured that creaky old house. It was one of the only houses my family rented–and we rented many of them throughout my childhood–that was big enough for our large family. I only had to share a bedroom with one other person, my older sister, Jemma. There were more than enough bedrooms for the nine of us. Heaven.

And there was the basement. Immense, dirty, full of crawly things, spider webs; and perfect for roller skating in on rainy or snowy days. I went down there periodically and cleaned the place up so I, and my brothers, and sisters, could skate. We’d strap on our roller skates, and with the keys hanging on a string around our necks, we’d skate around and around for hours. Laughing, singing like sick cats, teasing each other, and sometimes even squabbling.

The two older boys were forever baiting the youngest boy. Poor Charlie. The child would end up crying half the time, and I’d have to defend him from his brothers. I did that a lot. Played referee. The boys were always fooling around, punching, and shoving each other, but Charlie seemed to be the one usually on the worst end of it. Ending up crying on the basement floor.

I don’t know why, but over the long, long years (fifty-three years, as long as my son is old) I haven’t dreamed much of Charlie. His ghost has never visited me...except on the night he died when I dreamed, he was coming into the house (the old house with the endless fields and cherry tree in the back from our childhood), but he was confused. Panicked. Horrified. He didn’t know what had happened to him or where he was. I woke up crying...for my fifteen-year-old lost brother. He’d never grow up, have a career, marry, and have a family. Live a life with all that would entail. Be sad. Be happy. I ached for the loss of him. But I’d just had my son, George, and the baby had been sick, in an incubator, and they weren’t sure he’d be able to come home with me from the hospital; but, at the last minute, he did. I was so happy he was all right.

So here I was with my twelve-day old baby, so relieved and happy he was okay and with me...and then my youngest brother dies. It was a very difficult time. Life is like that. It takes and gives away in the same gesture. Life and death. How many times in your life have you seen that? One person dies, and soon after another is born? Happens all the time. Circle of life.

Strange thing was, I had known someone was going to pass away before my brother died. My first husband, Liam, baby George, and I, had spent the evening with his sister and brother-in-law celebrating Christmas Day, after having spent Christmas Eve with my family. We came home later and prepared for bed. I had this uneasy feeling that something bad was about to happen. I’d had it all day. So, when the telephone–still a land line in those days of course–rang right before twelve midnight, I knew it was really horrific news. It was. My youngest brother had died. There were many times in my life where I had those kinds of psychic premonitions. Over time I learned to heed them. That night the bell had tolled for Charlie.

*****
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OKAY, BACK TO THE SPRAWLING old house on the hill. Sorry, I got off track for a bit. It wasn’t only the house, all its rooms, and its spacious basement I liked so much, but the expansive grounds around the house. There was that cherry tree at one end, and that long rolling hill behind it we used to ride down, when it snowed, on pieces of cardboard. Like we used to use waxed paper to go faster down the slides at the playground. The cherry tree’s fruit was a dark red, a little bitter, but, when ripe, we still ate them. I’d bring out some sugar, dip the cherries in them. I had a terrible sweet tooth even as a child. Probably one of the reasons why I have false teeth now.

In the fall, Paul and I would collect Sycamore Tree seeds, we fondly called whirlybirds, off the ground when they fell from the trees, rip them apart, or send them spinning into the air. Poor kids are easily entertained. We’d hunt for hours in the grass for four leaf clovers. I always found some. For years as a child, I thought it meant I was very lucky. And I was lucky, as things went.

On warm summer nights, as the insects susurrated high in the trees filling the air with their music, all of us children would play hide-and-go-seek, or cavort on the swing set; Paul and I wailing to the skies. We had lots of room around that house to run and jump. To play. To be free.

In the daytime, we’d scamper over the neighborhood finding amusement wherever we could. Climbing dirt hills at construction sites, or exploring the unfinished inner foundations. Building forts in the field. A hole in the ground we’d line with cardboard, and have secret meetings in. We had humble needs. No fancy expensive toys for us. We had to be content with the simple things.

Or we’d stampede inside at the same time on Friday nights to watch Zorro, with Guy Williams, or The Twilight Zone on our black and white console TV where you had to get up to manually change the channel, or change the volume. There’d be wrapped aluminum foil around the old bunny ears antenna. That Twilight Zone episode where the world ends, everything is destroyed, and a guy who loves reading books more than anything finds himself alone with all the time he ever wanted to finally read all his beloved books...until he drops and breaks his glasses. Wow, that episode hit me hard, being the book lover, and reader, I was. My second home was the library. I always thought, though, why didn’t the man with the broken glasses just try to locate an eyeglass store, and maybe he’d find new glasses. That’s what I would have done. Those shows were quite simplistic, though, being the late fifties and early sixties.

Or that episode where the world was heating up with a broiling sun...and it turns out the woman is dreaming while the world is actually freezing itself into a popsicle. Those stories wowed me. Later, I believe, they in part spurred me to write my earliest supernatural novels.

And then there was the western show Rawhide (and my brother, in his early bands would play Rawhide’s theme song, mainly to get claps and snickers from his audience). The Flintstones. Sing Along with Mitch. We hung on those programs. On Saturday mornings, there was Sky King, The Lone Ranger, The Adventures of Robin Hood, Fury, and My Friend Flicka. Of course, in those long-ago days, there was only about six TV channels and finding something a kid liked was hard, except for the cartoons and children’s programming on Saturday mornings. I much prefer having a hundred or more channels to choose from these days. There’s always something to watch. Well, usually.

*****
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ONE SUMMER, WHEN I was about eleven, and Paul around ten, we discovered these ponies in a field. Three of them. They looked sort of tired, shaggy, and old, but no matter. They were beautiful to me. I’d dreamed since I was a kid of having a pony or a horse. Impossible with my family’s circumstances, location, and income. Yet still I fantasized what it would be like to have one of my own. What it would feel like to ride so high above the ground on their proud backs. So, I had to ride one of those wild ponies.

Paul, more cautious of the beasts, didn’t want anything to do with them. They’d throw him off, and stomp on him, or so he thought. No way was he going to get up on top of one. But I was. We snuck into their enclosure and, with Paul’s help, I climbed up on one; holding onto its mane. I guess I wasn’t really thinking about it. I just did it. Stupid idea.

The pony took off like a rocket, down a hill, across a rock lined creek, and tossed me into a line of thorn bushes. I hadn’t been able to stop the beast, or get off once it had started running. Paul had laughed his head off at me. My pride was more hurt than my body, which was scratched up, and sore. I limped home. So much for riding wild ponies.

We never told mom or dad what had happened. Though that fall, in school again, fifth grade, everyone in my class was asked to come forward and talk about what they’d done over the summer. I choose to speak about the wild pony incident, embellishing it for maximum effect and humor, and had the class laughing by the time I got done, even with my little speech defect. I remember it clearly because as I finished, and made my way to my seat, our teacher whispered aside to me with a smile, “You’re going to be a writer someday.”

No, I’d thought at the time. I’m going to be an artist. I guess the teacher and I were both right. But I was flattered, as reading was my second best thing to do, after eating chocolate. Still is. Imagine that, an author? At that age, I thought of an author as someone akin to a god. How could I even think of ever being one? Impossible. From a young age, I’d shuffle home from the library with a huge stack of books piled in my arms, so eager to read them. I was particularly fond of science fiction stories, mysteries (I liked the British ones like Sherlock Holmes), historical romances, Ancient Egyptian time-travel, and spooky stories. Ironic, as I grew up to write in those genres.

Anyway, the road our old house was on was a country road lined in elegant towering oak trees. Besides the pony debacle, Paul and I found other mischief to get into. One night we climbed high into one of those tree’s branches, and thought it would be hilarious to drop clumps of dried mud on passing by car tops and windshields. We’d chortle, and snicker, when the cars below us would sometimes stop, then go on, not knowing where the mud chunks had come from. We figured no one would figure out it was two kids dropping the mud bombs on their cars. We were wrong. Oh, it was funny until one of our victim’s trucks came to a crashing stop in the middle of the road, the driver jumped out, yelled, and shook his fist up at us.

“I know it’s you kids up there that dropped that mud on my car! Come down here right now and take your punishment!” We froze, hiding behind the branches and the darkness, shivering. Praying the man wouldn’t climb up the tree after us, or call the police. We remained motionless, silent, as the man ranted below us. He finally got tired of screaming, slumped back into his vehicle, and, in a huff, drove off. We never did that prank again. We were kids, but we weren’t stupid.

In the summer, when I was about fourteen, and Jemma fifteen, we’d go to the night street dances up by the shopping center. Put on our fanciest tops, and shorts, our white lipstick, and eyeliner (the big thing back then), tiny velvet bows in our hair, and dance all night to the local bands. We were just beginning to be noticed by boys. It was a heady feeling. The dances, on Friday and Saturday nights, were such fun. I loved to dance. Was a good dancer. I went to dances through my high school years. Street dances. Dances at the teen towns. And dances held at roller rinks or bowling alleys. Dances for kids under eighteen. They don’t have those anymore these days. A shame. They were great and gave the young people a place to show off and have safe fun.  

There weren’t many times in our childhood when we three older ones all had bicycles at the same time. Our family’s fortune tended to go up and down year to year. Usually down. But when we did, especially in our teens, Jemma, Paul, and I would ride all over the town, on its back roads, and as far out as to the stone quarry on the edge of town. In the sunshine, free as birds, wind in our hair. One of the most special memories of summer. Jemma wasn’t always with us, though. She was a loner from early on.

I remember this time when just Paul and I were riding around the neighborhood on our bikes, and rode up to John’s Confectionary for some penny candy. We were forever going up to John’s if we had any money at all. We’d regularly walk the roads up, and from, the confectionary looking for ‘lost’ money, money people or kids would drop in the gravel along the side of the road from their pockets, or looking for those old glass soda bottles to cash in, two cents a bottle, to buy penny candy with. We sometimes found lost coins.

A couple of times we found a whole dollar. One of those dollars went for a chocolate crème pie from the grocery store. It was so small Paul and I didn’t think it would be enough for seven kids, so we sat in a thicket of woods in front of our subdivision and gobbled down the entire thing ourselves with our fingers. Later, I did feel guilty for not sharing. But it was so good. And it had been a really small pie.

Remember the old-fashioned penny candy from the fifties and sixties? The multi-colored candy necklaces that you could eat? Those little colored sugar dots on strips of white paper, Necco wafers, Mary Janes, root beer barrels, jujube nougat pieces, candy cigarettes (some were even chocolate filled for a while), circles of licorice, sugared-coated fruit slices, or wax tiny soda bottles filled with flavored water, jaw breakers, Bit-O-Honey? Turkish Taffy in different flavors? I miss those penny candies. Even if you find them these days, they don’t make them the same. They don’t taste the same. They’re not as good, or I don’t think they are. Or maybe it’s simply my old taste buds can’t taste as well as they used to. I don’t know.

John’s confectionary had all the best penny candy. And I remember one really hot summer when John even had an ice cream cone machine for a while. Only white and chocolate ice cream cones, though. One type of sugar cone with the flat bottom. We’d bicycle up there in the early dusk and buy ice cream cones. Again, they’ve never tasted as good as those cones at the confectionary.

John was a sweet old man, too. He loved having us kids come up and buy things. There were these gumball machines at the front of his store. If you got a speckled gumball, John would give you a different colored rabbit’s foot. I won a few of them. Don’t know if they gave me luck, but they were really cute. Soft. I never believed they were real rabbit’s feet, though.

Every summer John would host a contest. You’d pick a number, pop it out of this little piece of cardboard, and if he pulled out your number at the end of the contest time, you’d win a huge Sugar Daddy caramel lollypop. I won one year. I don’t know how Paul found out, but he gave me a number. Thirty-three. Told me to place it. And I won! Of course, I shared the giant lollypop with my family.

And then there was the pop bead craze. These multi-colored plastic bulbs you could ‘pop’ together to make bracelets or necklaces with? Or the craze for a while of collecting single stick gum wrappers; folding them intricately into necklaces? Both of those were fun, too, even if you couldn’t eat them.

Then there was that fad where the boy you liked would give you his school ring. If it was too big, which it usually was, you’d wrap angora wool around it so it would fit your smaller finger. Remember that?

One day we were bicycling to John’s Confectionary with ‘found’ pennies in our pockets to cash in for treats, and Paul rode across the road without looking. A car hit him. There was blood everywhere. I freaked, frantically rode home to get mom or dad. When I returned with dad someone had already called an ambulance, and off Paul went to the hospital. He had to have stitches. Thank God he recovered. His injuries weren’t all that bad. But for me, a child, seeing my younger brother, who I loved so much, hurt, had scared the heck out of me. I had feared he was dead.

Like the time my other brother, Patrick, was playing baseball up at the neighborhood field and injured his leg. There was blood everywhere then, too. This time I went and fetched mom, and we tried to stop the blood. When I saw all the blood, I fainted! Until that incident, mom would have liked me to become a nurse. Yeah, never gonna happen. After that, not so much. Besides, at that age, I was going to become an artist. Ha, not a nurse.

As I’ve mentioned, there were also endless fields and forest to the left of our house that we could play and explore in.

And, oh, on summer nights when it was sweltering outside, especially when it was raining softly–we had no air-conditioning in that old house–Paul would sneak into the room, in the dead of night, I shared with my older sister, Jemma, and, because my windows let out onto the lower roof, we’d climb outside onto its shingles.

We loved to feel the warm rain on our skin. We’d be careful not to wake my sister because she’d be a grumpy grouch if we disturbed her precious beauty sleep. We’d lounge out on the roof, bask in the gentle rain, and enjoy the night air, as massive trees protectively circled our home. Paul and I would inhale the sweetness of the lilac bushes below, gaze into the sky at the stars, or at the night clouds, make wishes, and dream about our futures. We’d decided we were both going to become someone. Someone important.

From a very early age, Paul wanted to be a singer and a musician, and in time he did become one, as well as a songwriter, along with many other achievements. He was a genius with computers, and later in his life would head an IT department at a local school district. His real-life job.

Me? When I was a young girl, I wanted to be an artist. I began drawing pictures in pencil, crayon, and ink, all my parents could afford, by the time I was nine. If I could see it, I could draw it. It shaped me from my earliest years. I was going to grow up–and be an artist! I was going to be somebody. Not just a penniless child one of seven in a poor family who had to wear scuffed shoes, and hand-me-down clothes, that made the other kids snicker behind my back. No one would look down at me ever again. Or that was my plan.

I learned early what the power of being unique, an artist–and later the power of high grades, and being very smart–could bring me. I think one of the first things I ever drew was a horse’s head. I had this little square China plate with a horse’s head painted on it that had hung on the wall of my and Jemma’s bedroom. I don’t recall where I’d gotten it. It was just there. One day I eyed it, and copied it, pencil drawing the same horse’s head onto paper, but bigger. Everyone who saw it was astounded at how close I had come to the original. Almost an exact copy.

One day my sister, Jemma, wanted to try her hand at drawing and we both decided to draw a deer for dad. My deer looked like a deer; my sister’s, according to my dad, looked more like a ...dog. I thought that was funny. Not Jemma. That was the last time Jemma tried drawing anything. After that she wanted to become either an opera singer, or a writer. Yeah, a writer.

I went on drawing. Remember those advertisements in the TV Guide where you were supposed to draw the animal and send your drawing into them? Well, I did that when I was nine, sent it in...and someone called my dad and wanted me to take this art class–out of state, no less. Ha, ha. When he explained to them I was only nine years old, they told him to have me call them in about ten years. It was flattering, though.

Years later, my religious Grandma Agnes offered to pay for us three older kids’ tuition so we could go to a Catholic school, take confirmation classes, and finally receive First Communion. Once there, to butter up the strict nun teaching my class, I sat in the rear of the room and drew the Virgin Mary, holding the baby Jesus, from a holy card.

At first, seeing me not paying attention and doodling, she was angry, and marched up to me intending to reprimand me. Until she saw what I had drawn and everything changed. She was astounded at how well I had drawn the Virgin Mary and baby Jesus. She had to show it to everyone, praising how well I had drawn it. She treated me differently after that. Not like the poor waif from the poor family I was. Treated me with reverence. Respect. I also learned from that.

So much so that, after me and my two siblings got our First Communions, and we transferred–lack of money again–to another grade school, a public one, I used the same trick to get attention. They had a weekly art contest and I drew the best, with crayons, scenery of a stormy cliff with a dark churning ocean below it I could create...and won my first contest there hands down. Again, everyone treated me better afterwards.

*****
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WHEN I WAS A FRESHMAN in high school the family moved to a new house, a new school. High school for me now. The nearby shopping center had a Halloween window art contest (the neighborhood stores used to sponsor them all the time in the nineteen sixties) and I used my crayons to draw a headless horseman on a rearing horse in an eerie graveyard on a huge piece of white poster board. I worked hard on it, and thought it looked pretty good.

I won first prize. Ten dollars! That was a lot of money to me in those days. My parents were really proud. From then on, until I started singing with Paul, I was determined to be a famous, and someday rich, artist. I’d show all those people who looked down on me and my family for not being rich; for having too many kids. I’d show them! I began drawing everything I could think of in my sketchbook. I found out I was also good at portraits. I even made some extra money in high school drawing some of my classmates.

Yet, somehow, as often happens in a person’s life, over the years my dream changed. I was an artist when I was very young, then for a while I sang with Paul as a folk duo, and then, with him, in a couple teenage bands. For a while I fancied I’d become a famous singer with my brother...until years later when he left me behind and, eventually, I grew up and became what I had been meant to become all along. A writer of fiction novels, my butterfly stage. And a teller of the future. Not that I tell people their futures...I let my characters do that. Though, over the years, I realized I was a little psychic myself. Life is like that. It surprises you. It likes to do that. A lot.

So, for many years, Paul and I practiced singing together; we had since our childhood days anyway, on the swing set. First folk songs, and then into pop songs. I grew to love the singing more than the art, and slowly Paul and I evolved into a real singing duo. Singing first for family, then friends, and then finally for small coffee house gatherings and so on and so on. Years went by and our singing together continued. We were a team. We were going to be famous together. I figured I could still do my art on the side.

Oh, so I was nut crazy furious with Paul for replacing me–totally out of the blue–in the band with a new girl singer when I was nineteen. His new girlfriend, to be precise, who soon after he had to marry (seems, surprise, surprise, she was pregnant, too) and had his baby. But my anger, my hurt, was so deep, after all the years my brother and I had been practicing and singing together. Looking forward to fame and fortune.

For the longest time I wanted to kill my replacement. Made elaborate plans of how I’d do it. I’d visit them in their apartment, bring a gun, and shoot her dead! I’d gone over the edge for a while, I think. They were living in this luxurious top of a hotel apartment given them by the owner of that extravagant building because they were playing nightly in the lounge below. 

But, in the end, I didn’t murder the band’s new girl singer. Once I’d calmed down, done some thinking on it, I figured how could I fight their love. Even if she later cheated on him, and left him. Later, Paul met a great woman, Susanne, whom he married, and also had a child, a boy, with...a woman whom he would be happily married to for almost forty years, and who would make him happy.

And how could I kill his pregnant girlfriend, and do that to my brother, resentment at him for what he’d done aside, I loved him. I could never wound him that way–and, besides, I wasn’t a murderer. I didn’t really want to go to jail for homicide. I had other plans and dreams for my life; and, by that time, we all knew his girlfriend was going to have his baby. Murder was out. Resignation and acceptance were in. Darn.

*****
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LIFE HAS A WAY OF MOVING along, though. After I was out of the band, married, and, another surprise, home pregnant (what was I thinking?) with my son, George, out of boredom, I began my first novel. My dad found and brought me an electric typewriter, and I started typing. An historical romance set in fifteenth century England. Fifteenth century England? What was I thinking? I’d never been to England. I’d never been much of anywhere really. But I had always been intrigued with the War of the Roses, King Edward, and Richard the Third. I’d read a lot of books set in England in that time. How hard could it be? I’m laughing now.

Now I read passages of that first book, originally written fifty-three years ago, and am mortified. It’s so...adolescent. But I was such a baby, at twenty-one, who’d just had her own baby. What had I been thinking? I know. That I had loved reading historical romances as a teenager and therefore thought my first book should be one. Though, in truth, twelve years later (divorce and life got in the way), it became my second published tome, not my first, which was a horror story.

That first horror story, all scary scenes and emotions, instead of intensive historical research in the library, it turned out, had been easier to write–and sell. I’d then write another horror novel about a possessed (by a demon) gun.

Later, because in my younger years, I had always been fascinated with, and read a lot about, ancient Egypt (that’s what watching the old movie The Mummy did to me), I would also spend hours, days, at the library doing extensive research (that was before the Internet), and pen two ancient Egyptian themed books.

One, a time-travel romance, where a cursed scarab sent my heroine back to ancient Egypt, where she’d find her true love.

The second one, set in present day, about a woman musician, and her husband, who are sent to Egypt, by a ghostly spirit inside her, to solve, and get justice for, the ancient murders of Nefertiti, Akhenaten, and their daughters.

Lastly, not to waste all that tedious research, I’d write a sexy short story about tombs, mummies, an evil witch, and an angry wife’s revenge. But I’m getting ahead of myself. Let’s backtrack a bit.

At nineteen, I had married my first love, Liam, who I’d met at fifteen, and dropped out of college when I (foolishly) became pregnant. But that was what women did in the nineteen seventies...you fell in love, got married, and had kids. Staying in college was only a second choice. Some women even went to college just to get a husband. Not me. I’d wanted a degree. I hadn’t gone to college to get a man. But I ended up with one anyway. One left over from my high school days. 

Yet eventually I realized I’d made a mistake by not finishing college...so I had compensated by going in a different direction, one I could do at home with my baby; starting a monumental project to get my mind off my stupidity. And keep me busy. I wasn’t used to doing nothing. That project was that first novel, with lots of help along the way with my handy bottle of Wite-Out, and carbon paper for copies, on that old electric typewriter.

It was nineteen seventy-two. At the time, historical romance fiction was all the rage, especially the sexy ones. Heck, I’d read a thousand of them myself. I was a voracious reader. Always had been. Some of my sweetest childhood memories were of me lying in bed, with snacks beside me, and reading a romance, a scary, or a science fiction novel. I loved the way the library books smelled. I loved reading them. They took me to foreign places, and into alien situations, I could never go to or experience otherwise. I could travel to a faraway country, go up in space, read about past times, pretend to be someone else rich or famous...in books. Along with my art and my music, they made my childhood so much better.

Anyway, one day, as my new baby son had slept in his crib, I had read this extremely awful historical romance, and foolishly thought: I can write a better story than this! How naïve I was. So, I was going to write one, too, with all the weird ancient-sounding dialect once spoken in 1461 England. How hard could it be? Yeah, right.

It would take me another twelve years to get that first book published, as my life unraveled around me, a stay-at-home mom. Then came an unwanted divorce, being forced to go out into the working world, and get a job–any kind of lower entry job I could get because I’d had no previous experience.

It wasn’t that historical romance that got bought first, either. I had stuffed that fat stack of manuscript pages in an empty copy paper box, traveled to the post office, and sent it to endless publishers in New York. Waiting for an answer, or the manuscript to be returned to me. I didn’t have a copier, and I couldn’t afford to make copies of it. I kept the carbon paper copy of it, and sent out the original each time. It could take, and often did, months each time I sent it out. That manuscript had been turned down so many times by publishers I’d sent it to, I’d lost count.

No, it was my second novel-writing attempt, a fictionalized story of my childhood, and the heart-wrenching end of my first marriage, wrapped in supernatural happenings that finally caught a paperback publisher’s interest.

An editor had read my story and had suggested it would sell better if I turned it into a scary tale, like a Stephen King novel. Stephen King was already famous back in nineteen eighty-four. She said my writing already had a spooky ambience to it. I did as she asked, rewrote it, and added an eternal demon in the woods. And that editor, eventually–after much rewriting, and back and forth, as we had to do in those days, through the mail–bought the manuscript. Yeah! I was in heaven! I was finally going to be published. I went through final editing.

And then my publisher sold out lock-stock-and barrel to another publisher...leaving my book in limbo. Most of the out-going publisher’s in-progress novels were dropped. I was so disheartened. Two years of going back and forth with the first publisher, rewriting, approving the final edits, hoping, and then exultation, down the drain.

Then my editor, as she was leaving, told one of the new editors about my book, and asked her to give it a chance. Publish it. And they did! They printed it in paperback, gave it a beautiful embossed cover of an eerie looking forest. They printed thousands of copies, and sent them out to the bookstores. Finally, my first book was going to be out there for everyone to buy. Yippie!

I really thought I’d at long last made it. My paperback book–this was long before personal computers, the Internet, and eBooks–I was so sure would sell in the millions worldwide through the bookstores. I’d quickly join the ranks of Stephen King, and Dean Koontz. Become rich and famous. Be able to quit my full-time job, write more books, and live the good life. No more full-time jobs for me. Ha, more naivety.

It took me years more to learn the sad truth. Oh, my book sold thousands of copies, but at four percent royalties, locked in with what they called a standard boilerplate contract, I didn’t make much money per paperback. About fourteen cents a book. Not nearly enough to let me quit my graphic artist job at the brokerage firm. It was all so long ago now, but it was also like yesterday. To work so hard, so long, and to still not be able to write full time, even after my novel came out, broke my heart.

*****
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I PLUNKED DOWN IN A chair at the kitchen table, my eyes still observing the snow fall outside. Would it never stop? I was tired. Tired of life, I fear. Now I’m an old woman looking back on my long life and wondering where all the years have gone. Me being elderly now, makes me think about my Grandmother Agnes when she was about my age. She was the verbal storyteller of her generation. She never wrote her stories down; she spoke them aloud to us children.

She was fun loving and adventurous, too. One time the family, my grandparents included, went to this carnival. A large one. Not one of those that folded up and moved on every couple of weeks. This one was stationary, and was always there. It had fantastic rides...and was known for its terrifying roller coaster. Its curved tracks were really long and very high above the ground; the downs and ups steep. Everyone was too afraid to go on it with me, except for grandma. 

I should have known better. She wasn’t a young woman. But she wouldn’t let me down. We went on the roller coaster. It was unbelievably scary...and grandma passed out a few seconds after we started down the first hill. She scared me almost to death. I thought she’d died. I held on to her so she wouldn’t fly out. When we arrived at the last stop, and she came to, I was so relieved. And felt so guilty. I never should have made her ride that roller coaster with me. Never. Lesson learned. You don’t guilt old people to do scary things with you.

In later years, I’d write a couple of scenes, or stories, set in carnivals, pulling from those carnival memories of that day. One, a carnival of vampires.

*****
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I GOT UP AND WENT TO the sink. It was full of my breakfast dishes. I robotically began to wash them. I’d washed so many dishes in my life I could do it in my sleep. In all my years, I’ve never had a dishwasher. Except me. My eyes were still gazing out at the snow. In the neighbor’s yard there was an old, rusted swing set, now covered in a layer of ice. It made me smile.

Or the memories of another swing set I’d played on decades ago in our childhood yard made me smile. When I was a kid, on nice evenings, Paul and I would also swing and sing songs of the day. We probably sounded like two banshees wailing at the sky. Singing Moon River, Que Sera, Sera, Somewhere Over the Rainbow, or anything else we heard on mom’s kitchen radio. It was how we first started singing together. In my mind I can still see us. Swinging and singing. Those were such simple, happy days. When my future lay out before me like an endless field of bright flowers.

Even without a lot of money, or food at times, my memories of my childhood with my six brothers and sisters, in that drafty old house, were full of love. I had loved my family. They nurtured and protected me. No matter any of our problems, I felt safe with them in that old house.

Nothing like now. So many of my friends, and family, are gone. I think of them and it makes me sad. Basically, because I live alone, I am alone.

As I was finishing the dishes, I felt something brush against my legs. Heard meows. My cat, Shadow. I’d had cats my entire life. Usually two at a time, so they wouldn’t be lonely. But after one of my two cats died, and then my husband, I realized I was just fine with one cat. I could barely take care of myself, much less two cats and myself. One cat was enough.

Cats are strange creatures. Ridiculously independent. They could give love, affection, or they could ignore you until it drove you crazy. I don’t know why we loved them so much. Maybe because they are soft and furry. They look cute. Of all the cats I’d ever had in my life, I can pick out only a handful I really felt love from. Really loved them in return without reservations.

The cat Herbert and I had, before the cat I have now, was a kitten Herbert found starving on the side of the road. That cat loved us. Really loved us, and showed it. She’d follow us everywhere, snuggle up around our necks when we slept (that was a problem when she got bigger because it smothered us, though she was still a tiny thing full grown). I truly grieved her when one day she went missing, never to return.

“Hey, chubby girl, what do you want?” I glanced down at the gray colored cat I now had.

More meows. The feline kept sticking her tongue out at me. Her way of telling me she was hungry.

“You just had breakfast, Shadow. You can’t be hungry again so soon?”

More meows. The cat was still hungry.

“Oh well, all right.” I dried my hands off, and moving over to the lower cat food cabinet, I pulled out a can of Shadow’s favorite wet food. Seafood Supreme. I opened the can and scooped a big spoonful of it into the cat bowl on the floor in the hallway. Shadow ran over to the bowl, gave the food a lick–one lick–and then ran off into the living room. She did that a lot. I think she simply liked to see me jump when she meowed jump. She was probably hiding behind the sofa now, gloating, and going to sleep. That cat.

I guess the feline was simply bored. She didn’t like the snow much, either. She usually spent most of the day out laying around in the sun, climbing the apricot tree, or chasing mice. But on icy, or snowy, days she’d rush out her cat door, bop out just far enough in the snow to do her business, then scurry back inside. No, she did not like the snow. Too cold. Too wet. She was too old like me.
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