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      In 2020, I released the first collection of Window Over the Sink columns. It was for my family, really, and to give my own ego a boost. (Any writer who says she doesn’t need that now and then is lying, by the way.)

      It was so much fun.

      Which is why I decided to open the Window Over the Desk. My view out this particular window is a favorite—even today, when I’m drying…things…on the clothesline. Also today, the hay bales in the field that have given me pleasure for several weeks have been gathered and stored for the long winter.

      I hope the essays in this book give you some pleasant reading time over that winter. I hope they make you remember things, laugh sometimes, and refill your cup and sit down and read “just one more.”

      As I mention way more often than is necessary, I’m kind of old. The years have dimmed some reflections through the window, brightened others, and changed a whole bunch of them. What a trip it’s been.

      Thanks—again—for joining me on the journey.

    

  


  
    
      This collection is dedicated to my family in its entirety. I love you all.
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      Retired from the post office and married to Duane for…a really long time, USA Today bestselling author Liz Flaherty has had a heart-shaped adult life, populated with kids and grands and wonderful friends. She admits she can be boring, but hopes her curiosity about everyone and everything around her keeps her from it. She likes traveling and quilting and reading. And she loves writing.
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      Mom’s actual window over the sink looks out at what most people would call the back yard of the 100-year-old farmhouse I grew up in. As is the case in most rural, Midwestern homes, the back of the house is where all the “stuff” is… it’s where everything happens.

      It’s where you park your cars and where you build your sheds. Most of the gravel and all the fancy concrete are in the back of the house. It’s where the kids played, and grandkids play, where you hide your junk, and where you plant your flowers. It’s where prom dates got their pictures taken and where my brother got married. It’s the place my wife and newborn daughter arrived from the hospital because I was in basic training and had no other place to call home.

      From the window over the sink, Mom has seen 45 years of comings and goings in that back yard. Gone is the swing set from which my sister used to hang upside down for hours and where my younger brother and I would use the swings and various apparatuses in ways the manufacturer never dreamed possible. That small section of the back yard also served as my sister’s training grounds for baton twirling, where she would walk the baton through her fingers in front of a captive dishwashing audience of one.

      Gone is the small, mostly dilapidated, dirt-floored barn that housed my dad’s tools and the occasional well-used truck, motorcycle, or jeep. I misplaced most of the tools and Dad eventually bought a vehicle too new to work on himself, so the barn failed. My brother and I tore it down and burned it on a single Saturday. I used my first well-used truck to pull it down in what felt like one of my first grown-up accomplishments.

      Gone is the basketball goal built from a television tower and a 4 x 4 piece of plywood. The backboard was painted with my school name and it.. was.. awesome. I used it nearly every day for years. I learned to dribble on the gravel “court” and got my first dunk by jumping off a snow drift.

      Gone is the shed that housed fifty years of farm junk that someone “might need one day.” It was also failing, dangerous, and a lot of fun. Growing up from the middle of that shed was a cool, but broken windmill looming over the back of the house. It was always seemingly one good storm from falling into the kitchen sink, so like the other failing stuff, it disappeared.

      The shed was replaced by a modern 3-car garage with siding and shingles that matched the house. I’m not sure how the conversation went, but soon after my dad’s retirement, he converted one of the garage bays into an office for Mom. Dad did most of the work but enlisted the kids’ help when we were in town. I happened to be around the day we installed the Window Over the Desk.

      The window looks to the west across not the back yard into the layers of corn or soybean fields, depending on the year. It’s a pretty view and a simple one. Not much will change, and a busy day might consist of Dad mowing the grass, a visit by birds and deer, and a particularly spectacular sunset. I think the bustling back yard days provided much of the inspiration behind Mom’s Window Over the Sink columns. I look forward to seeing what this new, quiet view will inspire.

      
        
        Chris Flaherty

        September 2021
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      Before the window over the sink, there was a window in our music room. Now, this window may not evoke the warm cozy memories that the one over the sink or the one over the desk brings. This window plummeted down on my momma’s hand once and caused her to lie down on the ground and refuse to talk to me. She really didn’t make any sound, just kind of laid there clutching her hand. Later she would say that she had passed out, but I only recall worrying that she wouldn’t talk to me and that it hadn’t been my fault the window fell and viciously attacked mom.

      In high school, Mom and I butted heads quite frequently (we later learned that it was so much easier to get along when we didn’t live together). When I was seventeen and experienced my first heartbreak—the one where you listen to the mixtape over and over and cry and cry—Mom talked to me. I’m sure I was inconsolable and knew that she had no clue what this felt like because she was so old (an ancient 37!). After the conversation that I imagine left her feeling helpless she went to the store and bought me a stuffed animal. It was a bunny—white, with purple on the inside of his ears. And he was so wonderfully soft that I had no other option than to name him Perfect. The idea that my mom thought of me when she was at the store and bought something for the sole purpose of making me smile… that had me turning off the tape deck and perusing my Teen Beat magazines again. I still have Perfect and he still gives comfort to sad students in my classroom—perhaps not as soft, but just as soothing as he was thirty years ago.

      When I was pregnant, I asked Mom what the hardest part of parenting was. She said the fear. I didn’t understand it at the time, but full knowledge came when I gave birth to my first son. That fear is always there. The depth of that fear is why we do so many things as parents and also why we don’t do so many things as parents. The same strength that Mom showed after that window attack, she demonstrated daily when dealing with first-time drivers, heartbroken children, a player lying on the field or court a moment too long, or a child moving time-zones away from home.

      With time comes wisdom. I hope you are all blessed with the wisdom that my momma shares with you from her view through the window. I hope you can empathize with the pain she writes about, reflect on the broken hearts, rejoice in the laughter, stand strong in the fear, and know it is all held together with a love and fierceness that can’t be rivaled. (Remember that window that attacked my mom? It’s gone. She had it removed. Don’t mess with the momma!)

      
        
        Kari Wilson

        September 2021
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        “Earthly joys and hopes and sorrows

        Break like ripples on the strand”

        —Louisa May Alcott, from “My Beth,” Little Women

      

      

      

      My earliest memory of Mom’s writing, well before I was capable of reading, is a stack of well-worn, spiral-bound notebooks, filled cover-to-cover with cursive script. It’s not until high school that I remember Mom actually writing. And it wasn’t long before everyone knew she was writing because she published a regular, well-read column in the Peru Tribune. But for a lot of years, I have no memories of Mom writing.

      Looking back, I suspect Mom had put away her clear-barreled Bic pens and relegated any unused packages of lined paper to her children’s pencils and crayons. Working full time and parenting in a loud, angst-ridden home, perhaps, stifled her creativity. It certainly stole her time and quiet. Likewise with Dad. In some distant past, he wrote a handful of pretty good songs. Then he didn’t write any more. He still played guitar at home, but he stopped performing.

      That was a loss for us. We can’t have everything, of course. Two incomes gave us six boxes of cereal a week and provided a veritable cornucopia of athletic shoes, and so much else—an abundance Mom may never have imagined in her own childhood. I loved playing sports, and eating cereal, but I know now that there was a window into my parents’ souls that was shuttered to us by their overwhelming job of keeping our home.

      These shuttered windows, I think, led to certain limitations on the development of all our interior lives. Possibly it was Mom’s reaction to the lack of privacy she grew up with, or the privacy we children were granted as a consequence. Maybe it was Dad’s having been raised in John Wayne’s America and in a Catholic Church that focused more on breaking his free will than developing his interiority. Or, probably, we were just typical folks. But many aspects of ourselves weren’t really part of the family discourse.

      Regardless, there are things I don’t really know about my parents. Yet, there are some things I know about Dad specifically through the songs he wrote, and it’s more than just the fact that he was influenced by Marty Robbins and Gordon Lightfoot. The themes in Dad’s songs—lost parents, lost children, revenge, suicide, and how families reflect on themselves through generations—speak of what goes on inside his mind.

      Dad’s songs always moved me. But I grew up melancholy and anxious. To paraphrase Leonard Cohen, I want it darker. So, I read and listen to what makes me feel less alone. Mom, on the other hand, blithely professes to be a Pollyanna. She wants every story to have a happy ending. But through her writing, the shutters to the windows open wide. And while she’s been looking out those windows—literally and metaphorically—since her childhood, the words she puts on paper allow us to peer back in on her, albeit through a glass darkly. While she writes a lot of Susie Sunshine columns, she also covers themes like grief, loneliness, sorrow, and regret.

      I’m glad I can read about the joys Mom experiences. I remember many of them. I was there! But I’m also glad to know Mom understands what it’s like to still be sad at bedtime on Thursday, and what it feels like to have a wound that won’t quite heal. I feel her ache when she wishes happy anniversary to the parents she still struggles to understand, decades after they’ve passed. Her experiences of grief, for heavy losses or apologies that can no longer be offered, and her angst and sorrow, nurture me and will continue to do so in the future.

      In some sense, I think, Mom will always be Jo March, writing and rewriting her sister’s death. But she’s still just Mom, and in these memoirs and essays she writes of joys and hopes and sorrows, while searching out the grace that makes it possible to move forward in our uncertain and fragile journey.

      
        
        Jock Flaherty

        September 2021
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      I’m writing this on Friday, the first day of 2021. I am so excited for the New Year, even knowing hanging a new calendar in the laundry room doesn’t really change anything. The pandemic is still here, politics are still ugly, and the truth still seems to be on holiday.

      It’s an icy kind of day. We don’t have to go anywhere, so we won’t. Age has decreed that if there is more than a cupful of crushed ice on the back porch, I don’t go outside. People don’t retire because they can’t work, I’ve come to realize, but because they fall down so easily. The things you learn if you live long enough!

      I read a post on Facebook this morning where the writer said he hated social media. Although he was making a good point, I’m sure the irony didn’t escape him that he was using a social media platform to decry its value. Many people moved their social media presence from Facebook to Parler, only to screenshot Parler messages and post them on Facebook. Hmm...

      A few days ago, on a blog, I wrote this:

      “Blank pages make me remember—and I know I’m dating myself here—new notebooks when I was a kid. Unopened packages of lined paper and crisp folders and Bic pens with clear barrels. I always got them for Christmas. If I ever wondered why I so often start new stories after the holidays, that memory is a reminder. All those blank pages and smooth ink and pocket folders that ended up containing so much of my heart.”

      That’s how it is if you’re a writer—what I wrote was no surprise to anyone who read the post. But it’s how it is in other things, too. It’s how you make the new plan I talked about last week. But, while it’s great to be able to start with fresh paper, pens, and folders, it’s not really necessary. I told artist Sarah Luginbill I was going to throw away my only wine and canvas attempt (I should have stuck with the wine and skipped the canvas) and Sarah said, “Oh, no, don’t throw it away. You can still use it.”

      I haven’t, but it was an important lesson, isn’t it? Celebrating the arrival of 2021 isn’t going to make 2020 go away, and we can’t throw away its canvas and start over. We have do the best with what we have. We need to try to fix what’s broken, not destroy it further.

      Facebook is still there, whether you hate it or not. Even if you moved your internet social life to another platform because you didn’t like Facebook rules. The thing to do is use it where it adds to your life. To keep up with friends and family and grandkids in Jedi outfits. Scroll past what you don’t like. If something is a lie or a threat or hate speech, by all means report it, then make sure what you post isn’t a lie or a threat or hate speech. Kittens are good.

      Another way to start over without a blank page is by looking out for each other. Although I don’t want to fall down—it hurts and I don’t bounce well—it will likely happen. I like knowing if there is anyone near, they will help me up or call for help if it’s necessary. It won’t matter if they liked my Facebook posts or the fact that this column occasionally beats what seems to be a dead horse.

      I can’t say I’m sure of where this post was supposed to go, but I don’t think it got there. I appreciate your patience with sticking with it—and me. I’ll try to do better next time, reusing the canvas...

      Have a great week. Be careful on the ice. Be nice to somebody.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Carrying the Joy

          

        

      

    

    
      It’s 4:50 a.m. I’m in my office with my coffee. I’ve already emptied the dishwasher, made coffee, taken the morning’s ration of pills, and done the requisite teeth-brushing. I’m wearing jeans and a sweatshirt and fuzzy footies that I will change later, when I’m warmer and likely to stay that way. It’s one of the things I’ve learned with growing old...older. My body thermometer is out of whack. What feels good at 4:50 will be way too hot at 10:15, and I’ll change. I used to toss clothes into the laundry after a single wearing. Not so anymore; even in the age of Covid, they won’t get dirty in four or so hours unless I’ve gone somewhere that leaves me feeling uncomfortable.

      Most of the time, I like being older. I wouldn’t give up the experiences I’ve had, the places I’ve been, the people I’ve loved and still do. I’ve had my heart broken often enough to know it still works even if all the pieces don’t go back together the way I’d like them to. I’m able to enjoy and appreciate art, music, ice cream, and the daily beauty fix of sunrise and sunset. While my joints tend to hurt, they all still move. They probably creak, but my hearing is compromised enough I can’t hear them.

      Some of the joys in being a septuagenarian are unexpected. Google is one—how else did you think I knew how to spell septuagenarian? Dressing however you want is another. It’s especially fun to wear what a blonde twenty-something on Facebook assures you is completely wrong for you.

      But I wasn’t going to write about the joys today, because as important as they are, there are other things, too, that aren’t so joyful.

      Sleep is...odd. The night before last I slept nine hours, while last night it was around five. I like five better, but sometimes nine is necessary and I don’t get to choose. At 3:15 this morning, I was awake and worrying about my sister and brother and my niece. About the farm where we grew up. About my friend in Kansas and my friend in Georgia and my sister-in-law whose immune system...isn’t.

      I repeat things. Incessantly. Or maybe it’s not incessant—I don’t really remember. If I remembered, I wouldn’t repeat them. So, if I’m telling you the same story for the seventh or tenth time, do us both a favor and stop me.

      There is a constant feeling of time running out, made more prevalent by the pandemic and the vitriolic politics of these painful days. I want, for the I-don’t-know-how-manyeth time, truth and respect. I will give it to you, too—it shouldn’t be a one-way street.

      While I’m not afraid of dying, I want living to be healthy and productive and a good time. I want dates with my husband, lunches with girlfriends, and oh-so-much time with my kids and grandkids.

      This is what happens when you sit down in front of the computer screen at 4:50 a.m. It finds you pensive and reflective and wishful. The coffee is especially good then and it’s surprising to find how much of it you can drink in the first couple of hours of the day. Before daylight, I’ve had more cups than I usually have by noon.

      Have I mentioned yet that I hate Daylight Savings Time? No? Well, I do.

      It’s 9:50 a.m. now. I’m on my...not sure which cup. The autumn colors are still vibrant out the west window. Birds are squabbling over the suet in the feeders. The cats sit at the door of the office, checking on me. Duane texts from the house. Doing okay?
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      It is the next day now. I’ve done what people my age do—I’ve gone to the hospital for a mammogram and a bone density exam. And I’ve sat here and wondered why I can’t make this particular column work. Because...you know, it’s not.

      I think it’s because, although I’m no stranger to complaining, that’s really not what you come here to see, is it? All those not-so-joyful things are just incidental in the long run. They’re there, they have to be addressed, but then we can go on to bigger, better, and happier things. If we think we’re running out of time, we just need to make better use of what’s there. By laughing, say, or making cookies, or volunteering. Or by telling good stories, even if you’re repeating yourself.

      There are always joys.

      Have a great week. Be nice to somebody.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            We gather in darkness

          

        

      

    

    
      No, that’s not a quote, or at least it’s not one I looked up and found by accident, which is my usual MO. But it is dark as I sit here, and being a morning person, I’m counting the days until they start lengthening again. I remember years ago when I had an erratic work schedule that required going to work in the dark and coming home in the dark.

      I get so tired of it. I’m not afraid of it, and I think it’s extraordinarily beautiful—especially on clear nights. But sometimes I long for brightness and clarity...yeah, of knowing what’s directly ahead.

      Mental illness has become a many-headed monster during this time, hasn’t it? Do people use it as an excuse for saying and doing unforgivable things? Yes, they do, but that’s not new—it’s something that’s always been there. But it’s louder now, isn’t it? Mental illness in all its many personas is coming out of the darkness swinging its fist and spitting in the face of reason.

      Hatred is a by-product of this peculiar darkness, too, isn’t it? It comes through the obsidian night on unmarked roads and attacks. It’s there in the light of day, too, but people aren’t quite so open about their loathing of different colors, genders, ethnicities, political beliefs, religions, and social statuses. Everyone I know calls their friends and acquaintances by name in the light of day, but in the dark anonymity of social media, names and friendships are forgotten and people are judged freely and openly and often inaccurately.

      Pam at Hairtique in Peru has a sign on her building that says, paraphrasing... “We’re in this together.” Joe DeRozier gathers us all in with his bridge across the alley. The lights on the courthouse lawn are wonderful.

      All of those things light not just the actual physical darkness of night, but the darkness in our souls and hearts, too. The other day when I was talking to Joe, he said, “Why do people have to be so mean?”

      I’d love to know the answer to that, wouldn’t you?

      We do gather in darkness, don’t we? Maybe, instead of throwing stones while we’re there, we should try helping each other out. Have a great week. Be nice to somebody.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Support and Defend

          

        

      

    

    
      I kind of knew what would happen. When I posted a picture of my husband and a group of other soldiers from Vietnam in 1970, along with the assurance that they were neither losers nor suckers, I knew there would be a firestorm. And there was. Along with remarks about how young those guys were, there were a multitude of comments concerning the President and how many of us feel about him, and another plethora of observations from people who support him. Many of the comments had nothing to do with the subject at hand, which was a public figure’s disrespect for veterans.

      They served, some voluntarily and some not, and many are still serving. They have kept us safe for 244 years or so. They serve to protect not only us but our rights, to “support and defend the Constitution of the United States against all enemies, foreign and domestic.” They “bear true faith and allegiance to the same.”

      I don’t like that it created such an issue, even though I did it purposefully. Possibly because my politics are unpopular where we live, I don’t like to post contentious things. I get my feelings hurt when people say mean things. I get furious when they say things that aren’t true. I get defensive...oh, all the time.

      But I remember George Wagner. It was the first year of North Miami’s schools being consolidated and some of us rode a couple of buses for a long time to get to school. It was a disgruntling time. So the administration made a rule that kids on buses were not allowed to go together and buy their drivers Christmas gifts. The other part of the rule was that the drivers couldn’t give the kids treats on the last day of school before Christmas break.

      George was one of the best drivers and the best guys ever. So we pitched in our quarters and bought him a present. He told us we shouldn’t have done that. And then, one-by-one, as we got off the bus at our houses, he handed us the treats he wasn’t supposed to have given us.

      Joe Wildermuth, who’d broken his back and didn’t get around too well at the time, backed the students when they staged a sit-in at school. I don’t remember whether we won or lost the cause we were sitting in for, but I remember Joe standing at the podium in the gym. He had our backs.

      Years ago, some books got banned from our school library. My son told me about it, I wrote a column about it, and things got a little uglier than they might have if I hadn’t done that. The kids and I lost the battle and the Stephen King book got banished.

      I’ve lost a lot of battles in my lifetime, probably more than I’ve won. I am a coward of the bravest kind in that I never cop to being anything but a coward. One of my brothers said once that while he would never be a fighter, he certainly could run. That would be me, too, except that I’m really slow, so I don’t run, either.

      What that means is that sometimes I have to stand up. I learned it from the Constitution our military swears to uphold, and from George Wagner and Joe Wildermuth. Even from the school board that banned a Stephen King book because a parent didn’t want her son reading it.
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