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INTRODUCTION

This book is a collection of short pieces I wrote over the years, some dating back too long ago to remember. As I grew older and my parents passed away, I realized my own mortality. A day would come when my children would be cleaning out my office—my house—and more than likely pitch most of my writings and writing paraphernalia. I hated to think these pieces would be thrown away.

I remember a conversation that took place between one of my daughters and myself twenty-plus years ago after I’d married for the second time. Having to combine two households into one caused me to have to dispose of some of my possessions. I asked her if she’d like to come down and go through my photographs and take what she wanted. She said no. She’d just wait until I was dead.

I’ve given that conversation a lot of thought. A collection in a book is much easier to keep and pass down than boxes of printed matter or disks that fit no computer that isn’t in a museum.

Most of these pieces haven’t been seen before. They vary between memoir/autobiographical, nonfiction, and fiction. Some are fun. Some are sad. Some may make the reader angry. Some show my dark side. Most readers will have an emotional reaction to some of them. At the least, my descendants will get a clearer picture of who I am/was and what passed through my imagination.


Autobiographical/memoir

FLY CATCHING
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My mama tried to instill in her four kids the value of a penny. When we turned six, she awarded us a quarter allowance with the promise of a nickel raise each birthday. So long as we had done our chores, Mama would dole out our stipend on Saturday mornings before we all traipsed into town to the new grocery store.

I would buy three chocolate-covered donuts for ten cents, a “funny” book for another dime, and have a few pennies left over for the gumball machine. I could earn more money for work around the house, but the jobs for my age group were limited.

We lived on Offatts Bayou on a large, low-lying lot full of salt cedars. We owned chickens, geese, always at least one cat and dog, and once, a donkey. In good weather, we’d swim, play, and fish. We’d bring Mama the crabs and fish as we caught them, wiping the mud off our bare feet before entering the kitchen, dumping our catch into the sink. The spicy aroma of crab boil often hung in the air like a heavy cloud along with the fishy smell of ocean water.

I can still hear Mama hollering, “Don’t hold the screen door open! You’re letting in the flies!” The banging door behind us would echo as we laughed and ran back to the pier. Mama didn’t pay us for what we caught, except for the flies. There were always lots of flies. My five-year-old, tow-headed brother and I were usually the ones desperate enough to engage in fly catching. We fought over a long-handled flyswatter that looked like a mesh hotcake turner. The loser got the default weapon, a rolled-up newspaper.

We would pile our dead flies on separate corners of the dining table so there would be no confusion over which carcasses belonged to whom. We had to keep an eye on them, too, so the ones that were only injured didn’t get up and crawl away.

The most difficult part of our job was not smashing a fly too hard. If body parts were incapable of identification, Mama would not pay us. We hated to be falsely accused of fraud. If we did squash one too flat, we would scrape up the sticky body parts and set them away from the rest so she could see we were being above-board.

We usually cashed in when we had twenty-five very dead flies. Mama didn’t like to see any wiggling. Regardless of the number, if suppertime rolled around, she would arrive for the count, pay us a penny for every five flies, and make us dump the entire catch into the trash.

Now, over sixty years later, when I find pennies and pick them up, I remember the 1950s and catching flies on the Galveston bayou.


Years ago I took a nonfiction writing class where the instructor placed various objects before us and asked us to write a story inspired by them. The events depicted below are true, though one name is changed.

PAPER, SCISSORS, ROCK
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“I don’t want to play with you. You hit too hard,” I told my big brother.

“Come on, Sue, I won’t hit you hard today. I promise.”

“That’s what you said the last time. It took two weeks for the bruise to go away.”

But he assured me that he really meant it, that I could trust him, that he was my brother and wouldn’t lie to me. He took my hand in his and as he swiped two fingers across my wrist, he said, “I won’t hit you any harder than that, like a piece of paper scraping across your skin. Besides, you might win today.”

Paper, scissors, rock. Paper, scissors, rock. Paper, scissors, rock. Whack.

When I was little, we had cousins who came to live with us when their families fell on hard times. One, who was six years my senior, wanted to be a beautician and would practice on me. She would brush my long dark hair into smooth ponytails, something I had a hard time doing. When she pulled out her scissors though, I drew the line. “You can’t cut my hair,” I said. “Only Mrs. Deeds is allowed to cut my hair.”

“But I can save Aunt Jean a lot of money. All I’m going to do is give you a little trim on the ends and cut your bangs. I need the practice.” I let her do it. She was, after all, really good at making ponytails. And when she cut her own hair, it looked like a pixie’s. She snipped off the dead ends. That worked okay. But, after she cut my bangs, when she moved away from in front of the mirror, I discovered the reason she needed practice.

“Ride the Ferris wheel with me,” my big sister said.

“No. You always rock it when it stops on top. I don’t like that. It scares me. I’m afraid I’ll fall out.”

“Oh,” she coaxed, “I won’t rock it this time. I promise. Mama says I can’t ride it alone. If you don’t ride it with me, I won’t get to ride it at all, and I want to so badly.”

“Okay, if you really promise.” I was happy to know that I didn’t have to worry about her rocking it anymore. We got in line at the ticket booth, purchased our tickets, and climbed into the seat held steady by the attendant. My chest felt hollow as the wheel rose into the air and floated down, rose into the air and floated down. It was going to be all right. I sighed. Sat back, but continued to hold on tight. Then the wheel slowed to a halt. Our chair stopped on top. My sister leaned forward and laughed. She rocked backward and forward, and my heart fell out, flopping over and over until it hit the ground.

Years later, right before I got my divorce, my husband said my problem was that I was suspicious of everybody. I agreed with him and considered challenging him to a game of Paper, Scissors, Rock.


My father came from a poor family of ten children and rose to be a district court judge. He was a good -hearted person who was known, before he took the bench, as the poor man’s lawyer of Galveston. This is a barely-fictionalized version of what life was like for my family with him at the bow. (A version of this story by the title Learning Lessons appeared in Tidelines II, An Anthology of Galveston Writers, Galveston Writers Coalition 1999.)

OUR GOOD SAMARITAN
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“Da-ddeeeee,” the little brown-haired girl wailed from where she sat in the middle seat of the 1957 Ford station wagon. “Don’t stop. Please don’t stop. Walt Disney comes on at six.”

Watching out the side window as they were returning from their Sunday afternoon drive, the youngest daughter in the family had been silently praying they wouldn’t come upon another car that had gotten stuck in the sand. She cried out now as she saw the car with a woman and children standing beside it. The man was behind the steering wheel with the driver’s door hanging open. One of the rear tires spun in the dry, powdery beach sand.

She hadn’t quite given Daddy time to see the stranded family before she’d cried out, but it didn’t matter anyhow. She knew he would find them as if by instinct. No one in need escaped Daddy’s attention; no one.

Feeling their slowly moving vehicle easing to a halt, eight-year-old Sara squeezed her eyes shut as her father exclaimed that he’d spotted someone stuck again. They had to stop and render aid. They couldn’t leave those poor folks with their sunburned children to wait until somebody else came along.

“La, la, la, la, la,” the girl sang half to herself as she stuck her fingers in her ears and closed her eyes. She didn’t want to hear what Daddy said. The last half of Old Yeller was coming on tonight, and she couldn’t bear to miss it.

The station wagon came to a complete stop, and the weight of Daddy left the car. She peeked through her eyelashes as Daddy approached the man behind the steering wheel.

“Mama,” she cried, reaching toward the front seat with a sense of desperation. “Are we going to be stuck here for hours again?”

Mama twisted around in the front seat and faced the children. “You know how your father is, dear,” she said with a sigh and a shake of her head.

There was nothing for Sara to do but watch out the window and pray that after Daddy helped these people, he wouldn’t find anyone else all the way home.

Daddy had always been like that. Ever since she was little, she could remember Daddy helping people. He’d help old people with their bags. He’d help poor people. She heard Mama and him talking about it. He worked for poor people, she’d heard him say. They couldn’t afford to pay him.

Sundays were special days. The family went to church together, and afterward Daddy would fry chicken. Sundays were the only days she saw her daddy much. Sometimes he’d stop frying their chicken and go get poor people out of jail. Mama would have to finish cooking. The phone was always ringing, and Daddy was always telling them he’d be right there. Sometimes the phone rang in the middle of the night, and Sara would hear him leave.

Daddy helped other people, too. When her family was out in their cabin-cruiser, Daddy would tow people’s broken-down boats home. And animals. Daddy liked animals. She always knew if she brought a kitty home while Daddy was there, she’d get to keep it. Daddy liked everybody. What did they call a person like Daddy? She would have to think about it. She was too mad right now. She just wanted to see Old Yeller on television that night.

Later that summer of ’58, after she had turned nine, Sara and her parents, two brothers, and sister, were all piled in the station wagon, approaching the Bolivar Peninsula from the east. As they came around the bend, they spotted the seemingly endless line of cars waiting to board the ferry that would carry them across the bay to Galveston. Almost in unison, a groan spilled out of each child.

“We’re almost home,” Daddy’s cheerful voice came back to them. “A little while longer won’t hurt. Just enjoy the fresh air and the smell of the gulf.”

It was the very last day of their annual August vacation. Tomorrow, Daddy would have to go back to work. She’d heard Mama and Daddy talking. This year, money was tight, so the six of them had gone camping all the way to Florida and back for two whole weeks. They’d been to Pensacola, Miami, and Key West. Sara’d had a good time, but, as Mama would say, she was ready to be home in her own bed.

Sara was tired of fighting with her sister every time a knee or elbow crossed over the imaginary line that divided the seat in half, and the way the boys pulled her ponytail when Mama wasn’t looking made Sara mad. Mama thought she was making it up, but they really did pull her hair. They thought it was funny that they never got caught. She wasn’t laughing.

Attempting to count the cars ahead of them, she grew anxious. The line was the longest she’d ever seen, and they’d been on the ferry hundreds of times. They’d be stuck waiting for that dumb ferry for hours! To make things worse, the men who sold sno cones and candy never came to the cars at the end of the line. They always hung around the front, near the restrooms. Even if they did come to their car, Mama would try to talk Daddy out of buying anything. She always did.

Sara felt like crying as they sat in the station wagon waiting for the line to creep up. It was hot even with the windows rolled down and her feet sticking out. There was nothing to do. Nothing. They had played all the games Mama brought with them a long time ago and read all the books Mama had checked out of the Rosenberg Library.

“Daddy, can I get out and walk around?” she whined after they’d been in line for a while.   “It’s too hot to just sit here and wait for that stupid old ferry.”

“Sure,” Daddy said, turning in his seat and smiling at them. “Get out and stretch your legs. You’ll feel better. All you kids get out and stretch your legs. Keep on the right side of the road so Mama can watch you though.”

“I don’t want to get out,” her sister moaned from the other side of the middle seat. The boys were scrambling out the back window, getting cool, and Sara was stuck listening to her old sister.

“You’re going to have to move so I can get by.” Sara put her tongue out in her sister’s face.

“Get out on your side,” the older girl said before sticking her tongue out in response.

“You just want me to get into trouble,” the younger girl spouted as she started in her big sister’s direction. “Move over, or I’m crawling over you.”

“Mama,” her sister cried, dragging the word out like it was caught in her throat. “She stuck her tongue out at me.”

“Did not,” Sara said as she began to push and climb toward the door.

“She did too, and she’s climbing on me. Mama!”

“Move out of the way,” Sara said. “I have to get out. It’s too hot, and I’m dying.”

“Girls!” Mama said. “Quit fighting.” She looked at the older girl. “Open the door and get out so your sister doesn’t have to crawl over you.” Then she looked at the younger one. “I don’t want you to make faces at your sister anymore. We’re all tired, and it’s not helping matters.”

After Mama turned around, Sara’s sister made a face, but she opened the door and stepped out so the littler girl could get by.

“Fatso!” Sara whispered into her sister’s ear as she hopped out of the wagon.

“Mama,” her big sister cried again, but Sara was running. By the time she got back, Mama would forget what the old tattletale said.

Sara ran toward the front of the line of cars. At least there was a little breeze outside the station wagon. It felt good to be almost home. She could smell the saltwater as she ran. First thing she was going to do when they got to the house, if they ever got to the house with all those cars, was put on her bathing suit and go jump in the bayou. Golly would that feel good.

The boys were up ahead of her, running in single file on the sand at the side of the road. Her big brother was leading the way, and her little brother was trying to keep up. She ran as fast as she could to catch up with them. She was a good runner. Her teacher had told her she could be on the relay team the next year at school.

She counted the cars as she ran, thirty-five, thirty-six—there must be a million of them. Turning, she looked at the line that had formed behind their station wagon. It went on and on until it was out of sight around the sand dunes. Boy, was she glad they had gotten there when they had.

She turned back. Her brothers had come to a halt and were waiting for her, so she ran faster. Both of them frowned in her direction.

“What’s the matter?” she asked, out of breath when she caught up with them.

“Sis, there’s a car up ahead that’s pulled out of line,” her older brother said, shaking his head.

Sara’s stomach practically fell out onto the sand. “Oh no!” They all knew what that meant. She glanced at her younger brother’s little face. Even he knew what would happen. Daddy would spot the car and want to help. They’d never get home.

She looked behind them at the cars still waiting in line. The station wagon was out of sight, but as soon as the next ferry took on cars and the line moved up, Daddy would see those people at the side of the road.

“Maybe they’ll get their problem fixed before Daddy sees them,” she said.

“Somebody else might help,” her little brother said.

“And get out of this ferry line?” her older brother asked. “Nah.”

“What are we going to do?” Sara looked to her big brother for a solution.

“I don’t know, but once Dad sees them, we’re a goner.”

“Let’s run up there and see what’s the matter. Maybe we can help before Daddy pulls the car up here,” Sara suggested.

The three kids broke into a run again and headed toward the disabled car. As they grew closer, a man lifted the hood and stuck his head underneath. Three little boys played in the sand nearby, and a lady fanned herself with a paper bag.

“We’re sunk now,” Sara yelled as they ran.

“Yeah,” her older brother replied, “little kids. Our Good Samaritan’s a sucker for them every time.”

Sara stopped, looked at her brother, and laughed. At least she knew now what they called her daddy. Taking a deep breath, she ran toward the people in the disabled car as fast as she could to see how she could help.


QUEEN FOR A DAY
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A Memoir

After Hurricane Carla, my mother got a job at the Galveston Convention and Visitors Bureau to help make money to replace our house. The four of us kids were left to our own devices. Our 18-year-old cousin, who had been raised with us, had gotten married the month prior to the hurricane, and our grandmother, who had gone to Australia to live, had not yet returned.

Mama worked all day at the “tourist bureau” as we called it. She would hurry home to cook dinner and yell at us before Daddy arrived, which wasn’t difficult to do since he often stayed at his law office until very late. We lived in a small three-bedroom “camp” on Offatts Bayou, down the oyster shell road from where our house had been before the tornado, spawned by Hurricane Carla, destroyed it. We were lucky there was something left standing in our neighborhood to rent.

It wasn’t that Mama had never worked before; she had. After WWII, she came here from England. While Dad was finishing his education and she was having babies, she’d enrolled in a secretarial course. When Dad opened his law office in Galveston, Mama became Dad’s legal secretary. But as finances improved, she’d been able to stay at home with the four of us. Five, if you counted various cousins on my father’s side who lived with us from time-to-time.

By the time Hurricane Carla blew in, we were eleven, twelve, thirteen, and fourteen. In the mornings, Mom rose way before us. She would make our lunches, wake us up, holler at us until we got out of bed and dressed and ate something, and kick us out the door in time to catch the bus. She’d also run a load of laundry and hang it out on the line to dry.

We rode the school bus from one end of the island to the other. Mama saw us off at 7:15 in the morning, and we’d greet her at the door at 5:30 in the evening, or later if she had to pick one of us up from an after-school practice. She’d cook dinner, feed the animals, straighten up the house, make sure we did our homework instead of watching television, and gather in the laundry. Most of the time, she’d stay up until Dad got home from his law practice, which often was as late as midnight, and warm up a meal for them to eat together. Of course, on PTA night, Mom would go to the PTA meetings at our schools, or attend open houses, confer with our teachers, and often bake goodies for the fundraiser.

On weekends, Mom would tackle the big chores. She would launder more clothes, change the sheets, wash the windows, vacuum the floors, shop for massive amounts of groceries, pay the bills, drag us fussing and fighting to church, and try to squeeze in a nap on the afternoons. She would also run us to our extra-curricular activities if an event took place over the weekend and, of course, stay and watch.

Dad, as an attorney and a politician, always had someplace to be. If he wasn’t at his law office or visiting people around town, there were fairs, craft shows, parades, fundraisers, rodeos, and dinners he had to be at to work the crowd and win votes for whatever he happened to be running for that year. Mama, her red hair shining in the sun, stood by his side, quietly in the background, smiling, nodding, supporting him every handshake of the way.

If, on the weekends, no outside events drew Dad, he would invite folks to our house to fish, swim, go for boat rides, or break bread with us. The aroma of garlic French bread wafted through our house on those Sunday afternoons as Mom put out basket after basket, together with whatever food she could rustle up out of the refrigerator or freezer and cook really quick if people showed up after our Sunday dinner. I remember Mama termed herself the chief-cook-and-bottle-washer. That apt description brings back memories even now, though all of us kids only knew her as Mama.

On weekday afternoons, when I arrived home from school, I always turned on the television and tuned to a program called “Queen for a Day.” I’d listen to the ladies tell their sad stories. I’d vote with the audience, clapping my hands for the lady who deserved the honor the most. When the Queen was chosen, I’d listen intently to the vast array of prizes she’d been awarded as she brushed away her tears of joy. And all the while I’d think, My mama could use a clothes dryer, so she doesn’t have to stand out there under the porch and hang out the clothes in all that wind. We could sure use one of those automatic dishwashers in our kitchen with all the dirty dishes that show up every day. Boy, would a new steam iron be great so water wouldn’t have to be sprinkled on the clothes from an RC bottle with a stopper stuck in it. My mama needed all those things every bit as much as those ladies on the television.

I don’t remember Mama ever being sick when we were growing up. I guess she didn’t have time. What I remember is her always having a tissue tucked up her sleeve, frequently pulling it out, wiping her nose, and pushing it back up her sleeve again.

I saw Mama cry very few times, though I’m not sure now what caused her tears. I suspect Mama cried when she arrived in this country after the war and learned that her father had died of tuberculosis back in England while she was on a ship crossing the ocean. I suspect she probably was reduced to tears the day we drove back over the Causeway Bridge and found that a tornado had destroyed our brand-new house. I suspect she cried the day my older brother accidentally shot my younger brother, and again when she learned that my brother would live. And she must have cried the four times my father almost died too young but was pulled through by the miracles of modern science. I suspect she cried the day her mother died. I know she cried when she learned her only brother, who she had seen one time in fifty years, had left this world, and she would never get a chance to tell him goodbye.

OEBPS/OEBPS/image_rsrc21T.jpg





OEBPS/cover.jpeg
CFLY
ATCHING






OEBPS/OEBPS/image_Element4.jpg





