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To John Rowe, who knew that I was a writer long before I did. And who had the courage to call me one—in public—even before I was published.











“In everyone’s life, at some time, our inner fire goes out. It is then burst into flame by an encounter with another human being.”


~ALBERT SCHWEITZER













FOREWORD


THIS IS MY MOTHER’S THIRD book, and it is, without question, her best.


Conversely, this is my third foreword, and it is, without question, my worst.


The problem with this foreword began in May 2018 with a phone call from my mother, while I was filming an episode of Somebody’s Gotta Do It.


“Michael, I’m sorry to interrupt your shoot, but when you have a few moments, would you mind writing the foreword for my first book?”


“Of course, Mom! It would be an honor.”


My mom’s first book was a warm and funny collection of short stories about her mother, ingeniously titled About My Mother.


“I know you’re busy,” she said, “but the publisher says a foreword from a celebrity will boost sales, and you’re the only celebrity I know.”


I canceled my dinner plans that evening, went back to my hotel, and stayed up until 4 a.m. writing the best foreword I could possibly write. I mean, really, how could I say no? When your eighty-year-old mother asks you to write the foreword for her first book, you have to consider the possibility that it might also be the foreword for her last book. And so, I left nothing on the table. I not only raved about my mother’s persistence and determination, I shared some of my own stories about Nana and offered a few observations on the remarkable mother-daughter relationship she and my mother shared for sixty-seven years. Modesty aside, it was a foreword fit for a New York Times best-seller, which is exactly what About My Mother became the day it hit the shelves.


Naturally, I was thrilled for my mom, but I was surprised by the call I received two years later while filming an episode of Returning the Favor.


“Michael, I’m sorry to interrupt your shoot, but when you have a few moments, would you mind writing the foreword for my second book?”


My mom’s second book was a warm and funny collection of short stories about my father, ingeniously titled About Your Father.


“Well, Mom, to be honest, my last foreword was pretty thorough. I’m not sure what I can say that I haven’t said already.”


“I know, Michael, but you have such a way with words. Just a few lines, dear, when you have a moment.”


“What about Dad? He’s got a way with words too.”


“Your father’s a very busy man, Michael. And besides, you’re still the only celebrity I know….”


I canceled my dinner plans that evening, went back to my hotel, and stayed up until 4 a.m., writing the best foreword I could possibly write. I mean, really, how could I say no? When your eighty-two-year-old mother asks you to write the foreword for her second book, you can’t help but consider the possibility that it might also be her last book. And so, once again, I held nothing back. I not only raved about her persistence, determination, and natural talent, I also shared a few funny stories about my dad and the many delightful idiosyncrasies that have endeared him to so many people. Now, was my second foreword as good as my first foreword? No. The sequel is never as good as the original. But apparently, it was good enough for another New York Times best-seller, which is exactly what About Your Father became the moment it hit the shelves.


Once again, I was thrilled by my mother’s success, but surprised by the phone call I received two years later, while filming a new episode of Dirty Jobs.


“Michael, I’m sorry to interrupt your shoot, but when you have a few moments, would you mind writing the foreword for my third book?”


“You gotta be shitting me.”


“Michael! Language!”


“Sorry, Mom. I’m in a septic tank. Can I call you back this evening?”


“Of course, dear. But the publisher is in a terrible hurry. Do you think we could get a foreword from you sometime tomorrow?”


Again, how could I say no? If there’s one thing I’ve learned about the entertainment business, it’s never to turn your back on a winning formula. (Why else would I still be hosting a TV show from a septic tank?) And now, at eighty-four years of age, my mother’s discovered the same is true in publishing. And so, here I am once again, sitting in a hotel at 1 a.m., searching for something new to share about my mother’s lifelong obsession with the written word. Something I haven’t already told you twice.


Okay, how about this?


When I was baby, my mother used to write stories while she was nursing me. I don’t remember this, thank God, but Mom told me recently that I nearly choked to death one morning because she had left me “latched on” to the point where I could no longer swallow. Apparently, she was so immersed in whatever she was writing, she forgot about the baby on her boob, swelling up like a tick.


That’s the essence of the woman on the cover of this book. An aspiring author who never stopped writing. A distracted housewife who imagined herself a best-selling author, sixty years before she became one.


For as long as I can remember, my mother has been armed with a yellow legal pad and a #2 pencil, chronicling the world around her. To this day, she still writes everywhere she goes. Beauty salons, baseball games, state fairs, supermarkets, pool halls, and planetariums… you never know where she’ll whip out her yellow pad and start scribbling. Whereas my father still enters a bathroom with a book or a newspaper, my mother goes in with her pad and pencil and comes out with a screenplay or a sonnet.


“You never know when inspiration might strike,” she says. “Or when you’ll see something worth jotting down.”


My mother loves her three sons, but growing up, she never really talked to us—she interviewed us. When I came home from my first summer camp in 1975, she was waiting for me at the kitchen table with her pad and pencil.


“Welcome home,” she said. “I missed you. Now, tell me everything. Leave nothing out.”


I told her how much I had loved the woods, the wildlife, and the nightly campfires. I told her about canoeing down the rapids, winning the archery competition, and sleeping under the stars. The faster I talked, the faster she scribbled. I told her about navigating with a map and compass and cooking the fish I caught myself in a mountain stream. I told her about the bear that raided our camp and ate all our food and the hot air balloon ride that nearly ended in disaster when we missed power lines by inches before landing in a tree. Two days later, there was a story on my pillow called “A Dangerous Walk in the Woods,” with a daring young protagonist whose adventures were identical to my own.


In December of that year, my father decided it would be foolish to buy another Christmas tree.


“Why pay good money for a tree” he asked, “when the woods out back are full of them?”


So my dad fired up the tractor, loaded the cart with axes and saws, and led my brothers and me on a quest to find the perfect Christmas tree. What we brought home, however, was not a fir, a pine, or a spruce. Honestly, I don’t know what it was. It looked like a hedge with a pointy top, and it took up half of our living room.


I remember mom scribbling away as my brothers and I were stringing lights and hanging tinsel. I recall Christmas carols playing on the transistor radio and the aroma of gingerbread wafting in from the kitchen. My dad was trying to affix the star to the top of our pointy hedge when suddenly, a starling flew out from the tangled depths and bounced off his forehead. I remember my brothers and me laughing as our dog took off after the bird, barking like mad and chasing it all over the house. Mostly though, I remember the script that appeared beneath the tree on Christmas morning—an elaborate radio play that chronicled the events of that day with individual roles for everyone in the family. Later that day, we recorded “A Christmas for the Birds” by Peggy Rowe on a newfangled reel-to-reel tape recorder, liberated from the AV department of the junior high school where my father taught. I’m pretty sure she still has that tape.


It was her fundamental inability to distinguish between “life” and “material” that compelled my mother to write. To her way of thinking, everything was content, and everyone fair game for a future story—including the dearly departed. I recall more than a few funerals when my mother was called upon to deliver the eulogy and left the mourners in stitches.


“It’s fun to write for dead people,” she says. “They’re so much more appreciative than publishers.”


She preferred to write about the living, however, and boy, did she. Every few days there was a new profile pinned to our refrigerator with a magnet. I recall the story about a cop who still patrolled the neighborhood on horseback, the crab fisherman who hadn’t taken a day off in thirty years, and the old man who lived down that road who had been awarded the Silver Star for action at Iwo Jima.


Mom’s stories often appeared in newspapers and magazines, but whenever she sent them off to a major publisher—with a proposal to turn them into a book—the only thing that came back was a rejection letter. There was just no appetite for a random collection of stories cobbled together by an unknown housewife in Baltimore. Unless you were my father, who preferred to read my mother’s stories aloud, oftentimes to total strangers.


“Pardon me,” he’d say, sliding into a crowded booth at Bob’s Big Boy, “but I’ve got a treat that you folks won’t find on the menu.” He’d then pull a few pages from his back pocket and say, “Have you heard the latest from Peggy Rowe?”


Most people had no idea how to respond to this kind of unsolicited entertainment, so they simply sat there, perplexed, as a short man with a loud voice began to read my mother’s latest poem, play, or short story. One day in a packed elevator, my father began reciting a series of limericks my mom had written that Sunday during the sermon.


“Pretty good, right? And she’s not even Irish!”


And that’s the way it was for sixty years.


Mom wrote hundreds of stories, the publishers rejected them all, and my father read them out loud to whoever would listen.


Imagine that if you can.


Six decades of, “Thank you for your submission, but not at this time.”


Six decades of, “Hey, my wife wrote a haiku on a Ferris wheel. I’ll read it for you!”


If you’ve read the forewords in either of my mother’s previous bestsellers, you know that her first “publisher” was me. Back in May 2018, I printed 10,000 copies of About My Mother and offered them for sale on Facebook. Seemed the least I could do for the woman who nearly drowned me in breast milk. Those first ten thousand copies sold out in no time, and that got the attention of the big boys, who took a closer look at my mother’s work; they finally realized what her husband had known all along—that Peggy Rowe is a hell of a writer. Which brings us to the book you’re about to begin.


Vacuuming in the Nude is the true story of one writer’s journey. It is not an attempt to teach you how to write or how to get published. And while it is a love letter to persistence and determination, it’s not a blanket invitation to “never quit” or “always stay the course.” Staying the course only makes sense if you’re headed in the right direction, and my mother has no idea where you’re headed or if your dreams align with your talents. Thus you will not find much here in the way of advice. What you will find is encouragement. The same kind of encouragement she offered me, as I struggled for years to produce a TV show that people would watch. The same kind of encouragement my dad offered to her, with every unsolicited public reading of her latest work.


When I asked my mother what she wanted her readers to take from this book, she said, “I want people—especially aspiring writers—to see me as a cheerleader, standing on the sidelines of a marathon, offering them cups of cool water as they stumble toward the finish line.”


Which is, of course, precisely how I have always felt in her company.


As always, I sent my mom a draft of this—my worst foreword to date—and as always, she corrected my spelling errors and called me to say thanks.


“See?” she said. “That wasn’t so hard, was it?”


“Piece of cake,” I said. “I wrote the whole thing in half an hour.”


“I can tell,” she said. “And I love the way you put so much of yourself into it! The way you mentioned all those different TV shows you work on. So clever!”


“Well, you know what they say, Mom—celebrity sells!”


“Oh, good,” she said. “Because my fourth book is nearly finished, and I was wondering….”










Chapter 1 GETTING IT WRITE
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IT WAS 2018, AND I was waiting nervously on the sidelines as the manager of a Barnes & Noble bookstore stood at the microphone in front of a packed audience. He was holding up my first published book—and smiling.


Nearby, an elderly gentleman stood in an aisle between the bookshelves, holding up a camera. He looked for all the world like a proud parent at a graduation ceremony.


“I bought this New York Times best-seller About My Mother as a Christmas gift,” the manager said. “But first, I sat down to read a few pages. Two days later, I had read it from cover to cover and loved every word! Then I wrapped it and presented it to my mother, who also read it from cover to cover—and she laughed out loud on every page. It’s my pleasure to introduce first-time author Peggy Rowe. An overnight success—at the age of eighty!”


My mind was still focused on his introduction as I thanked him and the enthusiastic audience. Then I smiled in the direction of the elderly gentleman—my husband, John. Overnight success indeed! I thought. As though I had sat down at the computer one day in my late seventies and decided to give this writing thing a try. The humorist in me wanted to laugh out loud. If they only knew…


Long before I was a published author, I was on a journey—a writing journey that took me along a winding road filled with potholes and detours, a hairpin turn or two, and some pretty magnificent scenery. It was a road that would have come to a dead-end twenty years earlier had fate not stepped in.


This wasn’t the first interesting introduction that got my attention. Some years earlier, in the mid-1990s, my husband and I were at a social gathering when John ran into an old teaching colleague. After they exchanged greetings, he introduced me. “I don’t believe you’ve met my wife. This is Peggy; she’s a writer.”


It was the first time I’d heard myself described in that way, and I would have corrected John right then and there. But he said it in much the same manner a parent might mention that Johnny had just made the dean’s list, and I didn’t have the heart. I waited and made my feelings known in the car on the way home.


“John, you cannot tell people I’m a writer when I haven’t even been published. It makes me feel like a phony.”


“I beg your pardon! You are a writer! You go to writers’ conferences, you belong to critique groups, you take writing courses….”


“You took a photography course; it didn’t make you a photographer. And what am I supposed to say when people ask me what I’ve written? ‘Oh, I write humorous poetry for special occasions. And if you need a creative eulogy for a funeral, I’m your girl.’ That does not make me a writer.”


“Hon, you’ve written a book; you’re finishing another one. You write all the time! In fact, you should enroll in Writers Anonymous. I wake up in the middle of the night… you’re at the computer. I look up from the Lord’s Prayer in church… you’re making notes on the back of the morning bulletin! We’re in the middle of dinner… you’re making a beeline to the desk. And you’re not fooling me one bit when you roll over in bed and turn on your light. I only hope you’re answering a creative urge and not rating my performance.”


“No,” I smiled. “For that, I hold up a finger or two.” My husband looked over at me and frowned. “Or nine or ten,” I added.


“Anyway, that’s what makes you a writer!” John laughed. “Well, that and a dusty house, a pile of ironing that’s taller than I am, and the crop of mold in the vegetable drawer of the fridge.”


“And you can’t refer to a manuscript that’s collecting dust on the bottom shelf as a book! I have a folder full of rejection slips that prove it’s no good.”


“They prove nothing! Look how far you’ve come. Everybody loves your writing, Maggie! I’ve even seen your writing make people laugh at a funeral.”


Loved ones cannot be objective. It’s one of the things I’ve learned at writers’ conferences over the years. And it’s why my husband has always been a lousy critic. He claims to like everything I write. Whenever I complete a story—no matter what it is—John reads it aloud to me, so that I can hear it and make it better. It was, and continues to be, a valuable aid for revision. Often he reads the same passages multiple times—without complaint—claiming to love it every time.


Though he was right about my poems. More than once they had revived a party where the guests looked as if they had inhaled chloroform. And it was true that I had brought laughter to mourners at my friend’s funeral service….





I couldn’t believe Ann was making such an unreasonable request—and from her deathbed, no less—when she knew I couldn’t refuse.


“Oh, Peggy,” she whispered, “I’ve put my family through hell these past three years. Would you please speak at my funeral and make them laugh? Or smile?”


I lay awake that night. How in the world do you make a grieving family laugh when they’re burying their beloved wife and mother?


I reminded myself that it was humor, after all, that had defined our relationship. Two wives and mothers bonding over the travails of family life and laughing at our cellulite, spider veins, and vanishing waistlines. Of course, much of our “girl talk” had been personal, but I had years of material to draw on.


I could do this. I sat down at my computer and wrote my very best humor.


At the service, I stood between Ann’s open casket and her family seated at the front of an overflowing room. An exhausted and tearful husband, children (who had grown up with my own sons), grandchildren, brothers, nieces, nephews, cousins… all waiting—tissues in hand—for me to extoll the admirable qualities of this remarkable woman.


And so I began, hoping for some sympathetic smiles. Without notes and meeting their gaze, I spoke of my friend’s dying request and asked for their support. There were looks of skepticism. I wasn’t surprised.


“When I left my administrative job in our church’s preschool, Ann assumed my position,” I explained. “I was all too familiar with the challenges of the job—the committee oversight, the preacher’s intrusive daily check-ins, parental expectations, and unreasonable health department demands. Not to mention the daily supervision of thirteen classroom teachers and aides and the one hundred precious ‘angels’ in our care. Oh yeah, there was stress galore, and I knew from experience that sharing stories would be therapeutic—essential, even—to my friend’s sanity.”


“Peggy, you won’t believe this,” Ann had said on one of her calls. “Ms. Clark came in today to register her three-year-old. After our interview, I asked her, ‘Does Donny have any unusual words for using the bathroom that his teachers should know about?’ Without hesitation, she responded, ‘No, nothing unusual. But sometimes when he goes stinky, he forgets to push Mr. Beeper down and winkles on the wall.’ But no unusual words.”


There was actual laughter! And I silently thanked God.


I told them about another call from Ann after she had gone into the three- and four-year-olds room and discovered a child taped to his chair with yards of masking tape. Another child had a strip of masking tape across his mouth.


“As teachers, we laughed together because we were well aware of the temptations. But as administrators and mothers, we were horrified and arranged for an immediate staff refresher course in classroom management and disciplinary strategies.”


“I told Ann about my unforgettable first day on that same job and the warm welcome I had received from two-year-old Stacey, who looked me square in the eye, gritted her little teeth, and screamed, ‘I hate you, poopie face!’ And there was wide-eyed four-year-old Eric, who had looked at his teacher in wonder and innocence and exclaimed, ‘Miss Jean, you have big boobies!’ ”


Then, over exceptionally loud laughter, I said, “Miss Jean is here today, if you’d like to introduce yourself.” (I had considered saying, “You’ll recognize her,” but that seemed a bit too on the nose, as it were. I was glad I had spoken to her beforehand.)


I like to think that my friend, reclining on a pillow of satin nearby, was comforted by my final gift that afternoon, as chuckles and laughter filled the air. I couldn’t remember a time when I had found laughter more comforting.


In the end, Ann’s “unreasonable request” was a piece of cake. Especially when compared to the memorial service of an old college friend. When Bill’s family asked me to say a few words, I considered refusing.


What does one say about a man who had been unfaithful and verbally abusive to his wife—my close friend of many years? I made the tough decision and agreed—then faced the writing challenge of a lifetime.


Instead of addressing Bill the husband, and his shortcomings—he did, after all, have children who loved him—I spoke of Bill the friend, who had visited me in the hospital through the years to show his concern; who had shown up at our door with a pot of soup when John and I were both ill; and who had helped us to mourn at my parents’ funerals—shedding genuine tears of compassion. The only humor of the day came after my talk, when mutual friends quietly complimented me on my editing skills.





Thinking back, my husband had a point about me being a writer. It had become my life. And it was almost a curse. When I wasn’t at my computer, I was reading books on the subject or thinking about a story. I woke up in the middle of the night to jot down an idea or to finish an entire chapter. I wrote when my arthritis was aching. I wrote while waiting for a colonoscopy. Oh yeah, I wrote when I should have been dusting or cleaning out the refrigerator. And no, I’ve never written during moments of passion—please, give me some credit!—though I can’t guarantee you that my mind wasn’t outlining a story.


If I’d had credentials in journalism, I could have been a decent reporter. I interviewed everyone I met, from the used car salesman who told me about a test-drive that ended in a carjacking at gunpoint, to an undertaker who spoke of a “client” who had chosen to be buried in her valuable full-length mink coat so that her greedy daughter-in-law wouldn’t get it.


The truth was, I had come a long way from that timid woman who would rather clean a crusty oven than share her writing. Just as a butterfly emerges from a cocoon and discovers the wonders of nature, I had emerged from the shadows and discovered the true reward of creative writing—which is, of course, sharing.


One presenter at a writers’ conference actually told the class, “Sharing your work isn’t important. The important thing in writing is to feel fulfilled.”


As my husband would say, “Hogwash!”


For sure, personal fulfillment is important, but writing is a two-way street—a conversation. What is the point of a story or a poem if it is never heard or read? If it doesn’t move, entertain, or inspire someone? If it doesn’t enlighten or comfort someone? And on occasion, even horrify or disgust someone?


It was the early 1960s when I discovered the joy of writing and sharing. I was fresh out of college and teaching third grade in the Baltimore County public schools. It was long before I thought of myself as a writer and decades before being published.


My class was about to begin a unit on animals, and I had decided to introduce it with a poem. What better way to spark the children’s interest and imagination? So I began searching through poetry books. Meanwhile, my husband and I were taking a walk through the woods behind our apartment when we came upon a box turtle and voilà, I had my introduction.


The problem was, I needed a poem more visual than the ones I’d found in books, so I sat down and wrote my own. I called it “Turtles.” With a live box turtle moseying across the floor at the front of the classroom, I read my original poem aloud—to rave reviews.


What was meant as motivation for the students had a surprising result. The children’s enthusiasm for my poetry was the motivation I needed for further writing and sharing. My “epiphany” happened on the school playground at recess the day I came upon a group of my girls chanting my poems from memory, while jumping rope to the rhythmic, rhyming meter. It was better even than seeing a bonus in my paycheck! (Although my husband might not see it that way.) One of their favorites was “Turtles.”




Turtles


Turtles are poky


Wherever they go.


They carry their houses,


That’s why they’re so slow.


When playing on grass,


Or crossing the street,


They’re dragging their shelter


On four tiny feet.


And when they get tired,


Wherever they roam,


They’re lucky to have


Their own mobile home.


If raindrops should fall


When they’ve gone to town,


They don’t have to wonder


If windows are down.


When leaving for school,


Or shopping at stores,


They don’t have to bother


To lock their front doors.


Sure, turtles are slow,


But you would be too.


If you had to carry


Your whole house with you!





It didn’t take me long to realize that little boys pay close attention to—and willingly memorize—irreverent, nonsensical, and even rude poetry. So I happily accommodated them with a reading/language activity to their liking. Perhaps a science unit on health.




Nutrition


My neighbor Tom eats bugs and worms,


And bark from apple trees.


You’d think he’d get a stomachache,


Or catch some bad disease.


One day he chased a little frog,


That hopped into our yard.


He caught it, stuffed it in his mouth,


Blinked twice and swallowed hard.


My sister said she saw him eat


A tiny, shiny rock.


One morning he took off his shoe,


And ate his smelly sock.


Last summer on July the fourth,


He ate a cherry bomb…


Then took off like a rocket ship,


And now we can’t find Tom.





I’m not sure I could get away with using my original homespun poetry in today’s structured, transparent classroom environment—no matter how enriching. Though I’m confident they inflicted no harm on my captive audience—and taught me the true joy of sharing. The ultimate reward comes when the writing we share makes a difference in someone’s life. When this someone is your seven-year-old son, it’s all the sweeter.





It was in the early 1970s the afternoon Scott came home in tears, threw his books on the sofa, and declared, “I’m never going back to that school! My teacher yells like a banshee all day long, and she spits when she’s screaming! I can’t stand it!”


I was aware of his teacher’s reputation; indeed, the entire school knew that she was at the end of her teaching career, as well as at the end of her rope, and she was struggling to hold on until the end. She reminded me of an old herding dog who, after a long, devoted career, turns on the sheep he is meant to guide and protect—and is forced into retirement.


After that day, I did two things: I began volunteering in the classroom once a week and encouraged other mothers to do the same. It somewhat lowered the decibel level in the room from that of, say, a running motorcycle engine to that of normal conversation.


My most rewarding solution was a humorous poem I wrote to share with the sweetest, smartest seven-year-old ever. “While she’s screaming on the outside, Scott,” I told him, “you just think about this poem and laugh on the inside!” It was our little secret, this short poem… until now.




The Banshee


When I was in the second grade,


My teacher loved to scream.


Just inches from my face she’d shout.


Her volume was extreme.


She shrieked and yelled from nine to three,


Her voice was terrifying,


Her eyes bugged out, her lips curled back,


And then the spit came flying.


I feared that I would drown that year,


Saliva filled the air.


I kept a towel inside my desk,


To dry my face and hair.


She really didn’t have a clue,


That screaming, spitting teacher.


A student’s never going to learn,


From such a fearsome creature!








I decided John was right. If working in a garden every day growing vegetables or flowers makes one a gardener, and if reading a book every week makes one a reader, and if running a few miles a day makes one a runner, then I was a writer—published or not.


I had certainly done my homework. I looked forward to Tuesday evenings and hanging out with fellow writers the way a school kid looks forward to Friday afternoons and playing with friends. A professor from a recent creative writing course at the community college had invited four students to join him in a critique group. For a couple of hours a week, we sat around a table at the local Barnes & Noble café drinking coffee and reading our work aloud. Not only did I experience the power of positive critique and benefit from the group’s ideas, I grew comfortable with criticism—and learned when to ignore it and follow my own instincts.


My most valuable critique ever was the result of ignoring the advice I had heard in writing courses and at writers’ seminars through the years: “Don’t ask family members to read your writing! They love you, so of course they want to love your work. You will not get an honest assessment.” And didn’t I know it!


That didn’t stop me from sharing my first book, a middle-grade novel, with my young granddaughters.


Three-year-old Jessica listened while building with LEGOs, putting a puzzle together, or coloring a picture. Then there was Katie, who had been an early reader. I remember the Christmas she was four and read a children’s picture book aloud to my sister, Janet, a career first-grade teacher.


“She’s memorized it, of course,” said Janet.


“No, she really reads,” I said. So my sister turned to the glossary in the back of the book and asked Katie to read the list of vocabulary words—which she did, perfectly. Now seven, Katie sat beside me, captivated, as we took turns reading about a nerdy young boy who wanted nothing more than to be left alone with his books.


I religiously avoid lofty phrases such as, My heart soared, or The angels sang, or The sound of a heavenly choir descended from the clouds. That said, when it was time for dinner or bed and my granddaughter pleaded, “Oh Grandmom, just one more chapter—please!”… well, I’ll just say that such reactions brought overwhelming joy to this grandmother and writer. So much so, in fact, that I began sharing other age-appropriate writings with my homegrown, mini-focus group.


One evening, as Jessica lay asleep in the next bed, I sat beside Katie and read aloud my latest short story. When I finished, my granddaughter gave me a concise critique:


“I like the story, Grandmom,” she said, “but you need to put the good parts closer together.”


A seven-year-old had just told me that I needed to lose the parts that people skip and keep only the good parts. It was great advice that I’ve applied to everything I have written to this day!


Who knew that putting words on paper could be so rewarding?


And who knew that putting words on paper could bring such heartache?
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