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“Jane Schmidt documents the essential day-to-day of rural Wisconsin life with a deft balance of sentiment, reportage, and humor. City mouse, country mouse, newcomer or old-timer, you will find yourself nodding, grinning, and sometimes dabbing at your eyes as you read these stories.”


—MICHAEL PERRY, best-selling author of Truck: A Love Story and The Jesus Cow


“Jane Schmidt is funny, candid, and has the keen eye of an outsider looking in—then turning the mirror back on herself. Reading the final pages felt like the last miles of a road trip with someone whose company you really enjoyed that has ended far too soon.”


—JULIE BUCKLES, author of Paddling to Winter


“With humor, grace, and tenderness, Jane Schmidt gives her readers an entertaining peek into the layered life of a single mother, animal hoarder, and kick-ass fitness instructor—living a rustic life but still searching for the perfect wand of mascara and a respectable pair of jeans.”


—SHEILA SHERWIN, writer and editor of RealSmallTowns.com


“In daring to share herself fully with the reader through these funny and heart-felt stories of country life, Jane Schmidt helps us laugh loud into that sometimes heart-breaking gap between our dreams and realities, and between what we hope is true about ourselves and what actually is. Whether you live out in the country or in the big city, Not a Perfect Fit is a gift of laughter, vulnerability, and wisdom.”


—JENNIFER MORALES, award-winning author of Meet Me Halfway
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I’ve been telling stories ever since I can remember. It may have started at the dinner table, when my mom would ask, “How was your day?”—and I would launch into a story that would make my family laugh. I learned early on that laughter was far better than arguments, at dinnertime or any time.


I also wrote letters from an early age. The first one—a letter to the Silly Putty company that I wrote because I felt my putty was from a bad batch—had my family in tears from laughing. It didn’t copy comic strips the way TV commercials claimed it would, I wrote. I thought the manufacturer would want to know.


When I was eleven, I was hospitalized with a compound fracture and severe nerve damage in my arm from falling off my horse, who was, ironically, named Lucky. The local paper ran an article about me, and my mom cut it out and brought it to me in the hospital to read. I’m guessing she soon regretted showing it to me. I was outraged when I read the headline, “Horse Throws Rider,” and I immediately started penning a letter to the paper about the merits of my horse and how it wasn’t his fault that I’d fallen off.


Letters eventually gave way to written stories, which I’ve recently had the privilege of sharing as a weekly column in a local newspaper, the Crawford County Independent. While the drama of everyday life has followed me, I’ve been able to write stories in a way that makes people smile, remember something from their own life, or sometimes cry. The more I write, the more I notice and remember the places I’ve been and things I’ve done, which in turn generates more stories.


This book is a compilation of some of those tales, a partial memoir in story form. My stories are glimpses into my life. I hope you enjoy reading them as much as I’ve enjoyed living them!
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I recently saw a cartoon that contained the words, “Normal is just a setting on the clothes dryer.” It made me chuckle. The rest of the day, this simple cartoon kept going around and around in my head. There was no turning it off.
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Jane typing out a story while camping in Copper Harbor, Michigan.


I speak and act more quickly than my brain processes information. I didn’t realize this wasn’t the case for everyone until I heard Temple Grandin speak once at an Organic Valley fair. She was talking about autism and animals. I was listening intently, and when she started talking about seeing in pictures and the whole range of autism, the word “bingo” started to form in my mind, with a bingo card, corn, and a metal cage filled with numbered balls. This image abruptly triggered a memory of an event that had occurred not long after I moved to this area—a time when a friend casually asked if I took medication for ADD. Whaaat?! I was momentarily shocked into silence.


After asking my friend to clarify exactly what the initials stood for, I was mildly outraged and then amused. No! I had heard the initials before, didn’t know exactly what they stood for, associated it with children, and did I ever tell you about my Grandpa Mike?


Fast-forward to my first real physician-patient relationship. I’ll refer to this doctor only as Dr. B for privacy’s sake. I looked seriously at Dr. B and said, “Do I have ADD?” Mind you, I had asked my boyfriend this question before, and his quick response had been, “Not that anyone has ever diagnosed yet.”


But after asking me a series of questions, Dr. B’s soft answer went something like this: “Well, you know, Jane, there are all different levels, and you seem very functional. However, if it gets worse . . .”


Whaaat?!


So, there you have it. Possible touch of ADD, and I definitely think in pictures and always have. Warning: When I tell stories, please sit down. It will take a while; I must tell the events in sequence, as I see them.


I realize attention deficit disorder is a serious condition for many children and adults. I’m not poking fun at its seriousness. I am just realizing I may have had this condition for my entire life without knowing. Like the setting on the clothes dryer, I thought I was normal.


The definition of “normal” is “conforming to a standard; usual, typical, or expected.” With that last definition, I can make the case we are all normal. What is typical for you may not be typical for me. But people expect me to tell stories, and that falls right into the definition of normal: it is expected.


I have been telling stories for years, but I’ve been writing them for a much shorter time. When I think about my work as a columnist, the first word that comes to my mind is “exposure”—and the picture that pops up is of me standing naked in front of a crowd. There’s also something about the written word that speaks of permanency. When I tell a story to friends, I picture it going in one ear and out the other. Written stories, though, will still be around long after I’m gone.


Is it normal to tell everybody everything? I can picture many of you vehemently shaking your heads from side to side. I can clearly see my daughter putting her head down and moaning, “Nooooo!” But here’s the deal: for me it is normal. Like the setting on that clothes dryer, telling my stories, and now writing them down, is completely normal. I hope to give you food for thought. I hope my stories will make you smile or laugh out loud, perhaps groan a bit, or say, “Oh, I can totally relate to that.”


I can now admit I have a touch of ADD. But I consider myself fully functional. I can picture myself writing stories, no matter where I am—and worse, no matter what I’m doing. Normal is what normal does, and I tell stories!
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I like trips and trips like me. Airports . . . well, that’s another story. It seems I may have a slight issue when I get to the security area. Obviously, this is an unconscious thing, because all I really want to do is get on the plane and go wherever I am headed. But it never seems to be that easy.


Not so long ago, we were in the airport with our carry-on bags, ready to go through security and show our passports. Dane had asked me ahead of time to kindly keep my chatter to a minimum with the nice people who would be looking at the passports.


He made this request because once, crossing into Canada, when the nice man in uniform with the pistol looked at my passport and asked me where I lived, I kindly replied, “Now? You mean, like, when I’m on vacation, or when I’m at home, because if it’s now, I’m staying in Grand Marais, but if it’s the latter, I live in Viola, which is in Wisconsin between Madison and La Crosse—but it really should be La Farge, because I have a La Farge phone number, but my real address does say Viola, even though I feel like I live closer to La Farge.”


Dane sighed as the nice man asked us to pull around and come inside. Dane was not real happy. But I digress.


So, as I was saying: Airport, nice uniformed lady asking for documents, when all of a sudden I felt someone tap me from behind, and I immediately thought, “Oh-oh, water board treatment!”—but the woman behind me just whispered in my ear (rather loudly), “You have toilet paper hanging out back.”


No sooner was the whole sentence out than I turned and took a look. I didn’t have to look very hard. It wasn’t a “piece” of toilet paper, it looked like pretty much the whole roll—and I was apparently creating a tissue wake as I approached the security check. Laughing, I said to the whispering lady, “Oh, it’s a good thing I don’t embarrass easily,” as I quickly tried to reel in the seemingly endless trail of paper.


It was then that I noticed Dane was beet red. Why, I don’t know—he didn’t have any toilet paper hanging from his rear end.


As we finally boarded the plane to leave on our trip, Dane leaned over and said, “That piece of toilet paper was about eight feet long,” and we both laughed like crazy.


And then there was yesterday, when I was returning home from Phoenix with some gals who had joined me on a trip. We breezed through security without a problem. I uncrossed my fingers, and there we sat, waiting for our (slightly delayed) flight. We eventually got comfortable, leaned back in the hard, straight-backed chairs, and started reminiscing, laughing, and—wait—where was my carry-on bag? I stood up, glanced around quickly, and said, “I’m going back to security to look for it.”


Airports can be a bit confusing, but eventually I spied a man with a uniform at a desk and asked him where I had entered through security. He asked me why, and I told him I was missing my bag. He asked what color it was. I said, “Black.” He asked for my name. I said, “Jane Schmidt.” He said, “Don’t move,” and I said, “Huh?”


The man talked into the box attached to his shoulder and said, “I have the gal here who owns the bag. She hasn’t crossed the line. Where should I send her?”


Apparently, if I crossed out of this highly secured area I’d have to go through the whole security process again, and this kind man was saving me the hassle. A uniformed lady came and got me, and I followed her to a locked room, where she knocked and knocked at the door with no luck. Next, I followed her to another area where there was a not-so-nice uniformed lady who called the police while she told me, in short, that because I had left my bag where I did, it had caused a lot of work for some people. I wondered why.


The first (nice) lady pointed to a bench and told me to sit. I sat. I waited. Two uniformed men appeared about seven minutes later, and one was carrying my bag! Before handing it to me and having me look through it, he explained that they’d had to clear the area, get the dogs to sniff for bombs, and then put on gloves and go through it. When they felt all was clear, they’d rummaged through my papers, found my name, had me paged, and even called my home landline. Oops.


Like I said, I like trips. Airports, not so much. Or maybe they just don’t like me!
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It all started innocently enough. I went to the Vernon County Fair, loaded down with weights, balls, and a great attitude. I found the Senior Building with plenty of time to spare, so I took a look around. There weren’t many seniors there—not even the lady who had called to ask me to do a Strong Women exercise demonstration.


I’ve been teaching this national program in and around the area for over nine years, so I wasn’t surprised when the lady from the Unit on Aging called and asked me to do the demonstration. After all, I’d seen just about every church basement and community center by then. I was happy to know I’d actually have a stage this time.


It was quickly approaching 1:00 P.M., the time given me for my presentation, but I still couldn’t locate the woman who’d hired me for this event. Deciding to take matters under my own control, I asked a lady who was taking a catnap if someone would be coming to introduce me. After looking at me carefully with her sleepy eyes, she replied, “What for?” I could see the direction this was going, so onto the stage I hopped.


“Hello, everyone. My name is Jane, and I’m here to tell you a little about the Strong Women Program.”


Immediately, up shoots a hand.


“Yes?” I inquire.


“How long are ya gonna be?” she asks.


“Well, I imagine about fifteen to twenty minutes. Why?”


“Bingo’s next, and that’s what I’m here for.”


“Oh.”


Soon I have everyone—all ten people—moving their chairs forward. I’m rolling right along, talking, demonstrating the exercises, engaging the audience, and introducing my two students who have come with me up on stage. Halfway through the presentation, I turn to Elsie, one of the gals on stage with me, and suggest, “Elsie, tell the audience how long you’ve been in the class and why you keep coming.”


Without a moment’s hesitation, Elsie says, “Well, I can’t remember how long I’ve been coming, but it’s been a while.”


The audience chuckles. I prompt her again: “Why do you keep coming?”


“Oh, I reckon to hear your stories. I feel like I know all your animals.” Not a word about exercise!


My face is red, there is laughter now, and I’m reminded that when you invite class participants to an event like this, you really have no control over what they will say or do.


At this point we are all warmed up. My two students and I are working hard on the stage, and I’m explaining the many benefits of regular exercise, when into the building walks a lady with a huge, steaming, Bloomin’ Onion. She stands right in front of the stage—right in front of me, which is right in front of the ten people watching my demonstration. I can smell the onion—mostly the deep-fried batter.


“Excuse me,” I say with a smile. “There are no Bloomin’ Onions allowed during the Strong Women exercise presentation!” I try hard to emphasize the word exercise while refraining from using the word healthy, so as not to offend her.


The onion lady starts to chuckle when she realizes everyone is now watching her eat the onion while she watches me exercise. Soon everyone starts to laugh, even the ladies who came for bingo. I’m not sure if I managed to convince the ladies there that exercise was good for them, but a few did stick around at the end to tell me I gave them a few good laughs.


So much for exercise. On my way out I stopped for a Bloomin’ Onion.
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When you live in a rural area, the word “neighbor” means anyone within a five-mile radius. When I’m telling a story and I reference a neighbor, it may mean the neighbor that lives three miles down my road and a mile and a half down another.


Recently I loaned a book to such a neighbor, and when she finished it, she put it in her mailbox for me to pick up on my way home from work. This practice of mailbox pick-ups and drop-offs has been the source of a few conversations between Myra, my mail carrier, and me. Myra has mentioned a few times that this is not legal.


My neighbors and I don’t use only our mailboxes to communicate. Sometimes we send e-mails. Rarely do we call. Cell phone reception can be sketchy, and landlines aren’t all that common anymore—or maybe we just have an aversion to phones.


A while back, one of my neighbors sent me an e-mail asking if I knew why the ambulance had gone down my road and soon returned back out past her place. I hadn’t heard or seen the ambulance and had no clue. This was worrisome. She mentioned she was going out for her morning run. We both felt sure she’d discover who the ambulance was for, because going running, bike riding, or for a walk is always the second-best way to find out what’s going on in our neighborhood. (A weekly visit to the dump remains number one.)


A week later I learned my neighbor Edna, known to all as Eddi, had become ill and passed away. Only then did I remember my other neighbor asking about the ambulance—which, it turned out, had been for Eddi.


The news was shocking. Though I can’t say I really knew Eddi well, I had smiled and waved to her, and she to me, for over twelve years.


Eddi’s energy was the envy of the neighborhood. I was always amazed to see her working from sunup to sundown on her property. She had a few rental cabins and a campground, and kept them all immaculate. Eddi had retired from nursing not long ago but continued to work, subbing for other nurses who needed time off. How she could juggle a full-time job, keep up her property perfectly, and still have time for weekly dancing was a mystery to me.


The funeral service was held in the one-room schoolhouse next to her property, which Eddi had purchased not long ago and lovingly restored. The schoolhouse is a true testament to Eddi’s hard work and love, just like her upkeep of her property. At the service I met her two sons and their families, and it didn’t take long to see that she’d also worked hard, and with much love, raising her sons.


The service was a beautiful tribute to a woman who had touched the lives of many people. I went home with a heavy heart, vowing to work on being a better neighbor. After all, I had only a thousand drive-by greetings and one phone conversation (regarding the stream on her property during a flood) as my memories of Eddi.


I had forgotten all about the book waiting for me in my neighbor’s mailbox. I drove over and was thrilled that, just as I arrived, her partner was grabbing the mail out of the box. Wow, perfect timing. I held my hand out the window, and he placed my book in it. A country drive-by hand-off! We smiled and said hello.


As I drove away, still grinning about the impeccable timing, it dawned on me that neither of us had taken a minute for a catch-up conversation.


If I want to be a better neighbor, I think good old-fashioned visiting just might be in order. (And if I stopped putting everything I needed to deliver in my neighbors’ mailboxes, I know Myra would be a lot happier.)


I will miss seeing Eddi out in her yard. I’ll miss her smile and wave. But most of all, I realize I missed out on getting to know this wonderful lady who turned everything she touched to gold.
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Today was a good day to get lost. After all, it’s Father’s Day, and it gave me plenty of time to think about my dad.


When I woke this morning, getting lost wasn’t at the top of my agenda. Still sleepy, I went outside in my pajamas to do chores. After chores, I sat outside on the picnic table to drink my tea. There was a storm coming in, and I was relishing the time outside before I’d be forced indoors by the rain.


Soon Luna and Peepers, my one-year-old goats, joined me on the table. Next came my year-old puppy, Téte. Things got louder as the ducks and geese found me sitting there too. Ramie, my always-herding border collie, jumped up to assess the situation. Everyone received a pat and a greeting from me. As soon as I had both hands free again, I carefully took a sip of tea, and it dawned on me that it was Father’s Day.


My dad would have loved doing chores with me. He would have loved the animals surrounding me. He passed on when he was fifty-three years old. At the time, I thought he was young, but I really had no clue. Now, at the age of fifty-six, having outlived my dad by three years, I do understand. He was so young.


With my tea finished and the first raindrops falling, I went inside to make peace with reading, writing, and the dreaded housecleaning. It wasn’t even 10:00 A.M. and it was dark, the sky foreboding, and the storm anxious to press in.


Suddenly I saw sunlight filtering in through all of the windows, and what moments ago had been a dreary day, even with the lights on, became lively and bright. I looked outside and, lo and behold, blue skies and white, fluffy clouds.


I grabbed my camera, my shoes, my puppy Téte, and my faithful collie Ramie, and jumped into the car and sped off. If the weather was going to give me this window of opportunity for a hike, I’d best be taking it.


And then I got lost. A short hike turned into four hours—lots of time for memories of my dad.


My dad also enjoyed hiking, animals, rocks, trees, and being outdoors. These are the things I remember most about him. He loved jumping on his bicycle and going for rides with me. He drove old trucks that were constantly breaking down, enjoyed eating peanuts from the shell, and frequently got us lost on road trips. Apparently, this nut didn’t fall far from the tree.


As I hiked, I stopped to read my map and was doing my best to try to figure out the easiest and fastest way back to the car when I remembered quite clearly that my dad would never use a map. We would be on a family vacation, lost, and my mom would say, “Jim, let’s get to a gas station and ask for directions.” A short time later she’d say, “Just pull over and get out the map.” And on it would go until someone—usually me or my brother—would say, “Didn’t we just see that lake?” Eventually my mom would win, and my dad would reluctantly pull over and look at the map. Easy.


Not so easy for me today. I knew this trail was hard to follow, so I had marked a junction with a stick, but I never made it back to that spot. Four hours later, I stumbled across a path I recognized and was able to follow it to civilization—not to my car, mind you, but to a road.


By then the dogs were hot and thirsty. I flagged down a truck and was able to convince the man I wasn’t crazy, only tired. He let us jump into the back of his truck and drove us the almost five miles to where I had left my car that morning.


As the dogs settled down in the truck bed and the wind cooled us off, I thought about how much my dad would have enjoyed this adventure. He never did mind getting lost, especially if no one ended up hurt and there was the chance of having a good story to tell at the end.


The dogs and I were thirsty but fine. After spending the day thinking of my dad, I missed him more, but was glad I had a story to tell.
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It’s the time of the year when farmers are cutting their second crop of hay, and I feel myself getting a little edgy. In fact, I find myself trying to stay away from agriculture stores or any place where men may gather to discuss their crops and fields.


It’s not that I have anything against stores that sell seed, feed, or tractor parts, or that I don’t like men. I do. It goes much deeper than that. It’s that driving home from work, I can see the tractors in the fields and people hurrying to get their hay baled before there’s any chance of rain—and this creates a flashback for me.


Let me try to explain; I might as well come clean from the start. I sometimes mix up words. I talk too fast for my brain to keep up. I just look at the first few letters of a word and make up the rest. Now you know.


My old boss, Keith, was fascinated by this—he’d been an English major. He started keeping a book of what he referred to as “Janeisms.” After years of working together, he understood me well. I will always like him for that.


As the story goes, I moved to the Driftless Area for a man, and—man gone—stayed for the scenery. Soon I was introduced to a local farmer, and we started dating.


It was harvest time, and he worked late into the night. At the time, I lived in a cabin so small that if I wanted to change my mind I had to go outside. The cabin had no electricity or running water. Because of this, I would sometimes go to Fritz’s house when he was working late (I would grab any water opportunities I could). The minute Fritz left for the fields, I would hop into the shower.


One evening, no sooner was I out of the shower than the phone started ringing.


Big dilemma. Come on, ladies, you know what I’m talking about. You just recently started dating and his phone rings. Do you or do you not pick it up?


I picked it up. The caller was a bit startled to hear a woman’s voice, and he asked whether he had the right number. After I assured him that he had the right home, he asked to speak to Fritz. I told him Fritz was still out on his concubine but I expected him back within the hour. I tried to get this man’s name and number so I could tell Fritz he’d called, but there was only a pause and a guffaw, and then he hung up.


A week later, when Fritz was at the local ag store picking up supplies, the guys all started jawing about my mix-up of words, laughing hysterically all the while. Needless to say, when I saw Fritz that evening, I learned the difference between a combine and a concubine.


And, I might add, as this story goes, man gone.


I have lived here for fourteen years now, and this story is still circulating. Hardly a harvest season goes by without some man in overalls with the smell of hard work on him sidling up next to me in line at the feed store and asking, “Anyone doing any ‘concubining’ out your way?”
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I’m going out of town for two days—two days. I’ve been cleaning the house for a week in anticipation of this mini-vacation. Something about that doesn’t seem right.


Correct me if I’m wrong, but aren’t vacations supposed to be relaxing? At this rate, I’ll be dead tired for both of the two vacation days I’m away. My guess is that the need for this cleaning flurry is related to the current mud-poo season in this area. My other guess is that I fail to clean on a daily basis. Oh my gosh, did I mention daily cleaning? That sounds all wrong. I’m hopeful a self-cleaning home will be invented in the future. Funny how the words “daily cleaning” seem dirty to me!


Before you start judging me for my non-cleaning habits, let me say something in my own defense: I really don’t mind cleaning—I just have a hard time getting started. There’s so much else to do here, especially taking care of all my ducks, geese, goats, cats, dogs, and donkeys, and my pet pig. Where most people can easily commit to doing that daily cleaning thing, it can easily take me a month, or even three, just to begin. So it’s actually only a getting-started issue and not one of cleanliness. There, I feel better already.


Once I do get started, I have this unexplainable tendency to go all out. Every drawer gets emptied and cleaned out, every cupboard reorganized. Every plant gets watered and, if needed, repotted. Every surface, including the walls, gets wiped down. And on and on it goes. Come to think of it, I may have a perfectionist problem. Shoot, now I feel awful again.


One time a friend of mine was telling me all about being a perfectionist. It was an issue she was dealing with. I wasn’t familiar with the concept, and I listened carefully. When she was done talking and I was done listening, I asked, “Am I a perfectionist?”—and she shouted, “No!”


I thought she said it a bit too quickly, and that had me worried, but life continued. Now, as I get ready to paint the scratches on my furniture with markers the color of wood, I find myself rethinking her snappy “no.”


She was right. I’m not a perfectionist, because—drum roll, please—a perfectionist would not need to clean her house for a week before going on vacation. It would already be clean!


I have about one more day of cleaning the inside of my house, and then I’ll start on the outside. I enjoy mucking out all the animal pens much more than mucking out my bedroom—but still, I swear I’m already exhausted. If I continue this obsession with cleaning even one more day, it will be hard just to stay awake for my mini-vacation.


Still, I’m looking forward to a little bit of R&R. I plan on walking, reading, and writing. I’d like to spend some quality time sleeping. I certainly won’t be cleaning, and I won’t be worrying anymore about whether my house is clean. Chances are my house sitter won’t even notice. She’ll be far too busy trying to make heads or tails out of my six-page, detailed pet chore list. My best guess is she’ll need a mini-vacation and new boots after two days of babysitting my beloved animal family.
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The “White House.”
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It’s only 3:00 P.M. and it’s already dark. The rain has been coming down steadily for hours, and a low-hanging fog is making the whole valley look sleepier than usual. I go outside to do chores and am quickly up to my ears in mud. Staying clean outside today, or even dry, is not an option. There are ten mouths and eight beaks to feed. The minute I step off the porch the cacophony of squeals, squawks, brays, and baas overwhelms me. Everyone wants my attention, all at the same time.


As a child, I didn’t know much about growing up or even whether I would. As an adult, I still feel the same. I always knew as a child that I didn’t want to stop playing, if that was what growing up meant; nor did I want to give up laughing loudly till my eyes watered. But I also knew I wanted security for myself and my pets. And as an adult, I still feel the same.


What I have always known is how I want to live. I needed a green space for exploring and hiking. I knew I wanted to live in the country and have a small home with plenty of outbuildings. I dreamed of a small town that had angled parking, and I knew I wanted animals.


Almost ten years ago, friends began telling me about an abandoned home they thought would be perfect for me. The “White House” was my immediate pet name for it, although it wasn’t completely white; two lonely window frames on one side were sloppily painted bright green.


After searching for the owners and hammering out a rental deal, I moved in with the house’s occupants: mice, rats, voles, wasps, hornets, bats, and lord only knows what else. I’d glimpse beady red eyes in the beam of my headlamp as I lay in bed in the middle of the long winter nights that I jokingly referred to as “three-dog” nights because I’d sleep with my hat, mittens, and layer upon layer of clothes on, and all three dogs lying on the bed with me. Despite all that warm company I often couldn’t fall asleep, either due to the cold or the noise of those tiny nocturnal varmints munching, running inside the walls, or playing in the attic.


As part of the rental deal, the owners bought me an outhouse and found me a free Ashley woodstove. The first time I used the outhouse I met my new neighbors. Just as I was sitting down to take care of business, they drove by and waved. I waved back, but later that day I had friends come over to help me turn the structure so the door no longer faced the road. I knew I’d never take the time to close that darn door, and the truth is, I’ve got a touch of claustrophobia.


As for the free stove—there was a reason it was free. In this low valley I could never seem to get it to draw; perhaps I also had green wood, but I swear there was more to it than that. I once drove over to my neighbors’ and asked to borrow their thermometer. Later I called them up and asked, “Is forty-four degrees cold for inside a house?” I hadn’t any running water or pipes to worry about, just my fingers and toes.


My shower was located on the back side of the house. I attached a hook and a pulley system about eight feet up the wall. To use it, I’d either go to the backyard and patiently hold my shower bag under the pool of water in Diego and Carlos’s spring-fed trough, or I’d run up the road a ways to Morris’s property and fill the bag from his water pump. I’d hang the bag outside, and a few hours later, after the sun had warmed the water, I’d carefully attach the bag to the pulley and slowly maneuver it up into position, always managing to knock my head with the sack of water a few times before setting it right. (Water is heavy! Pulling the full shower bag into position was no easy feat, and neither was lugging two huge multigallon jugs of water down from Morris’s after filling them. “Yes, I have running water,” I’d tell people. “I run for it every morning.”)


During this time my dogs—Moses, Lewis, and Raime—were my constant and faithful companions. Diego, my oldest donkey, came next, followed by Carlos, who I got to keep Diego company. Then I saw a friend’s daughter carrying a basket with one tiny kitten no one had picked from the litter, and I couldn’t resist. Newman is old now, and diabetic, but he is just as lovable as when he fit inside a coffee cup, though not nearly as lively.


My rental home was starting to look like my visions of a real home: country life, small house, animals and a stream they could drink from, a small three-walled building for the donkeys, and an outhouse. This was the first time in my life I could remember waking in the morning without the urge to get in the car and take off. I actually liked staying home. I loved the tiny house, the land, the creek, and the fact that I could go out in my bathrobe or even stark naked to throw my donkeys their morning hay.


I never have minded the little things, and with enough elbow grease and a whole lot of love, the White House began to feel even more like home. With all its charm, I often wondered why there weren’t any closets, a sink, counters, or a bathroom. My home was mostly a shell, but I loved it all the same.


With winter coming now, I find myself reflecting back on those early days at the White House. It’s fully plumbed now, and all I have to do to get water is lift a handle. I can look out my window and see Diego and Carlos out in the back pasture. There are more outbuildings, more animals, and less land due to the floods of 2007. The Kickapoo Valley Reserve is close by and provides me with endless hours of hiking and exploring. Sadly, though, none of the towns nearest me have angled parking.


I can no longer call my home the White House, as I had it painted a pale green years ago. It desperately needs a new roof, and most days I wish I had more hands and time to get all the projects done that need doing. I’m still not sure what growing up means and how it relates to my life at the moment. But what I do know for sure is when I look out my windows, I see exactly what I envisioned all those years ago.


And better yet, something I never did imagine happened along the way: I came to own my home. For better or worse, it’s mine, and my friends of fur and feathers will be greeting me for many mornings to come. Maybe this means I’ve grown up, at least a little.
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I once masterminded a kidnapping. It went off without a hitch.


I remembered this when my daughter recently asked me, “What do you do, Mom, when you live in the country with no one or no stores anywhere around?”


It started, innocently enough, with a walk.


It was late summer, and I was training for a backpacking trip to the Grand Canyon. Dane was coming along, and we were spending a lot of time walking to prepare. Sometimes there weren’t enough hours in the day to get to the trails, so we started hiking the roads near my house.


It was on one of these hikes that we spied an assortment of old, worn-out Mickey Mouse toys peeking out from a rock outcropping. From that moment on we began referring to that road as Mickey Mouse Road, and it became one of my favorites to walk.
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“Ja'ne Schmidt documents the essential day- 0 day of rural Wisconsin life with a deft

balance of sentiment, reportage, and humor.” —Michael Perry, author of Population 485






