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To my husband Otto. You are my star, my hero.
Also, thanks to writer friends who have shown me the way, Lynn Raye Harris, JA Konrath and J.R. Rain.
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The door to my kindergarten class was closed. I was a small girl child of five. I looked even smaller as I faced the door. My index finger traced the swirling wood patterns that adorned the it. Mesmerized, I pleaded to its uncaring surface.
"Please, please, please open." I whispered.
In the background the soft hum of children and their teachers filled the hallway. The doors were open in these other rooms. But mine-
Like a malevolent eye, the bright burnished doorknob stared at me. I was late. If only Mom hadn't made me eat that last bit of soggy, messy cream of wheat. I had stared at it for hours before finally putting that last spoonful in my mouth. I hated the texture of that cereal as it slid down my throat. Now I was late.
I sat down hard in front of the door. I wrapped my arms around my stomach.
Just turn the doorknob. That's all I had to do. It was so easy. Inside my classmates were holding gerbils, finger painting, listening to stories, or maybe, practicing the alphabet. I could be with them singing songs or dancing the "Hokie Pokie." I could. I could open the door.
Once again, I put my hand on the burnished doorknob. But, if I opened the door, I would stand in the door alone. The other children in the classroom would turn and see me. Everyone would know I was late. A tear trickled down my face. Mrs. Taylor's face always smiled, but she would frown . . . at me.
My breath hitched. Then the tears poured down my face. What should I do?
My fevered mind looked for some solution. Maybe, maybe, my Mom could open the door. Maybe if I walked through the door with her that I wouldn't be alone. I looked longingly towards home. Maybe . . . she cares enough. . . Trying not to think I ran across the street, running home, not looking for cars, knowing my mother could save me.
She stood in the kitchen, my Mom, suds to her elbows as she washed the last of the breakfast dishes, humming to herself.
"Cynthia," she said. "Why are you home?"
"The door was closed," I said. "Will you open it for me?" My shoulders tightened, as I searched her eyes. I can't go back by myself. I can't. I can't.
"Yes," she said, simply. I let out a deep sigh of relief, my body relaxed.
Mom dried her hands on her apron. She took my hand. We walked across the street and opened the door.
The Worst Part of Being Poor, a reflection
When I was growing up, my parents were the proud poor. They always considered themselves in the middle-class even though they could barely feed their growing family. Although my father worked until his mid forties, my mother had to work so that we could have the essentials - food, clothing, and shelter.
Enough Food
One of the worst parts of being poor is that gnawing feeling in your stomach because after you split a pot of soup with eleven people, you didn't have enough to fill your stomach. To make the meat go a little further we would mix it with noodles, and water, and vegetables. There never seemed to be enough especially when I was growing. When my brothers started growing, I learned how to make bread so that the soup would go farther.
The bread with a little butter would fill our stomachs and for once we would feel rich.
Enough Clothes
Just before school started, our neighbors would put together a bunch of their old clothes and we would go through the stacks so that we would have clothing for the school year. I bought my first set of clothes when I started to work for the first time. We learned not to be upset when other children would laugh and point at the clothes they had worn the year before.
I became good at letting out hems and adding lace to make the clothes look a little different. Although now I am grateful for our neighbors, in those days I vowed that I would wear new clothes all the time.
Enough Warmth
To save on energy, my father installed an old coal wood stove that had belonged to his grandmother. This stove had come across the Plains in a wagon. It worked really well except when we started the first fire every winter. If the stove pipe had not been cleaned, it would not draw well. (Draw means that the air could not go up and down the pipe so that the smoke would get out.)
One time our whole house was filled with smoke. We were cold and smoky. It took hours to get the smoke stink out of the house. One problem with the smoke was that it was like carbon monoxide. We soon learned to watch the stove and the fire closely.
Enough Shelter
In my childhood we moved a lot. We lived in a cabin, a mobile home, and finally a house. The house came to us cheap because it had been an old hunting cabin. It hadn't been weatherproofed so that first winter, my brothers, sisters, and I slept in one bed so that we could be warm at night. It was like a bunch of puppies cuddled together.
It took years to get that house insulated.
Although we were hungry a lot, I do remember some good times. For instance we used to ride our ponies to our neighbors. They would feed us rhubarb pie and peanuts and then tell us stories of the good days. Some of our neighbors had known some outlaws, so the stories could get intense.
But it wasn't until I left home and started making my own home that I realized how much work we did to survive. I have churned butter, made bread and soup, and hand-washed clothes. And these are only a few of the things I learned to do as a child and teenager.
I learned that as bad as my life could get, there was always someone who lived in worse conditions. Also I learned that I had the chutzpah to figure out how to get around any problem that came my way. It was the worst of times, but also the very best.
Every year before winter started, my dad and brothers would dig the new outhouse hole. They would pry the outhouse up from a year's worth of human waste and then would move the outhouse, settling it over the new how. My dad would instruct my brothers to fill the old stinking how with gravel and sand. As they filled the hole, the smell would subside until the next year when they moved the outhouse again.
We lived at the root of the mountain in a very rural area. There was electricity in our house, but we had a well. We pumped the water with an electric pump. When we lost electricity, which happened at least once in the depth of winter, we would melt snow for water. Because the electricity was not reliable, we had a coal-wood stove for heat. It was cozy.
During the day, it would not occur to me how alone we were in the wild desert. But at night, it was a different story. I would look out the window, listening to the howling beasts of the night. Even worse, there were times it was so so quiet that I would only hear a "who, who." At night, I had to walk to the outhouse.
Usually, I took a flashlight. Sometimes the flashlight would not be at its place by the door. It was easier to run to the white bulk of the outhouse than to search for that missing light. Once inside the outside, I was safe. Later, I would run back to the house in a wild rush. Not looking. I didn't want to know what dark evil thing was behind me.
We did live in the wild. Our neighbors, Ute Indians, would tell us stories of skinwalkers and witches.
"You need to stay in the house," they would tell us. I wasn't sure if they were telling us real stories or campfire stories to scare us. Definitely, I was scared. My imagination would people the landscape around the house with coyotes, cougars, skinwalkers, and witches. Sometimes I could hear the screams of cougars, sounding like desolate women in the night. To me, the outhouse was too far from the house.
The house was filled with the family, light, music, and food. The contrast was too much sometimes. I would hold it and hold it until . . .
One day as I was getting ready to dash to the outhouse, the moon came out. It brightened the landscape and I could see the small lawn, the garden, and the bushes near the house. The landscaped color-leached was a new black, white, and gray wonderland. Instead of rushing to the outhouse, I sat on the porch soaking in the moonlight.
I wish I could say that I was never scared of the dark again. It is not so. I have walked in the urban night and wished that I was back in my apartment. I have seen the mean, the wild, and the insane, but this one day I found beauty resting in the night: the wild mother of the night.
A lot happened in the summer of 1969: I took violin lessons, I wore my first pair of glasses, and I moved from SLC to a very small town outside of Vernal, Utah called Jensen. Instead of finishing my violin lessons, my dad promised that he would buy us horses. And yes, he did buy three Shetland ponies for us.
We settled into a ranch style house with three bedrooms and one and a half baths. A large kitchen, dining room, and living room were the center of the house. Instead of a garage we had a backroom with washer, dryer, and pantry. Under the concrete was a large tank, which was filled with water. At the time we had electricity, but we were off the water. A large truck filled with water would go up and down our road, filling the water tanks of all the residents. There were about four or five house there at the time.
You might not think this was the Old West, but I met Doug Chew, an older gentleman who owned a cattle ranch not too far away. He was the youngest brother of the Chew Bunch, a rowdy bunch of cowboys who might have run with the outlaws. I did know from talking to Doug that his brothers knew "Queen Anne" and Josie Bassett although he knew the younger sister as Josie Stewart.
Doug was a jovial man who took his job as a home teacher in our small church seriously. As soon as he knew that we had moved into the area, he came visiting with cookies and cakes, made by his wife and children. At the time he was in his late sixties or early seventies. He usually wore a cowboy hat and boots when he came visiting. And, the stories? They were wild, especially to children who had spent most of their lives up to that time on sidewalks and manicured lawns.
He showed us how to hitch a horse to a rail or in our case a pony. How to saddle the horse and gently knee the horse until it blew out the air that it had pulled into its lungs. We had already had the experience of falling off the pony when the saddle loosened. Yea, yea, a neat trick that anyone who saddles a horse learns quickly.
Sometimes with the stories of wild outlaws and the Sundance Kid, he would bring us real sourdough bread. He even taught my mother how to keep a starter of the bread so that she could always make it. His starter had been kept alive for a very very long time.
But what stuck in my mind, and still sticks there was the stories he told of Josie Stewart. He was a young boy when Josie had started to age. She lived in a small cabin near two box canyons with one having a small stream flowing through it. Doug would come down to visit her because she would like to drink whiskey and talk about the old days. Queen Ann and Josie had had quite a few cowboy friends in the day. Although everyone thought that Queen Ann was beautiful, Josie had her share of admirers too.
This one day that Doug went visiting, Josie had had enough of her no-good husband. As he strode up to her house, he saw her pulling a rope, lifting her husband off his feet. He was kicking and screaming and she was pulling on that rope. She saw Doug and told him to git on home. A few days later Josie apologized to Doug. No child should see such a thing.
When Josie died, she left that property - the Bassett property - to Doug. Doug gave it to the Park service so that this piece of history could be preserved. Unfortunately, instead of improving the property, the Park service allowed cattleman to graze the cattle on the land, and let the cabin fall apart.
We used to go up into the box canyons for a week in the summer with 4-H. Fun times.
But, Doug used to say that Josie and her sister Queen Ann were spinning in their graves. If either one of them were alive, there would have been some shootings that would thin the government herd.
Doug had some problems with the Federal Government. As he grew older the government wanted his land and would offer a "fair use" price for the land that was smack-dab in the middle of government land. Doug was not going to let anyone else ruin his piece of land. So it was always a resounding NO. They took him to court several times, and he showed them the "improvements.' He called them landgrubbers and made his children promise that they would never sell the land.
He was a fine representative of the Old West. Every year he would take his children, grandchildren and great-grandchildren down the outlaw trail to Brown's Canyon. They would ride horses, carry all their supplies, and rough it. He made sure that his family was tough enough to survive after he was gone.
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