
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
NORA 102 ½

A Lesson on Aging Well

By

JUNE SHAW

 


 


 


Smashwords Edition

Copyright © 2011 June Shaw

All rights reserved.

 


ISBN:1466382708

ISBN-13:978-1466382701

 


Cover photo: Nora at age 100 with a
great-grandchild’s toy banjo trying to play the Chicken Dance

 


For information or to order copies of this
book, see www.juneshaw.com.


 


 


 


DEDICATION

 


 


THIS IS FOR YOU, MOM, AND GOD FOR SHARING YOU
WITH US


 


 


 


ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

 


 


Thank you, God and Mom, for all the fun and
for teaching us how to live, especially during those times when fun
is not forthcoming.

Thanks to Bob and my children and their
families and my brothers Ronnie and Billy and their families for
always being there alongside Mom to help us all grow together. To
my mother’s extended family and friends, you are truly appreciated
for helping her enjoy all of life.

I certainly appreciate writing friends who
gave feedback on this project. Diane Kelly, Mary Anne Mushatt,
Janet Lococo, Carol Wright, Dee Gatrell, Pat Browning, and Ann
Williams—you’re terrific.

To readers, I thank you. Please enjoy Nora
Shaw!


Chapter 1

Meet Nora

 


“You can’t help getting older,

but you don’t have to get old.”—George
Burns

 


 


“Did you hear that?” my mom asked me.”I heard
them say they want all single women to go up. The bride is about to
throw her bouquet.”

I glanced at Bob. He and I weren’t married.
We didn’t even live together but had been a couple for years. Mom
loved him, but I didn’t believe she’d want us to get married. He
and I had both been married before, and we had grown children. I
was certain she figured remarriage might complicate things.

Mom grabbed my hand. “Come on, June. Get me
up there.”

Grinning, I guided her to a group of teenage
girls and some in their twenties and thirties. The bride, Mom’s
lovely great-niece, stood with her back to this bubbly gathering. I
stopped Mom behind the half-circle of females and waited near so no
one would accidently back up and knock her over.

The bride lifted her bouquet and tossed.

The bridesmaid in front of Mom caught it.

Mom reached above the girl’s head and yanked
the flowers out of her hands.

My mouth fell open.

All of the young women looked at Mom. I tried
to judge their reactions but couldn’t.

The bride turned. “Oh, Aunt Nora, you caught
my flowers. That’s fantastic!”

I watched in disbelief as my mother, in her
turquoise dress and black pumps, posed with the thrilled bride
while holding the bouquet of jumbo white roses she stole and said
nothing of her guilt while the photographer snapped their
picture.

The bride gave Mom a kiss and moved off to
her new husband.

“Mom,” I said, “you know that picture will go
in the bride’s album to show who caught her bouquet, right?”

“I know.” She grabbed my fingers. “We’d
better go find out who really caught these flowers so we can give
them back.”

Oh, good grief.

I easily located a bridesmaid who showed me
who’d caught the flowers my mother stole. We walked up to the young
woman, and Mom held out the bouquet. “This is yours.”

I wore an apologetic face.

My mother did not.

Relief sank into my chest when the girl’s
boyfriend held up his hand. “No, you keep them. We don’t want
them.”

My mother showed off her stolen bouquet for
days afterward to everyone who visited her home.

 


***

 


People became captivated by this woman whom
God decided would become my mother. She certainly seemed ordinary
to me—like a mom—until much later. How strange it was that she
changed so much during her later years.

Or did I?

I would need to look for clues in this
mystery to determine how my ordinary mother became so much fun.

She had been saying her vision was getting
worse. Months after the wedding where she snitched the bouquet, we
heard of a vision specialist with a new procedure in Baton Rouge.
Mom had seen a specialist a year before who told her nothing could
improve her vision. Here was new hope, I suggested. She was an
optimist but also a realist and said he couldn’t help. We would try
anyway. Bob drove us there. When they called for Nora Shaw, I
walked to the back with her.

In a room with a wall chart topped with the
huge E, a young woman stood five feet in front of Mom. “Can
you tell how many fingers I’m holding up?”

Mom, a bright woman with steel gray hair,
tightened her lips and stared at the hand. I couldn’t believe she
looked ready to flunk a test most kindergarteners could pass. The
majority of them could tell that they saw two fingers. Was my
mother’s vision that poor? I had tried to comprehend how little she
could see, but until now couldn’t imagine how difficult her
everyday life was. What kind of daughter was I?

Say two! I wanted to yell from my
chair backed into the corner. Mom, she’s holding up two
fingers.

The woman took three steps closer to the
examining chair. “Miss Nora, can you tell me how many fingers I
have up now?”

Mom sucked in a breath. “Two?”

Relief washed through me.

“Good,” the woman told her, although I almost
said no, my mother’s reply was great. But I knew it wasn’t. What I
witnessed let me know for certain how much of her vision macular
degeneration had snatched during these last few years.

The doctor couldn’t help her. She accepted
his response as though she wasn’t surprised. I, on the other hand,
needed to deal with knowing my mother had become almost totally
blind. Visually impaired. Handicapped.

She didn’t seem that way.

The loss of most of her vision seldom stopped
her from enjoying life. She might have hired a young buck of fifty
or so to go over and read to her at home—but she didn’t stay home
long enough.

One thing most experts on aging agree on is
that to age well, people must have adaptive coping skills. Most
people encounter many problems, but instead of letting them
overtake us, we need to adjust and go on.

One thing that made Nora Shaw so special is
that as long as she was alive, she lived.

Merriam-Webster Dictionary defines
coming-of-age as the attainment of respectability,
recognition or maturity. Apparently I came of age during my middle
years while fully experiencing my mother. I matured. I became
recognized in town simply because I was her daughter.

The thing is if you like fun, daring people,
you would have especially liked my mom, particularly during her
last decades. People of all ages raved about her.

Some of the younger adults having fun with
her during those years called her Nora T. because of her maiden
name, Trosclair. She’d smirk, appearing to enjoy it—like she was
beyond her sixties and finally getting a nickname.

Those who knew her during her senior years
called her Nora or Aunt Nora or Nora T. or Maw Maw Shaw or maybe
Miss Nora, and usually added, “You’re my idol. I want to be just
like you.”

I heard them. I was with her often because I
lived near and am lucky enough to be her daughter. Watching my
granddaughters now, I see my position in the family should have
made me a princess. Obviously my parents never got that message.
But I am a writer and retired English teacher. My life became more
flexible than my brothers, so I could spend lots more time doing
things with Mom. They spent quality time with her, too, but
Billy—seven years my senior—was a banker who didn’t like going
places nearly as much or as late in the evening as our mom.
Ronnie—a year and a pinch older than I—lived in the next city,
Houma, Louisiana, and was with her often, but developed land and
constructed commercial buildings and kept busy at a steadier pace.
I was the fortunate one who most often heard people say, “She’s
amazing!”

Part of the reason I believe Mom developed
into such an enjoyable woman is that later in life, she seemed to
give herself permission to become the person she wanted to be. How
wonderful to witness! She kept a great attitude and did those
things that lead to satisfaction in senior years. I wanted to learn
how that happened.

During the decades when most people slow, my
mother forged ahead, taking in all life had to offer. What a fun
ride. How thrilling to be allowed to participate. How great to
discover we needn’t dread getting older.

 


***

 


Former first-grade teacher and social worker
Nora Shaw blossomed during her sixties. Her joie de vivre
lasted well past her hundredth year. It’s what made countless
people look up to her. And a major television show invite her and
me for the show after a producer read about her being over 100 and
joining me for line dance classes. Her favorite dances—the Freeze,
Macarena and Chicken Dance.

Reporters wrote articles about her because of
her spunk. A radio host interviewed her. Television crews visited
her while she aged to discover what made her live so robustly. I
watched closely to determine this, too.

A newspaper article titled “Woman Enjoys New
Decade of Her life” appeared in the Daily Comet, imprint of
the New York Times. It said she did the Freeze and then
danced with an Elvis impersonator and others. Afterward with her
zest to try new things, she had a much-younger friend stay over for
a slumber party, sharing stories and giggling until the wee hours.
After her guest left the next day, she drove across town to a
church fair for lunch in a civic center and walked around the
center, visiting lots more people.

“So what?” some might ask. “Many folks do
things like that.”

Most, though, weren’t ninety. The article
said her seventies and eighties had been such exciting years that
she looked forward to what her nineties might bring.

Mom joined me one day while she was in her
mid-nineties. We came across a man she hadn’t seen in years.

“Nora, you look great. I can’t believe your
age,” he said. “But being so old, you must take a lot of
medicine.”

She raised an index finger. “I take one pill
a day.”

“Wow, that’s all? What’s it for?”

I was ready to tell him it regulated her
heart but waited for her to say it.

She told him, “Birth control.”

 


***

 


Who would have imagined my straight-laced
stilted Catholic mother could have stepped out of her comfort zone
and like Benjamin Button, spun around as she aged to become such a
fun-loving spry woman admired by so many? Before that, she had been
a hard-working overweight woman who seemed on a quick path toward
becoming elderly.

Watching Mom certainly helped me. The way my
mother lived her later years might help anyone age well.


Chapter 2

Starting Off

 


 


Early life wasn’t easy for Nora Trosclair.
She was born June 27, 1906, in a small wooden house on the grounds
of Greenwood Plantation. Her father Gracien was a watchman like his
father had been on that productive sugar cane plantation which sat
a hop and skip north of Thibodaux in the tiny community known as
St. John. Her mother, formerly Marie Clement, helped cook and run a
boarding house on the plantation with some of her daughters later
helping to serve meals to field workers, following in the footsteps
of her mother.

Children born after Nora were William, Velma,
Anna Mae, Marie, and Louis. Their mother cooked on a wood stove and
later a fancier one that used coal oil. They bathed in galvanized
tubs in front of the fireplace, normally two or three of them in
the same water, which their parents heated in a large kettle on the
stove. The house had no living room. Mosquito netting hung around
the beds to protect the children from vicious bites.

When hurricanes came, the family escaped to
nearby sugar mills for safety. The large mills were stronger than
their house. Even though racial integration had not taken place
yet, whites and blacks sought shelter together, often for several
days. They all drank the cane’s sweet juice before it was made into
sugar, and both races slept on gritty bags of sugar piled high on
the dirt floor.

At home the children enjoyed running around
and playing ball and chase. The boys made slingshots and played
with marbles whenever they were lucky enough to get hold of
any.

Life was simple. People worked hard. Students
studied, and few of them ever got into trouble. Nora’s main chores
were helping to keep the house clean and looking after her five
younger brothers and sisters. She dreamed of getting a good
education.

Most of the females in her house learned to
make their own clothes. The family didn’t go into town often and
when they did, the trip was a big event. They rode in their Model T
to buy shoes from the Musso shoe store. Because her family seldom
rode far enough into town, Nora did not recall seeing the canal
that ran through its center and would much later become filled in
and named Canal Boulevard.

Nora enjoyed school. She liked learning and
was taught to be ladylike, although often she would have preferred
to be running outside. Mature and quiet, she didn’t mind speaking
up in classes. She loved to read and learn new words, all of which
expanded her view of the world she knew so little about.

An intelligent girl, she spent two years in
fourth grade. Actually she passed fourth, but with a strong Roman
Catholic background, needed to make her First Communion. She
couldn’t do that at the public school and would need to spend a
year in a tiny Catholic school in St. John—but the school didn’t
have any grades higher than fourth. Nuns taught at the school and
did it in French, so little Nora needed to brush up on the French
she spoke as a second language with her parents to pass all of her
classes.

She repeated fourth grade, satisfied that her
second year in that grade was so easy. She learned her Catechism in
French and made her First Communion. Then she returned to public
school where she skipped fifth grade.

Nora walked from Greenwood Plantation to L.T.
School. Normally punctual, she sometimes arrived at school late
because along the way she looked in ditches for snakes. If she
spotted any, she would find a stick and kill it before it might
hurt anyone.

As a teenager, she worked at the plantation
weighing cane. To reach the small building known as a scale house,
she rode on a dummy, a small train the sugar company owned. The
scale house sat in the middle of fields several miles from her
house. She rose early and worked until late in the evening, content
that she was lucky enough to have a job to help earn money for the
family. The Roaring Twenties had begun, but word of it barely
leaked into her small community.

Smelly mule-driven wagons carried the cut
bulky sugar cane stalks to the mill. Drivers stopped their wagons
on a large scale set into the ground. She weighed the wagons full
and then emptied of cane.

Most of the adults around her while she
worked in that small building were cane cutters and men who loaded
and unloaded cane. Cutting was done by hand with a cane knife. Many
of the workers were imported from Cuba and returned home after
harvesting was complete. She was a young teenager who didn’t know
any of the people working around her, but wasn’t afraid. Her
father’s brother drove the little train to the fields. Besides,
drug and shooting problems were unheard of. In their small
community where generations of families had settled, people went
about their business and worked hard at their jobs.

While in the eighth, ninth, and tenth grades,
Nora stayed out of school during grinding season, which was
sometimes October through December. She felt fortunate to find a
job to help her family with finances and could have easily made
excuses to drop out of school like many others did. But the young
teen was determined. She wanted to learn. She kept up with classes
by having a student who lived nearby bring assignments. She would
complete the schoolwork at home and send it back to her
teachers.

At the end of eleventh grade, Nora graduated
from Thibodaux High, the only year she spent at that school, which
later became Thibodaux Elementary. The brick building sits at the
corner of Goode Street, the street where she would live most of her
adult life.

Her graduating class consisted of ten
students. Four came from L.T. School. There was only one boy, who
bragged that he was the smartest boy in their class.

Her intelligence and hard-working
determination made Nora become valedictorian of the Thibodaux High
School class of 1924.

Her maturity may have been a main reason she
accepted her early fate without question—as the oldest of six
children in the early 1900’s, as a young student having to repeat a
grade she had already passed, as a youth helping her mother serve
meals to sweaty men who worked in cane fields, as a young teen who
felt fortunate because she could find a job, even if it meant
working in a field full of stinging mosquitoes and unfamiliar
adults, many speaking a language she couldn’t understand. Her
mother had only a little education; her father never attended
school.

Nora wanted to help many other children
learn. To do that, she needed a college degree, fairly rare for
people, especially women, at that time. The nearest college that
taught high-school graduates to become teachers was 240 miles away
in Natchitoches, a quaint city that is the oldest in Louisiana. She
rode a bus to reach Louisiana Normal School. A normal school was an
institution that taught high school graduates to become teachers,
mainly for elementary schools. The purpose of that type school was
to instruct the students in teaching standards or norms,
thus the name.

Nora’s black and white picture in a
three-foot long rustic frame showed hundreds of students clustered
together for a photograph during a summer quarter session at
Louisiana Normal. The boys wore white shirts, slacks, and belts.
Some wore ties. The girls donned dresses. With hair cut in a page
boy, Nora held textbooks under her arm and stood front and
center.

She couldn’t afford many trips home from
college and only returned during long breaks. Once she returned to
Thibodaux and discovered she couldn’t go home. Her house was
quarantined. One of her brothers had chicken pox, which was
believed to be extremely contagious. Accepting her fate, she spent
those days with cousins, the Bill Sevin family.

She didn’t stay in college quite long enough
for a degree because she didn’t need one. Back at home, she snagged
a teaching job.

Nora Trosclair began teaching at L.T. She
taught students in three primary grades in one classroom. She
wanted to open up their world like hers had been opened for her.
“But some days I went home crying,” she said, “because I thought my
students should know as much as I did.” The problem was she’d been
so young that she expected them to know more than they did from the
start. Many were brought up in homes like hers, where both parents
spoke fluent French although English was their first language. But
because of their Cajun heritage, a few students could only speak
French. Nora sat some of the tykes on her lap to teach them
English.

Writing left-handed was taboo. To discourage
students from using their left hands to write, teachers tapped the
offending hands with a ruler. She always followed rules.

“Miss Nora, you used to tap my hand with your
ruler, and I didn’t write left-handed,” her friend and former
student Eugene Folse said while enjoying time with her decades
later.

“Maybe you were being bad,” she said with a
smile.

He offered an impish grin. “Maybe so.”

Throughout her life, she kept close contact
with many former students and people she taught with. The L.T.
School closed, and annual reunions were held for everyone who
graduated from the school and the teachers. Nora often received
roses and gifts and accolades. Finally becoming the school’s oldest
living former teacher, she was sometimes asked to go up and light a
candle for each of the students or teachers who’d passed away
during the previous year.

Goldie Clement, an organizer of quite a
number of those reunions, said, “Nora makes the reunions. If
Nora doesn’t go, I’m not going either.”

Nora didn’t miss them. But she had stopped
teaching years before—when she was getting married.

 


***

 


Nora was in her late twenties when she
married a man a few months younger than she was. In 1935 she
married Joseph Almarion Shaw, whom everyone called Al. A
lighthearted compact man from New Orleans, he’d played semi-pro
baseball. He liked to box behind a grocery store in Thibodaux with
other guys who enjoyed the sport. He also liked beer. For a while
he played semi-pro baseball in Thibodaux. He and Nora lived in
Hammond, Louisiana, where he found a small job for a while. Nora
liked the people and the strawberries that area is known for, but
missed home and was glad when Al found a better-paying job back
there. Learning from others, he became an electrician and also
worked on jukeboxes and slot machines.

Early one June, Nora gave birth to their
first child, Billy. Almost six years later, she had Ronnie. I
figured she wanted to start spoiling him early by going to a
hospital to have him, but she said it was a bitterly cold winter,
and Daddy told her it was too cold to have a baby at home. Late in
June a year and a half after him, she did an excellent job and gave
birth to me. I was born in her parents’ home in the St. John
community. Dr. Barker, accompanied by a midwife, went to houses to
deliver babies. He dressed in white suits and wore a flower in his
lapel. He was a friendly man, and the family loved him.

Some of my best memories of my daddy were of
him taking me to semi-pro baseball games in Thibodaux. He loved
baseball. I loved hearing him yell and the sound of a bat striking
a ball and the time spent with him. I also enjoyed the soft drinks
and popcorn.

I loved it when Daddy came back from fishing
trips with tiny green turtles or alligators for me. I kept the
turtles in a goldfish bowl with rocks to climb on and put the
little gators in a small galvanized tub in the yard. I brought them
out in the backyard to watch them run through the grass. I forgot
to pick one of them up. We never found it, and Mom was satisfied
that no neighbors came screaming because an alligator went crawling
through their yards.

I enjoyed some Saturday mornings with my dad
when he took me to bars that were closed to patrons. He’d work on
their jukeboxes or slot machines and trip a slot machine so I could
keep playing with the same nickel for a long time while he worked.
The stench of old cigar smoke and spilled liquor stayed in those
bars, but I didn’t care. I was with my daddy.

“Nice women don’t go in bars,” Mom told me
when she and I waited in our hot car outside a bar Daddy liked to
frequent. He’d told us he was just running inside to grab a beer,
and then he stayed in and visited with friends. And I sweated and
griped and asked her to go get him.

Thus it seemed strange that she allowed him
to take me into bars with him. Of course no one but the owner was
inside then. Still… But I was the youngest child, and Mom probably
wanted a break. Daddy never complained about taking me, at least
not in front of me. One time he brought a jukebox home to fix and
placed it in the corner of our living room that held our Christmas
trees during holidays and later, a television set. How exciting to
have that jukebox in our house with its bright multicolored lights
flashing and its seemingly endless loud songs.

Occasionally he brought slot machines home to
work on. He would put those in the back of our garage. I liked
hearing their noises and watching their mesmerizing spinning
numbers.

When I was three, my mother’s father died.
Soon after that her mother, whom most of her grandchildren called
Maw or Maw Maw Trosclair, came to live with us in the small frame
house in town that my parents bought for less than $3,000 including
furniture. What I liked best about the house was its location.

Our house sat across the street from the
parking lot of the city’s large swimming pool which opened the
summer I was ready to start school. I loved the feeling of buoyancy
in the water and learned to float right before the first lessons
began. In a corner of the shallowest end, I kept trying and when I
shoved off and stayed up, I was thrilled. I took every swimming and
diving lesson offered until I was old enough to teach lessons and
lifeguard. So did Ronnie and later, some of my children.

Mom and her mother liked to feed us and our
friends and lots of our cousins and their kids in that house before
and after swimming lessons. As a youngster, I thought it was fun to
have so many cousins to play with.

Another thing good about that house was its
nearness to everything. It was close to schools, so I had only a
block or two to walk to them. After school and in summer,
neighborhood friends and I walked a few blocks to Peltier Park,
where we played ping pong in the rec center and racket ball and
handball on outdoor courts. We could walk to most of the movie
theaters. When Mom was over 100, she recalled that there were four,
although none existed any longer, and she named them: the Grand,
Baby Grand, and Dixie theaters in town, and a drive-in right
outside the city. The movies were all popular. So was a downtown
ice cream shop that friends and I could walk to.

Our wooden house had a front porch where I
liked to swing. I also enjoyed sitting on a chair and petting one
of our purring cats while I did homework and watched cars roll by.
Our backyard was pleasant with a wooden post holding a basketball
goal where we could shoot hoops. Enjoyable back there, too, were
the pear and fig trees that bore juicy fruit. Maw liked to hang
clothes outside, so for years she kept a clothesline across the
rear of our backyard. Sometimes she babysat a few of my cousins and
often yelled at the boys to stop hanging on her clothesline.

Maw Maw Trosclair enjoyed planting flowers.
Red fragrant roses climbed near a neighbor’s fence, and fuchsia
azalea bloomed out front, along with camellias on a lush bush. When
I was little, Maw sometimes raised chickens in the backyard, which
I didn’t care for. I liked animals, but when I tried to pet the
chickens, they pecked me. Besides, they pooped all over that
section of the yard.

Our house had an attic fan and two floor
furnaces we liked to stand over in winter. We had one bathroom and
three bedrooms. My brothers shared the middle room with twin beds.
I slept in a double bed with Maw Maw Trosclair until my father was
no longer with us, and then shared a double bed with my mom.

My parents were forty-eight and I was twelve
the evening police officers knocked on the backdoor and shattered
our world.

Mom let them in the kitchen. Her sister
Velma, whom all of us kids called Nannie, was visiting with us. The
policemen looked apologetic. My daddy had been in a hunting
accident. He was dead.

We cried. The women made phone calls. How
could our lives go on without my father? I wondered and missed him
and feared. Those women were strong for me and my brothers.

Billy was in the Army, stationed in Germany.
He had married his high school sweetheart Delta Chiasson, who
hadn’t gotten to go across yet. My father’s wake became especially
difficult because we remained at the funeral home extra long hours
and days, waiting to make final arrangements once we learned when
Billy could come home. Mom soon received more painful news: Billy
couldn’t come back for his father’s funeral.

With strength gained from faith, family, and
friends, Mom plodded through the next days, weeks, and months. So
did my brothers and I. Friends remained near, helping us cope. We
all missed Daddy. Our lives underwent a huge upheaval, yet my
mother strove to keep us going and tried to keep things as normal
as possible.

Just as when she was young, she was grateful
that she had a job. Mom was working as a Visitor with the
Department of Public Welfare, visiting homes all along a fifty mile
stretch of Bayou Lafourche to determine applicants’ eligibility for
services. She was also thankful because Maw was at home to help
with Ronnie and me.

Maw didn’t drive. A small-framed woman, she
always looked old, possibly because she wore her hair in a bun. She
kept her long black hair braided and wrapped those braids around
the back of her head, holding everything up with lots of bobby
pins. A deeply religious woman, she ended most days in her rocker
in her room in the rear of the house, saying the rosary or reading
from one of her many missals. Just like my mother, she would never
miss Sunday masses.

Maw spoke English with a slight Cajun accent.
When she and Mom didn’t want us kids to know what they were talking
about, they did like many adults at the time and spoke French. To
me this was like when I spoke Pig Latin with my buddies. It was
what we considered our secret language that our parents couldn’t
understand. We took the first letter off each word, put it at the
end, and add a long-a sound. June became
uneJa. Our elders surely knew what we were saying, but at
the time, it felt like a special kids’ hush-hush language.

My daddy had never learned French, so I
didn’t feel I needed to learn it either. Besides, none of my
friends could speak that language.

Maw loved to sew and cook and feed people.
Years after I married and had children of my own, I would sometimes
complain because we’d be leaving their house to go home for supper,
and she’d tell my kids, “Here, y’all have a Moon Pie to eat along
the way.”

“Those chocolate cakes will ruin their
appetite,” I told her on more than one occasion. We all liked to
eat them, but feeding sweets to kids before a meal wasn’t a good
idea.

“Oh, these are little. They’ll just keep the
children from getting too hungry while waiting for their meal,” my
grandmother told me, as though my five children would pass out from
starvation during the fifteen-minute car ride to our house.

“Yes, they’ll enjoy that,” Mom added.

My kids would grin and open their flaky
treats with the crinkly wrappings. Sometimes I gave in and ate one
along the way myself.

Mom’s youngest sibling Louis was a former
POW. Much later he gained a large belly. Maw especially liked to
feed him. She told him he needed to lose weight, and as soon as he
finished a meal, said, “Louis, go get yourself another plate of
food.” And often he would.

All of us loved Maw, and she adored us. She
liked to keep some of our children, especially asking for whoever
was youngest at the time. I didn’t understand, but now that I have
my own grandchildren, I do. Little ones snuggle and like being
around older people. All too soon they continue on the circle of
life, and their friends become more appealing, enticing the
youngsters to go places with them instead of staying with adults. I
did the same thing; it’s just that now it’s much easier to notice.
We want to keep all of them close, but we can’t.

Some women were emotional and dramatic, but
my mother and Maw weren’t. Both hardworking widows, they cleaned
our house and cooked and sewed and visited relatives and attended
masses on Sundays and first Fridays of each month and for missions.
I enjoyed missions because people sang, and all of the words were
English. I sang, too, and enjoyed gazing at women’s hats with veils
and large brims and flowers.

Mom went through her fifties working hard at
her job and enduring the trials of raising the two of us teens left
at home. She came to my band performances when I played clarinet or
bassoon and attended football games when I twirled baton with other
majorettes. She went to watch Ronnie play football and run track.
The only football game of Billy’s I ever went to with my family was
when I was real young. The game had just started when we entered
the stadium, and an ambulance passed us going out. It held Billy,
whose face was bloodied. Some of his teeth had been knocked
out.

After he was married and in Germany, we all
enjoyed getting news and little souvenir coffee spoons from German
cities. We were excited, too, when Billy and Delta had a daughter,
Bonnie. She was about a year old when they were coming home.

I was sixteen and couldn’t wait for my
brother and his wife to pull into the driveway in their black
Volkswagen, a type of car I had never seen. We were thrilled to see
Billy and Delta back in the States and excited about the
curly-headed baby on my brother’s shoulder. We had covered Mom’s
bed with stuffed animals waiting for her to enjoy.

Sharing warm greetings with the parents, I
then thrust out my arms. “Bonnie. Bonnie, come with me.”

That baby spun her head away and buried her
face in her daddy’s chest, crying, “Nein. Nein.”

We immediately learned that German word meant
no. We also learned we needed to slow down with a baby who wasn’t
accustomed to any of us. We happily watched Billy’s family settle
in, and it wasn’t long before Bonnie played with us. I especially
liked bringing her to the pool and showing her off to my
lifeguarding buddies.

Mom kept working and spending time with clubs
like Lafourche Homemakers and BPW, Business and Professional Women.
“She was a businesswoman way before her time,” Delta told me. My
mother was also a longtime member of Ladies Altar Society and after
a while, started to play Pokeno with friends. Family always came
first. At Thibodaux High I was also joining lots of clubs and
making friends in them. We watched Mom with pride, though sometimes
frustration as teenagers trying to buck the system of parental
control.

She and Maw made some of my clothes. I also
wore a few items passed down from a cousin. I took home economics
classes and sewed myself a few shirts, skirts, and dresses.
Selfishly, I pushed Mom for more spending money, and she said we
didn’t have lots of it. I asked how much she made. She told me her
monthly salary.

“Wow, I can buy lots of things with all
that,” I said.

To curb my enthusiasm, she listed household
items she needed to pay for like food and phone and electricity and
gasoline and other things I preferred to think should not cost so
much.

Further discouraging my thoughts of excess
and crushing my teenage heart, one of my teachers showed us charts
with people’s incomes in various brackets. I didn’t like our place
on that chart.

Ronnie and I realized we’d help ourselves
more by earning cash to spend, so both of us worked all we could at
the swimming pool.

Right out of high school, I married Bobby
Naquin. He was twenty-one, and we’d dated for years. I must have
matured a little since I didn’t complain when Mom’s Aunt Edna took
a white gown I’d worn for a school carnival ball and added a lace
overlay and satin buttons to make it my wedding gown. Starting my
own family with a man who wanted to coach in public school, I was
grateful I already knew how to live on a tight budget, especially
when I gave birth to five children during the next six years. Mom
asked my doctor if he couldn’t do something to slow down their
births.

My brother Ronnie became a civil engineer and
married Mary Beth Laperouse. Over time they had Steve, John, and
Maria.

Billy worked at a local bank, eventually
becoming a vice president. Delta managed a local Sears catalog
store.

My mother stayed busy helping with our
children. I had Al and eleven months later, gave birth to Dawn. The
next year I had Scott and then Debra and Nolan. Mom and Maw and my
mother-in-law often kept some of them. So did other family members.
Mom picked up some of my kids from school when I couldn’t and
brought them to appointments or practices.

She kept up her interests. She and Maw were
almost always home at night and never turned down requests to sit
with a few of our little ones. Mom enjoyed her job with the Welfare
Department and the people she worked with. She used the
department’s car when she worked down the bayou. On the days when
she made those trips to the lower end of the parish, she raved
about lunch at George’s Restaurant, where the roast beef po-boys
were filled with onions, tasty seasoned beef, and lots of rich
gravy.

She needed to leave her car in town and walk
across the highway to get a company vehicle from the levee. One day
she returned the company car to the levee and was walking across
the highway when a policeman stood at the backdoor of his office
and said, “Look, that car is rolling into the bayou.”

“Oh no, that’s mine!” Mom cried.

She had forgotten to set the emergency brake.
She was concerned because she needed to go and tell her boss what
happened and was soon relieved when he laughed.

Even though people and events at work were
mostly enjoyable, she was getting older when she climbed a fence
and jumped.

Major changes were coming.


Chapter 3

A New Day

 


 


The Norman Toups family lived behind the
house I grew up in. Our family and theirs were all good friends.
They bought one of the first televisions in the neighborhood and
invited Mom to go see it. She could have driven around the block
but decided she could still jump a fence.

To help, Mr. Toups set a ladder across the
chain link fence for her to climb.

She reached the top of the fence and jumped
down. Landing on their concrete patio, she felt intense pain shoot
up her right foot.

At the age of sixty, my mother needed to wear
a cast on her leg and walk with crutches because she broke her foot
jumping a fence.

She drove her car to work. On the day she
nearly drove into a brick wall with that cast, she decided it was
time to retire.

The Commissioner of the State Department of
Public Welfare sent a memorandum to all state and parish staff
members to observe Nora Shaw’s retirement as a special day of
recognition. The commissioner asked employees to pause and reflect
on the tireless devotion she showed throughout the years. The
letter said those who worked closely with her often remarked that
her friendly disposition, easy manner, loyalty and dependability
helped the office function efficiently. It said she had been one of
the most devoted standard bearers and to her should go all praise
and honor. The people she worked with all signed her framed copy,
which she received along with a service pin and scroll.

Taking time to adjust and let her foot heal,
Mom remained close to family. She took Maw to visit relatives and
grocery shop and attend mass, and started driving friends to places
they wanted to go. She stayed active in clubs, mainly the Lafourche
Homemakers Club, where she met lots more women throughout the
parish.

My mother sewed more and canned fruits and
vegetables that came from Nannie’s garden. She had convinced me to
jar foods with her and Maw while I was a young teen since we would
enter them in agricultural fairs. Most of the veggies I preserved
won ribbons and most important, cash, which I normally turned into
bathing suits I could wear to lifeguard and teach lessons.

To help her homemakers club, Mom worked at
booths at those ag fairs. She sold homemade goodies like fudge and
brownies and cakes, which I did enjoy. Sometimes I’d make sweets,
too, and enter them, turning them into more prize money.

Later, after I married and had one baby after
another, I no longer canned food. I was a selective eater anyway
and seldom ate any of the things we’d put up in jars. But I
retained lively memories of those days. As a young teen, I normally
griped about having to stay in the kitchen, which was especially
hot because vegetables were picked during the summer, and our attic
fan seemed to draw in only humid air. Summers in south Louisiana
are nothing to scoff at, and with gas burners going full blast on
the stove for cooking fruits or vegetables in large pots, and
kettles boiling water to sterilize and seal jars, staying in the
kitchen felt miserable—especially to a teen who wanted to be with
friends going places while she had to stay in the kitchen with her
mother and grandmother preserving foods she didn’t even eat.

My mother never complained much, but as a
young teen, I did. I wanted to be away from there, but she kept
reminding me of the cash I’d win from my work. I griped as children
will, but my mother instilled in me a great work ethic. If you
wanted to get paid, you worked.

She continued to work at those ag fairs,
which were unlike the annual firemen’s fairs our city hosts. Those
traditional fairs sponsored by our volunteer firemen entice
families like mine with dozens of rides with musical swirling
lights and games where a person might win huge stuffed animals, and
there are lots of good things to eat and great bands and
dancing.

The ag fairs Mom brought me to as a youth
drew me to later bring my own small children. The fairs were held
in Raceland, a small town a few miles south of us. The air and
ground were different the moment we stepped out of our cars. A
slight sour odor met us from the cushiony hay that had been spread
for people to walk on to prevent too much mud after rain. Cows
lowed and pigs squealed and roosters crowed from an open area
covered with tin in the rear area of the fairground. The sounds
increased and odors pinched our nostrils when we walked toward
them. Livestock had been judged; many displayed ribbons for which
their owners would claim money. My mom and kids and I all liked
being so close to farm animals, especially the babies and those
with unique colors.

Inside a main building we bought pecan
pralines and peanut butter fudge, and we walked between shelves
holding locally-grown pecans and citruses and long stalks of sugar
cane. Other shelves showed jars of bread and butter pickles and fig
preserves and blackberry jams like we used to put up, each category
displaying winning exhibits with blue, red, and white ribbons.

Students stood near their exhibits. Most were
4-H Club members like I had been throughout school, at my mother’s
prompting. Years later when I became a teacher, the principal
remembered I’d been so active in 4-H and asked me to be our junior
high school’s 4-H Club Leader. I accepted and with the help of
others, kept that post for thirteen years.

With new-found freedom from retirement, my
mother took trips. The bank where Billy worked sponsored bus trips
to different states. The trips got her to fly once. It was just one
state up, to Arkansas, and she didn’t complain but never had reason
to do it again. She never went overseas or on a cruise, yet she
visited many places, including Canada.

Mom took some classes. She took a course in
Parliamentary Procedure while she was a senior citizen because, she
said, “The high school was offering those classes free, so I took
advantage of the opportunity.”

She always liked to increase her knowledge.
Her best school subjects were spelling, reading, language, and
handwriting. Her writing remained lovely. “I had penmanship in
college,” she explained, the class to help future teachers show
little children how to write well.

Decades later I found something strange while
I was teaching English. I came across a notebook Mom had used as
secretary of her Business and Profession Women’s Club. The first
sentence she’d written said the club met in Thibodaux, Louisiana,
on a certain date.

“Mom, most people don’t seem to know a comma
should go after Louisiana in a sentence like that,” I said.
“I teach it to my ninth graders. But how did you know to put one
there?”

Her look told me I’d asked the strangest
question. “I learned that in school, June,” she said, like I should
realize everyone remembers everything they were ever taught.

When I was young she told me she wasn’t too
good at geography, so I easily used that excuse for not being great
in the subject, either. I’ve also hung onto her lack of a sense of
direction as justification for not having one.

During retirement my mother didn’t sit back.
She was constantly doing things and enjoying life. She helped
Nannie and her husband Ruben Lagarde host annual family reunions
for Maw’s birthdays in early summers on the grounds of their home
called Home Cottage Plantation. That plantation created fantastic
memories for so many of us. The house sits on a sprawling lawn
brimming with pecan trees and moss-laden oaks. We children, and
later our children, ran through the yard and played baseball
and picked pecans and took turns on the hammock and the swings made
from old tractor tires. We smelled roasting pork from the brick
barbecue pit. With plenty of chairs and tables outside, adults
brought covered dishes, and there was always a keg, sometimes two,
and plenty of laughter.

Uncle Ruben was a sugar cane farmer. He and
Nannie had no children of their own but often kept a nephew, Tim
Trosclair, in their house across the wide lawn from Tim’s family.
Tim’s father was Louis, married to Esther Acosta; they had eleven
children. Uncle Louis was a bricklayer and building contractor and
to help make ends meet with their large family, he drove a school
bus. Sometimes my mom did the books for his business. Billy and
Delta lived behind the Trosclair house.

Mom’s brother William became a carpenter who
married Catherine Roundtree and gave us cousins. Mom’s sister Marie
married Roland Gaudet, an insurance agent, and they had kids and
lived in town. Mom’s sister Anna Mae was a nurse who married Howard
Boutte, a geologist in Lafayette. They gave us more cousins, and we
managed to see them fairly often.

Having so many aunts and uncles and cousins
has been great.

My daddy’s parents had lived in New Orleans.
I seldom saw them, but they looked old and taught me to play
“Chopsticks” on their piano. Daddy’s brother Bob lived here and
gave me cousins who were a little older than me. Daddy’s sisters
lived in New Orleans and New Jersey and California, so we didn’t
see them often. I seldom saw many of my cousins on his side of the
family, so it’s been a treat when we do get together.

Mom liked to visit family members. On many
Sunday afternoons, she drove a couple of miles out of town to visit
Nannie and Uncle Ruben. I liked being with all of my aunts and
uncles and cousins, yet visiting cheerful Nannie and Uncle Ruben
and their unique plantation home always felt special. The house has
unusual rooms to explore, all with extra-high ceilings and some
with fireplaces holding old-fashioned washbowls. The bathrooms are
great with diamond-shaped stained glass windows and bear-claw tubs
with high sides. A small room behind the kitchen holds wooden
shelves bearing heavy dark tools used on plantations long ago. The
house was fun, and the couple who owned it always looked happy to
have any of us visit them.

 


***

 


I was thirty and my mother was in her late
sixties when my world fell apart. My husband died.

I could barely place one foot in front of the
other. Our five children were five to eleven years old.

Faith and friends gave us much comfort. Many
relatives helped. I needed someone to set my family back on an
upright keel and couldn’t have functioned without the older women.
Mom and Maw were tremendous helps. My brothers and their spouses
also helped us survive.

Besides existing emotionally, I would need to
become the breadwinner. I’d had a few college hours from Nicholls
State. Because of close family, I was able to return to complete a
degree. I had wanted to become a writer since my ninth-grade
English teacher inspired me, but had no idea where I’d find a job
that paid enough in our area. I needed to stay close to family. My
children wanted to eat and wear shoes, so I couldn’t take the years
I might need to learn how to write books and then try a few before
earning much money.

I believed I could teach, and since my mother
had corrected my grammar and spelling so often, I figured English
might be a good fit. I wanted a job where I could be home during
the summer and after school when my children were off. They liked
seeing me do homework and study for tests like they were doing. My
children cheered me on when I graduated.

My mother was a tremendous help with meals
and hauling my kids to activities while I began teaching. She was
in her seventies, and her life was ready to take a dramatic
twist.

Mom started to date.


Chapter 4

Dating

 


 


Ronnie gave Mom a birthday party in Houma at
a racquetball club, where she tried her hand at playing racquetball
with grandchildren. There was lots of laughter and food and
music.

I’d begun dating Bob, the man who has carried
much laughter into my life. We were chatting with people outdoors,
and Mom was speaking to Norman Toups, who years before had set that
ladder over the fence in her backyard. He’d also become widowed and
then moved into his own quarters with his daughter Jo Ann and her
husband Leroy Gonzales and their four children. Mr. Toups was
sitting on a bench.

Bob wanted to use my camera. I told him there
was only enough film for one more picture.

“Hi, y’all,” Bob said. “Nora, I’m taking
pictures of everybody at your party. I need one of you and Norman.
How about if you sit on his lap for a minute?”

She grinned and shook her head.

Mr. Toups stretched out his arms. “Come on,
Nora, just sit.”

Encouraged by us, she sat.

“Good. Now give him a little kiss,” Bob said,
moving his hands toward each other to compose the picture.

Again Mom shook her head, but Mr. Toups
leaned in and they shared a brief kiss.

“Great.” Bob snapped the picture.

We laughed, and Mom started to get up.

“Wait, just one more,” Bob insisted, though I
signaled at the camera to remind him there was no more film. He
ignored me and with his big grin, snapped another picture of them
kissing.

To hear Bob tell it, he had them kiss a bunch
more times while he pretended to snap photos with no more film in
the camera, but I was there and only saw it twice. He’s a great
storyteller. And maybe he helped to brew a little romance.

Jo Ann Toups is a year older than I am and
has always been my friend. I had probably been about nine years old
when I’d whispered to her, “I wonder if Mom’s ever gonna tell us
she’s pregnant.”

My wiser buddy grimaced. “I can’t believe
your momma would get pregnant. She probably wouldn’t even say the
word.”

“Then what would she say?”

“P. g.”

“Ah, right. But look at her stomach. I know
she’s going to have a baby, and I sure hope she tells us before
they put it in a crib and say, ‘Surprise.`”

We watched and waited. A couple of years
passed.

“I’m getting too fat,” I heard my momma say
later. She tried a couple of diets and her stomach sank like a
balloon with a slow leak, soon rebounding like a fully-pumped
basketball.

After I became a young teenager, Jo Ann heard
me griping to Mom. “Why can Ronnie and Billy go to that party or
movie or bar or whatever, and I can’t? And why can they stay out so
much later?”

“Because they’re boys, June.”

“Then I want to be a boy.” I also believed it
was cool that boys could easily pee anywhere, so I told Jo Ann I
wanted a penis, too, but didn’t bother whining to Mom about that.
Still I knew being a boy was better.

Now, twenty years after my daddy died, Jo
Ann’s relatives hosted a party and invited Mom. Her daddy and my
momma appeared interested in each other. To our surprise, our
parents got together. What fun!

The spark of having a man interested in her
ignited my mom’s enthusiasm.

As far as I knew at the time, she had never
dated anyone except my daddy, who’d been a rascal. I learned
differently much later. Opposites supposedly attract, which
happened with my parents. Mom said she and Dad met in elementary
school when she was ready to sit, and he pulled her chair away. “He
told people I fell for him.”

Norman Toups was also a rascal. He liked to
go out. So did Mom, we discovered.

Mom also had a personality, I was starting to
learn, one that didn’t include being an employee or mother or
grandmother. Who knew?

She joined Mr. Toups for parties, and
everyone liked seeing these older people having a great time.

Norman Toups, Jr., became part owner of a
nice motel at the edge of town with a popular lounge, a singer, and
good-dancing music. Mom and Mr. Toups sometimes went to the
lounge.

She called me the morning after one such
evening. “Guess what I did last night.”

“I give up.”

“I got married.”

A sigh escaped my lips. “And I wasn’t
invited?”

She chuckled, unusual her for. “No, we didn’t
really get married. Mr. Toups and I went and met some of his family
at the lounge, and somebody in the group decided we should get
married.”

“That explains it,” I said, confusion
bouncing through my brain.

“One of the silly men got up in front of the
band and opened a book, and they had us stand there. He made up
some foolishness that he pretended to read. And then he pronounced
us man and wife.”

“So then did y’all go on a honeymoon?” I
asked this question lightly but couldn’t imagine my mother becoming
intimate with any man.

“No. Then we had the money dance!” Enthusiasm
lifted her tone even more. “And everybody kept coming and pinning
money on us.”

“Nice,” I said, knowing my frugal mother
would love that. “How much did you get?”

“Twenty-seven dollars. And seventeen
cents!”

The crowd celebrated with them for hours
afterwards. It was one night I regretted not being around to take
part in the fun.

What was I witnessing anyway? Had my mother
possessed this light-hearted personality all along, and I hadn’t
known? Her not acting like a mother was much more fun than the
mother who’d taken care of me and my brothers and her mother and my
children.

Sometimes Mr. Toups showed up at her house
with a bottle of bourbon, and they visited with a couple of
drinks.

Mom’s elfin mother still lived there and
normally went to bed early. But when Mom went on a date with Mr.
Toups, Maw stayed up. She wouldn’t let Mom take a skeleton key to
get back in the house. “I’d be too afraid if I woke up and heard
somebody coming inside,” Maw said, but we were certain she only
wanted to make sure her daughter didn’t stay out too late.

Like a teenager, Mom needed to knock on the
front door for her mother to let her inside. Maw probably gave
Mom’s date angry stares, like the parent of a youth who returned
after curfew, no matter what time Mr. Toups brought her home.

It was as though after all those years of
being a widow, my mother again felt desirable. I didn’t believe she
wanted intimacy. She did like attracting a man. She started to lose
weight, and some of us helped her dress more fashionably, selecting
slacks and pantsuits when they were in style and getting rid of her
old-lady dresses.

Norman Toups, Jr., and a partner also opened
a downtown lounge, the Red Goose Saloon. Fondly called The Goose,
it occupied a former shoe store, and reminiscent of Cheers,
became a gathering place where everyone knew everybody else.
Sometimes a group of us went there to visit and shoot pool. Mom
discovered she was good at darts. It was there that after one Mardi
Gras parade Mr. Toups told me, “I just asked your momma to marry
me, and she said no.”

I frowned at Mom. “Why not? He’s a nice man.
We all like him and his kids.”

“Because we’re both getting older, and I
don’t want an old man to take care of.” She grinned at both of us.
“When I get back to my house, I like to kick off my shoes and put
on my pajamas and watch whatever I want on television. Or stay on
the phone all evening. I don’t want an old man to have to
please.”

Mr. Toups faced me. “But I told her that if
we get married, I’ll take her to Hawaii for the honeymoon. And
we’ll bring all of our children.”

I grabbed Mom’s hand. “Marry him. Come on, do
it.”

She drew her hand away from mine.

I told Mr. Toups, “I know she’ll say yes, so
I’ll go pack my bags. Honolulu, here we come!”

Mom didn’t give in. Sometimes she would smile
and tell me when they had gotten together. But one day I asked if
she’d seen him recently, and she didn’t want to talk about him.

Jo Ann and I liked having our parents date
each other. We buzzed on the phone.

“You know what I think happened,” I said.
“I’ll bet your daddy tried to get fresh with my momma, and she told
him to leave.”

My friend laughed and agreed. That did sound
like something her daddy might do. It also seemed like a reaction
from my mother.

Sometime later Mom told me Mr. Toups had
started dating someone else. Mom knew the woman, though not well,
and liked her. She also knew where the woman lived. Her house was
halfway between my house and my mom’s.

Guess who often drove by that house to see if
his truck was parked there?

A couple of times Mom picked me up to go some
place in town and then said, “Let’s pass in front of her house on
the way. Just to see.”

One day she was staring at his truck in the
driveway and almost ran into the woman’s trashcan near the
street.

I asked Mom not to pick me up anymore if she
would be scoping out his new girlfriend’s house. She didn’t get me
to ride past it again.

I was sure she went many times by
herself.


Chapter 5

Energized

 


 


My mother was energy personified. While in
her late seventies, she came to Audubon Zoo in New Orleans with
Ronnie’s family and mine. Mom hadn’t been to a zoo in years and
like a child, delighted in the experience. She appreciated the
spacious grounds. The flowers were beautiful, she noticed, naming
most of them, and the grass and trees were so green. She laughed
with the monkeys and apes and sea lions and enjoyed even the
reptiles that some park visitors avoided.

Most of us were pleased when we found an
empty bench in the large zoo. Mom was never ready to quit
moving.

“What’s wrong with y’all?” Refusing a seat,
she eyeballed all of us who squeezed together to sit. “Every time
you see a bench, you think you need to sit down.”

“You might want to sit, too,” Ronnie told
her, “so you won’t get too tired. No telling when we might find
another bench.”

“I’m not tired, and I won’t need to find a
bench. Are y’all ready to move? I think I hear elephants out that
way.”

We would have sat longer, but she was
cheerful and energetic and didn’t want to miss anything. We got to
our feet and trudged on. She only sat when we ate lunch and then in
the car for the ride home.

One day when Mom stopped over, she and I were
having coffee on my patio when my friend Martha Babin came
fast-walking down the street. She lived a couple of blocks away and
spied Mom’s car in my driveway. Pausing to chat, she then said she
needed to keep walking. With a grin, she asked if we wanted to join
her.

Mom shot up to her feet.

Martha later said she had dreaded that she
would need to almost crawl so that Mom could keep up. But my mother
darted ahead. Martha and I huffed along behind her.

What made Nora Shaw so energetic? So
spry?

Longevity runs in her family, which in itself
is not always a blessing. Millions of old people slump in
wheelchairs and lie helplessly in nursing home beds. Most of Mom’s
siblings kept sharp minds and fairly stable bodies as they aged.
All of them agreed that Nora, the eldest, had the most spunk.

After Mom was in her seventies, I watched her
growing younger. Not mentally, as is often the case as people age.
She became spunkier, more fun to be with, a lady that most people
who met her said was their idol. They wanted to be just like
her.

Why?

Dating perked her up. Another main reason was
Weight Watchers.

“I’m going to Weight Watchers,” she announced
one day, her tone almost as solemn as if she were telling us she
was going to have her arms pulled off. She’d decided to join the
group after many varied attempts at losing weight.

Soon, though, she raved about the program. If
I stopped at her house during mealtime, her plate was full. Piles
of snap beans and water-packed tuna topped with attractive purple
onion circles filled her dinner plate.

“Have some,” she told me. “This is good.”

Of course she would say that. She liked food.
I was still a fussy eater and seldom tried anything different.

“This is almost too much for me. Are you sure
you don’t want to try some?” she asked.

“No, thanks, Mom. Knock yourself out. Eat two
plates of that stuff.”

She smiled and ate many plates of similar
food. Although I learned she had lots of choices and enjoyed a
variety of dishes, it seemed she always had piles of green beans
and pink tuna topped with purple onion circles in her plate.

I noticed something else. She developed even
more energy.

“They tell us we need to exercise, and
walking is one of the best. We should park a distance from any
store so we can take a few extra steps. And we should exercise
anytime we can.”

Soon I noticed flesh starting to hang like
bat wings beneath her upper arms. The stomach I’d once thought
carried another sibling for me was shrinking and staying down.
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