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Intro
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When I decided to publish all my Facebook author page entries, it never occurred to me that it would turn out to be a major endeavor. After all, I’d already written them, so what could be the problem with just putting them together into a book?

I’m sure that, with those plans, I gave God a great big chuckle that day. She’s probably still laughing about it.

Before you complain about how Clear as Mud, the first volume in these memoirs, was priced at $39.99, let me explain a little bit about the publishing industry. I completely understand that the COVID-19 crisis has left a lot of industries reeling, and the publishing industry is no exception. Still, even before the pandemic, publishers seemed determined to guarantee that the creative process behind the book (the author) always got the tiniest slice of the pie.

To give you just one example, every time someone buys new one copy of one of my ScotShop Mysteries, the royalty payment I receive is 23 cents. This is for a book that’s priced at $7.99. If you buy a book that’s used, then the author gets nothing. 

I’m not complaining. I’ve sold tens of thousands of my books, but the big income doesn’t come until people are buying hundreds of thousands or—wouldn’t this be lovely?—millions of an author’s books. Most of the people who sell that many books have hired a publicist, to the tune of anywhere from $5,000 to $20,000. Obviously, I didn’t do that.

But, back to the $39.99 price tag for Clear as Mud. It’s a big book (8.5 x 11) for a reason. If it had been the size of my other books (the Biscuit McKee mysteries & the BeesKnees books), it would have been more than a thousand pages long. It’s full-color printing because of all the photos—and that costs a good deal more than black & white printing. If I’d priced it any less than $39.99, I would have LOST money every time somebody bought one. Clearly Me (2019) is slightly less expensive than Clear as Mud only because there are fewer pages. And the next volume, Crystal Clear (2020), should be as reasonably priced as this one.

So, I’ve had to see these three books as part of the legacy I’m leaving my children and grandchildren (and great-grandchildren and so on). If you bought Clear as Mud, I’m astonished and gratified indeed. I’m also humbled that you have obviously wanted to share my life as I’ve revealed it in these pages.

I wish you the very best—good friends, good health, and good laughs.


—Fran

from my house beside a creek

on the other side of Hog Mountain GA

October 2020


[2022 Note for the e-book version: Thank goodness none of these outrageous prices apply to e-books. Aren’t you glad?]
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Beneath the Skin

Tuesday January 1, 2019 — One of the loveliest, most loving women I ever knew was 18 years older than I when I met her on the day I took my son to his kindergarten class for the first time. Shirley Murray taught because she loved teaching. As I grew to know her over the years (she taught my daughter’s kindergarten class as well) she encouraged me to begin journaling as a way to begin healing my life.

Some time ago, I found this poem by Jeannette Encinias. It’s full of lovely thoughts to share at the beginning of this New Year. No matter where you are on your journey, I hope you will remember that "you have decades of learning and leaving and loving sewn into the corners of your eyes."

Happy New Year.


Beneath the Sweater and the Skin

~ Jeannette Encinias

How many years of beauty do I have left?

she asks me.

How many more do you want?

Here. Here is 34. Here is 50.



When you are 80 years old

and your beauty rises in ways

your cells cannot even imagine now

and your wild bones grow luminous and

ripe, having carried the weight

of a passionate life.



When your hair is aflame

with winter

and you have decades of

learning and leaving and loving

sewn into 

the corners of your eyes

and your children come home

to find their own history

in your face.



When you know what it feels like to fail

ferociously

and have gained the 

capacity

to rise and rise and rise again.



When you can make your tea

on a quiet and ridiculously lonely afternoon

and still have a song in your heart

Queen owl wings beating

beneath the cotton of your sweater.



Because your beauty began there

beneath the sweater and the skin,

remember?



This is when I will take you 

into my arms and coo

YOU BRAVE AND GLORIOUS THING

you've come so far.

I see you.

Your beauty is breathtaking.



If I ever get old and frail, would somebody please read this to me?

~ ~ ~
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Walking into 2019

WEDNESDAY 01/02/2019—My dear friend Darlene Carter read this to me when we did our MasterMind session a couple of days ago. She and I both plan to print it out and keep it close at hand throughout the coming year.

MasterMind, in this case, is not the game, but a spiritual process developed by Maryanne Williamson. Darlene and I have been sharing this adventure for the past eighteen years, and it never ceases to amaze us with the way it leads us to new insights and ah-ha moments.

By the way, thank you to the people who checked in with me via phone calls or messages during the past week and a half when I dropped off the edge of the Facebook world. I appreciate your concern, and I’m delighted not only that you noticed I was gone, but that you reached out in your concern. I’m so much better now.

[image: A close up of text on a white background
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Ta-Da List

THURSDAY 01/03/2019 — I think this is a great idea. Ta-Da! instead of to-do. Enthusiasm, excitement, expectancy (to quote Marianne Williamson)

What do you think? Is it worth trying for a day or two? A week or two? Maybe for the rest of our lives? 

[image: A close up of a sign
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Wonder of a book (12/28/18)

FRIDAY 01/04/2019 — Emily Dickinson wrote that "there is no frigate like a book." Nowadays when fewer and fewer people have any idea what a frigate is (a light, fast boat that is rowed or sailed), people depend on other ways of expressing that thought.

Carl Sagan, as you can see here, spoke of the book as "the greatest human invention, binding together people who never knew each other."

I find, time and again, when my readers reach out to me through messages or emails, that these connections between people can go very deep, and I truly appreciate those links, particularly today.

[image: A close up of text on a white background
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Goats Eating Christmas Trees

SATURDAY 01/05/2019 — I found a great news item from the Canadian Broadcast System. It was too good not to share. If you want to read it, do a search for Christmas trees goats CBC. I hope it brightens your day.

I had so much fun visiting various goat farms several times when I was researching Indigo as an Iris, and I am to this day intrigued by goats. It was particularly fun to gaze into their rectangular pupils.

Incidentally, your chickens will also appreciate a Christmas tree to eat, scratch at, and snuggle into. But please, no ornament hooks, tinsel, or that horrible spray fake snow.

[image: A goat looking at the camera
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Why Ships Sink

MONDAY 01/07/2019 — Good old Archimedes. “Any body completely or partially submerged in a fluid at rest is acted upon by an upward (buoyant) force the magnitude of which is equal to the weight of the fluid displaced by the body.”

I do wonder whether the "fluid" is supposed to be at rest or the "body" is supposed to be at rest, but other than that one grammatical inconsistency, it’s a pretty good statement, wouldn’t you say?

Of course, I like this other saying, too — the one in today’s picture. In a lot of ways, it says the same thing as Archimedes.

Have a buoyant day.

[image: A small boat in a body of water
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Ella Vader

TUESDAY 01/08/2019 — I love the way the English language lends itself to plays on words.

Last week I met with a book club that had chosen to read GREEN AS A GARDEN HOSE, my third Biscuit McKee Mystery, for their January choice. We got to talking about puns and wordplay, and I had great fun pointing out that one of the less-savory characters in that book was named Kelvin. Someone in the book described him as "an absolute Zero of a man."

Not everybody got it. Not everybody will get it. But the ones who do may at least get a smile out of it — or maybe even a big whoop of laughter.

As I said, I love the English language.

For extra credit, you can find out where I got the names of the two law firms that appear in the Biscuit McKee series:


Bushy, Bagot, & Green

and

Scroop, Grey, & Cambridge 


[image: A close up of a sign
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Pasture Bedtime

WEDNESDAY 01/09/2019 — While we’re talking about puns . . .
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Arrows

THURSDAY 01/10/2019 — This collection of arrows and squiggly figures stumped me for a bit when I found it stuffed between old notes in a file folder of my parents’ diaries. What it was doing there, I have no idea. How it got there is a mystery. Where it came from is one of those facts lost to the modern mind.

Still, I liked its message (once I figured it out), so I thought I’d share it with you.

[image: A close up of a sign
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Auburn library questions

FRIDAY 01/11/2019 — I love libraries. About a month ago I took this photo of a display at the Auburn GA public library when I went there to participate in a writing group that evolved from some memoirs classes I taught there last fall.

The librarians had put up the simple question — "Can you guess the book these first lines came from?"

Since the question was in the teen section, and since I haven’t read very many YA books, I couldn’t identify a single one of them. What about you?
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Snow Joy

SATURDAY 01/12/2019 — It’s been eight years since this area of Georgia had a big enough snowstorm so the grandkids could go sledding on an air mattress. 

What else could they have used? Nobody sells sleds or snow shovels around here. There are times I miss Vermont. The thought of being able to strap on cross country skis beside the back deck and head out across a snowy expanse sounds exhilarating, doesn’t it? 

Then there are the more frequent times I recall that I was never any good at skiing. In fact, I fell more than I glided.

There are the times I remember the crisp invigorating air of a sub-zero day.

Then there are the other times when I remember my frost-bitten fingers that one time we were stupid enough to go out camping when it was forty-below.

Here in the Atlanta area spring starts in February — in fact, yesterday I saw crocuses beginning to push up through the dead leaves.

I’m not sure of this, but maybe snowstorms are more fun in memory than they were in real life?
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visible song (1/11/19)

MONDAY 01/14/2019 — In every book I’ve written, if the story is set during a cold spell, I mention at some point or other something about puffs of breath visible in front of people’s noses.

But in all my years I’ve never even thought of (much less seen) the puffs of air coming from a bird’s beak. This photo - that came from (I think) National Geographic - captures the visible song so beautifully, I wanted to share it with you. I wish I could give you an exact source. The photographer deserves full credit. 

[2020 Note: I was sad to find that this picture had been photoshopped. Now I’m sorry I gave it any space whatsoever in these posts.]

~ ~ ~
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Etch-a-sketch

TUESDAY 01/15/2019 — Remember etch-a-sketch? Do they even have those things nowadays?

Probably not.

The one thing I remember most about my etch-a-sketch was how much I enjoyed the erasing. It was such fun to see all those lines disappearing. Hmm... (???) Maybe that’s why I turned out to be such a fervent editor.
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Recalculating

WEDNESDAY 01/16/2019 — I have a Garmin GPS whose maps haven’t been updated.for two years because when I was moving things around and boxing things up to prepare for the major house-remodeling I did two years ago, I misplaced the cord and it has one of those one-of-a-kind connections on one end, so I can’t plug any other cord into the GPS. All these new roads that keep cropping up? — I can’t tell where they are. 

Time and again I drive along a perfectly visible road, and my GPS shows me schlepping across a field. "Off-road," it warns me. "Recalculating."

GRRRRR!

Of course, it's my own fault for having misplaced the cord in the first place. (Double-grrrr)
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Go the Extra Mile (1/15/19)

THURSDAY 01/17/2019 — This sign was in the middle school library where I volunteer once a week.

The interesting thing is — I’m constantly finding people in my life who go the extra mile, so I try to keep up with them! 

How about you? Do you know people who take the time to do that extra nice thing for you? If you can’t think of anybody, open your eyes!
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Fuzzy in the Cat Tree

FRIDAY 01/18/2019 — There’s something going on. Is it unique to me, or is there some sort of cosmic plan afoot?

Every year I can remember—every year before this one, that is—for the first few weeks after New Year’s Day, whenever I’ve written a check or dated a card or letter, my first impulse is to write the previous year. And then I have to change the 1995 to 1996, or 2002 to 2003, or 2016 to 2017. This year, though, I haven’t written 2018 even once.

Is there something special about 2019? 

Meanwhile, Fuzzy Britches sits in her cat tree overlooking my letter-writing, approving the movements of the universe. That’s what cats do. 

[image: A cat sitting on a chair
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Total Lunar Eclipse

SATURDAY 01/19/2019 — I’m sure you’ve already heard about this or read about it. I found a site, though, that would give me the exact times when the various sections of the lunar eclipse began and ended in my area. 

If you go to timeanddate.com, choose Sun & Moon from the menu across the top of the screen, and then pick Eclipses from the drop-down menu, you should get the times for your zip code.

It also has a video that shows just how the moon travels through earth’s shadow.

I love it when people take the time to put together information like this. My thanks to them!

~ ~ ~
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If We Had No Winter

MONDAY 01/21/2019 — I first met Anne Bradstreet when I was in college, taking a course about early American literature. I was struck by the clarity of her voice.

I love making connections across the centuries.

I do wonder if some day in the far distant future, someone will say, "I discovered Fran Stewart recently, and was struck by the way she created characters that came alive for me."

Wouldn’t that be wonderful?

p.s. The lunar eclipse last night was magnificent. A clear, cloudless night. Visible through my skylights, too, so I didn't have to brave the cold from 10:30 till 2:00. 

I kept watch from inside, setting aside my book (and a couple of cats) every nine minutes—the snooze alarm on my phone—to check the progress, then going outside when the red glow began to appear. At a little past midnight, the Full Blood Moon filled me with such awe, I came close to tears.
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Cats on Ancient Manuscripts

TUESDAY 01/22/2019 — Speaking of making connections across the centuries, the British Library website, which I accessed through another site called Medieval Manuscripts Blog, has an entire article showing how cats used to mess up ancient manuscripts with muddy or inky paw prints.

The most my cats do (since they’re indoor cats and don’t get their feet muddy) is walk /.oimnytvc][.,oinb across my keyboard. When I’m writing longhand, I usually have the writing pad balanced on top of a purring cat’s back, so all I get is some shaky-looking writing from the subterranean rumblings.

[image: A close up of a sign

Description automatically generated]

~ ~ ~
[image: ]


“Listen”

WEDNESDAY 01/23/2019 — How often have you stood absolutely still, seeing or sensing something you want almost desperately? Something seemingly bigger than yourself says, "Leave it." So you wait.

Then, in a life-transforming instant, you know somehow you have permission to step forward into that new exciting realm. "Take it," says your inner voice, and you do.

I did that years ago when I had always wanted to write a mystery, but kept telling myself I couldn’t ("Leave it!") until that magical day when I knew it was time to begin ("Take it!"), and the result was Orange as Marmalade, my first book.

Just like my grand-dog Limerick with the spaghetti.

Who or what has been holding you back, telling you that you can’t do what you’re longing to do?

Is it time to listen to that other voice?
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Reading 

THURSDAY 01/24/2019 — I read one of those ubiquitous statistics the other day that said 26% of adult Americans claim not to have read a book during the last twelve months. 

Why on earth would anyone even consider admitting something as shameful as that?

Okay, okay, I’m showing my extremely biased attitude. But, really! How can someone not want to read a book? Fiction, non-fiction, mystery, fantasy, romance, sci-fi, historical, biography, memoirs, suspense, how-to, self-help, paranormal . . . Surely there’s at least one book out there that can entice a person, any person, to want to read more.

All it takes is one. I’m convinced of it. The question, though, is how to hook them on that first book. If you can figure out the answer to that, please let me know.
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Paper Bags and Kevlar

FRIDAY 01/25/2019 — What does a paper bag have in common with Kevlar?

I’m glad you asked.

They were both invented by women. The dishwasher, Monopoly, disposable diapers, circular saws, and marine signal flares — all were invented by women.

Look around you. What needs to be improved? What could be better accomplished in a different way? Maybe the next invention, the next discovery is right there at your fingertips. In the meantime, though, you can enjoy all these other conveniences and be thankful to the women who thought about them. Like, the next time you’re driving in a rainstorm, you can thank Mary Anderson for having invented windshield wipers.
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The Bigger the Cheerio

SATURDAY 01/26/2019 — A great way to end this week.

For all the talk I do (to myself mostly) about cutting down on sugar, there is something about a glazed Krispie Kreme doughnut that will get me every time.

And homemade fudge. Don’t get me started on fudge. 

Enjoy your weekend. I'll be back Monday morning.
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Why Tock Tick

MONDAY 01/28/2019 — I love to find out where things come from.

Especially intriguing little articles on the internet. Especially from the BBC.

So, after seeing this image of the cuckoo clock and the intriguing article around it, I Googled "tock tick bbc" to find the following article by Mark Forsyth, who wrote a book called The Elements of Eloquence.

He’s talking about some rules of our language that we’re not aware of us. None of us. Well, some of us, perhaps, but certainly not I.

Fascinating!
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Be Decisive

TUESDAY 01/29/2019 — It won’t be long now. Yesterday I began setting up the beta tests for my online class about how to write your memoirs — the stories of your life. Stay tuned. I’ll let you know how this unfolds.

In the meantime, I have a 4-session class going on at my local library, and I’ll be teaching a 6-session class at BULLI, the Brenau University Lifetime Learning Institute, beginning the last Thursday in March. Once I decided to put my focus on guiding people to write their memoirs, I took myself out of the squirrel category and into — well, into something else that is new and exciting.

Life is good.
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Comfort Zone

WEDNESDAY 01/30/2019 — I’m definitely stretching outside my comfort zone with these online memoir classes I’m planning to teach. 

First, I’m experimenting like crazy with the online conference program called Zoom. All those options, all those buttons! Wish me luck, please.

I’ve put together a PowerPoint to explain one of lessons I teach about perspective. I know, I know — any 5th-grader can put together a truly impressive-looking PowerPoint — but for me it’s new territory.

Then there are the decisions — more PowerPoints? what sort of limit to class size? what days? what times?

And so on. As I said, wish me luck, please.
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Two Kinds of People

THURSDAY 01/31/2019 — So, which kind of person are you?

And, did you think this was as funny as I did?
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Reading can make you

abetter conversationalist.
Fact2:

Neighbors will never complain
youare reading too loud.

Fact 3:

Knowledge by osmoss has ot yet,
been perfected. so youd better read.
Fact k:

Books have stopped bullets.
Reading could save your life.
Fact 5:

Dinosaurs did not read.

Look what happened to them.
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I've come to the conclusion that the
bigger the cheerio the better it tastes
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Be decisive.

Right or wrong,
make a decision.

The road of life
is paved with
flat squirrels
who couldn’t
make a decision.
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-Why ‘tock-tick’ does not
sound right to your ears

“ver wondered why we say material purpose
el ock, not tocktic, et o o it
or ding-dong, not dong- old rectangular green

ding; King Kong, not French silver whittling
Kong King? Turns out it knife. But if you mess

is one of the unwritten with that word order in
rules of English that na- theslightest you'll sound
tive speakers know like a maniac.”

without knowing. ‘That explains why we

say “little green men” not
“green little men,” but
“Big Bad Wolf” sounds like
a gross violation of the
“opinion (bad)-size (big)-
‘noun (wolf)*order. It won't,
though, if you recall the first
rule about the I-A-O order:
‘That rule seems inviolable:
“All four of a horse’s foet make
exactly the same sound. But we

The rule, explains a
BBC article, is: “If there
are three words then the
order hasto gol, A, 0. If
there are two words then
the first is I and the sec-
ond is either A or 0. Mish-
mash, chit.chat, dilly-dally,
shilly-shally, tip top, hip-hop,
fliplop, tic tac, sing song, ding
dong, King Kong, ping pong.”

‘There's another unwritten always, always say clip-clop, nev-

rule at work in the name Little erclopclip”
Red Riding Hood, says thearticle. . This rule even has a techni-
“Adjectives in English abso- ‘cal name, if you care to know
it—theruleof ablaut reduplica-

lutely have to be in this order:

opinion-size-age-shape-colour-ori- tion—but then life is simpler

_ knowing that we know the rule
'PLAY IT BY EAR: If a word sequence without knowing it.
sounds wrong, itis probably wrong

For more: 88C
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IF WE HAD NO
WINTER THE SPRING
WOULD NOT BE SO
PLEASANT.

“Came Biadtied,
1672
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WITNESSES SAY HE RuT HiS WHoLE SELE
N AND PUT HiS WHoLE SELF oUT. HE
BUT WS WHOLE SELF 1N AND THEN HE
SHooK T ALL ABOUT. /10wt ANYoNE

TelL THE SCHLOB
ETcH-A-SKETCHES
CANT Do THE
HoKey foKEY?
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