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Author’s Note
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This final volume of my Facebook memoirs has been a real joy for me to compile, not only because it’s given me a chance to take a deep look at 2020, this tumultuous year that we’ve lived through, but to review all the times I’ve felt so connected to those of you who have followed my posts so faithfully.

You mean a great deal to me.

I’ve re-read your comments—and even included a few of them in this volume—and wondered what later generations who won’t have access to my FranStewartAuthor FB page might have thought to comment about.

Whether you’ve followed me for years, whether you were new to this page, or whether you’re someone who has discovered my words long after I’ve joined all my cats on the other side of the rainbow bridge, I hope you’ll find joy in reading (or re-reading) these words of mine.

I hope my words can bridge whatever gap may exist between us, no matter whether it’s measured in physical distance or in time.

If you can, please keep in touch. If that’s not possible, know that I send you all my best wishes for a life filled with purpose. And with joy.

—Fran

from my house beside a creek on the other side of Hog Mountain

January 2021
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January 2020
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January Reading Challenges 

Wednesday 1/1/2020 – Let’s start the year out the right way, with lots of reading. I love this calendar of themed books to read during January. You get to choose the theme you like the best. If you follow the “Librarianuary” month, you can add my Biscuit McKee series (all eleven books), since Biscuit is a librarian!

“Meow,” adds Marmalade (the library cat), which means “Happy New Year.”
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Your diet

THURSDAY 1/2/2020 – I’ve decided to go on a diet this whole year. Not the kind of diet you probably have in mind, but the kind of diet where I choose to be aware of everything I put into my mind and spirit, as well as my body.

I’m going to watch the books I read even more than I have in the past. 

I’m going to sing more, and praise more, and laugh more.

And as for what I put in my body – I think I’ll start with some homemade fudge.
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Veins on the Bottom

FRIDAY 1/3/2020 – Did you ever think much about what’s underneath stuff? The part of everything that we don’t see and hardly ever consider.

Lily pads, for instance. Something has to strengthen those fragile-looking green circles. After all, frogs have to sit on them. I was fascinated by the pattern of veins on this one. How I wish Internet photos were all tagged with the source. Where was this photo taken? Who is the person? What’s the genus and species of that particular lily pad?

Years ago I started turning things over (carefully) and checking out what holds them together or supports them. It was meant to be an exercise in exploration. What it’s uncovered recently—in my house at least—is a whole bunch of dust bunnies and cat hair.

<<sigh>>
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Stop Shrinking Yourself

SATURDAY 1/4/2020 – This past year, and specifically this past month, has been one of the most momentous years (months) of my life. As I look back over my journal entries for the past year, I see so often where I envisioned some miracle and then stepped into it.

Years ago, when I sold cosmetics—I won’t name the company, but if you think PINK you’ll be pretty close—I first heard the phrase “Act as if, and you will become.”

I secretly thought it was a bunch of hooey at the time, since I’d never set goals in my life. I couldn’t see myself even one year ahead of then, much less five or ten or twenty. Except to assume that I’d be dead by that time. Needless to say, with an attitude like that, I did not move more than a rung or two up the pink ladder.

What’s changed in all this time? What changed last month, last year? Maybe I’ve grown up. Maybe I’ve had the “sea change” that so many writers have referred to. Over the past year I’ve been priming myself (unbeknownst to me) to take an uncompromising look at my life, which I did several weeks ago. I realized that I’ve spent most of it “thinking poor.”

I’ve always been a frugal person. I like frugality. I like conserving energy and not spending excess amounts on new things when there’s so much used stuff going to waste. I like bringing home a doggie bag from a restaurant. I like washing clothes in cold water and not bothering with fabric softeners that are just going to clog up the septic tank anyway.

That may be, but I finally realized I was doing all that for the wrong reason. I was doing it out of terror of becoming a bag lady someday.

Get this, Frannie – you are nowhere near being a bag lady. Not even within spittin’ distance.

So I decided to spend some of the money I’ve been saving (compulsively) for decades. I was counting on those savings to sustain me in my old age.

Get this, Frannie – old age isn’t way far off in the distance. It’s here. It’s now. I’m 73, for criminey’s sakes. So I called both my (well-grown) children and told them I was planning to spend a chunk of their inheritance. One said, “Go for it, Mom!” the other said, “It’s about time!”

So, here I am at the Tesla place in Atlanta with my completed order.

I picked her up on December 21st, the Winter Solstice, so the official name of my beautiful new deep blue winged chariot is Pegasa Solsta Tesla.

What have you been envisioning? What are you ready to step into?
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Carrots, Eggs, and Coffee

MONDAY 1/6/2020 – In my beekeeping blog, I wrote the following little essay exactly ten years ago today. And it’s included in BeesKnees #5: A Beekeeping Memoir, which will be out in print late next month. The thoughts are still pertinent, so I’d like to share it with you.

=========

Day #451


Here’s another blog post that has nothing to do with bees.

A friend of mine in Australia shared an interesting story with me recently about a wise old woman who helped a younger woman deal with adversity. “Dig up some carrots,” she said, “and gather some eggs, then bring me some ground coffee beans.”

The young woman did as directed, and then was instructed to put them all in boiling water. So she took three pots, brought water to a boil, and put the carrots in one, the eggs in another, and the coffee in the third.

“Look at them,” the older woman said after a while. “What do you see?”

The young woman replied, “They’ve all cooked.”

“Yes,” said the wise woman, “but look at the differences. The carrots were hard and resistant when they were put in the water, but they softened up and gave in to the heat. The eggs, with their soft vulnerability, became hard in the boiling water. As for the coffee? Well, it changed the water!

We all have adversity. But how each one of us reacts to that adversity is up to us. Will we be carrots, eggs, or coffee?

BeeAttitude for Day #451: Blessed are those who cook with joy no matter what they cook, for they shall spread happiness.


=========

p.s. All six volumes of my BeesKnees memoirs are available as e-books. And so far, the first three are in print, with the final three still to come. Here’s the cover of #3, that was released just a week ago.
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Twelfth Night

TUESDAY 1/7/2020 – Are you planning to see Twelfth Night at the Atlanta Shakespeare Tavern sometime this month? 

You’re not?

Why not?

I was there celebrating my 73rd birthday along with a LARGE number of friends last Saturday evening who took me up on my invitation to 1) eat a meal from the great pub menu at the Tavern; 2) see a timeless, funny, heart-warming play; and 3) enjoy my birthday with me.

They’re not quite sold out for the rest of the month-long run, so it’s not too late to call for tickets 404-874-5299. You won’t want to miss Rachel Frawley playing Viola and Marlon Burnley as Orsino.

Thanks to everyone who showed up for the play, it was one of the best birthday parties I’ve ever had!
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Waist of Time

WEDNESDAY 1/8/2020 – I have a friend who must have fifteen wristwatches, more than enough to make a “waist of time.” They come in all sorts of styles and colors, and she’s always changing her watch to match her outfit.

Whatever floats her boat is fine with me.

I’ve been using the same watch since March of 2002. Twenty minutes after my father died, I took it off his wrist, put it on mine, and I’ve worn it ever since. Why twenty minutes?

I’m glad you asked.

I’d read somewhere or other that it takes up to twenty minutes after death for all the cells of a body to shut down. So my sister and I sat beside our father and held his hands and stroked his hair back off his forehead and talked gently to him, thanking him for all he had taught us over the years. We rubbed his gradually cooling arms and patted his shoulders. 

Then I began wearing his watch. Every time I look at it, I remember the timeless love of that good man. That’s more important than fashion, as far as I’m concerned.
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Barkalounger

THURSDAY 1/9/2020 – While we’re talking about relaxing—well, we weren’t talking about it, but we should have been—I’ve been considering the way my cats can drape themselves over almost any obstacle and look perfectly at ease. Although I didn’t have this picture in mind when I wrote Violet as an Amethyst, my 6th Biscuit McKee Mystery, this sort of relaxation is precisely what I had in mind when Marmalade began to nap atop Gracie, the lost dog who adopts Biscuit’s sister, Glaze.

“She is very warm,” Marmalade says, but her people think she’s simply purring in contentment.

I don’t have a warm dog to curl up beside when I take a luxurious nap, but slipping into the corner of my bed where the afternoon sun streams through an upstairs window is almost as good.

Wooly Bear agrees with me.
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Wooly Bear on comforter

FRIDAY 1/10/2020 – “Where’d that sunshine go?” Wooly Bear asked me the other day. One moment she was lying in a puddle of warmth, the next the skies clouded over and she was left wide-eyed in disbelief, as you can see.

I know just how she feels. One day I’m all sure of myself, basking in the sunshine of my accomplishments. The next I’m wondering how I’m ever going to do everything I’d like to do before I croak.

But then, when I feel that way, someone comes along with a smile or a song, with a friendly word or an encouraging note – or I buck myself up by reminding myself to go one step at a time. After all, that’s how every journey is accomplished.
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Fit your Future

SATURDAY 1/11/2020 – At my Shakespeare Tavern birthday party last week, I realized that this saying reflected precisely where I am now in my 73 years. All the people who came to share the evening with me are people I want in my future, and although I’ve known some of them all their lives (daughter and grandchildren), and others a great deal of my own life, I want that sweep of history to continue growing for a long time to come.

I’m gonna keep hanging out with these folks. Their energy, their vision, their humor, their various areas of expertise, are all factors I want in my life as it unfolds. I am rich indeed in the love of good friends and family.

And—I’m open to finding new friends. That’s certainly happening as I teach the memoirs classes. Life is good indeed.
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Who? Me?

MONDAY 1/13/2020 – Saturday I drove to Tyrone GA to visit Marcia Dunscomb, a dear friend. On Sunday morning, she and I attended a discussion group she’s been a member of for several years. Sometimes they talk about the environment, particularly since one of the members is an active volunteer with the Citizens’ Climate Lobby. Sometimes they discuss the driving political issues of the day, since all of the members are active in their political parties. Yesterday they were talking about philosophy – in particular the philosophy that governs communication.

I read once that most people’s idea of communication is listening in order to reply instead of listening in order to understand.

Wouldn’t it be lovely if we could all talk with “the other side” (no matter who or what we consider that to be) with the goal of understanding, rather than simply slapping on a label and discounting everything they say?

Marcia had told me ahead of time that her usual question at each of these discussions is “What can we do?”

What a good question. 

What can we do? We can take a first step.

When we ask, “Who? Me?” the answer is YES.
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You’re Your Yore

TUESDAY 1/14/2020 – Today I begin a new six-week Memoirs class at my local library branch. I am passionate about helping people write the stories of their lives, in large part because my aunt gave me copies of my grandparents’ and great-grandmother’s daily diaries that she transcribed years ago. Although these documents give tantalizing glimpses into what went on in the early years of the 20th century, they don’t TELL THE STORIES as fully as I wished they did. Every entry is a basic list of what jobs they accomplished (washed, visited, sold this many chickens or that many dozens of eggs, had a baby, named it, the cow had a calf, snake in the outhouse, helped lay out body of neighbor’s child who died last night, funeral at 3pm). 

Any one of those events could have been rich in detail, but they knew what they were writing about, and didn’t think it would be important to give last names, talk about the relationships between people, relate the importance of those sales, let me know how the pregnancy went, tell me the cow’s age or whether she had trouble delivering her calf. What about the snake? What about the child? My grandmother had 12 pregnancies, but only 8 live births. Nowhere in her diary or in my grandfather’s, is there any mention of a) her pregnancies, or b) her miscarriages. The births are recorded—but it took my grandfather nine months before he even mentioned the name they’d given my father.

You ARE your yore. And if you’re willing to write those stories, you’ll leave a priceless legacy to those who come after you.

Don’t know how to start? Maybe you need to take one of my classes. 
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Cardinal Mohawk

WEDNESDAY 1/15/2020 – Somebody asked me the other day what book I was reading. Book? Singular? I never read just one book. I read multiple books, and lately I’ve been reading nothing but non-fiction (except for re-reading “Still Life” by Louise Penny, which was my book club’s selection for this month. Of all fiction writers, Penny is my favorite).

Seven Skeletons by Lydia Payne – the seven iconic skeletons that helped change the way we think about human life on earth umpty-kazillion years ago.

Of Orcas and Men by the journalist David Neiwert – I never knew there was so much to learn about orcas. Well, I did know I was ignorant about them, but I didn’t realize how much until I read this moving tribute to the Orca. Orcas were originally called the whale killer because Orcas hunt other whales (and dolphins and seals and such). They never ever kill humans in the wild. The only instances of orcas killing humans has been when the whales are in captivity. Not a wonder; orcas who are separated from their families and forbidden to roam the oceans must be quietly going crazy in their restricted pools.

Planet of the Bugs by Scott R. Shaw – a fabulous follow-up to the Bugs 101 course I took a few months ago from the University of Alberta.

What Happened by Hillary Rodham Clinton – there is hope for the women of America (and the men as well), but seeing from the inside all the ways in which the first woman to run for the Presidency was blocked on so many fronts was sad indeed.

Without a Doubt by Marcia Clark – about her prosecution case for the Orenthal James Simpson trial.

And The Other Side of the Coin by Angela Kelly – the behind the scenes story of Queen Elizabeth’s clothes. The book includes so much more information, though, about the ways the royal household works. After reading it, I realized I know a number of women like the queen: women who are older than I, but who glow with a love of life, who have a hearty laugh and love to use it, who face life’s challenges head on, who are unafraid to voice their opinions, but who are consistently thoughtful of the people around them. I’m honored to know those women.

How do I keep all these books straight at one time? It’s very simple. When I’m in the mood to read about Orcas, I pick up that book. When I need something a bit lighter, I choose Kelly’s book. When I’m upstairs I work on Clark’s book; in the family room, it’s Clinton’s.

I’ve talked with people who think I’m crazy, but I won’t think less of them for reading only one book at a time. Of course, I returned Payne, Neiwert, Shaw, and Kelly to the library yesterday. The others I didn’t have to return because I own them.

Now I have a whole raft of new books to start. I’m going to start with Shade by Pete Souza, which was a gift from one of those special women I mentioned earlier.

Life is rich indeed. 

Oh, and the cardinal’s Mohawk? I just thought you’d enjoy it. 
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More Libraries than McDonald’s

THURSDAY 1/16/2020 – Yesterday I stopped by the library for a quick look at their new shelving system. Quick—or so I thought. I’d gone there to find the book my book club is reading for next month, Hillbilly Elegy by J.D. Vance. I couldn’t find it where I thought it ought to be. It’s a memoir of growing up in Appalachia, but I couldn’t find a memoir section. So I looked under biography. Nope. Turns out it was shelved under Social Science.

You see, like many libraries across the country, our Gwinnett County libraries have switched away from the Dewey Decimal System. Now, before you howl in dismay, let me tell you that I spent quite a long time roaming through the non-fiction section, trying to get my head around this new system that classifies non-fiction books based on their genre.

“It’s just like the Dewey system,” one of the librarians told me, “except it uses words instead of numbers.”

Easy for him to say.

Still, I know I’ll eventually get used to it. In the meantime, I’m either going to have to look up the books I want online before I leave home or ask a librarian for help while I’m roaming the shelves. The system doesn’t quite make sense to me yet. I looked for Becoming yesterday. It’s an autobiography, right? So I looked under the O’s in the Bio section. Nope.

Gave up. Asked the same librarian. I’m listening to the book on CD (loaned to me by a wonderful friend), but I’d like to read along with it as I listen to Michelle Obama telling her fascinating story.

The librarian led me to the politics shelf.

I remember so well the days of the old card catalogs, which I dearly loved. But I’ve gotten used to looking up books in the online catalog. Now I suppose I’ll adapt to this new system. Wonder how long it will take me ? ? ?

Bye-bye Dewey, hello Words.
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Coati – San Diego Zoo

FRIDAY 1/17/2020 – About a month ago I posted a picture of “baby brontosauruses.” I’ve had people email me to ask what they actually were. Although at first glance, they looked like cats with their tails up in the air, if you looked carefully, you’d see that their noses were long and pointy. So, to clear up that mystery, here’s an announcement. The baby bronts in that December photo are coati, a South American omnivore. 

One of the coolest things about them is that their ankles can rotate 180 degrees, which makes it easy for them to climb down a tree headfirst.

I found out about them at the San Diego Zoo site when I was looking for a good link to pass on to a friend about reindeer. Check it out – it’s fascinating.

https://animals.sandiegozoo.org/animals/coati
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playroom outside

SATURDAY 1/18/2020 – Usually the rule was “Come in before the streetlights come on.” Or “Come in before the sun sets.” But I remember one snowy winter day on an Air Force base in Germany when my sister and I went out sledding on a nearby hill. She had a watch. I didn’t. “Be back by five o’clock,” was the order.

I was six years old and had no concept of what time was, but I knew quite well that we’d be punished if we came in late. I spent the first half of our sledding time asking my big sister, “Is it five o’clock yet?”

She finally told me to quit bothering her. So I quit asking.

I still remember the look on my sister’s face when she finally got around to looking at her watch. We ran, even though there was no hope of mitigating the results of our inattention.

Sure enough, the flat-bottomed wooden spoon came out as soon as we walked in the door. 

I remember thinking it would have much safer if I’d just stayed inside with a book.

Still, when I walk around my neighborhood now on a Saturday, I seldom see any of the children outside playing, even though the sun is still bright.

What a shame.

Maybe we need some snow to entice them outside.
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Happiness is a choice

MONDAY 1/20/2020 – I’ve been thinking about this a lot recently. There are quite a few things that don’t come to us—things we have to generate, things that have to bubble up within us.

Things like courage and compassion, kindness and determination, serenity and joy. 

It helps if we have circumstances around us that serve to nourish the goodness inside. Still, the choices are always ours, always yours, always mine. Many years ago I heard someone described as the kind of person who’d complain when he got to heaven. The one speaking paused a beat and added, “If he ever even gets there.”

The judgment implicit in that comment was something my seven-year-old mind registered, and I found myself looking at the speaker differently than I had before. “She’s not very happy,” I remember thinking.

If only we could see ourselves with that kind of clarity. If only we could lighten up a bit and realize that others carry a heavy load not visible to us. 

Today, I plan to let nothing but joy bubble up through my thoughts. Will you join me?
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Someone Else’s Candle

TUESDAY 1/21/2020 – Over the past week, I’ve had the distinct feeling that someone I knew was, in three different conversations, trying to blow out my candle. My first reaction was pique, my second was resentment. It took until the third try that I realized she was feeling completely overwhelmed and had barely enough energy to keep her own candle lit, much less contribute to my light. 

Now, why couldn’t I have figured that out the first time around instead of holding onto my negativity?

Ah, well. I got it eventually.

If there is a next time, I hope I’ll get smarter a lot faster.
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Redundancy

WEDNESDAY 1/22/2020 – Redundant. Superfluous. Inessential. Unnecessary. Uncalled for. Something I never want to be thought of as. 

There have been many times when I’ve felt that way. I remember many years ago when I took my daughter and some of her friends roller-skating and tried to get them involved in a game on skates. I can still feel the shock of having my daughter roll her eyes at me—the first time I ever saw her do that. I tucked my tail between my legs and retreated to the side of the rink.

Talk about feeling outdated and unnecessary. 

In my life, such feelings will no longer ever be tolerated in my life any longer.

So there!

Hee-hee-hee...
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Wish Them Healing

THURSDAY 1/23/2020 – This quote for today kind of ties into what I wrote about two days ago. Thank you for all the private messages of support, but I hope I was able to reassure each of you that my only problem was waiting two or three days to get the lesson.

I truly do wish healing for those who strike out in anger or because of deep hurts.
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Yelling

FRIDAY 1/24/2020 – Did you ever yell at a pinecone by grumping about something that you then found out had no basis whatsoever in fact?

I did one less-than-memorable time [translation: I wish everyone around me had never seen it happen], and I’ve done my best to forget the details. But I got to wondering how many other times I’ve walked right into negativity without seeing the full picture before I took that first step.

Probably more often than I realize.

Doggone it.

Starting here, starting now – no more pinecone moments for me. How about you?
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The Second O

SATURDAY 1/25/2020 – This remonstrance was posted on April 1st last year somewhere or other. I don’t want to wait for another April Fool’s Day before I enjoy it again.

I hope that the rest of your Saturday is filled with joy . . .

and that you come back here on Monday. I’ll be waiting for you!
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Hidden Brain – Melting Permafrost

MONDAY 1/27/2020 – Last Friday I listened to NPR’s Hidden Brain program as they explored the ways in which the Alaskan permafrost is melting. One of the questions they asked is why, for almost the entire history of humankind, so many people have refused to believe the prophets who warn us of impending danger.

That’s a good question. When the permafrost is melting, how can we possibly deny the results of global warming?

Just as the way in which the Trojans brought the big horse inside their gates despite Cassandra’s warning, so too do several otherwise intelligent people I know refuse to see the Greeks inside the horse, the climate catastrophe within what we’re experiencing now.

Why don’t we listen? Why don’t we wake up? Why don’t we pay attention to Andrew Natsios (who is interviewed on this show)?

The answer to these questions was complex, but it pretty much boiled down to this: we don’t listen because we don’t want to face the uncomfortable truths that prophetic people have pointed out.

It’s time to face up to what we’ve done to this earth.

To find the original podcast from 5/16/2019, search for “How to See the Future No Crystal Ball Needed”
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Can Do Anything

TUESDAY 1/28/2020 – It’s time for us to stop trying to take on every unfilled job. 

I speak from experience. 

Nobody wants to serve on the board of a particular organization, which shall remain unnamed on this FB page. I’m already on the board and said I was willing to continue to serve in that position – but then there’s the president and 1st VP. There are no volunteers.

Do I volunteer to be president as well as the position I already hold?

Or do I go to bat to have the whole organization dissolved? We never accomplish anything anyway (mostly because not only is there nobody in leadership positions, but nobody volunteers for committees).

That settles it. I can do anything, but I’m not going to try to do everything. I’m gonna try to dismantle the whole thing.

Wish me luck.
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My First Tunic

WEDNESDAY 1/29/2020 – I’ve always liked uniforms. Such a mindset is probably the result of my having grown up in an Air Force family. In fact, I read a book called Military Brats many years ago in which the author said that the majority of military brats end up in jobs that require uniforms once they’re grown.

So it made a lot of sense for me to decide that as long as I like a “uniform” look, I ought to dress that way. Now, that doesn’t necessarily mean all the same color all the time. But it could mean the same relative shape most of the time.

If you’ve read these daily postings for any time, you also know that I live frugally—and don’t like wasting ANYTHING. I read an article about how one of the big problems in landfills is the tremendous number of clothes that Americans throw away. Fabric does not decompose easily in the airless environment of landfills. It just takes up space.

I decided to do something about both of these problems (my lack of a uniform and my wish to use old fabric rather than throw it out).

Aha! I’ve had some old flannel bed sheets that were too ratty to use, but that I wasn’t willing to toss.

Ta-da! My first tunic top! It’s incredibly comfortable. It fits me exactly the way I want it to fit (unlike the store-bought things that always have too-short arms or too-wide shoulders). Before I made it, a friend said, “If it doesn’t work out, you can always use it as a pajama top.” Whenever I wear it, though, I always get lots of compliments and requests to know where I bought it.

Since then, I’ve sewed three more tunics without having to buy any new fabric. The landfills are happier. So am I!
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Blue Planet

THURSDAY 1/30/2020 – Today seems like a good day to recognize miracles.

I woke up this morning and opened my eyes.

And saw my cat gazing at me with her golden eyes. I stroked her luscious black fur and relished the feel of it.

When I brewed my morning Teeccino, I sniffed that vibrant smell and felt so fortunate.

I brushed Fuzzy Britches and listened to her deep resonant purr.

I’ll sing the special birthday song to a friend of mine later today, and even though my voice has gotten croakier as I’ve gotten older, I still can bring joy to someone by calling them on their special day.

And these are only the five senses we concentrate on the most. There are multiple other “senses” that are miracles in and of themselves. The sense of love, the sense of compassion, our sense of integrity, and the wonder of the intellect. Friendship, family, humor, empathy. All of these are miracles.

Which miracle will you focus on today?
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One for the Chipper

FRIDAY 1/31/2020 – Last Saturday I was one of 180 volunteers with a county cleanup program called Bring One for the Chipper. I was the only grandma there. The others were young people from local schools getting credit for community service, their teachers, middle-aged folks who believe in environmental activism, and the employees of several companies that turn old Christmas trees into mulch to be used throughout the county’s park system.

Good for us!

When I reached Bethesda Park at 7:45, there were three long piles of trees that stood well more than head-high and that stretched from the far end of the big parking lot down to where we volunteers gathered. The workers had already started the chipping at 7:30. A few minutes later, we early birds joined them.

I started the morning all gung-ho, hauling
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